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Thank you very much for the introduction and for the invitation.  It was good of you to 
arrange for the conference to be in Manchester.  Any further south and I get a nose-
bleed, so I do appreciate that.   
 
I’m going to talk to you about changing lives.  I have to confess I’ve changed the title of 
the topic only after I arrived and realised that was the conference title, but in fact it is 
precisely the theme that I want to address. 
 
I’m going to start by pointing out an ambiguity in the phrase ‘changing lives’ which is 
critical to everything that I have to say.  I don’t know if this is one that the organisers 
intentionally chose to reflect or whether it’s just an accident, but changing lives can have 
two meanings.  One meaning is descriptive: a life that is changing, or the experience of 
one’s life changing; and the other is an activity undertaken by a professional or a helper 
or an outreach worker or supporter, supporting the changing of a life.  So, one focuses 
on the experience for the person changing – changing lives in that sense – and the 
other focuses on the activity of a practitioner or a helper in the process.  And that’s a 
key distinction: both senses are important.  I’m going to talk about both but I’m going to 
start with the process as it is experienced by the person who is themselves changing. 
 
I’ll begin with two quotes that are favourites of mine in discussing the business of 
change and specifically in illustrating why changing is so hard, Changing is hard 
because it comes against the context of disadvantage, repeated disadvantage, 
reinforced social exclusion – that is the typical background, the profile, both of prisoners 
and of people serving community sentences, and its something that you’ll understand 
as practitioners in this field.  I haven’t had to provide you with the statistics but if I did 
then the 2002 report from the Social Exclusion Unit describes these disadvantages and 
forms of exclusion very well.  But difficult backgrounds are not the only thing that makes 
changing hard: the process of change itself is painful.  Any of us, I think, can relate to 
that.  The first quote comes from Jimmy Boyle, arguably Scotland’s most famous 
desister.  I’ll read it out:  
 

“I’m finding out a great deal about myself, I’m making new relationships and living in 
a world totally unknown to me.  I love it yet there are times when I hate it.  I’m torn 
between two worlds -- alienated from the old one and a stranger in this new one.”  
(Boyle, J. (1985), The Pain of Confinement: Prison Diaries, London: Pan Books, 
p80.)  

 
Jimmy Boyle wrote this when he was in the Special Unit at Barlinnie Prison.  I’m not 
sure if he’s referring to the difference between the two prison worlds that he 
experienced – the segregation units, the cages in Inverness Prison, in comparison with 
the therapeutic community of the Special Unit - or whether he’s referring more generally 
to the move between being a leading gangland figure associated with all sorts of 



violence and crime and moving into the artistic community; maybe making a transition of 
a different sort.  But the point is, change is painful, change is difficult.  Sociologists refer 
to this as a liminal state, being between two things, two states, two ways of being.  The 
movement from one to the other is the problem – it is precisely the difficulty that 
services exist to address.   
 
The second quote is more academic, coming from a North American scholar, Chris 
Uggen and coleagues:  

 
‘to the extent that failings belong to a distinct class or status group, the problems of 
desistance from crime can be interpreted as problems of mobility; moving felons 
from a stigmatised status as outsiders to full democratic participation as 
stakeholders’ (Uggen, C., Manza J. and Thompson, M. (2006) ‘Citizenship, 
Democracy, and the Civic Reintegration of Criminal Offenders’, The Annals of the 
American Academy, AAPSS, 605, May 2006, p283).  

   
How do you get somebody from the excluded position to the included position; how do 
you deal with the problem of integration?  And how do you do that in a social or 
community context where there is anxiety about precisely that integration and where 
integration is the last thing that’s desired. Anxiety about crime, anxiety about whether 
the measures being undertaken to protect are sufficient – such fears serve to produce 
more exclusion, to keep people at arm’s length.  
 
