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research in brief

The results presented are part of the longitudinal research project
“Sex Offenders in the Social Therapeutic Institutions of the Free State
of Saxony.” The study’s principal goal is to analyse recidivism amongst
sex offenders from multiple perspectives.

forschung aktuell

One of the primary concerns of criminological research is to understand the causes behind criminal behaviour and reoffending. However,
research efforts in this area often neglect the perceptions of the offenders themselves. This publication presents results from a qualitative
study on offenders’ implicit theories of persistent criminal behaviour.
The study analysed qualitative interviews conducted with newly incarcerated male violent offenders and sex offenders. The interviews
focused on their life course after their preceding prison release and
the processes and dynamics that led to their renewed incarceration,
with a particular focus on how the prisoners explain these dynamics.
Based on the interviews, it is possible to identify comprehensive and
abstract patterns of implicit theorising and to introduce the concept of
a reoffence mind-set. This publication contributes to the theoretical
understanding of reoffending behaviour and risk analysis.
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The “reoffence mind-set” of rearrested violent
and sex offenders: Exploring implicit theories
of persistent criminal behaviour1
1

Introduction

Criminolo ists are keenly interested in searchin for the ca ses of persistent criminal
behavio r. or decades empirical research has identified possible pathways to
delin ency see e. . ara
arrin on 2 16 as well as diverse recidivism risk
factors for a s mmary see e. . ha i e a 2 6 . ome risk factors are static e. .
a e or prior criminal behavio r whereas others are dynamic and in principle
amenable to chan e e. . employment stat s dr
se attit des personality traits .
hile pro ress has been made many nanswered estions abo t the dynamics of
recidivism remain. In addition to merely identifyin risk factors research has also
assessed whether therape tic intervention can red ce recidivism. or e ample it has
been shown that therapy-ind ced chan es to risk factors do not necessarily res lt in
red ced recidivism e
2 1 Woe ner
S h ed er 2 14 . ittle is known
abo t why this is the case Serin e a 2 13 tho h these res lts s
est that postrelease factors are nderemphasised by recidivism research. Concernin the
intersection between risk factors and treatment iss es a paradi m shift has occ rred
in recent years away from a risk-foc sed treatment approach towards one that
foc ses more on protective and positive factors ood lives model see e. . Ward
S e ar 2 3 . Th s it is indicated to investi ate the lives of released offenders in
dan er of recidivism.
rther endeavo rs to nderstand the dynamic of why
individ als stop criminal cond ct incl de concepts s ch as identity shifts Gadd
arra 2 4
aruna 2 1 t rnin points ar on 2 12 Sa p on
au
1993 and a ency Kin 2 13 e e e a 2
. evertheless it remains nclear
whether factors related to the cessation of offendin are alitatively different to
or simply the opposite of factors related to risk
ar er ee h Ward 2 12 p.
931 . rther recidivism research is clearly necessary.
ne research option is to analyse the perceptions and narratives of recidivists to
nderstand their behavio r. y takin a alitative approach s ch analyses provide
a more complete and holistic pict re of recidivists and res lt in important theoretical
and practical findin s abo t recidivism and desistance processes.
In this st dy we analyse the implicit theories that reconvicted se and violent
offenders depict re ardin their reoffendin . iolent and se offenders ca se serio s
harm to their victims and th s it is of p blic interest to improve scientific knowled e
1
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abo t them. Comparin these two offender ro ps is also of interest from a
theoretical standpoint as accordin to Go red on and ir hi
eneral Theory of
Crime 199
the enesis of criminality is independent of the type of crime a
statement challen ed by n mero s criminolo ists see Kru hni
en She on 2
Sie ried Woe ner 2 16 .
This st dy concentrates on the offenders perspective and the s b ective meanin
they attach to identified risk factors. It aims to broaden the theoretical back ro nd
of criminal recidivism. This paper be ins by presentin the rationale and conte t of
the st dy. e t the methodolo ical back ro nd of the st dy is e plained. The
findin s are then presented in a two-step proced re 1 prominent risk factors from
the narratives of offenders are identified and 2 comprehensive and more abstract
patterns of implicit theorisin are o tlined. The concept of a reo en e ind- e is
then introd ced. The man script closes with a disc ssion of the findin s a ainst the
back ro nd of c rrent theoretical knowled e.
2

