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Abstract 

This is an explorative study conducted to gain a deeper understanding of the 

experiences of the criminal life by exploring ex-offenders’ stories and analyzing what 

possible factors could have had an impact on them. The method used was that of semi 

structured, narrative interviewing and the theories used to analyze and gain a deeper 

understanding of the results were those of social constructionist theory, differential 

association theory, and labeling theory. Firstly, the results showed that the combination 

of the two factors lack of support and attitudes towards delinquent behavior had 

markedly contributed to the participants’ way into a criminal life and the misuse of 

drugs. Secondly, the respondents’ all credited some part of their success in reintegrating 

to the NGO KRIS, which they stated had significantly helped them during their time in 

and after prison. Thirdly, the respondents’ attitudes towards life seemed to be an 

important part of being able to both get clean and stay away from the criminal life. 

However, all of the respondents had experienced some sort of relapse, being it into 

drugs or crime.   
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1. Introduction 

Criminality is a known social problem that exists globally. Another common but not as 

highlighted social problem is the social constructions that the general public hold of 

former criminals, which tends to affect the treatment of prisoners and ex-offenders and 

their process of reintegration (Hirschfield & Piquero, 2010). The reason for this might 

be because the general public tends to label ex-offenders as “dangerous”, “dishonest”, 

or otherwise “disreputable” and therefore making the label of “ex-con” or “prisoner” 

highly stigmatized (ibid). Little do we know about the communities negative attitudes 

toward ex-offenders, despite the great probability of their existence which is the reason 

why this issue comes across as interesting for the authors to study. According to 

Hirschfield & Piquero (2010), this is due to the significantly limited amount of research 

on the topic of society's attitudes that prisoners encounter after release, compared to the 

public’s view on suitable penal responses toward convicted offenders.  

The idea for this thesis arose when the students discussed different issues of criminality, 

emerging from the fact that both had prior work experience within the Swedish criminal 

justice system. It was noted that a curiosity existed regarding how the reintegration of 

former criminals function in practice and of the course of events which may affect an 

individual in and out of criminality. With the prior experience in the area, the students 

recognized that the level of understanding of former criminals’ need of support can vary 

considerably among social support-providers. Since this is something that we as future 

social workers will likely address, the students noted that in order to find what support 

might be needed to successfully prevent crime and recidivism, the first to be done was to 

further deepen the understanding of the phenomenon by learning about the perspectives 

of those it involves. It was concluded that a qualitative study with narrative interviews 

would be carried out with ex-offenders involved in the non-governmental organization 

KRIS in Gävle. The purpose of the research would be building an understanding of the 

ex-offenders’ point of view regarding the chosen subject.  

According to Sarnecki (2010), crime is defined as an act that is described by law 

and to which is connected a punishment for anyone who commits such an act. 

Throughout this thesis, the concept of criminality is used as an umbrella term for all 

different types of criminal acts, including the consumption of drugs. 
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The topic of this thesis is relevant to international social work because the reintegration 

of ex-offenders is something that most countries across the globe have to deal with. 

Furthermore, the attitudes towards former criminals affect their chances of successfully 

reintegrating, not only in Sweden, but globally as well. For instance, most states within 

the United States have enacted various laws that make it difficult, and sometimes even 

impossible, for ex-offenders to acquire employment, regardless of the fact that they 

might be qualified or have a low risk of reoffending (Harris & Keller, 2005). 

 

2. Aim and research questions 

The aim of this study is to gain a deeper understanding of the experiences of the 

criminal life by exploring ex-offenders’ stories and by analyzing what possible factors 

could have had an impact on them. To meet this aim, three research questions were 

formulated; 

 

1. What does the respondents believe led them into criminality and what might 

have made them relapse? 

2. According to themselves, have the respondents received any support and if so, 

how has the support affected them? 

3. How do the ex-offenders describe any recurrent destructive patterns, if any, that 

could have had an impact on their ability to break the criminal cycle? 

 

3. Essay disposition 

This thesis is divided under several different headlines. Under explanation of concepts, 

the reader will get a brief summary of the most important concepts in the study. The 

previous research presents earlier studies done on related topics and which are relevant 

to the aim of this study. The theories that will be used later on during the analysis will 

be presented under the headline theoretical framework. The methodology section 

explains how this study has been conducted and what methods have been used during 

the interview- and analysis process. The validity and credibility of the study, as well as 

some ethical considerations, will be presented under the headline essay credibility. The 

results of the study, and the subsequent analysis of those results will be presented under 
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results and analysis. The thesis will then be concluded with a critical discussion of the 

method and results under the headline discussion. 

 

4. Explanation of concepts 

The process of reintegration  

This concept is used in accordance with the definition discussed by Davis et al. (2012, 

p. 448): “We define reintegration as the process of transitioning from incarceration to 

the community, adjusting to life outside of prison or jail, and attempting to maintain a 

crime-free lifestyle.” 

 

KRIS (Kriminellas Revansch I Samhället) 

A non-governmental organization, founded and managed by former criminals, that 

focuses on assisting ex-offenders with their reintegration. 

 

Peer pressure  

According to Cambridge Dictionaries Online (2016), peer pressure refers to “the strong 

influence of a group, on members of that group to behave as everyone else does”. 

 

The process of criminality  

Refers to what, according to the respondents, have led them into criminality, what might 

have made them relapse, and what made them leave the criminal life.  

 

Social support  

Informal/formal support refers to the functions of networks, emotional support, and help 

from authorities that an individual usually need to live a healthy and non-destructive life 

(Vito, Maahs & Holmes, 2007). 

 

5. Previous research 

There have been many studies done on the subject of ex-offender reintegration and 

recidivism. Those that have been chosen for this study are those that are the most 

relevant to the aim of this study.  
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5.1 Explorations of ex-offenders’ own experiences of reentry 

In a study by Hlavka et al. (2015), a narrative constructionist approach was used to 

explore how ex-offenders accounted for their reentry successes. 58 in-depth interviews 

with 24 women and 34 men were conducted. All of the interviewees were identified as 

former offenders actively participating in two nonprofit organizations in Milwaukee who 

assist individuals with criminal records. Semi structured interview questions covered 

seven primary categories which included, for instance, background and case history, 

employment and education, family and support systems, and re-offense and 

reintegration. 

Hlavka et al. (2015) have chosen to divide the findings in their study into 

three different types of accounts of reentry; reverence, reunification, and reconstruction. 

They found that these three things were central in ex-offenders’ stories of attempting to 

re-enter society after time spent in prison. Since the accounts of reverence were all about 

spirituality and religion, they have intentionally been left out because they are not 

applicable to the stories of our interviewees.  

 Respondents who accounted for reentry success through what the authors 

chose to call reunification often emphasized how hard it was to be separated from loved 

ones while incarcerated. They mourned lost time with family, especially children, and 

often reflected on how their criminal behavior and their time spent incarcerated had 

affected their family and loved ones. Some of the respondents also felt deserted by 

loved ones, while others decided to end relationships because they were already strained 

or unhealthy. However, the authors found that reentry success was closely tied to 

feeling accepted in society and that often begins with acceptance from family and 

friends. 

 A number of respondents in the study accounted for successful reentry and 

reform through reconstruction; they transitioned to being generative role models for 

others or taking on the role of a parental figure, counselor, advocate, or activist. Hlavka 

et al. (2015) found that many men and women in prison are involved in community 

service work and that they embrace their deviant stories to help rehabilitate others. For 

these ex-offenders, helping others provided purpose which served to legitimize both 

their past crimes and their present efforts to change. A few of the respondents were even 

employed or volunteered at the non-profit organizations that had helped them reform. 

