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CAN PERSISTENT OFFENDERS ACQUIRE VIRTUE? 

 

Anthony Bottoms and Joanna Shapland 

 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

 

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

Desistance Study. 

 

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

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

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

͚ĚĞƐŝƐƚĂŶĐĞ ĨƌŽŵ ĐƌŝŵĞ͛ ŚĂs developed.  From this research, it is now well established first, 

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

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

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

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

alter these habits.
1
  

 

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

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

                                                           
1
 FŽƌ ĂŶ ŽǀĞƌǀŝĞǁ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ĚĞƐŝƐƚĂŶĐĞ ůŝƚĞƌĂƚƵƌĞ ƐĞĞ A͘E͘ BŽƚƚŽŵƐ ͚DĞƐŝƐƚĂŶĐĞ ĨƌŽŵ CƌŝŵĞ͛ ŝŶ )͘ AƐŚƚŽŶ ĂŶĚ ‘͘ 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

 

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

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

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

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

on eight separate occasions ĨŽƌ Ă ͚ƐƚĂŶĚĂƌĚ ůŝƐƚ͛ ŽĨĨĞŶĐĞ3
; also, 82 per cent of the first 

ŝŶƚĞƌǀŝĞǁƐ ƚŽŽŬ ƉůĂĐĞ ĞŝƚŚĞƌ ŝŶ Ă ƉƌŝƐŽŶ Žƌ Ă ǇŽƵŶŐ ŽĨĨĞŶĚĞƌƐ͛ ŝŶƐƚŝƚƵƚŝŽŶ͘ AƐ ƌĞŐĂƌĚƐ ƐŽĐŝĂů 

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

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

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

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

 

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

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

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

                                                           
3
 ͚“ƚĂŶĚĂƌĚ ůŝƐƚ͛ ŽĨĨĞŶĐĞƐ ŝŶĐůude violent and sexual offences, robbery, burglary, theft, fraud, criminal damage 

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

͚OG‘“͛ ;ƚŚĞ OĨĨĞŶĚĞƌ GƌŽƵƉ ‘ĞĐŽŶǀŝĐƚŝŽŶ “ĐĂůĞͿ͕ ǁŚŝĐŚ ŐŝǀĞƐ ĨŽƌ ĞĂĐŚ ŽĨĨĞŶĚĞƌ͕ Ăƚ ĐŽŶǀŝĐƚŝŽŶ͕ Ă ƉĞƌĐĞŶƚĂŐĞ 
probability of reconviction within two years. In the Sheffield Study, the mean OGRS score of sample members 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

and ƐĞĐŽŶĚůǇ͕ ƚŚĞ ĐƵƌƌĞŶƚ ƐŽĐŝĂů ĐŝƌĐƵŵƐƚĂŶĐĞƐ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ŽĨĨĞŶĚĞƌ͛Ɛ ůŝĨĞ͘  IŶ ďƌŝĞĨ͕ ƚŚĞƌĞĨŽƌĞ͕ ƚŚĞ 

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

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

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

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

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

 

Background to the Desistance Process 

 

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

ŝŶƚĞƌǀŝĞǁ ƐĐŚĞĚƵůĞƐ ĐŽŶƚĂŝŶĞĚ Ă ŵŝǆƚƵƌĞ ŽĨ ͚ĐůŽƐĞĚ͛ ;ƚŝĐŬ-box) and more open questions.  

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

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

ƉĂƉĞƌƐ ƌĞƉŽƌƚƐ ƚŚĂƚ ƚŚĞ ŵĞŶ ŝŶ ƚŚĞ ƐĂŵƉůĞ ŚĂĚ ͚ƐƵƌƉƌŝƐŝŶŐůǇ ĐŽŶĨŽƌŵŝƐƚ ǀĂůƵĞƐ͕ ĨŽƌ ĞǆĂŵƉůĞ 

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

ƐƚĂǇŝŶŐ ǁŝƚŚŝŶ ůĞŐĂů ďŽƵŶĚĂƌŝĞƐ͕͛ ĂůƚŚŽƵŐŚ Ă ͚ĚŝƐƐŽŶĂŶĐĞ ďĞƚǁĞĞŶ ǀĂůƵĞƐ ĂŶĚ ďĞŚĂǀŝŽƵƌ͛ ǁĂƐ 

frequently also observable.
6
  TŚĂƚ ƐĂŵĞ ƉĂƉĞƌ ŝŶĐůƵĚĞƐ Ă ƐŚŽƌƚ ƐĞĐƚŝŽŶ ŽŶ ͚ǀŝƌƚƵĞ ĞƚŚŝĐƐ and 

the obstacle-ƐƚƌĞǁŶ ƐŽĐŝĞƚǇ͛7, in which we identified virtue ethics as a valuable way of 

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

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

Shapland, ͚“ƚĞƉƐ ƚŽǁĂƌĚƐ DĞƐŝƐƚĂŶĐĞ ĂŵŽŶŐ MĂůĞ YŽƵŶŐ AĚƵůƚ ‘ĞĐŝĚŝǀŝƐƚƐ͕͛ ŝŶ “͘ Farrall, M. Hough, S. Maruna 

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

2011). 
6
 J. Shapland and A.E. Bottoms, ͚‘ĞĨůĞĐƚŝŽŶƐ ŽŶ “ŽĐŝĂů VĂůƵĞƐ͕ OĨĨĞŶĚŝŶŐ ĂŶĚ DĞƐŝƐƚĂŶĐĞ ĂŵŽŶŐ YŽƵŶŐ AĚƵůƚ 

‘ĞĐŝĚŝǀŝƐƚƐ͕͛ Punishment and Society, 13 (2011), pp. 256-282, at 256. 
7
 Ibid., pp. 275-77. 
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emphasising the many difficulties that they typically encountered when trying to change (for 

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

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

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

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

ƉƌŽĐĞƐƐĞƐ ŽĨ ĐŚĂŶŐĞ ŝŶ ƚŚĞ ŵĞŶ͛Ɛ ůŝǀĞƐ͘  BĞĨŽƌĞ ǁĞ ĐĂŶ ĂĚĚƌĞƐƐ ƚŚĂƚ ŝƐƐƵĞ͕ ŚŽǁĞǀĞƌ͕ ǁĞ ŵƵƐƚ 

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

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

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

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

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

 

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

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

theoretical focus of criminological studies, which has rested primarily upon ͚criminality͛ and 

͚becoming criminal͛.  Almost all children are socialised into pro-social norms, and even 

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

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

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

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

ĐƌŝŵŝŶŽůŽŐŝƐƚƐ ͚ƚŽ ƐƚĂƌƚ ĨƌŽŵ ƚŚĞ ƉŽƐŝƚŝŽŶ ǁŚĞƌĞďǇ ĐŽŶĨŽƌŵŝƚǇ ŝƐ ƚŚĞ ĂŶĐŚŽƌ ĂŶĚ ƚŚe more 

ŝŵƉŽƌƚĂŶƚ ĐŽŶĐĞƉƚ͛͘8
  That position was empirically strengthened when our later research 

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

research, predominantly conformist underlying values.
9
 

 

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

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

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

                                                           
8
 A͘E͘ BŽƚƚŽŵƐ͕ J͘M͘ “ŚĂƉůĂŶĚ͕ A͘ CŽƐƚĞůůŽ͕ D͘ HŽůŵĞƐ ĂŶĚ G͘ MƵŝƌ ͚TŽǁĂƌĚƐ DĞƐŝƐƚĂŶĐĞ͗ TŚĞŽƌĞƚŝĐĂů 

UŶĚĞƌƉŝŶŶŝŶŐƐ ĨŽƌ ĂŶ EŵƉŝƌŝĐĂů “ƚƵĚǇ͕͛ Howard Journal of Criminal Justice 43 (2004), pp. 368-89, at 380-81. 
9
 Shapland ĂŶĚ BŽƚƚŽŵƐ͕ ͚‘ĞĨůĞĐƚŝŽŶƐ ŽŶ “ŽĐŝĂů VĂůƵĞƐ͕͛ ƉƉ͘ ϮϲϮ-68. 
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or before
10

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

criminality in adolescence through the establishment of strong bonds with delinquent 

friends.
11

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

pĞƌŝŽĚ ŽĨ ǇŽƵŶŐ ĂĚƵůƚŚŽŽĚ ďƌŝŶŐƐ ǁŝƚŚ ŝƚ Ă ƉƌŽĐĞƐƐ ŽĨ ƌĞĂƉƉƌĂŝƐĂů ŽĨ ŽŶĞ͛Ɛ ůŝĨĞ͘  QƵĞƐƚŝŽŶƐ are 

ƌĂŝƐĞĚ͕ ƐƵĐŚ ĂƐ͗ ͚WŚĂƚ ŬŝŶĚ ŽĨ Ă ůŝĨĞ ĚŽ I ǁĂŶƚ to lead as an adult?  What kind of job will I get?  

Who will I share my life with? Shall I carry on with the kindƐ ŽĨ ĂĐƚŝǀŝƚŝĞƐ I͛ǀĞ ďĞĞŶ ƉƵƌƐƵŝŶŐ 

ŝŶ ƚŚĞ ůĂƐƚ ĐŽƵƉůĞ ŽĨ ǇĞĂƌƐ͍͛  “Ž ŝƚ ĐĂŶ ďĞ Ăn unsettled time, but it is also one that often leads 

to significant changes in self-understanding.  

