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SUMMARY

Tliis thesis is about the offending careers and biograpliies o f  young people in contact with criminal 

justice agencies in the cit}' o f  Dublin. Initiated in 2006, the research was set against a backdrop o f  a 

changing discourse on  youth justice in Ireland as the priorities o f  preventing offending and diverting 

young people away from  crime became enshrined in Irish youth justice policy. Legislation and policies 

inform ed by tliis discourse, however, were introduced against a dearth o f  empirical research on youth 

crime. Despite the rhetoric o f  a holistic approach to tackling youth offending, the language o f 

individualisation and ‘risk assessment’ remains witliin recent youth justice strategies. In stark contrast, 

the study allowed for /«determinacy in young people’s offending experiences. Thus, drawing on 

interactionist conceptualisations and on a long liistorj^ o f qualitative research in criminology, the study 

permitted the subjective responses o f  young people to their social position to emerge.

ThirU'-seven young people, tv.'ent)’-six males and eleven females, aged bet'A'een 14 and 23, were 

recruited as research participants tlirough contact with the Probation and Welfare Service and Garda 

Youth Diversion Projects. Using biographical inter\'iews, supported by the administration o f  a 

structured questionnaire, the study aimed to provide a detailed description o f  young people’s offending 

careers. Drawing on an interactionist perspective, the study prioritised the subjective accounts o f  

young people and the meanings and interpretations that they attach to their Uves. Locating young 

people’s offending in the context o f  their life histories, the study aimed to broaden the scope o f  much 

research on the ‘young offender’, extending beyond a limited one-dimensional view on youth 

offending as it examined ‘life’ beyond crime.

The findings strongly suggested variabiUt}' in the offending careers o f  young people as they made their 

transitions tlirough youth into adulthood. Wliile they shai'ed arguably ‘predictable’ backgrounds 

characterised bv liigh levels o f  social deprivation, young people’s responses to their social position and 

life ‘events’ proved to be somewhat unpredictable, not least in their impact on their propensit)' to 

offend.

Wliilst the study conceptualised offending as a process, a num ber o f  distinct phases o f  criminal careers 

were identified in voung people’s narratives. Early offending emerged against a biographical backdrop 

o f  considerable disadvantage. The perceived benefits o f  crime during the early stages o f  criminal 

careers were strongly related to ‘strained’ leisure careers, enhancing social relationships and attaining 

status within the peer group. Thus crime funded leisure or, in a cultural criminological vein, was a 

source o f entertainm ent in itself. Alternatively, offending enhanced relationships tlirough co-offending 

or was a means o f  attaining higher status, as young people dem onstrated their offending skills and 

showcased the proceeds o f  crime.



Ten young people did not progress beyond die early stage o f  their offending career and ‘resisted’ 

further offending. Their experiences were distinct by virtue o f  their continued educational engagement. 

Their structured routines, and their own active resistance to offending, held them  at a particular point 

o f  their criminal career. The narratives o f  die remaining twent)'-seven respondents uncovered a variet}' 

o f  offending careers as well as sliifts in offending patterns and motivations. These narratives also 

revealed a process o f  desistance which originated during the period o f  active offending. \Xliile 

motivations for desistance were linked to agentic moves on the part o f  the individual, they were 

supported in this endeavour by a num ber o f  facilitators wliich centred mainly on the formation o f 

social bonds and associated identity transformations.

Examining offending tlirough the lenses o f  capital and youth transitions, in addition to the application 

o f  key concepts from  traditional criminological theories (strain, social control, social reaction, 

differential association and (sub)cultural theories), the analysis illuminated liighly complex accounts o f 

criminal careers. Fracm red or extended transitions were connected to an intensified ‘need’ to offend 

wliile successful transitions, or aspirations towards positive transitions, facilitated or motivated a move 

towards desistance. The concept o f  capital aided an explanation o f  shifts in offending over the course 

o f  a criminal career and also helped to illuminate differences in offending according to gender. During 

the transition through youth into adulthood, young people prioritised different tj’pes o f capital which 

varied in accessibiUt}'. Wliere capital could not be legitimately gained, offending emerged as a ‘solution’ 

whereas readily available forms o f  (legitimate) capital were linked to explanations o f  resistance and 

desistance. Social capital emerged as central to accounts o f early offending whereas economic capital 

was increasingly prioritised as criminal careers progressed. Additionally, young men, almost exclusively, 

sought culmral and s3'mbolic capital through the ‘status’ accrued as a result o f  their offending. The 

perception o f the erosion o f  capital, as a result o f  the repercussions o f  offending, was located within 

accounts o f  the process o f  desistance in addition to the availabilit}- o f  legitimate social, culairal and 

symbolic capital through successful transitions.

Additionally, young people’s offending was strongly em bedded in their socio-economic and cultural 

worlds. Interactions with the social environm ent and their social networks impacted on the way young 

people responded to the ‘choices’ available to them. As they perceived an inabilirj’ to accrue capital or 

make successful transitions legitimately, the social environm ent proffered alternative (illegitimate) 

strategies and support in this regard. Thus, young people’s choices, while structurally ‘bounded’, were 

also understood in the cultural response o f  the neighbourhood to its social position. Thus, offending 

was understood by means o f  a complex interaction o f  structure, agency and culture.

Finally, voung people’s accounts highlighted the need for a nuanced response to youth crime. Drawing 

on these conclusions, therefore, policy implications are discussed in the final chapter.
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CHAPTER ONE 

YOUTH OFFENDING IN IRELAND 

INTRODUCTION

This study is about young people and their offending careers. The research is primarily qualitative 

and examines the biographies o f  a group o f young people in contact with criminal justice 

agencies in Dublin Cit)'. The research was initiated in 2006 against a backdrop o f changing 

discourse around youth justice which began to prioritise the prevention o f offending and 

diversion o f  young people from the criminal justice system. Legislation and policies inform ed by 

this discourse, however, were introduced against a dearth o f empirical research on the nature o f 

youth crime and the lives o f  young people involved in offending.

The core aim o f  the thesis was to provide a detailed analysis o f  )^oung people’s offending careers. 

It sought to identify and explore the lives o f young people who had var)ing experiences o f 

criminal justice contact. Therefore, it recruited young people with histories o f  ‘pett}"’ offending 

and limited criminal justice contact through to respondents with serious offending histories and 

repeated experiences o f  incarceration. While much o f the (albeit limited) research to date on 

young people and offending (and indeed crime in general) in Dublin has focussed on the inner 

cit\', this study broadened its scope to the wider Dublin M etropolitan area and, in particular, 

aimed to recruit young people from peripheral locations.

Y oung people’s offending is framed in an interactionist conceptualisation o f criminal careers 

which allows for indeterminacy and, addidonally, prioritises the perspectives o f the individual. 

T he focus, therefore, is not one o f quantification o f criminal activit}’ or criminal justice contact 

but, rather, to achieve a detailed description o f  the development, or otherwise, o f  offending 

careers from the view o f the participant. By foregrounding the biographical narratives, the 

research opened up the potential to examine offending as it is interwoven into young people’s 

m ovem ent towards adulthood and, in particular, their experiences o f making transitions through 

a num ber o f  interdependent careers. Offending is thus explored in a complex interaction o f 

biography, transition and localit\' while, at the same time, drawing on criiTiinological theor}' and 

accounting for structure, agency and culture.

1



T he chapter begins with a brief oven'iew  o f contemporar}’ youth justice in Ireland and the 

guiding policies in responding to  young people’s offending. This is set against the mixed media 

portrayal o f  the ‘child gangster’. The chapter continues by introducing the socio-economic 

context that serv^es as a backdrop to the lives o f  young people in this study. Following this, the 

profile o f  the ‘young offender’ in Ireland is presented with a review o f  both official statistics and 

the research carried out in the subject area to date. A partial picture emerges o f  young people in 

contact with criminal justice agencies as significant gaps in the Irish literature are revealed. This 

thesis thus goes some way to addressing these gaps in knowledge.

SETTING THE SCENE

Historically, the issue o f  juvenile justice had not received significant attention in the Irish context. 

Until 1991, the Children Act 1908 was the primary legislation governing the care and ‘control’ o f 

children in Ireland.' The Child Care Act 1991 and the Children Act 2001, which replaced the 

Children Act 1908 and the Health Acts 1953 and 1957, now  provide the statutory' framework for 

child protection, welfare and youth justice in Ireland. The legislative provisions within the 

Children A ct 2001 introduced a num ber o f key areas o f change within youth justice, perhaps 

m ost notably in an evident shift towards a focus on the prevention o f  offending and the 

diversion o f  young people from the criminal justice system.^ In 2006, the Irish Youth Justice 

Sen'ice (lYjS) was established. An executive office o f the D epartm ent o f Justice and Law 

Reform, the IY)S has the responsibilit}’ for leading and driving reform  in the area o f  youth 

justice.^ Additionally, as provided for by the Children Act 2001 and under the super\dsion o f the 

lYIS, changes in the detention o f  young people in Ireland have developed. The principle o f 

detention as a last resort has been supported by the establishment o f ‘Young Persons Probation’ 

under the Probation and W'elfare Sendee and the increase o f  resources invested in community 

sanctions (IY]S, 2008b). Additionally, on com pletion o f the building o f the new National 

Children D etention School,'' which wiU work on a model o f  care, education and rehabilitation,

' Tlie focus o f  this thesis is the RepubUc o f  Ireland, referred to  as Ireland throughout.
2 Changes introduced in the 2001 Act included the increase in the age o f  criminal responsibilit)' from 7 to 12, a 
provision to separate the care and justice systems, an increased focus on parental responsibnit)’, the expansion of 
diversionan' programmes, the introduction o f  restorative cautioning and family conferencing, the enshrinement o f 
the principle o f  detention as a measure o f  last resort and the expansion in the range o f communit)- based sanctions.

The mission statem ent o f  the Irish Y outh Justice Svstem is: “To create a safer societ}’ by working in partnership to 
reduce vouth offending through appropriate inter\'entions and Knkages into ser\'ices” (1^7^- 2008a: 2).
■* This new detention facilit}’ is, at the time o f  writing, being built on the site o f  three existing Children D etention 
Schools in N orth  Count)' D ublin and is scheduled for completion in 2015. A fourth Children Detention School in 
N orth  Dublin Cit^' with a capacit)’ for sixteen boys closed in March 2010 following the recom mendation o f  the 
Expert G roup on Cliildren Detention Schools (2007).



young men aged 16 and 17 will no longer be detained in St Patrick’s Institution.^ However, 

despite the introduction o f what may be considered welcome changes to the youth justice system, 

concern has been raised that they have occurred against a backdrop o f a dearth o f empirical 

research on youth crime and justice in Ireland (O ’Sullivan, 1996; Seymour, 2006; Walsh, 2005).

W'hile recent years have seen a policy shift away from detention towards the developm ent o f 

initiatives that aim to divert young people from crime, the messages conveyed by the Irish media 

about young offenders have been somewhat mixed. For example, whilst some com m entators 

have noted the significant disadvantage that characterises the backgrounds o f  young people 

coming before the courts in Ireland (Hough, 2010), media representations have also focused 

strongly on the “dismrbing cases” o f young people involved in violent and gang-related crime 

(Tuite, 2010). Indeed, violent crime more generally has become a focus o f  media, political and 

public concern in Ireland in recent years (O 'Donnell, 2005). In relation to young offenders, so- 

called “alarming revelations” o f Irish “cliild gangsters” (Anon, 2010; Tuite, 2009) have 

contributed to  calls in the media “to extinguish this wildfire o f youth crime” (Tuite, 2010). 

However, as will be dem onstrated later in this chapter, such media images and portrayals o f the 

‘child gangster’ are largelv unfounded. W’hat emerges, in contrast, is the non-violent nature o f 

most offending com m itted by young people. Furtherm ore, the available research highlights the 

significant disadvantage experienced by young people who become involved in criminal activit}’. 

However, it is useful as a starting point to provide a brief overview o f the socio-economic 

context o f  the current study.

SOCIO-ECONOMIC CONTEXT

The past twenty’ years in Ireland have been described as a time o f  unprecedented economic 

growth, with 1987 marking the start o f  a “sustained and well-balanced economic boom ” 

(Sweeney, 1998: 1).'' T he success o f Ireland’s economic perform ance during this period was 

reflected in significant growth in Gross Dom estic Product (GDP), rising em ployment rates, 

increases in production and foreign investm ent and a rise in average incomes. O ne o f the greatest

* A detention faciUt}’ in D ublin cirj’ centre for young men aged between 16 and 21 managed b}' the Irish Prison 
Ser\ace. Recent legislation has provided for the removal o f  16 and 17 year-old boys from St. Patrick’s and placed in 
the new National Children D etention School when the building o f the latter is completed.

Young people in this study were born between the years 1984 and 1995 and therefore lived m ost o f  their Kves in 
Ireland’s more prosperous times.
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benefits was the fall in unem ploym ent, particularly long-term  unemploym ent.' Alongside this, the 

quality o f  employment increased with m ore job securit}', less involuntar}’ part-tim e work and 

temporar}- contracts, higher wages and a decline in long hours (O'Connell & Russell, 2007). 

A nother key indicator in the im provem ent in the quality o f  life in Ireland was the ending o f mass 

emigration and the advent o f net immigradon. Overall, Fahey et al. (2007: 10) stated that after 

twenty years o f economic growth “subjective well-being and national morale are am ong the 

highest in Europe, living standards have risen and have done so more or less for ever)?one” .

However, the rising economic tide did no t lift all boats. Ireland always had a high degree of

incom e inequalit}' com pared to other ‘rich countries’ and this persisted during the boom  years

(Fahey et ai, 2007). Furtherm ore, the gap between those at the top and those at the bottom  o f  the

incom e distribution widened (Nolan & Maitre, 2007). Additionally, economic growth did not

translate into a reduction in povert}^ Between 1994 and 2001, despite strong economic growth,

there was an increase in the at-risk-of povert\’ rate (although there was a decline in consistent
8  •povert}') (Russell et ai, 2010). While the latter years o f  the boom  (2004-2007) saw a significant 

decline in both at-risk-of povert)’ and consistent povert)'^ by 2007, 16.5 per cent o f individuals 

were at-risk-of povert)' and 5.1 per cent o f  the population was living in consistent povert}'.'*’

In Ireland, as elsewhere, povert\’ and social exclusion are not evenly distributed across regions 

but, rather, are concentrated in ‘povert)' blackspots’ in urban and rural areas (Haase & Foley, 

2009). For example, recent research profiling disadvantage in local areas found that there are 

clusters o f deprivation within Dublin Cit)' (Haase & Pratschke, 2008). l l i is  research also 

demonstrates that many local com m unities did no t benefit from the economic boom  but 

remained ver)' deprived during twent)' years o f economic growth. Levels o f deprivation remained 

high in areas with population decline, low levels o f  education, high rates o f single parenthood,

’ XXTiile in 1993 unem ploym en t peaked at alm ost 16 p e r cen t o f  the labour force, the rate declined rapidly and had 
fallen to  below  5 per cen t in 2000; it rem ained  at betw een 4 and  5 per cen t until February  2008.
* .\t- r isk -o f  poverty' m easures the share o f  people w ith  an equivaUsed incom e below  60 per cen t o f  the national 
m edian incom e. C o nsisten t povert)’ m easures people  w h o  are a t-risk -o f povert)' and experience enforced  deprivation.

B etw een 1994 and 2001 the m ain source for m easuring  povert)’ in Ireland  was the Living in Ireland Sur\'ey (W lielan 
et at., 2003). This sur\’ey was replaced bv the E u ro p ean  Survey on  Incom e and Living C onditions (EU -SILC ) in 2003 
(E uropean  C om m ission , 2010). D u e  to  a m ajor discontinuity' betw een  the  sun 'eys in the m easurem ent o f  deprivation  
and consisten t povert)’ the results are n o t directly com parable.

A  recen t report exam ining the evo lu tion  o f  povert) ' and social exclusion during the last four years o f  the econom ic 
bo o m  identified a nu m b er o f  g roups as particularly w ln e rab le  to  poverty'. T hese  include children living in large 
families, lone paren t households and their children, jobless households and  their children, the unem ployed and lo n g 
term  unem ployed, those unable to  w o rk  due to  illness o r a disabiUt)’, the  w ork ing  p o o r and older people living alone. 
(Russell et a t, 2010).
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higher unem ploym ent rates th an  the national average and a high p ro p o rtio n  o f  local authority 

housing  (Haase & Pratschke, 2008). Fahey (1999: 101) also found  that disadvantage was linked to 

local authorit)’ housing  estates w hich often have a “peripheral location (which rem oves estates 

from  com m ercial and social ser\4ces)” . Follow ing up on  this sm dy ten  years later to  assess the 

im pact o f  the econom ic b o o m , Fahey (2010) found  that, despite being the focus o f  regeneration 

projects, levels o f  deprivation and  problem s con tinued  in som e neighbourhoods. O n e  particular 

location  in his study, fo r exam ple, identified increased anti-social behaviour, the em ergence o f  

v iolence and m urders from  in ter-gang  feuding in  the locaLitj’ and the continued  problem s o f  

graffiti, illegal dum ping  and derelict housing .''

In  2008 Ire land ’s econom ic fo rtune  changed. T h e  signs o f  an econom ic dow nturn  began to  

em erge in early 2008 and Ireland en tered  recession in m id-2008. This has seen a re tu rn  to  high 

unem ploym ent,'^  falling incom e levels and cuts in public expenditure. Russell et al. (2010; 97) 

argue tha t the “ distribution and  duration  o f  unem ploym ent caused bv the curren t recession wiU 

be a ver\- significant factor in future trends in Irish  child poverty’ rates” . They also no te  that the 

length o f  tim e that people  rem ain trapped  in long-term  unem ploym ent will have im plications for 

the  level o f  econom ic deprivation and consisten t povert}' in society'. F u rtherm ore , public 

spending  cuts, particularly cuts in social w elfare, are likely to  have “significant consequences for 

povert)- risks” (Russell et ah, 2010; 102).

THE IRISH ‘YOUNG OFFENDER’

T his section draws on  available sources o f  in form ation  on  youth  crim e in Ireland to  p resen t a 

descriptive profile o f  the  ‘young o ffen d er’. Firsdy, it presents an ovennew  o f  official statistics to  

dep ic t the characteristics o f  young peop le  w ho com e in to  con tact w ith crim inal justice agencies. 

T his is follow ed by a discussion o f  existing Irish research  literature on youth  offending. W'hile 

discussing w hat is ‘know n’ abou t a young person  involved in crim e in Ireland, the discussion 

highlights the gaps in cu rren t know ledge, m ost notably the lack o f  a nuanced  understand ing  o f  

the  lived realities o f  young people involved  in offending.'^

”  Conversely, Fahey’s (2010) research identified improvements in a peripheral estate no t subject o f  regeneration 
projects but, rather, that benefitted from the regeneration and growth o f the wider district, in particular from new 
commercial services and the provision o f  new  forms o f public transport.

The unem ploym ent rate in Ireland was 13.7 per cent as o f  July 2010 (Central Statistics Office, 2010a).
Given the focus on official data and the tendency for research to be undertaken with ‘know n’ offenders, the 

discussion is unable to portray a picture o f  the ‘unknown’ offender or undetected offending. Nevertheless, official 
statistics are useful in examining the profile o f  individuals being processed by the criminal justice system.
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T he ‘O fficial’ Perspective

I ’here are a num ber o f  sources o f official statistics related to offending in Ireland and in piecing 

their inform ation together a picture o f young people w ho ts’pically com e into contact with the 

criminal jusdce system in Ireland can be achieved. However, given the “massive data deficits” 

(O 'Donnell, 2005: 100),''* a caveat m ust be attached. Indeed, the available statistical data in 

Ireland has been criticised for being “usually outdated, partial, limited, non-integrated, and poorly 

explained” (O'DwTer, 2002; 182).''’ Crime, it is argued, is massively underrepresented in official 

figures (O 'Connell, 2000) as the official rate o f  crime does not uncover the ‘dark figure o f crime’, 

that is, the volum e o f  criminal activit}’ that goes unreported by the public or unrecorded by the 

police (O 'D onnell & O'Sullivan, 2001; O'M ahony, 2002).'*’ Such figures are attained through self- 

report studies o f  offenders or victimisation studies o f which there have been few in Ireland.

Despite these issues with official statistics, due to a lack o f  alternative sources on the levels o f  

crime in Ireland, this section examines the representation o f young people in the m ost recent 

official figures available.'' As this study investigates the Hves o f young people aged up to 25 years, 

figures pertaining to this age limit will be included where possible.

Examples o f the ‘data deficit’ include no worthwhile sentencing statistics, gaps in probation and prison data and 
no available information on arrests or the characteristics o f  victims and offenders (O 'Donnell, 2005: 100).

However, some issues attached to using crime statistics in Ireland are not unique and are shared with other 
jurisdictions (Kirk, 2006; Maguire, 2007). G oldson (2010: 161), for example, argues that given temporal and spatial 
flucraations in the definition o f ‘offences’, the difficulties in gathering accuratc crimc statistics and the motives or 
political interests in publicly reporting an d /o r  apph'ing crime statistics, it is “extraordinarilv difficult, if not 
impossible, to be absolutely certain about youth crime levels, rates or trends” .

O ’Donnell and O ’Sullivan (2001) assert that official statistics under-represent the level o f crime and that, in realit}’, 
there are twice as man\' burglaries, three times as many thefts o f  cars and four times as many thefts from cars (2001: 
26). O n the other hand, they also assert that the gap between the official picture and the true extent o f  crime is 
narrowest for ven ' serious crimes (O'SuUivan & O 'D onnell, 2003).

Official statistics on youth offending can be gleaned from a num ber o f sources. The main source o f  crime figures 
in Ireland was, until 2005, contained in the annual reports o f  the An Garda Siochana. However, the responsibilit)' o f 
compiling and publishing these figures passed to the Central Statistics Office (CSO) and, in April 2008, the CSO 
published their first Garda Recorded Crime Statistics. The Annual Report o f the Comm ittee to M onitor the 
Effectiveness o f  the Diversion Programme contains figures on the number o f  juveniles involved in the Garda 
Juvenile Diversion Programme (see footnote 19). Statistics are also available from the Irish Prison Serv’ice Annual 
Reports and The Courts Service Annual Reports. The m ost recent data on Probation in Ireland can be found in the 
Probation and Welfare Service Review 2000-2003. Wliat inform ation does exist, however, cannot be integrated across the 
various criminal justice agencies and thus it is impossible to examine the flow o f  cases through the system 
(O’Donnell, 2005: 100). Furtherm ore, unlike other jurisdictions, there are few alternative sources o f information 
available. For example, Ireland has not paracipated in the International Crime \ ’ictims Survey and there remains an 
excessive dependence on the official picmre (O’Donnell & O ’Sullivan, 2003: 46).
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G arda‘* Juvenile Diversion Program m e ('GTDP)

O n detection o f offending, a young person aged 17 or under may be referred to the Garda 

Juvenile Diversion Programme (G JD P)’’ or the D irector o f Public Prosecutions (DPP) for 

prosecution. The Annual Report of the Committee appointed to Monitor the Effectiveness of the Diversion 

Programme publishes information on  young people referred to the Programme.^" From  this, one 

can glean their age and gender profile in addition to the crimes for which they are m ost topically 

referred. The available data indicates that in 2009, 23,952 referrals were made to the G JD P in 

respect o f  18,519 young people, representing a decrease o f  13.5 per cent o f  young people being 

referred com pared to 2008. The figures indicate that the num bers referred to the Programm e 

peaked in 2007 and that the past Kvo years have shown a gradual decline.^' Overall, however, 

these figures signal an increase in the use o f the program m e in the last ten years (since 1999) 

when 14,948 referrals were made in respect o f  13,172 young people (Committee to M onitor the 

Effectiveness o f the Diversion Programm e, 2006, 2007, 2008, 2009, 2010).^^

1 he age, gender breakdown, tv'pe o f  offence and location o f  young people being referred have 

remained constant in recent years. In 2009, 81 per cent o f the young people referred to the 

program me were male and 19 per cent were female. A breakdown o f referrals by region reveals 

that the largest proportion o f referrals occur in respect o f  young people living in the Dublin 

M etropolitan Region (32.4% in 2009), followed by the Southern Region which includes young 

people living in Cork and Limerick. Thus figures suggest that approximately half o f  the children 

referred to the program m e come from one o f  Ireland’s m ajor cities (Dublin, Cork, Limerick) or 

the surrounding areas (Committee to M onitor the Effecdveness o f the Diversion Programme, 

2010: 7). A breakdown o f the ages o f  young people referred to the program me in 2009 reveals

G arda/A n Garda Siochana/Gardai are all terms used as the name o f  the Irish police force and its members.
The Garda Juvenile Div'ersion Programme is a package o f measures for dealing with children between the ages o f 

10 and 18 years who com m it an offence or offences. These measures include the administering o f  a caution, placing 
the child under Garda supervision (called a Juvenile Liaison Officer), placing the child on a Garda Youth Diversion 
Project (based on a youth club model) and facilitating a meeting between the child and any victim o f  h is /her 
offending behaviour or engaging in counselling or other appropriate inter\’ention. In order to be admitted to the 
Programme the child m ust accept responsibiUrv for h is/her criminal behaviour and consent to  being cautioned 
an d /o r supervised. Cautions can be formal or informal. In the case o f  a formal caution, the child is placed under the 
supervision o f  a Juvenile Liaison Officer (JLO) for twelve months (Committee to Monitor the Effectiveness o f the 
Diversion Programme, 2010).
2*’ The Children Act 2001 pu t the Garda juvenile Diversion Programme on a stamtory footing. Young people under 
the age o f  18 can be cautioned by the Garda Siochana without appearing before the court and are not recorded as a 
criminal conviction. Tlie principle aim o f  the scheme is to divert young people away from the criminal justice system.

However, this does no t necessarily represent a decrease in youth crime as this mav alternatively be a consequence 
o f  young people being processed by the courts.

Seymour (2006) suggests that the increasing numbers receiving a caution under the Diversion Programme 
potentially explain trends which indicate that officially recorded crime involving young people remains steadily low.
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that the majority o f  young people are at the latter end o f  this age scale, with over half aged 16 or 

17 years and almost a fifth aged 15 years. Less than a quarter were 14 years or under (2010: 23). 

The five m ost com m on offences for which young people were referred in 2009 were: alcohol 

related offences (17.6%), theft (16.6%), road traffic offences (13%) criminal damage (10.6%) and 

public order offences (9.5%) (Committee to M onitor the Effectiveness o f the Diversion 

Program m e, 2010: 16). Trends in the last five years dem onstrate that young people have been 

referred to the program m e for similar offences although road traffic and public order offences 

increased starkly between 2005 and 2006"’(Committee to M onitor the Effectiveness o f  the 

Diversion Programm e, 2006; 2007; 2008; 2009; 2010). Nonetheless, there has been marked 

consistency in recent years regarding the profile o f  young people being referred to the Diversion 

Program m e and in the offences for which they are being referred, suggesting that detected youth 

offending has no t changed radically in recent years.

Garda Recorded Crime Statistics

Offences involving individuals over the age o f 17 years, and those aged under 17 but not deemed 

suitable for inclusion in the G JD P, are sent to the D irector o f Public Prosecutions (DPP) for 

prosecution. Those who are convicted (or those against w hom  the charge was held proved or 

order made w ithout conviction) are represented in the main crime statistics, the m ost recent o f 

which are contained in the Garda Kecorded Crime Statistics 2004-2008 (Central Statistics Office, 

2010b) and the m ost recent data refers to convictions in 2008. Drawing on these data, it is 

possible to examine the extent to which young people aged under 25 years account for the 

offences recorded in the main crime statistics and for what offences they appear. O f  the 85,400 

persons convicted o f an offence in 2008, 30,701 (36.0%) were aged under 25 years and a further 

2,170 (2.5%) were aged under 18; 25,228 (29.5%) were male aged 18-24. The small num ber aged 

under 18 is no t altogether surprising given the num ber o f  young people referred to the GJDP. 

W hat these figures do highlight is that over one-third o f  persons convicted for offences recorded 

in 2008 were under the age o f 25 and over a quarter were young males aged 18-24 years.

The Irish Crime Classification System (ICCS) groups offences into sixteen different categories. A 

num ber o f  these categories stand out as being m ore relevant when addressing offences for which

Tliis may no t be indicative o f  changes in youth offending but, rather, linked to policing practices. Additionally, the 
figures could be indicative o f  offences that are considered to warrant diversion and those that are sent forward to the 
courts for prosecution.



persons under die age o f 25 have been convicted. ‘Road and Traffic Offences’, followed by 

‘Public O rder and O ther Social Code O ffences’, were the m ost com m on offences for which 

individuals under 25 were convicted and together accounted for over half o f  convicted persons 

aged under 25 years. Offences within these categories for which young people are typically 

referred are classified as public order offences, drunkenness offences, road worthiness o f  vehicles 

and failure to have tax and insurance. Following these, young people under 25 were most 

commonly convicted for ‘Dangerous or Negligent A cts’ and ‘Theft and Related Offences’ and 

their convictions related mainly to driving a vehicle while over the illegal alcohol limit or under 

the influence o f drugs and theft from a shop or other propert}'. Addidonally, young people under 

25 were m ore likely to have been convicted for certain offences than persons in other age 

categories. For example, those aged under 25 accounted for at least half o f  persons convicted for 

‘A ttem pts to  Murder, Assault, H arassm ent and Related O ffences’ (almost all relating to assault), 

‘Robber)% Extortion and Hijacking O ffences’ (t\"pically robbery o f establishment or person), 

‘Burglary and Related O ffences’ (not aggravated), ‘Controlled Drugs Offences’ (most were 

possession for personal use), ‘NK'eapon and Explosive O ffences’ (t}'pically possession o f  a 

weapon) and ‘Damage to Property and to  the E nvironm ent Offences’ (criminal damage) (Central 

Statistics Office, 2010b).

In summary, over one-third o f persons convicted o f offences in 2008 were aged under 25, but 

m ost were t^'pically male, aged between 18 and 24 years. While m ost commonly convicted for 

road traffic and theft offences, they were also m ore likely to be convicted o f violent, drug-related 

and destructive offences than individuals in o ther age ranges. However, although they make up a 

significant proportion o f persons convicted for these latter offences, numerically they were more 

likely to be convicted o f less serious offences.

Young People before the Courts

Inform ation on the destination o f  young people coming before criminal justice agencies is 

available from the C ourt Sendee Annual Reports which detail the outcome o f cases disposed o f 

in the Children Court."’’ T he figures detailed within the Courts Ser\'ice Annual Keport 2009 show 

that 3,222 defendants were dealt with in the Children Court in 2009, relating to 8,428 offences.

-■* Outcomes in the other criminal courts do no t address the age o f  the person convicted and therefore assertions as 
to dispositions received b)’ younger people in the adult court s\'stem are not available.

Although this represents a slight decrease in voung people coming before the courts since 2008, it still represents 
an increase from those in 2007 (Courts Service, 2008, 2009).
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Nearly half (46.8%) o f  cases before the Court were either struck out or taken into consideration 

with another offence. The m ost com m on penalt}' received by a young person appearing before 

the Children Court in 2009 was a probation order (11.8%) followed by a custodial sentence (7%) 

(Courts Sennce, 2009: 58). Up until 2006, a breakdown o f the ages o f young people appearing 

before the Children Court was available. In 2006, the majorit}' o f young people appearing before 

the Children Court were aged between 16 and 18^  ̂ (67.6%) and only 9.2% were aged under 16 

years (age was unknow n for 23.1% o f  young people) (Courts Ser\ace, 2007: 99).

Young People on Probation

Limited published inform ation is available in the form o f official statistics relating to the profile 

o f  persons in contact with the Probation and Welfare Ser\uce. However, a review o f  the Sen-ice 

for the years 2000 to 2003 (Probation and VC'elfare Senice, 2005) suggests that young people 

under 25 years made up a significant proportion o f those involved with the Probation and 

Welfare Ser\dce in the years 2000 to 2003. D uring these years, the proportion o f people under the 

age o f 25 placed on probation orders remained relatively constant. They consistently accounted 

for over half o f  those placed on probation orders in each year, individuals placed on communit}^ 

service orders and those placed on supenision  during deferm ent (Probation and VC'elfare Ser\'ice, 

2005: 23). In m ore recent years the Probation Ser\’ice has launched Young Persons Probation, 

dealing specifically with young people aged between 12 and 18 years o f  age. W'hile as yet there are 

no data on the num bers o f  young people involved in the program me or on the t\'pes o f  offences 

they are engaged in, the im plementation under the Children Act 2001 o f the many new 

community' based sanctions available to the courts may suggest an increase o f  young people 

engaged with the Ser\'ice in coining years.

Incarceration o f Young People in Ireland

Available figures dem onstrate that Ireland has a smaller incarceration rate per 100,000 o f the 

general population than our neighbouring jurisdictions (N orthern Ireland, England & Wales and 

Scodand) and the United States (Aebi & Delgrande, 2007; International Centre for Prison 

Studies, 2010).^^ However, figures from the International Centre for Prison Studies (2010)

The Cluldren C ourt can hear cases regarding 18 year olds if their crime was comm itted before the age o f 18.
Discrepancies occur when comparing prison population trends from different sources, m ost likely attributed to the 

dates when inform ation was garnered and the m ethods used. However, both the International Centre for Prison 
Studies (2010) and the Council o f Europe Figures (Aebi & Delgrande, 2007) identif)’ Ireland has having lower 
numbers o f  individuals in prison per 100,000 o f  the population than the United States, England & Wales and
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suggest that Ireland has a sUghtly younger prison population.^* The Council o f Europe (Aebi & 

Dclgrande, 2007) figures for 2006 also suggest a slightly higher proportion o f younger people in 

prison in Ireland com pared to England & \X ales and Scodand, although figures in these countries 

did no t include those in secure children hom es and secure training centres.^’ However, the 

E xpert G roup on Children D etention Schools (2007) identified a ver}? small percentage o f  the 

child population being detained in bo th  St. Patrick’s Institution and the Children Detention 

schools, amounting to only 0.03 per cent o f  10 to 17 year olds in Ireland. Additionally, there has 

been a steady decline o f  young people in Children Detention Schools since 1998, decreasing from 

an average occupancy o f approximately one hundred in 1998 to thirt}'-nine in 2009. Furtherm ore, 

taking the Irish Prison Service figures, the percentage o f the prison population aged under 18 has 

declined from 3.13 per cent in 2006 to  1.8 per cent in 2009 (Irish Prison Sennce, 2007; 2010). 

Indeed, O ’Sullivan and Breen (2008: 33) identified that the num ber o f children in special schools 

for young offenders has decreased substantially over the past thirt\’-five years, while the num ber 

o f young people (aged under 21) in prisons and places o f custody have increased and decreased 

interm ittently over the same period, although they highlight a recent decHne.”’ Nonetheless, as set 

out in Table 1.1, including young people aged under 25 dem onstrates the relatively young age o f 

persons committed to prison in Ireland. In 2009, for example, 4,380 (35.5%) o f persons detained 

in Irish prisons were under the age o f  25.

Scotland. The Council o f  Europe statistics also identif)’ Ireland has having less individuals in prison per 100,000 o f 
the population than N orthern  Ireland whereas the International Centre for Prison Studies, taking their data four 
years later, identify’ Ireland as having a higher prison population rate than N orthern Ireland.

ITieir figures indicate that 2.4 per cent o f  the Irish prison population is aged under 18 compared to 1.9 per cent in 
England & Wales and Scotland, 1 per cent in N orthern  Ireland and 0.4 per cent in the United States However, the 
figures are nor directly comparable as those for Ireland relate to 2008 whilst for other countries they relate to 
2009/10.
2'' In England and W ales there are three r\’pes o f  secure accommodation in which children and young people can be 
placed: secure training centres, voung offender institutions and secure children’s homes. The Youth Justice Board’s 
most recent snapshot figures reveal that 277 voung people were in secure training centres in July 2010 and 179 in 
secure children homes in England and Wales (\'ou th  Justice Board, 2010).

This period had been preceded bv significant numbers o f young people in confinement. Historically the 
incarceration o f young people in Ireland was through three modes o f detaining young people that existed in the 
nineteenth and twentieth centuries: borstal, reform aton’ schools and industrial schools. The borstal and reformaton* 
schools detained ‘voung offenders’. Some children contained in industrial schools had committed some delinquency 
but the majorit\’ were there due to parental poverty'. The Commission to  Inquire into Child Abuse (the ‘Rvan 
R eport’) assessed that from  1936 to 1970, a total o f  170,000 children and voung persons entered the gates o f  the 
(approximately) fifty industrial schools and staved, on average, for seven years. The population o f  the schools peaked 
at 6,800 in 1946. W’ith onlv three reformatories, the numbers o f voung people assessed to have passed through their 
doors were smaller, a total between two and three thousand for the same vears, staving, on average, for one year 
(Commission to Inquire into Child A buse, 2009). The demise o f the industrial and reform aton’ school system 
started with the publication o f  the Kennedv Report in 1970 (Department o f Education, 1970; O'SuUivan & 
O 'Donnell, 2007) and the terms industrial and reform aton’ schools were abolished by the Children Act 2001. The 
term borstal was abolished by section 12 o f  the Criminal Justice Act 1960.
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Table 1.1 Age and Gender of Persons Committed to Prison in 2009

Age Female Male Total %
16 0 91 91 0.7
17 1 136 137 1.1
18-<21 156 1333 1489 12.1
21-<25 292 2371 2663 21.6
25-<30 337 2377 2714 22
30-<40 428 2765 3193 25.9
40-<50 191 1261 1452 11.8
50+ 54 546 600 4.9
Total 1549 10880 12339 100
% 11.8 88.2 100

Irish Prison Sen-ice (2010: 28)

The Irish Prison Sendee Annual Reports, up until 2007, also included data on the offences for 

which persons were com m itted to prison under sentence according to age. These show that 

prisoners aged under 25 were m ore likely to have been imprisoned for offences against propert}' 

w ithout violence than any other offence in all age categories. O ther offences, for which they were 

m ore com m only incarcerated, included road traffic offences, offences against the person, ‘o ther’ 

offences (which are largely made up o f public order offences) and drug offences (Irish Prison 

Service, 2008).

Sum m an’

The above examination allows a particular picture to emerge o f young people in contact with 

criminal justice agencies. N o t only have the num bers o f young people referred to the Ciarda 

juvenile D iversion Program m e increased since 1999, young people under the age o f 25 make up 

a significant proportion o f  those appearing in official crime statistics as recorded by the Gardai 

and o f  those processed by the courts, being detained an d /o r referred to the Probation and 

W'elfare Ser\'ice. A young person coming into contact with the criminal justice system is more 

likely to be male and m ost commonly engaged in offences such as theft, criminal damage, public 

order offences, road and traffic offences, alcohol related offences and drugs offences. For those 

under 18, involvem ent in the criminal justice system is m ost likely to occur between the ages o f 

16 and 18 and through referral to the G )D P. The nature o f offending by young people in Ireland, 

therefore, does not concur with the media image o f  ‘child gangster’ due to the less serious nature 

o f m uch o t their offending. Given the lack o f  comprehensive statistics in relation to youth
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offending  in Ireland, the above conclusions are necessarily tentative. N onetheless, an additional 

layer o f  in form ation  can be gleaned from  the research in this subject area to  date.

Research on Y oung Offenders in Ireland

A ccord ing  to  G o ldson  (2010: 159), w riting in the U nited  K ingdom , youth  offending  has 

com prised  a key site o f  sociological/crim inological research and official inquiry’ for the best part 

o f  tw o centuries. H e traces this from  the tim e w hen ‘juvenile delinquency’ was first officially 

recognised as a discrete ‘social p ro b lem ’ in the early p art o f  the 19''' centur}', to the em ergence o f  

a spectrum  o f  m odern  day concerns — ranging from  ‘disorderly’ a n d /o r  ‘anti-social’ behav iour to  

v io len t crim e and  you th  gangs. H e argues that ‘vou th ’ is deeply em bedded  w ithin and across 

crim inology and that the centraUt}’ o f  youth w ithin crim inological research has p roduced  a deep 

reserv’oir o f  know ledge.

In contrast, the absence o f  a tradition  o f  acadeinic crim inological research in Ireland has been 

repeatedly n o ted  (Brewer et aL, 1997; O 'D onnell & O 'Sullivan, 2001; O 'M ahony, 1993; R olston  & 

T om linson , 1982). Indeed, crim inolog)' has been depicted as an “absentee” (K ilcom m ins et a i, 

2004; vii) o r  “ fledgling” (O 'D onnell, 2005: 126) discipline. W hilst acknow ledging the “excelled 

pieces o f  scholarship” tha t have em erged in recent years, O 'D onnell (2005: 99) claims th a t “ an 

adequate body o f  know ledge is still som e way d istan t” . H e further argues that “ the Irish voice is 

rarely heard  in con tem porary  in ternational debates” (O 'D onnell, 2005: 104). Tlie dearth  o f  

research on youth offend ing  and  youth  justice in Ireland has specifically been n o ted  (Burke et a i, 

1981; D ep artm en t o f  E ducation , 1970; O 'Sullivan, 1996), alongside claims that new  poUcy 

developm ents have been in troduced  against a background o f  lim ited know ledge and 

understand ing  o f  the p h en o m en o n  that these new  initiatives are in tended  to  address (Seym our, 

2006). N onetheless, there  are a num ber o f  prim arily descriptive studies tha t have co n trib u ted  to 

build ing a profile o f  young offenders in Ireland.

H istorical Perspectives on  Y outh  Crime

W 'riting in the early 1980s, Burke et al. (1981) identified tw o periods o f  research and  reports  

relating to  young people  and offending in Ireland. Firstly, in 1921-1959, research prim arily 

focussed on  young people  in borstals, refo rm ator\’ and  industrial schools and those  on p robation . 

T h e  A nnual R eports o f  the G eneral Prison B oard in Ireland identified young peop le  detained  in 

these institu tions as “half-educated youths w ho w ould appear to  have escaped early from  paren tal
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control” ; “grown up in lawless habits” and “seduced by the prospect o f  getting m oney easily” 

(General Prisons Board in Ireland, 1924: vi, cited in Burke et al., 1981: 21). Reports also 

acknowledged the challenges facing young people on leaving detention, including the condition 

o f  the labour market, the limited use o f the training received during detention and the absence o f 

family support or lack o f family life (Burke et al., 1981: 22-23, 29; D epartm ent o f  Education, 

1936). Investigating the extent o f  supervision o f juvenile offenders in Ireland, M cCarthy (1945: 

51) later highlighted the “appalHng conditions under which so many thousands o f our poor 

children are compelled to  Uve” . Em erging from these reports was evidence o f  significant 

disadvantage am ong Ireland’s young offenders, including their lack o f  education and training and 

family and social supports. However, these early analyses extended little beyond com m entar)’ and 

were based on only a m inimum am ount o f  empirical research.

A second period o f research on youth crime in Ireland identified by Burke et al. (1981) (between 

1960 and 1979) provided greater insight into the characteristics and backgrounds o f young people 

involved in offending. This research largely took the form o f sun'eys conducted am ong small 

samples o f  young people in industrial or reformator}" schools, St Patrick’s Institution, young 

people on probation or ‘know n’ offenders in the communit)'. A num ber o f com m on findings can 

be identified. Young people engaged in offending or in contact with criminal justice agencies 

were found to be from large families, have low IQ /intelligence levels a n d /o r have low levels o f 

school achievement (Flynn et al, 1967; Hart, 1968, 1974; O'Sullivan, 1974, 1979; Prisoners Rights 

Organisation, 1978). They also tended to come from lower socio-econom ic backgrounds (Flynn 

et al, 1967; Hart, 1968) and had experienced disrupted family situations, including parental 

unem ploym ent, physical violence at hom e, and had little com m unication with or discipline from 

their parents (Hart, 1968, 1974; O'Sullivan, 1979; Prisoners Rights Organisation, 1978). However, 

little inform ation emerged on the nature and context o f  offending since these studies 

concentrated primarily on the background characteristics o f  those young people detained in 

institutional settings. Nonetheless, a num ber o f the studies highlighted that young people were 

not usually convicted o f  violent offences and were more likely to be involved in theft o f  or from 

vehicles, shoplifting and, to a lesser extent, theft from houses (D epartm ent o f Education, 1970; 

Prisoners Rights Organisation, 1978). A small num ber o f  the studies briefly examined the context 

o f offending highlighting, in particular, the im portance o f peer support for offending. For 

example, offences were found to be com m itted in the company o f  one or more others (Flynn et 

al, 1967; Hart, 1974) and young people were claimed to receive peer support for anti-social and
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unfavourable educational attitudes (O'Sullivan, 1979: 266). However, the m anner in which, or to 

what extent, this kind o f  support affected levels o f  offending was left unexplored in these studies.

Contemporary' Perspectives

In recent years, a burgeoning interest in youth justice has been accompanied by a num ber o f 

studies seeking to provide a m ore detailed account o f those young people engaged in offending 

in Ireland. These studies have progressed earlier work by incorporating, in some cases, larger 

samples and alternative methodological approaches. However, the focus in Ireland has remained 

heavily on the use o f quantitative methods, including sun'eys (Geiran et al., 1999) and a reliance 

on court files, detention centre records, or inform ation held by relevant agencies (Barnes & 

O 'G orm an, 1995; Carroll & Meehan, 2007; Hayes & O'Reilly, 2007; McPhillips, 2005; O 'M ahony, 

1985). In some cases, studies have incorporated additional m ethods such as court obsen^ation, 

(Kilkelly, 2005; Seymour & Butler, 2008), semi-structured inter\'iews (Seymour & Butler, 2008) or 

focus groups (Bowden & Higgins, 2000; Centre for Social and Educational Research, 2001). The 

direct involvement o f young people in the research process, using qualitative research methods, 

thus remains largely absent in Irish studies to date (see Farrelly, 1991; Ilan, 2007 for exceptions).^' 

More recent studies o f youth offending in Ireland have confirmed m uch o f what was asserted in 

earlier research. The young offender continues to come from a background characterised by 

home-based disruption a n d /o r  economic disadvantage. Their families are r\’pically larger than the 

national average (Barnes & O 'G orm an, 1995; Carroll & Meehan, 2007; Farrelly, 1991; McPhillips, 

2005; O 'M ahony, 1985), they are m ore likely to have divorced or separated parents than other 

voung people in the communit}' (O'M ahony, 1985), their parent(s) are likely to experience high 

levels o f unem ploym ent (Barnes & O 'G orm an, 1995; O'M ahony, 1985), and a majorit}’ come 

from areas or neighbourhoods known for high levels o f  disadvantage (Carroll & Meehan, 2007; 

Geiran et al, 1999). Some o f  these studies have also highlighted the experience o f  housing 

instabilit)^ am ong young offenders, dem onstrating that considerable num bers have lived in 

\Tilnerable or unstable accom m odation t)'pes such as hostels for ‘out o f  hom e’ cliildren. Bed and

Farrellv’s (1991) srudv o f  voung people living on a street in D ublin’s north inner cirv' gave insight into voung 
people’s initiation to joyriding and their experiences o f shoplifting and seUing stolen goods. Joyriding was found to 
be a learnt activity’ where young people listened to and obser\xd their older peers (1991; 96). Furtherm ore, Farrelly 
identified an acceptance and tolerance to an acceptable manner and level o f crime among community residents who 
bought stolen goods from the studv’s respondents (1991; 99-100). In addition, ‘cultural norm s’ o f  non-cooperation 
with the police and non-inform ing was said to underpin the strucmre o f crime (1991; 109). Ilan’s (2007, 2010) 
ethnographic account, again focussed on a community' in D ublin’s north inner cir\', examines the interplav o f  cultural 
norms in the interactions o f voung men and the Gardai and youth justice professionals, identifying the central role o f 
class-based values in these interactions.
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Breakfast accom m odation or state care (Geiran et al, 1999; Kilkell)^, 2005). Recent research has 

also found that young people engaged in offending are likely to have left school before they 

reached the minimum school-leaving age,’  ̂ to have experienced difficulties in school, and to be 

prone to truancy (Carroll & M eehan, 2007; Hayes & O'Reilly, 2007; Kilkelly, 2005). In addition to 

finding low levels o f  literacy and numeracy, there is also evidence o f low levels o f  emotional 

intelligence”  am ong young people involved in offending which can mean that they may have low 

awareness o f how offending behaviour is likely to make others feel (Hayes & O'Reilly, 2007: 55).

Although many o f  the findings o f  more recent research confirm much o f what was known from 

earlier studies, thev also provide some insight into the nature and context o f  youth offending in 

Ireland. For example, a num ber o f  studies have found that young people are t)pically repeat 

offenders who have accumulated a num ber o f charges. McPhillips (2005) found that young 

people appearing before the DubUn Children Court had an average o f eleven charges each while 

o ther studies identified ‘chronic’ repeat offenders w ho have up to  sixt\’ or hundred charges 

(Farrelly, 1991; Hayes & O'Reilly, 2007). These recent studies indicate that young people t}’pically 

receive charges for theft-related offences (Barnes & O 'G orm an, 1995; Farrelly, 1991; Kilkelly, 

2005), road traffic offences (Anderson & Graham , 2006; CarroU & Meehan, 2007; McPhillips, 

2005), and public order offences (Carroll & M eehan, 2007; Kilkelly, 2005). More violent offences, 

such as offences against the person, appear to be higher in frequency am ong samples o f young 

people in detention or custodial remand which may suggest a serious level o f  criminalit)^ am ongst 

youth in detention (Anderson & Graham, 2006; Haj'es & O'Reilly, 2007). O ne recent study on 

young people on rem and suggests that aspects o f young people’s offending may be related to the 

ways in which they spend their leisure or free time, due to unstructured daily routines and lack o f 

leisure amenities (Seymour & Butler, 2008). This study, Uke others, also identified the im portance 

o f  the peer group and its potential impact on voung people’s offending (Bowden & Higgins,

2000; Centre for Social and Educational Research, 2001; McPhillips, 2005; Seymour & Butler, 

2008). Alcohol and drug use has also been identified as influential in young people’s offending 

(Kilkelly, 2005; McPhillips, 2005).

These recent studies therefore contribute to a broader understanding o f young people in contact 

with criminal justice agencies and involved in offending. As well as being most likely male, poorly

Tine Education (VC'elfare) Act 2000 stipulates that the minimum school-leaving age is 16 vears or the completion o f 
three vears post-primar\- education, whichever is the later.

D efined  as a reduced abilit\' to  accurately perceive em otions in them selves and in o thers (Haves & O ’Reillv, 2007).
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educated, from  a disadvantaged background  b o th  econom ically and socially, it also appears that, 

in a large n um ber o f  cases, the ‘young  o ffen d er’ in Ire land  will be a repeat offender, engaged in 

mainly non-v io len t crim es, have som e sort o f  psychological d isorder, have a histor}^ o f  alcohol 

a n d /o r  drug use and  be exposed to , and perhaps in fluenced  by, o ffend ing  and anti-social 

attitudes o f  peers. H ow ever, the danger o f  this descriptive list is its po ten tia l to  be adop ted  as a 

list o f  ‘causal’ factors o f  youth offending. Indeed , one  such exam ple in  Ireland was prov ided  by 

the N ational Crim e C ouncil in 2002 (N ational C rim e C ouncil, 2002; see O 'M ahony, 2009 fo r a 

critical discussion).’'*

N onetheless, m ost Irish  con tribu tions to  date lack a detailed exploration  o f  bow these 

characteristics in teract to  bring a young person  to  the po in t o f  o ffend ing  and, in this sense, they 

am oun t to  little m ore  than a Ust o f  correlates o f  crim e. F u rtherm ore , w ith few  exceptions 

(Farrelly, 1991; Ilan, 2007), they do  n o t rep resen t the  perspectives o f  the young person , n o r do 

they o ffer detailed descrip tions o f  offending  or the social con tex t in w hich offending transpires. 

T he ways in w hich young peop le  in teract w ith and  in terp re t their socio-econom ic position  and 

the im pact o f  their life experiences on offending has been largely ignored. Finally, theoretical 

con tribu tions to  understand ing  you th  offending in Ireland are largely absent, m ost notably any 

engagem ent w ith the literature connecting  crim e and  the life course.

I 'h is  thesis seeks to  address several gaps in cu rren t know ledge and  understand ing  o f  youth  

o ffend ing  in Ireland. I t  exam ines young peop le’s o ffend ing  w ithin the fram ew ork o f  a ‘crim inal 

career’, challenging a d e tenn in ist v iew poin t and thus allowing fo r variabilit}- and /'//determinacy in 

young peo p le’s o ffend ing  experiences. A core aim  o f  the research is to  w iden the lens th rough  

w hich  ‘you th  o ffend ing ’ is explored by m oving  away from  a singular focus on  the individual 

‘o ffen d er’ and ‘offence(s)’, situating offending  in young  peop le’s biographical experiences and  

their in teractions at a b roader, communit)^ level. F u rtherm ore , the  research  exam ines these 

experiences in the socio-econom ic and  cultural con tex ts o f  voung peo p le’s lives.

T h e  im plication o f  such an  approach  is discussed in detail in  C hap ter i .
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MAPPING THE THESIS

This chapter has provided a brief over\'iew o f the historical and contemporarv" profile o f  young 

offenders in Ireland and has drawn attention to significant gaps in knowledge. The remainder o f 

this thesis aims to address gaps in understanding in this area through a detailed examination o f 

the lives o f a group o f  young people in contact with criminal justice agencies in Dublin.

C hapter Two reviews a selection o f literature on sociological explanations o f offending, 

identifying literature m ost often applied to explanations o f youth offending. This review 

highlights the inabiUt}? o f a single criminological theory^ to account for the course o f an offending 

career and argues for an approach that integrates aspects o f a num ber o f  theories in order to 

com e to a fuller understanding o f the process o f offending.

C hapter Three continues to review the literature on young people’s offending, assessing the 

contribution o f  the criminal career paradigm. Offering a critique o f  a positivist conceptualisation 

o f  offending careers, the chapter argues for an approach which allows for variability and 

indeterminacy and thus draws on qualitative and interactionist examples o f studying young 

people’s offending. This chapter also places young people’s experiences o f  offending in a broader 

context, locating their criminal career alongside the transition through youth into adulthood and 

within the wider context o f  their Uves, most notably their lived experiences o f the social 

environment.

Chapter Four details the methodological approach o f  the study and focuses on the strategies 

employed and the challenges faced in the research encounter. In particular, it highlights the utilit}’ 

o f  the biographical inter\4ew in locating offending in the wider experiences o f  individuals’ life 

histories in addition to prioritising the perspective o f  the research participant. The chapter also 

docum ents the analytic process adopted and addresses questions around the issues o f  ‘tru th ’, 

validity' and reUabilit}^ as well as discussing ethical considerations.

The study’s findings are set out in Chapters Five to Eight. Chapter Five presents young people’s 

biographies, introducing the study’s respondents in tenns o f  their fainily and hom e Ufe, 

educational/training/em ploym ent experiences, their home neighbourhoods and housing 

histories. It also describes aspects o f  their peer relationships and identifies the extent o f  their 

substance use to the time o f inter\tiew. Finally, it provides an overview o f  experiences o f
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offending, victim isation and crim inal justice contact. This chap ter’s focus o n  biography avoids 

causal inferences betw een  life events and offending  experiences. R ather, these data fo rm  a 

backdrop  against w hich the experience o f  offending  unfolds.

C hap ter Six details the onset and early stages o f  young peop le’s criminal careers. O ffen d in g  is 

considered  in  this chap ter as em erging over tim e in conjunction  w ith a n u m b er o f  processes. 

H ow ever, it is the particular in teraction  betw een the cornmunit}' context, peer relationships and 

strained ‘leisure careers’ w hich is considered to  bring som e respondents to  the  p o in t o f  

offending.

C hap ter Seven identifies tw o g roups o f  young people in the sample; those w ho  rem ained  in the 

early stages o f  their o ffend ing  and a larger sub-group w hose offending careers p rogressed  in 

term s o f  change in the  frequency and severit}’ o f  their crim inal activit}' over time. T he experiences 

o f  the fo rm er g roup  are explored ahead o f  a detailed exam ination o f  the o ffend ing  careers o f  

those w ho co n d n u ed  to engage in crim inal activit)'. T he  continued  o ffending  o f  this g roup  is 

exam ined in term s o f  apparen t shifts in their percep tions o f  the benefits o f  o ffend ing  w hich 

occurred  alongside o th e r experiences, m ost notably in the contex t o f  their housing, school-to- 

w ork  and substance-using careers.

C hap ter E ight, the final em pirical chapter, considers the process o f  desistance and  identifies young 

peop le  w ho had desisted at the  tim e o f  in ten 'iew  and o thers w ho aspired tow ards a cessation  in 

their crim inal activit}’. This chap ter traces respo n d en ts’ gradual appreciadon  over tim e o f  the 

‘co sts’ o f  o ffending  as well as their m otivations for desistance, w hich often  co rresponded  w ith 

various ‘even ts’ in the  life course. T he chap ter also considers the particular circum stances in 

w hich  desistance is m ore  likely to  occur as well as those factors w hich con tinue to  act as barriers 

to  young people  adop ting  a crim e-free lifest}de.

C hap ter N ine, the final chapter, draws the study’s findings together, focussing in particular on 

social capital, youth  transitions, crim inal careers, gender issues and the im pact o f  the social 

env iro n m en t (including b roader socio-econom ic concerns). T he discussion revisits the 

s tru c tu re /ag en cy  debate and  presen ts an in tegrated  understanding  o f  youth  o ffending  w hich 

inco rpo ra tes elem ents from  a num ber o f  crim inological theories. This chap ter concludes w ith  a
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discussing die policy impHcadons arising from the study’s findings and suggestions for possible 

areas o f future research.
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CHAPTER TWO

THEORETICAL EXPLANATIONS OF OFFENDING 

INTRODUCTION

The preceding chapter presented a profile o f  the ‘young offender’ in Ireland based on a review o f 

existing official statistics and empirical research. In the Irish context, there are few theoretical 

explanations o f the presence o f young people in crime statistics. This chapter presents a review 

o f the main criminological theories used to explain why individuals offend. The review is 

necessarily selective in the theories considered,'^’ W'hilst not a comprehensive critique o f 

criminological theory", it considers, as suggested by Hagan (1994),’  ̂ the classical sociological 

theories and some o f their m ost prom inent applications.^^ Given the focus o f  this study, the 

discussion pays particular attention to  theoretical contributions and approaches to understanding 

offending which have been used to explain criminal activit)’ am ong young people.

W hile some overlap is evident between the different criminological theories, an attem pt has been 

made to group explanations o f offending according to the broad categories often found in 

criminological texts. The remainder o f  the thesis does not aim to ‘test’ any one o f  these theories 

for their abilit}’ to account for youth offending. Rather, they are presented as a useful 

introduction to several concepts and explanations that will be referred to in later chapters o f  this 

work. As has been noted elsewhere (Barn-, 2006; Sanders, 2005), no single theor}^ is able to fully 

or adequately account for offending over the course o f  a young person’s life. However, the 

findings presented in later chapters suggest that at certain points o f  the criminal career, particular 

theories have the potential to contribute to an understanding o f offending. This chapter 

concludes with a consideration o f ‘selective adoption’ (Bottoms, 2000), a term used to describe 

the selective use o f key theoretical concepts to understand crime am ong young people.

Such comprehensive reviews o f  criminological literature exist elsewhere which pertain to youth offending (Brown, 
1998; Muncie, 2009) and offending more generally (Einstadter & H enn', 1995; Vt’illiams, 2004).

A t the same time, these traditions are also considered inadequate, having not kept pace with changes in the 
national and world economy and not confronted the altered reaUtj’ o f  issues o f povert)’, race, ethnicit)’, gender and 
crime (Hagan, 1994: 31).

Clearly explanations o f crime lie outside the sociological tradition, mainly in the field o f  psycholog)’. Additionally, a 
‘growing confidence’ o f psychological criminology and increased harmony between criminologists and psychologists, 
due in part to Developmental Criminology and Life-Course Criminology, has been identified (lloUin, 2002: 165-166). 
However, as detailed in following chapters, this study is informed by an interactionist approach to criminal careers 
which necessitates the examination o f a person’s interaction with social structural forces. Tlierefore, this section does 
no t address the origins o f ‘scientific’ Criminology’, located in the late nineteenth cenm n' when biological research 
attempted to explain crime with reference to hereditable disorders. N or does it address the psychological theories 
which developed within the positivist paradigm.
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SOCIAL ECOLOGY AND CRIMINAL AREAS

T he notion o f  a criminal area emerged within the paradigm o f sociological positivism and drew 

on Park and Burgess’s (1925) zonal theorj' o f  city development, notably the identification o f a 

‘zone in transition’ in cities where crime is said to flourish (Muncie, 2009: 101). Characteristics o f 

a ‘zone in transition’, as identified by Shaw and McKay (1942), included economic deprivation, 

physical deterioration, population mobilitj', population heterogeneit}'. It was argued that crime 

w ould persist in areas with these characteristics, regardless o f  the residents, as it was the nature o f 

neighbourhoods, rather than individuals, which determined the levels o f  juvenile delinquency. 

Tw o processes were identified at a neighbourhood level which were considered to contribute to 

juvenile delinquency. First, the concept o f ‘social disorganisation’ suggested that in delinquent 

areas, neighbourhoods were unable to control the behaviour o f the child (Shaw, 1931). That is, 

they lacked the ‘social capital’ for preventing or inten^ening into problem  beha^aour (Obenvittier, 

2007: 783).^* Secondly, Shaw and McKav proposed the concept o f ‘culmral transm ission’ which 

viewed crime as a cultural norm  in particular communities that was learnt and passed on through 

generations:

This tradition becomes meaningful to the child through the conduct, speech, 
gestures and attitudes o f  persons with whom  he has contact. O f  particular 
im portance is the child’s intimate association with gangs or other forms o f 
delinquent and criminal organisation. Through his contact with these groups and by 
virtue o f  his participation in their activities, he learns the techniques o f stealing, 
becomes involved in binding relationships with his com panions in delinquency and 
acquires the attitudes appropriate to his position as a m em ber o f  such groups (1942:
436).

This perspective highlights the social interactions between individuals and the reciprocal 

influence these interactions bear on them. It includes social learning theories which suggest that 

all behaviours are learnt through the obser\"ation o f the behaviours o f others (Bandura, 1977)

(sec following section).

The concept o f  a neighbourhood causing an individual to engage in criminal activity' raises a 

num ber o f questions. Indeed, the identification o f causal factors is itself problematic and is a 

recurring critique o f the positivist paradigm as a whole. In particular, there are strong claims that 

such factors are merely correlates o f crime and do not explain why or how  crime actually arises.

Sampson (1995) identified communities with liigh levels o f povert}', family disrupaon and residential mobiliU'. He 
argued that this resulted in anonvmit^’ in such neighbourhoods and resulted in low social capital. Due to a lack o f 
‘collective efficacy’, defined as “social cohesion among neighbours combined with their willingness to inter\-ene on 
behalf o f  the com m on good” (Sampson, et al., 1997: 918), he argued that public spaces were taken over bv criminals.
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In other words, as Muncie (2009: 106, emphasis added) poses, can it be claimed that such areas 

create crime? Additionally, Cloward and Ohlin (1961: 36) argued that the concept o f cultural 

transmission did no t explain the ‘motivational systems’ o f  individuals, leading to delinquent 

subcultures. Furtherm ore, Oberw ittler (2007) posited that locating an individual’s offending 

within the characteristics o f  the neighbourhood ignores the effect o f the wider context o f  the 

outside world. In other words, focussing on micro-locations neglects to account for the m acro

social issues or ever^'day Hfe in local communities (Bottoms, 2007: 568). Early studies o f  the 

criminal area have also been criticised for neglecting the potential for different reactions by 

individuals to external influences (Muncie, 2009: 101) and therefore not allowing for variability in 

responses to neighbourhood effects.

N onetheless, crime is concentrated in particular areas, m ost notably those experiencing high 

levels o f  deprivation (Bacik et al., 1997; McAra & McVie, 2007a). Furtherm ore, the lives o f  young 

people in disadvantaged communities have, in fact, been found to be ver}' localised (Johnston et 

al., 2000; Loader, 1996) and thus the neighbourhood context may hold to be relevant in their 

offending histories. Finally, O berwittler (2007) recently found empirical evidence o f  ‘potential’”  

neighbourhood contextual effects on adolescent delinquency. At the same time, Oberwittier 

(2007: 800) highlighted the im portance o f  peer relationships in “ translating the concentration of 

povert)’ into problem  behaviour” in addition to the spatial orientation o f  adolescent routine 

activities. \K'hat this suggests is that it is potentially the lived experiences o f  neighbourhoods which 

contribute to offending. Thus, the interaction o f  the individual’s biography with their 

neighbourhood context requires attention.

LEARNING THEORIES

Social learning theor)? is focused on hum an learning and describes ways in which people learn by 

association, emphasising that behaviour can be reinforced through rewards and punishm ents, and 

also through expectations that are learnt by observing what happens to others (\^old et al, 2002: 

157).’"' The concept o f learnt behaviour was introduced to the criminological field through 

T arde’s luiws of Imitation whose argument was that criminals were primarily ‘nom ial’ people w'ho,

Oberwittler (2007) states that the effects are potential given the cross-sectional design o f  the study. In 
administering a youth surv’ev (n=5300) in srxt}’-one neighbourhoods in three German communities, however, his 
findings concurred with research in the United States that identifies higher crime involvement o f  adolescents living 
in high poverty* areas.
■*“ Void et al. (2002: 155-156) suggest that theories o f  learning can be traced back to  Aristotle’s (384-322 B.C.) 
argument that all knowledge is acquired through experience and his ideas about association as the basis o f  learning.

23



by accident o f  b irth , w ere b ro u g h t up in a context w here crim e was considered as a way o f  life 

(\^old et a l, 2002: 158). T his concep t p rovided  the basis fo r  E dw in  S u therland’s differential 

association theor)^ (Sutherland &  Cressey, 1974)'” w hich w as set dow n in nine points. 

Sum m arised, this theor}" posits that crim inal behaviour is lea rn t in in teraction  w ith o th e r persons 

in  a process o f  com m unication , w ithin intim ate groups an d  tha t learning includes techniques o f  

com m itting  crim e in addition  to  m otives, drives, rationalisations and attitudes. A ccord ing  to 

Sutherland, the key factor determ ining  w hether people v io late  the law is the m eaning(s) they 

a ttribu te  to the social cond itions they experience ra ther th a n  the cond idons them selves. In 

addition , the m eaning o f  crim inal acts arises from  the m eanings given to  those acts by o ther 

people  w ith w hom  the individual associates in in tim ate personal groupings. Becker (1963) 

similarly identified the g roup  con tex t as crucial for an individual to  learn b o th  to enjoy the 

‘devian t’ activit}’̂ and to  learn the m otives and rationalisations attached  to  it. T h e  suggestion by 

social learning theorists, such as Bandura (1977), that behaviours are learnt th rough the 

ob sen 'a tio n  o f  the behaviours o f  o thers, shares com m on  g ro u n d  w ith the no tion  o f  ‘cultural 

transm ission’ (Shaw &  M cK ay, 1942); that living in areas w h ere  individuals are exposed to  high 

levels o f  o ffending  m ay (according to  social learning theorists) increase the likelihood o f  

offending am ong residents.

Research findings linking crim e with peer associations (for exam ple, G raham  & Bowling, 1995; 

Jensen, 1972; Sm ith &  M cVie, 2003) provide som e su p p o rt for the  theor}’ o f  differential 

association and learning theories o f  crime. H ow ever, a n u m b er o f  dow nfalls o f  this theoretical 

approach  have been no ted . F o r exam ple, it is claim ed tha t learning theories are m ore suited to 

explaining the transm ission o f  crim inal behaviour ra ther th an  its origins. F u rtherm ore , learning 

theories neglect to  accoun t for crimes com m itted  by individuals as opposed  to  those learn t in 

groups. Put differently, they canno t accoun t for the o ffend ing  by individuals w ho have never 

been subjected to  crim inals o r people w ho  ho ld  crim inal ideas (VClUiams, 2004: 251).

N onetheless, the peer con tex t, as already stated, is particularly  relevant to  exam ining youth 

offending. Sm ith and M cVie (2003: 172) suggest a specific adop tion  o f  social learning theory  that 

includes “a s trong  em phasis o n  the cognitive aspects” and  argue that this form s “ a necessan" 

elem ent o f  any crim inological theor)’” . This allows n o t only for the presence o f  the exogenous

The initial statement o f  Sutherland’s theon ' appeared in 1924. The expanded and clarified edition was published in 
1947 in the 4''' edition o f  this text, but has been repeated and unchanged since.

Attitudes are learnt from definitions o f the legal codes as favourable or unfavourable and a person is said to 
become delinquent because o f an excess o f definitions favourable to violation o f  law over definitions unfavourable to 
violation o f law. This assertion is the principle o f differential association (Sutherland & Cressej’, 1974: 75).
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factor — the im pact o f  the peer group — but takes account o f the attitudinal change (or otherwise) 

o f  the individual. This could potentially provide a more nuanced understanding o f  the im pact o f  

peers on youth offending since it extends the discussion beyond a mere ‘peer pressure’ argument.

STRAIN THEORIES

Strain theories o f crime are based on the concept that crime results when individuals are unable 

to achieve their goals through the legitimate means open to them. As a result, they become 

frustrated and follow illegitimate channels or strike out at others in anger (Agnew, 1995). The 

concept o f  strain was introduced as a criminological theory by M erton (1938), w ho largely drew 

his argument from D urkheim ’s theory o f  anomie.'*^ According to Merton, two elements are 

im portant in explaining his strain theory. Firstly, “ the culturally defined goals, purposes and 

interests” o f  persons in society and, secondly, that part o f  the social structure that defines, 

regulates and controls the acceptable m odes o f achieving these goals, that is, the institudonal 

nonns. Strain occurs, according to M erton, when a disproportionate or “virtually exclusive” 

stress upon the value o f specific goals, wliich are “culturally induced” , develops, involving slight 

concern with the institutionally appropriate modes o f attaining these goals (Merton, 1938: 672- 

676).

M erton set out five m odes o f  adjustm ent or adaptation adopted by individuals to cope with the 

pressures o f achieving cultural goals through the legitimate means available.'*^ Tw o o f these, 

‘innovation’ and ‘rebellion’, are m ost Hkelv to  result in crime where the individual either accepts 

the culturally defined social goals but rejects the institutional means o f attaining them 

(innovation) or rejects both  the goals and means, introducing new goals (rebellion). In both  cases, 

illegitimate means are used to achieve the goals (1938: 678).'*’

■*’ Durkeim proffered two meanings to  the term  anomie. O ne provided the foundation for the concept o f  social 
disorganisation while the other, adopted b}- Merton, argued that “m an’s nature [was to be] eternally dissatisfied, 
constandy to advance, without relief or rest, towards an indefinite goal” (Durkheim, 1952: 256).

Bv doing so he recognises that crime is not the resort for all individuals frustrated by the social stm cture and 
indeed, M erton highlights that the first adaptation, a conformit}' to both cultural goals and means to achieve them, is 
the most com m on and widely diffused in a societ)' (1938: 677).

Innovation is m ost likely to manifest as crime against the propert}' (theft, burglar\') or organised crime where the 
sole end is financial gain and it is m ost Hkely to occur among the lower class as a result o f their low skill, pay and 
\oilnerabilit)' to employment. Rebellion includes destructive crimes (damage to property- and public disorder) as well 
as crimes o f  m urder and terrorism ('X'illiams, 2004: 308).
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M erton applied this theor)' to the crimes o f the lower classes in a societ}" where com m on symbols 

o f success (such as, according to M erton, the American stress on pecuniarj’ success for all) are 

identified for the population at large. Goals are said to transcend class lines, but the legitimate 

means o f achieving these goals are not similarly open to the entire populadon. As a result, 

frustration and thwarted aspiration may result in illicit attem pts to acquire the dom inant values 

(Merton, 1938: 680). Crime is therefore explained in terms o f  povert}’ in societies where goals are 

commonly shared but certain sections o f  those societies are faced with limited opportunit}' 

(Merton, 1938: 681).

The works o f  Albert Cohen (1955) and Cloward and Ohlin (1961) apply M erton’s strain theory to 

groups o f juvenile ‘delinquents’. F o r example, in their book on delinquent ‘gangs’ or 

‘subcultures’, Cloward and Ohlin considered the formation o f  delinquent subculmres “ to 

originate in [the] marked discrepancies between culturally induced aspirations am ong lower-class 

youth and the possibilities o f  achieving them  by legitimate m eans” (1961: 78). Their assertion, 

that the increased tendency towards crime am ong lower class youth com pared to the middle class 

is explained bv the “different chances o f  reaching com m on success-goals despite the prevailing 

ideology o f  equal opportunity” (Cloward & Ohlin, 1961: 85), clearly resonates with M erton’s 

concept o f  strain.

W'hile M erton and Cloward and Ohlin focus on the inabiliU’ o f young people to achieve the goal 

o f  economic success, Cohen focuses on the broader goal o f  middle-class status (Cohen, 1955: 

128). W here the approaches o f Cohen and Cloward and Ohlin are similar, however, is that they 

add a significant dimension to the consideration o f what determines a reaction to strain, 

highlighting the influence o f other strained or delinquent individuals who may provide the 

adolescent with social support for delinquency. As a result, the family, peers and neighbourhood 

are considered to play an im portant role (Agnew, 1995: 309). The mere presence o f an 

opportunit}" is not sufficient unless one has been introduced to ways o f taking advantage o f it, 

resonating with social learning theories o f  crime. Cloward therefore argued that “access to 

criminal roles depends upon stable associations with others from which the necessar)' values and 

skills mav be learned” (Cloward, 1959: 170). The processes through and context within which 

these behaviours are learnt will be considered in the following section.
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More recenth’, classic strain theor}' has been revised by Robert Agnew who later devised and built 

on a ‘general strain theory o f  crim e’. His initial revisions o f strain theory identified strain not as 

the blockage o f  goal-seeking behaviour, but as the blockage o f pain-avoidance behaviour. In this 

way, the individual is aiming to walk away from an aversive situation (for example, negative 

school experiences), but h is /h er path is blocked. Agnew suggested that this blockage o f pain- 

avoidance behaviour frustrates the adolescent and may lead to illegal escape attempts (from the 

situation) or anger-based delinquency (Agnew, 1985: 154).’"' Agnew (1992) continued to devise a 

general strain theory o f crime which incorporated three major U'pes o f strain; the failure to 

achieve positively valued goals; the presentation o f negative stimuli; and the removal o f positively 

valued stimuli from the individual.’” Deviancy resulted when the individual tried to prevent the 

loss o f  the positive stimuli, retrieve the lost stimuli or obtain substimte stimuli (1992: 57). 

However, the experience o f  strain was not considered to be a determining factor o f delinquency. 

Rather, it was considered m ore likely in a num ber o f  situations.^*

It is doubtful, however, that strain theor)’, in its various forms, can fully account for offending 

am ong specific populations. It does not, for example, explain why young people living in similar 

socio-econom ic situations have different experiences o f  ‘strain’ (Sanders, 2004: 265) and have 

different offending histories. In addition, M erton’s version o f  strain cannot explain youthful, 

non-utilitarian and unsuccessful criminal activin,- or expressive crimes such as vandalism or 

violence (Barr)’, 2004: 33).'''’ Furtherm ore, the problem  assumed to cause delinquency (the 

anticipation o f  failure in achieving socially inculcated success goals through legitimate means) 

does no t disappear at the end o f  adolescence (Greenberg, 1977: 192). Thus, the theor)’ does not 

account for the likelihood o f  desistance with age. O n the other hand, the various renditions o f 

the theor)' suggest that it may provide the foundation for an integrated explanation o f  crime such 

as one which includes m odes o f learning criminal techniques and seeking justification o f 

behaviour. Indeed, Agnew did not view strain theory as acting in isolation from other theories o f 

crime. Rather, he recognised the potential o f  a num ber o f theories in explaining crime and

This revision o f  strain theor}', Agnew argued, answered previous criticism which suggested that classic strain 
theories could no t account for middle-class delinquency, the decline in delinquency in late adolescence, or 
delinquency when both aspirations and e.xpectations were low (Agnew, 1985: 162).

This includes the loss o f a boy/girlfriend, the death o f  a friend, suspension from school or divorce o f parents
Situations which included the likelihood o f  delinquency were: if the strain affects goals/values/identities that are 

high in im portance and if the individual has few alternative goals/values/identities in which to  seek refuge; if the 
individual is low in self-esteem; if  adolescents have little conventional social supports; attributing adversit)' to others; 
and association with delinquent peers (Agnew, 1992: 70-72). Strain which was seen as unjust, high in magnitude, 
associated with low social control created an incentive to be engaged in crime (Agnew, 2001: 320).

Aldiough Agnew’s (1992) general strain theon- may go some way to address this downfall.
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suggested that strain theories could be com bined with theories o f  low social control and 

association with delinquent others in order to understand delinquency (Agnew, 1992: 75).

CULTURAL AND SUBCULTURAL THEORIES

Subcultural theories o f  offending emerged in the 1960s in the United States and were primarily 

applied to offending am ong m em bers in youth gangs. Considering delinquency as a ‘soludon’ to 

problem s faced by young working class males, Albert Cohen was the first theorist to adopt a 

functionalist conception o f  culture. The crucial condition for Cohen in the formation o f  a ‘new 

cultural form’ was the existence, “in effective interaction with one another, o f  a num ber o f  actors 

with similar problems o f  adjustm ent” (Cohen, 1955: 59). As discussed earlier, Cohen subscribed 

to strain theor}’ and highlighted status frustration as a motive for youths to form into a 

subculture or gang. The ‘problem ’ faced by indi^^duals was one o f achieving respect and stams in 

the eyes o f their peers. 7’he criteria to achieve status was set by one’s peers and an inability to 

m eet this criteria created a problem  to be ‘solved’. The solution lay in the formation o f  a 

subculture:

O ne solution is for individuals who share such problems to gravitate toward one 
another and jointly to establish new norms, new criteria o f status which define as 
meritorious the characteristics they do possess, the kinds o f conduct o f  which they a>'e 
capable (Cohen, 1955: 66).

Fellow strain theorists Cloward and Ohlin (1961) similarly identified the subculture as a solution

for those sharing com m on problems, highlighting the potential for criminal activit}^: “O nce freed

o f allegiance to the existing set o f  rules, such persons may devise or adopt delinquent means o f

achieving success” (1961: 108-109). If  the “emerging delinquent” perceived his failure to gain

access to opportunities as an injustice in the system rather than as a deficiency in himself, they

argued, he became free to join with others in a delinquent solution to his problem  without great

concern about the moral validit)" o f  his actions (1961: 118). The subculture therefore functioned

as providing the solution to problem s faced by, m ost likely, working class youths who

experienced ‘blocked opportunities’ in acliieving their goals. Importantly, delinquent subcultures

provided the justification for youths to resort to illegitimate means in pursuit o f their goals. As

the individual withdrew support from specific official norms, the emerging deviant subculture

acquired its own set o f beliefs and values which contradicted those held by conform ing persons

(1961: 130-132). Adhering to these new set o f values, an individual may engage in delinquent acts

w ithout guilt. Thus, while elements o f strain theory may bring the individual to the point o f
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seeking o u t a solu tion  to  a prob lem , the subculture prov ided  the necessar}' con tex t w ithin w hich 

crim e could occur and  be excused.

F o r Becker (1963) the final step in a deviant career was m ovem ent in to  an organised deviant 

g roup  or ‘deviant subcu ltu re’ defined as “ a set o f  perspectives and understandings about w hat the 

w orld  is like and  ho w  to deal w ith it, and a set o f  rou tine activities based on those perspectives” 

(1963: 35). M em bersh ip  in such a group , he argued, solidified a deviant identit}’. A dditionally, 

w ithin the group , the individuals rationalised their position, developed justifications for their 

activit}' and  learnt to  carry on  the activity w ith the m in im um  am oun t o f  trouble  (Becker, 1963: 

38-39). M atza (1964) p ro p o sed  an alternative theory o f  deviancy w hich, while rejecting the no tion  

o f  strain and blocked opportun ities, stressed the im portance  o f  a ‘subculture o f  delinquency’ (as 

opposed  to  a ‘delinquent subcu ltu re’)^" in the p roduction  o f  crim inal behaviour. M atza argued in 

a n um ber o f  texts, som e w ith his colleague (M atza, 1964, 1969; Sykes & M atza, 1957), that a state 

o f  ‘d rift’ p receded  delinquency during w hich the youth experienced a loosening o f  controls^' and 

that delinquency was one possible ou tcom e o f  this process. D elinquency w hen  it did occur, 

how ever, did n o t do so in a vacuum  bu t ra ther was facilitated by the ‘subculture o f  delinquency’ 

in a num ber o f  ways. Firstly, he argued that m em bership  o f  the subculture p rov ided  youth with 

“ techniques o f  neutralization” (Sykes & M atza, 1957) in o rder to  rationalise behav iour and, 

secondly, that it m ade delinquency attractive th rough  an exaggerated evaluation o f  ‘subterranean’ 

values. T hese values included the posit o f  excitem ent, the disdain for rou tine  w ork and the 

equation o f  toughness and m asculinit)' (D ow nes & Rock, 2007: 129).

\X1iilst the  em phasis in A m erican subculture literature was often  on  youth  gangs, D ow nes (1966) 

identified, instead, ‘street co rn er g ro u p s’ in the U nited  K ingdom  w hich lacked the characteristics 

o f  a s tructured  delinquent gang, such as a m arked sense o f  territon% leadership, hierarchy and 

m em bersh ip  (D ow nes and Rock, 2007: 132). R ather than status frustration o r having gone 

through a p rocess o f  alienation, the boys in D o w n es’ study experienced w hat he described as a 

process o f  dissociation. H aving accepted the p rospect o f  low  occupational status, th rough  early 

socialisation o f  school and acceptance o f  dull routine tasks a t w ork, the w orking-class youth  

d issociated h im self from  m iddle-class orien ted  aims and practices; he con fo rm ed  to  his allotted

A ‘subculture o f  delinquency’ is a setting in winch delinquency is commonly known among a group o f juveniles 
whereas in a delinquent subculture behaviour is determined bv the subculture (Matza, 1964: 33).

Vi'liile Cloward and Ohlin (1961) and Cohen (1955) stress strain as the foundation o f the subculture, Matza’s 
theon,' is associated more closely with theories o f social control, highlighting a loosening o f  controls that facilitates 
membership o f  a subculture o f delinquency.
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station  b o th  at school and at w ork (H obbs, 1997: 807). D elinquenc)' arose, then, as a m eans for 

generating excitem ent and displaying toughness, daring and panache (D ow nes and  Rock, 2007: 

133). D o w n es’ utilisation o f ‘street co rner g ro u p s’ usefully allows the extension o f  subcultural 

theories o f  crim e to  g roups o f  young people  w ho may n o t m ake up  a structured  gang bu t are 

linked together as a result o f  a num ber o f  com m on  experiences. H is approach  contrasts w ith the 

‘w o o d en ’ subcultural theory o f  the M ertonian  tradition  (H a w a rd  &  Y oung, 2004), particularly in 

term s o f  the em phasis on  b o th  subcultures as ‘prob lem  solvers’ and the expressive nature o f  

juvenile delinquency.

In  the U nited  K ingdom , a num ber o f  scholars at the C entre  for C ontem porar}' C ultural Studies 

(CCCS) at the University’ o f  B irm ingham  studied youth subcultures w ithin a critique o f  capitalist 

econom ic structures and ideologies (C ohen, 1972; Hall & Jefferson, 1976; Willis, 1977). Y oung 

people  w ere identified as the victim s o f  w ider structural processes in class societ}% and the 

B irm ingham  School view ed subcultural form ations as essentially a positive experience in the 

recovery o f  som e sense o f  com m unity', ra ther than  as a p roduction  o f ‘deviant’ personalities 

(Brown, 1998: 31-32). A n um ber o f  the C en tre’s con tribu tions w ere b ro u g h t together in a 

collection edited by Hall & Jefferson (1976) w ith the m ain them es set ou t in an opening  chap ter 

by Clarke et al. (1976). Clarke et al. defined ‘cu lture’ as the “peculiar and distinctive ‘way o f  life’ o f  

the group  o r  class” (1976: 10). Subcultures, they suggested, w ere “ sub-sets — smaller, m ore 

localised and differentiated structures, w ithin one  o r o th e r o f  the larger cultural netw orks” (1976: 

13). T o  analyse them  one m ust relate the subculture to  the paren t (for exam ple, working-class) 

culture and also in term s o f  the dom inan t culture (1976: 13). Y outh  subcultures draw  additionally 

on the cultural resources provided  by the paren t culture passed to , for exam ple, the young person 

through family, neighbourhood  and  com m unit)’. In o rd er to  counter o r deny the contradictions 

and situations faced in their lives — such as youth  unem ploym ent, educational disadvantage, 

com pulsor)' m iseducation , dead-end  jobs, the rou tin isation  o f  specialisation o f  labour, low  pay 

and the use o f  skills (1976: 47) — vouth  subcultures ‘solve’ these p roblem s in  ‘imaginary w ays’ 

(Cohen, 1972; Hall & Jefferson, 1976).^^

T he responses by youth  subcultures can be varied as the  CCCS collection and  o ther w orks noted. 

F o r exam ple, for voung m en in C orrigan’s (1976, 1979) study o f  Sunderland street-co rner culture

The solutions were considered imaginan' because the problems “at the concrete material level remain unresolved” 
(HaU & Jefferson, 1976; 47-8).
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w ho faced a lack o f ‘real leisure choices’, the street was the “culturally perceived place to  spend 

spare time” (1976: 136) and the place w here they spent a considerable am ount o f  time ‘doing 

nothing’. D uring this time, they came up with ‘weird ideas’ which sometimes led to ‘getting into 

trouble’. Willis’ (1977) exainination o f ‘how working class kids get working class jobs’ highlighted 

the resistance o f  boys to schooling due to their perceived Limited life chances. This counter

school culture included ‘skiving’, ‘dossing’ and ‘having a la ff  and many embraced violence, 

sexism and racism as a way o f achieving a particular form o f  masculinit}'. Such expression o f 

resistance, however, contributed to their own downfall, preparing them  for a life o f  manual 

labour and reinforcing the power relations involved in the labour process (Muncie, 2009: 212).

The contributions o f the CCCS, including the volume edited by Hall & Jefferson (1976), focused 

on ‘tightly bounded’ subculmres which had “ reasonably tight boundaries, distinctive shapes, 

which have cohered around particular activities, focal concerns and territorial spaces” . A t the 

same time, however, they identified a ‘loosely bounded’ subculture which includes “loosely- 

defined strands or ‘milieux’ within the parent culture” which “possess no distinctive ‘w orld’ o f 

their own” (Clarke et al. 1976: 14). This allowed for the extension o f  their ideas to less formal and 

less structured groups o f young people located within the neighbourhood. Finally, the CCCS 

distinguished between structures,^^ cultures and biographies and suggested that an understanding 

o f biographies was located in structural and cultural contexts:

...biographies only make sense in terms o f the structures and cultures through which
the individual constructs him self or herself (Clarke et al., 1976: 57).

Subcultural theories, however, fall short o f explaining youth offending for a num ber o f  reasons. 

Firstly, questions might be raised about the extent young people form a distinct set o f  values 

since, beyond their offending behaviour, these same individuals may hold, for example, 

conventional aspirations. In addition, although subcultural theory' may account for the tendency 

for young people to initiate offending in group settings, it does not explain the m ove from group 

to solo offending identified in the literature (Alarid et al., 2009; Foster, 1990; Little, 1990). M atza’s 

‘subculture o f  delinquency’ has also been questioned for under-predicting crime both  in scale and 

severit}’ and it is argued that his theor)- o f drift is not helpful in accounting for repeat or 

persistent offenders (Downes & Rock, 2007: 129-130). Finally, subcultural theor\' does not 

explain why m ost members abandon the activities considered so ‘highly prized’ within their

Clarke et al. (1976: 57) defined structures as the set o f sociallv-organised positions and experiences o f  the class in 
relation to the major institutions and structures.
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subculture (Greenberg, 1977: 192). However, m ore recently M acDonald et al. (2001: para. 4.17) 

have highlighted the relevance o f  some aspects o f  subcultural theor}' to the lives o f disadvantaged 

youth:

some o f the potential o f  the older criminological and sociological theories o f  sub
culture — with the way that their emphasis upon the way that youth cultures emerge 
as localised, class-based ‘solutions’ to material inequalities — may have been too 
quickly forgotten (IVIacDonald et al, 2001: para.4.17).

Cultural C rim inology

Inheriting aspects from  subcultural theor)' o f  the Chicago and Birmingham Schools, a relatively 

new concept developed in the 1990s (Ha)"ward, 2008), with the publication o f  Ferrell and 

Sanders’ (1995) text marking the emergence o f  a distinct Cultural Criminolog)^ The 

‘perspective’̂ ”* draws on interactionism and the phenomenology’ o f transgression in addition to a 

‘host o f  alternative perspectives’̂  ̂ (Ferrell, 2007) outside o f  the fields o f  sociology and 

criminolog}’. Central to the approach is the emphasis placed on the foreground experiences o f 

crime and transgression in an attem pt to restore balance to traditional criminology and its focus 

on the background structural factors (VC’ebber, 2007: 142). In this sense, cultural criminologists 

inherit K atz’s focus and provide the ‘lived experience o f  criminalir\’’ which rarely features in 

traditional criminological and sociological explanations o f  crime (Ha\'ward, 2002). The pleasure 

and fun o f  engaging in crime are recognised, drawing on K atz’s (1988) notion o f the ‘sneaky’ 

thrills attached to a criminal event. Cultural criminologists argue that crime rarely has the 

instrum ental payoffs that rational control theorists suggest and focus on the actual experience o f 

crime such as the adrenalin rush (Ha)'ward & Young, 2004), proposing, for example, that certain 

U’pes o f ‘edgework’ (Lyng, 1990), pushing oneself to the edge o f danger, can enhance a sense of 

self (H aw ard , 2002). W’hilst each crime has its own attraction, crime is considered stimulating, 

exciting and liberating. In this sense, the approach draws out the ‘emotionalit}^’ o f  the act 

(Haj'ward, 2002). Furtherm ore, control o f  the activit)’, according to cultural criminologists, only 

ser\’es to increase the attraction o f  crime. The m ore an activit)’ is policed, the m ore excitement 

can be provided (Ferrell, 2007). As a result, increases in control present as challenges rather than 

deterrents, provoking further transgression rather than conformit}'.

As opposed to a unified theoiy (VC’ebber, 2007).
Such perspectives include urban studies, media studies, cultural and human geography, post-m odern critical theory’ 

(Ferrell, 2007)



This perspective lias contributed to an understanding o f various forms o f youth criminalit}' linked 

to self expression and the exertion o f control o f neighbourhoods (H aw ard , 2008).^'’ It is argued 

that it also helps to unravel why youth criminality is no t solely the presence o f those groups who 

are economically and socially disadvantaged (Haj'ward, 2002). A t the same time, the perspective 

does not account for offences which were motivated by economic gain rather than the thrill. 

Furtherm ore, as Barry' (2004) suggests, culmral criminolog)' cannot describe the often ‘grinding 

routine’ o f  offending nor does the focus on the ‘group’ acknowledge the individual nature of 

some youthful offending. N either can it account for the enthusiasm and capacit)^ for desistance 

when no alternatives to offending are present. W ebber (2007: 10) identifies the focus on the 

foreground and the “ tipping o f  the balance away from the background’”  ̂as a particular 

shortcom ing o f  the perspective. A t the same time, however, his ethnography o f young people in 

London does dem onstrate the benefit o f  the perspective. XX'ebber argues for an expanded 

approach which accounts for the conjoining o f background, structural factors such as poverty' 

and population stereotA'pes, with the foreground, such as emotional and cultural elements, in 

order to explain variance in criminal activities and to link this to an understanding o f the 

outcom es o f  criminal justice sanctions (2007: 142). Crime was considered in W’ebber’s study to 

be an essential element in the selt-identities o f his respondents and often manifested as a result o f 

boredom  and the attainm ent o f  a ‘buzz’ (2007: 147). In addition, despite objective indicators o f 

exclusion and deprivation, many o f the young people did not express feelings o f  frustration 

(2007: 147). However, his results did highlight the im portance o f  background structural factors 

which interacted w-ith foreground factors, creating a future o f Limited opportunities for young 

people (2007: 148). W'ebber also identified the political context o f an area^* as shaping young 

people’s beha\'iour in addition to the future implications o f  thwarted ambition through the 

escalating penalties accrued by being ‘know n’ to the police (2007: 153), arguing that cultural 

criminological interpretations need to incorporate explanations that take account o f structural 

and political factors.

Examples include vandalism, theft and destruction o f  cars, fire-starting, muggings and peer group violence. 
\X'ebber (2007: 142) does acknowledge an exception to this argument in Y oung’s (1999) work on ‘relative 

deprivation’ which aims to  integrate the foreground emotional dimension with the background structural dimension 
to explain an ambivalent attitude to  structural deprivation.
5** In tliis case the political context was identified in the symbolic meaning o f  a building which raised issues o f race 
among young people.
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SOCIAL CONTROL THEORIES

C ontro l theories o f  crim e are based on the assum ption that m ost people are disposed to  

deviancy. T he focus, therefore, is n o t w hy certain people  com m it crim e, b u t rather, why certain 

individuals do  not. C on tro l theorists suggest that individuals w ith  weak bonds to  social 

insd tu tions are m ore likely to  com m it crime. Early con tro l theories em erged in the 1950s w ith 

Reiss’s (1951) assessm ent o f  young p robationers w ho w ere m ore  likely to violate their p robation  

conditions w hen  they did n o t a ttend  school. T he concep t o f  ‘stakes in co n fo n n ity ’ w’as later 

in troduced  by T oby (1957), w ho  argued that young people  w h o  did well in school had  m ore to  

lose in term s o f  their fu ture career p rospects  and that this tic, o r  contro l, p reven ted  them  from  

breaking the law. As referred  to  earlier, M atza (1964) identified  a period  o f ‘d rift’ w hich preceded 

m em bersh ip  o f  a delinquent subculture. H e argued that this state o f  drift occurred  w hen social 

controls w ere loosened and the individual was then  free to respond  to  w hatever conventional or 

crim inal forces that arose (M atza, 1964).