 The findings from this study show that both social and emotional support 

accounted for successful reentry among both men and women. This support could come 
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from peers, family, intimate partners, spiritual leaders, or other professionals within the 

community. They also found that the family could be a great benefit when it came to 

some ex-offenders’ re-socialization into the free world but for others, cutting ties with 

family members and prior associates might encourage criminal desistance. The study 

also mentions that factors such as personal motivation, social networks, and lifestyle 

changes can form released prisoners’ experiences when it comes to reentry like nothing 

else can. Many of the respondents explained their reform as a process of self-

transformation and personal decision-making rather than something that can be affected 

by outside agencies. However, employment still remains central to reentry for most ex-

offender even though many are unable to find legitimate opportunities for employment.  

 

The purpose of the study by Davis et al. (2012) was to understand the process of 

reintegration from the perspective of offenders. 16 offenders, who were involved in 

classes at a day reporting center in a western state in the USA, were interviewed. All of 

the interviewees were former prisoners who had spent time in jail or prison and were 

required to attend the classes. The qualitative data were later supplemented with 

interviews conducted with 51 parolees shortly after release from prison. Interviews were 

conducted as guided conversations rather than as question-answer sessions. During the 

interviews they explored pre-prison life, prison life, and experiences after prison. The 

focus was always on exploring what helped them desist from crime but also any 

problem areas that might have come up. 

Davis et al. (2012) began their study by trying to get to know as much as 

possible about their respondents’ and how they started out on the road to criminality. 

They argued that some knowledge about how it all started was relevant to better 

understand the social context of reintegration. Apart from this, they divided their 

findings into six different themes; substance abuse, employment, family, friends, 

personal motivation, and age. Since none of our own respondents talked about their age 

as a factor in their desisting from crime, that theme has intentionally been left out of this 

description. 

 Davis et al. (2012) states in their findings that all of the participants in 

their study said that their major problems can be linked to using drugs and alcohol and 

that if those two had not existed, they would not have committed the crimes they had 

committed. Their charges also tended to be drug or alcohol related and those without 

drug charges admitted that their crimes were committed because they needed to obtain 
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drugs or because they were drunk or high.  

 When it comes to the theme of employment, several of the respondents in 

this study felt that it helped them stay clean and out of trouble. However, the data from 

the 51 parolees show that employment status did not in fact affect recidivism but rather 

that it was associated with number of hours worked. Although, it can be argued that 

work may increase associations with law abiding peers, leave less time for associations 

with deviant peers, and increase bonds to conventional society and therefore be helpful 

in other ways than only the hours per week one works.  

 Davis et al. (2012) found that the desire to change was a key element in 

the desistance process and also that motivation as a factor came up repeatedly in the 

interviews. The respondents who were successful at reintegrating after their time in 

prison tended to be those who had a combination of motivation and social support in 

their lives. Davis et al found that support will have more impact among those who 

desire to change but also that those who receive support are more likely to feel that 

change is possible and to have a desire to change. This, according to Davis et al. (ibid), 

suggests that motivation and support goes hand in hand.   

 

5.2 What works and what does not concerning parolees 

51 parolees in two major metropolitan areas in the United States were interviewed in the 

study by Bahr et al. (2010). The objective of the study was to gain increased 

understanding of what differentiates successful parolees from those who fail. The 

parolees had all been in prison because they had committed felonies and had therefore 

spent more than one year in prison. Three interviews were also held with each parolee 

over a time of 6 months because they saw reentry as a process that unfolds over time. 

They also tracked the progress of all 51 parolees during the following three years (ibid). 

In the study, Bahr et al. (2010) found that drugs were the most common 

offense for which their respondents were last incarcerated. Furthermore, 94 % of the 

parolees said that they had a problem with alcohol or drugs in the past and most of them 

also stated that the involvement with drugs contributed to their incarceration.  

 Most of the respondents also stated that their family was a resource when 

it came to recidivism. However, when they were asked more questions about it appeared 

that those who went back to prison had more strained and less supportive family 

situations. The findings also suggested that employment had an effect on the parolees 
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success in desisting from crime but that it was not employment in itself that affected it 

but rather if they had found an adequate job. Also, the successful parolees worked more 

hours than the unsuccessful ones.  

 Bahr et al. (2010) also found that most of the respondents said that they 

had learned their lesson and that they would not return to prison this time. When they 

were asked how they would be able to stay away from crime and make it outside of 

prison, the respondents gave reasons like family support, they had gone through drug 

treatment and were now clean, they had a job waiting, or they had simply learned from 

their mistakes. 

Seiter et al. (2003) based their research on 32 studies from prisoner reentry programs. 

These programs had used evaluations of their interventions for their studies. Seiter et al. 

(ibid) then used the Maryland Scale of Scientific Methods (MSSM) to determine 

whether a program was successful or not.  

Seiter’s et al. (2003) analysis showed that there were several categories of 

programs in which there was evidence of success. For instance, vocational training 

and/or work release programs was found to be effective in reducing recidivism rates and 

parolees who had gone through drug rehabilitation were less likely than other parolees 

to have been re-arrested, commit drug-related offenses or continue their drug use. 

Furthermore, the results showed that pre-release programs were effective in reducing 

recidivism rates for ex-offenders as well.  

 

5.3 Social support 

The purpose of the study by Persson & Haglund (2012) was to investigate former 

criminals’ experiences of support and help in Sweden by using a qualitative method. Six 

interviews were carried out with former criminals and combined with previous studies 

related to the subject. These studies stressed that individuals who are socially excluded 

from society run a greater risk of relapsing into crime. The previous studies also showed 

that an important factor for preventing relapse is social support. The Social support 

theory was elected as a tool of analysis for their research which included the categories; 

practical support; emotional support; and network support (ibid).  

Persson & Haglund’s (2012) findings show that support is subjective and is thus 

perceived differently from person to person, just as the social support theory describes. 

Nevertheless, the researchers further argue that; “a supportive social network appears 
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to be the most prominent factor”, given that if that does not exist it can be difficult to be 

open to the practical and emotional support. Persson & Haglund’s study thus indicates 

that supportive factors such as feeling needed, appreciated and included in a society is 

the key factors to breaking the criminal lifestyle.  

Other findings presented and discussed in this study was some important 

prerequisites considered significant by the informants in order to break their criminal 

cycle. For instance, those who had ended their misuse of drugs and broken off contact 

with criminal friends reduced the risk of criminal recidivism.  

 Persson & Haglund (2012) also discusses the complexity of breaking out 

of criminality; that the factors which might have affected an individual to start down a 

path of criminality in the first place may also cause them to relapse. The researchers 

conclude their thesis by putting emphasis on the preventive measures, such as emotional 

support, and that they should stand in focus rather than adding more responsibility on 

the vulnerable person wanting to break the criminal cycle.   

 

6. Theoretical framework 

 

6.1 Social constructionist theory 

Social constructionist theory has been elected for this study since it is a theory that has 

been widely used when the aim is to provide a voice to certain groups that are oppressed 

in society and to challenge such views (Burr, 2015). With this theory we will analyze 

how the ex-offenders construct their criminal life and also the social construction that 

others have of criminality based on the ex-offenders stories. 

The traditional view of criminals and drug addicts were that they are solely 

responsible for their way of behaving and therefore deserved to be entirely blamed and 

punished for it by being sentenced to prison (Burr, 2015). Lately, however there has 

been a shift of the way we look at people with a drug addiction and illicit behavior, 

today both in health care and society at large it is now considered to be more of an 

illness where these people are the victims and should be offered proper treatment - rather 

than imprisonment (ibid). “Our constructions of the world are therefore bound up with 

power relations because they have implications for what it is permissible for different 

people to do, and for how they may treat others” (Burr, 2015, p.5). Constructions of how 

we see things might develop and change, but some views may also persist. This is a 

clear example of how our constructions of the world are related to the present culture 
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and period in time, which to a great extent determine our opinion of societal groups, 

such as criminals. 