So what can research, what does criminological research have to contribute to your 
understanding as practitioners in this field of how to help with this mobility problem?  
Well, desistance research, as Phil Wheatley was saying, has got something to offer 
here.  To try and put it in context, this body of work is not a body of work about ‘what 
works?’ It is not based on evaluation research; it’s not about studying particular 
interventions and their outcomes.  It is rather the study of how and why people stop.  An 
analogy may help here: think about teacher education.  This would be the bit of a 
professional teaching qualification where you would be studying child development; how 
children learn, not what you do to teach them.  It’s the process that you’re working with 
in order to achieve the outcomes.  Or in a medical analogy, it’s not the study of 
medicine itself, it’s how you understand anatomy, physiology and health – it’s why you 
do those basic years in a medical degree that help you to understand a well functioning 
body and how to help someone or a body recover into a well functioning state.  So what 
we’re talking about here is the understanding of the process behind, before and beyond 
the intervention that you’re trying to support: the process that you’re using the 
intervention to support.   
 
It’s not an event – desistance - it’s a process.  It’s not just stopping, it’s also about 
refraining or staying stopped.  Most of the research to date has been about 
spontaneous desistance – in other words, desistance has been studied by 
criminologists as a ‘natural’ process. Few have looked at desistance through the lens of 
what an intervention can do to support it.  That latter body of research on ‘assisted 
desistance’ is a very recent and developing criminological field; obviously a very 



important one for offender management services. The last conceptual point relates to 
the difference between primary and secondary desistance, and this is a key distinction I 
think, particularly for persistent offenders who have an established criminal identity of 
sorts.   
 
Primary desistance means the act itself, or refers to stopping -- the mere existence of a 
lull or a gap in a criminal career. Of course, for lots of prisoners – if they’re behaving 
well in custody – this is a form of desistance that has already started.  But it’s not a very 
deep or significant form of desistance unless it is embedded in a commitment to 
change, unless it relates to seeing yourself differently, to peeling off and leaving behind 
the criminal identity and moving forward into something new. Secondary desistance is 
the Holy Grail, if you like, of offender management services.  This is where the person 
has signed up to living well as a good citizen.  That’s when the controls have been 
internalised, when there’s commitment to comply with the rules of the society in 
question.  It is much deeper, it is likely to be lasting, it is much more secure as a basis 
for public protection.   
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3 dimensions of desistance

 
 
In this slide (above), I give you a representation of the criminal career of a persistent 
offender.  You have age along the horizontal axis, and frequency of offending along the 
vertical axis.  He (for the sake of argument) starts at the age of eight; his offending 
escalates rapidly in adolescence; plateaus in the early 20s and drops in the mid-20s 
until he desists at the age of 30.  All of the multi-coloured areas under the curve are 
social cost, cost to victims, financial costs, costs in the system.  If he gets either an 
effective prison sentence or an effective community sentence at the age of 18 and stops 



immediately if some intervention works at that point, then all that’s saved for the public 
purse and to crime victims, potential crime victims, is represented in both the amber and 
green areas under the curve.  That’s the dream in offender management – instant and 
complete cessation of offending. 
 
Maybe more realistically, the amber area might reflect a deceleration in offending that’s 
supported through processes of offender management.  This person still shows up on 
your re-offending stats for another six years, but they’re changing and the change is the 
green area.  Even where all that you’ve done is decelerate offending, take five years off 
a criminal career, reduce the frequency, that’s still a big saving and still an important 
contribution to the public good.  And there’s a third dimension here, which I’m not clever 
enough to represent on a Powerpoint slide, which is severity.  The missing axis here is 
severity.  If you move somebody down the scale of gravity of offending, you’re also 
contributing significantly to the public good. 
 