T he m ost widely know n social con tro l theor}’ is H irsch i’s (1969) social b ond ing  theor}' and his 

later w ork w ith G o ttfred so n  (G o ttfredson  & H irschi, 1990). H irschi p roposed  tha t individuals 

w ho w ere tightly bonded  to  social g roups such as the family, school and peers w ere less likely to 

com m it delinquent acts. H e ou tlined  four elem ents to  his theor)-. T h e  overall argum ent w as tha t 

the m ore an individual was sensitive to  the op in ion  o f  others (attachm ent), invested  time, energ\r, 

h im self in conventional behaviour (com m itm ent), engaged in  conventional activities 

(involvem ent) and  believed tha t they should  obey the rules o f  societ)' (belief), the less likely they 

w ere to  deviate from  social expectations (H irschi, 1969: 16-26). Studies have found  strongest 

support for the concepts o f  attachm en t and  com m itm ent, and  som e su p p o rt for the no tion  o f  

belief. M uch less support has been found  for involvem ent in conventional activities preventing 

crime (Void et a i, 2002: 187-188). H irschi was later to  abandon  his original rendition  o f  social 

contro l theor}' and  developed, along w ith G o ttfred so n , a ‘general theory' o f  crim e’ w hich, they 

asserted, could explain all t\p e s  o f  crim e and delinquency (G o ttfred so n  & H irschi, 1990). They 

argued that crim e stem m ed from  low  self-control since offend ing  provides an im m ediate, easy 

and sim ple gratification o f  desires tha t is attractive to  those w h o  canno t or wiU n o t defer 

enjoym ent (D ow nes & Rock, 2007: 221). Furtherm ore , the central p ro position  o f  the th e o n ’ is 

that low  self-contro l explained the know n relationships betw een  delinquency and  o ther factors.

Tliev considered low self control to be instiUed in individuals at age eight, remaining constant thereafter.
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For example, the connection between delinquent peers and delinquency is explained by the fact 

that youth with low self-control seek out others with low-self control; individuals with low self- 

control do not perform  well in school, hence explaining Links between offending and low 

educational attainm ent a n d /o r early school leaving; and those with low self-control struggle to 

keep jobs, explaining reladonships between unemplo}’ment and crime (G ottfredson & Hirschi, 

1990: 154-168). W hilst G ottfredson and Hirschi’s general theor}' is appealing in its apparent 

simphcit)’, their critics argue that criminal behaviour is too complex to be explained by a single 

theory (Void et al., 2002: 194). The extent to which the theor}' can account for desistance from 

crime with the onset o f  adulthood and explain how  young adult offenders raise their levels of 

self-control to desist from crime has also been called into question (Downes & Rock, 2007: 228).

W'hilst a control theory' based on self-control may not account for the complexities o f  a criminal 

career, Sampson and Laub (1993) developed an ‘age-graded theor}’ o f  informal social control’ 

which, they argued, explained transitions and turning points throughout the life course. The 

central idea o f their theor}% adopted from social control theor}', is that crime and deviance result 

when an individual’s bond to society is weak or broken (1993: 18). Their reanalvsis o f  the 

Gluecks (Glueck & Glueck, 1950)''“ data suggested that when the bonds linking a youth to 

societ}% whether through the family or school, were weakened, the probabiUts' o f  delinquency is 

increased, with family ties proving to be especially im portant (1993: 122). They also examined 

changes in criminaUt}’ over the life-course, finding that: “social bonds to the adult institutions o f 

work, education and family appeared to exert a powerful modifying influence on adult crime and 

deviance” (1993: 148). M ost significantly, they found that job stability and marital attachm ent in 

adulthood were related to changes in adult crime (1993: 248). Therefore, unUke G ottfredson and 

Hirsciii, Sampson and Laub’s theor}' o f infomial social control can be used to explain offending 

over the life course, including desistance from crime.

Rational Choice Theory

Rational choice theory' has been attached to control theories o f crime (Downes & Rock, 2007) in 

that the rational choices and decisions o f the individual are considered to respond to  ‘situational’ 

control strategies which include the aim o f defending objects, control checks and screening 

exercises. Rational choice theorists (see Cornish & Clarke (1987) for an example) suggest that 

individuals weigh up the costs and benefits o f an offence when making a rational decision on

A longitudinal studj- initiated in 1939 on the criminal careers o f one thousand deKnquent and non-delinquent boj'S.



whether to com m it a crime. The offender is then considered capable o f making choices based on 

their perception o f the relationship between crime and potential gain. Rational choice theor}’ does 

not sit comfortably with theories from the symbolic interactionist tradition, which tend to argue 

that the choices individuals make are “strucmrally constrained” (Shover, 1996), thus necessitating 

a consideration o f both structure and agency. O n the other hand, Barr)' suggests that the 

existence o f opportunities and constraints can form part o f  the rational choice (Barr)', 2009; 80). 

However, characteristics o f particular t\pes o f offending question the existence o f the forward 

planning which is implied by rational choice theories and the process o f a cost/benefit analysis. 

For example, m uch crime can be sudden or com m itted on impulse, may not reap benefits or may 

occur under the influence o f  substance use when an individual is unable to make clear judgement.

Routine Activity Theory

Routine activity’ theor\% often considered in conjunction with rational choice theory’, is presented

as an extension o f theories o f  control and opportunity' into the domain o f  every'day life (Downes

& Rock, 2007: 221). Like control theorists, it too asks why individuals do com m it crime and

does so by concentrating on the circumstances in which they earn’ out criminal acts. Accordingly,

these acts require the convergence in space and time o f  three elements: likely offenders; suitable

tai-gets and; the absence of capable guardians (Cohen & Felson, 1979). W hen these elements converge

at the same time in the same place, the probabilit}’ o f  offending is said to increase. Recently

applied in the context o f  youth offending, the im portance o f examining the routine activities o f

young people was reinforced, supporting the contention that unstructured and unsuper\nsed

socialising with peers provided situational inducem ents to offending (Anderson & Mughes, 2009;

Osgood et al., 1996). For example, Osgood et al. (1996) analysed five sweeps o f  data with high

school graduates conducted when they were aged between 18 and 26 years. In place o f the ‘likely

offender’ O sgood et al. (1996) considered that the m otivation to offend lay, no t within the

individual, but with the deviant behaviour itself. Considering ‘situational m otivation’ they

suggested that the potential for deviance may arise in the course o f other pursuits. Those

situations they found to be conducive to offending included time spent with peers, the absence

o f authorit)’ figures, and engagement in unstrucm red activities:

The lack o f structure leaves time available for deviance; the presence o f peers makes 
it easier to participate in deviant acts and makes them more rewarding; and the 
absence o f authority figures reduces the potential for social control responses to 
deviance (Osgood et al, 1996: 651).
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SOCIAL REACTION AND CRIME

The work o f  social reaction theorists emphasises the processes by which the responses o f  social

control agents can make it more, rather than less, likely that a deviant act will be repeated. The

leading theorj^ in this field is labelling theor}-, the emergence o f which can be set against a shift in

focus from the individual criminal actor towards a recognition o f  the multiple actors involved in

the creation o f  deviance. Shoemaker (2000) highlighted Thrasher’s (1927) study on juvenile gangs

in Chicago as the first instance in which the consequences o f official labels o f  delinquent were

considered to have potentially negative effects (2000: 196). Tannenbaum  (1951) developed this

notion, first appearing in 1938, into his concept o f  the ‘dramatization o f  evil’ in which he

described the process o f  making the criminal as:

.. .a process o f  tagging, defining, identifying, segregating, describing, emphasising, 
making conscious and self-conscious; it becomes a way o f  stimulating, suggesting, 
emphasizing, and evoking the ver)’ traits that are complained o f  (1951: 19-20).

The consequence o f  such a process is that “ [tjhe person becomes the thing he is described as

being” (Tannenbaum, 1951: 20). It was not until the work o f  social reaction theorist Lemert,

however, and his distinction between primar)’ and secondary’ deviance, that the central elements

o f  labelling theor}? were systematically developed (Shoemaker, 2000: 196).^’' According to  Lemert,

the original ‘causes’ o f  de\nation give way to the im portance o f  the reaction o f  society and social

control which then becomes a cause rather than an effect o f  deviation (Lemert, 1967: 48-49).

Drawing on symbolic interactionism, it suggested that it is in social interaction with others that

the individual redefines h im /herself as deviant and commits to a deviant lifest)’le.

Lem ert acknowledged that he simply “ tentatively and loosely linked ideas about deviance and 

societal reaction” and that it was Becker (1963) who made “ the theoretical statem ent that social 

groups create deviance and that deviant behaviour is that which is so labelled” (Lemert, 1967:

16). Becker (1963) challenged the view that acts which transgressed social rules, and the person 

that carried out such acts, had inherently ‘de\nant’ characteristics. Rather, he asserted that 

individuals’ reaction to  an act determines if it is deviant. Deviance, therefore, was n o t an inherent 

quality but rather som ething which is created:

Pnm an ' deviation, as asserted by Lemert, arises in a wide variety' o f  social, cultural and psychological contexts and 
has only marginal impUcations for the psychic structure o f  the individual. Secondan' deviation, however, is behaviour 
“wliich becomes a means o f defense, attack or adaptation to  the overt and covert problems created by the societal 
reaction to priman- deviation” (Lemert, 1967; 48).
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.. .social g roups create de^nance by m aking the rules w hose infraction  constitu tes 
deviance, and  by applying those rules to  particu lar peop le  and labelling them  as 
outsiders (1963: 9).

T h e  ‘dev ian t’, therefo re , is “ one to  w hom  tha t label has been  successfully applied” (1963; 9), th a t

is, n o t necessarily som eone w ho  portrays certain deviant characteristics.'’̂

Becker largely co ncen tra ted  on  the effects o f  the deviant label on the individual. T he m ost

im p o rtan t consequence, according to  Becker, was the “ drastic change in the individual’s public

identity” (1963: 32). H a\ang  been labelled deviant as a result o f  one act, society assum es the

labellee possesses o th e r undesirable traits and thus tends to  be cut o ff  from  all conventional

groups. T he po ten tia l consequence is tha t deviance becom es the ‘m aster sta tu s’ o f  the

individual.^^ B ecker argued tha t the process o f  being so-labelled forces the ‘devian t’ to  fall in to

o th e r illegitim ate k inds o f  activity w hich had  previously no t been their in ten tion :

.. .the trea tm en t o f  deviants denies them  the ordinar\’ mieans o f  carrying on  the 
routines o f  everyday life open  to  m ost people. Because o f  this denial, the  deviant 
m ust o f  necessit}' develop illegitim ate rou tines (Becker, 1963: 35).

B ecker recognised th a t this p rocess was no t an inevitable step if  the indi\'idual is ‘caugh t’ in

h is /h e r  ‘devian t’ act at a po in t w here h e /s h e  can still choose an alternative course. I f  the

individual does n o t m rn  back tow ards ‘conventional com m unity ’, the final step, as advanced by

Becker, is iden tif)ing  w ith an organised deviant g roup  — the deviant subculture.'’’' This

“ redefin ition  o f  the  s e lf ’ (\^old et al., 2002: 212) opens the d o o r to full partic ipation  in the deviant

life and  allows the individual to  m ake a com m itm en t to  a deviant career.

T he findings o f  a n um ber o f  studies lend su p p o rt to  B ecker’s labelling theor\’ and, in particular, 

to  the effects w hich the deviant label has on an individual such as the increased likelihood o f

According to Becker (1963), however, various groups in society’ held conflicting ideas as to what was appropriate 
in a given situation. For an act to be considered deviant, he argued, someone had to first establish this rule. This 
process, he suggested, was a question o f  political and economic power. As there mav not be consensus across societ}' 
as to the norms and rules to be enforced, the rules in place are, therefore, the result o f a pow er struggle with those 
with the m ost pow er imposing their values. Thus, norms are a representation o f  the interests o f  a particular, 
powerful group.

This term is explained bv Hughes stating that “ [i]t tends to  overpower, in m ost crucial situations, anv other 
characteristics which might run counter to it” (Hughes, 1945: 357). For the labelled de\iant, the label maj- become 
the “master status-determining trait” o f the individual despite the possible fact that it represents a minor part o f  his 
character. Furtherm ore, if  the label is then accepted bv the individual he could be viewed, and consider himself, as 
sacrificing his identity' as a conforming individual thus reinforcing liis new “status”. Given this “master status” the 
deviant is seen to be cut o ff  from conventional societ}’ and consequently conventional ways to  acliieving his goals, 
for example, employment.

As discussed earlier, tliis subculmre provides a means to rationalise and to justify- one’s actions and also to learn 
how to cany on the deviant activit}’ with limited interruption (Becker, 1963: 37-39).
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con tin u ed  offending  due to the consequences o f  a criminal conviction.''^ Y oung (1971) 

recognised the “very real” consequences o f  the deviant label on  the future behaviour o f  those so- 

labelled. H e  argued that an “ in tensification  o f  deviance” may result due to a process o f  isolation 

and alienation o f  the labelled group. T h e  ‘devian t’ group , he suggested, develops norm s and 

values w hich are perceived by societj^ to  be even m ore deviant than previously, thus increasing 

the social reaction  and isolation. A s a consequence, a “spiral o f  deviancy am plification” form s 

w hich is difficult to  break, thus lim iting the law -abiding m eans one can choose to  acliieve o n e’s 

goals (Y oung, 1971). M ore recently, the E d inburgh  Study on  Y outh  T ransitions and Crime*’'’ has 

p rov ided  su p p o rt for the labelling perspective, highlighting tha t repeated and intensive form s o f  

co n tac t w ith youth  justice agencies may be dam aging to  young people  in the longer term  as 

certain g roups o f  young people , the “usual suspects” , becom e the principal focus o f  agency 

atten tion  (M cAra & M cVie, 2005).

D esp ite  the ‘canonical s ta tus’ o f  labelling theory  (Cohen, 1972), B ecker’s assertions have no t 

been received w ithou t criticism. F o r exam ple, the theor}’ fails to  acknowledge the possible 

positive effects o f  a label. In  o th e r w ords, the stigma associated w ith the label could act as a 

de te rren t for fu rther crim inal activit)' for either the individual deviant, or for those w ho w itness 

the negative effects o f  such a label (Braithwaite, 1989). Additionally, V oid et al. (2002) question 

w’h e th e r those w ho  com m it crim es com e to  th ink  o f  them selves as ‘crim inals’ and thus ado p t a 

devian t self-image. In assessing a n um ber o f  studies on  young offenders. Shoem aker (2000: 205) 

found  tha t “ [a] truly inconsisten t set o f  findings casts considerable doub t on the significance o f  

form al labels on  the identities and attitudes o f  juveniles” . A fu rther criticism o f  the labelling 

perspective is that the  deviant is considered  a victim  o f  circum stances over w hich h e /s h e  has 

Uttle o r n o  control.*’̂  Social reactionists, how ever, have argued this is no t the case and that 

labelling is just one factor w hich may stabilize a deviant career. Taylor et al. suggest, ra ther, that 

the label:

.. .m ay deter som e, it may also p ropel o thers in to  action to  change the nature o f
con tro l o r it may engender self-conceptions in those affected  by social control in

'’5 According to Schwartz and Skolnick (1962: 136) “ [i]f the ex-prisoner finds difficuln- in securing menial kinds o f 
legitimate work, further crime mav become an increasingly attractive alternative” .

A longitudinal stud)’ o f  pathways into and out o f  offending for a cohort o f 4300 voung people in Edinburgh, 
using strucmred questionnaires, official records (school records, social work tiles, Scottish Children’s Reporter 
Administration files) and qualitative, semi-structured interviews with a smaller cohort.

As Akers pointed out: . .people go about minding their own business, then -  ‘wham’ -  bad societ\’ comes along
and slaps his back with a stigmatized label. Forced into the role o f  deviant the individual has little choice but to be 
deviant” (Akers, 1968: 463)
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such a way “am plification” does in fact o c c u r .. .the effects o f  social con tro l canno t 
be assum ed to  be determ inate (Taylor et aL, 1973: 161).

I f  there are such varying effects, then , o f  the labelling process, does the perspective have any real

ram ifications and  im portance for crim inological thinking? G iven its p reoccupation  w ith

secondan? deviance and neglect o f  the initiation o f  deviant behaviour, questions have arisen as to

w heth er the perspective is a theor}' in its ow n right (Taylor et a i, 1973: 165). H ow ever, Becker

h im self claim ed tha t he and social reactionists had  m ore  m odest aims than  the developm ent o f  a

grand  theor}' and that the goal was ra ther to enlarge the area taken in to  consideration  in the study

o f  deviant p h enom ena  (Becker, 1974; 42), tha t is, beyond the individual ‘deviant’. T he labeUing

perspective, although arguably falling sh o rt o f  a theory in its ow n right, raised im p o rtan t

questions abou t the actual deviant nature  o f  acts so defined. Perhaps m ost im portantly , how ever,

it pu t forw ard w'hat was at the tim e the radical no tion  that the  individual actor is n o t the sole

object o f  study in the area o f  deviance but, rather, that a h ost o f  factors is deser\ting o f  empirical

and  analytical a ttention .

REALIST APPROACHES

Realist crim inologies developed in the 1980s and 1990s, concen trating  mainly on  crim es that are 

the centre o f  public and media concern  such as youth crim e, street crim e, violence and  burglary^ 

(M uncie, 2009: 140). Realist approaches, while claiming to  be rational approaches to  the public 

fear o f  crim e, diverge in their argum ents w ith new  right o r neo-conser\^atist realism , identifying 

principles o f  individual causation com pared  w ith left realism ’s focus o n  social causation. N ew  

right, ‘realist’ crim inologists (M urray, 1990; W ilson, 1975) identify persons w ho are responsible 

for crime. This group  o f  people  M urray describes as an ‘underclass’ w ho are defined, n o t by their 

povert}', b u t by their behaviour (M urray, 2003: 127).^’* T hese individuals — welfare dependen t and 

illegitimate — are responsible, he argues, for rising crim e rates in the U nited  I-Cingdom and the 

U nited  States. In  fact, the  “habitual crim inal” is claimed to  be “ the classic m em ber o f  an 

underclass” (2003: 133). Such an approach  ‘strips awav’ all theoretical positions, claim ing that 

hum an natu re  causes crime (D ow nes & Rock, 2007: 312). C onsequently , punitive responses 

w hich prioritise con tro l and deterrence are p roposed  as the  ‘so lu tion’.

Such behaviour was described by Murray (2003: 127) as follows: “Their homes were littered and unkempt. The 
men in the family were unable to hold a job for more than a few weeks at time. Drunkenness was common. Tlie 
cliildren grew up iU-schooled and ill-behaved and contributed a disproportionate share o f the local juvenile 
delinquents.”
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Left realism  shares w ith the new  right the belief that certain t)pes o f  crim e are o f  public concern. 

H ow ever, it argues, in  con trast to right realist approaches, tha t choice and free will do n o t explain 

crim e; ra ther crim e is un d ersto o d  in term s o f  the social relationships betw een the com ponen ts o f  

the ‘square o f  crim e’ - the state, o ffender, public and victim  (Young, 2002). In  addition, 

p ro p o n en ts  o f  left realism  have developed the concep t o f  relative deprivation  and marginalit)' as 

causes o f  crime. P rogressing  from  M erto n ’s strain theor}', relative deprivation  is defined as the 

“excess o f  expectations over o p p o rtun ities” (Lea & Y oung, 2003: 142), central to  w hich is the 

perception o f  the levels o f  deprivation. I f  these levels are considered to  be unjust, crim e can result. 

T he responses to  crim e p ro p o u n d ed  by left realists include the m in im um  use o f  punitive 

sanctions and  a need to  address the causes o f  crim e th rough addressing social inequalitj'. Currie 

(1985), for exam ple, suggested that crim e contro l strategies should  be focussed outside o f  the 

crim inal justice system  and should  be cen tred  on  education and em ploym ent policies and 

practices.

Realist crim inologies, b o th  o f  the left and  new  right, have n o t escaped criticism. I 'h e  no tio n  o f  an 

underclass is “enonnously  controversial and  con tested ” in the L^nited K ingdom  (M acD onald, 

1998: 168). Studies have found , in con trast to  underclass theory’, for exam ple, that young people 

locked ou t o f  the form al labour m arket can rem ain persisten t and en terprising  in their search for 

w ork  (M acD onald, 1998: 168); n o r do  they display “ firmly g rounded  values and experiences 

w hich may be equated  w ith a culture o f  povert}’ and the underclass” (W illiamson, 1997: 78). 

F u rtherm ore , diversit}’ in individual responses to  deprivation suggests that the  underclass view  

ignores the  com plex and  changing life experiences o f  young peop le  in different circum stances 

(M acD onald & M arsh, 2001: 382-383). I t is therefore  claim ed that the underclass thesis is no t 

supported  by youth  research  in the U nited  K ingdom  (M acD onald, 1997). Left reaUsm has been 

criticised for underplaying the consequences o f  co rporate  or w hite-collar crim e and  for failing to 

challenge the political and  m edia driven definitions o f  w hat constim tes ‘serious crim e’ (M uncie, 

2009: 151). Similar to  strain theories, left realism is also accused o f  accounting  for m ore  crim e 

than  exists, especially am ong  w om en (D ow nes &  Rock, 2007: 312), particularly since n o t all 

individuals w ho  experience relative deprivation  turn  to  crim e and m ost, in any case, desist from, 

crim e even w hen their m aterial circum stances have n o t im proved.
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ACCOUNTING FOR FEMALE OFFENDING

Criminological research and theor}' on ‘youth and crime’ has largely been defined by an 

overriding concern with the young male offender and the absence o f  girls and wom en in the 

histor)" o f criminology is well docum ented (Brown, 1998: 98-99; M clvor, 2004). The dearth o f 

literature on wom en who offend can be partly explained by one o f the m ost persistent and 

universal findings in criminological research which is that wom en com m it less crime than men 

(Gelsthorpe, 2004: 13). Com pared to young men, girls and young wom en form a clear minority at 

all stages o f  the criminal justice process, with boys and young men responsible for the largest part 

o f  detected youth crime (Batchelor & Burman, 2004: 267).

Feminist criminology has challenged the repeated omission and m isrepresentation o f females in 

criminological theor}'. It is argued, for example, that delinquency theor}' has ignored girls, thereby 

raising questions as to w hether existing theories, developed to  explain boys’ delinquency, can be 

applied to girls (Chesney-Lind & Shelden, 2004: 98). In fact, Chesney-Lind and Shelden (2004:

99) contend that m ost major sociological theories o f juvenile delinquency are inadequate in 

explaining female behaviour and that m ost theories focus almost exclusively on males (for 

example, Cloward & Ohlin, 1961; Cohen, 1955; Hirschi, 1969; Shaw & McKay, 1942). A t the 

same dm e, however, labelling theory’ is considered to be relevant in accounting for official 

reactions to  girls’ delinquency and in describing the beha^nour that brings girls into the criminal 

justice system (Chesney-Lind & Shelden, 2004). In addition, social control theor\’ has been 

adopted to suggest that females were m ore frequently subject to intense and diffuse family 

control in the domestic sphere and that the m ore females were confined to the domestic sphere, 

the greater the disparit)' between rates o f male and female offending (Gelsthorpe, 2004: 21). 

O ther sociological explanations o f female offending have included an examination o f  sex roles 

which suggest that w om en’s roles can structure opporm nity and the degree o f  participating in 

crime. In this way, crime is seen as an extension or expression o f the female role (Gelsthorpe, 

2004: 20).^’’

Feminist criminological theories began to emerge in the 1970s and highlighted the neglect o f 

w om en’s offending and the distorted image o f female offenders. Muncie (2009) has classified 

feminist approaches to criminology into three strands: liberal feminists who consider that wom en

For example, Gelsthorpe illustrates this point with the role o f the female in shopping increases not only the 
opportuniti- to shoplift but in doing so improves her image as ‘m other’ or ‘homem aker’ (2004: 21).
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are socialised in to  d ifferen t roles, subject to m ore  form s o f  social con tro l and as a result are less 

pred isposed  to delinquency; radical fem inists w ho  argue that patriarchal society accounts for 

m uch criminality since it encourages aggression for m en and  passivity for w om en; and the 

con ten tion  that criminality^ is the p ro d u c t o f  the unequal d istribution o f  pow er in bo th  the m arket 

and the hom e for socialist fem inists (M uncie, 2009: 136). H ow ever, all three approaches have 

been individually criticised for failing to  explain w hy m any w om en do com m it crime (liberal 

fem inists), no t appreciating  ‘m ultiple m asculinities’ (radical fem inists), and n o t accounting fo r the 

heterogeneity' o f  female crim e and  the role o f  rational choice (socialist feminists). Additionally, 

fem inist theories face difficulties w hen  attem pting to account for the similarities in the frequency 

and  seriousness o f  self-reported  offending  betw een y'oung m en and w om en (Barry, 2004: 64).

Indeed , it is argued that fem ale crim inal careers are influenced by gendered Life experiences 

(Brow n, 1998: 98) w hich require specific a ttention. A t the sam e tim e, a num ber o f  au thors have 

identified the continued  relevance o f  traditional crim inological theories as part o f  an in tegrated  

approach  to  account for fem ale offending. Chesney-Lind and Shelden (2004), for exam ple, have 

considered the con tinued  relevance o f  theories o f  boys delinquency w hen  accounting for female 

delinquency bu t caution that in adop ting  such theories, their g rounding  in m ale behav iour m ust 

be recognised and corrected . L ancto t and Le Blanc (2002) suggest com bin ing  three theoretical 

perspectives in an approach  they describe as “particularly prom ising” in explaining the offend ing  

o f  adolescent females (2002: 180). Firstly, they apply m ainstream  crim inological theories to  

fem ale samples; secondly, they focus on  gender differences, roles and differential socialisation; 

and, lastly, they address fem inist perspectives w hich denounce the male construction  o f  

know ledge and use o f  the  m ale experience as a norm . Similarly, G io rd an o  et al. (2006: 31) posit 

tha t fem inist accounts o f  pathw ays in to  crim e — including victim isation experiences and  coercive 

relationships with m ales — m ust be u n d ersto o d  in con junction  w ith those factors that are 

consisten t w ith them es stressed  by traditional crim inological theories such as poverty', crim inal 

associations and social contro l. A n approach  is required, as B row n (1998: 105) states, that 

acknow ledges the complexity' o f  individual experience, w hilst accounting for the fact that 

crim inality is engaged in and  experienced through Ufe experiences w hich are differentiated  by 

o n e ’s position  in gendered  social relations.
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CONCLUSION: TOWARDS AN INTEGRATED UNDERSTANDING  
OF OFFENDING

Any attem pt to produce a single, coherent theor}' o f offending confronts difficulties 
in the sheer complexity o f  the subject matter, not to m ention philosophical questions 
about the validit}' o f  universal theories (Byrne & Trew, 2008: 239).

The discussion has so far provided a selective over\iew  o f the main sociological explanadons o f

offending, with a particular focus on those theories applied to offending by young people. In

keeping with the claims o f  others (Barry, 2006; Sanders, 2005), it appears that no one theon ' can

account for all forms o f youthful offending. This is perhaps unsurprising given that the category

o f ‘youth crime’ covers a wide variety o f behaviours and activities and in itself is subject to

changing legal, moral and social definition (Muncie, 2009; 115). A ‘general’ theor}^ o f  offending,

therefore, cannot take account o f the complex patterns o f offending am ong young people

(McVie, 2005: 12).

It is perhaps significant that the inabiUt}’ to account for offending using a sole theory was evident 

in some o f the original statements o f  the main criminological theories within the sociological 

tradition. As discussed earlier, Cloward and Ohlin (1961) and Cohen (1955) used elements o f 

strain theory to account for the formation o f delinquent subcultures and M atza (1964) used 

constituents o f social control theory to explain the way in which a young person was able to 

‘drift’ into a subculture o f  delinquency'. Furtherm ore, while social reaction theorists concentrated 

on secondary deviance, this implies the need to account for primary deviance or the origins o f 

offending using an additional or alternative explanation. As highlighted, feminist criminologists 

have identified the inabilit}^ (or oversight) o f  traditional theories to explain female offending. 

Finally, theories which explain the onset or progression o f offending are often unable to account 

for changes in or desistance from offending.

In m ore recent studies o f  offending (Barr)-’, 2004; Sanders, 2004; Smith & Me Vie, 2003), the 

difficult}’ in accounting for criminal behaviour using one criminological theory’ has been 

recognised. In a study o f offenders aged between 19 and 50 years (many o f  w hom  were at the 

lower end o f this age range), Byrne and Trew  (2008) found support for a num ber o f  theories, 

including social learning, differential association, labelling and strain theories and also identified 

effects o f  low self-control on levels o f  offending. Support for a num ber o f  criminological 

theories has also been found in the Edinburgh Study o f Youth Transitions and Crime, including 

theories o f crime which focus on social disorganisation and social capital (IMcVie & Norris,
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2006a), social control theor}  ̂ (McVie & Norris, 2006b), social learning, labelling and differential 

association theories (Smith & McVie, 2003). In an oventiew of the study, Smith and Me Vie 

(2003: 181) assert that “ [t]here is something in this pattern to support nearly every criminological 

theor}'” . Sanders (2004: 162) similarly highlights a need to ‘piece together’ a number of 

criminological theories to come to an understanding of youth crime and culture ;n the inner cit}% 

suggesting that it is “a rather fruitiess endeavour to attempt to draft a theon’ aiming to explain ‘all 

crimes at all times’” (Sanders, 2004: 261)7" Sanders’ work, and others, thus exemplifies the utilit}% 

and indeed necessit}% to combine elements from a number of theories to inform the analysis of 

(youth) offending.

The integration of theories as explanations of offending, therefore, is not uncommon but can 

present challenges (Kemshall et ai, 2006: 367). Combining constituents of theories needs then to 

be approached with caution. Bottoms (2000) is an advocate o f theoretical s}'nthesis, that is, the 

combination of the valuable findings and insights o f various schools and argues that it would be 

surprising if one scholar had grasped the whole truth (Bottoms, 2000: 23). W'hile advocating for 

“selective adoption” o f key theoretical concepts, he also warns that “intellectual harmony” must 

exist between discrete elements. Therefore, such a synthesis must be carried out with “sensitivit)' 

and theoretical awareness” (Bottoms, 2000: 23-24). The following chapter presents a framework 

within which a synthesis of theories can be applied to explain offending over the course of a 

young person’s life. Specifically, it proposes the combination of criminal career and youth 

transitions perspectives as an approach to sensitively and accurately apply criminological concepts 

to different points or junctures o f young people’s offending liistories.

Sanders found strain theor\^ useful in explaining voung people’s engagement in acquisitive crime and drug-selling 
offences wliile ‘expressive’ offences, including vandalism, jovriding, graffiti and some forms o f  theft, were 
understood as ‘acts o f  transgression’ (Katz, 1988). T o tliis, Sanders (2004) added an explanation based on the 
criminal opportunities offered by the local neighbourhood and the influence o f  delinquent peers. Desistance for 
those in his study was variously explained by ‘ageing ou t’, the availabilirv’ o f new (legitimate) opportunities and the 
self-realisation, in reaction to Hfe events, that an offending Hfest}'le was no t the wa\" in winch they wanted to live their 
Hves.
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CHAPTER THREE 

CRIMINAL CAREERS AND YOUTH TRANSITIONS 

INTRODUCTION

The previous chapter provided an over\aew o f the main criminological theories commonly used 

to explain young people’s offending. Tliis chapter moves the discussion forward and presents the 

criminal career perspective as a framework for understanding youth offending over the life 

course. The chapter commences with a discussion o f competing approaches to the criminal 

career framework. The positivist approach, focussed on identifying ‘risk factors’ o f  long-term  or 

chronic offending, is first critiqued before arguing for an approach, m ost notably those located 

within the symbolic interactionist paradigm, which emphasises the flexibility o f individual 

responses to social situations. The contributions o f criminal career research to understanding 

young people’s offending are then examined through a discussion o f  the ‘age-crime cur\^e’. The 

nature o f  youth offending, as identified by criminal career research, is discussed including a 

review o f  the processes o f onset, desistance and the ‘middle phase’ which occurs in between.

Given the limitations o f criminological theories in contributing to a complete understanding o f 

youth offending, the chapter continues by locating offending within a wider context. Criminal 

activit)’ is thus understood in relation to the life experiences o f young people which are also 

strongly connected to the socio-economic and cultural contexts o f  the local neighbourhood. The 

chapter, therefore, reviews literature on the multiple ‘careers’ young people experience during the 

transition to adulthood. It particularly focuses on the literature within youth transitions studies 

that illuminate an understanding o f the ways in which ‘fractured’ transitions im pact on a young 

person’s propensitv’ to offend. The chapter continues then with a discussion o f  young people’s 

interaction with their social environm ent and, in particular, their experiences o f the local 

neighbourhood and economy and social networks, considered as creating a young person’s 

‘habims’ or ‘way things are done’ (France & Homel, 2006: 303). The chapter concludes with a 

consideration o f  the impact o f  structural and agentic circumstances on young people’s lives and 

offending and suggests that a third element, the cultural context, is introduced to the debate.
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CRIMINAL CAREERS: A FRAMEWORK TO UNDERSTAND 
OFFENDING

“A ny theory  o f  crim inal o ffending  should explain how  it fits w ith the course o f  
developm ent from  infancy to  old age, because the relationship betw een age and 
offending  is so striking” (Smith, 2002: 702).

T he crim inal career perspecdve incorporates an approach  to  studying offending w hich exam ines 

criminal activity over tim e, acknow ledging the connecdon  betw een offending and the life course. 

Broadly speaking, a crim inal career, defined as the “ sequence o f  offending  during som e p art o f  an 

individual’s lifetim e” ’̂ (B lum stein et a i, 1988: 2), consists o f  a beginning (onset) and an end 

(desistance) w ith an in term ediate  stage o f  career length in betw een. H ow ever, the  ways in w hich 

the concep t o f  a crim inal career has been adop ted  w ithin the discipline o f  crim inolog)' d iffer 

significandy. O n e  approach  lies w ithin the positivist paradigm  and  is concerned w ith  ‘p red icting’ 

crim inal careers using a list o f  risk factors. A n alternative approach  privileges the subjective 

experiences o f  an individual and  acknow ledges the potential fo r change during the life course. 

This section is necessarily selective in its discussion, highlighting the m ain contribu tions o f  the 

tw o approaches.'^ In particular, it cautions against the ‘false prom ise o f  p red iction’ w ithin 

positivist studies, arguing fo r an approach  that allows for variabilit}’ and indeterm inacy over the 

course o f  a crim inal career.

“T he False Prom ise o f  Prediction”

Prospective longitudinal studies, based on  large-scale quantitative sur\'eys (see B lum stein & 

C ohen , 1987; B lum stein et al., 1985; W est & F arrington, 1973) have aim ed to  identify’ the  ‘causes’ 

o f  deviance and, in som e cases, desistance.’  ̂T hese studies are located w ithin a positivist 

approach  to  the study o f  crim inal careers and are concerned  prim arily w ith prediction. T h a t is, 

they aim  to identify' ways in w hich certain factors, such as o ffender characteristics, social 

environm ental factors, crim inal justice inter\^entions, can pred ict the onset, frequency, persistence

This is distinct, as Blumstein et al. (1988: 2) point out, from an alternative definition o f ‘career’ as “a way o f making 
a livelihood” .

See Case and Haines (2009) for a comprehensive review o f  risk-focussed approaches to youth offending. Ulmer 
and Spencer (1999) also provide a review o f the contribution o f interactiomsm to offending careers.

The first longitudinal quantitative study o f criminal careers was carried out by the Gluecks (Glueck & Glueck,
1950) in their study o f the offending careers among five hundred delinquent boys, comparing them to 500 no n 
delinquent bovs. A num ber o f ongoing or recently completed studies have carried on in this vein both in the United 
Kingdom (West & Farrington, 1973), N orth  America (Kelley et al, 1997; T hornbern ' et at., 1994) and elsewhere 
(Moffirt et ai, 2001; W ikstrom, 1985). Perhaps one o f the best known and cited is the Cambridge Study in 
Delinquent D evelopment which has identified psvcho-social risk/protective factors for offending using a sample 411 
males in London (VC'est & Farrington, 1973).
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and exit from  criminal activity over time (Ulmer & Spencer, 1999; 97). Positivistic approaches to 

explaining offending suggest that “people are propelled into crime by circumstances over which 

they have no  control” (Muncie, 1999: 112). Since the causes o f  delinquency are thought to lie 

either outside the individual or within them  but out o f  their control, the indi\ddual’s own account 

o f  their lives is not privileged within such studies. In these cases, the individual is seen as “an 

object o f study” (Brown, 1998: 27). These studies, along with retrospective and cross-sectional 

investigations designed to identify ‘causes’ o f offending, make up the “risk factors prevention 

paradigm”, an approach to researching the origins o f youth offending and de\'ising preventative 

strategies (O ’Mahonv, 2009: 99).

Since risk analysis became increasingly com m on in the 1990s, it began to dominate the discourse 

surrounding juvenile justice (O’M ahony, 2009). The replication o f a num ber o f findings has also 

allowed a consensus to emerge around the precipitative factors o f offending (Muncie, 2009: 27). 

For example, the most commonly identified risk factors o f future offending include low IQ, 

family breakdown, single parenthood, low family income, ‘deviant peers’, large families, criminal 

parents, impulsivit}% substance use and low parental super\'ision/control (Farrington, 2003; 

Glueck & Glueck, 1950; M onahan & Piquero, 2009; Sampson & Laub, 1993). Thus, the potential 

for change is considered limited since the offending careers o f  those ‘at risk’ are portrayed as 

somewhat o f a foregone conclusion. ''

Proponents o f  the risk factor approach to criminal careers highlight its ability to gain access to 

complex issues and causal connections o f  offending. The idea is that “precise indications o f  

causal sequences” will be identified and provide the basis for effective policies on crime 

prevention and control (Blumstein & Cohen, 1987: 991). These studies, which aim to understand 

and identify factors likely to  ‘predict’ future involvement in crime, have been influential 

(McAHster, 2008: 15) and the approach has been accredited for its “theoretical enlightenm ent” 

and “practical suggestions for inter\'ention” (McVie, 2009: 51). Indeed, “ [f|or some people, risk 

factor research represents the m ost im portant and significant breakthrough in understanding and 

explaining juvenile delinquency” (Case & Flaines, 2009: 1). At the same time, the approach has 

limitations and has been heavily critiqued even in the context o f  the new and advanced

In fact, the Cambridge Srudv, one o f the m ost ambitious ‘risk factor’ studies (according to Muncie (2009)), 
contends that it is possible to identify’ future “chronic offenders” u ith  reasonable accuracy at the age o f  ten 
(Farnngton, 1996: 556).
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quantitative research m ethods within developmental criminolog}' (see Blumstein, 2005; Maughan, 

2005; Nagin & Tremblay, 2005; Raudenbush, 2005).

A consistent critique o f  studies conducted within the risk factor prevention paradigm concerns 

their abilit)^ to identify ‘causes’ o f  offending or desistance. Arguments that risk factors are 

“merely correlates o f  relatively vague proxies for criminalit)’” (O ’Mahony, 2009: 101) abound. A 

primary? limitation o f such studies lies in the argument o f  their potential for false positives an d /o r 

negatives (Ulmer & Spencer, 1999, 100).^^ Recently, for example, the Edinburgh Study o f  Youth 

Transitions and Crime, a longitudinal, mixed m ethods study, has questioned the ability to predict, 

at an early age, those individuals who will turn out to be chronic serious offenders. Reporting on 

findings from this study, McAra and McVie (2010) identified ‘cridcal m om ents’ or significant 

turning points between the ages o f  13 and 15 which impacted on young people’s offending 

careers and argued that chronic offenders could not be distinguished from early desisters at the 

age o f 12. Similarly, Bersani et al. (2009: 488), using longitudinal data on conviction histories from 

the D utch Criminal Career and Life-Course Study (CCLS), lend support to the position that it is 

difficult to predict long-term  patterns o f  criminal offending using risk factors identified in 

adolescence.''’ Thus, whilst risk factor research has made a significant contribution to identifying 

the character o f  offending careers and their correlates, for example, it is im portant not to 

overestimate their prom ise o f  prediction since anti-social tendencies in early childhood do not 

inevitably lead to criminal offending in adulthood (McVie, 2009: 39).

The risk factor approach has also been criticised for failing to fully unravel the complexit}? of 

individual pathways a n d /o r  to provide insight into the meaning o f life events. It therefore sheds 

little light on the ways in which people make choices about their lives (France & Homel, 2006). 

Put differently, prediction studies ignore the effects o f  unpredictable ‘critical m om ents’ and life 

events which have been found by others to ‘turn’ indi^’idual’s biographies, either away from or 

towards offending (M acDonald & Shildrick, 2007: 349). Linked to this, prediction studies have 

been criticised for their individualisation o f the phenom enon o f offending and for ignoring the 

wider socio-economic effects and questions about immediate social contexts (France & Homel,

T h at is, p red ic tion  scales o ften  result in  the overpred iction  o f  future criminalit}' (false positives) b u t may also fail to 
accurately identify those w ho  will becom e criminally involved w hen past behaviour suggests otherw ise (false 
negatives) (Sam pson & Laub, 1993: 16).

T h e  CCLS contains data on  the  individual o ffending careers for a representative sam ple o f  all individuals 
convicted  in the N etherlands in 1977 beginning at 12 \*ears o f  age and continuing in to  late adu lthood  (Bersani et a i, 
2009).
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2006: 296). T he failure o f  risk factor research to  encom pass the concep t o f  personal agency and 

to  describe its role in offending  is an o th er m ajor lim itation (O ’M ahony, 2009: 111).

D esp ite  the shortcom ings highlighted above, the identification o f  risk factors is particularly

attractive to  policy m akers. F o r exam ple, the research underp inn ing  the risk factor paradigm  has

p rov ided  s trong  su p p o rt for cu rren t policies focusing on  early inter\^ention. Indeed, in identif}dng

the ‘causes’ and  ‘p red ic to rs’ o f  crim e, as well as a potential ‘cure’, the  ‘logic’ o f  risk factor

approaches to  crim inal careers are claim ed to  be ‘irresistible’:

...[an] ‘irrestabilit)^’ [which] has been bolstered  by the fact that b o th  the science and 
the practicality o f  application o f  its m ain findings in concrete, pre-determ inable  
interv^endons is inherently  logical, relatively simple and easily u n derstood  — it all 
m akes sense” (Case & H aines, 2009: 1).

D esp ite  their appeal, public policies resting on an abilit)' to  pred ict crim inal behaviour have been

called in to  question , particularly o f  late (Bersani et al., 2009: 488). Indeed , such policies w hich

seek to  in ter\'ene  in individual lives are a p o in t o f  concern  fo r som e given its lim itations regarding

false positives and research findings on the negative im pact o f  con tact w ith the crim inal justice

system  (M cAra & McVie, 2010: 184). T he issue is that the idea o f  crim e and  offenders being

‘p red ic ted ’ can be seized in policy arenas and may lead to  the crim inalization o f  certain groups

w ho m ay n o t engage w ith an offending  career. In  the w ords o f  Brow n, “ [t]he com bination  o f  a

positivist research language and  neo-Liberal'^ politics literally suck disadvantaged families in to  the

pur\'iew  o f  the crim inal justice system  by inexorably pre-crim inalising th em ” (Brown, 2009: 22).

France (2007: 99) siinilarly no tes tha t the m ain em phasis o f  risk analysis studies is “on  the failings

o f  individuals, their families and com m unities” . This em phasis on individual risk factors, to  the

exclusion o f  the biographical and social structural contexts, has resulted in a policy focus w hich

blam es young people  alone for their propensit}? to  offend , m aking them  responsible for their

offending  and  often  doing  so through  punitive m eans (Barr\^ & M cNeill, 2009: 11-12). W 'hilst an

em phasis on  the individual may n o t be the aim  o f  the risk factor academ ic, this may have no

bearing on  the ways in w hich it is adop ted  in “ the policy and practice ou tcroppings o f  risk

theor)’” (M acD onald , 2006: 378). D esp ite  these strong  resen^ations, the con tinued  search for the

aetiology o f  crim e, by identifying a crim inal type, gene o r personalit}^, rem ains im p o rtan t for

those w h o  refu te  the  idea that (youthful) criminalit}’ is ‘norm al’ (M uncie, 2009: 100). T his leaves

Neo-Hberalism, when its objectives are applied to youth justice, views youth as irresponsible, ^ 'i th  a rationale to 
devolve state responsibility for crime control, it argues that certain individuals and families have a responsibility to 
transform themselves, increase informal controls and reduce criminal responsibilities (Muncie, 2009).
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those who oppose the approach hoping “ that policymakers and practitioners remain wary o f the 

false prom ise o f  prediction” (McVie, 2009: 52).

The Process o f Offending: Indeterminate Criminal Careers

An alternative approach to the study o f criminal careers has evolved within a symbolic 

interactionist paradigm which is concerned with presenting a view o f the world which emphasises 

the flexibility o f  individual responses to social situations. Prioritising questions o f human choice, 

voluntarism and the variabilit}^ o f meaning in everj'day life, instead o f viewing behaviour as 

determined by ‘external’ forces (Muncie, 2009: 122), the interactionist approach rests on the 

premise that hum an beings act on the basis o f the meanings they hold and that such meanings 

derive from the social interactions one has with one’s peers. Applied to the study of criminal 

careers, interactionism captures the processual conditions, interpretations, decisions, activities, 

and their consequences that lie behind the variables used in quantitative career models (Ulmer & 

Spencer, 1999: 107). This contrasts sharply w'ith the positivistic focus on outcomes. Interactionist 

studies share a conceptualisation o f a criminal career as a process that is indeterminate and 

susceptible to change over the Ufe course. They thus present a starkly different treatment o f 

offending careers to that o f  risk analysis and prediction studies, arguing in contrast that offending 

careers are unpredictable and characterised by variabilit)’ and by fluid pathways which can turn 

course as a result o f the opportunities open to an individual and, also, the individual’s 

interpretations o f  such opporm nities. W'hilst interactionist criminal career studies cannot be 

presented as wholly consensual (for example, studies adopt different foci and definitions),'* the 

paradigm does offer a strong contribution to understanding offending over the life course.

\X"hat is distinctive about the interactionist approach is the way in w’hich individuals are 

considered to ‘m ove’ through the ‘de^tiant experience’ (Luckenbill & Best, 1981: 197). Central to 

the process are notions o f  constraints and contingencies. Individuals are considered to face 

opportunities or options at key m om ents in their lives but such options are “structurally 

constrained” (Ulmer & Spencer, 1999: 110). In the face o f these constraints, individuals make 

choices that may take them  in different offending pathways. Furtherm ore, the choices individuals

For example, Becker’s (1963) analog)' between offending and occupational careers has been critiqued bv later 
interactionist researchers and liis notion o f the offending career comprising o f  a sequence o f  steps has been 
considered, by some, to be too orderly (Best & Luckenbill, 1994).
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make in the context o f  these opportunities and constraints are no t amenable to precise prediction 

and control since they are situational in nature (Ulmer & Spencer, 1999: 114).

In addition to constraints, an individual’s experience o f  a criininal career is dependent on what 

have been termed “contingencies” (Shover, 1983), defined by Becker (1963: 24) as “ factors on 

which mobility' from one position to another depends” , including both  “objective facts o f  social 

structure and changes in the perspectives, motivations, and desires o f  the individual” . Becker and 

his fellow interactionists argue that m ovem ent along the trajectorj^ o f a criminal career is 

dependent on both structural factors and those factors relating to the individual, including their 

own interpretation o f their position. These contingencies affect the constraints and opporm nities 

available to an individual. Contingencies or turning points heighten an individual’s consciousness 

o f what has happened in the past and what might happen in the future (Stebbins, 1970: 35) and, 

in this sense, can encourage a period o f reflection which may contribute to variation in the 

career.^^ Shover (1983, 1996),*'' for example, in examining the later stages o f criminal careers o f 

propert}’ offenders, identified contingencies attached to the process o f exiting offending. 

A lthough changes in criminal behaviour were age-related, Shover identified particular ‘tem poral’ 

and ‘interpersonal’ contingencies that occurred with age and im pacted on attitudes towards 

offending. These contingencies included an identit}’ shift which sen-ed to detach them from their 

youthful criminal identitv’, an awareness o f  time as an exhaustible resource, revised aspirations, 

weariness o f the consequences o f criminal involvement, employment, and ties to another person 

(Shover, 1983: 211-213). Shover (1983: 214) identified the com bination o f such contingencies as 

having modified respondents’ attitudes towards and willingness to engage in crime.**’

The impact o f contingencies, however, is not objective. Rather, according to an interactionist 

approach, contingencies are subjectively appreciated by the individual. Consequently, the 

individual’s perception o f  a life event is prioritised in interactionist accounts. This ‘subjective 

career’, therefore entails:

For Becker, the most significant contingenc\’ in the criminal career is the application o f a ‘deviant label’ which, he 
argues, has “im portant consequences for one’s further social participation and self-image” (1963: 32), resulting in a 
“drastic change” in the individual’s public identity.

Shover’s (1983, 1996) research describes the changes in perspectives o f  thirr\'-six property offenders towards life 
and criminal behaviours as the^- got older. Although an adult population aged between 39 and 72, Shover found that 
manv described contingencies which occurred during their twenties.

Similarly, Adler and Adler (1983a) found that their respondents became increasingly sensitised to the risks o f  the 
drugs trade, having witnessed the negative consequences for fellow drug dealers. For some, this realisation marked a 
pattern o f ‘phasing ou t’ or desistance.
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...the ac to r’s recognition  and in terp re ta tion  o f  past and future events associated w ith  
a particular identit}', and especially his in terp re ta tion  o f  im portan t contingencies as 
they w ere o r will be encountered . I t is his personal view  o f  these happenings as they 
relate to  the im portan t features o f  his life (Stebbins, 1970: 34).

T hus a ‘turn ing  p o in t’, a r g u e s  S tebbins, is a contingency because it is defined as such by those

experiencing it. T he  focus o f  in teraction ist research, therefore , is on the change in ways in  w hich

actors define, and adjust to , their social w orlds. T hus, qualitative m ethodologies are used to

access the subjectivit}' o f  this process.

Such a perspective on  offending careers allows for the sam e ‘even ts’ o r  contingencies to  result in 

variable ou tcom es since each person  is recognised as having the potential to  react differently. 

T h a t is, fo r one person  a particular event may con tribu te  to  offending  behaviour w hilst for 

ano ther the sam e contingency could m ark  the beginning o f  a process o f  desistance. In 

com parison  to  risk analysis studies, therefore , tha t identify ‘causes’ o f  fu ture offending o r 

desistance, the subjectivit}^ o f  the in teraction ist approach  allows for certain events or 

contingencies to tu rn  the course o f  an o ffending  career one way or another. Indeed, Becker (1963) 

identified that individuals can react differently  to  the m ost im portan t contingency, the application 

o f  the deviant label;

A pprehension  may n o t lead to increasing deviance if  the situation in w hich the 
individual is apprehended  for the  first tim e occurs at a p o in t w here he can still 
choose betw een alternative lines o f  action. Faced, for the  first time, w ith the possible 
ultim ate and drastic consequences o f  w hat he is doing, he may decide that he does 
n o t w an t to  take the d e \ia n t road, and  turn  back...but if  he m akes the w rong m ove, 
he will...start a cycle o f  increasing deviance (Becker, 1963; 37).

Similarly, Luckenbill and B est (1981) iden tified  differing responses to  the sam e life events or 

contingencies, arguing that contingencies specific to  individuals’ offending**^ can lead an 

individual to  resp o n d  by leaving deviance or, alternatively, by devising tactics for m anaging 

uncertain t)' and  insuring career security (1981; 202). W hilst Shover (1983) had identified  those 

contingencies attached  to  the  p rocess o f  leaving propert}' o ffending  careers, negative cases w ere 

found  n o t to fit the p a tte rn  w here  individuals reacted w ith resignation or desperation . T hese 

individuals believed tha t it was “ to o  late” for them  to  accom plish anything in life and , w ith a

Contingencies have been variously term ed in the Hterature as ‘turning points’ and ‘moments o f  epiphany’ (Goodey, 
2000).

Contingencies that they identified included risk apprehension and sanctioning from authorities, facing betrayal by 
deviant associates and irregular and unstable reward from offending (1981: 202).
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feeling o f “notliing to lose” , their offending continued (1983: 215). Therefore, as Luckenbill & 

Best (1981: 199) argue, there are multiple pathways into, through and out o f ‘deviant scenes’.

W’hilst the popularit}' and contributions o f the positivistic approach to the study o f criminal 

careers are noted, the interactionist focus goes a long way to address the limitations and 

shortcomings o f risk factor studies. Perhaps m ost significantly, interactionist studies o f  offending 

careers are able to account for the ‘false positives’ that risk factors accounts are in danger o f 

producing. In other words, the interactionist emphasis on subjectivit)' is in stark contrast to the 

deterministic approach o f much o f the risk factor prevention paradigm. This is politically 

im portant as it informs policies that aim to direct individuals away from or out o f  criminal 

careers. Additionally, the emphasis within interactionist accounts on the structurally constrained 

nature o f contingencies and the situational nature o f  choices made, removes the focus o f  policy 

inter\"ention from the inicro-level o f  individuals’ lives. Alternatively, as Ulmer & Spencer (1999: 

117) suggest: “ [pjolicies.. .would be directed at the social structures, institutional structures, 

communities, peer groups, and families that present the situational constraints and opportunities 

within which developmental processes take place, biographies unfold, and within which people 

make choices between conventional and criminal activit}'” .

Y oung P eop le’s O ffending Careers

The relationship between age and crime has been represented in the ‘age-crime cur\’e’ 

(Farrington, 1986) which plots the correlations between age and the prevalence o f offending (the 

proportion o f the population involved in offending behaviour) and the frequency o f offending 

(the total num ber o f offences com m itted by individuals who are engaged in crime) (McVie, 2009: 

41). W hether using official or self-reported data to plot the age-crime cur\^e, the form o f the 

cur\’e has been widely accepted, depicting offending as peaking in teenage years and then 

declining over the life-span. However, there is no consensus on the meaning o f the age-crime 

cur\^e including, for example, contrasting explanations for the peak in teenage years (Farrington, 

1986).*'

For example, as Farrington (1986: 190) suggests the peak in the teenage 5’ears mav reflect a peak in the num ber o f 
different offenders, in the number o f different t\'pes o f offences committed b)’ each offender, in the num ber of 
offences o f each t\’pe committed by each offender or a combination o f  these.
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Various approaches to stud}ing the relationship between age and crime have been adopted within 

the criminal career paradigm using different methodologies and adopting varying foci. Briefl)', 

these studies have varied being prospective (Glueck & Glueck, 1940; W'est & Farrington, 1973) 

or retrospective (Petersilia et ai, 1978; Peterson et ai, 1980), adopting a cross-sectional (Graham 

& Bowling, 1995; Flood-Page, 2000) or longitudinal (Smith & McVie, 2003; Loeber et al., 1998) 

design and using self-report or official data, although a com bination o f  data sources is com m on 

(Smith & McVie, 2003; Thornberr)’ et ai, 1994).*^ Some studies have incorporated a qualitative 

element to studying crime and the life course (Graham & Bowling, 1995; Sampson and Laub, 

1993). However, a primarily qualitative methodolog}^ focusing on young people’s offending 

careers has been less common.*^’

Both qualitative and quantitative research on the patterning o f criminal careers has led to the 

identification o f  im portant characteristics o f crime and ‘criminals’ that has sen-ed as the 

backbone o f  many criminological and developm ental/life-course theories (Monahan & Piquero, 

2009: 653). Across these studies, broad consensus on certain patterns has been identified. The 

age o f onset o f  offending is generally considered to be between 8 and 14 years (Ivlonahan & 

Piquero, 2009), although t)’pically to occur later tor girls than boys (Block et al, 2010). 

Additionally, the prevalence o f  offending peaks in late teenage years between 15 and 19 years 

(Monahan & Piquero, 2009). Post onset, the career model tracks a num ber o f turns that an 

offending career can take which are related to a num ber o f  factors in individuals’ lives. Predictive 

studies have identified early onset o f  offending as one o f  the strongest predictors o f  long-term  

offending (D eJisi, 2005; Farrington, 1992; McVie, 2009; M onahan & Piquero, 2009; Piquero et 

ai, 2007), high frequency o f criminal activit}' (Holden, 1986; M onahan & Piquero, 2009), m ore 

serious U’pes o f  offending (LeBlanc & Frechette, 1989; Wolfgang et al., 1972), and higher 

accumulation o f convictions (McVie, 2009). Such developments in a criminal career occur in the 

period between onset and desistance which has been variously termed in the Literature as the 

‘persistence’ (McVie, 2009) or ‘m aintenance’ (Barr)’, 2006) phase, or the phase during which one 

‘consolidates’ their offending career into one which is m ore serious a n d /o r  longer term 

(MacDonald, 2006). Persistence, in this sense, is defined as “ the tendency for individual offenders 

to  continue offending over a defined period o f  time” (McVie, 2009: 46). However, Barry’ (2006:

See Piquero et al. (2003) for a comprehensive overv'iew o f the criminal career paradigm.
A notable contribution to qualitative understandings o f voung people’s offending careers has been provided bv the 

Pathways Into and O ut o f  Crime: Risk, Resilience and Diversit}' Programme (see France & Homel, 2007) and The 
Sheffield Pathways O ut o f  Crime Study (Bottoms et at., 2004).
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9) argues that this does no t necessarily m ean an increase o f  offending over time but rather “ the 

possibility o f  merely keeping going, with or w ithout a purpose” .

F or young people whose careers progress beyond the initial stages, studies have dem onstrated 

that motivations and rationales for offending change over time as do the tj’pes and contexts o f  

offending. This perhaps calls for a theoretical approach that can identify shifts in criminal careers 

in terms o f severity^ m otivation and frequency. For example, youth offending has been 

considered to emerge in the context o f  persistent truancy and the purposelessness o f  disengaged 

peer groups (W ebster et al., 2006: 15-16), as a by-product o f working-class leisure (McAlister,

2008), explained by reasons o f sociability and excitement (Barr)', 2010; M acDonald & Shildrick, 

2007) and carried out usually in a group. However, as offending careers progress, studies have 

identified a m ove from group to solo offending (Alarid et al., 2009; Foster, 1990; Littie, 1990; 

M onahan & Piquero, 2009), more planned or calculated offending (Litde, 1990), sophistication o f 

m ethods (Barr\’, 2010), increased financial motivation (Little, 1990), the im pact o f  drug use 

(Barr)', 2006, M acDonald, 2006; M acDonald & Marsh, 2005), and the effect o f  routine or ‘force 

o f habit’ (Barry', 2010). Examinations o f a criminal career are therefore required to account for 

this process o f  change throughout the duration o f  offending over the life course.

Criminology has witnessed a growth o f interest in the later stages o f criminal careers and, in 

particular, the stages associated with desistance from crime (Gadd & Farrall, 2004: 123),*  ̂ defined 

as “the end o f a period o f  involvement in offending” (Farrall & Calverley, 2006: 2). There is 

general consensus that m ost (young) people will desist from crime at some point in their criminal 

careers (Blumstein & Cohen, 1987; McVie, 2009). The age-crime cur\’e dem onstrates that 

offending declines sharply across the adult life span (Sampson & Laub, 1993). The length o f  a 

criminal career tends to be relatively short (Blumstein & Cohen, 1987; Holden, 1986; Piquero et 

al., 2007), ts’pically varying from between five and ten or Kvelve years (Holden, 1986; McVie,

2009). Furtherm ore, few individuals have a career which extends beyond the age o f 30 

(Blumstein & Cohen, 1987), with many desisting in late adolescence (Greenberg, 1977).

Research on desistance from crime has limitations, m ost notably, perhaps, the inabiUt}' to 

conclusively assert that cessation o f offending has, in fact, o c c u rre d .G iv e n  the potential for

Gaps in knowledge about desistance still remain, particularh’ in relation to  female offenders (Farrall & Calverley, 
2006).
** Indeed, it has been asserted that it is not until an individual dies that their desistance from crime can be considered 
a certainn' (Farrington, 1992: 523). Given the difficulties in asserting whether desistance has occurred, studies may
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individuals to move between periods o f offending and desistance, that is, to exit and re-enter 

offending (Adler Sc Adler, 1983b), and the tendency for aspirations o f desistance to develop 

before ‘actual’ cessation in offending occurs, it is useful to understand desistance as a process 

rather than as an outcome (Barr}% 2006: 9) or a specific event (McVie, 2009: 49). The process may 

begin, for example, by a young person distancing h im /herself from offending peers during the 

latter stages o f the ‘m aintenance’ phase (Barn’, 2010: 131). Thus, what occurs is a m ove “ towards 

desistance” (Bottoms et al., 2004) which may involve returns to offending during periods o f 

attem pted cessation in offending (Haigh, 2009).

Desistance has been variously understood and explained in the literature. The Gluecks, in one o f 

the first examinations o f the relationship between age and crime, identified maturation as a key 

factor in explaining desistance. O ffenders were considered to grow out o f  crime as a part o f  a 

norm ative and expected process (Glueck & Gleuck, 1943). Similarly, G ottfredson and Hirschi’s 

(1990) General Theory of Crime asserted that ageing in itself explained desistance from crime. 

However, it is more widely accepted that the ageing process does not ‘cause’ desistance but, 

rather, the social processes attached to ageing impact on a person’s propensity' to  offend (Gadd 

& Farrall, 2004; Sampson & Laub, 1993: Shover, 1996).*'^

While structural accounts prioritise the effect o f  external factors on an individual’s propensit}’ to 

continue offending (for example, Sampson & Laub, 1993'̂ '*), alternative accounts prioritise the 

subjective orientations o f the desistance process, viewing individuals as agents o f  their own 

change (Giordano et al., 2002; Maruna, 2001). Agentic explanations o f desistance have prioritised 

the ‘identity deconstruction’ (Tvlaruna, 2001) required to begin desistance and, in examining shifts 

in identit}', have given a secondar)- role to social and structural factors (Giordano et al., 2002).

This m ove towards a focus on ‘internal’ changes o f  the individual, as opposed to  the external

have to rely on the definition o f  respondents (Barr)', 2006). XXTiilst such definitions could be corroborated with 
official records, such records do not give insight into the incident o f hidden offending and therefore their means of 
corroboration are somewhat limited in this regard.

Such processes that occur in association with age which have been found to impact on desistance include family 
formation (including getting married) (Horney et al., 1995; Hughes, 1998; MacDonald & Marsh, 2005; Shover, 1983), 
finding employment (Horney et ai, 1995; Hughes, 1998; MacDonald & Marsh, 2005; Shover, 1983), leaving the 
home neighbourhood (MacDonald & Marsh, 2005), disintegration o f peer groups (Gadd & Farrall, 2004: 124; 
M acDonald & Marsh, 2005) and ‘getting clean’ or accessing drug treatment (VC'ebster et al, 2006). Experience o f the 
criminal justice system has also been cited as a ‘push factor’ for desistance including receiving too many custodial 
sentences, continued harassment from the police, stress associated with outstanding charges or courts cases, and the 
effect o f  a criminal record on employment (Barr)’, 2006: 113).
'* A lthough Laub and Sampson (2001) incorporate agency into their explanations of desistance in later revisions o f 
rheir theor)’.
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factors, is exemplified by Maruna (2001), who identified that in order to desist firom crime, 

individuals needed to develop a coherent, pro-social identit)' for themselves (2001: 7) during a 

process by which they came to consider themselves as an essentially ‘good’ person (2001: 12).^' 

Recently, however, structure and agency have been integrated in explanations o f  desistance (see 

B ottom s et al., 2004; G add & Farrall, 2004; Laub & Sampson, 2001; LeBel et ai, 2008). For 

example, Sampson & Laub’s (1993) life course perspective on desistance prioritised the structural 

changes attached to ageing such as marriage and employment. However, they also argued that 

desistance is a process consisting o f interactions between hum an agency, salient life events and 

historical context (Laub & Sampson, 2001: 4) and they identified the men in their sample as 

“active” participants in the desistance process (2001: 50). Farrall & Bowling (1999) summarised 

the empirical research on desistance as treating indi\4duals as either “super agents” who are free 

to  act as they choose, or as “super dupes” w ho react to wider social forces and situations. 

However, analysing life histon^ data from Graham  and Bowling’s (1995) study Young People and 

Crime, they argue that desistance is produced through the interplay between individual choices and 

a range o f  wider social forces, institutional and social practices which are beyond the control o f 

the individual (Farrall & Bowling, 1999: 261). In a psychosocial analysis o f  desistance narratives, 

G add & Farrall (2004: 124) argue that objective transformations in offenders’ circumstances and 

a range o f subjective phenom ena explain desistance, suggesting that researchers m ust access the 

meanings individuals give to events such as (un)employment, (in)adequate parenting and 

m arriage/divorce (2004: 148).'’̂  W'hat emerges, therefore, is a strong argument for analysing the 

interaction between situational contexts and individuals’ responses to them  in accounting for 

desistance. This resonates with an interactionist approach to criminal careers and its focus on the 

structurally constrained ‘choices’ made at critical m om ents or mrning points in individuals’ lives.

''' Agentic explanations have also included a rational choice account o f  desistance where cessation in offending 
occurs after a weighing up o f  the costs and benefits o f crime based on past experiences (Clarke & Cornish, 1985; 
Cusson & Pinsonneault, 1986).

In other words, one cannot assume that these Hfe events will automaticaUv trigger desistance. For example, 
becoming a parent may heighten the need to increase finances available and, as Gadd and FarraU (2004: 141) point 
out, a menial job could add to frustration and therefore disillusionment with the labour market. Similarly, Sampson 
and Laub (1993) identified adult social bonds such as marital attachment and job stabilit}’ as having significant 
negative effects on later crime. However, the fact that these ‘events’ may occur in one’s life is not enough to aid 
desistance but rather the namre o f  these ties needs to be strong and stable in order to reduce the likelihood o f 
involvement in offending beha\’iou r (Sampson & Laub, 1993: 242). Therefore it is the qualit)' or strength o f  such 
bonds or opportunities rather than the bonds or opporm nities themselves that is im portant in encouraging 
desistance (Barn’, 2009: 82).
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YOUTH OFFENDING CAREERS IN CONTEXT

Recent research on youth offending questions the ability o f any one or even a combinadon of 

theories to fully account for the phenomenon, particularly if we are to view offending as a process 

o f change for the individual in the transition to adulthood (Barr)', 2004: 90). Indeed, it is argued 

that sociological theories o f delinquency are unable to account for the relationship between age 

and crime (Greenberg, 1977: 192) and, in particular, for why so many young people desist from 

crime. At the same time, a focus on individual pathways and development neglects the social, 

cultural and political processes that impact on the lives of children and young people (France & 

Homel, 2007). Some understandings o f youth offending, alternatively, have been presented in the 

wider context o f young people’s biographies, their transitions into adulthood and their interaction 

at a societal level, thus taking account of larger social contexts and processes of change.

Youth Transitions

Barr}' (2004, 2006) questions the abilit}’ o f existing criminological theories to explain the course 

of voung people’s offending careers from onset to desistance and advocates an approach that 

locates offending in the wider social context of youth transitions. Similarly, MacDonald and 

Marsh (2005: 172) argue that: “ [i]t would be difficult to comprehend an individual criminal career 

without also considering concurrent, wider experiences of transition not normally sur\-eyed in 

criminology”. Although, according to Barr\’, research of this kind has been somewhat ‘sparse’ 

(Barry, 2004: 108) in offending career research, an exploration of youth transitions in conjunction 

with offending is clearly relevant particularly in light of the number of life course events related 

to offending careers. These include school experiences (Carroll & Meehan, 2007; Hayes & 

O'Reilly, 2007), homelessness (Carlen, 1996; Hagan & McCarthy, 1997; W'ardhaugh, 2000) and 

drug use (NX-'elte et a i ,  2001 ). Furthermore, the attainment o f employment, entering into a 

relationship and changes in peer groups have all been implicated in the desistance process 

(Sampson & Laub, 1993; Shover, 1983; Gadd & Farrall, 2004). According to Barr}’ (2006: 7), the 

concurrent examination of youth transitions allows for the conceptualisation o f offending in 

youth as a temporar}' or ‘transient occupation’ and incorporates an understanding o f crime as 

dependant on external strucmral factors and individual self-determination. This approach 

considers both structure and agenc}' in accounting for the changing, diverse and often temporar}’ 

nature of youth crime. Similarly, the current study, while focussing on the onset and histor}’ of 

young people’s offending, locates criminal careers in the context o f voung people’s biographies.
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Setting offending experiences within the broader life histories o f  young people highlights the 

relevance o f the transitions they make across multiple areas o f life. Consequendy, literature 

relating to the sociology o f youth and, m ore specifically, youth transitions, help to frame an 

understanding o f the experiences o f young people who become involved in criminal activity.

Towards an Understanding o f \^aried Transitions and Interdependent Careers

W ithin youth sociology' in the U K  during the 1980s, youth culmral studies became less prom inent 

and were overtaken by youth transitions studies (M acDonald & Shildrick, 2007).’  ̂This strand o f 

research depicts young people as making a num ber o f transitions during the period spanning 

‘youth’ into adulthood. These transitions were traditionally considered as associated primarily 

with school-to-work, domestic (from family o f origin to family o f destination), and housing 

(from Living with family to independent living) transitions (Baldwin et al., 1997; Coles, 1995). As 

Stephen & Squires (2003: 145) argue, however, structural accounts o f  young people’s experiences 

and an over-riding focus on ‘trajectories’ in youth transitions have limited the potential for 

understanding the active ways in which socially marginalised young people may negotiate 

structure in their evers'day lives. More recendy, a focus on examining ‘careers’ has replaced the 

language o f ‘trajectories’ in youth transitions research in an attem pt to  recognise the agency o f  the 

individual. ‘Trajecton-’, for instance, suggests “the connotation o f  young people being som ehow 

propelled along awaiting channels towards predeterm ined destinations” (Bates & Riseborough, 

1993; 229). In this way, young people’s potential to influence outcom es is somewhat limited, 

implying that they follow clear-cut routes (Bynner et ai, 1997: 4). In contrast, the concept o f 

‘career’, it is argued, allows for varied experiences and different destinations (M acDonald et al, 

2001); it embodies the possibilit}? for changing direction, and acknow’ledgcs the multidimensional 

nature o f youth transitions (Carlisle, 1998: 51). Similarly, ‘routes’ and ‘pathways’ are considered to 

represent the less clear-cut and m ore complex transition to adulthood (Hubbard, 2000: para. 3.2). 

The emergence o f such terminology in smdies in the 1990s recognises young people’s role in the 

transitional process, advocating an approach which works simultaneously within the frameworks 

o f social structure and hum an agency (Hubbard, 2000: para. 3.4).

Largely as a result o f rising rates o f youth unem ploym ent in the late 1970s in the UK, post-school 

transitions into the labour market became a priman- focus o f  research (Shildrick & M acDonald,

Despite the continued prominence o f youth transitions studies, the same authors note the revival o f youth cultural 
studies (MacDonald & Shildrick, 2007).
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2006). The period o f ‘youth’, once understood as a time o f fluid transition from school to  work 

is, m ore recently, increasingly considered as an ‘extended’ transition (Coles, 1995), reflecting a 

period o f  economic marginalit)' a n d /o r  parental dependency (Brown, 2009: 19). At the same 

time, transitions research necessarily involves an understanding o f the interdependency o f these 

careers. For example, a failed school-to-w ork transition that results in unem ploym ent impacts on 

the ‘success’ o f  housing and domestic careers since the abilit}  ̂ to afford a move into independent 

living, away from the family o f  origin, is constrained. Thus, to achieve an understanding o f one 

career in an individual’s life necessitates the examination o f related or co-existing careers and 

transitions.

A program me o f research in the N orth  E ast o f  England (see Johnston et ai, 2000; M acDonald & 

Marsh, 2001; 2005; W ebster et a i, 2004; 2006)’  ̂using a biographical, longitudinal approach, has 

examined the interdependent, concurrent multiple careers in youth transitions and, in doing so, 

has added leisure, criminal and drug-using careers to the careers traditionally considered in youth 

transitions research. In using a biographical focus, these studies have explored the ways in which 

individual risk factors interact, at different stages, with the structured opportunities facing young 

people, seeking to understand both  their active role and limited choices as well as the historical, 

culmral and socio-economic conditions o f  neighbourhoods in the making o f criminal careers 

(W ebster et al, 2006: 8). According to M acDonald (2006), the complexit}' inherent in this 

approach to studying individual transitions can only be accessed and understood through 

retrospective biographical accounts. Such complexit}" also raises the possibiHtj' that young people 

will experience varied transitions and react to these in different ways. Just as the criminological 

literature on offending careers has incorporated an understanding o f  ‘contingencies’, youth 

transitions research emphasises ‘turning points’ or ‘critical m om ents’ in understanding young 

people’s various careers (M acDonald et al., 2001; W ebster et ai, 2004). Individual responses to 

‘critical m om ents’ thus introduce the concept o f  agency in understanding transitions, as 

individuals are understood as capable o f  reacting to an event in ‘markedly’ different ways

The first o f the Teesside studies Qohnston et al.̂  2000) focussed on ‘mainstream’ and ‘alternative’ careers among 
niner\'-eight young people aged between 15 and 25 Living in poor neighbourhoods. A second biograpliical study was 
carried our with eight}’-eight young people with a similar background, also aged 15-25, focusing on social exclusion 
and youth transitions (MacDonald & Marsh, 2005). NX'ebster et at. (2004) followed up on thirt}--four o f the 
respondents from the first two studies and examined the nature of young people’s transitions after approximately 
four to five years. Additional publications from the studies have focused on an assessment o f  risk factor research 
(\)t’ebster et at., 2006), social exclusion (M acDonald, 2006; W'ebster et at., 2005), the impact o f poor neighbourhoods 
(M acDonald et at., 2005), the significance o f cultural explanations (MacDonald and Shildrick, 2007) and drug careers 
(M acDonald & Marsh, 2002).
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(W ebster et ai, 2004: 32). For example, a move into independent living can represent a move 

away from crime for one young person but, for another, can increase the risks they face due to an 

inabilit}^ to make rent payments (McAlister, 2008). That is, whilst individuals may share com m on 

social and economic experiences, they can experience varying transitions as a result o f  these 

‘critical m om ents’ in their Uves (W ebster et al., 2005; 7).

Fractured Transitions: Strain and Capital

M acDonald (1998) asserts that youth sociology' should go beyond an assessment o f  school-to- 

work careers and incorporate a variety o f  youth transitions to understand the connections 

between changing cultures o f  employment, emergent youth leisure forms, illicit drug use and 

criminal activities. Barr)’ (2010) argues, however, that this challenge has not been taken up within 

criminological understandings. Craine (1997: 132-3) similarly identified a ‘screaming silence’ in 

the transition smdies conducted in the 1980s, which failed to idendf)’ young people who were 

engaged in illegal activities and therefore did not address issues o f lawbreaking am ong the young 

unemployed. As a result, there was litde understanding o f the ‘alternative careers’ o f  petty a n d /o r 

serious law-breaking adopted in this context (Craine & Coles, 1995).

Nonetheless ‘failure’ to make successful transitions into adulthood along the various career lines 

(school-to-work, domestic, housing) has been highlighted as potentially contributing to 

offending, and vice versa, as particular experiences o f transitions can be linked with 

criminological explanations o f  offending.'’̂  For example, fractured school-to-work careers are 

considered to weaken the bonds that link a young person to societ)' and, as a result, the 

probabiUt)’ o f  delinquency is increased, resonating with the emphases o f social control theories 

(Sampson & Laub, 1993: 122).^*’ Furtherm ore, particular school experiences, such as truancy and 

exclusion, and the subsequent failure to find employment increase the time available to spend 

with peers. Thus, theoretical explanations o f offending based on the peer group, such as learning 

theories, may hold relevant. Additionally, some elements o f the older criminological theories,

However, avoiding the suggestion o f a ‘causal’ effect as in the vein o f much positivist research, the interdependent 
and complex nature o f the relationship must be recognised.

The converse is that attaining emplo\’m ent strengthens societal bonds and thus helps to foster desistance 
(Sampson & Laub, 1993).
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such as sociological sub-cultural theories, have poten tia l to  explain youth  cultures em erging as 

localised, class-based ‘so lu tions’ to  m aterial inequalities (M acD onald et a l, 2001: para. 4.17).’^

M cAlister (2008) iden tified  the relevance o f  classic strain theor)' in her biographical exam ination

o f  crim e in  young p eo p le ’s lives as they could n o t attain their conventional goals th rough

legitim ate m eans. She found  tha t young people had  legitim ate aspirations (such as in d ep en d en t

living and youth  leisure) and  solved these problem s th rough deviant m eans (acquisitive crime)

(M cAlister, 2008: 21). C raine (1994) identified young m en w ho  failed to  m ake the transition  from

school to  w ork  and consequently  adop ted  illegal ways o f  achieving o r increasing their incom e as

an ‘alternative career’. Similarly, de-industrialisation and  associated unem ploym ent have been

linked to  drug  use and crim e, w hich  w ere claim ed to  fill the ‘vacuum ’ o r ‘v o id ’ in young  peop le’s

lives (McAuley, 2007). Y oung  (1998), too, identified the process by w hich the frustration

resulting from  exclusion from  the labour m arket can result in crim e, particularly for young m en,

arguing tha t “ fd]iscontent ab o u t o n e ’s social predicam ents, the  frustration  o f  asp iration” may

result in a num ber o f  responses, one o f  w hich is criminal ( \ 'o u n g , 1998: 70). Y oung w om en ,

according to  Y oung (1998), had  the op tion  o f  motherhood^* w hich m ean t they had the potential

to  respond  differently. Y o u n g  m en ’s exclusion from  the labour m arket and  their sim ultaneous

exposure to  ‘w ealthy society’ required  them  to  seek alternative solutions.

They are cast adrift; a d iscarded irrelevance locked in a situation o f  structural 
unem ploym ent...T hey  are barred  from  the racetrack o f  the m eritocratic  society" yet 
rem ain glued to  the television sets and m edia w hich alluringly portray  the glittering 
prizes o f  a w ealthy societ)^ Y oung  m en facing such a denial o f  recognition tu rn ...to  
the creation o f  cultures o f  m achism o, to  the m obilisation o f  one  o f  their only 
resources, physical strength , to  the form ation  o f  gangs and to  the defence o f  their 
ow n ‘tu r f . Being denied  the respect o f  o thers they create a subculture tha t revolves 
around  m asculine pow ers and ‘respect’ (Young, 1998: 70).

T he im pact o f  this exclusion w ould  n o t be so detrim ental, it is inferred , b u t for the fact that

the m edia makes know n to  excluded youth  the w ealth and opportun ities available to  o thers.

It is ou t o f  this frustration  and anger that violence and crim e evolve. C onsequently , it is no t

deprivation per se that con tribu tes to  offending bu t, rather, ‘relative deprivation’ (\^oung,

1999: 48). Relative deprivation . Y oung  argues, breeds d iscon ten t w hich can m anifest itse lf

In this context, ‘vouth culture’ is taken to  refer to the meanings, values, identities and practices that are shared bv 
different vouth groups (M acDonald et at., 2001: 4.13). The local vouth culture for voung people in M acDonald et at% 
studv included the identities o f the ‘street’, the value placed on being seen as a voung man with a particular st\'le o f 
‘hard’ mascuHnit)’, o f the excitement o f  crime and o f  the increasing im portance o f  local drug culmres, drug using 
identities and drug markets.

Craine similarly identified the ‘m othenng option’ that was open to voung women which provided a “clearlv 
defined and lauded path” to  adult status (Craine, 1994: 606-607).
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in many ways, one o f which is crime. Thus, Young’s argument echoes M erton’s (1938) 

version o f  strain theory^ suggesting that crime occurs due to the contradiction between 

culturally induced ends and available means.'’’ Young expands on M ertonian principles, 

however, by stressing the intensity o f  cultural inclusion in late m odernity due to mass 

media, the education system and consumerism (2004: 554).

Responses to fractured, extended or failed transitions which involve offending have been 

presented in some o f the literature as a means for young people to gain social capital. Barr)' 

(2007b: 193) suggests that ‘youth’ is a time when young people have “ few socially recognised 

means o f  legitimating their stake in the social w orld” and, for some, offending or its rewards 

provides a means o f gaining recognition. Barr)' (2006) also argues that the phases o f offending — 

onset, maintenance and desistance — run similar courses to the phases o f  youth transition — 

childhood, youth and adulthood — and that, in the transition period towards adulthood, offending 

is a means o f gaining status or capital for young people (2006: 2). Barry (2004, 2006) drew on 

Bourdieu’s (1986, 1990, 1997) concept o f  capital to explain offending and desistance through the 

period o f  youth. Given the “paucit)' o f  capital afforded young people in transition” (Barr)’, 2007b: 

189), she argues, offending offers “a cultural resource or strategy, however tem poran’ or 

misguided, that young people can draw on to achieve social, economic, cultural or symbolic 

capital” (Barr)’, 2004: 324). Offending, for the young people in B arn '’s study, was a means o f 

connecdng with peers, attaining goods, gaining stams through having ‘custom ers’ becoming 

acknowledged for skills in offending, and therefore resulted in the accumulation o f capital. 

However, the accumulation o f capital was gendered, with young wom en prioritising social capital 

(relations with others, often acquired within the peer group) and young m en placing greater value 

on s)’mbolic capital (presdge and honour; ‘recognition’ from the group) (Barr)’, 2006: 39).

The concept o f  capital can also be used to explain desistance as the capital accumulated through 

offending can decline in the transition to adulthood. In addition to costs or disadvantages o f 

offending which mav erode the capital gained, young people may recognise that offending does 

not enable the accumulation o f  capital in the long-term  and, at the same time, experience the

According to Young (1999: 81) ‘crime occurs where there is cultural inclusion and structural exclusion’, w hat he 
refers to as a buUmic socieU’ (1999: 81-82) where individuals buy into the goals o f  career, meritocracy and success 
but are excluded from the means to achieve these goals. For Young, the combination o f  cultural inclusion and 
economic exclusion is the key to the intense relative deprivation, humiliation and resentm ent experienced by those at 
the bottom  o f the social structure (\'oung, 2004: 554).
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ability to gain capital from  legitimate resources (Barr}?, 2006: 134).'*’ Similarly, Sampson and Laub 

(1993) identified the social capital to be gained through the social des em bedded in work and 

family institutions as implicated in the process o f desistance. More recently, referring specifically 

to young people, Chung et ai (2005) also highlighted the im portance o f social capital in the 

desistance process. They argued that through supportive relationships with peers and adults 

young people can attain social bonds which sen^e as a form o f  social capital, thus facilitating the 

transition to adulthood. The ability to attain capital in early adulthood, however, may also be 

gendered. For example, Barty (2006) found that young wom en in her study acquired greater 

responsibilities towards family, partners and children and had greater access to capital through 

conventional means such as having their own children and attaining their own tenancies.

In examining the changing nature o f offending through youth into adulthood and 

conceptualising this as a process which is contingent on life events, the concept o f  youth 

transitions adds an im portant layer to an understanding o f criminal careers. Furtherm ore, 

discussions o f  youth transitions merge easily with existing explanations o f  youth crime and 

offending careers. For instance, the structure/agency debate, which permeates studies on youth 

transitions, and the impact o f  critical m om ents on varied transitions sits comfortably with an 

interactionist perspective o f  offending careers as detailed earlier in the chapter. Furtherm ore, the 

approach does not contradict or replace criminological theories but, rather, offers a framework 

within which theories can be applied. A further layer can be added which locates both youth 

transitions and the emergence and developm ent o f offending careers within the context of 

neighbourhood and, in particular, in a discussion o f the economic and cultural opportunities 

afforded to young people within this milieu. Indeed, the discussion above has highlighted the 

limited opportunities to accrue capital for young people. W hilst this might be attributed to their 

age, their access to capital is dependent on the economic and political context o f  their locality. In 

particular, the existence o f  an alternative illegal local economy, combined with cultural supports 

for offending behaviour, emerge as im portant in communities which offer only restricted Upes o f 

capital. Consequently, offending and youth transitions need to be understood at a broader level

Barn’ expanded on the accumulation o f capital and argued that social recognition impacted on desistance and was 
defined as ‘the attainment o f  durable and legitimate combination o f  capital accumulation and expenditure” (Barr\% 
2004: 322). Capital expenditure, therefore, was a necessan’ ingredient to the process o f desistance and Barn' argued 
was more likelv to occur in adulthood. A t this point in the life course the expenditure o f social (through, for 
example, responsibilities to family/children), economic (by wav o f spending money on a house, children, paying 
taxes), cultural (setting an example or having a teaching influence) and symbolic (having responsibilities to one’s 
house/em ploym ent) capital is more available (2004: 138-9).

65



than through a focus on individual biographies since they interact with the socio-economic, 

cultural and political contexts o f  the neighbourhood.

Social Envifonment: Opportunity. Habitus and Social Networks

Neighbourhood: A Place o f Opportunity’ and Constraint

Young people’s lives are increasingly being understood with reference to  the context in which 

they are lived, that is, in relation to the social, economic, cultural and political worlds that they 

inhabit. The relevance o f these worlds however can var)", particularly as the lives o f  young people 

in disadvantaged communides, in terms o f employment, education, health ser\dce, friends and 

leisure activities, have been identified as “highly localized” (Johnston et al. 2000: 2). W'hen young 

people are constrained in their abilit}’ to move outside o f their locale, the immediate 

neighbourhood can be o f  particular importance. I 'h e  result, according to Loader (1996: 112-113), 

is that “the localit}' tends to retain prom inent place in the lives o f  marginalized young people, 

both  as a site o f  routine activities and as the basis o f their identities” . M oreover, young people in 

socially disadvantaged communities may not consider the option o f  moving from their localit}', 

nor may they feel in a position to do so. For example, in a study o f  young people in Teesside, 

“ [t]he geographic and social horizons.. .tended to be restricted to the place they \vere from ”

(\X ebster et al., 2006: 13). The housing careers o f young people from  such communities often 

am ounted to no more than ‘local nom adism ’ in that they m oved only within the local area 

(M acDonald et ai, 2005: 877). Although this lack o f mobilit)' was connected to the local housing 

market, young people also displayed familiarit)' with these places and knew little beyond them. As 

they immersed themselves in localised networks, moving in circles comprising o f  other young 

people in the same circumstances, and accepting the ‘normalcy’ o f  their experiences, the question 

o f leaving the neighbourhood was no t raised (M acDonald et ai, 2005: 880). T he restrictions 

placed on young people’s mobilit}’ can have implications for educational, training and 

employment opportunities. For example, not having access to the sort o f networks that would 

enable them  to transcend their conditions and remaining tied to insecure, poor work offers little 

chance o f personal progression (W ebster et al, 2006: 13). In other words, in certain communities, 

‘bridging social capital’ which may aid young people to ‘get ahead’ may be lacking and ‘bonding 

social capital’, although a way to cope with life in poor communities, can be restricting (NX^ebster 

et ai, 2006). ‘Place’ is therefore an im portant consideration in understanding the different ways in 

which young people make the transition to adulthood (M acDonald & Marsh, 2004: 158). It is, in 

fact, argued that within this localised context, and with limited opporm nities, offending careers
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can evolve. F o r exam ple, the t}"pe o f  social capital available to  young people through 

neighbourhoods and social netw orks m ay encourage and  su p p o rt crim inal and drug-using 

identities, offering b o th  p ro tec tion  and crim inal opportun it) ' (W ebster et al., 2004: 31).

Shaw and M cK ay’s (1942) theory' o f ‘cultural transm ission’ w'as considered  in the previous 

chapter, in troducing  the no tion  that, in certain areas, particular t}’p es  o f  crim e becam e a cultural 

no rm  and are passed on  th rough  generations and in social in teractions. Such an approach  

suggests that o ffending  is part o f  the  fabric o f  ever}'day life, transm itted  uneventfully as a 

tradition in certain w orking-class com m unities (D ow nes & R ock, 2007: 143). Indeed, Barry' 

identifies ne ighbourhoods w hich may “expect” individuals to  offend  (Barr)’, 2006: 156). 

E xpectations o f  offending  m ay be such tha t even young people  w ho  are no t criminally active 

engage in ‘anti-social’ beha^^our in o rd er to  m aintain this resistance. T h a t is, engaging in a m inor 

incivilit}' may be a way for young people  to  be regarded favourably by their o ffending peers 

w ithou t m aking them  ‘one o f  th em ’ (M urray, 2009: 121-3)."" Such ‘code-sw itching’' ”̂  o ften  

coincides w ith a young p e rso n ’s m ove from  the hom e in to  the street as a place o f  leisure, in 

addition to  the increasing im portance  o f  the peer group (A nderson, 1999).

T he process o f  grow ing up  in a com m unity  w here crim e is in terw oven  in to  experiences o f  the 

neighbourhood  may be such that young people  can begin to em ulate o r mimic the behaviours o f  

o thers w ith w hom  they com e in to  con tac t (Barn*, 2006). In  this way, certain illegal behaviour 

becom es culturally acceptable w ithin their local env ironm ent (Craine, 1994) and crim e becom es 

defined as ‘legitim ate’ o r at least to lerated  (D ow nes, 1966; H o b b s, 1988; H um phries, 1981). F o r 

exam ple, adults w ho  openly sell stolen goods ‘d o o r-to -d o o r’ advertise the idea o f  behaving  in this 

way and potentially offer an opportunit} ' to do so (Sanders, 2005). In  addition, the wilUngness o f  

local second-hand  shops to  accept stolen goods offers young people  outlets in w hich to  exchange 

such goods (Sanders, 2005). T erpstra  (2006), in a study o f  a group  o f  boys living in a 

disadvantaged n e ighbourhood  in the N etherlands, identified b o th  a d irect and indirect 

re in fo rcem ent o f  young peo p le ’s crim inal activities by adults. Firsdv, even though  adults may 

articulate that they d isapprove o f  illegal behaviour, their am bivalent reactions o r the ways in 

w hich they talk abou t crim e can serve to  associate crim e, in the m inds o f  young people , w ith fun,

Murray highlighted this technique in a study o f  young desisters in Scotland. She idendfied a sub sample o f 
‘streetwise resisters’ who engaged in anti-social behaviour but, at the same rime, resisted offending.

Code-switching is defined bv A nderson (1999: 98) as the way in which a child can present h im /herse lf one way at 
home and another with h is /her peers at which point he/she adopts the code o f  the street.
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excitement and masculinit)^ Adults in this neighbourhood were also found to directly affect boys’ 

offending by supplying them with stolen goods for subsequent sale or employing them  to use 

violence to solve a problem  in the area (Terpstra, 2006; 97). Foster (1990), too, identified a 

com m unity wliich ‘thrived’ on criininal acti^’ities for generations. In such communities, she 

argued, crime was an ever-present and pervasive characteristic and distinctions between 

legitimate, semi-legitimate, and illegitimate activities were often blurred. Particular t)^es o f  crime 

can be condoned to such an extent in some communities that they are played out in public areas, 

with ‘the pub’ being, for example, a location for ‘doin’ business’ or selling stolen goods. In  this 

sense, Foster questioned the extent to wliich there is a ‘hidden economy’, alternatively arguing for 

the existence o f an informal economy that is “an intrinsic part o f  working-class culture” . In this 

sense, ‘doin’ business’ was no t regarded as illegitimate and criminal activity was neutralised and 

rationalised as ‘getting something on the cheap’ or ‘getting a bargain’. In other words, . .crime 

was positively sanctioned and formed an institutionalised, unquestioned practice in an 

environm ent w’here it appeared that ever)'one was ‘at it’” (Foster, 1990: 49).

Framed in this wav, some criminal behaviour is a rational pursuit o f ‘easy m oney’ which utilises 

local opportunit}’ structures."” This t\"pe o f  neighbourhood resonates with Parker’s ethnography 

o f a ‘condoning community’’ (Parker, 1974: 190), a neighbourhood with a low standard o f living 

which employs certain communal and sometimes illegal devices to im prove those standards 

(Parker, 1974: 38). W ithin this milieu, theft is largely accepted (although not tolerated when 

directed against local residents) and people willingly receive stolen goods. Parker identified a 

‘subcultural’ effect to growing up in environm ents in which individuals learnt at a young age to 

shoplift with ease and to recognise that there are many potential purchasers for their goods 

(Parker, 1974: 48). Craine (1994: 642) also argued that the presence o f  individuals in such 

neighbourhoods who are prepared to give cash for stolen goods can encourage a more 

‘professional’ approach to shoplifting, while Anderson (1994) posited that organised shoplifting 

and the circulation o f stolen goods can come to play a major part in the local economy.

The tolerance shown towards acquisitive crime com m itted by young people, Craine (1994) 

argues, is best understood in terms o f  a subcultural ethos generated within lower working class 

areas and one which forms part o f  an inherited cultural tradition (1994: 581-2). Evidence o f  this

This is not the case for all r\’pes o f illegal behaviour, however, as Foster (1990) notes that negativistjc displays 
such as vandalism cannot be e.xplained in this way.
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inheritance can be drawn from the acceptance o f young people’s offending by their parents. Such 

behaviour may be thought o f as ‘normal’ and thus not contradicting parents’ culture. In other 

words, both youth and adult cultures can inform and reinforce each other (Hobbs, 1988: 135). In 

fact, Foster suggests that the practice of acquisitive crime, ha^4ng “hnn historical roots” , is 

passed down through generations (1990: 165). She argues that young people’s relationships with 

their parents and adults can reinforce their offending behaviour as they learn to appreciate the 

financial rewards of offending in addition to hearing the ‘romantic’ reports o f the adults’ 

offending past. However, she simultaneously questioned if this learning process was, indeed, an 

expression o f ‘cultural transinission’ as she identified parents, although having failed academically 

themselves, who still wanted their children to succeed. Thus, these parents acknowledged the 

opportunities linked to academic success, implying an acceptance of conventional practices 

(Foster, 1990: 149-151).