This theory refers to the premise that our understanding of reality is a product of 

our cultural and historical setting, we hold different understandings of reality since our 

interpretations and constructions vary (Patton, 2002). Hence, social constructionists do 

not focus on examining the ‘truth’ since there is no objective fact (Burr, 2015). The 

focus of inquiry is rather on how individuals or groups tend to perceive the world, what 

meaning the world has to them. This is best conducted through unstructured interviews 

and observations where the investigator looks at the perspective an individual or group 

has on a certain issue, and how it might have been constructed in that way, by taking 

into consideration the interviewees cultural, social and historical background (Patton, 

2002). 

 

6.2 Differential association theory 

One theory which will be used in this thesis is Edwin H. Sutherland’s differential 

association theory. The differential association theory was deemed appropriate in order 

to attempt to understand the findings from a social learning perspective. According to 

Sutherland the differential association theory consists of nine principles explaining the 

“process that leads to that an individual commits criminal acts” (Sarnecki, 2010, p.53-

54).  

 Sutherland claims that “criminal behavior is learned in interaction with 

other persons in a process of communication.” (Sutherland 1947, as cited in Akers & 

Sellers, 2009, p.79). Thus, behavior is not innate, but learned through a process of 

interacting with others which leads an individual to committing certain acts (Sarnecki, 

2010). However, this does not mean that the individual passively becomes a victim by 

simply following its behavioral models pattern, but that an individual actively chooses 

to take a stand for or against the law (Sarnecki, 2010). Sutherland fourth principle 

argues that: 

 

When criminal behavior is learned, the learning includes a) 

techniques of committing the crime, which are sometimes very 

complicated, sometimes very simple, and b) the specific 

direction of motives, drives, rationalizations, and attitudes. 

(Sutherland 1947, as cited in Akers & Sellers, 2009, p.79).  
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Sutherland considered that learning criminal behavior was primarily done by people 

who are close to the individual (Akers & Sellers, 2009). The driving force was that the 

individual learned the attitudes constructed by others regarding the legality, and also if it 

was favorable or unfavorable to conduct such crimes (Sarnecki, 2010). Considering 

these few principles of differential association mentioned (see Akers & Sellers, 2009), it 

is reckoned that such a theory could be useful as a means to understand and analyze the 

subject's (learned) criminal behavior from a sociological perspective.  

 

6.3 Labeling theory 

Labeling theory is a well-known theory and has been adopted by several practitioners 

and used in numerous earlier researches concerning similar issues (Akers & Sellers, 

2009). The theory focuses on the informal and formal application of stigmatizing, 

deviant ‘labels’ or tags by society on some of its members, where its central hypotheses 

is that further delinquent or criminal identity is a very likely outcome of this labeling 

(ibid.). This theory is therefore considered to be suitable for this research in order to 

help examine and analyze the information taken in from the ex-offenders about their 

situation and ultimate reality, and also to comprehend and enlighten others on 

criminalization by looking at how we tend to apply labels to the less powerful in society 

and what the consequences may be (ibid.). 

According to labeling theory, such deviant ‘labels’ or tags by society are both a 

dependent variable (effect) and an independent variable (cause). When a label is 

considered to be a dependent variable it attempts to explain why certain behavior is 

socially defined as wrong and certain persons are selected for stigmatization and 

criminalization. When a label is considered independent it instead hypothesizes that 

discrediting labels cause continuation and escalation of the criminal behavior (Akers & 

Sellers 2009). According to Williams & McShane (2010), deviance is a quality of the 

reaction and is not essential to the behavior itself. Therefore, if there is no reaction, there 

is no deviance. One of the most quoted explanations of labeling theory is Becker’s 

statement: 

 

Social groups create deviance by making the rules whose infraction 

constitutes deviance, and by applying those rules to particular 

people and labeling them as outsiders. From this point of view, 

deviance is not a quality of the act the person commits, but rather a 

consequence of the application by others of rules and sanctions to 



Exploring the Path of Criminality – Emelie Perdomo & Mikaela Sultán 

A qualitative study on ex-offenders’ life stories University of Gävle, 2015 

11 

 

an “offender”. The deviant is one to whom that label has 

successfully been applied; deviant behavior is behavior that people 

so label. (Becker, 1963, p. 9) 

 

Labeling theory has been criticized by some for not taking the actual deviant behavior 

into account and instead focusing on the image of the deviant being coerced by the 

labeling process into a deviant identity. They also argue that the label does not create the 

behavior and that people often commit acts of deviance for reasons that have nothing to 

do with labels that have been applied to them (Akers & Sellers, 2009). 

Critics of labeling theory often assume that what a person has actually done or 

not done is not as important as who a person is in determining whether or not that 

person will be labeled as a deviant. Akers (1968) argues that this assumption is incorrect 

and that labeling is not entirely unrelated to the behavior of those detected and labeled. 

People are labeled deviants largely on the basis of overt acts they have committed or are 

believed to have committed. This, in turn, means that the deviant behavior is prior to 

and forms a basis on which a label is built. 

 

7. Methodology 

 

7.1 Research design 

This study is an explorative qualitative study based on narrative interviews. The 

narrative approach is viewed as a well suited method in order to gain a better 

understanding and give voice to excluded groups and individuals that are frequently not 

heard or seen by society, and whose problems and life situations often are at a risk to 

remain unnoticed (Larsson, Sjöblom & Lilja, 2008). For this reason narrative interviews 

have been chosen because exposed people, in this case meaning ex-offenders, many 

times live with painful life-experiences that can be difficult to articulate (ibid.). This 

allows the focus to be on the stories that the ex-offenders want to tell rather than to focus 

on finding specific answers to questions. Thus, the subjects themselves choose the plot 

of their stories which lay the basis of the study. The interest behind this study lies in 

studying the subjects understanding of the topic and what they feel is relevant to bring 

up in the interview (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009). 

 For the same reason, an explorative approach has been chosen for the 

study. Since the explorative method is not intended to provide conclusive evidence but 
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rather to get a better understanding of the problem, the direction of the study can be 

changed depending on the findings (Stebbins, 2001). 

 

7.2 Mode of procedure 

7.2.1 Choice of previous literature 

“Discovery” and “Google scholar” were used to collect the literature for this study. The 

literature was used to gain more background knowledge as well as previous research on 

the topic. The used search words were: “reintegration”, “reentry”, “offenders”, 

“criminals”, “prisoners”, “ex-offender” and “support”. These search words were chosen 

because they directly relate to the topic of this research. The number of hits ranged 

between 40 and 900 and the difficulties were to find articles that had used narratives as 

source of information rather than previous studies and literature.  

7.2.2 Selection of interviewees 

The selection of interviewees was carried out by convenience sampling which means 

that cases were chosen because they were easily accessible (Patton, 2002). To find 

subjects to interview, contact was made with a non-governmental organization (NGO) 

that specializes in assisting ex-offenders with their reintegration after time spent 

incarcerated. Through them, five interviewees were provided. Since the only criterion 

for the respondents were that they had spent some amount of time in prison, only three 

of the five were selected to participate in the study since they were the only ones who 

matched this criterion.  

All of the interviewees were men and finding women to interview presented 

itself as a challenge. This was because the number of females who have spent time in 

prison is significantly lower than the number of men; only about five percent of the total 

amount of prisoners (The Swedish Prison and Probation Service, n.d.). Therefore, the 

choice was made not to include women in this study since it would have been too time 

consuming trying to find female subjects to interview.  