 

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

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

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

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

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

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

young adulthood.  AĐĐŽƌĚŝŶŐůǇ͕ ƚŚĞǇ ĐŽŶĐůƵĚĞĚ ƚŚĂƚ ͚ŵƵĐŚ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ĞĨĨĞĐƚ ĂŐĞ ŚĂƐ ŽŶ ĐƌŝŵĞ 

ƌĞŵĂŝŶƐ ƵŶĞǆƉůĂŝŶĞĚ͛ ďǇ ĞǆŝƐƚŝŶŐ ƌĞƐĞĂƌĐŚ12
.  It is a plausible hypothesis (although of course 

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

adulthood make an important contribution to the overall age effect. 

 

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

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

Take, for examƉůĞ͕ ƚŚĞ ĐĂƐĞ ŽĨ ͚JŽŚŶ͕͛ described in one of our previous papers
13

.  When we 

ĨŝƌƐƚ ŵĞƚ Śŝŵ͕ Ăƚ ĂŐĞ ϮϬ͕ ŚĞ ǁĂƐ ŝŶ Ă ǇŽƵŶŐ ŽĨĨĞŶĚĞƌƐ͛ ŝŶƐƚŝƚƵƚŝŽŶ ;YOIͿ͕ ŚĂǀŝŶŐ ďĞĞŶ 

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

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

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

                                                           
10

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

continuance. 
11

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

A. Blokland and P͘ NŝĞƵǁďĞĞƌƚĂ͕ ͚TŚĞ EĨĨĞĐƚƐ ŽĨ LŝĨĞ CŝƌĐƵŵƐƚĂŶĐĞƐ ŽŶ IŶĚŝǀŝĚƵĂů TƌĂũĞĐƚŽƌŝĞƐ ŽĨ OĨĨĞŶĚŝŶŐ͕͛ 
Criminology, 43 (2005), pp. 1203-40 at 1233. 
13

 BŽƚƚŽŵƐ ĂŶĚ “ŚĂƉůĂŶĚ͕ ͚“ƚĞƉƐ ƚŽǁĂƌĚƐ DĞƐŝƐƚĂŶĐĞ͕͛ ƉƉ͘ ϲϳ-68. The names given to all the cases described in 

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

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

ŐŽŽĚ ƚŚŝŶŐƐ ŝŶ ŚŝƐ ůŝĨĞ Ăƚ ƚŚĂƚ ƚŝŵĞ͕ ŚĞ ĂŶƐǁĞƌĞĚ ͚ŶŽǁƚ͛͘  However, to a further question 

ĂƐŬŝŶŐ Śŝŵ ƚŽ ƐĂǇ ǁŚĂƚ ŬŝŶĚ ŽĨ ƉĞƌƐŽŶ ŚĞ ǁŽƵůĚ ůŝŬĞ ƚŽ ďĞ ŝŶ Ă ĨĞǁ ǇĞĂƌƐ͛ ƚŝŵĞ͕ ŚĞ ĂŶƐǁĞƌĞĚ 

ǀĞƌǇ ĂƌƚŝĐƵůĂƚĞůǇ͗ ͚CŽŶĨŝĚĞŶƚ͘  Hardworking.  Trustworthy.  A ŐŽŽĚ ƉĞƌƐŽŶ ƚŽ ŐĞƚ ŝŶ ǁŝƚŚ͛͘  In a 

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

of prison and having no friends.
14

  From this kind of reappraisal, a determination to desist 

can emerge, and ŝŶ JŽŚŶ͛Ɛ ĐĂƐĞ ŝƚ ĚŝĚ ĞŵĞƌŐĞ͘ 

 

John was not alone.  WŚĞŶ ǁĞ ĂƐŬĞĚ ƚŚĞ ͚ĚĞƐŝƌĞĚ ƐĞůĨ͛ ƋƵĞƐƚŝŽŶ ŝŶ ƚŚĞ ĨŝƌƐƚ ŝŶƚĞƌǀŝĞǁ ;͚ǁŚĂƚ 

kind of perƐŽŶ ǁŽƵůĚ ǇŽƵ ůŝŬĞ ƚŽ ďĞĐŽŵĞ͍͛Ϳ, the answers overwhelmingly centred on 

normality, with the great majority of comments focusing on ͚ŐŽŝŶŐ ƐƚƌĂŝŐŚƚ͕͛ ďĞŝŶŐ Ă ͚ĨĂŵŝůǇ 

ŵĂŶ͕͛ ͚ůŝǀŝŶŐ Ă ŶŽƌŵĂůͬƌĞŐƵůĂƌ ůŝĨĞ͕͛ ĂŶĚ ďĞŝŶŐ Ă ͚ŐŽŽĚ ƉĞƌƐŽŶ͛͘15
  Yet, for this sample, the 

ƌŽĂĚ ƚŽ ͚ŶŽƌŵĂůŝƚǇ͛ ǁĂƐ ŶĞǀĞƌ ŐŽŝŶŐ ƚŽ ďĞ ƐŝŵƉůĞ͕ ŐŝǀĞŶ ƚŚĞŝƌ ĐƌŝŵŝŶĂů ŚŝƐƚŽƌŝĞƐ͕ ƚŚĞŝƌ ůĂĐŬ ŽĨ 

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

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

change. 

 

Case Histories and the Mechanisms of Change 

 

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

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

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

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

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

  For this 

                                                           
14

 OŶ ƚŚĞ ĐŽŶĐĞƉƚƐ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ͚ĨĞĂƌĞĚ ƐĞůĨ͛ ĂŶĚ ƚŚĞ ͚ĚĞƐŝƌĞĚ ƐĞůĨ͛ ŝŶ ƌĞůĂƚŝŽŶ ƚŽ ƉĂƚŚǁĂǇƐ ƚŽ ĚĞƐŝƐƚĂŶĐĞ͕ ƐĞĞ ‘͘ 
Paternoster and S. Bushway, ͚DĞƐŝƐƚĂŶĐĞ ĂŶĚ ƚŚĞ ͞FĞĂƌĞĚ “ĞůĨ͗͟ TŽǁĂƌĚ ĂŶ IĚĞŶƚŝƚǇ TŚĞŽƌǇ ŽĨ Cƌŝminal 

DĞƐŝƐƚĂŶĐĞ͕͛ Journal of Criminal Law and Criminology, 99 (2009), pp. 1103-1156. 
15

 “ŚĂƉůĂŶĚ ĂŶĚ BŽƚƚŽŵƐ͕ ͚‘ĞĨůĞĐƚŝŽŶƐ ŽŶ “ŽĐŝĂů VĂůƵĞƐ͕͛ Ɖ͘ ϮϲϮ͘ 
16

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

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

decade ago by one of us
17

, which can be summarised as follows: 

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

prudential calculation (as when potential offenders are influenced by deterrent 

threats); 

(ii) Normative compliance: ƚŚĂƚ ŝƐ͕ ĐŽŵƉůŝĂŶĐĞ ĂƌŝƐŝŶŐ ĨƌŽŵ ƚŚĞ ƐƵďũĞĐƚ͛Ɛ ďĞŝŶŐ 

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

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

relative) 
18

; 

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

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

dimension; 

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

the life and practices of a given person.  

 

Kevin 

Aƚ ƚŚĞ ƚŝŵĞ ŽĨ ŚŝƐ ĨŝƌƐƚ ŝŶƚĞƌǀŝĞǁ͕ ͚KĞǀŝŶ͛ ŚĂĚ ŶĞǀĞƌ ƌĞĐĞŝǀĞĚ Ă ĐƵƐƚŽĚŝĂů ƐĞŶƚĞŶĐĞ͕ ĚĞƐƉŝƚĞ Ă 

substantial criminal record acquired over a relatively short period (three years).  KĞǀŝŶ͛Ɛ 

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

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

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

ƚĞŵƉƚĂƚŝŽŶƐ ŽĨ ĐƌŝŵŝŶĂůŝƚǇ ;ŚĞ ƐĂŝĚ ŚŝƐ ůŝĨĞ ǁŽƵůĚ ďĞ ͚ŚĂƉƉŝĞƌ͛ ďƵƚ ͚ůĞƐƐ ĞǆĐŝƚŝŶŐ͛ ŝĨ ŚĞ ƐƚŽƉƉĞĚ 

offending).  He also realiseĚ ƚŚĂƚ ŵƵĐŚ ŽĨ ŚŝƐ ŽĨĨĞŶĚŝŶŐ ŽĐĐƵƌƌĞĚ ƐƉŽŶƚĂŶĞŽƵƐůǇ͗ ͚ǇŽƵ ƐĂǇ 

΀ǇŽƵ͛ůů΁ ƐƚŽƉ ŶŽǁ͕ ďƵƚ ǁŚĞŶ ǇŽƵ ŐĞƚ ŽƵƚ ΀ŽĨ ƉƌŝƐŽŶ΁ ŝƚ ĚŽĞƐŶ͛ƚ ŚĂƉƉĞŶ͛͘  At that stage, 

therefore, there was little evidence of desistance. 

