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Abstract: Desistance from crime is a dynamic process involving cognitive, social, and
behavioral changes that lead to personal development and social reintegration. The aim of
the article is to analyses the narratives of first-time offenders regarding the possibilities and
barriers experienced during the process of desisting from criminal behavior. The literature in
the field clearly emphasizes that the process of desistance from crime begins already during
the imprisonment period. Analysis of the inmates’ narratives revealed that the most significant
themes include addiction therapy, finding employment, rebuilding relationships with loved
ones, and strengthening optimism and hope for a better future. The barriers identified by
the inmates include fear of relapse into addiction, the stigma of debt, and the stigma of
being labelled.
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Introduction

Currently, there is a widespread belief that desistance from crime is a dynamic
process involving cognitive, social, and behavioral changes that lead to human
development and social reintegration (Kazemian, 2015; Graham, McNeill, 2018).
Researchers agree that desistance from crime is a difficult and arduous process,
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characterized by a zigzag course and the occurrence of relapses (Glaser, 1964;
Piquero, 2004). This process is situated in and highly dependent on a social
context. The most favorable environment for growth that supports the process
of desistance from crime is the free society. Nevertheless, imprisonment remains
the primary and most commonly used penal measure, bringing with it a range
of negative experiences that have the potential to limit the positive effects of
rehabilitative efforts. The literature highlights that prison is not the most conducive
environment for growth and development: imprisonment is not an “act of care”
(upbringing), but rather an “act of violence” (McNeill, Schinkel, 2016, p. 619).
On the other hand, researchers point out that the process of desistance from
crime begins (or at least should begin) during the period of incarceration (Liem,
Richardson, 2014; Szczepanik, 2022). Prison therefore creates both opportunities
and barriers for the desistance process. The aim of this article is to analyses the
narratives of first-time offenders regarding both the opportunities they perceive
in terms of rehabilitative measures supporting desistance from crime, and the
individual and structural barriers that hinder this process, experienced during
their time in prison and, in their opinion, likely to appear after release.

Imprisonment and Desistance from Crime

An analysis of the literature focused on the desistance process is marked by
a dual depiction of the effects of imprisonment. In particular, the use of harsh
and long-term sentences for convicted individuals is evaluated negatively. Nugent
and Schinkel (2016, p. 574) identify pains of desistance, experienced by inmates
throughout the period of incarceration and extending beyond prison walls,
which significantly hinder the social reintegration of offenders: 1) the pain of
isolation, manifested in the inability to join prosocial groups or participate in new
prosocial activities, 2) the pain of failure, resulting from a lack of control and an
incompletely formed new identity, 3) the pain of powerlessness, as a consequence
of the two previous pains: “the lack of a sense that they were able to fully
participate in life or strive to achieve their goals meant that many men gradually
lost hope for anything other than a life reduced to mere existence.” McNeill and
Schinkel (2016, p. 612) further observe that imprisonment deprives individuals
of responsibility and may delay maturation, destroys positive social relationships
and weakens the ties between prisoners and society, tends to cement “spoiled
identities,” and separates the routines of prison life from those that support
desistance from crime.

According to Witold Klaus, long-term incarceration not only causes pains
but also sets traps along the path to desistance. In his view, pains are problems
— sometimes very serious — that can nonetheless be overcome, whereas traps
are systemic changes that cannot be overcome by the individual alone (Klaus,
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2021, pp. 441-442). Based on research conducted among Polish recidivists, the
author argues that the traps stem, among other things, from the unfavorable
conditions of serving a prison sentence, the functioning of the penitentiary and
post-penitentiary systems (such as the negative effects of incarceration extending
beyond prison walls, including the breaking of relationships or difficulties in
finding employment), as well as the stigmatization resulting from contact with
law enforcement and the justice system (e.g., suspicion and police checks, harsher
sentences for repeat offenders, or the revocation of suspended sentences due to
formal violations during probation).

The above arguments clearly depict prison as an institution that hinders
— or even prevents — the process of desistance from crime. Prison restricts,
categorizes, and dominates the individual, whereas desistance is a process that
supports human growth and development, fosters and sustains agency, hope, and
self-determination (McNeill, Schinkel, 2016). Nevertheless, academic literature
also includes findings indicating that, in some cases, imprisonment may lead to
positive outcomes (Giordano et al., 2002; Sampson, Laub, 2005). Time spent in
prison can serve as a catalyst for identity reconstruction (Maruna et al., 2006,
p. 168). Incarceration may contribute to reflection, spiritual growth, religious
conversion, or rebirth, often resulting from finding oneself in a marginal
situation or rock-bottom situation. For some individuals, prison is the last resort
— a shelter from the destructive consequences of drug addiction or the degrading
experiences of violence and all kinds of abuse (Schinkel, 2014; Szczepanik, 2023;
Van Ginneken, 2016).

Despite the numerous negative effects of imprisonment highlighted in
the literature, there is a general consensus that narratives of desistance from
crime can already be observed during incarceration (Liem, Richardson, 2014;
Szczepanik, 2022). Prisoners begin to express conventional aspirations and goals
even while serving their sentence, although these are often superficial (Doekhie,
Van Ginneken, 2019), and the decision to change one’s life is not necessarily
rational or fully conscious (Shapland, Bottoms, 2011). Hence, it is crucial to
conduct research analyzing individual experiences from the very beginning of the
desistance process, as these may provide valuable insights into the causes and
motivations behind the initiation of change (see also Healy, O’'Donnell, 2008; Healy,
2010; King, 2013, 2014; Doekhie et al., 2017; Martin et al., 2019; Redondo et al.,
2021). King (2013) introduces the concept of early desistance narratives, which
refers to the initial stages of identity transformation that begin with contemplating
the possibility of ceasing criminal behavior and becoming a different person.
Although these narratives do not guarantee a definitive departure from crime,
they nonetheless provide a foundation for building a positive self-image and
forming social relationships already during the time of incarceration. Narratives
help individuals interpret: 1) the sources of past problems that led to criminal
behavior and imprisonment, 2) the impulses for change that could redirect the
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person onto a new life trajectory, and 3) scenarios for developing a new life after
imprisonment (Harding et al., 2017, p. 272).