Risk factors for criminal recidivism in violent and sex offenders

s mentioned criminolo ical research has identified n mero s factors that affect
recidivism prior criminal history a e peer associations s bstance se antisocial
attit des or personality traits ndre
on a 2 1
an on
or on- our on
2 4 . Re ardin violent offenders factors s ch as imp lsiveness emotional
deficits and deviant schemas m st also be considered o a he 2 6 . mon se
offenders additional risk factors incl de antisocial attit des deviant se al interests
tolerant attit des to se al assa lt se al preocc pation and intimacy deficits
an on
or on- our on 2 4 . Correctional treatment and relapse prevention
pro rammes lo ically draw on this knowled e nderstandin that recidivism is
often preceded by a certain offence chain or cycle. Th s in the case of se offenders
it is important to reco nise recidivism si ns by identifyin tho ht patterns emotions and behavio ral imp lses at the earliest possible sta e in an offence cycle see
e. . Wößner 2 16 a e 2 16 . This approach is closely related to the concept of
crime scripts orni h 1994 . e er S a one and Wor e 2 14 p. 1 2 ar e
that decision makin takes place at each sta e of the crime commission process .
Co nitive distortion is a f rther risk factor amon se offenders
iardha Ward
2 13 that may contrib te to pro ression alon the offence chain.
ome of these key insi hts are based on what appear s d rin s rface interactions
with offenders
iardha Ward 2 13 p. 5 s ch as how co nitive distortion
affects how offenders describe and e plain their se al deviant cond ct
iardha
Ward 2 13 . ltho h findin s on dynamic and act arial risk factors also rest pon
a thoro h e amination of offenders relatively few alitative st dies have researched how offenders themselves interpret their pathway to reoffendin . s
effective se offender treatment has to be based on a clear nderstandin of the
relapse process Ward
ud on 199 p.
it mi ht be considered cr cial to
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incl de the offenders beliefs of how it came abo t that they reoffended. ery often
comparable st dies have chosen to either concentrate on forensic samples or have
taken a antitative approach to e amine attit des and intentions to reoffend roo
o ida Kin
ei run 2 13 ohn on e a 2 14 Kiria idi 2 1
ado i
ö und 2 14 o re o
e o e 2 11
er Gannon 2 15 . In the st dy by
roo
o ida e a 2 13 offenders identified financial diffic lties offences pportin attit des peers and leis re activities as the most important relapse
factors. ther antitative st dies on the rationalisation of f t re offendin have
concentrated on iss es s ch as moral en a ement Kiria idi 2 1 or crime as risk
takin
ha i
ande 2 12 . The drawback of s ch approaches is that researchers
predefine what they are lookin for i.e. what matters in the eyes of the offenders
may remain concealed. rthermore most pertinent alitative st dies are concerned
with narratives of desistance rather than recidivism ar er
inden
aruna
2 15 Gadd
arra 2 4 au
Sa p on 2 3 aruna 2 1 a o ia
en 2
. Th s a stron need e ists for research that looks into implicit theories
and not st sin le preset aspects of recidivist behavio r.
3

Implicit theories and related concepts

The concept of implicit theories can be traced back to personality psycholo y see
e. . one 19 . In the present st dy implicit theories are nderstood as s b ective
theories and ass mptions made in a iven conte t witho t the actor bein aware of
this theorisin or critically analysin these ass mptions. o a he and Gannon
2 4 p. 3
ri htly note that listenin to offenders provides fre ent observations
of perceptions attit des val es and beliefs that seem obvio sly offence-s pportive . This is how the concept of co nitive distortions evolved in the scholarly debate
on se offences y listenin to how offenders describe and e plain their se al
deviant behavio r
iardha Ward 2 13 . Implicit theories o beyond this. They
nderline ca sal theories2 and as o a he and Gannon 2 4 p. 313 note i dentifyin implicit theories is a far more challen in research endeavo r than simply
co ntin the endorsement of belief statements in attit dinal estionnaires . The
a thors analysed the narratives of 3 se offenders whose victims were older than
16 and identified typical implicit theories of why the offences occ rred. They
identified strikin narrative patterns s ch as women are to blame for the offence
beca se they are malevolent and dan ero s 3 6 beca se they are the atekeepers to se
3 6 or beca se at some point the male se drive is ncontrollable
or they view themselves as havin a ri ht to have se
3 . These nderlyin
str ct res o beyond co nitive distortions. owever even non-offendin individ als
can hold these implicit theories which marks them as necessary b t not s fficient
factors for crime o a he
Gannon 2 4 p. 312 .
2

Ward (2000: p. 491 claims that co nitive distortions emer e from nderlyin ca sal
theories .
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script or schema is a co nitive str ct re that contains ass mptions and e pectations abo t the social world based on past behavior and e perience
e er 2 1
p. 49 and serves as a knowled e str ct re that or ani es the se ence of actions to
adopt in a partic lar conte t
e er 2 14 p. 222 . Th s a script or schema
implicitly ides an individ al s actions. evertheless scripts and schemas are not
the same as implicit theories. s will be seen this st dy presents a more comprehensive line of ar mentation or individ al theoretical mind-set for which co nitive
distortions and script analyses are too restricted an approach. s several a thors have
pointed o t inconsistency interdisc rsivity and elasticity characteri e offenders e planations and interpretations roo an 2 15 re er 2 4 Sand er 2 9 .
nlike co nitive distortions or scripts we do not approach the material from an instr mental an le i.e. nravellin the crime commission process to derive preventive
meas res in the first place . n the contrary we want to provide in-depth insi ht into
what we call the reo en e ind- e which encompasses s b ective theoretical
ass mptions and mental dynamics connected to the reoffendin behavio r. ometimes implicit theories may res lt in the maintenance or revision of scripts or schemas. oreover implicit theories may stron ly resemble stereotypes and schemas
ann
ee h 2 3 .
ainst the back ro nd of these rationales the present analysis e plores implicit
theories of reoffendin amon previo sly imprisoned individ als rearrested on the
ro nds of a repeat violent or se offence.
4

Background of the study and sample

The st dy presented herein is part of a lar er lon it dinal pro ect e ffenders in
the ocial-Therape tic Instit tions of the ree tate of a ony cond cted at the
a lanck Instit te for orei n and International Criminal aw reib r i. r.
ermany see e. . Wößner e endeh
re h 2 13 Sie ried Woe ner 2 16
Woe ner
S h ed er 2 14 . The lar er pro ect eval ates the social-therape tic
correctional treatment of se offenders and analyses recidivism amon st se
offenders. To do so it ses data collected from 4 se and violent offenders in
m ltiple waves. The sample of violent offenders was incl ded to ain an insi ht into
potential differences or similarities between the two ro ps. In addition semistr ct red alitative interviews have been cond cted with 144 violent and se
offenders appro imately 1.5 years after prison release wave t3 . To identify s bective theories of recidivism this analysis e cl sively foc ses on the interviews
with s b ects who reoffended and were rearrested by the time of the interview as
these s b ects were indeed confronted by their own recidivism.3 ollowin these
premises the sample consisted of n s b ects who at the time of the interviews
were rearrested followin a new offence. The interviews ran ed from 1h 11min to
3