 

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

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

                                                           
17

 A͘E͘ BŽƚƚŽŵƐ͕ ͚MŽƌĂůŝƚǇ͕ CƌŝŵĞ͕ CŽŵƉůŝĂŶĐĞ ĂŶĚ PƵďůŝĐ PŽůŝĐǇ͛ ŝŶ A͘E͘ BŽƚƚŽŵƐ ĂŶĚ M͘ TŽŶƌǇ ;ĞĚƐ͘Ϳ Ideology, 

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

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

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

This mechanism is, however, of limited direct relevance in the present context.  
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changes in his life, focused around his new girlfriend.  HĞ ŶŽǁ ƐĂŝĚ ƚŚĂƚ ŚĞ ǁĂƐ ͚ĂůǁĂǇƐ 

ďŽƌĞĚ͛ ǁŚĞŶ ŚĞ ǁĂƐ ǁŝƚŚ ŚŝƐ ƉƌĞǀŝŽƵƐ Őŝƌů͖ ĂƐ Ă ƌĞƐƵůƚ ŚĞ ǁĞŶƚ ͚ƚŽ ƚŚĞ ƉƵď ƚŚĞ ǁŚŽůĞ ƚŝŵĞ͗ 

ŐĞƚƚŝŶŐ ĚƌƵŶŬ ĂŶĚ ƚŚĞŶ ůŽĐŬĞĚ ƵƉ͛͘  BƵƚ ŶŽǁ͕ ͚I͛ŵ ĂůǁĂǇƐ ǁŝƚŚ ΀ŵǇ ŐŝƌůĨƌŝĞŶĚ΁ ƐŽ ŝƚ͛Ɛ ŬĞƉƚ ŵĞ 

ŽƵƚ ŽĨ ƚƌŽƵďůĞ͛͘  ͚“ŚĞ ĚŽĞƐŶ͛ƚ ĚƌŝŶŬ ŵƵĐŚ ƐŽ I ŚĂƌĚůǇ ĚƌŝŶŬ ŶŽǁ͛͘  The girlfriend also had a 

young daughter (thrŽƵŐŚ Ă ƉƌĞǀŝŽƵƐ ƌĞůĂƚŝŽŶƐŚŝƉͿ͕ ĂŶĚ KĞǀŝŶ ƐĂŝĚ ŚĞ ǁŽƵůĚŶ͛ƚ ƚĂŬĞ drugs in 

front of the daughter. 

 

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

before the last interview.  WŚĞŶ ĂƐŬĞĚ ǁŚǇ ŚĞ ŚĂĚ ƐƚŽƉƉĞĚ͕ ŚĞ Ăƚ ĨŝƌƐƚ ƐĂŝĚ ͚ŝƚ͛Ɛ ũƵƐƚ ƚŚĞ 

ŐŝƌůĨƌŝĞŶĚ͛ ďƵƚ ƚŚĞŶ ŚĞ ĂĚĚĞĚ ƚŚĂƚ ŝƚ ǁĂƐ ͚ĂďŽƵƚ ƚŝŵĞ ƚŽ ĐŚĂŶŐĞ͕͛ ĂŶĚ ŵĞŶƚŝŽŶĞĚ ďŽƚŚ ͚ƚŚĂƚ 

ŚŽƌƌŝďůĞ ůŝĨĞ ŝŶ ĂŶĚ ŽƵƚ ŽĨ ũĂŝů͕͛ ĂŶĚ ŚŽǁ ŚĞ ŚĂĚ ͚ƐŽƌƚĞĚ ŵǇƐĞůĨ ŽƵƚ ǁŝƚŚ ƚŚĂƚ ũŽď ǁŝƚŚ ŵǇ 

step-ĚĂĚ͛͘  HĞ ǁĂƐ ĐĞƌƚĂŝŶ ƚŚĂƚ ŚĂǀŝŶŐ ƌĞƐƉŽŶƐŝďŝůŝƚŝĞƐ ŚĂĚ ŵĂĚĞ Ă ĚŝĨĨĞƌĞŶĐĞ͗ ͚ůŽŽŬŝŶŐ ĂĨƚĞƌ 

our lass and kiĚ͕ ŵĂŬŝŶŐ ƐƵƌĞ ƚŚĞǇ͛ƌĞ ĂůƌŝŐŚƚ͖͛ ďǇ ĐŽŶƚƌĂƐƚ͕ ŚĞ ƵƐĞĚ ƚŽ ďĞ ũƵƐƚ ͚ĨŽƌ ŵǇƐĞůĨ͛͘  ͚I 

ĚŽŶ͛ƚ ǁĂŶƚ ƚŽ ŐĞƚ ůŽĐŬĞĚ ƵƉ ĂŶĚ ůŽƐĞ ŵǇ ŐŝƌůĨƌŝĞŶĚ͕ ďƵƚ I ĚŝĚŶ͛ƚ ǁĂŶƚ ƚŽ ƐƚŽƉ ďĞĨŽƌĞ͛͘ 

 

KĞǀŝŶ͛Ɛ ĐŚĂŶŐĞ ŽĨ ĚŝƌĞĐƚŝŽŶ ĐĂŶ ďĞ ĂƚƚƌŝďƵƚĞĚ ƚŽ Ă ŶƵŵďĞƌ ŽĨ ĐĂƵƐĞƐ͘  Foremost, of course, 

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

ĨƌŽŵ ďĞŝŶŐ ũƵƐƚ ͚ĨŽƌ ŵǇƐĞůĨ͛ ƚŽ ĨĞĞůŝŶŐƐ ŽĨ ĐŽŶŶĞĐƚŝŽŶ ƚŽ ĂŶĚ care for his girlfriend and her 

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

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

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

most of his recent crimes.  The relationship also had an instrumental side-ĞĨĨĞĐƚ͖ ŚĞ ĚŝĚŶ͛ƚ 

ǁĂŶƚ ͚ƚŽ ŐĞƚ ůŽĐŬĞĚ ƵƉ ĂŶĚ ůŽƐĞ ŵǇ ŐŝƌůĨƌŝĞŶĚ͛͘  BƵƚ ďĞǇŽŶĚ ƚŚĞƐĞ relational elements, there 

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

ĐŚĂŶŐĞƐ ŽĨ ǇŽƵŶŐ ĂĚƵůƚŚŽŽĚ ;ƐĞĞ ĂďŽǀĞͿ ƚŚĂƚ ŝƚ ǁĂƐ ͚ĂďŽƵƚ ƚŝŵĞ ƚŽ ĐŚĂŶŐĞ͛͘  “ĞĐŽŶĚůǇ͕ 

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

Kevin had benefitted from what soĐŝŽůŽŐŝƐƚƐ ĐĂůů ͚ďŽŶĚŝŶŐ ƐŽĐŝĂů ĐĂƉŝƚĂů͛ ŝŶ ŐĞƚƚŝŶŐ Ă ũŽď 

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

BǇ ǁĂǇ ŽĨ ĐŽŶƚƌĂƐƚ ƚŽ KĞǀŝŶ͛Ɛ ĐĂƐĞ͕ ŝƚ ǁŝůů ďĞ ŚĞůƉĨƵů ƚŽ ĐŽŶƐŝĚĞƌ Ă ŵĂŶ ǁŚŽ ƚŽŽŬ ƐŽŵĞ ĐůĞĂƌ 

steps towards desistance, but who had no girlfriend.  Aƚ ƚŚĞ ĨŝƌƐƚ ŝŶƚĞƌǀŝĞǁ͕ ͚LĞŶ͛ ǁĂƐ ŽŶ 

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

YOI͘ HĞ ŚĂĚ ƌĞĐĞŶƚůǇ ďĞĞŶ ͚ƐůĞĞƉŝŶŐ ƌŽƵŐŚ͛ ;ŚŽŵĞůĞƐƐͿ͕ ďƵƚ ƚŚƌŽƵŐŚ ƚŚĞ ŝŶƚĞƌǀĞŶƚŝŽŶ ŽĨ Ă 

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

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

͚ǁŚĞŶ ǇŽƵ͛ƌĞ ŽŶ ĚƌƵŐƐ ǇŽƵ ĚŽŶ͛ƚ ĐĂƌĞ͛͘  But he claimed that he wanted to stop now 

because he ǁĂƐ ͚ƐŝĐŬ ŽĨ͛ ďĞŝŶŐ ŚŽŵĞůĞƐƐ͗ ͚ǁĂŬŝŶŐ ƵƉ͕ ƚƌǇŝŶŐ ƚŽ ĨŝŶĚ ŵŽŶĞǇ͕ ƚƌǇŝŶŐ ƚŽ ĨŝŶĚ 

ƐŽŵĞƚŚŝŶŐ ƚŽ ĞĂƚ͕ ƐƚƵĨĨ ůŝŬĞ ƚŚĂƚ͕ ĚĂǇ ŝŶ͕ ĚĂǇ ŽƵƚ͛͘ 

 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

͚ĂǀŽŝĚ ŵǇ ŽůĚ ŐƌŽƵƉ ŽĨ ĨƌŝĞŶĚƐ͛͘ ͚I͛ŵ ŵŽƌĞ ŐƌŽǁŶ ƵƉ ĂďŽƵƚ ƚŚŝŶŐƐ͕ ĂŶĚ I ƚĂŬĞ ŵŽƌĞ 

ƌĞƐƉŽŶƐŝďŝůŝƚǇ ĨŽƌ ƚŚĞ ƚŚŝŶŐƐ I ĚŽ͛͘ 

 

AƐ ŝŶ KĞǀŝŶ͛Ɛ ĐĂƐĞ͕ ǁĞ ƐĞĞ several mechanisms operating to promote desistance in Len.  An 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

former delinquent friends.  ;TŚŝƐ ŬŝŶĚ ŽĨ ƚĂĐƚŝĐ ŚĂƐ ďĞĞŶ ĂƉƚůǇ ĐĂůůĞĚ ͚ĚŝĂĐŚƌŽŶŝĐ ƐĞůĨ-
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contƌŽů͕͛ ďĞĐĂƵƐĞ ƚŚĞ ƐƵďũĞĐƚ ŝƐ ƚƌǇŝŶŐ ƚŽ ĞǆĞƌĐŝƐĞ ƐĞůĨ-control by ensuring that anticipated 

future situations of temptation do not occur
19

). Throughout this process, Len was learning, 

ŶŽƌŵĂƚŝǀĞůǇ͕ ƚŽ ͚ƚĂŬĞ ŵŽƌĞ ƌĞƐƉŽŶƐŝďŝůŝƚǇ͛ ĨŽƌ ŚŝŵƐĞůĨ and to think before acting; and like 

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

true values. 