The presence of early desistance narratives, already observable during
incarceration, is well documented in numerous studies. For example, Doekhie and
her colleagues (2017) show that in the case of prisoners who express conventional
expectations for the future, the mechanisms supporting desistance include:
a positive vision of their possible selves, agency manifested in the control over
their own behavior, intrinsic motivation and persistence, as well as the building of
social capital through establishing or renewing prosocial relationships with partners
and family, and actively seeking social support. Social support and social bonds
may serve as a primary motivational factor for change and the development of
a conventional identity. Cid and Marti (2012, p. 614) argue that social bonds
enable individuals to mobilize other factors contributing to a sense of self-efficacy
in pursuing conventional goals: 1) receiving support from family or a partner,
2) taking advantage of employment opportunities, 3) leading an active life in prison
— participating in training and treatment programs, establishing good relationships
with prison staff, and obtaining early release, 4) changing peer groups, places for
spending free time, and the place of residence, 5) recovering positive aspects of
one’s past life that may support the process of change. The process of change
thus requires not only the personal involvement of the individual, optimism, hope,
and self-efficacy leading to identity transformation (Giordano et al., 2002; LeBel
et al.,, 2008; Maruna, 2001), but also social relationships, which become a source
of motivation, recognition, and emotional support necessary for persistence and
overcoming obstacles on the path to a law-abiding life. Prisoners believed that
they received the greatest emotional support from their families and identified
their partner and children as the main sources of social attachment (Martin et al.,
2019; Redondo et al., 2021).

Own Research

Participants

The study was conducted among inmates serving their first prison sentence in
a semi-open correctional facility located in a city in southern Poland. The selection
of the group was purposive, and a key criterion for inclusion in the study was that
the inmate was in the final stage of their sentence (up to three months before
release). The prison administration identified 31 inmates who met this criterion.
Consent to participate in the study was given by 23 inmates. The age of the
participants ranged from 20 to 60 years: 20-30 years — 9 inmates; 30-40 years — 7;
40-50 years — 4; over 50 years — 2 inmates. In terms of education, 8 inmates
had completed only primary education, 10 had vocational education, and 4 had
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completed secondary education. Regarding marital status: 5 inmates were married;
5 were divorced (but involved in a new romantic relationship with a fiancée
or partner); 6 participants lived with their partner; 4 declared they had a girlfriend
but did not live together; 3 were currently single.

The reasons for incarceration included theft, fraud, financial abuse, drug
trafficking, homicide, robbery, failure to pay child support, and arson. The length
of the prison sentence ranged from 1 to 15 years. Only four respondents committed
their first crime before the age of 18 (at 17 years old). The remaining participants
first came into conflict with the law in adulthood.

In the studied group, some inmates had the opportunity to work outside
the correctional facility, while others — those for whom the court did not grant
permission to leave the institution — worked in workshops adjacent to the facility
or within its grounds.

Procedures

The research project (its aim and methodology) was presented to the authorities
of the correctional facility along with a request to conduct interviews with inmates
in the final stage of their sentence, i.e., no more than three months before release.
After obtaining permission, one staff member was delegated to assist in selecting the
group of participants and facilitating contact with the inmates. A group of 31 inmates
was identified, of whom 23 agreed to take part in the interviews. Each participant
was individually informed about the purpose and scope of the research and
assured of anonymity and the use of the data solely for academic purposes prior
to the interview. The data collection method used was a semi-structured interview,
involving several open-ended questions designed to identify events and situations
meaningful to the participants. During the interviews, I also attempted to focus
the conversation on specific topics related to significant life events (Kvale, 2007),
which enabled the discovery of meaning and the subjective interpretation of
experiences related to imprisonment and the process of desistance.

The interviews were conducted in a private room and lasted approximately
1 to 1.5 hours. With the consent of the prison authorities and the participants,
the interviews were recorded. Only one participant did not agree to being
recorded. In this case, I took brief keyword notes during the interview and, after
its conclusion, attempted to faithfully reconstruct the course of the conversation.
The recordings were subsequently transcribed and coded using the NVivo software.
Particular attention was given to future plans and aspirations, as well as concerns
and barriers related to the process of desistance from crime. In the presentation
of the research results, the participants’ names have been changed. Additionally,
the age and length of sentence are provided in parentheses.
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Results

“l Want to be a Better Person.”
Narratives of Desistance During Incarceration

Time spent in prison differentiates inmates in terms of whether they perceive
their sentence as fair or not, their evaluation of the rehabilitative efforts within
the prison system, and the type of work they undertake during incarceration.
The statements of the participants are dominated by narratives indicating concrete
actions being taken to break away from crime. This concerns individuals who,
during their imprisonment, “develop specific concepts for life after release — not
only at the level of declarations and beliefs but also in the form of concrete plans,
more or less grounded in their competence to overcome difficulties and in the
support they expect to have upon release” (Szczepanik, 2022, p. 139). Analysis
of the inmates’ narratives revealed four main themes connected to their work
toward desistance.