Of course, it must be taken into account that other interviewees reoffended after the interviews took place.
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2h 4 min were recorded and later transcribed. The semi-str ct red interview
ideline started with an open narration imp lse and then addressed the s b ects
recidivism as well as their livin conditions prior to reimprisonment. These interviews aided in assessin the implicit theories of reoffendin described by the newly
incarcerated offenders and offered an insi ht into recidivism theories ro nded in
s b ective e periences and beliefs.
a e o tlines the details of the s b ects crimes whereby Inde offence refers
to the offence that lead to the incl sion in the main pro ect see above . ven tho h
the sample is rather small a broad ran e of dimensions is incl ded with re ard to
possible decisive characteristics different offence and prison types a diver ent intensity of former criminal careers a e ens rin hetero eneo s samplin .
Table 1:
ame

Sample Overview
riminal
record

Index offence

rison
type

before inde
offence

prior
detentions
convictions
urt

1 14

e

12

rieder

3 3

ffence type
man traffickin for the p rpose of se al
e ploitation
e

al ab se

e al ab se

etention
in years

ge at
prison
release
in years

2.5

Re lar
prison

3

ravated
robbery

3.

ocial
therapy
dropo t

52

Rape

3.4

ocial
therapy

6

2

lackmail
ravated
battery

3.

ocial
therapy
dropo t

29

ars

3 5

bd ction for the
p rpose of blackmail

4.

Re lar
prison

29

Malte

3 1

ravated
battery

3.3

Rape

2.

Daniel

oren

* These are not the actual names of the subjects.

Recidivism

ocial
therapy
dropo t
ocial
therapy

e al ab se
of persons
who are incapable of
1 r offence and obtainin services by deception
2 ssa lt
ravated
an theft

39

Theft

2

Rape

6
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Method

The st dy sed an e plorative approach. The semi-str ct red interviews were
analysed followin
ro nded Theory principles or in
S rau 2
sin
- oftware. ased on an open in-vivo codin we proceeded by carvin
o t preliminary cate ories within each interview. The ens in a ial and selective
codin took into acco nt or in and S rau
2
p. 32 concept of sensitivity .
oreover by contrastin the different interviews and s bcate ories we were able to
find diverse dynamics and phenomena within the s b ects narratives. In accordance
with Kru e 2 15 all initial interview se ences were analysed in a reconstr ctive
manner d e to their decisive role within the interview s str ct re. In the initial
interview passa es the respondents hi hli hted meanin f l aspects of phenomena
that nfolded later in the interview Kru e 2 15 . e followed a micro-lin istic
approach lookin at the way in which certain thin s were e pressed d rin the
interviews Kru e 2 15 . This enabled s btle meanin s hidden behind e pressions
and metaphors to be e amined.
To arantee a certain level of inter-s b ectivity and res lt reliability the research
was carried o t by a sociolo ist and a psycholo ist.
The st dy fo nd that the individ als witho t promptin
identified concrete risk
factors to e plain their recidivism. bse ent analyses yielded less obvio s levels
of dynamics belon in to the narratives of reoffendin i.e. more implicitly theorised
dynamics. ccordin to this iterative process the findin s of the st dy will now be
presented in two steps be innin with the more e plicit risk factors the s b ects
named before movin on to the implicit dynamics of the narratives. Thereafter the
term reo en e ind- e will be introd ced to mer e the findin s of the aforementioned steps.
6

Results

i a or iden i ied
he o ender
The respondents si hted the followin risk factors as leadin to relapse a dr and
behavio ral addiction iss es b nemployment c social environment and peer infl ence d a vicio s cycle e transition diffic lties f the impact of imprisonment
and its conse ences and a lack of e ternal control.
ne of the most prevalent e planations for reoffendin was a drugs or behavioural
addiction issues. or some respondents either s bstance ab se in eneral s bstance
se disorders or behavio ral addictions e. . patholo ical amblin were decisive
factors in their reoffendin . ven s b ects witho t addictions classified dr s as a
hypothetical risk factor. a e for e ample had been drinkin heavily for several
years and relapsed into alcoholism two days after finishin therapy. Conse ently
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he was not able to implement his rosy and bri ht 4 a e plans and relapsed. In
his opinion the new offence marked the inevitable peak of an a ravatin addiction
eca se I had to finance my alcohol. y my addictive dr . nyway I was forced
to steal my alcohol and event ally I needed three fo r bottles a day. Malte)

In choosin the verb to force
a e drew a connection between addiction and
reoffendin a pattern identified in all of the respondents narratives. nother
participant stated The money didn t last anymore yo know Then I had to o and
b r le a ain to satisfy my addiction
ar . oth respondents felt driven to crime
by an addiction they co ld not control. Their actions were determined and their lives
revolved aro nd satisfyin cravin s. This left no e tra time for work family or nonaddictive friends. tatements like I didn t have any time to work. I had to ac ire
my boo e and yo don t want anythin to do with normal people
a e stress
this dynamic.
nother risk factor mentioned by nearly all respondents was b unemployment. The
narratives implied that nemployment ca sed dire financial circ mstances that
inhibited the respondents from meetin their hi h e pectations. r dealin and
robbery for e ample were considered navoidable alternatives to overcome
financial hardship. fter not havin received welfare benefits one participant stated
ell I don t know I felt left alone yo know o money and what am I to do
5
the inmates brid in allowance st don t last. Then I started b r laries
again, drugs. And then it took one month, after exactly one month I was arrested
a ain. Lars)

ther s b ects also connected the need to commit b r laries with their precario s
financial sit ation. part from money the respondents noted that employment
provides str ct re and is a ood distraction from ille al activities. They emphasised
employment as an important s pportin factor in their daily lives. ne interviewee
for e ample described himself as a person who always has to work
rieder
needin both the appreciation and occ pation. therwise he said the risk of
reoffendin mi ht be hi her
rieder . The released offenders relied on the str ct re and daily ro tine iven by a re lar ob. hen nemployed they took each
day as it comes
ar which left them bored and they drifted back into old habits.
In addition for yo n er respondents work si nified an essential aspect of life in
eneral. They hypothesised that oin to work wo ld have increased the probability
of settlin down to a family life or at least havin a solid relationship. Therefore