 

Zed 

The third case tells a rather different ƐƚŽƌǇ͘  ͚)ĞĚ͛ ŚĂĚ ĞŝŐŚƚ convictions, all except one for 

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

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

ƚŚĞ ĐƌŝŵŝŶĂů ůĂǁ͗ ͚ĨŝŐŚƚŝŶŐ ŚĂƉƉĞŶƐ Ăůů ƚŚĞ ƚŝŵĞ ͙ ΀ĂŶĚ΁ ǇŽƵ ƐŚŽƵůĚŶ͛ƚ ŐĞƚ ĂƌƌĞƐƚĞĚ ĨŽƌ ŝƚ ͙ 

ĂŶŝŵĂůƐ ĚŽŶ͛ƚ͛͘  BƵƚ ŚĞ ĂůƐŽ ƐĂŝĚ ƚŚĂƚ ŚĞ ŚĂĚ ŵĂĚĞ Ă ͚ĚĞĨŝŶŝƚĞ ĚĞĐŝƐŝŽŶ ƚŽ ƐƚŽƉ͛ ŽĨĨĞŶĚŝŶŐ 

ďĞĐĂƵƐĞ ͚I͛ŵ ǁĂƐƚŝŶŐ ŵǇ ůŝĨĞ ŝŶ ŚĞƌĞ͛͘  “ŽŽŶ ĂĨƚĞƌ ƚŚĞ ƐĞĐŽŶĚ ŝŶƚĞƌǀŝĞǁ ŚĞ ĐŽŵŵŝƚƚĞĚ Ă 

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

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

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

heroin, and he arranged to supply it to them.  “ƵďƐĞƋƵĞŶƚůǇ͕ ŚĞ ͚ƐƚĂǇĞĚ ŝŶ ŚŽƚĞůƐ Ă ůŽƚ͕͛ ŝŶ Ă 

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

ŽĨĨĞŶĚŝŶŐ ŚĂĚ ďĞĐŽŵĞ ͚ŵŽƌĞ ƐĞƌŝŽƵƐ͛ ƌĞĐĞŶƚůǇ͘  But he had also met a new girlfriend who 

ŚĞ ĚĞƐĐƌŝďĞĚ ĂƐ ͚ĚŝĨĨĞƌĞŶƚ͖͛ ŚĞ ĐůĂŝŵĞĚ ƚŚĂƚ ƚŚĞǇ ǁĂŶƚĞĚ ƚŽ ŐĞƚ ŵĂƌƌŝĞĚ ŝŶ Ă ĨĞǁ ŵŽŶƚŚƐ͛ 

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

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

ƚŚƌĞĞ ǇĞĂƌƐ͛ ŝŵƉƌŝƐŽŶŵĞŶƚ͘  HĞ ĐŽŵŵĞŶƚĞĚ͗ ͚ĞǀĞƌǇ ƚŝŵĞ I ŐĞƚ ŽƵƚ ŽĨ ƉƌŝƐŽŶ I ƐĂǇ I͛ŵ ŐŽŝŶŐ 

to ĐŚĂŶŐĞ͕ ďƵƚ ŝƚ ĚŽĞƐŶ͛ƚ ŚĂƉƉĞŶ͛͘ 

 

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

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

: 

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

                                                           
19

 On diachronic self-ĐŽŶƚƌŽů ĂƐ ƉĂƌƚ ŽĨ Ă ͚ƚĂǆŽŶŽŵǇ ŽĨ ĂŐĞŶƚ-ĐŽŶƚƌŽů͕͛ ƐĞĞ J͘ KĞŶŶĞƚt, Agency and Responsibility 

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

ĂŶĚ BŽƚƚŽŵƐ͕ ͚‘ĞĨůĞĐƚŝŽŶƐ ŽŶ “ŽĐŝĂů VĂůƵĞƐ͛ Ăƚ ƉƉ͘ ϮϳϮ-5. 
20

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

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

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

ũƵƐƚ ͚ŚĂƉƉĞŶƐ͛ ƚŽ ƚŚĞŵ͕ ĞǀĞŶ ƚŚŽƵŐŚ ƚŚĞǇ ŵŝŐŚƚ ŶŽŵŝŶĂůůǇ ĐůĂŝŵ ;ĂƐ )ĞĚ ĚŝĚͿ ƚŽ ǁĂŶƚ ƚŽ 

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

attempts to shape their lives in less criminal ways. 

 

͚LĞĂƌŶŝŶŐ ƚŽ LŝǀĞ Ă NŽŶ-CƌŝŵŝŶĂů LŝĨĞ͛ 

 

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

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

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

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

desistance.
21

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

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

when one has been living a largely criminal life.  

 

AƚƚĞŵƉƚƐ ƚŽ ĚĞƐŝƐƚ ƵƐƵĂůůǇ ƐƚĂƌƚ ĞŝƚŚĞƌ ǁŝƚŚ Ă ƌĞĂůŝƐĂƚŝŽŶ ƚŚĂƚ ŽŶĞ͛Ɛ ĐƵƌƌĞŶƚ ƐŝƚƵĂƚŝŽŶ ŝƐ ĨĂƌ ĨƌŽŵ 

ĚĞƐŝƌĂďůĞ ;Ă ͚ƉƵƐŚ͛ ĨĂĐƚŽƌ͕ ĂƐ ŝŶ ƚŚĞ ĐĂƐĞƐ ŽĨ LĞŶ ĂŶĚ JŽŚŶͿ͕ Žƌ ǁŝƚŚ Ă ŐůŝŵƉƐĞ ŽĨ Ă ŵŽƌĞ 

ƐĂƚŝƐĨǇŝŶŐ ůŝĨĞ ;Ă ͚ƉƵůů͛ ĨĂĐƚŽƌ͕ ĂƐ ŝŶ KĞǀŝŶ͛Ɛ ĐĂƐĞͿ͘ BƵƚ ƚŚŝƐ ŝŶitial step is only the beginning of a 

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

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

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

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

ŽďƐƚĂĐůĞƐ͕ ĂŶĚ ƐŽŵĞƚŝŵĞƐ ;ĂƐ ŝŶ LĞŶ͛Ɛ ĐĂƐĞͿ ƚŚĞǇ ǁŝůů ĞǆƉĞƌŝĞŶĐĞ ĚĞĨŝŶŝƚĞ ƐĞƚďĂĐŬƐ͘  BƵƚ ŝĨ 

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

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

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

AŶ ĞǆĂŵƉůĞ ŽĨ ƚŚŝƐ ŽĐĐƵƌƌĞĚ ŝŶ JŽŚŶ͛Ɛ ĐĂƐĞ͘ In the first interview, he said that ͚I ĚŽŶ͛ƚ ƌĞŐƌĞƚ ŶŽ 
                                                           
21

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

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

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

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

faulty recall of events that occurred a considerable period beforehand. 
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ĐƌŝŵĞƐ I͛ǀĞ ĚŽŶĞ ͙͘ ŶŽƚ ŵǇ ǀŝĐƚŝŵƐ Žƌ ŶŽƚŚŝŶŐ͖͛ ďƵƚ ďǇ ƚŚĞ ĨŽƵƌƚŚ ŝŶƚĞƌǀŝĞǁ͕ ŚŝƐ ǀŝĞǁ ǁĂƐ 

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

;͚ŵŽŶĞǇ͕ ŚĂǀŝŶŐ ĚƌƵŐƐ ĂŶĚ ƚŚĂƚ͛Ϳ͕ ŚĞ ŶŽǁ ĨĞůt remorse for the effects of his past actions: 

͚ďƵƌŐůĂƌŝĞƐ ĂŶĚ ƚŚĂƚ ʹ I feel sorry for the people I did it to, and peoƉůĞ I͛ǀĞ ƌŽďďĞĚ͛͘ 

 

The important topic of ͚obstacles to desistance͛ requires some elaboration.  A key statistical 

finding ŽĨ ƚŚĞ “ŚĞĨĨŝĞůĚ “ƚƵĚǇ ǁĂƐ ƚŚĂƚ ĂŶ ŝŶĚĞǆ ŽĨ ͚ŽďƐƚĂĐůĞƐ͕͛ Ɛelf-identified by the men 

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

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

.  