Addiction Therapy

The first, already partially discussed above, is the engagement in addiction
therapy. This process allows inmates to understand the mechanisms that govern
addictive behavior, strengthens their personal resources by helping them develop
self-control strategies, and opens the door to employing “hooks for change”
such as securing and maintaining a job, and restoring or forming new social
relationships. Inmates who underwent therapy realized that, perhaps even more
confining than the external imprisonment behind prison walls, was the “internal
prison” of addiction — something much harder to overcome. Acknowledging
their addiction and completing therapy helped them realize they could not fully
trust themselves, which is why many of them declare their intention to continue
therapy after release: Robert, who grew up in an alcoholic family and fell into
the grip of addiction himself, is an example of a man making an extraordinary
effort to change his life:

I know that because of alcohol and drinking myself into oblivion, binge drinking,
I lost, you could say, everything: money, my driver’s license, my health, my girlfriend
— who I was planning marriage with — and my relationship with my father. You could
say I hit rock bottom. Drinking was all that mattered. [...] After the first therapy, I got
overconfident. One beer with friends was enough, and I spiraled again. The therapy
in prison helped me understand that alcohol destroyed me and my life. [...] I won’t
manage this on my own, so I intend to continue treatment and return to therapy after
leaving prison.” (Robert, 42 years old, 3-year sentence)
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Employment

The second theme that clearly recurs in the narratives of all the inmates is the
focus on obtaining employment. The literature emphasizes that satisfying work
can become a turning point in the desistance process for men (Laub, Sampson,
2003; Skardhamar, Savolainen, 2014). In the inmates’ narratives, improving their
professional skills during incarceration and finding a job after release were the
most frequently raised topics. Depending on their legal status (court ruling),
inmates either perform unpaid work within the prison or may access paid work
both inside and outside the facility. Especially valuable from the perspective of
desistance is work under conditions resembling freedom, without supervision, as
it involves gaining additional professional competencies. This is illustrated by the
story of Wojciech, who, after a car accident, is no longer able to perform heavy
physical labor due to poor health. In prison, he began a course to become an
assistant for the elderly and people with disabilities and has found fulfillment
in helping others. Having caused a fatal accident, he now finds joy in providing
support to those in need and sees his future in this field of work:

In some way, I'm also preparing for release through work, because it's a daily
duty - getting up and going to work. I'm a caregiver there, a helper, a therapy
assistant. Although some of these people have disabilities, they’re very normal. They
think normally, you can talk with them normally. Daily care gives me a kind of
dialogue, contact, just... a habit. When you get to know a person like that, you
really want to help them. You approach it from the heart, simply. (Wojciech, 48 years
old, 6-year sentence)

Working under semi-free conditions during incarceration is also an opportunity
to establish a longer-term connection with an employer, potentially extending
beyond the time of imprisonment. Inmates see employment as an anchor point
— a “hook for change” — that will help them survive the transitional period and
achieve initial stability after release:

As soon as I get out, I'll go straight to work. There’s a chance I'll be able to work
at the same company I'm working for now, from outside. So, I think at the beginning,
just not to make any kind of break, but to keep up the rhythm of what I'm already
doing, T'll try to go to that job, continue that work for some time. Later on, I'll want
to switch to something better paid. (Marek, 27 years old, 5-year sentence)

A significant factor linked to employment is the positive experience of work
prior to incarceration (Redondo et al., 2021). Inmates express their intention to
return to the jobs they held before being imprisoned. During temporary release,
they reconnected with past contacts and are confident that they can return to
their previous positions: “The job is waiting for me,” “My uncle wrote me a letter
of intent that he’ll hire me in his company,” “I'll have a place to stay at my sister’s
in exchange for working on the farm,” “I'll rebuild my business:”
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You know, when I get out, I have a job to return to. I have a well-paid job. I was
supposed to be officially registered. In general, the job is waiting for me. I could walk
out today and go to work tomorrow — no problem, because it’s at my neighbor’s. He
works in rail transport, you know. And I can go work there any time. My friend also
opened a company. She says it’s no problem either, in case the other guy doesn’t want
to take me back. But my neighbor says it's no problem, he’s waiting for me to get
out. He needs people, and he was satisfied with my work. So, I've got no problems
with employment. (Konrad, 37 years old, 2-year sentence)

For inmates, work is primarily seen as a chance to regain control over their
own lives and the lives of their loved ones. They are also aware that their current
situation does not allow them the luxury of rejecting offers or being picky —
something that leads to idleness, boredom, and the emergence of “stupid ideas:”
“You've got to go to work because if you don’t have a job, stupid ideas come into
your head.” (Aleksander, 34 years old, 4-year sentence) An additional motivation
(but also a barrier, as will be discussed later) are obligations resulting from their
own past negligence (debts, child support), as well as the need to make restitution
for the damage caused by their crimes.

Their plans for employment and the optimism surrounding them are
grounded in the current situation of the Polish labor market. In the past decade,
the unemployment rate has dropped significantly, and there is even a demand
for workers, particularly in construction and various service sectors. This has
certainly been influenced by labor migration following Poland’s accession to the
European Union. It is estimated that 2.4 million people have permanently left the
country in the 21st century (Business Insider Polska). Some inmates — especially
those who are unmarried and without children (though this is not a rule) —
are considering working abroad in this context. The dilemma is whether to take
a low-paid, irregular job close to home or to go abroad, where they can earn
more, and faster:

Like I said, I've got cousins abroad, friends too. We’re in touch, and they tell me to
think about it, because there’s work,and if I want it, they say, I'll have a foothold there,
a place to stay, and they’ll help me find a job to start with, and we’ll see [...] I could
have a job nearby, close to home, 8 hours, maybe some on-call shifts, but the money’s
not great. I'd have to count every penny carefully, plan well for things like renovations.
Kids are a pretty expensive investment too. (Jan, 30 years old, 5-year sentence)

As Klaus (2021, p. 469) points out, such a move could solve two problems
at once — improving their earning potential and providing a clean start in a new
place, free from the shadow of law enforcement. Migration for work is seen as
a way of shedding stigma, removing the “criminal” label, and cutting ties with old
acquaintances (Szczepanik, 2015, p. 375). It is therefore a form of escape from,
but also escape to — a new place sometimes imagined as a kind of “promised land.”
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Support from Family and Loved Ones

Another important issue in the process of desistance from crime is the support
of family members and people in relationships with inmates, as well as other
significant individuals. As mentioned earlier, imprisonment is a difficult experience
not only for the incarcerated but also for their families and loved ones. Sometimes
it can lead to the complete severance of ties, but it is also a time that provides
an opportunity to rebuild relationships that have been damaged due to prison
isolation. The inmates’ narratives point to many irregularities and instability
in their relationships with loved ones, which had already occurred prior to
incarceration. The causes included addiction, infidelity, unemployment, parasitic
or criminal lifestyles, and the consequences were the breakdown of marriages or
relationships, or a complete loss of contact with parents or siblings. At the same
time, some of the respondents had formed new informal romantic relationships
before being incarcerated, trying to rebuild their lives. Several inmates serving
prison sentences identified as single and not involved in any romantic relationship.

