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ABSTRACT 
 

 

Background. This study investigates the ways in which former offenders tell their 

life stories and integrate explanations for their previous criminal activity and desistance 

from crime into their personal narratives. It addresses an important gap in the desistance 

literature by including non-offenders as a comparison group. The specific aims of this 

study were to explore the similarities and differences in the personal narratives of 

desisters and non-offenders and to investigate the presence of generativity, agency and 

communion themes as well as the use of redemption sequences and contamination 

sequences in the life stories of both groups.  

Methods. Respondents were identified through snowball sampling and targeted 

advertising (e.g., an organization that provides services to ex-offenders). Two groups 

were interviewed: men who had committed multiple crimes after turning 21 years old but 

were crime-free for the past year (desisting ex-offenders) and men who grew up in 

similar neighborhoods but reported no involvement in crime as adults (non-offenders). 

The final sample consisted of 19 desisters and 12 non-offenders; groups were matched on 

age and other background characteristics. Data collection included a life story interview 

and a set of open-ended questions about the respondent's juvenile offending and adult 

criminal history. Participants also completed two standardized instruments to assess 

generative concern and generative behavior: the Loyola Generativity Scale (LGS) and the 

Generative Behavior Checklist (GBC). Analyses identified themes through open coding, 

examined the structure of life narratives, and applied pre-established coding schemes for 

agency, communion and generativity themes and redemption and contamination 
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sequences.  

Results. Overall, the life stories of desisters and non-offenders were remarkably 

similar, even if they contained dramatically different content and reflected unique 

personal experiences. Respondents in both groups tended to craft narratives where they 

drew from earlier life experiences to identify reoccurring themes that helped to explain 

the trajectory of their lives and express deeply held beliefs about who they are as people. 

Desisters and non-offenders also were very similar in their use of redemption sequences 

and agency, communion and generativity themes. On the two generativity surveys, the 

desisting group reported levels of generative concern and generative behavior that were, 

at the very least, equivalent to average people their own age. 

While almost all desisting respondents reported some kind of cognitive 

transformation, the degree to which they saw themselves as changing and how they 

described that change differed depending on the type of offenses committed. Two types 

of desistance narratives were identified. The hustler desistance narrative was used by 

former drug dealers. These men believed that they were involved in drug sales primarily 

for economic gain and could replace this source of income with legal pursuits. They did 

not view their past illegal activities as inconsistent with who they were as people. In 

contrast, the “real me” narrative was used by respondents who had perpetrated acts of 

violence. They argued that they were innately good people.  

Conclusions. Overall, the study’s findings were consistent with previous research 

results that supported the “cognitive transformation and identity” view of  desistance, 

which emphasizes behavioral change as resulting primarily from internal rather than 

external sources. Previous offending patterns played an influential role in how ex-
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offenders viewed their past criminal activity, the ways in which they decided to change 

their lives, and their understanding of the desistance process. Involvement in peer-based 

programming, mutual support groups and mentoring relationships, whether they were 

institutionalized, volunteer-oriented, or self-initiated, were identified as major life 

changing experiences by many desisting ex-offenders. These activities also played a key 

role in shaping personal narratives and self-concepts in important ways that helped to 

sustain desistance over time. 
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This dissertation is dedicated to all of the men (and women) in the arena. 

 

 

 

It is not the critic who counts; not the man who points out how the strong 

man stumbles, or where the doer of deeds could have done them better. 

The credit belongs to the man who is actually in the arena, whose face is 

marred by dust and sweat and blood; who strives valiantly; who errs, who 

comes short again and again, because there is no effort without error and 

shortcoming; but who does actually strive to do the deeds; who knows 

great enthusiasms, the great devotions; who spends himself in a worthy 

cause; who at the best knows in the end the triumph of high achievement, 

and who at the worst, if he fails, at least fails while daring greatly, so that 

his place shall never be with those cold and timid souls who neither know 

victory nor defeat. 

 

Theodore Roosevelt 

Citizen in a Republic Speech 

Sorbonne Paris, France 

April 23, 1910 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

 

Overview 

  

 For years, criminologists and criminal justice scholars have focused primarily on 

studying the causes of crime and risk factors for re-offending. The importance of gaining 

a better understanding of how former offenders give up crime and continually maintain 

these positive and productive changes in their lives over the long-term has only recently 

received a significant amount of attention in the field. This study contributes to the 

growing body of research that focuses on investigating the ways in which former 

offenders tell their life stories and integrate explanations for their previous criminal 

activity and their desistance from crime into their personal narratives. It also aims to help 

remedy an important gap in the desistance literature by including non-offenders as a 

comparison group. Thus, this study seeks to explore whether or not the personal 

narratives of reformed criminals really are distinctive, when compared to those of 

continuously law-abiding men.  

 

Research Questions 

 

 In the developmental psychology literature, agency is defined as the desire for 

power, control, strength, achievement, autonomy and self-expansion (McAdams, 2001; 

McAdams, Bauer, Sakaeda, Anyidoho, Machado and Magrino-Failla, 2006; Singer, 

2001). Communion, on the other hand, refers to the desire for love, friendship, intimacy, 
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belonging and togetherness in the form of both personal relationships and membership in 

the larger community (McAdams, 2001). Generativity involves the care and concern for 

the next generation and the continual improvement of people and society in order to leave 

a lasting impact on the world (McAdams and de St. Aubin, 1998). It can be expressed 

through parenting, working with youth, engagement in social causes, volunteering, 

participating in groups or organizations, professional pursuits and generally, helping other 

people in various ways (McAdams and de St. Aubin, 1998). Redemption and 

contamination sequences are two types of narrative devices. A redemption sequence 

involves the ability to identify a silver lining such as the opportunity for personal growth 

when narrating negative events from one's life experiences (McAdams and Bowman, 

2001). A contamination sequence is the opposite of a redemption sequence (McAdams 

and Bowman, 2001). It is a narrative approach that starts with the discussion of a positive 

experience that is then sequentially followed by a negative event (McAdams and 

Bowman, 2001). It reflects the belief that even if good things happen, inevitably they will 

be ruined (McAdams and Bowman, 2001). 

 

Research Question #1 

 

Previous research has identified differences in the appearance of certain themes 

and narrative devices in the life stories of desisting and persisting ex-offenders. In 

particular, Maruna (2001) found that the desisters in the Liverpool Desistance Study were 

significantly more likely to utilize redemption sequences and express themes of agency 

(both Self-Mastery and Empowerment) and generativity in their life narratives compared 
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to the persisting group. In order to extend this line of desistance research further, this 

study was specifically designed to answer the following research question: How do 

agency, communion and generativity themes as well as redemption sequences and 

contamination sequences appear in the life stories of non-offenders and desisters? In 

addition to comparing the mean scores on these measures for both groups, the overlap of 

certain themes was also examined. 

  

Research Question #2 

 

In light of both Maruna’s findings and the fact that the generativity research 

literature has identified strong relationships between generativity, agency themes and the 

use of redemption sequences, standardized generativity instruments were incorporated 

into this study in order to answer its second research question: Does the appearance of 

certain themes in the life stories of desisting ex-offenders reflect the fact that they qualify 

as highly generative people whose narratives share many commonalities with their 

counterparts in the general population? Respondents were categorized as highly 

generative or less generative, both in comparison to the rest of this sample and based on 

the range of scores that were reported in a previous study whose subjects were more 

representative of the general population.  

 

Research Question #3 

 

 While a number of studies have found differences in the narratives of desisters 
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and persisters (e.g. Maruna, 1998; 2001), no research project has determined whether the 

life stories of desisting ex-offenders truly differ from those of non-offenders in order to 

identify the ways in which desister narratives share common traits and themes that are 

distinct to only members of this group. This gap in the research literature gave rise to the 

study’s third research question: To what extent do the life stories of desisting ex-offenders 

or non-offenders, as separate groups, contain a unique configuration of defining 

characteristics? This involved identifying what was similar across narratives and what 

was distinct and, then, untangling whether any variations that were found were confined 

to members of a single group while searching for examples that might counter this 

determination.  

 

Methods 

 

 The participating respondents were identified through snowball sampling as well 

as posting signs at an organization that provides services to ex-offenders and various 

other locations throughout Philadelphia (such as barber shops, laundromats, Community 

Development Corporations, libraries and recreation centers).  

 

Sample 

 

Two groups were interviewed: men who acknowledged that they had committed 

multiple crimes after turning 21 years old but reported that they were no longer engaging 

in crime and had remained crime-free for the past year (desisting ex-offenders) and men 
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who grew up in similar neighborhoods but reported that they had not been involved in 

crime as adults (non-offenders). The final sample consisted of 31 respondents, 19 

desisters and 12 non-offenders. The two groups were matched based on the following age 

ranges: 30 to 35 years old, 36 to 40 years old, 41 to 46 years old and 47 to 56 years old.  

 

Measures 

 

The data collection process consisted of a life story interview and an additional set 

of open-ended questions that focused on the respondent's adult criminal history and 

contact with the criminal justice system. Participants also answered a series of 

demographic questions and completed two standardized generativity instruments: the 

Loyola Generativity Scale (LGS), which measures generative concern, and the 

Generative Behavior Checklist (GBC), which measures generative behaviors.  

 

Analyses 

 

Each respondent’s life story interview was read numerous times and, then, coded 

and analyzed in several different ways. The analytic approaches included the 

identification of recurring themes and topics through open coding, the exploration of each 

life story's narrative structure and the application of pre-established coding schemes for 

the themes of agency and communion (McAdams, 2001; 2002), generativity (de St. 

Aubin, 1993) as well as contamination (McAdams, 1998) and redemption sequences 

(McAdams, 1999).  
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Results 

 

Research Question #1 

 

A main purpose of this study was to investigate the various ways in which the 

themes of agency, communion and generativity, and the use of narrative devices such as 

redemption and contamination sequences, emerge in the life stories of male adults who 

are currently desisting from crime and a comparison group of similarly situated 

continuously law abiding men. This was based on the fact that previous research has 

identified differences in the use of redemption sequences, agency themes (both Self-

Mastery and Empowerment) and generativity themes among desisters and active 

offenders (Maruna, 1998; 2001). 

In this study, no meaningful differences were found in the percentage of non-

offenders and desisters who utilized any of the agency or communion themes or a 

redemption sequence in at least one coded key scene. The two groups also mirrored each 

other for the mean number of points assigned to agency themes and communion themes 

in each of the three coded key scenes as well as the mean number of total points received 

for these two general thematic categories. No meaningful differences were found in the 

percentage of non-offenders and desisters whose responses contained each of the five 

generativity themes. Similarly, there was no meaningful difference between the two 

groups’ mean scores for total generativity themes.  

In general, turning points about desistance shared a very similar story line: the 

respondent realized that he needed to change, often discussed this idea with someone 
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else, exerted personal agency to set new goals for the future and, then, actively worked on 

accomplishing them. These experiences involved cognitive transformation and gaining 

insights about one's identity or goals in life or being strengthened by overcoming 

challenges.  

The coded key scenes that focused on respondents’ recovery from drug addiction 

contained a compilation of themes that was slightly different than that found in stories 

about desistance. Typically, these key scenes shared a common story line: the respondent 

gained insights into the meaning of his life or a greater control over his future (or some 

combination of the two) as a result of struggling with addiction and entering recovery and 

then used a redemptive framework to describe these events while placing a heavy 

emphasis on his own mortality and fear of death. The Empowerment theme was much 

more common in the coded key scenes that discussed recovery from substance abuse, 

appearing in over half of them. It involves the narrator feeling strengthened by a force 

larger and more powerful than the individual. Typically, this theme was expressed by 

respondents when they were discussing the care and support provided by loved ones who 

encouraged them to seek treatment, their renewed faith and closeness with God after 

getting sober and/or the fellowship of AA and NA.   

 

Research Question #2 

 

Due to the characteristics of the Liverpool Desistance Study sample and the sole 

reliance on thematic coding for generativity, it was impossible to know whether the 

desisters would have reported behaving in highly generative ways or their life narratives 
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simply contained more generative themes than those of their persisting counterparts. The 

current sample’s mean scores for the LGS and GBC were slightly higher than what is 

typically reported in the research literature. In fact, they were closer to those belonging to 

the highly generative group in the only generativity study with a racially diverse sample. 

Based on the results of the generativity measures, particularly the two standardized 

surveys, it is clear that the vast majority of desisting respondents in this study reported 

levels of generative behavior and generative concern that were, at least, equivalent to the 

general population, based on prior published studies. In the end, the current study's 

findings lean towards the conclusion that desisters are similar to the general population as 

far as their reported generativity levels but perhaps as a group might fall somewhere on 

the higher end of average. 

 

Research Question #3 

 

One of the main goals of this study was to explore the degree to which the 

personal narratives of reformed criminals really are distinctive, when compared to those 

of continuously law-abiding men. This research project's main findings suggest that the 

life stories of desisters and non-offenders are, in many ways, remarkably similar, even if 

they contain dramatically different content and reflect unique personal experiences. For 

example, both the desisters and the non-offenders crafted narratives where they drew 

from earlier life experiences to identify reoccurring themes that helped to explain the 

trajectory of their lives and express deeply held beliefs about who they are as people. 

This type of narrative coherence is evidence of an individual's ability to create a fully 
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developed and integrated self-narrative (i.e. identity or self-concept) (Baerger and 

McAdams, 1999; McAdams, 2006b; Reese, Haden, Baker-Ward, Bauer, Fivush and 

Ornstein, 2011). Narrative coherence is associated with psychological well-being, 

physical health, maturity, a deeper understanding of self, a stronger identity and higher 

stages of ego development (see Baerger and McAdams, 1999; McAdams, 2006b; Adler, 

Wagner and McAdams, 2007; Reese et al., 2011). Additionally, the men in both groups 

attempted to find silver linings when they narrated negative or difficult (sometimes quite 

painful) life experiences. Both narrative coherence and redemptive story-telling are 

hallmarks of the life stories of highly generative people (McAdams, Hart and Maruna, 

1998; McAdams, 2006b). 

The major difference between the life stories of desisters and non-offenders 

involved their discussions of offending or non-offending and the ex-offenders’ 

experiences with the criminal justice system and their desistance narratives. The most 

striking feature of the desisters' life stories was the ways in which they constructed 

personal narratives that sought to explain both their previous offending behavior and 

continued desistance from crime, simultaneously. Two distinct types of desistance 

narratives were identified in this study. Both of them addressed the need for coherence in 

a life story but accomplished this task in very different ways.   

The first type of desistance narrative is the hustler desistance narrative. It was 

utilized by ex-offenders who were primarily involved in drug dealing and presented their 

previous criminal activity as entrepreneurial in nature. Men who utilized the hustler 

desistance narrative tended to describe their desistance process in relatively 

straightforward ways. For example, they frequently mentioned coming to the realization 
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that they were involved in drug sales because of greed and/or an addiction to money or 

simply viewed it as a source of income, which could be replaced with legal pursuits (i.e. 

starting one's own business or seeking employment in the legitimate economy). As a 

result, they did not view their past illegal activities as inconsistent with who they were as 

people. For example, many of these men applied terms such as "hustle," "hustling" and 

"business man" to both their previous drug dealing and their recent pursuits in the formal 

economy, especially when they helped to provide support for the respondents' claims of 

being hard working and entrepreneurial, by nature.  

Respondents who utilized the hustler desistance narrative believed that adopting a 

different type of lifestyle and finding another way to make money were the most 

important elements to their desistance process. Often these former drug dealers viewed 

entrepreneurship as a way to utilize their previous experience, personal strengths and 

unique skill sets within the confines of the legal economy. By drawing on their past 

criminal activities to identify longstanding, positive personality traits and transferable 

skills that could aid respondents in giving up crime, these men crafted narratives about 

desistance that helped to provide cohesion to their life stories.  

The second type of desistance narrative is the “real me” narrative. It was only 

utilized by respondents who had perpetrated acts of violence. These men presented their 

use of violence as uncharacteristic of who they are as people. Due to the shame and 

stigma attached to violent offending, they were unable to identify any positive personality 

traits or transferable skills from their criminal history that could aid them in giving up 

crime. Most importantly, the hallmark of the “real me” narrative was the concept of the 

"real me". The “real me” approach to narration was expressed in several different ways 
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but always appeared several times in the respondent's narrative. The three variants of the 

"real me" concept included the stance that the narrator was always a good guy, the belief 

that the narrator had changed into a different person and, lastly, the position that the 

narrator had become the person who he was always meant to be. These narrative patterns 

were all attempts to present one's current self as good while trying to reconcile it with a 

past that challenges that belief.  

In many ways, the “real me” concept can be understood as the narrative results of 

someone who is desisting from crime attempting to reconstruct his life story in a way that 

places the narrator in a position of strength and power for remaining crime-free in the 

future and, thus, plays an important role in secondary desistance. One of the underlying 

ideas behind all of the "real me" approaches to narration is the fact that engaging in 

violence and other criminal acts is inconsistent with who the respondent is as a person at 

a very fundamental and deep level. As a result, recidivism would place more than the 

narrator's freedom in jeopardy. It would deal a fatal blow to his current identity as 

someone who is finally embodying his true nature and, thus, poke gaping holes in the 

internal story that he has constructed about his self-concept.  

In general, the findings relating to the hustler desistance narrative and the “real 

me” narrative are consistent with previous research results that supported the “cognitive 

transformation and self-concept / identity change-focused camp” perspective on 

desistance.  
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Conclusions: 

 

 This study's findings underscore the importance of several factors that should be 

considered by future researchers. Previous offending patterns and crime specialization 

may play an influential role in how ex-offenders view their past involvement in crime, the 

ways in which they decide to change their lives and their understanding of the desistance 

process. These topics need to be explored in greater depth in studies with larger samples 

and more diversity in the respondents' types of previous offending. The impact of various 

offending combinations (i.e. armed robbers who sell drugs), whether offending served an 

instrumental or expressive purpose, crime preferences and specialization as well as the 

relative importance of specific types of crime (i.e. drug dealing, prostitution etc.) on ex-

offenders' understanding of their past behavior and desistance process needs to be further 

investigated. Conducting life story interviews with groups of respondents who share 

similar offending histories can help to tease out how these factors shape narratives of 

personal change and an individual's self-concept. There also is a need to conduct research 

on how both non-offenders and ex-offenders narrate certain types of life experiences 

(such as homelessness, victimization, trauma etc.), which are unrelated to crime and 

desistance but are frequently experienced by ex-offenders, in order to determine whether 

they might produce certain recurring themes and narrative patterns instead. Similarly, 

there is a need to better understand desistance from crime and recovery from substance 

abuse as two distinct, yet often co-occurring, processes.  

 Policy makers need to recognize that offending history and crime specialization 

should be considered when identifying the most effective approaches to encouraging and 
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maintaining desistance and a one-size fits all approach to institutional programming and 

supervision requirements may fail to address the needs of entire groups of ex-offenders or 

actually do more harm than good. It is clear that providing desisting offenders with 

opportunities where they can utilize their talents, personal strengths and character traits in 

positive and productive ways is often beneficial. Involvement in peer-based 

programming, mutual support groups and mentoring relationships, whether they were 

institutionalized, volunteer-oriented or self-initiated, were identified as life changing 

experiences by many of the desisting ex-offenders who participated in this study. These 

activities also frequently played a key role in secondary desistance and helped to shape 

both the men's personal narratives and self-concepts in important ways.  
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CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

Theoretical Debates over the Definition of Desistance 

 

Despite the fact that the cessation of offending behavior is the quintessential 

measure of success within the criminal justice system, desistance from crime is a 

relatively new area of study. The rapid growth of desistance research and theory, in recent 

years, was sparked by several important shifts in our understanding of giving up crime, 

which occurred in the early 2000s. Most of these changes involved definitional issues 

regarding desistance that had become a matter of debate in the research literature. A brief 

discussion of this history helps to serve as a backdrop for explaining the current study. 

This is the case because the conceptualization of desistance as a process, the distinction 

made between primary and secondary desistance and the continuing debate over the role 

of agency in the desistance process played a role in shaping the design of this research 

project.  

One of the more settled controversies involves the theoretical conception of 

desistance from crime. In his book, Making Good, Maruna (2001) artfully argued against 

the idea that desistance is static and should be viewed simply as the absence of criminal 

offending. In particular, he heavily focused on the criminal career literature’s 

understanding of desistance as “an abrupt cessation of criminal behavior” (Maruna, 2001, 

p. 22). Maruna (2001) pointed to the use of advanced statistical models by criminal career 

researchers and terms such as “burnout” and “spontaneous remission” as evidence of this 

conceptualization of desistance. This static view of desistance (Ezell, 2007) as “the 
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‘termination point’ at which offending ceases” (Maruna, Immarigeon, and LeBel, 2004, 

p. 17) suggests a sudden change in status from offender to non-offender (Ezell, 2007, 

p.29). Maruna (2001) has strongly criticized this perspective by highlighting the fact that 

terms such as cessation or termination suggest a permanent change that “can only be 

determined retrospectively (Frazier, 1976) - presumably after the ex-offender is 

deceased” (Maruna, 2001 p.23). Piquero (2004) also has underscored the fact that 

desistance has been a difficult topic to study precisely because people can reoffend at any 

point up until their deaths (p.103). Maruna (2001) argued that this conceptualization of 

desistance is further flawed because it means that a dead man who stole a purse once and 

never offended again for the rest of his long life was actually desisting from crime as 

soon as he finished the purse snatching. He also questioned whether someone who 

commits a crime in the morning but remains crime free for the rest of the day or the entire 

next week is truly desisting from crime.  

 In recent years, researchers have largely abandoned the static, event-based, end-

point understanding of desistance (see Farrall and Calverley, 2006) and adopted a new 

definition, which has had theoretically significant repercussions and encouraged the use 

of different methodological designs (see Mulvey et al., 2004). This alternative 

understanding of desistance as a process was strongly advocated by Maruna (2001) and 

has since become the dominant perspective among the vast majority of desistance 

researchers (see Bushway, Piquero, Broidy, Cauffman and Mazerolle, 2001; Brame, 

Bushway and Paternoster, 2003; Bushway, Thornberry and Krohn, 2003; Paternoster and 

Bushway, 2009). Maruna (2001) argued that desistance could be better understood and 

studied if it were conceptualized as a long-term, gradual process of change that requires 
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ongoing maintenance to be successfully sustained. As a result, his definition of desistance 

- “the long term abstinence from crime among individuals who had previously engaged in 

persistent patterns of criminal offending” - shifted the focus away from the transition or 

change and onto “the maintenance of crime-free behavior in the face of life’s obstacles 

and frustrations” (Maruna, 2001, p.26). The strongest and most persuasive arguments that 

Maruna (2001) presented in support of this alternate definition involve the language that 

is often used to describe desistance. First he pointed to the “only context in which the 

word desist is ever heard outside of criminology: the ‘cease and desist order’” and 

explained that “the call to cease and desist is a request to stop what you are doing (cease) 

and refrain from doing it again (desist)” (Maruna, 2001, p.26). This example illustrates 

that the act of stopping is distinct from desisting. He also underscored the implications of 

colloquial phrases that are commonly used in place of desistance. For example, “going 

straight,” “making good,” and “going legit” are phrases that suggest “an ongoing work in 

progress” (Maruna, 2001, p.26). He also highlighted the fact that desistance is very 

similar to recovery from substance abuse, which also denotes a process that requires 

continued maintenance. For example, Maruna (2001) discussed some ex-offenders’ 

rejection of terms like rehabilitation, which imply that change can be achieved through 

external mechanisms such as treatment programs and professional expertise, compared to 

the idea of recovery, which is viewed as “an individual, agentic, and purposeful process” 

(p.26). 

 As part of his expansion of the idea that desistance is a process rather than an 

event, Maruna and several colleagues have proposed a theoretical framework that 

distinguishes between primary desistance and secondary desistance, which is modeled 
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after Lemert’s concepts of primary and secondary deviance (Maruna, Immarigeon, and 

LeBel, 2004). According to this perspective, primary desistance and secondary desistance 

represent two distinct phases of the desistance process (Maruna, LeBel, Mitchell and 

Naples, 2004). The term primary desistance is used to describe “any lull or crime-free 

gap in the course of a criminal career” (Maruna, LeBel, Mitchell and Naples, 2004, p. 

274). Since the vast majority of persistent offenders experience some periods when they 

avoid offending during their criminal careers, Maruna, LeBel, Mitchell and Naples 

(2004) have proposed that primary desistance is relatively theoretically insignificant and, 

therefore, will not be of much interest to researchers.  

 Piquero (2004) has strongly refuted this idea by proposing that “intermittency, or 

the observation of temporary suspensions from criminal activity” (p. 105) is a topic that 

warrants further exploration and remains theoretically important and quite interesting to 

criminologists. Intermittency has rarely been studied, mostly because offenders who have 

experienced these short-term gaps in offending are viewed as a gray area in desistance 

research and are often excluded as research participants. The topic of intermittency is best 

captured in Matza’s theory of delinquent drift (Piquero, 2004), Irwin’s (1970) idea of 

“zig-zagging” (see p.178) and Leibrich’s (1993) use of the term “curved” to describe a 

middle ground between straight and crooked (see pp.39-40).  

 Secondary desistance involves “the movement from the behaviour of non-

offending to the assumption of a role or identity of a non-offender or ‘changed person’” 

(Bottoms, Shapland, Costello, Holmes and Muir, 2004, p.371, citing Maruna and Farrall, 

2004, also see Maruna, LeBel, Mitchell, and Naples, 2004; Gadd, 2006). By definition, 

this concept is difficult to measure (Bottoms et al., 2004). Researchers also are 
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significantly limited by the fact that official data sources fail to capture this type of 

information (see Bottoms et al., 2004). A number of researchers have openly rejected the 

idea of secondary desistance or feel that it is inappropriate to integrate it into the 

definition of desistance since many ex-offenders who have remained crime-free do not 

appear to have undergone a process of exiting former roles and adopting new ones and 

experiencing an identity change (see Bottoms et al., 2004; Laub and Sampson, 2006). 

Researchers who espouse this position often seem to misinterpret the meaning of 

secondary desistance by focusing on the phrase “changed person” rather than non-

offender. The idea of secondary desistance is largely focused on the difference between 

whether a person has simply stopped committing crimes, which may be due to a 

momentary lull in offending, or has embraced the identity of a non-offender, which 

suggests that he or she no longer views crime as an available option or sees it as behavior 

that is now inconsistent with who he or she is as a person (Maruna, LeBel, Mitchell and 

Naples, 2004, also see Giordano, Cernkovich and Rudolph, 2002 for a similar argument).  

 In the end, Maruna’s (2001) emphasis on desistance as a process and the concept 

of secondary desistance had major implications for the methodological design of his 

study and the central question that it sought to answer. In his dissertation, he reviewed the 

progression of the desistance literature over time based on the research questions that 

framed these inquiries (Maruna, 1998). He proposed that desistance studies have focused 

on the following questions: “Do offenders actually go straight?”, “When does desistance 

usually occur?” (i.e. age of onset), “Who is most likely to desist?” (e.g., Moffitt’s 

“adolescent-limited offenders” versus “life-course persistent offenders” or prediction-

oriented research that asks “Who desists when?”), and “Why do people go straight?” 
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(e.g., rational choice views of desistance and research that emphasizes the decision to go 

straight). During this discussion, Maruna (1998) introduced a sixth question that 

desistance studies may seek to answer: “How do people stay straight?.” Maruna (2001) 

embraced the “how” question as the most important yet least studied facet of desistance. 

The Liverpool Desistance Study was perhaps the first research project that sought to 

answer this research question. Maruna’s definition of desistance as a process that requires 

maintenance and his use of qualitative research methods and selection of respondents 

who were actively desisting at the time of their interviews reflect this perspective. 

 

Two Camps of Desistance Studies 

 

Most recent individual-level studies on desistance can be divided into two distinct 

research camps, which will be referred to as the “informal social control / life course and 

developmental theory camp” and the “cognitive transformation and self-concept / identity 

change-focused camp” (see Bottoms, et al., 2004 for a similar categorization scheme for 

understanding desistance research, which the authors argue emerged in the 1990s and 

early 2000s). These research camps differ in regard to their theoretical frameworks, 

definitions of desistance, methodological approaches and the disciplines in which the 

research was originally conceived.  

The most clear-cut theoretical differences between these research camps involve 

the role of agency in the desistance process and the fundamental nature of this behavioral 

change as either resulting primarily from an internal source (i.e. the “cognitive 

transformation and self-concept / identity change-focused camp”) or due to external 
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factors that are present in the person’s environment (i.e. the “informal social control / life 

course and developmental theory camp”).  

Most research and theoretical work on desistance falls into the latter category. 

Laub and Sampson’s (2006) follow-up study of the Glueck men and the informal social 

control theory that arose from their findings is the prototypical example of research that 

characterizes desistance as a primarily externally-produced / located phenomenon (also 

see Sampson and Laub 1990; 1995; 1996; Laub and Sampson, 1993; Laub, Nagin and 

Sampson, 1998).  

On the other hand, Maruna’s (2001) Liverpool Desistance Study, Giordano et al.’s 

(2002) theory of cognitive transformation and Farrall and Calverley’s (2006) research on 

desistance among probationers in the United Kingdom are works that focus on the 

internal nature of desistance as the result of changes in personal identity and self-concept 

and, therefore, place a heavy emphasis on the role of agency.  

Following the publication of several key “cognitive transformation and self-

concept / identity change-focused” desistance studies, Laub and Sampson (2006) state 

that they have incorporated the concept of personal agency into an expanded version of 

their original theory. However, their understanding of personal agency as a theoretical 

construct is markedly different from researchers such as Maruna (1998; 2001) and 

Giordano et al. (2002). Although Laub and Sampson (2006) never actually define agency, 

based on their use of the term throughout Shared Beginnings, Divergent Lives, it is clear 

that they conceptualize it as being virtually synonymous with “individual choice” (p. 179, 

also see p.141), “individual actions” (p.145 and p. 278), “decision-making” (p.181) and 

“will” (p.179, p. 280 and p. 282) – which is defined as “the mental faculty by which one 
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deliberately chooses or decides upon a course of action” (p.180) and “the conscious 

foreshadowing of specific intention capable of being acted on or not, … a sense of option 

that must be rendered in context” (p.280, citing David Matza, 1969). 

In general, Laub and Sampson (2006) tend to focus much more attention on the 

importance of “individual choice” in the commission of crime and continuation of 

persistent offending rather than the act of going straight or maintaining desistance. In the 

conclusion of Shared Beginnings, Divergent Lives, they present their final analysis on the 

role of agency in desistance by replacing this term with the idea of “situated choice,” 

which emphasizes the fact that “choices are always embedded in social structures” 

(p.282) and the main pathways of desistance are structurally-induced turning points. As a 

result, Laub and Sampson’s (2006) stance on human agency is vastly different from 

researchers in the “cognitive transformation and self-concept / identity change-focused” 

camp who view human agency as more than just individual choice and propose that 

agency can actually help ex-offenders desist in the face of structural constraints (see 

Giordano et al., 2002) or serves as an important way in which currently desisting ex-

offenders continue to remain crime-free over the long term that is largely unrelated to 

social institutions and structure (see Maruna, 2001). 

The theory of cognitive transformation proposed by Giordano et al. (2002) is 

perhaps the first explanatory framework to fully integrate human agency into a theory of 

desistance from crime. Giordano et al. (2002) have identified four types of cognitive 

transformations that are influential in the process of desistance. They include 1) a shift in 

the person’s openness to change 2) receptivity to a specific hook or set of hooks for 

change that the person is exposed to 3) the ability to imagine and begin to craft a 
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conventional, pro-social “replacement self” (i.e. identity transformation) and 4) a shift in 

the way that the person views crime or an illegal lifestyle (Giordano et al., 2002, p.1000 – 

1003). The last two types of cognitive transformations are largely consistent with the idea 

of secondary desistance.  

Regarding human agency, Giordano et al. (2002) have criticized social control 

theory on two fronts. First, they point out that social control theory was developed to 

explain juvenile delinquency and claim that this framework is not completely applicable 

to adult behavior precisely because adults have agency and, therefore, the ability to 

influence the direction of their lives in various ways. Second, they argue that social 

control theory fails to acknowledge “‘up front’ work accomplished by actors themselves 

– as they make initial moves toward, help to craft, and work to sustain a different way of 

life” (Giordano et al., 2002, p.992). Instead, Giordano et al. (2002) assert that social 

institutions such as marriage can offer opportunities for desistance but recognize that 

individuals actively make decisions that lead to the availability of these “hooks for 

change.” As they point out, marriage is a social institution that is predicated on human 

agency because an individual must decide that he is ready for marriage, be open to 

meeting his future wife and, then, act in accordance with this aspiration in a number of 

ways before becoming a married man or even entering into a long-term, committed 

relationship (also see Maruna and Roy, 2007). Giordano et al. (2002) also emphasize the 

importance of the person’s own role in taking advantage of “hooks for change” such as a 

pro-social spouse once they do exist (also see Graham and Bowling, 1995). Lastly, 

Giordano et al. (2002) believe that “hooks for change” will create the most lasting effects 

when they prompt changes in identity and cognitive shifts in the meaning and desirability 
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of criminal behavior (p.992).  

Specifically, Giordano et al. (2002) have underscored the importance of 

understanding the unique challenges that ex-offenders face in the 21
st
 century, especially 

regarding the availability of certain types of social capital and access to resources that 

were often in greater supply in other time periods (also see Bottoms et al., 2004 for a 

similar discussion on comparable changes in the UK employment market due to 

deindustrialization in British cities). For example, in the United States, the job market in 

urban areas has significantly changed over the last 30 years (Wilson, 1996; Edin, Nelson 

and Paranal, 2001; Ryan, 2013; Karandinos, Hart, Montero Castrillo and Bourgois, 2014; 

Porpora, 2014) and marriage rates have declined alongside increasing divorce rates 

(Tanfer and Mott, 1997; Edin, Nelson and Paranal, 2001; Hayford and Furstenberg, 2008; 

Greenwood, Guner, Kocharkov and Santos, 2012). As a result, Giordano et al. (2002) 

have suggested that human agency may be a crucial mechanism in the desistance process 

of contemporary ex-offenders who must not only be willing to change and open to new 

opportunities but also may have limited access to the types of experiences that 

traditionally have provided support for facilitating such a radical change in the direction 

of one’s life.  

In the end, Giordano et al. (2002) conceptualize personal agency in a very similar 

way as Maruna (2001). For example, their findings support the idea that desisting ex-

offenders often believe that they have actively taken control of their lives (see p.1034) 

and made positive changes that will influence their behavior in the future. These “agentic 

moves” are deliberate, reflexive and involve a mix of individual choice and personal 

power.  
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Maruna's (1998; 2001) Liverpool Desistance Study is the dominant example of 

research that emphasizes the importance of self-concept and narrative identity in the 

desistance process. His major research findings are discussed throughout the rest of this 

chapter. However, it is important to note that Maruna's conceptualization of personal 

agency is somewhat different from other desistance researchers because of his 

background in psychology and human development. It does not simply require willful 

action or individual choice but focuses heavily on the expression of internal drives for 

power, control, achievement and self-expansion, which then can be categorized into 

specific types of agency. This is the larger framework within which personal agency will 

be discussed throughout the rest of this dissertation.  

 

Key Findings from Self-Concept / Narrative Identity Desistance Research 

  

Salvation Scripts: The Life Stories of Desisting Ex-offenders  

 

In the Liverpool Desistance Study (LDS), Maruna (2001) interviewed a matched 

sample of desisting and active offenders and identified a number of important differences 

in the ways in which they understood their life stories and spoke about their current 

situations and anticipated futures. That research project consisted of both a narrative 

analysis of the resulting life stories and a content analysis that was conducted blindly by 

coders who applied pre-established coding schemes to specific sections of each narrative. 

Maruna’s research was heavily influenced by the work of Dan McAdams, a 

prominent expert on personality psychology, human development and the narrative study 
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of lives. In particular, McAdams (1988) has proposed a life-story theory of adult identity 

and conducted numerous studies on generativity, agency and communion themes and the 

use of redemption and contamination sequences. McAdams’ (1988; 1996) life-story 

theory of adult identity was quite influential in shaping the methodological design of the 

Liverpool Desistance Study and played an equally important role in guiding Maruna’s 

(1998; 2001) analytical approach and the interpretation of his findings. A brief discussion 

of this theory will allow a richer and fuller understanding of Maruna’s findings.  

In his life-story theory of adult identity, McAdams (1988; 1996) posits that 

identity is a dynamic, evolving life story that people begin constructing during late 

adolescence when they become biographers of self (p.29). The formation of identity 

continues throughout adulthood (McAdams, 1988). As a result, a person’s life story is 

developed over time and seeks to answer two pivotal questions: “Who am I?” and “How 

do I fit into an adult world?” (McAdams, 1988, p.18). As a person’s life story develops, it 

becomes better integrated and binds together past, present and future in order to create “a 

sense of continuity and sameness across situations and over time” (p.18), which Erickson 

viewed as a hallmark of a well-formed identity (McAdams, 1988). McAdams (1988) uses 

the story metaphor to discuss a number of key issues related to identity. For example, he 

explains that “identity stability is longitudinal consistency in the life story” and “identity 

transformation – identity crisis, identity change – is story revision” (McAdams, 1988, 

p.18). According to McAdams (1988), “The problem of identity is the problem of 

arriving at a life story that makes sense – provides unity and purpose – within a socio-

historical matrix that embodies a much larger story. A person’s world establishes 

parameters for life stories. In this way, identity is truly psychosocial: The life story is a 
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joint product of person and environment.” (p.18). McAdams (1988) also states that “a 

personal life myth or story…provides a coherent narrative framework within which the 

disparate events and the various roles of a person’s life can be embedded and given 

meaning” (p.19). Similarly, he suggests that the primary function of identity is 

“integration, or the putting together of disparate parts” (McAdams, 1988, p.58).  

Based on the narrative analysis, Maruna (2001) identified several key differences 

between the life narratives of desisters and active offenders (also referred to as 

persisters). He categorized the life narratives of persisters as “condemnation scripts” and 

described them as featuring a common story line where the narrator was presented as a 

victim of society who was “doomed to deviance” because he or she simply could not 

imagine changing and did not believe that the world would accept him or her any other 

way (Maruna, 2001). In life stories of persisters, the narrator was frequently presented as 

a Pawn that simply reacted to the behavior and judgments of other people and the larger 

society that circumscribed his or her choices in life (Maruna, 2001). Previous research 

suggests that individuals who possess Pawn-like personas tend to exhibit low levels of 

self-efficacy, rarely search for meaning in their lives and often attribute life outcomes to 

circumstance and chance events (Maruna, 2001, p.76). Most importantly, the life stories 

of the active offenders were lacking themes of agency, which suggests that these 

respondents believed that they had very little control over their own lives. 

The life stories of desisters, on the other hand, were presented as salvation (or 

redemption) scripts that depicted the protagonists as people who were basically good and 

relatively normal but had been led astray by bad circumstances and external factors such 

as their environment or struggles with addictions (Maruna, 2001). Salvation scripts 
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contained three unique themes: “the establishment of ‘a true self’ or ‘real me’” (p.88), 

generative pursuits/motivations (p.115 and p.118) and a sense of agency (p.115). While 

the narrator accepted responsibility for his past behavior, he also placed some distance 

between himself and these negative acts, which provided an opportunity to avoid the 

internalization of social stigma and overwhelming shame. The salvation scripts of 

desisters also pointed to examples of positive traits that were evident throughout their 

lives and foreshadowed their value as human beings and ability to be redeemed. In 

general, redemption was viewed as a dual process where other people provided the 

encouragement and support that was needed to promote change but the ability, desire and 

motivation to desist came from within (Maruna, 2001).  

Lastly, salvation scripts were characterized by expressions of generativity (i.e. 

care for the next generation) that were demonstrated through volunteer work, community 

outreach, family commitments and, sometimes, employment as “wounded healers.” 

Desisters frequently expressed strong desires to give back to the community, provide 

guidance and help to others who were going down a similar path and serve as positive 

role models to young people. They often interpreted their criminal pasts as journeys that 

offered important life lessons, practical knowledge and difficult personal experiences that 

either made them stronger or could be used to benefit similarly-situated people such as 

juvenile delinquents, active gang members and addicts who would be more likely to 

listen to someone who had accrued street credibility or, at least, understood where they 

were coming from (Maruna, 2001). Often these sentiments were expressed as the silver 

lining to a life story that might otherwise be viewed as stunted by past mistakes or, worse 

yet, largely wasted with very little to show for it.  



 

 28 

Maruna (2001) concluded that “the establishment of ‘a true self’ or ‘real me’” 

(p.88), also referred to “the core self” (p.115 and p.131) or “real self” (p.88), was an 

essential component of every desister’s narrative. The core self is “a person’s subjective 

understanding of his or her true nature” and is distinct from “institutionalized roles or 

professional identities” (Maruna, 2001, p.88, citing Turner, 1976). As a result, an 

individual’s perception of himself may be completely different from the way that other 

people view him. This is the case because the core self pertains to strongly-held beliefs 

about who we are deep down inside, which are retroactively woven into one's life story 

(Maruna, 2001). In a life narrative, the “core self” is established through the identification 

of “reoccurring themes and significant episodes in the person’s past, however brief or 

unimportant they might have seemed at the time” (Maruna, 2001, p.88) that underscore 

some level of consistency and congruence over time. As Maruna (2001) points out, 

desisting ex-offenders have a lot to explain, both to themselves and their families, as well 

as criminal justice authorities and the larger community around them, because they must 

account for their past behaviors while simultaneously proving that they are capable of 

changing and have actually done so. 

In the Liverpool Desistance Study, desisters frequently pointed to long-term 

character traits and previous experiences that foreshadowed their redeeming qualities and 

emphasized their “essential core of normalcy” (Maruna, 2001, p.89, citing Lofland, 

1969). The use of these narrative devices and plot lines served several important 

purposes. Most notably, desisters were able to point to things that they had done in the 

past in order to explain who they had become as reformed criminals. Traditionally, 

researchers have suggested that desistance involves a “knifing off” process (Laub and 
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Sampson, 2006; also see Maruna and Roy, 2007 for a comprehensive and thoughtful 

critique of this concept) or the adoption of a new pro-social role or identity (Uggen, 

Manza and Behrens, 2004). 

However, Maruna (2001) found that the desisters in his sample often shared life 

stories where they mined the past for hints of their “true selves” and then drew on these 

experiences in order to present earlier evidence of the positive traits that they currently 

possessed. For example, desisters often emphasized that they had “a good brain,” “a good 

heart” or similarly positive attributes, including street smarts, when they were describing 

their offending histories (Maruna, 2001, p.91). As a result, desisters tended to point to 

assets such as intelligence or bravery that helped them during their criminally active days 

as resources that could assist them in giving up crime or evidence that they could be just 

as successful at this new goal (Maruna, 2001). In essence, the presence of a core self that 

is good and normal may provide desisting ex-offenders with the ability to create meaning 

out of their lives and integrate interpretations of earlier experiences and explanations for 

their past behaviors into coherent personal stories.  

The theme of a core self in the life narratives of desisting ex-offenders was an 

intriguing and theoretically significant finding from the Liverpool Desistance Study, 

which was identified through open-coding rather than content analysis. It highlights a 

critical element of the desisters’ reform narrative by providing evidence that the person 

had at least a few good characteristics that could be drawn upon during the desistance 

process and be referenced in order to support both the possibility of change and other 

people’s acceptance of it (Maruna, 1998; 2001). Maruna’s (1998) suggestion that the 

theme of a core self creates narrative coherence and helps the narrator to establish and 
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maintain a sense of self, which can protect him or her from experiencing overwhelming 

shame, is the Liverpool Desistance Study’s most unique and commonly overlooked 

contribution to the study of desistance from crime.  

 

Making Good: Redemption, Agency and Generativity Themes in Desisters' Life Stories   

 

The Liverpool Desistance Study was originally designed to explore several 

hypotheses that emerged from pilot research that Maruna (1997) conducted using 20 

published autobiographies of ex-offenders. In this earlier work, he found a number of 

commonalities in these life narratives and was able to identify a prototypical reform story, 

which he called a salvation script (Maruna, 1997; 1998). The vast majority of the 

resulting hypotheses were later confirmed in the Liverpool Desistance Study. In 

particular, Maruna (1998) suggested that the life narratives of desisters would feature the 

following ideas: “empowerment from some outside force (i.e. a specific form of agency), 

generative motivations and the theme of turning the bad into the good (the underlying 

idea behind redemption sequences)” (p.193, statements in parentheses have been added 

and correspond with his quantitative measures). In the Liverpool Desistance Study, these 

themes were identified during a content analysis that involved reviewing excerpted 

passages from the interview transcripts and determining the applicability of several well-

established coding schemes that are widely used in the study of life narratives. They 

include two general themes, generativity and agency, both of which had several 

subcategories, and two narrative devices, redemption and contamination sequences. Due 

to the importance of these concepts to both the Liverpool Desistance Study and the 
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current research project, a brief explanation of each theme or narrative device precedes 

the reporting of Maruna’s statistically significant findings, which are presented below. 

 

Themes of Generativity    

 

 Generativity is a topic that has only recently entered the field of criminology and 

the study of desistance, mainly through the work of Maruna (1997; 1998; 2001; also see 

Maruna and LeBel, 2004; Maruna, LeBel, and Lanier, 2004; Maruna, Porter and 

Carvalho, 2004; Maruna and Ramsden, 2004; Burnett and Maruna, 2006). According to 

McAdams and de St Aubin (1998):  

 

At its core, generativity is the (adult’s) concern for and commitment to 

promoting the next generation, through parenting, teaching, mentoring, 

and generating products and outcomes that aim to benefit youth and foster 

the development and well-being of individuals and social systems that will 

outlive the self. In their roles as parents, teachers, coaches, mentors, 

leaders, helpers and volunteers, generative adults serve as norm bearers 

and destiny shapers in families, schools, churches, neighborhoods, and the 

workplace. [McAdams and de St Aubin, 1998, p. xx] 

 

Procreation and parenting one’s own children are clearly important forms of generativity 

(McAdams and Logan, 2004; Bradley, 1997; Yamada, 2004; Snarey and Clark, 1998; Van 

Hiel, Mervielde and De Fruyt, 2006; de St. Aubin, 1998). However, generativity also can 

be expressed in many other, equally valuable, ways. For example, some professions are 

closely tied to generativity such as social work, teaching and medicine (Bradley, 1997). 

Generativity also can be expressed through more collective efforts such as political 

activity, participation in social movements and religious organizations and acts of 
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citizenship such as paying taxes and voting (McAdams and Logan, 2004).  

Research and theoretical work on generativity has flourished since the mid 1980s 

(McAdams and de St. Aubin, 1998). Nonetheless, the concept of generativity continues to 

be an expansive topic because it involves so many different types of activities, stems 

from both internal and external sources and can be used to describe people, situations, 

cultures and entire societies (McAdams et al., 1998). The multi-faceted nature of 

generativity is evident in the fact that Erickson referred to generativity in various ways 

throughout his writings including calling it “an instinctive ‘drive,’ a ‘need,’ a ‘motive,’ a 

psychosocial ‘issue,’ a ‘trait’ on which people differ, a ‘stage’ in development, and a 

criterion of psychological ‘adaptation’ and ‘maturity’” (McAdams et al., 1998, p.7).  

As a result, McAdams et al. (1998) have proposed a conceptual model of 

generativity that clarifies and elaborates upon its exact meaning by identifying seven 

features of generativity. They have summarized it in the following manner: 

 

According to the model, (a) inner desire for agentic immortality and 

communal nurturance combine with (b) age-graded societal norms 

experienced as a cultural demand to produce in the adult years an 

increasing and more or less conscious (c) concern for the next generation. 

Ideally reinforced by a (d) belief in the goodness or worthiness of the 

human enterprise, generative concern leads to (e) generative commitment, 

which, in turn, may produce (f) generative action…Finally, the adult 

apprehends his or her generative efforts – giving meaning to the unique 

pattern of inner desire, cultural demand, generative concern, belief, 

commitment, and generative action in his or her own life – by constructing 

a (g) narration of generativity, which becomes part of the larger narration, 

or life story, that makes up a person’s identity. [McAdams et al., 1998, 

pp.8-9] 

 

This conceptual model of generativity is firmly rooted in McAdams’ life-story theory of 

adult identity (McAdams et al., 1998), which was briefly discussed in the introduction to 



 

 33 

this section. 

Studies on generativity have identified numerous differences between highly 

generative people and their less generative counterparts (see McAdams, de St. Aubin and 

Logan, 1993; McAdams, Reynolds, Lewis, Patten and Bowman, 2001, McAdams et al., 

1998; McAdams and Logan, 2004; McAdams and Bowman, 2001). For example, 

research suggests that highly generative parents are more invested in their children’s 

education (McAdams et al., 1998, p.22, citing Nakagawa, 1991), use more child-centered 

parenting styles, value trust and communication with their children (McAdams and 

Logan, 2004, p.21) and emphasize the value of passing on wisdom to their children 

(McAdams and Bowman, 2001, p.11) compared to parents who scored lower on 

generativity. Highly generative people also report experiencing more gratification 

through their work and providing help to others in their occupations (Van Hiel et al., 

2006, p.545).  

Studies have found that generativity is associated with higher levels of 

participation in religious organizations and involvement in politics including voting, 

social activism and working for political campaigns (McAdams and Bowman, 2001). 

Highly generative people also express a greater interest in society and higher levels of 

political consciousness (Van Hiel et al., 2006, p. 546). Research findings suggest that 

generativity is positively associated with life satisfaction (McAdams et al., 1998; Van 

Hiel et al., 2006), ego development (Van Hiel et al., 2006), spirituality (Dillon, Wink and 

Fay, 2003), happiness, self-esteem, goal stability and a sense of coherence in life 

(McAdams et al., 1998). It is negatively associated with depression and neuroticism 

(McAdams et al., 1998).  
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In his content analysis, Maruna (1998) utilized a pre-established coding scheme, 

which was originally created by Stewart, Franz and Layton (1988), that consists of five 

main types of generative themes including “caring for others, concern for one’s children, 

a need to be needed, productivity/growth and the general desire to make a lasting 

contribution to society” (Maruna, 1998, p.93). According to the results of his statistical 

analysis, desisters (n=29) scored significantly higher than persisters (n=18) on three of 

the generativity measures: “caring for others,” “productivity/growth” and a measure of 

overall generative concern, which was obtained by summing the scores on all five 

categories. The statistically significant finding for the productivity code is particularly 

interesting since this code captures the underlying meaning of redemption sequences, the 

expression of continued growth. As Maruna (1998) points out, the mean score of 0.02 for 

the persisters was almost negative. The coding instructions for this category reveal that 

statements are negatively scored when they express stagnation. This information is 

important because Erickson proposed that stagnation is the polar opposite of generativity 

(see Van Hiel et al., 2006; Slater, 2003) and McAdams and Bowman (2001) have 

hypothesized that the repeated use of contamination sequences in life-story telling is an 

expression of stagnation.  

 

Themes of Agency    

 

 According to McAdams (2001), agency and communion are two thematic clusters 

found in life narratives that articulate important life goals, strivings, needs and desires 

(p.1). Research that has focused on the content, structure and themes in life narratives has 
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found that “agency and communion are positively associated with both narrative 

complexity and personal growth” (McAdams et al., 2006, p. 1383). Agency has been 

described as “the organismic tendency toward self-expression, self-expansion, self-

protection, self-development, and all other goals promoting the individual self” 

(McAdams and Logan, 2004, p.18). The theme of “agency encompasses a wide range of 

psychological and motivational ideas, including the concepts of strength, power, 

expansion, mastery, control, dominance, autonomy, separation and independence” 

(McAdams, 2001, p. 2, also see McAdams et al., 2006; Singer, 2001). Agency also can 

involve the desire for personal achievement (McAdams et al., 2006), competence and 

self-definition (Singer, 2001) and acts of “self-absorption and isolation” (Bradley, 1997, 

p. 270).  

In general, theoretical discussions of agency can sound quite negative because 

agentic themes often capture inherently self-centered beliefs, actions and aspirations that 

may be viewed as narcissistic and selfish. As a result, the concept of agency is 

traditionally understood in relationship to its counterpart, communion, both of which 

were first discussed by David Bakan (McAdams, 2001; McAdams et al., 2006). As 

McAdams (1993) has stated, “agency must be mitigated, softened, humanized, by 

communion” (p. 232). Communion has been defined as “the organismic tendency toward 

sharing the self with others, merging the self in community, giving up the self for the 

good of something beyond the self” (McAdams and Logan, 2004, p.18). According to 

Dan McAdams (2001), “Communion encompasses psychological and motivational ideas 

concerning love, friendship, intimacy, sharing, belonging, affiliation, merger, union, 

nurturance, and so on. At its heart, communion involves different people coming together 
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in warm, close, caring and communicative relationships.” (p. 8). Maruna (1998) did not 

utilize the coding scheme for communion when he analyzed the Liverpool Desistance 

Study data, even though it accompanies McAdams’ (2001) instructions for coding agentic 

themes.  

In the Liverpool Desistance Study, Maruna (1998) used a coding scheme that 

identified four types of agency themes: achievement, empowerment, self-mastery and 

status/victory, which was originally created by Dan McAdams. The results of the 

statistical analysis indicate that desisters (n = 29) scored significantly higher than 

persisters (n = 18) on three of the agency measures: an aggregate measure of overall 

agency themes, achievement and empowerment (Maruna, 1998). Maruna (2001) also 

found that “the theme of empowerment was one of the most distinguishing characteristics 

between the two Liverpool Desistance Study samples in a test of proportions (X
2
 = 12.46, 

df = 1, p <0.001)” (p. 96). The desister narratives were five times more likely to contain 

examples of empowerment compared to the persister narratives (Maruna, 2001). This 

finding probably explains why the narrative analysis pointed to the support, 

encouragement and guidance of other people or the influence of something larger than the 

self as important factors in the desisters’ initial movement toward “going straight” since 

the coding for empowerment inherently captures this idea. Maruna (1998) also noted that 

nearly half of the episodes involving turning points and future plans contained the agency 

themes of empowerment and self-mastery among the desisting sample. Lastly, Maruna 

(2001) explored the absence of agentic language in the narratives of desisters and 

persisters and found that the descriptions of active offenders’ turning points were “five 

times more likely (X
2 
= 10.3, df = 1, p <0.001)...to be completely lacking ‘a language of 



 

 37 

agency’” compared to those belonging to desisters (p.77).  