7.2.3 Investigation process 

As mentioned above, the selection of interviews was done by convenience sampling. 

The method that has been used to gather the data for this study is that of narrative 

interviewing. This method has been chosen because of its inclination to allow the focus 
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of the interview to be on the interviewee’s story rather than on what is right or wrong. 

Also, an explorative approach was adopted because it fits well with the narrative 

interviews. The purpose of this approach is not intended to provide conclusive evidence 

but rather to get a better understanding of a specific problem (Stebbins, 2001). 

Three face-to-face interviews were conducted which were all between 30-45 

minutes long. The interviews were conducted according to an interview guide (see 

appendix 2). All of the interviews took place at the non-governmental organization 

KRIS1 to ensure that the respondents were in an environment that made them 

comfortable. All of the respondents accepted to be contacted again for additional 

information or clarifications after the interviews. The interviews were recorded and 

transcribed and later read and discussed between the researchers to start the procedure 

of analysis. 

7.2.4 Non-response 

When it comes to how many interviews were to be done, it was decided that between 

three and five interviews would be enough to answer the aim of the study. While in 

contact with the organization through which the respondents would be provided they 

informed the researchers that they would provide five persons who were willing to 

participate in the study. When the day for the interviews arrived it was revealed that 

only three of the five respondents had actually been imprisoned and therefore the other 

two fell off the study. It was debated whether or not they could be included but it was 

decided that they did not fit the criterion set forth by the researchers. Because of this, 

only three interviews were done. 

 

7.3 Tools of analysis 

Since the aim of this study was to explore ex-offenders’ stories by analyzing what 

possible factors could have had an impact on them, the results of the interviews could 

be interpreted in many different ways, all depending on the respondents’ own 

experiences. The results were read and processed separately by the two authors so as to 

combine two different perspectives and therefore, to some degree, achieve an analyst 

triangulation. This could in turn reveal differences in the interpretation of the data that 

had been collected (Patton, 2002). 

                                                 
1 Kriminellas Revansch I Samhället 
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 What model to use when analyzing collected data is dependent upon the 

aim and the topic of the investigation (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009) and for this study, a 

type of content analysis was used while analyzing the material. Content analysis, in 

qualitative research, commonly refers to any qualitative data reduction and sense-

making effort that attempts to identify core patterns and meanings (Patton, 2002). This 

was done by reading the interviews and highlighting interesting segments and later on 

categorizing these segments into different themes. The results were then thematically 

presented and analyzed as well as discussed in relation to previous research and the 

chosen theories.  

 

8. Essay credibility 

 

8.1 Validity and Reliability 

The findings in this study will not be generalizable, that is, the results will not speak 

for all ex-offenders that are reintegrating into the Swedish society. Nevertheless, it 

allows the reader to get a good insight into the field which might be a relevant and 

important source when conducting further studies on the subject.  

  When collecting the data, as researchers we can never ensure how 

‘truthfully’ the subjects have answered the questions asked, and this is not the intention 

of this study. The interest of this qualitative study is to investigate the informants 

understanding of their reality (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009). The responsibility of the 

investigators is rather to present the data as accurately as possible - from the 

informants’ standpoint where the focus thus lies on the quality of the information 

(Marshall & Rossman, 2016; Robson 2007). The methods chosen seek to increase the 

strength of the research by providing solid and valid discussions and findings.  

 As the aim of this study is to explore the process of reintegration an 

attempt will also be made to determine what has caused the potential exclusion and 

stigmatization of the subjects when being left out of society. By using theories and 

previous research in the area an estimate can be made of what has been effective versus 

ineffective when attempting to reintegrate ex-offenders in Sweden. These findings can 

then be compared with our own collected data and thus reinforce the quality of the 

study. This may also give a better understanding of the issue before interviewing the 

respondents and will provide professional and skilled questions and comments. 
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8.2 Ethical standpoints 

There are some ethical considerations to bear in mind specific to this study. Firstly, that 

the topic of this study may be a delicate subject for the respondents because of the fact 

that there might be traumatic experiences connected to the respondents’ stories. 

Therefore, when the interviews are conducted considerations must be made of the 

respondents’ capabilities to talk about their own situation and the questions must be 

formulated with care. Furthermore, this might also be a sensitive subject for the 

researchers themselves and they need to mindful to not judge the respondents and their 

stories.  

Several ethical principles must also be considered when conducting research. The 

Swedish Research Council (Vetenskapsrådet, 2002) states that there are four different 

main criteria within their research requirement for the protection of the individual. 

These four criteria serve to protect society’s members from being exposed to physical or 

mental harm, humiliation or violation, as well as protect them from improper 

observation into their life situations.  

8.2.1 The Requirement of Information 

The meaning of this requirement is that a researcher should always inform a participant 

in a study about their role in the project. The participants should also be informed that 

participation in the study is voluntary and that they can decide to withdraw their 

participation at any time. This was done by handing out a written text with information 

about the study and its purposes to the participants before the interviews took place.  

8.2.2 The Requirement of Consent 

The researchers are obligated to get the participants consent before information-

gathering can begin. To reach this ethical requirement, the participants in this study 

were, as seen above, informed about the voluntary nature of the study and that they 

could withdraw their participation at any moment. They were then asked if this was 

acceptable and were only included in the study if they answered yes.  

8.2.3 The Requirement of Confidentiality 

The requirement of confidentiality means that all information about the participants 

should be handled in such a way that not one single person can be identified. This was 
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ensured by changing all the names of the respondents before writing the results. The 

respondents were also informed that their personal information would be handled with 

utmost care and professionality. 

8.2.4 The Requirement of Dissemination 

Dissemination refers to the fact that information collected during a research process 

should only be used for the purpose of the research. The respondents were all informed 

about this and that all the recorded interviews would be deleted after the research was 

done.  

 

9. Results and analysis 

With the aim of gaining a deeper understanding of the experience of the criminal life by 

exploring ex-offenders’ stories and by analyzing what possible factors could have had 

an impact on them, it was considered appropriate to present the findings of this research 

thematically. Therefore, the results have been analyzed and developed under four 

different themes which are as follows: support, attitudes to crime, drug misuse, and 

progress/achievements. 

9.1 Support 

This theme refers to the participant’s stories regarding social support and how it might 

have had an impact on their choices and attitudes, before, during and after entering 

criminality. This theme will be presented in two sub-themes; the role of informal 

support and; the role of formal support.  

9.1.1 The role of informal support  

The following results show that informal support, such as the lack of a present father 

and appraisal from peers, seem to have influenced the lives of the respondents. 

We identified that, for all the respondents, their fathers had either not been 

particularly engaged in their lives or totally absent for different reasons according to the 

participants themselves. For example, Martin - who grew up with only his mom and two 

siblings - describes it as following: “I probably had a bit of a dysfunctional family over 

all. I didn’t have any contact with my father in that way...”  

 

John describes his upbringing as a good one but that they moved around a lot due to his 
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stepfather's work which he says probably affected him adversely. John does not mention 

his biological father at all during the interview, or the separation. We also met Bob, who 

described his family situation when he grew up like this: 

 

We lived 7 people in a 2 bedroom apartment until I was 12 

and I was probably the black sheep in the family. I’m a 

middle child. It’s often the middle children who mess things 

up. I got beaten a lot by my dad. It was always me who got 

beaten so my siblings never did. I was always blamed for the 

things that happened even if I hadn’t done them. Most of the 

times I did do them but sometimes I didn’t. I ended up in 

foster care and a youth reformatory because I needed to get 

out of town. But it didn’t work. 