For those whose ties with loved ones had not been broken, family members
and partners became a driving force behind corrective actions. These individuals
support the incarcerated in various ways during imprisonment — visiting them in
the correctional facility, welcoming them home during furloughs — overcoming
shame, ostracism, social stigma, and often a sense of guilt. It is precisely these
relationships, which were present before imprisonment — what Cid and Marti
(2012, p. 614) refer to as “returning points” — that inmates use to build their
future. These are the main reason for desistance, and rebuilding and maintaining
them is the fundamental goal they set for themselves during their time in prison:

Family... the influence of family for sure, that’s the foundation. That’s why family
bonds are... well, I think that maintaining those family ties, repairing certain mistakes,
is probably the greatest motivator there is. (Marek, 27, 5 years)

There’s my brother and my mom supports me, right? That means a lot to me.
(Robert, 42, 3 years)

It's good that my family is here, I'll keep saying it, I have them and that has
to be respected, right? Because they never turned away from me, not for a moment.
From the very beginning - visits, now furloughs — I have everything at home, they
never stigmatized me. (Stanistaw, 28, 2.5 years)

In many cases, imprisonment became an opportunity for reconciliation within
the family. This required effort from both sides. On the part of the inmates, the
initial motivation to renew relationships was quite basic and related to receiving
material support (food packages, clothing, hygiene products, medicines). However,
as time passed, due to efforts made during incarceration, behavior during
furloughs, and the approaching end of the sentence, these ties grew stronger:
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Through this time here, through this course, even the writings I read, I reconciled with
my father after 4 years, renewed contact with my sisters and brother (Karol, 60, 2 years).

The presence of family during this difficult stage of life becomes a strong
motivator for gratitude and a kind of “repayment” or compensation, already
planned during incarceration, to be fulfilled after release.

Above all, family. I think yes — family. I have a family that helps me and I'm
very grateful to them for that. My parents helped me, and I also felt a sense of
responsibility, because they’re older now and need help. (Krzysztof, 36, 5 years)

As soon as I get out, I'll do everything to repay them for what they did for me
while I was in here. (Andrzej, 32, 4 years)

This awareness of a “debt” toward the family — resulting from not being
rejected, from their presence and help during imprisonment, and from the
willingness to take them back into the family home — evokes in inmates a strong
sense of responsibility for their behavior. They are so determined to abandon the
path of crime that, in case of a relapse, they are prepared to sever all ties with
their loved ones to spare them further suffering:

If something goes wrong, I don’t think I'd want to keep in touch. I'd be
consumed by shame. I'd be ashamed, right? That they, you know, wanted everything
good for me, and I went back again. I'd cut myself off from them on my own.
(Zbyszek, 35, 3 years)

As T have already mentioned, imprisonment causes pain in the form of being
unable to fulfill the role of a father. At the same time, having children can become
a motivation to change one’s life (to undergo treatment, seek employment):
“Children are motivating... yeah, really motivating” (Janusz, 36, 3 years). A key
aspiration becomes making up for lost time, expressing fatherly love: “To love
like T was loved” — or instilling a conventional value system and teaching how to
manage life without resorting to criminal behavior. As two inmates said:

Now my outlook has changed — I want to live peacefully, I want to live with
my family, I want to be present in situations I've already missed with my child, when
I wasn’t there, when my child asked about me and missed me. (Mateusz, 31, 3.5 years)

I'd like to instill in my children — on the one hand, this proper, non-degenerate
value system, but also, somehow, I don’t know... teach them inner strength so life
doesn’t crush them. (Szymon, 46, 13 years)

Family support translates into specific plans for the future. For Michat, who
claims that his criminal acts were a result of falling into bad company, the only
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way out seems to be to cut ties with the place and people involved in those crimes
and to completely change his living environment (diachronic control, Shapland,
Bottoms, 2011, p. 275). The logistical side of this endeavor was handled by his
sister, who, concerned for her brother, arranged a job opportunity for him in
a completely new location:

I got in touch with an employer thanks to my sister making it easier for me.
My sister decided to completely change my environment. I worked it all out with her.
It'll be better if I don’t have contact with those people, with that environment I used
to have. That'll be better, right? If it wasn’t for the support from her, I'd really be lost
right now, not knowing what comes next. (Michat, 33, 1.5 years)

Unmarried inmates without children emphasized mainly the involvement of
their partner or girlfriend — someone who visits them, welcomes them home
during furloughs, and waits for them. Men used expressions for these women such
as: “a good woman,” “a girl who believes in me,” “she’s with me, she’s a good
woman.” These women provide deeply committed support to the inmates in their
rehabilitative work and take a strict stance on crime, demanding a categorical
break from it: “My girlfriend is very critical of criminal behavior.”

Men who have experienced failed relationships, broken marriages, and
often struggle with addictions tend to form new relationships with “women
who have been through a lot” and who share similar life experiences. Building
a social support base in such cases may raise doubts. Nevertheless, inmate
narratives include statements that show mutual investment and a more conscious
and responsible approach to forming a relationship. For some inmates, this is
a chance at a new, second life: “That’s when I felt like... like someone actually
cared about me, you know? And I've never felt that way in my whole life... she
gave me a second life” (Przemek, 26, 1.5 years). This often involves taking on
responsibilities resulting from the partner’s illness or caring for her children.

