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Abstract

This doctoral thesis presents findings from a qualitative study on transitions towards
desistance or continued recidivism among a group of formerly incarcerated young
male sexual and violent offenders (N = 24). As part of the broader evaluation-project
“Juvenile Sexual and Violent Offenders in the Correctional Treatment Facilities in
the Free State of Saxony,” it presents the results of an exploratory study that involved
semi-structured interviews with a sample of young men who either were in the pro-
cess of desisting from crime or in the process of continuing a criminal lifestyle. In
contrast to classical criminological approaches to reoffending, it is not the official
desistance that is under scrutiny but rather the behavioral desistance and processes
of change (both behavioral and attitudinal). Given the intertwined role of socio-struc-
tural and individual-psychological factors, an interactionist view is presented as a
promising means to assist in understanding these processes. The results of the study
illustrate that the reintegration process is a complex and dynamic interplay between
five key categories which, when combined to form an interaction model, create the
so-called ZARIA Schema.

The main objective of the study is to shed light on the different trajectories that un-
fold after release from prison and explore what leads to the termination or continua-
tion of a criminal career. The two main goals are (1) to understand the role of agency
in the desistance process and (2) to develop an empirically-grounded theory to better
understand transition processes and difficulties former prison inmates face after re-
lease. Given the lifecourse-oriented understanding of pathways, achieving these
goals required an appreciation of individual-psychological and socio-structural fac-
tors from a procedural standpoint. Therefore the study’s methodological framework
was based on a combination of elements of the Grounded Theory approach and an
agency analysis.

The aim of the multi-level analytical approach was to illuminate processes of change
after prison release, taking into consideration the methodological and theoretical
concept of agency to assess typical dynamics of desistance or persistence. The results
show that the different ways of coping with transition, respectively dealing with in-
carceration, are tied to “recognition resources” (,,Anerkennungsressourcen‘).

It was found that overcoming the transition from prison into society is bound by a
complex dynamic interplay of five core categories: goals (Ziele), recognition (Aner-
kennung), identity (Identitét), resources (Ressourcen) and agency (Handlungs-
machterleben). Together, these constitute the empirical interaction model, the ZA-
RIA Schema. These core variables interact with one another. They are ultimately
mutually dependent yet compensatory. For example, a high expression of the varia-
ble resources, like the support of significant others, makes it possible to compensate
for a non-existent resources variable in work-life or partnership relations. In addition,
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inner resources, like “self-recognition” (,,Selbstanerkennung®), contain the possibil-
ity to balance missing social support. Goals — be they professional or private — serve
as a decisive catalyst for not succumbing to difficult situations.

The research question covered in this dissertation follows-up on critical and complex
advancements of desistance research and offers — with the process perspective — to
make debate on methodologies of qualitative lifecourse research more fruitful.
Within the two theoretical chapters, the state of desistance research is summarized
(with a focus on individual-psychological dimensions, agency and the central per-
spective of lifecourse analysis). Furthermore, the current state of social therapy and
risk management in prison is highlighted. The empirical section of the dissertation
begins with a chapter on methodology, followed by three chapters containing the
main empirical results (dynamics of change, versions of narratives and the ZARIA
Schema). The results are then summarized, before being discussed and classified.
The study ends with recommendations for practitioners and an outlook for the future.

Methods

Grounded Theory, content-oriented building of categories, narrative and agency
analysis, life-course analysis
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