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Recidivism among juvenile delinquents: 
Self-reported sociodemographic characteristics, 

behavioural features and perceptions of delinquency

Stavros P. Kiriakidis
University of Stirling, Scotland

While certain background factors have been repeatedly associated with juvenile 
ABSTRACT delinquency, the perceptions that this group develops with regard to their own

offending behaviour has not been given enough attention, neither has the 
influence of these background factors on the development of these cognitions. The present article attempts 
to describe several sociodemographic, legal and institutional characteristics of young offenders held in 
custody in the largest institution of young offenders in Scotland and reports certain behavioural, normative 
and control beliefs of the young offenders with reference to their offending behaviour in the future. The first 
aim was to describe those issues and then to assess their relationships. In addition, it explores how their 
beliefs of future offending are related to their characteristics. The main interest was to discover the relative 
incidence, distribution and interrelations of certain variables of interest in a representative sample of 152 
young offenders of the largest Scottish Young Offenders' Institution. The inmates took part in a scheduled 
interview and filled in a questionnaire assessing their perceptions of offending. Despite the exploratory and 
descriptive nature of the article, the results are however informative about the relations of social factors in 
the development of individual perceptions of offending which could be of interest to the staff of the prison 
service responsible for the rehabilitation of the individual offender.
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Certain studies have been conducted  to 
identify possible correlates of persistent offenders 
that are not d iss im ilar from  the  main corre lates 
o f delinquency. Dysfunctional fam ily characteris­
tics (Loeber & Stouthamer-Loeber, 1998; Masten 
& Coatsworth, 1998; Loeber & D ishion, 1983; 
Ganzer & Sarason, 1973), social instability (McLoyd, 
1998), poor educational and em ploym ent attain­
ment (Farrington &  West, 1993; Myner et al., 1998), 
substance abuse (Myner et al., 1998) are among 
the m ost im portant. The main feature  o f the  lit­

erature about recid iv ism  is that the theoretica l 
fram ew ork  m a in ly  em p loyed  is th a t o f soc ia l 
crim inology.

The main corre lates searched and actually 
identified are mainly social factors (Binder, 1988), 
w hich are regarded as crim inogen ic  and reflect 
the trend for issues o f delinquency being exam ­
ined through the sociological perspective and with 
the subsequent suggestion that, unless crucial 
changes are put forward by society for a change 
in societal structures, the problem of delinquency
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will always be there as a side effect of m odern, 
institutionalised, political-econom ic societal func­
tions.

Similar statements, whether subject to debate 
or not, may be useful to governments and policy 
makers who are responsible for finding ways and 
in itia ting po lic ies fo r reduction, prevention and 
rehabilitation of social instability which appears to 
be crim inogenic. They are of lim ited help to those 
institutions and the staff em ployed there, such as 
prison services, who have to  deal w ith the ind i­
vidual offender and his rehabilitation. In addition, 
little  research has exam ined these issues in 
young offenders’ correctional institutions despite 
the fact that their population, at any given point in 
tim e, is h igh ly likely to recid ivate (Rutter et al., 
1997). They also represent a high risk population 
that s ignificantly contributes to the level and the 
extent o f overall crim inal activ ity  upon release 
from  the correctiona l settings. Sim ilarly, Rutter, 
G iller and Hagell (1998) argued that targeting 
high risks groups, h ighly likely to com m it de lin ­
quen t acts, w ith  the  aim  of p reventing  fu rthe r 
crim ina l involvem ent has been proposed as a 
cost effective approach.

The individual is ta rget o f challenge by the 
p rison ’s staff, and how and what he perceives, 
interprets, thinks, feels, expects and plans. Knowing 
what and how a juvenile  offender th inks will 
enable the parties involved in his rehabilitation to 
have a better idea of his cognitive representations 
o f h is  ow n  o ffe n d in g  a nd  d e a l w ith  th a t a p ­
propriately (Dodge, 1993).

A lthough p rison ’s prim ary aim is to  deprive 
ind iv idua ls of the ir liberty, Coyle (1994) also 
argued that it should provide positive environ­
ments where the prisoners cou ld  address their 
offending behaviour, although the exact ways that 
th is  m ight happen are not specified. From the 
point of view of Coyle (1994) the prim ary aim of 
the prison service is to  provide secure custody 
and deprivation o f liberty. However, he proposed 
that the possib ilities of provid ing them  w ith 
o p p o rtu n itie s  to  cha llenge  th e ir o ffend ing  be­
haviour, as well as educational and vocational as­

sistance in com bination with practical assistance 
upon release in the com m unity, should not be 
overlooked.

Focusing solely on social factors that facilitate 
offending, to the exclusion of individual character­
istics, provides only a partial view of the puzzle of 
offending (Short & Meier, 1981). They argued that 
de linquency in general can be conceptualised 
and exam ined at d ifferent levels o f explanation. 
They identify the individual level, where the focus 
is on the indiv idual characteristics, the macro- 
socio log ica l level, focusing on the role o f social 
system s and cultura l variation in expla in ing de­
linquency, and the m icrosociological level, which 
focuses on s ituational determ inants o f de lin ­
quency in terms of role and reference groups and 
the processes of ongoing interaction. Short and 
Meier (1981) argued that further understanding of 
de linquency should consider in terd iscip linary 
research at every level o f analysis with the aim to 
«recognise different levels of explanation and to 
seek conceptual bridges between them» (Short & 
Meier, 1981, p. 468). Possible interactions of the 
ind iv idua l’s way o f th ink ing  and the social 
environm ent he belongs to m ay be fru itfu lly  
identified and the picture become more complete, 
thereby provid ing a clearer idea of the possib le 
causes of offending.

Although there appears to  be a host of corre­
lates of recidivism in juvenile delinquents, reflect­
ing mainly soc io log ica l p ropositions o f de lin ­
quency, the psychological correlates at the ind i­
vidual level have not been extensively researched 
(B inder, 1988). In add ition , little  research has 
concentrated on the socia l-cogn itive  factors of 
juvenile  de linquency and persistent offending 
(Farrington, 1993).

A reason for that reluctance is, as N isbett and 
W ilson (1977) argued, that in trospective data is 
not very useful since people  are not able to 
accurately report inner cognitive events and 
mental processes. In addition, generally, people 
account for a phenomenon in terms of previously 
held theories. The reasons juven ile  delinquents 
provide fo r the ir offences m ight be incorrect as
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they are unaware of the «true» causes of their 
de linquency e.g., b io log ica l or social factors 
(Agnew, 1990). When and under which conditions 
introspective data can be regarded as valid has 
been examined (Ericsson & Simon, 1980; Smith 
& Miller, 1978; Lieberman, 1979). While the matter 
seems unresolved, Baumeister (1998) argued that 
people m ight not be able to accurately report on 
their mental processes, especially on well learned 
tasks that have becom e relatively autom atic, yet 
verbal reports o f the content of the ir th inking 
seem desirable. «Introspection may be quite valid 
and accurate when people are asked to report 
what they are th ink ing  and feeling. It may, 
however, be quite inaccurate when people seek 
to analyse how they arrived at these thoughts and 
feelings» (Baumeister, 1998, p. 693).

Sim ilarly, Lieberm an (1979) argued that 
verbal reports are useful data to  the extent that 
they p red ic t and can contro l actual behaviour. 
Rutter et al. (1997) argued that the examination of 
juvenile delinquency could be pursued on many 
levels, s im ila r to the po in t m ade by (Short & 
Meier, 1981). S im ilarly, Agnew (1990) and Far­
rington (1993) noted that verbal reports such as 
a ttitudes and beliefs regard ing o ffend ing  be­
haviour m ight not be adequate techniques when 
the focus of research is the differences between 
ind ividuals. That is, those w ho engage in crim e 
and those who do not. When the focus o f a study 
is de linquent events, an approach o f exam ining 
the reasons the individuals themselves provide for 
com m itting a crim e is a fruitful way o f examining 
the m ost im m ediate and s ituational factors  that 
lead to  com m itm ent of any delinquent event.

Moreover, Rutter et al. (1997) argued that for 
any case o f delinquent act to be examined it has 
to take into account the subjective evaluations of 
the costs and benefits of the delinquent act, and, 
from  this perspective, it is the sub jective  per­
ceptions that matter, no m atter how inaccurate 
and misleading.