In cases where negative experiences persist in their family of origin (alcoholism,
violence) and no lasting romantic relationships exist, inmates plan to “get their
own place” or link their future to starting a family in the near future. Possessing
fewer resources in the form of positive social relationships on the outside and
having spent many years in prison, their plans for the future tend to remain quite
general and correspond to the stereotypical model of a man as the family father:
“I just want to finally settle down and start a family” (Jacek, 32, 5 years). Pawel,
serving time for a murder committed during an alcohol-fueled binge, is aware
that starting a new life will be extremely difficult. Although still relatively young,
nearly 15 years behind bars — his entire adult life — has left a strong mark of
being a criminal. He does not feel adequately prepared for romantic relationships:
“I don’t know if I can manage being in a relationship. It requires a lot of sacrifice.”
Prison has taught him humility, although he still has ambivalent feelings about
whether he has reached maturity: “I don’t know whether people change and grow

”
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up or just become indifferent.” Still, he understands that pursuing conventional
goals and living a good life is worthwhile: “I want to be a better person. I want
to live for someone, and if that doesnt work out — then at least for myself”
(Pawet, 33, 15 years).

Agency, Optimism, and Hope

The fourth theme visible in inmates’ narratives is the personal involvement of
individuals in the process of desistance from crime. Researchers emphasize the
role of agency in various ways (Giordano et al., 2002; King, 2014; Maruna,
2001), indicating that openness to change, willingness to change, the decision
to change, and envisioning a new, non-criminal identity in the future precede
exposure to “hooks for change.” LeBel and his colleagues (2008, p. 155) argue
that “subjective changes can precede life-changing structural events, and in this
sense, individuals can act as agents of their own change.”

The narratives of the respondents clearly show that they attribute the success of
change primarily to their own reflections and personal will to change, rather than to
institutional rehabilitative efforts within the prison. This is evident from statements
such as: “one must want it themselves,” “I thought it through myself,” “it only depends
on me,” “everything is in my hands,” “a person must have the will to change.”

This conviction about the necessity of personal involvement places these
inmates among active agents — people who are determined to change and who,
even while serving their prison sentence, not only prepare plans for the future
but also take concrete steps demonstrating a strong will to desist from crime.
Although some researchers claim that, in the case of first-time offenders, a change
in narrative identity is not necessary (McNeill, Schinkel, 2016), some of the
respondents’ narratives bear the marks of transformation in terms of “cognitive
transformations” (Giordano et al., 2002). Karol’s example shows that it is not
enough to stop at a vague imagining of the future — one must also be able to
adapt to conditions and situations, which are tested during home leave visits
spent with family in the place of intended future residence:

” «

I had to change myself, that is, transform from those easy ways of thinking, and
now one has to work out two or three program variants, choose a reasonably realistic
and possible plan, rather than just jump in, as they say, like into water without a boat
and not knowing how to swim. (Karol, 60, 2 years)

Szymon speaks in a similar tone. He is considering the option of going abroad
or taking up work in his place of residence. Many years spent in prison, during
which he was absent from the lives of his children and his family in general,
led him to serious reflections that “one cannot take shortcuts” and earn a living
through robberies, but rather must take responsibility for the family and make
decisions together with his wife, who is waiting for his return and does not want
to leave him to face everything alone:
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For now, you know, I am trying to become aware of everything and put together
some sort of catalogue, damn, of my possibilities, and then, I don’t know, discuss it
with my wife and decide on something, and possibly adjust my course as we go.
(Szymon, 46, 13 years)

Some inmates, despite making plans for the future and a desire to break
away from crime, are more cautious when assuring that they will manage on the
outside. They are aware that life will test their expectations, and that the way the
world appears from the prison perspective may not fully reflect the real reality.
For example, Janusz, who is single, sees the need to break away from scheming,
but when looking into the future, he admits that in order to survive he will have
to “figure something out,” meaning he intends to combine several sources of
income to secure a decent living:

I think I no longer scheme like a horse going uphill. In fact, there’s nothing else
to it, I will just apply for a disability pension, plus work on the farm, plus taking care
of my mother, and maybe I'll get some caregiving job on the side. I will have to come
up with something to make a living. Once I'm out, only then will my eyes open, and
I'll start to think normally, logically, and only then will real life begin [...] Only once
I'm out, only then will I truly start. (Janusz, 60, 2 years)

The theme of change was perceived by many offenders in the context of
Maruna’s (2001) “redemption script.” The respondents view their true “self” as
non-criminal, and their “downfall” as the result of a particular attribute that got
out of control (e.g., alcoholism), poor choices (“stupid decisions made in youth”),
or simply being “in the wrong place with the wrong people.” The narrators
emphasized their normality and conventional way of thinking: “I am normal,
I think like a normal person” (Wojciech, 24, 1 year); others stressed being a good
person: “I'm a complicated person, but I think 'm a good one” (Pawel, 33,
1.5 years). A particularly telling statement comes from Janusz, who is serving
a sentence for driving without a license and under the influence of alcohol. Being
nearly 60 years old, the idea of change seems abstract to him — something that
provokes laughter. Nevertheless, he is well aware of the cause of his problems
and is able to define his outlook for the future:

— Do you want to change?

— 60 years and change? [laughs] 60 years and change? [laughs] Well, I mean, if
I give up alcohol, then I think — I am — I'm a good person. So, just give up alcohol
and everything will be perfectly fine. (Janusz, 60, 2 years)