 

Redemption Sequences and Contamination Sequences    

  

 A redemption sequence is “a movement in life storytelling from an emotionally 

negative or bad scene to an emotionally positive or good outcome” (McAdams and 

Bowman, 2001, p.5). The events discussed in redemption sequences have been 

reconstructed in redemptive terms (McAdams and Bowman, 2001, p.7) and applied 

retroactively to one’s life story. As a result, redemption sequences are not necessarily a 

reflection on how the events were originally experienced (McAdams and Bowman, 

2001). Additionally, there is no way of knowing whether the same incidents would be 

described using redemption sequences at a different point in the narrator’s life (McAdams 

and Bowman, 2001). In the study of life stories, redemption sequences are viewed as 

narrative devices that “convey a progressive understanding of self” (p. 5) and signify 

personal growth, advancement, fulfillment, improvement over time and self-actualization 

(McAdams and Bowman, 2001).  

A contamination sequence is the opposite of a redemption sequence and involves 

a narrative shift from a positive event to a negative experience (McAdams and Bowman, 

2001). The nature of these incidents can vary a great deal (McAdams, 1998). For 

example, it would be completely reasonable to be upset if a death in your family directly 

followed your high school graduation. However, the temporal relationship between the 

two events and degree of negativity can be vastly different (McAdams, 1998). Some less 

drastic examples of contamination sequences would include the receipt of a gift that is 
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later stolen, the observance of extreme poverty on a long awaited vacation or a father’s 

hurtful comment about the narrator’s weight on her wedding day (McAdams and 

Bowman, 2001). In the end, though, contamination sequences are important because they 

express reoccurring themes of hopelessness, despair and stagnation that dominate one’s 

life story and embody the belief that even if good things happen, inevitably they will be 

ruined (McAdams and Bowman, 2001). 

In the Liverpool Desistance Study, two coders who were blind to whether the 

respondents were desisters or persisters identified redemption and contamination 

sequences that appeared in participants’ responses to questions where they were asked to 

discuss high points, low points and turning points from their life stories (Maruna, 1998). 

Maruna (2001) found that redemption sequences appeared in a higher percentage of the 

life stories of desisters (70%) compared to those belonging to persisters (25%) and the 

association between the use of redemption sequences and group status was statistically 

significant (X
2
 = 12.39, df = 1, p<.001).    

In his dissertation, he also reported that, for redemption sequences, the mean 

score was 1.36 (SD = 1.28) for desisters compared to 0.39 (SD = 0.85) for persisters. The 

results of a t-test found that the difference between the two groups’ mean scores on 

redemption sequences was statistically significant (t = 3.08, p < .01). For contamination 

sequences, the mean score was 0.57 (SD =0.79) for desisters compared to 0.61 (SD = 

0.50) for persisters. The results of a t-test (t = -0.21) found that there was not a 

statistically significant difference between the two groups’ mean scores on contamination 

sequences (Maruna, 1998). The fact that desisters and persisters had nearly identical 

mean scores on the use of contamination sequences (p. 191) was quite unexpected since 
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Maruna (1998) had originally hypothesized that persisters would be more likely to use 

contamination sequences compared to their desisting counterparts.  

 

Understanding Research Findings on Agency, Generativity and Redemption Sequences  

 

Maruna's (1998; 2001) Liverpool Desistance Study should be recognized as both 

groundbreaking research on desistance that made a significant contribution to the field of 

criminology and the progeny of another discipline that utilized concepts, research 

methods and theoretical frameworks that are deeply rooted in that literature. As a result, 

there is a need to reflect on the meaning of Maruna’s findings in light of how agency and 

narrative devices such as redemption sequences are conceptualized in the generativity 

literature. That area of research has identified strong relationships between generativity 

and agency, communion and the use of redemption sequences.  

Research that has investigated agentic desires among members of the general 

population suggests that agency is a common theme in the life narratives of midlife adults 

that is innately connected to generativity and communion. For example, numerous studies 

have found that high scores on agency and communion are related to generativity and 

specifically, “people who have strong inner desires concerning agency and communion 

tend to manifest stronger and more elaborative generative commitments” (McAdams et 

al., 1998, p.37). A study that was conducted by McAdams and colleagues also found that 

the turning points, high points and earliest memories identified by highly generative 

adults contained more themes of communion compared to their less generative 

counterparts (McAdams et al., 1998). The life narratives of these two groups did not 
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differ in the use of agency themes (McAdams et al., 1998).  

In general, studies have found a positive relationship between individual-level 

differences in agency and communion and the expression of generative concern and 

behavior with the results being slightly stronger for women compared to men (McAdams 

et al., 1998, p.14). Research findings also suggest that the association between 

communion and generativity is somewhat stronger than the relationship between agency 

and generativity (McAdams et al., 1998). Comparisons of the life stories of highly 

generative adults and their less generative counterparts also indicate that highly 

generative Americans are more likely to experience a conflict between agency and 

communion, which is often evident in “the difficulty that narrators express in 

simultaneously fulfilling their strong needs for both” (McAdams, 2006a, p. 255).  

Theoretical work on generativity has suggested that the desire to make a lasting 

contribution in the world, which can be carried forth by future generations, may be driven 

by the dual motivations of agency and communion (see McAdams et al., 1998; Kay, 

1998; Dillon and Wink, 2004). Experts believe that both agency and communion play a 

role in most generative behavior (Kay, 1998; Dillon and Wink, 2004; McAdams, 1993; 

McAdams and Logan, 2004). For example, McAdams (1993) has suggested that “the 

most generative people draw creatively upon both the agentic desire for symbolic 

immortality and the communal need to be needed” (p. 232). The desire for symbolic 

immortality (i.e. “the longing to live forever, defy death, and attain the status of a god”) 

has been viewed as the quintessential expression of agency and is oftentimes heavily 

featured in theories that posit that an underlying driving force behind generativity is the 

creation of a personal legacy that will outlive our finite existences and be carried forth 
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into the future (McAdams, 1993, p. 230-231, also see McAdams et al., 1998; McAdams 

and Logan, 2004; Dillon and Wink, 2004). The desire for symbolic immortality is so 

fundamentally tied to the concept of agency that McAdams et al. (1998) have criticized 

current measures as inadequate proxies for agency because they fail to capture this 

underlying idea. Erickson’s concept of “the need to be needed” is defined as the “desire 

to nurture, assist or be of some important use to other people” (McAdams, 1993, p. 232). 

Kay (1998) has pointed out that “the need for communion can be seen in an individual’s 

desire to participate in interpersonal relationships and become part of a larger social 

reality in which generative objects are created and allowed to evolve and grow as 

independent entities” (p. 340).  

On the other hand, McAdams and de St Aubin (1998) have suggested that the 

products or outcomes of generativity are expressions of agency because they “serve as an 

extension of the self” (p. 486, see also Kay, 1998; McAdams and Logan, 2004). In 

general, the relationship between high levels of generativity and a strong need for both 

agency and communion may be explained by the fact that “Generativity calls on adults to 

generate products and offspring in a powerful and agentic fashion and care for that which 

has been generated in a loving and communal fashion” (McAdams and Logan, 2004, p. 

18). The attempt to fulfill two often competing needs under a single goal may explain 

why highly generative people express a strong desire for agency and communion but also 

struggle with the conflicting nature of these dual requirements of generativity.  

Most of the research on redemption sequences has also emerged from studies of 

generativity, especially comparisons of highly generative people and their less generative 

counterparts (see McAdams and Logan, 2004; McAdams et al., 1998). The use of 
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redemption sequences is a distinct characteristic of the personal narratives of highly 

generative people (McAdams and Bowman, 2001). They commonly emerge in stories 

about the high points, the low points and, most frequently, the turning points in their lives 

(McAdams and Bowman, 2001). When comparing highly generative people with their 

less generative counterparts, research typically has found statistically significant 

differences in the use of redemption and contamination sequences (McAdams et al., 

2001). As a result, highly generative people would be expected to utilize more 

redemption sequences and fewer contamination sequences whereas less generative people 

would be anticipated to use more contamination sequences and fewer redemption 

sequences (McAdams and Bowman, 2001; McAdams et al., 2001).  

In regard to the relationship between redemption sequences and high levels of 

generativity, McAdams and Bowman (2001) have suggested that: 

 

A narrative identity that celebrates redemption may provide a solid 

platform from which to launch generative projects and endeavors. 

Perceiving one’s own life in terms of redemption sequences may provide 

the hope that hard work today will yield positive dividends for the future, 

a hope that may sustain generative efforts as private as raising one’s own 

child (Snarey, 1993) and as public as committing one’s self to the 

advancement of one’s own society or one’s own people (Erikson, 1969). 

[McAdams and Bowman, 2001, p. 18] 

 

In this quotation, it is particularly intriguing that McAdams and Bowman (2001) seem to 

be implying that generativity springs from redemption. This interpretation is somewhat 

misleading, however, since redemption sequences are narrative devices and do not 

necessarily have anything to do with the actual experience of personal redemption. While 

it is certainly possible that highly generative people may have experienced the type of 

personal growth that can come from adversity, suffering and struggle, McAdams’ (2006a) 
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theoretical work on the redemptive self suggests that perhaps some people view 

themselves as the benefactors of redemption because they are highly generative and 

possess a deep belief in the human species. This explanation raises interesting questions 

about the fact that the desisters in Maruna’s study tended to utilize redemption sequences 

and engage in acts of generativity. This is especially true since redemption sequences 

were initially identified in the study of highly generative people and are almost 

exclusively discussed within that research literature. This leads one to wonder if at least 

some desisters may qualify as members of this unique group.  

In light of the generativity literature’s understanding of agency, communion and 

the use of redemption sequences and contamination sequences, there are several 

interesting comparisons that can be made with Maruna’s findings. First, previous research 

suggests that the use of redemption sequences and agency themes are related to 

generativity (see McAdams et al., 1998; McAdams and Bowman, 2001). In the Liverpool 

Desistance Study, the desisting sample was significantly more likely to utilize redemption 

sequences and express themes of agency and generativity in their life narratives 

compared to the persisting group. Second, the life stories of less generative people reflect 

the belief that the course of their lives were directed by outside forces, express a lack of 

self-determination and inability to exert control over the future (i.e. “going with the 

flow,” “living for the moment,” difficulty looking ahead, few long-term goals) and 

feature a plot line that consists of vicious cycles, repetitive problems and stagnation 

instead of a forward, upward thrust (McAdams, 2006a). This is very similar to the 

dominant features of the persisters’ condemnation script such as the belief that the 

narrators’ fate was handed to them long ago (i.e. feelings of helplessness, being doomed 
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to deviance, lacking self-efficacy, the future is anchored by the past), a victim stance and 

a Pawn-like existence where the outcome of life is determined by chance, thereby 

limiting the importance of long-term goals and a future focus (see Maruna, 2001). Third, 

when telling their life stories, highly generative people tend to utilize a redemptive 

framework and emphasize the existence of a good core self, which helps to provide 

consistency to their overall narrative (McAdams, 2006a). These characteristics were also 

commonly found in the life stories of Maruna’s (2001) desisters and served as key 

components of the salvation script.  

Maruna (1998) has interpreted the statistically significant differences between the 

persisting and desisting groups on agency themes, generativity themes and redemption 

sequences, as well as the fact that all three variables were positively correlated with each 

other, as providing support for the prototypical reform story that was identified in his 

pilot research and later confirmed in his narrative analysis and open coding of the 

Liverpool Desistance Study's data. As a result, he concluded that “these themes may 

indeed form some larger construct such as a salvation script” (p.193). He also suggested 

that generativity, agency and redemption might be critical components of maturation, 

which has been a dominant theory of desistance since the field’s inception (Maruna, 

1998).  

It is possible that there is an additional explanation for these findings. Agentic 

themes and redemption sequences are concepts that are fairly unique to the study of 

generativity. As a result, it may be just as likely that these variables (i.e. agency, 

generativity and redemption sequences) are tapping into a single underlying concept that 

we already know has been linked to these themes - generativity. This does not mean that 
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there are not some unique features that may emerge in the life stories of ex-offenders but 

perhaps they are relatively minor differences within the large spectrum of scripts that 

have been identified among highly generative people.  

 

Conclusion 

 

Most research and theoretical work on desistance, such as Laub and Sampson’s 

(2006) follow-up study of the Glueck men and the informal social control theory that 

arose from their findings, has focused on the role of external factors such as stable 

employment and good marriages. However, other important research, notably Maruna’s 

(2001) Liverpool Desistance Study, Giordano et al.’s (2002) theory of cognitive 

transformation and Farrall and Calverley’s (2006) research on desistance among 

probationers in the UK, has focused on the internal nature of desistance as the result of 

changes in personal identity and self-concept and, therefore, placed a heavy emphasis on 

the role of agency.  

To date, it has been impossible to determine whether themes of agency are 

uniquely embraced and utilized by ex-offenders because no researcher has ever compared 

the life stories of desisters with non-offenders. Personal agency certainly may be 

important to facilitating and maintaining desistance, especially for ex-offenders who face 

the unique challenges that are associated with the restricted opportunities available in 

most 21
st
 century urban communities. However, the structural conditions that 

contemporary ex-offenders face are shared by other members of their communities, a 

demographic group that largely has been ignored by generativity researchers. As a result, 
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various forms of agency may be equally important themes in the life stories of non-

offenders who share a similar socio-economic status, especially if they are members of 

the same racial group.  

It is also possible that ex-offenders are more likely than non-offenders to identify 

and draw upon agentic themes for two different reasons. The commission of crime can 

certainly involve personal agency, thus descriptions of offending might contain particular 

types of agentic themes. Some ex-offenders may feel strongly attracted to the need for 

power, independence and control, regardless of whether they are actively offending or 

pursuing more productive, pro-social ventures. Additionally, desisting ex-offenders may 

rely on personal agency to help them overcome the hardships and burdens of a criminal 

record and the circumscribed opportunities, social stigma and personal shame that often 

accompany it. Alternatively, agency may be a prominent theme in most narrators’ stories 

about significant life changes and transition points, regardless of the nature of these 

events (see McAdams, 1993).  

One interesting aspect of Maruna’s (1998; 2001) findings on the differences 

between the life stories of desisters and persisters is the fact that, in many ways, they 

mirror the results of studies on highly generative people and their less generative 

counterparts. This raises the possibility that desisting ex-offenders may craft personal 

narratives that share some characteristics with those of highly generative people because 

they are, in fact, members of that sub-set of the general population. In order to build upon 

Maruna’s previous findings and explore this issue in greater depth, standardized 

generativity instruments were incorporated into this study. This provided the ability to 

examine the degree to which desisters reported behaving in generative ways and 



 

 47 

expressed generative concerns in addition to identifying the presence of generative 

themes in their life stories. At this point, several researchers have posited that generativity 

may play an important role in the desistance process based on the fact that desisting ex-

offenders often discuss engaging in acts of generativity and describe this as a particularly 

meaningful experience (see Toch, 2000; Maruna, 1997; 1998; 2001; Maruna and LeBel, 

2004; Maruna, LeBel, and Lanier, 2004; Maruna, Porter and Carvalho, 2004; Maruna and 

Ramsden, 2004; Burnett and Maruna, 2006; LeBel, Richie and Maruna, 2015; Farrall and 

Calverley, 2006; Marsh, 2011). However, the use of samples entirely comprised of 

desisting ex-offenders or matched groups of desisters and active offenders raises the 

question of how these groups would have compared to one consisting of law-abiding 

adults.  

Most desistance studies have focused on identifying the similarities and 

differences between two distinct groups, former offenders (“desisters”) and active 

criminals (“persisters”). This has been a productive area of inquiry, but the research to 

date has neglected an important comparison group, adult non-offenders. In an article on 

the current state of desistance research, Lila Kazemian (2007) called for the inclusion of 

non-offenders in future studies because “empirical research has yet to establish 

whether...desisters truly differ from persisters and nonoffenders” (p.17). This study seeks 

to address this gap in the research literature by assembling a sample comprised of 

desisting ex-offenders and men who grew up in similar neighborhoods but never 

committed crimes as adults.   

In conclusion, the current study focuses on the various ways in which themes such 

as generativity, agency and redemption emerge in the life stories of adult males who are 
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currently desisting from crime and a comparison group of similarly situated law-abiding 

men. All three of these themes are theoretically relevant to both the study of desistance 

and more generally applicable conceptions of mid-life adult development so it is 

important to understand whether the life narratives of desisters truly differ from their non-

offending counterparts and if so, in what ways their life stories share common traits and 

themes that are unique to members of this group. In particular, a main goal of this study is 

to investigate the possibility that desisting ex-offenders may qualify as highly generative 

people whose narratives share many commonalities with their counterparts in the general 

population. This research objective is a direct result of the realization that the generativity 

literature has identified strong relationships between generativity, themes of agency and 

communion and the use of redemption sequences. 
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CHAPTER 3: RESEARCH METHODS  

 

Overview: Design of the Research Project 

 

The current study is a qualitative one that employed narrative analysis of semi-

structured, in-depth interviews with men desisting from crime and men who have not 

been involved in crime as adults. It was specifically designed to explore three research 

questions: (1)  How do agency, communion and generativity themes as well as 

redemption sequences and contamination sequences appear in the life stories of both 

groups? (2) Does the appearance of certain themes in the life stories of desisting ex-

offenders reflect the fact that they qualify as highly generative people whose narratives 

share many commonalities with their counterparts in the general population? and (3) To 

what extent do the life stories of desisting ex-offenders or non-offenders, as separate 

groups, contain a unique configuration of defining characteristics?  

Several features of the Liverpool Desistance Study were incorporated into the 

research design in order to build on and make its findings comparable to earlier results. 

The most important similarities between Maruna’s project and the current study relate to 

his general methodological approach and data collection and analysis strategies. In 

particular, this research project’s design was patterned on Maruna's use of the life story 

interview format and incorporated several coding sequences he used that were developed 

by Dan McAdams, especially those relating to the identification of agency themes and 

redemption and contamination sequences. Unlike Maruna (1998; 2001), the current 

researcher also utilized McAdams’ (2001) coding scheme for communion in order to 
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compare the scores of desisters and non-offenders on this measure. Additionally, the 

researcher categorized redemption sequences based on McAdams’ (1999) five part 

typology in order to identify the specific types of redemption sequences that were most 

frequently used by desisting and non-offender respondents and determine if there were 

any differences in their appearance across the two groups.  

Maruna (1998; 2001) interviewed a matched sample of desisting and active 

offenders and conducted a narrative analysis of the resulting life stories and a content 

analysis carried out by coders who applied pre-established coding schemes to specific 

sections of each narrative in the absence of information on which group individuals 

belonged to. The current research likewise involved conducting a narrative analysis of 

life stories from a matched sample and content analysis of the responses to specific 

interview questions, but it included desisting and non-offender groups and the major 

share of the content analysis was carried out by the researcher who was aware of the 

respondents’ group membership during the coding process.  

 Despite the fact that Maruna’s research was clearly a trailblazing study of 

desistance due to its unique and thought-provoking findings on the role of generativity in 

the lives of ex-offenders, traditional measures of generativity were not incorporated into 

its methodological design. While the ability to compare the frequency of different types 

of generativity themes is one advantage of coding schemes such as Stewart et al.’s (1988) 

used by Maruna (1998; 2001) and de St. Aubin's (1993) employed here, the incorporation 

of self-report generativity questionnaires can produce scores that are comparable to those 

of other studies, specifically the large body of research that focuses on the life stories of 

highly generative people and their less generative counterparts (for examples, see 
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McAdams, 1993; McAdams et al., 1998; McAdams et al., 2001; McAdams and Bowman, 

2001; McAdams, 2006a). As a result, the current research project used two standardized 

generativity instruments that measure the levels of generative concern and generative 

behavior that both groups of respondents reported in order to obtain scores that would be 

comparable to those in other studies. They are the Loyola Generativity Scale (LGS), 

which measures generative concerns, and the Generative Behavior Checklist (GBC), 

which measures generative behaviors.  

In the following order, this chapter will discuss various aspects of the eligibility 

criteria and sampling approach, the data collection process, the process of coding and 

analyzing the results and the demographic characteristics of the final sample. 

 

Criteria for Inclusion or Exclusion in the Sample 

 

General Eligibility Criteria 

 

In this research project, all the respondents were biologically male. The decision 

to utilize a sample with gender homogeneity was supported by evidence suggesting that 

some pathways to desistance may be gender-specific (see Giordano et al., 2002; Katz, 

2000; Giordano, Deines and Cernkovich, 2006; Leverentz, 2006; Giordano, Cernkovich 

and Holland, 2003; also see Massoglia and Uggen, 2007, for a discussion on gender 

differences based on the way that desistance is measured). Because of that, the inclusion 

of women might have created diversity among the life stories of desisters based on 

gender differences alone.  
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One male-to-female transgender respondent was included in the sample. The 

researcher thought that it was important to respect the respondent's desire to participate in 

the study and felt that excluding this respondent's life story interview would have been a 

missed opportunity to consider a unique perspective that is rarely discussed in the 

research literature. This individual self-identified as male during the initial screening 

process but elected to select a female pseudonym at the time of the actual interview. 

Based on the belief that the correct pronouns should always be used to refer to 

transgender people, the terms “she” and “her” are employed in situations where calling 

Ishtar by her pseudonym would be redundant or overly awkward.  

 

Eligibility Criteria for Desisting Respondents 

 

In order to be eligible for the desister group, respondents had to qualify as former 

repeat offenders as adults. The focus on men who were criminally active adults was 

meant to address a common weakness of studies in both the persistent offending and 

desistance research literatures, which typically use a history of juvenile delinquency in 

order to select their samples. This common practice fails to acknowledge the difference 

between youth and adults who repeatedly offend (e.g. Giordano et al., 2002; Stouthamer-

Loeber, Wei, Loeber and Masten, 2004; Laub and Sampson, 2006; Kempf, 1989; also see 

Kazemian, 2007). In some cases, desistance studies with adult samples were originally 

designed to track delinquent youth into adulthood and, therefore, produced results that 

addressed desistance among former juvenile offenders who may or may not have 

continued offending into adulthood. It is possible that the distinction between former 
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chronic delinquents and repeat adult offenders may be important, especially if the causes 

of desistance are dependent on the age of the individual and the timing of important life 

events and developmental stages such as transitions into adulthood.  

The task of proposing a clear definition of “chronic offenders” or “serious, long-

term persistent offenders” is notoriously difficult and plagued by debate and 

disagreements (Maruna, 2001). As the following quotation demonstrates, the definition of 

persistence often has been tautologically tied to career length: “Career length, with 

consideration of onset, duration, and desistance, provides a framework for understanding 

how long an offender engages in criminal behavior - that is, of persistence” (Haapanen, 

Britton, and Croisdale, 2007, p. 133).  

The literature on repeat, habitual, chronic, high rate or long-term offenders is 

primarily dominated by research and theoretical frameworks on “criminal careers” and 

“persistent offenders,” which have circumscribed the space within which these more 

general topics might be discussed and limited the attention that they receive. This creates 

a major problem when one seeks out extant operational definitions of repeat offenders in 

order to differentiate these individuals from one-off criminals and dabblers but wants to 

avoid embracing some of the more nuanced ideas underlying the concept of “persistent 

offenders.” For example, “persistent offenders” is often used to describe a small subset of 

active criminals that commit a disproportionate amount of crime compared to the rest of 

the offending population (Soothill, Ackerley and Francis, 2003).  

Due to the specific nature of the characteristics that have been used to identify 

these types of individuals, some long-term repeat offenders would not qualify as 

“persistent offenders,” even though they have lengthy criminal records and years of 
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active offending. In particular, criminal career research has typically included the age of 

onset as part of the definition of “persistent offenders” (Piquero, Brame, and Lynam, 

2004; Ge, Donnellan, and Wenk, 2001; Stouthamer-Loeber et al., 2004; Ezell, 2007; 

Soothill et al., 2003). The importance that is placed on age of onset is often based on 

research results from studies that focused on high rate juvenile offenders rather than 

theoretically-inspired definitions of “persistent offenders” (but see Moffitt, 1993; Moffitt, 

Caspi, Harrington and Milne, 2002).  

In general, the current literature on persistent offending provides little guidance to 

researchers who are interested in identifying repeat offenders but are not inclined to use 

official police data or rely on definitions that focus on earlier acts of delinquency. The 

introduction of Moffitt's (1993) theory of life-course persistent offenders and the 

identification of other offender categories (see Moffitt et al., 2002; Piquero, Brezina and 

Turner, 2005) have also emphasized a developmental approach. As a result, the term 

“former repeat offender” is utilized in this study instead. 

In the Liverpool Desistance Study, Maruna (2001) defined persistent offenders as 

people who offended on at least a weekly basis for a period of at least two years. This 

operational definition reflected the actual characteristics of his sample (a post-hoc 

quantitative measure) rather than the abstract concept of persistent offenders that was 

used while recruiting his research participants (i.e. “people who had a history of 

persistent offending that spanned at least 4 years” (Maruna, 1998, p. 47) where he left it 

up to respondents to interpret the meaning of the phrase “a history of persistent 

offending”) (Maruna, 2009, Personal Communication). A requirement that prior 

offending must have occurred on at least a weekly basis could result in a sample 
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primarily composed of ex-offenders who committed certain types of crimes such as drug 

dealing or property offenses (e.g., burglary, shoplifting). This easily could prohibit the 

inclusion of individuals who regularly participated in serious, violent crimes such as 

aggravated assaults or armed robberies over a lengthy period of time but were unlikely to 

have committed them on such a frequent basis. Additionally, the accuracy of self-

reporting the frequency of any behavior is questionable, especially if the frame of 

reference is several years in the past. 

After reviewing the persistent offending and desistance research literatures and 

considering the strengths and weaknesses of various conceptions of persistent offenders, 

an operational definition was chosen for this study that was inclusive of various types of 

offending behavior. During the recruitment and informed consent processes, this 

operational definition was phrased as “ex-offenders who committed several crimes some 

time after turning 21 years old.” It was left up to potential respondents to decide how to 

interpret the phrase “several crimes.” This was largely based on the belief that men who 

had regularly offended for significant periods of time would know that they fulfilled this 

requirement and ex-offenders who had to inquire about its meaning would almost 

certainly not be eligible to participate.  

The age of 21 years old in the definition of adulthood for the desisting ex-offender 

group takes into account the second part of the legal definition of a child, which is quoted 

below from the Juvenile Act. In the state of Pennsylvania, a child is defined as “an 

individual who (1) is under the age of 18 years [or] (2) is under the age of 21 years old 

who committed an act of delinquency before reaching the age of 18 years” in the Juvenile 

Act (42 Pa.C.S. Sec. 6301 et seq. with appendix). It also reflects consistently supported 
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empirical evidence that offending peaks during the teenage years (ages 15 to 19) and then 

declines sharply after the age of 20 (Farrington, 1999; also see Langan and Farrington, 

1983; Nagin and Farrington, 1992; Farrington, 2007) and, therefore was consistent with 

the desire to assemble a sample of desisting men that was comprised of repeat adult 

offenders. In order to ensure that all of the respondents had an equal opportunity to 

actively participate in crime and desist as legal adults, the minimum age for inclusion in 

the study was originally set at 25 years old.   

For this research project, an operational definition of desistance that requires that 

individuals have remained crime-free for the last year based on self-reports of their recent 

offending behavior was employed. The selection of this operational definition of 

desistance was largely based on a desire to make the findings of this research project 

comparable to previous qualitative desistance studies that utilized in-depth life story 

interviews and narrative analysis such as those conducted by Maruna (2001) and 

Giordano et al. (2002), both of which categorized respondents as desisters if they had not 

committed crime in the last year, based on self-reports. The second part of Maruna’s 

(1998) operational definition of desistance - the respondent’s expression of a desire to 

remain crime-free was also adopted in this study. This component was meant to tap into 

the concept of secondary desistance by helping to differentiate ex-offenders who no 

longer viewed crime as an activity in which they engaged and, therefore, intended to 

continue desisting in the future from those who still considered crime a viable option but 

may have simply avoided offending within a given time frame. 

The main criteria for inclusion as desisters in the research project was that 

respondents were ex-offenders who had committed multiple crimes after turning 21 years 
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old (i.e. former repeat adult offenders), and who also reported that they had not engaged 

in crime within the past year (i.e. desisting). In order to qualify for participation in the 

study, desisting respondents had to have criminal histories that included offenses aside 

from simple drug possession or other acts that were the direct result of a substance abuse 

problem (i.e. drug use and possession of drug paraphernalia). For example, an individual 

who had simply bought illegal drugs for his own personal use and/or used illegal drugs, 

even on a regular basis, but never committed any other crimes, would not have qualified 

for inclusion in the desister group. This eligibility criterion was used by Maruna (1998) in 

the Liverpool Desistance Study and adopted for the current research project based on the 

premise that substance abuse should be considered distinct from persistent offending 

because recovery from addiction and desistance from crime are different phenomena and 

need to be studied separately.  

 The sample was restricted to men who had been residing in the community for at 

least the last year since it was important to know that their categorization as desisters 

reflected a recent opportunity to engage in offending behavior and was not simply the 

result of being incapacitated during this time period. As a result, unlike other research 

projects on desistance, the current sample was only drawn from the community and did 

not consist of any respondents who were currently incarcerated or living in a secure 

facility. To varying degrees, previous studies of desistance have often included 

respondents who were actively serving prison sentences when they participated in in-

depth interviews or completed lengthy surveys (see Maruna, 1998; Giordano et al., 2002; 

Uggen et al. 2004; Meisenhelder, 1977; 2004).  

 Due to the restricted freedom and daily monitoring of ex-offenders who are placed 
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in halfway houses on pre-release, men who were currently serving the remainder of their 

state prison sentences while living in half-way houses in the community were not eligible 

to participate in this research project. This decision is strongly supported by the fact that 

these individuals were still technically considered “inmates” and remained under the 

authority of the Pennsylvania Department of Corrections (Pennsylvania Office of the 

Victim Advocate, 2008). For potential respondents who were granted pre-release status 

during their last prison sentences, the length of time that these men had been residing in 

the community was calculated based on when they moved out of the half-way house.  

Despite the fact that it could be argued that desistance should be studied among 

ex-offenders who are no longer under the watchful gaze of the criminal justice system, a 

few respondents who were under parole supervision were permitted in the final sample. 

This provided an opportunity for ex-offenders with violent criminal histories to 

participate in the research project even if they faced long-term parole supervision due to 

the severity of their previous convictions and the length of their maximum sentences. The 

inclusion of formerly violent ex-offenders is important to the study of desistance since 

much of the research on this topic has focused on low-level offenders and probationers 

(e.g. Leibrich, 1993; Farrall, 2004; Farrall and Calverley, 2006), persistent property 

offenders (i.e. Shover, 1996; Meisenhelder, 1977; 2004) and former delinquents with 

various (or unspecified) levels of adult offending and a wide range of reported crime 

types (i.e. Giordano et al., 2002; Laub and Sampson, 2006).  

Investigating the perspectives of men who have committed serious offenses such 

as armed robbery, aggravated assault or attempted murder as adults can make a 

significant contribution to criminology’s understanding of desistance and, therefore, such 
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subjects need to be represented in samples of desisters. Convictions for such offenses 

often carry long parole terms, so that the associated legal restrictions and civil disabilities 

may impact an individual’s life for many years after an ex-offender has stopped 

committing crimes. As a result, the researcher allowed respondents who reported not 

committing any offenses for at least one year but were still under parole supervision to 

join the sample on a case-by-case basis. However, no current probationers were allowed 

to participate in the study.  

 

Eligibility Criteria for Non-Offender Respondents 

 

The main inclusion criterion for the non-offender comparison group was that the 

men did not report engaging in any criminal activity as adults (i.e. after the age of 18 

years old). For the non-offenders, it was necessary to use 18 years old as the beginning of 

adulthood because the focus was on the amount of juvenile delinquency that was 

permissible since adult offending was non-existent for this group. As a result, it was 

appropriate to define adulthood in a way that was consistent with the juvenile 

delinquency literature and the legal age at which an individual would no longer be treated 

as a juvenile delinquent or eligible for an adjudication proceeding (see Paternoster, 

Brame and Farrington, 2001; Langan and Farrington, 1983; Farrington, Joliffe, Hawkins, 

Catalano, Hill and Kosterman, 2003). 

Research studies have found that the vast majority of young people admit to 

committing minor acts of delinquency (Farrington, 1987, citing West and Farrington, 

1973; Moffitt, 1993; Farrington et al., 2003; Piquero, Brezina and Turner, 2005). As a 
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result, respondents who reported relatively brief and minor histories of juvenile offending 

were eligible for the non-offender group. Individuals who were incarcerated for 

delinquent acts or charged as adults for crimes they committed as youths were unable to 

qualify for the non-offender group even if they reported no involvement with the criminal 

justice system and did not self-report offending since reaching the age of 18 years old. 

This exclusion criterion was necessary in order to avoid including individuals who 

committed serious delinquent acts as members of the non-offender group since previous 

desistance studies often used samples that were originally selected based on a history of 

serious juvenile offending. As the first qualitative desistance study to incorporate a 

comparison group of non-offenders, it was important to balance the need to ensure that 

the non-offenders would not have qualified for earlier desisting samples, based on their 

juvenile offending histories, with the recognition that requiring the absence of any self-

reported delinquency was an impractical requirement for identifying any group of non-

offending adults.   

Based on the fact that the researcher made a clear distinction between crime 

commission and drug addiction when operationalizing former repeat offending for the 

desisting ex-offender group, the presence or absence of various types of substance use 

and abuse were not considered as part of the eligibility criteria for non-offenders either. It 

is difficult to imagine any representative sample of men in the general population, 

including non-offenders, that would not include at least some individuals with self-

reported drug or alcohol use and abuse as adults.  
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Matched Sample Design 

 

Typically, matched samples contain roughly equal numbers in both groups. In the 

Liverpool Desistance Study, Maruna (1998; 2001) matched his sample of 30 desisters and 

20 persisters according to age, the most consistently, empirically-supported factor related 

to desistance. The current sample was matched based on age ranges that are theoretically 

relevant to the study of adult development and, therefore, roughly approximate those that 

appear in generativity studies (see McAdams et al., 1993; Diehl, Owen and Youngblade, 

2004; McAdams, 1988, citing Levinson, 1978; Yamada, 2004, citing Levinson, 1978).  

Onwuegbuzie and Leech (2007) have recommended that qualitative researchers 

who plan to use matched samples and make comparisons between subgroups (i.e. 

desisters and non-offenders with four age ranges) obtain at least three respondents for 

each possible combination. As a result, the aim was to include at least three desisters and 

three non-offenders in each of the following four age groups: 30 to 35 years old, 36 to 40 

years old, 41 to 46 years old and 47 to 56 years old. This goal was obtained for every age 

group except for the oldest one, which was largely due to the researcher's decision to 

exclude one interview with a non-offender after the data collection phase was already 

complete (due to the fact that the respondent had a very different cultural background 

from the rest of the sample and was older than the cut-off for the oldest age group). The 

final sample size of 31 respondents (19 desisters and 12 non-offenders) is a suitable one 

for an interview-based qualitative study (see Onwuegbuzie and Collins, 2007; Wilmot, 

2005; Meloy, 2002; but also see Maruna and Matravers, 2007).  
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Sampling Technique 

 

Due to the fact that half of the sample is comprised of ex-offenders, who qualify 

as members of a hard-to-reach / hidden population, snowball sampling was adopted as the 

most appropriate method for identifying potential respondents (see Watters and 

Biernacki, 1989; Atkinson and Flint, 2001; Dunlap et al., 1990; Heckathorn, 1997). 

According to Penrod, Preston, Cain and Starks (2003), “Snowball sampling is defined as 

‘a non-probabilistic form of sampling in which persons initially chosen for the sample are 

used as informants to locate other persons having necessary characteristics making them 

eligible for the sample’” (p. 102, citing Bailey, 1994, p. 438).  

In designing this study, the researcher sought to obtain two sub-samples of 

similarly-situated men who were either non-offenders or desisters by first recruiting an 

initial group of desister respondents to participate in the study and then identify the 

remaining number of interviewees (both desisters and non-offenders) through snowball 

sampling techniques by asking each participating respondent to suggest (or directly 

recruit) several other men who were willing to participate in an interview. To achieve 

this, the primary method for identifying this initial group of desisting respondents 

involved posting signs at an organization that provides a wide-range of services to ex-

offenders. It is important to note, however, that this was always meant to serve as a first 

step to triggering the sampling process and was largely selected because of the volume of 

people who visit the organization's office on a regular basis. This was especially 

important because the study's eligibility criteria meant that many ex-offenders would be 

unable to participate due to being under current supervision. The fact that this 
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organization provides a wide range of programs and assistance also proved quite useful 

because it meant that potential respondents were not necessarily accessing services that 

directly related to their own needs as ex-offenders. The other two methods for identifying 

the initial group of desisting respondents included utilizing the researcher's pre-existing 

ties to at least one grass-roots ex-offender group and the potential use of key informants 

in order to reach men who might be interested in conducting interviews but were unaware 

of the study.  

Once the snowball sampling process was initiated, the researcher also planned to 

identify additional potential respondents (specifically non-offenders), if the need arose by 

posting signs at various locations throughout the city of Philadelphia. These sites 

included barber shops, laundromats, city-run health centers, community development 

corporations, the offices of local politicians who provide constituency services, programs 

offering vocational training and computer literacy classes and a wide range of other 

neighborhood-based organizations, in addition to libraries and recreation centers. This 

course of action was pursued approximately half-way through the study's recruitment 

phase and resulted in the identification of additional desisting and non-offender 

respondents who were able to restart the snowball sampling process by referring other 

men for the research project.  

In designing the sampling approach for this research project, care was taken to 

directly address some of the limitations associated with traditional snowball sampling 

methods. For example, multiple referral chains were used that were initiated through 

contact with various organizations that agreed to post signs about the study and 

individuals (including participating respondents and a wide range of other people who 
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expressed interest in the project) in order to identify separate groups of potential 

respondents. Multiple referral chains can decrease the chances of introducing source-

related biases, maximize the variation within social networks and address selection bias, 

which is one of the greatest weaknesses of snowball sampling (Penrod et al., 2003, p. 

106).  

In addition, recruitment quotas were used to place limits on the number of 

referrals (n = 3) from a given person that resulted in completed interviews (Faugier and 

Sargeant, 1997; Heckathorn, 1997; Edin, 2006). Recruitment quotas are aimed at 

“reduc(ing) the ability of subjects with large personal networks to recruit more 

extensively than subjects with smaller networks” (Heckathorn, 1997, p. 179). They also 

“lengthen referral chains, (and) help…to eliminate or reduce the biases associated with 

the initial choice of peers, and allow…deeper penetration into the diverse and isolated 

sectors of the population” (Semaan, Lauby and Liebman, 2002, p. 218).  

Participating respondents also were encouraged to initiate the recruitment process 

by directly contacting their peers rather than providing the researcher with their contact 

information. This was meant to reduce the occurrence of masking (an attempt to protect 

peers by refusing to refer them to a researcher), which can be particularly problematic for 

research that involves populations with significant concerns about privacy or who may 

view a traditional referral process as highly threatening or risky (e.g., due to illegal 

behavior) or a violation of group norms (e.g., prohibitions against “snitching”) 

(Heckathorn, 1997). As a result, participants were encouraged to either provide referrals 

(after first checking with the men to gauge their interest in the study and obtaining their 

permission before passing along their contact information to the researcher) or directly 
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recruit their peers into the study (by allowing them to initiate contact with the researcher 

after receiving her cell phone number), depending on their personal preference.  

Additionally, it was important to ensure that the snowball sampling approach did 

not simply capture social networks that were comprised of tightly knit groups of former 

co-offenders, close friends, relatives or members of the same organizations who would 

have qualified for the same group as the original respondents who referred them. It was 

highly likely that the pool of potential referrals that desisters would have at their disposal 

would be directly linked to their opportunities to express generativity and demonstrate a 

pro-social identity. For example, it might have biased the sample if the researcher was 

unaware that a desister simply referred his co-worker at a violence prevention program, a 

friend he met at a faith-based reentry program, or a non-offender neighbor who served as 

a mentor to the respondent. As a result, each respondent was asked several questions 

about his referrals (or potential recruitments) in order to understand the nature of their 

relationship, determine whether they grew up in a similar neighborhood and/or shared a 

common socio-economic status and gauge age and criminal history.  

In a similar fashion to Maruna (2001), the researcher avoided oversampling men 

who were active members of Alcoholics Anonymous (AA) or Narcotics Anonymous 

(NA). This decision was based on research that has shown that members of these self-

help organizations tend to adopt a collectively-shared narrative about addiction and the 

recovery process and a distinctive approach to story-telling (Denzin, 1987), which often 

features redemptive and generativity scripts (McAdams, 2006a). One of the ways that the 

researcher avoided oversampling men who were active members of AA/NA was by 

refusing to accept referrals if the respondents or the men who they recruited stated that 
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they knew each other from participating in these self-help organizations or other recovery 

programs. A large number of ex-offenders have been exposed to the AA/NA narrative 

through varying degrees of participation in these self-help / peer support groups in either 

jail, prison or the community over the years. Thus, it was important for the researcher to 

inquire about the respondent's current and past involvement in these types of 

organizations in order to determine whether AA/NA had been influential in his life. This 

also helped her to avoid selecting too many active AA/NA members and ensured that the 

results of the narrative analysis did not simply reflect the teachings of AA or NA.  

During the recruitment/referral process, attempts also were made to “cross-

pollinate” the two groups by selecting men who qualified for membership in the 

comparison group and/or fit into different age ranges than the respondents who initially 

referred or recruited them. Respondents were specifically asked to recruit at least one or 

two men who differed from themselves in these ways. When referrals were made, the 

respondents provided this information as well as how they knew each other so the 

researcher could select the most appropriate person to contact first. For example, if a 50-

year old non-offender provided referrals for several men including his best friend from 

college who is a 48-year-old non-offender and his 31 year old nephew who is an ex-

offender, the nephew would be contacted first. This cross-pollination approach was meant 

to deliberately increase the variation among the study participants and discourage 

respondents from simply identifying members of their same-aged peer groups who 

probably shared similar life experiences, mind sets and interests. It also helped to ensure 

that the two groups would be comprised of men who were similar ages.  
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Adjustments to the Sampling Technique 

 

 According to the original research design, the researcher intended to recruit a 

younger age group of desisters and non-offenders who were between the ages of 24 and 

30. Men in this age group proved extremely difficult to recruit, for several reasons. As a 

result, from the very beginning, she emphasized the desire to interview men between the 

ages of 24 and 30 years old whenever she discussed the need for referrals with 

participating respondents after their interviews were complete. In many cases, 

respondents expressed major concerns about the researcher's ability to locate men in this 

age group, particularly desisters. They believed that most of the men in this youngest age 

group were probably still criminally active or currently incarcerated. They also thought 

that the requirements that respondents were not on active supervision or incarcerated, 

arrested or released from a half-way house in the last year would exclude the vast 

majority of young ex-offenders who were on the streets. Despite these obstacles, many 

respondents did their best to identify younger men who they could recruit or refer for 

interviews. Unfortunately, in several cases, these individuals were under the age of 24 

and, therefore, did not meet the study's minimum age requirement. 

 In total, approximately 150 men of different ages were either referred or recruited 

by other respondents or contacted the researcher and expressed interest in the study after 

hearing about it. Out of these individuals, only 13 were between 24 and 31 years old. 

Only one of these men was confirmed to be a non-offender, a 28-year-old who was 

interviewed. Interviews were also conducted with three ex-offenders who were not 

actively on supervision (ages 25, 28 and 30) but two of these respondents had to be 
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excluded from the final sample because they were categorized as persisters (or “non-

committed desisters”). Most of the other young potential respondents were either 

unreachable or ex-offenders who were recently released from jail or prison or on active 

supervision.  

 After speaking with two 27-year-old ex-offenders who were very interested in 

being interviewed but were ineligible for the study because they were on active 

supervision, the researcher decided to try one last ditch effort to reach these younger men. 

She presented these potential respondents with the opportunity to serve as recruiters for 

the study and offered them the same $40 stipend that interviewees received if they could 

each locate a minimum of two men between the ages of 25 and 30 who ended up 

completing interviews, at least one of whom had to be around 28 years old and an ex-

offender. These recruiters provided the researcher with several potential respondents who 

were in their mid-20s and early 30s, including the youngest and final respondent 

interviewed for the study, a 30-year-old desister. While they were unable to recruit any 

eligible respondents in their mid to late 20s, the resulting interview with the 30 year old 

desister was crucial to creating a well-balanced sample and resulted in the minimal age 

for the youngest included age group being dropped from 31 to 30 years old.  

During the study's recruitment period, two unexpected situations emerged that 

resulted in the researcher deciding not to follow-up with referrals or conduct interviews 

with recruited respondents because they could have biased the final sample. Very early on 

in the study, unbeknownst to the researcher, one respondent recruited two men from a 

support group for HIV positive men. These recruited respondents (and the referral chains 

that they triggered) resulted in interviews with five men who were gay or “on the down-
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low.” The expression “on the down-low” is used to refer to "men who have sex with men 

(MSM) and women but who do not identify as gay or disclose their bisexual activities to 

main female partners" (Millett, Malebranche, Mason and Spikes, 2005, p52S). Not 

surprisingly, respondents who were gay or “on the down low” were the most successful at 

recruiting 3 other men who were eligible for the study. When the researcher became 

aware that the desister group was becoming overwhelmingly gay or “on the down-low,” 

she decided to discontinue accepting referrals from respondents who were members of 

the GLBT community in order to avoid the possibility of over-representing this group in 

a small sample.  

Lastly, in designing the research project, the researcher knew that as the number 

of respondents grew it would become necessary to strategically identify individuals who 

best fit the needs of creating a well-balanced sample, based on the existing configuration 

of participating respondents, as additional referred or recruited men expressed interest in 

completing life story interviews. Since many of the non-offenders were interviewed 

towards the end of the study's recruitment period, it meant that the researcher was only 

looking to conduct a few additional interviews with men who fit very specific criteria (i.e. 

non-offenders and ex-offenders between the ages of 25 and 30, gay non-offenders 

between the ages of 43 and 52 and non-offenders between the ages of 47 and 56 years 

old). This made it increasingly difficult for respondents to identify men in their social 

networks who met the current sampling needs of the study.  

Additionally, the researcher was especially careful to avoid lengthening the 

referral chains that could be traced back to a single source (i.e. one non-offender who was 

particularly good at recruiting the requested number of respondents who then in turn 



 

 70 

attempted to provide referrals of their own). It became apparent that conducting 

interviews with the men who were recruited from these referrals chains would have 

simply increased the number of non-offenders who were highly educated and successful 

in the final sample since these individuals tended to mirror the men who referred them. At 

this late stage in the research project, concerns about the cost and time necessary to 

transcribe additional interviews required carefully selecting respondents who would 

contribute new information. As a result, interviews were not conducted with these last 

few referrals.  

 

Final Results of the Sampling Technique 

 

After conducting only a few interviews with desisting respondents, it was clear 

that some men might have difficulty identifying 3 potential respondents for the 

referral/recruitment process. For example, many desisters specifically stated that they 

were limiting their social contact with other men in order to stay out of trouble and, 

therefore, spent most of their time with the important women in their lives. In most cases, 

this social isolation from other males was quite intentional, especially for desisters who 

were just beginning their journeys of going straight or felt that it was particularly 

important to avoid situations where they could end up being caught up in someone else's 

illegal activity or draw unwanted attention from law enforcement officials. As a result, 

numerous desisters talked about becoming “home bodies,” limiting their contact with old 

acquaintances and avoiding “bad influences,” or relayed stories that demonstrated that 

they were being very careful about the company that they kept.  
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In addition to desisters' attempts to control their current social networks and avoid 

friends who were still involved in crime, many ex-offenders also had difficulty 

identifying men who qualified for the non-offender group. In some cases, respondents 

argued that it was extremely difficult to find non-offenders in either their current 

neighborhoods or the areas where they grew up or raised their families. Based on the 

interviews with non-offenders, it also was evident that men who qualified for this group 

had often cut-off ties with peers who became involved in crime when they were 

teenagers. As a result, it is not surprising that the desisting respondents had trouble 

identifying men who would be eligible for the non-offender group. Interestingly, almost 

all the non-offenders also shared that their current social networks included people who 

had criminal records or had served time in prison. However, the reverse situation (ex-

offenders with numerous non-offenders in their social networks) seemed to be much less 

common. Additionally, the life stories of some desisters underscored the fact that their 

criminal records, time in prison and years of criminal activity had permanently damaged 

their relationships with law-abiding family members. This often resulted in them having 

very limited contact with these individuals or fragile relationships, which they were still 

in the process of rebuilding. In a few cases, this made them hesitant to contact sons, 

nephews, brothers and uncles about conducting life story interviews, even though they 

clearly wanted to.  

While snowball sampling proved more difficult than initially anticipated, this 

does not mean that respondents were unwilling to recruit other men or make referrals. 

Seventeen respondents (ten desisters, six non-offenders and one excluded respondent) 

attempted to make referrals or recruit other men for the study. These efforts produced 31 



 

 72 

attempted referrals, 16 of which did not result in completed interviews. In many cases, 

the narrow eligibility criteria, age range for potential respondents and dynamic nature of 

the study's sampling needs meant that their referrals/recruits could not be interviewed. 

Additionally, there were several occasions when the researcher attempted to contact 

referred and recruited men whose inclusion in the sample would have been very desirable 

based on its current configuration but was unable to reach them for various reasons 

(typically due to disconnected cell phones). In the end, ten respondents made referrals 

that resulted in completed interviews. The referring respondents included five desisters, 

four non-offenders (one of whom made a referral who then recruited another respondent 

but never completed an interview himself) and one excluded respondent. These referrals 

resulted in 11 interviews with men who ended up in the final sample (six desisters and 

five non-offenders) as well as four respondents who were excluded for various reasons.  

 In the end, 50% of the 40 men who completed interviews contacted the researcher 

after seeing one of the posted flyers. Another 37.5% (N= 15) were directly recruited or 

referred by other respondents. Lastly, 12.5% (N=5) were recruited by two gatekeepers. 

Looked at a slightly different way, 55% of the total sample (N=22) was involved in the 

snowball sampling process, either because they provided referrals that resulted in 

completed interviews or were recruited by another respondent.  

The final sample contained 19 desisters and 12 non-offenders, for a total of 31 

respondents. Nine additional men were interviewed for the study but excluded from the 

final sample for various reasons. One 31-year-old desisting respondent was excluded 

because his untreated mental health condition had significantly impacted the interview. 

The researcher decided that it was not worth the cost to transcribe this respondent's 
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interview (on average, over $300) and attempt to code the transcripts. Two respondents 

were removed from the final sample because they were simply not a good fit. A 28-year-

old non-offender was excluded because the researcher was unable to locate any other 

suitable respondents in his age group. A 59-year-old non-offender was excluded because 

this respondent was older than the cut-off for the oldest age group and he had a very 

different cultural background from the rest of the sample.  

 Three respondents were categorized as “potential persisters or non-committal 

desisters” - these terms are purposely presented as interchangeable because the conditions 

that led to these individuals being excluded from the final sample did not require that 

they self-reported actively committing recent crimes. Nonetheless, they did not qualify 

for the desister group because of their responses to an interview question that asked if 

they thought that they would re-offend in the future, which was a way to measure 

intention and not necessarily actual behavior. For example, a 45-year-old ex-offender 

openly admitted that he would commit crime in the future, if the opportunity presented 

itself. This was the only time when the researcher worried that a respondent could 

possibly return to the interview location later and try to gain entry in order to steal 

something, mainly because that was one of the two examples that he provided when 

discussing possible opportunities for re-offending that might present themselves to him. 

The other example was that he would steal something that was lying around if he thought 

that no one would notice. Two younger respondents (25 and 28 years old) indicated that 

they were not firmly committed to desisting and felt that it was fairly likely that they 

would end up re-offending.  

Three additional respondents were excluded from the final sample because the 
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researcher determined that they were lying about major aspects of their life stories during 

the interview process. Two of these men (ages 31 and 53) were ex-offenders and one was 

a non-offender (age 36).  

 

Data Collection Process 

 

The Interview Process and Format 

 

The interview process involved several distinct steps. The first was to secure 

informed consent on the part of each respondent, which involved going through the 

consent form approved by Temple University’s Institutional Review Board for Research 

on Human Subjects and obtaining the individual’s verbal consent (see Appendices A, B 

and C). Then each respondent was given the opportunity to select a unique pseudonym 

that would not allow identification of his identity. Next followed the lengthiest part of the 

process, the completion of the life story interview (Appendix D) and an additional set of 

open-ended questions that focused on the respondent's criminal history, contact with the 

criminal justice system and other related topics (Appendix E). In addition, participants 

also were asked to answer several basic demographic questions (Appendix F) and 

complete two standardized generativity instruments (Appendices G and H). Finally, the 

assistance of respondents in identifying or recruiting additional respondents was 

requested (Appendix I). Each interview was recorded to capture the respondent’s exact 

words and patterns and manner of speaking in order to produce an accurate and detailed 

transcript that could be read as a narrative and analyzed accordingly.  

As noted, the greatest part of time spent with each respondent was devoted to the 
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life story interview questions, which produced the bulk of the analyzable data. A life story 

interview format was specifically chosen because of its ability to elicit personal narratives 

that enable an exploration into the various ways in which former offenders and non-

offenders create meaning out of their lives and integrate explanations for their past 

experiences into coherent personal stories. Life story interviews are the dominant data 

collection method for studies that focus on generativity, agency and the use of narrative 

devices such as redemption and contamination sequences. The life story interview is a 

particularly relevant data collection method for the study of desistance since subjects are 

asked to discuss key turning points in their lives and life course studies have frequently 

emphasized the importance of various transition points in adulthood to fostering 

desistance (Laub and Sampson, 2006; also see Uggen et al., 2004; McIvor, Murray and 

Jamieson, 2004).  

The current research project utilized an interview guide that consisted of 11 broad, 

open-ended questions that were carefully chosen from several versions of Dan McAdams’ 

life story interview format. The following versions of McAdams’ life story interview 

guides were carefully reviewed and compared before selecting the best options for each 

type of question: The Life Story Interview (McAdams, 1993; McAdams, 1995; 

McAdams, 2008), Faith, Politics, and the Life Story: Interview Protocol (The Foley 

Center for the Study of Lives, 2005) and the Foley Longitudinal Study of Adulthood 

(FLSA) Interview (McAdams, no date c). Maruna’s (1998) life story interview guide also 

was consulted during the final stages of constructing the interview guide for the current 

study in order to ensure that all the questions that were required for employing his coding 

schemes were included and the interview guides would be as comparable as possible.  
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The 11 questions in the life story interview guide include an overview of the 

chapters of the respondent's life, identification of a high point, a low point, a turning 

point, a future scene, a greatest life challenge, an overarching life theme, an important 

decision, short-term and long-term goals, and current personal strivings as well as a 

question on the respondent’s definition of manhood and a closing question on 

generativity. All of these interview questions were specifically designed to elicit detailed 

accounts of the respondent’s life experiences that would produce lengthy narratives 

(complete stories that have beginnings, middles and endings). The open-ended nature of 

these questions was meant to provide the respondent with substantial freedom when 

choosing which life experiences would be discussed.  