4

The authors translated all quotations as literally as possible from German interviews.
According to applied transcription rules, punctuation does not always have to follow
standard grammar rules, because it serves at times to ill strate the narrator s flow of
speech.
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risky sit ations wo ld have decreased. Th s accordin to the narratives
ment increased the risk of recidivism.

nemploy-

The respondents also identified their c social environment and peer group as an
infl ential reason for reoffendin . They made other people either directly or indirectly responsible for their deviant behavio r. or instance Kur blamed a man for
misleadin him to commit new robberies. friend dra ed him a little into that
crap by introd cin Kur to another y who impressed him with his lifestyle.
This partic lar fellow started talkin to him abo t robberies and finally did not allow
him to bail o t a ain
nd then we ve been sittin in this I -Lounge and you just felt so important!
Well and then he also was throwing his money around, well and yes, then we started
talkin abo t the offences.
If I d never ot to know him and then I d probably
not be here either. Kurt)

ith this statement Kur marked the other person as the key element in his renewed
criminal activities. This individ al personified Kur desired lifestyle of money
stat s and presti e and then offered him the temptin opport nity to ain all this
by criminal means. ther s b ects were not as specific b t they still blamed their
social environment. Interestin ly peer ro ps were re arded as a risk factor even
when the respondents knew abo t their own responsibility in life
o I don t want to blame other people for me bein criminal or drinkin or anything. Everybody has to blame himself. Everybody has to pick his way through. But
the influence of other people is substantial. With like-minded people, it is way easier
to screw thin s p than witho t. Malte)

anie felt that the people yo han aro nd and do thin s with
anie are cr cial
to whether yo reoffend. In the case of se offenders a lack of social contacts was
also raised as a reoffence risk
ookin at my criminal record most offences
occ rred when I didn t have any social bonds
e.
Respondents who blamed others as risk factors also felt ca ht p in a d vicious
cycle. They felt ca ht p in a chain of events deviant behavio r arrest release
reoffence rearrest not knowin how to break this cycle. rthermore their social
environment often e acerbated this problem. They felt trapped and even if they tried
to break away from this cycle their environment was nable to offer any s pport or
wo ld foster new deviant behavio r . eetin old friends or takin dr s can
insti ate this vicio s cycle. Then it s like a circ it if yo start off once a ain thin s
pro ress real ickly
anie . hen the released offenders fell back into old habits
and violated their release conditions they felt they did not need to make an effort
anymore. This dynamic was partic larly likely to nfold amon those who
e cl sively had contact to other dr addicts as this a ravated their own addiction
and accelerated their downward spiral. tatements like all this comes a ain
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a e

The interviewees identified e transition difficulties d rin the intermediate postrelease period as a cr cial aspect for renewed delin ency. These incl ded emotional
adaptation diffic lties sti matisation and overe tension that hampered transition
and reentry. They perceived a stark discrepancy between life inside prison and life
o tside prison feelin that pon release they had been thrown in at the deep end
Kur . one of the released offenders achieved the plans and ood intentions they
had envisioned. n the one hand life on the o tside differed dramatically from their
e pectations while on the other hand release preparation efforts were not considered
overly helpf l. In partic lar released se offenders complained abo t ins fficient
release preparation meas res
y offence was like a red ra to prison staff as well.
as lon as this is taken
into account, there will be no change at all concerning the reoffending rates. It is the
wrong assessment and wrongdoing by social pedagogues to start release preparations two weeks before release instead of caring and planning and preparing over
the lon term. Uwe)

ome releasees were accompanied by constant feelin s of an iety and insec rity or
even scared to death
ar
pon their release. This complicated life o tside
prison and led to feelin s of isolation and sti matisation too. Conse ently aspects
of everyday life became a challen e
It was way too m ch for me yo know I co ldn t take a tram, if there were many
people in it, because, five years in prison is bad anyway, but for example being
completely isolated from all the others d rin the last fo r months well all on one s
own, and then you get out and everything flows over you, it s st way too m ch
yo know I still have problems with that now.
I feel like bein openly on
display yo know
veryone knows that I m an e -con or something like
that. Lars)

This feelin of insec rity and the fear of bein nmasked or sti matised led to
some of the respondents bein a ressive towards other people. This impeded their
resocialisation process and added to their emotional stress. The respondents also felt
constrained by administrative re irements that are e istential for released prisoners
for e ample applyin for social welfare. They b ried their head in the sand
ar
which only a ravated matters.
f rther recidivism risk factor was the f impact of imprisonment and its
conse uences. Those who had already spent several terms in prison drew a
connection between the diffic lties d rin transition and their precedin
imprisonment
ell I ve started feelin a little n ts yo know omehow prison
life makes yo a bit irky it leaves its mark
ar . ccordin to the ma ority of
those interviewed the increased risk of reoffendin was a direct conse ence of their
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incarceration. The perceived lack of a tonomy and the way prison shaped them may
have far-reachin conse ences partic larly for those who had e perienced early
instit tionalisation
I m sed to it from the cradle. t the a e of nine I had to o to a children s home
where my freedom was c t down and this is how I rew p. nd I ve never ot to
know it any other way.
aybe this is what characterised me all my life.
(Malte)

Indeed some of the respondents fo nd life inside prison a more convenient alternative
to a stressf l and overstrained life on the o tside
o ve ot everythin here e cept
for yo r se life
a e . thers noted that prisons no lon er have the deterrent effect
they once did
ell it s not like prison scares yo off. If I had been in there 2 years
a o it mi ht have been different
anie .

