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CAN PERSISTENT OFFENDERS ACQUIRE VIRTUE? 

 

Anthony Bottoms and Joanna Shapland 

 

Abstract: Most offenders, even persistent offenders, eventually desist from crime, and the 

fastest period of deceleration in the frequency of offending is in the early twenties.  This 

paper summarises results from a longitudinal study of desistance from or persistence in 

crime in this age range, illustrated by three case histories. A key finding is that, because of 

their deep prior engagement in crime, would-be desisters from repeat offending need to 

make many adjustments to their patterns of daily life. The authors explain why virtue ethics 

has been found to be a valuable resource in theorising these results. 

 

Key Words:  virtue ethics; desistance; persistent offenders;  reflective values;  agency ; Sheffield 

Desistance Study. 

 

Criminology is a young subject, and not surprisingly its initial focus was upon explaining how 

criminal careers begin and develop, rather than how they cease.  However, in the last 

twenty years, this has begun to change, and a richly interesting research literature on 

けSWゲｷゲデ;ﾐIW aヴﾗﾏ IヴｷﾏWげ ｴ;s developed.  From this research, it is now well established first, 

that almost all offenders, even persistent offenders, eventually stop offending; and 

secondly, that, in the case of persistent offenders, this process usually occurs gradually, 

rather than suddenly, because the daily routines of the people involved have in all sorts of 

ways become linked to possibilities for offending, and it takes time and sustained effort to 

alter these habits.
1
  

 

In an attempt to enhance research-based understanding of these matters, we set up the 

Sheffield Desistance Study, the fieldwork for which began in 2003.
2
 In this study, we 

                                                           
1
 Fﾗヴ ;ﾐ ﾗ┗Wヴ┗ｷW┘ ﾗa デｴW SWゲｷゲデ;ﾐIW ﾉｷデWヴ;デ┌ヴW ゲWW AくEく Bﾗデデﾗﾏゲ けDWゲｷゲデ;ﾐIW aヴﾗﾏ CヴｷﾏWげ ｷﾐ )く Aゲｴデﾗﾐ ;ﾐS ‘く 

Shuker (eds.), Forensic Practice in the Community (London: Routledge, 2014). 
2
 The Sheffield Desistance Study is conducted at the University of Sheffield School of Law.  It was funded from 

2002 to 2007 by the Economic and Social Research Council as part of a Research Network on the Social 

Contexts of Pathways in Crime (SCoPiC).  The subsequent work of Anthony Bottoms on the Study was assisted 

by a Leverhulme Trust Emeritus Research Fellowship. 
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recruited a sample of 113 recidivist male offenders born in the years 1982-84, whose 

average age at first interview was 20 years 9 months.  We chose to restrict the age range of 

the sample in this way because we wanted to understand more fully the processes of 

desistance from or continuation in crime in the early twenties に a period during which, 

earlier research had shown, there is an especially rapid deceleration in the frequency of 

offending.  Our research design involved keeping track of the progress of these young men, 

over approximately a three year timespan, by interviewing them in depth four times, at 

intervals of 9-12 months.  Naturally, there were some instances in which the interviewee no 

longer wished to participate; and in other cases we lost contact.  Nevertheless, the re-

contact rates were good for a recidivistic sample of this kind: 87% at the second interview, 

and 78% at both the third and fourth interviews.   Fortunately, too, those who completed 

the fourth interview had very similar characteristics to those who did not. 

 

The characteristics of the Sheffield sample have been described elsewhere, but briefly, most 

of these young men had both a high level of criminal experience and significant social 

problems in their background.  For example, at the time of the first interview, offenders in 

the sample had on average been convicted in the criminal courts (including the youth court) 

on eight separate occasions aﾗヴ ; けゲデ;ﾐS;ヴS ﾉｷゲデげ ﾗaaWﾐIW3
; also, 82 per cent of the first 

ｷﾐデWヴ┗ｷW┘ゲ デﾗﾗﾆ ヮﾉ;IW WｷデｴWヴ ｷﾐ ; ヮヴｷゲﾗﾐ ﾗヴ ; ┞ﾗ┌ﾐｪ ﾗaaWﾐSWヴゲげ ｷﾐゲデｷデ┌デｷﾗﾐく Aゲ ヴWｪ;ヴSゲ ゲﾗIｷ;ﾉ 

background, the men had a profile of lack of achievement sadly familiar in samples of 

delinquents: for example, about half had been excluded from school for at least a month 

during their school career; 86 per cent had left school without any qualifications; and about 

60 per cent had had no job of any kind in the year before the first interview. 

 

As we had expected from the characteristics of our sample, most of the men (80%) had at 

least one further conviction during the follow-up period
4
; yet, as we had also expected from 

earlier research, there was, over the period of the Study, a definite diminution in the 

                                                           
3
 け“デ;ﾐS;ヴS ﾉｷゲデげ ﾗaaWﾐIWゲ ｷﾐIﾉude violent and sexual offences, robbery, burglary, theft, fraud, criminal damage 

and drugs offences, but not most motoring and administrative offences. 
4
 Criminal justice agencies in England and Wales routinely use a well-validated risk assessment tool known as 

けOG‘“げ ふデｴW OaaWﾐSWヴ Gヴﾗ┌ヮ ‘WIﾗﾐ┗ｷIデｷﾗﾐ “I;ﾉWぶが ┘ｴｷIｴ ｪｷ┗Wゲ aﾗヴ W;Iｴ ﾗaaWﾐSWヴが ;デ Iﾗﾐ┗ｷIデｷﾗﾐが ; ヮWヴIWﾐデ;ｪW 
probability of reconviction within two years. In the Sheffield Study, the mean OGRS score of sample members 

was 77%, and the median 83%.  
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frequency of recorded offending (from an average per person of 8.2 standard list offences 

per year in freedom immediately before the first interview, to 2.6 in the period from 

Interview 3 to the end of the study).  As is standard practice in research on criminal careers, 

we also used a measure of self-reported criminality at each interview, and this too showed 

that most men reduced their offending, though some sustained or even increased it. 

Regression analyses on both recorded and self-reported criminality showed the influence on 

later offending of two main kinds of factor: first, the total amount of prior criminality at the 

time of the first interview (the more prior crime, the less likely was the participant to stop); 

and ゲWIﾗﾐSﾉ┞が デｴW I┌ヴヴWﾐデ ゲﾗIｷ;ﾉ IｷヴI┌ﾏゲデ;ﾐIWゲ ﾗa デｴW ﾗaaWﾐSWヴげゲ ﾉｷaWく  Iﾐ HヴｷWaが デｴWヴWaﾗヴWが デｴW 

lesson to be drawn from these analyses に a lesson which is entirely consistent with that 

from the desistance literature more generally - is that the past is important, but it is not 

necessarily decisive.  Sometimes even those with extensive prior criminality start to desist; 

but we found that a great deal seems to depend both on their own commitment to change, 

and on the wider social circumstances in which they find themselves.
5
 

 

Background to the Desistance Process 

 

The Sheffield Desistance Study has both a quantitative and a qualitative dimension, and the 

ｷﾐデWヴ┗ｷW┘ ゲIｴWS┌ﾉWゲ Iﾗﾐデ;ｷﾐWS ; ﾏｷ┝デ┌ヴW ﾗa けIﾉﾗゲWSげ ふデｷIﾆ-box) and more open questions.  

This mixed methodology has allowed us to include in the study a number of matters of 

relevance to those with an interest in ethics; so, for example, the abstract of one of our 

ヮ;ヮWヴゲ ヴWヮﾗヴデゲ デｴ;デ デｴW ﾏWﾐ ｷﾐ デｴW ゲ;ﾏヮﾉW ｴ;S けゲ┌ヴヮヴｷゲｷﾐｪﾉ┞ Iﾗﾐaﾗヴﾏｷゲデ ┗;ﾉ┌Wゲが aﾗヴ W┝;ﾏヮﾉW 

with regard to future aspirations (employment, housing, etc.) and to the importance of 

ゲデ;┞ｷﾐｪ ┘ｷデｴｷﾐ ﾉWｪ;ﾉ Hﾗ┌ﾐS;ヴｷWゲげが ;ﾉデｴﾗ┌ｪｴ ; けSｷゲゲﾗﾐ;ﾐIW HWデ┘WWﾐ ┗;ﾉ┌Wゲ ;ﾐS HWｴ;┗ｷﾗ┌ヴげ ┘;ゲ 

frequently also observable.
6
  Tｴ;デ ゲ;ﾏW ヮ;ヮWヴ ｷﾐIﾉ┌SWゲ ; ゲｴﾗヴデ ゲWIデｷﾗﾐ ﾗﾐ け┗ｷヴデ┌W WデｴｷIゲ and 

the obstacle-ゲデヴW┘ﾐ ゲﾗIｷWデ┞げ7, in which we identified virtue ethics as a valuable way of 

thinking about the processes of change that some of the men experienced, while also 

                                                           
5
 All the above details about the Sheffield Desistance Study are reported more fully in A.E. Bottoms and J.M. 

Shapland, け“デWヮゲ デﾗ┘;ヴSゲ DWゲｷゲデ;ﾐIW ;ﾏﾗﾐｪ M;ﾉW Yﾗ┌ﾐｪ AS┌ﾉデ ‘WIｷSｷ┗ｷゲデゲげが ｷﾐ “く Farrall, M. Hough, S. Maruna 

and R. Sparks (eds.), Escape Routes: Contemporary Perspectives on Life after Punishment (London: Routledge, 

2011). 
6
 J. Shapland and A.E. Bottoms, け‘WaﾉWIデｷﾗﾐゲ ﾗﾐ “ﾗIｷ;ﾉ V;ﾉ┌Wゲが OaaWﾐSｷﾐｪ ;ﾐS DWゲｷゲデ;ﾐIW ;ﾏﾗﾐｪ Yﾗ┌ﾐｪ AS┌ﾉデ 

‘WIｷSｷ┗ｷゲデゲげが Punishment and Society, 13 (2011), pp. 256-282, at 256. 
7
 Ibid., pp. 275-77. 
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emphasising the many difficulties that they typically encountered when trying to change (for 

example, relating to employment, the pull of still-criminal friends, and the general 

difficulties of social reintegration for those with criminal records).  The principal purpose of 

this paper (to be addressed in its final sections) is to explain in greater depth why we have 

found a virtue-ethical approach to be a valuable way of conceptualising our data about 

ヮヴﾗIWゲゲWゲ ﾗa Iｴ;ﾐｪW ｷﾐ デｴW ﾏWﾐげゲ ﾉｷ┗Wゲく  BWaﾗヴW ┘W I;ﾐ ;SSヴWゲゲ デｴ;デ ｷゲゲ┌Wが ｴﾗ┘W┗Wヴが ┘W ﾏ┌ゲデ 

first (in the remainder of this section) say a little more about the significance of the fact that 

our sample were young adults. Then, in the next two sections, we will offer three brief case-

histories that will hopefully bring to life some of the realities that we are trying to analyse; 

and we will also say more about the process of trying to change, which is the topic that 

above all else led us to an interest in virtue ethics.  

 

In an initial, tentative, paper that we wrote about desistance (during the fieldwork stage of 

the Sheffield study), we suggested that that there might be merit in inverting the traditional 

theoretical focus of criminological studies, which has rested primarily upon けcriminalityげ and 

けbecoming criminalげ.  Almost all children are socialised into pro-social norms, and even 

persistent offenders usually try to prevent their children from following in their footsteps. 