The criminal history section of the interview was usually shorter but provided 

important information that was used to determine whether a respondent met the eligibility 

criteria for the study and his categorization as either a desister (who also qualified as a 

former persistent offender) or a non-offender. These open-ended questions asked about 

the respondent’s experiences with delinquency and the juvenile justice system and any 

criminal activity and contact with the criminal justice system in adulthood. Questions 

were also asked about any periods of active offending, including the type and frequency 

of past criminal activity and any recent involvement in crime as well as a series of 

questions about the respondent's self-concept (primarily relating to criminal activity) and 

a discussion about the possibility of re-offending. Two additional interview questions 

focused on substance abuse and the experiences of family members and close friends 

regarding the criminal justice system. Data about the respondents' criminal histories were 

collected towards the end of the interview process in order to provide the researcher time 
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to build rapport with respondents before asking them to share such sensitive information.  

The entire interview process lasted between two and five hours. The length of 

each interview was influenced by several factors including the respondent's age, the 

diversity of his life experiences and his categorization as either a desister or non-offender. 

In many cases, the respondent's answer to the opening, life chapters question also 

determined the final length of the interview since, by design, it was the most open-ended, 

unwieldy and unguided part of the interview. The respondent's level of interest in 

exploring various aspects of his life story also played an important role. However, 

perhaps the most influential factor regarding the length of interviews stemmed from 

individual differences in respondents' talkativeness, tendency to go off onto tangents and, 

in a few cases, inability (or refusal) to pick up on the researcher's cues (or explicit 

requests) to wrap up excessively long responses that had become repetitive and 

unproductive.  

The interviews were conducted at several locations including the main office of a 

non-profit organization that provides services to ex-offenders, the Criminal Justice 

Department and Media Services Center at Temple University and, in one case, the 

headquarters of a grassroots ex-offender group, which was housed in the private home of 

its leader who requested this arrangement because he had served as the gatekeeper for 

recruiting these respondents. Since the interviews were scheduled at the convenience of 

each respondent (and sometimes around the researcher's work schedule), these meetings 

were usually held on weekdays between 9 am and 10 pm. In most cases, the interviews 

were completed in a single meeting (regardless of their length) but there were several 

instances where the researcher and respondent had to meet for a second or even third 
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meeting to finish up the interview. Often this was a direct result of the respondent 

scheduling the interview around his work schedule or other obligations, which meant that 

the first meeting had to be cut short.  

 

Preparation of Interview Data for Coding and Analysis 

 

All of the interviews were recorded to accurately capture the respondents’ exact 

words. The resulting voice files were transcribed by professional transcriptionists. These 

transcripts were then reviewed by the researcher in order to ensure their accuracy and 

often had to be heavily edited. During this review process, the researcher also added 

parenthetical notations to reflect the length of noticeable pauses, non-verbal 

communication (such as pounding on a table), pitch changes, laughter and expressions of 

emotion, and other material that helped capture qualities that were not apparent from the 

words alone. The resulting transcripts for the life story interview and criminal history 

questions produced 1,055 pages of data. The transcripts for individual interviews ranged 

in length from 17 to 60.5 (single spaced) pages and the average length of the transcripts 

was 34 pages. 

Whenever possible the researcher tried to write up interview notes shortly after 

the interview, which helped to supplement the written transcripts, voice files and other 

data sources. This also provided the researcher with an opportunity to reflect on the 

meeting and her reactions to the interview process while also recording impressions and 

additional information about the respondent. In particular, the interview notes were used 

to record various types of interactions between the researcher and the respondent, other 
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people's reactions to the respondent, situations that arose that might have influenced the 

interview process (i.e. interruptions, outside distractions), the respondent's demeanor, 

comfort level and willingness to share personal experiences, parts of the respondent’s life 

story that provoked an unexpected or extremely emotional response and any relevant 

background information or life experiences that were discussed when the recorder was 

turned off (either before, during or after the interview) other than ones that respondents 

requested be kept off-the-record. As time went on, the interview notes also became a 

place for brainstorming new ideas about possible codes and identifying recurring themes 

within respondents' life stories and patterns across interviews, especially during the 

lengthy transcript review process. After being imported into a type of software designed 

to assist in qualitative research, NVivo, the notes also served as a way to document 

inconsistencies in the participant’s life story, vague references to unexplained events and 

any follow-up questions that the researcher wished she had asked during the interview.  

 

Analytical Approach 

  

The Process of Coding the Interview Data and Analyzing the Results 

 

Introduction 

 

The interview transcripts were subjected to several different analytical approaches 

to coding qualitative data, all of which were facilitated through the use of NVivo, a 

qualitative software program. The primary goal was to identify salient themes that 
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emerged directly from the respondents’ words and expressed personal understandings of 

their life stories.  

 

Three Levels of Data Analysis 

 

Each step of the coding process included at least two levels of analysis: 1) 

analysis of each of the interviews of individual respondents and 2) analysis of all the data 

that were collected from the entire sample. This distinction is important to understand 

because it highlights the fact that each interview was coded and analyzed separately 

before the researcher sought to identify any patterns that emerged across the life stories of 

different respondents. A third level of analysis was pursued in cases where group-level 

comparisons (desisters and non-offenders) seemed warranted based on the emergence of 

specific themes across multiple life stories. In addition to the respondents' membership in 

either the desister or non-offender groups, the researcher decided to assign several 

additional respondent attributes to all of the interview transcripts after it became clear 

that some codes might be unique to sub-groups within the sample, such as current 

NA/AA members, former violent offenders and individuals who had specialized in 

certain types of offenses such as armed robbery and drug dealing.  

 

Narrative Analysis Techniques 

 

Lieblich, Tuval-Mashiach and Zilber (1998) have proposed a model for 

classifying approaches to narrative research that focuses on two main dimensions of 
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reading, interpreting and analyzing life stories and other narrative materials: (a.) holistic 

versus categorical approaches and (b.) content versus form (p. 12). The distinction 

between holistic and categorical approaches is focused on the unit of analysis (Lieblich et 

al., 1998). For example, a researcher who is using a holistic approach will read the 

narrative as a whole and analyze specific sections of text while considering their 

relationship to the rest of the story and understanding the significance of these events 

within a larger context. A categorical approach is used when “the original story is 

dissected, and sections or single words belonging to a defined category” are analyzed 

without the benefits of knowing their location and relative importance in the narrative 

from which they were extracted (Lieblich et al., 1998, p. 12). According to Lieblich et al. 

(1998), “The categorical approach may be adopted when the researcher is primarily 

interested in a problem or a phenomenon shared by a group of people, while the holistic 

approach is preferred when the person as a whole, that is, his or her development to the 

current position, is what the study aims to explore.” (p. 12).  

The second dimension, content versus form, is based on the researcher’s emphasis 

on either the substance of the narrative (e. g., What happened? Who was involved? What 

is the meaning of the story?) or the structure, form and stylistic features of the story (e. g., 

the development of the plot, chronology of events, the narrator’s linguistic choices and 

the narrative’s complexity and coherence) (Lieblich et al., 1998). Both of these 

approaches underscore the relationship between narrative analysis research methods and 

the literary reading of texts (Lieblich et al., 1998). Some researchers prefer form analysis 

because the narrator’s story-telling approach can reveal meaningful information about a 

person’s identity but is harder to consciously manipulate compared to the content of one’s 
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story (Lieblich et al., 1998). 

Based on different combinations of these two dimensions, Lieblich et al. (1998) 

identified four modes to reading narratives: the holistic-content, holistic-form, 

categorical-content and categorical-form perspectives. In this research project, each 

respondent’s life story interview was read numerous times and, then, analyzed in several 

different ways.  

The first analytical approach was focused mainly on the identification of recurring 

themes and topics within each transcript through open coding. This technique closely 

mirrors the holistic-content perspective in Lieblich et al. (1998)’s typology of narrative 

analysis approaches.  

The second analytical approach was very similar to the holistic-form perspective 

and consisted of reviewing each transcript in order to understand the narrative structure 

of each respondent’s life story interview.  

The third analytical approach, the application of pre-established coding schemes, 

was very similar to the categorical-content perspective (i.e. content analysis) but did not 

involve the extraction of statements from the body of the interview transcript prior to the 

application of the coding schemes. Nonetheless, it was primarily focused on comparisons 

across groups of respondents and the calculation of descriptive statistics, which are 

frequently associated with the categorical-content perspective. 

 

Open Coding and the Development of Topic Codes and Sub-categories 

 

The researcher started the open coding process by carefully reading each 



 

 83 

transcript and identifying various topics that were discussed by the respondent. This 

quickly produced a large number of different codes on a wide range of topics, which 

grew exponentially as more and more transcripts were coded. This was due to the fact 

that the life story interviews covered many aspects of the respondents' complex lives 

from childhood to adulthood and the sample was comprised of men with very different 

types of life experiences. These ranged from growing up in the projects, abusive 

childhoods, parental death and abandonment, long-term homelessness, drug addiction and 

being victims of crime to attending college, starting businesses, climbing the career 

ladder, working in the field of criminal justice, becoming deacons, getting married and 

raising healthy children. None of these categories were mutually exclusive or even 

unique to one group (desisters versus non-offenders), which meant that the researcher 

quickly had to develop effective ways to manage the large number of codes that were 

emerging while also ensuring that important recurring topics were not being overlooked.  

Early on in the open coding process, the researcher created several general codes 

such as “early childhood,” “friends,” “God,” “school experiences (elementary, junior high 

and high school),” “college experiences,” “being a father,” “homelessness,” “military,” 

“marriage,” “money,” “prison experiences” and “working” that were selected whenever 

that particular topic was discussed. This was done whether or not more specific codes 

were created to capture the nuances of newly emerging themes within these broader 

topics. This was extremely useful as the researcher continued coding and sometimes 

discovered that some topics, which at the time seemed to only apply to one or two 

respondents, were repeatedly being discussed. This provided a quick and easy way to 

identify all the quotations on a single topic in order to reexamine them for these more 
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specific themes without having to reread entire interviews. It also was helpful in cases 

where the researcher had to decide whether to create new codes or more narrowly define 

pre-existing codes, which only became a real concern after the number of existing codes 

grew to be quite extensive and already somewhat burdensome.  

The growing number of codes that emerged during the open coding process also 

meant that the researcher had to organize related codes (such as college experiences, 

dropping out of high school, struggling in school and academic achievements) into 

groups of over-arching topics (i.e. School). This made it easier to quickly locate specific 

codes and also could be used to identify similar codes, which sometimes could be merged 

together. As would be expected, many of the general codes that were discussed above (e. 

g., religion, marriage, fatherhood, military, working) served as the overarching themes for 

these groups of related codes.  

During the open coding process, the researcher continuously examined individual 

codes to ensure that they were really capturing the same unique theme and were being 

consistently applied over time. Sometimes, the researcher decided that two codes were so 

similar that they could be merged into a single code. This information was always 

recorded in the description of the surviving code in NVivo. On an ongoing basis, different 

codes were compared and contrasted in order to refine and clarify their meanings. This 

often resulted in the creation of formal definitions that were embedded into the 

descriptions of individual codes in NVivo so that they could be consulted in the future. 

This process was particularly important for more conceptual codes such as “Helping 

Hand” (statements about being given a push to do something by someone else without 

even necessarily knowing it). In cases where the researcher determined that two closely 
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related or similar-sounding codes were clearly capturing different phenomena but had 

been repeatedly confused, examples that could help the researcher distinguish between 

the two codes and decide which code was appropriate in particular situations were 

provided as well. Sometimes, the process of comparing and contrasting codes that were 

periodically applied inconsistently allowed the researcher to begin theorizing on the 

importance of over-arching themes fairly early in the coding process.  

The open coding process and resulting data analysis heavily contributed to the 

findings presented in Chapter 5 on the desisting respondents' views of their offending 

histories, desistance process and changes in self-concepts.  

 

The Use of Holistic-form Approaches to Narrative Analysis 

 

During the holistic-form analysis, the researcher focused on exploring two general 

features of the life narratives: (a.) the respondent’s use of language such as unique word 

choices and tense changes and (b.) the overall structure, including the chronological 

order, the development of the plot and amount of coherence and complexity within the 

story. During the careful reading of each interview transcript, the researcher coded any 

content that contained interesting word choices, noticeably passive or active language, 

changes in tense and shifts in narrator (first person to third person, singular to plural and 

vice versa). She also identified the presence of various other linguistic devices such as 

minimizing language, introductory or qualifying statements and the use of “you” to 

represent a third party (e. g., a sentencing judge). The respondents’ use of language was a 

particularly interesting topic to investigate and sometimes revealed theoretically 
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significant themes within the narrative data. Sometimes it also pointed to the complex 

ways in which respondents expressed their thoughts and feelings about various life 

experiences, including involvement in crime and incarceration, through their choice of 

words. In a few cases, the researcher was actually able to hear the respondents transform 

the meaning of what they were saying during the interview when they consciously 

changed how they were phrasing something mid-sentence or placed extra emphasis on 

their words while restating an idea in a new way.  

The researcher also explored the overall structure of the life narratives. This 

included taking note of such features as the chronological order in which topics were 

discussed and the way in which plots were developed. It also involved examining the 

amount of coherence and complexity within the life narratives or individual stories that 

were shared in response to certain key scene questions. In analyzing the role of 

chronological order in structuring the life narratives, the researcher paid particularly close 

attention to the respondent's answer to the first question of the life story interview, which 

asked him to think of his life as if it were a book or a movie that contained chapters, 

scenes and main characters, and then describe each of the main chapters of his life story. 

This question produced the most appropriate material for exploring the chronology of the 

respondent's life story because it was the most open-ended and least structured part of the 

interview process and typically involved very minimal guidance or interference from the 

researcher that could have altered the direction, breadth or length of the response. While 

this question was meant to produce a fairly brief overview of the respondent's entire life 

story, most respondents spent quite a bit of time answering this question. Sometimes 

responses to this first question took up more than half of the entire interview and 
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produced page after page of free-flowing text and dense narratives.  

In particular, the researcher focused on things such as the time period (or 

respondent's age) at the beginning of the first chapter and whether it started with a 

general description of the respondent's life or seemed to be anchored by a significant 

event. She also took notes on the chronological order of entire responses, identified 

points where the narratives shifted back and forth in time and explored the various ways 

in which the respondents choose to divide up the chapters of their life stories. The 

researcher also paid attention to patterns such as the importance of specific events or time 

periods that respondents kept returning to (sometimes rather abruptly) or seemed to have 

trouble moving beyond, during the interview process.  

Similarly, the researcher closely examined any responses to the key scene 

questions that seemed inconsistent with or isolated from the rest of the life story 

interview. In addition, she took note of gaps in the life narratives, such as periods of time 

that were never discussed or only vaguely alluded to, and the mention of unexplained 

events. Sometimes, these gaps in a respondent's life story helped to identify personal 

experiences that he did not feel completely comfortable discussing during the interview 

(i.e. a childhood that was only referenced when mentioning incest at the hands of several 

male relatives). In other cases, the researcher realized that these gaps in the respondents' 

life stories or references to unexplained events were missed opportunities to ask follow-

up questions and probe for additional information. The researcher also considered the 

existence of gaps (or references to unexplained events) in the life narratives when trying 

to gauge the respondents' truthfulness and willingness to share information, which was 

part of a larger process of validating the interviews.  
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In general, examining the chronological order of the life chapters response often 

provided important insights into the respondent's self-concept and helped to identify the 

emergence of certain personality traits or interests in early childhood that shaped the rest 

of a man's life. In addition, the way in which life chapters were ordered chronologically 

also sometimes highlighted over-arching themes and the influence of certain life 

experiences that later proved to be very significant.  

 

The Application of Pre-established Coding Schemes to the Narrative Data 

 

All of the interview transcripts also were coded using several pre-existing coding 

schemes, some of which were employed by Maruna (1998; 2001) in the Liverpool 

Desistance Study. These include coding schemes for the themes of agency and 

communion (McAdams, 2001; 2002), generativity (de St. Aubin, 1993), as well as the use 

of redemption sequences (McAdams, 1999) and contamination sequences (McAdams, 

1998). Each coding scheme provides instructions on how to determine whether a specific 

code is applicable and scoring systems that are involved in the coding process (see 

Appendices J, K, L and M). A major benefit of using pre-established coding schemes was 

that they have been widely used by numerous other researchers including Maruna (1998) 

(see McAdams, Diamond, de St Aubin and Mansfield, 1997; McAdams, 1989; Bauer and 

McAdams, 2004; Grossbaum and Bates, 2002; McAdams, Anyidoho, Brown, Huang, 

Kaplan and Machado, 2004; Pals, 2006; Azarow, Manley, Koopman, Platt-Ross, Butler 

and Spiegel, 2003).  
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While the researcher originally modeled the design of this research project after 

the Liverpool Desistance Study, it is important to recognize some key differences 

between the pre-established coding schemes used by Maruna (1998; 2001) and those 

employed in the current study. The same coding schemes were used for identifying 

agency themes (i.e. Achievement/Responsibility, Empowerment, Status/Victory and Self-

Mastery) and redemption and contamination sequences, all of which were developed by 

Dan McAdams. Unlike Maruna (1998; 2001), this study also categorized redemption 

sequences based on McAdams’ (1999) five-part typology (episodes of sacrifice, learning, 

growth, recovery and improvement). This was done in order to identify the specific types 

of redemption sequences that were used by desisting and non-offender respondents and to 

explore whether there were any differences in their appearance across the two groups.  

This study also utilized a bonus point system for scoring redemption sequences 

that contained positive outcomes that are ascribed to post-traumatic growth. McAdams 

(1999) incorporated this step into the original coding scheme in order to help adjust for 

the fact that numerous benefits can result directly from a positive outcome. These 

bonuses included an additional point for Enhanced Agency, when the positive outcome 

resulted in an additional enhancement in the narrator’s feelings of personal power or 

agency, helped to build self-confidence, efficacy or personal resolve or provided insight 

into his personal identity, or for Enhanced Communion, when there had been "an 

additional enhancement of the protagonist’s personal relationships of love, friendship, 

family ties" (McAdams, 1999, p. 5). Lastly, an additional point was added to redemption 

sequences that involved a "confrontation with or significant involvement in fundamental 

existential issues or ultimate concerns" where the narrator came "face-to-face with death, 
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God, and or religious/spiritual dimensions of life" as a result of the event (McAdams, 

1999, p. 5). Maruna (1998; 2001) did not assign bonus points in the Liverpool Desistance 

Study, although this step was included in the coding scheme for redemption sequences. 

The assignment of bonus points was adopted in this study in order to explore whether 

there was a difference in the emergence of Enhanced Agency, Enhanced Communion and 

Ultimate Concerns in redemption sequences belonging to the two groups of respondents 

(i.e. non-offenders and desisters). 

McAdams’ (2001) coding scheme for communion also was used here in order to 

compare and contrast the emergence of four types of communion themes 

(Love/Friendship, Dialogue, Caring/Help and Unity/Togetherness) in the high points, low 

points and turning points of the desister and non-offender respondents' life story 

interviews. Agency and communion are typically viewed as counterparts that are 

understood through their relationship to each other (McAdams, 2001; McAdams et al., 

2006). This is clearly reflected in both the research literature and the fact that the coding 

scheme for agency is accompanied by the one for communion. The decision to use the 

communion coding scheme was a direct result of understanding that generativity was the 

primary focus of this study and researchers have already established a strong relationship 

between the presence of communion themes in life narratives and generativity scores.  

De St. Aubin's (1993) coding scheme was used for identifying five generativity 

themes (Creating, Maintaining, Offering, Next Generation and Symbolic Immortality). It 

has been used by McAdams and his colleagues several times and was specifically 

designed to be applied to autobiographical episodes produced through a life story 

interview. This coding scheme also provided a good solution to the various problems with 



 

 91 

Stewart, Franz, Paul and Peterson’s (no date) “concern for one's children” theme because 

the comparable “next generation” theme used by de St. Aubin is more inclusive and 

applies to all references to children and the next generation, including younger adults (de 

St. Aubin, 1993; McAdams and de St. Aubin, 1992) and in some versions, cross-

generational relationships with older people as well (see McAdams et al., 1993, pp.s 224 

and 228).  

All of the coding schemes were applied to responses to specific interview 

questions, which were identified in each of their respective instructions or based on the 

work of previous researchers including the scholars who developed them (i.e., McAdams 

and his colleagues) and Maruna (1998) who used them in his study of desistance from 

crime. For instance, the coding for redemption and contamination sequences focused on 

the high point, low point and turning point episodes that respondents described during 

their life story interviews (see Maruna, 1998; McAdams, 1999). Similarly, the coding 

schemes for the themes of agency and communion indicate that discrete life story 

episodes such as those identified above should be coded (McAdams, 2001). As a result, 

the coding schemes for agency and communion themes were applied to the responses to 

the high point, low point and turning point questions.  

The coding scheme for generativity themes was applied to the responses to three 

interview questions. They included the future scene (What do you foresee in your future? 

If you had to describe your life, say, five to ten years from now, what would it look like?) 

and short term and long-term goals (What are some of your short-term and long-term 

goals? Can you describe a recent specific event in which you did something aimed at 

accomplishing one of these goals?). A previous study conducted by McAdams and de St 
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Aubin (1992) applied this coding scheme to both of these questions of the life story 

interview guide. The current researcher decided to add responses to the generativity 

question (Do you see yourself as trying to make the world a better place? Can you give 

me some examples of how you are trying to make a positive difference?) to the coding 

process after realizing that the other two questions were capturing the respondents' 

imagined futures and identified goals rather than what they were actually doing. This 

decision was also supported by the fact that some respondents in this study's sample 

showed marked differences in their GBC and LGS scores, which means that these 

respondents were reporting having higher amounts of generative behavior compared to 

their generative concern. 

For every coding scheme, the researcher cross-checked and compared all of the 

results for each theme or narrative device. This was meant to ensure that the coding 

schemes were being applied the same to similar responses, even if the level of detail 

provided, diversity of topics discussed, emphasis placed on specific tasks, respondents' 

choice of words and the overall content of responses were fairly different. In all cases, 

this process involved comparing and contrasting the responses that had been coded for a 

specific theme to those that had not. The analysis of these results also included exploring 

what topics were commonly discussed in key scenes that contained each theme or 

narrative device and identifying any patterns that emerged.   

A comprehensive discussion of the coding results for agency, communion and 

generativity themes, as well as redemption and contamination sequences, can be found in 

Chapter 4 of this dissertation. Most of these results are presented with the unit of analysis 

being group membership such as the percentage of each group that used each theme or 
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narrative device in at least one of the coded responses. In cases where certain topics 

commonly arose in responses that contained specific themes, these patterns were 

discussed as well.  

Additionally, the results of two statistical tests are also provided. It is important to 

note that these results are presented purely for descriptive rather than inferential 

purposes. The statistical testing was conducted simply to examine possible relationships 

among coded variables for the data collected for this study and certainly not meant to test 

any hypotheses, which have not been proposed for this study due to its qualitative nature. 

First, Fisher's exact tests were conducted to explore whether there was a meaningful 

relationship between group status (non-offender or desister) and the use of each theme or 

narrative device. This type of chi-square test was selected due to the small sample size 

and the limited number of cases per cell. Independent sample t-tests were conducted to 

explore whether there were meaningful differences between the two groups' mean scores 

for the total number of agency, communion or generativity themes and the number of 

these themes that were identified in each of the three coded responses. Both types of 

analyses are appropriate for small samples (de Winter, 2013; Osbourn, 2006). 

Additionally, they were utilized by Maruna (1998; 2001) in the Liverpool Desistance 

Study, which had a similarly small sample.   

 

Inter-rater Reliability 

 

Many research projects with matched samples utilize “blind coding,” which is 

conducted by two independent coders who apply pre-established coding schemes. This 
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aims to avoid introducing bias, such as what could arise based on a coder's knowledge of 

a respondent's membership in a specific group. In this study, the researcher served as the 

primary coder of the collected data despite the fact that she had knowledge of the 

respondents’ status as members of either of the sub-groups in the sample. This is because 

one of the drawbacks of using blind coding is that coders are not privy to all of the 

pertinent information. Typically, blind coders analyze excerpted passages as free-floating 

statements rather than parts of larger stories and are often unaware when they are coding 

passages that are inter-related, describe a single event or belong to the same respondent. 

This methodology has serious implications for the identification of redemption and 

contamination sequences since each of these narrative devices involves a conditional 

relationship between two or more statements and themes that are never absolute.  

A second coder applied the coding schemes for agency and communion themes to 

a small subsample of anonymized interview transcripts in order to produce a measure of 

inter-rater reliability. The researcher determined that these coding schemes were the most 

appropriate choice because they had much more detailed instructions compared to the 

coding scheme for generativity themes, which provided only a few examples of each 

code. The researcher used the random selection feature of SPSS to identify the six 

interviews (belonging to three desisters and three non-offenders) for this second 

individual to code. In one case, the researcher determined that other parts of the 

interview, which directly pertained to the event being discussed, also had to be given to 

the second coder. This was necessary in order for this individual to understand and 

properly code the response.  

No attempts were made to mask the respondents' membership in either the 
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desister or non-offender groups. This was warranted because the current research project 

involved interviewing two groups of people whose life experiences significantly differed 

from each other in key ways, such as prior offending and involvement in the criminal 

justice system, which would have been shared by members of a matched sample of 

desisters and persisters. Approximately 40% of the non-offender interviews and 90% of 

the desister interviews contained responses that would have had to be heavily edited or 

entirely excluded from the coding process to allow blind coding using the agency and 

communion coding schemes. Any attempts to amend the life stories of respondents in 

order to hide their group identity would have eviscerated the meaning of deeply personal, 

pivotal experiences in the process.  

The researcher and a second coder achieved Cohen’s kappas of 0.69 for agency 

themes and 0.62 for communion themes. These results are similar to those of Maruna’s 

(2001) two independent coders who obtained Cohen’s kappas between 0.61 and 0.68, 

which according to Fleiss (1981) would be categorized as a good degree of agreement 

beyond chance. As Maruna (2001) explained, these agreement scores were “considered 

more than adequate indications of the reliability of the coding” due to “the complexity of 

the coding frameworks and the subjective nature of the data in this project” (p.170). The 

same is true for the current study.  

Campbell, Quincy, Osserman and Pedersen (2013) also emphasize that one of the 

underlying assumptions of inter-coder reliability is that both coders are deemed equally 

capable, in regard to their familiarity with the coding scheme and their knowledge of the 

concepts being coded and the topic being studied. It is important to note that this was not 

the case here. The researcher had a thorough understanding of the concepts involved, 
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designed this study and spent years collecting the data and devoted countless hours to 

applying the coding schemes to each and every interview including consulting the 

research literature when questions arose and tirelessly cross-checking the consistency of 

the coding results. On the other hand, the second coder had only a limited understanding 

of the concepts involved and no previous qualitative research experience or any 

familiarity with the coding schemes, except for applying them to the six selected 

interviews on a single sweep.  

 

 

The Calculation of Scores on the Two Standardized Generativity Instruments 

 

Two standardized generativity instruments, the Loyola Generativity Scale (LGS), 

which measures generative concern (McAdams, no date b), and the Generative Behavior 

Checklist (GBC), which measures generative behaviors (McAdams, no date a), were 

administered to each respondent. The LGS and GBC scores provided important 

information about the respondents' current levels of generativity, which were 

supplemented by the narrative coding of generativity themes discussed above. Based on 

intercorrelations of four generativity measures that were used with three different 

samples, it turns out that measures of generative concern (LGS), generative action (GBC) 

and generative commitment (personal strivings), as well as generativity themes in 

autobiographical narratives, are all positively and significantly associated with each other 

(McAdams et al., 1998, pp.s 27-28). McAdams et al. (1998) note that although the 

intercorrelations are consistently significant, they are “not so high as to suggest that the 

different measures are assessing precisely the same thing. The measures appear instead to 
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be tapping into related features of a multifaceted construct” (p.28). Thus, the aim in this 

study was to draw on multiple measures to provide as full an understanding of the 

respondents’ generativity as possible. 

The Generative Behavior Checklist (GBC) was developed by McAdams and de 

St. Aubin (1992) to assess a person’s recent participation in generative behavior 

(McAdams et al., 1998, p. 24). The GBC measures how frequently respondents have 

engaged in 50 different acts over the past two months (McAdams et al., 1998). Forty of 

these items refer to generative behavior, such as producing artwork, reading a story to a 

child or attending a community meeting, and the other ten are filler questions that focus 

on non-generative acts (i.e. reading a novel or taking prescription medicine) (McAdams 

et al., 1998, p.24). Each of the 40 generative acts referred to in the GBC corresponds to 

one of three types of behavior that are encompassed within the construct of generativity: 

“creating,” “maintaining” and “offering” (McAdams et al., 1998, p. 25). The GBC covers 

a wide array of generative behavior including a few acts that are relatively infrequent 

occurrences, such as becoming a parent, adopting a pet or inventing something 

(McAdams et al., 1998, p. 24). McAdams et al. (1998) caution that the GBC is a rather 

crude measure of generative behavior since the larger context in which these actions 

occur often determines whether they are truly generative. Even the filler questions may 

address behaviors that can be motivated by generativity in certain situations, but this 

information won’t be captured in such a brief questionnaire. For the GBC, respondents 

are asked to determine whether or not they have performed each act and, if so, to indicate 

the frequency of each behavior over the past two months (McAdams, no date a). 

Respondents are asked to select 0 if they have not performed the behavior during that 
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time period, 1 if they have performed the behavior once in the last 2 months and 2 if they 

have performed the behavior more than once during that time frame (McAdams, no date 

a). A final score for the GBC is calculated by summing the responses for the 40 items that 

reference generative behaviors and ignoring the answers to the ten filler questions during 

this process (McAdams, 1997) (see Appendix N for scoring instructions).  

The Loyola Generativity Scale (LGS) is a 20 item self-report questionnaire that 

measures individual differences in overall generative concern, which was developed and 

validated by McAdams and de St. Aubin (1992) (McAdams et al., 1998, p. 20). Items 

from the LGS “tap into many of the main content domains highlighted in the generativity 

literature, such as the ideas of teaching and passing on knowledge, making positive 

contributions to society, caring for others, being creative and productive and leaving an 

enduring legacy” (McAdams et al., 1998, p. 20). In the LGS, respondents are asked to 

indicate how often each of the 20 statements applies to them by marking 0 if the 

statement never applies to them, 1 if the statement only occasionally or seldom applies to 

them, 2 if the statement applies to them fairly often and 3 if the statement applies to them 

very often or nearly always (McAdams, no date b). Six of the items on the LGS must be 

reverse coded because they are negatively phrased (McAdams, no date b). Two examples 

of these reverse coded items include the following statements: “I do not feel that other 

people need me” and “I feel that I have done nothing that will survive after I die” 

(McAdams, no date b). A final score for the LGS is calculated by summing the responses 

on all 20 items after reverse scoring the appropriate questions (Logan, 2008) (see 

Appendix O for scoring instructions). The LGS “has high internal consistency and short 

term test-retest reliability, and it shows low correlations with indexes of social 
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desirability” (McAdams et al., 1998, p. 20; also see McAdams et al., 2001).  

In this study, the use of standardized generativity instruments allowed 

examination of whether the desisting respondents might qualify as highly generative 

people and comparison of these results to those for the non-offender members of the 

sample. It also allowed some comparison to participants in other studies who are more 

representative of the general population (see McAdams et al., 2001; McAdams et al., 

1993). Both the LGS and GBC have been used in numerous studies and typically form 

the basis of differentiating highly generative respondents from their less generative 

counterparts (see McAdams et al., 1993; McAdams et al., 2001). In McAdams’ research, 

respondents are identified as either highly generative or less generative if their scores fall 

at least one standard deviation above or below the sample’s mean scores on at least two 

generativity measures [i.e. GBC, LGS or thematic coding of generativity goals/strivings] 

(McAdams et al., 2001). A similar method was used in this research project to categorize 

respondents as either highly generative or less generative. For both the LGS and the 

GBC, the mean scores and standard deviations for the entire matched sample and each 

group (desisters and non-offenders) were calculated and compared to those that have 

been reported in other research. The results of the standardized generativity surveys are 

discussed in Chapter 4 of the dissertation.  
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Characteristics of the Final Sample 

 

Introduction 

 

 Major demographics of the study's sample are described below. The life 

experiences of the non-offenders and desisters were compared in a number of different 

areas, including families of origin, education, work, homelessness, and fatherhood. While 

there were several differences between the two groups, there were also many similarities.  

 

Family 

 

 The final sample for the study included 30 respondents who were African-

American or Black and one Hispanic respondent. Twenty-six of the respondents were 

raised in Philadelphia, although two moved to another state between the ages of 12 and 

15 years old. Five were raised in other states; one of these respondents spent his teenage 

years in Philadelphia. While many of the respondents made it quite clear that they grew 

up in poverty or discussed the fact that their families received public assistance or lived 

in public housing, some were more reserved in their assessments but indicated that their 

families had trouble making ends meet. Almost all the men described growing up in low-

income areas or neighborhoods where crime was quite common. The primary guardians 

of both non-offenders and desisters had very similar jobs while the respondents were 

growing up. Their mothers or grandmothers worked in the service industry as waitresses, 

salespeople, housekeepers, seamstresses, security guards or janitors, or held 
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paraprofessional positions such as teacher's assistants or nurse's aides. A few of these 

women had white collar jobs such as teachers, a lab technician or a non-profit employee. 

The respondent's fathers, stepfathers, or grandfathers worked as janitors, mechanics, 

carpenters, construction workers, factory employees and ministers. Most of the 

respondents had close family members, such as mothers, fathers or brothers, who had 

been involved in crime or incarcerated at some point in their lives. All but three (one non-

offender and two desisters) had, at the very least, uncles or cousins who had been arrested 

or served time in jail or prison. 

 The marital status of the respondents' parents was remarkably similar for non-

offenders and desisters. Over half of the respondents in this sample (58.3% of the non-

offenders and 57.9 of the desisters) were born into two-parent households. However, in 

most of these families (71.4% of the non-offenders and 63.6% of the desisters), the 

parents divorced before the respondents reached the age of 18. 

 The desister and non-offender groups were dramatically different as far as the 

configuration of their families when they were growing up. About 42% of the non-

offenders (n=5) and 26% of the desisters (n=5) were raised by single mothers. One 

respondent in each group was primarily raised by a single father. The desisters were 

almost twice as likely to be raised by both of their biological parents. Approximately 17% 

of non-offenders (N=2) and 32% of desisters (N=6) grew up in families with both 

biological parents. An additional 25% of non-offenders (N=3) and 5% of desisters (n=1) 

were raised in households that included step-fathers or their mother's long-term 

boyfriends.  

Many of the study's respondents encountered some type of family instability when 
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they were growing up, often due to divorce or changes in their mothers' romantic 

relationships. However, some of the men experienced such significant upheaval during 

their childhoods, usually due to parental absence or abuse and neglect, that they were 

raised by multiple adults, often including at least one parent, either briefly or 

sporadically. Approximately 8% of non-offenders (n=1) and 32% of desisters (n=6) were 

primarily raised by family members other than their parents. These guardians almost 

always included the respondent's grandmother or both grandparents. In a few cases, the 

men had several different caretakers in sequence or were bounced back and forth between 

various relatives over their entire lives. One of the most striking similarities among 

almost all of the life stories of respondents who were raised by various relatives is the 

fact that these men viewed this constant state of flux and lack of family unity as a 

defining aspect of their lives that had long-term negative ramifications.  

 The make-up of a person's family of origin can be very complicated and often 

changes over his formative years. In some cases, these developments are not mutually 

exclusive or fail to fundamentally alter a person's primary caretaker(s) because the 

experience is temporary or happens so early in life. As a result, information on foster care 

placement and parental death are presented separately. Two respondents (one non-

offender and one desister) reported being placed in foster care, at some point, during their 

youth. Eight respondents (three non-offenders and five desisters) experienced the death of 

at least one caretaker before the age of 18. In two cases (one non-offender and one 

desister), respondents lost two parents or primary guardians. 
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Educational Achievement 

  

 Twenty-nine out of the 31 respondents interviewed for this study received a high-

school diploma or earned a GED. All the non-offenders who completed high school 

graduated with a diploma, while slightly more than half of the desisters (n = 10) received 

a GED. Of the six desisters who provided information on how they had obtained their 

GED's, two enrolled in community-based programs, while four earned their GED's during 

periods of incarceration or while serving in the military. Interestingly, the three desisters 

who earned their GEDs in correctional facilities were registered for college courses at the 

time of their interviews. Two of these men obtained GEDs when they were serving their 

second adult prison sentences, during which time they experienced cognitive 

transformations that sparked their decision to desist from crime. The two respondents 

with the lowest levels of educational attainment (neither a high school diploma nor a 

GED) were both non-offenders.  

 The sample was almost evenly split between men who attended at least some 

college courses (including current students) and respondents who did not attempt to 

pursue any education beyond high school. However, there were dramatic differences 

between the highest levels of education completed by respondents in the two groups. 

While over 67% of the non-offenders went to college (n=8), only 36.8% of the desisters 

did (n=7). Of the 15 men who attended at least some college, 11 started college right after 

high school graduation (seven non-offenders and four desisters) and four men enrolled in 

college as adults (one non-offender and three desisters, two of whom were currently in 

college). All five of the college graduates were non-offenders. Three of these men were 
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either currently enrolled in a Master's degree program or had attended one for a brief 

period after completing their undergraduate degrees. Among the respondents who 

attended college but never received degrees, three were non-offenders and seven were 

desisters. Approximately 17% of the non-offenders (N=2) and 63% of the desisters 

(N=12) only received a high school diploma or GED. On the other hand, the two 

respondents with the lowest levels of educational obtainment (neither a high school 

diploma nor a GED) were both non-offenders. Four respondents (one non-offender and 

three desisters) were currently enrolled in college at the time of their interviews. One 

non-offender was completing his Master's Degree in Business Administration after 

earning an Associate's degree and a Bachelor's degree. Two desisting respondents were 

taking classes at a local community college. One of these men was finishing up his first 

semester and the other had taken classes for two and a half years and expected to 

complete his Associate's Degree in Behavioral Health and Human Services by the end of 

the year. A third desister had recently registered for classes. 

  

Homelessness 

 

 One of the most striking differences between the desisters and non-offenders 

concerned their lifetime experiences of homelessness. Only 16.7% of the non-offenders 

(N=2) had ever been homeless compared to 63% (N=12) of the desisters. One of the non-

offenders was homeless for two brief periods when he encountered an unstable housing 

situation after he moved to a new city to attend college. During these three months, he 

worked part-time for the university and continued attending classes. The other non-
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offender reported being homeless for four years, despite maintaining consistent 

employment, as a result of a severe drug problem. In both cases, the non-offenders stayed 

exclusively in homeless shelters. For the desisting respondents, homelessness was either 

the result of being kicked out of their family's home right as they were reaching 

adulthood, typically at the age of 17 or 18, or due to a prolonged struggle with drug 

addiction, usually to crack cocaine, as middle-aged adults. Many of them experienced 

more than one period of homelessness, which sometimes stretched on for several years. 

Over half the formerly homeless desisters lived on the streets for a total of 5 to 10 years, 

over their lifetime. They typically avoided staying in homeless shelters and instead broke 

into abandoned houses or joined encampments of other homeless people sleeping under 

bridges or in Fairmount Park. One spent a significant amount of time sleeping in an 

abandoned car.  

  

Employment and Work 

 

 The majority of the respondents in this study were employed at the time of their 

interviews. However, there were some important differences between the non-offenders 

and desisters regarding their current employment status, pay rates, and length of 

employment. Seventy-five percent of all the non-offenders (N=9) and approximately 58% 

of the desisters (N=11) were currently employed. Due to the large number of respondents 

who were characterized as disabled, it is important to consider how this affected the 

employment rates for both groups. The three unemployed non-offenders were currently 

receiving government assistance because they had disabilities that prevented them from 

working. On the other hand, only three of the eight unemployed desisters were disabled, 
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all of whom were HIV positive, although one of these respondents was in the process of 

going blind, which was the only disability specifically discussed during that interview. 

Four out of the five desisters who were unemployed and not disabled were actively 

seeking employment at the time of their interviews.  

 Respondents who were currently employed had a wide range of different jobs. 

They worked in the fields of cosmetology, cooking, street vending, demolition, and 

market research. Two respondents (both non-offenders) worked for large corporations; 

one had an entry-level customer service job and the other held a highly skilled and 

specialized professional position. Eight men worked in various “helping fields.” Almost 

universally, these respondents discussed the fact that they enjoyed being able to help 

other people and make a positive contribution to society on a daily basis. Two of these 

men (both desisters) were professional exes who utilized their past experiences with 

addiction and homelessness in order to work with these populations. Two respondents 

worked for government agencies and provided a wide range of services to area residents. 

Two men regularly worked with young people by providing after-school programming 

and transportation services. The last two were employed by non-profit corporations and 

held “service and teaching intensive position(s).” In the last three cases, the pair consisted 

of one desister and one non-offender.  

 As far as self-employment was concerned, there was little difference between the 

two groups. For example, 22% of employed non-offenders (N=2) and 18% of employed 

desisters were currently self-employed (N=2). The two non-offenders included the owner 

of a sports and entertainment marketing company and a professional business consultant 

who provided services to companies in a specialized field. The two desisters included a 
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general contractor and a respondent who currently did home remodeling, painting and 

repairs but in the past had various business ventures including real estate investments and 

some "off side businesses" such as transporting clinical research study participants to 

facilities in other states for a fee. The four self-employed respondents were among some 

of the highest paid men in the sample. 

 The pay rates of the respondents differed quite a bit and ranged from $2.27 per 

hour to $250.00 per hour for the entire sample. A comparison of the range of pay rates for 

the non-offenders ($2.27 per hour to $30 per hour, plus a hourly consulting fee of $250) 

and the desisters ($3.75 per hour to $22 per hour) reveals that there were some 

respondents who received very low pay and others who were paid quite comfortable 

salaries included in both groups. The highest pay rate of $250 per hour was excluded 

from wage calculations because it was the respondent's consulting fee, which partially 

explains why it was such an outlier. In general, the non-offenders made more money 

(mean = $16.40, median = $15) than their desisting counterparts (mean = $12.73, median 

= $12, mode = $10). This is not particularly surprising since the employed non-offenders 

tended to have higher levels of education and typically had had many more opportunities 

to build their resumes and establish long-term careers compared to the desisters whose 

lives had often been disrupted by periods of incarceration. In light of the fact that a few of 

the most well-paid desisters had little to no previous work experience, at least in the legal 

economy, their pay rates were actually quite impressive. In comparison, some middle age 

non-offenders made quite a bit less than one might expect based on their educational 

levels and/or prior work experiences but this was probably due to the fact that these men 

had the unfortunate experience of leaving long-term careers in specialized professions 
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right as the recession hit.  

An exploration into the length of current employment for both groups provided 

additional support for this idea. For example, only 37.5% of employed non-offenders 

(N=3) and 20% of employed desisters (N=2) had worked at their current jobs for five 

years or more. Length of current employment was unavailable for one non-offender and 

one desister, both of whom owned small businesses. The two respondents who had 

worked at their jobs the longest were actually the youngest members of the non-offender 

group and had started these jobs when they were still teenagers. The third non-offender 

obtained his current job only a few years before the recession hit and specifically 

mentioned that his decision to change jobs then was driven by the fact that his field had 

already started to feel the affects of the pending economic crisis. Both of the desisters 

who had worked at their current jobs for five years or more had gotten these positions 

about two years before the job market was significantly affected by the recession.  

A closer inspection of the employment histories of the non-offender respondents 

who worked at their current jobs for less than five years reveals even stronger evidence of 

a recession effect. Four of these five respondents had switched fields or been laid off or 

fired in the midst of the recession but had spent their entire adult lives building long-term 

careers and had worked in their previous positions for many, many years. Lastly, for 60% 

of the desisting respondents, the length of current employment seemed to be largely 

driven by their last release from jail or prison, recovery from drug addiction or obtaining 

stable housing after long-term homelessness.  
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Creating a Family: Marriage and Children 

 

Current Marital Status  

 

 While current marital status is often perceived as a fairly clear cut and easy to 

present piece of demographic information, it is important to recognize that the ways in 

which previous desistance studies conceptualized romantic relationships and the creation 

of families may no longer be applicable to modern America and, in particular, may fail to 

accurately reflect the life experiences of most respondents. In addition to the complexity 

that naturally arises from divorce and raising children out of wedlock, the fact that this 

study's sample contained a sizable number of respondents who were gay or “on the 

down-low” also raised some unique issues on how to collect and present comparable 

information while openly acknowledging that legal marriage was never an option for 

several respondents but certainly would be, at some point, during their lifetimes.  

 Out of the 31 respondents in the sample, 84% were straight (N=26), 

approximately 13% were gay or pre-op transgender (N=4) and 3% were bisexual or “on 

the down-low” (N=1). All of the gay, pre-op transgender and “on the down-low” 

respondents were desisters. All gay, “on the down-low” and transgender respondents 

were asked if they considered their current relationships to be equivalent to marriage. A 

similar question was asked regarding previous relationships.  

 There were noticeable differences between non-offenders and desisters regarding 

current marital status. Only 25% of the non-offenders (N=3) and over 63% of the 
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desisters (N=12) were single at the time of their interviews. Over 33% of the non-

offenders (N=4) and almost 16% of desisters (N=3) were currently married. The length of 

these marriages ranged from nine to 21 years for non-offenders (M = 13.75 years) and 3.5 

to 24 years for desisters (M = 11.5 years). Over 33% of the non-offenders (N=4) and only 

5% of desisters (N=1) were separated. Three of these respondents were recently separated 

from their wives (within the last two years) whereas the other two men had been 

separated for the past 17 or 18 years. Approximately 8% of non-offenders (N=1) and 

almost 16% of desisters (N=3) were legally divorced.  

 Five straight respondents (two non-offenders and three desisters) explained that 

they were currently in relationships that they considered common law marriages. The 

length of these relationships ranged from 2 to 20 years (M = 8.5 years). Three of these 

respondents were categorized as currently single, one respondent was divorced and one 

respondent was listed as separated. Both of the non-offenders were dating the mothers of 

one of their children.  

 Overall, 75% of the non-offenders (N=9) and approximately 53% of the desisters 

(N=10) had been legally married to a woman or in a gay relationship that was the 

equivalent to marriage, at some point in their lives. Out of the 19 respondents who had 

ever been married, all of them had been married only once except for two desisters, one 

who was Muslim and had been married to two women simultaneously and one gay 

respondent who had been in two relationships that he considered the equivalent to 

marriage.  
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Fatherhood and Children 

 

 Fatherhood was very important to many of the respondents in the study. The 

percentage of men who were fathers was similar for both non-offenders and desisters. 

Approximately 67% of non-offenders (N=8) and 68% of desisters (N=13) had biological 

children. It is important to note that four out of the ten respondents without biological 

children were either openly gay for their entire adult lives or transgender and probably 

were never in a financial position to consider adoption or surrogacy. The percentage of 

desisters who were fathers rose to 86.6% if gay and transgender respondents were 

excluded from the base number. Most of the non-offenders had two children although 

there was one man who had 1 child and other respondents with 3, 4, or 5 children. Most 

of the desisters had just one child (N=7), although two respondents had 2 children and 

two respondents had 3 children and there were respondents who had 4 children and 7 

children.  

 Due to the fact that many respondents had adult children or were non-custodial 

fathers, it may be helpful to know the percentage of respondents who were actually living 

with children under the age of 18 years old at the time of their interviews. Seventy-five 

percent of the non-offenders who were fathers were living with their children (N=6) 

whereas only 21.4% of desisters were living with children (three out of 14). The figure 

for desisters includes Ishtar who did not have any biological children but reported having 

legal custody of her niece and nephew. The age of the youngest child living with the 

respondent ranged from 6 months old to 16 years old for non-offenders and 6 or 7 years 



 

 112 

old for desisters. Out of the 13 respondents who were not living with their children at the 

time of the interview, seven of these men (one non-offender and six desisters) were non-

custodial fathers of children under the age of 18. Their children ranged in age from 2 

years old to 16 years old and most of these men had at least one child who was 5 years 

old or younger. The other six fathers who were not living with any of their children (one 

non-offender and five desisters) had only adult children who ranged in age from 18 to 33 

years old.  

 

Self-reported Criminal History of Desisters 

 

The collection of self-reported criminal histories including arrests, convictions 

and resulting sanctions can be a complex process. Based on the researcher's experiences 

collecting this information and a review of the content of both the life story interviews 

and responses to the criminal history questions, the researcher believes that the resulting 

data for this study most likely under-represent the men’s juvenile and adult criminal 

records. For example, several of the men were clearly focusing on their most serious 

offenses and/or arrests that resulted in convictions. Others neglected to report arrests or 

convictions for misdemeanors, perhaps because they mistakenly believed that those 

events were unworthy of discussion or of little interest to the researcher. Many of the men 

had been offending for decades or lived chaotic lives due to long-term struggles with 

severe addiction and homelessness. As a result, some respondents may not have been able 

to remember all of the crimes they committed, the timing of arrests and imprisonment or 

the outcome of specific cases. A few respondents also spent some time on the run from 
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law enforcement agencies. Thus, a single arrest sometimes resulted in charges connected 

to several separate criminal events. Most respondents also had probation or parole 

violations that were triggered by the commission of new offenses, which often 

complicated the process of both collecting and presenting the criminal history data. It was 

not uncommon for a respondent's original sentence to double or triple in length, due to 

violations of probation tails or parole.  
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Table 1: Criminal History of Desisters 

 

 N % 

Number of juvenile arrests   

0 6 31.6 

1 to 3 7 36.8 

8 to 12 6 31.6 

Total 19 100.0 

   

Age at 1
st
 juvenile arrest   

9 to 11 years old 3 25.0 

12 to 14 years old 6 50.0 

16 to 17 years old 3 25.0 

Missing 1  

Never Arrested 6  

Total 19 100.0 

   

Self-reported juvenile offenses   

Any Drug Dealing  10/15 66.7 

Any Property 8/15 53.3 

Any Violent 9/15 60.0 

Any Other 3/15 20.0 

   

Number of adult arrests   

1 to 3 6 31.6 

4 to 6 5 26.3 

9 to 15 6 31.6 

30 to 36 2 10.5 

Total 19 100.0 

   

Self-reported adult offenses   

Any Drug Dealing  12/19 63.2 

Any Property 12/19 63.2 

Any Violent 12/19 63.2 

Any Other 4/19 21.1 

   

Total time on probation or incarcerated    

4 to 4.5 years 3 17.0 

5 to 10 years 6 33.0 

11.5 to 25 years 9 50.0 

Total 18 100.0 
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Contact with the Juvenile Justice System and Self-Reported Delinquency  

 

As Table 1 indicates, most of the desisting respondents were arrested as juveniles. 

The current sample did include six desisters who were never been arrested as juveniles. 

Four of these respondents (approximately 21% of all desisters) self-reported that they did 

not commit any acts of delinquency and only offended as adults. The age at first juvenile 

arrest ranged from nine to 17 years old. The median age at first juvenile arrest was 13.5 

years old and the mean was 13 years old. Approximately 61.5% of desisters who had 

been arrested as juveniles were incarcerated before the age of 18 (N=8). Half of these 

men served one sentence and the rest served either three or four sentences as juveniles. 

Two respondents were charged as adults for offenses that they committed as teenagers.  

Despite the fact that some respondents were able to escape detention or only 

managed to accumulate a few arrests before reaching adulthood, the vast majority of 

desisters (approximately 80%, N=15) admitted that they had committed numerous 

offenses as juveniles. It is also noteworthy that 60% of former juvenile delinquents 

indicated that they had engaged in more than one kind of offense as youth (N=9). The 

number and percentage of former juvenile delinquents who self-reported certain types of 

offending are provided in Table 1. Property offenses included burglary, theft, breaking 

into cars, auto theft, pick-pocketing and shoplifting among others things. Violent offenses 

included armed robbery, strong-arm robbery, purse snatchings, simple assaults and 

aggravated assaults. Other offenses included prostitution (i.e. working in the illegal sex 

trade), arson, throwing rocks from a roof onto moving cars as a young child, numbers 

running and acts of graffiti.  
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Self-reported juvenile delinquency did not include status offenses such as driving 

without a license, underage drinking, running away from home and truancy, all of which 

were fairly common. Additionally, almost half of all desisters reported being involved in 

fighting as youth. These acts sometimes stemmed from interpersonal conflicts between 

individuals but more often were due to territorial conflicts involving rival corners, streets 

or neighborhoods and, to a much lesser extent, gangs and other group identities directly 

related to offending. Fighting was one of the primary topics discussed when respondents 

described their transitions to both junior high and high school. At that age, they became 

more acutely aware of their affiliations with specific geographical areas, after coming 

into contact with students from opposing neighborhoods. Although they could be 

considered synonymous with assaults, self-reports of this generalized (and presumably 

mutual) form of fighting were not included under the category of violent offenses.  

 

Contact with the Criminal Justice System and Self-Reported Offending as Adults  

 

All of the desisting respondents had been arrested at least once as adults. 

However, the reliance on self-reported offending meant that some respondents had 

minimal criminal records (i.e. no convictions, very few adult arrests or hardly any 

imposed sanctions). For example, one desister only had been arrested once during an FBI 

investigation but was never charged with anything. The inclusion of several serious 

violent offenders who served lengthy prison sentences also impacted the number of 

arrests and periods of incarceration reported by the desisting group. These men were 
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unable to accumulate many arrests because they spent so little time on the streets as 

adults.  

As Table 1 indicates, the number of adult arrests ranged from one to 36. Despite 

the fact that their self-reported offending histories qualified them as former repeat 

offenders, six of the men only had been arrested between one and three times. Many of 

the desisters admitted that they were not caught for the vast majority of the crimes that 

they committed. Sometimes there were entire offense types that were missing from their 

official arrest records including violent crimes such as robberies and, in a few cases, their 

primary types of offending. The median number of adult arrests was six and the mean 

was 9.5.  

Approximately 90% of desisters served some time in jail or prison (N=17). Of 

these respondents, at least 75% served at least one sentence in jail (N=12) and 

approximately 65% spent time in a state prison (N=11). One respondent served a federal 

prison sentence. Additionally, 84% of all desisters had served some time on probation as 

adults (N=16). Because the men in the desister group were fairly diverse as far as the type 

of sentences they had received, estimates on the total amount of time that respondents 

spent incarcerated and on probation are presented in Table 1. They do not include time 

spent on parole, however. For the total amount of time spent on probation or incarcerated, 

the median was 10.7 years and the mean was approximately 12 years. In order to account 

for the age differences between some men, the percentage of the respondents' adult lives 

that were spent incarcerated or on probation was also calculated. Half of sanctioned 

desisters spent at least 50% of their adult lives either in jail or prison or on probation.  
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Approximately 16% of the desister group was currently on parole (N=3). Two of 

these interviewees had served long state prison sentences for violent crimes and had 

many years of parole left to serve. The third parolee was the only former federal prisoner 

interviewed for this study and, therefore, offered an important opportunity to hear from 

someone with a unique set of experiences that are nonetheless shared by many other ex-

offenders in America. 