Similarly, Loucks et al. (2000) argued that the 
app lica tion of social cogn ition  m odels to  rec id i­
vism may be useful in identify ing the proxim al

cognitive antecedents of offending behaviour. A 
social cogn ition  m odel that has been highly 
predictive of diverse behavioural domains (Ajzen, 
1991) is the Theory of Planned Behaviour, which 
derives from  the Theory of Reasoned Action 
(TRA). The original TRA (Ajzen & Fishbein, 1970) 
postulated that intentions are the most immediate 
antecedents o f any behaviour that is under 
voluntary control and are assumed to capture the 
m otivational influences on behaviour. Intentions 
are in turn determ ined by a ttitudes tow ards the 
behaviour, a personal factor, and a social factor, 
subjective norms, perceived social pressures 
from significant referents to perform the behaviour 
and the actors ' m otivation to  com ply w ith the 
referents. Attitudes and subjective norm s are in 
turn determ ined by the salient beliefs people hold 
about the behaviour.

The Theory o f P lanned Behaviour (TPB. 
Ajzen, 1991, 1985) extends the TRA by including 
a th ird  determ inant of intentions and behaviour, 
perceived behavioural contro l (PBC), which is 
assum ed to  reflect past experience w ith the 
perform ance of the behaviour and antic ipated 
obstacles that cou ld  inh ib it behaviour. Ajzen 
(1985) argued that any behaviour is rarely under 
com ple te  vo litiona l con tro l and identifies, in 
re lation to the ind ividual, many external and 
internal factors  that can potentia lly  inh ib it the 
in tended execution o f any behaviour. He con­
tinued that the predictive role o f PBC would 
depend on the degree to  which the behaviour is 
under volitional contro l and the potentia l role of 
external and internal factors to interfere w ith the 
behaviour. The greater the behaviour depends on 
these factors being enacted, the greater the 
predictive and explanatory role of the PBC.

The TPB is a d ispositional approach to  co g ­
nitive self-regulation and provides a conceptual 
and m ethodological advance in the prediction of 
behaviour and the attitudes behaviour consisten­
cy (Liska, 1984). Accord ing to  Ajzen (1991), the 
TPB, which deals with the information processing 
o f the ind iv idual whose behaviour is guided by 
rational decisions, provides a parsim onious way
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of pred ic ting  in tentions, w hich are regarded as 
the im m ediate antecedent o f behaviour, by 
selecting attitudes, subjective norm s and, re­
cently, PBC as the m ediators between several 
b io log ica l and environm ental factors and inten­
tions o f executing the behaviour. Any other vari­
able cou ld  have an ind irect effect on intentions 
only by influencing attitudes, subjective norms or 
PBC.

The TPB provides a parsimonious framework 
for identifying the im mediate antecedents of any 
behaviour w ith many practical advantages in 
term s o f prediction and potential intervention. In 
add ition , it a llows for detailed and in-depth 
analysis o f the specific beliefs that are influencing 
in tentions and behaviour. Given that any o f the 
determ inants of intentions are found related with 
behavioural intentions, the beliefs underlying the 
related global factors can be analysed for a more 
detailed analysis o f the beliefs underly ing them. 
In that way, a greater insight is gained regarding 
the possible determ inants of behaviour at a more 
basic level. Any dista l factors related to  the be­
haviour o f in terest are supposed to  have an in­
d irec t effect on the behaviour. This is done by 
form ula ting the attitudes, the perceived social 
norms and the PBC individuals have towards the 
behaviour or their weights (Ajzen, 1991).

It can be argued that the TPB identifies the 
m ost proxim al cogn itive  antecedents o f behav­
iour, as it was argued by Petraitis, Flay and Miller 
(1995), who reviewed the literature of the theories 
of adolescent substance abuse. They argued that 
the TRA and the TPB, by assessing behaviour 
specific  beliefs, are able to  identify  very potent 
pred ic to rs  o f ado lescent substance abuse. 
However, they do not explain the long-term causes 
o f the behaviour, they «focus on the effects of 
substance-specific  cogn itions but not on the ir 
causes» (Petraitis et al., 1995, p. 70). The authors 
concluded that those two theories have been 
developed as general m odels o f behaviour that 
concentrate on the im m ediate causes o f behav­
iour. W hile identify ing those constructs, which 
proxim ally in fluence behaviour, they provide a

fruitful way of integrating the more distal variables 
specifically related to any behavioural domain of 
interest emphasised by other theories.

The present study w ill focus on a g roup of 
incarcerated young offenders, since young of­
fenders in custody, at any given point in time, are 
highly likely to reoffend (Rutter et al., 1998), and 
it w ill aim to  exam ine the facto rs  that w ill be 
associated with increased risk of re-offending, as 
evident from the young offenders’ intentions of re­
offending in the future. At the same tim e, it w ill 
assess and describe the perceived young 
offenders’ beliefs of their future offending and will 
explore the relations of these beliefs w ith certain 
background characteristics that have been 
associated with recidivism and chronic offending 
in the literature. Previous studies that examined 
the reasons juvenile  de linquents perceived as 
crim inogenic, relied on retrospective accounts of 
the motives for past offending, relied on general 
popu la tion sam ples like ly to  under-represent 
groups of juveniles engaged in frequent offending 
and used sm all sam ples o f ind iv idua ls not 
processed by the legal system  fo r crim es. In 
addition, these issues have not been examined in 
detail in the Scottish correctional institu tions for 
young offenders, as research in Scottish Young 
O ffenders’ Institutions focused mainly on issues 
of the extent and the nature o f bu lly ing (Power, 
Dyson, & W ozniak, 1997; B iggam  & Power, 
1999a) psycho log ica l w e ll-being and suicidal 
propensity of young offenders in custody (B ig­
gam  & Power, 1999b; Power & Spencer, 1987), 
and characteristics and perceptions o f Scottish 
Young O ffenders (Loucks, Power, Swanson, & 
Chambers, 2000).

Objectives of the study

1. To describe background characteristics o f a 
sam ple o f young offenders, drawn from  the 
largest young offenders' institution in Scotland.

2. To describe young o ffenders’ beliefs about 
their future offending.
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3. To explore the differences of young offenders’ 
beliefs about future offending as a function of 
their background characteristics.

Methodology

Procedure
At the time the study was carried out the total 

popu la tion o f young offenders held in Scotland 
was about 750 inmates, o f which 451 were kept in 
Polmont. Po lm ont is a correctiona l institu tion in 
Scotland for young people, aged from  sixteen to 
tw enty  one years o ld , serv ing  a range o f se n ­
tences, are kept there. The Polmont sample con­
sists of young offenders having com m itted vari­
ous offences, m ainly those offences that create 
the m ost serious problems in terms of recidivism 
rates, property offences, v io lent offences, drug 
related offences and, more often than not, a com ­
bination of all of them.

From the largest institu tion in Scotland, 
approxim ate ly 33% of the young offenders from 
each Hall was selected and interviewed. This 
simple stratification was employed since offenders 
w ith different features are kept in each Hall. The 
interviewees were selected from  every Hall in 
Polmont so that the final sample could be spread 
over and be representative o f Polmont Institution.

The actual num ber o f the interviewees from  
each Hall was selected in order to  reflect the size 
o f the young offenders popula tion in each Hall, 
and the number of young offenders interviewed in 
each Hall are: Spey = 32, Argyle =  31, Lomond 
=  27, Nevis =  26, Cramond =  18, Rannoch =  12, 
Beechwood =  4, and Dunedin =  2.

The young offenders were placed in each Hall 
according to  the fo llow ing criteria: in Rannoch, if 
low risk offenders serving long sentences, in 
Cram ond, if at risk of being bullied  or likely to 
harm them selves in any way, in Dunedin, if they 
were bullies or exhib iting vio lent behaviour, in 
Beechwood, if well ad justed and transferred to 
the low security Hall at the end of their sentence,

in Nevis, if serving long-term  sentences, in 
Lom ond, if under 18 years old, and Spey and 
Argyle Halls, hosting the majority of the offenders, 
usually sentenced for a relatively short period.