In their narratives, those striving to desist from crime demonstrate a high
level of optimism and hope for the future. As Weaver (2014, p. 11) notes, “Hope
plays a key role in the process of change — particularly in its early stages. Hope
can give people a stronger sense of confidence that they can make choices and
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control their lives, and overcome the challenges they face as they attempt to desist
from crime.” Optimism and hope open up the future and allow individuals to
better seize the opportunities that may arise. Initial successes on the path toward
a law-abiding life help reduce feelings of guilt and shame while increasing self-
esteem, pride, and hope (Healy, 2010; Farrall, Calverley, 2006). In my research, the
inmates expressed a high level of hope for the future, as evidenced by statements
such as: “I live with the thought that things will be okay,” “I think positively,”
“I believe it’s going to be alright.” However, at times, this hope for a better future
appears in prisoners’ narratives almost in spite of hope — as Laursen (2023, p. 49)
puts it — as hope born more out of despair than out of actual opportunity. This
applies to situations where their reentry into society is heavily limited by the
consequences of crime and incarceration, such as significant child support debts,
the need to compensate for damages caused, lack of money to support themselves
or their families, the need to renovate or change their housing, or health issues:
“Once I'm out... well, you know, it’'s going to be hard. It's going to be really
hard. There’s no money. Only what I manage to earn in here right now. But I'm
hopeful.” (Konrad, 37, 2 years)

In order to overcome numerous structural barriers and achieve the goals they
set for themselves, prisoners often agree to lower their life aspirations. Shapland
and Bottoms (2011, p. 277) refer to this willingness and ability to accept and
tolerate the shortcomings of conventional life as “active maturation.” Healy (2013,
p. 567) argues, however, that this is not an example of passive submission to fate,
but rather reveals an ability to find meaning and purpose even under severely
constrained circumstances. In her view, “this capacity may be crucial to the process
of desistance.”

The life plans of the interviewees nevertheless differ depending on their
personal resources as well as the social capital available to them on the outside.
For forty-year-old Mariusz, who has a wife and is financially well-off outside
prison, the prospect of returning to freedom is relatively clear and attainable. His
goal is a happy family life and having children:

I want to be with my wife. To get out of here and straighten everything out,
truly. I don’t ask anything more from life, believe me. My aspirations of becoming
a millionaire are over [...] So now I only care about a peaceful life. I just want to
get through this somehow and finally have a child with my wife — that’s, honestly,
our priority. (Mariusz, 40, 2 years)

A similarly clear life goal is present for Marek, who envisions himself as
a father capable of supporting his wife and children and leading a stable life:

My lifelong goal has been to start a family, have a child, and simply build
a home together and live in it. (Marek, 27, 5 years)
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Somewhat different aspirations are expressed by Wojciech, who is addicted
to alcohol, has experienced a failed relationship, and for the time being does not
plan to start a family. His dreams revolve around meeting his basic needs and
securing a minimum level of peaceful existence:

To move forward, to have something to eat, to be able to heat the stove, to cover
basic bills, to pay off what I owe. That’s all, really. You have to live with what is.
I'm more of a realist and don’t fantasize about I-don’t-know-what. I don’t have lofty
dreams. Just enough for basic things, you know, bills, food, firewood, maybe buy some
clothes. You know;, in that kind of job you’re not going to earn much. It’s just enough
for the bare minimum. (Wojciech, 48, 6 years)

In his case, even the act of thinking about starting over causes pain and
anxiety. Becoming aware of his lack of education and lost time — especially when
compared to peers whose lives have followed a conventional trajectory — leads to
the realization that he has achieved nothing and now must begin from scratch:

I have to start everything from the beginning, at the age of 34 when I get out
at the end of my sentence. At this age, my friends already have houses, apartments,
loans, and jobs. And what do I have? Nothing. It’s exhausting, isn’t it? When you
think about it, it’s just draining. (Pawel, 33, 15 years)

“l Will Leave Here with Even Bigger Problems”

Barriers in the Desistance Process

Declarations made by inmates regarding their decision to abandon criminal
activity, supported by concrete steps taken already during incarceration, may be
undermined by recurring problems from the past — returning like a boomerang
— as well as by new obstacles that emerge after the sentence has been served.
In the narratives of the participants, three key areas repeatedly surface as major
challenges to a crime-free life. At the same time, inmates are fully aware of these
difficulties, and despite their high levels of optimism and hope, they acknowledge
the possibility of failure, even while assuring that they will do everything in
their power to succeed: “Whatever happens, happens. I don’t have control over
everything. T'll do everything I can on my end.” (Szymon, 46, 13 years).

Relapse into Addiction

One of the greatest challenges faced by those leaving prison is the risk of relapse
into addiction. Addiction — especially to alcohol, but also to drugs — stays with
a person for life, even after several months of detox therapy undertaken during
incarceration and multiple shorter rehabilitation courses. The possibility of relapse
remains in the inmates’ awareness and expresses their deep concern about the
future. Unresolved problems from the past, most often in the form of debts, place
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an additional burden. The very thought of freedom becomes a source of stress,
due to the necessity of taking responsibility, often not just for one’s own life. This
is clearly articulated by Pawel, who is addicted to drugs:

I'm stressed. Honestly, I'm stressed. How to put it... stressed about being free.
I don’t know how to describe it. Whether I'll manage — that’s it! Whether I can handle
what I'm planning [...] 'm afraid T'll go back to drugs. Because, how to put it,
even though I've held on this long, there’s still something... sometimes I have these
thoughts here that I'll start using again, because I won't manage on the outside,
because it'll just be too much, but I'll definitely fight it. (Pawetl, 26, 1.5 years)

Even being clean for more than two years does not guarantee there will be
no relapses. He still feels the struggle both physically and mentally:

Before I got locked up, it had been a year since I used. But that wasn’t the ideal
time to return to normal life, so to speak. Even after a year, I still had — and still
have — those moments of anxiety and this kind of confusion. I still feel it today, and
from what I've heard, it'll last a few more years. (Pawet, 26, 1.5 years)

In the context of relapse into substance use, the attitude of those leaving
prison toward their regained freedom becomes a serious concern. As Szczepanik
notes, a major pitfall in the desistance process may be “a lack of control over the
euphoria of regaining freedom and the tendency to grant oneself permission to
‘suspend’ the process of change as a way of releasing pent-up prison frustrations”
(Szczepanik, 2022, p. 140).