The final recidivism risk factor identified in the interviews was the
lack of
external control partly d e to the effects of imprisonment. fter n mero s periods
in prison the respondents noted that they had become sed to the str ct ral control
iven by the a thorities. They ot sed to handin over responsibility. nce released
from prison they searched for similar s pport and control in different instit tions.
ltho h they had re lar appointments with parole officers they wished for another
f ndamental str ct re d rin parole. In their opinion it wo ld have been easier to
desist if the parole officer controlled them more often and ave stricter instr ctions
I wished for a parole officer who was operatin
st for me. Then certainly everythin wo ld have t rned o t differently then I wo ldn t be here, definitely. What
yo need is not st somewhere yo can o to if there s a problem no b t someone
to show yo the way
p to here yo can o this is yo r direction and if yo o
astray, left or right, then things could get tight for you. Then you have to be prepared
to end p here a ain I think then that everythin wo ld have t rned o t differently. Kurt)

The feelin s that nobody was there and that they co ld do whatever they
wanted that everythin was open and that this sho ldn t have been that way
a e were cr cial factors to recidivism. The s b ects either lon ed for an instit tion or for someone to tell them where to head for or wished for somebody to p sh
them in the ri ht direction. In their opinion if this had been the case then the risk of
criminal relapse wo ld have been considerably lower.
In s mmary all of the respondents were able to name different dynamic risk factors
they considered relevant to recidivism. ltho h s ch a breakdown of recidivism
risk factors is already pop lar in criminolo ical literat re it became evident that the
risk factors are m lti-layered and often interrelated. In this way the risk factors form
a functional chain.
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i hin he narra i e

In addition to the self-reported risk factors that the respondents identified as cr cial
for their renewed offendin the st dy identified fo r patterns sed by the s b ects to
talk abo t their recidivism I stification II passivation III risk calc lation and
I transformation.
I ustification refers to the findin that the s b ects tried to rationalise their deviant
behavio r in order to defend themselves. The s b ects made an effort to e plain their
behavio r by mentionin a lack of alternatives. In their view they were forced to
reoffend. They mentioned dr s alcohol and or amblin iss es that inevitably led
to recidivism. Th s the respondents re ected their responsibility and described the
new offence as a forced decision for which they co ld not entirely be blamed.
Interestin ly not only addicted s b ects sed this type of stification. ne se
offender stified his crimes as an inclination analo o s to a s bstance addiction
rieder . or him there was no way to act o t his se al deviation witho t breakin
the law and this is why he cate orised the reoffence as an inevitable conse ence of
his inclination . thers as mentioned were driven by dire financial conditions
omehow I have to I have to s bsist on somethin don t I
ar . y emphasisin this e istential fear the interviewees searched for sympathy for their actions.
They had to find a way o t and therefore did what they co ld do best offences
and earnin money this way
ar . In addition they appealed that their wron doin
was done to sec re the livelihood of their family.
partic lar facet of stification pertained to trivialisin their crimes in order to
minimise their ilt. ltho h he relapsed with a serio s crime one se offender
who ab sed a venile stated that nothin had happened. e well that s no
problem act ally
rieder . e like other interviewees denied any wron doin .
Tryin to veil the harm ca sed rieder minimised his responsibility and ilt.
Re ardless of whether the respondents acknowled ed or denied their fa lt this
attit de was bi ito s. ne s b ect stated that it all started very harmlessly Kur
while talkin abo t a robbery and disassociated himself from other reckless violent
offenders sayin that he was as afraid as the cashier he threatened. verall the
interviewed offenders trivialised their actions and perceived themselves as s b ect to
circ mstances peers and addiction.
nother closely related phenomenon fo nd in the interview res lts is II passivation.
ll participants displayed minimal active a ency and self-efficacy. They blamed
others and or e ternal circ mstances for their actions and viewed themselves as
victims of fate and circ mstance. There were many spokes p t in my wheel said
ar while Kur was keen to state that it was others who had led him astray
itho t
him I wo ldn t have ot to know the other one and wo ldn t be here pres mably. It
all went wron
Kur . ch otes blame others and view the events that nfolded
in a passive way. s anie noted it reoffence
st happened. ll s b ects
minimised their own responsibility by pro ectin responsibility onto somebody or
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somethin else in some cases even onto the victim partner or parole officer.
imilarly complaints abo t inade ate release preparation foc sed on the responsibility of third parties rather than on the released offender s own responsibility.
t the e treme the s b ects perceived themselves as powerless and helpless
completely at the mercy of fate and other e ternal forces
any aspects mattered I d now say.
It all st came down on me. The financial
constraints the ar ment with my best friend
etcetera etcetera etcetera. Well,
it is like a, well, like an avalanche, like the descent of an avalanche or something
like that yes. verythin aro nd me st broke down and then well. Lorenz)

Interestin ly this dynamic sometimes even resembled determinism concernin the
whole life-co rse
fter my father died this adverse o rney was already mapped
o t
e.
third identifiable aspect was a sort of III risk calculation i.e. a calculating of
advantages and disadvantages concernin the s b ects implicit theorisin .
Interestin ly this rationale wo ld appear to contradict the aforementioned tendency
towards e ternalisation. owever a n mber of those estioned stated that the
prospect of ainin money to have a flashy lifestyle was more relevant to them than
the risk of imprisonment. The desire for a hi h-level lifestyle prevailed over the risk
of bein ca ht and arrested.
ell if yo co ld at least say that if there was a million yieldin it paid off, in the
end there s still somethin left over when I come out after seven years. I could eat
into it b t all that st didn t happen.
owever if I ass me there s a bank robber going in the bank at the time, maybe went out with 10 million, if he was a winner,
and maybe got like 10 years of time in the pen, he d say to himself
ell when I
et o t I ll still have another million The rest was spent already
aybe it s not
that hard then. t for me there s nothin left nothin really. Kurt)