Based on the self-reported offending histories of the desisting respondents in this 

sample, all of the men engaged in crime on a regular basis (often daily and certainly 

weekly) for at least two years and in some cases for decades. As indicated in Table 1, the 

types of crimes desisters reported committing in adulthood often mirrored the group’s 

juvenile offending. Drug dealing included a wide range of activities that differed based 

on the size, nature and location of the operations and the respondent's role in the 

operation including his level of direct involvement in drug sales. Property offenses 

included burglary, theft, shoplifting/boosting, auto theft, breaking into cars and fraud or 

forgery. Violent offenses included primarily armed robberies and aggravated assaults as 

well as manslaughter, felony murder, strong arm robberies, simple assaults and domestic 

violence. Other offenses consisted entirely of prostitution and related charges (i.e. 

running a brothel). The list of desisters' self-reported adult offending does not include 

charges such as drug possession and drug paraphernalia, which are directly related to 

drug use, even though several respondents were convicted of such acts and many other 

respondents reported committing them. Additionally, a few desisters were charged with 

fairly serious crimes that they claimed they were innocent of or disputed in some other 

way. As a result, they are not included in self-reports of adult offending but do indicate 
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the seriousness of charges that some respondents faced. These offenses included 

attempted murder, alluding, rape and kidnapping.  

Almost 50% of desisters reported carrying firearms on a regular basis when they 

were actively offending (N=9). A number of respondents specifically mentioned that the 

current period (since their desistance from crime) was the first time in their adult lives 

when they did not have a firearm on their person at all times, regardless of where they 

were going and what they were doing. Not surprisingly, approximately 42% of desisters 

(N=8) had been charged with weapons-related charges as adults. These charges usually 

related to firing a gun in a public place or Violations of the Uniform Firearms Act 

(VUFA) such as possessing a firearm either without a carry license or while being 

prohibited from owning a gun (due to having a violent criminal record) or possessing a 

firearm with an altered manufacturer's number.  

In conclusion, desisting respondents' self-reports of criminal behavior are 

probably a much better indicator of their status as former repeat offenders than any 

estimate of their contact with the criminal justice system. In several cases, adopting a 

more stringent definition of repeat offenders, especially one that required a specific 

number of arrests or convictions, would have resulted in the exclusion of desisters who 

managed to offend for years with only a few brushes with the law, those whose cases 

were frequently dismissed and men who successfully evaded arrest while “on the run” for 

significant periods of time. It also would have prevented the participation of several 

formerly violent offenders who served lengthy prison sentences that prohibited them from 

accumulating numerous arrests but whose life stories and narratives about desistance 
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contributed to the findings of this study. All of these respondents were clearly high rate 

offenders based on their self-reported criminal activity. 

Overall, the broadness of the operational definition for former repeat offender 

provided the researcher with enough flexibility that she could recruit a group of desisting 

respondents that was different from those in other desistance studies in several key ways. 

First, the sample included several men who offended only as adults. This is important 

because, even though this phenomenon has been documented in the criminological 

literature (see Kempf, 1989); it is rarely captured in desistance studies due to the 

dominance of follow-up research with former juvenile delinquents. On the other hand, the 

majority of desisting respondents reported high rates of juvenile offending and most had 

significant contact with the criminal justice system from an early age. Second, the sample 

included several men who had managed to avoid acquiring numerous arrests or 

convictions despite being high rate offenders. As one of the respondents interviewed for 

this study pointed out, coming into contact with the criminal justice system is not a sign 

of being a particularly successful or highly skilled criminal. Despite this fact, lengthy 

criminal records are often considered a prerequisite for establishing an ex-offender's 

status as a persistent or repeat offender, even though arrests and convictions are more 

accurately viewed as indicators of his or her inability to escape detection and tendency of 

getting caught while breaking the law. Additionally, the inclusion of respondents with 

very limited contact with the criminal justice system meant that a few of the desisters had 

never been incarcerated or encountered the high degree of stigma and dehumanization 

that so many other ex-offenders face. This is important since otherwise any unique 

characteristics of desistance narratives might be attributed to the experiences of 
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imprisonment or labeling and discrimination. Lastly, the respondents in the desisting 

group were diverse both in the types of crimes they self-reported and the number of 

different offense categories they had committed. This sample is also unique in that almost 

two thirds of the desisters had committed violent crimes either as juveniles or adults. A 

few of these respondents had been convicted of the most serious types of violent crimes 

possible (felony murder, manslaughter or attempted murder). Desistance studies rarely 

have samples that include such a high percentage of formerly violent criminals, much less 

ex-offenders who had taken a life of another person.  

 

Summary 

 

 The preceding discussion of the study's sample and some of the major themes that 

emerged in their life story interviews provided an overall view of the respondents' 

personal experiences and covered several important stages in their lives, such as their 

families of origin, their education, employment, the creation of families through marriage 

and fatherhood as well as homelessness, which was a major life-changing event for the 

respondents who experienced it. There were many life experiences that were universally 

experienced by desisters and non-offenders and were therefore not characteristic of either 

group. These life experiences included the respondents being born into two-parent 

families, living in low income neighborhoods where crime was common, having family 

members involved in crime or addiction, achieving a high school-level education, and 

fathering children. Several important differences were identified between the two groups 

regarding family instability in early childhood, highest level of completed schooling, 

college graduation, periods of homelessness as adults, and living with one's children. 
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CHAPTER 4: COMMON THEMES IN MIDLIFE ADULTHOOD 
 

 

 Results presented in this chapter directly address the study's first research 

objective - to explore the appearance of agency, communion and generativity themes as 

well as the use of redemption and contamination sequences in the life stories of desisters 

and non-offenders and identify any clusters of themes that were common in the 

respondents' coded key scenes. The results presented in this chapter also relate to the 

study's second research objective - to investigate whether the appearance of certain 

themes in the life stories of desisting ex-offenders may be explained by the fact that they 

qualify as highly generative people whose narratives share many commonalities with 

their counterparts in the general population.  

For each type of theme or narrative device, the discussion starts with the 

definition and at least one example from the life story interviews. Data are provided on 

the coding results where the unit of analysis is group membership. This includes the 

percentage of each group that used the theme or narrative device in at least one of the 

coded responses and, when applicable, the percentage of interviewees whose responses 

contained the theme or narrative device repeatedly (i.e. redemption and contamination 

sequences). In some instances, topics that commonly emerged in the coded key scenes 

that contained certain themes or narrative devices are also discussed. Lastly, the results of 

the statistical tests are presented. Fisher's exact tests were conducted to determine 

whether there was a meaningful relationship between group status (non-offender or 

desister) and the use of each theme or narrative device. Independent sample t-tests were 

conducted to determine whether there were statistically significant differences between 

the two groups' mean scores for the total number of agency, communion or generativity 
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themes and the number of these themes that were identified in each of the three coded 

responses. As previously mentioned, these results are presented purely for descriptive 

rather than inferential purposes and are simply meant to provide additional information 

about the appearance of each theme or narrative device within the life story interview 

data collected from non-offender and desisting respondents who participated in this study.  

For the statistical analysis, the sample size was slightly different for each theme or 

narrative device. For agency and communion themes, the sample included 29 

respondents. Two respondents had to be excluded because they were missing a response 

to one of the three coded key scenes or provided a response that could not be properly 

coded. For redemption sequences, the sample size was 30 because one of the previously 

mentioned respondents utilized a redemption sequence. For generativity themes, the 

sample size was 30 respondents. One respondent had to be excluded from the analysis 

because
 
he was not asked the third question that was coded for generativity themes. This 

respondent was included in the calculation of the mean scores for generativity themes 

that was used to categorize respondents as highly generative or less generative. The entire 

sample (31 respondents) was used for the statistical analysis involving contamination 

sequences and the scores on the two generativity surveys. 

 

Results for Agency and Communion Themes 

 

Agency Themes 

 

The coding scheme identifies four sub-types of agency: Self-Mastery, 

Status/Victory, Achievement/Responsibility and Empowerment.  
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Self-Mastery 

 

  The Self-Mastery theme applies to any scene where the narrator "strives 

successfully to master, control, enlarge, or perfect the self. Through forceful or effective 

action, thought, or experience, the protagonist is able to strengthen the self, to become a 

larger, wiser, or more powerful agent in the world" (McAdams, 2001, p. 2). This theme 

encompasses three sub-types. Only the Insight and Control sub-types were present in the 

high points, low points and turning points of respondents who participated in this study. 

In key scenes that qualify for the Insight type of Self-Mastery, the narrator attains “a 

dramatic insight into the meaning of his or her life. The insight may be seen as a 

transformation in self-awareness or a leap forward in self-understanding that entails the 

realization of new goals, plans, or missions in life -- a significant insight into one’s 

identity” (McAdams, 2001, p. 2). The following passage is an example of the Insight 

form of the Self-Mastery theme from Bryant's high point response: 

 

That whole experience of leaving home [to attend college] and going 

through all that [getting an apartment, adjusting to a new city, etc.] and 

realizing that you gotta think things through, you can’t just put yourself 

out there like that, it was sorta like the beginning of learning about living 

on your own and sort of keeping it together as best you can. 

 

Key scenes that qualify for the Control type of Self-Mastery are ones where the narrator 

experiences “a greatly enhanced sense of control over his or her destiny in the wake of an 

important event (e.g., divorce, death of a loved one, reaching a life milestone)” 

(McAdams, 2001, p. 2). The following quotation provides an example of the Control 
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form of the Self-Mastery theme from a desisting respondent's answer to the low point 

question where he was discussing the recent murder of a very close family member: 

 

I feel like I lost a part of me that day, (slight pause) it was a nightmare, I 

couldn't believe it, the picture that I seen [to identify the body] just 

wouldn’t leave my mind and I was angry and I was just hurt, just 

disappointed. I just felt like I lost all faith. I didn't know what to do with 

myself. I deal with it better now. After that happened I was just stuck, it 

was horrible. My cousin said, “You know how to _____ so why don't you 

go to school and get your license for that?” and when she said that it just 

stuck with me. So I thank her for telling me that cause then I went to 

<trade school> and signed up for classes...It kept me busy. [For a while] I 

couldn't focus on nothing else except what happened and I was just stuck. 

But I told myself I was gonna get up, I was gonna get myself outta that 

(slight pause) and I eventually did.  

 

A third category of Self-Mastery also was identified in the coded key scenes. This 

Combined form of Self-Mastery was selected for instances in which both sub-types were 

present. 

Self-Mastery was the most common type of agency theme found in the coded key 

scenes. Overall, results for the Self-Mastery theme were similar for both groups: 75% of 

non-offenders and 76.4% of desisters had at least one key scene that contained this 

theme. In addition, the distribution of key scenes containing the Self-Mastery theme 

(among high points, low points and turning points) was similar for non-offenders and 

desisting respondents. There were only slight variations in the percentages of key scenes 

that received the codes for the Insight, Control or Combined forms of Self-Mastery for 

non-offenders and desisters.  
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Status/Victory 

 

 The Status/Victory theme applies to any scene where the narrator "attains a 

heightened status or prestige among his or her peers, through receiving a special 

recognition or honor or winning a contest or competition" (McAdams, 2001, p. 3). The 

following statement is an example of the Status/Victory theme from James' life story 

interview: "I won the preliminaries, I won the semi-finals, I came [in] third in the finals 

and I was somewhat of a national icon as far as rap was concerned." Status/Victory, 

which appeared only in the high points of two desisters, was the least common type of 

agency theme found in the coded key scenes.  

 

Achievement/Responsibility 

 

 The Achievement/Responsibility theme applies to passages where the narrator 

"reports substantial success in the achievement of tasks, jobs, instrumental goals, or in the 

assumption of important responsibilities" (McAdams, 2001, p. 4). Often respondents 

express feeling "proud, confident, masterful, accomplished, or successful” regarding their 

accomplishments in achievement settings such as school or work. However, the 

Achievement/Responsibility theme is also applicable when a respondent describes 

“taking on major responsibilities for other people and assuming roles that require the 

person to be in charge of things or people" (McAdams, 2001, p. 4). As a result, 

discussions about parenthood that focus on the responsibilities of raising children and 

being the head of a household or the narrators' experiences serving in leadership positions 
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may qualify for this theme. The following statement is an example of the 

Achievement/Responsibility theme pertaining to an achievement setting from the life 

story interview with Dog Catcher, a desister: 

 

When I got that [high school] diploma, I was everywhere. First person I 

showed it to was my father and it wasn’t out of trying to say, “Well, you 

thought I couldn’t do it,” but in the back of my mind I did feel like that. 

But it was something that I really wanted to accomplish. I did it! I was real 

proud.  
 

The quotation below provides an example of the Achievement/Responsibility theme 

relating to embracing the role of father from the life story interview with Mike, a non-

offender: 

 

I think I became even more responsible. I’m responsible for another life 

and I take it very, very seriously and I’d like to say again that drives me, 

day in and day out, because I’m the last resort, because she depends on 

[me]. So that was my turning point, where everything’s kinda eat, breathe, 

live family and making sure that she has everything and she never wants 

for nothing.  
 

 Achievement/Responsibility was a fairly common type of agency theme found in 

the coded key scenes. It was most often identified in respondents' high points and 

virtually absent in responses to the low point question. The two groups differed in terms 

of the distribution of the key scenes that contained this theme. For desisters, high points 

represented a higher percentage of key scenes that contained this theme. This difference 

suggests that desisters may place special importance on achievements and the acquisition 

of responsibility and relate it closely to their most positive life experiences. Non-

offenders (66.6%) were more likely than desisters (52.9%) to have at least one key scene 

that included the Achievement/Responsibility theme.  
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Empowerment 

 

 The Empowerment theme applies to any scene where the narrator "is enlarged, 

enhanced, empowered, ennobled, built up, or made better through his or her association 

with someone or something larger and more powerful than the self" (McAdams, 2001, p. 

5). Respondents in this study discussed several different types of empowering forces. For 

many of the key scenes that contained the Empowerment theme, the empowering force 

was God or a Higher Power. Religious conversion or "giving one's life to the Lord" were 

the most common experiences described in these passages. In some cases where 

respondents discussed God as an empowering force, they also referenced feeling stronger 

or better equipped to live life because of the influence of other people who they met or 

received help from during a particular growth experience in addition to the separate role 

that God played. The following passage from Cameron's discussion of his turning point, 

which heavily focused on his involvement with NA/AA, provides an example of a key 

scene where God was identified as the empowering force:  

 

The turning point was I had to face reality that I was the one that 

controlled...Well, ultimately it’s God, of course, or a Higher Power or 

someone greater than myself, I should say...and I had to realize the part 

that I played in the way things had turned out in my life, you know, I had 

to own up to that. My destiny is controlled by me and it can be what I 

make it...You know, by me just having a clear head for some years and just 

the fact that in spite of [my struggles with addiction and the things that I 

have done in my past] I’m still loved, you know. God still loves me. I 

mean, he didn’t love the things I did but God still loves me and I still love 

God and, over all, someone else is a lot worse [off] than I am. [So I] just 

try to get up and dust myself off and just commence forward with my life. 
 



 

 129 

Some respondents discussed empowering forces that were not God or an influential 

person. For example, Philly's turning point was largely focused on what was for him an 

eye-opening experience of independently researching American history and learning 

about the Bill of Rights. As the following passage demonstrates, he clearly identified his 

new-found understanding of his Constitutional rights as an empowering force: 

 

It changed me. It changed my whole perspective on how I want to operate 

with my life and how I’m going to deal with this government as an adult, 

how I’m claiming my rights and standing on my rights and actually 

protecting my rights, myself and who you are in relation to what does it 

mean to be American. It gave me this whole different understanding of 

self-worth (slight pause)...I never felt like I was above government up 

until me learning [about] my God-given rights and that my God-given 

rights does impact this system, this judicial system that we in, this 

commercial system that we’re in and it does have substance to the whole 

situation so finding that was everything and re-invigorating myself and my 

purpose and my motivation, learning who I am as a person and, you know, 

being a child of God, is you’re the wealth. You’re the wealth.        (Philly)  

 

 Empowerment was an extremely common type of agency theme found in the 

coded key scenes. In many cases, empowerment seemed to amplify the respondents' 

overall sense of personal agency. Not surprisingly, approximately 80% of passages that 

contained the Empowerment theme also contained the themes of Self-Mastery and/or 

Achievement/Responsibility. Desisters (70.5%) were more likely than non-offenders 

(58.3%) to have at least one key scene that included the Empowerment theme.  

 

Communion Themes 

   

 The coding scheme for communion themes identifies four types: Love/Friendship, 

Dialogue, Caring/Help and Unity/Togetherness. 
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Love/Friendship 

 

  The Love/Friendship theme applies to passages where the narrator describes "an 

enhancement of erotic love or friendship toward another person...This holds even if the 

relationship eventually declines or ends" (McAdams, 2001, p. 6). In addition, key scenes 

where the respondent discusses the growth and development of an adult relationship with 

his parents may qualify for this theme (see McAdams, 2002). The following statement is 

an example of the Love/Friendship theme from Thurgood Marshall’s answer to the low 

point question: 

 

Just to give you an example of how I felt about this woman. When I was 

incarcerated, I gave her [a bunch] of cards for Valentine’s Day and each 

card represented a year that we had been together and had different cutout 

collages on the inside. Ah, one might have been love, one was beauty...“I 

will love you always and forever.” On the front of each envelope it said 

those words. I mean there’s only so much you can do when you’re in 

prison [but] I’m going all out. I’m [far] away from home and I’m doing 

the best I can.  

 

 Love/Friendship was the least common communion theme found in the coded key 

scenes. Non-offenders (33.3%) were more likely than desisters (17.6%) to have at least 

one key scene that included the Love/Friendship theme. There also were differences 

between the two groups regarding the context of these key scenes. For example, only the 

non-offenders focused on the development of life-long friendships whereas the desisters 

tended to discuss romantic relationships that ended badly.  
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Dialogue 

 

  The Dialogue theme applies to passages where the narrator reports having a 

reciprocal, non-hostile conversation that is viewed as an end in itself, rather than having 

an instrumental purpose, such as a job interview (McAdams, 2001, p. 7). The following 

quotation is an example of the Dialogue theme from Eddie's answer to the high point 

question, which focused on his desistance from crime and the various ways in which he 

was using his past experiences to help others: 

 

I’ve got people calling me about their kids…they might be having 

problems with their kids and “what should I do?, I’ve heard your story and 

I don’t want them to go through the pain or the suffering you went 

through” and I might just say “well, I don’t know. Let me take them to a 

game or something or let me take them to a movie and talk to them.” And 

like when I talk to them, I talk to them on their level, “look man, you’re no 

different than me and I’m not your preacher, I’m not your father, I’m just 

somebody trying to tell you that it’s a hard road if you go my road,” you 

know. My road caused a lot of pain. I cried a lot of times, you know, a lot 

of tears. And then when I hear people call me back and say “oh they’re 

doing fine, their grades have got back better,” you know. And that’s me. 

 

 Dialogue was the most common type of communion theme found in the coded 

key scenes. For both desisters and non-offenders, the Dialogue theme was much more 

equally spread out across high-points, low points and turning points than other themes. 

Non-offenders (75%) were more likely than desisters (55.5%) to have at least one key 

scene that included the Dialogue theme.  
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Caring/Help 

 

  The Caring/Help theme applies to key scenes where the narrator discusses 

providing "care, assistance, nurturance, help, aid, support, or therapy" for another person 

or taking care of someone's "physical, material, social, or emotional welfare" (McAdams, 

2001, p. 7). In particular, there should be an emotional quality to the assistance being 

provided. For example, offering advice to a loved one who is going through a difficult 

time would probably qualify whereas providing a stranger with directions usually would 

not. Descriptions of raising children and meeting their needs, including fulfilling the role 

of family breadwinner, often receive the Caring/Help theme (McAdams, 2001). A revised 

version of the coding scheme also includes examples where the respondent reports 

receiving assistance from someone else as qualifying for the Caring/Help theme (see 

McAdams, 2002). The following passage is an example of the Caring/Help theme from 

Robert Jones' interview: 

 

In [the late 1980s], I gave my life to the Lord and I've gone through the 

ranks in the church, holding different positions and being involved, to be a 

part of leadership of the church, to help other people grow. I think it’s the 

best thing I’ve ever done in my life. And I think that turning point is the 

point that has put me on the road of where I am now…[When you give 

your life to the Lord] you’re growing in faith and believing the Bible and 

what it says and what it teaches and you get around like believers and so 

you’re around people...who can help teach you to grow, mentor you to be 

who God wants you to be.  

 

 Caring/Help was an extremely common type of communion theme found in the 

coded key scenes. Desisters (64.7%) were more likely than non-offenders (50%) to have 

at least one key scene that included the Caring/Help theme. There were only slight 

differences between the two groups regarding the provision of help and the receipt of 
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help. Desisters were more likely to describe providing help and non-offenders were more 

likely to describe receiving help. It was extremely common for men in both groups to 

describe receiving and providing help simultaneously. 

In order to determine whether there were any distinct patterns in the appearance 

of the three variations of the Caring/Help theme, the context of the key scenes and the 

respondents' ages at the time of these events also were reviewed. There were no striking 

differences between the non-offenders and desisters involving the timing of key scenes 

that involved the receipt of help. Approximately 60% of these key scenes involved events 

that occurred when the respondents were young children or teenagers in high school. 

However, there were differences between the two groups involving the recent provision 

of help and the simultaneous receiving and providing of help as middle-aged adults. Only 

the desisters described these situations. In particular, the desisters' discussion of both 

receiving and providing help simultaneously as middle-aged adults was always related to 

their desistance from crime and/or recovery from substance abuse.  

  

Unity/Togetherness 

 

  The Unity/Togetherness theme applies to passages where the narrator reports 

experiencing "a sense of oneness, unity, harmony, synchrony, togetherness, allegiance, 

belongingness, or solidarity with a group of people, a community, or even all of 

humankind. A common manifestation of this theme involves the protagonist’s being 

surrounded by friends and family at an important event (e.g., a wedding, graduation), 

experiencing strong positive emotion because a community of important others have 
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joined him or her at this time" (McAdams, 2001, p. 8). The following quotation is an 

example of the Unity/Togetherness theme from Jay's response to the high point question: 

 

I would say my wedding day. Um, next to graduating from college. I have 

many proud moments but probably my wedding day because that was 

something that wasn't related to (slight pause) anything selfish. Probably 

my wedding day cause I was able to share that with not just myself or my 

wife but with other people who were equally, if not more, happy for 

us...Our wedding had over 500-plus people in attendance cause we come 

from two large families and have a large church family and our church 

seats a couple thousand in the sanctuary and our whole first floor of our 

church was filled with people so it was pretty big. (underlined words said 

with extra emphasis) Pretty big day.  
 

 Unity/Togetherness was a fairly common type of communion theme found in the 

coded key scenes. It was most often identified in respondents' high points. Non-offenders 

(66.6%) were more likely than desisters (52.9%) to have at least one key scene that 

included the Unity/Togetherness theme.  

 

Frequency of Using Agency and Communion Themes for Non-offenders and Desisters  

 

 Overall, the percentage of respondents in both groups whose key scenes contained 

each agency or communion theme tended to be fairly similar. This was especially true for 

the agency theme of Self-Mastery, as indicated in Table 2. Fisher's exact tests suggested 

that there was no statistically significant relationship between group status and any of the 

agency themes. 
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Table 2: Agency Themes Reported by Group 

 

 Non-offenders Desisters  

 (N=12) (N=17)  

  %  % X
2
(1df)  p 

Self-Mastery 9 75.0% 13 76.4% 0.008 1.000 

Status/Victory 0 0.0% 2 11.7% 1.516 0.498 

Achievement/Responsibility  8 66.6% 9 52.9% 0.546 0.703 

Empowerment 7 58.3% 12 70.5% 0.468 0.694 

 

 Table 3 presents the results for communion themes. Fisher's exact tests suggested 

that there was no statistically significant relationship between group status and any of the 

communion themes.  

 

Table 3: Communion Themes Reported by Group  

 

 Non-offenders Desisters  

 (N=12) (N=17)  

  %  % X
2
(1df)  p 

Love/Friendship 4 33.3% 3 17.6% 0.945 0.403 

Dialogue 9 75.0% 9 52.9% 1.454 0.273 

Caring/Help 6 50.0% 11 64.7% 0.627 0.471 

Unity/Togetherness 8 66.0% 9 52.9% 0.546 0.703 

 

 These findings are important for two reasons. First, agency and communion 

themes express human motivations that are fundamentally linked to one’s goals and 

desires and strongly tied to social interaction (McAdams, 1996). They have been 

identified as particularly meaningful for mid-life adults (McAdams, 1996). The lack of a 

statistically significant difference between group status and the identification of these 

themes in the coded key scenes suggests that the desister group produced narratives that 
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were fairly similar, thematically, to the non-offender group. 

 

Mean Scores for Non-offenders and Desisters  

for Agency and Communion Themes 

 

 As Table 4 indicates, the mean scores for desisters and non-offenders were 

remarkably similar for the total number of agency themes. For example, the mean total 

agency score for non-offenders was 2.75 compared to 2.76 for desisters.  

 

Table 4: Mean Scores for Total Agency Themes in Each Key Scene 

 

 Non-offenders 

(N=12) 

Desisters 

(N=17) 

 

 Mean SD Mean SD t(27df) p 

High Point 0.9167 0.7930 1.1176 1.16632 -0.517 0.609 

Low Point 0.3333 0.4924 0.2941 0.46967 0.217 0.830 

Turning Point 1.5000 1.0871 1.3529 0.93148 0.391 0.699 

Total 2.7500 1.3568 2.7647 1.75110 -0.24 0.981 

 

 Table 4 also presents the mean scores for agency themes identified in the high 

points, low points and turning points belonging to non-offenders and desisters. Again, the 

mean scores were very similar. Independent samples t-tests suggested that there were no 

statistically significant differences between the two groups' mean scores for either total 

agency themes or any of the three coded key scenes.  

The mean scores for communion themes also were very similar for the two 

groups. The mean number of communion themes identified in the three coded key scenes 
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was 2.75 for non-offenders and 2.65 for desisters.
 
As Table 5 illustrates, independent 

samples t-tests suggested that there were no statistically significant differences between 

the two groups' mean scores for either total communion themes or any of the three coded 

key scenes. 
 

 
 

Table 5: Mean Scores for Total Communion Themes in Each Key Scene 

 

 Non-offenders 

(N=12) 

Desisters 

(N=17) 

 

 Mean SD Mean SD t(27df) p 

High Point 1.2500 1.35680 1.2353 0.90342 0.350 0.972 

Low Point 0.5833 0.6686 0.5294 0.87447 0.179 0.859 

Turning Point 0.9167 1.24011 0.8824 0.99262 0.083 0.935 

Total  2.7500 2.0057 2.6471 1.83511 0.143 0.887 

 

 These findings provide additional support for the argument that the life stories of 

non-offender and desisting respondents were fairly similar, as far as agency and 

communion themes were concerned. It is important to note that the open coding and 

narrative analysis of the entire interview transcripts tended to support this assessment as 

well.  

 

Results for Redemptive Sequences 

 

A redemption sequence is “a movement in life storytelling from an emotionally 

negative or bad scene to an emotionally positive or good outcome” (McAdams and 

Bowman, 2001, p.5). The events discussed in redemption sequences have been 
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reconstructed in redemptive terms (McAdams and Bowman, 2001, p. 7) and applied 

retroactively to one’s life story. As a result, redemption sequences are not necessarily a 

reflection of how the events were originally experienced (McAdams and Bowman, 2001). 

Additionally, there is no way of knowing whether the same incidents would be described 

using a redemption sequence at a different point in the narrator’s life (McAdams and 

Bowman, 2001). In the study of life stories, redemption sequences are viewed as 

narrative devices that “convey a progressive understanding of self” (p. 5) and signify 

personal growth, advancement, fulfillment, improvement over time and self-actualization 

(McAdams and Bowman, 2001). 

 In the present study, redemption sequences were categorized based on McAdams’ 

(1999) five-part typology (episodes of sacrifice, learning, growth, recovery and 

improvement) in order to identify the types of redemption sequences that were used by 

desisting and non-offender respondents. Three categories of redemption sequences were 

found in the respondents' answers to the high point, low point and turning point 

questions. They were Growth, Recovery and Improvement. Growth is applicable when "a 

negative experience leads to psychological or interpersonal growth, fulfillment, 

actualization, strengthening, individuation, etc." (McAdams, 1999, p. 3). Recovery occurs 

when "the person successfully obtains a positive state again after losing it, as in healing, 

survival, regaining, recuperating, etc." (McAdams, 1999, p. 3). Often the negative state is 

"a physical (injury, illness) or psychological (depression, trauma) condition" (McAdams, 

1999, p. 3). Improvement is "a catch-all category for the many examples that do not fit 

into the four types but in which a bad situation containing negative affect becomes a 

better situation containing positive affect" (McAdams, 1999, p. 4). The percentage of 
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non-offenders and desisters who used the Improvement type, the Growth type and the 

Recovery type was exactly the same. 

 Examples of the three types of redemption sequences that were found in the coded 

key scenes are provided below. The following passage is an example of the Growth type 

of redemption sequence from Ishtar's response to the turning point question:  

 

When my mother was diagnosed with cancer and she was getting sicker 

and sicker and she died the following year. While she was living, I said 

that how I was living, I would change and the turning point and specific 

event that done that, like cold turkey, was seeing her results from cancer 

on an x-ray. I had already lost my grandmother, I had just started building 

back a relationship with my mother and I wasn’t ready to let God take her. 

So it changed me in different ways. It made me more humble. It made me 

[change] more [in] cognitive ways than anything else. Yeah. So it's 

uplifting self-esteem and doing things for people and not really having an 

ulterior motive behind it or having my hand out saying to pay me for it 

[because] I just helped you...It also taught me to be a little bit more 

stronger as far as on the inside and it also taught me patience.  
 

The following passage is an example of the Recovery type of redemption sequence from 

Felix's answer to the turning point question: 

 

When I got sick and I ended up in the hospital [in the mid 1990s] and I 

found out that I had HIV, that’s when everything…Um, actually that’s 

when everything changed and got better, even though I was sick in the 

hospital, I started getting better and I wanted to better myself and not do 

drugs anymore and, um, better my health and I’ve been doing well ever 

since so. That’s when I found out, um, I was HIV. Well at the time, um, 

now I’m undetectable so they can’t find it, so obviously that’s good. 

 

The following passage is an example of the Improvement type of redemption sequence 

from Ace's answer to the high point question: 

 

I’ve lived in so much pain but I could remember happiness. When my 

little brother got released from jail was a good thing, he’s been out 

[several] years now. For years, we drove up and down the <highway> to 
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see my little brother. When <Oakview Prison> was seized by the 

prisoners, he was in there. My mother, she called me on the phone...I said, 

“They're not gonna let you come to the prison so you might as well get 

that out of your head.” But she didn’t listen. She was gonna drive herself 

up there and I said, “No, Mom, I’ll go with you.” I knew my mother 

wasn’t going to be at peace unless she got in that car and went up there, to 

see for herself that they won’t let you over there. So I did that. We came 

back years later, the joy that I felt when I seen my brother walk through 

that gate or them bars or whatever, that’s one of the happiest times of my 

life. I looked at my mother and I watched her, (slight pause) it was like a 

halo was just lifted off of her and I cried, she cried, I cried, he cried. We 

all cried together but it was good tears. That was one of the best days of 

my life. 

 

 Redemption sequences were quite common. In total, thirty were identified in the 

high points, low points and turning points of the respondents' life stories. This means that 

one third of all the coded key scenes contained a redemption sequence. In keeping with 

the results of previous studies (see McAdams and Bowman, 2001), redemption sequences 

were most often found in respondents' turning points. They were relatively rare in non-

offenders' high points but were quite common in desisters' responses to that question. 

 Twenty-one respondents (9 non-offenders and 12 desisters) used a redemption 

sequence in at least one of the coded key scenes, which represented 70% of the sample 

included in this analysis. Non-offenders (75%) were slightly more likely than desisters 

(66.6%) to have at least one key scene that contained a redemption sequence. A Fisher's 

exact test (2-tailed) suggested that there was no statistically significant relationship 

between group status and the use of redemption sequences in at least one key scene 

(X
2
=0.238, df=1, p<0.704). Additionally, 41.7% of desisters who used redemption 

sequences employed them in two or more key scenes to describe distinct events 

compared to approximately 22% of the non-offenders. 

 The mean scores for non-offenders and desisters on redemption sequences were 
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identical (1.00). Once the bonus points were taken into account, the number of points 

assigned to each redemption sequence could be calculated in order to produce a total 

score for each respondent. After combining the initial scores for the presence of 

redemption sequences and the bonus points for Enhanced Agency, Enhanced Communion 

and Ultimate Concerns, non-offenders received a total of 23 points for redemption 

sequences and desisters received a total of 34 points for redemption sequences. The 

average number of points assigned to redemption sequences in answers to the high point, 

low point and turning point questions for respondents who used them in at least one 

coded key scene was 2.55 for non-offenders and 2.83 for desisters. For the total number 

of points assigned to redemption sequences, the mean scores for the non-offender and 

desisting groups were very similar. The non-offender group had a mean score of 1.92 

whereas the desisting group had a mean score of 1.89 for the total number of points 

assigned to redemption sequences. An independent samples t-test (2-tailed) suggested 

that there was no significant difference between the two groups for the mean total points 

for redemption sequences (t=0.43, df=28, p<0.966). 

  

Patterns in the Appearance of Agency and Communion 

Themes and Redemption Sequences 

 

 After exploring the overlap of agency themes, communion themes and redemption 

sequences, several distinct patterns were found. These thematic clusters involved the 

topics of fatherhood, desistance from crime and recovery from substance abuse.  
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Discussions about the Birth of Children 

 

Responses to the high point and turning point questions that included stories about 

the men's entry into fatherhood contained two agency themes: Self-Mastery and 

Achievement/Responsibility. Respondents described the birth of their oldest child as 

sparking a fundamental shift in their priorities. They frequently discussed how this 

transition dramatically affected their entire lives and the powerful ways in which taking 

on these new responsibilities altered their perceptions of who they were as people. The 

following quotation from Jay’s turning point captures this code configuration: 

 

I think the turning point for me was when my oldest son was born. Um, 

that made, not just me, but I think my whole household more responsible. 

Because when you’re young, you know, you feel invincible; you feel that 

you can live a more reckless life and not have to be accountable to certain 

things. You spend money recklessly. You’re not saving. You’re not 

thinking. But once we had our son that helped us to kind of focus and, you 

know, hanker down and say “Alright, here are the priorities and these are 

the things that we need to do,” not just for us, but, you know, making sure 

that our future’s secure for our child. I think even personally I became 

more focused once I had my son, and, you know, really looking at every 

opportunity that was being offered to me or that I was pursuing even more 

seriously and more structured and strategic than before.  

 

Interestingly, these responses rarely included the Caring/Help theme. Instead, the 

stories about the birth of children often seemed to be much more focused on the 

respondent's willingness to embrace his new identity as a father, which typically changed 

his perspective on life and his role in the world in important ways that were tied to his 

self-concept. For example, in the above quotation, Jay primarily talked about himself and 

how fatherhood impacted his actions and changed his life but spent very little time 

actually discussing his son or describing the care that was provided for him. On the other 



 

 143 

hand, Mike’s turning point, which was presented as an example of the 

Achievement/Responsibility theme, was the only coded key scene about the birth of the 

respondent’s first child that contained this code configuration (Self-Mastery and 

Achievement/Responsibility) as well as the Caring/Help theme. Picking up where his 

previously quoted response left off, he stated: 

 

[My daughter] might think this is the norm but, you know, when you’re 

the first generation who is actually doing it, uh, it’s hard. She probably 

don’t notice and see it but, at least, she benefits from being the first 

generation to have the things that she has.  

 

He then continued:  

 

I was 20, 21, and that was where I got serious about life. Shoot, I found 

out [my wife] was pregnant and I called up an agent [and] got life 

insurance. I just got everything organized. I got a bigger apartment so 

she’d have her own room, um, got a better paying job, got a new car. So 

that was the turning point, like everything was turning into high gear. 

[I’m] still going in that direction, just keep progressing and then 

progressing, level after level. 

 

Overall, the message and tone of Mike’s response was very similar to those 

expressed in Jay’s turning point. For example, both of them emphasized how embracing 

the role of being a father changed them and involved the acceptance of new 

responsibilities. However, Mike placed his daughter more at the center of his story. In 

particular, his discussion of how his daughter had benefited from the hard work and 

sacrifices of her parents provided an emotional quality to the passage, which helped to 

lay the groundwork for the Caring/Help theme. Mike also presented a detailed description 

of how he prepared for her arrival and helped to meet her needs, which is why his 

response qualified for the Caring/Help theme.  
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It is important to note that neither Jay nor Mike is describing the type of “settling 

down” process that is frequently discussed in the research literature on fatherhood and 

desistance. The only desister whose coded key scenes contained the fatherhood code 

configuration did describe this type of process. In his high point, Pete explained that the 

birth of his first child was the best time in his life because:  

 

It slowed me down; it stopped the wildness, that crazy lifestyle I was 

living. As far as changing the crowd I was hanging around and actually 

walking away from whatever it is we were going to do, knowing it was not 

good to do. I think that’s a sign of responsibility, knowing when to walk 

away from something that is gonna possibly screw you up for the rest of 

your life. And now you have this baby that you possibly won’t see or them 

see you. 

 

Pete’s references to slowing down, changing his routine activities and restrict ing both the 

people and places that he associated with are all commonly found in descriptions of 

“settling down” that are reported in the research literature. While the content of Pete’s 

response is certainly different from the more straight-laced, middle class descriptions that 

were provided by Jay and Mike, which heavily focused on careful decision-making; 

thinking strategically and planning for the long-term, it is clear that these ideas are still 

there but manifest themselves much differently. For example, both Pete and Jay 

mentioned that their priorities had changed. However, Jay was clearly talking about a 

different type of process when he provided the example of no longer being willing to just 

pack up and move half-way across the country on a whim, after receiving a lucrative job 

offer.  

In general, the fatherhood code configuration was particularly interesting because 

it helped to provide additional support for something that emerged during the open-
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coding process, particularly in sections of the interview transcripts that were not 

subjected to the application of the agency and communion coding schemes. For example, 

nine out of the 21 fathers in the sample specifically discussed the belief that fatherhood 

was a game-changing event in response to the masculinity question in the interview 

guide. Each of these men described how becoming a father had radically affected their 

lives and changed their conceptions of what it means to be a man. They identified the 

birth of their children as a critical point in their personal development, which altered their 

self concepts. 

 

Descriptions of Desistance from Crime 

 

Responses to the high point and turning point questions that focused on the 

respondents' desistance from crime frequently contained the agency themes of Self-

Mastery and Achievement/Responsibility and the communion theme of Dialogue along 

with a redemption sequence. The following quotation from James’ turning point is an 

example of this code configuration: 

 

I went to the hole a lot. Not necessarily for fighting and stuff like that but 

just for little dumb stuff I may get into. I would go every year on the year 

(laughs to himself) for maybe, at least, a month. And this one time, you 

have to go to a [parole] review board when you first get back there, and 

they were like “Okay, <Mr. last name deleted to protect 

confidentiality> keep playing around and we’ll never let you out of jail.” 

I know people that ended up maxing out their whole sentence. I didn’t 

want to be that person. That was kind of like a wake up call. You know, 

it’s like, I gotta get myself together. And that’s when I really started being 

mindful of who I was around and trying to do the best self-therapy I could 

and that’s when I actually started taking serious some of the classes and 

stuff they had up there, dealing with psycho-analytical things. To the point 
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that eventually they trained me in cognitive behavioral therapy and I 

became now the person…the inmate that would peer facilitate and run 

self-help groups which are the groups that dealt with, like I said CBT, 

Cognitive Behavioral Therapy, you know, changing your mindset, starting 

to take assessment of yourself, stuff like that. The teachers started 

realizing like, “dag, like, he speaks very well.” So they came to me and 

were like “we’d like to get you trained so that you could become a peer 

facilitator and actually do this as a job.” So they sent me to training and 

that’s how I became a peer facilitator.  

 

Typically, these key scenes had a similar story line: the respondent realized that he 

needed to change, discussed this idea with someone else, exerted personal agency to set 

new goals for the future and actively worked on accomplishing them. The fact that Self-

Mastery appeared in this constellation of themes is important since it reflects the idea of 

cognitive transformation and involves gaining insights about one's identity or goals in life 

or being strengthened by overcoming challenges. For the former drug dealers as well as 

two men who committed armed robberies to acquire their product, the 

Achievement/Responsibility theme was often directly related to the respondent's ability 

to achieve some of these concrete goals. Generally speaking, their desistance stories were 

more focused on the aspects of agency that are rooted in achievement, pride and exerting 

one's personal power in a positive way. This was true even in cases, like James’, where 

the narrator was describing situations where he had been placed in a leadership role and, 

therefore, assumed responsibility over other people in order to perform a primarily 

helping and other-focused function such as a wounded healer, professional ex or peer 

mentor. Interestingly, Empowerment was not a particularly common theme in the coded 

key scenes about desistance. 

It is important to note that in the three cases where respondents discussed aspects 

of their desistance process in response to both the high point and the turning point 
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questions, these coded key scenes did not always contain the same configuration of 

themes. This finding underscores an important factor about how ex-offenders narrate 

desistance. Discussions about desistance from crime are very similar to other important 

life-changing events. Regardless of the nature of the event, it was extremely common for 

respondents to focus on different aspects of an experience when responding to various 

interview questions. As a result, a single key scene often provided only part of a longer 

and much more complicated story and rarely captured the full meaning of these 

experiences in the respondents' lives. The fact that discussions about the respondent's 

desistance from crime mirrored this pattern suggests that this experience is not simply 

viewed as an isolated event but instead fully integrated into one's life story. This suggests 

that the process of narrating desistance from crime is a complex process and seeking to 

understand it requires a holistic approach.  

 

Descriptions of Recovery from Addiction 

 

Coded key scenes that focused on the respondents' recovery from drug addiction 

featured a pairing of themes that was slightly different from that found in the stories 

about desistance. They contained the Self-Mastery theme (either Control or both Insight 

and Control combined) along with a redemption sequence (usually the Recovery type 

with an additional point for Ultimate Concerns). The following quotation from George 

Thomas’ turning point response is an example of this code configuration:  

 

I think everything changed for me in a positive way last year, when I just 

got tired, I looked at myself, sleeping on my boy’s [friend’s] floor and 

said, you know, “I’m fifty-five years old, what am I doing to myself?, is it 
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worth what I’m doing? I’m on the down side now so if I don’t change, I’m 

going die,” if not physically some kind of way, mentally, you know. So I 

said to myself “Let me try to do this another way,” cause my way, the way 

I’ve been doing it, has not got me anything but a whole lot of pain and 

suffering. (Interviewer: What do you think made this time different 

though?) My son, my son. I didn’t want to be separated from another one 

of my children, really in a nutshell that’s it. I’m turning this way for 

myself mostly, you know, they say in the program you got to do it for 

yourself first and I knew when I came out of rehab, that all bets was 

against me anyway, cause people still saying “Well okay, you clean now, 

six months clean, how long is that going to last.” So I've got to prove [it] 

to myself, you know what I mean. I know it’s hard work and I have to 

work at it but, ah, like I said, at the end of the day, at the end of our road, I 

don’t want (deep inhale) my daughters or my son [to] have to hear from 

people “Well, your father was nothing but a drug addict or a drunk,” you 

know. [I hope] they have something good to say about me.   

 

Typically, these key scenes shared a similar story line: the respondent gained insights into 

the meaning of his life or a greater control over his future (or some combination of the 

two) as a result of struggling with addiction and entering recovery and then used a 

redemptive framework to describe these events while placing a heavy emphasis on his 

own mortality and fear of death. The Empowerment theme was much more common in 

the coded key scenes that discussed recovery from substance abuse, appearing in over 

half of them. Typically, this theme was expressed by respondents when they were 

discussing the care and support provided by loved ones who encouraged them to seek 

treatment, their renewed faith and closeness with God after getting sober and/or the 

fellowship of AA and NA.   
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Results for Contamination Sequences 

 

A contamination sequence is the opposite of a redemption sequence. It is a 

narrative approach that starts with the discussion of a positive experience that is then 

sequentially followed by a negative event (McAdams and Bowman, 2001). In the study 

of life stories, contamination sequences are viewed as narrative devices that express 

recurring themes of hopelessness, despair and stagnation that dominate an individual’s 

life story and embody the belief that even if good things happen, inevitably they will be 

ruined (McAdams and Bowman, 2001). Previous research has found that less generative 

people tend to utilize more contamination sequences (McAdams and Bowman, 2001; 

McAdams et al., 2001). However, it is not uncommon to identify at least one 

contamination sequence in the life stories of most people, including those who are highly 

generative.  

Two examples of contamination sequences, both from respondents’ high points, 

are provided below:  

 

Staying with my aunt is when I felt, (slight pause) as a teenager, a real 

wholesome family atmosphere and it was beautiful...cause after that I was 

in the streets [literally homeless] and I was trying to find my way, I was in 

and out of prison, so I wasn’t really happy during [those] times. I always 

kept up my spirits and everything but I never was really happy or content 

with anything. I was stressed.                                             (Philly, desister) 

 

I was a waiter and I worked in Room Service. I got to know everybody in 

the casinos, the front desk, the pit bosses, the clientele, most of my 

clientele was high rollers and stars. I was making good money and I lived 

at the shore, I played at the shore, I was happy in love. I was in a nice 

relationship, had everything I wanted. I had the best of friends; people that 

really cared about me and looked after me. And when I came back to 

Philadelphia all that just disappeared...Since [then], it’s just been one 

Katrina after another...I been asking myself why am I still here, I don’t 
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have any kids, any responsibilities…I am the only one holding myself 

back because normally if I go someplace else I do better.  

                (Bobby, desister) 

 

Contamination sequences were relatively rare. Only 12 were identified in the high 

points, low points and turning points of the respondents' life stories. They were most 

often (and equally) found in responses to the high point and turning point questions. It 

was extremely difficult for many respondents who utilized contamination sequences to 

salvage key scenes even when they were clearly trying to focus on positive life 

experiences. For example, Abery, a desisting respondent, identified becoming very 

involved in his brother’s church as his turning point. He started attending the church after 

joining Alcoholics Anonymous (AA) and prefaced his response by referencing his 

diagnosis with a mental illness. He stated: "I can't really see a turning point cause I had 

points with the highs and lows, that probably goes with the manic depression." 

Interestingly, he was not the only respondent to start a key scene with a contamination 

sequence in this way.  

Throughout his turning point, Abery frequently weaved back and forth between 

discussing his involvement in church, his membership in AA and his mental illness. In the 

end, he always managed to contaminate these intertwined stories, often by 

simultaneously referring to his sister's crack addiction and resulting death, his brother's 

futile attempts to save her and his brother’s untimely death, after spending his entire life 

“doing everything right” (i.e. studying the Bible, helping others and avoiding any vices 

that could have shortened his life). Abery also concluded his turning point on a negative 

note, which seemed to override everything else that he had said. He explained that he had 

stopped attending church several years ago, right after his brother's death, and has been 
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drinking ever since. He, then, descended into a very negative tangent about how all the 

men who worked for him were drug users and he wasn't doing much to try to persuade 

them to quit. He linked that to having played a role as his sister's primary enabler. It was 

quite common for respondents to repeatedly contaminate a single key scene, just as Abery 

did. They would discuss several (often but not always interrelated) events in response to a 

single question. Each story started off sounding very hopeful but quickly turned sour 

before the next story even began. 

The appearance of over 40% of the contamination sequences in the respondents' 

high points was somewhat unexpected since it means these men identified a dark cloud 

hanging over one of the best times in their entire lives. A closer exploration of these high 

point responses revealed that 80% of these contamination sequences involved one of two 

patterns. In the first type, the respondent described experiences of family togetherness 

and belonging that were ultimately lost. The second involved the positive experience of 

living elsewhere, and the respondent's belief that returning home resulted in a chain of 

negative events and/or would ultimately lead to his demise. The examples of 

contamination sequences provided above illustrate each of these two patterns.  

 Contamination sequences in respondents' high points often contained the 

communion theme of Unity/Togetherness. This was the case for three of the five desisters 

who contaminated their high point responses. These individuals represented a third of all 

desisters whose coded key scenes contained the Unity/Togetherness theme. All of these 

men were attempting to describe happy events that involved powerful feelings of being 

loved, accepted and cherished by either tight knit families or close groups of friends and 

co-workers. Instead, they revealed strong feelings of being isolated and not belonging and 
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yearned for the ability to repair fractured relationships or return to these happier times. 

This pattern underscores the complexity and conflicting nature of these men's 

understanding of events that were strongly tied to feelings of belonging, group 

membership and being surrounded by loved ones as part of their overall life stories.  

Seven respondents (one non-offender and six desisters) used a contamination 

sequence in at least one of the coded key scenes. These individuals represented 22.5% of 

the total sample. Desisters (31.5%) appeared more likely than non-offenders (8.3%) to 

have at least one key scene that contained a contamination sequence, but a Fisher's exact 

test suggested that there was no statistically significant relationship between group status 

and the use of at least one contamination sequence (X
2
=2.273, df=1, p<0.201). The mean 

number of contamination sequences was 0.17 for non-offenders and 0.53 for desisters. An 

independent samples t-test suggested that there was no statistically significant difference 

between the two groups for the mean number of contamination sequences (t=-1.410, 

df=28.720, p<0.169).  

Approximately 71% of respondents who used contamination sequences employed 

them in two of the three key scenes that were coded for this narrative device. This 

suggests that the use of contamination sequences is reflecting some shared characteristic 

or trait of these men rather than differences between desisters and non-offenders as sub-

groups. In general, the men who used contamination sequences in two of the coded key 

scenes tended to express much more negative views of the human race and/or the world. 

They also seemed to lack personal agency and frequently blamed others for their own 

failures or difficulties in life.  

Just as the theory behind the use of contamination sequences suggests, most of 
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these respondents' life stories were filled with recurring themes of hopelessness, despair 

and stagnation. However, there was also quite a bit of diversity, both when comparing 

these men's narratives to each other and exploring a single respondent's life story. In 

several cases, the respondents were often quite positive, expressed a lot of hope for the 

future and described exerting a lot of personal agency but periodically presented more 

negative traits. In other cases, the respondents' entire life stories were filled with 

stagnancy and despair or leaned in this direction but every so often they would express 

extremely hopeful and positive thoughts.  

 As previously mentioned, one of the primary reasons for coding for contamination 

sequences is because of their significance in the generativity literature, which suggests 

that less generative people tend to repeatedly use this narrative device. Even though the 

appearance of one contamination sequence in a respondent's life story would not 

necessarily suggest that this person was less generative, the overall tone and general 

direction of many of these respondents' life stories would have suggested that they 

exhibited less generativity. As a result, it was surprising to learn that some of these men 

did not report particularly low levels of generative behavior or generative concern. For 

example, one of these men qualified as highly generative because he scored at least one 

standard deviation above the sample’s mean on two or more generativity measures. Two 

other respondents had extremely high GBC scores, which is significant since it 

specifically measures generative behavior and not just generative concern. As would be 

expected, one of the respondents who contaminated two key scenes was identified as less 

generative. These somewhat mixed results regarding the presence of at least two 

contamination sequences in the respondents' key scenes and their generativity scores 
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were surprising.  

 After closely examining two unusual patterns that were found in the key scenes 

that contained contamination sequences, there is an additional explanation worth 

considering. The first unusual pattern pertained to two respondents who prefaced their 

answers to at least one of these questions by mentioning the fact that they had lots of ups 

and down in their lives. Both of these men also had already discussed (or briefly alluded 

to) their mental health diagnoses during the interview. In response to the high point 

question, Abery, started by saying: 

 

That’s a really hard question for me to answer cause I feel I’ve had a lot of 

highlights in my life. You know, even though a lot of things didn't 

peak…Manic depression, I think, peaks and valleys are always happening.  

 

While it would be easy to view these references as two isolated cases, which have no 

bearing on the group of respondents who used contamination sequences repeatedly, there 

are several reasons why this might not be the case.  

 The second unusual pattern that was found in the key scenes that contained 

contamination sequences involved two respondents who identified either the turning 

point or both the low point and the turning point as currently being in motion or 

happening around the time of the interview. While on the surface, this might appear to be 

completely unrelated to mental health issues, both of these respondents referenced that 

particular topic in the openings of the key scenes that contained contamination sequences. 

For example, Thurgood Marshall started his response by saying:  

 

The turning point is still turning about. We are in school, so I guess all of 

this is the turning point, I s-started classes in January and I’m just feeling a 

little different about myself. Ah, after years of fighting to get the medical, 
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I’m just starting to see a therapist...and getting a prescription for the 

depression and sleeping, that I told you about. So, I guess we’re living a 

turning point, right now. 

 

In the end, almost half of all respondents who used contamination sequences 

explicitly mentioned mental illness and psychiatric treatment in these key scenes. 

Approximately 35% of the entire sample reported some kind of mental illness diagnosis 

(25% of non-offenders and 42% of desisters). In comparison, 100% of respondents who 

used a contamination sequence did. Their mental health diagnoses were primarily either 

depression, bipolar disorder or depression and anxiety combined.  

 

Generativity: Results for Thematic Coding and Survey Data  

 

Generativity Themes 

 

The coding scheme for generativity themes (de St. Aubin, 1993) was applied to 

the participant’s responses to three questions: 1) What do you foresee in your future? If 

you had to describe your life, say, five to ten years from now, what would it look like? 

(referred to as the future scene); 2) What are some of your short-term and long-term 

goals? What was a recent specific event in which you did something aimed at 

accomplishing one of these goals? (referred to as the short-term and long-term goals 

question); and 3) Do you see yourself as trying to make the world a better place? Can you 

give me some examples of how you are trying to make a positive difference? (referred to 

as the generativity question). The coding scheme includes five generativity themes: (1) 

Creating, (2) Maintaining, (3) Offering, (4) Next Generation and (5) Symbolic 
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Immortality (de St. Aubin, 1993).  