VĞƌǇ ŝŶƚĞƌĞƐƚŝŶŐůǇ͕ ĂůƐŽ͕ ƚŚƌĞĞ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ĨŽƵƌ ŵŽƐƚ ĨƌĞƋƵĞŶƚůǇ ŝĚĞŶƚŝĨŝĞĚ ͚ŽďƐƚĂĐůĞƐ ƚŽ ŐŽŝŶŐ 

ƐƚƌĂŝŐŚƚ͛ ǁĞƌĞ ďĂƐŝĐĂůůǇ ĨŝŶĂŶĐŝĂů͗ ƚŚĞǇ ǁĞƌĞ ;ŝͿ lack of money; (ii) ͚Žpportunities for easy 

ŵŽŶĞǇ͖͛ ĂŶĚ ;ŝŝŝͿ lack of work.
23

  Employment is a critical issue; persistent offenders who are 

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

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

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

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

ethical and political queƐƚŝŽŶƐ ĂďŽƵƚ ƚŚĞ ĞǆƚĞŶƚ ŽĨ ƐŽĐŝĞƚǇ͛Ɛ ƌĞƐƉŽŶƐŝďŝůŝƚǇ ƚŽ ĂƐƐŝƐƚ ǁŽƵůĚ-be 

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

  It also explains why, in the absence of 

social conditions facilitating employment͕ ƚŚĞ ĂǀĂŝůĂďŝůŝƚǇ ŽĨ ůŽĐĂů ͚ƐŽĐŝĂů ĐĂƉŝƚĂů͛ ;Ğxemplified 

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

individuals wishing to desist.
25

  

 

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

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

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

                                                           
22

 BŽƚƚŽŵƐ ĂŶĚ “ŚĂƉůĂŶĚ͕ ͚“ƚĞƉƐ ƚŽǁĂƌĚƐ DĞƐŝƐƚĂŶĐĞ͕͛ ƉƉ͘ϲϮ-66. 
23

 The fourth ǁĂƐ ǀĞƌǇ ĚŝĨĨĞƌĞŶƚ͗ ŝƚ ĐŽŶĐĞƌŶĞĚ ƚŚĞ ĞǆĐŝƚĞŵĞŶƚ Žƌ ͚ďƵǌǌ͛ ƚŚĂƚ ŽĨĨĞŶĚŝŶŐ ĐĂŶ ďƌŝŶŐ͘ ͘  
24

 “ĞĞ “͘ FĂƌƌĂůů͕ A͘E͘ BŽƚƚŽŵƐ ĂŶĚ J͘ “ŚĂƉůĂŶĚ͕ ͚“ŽĐŝĂů “ƚƌƵĐƚƵƌĞƐ ĂŶĚ DĞƐŝƐƚĂŶĐĞ ĨƌŽŵ CƌŝŵĞ͛͘ European Journal 

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

 ͚“ŽĐŝĂů ĐĂƉŝƚĂů͛ ƐŚŽƵůĚ ďĞ ĚŝƐƚŝŶŐƵŝƐŚĞĚ ĨƌŽŵ ͚ŚƵŵĂŶ ĐĂƉŝƚĂů͛͘  ͚HuŵĂŶ ĐĂƉŝƚĂů͛ ƌĞĨĞƌƐ ƚŽ the capabilities of an 

individual, for example his/her work skills Žƌ ƉĂƌĞŶƚŝŶŐ ƐŬŝůůƐ͘ ͚“ocŝĂů ĐĂƉŝƚĂů͛ ƌĞĨĞƌƐ ƚŽ the social context for the 

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

improving its capability for helping them find suitable work. ͛“ŽĐŝĂů ĐĂƉŝƚĂů͛ ŝƐ ŽĨƚĞŶ ƐƵďĚŝǀŝĚĞĚ ŝŶƚŽ ͚ďŽŶĚŝŶŐ 
ƐŽĐŝĂů ĐĂƉŝƚĂů͛ ;ĚĞƌŝǀĞĚ ĨƌŽŵ ĨĂŵŝůǇ Žƌ ƐŝŵŝůĂƌ ůŝŶŬƐ͕ ĂƐ ŝŶ KĞǀŝŶ͛s obtaining work with his stepfather) and 

͚ďƌŝĚŐŝŶŐ ƐŽĐŝĂů ĐĂƉŝƚĂů͛ ;ƉƌŽǀŝĚŝŶŐ ůŝŶŬƐ ƚŽ ŐĞŶĞƌĂů ƐŽĐŝĂů ƌĞƐŽƵƌĐĞƐ͕ ĂƐ ŝŶ ƚŚĞ ƉƌŽďĂƚŝŽŶ ĞǆĂŵƉůĞ ĂďŽǀĞͿ͘  
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Why Virtue Ethics? 

 

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

ďƌŽĂĚ ĨŝĞůĚ ŽĨ ͚ǀŝƌƚƵĞ ĞƚŚŝĐƐ͛ ŵŝŐŚƚ ďĞ ŽĨ ĂƐƐŝƐƚĂŶĐĞ ŝŶ ƚŚĞ ƐŽĐŝĂů-scientific quest for a deeper 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

ĚĞǀĞůŽƉ Ă ŵŽƌĞ ͚ĞŵƉŝƌŝĐĂůůǇ ŝŶĨŽƌŵĞĚ ΀ŶŽƌŵĂƚŝǀĞ΁ ĞƚŚŝĐƐ͛͗26
 and, given that human beings 

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

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

development of social scientific explanations.
27

 

 

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

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

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

shared the same ultimate commitments)
28

 then led to a remarkable renaissance of interest 

in classical moral philosophy and its virtue-ĐĞŶƚƌĞĚ ĂƉƉƌŽĂĐŚ͕ ŝŶ ƉĂƌƚŝĐƵůĂƌ AƌŝƐƚŽƚůĞ͛Ɛ 

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

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

Three Methods of Ethics. 
29

 

 

                                                           
26

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

see also pp. 38-40. 
27

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

ƚŽ ƐŝŐŶŝĨŝĐĂŶƚ ĐŚĂůůĞŶŐĞ ďŽƚŚ ǁŝƚŚŝŶ ƉŚŝůŽƐŽƉŚǇ ĂŶĚ ǁŝƚŚŝŶ ƐŽĐŝĂů ƐĐŝĞŶĐĞ͗ ƐĞĞ ĨŽƌ ĞǆĂŵƉůĞ ƚŚĞ ͚“ǇŵƉŽƐŝƵŵ ŽŶ 
FactƐ͕ VĂůƵĞƐ ĂŶĚ “ŽĐŝĂů “ĐŝĞŶĐĞƐ͛ ŝŶ Social Science and Modern Society, 50 (2013), pp. 543-609.  
28

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

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

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

 

ŽŶĞ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ŐƌĞĂƚ ŵĞƌŝƚƐ ŽĨ BĞƌŶĂƌĚ WŝůůŝĂŵƐ͛Ɛ ǁŽƌŬ30
 ŝƐ ƚŽ ŚĂǀĞ ƉŽŝŶƚĞĚ ŽƵƚ ƚŚĂƚ ͚ĞƚŚŝĐƐ͛ 

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

ƚŚĞ ͚ŐŽŽĚ ůŝĨĞ͛ ĨŽƌ ŵĞ ǁŽƵůĚ ďĞ͕ ĂŶĚ ;ďͿ ƚŚĞ ĂƚƚĞŵƉƚ ƚŽ ƐĂǇ ƐŽŵĞƚŚŝŶŐ ŐĞŶĞƌĂů ĂďŽƵƚ ŚŽǁ 
ƉĞŽƉůĞ ƐŚŽƵůĚ ƌĞŐƵůĂƚĞ ƚŚĞŝƌ ďĞŚĂǀŝŽƵƌ ƚŽǁĂƌĚ ŽŶĞ ĂŶŽƚŚĞƌ ͙͙ WĞƐƚĞƌŶ ƉŚŝůŽƐŽƉŚǇ 
begins [in classical Greece] with the attempt to show the close connections between 

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

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

ways.
31

 

 

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

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

ŝŶĚŝǀŝĚƵĂů͛Ɛ ƋƵĞƐƚ ĨŽƌ ǀŝƌƚƵĞͿ͕ ĂŶĚ ƚŚĂƚ ŵƵĐŚ ǁŽƵůĚ ďĞ ŐĂŝŶĞĚ ďǇ ƌĞĐŽŶƐŝĚĞƌŝŶŐ ƚŚŝƐ ƚƌĂĚŝƚŝŽŶ͘ 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

 

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

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

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

ĨŽĐƵƐ ŝƐ ŝŶĚĞĞĚ ƐŽŵĞƚŝŵĞƐ ŚŝŐŚůǇ ƌĞůĞǀĂŶƚ͗ ŝŶ )ĞĚ͛Ɛ ĐĂƐĞ͕ ĨŽƌ ĞǆĂŵƉůĞ͕ ƚŚŝŶŐƐ ŵŝŐŚƚ ŚĂǀĞ 