Additionally, as Parker (1974) has suggested, communit\' attitudes towards offending can also be 

gleaned through collective responses to officialdom. W'hilst such responses and feelings could 

not be considered to contribute to a wholesale consensus, nevertheless, Parker did identif}’ 

opposition between neighbourhood residents and the official arms o f the state such as the police 

or courts (Parker, 1974). Furthermore, the volume of crime witnessed tends to downplay the 

importance of crime so that young people come to view crime as part of their everyday life 

(Anderson, 1999: 62). However, studies cited thus far have made these obsen'ations in relation to 

particular t}'pes of offending, largely acquisitive crime or what Humphries (1981: 151) described 

as ‘social crime’.'"'* It is these crimes, condoned by both the youth and parent cultures as 

legitimate, that become justified in the context of extreme poverty levels and a family’s struggle 

for ‘survival’. VC'hat is not so apparent, or indeed likely, is a tolerant atdtude towards offending 

which does not bring wider benefit in terms of, for example, cheaper available goods and /o r 

offending directed against the neighbourhood, involving violence and/or linked to drug dealing.

Nonetheless, this discussion suggests that particular criminal identities can be reinforced in the 

multiple worlds that young people inhabit and in these worlds “status and power [are] conferred

Social crime is defined by Humphries (1981: 151) as “ the innumerable minor crimes against property* com m itted 
by working class children and youth” .
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through illegal activity” (Abrams & H}oin, 2009: 27).'”̂  Even less widely condoned offending, 

such as money earned through drug dealing, can elevate young people’s status in a particular 

‘w orld’ (Abrams & H\ain, 2009). In addition, pursuing an ‘alternative career’ which represents 

‘edge o f  crime’ acti\'ities can be regarded as legitimate and may no t raise questions o f  morality for 

young people who might be considered to be reacting rationally to the opportunities available to 

them:

Rather, it [is] the result o f a series o f  incremental choices to access the alternative 
opportunit)' structures around th em .. .in a milieu which offer[s] few ‘legitimate’ 
alternatives (Craine & Coles, 1995: 20).

Crime, it is also argued, can be part o f a response to lack o f opportunity' in the legitimate labour

market. Craine’s study identified a cultural ecology' which is:

circumscribed by the cumulative social and economic disadvantages o f stigmatised 
residential location, contracting adult and youth labour markets, high levels o f  trans- 
generational long-term unem ploym ent, and the profound cynicism engendered by 
their labour market experiences (Craine, 1994: 615-616).

In such an environm ent, Craine, (1994: 616) identified “m ovem ents into the bottom  rungs o f  the 

local alternative career strucm re” and constructed a U’polog}^ o f  four ‘alternative careers’ through 

which individuals could attain economic gain. These careers, he suggested, evolved within a 

cultural ecology o f alternative enterprise that was tolerant o f  acquisitive criminality'. However, it 

was the lack o f legitimate employment opportunities that fuelled a collective ethos o f  an anti

employment subculture; a subculture which valued independence over wage-slavery? and the high 

rewards o f alternative careers over earnings derived from unskilled work. Craine’s work thus 

highlights ways in which the local economic market and its opportunities affect the choices that 

young people make, leading him to conclude that “ [i]t was in the context o f culturally constrained 

predispositions and a narrowing range o f legitimate economic options that anti-employment 

career ‘choices’ were made” (Craine, 1994: 636). From  this perspective, young people’s 

behaviours can only be understood with reference to the balance o f opportunities presented by 

their local formal and informal economies, even in the context o f  ‘hard lads’ insisting that they 

were the authors o f  their life stories (M acDonald & Marsh, 2001: 383). Thus, the rise o f the 

informal or illegitimate economy needs to be understood with reference to the socio-economic

' ”5 A bram s and H vun (2009) ad o p t Phelan  et al.’s definition o f ‘w orld ’ as “ cultural know ledge and behav ior” and  that 
“ E ach  w orld  contains values and beliefs, expectations, actions and em otional responses familiar to  insiders” (Phelan 
et al., 1993, cited in A brum s & H\Tin, 2009).
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position o f the neighbourhood, and in conjunction with a consideration o f labour market 

conditions (MacLeod, 1987).

Crime as a Way o f Life

A num ber o f  the texts (Barr\’, 2006; Craine, 1994; MacLeod, 1987) have turned to Bourdieu’s 

concept o f habitus in recognising the cultural contexts o f criminal behaviour and its relationship 

to ever\?dav lives in deprived communities (France & Homel, 2006: 303). Habitus, defined as “ the 

product o f  the internalization o f  the structures o f  the social w orld” (Bourdieu, 1989: 18), refers to 

a set o { “ acquired characteristics which are the product o f social conditions and which, for that 

reason, may be totally or partially com m on to people who have been the product o f similar social 

conditions” (Bourdieu, 2002: 29, emphasis in original). Habitus suggests, therefore, that our way 

o f life, value and dispositions are inherited from our individual and collective histories and 

traditions, which guide individuals in responding to cultural rules, contexts and events. That is, 

habitus produces a predisposed yet normalised way o f seeing the world and living within it 

(France & Hom el, 2006: 303). In relation to youth and their offending behaviour, the concept o f 

habitus suggests, as France and Hom el (2006: 303) argue, that local ways o f doing things shape 

the ever}’ day experiences o f  being a young person. Additionally, m ost young people live ordinary’ 

lives that have strong connections to the ‘normal wav things are done’ in their communities and 

this can influence both  their choices and opportunities and the way they perceive and understand 

crime. A t the same time, Bourdieu’s concept o f  habitus has been criticised for being too 

deterministic (Jenkins, 1992; MacLeod, 1987) and for limiting the scope for human agency and 

creativit}’ (MacLeod, 1987: 117). O n the other hand, MacLeod (1987: 148) argues that habitus can 

be used in a flexible m anner if it is deepened theoretically to accom m odate factors that mediate 

the influence o f social class on the individual actors at a cultural level. Following from this, he 

argues that individuals should not be represented as “passive receivers o f  structural forces” but, 

rather, as capable o f interpreting and responding to such forces in creative ways. At the same 

time, one m ust recogmse, according to M acLeod (1987: 152), the “structural forms o f  class 

dom ination from which there is no escape” .

Neighbourhood studies need also to acknowledge the differential responses o f  individuals to 

their simations in that not all people in such neighbourhoods engage in criminal behaviour. Thus, 

a subcultural argument or one o f cultural transmission does not account for law-abiding residents 

in neighbourhoods, nor does it explain why m ost young offenders cease criminal activit}' by their
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early twenties (Parker, 1974). Moreover, crime is clearly not a ‘way o f Ufe’ for many residents who 

share neighbourhoods with those engaged in offending and young people can adhere to 

conventional cultural identities and values despite their limited options they experience 

(M acDonald et ai, 2001: para. 4.15). XX'hat does exist, it is argued, is ‘considerable tolerance’ along 

a spectrum  o f viewpoints from, for example, the law-abiding resident to the ‘street corner 

delinquent’ (Parker, 1974: 110-113). Therefore, while political, social, culmral and econoinic 

factors set an im portant context for the life experiences and offending careers o f  young people, a 

com plete understanding is only attained alongside a consideration o f particular individual factors 

or experiences.

Peer Associations and ‘Leisure Careers’

Social networks are central to indi^4duals’ experiences o f their social environments. During the 

teenage years, young people’s peers take on increasing importance as friends come to occupy a 

central position in their relational networks (Helsen et al., 2000). Greenberg (1977: 195) suggests 

that in teenage years, young people are less concerned with fulfilling parental expectations and, at 

the same time, develop heightened sensitivit}' to the expectations o f  their peers. As Barry' (2006: 

26-27) argues, friends take on growing significance in young people’s lives as they increasingly 

relate to peers for leisure, identity’ and companionship. Furtherm ore, friends can be a particularly 

crucial social network for young people experiencing familial breakdown, instability or abuse 

(Barr)', 2010: 128) and exclusion from adult work and leisure activity’ (Greenberg, 1977: 196). 

Thus, the neighbourhood peer group becomes a key context for the unfolding o f  lives o f 

particular groups o f young people.

Research studies on youth offending commonly find evidence to link peer associations to youth 

offending (Agnew, 1991; Byrne & Trew, 2008; G iordano et al., 2003; Jensen, 1972), to the point 

that W arr and Stafford (1991: 851) argue that the relationship is one of the most consistent 

findings in delinquency research. However, dependence on peers is not in itself criminogenic 

(Greenberg, 1977: 196). The debate about the role o f peers in influencing offending is no t new 

and centres on arguments about whether a causal relationship exists or alternatively, if  the 

connection is merely a case o f ‘birds o f a feather’’"̂  (Glueck & Glueck, 1950). The latter suggests

In fact, the concept o f  ‘peer pressure’ has been deemed unhelpful and a m ore appreciative understanding o f 
voung people’s relationships with their peers is called for: “the blanket expression ‘peer group pressure’ is misleading 
since it does no t take into account all the nuances and choices o f relationship that exist amongst young people” 
(Bariy, 2007a: 418).

72



that young people, prone to offending, will seek out similar peers with whom  to associate,"’’ thus 

distinguishing between peer selection and peer influence. The Rochester Youth Developm ent 

Study, a multi-wave panel study examining the development o f delinquent behaviour and drug 

use am ong young people, identified a reciprocal relationship between peers and offending. Using 

the findings o f this study, Thornberr)' et al. (1994) apply interactional theory^ arguing that 

associating with delinquent peers leads to an increase in delinquency via the reinforcement 

provided by the peer networks, while engaging in delinquency leads to an increase in association 

with delinquent peers.

There are multiple explanations o f  the link between peer associations and offending. Firstly, 

young people’s initiation or onset o f  offending often occurs in the company o f  friends (McVie, 

2009), as a way o f contributing to excitement (Little, 1990), gaining attention and attaining a 

sense o f  belonging to a particular group (Barn', 2006: 46-48; Alarid et al., 2009). There are also 

practical advantages associated with co-offending in that increased num bers remove or reduce 

fears (Alarid et al., 2009: 6). Additionally, ‘cultural capital’ can be gained within certain groups as a 

result o f  being acknowledged for one’s skills at offending (Barr)-, 2006: 78). Peer associations are 

also highlighted as playing an im portant role in the tutelage o f young people as they learn 

techniques o f  offending through their peer associations and also attain beliefs that support their 

offending. For example, Sykes and Matza (1957) found that ‘techniques o f  neutralisation’ allowed 

young people to justify their illegal behaviour against the ‘norm s’ o f  the wider societ}'. They 

argued that, in the company o f  others, individuals learnt ways to neutralise moral constraints and 

thus the likelihood o f  delinquent behaviour increases.'"^ Therefore, whilst it may be possible to 

dismiss the nodon o f  ‘peer pressure’ and the idea that young people are forced into action bv 

their friends against their wishes, w ithout overstating the effect, peer groups can provide an 

im portant context for the initiation and progression o f  young people’s offending.

At the same time, peer relationships are played out in a particular context and as a result, the link 

between peers and young people’s offending can pardy be explained by the nature o f their 

relationships and, more specifically, in what ways they are able to account for leisure time.

For example, recently, in the Edinburgh Study o f  Youth Transitions and Crime, Smith and Bradshaw (2005: 20) 
identified a link between gang membership and teenage delinquenc)* which suggested that the former led to the 
latter. However, they also offered an alternative explanation: that young people became involved in gangs, or at least 
defined themselves as gang mem bers, in response to their prior offending.

Sykes and Matza (1957) identified five techniques o f neutralisation: denial o f  responsibilit)'; denial o f injuq-; denial 
o f  victim; condemnation o f condemners; and, appeal to higher loyalties.
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‘Leisure careers’ are defined as “ the dom inant modes o f free-time, leisure activit)' and socialising 

engaged in by a person and how they change or persist over time” (MacDonald & Shildrick,

2007: 341). Opportunities to occupy oneself during leisure time can differ between young people 

and according to what is available to them. Parker (1974) identified parents in the neighbourhood 

as no t in a position, because o f  structural constraints, to offer a viable alternative to street leisure. 

Consequently, conditions in the family hom e encouraged a young person out to the streets. 

Constrained leisure opportunities led Murray to consider the concepts o f  ‘outdoor child’ and 

‘indoor child’ (Murray, 2009: 126). Whilst it can be argued that young people are spending 

increasing am ounts o f  time indoors with the advent o f technologies to occupy their dm e in such 

a setting, Murray argues that this is not the case for all young people. The ‘outdoor child’, w h o  

spends much o f  their leisure time on the streets, has limited or no space at home and faces 

financial constraints to accessing formal leisure activities (Murray, 2009: 126). Loader similarly 

identifies young people for w hom  the use o f  public space “looms large” . A t the same time, the 

‘choice’ to occupy public spaces is one which is constrained by young people’s exclusion from 

both autonom ous private spaces and cultural resources, resulting in a lack o f choice, having 

nowhere to go, nothing to do and no money to spend (Loader, 1996: 50)."*’

It is the ‘arrival’ o f  the voung person in the neighbourhood which is significant in the emergence 

and developm ent o f  young people’s offending careers: “ [i]t is to the street-corner worlds in which 

m any .. .youngsters become immersed that we m ust look to understand the creation o f delinquent 

action” (Parker, 1974: 60-61). According to Parker, it was in this context o f the ‘street corners’ 

that young people were introduced to the cultural traditions and skills to be learnt. In other 

words, street life “both transmits delinquent traditions and provides an atm osphere for 

innovation and creation” (1974: 61). Young people in socially disadvantaged areas t}’pically refer 

to boredom , with ‘nothing’ to do being a constant complaint (Corrigan, 1979). In these cases, 

alternative sources o f  entertainment are sought or engaged in. For some, this can lead to illegal 

activit)’ or ‘acts o f  transgression’ (Katz, 1988), resonating with the arguments o f cultural 

criminologists discussed in the previous chapter. In this context, youth offending can be seen as a

This is in contrast to the ‘indoor child’ who were ‘innocents’, that is voung people who had not engaged in 
offending and had very limited exposure to such behaviour. These young people were identified as having access to 
sufficient space within their homes to spend leisure time indoors with their friends and they also had the means to 
access paid entertainment and leisure facilities, using private rather than public transport (Murray, 2009: 126).
' "V'oung people in McAlister’s (2008) study were similar to Murray’s ‘outdoor child’, with leisure activities mainly 
unsupen'ised, unregulated and unstrucmred. Leisure facilities, which were often outside o f the local area in any case, 
were inaccessible due to financial constraints. Alternatively, the streets were considered bv these young people as a 
place where something more ‘exciting’ may happen.
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‘by-product’ o f  a working class street and leisure culture (McAlister, 2008: 19). In addition, an 

inability to finance an increasingly costly life can lead to adolescent theft as a response to the 

disjunction between the desire to participate in social activities with peers and the absence of 

legitimate sources o f funds to finance this participation (Greenberg, 1977: 197). Nonetheless, 

street-based leisure is not defined by criminal activity. In fact, many ‘offenders’, including those 

with prison experience, have been dem onstrated to spend a considerable am ount o f their time 

not offending (Little, 1990).

The impact o f  peers on offending may alter over the Ufe course and may also coincide with shifts 

in offending behaviour. For example, the young men in Litde’s (1990) study w ho persisted in 

offending failed to find continued support for their criminal activity am ong peers who did not 

want to continue with a delinquent lifesU'le. As they persisted in their offending, they became 

more isolated from peers and estranged from family m embers and their offending became a 

more solitary' activity (Little, 1990: 72).'" Peers have also been shown to support positive 

transitions in young people’s offending careers, pardcularly in the move towards desistance 

(Byrne & Trew, 2008). Indeed, it has been suggested that associations with ‘conventional friends’ 

can provide an incentive to stop offending (Barr}% 2006: 115). Thus, the link between peers and 

youth offending is clearly complex and requires a more nuanced understanding. Nevertheless, the 

literature suggests that m uch youth offending can be located within the context o f  peers, social 

networks and leisure time. In addition, an attachm ent to this Ufest^’le sen'es to create a barrier to 

desistance, since abandoning such a lifest}'le would also mean abandoning friends w ho young 

people come to value m ost in their lives

THE STRUCTURE/AGENCY DEBATE

The structure/agency debate permeates interactionist accounts o f criminal careers as well as 

theoretical accounts o f  youth offending and youth transitions. In their examination o f  this 

dichotomy in modemit}'. Beck’s (1992) theory' o f ‘individualisation’ and G iddens’ (1991) concept 

o f  ‘reflexive biography’ privilege agency over structural factors, arguing that individuals shape 

their own identit)’ and have an ability to make decisions. Individual explanations o f  hum an 

behaviours are found in rational choice theories o f crime where individuals are considered 

capable o f  weighing up the pros and cons, or costs and benefits, o f  offending. However, such

Similar processes towards solo offending were highlighted by Barn' (2006).



‘rational choices’ are made in the context o f  structural opportunities, as Barry and McNeill (2009) 

argue, including those related to education, employment, housing, adequate incom e and 

constructive leisure opportunities.

W'hUst the recognition o f agency in social processes is a welcome balance to structural accounts 

which may be over-deterministic and leave no room  for variabilit}^ in response to adversit)^, 

caution m ust be advised in placing too m uch emphasis on individual responses. For example, in 

the context o f  youth offending, an emphasis on agency has the potential to lead to youth justice 

responses focussed at the individual level and on the young person taking responsibility' for their 

actions. Furtherm ore, as Barrj’ (2010: 124) argues, an over-emphasis on agency to the exclusion 

o f structural factors does not accom m odate the similarity' between the timing o f  transitions 

am ong young people and the process o f offending as suggested by the age-crime cun'e. This 

dem onstrates, she argues, that structural factors are m ore constraining than individual factors are 

enabling (Barr)', 2010: 124).

Structure and agency have variously come to the fore in different accounts o f  youth offending, 

transitions and criminal career research. As noted at the outset o f this chapter, an interactionist 

approach to offending careers appreciates individuals making choices in the face o f constraints 

and opportunities: opportunities which are embedded in social structural factors. Therefore, there 

is a complex interplay between agency and structure which allows for indeterminacy in criminal 

careers. Traditional criminological theories, as outlined in the previous chapter, can be 

categorised as those which prioritise individual or structural explanations o f  offending. However, 

recent applications o f theories allow for a m ore integrated approach to structural and agentic 

factors o f  offending and this is notably so in recent studies on desistance, as highlighted earlier in 

this chapter.

The structure/agency debate is perhaps m ost prom inent across transitions research which has 

been accused o f  becoming ‘preoccupied’ with the dichotomy (Barry', 2006: 32). The place o f 

agency, however, has emerged strongly in recent }'ears. M ovem ent in the 1990s in youth research 

developed theoretical understandings which integrated structural and agentic influences and thus 

m etaphors emerged which recognised the relationship as discussed earlier in this chapter.
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Y oung people  are increasingly seen as proactive in defining, negotiating and m aking sense o f  

their ow n transitions and, as a result, their transitional experiences are guided as m uch by 

personal agency and responsibility' as by structural factors (Barn^, 2010: 123). A t the sam e time, 

agentic explanations are set in the social con tex t in w hich voung people m ake ‘decisions’ about 

their Uves. R oberts (1997: 59), fo r exam ple, represents young peop le’s transitions in term s o f  

‘struc tu red  individualization’, w hich  resonates w ith E vans et al. concep t o f  ‘bounded  agency’, 

w here agencv is “b o th  tem porally em bedded  and bounded , influenced in the chances o f  the 

p resen t m o m en t by past experiences and the sense o f  future possibilities” (Evans, et ah, 2001: 25). 

W hile young peop le  in their study did p resen t a sense o f  agency in their educational and 

em ploym ent transitions, they did so in the con tex t o f  the barriers they faced w hich lim ited their 

op tions. F rance and H om el (2006) add new  term inology to  the debate in their analysis o f  

pathw ays in to  and  ou t o f  crime. They suggest tha t individuals have certain ‘ways forw ard’ m ade 

available to  them  by societ}" at d ifferen t po in ts in the ir lives. T hese ‘societal access rou tes’ or 

‘ways forw ard’, they argue, are shaped  by the social arrangem ents, institu tional practices and 

change in societ}’. F u rtherm ore , the way in w hich these routes are perceived by individuals is 

im portan t, a p o in t w hich lends considerable sup p o rt to a m ethodological approach  w hich seeks 

to  access the ‘vo ices’ o f  young people.

A th ird  elem ent to the  debate considers the place o f  culture w hich is evident, Seddon (2006) 

suggests, by the collective responses to, for exam ple, lim ited opporm nities. W hile the ‘rational 

agen t’ may exercise free will and  m ake choices “ from  a structurally constra ined  m enu  o f  

o p tio n s” , responses to  these constra in ts can be m ediated  by culm re (Seddon, 2006: 691). F o r 

exam ple, Seddon argues that involvem ent in an illegal econom y is n o t a ‘choice’ m ade solely as a 

response  to  lim ited available legitim ate opportun ities bu t is ra ther a cultural response that seeks 

to  create a m eaningful daily structure  and identit}'. T he  result, according to Seddon, is a three-w ay 

relationship  betw een structure, agency and  culture (Seddon, 2006: 692).

CONCLUSION

This chap ter started  by offering  a critique o f  positivist approaches to  researching crim inal activit)' 

am ong  young people. T he discussion then  p resen ted  an alternative conceptualisation o f  crim inal 

careers that allows fo r their changing relationships w ith crime. T he discussion did n o t w holly 

d iscoun t a positivist approach  to  studying crim inal careers o r the particular con tribu tion  o f  the 

risk factor paradigm . H ow ever, this conceptualisation  fails to  address the complexit}’ and



potential variabilit}' o f  offending careers. In conceptualising offending as a process, this chapter 

has presented criminal careers as indeterminate and subject to change according to the interaction 

o f the multiple interdependent careers connected with the transition to adulthood. Such an 

approach also allows for individual, differential reactions, thereby questioning those inter\'ention 

policies associated with positivist research findings o f  correlates o f  offending.

In its depiction o f  offending as a process that alters over the life course, the chapter drew heavily 

on the concept o f transitions through youth into adulthood. This approach, it was argued, is apt 

given the links between salient life events and offending a n d /o r desistance. Thus an 

understanding o f  offending over time necessitates the examination o f  young people’s 

biographies. Furtherm ore, neither youth transitions nor offending careers can be understood in a 

social, cultural or economic vacuum. Additionally, young people’s interactions with their 

communit}", as their local neighbourhood increases in prom inence in their lives, must be 

examined. Thus the chapter sets offending careers and biographies in the wider contexts o f  

young people’s social environments where they leam associated cultural traditions and interact 

with their social networks.

While the structure/agency dichotomy permeates all conceptualisations o f  young people’s 

offending, increased recognition o f the agency o f social actors has countered a previous 

preoccupation with structural explanations. However, caution must be exercised when 

recognising agentic factors, particularly in light o f  the political focus on the failure o f individuals 

to the exclusion o f policies aimed at addressing macro issues. It is im portant therefore to balance 

agentic with structural factors and to recognise that young people’s agency is ‘bounded’ by 

structural constraints. Finally, the interplay o f this dichotomy was one which could be set in 

particular cultural contexts which have the potential to offer increased opportunities o f 

offending. Thus, young people react to their structural position wdth reference to the ‘way o f  life’ 

o f the neighbourhood or group to which they belong.



CHAPTER FOUR 

RESEARCHING YOUNG PEOPLE’S OFFENDING CAREERS

INTRODUCTION

The research outlined below was com m itted to exploring and providing a detailed analysis o f the 

offending careers o f a group o f  young people in Dublin in contact with criminal justice agencies. 

A dopting an approach which would privilege the meanings and interpretations that research 

participants attach to their lives, the study also aimed to locate this analysis in the context o f their 

life histories. The chapter is focused on my personal experiences o f  the research endeavour and 

draws heavily on fieldnotes maintained throughout the study which detailed the strategies 

employed and the challenges faced in bringing together thirts'-seven ‘life stories’ within which 

offending occurred. It outlines how  young people’s life experiences were explored by describing 

the research process from design to analysis and write up. This is discussed in terms o f  the 

theoretical and methodological approaches adhered to, namely a com m itm ent to an interactionist 

perspective on criminal career research and one which prioritises the viewpoints o f research 

participants. Therefore, it highlights that the focus and aims o f the study necessitated the 

adoption o f qualitative m ethods in general and that the study benefited from  the use o f 

biographical inten'iews in particular.

The chapter begins with an over\'iew o f the research and continues by outlining the study 

objectives and central research questions. The methodological approach o f the study is then 

introduced, including a discussion o f  the value o f using a biographical approach to explore 

criminal careers from an interactionist perspective. An account o f the sampling and recruitment 

strategies employed follows, including a discussion o f  the key challenges faced when researching 

this pardcular populadon. This section also incorporates a profile o f  the study’s participants, 

before describing the m ethods o f data collection and the practicalities o f  in ten ’iewing young 

people. The chapter continues by detailing the analytic process, inform ed by a grounded theory 

approach, before addressing ethical considerations related to the study. T he research raised 

im portant questions around the issues o f ‘tru th’, validity and reliabiUt\% many o f  which were 

specific to the research m ethods and sampling strategies chosen and are therefore considered 

before concluding with the study’s limitations.
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THE RESEARCH: AN OVERVIEW

This study draws on qualitative and interactionist perspectives in exploring the offending 

trajectories o f a group o f young people living in the D ublin M etropolitan area."^ Using the life 

history inter\"iew as the core m ethod o f data collection, the smdy aimed to trace the progression 

o f  criminal careers o f  thirt\'-seven young people who were in contact with criminal justice 

agencies. The interactionist approach adopted in the study allowed for priority to be given to the 

perspectives o f  young people and to the meanings and understandings that they gave to their 

lives. The life histor}' data are supported by data collected through the administration o f a 

structured questionnaire to the same young people. In total, contact was established with fifty 

young people, with thirt)'-seven o f these taking part in a life history inter\tiew. The study was also 

inform ed by a ‘Communit}' assessment process’ (Clatts et al, 2002) during which contact was 

made with fort}'-two criminal justice professionals, nine o f  whom  com pleted a semi-structured 

inten'iew  which sought to explore their understandings o f the nature o f youth offending.

From  the outset, the study aimed to provide a detailed account o f offending am ong a group o f 

young people in the Dublin M etropolitan area and to identif}' and understand factors related to 

their offending transitions, including their initiation to offending and the subsequent course o f 

their offending careers. Surv'ey research has been found to dom inate the field o f criminology and 

criminal justice as a means o f gathering im portant inform ation on crime, criminals and societ)’’s 

reaction to crime (Kleck et al., 2006). However, qualitative research has a long historv' dating back 

to the early studies o f  crime and, more recently, there has been a resurgence o f appreciation for 

qualitative research in criminology (Miller, 2009: 69). Following this long histor)^, the study’s 

qualitative approach sought to move beyond the identification o f individual ‘risk’ factors for 

offending in young people’s lives. Alternatively, it allowed for an in-depth understanding o f 

conditions experienced by young people during the course o f their lives and o f the ways in which 

such social experiences were linked to their initiation to offending as well as developments over 

the course o f their offending ‘careers’. Importantly, the primary m ethod adopted in this study, 

the biographical interview, permits an examination o f these issues from the perspective o f  the 

young people themselves, an approach which, as highlighted in the opening chapter, has been 

neglected in the Irish context. While initial background reading o f  literature during the design 

stage o f  the study highlighted a num ber o f  potential areas worthy o f investigation, the influence

Two young people were residing in Count\’ Kildare at the time o f  the interview but were included in the study as 
they were engaged with criminal justice programmes in Dublin City and had previously resided in Dublin.
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of grounded theor\’ on the study meant that priorit}’ and emphasis was given to themes 

emanating from the biographical data. That is, those experiences which young people themselves 

highlighted as important in understanding their offending careers within the broader context of 

their life stories.

Objectives and Central Research Questions

As stated above, the overall aim o f the study was to provide a detailed description and analysis of 

offending among a group of young people in the Dublin area. It aimed to identify and 

understand factors related to young people’s offending transitions, including their initiation to 

offending and the subsequent course o f their offending ‘careers’. With the use o f life histor)' 

methods the study also aimed to incorporate this into a wider analysis o f 3̂ oung people’s complex 

biographies.

At the outset of the study the specific objectives of the research were as follows:

• To document the initial onset of criminal activit}'.

• To identify and assess the extent and nature of offending subsequent to onset,

including evidence o f desistance.

• To examine the contexts of voung people’s offending and experiences o f desistance.

• To investigate the extent and nature of young people’s contact with criminal justice

agencies.

The research design and the development of research questions were advised initially by a 

thorough reading of Irish and international criminological literature and related texts which 

highlighted potential factors linked to youth offending such as drug/alcohol use, socio-economic 

deprivation, social exclusion, homelessness/unstable housing, family background, educational 

histon? and the crime/victimisation nexus (Hagan & McCarthy, 1997; MacDonald, 2006;

National Crime Council, 2002; Sinith & McVie, 2003; Young, 1998). Refinements were then 

made to the initial research questions following two main exercises: firstly, a more thorough 

review of Irish and international criminological literature conducted during the early stages o f the 

study and throughout the fieldwork period; and secondly, engagement with data gathered 

through contact with criminal justice professionals. This process was also aided by attention to 

analysis at the early stages o f the project and the identification of themes that were emerging 

from the data. Ultimately, this led to the generation o f the following central research questions
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which, influenced by an interactionist and grounded theor)’ approach, largely emanate from a 

focus on young people’s ow’n understanding o f their lives and offending;

• In what ways do young people present their life histories?

• W hat do participants tell us about the lives o f  young people involved in offending?

• W hat challenges/difficulties do young people identify in their lives?

• T o what extent do stories o f  offending feature in young people’s biograpliical 

accounts?

• D o young people attem pt to explain their offending in a particular manner?

• H ow  do biographical experiences im pact on a young person’s propensit}^ to offend?

• Does offending impact on participants’ other ‘careers’: housing, drug, 

educadonal/em ploym ent?

• In what ways do participants interact with criminal justice agencies and manage or 

respond to the label ‘otfender’?

• W hat do young people identify as supportive o f desistance?

The preliminary analysis o f initial interview data pointed the study towards literature pertaining to 

youth transitions as young people’s offending emerged as largely contingent on their experiences 

o f  moving through ‘vouth’ and approaching adulthood. Additionally, the questions called for an 

analysis which required the exploration o f both the agency o f the young person in the 

development, or otherwise, o f  their criminal career in addition to the role o f  outside or structural 

factors. Thus, the analysis accounted for the interaction o f exogenous and agentic processes 

which were identified as impacting on a young person’s propensity to  offend.

METHODOLOGICAL APPROACH

The methodological approach adopted in this study both draws on the long histor}- o f qualitative 

research which has explored questions o f crime and deviance and also adheres to a com m itm ent 

to an interactionist perspective to criirdnal career research. This approach contrasts with the 

objective o f  positivism to discover the way the world is (Pepinksy, 1979: 249), proceeding from 

the assumption that knowing ‘the tru th’ has intrinsic value. Historically, a positivistic approach to 

criminolog}' has focussed on explaining crime and predicting future patterns o f criminal 

behaviour and developing objective knowledge about how criminal behaviour was determined by 

either individual or social pathology (Noaks & W incup, 2004: 5). W'ithin this paradigm the view is 

that behaviour is determined by factors beyond the individual’s control and that humans are not
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self-determ ining agents w ho  are free to  do  as they wish (Bernard et a i, 2010: 7). T he aim o f  

positivism  is to  isolate kev ‘causal’ variables that are located either w ithin individuals or social 

situations (M uncie, 2009: 86), assum ing tha t people are propelled  in to  crim e by circum stances 

over w hich they have no  con tro l (M uncie, 2009: 114).

T he curren t m ethodological approach  incorporates the study o f  the individual, though n o t in a 

positivistic sense, th rough the analysis o f  biographical narratives. It rein troduces the agency o f  

the individual in an explanation  o f  offending  and therefore  denies the assum ption that people are 

propelled  in to  action by factors beyond their control. R ather, the study is in fo rm ed  by an 

app roach  w hich highlights the processes by w hich people  com e to understand  and give m eaning to  

their lives and  behaviour and, as a result, how  this im pacts on  their propensity  to  offend. In 

addition, the Ufe histor)' o r biographical approach  allows for the study o f  individuals to take place 

in consideration  o f  the w ider social con tex t o f  their lives including the perception, in teraction and 

reaction  o f  individuals w ith social structures. W hat is possible, G oodey  argues, is the construction  

o f  a ‘social b iography’ w hich increases understand ing  o f  how  m eanings are variously shaped and  

acted u p o n  through diverse p rocesses o f  social in teraction (G oodey, 2000: 475). T hus, the study 

o f  ‘the  indi^ndua^, as Stanley suggests, offers insight in to  social processes and structure  as 

individuals are considered  located  w ithin their social and cultural env ironm ent w hich constructs 

and shapes w hat they see and  how  they see it (Stanley, 1993: 45).

T his thesis is in fo rm ed  by an in teraction ist perspective on  o ffending  histories and, consequently, 

recognises that individuals do  n o t respond  im m ediately, uncritically and passively to  the w orld ‘as 

it is’ b u t ra ther tha t they respond  to  their ideas o f  that w orld. Additionally, in con trast to  a 

positivistic concern  o f  identifying causal factors o f  offending, an in teractionist approach  

em phasises the flexibility’ o f  individual responses to social situations. C orrespondingly , w hat is 

im p o rtan t in a research endeavour is to capture, understand , and  reproduce those ideas, exam ine 

their in teraction  w ith  one an o th e r and analyse the processes and  structures tha t generate them  

(Rock, 2002: 70). T here  was a com m itm en t th roughou t the research process to  exam ine the 

processes by w hich crimes are created and em phasise the socially constructed  nature o f  crim e and 

deviance. Furtherm ore , the im portance  o f  hum an agency w ithin the process o f  deviance was 

rccognised  as well as an em phasis on the m eaning w hich is given to  social activit)' (NIoaks & 

VC^incup, 2004: 7).
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Traditionall)', positivism  was linked to  a quantitative approach  to  research, including large scale 

sur\’ey research w hich was aim ed to  collect objective know ledge abou t crim e and crim inals. I t 

c an n o t be said, how ever, that contem porary ' quantitative research in criminolog}' adheres to  a 

narrow  positiv ist research tradition bu t ra ther seeks to  understand  the complexit}^ o f  social 

behav iour th rough exam ining a w ide range o f  factors (N oaks & W incup, 2004: 6). A n 

in teraction ist approach  has been traditionally linked w ith qualitative m ethods o f  research w hich 

are m ore  am enable to  elucidating the con tex t o f  o ffending and  the perspectives o f  o ffenders such 

as partic ipan t observ'ation, in -dep th  interview s and docum entary' research. In the study o f  

crim inal careers, in teractionist research does no t wholly dismiss the value o f  quantitative studies 

but, ra ther, advocates that our understand ing  o f  crim inal careers m ust also be in fo rm ed  by a 

qualitative approach  that can be tte r investigate the action processes them selves as well as the  

proxim al, situational contexts that encom pass and  condition  them  (U lm er &  Spencer, 1999; 115). 

D iscussions such as this m ust n o t reso rt to  “m ethodological p igeonholing” "^ (B ottom s, 2000:

21) n o r m ust the researcher em ploy this thinking in designing the research study. R ather, in 

adopting  a m ethodological approach  for the study, care was taken to  select one w hich w ould  best 

answ er the  study’s research questions. W hile no ting  the con tribu tion  o f  quantitative sur\’ey 

research to  criminolog}' and to  the developm ent o f  new  advanced quantitative research m ethods 

used to  understand  criminal careers (Blum stein, 2005; M aughan, 2005; N agin  & Trem blay, 2005; 

R audenbush , 2005), such an approach  fails to  fully com prehend  the complexit}’ o f  pathw ays to 

o ffending  o r to  provide insights in to  the m eaning o f  life events (Sam pson & Laub, 2005). It 

can n o t tell us w h j or hou> people act (Adler & Adler, 2003: 97) and it throw s little light on the way 

children and  young people m ake choices abou t their lives (France & H om el, 2006: 299). T he 

study’s concern  o n  elucidating the con tex t o f  offending, the perspectives o f  offenders, and  to  

understand  the ways in w hich they m ake decisions in their lives necessitated a qualitative 

approach.

I 'h e  im portance  o f  qualitative research for the study o f  crim e and deviance was established by the 

Chicago School o f  Sociology' in the  1920s and 1930s. T h e  use o f  qualitative m ethods allows for 

the “ distinct co n tribu tion” o f  elucidating the contexts in w hich offend ing  takes place and  the 

m eanings attached to  offending behav iour (N oaks & W incup, 2004: 11). Q ualitative m eth o d s are 

b etter suited for the study o f  social processes them selves, w hich include social in teraction

Defined bj' Bottoms as the tendency to assume that certain sorts o f  research methods ‘go w ith’ particular kinds of 
theoretical approaches, to the exclusion o f  other kinds o f data (2000: 21).

84



processes, definitions o f situations, decision-making processes, and contingencies and turning 

points in the life course (Ulmer & Spencer, 1999: 106) and, unlike quandtative m ethods, they are 

able to appreciate the “nuances o f  the social w orld” (Gubrium & Holstein, 1997: 11). 

Furtherm ore, a qualitadve approach sees people as “active agents o f their affairs” and focuses on 

“how  purposeful actors participate in, construct, deeply experience, or imagine their lives” 

(Gubrium  & Holstein, 1997: 12). This allows for an “appreciative criminolog}-”; that is, “an 

approach that seeks to understand and appreciate the social world from the point o f view o f  the 

individual or category^ o f individual, with particular reference to crime and defiance” (Jupp, 2006: 

17). Tliis possibiUt}’ o f  an ‘appreciation’ o f  the social world from the point o f  view o f the 

offender is im portant given the focus o f interactionist criminal career research on the actor’s 

interpretation o f  events. In addition, qualitative m ethods allow for the exploration o f  the ‘realit\’’ 

o f  criminal behaviour; that is, “knowledge about offending behaviour itself, about how offenders 

understand and exploit criminal opportunities, about the interactions between offenders and how 

thev perceive and respond to  risk” (Maguire, 2002: 369). As a result, a qualitative approach, in 

generating “painstaking accounts o f the complex minutia o f everyday life” (Gubrium & Holstein, 

1997: 11) allowed for a m ore nuanced understanding o f offending careers am ong young people.

Biographical Perspective

I 'h e  biographical perspective is located within the general qualitative paradigm yet has distinct 

characteristics which set it apart from other qualitative methods. It displays a hoHstic concern 

with placement in time, the interplay between the individual actor and social structure and how 

this interplay and its perception alter with the passage o f time (Miller, 2000: 74). A life history 

approach gives central place to the people who experience their personal biography; that is, “ the 

voices, feelings and meanings o f persons are heard” (Denzin, 1982: 125) whilst also locating an 

individual’s behaviour and attitudes within a broader socio-historical framework and making 

changes over time (and the reasons for those changes) much clearer (Maguire, 2000: 141). The 

approach recognises that each life stor}- is em bedded in particular social and cultural contexts 

and, therefore, reveals insights into the social structures and dynamics and cultural values in 

which the individual lives (Chaitin, 2004: 3). As a result, a person’s life stor\" or biography can be 

used to com m unicate how structure and agency intersect to produce the circumstances o f  a 

particular person’s life (Ojermark, 2007: 3).
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An underlying assumption o f the biographical m ode o f interviewing is that each individual has a 

unique story to tell and a unique understanding o f  that experience. Therefore, to get at that 

experience, we m ust find ways that allow the individual to tell us about his or her life experiences 

in as full and open a way as possible that allows this uniqueness to find expression (Chaitin, 2004; 

3). As a result, the understandings and significance that people give to their lives becomes the 

focus (Chaitin, 2004: 4), as hum an conduct is studied and understood from the perspective o f  the 

persons involved (Denzin, 1970). The focus o f the life history inter\tiew on the respondent’s 

interpretations o f events, therefore, and the sense that they make o f  their social world, resonates 

with the approach o f  the interactionist criminal career perspective as presented in the previous 

chapter.

The biographical perspective within criminolog}’ was firmly established by the Chicago School o f 

Sociology during the first part o f  the 20* century. W'ith works such as Shaw’s (1930) Jack Roller 

and Sutherland’s (1937) Professional Thief, the biography was placed centre stage in early 

criminological studies o f  deviance (Goodey, 2000; 475). Post VC’orld W ar II the dom inance o f 

quantitative m ethods o f research, particularly in N orth  America, m eant that life histor\' 

techniques faded along with the rest o f the qualitative paradigm (Miller, 2000; 6). In m ore recent 

years, however, biographical m ethods o f research have re-emerged across a num ber o f 

disciplines, including criminology. The biographical approach has been applied to provide an 

insight into the world o f  female criminalit)^ (Campbell, 1984; Carlen, 1985; jaget, 1980) and to 

contribute to an understanding o f the dynamics o f the drug-crime connection in the lives o f 

heroin addicts (Faupel & Klockars, 1987). Further applications o f  the m ethod include studies 

exploring reintegration post-incarceration (Richie, 2001), the process o f desistance (Maruna,

2001; G iordano el al, 2002; G add & Farrall, 2004) and the construction o f identities by violent 

offenders (Presser, 2004, 2008). As a result, there are ‘definite signs’ that the m ethod has made a 

comeback in criminology (Maruna & Matravers, 2007; 430).

RESEARCH DESIGN

Based on fieldnotes maintained throughout the course o f the study, the following section outlines 

the study criteria and the sampling and recruitm ent techniques employed. Firstly, it outlines the 

study’s criteria for recruiting participants which was driven bv a concern to achieve a diverse 

sample o f young people with varied criminal careers in terms o f length and severitj' o f offences.

It was also com m itted to recruiting young people at all stages o f  a criminal career in order to
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achieve accounts o f young people’s initiation to offending and to include participants who had 

potentially desisted and were, as result, able to give a retrospective account o f offending. 

Following this, the sampling approach suited to ‘hidden’ or ‘hard to reach’ populations is 

discussed as well as detailing the protracted and challenging process o f penetrating the barriers o f 

criminal justice agencies in order to access young people. This includes a discussion on the 

conclusion o f data collection. Finally, this section concludes by presenting the profile o f research 

participants.

Study criteria

Broad criteria were used to identify young people who were eligible to participate in the study. 

Such an approach was deemed suitable in order to recruit young people across the spectrum  o f  a 

criminal career as well as to include diversit}’ in age and gender. Therefore the criteria were as 

follows;

1. -^gcd between 12 and 25

2. Male or female

3. Living in the Dublin M etropolitan area

4. Currently in contact with a criminal justice agency.

As stated above, the criteria were broad to facilitate a sample that was diverse in age, gender and 

offending histor)’. Farrington (1992) argues that the criminal career approach is m ore appropriate 

to research that focuses m ore narrowly on serious offences. However, merits are to be found in 

including less serious offending histories as this allows an examination o f  the situations in which 

an offending career terminates or stagnates at a certain stage. This is im portant given that some 

experiences o f  offending careers can incorporate solely m inor offences and be relatively short 

(Becker, 1963; Luckenbill & Best, 1981). Such an approach allows for the discovery’ o f  situations 

in which a criminal career is m ore likely not to advance in seriousness or length, which has the 

potential to identif}’ im portant policy implications related to early diversion from offending. The 

alternative o f only including m ore prolonged and serious criminal careers may m isrepresent the 

nature o f  much offending by young people.

Sam pling and Recruitm ent

Research invohting ‘hard to reach’ populations raises particular challenges and barriers to the 

researcher. Hard to reach or ‘hidden’ populations are considered such because their activities are
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clandestine and thus concealed from the view o f mainstream societ}" and agencies o f  social 

control (W^atters & Biernacki, 1989: 417). Individuals involved in deviant activities, including 

offending, are t}picaUy included in lists o f ‘hidden populations’.

G iven the well docum ented difficulties in accessing individuals engaged in criminal activity in 

their ‘natural setting’ (Noaks & W incup, 2004: 62), at the outset o f  the study the decision was 

m ade to access young people through criminal justice agencies. Individuals who comprise hidden 

populations become more visible when they enter institutional settings such as treatm ent 

program mes, places o f detention and the criminal courts (\X'atters & Biernacki, 1989: 417). 

However, recruiting from such sites has implications for the eventual sample profile in that the 

young people interviewed are those already ‘know n’ to criminal justice professionals. Therefore, 

the extent to which such research findings can be generalised to larger non-institutional 

populations is limited (VC'atters & Biernacki, 1989: 417). Having recruited through institutional 

settings, the study is arguably lacking in those young people engaged in criminal activit}' but yet to 

be officially delected. O n the other hand, many o f the young people recruited reported significant 

levels o f  undetected criminal activit}', including young people yet to be processed through the 

criminal justice system (having been recruited through diversion programmes). The study thus 

provides some insight into the circumstances o f offending that does not come to the attention o f 

criminal justice agencies.

N on-random  sampUng strategies, including purposive, convenience and theoretical sampling, 

were employed throughout the study. Underlying the use o f  various sampling strategies was a 

concern for diversity across a num ber o f factors in the sample rather than on the 

representativeness o f  the youth population engaged in offending."^’ In any case, given the extent

‘H idden populations’ have been defined as: “those w ho are disadvantaged and disenfranchised: the homeless and 
transient, clironicall\' mentally ill, high school dropouts, cnminal offenders, prostitutes, juvenile delinquents, gang 
members, runaways, and other “street people” — those we are all aware o f  to one degree or another, yet know so 
little about” (Lambert & Wiebel, 1990: 1).

Given the utilit\’ o f snowball sampling when there is difficult)- identifying members o f  a group (Robson, 2002:
266) and its use in criminologj' (Miller, 2009), attempts were made to employ young people as informants to  identif)’ 
other potential participants. However, this approach to  sampling proved unsuccessfial as voung people felt that they 
were ‘done’, having themselves participated in the study. See Presser (2004) for a further example o f  an unsuccessful 
attempt to employ snowball sampling, adopting agency referral to access young people in its place.

Sampling for diversity' has theoretical relevance in understanding youth offending given the questions raised about 
the phenom enon according to gender (Smith & McAra, 2004), age (Hirschi & G ottfredson, 1995) and geograpliical 
location, that is, the existence o f  certain communities with high levels o f vouth criminal activit}’ (Carroll & Meehan, 
2007). Therefore these factors were addressed through sampling strategies. In addition, the sampling strategy took 
account o f the extent o f voung people’s offending to contribute to an understanding o f  criminal careers which differ 
both in longeviU' and severity' o f offence.



o f hidden offending and the flaws in official statistics (as discussed in Chapter One), attaining a 

representative random  sample is unachievable since it is not possible to enumerate all individuals 

who engage in covert behaviours (VC'iebel, 1990: 5) or, as Becker (1963: 46) argues, since “no one 

knows the nature or the universe from which [the sample] would have to be drawn” {Becker, 

1963: 46). Additionally, random  sampling may not be the m ost effective and efficient way to 

generate the data which will address the study’s research questions (Mason, 1996: 91). Thus, 

sampling was guided not by a concern for generalisation about an offending population but “ to 

identify specific groups o f people who either possess characteristics or live in circumstances 

relevant to the social phenom enon being studied” (Mays & Pope, 1996: 12-13). As a result, a 

heterogeneous sample was recruited in terms o f age, gender, geographical location, offending 

behaviour/length o f criminal career and criminal justice detection.

W hilst there are clear distinctions to be made between purposeful and theoretical sampling, their 

com bined usage is com m on in qualitative studies, in that an element o f purposeful sampling 

often precedes theoretical sampling (Coyne, 1997). Purposeful sampling entails selecting 

“inform ation-rich cases...from which one can learn a great deal about issues o f central 

im portance to the purpose o f  the research” (Patton, 1990: 169). Therefore, in a purposive 

sampling approach, groups, settings and individuals where the processes being studied are most 

likely to occur are sought out (Denzin & Lincoln, 2000: 370). In adopting this approach, criminal 

justice agencies were targeted as recruitm ent sites given that they would be equipped to initiate 

contact with young people who would satisfy the needs o f the research questions; that is, 

involved in offending. Initially, recruitm ent within these sites involved a ‘convenient’ elem ent in 

that “ the nearest and m ost convenient persons” (Robson, 2002: 265) were recruited for the first 

inter\'iews. However, a more targeted approach to sampling followed, including theoretical 

sampling, to necessitate addressing the central research questions.

The study was influenced by a grounded theorj' approach and subsequently this allowed for 

theoretical sampling towards the end o f data collection."' Mason (1996) offers an approach to 

theoretical sampUng, as an alternative to the precise steps set out by Glaser and Strauss (1967), 

that can be adopted in qualitative studies:

.. .selecting groups or categories to study on the basis o f their relevance to your
research questions, your theoretical position and analytical framework, your analytical

This was also facilitated b)’ the length o f time that elapsed between interviews during which transcription and 
coding o f  earlier interviews were carried out.
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practice, and m ost importantly the explanation or account which you are developing. 
Theoretical sampling is concerned with constructing a sam ple.. .which is meaningful 
theoretically, because it builds in certain characteristics or criteria which help to 
develop and test your theory' and explanation (Mason, 1996: 94).

As themes began to emanate from the data, the later interviews were used to confirm or negate 

emerging issues and themes. Following initial coding, analytic categories were identified which, in 

som e cases, lacked sufficient evidence. The final intervnews, therefore, were used to focus on 

specific ideas to extend, refine, and check those categories (Charmaz, 2003: 325). Mindful that 

such sampling should no t take place too early and bring ‘premature closure’ to the analysis 

(Charmaz, 2003; 326), the data collection process progressed as recom m ended by Glaser and 

Strauss (1967), with the collection o f  data, coding and (preliminar\') analysis taking place 

concurrently and informing what data to collect next and where to find them, in order to develop 

theory as it emerges (Glaser & Strauss, 1967: 45). It was through this process that theoretical 

saturation was achieved in that “no additional data are being found whereby the sociologist can 

develop properties o f  the categor)’” (Glaser & Strauss, 1967; 61).

Recruitm ent Strategies

The recruitm ent o f voung people to the smdv presented a significant challenge which required 

persistence and patience as I attem pted to negotiate access through a num ber o f gatekeepers 

within various criminal justice agencies. The access process began with making contact with 

senior individuals at the main criminal justice agencies working with young people: Children 

D etention Schools, Probation Ser\ice (Young Persons Probation) and Garda Youth Diversion 

Projects."* A t the point o f  initial contact with these professionals, in m ost cases, I was required 

to discuss and sometimes defend my research project in the context o f meetings with criminal 

justice professionals and to provide further written details on various aspects o f the study. A 

num ber o f  barriers were encountered to making an initial breakthrough in these agencies. Such 

barriers included my student status and what I perceived as scepticism on the part o f  some 

gatekeepers as to the contribution o f  the study to current knowledge and practice. Furtherm ore, 

progress was hindered by having no contacts or previous personal involvement within the 

criminal justice system and, in some sites, ongoing governm ent-funded research m eant that my

' A Garda Youth Diversion Project is a communit)’ based, multi-agency’ crime prevention initiative which seeks to 
divert voung people from becoming involved (or further involved) in anti-social an d /o r criminal behaviour bv 
providing suitable activities to facilitate personal developm ent and prom ote civic responsibilin’ (Irish Youth Justice 
Seivice, 2008b).
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request for access was not considered a priorit}'. There was also concern on the part o f some 

gatekeepers as to the potential impact on their resources and time that allowing access to young 

people would take. G iven the protracted and difficult process that gaining access involved, once 

opportunities did arise to m eet potential participants they were seized immediately. This required 

a flexible approach on my part in that I made myself available to m eet with potential participants 

at any occasion that was offered.

In addition to gaining the co-operation o f senior individuals in criminal justice agencies, other 

gatekeepers included managers o f the potential recruitm ent sites and the specific key workers that 

were engaged with young people who met the study criteria. As a result, I had to present both 

myself and the project, outlining the implications o f the research for the setting and those that 

were working within it (Noaks & W incup, 2004: 57). Given the difficulties in penetrating the 

barriers at the top o f  these institutions, I had to devise a strateg)’ to gain access to recruitm ent 

sites and maldng contact with potential participants. This process involved a com bination o f 

informal discussions with those working in criminal justice agencies and semi-structured 

interviews with key inform ants working with young people involved in offending. Both 

discussions and interviews focused on their perceptions o f the phenom enon o f youth offending 

and the profile o f  young people involved in offending. The outcom e o f this discussion was to 

generate data from the professionals’ point o f  \’iew o f  the nature o f  youth offending in the 

communitjr in which they worked and about the lives o f the young people that they were engaged 

with.'^”

The process also served the im portant function o f  informing potential gatekeepers about the 

study, its aims and data collection m ethods and, in addition, it provided inform ation on potential 

participants and how, where and through what channels they could be recruited for the study. 

Throughout the recruitm ent process, contact was made with fortj'-two individuals working with 

young people involved in offending. I met twent}’ o f these individuals during the course o f  the

"'^This process is referred  to  elsew here as a ‘C om m unirv A ssessm ent P rocess’ (Clatts el al., 2002) w hich is u sed  to  
in form  professionals abou t the study and help facilitate entree in to  the research settings. It has also been used 
successfuDv in an Irish co n tex t in research o n  hom eless vouth, heroin  users and L G B T  people (M avock & O ’Sullivan 
2007; M ayock, B n ’an et aL, 2009; M avock, Cronlv et al. 2009).

W ith  a primary’ concern  o f  represen ting  the perspectives o f  the  voung people, the analysis p resen ted  in  the 
follow ing four chapters draws solely on  the data ga thered  th rough  life histoiT interview s and the  adm in istration  o f  a 
questionnaire to  young peop le  in con tact w ith crim inal justice agencies. Vk'hile additional data was genera ted  th rough  
the  sem i-structured  interv'iews w ith  professionals, this did no t con tribu te  to  ‘theoiry build ing’ b u t was used to  in fo rm  
sam pling techniques and the p repara tion  o f  research  instrum ents.
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recruitment process which facilitated informal discussions on youth offending. Nine were 

inter\"iewed using semi-structured interviews to provide insight into the profiles o f the young 

people with whom they had contact through their work and their perceptions of youth crime in 

the community.’ '̂ Eleven of the fort}'-two indi^’iduals contacted during the ‘Communit}^ 

Assessment’ phases facilitated contact u ith  young people w'hich resulted in an inter\new. 

However, the support of two individuals in separate sites was particularly important as, between 

them, they facilitated twent}'-four out of the final thirtj’-seven interviews. \X'hUe this resulted in a 

significant proportion of the eventual participants residing in two Dublin Cit}’ postal districts, 

recent research has identified that these two districts, in addition to one other, account for the 

majorit}' of 5'oung people coming before the Children Court (Carroll & Meehan, 2007: 19).’̂ ^

Although aware o f the potential problems associated with gaining access to relatively ‘closed’ 

settings (Noaks & Wincup, 2004: 56), the recruitment process still turned out to be considerably 

more protracted than planned for at the outset o f the study. First contact with potential 

gatekeepers was made in June 2007 and the first interview was successfully completed six months 

later. The final interview was conducted in August 2009, twent)' months after the first interview. 

Whilst a frustrating process giv'en the considerable time needed to be invested in order to 

successfully recruit study participants, this protracted period o f engagement had other adv'antages 

in that it facilitated time to transcribe interviews close to when they took place and to begin 

preliminary analysis in terms o f coding and identifying emerging themes.'"’ This period also 

added value in the sense of providing insight into the nature of youth offending as time spent 

informally with young people rev’caled the often hidden nature of their offending.

Some gatekeepers were, from the moment of initial contact, unwilUng to engage with the research 

process and therefore unable to facilitate my contact with young people. I empathised with 

previous research which reported gatekeepers’ hopes that the researcher would ‘give up and go 

awav’ and with the frustration that came with continued requests to provide more vv’ritten details 

on the research and phone calls being passed on to yet another individual (Davies, 2000: 87-88). 

On the other hand, as stated abov^e, certain individuals were particularly receptiv^e to the study 

and contact with them vielded a number o f interviews. In addition, other gatekeepers were

See Appendix D  for the interview schedule used with criminal justice professionals.
The vignette described below describes an unsuccessful attem pt to recruit 3’oung people from a project in this 

tliird postal district in m ore detail.
As discussed earlier, this facilitated theoretical sampling towards the end o f  the data collection process and 

determining the focus o f  these later interviews.
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supportive o f the study but recruitm ent through them  was unsuccessful as a resuh o f factors 

specific to the potential recruitm ent site.

Contact with young people was initially made through professionals working at the potential 

recruitm ent sites. In m ost cases these individuals were probation officers or key 

w orkers/m anagers at probation programmes and Garda Youth Diversion Projects. This 

approach raises questions about the appropriateness o f allowing gatekeepers to becom e involved 

in the research project, particularly in terms o f influencing the selection o f participants (Noaks & 

W’incup, 2004: 58). It also raises concerns about the voluntar}' nature o f  participation and 

whether young people might feel pressure by professionals into taking part, especially those 

young people on probation. Steps were taken, therefore, to ensure, first o f  all, that young people 

realised that their participation was voluntar)' and that there would be no negative repercussions 

if they did not take part — this was achieved through a detailed discussion with the young people 

on first meeting with them. In all cases, young people were then given the opportunity to select a 

second day and time to meet with m e to take part in the study, giving them  the option o f no t 

turning up and effectively changing their mind, an option which was taken up by thirteen o f  fifty 

young people contacted. W'hile five eventual respondents were contacted through their probation 

officer, and therefore I m et with them  on nvo occasions, in other cases more time was spent with 

young people w hom  I contacted through sites such as probation programmes and diversion 

projects. In those cases I was able to maintain a presence, to a certain degree, in the recruitm ent 

sites and, over time, young people became accustomed to my presence. Whilst this did no t result 

in a discernable difference in the qualiU' o f  interview compared to other participants with w hom  I 

had m ore Umited contact (quaUt)’ o f  interview varied more so according to the personalit}' o f  the 

young person), this approach did mean that some young people who were perhaps at first 

reluctant to speak to me participated in the study at a later date, once they had become m ore 

receptive to the research process.'^"* In addition, in recruitment sites where young people were in 

daily contact with each other, they often encouraged each other to take part in the study 

recounting their own experiences o f  participation and the benefits — a voucher for €20.'^^

For example, on initially meeting one young woman at a probation programme, she decided that she did no t want 
to participate in the studv. O ver the course o f six m onths I attended the programme at different stages in order to 
access other voung people for the studv. A t a stage where 1 had inter\iewed seven o f  this young w om an’s peers, she 
approached me stating that she would like to take part m the study.
'25 The ethical implications o f  rewarding participants for taking part in the study are discussed later in the chapter.
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To reiterate, the recruitment process was protracted, the length o f which was underesdmated on 

my part. Difficulties in recruitment were related, inter alia, to the attitude o f gatekeepers, ‘no 

shows’ by young people, lengthy attempts to penetrate research sites and unwilling, or 

unreceptive, potential participants. The following vignette is based on my own fieldnotes taken 

during the fieldwork period and describes the efforts made in one neighbourhood to make 

contact with the young people engaged in criminal activit}'. It provides a further illustration of 

one of the many issues involved in the recruitment of young people in a particular ‘high crime’ 

area.

I made contact with a north-inner cit)’ group through a programme working with young 
people ‘at risk’ o f offending. Both the manager o f the programme and the indi\ndual key 
worker, in contact with the young people on a weekly basis, were keen for them to take 
part in the smdy, feeling that it would be o f some benefit.

The programme is located within a communit}' which has had a high media profile over 
the course o f the study for gang activit}' and serious violence. In fact, at one stage it was 
advised for me not to attend the group due to the effects o f a local shooting on the group 
participants. Informal contact was made with a group of young people over a series of 
visits to a weekly activit)" where they mainly played pool but it was clear from the outset 
that there was suspicion of me and an unwillingness to engage in the research process.

Due to a commitment in another recruitment site which was yielding inter\'iews, I did not 
visit this particular site for a number of weeks. On return to this site, it was revealed that 
young people had gradually withdrawn from the weekly group activities to the point that at 
this visit no one had attended. It was at this point that ‘Alan’, a youth worker who had also 
grown up in the area, took the oppormnitv' to bring me on a ‘tour’ of the communiry and 
explain to me the events of recent months; a storj' which, in turn, contributed to an 
understanding o f why these young people had not been willing to engage in the research 
process.

The gang activit}’ in the area, explained Alan, had intensified in recent weeks and months 
and the young people in tlie community w'ere afraid to be seen out on the streets. Two 
gangs had doininated this community' but the leader o f one had recently been killed leaving 
the second gang to control the area. Whilst not immediately apparent to someone 
unfamiliar with the area, Alan was able to point out two unmarked Garda cars that drove 
past us in the space of fifteen minutes containing armed Gardai and it soon became 
apparent that there was a high police presence in the neighbourhood.

A lot o f pressure was being put on young people to show affiliation to the remaining 
gang in the communit}' — young people were being classed as either with them or against 
them. A decision not to take part in gang activit}’ was not an option, according to gang 
members. The stress of such pressure had led to the suicide of one young male in the area 
just weeks before this visit. For this reason, young people in the area were no longer 
hanging out on the streets. \X'e walked around the area and saw ver\’ few young people — 
those who were visible were very young, playing on ropes, swinging around the lamp posts.
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Indeed there were many unoccupied ropes that left an eerie, deserted feeling to the place. 
O lder young people in their teens, those who would fall into the age criteria o f this study, 
but who might also be o f interest to the gang members, were nowhere to be seen and had 
n o t been conspicuous for some time, according to Alan.

Y oung people within the communit}' were afraid that gang members might think they 
were saying the wrong things to the wrong people and were therefore trying to maintain a 
low profile by remaining indoors. As a result, it was not surprising that the group I had 
been visiting had been unwilling to be seen to be talking to me, a stranger and outsider, 
about criminal activit)'. In fact, Alan reported that they were no longer willing to talk to 
him, som eone who had grown up in the area, had been a youth worker for four years 
within the community, and who knew the young people extremely well.

In the weeks following this visit to the group, I remained in contact with Alan with regard 
to the attendance at the weekly group activit)'. However, throughout the remainder o f my 
time conducting fieldwork, young people had no t re-engaged with the programme.

This vignette provides an example o f  an area o f Dublin cit}" known for its high level o f  youth 

criminal activity which failed to be penetrated for the purposes o f the research. This was inifially 

due to the difficulty in engaging with anxious, and perhaps suspicious, young people and 

eventually as a result o f the invisibilitv' o f young people in the area. Whilst the staff in this project 

were keen to engage with the research and encouraged young people to become involved in the 

stud)', this was not feasible as the vignette above describes.'^*' Time restraints for the completion 

o f fieldwork and ongoing data collection in other communities m eant that I term inated my 

contact with this group before being able to recruit young people into the study. This decision 

was no t taken before seizing even’ opportunity to make contact with them, while, at the same 

time, taking account o f my own safet}’ in a particularly criminally active area. The same 

recruitm ent m ethods were used and were successful in gaining access to young people in other 

areas o f  the city and therefore suggest that recruitm ent attem pts in this communit)’ failed as a 

result o f  ongoing factors which went beyond the research strategy.

Concluding Recruitment

A study is done when you have gained an understanding o f the setting or slice o f 
social life that you set out to study (Taylor, 1991: 241).

The conclusion o f recruitm ent in various settings was determined by a num ber o f  factors. The

vignette above describes withdrawing from a particular setting for reasons beyond the control o f

In fact, at one stage the staff in the project were not able to engage with the young people themselves as young 
people gradually became invisible in the communit)’.
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the researcher. The decision to leave this setting was made on the basis that, after exhausting all 

techniques o f making contact with young people in the area, time was better invested in other 

recruitm ent sites that were yielding inter\dews. D ata collection also terminated in other 

recruitm ent sites when all potential participants that m et the study criteria and were suitable 

according to the sampling approach had either pardcipated or declined to participate. In these 

cases, the decision to conclude data collection in particular sites was clear. However, the decision 

to term inate data collection overall was a m ore complex process driven by concerns o f having 

sufficiently answered the research questions.

Rather than asking “\XTien is the study finished?” Taylor (1991) argues that the decision to finish 

data collection is based on the question: “WTien does the fieldwork yield diminishing returns?” 

D ata collection continued until interviews did not yield any additional understanding o f the lives 

o f young people involved in criminal activit}'; that is, until it reached theoretical saturation. 

Interviews continued until the data became repetitious and the same themes re-emerged in each 

interview (Taylor, 1991; 242). In addition, influenced by a grounded theor\- approach, I returned 

to the field after a short break o f a few m onths o f  preliminary’ coding and analysis to gather more 

focused data to answer analytic questions and to fill conceptual gaps. At this point, the range o f 

interview topics had been narrowed to gather specific data for the emerging theoretical concepts 

(Charmaz, 2003: 312). Missing data had been identified in addition to emerging themes. Later 

interviews addressed the missing data but also were used to confirm hunches and to find better 

examples o f themes identified in the research (Noaks & W incup, 2004: 70). Once satisfied that 

gaps in the data had been addressed and that interviews were not yielding any new themes, I 

concluded data collection.

The Participants

During the course o f the study, contact was made with fift)’ young people who were engaged 

with a criminal justice agency at the time o f interview, thirtj’-seven o f  w hom  participated in the 

study, completing both a life history’ interview and a structured questionnaire. All o f the young 

people recruited were engaged with either probation services'^^ or a Garda Y outh Diversion 

Project, although many had previous contact with a num ber o f  criminal justice agencies.

’̂ 'oung people recruited through probation services were either contacted through an individual probation officer 
or were attending a probation project aiming to provide education and emplov'tnent assistance to young people.
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As stated earlier, no attem pt was m ade to achieve a representative sample o f  the population o f 

}^oung people involved in criminal activit)'. This was attributed to the difficulties o f achieving this 

and the stud)r’s focus on the details o f offending and criiTiinal careers rather than generalisability 

to the population o f young offenders. Rather, it was concerned with accessing a sample that 

differed in gender, geographical location (within Dublin cit}') age and offence severit}" and one 

that reflects young people experiences at different stages o f  their criminal careers.

Table 4.1 provides a breakdown o f  participants in the smdy according to age and gender. It 

shows that the age o f young people ranged from 14 to 23 years old. In terms o f  the gender o f 

participants, rwent}'-six (70%) were young m en while eleven (30%) were young women.

Table 4.1 Age and Gender of Study Participants

AGE MALE FEMALE TOTAL

14 4 0 4

15 0 2 2

16 2 3 5

17 4 1 5

18 2 0 2

19 6 0 6

20 1 1 2

21 3 2 5

22 1 1 2

23 3 1 4

Total 26 11 37

At the time o f inter\uew, the majorit}' o f  young people (72%) were residing in two Dublin postal 

districts which represent communities experiencing high levels o f criminal acdvit)’. The 

remainder o f  respondents were spread out over six other postal districts in the D ublin 

M etropolitan area. Tw o young people were currently residing outside Dublin but were included 

in the study as they had previously lived in Dublin over the course o f their criminal careers and 

were in contact with criminal justice agencies based in Dublin at the time o f intenuew.

97



As stated earlier, young people were accessed through making contact with various professionals 

working with youth involved in criminal activity. Table 4.2 provides a breakdown o f the num bers 

o f  young people contacted through each t}q3e o f  agency.

Table 4.2 Recruitment of Participants by Site and Gender

Gatekeeper/Contact Male Female Total

Probation Project 12 5 17

Probation Officer 5 0 5

GYDP* 8 6 14

Other 1 0 1

Total 26 11 37

*G arda Youth Diversion Project

Table 4.2 shows that seventeen o f  the young people (twelve male and five female) were recruited 

from three different probation projects. In addition, fourteen participants (eight male and six 

female) were recruited from a Garda Youth Diversion Project. Five young people, all male, were 

recruited through individual probation officers and one young male was recruited from a drop-in 

centre for young men experiencing homelessness.

DATA COLLECTION

The core data collection m ethod was the biographical intenaew, supported by quantitative data 

gathered through the administration o f a structured questionnaire. Before taking part, I took time 

to explain the aims and objectives o f the study to each potential participant and what their 

participation would involve. Young people were provided with an inform ation sheet which 

detailed all aspects o f taking part in the study and this was read through with each participant to 

circumvent any literacy problems. In m ost cases, a second meeting was arranged to give the 

young person time to consider their involvement in the study.'"* At this meeting, the aims and 

objectives o f the study were revisited and explained again and young people were able to raise 

any concerns they had about taking part. W ritten consent was attained from each participant. In

In some cases young people were keen to do the inter\’iew immediately, however they were always given the 
option to meet me at a later date.
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the case o f  young people aged under 18, written parental consent was also attained which, in 

some cases, proved difficult or delayed the date o f intenaew.'^’

As highlighted earlier, there were many difficulties in initially accessing young people which 

caused delay for the data collection process. In addition, on num erous occasions, young people 

failed to attend at pre-arranged times to conduct the intendew  or to discuss the study. As a result, 

in some cases, the successful com pletion o f a single interview may have entailed num erous visits 

to a particular recruitm ent site. The inconvenience o f this was balanced against the advantages o f 

giving the young people an opportunit}' to refuse to take part in the study by no t m rning up to 

the next appointm ent rather than having to express an unwillingness to take part directly to the 

researcher. This was considered im portant given that young people were recruited through 

criminal justice professionals and may have otherwise felt compelled to take part in the study if 

not given this option.

Interviews took place in a location which was convenient to the young person and a place where 

they felt comfortable, such as in a private room  in probation offices, program mes that they 

attended or settings w'here they received counselling or treatment and were accustomed to 

frequenting. In some cases the inter\'iew locations meant that background noise was an issue, for 

example when a youth group was being conducted in a room  nearby, and made subsequent 

transcription difficult but never impossible. However, efforts were made in all cases to access a 

location that, whilst favourable to the young person, also provided an appropriate setting to 

conduct the interview, taking into account researcher safety’.

Administration of Structured Questionnaire

The questionnaire'^' was administered to young people before they participated in the life history^ 

interview. This approach provided an opportunity to maintain a ‘neutral dem eanour’ w hen 

attaining inform ation which related to offending history' and criminal justice contact (Miller & 

Glassner, 1997: 106). It was hoped that, as a result, the participant would speak m ore openly 

about this behaviour during the intennew. Questionnaires took between ten and fifteen minutes

Inform ation sheets and consent forms for both  voung people and parents are attached in Appendix A.
A protocol for researcher safety was de\ased in collaboration with the research supervisor. This included that the 

ume and place for interviews were in environments where the researcher and the interviewee felt safe; a mobile 
phone was carried at all times; the supervisor was made aware o f the am e and location o f fieldwork; no expensive 
equipm ent was brought into research sites; fieldwork was to be abandoned when safet}' was threatened.

The questionnaire is attached in Appendix B.
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to complete, and they were administered orally by the researcher and responses were docum ented 

simultaneously. This approach proved successful and helped to circumvent any potential 

awkwardness or difficulty that might arise for participants who had literacy problems. 

Questionnaires collected information on:

• Demographics

• A ccom m odation history

• Education, training and employment

• Alcohol and drug use

• Experiences o f crime — engagement in illegal activity' and experiences o f the criminal 

justice system including arrests, charges and experiences o f  detention

• Experiences o f victimisation

• Experiences o f sen’ices.

The administration o f the questionnaire complem ented life historj? data in providing a 

quantitative summarv' o f research participants’ social backgrounds and criininal liistories.

T he B iographical Interview

The study followed a long histor)’ o f the use o f  life history' interviews in criminology and adopted

the approach to elicit data from young people during their in-depth inter\’iews. The life history'

inter\'iew is defined as:'’^

.. .the story' a person chooses to tell about the life he or she has lived, told as 
completely and honestly as possible, what the person remem bers o f it and what he or 
she wants others to know o f it, usually as a result o f a guided inten'iew  by another.
The resulting life story' is the narrative essence o f what has happened to the person.
It can cover the time from birth to the present or before and beyond. It includes the 
im portant events, experiences, and feelings o f a lifetime (Atkinson, 2001: 125).

In studying the criminal career o f an individual, or group o f  individuals, an approach needs to be 

taken which accounts for the progress o f  som eone’s life over time. Additionally, an interactionist 

approach privileges the perspective o f  individuals on their lives and the meanings that they give 

to their life experiences. The biographical m ethod allows for this exploration over time from  the 

viewpoint o f the research participant. During the life history' inter\'iew, participants actively 

rem em ber and reconstruct their lives through the telling o f their stories. The researcher guides

The terms ‘life stor}-’, ‘life histor)-’ and ‘biographical interview’ are often used interchangeably but some authors in 
the area have made distinctions between the terms and what thev entail. However, broadly, all forms o f  life liistorj’ 
contain three central features: the person’s “own ston’ o f  his life”, the social and cultural situation to which he and 
others see him responding, and the sequence o f past experiences and situations in his life (Denzin, 1970: 222)
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the participant through his or her life historj', prom pting memories and encouraging the 

participant’s reflections, interpretations and insights (Haglund, 2004: 1309.). This approach allows 

the participant to respond in their own terms and raise issues pertinent to their lives which may 

be overlooked when designing the inter\'iew schedule.'”  This is especially im portant in the case 

o f  previously neglected areas o f  research and even more so when the interviewee Uves a very 

different lifest\’le to the researcher (Noaks & W'incup, 2004: 145).

As highlighted by Denzin, the life histor}' m ethod rests on the collection and analysis o f stories 

that speak to turning point m om ents in people’s Lives (Denzin, 1989), what Denzin defines as 

“m om ent o f revelation in a life” (1989: 47) and “interactional m om ents and experiences which 

leave marks on people’s lives” (1989: 70). Similarly, Goodey argues that the individual biography 

allows the researcher to walk with the inteniew ee through detailed accounts o f their life history' 

that may facilitate the inter\*iewee’s revelation o f significant turning point m om ents in their life, 

or m om ents o f ‘epiphany’ (Goodey, 2000: 478). These turning point m om ents equate with what 

Becker called ‘contingencies’ within a criminal career, defined as “ factors on which mobilit)' from 

one position to another depends... [including] both objective facts o f  social structure and 

changes in the perspectives, motivations, and desires o f  the individual” (Becker, 1963: 24). The 

approach o f the Chicago school took account o f both the influences o f social structure in 

providing opportunities or constraints for the individual, along with the individual’s own abilit)' 

to perceive these opportunities or constraints subjectively and react to them creatively (Miller, 

2000: 6). A person’s biography entails telling about tlie constraints and opportunities that were 

available in the past and how one dealt with these. W hat is im portant is the way in which the 

individual has negotiated their path through a changing societal structure (Miller, 2000: 75). Life 

history interviews have the potential to reveal how people interpret and understand social 

structures, and their use encourages an exploration o f individuals’ perceptions o f  key turning 

point m om ents in their lives (Hubbard, 1999: para 11.4). The life histor}’ m ethod, therefore, 

com plem ents the interactionist approach to criminal career research with each having a focus on 

developm ents and processes over time, the constraints or decisions that individuals have to face, 

the emphasis on the wider social context and the place and perspectives o f the individual within 

that. As a consequence, the Hfe history’ interview was considered particularly appropriate in the 

current study o f exploring offending trajectories o f young people.

Refer to  the following section for the details on the inter\'iew schedule.
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Conducting the Intennew

In tem ew s ranged in duration, depending on the communicative tendencies o f the young with an 

average length o f ninety minutes. There are advantages o f conducting multiple inter\'iews 

com pared to “one shot interviewing” (Charmaz, 2003: 318), especially with regard to m ore 

sensitive interview topics. These include establishing rapport and trust with the participant 

(Haglund, 2004: 1315), maximising data retrieval (Admi, 1995: 187) and verifying emerging 

them es with early participants (Charmaz, 2003: 318). However, the approach was no t followed in 

this context and all interviews, apart from one, were completed in one sitdng. Earlier discussions 

in this section highlighted the difficult nature of, firsdy, gaining access to young people and, 

subsequendy, young people’s tendency no t to  attend at arranged times to take part in the 

interview. Given that in many cases meetings with participants had to be rearranged num erous 

times as a result o f  them  no t attending a previous appointm ent, the opportunit}’ to com plete the 

interview in one sitting was considered im portant in the interest o f time constraints to complete 

the fieldwork.

WhUst the detail o f  each interview differed according to the personal experiences o f the young 

person, the interview aimed to address several topics. A life history schedule’’"' was used as an 

aide-memoire to ensure that some topics would not be forgotten or overlooked (Denzin, 1970: 234- 

235). However, it was not used ‘rigidly’ (Admi, 1995: 187) to allow the young person to have 

control as to how they told their life story’. All interviews were recorded using a digital recorder 

and transcribed verbatim  as close as possible to the time o f interview.

Interviews began with asking young people to tell the ston ' o f  their life, advising that they could 

start at whatever point in their lives that they wish and talk about whatever they wanted. For 

som e young people this was a difficult task and they required some encouragement while others 

were able to provide a relatively complete summar)’ o f their lives and, being aware o f the nature 

o f the study, quite spontaneously started to recount stories o f  their criminal activit}’ at this point. 

The ways in which young people responded to the request to tell their ‘life story’ did not differ 

according to age, gender or my previous contact with them but rather appeared to depend on 

their individual personality’ and how communicative they were.

The interview schedule is contained in Appendix C.
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Following the initial invitation to tell their life storj', inter\news took a thematic approach 

addressing different areas o f  young people’s lives, m ost o f  which young people had 

spontaneously referred to in their opening ‘stor)’’:

• Early life history'

• H ousing/accom m odation history

• E ducation/em ploym ent

• Family life

• Friends and social Ufe

• D rug and alcohol use

• Offending and the criminal justice system

• Experiences o f violence and victimisation

• Experiences o f  services

• Reflections on life and thoughts on the future.

Although each theme was distinct in the interview schedule, inten'iews with young people often 

crossed over themes and the approach was sufficiently flexible to allow the young person 

freedom to address certain topics or issues at times when they wished to do so. Questions that 

were asked were both intrinsic — questions that arose from the intentiew — to flesh out the details 

o f what was said and extrinsic — questions that were o f particular interest for the study (Chaitin, 

2004: 4). Inter\'iews avoided leading questions, especially when trying to ascertain mom ents o f 

epiphany. However, occasionally, young people were asked to explain Svhy’ they believed 

som ething happened at later points o f the inters'iew, a technique used that recognises 

participants’ abilit}- to interpret events (Goodey, 2000: 484). Sensitive issues were em bedded in 

the middle o f  the intentiew and intennews were ‘closed’ with questions slanted to m ore positive 

answers (Charmaz, 2003: 315) so that the participant did not leave the research setting feeling 

exposed, having reached an equilibrium (Noaks & W'incup, 2004: 84).

It was not the case that young people displayed any emotional distress during or after the 

interview and no intervtiew had to be prematurely terminated for this reason. In two separate 

cases young wom en declined to talk about certain experiences, one o f a sexual assault and 

another the recent death o f a parent, but in all o ther cases no participant declined to talk about 

any topic raised. In some cases young people got restless or fidget)’ during the inter\tiew. In these 

situations young people were invited to pause the intennew for a brief period and to resume
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when they felt ready — often after a m ethod o f relaxation, for example, having a cigarette. Three 

young people, however, did terminate the interview abruptly.’’  ̂O ne young m an was keen to go 

to his friend outside who had just been released from prison and had arrived at the research 

setting and another received a call related to an arrangement to sell drugs and thus he considered 

his time better spent elsewhere. Finally, one young wom an had an appointm ent for methadone 

treatment. This restless behaviour, however, is understandable given the considerable drain on 

participants’ time and resources for small recom pense (Maher, 2000: 215). O n the other hand, 

like other research endeavours (Maher, 2000: 215), m ost young people did speak freely and at 

length o f their experiences and appeared to value the opportunit)' to tell their ‘stor}^’.

ANALYSIS

QuaUtadve m ethods generate a vast am ount o f rich and detailed data and the challenge for the 

researcher is to make sense o f that data and provide an illuminating analysis (Noaks & W'incup, 

2004: 122). In addition to the complex process o f  qualitative analysis, data garnered through the 

conduct o f  life history' inter\'iews raise specific analytic challenges for the researcher. The 

following analysis is influenced by an approach in which theor\’ is derived from the data and then 

illustrated by characteristic examples o f data; that is, most hypotheses and concepts not only 

com e from the data, but are systemically worked out in relation to the data during the course o f 

the research (Glaser & Strauss, 1967: 5-6). While not a prescriptive adherence to grounded theor}' 

analysis as presented by Glaser and Strauss (1967), the following analysis adopted some o f the 

defining com ponents o f  their approach, including simultaneous data collection and analysis, 

identifying analytic codes and categories from the data, theoretical sampkng,” '’ memo-writing and 

the developm ent o f  theory' at each step o f  collecdon and analysis.

Analysis was inidated once data collection first com m enced so that data gathering, coding and 

analysis occurred simultaneously over the course o f  the study. In this way each process was able 

to inform  the other and, in identif\ing emerging issues or concerns, questions were developed 

around these concerns and participants whose experiences speak to these questions were sought 

(Charmaz, 2003: 311-312). Fieldnotes were written during the data collection process, which

For two o f these voung people their interviews, although finished abruptly, were complete in that they had 
discussed all themes in the inter^’iew schedule. O ne voung man, however, finished his interview early into the 
process and it took four months to track him down and complete it at a second sitting.
116 earlier section ‘Sampling and Recruitment’ for discussion on theoretical sampling.
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entailed noting first impressions after each inter\dew as to the lives each participant presented 

and the nature and extent o f  their offending trajectories. Interview recordings were listened to 

and transcribed verbatim  as close as possible to when they were conducted. Although a time 

consuming process, early transcription o f interviews and note making was considered crucial to 

enhancing my familiarity' with the data, allowing reflection on the data and bringing attention to 

the emerging themes, thus comprising an im portant early analytic stage (May, 2001: 139; Noaks 

& W incup, 2004; 129). W'hile inidally considered a drawback, difficulties in accessing participants 

and arranging interviews, in the end, allowed for time to be dedicated between interviews to the 

process o f  ‘getting to  know’ the data. At the same time, coding o f the first interviews identified 

emerging categories while data collection was ongoing. This was initially done manually by colour 

coding; that is, highlighting in different colours sections o f interview transcripts which related to 

the emerging categories. After the coding o f a num ber o f initial interviews, a coding framework 

was devised which included all categories identified at that point. W ith the ongoing data 

collection process, this coding framework was updated and altered as new categories emerged 

from further interviews. A grounded theor)’ approach does not begin with prior assumptions 

about hypotheses, research questions or what literature should underpin the study (Gray, 2004), 

but rather it incorporates an inductive approach in which analytic themes emerge from the data 

collected. While clearly not going into the field or the analysis process blind due to an initial 

review o f literature, a grounded approach was adhered to in identifying the initial categories in 

the data. This also allowed the analytic process to remain faithful to respondents’ representations 

and interpretations o f their Hfe storv’.

As the data collection process approached theoretical saturation, Nvivo was used to organise the 

interview data into the categories using the coding framework. Code books'’’ were then created 

and read to identify both emerging relationships and gaps in the data. Later in teniew s focussed 

on filling these gaps and confirming emerging themes. The use o f analytic memos then allowed 

for the initial interpretation o f  trends emerging from the data and the relationships occurring 

betu'een the coded categories, raising them  to ‘concepmal categories’. M emos were used to 

ground categories in their illustrative interview excerpts and as a result joined the researchers’ 

interpretations with the data (Charmaz, 2003: 322-232). The preparation o f memos m eant that 

writing com m enced early in the research process and they were used to contribute to the write up

All data across the thirt)’-seven interviews related to the relevant subject were included in the code book. For 
example, the ‘Earlv school leaving’ codebook included all references in interview transcripts to experiences that led 
to early school leaving and its consequences.
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of the study’s findings. Analysis continued throughout the writing up of the study’s findings as 

research questions, original transcripts, case summaries and memos were revisited repeatedly. 

‘Selective coding’ w'as incorporated into writing up the study’s findings as ‘core categories’ which 

explain what “this research is all about” (Strauss & Corbin, 1998; 146) are identified, refined and 

integrated into the theory .̂ Accounting for negative incidences (Seale, 1999) highlighted 

contradicting data and accounting for such cases led to a fuller and deeper analysis. The findings 

were written up with “thick description” (Geertz, 1973) with the presentation o f specific 

incidents from fieldnotes and intervdews organised around analytic themes and discussion o f an 

empirically-grounded theor\' (Noaks & Wincup, 2004: 123).’’*

In addition, the analysis of life history? inter\dews presents a particular challenge to the researcher

starting with the need to produce methodologically and theoretically grounded individual accounts

(Goodey, 2000:478), identifying the epiphanal within them, locating them in the wider social

structure and highlighting relationships between such accounts. Therefore, whilst the above

discussion detailed a process of analysing the data cross-sectionally, in that identified themes

within a voung person’s transcript were compared with those of others, the biographical

approach also necessitated an analysis of the unit; that is, the individual life stor)’ o f each

participant. To facilitate this analysis a ‘case summar}’’ for each individual transcript was prepared

which included information under each broad coding category', as well as additional insights and

obser\'ations on a young person’s offending trajectory' and significant life moments. Tliis analysis

importantly incorporates the identification of the epiphanal which can be identified by both the

respondent and the researcher in the context of their ‘social biography’ (Goodey, 2000:481).

However, identifying moments as ‘epiphanal’ requires care on the part of the researcher:

The researcher should not prioritize their own standpoint over the subject’s, but 
should aim for a balanced assessment of subject-led revelation and researcher-based 
interpretation o f the epiphanal’ (Goodey, 2000: 481-482).

Such turning point moments are central to understanding the trajector)' o f a young person’s

criminal career and can only be fully understood when the life stor)' is analysed as a whole as

these moments relate to both past and future events.

Quotations that appear in the findings have been edited for comprehension whilst remaining true to the 
narratives offered by participants.
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Analysis o f  Quantitative Data

T he life historjr data w ere central to  the theory  building process in the study yet they were 

com plem ented  by data collected th rough the adm inistration o f  structured  questionnaires. T hese 

quantitative data from  the adm inistration  o f  questionnaires w ere analysed using the Statistical 

Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS). All questionnaires once com pleted  w ere en tered  in to  the 

SPSS database, ‘cleaned’ and analysed to  provide a quantitative sum m ary o f  research partic ipan ts’ 

social backgrounds and crim inal histories. Analysis took  the form  o f  descriptive statistics to 

provide a ‘summar}' p ictu re’ (Gray, 2004: 293) o f  the study sample. T he focus o f  this analysis was 

to  p resen t an over\'iew  o f  the research participants ra ther than  draw  any conclusions beyond the 

data. D ata  was generated  using frequencies and descriptives to p resen t young people  in term s o f  

their age, gender, accom m odation  h isto r\' and  experiences o f  education, training and 

emplo}’m ent. In  addition the data p rovided  in fo n n a tio n  on  young peop le’s histor\- o f  substance 

use, their o ffending  histories and  experiences o f  victim isation. T he data from  the questionnaire 

are p resen ted  th ro u g h o u t the thesis in su p p o rt o f  the detailed qualitative analysis.

ETHICAL ISSUES AND CONSIDERATIONS

This study entailed talking to  a g roup  o f  young people, including som e u n d er the age o f  18, about 

potentially sensitive issues including past experiences o f  o tfend ing  and victim isation. Taking a life 

history approach  to  inter\'ie\ving also increased the poten tia l for o th e r possibly d istressing topics 

being raised during the study w ith young people as the interview  explored all areas o f  their lives. 

In  addition, the  target popu la tion  for the study belongs to  S^ulnerable’ g roups such as children 

and young peop le  aged un d er eighteen (Hill, 2005), youth  in the juvenile justice system  o r youth 

re-entering  the com m unity  from  the criininal justice system  (O sgood et al., 2005) and  p risoners 

and  p robationers (Healy, 2009). W ith this in m ind, the principle o f  non-maleficience (to do  no  harm ) 

underlined  the ethical approach  to  the study from  design, through all stages o f  the  research 

p rocess to  the dissem ination o f  findings.

W ritten  in fo rm ed  consen t was sought from  ever}’ research participant following careful 

explanation o f  the study’s aim s and  objectives and w hat taking part w ould  entail, w hile allow ing 

for a period  o f  reflection. Y oung  people w ere also advised abou t the final d issem ination o f  the 

study; tha t is, a piece o f  w ork  required  for my studies at universit}', b u t that it may also be 

d issem inated in o th e r form s such as conference presen tations and articles. A t this stage I also
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explained the use o f  the digital recorder, who would listen to it (only myself) and the fact they 

could ask to have it switched off at any point. Given the high rate o f  early school leaving am ong 

young people in contact with criminal justice agencies (Carroll & Meehan, 2007; Seymour & 

Butler, 2008; McAra & McVie, 2007a), therefore implying many may have Literacy problem s, 

particular care was given to clarit}' in both the spoken word and written materials (Noaks & 

W incup, 2004: 42) so that young people could give their informed consent fully. In addition, the 

voluntary’ nature o f  participation was highlighted at the first meeting with participants, as was 

their right to withdraw a n d /o r not to answer any question; issues which were revisited 

throughout the research process. The arrangement to m eet the young person on a second 

occasion to take part in the study gave them  a further opportunit)’ to withdraw from the research 

process. For participants aged under 18, written inform ed consent was sought from a 

parent/guardian in all cases. This consent was achieved in all but two cases where young people 

had misplaced their parental consent forms on the day o f  the inter\tiew. In these cases, verbal 

consent was sought from parents via telephone and in agreement with the young person’s key 

worker, who had acted as the gatekeeper. This was in the interest o f  avoiding the need to 

reschedule the inten 'iew  given the difficulties in accessing and meeting up with j'oung people.

The study followed a policy o f non-disclosure o f  inform ation shared and each research 

participant was given assurances about confidentialit}'. There is no legal obligation in Ireland to 

report a crime nor did I have a professional dutj" to do so. W'hile some criminological 

organisations suggest that confidentiaUt\’ may be overridden in certain cases (British Societj' o f  

Criminology, s4.iv), the counter argument is that this may affect the validit}' o f the study. As Palys 

and Lowman state:

There is a good argument to be made that researchers should either give an 
unqualified guarantee o f confidentialit}' that they intend to honour or not do the 
research (Palys & Lowman, 2001; 26).

I lowever, given the young age o f the research participants, a protocol was established in which

confidentiality could be broken and this was in the case where a young person disclosed that

they, or another young person, were in danger or at risk o f danger in some way. It was made

explicit to each participant at the outset that if  they disclosed such inform ation I would have to

report this to a relevant authority', but would not do so w ithout speaking to them in advance. N o

case o f disclosure arose during the interviews.
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In  addition  to  confidentialiU’, anonymity’ was ensured by rem oving all identifying inform ation 

from  the data and dissem ination o f  the study findings. E ach  young person  was given a unique 

code w hich appeared on  their questionnaires and in ter\’iew transcripts and a pseudonym  for use 

in the w rite-up o f  the smdy. F u rth e r in fo rm ation  w hich may identify the young person  (such as 

place nam es and agency nam es) was also rem oved from  all w ritten  m aterial related to  the study. 

All in fo rm ation  was sto red  safely in a locked cabinet or on a com puter, p ro tec ted  by passw ord.

E ach  young person  w h o  partic ipated  in the study received a voucher for €20 in appreciation for 

taking part. T he use o f  such incentives is no t uncontroversial and has been given som e a tten tion  

in the literature (Fry' et a i, 2006; S eddon, 2005; M cKeganey, 2001). A rgum ents against paying 

research participants include that it may be seen as rew arding illegal behaviour and drug-taking 

and perhaps may facilitate fu rther behaviour in the purchase o f  drugs. O n  the o th e r hand, it is 

also argued that offering incentives provides good  value for m oney (Seddon, 2005: 107). In the 

cu rren t study vouchers w ere no t offered  as an incentive to  take part as I did n o t tell participants 

abou t the paym ent in advance. Instead, they w ere offered  a voucher at the end  o f  participation  as 

a suitable fee for a ser\tice in p rovid ing  their know ledge (N oaks & W’incup, 2004: 150) and 

acknow’ledging that they should  be com pensated  for the tim e they could have spen t ‘getting  paid ’ 

in o th e r ways as no t to  do so w ould  be exploitative (M aher, 2000: 215). H ow ever, in cases w here 

young peop le  w ere in con tac t w ith o th e r participants it is likely that they knew  abo u t the voucher, 

and  therefo re , it may have acted  as an incentive for som e.

D u rin g  a qualitative research endeavour a relationship is m ade betw een researcher and partic ipant 

and, particularly in cases o f  sensitive research, there may be pressures for the researcher to  m ove 

beyond  that role in to  that o f  friend, advocate, colleague or collaborator (N oaks & W 'incup, 2004: 

51; D ickson-Sw ift et al., 2007). This did n o t em erge as an issue in this study and, on  reflection , it 

is possib le to  highlight a n u m b er o f  poten tia l reasons. Firstly, m any young people  in the study 

w ere inter\tiew ed in a setting in w hich they w ere already receiving help o r advocacy from  you th  

justice w orkers and, therefore , the need for ano ther source o f  support was perhaps n o t identified. 

My age, and the fact that I was often  perceived younger than my years, perhaps m eant tha t I was 

n o t conceived o f  as in a position  to  offer help to  participants — especially fo r participants in their 

early tw enties (and as a result only a few years younger than myself). Thirdly, m y status as a 

‘s tu d en t’ ra ther than  ‘researcher’ also m ean t tha t I was no t view ed as in a position  o f  authorit}’ o r 

at least in a position  to  help the young person . O n  the contrar)’, participation  in the life h isto r\’
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inten'iew , while careful not to overstate the benefits, can place participants in an empowering

position. For example, Miller and Glassner (1997) suggest that ‘social differences’ and hence

‘social distance’ between the inter\*iew'er and interviewee can place the intervnewee in the position

o f ‘expert’ on a topic o f  interest to the researcher, and therefore addresses the pow er relationship

which otherwise exists in the social structure; that is, in terms o f age, race, education (and, in the

context o f  the current study, label o f ‘offender’) (Miller & Glassner, 1997: 105). In other words

the intennews can pro\4de a “gratif}ing opportunity to speak with authorit}" on one o f the few

subjects about which they could actually do so” (Klockars, 1974). Similarly, Presser (2009)

highlights that the creation o f  a narrative or ‘whole stor)'’ has the advantage o f  allowing the

respondent to complicate and historicise who he /sh e  really is and by so doing:

...[the] m oral deviant separates him self/herself from past w rongdoing.. .The self
narrative communicates a complex character that has unfolded over time and thus 
has the potential for further change (Presser, 2009: 180).