 

The participants also state that support in the form of peer pressure and appraisal from 

others had a major influence on getting involved in criminality. It was not rare that the 

respondents committed criminal acts together with the ones they socialized with, who 

were also involved in such activities, both in their youths and later on.  

 Here we can see a close connection to the differential association theory 

(Akers & Sellers 2009), stressing the fact that criminal behavior is learned through a 

process of communication. For instance, you exchange techniques and attitudes about 

crime - influencing the motives to enter a life of crime or not (Akers & Sellers, 2009). 

John recounts that it was the contact with other people and peer pressure from them that 

led him into the criminal path, but also states that he thinks it was because he was 

motivated to live that life as well:   

 

I guess it began in my teens already, that I started drinking a 

lot on weekends and stuff like that, did bicycle thefts and 

such. We were a gang that fell into this track. They were 

simply the ones I liked best. 

 

I guess it had much to do with the company you were in. You 

were drawn to people who were a bit like oneself and one 

thing led to another, so to speak.  

 

Martin describes a part of the learning process to his criminal behavior like this: 
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Someone were able to do something and someone else 

could do something else; and so you changed quality with 

each other. In the end, you could too do those stuff that no 

one today have any use for, but which you then thought was 

great for making quick money. 

 

9.1.2 The role of formal support 

Some of the participants had at least one known diagnosis or disorder that they 

recognized as a difficulty in school which they did not receive any help with. School 

was thus not especially appealing compared to hanging out with peers, eventually 

committing crimes and trying drugs at an early age which led them into heavier types of 

crime. Martin talks about his experience regarding this:  

 

School was not really my thing; I never liked school. I was 

there but I did other things than to get involved in what you 

should do. Then I jumped out of school when I was 15 or 16, 

so I do not have a secondary qualification or something like 

that. 

 

I had a difficult time in school, because I have dyslexia. Then 

of course the other things were attracting too; it was easy 

money. You saw others who were older who had made money 

and somehow all that life was glamorized, all the bad stuff. 

And you thought “that’s what I’ll do too”. 

 

Bob also mentions some troubles regarding his diagnosis: 

 

I’m dyslectic. My son has three different types of diagnoses, 

including ADHD. It didn’t work out for him in school so he 

had to move to a support family. 

 

Touching upon formal support, a very relevant topic to bring up when reflecting upon 

the respondents’ stories is the experience of being left out of the social system. This 

could be through not being offered sufficient help from formal authorities with their 

misuse or criminal behavior to break the pattern or through the lack of a social network 

and financial support. As a result the respondents felt forced to keep behaving as 

criminals. This is what Bob recounts of the matter:  
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I haven’t received any support. I could have needed help with 

my living situation, but I didn’t get any. If you haven’t got a 

place to live you go back to where you came from and then 

you’re back at square one. You also have a disease that you 

can’t control but rather that controls you. It’s such an uphill 

climb; there’s just no end to it. .. Before I quit drugs I just 

thought “fuck this shit, I’ll ride till I die. 

 

If you’ve lived this life, you’re all up in it and it’s the only 

thing you know. You feel lost when you get out amongst 

people. 

 

 

This could be related to the traditional view of criminals and drug misuse stressed by 

the social constructionist theory (Burr, 2015). Social constructionists argue that the 

ongoing shift of our constructions is that we now view misuse as a disease, something 

that needs to be treated, rather than punished (ibid.). The lack of insight from formal 

support providers in seeing why treatment is such an essential part of support leads to 

the issue that these individuals lose trust in social authorities and in the belief that they 

will ever be helped, risking that they subsequently return back to criminality (ibid.).   

 This has been the case for the respondents in this study. When formal 

providers do not fully take responsibility for helping the person behind the criminal act 

itself, they will simply remain a ‘burden’ to society through being homeless, 

unemployed and unintegrated (Burr 2015). The following quotes are descriptions of the 

experiences the ex-offenders have of formal support:  

 

(What is your experience regarding formal support?) 

Previously, I’ve not gotten any good experiences… Earlier I 

was denied compensation though I did everything one should 

have done. It ended with a rent debt of 32,000 crowns. So 

then I had to choose between paying the rent and have 200 

SEK to live on - or to eat and be satisfied, so that’s what I 

chose. But I never received any supplementation later from 

the social services. The money was not enough. Yeah, it might 

have been enough to pay the rent, but then I would have been 

forced to do shoplifting and stuff in order to survive. 

 

I’ve been homeless long periods of time, I lived in the car for 

5 years in a row at one point.. In between sentences of a few 

months and then out, you just spin around in cars. 
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I’ve not been a social services kind of man, so to say. I’ve not 

wanted to have anything to do with them really. I reckon it 

was easier to take care of myself. 

 

When we asked the ex-offenders whether they think they received any support during 

the time inside the prison walls all the participants recalled that they had been 

participating in programs designed to treat criminals by attempting to change the 

criminal pattern. Our participants recall that the program ‘Brotts-brytet’2 was the main 

support that existed, which helped them a lot when they were imprisoned and state that 

it was a good help. But any other support was not perceived as offered. Some also took 

the chance of doing other activities such as studying and working to make time pass. 

 

To a great extent you do your own thing there. I joined a 

program called “Brotts-brytet” at the institution where you 

got to work with yourself. That’s the only place I felt that you 

got help from the prison, it depended on what opportunities 

one chose to take in there. I chose to start studying for 

example, so I completed Swedish. That was what was 

possible to do. 

 

I went through programs in there. It was ‘Criminality as a 

lifestyle’ and the 12-step program. ‘Criminality as a lifestyle’ 

helped me a lot. It’s called ‘Brotts-brytet’ now but it’s not at 

all as good of a program as it used to be. It makes you open 

your eyes and understand what it is that’s going on up there 

(in your head). 

 

I joined that criminal program and such, where you got to 

work with the ‘criminal way of thinking’, alongside with 

some nicer jobs as ‘utelagare’3, in the kitchen or the laundry. 

It’s a little calmer and more comfortable; it can be so messy 

in there otherwise (the prison). 

 

                                                 
2 “Brotts-brytet is a manual-based cognitive behavioral therapeutic treatment program developed within 

the Swedish prison and used in the business since 1994. The program aims to reduce criminal recidivism 

and addressed to the male and female clients in the probation service and the prison. The scope of the 

program is 25 group sessions of two hours and in addition at least three individual sessions with a 

therapist. ‘Brotts-brytet’ was accredited, i.e. approved for use in December 2005.” [Own translation] 

(Danielsson, Fors & Freij, 2009). 
3 "Utelagare" is a Swedish slang for when an inmate is privileged with a job within the prison to take care 

of the prison-yard and thus gets to be outdoors when other inmates are doing their obligatory job inside. 

This person usually gets a bit more responsibility and has proven to be trustworthy. 
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The findings also showed that the respondents’ attitude towards formal authorities like 

the Social Services or the Swedish Prison and Probation Service was not altogether bad. 

The respondents did mention that they could have used more help from the authorities 

but that they considered their own bad attitudes to be the problem in many cases. John 

described it this way: 

 

I think that you will get the help that you need if you do what 

you should do and adopt a positive attitude towards things. 

People like us tend to have a certain attitude towards certain 

groups of people like the social services. Maybe you have to 

look at how you yourself are behaving. They are pretty 

accommodating. 

 

 

When we asked whether they felt that they had received support that has helped them on 

their path towards breaking out of criminality, they all expressed gratitude for having 

found their way to the NGO KRIS run by other ex-offenders, which have helped them a 

lot during their time during and after prison. They also express that the organization was 

the only help they got in order to stop misusing drugs. Now they all work there in order 

to help other offenders and ex-offenders to find a better life without criminality:  

  

Its main purpose is to visit prisons so they go in every 

Monday and have coffee with the inmates… 

 

 ...We can’t do the job for them but we can be there for 

support if they need it. 