Therefore, people usually start from (broadly speaking) a position of conformity, and given 

the prevalence of desistance processes, this is where they return, usually after a criminal 

career lasting less than ten years. Accordingly, it might be more appropriate for 

Iヴｷﾏｷﾐﾗﾉﾗｪｷゲデゲ けデﾗ ゲデ;ヴデ aヴﾗﾏ デｴW ヮﾗゲｷデｷﾗﾐ ┘ｴWヴWH┞ Iﾗﾐaﾗヴﾏｷデ┞ ｷゲ デｴW ;ﾐIｴﾗヴ ;ﾐS デｴe more 

ｷﾏヮﾗヴデ;ﾐデ IﾗﾐIWヮデげく8
  That position was empirically strengthened when our later research 

results showed that the persistent offenders in our study had, even at the beginning of the 

research, predominantly conformist underlying values.
9
 

 

Looking at criminal careers in this way emphasises the importance of the period of 

adolescence and young adulthood, which is when, in most cases, criminality develops and 

then subsides.  Persistent offending usually (although not invariably) begins in adolescence 

                                                           
8
 AくEく Bﾗデデﾗﾏゲが JくMく “ｴ;ヮﾉ;ﾐSが Aく CﾗゲデWﾉﾉﾗが Dく HﾗﾉﾏWゲ ;ﾐS Gく M┌ｷヴ けTﾗ┘;ヴSゲ DWゲｷゲデ;ﾐIWぎ TｴWﾗヴWデｷI;ﾉ 

UﾐSWヴヮｷﾐﾐｷﾐｪゲ aﾗヴ ;ﾐ EﾏヮｷヴｷI;ﾉ “デ┌S┞げが Howard Journal of Criminal Justice 43 (2004), pp. 368-89, at 380-81. 
9
 Shapland ;ﾐS Bﾗデデﾗﾏゲが け‘WaﾉWIデｷﾗﾐゲ ﾗﾐ “ﾗIｷ;ﾉ V;ﾉ┌Wゲげが ヮヮく ヲヶヲ-68. 
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or before
10

; and those who have begun offending before puberty very often entrench their 

criminality in adolescence through the establishment of strong bonds with delinquent 

friends.
11

  For offenders as well as for almost everyone else, however, the subsequent 

pWヴｷﾗS ﾗa ┞ﾗ┌ﾐｪ ;S┌ﾉデｴﾗﾗS Hヴｷﾐｪゲ ┘ｷデｴ ｷデ ; ヮヴﾗIWゲゲ ﾗa ヴW;ヮヮヴ;ｷゲ;ﾉ ﾗa ﾗﾐWげゲ ﾉｷaWく  Q┌Wゲデｷﾗﾐゲ are 

ヴ;ｷゲWSが ゲ┌Iｴ ;ゲぎ けWｴ;デ ﾆｷﾐS ﾗa ; ﾉｷaW Sﾗ I ┘;ﾐデ to lead as an adult?  What kind of job will I get?  

Who will I share my life with? Shall I carry on with the kindゲ ﾗa ;Iデｷ┗ｷデｷWゲ Iげ┗W HWWﾐ ヮ┌ヴゲ┌ｷﾐｪ 

ｷﾐ デｴW ﾉ;ゲデ Iﾗ┌ヮﾉW ﾗa ┞W;ヴゲいげ  “ﾗ ｷデ I;ﾐ HW ;n unsettled time, but it is also one that often leads 

to significant changes in self-understanding.  

 

A possible statistical pointer to the effects of this kind of generic life-appraisal can be 

gleaned from research into criminal careers by two Dutch authors.  Their analysis confirmed 

the findings of many other researchers that specific changes in life circumstances (such as 

marriage or steady employment) did indeed have a crime-suppressive effect in the lives of 

persistent offenders.  However, they also pointed out that these particular effects 

accounted for only a relatively small proportion of the overall reduction in offending in 

young adulthood.  AIIﾗヴSｷﾐｪﾉ┞が デｴW┞ IﾗﾐIﾉ┌SWS デｴ;デ けﾏ┌Iｴ ﾗa デｴW WaaWIデ ;ｪW ｴ;ゲ ﾗﾐ IヴｷﾏW 

ヴWﾏ;ｷﾐゲ ┌ﾐW┝ヮﾉ;ｷﾐWSげ H┞ W┝ｷゲデｷﾐｪ ヴWゲW;ヴIｴ12
.  It is a plausible hypothesis (although of course 

one that needs to be tested) that the generic self-appraisals often undertaken in young 

adulthood make an important contribution to the overall age effect. 

 

When young adults who have become repeat offenders undertake self-appraisals of this 

kind, the gulf between their present situation and how they would like to live can be stark.  

Take, for examヮﾉWが デｴW I;ゲW ﾗa けJﾗｴﾐげが described in one of our previous papers
13

.  When we 

aｷヴゲデ ﾏWデ ｴｷﾏが ;デ ;ｪW ヲヰが ｴW ┘;ゲ ｷﾐ ; ┞ﾗ┌ﾐｪ ﾗaaWﾐSWヴゲげ ｷﾐゲデｷデ┌デｷﾗﾐ ふYOIぶが ｴ;┗ｷﾐｪ HWWﾐ 

convicted on nine separate occasions since a first caution at the age of 11. He had recently 

split up with a girlfriend; he had never had a job; his mother, who he loved, had severed 

relations with him because of his offending and drug-taking (heroin and crack); and as a 

                                                           
10

 There is robust statistical evidence that an early start to a criminal career predicts a higher probability of 

continuance. 
11

 M. Warr, Companions in Crime (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2002). 
12

A. Blokland and Pく NｷW┌┘HWWヴデ;が けTｴW EaaWIデゲ ﾗa LｷaW CｷヴI┌ﾏゲデ;ﾐIWゲ ﾗﾐ IﾐSｷ┗ｷS┌;ﾉ Tヴ;ﾃWIデﾗヴｷWゲ ﾗa OaaWﾐSｷﾐｪげが 
Criminology, 43 (2005), pp. 1203-40 at 1233. 
13

 Bﾗデデﾗﾏゲ ;ﾐS “ｴ;ヮﾉ;ﾐSが け“デWヮゲ デﾗ┘;ヴSゲ DWゲｷゲデ;ﾐIWげが ヮヮく ヶΑ-68. The names given to all the cases described in 

this paper are, of course, fictitious. 
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consequence, he had been homeless and sleeping rough, which he found both physically 

and emotionally difficult.  Not surprisingly, when asked in the first interview to describe the 

ｪﾗﾗS デｴｷﾐｪゲ ｷﾐ ｴｷゲ ﾉｷaW ;デ デｴ;デ デｷﾏWが ｴW ;ﾐゲ┘WヴWS けﾐﾗ┘デげく  However, to a further question 

;ゲﾆｷﾐｪ ｴｷﾏ デﾗ ゲ;┞ ┘ｴ;デ ﾆｷﾐS ﾗa ヮWヴゲﾗﾐ ｴW ┘ﾗ┌ﾉS ﾉｷﾆW デﾗ HW ｷﾐ ; aW┘ ┞W;ヴゲげ デｷﾏWが ｴW ;ﾐゲ┘WヴWS 

┗Wヴ┞ ;ヴデｷI┌ﾉ;デWﾉ┞ぎ けCﾗﾐaｷSWﾐデく  Hardworking.  Trustworthy.  A ｪﾗﾗS ヮWヴゲﾗﾐ デﾗ ｪWデ ｷﾐ ┘ｷデｴげく  In a 

later interview, he also revealed anxieties about a future that he feared, shuffling in and out 

of prison and having no friends.
14

  From this kind of reappraisal, a determination to desist 

can emerge, and ｷﾐ Jﾗｴﾐげゲ I;ゲW ｷデ SｷS WﾏWヴｪWく 

 

John was not alone.  WｴWﾐ ┘W ;ゲﾆWS デｴW けSWゲｷヴWS ゲWﾉaげ ケ┌Wゲデｷﾗﾐ ｷﾐ デｴW aｷヴゲデ ｷﾐデWヴ┗ｷW┘ ふけ┘ｴ;デ 

kind of perゲﾗﾐ ┘ﾗ┌ﾉS ┞ﾗ┌ ﾉｷﾆW デﾗ HWIﾗﾏWいげぶ, the answers overwhelmingly centred on 

normality, with the great majority of comments focusing on けｪﾗｷﾐｪ ゲデヴ;ｷｪｴデげが HWｷﾐｪ ; けa;ﾏｷﾉ┞ 

ﾏ;ﾐげが けﾉｷ┗ｷﾐｪ ; ﾐﾗヴﾏ;ﾉっヴWｪ┌ﾉ;ヴ ﾉｷaWげが ;ﾐS HWｷﾐｪ ; けｪﾗﾗS ヮWヴゲﾗﾐげく15
  Yet, for this sample, the 

ヴﾗ;S デﾗ けﾐﾗヴﾏ;ﾉｷデ┞げ ┘;ゲ ﾐW┗Wヴ ｪﾗｷﾐｪ デﾗ HW ゲｷﾏヮﾉWが ｪｷ┗Wﾐ デｴWｷヴ Iヴｷﾏｷﾐ;ﾉ ｴｷゲデﾗヴｷWゲが デｴWｷヴ ﾉ;Iﾆ ﾗa 

qualifications and work experience, and (in some cases) their histories of addiction.  In the 

remainder of this paper, we shall examine how they tackled this process of hoped-for 

change. 

 

Case Histories and the Mechanisms of Change 

 

In this section, we offer three varied case histories. Two of the men described claimed by 

the end of our research study to have desisted, while the third に despite some expressed 

good intentions に had relapsed into serious crime.  After describing each case, we offer a 

brief interpretative comment.  In the first two (desisting) cases, this comment focuses on 

the mechanisms that seem to have led to compliance in that particular case.
16

  For this 

                                                           
14

 Oﾐ デｴW IﾗﾐIWヮデゲ ﾗa デｴW けaW;ヴWS ゲWﾉaげ ;ﾐS デｴW けSWゲｷヴWS ゲWﾉaげ ｷﾐ ヴWﾉ;デｷﾗﾐ デﾗ ヮ;デｴ┘;┞ゲ デﾗ SWゲｷゲデ;ﾐIWが ゲWW ‘く 
Paternoster and S. Bushway, けDWゲｷゲデ;ﾐIW ;ﾐS デｴW さFW;ヴWS “Wﾉaざぎ Tﾗ┘;ヴS ;ﾐ ISWﾐデｷデ┞ TｴWﾗヴ┞ ﾗa Cヴｷminal 

DWゲｷゲデ;ﾐIWげが Journal of Criminal Law and Criminology, 99 (2009), pp. 1103-1156. 
15

 “ｴ;ヮﾉ;ﾐS ;ﾐS Bﾗデデﾗﾏゲが け‘WaﾉWIデｷﾗﾐゲ ﾗﾐ “ﾗIｷ;ﾉ V;ﾉ┌Wゲげが ヮく ヲヶヲく 
16

 On the importance of mechanisms for social scientific explanation, see P. Hedström, Dissecting the Social: 

On the Principles of Analytic Sociology (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press 2005).  
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purpose, we will use the fourfold typology of mechanisms of compliance put forward a 

decade ago by one of us
17

, which can be summarised as follows: 

(i) Instrumental compliance: that is, compliance motivated by self-interested 

prudential calculation (as when potential offenders are influenced by deterrent 

threats); 

(ii) Normative compliance: デｴ;デ ｷゲが Iﾗﾏヮﾉｷ;ﾐIW ;ヴｷゲｷﾐｪ aヴﾗﾏ デｴW ゲ┌HﾃWIデげゲ HWｷﾐｪ 

influenced by the accepted norms of the society or of a local context; and/or 

through emotional attachments to people with prosocial values (e.g. a partner or 

relative) 
18

; 

(iii) Situational compliance: that is, compliance arising from the physical or social 

context of the immediate situation, with no explicitly instrumental or normative 

dimension; 

(iv) Habitual compliance: that is, compliance that has become ingrained over time in 

the life and practices of a given person.  