Validity and Reliability

“. . .  now I  knon’l'm  here m th you, i t ’s up to you to believe me or not hut I ’ll tell you the story anyway”.

(lames, 19)

Reliabilit)' refers to the extent to which questioning will yield the same answers whenever and 

wherever it is carried out. Validity is the extent to which inquiry yields the “correct” answers 

(Atkinson, 2001: 134). The above discussion has illustrated that the data generated and analysis 

conducted have both been appropriate to the research questions and thorough, careful, honest 

and accurate (Mason, 1996: 146). The following discussion details further issues o f  validity and 

reliabiUt}’ raised as a result o f  the specific methodological approach adopted.

From  the outset of, and throughout the study, I adopted and adhered to an approach to validit)^

and reliabilit}’ which was m ost appropriate to the nature o f  the research and in keeping with the

underlying interactionist influence on the study, thus striving to achieve a ‘subjective realit}^’

(Atkinson, 2001: 134). Atkinson provides a useful introduction to concerns about reliability' and

validit)’ when using the life histor\’ interview:

It is not necessar)’ to try to interpret a Ufe story  ̂interview against quantitative 
standards o f analysis.. .The researcher’s objective is to have the ston-teller elaborate, 
u ith  feeling, upon what has happened in his or her life; thus the research is seeking 
the “insider’s” viewpoint on the life being lived. A fundamental interpretive guideline 
is that the stor}’teller should be considered both the expert and the authorit}- on his
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or her own life. This is based on the belief that the storyteller knows the stor}' being 
told and will give a truthful and thorough representation of that stor)'. This demands 
a standard of reliabilit}' and validit}' that is appropriate to the life stor)" intenaew as a 
subjecdve reflection o f the experience in question” (Atkinson, 2001: 134).

Therefore, an alternative approach is adopted when dealing with life history data compared to

data generated through quantitative studies, as the concern is not with establishing objective

knowledge or ‘truth’ but with what was considered ‘real’ and acted upon as real according to the

research participants. Whilst the rejection o f the goal of establishing ‘truth’ and instead

acknowledging multiple versions o f reaUt)’ is not uncommon in qualitative research (Noaks &

Wincup, 2004: 10), the study did not adopt the extreme approach of radical social

constructionists who suggest that no knowledge about a realit}' that is ‘out there’ in the social

world can be obtained from an interview (Miller & Glassner, 1997: 99). The approach adopted,

therefore, was not one that considered the value of the data on its objectivity but one that

recognised the importance o f personal attitudes and interpretations, including viewing

“rationalisations, fabrications, prejudices, exaggerations” as valuable as the “objective

descriptions” (Shaw, 1930: 2-3). This sits comfortably with the interactionist approach to criminal

career research which has steered the course o f the study, recognising that “if men define

situations as real, they are real in their consequences” (Thomas & Thomas, 1929: 572, as cited in

Reynolds, 1994: 36).

A question mark can arguably be put over the data \ielded through in-depth intentiewing and, 

more specifically, Ufe history inten'iews with individuals engaged in criminal activity', in terms of a 

participant’s ability and willingness to recount their stor}' truthfully (Denzin, 1970: 250-251). That is, 

unreliabilit}- of memor)’, the intluence o f hindsight and passage of time (Noaks & Wincup, 2004: 

80-81), underreporting and exaggeration of criminal activit}''”  (Davies, 2000: 93) may all have an 

impact on the data presented during inten'iew. This can amount to a scepticism with which the 

life histor\' is viewed based on the reliance on verbal accounts of single individuals (Admi, 1995: 

187). However, from an interactionist perspective, the goal of research is not to provide the 

‘mirror reflection’ o f the social world that positi\'ists strive for, but to provide access to the 

meanings people attribute to their experiences and social worlds (Miller & Glassner, 1997: 100). 

What was of importance throughout this study was to identif}' those experiences, meanings and 

understandings held and highlighted by young people as impacting on their offending trajectories

Although previous research suggests that respondents are usually truthful when interviewed about illegal activities 
once assured o f confidenriaHt)’ (Stephens, 1991).
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and the evolution or termination o f their criminal careers. This is in contrast to a positivistic 

approach which may strive through triangulation to collect data from a num ber o f sources to 

verify ‘the facts’.

Recently within criminological research, Presser (2009) has identified three ways to approach 

narratives'’"’ o f offenders. In contrast to treating “narratives as record", and therefore docum enting 

w hat actually happened or is happening in som eone’s social world, we can use narratives to 

illuminate how  people see their world; that is, treat “narratives as interpretation” (2009: 182).''*' The 

concern is with how people act based on their perception o f things and this approach can help 

circumvent problem s o f truth. As Burgess argues:

...in hum an affairs it is not the absolute truth about an event that concerns us but the
way in which persons react to that event (Burgess, 1966: 189 cited in Presser, 2009).

The ‘tru th’ that we accomplish through the Hfe histor)- inter\aew is the stories that respondents 

want to tell, which, Atkinson argues, is “a good deal about what we really want to know” 

(Atkinson, 2001: 136). An interactionist approach facilitates this interpretation o f  narrative as 

during the interview encounter the participant’s detinition o f  the simation over the objective 

situation takes precedence (Denzin, 1970: 245). This is not to say, however, that the concerns 

with the vaUdit}’ o f what is being recounted are no t addressed nor that no effort at triangulation is 

of use.'’'" Variability’ in m ethods and respondents was incorporated into the study. \X'hilst staying 

true to the importance o f actors’ perspectives as represented in the core data yielded through the 

life history interviews, these were supplemented by questionnaire data which not only provided 

background inform ation on the participants but incorporated questions to attain a picture o f the 

level o f  offending, criminal justice contact and victimisation experienced by young people in the 

study. This allowed a second insight into self-reported offending, criminal justice contact and 

victimisation as reported during the interview. This approach to triangulation, however, was not 

adopted as a result o f ‘a naively “optiirdsdc’ view’ that the aggregation o f data from different 

sources will add up to produce a m ore accurate or complete picture” (Hammersley & Atkinson,

Presser distinguishes a narrative from a life ston* as something which is not a report on one’s entire life so far and 
rarher draws selectively upon lived experience. She acknow'ledges that individuals cannot include every- Hfe event and 
therefore their life ston ' must start and end somewhere and must emphasise some event(s) and not others to  make 
its point (Presser, 2009: 179)
'■*’ Presser identifies a third conceptualization o f  narrative used least commonlv by criminologists where a post 
positivist approach is adopted in a constitutive view o f  narrative which privileges language and use o f linguistic 
devices, analyses discourses and thematizes plots (2009: 185).
'■•-Although, Denzin higliUghts that questions o f  validity- may never be answered as the only' reliable witness is the 
subject himself. Therefore, “ sociologists m ust again return to  the central feature o f the life liistory, which is the 
elicitation o f one person’s perceptions and definitions, remembering that many times they can only establish 
mferentiaUy' the veracity o f  his statem ents” (Denzin, 1970: 253).
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2007: 184). Alternatively, validity' was addressed in multiple areas and not solely through m ethods 

selection. Theoretical sampling allowed for the recruitm ent o f different groups within the 

broader ‘youth offending’ population so that a diversit}' o f  experiences could be represented; that 

is, from  young people with short-lived, m inor criminal careers through to those w ho had 

experienced longer criminal careers at the m ore serious end o f  the spectrum. ‘Theoretical 

triangulation’ (Denzin, 1970) com plem ented tliis approach, incorporating “approaching the data 

with multiple perspectives and h\'potheses in m ind” (Denzin, 1970: 303). While there was an 

underlying interactionist influence to the study, the influence o f  a grounded theor}^ approach 

allowed for the emergence o f  different them es from the data w’hich highlighted a num ber o f 

theoretical concepts to be potentially relevant. The study was no t focussed on testing h^'potheses 

but rather setting the data and emerging themes against multiple perspectives in order to 

understand the complexities and nuances within.

Issues o f  internal consistency were addressed repeatedly throughout the inter\aew process. For 

example, topics discussed at the start o f  interview were revisited in order to clarify earlier 

com m ents, especially where respondents seemed confused or the recounting o f the story  ̂was 

conflicting. W hilst recognising that people react to things differently at different stages o f their 

lives, it w'as im portant to ensure that what w'as said was consistent with the participant’s 

understanding o f  the past, the experienced present and the anticipated future at the time o f 

interview (Atkinson, 2001: 134). Internal coherence may have been improved through m em ber 

checking where the transcribed life stor\’ is given to the participant to review. Its inclusion, 

however, was considered problematic given the issues with literacy among young people involved 

in offending as referred to earlier. In addition, given the difficulties encountered when arranging 

interviews with participants, the approach was also thought too time consuming. Questions o f 

validit}’ and reliabilit}' also required an awareness o f the effect o f  the researcher or intentiewer on 

the research environm ent and the consequent data that are produced. This relates to w hat extent 

young people may have altered their stories as a result o f  speaking to a ‘non-offender’. Mv status 

as female, middle class, educated, non-offender was in contrast to the predominantly male, 

disadvantaged background, early school leaver, ‘offender’ status o f  the participants. Such 

com peting statuses have implications for the positioning o f researcher/participant in the 

interview and the power balance within the encounter. The life history approach, therefore, is 

useful in that despite my perhaps elevated status, both intervtiewer and participant are viewed as 

‘collaborative partners’ (Haglund, 2004: 1309) and the pow er balance lies with the participant as
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they talk about their lives in their own words in their own time. The ways in which young people 

may have changed their stories in terms o f my own status is unclear. While my universit}' and 

educated status was m ost likely obvious as a result o f  the context o f  my being there, often 

participants regarded me as young and naive and som eone to be educated about their Lives. As a 

result, stories were freely shared and m odes o f offending were detailed for som eone who was 

regarded as knowing litde within the offending world. O n  one hand, while one young man made 

an assertion as to what my thoughts might be “yo u ’reprobably sayingyou ‘scumbag'' (Derek, 23), 

others identified my being from Belfast as affording me some insight into and understanding o f 

criminal and violent communities. Therefore, the ways in which young people reacted to my 

status and accounted for it during the interview differed.

Issues o f  validit)' also raise questions regarding the generalisabilitT,' o f  the study’s conclusions to 

other cases, contexts and time periods (Jupp et ai, 2000: 10). This study did not attem pt to 

produce conclusions that could be generalised to the broader population o f young people 

involved in offending, for reasons set out in detail at the beginning o f  this chapter. The findings, 

therefore, are specific to the group o f young people who took part in this study. At the same 

time, this is not to say that the analysis is at^-pical (Mason, 1996: 153) o f the youth offending 

population. Within the group o f participants, although each life story’ was unique, evidence was 

found o f shared ‘social biographies’ (Goodey, 2000). The advantage o f  the life histor)' approach 

was that in understanding offending in the context o f a person’s biography, we can tentatively 

argue that the conclusions accomplished here may well indeed apply to voung people who share 

similar factors in the biography, the same opportunities in the social structure and the associated 

barriers. Therefore, while generalisations cannot be made to broader populations, theoretical 

generalisations may be made to specific groups who share similar biographies. Furtherm ore, 

through the exploration o f criminal careers, emphasis is put on processes which, although 

perhaps do not represent the entiret)’ o f  a young person’s offending career, do illuminate those 

issues which are pivotal to understanding the complexities o f  travelling along this trajector)’.

LIMITATIONS OF THE STUDY

Throughout this chapter I have alluded to a num ber o f  limitations contained in the study. Firstly 

the core sample size o f thirt\'-seven is a small sample to extrapolate from. Furtherm ore, the 

sample does not account for those young people involved in offending who are not in contact 

with criminal justice agencies or those young people w ho currently remain hidden as a result of
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conditions in their community, an example o f which was provided in the vignette in this chapter. 

O n the other hand, the data did account for undetected criminal activiU' even if it was committed 

by young people who were already in contact with the criminal justice system. Furtherm ore, a 

heterogeneous group o f  young people in contact with criminal justice agencies was attained 

which represented varying experiences and differing stages o f  a criminal career and, therefore, as 

full a picture as possible was attained.

Ideally life histor)' interviews would take place over a num ber o f  sessions (Goodey, 2000: 482) as 

this would enhance the rapport established between researcher and participant and would allow 

for the revisiting o f topics and verification o f  data. However, for the reasons highlighted earlier, 

data collection was best carried out in one sitting to avoid the risk o f young people no t attending 

follow up interviews and thus having incom plete life stories.

The biographical m ethod itself has its limitations in terms o f  perhaps representing only a partial 

account o f  som eone’s life and telling us ‘so m uch’ about someone. This is in addition to the 

problem s o f  recall and “ the realization that representations o f reality' and realit}' itself cannot 

always be prised apart” (Goodey, 2000: 482). Furtherm ore, the primary’ m ethod as employed in 

the current study clearly represents one side o f the process o f offending — that is the side o f  the 

rule-breakers and not rule enforcers, and therefore, can raise elements o f bias perhaps like all 

studies o f deviance (Becker, 1963: 174). However, as Becker asserts, it is not a distorted view o f 

‘reality’ that is presented but one “which engages the people we have studied, the realit}' they 

create by their interpretation o f their experience and in terms o f  which they act” (Becker, 1963: 

174). Indeed, it is the limitations o f the m ethod that allow for its unique contribution in 

providing a nuanced understanding o f the lives o f  young people involved, a contribution unlikely 

to be elicited through other methods.

The methodological Limitations o f the study are firstly a result o f difficulties faced in accessing 

the final study sample. In addition, however, limitations are also a result o f  a num ber o f decisions 

to be made throughout the research process. These decisions were made in consideration o f 

research being underpinned and inform ed by a qualitative research design and influenced by an 

interactionist approach which privileged the perspective o f the research participant, and which 

aimed to provide an appreciation for the meanings and interpretations they attached to their lives 

and offending. Therefore, while the outcom es o f these decisions eventually led to some
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limitations, these were outweighed by their suitabiUt}" to achieving the aims and objectives o f  the 

research and answering the central research questions.

CONCLUSION

This chapter has given an honest and open account o f the conduct o f  the research for the 

present study and, in doing so, has presented in detail the m ethodological approaches, issues and 

concerns related to this project. It has set out the aims and objectives o f  the study and traced the 

evolution o f the central research questions. In discussing the m ethodological approach the 

chapter has highlighted the influence o f the interactionist approach, underpinned by a qualitative 

methodology' committed to privileging the perspectives o f  the research participants and 

specifically aimed to provide an appreciative account o f  their offending which is located in their 

life stories or biographies. The chapter has detailed the design, sampling and recruitment 

strategies, data collection process and analysis strategies employed in the study. Im portantly, it 

has also highlighted the methodological and ethical issues and concerns which arose and were 

addressed throughout the timeframe o f the project. Finally, the chapter addressed questions o f 

validity', ‘tru th’ and reliabilir\% and the way in which this has been approached in the literature 

before concluding with a presentation o f the Limitations o f the study.
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CHAPTER FIVE 

LIFE HISTORIES AND OFFENDING CAREERS

INTRODUCTION

This is the first o f four chapters to docum ent the findings o f  the research. A biographical 

approach to criminal careers, as discussed in the previous chapter, incorporates an understanding 

o f  the im pact o f an individual’s life history' on their offending experiences. In keeping wnth the 

privileging o f  the actors’ perspectives within an interactionist approach, the chapter presents the 

‘life histories’ o f  research participants, that is, the stories that }'oung people chose to tell about 

their lives at the outset o f the inter\iew . Since engagement in and desistance from crime are 

biographically contingent, life history narratives are imperative in the production o f  a nuanced 

understanding o f offending histories. For example, certain life experiences or ‘events’ are cited in 

the Irish literature and elsewhere as linked to offending, including family characteristics (Barnes 

& O 'G orm an, 1995; Juby & Farrington, 2001; Skardhamar, 2009), neighbourhood/comm unit)^ 

environm ents (Geiran et a l, 1999; McAra & McVie, 2007a), housing history’ an d /o r homelessness 

(Hagan & McCarthy, 1997; Mayock & O'Sullivan, 2007), educational and employment 

experiences (Carroll & M eehan, 2007; Farrington, ei ai, 1986; I laves & O'Reilly, 2007), friends 

and peer groups (Byrne, & Trew, 2008; McPhillips, 2005) and substance use (Mongan et al., 2009; 

W'elte et a i, 2001). Siirdlarly, desistance has been linked to biographical events such as attaining 

em ploym ent (Hughes, 1998; Shover, 1983), marital attachm ent (Sampson & Laub, 1993), change 

in peer groups (Gadd & Farrall, 2004) and accessing drug treatm ent (VX'ebster et ai, 2006).

At the outset o f their interview, young people were invited to tell their life stor)^ They responded 

in varjing  ways, with som e providing a brief statem ent about key Ufe events and others 

recounting a far more detailed stor}'.''*  ̂NX'hile each Ufe story? was unique, it was possible to 

identify a num ber o f themes that were com m on across participants’ opening narratives. These 

included accounts or stories about: family and hom e life; housing histories, communit}’ Ufe, 

education, training a n d /o r employment, substance use and friends and social relationships. While 

these related broadly to the themes to be explored according the Ufe histor}’ schedule, in their

Three voung people, however, were unable to pro\4de an unprom pted life ston' and only responded to direct 
questions posed to them. The remaining thirtA’-four young people were able to give an initial introduction to  their 
lives before follow up questions were used.
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opening narratives young people chose to portray particular experiences within these themes, 

m ost commonly indicated o f the disrupted nature o f  m uch o f  their lives.

The chapter is structured according to the themes identified in opening biographical narratives o f 

the study’s participants. Quantitative data (from administered questionnaires) and further 

interview data which pertain to these themes are analysed in an examination o f  young people’s 

life histories. The chapter commences with the ways in which young people depicted family life, 

followed by an exploration o f  their views on the communities where they grew up and live(d). 

Later sections examine young people’s narratives on their housing careers, experiences o f 

education/training and employment, the im portance o f  social relationships and history’ o f 

substance use and drug careers. The chapter concludes by providing an over\new o f young 

people’s experiences o f  offending, criminal justice contact and victimisation through an analysis 

o f  the quantitative data.

FAMILY AND HOME LIFE: DISRUPTION AND UPHEAVAL

The im portance o f family was verj’ evident and featured strongly in the opening narratives o f  the 

study’s young people. A majorit}’ o f  respondents made positive assessments o f family life, stating 

that they had “good” or “all right” relationships with their parent(s) a n d /o r siblings. At the same 

time, specific family events, many relating to negative or traumatic experiences, were prom inent 

in their biographical accounts. Com m on am ong these were stories o f parental separation, ‘absent 

fathers’, domestic violence, parental substance misuse and serious illness a n d /o r  death am ong 

their immediate family. All but three biographies included one o f the above ‘events’ or 

experiences and many reported several. Overall, therefore, the young people reported family 

contexts which were often disrupted and where they faced stressful or traumatic experiences 

during childhood. Furtherm ore, respondents’ narratives indicated familial povert}' referring to 

parental unem ploym ent, overcrowded living situations and Limited financial resources at hom e.'”'̂  

Parental separation occurred in the hom es o f eighteen respondents. Y oung people often 

expressed a sense o f relief recounting this event, m ost t)pically in the case o f experiences o f

Similar familial experiences have been linked to youth offending or criminal justice contact in the literature 
including separated parents (O'Mahony, 1985; Skardhamar, 2009), high levels o f  parental unemployment (Barnes & 
O 'G orm an, 1995), domestic violence (Steinberg, 2000), poor parental superv’ision and harsh parental discipline 
(Farrington, & Welsh, 2007; Sampson & Laub, 1993). However, to suggest a causal link between such factors o f 
family and young people’s offending fails to  acknowledge the complexit}- o f family life and also its interaction with 
other processes. Family factors may therefore be only part o f  a complex set o f  influences which bring about 
offending, as Fagan and XX'exler (1987) identified in the case o f  violent delinquency.
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domestic violence when parental separation was frequently presented in a positive light, albeit set 

against an often traumatic background. O thers located this as a time when their own behaviour 

changed. For example, Alana stated that her father’s unfaithfulness to  her m other and subsequent 

separation “affected' her: “/  used to be real quiet...I don’t know what happened to me then” (Alana, 17). 

Cathal similarly idendfied change in his behaviour as coinciding with the separation o f  his parents 

which he presented as having affected his leisure choices, engagement with the school 

environment, and his offending and drug use.

/  used to play football, do all sports. Then I  started getting in trouble in school Me ma and da separated then as 

well and I  started getting into robbed cars and doing drugs and drinking and staying out all night and getting in 

trouble with the GardaL (Cathal, 21)

It was the relationship with his father, however, which Cathal presented as m ost difficult 

following the separation o f his parents: “He used to tell me he’d be up at the weekends and I ’d be sitting 

there waiting on him and he wouldn’t come up s o l  wouldn’t talk to him anymore”. Changes in young 

people’s behaviour at the time or subsequent to parental separation were also related to 

associated processes or effects, m ost commonly the subsequent decrease in super\'ision.

That’s when I  went bad... when they split up. When they were together 1 didn’t get to do much. I ’d be always 

watched, I  wouldn'tget the chance to do much.. .1 wouldn’t be out late or anything. When they split up 1 was 

allowed out late and they looked at me like an adult I  think when I  started hitting 14! /5.(Dara, 23)

Dara went on to explain that he ceased to be “grounded” for getting in trouble in school and 

other such m isbeha\'iour subsequent to his father’s deparmre. For many, upset or disruption in 

the family hom e led in some cases to full immersion in peer groups, (explored in later chapters) 

as the absence o f  one parent contributed to decreased sun^eillance or ‘control’.

Following parental separation, eight o f  the young people were no longer in contact with their 

fathers and an additional five had grown up not knowing their biological father. All respondents 

continued to be in contact with their m others.'”'̂  O f  the thirteen young people with an ‘absent

Although the mothers o f four participants were deceased and, additionally, some \’Oung people reported sporadic 
contact over their Hfe course with their mothers who were substance users.
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father’,' '̂’ eleven were young m en.’'*̂ Mixed reactions am ong young people to the lack, or 

absence, o f  contact with their father were evident. Tj’pically, however, when experiences o f 

domestic violence a n d /o r  parental substance misuse were reported young people held strong 

(negative) feelings towards a parent; “Ijust wanted to get rid of him.. .1just didn’t like him and he’s an 

alcoholic as well so he always came in drunk” (Dearbhla, 15). Therefore, a father’s exit from the family 

hom e and the lack o f subsequent contact was recounted with a sense o f relief by young people 

who noted an im provem ent in their hom e lives as a result: “it’s better now, i t ’s peace” (Alex, 14). In 

some cases, the absence o f the father was presented as a ‘choice’ by participants who, at a certain 

point, had refused contact. Em m a initially retained contact with her father but later began to 

understand the nature and extent o f  his drug use and no longer wanted a relationship u ith  him.

I  used to get on great [with father]. It was when I  grew up and knew he was doing drugs and ‘cos he was doing 

them on the streets and people knowing Ijust didn’t really want to know him then. He was making a show of me.

(Emma, 15)

rh e  effects o f  having an absent father were variable am ong the eleven young men. A num ber 

who never knew their father denied any effect on their lives, stating that they did not want to 

establish contact. This sentiment was often expressed with reference to a sense o f  loyalt}' to their 

mothers with whom  they had forged close relationships. However, a mix o f confusion, anger and 

behavioural repercussions were reported by others. Ciaran first met his father at age 11 and 

described the “confusion” he experienced when his father subsequently appeared only 

sporadically in his life. Ciaran went on to suggest that his life may have been different if his father 

had been present, offering an explanation o f youth offending m ore generally which focused 

hea^-ily on the absence o f  a “role m odel” .

‘Cos they [young people involved in offenditig] have their own role models. They ’re looking up at... the older guys 

that are offending like robbing cars and stuff from an early age. These youngfellas, like meself with no male role 

model I ’d no male role model and I  could see it with a lot of other youngfellas that looking at these guys they

'■** Previous research considers a father to be ‘absent’ where there is no contact with children for at least rwelve 
months (Arendell, 1992).

The research on the link between absent fathers and crime is inconclusive however and few studies have 
considered the question d3’namically (Harper & McLanahan, 2004). Howev'er, using data from the National 
Longimdinal Study o f  Youth, Harper and McLanahan’s study on the likelihood o f  youth incarceration among 
adolescents males from father absent households identified a series o f  factors associated to father absenteeism which  
can either magnify- or attenuate the risks o f  incarceration for children such as residential instabilir\’, remarriage 
(stepparent) or co-residenc)' with grandparents (2004: 392).
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think they 're cool because they ’re older thati them and they want to be like them, basically they ’re bored, they 're 

uneducated and that’s how they get into trouble with the police, a negative role model

(Ciaran, 17)

Ciaran’s description o f  young m en w ithout fathers looking towards their older peers as role 

models highlights the processes involved which link absent fathers to offending am ong young 

people. Rather than a reaction to the situation itself, it is the subsequent seeking out and 

availability' o f alternative role models which can then influence young people’s actions. Sean 

similarly suggested that he needed “someone to look up to" in the absence o f his father and that “the 

lads standing at the corner^ fulfilled this role.

Y oung people displayed varied responses, therefore, to these significant mom ents in their lives. 

Similarly, accounts o f  illness a n d /o r death am ong immediate family members precipitated 

different reactions am ong respondents. Eleven young people reported the death o f a parent or 

sibling, including two respondents who had lost both o f their parents. These deaths were usually 

related to long illnesses, problematic drug use'"'* or violence.'"'’ Young people reported feeling 

“shocked” , “upset” and experiencing stress. For example, Cathal had four sisters but was 

particularly “close” to one w ho suffered from leukaemia as a child. Cathal was required to donate 

his bone m arrow and he described the destabilising effect this had, “that sent me a bit mad ‘cos I  was 

very close to her and I  thought she was going to die" (Cathal, 21). At this time, Cathal was studying for his 

Junior Certificate but left school subsequently and identified this as the point when his alcohol 

consum ption increased and became excessive. He appeared in court for the first time shortly 

after this period. Carly com m enced her biographical narrative by recounting the recent m urder o f 

her brother but identified the earlier death o f her father, at age 13, as a turning point in her life.

Me dad died when I  was in .. .firstyear. I  went a bit wild then after that ‘cos I  was veiy close to him. Then Ijust 

left school, just banging around the wrong a'owd, drinking, getting amsted and downhillfrom that.

(Carly, 21)

Tlie identification o f drug use as a ‘cause’ o f death was one offered bv the respondents. 
Two voung women reported the m urder o f members o f  their immediate family.
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Alternatively, accounts o f illness and death were presented by some young people as leading to a 

positive change in their behaviour where young people reported ‘copping on ’ for the benefit o f 

family members.

Dom estic violence and parental substance misuse, reported by a considerable num ber, were 

circumstances o f family life from which young people often wished to escape. Some reported 

“getting used to” (Kate, 22) violence directed towards them, arguing that it would “toughen [them] up” 

(Eamon, 21) or that they “desetued' it (James, 19). However, m ore t\’pically, the experience o f 

domestic violence, m ost often violence by their fathers directed towards their mothers, was 

depicted as traumatic and difficult. Anna described persistent violence in her hom e that im pacted 

on her attendance at school.

[It was] very hardfor me ‘cos I  was seeing my mum on the sofa, sitting in blood and my father was drinking at the 

table... I  couldn . -just go to school and read and everything in school i f  your mum is in your house crying, you 

don't know what is happening to your mum. (Anna, 20)

Equally, parental substance misuse was reported as “stressful” by some young people and led 

tour respondents to reside with grandparents. Young people often associated parental substance 

use with feelings o f  neglect or feeling uncared for. W ith a preoccupation o f sustaining a drug 

habit, participants reported that their drug-involved parent “didn’t care” about them, joe m oved 

to live with his grandm other at the age o f nine because o f his m other’s alcohol use. He continued 

to avoid contact with his m other despite living in the same area, identifying her alcohol use as a 

source o f considerable anger for him: “She didn't give a shite about us. It was all about her, her and her 

drinM’ (Joe, 17).

Negative or traumatic family experiences o f  the kind identified above were presented by 

respondents as periods o f upheaval and often marked the onset o f  behavioural change, thus 

representing ‘critical m om ents’ in their biographies. Respondents’ accounts, however, also 

illustrate diverse responses to such events suggesting the potential for variable effects. In any 

case, such events do not solely account for voting people’s reactions. Rather, attached to these 

events, processes such as seeking new role models and a lack o f abilitj' to provide supen^sion 

contribute to  a fuller explanation o f  young people’s responses. Furtherm ore, while the above 

discussion dem onstrates the negative im pact o f  difficult home situations on the lives o f many.
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respondents’ engagement in a range o f behaviours also had the potential to lead to conflict and 

disruption in their homes. This was equally true o f both young m en and wom en in the sample.

For example, young people’s initial or early use o f alcohol often marked the beginning o f 

deterioration in their relationships with their parents: “1 had a good relationship with them [pannts] 

until I  started drinking’ (Conor, 23). Kate depicted her alcohol use as problematic throughout her 

life Storys particularly in the context o f  her relationship with her parents.

I t ’s only when the drink started. ..that’s when things started going downhill.. .me ma and da like, they didn’t hate 

me but they used to tell me they hated me and that would make me cry. (Kate, 22)

Similarly, parents/guardians refused to tolerate the repercussions o f drug use and criminal activity 

on family life. Such repercussions included drug raids o f  the family hom e by the police, mother 

couldn’t handle it anymore, she couldn’t handle all the police coming’ (Ciaran, 17), individuals seeking 

paym ents for drugs and vandalism directed against the family hom e as a form o f retaliation for 

non-paym ent o f debts. A num ber o f young people were asked to leave their hom es during their 

teenage years, an event which impacted on their housing and led to homelessness in some 

c a s e s . D a r a  reported a breakdown in his relationship with his parents which led to him leaving 

hom e at the age o f 16. He retrospectively understood his parents’ position and their efforts to 

respond to his behaviour.

A t  one stage it was bad. The two of them didn’t talk to me. When I  was getting into trouble they didn’t want to 

know me. They thought I  ivas going on the wrong road.. .A s  long as I  was going on the wrong road they wouldn’t 

have anything to do with me.. .1felt like shit but I  can understand now when 1 look back at what 1 was like.

(Dara, 23)

Y oung people therefore dem onstrated an awareness o f  the effect o f  their behaviour on their 

parents, “Ijust break her [mother] heart getting in trouble” (Adam, 17) and, while they frequently 

experienced disruptive or difficult hom e situations, they admitted to contributing to such 

“chaos” , as one participant described it. N otew orthy is that parents attem pted to control the 

behaviour o f their children or instil positive values through their reactions to young people’s

In a recent Irish smdv on youth homelessness respondents identified their ‘problem ’ behaviour as a source of 
conflict in the family home and Linked this to their pathway into homelessness. However, this was understood in the 
context o f  the problems they faced as teenagers and their inability' to cope with daily life in the absence o f  supports 
(Mayock & O'Sullivan, 2007).
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truancy from school in addition to their offending behaviour. Young people were t}'picaUy 

reprimanded for getting in trouble in school, often in the case o f  being “grounded” and similarly 

for their offending beha\nour which was said by some to “disgust” some parents. In addition, 

participants, in the event o f  their offending being detected, often anticipated parental reaction 

with anxiety', particularly during the early stages o f  their offending careers.'^' Evident also from 

young people’s accounts was their portrayal o f  fatigue am ong their parent(s) or guardian(s) as 

they attem pted to ‘control’ their children’s behaviour, particularly as time progressed. For 

example, Mark stated that as his offending continued “they J>arentsl just didn’t care anymore''. Shane’s 

grandfather similarlv “hadenough” or “didn’t care” following multiple suspensions from school and 

arrests.

The above discussion has perhaps presented a bleak picture o f family Uves o f  the study’s young 

people, having highlighted traumatic life events, problematic relationships and ultimate evictions 

o f young people from their homes. However, in evaluating their family relationships and hom e 

life, the majority" also recounted positive experiences, often describing supportive relationships 

with parents a n d /o r  siblings. O lder participants in particular, described im proved relationships 

with family m em bers in more recent years, a development which sometimes coincided with a 

changed perspective on the impact o f  their behaviour on family life.

1 wasjust a little hitch when 1 was younger, just allfor meself... didn't think of anyone, of their feelings or bow 

they are. But I ’ve been back in me ma’s for the lastfive years. We forget about all that now.. .Now it’s great.

(Carly, 21)

Few o f the young people expressed a desire to move away from their hom e neighbourhoods, 

citing proximit)" to family m embers and friends as a reason to stay close by. Family support was 

identified as particularly im portant by those young people who were currently involved in long

term relationships and had become parents.

While theories o f  cultural transmission (Shaw & McKa)’, 1942) suggest that certain behaviour such as crime can 
be learnt or passed through generations, equally parents can simultaneously prom ote positive behaviour. For 
example, Foster (1990) found that parents in her stud)' acknowledged the opportunities linked to academic success 
and despite having themselves failed academically, still wanted their cliildren to succeed.
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Form ing new fam ilies

Seven o f  the respondents had made, or were in the process o f  making, domestic transitions,'^^ 

having formed long-term partnerships where they were (or had been) residing with partners or 

were expecting children. Four o f the respondents (two male and two female) were parents and an 

additional two (both male) were expecting children in the m onths subsequent to the inten'iew.

All o f  these young people had been in long-term relationships at the time they became parents 

although not all remained in these relationships. Young wom en were more likely to report 

difficult domestic transitions and often described a continuation o f the kinds o f issues they had 

experienced in their own hom es as children. Sarah, for example, experienced domestic violence 

by her partner which she had also witnessed between her parents at a young age while Louise 

described the stress o f  becom ing pregnant at age 17: “Jusi everything getting on top of me.. .1 had no life 

I  was only young. ..when I  got pregnant and I  had a kid and everythingjnst really got on top of w?” (Louise,

21). The stress o f dealing with an unplanned pregnancy was exacerbated by the problems 

associated with living with a partner who was a heroin user and repeatedly incarcerated. Louise 

identified the com binadon o f these factors as contributing to her problematic alcohol use and her 

subsequent move to her fatiier’s hom e for s u p p o r t .F u r th e rm o re , Carly attributed the 

escalation in her offending and criininal justice contact to her move from her parents’ hom e at 

age 15 to be with her boyfriend.

For young fathers, dom estic transitions were also a source o f  stress. For example, Tony and 

Cathal were both living in their family hom es at the time they learnt o f  their partners’ pregnancy 

and both  aspired to attain independent accom m odation for their new families. However, 

unem ploym ent and lack o f  affordable housing acted as strong barriers and they struggled to find 

suitable accom m odation independent o f  their families. The difficulties associated with such 

events tended to be linked to anxiet}' about the new responsibilities young m en faced and a desire 

to succeed in this regard. A t the same time, however, they often depicted the formation o f  a 

long-term  relationship and parenthood as linked to a period o f  ‘settHng dow n’. M ost t}’pically, 

transitions such as these interacted positively with other careers in young m en’s lives,

Coles (1995: 8) defined domestic transitions or careers as the transition from the family o f  origin to the family o f 
destination.

A t the time o f  inter\iew  Louise was unsure about the future o f  her relationship and was awaiting the outcom e o f 
the promise o f entx\' into drug treatm ent by the father o f  her child D uring the fieldwork period, I learnt that her ex
partner had been murdered in an incident linked to his own offending and Louise was seeking council 
accom modation for herself and her daughter.
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encouraging desistance in addition to providing an incentive to address housing and employment 

needs.

I  have to start growing up now. A n d ju st tiy and look fo r a goodjob anyways. That’s why I ’m trying to stay in 

school and get my leaving (Certificatef and all. I ’m going to need it (on becoming a father). (Stephen, 16)

These findings reflect those o f  studies with similar samples where the family has been identified 

as one context o f  youth offending (see Arthur, 2005 for a review o f such literature). However, 

presenting the data in this way is not to establish a causal link between offending and family 

background. Rather, it identifies the particular challenges faced by these young people from a 

young age. As Coles (1995: 194) argued, setting up partnerships and leaving hom e are im portant 

elements in the process o f becoming adult citizens. However, in beginning to make such 

transitions, respondents faced considerable difficult}', often reflecting the negative elements 

attached to their family o f  origin. In attem pting to managing strained family life, many young 

people identified a change in their behaviour.

COMMUNITY CONTEXT AND HOUSING HISTORY: 
DISADVANTAGE AND INSTABILITY

Young people’s lives are increasingly being understood with reference to  the context in which 

they are lived and, given the importance o f localit}' in the lives o f marginalised youth in particular, 

its potential to form the basis o f their identities has been recognised (Loader, 1996; 112-113). The 

vast majorit)' o f respondents came from areas that have been identified as areas o f  high 

deprivation.'"^ In addition, these communities are considered ‘high crime’ areas, featuring 

significantly in the media in recent years in relation to crime, drugs and gangland murders.

The Leaving Certificate is the final examination o f post-primary education (Irish equivalent to A ’Level).
'55 Nearly all respondents were residing in one o f  the R .\P ID  (Revitalising Areas bv Planning, Investment and 
Development) areas which are defined as “ the m ost concentrated areas o f disadvantage in the country” (Department 
o f Community' and Gaeltacht Affairs, 2010). Furthermore, analysing levels o f  deprivation according to electoral 
district, the vast majority' o f  voung people were residing in areas were levels o f  disadvantage had increased between 
the years 1991 and 2006 or, at least, had remained Ver\-’ or ‘extremely’ disadvantaged (Source: ww'w.pobal.ie).

Additionally, an analysis o f  the postal districts in which young people resided at the time o f  inten'iew  identified 
that the majorit}' Hved in districts identified by previous research as contributing to a high proportion o f young 
people appearing before the Children Courts (Carroll & Meehan, 2007).
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Com m unity Context

Many young people recounted positive experiences o f growing up in their neighbourhood or the 

wider community to which they belonged. Respondents identified proximit)^ to family and friends 

as im portant characteristics o f their communit}’, with many reporting that generations o f their 

family had lived in the same neighbourhood; “The good things are I ’m still living around people 1 know 

and like and there !r family around the corner I  still have friends from when you 're babies and you don V move 

away" (Caoimhe, 16). A sense o f belonging therefore emerged strongly from many o f the 

narratives and m ost young people did no t envisage moving from their home localities in the 

future.

Simultaneously, however, several negative aspects o f  the neighbourhood emerged from their 

stories and these often dom inated their accounts o f communit}’ life. Accounts o f  exposure and 

being witness to crime were particularly com m on and respondents frequently depicted their 

communities in negative terms, describing them variously as “rough” , “a kip” ,‘̂  ̂ “low class” , 

“shit” and having a “bad reputation” . Several referred to the large num ber o f  “knackers” '̂ *' and 

“junkies” '̂  ̂who resided within the local community'. The vast majorit)' o f participants also 

complained that there was “nothing to do” in the communities where they grew up, leading to 

boredom  which, in turn was often cited as a reason for their engagement in behaviours such as 

substance use and offending.

There’s actually nothing to do, jack shit. A n d  then they wonder why all theyoungfellasgo out robbing cars. ‘Cos 

they’ve nothing to do... i f  they had something to do they wouldn’t be doing it. (Shane, 19)

Some respondents also recognised that they lived in communities perceived as “different” or 

undesirable com pared to others in the cit}'. For example, on entering into foster care, Sam 

identified the area where he resided with his foster parents as m ore advantaged; “ ;w//i t ’s 

different. ..different kind ofpeople, a different class. I t ’s more of an upper class ofpeople isn 't it? ’ C onor 

expressed anger at the way in which he felt his communit)’ had been neglected in terms o f  the 

provision o f recreational amenities. This absence o f facilities was exacerbated, he felt, by the 

removal o f horses from  the local area.

Slang teiTn used to refer to an undesirable location.
An offensive term used to describe a mem ber o f  the travelling community’ but used more generally as an insult. 
A derogaton' term  to describe an individual with a substance addiction.
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IFi? had nothing to do and all day to do it...We just badfields. W ( never had a community centre until the estate 

got built. We hadfiick all They never done anything for us, society kicked us in the bollix.. .Society gave us 

nothing. Theyjustfitcked us into the middle of the countryside and then just left us there for years before they built 

up around us... They took the horses away that's when everybody just turned to crime because now we had nothing 

to do no more. They took our horses away and left us with nothing e l s e . (Conor, 23)

Current H ou sin g  Situation

The living situations o f  young people at the time o f interview are presented in Table 5.1. The vast 

majority o f young people (84%)''’' were living with a family m em ber at the time o f  interxdew, with 

eight living at hom e with both parents, seventeen with one parent, and six with extended family 

members. Two young people were living independently; one in private rented accom m odation 

and another in local authorit}’ housing. Four young people were living in unstable 

accom m odation at the time o f  inten'iew. These living situations included a probation hostel, bed 

and breakfast (B&B) accommodation, supported housing for homeless youth, and the family 

hom e o f a girlfriend.

T able 5.1 L iving Situation at T im e o f  Interview

A ccom m odation  Type Male Fem ale Total
Family hom e (both parents) 6 2 8
Fam ily hom e (one parent) 11 6 17
E xtended family 5 1 6
Private rented accom m odation 0 1 1
Local authority housing 1 0 1
Probation hostel 0 1 1
B&B 1 0 1
Supported housing 1 0 1
Partner’s family hom e 1 0 1
Total 26 11 37

For both young m en and women, the m ost frequently reported accom m odation t\’pe was the 

hom e with one parent. A further fourteen young people lived either at home with both parents

'“ C on or is referring to  the presen ce o f  horses in D u b lin  cit}' centre w h ich  had been  a tolerated aspect o f  estate life  
for m any years. H ow ev er , in the con tex t o f  severe m istreatm ent, the C ontro l o f  H orses A c t  1995 m ade horses w liich  
are n ot kept in an acre o f  land liable to  be seized . E ffective ly , all horses o w n ed  by individuals in disadvantaged  
com m unities. F or the ‘urban c o w b o v ’ (Saris et a i ,  2002: 181), horse ow n ersh ip  w as a badge o f  identity’, in add ition  to 
a past tim e (Saris et al., 2002: 178). T heir contro l and seizure, therefore, w as a con ten tiou s issue for m any. A s  C on or  
described  the rem oval o f  horses as a turning p o in t in  his n eigh b ourhood , m any other you n g m en  reported ow n in g  
horses as a source o f  entertainm ent but o ften  had them  seized  w h ich  led to  them  sourcing a n ew  horse.
161 P ercentages are used  throughout the thesis to represent questionnaire data. H ow ever, caution is to  be taken w h en  
considering percentages as thev m ay represent sm all num bers o f  y ou n g  p eop le  g iven  the sam ple size o f  tliirty seven .
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or with a m em ber o f their extended family. The small num ber who were living independently is 

notew orthy as, o f the nineteen respondents aged between 19 and 23, only six had left home, 

suggesting an inability to access affordable a n d /o r  suitable housing.'**^ W ithout the requisite 

financial resources, young people faced, or anticipated, significant barriers in their attempts to 

leave the family home.

...  that j  not going to happen [moving out of home bj age 18]... Cos 1 'm never going to get the }7ioney... Especially 

with no job and I  can’t get ajob. (Sean, 16)

For the m ost part, young people described their current living situations in positive terms, 

although many had aspirations to move to alternative accom m odation in the future. Uncertaint}^ 

or anxiety^ about their current living situations were often linked to instabilit)’ o f housing an d /o r 

conflict with a parent(s) related to a desire for increased independence. Additionally, a num ber 

who had returned to the family hom e following a period away talked about a difficult ‘settling in’ 

period. O thers, Uke Jam es w ho had spent years com m uting between hostels and other unstable 

living situations, were relieved to have returned home.

A'o«’ evetything’s brilliant. You wake up in the mornings, I  know it might only be something little but to have 

your V'lay station, your bike, a warm bed, somewhere where you can get up in the morning and get something to eat 

andjust sit down and relax.. .and somewhere to go back to. it changes everything. (James, 19)

H o u sin g  H istory

The quantitative data suggest that young people’s li\ang situations were relatively stable, with 

alm ost three quarters reporting no change in their accom m odation during the previous year and 

alm ost a quarter having lived in their current accom m odation for the duration o f their lives. Most 

young people expressed a desire to remain in their current accom m odation or had no plans to

This continued dependency on famil}’ has been noted in Europe with young people tending to spend longer in 
their parental home (European Communities, 2007: 11). Reasons for this trend are complex with a num ber of 
possible processes relevant. For example, White (2002) identified the effect o f  higher retention and participation in 
education, few opportunities for financial independence, lack o f  affordable housing and rising age o f  first marriage. 
G iven the educational profile o f  young people in this studv, the latter explanations are more Hkely to explain their 
continued dependency on family.
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move, with only eight young people intending to change living situation in the immediate 

fu ture .'"

Although participants’ current living situations and future housing plans indicate a degree o f 

stabilit}', their housing histories reveal that a considerable num ber had in fact experienced 

significant housing disruption. Three young people reported a history o f  state care'*’'' and six 

reported that they had experienced homelessness at some point in their lives. O f  these, three 

were homeless at the time o f interview.'*’̂

Furtherm ore, young people’s narratives highlighted the insecure namre o f  the housing histories 

o f a considerable n u m b er.''''' For example, eight young people had slept rough on the streets at 

some stage, twentj’ reported having stayed with family or friends temporarily because they had 

nowhere else to go, four had stayed in B&B accom m odation because they had nowhere else to 

stay and two respondents had stayed in transitional/supported housing. Additionally, many 

young people had lived in these m ore insecure situations in the year prior to interv’iew. Viewed 

from the rather narrow lens o f actual experiences o f homelessness (garnered from the 

questionnaire data), a picture o f  relative stabilit)’ o f  housing emerges. How’ever, young people’s 

narratives reveal a far m ore diverse and complex account o f housing (in)stabilit}', with many more 

describing scenarios or experiences that place them at risk o f homelessness and others recounting 

experiences o f  ‘hidden’ homelessness. This is significant given the links previously established in 

the literature between youth offending and unstable housing experiences (Baron, 2003, 2009; 

Chappie et al., 2004; Hagan & McCarthy, 1997).

A ll eight w ere aged at least 19 and three o f  them  w ere currently living in m ore unstable t\'pes o f  accom m od ation  — 
B & B , tran sitiona l/su pp orted  h ou sin g  and girlfriend’s family. Y ou n g  p eop le  w h o  in tended  to  stay in their current 
living sim ation  tended  to be younger and to  be living w ith  family m em bers. Y ou n g  w o m en  w ere less likely to  have  
in ten tion s to leave their current accom m odation  w ith in  the next year, w ith  n on e having such plans, com pared  to  
eight you n g m en.

T h is figure is slightly low er than those  w ith  a history o f  state care n oted  in  other studies o f  y ou n g  p eo p le  in volved  
in o ffen d in g  in Ireland (Carroll & M eehan, 2007; Seym our, 2008).
■'’5 First experiences o f  h om elessn ess generally occurred during the m id- to  late teenage years and the duration o f  
h om elessn ess varied. Four you n g p eop le  reported o n e  h om eless ep isod e, tw o  reported betw een  tw o and three 
ep isod es, w hile o n e  had ex p en en ced  longer-term  h om elessn ess spanning a num ber o f  years. O f  the six w h o  
experienced  h o m elessn ess , three had accessed  accom m odation  through the O u t o f  Flours System  (a crisis 
in tervention  se ix ic e  for you n g p eop le  under 18) although n o n e  had d on e so  during the p revious year. T w o  had also  
previously  stayed in  adult h om eless h oste ls, b oth  during the past year.
166 E uropean  Typolog)- o n  H o m elessn ess and H ou sin g  E xclu sion  (w w w .feansta .org) id en tified  a con tinu u m  o f  
h ou sin g  w hich  includes ‘r o o fle ss’ and ‘h o u se le ss’ exp erien ces o f  h om elessn ess but also incorporates ‘in secure’ and  
‘inadequate’ h ou sin g  to  raise aw areness o f  groups w h o  m ay be considered  to  be ‘at risk’ o f  h om elessness. In clu d ed  in 
this typology, a lso , are a need  to stay tem porarily w ith  family a n d /o r  friends (referred to as ‘h idden  h o m e lessn e ss’ 
(Fitzpatrick, 1997)), to stay in tem poran' accom m od ation  w here the period  o f  stay is in tended  to  be short term  and  
transitional supported  accom m odation  for h o m eless p eop le.
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Housing disruption was often a source o f  stress in young people’s lives and also impacted on 

aspects o f life experience. For example, care experiences proved difficult for both Sam and 

Derek. Sam struggled to settle with a “posh” foster family and he subsequently absconded and 

accessed youth homeless ser\aces. D erek expressed anger towards members o f his extended 

family who, he felt, had neglected to help his m other during her illness, resulting in his placement 

in care.

They [aunts and uncles] could have took us instead of us going to care but they were worried about their houses and 

their cars so that's why there was a little grudge. They’d never give a fuck. (Derek, 23)

M oving house and neighbourhood are potentially stressful events for young people, particularly if 

they leave friends behind and are required to embark upon the sometimes difficult process o f 

forging new friendships (Pollari & Bulluck, 1988). A move to a new neighbourhood was 

identified by a num ber as a significant life event and a point when they began to associate with 

the “w rong crow d”. Ciaran depicted a move into a new estate as marking a negative turning point 

in his behaviour.

hie ma got a council house in [south Dublin] so when we moved. ..things got worse. I  started hanging out with an 

older crowd and I  started to drink and take recreational drugs like hash. This was when I  was 10 or 11.

(Ciaran, 17)

H ousing disruption was related in other cases to the ‘problem ’ behaviour o f young people. For 

example, ]<Cate explained that she was “kicked out” o f her hom e because o f her alcohol use and 

subsequendy m oved into her aunt’s house. Peter had m oved to his grandm other’s house two 

weeks prior to his inter\tiew following complaints by local residents about his behaviour which 

threatened the stability o f  his m other’s local authority- housing.

I  had to move out of me own house into me nanny’s becau<;e of the police. Saying that I ’m always in trouble and 

they 're telling the Corporation (local authority) and they 're saying they 'd throw us all out of the house.

(Peter, 18)
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Seven young people had previously resided in private rented accom m odation but m ost 

experienced difficulties and failed to sustain these tenancies. Some had moved to private rented 

accom m odation with a romantic partner. For Louise, the com bined factors o f age, inexperience, 

the responsibility o f  caring for a child and her boyfriend’s criminal activity' and subsequent 

incarceration, contributed to a difficult experience o f private rented sector accom m odation at the 

age o f  16.

1 lived in (estate) with my boyfriend and me baby and then we moved out of there...! moved out because me fella 

was always getting raids and I  couldn 't take it. I  was on me own. 1 was too young to be able to live on me 

own... back then 1 should have really been with me parents, instead of being on me own with me boyfriend cos we 

were only young. The two of us were only 16 and it was hardfor us. We were only kids. (Louise, 21)

Sarah’s relationship with the father o f her child also ended while they were living in private 

rented accom m odation and she subsequendy sought alternative accommodation. However, 

having moved away from her home neighbourhood, she soon found the absence o f  support 

difficult and subsequently m oved to private rented accom m odation closer to her family home. 

Mani, too, experienced difficulties during two attempts at living independently with his friends in 

private rented accom m odation, returning hom e in both cases and experiencing increased contact 

with the Gardai during these periods.

R espondents’ experiences o f  homelessness were precipitated by a num ber o f factors and each 

individual’s homeless narrative was unique. However, irrespective o f gender, all o f  the young 

people who had experienced homelessness cited aspects o f  their own behaviour as a reason for 

them  becoming homeless. For example, A nna’s heroin use and her incarceration for theft led to 

the breakdown o f her relationship with her boyfriend. O n entering prison, Anna had been 

residing in the hom e o f her boyfriend’s m other but this option was no longer available to her on 

release and, at the time o f in ten iew , she was living in a probation hostel. Young people’s 

offending and involvement in drugs frequently brought their hom es under the sun^eillance o f 

Gardai. Additionally, the family homes o f a num ber became the target o f retaliation linked to 

their offending an d /o r drug use. Dara accepted partial responsibilit)' for his homelessness but his 

account also references instabilit}' brought about bv his parent’s separation.
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Ale ma and da split very young. I  was 14, 13 probably, and after that 1 was going from me ma's to me da’s. 

Wherever they moved I  moved with one of them. Mostly I  stayed with me da but then me da got a girlfriend and he 

kind of left me with the house and I  used to have loads of people in. It was getting raided for drugs. They never 

found any major drugs in the house but I  was getting raided for drugs 'cos I  had so many people in. So me da 

ended up giving the council back the house and then I  was homeless. So it was me own fault in a wcy.

(Dara, 23)

Young people’s experiences o f  homelessness differed in terms o f accommodation settings 

accessed. Young m en in particular, however, reported m ovem ent between multiple 

accom m odation t\pes. There was also evidence o f  an interaction between these chaotic housing 

trajectories and their drug use and criminal careers (see Chapter Seven for a further discussion). 

Accounts o f housing instabilit}' perm eated many o f the narratives and was described as impacting 

on and being affected by other areas o f their lives. For example, Jam es’s life stor\^ dem onstrated 

ways in which his housing history’ was influenced by both  his parents’ separation and his 

offending behaviour, leaving hom e as a result o f  his theft from his m other’s partner. W anting to 

subsequently avoid contact, Jam es reported that he made the decision to move into his father’s 

house.

.. .me ma thought 1 was going [to his father's house' cos I  didn’t want to be there with me ma but it was because I 

owed the other fella [mother’s partner! money and I  was after robbing a fortune out off me ma's fella’s bank card 

and I  didn’t really want to be in the house when he found out. That’s when I  went over to me da’s and it worked 

for about a month or two months. (James, 19)

Disputes with liis father regarding J ames’s unem ploym ent led to him leaving liis father’s hom e 

and embarking on a series o f unstable living situations including rough sleeping and hostel 

accommodation. His return to his housing history’ throughout his narrative dem onstrated the 

im portance he afforded these experiences and the relevance it had for his life stor)’.

EDUCATIONAL DISADVANTAGE AND UNDEREMPLOYMENT

In com m on with previous studies o f young offenders in Ireland and elsewhere, the data reveal a 

picture o f  significant educational disadvantage (Carroll & M eehan, 2007; Hayes & O ’Reilly, 2007; 

Seymour & Butler, 2008; M organ, 2009). This section examines young people’s experiences o f  

education and training as well as their participation in the labour market. As dem onstrated,
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experiences o f discouragement in and disaffection from school, low levels o f  training and 

educational attainm ent and Limited labour market experience and prospects permeated their 

accounts.

Education and Training

Ten o f the thirt\'-seven young people, all aged between 14 and 17 years, were still attending 

school at the time o f intervaew. O f  the remaining twent)'-seven, the average school-leaving age 

was 15 years (ranging between 12 and 18). Twenty-four had left school before achieving their 

Leaving Certificate or Leaving Certificate Applied'^^ and five had no t attained their Junior 

Certificate'*’® before leaving. Only three school leavers had achieved their Leaving Certificate. 

N one o f  the young people had com pleted a third level diploma or degree. Therefore, o f those 

respondents who had left school, almost nineteen per cent had not attained their junior 

Certificate and eight}’ nine per cent had no t achieved their Leaving Certificate or Leaving 

Certificate AppUed. In both cases these were m ore likely to be male. Compared to young people 

in the general population, the study’s young people had significantiy lower levels o f  educational 

attainment.'^’ Two thirds o f those who had left school early, however, were engaged in some 

form o f education a n d /o r training through attending a FAS,'™ or Youthreach'^' course or 

through their attendance at a Probation Programme.''^

Experiences o f school, including those still attending, were U’pically depicted in negative terms 

and both  young m en and wom en gave accounts o f  disrupted schooling linked to truancy, failure

T h e L eaving C ertificate A p p lied  (LCA) is a distinct, se lf-con ta in ed  n vo  year L eaving C ertificate aim ed at preparing  
students for adults and w ork in g  life (Second  Level Support Service, 2010). O n  award o f  the LC A  students can applv 
for a w ide range o f  courses but m ay n o t gam  direct entr^' in to  universities or C olleges o f  T ech nolog}’ through the  
Cena-al A pplications O ffice . T h e  program m e w as in troduced  to  cater for less academ ically oriented students and  
th o se  potentially at risk o f  sc h o o l dropout. T h e curriculum  focu ses o n  preparing students for the transitions from  
sch o o l to  adults and w ork ing life , using m ore active and practical m eth od s o f  teaching and assessm en t (Sm yth, 2008: 
316).
168 T h e Junior Certificate is an exam ination  taken after three years o f  post-prim an' schoolin g .

T h e S ch oo l Leavers Sur\’ey 2007  found that on ly  tw o  per cen t o f  sm dents left w ithou t any qualifications and that 
fourteen  per ccn t left w ith ou t attaining the L eaving C ertificate. H ow ever, similarly, it found  that m ales had a higher 
tendency tow ards early sch oo l-leav in g  than fem ales (Byrne, et a!., 2008: 7-9).

FA S is the N ationa l T raining and E m p loym en t Authority’ w h ich  operates training and em p loym en t program m es, 
provides recruitm ent services and supports com m unit}’-based  enterprise (FA S, 2010).

^'outlireach is part o f  a national program m e o f  secon d -ch an ce education  and training and directed tow ards 
un em p loyed  you n g early sc h o o l leavers aged 15-20. It o ffers a program m e o f  integrated general education, vocation al 
training and w ork  experience (\'ou tlireach , 2010),

A s so  m any you n g p eop le  w ere recruited through Probation  Program m es, this cou ld  overestim ate the num ber o f  
y ou n g p eop le  in contact w ith  crim inal justice agencies w h o  are engaged in  education  a n d /o r  training.
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to attend a n d /o r  school exclusion.''^ For example, twent}'-six respondents reported having been 

suspended a n d /o r  expelled at some point during their schooling. A num ber o f  reasons for school 

difficulties were offered by participants including their own abilit}’, “1 wasn’t that good at i f  ’ (Conor, 

23). O thers questioned their suitabilit}' to schooling: “I wasn’t suited to it. 1 thought I  was the class clown 

but I  was just a little shif’ (Adam, 17).

Difficult experiences at school also related to bullying and, in one case, racism. Such events 

m eant that school was a further area in young people’s lives from which they wanted to  escape, 

leading these young people to truant.

1 was getting bullied in secondary schoolfor about a year.. .1 didn 't want to go to school. 1 was always getting 

bullied...So I  went to a stage when Ijust said ‘Right, I ’m not going to go to school' and I  got away with it.

(James, 19)

Possibly m ost prom inent in young people’s accounts o f  negative school experiences were reports 

o f  tense relationships with their teachers. Young people frequently complained that their teachers 

“didn’t Uke” them  or “picked on” them, which they viewed as in conflict with a teacher’s role; “I  

was being picked on by the teachers. That really affects you when yo u ’re in school where yo u ’re supposed to be 

looked after, to get an education’' (Eamon, 21). Teachers were also charged with failing to provide 

support and encouragement. Em m a, for example, claimed that her teachers discouraged her from 

returning to school on completing her Junior Certificate: “Most of them were telling me to leave school 

They were saying ‘It would be great i f  you don’t come back ’. But I  wouldn’t give them the satisfaction. I ’ll just go 

back ott purpose” (Emma, 15).

Kate similarly felt that her teachers did not support her and lacked belief in her abilities. Having 

gained em ployment on leaving school (albeit temporar}’), her account, which describes her efforts 

to refute her teachers’ previous remarks, is tinged with feelings o f  resentment.

7 went up to the school (aftergetting ajob) and all the teachers’ mouths dropped... ‘Cos all the teachers in the 

school were saying, ‘You might as well leave now ‘cosyou’re afterfailingyour leaving Cert. You’re going to be on

A minorit}' o f  5’oung people did report positive experiences o f  school wliich were linked to the opportunit}' it 
afforded voung people to spend time with friends. Nevertheless, these accounts also included negative accounts o f 
school linked to tense relationsliips with teachers and periods o f truancy.

135



ihe labour for the rest of jour life That’s what they were saying to me, the cheeky cunts. I F up anyways and 

all the teachers ’ mouths dropped.. .A nd  I  got one of the teachers by the neck and I  says “Look at me now you 

fuckin whore...Yj)ok at me now. A m  I  on the labour^ A m  I? (Kate, 22)

Difficult relationships with teachers were also linked to voung people’s beha^nour. Kate, quoted 

above, for example, had been suspended from school four times for incidents Knked to alcohol 

use and possession o f  drugs. A num ber o f  others similarly reported problematic behaviour which 

led to conflict with teachers and often resulted in suspension an d /o r expulsion. Some recognised 

that their behaviour presented difficulties: ‘A t  the same time you can't get away with messing all the ti?ne" 

(Eamon, 21), often admitting on reflection that it was sometimes unacceptable: ‘‘looking back now 

we used to give them an awful time" (Sarah, 23).

Periods o f suspension and expulsion sometimes resulted in early school-leaving either because 

young people refused to return or failed to secure a place in another school. O thers left because 

they felt that expulsion was inevitable and preferred to make this ‘choice’ independendy. Leaving 

school was precipitated by pregnancy for two young women who stated that they could no t 

return to school as they did not have the childcare support.

As stated earlier, two-thirds o f the study’s early school leavers had enrolled in some form o f 

alternative schooling an d /o r further education. Alternative schooling experiences were often 

similar to those reported in mainstream education, with many stating that they “didn’t achieve 

anything” , left before completion, were disappointed with the course an d /o r teachers, or that 

their experiences were affected by other priorities or life events such as housing instability' or 

drug use.

] was living in [under 18 hostel] at the time and it [training course] was a brilliant place but I  wasn’t really in the 

right mind at the time.. .It is a brilliant place and I ’d love to go back to it but 1just wanted to do what I  wanted 

to do and take sleeping tablets or do other things. So 1 eventually lost that place. (James, 19)

For manv, further education was Unked to the conditions o f a Probation O rder and was therefore 

no t a voluntary arrangement. Most, however, were able to identify' benefits to such programmes 

such as helping them  to “'keep out of trouble” (Derek, 23) and providing them  with im portant skills

‘O n the labour’ refers to  receiving social assistance payments.
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for the future: “Well this course itself [Probation Programme]... This is the only lead to my future.. .I t ’s a bit 

of a start, I ’m glad I ’ve got the place you knonJ’ (Eamon, 21). At the same time, court dates impacted 

negatively on participants’ abilit}' to attend and complete certain training or courses. For example, 

Dara explained his annoyance at his bro ther’s advancement in certain training while his was 

interrupted because o f  his criminal justice contact.

I  started one with the coaching badges'^’ but I  never got to complete them because of too many court dates. Thej 

told me to come back when I ’d none so I  would love to get my coaching badges. My brother... he has his lifeguard 

licence and he works fu ll time. Eveiything he has I  would have had as well The two of us were on the same course 

like except he got to complete it and I  didn’t. (Dara, 23)

E m ploym ent H istories

N one o f the young people reported full-time employment and only two, both male, aged 14 and 

18 respectively were employed on a part-time basis at the time o f interview. Taking into account 

those young people who were engaged in training, a total o f nine were unemployed and 

otherwise not engaged. Therefore, o f  the twent}’-seven young people who had left school, thirt)- 

three per cent were unemployed.'^'' Twent)’-three o f the young people had been employed at 

some point in their lives. N ine o f  these had been employed full-time in the past and fourteen on 

a part-tim e basis. Those w ho had participated in the labour market ranged from age 14 to 23
177years.

The tA’pes o f  employment engaged in by respondents were localised, casual, sporadic and “paid 

into the hand” to avoid relinquishing social welfare payments. Access to employment was 

generally not gained through the conventional application routes but rather through local

Dara explains here that he had comm enced a training programme after wliich he would be qualified to coach 
young people in swimming.

Tliis compared to  the national unem ploym ent rate o f 13.7 per cent (as o fju lv  2010) (Central Statistics Office, 
2010a). However, in the second quarter o f 2010, national rates o f  unemployment were highest among voung people 
aged from 15 to 19, with 40.6 per cent out o f  work. Additionally, more than quarter o f  those aged between 20 and 24 
were unemployed. Unemploym ent o f  33 per cent o f the smdv’s young people thus appears comparable. However, 
engagement m education/training was normally veiy recent and in the context o f  a probation programme. T hus this 
may underestimate the experiences o f  unemployment o f the sample. Furthermore, these rates o f unemployment for 
the sample were at the time of, since the mid-1990s, unprecedented employment g rou th  in Ireland w'hich has 
‘sm oothed’ the transition from school to paid unemployment. However, during this period, continuing labour 
market disadvantage has been experienced by young people who leave school w ithout any qualification with the gap 
between the unqualified and those with the upper-secondan- qualifications continuing to widen in the post boom  
period (Smyth, 2008: 327).

Experiences o f  emplo\’m ent were the same across gender apart from the nine young people currendy unemployed 
and no t engaged in training who were more Hkelv to be male.
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networks such as family members, friends or individuals known to them  in the neighbourhood. 

Eam on described being offered em ploym ent by a neighbour due to his visibility on the street.

He (neighbour) lived around the corner from me. He always seen me strolling past I  was always an early 

bird. . . I ’m always up early and you always see me walking around... So he seen me up all the time so he asked me 

did I  want ajob. I  says Yeah’. That was handy. (Eamon, 21)

O thers similarly secured employment through neighbours or relatives but there were few 

guarantees attached to these jobs, as Cathal pointed out.'^*

.. .there was a fella, he took me on. A  fella that 1 used to work with in the steel place...He knew a man that 

wanted someone to work...he rang me up and asked me i f  1 was looking for work, I  said, Yeah ’. So the man took 

me on but it was only for a couple of weeks. Just doing an extension. He said that he would ring me back when he 

gets some more work. He hasn’t rang me back. (Cathal, 21)

Em ploym ent — w hether through legitimate labour market participation or casual cash-in-hand 

jobs — was depicted as rewarding by m ost, not only in terms o f incom e generation but also 

because o f the sense o f achievement it conferred. In this sense, employment provided young 

people with economic, cultural and symbolic capital (Barr)’, 2006: 122). In fact, many o f these 

young people had access to illegitimate means o f earning money but seemed to derive self- 

satisfaction from legitimate earning. Eam on, for example, stated that he enjoyed “ hard grafting' 

and had “felt better about [him]self at times when he was working. Adam derived a sense o f 

independence and responsibilit}^ from his working routine, in addition to valuing the money he 

earned.

It felt more grown up and more responsible...! like getting up and going to work me self cycling down and doing me 

own thing, getting money at the end of the week. I  liked that. (Adam, 17)

Periods o f  employment were suspended or interrupted for a range o f  reasons including 

pregnancy for one young woman, low level o f  perform ance leading to termination o f

Such experiences o f  accessing employment have been linked to the constrained namre o f voung people’s 
geograpliical and social horizons, which tend to be restricted to the immediate localit}’ (\X'ebster et at., 2006). 
Consequenth’, family and friends are im portant m helping to secure employment (Maguire, 2010).
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employment, “Ijust started dossing’ (Mani, 20), as well as the negative implications o f offending 

such as court dates, periods o f incarceration or ‘bringing trouble’ to work. Some reported quitting 

their jobs because they ‘had enough’ or because the financial rewards were inadequate. 

Unemploym ent or //;;^/i?remployment,'^’ however, was more t)'pically understood in the context o f 

a lack o f opportunities that were available to young people, given their low educational 

attainments, in addition to the t}-pes o f work that were accessible in the community which would 

continue to be sporadic, part-time and casual, not offering any long-term hope or support for 

those willing to work. The implications o f  periods o f  unem ploym ent on offending was also 

highlighted by many young people as they strove to account for increased periods o f free time 

and access an income. This issue is explored further in Chapter Seven.

M orrow and Richards (1996: 13) stated that the transition from school to the labour market has 

tended to be perceived as the main marker o f the transition to adulthood because it traditionally 

involved econoinic independence from one’s family o f  origin. However, Coles (1995: 30-31) 

identified that since the 1990s voung people have experienced ‘extended’ and ‘fractured’ 

transitions relating to their school to work careers."*" While experiences o f unemplo}’m ent are not 

reserved for particular social groups (Morrow & llichards, 1996), Furlong et al. (2003), identified 

long-term a n d /o r recurrent experiences o f unem ploym ent for those who lack qualifications and 

transferable skills. The above analysis o f  young people’s educational experiences and employment 

histories resonates with findings o f previous studies on disadvantaged young people who were 

found m ore likely to have low educational attainments, limited labour market participation and 

poor prospects in this regard (Morrow & Richards, 1996; Coles, 1995; M acDonald & Marsh, 

2005; Crame, 1994).

THE IMPORTANCE OF FRIENDSHIPS

During adolescence, peers assume increasing im portance as friends come to occupy a central 

position in voung people’s relational network (Helsen et al., 2000). This process was ver}’ apparent 

as respondents reported forming an increasing num ber o f  friendships in the school and 

communit)' context and spending a considerable am ount o f time in the company o f friends,

WTiile there is no official definition o f underemployment, the most widel)’ accepted approach identifies it as 
working at a job that is below standard with respect to hours (involving part-time employment), income (povert)’ 
wage employment) or securit)’ (intermittent employment) (Doole\’ & Prause, 1998).

Extended transitions refers to, for example, the attainment o f  employment at a later age and fracmred transitions 
relates to young people moving from one status position without attaining a secure or positive, outcome, for 
example, leaving education and entering unemployment (Coles, 1995: 30-31).
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com pared to family members, during their teenage years. Participants formed friendships quickly 

and easily in m ost cases. School brought them  into contact with same-aged peers while a m ove to 

secondary’ school often brought participants into contact with others from a wider area who were 

coming from different estates. Transitions in leisure careers,'*' with young people accessing 

public spaces, introduced them  to new groups o f potential friends. In these large, open spaces, 

young people, both male and female, began to ‘hang ou t’ in large groups where they m et new 

people casually and were introduced to others through mutual friends. It is in this context that 

they often reported exposure to ‘risky beha\’iours’ and some identified this dm e in their lives as a 

‘turning point’.

Depictions o f informal gatherings o f young people in public spaces, whether ‘at the corner’, ‘on 

the wall’, ‘at the shop, ‘in the field’ or ‘down by the river’, featured strongly in many o f  the 

narratives. W ith large num bers o f young people accessing the same spaces, friendships were 

formed across the age range. Kevin described associating with older boys when he was growing 

up in his estate, “Jusi older lads, it's not that big a place so everyone would talk to eveijone” (Kevin, 22) 

while Alana (17) explained that age “doesn’t matter’’ when forming friendships and that she would 

socialise with “whoever’s there”

As might be expected, friends were an im portant element o f  young people’s Uves and were 

frequently described as the m ost positive feature o f school and communit}’ life; “Alefriends are 

there for you when they need you, when you need them they 're there for you. I f  you moved to a different place you  

would have to make friends” (Niall, 14). Friends, particularly those considered to be long-term  or 

‘loyal’, were viewed as an im portant source o f support. For example, young m others often relied 

on friends for childcare and those who had experienced homelessness were able to approach 

friends, to v an ing  degrees, for assistance. Friends were presented by several respondents as 

people who “understood” and who provided “someone to talk to”. In addition, good friends were 

those that “stood up foryoif’ and “looked out for each other’’ in times o f ‘trouble’ or crisis.

Leisure careers, “ the dominant modes o f  free-time, leisure activity" and socialising engaged in bv a person and how 
thev change or persist over tim e” (MacDonald & Shildrick, 2007: 341), are examined in detail in the following 
chapter.

The significance of age, however, is considered in further chapters as young people become exposed to 
potentially ‘nsk\"’ activin’.
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The im pact o f  friendsliips on young people’s lives was evident across several domains, including 

offending,'*^ Particularly during their teenage years, young people reported seeing their friends 

ever)' day and spending considerable am ounts o f time in peer groups. Several also described 

spending increasing am ounts o f  time with young people in similar situations to themselves; 

“Nowadays his ofpeople go to college, the girls are all in college and the boys, some of them are working^ so there’s 

only one or two of us up until six o ’clock and then we’d all be ringing each other, meeting up” (Adam, 17). 

These peer gatherings were im portant to Mani because o f  ‘the stories’ and ‘the craic’’*'* and also 

because he did not want to ‘miss ou t’.

I'd  probably see the?n friends] even more right now more than my family because family, you know that they ’II 

always be there so my friends, i t ’sjustfor the stories... just like having a good time, having the craic.

(Mani, 21)

Young people invariably described change in their behaviour as they embraced new experiences 

which were often presented to them  in the context o f their peer group. In this sense, the question 

o f peer influence a n d /o r pressure is raised. The concept o f peer pressure has been debated in the 

literature and criticised for negating the role o f agency in young people’s experiences (Barry’, 

2007a). Nevertheless, the nature o f engagement with their peer group was raised by respondents 

and depicted as significant in the choices they made or paths they followed. In terms o f 

schooling, for example, Alana described making choices based on those o f her peers: “I was just 

following the rest of the class doing LC .4  (Alana, 17). Ciaran’s friends’ absence from school, on the

other hand, was presented as a disincentive for him to attend: “When I  was in school they were all 19 

and older so none of them went to school or worked or nothing so that was another thing that deterred me from 

goin£’ (Ciaran, 19). Perceived peer influence also emerged in the context o f  accounts o f  substance 

use and criminal activit)'. For example, substance use almost always emerged in the context o f 

peer groups, with the role o f  friends in this process explicit in instances where older peers 

supplied alcohol a n d /o r  drugs or encouraged substance use through their actions. Sean 

highlighted the role o f  his older friends in his decision to start drinking alcohol.

The context o f friendship and peer groups is discussed throughout the following three chapters. 
‘Craic’ is a colloquial term for ‘fun’.

'**5 Leaving Certificate Applied.
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Youjust get asked, ‘A re you coming on the drink?’ You say "No ’ and then they’d say, ‘A h  come on, just one’,

"No ’ and then i t ’s ‘Go on. I ’ll give you a few cans’, ‘Right then but I ’m not having that many’. .. They would have 

been older friends. I  was 11 hanging around with people that were 16. (Sean, 16)

Similar stories were apparent in young people’s accounts o f their initial and early drug use, with 

older peers tv’pically supplying the drug and young people experimenting “because ever^^one else 

was doing it” . However, accounts o f  substance use cannot be described solely in the terms of 

peer influence. A m ore nuanced understanding and interpretation needs to take account o f  issues 

including the ‘normalcy’ o f  drug use at a communit}^ level, leisure ‘choices’, the negotiation o f 

particular relationships and responses to ‘critical m om ents’.

W'hile the context o f  peer groups was a positive source o f  support and enjoyment for young 

people, these large social gatherings often attracted negative attention from others in the 

communir^^ For example, Claire described that associating with males led to conflict with adults 

in the communit}^

W'e get told to split up and get into groups of four or three cos there’s too many of us together.. .People are afraid to 

walk past us because there’s so many of us. W'e don’t do anything wejust staii messing, justjoking around.. .if 

some man came over to us and started moaning at us, one of the young fellas would start off and then we’d alljoin 

in then and we’d all tell him to ‘Shut up ’ ‘cos we ’re not getting into trouble over him....

[So would it be normally the fellas that would attract the attention?]

\  'eah they ’re always getting in trouble. (Claire, 16).

Ronan was 17 at the time o f intenaew  and his daily routine was dom inated by time spent with 

friends, usually in the open spaces around their estate or driving motorbikes in nearby fields. 

During the intennew, however, he expressed a concern to avoid the Gardaf and, as a result, he 

and his friends were spending m ore time in the local youth c lub /drop  in centre. O n the other 

hand, other young people described accessing fields as a way o f avoiding attention from the 

Gardai who were perceived to  be ‘not bothered’ as long as groups o f  young people maintained a 

distance from residential areas. E ither way, many young people were negotiating ways to spend 

time together which would attract the least attention possible from the Gardai and prevent 

repercussions.
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The nature o f contact with friends tended to change as young people got older. Firstl)% 

friendships sometimes terminated due to loss o f contact, often because o f moving hom e or 

periods o f incarceration. O thers deliberately sought to dissociate from certain friends in the hope 

o f desisting from crime or refraining from drug use. The ways in which young people spent dme 

together also changed with age and they tended to occupy different spaces, topically spending 

m ore time indoors or moving to drinking in pubs, particularly on reaching the age o f 18. For 

example, Louise described “chilling o u f  in friends’ houses as she felt that, as a young mother, she 

could no longer be seen drinking alcohol in the streets. Living independently, or having friends in 

independent accom m odation, also allowed young people to access private spaces for leisure time. 

O lder participants tended to report “ settling dow n” and spending less time with their friends as 

time progressed

PREVALENCE OF SUBSTANCE USE

Findings o f the European Comparative Alcohol Study (Ramstedt & I lope, 2005) identified 

Ireland as having the highest alcohol consum ption levels am ong the countries studied. Indeed, 

alcohol represents an integral part o f  m odern Irish culture, generally consumed for enjoyment, 

relaxation and reasons o f  sociability' (Mongan et al, 2009). This extends to high levels o f  drinking, 

irrespective o f gender, am ong young people (Kelleher (t aL, 2003; Nic G abhainn et al., 2007)

Questionnaire data revealed that thirtj'-five young people (95%)"^'' drank alcohol at some point in 

their lives, with thirt}’-one (84%) doing so currently.'”̂  Young people began to drink alcohol 

between the ages o f  7 and 15, with the average age o f first drinking at 12.5. The average age for 

girls to take their first drink was slightly older at 13 than boys who started drinking on average 

aged 12. O ver half o f those currently engaged in alcohol use reported drinking between one and 

three times a week and ten respondents reported to drink less than once a week. Only three 

young people were drinking between four and five times a week at the time o f inter\'iew.'*’'* The

O nly tw o v ou n g  p eop le  had n o t previously taken a lcohol. A lex  related his decision  to  refrain from  b oth  a lcoh ol 
and drug use due to  his cultural background, stating that vou n g p eop le  from  his country' (Eastern E uropean) did n ot  
experim ent w ith  such substances; 'W e don’t  like i t ’. A n n a reported that she did n o t like a lcohol and perhaps her 
exposure to  her father’s v io len ce  in the co n tex t o f  alcohoH sm  in flu en ced  her decision.

T his h igh percentage o f  y ou n g  p eop le  in v o lv ed  in o ffen d in g  w ith  a liistory o f  alcohol use is reflected  in  similar 
sam ples in  the U K  (H am m erslev et at., 2003) (although this sam ple is n o t directly com parable g iven  all resp ond en ts 
w ere under 18).
188 'pj.jg questionnaire data p resen ts a lim ited v iew  o f  you n g  p e o p le ’s a lcoh ol u se  as, a t the time o f interview, m any w ere  
attem pting to  cease or decrease their a lcohol intake having  identified  problem atic use patterns. M any had been  
drinking far m ore frequentlv and con su m in g  large am ounts per drinking ep isod e in previous years.
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m ost popular location reported for alcohol use at the time o f interview was outdoor spaces such 

as parks, the streets and fields.'*’ O utdoors was the m ost com m on venue for young women to 

drink, followed by bars/clubs and at home. Young men drank in bars/clubs as often as they did 

in outdoor spaces, followed by drinking in a friend’s house.

Thirt}'-three o f the young people (89% )'’*’ reported taking drugs at some point in their lives, m ost 

commonly cannabis, taken by twent}'-nine young p e o p le ,fo l lo w e d  by cocaine, taken by twent)^- 

one young people, and ecstasy, tried by twent)^ respondents. Fourteen participants had 

experim ented with tranquillisers and speed, ten solvents/inhalants, nine L SD /acid  and eight 

magic m ushroom s. Five respondents had tried heroin in their lives and two had taken MDNL\. 

Young people who had taken any drug were aged between 14 and 23 and in the case o f all drugs 

were m ore likely to be males. The average age o f first drug use was 13.5 across a range o f 10 to 

17. For males the average age for first drug use was 13.4 and girls age 14. . The four young 

people who had never tried a drug were aged between 14 and 16.

Young people were also asked about their recent drug use in the m onth and week previous to 

inter\new. D rug use was reported by twentj'-Kvo respondents within the previous m onth and by 

twent}' in the last week. This suggests that over half the sample self-reported as frequent drug 

users. Again, cannabis was the most commonly reported drug taken by young people in the last 

m onth and week, followed by cocaine, tranquillisers and heroin.’’  ̂Fewer young people had taken 

ecstasy, magic m ushroom s, solvents/inhalants and MDMA in the last m onth but none in the last

Narratives o f  older respondents reveal that, as they come o f age, thev no longer accessed outdoor spaces, often 
motivated by a desire to avoid contact with authorities, but also were able to legitimately access licensed premises or 
consume alcohol at home w ithout reprimand.

Four voung people had not experimented with drugs, agiun Alex stated for cultural reasons. The three young 
women who had no histon’ o f  drug use were aged 15/16. They had all been exposed to drug use but their immediate 
group o f friends were not users.

Although no t accurately comparable in terms o f  age, nevertheless this figure suggests a higher rate o f cannabis use 
in the sample compared to the youth population generally as suggested in Irish literature. For example, in a surv^ev of 
10 to 17 year old school children, 15.7 per cent reported cannabis use at one poin t in their lives (Office o f the 
Minister for Cliildren, 2007).

Cannabis was taken by sixteen young people (thirteen males and three females), cocaine by eleven young people 
in the last m onth (ten males and one female) and five in the last week (four males and one female). Eight young 
people took tranquiUisers in the last m onth and four in the last week. Four young people (three males and one 
female) had taken heroin in the last m onth and three (two males and one female) in the last week. For these young 
people their heroin use was problematic as their life histon’ narratives reveal their addiction and report repeated 
attempts and drug treatment. The remaining young person w ho had tried heroin in his lifetime did so only once. 
Three young people had taken ecstasy in the last m onth but none in the last week. Magic m ushrooms, 
solvents/inhalants and MDAL\ had been taken by one voung person in the last m onth but not in the last week.
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week. In almost all cases prevalence o f drug use was more com m on for young men in the 

sample, suggesting that females experim ented with or took fewer drugs and less regularly.

W'hile drug use was arguably widespread throughout the sample, the extent to which young 

people represented it as ‘norm al’ is questionable. Indeed, some narratives did suggest a normative 

tolerance o f  drug use, m ost t)'pically relating to cannabis which was considered by some young 

people as “not even really a drn£’’ (Alana, 17). Cannabis was used openly without reprimand from, 

for example, parents o f  young people who smoked it at hom e or individuals in authority; “I  always 

smoked hash, all my life. My probation officer even said it as well..He’d rather 1 was smoking bash than 

drinking' (Kevin, 22). Therefore, for many, it was considered “normaldaily life’’’ (Dara, 23). A t the 

same dme, however, some voung people did not express tolerance o f drug use in general and 

others did not condone the use o f  certain ‘hard’ drugs. Claire, as one o f  the four respondents 

who had never tried a drug, reported that she had been brought up in an anti-drug environm ent 

and that she would have a low sense o f self if she experimented with a drug; “I've been reared up, 

from one little drag it can kill you. I  won't take it though cos then I  would be thinking. W hat did I  do?' and I'd  

feel like a knacker really” (Claire, 16). More commonly, though, negative atdtudes towards drug use 

related to ‘harder’ drugs, m ost r\’pically, heroin use. Although Kevin had tried heroin on one 

occasion, he reported that he would not associate with heroin users, highlighting its m ore serious 

impact.

I  didn't like it [Jieroinl. When you see the state ofpeople going round off i t . .. I  wouldn 't hang around with anyone 

that's on heroin. ..The rest of the stuff I  know it ’j  bad but thatjust completely destroys you.

(Kevin, 22)

Mani similarly described the agreement am ong his group o f friends regarding the tA'pes o f  drugs 

they tolerate, stating that they would dissociate from peers who started to use cocaine and heroin.

Young people’s initiation o f  substance use, both  alcohol and illegal drugs, m ost typically occurred 

in the context o f  leisure time spent with friends or wider peer networks in the neighbourhood. In 

these settings, respondents reported exposure to older peers who had initiated substance use 

years previously and often it w'as the case that alcohol or certain drugs w'ere passed around 

casually, with young people taking the opportunit}’ to experiment. For example, Adam linked the
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beginning o f  his alcohol use with ‘freedom ’ as he increasingly began to  spend time outdoors 

during leisure time.

A l l  me friends were starting to drink as well We all started to get a bit of freedom. You hang out in the field, you 

hang out with the older lads and they ’re all drinking so we ’d all get drink and that’s bow it started really.

(Adam, 17)

The initiation o f  substance use was often explained in the context o f boredom  and having 

‘nothing to do ’. Additionally, wliile refuting the role o f peer pressure: “It was my idea, I  always 

wanted to drinU’ (Ronan, 17), the influence o f  peer groups was evident among respondents who 

reported a desire to enter into these groups and to have shared experiences. For example, the 

following excerpt from Cathal’s transcripts illustrates that his initiation o f  alcohol use enhanced 

the quaUt}' o f  the time spent with his friends.

They friends] started drinking a year before I  did.. .they asked me W e 're all going off drinking^ do you want to 

come with us?’. I  said Yeah’.

[And did you hang out with them  before when they were drinking and not drink?]

Yeah and I  wouldn’t drink.. .1 wouldn’t be as loud as I  would be when I  was drinking. I ’djust sit there pure 

quiet. A n d  then when I  was drinking I  would be bu^^ng with them, having a laugh with them.

(Cathal, 21)

Similarly, Mani described that when his friends were smoking cannabis they were “on a different 

bu^^’ to him. He, too, started to smoke cannabis in order to be “connected’. Kate also reported 

that her dm g use was linked to her friends’ substance use “cos I  wanted to be like them” and Teo 

identified his initiation to drug use as a way to “f i t  in” with and “have respecf’ from a group o f 

young people in his neighbourhood.

While narratives o f the initiation o f substance use were similar across the sample, there was 

variation in substance use patterns and the transitions made in this context. M ost younger 

participants, both male and female, remained in an experimental phase o f their substance use, 

reporting they would only drink alcohol on special occasions such as birthdays, christenings, 

Halloween and St Patrick’s Day. Their drug use was also recent, having only started to 

experiment with cannabis when the opportunit)’ arose within the larger peer group. However,
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older participants (aged 17 plus) described an escalation in substance use, reporting regular 

alcohol use and often daily drug use, including, in some cases, a wider range o f  illegal substances. 

Such escalation in their substance use was explained in different ways by young people, although 

t)'pically linked to stress, feelings o f  depression and increased am ounts o f unoccupied time (the 

latter often linked to school-leaving). Louise identified the pressure o f living by herself with her 

daughter on the event o f her boyfriend’s incarceration as leading to escalated alcohol 

consum ption.

.. .see he [boyfriend] was away and begot locked up at the time so I  was upset.. .1 was depressed and I  think 

that’s what made me drink so much. I  would just be sitting in the house in the bedroom on me own. That’s how 

bad it went, sitting in the bedroom on me own [drinking. (Louise, 21)

Similarly, Kate identified her drinking habits as a response to stressful events in her Ufe which 

included the sudden deaths o f  m em bers o f her family through car accidents and murder: “ / just 

drink my .mrows away, Ijust keep drinking and drinking’ (Kate, 22). Sean also cited the possibUit)’ o f 

escaping life’s realiues as an advantage to  his cannabis use: “There’s nothing to worry about in the world 

anymore, you just chilP (Sean, 16). Additionally, a num ber o f  young people reported an ‘addiction’, 

m ost com m only attached to Valium ® and heroin. In these cases, drug use was required to 

function or feel ‘norm al’.

You don't want to smoke [heroin].. .youjust want to get away [from] the pain of it. That’s why I  smoked. The 

first day that 1 smoked I  wanted to be stoned of course. ..But the next day I  was sick. That’s the way 1 started on 

gear, to be nomial like you and everybody else. (Anna, 20)

For a num ber o f young people like Anna, substance use was a central part o f their biographies 

and often in a problematic context, causing disruption to other areas o f  their lives. Failure to 

com plete studies or remain in em ploym ent was often linked to stories o f  substance use.

Tailed my hearing Cert ‘cos 1 was smoking hash... drinking was a bad thingfor me but especially hash. Then 1 

started taking and coke, failed my Tearing Cert. Went off, tried to do work. I  tried to give up the drugs, I  

gave up E  and coke. I  was still smoking hash but I  was working with kids and I  couldn’t manage so 1 gave it two 

years and left it then... I  couldn’t concentrate because I  was too doped out of it. (Kate, 22)

Ecstasy.
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Adam  also identified the effect o f  his drug use on his education, citing his cannabis use as a 

factor o f  his grades “going as he became and distracted in the classroom. Y oung

people’s personal relations were also affected by substance use as they reported conflict at hom e 

which they attributed to their behaviour, as reported earlier, and in some cases this im pacted on 

their housing careers, being evicted from certain accom m odation setdngs as a result o f  their 

substance use. Furtherm ore, young people presented stressful accounts o f accruing debts owed 

to drug dealers and associated violence and vicdmisation. As a result, accounts o f  alcohol an d /o r  

drug use permeated the narratives o f a num ber o f participants, no t least in their accounts o f 

offending and criminal justice contact as is discussed in later chapters.

A num ber o f young people w ho came to acknowledge the problematic nature o f their substance 

use a n d /o r  experience its negative impact on their lives, showed evidence, at the time o f 

inter\aew, o f having made downward transitions. In doing so the importance o f  access to suitable 

treatm ent for both  alcohol and drug use was evident in a num ber o f  stories. T}pically, however, 

these accounts included a num ber o f  failed attem pts to ‘get clean’. Nonetheless stories o f 

attem pts to refrain from substance use were as im portant to these young people as those which 

explained their initiation or subsequent consequences. Ciaran described his continued hope for a 

successful ‘detox’ despite a num ber o f  returns to his heroin use.

1 'm wonied that I  will never be able to get ojf drugs. I  'm umried that I  will be like the hamster on the wheel keep 

going round and round the same thing again. ‘Cos i t ’s been like that since I  was 13/14. I t ’s been three years like 

that already so I  want to get away from it all. (Ciaran, 17)

However, in some cases, access to treatm ent ser\’ices was related to upcom ing court cases in that 

respondents felt that a sentencing judge may look favourably on efforts to refrain from substance 

use. As a result, these young people reported that they would not attend, for example. Alcoholics 

Anonym ous meetings w ithout the threat o f an upcom ing trial: “I went meself to look good in court’ 

(Conor, 23), or w ithout having been ordered to attend by the court: “1 wasn’t even listening. Iju st 

wentjust for court ‘cos the court told me to go” (Cathal, 21).
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OFFENDING, CRIMINAL JUSTICE CONTACT AND 
VICTIMISATION

Against a biographical backdrop detailing im portant aspects o f  young people’s family lives and 

relationships, their housing, education and employment histories, dimensions o f community life, 

friendships and social life, and their alcohol and drug use, this section introduces their offending 

histories. It concentrates on the tj'pes o f  offending reported and the extent o f  reported criminal 

justice contact. Finally, it presents an oven'iew  o f respondents’ experiences o f victimisation. This 

section is based solely on quantitative data garnered through the administration o f  a 

questionnaire. A more nuanced understanding o f  these experiences, which details the varied 

transitions young people made in their offending careers, is presented in following chapters with 

the further analysis o f life history data.

Table 5.2 presents young people’s responses to the questionnaire regarding their involvem ent in 

nine different r\^pes o f  offending'^'* over the course o f their life time and in the m onth and week 

previous to their participation in the research.

Thirt\’-six'’  ̂o f  the thirt}’-seven young people reported at least one o f  the behaviours listed in the 

questionnaire. The two m ost commonly reported offences, reported by thirts'-one young people 

(84%) in their life time, were shoplifting and intoxication in a public place. Twent)--nine (78%) 

reported criminal damage offences in their life time, twent}’-seven (73%) had sold stolen goods 

and twent}’ respondents (54%) had com m itted an assault without using a weapon. Eighteen 

young people (49%) reported selling or supplying drugs at some point in their life time, fifteen 

(41%) reported having assaulted som eone using a weapon, fourteen (38%) had stolen o ff another 

person and two young people begged in their lifetime.

The self-report measure neglected to ask young people on road traffic offences. However, some insight as to  the 
prevalence o f  this offence among young people is gleaned from data on referrals to the Diversion Programme, 
arrests and charges later in this section. Additionallv, life histoq' data revealed that twenty-one young people, 
nineteen male and two female, had comm itted such offences in their lifetime.

Tlie remaining young person’s historr o f offending was solely related to  trading goods w ithout a licence wliich 
was not included in the list.
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Table 5.2 Offending behaviour by young people according to gender

Offence Male Female Total
Shoplifting In lifetime

Last month 
Last week

23 8 31
5 3 7
4 0 4

Intoxicated in public place In lifetime
Last month 
Last week

21 10 31
9 6 15
5 2 7

Cause criminal damage In lifetime
Last month 
Last week

22 7 29
6 1 6
2 0 2

Sell stolen goods In lifetime
Last month 
Last week

19 8 27
5 1 6
4 1 5

Assault In lifetime
Last month 
Last week

15 5 20
2 1 3
0 1 1

Sell/supply drugs In lifetime
Last month 
Last week

15 3 18
3 0 3
1 0 1

Assault using a weapon In lifetime
Last month 
Last week

13 2 15
1 0 1
0 0 0

Stolen off another person In lifetime
Last month 
Last week

12 2 14
2 0 2
2 0 2

Begging'^*’ In lifetime
Last month 
Last week

2 0 2
0 0 0

0 0 0

The general trend pertaining to the most commonly committed offences remains relatively stable 

for those committed in the last month and last week, with shoplifting, intoxication in a public 

place, causing criminal damage and selling stolen goods, among the four most commonly 

reported offences, with no significant gender differences. Over their life times, young men

Although decriminalised in 2007, begging was still an offence at the time the study was designed and was 
considered a potential offence o f  voung people in their life time.



reported behaviour in all nine offences and female respondents in eight. However, young men 

reported activity in eight o f the offences in the last m onth and six in the last week compared to 

five and three, respectively, for women. The data therefore indicate that young men persisted in a 

wider range o f offences compared to young women. Furtherm ore, over their life time, young 

men were particularly more likely to be involved in selling/supplying drugs, assault using a 

weapon and stealing from another individual.