 

 

Without this (KRIS), I probably wouldn’t be sitting here at all 

today... 

 

I was lucky and met Bob4 in prison. I don’t regret that for a 

second. 

 

Thus, what has actually helped these former criminals the most, according to 

themselves, is the support provided, not by family or any other close relation, nor by the 

formal authorities such as the prison and probation service, but by the NGO KRIS. It 

                                                 
4 One of the founders of KRIS Gävle 
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has not only motivated them towards stepping away from criminal behaviors, but also 

towards helping others stuck in similar situations. 

 

9.2 Attitudes to crime  

With this theme we seek to present the ex-offenders’ thoughts and reflections which 

made them proceed and/or relapse into crime, and also how they have experienced 

attitudes from others regarding this in their lives.  

 

When collecting our findings, it was identified that all of the participants stated that 

their criminal life started out very early with an increasing delinquent behavior. As they 

describe it, it was a process which began with ‘smaller’ illicit actions including 

snitching, using drugs and drinking alcohol when they were underage together with 

peers (see 9.3), which thereafter advanced on to ‘heavier’ types of crime such as 

burglary and stealing cars.  

 John reckons that his criminal life included: “Illegal driving, handling 

stolen goods, small thefts and such. The last sentence was 2 years for narcotics...” 

 

Martin tells us about his attitudes to crime back then, before he was sentenced:  

 

“It could be anything from blackmailing to stealing a car or 

breaking and entering. Anything that could give quick money. 

Because back then you did not care so much about other 

people, you cared more about the fact that you yourself had 

something.” 

 

Ultimately, Bob briefly explains how it advanced: “Have been caught for crimes 

against property. I have blown up boxes, driven the car during robberies. I made a 

living off of my criminal life.” 

 

It seems like the combination of the two factors lack of support and attitudes towards 

delinquent behavior have contributed markedly to the respondents’ way into a criminal 

life and the misuse of drugs. One can notice a process, reconnecting us to the 

differential association theory argument; that criminal behavior is learned through a 

process of interacting with others which leads an individual to committing certain acts 

(Sarnecki, 2010; Akers & Sellers, 2009). Bob describes his ‘process’ as following: “It 



Exploring the Path of Criminality – Emelie Perdomo & Mikaela Sultán 

A qualitative study on ex-offenders’ life stories University of Gävle, 2015 

23 

 

advanced. It started with me filching money out of mother’s wallet and then I started 

doing break-ins in barracks and after that in stores.”  

 

Bob continues to describe how he felt once he was released from prison: 

 

Let’s say I lock you up for three months and then after those 

three months has passed I let you go. You can’t go home to 

the people you know because they’re doing things that led you 

to being in prison in the first place. You’ve got nowhere to 

live. What would you have done? You go back to the place 

and people you know, and when you get there all they say is 

“Hey, are you out?, Here, take a ‘rökare’5 or a beer”... 

 

It also appears that the attitudes within the formal bodies, such as the prison, affects 

how the offenders are treated and helped as well. For instance, the participants talk 

about the collective punishment; the difficulty and accessibility of receiving help; and 

the lack of resources and understanding from the staff.  

These following quotes describe some of the experiences the ex-offenders had 

when they were imprisoned: 

 

I feel like it’s hard to receive the help you need in prison; you 

can’t get in touch with anyone and it’s difficult to get help 

with contacting the right authorities if you want to get out on 

parole or find an internship. That’s the sort of thing I wish 

they would help you with. 

 

One thing that I’ve been hung up on is the collective 

punishment whenever something happens. I’ve never been 

prone to escape or behaved in a bad way in their custody, but 

just because someone else has, I have to be chained up in a 

transportation van for 700 kilometers even though I’ve never 

shown any tendencies towards escaping. 

 

The staff in there probably have a hard time understanding. 

You’re locked up without any possibility of affecting things or 

getting help with stuff. There’s some that you can ask for help, 

and which will give it to you but the inmates realize this 

quickly, that if you talk to that guy things will happen, so 

those people often become burned out. But if everyone had 

                                                 
5 A “rökare” is a prepped injection needle that is ready to shoot up. 
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worked the same and helped one another, it would have 

functioned a lot better because then that poor guy that wants 

to help out wouldn’t be so exposed. 

 

 

9.3 Drug misuse 
This theme will touch upon the respondents’ experiences with drugs and in some part, 

how it has affected their criminal life and their ability to reenter society. In this theme 

we identified two sub-themes: the beginning and relapse.  

9.3.1 The beginning 

One of the things that we identified in this theme was that all of the respondents seemed 

to have started their criminal journey with drug misuse. For instance, Martin said that he 

started to smoke cannabis when he was 12 years old and that it only escalated from 

there. He mentions that after he started smoking cannabis he also started taking other 

drugs as well as breaking and entering and assaulting people. The words he used to 

describe it was: “You got quite a record quite early on”. This is consistent with the 

findings that Davis et al. (2012) made in their study. They found that all of their 

respondents stated that their major problems could be linked to using drugs and alcohol 

and also that their charges tended to be drug or alcohol related. 

 John mentions that he started drinking a lot during the weekends in his 

teens and that it got worse because of the people he hung out with. He described it this 

way: 

 

I guess it began in my teens already, I started drinking a lot 

on weekends and stuff like that, did bicycle thefts and such. 

We were a gang that fell on to this track. They were simply 

the ones I liked best. 

 

John does not credit only the drugs for leading him unto a criminal path but also 

mentions that the people he spent time with during that time had an impact on his life 

choices. John is not the only respondent to mention this as a part of his way into 

criminality and drug misuse. For instance, Bob said that he spent a lot of time in a 

community where almost everyone made a living out of selling drugs and that was 

where he did drugs for the first time.   
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I started smoking hash in 1973. I went down to Gothenburg a 

lot and there was this community called Hedefors outside of 

the city. It was called the Christiania of West Sweden. About 

80 people lived there and made a living out of selling “röka”. 

I spent a lot of time there. 

 

Davis et al. (2012) found that the respondents who did not have families to rely on had 

no other choice than to go back to their old friends and rely on them for housing, food 

and support. These friends were many times the same friends that they had misused 

drugs with or committed crimes with which, naturally, led to the respondents having a 

hard time getting clean and desisting from crime.  

 Furthermore, differential association theory tells us that criminal behavior 

is something that is learned while interacting with other people and that the learning 

includes the specific direction of motives, drives, and attitudes (Akers & Sellers, 2009). 

One could argue that because our respondents started associating with people who made 

a living out of selling drugs and misusing them, they were taught that this was an 

acceptable motive or drive behind committing crimes.  

9.3.2 Relapse 

One thing that seemed relevant to the respondents’ stories was that almost all of them 

had experienced some sort of relapse into addiction. This also seemed to be a big part of 

why they continued on with their criminal life. Bob and John explained it like this: 

 

Eight hours after I got out of prison I had a plastic bag with 

5 kg of amphetamine in my hand. I sold amphetamine by the 

kilo. 

 

When I came out it was pretty neat and tidy for a while but 

then I slipped back into addiction again. 

 

This is only one example of what part drugs play in the respondents’ criminal lives. 

Drugs seemed to be a part of all of the respondents’ lives, both as something they did 

themselves but also something that they made a living out of selling to other people. 

Davis et al. (2012) mentions that being able to abstain from drug use was a major factor 

for several respondents in desisting from crime. So our respondents’ many relapses 

could be seen as a contribution to their continuing criminal life. 
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9.4 Progress/achievements 

One of the themes that we identified was that of progress/achievements. This theme will 

include descriptions of what kind of progress the respondents have made after their time 

in prison, both concrete and more in terms of their own way of thinking. It will also 

touch upon what has helped them readjust to life after incarceration. Within this theme 

four different sub-themes were identified. These sub-themes aim to give the reader a 

nuanced image of the respondents’ stories regarding their progress and achievements. 