 

Creating  

 

The Creating theme applies to passages that include "any reference to the subject's 

creating new products, initiating projects or generating new ideas, or desiring to do so” 

(de St. Aubin, 1993, p. 44). The quotation below provides an example of the Creating 

theme from the life story interview with Mark, a desister:  

 

I work with my hands and there’s people around me that could benefit 

from me starting a business like that [doing maintenance and painting]. I 

know people that have certain skills and if I can get it up and going off the 

ground, that’ll help create jobs for other people.                 
 

 Creating was a fairly common type of generativity theme found in the coded 

responses. This theme was almost equally distributed across the three coded responses for 

desisters but was not identified in any of the non-offenders' responses to the generativity 

question. Additionally, the six desisters whose responses to the generativity question 

contained the Creating theme represented one third of all desisters who answered that 

question. This is important because the generativity question typically produced 

responses that focused on tasks that the men had already completed or were actively 

working on (i.e. actual behaviors) whereas the other two questions tended to foster 

discussions about the respondents' imagined futures and desired goals, which were not 

necessarily realistic or reflections of their current pursuits. Non-offenders (75%) were 

more likely than desisters (47%) to have at least one coded response that included the 

Creating theme.  
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 Responses that contained the Creating theme frequently involved respondents' 

desire to start their own businesses or non-profit organizations. The desire to start one's 

own business was perhaps the most common theme to emerge in the data collected for 

this study during the open coding process. In addition to the five men who were currently 

small business owners, many of the other respondents had owned small businesses at 

some point in their lives or hoped to do so in the future. Nine respondents (5 desisters and 

4 non-offenders, one of whom had owned a business in the past) discussed the fact that 

they wanted to start small businesses in the future. Often, this entrepreneurial spirit was 

tied to generative concern or behavior, either directly or tangentially, and often it 

involved a desire to work with young people or contribute to the next generation in some 

way. This was the case for both non-offenders and desisters.   

 

Maintaining 

 

 The Maintaining theme applies to passages that include "any reference to the 

subjects putting forth effort toward sustaining an ongoing product, project or tradition. 

This would include examples of upkeep, improvement or continuation of something that 

is already in existence.” (de St. Aubin, 1993, p. 44). The quotation below provides an 

example of the Maintaining theme from the life story interview with Robert Jones, a non-

offender:  

 

I’m writing a book right now...I'm pecking at it but I need to push at it, to 

get more of it done. It's based on my life experiences. A lot of times we 

wonder why certain things happen but we don’t know that what has 

happened is for a good reason in the end and that’s what I’m writing 

about, to let people know that what you’ve gone through is designed for 
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you to share with somebody else whose gonna have the same experience 

you had, so that you can help somebody else.  

 

  The theme of Maintaining provided the starkest contrast between the non-

offenders and desisters. Non-offenders (66.6%) were much more likely than desisters 

(33.3%) to have at least one coded response that included this theme. In general, this 

theme was much more applicable to the life stories of non-offenders who tended to be 

middle class, better established and hold positions that intrinsically involved the 

continued maintenance of ongoing projects. 

  Maintaining was a theme that frequently applied to passages that focused on the 

respondents' paid employment, continued professional development (i.e. obtaining 

additional licenses) or desire to grow their existing businesses. These types of tasks were 

overwhelmingly career-oriented, focused on the individual and often seemed unrelated to 

generativity. Three of the five respondents who were currently self-employed (or, in one 

case, operated a side business in the same professional field as the respondent's two paid 

positions) received the Maintaining theme at least once. Aside from the example from 

Robert Jones' interview, which was provided above, only four responses were unrelated 

to work or business. Two men (one non-offender and one desister) discussed continuing 

to save money for their children's college funds. The other two respondents (both 

desisters) focused on clearly generative acts that directly involved giving of themselves to 

help others.  
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Offering 

 

 The Offering theme applies to passages that include "any reference to giving of 

the self or the self's products (e.g. money or knowledge) or the desire to engage in such 

giving to other people" (de St. Aubin, 1993, pp.s 44-45). The quotation below provides an 

example of the Offering theme from the life story interview with Medicine Man, a 

desister:  

 

I think to make a difference you've gotta change yourself. You can point 

fingers all you want but if at the end of the day you're telling somebody 

“Don’t do it” and you’re doing it, then it’s kind of hypocritical so...I’m 

already making an impact with change. Now as far as me making a 

positive impact dealing with others, I’m doing that now. I do mentoring. In 

the future I want to open an entrepreneur training institute. 
 

  The assertion that making a difference in the world starts with the respondent and 

his ability to change himself was a surprisingly common theme among desisters. Four 

desisters used variations of this idea as opening statements in response to the generativity 

question. All of these men were involved in positive peer intervention either through their 

experiences as support group facilitators and tutors in prison, their membership in 

grassroots ex-offender organizations in the community, their roles as mentors in programs 

that target at-risk and system-involved youth or their leadership role in programs that 

offer assistance to adults who are currently under supervision. 

  Offering was the most common type of generativity theme found. It was identified 

in almost two-thirds of all coded responses. Approximately 97% of all interviewees 

provided at least one response that contained this theme. Overall, results for the Offering 
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theme were similar for both groups: 100% of non-offenders and 94.7% of desisters had at 

least one response that contained this theme.  

 

Next Generation 

 

 The Next Generation theme applies to passages that include “any reference to 

purposive and positive interactions with an individual or individuals in a younger 

generation” (de St. Aubin, 1993, p. 45). One version of this coding scheme also includes 

cross-generational relationships with older people as well (see McAdams et al., 1993, p. 

224 and p. 228). The quotation below provides an example of the Next Generation theme 

from the life story interview with Jazz, a desister:  

 

There’s one guy, his family is homophobic, it’s almost like he and I are 

looking in the mirror. He’s probably seventeen years younger than I am 

and I try to be an example for him. You know I don’t want him to end up 

with HIV so I take him lube and condoms and he calls himself my little 

son. I think I’m making a difference in the world because when I was that 

age, we couldn’t come out, whereas he’s out and he needs to know how to 

control it in certain aspects. So I’m working with him. I believe that I’m 

making the world a better place for other young men to be able to say 

okay...Because you got to realize there was a generation of gays that died 

so that we could live. So it’s very imperative for me to continue in that 

type of work itself because I lost, whew, many friends [to AIDS].  

 

Next Generation was an extremely common type of generativity theme found in 

the coded responses. Overall, results for the Next Generation theme were very similar for 

both groups: 75% of non-offenders and 72.2% of desisters had at least one response that 

contained this theme.  

 In many cases, responses that contained the Next Generation theme were directly 

related to the respondents' own children or grandchildren. Approximately 77% of men 
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whose responses contained the Next Generation theme specifically discussed their own 

kids, or in a few cases their desire to have children, in the coded passages. When 

describing their short-term/long-term goals and future scenes, most of the fathers 

mentioned their children and the status of their relationships. This was more often the 

case for desisters whereas non-offenders who discussed their own children typically 

addressed financially preparing them for college or starting investment portfolios for 

them rather than focusing on the children or the relationship itself. Regardless of 

offending status, non-custodial fathers focused on their desire to develop or strengthen 

relationships with their children, and grandfathers who had lost touch with their adult 

children wanted to reconnect with both generations.  

 Responses that contained the Next Generation theme were often related to the 

respondents' desire to positively impact the lives of children who were not biologically 

related to them. For desisters, this frequently involved their current mentoring work with 

at-risk youth and juvenile delinquents. It often related as well to their more informal 

efforts to influence the decision making processes of young people who they were 

coaching on sports teams or encountered in their daily lives. For non-offenders, 

references to the Next Generation involved recently developing an after-school 

entrepreneurial program for teenagers and sponsoring a father-son event for area youth. 

For some non-offenders, this theme was related to future plans such as mentoring inner-

city youth, getting involved in charter schools or running a business that will provide 

supplemental curriculum to schools.  
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Symbolic Immortality 

 

 The Symbolic Immortality theme applies to passages that include "any reference 

to leaving a legacy, having an enduring influence or leaving behind products that will 

outlive one's physical existence” (de St. Aubin, 1993, p. 45). The quotation below 

provides an example of the Symbolic Immortality theme from the life story interview 

with James, a desister:  

 

My main long-term goal is to do something that has an impact. This is not 

being conceited or cocky or nothing like that but I want to be somebody 

that when I’m gone, I want people to remember me. I want to do things. I 

wouldn’t mind dying with a building in my name...I want them to name a 

rec center after me. I want people to continue to talk about maybe a study 

that I wrote or a theory that I came up with or like I said if kids are going 

to my rec center or something that I’ve not necessarily built but it was in 

my honor...No, it’s like he was somebody.                          
 

  Symbolic Immortality was the rarest type of generativity theme found in the 

coded responses. Overall, results for the Symbolic Immortality theme were similar for 

both groups: 33% of non-offenders and 27.7% of desisters had one coded response that 

contained this theme.  

 

Frequency of Using Generativity Themes for Non-offenders and Desisters 

 

 The percentage of men in both groups whose responses contained each 

generativity theme was similar for Offering, Next Generation and Symbolic Immortality. 

As shown in Table 6, Fisher's exact tests suggested that there was no significant 

relationship between group status and any of the generativity themes.  
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 Table 6: Generativity Themes Reported by Group 

 

 Non-offenders Desisters  

 (N=12) (N=18)   

  %  % X
2 
(1df) p 

Creating 9   75.0% 8 44.0% 2.738 0.141 

Maintaining 8   66.6% 6 33.3% 3.214 0.135 

Offering  12 100.0% 17 94.4% 0.690 1.000 

Next Generation 9 75.0% 13 72.2% 0.028 1.000 

Symbolic Immortality 4 33.3% 5 27.8% 0.106 1.000 

 

Mean Scores for Non-offenders and Desisters for Total Generativity Themes 

 

 One important question is whether non-offenders and desisters differed in regard 

to the total number of generativity themes. As indicated in Table 7, the mean scores for 

total generativity themes were 6.33 for non-offenders and 4.61 for desisters. An 

independent samples t-test suggested that there was no significant difference between the 

two groups' mean scores for total generativity themes. 

  

Table 7: Mean Scores for Total Generativity Themes in Each Coded Response 

 

 Non-offenders 

(N=12) 

Desisters 

(N=18) 

 

 Mean SD Mean SD  t(28 df) p 

Future Scene 2.0833 1.08362 1.5556 0.98352 1.383 0.178 

Short/Long-term Goals 2.5833 1.31137 1.2222 1.43714 2.629 0.014* 

Generativity Question 1.6667 0.77850 1.8333 1.24853 -0.411 0.684 

Total  6.3333 2.26969 4.6111 2.65992 1.838 0.077 

*p < .05 
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The mean number of generativity themes identified in each of the three coded 

responses for non-offenders and desisters are also presented in Table 7. Independent 

samples t-tests suggested that there were no significant differences between the groups 

for the number of generativity themes identified in respondents' future scenes and 

answers to the generativity question. However, there was a statistically significant 

difference between the non-offender and desister groups for the number of generativity 

themes identified in responses to the short-term/long-term goals question. This suggests 

that the finding that non-offenders, on average, utilized more generativity themes (M = 

2.58) when discussing their short-term and long-term goals compared to desisters (M = 

1.22) might be a meaningful difference.  

 

LGS and GBC Survey Results 

 

Two standardized generativity instruments, the Loyola Generativity Scale (LGS), 

which measures generative concerns (McAdams, no date b), and the Generative Behavior 

Checklist (GBC), which measures generative behaviors (McAdams, no date a), were 

administered to each respondent. They produced scores that can be compared with those 

collected from participants in other studies who are more representative of the general 

population (see McAdams et al., 2001; McAdams et al., 1993). The use of standardized 

generativity instruments also provided the ability to categorize respondents as highly 

generative or less generative. Table 8 presents the mean scores for non-offenders and 

desisters on the Loyola Generativity Scale (LGS) and Generative Behavior Checklist 

(GBC) as well as the results of the independent samples t-tests.  
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Table 8: Group Means and T-test Results for LGS and GBC 

 

 Non-offenders (N=12) Desisters (N=19)  

 Mean SD Mean SD t(29 df) p 

LGS 46.08 9.8210 43.00 7.087 1.016 0.318 

GBC 37.50 9.8950 34.79 11.797 0.661 0.514 

 

An independent samples t-test suggested that there was no significant difference 

between the non-offender group (M = 46.08) and the desisting group (M = 43.00) on the 

Loyola Generativity Scale. Similarly, an independent samples t-test suggested that there 

was no statistically significant difference between the non-offender group (M = 37.50) 

and the desisting group (M = 34.79) on the Generative Behavior Checklist. 

 

Identification of Highly Generative and Less Generative Respondents 

 

In McAdams’ research, respondents are identified as either highly generative or 

less generative if their scores fall at least one standard deviation above or below the 

sample’s mean scores on at least two generativity measures [i.e. LGS, GBC or thematic 

coding of generativity goals/strivings] (McAdams et al., 2001). The same approach was 

used in this research project. The sample's range of scores, mean scores and standard 

deviations for the LGS, GBC and thematic coding results are provided in Table 9 as a 

reference for the reader. The scores required for respondents to qualify as either highly 

generative or less generative are presented in Table 10.  
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Table 9: Sample Means for LGS, GBC and Thematic Coding Results 

 

 Total Sample (N=31) 

 Range of Scores Mean SD 

LGS 23 to 58 44.19 8.236 

GBC 13 to 53 35.84 11.009 

Thematic Coding 1 to 10 5.26 2.582 

 

Table 10: Cut-off Scores for Highly Generative and Less Generative Groups 

  

 Highly Generative Less Generative 

LGS 52.42 35.95 

GBC 46.85 24.83 

Thematic Coding 7.84 2.68 

 

After producing z scores for the LGS, GBC and total generativity themes scores, 

four men (three non-offenders and one desister) were identified as highly generative 

based on the fact that their scores on at least two of these measures were one standard 

deviation above the mean for the entire sample (see Table 10 for the cut-off scores that 

were used to categorize highly generative and less generative respondents). All three non-

offenders were between the ages of 31 and 36 years old. These respondents' LGS, GBC 

and generativity theme scores were as follows: (54, 53, 4) (54, 45, 9) (58, 47, 8). The one 

highly generative desister was in his early 40s and his scores were: LGS (57), GBC (48) 

and generativity themes (5). Two desisting respondents (ages 39 and 52) were identified 

as less generative. Their scores on the LGS, GBC and generativity thematic coding were 

as follows: (30, 50, 2) and (40, 24, 1).  
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The sample's mean scores for the LGS and the GBC are somewhat higher than 

what is typically reported in the research literature. In a study conducted by McAdams 

and de St. Aubin (1992), the mean score on the LGS for the men in their sample was 40.8 

(SD=7.9). They also report findings from another study that they conducted where the 

mean score on the GBC was 32.37 (SD=11.24) for the entire sample (McAdams and de 

St. Aubin, 1992). These results are very similar to those from another research project 

that specifically divided respondents into different age groups. There the mean scores for 

the midlife adults (ages 37 to 42) were 41.82 on the LGS (SD=6.95) and 31.55 on the 

GBC (SD =10.25) (McAdams, de St Aubin and Logan, 1993). 

The sample's high mean scores on the LGS and GBC and marked differences in 

many of the men's scores across all three measures made it extremely difficult for 

respondents to obtain high enough scores to fall into the highly generative group. It also 

raised questions about whether the sample was comprised of men with generativity levels 

that were atypical. In order to explore this possibility, the respondents' scores on the LGS 

and GBC were compared to those belonging to the highly generative and less generative 

groups that participated in the first study to specifically explore generativity among a 

mixed race sample of white middle class respondents and primarily working class African 

American respondents, which was conducted by Hart, McAdams, Hirsch and Bauer 

(2001). The group of highly generative participants from that study had a mean score of 

49.6 on the LGS (SD=3.99) and a mean score of 36.3 on the GBC (SD=10) (McAdams et 

al., 2001). The group of less generative respondents from that study had a mean score of 

30.9 on the LGS (SD=4.44) and a mean score of 26 on the GBC (SD=9.1) (McAdams et 

al., 2001). 
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 In fact, the mean scores for the current sample are close to those belonging to the 

highly generative group in that study. Additionally, the non-offender group's mean score 

for the GBC exceeds the mean score for the highly generative group in that other study. If 

respondents in the current study were categorized as highly generative simply based on 

whether they scored at or above the mean scores on the LGS and GBC for the highly 

group in the previous study, six non-offenders and two desisters would have qualified as 

highly generative. This number, which is itself rather conservative, would have accounted 

for approximately 26% of the current sample.  

 

Conclusion 

 

In conclusion, the appearance of agency and communion themes in the coded key 

scenes belonging to non-offenders and desisters was remarkably similar. For example, 

there were no meaningful differences in the percentage of the two groups whose high 

points, low points and turning points contained the agency themes of Self-Mastery, 

Status/Victory, Achievement/Responsibility and Empowerment and the communion 

themes of Love/Friendship, Dialogue, Caring/Helping and Unity/Togetherness. 

Additionally, the mean number of total agency themes identified in the three coded key 

scenes was virtually identical for non-offenders (2.75) and desisters (2.76). Similarly, the 

mean number of total communion themes was similar for non-offenders (2.75) and 

desisters (2.65).  

The findings for redemption sequences suggested that non-offenders and desisters 

were very similar in their tendency to identify a silver lining when narrating a negative 

life experience. There was little difference in the percentage of non-offenders and 



 

 169 

desisters who used a redemption sequence in at least one of the coded key scenes. The 

two groups’ mean scores for the total number of points assigned to redemption sequences 

once bonus points for Enhanced Agency, Enhanced Communion and Ultimate Concerns 

were taken into account also were very similar.  

It is important to note that the qualitative exploration of the entire life story 

interview transcripts tended to support the similarities that were found in the appearance 

of redemption sequences and agency and communion themes in the high points, low 

points and turning points of both groups. In general, the results suggested that there was 

little difference between the two groups, regardless of whether the transcripts were 

explored qualitatively or the mean scores or percentage of desisters and non-offenders 

who utilized a theme or narrative device in the coded key scenes were being compared or 

statistical testing was conducted.  

Three clusters of themes were identified in the coded key scenes. They appeared 

in respondents' discussions of becoming a father, desistance from crime and recovery 

from substance abuse. Descriptions of each of these experiences contained the theme of 

Self-Mastery, which reflects the idea of cognitive transformation and involves gaining 

insights about one's identity or goals in life or being strengthened by overcoming 

challenges. It is important to note that key scenes about desistance from crime and 

recovery from substance abuse produced different thematic clusters. Empowerment was 

only present in the code configuration for recovery from substance abuse recovery.   

In general, the results for the thematic coding, the Loyola Generativity Scale 

(LGS) and the Generative Behavior Checklist (GBC) were very similar for desisters and 

non-offenders. The percentage of non-offenders and desisters whose responses contained 
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each generativity theme was very similar for Offering, Next Generation and Symbolic 

Immortality. There was no meaningful difference between the two groups’ mean scores 

for total generativity themes. The two groups' mean scores on the Loyola Generativity 

Scale (LGS) and the Generative Behavior Checklist (GBC) were very similar. Overall, 

the sample produced higher mean scores on both the LGS and GBC than are normally 

reported in the literature. At the very least, it can be said that the desisting respondents 

reported levels of generative behavior and generative concern that were at least 

comparable to average people their own age. Additionally, almost every single desister 

expressed a desire to help others and many of these respondents were actively pursuing 

that task, which was reflected in the fact that their mean score on total generativity 

themes for the generativity question was equal to their non-offending counterparts who 

were frequently very generative themselves.  
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CHAPTER 5: TWO APPROACHES TO NARRATING DESISTANCE 

 

Introduction 

  

 Results presented in this chapter directly address the study's third research 

objective - to explore the degree to which the personal narratives of desisters or non-

offenders, as separate groups, contain a unique configuration of defining characteristics. 

This research objective directly relates to Maruna’s previous findings that the life stories 

of desisters shared certain characteristics and a common story line that formed a salvation 

script, which was distinct from the persisters’ condemnation script. Thus, the analytical 

process was focused on identifying what was similar across narratives and what was 

distinct and, then, untangling whether any variations that were found were confined to 

members of a single group while searching for examples that might counter this 

determination.  

The results of the open coding and narrative analysis were, in many ways, 

consistent with the findings from the application of the pre-established coding schemes, 

which were presented in Chapter 4. Overall, the life stories of desisters and non-offenders 

were remarkably similar as far as their thematic content and narrative features were 

concerned. The ways in which the men described and interpreted the importance of 

shared experiences such as early childhood, going to school, entering the workforce and 

starting families were often indistinguishable. Both groups of respondents tended to craft 

narratives where they drew from earlier life experiences to identify reoccurring themes 

that helped to explain the trajectory of their lives and express deeply held beliefs about 

who they are as people. Additionally, the men in both groups attempted to find silver 
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linings when they narrated negative or difficult (sometimes quite painful) life 

experiences. 

The only major difference between the life stories of desisters and non-offenders 

emerged in their discussions of offending or non-offending and the ex-offenders’ 

narratives about their previous criminal activity and experiences with the criminal justice 

system. The most striking feature of the desisters' life stories were the ways in which they 

constructed personal narratives that sought to explain both their previous behavior and 

their continued desistance from crime, simultaneously. As a result, the majority of this 

chapter is devoted to discussing the two distinct types of desistance narratives that were 

identified in this study. Both of them addressed the need for coherence in a life story but 

accomplished this task in very different ways.     

 

"I hustle when I work, that's one thing about me":  

Narratives about Desistance from Entrepreneurial Crime 

 

 The first type of desistance narrative identified in this study was utilized by ex-

offenders who were primarily involved in drug dealing and presented their previous 

criminal activity as entrepreneurial in nature. These men tended to identify the fear of 

future punishment and risk reduction, due to increased dangers associated with “the 

streets”, as the main reasons why they started to consider changing both their lifestyle 

and their behavior. Often this process of reflection and self-assessment happened while 

the men were incarcerated or serving lengthy probation sentences. These men drew from 

their past criminal activities in order to identify positive personality traits and transferable 

skills that could aid them in giving up crime. In doing so, they crafted narratives about 
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desistance that helped to provide cohesion to their life stories. For the sake of 

convenience, this type of desistance narrative will be referred to as the hustler desistance 

narrative since respondents who used it tended to emphasize the dual meaning of the 

word “hustling.” 

 The first component of the hustler desistance narrative was that respondents 

described their former offending in economic terms and believed that their involvement 

in illegal activity was primarily driven by money and greed, which they viewed as 

addictions. As Slim explained while discussing his return to drug dealing after a lull in 

offending, “It was just about the money, that's what it was, that's what decided to reel 

me...that's what reeled me back in.” Men who utilized the hustler desistance narrative 

typically identified the lure of fast money and the fun and excitement of "the fast life" as 

factors that influenced their initial decision to sell drugs. They often stated that when they 

were actively committing crime, they either did not fear getting caught or believed that 

they were capable of avoiding arrest. Many of their statements on this topic reflected 

what they later admitted was arrogance and feelings of invincibility, as well as a general 

belief that drug dealing is not necessarily wrong. As Mark put it: 

 

[You] kind of get an attitude where it “that ain’t gonna happen to me,” 

where you think you smarter than the game and that’s what everybody 

thought. Everybody get caught eventually. And those that didn’t is lucky. 

There’s very few success stories, though, very few. A lot of them guys they 

did invest it now in real estate and everything and got out of it. But I know 

of a lot of bad stories too, that ended bad, death and in jail.    

 

While somewhat subtle, this respondent is hitting upon another idea that was 

expressed by many men who utilized the hustler desistance narrative: their 

criminal activity was driven by short-term hedonism. As a result, when they 
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decided to desist from crime, they often emphasized the need to consider their 

options, think long term and plan for the future.  

Respondents who utilized the hustler desistance narrative frequently presented 

their desire for money and/or the urge to hustle as analogous to drug addiction. Their 

discussions of this topic mirrored how recovering addicts talk about drug use. This 

included respondents describing receiving a euphoric feeling from selling drugs that was 

comparable to getting high. It is important to note that none of these men reported using 

hard-core drugs. In fact, many of the former drug dealers specifically mentioned that 

sampling one’s own product was very bad for business. If they had developed substance 

abuse problems, it would have cut into their profits and inevitably jeopardized their entire 

operation. These men were quick to point out that they struggled with a different type of 

addiction, to either money or hustling, itself. This sentiment was expressed by 

respondents who used the hustler desistance narrative regardless of their personal history 

of drug use, their exposure to drug treatment programs and self-help groups, and their 

belief in the usefulness of Narcotics Anonymous.   

As the following quotation demonstrates, it was very common for these men to 

draw parallels between drug recovery and desistance from crime:  

 

I never thought that I had, like, a drug problem, (said with emphasis) cause 

it was Weed but once I started going to rehab and talking with people and 

realizing the addiction aspect of it and it could be anything…you know, if 

you can't control it, then, you need to let it go and that’s why I can’t 

hustle...I don’t do this, I can't because I remember. It’s just the same as me 

smoking Weed.               (Medicine Man) 

 

It is important to note that, at the beginning of this passage, the respondent is clearly 

referencing his prior drug use, but towards the end he is focused on his addiction to 



 

 175 

hustling, which he presented as an equivalent but distinct problem. Like most of the men 

who utilized the hustler desistance narrative, he regularly smoked marijuana when he was 

actively offending. A few of these men, including Medicine Man, believed that their pot 

use may have qualified as a substance abuse problem, at one point in their lives. 

However, he was the only one of these respondents who voluntarily entered any type of 

drug treatment program and did so when he was no longer under any form of supervision 

by the criminal justice system. Nonetheless, almost every man who utilized the hustler 

desistance narrative was familiar with the teachings of NA/AA and various drug 

treatment regimens, even when they reported no history of drug use. This was because 

they were usually mandated to participate in some type of substance abuse program, 

while they were incarcerated, on probation or parole or living in half-way houses. The 

former drug dealers’ exposure to these teachings may help to explain why they compared 

their desire for money and drive to hustle to substance abuse, which is a much more 

widely understood form of addiction.  

Not surprisingly, some of these men specifically pointed out that there are very 

few supports available to assist people who are trying to give up drug dealing and 

struggling with an addiction to money. As Pablo put it, “There is no 12 step 

program...cause you need money and I’ve learned in life that money is a tool...to get you 

into other things that you want in life.” Similarly, Thurgood Marshall said:  

 

When you make the choice not to go back to jail (underlined word said 

with extra emphasis) or not to do these criminal things, it’s not just the 

responsibility of that person, otherwise it’s not going to work. It’s just like 

a drug addict; a person who’s on drugs and makes a decision to not do 

drugs (slight pause) is going to need more support than just their mindset 

that they’re not going to do it anymore. They’re going to need that friend 

who they used to drink with to not drink with them. They’re going need 
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that friend who they used to always be able to borrow money off of to go 

get high to not give them that money [and instead say] ‘Ok, listen, why 

don’t I go take you and get what you need’ [to ensure that the money is not 

used to purchase drugs]. 

 

The men’s forced participation in drug treatment programs, which they often felt did not 

meet their needs, probably heightened their awareness of the lack of any specialized 

services to address the unique challenges faced by desisting illegal entrepreneurs and 

contributed to their tendency to draw parallels between recovery from drug addiction and 

desistance from crime.  

The second major component of the hustler desistance narrative was the 

respondents’ attempts to explain their past actions by saying that they viewed drug 

dealing as a business and did not think that it was necessarily wrong. When asked how 

they would have responded to someone calling them a criminal when they were actively 

offending, most of the men answered in ways that demonstrated that they would have 

either readily accepted this classification or would have wanted to qualify it slightly due 

to their value judgments on drug dealing. For example, Philly said that he would have 

accepted the idea of being identified as a criminal because of his relatively minor non-

drug cases, which he differentiated from drug dealing, but earnestly tried to mount an 

argument against our country’s drug laws, which was a common practice for respondents 

who crafted the hustler desistance narrative. He stated: 

 

I mean, of course it’s considered criminal behavior but, me, personally, I 

wouldn’t consider it criminal behavior because only person that got hurt 

was me, you know. But, um, I use this a lot, when you’re selling drugs, 

you have some type of consent with the person you’re dealing drugs to, 

you know, and if that person don’t put in a complaint saying “Well, this 

person’s selling drugs” and he was injured in some type of way, then I 

don’t believe that’s a crime. Um, it became a crime when I served the 
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undercover cop, you know. See, things in the U.S. is funny, cause, you 

know, you can get away with a lot of things when it’s in the dark but when 

it comes under the light of scrutiny, you know, a lot of things that people 

might think is right is wrong.                                                             (Philly) 

 

Medicine Man’s response to the same interview question heavily focused on the 

entrepreneurial and transactional nature of drug dealing. It represents the quintessential 

example of an opinion that was so frequently expressed by this group of respondents that 

it serves as the foundation of the hustler desistance narrative. He stated:  

 

I would of said I’m not hurting anybody, I mean, I’m not making people 

do drugs. They asking me if I'm supposed to be a criminal. But I didn’t 

think I was doing nothing wrong. I mean I knew it was illegal but I wasn’t 

hurting anybody. I wasn’t stealing from anybody, like, I was paying my 

money to get my material. People was paying me. I look at it as a 

business, in a crazy way, but it was an illegal business but it was still 

(slight pause) a business.                         (Medicine Man) 

 

As both of the above quotations demonstrate, respondents who utilized the hustler 

desistance narrative consistently represented drug dealing as categorically different from 

other types of offenses. Both Medicine Man and Philly offered the justification that there 

were no real victims, at least in the traditional sense (i.e. no one got hurt) (see Maruna 

and Copes, 2005), and emphasized the consensual nature of drug sales in support of this 

position. Interestingly, Medicine Man goes one step further by pointing out that he 

purchased his drug supply, thereby, distinguishing himself from property offenders (who 

generally steal) as well as drug dealers who acquired their product through armed robbery 

and other acts of force. While almost all desisters, regardless of the type of crimes they 

committed, provided examples of other people who they believed were the “real 

criminals,” this group of men tended to discuss their former offending in value neutral 
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terms and stressed the illegality of drug dealing as a way to distinguish it from other 

“crimes,” which were viewed as not only against the law but morally wrong too.  

 The third major component of the hustler desistance narrative was the 

respondent’s use of examples from his prior offending to establish the longevity of 

certain positive traits, talents and beliefs. In many cases, these discussions were part of 

the larger and more complicated process of the respondents telling their life stories in 

ways that helped to create narrative coherence and consistency and largely mirrored those 

of non-offenders, especially men who were interested in entrepreneurship or studied 

business. Generally speaking, the lack of shame and stigma that respondents who utilized 

the hustler desistance narrative felt over their past involvement in drug sales seemed to 

negate the use of dramatic attempts at re-biography. Instead, they frequently mined their 

past criminal activities in order to establish that they were good guys all along. For 

example, Thurgood Marshall said: 

 

As far as myself, a lot of my ways have changed, ah, well not really, 

because (slight pause) like I’ve always been...Yeah, I’ve always just been 

in the middle. I now told you, I never liked selling drugs...I--I--I would be 

quick to tell somebody pregnant (slight pause - grappling to find his 

words) "You can’t have this,” doesn’t matter how much money they had. I 

would be quick to say to a friend, “I can’t give you that, like, Nah. You're 

gonna have to get that from somewhere else.”              
  

It is worth mentioning that Thurgood Marshall had not previously stated that he had a 

problem with selling drugs and this statement arose when he was trying to identify ways 

in which he was trying to make the world a better place, after starting his response by 

focusing on how his children had done some recent volunteer work. Like other former 

drug dealers, throughout his interview, Thurgood Marshall repeatedly pointed out that, 

when he was younger, there was more structure, behavioral rules and codes of conduct on 
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the streets. The passage quoted above is very much in line with his discussion of this 

topic and the willingness to turn away specific groups of potential customers is similar to 

examples he provided of behavioral norms that were once adhered to by local drug 

dealers. In other cases, respondents who presented the hustler desistance narrative 

pointed to positive personality traits that were more directly related to how they 

conducted business as drug dealers. For example, Philly said:  

 

I started selling drugs again and this time around things went very well 

cause...I already was known around my way and all the drug addicts, they 

always liked doing business with me because...(slight pause) My mentality 

as far as selling drugs, it wasn’t how much I could sell in a day or 

anything like that, it was how many people can I continuously serve. So, I 

would just give deals because I was getting it for a good price and it 

wasn’t hurting my quota...Things was looking real good and I felt like me 

again, I felt like when I first started selling drugs, like “Alright, this where 

I belong at." (extra emphasis and increasing pitch) I had a degree of 

control in my life again.                                                                      

 

In this quotation, Philly is presenting himself as the friendly, likable drug dealer who 

preferred providing a quality service to his customers and helping to save them money 

rather than focusing on sheer numbers. Unlike Thurgood Marshall’s fleeting statement 

about the fact that he did not particularly like selling drugs, Philly openly embraced the 

identity of a drug dealer when he described feeling more like himself and in control 

during this successful attempt to return to drug dealing after a previous failure. It is 

interesting to note that while the content of each quotation is completely different the 

overall message is that these respondents were "drug dealers with a heart" who had 

values, principles and personal codes of conduct and were even willing to sacrifice some 

profit while committing an economically driven offense. The tendency for desisters to 

mine their past including previous criminal activity in order to identify longstanding, 
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positive traits was also found in the Liverpool Desistance Study (see Maruna, 1998; 

2001).  

 In a related vein, the fourth major component of the hustler desistance narrative 

was the presentation of the respondent as someone who was smart, business-minded and 

willing to work hard. Respondents who crafted this desistance narrative almost always 

had legal jobs prior to their involvement in crime and frequently worked in the legitimate 

economy simultaneously with dealing drugs. It also was very common for these men to 

describe shifting back and forth between legal employment and drug dealing, often 

resorting to the latter when they became dissatisfied at work or lost their jobs, especially 

if they had trouble finding new ones or encountered a particularly good opportunity.  

 Respondents often spent a lot of time discussing their legal work history including 

providing detailed examples of how they exemplified valued, hardworking employees 

who were recognized for their contributions in the workplace. In some cases, these men 

explicitly stated that they had held legal jobs as a way to emphasize that they were always 

more than just drug dealers. This seemed to serve several purposes including countering 

the common stigma and stereotypes held about ex-offenders by deliberately rejecting this 

master status, normalizing their life experiences by showing how they are similar to other 

people and establishing that they had a legal work history that they could turn to when 

desisting from crime. Even when this idea was not directly expressed, it seemed as 

though respondents were making this point implicitly, by devoting so much time to 

discussing their legal jobs and sometimes glossing over their illegal activities in the 

process. Overall, their discussions of work, both in the legal and underground economies, 

painted a picture of men who were ready, willing and able to work hard and frequently 
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looked for opportunities to secure their continued employment or grow their legal and 

illegal businesses.  

  The fifth, and final, component of the hustler desistance narrative involved the 

belief that adopting a different type of lifestyle and finding another way to make money 

were the most important elements to their desistance process. For example, Medicine 

Man decided to stop selling drugs during his second prison sentence when he realized: 

 

You know, I’m intelligent, I do have dreams, I got goals and the only 

reason I’m in lockup is because [of] drugs, like it’s not like I hurt 

somebody...(slight pause) So I figured if I can just find a way to make 

money other than selling drugs, then I should be all right. 

 

The fact that these men viewed drug dealing as an economically motivated offense that 

shared many similarities with legal jobs and small business ownership certainly played a 

role in their ability to approach desistance this way. It also provided the foundation for 

creating a game plan on how to accomplish this goal and helped to instill confidence that 

they could succeed by using a framework that was already familiar to them.  

 While the vast majority of respondents, both non-offenders and desisters, had a 

desire to start small businesses, men who crafted the hustler desistance narrative were 

particularly drawn to this idea. As former drug dealers, they viewed entrepreneurship as a 

way to utilize their previous experience, personal strengths and unique skill sets within 

the confines of the legal economy. They also saw small business ownership as an 

effective way to avoid facing discrimination from potential employers due to their status 

as ex-offenders and the need to take entry level, service sector jobs, which they often felt 

were belittling and beneath them. Because these men viewed drug dealing as an illegal 

business, they often saw becoming a small business owner as a natural, common-sense 
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way for them to change gears and make money legally while still protecting their dignity 

and retaining some personal agency and autonomy in the process.  

 Many of these men used the term “hustle” to describe both their past criminal acts 

and their current legal activity. They also fully embraced the positive connotations behind 

the idea of being someone who “hustles” as far as having a good work ethic, ingenuity 

and the ability to get things done. For example, when Medicine Man was asked how he 

had changed, he responded: 

 

Minus the legal part? (Interviewer: Mm, hm.) I still got the hustle in me, 

the motivation, the survival. It’s just, ah, the change is trying to think 

before I (slight pause) act. Realizing the consequences, knowing that I 

only got one strike left.                                                      

 

It was fairly common for men who used the hustler narrative to say that they still had the 

desire to hustle. Since desisting from crime, however, they harnessed this urge in more 

productive ways. For example, they used this term to refer to making extra money under 

the table by cutting hair and being a DJ on the weekends or starting side businesses as 

vendors, producing and distributing their own music, or selling clothing that they 

designed. A few respondents, including Medicine Man, acquired new skills and/or 

vocational training and created full-fledged small businesses in the legitimate economy.  

 The ability to embrace some of the more positive attributes attached to the idea of 

hustling such as being driven, ambitious and hardworking seemed to be important in 

instilling the type of confidence, bravery and grit that is needed to attempt desisting from 

economically motivated, entrepreneurial crime such as drug dealing. Interestingly, this 

seemed to be true even if the respondents encountered some challenges along the way or 

were struggling financially. For example, respondents who were unhappy with their 
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current wages, unable to find steady employment or had been unsuccessful at starting 

their own businesses were able to continue desisting from crime by adopting this 

strengths-based outlook.  

Over time, most of the men embraced a wide range of pursuits that helped to 

support their desistance from crime and buffered disappointments. For example, despite 

having an established work history in the legal economy, Thurgood Marshall decided to 

sign up for college classes, after an unsuccessful job search, following his most recent 

release from prison. Even though he found the process intimidating and struggled with 

his coursework, his view of himself as smart, hard working and someone who made the 

most of every opportunity helped him to persevere. Similarly, while Slim was not 

completely happy with his current pay rate, he enjoyed using his new vocational training 

to gain experience and improve his craft so that he could one day open his own business. 

Lastly, Medicine Man decided to acquire new skills and training in order to start his own 

business after having difficulties getting hired in another field, which he had just trained 

for, due to his visible tattoos, and realizing that it would be too difficult to build-up a 

private clientele without working with the general public first. As someone who had 

experienced the hardship of losing a small business when he was younger, he continued 

to believe that he was meant to be an entrepreneur and was using his profits to not only 

maintain his current business but also pay for college classes so that he could get the 

degree required to start another type of small business. His willingness to complete 

multiple types of trainings and earn various professional licenses so that he could enter 

new fields, as well as his belief in himself as a businessman, gave him the confidence to 

try new things and not get discouraged when he encountered obstacles along the way.  
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 This aspect of the hustler desistance narrative’s potential role in continued 

desistance is especially important because the former drug dealers who crafted it would 

be highly vulnerable to returning to crime when they encounter challenges in the 

workplace. However, the acquisition of new professional identities, the establishment of 

business ventures and the pursuit of higher education seemed to provide strong incentives 

to continue avoiding crime since they were something that could be lost if the 

respondents recidivated and, in the end, they seemed to encourage secondary desistance.  

 The hustler desistance narrative is consistent with previous research findings, such 

as those of Maruna (1998; 2001), that fall within the “cognitive transformation and self-

concept / identity change-focused” perspective on desistance. In particular, it reflects 

many of the ideas expressed in Giordano et al. (2002)’s theory of cognitive 

transformation such as the importance of an ex-offender being open to change, receptive 

to a specific hook for change and able to imagine and create a conventional, pro-social 

“replacement self” with goals that are incompatible with committing crime in the future. 

The hustler desistance narrative also has implications for the design and implementation 

of correctional programming, reentry planning and other supportive services that might 

be able to uniquely benefit former drug dealers and others who committed entrepreneurial 

crimes by taking into account their worldviews, motivations, goals and unique self-

concepts in order to encourage and support their desistance from crime. This topic will be 

discussed in Chapter 6.  
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"Never Really a Bad Guy": The “Real Me” Narrative 

 

The second type of desistance narrative identified in this study was exclusively 

utilized by respondents who had perpetrated acts of violence. These men presented their 

use of violence as uncharacteristic of who they are as people. Due to the shame and 

stigma attached to violent offending, they were unable to identify any positive personality 

traits or transferable skills from their criminal history that could aid them in giving up 

crime. Instead, they expressed the belief that they were innately good people who wanted 

to help others. This stance helped to add a degree of coherence and internal consistency 

to their life stories, specifically involving how to account for both their past criminal 

activity and recent desistance from crime. For the sake of convenience, this type of 

narrative will be referred to as the “real me” narrative because the common idea behind 

all three variants of this storyline was that the respondents were currently the people that 

they were always meant to be (i.e. “the real me”). It is important to note that Maruna 

(2001) introduced the concept of the “real me” (also referred to as the “core self,” "true 

self" and “real self” interchangeably) to the desistance research literature after identifying 

it as a key feature of desisters’ narratives. He argued that the “real me” concept helped 

respondents establish coherence in their life stories, through the act of re-biography. He 

also suggested that it may play an important role in secondary desistance. The findings of 

this study are very much in line with those of the Liverpool Desistance Study. However, 

there are a few important distinctions and several subtle differences involving the “real 

me” concept, which will be discussed further in Chapter 6. 

Respondents who utilized the “real me” narrative stressed the fact that they were 
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dramatically different when they were actively offending. A juxtaposition of how they 

behaved and what they felt deep down inside is useful for understanding the need for the 

“real me” narrative. When asked how they would have reacted if someone had called 

them a criminal, they said that they would have responded in defensive, antagonistic, 

angry and dismissive ways, when they were actively offending, which reflected their 

mindset and lifestyle at the time. For example, Ishtar stated that her response would have 

been “Fuck you. I’ve been very, very, very, ignorant, very nasty, very belligerent. I would 

have made all kinds of excuses to not own up to any responsibility.” This type of 

response is not particularly surprising since many of these respondents were serious, high 

rate offenders who committed numerous aggravated assaults and other violent acts, 

including manslaughter and attempted murder, in addition to regularly participating in 

other types of crimes. When these same respondents were asked how they would have 

described themselves at the time, their depressing and bleak outlook on life was quite 

striking, especially in comparison to the personas that they were trying to project. They 

were “emotionally wrecked, drained, near death” (Jazz) and felt like a waste of space, 

nobody or nothing.  

 Respondents who crafted the “real me” narrative presented descriptions of 

desistance from crime that were filled with references to major change, redemption, 

second chances, choosing to live and the importance of eye-opening revelations about 

life, one's purpose and valuing things including oneself and other people. These types of 

seismic shifts were frequently preceded by struggle, hardship and repeated failures. As a 

result, desistance from crime was presented as a transformational event rather than 

simply an occupational change or risk management strategy. The following examples 
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capture some of the common themes that emerged when respondents who utilized the 

“real me” narrative described how they had changed as a result of desisting from crime:  

 

I no longer do the things that I used to do. I have a value, [I] value life 

now. I value relationships with my loved ones and I have a stronger 

purpose, for life. I don’t take it for granted. I wasn’t sure I was gonna 

make it through a day, let alone a week. I was a little out of control so...I 

do the opposite now.                                                                  (Cameron) 

 

Like Cameron, some of the men heavily focused on internal changes, such as the ability 

to value life, family and himself and the importance of having a purpose. Other 

respondents identified specific behavioral changes as well. For example, Ace described 

experiencing a shift from being driven by hedonistic impulses to carefully thinking things 

through. He said:   

 

I don’t feel alone, angry or nothing, my temper, I’ve gotten better. (laugh) 

I can smile. I didn’t enjoy life, period. I just did crazy things & acted on 

my desires, I didn’t think about nothing. But now I can actually sit back 

and analyze things and say “you know this ain’t right, don’t do that” and I 

feel good about that, I feel good about myself now. I didn’t care about me 

before, I didn’t care whether I died.                                                      (Ace) 

 

Both statements make it clear that the narrators have changed in dramatic ways and 

include detailed examples that help to support this claim. The men wove examples of 

their previous negative behaviors and fatalistic perspectives into their answers as a way to 

remind the listener what this change really means. A willingness to smile or not take life 

for granted would probably not be particularly notable without comparing these 

behaviors to the negative, self-destructive ones that they replaced.  

 As a result of desisting from crime and experiencing a personal transformation, 

these respondents described themselves as being drastically different from the angry, 
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antagonistic and violent people who they used to be. Below are two examples of how 

respondents described themselves at the time of their interviews:  

 

Today, I would describe myself as a person who does not want any 

trouble, who abides by the law, who is happy (extra emphasis) to be in the 

position that I’m in and just a person who want to help people and 

motivate people to change as I did.     (The One) 

 

Like the One, many respondents who utilized the “real me” narrative viewed themselves 

as people who were playing by the rules and attempting to make a contribution to society. 

They were frequently both the recipients and providers of help and often mentioned that 

they had become more compassionate toward others only after learning to love 

themselves. It also was common for respondents to discuss feeling stronger, more capable 

and self-confident, due to this personal growth. Sometimes, these respondents viewed 

helping people as a way for them to ensure that others did not face the same struggles and 

hardships that they had endured. This was certainly true for Ishtar who is quoted below: 

 

I’m very careful not to hurt anybody’s feelings, I’m very careful with 

somebody else’s property. I believe I paid my dues to society. I see myself 

today, um, progressing. I’m growing stronger, not letting anything or 

anyone tear me down negatively. And if I see the negativity around me to 

at least bring them up, whomever it may be, to say something and make 

them aware and tell them they don’t have to do that and even if they give 

the treatment that I gave them years ago, “fuck you pal, get out of here,” I 

can understand it but, at least, I said something to make a difference. And I 

feel like I’m making a difference in myself and in my family and in those 

who come across me.         

                                      

It is important to note that the desire to help others and a carefulness in how they treated 

others or interacted with the world including the criminal justice system were common 
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themes. On their own, these statements do not seem particularly difficult to believe. 

When coupled with the knowledge that these narrators had stabbed someone to death or 

went to prison for engaging in multiple shoot-outs, they highlight one of the major 

conflicts that respondents who committed acts of violence faced - how do they explain 

who they are as people in light of such information. In order to accomplish this task, 

formerly violent respondents engaged in re-biography, the act of revising one’s life story. 

By expressing the “real me” concept, these individuals were able to avoid crafting 

narratives that were too fragmented for either the respondent or other people to accept 

(see Maruna, 2001). It also helped to add a degree of coherence and internal consistency 

to their life stories, specifically involving how to account for both their past criminal 

activity and recent desistance from crime.  

 The concept of the "real me" was expressed in the life narratives of formerly 

violent offenders in three different ways, which were frequently used by the same 

respondents at various times during their interviews. They include the belief that the 

narrator was always a good guy, references to the respondent becoming the person who 

he was always meant to be and the idea of changing into a different person. There were 

two other larger patterns that emerged during these discussions: the differentiation 

between good guys and bad guys and the argument that the respondent's true nature was 

diametrically opposed to his history of crimes and violence.  

 The first variant of the “real me” concept emphasized the idea that the respondent 

was always a good guy. It was comprised of four inter-related components: 1) I wasn't 

really a bad person; 2) Bad people led me astray either because they were the dangerous, 

violent ones but I followed along or they did things that led me to act violently toward 
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them; 3) When I committed crimes, I was acting out of character - it wasn't the "real me" 

and; 4) Someone else was able to recognize that I was really a good guy so it must be 

true.  

Respondents who used the “real me” narrative frequently phrased the belief that 

they were always good guys in the negative (i.e. I’m not a bad guy). For example, early 

in his interview, Ace said “I’m trying to figure out what made me, um, just choose the 

life. Cause my heart and soul, my spirit is actually good, I’m not a bad person, I just 

made bad choices.” It is important to notice how his choice of words, particularly the use 

of “me” and “I”, suggests that he is trying to take responsibility for his behavior. He also 

emphasized that his involvement with crime was an active choice and not something that 

passively happened to him. Unlike Ace who focused on the nature of his actions (i.e. poor 

decisions), Bobby offered a slightly more personal explanation for his involvement in 

juvenile delinquency. He stated:  

  

I just started acting out, you know, doing all kind of drugs, drinking, gang 

war, fighting, stealing. I was heading down a bad road. And I wasn’t a bad 

person, I was just an angry person and I didn’t know how to deal with 

what was going on.                                                                           (Bobby) 

 

While Bobby does not seem to be taking as much responsibility for his actions, it is 

important to understand that the ability to acknowledge that he had unresolved anger and 

was struggling to accept certain circumstances is an important step in the right direction. 

Many of the respondents who utilized the “real me” narrative experienced some type of 

trauma during their lives, often as young children. As a result, it was quite common for 

these men to reflect back on their lives and realize that they felt confused, unsafe and 

angry for many, many years. Often, these issues had only been acknowledged or 
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addressed recently.  

These men tried to build a case that they were not actually violent but had simply 

been influenced by other people. For example, Ace argued: 

 

I never did anything to hurt nobody as far as physically hurt them. I wasn't 

that type of person, I'm still not, never will do...that's just not in me but I 

have friends that were really dangerous people and for some reason I was 

attracted to these people and so I built my life around them in the 

beginning part of my life.                      

 

Despite these arguments, the men provided strong evidence that they had committed 

violent acts in the past. For example, Bobby commented "I don’t know [if] it was intent 

to kill but I was trying to take him out of here" when he was listing a string of aggravated 

assault convictions while reviewing his criminal history. In the face of such strong 

evidence that could be used to refute the fact that they were not really violent individuals, 

they continued to claim that these actions were inconsistent with who they really were as 

people by saying things like "I knew it wasn’t in my makeup and character but just called 

it having fun." (Bobby) 

Men who used this variant of the “real me” narrative often provided examples of 

people who recognized that they were actually good people, prior to their desistance from 

crime. While discussing the death of his grandmother when he was in his mid to late 30s, 

one of these men, Bobby, commented, "No matter what I did, she always had supported 

me. She know I wasn’t no bad person." When explaining how he received his subsidized 

apartment through a government agency, he said, "They knew I was a pretty good guy so 

when I found out they had a few slots open, I hurried up and applied and within three 

months...I got it. I was ecstatic."  
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 The second variant of the “real me” concept also presented the narrator’s original 

state as being positive and good. In this case, the focus was on the respondents’ 

realization that they were acting in ways that were inconsistent with their true selves. As a 

result of this insight, the men decided to change. As is clear from the examples below, 

this variant of the “real me” concept was the most explicit about desistance from crime. 

For example, Cameron described his personal change as:  

 

[A] second chance in life, um, (slight pause) just kinda pull myself up by 

the boot straps and just put my best foot forward, to be all that I can be, to 

be who I was actually made out to be, you know, from the very beginning, 

and a lot of talk time was lost in between, a lot of mistakes was made, in 

between time, but all being said and done, you know, just trying to carry 

forward and persevere from here on in.                                         

 

 

On the other hand, Jazz focused on the reasons why he decided to change when he stated:  

 

I got tired of being alone and I got tired of being broke and I got tired of 

being homeless. I got sick and tired. I’m like 'Oh man, you got so much 

going [for you] and you’re doing this shit.' Um, so it was really time for 

me to step up and be the man that I was meant to be.                         

 

While the phrasing is slightly different, these statements capture the same underlying 

belief that the respondents were not fulfilling their destiny by living in ways that failed to 

reflect who they were truly meant to be. They needed to recognize that fact in order to 

move forward with their lives and do something positive. These statements also reflect 

the ideas of wasting potential and trying to make up for lost time. Both of these ideas 

relate to a more general theme expressed by men who utilized the “real me” narrative that 

they had hit rock bottom before desisting from crime. In many cases, this was the 

cumulative result of years of addiction, committing crimes and long-term (or repeated 
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periods of short-term) incarceration, which irreparably damaged relationships with family 

members and left respondents with haunting memories of what life used to be like when 

they were good fathers, husbands and sons.  

 The third way in which formerly violent offenders discussed themselves and their 

desistance process was much more drastic and involved the idea that they had changed 

into a different person. This was the only type of "real me" narration that was utilized by 

a non-offender. The circumstances surrounding his dramatic personal transformation 

serve to highlight the unique nature of this storytelling method when it is used in the life 

narratives of formerly violent offenders. In this case, due to memory loss, the respondent 

literally woke up a different person after being brutally beaten during a robbery. When 

discussing his life before the assault, he frequently described himself as a "bad person," 

starting in high school when he beat up or threatened his peers. While he never 

committed any crimes, he did admit to doing some sketchy or shady things in the past 

and mentioned engaging in several violent incidents, usually bar fights. He described his 

former lifestyle as living on the edge or fringes. Following the assault, he experienced 

memory loss and was left with some permanent injuries. In describing the aftermath, he 

frequently recalled conversations with his mother where she commented on how much he 

had changed. He said: 

 

My mother was like “it’s hard to watch your child go through something 

like that but you are a completely different person. It’s not like your words 

are laced with venom.” Like it used to be everything I said was sarcastic 

and nasty. I was a real piece of work. I was a mean, mean person...I was 

bad...Like, the way I’m talking to you right now, that wouldn’t have been 

me. That would not have been me.                                                       (Stan) 

 

Although he sometimes referred to the assault and its aftermath as a tragedy, he also 
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recognized that it produced some extremely positive changes in him and in his lifestyle.  

 In general, the formerly violent offenders who described becoming different 

people often used this type of "real me" narration in tandem with the others. When they 

did make statements that fit into this category, these references seemed to serve a very 

specific purpose by expressing how much they had changed and the fact that they viewed 

their former lifestyles as incompatible with who they currently were. In many ways, it 

also felt like a narrative attempt to put the past behind them and show that they were 

moving on with their lives. As Ace explained: 

 

They [his siblings] looked at me like I was a piece of shit, 'You ain’t never 

gonna be nothing but a jailbird,' but that ain’t true, you know. I was just 

a...I was caught up in some...I don’t know what, I can’t even put a word to 

it but I was somewhere else, I ain’t that person no more, you know what I 

mean. And it feels good, like I told my sister the other day, 'See, thought I 

wasn’t gonna be nothing, didn’t you. Look at me now, I came a long way.'   