 

Kevin 

Aデ デｴW デｷﾏW ﾗa ｴｷゲ aｷヴゲデ ｷﾐデWヴ┗ｷW┘が けKW┗ｷﾐげ ｴ;S ﾐW┗Wヴ ヴWIWｷ┗WS ; I┌ゲデﾗSｷ;ﾉ ゲWﾐデWﾐIWが SWゲヮｷデW ; 

substantial criminal record acquired over a relatively short period (three years).  KW┗ｷﾐげゲ 

criminality continued, and he actually served four short prison sentences during the 

research period, mostly for assaults, which were linked to what he admitted was a serious 

drink problem.  In the third interview, he indicated that he was very aware of the 

デWﾏヮデ;デｷﾗﾐゲ ﾗa Iヴｷﾏｷﾐ;ﾉｷデ┞ ふｴW ゲ;ｷS ｴｷゲ ﾉｷaW ┘ﾗ┌ﾉS HW けｴ;ヮヮｷWヴげ H┌デ けﾉWゲゲ W┝Iｷデｷﾐｪげ ｷa ｴW ゲデﾗヮヮWS 

offending).  He also realiseS デｴ;デ ﾏ┌Iｴ ﾗa ｴｷゲ ﾗaaWﾐSｷﾐｪ ﾗII┌ヴヴWS ゲヮﾗﾐデ;ﾐWﾗ┌ゲﾉ┞ぎ け┞ﾗ┌ ゲ;┞ 

ぷ┞ﾗ┌げﾉﾉへ ゲデﾗヮ ﾐﾗ┘が H┌デ ┘ｴWﾐ ┞ﾗ┌ ｪWデ ﾗ┌デ ぷﾗa ヮヴｷゲﾗﾐへ ｷデ SﾗWゲﾐげデ ｴ;ヮヮWﾐげく  At that stage, 

therefore, there was little evidence of desistance. 

 

The research team lost contact with Kevin after the third interview, but we managed to 

find him again right at the end of the research, 22 months later.  There had been important 

                                                           
17

 AくEく Bﾗデデﾗﾏゲが けMﾗヴ;ﾉｷデ┞が CヴｷﾏWが Cﾗﾏヮﾉｷ;ﾐIW ;ﾐS P┌HﾉｷI PﾗﾉｷI┞げ ｷﾐ AくEく Bﾗデデﾗﾏゲ ;ﾐS Mく Tﾗﾐヴ┞ ふWSゲくぶ Ideology, 

Crime and Criminal Justice (Cullompton: Willan 2002). 
18

 An important further form of normative compliance arises from attributions of legitimacy; that is, 

compliance by citizens is more likely where they consider that people with power hold legitimate authority. 

This mechanism is, however, of limited direct relevance in the present context.  
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changes in his life, focused around his new girlfriend.  HW ﾐﾗ┘ ゲ;ｷS デｴ;デ ｴW ┘;ゲ け;ﾉ┘;┞ゲ 

HﾗヴWSげ ┘ｴWﾐ ｴW ┘;ゲ ┘ｷデｴ ｴｷゲ ヮヴW┗ｷﾗ┌ゲ ｪｷヴﾉき ;ゲ ; ヴWゲ┌ﾉデ ｴW ┘Wﾐデ けデﾗ デｴW ヮ┌H デｴW ┘ｴﾗﾉW デｷﾏWぎ 

ｪWデデｷﾐｪ Sヴ┌ﾐﾆ ;ﾐS デｴWﾐ ﾉﾗIﾆWS ┌ヮげく  B┌デ ﾐﾗ┘が けIげﾏ ;ﾉ┘;┞ゲ ┘ｷデｴ ぷﾏ┞ ｪｷヴﾉaヴｷWﾐSへ ゲﾗ ｷデげゲ ﾆWヮデ ﾏW 

ﾗ┌デ ﾗa デヴﾗ┌HﾉWげく  け“ｴW SﾗWゲﾐげデ Sヴｷﾐﾆ ﾏ┌Iｴ ゲﾗ I ｴ;ヴSﾉ┞ Sヴｷﾐﾆ ﾐﾗ┘げく  The girlfriend also had a 

young daughter (thrﾗ┌ｪｴ ; ヮヴW┗ｷﾗ┌ゲ ヴWﾉ;デｷﾗﾐゲｴｷヮぶが ;ﾐS KW┗ｷﾐ ゲ;ｷS ｴW ┘ﾗ┌ﾉSﾐげデ デ;ﾆW drugs in 

front of the daughter. 

 

Kevin claimed that he had stopped offending (apart from taking cannabis) four months 

before the last interview.  WｴWﾐ ;ゲﾆWS ┘ｴ┞ ｴW ｴ;S ゲデﾗヮヮWSが ｴW ;デ aｷヴゲデ ゲ;ｷS けｷデげゲ ﾃ┌ゲデ デｴW 

ｪｷヴﾉaヴｷWﾐSげ H┌デ デｴWﾐ ｴW ;SSWS デｴ;デ ｷデ ┘;ゲ け;Hﾗ┌デ デｷﾏW デﾗ Iｴ;ﾐｪWげが ;ﾐS ﾏWﾐデｷﾗﾐWS Hﾗデｴ けデｴ;デ 

ｴﾗヴヴｷHﾉW ﾉｷaW ｷﾐ ;ﾐS ﾗ┌デ ﾗa ﾃ;ｷﾉげが ;ﾐS ｴﾗ┘ ｴW ｴ;S けゲﾗヴデWS ﾏ┞ゲWﾉa ﾗ┌デ ┘ｷデｴ デｴ;デ ﾃﾗH ┘ｷデｴ ﾏ┞ 

step-S;Sげく  HW ┘;ゲ IWヴデ;ｷﾐ デｴ;デ ｴ;┗ｷﾐｪ ヴWゲヮﾗﾐゲｷHｷﾉｷデｷWゲ ｴ;S ﾏ;SW ; SｷaaWヴWﾐIWぎ けﾉﾗﾗﾆｷﾐｪ ;aデWヴ 

our lass and kiSが ﾏ;ﾆｷﾐｪ ゲ┌ヴW デｴW┞げヴW ;ﾉヴｷｪｴデげき H┞ Iﾗﾐデヴ;ゲデが ｴW ┌ゲWS デﾗ HW ﾃ┌ゲデ けaﾗヴ ﾏ┞ゲWﾉaげく  けI 

Sﾗﾐげデ ┘;ﾐデ デﾗ ｪWデ ﾉﾗIﾆWS ┌ヮ ;ﾐS ﾉﾗゲW ﾏ┞ ｪｷヴﾉaヴｷWﾐSが H┌デ I SｷSﾐげデ ┘;ﾐデ デﾗ ゲデﾗヮ HWaﾗヴWげく 

 

KW┗ｷﾐげゲ Iｴ;ﾐｪW ﾗa SｷヴWIデｷﾗﾐ I;ﾐ HW ;デデヴｷH┌デWS デﾗ ; ﾐ┌ﾏHWヴ ﾗa I;┌ゲWゲく  Foremost, of course, 

was the strong relationship with his girlfriend, leading to an important normative change 

aヴﾗﾏ HWｷﾐｪ ﾃ┌ゲデ けaﾗヴ ﾏ┞ゲWﾉaげ デﾗ aWWﾉｷﾐｪゲ ﾗa IﾗﾐﾐWIデｷﾗﾐ デﾗ ;ﾐS care for his girlfriend and her 

daughter.  But, in addition, this relationship was so absorbing that it had some explicitly 

situational effects: thus, because he spent so much time with his girlfriend rather than in 

the pub, Kevin drank much less and therefore avoided the factor that had precipitated 

most of his recent crimes.  The relationship also had an instrumental side-WaaWIデき ｴW SｷSﾐげデ 

┘;ﾐデ けデﾗ ｪWデ ﾉﾗIﾆWS ┌ヮ ;ﾐS ﾉﾗゲW ﾏ┞ ｪｷヴﾉaヴｷWﾐSげく  B┌デ HW┞ﾗﾐS デｴWゲW relational elements, there 

were two wider issues: first, a general, inchoate feeling, perhaps linked to the broad social 

Iｴ;ﾐｪWゲ ﾗa ┞ﾗ┌ﾐｪ ;S┌ﾉデｴﾗﾗS ふゲWW ;Hﾗ┗Wぶ デｴ;デ ｷデ ┘;ゲ け;Hﾗ┌デ デｷﾏW デﾗ Iｴ;ﾐｪWげく  “WIﾗﾐSﾉ┞が 

getting and keeping a job is usually a vital  element in survivable desistance, and  

Kevin had benefitted from what soIｷﾗﾉﾗｪｷゲデゲ I;ﾉﾉ けHﾗﾐSｷﾐｪ ゲﾗIｷ;ﾉ I;ヮｷデ;ﾉげ ｷﾐ ｪWデデｷﾐｪ ; ﾃﾗH 

with his stepfather (see further below on social capital).  
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Len 

B┞ ┘;┞ ﾗa Iﾗﾐデヴ;ゲデ デﾗ KW┗ｷﾐげゲ I;ゲWが ｷデ ┘ｷﾉﾉ HW ｴWﾉヮa┌ﾉ デﾗ IﾗﾐゲｷSWヴ ; ﾏ;ﾐ ┘ｴﾗ デﾗﾗﾆ ゲﾗﾏW IﾉW;ヴ 

steps towards desistance, but who had no girlfriend.  Aデ デｴW aｷヴゲデ ｷﾐデWヴ┗ｷW┘が けLWﾐげ ┘;ゲ ﾗﾐ 

probation, having been convicted on seven previous occasions, including one sentence in a 

YOIく HW ｴ;S ヴWIWﾐデﾉ┞ HWWﾐ けゲﾉWWヮｷﾐｪ ヴﾗ┌ｪｴげ ふｴﾗﾏWﾉWゲゲぶが H┌デ デｴヴﾗ┌ｪｴ デｴW ｷﾐデWヴ┗Wﾐデｷﾗﾐ ﾗa ; 

probation officer, he had been found a place in a small hostel near the city centre.  He said 

he felt no shame or regret for his offences, because they were mostly drug-related and 

け┘ｴWﾐ ┞ﾗ┌げヴW ﾗﾐ Sヴ┌ｪゲ ┞ﾗ┌ Sﾗﾐげデ I;ヴWげく  But he claimed that he wanted to stop now 

because he ┘;ゲ けゲｷIﾆ ﾗaげ HWｷﾐｪ ｴﾗﾏWﾉWゲゲぎ け┘;ﾆｷﾐｪ ┌ヮが デヴ┞ｷﾐｪ デﾗ aｷﾐS ﾏﾗﾐW┞が デヴ┞ｷﾐｪ デﾗ aｷﾐS 

ゲﾗﾏWデｴｷﾐｪ デﾗ W;デが ゲデ┌aa ﾉｷﾆW デｴ;デが S;┞ ｷﾐが S;┞ ﾗ┌デげく 

 