There was little variation in previous involvem ent in criminal activity across the age range when 

considering life time offending. However, recent involvement in the nine listed offences showed 

that those involved in shoplifting in the last week or m onth were more likely to be aged between 

14 and 19 years, while young people who had stolen o ff another person a n d /o r sold stolen goods 

were npically aged between 17 and 19 vears. Additionally, nine o f the fifteen young people who 

had been intoxicated in a public place during the last m onth, and five o f the seven in the last 

week, were aged between 15 and 17. This suggests that particular acquisitive offences and 

alcohol-related offences are most com m on am ong younger offenders.

Criminal Justice Contact

A series o f questions addressed young people’s contact with the criminal justice system including 

their contact with the Garda Juvenile Diversion Programme, details o f arrests/charges and 

criminal justice outcomes. Twent\’-six (70%) respondents were referred to the Diversion 

Programm e at some stage in their life time, representing over three-quarters o f males and just 

over a half o f  females. First referral to the Diversion Programme occurred between the ages o f 

11 and 17, with a mean age o f 14. Girls were more likely to be referred at a younger age, 

averaging 13.6 years, com pared to 14.2 years for young men.'^^

Official figures on voung people’s referral to the Garda Youth Diversion Programme do not break down their age 
o f contact according to gender. X'i'hether the younger age of females furst coming into contact with the Diversion 
Project is usual is therefore unknown.
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Table 5.3 Offences for which Young People were Referred to the Garda Youth
Diversion Programme

Offence Male Female Total
Alcohol related 9 4 13
Public order 9 3 12
Theft 8 3 11
Traffic offences 9 2 11
Criminal damage 8 1 9
Drugs related 2 0 2
M inor assault 2 0 2
Fraud 0 1 1
Arson 1 0 1
Burglar^’ 1 0 1
Trespassing 1 0 1

As detailed in Table 5.3, the five m ost com m on offences for which young people were referred 

to the Diversion Programm e were alcohol-related offences, public order offences, theft, road 

traffic offences and criminal damage. Only a small num ber o f young people had been cautioned 

for drug-related offences, m inor assault, fraud, arson, burglary and trespassing. There was litde 

difference in terms o f gender regarding the t}'pes o f offences for which young people were 

referred. However, as Table 5.4 demonstrates, a higher proportion o f  males reported being 

arrested and charged for a wider range o f sentences.

Table 5.4 Offences for which Young People were Arrested and Charged by Gender

Offence Male Female Total
Theft 19 (17) 4(3) 23 (20)*
Alcohol related 18 (17) 3(2) 21 (19)
Criminal damage 17 (15) 0(0) 17 (15)
Public order 14 (14) 3(0) 17 (14)
Traffic offences 15 1 (1) 16 (16)
Serious assault 9(7) 2(2) 11(9)
M inor assault 7(6) 3(0) 10 (6)
Burglar^' 8(8) 0(0) 8(8)
Possession o f drugs 7(7) 1(0) 8(7)
Fraud 4(4) 1(0) 5(4)
Sale/supply o f drugs 4(4) 0(0) 4(4)
Possession o f a weapon 2(2) 0(0) 2(2)
Robber\’ 1(1) 0(0) 1 (1)
Selling goods w ithout a trading licence 1(1) 0(0) 1(1)
Begging 1(1) 0(0) 1(1)

‘•'Figures in brackets represented the number o f young people charged for an offence and other figures 
relate to number o f  }'Oung people arrested.



The offences for which young people were m ost commonly arrested and charged were theft 

(including shoplifting, theft from  a vehicle, theft o f a vehicle), alcohol-related offences, criminal 

damage, public order offences and road traffic offences. Following these, young people were 

m ost likely to have been arrested and charged with assault, burglar)', possession o f drugs and 

fraud. Few young people had been arrested and charged for sale/supply o f drugs, possession o f  a 

weapon, robber)', selling goods without a trading licence and begging. Males had been arrested 

and charged with the range o f  fifteen offences listed, while female respondents were arrested for 

eight offence t)’pes and charged with only four. These data therefore suggest that criminal 

damage, burglar)', sale/supply o f drugs, possession o f a weapon, robber)', selling goods w ithout a 

trading licence and begging were male-only offences. However, both the data presented earlier 

and the life histor\’ data suggest that young wom en were involved in a wider range o f offending 

than arrest/charge figures demonstrate, suggesting that their criminal acdvit)’ is less likely to be 

detected bv law enforcem ent agencies and subsequently processed by the criminal justice system 

com pared to their male counterparts. In terms o f the frequency o f arrests and charges, over half 

o f  the respondents (57%) had been arrested during the last year, although slightly more likely for 

males, and fifteen young people (40%) had received a charge, again more com m on for young 

men. In the last year, the frequency o f arrests and charges reported by young wom en was 

between one and three times. Young men, therefore, were more frequently arrested and charged, 

w'ith ten having been arrested m ore than four dmes (and two more than twent)’ times) and nine 

charged more than four times (again, two m ore than twenty times) during the last year. Y oung 

people who had been arrested and charged in the last year were aged between 16 and 23 years, 

although those who had been charged between eleven and twent)’ times and m ore than twent)' 

times were aged between 17 and 19 years. These figures highlight that young people were m ore 

frequently coming into contact with criminal justice agencies in their mid- to late teenage years as 

a result o f  their offending.

The questionnaire data on history' o f  offending and the offences for which young people come 

into contact with criminal justice agencies therefore reveal that young people were m ost 

com m only engaged in theft, alcohol-related offences, public order offences, criminal damage, 

traffic offences and selling/handling stolen goods. These findings are comparable to the offences 

for which young people are referred to the Diversion Project (Committee appointed to M onitor 

the Effectiveness o f the Diversion Programme, 2006-2010), the m ost com m on offences for 

which young people under 25 years were convicted in 2008 (Central Statistics Office, 2008,
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2010b), and those offences for which young people under 25 were m ost likely to be com m itted 

to prison (Irish Prison Sen’ice, 2010). Furtherm ore, siinilar offences have been deemed topical 

am ong samples o f young offenders in previous Irish research (Anderson & Graham , 2006;

Barnes & O 'G orm an, 1995; Carroll & M eehan, 2007; Farrelly, 1991; Kilkelly, 2005; McPhillips, 

2005) and in the United Kingdom  (Graham  & Bowling, 1995; Roe & Ashe, 2008).” ** Therefore 

the offending histories o f young people in this study are not atypical o f  young people involved in 

offending.

The m ost com m on criminal justice outcom e received by young people in their lifetime was a 

probation bond, received by twent}'-four young people.''^’ Following a probation bond, the m ost 

com m on was a fine, received by eighteen respondents. Fifteen young people had received a peace 

bond, fourteen a suspended sentence, and ten respondents had received a communit)’ servdce 

order. Nine respondents, who were all male, had received a custodial sentence. W hile those who 

had received a custodial sentence were the smallest in num ber, they nonetheless represent almost 

a quarter o f  young people in the smdy’s sample and just over one-third o f  young men. 

Furtherm ore, all o f  the young m en who had received a custodial sentence had been incarcerated 

on multiple occasions. In addition to receiving a custodial sentence, young people may have 

spent time in detention — either in prison or in a children detention school — on remand. 

Therefore, in total, six young people had spent time in a Children D etention School and fourteen 

respondents had spent time in prison. Thus, seventeen young people had been incarcerated at 

som e point in their lives. The age o f first experiences o f  incarceration ranged between 13 and 19 

years, with an average age o f 16.6 years. Only one young wom an had spent a single period in 

prison (on remand) at age 19.

Experiences o f Victimisation

Previous studies have addressed the links between offending and victimisation am ong groups o f 

young people. Preliminar)’ findings from the Edinburgh Study on Y outh Transitions and Crime 

dem onstrated a close relationship between victimisation and offending (Smith & McVie, 2003)^""

Although these samples were not o f  young people in contact with criminal justice agencies.
However, as many \'Oung people were recruited through the Probation and Welfare Ser\’ice, this is neither 

surprising nor can it be taken as representative o f the criminal justice outcomes received by this age group in court. 
20(1 Edinburgh study identified one group with little experience o f  crime either as victim or offender, and a 
contrasting group with extensive experience both as victim and offender. It was suggested that this link could arise 
because a com m on cause (such as tolerance o f  risk) leads both to victimization and offending; because victims and 
offenders belong to the same social circles and commit offences on each other; because victimization and offending
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while results from the 2006 British Offending, Crime and Justice Surv^ey found that young people 

who had offended in the previous year were m ore likely to have been a victim o f personal crime 

com pared to those who had not offended (Roe & Ashe, 2008).■*”

Questionnaire data dem onstrated that in addition to young people’s self-reported offending, they, 

too, were subject to victimisation as detailed in Table 5.5. All but one respondent (95%) reported 

at least one o f  the listed experiences o f  victimisation.

T able 5.5 E xperiences o f  V ictim isation  by Gender

V ictim isation Male Fem ale Total
Physically a ttack ed / In lifetime 
beaten up Last year

18 5 23
8 1 9

A ssau lted /w ou n d ed  In lifetime 
with a w eapon Last year

14 4 17
2 0 2

T hreatened in a In lifetime 
way that frightened you Last year

10 7 17
5 4 9

Som ething stolen  In lifetime 
from vou Last year

13 7 20
4 4 8

Sexually a b u sed / In lifetime 
assaulted Last year

0 1 1
0 0 0

B ullied /in tim id ated  by In lifetime 
som eone else Last year

9 5 14
3 3 6

H arassed by a m em ber In lifetime 
o f the Gardai Last year

23 9 32
19 8 27

Experienced violence In lifetime 
from the Gardai Last year

21 9 30
10 6 16

arises in sim ilar g roup  situations; o r because o f  causal relationships (possibh ' in b o th  directions) betw een 
v ictim ization and offending over the life course  (Smith & M c\'ie , 2003: 188)

T he relationship  betw een offend ing  and victim isation is m o st com m only  u n d erstood  using a lifest}’le o r rou tine  
activities perspective w here crim e is considered  to  increase indiv iduals’ risks for victim isation because it elevates their 
exposure to , and con tact w ith , o th er o ffenders (Baron i t  al.  ̂ 2007: 414; Lauritsen et al., 1991).
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Throughout their lifetimes, the m ost com m on experiences o f victimisation (overall and by 

gender) related to those involving victimisation by the Gardai, with thirt)’-two (86%) young 

people reporting having been harassed by a m em ber o f  the Gardai' in their life time and thirt}^ 

(81%) reporting having experienced violence from a m em ber o f the Gardai. The next most 

com m on experience o f victimisation related to being physically attacked/beaten, reported by 

twent)'-three (62%) young people, followed by having som ething stolen from them, reported by 

twentjf (54%) young people. Just under half o f the respondents reported having been 

assaulted/w ounded with a weapon in their life time and having felt threatened in a way that was 

frightening. Fourteen (38%) young people reported being bullied/intim idated by another person. 

O ne young person (female) reported being sexually abused/assaulted in their l i f e t im e .Y o u n g  

men were m ore likely than female respondents to report having been physically attacked and 

assaulted with a weapon while young wom en were m ore likely to report experiences o f theft, 

feeling threatened and intimidated. Experiences o f  victimisation within the last year followed a 

similar trend to those in their lifetimes with only slight differences in the order o f the most 

com m on experiences.

A num ber o f  young people reported multiple forms o f  victimisation during the year prior to 

inter\'iew. Four respondents reported that they had been a victim o f  crime m ore than ten times 

during the last year and eleven young people reported they had been victimised in some way 

between two and five times in the last year. Respondents tended not to report incidents o f 

victimisation. Twent}^-six young people (70%) reported that they did no t report the most recent time 

that they were a victim o f crime and seventeen (46%) had reported an incident of 

victimisation.""’ The m ost com m on reasons offered for not reporting victimisation were that 

nothing could be done, fear o f not being believed and feeling uncom fortable approaching the 

Gardai.

DISCUSSION

There is a danger with studies on youth offending that young people wiU be presented solely in 

terms o f their offending histories, thus neglecting their complex biographies. A life histor}'

Mcamisarion has been under-examined in an Irish context and as a result comparable figures for young people 
are not available. However, a vicrinriisation survey o f  residents in Dublin Cit)' found that 35.7% o f  respondents had 
been a victim in the previous three years compared to eight}’ six per cent o f young people in tliis sample. Therefore, 
the tentative conclusion can be drawn that they experienced greater levels o f  victimisation than the more general 
population o f  Dublin cit)' (Kiru’an & O'Connell, 2001).
““5 This compares to  twenty' per cent in a more general sample o f  residents in D ublin (Kiru'in & O ’Connell, 2001).
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approach permits an unravelling o f biography, thereby providing a critical contextual backdrop to 

offending careers. Thus, instead o f portraying young people in contact 'Aith criminal justice 

agencies simply or primarily as ‘offenders’, the data presented in this chapter has highlighted the 

multiple experiences and processes that surround offending behaviour, thereby locating rather 

than isolating offending from broader aspects o f life experience.

Both the quantitative and Life histor)' data examined in this chapter highlighted the often 

disrupted nature o f young people’s lives. W hilst not a hom ogenous group in terms o f their 

experiences or responses to life events, nevertheless, accounts o f  particular difficulties and 

challenges featured noticeably in their life stories. Family and hom e life was discussed m ost 

com m only with reference to negative a n d /o r  traumatic events. Often family povert}’ was set in 

the wider context o f  living in poor and undesirable neighbourhoods as identified by young 

people. A ttem pts to move from the family context, often in search o f independence, were also 

characterised by disruption. In these cases, in addition to housing instability^ respondents 

continued to face difficulties previously characteristic o f their earlier hom e life.

Negative experiences o f  school an d /o r training were m ost t\’pically followed by ‘fracm red’ or 

‘extended’ transitions (Coles, 1995) into the labour market as young people, at best, took up 

sporadic, casual, part-tim e employment or entered training schemes. Those still attending school 

cited suspension, expulsion and discouragement which also formed much o f the educational 

narratives offered by the sample’s early school leavers. Friends emerged in this chapter as an 

im portant source o f  support and reference point in the gradual move away from the family 

context. W ithin the peer group, voung people reported exposure and engagement to new 

activities, including substance use, which began to characterise their leisure time.

An ovennew o f their offending, using quantitative data, suggested that while young people 

engaged in a wide range o f offending, m uch included theft and selling/holding o f stolen goods in 

addition to public order, alcohol-related, criminal damage and traffic offences. Young people 

reported engaging to a lesser extent in assault, the selling/supplying o f  drugs and theft from  a 

person. Criminal justice contact was widespread, with the majorit}' having been referred to the 

Diversion Programm e and many appearing in court and receiving various outcomes including 

nine young people who received custodial sentences. At the same time, however, quantitative 

data on \’ictimisation portrays these young people as a ‘victim’ as often as they were ‘offender’.
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These particular experiences in young people’s lives are not presented as ‘causes’ o f  their 

offending. W hilst such a backdrop to offending may be ‘predictable’ given the characteristics o f 

‘young offenders’ as presented in the literamre, at the same time these experiences are not 

‘predictive’ o f  future offending given that they are found to be shared by non-offending young 

people (W'ebster et ai 2005). While the main emphasis o f  risk analysis studies has been on the 

“ failings o f  the individuals, their families and com m unities” (France, 2007: 99), this analysis 

illustrates the im portance o f the meaning young people gave to events in their lives. Rather than 

‘failings’, young people are presented here as facing particular constraints in light o f  which they 

make choices about their lives. It is against these ‘strained’ contexts which criminal careers are 

understood as young people respond to and manage these experiences with varied offending 

histories.
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CHAPTER SIX 

THE EMERGENCE OF OFFENDING CAREERS 

INTRODUCTION

T he previous chap ter p resen ted  several key aspects o f  the biographies o f  the  study’s young 

people. A lthough each partic ipant had  a unique stor)’ to  tell, the majorit}' experienced some 

m easure o f  ch ildhood stress o r traum a related to  difficult family circum stances o r  events and 

m any show ed signs o f  distancing them selves from  the family contex t during their early or m id- 

teenage years. O u td o o r  spaces occupied by friends and acquaintances began to  take on  great 

significance in the daily rou tines o f  these young  people. This m ove away from  the family as a 

reference po in t is com m on  to all teenagers. H ow ever, the stories w hich recoun ted  the increasing 

p rom inence  o f  communit}^ and  peers in their Uves, also identified the Umited resources that 

young people could access in this regard, thus m aking their experiences distinct from  a m ore 

advantaged setting. A m ajorit)’ o f  the study’s young people struggled w ith post-schoo l transitions, 

m o st had  initiated alcohol and  drug use, and a num ber had m ade attem pts, w ith v a r\in g  degrees 

o f  success, to  access housing  independen t o f  the family hom e. It is against this backdrop  tha t the 

em ergence o f  offending  careers is explored.

W ith in  studies o f  crim inal careers, onset is m ost frequentiy defined as “ the age at w hich a first 

offence occurs” (T ibbetts &  P iquero, 1999: 843). WTiile this may be a useful m arker o f  the start 

o f  offending, initiation to  offend ing  is m ore  usefully conceptualised as a process, linked to o ther 

transitions and ‘careers’, th a t em erges over time. T he  age at wliich young people first com m it an 

offence provides potentially  im portan t know ledge about age-related risk factors for offending. It 

is nonetheless only one  d im ension o f  onset and  tells little abou t the contex t o r experience o f  the 

first offence(s). This ch ap te r aims to build  on  the life stories p resen ted  in C hap ter Five, 

identifying those processes and concu rren t careers associated w ith the onset o f  offending. In  so 

doing, it identifies three in teracting  dim ensions o f  life experience that provide an essential 

con tex t for understand ing  and  unravelling the process o f  onset. T he first o f  these relates to  the 

role o f  the env ironm ent or, m ore  specifically, the im pact o f  som e key characteristics o f  

communir\? life on  young people. T he second  relates to  young peop le’s peer relationships and the 

th ird  to  their leisure careers. T he chap ter begins w ith an overview  o f  the age o f  onset for the 

sam ple and also docum ents the n"pe and nature o f  responden ts’ first offence(s).
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INITIATION OF OFFENDING: AGE OF ONSET AND FIRST 
OFFENCE

The investigation o f  onset is considered im portant not simply as a ‘m arker’ o f initiation but as a 

significant predictor o f  future offending. The available research evidence suggests that individuals 

with an earlier age o f  onset have longer and m ore serious criminal careers as well as a higher 

frequency o f offences (Farrington, 1992; G raham  & Bowling, 1995; McVie, 2009; M onahan & 

Piquero, 2009). In any case, in order to understand how offending begins it is im portant to 

ascertain when it begins (Graham & Bowling, 1995: 23). Previous research has identified the age 

o f  onset as occurring in early adolescence, t^'pically between the ages o f  8 and 14 (Block et ai, 

2010; M onahan & Piquero, 2009; Thornberr)', 2005), or before the age o f  16 (Barn^, 2006; 

Graham  & Bowling, 1995). O nset tends to occur later for girls than boys (Block et al, 2010) and 

shoplifting, theft other than shoplifting and assault have been identified as com m on first offences 

for young people (Barr)’, 2006; Block et al., 2010).

Young people w'ere asked during inter\tiew to identify the ‘point’ or age at which they started to 

offend. Some hesitated when this question was posed, a response particularly com m on among 

older respondents and those with longer criminal careers. A num ber found it difficult to recall 

their first offence(s), often because it occurred some time ago but also because first offences were 

deemed relatively or ver}’ m inor in nature, certainly com pared to their subsequent or m ore recent 

offending. Indeed, some participants appeared to view their first offence(s) as largely 

inconsequential and insignificant. It is therefore im portant to stress that the figures related to the 

age o f onset are based on estimates offered by respondents and are approximate rather than 

definitive. W'ith this caveat in mind, young people almost always linked the onset o f  their 

offending with other (significant) life events and these accounts provide im portant insight into 

the context o f first offence(s).

For the total sample, the onset o f  offending ranged from 8 to 18 years, with an average age o f 

12.7 years. Female respondents tended to identify' the onset o f  their criininal activity at a later age, 

ranging from 11 to 18 years, com pared to 8 to 17 years for young men. However, the majorit}' o f 

respondents initiated offending between the age o f 14 and 15 years. The average age for first 

offence for female respondents was 13 com pared to 12.6 years for male respondents.
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C om paring  the age o f  onse t o f  offending  w ith substance use initiation and the age o f  school 

leaving (both discussed in the previous chapter) indicates that young people generally started 

offending  at approxim ately the same tim e as they began to consum e alcohol bu t p rio r to  initiating 

drug  use and  before  leaving s c h o o l . T h i s  supports p revious research that has identified the 

onset o f  o ffending  as occurring  before o th e r life ‘even ts’ such as the initiation o f  drug  use 

(G raham  &  Bowling, 1995; Pudney, 2002), school exclusion (M artin et a l, 1999) and at a po in t 

w hen  alcohol use becom es part o f  their lifest)'les (Barr)% 2006; Byrne & Trew , 2008; M cAlis:er, 

2008).

T he t\'pes o f  offences rep o rted  at the tim e o f  onset ex tended  to  nine in total. M ost young people 

rep o rted  com m itting  only one offence at this point. A sm aller num ber, how ever, rep o rted  

m ultiple offences, bu t w ere unable to identify a specific sequence since the offences had occurred 

sim ultaneously or in close succession. T h e  first offences repo rted  by young people are broken 

dow n according to gender in T able 6.1.

T a b le  6.1 Y o u n g  P e o p le ’s First O ffen ce  by G ender

Offence Males Females Total
Shoplifting 11 7 18
Joyriding 8 1 9
Theft other than shoplifting 7 1 8
Criminal Dam age 4 0 4
Selling stolen goods 1 2 3
Selling goods w ithout licence 2 0 2
Arson 2 0 2
Drug dealing 0 1 1
B egging 1 0 1

O verall, and  according to  gender, shoplifting  was the m ost com m on first offence rep o rted  by 

eighteen responden ts (49%). Shoplifting occurred  m ore com m only as a first offence for young 

w om en , w ith  sixt}'-four p er cen t o f  fem ale responden ts reporting  shoplifting as their first offence 

com pared  to  fort}’-tw o p er cen t o f  males. T heft, o th e r than shoplifting, was the th ird  m ost 

com m only  repo rted  first o ffence w ith eight young people  (22%) reporting  it as their first offence,

The figures in the previous chapter identified 12.5 as the average age for first alcohol use, age 12 for male 
respondents and 13 for female respondents, and 13.5 the average age for first drug use, age 13.4 males and 14 for 
females. O n average therefore, voung people’s offending commenced at approximately the same time as their 
alcohol use and a year before their drug use. However, these figures do not capture the relationship o f  substance use 
and offending, as they could merely present correlates rather than a causal link. However, voung people’s life stories 
do suggest, if  not causal, an interaction with their substance use which brings about escalated levels o f  offending or, 
in some cases, greater detection o f  offending behaviour. Additionally, the average age o f leaving school for the 
sample was 15. Ten voung people were still attending school at the time o f inter\'iew.
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including seven young men and one young woman. Com bined with shoplifting, these figures 

indicate that twent}-five o f the entire sample (68%),""^ comprising seventeen males and eight 

females, reported some form o f theft as their first offence.

After shoplifting, the second m ost com m on first offence was joyriding, reported by nine young 

people (24% o f the entire sample). Joyriding as a first offence was almost entirely a male 

phenom enon, reported by only one young wom an com pared to eight young men. Criminal 

damage, selling goods without a trading licence, arson and begging^'”’ were all reported as first 

offences by young men exclusively. O ne young man reported selling stolen goods com pared to 

two young wom en. O ne young person, a female, reported drug dealing as their first offence.

Young women, therefore, predominantly initiated their offending careers with shoplifting. 

Although shoplifting was also the m ost commonly reported first offence am ong young men, it 

was closely followed by joyriding and theft other than shoplifting. Consequentiy, all three o f 

these rspes o f  offending could be considered to broadly characterise the beginning o f  young 

m en’s offending careers. Additionally, the nature o f  first offences suggested that, at the time o f 

onset, respondents were possibly m otivated by monetary gain, the accumulation o f  goods, or a 

desire to enhance leisure time.

The com bined data on first offences and the age o f onset suggest that this study’s young people 

do not deviate to any great extent from the broader picture o f onset o f youth offending in the 

literature. However, to understand Aozy young people’s offending emerged as they approached or 

experienced adolescence requires these data to be considered in conjunction with a num ber o f 

situational contexts which were prom inent in young people’s biographical accounts.^"'

One young man reported both shoplifting and theft other than shoplifting as his first offence and this has been 
taken into account in combining the figures.

Begging remained illegal in Ireland until 2007 when Section 3 o f  the \'agrancv (Ireland) Act 1847 was found 
unconstitutional by the High Court in iVm// Dillon v the DPP.

For example, Thornberr}' (2005) identified that during the later ages o f  elementar}' school years (ages 6 to 12) and 
in the move into teenage years (12 to 16), structural adversity- (ineffective parental monitoring and school failure), 
distancing from parents, dominance o f  peers as prim an’ social networks, and ‘problem  behaviours’ all interact to 
bring about offending behaviour.
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THE EARLY STAGES OF CRIMINAL CAREERS: ENVIRONMENT, 
PEERS AND LEISURE TIME

Detailed analysis revealed that young people’s offending careers developed in the context o f 

complex interactions o f  circumstances and environments which included: the 

neighbourhood/com m unity setting, peer groups/relationships and the ways they used their 

leisure time. Whilst considered thematically in this discussion, the interdependency o f these 

contexts accounts for an understanding o f the initiation o f offending by young people.’"*

Influence of environment

Im portance o f localit}^ in the lives o f young people

The previous chapter introduced voung people’s local communities as areas o f  high deprivation. 

Additionally, they were identified as having limited available resources, particularly in relation to 

leisure amenities for young people. Many also characterised their neighbourhoods as potentially 

unsafe because o f high levels o f criminal activit)', including drug dealing and, in many cases, 

violent crime. Adam described the ‘easy’ trap o f  drugs due to their prom inence in the area.

There’s a lot of drugs around. It's not a place I  ivould bring up my kids. I t ’s too easy to fa ll into drugs. lB.veryone's 

into drugs at the weekends. (Adam, 17)

Despite these negative depictions o f  communit}’ life, the importance o f  locality emerged strongly 

from  the narratives as young people described strong bonding networks located in the immediate 

neighbourhood. For example, respondents described “close knit” communities within which they 

knew ‘evervone’ and were ‘know n’. Patrice described the relevance o f  neighbourhood in her life: 

“A l l  me family andfriends and everyone I  know is here and everything I  do is in [neighbourhood] really’'

(Patrice, 16). Such networks could provide im portant support in voung people’s lives; this w'as 

described by Louise who had a young child.

She (daughter) does be with either bis (boyfriend) ma some weeks and then me sister would take her some days and 

me ma, me next door neighbour and me friend across the road. I've loads ofpeople to help me.

(Louise, 21)

™ NXTiile the previous section detailed the first offence(s) reported by young people, this examination o f  the early 
stages o f  offending includes a num ber o f  offences that young people reported at this point. For example, shoplifting 
and theft were often quickly followed by the selling o f  stolen goods in a short space o f  time.
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W'hile expressing the benefits o f  such close relationships, narratives also depicted the lack o f 

mobilit}^ in young people’s lives and the majorit)' did not envisage a future outside o f their 

community and few aspired to leaving the area. However, such ‘choices’ were perhaps m ore 

reflective o f  their inabilit}^ to ‘get ou t’. Their narratives thus alternated between wanting 

something different in the future and not wanting to move too far from what they know: too

fa r  but not too close either” (Adam, 17). Eam on, for example, wanted to bring his future family up in 

a “nice quiet posh ared\ stating that he did no t w ant to bring liis children up in a “council estate'' as 

was his own experience. A t the same time, he felt tied to his local communit)% “7 don’t want to 

venture too far...don’t go too far from the castle”. Respondents often cited friends and family as reasons 

for wanting to stay within their hom e communities. The notion o f familiarity — or knowing what 

to expect — was another dimension o f these narratives. As Sean explained, he had little experience 

or knowledge o f  the social world outside o f  his ow’n community' and framed this ‘realit\'’ as a 

form o f ‘institutionalisation’.

I ’ve nowhere else really to move. I  don’t know anywhere else, 1 know [here] like the back of me hand and I  don’t 

know anywhere else like that. Institutionalised in [North Dublin] what (laughs). (Sean, 16)

In a somewhat similar vein, but referring directiy to the range o f  constraints t\’pically facing ‘kids’ 

in his hom e neighbourhood, who, he felt, would not have “ jobs and big houses” , Ronan 

described his options as bounded rather than characterised by choice.

They knoip what kids are growing up into, they’re not going to grow up and be policemen. They’re not going to have 

jobs and big houses...If yo u ’re raised here you’re staying here. You’re not gonna want to go. I  mean I ’d never move 

out of [North Dublinl, I  wouldn’t be able to.. .Do I  want to stay here'? I ’d love to get out of it but I  can’t.

(Ronan, 17)

As young people’s lives are confined to a particular area o f the city in which they live, their 

community' comes to form the basis o f  their identities (Loader, 1996). Young people depicted 

“ the pull o f  family loyalt)' to  geograpliical place” (Holland et ai, 2007: 103) and, additionally, their 

peer networks were established in such localised settings. It was in this context that they also 

perceived restricted leisure opportunities.
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Exposure to Crime: A N orm al Way o f  Life

Young people’s relationship with crime is multidimensional, extending beyond their own 

experiences as ‘offender’ to those o f  V icdm ’ a n d /o r ‘witness’. Respondents in Bottrell et al.h 

(2010) recent study o f  young people’s pathways into and out o f  offending revealed that their 

main relationship with crime was as witnesses by virtue o f  having grown up in high crime areas.

In the current study, young people’s perspectives on community' life resonated with Bottrell et 

al.’s (2010) assessment, particularly in terms o f  how criminal acdvit)'was perceived to impact on 

daily life. Alana, for example, described leisure spaces in her neighbourhood as potentially unsafe 

because o f the presence or threat o f  crime.

A l l  the little kids do is stand around at the corners all day, even all the little small ones. A n d  then all the robbed 

cars come along and all the little kids have to go in. Junkies, that’s all the kids ever see around here.

(Alana, 17)

Alana’s representation presents public spaces as places where young people m eet and socialise 

and, simultaneously, as potentially dangerous places where they come into contact with crime, 

both as both  victims and witnesses (Anderson, 1999: 65). Young people’s accounts o f  their 

neighbourhoods repeatedly incorporated images o f criminal activity' including burning stolen 

vehicles and vandalism. Many also m ade reference to the sound o f joyriding, which was 

perceptible from inside their hom es, and several reported the effect o f  murders in their localitj^ 

which they invariably attributed to the ‘w ork’ o f  drug gangs. The scene below, described by Carly, 

occurred close to her home.

I ’ve often been there gangs killing*'^ gangs but I ’d never get invohed. I ’d sit and watch them and laugh at them.

I ’ve been there a good few times there’ve been killings...They’re killing each other in the middle of the field.

(Carly, 21)

High levels o f  criminal activit}' brought communities under the sur^reillance o f  authorities, a 

response which young people identified as controlling. D erek is one o f a num ber who had 

witnessed changes in his neighbourhood, which included law enforcem ent strategies designed to 

prevent access to certain areas: “it’s like Big Brother. They’re putting railings everywhere where you can’t 

walk, bleedin’put cameras eveiywhere” (Derek, 23). Eam on similarly described escalated sur\'eillance in

In this context Carlv uses ‘killing’ to refer to fighting w ithout necessarilv involving the death o f a person.
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his local com m unity which, he believed, coincided with increased crime levels; “They have cameras 

up in the lanes. You can’t walk to the shop without a camera looking at you. ..T ha t’s not tight like, that's 

invadingyourprivay” (Eamon, 21). Contact with the Gardai was viewed as ine\itable by many 

young people, “nearly eveyone gets involved with the police out [here]” (Ronan, 17), as was some level o f 

involvement in offending, which some attributed directly to characteristics o f  daily life in their 

hom e neighbourhoods; “7 probably wouldn’t have got involved in crime i f l  hadn’t [grown up here] ‘cos the 

place, i t ’s very rough up there” (Cathal, 21).

The cumulative effect o f these experiences can be that young people come to accept crime as an 

inevitable, everj'day part o f their existence and, as a result, tolerate its presence and downplay its 

importance, contributing to a feeling that ‘crime is evenw here’ (Anderson, 1999; 62).

Community and Offending; Bounded Opportunities

As dem onstrated, the study’s young people were living their lives in very localised contexts, often 

with little experience o f the social world outside o f  their immediate neighbourhoods. 

Consequently, the communities from which participants in the study originated provide 

im portant contexts for understanding the formation o f  their relationship with crime. As explored 

in later sections, the local neighbourhood provided the spaces in w’hich peer relationships were 

formed and leisure careers experienced. Given the particular nature o f the public spaces 

accessible to young people in these areas o f  deprivation, the lack o f  amenities and the consequent 

engagement in unrestrained activities, the neighbourhood was the setting for the onset o f  many 

respondents’ offending careers.^’"

Respondents recognised the influence o f the environm ent on their lives and ever}’day 

experiences. Having grown up in a certain part o f the city or within a particular estate was raised 

by a considerable num ber as impacting the likelihood o f  their becom ing involved in criminal 

acdvity; “you ’re bollixed i f  you grow up here, put it that w a^’ (Sean, 16). A sense o f  futility permeated 

many accounts and young people conveyed a strong awareness o f  the constraints associated with 

living in certain communities or neighbourhoods. In this context, a considerable num ber 

appeared to believe that offending beha\aour w’as inevitable: “Ifyou’re growing up here yo u ’re most

It is acknowledged that the move from home to public spaces as the location for leisure during teenage years is 
normative behaviour. However, the leisure activities o f  young people in this study suffered from the confines o f 
local possibilities.
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likely going to end up in trouble” (Sean, 16). Involvement in criminal activit)^ was explained succinctly 

bv one young m an who attributed his criminal acdvit}' to ''living around it [crimej (Eoin, 18). Some 

participants clearly recognised that their situations differed quite dramatically from young people 

growing up in other parts o f  the cit)' or country. There was also evidence to suggest that they 

considered themselves at a particular disadvantage com pared to young people who grew up in 

nearby ‘posher’ areas. In the following account, the area where one is born and “brought up” is 

depicted by Eam on as a determining factor in his criminal justice involvement.

I  reckon i f  1 was brought up around [village in North Dublin] it would be a different story. 1 don’t think I ’d be 

sitting in this room [in probation project] i f  I  was brought up [there]. It depends where you 're brought up and born.

(Eamon, 21)

Respondents explained their restricted access to opportunities by virtue o f  where they grew up.

In particular, they identified the lack o f leisure amenities in the local area and depicted the ways in 

which this contributed to an understanding o f the initiation o f their offending. Eam on, for 

example, identified the lack o f recreational facilities for young people in his communit}" and 

described a sense o f exclusion in this regard.

IFV had nothing to do and all day to do it. Just hadfields, we never had a commmiity centre until the new 

estate got built We hadfuck all, they never done anythingfor us, society kicked us in the bollix.

(Eamon, 21)

Caoimhe, who grew up in a communit}’ adjacent to E am on’s (above), identified no significant 

changes in more recent years (despite years o f economic prosperit}^) and claimed that young 

people continued to have verj' few options in terms o f where and how  to spend their time.

W’e don’tgo anywhere or do anything...there nothing around here for us. That was our excuse, saying W hat else 

do you want us to do? You’re wondering why we’re doing this but you aren’t doing anything about i t ’. A l l  we have 

is fields and they ’re waiting for us to go out drinking and do stuff and wreck things (Caoimhe, 16)

Almost w ithout exception, the complaint o f  having “nothing to do” and “nowhere to go” echoed 

throughout the narratives and was a ‘reality’ frequentiy used to explain behaviours such as 

substance use and offending. W hat these accounts suggest is that young people’s opportunities
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for socialising and recreation were ‘bounded’ by the resources available to  them  within their 

communities. This absence or lack o f  facilities and organised leisure activities placed young 

people in spaces where they were m ore likely to get in trouble (Bottrell et at., 2010: 63). Accessing 

spaces outside o f  their locality was not an option for m ost because o f  their limited resources, 

w hether in terms o f  private transport or money. O thers appeared to feel insecure about leaxing 

their hom e communities. For example, Niall did not feel confident or com fortable about 

travelling to the citv centre to socialise: ‘‘‘because people from all dijferent places getting smart and because 

they’re with girls and they start on you''' fo r nothing (Niall, 14).

Facilitating the Initiation o f Offending

Shaw and McKay’s (1942) theory o f ‘cultural transm ission’ suggested that, in particular 

neighbourhoods, criminal values are passed through generations despite a change in the 

population. M ore recent studies have identified communities in which crime becomes legitimate 

or tolerated (Downes, 1966; H obbs, 1988; Humphries, 1981; Sanders, 2005). Respondents in the 

current study identified supports or facilitators at a communit}’ level for offending careers that 

initiated with shoplifting and the selling o f  stolen goods. Ror\’, for example, initiated offending by 

shophfting and the subsequent selling o f goods; this remained the sole context o f  his offending at 

the time o f  inter\'iew. Despite reporting that he did not enjoy shoplifting, the experience o f 

having m onej’ encouraged his offending. The ease with which he could sell stolen goods in 

the communit}’ also provided strong endorsem ent and encouragement for this criminal activit}'.

... usually when I  walk out o f [supermarket] people see me with it (goods) and ask me can they have it. I  say, ‘No 

you can buy i f  off me’ and they say, ‘A ll  right ’. . . I  would know them. (Ror}% 14)

A num ber o f  female respondents com m enced their offending careers by selling stolen goods, 

although they m ore commonly supplied goods which had been stolen by others, usually adults, in 

the communit)'. O n selling the goods, they returned the ‘profit’ to such adults while young people 

received a small reward for their role. Em m a was involved in such an arrangement with her 

triend’s aunt who supplied them  with stolen electrical appliances. She explained that her 

interaction with o ther voung wom en in the area had been identified by the adult supplier as 

advantageous in terms o f  moving the goods quickly: “That’s why she gives them to us cos we m ix with 

all of them [older girls in the community] so we'd get some sold for het’’ (Emma, 15). Individuals who

“Start on you” refers to initiating a fight or an argument.
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purchased stolen goods did not have any misgivings about their origin, contributing to the ease 

^Adth which Em m a was able to sell them: “No. Once they have them they don't care”. Rather, the 

recipients o f stolen goods were more concerned with negotiating a “goodprici' and, therefore, the 

fact the goods were stolen did not present a barrier to selling them. The normalised nature o f  this 

activit)' was evident in E m m a’s comments when asked about potential repercussions in the event 

o f her offending being detected.

I t ’s not me that would get in trouble, i t’sjust normal really.. .1 never thought about getting in trouble for that. I  

don’t know i f  I  would he in trouble [if she got caught]. (Emma, 15)

Em m a, like others, expressed no concern about the illegalit}’ o f  selling stolen goods and appeared 

no t to have considered, m uch less experienced, the possibilit}’ o f  negative ramification. Offending 

o f this kind might therefore be viewed as a culturaP'^ response within a community' where 

particular offences were ‘condoned’ (Parker, 1974). Following a period o f involvement in these 

activities, some young people became ‘know n’ for their willingness to engage in offending, a 

developm ent which im pacted on the later stages o f their offending careers (see following 

chapter).

W'hile Em m a and her friends had been introduced to criminal activit}' by adults, many young 

people initiated offending in the context o f  their peer group. In this way they witnessed and 

‘learnt’ crime as a means to attain desired outcomes. The following section details tliis process, 

beginning with a discussion o f the broader context o f  peer relationships.

Peer Relationships

The previous chapter identified voung people’s peer relationships as ones which were formed in 

the context o f  their localit}% often as a result o f  casual introductions while they accessed the same 

social spaces. Participants reported spending less time at hom e and increasing am ounts o f  time 

with their peers, meeting on a daily basis. Those who had left school often spent the entire day in 

the com pany o f their friends. As Patrice explained, this process was associated with less 

surv'eillance by parents as she approached her mid-teenage years.

‘Culture’ m this sense refers to a “peculiar and distinctive ‘way o f life’ o f  the ^ o u p  or class” (Clarke et at., 1976:
10)
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[W'ould you see them  [friends] more now than you would have when you were younger?]

Yeah, ‘cos I ’m allowed out more. I  wasn’t really allowed to go thatfar with the likes of the cars. Me ma wouldjust 

be worried so now that I ’m olderjeah. (Patrice, 16)

Many o f the accounts identified decreasing family influence, distancing from the family 

environm ent, increasing peer influence and a gravitation towards peers as a reference point.^’̂  

Mani, for example, emphasised the role o f his friends throughout his narrative, and felt that he 

was m ore comfortably placed among his peer group than in a family context.

That laugh you can't have at home. You sit there you watch a movie with jo u r family i t ’s differentjokes. The jokes 

that you would have with yourfamily are not really understandable no more as I ’m used to hanging around with 

mates, different jokes. I ’m trying to make those jokes at home and they’d be like, W h a t’s wivng with you? What 

have you been smoking today? (Mani, 20)

The peer group is therefore a strong reference point for young people and informs the formation 

o f  young people’s identities (Hall et ai, 1999). Additionally, respondents’ narratives o f initiating 

offending illuminated the ways in which the peer context encouraged offending. There was 

evidence, for example, that crime was witnessed through peer associadons as young people came 

to perceive offending as having benefits and as a means to attaining specific goals. Additionally, 

the peer group was the context w'here young people learnt a range o f criminal techniques. Finally, 

offending was portrayed by a considerable num ber as enhancing relationships with their peers 

and attaining ‘status’ within the group.

Socially Learnt Behaviour: ‘Monkey see, monkey do ’

Symbolic interacrionism rests on the premise that hum an beings act on the basis o f  the meanings 

that they hold and that such meanings derive from the social interactions one has with one’s 

peers. Becker’s (1963) key interactionist text sets out the career o f a marijuana user who learns 

(smoking) techniques, the effects o f  enjoyment, and the effects o f  the deviant activit}' in order to 

become a regular user o f  the drug. Motives for such ‘deviant’ activity, Becker argues, are socially 

learnt and this learning takes place “in the course o f  interaction with more experienced de\’iants” .

Miles et al. (1998: 83) similarly p o in t ou t that peer g roups can act as a ‘sounding bo ard ’ for personal m eaning and 
ideas and that w itliin these reference g roups, young peop le’s identities are established.
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As a result, the individual “learns to  be aware o f new kinds o f  experiences and to tliink o f them 

as pleasurable” (Becker, 1963: 30).

Theories which conceptualise crime as learnt beha\iour draw on Sutherland’s (Sutherland & 

Cressey, 1974) concept o f differential association/’'* The learning that unfolds includes 

techniques o f  com m itting crime in addition to socially acquired motives, drives, rationalisations 

and attitudes. Such learning can only occur within environm ents where individuals have access to 

such knowledge. Thus the notion o f  learning shares com m on ground with Shaw & McKay’s 

concept o f cultural transmission, whereby continuit}’ is evident in the transmission o f  different 

criminal techniques from older to younger males in particular neighbourhoods (Shaw & McKay, 

1942: 233).

The majorit}' o f  respondents were able to identif}' perceived benefits o f  offending which partly 

explained the onset o f  their criminal activit}'. Such benefits were learnt through social interaction 

which, for the m ost part, took place when ‘hanging ou t’ in public spaces in their local 

neighbourhoods. It was ts’pically young m en in the study who explained the onset o f  their 

offending as associated with exposure to the offending behaviour o f  their older peers, with many 

expressing a desire to emulate, or be part of, this behaviour: “Think they were mad and that you want 

to be like th a f  (Dara, 23). Eam on explained a desire to start joyriding having witnessed others in 

his estate engaged in similar behaviour.

It was at a young age.. you'd see all thejoyriding... You got a h u ^  off seeing everyone doing that... You see a 

robbed car you want to rob a car. I  done what the generation ahead of me done...It’s like monkey see, monkey 

do?'^ (Eam on, 21)

C onor similarly explained that his involvem ent in joyriding began at a young age in association 

with older peers: “I  was in cars since I  was a kid... The older kids would have cars in the field and the younger 

kids would go down and get into them". Adam  distinguished between like-aged friends and older 

acquaintances when considering influences on his behaviour, again identif)ing enjoyment as a 

primar)’ reason for his offending.

Differential association theon’, as discussed in Chapter 2, contends that criminal behaviour is learnt in interaction 
with other persons in a process o f  comm unication within intimate groups.

“Monkey see monkev do” is an expression to  suggest the mimicn' o f obser\^ed behaviour.
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[Do you think that anyone influenced you in any way?]

No not me friends. The older people maybe, the older people in the area influenced me and all me friends to do the 

things they were doing. Robbing cars and joyriding, it looked like good fun and J tried it and it was good fun.

(Adam, 17)

In addition to valuing the enjoyment experienced through offending, young people began to 

develop an awareness o f the potential o f attaining money or goods through their observations o f 

older peers. Adam  was motivated by the prospect o f making money when he engaged in theft 

and sold stolen goods during the early stages o f his criminal career. Im portantly, he and his 

friends had come to appreciate the potential benefits o f  these activities by witnessing older 

acquaintances in the communit}' who were engaged in similar t}'pes o f offending.

A l l  of the older lads would have been doing it. They would have been doing it and making money off it and we’d 

think 'they're making money, let’s do that’. (Adam, 17)

The perception that others derived benefits from criminal activit}’ was not limited to young 

males. Dearbhla located the onset o f her offending as coinciding with her im mersion in a new 

peer group and also at the time she began to drink alcohol. Peer group activit)' and the behaviour 

she obser\'ed in this context encouraged her to steal and sell stolen goods.

irV started hanging around with different groups, young fellas. They were all doing it (theft and selling stolen goods) 

so we just done i t . .. ‘cos they were getting away with it and we were still paying for everything and they had their 

money for drink and we wouldn ’/. (Dearbhla, 15)

D earbhla’s assessment o f  peer activity and the perception that others were “getting away ivith i f  

w ithout detection is another im portant dimension o f her account. M ore t)'pically, however, young 

wom en explained shoplifting as a first offence in terms o f  the perceived prevalence o f  the 

behaviour: ‘̂ everyone else was doing i f ’ (Louise, 21). First experiences o f  shoplifting t^-pically occurred 

in the company o f their peers who, in most cases, were similar in age, unlike the young m en who 

were m ore frequently in the company o f older peers at the time o f  their first offence. Sarah 

recounted her first time shoplifting with her friend.
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...we used to always be ‘Get us this’ eye shadows and all. She’d jjrietid] be like Get them yourself. I ’d be ‘hut I  

don’t know how to do i t ’. Stupid little things like that. She goes, ‘I ’ll show you’. Put it in your pocket, Jesus that’s 

so hard. (Sarah, 23)

D earbhla’s (above) assessment o f  ‘getting away w ith’ criminal activity was not t\'pical o f  young 

w om en’s accounts o f  onset. Rather, they m ore commonly depicted experiences o f  ‘co p p n g ’ 

(imitating) their friends. Offending that was encouraged by an appreciation o f  the benefits 

experienced by peers was m ore com m only attached to the early stages o f male offending. 

Additionally, young wom en t}'pically reported involvement in ‘pett\’ crime’ through which they 

accrued goods o f  limited value. Furtherm ore an actual need to offend to attain these goods was 

not, for the m ost part, evident. Em m a dem onstrated this in giving an example o f a conversation 

with her m other, explaining her shoplifting in response to her m other’s challenges.

[Mother] I f  you ever need anything like that, why would you do that?

[Emma! ‘Cos me friends were doing it

[Mother] Why don’t youjust buy it? You probably have money.

[Emma] You 're just being stupid and walking out with it.

[Mother] W’hat are you being stupidfor?’.

[Emma] Cos they’re friends] doing it like Iju st copy them. (Emma, 15)

The concept o f learnt behaviour was evident in the way that young people, particularly young 

men, described the acquisition o f the skills and techniques required to engage in criminal activit}'. 

M ost respondents began offending with at least one other individual present and co-offending 

was valued for a num ber o f practical advantages, particularly in circumventing the challenges 

associated with particular tj^es o f  criminal activit)'. Ror)’, for example, explained the advantages 

o f shophfting in groups.

/  look around at the cameras and see i f  they 're following me and i f  they ’re not I ’ll take it...I do be ivith people when 

the cameras are following me. We would split up and see who i t ’s following and whoever i t ’s following can’t rob so 

the other person can. (Ror\% 14)

Co-offenders also provided the expertise or tutelage required for the young person to carry out 

the offence(s) successfully. Ronan explained that he was introduced to joyriding by other young
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m en in the locality w ho taught him how to ‘hotwire a car’: ‘‘‘’Someone that knew how to do it, someone 

would be there with you and you’djust fiddle around with it (the ignition) and get it going or else just use a barrel 

popper and take the ignition out and turn it on with aflathead” (Ronan, 17). A dam ’s early offending 

involved the theft o f  goods from commercial vehicles but, initially, he had sought out appropriate 

individuals to  pro\-ide the ‘know how ’: “Older people that were good at it (theft) would have told us. W e’d 

ask them how to do it and they’d tell us. Then we’d do i f ’ (Adam, 17). Adam ’s account also suggests an 

active role in his seeking out more experienced peers who could advise on or recom m end 

particular criminal techniques. The nature and extent o f the influence o f peers is considered 

further in following sections.

Peers and Offending: Enhanced Relationships and Status

In certain comm.unities and circumstances offending can provide young people with a means o f 

gaining t\*pes o f capital, such as economic capital through acquisitive crime (Barry, 2006). Y oung 

people’s narratives o f  the onset o f  their offending suggest that, in addition to economic capital, 

they also gained social, cultural and symbolic capital.^'*’ W'hile young people started to offend in 

groups, often for practical reasons, the group context also pro\tided feelings o f “connectedness” 

with others (Shover, 1996). Additionally, it pro^’ided an “appreciative audience” to  show o ff 

one’s skills or display character (Alarid et aL, 2009; 1) and criminal activity' therefore endowed 

prestige or status (Litde, 1990). For example, Mani explained that he initially attem pted to refrain 

from offending but risked being labelled a ‘pussy’ by his peers. His engagement in offending 

therefore, offered him the oppormnit}' to gain their ‘respect’.

Your mates are getting into trouble, starting trouble.. -Ifyou don’t help them they lose respect for you so in that 

way yo u ’d be like ‘Fuck it, we’re all in this together’ so youjustjump in. (Mani, 21)

Niall’s account suggested a need to ‘show o f f  to his friends, w^hich led to his involvement in a 

num ber o f fights.

Bourdieu argues that individuals accrue four r\'pes o f capital throughout their life course: economic, social, 
cultural and svmboHc. Social capital is generated through relationships and group membersliip; economic capital is 
the financial means to acquire necessities and, additionally, luxuries; cultural capital comes from cultural identit)’; 
sj’mbolic capital brings prestige or honour and entails recognition from the group (Bourdieu, 1986, 1990, 1997).
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Became 1 was showing off when 1 hung around with them and that’s how I  got into loads of fights...they’d slag me 

hut then 1 would hit them, showing off as they slag me. But i f  they didn 't slag me I  wouldn’t hit them.

(Niall, 14).

Niall also reported that although he did not have a personal need to shoplift, he did so in order 

to help his friends. ‘‘‘'I ’d rob for me mates i f  they had no money but, other than that, i f  I  had no money 1 

wouldn’t rob. But 1 always do have money but it !rjust me mates that don’t have money and Ijust rob for them” 

(Niall, 14).

Previous research on adult co-offending has similarly identified pressure ‘to fit in’ or ‘go along’ 

with groups when the opportunit}' to offend occurs spontaneously (Alarid et al, 2009). Barr)’ 

(2006: 48) also identified voung people in her study who felt a need to ‘follow the crow d’, either 

to  be seen as social or to gain a sense o f ‘belonging’ through identit}' with friends.

Additionally, there was evidence that young people’s sense o f  self was enhanced through their 

offending as theft and money making strategies allowed them  to accumulate goods. This was 

achieved largely in interaction with the peer group which was understood to value offending. 

Carly, for example, started to sell ecstasy with the help o f older peers at the early stages o f her 

offending career.

/  hung around with this girl and her older sister and her older sister’s fella and he was like a big drug dealer and 

we thought we were great, making money, ‘cos we didn’t work and we were too young to get the labom'’’ so that’s 

how we got money. (Carly, 21)

Carly’s account highlighted the absence o f legitimate money-making strategies. Criminal activity 

thus enabled her to make purchases that would otherwise have been out o f reach. These 

purchases or goods also carried symbolic w orth and enhanced her sense o f self.

We used to conte out with hundreds a week and at that age we thought we were great. Got to buy new clothes and 

buy drink and getting our own drugs andjust thought we were great. (Carly, 21)

To ‘get the labour’ refers to be in receipt o f unemployment benefit.



Thus, an increased sense o f self arose from the symbolic capital gained as a result o f their 

successful offending and through their reputation attained amongst the peer group. At the same 

time, there was evidence in other accounts that the early offending o f  young wom en was 

connected to a desire to enhance their relationships with peers or family members. Earlier in this 

chapter D earbhla’s initiation to offending was presented as a learnt response to obser\'ing young 

m en in the communit)’ who “got away w ith” similar offending. However, her first offences 

occurred during the m onths approaching Christmas and allowed her to purchase presents for 

family members and friends. Similarly, Alana described wanting to mark her friend’s move to a 

new home, “Ale friend's sister was after getting an apartment and wejust thought it would be nice to get her delft 

se tf\ which she achieved by shoplifting. Thus, rather than presenting offending as simply a means 

to elevate their status within the peer group, young people often cited ‘relational need’ as a reason 

for initiating offending, thus prioritising social capital (Barn% 2006: 46).

The narratives o f young people’s initiation to offending or early experiences o f  criminal activity 

echo, therefore, previous research which highlights the peer context. However, some studies, in 

identifying a direct peer influence on offending (\X’arr & Stafford, 1991) perhaps neglects to 

account for the complexity' in this relationship. Barr}' (2006: 69-72), for example, argues that the 

offending o f young people should be understood as proactive and in terms o f their agency. Her 

work dem onstrated that young people engage in strategies and interactions because they wish to 

conform  to peer behaviour for sociabiUt}’ reasons (not wanting to be ‘left out’ by their peers), 

self-presen'ation reasons (in the case o f young wom en in romantic relationships)''* and personal 

reasons (to gain and maintain friendships in childhood). In this way their actions can be 

understood as agentic moves rather than a reaction to peer pressure.

The narratives o f  some young people in the current study suggested peer influence, with 

respondents sometimes implying direct effects: “J used to hang around with older people then, I  think I  

was led on by them”. The influence o f peers can also be inferred from a num ber o f less explicit 

com m ents, with young people sometimes suggesting that their lives would be different had they 

associated with an alternative peer group: ‘Yeah I ’dsa j so (it would be different)jeah cos I ’m hanging 

around with people that sell drugs and drive robbed motorbikes and all" (Eoin, 18). Carly felt that her new

Young women in this study did not cite intimate relationships as a factor in initiating offending but was a factor 
later in offending careers as discussed in the followmg chapter.
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friends, a group that she m et on entering secondar}’ school, had a negative influence on her 

behaviour.

I ’d saj i f  1 didn’t meet them (new friends in secondary school) I  wouldn’t have done half the things 1 did.

Definitely, going into first year i f  I  hadn’t hung around with the friends that I  did then I ’d say I  would have stayed 

in school... ‘Cos 1 look at them now, I  see them in college. I ’d say i f l  had stayed with them 1 would have been 

where they are but I  went with the wrong crowd and thinking 1 was better and, I  don’t know, just young and 

stupid. (Carly, 21)

Ungar (2000) has argued that a body o f  research on the relationships between the peer group has 

often ignored the personal agency o f  individual members. Similarly, the assum ption o f a direct 

causal link between offending and peer pressure or influence neglects the decision-making role o f 

individuals. Some young people, in fact, firmly rejected a peer pressure explanation for their 

offending. Eam on, for example, explicitly stated that he was not being ‘"egged on” by his friends 

and rather that offending was “up to myself’. Peter also refuted the notion that his offending 

resulted from the encouragement o f  his friends: “A'O i t ’sjust all by my own choice what I  d id’ (Peter, 

18). A num ber o f  others suggested that, rather than having been swayed by their triends, they had 

influenced the offending o f their p e e r s . “I f  anything 1 was the one that influenced them. I  started coming 

up with the ideas” (Joe, 17).

In some accounts, young people asserted their agency in choosing to offend whilst also 

attributing some ‘blame’ to  their peers. For example, Mani struggled to accurately account for the 

influence o f  his peers on his behaviour, affording peer group activit}? some significance but also 

asserting his personal motives for offending.

It was the friends who made me turn this way...My parents blame my friends but they didn’t put a knife to me to 

make me do that It was probably peer pressure but 1 know in my bead, in my heart 1 was saying. “N o ’, but my 

head was saying Yes, do itfor the laugh, do it for the craic’. . .Some influence but not too big of an influence but 

there was a bit of an influence there. (Mani, 21)

Tliis effect could be used as e\adence o f  peer influence/pressure; however, the complexin’ o f  these relationships 
necessitates an understanding which appreciates the nuances involved.
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Alana identified the com bined effects o f  her personal decision-making and the influence o f the 

peer group on this ‘choice’: “7/!f up to meself but i f  they’re saying 'come on, do it \ Ijust end up giving in and 

do i f  (Alana, 17). Ronan similarly identified the onset o f  his offending as coinciding with his 

im mersion in a new peer group but was reluctant to “blame” his friends, preferring to  take 

personal responsibility for his actions.

1just started hanging around people from (North Dublin estate) up me own area and just started getting into 

trouble. I t ’s not theirfault, i t ’s me own fault forgetting into trouble, I ’m not going to put the blame on anyone else.

(Ronan, 17)

A peer pressure argument, suggesting that young people are pressured “to do som ething or to 

keep from doing something else, no m atter if  you personally w’ant to or no t” (Clasen & Brown, 

1985; 458), does not sit comfortably with respondents’ narratives. In fact, some young people 

showed evidence o f  backing out o f  offending despite the continued involvement o f their peers: 

“Xle fiends and all still do it (shoplifting but Ijust said “N o  ’. 1 would be ashamedfor doing something like 

tha f’ (Emma, 15). The onset o f their offending is m ore aptly characterised as associated with 

complex social processes involving peers but within which young people are also acknowledged 

as p la\ing  an active role. That is, the initiation o f offending clearly occurred, in the majorit}' o f 

cases, within the peer context in which a num ber o f  young people also identified an influence. At 

the same time, there was equally strong evidence o f  respondents’ own role in decisions 

surrounding their behaviour as they learnt to appreciate the benefits o f  offending and, in 

addition, used it as a way to foster personal relationships. Thus, initiating offending, as Stephen 

and Squires (2003: 152-4) have previously noted in a study o f vehicle taking, was both part o f 

cultural knowledge resources that were passed on by order to young friends and also an essential 

part o f  peer group bonding.

Leisure Careers

Leisure careers are defined as “the dom inant m odes o f  free-time, leisure activir\’ and socialising 

engaged in by a person and how they change or persist over time” (M acDonald & Shildrick,

2007; 341). Young people tj’pically identified transitions in their leisure careers marked by 

spending less o f their free time in their homes or the street on which they Uved. Alternatively, 

they began to access larger public spaces in the neighbourhood and communit}’. Additionally, 

they described having an increasing am ount o f leisure time to account for, often associated with
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truancy a n d /o r  school exclusion (either temporarily or permanently). Furtherm ore, their 

narratives almost always suggested levels o f  “leisure povert}^” (Banks et ai, 1992: 59, cited in 

M acDonald & Shildrick, 2007: 345) as their leisure ‘choices’ were constrained by their financial 

resources. For some, attem pts to circum vent these challenges — filling time and accessing 

finances — resulted in the emergence o f  offending as they engaged in criminal activit}', either as a 

source o f entertainm ent or, as a way to fund leisure activities.

Leisure Opportunities: “public space looms large”

Previous studies have identified the limits o f  voung people’s leisure opportunities in 

circumstances where their hom es cannot provide a suitable space for leisure time (Murray, 2009; 

Parker, 1974; Thornberry, 2005) and where they face financial limitations in accessing leisure 

activities (M acDonald & Shildrick, 2007; Murray, 2009). Young people may also grow up in 

communities with few leisure amenities (Bottrell et al, 2010) or, alternatively, are not in a position 

to access facilities outside o f the immediate neighbourhood (McAUstcr, 2008). Furtherm ore, 

some leisure sites may be rejected by young people because they are not considered ‘real choices’ 

as a consequence, for example, o f  certain rules attached to club m em bership (Corrigan, 1979). 

Consequently, as Loader (1996: 50) suggests, “public space looms large” in the leisure careers o f 

young people who have constrained leisure choices or, as Corrigan (1979: 136) states, the street is 

the “culturally-perceived place to spend spare time” . Corrigan (1979: 119) also points out that 

while the street has always been the main arena for leisure activities and working-class youth, it is 

also the place where m ost o f their illegal activities occur such as vandalism, fighting and theft.

Respondents in the study reported a range o f constraints on their leisure careers and 

simultaneously described the signitlcance that public spaces took on in their daily lives and peer 

acti-\tities. F o r some, like the ‘outdoor child’ (Murray, 2009), there was a sense o f being driven on 

to the streets given the spatial constraints encountered in their homes.

We had nowhere else to go so we were banging around the roads, housing estates and stuff like that. I f  someone hac, 

a free house, all of us couldn ’t go into the free house cos we wouldn 'tfit in the free house, so we ’d get rid of half of 

them and the rest of us would go. (Kate, 22)

However, at the same time, the street has positive attractions given the extent o f freedom  and 

autonom y experienced by young people in these settings (Corrigan, 1979). Additionally, as
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Corrigan (2006; 85) states, it is “the place where som ething might just happen” . Y o u n g  

people’s leisure time was often unstructured and spent in open, public spaces due to what was 

available to them  in their communit^^ For some, having “nothing to do” m eant that they resorted 

to occupying certain spaces where they engaged in specific tjpes o f  activities. Eam on, aged 21, 

explained that he and his friends spent their time smoking cannabis, drinking and taking 

prescription medication because '' t̂here’s nothing else to do”. A lthough both  young m en and w om en 

accessed open spaces such as parks, roads and fields in their spare time, accounts o f  socialising in 

shopping centres were more com m on am ong young wom en who were drawn to these spaces in 

search o f entertainment. Their initial use o f these public spaces for leisure usually coincided with 

processes or events, particularly truancy or school exclusion, which m eant that they had m uch 

m ore free time at their disposal. This period was also frequently marked by the weakening o f 

control or surveillance by their parents.

The dom inant picture o f young people’s leisure careers is one characterised by the move from 

the indoor spaces occupied by them  during childhood to a far m ore public arena which formed 

part o f  the wider community'. While the ‘choice’ to  access public spaces for leisure was, to an 

extent, structurally bounded by the lack o f  alternative opportunities, so too were the ‘choices’ o f  

activities in which they were engaged. In this way crime was seen as a way to enhance leisure time 

by means o f  excitement or attaining financial resources to fund activities.

Crime and Leisure

W hilst this section depicts the onset o f  offending as emerging alongside strained leisure careers, it 

is im portant to emphasise that during the early stages o f  their offending careers, crime formed 

only a m inor part o f participants’ lives and leisure time. This was in terms o f  the im portance they 

attributed to criminal activit}' and the am ount o f  time spent involved in criminal activit)'. Similar 

to previous studies that identified the majorit}^ o f time in a young offender’s life as crime-free 

(Littie, 1990; M acDonald & Shildrick, 2007; Parker, 1974), respondents’ depictions o f  leisure time 

were not in fact dominated bv accounts o f offending behaviour. Rather, many reported that m ost 

o f their time could be accounted for by their participation in legitimate activities. Young m en in 

particular described planning weekend activities with their friends, including football, go-karting, 

clay pigeon shooting and going to the cinema, thus actively seeking rewarding and legitimate ways 

to be entertained.

Tliis is in comparison to the home or youth club where thev are certain that nothing o f note will happen.
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W'e try and think of new things every rveek. Say one week we’d all go go-karting or something. Something to keep 

us amused and look forward to at the weekend. 1 think this week i t ’s pairrtballing down in (town in South of 

Ireland) something to do on a Sunday. The Fridays and Saturdays do be grand but the Sundays you do be too 

bored and you har>e to go out and do something. Qack, 19)

Y oung wom en m ore t\’pically reported “chatting” to friends, spending time in each o ther’s 

houses^^' or accessing structured activities via youth clubs. Fewer young people were engaged in 

sporting activities which required training com m itm ents and others reported time allocated to 

household duties. Periods o f  ‘boredom ’ or ‘nothing to do’ were therefore often interspersed with 

otherwise busy schedules.

On Motrday 1 go home and get somethirrg to eat and then 1 go to (camogief^^ training. I  don’t go out after training 

cos I  be a bit late. I  get home at nine, then I  have a bath at ten and then by the time I  start to get dressed I ’m not 

in the mood to go out Tuesday 1 go out for about an hour or two because 1 ’d be bored really. Wednesday I  do 

nearly ever '̂thing, I  have to go and collect me sister, I  have to go to the shop for me ma or do bits and pieces, bring 

me dog out for a walk, clean me room, then go training, then 1 stay in. Then on Thursday 1 go out after school, 

just walkittg around, talking about whatever comes up. Friday nothing really, I  either go to town or go to the 

pictures or something. Then Saturday sometimes we go drinking but not all the time, we go out, just out to town.

(Claire, 16)

Nevertheless, as discussed earlier, young people described large sections o f free time in which 

there was ‘nothing to do’. It was in these periods o f ‘doing nothing’ (Corrigan, 1979) that they 

attem pted to account for their free time and to create excitement. In this context, m uch o f  young 

people’s early offending emerged. T hat “crime can be fun” (Anderson, 1994: 122) or, 

alternatively that crime becomes a way to fund leisure, was therefore relevant to understanding 

the onset o f  offending.

A num ber o f respondents reported high levels o f boredom  and explained that they became 

engaged in criminal activit}’ '’just for the fun” (Ronan, 16). Some respondents dismissed the notion

Time spent in a friend’s house restricted the num ber o f  young people which could congregate, often no more 
than two or three. Therefore, in order to socialise with a larger group, young people were required to move 
outdoors.

Irish sport played by females.
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o f choice in tliis context, suggesting instead that they were “driven to doing things” in reference to 

criminal activity' (Eamon, 21). A num ber directly Linked “getting in trouble” with unoccupied 

time: “That’s what used to have me in trouble, ju st bored. I  bad a lot of time on me handf' Qack, 19). 

Joyriding, theft and criminal damage were often presented as acti\dties that created an “adrenalin 

buzz” o r ‘thrill’. Addidonally, young m en in Corrigan’s (1979) study identified that while ‘doing 

nothing’ they would have a ‘weird idea’ that would often lead to trouble. Sean, for example, 

depicted how opportunities to ‘do som ething’ would present themselves such as in the form o f 

an abandoned car.

Just for the sake of it, nothing to do. ..and when something good like that [arson opportunity] comes round you 

can't miss the opportunity of doing somethingfucked,^^^ you have to do something othenviseyou ’rejust going to 

regret it. You know, thinking^ 1 should have lit that poxy car on fire’. (Sean, 16)

A large num ber o f  accounts suggested that the onset o f criminal activit}’’ occurred in the context 

o f  leisure time and activit)’. At this time, the illegal acquisition o f  money or goods was motivated 

by a desire to fund a lifest\'le which almost always incorporated alcohol and drug use. For 

example, Louise described wanting “a load of money for drink” at the time she initiated offending by 

shopHfting and selling stolen goods. Adam likewise explained that he and his friends wanted to 

make m oney to  buy cannabis: “J started robbing things to make money. Building sites and things. Tools and 

stuff... W'e'd only sell them on for hash, small little things. That was i f ’ (Adam, 17). Such offending was 

not necessarily planned activit}’ and, instead, often arose in the context o f  ‘hanging around’ and 

coining across opportunities. For example, Mark’s first offence at the age o f 15 occurred 

incidentally when in the company o f a friend. While they were ‘hanging around’ he stumbled on 

an unattended pushbike and simply seized the opportunitv’ to steal it: “It was a nice push bike.. just 

wanted it...] went over and grabbed it and was buv^ng around with them” (Mark, 19). He later explained 

that although he felt nen’ous at the time, with “butterflies in [his] stomach”, he simultaneously felt 

“happy’ having derived positive emotions and experienced an “adrenalin rush”.

Some accounts o f early offending thus share com m on ground with previous research which has 

highlighted emotional motives and benefits o f  early offending particularly in the context o f 

seeking fun, excitement and relieving boredom  (Barn’, 2006; McAra, 2005). Respondents’ 

accounts which suggested that crime was primarily a “creative leisure pursuit” (Stephen &

--3 Suggesting that tliis may be sometliing outrageous or out o f the ordinan’.
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Squires, 2003: 150) resonated with cultural criminological explanations which depict crime as fun  

and identify the act o f  transgression itself as having attractions (H aw ard  & Young, 2004).^^'' The 

attraction o f  the ‘emotionalit)^’ o f the criminal act (H aw ard , 2002) was particularly evident 

am ong young m en as they appreciated the ‘buzz’ and ‘adrenalin rush’ that was able to  be attained 

through offending. Y oung wom en, however, were m ore likely to engage in offending to fund an 

activity or the acquisition o f a commodity they perceived as desirable. The prevalence o f 

shoplifting as a first offence for females, as highlighted at the outset o f  the chapter, was strongly 

associated with the extent to which thev ‘hung ou t’ or socialised in commercial areas but the act 

itself was rarely, if ever, depicted as pleasurable.

However, the restrictions to young people’s leisure careers and the ways in which the 

opportunities were structurally bounded raised the need to also account for the background 

factors which culmral criminological explanations often neglect.^"^ In this sense the structural 

constraints impacting on respondents’ leisure careers such as the lack o f  access to legitimate 

funds at an individual level and suitable amenities at a community level, thus resonating with 

strain theories, need to be recognised. In this way, respondents did not display com m itm ent to a 

“criminal culture” but, rather, rules were broken “as a by-product o f  the flow o f the activit)'

[thev] engaged in” (Corrigan, 1979: 140).

‘CRITICAL’ MOMENTS

W'hile concepmalised as a process and a behaviour that emerges over time, criminal careers are 

often punctuated by ‘turning points’ or ‘epiphanies’ (Goodey, 2000; Laub & Sampson, 1993). 

Similarly, ‘critical m om ents’ have been identified in young people’s narratives o f  transition 

(Thom son et ai, 2002). O f  course young people respond in diverse ways to significant life events 

or experiences. Thus, while not causal factors, such ‘m om ents’ can become a significant m arker 

o f change and a point that takes an individual along a different path. For example, the onset o f  

offending in the case o f young people can be connected to certain contingencies in the life 

course. Such contingencies may be related to, for example, educational experiences in cases 

where a young person is excluded from school (Graham  & Bowling, 1995; H odgson & VC'ebb,

That the perspective can be used to account for persistence in offending, however, is doubtful as has been raised 
elsewhere (Barn’, 2004).

An exception is Y oung’s concepts o f relative deprivation which combines background and foreground elements.
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2005; W ebster et al, 2006) a n d /o r  hom e circumstances, in the case o f personal trauma and abuse 

(Barn-, 2006).

While many narratives o f the onset o f offending depicted its processual nature, nevertheless, 

‘critical m om ents’ were identified which were implicated in the process o f onset. These mom ents 

were linked to personal circumstances such as school experiences, the event o f  moving into state 

care, parental separation or death and responses to parental substance misuse. Five young people 

explicitly idendfied the onset o f their offending as occurring at a time when they were persistently 

playing truant from  school a n d /o r left prematurely. For a num ber o f additional respondents, this 

link was less explicit where the analysis dem onstrated that school leaving and onset o f  offending 

occurred at the same time although a connection was not m ade by the young person. Absence 

from school, either through truancy, exclusion or early school leaving, m eant that young people 

had increasing am ounts o f spare time which often com pounded feelings o f  boredom . For some, 

offending became a way to account for this time. Flowever, the significance o f school absence 

was often amplified with the occurrence o f  other processes. For example, while C onor noted, “7 

done me secondatj school and left after Junior Cert just got into trouble ever since”, this developm ent also 

coincided with changes in the availabHitv' o f leisure activities in his hom e neighbourhood.^^'’ The 

im pact o f school leaving for Peter was com pounded by the fact that it was not replaced by 

another acrivit}" “I  was in school and then] got fucked out...I was doing nothing when 1 left schoot’ (Peter, 

18). Carly, too, identified multiple events that coincided with her early school leaving, including 

her father’s death and the emergence o f new peer relationships. She identified that she 

subsequently “went a bit wild' and identified this as the point when she started to  offend.

I  Just left school, hanging around the wrong crowd, drinking, getting arrested and downhill from that... I  was never 

in trouble before with the police, real good in school, it was just when I  hit like secondatj school and then me dad 

died andjust everythingfucked me up. (Carly, 21)

While there appeared to be a cumulative effect attached to these factors, Carly ultimately 

suggested that her father’s death acted as the ‘critical m om ent’: “I f  me da hadn’t died I  wouldn’t have 

bleedin ’ went astray the way 1 did’.

As quoted in the previous chapter, Conor complained o f  having ‘notliing to do’ when the horses in the 
neighbourhood were “taken away” which had been a source o f entertainment for voung men in tlie area.
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O ther )'oung people faced difficulties associated with parental marital breakdown or a parent’s 

substance misuse. Their responses to these events involved criminal activit)' am ong other 

developm ents such as the initiation or increase in substance use. Joe enjoyed the “adrenalin 

he experienced when joyriding with his friends but this activit}^ also provided a distraction from 

hom e-based difficulties including his m other’s heavy drinking and her inabilit}^ to care for her 

children. Jo e ’s involvement in joyriding was therefore presented as an escape from difficulties at 

hom e while also associated with the dynamics o f  his peer group and the perceived rewards of 

joyriding.

Marital breakdown was identified by a num ber o f  young people as an event to which they reacted 

with negative consequences. Alana, for example, reported a change in character as a result o f  her 

father’s infidelit)" and his subsequent move out o f the family home: “7 think that affected me, I  used to 

be real quiet and I  don't know ivhat happened to me then” (Alana, 17). As a result o f  parental separation, 

Dara, age 23, identified less supervision at home. At this point, at age 14, he felt that his parents 

viewed him as an ‘adult’ and he began to  spend increasing am ounts o f  time socialising in the 

neighbourhood at which point “he went bad\ Additionally, Cathal was able to locate his first 

experience o f  joyriding during the period that his parents separated: “Me ma and da separated then as 

well and then I  started getting robbed cars and doing dntgs and drinking and staying out all night and getting in 

trouble with the Gardd’’ (Cathal, 21). He continued to explain this in the context o f his own 

problem atic behaviour which, he suggested, emanated from the anger felt at the minimal post

separation contact with his father.

Finally, young people who m oved to new neighbourhoods with their families often reported 

immersion in new peer groups as well as exposure to new behaviours. In the following account, 

Jack explained that he “started getting in trouble” during the period subsequent to moving to a 

different area o f  the cit}^

Then Ijust got into a bit of trouble when I  moved up to the other place (neighbourhood in south west Dublin). I  

started mixing with the wrong crowd, started getting in trouble, going around doing stupid things, going around in 

cars and all.

While such events — parental separation, death, leaving school, moving neighbourhood — 

emerged as critical m om ents in the lives o f  young people and were implicated in their offending
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careers, this account has depicted the interaction o f such m om ents with other developm ents or 

experiences. For example, leaving school took on greatest significance when it was coupled with 

the lack o f meaningful activit)' taking its place in respondents’ routines. The implication o f  the 

removal o f  a father figure in the onset o f  offending was m ediated by the availabilit)^ o f an 

alternative (negative) role model.

A n d  then when you don’t have an auld fella and you need someone to look up to, who are you going to look up at? 

You’re going to look up to the lads standing at the corners so that’s it, yo u ’re bollixed then. (Sean, 16)

In this way, as Thom son et al. (2002) suggest, critical m om ents must be understood as related to 

their social and geographical location. Clearly, many young people experience the events detailed 

above yet only in a ininorit}' o f  cases does this lead to the initiation o f  offending careers. 

Therefore, it is the response o f the young person, rather than the event itself, that constitutes if a 

m om ent is ‘critical’. Furtherm ore, the ability to respond to these circumstances is shaped by the 

social and cultural resources that are available (Thomson et ai, 2002) which have been identified 

thus far as somewhat lacking.

DISCUSSION

This chapter depicted the onset o f  young people’s offending careers and broadly concurred with 

previous research in that it occurred in early adolescence and theft was reported as the m ost 

com m on first offence (Barry, 2006; Block et al, 2010; G raham  & Bowling, 1995). Additionally, 

young wom en were found to initiate offending at a slightly older age than young m en and 

reported a narrower range o f offences at this point. ‘Expressive’ offences,"^’ such as joyriding, 

criminal damage and arson were more U-pically, if not exclusively, carried out by male 

respondents in the early stages o f  offending.

The life histories in the previous chapter form a critical backdrop to the criminal careers o f the 

study’s young people. This chapter has examined the processes and circumstances attached to the 

early stages o f  respondents’ criminal careers. While biographical histories were complex and 

clearly varied between individuals, three themes emerged as analytically im portant to understand

For example, Sanders (2005) has identified criminal damage and joyriding as expressive offences which, he found, 
were also more likely to be comm itted bv young men.
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the  em ergence o f  offending  across the  sample: com m unit}’ contex t, peer g roup  and  ‘leisure 

careers’.

T h e  co m m u n it) '/n e ig h b o u rh o o d  played a com plex role in  young peop le’s experiences o f  starting 

to  offend. F indings p resen ted  in b o th  the previous and curren t chap ter dem onstra ted  that 

resp o n d en ts  grew  up in som e o f  the m ost disadvantaged areas o f  the  city w here they also 

experienced strong  exposure to  crime. N evertheless, they repo rted  strong  bonds to  the locality 

and, a t the tim e o f  onset o f  crim inal activity', their lives w ere largely played ou t in the 

n e ig h b o u rh o o d  milieu, having replaced the family hom e as a site o f  leisure. T he specific im pact 

o f  the  com m unity  on  young peop le’s offending  was considered  as tw ofold. Firsdy, it had  litde to  

o ffer in term s o f  leisure am enities, leading to  p ro longed  periods o f ‘no tliing  to  d o ’ spent 

unsuperv ised  in public spaces. Secondly, support for offending  was found  at a com m unit}' level 

as young people  began to  learn the ease w ith w hich they could dispose o f  and get paid for the 

goods acquired th rough  shoplifting.

W ith  the decreasing relevance o f  family life and  hom e in the lives o f  young people in their 

teenage years, the analysis identified the increasing im portance o f  the peer group for the 

fo rm ation  o f  identitv’ and as a reference p o in t for belonging and leisure. T he im plication o f  

re sp o n d en ts’ peers in  the early stages o f  their offending  supported  previous findings linking 

you th  o ffending  and peer associations (Agnew, 1991; Byrne & Trew , 2008; G io rd an o  et a i, 2003; 

G rah am  & Bowling, 1995; Jensen, 1972; Sam pson & Laub, 1993; W arr & Stafford, 1991). A t the 

sam e tim e, the relationship was com plex and necessitated an understand ing  w hich ex tended  

bevond  a ‘peer pressure’ argum ent, recognising the bi-directional nature o f  this relationship. 

N onetheless, th rough  in teraction  in the peer group , responden ts reported  ‘learning’ n o t only the 

skills and  techniques o f  offending  but, additionally, the benefits a ttached to  crim inal activit)^ In 

this way, they began to  appreciate, m ost notably, the enjoym ent and  financial attainm ents 

possib le  th rough offend ing  in addition to  the positive effects on  their status and relationship  w ith 

o thers.

Leisure careers w ere located b o th  w ithin the communit\? con tex t and  the peer group.

A dditionally, leisure tim e was o f  m ost significance to young people  w ho truanted  o r w ere 

excluded from  school and  thus had to accoun t for m ore free time. Leisure careers, as a result o f  

situational conditions, w ere characterised by restricted  opportun ities (due to  lack o f  finances and
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com m unity resources), the inhabitancy o f  outdoor spaces and periods o f boredom . Crime, 

therefore, was a means to both fund leisure and to provide excitement within the peer group 

context.

Figure 6.1 presents the data diagrammatically, drawing on theoretical explanations which link 

young people’s transitions at this point, the three analytical concepts — community', peers, leisure 

— and the onset o f  offending. In this way, the relevance o f (and connection between) specific 

theories are evident.

Figure 6.1 Young People’s Early Offending
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Y oung people’s life histories thus far highlighted certain ‘critical m om ents’ which they linked to 

offending. In particular, trauma attached to hom e life and school truancy an d /o r exclusion led 

individuals towards the peer group. Such moves echo social control theories o f  crime which 

highlight weakened societal bonds as contributing to offending (Sampson & Laub, 1993: 122).
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P overty  at b o th  a familial and  com m unity  level con tribu ted  to  restricted leisure opportun ities 

w here  the ‘goal’ o f  en joym ent o r en te rta inm en t was n o t attainable th rough  legitim ate m eans, thus 

resonating  w ith  classic strain  theor}’ (M erton, 1938). C rim e was thus seen as a so lu tion to  fund 

leisure th rough  the a tta inm en t o f  econom ic capital bu t, additionally, draw ing on  cultural 

crim inological explanations, was also seen as en terta inm ent in itself. F u rtherm ore , the nature o f  

leisure as an u n struc tu red  and unsuper\nsed  activity raised the relevance o f  som e versions o f  

rou tine  activity" theor}' (O sgood  et a l, 1996).^^**

Situating leisure and crim e w ith in  the peer g roup  and the w ider arena o f  the neighbourhood  

requires theoretical understand ing  at m ultiple levels. Firstly, the im pact o f  com m unity  was 

p resen ted  in  a way w hich  echoed  Shaw  and M cK ay’s (1942) theory  o f  cultural transm ission 

w hereby crim e is a cultural n o rm  and is learn t and passed dow n th rough  generations. L inked to  

this, the findings lend su p p o rt to  learning theories w hich understand  crim e as behaviour learnt in 

in teraction  w ith o thers in a process o f  com m unication  that involves learning criminal techniques 

as well as attitudes and rationalisations that support crim inal activity (Becker, 1963; Sutherland & 

Cressey, 1974).

W hilst econom ic capital was attained to  fund leisure, its potential was appreciated  th rough the 

in teraction  w ith o thers. F u rth e r sources o f  capital w ere accessed and gained in this way. F o r 

exam ple, cultural and sym bolic capital w ere attained mainly by young m en in the sam ple w ho 

rep o rted  seeking the ‘resp ec t’ o f  their peers th rough their initiation o f  offending, and  in such 

g roups they w ere acknow ledged for their newly acquired skills in crim inal activity. Furtherm ore, 

the accum ulation  o f  social capital featured  as o ffending  facilitated entree to  certain peer 

re lationships and groups. T his dynam ic was also p resen t in the accounts o f  young w om en, as 

they sough t to  enhance personal relationships w ith o th e r young females.

T h e  ways in w hich these processes w ere experienced w ere gendered in som e im portan t respects. 

As stated, young w om en  engaged in a narrow er range o f  offences at the early stages o f  offending, 

m o st typically shoplifting, wliile voung m en additionally repo rted  ‘expressive’ offences often  

linked to  thrill-seeking behaviour. T h e  in teraction  o f  com m unity, leisure and peers holds 

relevance fo r bo th  young m en and w om en. W 'herc their experiences diverged, how ever, related  to

O sgood et al'% (1996) version o f  routine activit)' theon ' posited the concept o f ‘situational motivation’ as they 
found that deviance arose in the course o f  o ther pursuits. Situations which thev identified to be conducive to 
offending included time spent with peers, the absence o f  authorit\' figures, and engagement in unstructured activities.
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the t}'pes o f  capital they accum ulated th rough offending, the ways in w hich crim e was learn t and 

the benefits w hich  w ere perceived to  be gained from  offending. A s stated earlier, young w o m en ’s 

offending  was m ore  likely to  accum ulate social capital w hereas young m en additionally attained 

cultural and sym bolic capital. Y oung w om en, contrar}’ to m ale responden ts, did n o t perceive 

enjoym ent from  the act o f  o ffending per se. R ather, they view ed crim inal activit}' as a way to  fund 

an enhanced  o r m ore  enjoyable leisure experience. Finally, female partic ipants’ learning o f  

techniques was associated largely w ith m im icking the behaviour o f  their sam e-aged peers 

(although a num ber w ere ‘recru ited’ by female adults in  the selling o f  stolen goods). Y oung  m en, 

on the o th e r hand, additionally ‘learn t’ the benefits o f  o ffend ing  and  particular skills and 

techniques. W'hile gendered  in this sense, responden ts, m ale and fem ale, shared strained 

structural backgrounds w hich set the con tex t for the em ergence o f  their o ffending  b o th  in their 

family contexts and that o f  the neighb o u rh o o d /co m m u n ity .

W'hile a picture has been  presen ted  thus far o f  the sam ple as a w hole, responden ts diverged in 

term s o f  the severity and  frequency o f  their o ffending over the course o f  their crim inal careers. In 

fact, at the tim e o f  in tenaew , a g roup  o f  )'oung people em erged from  the analysis w ho  rem ained 

in the early stages o f  their o ffending careers. T heir particular experiences at the tim e o f  in ter\'iew  

are considered at the ou tset o f  the next chapter, follow ed by a detailed exam ination o f  those 

offending careers tha t w ere ‘m ain tained’.
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CHAPTER SEVEN

THE DEVELOPMENT OF OFFENDING CAREERS 

INTRODUCTION

Interacfionist research suggests that there are various phases o f a criminal career that are 

qualitatively different from each other, arguing a need to distinguish between entr}', duration and 

exit (Ulmer & Spencer, 1999: 114). The previous chapter detailed the process o f the onset o f 

offending careers against the backdrop o f respondents’ life histories. This chapter examines and 

attem pts to account for the phase o f  criminal careers post onset but prior to desistance,^^’ a phase 

which has been variously term ed in the literamre. For example, ‘persistence’ has been used to 

describe “ the tendency for individual offenders to continue offending over a defined period o f 

time” (McVie, 2009: 46), while Barr}' (2006; 9) uses the term  ‘m aintenance’ to account for “the 

possibilit)’ o f  merely keeping going with or w ithout a purpose” .̂ ’" ‘M aintenance’, allowing for the 

reduction as well as increase in offending post-onset, is able to account for the often temporary' 

nam re o f  youth offending and the ‘drifting’ in and out o f  crime and thus is potentially more 

appropriate in describing this phase o f offending.

The chapter, however, commences with the analysis o f the offending careers o f ten young people 

in the smdy w ho had not ‘em erged’ from the onset phase. Rather, thev are presented as in a state 

o f  ‘resistance’ to further offending. Their narratives depict particular experiences distinct from 

the remainder o f  the sample, m ost notably in their com m itm ent to ‘conventionaUt}"’ wliich was 

m ost strongly evident at the time o f in ten’iew in their continued engagement in school. The 

rem ainder o f  the chapter focuses on the narratives o f  twent\’-seven young people who 

‘m aintained’ their offending.^’’ They are distinguished from the subgroup whose careers 

remained at the onset phase in that they recounted ‘shifts’ (Adler & Adler, 1983b) in offending as

Although the following chapter identifies the processual nature o f  desistance wliich may originate earl)’ in a young 
person’s offending career.

Barn' (2006: 9) noted that this period could include a reduction as well as an increase in offending over time.
231 Previous studies on young people involved in offending have used various categories to distinguish groups within 
a sample. O ne o f  the m ost frequendy cited is M offitt’s (1993) distinction between the Kfe course persistent and the 
adolescence limited offender. Sanders (2005) classified young people into “m ore” or “less” involved in offending 
according to the num ber o f offences thev had engaged in and the experiences o f  arrest. Parker’s (1974) ethnography 
o f  Roundhouse identified three different-aged peer groups whose ‘delinquent sf\'le’ was distinctive and independent 
because o f  their different expectations through time. This chapter does not offer a stringent t̂ ’pologT,’ or taxonom y 
o f young offenders as the evenmal career paths o f ‘resisters’ were unknown at the time o f interview. Only a 
longitudinal design would reveal the progression or otherwise o f  the offending careers o f the ten young people who 
remained in this onset phase.
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well as increased contact with the criminal justice s y s t e m . M a n y  also described changed 

motivations for offending from the time o f  onset and identified factors, circumstances or 

experiences which ‘consolidated’ m ore serious, longer-term  criminal careers (M acDonald & 

Marsh, 2005).

The analysis o f the experiences o f the latter subgroup begins with a brief ovendew o f their 

offending during the maintenance phase, before exploring the social, economic and cultural 

contexts o f their offending. Change is identified in respondents’ narratives o f motivation for 

offending, highlighting in particular a diminished emphasis on enjoyment: a perceived benefit 

that was later superseded by a desire for financial gain and status. The context o f  young people’s 

offending is then considered, highlighting the continued influence o f  the social environm ent as a 

facilitator o f  crime, in addition to a num ber o f  ‘consolidating’ elements including substance use, 

housing instabilit}^ and criminal justice interactions. The possibilit}’ o f  crime becom ing ‘a way o f 

life’ is considered before a concluding discussion. This discussion also identifies the multiple 

levels o f  explanation required to achieve a nuanced understanding o f the several overlapping 

dimensions ot offending by young people which contribute to a picture o f  increasing complexitv'.

RESISTERS?

Thus far respondents have been considered largely as a hom ogenous group involved in 

offending. Indeed, as this chapter examines, the criminal careers o f  the majority' o f  the 

respondents dem onstrated increased severity' and frequency o f  offending in addition to the 

commission o f ‘new’ offences. Furtherm ore many were subject to contact and repercussions o f 

the criininal justice system. In contrast, ten young people remained in an ‘emerging’ state o f  their 

offending careers at the time o f intervtiew.^^^ Their criminal activit}' was limited to (pett)’) 

shoplifting, m inor traffic offences, selling stolen goods (of small value) and criminal damage (of

In tcraction ist research has identified ‘sliifts’ w hich can m ove individuals laterally (ber»,'een d ifferent offences o f  
sim ilar gravit)’), verticall)' (to a m ore o r less serious offence) o r in to  a new  ‘scene’ altogether (Luckenbill & Best, 
1981: 201), thus acknow ledging the variable experiences o f  o ffend ing  w hich may occur in  this phase. In  fact, a 
n u m b er o f  responden ts alluded to  such processes in their narratives. Exam ples include R onan  (age 17) w ho 
identified as being in the “secondphase” o f  o ffend ing  and E am o n  w h o  aUuded to  “̂ oing through these stepf' w hen he 
explained the course o f  liis o ffending career.

This is n o t to  say that this did n o t subsequently  occur. In fact, a num ber appeared  poised for fu rther o ffend ing  
b u t their situation at the tim e o f  inter\dew  was p reven ting  this from  happening  as discussed in this chapter. T his 
highlights the con tribu tion  to  be m ade bv longitudinal research  design and this is an acknow ledged lim itation o f  this 
research.
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the least severe kind, such as graffiti). Remaining at a m inor level and occurring only occasionally, 

they did no t experience an escalation in severit}' or frequency o f  their offending.

Bottrell et al. (2010) argue that developmental accounts o f  youth offending which prioritise the 

increasing individualisation o f pathways in and out o f crime give litde attention to m inor 

offending as part o f  the norm al experience o f  many young people and neglect the significance o f 

prosocialit)?.^^'* Additionally, they argue that qualitative understandings o f  how  m inor offending 

operates in the ever^^day lives o f  the young have been given little attendon (2010: 68). The 

recruitm ent o f  young people across the range o f offending experiences, however, can add to the 

limited understandings o f  such m inor offending. W hilst theoretically im portant, the identification 

o f this group o f young people also raises policy implications regarding diverting young people 

away from  offending as is discussed in the final chapter.”’’

Four males and six females aged between 14 and 17 (five o f w hom  were aged 14) had not 

experienced transitions in their offending from  the time o f  onset. O ffending did not dominate 

their life stories, nor even particular parts o f  their lives, yet they had com e under the purview of 

criminal justice agencies (having been recruited through a Garda Y outh Diversion Project). Their 

biographies, however, as presented in the previous chapter dem onstrated that they shared 

com m on experiences with the entire sample. For example, disruption a n d /o r  trauma at hom e 

was evidenced by parental separation in seven c a s e s , d e a t h  o f a parent in three cases, two cases 

o f parental substance misuse, five o f  unstable family housing careers and one o f domestic 

violence. These young people also reported accounts o f  violent com m unities and had 

experienced crime as both  a victim and witness. O n the other hand, their biographies differed 

from the rest o f  the sample in a num ber o f  respects. All ten were still in full time education with 

six studying for their Leaving Certificate and four for their Junior Certificate at the rime o f 

interview. W'hile m ost o f  them  recounted stories o f  suspension and ‘getring in trouble’, they did 

not report long-term absences from  school. Additionally, their friends also attended school and

Bottrell e! al. (2010) do, however, acknowledge that minor offending is theorised by the age-crime cun 'e and 
M offit’s (1993) ‘adolescence limited offending’ approach.

W'hile the future offending pathways o f  these voung people are unknown, their active resistance at this point 
highlights the potential for positive outcomes in terms o f their ‘antisocial’ behaviour.