Now, how have we gone about this process of getting people to desist historically?  I 
think since the 1990s, certainly in the probation world, which is the one that I 
understand a bit better, the model of intervention looked a bit like this: 
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This is crude, I have to say, and probably a bit unfair, but for the purposes of illustration 
it will do.  So we take an offender who has ragged edges, we put him or her through an 
intervention which conforms to certain principles, a programme usually, and they come 



out of it desisting, smooth and round and green and ready to go into society.  And we’ve 
tried to do that.  You have tried to do it.  England and Wales has done much more of 
this than most other jurisdictions, and has learned the lessons that have arisen from the 
difficulties of trying to pursue this model.  So people have started to recognise the 
importance of motivation, offender motivation, in the process of engaging with 
programmes.  They’ve understood that the social context within which an intervention 
takes place matters, particularly for those doing programmes in the community but not 
only for those doing interventions in the community.  They’ve understood that the 
organisational context matters, whether the culture or the organisation, whether prison 
or community, supports the change effort: that matters.  And whether the staff have the 
right kind of relationships and the right kind of skills to support the change process – 
that matters too. So this black box in the middle, conforming to certain design principles, 
is much more complicated than it first appears.   
 
But there’s a bigger problem with this diagram or with this way of thinking, and that is 
that it puts the black box – the intervention, the thing that the worker does to the 
offender – at the middle of the way that we conceptualise what’s going on in offender 
management, and I think that’s not right.  The process exists before the intervention; the 
change process exists independently of what’s being done to support it.  So we have to 
invert these priorities: 
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Programmes, in desistance-based thinking, become an element of a process of case 
management or offender management if you like.  That is part of a wider enterprise 
called desistance, and desistance itself is not the be all and the end all.  You don’t just 
desist, you desist into something and what you desist into is successful integration 



within the community.  So we’ve got to have a way of thinking about intervention and 
offender management which embeds it within the understanding of the change process 
that it exists to support. 
 
Briefly, some research findings about this process of change.  These are three versions 
of describing the process of desistance from different analyses of desistance, evidence 
from different jurisdictions: 
 

3 models of the process
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Giordano et al – a very significant American study – talks about offenders going through 
a process of becoming cognitively open to change, willing to consider change, then 
being exposed while in that state of openness to certain hooks for change, which may 
be to do with relationships or employment or other opportunities.  The person reacts to 
those hooks.  Somehow in the process they recognise that it’s possible to be 
themselves in a different way.  There is a conventional self, if you like, that they can 
become, and that person appeals to them as a change project: to turn into that person 
is appealing.  And then comes transformation in the attitudes to deviant behaviour.   
 
Barry Vaughan, an Irish criminologist, just has it slightly different. There’s a discernment 
process when possible choices are reviewed; deliberation about possible courses of 
action -- which includes a comparison of selves: the person I am, the person I want to 
be, the person I am, the person I could be.  And lastly, dedication or commitment to the 
non-criminal identity.  And in the ongoing important ‘Sheffield Pathways Out of Crime’ 
study, the model is slightly different.  There’s a triggering event for the offender; a 
decision to try to change, thinking differently about oneself, action to desist, and then a 



maintenance phase.  A little bit more similar to what programme staff might recognise 
as the cycle of change from Prochaska and DiClemente.  But at the bottom of this, at 
the end of the process – and this isn’t included in these three models, its something that 
I’ve added – at the end of this is integration, becoming a good citizen, living a good life: 
a life good for you, a life good for your community.   
 
Some more specific key findings about desistance: it’s a complex process, as I said, not 
an event.  It’s characterised by ambivalence and vacillation.  People can go back and 
forward in this process.  Anyone who has given up smoking or has tried to diet or take 
more exercise understands this perfectly well.  Some days you wake up committed, 
getting out of bed to go for the run is not an issue.  Other days are bad days, and the 
entitlement to comfort yourself through the bottle of wine or the chocolates, or whatever 
it is, somehow works its cognitive magic and you behave differently.  So we understand 
that change processes involve ambivalence and vacillation.   
 
For those who have established identities that are part of the problem, this change 
process is not just about skills acquisition, thinking skills, its about re-biography, about 
changing your identity, your narrative, your sense of self.  That can be provoked by life 
events, but it depends on what the events mean for the individual concerned.  So it’s not 
getting into a new relationship per se, its whether that relationship is important enough 
for you to trump your existing relationships with your criminal peers.  It’s not getting a 
job per se, it’s whether holding on to the job is a strong enough incentive to trump the 
desire to stay in bed on one of the bad days.  So it’s subjective, it’s individual; it must be 
therefore that the support of the process is individualised and sensitive to the way that 
different people interpret these life events and changes.   
 