The total num ber of inmates in the institution 
was 451 and the sam ple size 152, so approxi­
mately one-third o f the inmates were interviewed. 
Every th ird  inm ate in each Hall was interviewed 
starting from the second cell each time.

Despite the above selection procedure, any 
generalisation to  the whole population o f young 
offenders held in Scottish Institu tions m ust be 
made with caution, although the Institution, where 
the research took place, is the largest one in 
Scotland. Any genera lisations do not apply to 
fem ale young offenders and to male young 
offenders convicted and sentenced for hom icide 
and those on remand. Two inm ates refused to 
take part in the  interview  and three d id not 
com ple te  the  interview because it was fe lt that 
they d id not approach it honestly. Any information 
they had given was not included in the analysis. 
The final sample consisted of 152 offenders. The 
size of the sam ple was determ ined in order to  
achieve a 95 percent p robab ility  o f a range of 
error around thirteen percent of the sample mean 
for the variables of the study.

The research design was cross-sectional 
in troducing a corre lational level o f analysis and 
not a causal one (Crano & Brewer, 1973). Yet, re­
la tionsh ips between background variables and 
cognitive representations o f future offending can 
be studied, as well as the free variation o f vari­
ables as they occur in their natural environment. 
Ethical perm ission fo r th is research has been 
given by the University o f Stirling and the Central 
Research Unit of Scottish Prison Service.

Data gathering instrument

Background characteristics were recorded re­
garding education, employment, previous offences, 
drug and alcohol abuse, fam ily features, as well 
as their beliefs and attitudes towards their o ffend­
ing behaviour. The first aim was to  describe those
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issues and then to assess the ir re lationships.
Structured interviews were em ployed as the 

main data gathering technique, in spite o f the 
high cost associated with this method in terms of 
tim e, e ffort and resources. Besides, response 
rates are usually higher in interviews than in self- 
report questionnaires, ensuring that the major 
source o f error in survey designs (Schofield, 
1996) can be minimised, especially in populations 
with literacy problems, as the young offenders in 
th is research. A t the same time, the researcher, 
who is present in the interview, can evaluate, to 
a considerab le  degree, w hether the subjects 
approach the interview in a serious m anner and 
are w illing to provide information which improves 
the quality o f the data (Robson, 1993).

They were told that the interviews were part of 
a research project based at Stirling University and 
that the prison service would not have access to 
the individual information confided by the subjects.

For the assessment of the above issues, a 
m odified version of the interview schedule em ­
ployed by Loucks et al. (2000) was used. This was 
made available to the researcher by the Anxiety and 
Stress Research Centre at the University of Stirling.

Questionnaire. The questionna ire  assessed 
the cogn itive  representations o f the young 
offenders regarding the ir future offend ing be­
haviour, that is the ir attitudes, subjective norms 
and perceived behavioural contro l both d irectly 
and belief-based.

Direct attitudes. Direct attitude measures were 
obtained by asking the subjects to  evaluate, with 
reference to them, their offending behaviour in the 
future on a set of 8 seven-point semantic differen­
tia l items accord ing  to  O sgood, Suci and Tan­
nenbaum (1957). In half o f the items the positive 
pole was presented first and in the other half the 
negative pole, so as to  control response bias, at 
least the tendency to  prefer the negative o r the 
positive side of items (e.g. rewarding-punishing, 
boring-interesting, safe-unsafe). The average over 
all 8 scales served as a general measure of direct 
attitude towards offending.

D irect sub jective  norm. Three seven-point

items were used to  assess d irect perceived 
subjective norms towards offending behaviour as 
has been operationalised in the literature (Parker 
et al., 1995). (1) Most people who are im portant 
to me th ink I should stop offending in the future 
(Unlikely -  Likely). (2) M ost people who are 
im portant to  me approve of my offending in the 
future (Disapprove -  Approve). (3) Most people I 
know would like me to stop offending in the future 
(Unlikely -  Likely). Summating responses to  the 
three scales gave a direct measure of subjective 
norms.

D irect p e rce ived  behavioural contro l. Three 
seven-point items were used to obta in a d irect 
measure o f PBC according to  operationalisations 
in the literature (Terry & O ’Leary, 1995). (1) How 
much con tro l do you have w hether you stop 
offending in the future? (Very little  con tro l -  
Complete control). (2) For me to  stop offending in 
the future is (Easy -  Difficult). (3) If I wanted to, I 
could easily stop offend ing in the future 
(Extremely unlikely -  Extremely likely). Average 
responses to  the three scales provided a d irect 
measure of PBC to stop offending in the future.

Intentions. Two seven-point semantic-differen­
tial items elicited intentions to offend in the future. 
The items were form ulated for offending behav­
iour in the future w ithout precise specification of 
ta rget and context. (1) I intend to  offend in the 
future (Extremely likely -  Extremely unlikely). (2) 
Will you offend in the future (Definitely plan not to 
-  Defin itely plan to). This approach is recom ­
mended by Ajzen and Fishbein (1980), who argue 
that if specific actions at specific time, context and 
target is of in terest to  be predicted, then the 
w ord ing of the constructs  of the theory should 
correspond to all these features o f the behaviour 
atta in ing a degree of specific ity. The theory can 
be applied equally well to prediction o f behaviour 
in more general term s, yet the w ord ing  of the 
constructs of the theory should then be consistent 
w ith the general defin ition  o f the behaviour of 
interest.

The construction of the belief-based measures 
o f attitudes, subjective norm s and perceived
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behavioural control were based on an initial pilot 
study in the same institu tion, w ith the aim of 
eliciting modal behavioural, normative and control 
beliefs. From the potential interviewees approached, 
one refused to  take part in the interview  and 
finally 36 inmates were interviewed.

The p ilo t consisted o f structured scheduled 
interviews em ploying six open-ended questions. 
What are the advantages o f your offending? What 
are the disadvantages of your offending? Who 
approves of you continuing offending? Who d is­
approves of you continuing offending? What will 
stop you from  offending in the future? W hat will 
make you offend in the future?

This approach was chosen both because it is 
suggested by Ajzen and Fishbein (1980) and 
because o f its appropria teness at th is phase of 
the research. The subjects identified  crucial 
factors regarding their offending behaviour, in the 
form  o f m odal beliefs, w ith the advantage o f 
eliciting the subjects’ own personal beliefs.

Belief-based attitude. The belie f-based atti­
tude m easure was developed accord ing to the 
eleven salient beliefs e licited by th irty-s ix ran­
dom ly selected subjects in the p ilot study. These 
salient beliefs reflected the subjects’ perceptions 
of the advantages and disadvantages that result 
from  the engagem ent in de linquent acts in gen­
eral. The strength of these beliefs was assessed 
by means of seven-point scales, e.g. My o f­
fending will result in my going to jail in the future 
(Unlikely -  Likely), My offending will be an exciting 
experience in the future (Unlikely -  Likely), and 
the subjective evaluations of these outcom es by 
seven-point scales as well, e.g. Staying out of jail 
in the future is (Com pletely unim portant to  me -  
Very im portant to  me), Having excitem ent in my 
life in the future is (Completely unimportant to me 
-  Very im portant to  me). Each scale was scored 
from  1 (Unlikely, com plete ly unim portant to  me) 
to 7 (Likely, very important to me). The indications 
o f the belie f strength and the subjective 
evaluation for each outcom e were m ultiplied and 
then sum m ated to  p rov ide  an overa ll score  of 
the belief-based attitude for each subject.

Belief-based subjective norms. The belief- 
based measures of subjective norms involved the 
five salient referents elicited in the pilot study with 
respect to the offending behaviour (mother, father, 
partner/girlfriend, friends who offend and friends 
who do not offend). With respect to each referent, 
the respondents ind icated the strength of their 
norm ative beliefs on the fo llow ing  seven-point 
scale: How much do the following people (mother, 
father, girlfriend, close friends who offend, close 
friends w ho do not offend) agree w ith your 
offending in the future? (S trongly d isagree -  
Strongly agree). M otivation to com ply w ith each 
referent was measured by a seven-point scale to 
the fo llow ing  questions: How im portant to you 
generally are the views of the fo llow ing people 
(mother, father, g irlfriend, close friends who 
offend, c lose friends who do not offend)? (Very 
unimportant -  Very important). According to Ajzen 
and Fishbein (1980), the normative beliefs scales 
were scored in a bipolar fashion, from -3 (Strongly 
disagree) to 3 (Strongly agree). Subjects’ responses 
to  m otivation to  com ply w ith each referent were 
scored  in a un ipo la r fash ion, from  1 (Very un­
important) to 7 (Very important). Each normative 
belief score was m ultiplied by each motivation to 
com ply score, and the resulting products were 
sum m ed across the five norm ative referents to 
give a total score of the belief based measure of 
the subjective norms of the sample.