The sub-themes are as follows: choosing their own path, “regular routines and keeping 

busy”, attitude towards the authorities and employment. 

9.4.1 Choosing their own paths 

This sub-theme showed us that the respondents had made progress with things like 

changing their own attitudes and ways of thinking about their life and not just in 

practical parts of their lives such as employment and housing. In turn, this led them to 

be able to make progress in readjusting after their time spent in prison. It seemed to be 

an important part of them being able to change their ways which in turn can be related 

to their drug misuse; they were not able to get rid of their addiction until they had 

reached a point where they themselves wanted to get clean. One of the respondents 

describe it this way: 

 

It was a pretty obvious choice in some way; I had to choose 

properly. If I choose to sit and hang out with these prisoners 

and learn what they know, and share what I know, I will not 

change anything. I chose my own path, so to speak, and it 

took me here where I am today. 

 

Martin describes it as a choice, like he had to choose the “right way” or he would not 

have been able to get clean and stop doing criminal acts. As previously mentioned under 

the theme of drug misuse, the people that the respondents spent time with had an effect 

on their choices in life.  

 As we can see from the quote above, Martin also mentions that some part 

of his criminal activities were due to the people around him and that he had to stop 

spending time with them in order to get his life back together. This is also supported by 

the findings in both of the previous studies chosen for this study. Davis et al. (2012) 

found that respondents who had chosen to break their ties with old friends had a better 
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success rate when it came to desisting from crime than those who associated with 

friends from their old, criminal life. Furthermore, Hlavka (2015) stated that family and 

friends could be a great benefit for some ex-offenders, but that for others, cutting ties 

with family members or prior associates was necessary to encourage criminal 

desistance. Martin talked about it like this: 

 

However, I have no contact with former friends and such 

things. It’s a choice that I’ve made myself. It’s difficult to 

change something if you do not change everything - all the 

way. It’s hard to build a house on a poor foundation so to 

speak. 

 

Martin was the respondent who seemed to have made the most progress in his way of 

thinking and his attitude towards life in the shortest amount of time. For instance, he 

describes the last time that he was arrested and how being locked up and isolated for 

two months put his choices and his life into perspective:  

 

You need to be quite good friends with yourself when you’re 

isolated for two months, not seeing anyone at all. You get time 

to think quite a lot during that time and I felt like this was not 

really what I wanted. 

 

Martin also mentions that the most important reason for him to leave his criminal life 

was his family. He says that a lot of the time spent locked up was dedicated to thoughts 

of his children and that those thoughts helped him get back on the right track. He 

describe it like this:  

 

I had a pre-school right outside my window at the detention 

center and to look out the window and see all the other 

children there and think about my children who were at home 

and that I would not be able to see them and they could not 

see me; I began to feel that maybe this was not what I wanted 

to do. 

 

This is also something that Hlavka (2015) found in her study about ex-offenders’ 

accounts of successful reentry from prison. Many of the respondents in her study 

emphasized how hard it was to be separated from loved ones while incarcerated and 

they mourned lost time with family, especially children.  
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9.4.2 “Regular routines and keeping busy” 

We also identified more concrete things that the respondents stated had helped them 

readjust to life after prison. These were things that had helped them stay on track after 

they got clean or things that were helpful for them in their reintegration process. They 

mentioned things like regular routines and keeping busy but also things like getting an 

employment right away after getting out of prison and being able to get a driver’s 

license. John described it this way: 

 

To get back to society and back to your regular routines as 

soon as possible. There’s no point in waiting because it’s so 

easy to fall back into what you know. I live in a halfway 

house6 and I also go out to the rehabilitation home so I don’t 

have to be bored. I can’t let there be any gaps in my time. You 

have to fill out your time with good stuff. 

 

In this part of the theme we also found a connection to another theme, support. Martin, 

when asked if he had been offered any support or if it had been there if he had wanted it, 

answered that he had not needed any support. Because of the fact that he had managed 

on his own for most of his life, his attitude towards getting clean and staying out of 

trouble was more positive than the other respondents. He simply did not feel that it had 

been a problem. He described it like this:  

 

I’ve managed on my own for almost all my life. I think I did 

that this time as well but in the right way. I didn’t really need 

any help from the social services or things like that. I guess I 

was a little bit lucky as well. I got an employment straight 

away after my three months of wearing an electronic tag and 

without employment I wouldn’t have been able to get my 

driver’s license. 

 

9.4.3 Employment 

We identified a sub-theme that we chose to call employment. This was because, during 

the interviews, the respondents talked about what their employment situation had been 

like after they got out of prison. On this subject the respondents were not entirely 

                                                 
6 A place where people who have recently left a prison, mental hospital etc., can live until they are 

considered ready to live by themselves (Merriam-Webster Dictionary Online, 2015). 
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agreed. For instance, Martin had had no trouble at all finding a job. In fact, he did not 

even have to apply for a job. He described it this way:  

 

I haven’t applied for any jobs since my time in prison because 

I was incredibly lucky to get a job straight away. I don’t think 

everyone is as lucky so you have to be grateful. 

 

On the other hand, John said during his interview that he has had problems finding a job 

from time to time. He also mentioned that he had been homeless and lived out of his 

car. When asked how it had been for him when applying for jobs he responded like this:  

 

When I’ve applied for jobs I’ve always been open and honest 

about my past. I think that they appreciate the fact that you 

put all your cards on the table and tell it like it is. “This is 

what I’ve done but the situation has changed and I’m willing 

to work”. It suggests that you’re an honest guy. I think an 

employer actually trusts people like that more. 

 

According to Davis et al. (2012) employment can greatly increase the chances of an ex-

offender staying clean and out of trouble. Employment increases associations with law 

abiding peers and leaves less time for associations with deviant peers. This was 

something that we found during the interviews as well; Martin, who got a job straight 

away after he got out of prison, had not relapsed once compared to John, who was still 

unemployed, and had several relapses behind him. 

 

10. Discussion 

 

10.1 Discussion – Method 

In this thesis, narrative interviewing was used to gather the data. This method was 

chosen because it was the method that allowed for the respondents stories about their 

criminal lives to be told and heard in the best possible way. The authors have found this 

method to be appropriate and that it has been helpful when trying to shift the focus from 

what is right or wrong to the respondents’ own experiences. The explorative approach 

that was used to complement the narrative interviewing was also considered to be 

highly appropriate since it allowed the authors to focus their attention on collecting the 

respondents’ stories without having to stop and consider whether or not they were the 
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truth. Furthermore, the advantages and disadvantages of having face-to-face interviews 

were also discussed. A problem that was brought up was the fact that the respondents 

might try to tell the researchers what they think they want to hear rather than just telling 

their story. An advantage to this type of interviewing, however, is the fact that it is 

possible to read body language during such an interview. This could in turn ease the 

earlier mentioned problem by telling the researchers when a respondent is not being 

truthful.  

During the interview process there were some non-response, or falling off 

problems, but it was nothing that affected the quality of the data in the end. The 

respondents who participated in the study were all open with their previous experiences 

and eager to tell their stories which led to a lot of data being collected. The fact that all 

of the respondents were former criminals and had managed to successfully stay away 

from crime, as well as drugs, makes this study all the more interesting. We found, 

during the process of searching for previous research, that the more common thing to 

study is why reintegration of ex-offenders is not successful, and not, as this study 

attempts to do, examine the factors that have made reintegration possible. 