 

Cameron, on the other hand, provided a much more explicit example of this variant of the 

“real me” concept: While explaining how he had changed, he said:  

 

I’m a little different now. I’m a little more content with myself. Um, I'm 

not saying I’m the best person in the world or best guy in the world, but 

I’m a little more content in knowing that that was something I did and, in 

my past, and now I’m here and I look at being a different person here...in 

the present and my future.                                                            (Cameron) 

 

It is important to point out that none of these formerly violent offenders are really trying 

to argue that they are completely new people. The case of the one non-offender, who 

perhaps is making such a claim, highlights the fact that, short of experiencing memory 

loss as a result of extreme trauma, no one can escape his past while trying to account for 

drastic changes in behavior and identity. As a result, references to being a different person 
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should be considered another, albeit, extreme version of “real me” narrative, which is 

really just another way in which respondents attempted to explain their past while 

primarily focusing on the people who they have become. It is possible that this variant of 

the “real me” narrative is sometimes driven by the ex-offender’s frustration over an 

inability to prove that he has really changed internally (see Maruna and Roy, 2007, 

especially the example on p.116 belonging to a violent offender from the LDS). The fact 

that Ace used this form of “real me” narration when discussing his family’s belief that he 

could not change provides additional support for this argument. 

 The One, a formerly violent offender, provided descriptions of how he changed 

and who he was as a person that serve as a prototype for the "real me" concept, which 

was more fully integrated into his narrative compared to his counterparts. An exploration 

into the “real me” narrative that he constructed provides several good examples of re-

biography (i.e. the process of revising one's life story) and highlights some of the 

problems that people encounter when utilizing this approach. The One described the high 

point of his life as "believing that I was able to change and (slight pause) taking that 

belief system that I developed and making it happen." When asked how he was able to 

change, he responded: 

 

My only answer to how it happened would be that I was never who I acted 

like, I was never who I projected myself to be and I say that because, to 

me, it seems like the change that I (pats himself on the back) developed 

was very easy.                                                                                (The One) 

 

He literally compared it to his success quitting smoking cold turkey, after waking up one 

morning and deciding to throw his newly lit cigarette in the toilet and never to smoke 

again. He said he quickly realized that he could adapt the same approach to never 



 

 196 

committing crime again. It was extremely rare for other desisters to say that they 

suddenly just decided to change without identifying a reason. However, the One was an 

exception. He explained that nothing happened to spark his desistance from crime 

because: 

 

It was more or less, I’ve been living a lie. You know, you evaluate your 

lifestyle - the way you live, the people you hang with, the things you talk 

about, the things you do on a regular basis – and if you do a real 

evaluation and start understanding who you really are, what you really 

want and what you have to do to get it, then you should do something 

different.                                                                                        (The One) 

 

This statement underscores the fact that he viewed his desistance from crime as prompted 

by a cognitive change and a realignment of his goals and behavior following a process of 

introspection. This was a fairly common way in which men who started to desist from 

crime while in prison started this process.  

For this respondent as well as several others, the discussion of their current selves 

focused on the idea that they had finally discovered their true natures and were simply 

working to bring those to the forefront of their daily lives. For example, while discussing 

his volunteer work and professional identity in a helping field, the One explained: 

 

I’m doing what I’m doing because this is who I am. This is who I’ve 

always been but I didn’t realize it, or hone in on it, until after the second 

time I went to prison and I knew that I wasn’t a bad guy.              

 

As a result, he was not simply trying to argue that he had always acted like a good guy, 

which there was plenty of evidence to refute. Instead, he was identifying a change in how 

he viewed himself.  

 The One’s response to the interview question that asked the men to identify their 
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life theme provides some important clues to why formerly violent offenders might utilize 

the "real me" approach to narrate their life stories. He said: 

 

The major theme of my life is that I’ve always been a bad guy and I’m not 

anymore and I live today (taps the table) to prove to me (taps the table) 

that I was never really a bad guy so, I’m trying to change that thinking.                          

 

This fascinating statement probably reveals quite a bit about what is going on when 

respondents claim that they were never bad guys. This is one of few times when this 

respondent explicitly embraces the persona as a (former) bad guy and then rejects it as 

something that he has since discarded, before stating that he was never really a bad guy. 

The fact that he specifically presents his reason for living as the need to prove to himself 

that he was living a lie and was really a good person probably strikes at the heart of the 

primary purpose for the "real me" form of narration. While it is easy to discount 

statements that deny the past or contradict the facts, such as when formerly violent 

offenders try to claim that they were not really violent or were always good people, the 

above statement suggests that perhaps these narrations are the result of these men trying 

to convince themselves that what they are saying is true. This type of internal dialogue 

with oneself would be extremely rare to capture in life narratives and probably happens 

on a very unconscious level. Expressions of the "real me" concept may be a by-product of 

this internal thought process, which is, then, superimposed on the respondent’s 

discussions of himself and his past behavior.  

 The array of scattered explanations that the One provided when trying to elaborate 

on his response to the life theme question also suggests that there is some discomfort in 

trying to narrate the "real me." For example, he went on to state that he realized that he 
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wasn't a bad guy because he always cared and felt remorseful when he did things that 

were wrong; whereas he believed that some people don't care or feel remorseful. 

However, he also emphasized that it was more about other people labelling him as a bad 

guy rather than that he had viewed himself that way. As an example, he said: 

 

I went to prison for shooting a police officer and the circumstances...the 

way that I was living facilitated that action. However, that wasn’t me. 

When I was arrested, (taps on table for emphasis) I was treated (extra 

emphasis) like a person who was bad, because of that action, but as people 

got to know me and understand me, they started to help me better myself 

because they saw in me that “this guy not really...you know, a bad person, 

he just did bad things.                                                                    (The One) 

 

During this part of the interview, he argued that he was trying to change other people’s 

perceptions of him rather than convince himself that he wasn’t really a bad guy. His 

words, though, point to a somewhat more complicated process. For example, he was 

specifically identifying the role that stigma and labelling played in shaping other people's 

views of him, before they actually got to know him. He also never stated that he did not 

see himself as bad and only focused on the fact that other people did.  

The One also presents the existence of his true self as something that other people 

recognized in him, which prompted these individuals to help him improve himself. This 

highlights one of the consistent themes that emerged in the “real me” approach to 

narration. When respondents identified other people who were able to recognize these 

good qualities in them, these interactions usually occurred years before the men started to 

desist from crime. As a result, they should not be considered evidence of a certification 

process where ex-offenders point to people who can provide support for their claims of 

desistance, although this was certainly present in some of the men's narratives. Instead, 
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these examples seem to reinforce the belief that the respondent had these good traits all 

along, or he at least was worthy of being cared for and mentored when younger, and, 

therefore, helped to bolster his newfound belief in himself. The point is that these types 

of examples are not simply integrated into these men's life stories for the benefit of the 

listener but also serve an important internal function for the narrative itself (and for the 

narrator himself). It is also interesting that the respondent concludes by pointing out that 

these other people were able to distinguish between someone who is bad and someone 

who does bad things, which marks the difference between expressions of shame and 

expressions of guilt (see Braithwaite, 1989 and Brown, 2012). 

It is important to note that three formerly violent offenders did not utilize the "real 

me" approach to narration. They were each heavily involved in self-help or positive peer 

intervention programs. Two of these men were recovering drug addicts who were actively 

involved in AA/NA. As a result, these men could draw upon a preexisting internal 

narrative that tightly bound the reasons for their involvement in crime and violence (i.e., 

their addictions) with the ways in which they could maintain crime-free lifestyles (i.e., 

their continued or long-term sobriety) and, therefore, formed self-narrations about 

recovery instead. For example, Eddie, one of the formerly violent offenders whose 

narrative only contained hints of the "real me" concept, provided the following self-

narration about recovery: 

 

Sometimes, even now, I think about it. But now I got enough common 

sense to think about the whole picture not just the enjoyment of getting 

high. Now I can think about, “Yeah I’m gonna enjoy getting high but 

when I wake up the next day and I’m broke and because I’m not helping 

with my job, now they’re talking about firing me…” You know, I got to 

play the whole picture out. “If I lose my job because I went out and got 

high, I’m not gonna be able to pay my rent, I’m gonna be on the streets, 
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you know. I’m not gonna be able to take showers, I’m not gonna be able to 

put on clean clothes” cause, you know…I got to play all of this out. You 

know when I play it all out, I see how…It doesn’t look that tempting and 

tantalizing, you know. It looks more like a bullet to the head, suicide, so. 

It’s not interesting. 

 

This is very similar to one formerly violent offender who utilized the “real me” narrative 

making references to "playing the tapes" in his head as part of an internal narration about 

remaining crime free and continuously reminding himself of why he left his old lifestyle 

behind.  

While some of the men who utilized the "real me" approach to narration were 

former drug users who had participated in NA/AA, the reason why the two men who 

were most actively involved in this self-help / peer support organization may not have 

needed to engage in re-biography may lie in the fact that these men were not simply the 

recipients and providers of peer support with their fellow NA members. They were also 

professional-exes who utilized their past experiences with addiction and homelessness in 

order to work with these populations and described experiencing a huge amount of 

agency and increased feelings of self-worth and being valued by others as a direct result 

of this new identity. As a result, the risk of relapsing and recidivism also jeopardized their 

positive self-concepts as people who used their experiences to help others too. This is not 

much different from the formerly violent offender who used the "real me" concept to 

explain that he works in a helping field (but is not a professional ex) because that is who 

he really is compared to the "bad guy" that everyone thought he was for so long.  

There is another very good reason why the “real me” narrative, and re-biography 

more generally, would be particularly disadvantageous to these two men. As professional 

exes, they use their personal experiences and ability to identify with people who are 
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actively involved in addiction and homelessness (and sometimes crime as well) on a daily 

basis at work. It would not be particularly useful for them to craft a narrative that 

discounts these important life experiences or suggests that they were not really a part of 

who the respondent is as a person. The third formerly violent offender who did not use 

the "real me" concept in his narrative was heavily involved with being a peer facilitator 

and tutor in prison, frequently served on community panels of formerly incarcerated 

people who discussed their life experiences and views on crime-related issues and 

regularly worked with at-risk youth and juvenile delinquents as a mentor whose status as 

an ex-offender provided him with the unique ability to understand where they were 

coming from and reach them in ways that a non-offender likely could not.  

In the end, the “real me” narrative is a solution to one of the main problems 

formerly violent offenders encounter when narrating their life stories: how do they 

explain a past that is filled with negativity, violence and shameful qualities, experiences 

and behaviors without having it contaminate their current views of themselves or how 

other people see them. This would be a difficult task for anyone so it is not surprising that 

some respondents struggled to create coherent narratives and opted to reject parts of their 

life histories or claim that those actions do not define them as people in order to 

accomplish this task. This sometimes resulted in it sounding like the men were making 

claims that were inconsistent with their own accounts, as if they had never been violent or 

always had acted as good guys. Rather than denying what they had done or completely 

glossing over their past crimes, these references may have been efforts – conscious or 

unconscious – to actively revise their life stories in order to reinforce their current 

thinking about their innate "good" natures.  
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All three variations of the “real me” narrative were a direct result of this process. 

Furthermore, even though they sound contradictory, these different ideas were sometimes 

expressed by the same person, even simultaneously. This was possible because all such 

statements were by-products of a similar process of re-biography and served the same 

function - the maintenance of a crime-free life (i.e., secondary desistance). This may 

explain why the "real me" approach to narration often included only fleeting references to 

why someone committed crime, which typically sounded like excuses, and rarely 

contained much detailed information about how or why someone desisted from crime or 

even how they planned to remain crime-free in the future. The discussion of these topics 

was interwoven throughout the men’s life stories in more subtle and implicit ways and 

was not the focus of the “real me” narrative. It is important to understand that the “real 

me” approach to narration is not really about telling a story of desistance from crime or 

even explaining one's past in a way that outsiders will view as valid and completely 

logical. Instead, the expression of the “real me” concept should be considered the 

narrative results of someone who is desisting from crime attempting to reconstruct his life 

story in a way that places him in a position of strength and power for remaining crime-

free in the future. One of the underlying ideas behind all of the "real me" approaches to 

narration is the fact that, since desisting from crime, the respondent has embraced the 

idea that committing acts of violence is inconsistent with who he is as a person at a very 

deep and fundamental level. As a result, recidivism would place more than the narrator's 

freedom in jeopardy. It would deal a fatal blow to his current identity as someone who is 

finally embodying his true nature (i.e. a person who is good at heart) and, therefore, poke 

gaping holes in the internal story that he has constructed about his self-concept. 



 

 203 

 

Conclusion 

 

In this study, two main types of desistance narratives were identified. They appear 

to be driven by the respondents’ previous offending behavior, which played a role in 

shaping how the men viewed themselves as former offenders and, therefore, resulted in 

differences in how they narrated their desistance from crime. Men who utilized the 

hustler desistance narrative had committed crimes such as drug dealing and presented 

their offending as entrepreneurial in nature. They tended to draw from their past criminal 

activities in order to identify positive personality traits and transferable skills that could 

aid them in giving up crime. This helped the men to craft a narrative about desistance that 

provided cohesion to their life stories.  

The “real me” narrative contained a unique storyline that was not present in other 

life stories. It was specifically used by respondents who had perpetuated acts of violence, 

which limited their ability to identify any positive traits related to their past criminal 

activity. These men faced the difficult situation of explaining who they were as people in 

light of the fact that they had committed violent acts, which challenged their views of 

themselves as good people. The “real me” narrative was expressed in the following ways: 

“I have always been a good person and I was acting out of character when I was violent,” 

“I am finally the person I was always meant to be” or “I am a different person now”. 

They all resulted from trying to reconcile a past that had become inconsistent with the 

respondent’s view of himself. As a result, they involved crafting a narrative that 

explained what the respondent had done without jeopardizing his new found (positive) 
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self-concept. The “real me” narrative is the main example of how some desisters crafted 

narratives that contained a unique configuration of defining characteristics where the 

storyline was focused on explaining their crime commission and desistance from crime 

and ran parallel to the rest of their life stories. The fact that only respondents who had 

perpetrated violence used the “real me” narrative suggests that this type of re-biography 

is more critical for long-term desistance among this particular sub-set of ex-offenders.  
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CHAPTER 6: DISCUSSION 

 

Introduction 

 

This study was designed to help remedy an important gap in the desistance 

research literature by including non-offenders as a comparison group. As a result, the 

current research not only provided a deeper understanding of desisters’ life stories, but 

also produced comparable data for men within the same age group who were raised in 

similar neighborhoods and faced the same types of structural obstacles and social 

disadvantages but avoided committing crime as adults. One of the primary purposes of 

this study was to explore the appearance of agency, communion and generativity themes 

as well as the use of redemption and contamination sequences in the personal narratives 

of desisters and non-offenders.  

The research project also sought to investigate the possibility that desisting ex-

offenders may report generativity levels that are comparable to the general population or 

perhaps qualify as highly generative people. This goal was the direct result of considering 

the implications of Maruna’s (1998; 2001) findings in light of what is known about the 

relationship between generativity, agency and the use of redemption sequences. Lastly, 

this research project was focused on contributing to a growing body of the desistance 

literature that focuses on investigating the ways in which former offenders tell their life 

stories and integrate explanations for their previous criminal activity and their desistance 

from crime into their personal narratives. As a result, one of the aims of this study was to 

explore whether the life stories of reformed criminals are distinctive as Maruna’s (1998; 

2001) findings would suggest, or perhaps mirror those of their law abiding peers.  
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Summary, Discussion & Analysis of Main Findings 

 

This research project had three main objectives. In the following sections, the 

main findings pertaining to each research objective are summarized and discussed. This 

includes placing the results within the context of the larger research literature, when 

applicable, identifying the ways in which the findings contribute to the extant knowledge 

of desistance from crime and discussing any directions for future research that are 

directly related to individual results. 

 

Research Question #1 

 

The first research objective was to explore the appearance of agency, communion 

and generativity themes as well as the use of redemption and contamination sequences in 

the personal narratives of desisters and non-offenders. As the first study to explore these 

themes and narrative devices with a sample comprised of desisters and non-offenders, 

there are no previous research results that can be compared with these findings.  

Overall, the two groups were very similar in their use of agency and communion 

themes and redemption sequences (see Chapter 4). This was often the case on several 

different levels. For example, no meaningful differences were found in the percentage of 

non-offenders and desisters who utilized any of the agency or communion themes or a 

redemption sequence in at least one coded key scene. Similarities were also found in the 

percentage of non-offenders and desisters who used specific sub-types such as the three 
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forms of redemption sequences and sometimes the location of themes (i.e. high, low or 

turning points). The two groups also mirrored each other for the mean number of points 

assigned to agency themes and communion themes in each of the three coded key scenes 

as well as the mean number of total points received for these two general thematic 

categories. It is also important to note that the open coding and narrative analysis of the 

entire interview transcripts confirmed these findings when the appearance of redemption 

sequences and agency and communion themes was explored beyond the three key scenes 

that were analyzed here. The consistency with which these similarities were found and 

the fact that they cut across agency themes, communion themes and redemption 

sequences made them even more striking.
 
 

These findings are important for three reasons. First, agency and communion 

themes express human motivations that are fundamentally linked to one’s goals and 

desires and strongly tied to social interaction (McAdams, 1996). They have been 

identified as particularly meaningful for mid-life adults (McAdams, 1996). As a result, 

these findings suggest that the desisting respondents who participated in this study were 

quite similar to their non-offending counterparts in the use of themes that are expected to 

emerge in the life stories of mid-life adults. Additionally, the use of redemption sequences 

is inherently tied to personal growth and the development of a stronger understanding of 

the self, which are certainly desirable accomplishments.  

Second, these findings help to bolster the conclusion of the open coding and 

narrative analysis that the narratives of desisting respondents largely mirrored those of 

their law-abiding counterparts rather than possessing unique characteristics, except 

surrounding the experiences of criminal activity and desistance. A point that Maruna 
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(2001) raised about his sample in the Liverpool Desistance Study may be relevant in this 

regard. He viewed the active offenders and desisters as one group of people whose 

members were simply at two places on the same spectrum. Perhaps, the desisters and 

non-offenders in this study are located along that same continuum but are simply more 

indistinguishable because they are in much closer proximity with each other (i.e. the 

desisters are essentially becoming non-offenders). The general pattern of similarities 

between the two groups also raises the interesting question of whether previous research 

findings such as those of Maruna (1998; 2001) that identified statistically significant 

differences between persisters and desisters in the use of redemption sequences, 

generativity themes and agentic themes such as Achievement/Responsibility and 

Empowerment might have been revealing more about persisters than desisters, at least in 

this one regard.  

Third, research suggests that resilient people are able to overcome adversity and 

fare better than expected, based on their disadvantaged backgrounds and / or experiences 

with trauma, because they have developed certain types of coping mechanisms, skills and 

personal strengths (Fitzpatrick, 2011). Many of the traits associated with resilience seem 

to involve both agency and communion. For example, resilience may require an 

optimistic and adaptive way of thinking, introspection, self-efficacy, self-control, a 

willingness to act firmly toward the achievement of a desired goal and a focus on the 

future (Zemel, Ronel and Einat, 2016, p.112).  

Prior research findings suggest that resilience may be one reason why some youth 

who grow up in high crime areas are able to avoid becoming delinquents (Zemel, Ronel 

and Einat, 2016; Fitzpatrick, 2011). In particular, an internal locus of control, feelings of 
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accomplishment associated with some type of achievement and personal agency, more 

generally, have been identified as factors related to non-offending among youth who 

would have been categorized as at-risk due to their socio-economic status, family history 

and surrounding environment (Fitzpatrick, 2011). Regarding more communion-oriented 

factors, a youth’s satisfaction with family and community supports and his or her ability 

to identify available resources and develop a meaningful relationship with an unrelated 

adult may play a role in fostering this type of resilience (Fitzpatrick, 2011; Zemel, Ronel 

and Einat, 2016). Based on the life stories of non-offenders who participated in this study, 

it is highly likely that many of these men would have qualified as resilient children.  

As Bonanno (2005) points out, many of the characteristics that promote healthy 

development in children are also probably related to resilience in adults. It is possible that 

the non-offenders and desisters who participated in this study were very similar in their 

use of agency and communion themes as well as redemptive sequences because these 

men shared a common trait, resiliency. In particular, the non-offenders may have 

demonstrated resiliency at an early age, which would explain their ability to grow up and 

lead productive, often quite successful, law-abiding lives, even though they faced many 

of the same risk factors for delinquency and adult offending as their formerly criminally 

active counterparts. On the other hand, the desisting respondents may have exhibited 

resiliency later in life when they desisted from crime, a feat that is notoriously difficult 

and filled with challenges, and, therefore, probably requires a similar type of grit, 

perseverance and belief in one’s self.  

The role that resiliency might play in both non-offending and desistance is a topic 

deserving of further investigation. The research literature may benefit from the design of 
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future studies to specifically explore this topic in order to pay careful attention to the 

definitional issues involved with resiliency, since this term has been used to characterize 

both at-risk youth who avoided delinquency and former juvenile offenders who desisted.  

The exploration of any overlap between agency themes, communion themes and 

redemption or contamination sequences resulted in the identification of three distinct 

code configurations. They involved descriptions of the respondents’ entry into 

fatherhood, desistance from crime and recovery from substance abuse. In all three cases, 

the agency theme of Self-Mastery was present. This is important because Self-Mastery 

captures the idea of cognitive transformation and involves experiences where the narrator 

gained insights into his identity or goals in life or was strengthened as a result of 

overcoming challenges. The thematic cluster involving the birth of children reflected the 

belief that fatherhood triggered the assumption of new responsibilities that dramatically 

altered the men’s views of themselves as people and, therefore, altered their self-concept 

(i.e. identity). Key scenes that described desistance from crime shared a common 

storyline where the respondent came to the realization that he needed to change, 

discussed this idea with someone else, exerted personal agency to set new goals for the 

future and actively worked on accomplishing them. Key scenes that described recovery 

from substance abuse shared a common storyline where the respondent gained insights 

into the meaning of life or a greater control over his future as a result of struggling with 

addiction and entering recovery. One of the common features of both descriptions of 

desistance from crime and recovery from substance abuse was a redemption sequence.  

 The Empowerment theme was much more common in the coded key scenes that 

discussed recovery from substance abuse, appearing in over half of them. The fact that 
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the Empowerment theme was not commonly found in descriptions of desistance from 

crime but was a characteristic of many key scenes about recovery from substance abuse 

was somewhat surprising, especially since Maruna (1998; 2001) identified it as an 

important theme in desisters’ narratives. In this study, discussions about desistance from 

crime and recovery from addiction were analyzed separately and quite a few of the 

desisters reported that they never had substance abuse problems. This might help to 

explain why the Empowerment theme was not present in either the code configuration for 

desistance from crime or the two types of desistance narratives that were identified 

during the open coding and narrative analysis.  

The results for contamination sequences were less clear cut. Before discussing the 

main findings, a few patterns that were identified involving the location of contamination 

sequences are worthy of mention. The contamination of high point responses was quite 

common, which was unexpected since it means that these men identified a dark cloud 

hanging over one of the best times in their entire lives. The vast majority of these key 

scenes followed two distinct patterns. The respondents were describing experiences of 

belonging and family togetherness that were ultimately lost or happily living elsewhere 

coupled with the belief that returning home resulted in a chain of negative events. 

Additionally, over half of the high points that formed contamination sequences contained 

the communion theme of Unity/Togetherness. Interestingly, these respondents 

represented a third of all desisters whose coded key scenes contained the 

Unity/Togetherness theme. These findings underscored the complexity and conflicting 

nature of these respondents’ understanding of events related to the experience of 
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belonging, group membership and being surrounded by loved ones as part of their overall 

life stories.  

 Over 70% of respondents who used contamination sequences employed them in 

two of the three key scenes that were coded for this narrative device. This suggests that 

the use of contamination sequences may be reflecting some shared characteristic or trait 

of these men rather than differences between desisters and non-offenders as sub-groups. 

In general, the overall tone and general direction of many of these respondents' life 

stories would have suggested that they exhibited less generativity. As a result, it was 

surprising to learn that some of these men did not report particularly low levels of 

generative behavior or generative concern.   

 Two narrative patterns were found in the key scenes containing contamination 

sequences that might help to explain this finding. They are: 1) the narrator prefaces his 

response by saying that he has had lots of ups and downs in life or 2) the narrator 

identifies either the turning point or both the low point and the turning point as currently 

being in motion or happening around the time of the interview. In both patterns, the 

respondents deliberately connected their mental health diagnoses to the generic key scene 

being requested.  

 Almost half of all respondents who used contamination sequences specifically 

mentioned mental illness and psychiatric treatment in these key scenes. Approximately 

35% of the entire sample reported some kind of mental illness diagnosis (25% of non-

offenders and 42% of desisters). In comparison, 100% of respondents who used a 

contamination sequence did. Mental health diagnoses reported by these men were 

primarily either depression, bipolar disorder, or depression and anxiety combined. 



 

 213 

Interestingly, McAdams et al. (2001) found that contamination sequence scores strongly 

predicted depression and were strongly negatively associated with self-esteem (p. 480). 

These results were interpreted as suggesting that midlife adults who had low levels of 

adaptation were more likely to construct contamination sequences in the key scenes of 

their life story interviews (McAdams et al., 2001, p. 480).  

It is also important to note that McAdams and his colleagues (2006) typically 

exclude people who have a history of mental illness or extreme psychological distress 

from their samples (p. 334). There is the possibility that people with certain psychiatric 

diagnoses are more likely to use contamination sequences, regardless of their generativity 

levels, either as a direct result of their conditions or while narrating experiences related to 

mental health issues. The current study’s findings on contamination sequences certainly 

seem to suggest that. It also would help to explain why respondents who repeatedly 

utilized contamination sequences had such a wide range of generativity scores and 

sometimes were even categorized as highly generative in the current study. It is difficult 

to say for sure since the use of contamination sequences is almost exclusively studied in 

connection to generativity and, therefore, tends to be explored within that narrow context 

through the use of comparison groups of highly generative and less generative people. It 

may be beneficial for researchers to begin investigating the use of contamination 

sequences within a larger context than the study of generativity alone and, in particular, to 

explore the influence of mental health issues.  
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Research Question #2 

 

The second research objective was to investigate whether the appearance of 

certain themes in the life stories of desisting ex-offenders may be explained by the fact 

that they qualify as highly generative people whose narratives share many commonalities 

with their counterparts in the general population. This was based on the fact that Maruna 

(2001) found that the desisters in the Liverpool Desistance Study were significantly more 

likely to utilize redemption sequences and express themes of agency (both Self-Mastery 

and Empowerment) and generativity in their life stories compared to the persisting group.  

Overall, the thematic coding results were fairly similar for the non-offenders and 

desisters, although in a few cases, the differences between the two groups were somewhat 

larger than were found for agency and communion themes (see Chapter 4). The 

percentage of non-offenders and desisters who utilized the generativity themes of 

Offering, Next Generation and Symbolic Immortality in at least one coded response was 

very similar. There appeared to be some differences between the two groups for the 

themes of Creating (75% of non-offenders, 44% of desisters) and Maintaining (66.6% of 

non-offenders, 33.3% of desisters), but Fisher’s exact tests suggested that there was no 

statistically significant relationship between group status and any of the generativity 

themes. The mean number of generativity themes found in response to the generativity 

question was also similar for both groups. This is important because that question tended 

to produce answers that were focused on the present and involved activities that the men 

were currently engaged in whereas the future scene and short-term/long-term questions 
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typically prompted responses that involved the respondents’ desire to accomplish 

something in the future, which may or may not have been actively pursued or even 

realistic, and, therefore, seemed to capture their ability to dream big.  

Previous desistance studies have solely relied on thematic generativity coding, 

which means it was impossible to know whether desisters would have reported behaving 

in highly generative ways or their life narratives simply contained more generative 

themes than those of their persisting counterparts. The two standardized generativity 

surveys were incorporated into this study in order to measure the amount of generative 

concern (Loyola Generativity Survey) and generative behavior (Generative Behavior 

Checklist) respondents reported. They also enabled members of the sample to be 

identified as highly generative and less generative respondents. The mean scores for non-

offenders and desisters were very similar on both the Loyola Generativity Scale (LGS) 

and the Generative Behavior Checklist (GBC). The total sample’s mean scores on the 

LGS and GBC were somewhat higher than what is typically reported in the research 

literature. In the end, the vast majority of the desisting respondents reported levels of 

generative concern and generative behavior that were, at the very least, equivalent to 

average people their own age, based on comparisons with both their non-offender 

counterparts and results from prior published studies with samples that were more 

representative of the general population. This finding should be viewed in a very positive 

light since practically every social institution encourages generativity and relies on it for 

continued existence. In essence, it means that most of the desisting respondents not only 

had a desire to help others and contribute to society in some way but many were actively 

pursuing this goal at the times of their interviews.  
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In his theory of human development, Erickson’s main premise was that midlife 

adulthood is the time when generativity moves to the forefront of a person’s life/goals 

and becomes a central issue that shapes his or her behavior and worldview (McAdams 

and Logan, 2004; also see Imada, 2004). However, it is also important to acknowledge 

that there is a cultural demand for adults to embrace generative roles (in America, this 

emerges for people in their 30s and 40s) and those who reject or fail to fulfill these 

expectations are considered to be off time (McAdams et al., 1998, p.17). As a result, the 

two groups’ comparable scores on the GBC and LGS suggest that the desisters had 

similar generative motivations and were attempting to meet these obligations just like 

their non-offender counterparts were.  

Lastly, it must be pointed out that people who desire to be generative must feel an 

affinity to their larger culture or society or make allegiances to an alternative framework 

that provides the necessary resources to engage in generativity (McAdams et al., 1998). 

This suggests that the desisting respondents must have bought into the larger society in 

some way or, at the very least, established ties with positive human institutions such as 

faith communities, political organizations, self-help groups or volunteer venues. The 

adoption of a pro-social, non-criminal identity and the creation of relationships with 

positive, law abiding peers are clearly facilitated by one’s involvement in generative 

activities and equally important for fostering and supporting secondary desistance. This is 

one of the reasons why ex-offenders should be encouraged to engage in acts of 

generativity, by the larger society, the criminal justice system and their individual 

families, and provided plenty of opportunities to do so, which will be discussed shortly.  

As the first desistance study to incorporate the use of standardized generativity 
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surveys, the finding that desisting ex-offenders produced similar scores to their non-

offending counterparts on the two most validated and widely used instruments to measure 

distinct aspects of generativity makes an important contribution to the research literature. 

First, it helps to resolve a previously unanswered question about whether the composition 

of previous studies’ samples might have influenced their results. It shifts the focus to 

whether desisters are similar to men who had never participated in crime rather than 

comparing them to active criminals, a group that presumably would not be especially 

generative to begin with. This is a productive step forward because the primary goal 

should be for desisting ex-offenders to emulate non-offenders, which cannot be evaluated 

without a comparison group of men who have never gotten into trouble with the law. It is 

also part of the natural progression of desistance research to build upon the findings of 

existing studies in ways that no one could have expected, especially in advance of 

generativity becoming a topic of interest in the desistance literature and acquiring a 

growing body of empirical support.  

  Second, it helps to bolster the results of previous desistance studies by providing 

additional support for the idea that ex-offenders seek out opportunities to make good and 

leave a positive impact on the world, after desisting from crime. Lastly, it offers new and 

preliminary evidence that ex-offenders can express similar amounts of generative concern 

and report comparable levels of generative behavior, even when their non-offending 

counterparts are atypical and earned generativity scores that are higher than most 

standard samples.  
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Research Question #3 

 

One of the main goals of this study was to explore the degree to which the 

personal narratives of reformed criminals are distinctive, when compared to those of 

continuously law-abiding men. This research objective directly relates to Maruna’s 

previous findings that the life stories of desisters shared certain characteristics and a 

common story line that formed a salvation script, which was distinct from the persisters’ 

condemnation script.  

This research project's main findings suggest that the life stories of desisters and 

non-offenders were, in many ways, remarkably similar, even if they contain dramatically 

different content and reflect unique personal experiences. For example, both the desisters 

and the non-offenders crafted narratives where they drew from earlier life experiences to 

identify reoccurring themes that helped to explain the trajectory of their lives and express 

deeply held beliefs about who they are as people. This type of narrative coherence is 

evidence of an individual's ability to create a fully developed and integrated self-narrative 

(i.e. identity or self-concept) (Baerger and McAdams, 1999; McAdams, 2006b; Reese et 

al., 2011). Narrative coherence is associated with psychological well-being, physical 

health, maturity, a deeper understanding of self, a stronger identity and higher stages of 

ego development (see Baerger and McAdams, 1999; McAdams, 2006b; Adler, Wagner 

and McAdams, 2007; Reese et al., 2011).  

The most unique feature of the desisters' life stories was the ways in which they 

constructed personal narratives that sought to explain both their previous offending 

behavior and continued desistance from crime, simultaneously. In this study, two distinct 

types of desistance narratives were identified. They appear to be driven by the 
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respondents’ previous offending behavior, which played a role in shaping how the men 

viewed themselves as former offenders and, therefore, resulted in differences in how they 

narrated their desistance from crime. The hustler desistance narrative was only used by 

respondents who had engaged in drug dealing whereas the real me narrative was only 

utilized by men who had committed acts of violence. Both of them addressed the need for 

coherence in a life story but accomplished this task in very different ways.  

 

The Hustler Desistance Narrative 

 

The first type of desistance narrative is the hustler desistance narrative. It was 

utilized by ex-offenders who were primarily involved in drug dealing and presented their 

previous criminal activity as entrepreneurial in nature. These men tended to identify the 

fear of future punishment and risk reduction, due to increased dangers associated with 

“the streets”, as the main reasons why they started to consider changing both their 

lifestyle and their behavior. Often this process of reflection and self-assessment happened 

while the men were incarcerated or serving lengthy probation sentences. They usually 

came to the conclusion that they were involved in drug sales because of greed and/or an 

addiction to money or simply viewed it as a source of income, which could be replaced 

with legal pursuits (i.e. starting one's own business or seeking employment in the 

legitimate economy). As a result, they did not view their past illegal activities as 

inconsistent with who they were as people. For example, many of these men applied 

terms such as "hustle," "hustling" and "business man" to both their previous drug dealing 

and their recent pursuits in the formal economy, especially when they helped to provide 
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support for the respondents' claims of being hard working and entrepreneurial, by nature. 

Respondents who utilized the hustler desistance narrative believed that adopting a 

different type of lifestyle and finding another way to make money were the most 

important elements to their desistance process. Often these former drug dealers viewed 

entrepreneurship as a way to utilize their previous experience, personal strengths and 

unique skill sets within the confines of the legal economy.  

The ability to embrace some of the more positive attributes attached to the idea of 

hustling such as being driven, ambitious and hardworking seemed to be important in 

instilling the type of confidence, bravery and grit that is needed to attempt desisting from 

economically motivated, entrepreneurial crime such as drug dealing. The hustler 

desistance narrative’s ability to support continued desistance in this particular way is 

especially important because the former drug dealers who crafted it would be highly 

vulnerable to returning to crime when they encounter challenges in the workplace. 

However, the acquisition of new professional identities, the establishment of business 

ventures and the pursuit of higher education seemed to provide strong incentives to 

continue avoiding crime since they were something that could be lost if the respondents 

recidivated and, in the end, they seemed to encourage secondary desistance.  

Men who used the hustler desistance narrative tended to present examples from 

their prior offending to establish the longevity of certain positive personality traits, talents 

and beliefs and the existence of transferable skills that could aid them in giving up crime. 

In many cases, these discussions seemed to be part of the larger and more complicated 

process of respondents telling their life stories in ways that helped to create narrative 

coherence and consistency and largely mirrored those of non-offenders, especially men 
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who were interested in entrepreneurship or studied business.  

In general, there are not a lot of qualitative research findings on desistance that 

focus on offending history and crime specialization. For example, the researcher was 

unable to identify any studies that examined the life stories of desisting drug traffickers 

and, therefore, produced results that were well-suited for making comparisons with the 

hustler narrative. Some of the findings from Fader’s (2013) ethnographic study of 

formerly incarcerated youth making the transition to adulthood do provide support for 

certain elements of the hustler desistance narrative. For example, respondents in both 

studies described a continued urge to hustle, equated drug dealing with work and believed 

that their involvement in the drug trade was fueled by the desire for fast money.  Most 

importantly, both the men in this study who utilized the hustler desistance narrative and 

the respondents who Fader (2013) identified as most successful at desisting, during the 

course of her research project, stressed the need for legal sources of income and the 

importance of monitoring who they associated with as ways to reduce temptation and 

limit risk. They also expressed a desire to be viewed as hard-working, embraced the 

positive connotations of the term “hustler” and discussed how deterrence played a part in 

their initial decision to give up drug dealing. 

The findings related to the hustler desistance narrative are consistent with 

previous research results that supported the “cognitive transformation and self-concept / 

identity change-focused” perspective on desistance. In particular, the hustler desistance 

narrative possesses many of the features of the salvation/redemption script belonging to 

desisting ex-offenders described by Maruna (1998; 2001). This includes a strong desire to 

help others, particularly by engaging in positive peer intervention with younger ex-
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offenders or juvenile delinquents. Most importantly, both men who used the hustler 

desistance narrative and LDS respondents tended to mine their life stories in order to 

identify long-term personality traits or transferable skills from their criminal history that 

can aid them in giving up crime. Similarly, the researcher argues that this form of 

narration helps to create coherence and consistency in the respondents’ life stories but she 

also points out that it mirrors patterns that were found in the narratives of non-offenders, 

especially those who were interested in business, just like the former drug dealers were.  

 

The Real Me Narrative 

 

The second type of desistance narrative is the “real me” narrative. It was 

specifically used by respondents who had perpetuated acts of violence. Respondents who 

crafted this type of narrative presented descriptions of desistance from crime that were 

filled with references to major change, redemption, second chances and the importance of 

eye-opening revelations about one's purpose in life. As a result, desistance from crime 

was presented as a transformational event rather than simply an occupational change or 

risk management strategy. Thus, the “real me” narrative reflects a more traditional view 

of desistance as the result of personal change and cognitive transformation than the 

hustler desistance narrative does.  

The “real me” narrative is the main example of how some desisters presented 

narratives that contained a unique configuration of defining characteristics where the 

storyline was focused on explaining their crime commission and desistance from crime 

and ran parallel to the rest of their life stories. The fact that only respondents who had 
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perpetrated violence used the “real me” narrative suggests that this type of re-biography 

might be more critical for long-term desistance among this particular sub-set of ex-

offenders. Due to the shame and stigma attached to violent offending, these men were 

unable to identify any positive personality traits or transferable skills from their criminal 

history that could aid them in giving up crime. Instead, they expressed the belief that they 

were innately good people who wanted to help others. This stance helped to add a degree 

of coherence and internal consistency to their life stories, specifically involving how to 

account for both their past criminal activity and recent desistance from crime.   

In many ways, the “real me” concept can be understood as the narrative results of 

someone who is desisting from crime attempting to reconstruct his life story in a way that 

places the narrator in a position of strength and power for remaining crime-free in the 

future. As a result, it may play an important role in secondary desistance. One of the 

underlying ideas behind all of the "real me" approaches to narration is the fact that 

engaging in violence and other criminal acts is inconsistent with who the respondent is as 

a person at a very fundamental and deep level. As a result, re-offending would challenge 

this belief system and jeopardize the internal story that the respondent crafted about his 

self-concept.  

Analysis of the “real me” narratives of formerly violent offenders also yielded 

evidence that its use is strongly tied to shame and avoiding stigmatization, just as Maruna 

(2001) suggested. The respondents' repeated use of the phrases "bad guy" or "bad 

person," including when they were actually talking about being a "good guy" or a "good 

person," was particularly striking because these phrases were virtually absent from the 

narratives of the other men who were interviewed (both non-offenders and former drug 
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dealers). This theme may reflect the respondents' own fears that they actually might be 

"bad" because of their past involvement in violence, as well as their concerns that other 

people might view them that way. Sometimes it also seemed as though they were strongly 

fighting against a message that they had internalized long ago, after hearing it from their 

family members, the criminal justice system and society, more generally, for many years. 

The influence of labeling would help to explain why these men often spoke about being 

good people inversely (“I am not a bad person”), particularly when expressing their own 

viewpoints, and used the more positive phrase “good person” when presenting other 

people’s perceptions of them.  

The patterns in these respondents’ choice of words underscore another important 

point. Great care should be taken when trying to operationalize new concepts that 

originally emerged in narrative studies. Recently, several researchers have conducted 

desistance studies that were focused on the idea of a “good core self,” which mirrors the 

“real me” narrative, in many ways. In the case of Na, Paternoster and Bachman (2015), 

they utilized six survey items to measure the presence of a “favorable” or “good” 

identity/self-image. They viewed this measure as tapping into the type of self-change 

frequently discussed in the desistance literature and specifically mentioned the 

relationship between desistance and an identity measure with a “good/bad” dichotomy 

from a previous study. However, responses to five of the six survey items had to be 

reverse coded because they were phrased negatively (i.e. “I certainly feel useless at 

times”). Only one item even included the words “good” or “bad” (i.e. “At times, I think 

that I am no good at all”). In a later study, a “good identity” was measured based on 

survey items asking how often respondents thought of themselves as mean, dishonest, a 
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good person etc. (see Rocue, Posick and Paternoster, 2016). Self-concept and identity 

change are both complicated ideas, especially where desistance is concerned, and are 

typically studied through narratives. Specific narrative patterns such as the 

interchangeable use of “good” and “bad” discussed above or self-schemas like the “real 

me” narrative are complicated, multi-faceted and multi-layered and require the ability to 

explore the meaning of linguistic choices. This is especially true since small changes in 

how something is phrased can alter its meaning and, thus, researchers’ (or respondents’) 

interpretation of it. For example, it is unclear if “being a good guy” and “not being a bad 

guy” are essentially synonymous, subtly different or completely distinct and not mutually 

exclusive concepts.  

Men who utilized the “real me” narrative often identified people who believed in 

them and recognized that were good people, long before their desistance from crime, 

which they offered as supporting evidence for this claim. It is important to note that these 

references were often sprinkled throughout their narrative, almost subconsciously, and 

did not seem to be an attempt to mount a persuasive argument for their audience (i.e. the 

researcher) to accept (or reject). As a result, they emerged as distinct from what 

Meisenhelder (1977) called a certification process where an ex-offender’s reform is 

confirmed by an outside party, usually a conventional member of the larger community. 

Some men who utilized the “real me” narrative did attempt to certify their status as 

desisters but these statements were much more explicit, almost standing out in bold print.  

Several features of the “real me” narrative (i.e. the emphasis on their innate 

goodness and rejection of the idea of being "bad people") also raise the possibility that its 

use, by at least some respondents, may be the result of shame and stigmatization that is 
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rooted in life experiences that have nothing to do with committing crime or acts of 

violence. While this would not necessarily explain the use of the "real me" approach to 

narration by every respondent who embraced it, it is important to note that many of these 

respondents were survivors of childhood molestation and gang rape as teenagers, prison 

rape and assaults or victims of violent crimes themselves. Generally speaking, all of the 

men who used the “real me” narrative experienced some type of trauma in their lives and 

this group consisted of several respondents who encountered multiple, very serious 

traumas from a very young age, something that can not be said for the respondents who 

crafted the hustler desistance narrative.  

Despite the fact that seeing oneself as a good person is fairly normative, trauma 

survivors, especially those who were victimized as children, often have difficulty 

separating the act that was done to them and their assessment of themselves (Katz, 1997). 

Some therapy techniques actually teach children how to acknowledge that a bad thing 

was done to them and reject the belief that they are bad. The ability to distinguish 

between the two is often related to whether the child encounters later struggles in life 

(such as involvement with crime and drugs) or grows up to become a well-adjusted adult 

(Katz, 1997). Another factor is a stable adult who makes the child feel loved (such as the 

grandmothers who always knew that the respondents were good people). In the current 

sample, most of the respondents who experienced trauma had only recently come to 

terms with it. While these men may not have benefited from having such protective 

factors as children, the results may be similar for resilient adults and, perhaps, is being 

reflected in their personal narratives and self-concepts in mid-life. Since several of the 

men who used the “real me” narrative discussed the long-term repercussions of traumatic 
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experiences side-by-side with their involvement with crime and their desistance process, 

it is worthy of further consideration.   

The finding that involvement in the most intense forms of positive peer 

intervention (i.e. employment as a professional ex) seems to prohibit the use of the "real 

me" approach to narration (or at least the most explicit forms of it) among former violent 

offenders is extremely interesting. Instead, these men were able to draw from other 

sources (i.e. NA) to locate scripts that helped to explain and support their continued 

desistance/recovery. They also were able to establish narrative coherence in their life 

stories by using their personal experiences, especially their struggles with addiction and 

homelessness, in order to help others on a daily basis. Additionally, half of the former 

drug dealers who presented the hustler desistance narrative were members of grassroots 

ex-offender groups or heavily involved in mentoring at-risk teenagers. In comparison, 

men who used the "real me" narrative were rarely involved in positive peer intervention, 

especially in formal settings. When members of this group did discuss the topic, they 

often just mentioned that they could serve as an example to others, without providing any 

concrete examples or elaborating much further. All of this suggests that the "real me" 

approach to narration may be particularly useful and common among men who are not 

deliberately trying to use their previous experiences to help similarly-situated others since 

this would actually run counter to their narrative and overemphasize the very experiences 

that they no longer view as reflecting who they are. Desistance researchers should 

strongly consider exploring this topic in more depth in future studies.  

Many of the findings involving the “real me” narrative are consistent with 

previous research that supported the “cognitive transformation and self-concept / identity 
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change-focused” view of desistance. For example, the “real me” narrative shares many of 

the same traits as the salvation script (i.e. redemption script) that Maruna identified 

among the desisters who participated in the Liverpool Desistance Study. For example, the 

men who used the “real me” narrative and the LDS desisters both embraced the idea of 

being inherently good people and engaged in generative behavior. Like some of the LDS 

respondents, men who used the “real me” narrative seemed to view generativity as a 

redemptive act that was intricately tied to their desistance from crime. They also made 

similar claims of “finally being the person he or she was meant to be” or “being a 

different person now,” which are interpreted similarly in both studies. In the Liverpool 

Desistance Study, however, these types of statements were included under the “core self” 

concept, which was identified as a key feature of the desisters’ salvation script. The 

differences between the “core self” concept presented by Maruna (2001) and the “real 

me” form of narration that emerged in this study will be discussed in further depth in the 

next section of this dissertation.  

It is important to point out, however, that the current researcher argues that prior 

involvement in violent crime, in particular, seemed to be driving the unique form of 

narration referred to as “the real me” in this study and served a function that is distinct 

from helping to create narrative coherence, which also emerged in the life stories of these 

men but was separate from their discussions about crime and desistance that embodied 

the “real me” narrative. Instead, it specifically provided formerly violent men with the 

ability to embrace an innately good self-concept and, therefore, helped to counter feelings 

of shame associated with a history of committing acts of violence and helped the 

respondents to narrate an aspect of their lives that was difficult for them to explain. This 
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study makes a contribution to the desistance literature by suggesting that the “real me” 

concept can be further refined and thus defined with greater precision in order to 

distinguish it from the type of narrative coherence that was present, to varying degrees, in 

most respondents’ life stories.  

A review of the desistance literature makes it clear that a number of researchers 

have presented quotations that seem to fit the “real me” narrative (see Devlin and Turney, 

1999; Maruna, 2001; Stevens, 2012; 2014; Opsal, 2012). Unfortunately, while some 

studies had samples that included respondents who had committed violent offenses, 

researchers rarely provide much information on the respondents’ criminal history or 

identify offense specialization when presenting quotations. Three prior narrative studies 

have identified the tendency for formerly violent offenders, in particular, to provide 

narratives that focus on a return to an inherently “good” self and other aspects of the “real 

me” narrative, to varying degrees (Presser, 2008; Berglund, 2011; Brookman, 2015; also 

see Hochstetler, Copes and Williams, 2010 for more narrowly applicable examples of the 

rejection of an authentically violent self). It is important to note that, for various reasons, 

these studies are not really comparable to the current research project. For example, two 

of them had samples entirely comprised of incarcerated violent offenders, which makes it 

difficult to determine whether respondents were truly desisting from crime and also 

unable to identify the unique features of formerly violent offenders’ narratives, in 

particular (see Presser, 2008; Brookman, 2015).  

The reform narrative that Presser (2008) identified in the life stories of 5 of her 27 

male respondents is perhaps the most comparable to the “real me” narrative. This is not 

surprising since she points out that the reform narrative mirrored Maruna’s (1998; 2001) 
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salvation script, in several key ways. The most striking similarities between Presser’s 

(2008) reform narrative and the “real me” narrative is the emphasis on the narrator’s 

essential goodness and, thus, the point that they were changing back to that initial state. 

As a result, respondents in both samples tended to awkwardly balance two competing 

claims: they changed (behaviorally, because they no longer acted the way they used to) 

and they didn’t change (morally, because they were always good at heart). As Presser 

(2008) points out, respondents who used the reform narratives did not present the 

criminal protagonist as good, which was a feature of her opposing stability narrative. 

Instead, they were emphasizing the existence of a pre-criminal protagonist who was good 

but had strayed. Interestingly, the patterns involving phrases such as “good person” or 

“not a bad person” that frequently appeared in the “real me” narrative also emerged in 

several examples that Presser (2008) presented of her reform narrative.  

 

Implications 

 

Theoretical Implications 

 

The findings related to the hustler desistance narrative and the real me narrative 

are consistent with the “cognitive transformation and self-concept / identity change-

focused” perspective on desistance, which places importance on the role of agency in the 

desistance process and the fundamental nature of this behavioral change as resulting 

primarily from an internal source rather than external factors. In particular, the hustler 

desistance narrative reflects many of the ideas expressed in Giordano et al. (2002)’s 
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theory of cognitive transformation such as the importance of an ex-offender being open to 

change, receptive to a specific hook for change and able to imagine and create a 

conventional, pro-social “replacement self” with goals that are incompatible with 

committing crime in the future.  

A fundamental premise of the “cognitive transformation and self-concept / 

identity change-focused” perspective is that changes in personal identity and self-concept 

are a critical component of desistance. Men who utilized the hustler desistance narrative 

did not express this idea very strongly or place much emphasis on it. These former drug 

dealers certainly acknowledged that their behavior had changed and described it as 

requiring commitment, hard-work, grit, belief in oneself and personal agency. However, 

they rarely described desistance as a transformational event or discussed the need for 

redemption or repairing the harm that was caused in the same way that men who utilized 

the “real me” narrative did. The former drug dealers largely viewed themselves as being 

the same as they had always been and simply focused their attention on how they could 

successfully desist by obtaining money legally. This process often resulted in the 

acquisition of something to lose, whether it was the respect of their teenage boys, a 

professional identity or a new business, quite some time after giving up crime.  

It is quite possible that the degree of identity change, how it is described and 

when it occurs may differ depending on an ex-offender’s previous offending patterns and 

crime specialization. This may be partly due to the availability of different approaches to 

explain past behaviors and integrate them into one’s life story in a logical way and, thus, 

provides a fruitful avenue for future narrative desistance research. It also may be driven 

by varying degrees of shame, guilt and stigmatization associated with different types of 
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offenses, both on the part of former perpetrators and the community, at large. This 

argument takes into consideration the stance that a personal narrative is a reflection of 

one’s self-concept and, therefore, captures the amount of re-biography that may be 

necessary to account for changes in behavior. It may be worth considering whether 

cognitive transformation is the same for everyone and whether it is a required ingredient 

for determining if someone is desisting or not. As Maruna and Roy (2007) point out, a 

person can alter his behavior in response to adopting a new worldview or changes in what 

he wants out of life, not just due to shifts in self-concept and identity (p.115). This was 

certainly true for the former drug dealers who used the hustler desistance narrative. It is 

possible that these types of changes are just as powerful as cognitive transformation and 

identity change, at least for some ex-offenders, and are simply a variation on these more 

familiar examples of internal forces that can facilitate desistance.   

Studies have continually produced results suggesting that desistance is often 

narrated in ways that emphasize sameness, stability and consistency, in some way or 

another. This seems to run counter to the definition of secondary desistance as involving 

“the movement from the behaviour of non-offending to the assumption of a role or 

identity of a non-offender or ‘changed person’” (Bottoms, Shapland, Costello, Holmes 

and Muir, 2004, p.371, citing Maruna and Farrall, 2004). It may be worthwhile to 

consider whether the phrases “a non-offender identity” or “changed person” have ever 

been adequately defined and operationalized, or even can be.  

Perhaps, it is more productive to simply view secondary desistance as, at a 

minimum, requiring that an ex-offender no longer views crime as an available option or 

sees it as behavior that is now inconsistent with who he or she is as a person (Maruna, 
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LeBel, Mitchell and Naples, 2004, also see Giordano et al., 2002 for a similar argument). 

This might result in shifting some of the emphasis away from the namesake of the 

“cognitive transformation and self-concept / identity change-focused” camp and focusing 

attention more squarely on the internal nature of desistance and the importance of 

personal agency in fostering and maintaining these behavioral changes, over the long-

term. The fact that all of the desisting respondents in this study stated that they no longer 

viewed crime as a viable option, regardless of whether they used the hustler desistance 

narrative or the “real me” narrative, provides additional support for making this change.   

 In addition to inspiring the current research project, the Liverpool Desistance 

Study is probably the most well-known and influential work on the narratives of desisting 

offenders. Maruna’s (1998; 2001) research also increased the attention placed on agency 

and generativity in the study of desistance and introduced the concept of the “core self” 

to the research literature. In doing so, Maruna (1998; 2001) not only advanced our 

understanding of how desisters narrate their lives, explain their past criminal activities 

and provide support for their continued efforts at remaining crime free but also 

challenged several preconceptions about desistance, such as the existence of a knifing off 

process, which had theoretical repercussions.  

One of the most important findings resulting from the Liverpool Desistance Study 

was the concept of the “core self,” which is a key component of the desisters’ salvation 

script. Maruna (2001) used the phrases the “core self” and the “real me” interchangeably 

and seemed to broadly define this concept as the creation of narrative coherence. In 

reporting the results of the Liverpool Desistance Study, he provided an array of examples 

of the “core self.” They included quotations that were the result of desisting respondents 
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mining their life stories in order to identify long-term personality traits, interests, talents 

or transferable skills, from their criminal pasts, which could aid them in giving up crime. 

In the current study, only respondents who used the hustler desistance narrative drew 

from their time as active offenders to identify long-term positive personality traits, talents 

or skills that could aid them in giving up crime. The results of the present study support 

Maruna’s (2001) argument that these are key examples of establishing narrative 

coherence. A strikingly similar narrative pattern was also found in the life stories of non-

offenders who were especially interested in business and entrepreneurship.  

Maruna (2001) also provided examples of the “core self” that mirror the “real me” 

narrative and, therefore, seemed to be tapping into a unique process of re-biography that 

specifically focuses on desistance. Many of these quotations could easily be mistaken as 

belonging to respondents in this study who used the “real me” form of narration and are 

virtually indistinguishable in their use of phrases such as “I was a different person,” “I 

realized that I was living a lie” or “Now, I am the person who I've always been inside,” 

except for the UK speech patterns (see Maruna, 2001, p.92, for examples).  