Belief-based con tro l: Based on the factors, 
from  the p ilo t study, believed to  facilita te re­
offending the subjects were asked whether they 
could attain the following: e.g. Getting a job in the 
future is (Out of my control -  Under my control), 
Keeping calm when ! am provoked in the future is 
(D ifficult -  Easy). Because the beliefs identified 
from  the p ilo t study reflected both external and 
internal factors that could make the subjects re­
offend, the scales fo r the external factors had 
poles in term s of contro l (Out o f my contro l -  
Under my contro l) whereas the scales for the 
internal factors had poles in term s o f d ifficu lty 
(Difficult -  Easy) according to Sparks, Guthrie and 
Shepherd (1997), and Terry and O 'Leary (1995).
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Subsequently, they were asked about their 
perceived effect that this factor could have in their 
stopping offending, e.g. Getting a job will help me 
to  stop o ffend ing in the fu ture  (False -  True), 
Keeping calm when I am provoked will help me to 
stop offending in the future (False -  True). All the 
scales were scored from 1 to 7 and the scores to 
the perceived effect of each factor were multiplied 
with the perceived ease o f accom plishm ent, and 
the sum  o f these p roducts  resulted in a belie f 
based measure o f behavioural control.

Reliability of measures

The internal consistency o f the m easures in 
the present study by means of Cron bach’s alpha 
reliability are reported next. Intention =  .79, direct 
attitude =  .75, direct subjective norm = .46, direct 
perceived behavioural control =  .82, belief-based 
attitude =  .59, belief-based subjective norm =  .54, 
and belief-based perceived behavioural control = 
.77.

Results

Legal, institutional and sociodemographic 
background characteristics of the young 
offenders (N  =  152)

The age o f the sample ranged from 16 to  21, 
m =  18.9 (s.d. =  1.3) and 29% were in custody 
m ainly fo r property  offences, 53% fo r v io lent 
offences, 9% fo r d rug  dealing and 9% fo r o ther 
offences. The length o f the ir sentences ranged 
from 2 to  96 months (m =  26.4, s.d. = 20.3). They 
had been in custody m  =  2.5 (s.d. =  2.2) and tia d  
been remanded m  =  4.8 (s.d. =  5.4) times. They 
had 11.1 (s.d. =  13.8) previous sentences and 
stayed in cus tody fo r an average o f 6.9 m onths 
(s.d. =  7.1) at the tim e of the interview. The mean 
to ta l tim e they had spent in custody was 19.6 
m onths (s.d. =  16.4). The se lf reported age o f 
their first offence was 12.3 years (s.d. =  2.6), first 
arrest 14 years (s.d. =  2.4) and first tim e in cus­

tody  16.8 years (s.d. =  1.5). They had tried 
alcohol at 12.7 (s.d. =  1.9) and drugs at 12.8 (s.d. 
=  1.7).

Forty six percent had been in residential care 
and (50%) had attended a special school. Seventy 
six percent reported poor school behaviour and 
91% had played truant in the past. Ninety percent 
had been suspended from school and 21.7% 
reported poor peer relations at school. Eighty one 
percent had been employed in the past, 43.8% had 
been dism issed from  a job  and 52% were not 
employed when they had committed the offence, 
while 59.9% did not have a stable employment. A 
th ird of their families had the support of a social 
w o rke r and nearly  tw o -th ird s  (67.8% ) o f th e ir 
families relied on state benefits.

Seventy three percent reported being in touch 
w ith their families while in custody. Ninety four 
(61.8%) had someone, usually father or brother, in 
their immediate fam ily having served a custodial 
sentence. Fifty five (36.2%) came from  a fam ily 
experiencing drug misuse and 71 (46.7%) alcohol 
abuse, while 40 (26.3%) reported that someone in 
their immediate family had received psychiatric or 
psychological treatment. The vast majority (147, 
96.7%) had a close friend involved in criminal 
activity.

«Drug m isuse is any taking o f a drug which 
harms, or threatens to  harm, the physical or 
mental health or social well-being of an individual, 
o f other individuals, o r of society at large, or which 
is illegal» (Royal College of Psychiatrists, 1987, p. 
30). The above defin ition  o f drug m isuse was 
p roposed as a w orking de fin ition  by the Royal 
College o f Psychiatrists in Drug Scenes (1987), 
a report about Drugs and Drug Dependence, and 
was em ployed for the current thesis.

N inety three  percent had taken drugs and 
80.9% started with «soft» drugs such as cannabis. 
Overall the young offenders reported us ing the 
following drugs in the past: heroin =  45, cannabis 
=  61, m ethadone =  2, tamazepam =  8, speed = 
16, acid =  4, crack =  3, coca ine =  16, ecstasy 
=  21, valium =  11, diazepam =  2, jellies =  5, LSD 
= 1, glue =  1, amphetam ines =  2 and 23 young
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offenders reported that they did not use any kind 
of drugs in the past.

The drug use patterns of the young offenders 
were categorised as «no drug use», use of «soft 
drugs» and use of «hard drugs». The Drug Abuse 
Briefing by the Institute for the Study o f Drug 
Dependence (1999) noted that «[o]bviously there 
is an element of truth in the distinction, ...[although] 
the terms “ hard" and “ soft" when applied to drugs 
have no legal or pharm acological validity» (p. 3). 
For ease o f analysing drug m isuse patterns with 
the rest of the variables, drugs such as cannabis, 
glue, je llies, valium , tam azepam  and diazepam  
were categorised as «soft», while drugs such as 
heroin, cocaine, m ethadone, crack, LSD, acid, 
speed, ecstasy and amphetamines were catego­
rised as «hard».

From the drug users (N = 129), one th ird  
(36.8%) adm itted that drug taking was a problem 
fo r them  and 66.4% adm itted that they had 
com m itted a crim e to  get drugs, while an equal 
percentage (65.8%) reported that they had 
com m itted a crime under the influence of drugs. 
Most o f the drug users (52%) believed that they 
w ould continue taking drugs after custody and 
another 29.6% were uncertain. Eighty e ight per­
cent had tried alcohol (N =  134) and from  them 
28.3% believed that a lcohol use was a problem  
fo r them , w hile 45.4% adm itted that drinking 
con tribu ted  to the ir curren t offence and 75% 
reported that they had ever com m itted a crim e 
because they had been drunk.

In general, 44.1% said that they had been 
under psych ia tric  or psycho log ica l treatm ent in 
the com m unity, while a lower 20.4% had seen a 
psycho log ist or psych ia tris t w hile in custody. 
Finally, 14.5% (22 young offenders) adm itted to 
have attempted com m itting suicide. From the 22 
young offenders who have attempted suicide, 11 
attempted suicide in the community, 9 in custody 
and 2 attempted suicide both in custody and the 
community.

An almost equal percentage (13.8%) reported 
that som eone in the ir fam ilies had attem pted 
suicide or self-injury.

Overall, 47 (30.9%) expected that their living 
situation would be unstable after custody.

Young offenders' cognitive representations 
of future offending behaviour

Table 1 illustrates the partic ipants’ perceived 
likelihood about their offending behaviour conse­
quences. Most of the young offenders recognised 
that future offending is likely to result in custodial 
sentence, loss of freedom, and it will make their 
families feel embarrassed. Two thirds recognised 
that future offending is likely to create problem s 
for them in terms of employment, and alm ost half 
of them accepted that future offending is likely to 
provide financial means for getting drugs. About 
a third recognised that future offending is likely to 
support their lifestyle, it is likely to be exciting and 
it will result in losing contact w ith their families.