ƚƵƌŶĞĚ ŽƵƚ ĚŝĨĨĞƌĞŶƚůǇ ŝĨ ŚĞ ŚĂĚ ĚĞĐůŝŶĞĚ ŚŝƐ ĨĞůůŽǁ ŚŽƐƚĞů ƌĞƐŝĚĞŶƚƐ͛ ƌĞƋƵĞƐƚ ĨŽƌ ŚĞƌŽŝŶ͘ BƵƚ 

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

ƚŝŵĞ ƚŚĂƚ ǁĞ ǁĞƌĞ ƐƚƵĚǇŝŶŐ ƚŚĞŵ͕ ƌĞƉĞĂƚĞĚůǇ ĂƐŬŝŶŐ ƚŚĞŵƐĞůǀĞƐ ƚŚĞ ǀŝƌƚƵĞ ĞƚŚŝĐŝƐƚ͛Ɛ ŵŽƌĞ 

ŐĞŶĞƌĂů ƋƵĞƐƚŝŽŶ͗ ͚ŚŽǁ ƐŚŽƵůĚ I ůŝǀĞ ŵǇ ůŝĨĞ͍͛͘32
  The study of the early stages of desistance, 

                                                           
30

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

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

 Williams, Ethics and the Limits of Philosophy, ĐŚ͘ ϭ͕ ĚĞƐĐƌŝďĞƐ ƚŚŝƐ ĂƐ ͚“ŽĐƌĂƚĞƐ͛ ƋƵĞƐƚŝŽŶ͕͛ ĨŽůůŽǁŝŶŐ “ŽĐƌĂƚĞƐ͛ 
comment to Thrasymachus in Republic, ϯϱϮD͗ ͚ǁĞ ŵƵƐƚ ůŽŽŬ ŵŽƌĞ ĐůŽƐĞůǇ Ăƚ ƚŚĞ ŵĂƚƚĞƌ͕ ƐŝŶĐĞ ǁŚĂƚ ŝƐ Ăƚ ƐƚĂŬĞ 
is far from insignificant͗ ŝƚ ŝƐ ŚŽǁ ŽŶĞ ƐŚŽƵůĚ ůŝǀĞ ŽŶĞ͛Ɛ ůŝĨĞ͛  
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it seems clear, will make little progress unless social scientists recognise the importance of 

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

 

BƵƚ ƐĞĐŽŶĚůǇ͕ ǁĞ ŵƵƐƚ ŶŽƚĞ ĂŐĂŝŶ GĞƵƐƐ͛Ɛ ƐƵŵŵĂƌǇ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ĐůĂƐƐŝĐĂů ƉŽƐŝƚŝŽŶ͗ ͚ the only way 

for me to live a ƚƌƵůǇ ŚĂƉƉǇ ůŝĨĞ ͙ is to do so in the context of acting towards others in 

morally well regulated ways͛͘  IŶ ƚŚĞ “ŚĞĨĨŝĞůĚ ƐƚƵĚǇ͕ ƚŚĞ ŝŵƉŽƌƚĂŶĐĞ ŽĨ ƚŚŝƐ ĐŽŵŵĞŶƚ ǁĂƐ 

repeatedly exemplified.  Desistance certainly begins with the question ͚ǁŚĂƚ ŬŝŶĚ ŽĨ ůŝĨĞ 

ƐŚŽƵůĚ I ůĞĂĚ͍͕͛ ďƵƚ ŝƚ ŝƐ ŶŽƚ ůŽŶŐ ďĞĨŽƌĞ ƚŚŝƐ ĞǀŽůǀĞƐ ŝŶƚŽ Ă ďĞƚƚĞƌ ƵŶĚĞƌƐƚĂŶĚŝŶŐ ŽĨ ŚŽǁ ƚŚĞ 

ƐƵďũĞĐƚ͛Ɛ ůŝĨĞ ŝŶƚĞƌĐŽŶŶĞĐƚƐ ǁŝƚŚ ƚŚŽƐĞ ŽĨ ŽƚŚĞƌƐ͘ AĐĐŽƌĚŝŶŐůǇ͕ ǁĞ ĨŽƵŶĚ ƚŚĂƚ ĚĞƐŝƐƚŝŶŐ 

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

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

they had done to past victims.  

 

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

which in tuƌŶ ƌĂŝƐĞƐ ƚŚĞ ŝƐƐƵĞ ŽĨ ǁŚĂƚ ǁĞ ŵĞĂŶ ďǇ ƚŚĞ ƚĞƌŵ ͚ǀŝƌƚƵĞ͛͘ IŶ ŚŝƐ ĂĚŵŝƌĂďůĞ 

ƚĞǆƚďŽŽŬ ŽŶ ĞƚŚŝĐƐ͕ JŽŶĂƚŚĂŶ JĂĐŽďƐ ŚĂƐ ĚĞĨŝŶĞĚ Ă ĨƵůůǇ  ͚ǀŝƌƚƵĞ-ĐĞŶƚĞƌĞĚ ƚŚĞŽƌǇ͛ ĂƐ ŽŶĞ 

ǁŚŝĐŚ ͚ŵĂŝŶƚĂŝŶƐ ƚŚĂƚ ŵŽƌĂů ǀĂůƵĞ ŝƐ ŐƌŽƵŶĚĞĚ ŝŶ ĐĞƌƚĂŝŶ ĞǆĐĞůůĞŶƚ ƐƚĂƚĞƐ ŽĨ ĐŚĂƌĂĐƚĞƌ ;ƚŚĞ 

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

ĐŚĂƌĂĐƚĞƌ͛͘33
  HĞ ĨƵƌƚŚĞƌ ĞǆƉůĂŝŶƐ ƚŚĂƚ ŝŶ AƌŝƐƚŽƚůĞ͛Ɛ ǀŝĞǁ͗ 

 

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

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

ĂŐĞŶƚ͛Ɛ ĚĞƐŝƌĞƐ͕ ŚŝƐ ĐŽŶĐĞƉƚŝŽŶƐ ŽĨ ǁŽƌƚŚ͕ ĂŶĚ ƚŚĞ ǁĂǇ ƚŚĂƚ ŚĞ ĂƉƉƌĞĐŝĂƚĞƐ ƐŝƚƵĂƚŝŽŶƐ͕ ŚĞ 
is concerned to do what virtue requires because that is what informs his conception of 

ƚŚĞ ŐŽŽĚ ͙͙ HĞ ĚŽĞƐ ŶŽƚ ŚĂǀĞ ƚŽ ƌĞƐŽůǀĞ ĐŽŶĨůŝĐƚƐ ďĞƚǁĞĞŶ ŵŽƌĂůŝƚǇ ĂŶĚ ĚĞƐŝƌĞ͕ Žƌ 
morality and feeling.

34
 

 

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

ŵŽƐƚ ŽĨ ŽƵƌ ĚĞƐŝƐƚŝŶŐ ƌĞƐĞĂƌĐŚ ƐƵďũĞĐƚƐ͕ ǁŚŽ ĚŝĚ ŶŽƚ ĂƐƉŝƌĞ ƚŽ ͚ĞǆĐĞůůĞŶƚ ƐƚĂƚĞƐ ŽĨ ĐŚĂƌĂĐƚĞƌ͕͛ 

and who ʹ ĚĞƐƉŝƚĞ ĂĐƋƵŝƌŝŶŐ ŐƌĞĂƚĞƌ ͚ŵĂƚƵƌŝƚǇ͕͛ ͚ƌĞƐƉŽŶƐŝďŝůŝƚǇ͛ ĂŶĚ ƚŚĞ ůŝŬĞ ;ƐĞĞ ĂďŽǀĞͿ - had 

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

                                                           
33

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

Blackwell 2002), p. 161. 
34

 Ibid., p. 50.  
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conflicts between morality and desire. Do we ƚŚĞƌĞĨŽƌĞ ŚĂǀĞ ƚŽ ĐŽŶĐůƵĚĞ ƚŚĂƚ ͚ǀŝƌƚƵĞ͛ ŝƐ ŽƵƚ 

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

desistance? 

 

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

ƚĞƌŵ ͚ǀŝƌƚƵĞ͛ ŝŶ ƚŚĞ ĐƵƌƌĞŶƚ ĚŝƐĐƵƐƐŝŽŶ ŚĂƐ Ă ƚĞĐŚŶŝĐĂů ĐŽŶŶŽƚĂƚŝŽŶ͕ ǁŚŝĐŚ ŵĂŝŶůǇ ƐĞƌǀĞƐ ƚŽ 

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

ŵƵĐŚ ĂƚƚĞŶƚŝŽŶ ƚŽ ƚŚĞ ŝŵƉůŝĐĂƚŝŽŶ ŝŶ ĞǀĞƌǇĚĂǇ ƐƉĞĞĐŚ ƚŚĂƚ ƚŽ ďĞ ͚ǀŝƌƚƵŽƵƐ͛ ŝƐ ƚŽ ďe close to 

ĂŶ ĞƚŚŝĐĂů ŝĚĞĂů͘ WĞ ĐĂŶ ĂůƐŽ ďĞ ŐƌĞĂƚůǇ ĞŶĐŽƵƌĂŐĞĚ ďǇ CŚƌŝƐƚŝŶĞ “ǁĂŶƚŽŶ͛Ɛ ĚĞĨŝŶŝƚŝŽŶ ŽĨ Ă 