The Stigma of Debt

As has already been mentioned multiple times, criminal activity and imprisonment
may lead to a deepening of financial difficulties and an increase in debt. One
contributing factor is the imposition of fines or the obligation to provide
compensation for material damage, bodily harm, and so on. A specific case in
Polish law is imprisonment due to non-payment of child support. While the neglect
on the part of inmates is evident — often linked to addiction and, consequently, the
inability to maintain stable employment, as well as the belief that they are paying
their ex-wife or partner rather than contributing to their children’s upkeep — the
reaction of the justice system appears inadequate. In fact, it often exacerbates the
problem by increasing the ever-growing debt. Planning for the future becomes
extremely limited in such a situation, since any employment and income gained
after release is automatically subject to enforcement actions by bailiffs to repay
outstanding debts. Meanwhile, support from the prison and post-prison systems
is negligible. Konrad’s case illustrates this reality well:

What kind of criminal am I, you know? The kind who’s in here for child support?
Do I need rehabilitation? You know what, I'll probably need psychological rehab after
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all this. Honestly, I'm not even thinking about being in here — it’s what’s happening
outside that worries me most. That's where my real problems are [...] They've kept
me here over a year, and they don'’t care that my debt is growing. I'll serve my time,
because they’ll keep me until the end, but no one’s thinking about the fact that my debt
is increasing, that I'm carrying that burden, that I'll have to repay it — no one else will.
Everyone just says, ‘We didn’t put you here, the court did,” but the court’s not going
to pay it back for me. I'll leave here with even bigger problems. (Konrad, 37, 2 years)

When it comes to inmates imprisoned for failure to pay child support, Polish
law does not side with the individual, but instead strictly follows the letter of the
law. Rather than solving the problem, it tends to deepen it. As Klaus notes (2021,
pp. 482-483): “Imposing a prison sentence for non-payment of child support
essentially leads nowhere. When offenders are locked up, their debt (and the
interest on it) grows — sometimes to the extent that they will never be able to
repay it, no matter how hard they try. With such large debts, they will never opt
for fully legal employment, fearing wage garnishment by bailiffs. At best, they
will work under the table in the informal economy, and at worst — engage in
criminal activity.”

Prisoners themselves perceive this situation as senseless, and they blame the
justice system, which — by imposing a prison sentence — only increases the risk
of infantilization, encourages idleness and boredom, and pushes inmates into the
role of social parasites:

For me, the Polish justice system just functions in a completely broken way.
Staying here, I'm just wasting time. I'm not paying off what I owe. If I had my
income, if I had opportunities, I wouldn’t be a burden to the state, but like this,
the state is paying for me. This time here does nothing for me except give the state
a statistic that I was here, that I served time. There’s no real benefit to this. I'm not
paying child support, because I have no way to. (Mariusz, 40, 2 years)

The Stigma of Social Labeling

Imprisonment typically results in the imposition of the “criminal” label by society
— one that follows a person long after release and significantly hinders the process
of desistance from crime. In their statements, inmates emphasized that they had
become the object of stigmatization, especially during prison leaves or temporary
release periods, when they returned to their place of residence and the social
environment in which they had previously committed crimes (enacted stigma,
cf. Feingold, 2021). This experience translates into a strong sense of fear that
the same pattern will repeat itself after leaving prison: “I'm afraid people will
point fingers at me.” (Przemek, 26, 1.5 years) Extended imprisonment also carries
the risk of internalizing negative emotions and beliefs about oneself (internalized
stigma), which deepens the emotional burden of forgiving oneself for “past
sins” and leads to social withdrawal. This is particularly difficult for individuals
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burdened with a dual stigma: that of being both an addict and a criminal. This
is clearly illustrated by Wojciech, who was responsible for a fatal traffic accident:

It1l be hard. I don’t really see myself going back home. To be honest, I don’t
want to go back. And, you know, people won’t let me live in peace. As if being
a drunk wasn’t enough — now I'm a murderer too. No one will believe I've changed.
(Wojciech, 48, 6 years)

The greatest barrier, however, is structural stigma, which involves the
institutional reinforcement of criminal status (Bos et al., 2013). The most evident
stigmatizing practice is the requirement to present a criminal record certificate
during job interviews. Although Polish legislation formally requires this certificate
only in strictly defined cases, in practice, the failure to provide one often results
in refusal of employment (Klaus, 2021, p. 463). The optimism expressed by the
interviewed inmates about finding work immediately after release may therefore
be dampened by formal requirements. First-time offenders usually have little prior
experience with such obstacles, which may result in an overly optimistic and
somewhat distorted perception of reality.

Discussion

The aim of the research conducted among first-time offenders was to analyze
narratives concerning the opportunities and barriers experienced by inmates
during imprisonment and when planning their future life in freedom.

Positive accounts relate primarily to addiction therapy programs, from
which prisoners derive the greatest benefits. In many cases, this constitutes the
first and most fundamental challenge they must face. Overcoming addiction is
associated with the ability to take up and maintain employment, rebuild social
ties (Klaus, 2021; Laub, Sampson, 2003; Szczepanik, 2022), and adopt a new
identity (possible self, cf. Paternoster, Bushway, 2009), all of which play a key
role in the process of desistance from crime. It should be noted, as pointed out by
Szczepanik (2002, p. 141), that it is only addiction therapies lasting at least six
months that provide a genuine foundation for the process of change to take place.
Another positive experience for inmates is work performed outside prison walls,
which is linked to raising professional qualifications, offers personal satisfaction,
and can be continued after serving the sentence. Such work, especially when it
bears the hallmarks of generativity (e.g., working with the elderly or people with
disabilities), yields far greater benefits than employment in prison-based production
halls, where there is no contact with employers, conventional employees, or the
broader social environment.