The young offenders' evaluations of the 
perceived consequences of offending behaviour 
are presented in Table 2. The vast majority o f the 
young offenders agreed that staying out of jail, 
having the ir freedom , being able to find a job, 
having contact w ith the ir fam ilies, being able to 
cope w ith life and try ing not to  em barrass their 
families were very important for them in the future. 
At the sam e tim e, tw o-th irds agreed that it was 
also very im portant to  have excitem ent in the ir 
lives and have m oney for the lifestyle they 
wanted. Twenty two percent accepted that it was 
also very im portant to  have money to  buy drugs 
in the future.

The young offenders’ perceptions of important 
others’ agreement w ith their offending behaviour 
and th e ir m o tiva tion  to  com p ly  w ith  these  re f­
erents are presented in Tables 3 and 4 respec­
tively. In Table 3 it could be seen that the majority 
of the young offenders perceived their mothers as 
disagreeing with their future offending, as well as 
the ir g irlfriends and the ir fathers. It has to  be 
noted that the percentage of the young offenders 
perceiving their fathers as disagreeing with their 
fu ture  offending, a lthough high, was lower in 
comparison to their mothers. Friends were mostly
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Table 1
Young offenders agreement with perceived consequences of future offending (N = 152)

Likely 
(Score 1,2)

Neither likely nor unlikely 
(Score 3,4,5)

Unlikely 
(Score 6,7)

N(%) N (%) N (%)

My offending in the future
will result in my going to jail 
My offending in the future will

128 (84.2) 21 (13.9) 312) '

result in losing my freedom 
My offending in the future 
will result in losing contact

136 (89.5) 1376.5) 312)

with my family 
My offending in the future 
will result in losing contact 
with my friends

----------55 (362 ) 40 (26.4) 57 (37.5)

who do not offend
My offending in the future 
will result in difficulties

62 (42.2) 58 (38.1) 27 (17.7) ‘

to find a job
My offending in the future 
will result in my family

94(61.8) 4T(27) 17(11.2)

being embarrassed 
My offending in the future 
will result in losing contact

119(78.3) 26(17.1) Π43)

with my friends who offend 
My offending in the future will

26(17.1) 47 (30.9) 79 (51.9)

be an exciting experience 
My offending in the future will

46 (30.3) 71 (46.7) 35 (23)

enable me to cope with life 
My offending in the future 
will provide me with money

30 (19.8) 57 (37.5) 65 (42.8)

for drinking
My offending in the future 
will provide me with money

37 (24.4) 44 (28.9) 71 (46.7)

for the lifestyle I want 
My offending in the future 
will provide me with money

56 (36.9) 50 (32.8) 48 (30.3)
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Table 2
Young offenders’ perceived evaluations of consequences resulting from future offending {N = 152)

Completely unimportant 
for me (Score 1,2)

Neither important nor unim­
portant for me (Score 3,4,5)

Very important 
for me (Score 6,7)

N(%) N(%) N(%)

Having money to buy drugs 
in the future is

65 (43.3) 51 (33.5) 34 (22.3)

Having money for the life­
style I want in the future is

6 (7.2) 46 (30.3) 100 (65.8)

Having money for drinking 
in the future is

85 (55.9) 46 (30.3) 21 (13.8)

Having excitement in my life 
in the future is

7 (4.6) 50 (33) 95 (62.5)

Staying out of jail 
in the future is

4 (2.6) 12 (7.9) 136 (89.5)

Having my freedom 
in the future is

4 (2.7) 9 (5.9) 139 (91.5)

Being able to find a job 
in the future is 7 (4.6) 34 (22.4) 111 (86.8)

Having contact with 
my family in the future is 6 (4) 13 (8.6) 133 (87.5)

Being able to cope 
with life in the future is H 7 ) 35 (23) 116(76.3)

Trying not to embarrass 
my family in the future is

7 (4.6) 28 (18.4) 117(77)

Having contact with my 
friends who offend 
in the future is

54 (35.5) 76 (50.1) 22 (14.4)

Having contact with 
my friends who do not offend 
in the future is

10 (6.5) 50 (32.9) 87 (57.2)

perceived as neither agreeing not d isagreeing. In 
Table 4 it can be seen that the m ajority  o f the 
young offenders found the ir m others and g irl­
friends views very important, while less than half 
found the ir fa thers ’ views as im portant. Friends' 
views were for most o f the young offenders rather 
neutral.

Table 5 illustrates the young o ffenders’ per­
ceptions o f control over certain factors that could 
inh ib it fu tu re  o ffend ing  and Table 6 illustra tes 
the ir percep tions tha t these facto rs  can 
po ten tia lly  help them  to  stop o ffend ing  in the 
future. About tw o-th irds o f the young offenders 
perceived themselves as able to find a job  in the
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Table 3
Young offenders’ perceptions of important referents’ agreement with their future offending

Strongly disagree 
(Score 1,2)

Neither agree nor 
disagree (Score 3,4,5)

Strongly agree 
(Score 6,7)

N (% ) N (%) N (% )

Mother agrees with offending 121 (82.3) 25 (16.5) 1 (-7)
Father agrees with offending 96 (69.1) 41 (27) 2 (1 .3 )

Girlfriend agrees with 
offending 98 (71.5) 35 (23) 4 (2.6)

Friends who offend agree 
with offending 3(2) 88 (57.8) 61 (40.2)

Friends who do not offend  
agree with offending 58 (40) 80 (52.6) 7 (4.6)

Table 4
Young offenders’ motivation to comply with important referents' views

Very unimportant 
(Score 1,2)

Neither important nor 
unimportant (Score 3,4,5)

Very important 
(Score 6,7)

N (% ) N<%) N (% )

Mother’s view important 9 (5.9) 32 (21.1) 106 (69.8)

Father’s view important 24 (15.8) 50 (32.9) 65 (42.7)

Girlfriend’s view important 3(2) 40 (26.3) 94(61.8)

Friends’ who offend view 
important 35 (23) 107 (70.4) 10 (6.6)
Friends' who do not offend  
view important 6(4) 103 (67.8) 36 (23.7)

fu ture  and ge tting  suppo rt from  the ir fam ilies. 
About half o f them were able or thought it easy to 
have m oney, m oving away and m aking a new 
start, be ing away from  the ir peer group, keep 
calm  when provoked and stop taking drugs. 
Around a third found it easy to stop drinking in the 
future, w hile  a com parab le  percentage found it 
difficult.

A bout tw o-th irds o f the young offenders be­
lieved that having support from  the ir fam ilies, 
stopping drinking and having a house and money 
will stop them from offending in the future. Overall 
m ost o f the factors that have being identified by 
the original interviews with open-ended questions 
were perceived by the m ajority of the young 
offenders as helpful in desisting from offending in
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Table 5
Young offenders’ perceived control over certain factors that Inhibit future offending (N = 152)

Out of my control 
(Score 1,2)

Neither out nor under 
my control (Score 3,4,5)

Under my control 
(Score 6,7)

N(%) N(%) N(%)

Getting a job 
in the future is 16 (10.5) 34 (22.3) 102 (67.1)
Having support from 
my family in the future is 20 (13.2) 37 (24.3) 95 (62.5)
Having a house 
in the future is 39 (25.7) 51 (33.5) 62 (40.8)
Having money in the future is 28 (18.4) 40 (26.3) 84 (55.2)
Moving away and making 
a new start in the future is 31 (20.4) 41 (26.9) 80 (52.6)

Difficult 
(Score 1,2)

Neither difficult nor easy 
(Score 3,4,5)

Easy
(Score 6,7)

N (%) N(%) N(%)

Being away from the same 
old delinquent friends 
in the future is

24 (15.8) 52 (34.2) 76 (50)

Keeping calm when I am 
provoked in the future is

13 (8.6) 64 (42.1) 75 (49.4)

Stopping drinking 
in the future is

45 (30) 49 (32.3) 56 (36.8)

Being off drugs 
in the future is 34 (24.1) 33(21.7) 74 (48.7)

the future. A th ird  believed that s topp ing  taking 
d rugs w ould  help them  stop o ffend ing in the 
future, a third believed it would not, and an equal 
percentage was not sure. About the influence of 
the their peer group, most of the young offenders 
were not sure w hether being away from  them 
would help or not.