ǀŝƌƚƵĞ ĂƐ͗  ͚a good quality of character, more specifically a disposition, to respond to, or 

acknowledge, items within its field in an excellent or good eŶŽƵŐŚ ǁĂǇ͛͘35
  Two features of 

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

ƌĞƐƉŽŶƐĞ ǁŝƚŚŝŶ Ă ŐŝǀĞŶ ĨŝĞůĚ ƚŚĂƚ ŝƐ ͚ŐŽŽĚ ĞŶŽƵŐŚ͛ ŵĂǇ Ɛƚŝůů ĐŽƵŶƚ ĂƐ ǀŝƌƚƵŽƵƐ͖ ĂŶĚ ƐĞĐŽŶĚůǇ͕ 

that we do not have to look for a fullǇ ĨŽƌŵĞĚ ͚ĐŚĂƌĂĐƚĞƌ͛ ƚŽ ĚĞƚĞĐƚ ǀŝƌƚƵĞ ʹ rather, a 

͚ĚŝƐƉŽƐŝƚŝŽŶ͛ ǁŝůů ƐƵĨĨŝĐĞ͘  OŶ ƚŚĂƚ ďĂƐŝƐ͕ ƐƚĞƉƐ ƚŽǁĂƌĚƐ ǀŝƌƚƵĞ ǁĞƌĞ ĐĞƌƚĂŝŶůǇ ďĞŝŶŐ ƚĂŬĞŶ ďǇ 

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

ƚŽ ͚ĞŶũŽǇ ĂĐƚŝŶŐ ǁĞůů͛ ʹ that is, aligning reason and desire ʹ ĂŶĚ ƚŽ ͚΀ĨŝŶd] it naturally 

ƉůĞĂƐŝŶŐ͛ ʹ as Jacobs (see above) suggests that virtuous subjects will. 

 

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

Swanton, she suggests ƚŚĂƚ ǀŝƌƚƵĞƐ ŵŝŐŚƚ ďĞ ĚĞƐĐƌŝďĞĚ ĂƐ ͚ŵŽƌĞ ůŝŬĞ ŚĂďŝƚƐ ĂŶĚ ƉƌŽďůĞŵ-

ƐŽůǀŝŶŐ ƐƚƌĂƚĞŐŝĞƐ ƚŚĂŶ ůŝŬĞ ƚŚĞ ƌŽďƵƐƚ ĐŚĂƌĂĐƚĞƌ ƚƌĂŝƚƐ͛ ŽĨ AƌŝƐƚŽƚĞůŝĂŶ ĞƚŚŝĐƐ͖ ĂŶĚ͕ ƚŚĂƚ ďĞŝŶŐ 

ƚŚĞ ĐĂƐĞ͕ ǁĞ ĂƌĞ ŶŽƚ ƉƌĞĐůƵĚĞĚ ĨƌŽŵ ͚ĂƚƚĞŶĚŝŶŐ ƚŽ ƚŚĞ ƌŽůĞ ŽĨ ƐŝƚƵĂƚŝŽŶĂů ĨĂĐƚŽƌƐ͕͛ ǁŚŝĐŚ ŵĂy 

in time lead to character development.
36

  In our view, Tiberius is right ʹ even 

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

ĐĂŶ ĚĞǀĞůŽƉ ŽǀĞƌ ƚŝŵĞ ŝŶƚŽ Ă ĚŝƐƉŽƐŝƚŝŽŶ ŝŶ “ǁĂŶƚŽŶ͛Ɛ ƐĞŶƐĞ͖ ĂƐ ĂůƐŽ͕ ŽĨ ĐŽƵƌƐĞ͕ can the kind 

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

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

mechanisms promoting compliance; but we can now see a little more clearly that these 
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36
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mechanisms were beginning to work together to generate a new mechanism, that of habit ʹ 

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

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

 

Charting a Path towards Virtue 

 

TŚĞ ƚŝƚůĞ ŽĨ ƚŚŝƐ ĂƌƚŝĐůĞ ĂƐŬƐ͗ ͚CĂŶ ƉĞƌƐŝƐƚĞŶƚ ŽĨĨĞŶĚĞƌƐ ĂĐƋƵŝƌĞ ǀŝƌƚƵĞ͍͛͘  TŚĞ ƐŝŵƉůŝƐƚŝĐ ĂŶƐǁĞƌ 

ŝƐ ͚ǇĞƐ͕͛ ŝĨ ŽŶůǇ ďĞĐĂƵƐĞ ŵŽƐƚ ƉĞƌƐŝƐƚĞŶƚ ŽĨĨĞŶĚĞƌƐ ĚŽ ĂĐƚƵĂůůǇ ĚĞƐŝƐƚ ĂŶĚ ƐŽ ĐŽŵĞ ƚŽ ůĞĂĚ Ă 

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

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

ƋƵĞƐƚŝŽŶ ŵŝŐŚƚ ďĞ ͚HŽǁ ĚŽ ƉĞƌƐŝƐƚĞŶƚ ŽĨĨĞŶĚĞƌƐ ŝŶ ĞĂƌůǇ ĂĚƵůƚŚŽŽĚ ĐŚĂƌƚ Ă ƉĂƚŚ ƚŽǁĂƌĚƐ Ă 

more virtuouƐ ůŝĨĞ͕ŝŶ ǁŚŝĐŚ ĂĐƚŝŽŶƐ ƌĞĨůĞĐƚ ǀĂůƵĞƐ ͍͛  PŚƌĂƐŝŶŐ ƚŚĞ ŵĂƚƚĞƌ ŝŶ ƚŚŝƐ ǁĂǇ ůŝŶŬƐ ƚŚĞ 

ƋƵĞƐƚŝŽŶ ƚŽ ƚŚĞ ĐƌŝŵŝŶŽůŽŐŝĐĂů ůŝƚĞƌĂƚƵƌĞ ŽŶ ƚŚĞ ƌŽůĞ ŽĨ ͚ĂŐĞŶĐǇ͛ ŝŶ ĚĞƐŝƐƚĂŶĐĞ͖ ďƵƚ ŝƚ ĂůƐŽ 

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

ƉƌŽǀŝĚĞ Ă ͚ĨŝƌƐƚ-personal, process-ďĂƐĞĚ ĂĐĐŽƵŶƚ ŽĨ ŚŽǁ ƚŽ ůŝǀĞ͛͘ 37
  

 

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

ĐůĂŝŵŝŶŐ ŝŶƐƚĞĂĚ͕ ͚ŝŶ ƚŚĞ ƚƌĂĚŝƚŝŽŶ ŽĨ HƵŵĞ͕ ͙ ƚŽ ůŽŽŬ ƚŽ ŽƵƌ ĞǆƉĞƌŝĞŶĐĞ ĂƐ ƚŚĞ ŽŶůǇ ƐŽƵrce of 

ĂŶƐǁĞƌƐ ƚŽ ŽƵƌ ŶŽƌŵĂƚŝǀĞ ƋƵĞƐƚŝŽŶƐ͛͘38
  This approach will, naturally, draw criticism from 

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

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

͚ĂĚĚƌĞƐƐĞƐ ƉĞŽƉůĞ ŽŶ ƚŚĞŝƌ ŽǁŶ ƚĞƌŵƐ͛39
, does not presume at what point the person begins 

ƚŚĞ ƉƌŽĐĞƐƐ͕ ĂŶĚ ŝƐ ŶŽƚ ƚĞůĞŽůŽŐŝĐĂů͘  NĞǀĞƌƚŚĞůĞƐƐ͕ ďĞĐĂƵƐĞ ŝŶĚŝǀŝĚƵĂůƐ͛ ĞǆƉĞƌŝĞŶĐĞ ŝƐ ƚƌĞĂƚĞĚ 

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

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

ĂƌŐƵĞƐ ƚŚĂƚ͕ ŝŶ ƚŚŝŶŬŝŶŐ ĂďŽƵƚ ƚŚĞ ƋƵĞƐƚŝŽŶ ͚ǁŚĂƚ ŝƐ Ă ŐŽŽĚ ůŝĨĞ ĨŽƌ ŵĞ͍͛ ͕ ǁĞ ĐĂŶŶŽƚ ĂĚŽƉƚ 

ĂŶ ͚ĂŶǇƚŚŝŶŐ ŐŽĞƐ͛ ƐƚĂŶĐĞ͕ ďĞĐĂƵƐĞ ͚Ă ŐŽŽĚ ůŝĨĞ ĨƌŽŵ ǇŽƵƌ ƉŽŝŶƚ ŽĨ ǀŝĞǁ ŝƐ Ă ůŝĨĞ ǇŽƵ ĐĂŶ 

affirm upon reflection ͙ ΀ĂŶĚ΁ on the basis of the standards you take to be important͛ 
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(described as reflective values).
40

  Thus, for Tiberius there is a crucial distinction between 

͚ƌĞĨůĞĐƚŝǀĞ ǀĂůƵĞƐ͛ and other values; only the former are based on our all-things-considered 

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

results previously summarised, 
41

 ͚ĚĞƐŝƐƚĂŶĐĞ͛ ĂŶĚ ͚ŶŽƌŵĂůŝƚǇ͛ ĐĂŶ ƌĞĂƐŽŶĂďůǇ ďĞ ƌĞŐĂrded as 

the central reflective values of our sample.
42

   

 