A discussion that was brought up in the beginning of the research process 

was that of writing in pairs. The authors had concerns that it would prove difficult to 

interview the respondents and that they would get in each other’s way. This turned out 

to be an unwarranted concern because during the interviews a sort of natural flow 

occurred and the authors complemented each other with their different personalities and 

ways of listening. Furthermore, during the analyzing and writing process, being two 

authors only proved to be an advantage since it became possible to review each other’s 

work.  

For the analyzing of the results a sort of content analysis was chosen. The 

authors transcribed and then read through the interviews, after which they highlighted 

sections that they found interesting. These sections, or quotes, were then thematized 

after their content. For this process no computer program was used but instead the 

authors thematized the quotes manually. This process could have been significantly 

improved if an analyzing computer program had been used, but the chosen method still 

proved to be effective. It allowed the authors to immerse themselves in the text and get 

a deeper understanding for the respondents’ stories.  
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10.2 Discussion – Results 

This study has addressed the topic of attitudes towards criminals and former criminals, 

focusing on how the functioning of the current support and reintegration process is 

working. Our belief is that this is a problem which is important to highlight within social 

work, so with these results we seek to show the possible consequences when this 

problem remains unsolved. This means that in many cases this may leave individuals 

with no choice than to return to their misuse of drugs and a criminal life, which would 

not benefit the individual or the society at large. 

The content of the data revealed that before they were admitted to prisons, 

several of the respondents were living in very difficult conditions with multiple social, 

economic and health problems at the same time. For example, the dyslexia together with 

the need of “quick money” probably affected the individuals’ choices as a consequence 

of not being offered help. 

Furthermore, the results showed that an essential prerequisite for being 

able to stay away from criminality was to be free from drugs. The issue with misuse of 

drugs was clearly evident when all of our respondents stated that they had a story of 

misusing drugs, and for several it was the primary reason for their imprisonment. 

Almost all of them had also experienced some sort of relapse into addiction. Today, the 

respondents are free from drugs, but state that one of the most difficult obstacles was the 

access to “that life” once they were released from prison. These findings correspond 

with the previous research where, for instance, Davis et al. (2012) state that being able 

to abstain from drug use was a major factor for several respondents in desisting from 

crime.  

Something that we also found during the course of this study was that it 

appeared that the attitudes within the formal bodies, such as the prison, affected how 

much help the offenders received and how they were treated. It was mentioned by one 

of the respondents that collective punishment was used whenever something happened 

and that he felt punished for things that they expected him to do rather than what he had 

actually done. If labeling theory was to be applied to this situation, you could state that 

this type of treatment of offenders could lead to them developing further delinquent 

behavior because that is what is expected of them. Since, according to labeling theory, 

deviance is seen as a quality of the reaction (Williams & McShane, 2010), you could 

argue that if the offenders had been treated differently, and not been expected to behave 

delinquently, they would, in fact, not have continued down the criminal path. 
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It is rather surprising and unpleasant to see just how much problems there seem to be 

within the general community’s sight on crime and criminals. One wonders if the people 

working together with those who have been convicted of committing crimes see how the 

important the impact of support and help based on individual needs becomes for the 

criminals and how it affects the outcome of the process of reintegration. The support 

should be conducted by using the ex-offenders as a primary source of information, since 

they are the ones who have experienced the support firsthand. With this we do not refer 

only to the time spent incarcerated, but also to the factors prior to that event which 

might have been possible to influence or even to prevent.  

Insufficient presence and support of social services also affects the 

attitudes of the criminals have against social workers. This leads to them refraining from 

seeking help in the first place if they hold the belief that help will not be given to them 

due to former bad experiences with social services.  

 

The findings of this research suggest that the combined effects of the informal support, 

provided by extended family and friends, and formal support, provided by for instance, 

the social services and non-governmental organizations such as KRIS, have had a 

substantial effect on the ex-offenders’ motivation to emerge out of the criminal life and 

away from relapsing. 

As we have addressed in this study, we wanted to bring out the experiences of 

the support that has been successful for the respondents, to contribute to a deeper 

understanding and a more noticed debate in social work and identify areas for 

improvement within this social problem. The way the public view and treat criminals, 

what kind of prejudices and social constructions of society and the ex-offenders hold, 

are factors we need to increase awareness of in order to reduce crime rates and 

recidivism of drugs and crime. 

It should be added that the need for support from an early stage is extremely 

essential for individuals who, for example, live in destructive social environments, so 

that they will not have to start down the criminal path as a solution. By this is not only 

meant the time of incarceration, but also the factors prior to that, which could possibly 

have been influenced to prevent the person's unlawful conduct. This links back to the 

social support theory which argues that the role of the family and social support is 

crucial (Persson & Haglund 2012). 
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Reflecting upon our research, we have concluded that there is a process of 

criminality, meaning the factors closely related to the individual's behavior which exists 

in every stage of this process and influence what led them into criminality, what led 

them to relapse, and what led the individual to leave the criminal life. 
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Appendices 

 
Appendix 1 – Information letter 
 

Information till deltagande i studie om hur det är att komma tillbaka till samhället 

efter att ha suttit i fängelse.  
 

Denna studie syftar till att öka kunskapen om vilka upplevelser och erfarenheter som 

finns av att komma tillbaka till samhället efter en tid i fängelse. Vi anser att de som 

sitter på den bästa och mest värdefulla kunskapen om erfarenheterna av detta är de 

personerna som faktiskt har upplevt hur det är att försöka bli en del av samhället igen 

efter att ha varit avskilda från det. Den information som framkommer hoppas vi ska 

kunna bidra till att öka samhällets förståelse och kunskapsutveckling inom området.  

 

Materialet kommer att samlas in genom enskilda intervjuer som kommer att bygga på 

individens egna erfarenheter och upplevelser i relation till ämnet. Intervjuerna kommer 

att spelas in för att underlätta bearbetning och analys av materialet. Det inspelade 

materialet kommer endast att användas av de två socionomstudenter från Högskolan i 

Gävle som genomför intervjun.  

 

Att delta i denna studie är helt frivilligt och de personer som väljer att delta kan när som 

helst avbryta sin medverkan. Deltagarna kommer att omfattas av sekretess, dvs. inga 

namn eller andra faktorer som kan leda till att deltagarna identifieras kommer att skrivas 

ut i uppsatsen.  

 

Tack på förhand! 
 
Emelie Perdomo 
vsn13epo@student.hig.se  
 
Mikaela Sultán 
vsn11msn@student.hig.se 
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Appendix 2 – Interview guide 

  
Nuvarande 

situation 
Kan du beskriva hur din nuvarande situation ser ut? (Boende, arbete, socialt 

nätverk) 

 

Trivs du med situationen du är i idag?  

Vägen in i 

kriminalitet 
Kan du beskriva hur allt började? (kontakter, missbruk, diagnoser) 

 

Hur kom du in i kriminalitet?  

 

Hur såg ditt liv ut just då?  

 

Vad ledde dig in till det? 

Tiden i fängelse Skulle du kunna berätta för oss om hur det var att anlända till anstalten och 

vad som skedde under din tid där? (stöd eller program under tiden?, 

motivering till ett ‘bättre’ liv) 

Efter fängelse Kan du berätta lite om hur det var när du kom ut?  

 

Fick du något stöd? (från vänner & familj/myndigheter, annat?) 

 

Vad känner du har varit de största motgångarna? 

 

Vad känner du har underlättat/varit de största framgångarna? 

 

(Återfall?) 

Synen på 

myndigheterna 
Hur ser du på kontakten med till exempel socialtjänsten?  

 

Vad har du för upplevelser av stödet du fått/inte fått från myndigheterna? 

 

 