Legal, institutional and sociodemographic 
features of young offenders and their 
relations with cognitive representations 
of offending behaviour in the future

A further objective of the study was to  explore 
any differences in the way young offenders cog­
nitively represent their future offending according 
to several features that have been associated with 
juven ile  de linquency in general and chron ic  of-
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Table 6
Young offenders’ perceptions that certain factors will inhibit future offending (N = 152)

False
(Score 1,2)

Neither false nor 
true (Score 3,4,5)

True
(Score 6,7)

N(%) N (%) N (%)

Getting a job will help me 
to stop offending in the future 12 (7.9) 55 (36.2) 85 (55.9)

Having a house will help me 
to stop offending in the future 5 (3.3) 52 (34.1) 95 (62.5)

My stopping drinking will 
help me to stop offending 
in the future

20 (13.3) 34 (22.3) 96 (63.2)

Keeping calm when I am 
provoked will help me to 
stop offending in the future

46 (30.3) 74 (48.7) 32 (21)

Having money will help me 
to stop offending in the future 5 (3.3) 55 (36.2) 92 (60.6)

Moving away and making 
a new start will help me 
to stop offending in the future

5 (3.3) 57 (37.5) 90 (59.2)

Being away from the same 
old delinquent friends will 
help me to stop offending 
in the future

30 (19.7) 77 (50.6) 45 (29.6)

Having support from my 
family will help me to stop 
offending in the future

10 (6.6) 39 (25.6) 103 (67.8)

Being off drugs will help me 
to stop offending in the future 45 (31.9) 48 (31.6) 48 (31.6)

fend ing in particular. This aim was m ainly ap­
proached in an exploratory way since no theor­
etical propositions have been advanced about the 
particular social factors influencing perceptions of 
o ffending, nor w hich factors cou ld  be solely 
associated w ith perceived evaluations or beliefs 
o f seff-efficacy to  stop offending in the future.

This procedure led to a large number o f com ­
parisons w ith the accom panying risk o f Type I 
errors, reporting statistical significant differences

when in fact they are not. However, the dem o­
graph ic  characteristics that were selected were 
found related to juvenile delinquency and chronic 
offend ing in the literature, both em pirica lly  and 
theore tica lly , and it was expected that high risk 
facto rs  w ould be associa ted w ith favourable 
representations towards future offending. Yet, as 
there is not really anyth ing in the literature to 
guide the identification o f the factors that would 
facilita te favourable th ink ing  o f fu ture offending
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and the possib le  d ifferentia l re lations o f some 
factors with either attitudes, perceived control or 
subjective norms, these issues were explored in 
the present study.

A num ber o f f-tests were perform ed to  test 
any differences between those young offenders 
who have been sentenced to custody for property 
offences and those who have been sentenced for 
v io len t offences. V io lent offenders had a more 
pro longed incarceration in custody fo r their 
present offence [f(123) = 3.7, p  < .001], while 
p roperty  offenders had a h igher rate o f past 
recidivism , defined as the sum of the num ber of 
the ir past incarcerations, past arrests and past 
non-custodial sentences, divided by the ir age to 
obtain an index o f the offenders past recidivism  
rate [f(69.01) =  2.7, p  =  .007], It has to  be noted 
that the operationa lisa tion o f recid iv ism  in the 
present study led to  a s ligh t caveat of doub le  
co u n tin g , e.g . a past a rres t co u ld  lead to  im ­
prisonm ent or non-custodial sentence or even 
neither of the two. However, the operationalisation 
of recidivism, in this way, allowed for more spread 
o f o ffending to  be m easured and as Thorton 
(1985) has argued, no one measure of recidivism 
is likely to tap all the dim ensions o f the construct, 
and for this reason multiple indices of frequency 
of offending were used and combined.

Property offenders had a m ore favourable 
a ttitude tow ards the ir o ffending [f(109.7) =  3.2, 
p =  .002] and perceived themselves as less able 
to contro l the ir o ffending in the future [f(98.3) =
4.3, p < .001] than vio lent offenders. The same 
pattern o f d ifferences between property  and 
violent offenders was found for the indirect, belief 
based measure o f attitude, with property offend­
ers expressing a more positive evaluation o f their 
o ffending [f(99.9) =  3.7, p < .001], w hile  the 
difference between property and violent offenders 
in the ir ab ility  to  contro l the ir o ffend ing in the 
future d id not reach sign ificance for the ind irect 
measure o f behavioural control.

Those young offenders who have been in 
residential care have spent more tim e in total in 
young o ffenders ’ institu tions [((150) =  3.5, p <

.001] and started earlier their crim inal career, as 
is evident from  differences in the age at which 
they started show ing antisocia l behaviour, in 
com parison to those who have not been in resi­
dential care; those in residential care com m itted 
their first offence at an earlier age [((150) = 3.6, p
<  .001], were arrested earlier [((150) =  4.2, p < 
.001] and were in a young offenders’ institution at 
an earlier age than those that have not been in 
residentia l care [((150) =  4.7, p < .001]. In ad­
d ition , the young offenders w ho had an experi­
ence o f residential care were more likely to have 
started taking drugs [((139) =  2.6, p < .01] and 
drink ing  a lcohol at an earlier age [((134) = 2.3, 
p <  .02], in com parison to those who d id  not. 
They were also less likely to perceive themselves 
as able to  stop the ir o ffend ing in the future, a 
result that was evident for both the direct [((150) 
= 3.1, p = .002] and the indirect [((136) =  2.1, p
<  .05] measures o f behavioural control, and they 
were m ore likely to  hold a positive attitude 
tow ards the ir o ffending, as is evident from  
differences in the scores in the ind irect measure 
of attitude [((144) =  3.3, p <  .001], in comparison 
to  those who had not been in residential care.

Regarding peer relationships at school, those 
young offenders who had overall good rela­
tionsh ips w ith the ir classm ates at school were 
sentenced to custody [((150) =  2.5, p = .013] and 
had started taking drugs [((139) = 2.2, p < .05] at 
an o lder age, had a less favourable attitude to 
the ir offending, as is evident from  the indirect 
measure o f attitude towards offending [((144) =
3.1, p <  .01], and perceived significant others as 
m ore supportive of the ir offending, as is evident 
from  the ind irect subjective norm  of offending 
[((117) = 1.9, p <  .05], in com parison to  those 
who did not report satisfactory peer relationships 
at school. Finally, the young offenders who 
reported to have been behaving badly at school 
com m itted the ir firs t offence [((150) = 2.3, p = 
.018] and were arrested for the first tim e [((150) =
2.4, p = .014] at an earlier age and they 
perceived them selves as less able to  stop their 
o ffend ing in the future, as is evident from  the
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direct measure of behavioural control of stopping 
future offend ing [ i(1 50) = 2.2, p  < .05], in 
com parison to  those young offenders who 
reported good behaviour at school.

The young offenders w ith stable em ployment 
have spent less time, in total, in young offenders’ 
institu tions [ f(99.63) =  2.1, p  < .05] than those 
w ith a m ore unstable em ploym ent history, 
com m itted the ir firs t offence at an o lder age 
[f(126) =  2.1, p  < .05], started taking drugs at an 
o lder age { i(1 15) =  2.3, p  < .05] and reported 
less in tention to  reoffend in the future [f(126) = 
22.2, p  <  .05]. In addition, they perceived them ­
selves as more able to stop their offending in the 
future, evident from  differences in both d irect 
[f(126) =  2.8, p  < .01] and indirect [f(114) =  2.1, 
p  < .05] measures of PBC. Finally, those w ith an 
unstable em ploym ent h istory reported more 
favourable attitude tow ard the ir o ffending, as 
m easured by the belief based attitude [f(121) =
2.1, p  < .05].