If a robbery were to pay off the decision to commit the crime came nat rally Kur
did not re ret the robbery b t rather the fact that it did not pay off. imilarly a se
offender wei hed p his se al preferences and the risk of rearrest. or him
satisfyin his inclination
rieder was more important than reimprisonment. The
risk even provided a certain thrill
rieder .
esides stressin the importance of the possible advanta es associated with the
offence the participants emphasised the ineffectiveness of sanctions. b ects had
nothin to lose and were indifferent
anie abo t the risk of renewed
imprisonment
ell as I said before ntil now my life didn t mean anythin to me.
I st did what I wanted what I felt like no matter what it was no matter which
conse ences it had
ar . or those who knew they wo ld soon have their parole
revoked there was si nificant apathy towards livin crime-free
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If yo re on parole and then somethin oes wron then yo switch over anyway
and yo think well they will revoke now either way . o yo can utterly let yourself o. o ll be oin to ail anyway. o from now on yo don t have to do anythin anymore. Daniel)

This pattern seen repeatedly saw released offenders increasin ly commit crimes
once they knew or e pected that their parole wo ld be revoked. thers simply
decided that abidin by the law and their parole re irements was too m ch effort
I co ldn t see any sense in it. hy sho ld I
I co ld live the way I wanted and
so I did
a e . Th s if there was nothin to fi ht for the costs of livin a decent
life e ceeded the costs of p rs in a deviant lifestyle. The only costs that o twei hed
the benefit of this deviant lifestyle were referred to as the possible loss of access to
one s children or si nificant others e. . a partner or the risk of preventive detention
s bse ent to renewed imprisonment.
Interestin ly the responses from the interviews are contradictory. n the one hand
the offenders talked abo t how they calc late advanta es and disadvanta es on the
other hand they e ternalised and saw themselves as passive. In tryin to resolve this
taposition one co ld theorise that ltimately perceived e ternal forces had a
more si nificant role in the s b ects decision-makin processes.
The last pattern fo nd is I
transformation. ome participants disassociated
themselves from the u ua re idi i and saw themselves in an advanced process of
chan e describin their desistance-process as if it had already be n and their de
novo offence as merely a sli ht relapse
The one havin fo r years the other si years and me havin these few months.
re I m doin time a ain s re it s crap b t.
Interviewer: Hmh, you see differences between your progress and that of others?
Of course I do, absolutely. With me I see some kind of pro ress beca se it s not
the way it has been before. Daniel)

The respondents emphasised that the new offence was a one-time incidence. They
viewed their pcomin time after release as a contin ation of their crime-free
lifestyle prior to their reoffence. These first steps towards a non-deviant life were
described as love peace and harmony by ar nderlinin that he had be n to
feel comfortable in his new role. hen definin themselves as fathers partners and
family men desistance became more and more attractive to them I st have to
keep my hands off it criminal behavio r .
es my irl is pre nant and as I
said the baby is comin ne t month.
nd well then I ll mana e somehow I
have to beca se I want to be a ood father
anie .
Children were not the only potential desistance motivators as partners played an
important role too ar wanted to show his wife that she hasn t been fi htin in
vain . fter havin received s pport followin their previo s release from prison
some interviewees saw themselves as transformed and hoped to p rs e this lifestyle
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f rther despite their most recent a iden a ip into deviance. In their opinion the
basis for desistance was set before their reimprisonment. They perceived themselves
as calmer and more pr dent realisin that the iet life is maybe a little better than
well yo know
anie .
In their narratives they emphasised their transformation and minimised their
recidivism. or the f t re the interviewees pict red themselves as bein able to work
proactively to desist from f rther reoffendin . This contrasts with the aforementioned e ternalisation trend. Their willin ness to transform seemed to ne lect their
recent recidivism.
6.3 The reoffence mind-set
ased pon the above findin s the concept of a reoffence mind-set as a pattern of
thinkin will now be introd ced. This mind-set is formed by two intertwinin levels
i re 1 .
Figure 1:

The reoffence mind-set
Explicit
Risk factors identified
by the offenders

Implicit
Underlying dynamics

a) Drugs
I

Justification

II

Passivation

b) Unemployment
c) Social environment and
peers
d) Vicious cycle
III Risk calculation
e) Transition difficulties
f)

Impact of imprisonment
IV Transformation

g) Lack of external control

Reoffence mind-set
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Discussion