During the research period, Len was convicted once for taking a car and then driving it 

while above the alcohol limit; but he also self-reported several other offences.  The 

conviction acted as a shock: he realised that he had been taking steps towards desistance, 

but in this incident he had reverted to his old ways.  Determined not to relapse again, and 

because his relationship with his mother had been improving, he moved back home, to the 

outskirts of the city.  By the time of the fourth interview, Len said he was completely off 

both alcohol and drugs, and had stopped offending.  He usually stayed at home seven 

nights a week.  He now considered it very important to think before he acted, and also to 

け;┗ﾗｷS ﾏ┞ ﾗﾉS ｪヴﾗ┌ヮ ﾗa aヴｷWﾐSゲげく けIげﾏ ﾏﾗヴW ｪヴﾗ┘ﾐ ┌ヮ ;Hﾗ┌デ デｴｷﾐｪゲが ;ﾐS I デ;ﾆW ﾏﾗヴW 

ヴWゲヮﾗﾐゲｷHｷﾉｷデ┞ aﾗヴ デｴW デｴｷﾐｪゲ I Sﾗげく 

 

Aゲ ｷﾐ KW┗ｷﾐげゲ I;ゲWが ┘W ゲWW several mechanisms operating to promote desistance in Len.  An 

initial motivation was instrumental; that is, to avoid the privations associated with 

homelessness.  Then, after taking some steps towards desistance while living at the city 

centre hostel, Len relapsed into crime; but his conviction for this offence acted as a further 

instrumental spur to sort his life out so that his behaviour was more in line with his true 

values.  The improving relationship with his mother allowed him to move back home; and 

part of his motivation in doing this was to enable him to exercise better situational control 

of his life by going out less, thus reducing his drink and drug consumption and avoiding 

former delinquent friends.  ふTｴｷゲ ﾆｷﾐS ﾗa デ;IデｷI ｴ;ゲ HWWﾐ ;ヮデﾉ┞ I;ﾉﾉWS けSｷ;IｴヴﾗﾐｷI ゲWﾉa-
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contヴﾗﾉげが HWI;┌ゲW デｴW ゲ┌HﾃWIデ ｷゲ デヴ┞ｷﾐｪ デﾗ W┝WヴIｷゲW ゲWﾉa-control by ensuring that anticipated 

future situations of temptation do not occur
19

). Throughout this process, Len was learning, 

ﾐﾗヴﾏ;デｷ┗Wﾉ┞が デﾗ けデ;ﾆW ﾏﾗヴW ヴWゲヮﾗﾐゲｷHｷﾉｷデ┞げ aﾗヴ ｴｷﾏゲWﾉa and to think before acting; and like 

Kevin he seemed to take pleasure in beginning to live a life more in accordance with his 

true values. 

 

Zed 

The third case tells a rather different ゲデﾗヴ┞く  け)WSげ ｴ;S Wｷｪｴデ convictions, all except one for 

assault or criminal damage, and his first research interview took place while he was serving 

a sentence in a YOI.  Unusually within this sample, he claimed to dissent from the basics of 

デｴW Iヴｷﾏｷﾐ;ﾉ ﾉ;┘ぎ けaｷｪｴデｷﾐｪ ｴ;ヮヮWﾐゲ ;ﾉﾉ デｴW デｷﾏW ぐ ぷ;ﾐSへ ┞ﾗ┌ ゲｴﾗ┌ﾉSﾐげデ ｪWデ ;ヴヴWゲデWS aﾗヴ ｷデ ぐ 

;ﾐｷﾏ;ﾉゲ Sﾗﾐげデげく  B┌デ ｴW ;ﾉゲﾗ ゲ;ｷS デｴ;デ ｴW ｴ;S ﾏ;SW ; けSWaｷﾐｷデW SWIｷゲｷﾗﾐ デﾗ ゲデﾗヮげ ﾗaaWﾐSｷﾐｪ 

HWI;┌ゲW けIげﾏ ┘;ゲデｷﾐｪ ﾏ┞ ﾉｷaW ｷﾐ ｴWヴWげく  “ﾗﾗﾐ ;aデWヴ デｴW ゲWIﾗﾐS ｷﾐデWヴ┗ｷW┘ ｴW IﾗﾏﾏｷデデWS ; 

further serious assault, and received a sentence of 18 months in a YOI; at this time, he also 

told the research team that he had begun dealing in drugs.  When released, he went to live 

in a hostel, but he had been there only three days when some fellow residents wanted 

heroin, and he arranged to supply it to them.  “┌HゲWケ┌Wﾐデﾉ┞が ｴW けゲデ;┞WS ｷﾐ ｴﾗデWﾉゲ ; ﾉﾗデげが ｷﾐ ; 

pattern of life financed by his drug dealing; and in the final  interview he admitted that his 

ﾗaaWﾐSｷﾐｪ ｴ;S HWIﾗﾏW けﾏﾗヴW ゲWヴｷﾗ┌ゲげ ヴWIWﾐデﾉ┞く  But he had also met a new girlfriend who 

ｴW SWゲIヴｷHWS ;ゲ けSｷaaWヴWﾐデげき ｴW Iﾉ;ｷﾏWS デｴ;デ デｴW┞ ┘;ﾐデWS デﾗ ｪWデ ﾏ;ヴヴｷWS ｷﾐ ; aW┘ ﾏﾗﾐデｴゲげ 

time and settle down.  However, these plans were thwarted because he was again arrested 

for serious offences (robbery and possessing heroin), for which he received a sentence of 

デｴヴWW ┞W;ヴゲげ ｷﾏヮヴｷゲﾗﾐﾏWﾐデく  HW IﾗﾏﾏWﾐデWSぎ けW┗Wヴ┞ デｷﾏW I ｪWデ ﾗ┌デ ﾗa ヮヴｷゲﾗﾐ I ゲ;┞ Iげﾏ ｪﾗｷﾐｪ 

to Iｴ;ﾐｪWが H┌デ ｷデ SﾗWゲﾐげデ ｴ;ヮヮWﾐげく 

 

In this last comment, there is an example of a phenomenon that was very noticeable in the 

Sheffield study, and which was previously reported in a study of desistance in Liverpool
20

: 

namely, that those who are continuing in crime seem to be less agentic and purposeful in 

                                                           
19

 On diachronic self-Iﾗﾐデヴﾗﾉ ;ゲ ヮ;ヴデ ﾗa ; けデ;┝ﾗﾐﾗﾏ┞ ﾗa ;ｪWﾐデ-Iﾗﾐデヴﾗﾉげが ゲWW Jく KWﾐﾐWデt, Agency and Responsibility 

(Oxford: Clarendon Press 2001), ch. 5. On diachronic self-control in the context of desistance, see Shapland 

;ﾐS Bﾗデデﾗﾏゲが け‘WaﾉWIデｷﾗﾐゲ ﾗﾐ “ﾗIｷ;ﾉ V;ﾉ┌Wゲげ ;デ ヮヮく ヲΑヲ-5. 
20

 S. Maruna, Making Good: How Ex-Convicts Reform and Rebuild their Lives (Washington, DC: American 

Psychological Society, 2001). 
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the way that they perceive themselves and their evolving lives than are those trying to 

desist.  Those still offending, unlike the desisters, tended to see crime as something that 

ﾃ┌ゲデ けｴ;ヮヮWﾐゲげ デﾗ デｴWﾏが W┗Wﾐ デｴﾗ┌ｪｴ デｴW┞ ﾏｷｪｴデ ﾐﾗﾏｷﾐ;ﾉﾉ┞ Iﾉ;ｷﾏ ふ;ゲ )WS SｷSぶ デﾗ ┘;ﾐデ デﾗ 

stop.  By contrast, people such as Kevin and Len were, in various ways, making active 

attempts to shape their lives in less criminal ways. 

 

けLW;ヴﾐｷﾐｪ デﾗ Lｷ┗W ; Nﾗﾐ-Cヴｷﾏｷﾐ;ﾉ LｷaWげ 

 

Desistance research projects have been conducted using a variety of methodologies, and 

each approach has its strengths and weaknesses.  In the Sheffield Desistance Study, we 

chose to adopt a prospective research design with a sample of (mostly) persistent young 

adult offenders, and this method has allowed us to focus in particular on the early stages of 

desistance.
21

  From this perspective, it has become very apparent that, for those who have 

been deeply involved in crime, desistance is a process of learning to live a non-criminal life 

when one has been living a largely criminal life.  

 

AデデWﾏヮデゲ デﾗ SWゲｷゲデ ┌ゲ┌;ﾉﾉ┞ ゲデ;ヴデ WｷデｴWヴ ┘ｷデｴ ; ヴW;ﾉｷゲ;デｷﾗﾐ デｴ;デ ﾗﾐWげゲ I┌ヴヴWﾐデ ゲｷデ┌;デｷﾗﾐ ｷゲ a;ヴ aヴﾗﾏ 

SWゲｷヴ;HﾉW ふ; けヮ┌ゲｴげ a;Iデﾗヴが ;ゲ ｷﾐ デｴW I;ゲWゲ ﾗa LWﾐ ;ﾐS Jﾗｴﾐぶが ﾗヴ ┘ｷデｴ ; ｪﾉｷﾏヮゲW ﾗa ; ﾏﾗヴW 

ゲ;デｷゲa┞ｷﾐｪ ﾉｷaW ふ; けヮ┌ﾉﾉげ a;Iデﾗヴが ;ゲ ｷﾐ KW┗ｷﾐげゲ I;ゲWぶく B┌デ デｴｷゲ ｷﾐitial step is only the beginning of a 

process. The clear evidence of our study is that, if they are serious about changing, those who 

have been deeply involved in crime need to start making many adjustments to their patterns of 

daily living に for example, concerning where to live, who to mix with, which places to visit, or 

how to respond in particular situations of temptation.  They will also often encounter 

ﾗHゲデ;IﾉWゲが ;ﾐS ゲﾗﾏWデｷﾏWゲ ふ;ゲ ｷﾐ LWﾐげゲ I;ゲWぶ デｴW┞ ┘ｷﾉﾉ W┝ヮWヴｷWﾐIW SWaｷﾐｷデW ゲWデH;Iﾆゲく  B┌デ ｷa 

desistance is successfully accomplished, gradually a different pattern of activities will take 

shape, which in time will become routine.  Often, too - and of special interest for the purposes 

of this paper - this will be accompanied by changes in the moral evaluation of past behaviour. 

Aﾐ W┝;ﾏヮﾉW ﾗa デｴｷゲ ﾗII┌ヴヴWS ｷﾐ Jﾗｴﾐげゲ I;ゲWく In the first interview, he said that けI Sﾗﾐげデ ヴWｪヴWデ ﾐﾗ 
                                                           
21

 One main alternative research design has involved obtaining retrospective accounts from those who have 

successfully desisted.  Such a methodology facilitates the analysis of completed desistance to a greater extent 

than our study could capture, but research projects of this kind have not usually been able to describe the 

important first steps towards desistance, not least because of the well-known phenomenon of incomplete or 

faulty recall of events that occurred a considerable period beforehand. 
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IヴｷﾏWゲ Iげ┗W SﾗﾐW ぐく ﾐﾗデ ﾏ┞ ┗ｷIデｷﾏゲ ﾗヴ ﾐﾗデｴｷﾐｪげき H┌デ H┞ デｴW aﾗ┌ヴデｴ ｷﾐデWヴ┗ｷW┘が ｴｷゲ ┗ｷW┘ ┘;ゲ 

more nuanced. Looking back, he said that while he used to enjoy the offending lifestyle 

ふけﾏﾗﾐW┞が ｴ;┗ｷﾐｪ Sヴ┌ｪゲ ;ﾐS デｴ;デげぶが ｴW ﾐﾗ┘ aWﾉt remorse for the effects of his past actions: 

けH┌ヴｪﾉ;ヴｷWゲ ;ﾐS デｴ;デ に I feel sorry for the people I did it to, and peoヮﾉW Iげ┗W ヴﾗHHWSげく 

 

The important topic of けobstacles to desistanceげ requires some elaboration.  A key statistical 

finding ﾗa デｴW “ｴWaaｷWﾉS “デ┌S┞ ┘;ゲ デｴ;デ ;ﾐ ｷﾐSW┝ ﾗa けﾗHゲデ;IﾉWゲげが ゲelf-identified by the men 

themselves, was one of the most powerful predictors of the level of offending at the end of 

the study period (if more obstacles were self-identified, later offending was more likely)
22

.  

