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What do we know about young offenders ?

First, we know that a very small proportion of adolescents (5 to 10% according to studies) are responsible for the majority of violent offenses committed by adolescents (50 to 62% according to studies) –Snyder 
and Sickmund, 1999 ; 

We also know that the majority of adolescents who commit crimes will desist from crime 
(stop committing crimes and no longer consider themselves a delinquent) during the first years of the transition to adulthood; 

It is therefore a small proportion of individuals who will continue their “criminal career” after reaching ‘adulthood’ (at least from stickly age perspective);

While this may sound encouraging (why not just wait for them to mature?), it should be noted 
that each individual that persists in crime costs approximately $1.3 to $1.5 million in damage per decade –Snyder and Sickmund, 1999.



The lengthening of the adolescence period also seems to be a problem



Approximatly 50% of 
incarcerated people in Canada 
are young adults

Even if we acknowledge that the transition to adulthood now occurs later in life, the legal age 
has not changed...



And our young adults…

• Lalande, P., P. Dolmaire et R. Lévesque (2018). La récidive/reprise de la clientèle confiée aux Services correctionnels du Québec, cohortes 2010-2011. Québec : Direction générale adjointe aux programmes, au conseil et à 
l’administration, Direction générale des services correctionnels, ministère de la Sécurité publique du Québec, 112 p. 

Have the higher recidivism-
reincarceration rate in the year 
following their reentry



We also have a back-door sentencing effect (Travis et fisher, 2005)



What do we know about young adults in conflit with
law wanting to desist from crime?



First study : transcendance



The narrative storyline of 
young adults

Young adults who have experienced the judicial system (8 women (average age 28) and 20 men (average 
age 24) recounted their life as if it was a book, indicating what was the most difficult and the most 
positive, the turning points in their life, their vision of the future and, if applicable, the moments when 
they experienced an epiphany (McAdams, 1993); 

Their stories allow us to understand why some cannot or do not want to desist from crime, how some 
manage to do so, but above all - how the transition between delinquency and desistance from crime is 
experienced. 



Those who can’t desist
3 young women and 4 young men have life stories tinged with violence suffered within their family and then, in their romantic relationships; 

Their life stories are incoherent, strewn with anachronisms and contradictions. It is as if several lives were lived in parallel. They are struggling with 
mental disorders that prevent them from seeing how they could live otherwise: 

G41: "I'm afraid to be aggressive, even if I don't want to. It’s like I have bubbles popping in my brain. I have a lot of that. I have a lot of prescribed pills. I 
started to hear voices in my head. It's weird. They give me medicine, and that's it…”; 

F36: “I am rendered aggressive, impulsive, extreme personality disorder. I don't know who I am. I don't even know what it is to take care of myself. Even 
the psychologists don't call me back, because I'm too aggressive." 



Those who do not wish to desist at the moment

For 5 young men, crime has become an escape, a form of recognition, a social role, an income; 
Their identity as an offender is fully assumed and they don't understand the social reaction towards them: 

G36: "My little guy, the mother is trying to take away my access rights. But it won't work, because I've never abused a woman, I've never beaten a child. She says, "He 
commits crimes." Yes! I do commit crimes, but I come home at night! »; 

For them, even the experience of incarceration is redefined in a positive way: "I am used to the other side, in the cage. Yesterday morning I was thinking how well I am in 
the cage. Silence, peace, not everyone talking”;

In such a logic, it is unlikely that the sanctions will lead them to desist from crime



Those who did it
For 3 women and 3 men: crime is far behind; 
For many, it is the fear of dying (overdose, suicide, homicide) that leads them to change their lives. For them, it is going 
back to school that becomes the lifeline to a better future (many turn to the helping relationship); 
For others, it is really the experiences with other inmates through art therapy or even through the vocational training 
offered during incarceration that they will find meaning in their lives: 
G43: "I looked for all the prerequisites to do my trade course. I also did therapy. It also brought me closer to my mother 
who came to see me every week (in prison). My girlfriend followed me here (name of another city). We have an apartment 
not far from here. I abandoned my circle of friends. I'm going to make another one..." 



Those in between
2 women and 8 men were in between when sharing their life stories; 
For them, it is very difficult to use the help resources available to them: 
G42: “It is difficult, because it means trusting the government again, like social services and all that. You know, I have a hard 
time with authority. So I have to start trusting authority again. They're not the bad guys. It was I who decided to become a 
bandit"; 

In addition to a fear of "others", during this critical stage, young people must manage to shed their identity as an offender: 
G38: "When I was in my cage, I realized that all my life , I told myself that I was not going to be like my father. But in fact,
I'm the same as him, even worse. That really hurt me, because I saw my father as a scum bag all my life ". 



