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Overview 

• The research 

• Meaning of imprisonment 

– Long-term prison sentences 

– Repeated short-term sentences 

• Differences and similarities 

• Implications 

 



Research  

• Research 1:  

– Interviews with 27 long-term male 
prisoners: 12 at end of sentence & 9 
on license 

– Narrative research 

• Research 2: 

– Interviews with 13 male prisoners 
and 12 female prisoners serving 
repeated sentences 
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Research 1: Four stories 



Life lines 

• Gergen & Gergen (1988): linear, 
graphical representation of a life. 

• Three basic story lines: 

– Progressive 

– Regressive 

– Stability 

• Combine into more complex whole 
life stories 



Circumstances have an impact 

   Circumstances  Envisaged future
  

Resources on outside? 

First-time offender? 

Resources will make 
desistance possible, less 
motivation to offend 
because of maturation 

Significant record and 
desire to desist, but 
limited resources? 

Prison has changed me as a 
person and this will make 
desistance possible 

Institutionalised and 
resigned to future of 

imprisonment? 

No change – life will be the 
same as before 



Life lines – prison in context 

past prison future

First time offender Resources outside

Resigned Transformation



Resigned 

I’m that used to being in here myself, 
with nae pressure, nae hassle, and 
then going out with a wean 
screaming all the time. You know 
what I’m talking about, it’s just (.) 
(Ian) 

  Prison as a safe place 

 

 

 



Back to normal (good) life 
 

I’m either going to work for my father in 
law, at his bathroom store. Or, I go back 
to my old job and work as a cook. So, 
hopefully, there’s possibilities there for 
me to keep myself on the straight and 
narrow. (Devan) 

 

  Prison as temporary  
  setback 

 

 



Transformation 

• Maybe the best thing was that I have 
done this sentence, now my eyes are 
open and I come out with a different 
attitude. And really, to go from 18 and 
now I’m going out, 24, I’m not going to 
be running about like a daft wee boy, 
out in the street drinking, stealing cars. 
I’m planning to get out, get a house 
and settle down with my girlfriend. 
(Gordon) 

 

Prison as transformative 
 



In between – change uncertain 

‘Aye, I think I’ve changed, I think this 
sentence has opened my eyes up to a lot of 
things. Just, the way I look at life, stop being 
selfish, stop thinking about myself all the 
time.’  
 

But also… 
 

‘I hope to get my life sorted, but they just 
keep on putting me in hos/ it’s not going to 
work. Something will happen, I’ll do 
something again, y’know.’ (Graham) 
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Research 2: Prison as aftermath 
(Early findings!) 



Prison as aftermath 

• Usual story: other difficult factors 
in life besides prison 

– Trauma (early childhood or first 
relationship) 

– Dabbling with drugs/alcohol 

– First time prison 

–  Addiction 

 

 



Life lines: two examples 

Paul 



• Paul had resources outside, but lost 
them after his first arrest for 
possession of images of child abuse 

• The day I was arrested, I knew that 
was it. That was my life, effectively 
over, the day I was arrested, 
because I knew what had 
happened to other people. (Paul) 



Life lines: two examples 

Peter 

Drugs 



• The meaning now of the jail 
sentences is…it’s more... I think it’s 
as things have gotten worse with 
drugs over the years as well, er…it’s 
not intentionally meant tae be but 
it’s turned more intae like a rehab 
sort of thing. (Peter) 

 



The problem with ‘positive times’ 

• Nothing's working for me, and I feel 
helpless at times...I know that 
attitude won't take me far but 
that's just…it’s like I've tried every 
avenue, professionals and I've done 
treatment, I've done this, I've done 
that, I've been in hospital, I've been 
on Anti-Abuse, nothing's working 
for me. (Jason) 



Comparison 

• Similarities 
– Outside circumstances impact on the 

meaning of the sentence 

– Projected future has some impact (but 
more for long-term sentences) 

• Differences 
– Repeated sentences and periods of 

‘going straight’ can lead to hopelessness 

– No transformation in repeated 
sentences 

 

 



Implications 

• Prison should not be only drug 
rehab immediately available 

• Need to give people reason to see 
THIS sentence as different 

• Provide solid basis for 
transformation story 
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