This is not to suggest that parental separation in itself is necessarily a negative experience but young people 
highlighted tliis as a confusing an d /o r upsetting time in their Hves.
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some dem onstrated negative attitudes towards peers who had left education: “There’s a jew of them 

that have stopped going to school and we’d be all like “ah you waster”” (Claire, 16).^^’

While these ten young people reported periods o f boredom  and frustration with the lack o f 

amenities in the neighbourhood similar to the whole sample, at the same time, m ost were 

engaged in structured activities at some point o f  their weekly routine, with some describing ‘busy’ 

routines. In this way, time that remained for unstructured, unsupervised leisure in open spaces 

was limited, especially in com parison to young people who had been frequent truants or no 

longer in school. In addition, a minorit}’ o f  these ten young people were able to spend their 

leisure time within their own or friend’s home. Their alcohol use was invariably limited to 

weekends or special occasions while the majorit}' reported experimenting with cannabis on a ‘one 

o ff basis’.’’* In fact, a num ber o f  these voung people expressed negative attitudes towards drug 

use, despite having experimented at some point, and dem onstrated a willingness to avoid drug- 

using peers.

We're trying to get her Jriend'^ to stop. She’s stopped taking E, she’s only smoking the hash now...We know 

people that do speed and sell speed hut we don't talk to them. It's not worth talking to them really.

(Claire, 16)

Em m a similarly described negotiating friendships that suited her non-offending identit}".

1 don’t be with them anymore. They get me into trouble, I  didn’t think they did but when yo u ’re with them for a 

while and you see what they ’re telling me, what they ’re doing I  just says 'you ’re right ’. Stopped being with 

them...There were quiet ones, 1 thought I ’d stay with them and then there was ones thatjust stay out for the whole 

night and 1 did that a few times but itjust gets you in trouble. (Emma, 15)

At the time o f inter\’iew, many presented as a non-offender or as som eone w ho had ‘grown ou t’ 

o f crime: “/ just caught sense really and Ijust stopped messing” (Claire, 16). In fact, some portrayed 

negative attitudes towards crime and offenders: “Some of them are just little bastards...They don’t give a 

shite about tvhat they’re doings don’t care about anything else” (Stephen, 16). O n contact with the criminal

-5' A waster refers to  someone w ho is ‘idle’ or does no t engage in meaningful activit}-.
Only one respondent (female) reported regular cannabis use and occasional experimentation with ecstasy and 

cocaine.
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justice professionals^^'^ as a result o f  their offending, young people in this group m ost commonly 

recounted negative repercussions at hom e which had a resulting impact on their behaviour: “I f  I  

got caught me ma would chop me hand off or something... 1 was like 1 have to stop messing ” (Claire, 16). The 

potential repercussions at hom e were cited by a num ber o f  young people in this subgroup 

suggesting continued supennsion or control by parents over young people’s behaviour. 

Additionally, on the event o f official sanction, they reported ‘copping on’ and young wom en in 

particular reported em barrassm ent at their behaviour.

1 was really embarrassed.. .you don’t really think of what you ’re doing. You think i t ’s a laugh but when you’re 

caught you’d be scarlef'"  ̂and you wouldn 't dream of doing it then... I  would be ashamedfor doing something like 

that. (Emma, 15)

Negative attitudes towards authority' were not as pronounced am ong this subgroup as is evident 

in other young people’s accounts later in this chapter. XX’hile they did suggest that m em bers o f  the 

Gardai were unfair in some cases, many felt they were “only doing their job” and sometimes 

attributed blame to their peers for the G ardai’s reactions.

I  don V really think it's all the guards fault. Obviously they [young men] did stuff wrong.. .U ke  i t ’s their fault at 

the end of the day for doing that, to be getting hit by them. (Emma, 15)

In this sense, young people in this subgroup shared the experiences o f ‘resisters’, a group o f 

young people identified in a Scottish study who had limited experiences o f offending. Murray 

(2009) identified two t\*pes o f resisters. Firstly, ‘innocents’ had not contemplated offending and 

refrained from  engaging in anti-social behaviour. Secondly, ‘streetwise resisters’'"" held m ore 

liberal views towards offending peers, had been tem pted to offend and engaged in anti-social 

behaviour. Murray explained their behaviour using A nderson’s concept o f  ‘code-switching’ 

(Anderson, 1999) whereby engaging in anti-social behaviour is used as a way o f maintaining 

resistance from  offending, hoping to be regarded more favourably by their offending peers.

Contact with criminal justice agencies for young people m this sub group was through a Juvenile Liaison Officer 
and warnings from the Gardai in the com m unit\’. They had no t been subject to charges and few had been arrested. 

‘Scarlet’ is an expression ro mean embarrassed.
‘Innocents’ had Little contact with offending through family members and friends and their leisure activities were 

characterised by busy schedules, mulaple hobbies and access to  indoor spaces and costly leisure activities. In 
addition, they showed com m itm ent to school and e.xpressed punitive attitudes towards offenders (Murray, 2009;
121). While the subgroup in this study shared limited characteristics with ‘innocents’ (apart from com m itm ent to 
school), their experiences did resonate more so with “ streetwise resisters” .
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Furthermore, Murray depicts streetwise resisters as ‘outdoor’ children, in contrast to the ‘indoor 

child’, as they spent much of their leisure time on the streets, having limited or no space at home 

for leisure activities and faced financial constraints to access leisure activities. Murray argues that 

given their exposure to offending, their decision to resist or desist is ‘active resistance’; a finding, 

Murray argues, which has important policy implications given the considerable effort young 

people themselves put into their resistance (Murray, 2009: 121-6).

However, some young people in this group were at a particular point in their transition to 

socialising in public spaces and were currently placed on the fringes of more criminally involved 

groups. For example, Ror)' explained that he enjoyed watching other young men joyriding and 

recounted that he sometimes felt enticed by the acrivit} :̂ “I  would love to get in them (cars) but I  

wouldn’t get in then2 with people that’s driving them there’’’ (Ror\', 14). Additionally, two young people had 

spent some time within such groups but had retreated quickly. Niall had stopped associating with 

a group of 3'oung men in the area once he learnt of their involvement in theft from vehicles and 

an armed robber)-: "^That’s why I  stopped hanging around with them after that because I ’m not getting myself 

into that.. . I ’m glad I  stopped hanging around with them”. In this sense, they could be described as being 

on the margins of criminal activit)' but that their potential o f increased offending in the future 

was unclear at the time of inter\’iew. What kept them in their present position was their 

commitment to schooling, engagement in structured activities and, as a result, a restricted 

opportunity to be ftdly engaged in these alternative peer groups. Additionally, these young people 

had not experienced significant markers in their careers running concurrently to their offending 

careers, remaining in school, family housing situations, minimal substance use and engagement in 

more positive leisure activities. Whilst, therefore, sharing similar backgrounds to young people in 

the whole sample, the remainder of this chapter demonstrates the distinct experiences o f young 

people who continued to offend and engaged in criminal activities of higher severit}  ̂and 

increased frequency.

OFFENDING CAREERS POST ONSET

Twent)’-seven young people (twent}’-two males and five females), aged between 14 and 23 

years,'"'' were identified as having moved beyond the onset stage of offending. Similar to 

respondents in Little’s (1990) and Sanders’ (2005) studies, however, participants’ engagement in

Young women in this subgroup were more likely to be older than young men, aged between 20 and 23.
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offending still accounted for a relativeljf small portion o f their time during this phase of 

offending. Nonetheless, the nature of post-onset offending differed from the initial phase in a 

number o f distinctive ways.

Throughout the ‘maintenance’ (Barr)’, 2006) phase, young people reported involvement in an 

expanded range of offences and, in many cases, an increase in the severit}' and frequency of their 

criminal activity. Young men tj'pically reported involvement in multiple offences, sometimes 

in between eight and ten individual categories of criminal activit}’.̂ '*’ Young women, on the other 

hand, were more commonly involved in a narrower range of offences which rarely, if ever, 

exceeded four in number. During the maintenance phase, young women engaged in theft, the 

sale o f stolen goods and less frequently assault. They also reported road traffic and drug- and 

alcohol related offences. Males were Ukelv to report these offences in addition to criminal damage, 

burglary’ and joyriding. Young men’s reported involvement in theft mirrors patterns previously 

identified by Parker (1974) in that their offending increased in severity from opportunistic theft 

and pett}’ shoplifting to the planned theft of goods o f increasing value, linked in some cases to 

burglar}’. This was not the case for young women whose involvement in theft did not generally 

progress beyond shoplifting and the sale of stolen goods.A dditionally , while both young men 

and women reported violent offending such as assault, these offences were committed more 

frequently by male respondents. A smaller number of young men reported involvement in 

trespassing, fraud, armed robber)’ and aggravated burglary’ over the course o f their offending 

careers. Young people’s involvement in these offences had been, for the most part, detected and 

processed by the criminal justice system on at least one occasion. However, a majorit)' reported 

that only a small percentage o f their offending had been detected.

There was considerable diversit)' in voung people’s accounts o f why they continued to offend; yet 

it was possible to identify’ broad categories of explanations and contexts. Whilst these factors are 

not presented as ‘causes’ of o f f e n d i n g t h e y  do highlight the circumstances and experiences

The offending careers o f some respondents in this subgroup were dominated by a particular offence. However, 
even within these careers there was concurrent offending, m ost comm onh’ involving road traffic offences, violence 
a n d /o r  public order offences.

However, voung w om en’s accounts did indicate that at least some engaged in shopHfting that was planned to a 
greater extent as time progressed, particularly as they started to make considerable amounts o f  money from the sale 
o f  stolen goods.

The m ost commonly undetected offences included drug-related offences, burglar}-, other t\'pes o f theft and seUing 
stolen goods.
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that served to bolster and maintain offending behaviour. There was considerable overlap between 

these categories as young people t)’pically identified multiple contexts and advantages attached to 

their offending. It was the cumulative effect o f  these experiences, often punctuated by ‘critical 

m om ents’, which impacted on their offending careers.

LEAVING ENJOYMENT BEHIND

Y oung people’s narratives dem onstrated a shift away from a focus on the leisure context o f  crime 

w here the pursuit o f  excitement an d /o r relief from boredom  emerged as primar)^ motives for 

offending. W’hile the enjoyment or “buzz” continued to be cited as benefits by a considerable 

num ber, other advantages or perceived benefits emerged over time and took precedence over the 

‘thrills’ derived from offending. There was also evidence that young people m oved incrementally 

towards a position o f perceiving a need to offend, a developm ent linked to adverse or ‘strained’ 

circumstances in their lives. Sarah is one o f  several who identified a change in her perception o f 

shoplifting as a pleasurable or enjoyable activit)^ Over time, shoplifting had become m ore o f  a 

necessit}", particularly as she grew accustomed to the monetar}’ benefits o f  offending; “A t  the start 

there was a and enjoying it. ..but then you get used to getting the money, having the clothes and it's something 

that you have to do” (Sarah, 23).

T he context o f  ]oe’s and R onan’s experiences o f  car theft further illuminates tliis shift in 

m odvation or perceived advantages o f offending. Joe initially described his involvement in 

joyriding in terms o f  enjoyment or an emotional ‘thrill’ or ‘high’. However, as time passed, he 

came to appreciate the longer-term financial benefits as the desire to “make more monef’ became a 

priority. Some time later he began to steal m ore expensive vehicles"''' for subsequent sale. Ronan 

similarly linked his first period o f engagement in car theft and joyriding as dom inated by the thrill 

o f  the moment. At the time o f  interview, however, he had entered into what he described as a 

“second phase” o f offending, following a period o f non-engagem ent in criminal activit}^ Having 

initiated cocaine use, this second phase was focused on funding his drug consum ption through 

the theft and subsequent sale o f  stolen vehicles: “It wasjust forfun when I  was first doing it but the 

second time it was just to pay the bills funding dntg use?’ (Ronan, 17).

246 P rofitable cars w ere those w hich participants identified as desirable to po tential buyers. R onan described that 
“little boy racerf' in the com m unity' requested  ‘fast’ cars such as a M itsubishi L ancer E v o lu tio n  X  (‘E v o s’) and H o n d a  
Civic Tvpe R. BMW's and M ercedes, explained R onan, w ere attained for the m ore m ature ‘custom er’.
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These narratives largely reflect the experience o f this subgroup insofar as enjoyment gradually 

decreased as an incentive to offend. Young people in Barry’s study similarly reported ‘stark’ 

(Barn', 2006: 88) differences in the perceived advantages and disadvantages o f offending during 

the onset and maintenance phases, with continued offending m ore closely linked to necessity and 

routine rather than sociabilit)' and excitement. The remainder o f this chapter examines the 

motivations, perceived advantages and circumstances associated with young people’s continued 

offending. Specifically, it details the context o f  financial incentives o f offending, the opportunities 

to achieve an enhanced sense o f  self and the facilitating role o f  young people’s social 

environm ent. Additionally, the chapter examines the impact o f substance use, housing careers 

and criminal justice contact with young people’s propensity to offend while also considering the 

possibility o f  offending emerging as a ‘habit’ in some young people’s lives.

MONETARY BENEFITS

The attainm ent o f  economic capital emerged in young people’s narratives o f  early offending 

largely in the context o f  a need or desire to fund leisure time or social life. This section identifies 

a strengthened economic incentive to offending in respondents’ accounts o f continued offending 

which was linked to a num ber o f experiences or transitions in other areas o f their lives: ongoing 

un/underem ploym ent, funding lifest\'le preferences, parenthood, housing instabilit)' and drug 

use. Additionally, opportunities em erged from within the community' to ‘earn’ money, albeit 

illegitimately, which presented as viable alternatives to employment for many.

M oney: Im portance and Availability

O f the twenty'-seven young people in this subgroup, twentj’-three identified clear m onetary 

benefits attached to offending. Furtherm ore, a considerable num ber drew attention to the 

im portance o f having access to money:

Moiiej is everything to me. I  love money more than anything else in the world. (Sean, 16)

Vm in badfonn i f  I  don’t have money. . . /  hate hamng no money (Shane, 19)

The lack o f  money as a concern was echoed in the narratives o f  numerous young people throughout their 
interi'iew and it was identified as occurring at a num ber o f  points in the life course.
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M ost young people recognised employment as a legitimate and potential means o f  generating 

incom e and a majorit}' aspired to finding employment in the future. However, the challenges 

young people confronted in finding employment were also verj’ apparent. E am on expressed 

frustration at the presum ption that he and others like him should simply “get a job” : “You can’t 

just, “everyone go out and get ajob”, hold on, you can’tjust go out and get a job. I t ’s not that easf’ (Eamon,

21). As detailed in Chapter Five, young people’s labour market experiences were t}'pically 

sporadic and casual in namre, attained through local neighbourhood networks, and offered few, if 

any, long-term prospects. Many also recognised their lack o f qualifications but also indicated 

poor levels o f  knowledge about how to go about seeking training or employment. Some 

articulated what might be viewed as a lack o f  motivation or am bition regarding future 

employment, although such expressions were invariably linked to a sense o f  futility based on past 

a n d /o r  ongoing experience. Cathal is one o f a num ber who felt that any attem pt to find 

em ploym ent was poindess: “There's no realivork out there so I  don’t really bother’’ (Cathal, 21). Adam 

siinilarly cited both “ the recession” and liis own lack o f  m otivation as primarily responsible for 

his unemployment.

1 would really like to be an apprentice caipenter but i t ’s a pipe dream nowadays isn’t it mth the way the recession 

is? There’s no jobs. Mind you, I  don’t tty as hard as I  should but I  know people that do and they ’re trying to get 

jobs and they can’t. (Adam, 17)

Having bought into ‘age-related scripts’̂ '''' (Giordano et al, 2003), respondents’ accounts echoed 

classic strain theory' as they lacked access to legitimate opportunities to achieve their aspirations 

(Cloward & Ohlin, 1961). At the same time, all but one o f these young people were in receipt o f 

legitimate income and a num ber received money from multiple sources.^'*’ As primary income, 

young people m ost often cited payments attached to attending a training programme,'^" followed 

by social assistance and allowances received from their parents. O ne }"oung m an’s primar)' source

G iordano et at. (2003: 303) use the concept o f ‘age-related scripts’ in examining the changes in relationships o f 
offenders throughout the life course, arguing that strong cultural imperatives telegraph that marriage should be the 
m ost im portant relationsliip formed in adulthood. Siinilar ‘scripts’ can be considered to  relate to  post-school 
transitions where culmral expectations are to enter employment in adulthood. Willis (1984a: 476) argued that formal 
and informal processes in school, family, street and part-time w ork may have prepared young people for work but 
many never enter full-time employment and thus enter a state o f ‘suspended animation’.

For example, in cases where payments attached to training programmes were cited as the prim an' source o f 
income, a small number o f  young people reported additionally receiving social assistance or ‘pocket’ money from 
parents.

These training programmes were funded by FAS (the National Training and Em ploym ent Authorit}') and ranged 
from €83.25 to €204 per week depending on the age o f  the young person at the time o f  engagement in training 
(these payments have been cut since Budget 2010).
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o f incom e was part-tim e employment. However, young people’s level o f  access to money 

invariably altered over time so that their financial situation at the time o f interview did not 

necessarily reflect their previous experiences. Some had only recently started to receive payments 

such as training allowances and social assistance and reported limited or no access to legitimate 

incom e during their teenage years and into their early twenties. Alternatively, previous sources o f 

incom e had ceased or were no longer available. For example, a move out o f  the family hom e or 

family povert}- m eant that some respondents could no t continue to access money from  their 

parents.

Even w hen in receipt o f  income, participants’ spending often exceeded the am ount o f  money 

available to them: “I  can’t live off €200 a m ek” (Cathal, 21). Similar to  young people in Sanders’ 

(2005) study, while their basic needs were m et through legitimate income or family support, they 

still sought a means to meet particular lifest}’le needs. Respondents often reported wanting 

‘designer’ clothing, accessories, video game consoles and an active social life, all o f  which were 

considered inaccessible w ithout access to funds over and above what was readUy available to 

them. Financial need was therefore no t linked to ‘survival’ in m ost cases but, rather, to funding a 

lifest}’le which young people perceived to be available to others:’ '̂ “1 see some people in the streets, they 

have a BMW' and I  see myself and I  have nothing.. .Some people out there.. .m j age, they’re totally rich. . . I ’m 

poor” (Yeo, 19)^^ .̂ Jack identified his need for additional financial resources as increasing with age.

A s  I  got older I  got more desperate for money ‘cos as you grow up there’s new things like nightclubs and you need 

money. I  wasn't on the dole, no job, literally no money.. .1 was 18 years of age and not a penny.

Clack, 19)

In addition to lifest\’le preferences, transitions or ‘critical m om ents’ across a num ber o f  domains 

o f experience were highlighted as im pacting on the need to seek alternative i n c o m e . F o r  James, 

the stress associated with his homelessness could be alleviated to some extent through greater 

access to money to finance his even'day needs.

Previous research has also identified theft as a means to attain the latest fasliion accessories to have ‘street cred’ 
(Burne)', 1990; Hallsworth, 200.S).

In this sense, Teo’s assessment resonates w ith Y oung’s (1999) notion o f ‘relative deprivation’ where the material 
standards o f individuals are compared to one another and what Young considered to be “a potent cause o f  crime” 
(1999: 52).
-53 This is not to suggest that such transitions are causal o f crime as vanable reactions to such events were also 
identified. Rather, \’oung people experienced these subjectively.
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You ’re in town and you 're homeless but once you have money it makes you feel a lot better. . .It changes everything  ̂

you don’t really care about anything else. N o money itjust pisses you off. (J ames, 19)

In a somewhat different experience o f transition, Sarah explained that her pregnancy and birth o f 

her child altered her motives for shoplifting. While her ten-year histor)? o f shoplifting had started 

with pett}' theft at the age o f 13, she identified a shift from the theft oi'''stupid little things” to 

stealing out o f  perceived necessity.

I  think it [shoplifting only started when I  was pregnant ‘cos that’s when I  started roblnng baby clothes. Before that 

it was just stupid little things.. .going down the [shopping centre] fuckin perfumes and things like that. I  suppose I  

would have been 13 when I  started. But I  was 16... when 1 .started robbing baby clothes. (Sarah, 23)

Sarah’s shoplifting thus took on a greater sense o f  purpose as she strove to provide for her 

daughter.^^'* O ther respondents identified an increasing need to fund their drug use. The 

maintenance o f  drug ‘careers’ often required substantial am ounts o f  money and offending was 

seen as a solution, particularly in cases o f increasing levels o f  drug use a n d /o r reports o f  drug 

dependence. Derek stated that he felt like “snapping’ if he did not have sufficient money to fund 

his drug (mostly cannabis) use and reported a repeated cycle o f theft throughout his drug using 

career. The impact o f drug use on his offending was evident in his assertion that, in recent years, 

having ceased drug use he had also desisted from all criminal activit}'. In a similarly vein, Ciaran’s 

‘need’ to offend was pardy contingent on his drug use. His initiation to heroin marked the onset 

o f  m ore regular offending to fund his drug use, while during a nine-m onth period o f abstinence 

from heroin use he ceased all criminal activit\'. However, a recent relapse had resulted in his 

return to offending: “I had to start selling [drugs] again to feed me hab if (Ciaran, 17). W hether young 

people reported ‘addiction’/d ru g  dependence or, alternatively, drug experimentation or weekend 

drug consum ption, practically all in this subgroup required income to fund their drug use. 

However, regular or ‘hea^’y  end’ drug use associated in particular with cocaine a n d /o r  heroin use, 

frequently led to their involvement in criininal activit}', albeit o f various kinds and levels o f 

intensit}', as a way to fund drug consumption.

The following chapter identifies becoming a parent in voung people’s narratives o f  desistance and therefore as a 
critical mom ent, it can mrn individuals’ offending in either direction, thus liighUghting the potential for variability’ in 
offending careers.
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Thus, the accrual o f economic capital to  fund a num ber o f  areas o f young people’s lives began to 

emerge as a priorit}' in accounts o f continued offending, occurring against a backdrop o f 

considerable ‘strain’. Drawing on opportunities available in the local neighbourhood, however, 

young people appreciated alternative (illegitimate) strategies which afforded them the opportunity 

to m eet financial needs and desires.

Alternative ^Illegitimate^ O pportunities and Strategies

Previous research has shown that young people, when faced with limited opportunities to 

generate income, can adopt alternative strategies which are made available in the communit}'. For 

example, M acLeod’s (1987) ethnography o f social reproduction am ong youths residing in a low 

incom e neighbourhood revealed that, given the absence o f opporm nities in the formal labour 

market, the street economy emerged as an opuon to attain an in co m e .S im ila rly , Craine (1997) 

argued that fractured post-school transitions"’  ̂partly explained young people’s engagement in 

‘alternative careers’. Ivlore recendy. Loader (1996: 155) has argued that ‘marginalising transitions’ 

can “create circumstances in which young people can all too  easily find themselves caught up in 

illegitimate routines and opportunit}' structures” . Similarly, as respondents appreciated a lack of: 

means to achieve their financial needs or goods, they em braced alternatives which t}'pically 

involved illegal activit}’.

Young people’s accounts indicate that they used a num ber o f illegal strategies to make money or 

to fund elements o f a desired lifesU^le, m ost commonly through theft. Theft usually involved 

stealing ‘everyday’ goods for personal use, shoplifting items or goods for subsequent sale, and the 

burglar}’ or robbery o f  m ore expensive goods to sell at higher prices. O thers reported 

involvem ent in the sale o f stolen goods that they acquired from others, selling goods without a 

trading licence, begging or fraud. D rug dealing was also reported as a means to fund personal 

drug use a n d /o r as a way to make substantial am ounts o f money to fund everyday needs. The 

am ount o f  incom e generated by young people through these activities varied across the sample, 

with some making littie ‘profit’ and others reporting that they made ver\' substantial am ounts o f 

m oney — often expressed as “hundreds and thousands” — per week.

Foster’s (1990) participant obser\’ation o f  South East London similarly highlighted the distinct advantages of 
semi-legitimate and illegitimate activities as easier to access, more likely to end in fulfilment and as providing greater 
excitement (Foster, 1990: 34).

In addition to material circumstances, social exclusion, cultural ecology’ and moral indignation (Craine, 1997).



D rug Dealing and Related ActiviU’

Fourteen young people (twelve male and two female) reported involvement in drug dealing 

activit)' a n d /o r the couriering o f drugs within the communit}' or to prison settings. Representing 

over a tliird o f  the entire sample and over half o f  young people’s whose offending continued, tliis 

suggests particularly high levels o f  involvement in the drug economy among this sample.^^^ In 

m ost cases young people had initiated drug use prior to becoming involved in drug selling and 

m ost accounts suggest that drug deaUng provided access to both drugs and m oney to support an 

emerging habit: “I  didn’t sell drugs, I  was selling a bar of bash^^^ I  wasn’t making money out of i t . . .1 wasjust 

making enough to paj for smokes [cannabis]” (Kevin, 22). Alternatively, young people received 

payment in the form o f drugs rather than cash, including Shane who received “an ounce of hash or 

something’ in return for ‘running’ drugs into the p r i s o n . U n l i k e  respondents in Barry^’s (2006) 

study, however, drug deaUng was not exclusively for funding a habit and, for many, was a means 

o f generating substantial income for other purposes. Dara explained that on making contact with 

an individual who facilitated his initiation to drug selling, he soon learnt the economic benefits 

which motivated his continued involvement in drug dealing.

I knew someone who had it [cocaine] and they said they’d make so much money. I  asked them could 1 have one 

(bag) and when I  got one off them I  sold that within two days. 1 made €500 and I  was saying T h a t’s not bad’. So 

I got another one and I  sold that within two days and I  made €600.. .Itjust went on from there.

(Dara, 23)

Ciaran, like others, had been involved in a num ber o f different offences over the course o f his 

criminal career and had derived m onetary benefits from his involvement in burglar}’, robbery and 

shoplifting. However, he explained that once he started to deal drugs, he did not continue other 

offending with the same frequency.

For example, only 3% of respondents in the Youth Lifest^'le Survey 1998/99 who had used drugs in their life time 
admitted to supplying drugs to other individuals (Flood-Page el at, 2000: 25).

Although an illegal substance, Kevin’s dismissal of cannabis as “selling drugs” reflects the potential ‘normalcy’ of 
the substance as discussed in Chapter Five.

‘Running’ drugs or ‘dropsies’ into the prisons refers to young people bringing drugs to prisoners as a visitor or 
‘dropping’ them over the wall into the prison courrv'ard. They could also ‘run’ drugs within the communit\' between 
the dealer and buyer in return for cash or diTjgs for their personal use.
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Wl}en I  was doing that [drug dealing] sometimes 1 did do robberies with the bojs. Just going out in the robbed cars. 

But I  wasn’t doing as much rvhbing as I  would have done before I  was dealing heroin because I  was making a lot 

of mofiej from what he [drug dealer] was paying me...So I  was doing well (Ciaran, 17)

W'hile previous research has suggested that drug dealing is an accessible element o f  the 

underground economy (Anderson,! 999) and that the growth o f  the drug economy is m ost 

beneficial to those with limited legitimate employment prospects (Fagan, 1992), young people’s 

engagement in this activity' was no t an inevitable step or development. Nonetheless, a high 

proportion o f young people in this subgroup were involved in the drug economy as a means o f 

funding drug use and earning money. Their accounts, at the same time, indicated a num ber o f 

developm ents that facilitated their entree into this scene. Specifically, these included com ing to 

appreciate the considerable benefits to be gained and close interaction with drug-involved social 

networks.

Crime as Work

Particular ts-pes o f crime, including involvem ent in the drug economy, filled a void created by 

young people’s lack o f  access to legitimate means to attain money. Craine and Coles (1995: 14) 

identified the developm ent o f  an ‘anti-legitimate work ethos’ attached to young people’s 

involvem ent in acquisitive social crime and which led some to turn their back on re-entering the 

legitimate labour market. O ther studies on youth offending have highlighted ways in which 

young people’s narratives suggest that crime is an alternative for work. For example, Sullivan 

(1989) equated the phrase ‘getting paid’, used by young people in his study in reference to the 

proceeds o f  crime, with the language o f  work. Respondents involved in selUng drugs in Sanders’ 

(2005) smdy referred to ‘working for the boss’ and having a ‘job’. Many respondents in this study 

similarly depicted their offending as ‘w ork’. C onor was the only young person who had no 

aspiration or desire to enter the labour m arket either presently or in the future. For him, 

offending (house burglar)’ and car theft) required no payment o f  taxes and was therefore 

presented as a feasible way to make m ore money:

I t ’s money without paying taxes because the Government are robbing the State. Lj)ok at Bertie ̂ ^hernf'''' what’s 

the point in paying taxes for him to rob it? (Conor, 23).

C onor refers to  former Taoiseach (Prime Minister) o f  Ireland Bertie Ahern who, at the time o f  C onor’s interview, 
was under scrutiny for allegedlj- questionable financial payments.
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C onor’s story revealed significant feelings o f  exclusion from societ)’, ’’‘'society kicked us in the bollix^’, 

which extended to his disengagement from the labour market and the conventional practice o f 

paying taxes, linked to his feeling ‘hard done by’. Such attitudes m ust also be viewed in the 

context o f  his early school leaving at age 15. He received all o f  his subsequent education in a 

prison context, interspersed with sporadic periods o f employment during his mid to late-teens.

His apparent disengagement with the labour market could therefore be viewed as a product o f  

restricted legitimate opportunities to generate income. Nevertheless, C onor clearly considered his 

offending to be a viable alternative to work.

O ther young people referred to their offending as ‘w ork’ involving both effort and advanced 

planning and they also evaluated their perform ance, often taking pride in their success: “7 was very 

good at it [theft] at the time” (Ciaran, 17). For these respondents, offending as a monev-making 

strategy was not sporadic or opportunistic but rather planned in advance with the goal o f making 

sufficient money to fund their needs. Ciaran referred to his regular drug dealing activit}’ as a 

“husinesf’ while Kate described accumulating “customer^ when she was involved in selling stolen 

goods. Dara likewise claimed to  make a “good income” from drug dealing activity, com m enting that 

he had to “work at itfor age^ to  benefit from the proceeds. Sean, on the other hand, felt that drug 

dealing was too time consum ing and frustrating because “you had to work at it at the end of the d a f’.

There wasn 't the money that I  thought I ’d have so Ijust said ‘fuck this for work ’... You still had to work at the 

end of the day. So half the time we didn’t really have time to do anything [referring to leisure activities] ’cos you had 

to get things sold and sort things out (Sean, 16)

jack’s employment liistor}^ was m ore successful than others. However, during periods o f 

unem ploym ent he experienced financial strain. He identified a link between his engagement with 

the labour market and his offending, stating that offending presented as an alternative for making 

money during periods o f unemployment.

B/// the times. ..when I  was off [unemployed! I ’d be out committing crimes to try and get money... You start to go 

desperate and you come to the point where yo u ’re thinking of criminal activity to get the money...Think of any sort 

of way to break the law to get money. (jack, 19)
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The econoinic context o f  m uch o f  young people’s offending is therefore evident as the proceeds 

o f  crime, in some cases, were depicted as filling a void associated with the lack o f ‘legitimate’ 

m oney-making strategies. Responses o f  this kind were also Linked to their fractured transitions, 

particularly in relation to school-to-work transitions, which exacerbated their monetar)^ needs. 

However, as Seddon (2006) states, involvem ent in the irregular economy — and in drugs and 

crime — is not solely an economic response to limited opportunities. It is im portant therefore to 

examine the social and cultural context in which illegal means o f accruing financial benefit 

emerge as legitimate. It was in such a context, additionally, that ‘status’ was conferred on those 

involved in particular t)pes o f  offending.

OFFENDING AS A MEANS TO ATTAIN STATUS

Em ploym ent is a way for young people to attain social stams (Maguire & Maguire, 1997), 

allowing them  to become a consum er, have control over their Lives and structure an adult identit)’ 

(W’ilUs, 1984a; 476).*'’’ O n the o ther hand, unemployment, as Loader (1996: 115) suggests, 

precludes entry into the world o f  consum ption and prolongs dependency on parents. Thus, while 

it creates a need to pursue alternative ways o f  making money, it also has the potential to 

negatively affect young people’s self-image. Many o f the narratives o f  this study’s young people 

suggest that their involvement in certain t\pes o f offences provided an alternative means o f 

elevating their perception o f themselves and o f achieving an enhanced sense o f self Similar 

processes have been identified in previous research^'’̂  on youth offending where criminal activity 

can contribute to an enhanced status or ‘prestige’ thus allowing individuals, as argued by Barr)’ 

(2006), to accumulate sj’mbolic capital.^*’’

The elevation o f  status am ong peers, again articulated almost exclusively by young men, emerged 

as a perceived benefit to offending during this phase. This perception was related largely to their 

increased access to finance which allowed young men to present a particular image to their peers. 

Ciaran, for example, told that he was ‘’'’making more money than [his] met' when selUng heroin, which

In  the literature this has been cited as particularly im po rtan t fo r young m en, as w om en are identified as having the 
alternative o p tio n  o f  becom ing a paren t o r  choosing  the  ‘m othering  o p tio n ’ (Craine, 1994) w liich o ffers th em  a clear 
role and a transition  to  adu lthood  status (XX’illis, 1984b).

F or exam ple, T erpstra  (2006) found  that o ffend ing  can provide the opporm nit) ' to  show  toughness and 
additionally th a t con tact w ith the crim inal justice system  could co n tn b u te  to  prestige. A larid et al. (2009) iden tified  a 
sense o f  b ravado  to  group  offend ing  am ong  voung adults while M cAra (2005) identified offend ing  as a m ode o f  
‘getting  even’ o r  ‘saving face’ in the  con tex t o f  retaHadon attached to  previous victim isation.

H ow ever, the  relevance o f  status o r  prestige dim inished for voung people in Barr\-’s (2006) study p o st o n se t while 
in this sm dv status o r prestige em erged as a priorit)’ later in the o ffend ing  career.
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afforded him the opportunity to attain goods that contributed to a certain image o f  a “gangster” : 

.buying Playstations, loads of jewellery and nice clothes. Buying all me friends drink and thinking 1 was a little 

gangster, thinking 1 was the man"’ (Ciaran, 17).

Similarly Jam es’s offending allowed him to achieve status am ong his friends through “buying a load 

of drink for everybody” and being able to “give money away”, thus endowing feelings o f being “a big 

man”. Involvem ent in criminal activit}^ was acknowledged and in some cases adinired by a wider 

group o f peers, particularly as young people became known for their offending in a 

communit}’.̂ '̂' For example, Joe reported attracting the attention o f young wom en in his 

neighbourhood who were intrigued by the fruits o f  his offending.^'’̂

A l l  the young ones"‘‘ that wouldn’t talk to us before started talking to us.. .Cos we had big whopper cars. They 

asked ‘How are you getting all this money to buy all these cars?’ Vt”e say ‘mindyour nose’.'̂ " Qoe, 17)

While the material and financial benefits o f  offending were noted, engagement in criminal activit}^ 

alone also afforded young people status. For Ronan (age 17), the abilit}' and willingness to engage 

in car theft set him apart from his customers w ho ‘‘‘wouldn't have the ball/’ to acquire these vehicles 

independently. Violent offending additionally emerged in young people’s narratives as a m ode to 

enhance their stams or ‘save face’ (McAra, 2005) through retaliation. Tony, for example, 

recounted a ston ' o f  stabbing another young person, highlighting positive aspects o f  the event 

related to the way he was subsequently perceived: “After that happened, things calmed down. I  don't get 

looks now off these people, they’re afraid of me now.. .I t ’s good in a way” (Tony, 19).

In the event o f  victimisation, respondents rarely, if  ever, reported events to authorities because o f 

the fear o f  being labelled ‘a rat’’ *̂ and some expressed a preference for the use o f tactics or 

strategies to ‘get even’. For example, Joe retaliated with violence when his m otorbike was stolen: 

“beat them around we did over the bike.. .made them pay for i f ’ (Joe, 17), while Sarah sought revenge for 

an item stolen from her through the damage o f the perpetrator’s propert)^

T his liighlights the im portance o f  social context, discussed later in the chap ter, as such activity w ould  n o t be so 
acknow ledged in all com m unities.

Joe con tinued  to  detail the t}'pes o f  cars that he stole as ones th a t w ould  im press: “Bi^Beamers [BMW], M R 2 s  
fToyota M R 2  Roadster] and Honda Prelude 2.2 I 'tecf'.
266 “\ 'o u n g  o n es” is used to  refer to  young w om en.

“ M ind your nose” is an expression  m eaning “M ind your ow n business” .
A  ‘ra t’ is a term  used to  describe individuals w h o  are perceived as having betrayed o thers bv reporting  crim inal 

activit)', for exam ple, to  the authorities.

208



. ..then when my iPOD got robbed 1 found out who took it and she had her car parked in me garden so I  was 

"Right, fuck her’ and 1just burned her car out. I t ’s all just titfor tat (Sarah, 23)

A sense o f status was also achieved in the context o f young people’s interaction with institutions 

o f authorit\% m ost t\'pically the Gardai.^^^ Respondents often described ways in which certain 

offences afforded them  the opportunit}' to challenge authority. For example, Ronan gained 

satisfaction in his “gamef’ with the Gardai': . .started going off robbing cars and rallying them and then

walking bj the police with the car burntjust doing that to them [signals that he shows one finger]” (Ronan, 17). 

Young men also described the specific enjoyment they derived when “taking chase” from the 

Gardaf in the context o f  joyriding to  the point that the focus o f  the activit}' resembled a 

deliberate effort to attract attention rather than any attem pt to avoid detection: “There’s no better 

feeling when you get in the car with all the lads and there’s about twenty Garda cars behind you” (Jack, 19). ]oe 

similarly recounted his interactions with the Gardai in his neighbourhood with pride as he 

described his successful evasion o f criminal justice repercussions despite G ardai’s awareness o f 

his criminal activiU'.

The Gardai knew what we were doing [burglaries] but they had nothing to arrest us on. They used to always say 

to us The safe is getting too heary for you now boys’. That’s how bad they wanted us. We started buying cars then, 

just driving around...They used to he saying to us, ‘Doing the armed robberies as well boys are you?’. .. We made it 

obvious that we were doing something to get all the money.  ̂”̂ )

The self-perception o f  young people was thus elevated as a consequence o f particular r\’pes o f 

offending, affording them  status and an image that was reinforced by the ‘multiple w orlds’ in 

which they lived (Abrams & M jun, 2009). As detailed earlier, significant economic capital was to 

be gained through theft while cultural and social capital are also accrued through recognition o f 

skills and success at offending, having ‘custom ers’ and their interactions with authorit\\ The 

resultant recognition that young people received for offending was a crucial source o f symbolic 

capital. The following secdon examines the social environm ents within which such recognition 

was afforded and status thus attained.

Sanders (2005) previously found that much o f  the enjovment linked to joyriding can be attached to  a desire to be 
chased bv the police. ‘Getting one over’ the police was also a source o f  satisfaction for voung people in Foster’s 
(1990) study w ho had formed negative attitudes as a result o f  repeated police contact.
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THE SOCIAL ENVIRONMENT AS A FACILITATOR OF OFFENDING

Earlier discussions have alluded to  the need to understand young people’s continued offending in 

the context o f  their social environment. In particular, young people came to appreciate the 

benefits o f  certain t}’pes o f crime through their social networks where they also learnt a range o f 

offending skills and techniques. Furtherm ore, and as highlighted in Chapter Six, particular 

offences were facilitated and supported within the wider neighbourhood milieu. T he context o f 

the social environm ent and, in particular, the impact o f  interactions with social networks and the 

exposure to local practices, continued to be crucially im portant in understanding the 

development o f young people’s criminal careers.

Social N etw orks

Previous research on young people’s offending has suggested a decrease in the influence o f  the 

peer group over the course o f a criminal career. This research has identified a shift towards 

solitan% as opposed to group, offending as individuals approach adulthood (Alarid et al, 2009; 

Barn", 2006; Little, 1990). O n the other hand, M acDonald and Marsh (2005) identify a continued 

com m itm ent to street-based peer groups as a ‘consolidating’ factor associated with criminal 

careers. Additionally, despite the decrease in the influence o f  the peer group in her study, Barry' 

(2006: 92) highlighted an adverse effect on female offending exerted by their romantic partners, 

while Little (1990) identified criminal networks which young people could “ tap in to” to further 

their offending careers.

While the role o f  ‘peer pressure’ in the onset o f  offending was questioned in the previous 

chapter, young people’s narratives nonetheless suggest that the context o f the peer group 

continued to hold relevance in understanding their subsequent and continued offending. 

Throughout their teenage years, and when approaching adulthood, many made new social 

contacts through their interactions in the communit\% the formation o f rom antic relationships, 

through the experience o f homelessness in some cases, and also during periods o f  incarceration. 

In the same way that, as young teenagers, respondents valued the im portance o f  peer loyalt}' and 

camaraderie, their social networks continued to offer support and reassurance at times o f crisis or 

particular need. Tony described feeling anxious at the time he was first confined to a court 

holding cell, but this feeUng abated when an acquaintance from his neighbourhood arrived: “’One 

of me mates actually walked in. I  hadn’t seen him in a long time. I  worked with him so we had a laugh" (Tony,

210



19). In a som ewhat similar vein, Ronan felt “looked after’’’ by older peers during time spent in a 

penal institution for young men and felt that he would receive similar support in the event o f 

being incarcerated in an adult prison: “I  wouldn't care even i f  I  was sent to the Joj/^° 1 know loads ofpeople 

in there as welP (Ronan, 17). The continuity o f peer relationships in the prison context and “on the 

outside” was identified by a num ber o f  young m en as providing com fort in the anticipation o f 

incarceration: “I t ’s f>risonj like hanging around in the estate.. -just go down hang around with all your tnates, 

standing smoking’ (Dara, 23). Social interaction within prisons also allowed young people to make 

new acquaintances which in turn made further periods o f incarceration seem less daunting. 

Additionally, as suggested by C onor, new contacts acquired during periods o f  incarceration 

facilitated the further developm ent bigger and better’’’ offending techniques: “it’s like a schoolfor 

crime, to learn to do bigger and better things (Conor, 23).

For young m en in particular, changes within their social networks impacted on their offending 

histories bv facilitating the accumulation o f skills or techniques through mtelage and introduced 

some to m ore serious levels o f  offending. Shane, for example, linked his association with “bigger 

youngfelbr  to  his introduction to burglarv’.

/7/ used to go robbing car radios, sell them for €20 andjust get a bit o f hash. Then you snap out of the car radios 

and you’d hear the bigger young fellas talking about what th ^  got the night before, ‘1 got this plasma 

[ T l ^  ’... They’d say ‘Do you want to start doing thatT and then they ’d bringyou out with them robbing.

(Shane, 19)

An incremental appreciation o f the substantial m onetary benefits attached to particular t^pes o f 

offending provided a strong m otivation for many to engage in m ore serious theft as time 

progressed. For example, D ara’s offending had com m enced with road traffic and public order 

offences and he had started to experim ent with cocaine at the age o f 16. H e also first experienced 

homelessness around this time, explaining that, as he witnessed other young people with “wads of 

money”^̂  ̂ in the settings where he ‘hung ou t’, he too felt a need to “get in on thaf’ (Dara, 23). O ther 

narratives similarly suggest that some did not want to ‘miss out’ on the opportunities others w’ere 

seizing.

™  T he ‘Jo y ’ is M ountjov  P rison  in D u b lin  cit)’ centre.
Tills echoes voung people  in P ark er’s (1974: 59) study w h o  looked up  to  o lder bovs w h o  had “ stacks of cast)" from  

their offending.
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There’s also a thing ojjealousy about i t . . .1 wouldn’t go out [on a burglary] one night and then they’d [f?iends] be 

going out ivith thousands of euro...and I ’d be thinking ‘What the fu c k ’.

In the context o f  their social networks, many young m en in particular reported benefiting fi-om 

the tutelage o f their older peers. For example, Mark had left school at age 16 and described 

spending liis days with two young m en ‘but^^ing’or Running wild in the neighbourhood. His 

offending initially entailed theft from vehicles and shoplifting but on learning the technique o f 

‘hotwiring’ he began to steal cars.

Watching other people do it (hotwire), a couple of me friends taught me how to do it. Showed me what wires to 

stick together... it was difficult the first time but now 1 can rob a car in less than twenty seconds... it got easier after 

that. 1 know what wires to stick together and all straight away. (Mark, 19)

Cathal also identified the importance o f peers in acquiring techniques which he subsequently 

mastered.

People showed us what to do. Used to go up to factories and rob the (motor)bikes out offactories...

[Was it difficult the first time to rob one [motorbike], to get it started?]

Yeah at first it wa.<:. I  didn’t end up getting it and then the next one you rob, knew straight away what to do.

(Cathal, 21)

A num ber o f young people additionally implied a coercive effect o f  some relationships on their 

offending, linking their escalated offending or engagement in new offences with their social 

networks. Tony (age 19), for example, argued that his involvem ent in “more crimed as he go t older 

could be explained by “thegroup” o f  peers with w hom  he socialised. W'hile his early offending 

included pettj' theft, criminal damage and joyriding, Tony identified a change in his offending at 

age 16 at which point he became involved in m ore “serious crimeT. Wliile he claimed he would not 

engage in the burglar}' o f private homes, his friends had encouraged him to do so and he

This can be compared to a lack o f  tutelage in others’ offending careers. Teo ‘maintained’ his offending in that he 
conUnued to be engaged in theft and road traffic offences. However, he did not identify an escalation in severit\’ or 
the adoption o f  new offences and therefore reflects a career that was “merely keeping going” (Barn’, 2006: 9). He 
linked tliis characteristic o f  offending to the lack o f  mtelage bv more experienced offenders, “Doing the same thing all 
the time. 'Cos I  couldn’t tike, then was nobody then beside me who knew mon to teach me more” (Teo, 19). Young women 
similarly did not benefit from the tutelage o f  others in attaining new offending ‘skills’.
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continued to describe the way in which they appealed to  liis ‘skills’ as a technique o f  persuasion: 

“But Iju st get forced into dtiving.. .they’d saj ‘you drive the car, yo u ’re the best driver out of the lot of us”’.

Jack identified a change in his peer group and the subsequent increase in his offending. He 

described his new (and older) peer group as ‘well known’ criminals in the neighbourhood and felt 

that this status had im pacted on his own identit}- or reputation, rendering him a “marked m an” :

1 ’m hanging with the other lads [new friends] for half the time and 1 ’m a marked man for life (Jack, 19). Similar 

to Tony above, Jack struggled with participating in certain t)pes o f burglaries and he highlighted 

the role o f  his co-offenders.

Some [burglaries] would be a planned house that you'd be watchingfor ages. The lads used to watch a house round 

the clock. It would be proper mansions with camera security.. .1 wouldn ’tgo near any of them big ones. I  used to go 

for me old casual Mickey mouse burglaries but I  wouldn’t rob on me own, I'm not a robber, I  wouldn’t know how 

to rob, 1 just go with the lads. (jack, 19)

Earlier in this chapter, drug deaUng was presented as a m ode o f funding drug use a n d /o r 

‘earning’ substantial am ounts o f  money. Entree to the drugs world, however, was m ost often 

negotiated through newly-formed connections with other individuals. The balance o f agency and 

coercion within such relationships varied across young people’s accounts. As highlighted earlier, 

D ara’s drug dealing was m otivated by a drive to  make money during a period o f living on the 

streets and he presented his initiation to this activit}? as a personal choice, having approached 

“people that [he] kneu^’ to access drugs to sell. Shane and Ciaran’s accounts o f becom ing involved 

in drug dealing, however, dem onstrated less agentic moves on their part. Shane (age 19), for 

example, recounted being approached by drug dealers in the communit}' to start running drugs 

and do “dropsies” into prisons. Whilst financially rewarding, he simultaneously suggested a 

coercive dimension associated with the reputation o f  the individuals who requested his assistance, 

“your man was big so you wouldn’t say no to him either’’.

Ciaran’s account also suggested coercive tactics as well as elements o f  exploitation within his 

relationship with the individual who recruited him to sell drugs. Throughout his interview Ciaran 

had identified the absence o f  a “male role model’ in his life and, from the age o f  14, had been li\ang 

in and out o f  hom e and associating with a ‘gang’ o f young people in a cit\" centre location. Having 

left school at age 12, he was spending a considerable am ount o f unoccupied time ‘hanging o u t’ in
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these circles. He felt strongly that his "'vulnerable” status made him an attractive choice for drug 

dealers further up the hierarchy.

I  was young and this guy hadjust come out ofprison and he was a well experienced criminal Because I  was young 

and vulnerable he knew that I  would be good as someone to collect drugs and courier for him. So 1 used to collect 

veiy large amounts of heroin and I  was given the scales to weigh it and bag it up. So at a very young age I  was 

recmited into that and 1 learnt vety qtiickly the drugs trade and how to do it and how to bag it, how to sell it and 

how to make the profit. (Ciaran, 17)

Having acquired the skills o f  the drug dealing trade Ciaran started to make considerable am ounts 

o f  money, as did many other young m en w ho entered into this or similar ‘scenes’. Young 

w om en’s involvement in drug dealing, on the other hand, was associated unth a need to fund 

their personal drug use or, alternatively, with a desired social life. Recruitment in these cases also 

differed as young wom en mainly proffered accounts which referenced the influence from their 

romantic partners. Sarah’s offending was largely confined to shoplifting but, in the context o f  a 

short-term  rom andc relationship, she had becom e involved in ‘holding’ drugs in return for 

payment.

1 got with this fella and he was part of some feud and I  was only 18! 19 at the time.. .He asked me was it all 

right to throw stuff [drugs] into the house and 1 said Yeah’...Then 1 was getting a bit wonied ‘cos he was known 

and I  was saying ‘I  'm going to have to get that stuff out ’. (Sarah, 23)

Sarah avoided detection on this occasion and the relationship subsequently ended. However, 

having made her entree to the ‘drugs w orld’, she occasionally reverted to ‘holding’ drugs when 

she identified a heightened need for m oney (such as at Christmas time) and also regularly sold 

small amounts o f drugs to fund her social life. Notew orthy also is that Sarah’s social networks 

had narrowed in the context o f  her rom antic relationships, a developm ent reported by three 

o ther young wom en in this subgroup. W'hile at the time o f onset, these young wom en cited peer 

influence — usually in terms o f mimicking the behaviour o f  their friends — this pattern was not 

evident in the subsequent phase o f their offending careers. Carly did suggest that being in the 

“wrong companj' precipitated her offending during later stages o f  her criminal career. However, 

her peer group was comprised o f  her rom antic partner and his peers. She also reported that her 

partner did not permit her to associate with her established network o f longer-term  friends.
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Carly’s partner was six years her senior and the relationsliip led to much tension within her family 

hom e. Leaving the family hom e at age 14 and embarking on a series o f unstable housing 

situations, Carly identified '’‘'getting into trouble" when with her boyfriend in public: “Epei^r time that I  

went out with him to the pubs with his friends... I  would end up getting arrested. I  was never in trouble before with 

the police” (Carlv, 21). Such ‘trouble’ was strongly associated with the lifestj'le led by Carly and her 

boyfriend during this period and their consum pdon o f excessive amounts o f  alcohol and drugs 

which often led to violent interactions in public settings.

The final step o f  the deviant career, according to Becker (1963), is characterised by a m ovem ent 

into an organised deviant group where the individual learns not only to rationalise their behaviour 

but also how  to carry' on  his deviant activity with a minimum o f trouble (Becker, 1963: 38-39). 

T hat young people in this subgroup were members o f  ‘organised’ groups is doubtful, however, 

particularly in the case o f  females. Nonetheless, some accounts echo the assertions o f classic 

subcultural arguments which assert that age-graded relationships afford young people 

opportunities to acquire the values and skills that are a prerequisite to the com petent 

perform ance o f the roles (Cloward & Ohlin, 1961: 10). These accounts also resonate with Shaw’s 

(1930) argument that young people are recruited into criminal activities as a result o f  their 

relationships with older and more experienced offenders and, additionally, reflect the learning 

techniques that are attached to differential association theor)' (Sutherland & Cressey, 1974). This 

was m ore the case, however, for young men, since female accounts described a narrowing o f 

their social networks to rom antic relationships. O n the other hand, young wom en, as well as male 

respondents, drew on the opportunities available through the interaction o f  social networks 

which facilitated offending and was also found at a wider neighbourhood level.

Social Context

Y oung people’s narratives indicate the importance o f understanding both their offending careers 

and their lives more generally in the social context o f their lived experiences. In terms o f the 

broader social environm ent or context, previous studies o f working-class areas have, for example, 

identified ‘condoning com m unities’ (Parker, 1974), where particular t\rpes o f  offending are 

‘tolerated’ (Hobbs, 1988; Foster, 1990).™ Such assertions were supported in these studies by a 

num ber o f  local practices. For example, both Sanders (2005) and Foster (1990) highlight the

™ In fact, Foster (1990: 5) argued diat the neighbourhood in her study had ‘thrived’ on criminal activities for 
generations.
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public nature o f ‘doin’ business’ as individuals were able to sell stolen goods door-to-door or to 

second-hand shops w ithout question. Even those in Parker’s (1974) study, w ho resided in 

communities with high levels o f  crime and were resentful o f  illegal pracdces, ‘turned a blind eye’. 

R espondents’ narratives highlighted conditions within their local community which provided 

both opportunities and support for their offending behaviour. This was particularly the case in 

relation to acquisitive crime as respondents were identified as having a ‘role’ or senting a 

‘function’ within an alternative economy. For instance, a num ber o f  respondents in the study 

were involved in the selling o f  stolen goods and did so with ease, reporting that they had access 

to willing recipients who, in paying “a good price” , did not quer}" the legitimacy o f  the goods.

I  would go to sell them ‘cos we have our people to go to... IVe went around doors first saying ‘Do you want to buy 

any?’ W e’d only go to the people that we knew and they were saying  ̂ ‘You know that woman that lives around the 

corner go into her’. They’d give us their address and we’d go round there saying  ̂ This person sent me 

around’. .. That’s bow we’d end up getting all our customers. (Kate, 22)

The public nature o f the door-to-door sale o f stolen goods was evident in many young people’s 

accounts.™ Similar to Kate, Tony publicly sold the goods he acquired through burglary' and also 

told how he was recom m ended new ‘custom ers’ by ‘regular’ recipients o f  stolen goods in his 

neighbourhood.

Sell stuff on to people who have their own companies, tools and stuff like that...Started going round the apartments 

and all the houses in the are a... People would say ‘Sell them to so and so, he buys them off your mate' and you have 

no money so you’re like ‘fuck it, go on, we might as well’. (Tony, 19)

N ot only were individuals willing to receive goods but many young people also reported selling 

their goods to second-hand shops or businesses, jack identified the ease with which he sold on 

his goods in his hom e neighbourhood. His account also highlights a belief in the widespread 

nature o f the exchange o f stolen goods at a community' level.

You’d be surprised, anyone [would buy stolen goods]. ..there’sjewellers that take them, actually legitimate shops in 

"neighbourhood] that would take them. Tellies, anyone m il buy a telly. I t ’sjust kind of a [neighbourhood] thing. 

Say for instance that someone bought a telly and kept it in the house, the guards raided the house, took the serial

-’■* Tins practice thus resonates with Foster’s (1990) questioning o f  a “Indden” economy.
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off it and it was robbed they wouldn ’t get done for anything ‘cos there j' so much of it going on, people buying stolen 

goods and that. ^

There was also evidence o f individuals in the community taking on a more active role in 

influencing or facilitating young people’s offending. For example, Kate told that following her 

desistance from shoplifting her ‘custom ers’ continued to directly com municate an interest in 

bupng; “7 was going to the shop and they'd be like, ‘How come you haven't been round to me in a while?” 

(Kate, 22). Sarah’s account also dem onstrates that her shift to stealing goods for subsequent sale 

was a response to an evident demand for such commodities in her neighbourhood.

7 used to only go out and rob for myself and my little one and then me and my friend used to help each other out, 

she has a little girl as well. That’s all we used to rob for was ourselves and our kids. But then she was saying to me 

Veople are looking for dresses will we get them?' (Sarah, 23)

While both young men and wom en were involved in the theft and the subsequent sale o f goods, 

burglar}' and car theft were exclusively male offences. For the m ost part, these young men had an 

advance arrangement with a (usually older) individual who had previously placed an ‘order’ and 

was waiting to purchase the goods. Such agreements acted as strong facilitators to offending, not 

simply because they created a ready-made market for stolen goods, but also because the goods 

were frequendy located and identified for young people in advance by their ‘custom ers’. Such 

arrangements were identified by Ronan as a way to generate ‘easy m oney’.

They'd say V ll give you a grand i f  you get i t ’. A n d  they’d bringyou and show you where the car is. A llyou  have 

to do isjump into it and do it up, drive to where they want it and he hands you €1000. . . I t ’s easy mon^'.

(Ronan, 17)

D ara’s ‘custom ers’ also ts’pically identified a specific car for which they placed an ‘order’: “ifyou 

get me the keys off that and the carl'll give you three grand’. A crucial factor for young people in this t)pe 

o f offending was that they were assured that they would be able to sell the stolen item or goods, 

“we wouldn't go off and take them 'cars' without knowing we were going to be able to sell them” (Mark, 19). In 

this way, the risk o f  detection was outweighed by the assured sale.
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A com bination o f convenience, opportunity and (substantial) financial reward thus contributed to 

the notion o f crime as an easy and viable means o f generating income to fund lifestj’les and 

everv'day need. Whilst no t wishing to negate the apparent agency in young people’s decision

making, such activity was nonetheless facilitated by the support they found at a community^ level 

for offending: individuals who placed “orders”, located their preferred goods and who presented 

themselves as willing recipients o f  these stolen commodities.^’  ̂This behaviour was gendered to 

the extent that young wom en in the study remained attached to shoplifting and selling relatively 

inexpensive goods to individuals/adults in their local communit)'. Young men, on the o ther hand, 

whilst having often started on this path, subsequently progressed to participating in m ore serious 

offences including burglaries and car thefts which yielded greater financial re"ward but also carried 

higher risks.

However, it would be inaccurate to suggest that all t)pes o f  offending were condoned in this way 

witliin young people’s communities. Indeed, the endorsem ent that young people received, via the 

willingness o f individuals to purchase stolen goods, is strongly suggestive o f a dynamic 

characterised bv mutual benefit in the context o f  high levels o f  socio-economic disadvantage. 

Young people’s narratives also indicated ‘moral codes’ (Stephen & Squires, 2003) in that there 

were offences, such as theft from their own neighbours^’*’ or the victimisation o f  the elderly,^ ’ 

that did not confer endorsem ent o f this kind. Furtherm ore, whilst drug dealing was identified 

previously as a money-making enterprise, this activit}' was no t necessarily tolerated within young 

people’s hom e neighbourhoods and, in fact, the history o f  anti-drug attitudes and campaigns 

within Dublin communities would support this.^’** Additionally, the sale o f certain drugs, 

particularly heroin, was frowned upon by communit}" members and young people alike and 

viewed as unacceptable, even am ong those who were involved in dealing other drugs.

Similar incentives to  o ffend  w ere found by S tephen and Squires (2003) in  a study o f  voung peo p le ’s vehicle 
taking. They found that veliicle taking was considered a ‘logical ex tension ’ to  shoplifting  activities, w hich occurred  
earlier in their careers, as young people becam e aware o f  the local d istribu tors and m arkets fo r sto len  goods (Stephen 
& Squires, 2003: 151).
276 ( 1 9 7 4 ) also identified  th a t theft from  neighbourhood  residents was no t tolerated w ithin the com m unit\'.
H ow ever, ano th e r angle, as o ffered  by som e responden ts in this sm dv, was that it was n o t so m uch  an etlncal 
consideration  bu t ra ther a fear o f  retaliation that p reven ted  this t}'pe o f  offending.

H ow ever, as Sanders (2005) po in ts out, such qualifications could also be a result o f  such hom es and individuals 
n o t having the goods o r w ealth to  m ake theft in these cases worthw hile.

F o r exam ple, a form  o f  com m unit)- self-policing m anifested in D ublin  in  the 1980s in response to  the grow ing 
heroin m arket, represen ted  b \' the C oncerned  Parents A gainst D rugs (C PA D ). Tliis g roup  m on ito red  the use o f  
drugs in their com m unities, identified addicts and drug-pushers and to o k  action against them  (M cCullagh, 1996).
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Nevertheless, t^-pical accounts overwhelmingly suggest that all t)"pes o f  offending were to some 

extent situated wdthin the social environm ents where the even’day lives o f young people were 

played out. These social environm ents created incentives for criminal activity through the 

interaction with criminal social networks which ser\^ed to alert young people to the benefits o f 

offending as well as ‘teaching’ them the necessary^ techniques. This was in addition to a wider 

acceptance o f  at least som e U'pes o f  offending at communit}' level. In this sense, the ubiquitous 

nature o f crime in certain neighbourhoods, and their close interaction with criminally-involved 

networks, contributed to the ‘habitus’ (Bourdieu, 1989, 2005) o f young people whereby crime 

comes to be considered “ the normal wav things are done” (France & Homel, 2006: 303).

THE IMPACT OF SUBSTANCE USE ON OFFENDING

The link between substance use and crime has been treated in the literature according to three 

‘causal’ Unks: substance use leads to crime; crime leads to substance use and; substance use and 

crime share the same causal factors. The relationship between crime and substance use remains 

contested, however, and is acknowledged to be complex. In a review o f findings on the 

relationship between substance use and criminal behaviour among adolescents and young adults, 

W'elte et al. (2001: 419) identified inconsistency, arguing that the relationship was dj'namic and 

reciprocal rather than uni-directional. Nevertheless, the economic pressures o f funding drug 

consum ption, particularly in the context o f  financing a growing drug ‘habit’, was addressed in 

earlier sections.

There was also e\’idence that voung people’s substance use impacted in a num ber o f additional 

ways on their offending careers. It was often in the context o f substance use, for example, that 

young people first came into contact with the Gardai' and, for many, this marked the beginning of 

tense relationships with authorit}’. Substance use was also highlighted as increasing certain t}'pes 

o f offending, m ost com m only related to violent offending, due to a lack o f  control over one’s 

actions during episodes o f  drug intoxication a n d /o r  an inability to make sound judgements. 

Additionally, however, young people identified a num ber o f  traumatic ‘trigger’ events which 

preceded offending experiences in the context o f  substance use. Thus, such events require to  be 

included in an examination o f the relationship between substance use and offending.



Contact with Gardai

As highlighted in earlier chapters, substance use during the teenage years m ost topically occurred 

in public spaces within young people’s hom e communities and in the context o f  relatively large 

groups o f young people, often bringing them  to the attention o f the Gardai. While this was the 

case for a majority in the sample, for many w ho ‘m aintained’ their offending, contact with the 

G ardai resulted in severe repercussions. For example, some (both male and female) recounted 

ways in which their contact with the Gardai, whilst under the influence o f alcohol or drugs, 

triggered aggressive and sometimes violent reacdons. Arrests and charges for public order 

offences often followed such interactions or, in m ore serious cases, the assault o f  a police officer. 

Such interactions culminated for a considerable num ber in ongoing tense relationships with local 

Gardai. Although these interactions were m ore frequent am ong male respondents, Carly and 

Louise both reported examples o f their contact with the Gardai subsequent to consuining large 

am ounts o f alcohol.

They'd stop you, you'rejust drunk and yo u ’re giving them loads'^^ and they end up anrstingyou and they charge 

you. You’re up in court the next day...I’djust be locke^^^ and the Gardai, i f  they know you, they come up and 

they wreck your head... Tben you end up saying something back when you ’re dnmk and that’s how you get into 

trouble for answering back. (Carly, 21)

Arrests and charges frequently followed a day or evening o f alcohol consum ption in the context 

o f  otherwise innocent gatherings. For example, Louise described a family christening during 

which an argument developed am ong members o f  her family, attracting the attention o f the 

Gardai. Interactions between the Gardai and m embers o f Louise’s farnilv became physical to  the 

point that one G arda “boxed’ (assaulted) Louise’s cousin, inciting her involvement and resulting 

in her arrest for assault: “He was reefing’̂’ me so I  ended up biting him. I  tried to bite him there [signals to 

the groin area], they were after giving me a bad old hiding’.

Male respondents also reported verbal and physical altercations with members o f  the Gardai 

when under the influence o f substances and several had accumulated charges for public order 

and drunk and disorderly offences. Wliilst they had invariably been involved in offending prior to

‘Giving them loads’ refers to verbal abuse. 
‘Locked’ refers to  being intoxicated.
‘ReeP is a slang term meaning ‘attack’.
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such events, these interactions usually occurred against a backdrop o f continued sur\^eillance by 

law enforcem ent officials at a level o f  intensit}' generally perceived as harassment.

I ’d be dnink walking down the road and I ’ll still talk to them [Gardafj with a can [alcoholic drink] in me hand. 

[They] take me can o][f me and I ’ll say “]S!o ’... That was what my charge was for, I  had a can and he went to take 

it off me and I  wouldn ’t give it to him and I  was saying “Fuck off you prick (Shane, 19)

Some accounts also suggest that substance use sometimes impaired the judgement o f young 

people leaving them  com prom ised in their abilit}' to assess the potential risks o f their behaviour, 

which in turn made detection by criminal justice agents more likely. Kate (age 22), for example, 

identified a significant increase in the likelihood o f her ‘getting caught’ shoplifting when under 

the influence o f alcohol due in no small part to the belief that she was “invisible” in such 

circumstances.

O ffending under the Influence: ‘Just W aking up in a Cell with a Bad H angover’

Based on data from the U K  Y outh Lifest}’le Sun^ey, Richardson and Budd (2003: 44) found a 

“strong and enduring relationship” between alcohol use and involvement in crime. Their 

qualitative analysis also revealed that alcohol use clouded judgement and acted as a catalyst for 

aggression. Parker (1996: 244) similarly identified the disinhibition associated with alcohol 

intoxication in addition to its “m ind altering affects” , although simultaneously highlighting the 

subtle and complex links between alcohol consum ption and crime.

Respondents in the current study also highlighted mind-altering effects o f  various substances 

which they felt had the potential to  ‘cause’ or facilitate criminal activit}’. In these cases, 

respondents often reported feeling “shocked” at their behaviour, which they argued was 

uncharacteristic and associated with their alcohol or drug intoxication. A num ber insisted that 

substance use had resulted in them  losing control a n d /o r brought about a change in their 

personalities: “Jt was just when J got the drink into me [that he got in trouble] that was it.. .it was all drink, I  

had got a drink problem” (Eamon, 21). Some considered the com bination o f alcohol and drug use 

particularly dangerous or detrimental: ‘’’’When you swallow tablets and drink you blank out and leave a 

road of destruction behind” (Conor, 23).
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W’hOe respondents reported engaging in a num ber o f offences, including shoplifting, criminal 

damage and vehicle theft, while under the influence o f alcohol or drugs, the majorit}" also 

reported offending o f these kinds outside the context o f  substance use. Reports o f m ore violent 

offending such as assault, aggravated burglar}’ and destructive actions towards propert}^ however, 

frequently occurred following the consum ption o f  alcohol a n d /o r drugs and, in some cases, 

exclusively in this context. Respondents sometimes explained that in these cases, substance use 

sensed to alter their character or behaviour, loosen their control over their actions, impair their 

judgement, or aid offending by enhancing a sense o f confidence in their abilit)' to cmry out the 

offence.

Eam on is one o f a num ber who suggested that his alcohol use began to impair his abilit}  ̂to make 

judgements about his behaviour, indicating weakened control over his actions while intoxicated 

which led him, he suggested, to committing a num ber o f assaults. His heavy use o f  alcohol also 

raised questions about his ability' to  successfully desist from crime: “There’s nothing really [to help 

desistancel because once 1 get drunk who says what I ’m going to do” (Eamon, 21).

Tony similarly reported problematic levels o f alcohol consum ption and, as a result, had engaged 

in periods o f abstinence, having recognised that it was in the context o f  alcohol use that m uch o f 

his violent offending occurred. He recounted an incident at a house part)' when he reacted 

violently on witnessing the assault o f his brother. Tony’s friends subsequendy described to  him 

the scenes that unfolded.

I  blacked out and the lads were telling me I  chased jour man down the road and stabbed him in the face.. .Me 

friend said it was like something out of a horror movie. 1 just sat on top of him andjust stabbed him in the face 

loads of times... there were ones in his neck and his chest (Tony, 19)

Participants who offended under the influence o f substances suggested that they experienced a 

change in personalit}’. Wliile Tonv reported feeling ‘shocked’ at his \'iolent behaviour depicted 

above, Sam claimed he became “a different person” when intoxicated. This, in turn, facilitated, in 

some cases, criminal activit}’. Sean highlighted that through consum ing sleeping tablets he 

became m ore prone to violent behaviour:



1 don’t know wljy they call them sleeping tablets. They make you and they make you get angry and up for a

fight... You 're happy and all ‘come on let’s go into town ’ and next minute [thinking ‘I  hope someone starts. I ’m 

mad for a fight’. (Sean, 16)

Arousing such feelings within a young person can lead to violent situations without them being 

consciously aware o f their actions, nor may they be able to recount the details the following day. 

This led to the ultimate outcom e for many young people: “Just waking up in a cell with a bad 

hangovef’ (Carly, 21).

Substance use could also facilitate young people to commit an offence through num bing them to 

the effects o f  their offending. For example, Ronan identified the effects o f Valium ® as 

contributing to his offending.

I  got strung out on [Va Hum] badly, taking them and getting stoned and staying out all night robbing. ‘Cos they 

make you feel like you don't care about anyone... They make you not care about anything or anyone in the world.

(Ronan, 17)

Additionally, young people used substances to address their nerv'es during the commission o f a 

crime. Some, for example, suggested that being intoxicated gave them  confidence or “more bottle” 

particularly when an offence ran the risk o f coming into contact with their victim (such as in the 

case o f  a burglary^).

T he Context o f  Substance U se and O ffending

To attribute offending solely to young people’s excessive consum ption o f alcohol an d /o r drugs 

neglects the multi-faceted nature o f  young people’s offending, m uch o f  which this chapter has 

detailed: economic incentives, influence o f social environm ent and fractured transitions. 

Additionally, accounts o f substance use and offending revealed certain ‘trigger’ events that 

preceded criminal activity in this context and which were often linked to certain trauma in young 

people’s lives.

T hroughout his inten'iew, E am on linked his offending strongly to his drug and alcohol use. 

However, his account also points to ways in which excessive substance use helped him to “escape 

[the] reali^’ o f  a difficult hom e situation which included domestic ’̂iolence and parental substance



misuse. W hen asked to share his perspectives on youth offending generally, his response also 

provided insight into his own offending.

Most people it foffendin^ would be from their problems that they’d have at home, you get annoyed. Some people 

would be demented like going ojf the head. I t ’s more drink but i t ’d be more personal matters that’d have you oj[f 

being annoyed. Or i f  you ’re annoyed you go out drinking cos yo u ’re annoyed to escape reality, see that’s the way it 

is. The way I  was drinking and doing drugs was to escape reality. (Eamon, 21)

There was also evidence to suggest that violent offending was prom pted by incitement or 

provocation by others. This m ost commonly occurred in the context o f  large gatherings o f young 

people in public spaces. Mark acknowledged changes in his character and behaviour brought 

about by alcohol consum ption, suggesting that, [vodkal makes you go off the head. ..jyou] start fighting 

with people”. How'ever, he also considered that such behaviour could be triggered by other 

individuals as he went on to explain: “7 wouldn’t go off the head until someone annoys you” (Mark, 19).

A t the time o f interview, C onor was awaiting sentencing for an aggravated burglary'. The 

com bination o f alcohol and drugs prior to the offence resulted in his hazy recollection and 

interpretation o f events. Yet, he highlighted the death^*" o f his cousin as a factor.

I  went off the head the night of me cousin ’.r funeral.. .1 can’t remember leaving the pub but I  ended up running 

through a gaff with a lump hammer in me hand, looking for car keys, can’t remember a thing though.

(Conor, 23)

A similar tragedy triggered K ate’s violent assault on a young wom an in her neighbourhood which 

resulted in her victim being adm itted to hospital: “I  drank two bottles of vodka and I  was going 

around... I  got a phone call that me cousin got stabbed to death and I  went on one and she was the first person I  

saw and I  killed het^’̂ ^̂  (Kate, 22). K ate’s actions can therefore be understood as originadng in her 

reacdon to her own perceived experience o f victimisation, albeit aggravated by her substance use 

at the same time.

Young people’s experiences thus supported the assertion that the relationship between substance 

use and crime is multi-faceted. In addition to the economic motivation model, that supporting

Conor’s cousin died through completing suicide and Conor identified this as a particularly difficult time.
Similar to previous use o f  the term ‘kiH’, Kate is referring to a violent attack wliich did not end in death.
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substance use requires the  generation  o f  incom e, the psychopharm acological m odel is also 

supported  by the sm dy’s data w here the  effects o f  intoxication  (such as d isinhibition  and bad 

judgem ent) are linked to  criminal behav iou r (Collins, 1981; Fagan, 1990).̂ **'* T h e  analysis adds an 

im portan t layer o f  understand ing  o f  the relationship betw een substance use and crim e in 

illum inating traum atic o r stressful b iographical events w hich act as a trigger o f  o ffending  a n d /o r  

substance use by young people.

HOUSING CAREERS AND HOMELESSNESS

Seventeen young peop le  (thirteen young m en and four young w om en) in this subgroup  had 

experienced unstable housing, having lived in unsuitable o r tem porary' living situations as well as 

spending periods hom eless. W'hile the onset o f  offending  p receded  periods o f  housing  instability 

in all cases, changes in living situations ser\^ed to  propel o ffending  or, at the very^ least, set the 

con tex t fo r young peo p le’s con tinued  involvem ent in criminal activity.'*^ W hile links betw een 

hom elessness and crim e are n o t uni-d irectional, this section exam ines young peop le’s accounts o f  

housing instabilit)’ and  the im pact o f  hom elessness on  their offending  b e h a v io u r .T h i s  

crim inogenic view  o f  hom elessness has argued that crim e is a ‘sur\nvaF technique in response to 

the ‘strain’ faced by living on  the streets (Baron &  H artnagel, 1997; Carlen, 1996; H agan  & 

M cC arthy, 1997), subcultural values su p p o rt violence on  the streets (Baron ei aL, 2001) and  the 

necessitv' o f  ca rr.in g  o u t m any aspects o f  life in pubHc spaces leads to  the crim inalisation o f  street 

life (Snow et aL, 1989).

In the cu rren t study, experiences o f  housing  instability im pacted  on  young peo p le’s o ffend ing  

th rough p rocesses linked to  sun 'ival on  the streets, accessing accom m odation , the rou tine o f  

street life, new  social netw orks and the rem oval o f  (parental) con tro l in the search for 

independence. T hree respo n d en ts  had  accessed O u t o f  H ours accom m odation  (OHS)^*’ in the

Evidence o f  the sj’stemic model, that the system o f  drug distnbution is linked to violent cnm e (Goldstein, 1985) 
did not emerge in voung people’s accounts o f  their own offending. However, as the following chapter details, 
victimisation experienced by a num ber o f young men, which was linked to their involvement in the drug economy, 
mav add weight to a systemic understanding o f  the relationship between substance use and crime.

McCarthy & Hagan (1991), in a study o f  young homeless people in Canada, also identified the criminogenic 
nature o f homelessness, finding that although a sizeable proportion o f  those surv'eved participated in a num ber o f 
illegal activities while living at home, a significantly greater proportion participated in criminal activities subsequent 
to leaving home.

The reverse relationship o f  offending and incarceration impacting on housing careers is addressed in the 
following chapter.

The C)ut-of H ours Service (OHS) is a Crisis Interv'ention Service for homeless children and voung people, set up 
to provide those under 18 in crisis with the necessan- services when all other services or options were exhausted or
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city centre and identified this event as having precipitated a change in their offending behaviour. 

Sam explained that, on moving from foster care into OHS accom m odation, his offending 

escalated from m inor offending to criminal acdvity which helped him survive on the streets. In 

conjuncdon with a move into similar accom m odation, Ciaran reported a change in his daily 

routine whereby he spent larger am ounts o f time outdoors, ‘hanging around’ the streets during 

which different r\pes o f  offending could occur.

\Xl)a11 didn V like was the ivaj you were booted out in the morning and you had nothing to do for a fu ll day. You 

had to be out of there at ten in the morning and you couldn’t come back til nine at night so I  used to get into 

trouble hanging around all day, I  used to just rob. (Ciaran, 17)

Ciaran had initiated offending prior to moving into the city centre and his involvement in 

criminal activity at this juncture extended to drug dealing. However, housing instability triggered 

a change in his offending and marked his entr}’ to m ore persistent involvem ent in “street 

crime. ..looking for money all day in town on the streef\ He described making new acquaintances with 

o ther young m en in temporary' accom m odation settings, who, he explained, “used to go in and get 

drunk and fight people and do a lot of robbing in town'\ Ciaran’s transition to homelessness thus 

provided the requisite time, as well as a perceived necessity and social support for offending, 

jam es’ move into the city centre homeless ‘scene’ was similarly associated with a change in his 

offending. He identified the draw o f “street crime'\ particularly in terms o f  surviving life on the 

streets and he too made acquaintances with homeless youth who were involved in offending. As 

)ames moved between different emergency hostels, the need for shelter precipitated a series o f 

offending which included trespassing and breaking into apartm ent complexes.

closed. The requirements of the OHS stipulate that 5'oung people can only access the service by going to a Garda 
station after 8p.m. It is then the dut)’ of the Gardai to contact the out-of-hours social work team which determines 
whether the young person can return home and, if not, must provide accommodation in one of the beds allocated to 
the emergency service (Mayock & \'ekic, 2006). Contact with the Out of Hours ser\aces has been identified as a 
watershed in previous research of youth homelessness in Ireland, marking the onset of a process of exposure to 
settings and environments where their risk of involvement in criminal and other ‘risky’ activirj' was liigh (Mayock & 
O'Sullivan, 2007).
™ In OHS accommodation settings, hostels have to be vacated and young people are not permitted to return until 
late evening. Similar to previous research on homeless youth in Dublin, without the structure of school or a training 
programme, young people were forced to spend rime in public settings where their risk of involvement in criminal 
activity' was high (Mayock et al., 2008: 122).

For all three of these young men, however, a third career can be added to this picture, that o f their drug careers, 
which also interacted with their housing careers, either bringing about a breakdown in stable accommodation or, like 
Sam, being introduced to heroin in a hostel setting. In turn, their escalating drug careers necessitated offending to 
fund their drug use.
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O ther young people had not entered the ‘official’ network o f  homeless youth through accessing 

homeless ser\nces but had experienced shorter term or episodic homelessness and had accessed 

other unstable t\"pes o f  accom m odation or, alternatively, slept rough on occasions. D a ta’s parents 

separated when he was 13 and he had spent a num ber o f years living between their respective 

homes. By the age o f  16, he was living in his father’s house but was asked to leave due to his 

histor\’ o f  offending. Following this, Dara spent a year alternating between the hom es o f friends 

and sleeping rough when there was no other option available. Faced with the prospect o f  

sleeping on the streets, Dara had attem pted to fund alternative accommodation.

It was difficult living away from home]. Y ou’ve no money or nothing, that’s what made me start selling drugs, 

that’s how 1 was able to stay in hotels sometimes, selling drugs, robbing cars.. .Just anything to make money.

(Dara, 23)

Shane found him self faced with a similar problem  at the age o f 15 when he left his grandfather’s 

house and subsequently came to rely on friends for a place to stay. W'hen this was not possible, 

he slept on the streets, a situation he strove to avoid through illegitimate money-making 

strategies.

Me and me tnate used to make €200 a day between us with fake sponsor sheets. We used to go around to all the 

towns, making loads o f money. A t  the start we were staying in hotels every night, going out making money and 

then coming back and paying for the hotel and back out the next morning. (Shane, 19)

W'hile these moves were o f increasing instabilirv^ in young people’s lives, o ther respondents made 

w hat was perceived as positive transitions in their housing careers, signifying a m ove towards 

independence, yet they also faced difficulties which impacted on their offending careers. For 

example, Sarah m oved from a D ublin suburb into city centre private rented accom m odation but, 

due to  what she perceived as a lack o f  surv'eillance in cit}’ centre locations, she was encouraged in 

her shoplifting. Mani highlighted that, at 18, he discovered new feelings o f  independence and 

subsequently m oved out o f  hom e into private rented accom m odation with his friends. A t the 

same rime, the absence o f  his m other’s authorit)’ resulted in escalated offending.



. ..  there’s no rules, there nothing hut then again i f  you live your life like that with no rules... That’s when all the 

trouble started happening when I  reached the age of 18... Now I  'm gone out [of home] so now I ’m just thinking 

J ’m the big cheese, then 1just start seeing trouble with the guards. (Mani, 20)

Thus, in leaving home, either voluntarily or otherwise, young people faced considerable 

difficulties in making successful transitions in their housing careers to positions o f  stabilit)^

Those that experienced homelessness were m ost evidently at risk o f their living situation 

exacerbating a ‘need’ to offend. However, moves towards independence, in some cases, also 

precipitated offending, thus highlighting the potential need for support to be made available to 

young people in their housing careers.

INTERACTION WITH THE CRIMINAL JUSTICE SYSTEM

During inter\new, several respondents spoke either directly or indirectly about their experiences 

o f the criminal justice system, ranging from (sometimes daily) contact with the Gardai' and 

experiences o f arrest to court appearances and outcomes, including periods o f  incarceration. In 

some cases, these experiences appeared to propel, rather than act as a deterrent to, offending. In 

particular, many identified the lack o f  a deterrent effect o f  the vouth justice system whereas 

others felt resigned to further offending on the attainm ent o f a criminal record. Additionally, 

ongoing, tense relationships with Gardai and the experiences o f  continued sur\'eillance brought 

som e young people into further contact with the criminal justice system. The relationship 

between criminal justice contact and offending is somewhat m ore complex than a linear 

connection. Nonetheless, no t only significant theoretically, young people’s interpretations o f  this 

connection are vitally im portant for a consideration o f policy designed to divert young people 

from offending.

Fourteen participants (twelve males and two females) related aspects o f  their contact with the 

criminal justice system to their continued offending. Many engaged in a considerable am ount o f 

offending before being first detected by the Gardai. A num ber o f  accounts suggested that as 

voung people felt they were ‘getting away w ith’ crime, the possibility o f  being ‘caught’ did not act 

as a strong deterrent.
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Sure I  never got caught robbh?g a house and I ’ve robbed a few and 1 only ever got caught sponsoring'̂ '’ twice and 

Vm doing that jive years, most days. Only the stupid ones get caught... ‘cos they’re too chimsy...rm hard to catch.

(Shane, 19)

Even w hen voung people did com m ence ‘getting caught’ they also reported a considerable 

am ount o f  undetected offending: “I ’d scy I  got caught forfive percent o f what I  was actually doin£ 

(Ciaran, 17). Furtherm ore, in considering the possibUiU’ o f detection, several indicated that they 

perceived only m inor negative repercussions, certainly for those under the age o f  18 years: . J

couldn'tget done on it [shoplifting... I  was under 18. Then 1 got caught shoplifting again and 1 got another JLO  

and I  couldn’t stop laughing you knouJ’ (Sarah, 23).

The indifference expressed above by Sarah was com m on to many o f the narratives and young 

people frequendv stated openly that they did not fear the consequences o f ‘getting caught’ to any 

great extent as teenagers. Sean was 16 at the time o f interview and likewise felt im m une or 

protected from criminal justice repercussions: “/  wouldn’t get into trouble for anything i f  1 got caught. No 

previous convictions, slap on the wrists...laugh at them walking out of the court’ (Sean, 16). These kinds o f 

assessments o f criminal justice outcom es frequently originated from what young people had 

witnessed and heard in interaction with their peers. W hen recounting his first court appearance, 

Shane described an absence o f  nerv^es, having discussed the m atter with friends w ho had 

previously gone through this process: “A  few  of me mates were in court before and they used to tell me it 

gets pu t bact€’ (Shane, 19).

Respondents’ first-hand experience o f attending the Children’s Court appeared to confirm  the 

reports o f their peers. Kate stated openly that she “didn’t care” when she first appeared at the 

Children’s Court because “J knew i f  I  got a charge I  wouldn’t get locked up, Vm a k id ’ (Kate, 22). Such 

expressions o f indifference were in fact widespread. Similarly, Mark did not perceive any serious 

outcom es o f the Children’s Court as “nothing really happens to you in there... You get away n^th murder, 

you do” (Mark, 19). Derek echoed the dismissive attitude to detection o f offending at a young age, 

given his knowledge o f the lack o f resources to detain young m en under 16 3'ears. '̂*'

S hane’s ‘sponsoring’ entailed creating fake sp onsor sheets for a particular even t and going d o o r-to -d o o r 
requesting  sponsorsh ip  o r m oney.

Y o u n g  m en aged un d er sixteen are only eligible to  be detained in a C hildren  D e ten a o n  School w here  there  is a 
significantly low er nu m b er o f  beds available than , for exam ple, in St P a trick ’s Institu tion  w liich caters for voung m en 
aged 16-2 1 .
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When you’re that age [early teenage years! there’s no beds [in Children Detention Schools] and you know that. 

W^hen you’re younger and you’re picking up charges, yo u ’d be ripping them up in front of the coppers. You get a 

charge sheet, you say That will be part of the wallpaper, sure there no beds’. (Derek, 23)

In a somewhat different vein, a num ber o f young people depicted a resignation to continue to 

offend as a resuh o f being processed through the criminal justice system. For example, Ronan 

identified the point when he received his first charge as one when he perceived no benefit to 

desistance: "'Once I  got one charge theyjust started rolling in. So when 1 had a few charges I  didn’t care, I  goes 

‘Fuck it I  have the charges now, why .r/'o/)?” (Ronan, 17). Alternatively, a num ber o f young men, on 

release from prison, described wanting to make the m ost o f  their ‘freedom ’ before they were 

reincarcerated.

I  fucking thought it was great, didn’t know meself when I  was only out... When I  got out Ijust thought I  was 

invincible just didn't give a fuck. I  ended up straight back in. (Conor, 23)

Jo e ’s assessment o f the criminal justice process was perhaps m ore calculated and he linked 

experiences o f previous incarceration to his consideration o f engaging in more serious offending: 

“Then we started doing burglaries, we were thinking ‘What’s the point in getting locked up for robbing cars when 

we can go out and do proper stuff?”’ (|oe, 17).

The majorit}’ o f  young people’s contact with the criminal justice system, however, was in the 

context o f interactions with the Gardai. T}^icallv, tense relationships were depicted and, 

additionally, were cited as provoking further (often violent) offending am ong male and, less 

frequendv, female respondents in tliis subgroup. O n the event o f detection or ‘getting caught’, 

young people identified increased sun^eillance by the Gardai: ‘‘‘They catch you with something they’re 

going to stop you again to see i f  you have something on you again” (Eoin, 18). Respondents often described 

this as harassment and felt that certain members o f  the Gardai were aiming to provoke a 

reaction. This interaction could result, in some cases, in offending or further criminal justice 

contact such as through a verbal reaction by the young person: “You'dsay to a copper ‘Fuck off and 

they’d amstyou and charge you for i f  ’ (Peter, 18). M ore serious repercussions, however, were evident 

in a num ber o f  voung m en’s narratives which were often related to having experienced Garda 

violence directed towards them  during an arrest or in the Garda station, jack reported an
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acrimonious relationship with a communit}' Garda and his desire to be a source o f  annoyance 

through his offending.

This Garda coming up to jo n  givingjon grief, going ‘You little red prick They’II go T il smash you up ’ and

then you turn round and say ‘I ’m going to make your night shift vety hard’. Then that night that’s when we lost 

the plot. He was giving us all grief, we went out, we got a brand new 08 Beamer,̂ ^  ̂we burned it oiH right in the 

middle o f the field where he goes every Friday night. Lost the plot he did, lost the plot. (jack, 19)

Finally, Ronan described an ongoing feud between young men in his neighbourhood and the 

local Gardaf. In fact, at the time o f  intennew, R onan’s face was swollen from a ‘beating’ he had 

received days before from a Garda. Firstly, Ronan described being the constant subject o f Garda 

sur\^eillance and \iolence.

The police are obviously lookingfor me every day. They’re trying to pick me up. They won’t leave me alone...They 

keep coming around and hitting me. I'm  not going to take it anymore. I'm  going to lose the head.

(Ronan, 17)

Ronan later recounted that he did eventually ‘lose the head’ as he ‘snapped’ and assaulted a 

Garda, who was subsequendy hospitalised. According to Ronan, however, this was a justified 

reaction; “7ju st got sick of them hitting me all the time... They brought it on them.<:elver.

Thus there were many layers to young people’s contact with the criminal justice system which 

their narratives suggested are linked to experiences o f further offending. Accounts reflected 

previous research where continued offending was encouraged by ‘getting away with it’, potential 

repercussions did no t act as a deterrent or the outcomes o f experiences o f arrest had been 

ineffectual (Barn', 2006; Stephen & Squires, 2003). Furtherm ore, some respondents perceived no 

incentive to desist on the attainm ent o f  a criminal record while constant sun'eillance and 

‘harassm ent’ sensed to fuel acrimonious relationships with authorit}% resulting, for many, in 

further contact with the criminal justice system.

Referring to the colour o f  Jack’s hair. 
BMXX' registered m 2008.
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HABIT AND CONVENIENCE

T he discussion thus far has highlighted the complexit}' o f the context o f  much o f  young people’s 

offending in the ‘m aintenance’ phase o f their criminal career. For many, there was a perceived 

‘need’ to offend, or strengthened incentives, in addition to  ‘trigger’ events. However, some young 

people alluded to the “habitual, m undane and boring nature” o f  offending as also described by 

respondents in Barrj-’s study (2006: 89). In this way, crime simply became part o f  their daily 

routine. A num ber, for example, alluded to having developed a ‘habit’ which was difficult to 

break: “itjust starts becoming a habit, just doing stupid things for a laugh, just kept going, kept going.. .it was 

just like a routine" (Mani, 20).

T he habitual nature o f  offending was also evident in the somewhat automatic consideration o f 

offending in certain circumstances. For example, while a num ber o f young men reported the 

theft o f ‘top dollar’ cars for subsequent sale, they also stole cars o f lesser value simply as a means 

o f transport and thus for convenience: “I ’d no way of getting home so I  broke into the B and B to try and 

rob a cat’’’ (Cathal, 21). Joe similarly reported the theft o f  a car as means to return hom e after a 

night socialising.

I  was walking home.. .and I  seen a little Ford Fiesta there. I  was out at all hours of the morning... I  said, ‘I'm  

knackered. I ’m not walking back’ so bend back the door, jumped into the joke. (loe, 17)

Alternatively, some depicted their offending as an “addiction” , something that was “hard to stop 

doin£’ (Joe, 17). For these young people, the draw o f offending was associated with the 

enjoyment or ‘adrenalin buzz’ they experienced but, more commonly, with monetar)' gain: “wejust 

got too greedy” (Joe, 17). For some, the sense o f needing or having no option but to offend was 

likened to drug use in terms o f  its ‘addictive’ qualities: “I t ’s joyriding actually adrenalin, i t ’s pure 

adrenalin. I t ’s like doing drugs, i t ’s vey addictive as well’ (Adam, 17).

Sarah’s experiences o f  shoplifting and selling stolen goods incorporated all o f  these notions o f 

offending as habitual behaviour. She reported experiencing a ‘buzz’ at the start o f  her shoplifting 

career; getting “used to the money. ..and used to haring the clothed as time progressed; and ultimately 

com ing to view offending behaviour as “something that you kind of have to do”. The habitual nature o f 

Sarah’s offending also m eant that desistance presented challenges.



Thus, as young people’s experiences o f  offending continued over time and they came to view it 

as a wav to ‘solve’ problem s or ‘get by’, crime became an almost automatic consideration in the 

daily routine. In  this way, the ‘decision’ to offend was not a question o f moral choice for many 

but rather simply a way ‘things are done’.

DISCUSSION

This chapter has examined the multiple levels o f understanding o f a particular ‘phase’ o f 

offending, based on the accounts o f  the study’s twent^^-seven young people who em barked upon 

an offending path marked by increased severity' an d /o r frequency. The chapter traced the move 

away from  a focus on ‘strained’ leisure careers and the pursuit o f excitement and produced a 

m ore complex picture o f  offending in the post-onset phase. During this phase, advantages and 

contexts attached to criminal activity were distinctive from the time o f  onset. W hile no two 

‘stories’ w^ere the same, many similar accounts allowed for the data to be presented thematically. 

However, m ore often than no t individuals’ offending narratives included a number, if  not all, o f  

the factors and contexts which encouraged or supported continued offending: financial 

incentives; attainm ent o f status; the impact o f  the social environment; the relationship between 

substance use and crime; housing instabiliU’; criminal justice contact; a n d /o r force o f  habit.

As Figure 7.1 dem onstrates, the picture o f offending becomes somewhat more complex as 

criminal careers evolve with many connections becoming bi-directional and additional concepts 

becom ing relevant since the time o f onset. Y oung people’s continued offending was initially 

presented in this chapter as in response to monetar}" needs and a search for status or prestige. 

This is represented in Figure 7.1 by the strain experienced as a result o f  a number o f  fractured 

transitions in young people’s life histor\^ narratives. In this way, unemployment, responsibility to 

children and housing instabilit)' intensified a need to pursue economic capital by the means 

available to them. Additionally, for young m en in particular, offending was a strategy to attain 

status and prestige, or symbolic and cultural capital, within their social context.
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F ig u r e  7.1 T h e  P ro c e s s  o f  O f f e n d in g  P o s t - O n s e t
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Life stories were also characterised, in some cases, by a sense o f  loss through family deaths and 

illness, leading young people to increased substance use. Substance use also emerged prior to 

offending in the context o f peer networks. Increased substance use impacted on offending 

through financial need, in addition to the altering effects on young people’s behaviour. Substance 

use also, in this way, led to increased criminal justice contact.
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Perm eating these accounts was the continued impact o f  the social environm ent on young 

people’s offending which included their interactions with the local neighbourhood and their 

contact with social networks. As fractured transitions placed them  in contact with individuals in 

similar situations (through unoccupied time as a result o f  unemployment and long periods o f  

disengagement with meaningful activit)') within their neighbourhoods, these interactions further 

limited their prospects as networks and the neighbourhood could no t provide them  with the 

necessarv ‘bridging social capital’.