VWヴ┞ ｷﾐデWヴWゲデｷﾐｪﾉ┞が ;ﾉゲﾗが デｴヴWW ﾗa デｴW aﾗ┌ヴ ﾏﾗゲデ aヴWケ┌Wﾐデﾉ┞ ｷSWﾐデｷaｷWS けﾗHゲデ;IﾉWゲ デﾗ ｪﾗｷﾐｪ 

ゲデヴ;ｷｪｴデげ ┘WヴW H;ゲｷI;ﾉﾉ┞ aｷﾐ;ﾐIｷ;ﾉぎ デｴW┞ ┘WヴW ふｷぶ lack of money; (ii) けﾗpportunities for easy 

ﾏﾗﾐW┞げき ;ﾐS ふｷｷｷぶ lack of work.
23

  Employment is a critical issue; persistent offenders who are 

serious about desistance quite often experience a reduction in income, so if legitimate work 

cannot be found, the temptation to re-offend can be very high.  But employment, of course, 

is not solely within the control of the would-be desister; hence, obstacles to desistance are 

at least in part a function of local economic and social conditions.  This raises important 

ethical and political queゲデｷﾗﾐゲ ;Hﾗ┌デ デｴW W┝デWﾐデ ﾗa ゲﾗIｷWデ┞げゲ ヴWゲヮﾗﾐゲｷHｷﾉｷデ┞ デﾗ ;ゲゲｷゲデ ┘ﾗ┌ﾉS-be 

desisters to regain a role as full members of society.
24

  It also explains why, in the absence of 

social conditions facilitating employmentが デｴW ;┗;ｷﾉ;Hｷﾉｷデ┞ ﾗa ﾉﾗI;ﾉ けゲﾗIｷ;ﾉ I;ヮｷデ;ﾉげ ふWxemplified 

by Kevin obtaining a job with his step-father) can be so crucial to the life-chances of 

individuals wishing to desist.
25

  

 

But obstacles can be surmounted, and what we see in the cases of both Ken and Len at the 

end of our study period is the apparent beginning of a habit of compliance which seems 

pleasing to the desisting subject.  We will explore this more fully in the next two sections. 

                                                           
22

 Bﾗデデﾗﾏゲ ;ﾐS “ｴ;ヮﾉ;ﾐSが け“デWヮゲ デﾗ┘;ヴSゲ DWゲｷゲデ;ﾐIWげが ヮヮくヶヲ-66. 
23

 The fourth ┘;ゲ ┗Wヴ┞ SｷaaWヴWﾐデぎ ｷデ IﾗﾐIWヴﾐWS デｴW W┝IｷデWﾏWﾐデ ﾗヴ けH┌┣┣げ デｴ;デ ﾗaaWﾐSｷﾐｪ I;ﾐ Hヴｷﾐｪく く  
24

 “WW “く F;ヴヴ;ﾉﾉが AくEく Bﾗデデﾗﾏゲ ;ﾐS Jく “ｴ;ヮﾉ;ﾐSが け“ﾗIｷ;ﾉ “デヴ┌Iデ┌ヴWゲ ;ﾐS DWゲｷゲデ;ﾐIW aヴﾗﾏ CヴｷﾏWげく European Journal 

of Criminology, 7 (2010), pp. 546-570. 
25

 け“ﾗIｷ;ﾉ I;ヮｷデ;ﾉげ ゲｴﾗ┌ﾉS HW Sｷゲデｷﾐｪ┌ｷゲｴWS aヴﾗﾏ けｴ┌ﾏ;ﾐ I;ヮｷデ;ﾉげく  けHuﾏ;ﾐ I;ヮｷデ;ﾉげ ヴWaWヴゲ デﾗ the capabilities of an 

individual, for example his/her work skills ﾗヴ ヮ;ヴWﾐデｷﾐｪ ゲﾆｷﾉﾉゲく け“ocｷ;ﾉ I;ヮｷデ;ﾉげ ヴWaWヴゲ デﾗ the social context for the 

activity in question; for example, a probation service might enhance the social capital of its supervisees by 

improving its capability for helping them find suitable work. げ“ﾗIｷ;ﾉ I;ヮｷデ;ﾉげ ｷゲ ﾗaデWﾐ ゲ┌HSｷ┗ｷSWS ｷﾐデﾗ けHﾗﾐSｷﾐｪ 
ゲﾗIｷ;ﾉ I;ヮｷデ;ﾉげ ふSWヴｷ┗WS aヴﾗﾏ a;ﾏｷﾉ┞ ﾗヴ ゲｷﾏｷﾉ;ヴ ﾉｷﾐﾆゲが ;ゲ ｷﾐ KW┗ｷﾐげs obtaining work with his stepfather) and 

けHヴｷSｪｷﾐｪ ゲﾗIｷ;ﾉ I;ヮｷデ;ﾉげ ふヮヴﾗ┗ｷSｷﾐｪ ﾉｷﾐﾆゲ デﾗ ｪWﾐWヴ;ﾉ ゲﾗIｷ;ﾉ ヴWゲﾗ┌ヴIWゲが ;ゲ ｷﾐ デｴW ヮヴﾗH;デｷﾗﾐ W┝;ﾏヮﾉW ;Hﾗ┗Wぶく  
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Why Virtue Ethics? 

 

We are now in a position to consider whether, and if so how, the resources offered by the 

Hヴﾗ;S aｷWﾉS ﾗa け┗ｷヴデ┌W WデｴｷIゲげ ﾏｷｪｴデ HW ﾗa ;ゲゲｷゲデ;ﾐIW ｷﾐ デｴW ゲﾗIｷ;ﾉ-scientific quest for a deeper 

understanding of desistance processes.  For those committed to a strong version of the fact-

value distinction, that might seem to be an unlikely possibility, given that social science is in 

the business of explanation (based on facts), while ethics necessarily involves value-based 

discourse.  However, while one must certainly always pay close attention to the type of 

claims being made, we would argue that there can be a helpful mutual interaction between 

these two fields of study.  Thus, for example, the ethical theorist Valerie Tiberius (to whose 

work we shall return) has used some findings from psychological research in her quest to 

SW┗Wﾉﾗヮ ; ﾏﾗヴW けWﾏヮｷヴｷI;ﾉﾉ┞ ｷﾐaﾗヴﾏWS ぷﾐﾗヴﾏ;デｷ┗Wへ WデｴｷIゲげぎ26
 and, given that human beings 

are sometimes motivated by ethical concerns, it seems clear that work in the field of 

normative ethics might in principle offer some helpful insights that are relevant to the 

development of social scientific explanations.
27

 

 

As is well known, in the first half of the twentieth century normative ethics was dominated 

by the divergent traditions of consequentialism (especially utilitarianism) and Kantian ethics 

(deontology). A series of contributions by various moral philosophers (not all of whom 

shared the same ultimate commitments)
28

 then led to a remarkable renaissance of interest 

in classical moral philosophy and its virtue-IWﾐデヴWS ;ヮヮヴﾗ;Iｴが ｷﾐ ヮ;ヴデｷI┌ﾉ;ヴ AヴｷゲデﾗデﾉWげゲ 

Nicomachean Ethics.  Thus, by the end of the century a major primer on normative ethics 

had already placed virtue ethics alongside consequentialism and Kantian ethics as one of 

Three Methods of Ethics. 
29

 

 

                                                           
26

 V. Tiberius, The Reflective Life: Living Wisely within our Limits (Oxford: Oxford University Press 2008), p.vii; 

see also pp. 38-40. 
27

 For simplicity, this paragraph has assumed a strong fact-value distinction, but that assumption is now subject 

デﾗ ゲｷｪﾐｷaｷI;ﾐデ Iｴ;ﾉﾉWﾐｪW Hﾗデｴ ┘ｷデｴｷﾐ ヮｴｷﾉﾗゲﾗヮｴ┞ ;ﾐS ┘ｷデｴｷﾐ ゲﾗIｷ;ﾉ ゲIｷWﾐIWぎ ゲWW aﾗヴ W┝;ﾏヮﾉW デｴW け“┞ﾏヮﾗゲｷ┌ﾏ ﾗﾐ 
Factゲが V;ﾉ┌Wゲ ;ﾐS “ﾗIｷ;ﾉ “IｷWﾐIWゲげ ｷﾐ Social Science and Modern Society, 50 (2013), pp. 543-609.  
28

 The main contributions are reproduced in R. Crisp and M. Slote (eds.), Virtue Ethics (Oxford: Oxford 

University Press, 1997), chs. 1-8.  
29

 M.W. Baron, P. Pettit and M. Slote, Three Methods of Ethics (Oxford: Blackwell 1997).  
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The Cambridge philosopher Raymond Geuss has suggested that: 

 

ﾗﾐW ﾗa デｴW ｪヴW;デ ﾏWヴｷデゲ ﾗa BWヴﾐ;ヴS Wｷﾉﾉｷ;ﾏゲげゲ ┘ﾗヴﾆ30
 ｷゲ デﾗ ｴ;┗W ヮﾗｷﾐデWS ﾗ┌デ デｴ;デ けWデｴｷIゲげ 

has traditionally meant two distinct things: (a) the attempt to say something about what 

デｴW けｪﾗﾗS ﾉｷaWげ aﾗヴ ﾏW ┘ﾗ┌ﾉS HWが ;ﾐS ふHぶ デｴW ;デデWﾏヮデ デﾗ ゲ;┞ ゲﾗﾏWデｴｷﾐｪ ｪWﾐWヴ;ﾉ ;Hﾗ┌デ ｴﾗ┘ 
ヮWﾗヮﾉW ゲｴﾗ┌ﾉS ヴWｪ┌ﾉ;デW デｴWｷヴ HWｴ;┗ｷﾗ┌ヴ デﾗ┘;ヴS ﾗﾐW ;ﾐﾗデｴWヴ ぐぐ WWゲデWヴﾐ ヮｴｷﾉﾗゲﾗヮｴ┞ 
begins [in classical Greece] with the attempt to show the close connections between 

plausible answers to the two questions: the only way for me to live a truly happy life (it is 

claimed) is to do so in the context of acting towards others in morally well regulated 

ways.
31

 

 

What the late twentieth century debates showed clearly was that the dominant moral 

philosophy of the preceding period had largely lost sight of the first of these questions (the 

ｷﾐSｷ┗ｷS┌;ﾉげゲ ケ┌Wゲデ aﾗヴ ┗ｷヴデ┌Wぶが ;ﾐS デｴ;デ ﾏ┌Iｴ ┘ﾗ┌ﾉS HW ｪ;ｷﾐWS H┞ ヴWIﾗﾐゲｷSWヴｷﾐｪ デｴｷゲ デヴ;Sｷデｷﾗﾐく 

Exactly how one might best return to a virtue-centred approach was and is, however, 

philosophically a very complex issue に and one that is beyond both the scope of this paper 

and the competence of its authors.  Instead, we shall consider here three aspects of a 

virtue-centred approach that, we believe, are particularly relevant to the study of 

desistance: namely (i) its primary focus on dispositions rather than acts; (ii) its relationship 

to the question of how people should act towards others (as highlighted in the quotation 

from Raymond Geuss, above); and (iii) its alignment of reason and desire.  