Desistance can be solicited or sustained by someone believing in the offender, and I 
always get slightly embarrassed at this point because it sounds so cheesy, but there is 
very credible research evidence that hope is a critical aspect of desistance processes, 
and if you can’t hold on to much hope for yourself, somebody has to hold it for you.  
There has to be a reservoir of hope somewhere.  Conversely, if hope is abandoned by 
those around you, those working with you, those in your family and by you yourself, 
then the prospects for change are closed down.  Next, it’s an active process – desisting 
is an active process in which agency is discovered and exercised.  Persistent offenders 
are quite fatalistic - psychologists would say low self- efficacy, external loss of control – 
life happens to them; they don’t do life.  Well, desistance is different – desistance seems 
to involve acquiring the capacity to govern and control the direction of your own life.  
That’s not consistent with having every decision made for you, either within a prison 
regime or within the context of a community sentence.  The experience of intervention 
has to leave room for agency to grow and develop.   
 
Desistance requires social capital, access to opportunities, resources, the support of 
personal and local networks, as well as human capital.  Skills acquisition isn’t enough.  
And, lastly – and this was beautifully illustrated by Nicola in the first of the two videos 
we’ve seen so far today – in the desistance process, certification comes through making 
good.  When you’re in a position to give something back, to make a positive 



contribution, you are confirming to yourself that you’ve been through a change process, 
and you’re confirming to those around you that you’ve changed.  More to the point, 
those around you are reflecting back to you that you have indeed changed and that that 
change is acknowledged.  Criminal justice is spectacularly good at condemnation rituals 
– in fact you could say that’s what criminal justice exists for – but there’s precious little 
space in the criminal justice system for redemption rituals, and one of my colleagues, 
Shadd Maruna, is very keen on trying to make an argument that we need to redress that 
balance.  There are examples in drug courts, for example, review hearings, where there 
is space for progress to be celebrated but we’re not very good at that yet.   
 
So to try and pull some of the strands together and conclude, the model in this diagram 
is adapted from an ancient social casework textbook from 1964: 
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Any probation people here old enough to remember this should not confess!  
Motivation, capacity and opportunity – pre-conditions for change, according to social 
casework theorists – if you’re not motivated, you don’t change,  It doesn’t matter if you 
can act differently, and if you’ve got an opportunity to act differently, if you don’t want to, 
you don’t act differently.   
 
Having the motivation to act differently and the skill to do so doesn’t get you there 
either, if there’s no opportunity to behave differently.  And having the motivation and the 
opportunity doesn’t get you there if you lack the actual skill and capacity.  So you need 
all three.  They imply different roles for staff, the development of motivation is a 
counselling function; the development of capacity or human capital is an educative 



function; the development of opportunities and social capital is about advocacy and 
about allies around you in your neighbourhood and living context. 
 
Now, if I map on to this, some of what we do currently in relation to offender 
management: 
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Programmes (conforming to risk, need and responsivity principles) tend to fall into the 
human capital end but overlapping somewhat into motivation; responsivity and and 
motivation are connected.  But, by and large, I would understand RNR programmes as 
being about the development of cognitive skills and different behavioural repertoires; 
that fits in the human capital segment. 
 