TŝďĞƌŝƵƐ ĂƌŐƵĞƐ ƚŚĂƚ ƌĞĨůĞĐƚŝǀĞ ǀĂůƵĞƐ ƉůĂǇ ƚǁŽ ŬĞǇ ƌŽůĞƐ ŝŶ Ă ƉĞƌƐŽŶ͛Ɛ ŵŽƌĂů ůŝĨĞ͗ ƚŚĞǇ ͚ƐĞƌǀĞ 

as action-ŐƵŝĚŝŶŐ ŐŽĂůƐ͕͛ ĂŶĚ ƚŚĞǇ ĂůƐŽ ĨƵŶĐƚŝŽŶ ĂƐ ͚ƐƚĂŶĚĂƌĚƐ ŽĨ ĞǀĂůƵĂƚŝŽŶ ͙ ŽŶ ŚŽǁ ŽƵƌ 

lives are ŐŽŝŶŐ͛͘43
  TŚĞ ƐĞĐŽŶĚ ŽĨ ƚŚĞƐĞ ĨƵŶĐƚŝŽŶƐ ŝƐ ǁĞůů ŝůůƵƐƚƌĂƚĞĚ ŝŶ LĞŶ͛Ɛ ĐĂƐĞ͖ ŚŝƐ ĨƌĞƐŚ 

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

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

ĐŽƵƌƐĞ͕ ŝĨ Ă ƉĞƌƐŽŶ͛Ɛ ƌĞĨůĞĐƚŝǀĞ ǀĂůƵĞƐ ĂƌĞ ŶŽƚ ƐƚƌŽŶŐůǇ ŚĞůĚ ;ĂƐ͕ ĐůĞĂƌůǇ͕ )ĞĚ͛Ɛ ƉƌŽĨĞƐƐĞĚ ǁŝƐŚ 

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

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

guiding action or in evaluating progress.  

 

AůƚŚŽƵŐŚ TŝďĞƌŝƵƐ͛ ƉƌŽĐĞƐƐƵĂů ǀŝĞǁ ŽĨ ǀĂůƵĞƐ ŝƐ ŚĞůƉĨƵů͕ ŚĞƌ ĂŶĂůǇƐŝƐ ŝƐ ƉĞƌŚĂƉƐ ǁĞĂŬĞƌ ǁŚĞŶ 

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

ƐŽĐŝŽůŽŐŝĐĂů ĂŶĂůǇƐĞƐ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ŝŶƚĞƌƉůĂǇ ŽĨ ͚ĂŐĞŶĐǇ͛ ĂŶĚ ͚ƐƚƌƵĐƚƵƌĞ͛ ĚƵƌŝŶŐ ƉƌŽĐĞƐƐĞƐ ŽĨ ĐŚĂŶŐĞ͘  

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

 at Time 1 an individual (D) 

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

ĐĂƌƌǇ Ă ƐĞƚ ŽĨ ĚŝƐƉŽƐŝƚŝŽŶƐ͕ ĂŶĚ ƉĞƌĐĞƉƚŝŽŶƐ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ƐŽĐŝĂů ǁŽƌůĚ ;BŽƵƌĚŝĞƵ͛Ɛ habitus),
45

 some 

of which will have been internalised from the social structures around him/her.  So what 
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happens later on, at what we miŐŚƚ ĐĂůů ͚TŝŵĞ Ϯ͍͛  TŝďĞƌŝƵƐ͛ ĂĐĐŽƵŶƚ ƐƵŐŐĞƐƚƐ ƚŚĂƚ ĐŚĂŶŐĞƐ ŝŶ 

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

ĞůĞŵĞŶƚƐ ŝŵƉŝŶŐĞ ŽŶ ŽŶĞ͛Ɛ ůŝĨĞ͘46
  Though certainly not denying the importance of external 

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

͚ĂĐƚŝŽŶ-ŐƵŝĚŝŶŐ͛ ƌĞĨůĞĐƚŝǀĞ ǀĂůƵĞƐ ŽĨ ŝŶĚŝǀŝĚƵĂůƐ͕  ƚŚĞŝƌ ŶŽŶ-reflective values, and their 

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

surroundinŐƐ ;ŝŶ BŽƵƌĚŝĞƵ͛Ɛ ƚĞƌŵƐ͕ Ă ĨƌĞƐŚ ͚ĨŝĞůĚ͛Ϳ͘  TŚŽƐĞ ŶĞǁ ƐƵƌƌŽƵŶĚŝŶŐƐ ĐĂŶ ŝŶĐůƵĚĞ 

͚ŝŶƐƚŝƚƵƚŝŽŶĂů ƐƚƌƵĐƚƵƌĞƐ͛ ;ƐƵĐŚ ĂƐ ĞŵƉůŽǇŵĞŶƚ ŽƉƉŽƌƚƵŶŝƚŝĞƐ͕ Žƌ ƚŚĞ ůĂĐŬ ŽĨ ƚŚĞŵͿ ĂŶĚ 

͚ĨŝŐƵƌĂƚŝŽŶĂů ƐƚƌƵĐƚƵƌĞƐ͛ ;ƐƵĐŚ ĂƐ ƌĞůĂƚŝŽŶƐŚŝƉƐ ǁŝƚŚ ƌŽŵĂŶƚŝĐ ƉĂƌƚŶĞƌƐ͕ ĨĂŵŝůǇ ŵĞŵďĞƌƐ͕ Ănd 

ĨƌŝĞŶĚƐͿ͘  IŵŵĞƌƐŝŽŶ ŝŶ ƚŚŝƐ ŶĞǁ ĨŝĞůĚ͕ ĂŶĚ ŝŶĚŝǀŝĚƵĂůƐ͛ ƌĞĨůĞĐƚŝŽŶ ƵƉŽŶ ƚŚĞŝƌ ĞǆƉĞƌŝĞŶĐĞƐ ŝŶ ŝƚ͕ 

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

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

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

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

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

 

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

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

ƚƌƵƐƚĞĚ ƚŚĞŝƌ ĐůŽƐĞƐƚ ͚ŵĂƚĞƐ͛ ;ŵĂůĞ ĨƌŝĞŶĚƐͿ͘ NŽƚ ƐƵƌƉƌŝƐŝŶŐůy, however, the great majority of 

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

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

offender - to distance himself from them (aƐ ŝƐ ǁĞůů ŝůůƵƐƚƌĂƚĞĚ ŝŶ LĞŶ͛Ɛ ĐĂƐĞͿ͘  GŝǀĞŶ ĂůƐŽ ƚŚĞ 

ŝŵƉŽƌƚĂŶĐĞ ŽĨ ƌŽŵĂŶƚŝĐ ƌĞůĂƚŝŽŶƐŚŝƉƐ ŝŶ ŵĂŶǇ ŝŶƐƚĂŶĐĞƐ ŽĨ ĚĞƐŝƐƚĂŶĐĞ ;ŝůůƵƐƚƌĂƚĞĚ ŝŶ KĞǀŝŶ͛Ɛ 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

ƐĞĞŬŝŶŐ ƚƌƵĞ ͚ƌĞĨůĞĐƚŝǀĞ ǁŝƐĚŽŵ ͙ ůĞĂƌŶƐ ĨƌŽŵ ĞǆƉĞƌŝĞŶĐĞ ͙ ĂŶĚ ƌĞƐƉŽŶĚƐ ĂƉƉƌŽƉƌŝĂƚĞůǇ͛͘47
 - 

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

ĂĐƚŝŽŶ ƚŽ ĂĐĐŽŵƉůŝƐŚ ŽŶĞ͛Ɛ ǀŝƌƚƵŽƵƐ ůŝĨĞ ŝƐ ƉĞƌŚĂƉƐ ŵŽƐƚ ĂĐƚŝǀĞ ĂŶĚ ƌĞĨůĞĐƚŝǀĞ͘  Aƚ ƚŚĞ 

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

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

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

them did acquire more virtuous dispositions.  

 

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

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

Christianity in their lives.
48

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

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

JĞƐƵƐ͕ ŽŶĞ ŵƵƐƚ ĐŽŶƐŝĚĞƌ ŶŽƚ ŽŶůǇ ŚŝƐ ͚ƌŝŐŽƌŽƵƐ͛ ĞƚŚŝĐĂů ƚĞĂĐŚŝŶŐ ŽŶ ͚ƚŚĞ ŵĂũŽƌ ŚƵŵĂŶ ŵŽƌĂů 

ĞǆƉĞƌŝĞŶĐĞƐ͕͛ ďƵƚ ĂůƐŽ ŚŝƐ ƉƌĂĐƚŝĐĂů ĞǆĂŵƉůĞ͕ ǁŚŝĐŚ ŝŶĐůƵĚĞĚ ĂŶ ͚ŽƉĞŶ ƉĂƐƚŽƌĂů ĂĐĐĞƉƚĂŶĐĞ ŽĨ 

sinners, with whom he spent his ůŝĨĞ͛͘49
  OŶ ƚŚĂƚ ďĂƐŝƐ͕ ƚŚĞ ƐƚƵĚǇ ŽĨ ŽĨĨĞŶĚĞƌƐ ;͚ƐŝŶŶĞƌƐ͛Ϳ 

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

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

steps along that path are usually (if often falteringly) made by the offenders themselves.  
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 A small number mentioned Islamic influences.  
49

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

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