It is important to point out, however, that the current research suggests that prior 

involvement in violent crime, in particular, seemed to be driving the unique narrative 

approach referred to as “the real me” in this study. Results suggest that it serves a 

function that is distinct from helping to create narrative coherence, which also emerged in 

these men’s life stories but was separate from their discussions about crime and 

desistance that embodied the “real me” narrative. Instead, the “real me” narrative 

specifically provided formerly violent men with the ability to embrace an innately good 

self-concept and, therefore, helped to counter feelings of shame associated with a history 
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of committing acts of violence. It also helped respondents narrate a part of their lives that 

was often difficult to explain. It is clear that the “real me” narrative involves a complex 

process of re-biography, cognitive transformation and behavioral change. It also provides 

(or possibly reflects) shame management and perhaps serves as a buffer against the 

continuing effects of stigmatization and rejection from others, which may help long-term 

offenders feel better equipped to desist from crime.  

Researchers who study shame, such as Brene Brown (2012), believe that the 

ability to distinguish between the doer and the deed plays a vital role in determining 

whether a person is expressing guilt ("I did a bad thing") or shame ("I am a bad person") 

(also see Braithwaite, 1989; Harris, 2001). She acknowledges that both are powerful 

feelings. However, she believes that the influence of guilt is usually positive because the 

discomfort that results from identifying a disconnect between one's actions (or inaction) 

and one's values can result in meaningful change. After spending most of her professional 

life studying shame, she strongly argues that the impact of shame is extremely negative 

because it "corrodes the very part of us that believes we can change and do better" 

(Brown, 2012, p. 71). She also reports that despite the fact that some people believe that 

shame can be beneficial by helping to control negative behavior; researchers have found 

the exact opposite. Shame is not correlated with any positive outcomes but is strongly 

associated with addiction, violence, aggression, depression, eating disorders, and bullying 

(Brown, 2012, p. 73). Brown (2012) points out the best way to understand and distinguish 

between feelings such as shame, guilt, humiliation and embarrassment is to investigate 

“self-talk,” how we talk about what's happening (p.71).  

One of the most interesting aspects of the “real me” narrative is that it seems to 
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frequently capture the residual effects of transitioning from feeling shame to the 

acknowledgement of guilt. Interestingly, these passages tended to include the 

respondent’s descriptions of how someone else viewed him. This typically took the form 

of grandmothers or prison program staff recognizing that the respondent did a bad thing 

but was not a bad person. A more in-depth analysis of the respondents’ use of language, 

especially when the men were talking about themselves, suggested that there was often a 

more complicated, nuanced and conflictual thought process below the surface that 

revealed a tension between what they said and what they really thought and involved 

shame.  

Harris’ (2001) discussion of shame provides some insights into why the “real me” 

narrative exists. He describes the experience of shame “as involving an inconsistency 

between a global sense of self, based upon ethical values, and evidence to the contrary” 

and suggests that shame poses a threat to identity, precisely because “the contradiction 

between the individual’s ethical norms and their behavior cannot be easily reconciled” 

(Harris, 2001, p.185). He also suggests that threats to identity “involve a loss of 

confidence, regarding who one is and how one fits into broader social structures” (Harris, 

2001, p.185). He argues that this lies at the heart of why shame is associated with so 

many negative outcomes and posits that uncertainty about one’s own identity restricts an 

individual’s ability to interpret other people’s behavior, which results in social isolation 

(Harris, 2001). He further explains that threats to identity are resolved by “making sense 

of what happened” (Harris, 2001, p.185). These ideas provide strong support for the idea 

that the “real me” narrative is strongly tied to shame and may serve as a way to resolve 

threats to identity (through the act of re-biography), diminish shame or, perhaps, 
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represents the narrative remnants of those experiences.  

In general, findings related to the “real me” narrative suggest that re-biography 

can assist in addressing shame and stigma, both of which may serve as obstacles to either 

deciding to desist or successfully remaining crime-free, if left unaddressed. As discussed 

previously, only former perpetrators of violence utilized the “real me” narrative. These 

ex-offenders are also the most likely to experience overwhelming shame, either before or 

after desisting. Unfortunately, there are no major desistance theories, within the 

“cognitive transformation and self-concept / identity change-focused” camp, that seek to 

explain different types of offending or incorporate crime specialization into their 

framework. After additional research is conducted, it might be fruitful for this topic to be 

integrated into desistance theory.  

 

Policy Implications 

 

In general, there were few distinguishable thematic differences between the life 

narratives of desisting and non-offender respondents. This suggests that, at mid-life, the 

ex-offenders were experiencing the same type of developmental stage as their non-

offending counterparts and perhaps should be considered “on time” with respect to our 

society’s expectations of different age groups, at least narratively speaking. Additionally, 

they tended to exhibit generative behavior and express goals, concerns and worldviews 

that typically are viewed as socially desirable, altruistic and beneficial to the larger 

society. These findings raise major questions about the wisdom of civil disabilities such 

as restrictions on entering certain professions, prohibitions on the right to vote for felons 
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and other long-term and highly stigmatizing policies that continue to impact ex-offenders' 

lives long after they have stopped committing crimes (see Uggen et al., 2004). In many 

cases, these practices encourage discrimination and differential treatment, based on past 

behavior whereas the evidence suggests that desisting ex-offenders often share many of 

the same values, goals and dreams for their children and want to make positive 

contributions to society in ways that are very similar to their non-offender counterparts. 

This study's findings could be viewed as providing evidence that the larger society needs 

to re-examine and perhaps shatter some of the negative stereotypes that are associated 

with former offenders who are often viewed as qualitatively different from law-abiding 

citizens including those who have weathered adulthood in similarly structured positions.  

Policy makers also need to recognize that offending history and crime 

specialization should be considered when identifying the most effective approaches to 

encouraging and maintaining desistance. A one-size fits all approach to institutional 

programming and supervision requirements may fail to address the needs of entire groups 

of ex-offenders or actually do more harm than good. Based on the hustler desistance 

narrative, then, programming might focus on strengthening former drug dealers’ existing 

skill sets and talents and encourage buy-in from participants by purposively tapping into 

personal interests and long-term goals, such as those related to small business ownership. 

Recently, programs that offer entrepreneurial education and training to ex-offenders, 

including former drug dealers, have been established in prisons and the community, based 

on a similar train of thought (Lindahl, 2007, Smith, 2009; Sonfield, 2009; Cooney, 2012; 

Keena and Simmons, 2014; Wexler, Melnick and Wexler, 2014; see Sonfield  and 

Barbato, 1994; Sonfield, Lussier and Barbato, 2001; Fairlie, 2002; Frith and McElwee, 
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2007 for supporting research on prisoners’ entrepreneurial aptitude and the appeal of self-

employment among former drug dealers).  

Providing desisting offenders with opportunities where they can utilize their 

talents, personal strengths and character traits in positive and productive ways, more 

generally, also would be beneficial. Opportunities for both prisoners and supervised ex-

offenders to engage in altruism, volunteerism and various other types of generative acts, 

of their own free will, would not only help the recipients but also would foster increased 

personal agency and feelings of pride and being valued on behalf of the participants.  

The most basic generative activities focus on the nuclear family, such as being an 

active, involved parent or providing care for older family members. This can be fostered 

through family visitation and parent-child programs in prisons or providing flexibility 

and understanding in regard to reentry planning and the unintended consequences of 

certain supervision requirements. Generativity also can be exercised at work including 

employment in helping professions such as healthcare, education and social services 

(including community corrections). In the community, the lifting of prohibitions on ex-

offenders’ entry into certain professions and increased opportunities for training in these 

fields would be helpful. In prisons, greater access to training (and credentialing) in 

various types of peer-based / mentoring approaches and the increased use of paid work 

assignments as tutors, group facilitators and peer specialists as well as more opportunities 

to gain this type of experience through volunteering can benefit everyone involved 

including correctional institutions. Lastly, generativity can be expressed through 

volunteering, acts of altruisms and charity. This may including large scale efforts such as 

allowing prisoner-led organizations to participate in fundraising drives for good causes 
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and allowing the establishment of prison programs focused on Mural Arts, music, 

gardening or animal care / dog training, which are often viewed as enrichment activities 

but have the capacity to help others, benefit the community and improve the institution 

simultaneously in addition to serving as outlets for individuals’  hobbies and personal 

interests. The ability to continue these volunteer efforts in the community also can 

provide stability, support and assistance upon release.  

Involvement in peer-based programming, mutual support groups and mentoring 

relationships, whether they were institutionalized, volunteer-oriented or self-initiated 

were life changing experiences for many of the desisting ex-offenders who participated in 

this study. These activities also frequently played a key role in secondary desistance and 

helped to shape both the men's personal narratives and self-concept in important ways.  

In particular, the respondents in this study seemed to most heavily value 

involvement in organizations that were created and run by ex-offenders and expected 

them to assume leadership roles, viewed their street credentials as expertise and had the 

expectation that they would pay it forward by helping others, usually younger men or 

peers who were still involved in crime. In fact, the acceptance of these responsibilities 

and commitments were the most attractive and beneficial aspects of involvement. 

Typically, it was not the receipt of help, although mentoring from older, more established 

ex-offenders was certainly valued, but the provision of help to men who were similarly 

situated that proved to be both the most important and most appealing aspects of these 

organizations.   

By ensuring that ex-offenders who are interested in participating in grassroots ex-

offender groups are able to do so, without the risk of violating conditions of their 
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supervised release or encountering unnecessary barriers, the positive impact can be 

exponentially increased since individual ex-offenders receive support and encouragement 

and then provide it to other people. Research on grassroots ex-offender groups and peer 

mentoring among adult ex-offenders, especially those within the community, is sparse 

and, therefore, desperately needed. There is also a need for increased information sharing, 

inclusion in resource guides and the establishment of regional/national clearinghouses 

that can serve as gateways so that ex-offenders can more readily locate these 

organizations and service providers can refer people to them.    

 

Limitations 

 

A major limitation of this study is the small sample size of only 31 respondents 

(12 non-offenders and 19 desisters). This obviously placed restrictions on the types of 

analyses that could be conducted as well as the interpretation of the results. As mentioned 

previously, the statistical results were presented simply for descriptive rather than 

inferential purposes precisely because the small sample size limited the generalizability 

of results to ex-offender populations. While the amount of data collected from each 

respondent was quite extensive, this also limited the number of respondents who could 

participate. Additionally, the challenges of recruiting non-offenders and the difficulties in 

matching the two groups, especially around educational obtainment, employment status 

and current socio-economic status also complicated matters. Resource limitations 

precluded adding a third matched group of active offenders, which would have allowed 

comparisons to be made between the life stories of desisters, persisters and non-
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offenders. Other limitations include the focus on men and the fact that the study took 

place in one urban location. It is also important to note that each coding scheme was only 

applied to three key scenes, which means sometimes the examined themes or narrative 

devices could have emerged in other parts of the interview transcripts but were not 

necessarily coded.  

Overall, the men who utilized the hustler desistance narrative tended to be slightly 

younger than those who crafted the “real me” narrative. The small sample size and  

decision to exclude potential respondents who were currently under supervision may 

have played a role in the fact that all of the former drug dealers were under the age of 40 

years old. The possibility that age may be a factor in the use of certain approaches to 

narrating desistance is certainly worthy of further investigation, though.  

Generally speaking, the length of respondents’ desistance from crime did not seem 

to play a role in the use of either the hustler desistance narrative or the “real me” 

narrative. The fact that the desisting group was quite diverse as far as the amount of time 

respondents had been crime-free probably helped to offset the slight age differences that 

existed between respondents who crafted the two types of desistance narratives. For 

example, some of the oldest men in the sample, who happened to be former violent 

offenders, had only recently started desisting from crime. Nonetheless, the use of a semi-

structured interview protocol and reliance on self-report data sometimes made it difficult 

to calculate the amount of time respondents had been crime-free in a precise and 

consistent manner. This was especially true because many of the men had served lengthy 

prison sentences either for violent crimes or as a result of consecutive parole / probation 

tail violations, which immediately preceded their desistance from crime. As a result, it 
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may be beneficial for future research to explore the possibility that desistance narratives 

might be shaped by the amount of time ex-offenders have been crime-free (i.e. short-term 

versus long-term desistance). This line of inquiry may benefit from the use of several 

operational definitions for the length of desistance including the amount of time since the 

respondent’s last offense based on self-reports, as well as calculations that take into 

account the timing of his or her most recent arrest, release from jail or prison and the end 

of any periods of supervision, as well as possibly age. It also would be helpful to utilize 

more highly structured interview questions in order to accurately capture this type of 

information. The issue of how to estimate length of desistance based on self-reports with 

former violent offenders and others who served significant periods of incarceration is 

worthy of further consideration and remains unresolved in the research literature.  

Due to several issues that were encountered while applying the coding scheme, 

the results of the generativity coding should be interpreted cautiously. The selected 

coding scene for generativity themes has been used in few published studies and, in its 

current format, is not comparable to the other ones used in this study, which are more 

polished, fine-tuned and comprehensive instruments that are meant to be widely used by 

other researchers. This resulted in few available examples to refer to when applying the 

coding scheme. The fact that many of the non-offenders in this study were much more 

comparable to respondents in traditional samples based on their educational levels and 

current socio-economic status meant that it was easier to apply the coding scheme to 

these men's responses. This often seemed to extenuate the very real differences between 

the lives of the non-offenders and desisters. It also probably heightened the researcher's 

awareness that the desisters seemed to be at a disadvantage regarding this coding process 
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both because of their real life situations and because of the lack of examples for each 

theme that seemed equally applicable to their responses.  

  Due to the definition of certain themes (especially Creating and Maintaining), 

some activities that are not particularly generative, such as starting a business or 

continuing to make progress on a work-related project, received the same number of 

points, or even more, than those that are truly generative (i.e. starting a non-profit 

organization to help ex-offenders). The assumption implicit in the coding scheme that 

responses containing multiple types of themes are categorically different (as far as the 

amount of generativity that is being expressed) from ones that receive only one or two 

themes raised similar concerns. Furthermore, slight differences in the way that a 

respondent phrased his response could make the difference of whether a particular theme 

was applicable, but this did not always seem to be a function of what was actually being 

expressed. Other times, the theme was clearly present in the respondent’s interview, even 

repeatedly discussed, but emerged in response to questions that were not coded for 

generativity themes. The issues identified with the generativity coding scheme suggest 

that it may need to be further refined in order to ensure that it distinguishes between 

generative and non-generative acts and can be applied equally to the narratives of sample 

members with a wide range of life experiences.  

 

Directions for Future Research 

 

As with any research project, there is a wide range of ways in which future 

researchers could improve or alter the methodological design of this study. They might 
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incorporate a similarly matched group of active offenders in order to allow comparisons 

to be made between the life stories of desisters, persisters and non-offenders. 

Additionally, researchers could replicate this research project with a matched sample of 

female respondents. Over the course of this study, the researcher was contacted by 

several women who were interested in conducting life story interviews and hoped that 

there was a similar research project that was recruiting female respondents. Also, 

conducting similar research with samples from different (rural and suburban or other 

parts of the country) and more diverse locations may be desirable. 

There is a need to explore the applicability of current generativity instruments in 

studies with racially and socioeconomically diverse samples. It is possible that alternate, 

existing measures may be more appropriate or perhaps new instruments need to be 

developed. One of the main reasons why this is a concern is because the vast majority of 

samples in generativity research have been overwhelmingly white, middle class, college 

educated adults, partly because many researchers have utilized readily available samples 

of college students. This may explain why some well-established patterns such as the fact 

that fathers tend to score higher than non-fathers on the generativity surveys (see 

McAdams and de St. Aubin, 1992) were not found with the current sample. In fact, the 

opposite was true. Additionally, custodial status is something that is rarely discussed in 

the generativity literature. However, there is good reason to believe that custodial status 

may influence generativity levels and, in particular, impacted some of the men’s scores 

on the Generative Behavior Checklist in the current sample. This topic is worthy of 

further exploration, especially in light of the changing definitions of family and 

increasing rates of divorce in modern America.  
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The generativity scores for this sample also differed from what is traditionally 

reported in the research literature because six respondents (one non-offender and five 

desisters) scored (as many as 20 points) higher on the GBC than on the LGS. Typically, a 

person’s score on the LGS is quite a bit higher than on the GBC (for most of the men in 

this sample, at least 10 points difference). Due to the unusual pattern in these six 

respondents’ GBC scores and the sample’s high mean score on the LGS, the 

categorization of highly generative respondents was determined by the men’s scores on 

the LGS and the generativity coding results alone. This is somewhat problematic since 

one explanation for the expected score difference is that people who have strong 

intentions to do good things and think of themselves as generative may score higher on 

the LGS, even when this intention is not reflected in their actual behavior (de St Aubin, 

Personal Communication, 2013). On the other hand, scoring higher on the GBC 

(compared to the LGS) may reflect the respondent's actual behavior rather than his 

intentions and this difference in scores could be interpreted as an expression of humility 

(de St Aubin, Personal Communication, 2013).   

In general, this group of respondents with higher GBC scores than LGS scores 

and several other patterns in the data that conflict with previous research results (for 

example, one of the respondents who repeatedly used contamination sequences was 

characterized as highly generative) as well as a general lack of consistency in 

respondents' scores across all three measures raised some major questions about these 

instruments. One possible explanation is the racial make-up of this sample. McAdams et 

al. (1998) indicate that measures of generative concern (LGS), generative action (GBC) 

and generative commitment (personal strivings), as well as generativity themes in 
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autobiographical narratives, are all positively and significantly associated with each other 

(p. 27-28). These instruments were developed and validated using white samples. After 

conducting the first large-scale generativity study with a racially diverse sample, Hart et 

al. (2001) reported that the preeminent measures of generativity used in the field were 

more loosely tied together for African Americans compared to whites. The results of the 

current study also seemed to support this conclusion. The fact that the Hart et al. (2001) 

study was conducted over 15 years ago and very little new information has emerged on 

how generativity is expressed in various ways by African Americans, in particular, 

suggests that the generativity research literature must make an explicit effort to increase 

the diversity of its samples in order to explore this topic in greater depth. 

Most importantly, this study's findings underscore the importance of several 

factors that should be considered by future researchers. First, there is a need to conduct 

research on how both non-offenders and ex-offenders narrate certain types of life 

experiences (such as homelessness, victimization and trauma etc.), which are unrelated to 

crime and desistance but are frequently experienced by ex-offenders, in order to 

determine whether they might produce certain recurring themes and narrative patterns 

instead. For example, many desisters described their criminal activity as almost being 

self-contained (to a single chapter of their life story) or just one part of their lives that 

occurred simultaneously to working legitimate jobs, getting married and raising children. 

Stories about homelessness, on the other hand, often seemed to be all-encompassing and 

were frequently framed in such a way that everything was destroyed in its path. It is also 

interesting to note that while narrating that part of their life stories, two respondents made 

statements about how their experiences with homelessness did not define who they were 
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as people, which mirrored the “real me” narrative, in some ways.   

Similarly, most desistance studies have neglected to place much importance on the 

need to distinguish between desistance from crime and recovery from substance abuse 

(and equally important, offending versus addiction). This is important especially since the 

reasons why someone committed crimes (i.e. substance abuse) and the ways in which 

they are attempting to remain crime-free (such as avoiding drugs and alcohol and 

regularly attending AA/NA meetings) are obviously inter-related and dependent on each 

other but can end up entangling recovery and desistance. While they are certainly parallel 

processes, the desistance literature would probably benefit from gaining a better 

understanding of each one separately.  

Lastly, previous offending patterns and crime specialization may play an 

influential role in how ex-offenders view their past involvement in crime, the ways in 

which they decide to change their lives and their understanding of the desistance process. 

These topics need to be explored in greater depth in studies with larger samples and more 

diversity in the respondents' types of previous offending. This includes simply increasing 

the sample size of both groups, perhaps trying to include younger men (under age 30) and 

possibly more homogeneous groups (regarding sexual orientation, educational level and 

SES) or additional types of offenders across age groups (i.e. older drug dealers and 

offenders who only committed property offenses) while still being fairly small scale 

projects. The impact of various offending combinations (i.e. armed robbers who sell 

drugs), whether offending served an instrumental or expressive purpose, crime 

preferences and specialization as well as the relative importance of specific types of 

crime (i.e. drug dealing, prostitution etc.) on ex-offenders' understanding of their past 
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behavior and desistance process needs to be investigated by conducting life story 

interviews with groups of respondents who are very similar in order to tease out how 

these factors shape narratives of personal change and an individual's self-concept. A 

much larger sample and the development of survey measures for key themes would allow 

for the exploration of individual level differences and the identification of a small subset 

of respondents for in-depth interviews. The current sample’s size restricted the ability to 

examine the use of multiple redemption sequences and the repeated use of certain themes, 

which could have been informative. The use of larger samples and survey measures for 

key themes also would enable future studies to examine the nature of desistance as 

primarily driven by either internal or external factors and identify the relative 

contribution of each to this process. This is a topic that requires investigation since the 

validity of the two competing theoretical perspectives on desistance (i.e. the “cognitive 

transformation and self-concept / identity change-focused camp” or the “informal social 

control / life course and developmental theory camp”) remains an unresolved point of 

contention in the research literature. However, it can only be explored properly through 

the careful design of studies with this specific purpose in mind.   

 

Conclusion 

 

  In conclusion, the findings of this study were consistent with previous research 

results that supported the “cognitive transformation and identity” perspective on 

desistance, which emphasizes behavioral change as resulting primarily from internal 

rather than external sources. The life stories of non-offenders and desisters shared much 
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more in common than they differed. For example, non-offenders and desisters were very 

similar in regard to the appearance of themes related to developmental theory and mid-

life adulthood such as agency, communion and generativity. They frequently identified 

silver linings while narrating difficult experiences, which points to resiliency and 

continued growth. Men in both groups also crafted narratives where they drew from 

earlier life experiences to identify reoccurring themes that helped to explain the trajectory 

of their lives and express deeply held beliefs about who they are as people. This type of 

narrative coherence is evidence of an individual's ability to create a fully developed and 

integrated self-narrative (i.e. identity or self-concept) and has been empirically linked to a 

wide range of positive outcomes.  

  The finding that desisting ex-offenders produced similar scores to their non-

offending counterparts on the two most widely used and validated instruments measuring 

distinct aspects of generativity makes an important contribution to the research literature. 

As the first desistance study to incorporate the use of standardized generativity surveys, it 

offers new, yet preliminary, evidence that ex-offenders may express similar amounts of 

generative concern and report comparable levels of generative behavior as continuously 

law abiding men. In this study, that was true even though their non-offending 

counterparts were atypical and produced generativity scores that were more consistent 

with highly generative sub-groups than the general population. Both generative concern 

and generative behavior are highly valued, desirable and beneficial actions that can 

positively impact individuals, groups and society, at large. 

Previous offending patterns played an influential role in shaping how ex-offenders 

viewed their past involvement in crime, the ways in which they decide to change and 
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their understanding of the desistance process. This was evident in the identification of 

two distinct desistance narratives. Respondents who utilized the hustler desistance 

narrative were former drug dealers. Men who presented the “real me” narrative had 

perpetrated acts of violence. One of the major contributions that this research project 

makes to the desistance literature is by suggesting that Maruna’s (1998; 2001) concept of 

the “real me” (or “core self”) can be further refined and thus defined with greater 

precision, in order to distinguish it from the type of narrative coherence that was present, 

to varying degrees, in most respondents’ life stories.  

 In the hustler desistance narrative, former drug dealers identified long-term 

personality traits, talents and skills, which benefited them as active criminals and could 

aid them in giving up crime. The researcher argues that these discussions were part of the 

larger and more complicated process of the respondents telling their life stories in ways 

that helped to create narrative coherence and consistency and largely mirrored those of 

non-offenders, especially men who were interested in entrepreneurship or business. 

 The “real me” narrative, on the other hand, is the main example of how some 

desisters presented narratives that contained a unique configuration of defining 

characteristics where the storyline was focused on explaining their crime commission and 

desistance from crime and ran parallel to the rest of their life stories. Men who utilized 

the “real me” narrative expressed the belief that they always had been good people and 

were acting in ways that were inconsistent with who they really are, when they 

committed acts of violence. The researcher posits that the “real me” narrative serves a 

function that is distinct from establishing narrative coherence, which also emerged in 

these men’s life stories but was separate from their discussions about crime and 
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desistance that embodied the “real me” narrative. Instead, it provided formerly violent 

men with the ability to embrace an innately good self-concept and countered feelings of 

shame associated with a history of violence. It also helped respondents narrate a part of 

their lives that was often difficult to explain. The fact that only men who had perpetrated 

violence used the “real me” narrative suggests that this type of re-biography might be 

more critical for long-term desistance among this particular sub-set of ex-offenders. In 

short, future research would benefit from further investigation of the degree to which 

different types of offenders pursue different pathways toward primary and secondary 

desistance, and the degree to which offenders and non-offenders express common 

narrative themes that may be more reflective of normal maturation processes. 
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APPENDIX B 

SCRIPT FOR OBTAINING ORAL INFORMED CONSENT  

 

Thank you so much for agreeing to talk with me. I am a graduate student at Temple 

University and am currently working on my doctoral research project or dissertation. I 

would like to tell you a little more about my study and what you can expect during the 

interview so you can decide if you want to participate. My research project is aimed at 

gaining a better understanding of the ways in which urban men including ex-offenders 

understand and talk about their life experiences. As a result, I am interested in learning 

about your life story and most of our time together will be spent conducting an in-depth 

interview that focuses on your personal experiences where I will ask you to discuss 

various significant memories from throughout your life. The interview questions are 

open-ended so you will have plenty of choices about which stories you decide to share 

with me.  

 

I am hoping to interview two groups of men: those who have not committed any crimes 

as adults (18 years old) and those who are ex-offenders who committed several crimes 

some time after turning 21 years old but are no longer engaged in crime and have not 

been incarcerated, on probation or parole or living in a half-way house during the past 12 

months. If you feel that one of these two groups describes you then you are welcome to 

participate.  

 

The entire interview process should take about 2 to 3 hours to complete. I will be 

recording the interview so that I can give you my full attention and won’t be distracted by 

trying to take detailed notes. The voice files will be kept in a secure place that is only 

accessible to me. They will be stored for a period of 7 years after the study ends and then 

destroyed. After our interview, the recording will be transcribed by a professional 

transcriptionist. She will not know your real name or any other identifying information 

about you. She also has signed a confidentiality agreement that says that she will never 

repeat anything that she hears while transcribing an interview. At the beginning of the 

interview, you will be asked to choose a pseudonym. This is a fake name that will be used 

instead of your real name. Any information such as names and places that you mention 

during your interview will be changed so that they can not be traced back to you. In my 

dissertation and any resulting publications, I may present quotes from your interview but 

they will not contain any identifying information. Instead, I will refer to you by your 

chosen pseudonym and may change certain facts to help hide your true identity. During 

the interview, you can also tell me to keep something “off the record” and this 

information will be removed from the interview transcript and never quoted in any 

reports.  

 

After the interview, I will ask you to answer a few questions about your criminal history 

and any experiences you may have had with the criminal justice system and give you two 

short questionnaires to fill out. These questionnaires will ask you questions like how 

often you have taught somebody a skill, gone to a movie or attended a community 

meeting in the past few months. Afterwards, I will ask you to suggest a few other men 

who might be willing to participate in an interview.  
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Does this sound like something you would want to do? 

 

If you are interested in doing the interview, there are a few things that I want to discuss 

before we move forward. In some cases, this may not be relevant to your situation but I 

want to make sure to share the same information with everyone. I will be asking everyone 

I interview some basic facts about any criminal history they may have. However, I am not 

interested in the details of any crimes you may have committed or your association with 

other people who may have been involved in criminal activity. You should feel free to 

talk about these topics in a way that does not reveal any information that could be 

harmful to you or anyone else.  

 

At times, some of my questions may seem kind of nosy but I hope that you will feel 

comfortable talking with me and try to answer them as truthfully as possible. If at any 

time you decide not to answer a question, I will completely understand and won’t draw 

any conclusions by your refusal to discuss certain issues. I would much rather have you 

tell me when you do not want to answer a question than have you fudge the truth. It is 

also important for you to know that I will not judge you at any time for something that 

you may have done in the past or maybe are still currently doing.  

 

As a small token of appreciation, you will receive an honorarium of $40 after we have 

completed all of the following items: a life story interview, several open-ended questions 

about your experiences with crime and the criminal justice system, two short 

questionnaires and a few basic demographic questions, and, finally, my asking you for 

suggestions of other men who you know who might be willing to be interviewed. If for 

some reason we cannot complete the full interview in one sitting, we can always meet 

again to finish it up. A smaller monetary incentive of $5 will be offered to you if you 

decide not to complete the entire interview process.  

 

The information that you provide during the entire interview process including your 

answers to the two brief questionnaires will be recorded anonymously. Anything you say 

during our meeting will be held in the strictest confidence, with the following possible 

exceptions. If you reveal that you are contemplating self-harm or serious harm to 

someone else, I might have a legal or ethical obligation to report that information to the 

appropriate authorities or to warn the intended victim. In addition, the Institutional 

Review Board at Temple University may view my records of the project to assure that 

human subjects have been protected, but they too are bound to keep information they 

review confidential. Therefore, please remember that even if you agree to participate in 

the interview, you do not have to say anything that might possibly cause problems for you 

in the future and you may stop the interview at any time.  

 

Participation in this study is completely voluntary and you are free to decide whether or 

not to participate or to withdraw at any time. Non-participation or withdrawal will not 

have any consequences or prejudice future interactions with either me or Temple 

University in any way.  
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If you have any questions, I would be more than happy to answer them now or at any 

point in the future. I will also give you a card with my contact information on it so that 

you will be able to reach me if you think of any questions that you want to ask me later 

on. 
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APPENDIX C 

INFORMATIONAL HANDOUT FOR POTENTIAL RESPONDENTS 

 

Information for Potential Research Study Interviewees 
 

Title of the Study: “Exploring the Life Stories of Urban Male Non-offenders and Ex-

offenders” 

 

Student Researcher: Maya Silva, Doctoral Student, Department of Criminal Justice, 

Temple University,  

 

Faculty Advisor: M. Kay Harris, Associate Professor, Department of Criminal Justice, 

Temple University,  

 

Purpose of the Research: I am currently doing a study on the life stories of urban men. 

The specific goal of the project is to develop a better understanding of the ways in which 

urban men including ex-offenders understand and talk about their life experiences.  

 

Selection of Participants: Participants will be selected from men who volunteer after 

being referred to the researcher by friends and associates who have already participated 

and other individuals who have heard about the research project. Two groups of men are 

eligible to participate: those who have not committed any crimes as adults and those who 

are ex-offenders who committed several crimes after turning 21 years old but are no 

longer engaged in crime and have not been on probation or living in a half-way house 

during the past 12 months. All individuals who feel that they qualify for one of these 

groups are invited to participate in the study.  

 

Nature of Participation: The major activity for individuals selected to participate will be 

completing a life story interview, in which the person will be asked to tell the researcher 

his story in response to a few broad questions. In addition, he will be asked to answer 

several general questions about criminal offending, contact with the criminal justice 

system and substance abuse; complete two short questionnaires; and respond to a few 

basic questions about his situation. Also, I will ask if the person can supply contact 

information for several other men who may be interested in participating in the research 

project. The entire interview process should take approximately 2 to 3 hours to complete.  

 

Risks of Participation: There are no known risks of participation in the research other 

than the inconvenience of taking the time to be interviewed and the possible discomfort 

of being asked questions about your life experiences. I also will be asking everyone I 

interview some basic facts about any criminal history they may have. However, I am not 

interested in the details of any crimes you may have committed or your connection with 

 

 

TEMPLE UNIVERSITY 
A Commonwealth 

University 

 
Maya Silva, Ph.D. Student 

Department of Criminal Justice 

College of Liberal Arts 

 

Gladfelter Hall, 5
th

 Floor (025-02)  

1115 W. Berks Street                                                                                                                     

Philadelphia, Pennsylvania  19122 

Phone: (215) 204-1375                                                                                                       

Fax:     (215) 204-3872 

  



 

 280 

other people who may have been involved in criminal activity. You should feel free to 

talk about these topics in a way that does not reveal any information that could be 

harmful to you or anyone else.  

 

Benefits of Participation: Men interviewed so far have reported enjoying the experience 

of being able to tell their stories to an interested listener and I hope you will find the 

process enjoyable as well. As a small token of appreciation, you will receive an 

honorarium of $40 after we have completed all of the items listed above, including a life 

story interview, several short sets of questions and questionnaires and, finally, my asking 

you for suggestions of other men you know who might be willing to be interviewed. If 

for some reason we cannot complete the full interview in one sitting, we can always meet 

again to finish it up. A smaller monetary incentive of $5 will be offered to you if you 

decide not to complete the entire interview process.  

 

Anonymity of Research Participants: The information that you provide during the entire 

interview process including your answers to the two brief questionnaires will be recorded 

anonymously. At the beginning of the interview, you will be asked to choose a 

pseudonym. This is a fake name that will be used instead of your real name. Any 

information such as names and places that you mention during your interview will be 

changed so that they can not be traced back to you. In my research paper/dissertation and 

any other publications, I may present quotes from your interview but they will not 

contain any identifying information about your real identity. Instead, I will refer to you by 

your chosen pseudonym and may change certain facts to help hide your true identity. 

During the interview, you can also tell me to keep something “off the record” and this 

information will be removed from the interview transcript and never quoted in any 

reports.  

 

Confidentiality of Interviews: Anything you say during our meeting will be held in the 

strictest confidence, with the following possible exceptions. If you reveal that you are 

contemplating self-harm or serious harm to someone else, I might have a legal or ethical 

obligation to report that information to the appropriate authorities or to warn the intended 

victim. In addition, the Institutional Review Board at Temple University may view my 

records of the project to assure that human subjects have been protected, but they too are 

bound to keep information they review confidential. Therefore, please remember that 

even if you agree to participate in the interview, you do not have to say anything that 

might possibly cause problems for you in the future, you do not have to answer any 

question that makes you uncomfortable in any way and you may stop the interview at any 

time.  

 

Recording and Transcription of Interviews: The interviews will be recorded on a digital 

voice recorder so that I can give you my full attention and accurately capture your words. 

The voice files will be kept in a secure place that is only accessible to the researcher and 

stored for a period of 7 years after the study ends before being destroyed. After the 

interview, the recording will be transcribed by a professional transcriptionist. This 

individual will not know your real name or any other identifying information about you.  
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Disclaimer/Withdrawal: Participation in this study is completely voluntary and you are 

free to decide whether or not to participate or to withdraw at any time. Non-participation 

or withdrawal will not have any consequences or prejudice future interactions with the 

researcher or Temple University in any way.  

 

Questions: I would be more than happy to answer any questions about the research 

project or your participation in it that you may have at any time.  
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 APPENDIX D 

LIFE STORY INTERVIEW 

 

For the purposes of this study, please pick a pseudonym (a fake name that will be used 

instead of your real name). It can be any name (other than your own) but should not be a 

word or name that other people associate with you (such as a nickname). In the interview 

transcripts, field notes and my research paper/dissertation, I will refer to you by your 

chosen pseudonym. This will ensure that all of the information that you provide to me 

will be kept confidential. 

 

Chosen Pseudonym: _________________________________________________ 

 

 

Introductory Comments 

 

This interview is about your life story. It is divided into a number of sections and starts 

with general things and moves to the particular. I hope that you will find the interview to 

be an enjoyable and interesting experience.  

 

As we discussed before, I would like to tape-record our interview so that I will be able to 

capture your words as accurately as possible and have to take notes. Every so often, I 

may jot down a few things while you are talking but they will mainly be follow-up 

questions that I don’t want to forget to ask.  

 

Is it alright if I turn the recorder on now? 

 

Do you have any questions for me before we start the interview?  

 

I. Life Chapters 

 

I would like you to think about your life as if it were a book or a movie that contains 

chapters, scenes and main characters. Just to give me an overview, please start by 

describing each of the main chapters of your life story. If you can, give each chapter a 

name and, then, briefly tell me what happened during that part of your life. This first part 

of the interview can go on forever, so I would like you to keep it relatively brief, say, 10 

to 15 minutes. Therefore, you don't want to tell me "the whole story" now. Just give me a 

sense of the story's outline and the major chapters in your life.  

 

Statement that can be added if the respondent needs some guidance or appears to be 

breaking his life story into too many or too few chapters: 

 

You may have as many or as few chapters as you like, but I would suggest dividing your 

story into at least 2 or 3 chapters and at most about 7. 

 

Interviewer’s Instructions: 
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[The interviewer may wish to ask for clarifications and elaborations at any point in this 

section, though there is a significant danger of interrupting too much. If the subject 

finishes in under 10 minutes, then he/she has not said enough, and the interviewer should 

probe for more detail. If the subject looks as if he/she is going to continue beyond half an 

hour, then the interviewer should try (gently) to speed things along somewhat. Yet, you 

don't want the subject to feel "rushed." (It is inevitable, therefore, that some subjects will 

run on too long.) This is the most open-ended part of the interview. It has the most 

projective potential. Thus, we are quite interested in how the subject organizes the 

response on his or her own. Be careful not to organize it for the subject.]  

 
II. Critical Events 
 

Now that you have given me an outline of the chapters in your story, I would like to 

concentrate on a few key events that may stand out in bold print in the story. A key event 

should be a significant episode in your past that’s set in a particular time and place rather 

than a general time period. 

 

For each key event, please tell me:  

 

1. When did the event occur? (How old were you?)  

2. What exactly happened?  

3. Who was involved?  

4. What were you thinking and feeling at the time?  

5. Looking back on it now, what did the event mean in the context of your overall life 

story and your understanding of who you are today?  

 

The interview is structured so that I will ask you about a general kind of scene and then 

you will identify a specific moment in time to talk about.  

Scene # 1: High Point (Peak Experience) **Agency and Communion Themes and 

Redemption and Contamination Sequences** 

Now I’d like you to describe an event in your life that was so wonderful that you look 

back on it as one of the best times in your entire life. It might have been a moment in 

your story when you experienced extremely positive feelings such as joy, excitement, 

happiness, or inner peace.  

 

Additional Directions: 
 

What happened during this event? Where and when did it happen? Who was involved? 

What were you thinking and feeling at the time? Why is it an important event? and What 

impact has this event had on who you are today? 

 

Interviewer’s Instructions:  
 

[Interviewer should make sure that the subject addresses all of these questions, especially 
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ones about impact and what the experience says about the person. Do not interrupt the 

description of the event. Rather ask for extra detail, if necessary, after the subject has 

finished initial description of the event.] 

Scene # 2: Low Point (Nadir Experience) **Agency and Communion Themes and 

Redemption and Contamination Sequences** 

Could you give me an example of another point in your life that was important to you, 

but this time involving an opposite feeling, a low point in your story. Try to remember a 

specific experience or event where you felt extremely negative emotions, such as deep 

sadness, disillusionment or shame. This does not necessarily have to be the worst thing 

that ever happened to you, if you are not comfortable talking about it. But you should 

consider this experience to represent one of the lowest points in your life story. 

 

Additional Directions: 
Make sure to tell me what led up to the event, so that I can understand it in context. What 

happened during this event? Where and when did it happen? Who was involved? What 

were you thinking and feeling at the time? Why is it an important event? and What 

impact has this event had on who you are today? 

Scene # 3: Turning Point **Agency and Communion Themes and Redemption and 

Contamination Sequences** 

In looking back over your life, you may be able to identify certain points where you 

experienced an important change in your life. Please tell me about a specific key event in 

your life story where you underwent an important transition or change with respect to 

your understanding of yourself.  

 

Please make sure to tell me what led up to the event, what happened, what you were 

thinking and feeling at the time and most importantly, how you think you changed as a 

result of this experience and why you consider it to be an important part of your life story 

today.  

 

Follow-up Probes: 

 If the respondent can not think of a specific turning point and needs further 

probing: 
“It is not necessary that you consciously saw the event as a turning point when it actually 

happened. Rather, what is important is that you now see this particular event as a turning 

point in your life.” 

 

If the follow-up probe did not produce a story about a turning point: 

“If you feel your life story contains no clear turning points, then describe a particular 

episode in your life that comes closer than any other to qualifying for a turning point – a 

scene where you changed in some way.” 

 

Interviewer’s Instructions:  



 

 285 

[If subject repeats an earlier event (e.g., peak experience, nadir) ask him to choose 

another one. Each of the four scenes should be independent, separate events.] 

 

Scene # 4: Future Scene **Generativity Coding** 

Next, I am going to ask you to do something a little different. Your life story is not only 

about the past as you remember it, but it also includes the future as you imagine it today. 

What do you foresee in your future? If you had to describe your life, 5 to 10 years from 

now, what would it look like?  

 

Question # 5: Masculinity 

Can you tell me a story about the point in your life when you started to consider yourself 

a “man”? 

 

Follow-up Probe: Have your ideas about manhood changed over time? 

 

Question # 6: Decision  

Our lives are marked by events in which we must make an important choice or decision. 

Important decisions may affect the course of our entire lives such as deciding whether or 

not to marry a particular person, what occupation to pursue, what to believe in, etc. 

Please describe a particular event in your life when you made an important decision.  

 

Question # 7: Goals **Generativity Coding** 

 

At different points in our lives, we set different goals for the future. Goals may be short-

term such as saving up enough money to buy a car or long-term such as completing 

school, raising a family or starting your own business. What are some of your current 

short-term and long-term goals?  

 

Wait and give them time to answer the first question and make sure that both short-term 

and long-term goals have been discussed and clearly identified. Then ask: 

 

Can you describe a specific event from your recent past when you did something that was 

aimed at accomplishing one of your long-term goals?  

 

Question # 8: Personal Strivings 

 

Personal strivings represent the ongoing aims that individuals seek in their everyday 

lives, “what a person is typically … trying to do.” Can you list for me 5 to 10 of your 

current personal strivings (objectives that you are trying to accomplish on a daily basis)?  

 

Clarification Statement:  

Personals strivings are different from the short-term and long-term goals that you 

discussed in response to question # 7, although they may be related. Personal strivings are 

more focused on the day to day things that you are trying to achieve. For example, one of 

your long-term goals may be to be a good father to your children whereas a personal 

striving could be to read your children a bedtime story or help them with their homework 
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every night or to eat dinner as a family on a regular basis.  

 

Some examples of personal strivings include “trying to be the center of attention,” “trying 

to persuade others that I am right,” and “trying to help others in need of assistance” 

(Emmons, 1991, p.455).  

 

These objectives can either be positive things that you are currently pursuing or negative 

things that you are regularly trying to avoid.  

 

Question # 9: Life Challenge 

 

Looking back over your life story, please identify the single greatest challenge that you 

have faced in your life. How have you faced, handled, or dealt with this challenge? Have 

other people assisted you in dealing with this challenge? How has this challenge had an 

impact on your life story?  

 

Clarification Statement:  
A challenge might include an obstacle that keeps coming up, a hardship or something that 

takes real effort to overcome. 

 

Question # 10: Life Theme 
 

Looking back over your entire life story like scenes in a movie, extending into the past as 

well as the imagined future, can you identify a central theme, message, or idea that runs 

throughout the story? What is the major theme of your life story?  

 

Question # 11: Final question for everybody **Generativity Coding** 
 

Do you see yourself as trying to make the world a better place? Can you give me some 

examples of how you are trying to make a positive difference? 

 

Closing Comment: Is there anything you would like to add? 
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APPENDIX E 

SCRIPT FOR QUESTIONS ON CRIMINAL OFFENDING AND  

EXPERIENCES WITH THE CRIMINAL JUSTICE SYSTEM 

 

Involvement in Crime and the Criminal Justice System: 

 

As you may remember, at the beginning of our meeting I explained that I am 

interviewing two groups of men: those who have not committed any crimes as adults 

and those who are ex-offenders. As a result, the next few questions may or may not be 

applicable to you because they focus on involvement with crime and the criminal 

justice system. We will start by talking about your experiences as a youth and then 

move on to more recent events.  

 

1. Juvenile Experiences with Crime and the Criminal Justice System: 

 

If the respondent hasn’t discussed crime in the interview: 

 

When you were a juvenile, did you ever get in any trouble with the law?  

 

If the respondent has already mentioned that he was involved in delinquent behavior:  

Earlier you mentioned _____ (a crime or type of delinquent activity), I was wondering if 

you could talk a little more about your involvement in _____ and any contact that you 

had with the police or court system when you were a juvenile. 

 

Possible Probes: 
 Were you ever arrested or taken into custody when you were a juvenile (under 

the age of 18 years old)? 

 If Yes, how old were you when you were first taken into custody by the police? 

 If Yes, approximately how many times were you arrested as a juvenile?  

 Were you ever convicted or adjudicated guilty of a crime when you were a 

juvenile? 

 If Yes, how old were you when you first were adjudicated delinquent? 

 If Yes, approximately how many convictions/delinquency adjudications did you 

receive as a juvenile?  

 Were you ever incarcerated post-adjudication when you were a juvenile (under 

the age of 18)?  

 If Yes, how old were you when you were sent to a juvenile institution? 

 If Yes, approximately how many times were you incarcerated as a juvenile? 

 What was the longest period that you served as a juvenile?  

 How old were you when your longest period of juvenile incarceration ended? 

 Were you ever charged as an adult for a crime that you committed as a juvenile? 

 If Yes, were you convicted of this crime? 

o If Yes, please specify the type of offense and resulting sentence. 

      Offense _____________________________ 

 

      Sentence ____________________________  
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If the sentence was indeterminate (a range in years),  

please indicate how much time you actually served. _____________________ 

 

2.  Adult Experiences with Crime and the Criminal Justice System: 

If the respondent hasn’t discussed crime in the interview: 
As an adult (over 18), have you ever been in trouble with the law?  

If the respondent mentioned that he was involved in delinquent behavior:  
You have already discussed your experiences with ________ (a delinquent incident or 

type of criminal behavior) when you were younger. Did your involvement in illegal 

activity continue as an adult (over 18)?   

If the respondent explicitly discussed his previous criminal activity or experiences with 

the criminal justice system such as arrests, imprisonment or reentry: 

Earlier you mentioned _____, I was wondering if you could talk a little more about your 

involvement in _____ and any contact that you had with the police or court system since 

you became an adult (over 18).       

Possible Probes: 

 Were you ever arrested as an adult (18 years old and up)?  

 If Yes, approximately how many times were you arrested as an adult?  

 At what ages? (Or, how old were you when you first were arrested as an adult?) 

 What were you arrested for? 

 When was the last time that you were arrested as an adult? How long ago was 

that? 

   

 Have you ever been convicted of a crime as an adult? 

 What offense(s) were you convicted of?  

 When was your last conviction? 

 What happened in that case?  

 

 Were you ever on probation? 

 If Yes, approximately how many times were you on probation? For how long? 

 When was the last time that you were on probation as an adult? 

 

 Have you ever been incarcerated? 

 If Yes, what type of facility were you sent to? 

 Did you serve any time in a jail? (number of jail sentences; time served) 

 Did you serve time in state prison? (# of state prison sentences; time served) 

 Did you serve time in federal prison? (# of federal prison sentences; time served) 

 When was the last time that you were released from prison? How long ago? 

 

 Did you receive parole supervision when you were released from prison? 

 Are you currently on parole or other correctional supervision? 

 What do you think is the longest period of time that you have stayed out of 

jail or prison? 
1. Approximately, when did this time period occur? 

 What do you think is the total amount of time (days / months / years) that you 

have been incarcerated over your entire lifetime? 
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3.  Frequency of Adult Offending and Self-concept: 

 

For respondents who were criminally active as adults. 

 Can you tell me a little bit about what your life was like when you were actively 

committing crimes?  

Probe for frequency and patterns in offending behavior and for specialization or 

variety in offending behavior. 

 During the time period when you were offending, if someone described you as a  

criminal, what would you have said?  

Follow-up Question: At that time, how would you have described yourself? 

 How do you think that you have changed? 

 How would you describe yourself today? 

 When was the last time you committed a crime whether or not you were ever 

caught? 

 Do you think that you will ever re-offend? 

 Is there anything that could happen that might change your mind?  

 

For respondents who were not criminally active as adults. 
As someone who has never been involved in crime, do you think there is anything that 

could happen that would lead you to become involved in crime in the future?  

   

4.  Experiences with Drug and Alcohol Use and Substance Abuse:  
a.)  Have you ever regularly used drugs or alcohol?  

b.)  If Yes - Do you believe that you have ever had a substance abuse problem? 

c.)  If Yes - Did you ever attempt to stop using? 

d.)  Do you consider yourself to be in recovery?  

Possible Probes: 

 Has your drug / alcohol use changed over time (increased / decreased)? 

 How were you able to accomplish it? 

 Have you ever regularly attended a 12 step program such as AA or NA? 

 Are you currently attending a 12 step program on a regular basis? 

 Have you ever received in-patient treatment for a substance abuse problem? 

 Have you ever received out-patient treatment for a substance abuse problem? 

 Are you currently participating in any drug treatment programs? 

 

5.  Family Experiences with the Criminal Justice System: 

 

All of my questions up until now have been focused on your own life experiences. In this 

question, I am actually going to ask you to talk a little bit about your family and close 

friends. 

a.)  Have any of your immediate family members ever been incarcerated or convicted of a  

       crime as far as you know?  

b.)  Have any of your close friends ever been incarcerated or convicted of a crime?  

Possible Probes: 
What influence did these events have on your own life and decisions? 
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APPENDIX F 

SCRIPT FOR DEMOGRAPHIC QUESTIONS  

 

Now I want to ask you some information about your background, current living situation 

and other personal and family characteristics. 

 

Note: The probes will be employed when respondents have not already supplied the 

information either in response to a general or prior demographic question or during the 

life story interview. 

 

Demographic Characteristics:  
1.) Race / ethnic group (Are you African American or Black? Do you consider yourself to 

      be a member of any other racial or ethnic group?) 

Possible Probes:  

 Are you Hispanic or Latino? 

 If foreign born, what nationality are you?  

2.) How old are you?  

 

Marital History: 
3.) Are you currently married? (Other Options – Common Law, Single, Separated,   

     Divorced, Widowed)  

Possible Probes: 

 If so, how long have you been married to your wife?  

 If not, have you ever been married?  

 Have you been married more than once? If so, how many times? 

Children: 

4.)  Do you have any kids?  

Possible Probes:                  

 If so, how many? What are their ages? How many boys? How many girls? 

 Have you helped to raise any children who are not biologically related to you? Are 

you currently a part of any of these children’s lives? 

 Do you have any step-children?  

 Have you formally adopted any children? 

 Are you currently living with any of your children? 

          

Employment Status: 

5.) Are you currently working? (What do you do for a living? How would you describe  

      your current work situation?)  

Potential Probes:  

 If employed, what type of job do you have? and How long have you worked 

there? 

 Do you ever work a second job too? 

 How many hours do you work each week?   

 What is your hourly pay rate? (or How much do you get paid each week?) 

 If you are not currently working, why not? (Actively seeking work? In training 

or in school? Disabled? Primary caregiver for children or another person?) 
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Education: 

6.)   How far did you go in school? 

Possible Probes: 

 What was the last year of schooling that you completed? 

 Did you ever attend a college or university? 

 Are you currently attending school (GED courses or college-level classes)? 

  

Religious Affiliation and Faith-based Practices (Growing Up):  
7.) Was your family religious when you were growing up? 

Possible Probes: 
 What religion did your family practice while you were growing up?  

 Growing up, how often did you pray? 

 How often did you read religious texts / Scripture (i.e. Bible, Torah or Koran)? 

 How often did your family attend religious / worship services (Sunday church 

sermons, the Sabbath, Shabbat, Mass, Jumah etc.)? 

 Growing up, how strong a role did religion play in your life?  

 

Current Religious Affiliation and Faith-based Practices:  
8.) Do you currently practice a religion? 

Possible Probes: 
 What religion do you practice?  

 How often do you pray? 

 How often do you read religious texts / Scripture (i.e. Bible, Torah or Koran)? 

 How often do you attend religious / worship services (Sunday church sermons, the 

Sabbath, Shabbat, Mass, Jumah etc.)? 

 Currently, how strong a role does religion play in your life?  

 Have you ever experienced a religious conversion? 

   

Living Arrangements: 

9.) What are your current living arrangements?  

Possible Probes: 

 Where do you live? (type of residence – home, apartment etc.) 

 How long have you lived there? 

 Who do you live with?   

 Are you currently taking care of any elderly, disabled or ailing adult relatives?  

 

Hometown: 

10.) Where did you grow up? (City and State) 

Possible Probes: 

 If Philadelphia, do you currently live in the same neighborhood where you grew 

up? 

 If somewhere other than Philly, what type of area is that? (small town, rural or 

farm property, suburban, urban?) 

 

Family Background: 
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11.) When you were growing up, who else lived with you? 

Possible Probes: 

 Were you raised by both parents? 

 Did your mother / father / primary guardian work while you were growing up? 

 What did he or she do for a living? 

 Did your parents divorce before you reached the age of 18? 

 

Military Service: 

12.) Did you ever serve in the military?  

 

Possible Probes: 
 Were you sent overseas while on active duty? 

 Were you in the military during war time? 

      If Yes, in which war (s) did you serve? 

           a.) World War II  

      b.) Korean War 

      c.) Vietnam War 

          d.) Desert Storm 

         e.) Current War in Afghanistan 

        f.) Current War in Iraq  

      g.) Other: Please specify __________________________ 

 Were you ever court marshaled or arrested, tried or convicted of a crime during    

            your military service? 

 What was the nature of your discharge from the military? 

       a. Honorable Discharge 

       b. Dishonorable Discharge                    

       c. Medical Discharge 

 Other: Please specify __________________ 
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APPENDIX G 

LOYOLA GENERATIVITY SCALE (LGS) 

 

Instructions. For each of the following statements, please indicate how often the 

statement applies to you, by marking either a "0," "1," "2," or "3" in the space in front. 

 

 

Mark "0" if the statement never applies to you. 

 

Mark "1" if the statement only occasionally or seldom applies to you. 

 

Mark "2" if the statement applies to you fairly often. 

 

Mark "3" if the statement applies to you very often or nearly always. 

 

 

____ 1. I try to pass along the knowledge I have gained through my experiences. 

 

____ 2. I do not feel that other people need me. 

 

____ 3. I think I would like the work of a teacher. 

 

____ 4. I feel as though I have made a difference to many people. 

 

____ 5. I do not volunteer to work for a charity. 

 

____ 6. I have made and created things that have had an impact on other people. 

 

____ 7. I try to be creative in most things that I do. 

 

____ 8. I think that I will be remembered for a long time after I die. 

 

____ 9.  I believe that society cannot be responsible for providing food and shelter for all 

homeless people. 