This paper has so far o tlined and analysed seven narratives of rearrested se and
violent offenders taken from interviews that formed part of a lar e-scale lon it dinal
st dy on recidivism rates amon treated and ntreated se and violent offenders. The
st dy s findin s assist in nderstandin of how recidivists theorise their renewed
criminal behavio r. This approach which entails takin into consideration the reoffenders perspectives adds to a more comprehensive nderstandin of the pathways
to criminal recidivism Wri h
enne 199 .
n important implication from this and other st dies is the val e of employment see
also a i ahr Ward 2 12 ar er e a 2 15 i her Win er ie d
o e ha
2 5 . mployment preferably lon -term is an essential fo ndation for rehabilitation. Th s it is e ally important that str ct ral conditions be created to improve
employment opport nities for e -prisoners. Consistent with the literat re on recidivism risk factors ha i e a 2 6 Ward
ee h 2 4 the offenders from the
c rrent sample identified nemployment as leadin to risk-takin
a rationale
f rther s pported by previo s st dies that have interviewed released offenders
a i e a . 2 12 . The link between nemployment and criminal reoffendin
seemed to be of a financial nat re ince nemployed releasees did not have eno h
money at their disposal they so ht additional f nds thro h criminal activities.
Crime was a means to overcome financial problems. In accordance with er on
strain theory
er
Se er 2 4 the interviewees tried to find a s itable way to
achieve material oals they were not able to achieve by le itimate means by
conformity
er on 193 p. 6 6 . They mainly coped via innovation
er on
193 p. 6 6 which entailed committin ille al activities to achieve c lt rally
defined oals.
It is nevertheless important to take the offenders e planations into acco nt as nemployment is not only associated with e ternal b t also internal offender-based
aspects. ffenders often e hibit personality factors that make employment and th s
the entire release sit ation diffic lt. This e plains why they often have an nsteady
employment history even prior to imprisonment
in
r ron 2 13 e er iia 2 1 . Imp lsivity is one s ch personality trait that leads to employment diffic lties. It can also lead to diffic lties performin lon -term tasks and in the deferral of
ratification Gra i e a 1993 . It is far easier for many released offenders to
achieve material oals by ick criminal actions as opposed to lon -term labo r. e
also observed that the s b ects interviewed did not reflect pon s ch dynamics.
ence it co ld be cr cial for rehabilitation efforts to enable offenders to ain a deeper insi ht into these dynamics and to work on them in addition to offerin ed cation
and ob trainin .
bstance se is stron ly related to imp lsivity. In other st dies dr iss es have
stood o t as the most important factor mentioned by offenders when asked what
ca sed their crimes a i e a 2 12 ado i
ö und 2 14 . o re e a
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2 11 also fo nd a stron link between maladaptive s bstance se and an e ternal
attrib tion pattern of blame. r res lts show that the s b ects did not link dr and
behavio ral addiction iss es to a personal dysf nctional pattern b t rather blamed
the addiction as an invisible force that directly led to criminal relapse.
The effect of peers on recidivism is a well-established crimino enic risk factor so it
was not s rprisin to see it mentioned by the interviewed offenders e. . roo
o ida e a . 2 13 a i e a 2 12 . s peer contacts intensify with spatial
pro imity Warr 2 2 a s b ect s ret rn to his her former environment nat rally
increases recidivism risk. owever altho h the interviewed s b ects identified
peers as playin a decisive role in their reoffendin they also acknowled ed their
own responsibility to chan e the social environment
rieder . ltho h the
infl ence of peer ro ps is ass med to decrease with a e ad lts are still not imm ne
to these factors as Warr 2 2 points o t. Conse ently peer contacts were
cond cive to the vicio s cycle the s b ects made responsible for their renewed
deviant behavio r which once a ain stresses e ternalisation and passivation.
In recent years release preparation and transition mana ement have ained in
importance Wößner Wienhau en-Kne e i
Gauder 2 16 . ince the interviewed
s b ects are from a ro p considered partic larly likely to reoffend they had
nder one vario s forms of release preparation. owever any possible benefit faded
into the back ro nd for this sample with prison deemed a rec rrin part of one s life
that one can do nothin abo t. The s b ects considered both transition diffic lties
and the impact of imprisonment as key reoffendin factors. In accordance with
Go an 1961 p. iii description of prison as a total instit tion the habit ation
effect described by the respondents contrib ted to their diffic lties on the o tside.
fter becomin acc stomed to e treme social control d rin imprisonment the lack
thereof ca ses overstrainin pon release Go an 1961 . Released offenders are
often nable to take char e of their lives as they str le for a ency and search for
r les and idelines to follow.
This overstrainin impedes reinte ration and reinforces a lack of self-efficacy. ot
bein able to take one s life into one s own hands res lts in bein ca ht p in a
cycle. aruna or er and ar a ho 2 4 fo nd a similar phenomenon which
they describe as doomed to deviance
aruna et al. 2 4 p. 225 . Released
offenders are prone to accept these circ mstances and see themselves as s b ect to
circ mstance or fate.
It comes as no s rprise that the risk factors the reoffenders identified foc sed mainly
on e ternal factors and on stifyin as well as e ternalisin the new crime thereby
emphasisin the overarchin phenomenon of stification. This dynamic is very
comple b t it does correspond with well-known techni es of ne tralisation S e
a a 195 whereby reoffenders seek to trivialise e ternalise rationalise and
stify their crimes. In addition in erna phenomena played a role in the s b ects
decision-makin processes everal of them performed a risk calc lation wei hin
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the advanta es of a crime a ainst the disadvanta es. This corresponds with rational
choice approaches. ther s b ects stated that they had already be n a process of
chan e and identity shift see aruna 2 1 So er 2 14 . oth phenomena are
interestin in that they reveal a s btle discrepancy. n the one hand the offenders
blamed e ternal factors for their renewed deviant behavio r on the other hand they
talked abo t internal processes of decision-makin risk calc lation or chan e i.e.
transformation .
ith re ard to risk calc lation it was partic larly strikin that se offenders seem to
wei h costs and benefits of a new assa lt as well altho h we are completely aware
of the non-representativeness of these res lts. ar er e a 2 15 p. 32 also fo nd
evidence for an active appraisal of pros and cons of offendin in men who se ally
offended. This is consistent with the findin s of eaure ard and e er 2
p.
115 that se offenders are capable p to a certain point of an analysis of the
costs benefits related to their actions . hat do these res lts tell s abo t decisionmakin processes
ar e and orni h 19 5 p. 14 for e ample criticise that
m ost theories of criminal behavio r have tended to i nore the offender s decision
making the conscious thought processes that give purpose to and justify conduct,
and the underlying cognitive mechanisms by which information about the world is
selected, attended to, and processed.