 

Consequentialism, and some versions of Kantianism, are primarily focussed on specific 

situations, and on the appropriate moral action within that situation (perhaps expressed as 

a moral obligation).  For people like those in our research sample, that kind of act-specific 

aﾗI┌ゲ ｷゲ ｷﾐSWWS ゲﾗﾏWデｷﾏWゲ ｴｷｪｴﾉ┞ ヴWﾉW┗;ﾐデぎ ｷﾐ )WSげゲ I;ゲWが aﾗヴ W┝;ﾏヮﾉWが デｴｷﾐｪゲ ﾏｷｪｴデ ｴ;┗W 

デ┌ヴﾐWS ﾗ┌デ SｷaaWヴWﾐデﾉ┞ ｷa ｴW ｴ;S SWIﾉｷﾐWS ｴｷゲ aWﾉﾉﾗ┘ ｴﾗゲデWﾉ ヴWゲｷSWﾐデゲげ ヴWケ┌Wゲデ aﾗヴ ｴWヴﾗｷﾐく B┌デ 

over and above such specific situations, the men in the Sheffield sample were, during the 

デｷﾏW デｴ;デ ┘W ┘WヴW ゲデ┌S┞ｷﾐｪ デｴWﾏが ヴWヮW;デWSﾉ┞ ;ゲﾆｷﾐｪ デｴWﾏゲWﾉ┗Wゲ デｴW ┗ｷヴデ┌W WデｴｷIｷゲデげゲ ﾏﾗヴW 

ｪWﾐWヴ;ﾉ ケ┌Wゲデｷﾗﾐぎ けｴﾗ┘ ゲｴﾗ┌ﾉS I ﾉｷ┗W ﾏ┞ ﾉｷaWいげく32
  The study of the early stages of desistance, 

                                                           
30

 B. Williams, Ethics and the Limits of Philosophy (London: Fontana 1985; Routledge 2006). 
31

 R. Geuss, Outside Ethics (Princeton: Princeton University Press 2005), pp.76-77, emphasis in original.  
32

 Williams, Ethics and the Limits of Philosophy, Iｴく ヱが SWゲIヴｷHWゲ デｴｷゲ ;ゲ け“ﾗIヴ;デWゲげ ケ┌Wゲデｷﾗﾐげが aﾗﾉﾉﾗ┘ｷﾐｪ “ﾗIヴ;デWゲげ 
comment to Thrasymachus in Republic, ンヵヲDぎ け┘W ﾏ┌ゲデ ﾉﾗﾗﾆ ﾏﾗヴW IﾉﾗゲWﾉ┞ ;デ デｴW ﾏ;デデWヴが ゲｷﾐIW ┘ｴ;デ ｷゲ ;デ ゲデ;ﾆW 
is far from insignificantぎ ｷデ ｷゲ ｴﾗ┘ ﾗﾐW ゲｴﾗ┌ﾉS ﾉｷ┗W ﾗﾐWげゲ ﾉｷaWげ  
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it seems clear, will make little progress unless social scientists recognise the importance of 

this question for many offenders, as a prequel to attempted change.  

 

B┌デ ゲWIﾗﾐSﾉ┞が ┘W ﾏ┌ゲデ ﾐﾗデW ;ｪ;ｷﾐ GW┌ゲゲげゲ ゲ┌ﾏﾏ;ヴ┞ ﾗa デｴW Iﾉ;ゲゲｷI;ﾉ ヮﾗゲｷデｷﾗﾐぎ け the only way 

for me to live a デヴ┌ﾉ┞ ｴ;ヮヮ┞ ﾉｷaW ぐ is to do so in the context of acting towards others in 

morally well regulated waysげく  Iﾐ デｴW “ｴWaaｷWﾉS ゲデ┌S┞が デｴW ｷﾏヮﾗヴデ;ﾐIW ﾗa デｴｷゲ IﾗﾏﾏWﾐデ ┘;ゲ 

repeatedly exemplified.  Desistance certainly begins with the question け┘ｴ;デ ﾆｷﾐS ﾗa ﾉｷaW 

ゲｴﾗ┌ﾉS I ﾉW;Sいげが H┌デ ｷデ ｷゲ ﾐﾗデ ﾉﾗﾐｪ HWaﾗヴW デｴｷゲ W┗ﾗﾉ┗Wゲ ｷﾐデﾗ ; HWデデWヴ ┌ﾐSWヴゲデ;ﾐSｷﾐｪ ﾗa ｴﾗ┘ デｴW 

ゲ┌HﾃWIデげゲ ﾉｷaW ｷﾐデWヴIﾗﾐﾐWIデゲ ┘ｷデｴ デｴﾗゲW ﾗa ﾗデｴWヴゲく AIIﾗヴSｷﾐｪﾉ┞が ┘W aﾗ┌ﾐS デｴ;デ SWゲｷゲデｷﾐｪ 

respondents would often speak about becoming more mature; feeling a stronger sense of 

responsibility for others (such as partners or children); or feeling remorse about the harm 

they had done to past victims.  

 

Thirdly, there is the important question of the relationship between reason and desire, 

which in tuヴﾐ ヴ;ｷゲWゲ デｴW ｷゲゲ┌W ﾗa ┘ｴ;デ ┘W ﾏW;ﾐ H┞ デｴW デWヴﾏ け┗ｷヴデ┌Wげく Iﾐ ｴｷゲ ;Sﾏｷヴ;HﾉW 

デW┝デHﾗﾗﾆ ﾗﾐ WデｴｷIゲが Jﾗﾐ;デｴ;ﾐ J;IﾗHゲ ｴ;ゲ SWaｷﾐWS ; a┌ﾉﾉ┞  け┗ｷヴデ┌W-IWﾐデWヴWS デｴWﾗヴ┞げ ;ゲ ﾗﾐW 

┘ｴｷIｴ けﾏ;ｷﾐデ;ｷﾐゲ デｴ;デ ﾏﾗヴ;ﾉ ┗;ﾉ┌W ｷゲ ｪヴﾗ┌ﾐSWS ｷﾐ IWヴデ;ｷﾐ W┝IWﾉﾉWﾐデ ゲデ;デWゲ ﾗa Iｴ;ヴ;IデWヴ ふデｴW 

virtues) and that actions have moral worth through being exercises of those states of 

Iｴ;ヴ;IデWヴげく33
  HW a┌ヴデｴWヴ W┝ヮﾉ;ｷﾐゲ デｴ;デ ｷﾐ AヴｷゲデﾗデﾉWげゲ ┗ｷW┘ぎ 

 

Neither reason alone nor sensibility alone is adequate to explain morally relevant human 

action. The virtuous person enjoys acting well, finding it naturally pleasing. Given the 

;ｪWﾐデげゲ SWゲｷヴWゲが ｴｷゲ IﾗﾐIWヮデｷﾗﾐゲ ﾗa ┘ﾗヴデｴが ;ﾐS デｴW ┘;┞ デｴ;デ ｴW ;ヮヮヴWIｷ;デWゲ ゲｷデ┌;デｷﾗﾐゲが ｴW 
is concerned to do what virtue requires because that is what informs his conception of 

デｴW ｪﾗﾗS ぐぐ HW SﾗWゲ ﾐﾗデ ｴ;┗W デﾗ ヴWゲﾗﾉ┗W IﾗﾐaﾉｷIデゲ HWデ┘WWﾐ ﾏﾗヴ;ﾉｷデ┞ ;ﾐS SWゲｷヴWが ﾗヴ 
morality and feeling.

34
 

 

This sounds admirable, but in its pure form it also seems rather remote from the lives of 

ﾏﾗゲデ ﾗa ﾗ┌ヴ SWゲｷゲデｷﾐｪ ヴWゲW;ヴIｴ ゲ┌HﾃWIデゲが ┘ｴﾗ SｷS ﾐﾗデ ;ゲヮｷヴW デﾗ けW┝IWﾉﾉWﾐデ ゲデ;デWゲ ﾗa Iｴ;ヴ;IデWヴげが 

and who に SWゲヮｷデW ;Iケ┌ｷヴｷﾐｪ ｪヴW;デWヴ けﾏ;デ┌ヴｷデ┞げが けヴWゲヮﾗﾐゲｷHｷﾉｷデ┞げ ;ﾐS デｴW ﾉｷﾆW ふゲWW ;Hﾗ┗Wぶ - had 

mostly not reached the stage where they could honestly say that there were, for them, no 

                                                           
33

 J. Jacobs, Dimensions of Moral Theory: An Introduction to Metaethics and Moral Psychology (Malden, MA: 

Blackwell 2002), p. 161. 
34

 Ibid., p. 50.  
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conflicts between morality and desire. Do we デｴWヴWaﾗヴW ｴ;┗W デﾗ IﾗﾐIﾉ┌SW デｴ;デ け┗ｷヴデ┌Wげ ｷゲ ﾗ┌デ 

of their reach, and hence that a virtue ethical approach is irrelevant to the explanation of 

desistance? 

 

We believe that this conclusion can be avoided. We should note in this connection that the 

デWヴﾏ け┗ｷヴデ┌Wげ ｷﾐ デｴW I┌ヴヴWﾐデ SｷゲI┌ゲゲｷﾗﾐ ｴ;ゲ ; デWIｴﾐｷI;ﾉ Iﾗﾐﾐﾗデ;デｷﾗﾐが ┘ｴｷIｴ ﾏ;ｷﾐﾉ┞ ゲWヴ┗Wゲ デﾗ 

distinguish it from other approaches in normative ethics. Accordingly, we should not pay too 

ﾏ┌Iｴ ;デデWﾐデｷﾗﾐ デﾗ デｴW ｷﾏヮﾉｷI;デｷﾗﾐ ｷﾐ W┗Wヴ┞S;┞ ゲヮWWIｴ デｴ;デ デﾗ HW け┗ｷヴデ┌ﾗ┌ゲげ ｷゲ デﾗ He close to 

;ﾐ WデｴｷI;ﾉ ｷSW;ﾉく WW I;ﾐ ;ﾉゲﾗ HW ｪヴW;デﾉ┞ WﾐIﾗ┌ヴ;ｪWS H┞ CｴヴｷゲデｷﾐW “┘;ﾐデﾗﾐげゲ SWaｷﾐｷデｷﾗﾐ ﾗa ; 

┗ｷヴデ┌W ;ゲぎ  けa good quality of character, more specifically a disposition, to respond to, or 

acknowledge, items within its field in an excellent or good eﾐﾗ┌ｪｴ ┘;┞げく35
  Two features of 

this definition seem to be of special importance for the study of desistance : first, that a 

ヴWゲヮﾗﾐゲW ┘ｷデｴｷﾐ ; ｪｷ┗Wﾐ aｷWﾉS デｴ;デ ｷゲ けｪﾗﾗS Wﾐﾗ┌ｪｴげ ﾏ;┞ ゲデｷﾉﾉ Iﾗ┌ﾐデ ;ゲ ┗ｷヴデ┌ﾗ┌ゲき ;ﾐS ゲWIﾗﾐSﾉ┞が 

that we do not have to look for a full┞ aﾗヴﾏWS けIｴ;ヴ;IデWヴげ デﾗ SWデWIデ ┗ｷヴデ┌W に rather, a 

けSｷゲヮﾗゲｷデｷﾗﾐげ ┘ｷﾉﾉ ゲ┌aaｷIWく  Oﾐ デｴ;デ H;ゲｷゲが ゲデWヮゲ デﾗ┘;ヴSゲ ┗ｷヴデ┌W ┘WヴW IWヴデ;ｷﾐﾉ┞ HWｷﾐｪ デ;ﾆWﾐ H┞ 

men in the Sheffield sample; and we can also note that both Kevin and Len were beginning 

デﾗ けWﾐﾃﾗ┞ ;Iデｷﾐｪ ┘Wﾉﾉげ に that is, aligning reason and desire に ;ﾐS デﾗ けぷaｷﾐd] it naturally 

ヮﾉW;ゲｷﾐｪげ に as Jacobs (see above) suggests that virtuous subjects will. 