For males, social networks extended beyond their immediate peer groups and many accounts 

echoed learning theories o f  crime whereby they were introduced to and mastered the techniques 

o f  ‘new ’ t}"pes o f  offending. In  some cases, these networks were initiated through previous 

criminal justice contact (incarceration), thus highlighting the potentially cyclical nature o f  this 

process. The communit)’ context also ser\^ed to encourage offending by providing an existing 

alternative economy which tilled a void left bv many young people’s disengagement from 

education a n d /o r  the labour market. The ‘condoning’ attitudes found at this level (for some 

offences) served to contribute to a ‘wav o f life’ or ^habitu  ̂ that was rarely questioned. Young 

people’s offending, in mrn, made them subject to criminal justice inten-ention which sensed, in 

some cases, to encourage or exacerbate offending by introducing them  to criminal peers and, 

consistent with the emphasis o f  labelling theory, intensif\-ing barriers to exiting this process 

through effects on, for example, employment aspirations (as is discussed in the following 

chapter). Additionally, ‘getting away with it’ through lack o f  detection o f  offending was cited by a 

num ber o f respondents as encouraging further offending. Alternatively, the mere habitual nature 

o f crime was identified am ong some respondents who almost automatically engaged in offending 

as part o f  a routine, raising few moral questions.

Finally, the accounts o f this phase o f offending were gendered to a considerable extent. While 

both  male and female respondents were responding to  ‘strained’ situations it was almost 

exclusively young men who engaged in offending for substantial am ounts o f money (beyond 

w hat was required for substance use or social Ufe, for example). The search for status with peer 

groups was also a tv’pically male process. Furtherm ore, while 3’oung m en’s narratives depicted a 

particular impact o f social networks in the neighbourhood, for young wom en this was m ore 

Upicallv restricted to rom antic relationships with drug- and criminally-involved young m en. O n 

the o ther hand, both male and female respondents benefited from the tolerance found at a
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community level for parts o f  their offending. Wliile young people’s accounts presented 

justificadon and radonalisation for their offending, further analysis takes account o f the 

disadvantages o f this process which feed into narradves o f desistance. It is the latter which is 

analysed in the following chapter.
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CHAPTER EIGHT

GOING STRAIGHT: THE PROCESS OF EXITING 

INTRODUCTION

The previous chapter outlined the experiences o f the post-onset criminal careers o f  twenrj^-seven 

o f  the sample’s young people. In doing so, it identified ‘consolidating’ factors and motivations 

that contributed to an understanding o f  longer-term or more serious offending. This chapter 

follows to examine and assess the extent to which these young people had desisted or attem pted 

to desist from offending at the time o f inter\'iew.^’''

Desistance from offending can be understood as an event, “ the time at which criininal activit}' 

stops” or, alternatively, as “ the causal process that supports the termination o f  offending” (Laub 

& Sampson, 2001: 11). The latter conceptualisation, which understands desistance as a process, 

has emerged prominently in the literature in recent years (see Laub & Sampson, 2001; LeBlanc & 

Loeber; Maruna, 2001; Kazemian, 2007; Bottom s et al., 2004). The structure o f  this thesis has 

necessitated the separate treatm ent o f  different phases o f offending, including the onset/early, 

m iddle/m aintenance, and desistance/cessation stages. However, this presentation o f data in no 

way suggests an arbitrar}' point at which one stage o f a criminal career ends and the next begins. 

Rather the processual nature o f  offending blurs such demarcations. This is particularly the case 

where desistance narratives begin to emerge while individuals continue to offend.

The chapter begins by assessing the extent o f  cessation in offending am ong the studv’s sample. 

Conceptualising desistance as a process is identified as somewhat complex com pared to an 

approach that focuses on the point o f  complete cessation in offending. This is followed by an 

account o f  the origins o f the desistance process which are located in an appreciation o f  the ‘costs’ 

o f offending. Such an appreciadon is identified as leading young people to consider the benefits 

or ‘w orth ’ o f  offending. T he circumstances which act as motivators in moving young people 

towards desistance are then considered and this is followed by an examination o f facilitators and 

instabilities wliich im pact on young people’s attem pts to stop offending. Finally, the chapter

It is acknowledged that follow up inter\'iews with participants would have enhanced the picture o f desistance in 
addition to corroborating interview data with criminal justice records. However, criminal justice records, too, only 
give one picture and do not account for undetected offending. Additionalh', in conceptualising desistance as a 
process and one in which individuals can oscillate between offending and conforming behaviour, much is to be 
gleaned from young people’s assertions, aspirations and thoughts attached to  future offending or otherwise.
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considers an integrarive approach  to  understand ing  desistance narratives, in term s o f  b o th  

exogenous and  agendc contexts, as respo n d en ts’ experiences faU to fit com fortably  w ith  labels 

“ super-dupe” o r “ super-agent” (Farrall & Bowling, 1999).

EVIDENCE OF DESISTANCE

R esearch w hich attem pts to exam ine desistance faces the challenge o f  establishing w heth er and 

w hen  precisely desistance has occurred. As M eisenhelder (1977: 319) suggests, an in teraction ist 

approach  prioritises the perspecdve o f  the individual in this regard: “ exiting occurs w hen  the 

o ffender subjectively feels that he has abandoned  crim inal behavior for som e m ore  o r less 

signihcant period o f  tim e” . Alternatively, evidence o f  desistance can be gleaned from  official 

records although these data are unable to  account for undetected  offending. Indeed , neither 

approach  can know  w hat ‘happens nex t’ (G add &  Farrall, 2004).""^ N evertheless, a n um ber o f  

researchers have identified tim e periods o f  non -o ffend ing  after w hich desistance is claim ed to 

have occurred. This has ranged from  one year (G raham  &  Bowling, 1995; M aruna, 2001; W arr, 

1998) to  three or m ore years (H aggard et al., 2001; Shover & T h o m p so n , 1992; U ggen & 

K ru ttschn itt, 1998). H ow ever, a num ber o f  au thors expect a certain level o f  crim inal activit)’ to  

continue, thus conceptualising desistance as a process.

Q uestions therefore  arise as to  how  long-term  desistance from  offending  m ight be distinguished 

from  a period  o f  in term ittencv, defined by P iquero  (2004: 175) as “a temporar}- abstinence from  

crim inal activit}’ during a particular period  o f  tim e only to  be follow ed by a resum ption  o f  

crim inal activitN'” . M aruna, w ith o thers (M aruna & Farrall, 2004; M aruna et a l, 2004), using the 

sym bolic in teraction ist fram ew ork o f  primar}^ and  secondary' deviation offered  bv L em ert’s (1951) 

labelling theor\", distinguishes betw een primar\^ desistance o r “ any lull o r crim e-free gap in the 

course o f  a crim inal career” and  secondary desistance defined as “ the m ovem ent from  the 

behavior o f  non-offend ing  to  the assum ption  o f  the role o r identit)' o f  a “ changed p e rso n ”” 

(M aruna et a l, 2004: 274). It is secondary desistance w hich M aruna argues is o f  theoretical 

interest. H ow ever, in the Irish contex t, Healy (2010) m akes a case for also studying prim ary 

desistance w hich, she suggests, can occur after one m o n th  o f  non-invo lvem ent in criminal 

activit}’ com pared  to secondar}’ desistance, said to  be achieved following a period o f  one year. 

B ottom s et al. (2004: 371) similarly suggest that the study o f  desistance m ust take accoun t o f  any

Farrington (1992: 523) goes as far to sa}' that it is not until people die that their desistance from offending is 
certain.
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significant lull or crime-free gap in the course o f a criminal career. This conceptualisation 

acknowledges a “ faltering, hesitant and oscillating” m ovem ent inwards desistance which may 

include further episodes o f criminalit)’. Placing an individual on a continuum  o f criminalit}' and 

conformit}^, the authors argue that neither point is likely to be reached (Bottoms et ai, 2004: 383). 

LeBlanc and Loeber (1998: 123) also consider that desistance does not simply mean complete 

conformit)^, stating that it may include the slowing down in the frequency o f offending 

(deceleration), a reduction in its variet}' (specialisation), or a reduction in its seriousness (de- 

escalation). W hat these studies suggest is that desistance needs to be viewed and understood as a 

process rather than a single or abrupt event and that the move towards desistance may well occur 

while an individual continues to offend. This conceptualisation o f desistance ideally requires 

narrative data to examine subde shifts in an individual’s perspectives on offending (as well as 

behaviour) and to assess if  in fact h e /sh e  considers h im /herself to be moving towards desistance.

O t the twent\"-seven young people who continued to offend post- onset fifteen (twelve male and 

three female) presented themselves as desisters and the remaining twelve (ten male and two 

female) reported ongoing offending at the time o f  inten'iew. For nine o f  the study’s ‘desisters’, 

cessation in offending was a recent developm ent while six respondents had desisted for a period 

o f  at least one year. These figures are perhaps to be expected given the age range o f  the sample as 

previous findings suggest that desistance m ost commonly occurs during the late twenties 

(Farrington et al, 2006; G add & Farrall, 2004). Those young people who presented has having 

desisted for the longest period were almost all aged between 21 and 23 years (although one was 

aged 19) while recent desisters were aged between 14 and 21 years.

A closer examination o f young people’s narratives uncovered a more complex picture o f  

respondents’ attem pts to exit their criminal careers, with all but one participant (including active 

offenders at the time o f intendew) expressing a desire to desist as well as articulating reasons or 

motives for desistance. Therefore, a desistance narrative could be identified for practically all 

respondents irrespective o f  whether a cessation in offending, temporar\- or otherwise, had been 

achieved. In addition, young people reported behavioural change suggestive o f a shift towards 

desistance which included deceleration, specialisation and de-escalation as described by Le Blanc 

and Loeber (1998). These respondents had both  desisted from  m ore serious t)’pes o f criminal 

activit)’ and were offending less frequently in recent m onths/years. For example, Ciaran had 

ceased larger-scale drug dealing activity' and had successfully desisted, for a period, from all crime.
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I lowever, on reinitiating heroin use, he resumed the sale o f  smaller quantities o f  illegal drugs to 

fund his heroin consum ption (he reported previously making substantial am ounts o f m oney from 

drug dealing). A t the time o f intentiew, his involvement in theft was largely opportunistic; “I f l  

sail' an opportunity to rob something I  probably would hut I ’m trying to stay away from it as much as I  can” 

(Ciaran, 17).

Like Ciaran, some respondents considered the possibilit}^ o f  offending in the future while others 

expressed a stronger com m itm ent to desistance. Therefore, there was evidence that young people 

differed in terms o f  their ability to remain crime-free. Jam es was one o f the relatively small 

num ber who articulated certaint}' o f desistance, having ceased offending for one year at time o f 

inter\’iew.

I ’ll never go back to it [crime]. N o matter what, I ’ll never go back to it. I ’d rather die than go back to that...Even 

i f  me ma or somebody died there’s no way 1 could offend again] (| ames, 19)

Kate, aged 22, had ceased all criminal activit}' for a period o f Uvo years and also asserted that she 

would “ttet’ei’’ offend in the future. M ore commonly, however, respondents did no t offer 

conclusive or definitive statements in relation to their desistance. Derek, for example, who 

reported one o f the m ost lengthy periods o f desistance (having not offended in tvvo years) 

remained uncertain about his abilit)' to maintain this status: “7 hope I ’m finished with all that. I  don’t 

know, but I  hope I  am” (Derek, 23). Similarly Mark, who was a m ore recent desister, did not rule 

out future offending: “I ’m going to .stay out o f trouble for as long as 1 can” (Mark, 19). Young people 

therefore alluded to the fragiUt}  ̂o f their attempts at desistance and their narratives also suggest a 

potential for future offending. R onan’s assessment o f his offending, on the o ther hand, revealed a 

pattern o f  “interniittency” (Piquero, 2004). At the time o f intentiew, he was an active offender 

but aspired to desistance: “I ’m trying to stay good at the moment’ (Ronan, 17). However, he also 

reported that he had m oved in and out o f offending in the past and identified two separate 

“phased o f  offending, broken by a period o f “copping on”]'̂  ̂“I  stopped [offending for a while and I

‘Copping o n ’ is a term used bv some respondents to indicate a shift in their behaviour having ‘come to their 
senses’. In fact, the phrase was used to  name a national crime awareness programme in Ireland wliich is aimed at 
reducing the risk and incidence o f criminal activity' among 3'oung people.
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copped on and then I  lost that again then, hack out doing [crime] again. A n d  now I ’m after copping on and 1 

think that’s the last of i t '

O ther active offenders’ accounts similarly included aspirations towards desistance, thus echoing 

the ‘optim ism ’ o f  respondents in Barry’s study w hom  she depicted as “on the verge o f  desisting 

following ever\’ incident o f  offending” (Barr)’, 2006: 96). The identification o f  such a group o f 

young people who aspire to desistance, but nonetheless continue to offend, is im portant in any 

attem pt to understand the circumstances in which they may succeed in the cessation o f 

offending. Furtherm ore, that the desire to stop offending appears to occur long before criminal 

activity ceases, supports a conceptualisation o f desistance as a process.

As discussed in Chapter Three, approaches to desistance research have previously been 

categorised into those which prioridse strucmral effects (Sampson & Laub, 1993) and those in 

which individuals are considered agents o f  their own change (Giordano et ai, 2002; Maruna, 

2001). Both perspectives reject the m aturation argument that individuals simply grow out o f 

crime (see, for example, Glueck & Glueck, 1943; G ottfredson & Hirschi, 1990). As Gadd and 

Farrall (2004: 124) suggest, age, rather than a ‘cause’ o f  desistance, is increasingly considered to 

be an ‘index’ o f  other processes which im pact on involvement in crime.^’* Recent approaches to 

desistance have also presented integrated accounts, that is, accounts which consider the interplay 

between individual choices and those circumstances beyond the control o f  the individual 

(Bottom s et al, 2004; Farrall & BowUng, 1999; Gadd & Farrall, 2004; Laub & Sampson, 2001). 

Similarly, the desistance narratives offered by young people in this study, whether aspirational or 

related to successful attem pts at desistance, require an integrated approach since they do no t fit 

neatly into the categories described by Farrall & BowHng (1999) as ‘super-dupes’ (reacting to 

wider social forces) or ‘super-agents’ (free to act as they choose). Rather, the narratives o f 

desistance dem onstrate that voung people aspired to, and were sometimes com m itted to, a Ufe 

free o f  offending but, additionally, they both  drew on structural resources in their attem pts to do 

so and were impacted by structural forces which acted as barriers to desistance.

Although in this quote Ronan suggests ‘copping o n ’ he continued to describe invoh'em ent in theft and assault in 
the week prior to inter\'iew.

For example, Gadd and Farrall (2004: 124) identify a num ber o f  processes -  the disintegration o f  peer groups, 
leaving the cit)’, employment and family formation — which t^'picaliy occur at certain points o f  the life course o r at 
particular ages. These processes, they assert, have also been linked to cessation in offending.
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ASSESSING THE ‘COSTS’ OF OFFENDING

The previous section highlighted the potential for aspirations towards desistance to occur long 

before indi^nduals cease offending. This would suggest that while ‘turning point’ experiences 

which heighten individuals’ critical awareness o f  their situation may play a role, ‘damascene 

conversions’ (Bottoms c/al., 2004; 383) marking an abrupt cessation in offending are unlikely. 

Rather, individuals are more likely to gradually or incrementally assess their offending behaviour 

with the passing o f  time. Healy’s (2010) study o f  Irish desisters found that the process o f reform  

for ‘primary desisters’ started with a ‘rational’ decision to change which emerged from the 

cumulative effect o f  negative experiences, and often triggered by a final event.’''̂’ Interactionist 

accounts o f criminal careers have highlighted the process o f  individuals tiring o f the effects o f 

criminal justice repercussions (Shover, 1983) and becoming sensitised to the potential risks o f 

offending through witnessing the arrest or incarceration o f their friends (Adler Sc Adler, 1983b). 

These findings thus suggest an increasing awareness o f  the negatives o f  offending which can 

contribute to an understanding o f how aspirations towards desistance emerge.

Young people’s narratives revealed an awareness o f  the downsides o f offending, some o f  which 

challenged the perceived benefits highlighted in the previous chapter. M ost commonly, young 

people identified disadvantages associated with criminal justice system contact as well as the 

negative impact on family relationships or hom e Ufe. Some indicated that their offending had 

contributed to a diminished sense o f self while others highlighted the negative repercussions in 

the areas o f  education and employment. W'hUst housing transitions were considered in previous 

chapters as encouraging young people’s offending, the reverse was also evident in that offending 

behaviour could have negative effects on the stabilit}' o f  living arrangements. The cumulative 

effect o f one or more o f these shifts in perspective was that young people gradually began to 

question whether their offending was ‘w orth it’.

Criminal Justice Repercussions

A num ber o f accounts o f the repercussions o f offending strongly suggest a sense o f criminal 

justice fatigue (Barn*, 2010) whereby the ‘hassle’ o f  criminal justice contact in the form o f 

harassment from  the Gardai and (repeated) incarceration, was taking its toll.”’" Young people’s

Triggers could be positive (marriage) o r negative (prison sentence) (Healv, 2010: 80).
W'Tule tins section liighiights the ways in which voung people were frustrated with continued contact, later 

sections present a desire to avoid further contact as a motivation for desistance.
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first experiences o f certain t\pes o f  criminal justice involvement increased, for some, their 

awareness o f  the consequences o f  their actions. Carly’s first experience o f arrest, which led to a 

suspended sentence, came as som ething o f a shock: “that was my first time getting arrested in a cell. I  

was like ‘oh my God’ and in court,yeah it was mad' (Carly, 21). Similarly, Eam on described his first 

experience o f incarceration as challenging: “It was bardfor the first time [in prison!. In the cell at night 

time yo u ’re thinking about outside. It's not a nice place to b i ' (Eamon, 21).

A num ber o f  the young m en had previous experiences o f detention, some on multiple occasions, 

which, for the m ost part, were depicted in negative temis. Joe (age 17) stated that his “head was 

wrecked’ when he was first incarcerated and that he could “end up killing someone stone dead in there” 

as a result o f the frustration he felt. For Jack (age 19), the personal implications o f  im prisonm ent 

emerged over time: “^4/fiirst I  didn’t care about going to prison but when you do go it affects your whole life”. 

Sam simply stated that he was “Just sick ofiprison”, having experienced multiple periods o f 

incarceration interspersed with periods spent homeless.

O ther negative repercussions o f criminal justice system contact included the experience o f  getting 

barred from particular areas o f the cit)’, an increasing num ber o f fines, im posed curfews, and 

driving bans. However, what stood out in voung people’s stories was the attention they received 

from Gardaf due to their history o f  offending. The previous chapter considered contact with law 

enforcem ent and the criminal justice system in the context o f  continued offending, highlighting 

ways in which young people responded negatively or aggressively to such interactions. 

Additionally, some viewed continued contact with or attention from the Gardai as a form o f  

harassm ent or, alternatively, as unfair treatm ent or a source o f embarrassment. Many felt they 

were treated differendy to others in the neighbourhood by virtue o f  their ‘offender’ label and 

assessed their continuous sun^eillance by the Gardai as unjust: “I f  they see me they pull me just for the 

craic...You’d know,you’d nothingon you, they’d ju st stop you and search you... any excuse” (Shane, 19). Mani 

described a num ber o f  occasions when Gardaf ‘harassed’ him and in some cases this led to 

trouble at home.

...  the worst time they ever done that was when I  was walking ivith my m a... Brings me to the comer, i:earches me, 

takes off my shoes, evetything... then my mam says ‘what's this about? ’ so he brings her aside, tells her eveiy thing.

(Mani, 20)
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W'hile respondents tired o f criminal justice interactions over time, there was evidence that, at 

certain points, specific experiences acted as a trigger to cease offending, at least for a period. 

These circumstances ry'pically included ‘getting caught’ and the increasing severit}^ with age of 

criminal justice repercussions. Adam was 17 at the time o f his inten 'iew  but highlighted the age 

o f  15 as the time when he “didn’t care about getting caughr and when he was m ost frequently 

involved in criminal activity (theft, joyriding, selUng stolen goods and assault). However, having 

“copped on” after his father’s death at age 16, Adam identified a significant decrease in his 

offending. The week before the inter\aew, however, he was ‘caught’ by Gardai in a stolen car 

which, he suggested, pro\Tided renewed m otivation to desist from crime.

I  got a shock there when I  got caught the other day. VII be b Jessed i f  1 get awaj with it. I f l  do, I ’ll never get in 

trouble again hopefully. I ’m going to try and stay out of trouble now cos I'm up in court in July so I  have to stay 

out of trouble really. (Adam, 17)

The disadvantages associated with criminal justice contact weighed heavier as young people made 

transitions through the system. The previous chapter dem onstrated the dismissive attitude o f 

som e respondents to the consequences o f contact with the youth justice system. Over time, 

however, many appeared to give consideration to and assess the potential repercussions. For 

example, in the previous chapter, Derek was quoted as “ripping u p ’ charge sheets. However, he 

conveyed an attitudinal change on turning 16 which coincided with an awareness o f  his eligibiUty 

for incarceration in St. Patrick’s Instim tion:’"' “B//Z when you turn 16 i t ’s a different ball game, St. 

Patrick’s and all Soyou have to watch...there’s a load of placesforyou then” (Derek, 23). For jack, the 

transition to adult status at the age ot 18 was significant; “I f l  was 18 when 1 did all those things years 

ago I ’d be fuckecf’ (jack 19).

“H olding me Back”: Interruptions to Educational and Employment Opportunities

T he previous chapter dem onstrated that a majorit}" o f  those who continued to engage in criminal 

activit}’ post-onset perceived offending as a viable or ‘easy’ way to generate income. However, 

many also convej’ed an understanding o f offending as limiting their opportunities to earn money 

legitimately, primarily because o f its impact on their attem pts to re-engage in education an d /o r 

presenting as a barrier to accessing or maintaining employment. Mani completed his schooling,

3U1 Young men aged under 16 years are only eligible to be detained in a Children Detention School where there is a 
significantlv lower number o f  places available.
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having successfully attained his Leaving Certificate, and had been attending a Post Leaving 

Certificate (PLC)”'̂  course in the hope o f training to become an electrician. However, this 

endeavour was interrupted by the receipt o f  charges and court dates, resulting in his subsequent 

withdrawal from college.

/  was in college but then court.. .that came back on me so 1 had to drop out ‘cos the guards started lookingjor me 

at the house, come lookingjor me in the college.. .Started affecting my college, family life, my personal life, itjust 

kept holding me back. (Mani, 20)

The desire to avoid bringing the status o f ‘offender’ into o ther areas o f  life was also evident in 

Tony’s narrative. He explained that he “loved” his job as a metal fabricator which he had held 

down for eighteen m onths. However, following an incident whereby he received assault charges 

he felt it necessary’ to leave his employment.

I  was at that fwork] for a year and a half and then I  had to leave thatjob over an incident I ’m in court over now 

‘cos there was people coming up to me in thejob and looking for me. I  was going to stay but I  didn ’/ ivant the 

hassle on the boss. He was a nice bloke and I  didn't want people coming up, it looks bad for the business.

(Tony, 19)

O ther participants who had m ore sporadic or casual work arrangements, or who had no previous 

em ploym ent experience, considered their prospects to be poor because o f their offending history^: 

“You can't be going to places with a criminal record' (Sarah, 23). \Kliile the burden o f a criininal record 

was recognised by manj^, Eoin highlighted the delay o f entering the labour market due to periods 

o f incarceration.

I f  1 got locked up jor two years, 1 get out, I ’d be nearly 21 then and yo u ’re not going to get an apprenticeship then. 

You’re wastingyour time. You could have been qualijied but yo u ’re only getting out andyou have to go lookingjor 

work. (Eoin, 18)

Post Leaving Certificate courses provide vocational training for voung people to bridge the gap between school 
and work (Department o f  Education and Skills, 2010).
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The Negative Impact on Self-Image

Offending as a means o f elevating one’s status or enhancing self-worth permeated the accounts 

o f male participants in particular. Female respondents were m ore likely to highlight the negative 

effects o f  offending on their self-image, although this was represented in a num ber o f the male 

narratives also.

R espondents often described feeling embarrassed, exploited or ashamed as a result o f  their 

offending historj'. Young wom en more frequently reported feeling “embarrassed” by their 

offending, particularly at the point when their criminal activit}' was detected by law enforcem ent 

agencies or realised by relatives an d /o r friends. Kate described feeling deeply ashamed — 

expressed as '̂’nearly diecP — when she was caught shoplifting when in the company o f relatives. 

For Sarah, the public nature o f  her experiences o f ‘getting caught’, coupled with appearing in a 

local court, ser^'ed to accentuate her feelings o f  embarrassment.

A n d  I  was walking out of [the shop] one day and 1 got pulledfor a few [stolen] things and they called the Garda. 

XX’alked me through the [shopping centre] over to the Garda station. It was vety embarrassing.. .U ke  that court 

there (localDistrict Court)you'd know everyone that’s there, just emharra.mng. (Sarah, 23)

Rather than express embarrassment, young men tended to report regret about offending. Such 

expressions o f regret were primarily associated with perceived negative personal repercussions 

rather than empathy for their victim: “I ’ve hadfun but 1 regret the whole lot. I  regret being here [probation 

project].. .1 should be finishing an apprenticeship or somethin^' (Jack, 19). Feelings o f regret were also 

linked to self-image as Kevin, for example, reflected on his form er role as a local drug ‘runner’. 

Rather than depicting this role as elevating his status, a feature com m on to many narratives o f  

involvement in the drugs market, he retrospectively highlighted the inevitabilit}' o f  “paying for 

it” : “There always young lads still around today doing r~uns. They ’// cop on. Being .wmeone else ’j  eejit, getting 

caught and getting to pay / / ’(Kevin, 22).

Thus, in contrast to the symbolic capital to be gained through offending as described in the 

previous chapter, some young people began to appreciate the negative connotations o f the 

‘offender’ label. This developed with an awareness that offending is no t valued by all social 

networks. This was particularly evident for young people in the reactions o f  family m em bers to 

their offending.
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Negative Repercussions o f Offending at H om e

Several respondents identified the negative effects their offending had on their family lives and 

relationships. Undesirable effects on family life included reports o f  arguments and deteriorating 

relationships with their parent(s) and, in a smaller num ber o f cases, siblings. The hom es o f young 

m en in particular who were involved in drug dealing and theft were frequently subject to police 

‘raids’ and, on these occasions, respondents’ parents were reported to have reacted in extremely 

negative ways. Y oung people often talked about the ensuing ‘chaos’ witliin their hom es as well as 

heightened levels o f  tension between them  and their parents. In cases o f repeat occurrences, 

some were asked to leave the family home.

A num ber also acknowledged the negative effects o f  their offending on individual family 

members. Young men in particular highlighted the impact o f  their offending on their parent(s), 

m ost typically in terms o f generating anxiety and stress: “Thej just worry a lot about me. I ’ve put them 

in bad health now these days with all the wony” (Tony, 19). In the case o f  absent or deceased fathers, 

m others were acknowledged to bear the burden o f their offending; “/  seen that it was hurting my m d' 

(Mani, 20). Continued offending was thus considered by a num ber to have seriously jeopardised 

an otherwise good m other-son relationship.

I  get on great with my mother. Ijust break her heart getting in trouble.. .Ale m a’s disgusted about it all Hvety bit 

of it. She’s disappointed, heartbroken. She doesn’t want to see me going to prison, obriously. (Adam, 17)

Despite the impact o f his offending on his m other, Adam managed to maintain a good 

relationship with her. O thers, however, experienced m ore negative impacts on family life and in 

some cases relationships with parents had broken down irreparably. As is discussed below, 

breakdown in family relationships could lead to housing instabiUt)? and, occasionally, long-term  

homelessness.

Precipitating H ousing Instabilit\' and H om elessness

Although housing transitions, including homeless experiences, have been previously presented as 

factors that facilitated continued offending, the reverse relationship was also evident in the stories 

recounted by young people. For a num ber o f  young men in particular, offending im pacted on 

their housing situation, m ost t)pically in a negative way. This often occurred due to increased 

tension in the family hom e when young people were asked to leave. Ciaran explained that his
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m other asked him to leave home due to the pressure o f  continued Gardai' surveillance o f  his 

home.

1 was getting niore charges and I  was getting deeper into selling drugs and crime. Eventually when 1 was 16 or 

IS. . .  I  was asked to leave me family home. Me mother couldn't handle it anymore, she couldn’t handle the police 

coming. Her and me sister were tjying to get on and I  was too wild. (Ciaran, 18)

O n  leaving home, Ciaran had accessed under-18s homeless accom m odation for approximately 

one year before being placed in a residential drug treatment unit. Similar issues at hom e led Shane 

dow n a path o f unstable living situations. He had lived with his grandparents from a young age 

and considered his simation to have been “deadly”^̂''’ until he started to  ‘‘‘to get in trouble”. He 

explained that during his teenage years neighbours had frequentiy reported his ‘anti-social’ 

behaviour to the Gardai, bringing attention to  his grandfather’s house. After receiving a num ber 

o f cautions from the Juvenile Liaison Officer, Shane was arrested in his home in the presence o f 

his grandfather who subsequentiy requested that he did not return. A t this point, Shane m oved 

between unstable living situations, including the hom e o f a friend, a num ber o f failed attem pts at 

private rented accom m odation, sleeping rough and the use o f homeless hotels.

In contrast, three young men reported that their decision to spend periods away from hom e was 

a personal choice. Cathal’s continued offending brought about short-term  instabilit)' in his 

housing situation as a result o f disputes with his m other following repeated visits by Gardai to his 

hom e. As a consequence, he often chose to escape a tense hom e situation by leaving and staying 

with friends for up to a num ber o f weeks. Mani, w ho described feeling frustrated by liis m other’s 

reactions to his offending, also decided to spend longer periods away from home. He had spent 

approximately two years living away from hom e (interspersed with periods spent incarcerated), 

explaining that he had to leave home “for my own benefit” to avoid the conflict over his behaviour 

(in addition to his desire for independence on turning 18).

O nce young people like Cathal and Mani entered into more insecure forms o f housing, 

persistence in offending continued to pose a threat to their housing situations, a result also 

evident in the case o f  Sam who reported being “kicked o u f  o f  foster care. O n leaving care, Sam 

entered the O ut o f  Hours Sen'ice at the age o f 13 and remained in unstable living situations at

303 “ D eadly” is a colloquial expression to  describe som eth ing  as “goo d ” .
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the time o f  inten 'iew  ten years later. Sam’s offending continued to im pact on even the m ost 

unstable o f living situations as he reported, for example, being evicted from an emergency hostel 

due to his offending.

O ffending-V ictim isation  N ex u s

As presented in Chapter Five, respondents experienced significant levels o f victimisation over the 

course o f their lives both in the context o f  hom e and in their social lives. However, particular 

experiences o f victimisation that were linked to their own criminal activity were identified as 

disadvantages o f  offending. For example, many reported that they suffered retaliation for their 

own offending a n d /o r experienced victimisaUon as a result o f their associations with offending 

peers. Examples o f the latter include reports o f having personal items stolen when in the 

com pany o f friends or acquaintances, sometimes in their own homes. While accounts o f 

retaliation were often depicted as “nothing serious” or as something “ that just happens” , other 

experiences o f victimisation led some to reassess their involvement in certain t\pes of offending. 

This was particularly the case when victimisation was attached to mem bership o f a drug ‘gang’. 

Ciaran had previously been involved in drug dealing but had stolen supplies o f heroin from  the 

‘batch’ he had been instructed to  sell for his ‘boss’. He described a particularly violent incident 

following the discovery o f his deception.

When I  went up to bis [drug dealer] fla t him and four other men held me down on the bed, they tied me up, tied a 

tea towel around me mouth and around me ankles. He took out a knife but one of them said ‘don’t cut him’... so 

he took out a hammer and started whacking me knees out o f it and me legs...l couldn't walk for days after that.

(Ciaran, 17)

Subsequent to this incident Ciaran negotiated his exit from the gang through further deception 

and was ‘released’ from his obligations. Although he did not cease all criminal activit}’, the 

incident did mark the end o f  his m ost serious offending. Involvem ent in drug dealing carried 

significant risks for young people and a num ber reported difficulties related to their debts to 

individuals higher up the drug hierarchy. Dara had accumulated so much debt at one point that 

he saw “no way out” . He subsequently ceased dealing activit}’ after the individual to w hom  he 

owed money settled the debt through violence (s ta b b in g ) .R isk s  to physical wellbeing led Dara

304 ig a practice w hereby i f  an individual is unable to pay the d eb t ow ed to a drug  dealer, violence follows and 
the d eb t is subsequently  considered  paid and therefore  cleared.
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and others to question w hether their offending was indeed ‘w orth it’. This weighing up or 

assessment o f  benefit and risk was evident in the narrative o f  others who considered the financial 

benefits o f offending against the potential negative repercussions.

Worth the Risk?

M uch o f the data presented suggests that as they continued to offend, young people increasingly 

perceived and also evaluated the disadvantages associated with their involvement in criminal 

activit}'. Some respondents showed signs o f  weighing up the options available to them  as they 

became aware o f  the potential negative effects o f offending. This shift was m ost prom inent in 

young people’s consideration o f  the financial rewards and risks associated with their offending. 

F o r example, IVIani questioned the ‘logic’ o f  the theft o f alcohol in the context o f  receiving fines 

from  court if  caught.

L^oads of stupidfines to pay. Drink costs about €20, €30. Now you have to paj €150 [in fines]. You’d be like 

‘Me boUicks man Whj didn’t m just pay the €30, €5 0 ’ to get a bit of drink instead ofpaying €150?

(Mam, 20)

The financial reward o f offending was also questioned by young people who judged (perhaps in 

retrospect) that no long-term benefit could be accrued. For example, Ronan questioned the value 

o f the money he ‘earned’ through offending given that this income would be quickly used to fund 

his cocaine use; “I ’d tnake a lot of money but I ’djust be sniffing all me profit so it wouldn ’t really be worth it 

in the end' (Ronan, 17). At the time o f inten-iew Sean showed signs o f struggling with the decision 

o f v/hether to offend. W hilst observing the benefits that his friends or peers had attained through 

their criminal activit}’ he was also mindful o f the effort that offending o f this nature (relating to 

drug dealing in the main) entailed, still had to work at the end of the d a f ’, and o f the constant

threat o f negative repercussions: “thinking the police are going to come around this corner, search me and 

I ’m going to Pat’s'"" for the next five years”. At the time o f  his inter\tiew, Sean had decided against 

further involvement in drug dealing activit}’ but continued to feel drawn to the prospect and 

deliberated about the potential benefits.

St. Patrick’s Instirution.
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/ /  !f real tempting to start doing it again because you do be broke, no jobs and then when you see them who’s doing 

it, driving around in their cars and new clothes every day, with their cars, with everything  ̂ have money to do stuff 

every day you just want to do it. But you just have to think, I  don't know, whether to do it, is it worth the risk or 

not? (Sean, 16)

O ver time, therefore, young people began to assess the costs o f  their offending and the 

cumulative effect for many was to question whether, in fact, criminal activity’ did reap the desired 

benefits. Barr)? (2010: 193) has explained this process as the gradual realisation in early adulthood 

that the capital gained from offending was short-lived. Similarly, this section has identified ways 

in which the accumulation o f capital may be eroded with the escalation in the consequences o f 

offending. For example, the requirem ent to pay fines negated m uch o f the economic capital 

accrued through offending and a criminal record im pacted negatively on the ability to earn 

legitimate income. Social capital gained within the peer group was accumulated at the cost of 

deteriorating family relationships whilst the cultural capital of, for example, being recognised for 

skills at offending was weighted against the interrupted educational and training oppormnities. 

Finally, the symbolic capital attained through a young person’s reputation as offender gradually 

eroded through criminal justice contact and also by the feelings o f having been exploited or 

\’ictimised. N onetheless, evidence o f  young people’s assessments o f  the downsides or 

disadvantages o f offending cannot wholly account for their attem pts or success at desistance. 

Their narratives also uncovered specific motivations, as well as facilitators, which they viewed as 

necessar}? for successful cessation o f criminal activit}'.

MOTIVATIONS TO CEASE OFFENDING

Structural and agentic accounts o f  desistance were discussed both earlier in this chapter and in 

Chapter Three. A t the same dme, m ore recent accounts were identified which emphasise the 

interaction between socio-structural and agentic factors in motivating desistance. Indeed, as 

respondents in this study related their motivations for desistance, it was often the case that these 

accounts transcended the structure/agency divide rather than fitting neady into one ‘categor}'’. 

This section details ways in which the process o f  m aturation, as well as future aspirations and 

changes in social bonds with a partner, child, family m em ber an d /o r friends, is bound up in a 

complex understanding o f  a desire to cease offending.
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M aturing out o f Crime?

As young people re-evaluated their offending history, many o f the narratives suggest that they 

started to view criminal activit}^ in a different light. VClthin these accounts, a considerable num ber 

explained their aspirations towards desistance using the language o f  ‘m aturation’. A lthough 

practically all readily acknowledged the enjoyment they derived from certain t}'pes o f  offending in 

the past, they appeared to increasingly question this feeling: “at the time it [jojridin£ seemedfun but 

tiow it doesn’r  (Jack, 19). Sean had engaged in arson as a form o f enjoyment during his early teens 

but, at the time o f  inter\new, queried “ the point” o f  such activit^^ and largely attributed change in 

his behaviour to this significant attitudinal shift.

~Now it doesn’t make sense. W”hj ivould you want to Juckin go out andjust light a car? W hat’s the point in it? I  

don’t see anything in it so I  just stopped doing it. (Sean, 16)

N o  longer valuing the motive or “point” o f m uch o f  their offending, several alluded to an age- 

related dimension to  the behaviour: “Just being young and stupid really” (Carly, 21). Some narratives 

further conveyed a sense o f wanting to relinquish the offender ‘role’, simplv because o f  their age: 

“I  have more sense, just think what’s the point now. I t ’s too late, we’re all the old ones now, let the other kids do 

/ / ’(Sean, 16). just as Sean’s account suggests a collective element in his desistance, occurring at 

the same time as his peers, Adam too depicted his peer group as m aturing together.- “Yeah, we’re 

all Rowing up really, we’re all stopping to do all tha f’ (Adam, 17).

These narratives o f m aturation suggest a shift in identit)', framed previously by Shover (1983:

210) as individuals comie to view their younger self to some extent as ‘foolish’ and ‘dum b’. 

However, in contrast to a m aturation argument, it is unlikely that such a shift could occur in the 

absence o f situational influences. As discussed earlier, young people were tiring o f the effects o f 

the criminal justice system and, in referring to growing up, many reported having “learnt lessons” 

toUowing the experiences o f arrest, conviction and incarceration. Therefore, with age, many had 

also developed a heightened awareness o f a range o f  potential negative repercussions. ‘It was all 

when I  was young all that robbing, not thinking what the consequences were’’ (Joe, 17). Having identified “ the 

consequences” , to use Joe’s words, after gaining experience in the world, respondents began to 

perceive a personal need to consider other areas o f life, including their hopes and goals for the 

future.



L ooking to the Future

Research explaining desistance has repeatedly cited the positive effects o f employment (Sampson 

& Laub, 1993; Savolainen, 2009). As has been previously detailed, however, young people in this 

sample were largely unsuccessful in the labour market. Nonetheless, having considered the 

negative im pact o f  offending and criminal justice contact on employment aspirations, for 

example, many explained their desire to desist from crime in terms o f potentially enhanced job 

prospects and the attainm ent o f additional life goals.

The desire to avoid im prisonm ent has been considered in previous research as a m otivation for 

individuals to terminate their offending careers (Barr}’, 2006; Meisenhelder, 1977). Respondents 

in this study similarly expressed a desire to avoid future incarceration or criminal justice contact. 

As their offending continued, many showed an awareness o f an increase in the severit}- o f their 

offences and the potential effects o f  having accumulated a num ber o f charges and convictions.

As a result, many felt that the next time ‘in trouble’ would have serious repercussions: “7 actually 

can't get into any other trouble. Say i f  I  even get a dm nk and disorderly I ’d get in serious trouble” (Jack, 19). 

Indeed, Jack described his relief at not being in prison at the dme o f interview and this realisation 

helped to propel his decision to desist.

I  was lucky that I ’m not there [prison] with him [co-offender] so now I ’m stopping andgoingforward. I ’m not 

getting in trouble or anything staying away from it  Qack, 19)

W'hile for some the incentive to avoid prison resulted from a recent period o f  incarceration, “ /  

wouldn V like toga back into that place...I don't want to get locked back up” (Joe, 17), for others 

anticipation o f  a first experience o f  incarceration was cited as a reason for cessation from 

offending; “I  had to really stop ‘cos all me JhO s and charges. I  know I  would have gone to prison i f  I  got caught 

doing anything else. I  had to stop ” (Adam, 17).

The implications o f  being sentenced, however, were tied to other contingencies; incarceration 

was viewed by many as having consequences for other dimensions o f  life experiences, m ost 

notably the areas o f employment, housing and family life. For example, Sarah was concerned that 

she would lose her accom m odation if  she went to prison and also feared the implications to r her 

daughter.
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...you're goingio get locked up over somethitig stupid, like what about [daughter]. Your house is going to betaken 

off you i f  you keep on doing it so Ijust have to kind of cop on for her as well. (Sarah, 23)

Participants in the study shared aspirations towards conventional goals, including entrj' to the 

labour market, owning a house, having a family, and travelling abroad. The pursuit o f  these goals, 

however, was often considered as ham pered by criminal justice contact. As respondents began to 

consider their future and the paths they wanted to follow, the existence o f  a criminal record or a 

period o f incarceration were considered as potentially constraining the opportunities available to 

them. Although Kate had appeared in court for shoplifting and public disorder offences she had 

avoided a criminal record. She explained her desistance largely in reference to her aspirations to 

enter the labour market.’ “ 7 want to work in an office...That’s what’s stopping me going out there and robbing 

stuff, ‘cos 1 don't want to ijave a aimina! recorct’ (Kate, 22). She continued to describe her relief at her 

current situation o f having avoided conviction.

A l l  the Jobs that you are going to go for now there’s always a Garda clearance...Ifyou hat>e one criminal record 

yo u ’re not going to get ajob so there’s no point...I f  1 have one little thing they might never let me in...That’s why 

Vm glad my record’s clean. I t ’s clean now, i t ’s all wiped away, done and dusted. There !f nothing in me file cos Fre 

had all strike outs. So Vm glad. (Kate, 22)

A num ber o f young people also expressed a desire to eschew the offender label, indicating that it 

was not a trait or ‘mark’ they wanted to carry with them into adulthood. For example, Mani 

described that his attempts to desist were, at least in part, motivated by a desire to be perceived as 

‘norm al’ by the Gardaf, which he felt would also have positive implicadons for his day-to-day life.

I  don't want more convictions, basically I  don ’/ want anything to do with guards no more. Ijust want guards to see 

me as a normal passer-by. N ot see me as one of these people they stop every second. (Mani, 20)

Both Mani’s narratives and those o f young people w ho came to view their offending as 

incompatible with their desire to achieve conventional goals, perhaps reflect the ‘pull o f 

normalit}-’ whereby individuals decide to “go straight” in order “ to lead a more normal life”
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(Meisenhelder, 1997: 324).’"̂  Additional markers o f subscribing to conventional goals were 

evident in their accounts o f social bonds, m ost evidently in finding a partner and becoming a 

parent.

Shifts in Social Bonds: Commitment. Routine and Identity

N one o f the young people in this subgroup were, or had been, married at any point but some had 

entered long-term relationships and were cohabiting with their p a r tn e rs .A d d itio n a lly , six 

respondents were, or were soon to be, parents. In the previous chapter, romantic relationships 

were linked to an increasing propensity to offend am ong young wom en and it was in exiting 

these relationships that they were able to increase their com m itm ent to desistance. For young 

men, on the other hand, entering into long term relationships had a ‘setding’ effect, as has been 

highlighted in previous research (Foster, 1990).^"*

It was not the relationship per se that im pacted on young m en’s desistance but, rather, their 

concurrent detachm ent or dissociation from the (offending) peer group. T hroughout his 

offending career, for example, Cathal had been in contact with a group o f young people who 

acted as co-offenders and from whom  he reported learning num erous criminal techniques. In 

addition, he reported the intluence o { “bi^er young fellas” in his neighbourhood who recruited him 

into more serious offending. Although Cathal was still offending at the time o f interview, he 

noted a decrease in its frequency. A t the same time, he identified spending less time with his 

friends and becoming increasingly com m itted to his girlfriend and daughter.

7 don't be with them [friends] that much anymore. Used to always be with them but since 1 tnet me girlfriend I  just 

don't bother with them anymore. I  go up to them the odd time, the odd weekend and have a few beers with them...I

A t the same time, however, continued instabilit}' in mam' areas — drug use, continued unemplovment, offending 
peers — posed as a barrier on the road towards conformiry and in such cases offending may continue to be perceived 
as ‘norm al’.

Given the age profile o f  the sample, it is perhaps to be expected that none were married, especially given the 
changing structure o f social bonds, in particular, changing patterns o f cohabitation practices, in recent years. 
Sampson and Laub’s (1993) analysis, which identified the positive effects o f  marriage on desistance, used the 
Gluecks’ (Glueck & Glueck, 1943) data, a studv wliich was initiated in 1939. Given changing patterns in personal 
relationships, however, this current study additionally considers the impact o f  forming long-term partnerships 
outside the context o f  marriage.

However, these statements do not go untested and some studies have questioned the role o f  forming life 
partnerships in desistance (Knight et at., 1977; Mulvey & Aber, 1988; Rand, 1987). Additionally, Barry (2006) found 
the alternative effect that young women with comm itments to partners were more likely to  desist from crime than 
young men.
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don’t really bother with them as much... Cos 1 've a child and a girlfriend to look after, tbej ’re more important.

(Cathal, 21)

Dara similarly described the ‘settling’ effect o f his new hom e life with his girlfriend and two 

children. Although a recent desister (less than a year since his last offence), he identified a gradual 

process o f decreasing offending which was initiated by coming o ff the streets and moving to a 

more stable environm ent with his father. A t the time o f interview, he had been living for a period 

o f two years with his girlfriend who had a “steady fob” and earned “good money", thus providing him 

with considerable support. O n becoming a father, he recognised that his freedom was somewhat 

restricted, presenting this as a positive consequence o f parenthood; “I t ’s good, it quietens you, it stops 

you having the liberty of doing what the fuck you wanf’ (Dara, 23). Some young people’s narratives 

depicted routines, described as particularly mundane, which developed as a result o f relationships 

formed, parenthood and engagement in educational activities.’"'̂  For example, Cathal’s daily 

routine had changed from spending a considerable am ount o f  time in public spaces with friends 

in search o f leisure opportunities to attending his probation program m e and spending more time 

at home: “I t ’s the same thing over and over again. I t ’s not very exciting’ (Cathal, 21). Sarah similarly 

described that her lifest^'le made her feel “old’ as she was required to  retire early to bed to be 

prepared for her daily com m itm ents which included educational training and caring for her 

daughter.

W hilst becoming a parent was associated with a change in young people’s daily routines and peer 

relationships, an additional dimension was the impact o f  this developm ent on a young person’s 

self-identit)'. Indeed, respondents reflected on their new role which often raised feelings o f 

responsibilit)’. In this sense LeBel et al. (2008) argue that in becoming a parent, an individual can 

take on a new identity o f ‘good parent’, ‘provider’ or ‘family m an’.’"' M ost t}’picaUy among 

respondents in tliis sample, young people did not want to be absent from their cliildren’s lives 

(through incarceration), nor did they want to expose them to a certain way o f life.

D ara’s daughter had pre\nously visited him in prison and explained that “itfust wasn’t nici’ and he 

identified this event as having encouraged his desistance. Tony’s partner was expecting a child at

Shover (1983; 214) has similarly indentified, in relation to a sample o f  adult propert}- offenders, that the 
development o f a comm itment to someone or some line o f action graduaUv generated a pattern o f  routine activities 
— a daily agenda — which conflicted with, and left little time for, the daily activities associated with crime.

Similar to the effect o f marriage and forming life partnerships, previous research has also questioned the 
significance o f parenthood (Mulvey & Aber, 1988; Rand, 1987).
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the time o f  his interview. O ne o f the longer-term desisters o f  the sample, he described the 

responsibilit)’ he felt towards his child

This kid  m il help me now Jo maintain desistance] when i t ’s bom ‘cos I  won ’/ want to be going to prison again. I  

don't want to be in prison and having a child there with no dad. That ivill stopjou, I  hare to think for the child’s 

sake. (Tony, 19)

Becoming a parent also encouraged a change in some respondents alcohol and drug use as they 

described not wanting to expose their children to  problematic substance use: “ /  used to be addicted 

to coke and when me girlfriend told me she was pregnant I  snapped out of it ‘cos 1 don't want me child growing up 

with me always drinking and doing drug/’ (Cathal, 21). Similarly, Louise had recounted a period in her 

life where her alcohol use was problematic, often occurring in public spaces and leading to 

violent interactions. Although this continued when she first had her daughter (explained by 

Louise as stress and depression linked to teenage pregnancy), she more recently felt that this 

behaviour was not compatible with her role as a mother. “I  keep meself to meself now. . . I ’m not going 

around carrying on like that. J ’ve a baby to look after, I  can’t do that anymore” (Louise, 21). As both 

Louise’s and Cathal’s offending was located within a context o f substance use, these changes, in 

turn, had a positive effect on their attempts to cease offending.

W hile for parents in the sample their new identit)’ encouraged them to stop offending, for other 

young people their role as son, daughter or sibling within the family led them to reflect on their 

behaviour at particular points, m ost commonly at the time o f a family death an d /o r  illness.^'' For 

example, as Eam on grew up he had witnessed his father’s substance use and violence in his 

home. He explained that his own substance use, which he considered to be problematic and also 

linked to his offending, escalated in his efforts to escape the realitj’ o f what he described as 

“personal matters” connected with his difficult hom e situation. A t the time o f  interv^iew,

however, E am on’s father was terminally ill; a realisation which had led him to re-evaluate his 

engagement in offending behaviour.

Had enough of that [offending and there’s more family matters now to worry about than going out and doing 

whatever. Hvetything’s changing quickly. (Eam on, 21)

These accounts are in stark contrast to those accounts where voung people identified similar events as triggering 
negative reactions in their behaviour, thus highlighting the differential impact o f such critical mom ents.
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Young people thus suggested motivations for ceasing offending which included elements o f  

maturation, the hope o f securing employment, and changes to their structural bonds and self- 

identities, often as a result o f changed family circumstance. The cumulative effect was that many 

aspired to a ‘different life’ and they perceived that ceasing offending would go some way towards 

achieving this goal.

The main reason [for desisting is because 1 don't want to be doing it, 1 don ’/ want to just do nothing and come 

and go and die. J want to do other things and go places and do a lot of things, ^njoy me life because that’s what 

i t ’s given to you for. (James, 19)

However, an aspiration towards a different life was no t sufficient in itself to bring about 

desistance in offending. Rather, young people drew on a num ber o f resources and adopted 

strategies in order to facilitate a positive change in their behaviour.

FACILITATORS OF DESISTANCE

T o van ing  degrees, young people’s narratives dem onstrated, in all but one case, aspirations or 

com m itm ent to ceasing criminal activit}% as continued offending, in many cases, did not sit 

comfortablv with w hat they desired for the future. Success in ceasing offending, however, was 

variable across the sample. Nonetheless, participants did identify actual or potential enablers to 

their attempts to move towards desistance. These included supports from positive relationships 

with family m embers and peers, decreasing or abstaining from drugs an d /o r alcohol, engaging in 

m eaningful/structured activities and altering routine practices, particularly in relation to ‘hanging 

ou t’ in public spaces. Conversely, continued substance use and association with ‘anti-social’ or 

offending peers threatened the stabilit}' o f the move towards desistance. Young people’s 

narratives also uncovered barriers to desistance associated with their contact with the criminal 

justice system.

Supportive Relationships: Family T ies and Peer Affiliations

Previous research on young people involved in offending has identified the crucial role o f  familial 

support, prosocial friends and dissociation from criminally-involved friends in aiding the m ove 

towards desistance. Y oung male desisters in Graham  & Bowling’s (1995) studv, aged between 14 

and 24 years, identified good parental relationships and remaining in the family hom e as
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facilitators o f desistance. Barr)’ (2006: 113) highlighted the support o f  partners and families, 

which she found to be slightly more influential in aiding desistance for young w om en than young 

men. N um erous studies have identified a change in a young person’s peer group as positively 

attached to desistance, particularly where this involves relinquisliing ‘criminal’ social networks 

and replacing them with ‘law abiding’ friends (see, for example, Barry’, 2006; M acDonald &

Marsh, 2005; Murray, 2009; W ebster et al, 2006).^'^

A num ber o f  respondents cited the support o f  their parents and other family m em bers as helping 

them in their efforts to stop offending. The role o f  family support was particularly evident among 

those who had previously m oved out o f  home, in some cases having experienced homelessness, 

and who frequently also reported tense relationships with their parent(s) during childhood and 

their teenage years. The resolution o f previous problem s and a m ove back into the family home 

was often a positive step in helping them to cease offending. Dara had been living on the streets 

at the time o f  the birth o f  his first child, identified earlier as a motivating factor o f desistance. 

While homeless, he had been involved in drug dealing activit}', primarily as a means to fund 

accom m odation to thus minimise the risk o f having to sleep rough. Having approached his aunt 

and uncle for help, they then liaised between Dara and his father to negotiate a m ove home. 

Evenmally, D ara’s father supported his m ove back to the family hom e which he identified as a 

positive turning point.

I  wanted to stop being in trouble and me da sajs I  could move back in there [father’s home] so I  end up getting 

back in there. That was the start of me getting out of trouble and ever since then I ’ve pretty much a clean sheet.

(Dara, 23)

A t the same time, however, Dara identified his ow’n agentic move in this process: “1 asked them 

[aunt and uncle] for help”. Similarly, when Carly m oved back to her m other’s house following a 

period o f  two years o f  alternating between unstable accom m odation settings in the com pany o f

Warr (1998) argued, using longitudinal data from the National Youth Survey in the United States, that the link 
between marriage and desistance can be explained not by the marriage per se but by the effects it has on peer 
influences. He found that marriage marked a transition from heav}' peer involvement to a preoccupation with one’s 
spouse and family o f  procreation. This transition reduced young people’s interactions U’ith their form er friends and 
accomplices, decreasing the opportunity’ as well as the motivation to engage in crime. Thus, he concluded that 
“marriage appears to discourage crime by severing or 'weakening former criminal associations” (VC’arr, 1998: 209). 
NX'arr does acknowledge that these conclusions are tentative as, at the same time, fracturing o f peer relations may free 
individuals to marry or those who have abandoned crime became more attractive marriage partners.
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her boyfriend (during which most o f her offending occurred), she identified a sudden and quite 

dramatic change in her criminal activit\” “Then when I  went back to me tna’s 1just ended up snapping out 

of it all, got away from the people I  was with, got awayfrvm the frlla I  was with, just kind of turned me whole life 

around' (Carly, 21).

A violent incident, when living on the streets, caused James to re-evaluate his situation, as well as 

his motivation to “get ouC o f  the ‘scene’ he had been part o f  for a num ber o f  years. A t this point, 

he approached his m other with w hom  he had had little contact during the years spent homeless.

A n d  I  got down to [police station] and I  rang me ma and me ma said come on out, I  went out, and I  stayed with 

me ma...Now I ’m out here with me ma and ever since I  came out I  stayed out here and I  knowfor a fact I ’m not 

going nowhere. (James, 19)

At the same time as moving home, Jam es identified that he was able to separate him self from 

offending peers. Additionally, he suggested that this aided desistance as he did not “have the bottle” 

to offend w ithout peer support.

In moving home a n d /o r recognising the support o f  family m embers to help their desistance, 

manv respondents were required to dem onstrate a positive change in their behaviour. For 

example, Carlv reported that she had been a “bitch” to family members prior to leaving hom e but, 

at the time o f  interview, she was m ore thoughtful and her family were able to “forget about all tha t’ 

and move into the future. Dara similarly had to tell his dad “what he wanted to heat^’ and 

dem onstrate a com m itm ent “to stop ^offendin^” before he was allowed to move home. O n moving 

home, James had gradually earned his m other’s trust.

W'hen 1 went down to me m a’s first she wouldn’t let me stay in there [mother’s housel in the mornings when she 

was going to work, I  had to leave. Eventually overtime she tmsted me more. (James, 19)

The narratives o f Carly and James also signalled their dissociation from certain peers on moving 

home. A positive change in Carly’s peer group coincided u ith  the breakdown o f  her relationship 

with her boyfriend. Similarly, other young wom en in this subgroup identified the end o f romantic 

relationships as aiding their desistance. For young men, the process o f  changing their peer group 

was an im portant contributor to the process o f  stopping offending.
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While some young m en had described ‘drifting apart’ from friends as a result o f  entering into 

rom antic relationships, periods spent incarcerated or changes in their routine, others suggested a 

m ore active role in distancing themselves from offending peers. For example, Kevin located his 

offending within a peer group consisting o f  “older ladf' for w hom  he “ran” drugs. Having 

reported desistance for a period o f  alm ost two years he was asked what would help him to 

maintain this: “Do;; 't start hanging around with the people that I  was hanging around with, I  was getting into a 

lot of trouble” (Kevin, 22). In addition to  attem pts to dissociate from offending peers, the need for 

support from ‘prosocial’ friends was also identified. For example, Dara explained that a new peer 

group, along with his family and children, helped in the cessation o f his offending.

It was hard to stop. 1 was tempted but that ’.r what me other mates, me new mates are there for to help me stop and 

my family helped and the kids helped. (Dara, 23)

Topically, attached to this process o f changing peer groups were changes in the spaces young 

people accessed for leisure purposes. As they associated to a greater extent with peers w ho had 

successfully m oved into independent living, for example, they spent an increasing am ount o f time 

indoors. VC'hile similar activities, including alcohol an d /o r drug use, continued in these spaces, 

they did so out o f  the pur\’iew o f  the Gardai. Clearl)', this shift from outdoor to indoor spaces 

necessitated a scaling back o f peer group sizes while socialising and therefore the prospects o f 

violence also decreased.

Ha'i’ing  exited street ‘scenes’, Jam es no longer remained in contact with acquaintances made 

when homeless. While he identified a desire to make friends with individuals who, he implied, 

would have a m ore positive impact on his life, he had not succeeded in doing so at the time o f 

inter\-iew: “/  kind of just want to meet people, I  krww it probably sounds a bit sad, butjust meet people who are 

nice” Qames, 19). Nonetheless, James, like many other young people, dem onstrated a desire to 

replace negative peer influences with prosocial friends. G iordano et al. (2003) have similarly 

argued, in examining the im pact o f  factors such as marriage on peer relationships, for the need to 

recognise the actor’s perspective and agency: “Tliis more agentic \’iew o f  the origins o f  networks 

changes...provides a m odest correction to a literature that has placed m ost theoretical weight on 

exogenous processes” (Giordano et a l, 2003: 294).
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Taking Responsibility: Meaningful Activity and Substance Use

The above discussion has highlighted the im portance o f (positive) social supports for young 

people in their attempts towards desistance which, in many cases, were depicted as agentic moves 

on their part. Additionally, )^oung people showed evidence o f taking responsibility' in addressing 

their substance use and engaging in structured activities which had the effect o f impacting 

positively on their offending.

At the same time as identifying offending and substance use as occurring concurrently in their 

lives and, in some cases, attributing ‘causal’ links, young people also identified the significance o f 

a cessation or decrease in substance use in aiding their desistance from offending. W hen asked 

what would help him desist from crime, Kevin (age 22) stated: “Keep away from coke...keep away from 

hard dm g^. Similarly, Tony identified a need to abstain from alcohol use in order to desist from 

\-iolent offending: “That’s why I  had to stop drinking 1 couldn’t handle it. I  would only drink one night a 

week and have charge sheets and end up in the Garda station”. Since terminating alcohol use, Tony 

reported that he had not been involved in further incidents o f assault. Participants also reported 

selectivit}’ in what was required to facilitate their desistance from crime. For example, continued 

cannabis use was considered hamiless while the use o f  ‘hard drugs’ was seen to be the m ost likely 

to encourage offending due to their cost or mind-altering effects. Similarly, spirits were identified 

as m ost in need o f elimination from alcohol use patterns as other drinks were not considered to 

have negative effects, “spirits you end up going round getting chargedfor somethin^' (Peter, 18). For 

dependent drug users, however, access to suitable drug treatm ent facilities was im portant in order 

to support a decision to address substance use.

Additionally, a significant num ber o f young people, at the time o f intentiew, were engaged in 

structured activities attached to criminal justice agencies (either voluntarily or as part o f  a court 

order) such as attending a Garda Youth Diversion Project or a probation project. For many, this 

was a relatively new developm ent in their lives. Young people suggested that attending a Garda 

Youth Diversion Project provided structure to otherwise empty’ days. They identified the 

program mes as ‘somew’here to go’ and ‘something to  do’. In particular, attendees identified them 

as a wav o f “staying out of the way of the police” and some, like Ronan, wished they had started 

attending at a younger age: “Because they would have kept me out of more trouble” (Ronan, 17).
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Topically, young people who attended probation projects did so on a daily basis and often likened 

the routine to being in employment,’'̂  This was considered im portant in establishing a routine 

(which was pre\'iously lacking) and minimising opportunities to get ‘bored’ or ‘into trouble’.

That’s why I ’m here [probation project], ‘cos i f  I ’m here I ’m not in my house bored or out with me mates causing 

trouble...It’s all about routines, just don’t be out causing trouble. Just stay in, do somethingpositive mth your time. 

Don’t be out wrecking the place. (] ack, 19)

Regular attendance at probation projects also supported young people in decreasing their alcohol 

a n d /o r  drug use. Prior to attending his programme, Eam on acted as ii^'eveiy day of the week was the 

weekend” in terms o f liis social life and drug use. Although he continued to offend at the time o f 

interview, his offending had decreased, being restricted to the weekend, and he was no longer 

consuming drugs or drinking alcohol on weekdays. Louise similarly reduced her alcohol intake 

once she started attending a probation program me and Sarah identified a “big difference” in her 

daily routine, no longer being able to “go mad during the week”.

For many, in addition to the routine, the training aspect o f attending a probation program m e was 

considered im portant for enhancing their options and opportunities for the fumre. Many stated 

that the training which was now being offered had not been available in previous years and some 

viewed their attendance as a way to “get back on the right tracl^’ (Sarah, 23). As a result, young 

people identified engagement in a program me as having a m ore positive effect on their behaviour 

than, for example, the supervision o f a probation officer. A ccording to m ost young people under 

probation super\nsion, the role o f  the probation officer was im portant solely in the context o f 

giving a ‘good report’ to the court and was not considered as an enabler to desistance. Eam on, 

for example, highlighted the particular benefit o f  attending a structured program m e com pared to 

probation supentision.

They [probation of/icers] could have got me into a course or something... They don’t give you these opportunities 

that are there.. .So i t ’s kind of hard to get yourself on yourfeet and try and stay away from all the trouble. ..So 

I ’m lucky the [probationproject! is here. (Eamon, 21)

The hours o f attendance varied slightly between probation projects bu t usually young people were expected to 
attend approximately five or six hours a day and five days a week. Additionally, young people’s training allowances 
were attached to their attendance at a probaLion project which was funded by FAS. O n the occasion o f  non- 
attendance, the relevant am ount was deducted from respondents’ weekly payments. This was acknowledged as an 
incentive to attend.
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Therefore, in attending a probation project, young people were able to draw on certain resources 

(primarily training opportunities) to enable a positive change in their Uves. They thus presented 

their engagement as a means o f accumulating cultural capital through attaining education and 

accruing skills, and as a means o f taking responsibility for their future as they set about m apping a 

way forward.

Continued Instability

At the same time as respondents identified opportunities or circumstances that would enable a 

move towards desistance, they also pointed out continued barriers in this regard. This raises 

questions about the stability o f  young people’s status o f desistance or their abilit}' to  cease all 

criminal activity'. Previous research has also highlighted obstacles to successful desistance which 

include continued association with offending peers, persistent substance use and problem s with 

finding (or loss of) employment (Barr\% 2006; Haigh, 2009; Healy, 2010).

For some young people the process o f desistance was ham pered, to some extent, by outstanding 

charges and upcom ing court cases which were often a source o f  worry. W'hile Sarah aspired 

towards desistance and had stopped shoplifting, she continued drug dealing on a small scale. She 

also expressed a need to have her charges dealt with to enable her to feel that she could m ove on 

with her life: “I have another two charges and I ’m just dying to get them out of the way and then I ’m going to be 

on the straight and narron^  ̂ (Sarah, 23). Eoin similarly found it difficult to envision the future 

because o f  upcom ing court dates: “7 don't know what way to look at my future at the minute. Just have to 

get all these court dates sorted out now, startfrom there” (Eoin, 18). Louise also felt that she could not 

move on in terms o f finding emiployment until her outstanding court dates had passed: “J /’i  really 

holding me hack from wanting to get out and do things.. .Ifyou were to go and ask for aJob or something like you 

can’t take days off, ‘I ’m in court"' (Louise, 21).

A num ber o f  barriers to desistance were directly related to the absence o f the kinds o f  supports 

or circumstances identified above as aiding desistance. Tony, for example, explained his 

difficulties in disassociating from his peer group despite identif)'ing it as a source o f ‘getting into 

trouble’: “ .. .people [parents’ friendsj are ringing up .'faying ‘Keep [Tony^ away from those people’, those getting 

into trouble. But I  can’t keep away ftvm them, they’re me mates years'” (Tony, 19). Alternatively, Eam on 

cited continued substance use as partly hindering his move towards desistance, stating that he 

had no control over his actions follov^ing excessive alcohol intake. A num ber o f  others had
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addressed their substance use but felt that their success in this domain was simultaneously under 

threat. James, for example, felt that in attending a m ethadone clinic he continued to come into 

contact with a ‘scene’ which heightened his vulnerability to relapse, both in terms o f drug use and 

offending. In this way, he hoped to ‘detox’ from m ethadone in order to fully remove him self 

from certain peers. For Ciaran, it was the breakdown o f  a structured routine which eventually 

marked his return to offending.

Then I  was back in me m a’s house, doing nothing, waking up and having nothing to do and I  got really depressed 

in meself and I  started to feel really down and I  used to lie on me bed and kind of think ‘I  wish I  was dead’. ..so I  

just started taking heroin again and it escalated and escalated and 1 was addicted within two weeks so I  had to 

start selling again to feed me habit. (Ciaran, 17)

As previously stated, the majorit}' o f  young people had conventional aspirations to enter the 

labour market and earn legitimate incom e but few, if any, were successful in this regard. Many, 

particularly those involved in training programmes, told that they had prepared curriculum vitae 

and distributed them to potential employers but to no avail. Such experiences were often 

disheartening: “I  don’t see why you should plan things and know quite well they’re not going to go the same way 

you want them” (Eamon, 21). Even those who may have been successful in attaining em ploym ent 

at times, continued to weigh up the monetar}’ benefits o f  going out to work and the potential 

‘earnings’ from crime.

You’re going out to work fuckin five days a iveek probably, sometimes six, slaving, working away, hours and 

hours and then probably gettingfucking €500 and I  probably would have made that in a day doing what J was 

doing. But at least this way i t ’s legit,you’re not getting in trouble. (Dara, 23)

In this way, even if the young person had successfully m oved towards desistance, the draw o f  the 

potential proceeds to be accrued from crime continued to exist. Sean, for example, had refrained 

from drug dealing at the time o f intendew  and was relieved that he had managed to reach a po int 

o f desistance without having been detected. At the same time, however, he continued to 

appreciate the potential benefits o f  offending.

I ’m relieved that I  didn’t get caught (drug dealing) but I ’m not relieved that 1 stopped ‘cos...ba.ucally the longer 

you’re doing it the more money yo u ’re going to make out o f it, the bigger the deals are that yo u ’re going to have.. .So
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i f  I ’d stayed in that now I  would probably have lovely motorbikes now, proper clothes, things to do every day. 

Fucking everything like.. . I ’d say I  wish I  was [still offending ‘cos then I ’d have fuckin money and now I ’m not 

invoked in anything. (Sean, 16)

Attem pts at desistance were thus ham pered by an inability for some respondents to  ‘move o n ’ in 

their lives. Although in m ost cases young people had made changes in their lives which impacted 

positively on their behaviour, remaining ‘connected’ to certain individuals or practices posed as a 

threat to their attem pt at desistance. Additionally, while perhaps having been able to attain social 

and cultural capital legitimately through new relationships and educational experiences, the 

pursuit o f  economic capital through means other than offending continued to be blocked as 

respondents failed to access the labour market.

DISCUSSION

This chapter has examined the extent to which, and within what circumstances, young people 

aspired towards a cessation in their offending. Additionally, it identified processes which enabled 

young people to succeed in desistance and, at the same time, aspects o f  their lives which 

presented as barriers in this regard. Throughout the discussion, the active role o f young people in 

the process o f desistance was considered. O ver half of the twenty-seven young people who had 

‘m aintained’ their offending identified as either recent (n=9) or longer-term (n=6) ‘desisters’ at 

the time o f interview. Additionally, o f the twelve respondents who were active offenders at the 

time o f  interview, all but one offered a desistance narrative which included accounts o f periods o f 

non-offending an d /o r  aspirations towards desistance in the fumre. Young men and wom en were 

broadly similar in terms o f their stated com m itm ents to a future o f non-offending, although 

many accounts resonated with the “ faltering, hesitant and oscillating” m ovem ent towards 

desistance as highlighted by Bottom s et al. (2004: 371).

Accounts o f desistance in the research literature have m oved towards acknowledging a complex 

interplay between structural and agentic factors in accounting for a cessation in offending. 

However, the lives o f  young people in the current smdy remained somewhat static, particularly in 

terms o f  their structural position as they approached adulthood. For example, all remained 

unmarried and m ost unemployed at the time o f inter\tiew. Thus, the correlates o f desistance 

often cited in the literature were largely absent from young people’s accounts. Additionalh', m ost 

indicated little sign o f having access to wider social resources and their lives remained embedded
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in the communities identified in previous chapters. In this wa)', they lacked bridging social capital 

in order to help them to ‘get ahead’ in life. Nonetheless, young people’s accounts o f  an 

incremental appreciation o f the costs o f  offending, their stated motivations to refrain from 

criminal activit)" and the enablers o f desistance reflect an interplay between exogenous factors 

and m ore agentic moves on their part. Additionally, narratives which identified the m ore negative 

im pact o f  continued instability suggested both socio-structural barriers and an assessment o f  such 

circumstances by respondents. The complexity' o f  this process is presented diagrammatically in 

Figure 8.1.

Figure 8.1 T he Process o f  E xiting  an O ffending Career
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Figure 8.1 depicts the ways in which costs o f  offending and motivations, facilitators and barriers 

to desistance can transcend the boundary o f exogenous and agendc factors. Thus it supports the 

view that an integrated theoretical approach to understanding desistance is required which 

acknowledges the role o f both socio-structural contexts and an individual’s agency. For example, 

the ‘costs’ o f  offending were factors arguably outside o f  the control o f  the individual. However, 

along with the young person’s emerging or changing self-image, these costs were perceived and 

assessed by the individual.

Socio-structural motivations for desistance included aspirations towards future em ploym ent and 

cohabitation with a partner. Parenthood, however, emerged as both an exogenous and agendc 

factor since, at the same time as increasing social bonds, it led some to the adoption o f an identity 

which conflicted with an offending lifest}’le. M aturation, while an ontogenetic process, was also 

linked to exogenous factors as young people “learnt lessons” or “copped on” , a developm ent 

often linked to criminal justice contact and repercussions.

Additionally, while peer group transition and change, as well as (re)engagement with 

education/training, connected young people to prosocial bonds, such moves were also presented 

as agendc or as a mode o f taking responsibility*. Y oung people’s engagement in education a n d /o r  

their efforts to reduce or quit substance use, whilst certainly aided by individual motivation, were 

also contingent on their access to appropriate resources and supports. Finally, while some young 

people continued to be drawn by perceived benefits o f offending, such perspectives cannot be 

separated from the broader context o f continued unem ploym ent for m ost and //Wf^tmployment 

for all.

Figure 8.1 also depicts the changes, and consistenc}*, in theoretical explanations o f  young people’s 

experiences through the process o f desistance. This occurs in tandem with the transitions they 

make in approaching adulthood which were punctuated by ‘critical m om ents’ attached to the life 

course. For example, the forms o f  capital identified as accruing from offending were 

subsequently eroded by the ‘costs’ assessed to be increasingly attached to criixiinal activit}'. Costs 

o f  offending, however, were only recognised to the full extent as a result o f  the im pact o f critical 

mom ents such as a severe criminal justice repercussion or housing disruption, which acted as 

turning points for those who m oved towards desistance.
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M otivations and facilitators o f  desistance, which included becom ing attached and, to var}ing 

degrees, com m itted to family bonds, partnerships (more commonly for young men) and 

aspirations to future involvem ent in the labour market, link these findings to Sampson and 

Laub’s (1993) theory o f informal social control. Additionally, social, cultural and symbolic capital 

were attained through legitimate means as a result o f domestic transitions (forming partnerships 

and becoming parents), improving family relationships and engagement in education and training. 

Furtherm ore, by removing oneself from the offending peer group context and public spaces as a 

location for leisure, the (sub)cultural support o f  offending diminished and differential association 

thus acted in the reverse. However, at the same time, instabilit}' continued to be characterised by 

‘strain’, the goal to attain economic capital, the burden o f the label ‘offender’ and the lack o f 

bridging social capital at a neighbourhood level to aid a young person to ‘get ahead’.

Nevertheless, despite these continued structural barriers, young people’s agency came to the fore 

in m ost accounts o f their aspirations and achievements towards desistance.

The limitations o f the smdy’s abilitj' to assess the extent o f  desistance am ong the sample is 

acknowledged. Nevertheless, in conceptualising desistance, and indeed, offending careers as a 

whole, as a potentially long and almost certainly complex process, the data allow for the 

identification o f  points and situations in which young people expressed a willingness or increased 

likelihood o f exiting their offending careers. This holds im portant policy implications, as 

discussed in the following chapter.
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CHAPTER NINE  

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 

INTRODUCTION

As detailed in the opening chapter o f  this w ork, young people  in contact w ith crim inal justice 

agencies in Ireland, and indeed elsew here, com e from  a background characterised by social 

disadvantage. T hey m ost tj'pically live in areas o f  econom ic deprivation, have low  educational 

achievem ent and em ploym ent prospects and com e from  disrupted  familial backgrounds. They 

are also likely to have experienced housing  instabiLit}' and  to  have a histor}' o f  drug  use. T he 

identification o f  such a profile is, arguably, ‘predictable’ and, as detailed in C hap ter T hree, can 

bolster an approach  to  studying crim inal careers based o n  ‘risk factors’ w hich fo n n  the basis o f  a 

causal and predictive m odel o f  youth  offending. In  contrast, the  central tenet o f  this thesis is that 

crim inal careers are com plex, indeterm inate and subject to change due to  the in teraction o f  

m ultiple in terdependen t careers w hich m ake up young p eo p le ’s transitions to  adulthood. T he 

research explicitly sought to locate the lived experience o f  crim inal activity? w ithin a broader 

appreciation o f  young peop le’s life ‘stories’. W hilst responden ts may have com e from  so-called 

‘predictable’ backgrounds, the ways in w hich their biographies and daily life experiences 

in teracted  w ith  their o ffending was variable b o th  across the sam ple and  over tim e, thus m aking 

their offending careers ////predictable. Specifically, participants responded  differently to  ‘critical 

m o m en ts’ in the transition  to  adu lthood  w hich, for som e, led them  fu rther dow n the offending 

road while o thers reacted w ith a com m itm en t to desist from  crime.

As the first a ttem p t in the Irish contex t to  provide a detailed account o f  the course o f  young 

peop le’s o ffending  careers,''^* this study extends know ledge and  understand ing  o f  youth  offending 

in Ireland. It also m akes a con tribu tion  to  the em erging bu t ‘nascen t’ (H aines & Case, 2008) 

research on  risks and youth crim inal careers, w hich aims to address socio-cultural contexts and 

b roader social processes (see F rance & H om el (2007) for a collection o f  exam ples) and 

contribu tes to  an under-utilised perspective w hich com bines youth  transitions and  criininological 

explorations (see Barr\' (2006) as a no tab le  exception).

Previous qualitative accounts o f vouth offending in Ireland (Ilan, 2007; 2010; Farrelly, 1991) have not examined 
the phenom enon within a framework o f  careers. However, a recent stud}' has provided a psychosocial understanding 
o f the desistance process o f men aged 18-35 (Healv, 2010; Healy & O 'Donnell, 2008)
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The preceding chapters have detailed the findings o f the study which emerged from a grounded 

analysis o f  the life history data and are supported by narrative excerpts from the inter\news. Life 

history data was also supported by data garnered through the administration o f  a strucmred 

questionnaire. This chapter first provides an over\'iew o f the key findings pertaining to the 

criminal careers o f  the study’s respondents followed by a discussion o f  broader theoretical 

inferences that can be drawn from the study’s main analytic themes. These include: the role of 

capital in explaining offending over the course o f a criminal career; the im pact o f  the social 

environm ent on offending; the interaction o f the transition through youth and the propensit}^ to 

offend; the role o f gender in explaining differences in offending careers; the tension befv^^een 

structural and agentic accounts o f offending. Using ‘selective adoption’ (Bottoms, 2 0 0 0 ) , an 

integrated approach to understanding youth offending is presented which combines key concepts 

from criminological theories and youth transitions literature. The chapter concludes by raising 

empirically-supported policy implications and with recom m endations for future research. As a 

starting point, it is useful to com m ent briefly on the theoretical and methodological orientation o f 

this study.

A CRIMINAL CAREER APPROACH TO YOUTH OFFENDING

Whilst acknowledging the contribution o f the risk factor prevention paradigm in advancing 

knowledge on young people’s offending careers, Chapter Three noted the problems associated 

with this approach, particularly those linked to the “ false promise o f  prediction” (McVie, 2009: 

52). Alternatively, the study drew on an approach to criminal career research which allowed for 

variabilit^^ and fluiditj' in young people’s offending. From  the outset, the research aimed to 

provide a detailed account o f  the offending careers o f  a group o f young people w ho had contact 

with criminal justice agencies. In keeping with an interactionist approach, it privileged the 

perspectives o f  research participants and the meanings and understandings they attached to their 

lives and experiences. This methodological and theoretical approach draws on a long history-’ o f 

qualitative research in criininolog)' and allows for an ‘appreciative’ (Jupp, 2006: 17) understanding 

o f young people’s offending. The life history m ethod facilitated an understanding o f  offending as 

it interacted with multiple dimensions o f  young people’s lives, portraying a somewhat more 

complex picture than a list o f  ‘risk factors’. The temporal orientation o f  the study’s biograpliical

As referenced in Chapter Two, arguing for a ‘culture o f  openness’, Bottoms suggests that researchers be open to 
the insights offered bv manv theories. He thus advocates theoretical svntliesis if care is taken to achieve “intellectual 
harm ony” between the discrete elements (Bottoms, 2000: 23).
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inten'iewing perm itted the illumination o f  the fluid and changing relationship between young 

people and crime over the course o f  their lives.’"’ In this way, the study extended beyond a 

limited one-dimensional view on youth offending as it examined ‘life’ beyond crime.

The research strategy did not aim to achieve a representative sample o f young people in contact 

with criminal justice agencies but, rather, employed purposive, convenience and theoretical 

sampling techniques to recruit a diverse and heterogeneous sample in terms o f age, gender, 

geographical location, offending history and criminal justice contact. The study’s sample was 

therefore sufficiently varied to allow insight into different experiences o f offending am ong a 

group o f young people who were found to share broadly similar biographical backgrounds. 

However, given that respondents came from  a num ber o f  different neighbourhoods (although 

two were prom inent and all were similar in terms o f levels o f economic deprivation), one can 

tentatively suggest that similar experiences might be expected am ong young offenders who live in 

communities that share these structural and cultural characteristics.

YOUNG PEOPLE’S OFFENDING CAREERS

Whilst offending was conceptualised as a process in this study, a num ber o f  distinct phases,^’’ 

each involving shifts in offending patterns, motivations and situational contexts, were 

nonetheless identified. Thus, the criminal career framework allowed the analysis to account for 

offending and desistance at various points over a young person’s life. The offending careers o f 

young people were diverse, with their experiences spanning a range o f  offences and levels o f 

criminal justice contact. The duration o f their involvement in criminal activit)' was also varied. 

Young people t\’pically moved in and out o f  offending, oscillating between crime and conformit)', 

although for a small num ber criminal activit)' had become a feature o f  daily life.

Onset and Early Stages of Offending

Experiences o f onset reflected those docum ented in the literature, with m ost respondents 

commencing offending between the ages o f 14 and 15 years. Early offending was most 

commonly acquisitive and ‘expressive’. The perceived benefits o f  offending during the early 

stages o f their criminal careers (which could arguably be considered as ‘m otivations’ to offend)

.\lrhougli it was noted that this would be enhanced bv a longitudinal design.
5'’ However, this is not to suggest that there were arbitran’ moments at which point voung people moved from one 
phase to another. Rather, the lines between different phases were blurred and most n'pically overlapped.
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were strongly related to  ‘strained’ leisure careers, enhancing social relationships and attaining 

status within the peer group. Thus crime funded leisure or, in a cultural criminological vein, was a 

source o f  entertainm ent in itself Alternatively, offending enhanced relationships through co- 

offending or was a means o f attaining higher status, as young people dem onstrated their 

offending skills and showcased the proceeds o f  crime.

Resisters?

The study identified ten respondents who remained in an early stage o f their offending careers. 

Given that the subsequent course o f their criminal careers is unknown (due to the absence of 

longitudinal data), a strict t)pology o f youth offending was not proffered. Nonetheless, their 

identification is im portant since their experiences highlight a point at which young people may be 

diverted from m ore prolonged and serious offending careers. Unlike the ‘resisters’ in Jam ieson’s 

(1999) stud)% who never offended, this study’s resisters revealed a perceived normalit}' o f  pettv' 

offending. O ften presenting as ‘non-offenders’ despite involvement in m inor crime, they resisted 

the ‘offender’ label in addition to the prospect o f  a more prolonged offending career. XX'hilst 

these young people shared a com m on biographical backdrop with the rest o f  the smdy’s sample, 

differences were also identifiable m ost starkly in their full-time engagement in school and 

participation in structured activities. As a consequence, the time available to them for ‘hanging 

out’ or ‘doing nothing’ was somewhat m ore limited. D uring free time that was spent 

unsupen'ised and unrestricted in public spaces, they witnessed the crimes o f  other young people, 

being often poised on the fringes o f such groups. Their reported behaviour, in this context, was 

comparable to ‘code switching’ (Anderson, 1999), in that they ‘miiTucked’ friends to be part o f 

the group, yet enjoyed verj’ few o f the advantages such as the monetary or material benefits. 

However, many simultaneously reported embarrassment, ner\"es and shame about their criminal 

experiences to date and also responded positively to reprim and from their parents a n d /o r other 

authorit}' figures. These young people may have been standing at a particular transition in their 

offending but their structured routines and their active resistance to the prospect o f further 

offending was holding them  at this phase.

Developing Offending Careers

The ‘stories’ o f  the twent\'-seven young people who continued to offend beyond the early period 

o f onset became increasingly complex, as Figure 7.1 in Chapter Seven portrays. Collectively, 

these young people’s criininal careers involved an increase in both the severity and frequency o f
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their offending (although in many cases this had subsequently decreased) as well as increased 

criminal justice contact. Over time, these respondents no longer prioritised the enjoyment that 

offending afforded at an earlier stage, as monetar)’ benefits emerged as a priorit}’. The search for 

status was particularly evident in the accounts o f  young m en who reported a sustained pattern o f 

offending. The im pact o f  ‘critical m om ents’ a n d /o r fractured transitions emerged strongly in 

these accounts. Thus, young people identified a num ber o f  ‘careers’ that ran concurrently and 

interacted with their propensit}' to offend during this phase. Furtherm ore, the social environm ent 

o f the neighbourhood was identified as an im portant facilitator o f  further offending. As time 

progressed, for some, offending became a habit or ‘way o f  doing things’. However, during tliis 

phase o f offending young people also began to experience and assess the ‘costs’ o f  offending 

which marked, for some, the beginning o f a move towards desistance.

Desistance and Aspirations to Stop Offending

O f the twent}'-seven young people who continued offending beyond the period o f onset, fifteen 

reported that they had desisted; nine had recently desisted and the remaining six had not been 

involved in criminal activit}' for a period over one year. Significantly, all but one respondent 

offered a narrative o f desistance, which described or com m unicated aspirations to stop 

offending. This finding strongly suggests that desistance is a process, one often initiated during 

the active offending phase, which coincides with an assessment or recognition o f the ‘costs’ o f  

their criminal activit}’

Processes that aided the move towards desistance included a perception o f having ‘m atured’ out 

o f  crime (although this was contingent on life events), future aspirations, a desire for a ‘norm al’ 

life and shifts in social bonds, which altered voung people’s (particularly young m en’s) priorities 

in life. Strengthened family ties and pro-social peer affiliations, both  o f which aided a move away 

from ‘anti-social’ networks, facilitated a m ove towards desistance. The stm cture brought to bear 

on young people’s daily routines, following a return to or re-engagement in meaningful activity 

(e.g. a training course or education), also emerged as supportive o f a cessation in offending, as 

did the positive impact o f  significant decrease in substance use.

However, instability was also evident within voung people’s narratives o f desistence, raising 

questions about their abilit)’ to remain crime-free. This instabilit)’ was linked to ongoing negative 

peer relationships, substance use and unsuccessful attem pts to enter the labour market. The
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latter, young people suggested, was strongly affected by the barriers to gaining employment due 

to having a criminal record. Respondents reported several points at which they felt their 

offending could stop and, indeed, many did desist for periods. The identification o f  such points 

raises questions about the kinds o f  supports required by young people at specific junctures to 

allow them  to realise their aspirations o f a crime-free life.

YOUTH TRANSITIONS, CAREERS AND ‘CRITICAL MOMENTS’

C hapter Five provided an ovennew o f young people’s biographies and identified the salient life 

events to emerge from their narratives. Throughout the remaining chapters detailing the study’s 

findings, data pertaining to transitions through youth, multiple careers and ‘critical m om ents’ 

were also interwoven into respondents’ accounts o f  offending. The study drew on approaches to 

youth transitions which have extended beyond a consideration o f the traditional school-to-work, 

dom estic and housing ‘careers’ to incorporate a discussion o f leisure, drug and criminal careers 

(M acDonald & Marsh, 2005; Vv’ebster et ai, 2004). The incorporation o f these careers is 

im portant in light o f  the range o f  life ‘events’ and experiences, including school experiences 

(Carroll & M eehan, 2007), homelessness (Hagan & McCarthy, 1997), drug use (W'elte et al., 2001), 

em ploym ent, entering into a relationship, and changes in peer groups (Sampson & Laub, 1993; 

Shover, 1983; G add & Farrall, 2004), often linked to offending and desistance. XX’hat emerged 

strongly from the analysis was the interdependency o f these multiple careers and the influence o f 

transition both within and between them. Thus, there were many layers to young people’s 

transitions which created a picture o f significant complexity'.

Y oung people’s experiences o f  the transition to adulthood pro'\'ided a mechanism for 

understanding their offending over time. ‘Strained’ careers, as well as fractured or extended 

transitions, sensed to intensify' a perceived ‘need’ on the part o f  some young people to offend 

while experiences o f successful transitions were linked to moves towards desistance. Young 

people’s accounts did not prioritise unconventional goals. Rather, they bought into ‘age-related 

scripts’ (Giordano et ai, 2003). In other words, their aspirations were in keeping with w hat might 

be culturally expected. Thus, during their teenage years young people aspired towards ‘exciting’ 

leisure pursuits and quality time spent with friends. Attaining traditional ‘markers’ o f  adulthood 

(independent living, employment, lasting romantic relationships and having their own families) 

became more im portant during the late teenage years and young adulthood. However, for many, 

these ‘m arkers’ o f  adulthood a n d /o r ‘success’ were considered out o f  reach and, for some,

275



offending became an alternative to the enjoyment and status that accompanied these 

conventional achievements: crime emerged as a ‘solution’ to their extended or fractured 

transitions.

For example, as young people ‘m oved’ from the family hom e towards the neighbourhood as the 

context for their social life as teenagers, they were faced with restricted leisure opportunities. 

Crime enabled them to fund leisure to create enjoyable or ‘exciting’ ways to spend time with 

friends. Fractured school-to-work transitions extended the am ount o f  leisure time available and 

young people’s low levels o f  education negatively im pacted on their ability to access the labour 

market. Long-term un/underem plo}’m ent created a sense o f financial strain whilst the preclusion 

o f  entrv  ̂into the world o f  consum ption (Loader, 1996) had implications for young people’s sense 

o f self or status. Offending in this context provided a means o f generating income and was often 

presented as an alternative to work. It also afforded status since young people could assume a 

‘role’ in the informal economy o f the neighbourhood. Dom estic careers, particularly the 

transition to parenthood, had a variable impact on young people’s offending. It was voung 

women, however, who identified becom ing a parent as intensifying the incentive to offend in the 

interest o f providing for their child. Transitions in housing careers, m ost notably housing 

instabilit}’, impacted on offending because o f  the ‘freedom ’ young people experienced from the 

home-based controls, a perceived need to ‘survive’, and their introduction to a street-based 

culture which supported crime. Although respondents t}-pically initiated substance use after they 

started to offend, both m inor and m ore problematic drug careers im pacted on levels o f  criininal 

activit)’. For example, minor or recreational drug use occurred m ost commonly at the weekends 

as part o f  social activities and was often funded by shoplifting and the selUng o f stolen goods. 

However, frequent use o f ‘heavy’ end’ substances required substantial am ounts o f  money to  be 

attained to fund consumption. Additionally, many respondents reported lack o f control a n d /o r 

altered character when drug intoxicated, which frequently led to contact with law enforcem ent 

agencies and subsequent criminal justice contact. This was also true for excessive alcohol use 

which featured widely in young people’s accounts o f  violent offending, public order offences and 

aggravated interactions with the Gardai.” *

N ot only did fractured or extended transitions impact directly on offending careers, they also interacted in ways 
that increased, in some cases, a ‘need’ to offend. For example, long-term unemployment negatively impacted on 
voung people’s abilit^■ to move to an independent living situation, vet parenthood often created a heightened desire 
for independent accommodation. Similarly, drug using careers affected a voung person’s abilitv to maintain 
employment or to engage with educational opportunities and, in some cases, brought about the breakdown o f  a
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At the same time, some showed evidence o f having made transitions which coincided with a 

move towards desistance. The responsibilit}' that came with becoming a parent and stable partner 

often led young men, in particular, to re-evaluate their priorities and spend less time with their 

peer groups.’’̂  Moving back hom e into stable living arrangements with family members aided 

others in their attem pts to cease offending, while substance use transitions involving reduced 

intake lessened the pressure o f  having to fund alcohol a n d /o r drug use. In addition, changes in 

young people’s socialising routines, which resulted in them  spending less time in public or 

outdoor spaces, m eant that they were less likely to come into contact with law enforcem ent 

agencies. Finally, conventional aspirations, including the hope o f finding em ploym ent, provided 

an incentive to cease offending as respondents came to appreciate that further entrenchm ent in 

the criminal justice system would exacerbate existing barriers to labour market participation.

There was e\’idence that careers and transitions were punctuated by ‘critical m om ents’ in young 

people’s lives which ser\'ed, in some cases, to heighten their understanding o f their 

circumstances. However, the responses o f young people to such ‘m om ents’ were rather 

unpredictable. Indeed, a similar event precipitated ver)^ different reactions am ong respondents, 

impacting in diverse ways on their offending, and moving them  either towards or away from 

further engagement in criminal activity'. In some cases, ‘events’ ser\^ed to increase young people’s 

sense o f frustration at their position in life and thus strengthened perceived incentives to offend. 

Alternatively, others took the opportunity^ to re-evaluate their lives and, in these cases, a specific 

event or experience encouraged a move towards desistance. Criminal justice repercussions are 

highly illustrative o f  tliis variable reaction to such ‘critical m om ents’. For some, for example, the 

potential o f  further criminal justice contact, either m inor or serious, acted as a deterrent from 

further offending (whether cessation was actually achieved or not). Additionally, receiving what 

was perceived as a serious criminal justice outcom e acted as a ‘turning po in t’ for some to address 

their behaviour. The repercussions o f the youth justice system did not resonate with others, 

however, as they were not deterred by what they perceived as m inor outcom es. Further down the 

road o f criminal careers, som e became ‘resigned’ to an offending lifestv’le, seeing ‘no point’ to 

desistance because they already had a criminal record. Therefore, punitive responses to offending 

often did not necessarily serv^e their goal o f  deterring these young people from  further offending;

stable living arrangement. Young people also often reported substance use as providing ‘something to do’ witliin the 
context o f their strained leisure careers.

The incomparibnitr\' o f  being a parent and ‘offender’ was also evident in voung w om en’s accounts although this 
occurred more gradually. The immediate reaction to parenthood among the two young m others was increased 
offending in order to provide for their children.
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rather, ha\4ng attained the o ffender ‘label’, young people  frequendy identified barriers to  their 

transition  from  a life o f  crime. E ven  w here law en forcem ent m easures did have a deterren t effect, 

this ou tcom e was usually short-lived and, frequently, their ultim ate im pact was to  lead young 

people to  a return  to  offending. This finding raises significant questions abou t the 

appropriateness o f  punitive inten^ention in the lives o f  young people  w ho  offend.

CAPITAL: AVAILABILITY, ACCUMULATION AND EROSION

A grow ing body o f  w ork uses social capital as a lens th rough  w hich to  explore transitions, 

netw orks and com m unities in lives o f  children and  young peop le  (H olland et al. 2007: 98). 