Regarding certain family characteristics o f the 
young offenders, those whose fam ilies relied on 
the support of a social worker had a more positive 
evaluation o f the ir offending, as m easured by 
either a d irec t [i( 149) = 2.7, p  <  .01] o r an in­
d irec t [f(143) =  3.6, p  <  .001] m easure o f a tti­
tude, were more likely to intend to re-offend in the 
future [i( 149) =  1.9, p  =  .052], although not stat­
istically significant, in com parison to  those young 
offenders whose fam ilies d id  not have support 
from a social worker, while those young offenders 
whose fam ilies relied on the financial support of 
the State received socia l benefits, started drug 
misuse at an earlier age [((138) =  2.3, p  < .05], in 
com parison to  those young offenders whose 
fam ilies o f orig in d id not receive social benefits. 
Those young offenders who came from  a fam ily 
o f w hich som eone had served a custodia l 
sentence, m ainly the father or an o lder brother, 
started tak ing  d rugs [((138) =  2.7, p  <  .01], 
com m itted the ir firs t offence [((149) =  4.1, p  < 
.001], were arrested for the first time [((149) =  3.9, 
p  <  .001] and served a custodial sentence [((149) 
=  3.7, p  <  .001] at an earlier age than those

whose family members did not serve a custodial 
sentence. Age of starting drug misuse was signifi­
cantly earlier for those young offenders who came 
from  a fam ily who used drugs [((138) =  3.1, p  < 
.01] and they perceived themselves as less able 
to stop future re-offending [((149) =  2.1, p  <  .05], 
in com parison to  those participants who d id not 
report drug m isuse in the ir fam ilies. The same 
pattern was also observed fo r the incidence of 
alcohol abuse in the family. They felt less able to 
stop the ir fu ture offend ing behaviour [((149) =
2.4, p  < .05] and were more likely to  have started 
taking drugs at an earlier age [((138) =  3.1, p  < 
.01], in com parison to  those youngsters whose 
families did not experience alcohol use problems. 
In addition, those young offenders that came from 
an a lcohol using fam ily were m ore likely to 
evaluate their offending in a positive way [((143) 
=  2.3, p  < .05], in com parison to  those who did 
not report alcohol use in the family.

Certain features of the young offenders were 
exam ined, w hich are o f re levance to  the ir post 
incarceration way o f living. Their living situation 
after custody appears to  be o f high salience, as 
those who expect to experience an unstable living 
situation after custody report h igher intention to 
reoffend in the fu ture  [((149) =  2.9, p  < .01], 
perceive the ir o ffend ing as resulting in positive 
consequences, consistently evident from  higher, 
d irect [((149) = 2.3, p  <  .05] and indirect [((143) 
=  3.1, p  < .01] measures o f attitude, and they 
perceive themselves as less able to stop offending 
in the future, also consistently evident from  both 
direct [((149) =  4.1, p  < .001] and indirect [((135) 
=  3.3, p  <  .001] behavioural contro l, in 
comparison to  those who expected a stable living 
situation after the ir custodia l sentence. Finally, 
they perceived that significant others were more 
likely to  support their o ffending [((149) =  2.1, p  < 
.05]. For the young offenders who have been 
using drugs, those w ho have being using «hard» 
drugs were m ore like ly to  intend to  re-offend in 
the fu ture  [((125) =  2.1, p  <  .05] and were less 
able to  stop offending in the future [((125) =  2.1, 
p  < .05] than those who have being using «soft»
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drugs. Those who responded that the ir drug 
misuse was a problem for them have spent more 
time in young offenders’ institutions [f(139) =  2.3, 
p  < .05], had com m itted their first offence [i(139) 
=  2.5, p  < .05] and started taking drugs [f(139) =
3.2, p  < .3.2] at an earlier age, in com parison to 
those who d id not th ink that the ir drug m isuse 
was a problem  fo r them . They also hold a more 
positive attitude towards their offending [f(139) =
2.1, p  < .05], as evident from  both the d irect 
measure of attitude and [f(136) =  3.2, p  <  .001] 
the indirect measure of attitude. In addition, those 
who thought their drug usage was not a problem 
fo r them  were m ore able to  stop the ir fu ture re­
offend ing as evident from  differences in the 
scores o f the tw o measures o f d irect [i(139) =
4.1, p  < .001] and ind irect [((132.6) =  2.1, p  < 
.05] behavioural contro l o f future o ffending, in 
com parison to those who believed it was not.

Those who had com m itted a crim e to get 
d rugs had spent more tim e in young o ffenders ’ 
institu tions [((139) =  3.1, p  < .01], com m itted 
their first offence [((139) = 2.4, p  < .05] and used 
drugs [((139) =  4.8, p  < .001] at an earlier age, 
viewed the ir o ffending m ore positive ly, as is 
evident from  both  d irect [((139) =  2.9, p  < .01] 
and ind irect m easures o f a ttitude [((136) =  4.4, 
p  <  .001], though t they were less able to d is­
continue their offending in the future, as is evident 
from  the d irect m easure o f behaviour con tro l of 
stopping future offending [((139) =  2.6, p  < .01], 
and were more likely to  admit that they will intend 
to  continue re-offending in the future [((139) =
2.5, p  =  .012], in com parison to  those young 
offenders that had not com m itted a crim e to  get 
d rugs. A qu ite  s im ila r pa tte rn  o f responses 
em erged for com m itm ent of offending under the 
influence o f drugs. Those young offenders who 
adm itted having com m itted a crim e under the 
influence of drugs had spent more tim e in young 
offenders’ institutions [((139) =  2.7, p  < .01], they 
com m itted the ir firs t offence [((139) =  3.1, p  < 
.01], were arrested [((139) =  2.4, p  =  .015] and 
started taking drugs [((139) =  2.9, p  <  .01] at an 
earlier age, in com parison to  those young of­

fenders who had never committed a crime under 
the influence of drugs. In addition, they held more 
positive a ttitude tow ards their o ffending, as is 
evident from  differences in the scores o f d irect 
[((139) = 2.6, p  < .01] and indirect [((136) = 3.3, 
p  < .001] measures of attitude, and felt less able 
to  stop their offending in the future, as is evident 
for differences in the scores of d irect behavioural 
contro l of fu ture d iscontinuation of offending 
[((1139) = 2.8, p  < .01], in com parison to those 
w ho did not com m it a crim e under the influence 
of drugs.

The young offenders who adm itted that they 
w ould continue taking drugs after custody 
intended to continue their offending behaviour in 
the future [((122) = 3.8, p  <  .001], evaluated their 
o ffending in a m ore positive way, as is evident 
from differences in the scores o f the d irect [((122) 
=  2.4, p  = .015] and indirect [((120) = 2.5, p  = 
.012] measures o f attitude, and were less able to 
stop offend ing in the future, as m easured by 
direct behavioural control [/( 122) = 3.2, p  < .01] 
and indirect behavioural contro l [((116) =  4.2, p
< .001], in com parison to  those young offenders 
who reported that they w ould d iscontinue their 
drug usage in the future.

Regarding the young o ffenders ’ patterns of 
a lcohol use, the young offenders w ho adm itted 
that the ir a lcohol use was a problem  for them  
reported h igher in tention to continue their 
offending behaviour in the future [((134) =  2.1, p
< .05] and perceived s ignificant others as more 
supportive  of the ir o ffending behaviour, as is 
evident from  differences in the scores of the 
indirect measure of subjective norm towards their 
offending [((108) =  2.5, p  = .013], in comparison 
to those who said that their a lcohol usage was not 
problematic for them. Those who have committed 
a crim e because they have been drunk com m it­
ted their first offence [((134) =  3.4, p  < .001], they 
were arrested for the first tim e [((134) =  2.4, p  = 
.014] and started drinking alcohol [((134) =  3.4, p
<  .001] at an earlier age than those young 
offenders who have never com m itted a crime due 
to  drinking alcohol.
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Regarding indices o f the young o ffenders ’ 
mental health, those w ho had been seen by 
e ither a psych ia tris t or a psycho log is t in the 
com m unity perceived themselves as less able to 
stop the ir o ffend ing  behaviour in the fu ture , as 
is evident from  differences in the scores of both 
the d irect [f(150) =  2.1, p < .05] and the indirect 
[f(136) =  2.5, p <  .01] measures o f behavioural 
contro l of d iscontinuation o f future re-offending. 
In add ition , they perceived sign ificant others to 
be more supportive of their offending behaviour, 
as is evident from direct subjective norm towards 
offending [f(150) =  2.1, p <  .05], in com parison 
to  those w ho d id not see either a psychiatrist or 
a psycho log is t in the com m unity. Those young 
offenders who saw a psychiatrist or a psycholo­
g is t in cus tody had spent m ore tim e in young 
offenders’ institutions [f(150) =  2.8, p <  .01], had 
been in a young offenders’ institution at an earlier 
age [f(150) =  3.1, p < .01], had a more positive 
a ttitude tow ards offend ing, as is evident from  
ind irect m easure o f a ttitude tow ards offend ing 
[f(144) =  2.2, p <  .05], and perceived significant 
others as less supportive  o f the ir o ffend ing 
behaviour, as is evident from  indirect measure of 
subjective norm towards offending [i{1 17) =  2.1, 
p < .05], in com parison to those who did not see 
either a psycho log ist or psych ia tris t in custody. 
Finally, those young offenders w ho had 
a ttem pted to  com m it su ic ide  or to  in jure 
them selves perceived s ign ifican t others to  be 
less supportive o f their o ffending behaviour, as is 
evident from  ind irect sub jective  norm  tow ards 
offending [f(117) =  2.4, p = .016], in com parison 
to  those young offenders w ho d id  no t attem pt 
suicide.