 

We may develop these points a little further with the help of Valerie Tiberius. Similarly to 

Swanton, she suggests デｴ;デ ┗ｷヴデ┌Wゲ ﾏｷｪｴデ HW SWゲIヴｷHWS ;ゲ けﾏﾗヴW ﾉｷﾆW ｴ;Hｷデゲ ;ﾐS ヮヴﾗHﾉWﾏ-

ゲﾗﾉ┗ｷﾐｪ ゲデヴ;デWｪｷWゲ デｴ;ﾐ ﾉｷﾆW デｴW ヴﾗH┌ゲデ Iｴ;ヴ;IデWヴ デヴ;ｷデゲげ ﾗa AヴｷゲデﾗデWﾉｷ;ﾐ WデｴｷIゲき ;ﾐSが デｴ;デ HWｷﾐｪ 

デｴW I;ゲWが ┘W ;ヴW ﾐﾗデ ヮヴWIﾉ┌SWS aヴﾗﾏ け;デデWﾐSｷﾐｪ デﾗ デｴW ヴﾗﾉW ﾗa ゲｷデ┌;デｷﾗﾐ;ﾉ a;Iデﾗヴゲげが ┘ｴｷIｴ ﾏ;y 

in time lead to character development.
36

  In our view, Tiberius is right に even 

straightforward situational compliance (such as diachronic self-control, as exercised by Len) 

I;ﾐ SW┗Wﾉﾗヮ ﾗ┗Wヴ デｷﾏW ｷﾐデﾗ ; Sｷゲヮﾗゲｷデｷﾗﾐ ｷﾐ “┘;ﾐデﾗﾐげゲ ゲWﾐゲWき ;ゲ ;ﾉゲﾗが ﾗa Iﾗ┌ヴゲWが can the kind 

of normative attraction that Kevin experienced in the presence of his girlfriend.  Indeed, we 

noted when discussing these two cases that in each of them one could discern several 

mechanisms promoting compliance; but we can now see a little more clearly that these 

                                                           
35

 C. Swanton, Virtue Ethics: A Pluralistic View (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2003), p. 19 (emphasis added). 
36

 Tiberius, The Reflective Life, p.18.  
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mechanisms were beginning to work together to generate a new mechanism, that of habit に 

which we have encountered before in a sociological context, but which in more ethical 

language might also be described as a disposition, or virtue. 

 

Charting a Path towards Virtue 

 

TｴW デｷデﾉW ﾗa デｴｷゲ ;ヴデｷIﾉW ;ゲﾆゲぎ けC;ﾐ ヮWヴゲｷゲデWﾐデ ﾗaaWﾐSWヴゲ ;Iケ┌ｷヴW ┗ｷヴデ┌Wいげく  TｴW ゲｷﾏヮﾉｷゲデｷI ;ﾐゲ┘Wヴ 

ｷゲ け┞Wゲげが ｷa ﾗﾐﾉ┞ HWI;┌ゲW ﾏﾗゲデ ヮWヴゲｷゲデWﾐデ ﾗaaWﾐSWヴゲ Sﾗ ;Iデ┌;ﾉﾉ┞ SWゲｷゲデ ;ﾐS ゲﾗ IﾗﾏW デﾗ ﾉW;S ; 

more virtuous life.  Given, however, that at the beginning of the Sheffield  Study most men 

held largely mainstream societal values while still offending, a more nuanced version of the 

ケ┌Wゲデｷﾗﾐ ﾏｷｪｴデ HW けHﾗ┘ Sﾗ ヮWヴゲｷゲデWﾐデ ﾗaaWﾐSWヴゲ ｷﾐ W;ヴﾉ┞ ;S┌ﾉデｴﾗﾗS Iｴ;ヴデ ; ヮ;デｴ デﾗ┘;ヴSゲ ; 

more virtuouゲ ﾉｷaWがｷﾐ ┘ｴｷIｴ ;Iデｷﾗﾐゲ ヴWaﾉWIデ ┗;ﾉ┌Wゲ いげ  Pｴヴ;ゲｷﾐｪ デｴW ﾏ;デデWヴ ｷﾐ デｴｷゲ ┘;┞ ﾉｷﾐﾆゲ デｴW 

ケ┌Wゲデｷﾗﾐ デﾗ デｴW IヴｷﾏｷﾐﾗﾉﾗｪｷI;ﾉ ﾉｷデWヴ;デ┌ヴW ﾗﾐ デｴW ヴﾗﾉW ﾗa け;ｪWﾐI┞げ ｷﾐ SWゲｷゲデ;ﾐIWき H┌デ ｷデ ;ﾉゲﾗ 

evokes again the work of Tiberius, who, unusually among moral philosophers, aims  to 

ヮヴﾗ┗ｷSW ; けaｷヴゲデ-personal, process-H;ゲWS ;IIﾗ┌ﾐデ ﾗa ｴﾗ┘ デﾗ ﾉｷ┗Wげく 37
  

 

Tiberius distances herself to a degree from the dominant Aristotelianism of virtue ethics, 

Iﾉ;ｷﾏｷﾐｪ ｷﾐゲデW;Sが けｷﾐ デｴW デヴ;Sｷデｷﾗﾐ ﾗa H┌ﾏWが ぐ デﾗ ﾉﾗﾗﾆ デﾗ ﾗ┌ヴ W┝ヮWヴｷWﾐIW ;ゲ デｴW ﾗﾐﾉ┞ ゲﾗ┌rce of 

;ﾐゲ┘Wヴゲ デﾗ ﾗ┌ヴ ﾐﾗヴﾏ;デｷ┗W ケ┌Wゲデｷﾗﾐゲげく38
  This approach will, naturally, draw criticism from 

philosophers committed to different foundations for ethics; but from the point of view of 

illuminating a social scientific quest, the stance is potentially helpful, precisely because it 

け;SSヴWゲゲWゲ ヮWﾗヮﾉW ﾗﾐ デｴWｷヴ ﾗ┘ﾐ デWヴﾏゲげ39
, does not presume at what point the person begins 

デｴW ヮヴﾗIWゲゲが ;ﾐS ｷゲ ﾐﾗデ デWﾉWﾗﾉﾗｪｷI;ﾉく  NW┗WヴデｴWﾉWゲゲが HWI;┌ゲW ｷﾐSｷ┗ｷS┌;ﾉゲげ W┝ヮWヴｷWﾐIW ｷゲ デヴW;デWS 

as the sole criterion for normative judgements, the approach seems vulnerable to the 

criticism that it is subjective, and therefore relativistic.  To combat this criticism, Tiberius 

;ヴｪ┌Wゲ デｴ;デが ｷﾐ デｴｷﾐﾆｷﾐｪ ;Hﾗ┌デ デｴW ケ┌Wゲデｷﾗﾐ け┘ｴ;デ ｷゲ ; ｪﾗﾗS ﾉｷaW aﾗヴ ﾏWいげ が ┘W I;ﾐﾐﾗデ ;Sﾗヮデ 

;ﾐ け;ﾐ┞デｴｷﾐｪ ｪﾗWゲげ ゲデ;ﾐIWが HWI;┌ゲW け; ｪﾗﾗS ﾉｷaW aヴﾗﾏ ┞ﾗ┌ヴ ヮﾗｷﾐデ ﾗa ┗ｷW┘ ｷゲ ; ﾉｷaW ┞ﾗ┌ I;ﾐ 

affirm upon reflection ぐ ぷ;ﾐSへ on the basis of the standards you take to be importantげ 

                                                           
37

 Ibid., p.3. 
38

 Ibid., p.6  
39

 Ibid. p.14. 
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(described as reflective values).
40

  Thus, for Tiberius there is a crucial distinction between 

けヴWaﾉWIデｷ┗W ┗;ﾉ┌Wゲげ and other values; only the former are based on our all-things-considered 

judgements of what is normatively important to us.  On this basis, and given the research 

results previously summarised, 
41

 けSWゲｷゲデ;ﾐIWげ ;ﾐS けﾐﾗヴﾏ;ﾉｷデ┞げ I;ﾐ ヴW;ゲﾗﾐ;Hﾉ┞ HW ヴWｪ;rded as 

the central reflective values of our sample.
42

   

 

TｷHWヴｷ┌ゲ ;ヴｪ┌Wゲ デｴ;デ ヴWaﾉWIデｷ┗W ┗;ﾉ┌Wゲ ヮﾉ;┞ デ┘ﾗ ﾆW┞ ヴﾗﾉWゲ ｷﾐ ; ヮWヴゲﾗﾐげゲ ﾏﾗヴ;ﾉ ﾉｷaWぎ デｴW┞ けゲWヴ┗W 

as action-ｪ┌ｷSｷﾐｪ ｪﾗ;ﾉゲげが ;ﾐS デｴW┞ ;ﾉゲﾗ a┌ﾐIデｷﾗﾐ ;ゲ けゲデ;ﾐS;ヴSゲ ﾗa W┗;ﾉ┌;デｷﾗﾐ ぐ ﾗﾐ ｴﾗ┘ ﾗ┌ヴ 

lives are ｪﾗｷﾐｪげく43
  TｴW ゲWIﾗﾐS ﾗa デｴWゲW a┌ﾐIデｷﾗﾐゲ ｷゲ ┘Wﾉﾉ ｷﾉﾉ┌ゲデヴ;デWS ｷﾐ LWﾐげゲ I;ゲWき ｴｷゲ aヴWゲｴ 

conviction caused him to realise that his action in taking the car was not in accordance with 

his reflective values, so he immediately took steps to ensure there was no repeat. But of 

Iﾗ┌ヴゲWが ｷa ; ヮWヴゲﾗﾐげゲ ヴWaﾉWIデｷ┗W ┗;ﾉ┌Wゲ ;ヴW ﾐﾗデ ゲデヴﾗﾐｪﾉ┞ ｴWﾉS ふ;ゲが IﾉW;ヴﾉ┞が )WSげゲ ヮヴﾗaWゲゲWS ┘ｷゲｴ 

to want to stop was not) and are in conflict with other (non-reflective) values (e.g. for 

excitement or a free-spending lifestyle), then the reflective values will not succeed either in 

guiding action or in evaluating progress.  