Previous accounts o f  youth offending have explained the process, from  onset to  desistance, in 

term s o f  the capital available at d ifferent po in ts in the life course and  th rough  different m eans, 

w hether legitimate o r illegitimate (see Barry, 2006; Sam pson & Laub, 1993). Evidence o f  the 

im pact o f  the ‘t}'pe’ o f  the social capital available to  young people  to  draw  on  (bridging or 

bonding), the opportun ities available (legitimate o r illegitimate) for young people to  attain 

‘capital’, and the negative repercussions o f  o ffend ing  o n  the accum ulation  o f  capital, similarly 

em erged in the accounts o f  this study’s young people. Specifically, the concep t o f  capital aided an 

explanation o f  shifts in offending over the course o f  a crim inal career — that is, accounting for 

o ffending  and  desistance — and  also helped  to  illum inate differences in o ffending according to  

gender (the latter is discussed in a later section).

T he distinction draw n by Putnam  (2000) betw een bond ing  and  bridging social capital p rovided  a 

useful fram ew ork for understand ing  young peop le’s experiences o f  the resources available to  

them  w ithin  their com m unity’. Y oung peop le’s narratives revealed tha t their lives w ere em bedded  

in the highly localised context o f  their hom e neighbourhoods. A strong  sense o f  belonging 

em erged from  their accounts often  linked to  their close proximit}' o f  family m em bers and friends. 

In  this sense young peop le’s narratives suggested s trong  bon d in g  social capital, a sense o f  

‘connectedness’, w liich enabled them  to  ‘get bv’. W’liile H olland  et al. (2007) were able to identif}’ 

com m unities in w hich bonding  social capital p rovided young people  w ith the resources and 

su p p o rt for social mobilit\% they also found  that som e young people  recognised their bonding  

netw orks as highly constrain ing in the sense that they tied them  in to  their com m unities and 

stifled individual progression (H olland et allQOTI-. 102). I t was the la tter experiences that 

characterised the experiences o f  m any young people  in this study. T heir narratives particularly 

p roduced  evidence o f  a lack o f  bridging social capital to  enable them  to  ‘get ahead’.
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Consequently, young people’s ‘choices’ — in particular the ‘decision’ to remain li\ing  in their 

hom e communities — could be viewed as a consequence o f  their inability to ‘get out’. Previous 

studies o f young people living in disadvantaged communities have revealed perceptions that the 

areas in which they live have circumscribed their life chances (M acDonald et al, 2001; para. 4.18). 

As young people left school, either voluntarily or through exclusion, the lack o f legitimate 

opportunities offered by the local neighbourhood to earn an income were e\’ident. Further to 

this, the knowledge and contacts (or ‘capital’) required to take up employment opporm nities 

outside o f  their immediate localities were not accessible to them. In contrast, as discussed in the 

following section, the resources and support for particular t}'pes o f  offending were widely 

available to young people in their hom e neighbourhoods.

The narratives o f  the study’s young people dem onstrated the prioritisation o f  various forms o f 

capital over the course o f their offending. Social capital, or “valued relations with significant 

others” (Barn% 2007b: 190), emerged as a benefit attached to offending during the early stages o f 

their criminal careers, a time when young people engaged in crime to facilitate entree to peer 

groups and to enhance their social relationships within these settings. Econom ic capital was not 

readily available to young people due to family povert}’ and their own inability to successfully gain 

access to employment after leaving school. Thus, financial incentives for offending emerged 

strongly in nearly all o f  the respondents’ accounts. WTiilst the accrual o f economic capital funded 

otherwise ‘strained’ leisure at early stages o f  offending, financial need was found to intensify as 

young people experienced a num ber o f  transitions: un/underem ploym ent, becoming a parent, 

housing instability' and increased drug use. Thus the accumulation o f economic capital emerged 

as crucial to the developm ent o f offending careers.

W ith both  their lack o f  educational engagem ent/attainm ent and inability' to ‘consum e’ young 

people were constrained in their access to cultural capital. Barry' (2006; 2007b) suggests that 

cultural capital can, alternatively, be accrued through gaining a reputation as an ‘offender’. 

Additionally, Barr}' (2007b: 190) argues that symbolic capital often results from successful 

offending as young people may gain a positive reputation amongst their offending peers and 

‘street credibiUtv’. Young m en in this study perceived offending as connected with the abilit}’ to 

attain cultural and symbolic capital and were afforded status by their peers for their skills and 

success at offending. They also highlighted the accumulation o f symbolic and cultural capital 

through the attainm ent o f  (sometimes large) am ounts o f money which allowed them  to fund an
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outw ardly affluent lifestj’le. T hus, econom ic need was linked to  the achievem ent o f  a particular 

b rand  o f  status and  identity  to  w hich young m en aspired. T he prioritisation o f  social capital thus 

declined over the course o f  the offending career while econom ic capital gained p rom inence in 

young peop le’s accounts, in general, and culm ral and sym bolic capital in the accounts o f  young 

m en, in particular.

T he concept o f  capital also aided an understanding  o f  resistance to  and desistance from  

offending. Resisters, for exam ple, repo rted  lim ited experiences o f  capital accum ulation th rough  

offending. T heir con tinued  engagem ent w ith school and  their involvem ent in structured  

activities, in som e cases, p rovided them  w ith a source o f  cultural capital. A dditionally, the 

perceived need to  fund an exciting, active social life th rough  the accum ulation o f  econom ic 

capital was n o t as constan t or intense, although did explain m uch o f  their pett}^ offending. 

A ssociating in g roups w here offending  and substance use w ere n o t afforded  status m eant these 

young people had  little opportunity ' to  attain cultural and  sym bolic capital th rough offending 

behaviour. In any case, their access to  and engagem ent w ith pro-social peers m ean t that social 

capital was no t sought th rough  negotiating entry’ to  offending  peer groups.

C oncurren t w ith the accrual o f  capital th rough offending, the negative im pact o f  crim inal activity 

on  voung peop le’s personal relationships, com bined  w ith the repercussions o f  crim inal justice 

con tac t,’"" am ounted  to  the erosion o f  capital previously perceived to be attainable through 

offending. Sim ultaneously, for som e young people, positive transitions enabled them  to gain 

access to cultural and social capital legitimately. T hese included (re)engagem ent in education, the 

form ation  o f  rom antic  partnersh ips, becom ing  paren ts, im proved  relationships w ith family, and  

associating w ith pro-social friends. T hese accounts offer su p p o rt to  S am pson and  L aub’s (1993) 

assertions that the social capital to be gained through the social ties em bedded  b o th  in family 

institu tions and engagem ent in education and training are im plicated in the process o f  desistance. 

A dditionally, supportive relationships w ith peers and  adults have been  highlighted in providing 

the social capital w hich aids the  process o f  desistance (C hung et al., 2005).

T hus, the concep t o f  capital aided an understand ing  in shifts in young peo p le’s offending. Y oung  

people prioritised econom ic capital, a developm ent linked to  their fractured  transitions (such as

For example the impact o f offending on housing instabilin*, experiences o f  victimisation and interrupting 
engagement m education o f  employment in addition to receiving fines and custodial sentences.
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employment); yet, the legitimate accumulation of social, cultural and symbolic capital emerged as 

facilitating factors o f desistance. However, the ways in which capital was valued, perceived and 

attained emerged as dependent on the cultural context o f young people’s neighbourhoods and 

social networks.

SOCITU. ENVIRONMENT: HABITUS AND SOCIAL NETWORKS

As stated above, young people’s social environments offered them considerable ‘bonding’ social 

capital 3'et a distinct lack o f ‘bridging’ capital. The local neighbourhood therefore took on great 

significance in their lives. At the same time, their home communities were most often depicted as 

characterised by high levels o f deprivation, crime, and drug use. Therefore, whilst a strong 

reference point for the construction of a positive identit}', young people simultaneously depicted 

their neighbourhoods as a place o f almost certain ‘danger’ where exposure to potential and 

undesirable ‘risk’ was likely.

Experiences of crime as both victim and witness, in addition to offender, in the neighbourhood 

contributed to a habitus (Bourdieu, 2005) or perception o f crime ‘as a way of life’. For example, 

exposure to ‘condoning’ attitudes towards offending were often experienced during the early 

stages o f offending as young people discovered that they could sell stolen goods with relative 

ease. In this sense, and in keeping with theories of cultural transmission (Shaw & McKay, 1942), 

crime had all the trappings of a cultural norm, passed down through generations. Young people 

accrued ‘customers’ for their goods and the public nature o f ‘doin’ business’ was evident in their 

accounts o f ‘making money’. At the very least, individuals uithin young people’s home 

communities were reported as ‘turning a blind eve’ and, in most cases, actively supported 

acquisitive crime since they stood to benefit from the availabilit}' of cheap goods. Male 

respondents frequently reported becoming ‘known’ in the communit}' as willing thieves and many 

were subsequently recruited to less widely condoned criminal activit}' including burglaries and car 

theft. Nevertheless, support for this more serious theft was to be found among a subgroup of 

individuals for whom many o f these young men ‘worked’. Finally, exposure to the drug economy 

in communities awash with drugs introduced many to the drug dealing economy. This activit)% 

however, was crucially facilitated by the relationships young people formed with older individuals 

in the area who were strongly connected to criminal networks. In contrast to the barriers in 

accessing legitimate employment, the illegal local economy was relatively accessible and young

281



people were ‘qualified’ for die roles widiin this economy by virtue o f  their ‘training’ and first

hand experience o f pettj' crime from their early teenage years.

Forrest and Kearns (2001) have suggested that the neighbourhood has been progressively eroded 

as a source o f social identity with the emergence o f  a m ore fluid, individualised way o f life. 

Additionally, they suggest that social networks are now  cit)’-wide, national, international and 

increasingly virtual (2001: 2129). However, with limited or no means to access ‘Hfe’ beyond their 

hom e neighbourhoods, these areas did persist as a source o f  social identity for this smdy’s young 

people and their social networks were very much em bedded in their immediate localities. Social 

networks — whether immediate friendships, wider group o f peers, communit}’ ‘locals’ or 

experienced ‘criminals’ — were embedded in the neighbourhood culture.’ '̂

Particularly during the early teenage years, young people afforded a significant place in their lives 

for their peers. This was equally the case for those who ‘resisted’ offending and those w ho had 

longer criminal careers. For resisters, however, peer groups m ore commonly centred on school 

life while those with m ore persistent or prolonged criminal careers were almost always immersed 

in street-based friendship networks. The support, lovalt)’ and ‘fun’ they derived from the peer 

group often contrasted sharply with their stressful and disrupted home lives. Providing 

com panionship during leisure time, the peer group was strongly attached to explanations o f  the 

onset o f offending.

During their mid-teenage years, ‘resisters’ showed evidence o f  distancing themselves from m ore 

criminally-involved peers or, at least, remaining ver)' much on the fringes o f  these groups. Those 

who continued to offend, on the other hand, often as a result o f school-free days continued to 

associate in street-based peer groups where they became exposed to m ore serious crime and were 

introduced to criminal social networks. In this way they continued the learning process, com ing 

to appreciate the substantia! benefits o f m ore serious offending. O ften this facilitated entree to 

the ‘drug w orld’ (where some noted a coercive element) and a drug dealing career. For young

In the context o f  this study ‘culture’ as located in young people’s neighbourhood was taken to refer to  a “ peculiar 
and distinctive ‘wav o f life’ o f  the group or class” (Clarke et al., 1976: 10). Additionally, the study drew on Clarke et 
al. ’s concept o f subcultures as “loosely-defined strands or ‘milieux’ within the parent culture” (1976: 14) and as “ sub
sets -  smaller, more localised and differentiated structures, within one or other o f the larger cultural nenvorks”
(1976: 13). Y outh subcultures, furthermore, they suggested, draw on the cultural resources provided by the parent 
culturc passed to, for example, the young person tlirough family, neighbourhood and communit;’.
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women, it was the association with ‘criminal’ romantic partners that led to drug dealing as they 

associated less wdth female friends following their entrj' to these relationships.

The emergence o f new social bonds with long-term partners (for males) or children and the re

establishment o f  relationships with family members motivated and aided a move towards 

desistance in the case o f a considerable number. The peer group, in many o f these cases, declined 

in im portance in tandem  with the formation o f  these new ‘family’ bonds. Many accounts indicate 

that dissociation from the offending peer group aided desistance although continued exposure to 

young people actively involved in offending produced instability as respondents continued to 

perceive the economic benefits o f  offending and, in some cases, were directiy requested by peers 

to re-engage with offending.

The complex relationship between young people and their social networks created a degree of 

analytic tension. Firstly, dom inant accounts do not fit wholly into a ‘socialisation’ (Elliott et ai, 

1985) perspective since the data revealed agentic moves on the part o f  young people both in 

using offending to enter peer groups and to enhance their social relationships. Additionally, 

respondents actively dissociated from peers to aid desistance. At the same time, the narratives do 

not fully support the ‘selection’ thesis (Glueck & Glueck, 1950), which fails in any case to 

recognise the impact o f  socio-structural factors on young people’s lives. Assessing the im pact o f  

peers on crime was all the more complex as young people struggled to account for the influences 

o f peers in their lives. W'hile some rejected outright the influence o f peers on their ‘choices’ 

related to offending, others implied a direct role while, yet others, reported mixed effects. 

Together, the findings sit m ore comfortably with an interactional thesis o f the influence o f  social 

networks (Thornberr}’, et ai, 1994) which recognises the bidirectional causal influence o f the peer 

relationship.^^^ Yet, whilst the data support this m ore complex bidirectional understanding, they 

additionally call for a m ore thorough understanding o f  the interaction o f social networks, 

particularly in relation to the environm ents where they are played out. It is argued, therefore, that 

these relationships foster criminal activit)? only where illegitimate opportunities exist and are 

condoned in a social milieu where little else is available. In this sense they resonate with the 

original statem ent o f differential association theory^ (Sutherland & Cressey, 1974).

Interactional theor)’ posits that peers and focal subjects interact with each other over the life course, that selection 
o f peers influences beliefs and behaviour, and that the individual’s beliefs and behaviour have consequences, one o f 
which is to influence the selection o f  peers (Thornberr}’ et al, 1994).
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A GENDERED PERSPECTIVE

The omission o f females in original statements o f  criminological theory was noted in Chapter 

Two. The inclusion o f a sample o f young wom en in the current study allows for some 

conclusions to be drawn about female offending careers com pared to those o f their male 

c o u n te rp a r ts .B o th  at the time o f onset and throughout their offending careers, young wom en 

were engaged in a narrower range o f  offences than young men, m ost tj'pically linked to financial 

benefit, although some had histories o f violent offending. Furtherm ore, their offending did not 

reach the frequency o f that o f  young men, nor did they com m it crimes to the same levels o f 

seriousness.

This thesis has examined both male and female offending from an interactionist criminal career 

framework. The findings dem onstrated similarities but also drew attention to points o f 

divergence and nuances. In particular, young w om en’s experiences o f  beginning to offend, their 

liinited engagement in a ‘new’ offence, the benefits they attached to offending, and the process o f  

desistance, differ in notable ways from those o f young men. Additionally, examining offending 

through the lenses o f  capital and 3'outh transitions iUuminated differences between the accounts 

o f offending offered by male and female respondents.

W'hile the nodon o f voung people’s ability to gain capital through conventional and illegitimate 

means underscored much o f the motivation or perceived benefit for offending for young men 

and wom en alike, their accounts diverged, particularly in terms o f the centrality o f  social capital 

witliin young w om en’s narratives. Specifically, female accounts o f social capital in the early stages 

o f offending suggested a perceived abiUt}' to enhance friendships through the material benefits o f 

offending in the forms o f offering gifts, citing ‘relational need’ (Barn% 2006: 46) in the context o f  

offending. This was distinct from the ‘connectedness’ gained from the shared experience o f 

offending by young men. Similar to young men, the attainm ent o f economic capital was central 

to the accounts o f young wom en who continued to offend as their criminal activity financed 

particular, although t\'pically even- day, ‘needs’. Male respondents, in contrast, almost exclusively 

sought substantial amounts o f money to support a lifest)'le and image they strove to achieve and

These conclusions are somewhat tentative given the num ber o f  voung women in the sample (however, tliis is 
reflective o f  the representation o f young women in official crime statistics and the num ber o f  voung women that 
were in contact with the criminal justice agencies accessed during the fieldwork period). These comparisons are 
based on eleven voung women in the overall sample and five o f these had more prolonged offending careers.

For example, drug dealing was usually o f  relatively small quantities and in most cases theft was primarily 
associated with items o f  relatively low value compared to the proceeds o f crime attained by voung men.
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maintain and which included designer clothes, electronic ‘gadgets’, ‘fast cars’, and the ability to 

provide financial support to family members and friends. Since young women did not seek 

elevated status through acquisitive crime to the same extent, the act o f offending itself was not 

seen as a way to gain symbolic or cultural capital. Being involved in crime did not afford them an 

enhanced sense o f self nor did becoming ‘known’ as an offender reap the same benefits as was 

evident in the narratives of young men. In contrast, young women often reported feeling 

‘ashamed’ or ‘embarrassed’ on the event o f their offending being detected.

The recognition, or symbolic capital, that young men accumulated through their offending, is 

consistent with accounts that suggest that male offending is a way of ‘doing masculinit)'’ 

(Messerschmidt, 1993); toughness, smartness, group territorialisation, or individual 

competitiveness is considered a way of attaining hegemonic masculinit}' in the absence of 

alternative legitimate means (Brown, 1998: 109-110).’“̂  W'hile the introductor}’ chapter o f this 

thesis questioned the media portrayal o f the ‘cliild gangster’, for a minorit}' o f young men, this 

image was one which respondents aspired to in their narratives. Their place in a criminal gang, 

however peripheral and subordinate, provided these young men with a ‘role’. In addition to the 

financial benefits, respect was accrued by virtue of their particular function and the connections 

they forged with ‘well-known’ local criminals. Additionally, a number o f 3*oung men reported the 

use o f violence as a means of retaliation or mode of interaction and many simultaneously noted 

the sense of ‘self-respcct’ they derived from such experiences. At the same time, however, Miller 

and Jvlullins’ (2006) have argued, on the basis o f their in-depth interviews with girls, that violent 

and aggressive interactions can also reflect attempts to gain respect in the case of young women. 

A minority o f this study’s young women similarly engaged in more violent or aggressive 

offending as a means of retaliation or in their interactions with the Gardai. Although based on a 

small number of accounts, the identification of this similarit}' nonetheless adds a caveat to 

presenting particular behaviour, such as violence, as purely ‘mascuHne’.

The experience of youth transitions highlighted further differences between male and female 

accounts. For example, the ‘critical moment’ o f becoining a parent led to a period o f increased 

financial strain for young women and appeared to motivate offending in contrast to the ‘copping 

on’ effect it had for young men. This finding contrasts with Graham and Bowling’s (1995) study

Additionally, joynding and car-related crime, which formed part o f young m en’s offending careers throughout the 
duration, have previously been claimed to indicate a ‘crisis o f  masculinitv’ in neighbourhoods where young men have 
no other means o f  obtaining status and self-respect (Campbell, 1993).
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which found that desistance occurred more abruptly for young wom en than young men and was 

often linked to the birth o f a child. It was only through ‘getting caught’ and the increased 

possibilit}" o f incarceration, however, that female respondents came to view offending as 

incompatible with their role as mother. Leaving rom antic relationships which they came to view 

as a negative force in their lives also aided the process o f desistance, whilst the formation o f 

romantic relationships had a positive impact in the Uves o f young men in this regard.

Nonetheless, while the accumulation o f  capital and transitional ‘journeys’ through youth 

highlighted differences in offending careers, both concepts can be successfully applied to both 

male and female offending. Similarly, traditional criminological theories explained both young 

m en and w om en’s offending whilst also highlighting some im portant differences.

The data on female offending is consistent with some o f the emphases o f traditional 

criminological theories wliich W'ere developed from studies on ‘boys’ delinquency’. In particular, 

female respondents’ experiences (similar to young men) o f  their econoinically deprived 

background, their removal from school and the family and the concurrent ‘m ove’ into the 

neighbourhood and the im portance o f social networks suggest the relevance o f strain, social 

control and differential association theories. Support for these theoretical concepts was also 

found by G iordano et al. (2006) in a longitudinal study o f  voung w om en’s delinquency. The 

findings o f the current study can also add the relevance o f cultural transinission and themes o f 

(sub)cultural theories when explaining female offending.

In early stages o f  offending, female respondents described ‘copying’ their friends behaviour 

(while routinely feeling ‘bored’ at the shopping centre) and did not show evidence, as male 

respondents did, o f  perceiving benefits attached to the proceeds o f  offending or o f accruing 

particular skills from (older) criminal peers. These early accounts o f offending were in contrast to 

young wom en in Barr\'’s (2006) study whose initiation to offending was m ore commonly in the 

context o f romantic relationships. Rather, the im pact o f  a romantic partner, as increasing a young 

w om en’s propensity to offend, only emerged in accounts o f  offending later in the criminal career. 

Thus, having initiated offending in early teenage years, three young wom en continued to offend 

in the context o f  a relationship where they were m ost Ukely to be introduced to the drug 

economy. The “bad boyfriend” , as G iordano et al. (2006: 27) point out, is only one o f many 

actors that made up a girl’s total network o f  social affiliations. However, in addition, their 

accounts did not point to the larger neighbourhood peer group as impacting on their offending
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in the  sense o f  encouraging crim inal activity. F u rtherm ore , learning processes involving the 

accum ulation  o f  skills and techniques o f  offending  w ere largely absent from  fem ale accounts, in 

sharp con trast to m ale narratives. H ow ever, their connections w ith w ider social netw orks in the 

neighb o u rh o o d  w ere consisten t w ith differential association and cultural transm ission em phases. 

F o r exam ple, they did draw  on  cultural resources in that their involvem ent in theft and the sale o f  

stolen goods form ed part o f  the local econom y and they built connections w ith adults in  the 

com m unit}’ w ho w ere willing to  purchase stolen goods and  thus they assem bled regular 

‘custom ers’ in this process.

W hilst highlighting the im portance o f  fem inist them es in treatm ents o f  female delinquency —

such as victim isation experiences and coercive reladonships w ith males — G io rd an o  et al. (2006:

31) argue that these gendered processes m ust be u n d erstood  in  conjunction  w ith those factors

that are consisten t w ith them es stressed by traditional crim inological theories:

w hen  these highly gendered  processes take place w ithin a social con tex t characterized 
by poverty', mainly crim inal associations, and little paren tal care and  contro l, 
delinquency becom es m ore  likely as a possible adaptation.

Similarly, in the contex t o f  this study, w hile young w om en evidently recoun ted  distinct 

experiences o f  offending th roughou t the crim inal career, their o ffending was still u n d ersto o d  

w ithin the sam e fram ew ork as used for young m en — the transition  to  youth and  a tta inm en t o f  

capital — and w ere consisten t w ith the sam e them es o f  traditional crim inological theories — strain, 

social contro l, subcultural, cultural transm ission and differential association. T hus, o ffend ing  by 

b o th  m ale and females can be conceptualised  in the sam e way w hilst, at the sam e tim e, allowing 

for certain nuances that w ere illustrative o f  gendered experiences.

THE STRUCTURE/AGENCY DEBATE...INTRODUCING CULTURE

It is clearly incum ben t up o n  us all as you th  researchers neither to  portray  so-called 
‘de^-iant’ }"oung people  as victim s o r dupes to  structure , o r to  erroneously  celebrate 
them  as com pletely free actors for ou r ow n ideological ends (Stephen &  Squires,
2003: 161).

A concern  w ith accounting fo r the processes o f  structure  and  agency in the life course o f  young 

peop le  has perm eated  m any o f  the discussions th ro u g h o u t the previous four chapters, 

con tribu ting  to  considerable analytic tension, w hich itself perhaps reflects the com plexity  o f  this
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long-standing sociological debate. T he s truc tu re /agency  debate, as C hapters T w o and T hree  

dem onstra ted , is one that runs th rough in teractionist considerations o f  crim inal careers, 

explanations o f  youth  o ffending  and  exam inations o f  you th  transitions. T he study’s 

m ethodological approach  and, in particular, the use o f  the biographical interview , w hich perm its 

an  exam ination o f  ways in w hich individuals perceive and  in te rp re t their social w orlds, places the  

study in a strong  position  to  engage w ith the s truc tu re /agency  debate.

T h e  complexit}" o f  the s truc tu re /agency  debate has em erged strongly th ro u g h o u t various 

discussions o f  young peo p le’s lives and across m any arenas, including their school and labour 

m arket experiences, the im pact o f  the social environm ent, their peer relationships, substance use, 

leisure careers and  their offending  histories. O n  the one  hand , in alloudng young people  to 

articulate their percep tions and assessm ents o f  their experiences, the  study has positioned  the 

individual as an active agent in negotiating the course o f  their lives. A t the sam e tim e, the findings 

have illum inated the various external constrain ts on  voung peop le’s decisions abou t their lives, 

w hich in tu rn  w ere seen to im pact on  their o ffending  histories. A dditionally, cultural responses to 

perceptions o f  o pporm nitv  and constra in t im pacted  on  the in teraction  betw een young peop le’s 

biographies and their structural experiences. In  o th e r w ords, the “peculiar and distincdve ‘way o f  

life’ o f  the g roup  o r  class” (Clarke et a i, 1976: 10) influenced the w'ays in w hich young people 

responded  to  the balance o f  opportun ities in the neighbourhood .

T he perception  o f  the young person  as an agent o f  ‘rational choice’ has been questioned  and 

ultimately rejected th rou g h o u t the  analysis o f  the study’s findings. Focussing on  the individual 

crim inal ‘even t’, m any responden ts suggested an assessm ent likened to  a c o s t/b e n e fit analysis. 

H ow ever, the biographical focus o f  the study revealed the b roader contex t o f  young peop le’s 

lives and experiences, w hich have been dem onstra ted  to  structure  the choices they m ade in 

relation to offending, to  a ver)' considerable extent.

T he analysis in fact revealed that young people w ere prim arily respond ing  to  structural 

backgrounds characterised by povert}’' and deprivation. T he ‘choices’ they m ade abou t m any 

aspects o f  their lives, including their offending, w ere therefore  structurally bounded . F o r 

exam ple, the decision o f  m any to rem ain living in the local neighbourhood  was constrained by a 

perceived inabilit}' to  ‘get o u t’ and their leisure practices w’ere also influenced, in con junction  w ith 

the lack o f  individual financial resources, by the confines o f  local possibilities. E m ploym ent
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histories and aspirations w ere characterised by the lim ited op tions available to  them  due to  their 

fractured educational histories, com bined  w ith the constrain ts o f  the local job m arket. These 

experiences w ere exacerbated by fu rther crim inal justice involvem ent w hich ser\^ed to  p roduce 

barriers to accessing o r m aintaining engagem ent in educa tio n /tra in in g  and finding em ploym ent.

N onetheless, the  study’s resisters identify young people  w ho , despite sharing the  sam e structural 

backgrounds, have resisted the developm ent o f  an offending  career. Indeed, the narratives o f  

resisters dem onstra te  an active rejection o f  offending  as evidenced in their avoidance o f  

crim inally-involved peers and  their p reference for rem aining on  the fringes o f  offending  groups. 

T hese young people  also largely rejected the ‘norm alcy’ o f  drug use w ithin their com m unities and, 

in  som e cases, deem ed those n o t in education, training o r em ploym ent to  be ‘w asters’. 

N o tew o rth y  also is that these young peop le  adop ted  this position  in the co n tex t o f  visible or 

viable opportun ities for incom e generation  linked to  the illegal econom y. W hether this justifies a 

purely agentic explanation o f  offending, how ever, is debatable. Perhaps m ost im portan tly , the ten 

resisters rem ained  in full-tim e education w hich occupied m uch o f  their tim e and also assigned a 

purpose , even if  many had negative school experiences. Additionall}', and in con trast to 

responden ts w h o  had experienced difficulties in their a ttem pts to en ter the labour m arkets, 

resisters had freedom  to  articulate their future aspirations, possibly w ithou t the realisation, and 

certainly the experience, o f  the barriers tha t they may co n fro n t in seeking to  attain  these in the 

n o t too  d istan t future. F o r the rem aining tw ent)’-seven responden ts, these barriers w ere ver\’ real 

factors that im pacted  on  their lives. F u rtherm ore , while resisters occupied  the sam e cultural 

spaces in  the neighbourhood , they did so to  a lesser extent. T hus, their resistance to  offending  

perhaps also reflects a lesser intensit}^ in their experience o f  social o r econom ic disadvantage 

com pared  to  those w ho  con tinued  to  offend.

W hilst the  choices m ade by young people w ere evidently ‘b o u n d e d ’ som e nonetheless 

em phasised agentic ‘m oves’. This was m o st evidently the  case in accounts o f  the role o f  the  peer 

g roup  and the process o f  desistance. F o r exam ple, w hen  o ffending  was seen as a way to  facilitate 

entree to  peer groups, young people often  described involvem ent in crim e as a m eans o f  

fostering friendships and attaining status am ong  peers. Y oung  peo p le’s agency strongly cam e to  

the fore in their attem pts to  exit offending, w hich largely em erged despite n o  positive change to  

their structural position. M any described being m otivated  by em ploym ent aspirations, w ith o u t 

specific labour m arket p rospects, and several also articulated a desire to reduce their d rug  a n d /o r
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alcohol consumption. As they assessed the costs o f offending, the criminal Ufest}"le appeared not 

to ‘fit’ with their future hopes and aspirations. Form ing partnerships, becoming parents, and 

changing their peer associations aU emerged as developments which facilitated their desistance 

but, in many cases, these moves were engineered by the individual h im /herself as a means o f 

enhancing or bolstering their success at desistance.

The tension between structure and agency in young people’s accounts, as well as the social and 

personal embeddedness o f  their responses to ‘critical m om ents’, is to  a considerable extent 

illustrative o f ‘structured individualisation’ (Roberts, 1997) or ‘bounded agenq '’ (Evans et ai, 

2001). While they described making decisions about their lives, these ‘choices’ were strongly 

linked to past experiences, present circumstances and future possibilities. Additionally, the 

opportunities and resources open to young people were strongly associated with the cultural 

worlds that they inhabited. Therefore, whilst, as argued by Seddon, young people may make 

choices “ from a structurally constrained m enu o f choices” (Seddon, 2006: 691), their responses 

to life mom ents or ‘events’ are also mediated by culture (Seddon, 2006: 692). By way o f example, 

Seddon suggests that involvement in the irregular economy is no t solely an economic response to 

limited legitimate opportunities but also a cultural response associated with a desire to create a 

meaningful daily structure and identit}’ (2006: 692). In o ther words, young people’s reactions or 

responses to their structural position were influenced by their immediate surroundings and peer 

neKvorks and their interactions in these contexts led them  to appreciate the collective responses, 

‘habitus’ or the ‘way things are done’. It w’as in the context o f  this three-way process — an 

individual experience o f  structural disadvantage in conjunction with the perception of appreciation o f 

the cultural solution — that offending emerged in the biographies o f  this study’s young people. At 

the time o f desistance, in contrast, young people embraced culturally defined age-related roles 

such as forming partnerships, becoming parents and attem pting to find employment, all o f which 

were incompatible with offending.

TOWARDS AN INTEGRATED UNDERSTANDING OF OFFENDING  
THROUGH YOUTH

In a growing realisation o f the inadequacy o f  a single criminological theor)" to account for the 

process o f offending over time, studies have draw^n on a synthesis o f  theoretical explanations to 

explain (youth) offending (Sinith & McVie, 2003; Parker, 1974; Sanders, 2005). Additionally, 

criminological explanations o f  offending have been understood in conjunction with youth
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transitions and the concept o f capital (Barr)', 2006; M acDonald & Marsh, 2005; W ebster e i a l . ,  

2004). The current study has similarly drawn on youth transitions, careers, criminological tneories 

and the notion o f capital in an attem pt to explain the offending careers o f  a group o f young 

people in contact with criminal justice agencies. However, unlike Barr)' (2006), for example, who 

drew m ost heavily on the concept o f  capital in her analysis, this study argues for a more central 

place for criminological theor)' in moving towards an integrated understanding o f youth 

offending. At the same time as acknowledging the inability o f  a single theory to account fcr 

offending over time, the analysis has allowed for the ‘selective adoption’ o f  key theoretical 

concepts, ha^^ng taken heed o f B ottom s’ (2000: 24) advice to  do so with “sensitivit)^ and 

theoretical awareness” . In following this approach, the changing applicabiHt)^ o f  different 

theoretical concepts throughout the transition from youth to adulthood, has allowed for 

empirically-based policy recom m endations to emerge which have to date been lacking in Ireland.

The study’s recruitm ent o f  young people from across the spectrum  o f  the offending career allows 

for an examination o f different points at which young people may be likely to exit an offending 

career. A synthesis o f  theoretical concepts (including themes from strain, (sub)cultural, cultural 

transmission, differential association and informal social control theories) alongside consideration 

o f youth transitions and the concept o f  capital, capmre the processes through which this exit may 

occur. Again, tliis has crucial policy implications. In particular, the study’s identification ot a 

group o f ‘resisters’ provides empirical support for the assertion that young people’s engagement 

in offending may be somewhat temporar)'.

Figure 9.1 sets out diagrammatically the integrated understanding o f offending drawn from the 

findings docum ented in the previous four chapters. It aligns the stages o f  offending careers (the 

middle column) with the timing o f  transitions (to its left) and the prioritisation and availabilit)’ o f  

capital at these points (to its right).

5-*’ \XTiile this sets out somewhat arbitran' distinctions and does not necessarily appreciate the blurring o f lines 
between each stage, it is nonetheless a useful aid for understanding the overall process o f  offending as represented in 
voung people’s accounts.

291



Figure 9.1: An Integrated Understanding o f O ffending Through Youth
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The findings pertaining to the onset o f offending, as well as accounts o f resistance and 

desistance are consistent with a social control theor\' emphasis. As young people made the 

transition from home to neighbourhood and, in the majorit)" o f cases, spent less time in 

school, their bonds to conventional societ}" were weakened. The immediate localit)^, however, 

remained significant in the strong ‘bonding social capital’ that young people derived from 

neighbourhood life and the fact that they ‘knew’ and were ‘known’ in their local communities. 

Their strong connectedness to, and the centrality o f local communit}', meant that young 

people were receptors o f local values as suggested by the concept o f cultural transmission. 

However, it was in the context o f ‘strain’ — often strongly linked to constrained opportunities 

u ith in  their neighbourhood — that subcultural ‘solutions’ became both apparent and viable in 

the search for economic capital. In this sense, young people’s accounts resonated with 

M erton’s (1938) classic strain theor}', particularly in terms o f their inability' to account for 

leisure time, due to povert)' at an individual and communit}' level. The solution to strained 

leisure careers, particularly in the cases o f young men, echoed cultural criminological accounts 

o f offending where, in the search for excitement and fun, offending became a viable and 

attractive option. The enjoyment to be gained through offending was ‘learnt’ in interaction 

with peers in the neighbourhood as they uitnessed and leamed to appreciate the ‘thrill’ o f 

others’ illegitimate activities. These interactions also facilitated the accumulation o f  social, 

cultural and symbolic capital as young people both enhanced relationships with friends and 

earned their respect. Many accounts, given young people’s biograpliical backdrops, also 

suggested the relevance o f  Agnew’s (1992) revised strain theory, since young people often 

sought to escape adverse conditions and experiences at home.

Resisters’ continued engagement in full-time schooling and the time they spent within their 

homes and engaged in structured leisure activities, emphasised certain themes from  social 

control theon’ as they remained tied to or ‘involved’ in conventional activities and committed 

to conventional beha\iour (I-Iirschi, 1969; Sampson & Laub, 1993). In addition, with greater 

access to structured leisure activities, these young people had less intense experiences o f strain 

connected to their leisure careers. Their association with pro-social peers, and active 

resistance to associating with anti-social peer groups, meant that differential association 

theor\' acted in the reverse. Thus, they were able to access social, symbolic and cultural capital 

through legitimate means.

Fractured transitions, combined with the negative (economic) impact o f ‘critical m om ents’, 

and drug careers emphasised the continued relevance o f strain theories in explaining 

offending after onset. Thus, the accumulation o f economic capital was prioritised in their
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accounts. Additionally, continued street-based leisure, for young men in particular, and thus 

the public nature o f their offending, made them susceptible to recruitment into the local 

illegitimate economy where they learnt the benefits o f offending and the techniques o f 

criminal activit^^ Crucially, in this milieu — the neighbourhood and social networks — young 

people learnt that economic capital could be gained with relative ease and was culmrally 

acceptable in many circumstances. Thus, cultural transmission, subcultural theor}^ (in that 

offending was a class-based solution to a problem) and differential association, all help to 

explain the middle phase o f offending. Furthermore, during this phase, young men, to a 

greater extent than at the time o f  onset, benefitted from the further attainment o f  symbolic 

and culmral capital. This was attached, in particular, to offending (drug dealing and serious 

theft) wliich gave them a ‘role’ or ‘function’ and allowed them  to have an outwardly affluent 

Hfest}de. Finally, at this juncture, criminal justice transitions in the form o f increased Garda 

contact and youth justice involvement sensed, in some cases, to intensify’ young people’s 

offending, consistent with social reaction theories. A t the same time, during this period, 

young people noted the costs attached to offending, signalling an erosion o f capital, which 

marked, for many, the beginning o f  a process o f desistance.

I ’heoretically, social control theories contribute to an explanation o f desistance an d /o r 

aspirations towards desistance among the sample. For example, young people displayed a 

commitment to new romantic relationships, cliildren, new educational oppormnities and 

future employment. Differential association, positing that contact with crime-involved peers 

encourages further offending, appeared to apply in the reverse, as did cultural transmission 

theories which suggest crime is a culmral norm learnt and passed on through generations. 

Young people’s desistance narratives, rather, displayed an ability to remove themselves from 

anti-social peers. Moreover, transitions in their leisure careers led them indoors, either to the 

‘pub’ or home (their own or friends), out o f the puntiew o f both criminal associates and law 

enforcers, thus withdrawing them from the sites o f much of their offending. In making such 

transitions, young people also accessed legitimate social, symboHc and culmral capital.

I lowever, many accounts identified barriers, often due to ongoing criminal justice contact and 

repercussions, revealing their continued instabilit}' o f  access to legitimate economic capital 

and, in some cases, the difficult}^ to dissociate fully from criminal social networks. In this way, 

as respondents experienced continued instabiHt}? connected to their desistance, the possibilit}^ 

o f concepts emphasised in strain, differential association, cultural transmission and social 

reaction theories remained potentially relevant to their biograpliies.
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Figure 9.1 has attempted to bring clarit}' to the complex process o f young people’s offending 

careers. Whilst offending was conceptualised throughout the thesis as a process with 

overlapping phases and blurred Hnes, Figure 9.1, nevertheless, appKes a framework and 

theoretical concepts which allow for a number o f points o f diversion from offending to be 

identified. Crucially, in contrast to a positivist application o f the criminal career model, the 

findings, as presented in Figure 9.1, suggest multiple opportunities o f exiting a criminal career 

and, indeed, many varied experiences o f offending. Consequentiy, it implies for an equally 

nuanced response to youth offending which takes account for various stages o f offending, 

changing priorities over the course o f a criminal career and in the context o f the transitions 

through youth into adulthood. The following section considers the policy implications that 

emerge from these findings and suggests possible directions for further research.

POLICY IMPLICATIONS AND SUGGESTIONS FOR FURTHER 
RESEARCH

Tliis section draws on the study’s findings in discussing a number o f policy implications. 

Specifically, the findings point to the prevention o f  offending and diversion o f young people 

from the criminal justice system as key objectives. However, they also suggest that this is 

accomplished in an approach markedly different from one based on the identification o f  ‘risk 

factors’. Following this, the section continues by considering suggestions for further research 

before presenting the smdy’s final conclusions.

Policy Implications

The reform o f  the youth justice system in Ireland has been underu’ay since the Children Act 

was passed in 2001 (Kilkelly, 2008). This marked a change in discourse around youth justice 

which began to prioritise the prevention o f offending’ and the diversion o f  young people 

from the criminal justice system, language m ore recently incorporated into the National Youth 

Justice Strategy! 2008-2010 (Irish Youth Justice Servtice, 2008a). Specifically, three o f the five 

goals o f the Strateg}" include an aim to reduce offending by diverting young people from 

offending behaviour, prom ote the greater use o f community sanctions and to pro\nde a safe 

and secure environment for detained children in order to assist their early reintegration into

' As D olan (2010) has recently suggested, a focus on the prevention o f  offending is no t a new concept. 
H owever, he also argues that policies o f  prevention have emerged as the ‘flavour o f  the m on th ’ rather than as a 
consistent strateg}' and thus he advocates a long-term  cross-part}' com m itm ent to prevention that can sur\dve a 
change in governm ent.
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society." Tliis study’s findings go some way to support the implementation o f strategies of 

diversion, prevention and the limited use o f punitive intervention. However, the study has 

also highlighted the heterogeneity o f youtli offending experiences, with many ‘resisting’ the 

development o f  an offending career, others having prolonged careers, many o f  whom  desist, 

albeit in a context o f instability. The complexity’ o f the picture o f youth offending presented 

in preceding chapters implies an equally nuanced response. In particular, the findings do not 

support hea\"}’ criminal justice involvement in the Uves o f young people, given that m ost go 

on to desist and many, in any case, do not develop a criminal career in the first place. 

Furthermore, young people’s shared life experiences and yet varied criminal careers warn 

against the use o f assessment tools to target those ‘at risk’.

Prevention: Education and Leisure

The principle o f preventing offending, as espoused in the Cliildren Act 2001, and the l^ational 

Youth Jus/ice Strategy ’j  focus on meeting the welfare and educational needs of children as a 

means to prevent offending are welcomed especially given the disadvantaged backdrop to the 

lives o f young people in tliis smdy. I lowever, the continued focus on criminality' and the 

‘characteristics’ o f young offenders also expose an inherent lack o f  understanding o f the 

processes that lead to crime and youth offending in particular. Indeed, the targeting o f ‘children 

at risk’ o f offending through risk assessment mechanisms does not sit comfortably with the 

study’s findings that ‘resisters’ and those udth more prolonged careers shared similar 

backgrounds. Thus distinguishing voung people, at an early age, who are more Likely to have 

long-term offending careers may not be straightforward. Therefore, prevention strategies 

should universally provide support for all cliildren and families in socially deprived areas.

Based on this study’s findings, preventative strategies should be targeted in two directions: the 

provision o f leisure facilities at a community level and educational inclusion. While not aU 

young people Uving in disadvantaged areas offend and not all ‘offenders’ come from a 

disadvantaged background, the biographies o f young people in the smdy, nonetheless, 

suggested high levels o f social deprivation. The combination o f school truancy/exclusion and 

the strained oppormnities o f ‘street corner’ leisure impacted on the early stages o f many 

young people’s offending. Tlius, prevention strategies should include the provision o f leisure 

amenities which are accessible both financially and by \irtue  o f location. The importance o f 

peers requires leisure sendees to allow for meaningful interaction between young people,

- Two further goals aim to provide leadership and build public confidence in the vouth justice system and to 
strengthen and develop inform ation and data sources in the youth justice system to support m ore effective 
policies and ser\-ices.
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fostering positive relations through ‘pro-social’ acti\T.ties. Furthermore, the provision o f 

senrices should extend into late teenage years, providing specific age-related amenities anc 

activities.

Negative schooling experiences, early school-leaving and school exclusion were crucial 

turning points for many young people in the study in their development o f an offending 

career, whilst continued schooling was an im portant context o f ‘resisting’ offending. Thu?, 

educational policy must prioritise meaningful educational inclusion, incorporating, as McAra 

and McVie (2010) suggest, imaginative wavs o f retaining children within mainstream 

education pro\ision.

Diversion

The principle o f diversion from the criminal justice system is enshrined in the Ciiildren A ;t 

2001 and is central to the Natiof^a/ Youth Justice Straf e^  2008-2010. The diversion o f young 

people from* the courts, and the use o f  detention as a last resort, is a positive move given :he 

potentially negative impact o f criminal justice contact as liighlighted in this study. 

Furthermore, the ‘youth club’ model o f Garda Youdi Diversion Projects goes some way to 

respond to the strained leisure careers which w'ere strongly linked to early offending. At the 

same time, the responsibiHt}' o f  diversion lies with the Garda Juvenile Diversion Programme 

(G]DP), thus bringing young people ‘at risk’ o f offending under the pur\iew  o f criminal 

justice agents at a young age, perhaps even before their first offence, lliu s , this raises 

questions regarding the abilit}' o f  the Programme to effectively divert young people from the 

criminal justice system. Indeed, Bowden (2006: 28) has argued that the Projects operated as a 

“criminal justice gaze [which] could be cast over a wider area and over those who had no 

prior stams in the criminal justice system”. Furthennore, the suggestion within the Strategy" to 

extend the scope o f the GJDP to 10 and 11 year olds is questionable due to the potential 

effect o f bringing children below the age o f criminal responsibiHt}' (age 12) into early contact 

with the criminal justice system, albeit within a diversionary programme.

The study found that becoming ‘known’ to the Gardaf as a potential offender or ‘at risk’ of 

offending may increase the likelihood o f fumre criminal justice involvement, irrespective of 

their offending behaviour, thus echoing findings o f the Edinburgh study (McAra & McVie, 

2005, 2007b; Smith, 2006). Goldson (2010) has similarly highlighted the counter-productive 

tendencies o f  criminogenic ‘labelling’ and system contact, thus lending support to the
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principle o f diversion. He continues to suggest the complete removal o f the child from the

criminal justice system:

Perhaps rem o\ing children and young people from the reach o f the youth justice 
system altogether, by significantly raising the age o f criminal responsibilit}", 
comprises the m ost effective diversionar)’ strategy (Goldson, 2010: 163).

A moderate version o f this argument, as set out by Smith (2006: 15), recognises that some

young people involved in offending have deep-seated problems that do not recede with time

and that more serious offending does have to be dealt with. However, as Smith continues to

state, “a policy o f increased inter\’ention by the juvenile justice system is unlikely to lead to a

reduction in youth offending” (2006: 15).

Criminal lustice Interv^ention

As the study’s findings demonstrate, a number o f young people did continue to offend and, 

in some cases, to serious levels. A responsibilit)' to victims and addressing the costs to the 

communit}^ require a response to such offending. However, the principle o f detention as a 

last resort, given the negative impact o f periods o f incarceration on young people’s ability to 

‘get on’ with life, must remain the guiding principle. Thus, supporting the greater use of 

communit}’-based sanctions for those young people convicted o f a crime, as an alternative to 

detention, is appropriate. This is particularly desirable given the study’s findings on the 

positive impact o f strvictured probauon programmes on young people’s ability to  desist from 

crime. These communit)"-based programmes, however, m ust address those aspects o f young 

people’s lives that arc most closely attached to instabilit}' in terms o f further offending — 

employment prospects, education and training, housing stabilit}', substance use — and thus 

extend their scope beyond criminaHt}^ Additionally, the potential effect o f  the criminal justice 

system on farther offending may work against principles o f prevention, deterrence or 

rehabilitation. This w’as evident in the ‘resignation’ o f some young people to offend given 

constrained opportunities as a result o f  having a criminal record. In particular, the labeUing o f 

the criminal justice system may ser\'e to hold young people back from moves towards 

desistance.’

 ̂As a result, the study’s findings support tlie speedv passing o f  the Spent Convictions Bill 2007 which provides 
that persons with a conviction for a m inor offence mav refrain from  disclosing that conviction when seeking 
em ploym ent (with few exceptions such as em ploym ent which includes working with children). Thus this 
addresses one o f the major barriers highlighted by young people in their attem pts at desistance. A t the time o f  
writing, this Bill is waiting to go into Com m ittee (Third) Stage and following this uill pass through two m ore 
stages in the Dai'l (House o f  Parliament) before being passed bv the Seanad (Senate) and enacted bv the 
President.
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Finally, the National Youth Justice Strateg)/ relates to young people aged under 18 years o f age. 

Given the experiences o f respondents in their transition to adulthood, the distinction at age 

18 between the youth and adult justice systems seems somewhat arbitrar}'. The distinct 

experiences o f young people as they enter adulthood calls for a more adaptive response by 

the criminal justice system. That is, the hoUstic approach in responding to youth offending 

should extend into the adult criminal justice system. In doing so, responses to offending 

should aid a process o f desistance in supporting young people, m ost o f whom are Hving in 

deprivation, to make positive transitions into adulthood.

Suggestions for Further Research

The findings o f  this study have illuminated the many complexities o f youth offending among 

a group o f young people in Dublin. They have demonstrated the fluid and changeable nature 

o f criminal careers and also identified distinct phases o f offending, thus making significant 

inroads and providing an integrated understanding o f a social phenom enon that has been 

neglected by the research communit}^ However, the study has examined the offending o f one 

group of young people, in one location and at one time, and in doing so has raised further 

questions, pointing to a need for additional research. Indeed, given the lack o f a 

criminological discipline in Ireland and the specific dearth o f research in youth crime 

(Seymour, 2006), there is much scope for further empirical investigation in this area. This 

smdy’s findings, however, raise needs related to particular areas o f research.

As alluded to throughout the thesis, one specific limitation o f this smdy is its lack of 

longitudinal design. The study was informed by a conceptualisation o f criminal careers which 

allowed for their variabilit}' and unpredictabilit)^ and the biographical focus located young 

people’s offending in Hfe histories wliich depicted significant disadvantage. Clearly, however, 

the smdy’s findings do not claim to represent the end o f participants’ ‘stories’. The Uves o f 

tliis smdy’s young people will change, perhaps in significant ways, as they continue their 

journey towards adulthood. Longitudinal data would clearly pro\tide insight into the 

sustainabilit}', for example, o f young people’s aspirations and commitment to both desisting 

and resisting, wliile also allowing for an examination o f the ‘continuation’ o f their offending 

careers.

■' A num ber o f  structured probation program m es for young people aged betw een 18 and 25 are designed in this 
way and support young people on probation  in multiple life areas. H owever, many face the th reat o f  public 
spending cuts and some have already ceased to  operate.

299



This study made an important distinction between young people whose offending continued 

and, in some cases, subsequently desisted, and those young people who ‘resisted’ further 

offending. W'hile making up over one quarter o f the sample, definite assertions cannot be 

made on the basis o f the accounts o f the ten ‘resisters’ identified. Nonetheless, their inclusion 

has illuminated the possibility^ o f markedly swift exits from offending. Further research into 

young people on the fringes o f  criminal activity^ or on the lowest rung o f criminal justice 

involvement, would be beneficial particularly in terms o f  exploring their avoidance o f criminal 

involvement. Such a focus could provide policy-relevant information on ways to deter youth 

crime.

The context o f tliis study has been very" much in the social em ironm ent in which the young 

people live and, in particular, their local neighbourhood. Specifically, this is related to socially 

deprived localities in die capital cit}’. The place o f the social environment in the smdy’s 

theoretical understanding o f offending careers, points to the potential benefit o f  conducting 

research in alternative locations’ to examine whether this theoretical stance can be applied 

more generally to others ty'pes o f locale.

Finally, wliilst the same broad framework was used to explain participants’ offending as a 

whole, the inclusion o f young women in the study illuminated particular nuances which 

demonstrated a particular experience o f offending and transitions than that o f young men.

W hile the numerical representation o f young women in the sample broadly reflect the 

proportion o f males and females who have contact with the criminal justice system, the 

unique experiences o f young wom en liighlighted in this research identify a need for dedicated 

research on young female offenders.

CONCLUSION: FROM CRIMINAL JUSTICE TO SOCIAL JUSTICE

The responsibilit}' for the prevention o f and response to youth offending, and crime in 

general, lies within the Irish Youth justice Service and the Departm ent o f Justice, Equalit)" 

and Law' Reform. Despite principles o f diversion, strategies to respond to young people who 

offend (and w'ho are ‘at risk’ o f offending) ty'pically remain witliin the remit o f the criminal 

justice system. More recently, discussion and debate have drawn attention to a need to shift 

the focus from criminal justice to social justice. The concept o f social justice, as defined by 

O ’Mahony (2010), implies “providing fair and decent treamient for all citizens across every

’ Such as smaller cities, towns and rural areas.
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domain including housing, health, education and employment” . He continues to state tliat 

“social justice is largely redistributive justice, concerned with limiting, reducing or redressing 

the inevitable disparities that arise in modern societies” and that “ [i]n this situation we would 

be m ost concerned to create social structures that limit inequalities and genuinely open up 

oppormnities for personal advancement to all citizens” (O’Mahony, 2010).

Tliis study’s findings support such a shift in focus to addressing issues o f  social justice.

Ireland always had a high degree o f income inequalit}' which persisted during the boom  years 

(Fahey et al, 2001). During this period o f sharp economic growth, however, levels o f relative 

deprivation and the gap between the affluent and poor increased, thus indicative o f  social 

///justice. We also know that crime, and other social problems, are located in areas o f  high 

deprivation (Bacik et al.̂  1997; Dean et al, 1984). In fact, since the process o f  offending 

among young people originated and was embedded in experiences o f social deprivation, 

addressing social inequalities and relative deprivation is a necessarj' prerequisite to effectively 

tackle tlie origins o f  youth offending in poor communities.

The rhetoric o f contemporan- discourse in Ireland, and elsewhere, surrounding youth justice, 

whilst having all the trappings o f  a holistic response to youth offending, nonetheless adopts 

mechanisms indicating the continued individualisation o f the social problem. The 'National 

Youth Justice Strategy' 2008-2010, for example, illustrates these tensions. A t the same time as 

setting out universal aims to prom ote child well-being, through meeting cliildren’s welfare 

and educational needs, it also highlights the need to deliver programmes and services targeted 

at ‘at risk’ individuals and families who are considered readily identifiable through a process 

o f risk assessment. The focus on the individual is strengthened with the requirement, within 

the Strategy, for young people to be held accountable for offending beha\dour and to develop 

“socially responsible behaviour” . As this smdy’s findings demonstrate, however, young 

people’s offending, and lives more generally, was embedded within social and economic 

environments characterised by high, and in some cases extreme, deprivation. Thus, the lens 

through which we focus on youth offending must be widened from a focus on the individual 

to incorporate the broader socio-economic and cultural contexts in a hoHstic response to 

youth crime. Moving towards a model o f social justice will ser\"e to tackle the issues that a 

focus on criminal justice, through neglecting the needs o f economically deprived 

communities, thus far, has ser\'ed to perpetuate.
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APPENDIX A

1mrrfn:.*>- CpiViffc

children's research centre
.‘S iea.'c lt p r  ch iidren & y o a tjg  M o o ie

Research Study on Young People’s Experiences 
Of Crime and Victimisation

Information Sheet (Parent/Guardian)

Dear Parent/Guardian

My name is IVIary-Louise Corr. I am a student at Trinity College Dublin and I am doing a 

research study on the lives of young people in Dublin who have had contact with criminal 

justice agencies such as the police, courts, probation services, detention centres etc. The 

aim of the study is to understand why some young people are involved in offending 

behaviour and also to understand the situations where they have been victims of crime. It 

will hopefully be able to highlight ways in which young people might avoid these 

experiences.

I am asking young people aged 12-25 years to participate in this study. Young people 

who agree to take part will be asked to fill out a questionnaire (which will take about 15 

minutes to complete) and also to carry out more detailed interviews which will last for 

approximately one hour.

Participation will take place at a time and in a place that suits the young person. The 

questionnaire and the detailed interview will cover the following topics;

> Accommodation history

> Education/training/employment

> Family

Alcohol/drug use

Experiences of crime/victimisation

Social life/friends
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I am asking parents/guardians of young people aged under 18 years to allow them to 

participate in this study. The young people themselves will also be asked for their 

consent.

Participation in this study is voluntary and the young person can change their mind at 

any time. They do not have to answer all the questions either in the questionnaire or the 

interview and they can terminate their participation in the study completely, if they want 

to, at any stage.

All answers to the questionnaire and everything discussed in the interview is 

confidential. All the information gathered during the study will be stored in a locked 

cabinet so that no one else will have access to it. The young person’s name will not 

appear on any of the data, instead they will be given a code. Also, when I write about the 

study I will not use the young person’s name or any other information that may identify 

them or anybody they may talk about during the interview. However, if the young person 

tells me that they are in danger or distress, I may have to talk to somebody else about 

this. If this happens I will:

V Talk to the young person about my concern.

> Where necessary, talk to the young person’s parent about my concern.

If you agree to your child taking part in this study please fill out the consent form attached 

and return it in the envelope provided.

If you would like some more information about this study before you give your consent 

please feel free to contact me:

Contact Details

Mary-Louise Corr, Children’s Research Centre, Trinity College Dublin

Tel: 01 896 2982 E-mail: mcorr@tcd.ie
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chUdren's research centre
■•eieofch Jo> childsen & young peoaie

Research Study on Young People’s Experiences 

Of Crime and Victimisation 

Consent Form (Parent/Guardian)

I ___________________________(parent’s/guardian's name) agree that Mary-Louise Corr

from Trinity College Dublin may seek__________________________ (young person’s

name) permission to participate in a research study on the lives of young people and their 

experiences of crime and victimisation.

I understand that:

> The researcher v̂ îll fill out a questionnaire with my child about his/her life and in 

particular his/her experiences of crime and victimisation.

> My child will then take part in an interview in which he/she will discuss his/her 

experiences in more detail with the researcher.

> Participation in this study is voluntary and I may change my mind about my child’s 

participation at any time.

> Everything that my child talks to the researcher about is confidential. However, if my 

child tells the researcher something that suggests that he/she might be in danger, the 

researcher may need to talk to somebody else about this. If this was to happen, the 

researcher will;

1. Talk to my child and tell my child about their concern;

2. Where necessary talk to me and let me know what the concern about my child 

is.

Signed:   Contact number:_

(Parent)

Date:
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children's research centre
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R esearch  S tu d y  on Young People's E xp erien ces  o f  

C rim e and V ic tim isa tio n

In fo rm a tio n  S h e e t

W h a t is th e  s tu d y  about?
M y name is Mary-Louise Corr and I  am a student a t T rin ity  College Dublin. I  am 
inviting you to participate in a research study which I  am doing on the  lives o f young 

people in Dublin who have had contact with criminal justice agencies such as the  
police, courts, probation services, detention centres etc. The study aims to 
understand why some young people commit crime and also to understand situations 
when they have been a victim o f crime. I t  will hopefully be able to highlight ways in 
which young people might avoid these experiences. To achieve this requires your 
participation and those o f o ther young people in similar circumstances.

W h a t  will tak in g  p a r t  involve?
Young people who agree to take part will be asked to fill out a questionnaire -  this  
will take about 15 minutes to complete. The questionnaire will have a number o f 
sections and will ask questions on th e  following topics:

y Daily life
''r Friends and social life

Accommodation history
'y Alcohol/Drug Use
K Criminal a c tiv ity /

victimisation
r Education/Training
> Employment

A fte r  filling out the  questionnaire, young people will be asked to ta lk  in more detail 
about th e ir lives through a 'life  history interview'. During the  interview we will 
discuss a number o f topics including your fam ily background, living situations while 
growing up, education, alcohol/drug use and your social life  and friends. I  am
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particularly interested in any experiences you have of offending and if you have ever 
been a victim of crime.

I f  you agree, I  will audiotape the interview, as this will help me capture your full 
story. During the interview you can request tha t the tape be turned o ff  a t any time. 
A fte r  the interview I  will transcribe the tape. When I  do so I  will remove all 
information in the transcript that could identify you or anybody else th a t you 
mention.

Do I  have to take part?
You should not feel that you have to participate in this study -  taking part is 
voluntary. I f  you do decide to take part, you can change your mind at any time. That 
means that if you feel uncomfortable about answering certain questions you don't 
have to answer them. Also, you can stop taking part completely at any time.

Confidentiality
All answers to the questionnaire and everything discussed in the interview is 
confidential. All the information gathered during the study will be stored in a locked 
cabinet so no one else will have access to it. Your name will not appear on any of the  
data, instead you will be given a code. When I  w rite about the study I  will not use 
your name or any other information that may identify you or anybody you may talk 
about during the interview. Also, the researcher cannot tell any other adult or young 
person what you say unless you said you were in danger or distress.

I f  you think you would like to participate in the research study or you would like to 
ask me some questions please contact me:

Contact Details

Mary-Louise Corr, Children’s Research Centre, Trinity College Dublin

Tel; 01 896 2982 E-mail: mcorr@tcd.ie
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Research Study on Vounq People's Experiences of 
Crime and Victimisation

Consent Form

I  _________________________________ (print name) agree to speak to Mary-Louise

Corr from Trinity College Dublin as part o f the research study on the lives of young 

people and their experiences of crime and victimisation. I  have read the information 

sheet provided and understand the aims of the project.

I  understand that;

> The reseorcher will ask me to complete a questionnaire which will 
take about 15 minutes.

I  will then be asked to do a life history interview to discuss my 
experiences in more detail. This will take about an hour.

> Both the questionnaire and interview will ask me questions about my 
family, living situations, daily life, education, friends, alcohol/drug 
use and my experiences of crime/victimisation.

> The interview will be recorded on a tape recorder which I  can stop 
at any time.

> I  do not have to answer all the questions either in the questionnaire 
or during the interview.

z' I  can stop taking part in this study at any stage.

> W hat I  say is confidential and the researcher will not discuss the  
information with anyone else.

> I f  I  tell the researcher something that makes them worry for my 
safety she may have to talk to someone who is responsible fo r me. 
She will not do this without telling me firs t.
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Signed’. _____________________  Contact Number*;
(Young Person) *this can be the number of someone who is in

regular contact with you e.g. probation officer, 
social worker

Date:

Signed'.
(Researcher) 

Date; _____________
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APPENDIX B

Research Study on Young People’s Experiences o f  

Crime and Victim isation  

O UESTIONNIARE -  CO NFIDENTIAL

Code: CV

1. Gender □ M ale □ Fem ale

2. Date of birth  I____ I _____ [Age______ ]

3. Ethnicity

Do you identify with any of the following cultural/ethnic backgrounds?:

□ Traveller □ African

□ Roma □ None

□ Eastern European

Section 1: Accom modation History

4. Where were you bom? (City/Town/Country)

Current living situation

5. Where do you live now? Tick one answer.

□ Family home (both parents) □ Residential Care

□ Family home (one parent) □ Residential Treatment

□ Extended family (grandparents etc) □ B&B

□ Rent from private landlord □ Foster Care

□ Rent from the council □ Transitional/Supported

□ Staying temporarily with friends accommodation

□ Sleeping rough (streets/squats etc) □ Probation Hostel

□ Hostel/emergency accommodation □ Other (Please state)

6. How long have you been living in your current accommodation/living situation?

I f  less than Ilmonths, go to Q. 1: I f  more than 12 months, go to Q.8.
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7. How many times have you changed accommodation in the last 12 months/year?

8. How long do you plan to stay in your current living situation?

Tick one answer.

□ 1 month or less □ One year or more

□ 2 -  6 months □ Don’t know

□ 7 - 1 2  months

Past living situations

9. Have you previous experience o f being in care (e.g. foster care, residential care)?

□ Yes □ No

I f  yes, go to Q.IO. I f no, go to 0.13.

10. At what age did you first go into care? ________________

11. At what age did you leave care? _______________

12. How many care placements have you had?

□ 1 □ 4-5

□ 2-3 □ More than 5

13. Have you ever accessed the Out o f Hours Service for somewhere to stay?

□ Yes □ No

Homelessness

14. Have you ever experienced homelessness?

□ Yes □ No

I f  yes, go to I; I f  no, go to Q. 18.

15. At what age did you first experience homelessness? _____________

16. How many times in your life have you been homeless? Tick one answer.

□ 1 □ 4-5

□ 2-3 □ More than 5
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17. How many months in the past year would you say you have experienced homelessness? 

Tick one answer.

□ Less than 1 month □ 6-9 months

□ 1 -2 months □ 10-12 months

□ 3-5 months

18. Have you stayed in any of the following accommodation types...? Tick all that apply.

Accommodation a) ever in your 
life

b) in the last 
year

a Emergency accommodation/hostel (under 18) □ Yes □ No □ Yes □ No

b Adult homeless hostel (over 18s) □ Yes □ No □ Yes □ No

c Friend’s/family’s* house temporarily because you 
had nowhere else to go

□ Yes □ No □ Yes □ No

d B&Bs because you had nowhere else to go □ Yes □ No □ Yes □ No

e Sleeping rough (streets/squats etc) □ Yes □ No □ Yes □ No

f Transitional/supported housing □ Yes □ No □ Yes □ No

*This refers to family other than parents -  siblings, aunts/uncles, cousins, grandparents etc.

Section  2: E ducation , T rain ing and E m ploym ent

19. Are you currently attending school?

□ Yes □ No

Ifuo. go to Q.20; I f  yes, go to 0.22.

20. What age were you when you left school? __________________

21. Are you currently attending any o f the following: Tick all that apply.

□ FAS □ Third level education/college

□ Youthreach □ Other (Please specify)______

□ Apprenticeship/Traineeship

22. Have you achieved any of the following levels?: Tick all that apply.

□ Junior Certificate □ FETAC/NCVA

□ Leaving Certificate □ Third Level Diploma/Degree

□ Leaving Certificate Applied □ Other (Please sta te)________

□ None
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23. Are you currently employed?

□ Yes (full-time) □ Yes (part-time) 

I f  no go to Q.24; I f  yes go to Q.25.

□ No

24. Have you ever been employed?

□ Yes (full-time) □ Yes (part-time) □ No

25. W hat is your main source o f income?

□ Employment □ Parents/family

□ Social welfare □ Other (Please state)______________

□ FAS

Section 3: Alcohol/D rug Use

Remind yow ig  person that they do not have to answer all questions and that the questionnaire is 

confidential.

26. Do you drink alcohol?

□ Yes □ No

I f  yes, go to Q.27: I f  no, go to Q.30.

27. W hat age were you when you had your first drink?

28. How often do you drink? Tick one answer.

□ Less than once a week □ 4-5 times a week

□ 1 -3 times a week □ Every day

29. Where do you normally drink alcohol?

□ At home □ Bars/Clubs

□ In a friend’s house □ Other (Please state)

□ Outdoors (parks, streets, boardwalk)

30. Have you ever taken any drugs?

□ Yes □ No

I f  yes, go to Q.31; I f  no, go to Q.33.

31. W hat age were you when you first took a drug?
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32. Which of these drugs have you taken?

Drug a) ever in your 
life

b) in the last 
month

c) in the last week

a Cannabis (Hash) □ Yes □ No □ Yes □ No □ Yes □ No

b Ecstasy (E) □ Yes □ No □ Yes □ No □ Yes □ No

c LSD (Acid) □ Yes □ No □ Yes □ No □ Yes □ No

d Speed □ Yes □ No □ Yes □ No □ Yes □ No

e Cocaine (Coke) □ Yes □ No □ Yes □ No □ Yes □ No

f Heroin (Gear) □ Yes □ No □ Yes □ No □ Yes □ No

g Magic M ushrooms □ Yes □ No □ Yes □ No □ Yes □ No

h S ol vents/Inhal ants □ Yes □ No □ Yes □ No □ Yes □ No

i Tranquillisers □ Yes □ No □ Yes □ No □ Yes □ No

j Other (Please specify) □ Yes □ No □ Yes □ No □ Yes □ No

Section 4: E xperiences o f  C rim e

33. Have you done any of the following....?

Activity a) ever in your 
life

b) in the last 
month

c) in the last week

a Shoplift □ Yes □ No □ Yes □ No □ Yes □ No

b Steal off another person □ Yes □ No □ Yes □ No □ Yes □ No

c Sell stolen goods □ Yes □ No □ Yes □ No □ Yes □ No

d Cause criminal damage □ Yes □ No □ Yes □ No □ Yes □ No

e Intoxicated in public 
place

□ Yes □ No □ Yes □ No □ Yes □ No

f Assault another person 
(without a weapon)

□ Yes □ No □ Yes □ No □ Yes □ No

g Assault another person 
(with a weapon)

□ Yes □ No □ Yes □ No □ Yes □ No

h Sell/supply drugs □ Yes □ No □ Yes □ No □ Yes □ No

i Begging □ Yes □ No □ Yes □ No □ Yes □ No

34. Have you ever been referred to the Garda Juvenile Diversion Programme (or Juvenile Liaison 

Scheme pre-2001)?

□ Yes □ No □ Don’t know
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35. Have you ever received a caution from the Gardaf, either formal or infonnal?

A caution would have been administered by a member o f the Gardai. I f  it was informal it was probably 

given at your home in front o f another adult. I f  it was formal it was probably given at a Garda station. I f  

there was a victim, they may also have been present at a fonrial caution (restorative caution).

□ Yes (formal) □ No

□ Yes (informal) □ D on’t know

I f  yes, go to Q.36; I f  no go to Q.39.

36. How many cautions have you received in the last year?

□ 0 □ 6-10

□ 1 □ More than 10

□ 2-3 □ D on’t know

□ 4-5

37. What age were you when you first received a caution? ________________

38. Can you tell me what offences you received caution(s) for? Tick all that apply.

□ Theft

□ Criminal Damage

□ Alcohol related offences (e.g. intoxication in a public place)

□ Public Order offences (e.g. riot, urinate in public, disorderly conduct in public)

□ Drug related offences (e.g. possession, sale/supply)

□ Minor assault

□ Serious assault (e.g. assault causing bodily harm)

□ Sexual offences

□ Begging

□ Fraud related offences (e.g. forgery)

□ Traffic Offences

□ Other (Please specify) _____________

342



39. Can you tell me if you have ever been arrested or charged for any of the following crimes? 

Tick all that apply.

Offence Arrested Charged

a) Theft □ Yes □ No □ Yes □ No

b) Burglary □ Yes □ No □ Yes □ No

c) Criminal damage □ Yes □ No □ Yes □ No

d) Alcohol related offences □ Yes □ No □ Yes □ No

e) Public Order offences □ Yes □ No □ Yes □ No

f) Possession of drugs □ Yes □ No □ Yes □ No

g) Sale/Supply of dmgs □ Yes □ No □ Yes □ No

h) Minor assault □ Yes □ No □ Yes □ No

i) Serious assault □ Yes □ No □ Yes □ No

j) Sexual offences □ Yes □ No □ Yes □ No

k) Begging □ Yes □ No □ Yes □ No

1) Fraud □ Yes □ No □ Yes □ No

m) Traffic Offences □ Yes □ No □ Yes □ No

m) Other (please specify) □ Yes □ No □ Yes □ No

40. How many times have you been arrested in the last year?

□ 0 □ 11-20

□ 1-3 □ More than 20

□ 4-5 □ Don’t know

□ 6-10

41. How many times

□ 0

□ 1-3

□ 4-5

□ 6-10

42. Have you ever been subject to any of the following? Tick all that apply.

□ Peace Bond □ Community Service Order

□ Probation Bond/Order □ Fine

□ Suspended Sentence □ Custodial Sentence

have you been charged in the last year? 

□ 11-20

□ More than 20

□ Don't know
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43. Did you ever spend time in any o f the following? Tick all that apply.

□ Trinity House School, Lusk

□ Oberstown Boys School, Lusk

□ Oberstown Girls School, Lusk

□ Finglas Child and Adolescent Centre

□ St Joseph’s Special School, Clonmel

44. Have you ever spent time in any o f the following prisons? Tick all that apply.

□ St. Patrick’s Institution □ Arbour Hill

□ Mountjoy □ Training Unit (Mountjoy)

□ Wheatfield □ Dochas Centre

□ Cloverhill □ Other (Please sta te)______

45. How many times have you received a detention/prison sentence?

□ 0 □ 4-5

□ 1 □ More than 5

□ 2-3 □ Don’t know

46. What age were you when you were first in prison or detention school? 

Section  5: E xperiences o f  V ictiin isation

47. Have any o f these things happened to y o u ...?

Offence
i) ever in 
your life

ii) in the last 
12 months/ 
year

iii) while 
homeless ( if
applicable)

(a) Physically attacked/assaulted/beaten up □ Yes □ No □ Yes □ No □ Yes □ No

(b) Assaulted or wounded with a weapon □ Yes □ No □ Yes □ No □ Yes □ No

(c) Threatened in a way that frightened you □ Yes □ No □ Yes □ No □ Yes □ No

(d) Had something stolen from you □ Yes □ No □ Yes □ No □ Yes □ No

(e) Sexually abused/sexually assaulted □ Yes □ No □ Yes □ No □ Yes □ No

(f) Felt bullied/intimidated by someone else □ Yes □ No □ Yes □ No □ Yes □ No

(g) Felt harassed by a member of the Gardai □ Yes □ No □ Yes □ No □ Yes □ No

(h) Experienced violence from the Gardai □ Yes □ No □ Yes □ No □ Yes □ No
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48. (a) Did you report the last time you were a victim?

□ Yes □ No □ Never been a victim

I f  no. go to Q.48 (b): I f  yes, go to Q.50.

(b) What was the main reason why you did not report the incident? Tick one answer.

□ Not serious enough

□ Didn’t thini< anything could be done

□ Fear of making the situation worse

□ Fear of revenge

□ Didn’t thinic anyone would believe you

□ Did not want to get the person into trouble

□ Other, (Please state)__________________________

49. Have you ever reported an incident where you have been victimised?

□ Yes □ N o □ Never been a victim

50. How many times in the last year/12 months do you think you have been a victim of 

crime/victimised in any way?

Tick one answer.

□ 0 □ 6-10 times

□ Once □ More than 10 times

□ 2-5 times □ Don’t know

Section 6: Services

51. What services have you accessed in the last 12 months/year?

□ Housing/accommodation services □ Educational/Employment services

□ Alcohol/drug treatment services □ Counselling

□ Other (Please state)_______________

52. What services do you think you need that you are not currently accessing?

□ Housing/accommodation services □ Educational/Employment services

□ Alcohol/drug treatment services □ Counselling

□ Other (Please state)_______________

END OF QUESTIONNAIRE
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LIFE HISTORY PROTOCOL

Mary Louise Corr
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Introduction

1. Tliis study is interested in young people’s experiences o f crime and victimisation but it 

is also looking at how young people have their own life story, their own history o f 

their life.

Can you tell me the stoiy' o f  your life?

You can tell your life story whatever way you want. You can start at any age.

] j theyoungperson has difficulties give an example of jour own life story: Can you tiow tell me 

something about your story'?

\ljet the young person tell hisj her story without questioning or probing.

Early life history

2. Can you tell me more about your family when you were younger?

Probe on parents/guardians; siblings; extended family;

What is your current relationship like with members o f your family?

3. Did you move about with your family when you were younger?

Probe on different locations', favourite places; locations not liked. Explore what 

these places were like for young people growing up.

What was it like to move about? (effects on, for example, schooling, friends) 

Now’ you’re living in [name o f area]. W'hat is it like li\4ng there? \X'hat are the 

good/bad things about li\ang there?

]fit is the same place where the youngperson lived when they were younger. Is there anything 

different about [name o f area] now? How is it different? Would you say it is a better 

or worse place to live in now?

4. Can you tell me some more about what school was like for you when you were

younger?

W hat did you like about school?

Was there anything you didn’t like about school?

Did you move schools at any stage? Did you find it difficult to move schools?
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Living Situations

5. \X-'here are you currently living?

How long have you been there?

Do you like lining there (i.e. with family, in the area)?

W hat do you not like about living there?

6. Have you ever lived away from home o f away from your family?

[or is this the first time you have lived away from home?]

IF YES, ask the following questions:

7a. Can you tell me about the different places you have stayed in when you 

weren’t living at home?

W'hat was good/bad about those places? Why did you leave there? How 

did you find the next place? Was it difficult to find somewhere to live?

7b. Have you ever been in care — foster care, residential care?

Explore care experiences, age, t}'pes o f placement, feelings on being in care. 

[Ifyoung person is not currently in car^ Where did you live immediately after 

leaving care?

7c. Have you ever stayed in a hostel or emergency accommodation?

Explore first and subsequent experiences of living in emergency accommodation.

W hat were the good/bad  things about sta\ing in hostel?

7d. Did you ever use the O ut o f Hours Ser\"ice to find accommodation?

W hat age were you the first time you used the OHS?

W hat was it like to use the OHS? Explore the different experiences of staying 

OH S accommodation.

7e. Have you ever slept rough -  like on the street or in a squat?

Probe on the first and subsequent occasions o f sleeping rough.

E-xamine the context of sleeping rough — with other young people; location.

7 f  W hat about staying with friends? Have you ever had to do that because you

had nowhere else to stay?
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7g. Have you ever considered yourself to be homeless? W hen was tliis? — Explore 

details.

8. X'v'ould you now be able to list all the places that you have ever lived? Explore what ages

young people moved at and reasons for moving.

Future housing

9. D o you have any plans to change your living situation in the near future?

10. Where would you like to live? What would help you do this?

Education/Tfaining/Employment

11. Are you currently attending school?

If YES

12. a. What year are you in?

b. D o you enjoy school?

c. W hat do you not Uke about school?

d. Do you think you get on well with teachers/other students?

e. Have you sat your junior Cert/Leaving Cert — were you happy with 

how you did in your exams?

f. W ould you say you are a good student? Explore reasons for answer. D o 

you ever get into trouble? Can you tell me more about that? Have 

you ever been suspended or expelled?

g- Overall, do you think your experiences o f school are 

positive/negative? -  Why do you say that?
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If NO

13. a. W hat age were you when you left school?

b. Did you enjoy school — what w'as it that you enjoyed/did not enjoy 

about school?

c. Wleft school earlf\ -  \X'hy was it that you left school? Can you 

remember making the decision not to go back to school? Did you 

talk to someone about this?

d. Would you say that you were a good student? Explore reasons for 

answer. Did you ever get trouble? Can you tell me more about that? 

Flave you ever been suspended or expelled?

e. Did you take any exams like your junior Cert or Leaving Cert when 

you were in school? — \X̂ 'ere you happy with how you did in your 

exams?

14. Are you attending [or did you ever attend] any training courses or a college course?

Probe for details-. W hen did the course start? Is the course enjoyable? Is it 

different from school? W hat do you hope to get out o f the course?

15. Have you ever had a part-time or full-time job?

Explore details of previous and current employi7ient.

Identify types of employment, ways in which employment was accessed.

Do you enjoy working? — W'hat is good /no t good about working?

16. D o you have any ideas what you would like to do in the future?

Would you Hke to work in the fumre?

D o you think it will be difficult to get a job?

Have you talked to anyone about your hopes for the future?

W hat do you think would help you find the course/job that you would like?
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Friends and Family

I  am ju s t going to ask you a bit more about jo u r  friends andfamily i f  that's ok.. .

Friends

17. Can you tell me a bit about your friends, about the people you hang around with?

W hat kind o f things would you normally do together? D o you like hanging 

out with your friends?

W ould you spend a lot o f time together? W hat about when you were younger 

did you spend more time together? Explore reasons for change.

Did you have different friends when you were younger?

W^ho do you ‘hang around’ with m ost days? Are these friends from school, 

home, the area you live in?

Family

18. W hat about your relationship with your parents? How would you describe it?

\ l f  the young person does not live at home\ do you have much contact with your 

parents?

Mas vour relationship with vour parents changed since you were younger? In 

what ways has it changed?

W'ould you say that you are close to your parents?

19. W'hat about your brothers and sisters? D o you see them? D o you get on well with

any o f your siblings?

20. W'ould you like your relationsliip with your family to be different in any way? In what 

ways would you like it to be different?

21. D o you feel that your family has helped you in any way?

22. Mave you ever had a girl/boyfriend?

Are vou ‘going out’ with someone now?

1£YHS, would you say that you are close to your girl/boyfriend?

If  N O . have you ever felt close to a girl/boyfriend that you went out with in 

the past? When was that?
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Daily and Social Life

23. How do you normally spend your day?

Can you tell me what you did yesterday?

W hat about the evenings?

24. W hat about the weekends?

Do you do anything different at the weekends?

25. W'ho do you usually spend your day with?

Do you hang out in groups o f friends? Mostly boys/girls/mixed?

W'hat sort o f things would you do together?

Do you think that the people who hang around with you influence you in any 

way? How?

26. D o you have any hobbies or ways that you prefer to spend your free time?

27. Do you ever feel bored or feel that you have nothing to do?

Is there anything you can do when vou feel bored?

28. W hat about money?

How do you find money to do the things you want to do?

XX'ould you like to have more money to do the things you would like to do?
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Alcohol and Drug Use

We talked there about how you usually spend your days. Sometimes you probably go drinking with 

your friends...

29. Could you tell me a bit about that, about where you go to drink and that sort o f  thing?

30. Can you remember what age you were when you first started drinking?

Can you tell me a bit more about that first time — where you were, who you 

were with?

31. W'ho do you normally go drinking with?

32. W'hat do you normally drink?

Flow much would you drink in one session?

X̂ ’ould you normally get drunk?

33. How often would you say that you go drinking?

D o you tind it expensive to go drinking?

W ould YOU like to drink more often?

/  want to ask you now about your drug use, about the drugs you have tried and about your most 
recent drug use; it could be any druĝ  say hash, ecstasy, speed, cocaine or heroin. I  want to remind you 
that all of this is completely confidential, that I  do not tell anyone what you report to me in this 
inten’iew.
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34. Have you ever taken a drug?

IF YES

35. Can you think about the m ost recent time you tried or used a drug?

W'hat drug did you use?

W'ho was with you?

W'here were you at the time?

36. Can you remember the first time you ever tried a drug?

W'hich drug?

How old were you at the time? W'ho was with you?

W ho supplied the drugs?

37. Can you list the drugs you have tried or used since that first time?

38. Which drug would you say you have used the most? Which one is your

favourite drug?

39. W'ould you say that you take drugs regularly? I low often would you take 

drugs?

40. D o you usually drink when you are taking drugs?

41. \K'"here do you usually ‘score’ (buy) drugs?

D o you usually ‘score’ from the same person?

Mave you ever been caught buying or selling drugs by the police? If 

yes, can you tell me some more about that, how it happened, what 

happened afterw’ards — arrest, charged, court appearance etc.
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IF NO

42. D o you know o f other young people who take drugs?

D o you hang about with these young people? 

W hat drugs do they take?

Offending Behaviour

NoiP I would like to ask you about criminal activity that you may have been involved in. I  want to remind you 

that everythingyou tell me is confidential unless 1 feel that you or someone else might be in danger...

43. Can you remember the first time that you were in trouble with the police/Gardai?

W'hat age were you at the time?

W'hat did you get in trouble for? W ho were you with at the time?

Were you li\’ing at home at the time?/\X'here were you living at the 

tim e?/\\'hat did your parents think?

W hat happened — were you arrested, charged etc?

Did you get a JLO? Have you ever had a )LO?

44. W hat about before the first time you got in trouble with the Gardai — had you been 

involved in any kind o f crimdnal stuff -  even small stuff -  before this?

Can you tell me a bit more about that?

W hat about the ver)' first time that you did something illegal, can you 

remember what that was? Can you tell me more about what happened? How

did you feel at the time?

45. Since that ven^ first time you started to do things like [refer to pre\ious answer], 

would you say that you were involved in that kind o f stuff a lot when you were 

growing up?

W hat kind o f things did you do that would be illegal? Can you give me some 

specific examples o f times that you did something illegal? W'ould you 

normally be by yourself when doing these tilings?

I low did you feel when you did these things?
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46. W hat about getting caught by the police — would they catch you often?

W'ould there be times tliat the police don’t catch you doing illegal things? 

W’ould this be often?

47. You told me earlier about the first time that you got in trouble with the police. Since 

then would you say that you have been in trouble often?

W hat kind o f activities would you get in trouble for?

W'ould you normally be with your friends or on your own when you get into 

trouble?

\X'hy do you think that the guards would approach you (and your friends)?

48. Have you been arrested many times?

W'hat about in the last year, how many times have you been arrested?

Prohe for detail on recent arrests.

49. VCTiat about charges, would you say that you have many charges?

W'hat about in the last year, how many charges do you think you have

received?

W'hat kind o f things have you been charged for?

50. Can you remember the first time you appeared in court?

Was it Children/A dult Court?

W hat was it like? Can you remember how you felt at any time?

\\”hat about your first rime in the adults courts, was it different in any way?

51. Can you tell me about the m ost recent time that you were in trouble with the poUce?

W hen was that?

VC'hat did you get in trouble for?

\\”ho were you with at the time?

W'hat happened? (arrested, charged)
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Detention Schools

52. W'hat about detention, have you ever been in a detention school e.g. Trinity 

House, Oberstown, Finglas Child and Adolescent Centre?

W hat age were you when you first went to a detention school?

W hat led to you being put in a detention school?

Can you remember how you felt when you were told you were going 

into detention?

How many times have you been put in a detention school?

XX’hat was it like being in a detention school? W'as there anything 

good/bad  about being there? Did you miss not ha\dng your freedom? 

W hat about your friends and family, did you miss them?

W'hat happened when you left detention - did you go home, go back 

to school?

How did you find settling back into life after leaving? \X'as there 

anything difficult about it?

W'hat about any o f your friends, have they spent rime in Children 

Detention Schools?

53. W hat about prison, have you ever been in prison?

IF YES

W hat prisons have you been in?

W hat age were you when you were first in prison?

Can you remember how you felt the first time you were told you were 

going to prison?

How many tim es/for how long have you been in prison?

W'hat led to you being in prison the m ost recent time?

W hat happened when you left prison (did you go home, back to 

education/employment).

How was it tr\'ing to settie back into life after prison? W'as there 

anything difficult about it?

D o you know o f anyone (else) who has been in prison — like your 

friends or members o f your family?

Explore any personal changes subsequent to incarceration.
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54. Since you got involved in offending when you w'ere younger, do you think your 

offending has changed in any way?

Were there times when your offending became m ore/less frequent? X^'hen 

was this?

Were there times when your offending became m ore/less serious? W hen was 

this?

Do you think the t}^pe o f offences you were involved in change in any way?

W ere there any reasons for this?

55. VC'ould you highlight a particular time in your Ufe that you think you were m ost 

involved in offending? D o you think there were any reasons for that?

56. How would you explain your involvement in crime?

Do you think there are any reasons for your involvement in offending?

W hat about drug/alcohol use — do you think this has influenced your 

behaviour?

57. Do you think there is anything that would help you decrease/stop your involvement 

in crime?

Can you see a time when you might be involved in criminal activity' in the 

future?

D o you have any regrets about the crime you were involved in?

58. In general, do you think that a lot o f young people are involved in crime?

Why do you think that some young people may be involved in crime?

W hat about your friends? Members o f the family?

Experiences of violence, victimisation and fear of crime

1 am now going to ask you about your experiences o f violence or times when a crime may have been 

committed against you.

59. VC'ould you say that you experienced violence in your life when you were growing up? 

[For example, did anyone ever}- kick you or punch you etc?]

W hat about at home?; in school?; Uving away from home?
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Can you tell me some m ore about this — what t)'pes o f things did you 

experience? \X'ho would have been involved?

Can you remember the first time something like this happened to you? What 

happened, who was involved, can you remember how you felt at the time? 

Did you fight back?

60. W’hat about now, would you say that you are exposed to violence in any way?

Where would you experience \dolence now? W ho is involved?

W hen was the m ost recent time that you experienced \iolence in some way? 

Can you tell me more about that? Did you know the person who did this? 

W'ere you with anyone else at the time?

How does this normally come about?

61. Have you ever reported something like this to the poHce?

I/yes, what did you tliink o f  the way the police dealt with the incident? VC'ere 

you satisfied with the way the police dealt with it?

J f no, why did you not report it? Did you tell anyone else about?

62. Would you say that this t}'pe o f \iolence has happened often in your life?

Is there anything you do to help prevent this from happening? X'i'hat about 

sta\dng in groups? O r would you ever earn' something to help protect yourself?

[If young person has ever been in detention Iprison]

63. W hat about when you were in [place o f detention] would you have seen a lot

o f violence there? W'ould you have been involved?

.7/ young person has ever been homeless]

64. Have you ever experienced violence when you were homeless?

Did you ever feel bullied or intimidated while homeless?

W hat about verbal abuse or harassment?

W hat about in the hostels?

65. D o you feel this happened to you more often when you were homeless than

before? D o you think there are reasons for this?
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66. W'hat about less \4olent things that may have happened to you — have you ever had 

something stolen from you? W hat happened?

Have you ever felt threatened by another person that they may hurt you in 

some way?

Are there any other times that you feel you may have been a \actim o f crime?

67. D o you know o f other young people who have been victims o f crime?

W'hat t\"pe o f  crimes have they been victims of?

Are these people your friends? How do you know these young people?

Y'ear of Crime

68. W'ould you say that you feel safe walking alone in the streets at day/at night? W'hy 

not?

69. Are there times when you think you are particularly ^Tolnerable to being a \dctim o f

crime?

Are there rimes when you feel afraid that you may be hurt in some way or 

perhaps have something stolen? When?

70. How would you describe your experiences o f the police/Gardaf?

W ould you say that you have had positive or negative experiences with the 

Gardaf?

Have you ever felt intimidated or threatened by a member o f the Gardaf? 

W'ould you say that young people in general in the area have good or bad 

relationships with the Gardaf? W'hy do think this is so?
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Experiences of services

71. D o you have a social worker?

D o you find your social worker helpful?

VC'hat t}rpe o f diings does your social worker help you with?

'X'hat coiild your social worker do to help you more?

72. D o you have a probation officer?

Is he /she  helpful?

W hat kind o f things does he/she help you with?

What could he/she  do to help you more?

73. Have you ever attended a programme to deal with drug/alcohol use?

Did you find this useful?

74. I lave you ever attended a programme to help young offenders?

Was this useful?

75. Mave you ever attended counselling?

W hat tT.’pe o f counselling were you attending? \\”hat ŵ as the counselling for?

W'as this useful?

76. Have you ever sought help from ser\aces regarding accommodation? If yes, where, 

was this helpful, what kind o f help was received?

77. Have you sought any help from sennces about education/training/em ployment? 

Where? Was this useful? W hat kind o f help w'as received?

78. Is there a service that you have found particularly usefiil? Why do you think this 

sentice was useful?

79. W'hat kind o f ser\tices do you think you need the m ost or that you would find helpful?

361



Future

80. Before I ask you about the future, do you think looking at your life now that it has 

changed in any way?

Do you think that life was hard for you in any way?

Was there a bad time in your Hfe?

81. Everj'one has some ideas on what they would like to happen in the future. VCliat are 

your plans for the future?

W'hat about education or training?

What kind o f  job would you like to get?

Where would you like to live?

82. D o you feel positive about the future?

Why not?

83. D o you ever worry' about the future? W hat tilings in particular would you worr)'

about?

84. W'hat do you think would help you have a good fumre?

85. Thank you for talking to me and answering my questions. Is there anything else you

tliink is im portant that we haven’t talked about?

Over the next few months I will be talking to other young people about their 

own experiences. Do you think there are other questions I should ask or other 

areas o f young people’s lives I should discuss?

END OF INTERVIEW
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APPENDIX D

COMMUNITY ASSESSMENT INTERVIEW SCHEDULE

Mary Louise Corr
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1. Could you describe briefly the work that is carried out by [name o f organisation] in 

relation to young offenders?

Currently, how  many young people are engaged with the program m e/project?

2. W hat is your specific role within the organisation?

3. Could you give a brief description o f the young people that you work with;

• Age range

• G ender breakdown (if applicable)

• T\'pe/levels o f  criminal activity

• Education/em ploym ent levels

• Background — level o f  disadvantage, family background, hom e communit)’

• Ethnicity

4. W hat levels o f  education have young people typically achieved?

Is there m uch evidence o f early school leaving am ong groups o f young offenders?

To what extent are young people engaged in training?

5. VC'hat challenges do you feel that these young people have faced prior to their offending? 

Topically, what would their backgrounds be?

6. D o you have any views on how or why young people get involved in law- 

breaking/ criminal activit)’?

7. Mow would you describe the current situation with youth offending in the community’? 

[rjpes o f  crime t)pically committed by young people, levels o f  youth offending 

(higher/low er than previous years?), evidence o f repeat offending]?

8. D o you feel that there have been particular changes in the nature o f  criminal activity’ 

am ong young offenders in recent years?

W'hat do you think has brought about these changes?
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9. Recent reports in the media suggest an element o f gang activity in the community'. Would 

you feel that there is increasing evidence o f a gang culture?

In what form does this take place — nature o f criminal activit}"?; what kind o f behaviours

does this involve [weapons; street culture]?

Is it a prevalent issue am ong the young people you deal with?

10. W hat role would you attribute to the drugs market an d /o r drug use in explaining youth

offending in the communit}'?

11. How, in your experience, do young people respond to inter\^entions? D o you think that 

early interv'ention is im portant or does it matter?

12. W hat conditions in the communit}’ make it m ore difficult for young people to stop 

offending?

Is there anything about young people’s personal lives that make it difficult for them  to 

stop offending?

13. Do young people you work with face difficulties regarding the stabilit)' o f  their 

accom m odation situation - what effects do you think this has on their offending 

behaviour?

Have you worked with young people who have considered themselves homeless at some 

point?

14. How would you describe \roung people’s relationship to their community' e.g. school?

15. W hat opportunities a n d /o r  ser\'ices do you see as m ost im portant for the young people 

that you work with?

Do the young people themselves view these as im portant opportunities/sen-ices as well?
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Advise the Study

The study aims to address an area which has been largely neglected by researchers in Ireland. It 

will go beyond describing the profile o f young offenders and will have an emphasis on young 

people’s own perceptions of their offending behaviour. To achieve this, I am carr}ing out in- 

depth inter\"iews with young people in contact with criminal justice agencies which address issues 

in their lives more broadly: family relationships, accommodation history,

education/training/employment, peer relationships, as well as asking them about their offending 

behaviour and experiences of victimisation.

Can you suggest settings or locations where I could access young people to take part in 

the study?

^  Are there specific agencies I should contact which may be able to help me with the study?

What difficulties do \"ou think I may face during data collection? 

y Would you be in a position to put me into contact with young people that you work with 

to discuss the possibilit)' o f them participating in the study?

END OF INTERVIEW
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