 

____ 10. Others would say that I have made unique contributions to society. 

 

____ 11. If I were unable to have children of my own, I would like to adopt children. 

 

____ 12. I have important skills that I try to teach others. 

 

____ 13. I feel that I have done nothing that will survive after I die. 

 

____ 14. In general, my actions do not have a positive effect on other people. 
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____ 15. I feel as though I have done nothing of worth to contribute to others. 

 

____ 16. I have made many commitments to many different kinds of people, groups, and 

activities in my life. 

 

____ 17. Other people say that I am a very productive person. 

 

____ 18. I have a responsibility to improve the neighborhood in which I live. 

 

____ 19. People come to me for advice. 

 

____ 20. I feel as though my contributions will exist after I die.  
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APPENDIX H 

GENERATIVE BEHAVIOR CHECKLIST (GBC) 

 

Instructions. Below is a list of specific behaviors or acts. Over the past two months, it is 

likely that you may have performed some of these behaviors. It is also likely that you 

have not performed many of them as well during this time. Please consider each behavior 

to determine whether or not you have performed the behavior during the past two 

months. If you have performed the behavior, please try to determine how many times you 

have performed it during the past two months. For each behavior, provide one of the 

following ratings:  

Write a "0" in the blank before the behavior if you have not performed the behavior 

during the past two months. 

  

Write a "1" in the blank if you have performed the behavior one time during the past two 

months.  

 

Write a "2" in the blank if you have performed the behavior more than once during the 

past two months. 

 

____1. Taught somebody a skill. 

____2. Served as a role model for a young person. 

____3. Won an award or contest. 

____4. Went to see a movie or play. 

____5. Gave money to a charity. 

____6. Did volunteer work for a charity. 

____7. Listened to a person tell me his or her personal problems. 

____8. Purchased a new car or major appliance (e.g., dishwasher, television set). 

____9. Taught Sunday School or provided similar religious instruction. 

____10. Taught somebody about right and wrong, good and bad. 

____11. Told somebody about my own childhood. 

____12. Read a story to a child. 

____13. Babysat for somebody else's children. 

____14. Participated in an athletic sport. 

____15. Gave clothing or personal belongings to a not-for-profit organization (such as 

              "Good Will")  

____16. Was elected or promoted to a leadership position. 
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____17. Made a decision that influenced many people. 

____18. Ate dinner at a restaurant. 

____19. Produced a piece of art or craft (such as pottery, quilt, woodwork, painting, etc). 

____20. Produced a plan for an organization or group outside my own family. 

____21. Visited a nonrelative in a hospital or nursing home. 

____22. Read a novel. 

____23. Made something for somebody and then gave it to them. 

____24. Drew upon my past experiences to help a person adjust to a situation. 

____25. Picked up garbage or trash off the street or some other area that is not my 

               property. 

____26. Gave a stranger directions on how to get somewhere. 

____27. Attended a community or neighborhood meeting. 

____28. Wrote a poem or story. 

____29. Took in a pet. 

____30. Did something that other people considered to be unique and important. 

____31. Attended a meeting or activity at a church (not including conventional worship  

               service  such as Mass, Sunday morning service, etc.). 

____32. Offered physical help to a friend or acquaintance (e.g., helped them move, fix a 

                car, etc.). 

____33. Had an argument with a friend or family member. 

____34. Contributed time or money to a political or social cause. 

____35. Planted or tended a garden, tree, flower, or other plant. 

____36. Wrote a letter to a newspaper, magazine, Congressman, etc. about a social issue. 

____37. Cooked a meal for friends (nonfamily members). 

____38. Donated blood. 

____39. Took prescription medicine. 

____40. Sewed or mended a garment or other object. 

____41. Restored or rehabbed a house, part of a house, a piece of furniture, etc. 

____42. Assembled or repaired a child's toy. 

____43. Voted for a political candidate or some other elected position. 

____44. Invented something. 
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____45. Provided first aid or other medical attention. 

____46. Attended a party. 

____47. Took an afternoon nap. 

____48. Participated in or attended a benefit or fund-raiser. 

____49. Learned a new skill (e.g., computer language, musical instrument, welding, etc.). 

____50. Became a parent (had a child, adopted a child, or became a foster parent). 

 

 

Last Updated: 2005-02-14 13:10:52 
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APPENDIX I 

SCRIPT FOR REFERRAL AND RECRUITMENT PROCESS 

 

Now that we have finished the interview, I have one last thing to ask you. I was 

wondering if you could suggest several other men who might be willing to participate in 

an interview.  

 

They should be: acquaintances, friends or family members who are between the ages 

of 25 and 55 years old and grew up in a neighborhood that was similar to yours 
 

At the beginning of our meeting, I explained that I am looking to interview two groups 

of men: those who have not committed any crimes as adults (18 years old) and those 

who are ex-offenders who committed several crimes after turning 21 years old but are 

no longer engaged in crime and have not been on probation or living in a half-way 

house during the past 12 months  
 

I am hoping that you can suggest at least two men who you think would fit into each 

group and be willing to provide me with their names and phone numbers so that I can try 

to reach them. It’s also okay to suggest some people even if you are not entirely sure 

whether or not they would qualify for one of these two groups since I can explain a 

little more about my project and who I am looking to interview when I talk with them.  

 

If you want to check with them ahead of time and make sure that it is okay for you to 

give me their names and phone numbers, that’s fine and I will completely understand. 

When you talk with them, you can explain a little bit about what you know about my 

project and describe the interview process to them and tell them about your own 

experiences doing the interview, which I really hope that you enjoyed. It would be great 

if you could get their permission to pass their names and phone numbers to me so that I 

can contact them directly. I know that most people are really busy and sometimes it helps 

to follow up with them and ask if they would be willing to meet with me. Of course, you 

can also give them my name and phone number so that they can feel free to call me too.  

 

It is also important to know that I may not select all of them to participate in my 

study or contact them right away. It might be good to explain this to them so they 

won’t be expecting me to call shortly after you talk to them about my project. I will 

definitely contact one or two of the men who you suggest but it may take me a few weeks 

to figure out who I should interview next. If they want, I can contact them and let them 

know if I end up with enough interviews so they won’t be wondering what happened. 

You can also rest assured that I would never discuss anything you told me during the 

interview with any of the men who you refer to me.  

 

Do you have any questions or concerns about this referral process? 

 

Can you think of anyone you know who might be willing to meet with me to do an 

interview?  
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Probes: 
 How long have you known him? 

 When / Where / How did you meet? (try to gauge criminal record and SES) 

 How old is he? 
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APPENDIX J 

CODING GUIDELINES FOR AGENCY AND COMMUNION 

 

 

Coding Autobiographical Episodes for Themes of Agency and Communion 

Dan P. McAdams 
Northwestern University 

Revised: April, 2001 
 
 

David Bakan (1966) introduced the concepts of agency and communion in the following 
passage: 
 

I have adopted the terms “agency” and “communion” to characterize two 
fundamental modalities in the existence of living forms, agency for the existence 
of an organism as an individual, and communion for the participation of the 
individual in some larger organism of which the individual is a part. Agency 
manifests itself in self-protection, self-assertion, and self-expansion; communion 
manifests itself in the sense of being at one with other organisms. Agency 
manifests itself in the formation of separations; communion in the lack of 
separations. Agency manifests itself in isolation, alienation, and aloneness; 
communion in contact, openness, and union. Agency manifests itself in the urge 
to master; communion in noncontractual cooperation. (pp. 14-15). 

 
These two generic “modalities in the existence of living forms” may also be viewed as two 

thematic clusterings in life narratives, each articulating important life goals, strivings, needs, and 
desires. Following the work of Bakan and many others, McAdams (1985; McAdams, Hoffman, 
Mansfield, & Day, 1996) has suggested that agency and communion are the two central 
superordinate thematic clusterings in life narratives. People’s life stories differ with respect to the 
salience of agency and communion themes, and those differences are measurable. This manual 
is designed to enable the researcher to capture some of those individual differences in the 
thematic coding of particular life narrative episodes. It describes a simple and reliable method for 
coding the salience of agency and communion themes in written or verbal accounts of especially 
significant autobiographical events, or what McAdams (1985) calls “nuclear episodes” in life 
stories. 
 

The coding system is designed to detect the salience of agency and communion themes 
in accounts of discrete life-story episodes, such as life story “high points,” “low points,” “turning 
points,” and “earliest memories.” Such accounts may be collected through life-narrative open-
ended questionnaires or through interviews. In general, the coding scheme works best when 
subjects describe particular events in their lives that they find to be especially personally 
meaningful -- events that the subjects themselves may see as having had an important impact on 
their identity. For each event, subjects are typically asked to describe (verbally or in writing) what 
happened in the event itself, who was involved, what the subject was thinking and feeling during 
the event, and what (if anything) the event means in the context of the subject’s own self defining 
life story. Subjects may describe events that are either positive or negative in emotional tone. In 
general, however, the categories described below refer to positively-valenced themes in life 
narrative. 
 

In coding an account for themes of agency and communion, the scoring unit is the 
episode itself. Each episode is coded for the presence (score +1) or absence (score 0) of eight 
different themes, four under the heading of agency and four under the heading of communion. 
The four agency themes are: (1) Self-Mastery (SM), (2) Status/Victory (SV), (3) 
Achievement/Responsibility (AR), and (4) Empowerment (EM). The four communion themes are: 
(5) Love/Friendship, (6) Dialogue (DG), (7) Caring/Help (CH), and (8) Unity/Togetherness (UT). 
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The coder must determine whether or not the story contains evidence of each of the eight 
themes. If evidence exists for the theme in the episode, then the theme receives a score of +1 for 
the corresponding episode. If no evidence exists, the theme receives a score of 0 for that 
episode. A theme is scored only once per episode. Theme scores may then be summed across 
agency and across communion categories within an episode, to provide summary scores for 
agency and communion respectively. Thus, the highest possible score for agency or communion 
for a given episode would be “4.” The lowest score would be “0.” 
 

The coding system for agency and communion is a conservative scheme. The scorer 
should not give a point (+1) for a given theme in a given episode unless there is clear and explicit 
proof of the theme’s existence in the episode. The scorer should be careful not to read anything 
into the literal description of the account. The scorer should avoid clinical inferences and 
extensions beyond the written or spoken word. 
 

Two independent coders should score episodes, and then correlation coefficients should 
be calculated to determine interscorer reliability. Reliabilities may be calculated for each theme 
score, summed across however many episodes a subject describes, and for the total agency and 
total communion scores, summed across episodes. Scorers may need to work together in early 
phases of coding in order to build up a common understanding, so that eventually their 
independent codings will show acceptable reliability. 
 

Themes of Agency 
 

Agency encompasses a wide range of psychological and motivational ideas, including the 
concepts of strength, power, expansion, mastery, control, dominance, autonomy, separation, and 
independence. Most accounts of important autobiographical experiences are couched in agentic 
terms to one degree or another. After all, the subject is telling the researcher about an importance 
experience for the self, so we should not be surprised if the account entails at least a modicum of 
self-celebration, self-focus, self-expansion, and so on. The necessary focus on the self, therefore, 
encourages a rhetoric of agency in most autobiographical accounts, especially among 
contemporary citizens of Western societies, imbued with an ethic of individualism. For example, 
many turning point episodes will tell how a person moved from dependence to “autonomy.” The 
attainment of autonomy in human development is a very common theme among Westerners, 
especially those in the middle classes. The four agentic themes articulated below, however, go 
above and beyond the typical agentic rhetoric of autobiographical expression. They express 
highly agentic ideas that, even by the cultural standards of contemporary self rhetoric, stand out 
as especially indicative of Bakan’s concept of agency in human lives. 
 
 
1. SELF-MASTERY (SM). 
 
 

The story protagonist strives successfully to master, control, enlarge, or perfect the self. 
Through forceful or effective action, thought, or experience, the protagonist is able to strengthen 
the self, to become a larger, wiser, or more powerful agent in the world. A relatively common 
expression of the theme involves the protagonist’s attaining a dramatic insight into the meaning of 
his or her life. The insight may be seen as a transformation in self-awareness or a leap forward in 
self-understanding that entails the realization of new goals, plans, or missions in life -- a 
significant insight into one’s identity. Another relatively common expression of SM involves the 
protagonist’s experiencing a greatly enhanced sense of control over his or her destiny in the wake 
of an important event (e.g., divorce, death of a loved one, reaching a life milestone). Other 
examples of SM typically show up in accounts in which the individual reports that he or she felt 
“strengthened” by an important event, or in which a person explicitly says that the experience 
provided him or her with a feeling of power. 
 
Examples of SM through “insight”: 



 

 302 

 
A man comes into contact with the spiritual dimensions of his life at a weekend retreat designed 
to stimulate psychological growth. 
 
A man accepts the awful truth that he is indeed an alcoholic. 
 
A subject responds that her most important goal in life is the attainment of wisdom, which she 
describes as “the re-creation of myself as a better person.” 
 
A woman comes to see her life’s mission as being an artist. She quits her job, sets up a studio, 
and strives to actualize her dream. 
 
A young man experiences a religious conversion which provides him with new insight into his own 
life. 
 
A middle-aged man realizes that he is being exploited by his current employer. He breaks away 
from the firm and embarks upon a new line of work, more in keeping with his life goals. 
 
A woman comes to the conclusion that she has wasted 20 years of her life in a desperate drive 
for material well-being. She decides to dedicate her life to helping others. 
 
Inspired by reading Freud, a young man comes to the realization that he wants to be a 
psychotherapist. 
 
After a near-death experience, a man comes to a new understanding of the quality of life. He 
pledges to slow down, enjoy his family more, take everything one day at a time. 
 
After the death of his son, a man changes his “philosophy of life.” 
 
Examples of SM through “control”: 
 
A woman reports feelings of deep satisfaction in being able to manage the pain of labor during 
childbirth. She is able to master the self by controlling her own pain. 
 
A divorce frees up a woman to take control of her own life and the life of her son. 
 
A man feels SM by sticking to a regimen of weight-lifting and dieting; SM is experienced by 
controlling (and perfecting) the body. 
 
A drug addict kicks the habit; takes control of his life. 
 
A woman argues with her doctor about the method by which she will give birth to her first child. 
She wins the argument and is able to have the child “naturally,” with minimal assistance from 
medical technologies. She is thus able to control the situation and control her own bodily 
processes in accord with her image of herself as a powerful agent. 
 
A young White woman defies her family’s objections and marries a black man. 
 
A student is able to control his raging emotions in confronting a professor about a perceived 
injustice in class. The student prevails in convincing the instructor of his point of view, showing 
that controlling the self can reap significant external benefits. 
 
Though a highly disciplined regimen of reading and study, a professor continues to improve her 
mind and enlarge her understanding of her chosen field of study. 
 
Other examples of SM: 
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A married couple go through tremendous hardships in their first year of marriage, experiencing 
the death of both sets of parents. They emerge from this period strengthened and better able to 
cope with life’s problems. 
 
A musician experiences a sense of power or mastery during a performance. 
 
An army recruit feels “strong” after finishing basic training. 
 
 
2. STATUS/VICTORY (SV). 
 
 

The protagonist attains a heightened status or prestige among his or her peers, through 
receiving a special recognition or honor or winning a contest or competition. The implication in SV 
is that status or victory is achieved via a vis others. There is always an interpersonal and implicitly 
competitive context in SV. Typically, the person “wins.” There is victory or triumph. SV refers to 
significant recognition, especially prestigious honors, and various kinds of victories over others. 
Simply “doing a good job,” getting good grades, or successfully achieving a goal is not enough to 
score for SV. 
 
Some examples: 
 
A young woman is elected homecoming queen. 
 
An actor wins a coveted lead part in an upcoming play. 
 
A student graduates from college with special honors (e.g., magna cum laude). 
 
A person receives an award for outstanding achievement. 
 
The quarterback completes a crucial pass, which gives his team the victory in the football game. 
 
A musician receives a standing ovation. 
 
A professor is honored at a party for receiving tenure at the university. 
 
An aspiring writer is granted admission to a prestigious graduate program. 
 
A swimmer wins a race. 
 
A lawyer wins a case. 
 
A person is granted an important position or awarded a prestigious job. 
 
A high school student gains admission to a good university. 
 
A student wins a scholarship or grant. 
 
 
3. ACHIEVEMENT/RESPONSIBILITY (AR). 
 
 

The person reports substantial success in the achievement of tasks, jobs, instrumental 
goals, or in the assumption of important responsibilities. The protagonist of the story feels proud, 
confident, masterful, accomplished, or successful in (1) meeting significant challenges or 
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overcoming important obstacles concerning instrumental achievement in life or (2) taking on 
major responsibilities for other people and assuming roles that require the person to be in charge 
of things or people. Most often these accomplishments and responsibilities would occur in 
achievement settings, such as school or work, rather than in more personal settings, such as with 
reference to spiritual or romantic goals. Rather than “winning” (as under SV), this category 
requires that the protagonist strive to do things, produce things, or assume responsibilities in such 
a way as to meet an implicit or explicit standard of excellence. In this sense, AR bears 
resemblance to the “achievement motivation” scoring categories in McClelland and Atkinson’s 

coding system for TAT stories (McClelland  et al., 1953). (By contrast, SM and SV appear to 

connect thematically to Winter’s (1973) “power motivation” scoring categories for TAT stories. 
Power motivation and achievement motivation are two different manifestations of agency.) 
 
Examples of AR: 
 
A student works hard to perfect a short story for a class assignment. He spends hours polishing 
word choice, getting the imagery right, and so on. 
 
An executive meets his annual goals for the company. 
 
A young boy builds a tree house, and he is very proud of his accomplishment. 
 
A student masters a class on computer programming. 
 
A secretary takes over an office and turns it into a model of efficiency and productivity. 
 
After having their first child, a couple now realizes the significant financial responsibilities they 
have assumed. 
 
A woman endeavors to interact with her colleagues in a “healthy and productive manner.” Here 
the explicit reference to being productive in the workplace qualifies the response for AR. 
 
A woman describes her movement from college to graduate school: “I was able to settle down 
and become focused and to become productive in a much more real way than up until then. I had 
always produced a lot of stuff academically; I’m also the kind of person who is constantly 
productive with something, or at least I used to be that way. I would have six projects going on at 
once.” But now she was able to become more focused on one project at a time, which enhanced 
her productivity. 
 
A father reflects: “You’re the head of the family and you’re responsible for a lot more than you 
were before. It’s a real maturing experience.” 
 
A group of young adults builds a community in the wilderness: “We were building a community. 
We were really working with our muscles, you know, passing buckets of cement.” 
 
A man is accustomed to failing, but he achieves success in an important business venture, 
building his confidence. 
 
An author publishes her first short story. 
 
A middle-aged mother reflects on her children, who have recently left for college. She decides 
that she has done an “excellent job” as a caregiver. Even through this is an interpersonal rather 
than instrumental task, the writer explicitly couches it in achievement terms -- as a job well done. 
 
A pilot completes his first solo flight. 
 
Studying a foreign culture for many years, an anthropologist comes up with a new way of seeing 
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the culture, solving an intellectual problem which she had puzzled over for a long time. 
 
First day on the job, a nurse confronts a difficult assignment, but she is successful in completing 
the task. 
 
At the age of 65, a man runs in his first marathon. 
 
A young man is kicked out of his house by his parents. He struggles to survive, but eventually he 
becomes “a successful and responsible adult.” 
 
A woman is proud of her college achievements -- in academics as well as in clubs and 
associations on campus. 
 
A man reports after his divorce: “I challenge myself to the limit academically, physically, and on 
my job. Since that time I have accomplished virtually any goal I set for myself. I have never been 
happier.” 
 
A woman reports after her divorce: “In order to survive financially and support these children, I 
decided to enroll in a graduate program in counseling psychology at a major university. I was 
accepted and began the program with great determination . . . I felt the failure of marriage was 
reversed by the success of completing a graduate degree through years of difficult and 
intellectually stimulating study.” 
 
 
4. EMPOWERMENT (EM). 
 
 

The subject is enlarged, enhanced, empowered, ennobled, built up, or made better 
through his or her association with someone or something larger and more powerful than the self. 
The self is made even more agentic by virtue of its involvement with an even more powerful agent 
of some sort. In EM, the empowering force is usually either (1) God, nature, the cosmos, or some 
other manifestation of a larger power in the universe; or (2) a highly influential teacher, mentor, 
minister, therapist, parent, grandparent, or authority figure who provides critical assistance or 
guidance for the individual.  

 
Some examples of EM: 
 
Many religious experiences qualify, as when a person reports that God or some larger force was 
made manifest to him or her, putting the individual in touch with a larger power of some kind: 
“Never in my life had I seen such beauty and glory as I did in that moment. Truly it was the Lord’s 
greatness that gave us that brief mystical beauty of nature.” 
 
Certain experiences of empowerment in nature may qualify: On a camping trip in Wisconsin, “we 
decided to walk around the lake one afternoon. The paths were busy, but not so much as to keep 
us from noticing the small details of nature. The path was challenging, very rocky. The pine 
smelled so beautiful. The lake seemed powerful but not frightening. We drank from a fresh water 
spring. The water was so clear. I was filled with a combination of joy, excitement, self-confidence, 
and peacefulness about the future. The feeling swelled throughout my body. I felt as if I was 
about to fly or spin with joy.” 
 
A psychotherapist helps a person gain insight into life. (May also score for SM.) 
 
A person feels empowered by contact with a guru or spiritual guide. 
 
After the birth of her niece, a woman experiences a feeling “that life is a force that will go beyond 
our time on this earth.” (Here the empowering force is some kind of life force itself.) 
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A young Jewish girl feels empowered -- given an adult status -- by her Bat Mitzvah. 
 
A man believes he has communicated with his dead sister, in a shadowy, mystical experience. 
Paranormal experiences like these -- rarely reported in our data -- suggest a kind of 
empowerment, in that the protagonist is given special access to unusual or supernatural powers. 
 

Themes of Communion 
 

Communion encompasses psychological and motivational ideas concerning love, 
friendship, intimacy, sharing, belonging, affiliation, merger, union, nurturance, and so on. At its 
heart, communion involves different people coming together in warm, close, caring, and 
communicative relationships. McAdams’s (1980) thematic coding system for “intimacy 
motivation,” employed with TAT stories, is explicitly modeled after Bakan’s conception of 
communion, as well as related ideas in the writings of Maslow (being-love), Buber (the I-Thou 
relation), and Sullivan (the need for interpersonal intimacy). The four communion categories 
below represent a distillation and sharpening of the ten categories employed by McAdams in the 
TAT coding system for intimacy motivation. In addition, the four categories for communion draw 
more generally from Murray’s (1938) communal concepts of “need for affiliation” and “need for 
nurturance.” 
 
 
5. LOVE/FRIENDSHIP (LF). 
 

A protagonist experiences an enhancement of erotic love or friendship toward another 
person. LF refers primarily to love and friendship between peers, as in heterosexual or 
homosexual relationships and same-sex as well as opposite-sex platonic friendships. It does not 
include tender feelings of nurturance or caring as experienced in parent/child relationships. In 
terms of such dimensions as age and status, therefore, lovers and friends are typically relative 
equals. In order to score for LF, the experience must be centrally about the development of love 
or friendship in a particular relationship. This holds even if the relationship eventually declines or 
ends. What is key is that the protagonist experiences love or friendship in the event described. 
Consequently, an account in which a man says he was in love with a woman but the relationship 
eventually terminated would still count for LF, because the love was mentioned. However, an 
account in which a husband focuses on how his marriage was ending would not score for LF 
because he has not talked about the love he felt for his wife at one time. Simply having fun or 
enjoying oneself in the presence of a lover or friend does not qualify for LF.  
 
Examples of LF: 
 
Two friends feel that they grow emotionally closer to each other after spending time together on a 
vacation. 
 
A man proposes to a woman. (Or vice versa.) 
 
A woman describes her marriage to a wonderful man as the high point of her life. 
 
A man marvels at the love and commitment his wife has given him over the past 
40 years. 
 
A young couple enjoy lovemaking on a Saturday afternoon. 
 
An older woman teaches a young man about sex and love. 
 
A woman is strongly attracted to a man in her class. He finally asks her out. 
 



 

 307 

A couple reflects on their happy honeymoon. 
 
A college student takes a friend to a formal dance: “I went to the formal with my friend, Melissa, 
even though she had a boyfriend. I felt incredibly happy during the slow dance with her. As I held 
her close and tight, I felt her acceptance and happiness with me. We felt truly comfortable and 
happy with each other, as friends. Even though there was no direct romantic relationship between 
us, I sense a mutual true love.” 
 
A person remarks on a good friendship he has experienced. 
 
 
6. DIALOGUE (DG). 
 

A person experiences a reciprocal and noninstrumental form of communication or 
dialogue with another person or group of others. DG usually takes the form of a conversation 
between people. The conversation is viewed as an end in itself (justified for its own sake) rather 
than as a means to another end. Thus, such instrumental conversations as “interviews” or 
“planning sessions” do not qualify for DG because they are undertaken for noncommunal reasons 
(e.g., to obtain information or make plans). Furthermore, highly contentious or unpleasant 
conversations -- such as hostile arguments or exchanges in which people do not seem to be 
listening to each other – do not qualify for DG. In order to score for DG, a conversation need not 
be about especially intimate topics, though of course it may be. A friendly chat about the weather, 
for example, would qualify for DG. What is important to note is that the communication between 
the protagonist and other characters in the story is reciprocal (mutual), nonhostile, and viewed as 
an end in itself rather than a means to an instrumental end. Note also, that conversations for the 
express purpose of helping another person (e.g., providing advice, therapy) do qualify for this 
theme. 
 
Examples of DG: 
 
“We sat across from each other and tossed ideas back and forth, ideas of what we thought the 
plays were about.” 
 
“Sara and I had been writing letters to each other all summer.” 
 
“We drank a carafe of wine and had a memorable conversation about love and parents.” 
 
“My peak experience was both a time of sadness and joy. Sadness because my friend told me 
she had cancer. Joy because we had opened up to each other and it was a beautiful experience.” 
 
“My mother and I talked in depth about the problems my brother was having. I felt like so much of 
who I have become is like my mother. I felt warmth and closeness when we said good-bye.” (also 
scores for LF). 
 
Sometimes a communication can be nonverbal, as in this example of DG: “She did not have to 
say a word. I knew instinctively what she meant.” 
 
 
7. CARING/HELP (CH). 
 
 

The individual reports that he or she provides care, assistance, nurturance, help, aid, 
support, or therapy for another, providing for the physical, material, social, or emotional welfare or 
well-being of the other. Examples of being helped (being cared for, being the object of nurturance) 
do not score for CH. Some of these, indeed, would qualify for EM under Agency, in that a strong 
outside force (e.g., a therapist) may serve to empower the subject.  
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Examples of CH: 
 
Many accounts of childbirth score for CH, as well as accounts of adoption. In order to score, the 
subject must express a strong emotional reactions of love, tenderness, care, nurturance, joy, 
warmth, or the like in response to the event. 
 
Accounts of taking care of children as they grow up, meeting their needs and looking after them 
during difficult times, typically score for CH. Also included here are accounts of providing needed 
financial support, as in the role of the family breadwinner. 
 
Providing assistance or care for spouses, siblings, parents, friends, coworkers, and colleagues 
may be included, as well. Mere technical assistance, however, does not qualify for CH. An 
emotional quality of caring must accompany the assistance, which is usually associated with 
providing counseling or therapy concerning life problems or interpersonal difficulties. 
 
Developing empathy for other people, even if it is not acted upon in a given event, scores for CH. 
In one example, a woman describes reading a particular novel when she was a girl and 
developing an empathic attitude toward impoverished and oppressed people as a result. 
 
 
8. UNITY/TOGETHERNESS (UT). 
 

Whereas the communal themes of LF, DG, and CH tend to specific particular 
relationships between the protagonist and one or a few other people, the theme of 
Unity/Togetherness captures the communal idea of being part of a larger community. In UT, the 
protagonist experiences a sense of oneness, unity, harmony, synchrony, togetherness, 
allegiance, belongingness, or solidarity with a group of people, a community, or even all of 
humankind. A common manifestation of this theme involves the protagonist’s being surrounded 
by friends and family at an important event (e.g., a wedding, graduation), experiencing strong 
positive emotion because a community of important others have joined him or her at this time. 
However, there are many other manifestations of UT, as well.  
 
Some examples: 
 
“I was warm, surrounded by friends and positive regard that night. I felt unconditionally loved.” 
This scores for UT, but not for LF in that no particular friendship or love affair is specified. 
 
A young woman describes a camping experience with a number of friends and acquaintances. 
The emphasis is on the closeness to the group rather than the development of any particular love 
affair or friendship. 
 
Some accounts of weddings may qualify for both LF and UT. The developing love relationship 
between spouses provides evidence for LF while the wedding’s bringing together of many friends 
and family members may provide evidence for UT. 
 
Examples of being accepted, cherished, or affirmed by friendship, family, or other social groups 
qualify for UT. 
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GENERATIVITY CODING SCHEME 

 

 

 



 

 311 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 312 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 313 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 314 

 

 



 

 315 

 

 

 

 



 

 316 

APPENDIX L 

REDEMPTION SEQUENCE CODING SCHEME 
 
 

Coding Narrative Accounts of Autobiographical Scenes  
for Redemption Sequences 

 
Foley Center for the Study of Lives 

Northwestern University 
Fourth Revision: July 1999 

 
A redemption sequence is a particular narrative form that appears in some accounts of 

significant scenes in a person’s life story. In a redemption sequence, a demonstrably “bad” or 
emotionally negative event or circumstance leads to a demonstrably “good” or emotionally 
positive outcome. The story plot moves from a negative to a positive valence, bad leads to good. 
Therefore, the initial negative state is “redeemed” or salvaged by the good that follows it. 
 

Redemption is a common theme in both classic and contemporary narratives. In life story 
research, redemption sequences can be detected in a wide range of accounts that people 
provide, from their reconstructions of the past events, to their characterizations of what may 
happen in their lives in the future. The current coding scheme is based on research into the form 
and content of particular life-story scenes. A scene is a circumscribed event or episode in a life 
story, situated in time and place, and containing particular characters and action. In our research 
on life stories, we have focused mainly on the following kinds of scenes: life story “high points” 
(sometimes called “peak experiences”), life story “low points” (sometimes called “nadir 
experiences”), life story “turning points,” “earliest memories,” “significant childhood scenes,” 
“significant adolescent scenes,” “significant adult scenes,” “decision scenes” (an episode in which 
the protagonist made a major life decision), “morality scenes” (an episode in which the 
protagonist confronted a moral dilemma), and a catch-all category that we call “significant other 
scenes” (in response to the question: “Describe one other important scene in your life story”). For 
each scene, the subject describes what happened, who was there, what he or she was thinking 
and feeling, and what the meaning of the scene might be in the context of his or her overall life 
story (e.g., “what does the scene say about who you are or who you were?”). These descriptions 
can be collected through life-story interviewing or through openended questionnaires in which 
respondents write down or type out their accounts. Each narrated scene is coded as a whole. 
Thus, the coding unit for redemption sequences is the narrated account of one scene (e.g., a high 
point, a turning point, an earliest memory).  
 

The coding scheme for redemption sequences is derived from theoretical writings on 
redemption scenes and commitment scripts (e.g., Carlson, 1988; McAdams, Diamond, de St. 
Aubin, & Mansfield, 1997; Tomkins, 1987) and the literature on posttraumatic growth (Tedeschi & 
Calhoun, 1995). The first literature frames an overall understanding of the movement from bad 
scenes to good scenes in stories, encoded in the category of “redemption imagery” described 
below. The second literature speaks to the positive aftermath or growth that may occur in an 
individual’s life once a negative (even traumatic event) leads to a positive outcome, encoded in 
three subcategories for redemption sequences (“enhanced agency” “enhanced communion,” and 
“ultimate concern”) described below. In the overall, then, the redemption sequence coding 
scheme consists of four theoretically derived thematic categories: 
 

1. Redemption imagery 
2. Enhanced agency 
3. Enhanced communion 
4. Ultimate concerns. 
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The Prime Test: Redemption Imagery 
 

In scoring a particular narrative account of an autobiographical scene for redemption, the 
coder must first determine the presence or absence of redemption imagery. If the scene contains 
redemption imagery, then it receives a score of +1, and the coder continues to look for the 
presence or absence of each of the three subcategories (enhanced agency, enhanced 
communion, ultimate concerns) in that particular scene. If the scene does not contain redemption 
imagery, then it receives a score of 0 and no further subcategory scoring is done for that scene. 
Thus, if the scene scores 0 for redemption imagery, all redemption scoring of that scene ends, 
and the coder moves to the next scene.  
 

The essential characteristic of redemption imagery is the movement in the story from a 
demonstrably negative to a demonstrably positive scene. We may call the negative or bad 
element of the sequence “A” and the positive or good element of the sequence “B”. Thus: 
 

A ---> B 
 

The coder must first determine if there is a negative A state, scene, or situation in the 
account. Negative scenes are often described in terms of the protagonist’s emotional state -- he 
or she may have felt fear, terror, sadness, grief, anguish, guilt, shame, humiliation, anger, 
distress, or any of a large number of explicitly negative affective states. Also relevant would be 
physical pain, injury, and sickness. In other cases, the author may not explicitly describe a 
negative feeling, but the event itself is an especially negative one -- e.g., death of a friend, 
divorce, major failure, poverty, addiction, broken relationship, being fired from one’s job. The 
coder should consider a negative A state to be established if the respondent describes a scene in 
which he or she experienced significant negative affect or pain or if the respondent describes a 
scene that itself is so negative that it would most assuredly produce negative affect or pain for 
most any person experiencing it. The coder should be relatively conservative here. Minor 
setbacks (e.g., misplacing one’s purse, waiting in line, getting a less-than-stellar grade on an 
exam) and mild negative states (e.g., feeling nervous at the beginning of a competitive event, 
feeling uncertain about one’s skills, lacking direction in life) should not count for A. The event 
needs to be demonstrably negative. Especially negative scenes are often described in life story 
low points and turning points, but they can occasionally appear in most any kind of account, 
including even high points. 
 

Once a negative A state has been determine, then the question of what, if anything, 
follows that state must be asked. For redemption imagery to be scored, the negative A state must 
lead to an especially positive scene or state. Positive states are often indexed by positive 
emotions, such as feelings of joy, happiness, excitement, satisfaction, love, and the like. But they 
can also be indicated by certain especially positive cognitive results, such as increased 
understanding of self-insight, and by descriptions of events that themselves would likely elicit 
positive feelings in most people (e.g., close relationships, victory, reconciliation, healing, growth, 
learning). The positive state of B that follows the negative A state does not need to be as positive 
as the A state was negative. For example, the death of one’s father is a very negative scene. The 
fact that the father’s death ultimately led to an enhanced feeling of self-confidence on the part of 
the respondent is definitely a positive outcome (B), even though its strength or robustness is less, 
in absolute terms, than the death itself. Or to put it simply, a very dark cloud can still leave a faint 
silver lining, and such a sequence would score for redemption. Therefore, redemption sequences 
occur when some kind of positive outcome follows a negative event, even if that positive outcome 
pails in comparison to the intensity of the negative event. Still, the B state must be demonstrably 
positive. The author must explicitly describe a state that involves positive emotional or cognitive 
resolution, or one that is itself so positive as to produce such a result in most people. The coder 
should not make undue inferences about what the respondent means. The respondent needs to 
describe clearly a move from a negative A to a positive B.  
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The movement from A to B can take one of two forms. A may cause B (in the 

respondent’s view) or A may merely immediately precede B in time.  
 

In the first case, A leads to B by virtue of causation. A is the event or factor whose prior 
occurrence to B is the reason that B occurs. For instance, the death of one’s spouse (A: bad) may 
cause a person to gain insight into his own life (B: good). Or a divorce (A) may eventuate in 
improvement of one’s relationships with one’s children (B). Or an especially painful delivery (A) 
produces a healthy baby (B). (Note the delivery did not have to be “painful” to eventuate in the 
baby, but the delivery itself still would be viewed as “causing” the baby to be born.) These events 
are constructed as causal narratives; B would not have occurred if A had not “caused” it.  
 

In the second case, A need not cause B but merely precede B immediately in time. For 
example, a losing season (A: bad) is followed immediately by a championship season (B: good). 
Or a depressive episode (A) is followed immediately by winning the lottery (B). In these instances, 
the author is not trying to suggest that A caused B. Instead, A and B are juxtaposed in such a way 
that a very positive event follows on the heels of a very negative one. The link is temporal, but not 
necessarily causal. It is important to note that by “temporal,” we are referring to chronological time 
in the plot of the narrative itself. B must follow A in the temporal scheme of the story. As an 
example of the contrary, consider a respondent who describes a bad experience in his life that 
occurred at age 30 and then proceeds to go back to incident in childhood that is contrastingly 
positive. Even though the positive event followed the negative one in the telling of the story, the 
positive event occurred in time long before the negative event occurred. Thus, such an account 
would not code for redemption imagery.  
 

The content of A ---> B that makes up a redemptive sequence ranges widely. Common 
examples, though, fall into the categories of sacrifice, recovery, growth, learning, and 
improvement. Below are examples of each of these five common types (“S” designates subject): 
 
1. Sacrifice. A character in the story willfully accepts or endures an extremely negative A in order 
to provide a benefit of B. Typically B is a benefit for another, though the self may also benefit. 
Thus, A is viewed as something of a sacrifice for the good inherent in B.  
 
Examples: 
pain of delivery ---> birth of beautiful baby 
difficult years working in a low-paying job ---> money saved enhanced child’s education 
S leaves husband because he wants her to have abortion, poverty ensues ---> joy of loving son 
 
2. Recovery. The person successfully obtains a positive state again after losing it, as in healing, 
survival, regaining, recuperating, etc. Typically, A is a physical (injury, illness) or psychological 
(depression, trauma) condition and B is the healing outcome.  
 
Examples: 
illness ---> cure 
depression ---> regained positive outlook on life 
near-fatal injuries ---> surprising recovery 
alcoholism ---> successful treatment 
severe anorexia ---> therapist “saved my life” 
 
3. Growth. A negative experience leads to psychological or interpersonal growth, fulfillment, 
actualization, strengthening, individuation, etc. Most often, B is a personal/psychological benefit 
that results for the person from the occurrence of A.  
 
Examples: 
death of father ---> brings family closer together 
injury ---> S learns to be self-sufficient 
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S is lonely as a child ---> because of this S feels he/she more resilient as an adult 
unhappy employment situation ---> S quits and finds independence, fulfillment 
depression ---> initiated personality change 
panic attack ---> self-understanding 
failed love affair ---> S becomes more assertive 
mother’s death ---> S feels closer to her now 
episode of anger and crying about father’s death ---> S no longer stutters, decreased anxiety 
ran away from home, felt bad ---> S gained personal strength 
divorce ---> developed better relationships with children 
got fired from job ---> comes to see self as a “whole person” 
sexual philandering, drunkenness, fear had AIDS ---> S started taking responsibility for life 
death of grandson ---> S re-prioritizes life 
family stress and pressure ---> S puts life in perspective, come to value friendships more 
S is threatened by angry mob ---> becomes more self-confident, resilient 
husband has affair ---> S feels enhanced “strength of ego” 
fight with mother-in-law ---> S experiences personal growth 
illness, radiation therapy ---> S experiences better self-understanding 
drugs, dereliction ---> S moves to new place, changes name, “got life together” 
uncle dies ---> S experiences greater empathy for others 
near-death experience ---> S sheds self-centered qualities 
illness forces S to end career ---> S takes up painting and finds the “love and passion” of life 
miscarriage ---> S now appreciates “the little things in life” 
S feels he is arrogant and hypocrite ---> S becomes humbler, happier 
 
4. Learning. A person gains new knowledge, wisdom, skills, etc. from a negative event. Whereas 
growth generally refers to psychological or interpersonal benefits, learning refers to benefits that 
are more instrumental and less concerned with issues of personal and interpersonal adjustment. 
Of course, the two types overlap somewhat.  
 
Examples: 
father is dying ---> father gives sage words of advice 
S is worn out at work, exhausting work load ---> S realizes life needs more balance 
family poverty means S cannot go to the prom ---> learns lessons about honesty, money 
severe criticism from co-workers ---> S becomes better employee 
frustrations on job ---> S learns patience 
tough neighborhood, fights ---> “but I learned a lot” 
near-death experience ---> learned to fear death no longer 
turmoil in school ---> S learns new perspectives 
mother-in-law hates S ---> S learns how to be a good mother-in-law as a result 
S is unhappy, quit school ---> S learns value of hard work to achieve goals 
 
5. Improvement (and other). This is something of a catch-all category for the many examples that 
do not fit into the four types about but in which a bad situation containing negative affect becomes 
a better situation containing positive affect.  
 
Examples: 
bad job ---> new, better job 
S experiences a period of chaos in life ---> S experiences happiest time in life 
infertility ---> a child is born (similar to recovery type) 
very bad marriage ---> very good marriage 
S experiences job insecurity, doubts ---> S wins award for excellence 
girlfriend is depressed about her family ---> S proposes marriage, which lifts her mood 
miserable about unemployment ---> stranger gives S a tip, which leads to a good job 
divorce, anger ---> S becomes successful in order to prove her own worth to ex-spouse 
death of brother, bad grades at school ---> “things then picked up,” better grades, S is happy 
hated school --> began liking it 
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fight and injury ---> S becomes friends with his opponent 
S is a terrible student ---> summer reading program enhances confidence 
very bad year at college ---> S ends up getting grades of “A” 
S is terrified of public speaking ---> S improves speaking ability, experiences success 
husband is cold, distant ---> S gets help, counseling, marriage improves 
lonely, depressed ---> S experiences conversion to Christianity, feels ecstatic 
S drifts into drugs ---> S joins track team and gains direction and purpose in life, stops drugs 
unwanted pregnancy ---> S gets life focused, she becomes thankful for pregnancy 
S is stuck in low-level job ---> S gets promoted and becomes very successful 
 
 
The Subcategories: Agency Enhancement, Communion Enhancement, Ultimate Concern 
 
 

Tedeschi and Calhoun (1995) write that three common positive results of posttraumatic 
growth are (1) improvements in self, (2) improvements in interpersonal relationships, and (3) 
enhanced spiritual or religious experiences. Employing Bakan’s (1966) distinction between 
agency and communion as well as the language of Paul Tillich and other theologians, we have 
reformulated these three into the subcategories of 
 

Enhanced Agency 
Enhanced Communion 
Ultimate Concerns. 

 
For enhanced agency, score +1 if the transformation from negative to positive in the story 

produces or leads to an additional enhancement of the protagonist’s personal power or agency, if 
it builds self-confidence, efficacy, or personal resolve, or if it provides the protagonist with insight 
into personal identity. The author must explicitly state that enhanced agency was a result of the 
redemptive sequence. 
 

For enhanced communion, score +1 if the transformation from negative to positive in the 
story produces or leads to an additional enhancement of the protagonist’s personal relationships 
of love, friendship, family ties, and so on. The author must explicitly state that the enhanced 
communion was a result of the redemption sequence. 
 

These two subcategories -- enhanced agency and enhanced communion -- function as 
“bonus points” for redemption sequences. They are points that are added on to an account that 
already scores for redemption imagery. However, the coder should use the bonus points 
sparingly. The rule of thumb is that each of these two sub categories can be scored +1 only if it is 
expressed as a direct result of the move from negative to positive states. In other words, once an 
A --> B sequence has been detected (score +1 for redemption imagery), then the coder looks for 
additional benefits that go beyond the original redemptive move. For example, an account may 
score for redemptive imagery by virtue of a young man’s move from drug addiction (A) to 
recovery (B). The “good” outcome is the recovery from drug addiction. If in addition to this good 
outcome, the young man also experiences enhanced friendship or love, then the account gets an 
extra point for the subcategory of enhanced communion. These two subcategories are value 
added. They enable the coder to give occasional extra points for accounts that provide multiple 
benefits or aspects to the good outcome (B) that follows the negative state (A). By contrast, an 
account in which a young woman’s experience of loneliness (A) is followed by an experiences of 
deep-felt love (B) would not score for the extra point of communion enhancement because the 
actual move that makes for the redemptive imagery itself (which is, of course, scored) is itself a 
move from loneliness (no communion) to love (communion). There is nothing to “add” -- the 
redemptive imagery category capture it all. Thus, the subcategories of enhanced agency and 
enhanced communion are only added to the score when the minimal content that produced the 
redemptive imagery to begin with leaves behind other, associated content suggestive of 
additional agentic or communal benefits in B.  
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For ultimate concern, score +1 if the transformation from negative to positive involves 

confrontation with or significant involvement in fundamental existential issues or ultimate 
concerns. The event brings the protagonist face-to-face with death, God, and or religious/spiritual 
dimensions of life. A point is added for this subcategory because of our belief that redemptive 
accounts that include such content have a more powerful and personally meaningful quality to 
them than do other kinds of redemptive accounts. 
 
 
 
Total Scores 

 
The coder simply adds up the scores from the prime test and three subcategories for 

each scene account. Thus scores for a single scene range hypothetically from 0 to 4. The most 
common score, by far, is 0. Total subject score is the sum of all scene scores. 
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APPENDIX M 

CONTAMINATION SEQUENCE CODING SCHEME 
 

 

Contamination Sequence Coding Guidelines (Rev. 3/15/98)  

 

BACKGROUND  

 

In a contamination scene, a good or positive event or state becomes bad or negative. That 

which was good or acceptable becomes contaminated, ruined, undermined, undone, or 

spoiled. Positive affect gives way to negative affect, so that the negativity overwhelms, 

destroys, or erases the effects of the preceding positivity. For some narrators who 

describe very difficult lives, scenes may begin with an acceptable or mildly positive state, 

but the typical pattern of spoiling or contamination with negative affect follows. One 

woman describes a rare moment of pleasure when her sister organizes a birthday surprise 

for her, but spoils the positive memory with the observation that “To me, good things just 

don’t happen.” Another woman summarizes her entire life story with the comment, 

“Good things happen, but they are always canceled out by an even worse thing happening 

next.” In contamination sequences, things may go from very good to bad or from barely 

acceptable to worse.  

 

The concept of a contamination scene is similar to what Tomkins (1987) termed a 

“nuclear scene,” wherein an episode of positive affect is quickly transformed into one of 

strong negative affect, leaving a legacy of ambivalence that may build into a full-blown 

nuclear life script (see also Carlson, 1988). Tomkins argues that such scenes are most 

influential when they occur in childhood and are experienced as extremely intensive and 

confusing. May (1980) describes episodes of enhancement/deprivation in dreams and 

fantasies, wherein the hero first rises to great prominence (good) and then comes crashing 

down to earth (bad), as literally depicted in the myth of Icarus. Such a fantasy pattern is 

noticeable in Thematic Apperception Test (TAT) stories told by men, May suggests, while 

the opposite pattern of deprivation/enhancement (bad leads to good) is more 

characteristic of women’s fantasies. The heroic strivings of Icarus are followed by tragic 
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consequences. But the “mistake” of flying too close to the sun offers possible positive 

interpretations, and might be explained as the impetuousness of youth, or even the 

endeavor to reach an exalted goal. This kind of optimistic spin, however, does not prevail 

in the autobiographical reconstruction of contamination scenes. Instead, in contamination 

sequences the consequences are so negative that sometimes it may have been preferable 

to forego the preceding positive event. The spoiling or contamination often seems to cling 

persistently, like rotting food that ruins all it touches, or heavy baggage that cannot be left 

behind and affects everything one experiences.  

 

In some ways, a contamination scene is the opposite of a “redemption scene,” in which 

bad turns to good (McAdams, Diamond, de St. Aubin, & Mansfield, 1997). However, the 

opposition is not exact. In redemption scenes, the initial bad state or event leads to a good 

state or event, but the good does not typically undo or erase the bad. For example, a 

narrator describes the death of her mother, a bad event, followed by her family becoming 

closer, a good event. Her mother is still dead, and death is bad, even though the family 

becomes emotionally closer as a result of the death. Mother’s death leads to, or even 

causes, the closeness to occur, but the closeness does not erase or undermine her death. 

By contrast, in contamination scenes, the subsequent bad event often does undermine the 

preceding good one. The good event is ruined or spoiled. It cannot be recalled without 

pairing it with the bad outcome. Even its original goodness may be lost. For example, 

(retelling the events out of chronological sequence) a narrator recalls having been beaten 

by her spouse, and now states that her previously good marriage was never actually s 

good as she originally thought it was. The whole marriage is retroactively spoiled.  

 

Thus, in some contamination sequences, the initial positive event or state is spoiled. Its 

positivity is partially or completely erased. As a result, the account of the initial state is 

often affectively flattened. In coding, it may be difficult to determine how positive the 

initial state actually was. The essential component is that it deteriorates. Things get 

worse. The following state or event is less desired, more negative, more painful, more 

bleak.  
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The change from good to bad states requires contiguity and chronological sequencing but 

may vary in other ways. The events or states described must be contiguous in occurrence, 

with the good preceding the bad. However, frequently the narrator describes the negative 

outcome or downturn first and then relates the preceding positive event or preferable 

state. The order of narration is not important, but in chronological time, the good must 

have preceded the bad.  

 

Also, the relationship between the initial and following event or state may be one of 

opposition or one of association. The relationship is not necessarily causal.  

 

Example of good and bad events or affective states as opposites:  

 

Receives a gift --> gift is stolen  

Wealth --> poverty  

Leading the pack in a race --> collapses, finishes last  

Pride at graduation --> shame at father’s criticism of her weight  

Feels appreciated by teacher --> teacher publicly scolds her  

New house is a joy --> repair and bills become a nightmare  

Receives help from someone --> receives criticism for needing the help  

Believes marriage is good --> partner wants divorce  

 

Examples of states or events associated by their temporal or logical connection:  

 

Is playing happily in a park --> cannot find parents  

Enjoys senior class party --> class breaks up, loses contact with friends  

Gets a promotion --> new job has many hassles  

Describes joy at birth of child --> states that next child died  

Looks forward to class trip --> is horrified by the poverty she sees  

Finally establishes good relationship with a woman --> they become homeless  

 

COMMON THEMES  
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In a contamination sequence, many of the negative events, states, or affects could be 

categorized under general headings. The following list is not exhaustive: for example, the 

contamination sequence of enjoying a stolen watermelon and then suffering punishment 

does not fit the categories listed.  

 

Victimization: physical or verbal abuse, theft  

Betrayal: affairs, telling secrets  

Loss: of significant others, job, money, property, self-respect, respect for another  

Failure: in school, sports, job, courtship  

Physical or psychological illness or injury  

Disappointment: things do not turn out as expected, things go wrong  

Disillusionment: correction of a positive misperception, e.g. role model betrays  

own teachings  

Sex: enjoyment turns to guilt, humiliation, etc.  

 

Some common themes overlap (e.g. victimization and betrayal), or a contamination 

sequence may contain a combination of themes, such as victimization, disillusionment, 

and loss. To form a sequence, of course, the negative theme must follow a more positive 

or acceptable state.  

 

CODING  

 

The presence of any contamination sequence in a single scene or critical event (Peak, 

Nadir, etc.) results in a score of +1. The absence of any contamination sequence in the 

scene receives the score 0. These are the only scores used.  

 

Multiple contaminations in the same scene still receive the score of +1. Particularly for 

persons who do not experience much positivity, like the woman who said good things just 

do not happen for her, one good event may go bad in several ways. For example, one 

narrator’s peak memory is his elation and excitement on the day of his wedding, but, he 
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continues, the civil ceremony was a disappointment, the judge was later convicted of a 

crime, the video of the wedding turned out blank, and his bride became upset that he had 

invited old girlfriends. His positive affect is spoiled by four different negative turns, any 

one of which constitutes a contamination sequence. Alternatively, several different 

transformations of good to bad may be crammed into a single scene.  

 

In the case of death, a statement such as “my mother died” is not a contamination 

sequence. There must be some clear statement either:  

 

a) that the death is significant and follows a more positive state; for example, the 

narrator’s aunt is her role model, best friend, and very important in her life --> her aunt 

dies suddenly, or  

 

b) that the death leads to a bad outcome; for example, a mother dies and her daughter 

drops out of school, has a difficult time, and begins using drugs; it is strongly receding 

state implied that the preceding state was more positive. This would not be a 

contamination sequence if the narrator describes equally negative events preceding the 

death.  

 

CODING SUMMARY  

 

1. Negative events or affects follow positive ones in chronological time.  

2. The order in which events are recalled or narrated is not important.  

3. The preceding positive event or affect may range from strongly positive to acceptable.  

4. The account of the initial state is often affectively flattened, and the degree of 

positivity may be subtle.  

5. It seems that good events cannot be recalled without being paired with negatives.  

6. The subsequent negative event, state, or affect may be a downturn, an undermining, 

undoing, or spoiling of the previous event, state, or affect.  

7. The preceding positivity is partially or completely erased or spoiled.  

8. The relationship between positive and negative events, states, or affects may be one of 
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opposites, or of temporal or logical association.  

9. The common theses of victimization, betrayal, loss, failure, disappointment, 

disillusionment, or physical or psychological illness or injury may aid in identifying 

negative events or states.  

10. A contamination sequence is not automatically signaled by mention of a death. 

However, a contamination does occur when the person who dies was a significant 

positive influence, role model, or friend, or when the death results in clearly negative 

outcomes and not a mere continuation of an equally negative previous state.  
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APPENDIX N 

INSTRUCTIONS FOR SCORING  

THE GENERATIVE BEHAVIOR CHECKLIST (GBC) 

 

 

 

 

50 items, including some actions unrelated to generativity: omit the following items from 

the total score; they are “filler” items and are not included in the generativity score: 

3, 4, 8, 14, 18, 22, 33, 39, 46, and 47. 

 

--Dan P. McAdams  
February, 1997  

Last Updated: 2006-01-31 12:44:41 
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APPENDIX O 

INSTRUCTIONS FOR SCORING  

THE LOYOLA GENERATIVITY SCALE (LGS): 

 A MEASURE OF GENERATIVE CONCERN 

 

 

 
* Add up the 20 items; note some are reversed so transpose those first: items 2, 5, 9, 13, 

14 and 15 are reverse scored (i.e., 0 becomes 3; 1 becomes 2; 2 becomes 1; 3 becomes 0) 

* 0-60 score; range 20-55; average: 40-41 

* Note: some unrelated items – check for social desirability – gives scale “discriminant 

Validity” 

 

updated by Regina L. Logan, 11/5/08 
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APPENDIX P 

SIGNED COPYRIGHT PERMISSION LETTER: DR. DAN MCADAMS 
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APPENDIX Q 

SIGNED COPYRIGHT PERMISSION LETTER: DR. REGINA LOGAN 
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APPENDIX R 

SIGNED COPYRIGHT PERMISSION LETTER: DR. ED DE ST. AUBIN 

 

 

 
 

 

  