 

Aﾉデｴﾗ┌ｪｴ TｷHWヴｷ┌ゲげ ヮヴﾗIWゲゲ┌;ﾉ ┗ｷW┘ ﾗa ┗;ﾉ┌Wゲ ｷゲ ｴWﾉヮa┌ﾉが ｴWヴ ;ﾐ;ﾉ┞ゲｷゲ ｷゲ ヮWヴｴ;ヮゲ ┘W;ﾆWヴ ┘ｴWﾐ 

it comes to how reflective values can change or be strengthened.  Here, we may draw upon 

ゲﾗIｷﾗﾉﾗｪｷI;ﾉ ;ﾐ;ﾉ┞ゲWゲ ﾗa デｴW ｷﾐデWヴヮﾉ;┞ ﾗa け;ｪWﾐI┞げ ;ﾐS けゲデヴ┌Iデ┌ヴWげ S┌ヴｷﾐｪ ヮヴﾗIWゲゲWゲ ﾗa Iｴ;ﾐｪWく  

As we summarised this (following Mouzelis) in a previous paper,
44

 at Time 1 an individual (D) 

will be living in a particular society with distinctive social structures ; in that context, D will 

I;ヴヴ┞ ; ゲWデ ﾗa Sｷゲヮﾗゲｷデｷﾗﾐゲが ;ﾐS ヮWヴIWヮデｷﾗﾐゲ ﾗa デｴW ゲﾗIｷ;ﾉ ┘ﾗヴﾉS ふBﾗ┌ヴSｷW┌げゲ habitus),
45

 some 

of which will have been internalised from the social structures around him/her.  So what 

                                                           
40

 Ibid. p.10, emphasis added.  
41

 “WW ﾏﾗヴW a┌ﾉﾉ┞ “ｴ;ヮﾉ;ﾐS ;ﾐS Bﾗデデﾗﾏゲが け‘WaﾉWIデｷﾗﾐゲ ﾗﾐ “ﾗIｷ;ﾉ V;ﾉ┌Wゲげが ヮヮく ヲヶヲ-68.  
42

 This would not be the case in all criminological contexts; for example, a young man brought up in a family 

where his father is a leading figure in an organised crime syndicate might reflectively value the code of conduct 

of the organisation, and aspire to become a leader in it.  (Some would accordingly argue that this example 

IヴW;デWゲ ヮｴｷﾉﾗゲﾗヮｴｷI;ﾉ SｷaaｷI┌ﾉデｷWゲ aﾗヴ TｷHWヴｷ┌ゲげ W┝Iﾉ┌ゲｷ┗Wﾉ┞ W┝ヮWヴｷWﾐIW-based approach).  But such outcomes are 

rare, even in the criminological world. This is probably because all individuals are socialised in powerful 

normative societal contexts, most of which emphasise mainstream pro-social values. 
43

 Tiberius, The Reflective Life, p. 24. 
44

 F;ヴヴ;ﾉﾉが Bﾗデデﾗﾏゲ ;ﾐS “ｴ;ヮﾉ;ﾐSが け“ﾗIｷ;ﾉ “デヴ┌Iデ┌ヴWゲ ;ﾐS DWゲｷゲデ;ﾐIW aヴﾗﾏ CヴｷﾏWげが ヮヮく ヵヵヰ-553; N. Mouzelis,  

Modern and Postmodern Social Theorising ふC;ﾏHヴｷSｪWぎ C;ﾏHヴｷSｪW Uﾐｷ┗Wヴゲｷデ┞ PヴWゲゲが  ヲヰヰΒぶく Mﾗ┌┣Wﾉｷゲげ ;IIﾗ┌ﾐデ 
is a synthesis and development of the work of Anthony Giddens and Pierre Bourdieu.  
45

 P. Bourdieu, Outline of a Theory of Practice, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1977).   
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happens later on, at what we miｪｴデ I;ﾉﾉ けTｷﾏW ヲげい  TｷHWヴｷ┌ゲげ ;IIﾗ┌ﾐデ ゲ┌ｪｪWゲデゲ デｴ;デ Iｴ;ﾐｪWゲ ｷﾐ 

reflective values occur through the increased salience of alternative values as external 

WﾉWﾏWﾐデゲ ｷﾏヮｷﾐｪW ﾗﾐ ﾗﾐWげゲ ﾉｷaWく46
  Though certainly not denying the importance of external 

events and pressures, we would rather emphasise the continual interplay between the 

け;Iデｷﾗﾐ-ｪ┌ｷSｷﾐｪげ ヴWaﾉWIデｷ┗W ┗;ﾉ┌Wゲ ﾗa ｷﾐSｷ┗ｷS┌;ﾉゲが  デｴWｷヴ ﾐﾗﾐ-reflective values, and their 

evaluation of what they have recently been doing, as they encounter and perceive new 

surroundinｪゲ ふｷﾐ Bﾗ┌ヴSｷW┌げゲ デWヴﾏゲが ; aヴWゲｴ けaｷWﾉSげぶく  TｴﾗゲW ﾐW┘ ゲ┌ヴヴﾗ┌ﾐSｷﾐｪゲ I;ﾐ ｷﾐIﾉ┌SW 

けｷﾐゲデｷデ┌デｷﾗﾐ;ﾉ ゲデヴ┌Iデ┌ヴWゲげ ふゲ┌Iｴ ;ゲ Wﾏヮﾉﾗ┞ﾏWﾐデ ﾗヮヮﾗヴデ┌ﾐｷデｷWゲが ﾗヴ デｴW ﾉ;Iﾆ ﾗa デｴWﾏぶ ;ﾐS 

けaｷｪ┌ヴ;デｷﾗﾐ;ﾉ ゲデヴ┌Iデ┌ヴWゲげ ふゲ┌Iｴ ;ゲ ヴWﾉ;デｷﾗﾐゲｴｷヮゲ ┘ｷデｴ ヴﾗﾏ;ﾐデｷI ヮ;ヴデﾐWヴゲが a;ﾏｷﾉ┞ ﾏWﾏHWヴゲが ;nd 

aヴｷWﾐSゲぶく  IﾏﾏWヴゲｷﾗﾐ ｷﾐ デｴｷゲ ﾐW┘ aｷWﾉSが ;ﾐS ｷﾐSｷ┗ｷS┌;ﾉゲげ ヴWaﾉWIデｷﾗﾐ ┌ヮﾗﾐ デｴWｷヴ W┝ヮWヴｷWﾐIWゲ ｷﾐ ｷデが 

will very likely slightly change their reflective values; and those refined values will then feed 

into further action.  If that action is successful in terms of progress towards the reflective 

values (and hence towards a more virtuous life), then such actions may be repeated, 

eventually creating new habitual paths (a new habitus); and, hopefully (see previous 

discussion) a sense of pleasure as these new paths are taken.  

 

An important empirical example of these processes from our study concerned friendships 

with peers.  At the beginning of the research, most of our respondents said that they deeply 

デヴ┌ゲデWS デｴWｷヴ IﾉﾗゲWゲデ けﾏ;デWゲげ ふﾏ;ﾉW aヴｷWﾐSゲぶく Nﾗデ ゲ┌ヴヮヴｷゲｷﾐｪﾉy, however, the great majority of 

those close friends themselves had criminal records, so as desistance progressed, it became 

important for the individual に given the overriding reflective value of becoming a non-

offender - to distance himself from them (aゲ ｷゲ ┘Wﾉﾉ ｷﾉﾉ┌ゲデヴ;デWS ｷﾐ LWﾐげゲ I;ゲWぶく  Gｷ┗Wﾐ ;ﾉゲﾗ デｴW 

ｷﾏヮﾗヴデ;ﾐIW ﾗa ヴﾗﾏ;ﾐデｷI ヴWﾉ;デｷﾗﾐゲｴｷヮゲ ｷﾐ ﾏ;ﾐ┞ ｷﾐゲデ;ﾐIWゲ ﾗa SWゲｷゲデ;ﾐIW ふｷﾉﾉ┌ゲデヴ;デWS ｷﾐ KW┗ｷﾐげゲ 

case), there was often a clash of values between a partner and old friends. Partners 

generally held pro-social reflective values and led pro-social lives; so as a desisting offender 

tried out spending more time with them, in order to be with them and to do what they 

wanted, so that offender was encouraged to internalise more of their values.  Thus, pro-

social activity was reinforced, and delinquent friends gradually dropped.  It was still an 

agentic choice, and at least initially it might be weak, or even on occasion lose out to the 

competing claims of peers; but, for would-be desisters, the wish to lead a virtuous life often 
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(some might think remarkably often) won through.  Hence, as Tiberius put it, a person 

ゲWWﾆｷﾐｪ デヴ┌W けヴWaﾉWIデｷ┗W ┘ｷゲSﾗﾏ ぐ ﾉW;ヴﾐゲ aヴﾗﾏ W┝ヮWヴｷWﾐIW ぐ ;ﾐS ヴWゲヮﾗﾐSゲ ;ヮヮヴﾗヮヴｷ;デWﾉ┞げく47
 - 

Early adulthood is a life stage at which such refining and hooking into the best forms of 

;Iデｷﾗﾐ デﾗ ;IIﾗﾏヮﾉｷゲｴ ﾗﾐWげゲ ┗ｷヴデ┌ﾗ┌ゲ ﾉｷaW ｷゲ ヮWヴｴ;ヮゲ ﾏﾗゲデ ;Iデｷ┗W ;ﾐS ヴWaﾉWIデｷ┗Wく  Aデ デｴW 

beginning of the study, aged 19-22, most of the men in the Sheffield Study had a general 

commitment to change, but they also had a very limited awareness as to how this change 

could be accomplished.  But gradually, and often very hesitantly and with setbacks, many of 

them did acquire more virtuous dispositions.  

 

In this paper, we have not discussed specifically Christian ethics, mainly because ours is an 

empirical study, and none of the men in our sample referred explicitly to any influence of 

Christianity in their lives.
48

  But it might be apposite, in closing, to point to the analysis of the 

Christian ethicist Richard Burridge, who argues that in studying historically the ethics of 

JWゲ┌ゲが ﾗﾐW ﾏ┌ゲデ IﾗﾐゲｷSWヴ ﾐﾗデ ﾗﾐﾉ┞ ｴｷゲ けヴｷｪﾗヴﾗ┌ゲげ WデｴｷI;ﾉ デW;Iｴｷﾐｪ ﾗﾐ けデｴW ﾏ;ﾃﾗヴ ｴ┌ﾏ;ﾐ ﾏﾗヴ;ﾉ 

W┝ヮWヴｷWﾐIWゲげが H┌デ ;ﾉゲﾗ ｴｷゲ ヮヴ;IデｷI;ﾉ W┝;ﾏヮﾉWが ┘ｴｷIｴ ｷﾐIﾉ┌SWS ;ﾐ けﾗヮWﾐ ヮ;ゲデﾗヴ;ﾉ ;IIWヮデ;ﾐIW ﾗa 

sinners, with whom he spent his ﾉｷaWげく49
  Oﾐ デｴ;デ H;ゲｷゲが デｴW ゲデ┌S┞ ﾗa ﾗaaWﾐSWヴゲ ふけゲｷﾐﾐWヴゲげぶ 

attempting to desist from crime (that is, to move towards a more ethically appropriate 

lifestyle) ought to be of interest to students of Christian ethics に especially as the initial 

steps along that path are usually (if often falteringly) made by the offenders themselves.  
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 Tiberius, The Reflective Life, p.34.  
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 A small number mentioned Islamic influences.  
49

 R.A. Burridge, Imitating Jesus: An Inclusive Approach to New Testament Ethics (Grand Rapids, Michigan: 

William B. Eerdmans, 2007), pp. 78-79. 