The new kid on the block, in terms of rehabilitation models, the Good Lives Model, 
which some of you may have heard of, is much clearer in the account of motivation that 
it offers and in what it has to say about how to motivate and engage offenders, because 
it is about helping them to achieve a good life.  It offers them more than just the 
avoidance of bad behaviours.  So I place it slightly differently within the motivation 
element in this model.  And then in the opportunity element we have work with families, 
volunteers, mentors, faith groups, employers - maybe circles of support and 
accountability.  And here also lie generativity issues, the making good, the making a 
positive contribution, the achieving integration – all of that can only happen in a 
community context.  But of course the whole point of offender management – end to 
end offender management and case management, to use the social work term – is that 
before and behind all of this there has to be a relationship-based practice process that 
prepares, relates, engages, co-assesses, co-plans, co-implements, co-ordinates and 
co-evaluates -- and I mean co -- with the offender, as Phil Wheatley was saying.  It’s not 



a process that’s done to or for the person.  It’s a process that has to be done with the 
person. Weaving the three strands (motivation, capacity and opportunity) together is a 
key person, and it’s because they do the weaving that this process can provide a 
consistent pull towards desistance and integration.  You can think of my three elements 
diagram as representing the cross-section of a rope – somebody has to tie it together to 
give it its strength.   
 
I was going to go through this slide outlining differences between a ‘what works 
paradigm’ and a ‘desistance paradigm’ for offender management: 
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But, given the time, I don’t think I’m going to bother – except for the very top line. The 
‘what works’ model that we’ve been working with -- and through which very significant 
progress has been made -- is an intervention-led and a professionally-led model. It was 
conceived by thinking about what we (the practitioners) can do better to achieve the 
intended outcomes of offender management. I’m not suggesting that this perspective is 
to be abandoned or rejected. Desistance scholars are not, by and large, negative 
towards what’s gone before – they’re looking for an integration of the different evidence 
bases.  But the desistance paradigm is process-led, i.e. it is concerned with the process 
that belongs to the offender doing the desisting, and it is about ‘co-production’ (a bit of 
jargon from social work these days), so the effort is a collaborative effort and the 
outcomes are achieved together, or not at all. 
 
I was going to mention here, very briefly, this is where user voice and user engagement 
and some of the interesting work that’s been done in NOMS around those issues might 
come into play also.  So I’m going to give the last word, in the best traditions of user 



voice, to Mickey, who was a respondent in a study of desistance conducted by Stephen 
Farrall a few years ago:   
 

‘something to do with self-progression, something to show people that’s what they 
are capable of doing – I thought that was what [my officer] should be about – finding 
people’s abilities and nurturing and making them work for those things; not very 
consistent with going back on what they have done wrong and trying to work out 
why, because it’s all going around on what’s happened, what you’ve already been 
punished for.  Why not go forward into something? I know that you have to look back 
to a certain extent to make sure that you don’t end up like that again, but the whole 
order seems to be about going back and back and back – there doesn’t seem to be 
much forward.’ (Farrall, S. (2002) Rethinking What Works with Offenders. 
Cullompton: Willan, p225) 

 
So this desistance journey, with the destination being integration, is the ‘forward’ that 
Mickey is asking for in terms of his experience of supervision. 
 
There is much more I could say, and I’ve given you here some references – I don’t 
know if slides can be distributed or made available on the web later, but you can follow 
up if you want to read more about the research evidence and find the sources; this is 
where you’ll find them: 
 

• McNeill, F. (2009) Towards Effective Practice in Offender Supervision. Glasgow: 
Scottish Centre for Crime and Justice Research, available at:  
http://www.sccjr.ac.uk/documents/McNeil_Towards.pdf  

• McNeill, F. (2009) ‘What Works and What’s Right’ European Journal of Probation 
1(1): 21-40, available at: 
http://www.ejprob.ro/index.pl/what_works_and_whats_just  

• McNeill, F. (2009) ‘Probation, Rehabilitation and Reparation’ Irish Probation 
Journal 6: 5-22, available at: 
http://www.probation.ie/pws/websitepublishing.nsf/AttachmentsByTitle/Irish+Prob
ation+Journal+2009/$FILE/Irish+Probation+Journal%2C+Volume+6%2C+Septe
mber+2009.pdf  

• McNeill, F., Raynor, P. and Trotter, C. (eds.)(2010 forthcoming) Offender 
Supervision: New Directions in Theory, Research and Practice. 
Cullompton: Willan.  

 
Thank you very much. 
 