My research confirms the thesis that prison provides inmates with time for
reflection (Maier, Ricciardelli, 2022; O’Donnell, 2014; Schinkel, 2015; Shapland,
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Bottoms, 2011). While this should be regarded as a positive effect of isolation,
the amount of time devoted to reflection that is necessary for change remains an
important issue. Illustrative in this respect is the statement of one prisoner, who
claimed that “short sentences are enough to change.” (Marek, 27, 5 years) If we
assume that spending more than a year in prison is likely to result in the severing
of family and professional ties (Shapland, 2022, pp. 283-284), the application of
long-term sentences produces the opposite effect and is perceived by individuals
as a “waste of time,” with prison activities being seen as merely “killing time.”
My research also confirms that narratives of desistance from crime are already
visible during imprisonment (Doekhie et al., 2017; Liem, Richardson, 2014; Martin
et al., 2019; Redondo et al., 2021). This is manifested primarily in the belief that
desistance lies in the prisoners’ own hands and that they are the main agents
of change (Maruna, 2001; Redondo et al., 2021). This is reflected in narratives
demonstrating a high level of agency, optimism, and hope (Farrall, Calverley, 2006;
Healy, 2013; King, 2013; LeBel et al., 2008; Weaver, 2014). The respondents
attributed the possibility of change mainly to themselves — their self-belief, their
ability to reinvent themselves, and to create a positive narrative of themselves in
the future (Maier, Ricciardelli, 2022). As Giordano and her colleagues note (2002,
p. 1000), “the subjective stance of the individual is particularly important in the
early stages of desistance from crime.” Of course, openness to change or the
decision to desist alone is not sufficient and does not guarantee success (Giordano
et al., 2002; Williams, Schaefer, 2021), just as merely having “conventional
aspirations” (Doekhie, Van Ginneken, 2019; Shapland, Bushway, 2011) or a vague
vision of the future is insufficient. In the case of my respondents, the belief that
“things will be fine” is supported primarily by perceiving themselves as normal,
good people — albeit entangled in addiction or criminality — which enables them
to activate a “redemption script.” (Maruna, 2001) The next step is the creation
of plans for the future and the undertaking of concrete actions aimed at finding
work, rebuilding family ties, and reconnecting with other significant individuals.
This demonstrates active and relatively strategic engagement (addiction therapy,
vocational activation programs), aimed at “anchoring oneself in freedom,”
overcoming the hardships of imprisonment, and supporting the process of desistance
(Szczepanik, 2015; Williams, Schaefer, 2021). The decision to abandon a criminal
career is confirmed by good behavior during temporary releases, when prisoners
signal change and can have it acknowledged by their closest relatives, as well as by
their regular returns to prison, which are evidence of their genuine engagement in
the process of desistance from crime (act-desistance, cf. Nugent, Schinkel, 2016).
An important factor in prison rehabilitation for first-time offenders is fostering
and maintaining hope. Researchers have repeatedly documented that one of the
reasons for reoffending is the lack of hope and the resulting “anguish of failure”
(Crewe, Hulley, Wright, 2020; Klaus, 2021; Nugent, Schinkel, 2016), and that
prisoners’ narratives about hope are often unrealistic or “formless and vague”
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(Galnander, 2020, p. 261). In my research, however, hope for the future is clearly
present despite visible and expected adversities — sometimes in defiance of hope
itself. It should be noted that after an initial period of crisis, breakdown, or
even despair, as the end of the sentence approaches, prisoners’ narratives display
a higher level of optimism and hope (Farrall, Calverley, 2006). This is a hope
for a normal life (Shapland, Bottoms, 2011; Villman, 2023), without excessive,
and more often with lowered, aspirations (Healy, 2013), yet still with room for
work, a home, and children. As Laursen (2023, p. 3) observes, “[r]adical hope for
very ordinary life experiences tells us something about prisons and prisoners: the
tragedy that prison is a space that both produces and constrains these normative
hopes, and the fact that normality becomes a very difficult pursuit when life is
already far from conventional.” Supporting this hope and assisting in achieving the
highest possible level of coherence between aspirations and actions is a key task for
prison staff during imprisonment, as well as for the local community after release.

The literature widely recognizes that personal agency and a high level of
optimism and hope must be supported by social resources available to individuals
already during incarceration. Foremost among these is the support of family and
significant others, which becomes the main motivator for change and desistance
from crime (Redondo et al., 2021; Williams, Schaefer, 2021). In my study, the
narrators mainly indicated the influence of relationships formed or reconstructed
before imprisonment. The family of origin, a wife and children, or a fiancée or
life partner — through their sometimes difficult presence alongside the prisoner
— provided essential material and psychological support while also ensuring
a place to live after release, which confirms the role of “turning points” in the
desistance process (Cid, Marti, 2012, p. 614). On the other hand, changing the
living environment after release (diachronic control, cf. Shapland, Bottoms, 2011)
was considered mainly in terms of breaking away from a dysfunctional family of
origin and taking up work abroad. The respondents emphasized, however, that
this would not happen immediately upon release and that the decision would be
made jointly with a wife or partner, which demonstrates joint life-building away
from the criminal world.

All respondents unanimously stressed the necessity of taking up employment
as a condition for the effectiveness of the desistance process. Previous work
experience, maintaining contact with employers from before imprisonment, and
acquiring new skills and contacts during incarceration — combined with the
desire to live for someone else and to be the family breadwinner — constituted
important motivation, as evidenced by the prisoners’ narratives. At the same time,
the issue of finding and maintaining employment is associated with the most
serious barriers in the desistance process. These include both the need to repay
debts and structural barriers related to the employment of former prisoners (the
requirement to present a clean criminal record, public stigma), which force them
to accept low-paid, dangerous, and often off-the-books jobs. (Klaus, 2021)
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The process of desistance from crime should be supported from the very
beginning of imprisonment, which should, however, be the least frequently
applied measure. This is particularly relevant in the case of individuals serving
sentences for non-payment of child support, as imprisonment deepens their
problems. As McNeill and Schinkel note, “desisting from punishment is one of
the best ways of supporting desistance from offending.” (2016, p. 619) It is also
essential to ensure that imprisonment takes place in conditions that Liebling
(2022) calls a good moral climate of the institution, as evidenced by an approach
to rehabilitation focused not on adapting to prison conditions, but on preparing
for life in freedom after release.
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