Those in between

Aspiring desisters, however, realize that they have to let go of their negative identity in order to continue their desistance process: "I'm starting to bend to the values of 
society, and I have to forget..."; 

But the way to get there eludes them: 

G42: "I'm trying to set a new goal, to make a good future for myself later. So that's my goal: to build a future for myself! 

F47: "I want a stable life, and then normalcy with my boyfriend, and then normal friends!" A life that makes sense, but what is it to be normal? I like the plan to return 
to society, but I still have trouble with it”; 

However, being in between is intolerable for most of them: 

G34: "If I hadn't had that in my life, I would have had, I probably would have finished high school. I would have a great job. There… nothing at all! I want to prove that 
I'm not an asshole, that I can do things. I haven't always been a bad guy. But it's hard ".



Adapted by Villeneuve, F-Dufour et Turcotte (2020)

These comments confirm that desistance is not easy, especially when the process of identity change 
is not completed.
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Second study : Ré(So) 16-35



A large-scale research project (qual)

146 young people aged 16 to 35 met for the first round of interviews (Dec. 2018-Jan. 2020); 
Almost half participated in a second interview 21 months later (Nov. 2020- Feb. 2022); 
An interview guide that focuses on their perceptions of the services received: on what was helpful 
and what was less so; 



A large-scale research project (quant)

• 1588 young men (18-34) incarcerated for at least 6 months during 2010-2011 and followed for 5-years period

• Mean age 26,5 years

• 29,7% had prior as adults

• 24.1% as adolescents

• 61% had committed at least one violent crime

• They all completed the LSC/MI



Findings (quant- survival analysis)

• Recidivism rates over the 5-year span is 63,2% (reincarceration)

• Every increase of one point on alcohol/drug measure increase the risk of returning in prison by 6%

• Procriminal attitude increase by 8%

• Family/marital problems, increase it by 8%



Findings (quant- TRAJ analysis)



Trajectories (quant)
1- Rapid desisters (17.3%)

Fewer priors. Serious crime. Desist in the two-year following their incarceration

2- Slow desisters (15.9%)

Less severe crimes but in a greater number. They are more likely to return to prison for breaching their conditions. They stray relatively active for 2 to 3 years and then desist.

3- Chronic low-intensity (52.9 %)

They are more likely having to deal with addiction to alcohol or drugs. They are recognised guilty of fairly severe crimes (higher on severity index of the four groups) and they are fairly consistent throughout the 
follow-up (means of 5 crime per individual per year). They show no sing of slowing down

4- Chronic high-intensity  (13.9%)

Compared to all other groups, they are recognised guilty of far more crimes (4X than rapid desisters and 2X than chronic low-intensity), but they are the lowest crimes on severity index. A higher proportion of this 
group are identifying themselves as Aboriginals (11%) . We also find more person having antisocial traits, having trouble resolving problems, that are morel likely opposing to authority figures or have additions to alcohol 
or drugs. 



Processes of desistance (qual)
1- Converts

They resemble to chronic low and high. They invested themselves as being ’good criminal’. They need a lot of support to desist. Identity change is crucial in 
the process

2- Remorseful 

They are closer to rapid and slow desisters. They never felt they were criminals (even if they were recognised guilty of fairly severe or numerous crimes). 
There way out varies more, but mainly, they have to ‘reconnect’ with their ‘selves’ to desist

3-Rescued

They tend to have mental health problems (probably due to prior trauma?). It is difficult for them to find who they are. They do not see themselves as 
criminals nor as desisters. They are somewhat fairly stocked ‘in-between’



Conclusion

• As showed quantitively and qualitatively, young adults in conflict with the law need assistance in many spheres (family/marital, alcohol and 
drugs, procriminal attitudes and antisocial traits);

• Assisted desistance is a new concept (King, 2013; F-Dufour and coll., 2018) and the main objective of interventions is to (re)create a positive 
social identity through exploration of strength, sustaining life goals and building life skills;

• It is not a ’program’ ;

• Instead, it is idiosyncratic and is more a ‘intervention position’ were mentoring, on-going support and unconditional acceptance is at the 
forefront  in order to guide young adults to  ‘move on’ and ‘forget about the past’



Thank you for listening. References 
available:
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