Regarding the young o ffenders’ rate o f past 
re-offending, defined as the sum of the number of 
tim es they had been held in custody, num ber of 
times they had been arrested and number of non­
custodial sentences they had received in the past 
d iv ided by the ir age, it was h igher in the those 
young offenders who had been, at the tim e of the 
data collection, sentenced to custody for property 
offences [/(69.1) =  2.7, p < .01], in com parison

to  those who had been sentenced fo r v io lent 
offences, those who have been in residential care 
[f( 125.8) = 3.1, p =  .01], in com parison to  those 
who had not, those w ho had bad relations w ith 
the ir peers at school [i(150) =  2.1, p <  .05], in 
com parison to  those w ho reported satisfactory 
peer re lationships at school, those who came 
from  a fam ily w ith a lcoho l abuse problem s 
[f(125.5) = 2.5, p = .012], in com parison to those 
whose fam ilies did not have such a problem , 
those who admitted to  have com m itted a crime in 
order to  get d rugs [f(139) =  2.5, p = .011], in 
com parison to those who did not com m it a crime 
to  get drugs, and those who have com m itted a 
crim e because they were under the influence of 
drugs [f(139) =  2.3, p = .02], in com parison to 
those who have not.

Disclusion

It is interesting to  note which characteristics 
are d irectly related w ith expressed intentions on 
behalf o f the young offenders to  continue the ir 
offending behaviour in the future.

Those young offenders who have being using 
«hard» drugs were m ore likely to  intend to  re­
offend in the future, those w ho had com m itted a 
crime to get drugs were more likely to adm it that 
they w ill intend to  con tinue  re-offending in the 
future, and the young offenders who admitted that 
they w ould continue taking d rugs after custody 
intended to continue their offending behaviour in 
the future. The results are in accord w ith studies 
show ing that substance abuse is re lated w ith 
increased delinquency (Myner et al., 1998).

Their living situation after custody appears to 
be o f high salience, as those w ho expect to  ex­
perience an unstable living situation after custody 
report higher intention to  re-offend in the future. 
The young offenders w ith stable em ploym ent 
reported less intention to  re-offend in the future. 
Young offenders whose fam ilies relied on the 
support of a social w orker were m ore like ly to 
intend to  re-offend in the future (McLoyd, 1998).
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It is evident that drug use is a prom inent prob­
lem am ong the popula tion of young offenders, 
which creates c rim inogen ic  needs in the future 
w hich cou ld  be foreseen by the youngsters. At 
the same time, they perceive that offending could 
be a way o f satisfying these needs, as alm ost half 
o f the sam ple (48%) believe that the ir future 
offend ing behaviour w ill enable them  to  get 
money for drugs, and from this point of view it is 
not surprising that they report higher intentions to 
re-offend in the future.

In addition, several indices of social instability 
likely to  be present in the ir fu ture  appear to  be 
crim inogen ic  as well. That is, an unstable living 
situation after custody, unstable em ploym ent and 
fam ily ’s reliance on support from a social worker, 
all create a rather pressing situation highly likely 
to be crim inogenic. The results are in accordance 
w ith a host o f studies reporting s im ilar results 
(Loeber & Stoutham er-Loeber, 1998; Masten & 
Coatsworth, 1998; Loeber & Dishion, 1983; Ganzer 
& Sarason, 1973; Farrington & West, 1993; Myner 
et al., 1998). The im plications from  these results 
are that both drug addiction should be targeted 
by the prison service, and tha t the young of­
fenders could be further supported upon release 
so as to  be able to  deal w ith m any practical 
problem s likely to  face after custody.

From the results section it is also evident that 
certa in characteristics of the young offenders 
were consistently  related w ith d ifferent form s of 
operationalisations of their cognitive representa­
tions of future offending.

Property offenders, those whose families relied 
on the support o f a social worker, those who 
expected to  experience an unstable living situa­
tion after custody, those who responded that their 
drug misuse was a problem for them, those who 
had com m itted a crim e to  get d rugs and the 
young offenders who adm itted that they would 
continue taking d rugs after custody evaluated 
their future offending behaviour in a more positive 
way, as is evident from  consistent endorsem ent 
o f m ore positive a ttitudes to  both d irect and 
belief-based operationalisations of the construct,

in com parison to  the inmates to  whom the afore­
mentioned characteristics did not apply.

The young offenders who have been in re­
sidential care, those w ith unstable em ploym ent, 
those who expect to  experience an unstable living 
s ituation after custody, those who though t their 
drug usage was a problem  for them, those young 
offenders who adm itted that they would continue 
taking d rugs after custody, and those who had 
been seen by either a psychiatrist or a psycholo­
g ist in the com m unity, they all perceived them ­
selves as less able to  stop their offending behav­
iour in the future, consistently  from  both d irect 
and belief-based measures of perceived behav­
ioural control over future offending behaviour, in 
com parison to the inmates to whom the relevant 
characteristics did not apply.

Regarding the young o ffenders’ rate o f past 
re-offending, defined as the sum of the number of 
tim es they had been held in custody, num ber of 
times they had been arrested and number o f non­
custodial sentences they had received in the past 
d iv ided by the ir age, it was h igher in the young 
offenders who had been, at the tim e of the data 
co llection, sentenced to  custody for property 
offences, in com parison to those who had been 
sentenced for violent offences, which is in accord 
w ith the results of Farrington and Lambert (1994), 
those who have been in residential care in compari­
son to  those who had not, those w ho had bad 
relations w ith their peers at school in comparison 
to  those who reported satisfactory peer relation­
ships at school, those who cam e from  a fa m ily  
w ith  a lco h o l abuse  p rob lem s in com parison to 
those whose families did not have such a problem, 
those who admitted to have com m itted a crime in 
order to  get drugs in com parison to  those who 
d id not com m it a crim e to  get drugs, and those 
who have com m itted a crime because they were 
under the influence of drugs in com parison to 
those who have not. It has to be noted that 
a lcohol abuse and group home placem ent were 
found s ign ificantly  related w ith an index of past 
recidivism in a study by Myner et al. (1998), who 
exam ined certain variables related to  recidivism.
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However, it is o f interest to  note that those 
who either had committed a crime to  get drugs or 
because they were under the influence of drugs 
reported a higher rate of past recidivism in com ­
parison to those who had not. This pattern does 
not only points to  the problem  of drug use as a 
crim inogenic need, but allows for some specula­
tion in the possib le ways drug use cou ld  be 
related to persistent crim inal behaviour (Myner et 
al., 1998). That is, crim inal activ ity  cou ld  be in­
duced e ither when the youngsters have used 
drugs, w hich lessens the ir se lf-regu la tion and 
self-control, or as a way to  get drugs.

It has to be noted that the main aim of the study 
is a descriptive analysis of the sample of young 
offenders and an initial exploration of the relations 
of certain background characteristics of the young 
offenders and their cognitive representations of 
their future offending behaviour, and th is  is the 
m ain reason tha t m u ltiva ria te  techn iques to 
reduce and summarise the data and examine the 
relative importance of variables were not used.
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