r observations s
est that hidden dynamics are e ally i nored in theories of
recidivism and show that the decision-makin process is only a tiny b ildin block
in the pathway to reoffendin . In this respect o r res lts only partially overlap with
the crime script model e er e a 2 14 p. 1 3 . conscio s decision-makin
process was not e perienced or thematised by the present st dy s respondents
altho h hints pointed to some kind of decision process. Th s f rther reflections on
the nderlyin dynamics are still re ired
ar e
orni h 19 5 .
s re ards an asserted transformation process or rebirth in the words of a ah
Kra er Sun 2 14 there is a theoretical link to the stification dynamic. The
observed ne tralisation dynamics certainly allow the offender to develop or maintain
e actly this ood self-identity he she is abo t to transform into a possible e planation also bro ht forward by ar er e a 2 15 . It is a means of dissolvin the
co nitive distortion created by the offendin history and the ima ined self. ikewise
other a thors
ood e a 2 2
aruna 2 1 interpret these ne tralisation
techni es as an indicator of distancin from crime. This is what led s to introd ce
the term reo en e ind- e If the person has to cope with a relapse the mind-set
will be different from the one e perienced if a person does not have to cope with a
relapse. arri
a i ore and a e 2 1 findin s s bstantiate o r concl sion.
Their post-release interviews revealed that e -offenders se different e planations
dependin on whether they e plain why they have committed a new crime or why
they s cceeded to desist. The most prominent reasons for why they reoffended were
almost identical to o r findin s financial needs dr
se time spent with peers
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or stressf l events e. . death of a family member . sked for the reasons why they
s ccessf lly desisted the e -offenders referred to two strands of e planation 1
s pportive or positive social ties peers social bonds family and 2 personal
internal processes s ch as an identity or lifestyle chan es co nitive transformations
and the deterrent of renewed imprisonment which is also in correspondence with a
risk calc lation approach . Th s aspects of strain theory and e ternal attrib tion
played a prominent role in reoffendin while internal control and personal
achievements e isted in s ccess stories. aruna e a 2 4 p. 225 also fo nd that
persistent offenders ass med that the offendin came from o t there not from
inside the person . Conse ently a reoffence mind-set is different from a desistance
mind-set. Th s while we still do not know whether the factors related to the
cessation of offendin and those related to reoffendin are different we can concl de
that different p sh- and p ll-factors e ist.
caveat e ists with re ard to the reoffence mind-set of se offenders. The offenders
in o r sample blamed the victim or held implicit theories to stify their se al
assa lt s ch tho hts need to be addressed to prevent f rther re offendin . therwise certain actions of a potential victim in con nction with predetermined sit ational and personal factors of an offender may tri er offences anew. et research
s ests that the impact of denial and ne tralisation on recidivism is overrated even
for serio s offences see ar in ee h Good i 2 1
ood e a 2 2 au hn
2
a e 2 9 . Therefore it mi ht be an interestin approach to incl de aruna 2 1 tho hts into the disc ssion of identity shift as a pathway to desistance.
aruna s ests that rehabilitation of offenders with ne tralisation tendencies and
above all passivation in the sense of helplessness sho ld foc s on the ac isition of
skills and attit des that foster self-efficacy and internal control attit des. The problem with this is that findin a balance that works is not an easy task as released
individ als are in need of e ternal control and face many transition diffic lties that
they need assistance with.
n nderstandin of these implicit theories mi ht help to increase compliance and
en a ement for correctional meas res if we s cceed in translatin them into the
treatment of dynamic risk factors. fter all they stron ly relate to iss es of pro-offendin attit des problem-solvin iss es and peers b t also to often ne lected
dynamics s ch as dysf nctional beliefs and e ternalisation or chan e. The res lts
s pport roo
o ida e a s 2 13 claim for the necessity to improve offenders
nderstandin of personal risk factors. o a he and Gannon 2 4 p. 312 also
stress that implicit theories may not receive ade ate attention with re ard to
offender rehabilitation. Implicit theories f nction as a tool for people to control their
lives Ward Keenan 1999 . The interaction between implicit theorisin abo t risk
factors and mental dynamics operate to ether in partic lar reoffence mind-sets.
ainin an insi ht into these mind-sets opens p the lifeworld of reoffenders and
provides deeper theoretical knowled e abo t criminal behavio r.
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In s mmary reater efforts are re ired to synthesise implicit theories of reoffendin
with theoretical knowled e on reoffendin behavio r. The findin s presented in this
st dy are one step to help nderstand the black bo of offender perspectives o h
19 p. 152 . fter all as Wa er 19 4 p. viii notes recidivism research is a waste
of time if criminolo ical theorists do not consider the states of mind that lead p
to offences.
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research in brief

The results presented are part of the longitudinal research project
“Sex Offenders in the Social Therapeutic Institutions of the Free State
of Saxony.” The study’s principal goal is to analyse recidivism amongst
sex offenders from multiple perspectives.

forschung aktuell

One of the primary concerns of criminological research is to understand the causes behind criminal behaviour and reoffending. However,
research efforts in this area often neglect the perceptions of the offenders themselves. This publication presents results from a qualitative
study on offenders’ implicit theories of persistent criminal behaviour.
The study analysed qualitative interviews conducted with newly incarcerated male violent offenders and sex offenders. The interviews
focused on their life course after their preceding prison release and
the processes and dynamics that led to their renewed incarceration,
with a particular focus on how the prisoners explain these dynamics.
Based on the interviews, it is possible to identify comprehensive and
abstract patterns of implicit theorising and to introduce the concept of
a reoffence mind-set. This publication contributes to the theoretical
understanding of reoffending behaviour and risk analysis.
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