
 Coventry University

DOCTOR OF PHILOSOPHY

Life experiences and pathways to violence: exploring meaning-making and the
externalisation of trauma

Shahid, Sahar

Award date:
2022

Awarding institution:
Coventry University

Link to publication

General rights
Copyright and moral rights for the publications made accessible in the public portal are retained by the authors and/or other copyright owners
and it is a condition of accessing publications that users recognise and abide by the legal requirements associated with these rights.

            • Users may download and print one copy of this thesis for personal non-commercial research or study
            • This thesis cannot be reproduced or quoted extensively from without first obtaining permission from the copyright holder(s)
            • You may not further distribute the material or use it for any profit-making activity or commercial gain
            • You may freely distribute the URL identifying the publication in the public portal
Take down policy
If you believe that this document breaches copyright please contact us providing details, and we will remove access to the work immediately
and investigate your claim.

Download date: 26. May. 2023

https://pureportal.coventry.ac.uk/en/studentthesis/life-experiences-and-pathways-to-violence-exploring-meaningmaking-and-the-externalisation-of-trauma(570f3a14-5f60-43d1-a445-bc6c345143a2).html




 2 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Certificate of Ethical Approval 

Applicant: 

Sahar Shahid 

 

Project Title: 

Factors that increase or mitigate risk of violent behaviour in children who have 

experienced child maltreatment. 

 

This is to certify that the above named applicant has completed the Coventry 

University Ethical Approval process and their project has been confirmed and 

approved as Medium Risk 

 

 

 

Date of approval: 

    04 February 2019 

 

Project Reference Number: 

P79690 



 3 

 

 



 4 

 

 



 5 

                     
   



 6 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                    
    



 7 

                  
      



 8 

 

 

 

 

“There can be no keener revelation of a society's soul than the way in which it treats its 
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Abstract 

This research involves an in-depth exploration of the connections between salient 

experiences and the use of violence across the life course. The study’s originality arises 

from examining aggression in destructive and ‘constructive’ capacities. Importantly, it 

draws out the ‘meaning-making’ of life experiences in a sample of young people who 

expressed violence, thereby advancing the Cycle of Violence research.  

 

Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis of semi-structured life course interviews was 

employed to develop insights into responses to childhood adversity, and to illuminate 

pathways to violence. The study was designed to recruit individuals aged between 16 

and 25 years from two settings: a boxing club where people engage in a ‘socially 

acceptable’ form of violence (n=9); and a prison establishment to represent life courses 

that involve destructive behaviours (n=1)*.  

 

Three key findings were identified. First, destructive violence consistently represented 

externalised trauma for the participants. Second, three pathways to violence were 

observed, distinguishing why some participants engaged in violence following adverse 

or traumatic life experiences, whilst others did not: (i) engagement in destructive and 

later constructive violence, associated with the experience of anger, external blame 

attribution and the use of violence as a means to reassert power; (ii) engagement in 

constructive violence, associated with experiencing anger and internal blame 

attribution, changing one’s behaviour as a means of self-protection, and empowerment 

through boxing; (iii) engagement in constructive violence, associated with an absence of 

anger in relation to life histories, and boxing as a means of empowerment. Third, key 

turning points were detected from as early as adolescence occurring through relational 

contexts, and positive experiences and activities that enhanced emotion regulation. 

Boxing featured significantly in these turning points where individuals acquired greater 

control over their emotions and behaviour, which reduced harmful violence.  
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The Cycle of Violence literature has been extended by evidencing the need to 

incorporate contextual factors and wider ecological perspectives in order to enhance 

understandings of trauma, and to target youth violence. The mechanisms through which 

boxing may have reduced the use of destructive violence can be understood through the 

Polyvagal Theory and the concept of neuroplasticity. Future research and practice 

should consider the potential of pursuits and activities that promote emotion regulation 

and positive aspects of relational connectedness as part of rehabilitative or preventative 

interventions aimed at supporting traumatised or at-risk youth. 

 

*Further data gathering in the prison environment was and remains not possible due to 

Covid-19 restrictions.  
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Glossary of key terms 

  

Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs) – ACEs are potentially traumatic events in 

the lives of children (Grasso et al., 2016) that can adversely impact on a child’s 

development in multiple ways, including emotional, social and cognitive development 

(Teicher & Samson, 2013; D'Andrea et al., 2012). The effect of these experiences can 

lead to emotional or behavioural problems such as posttraumatic stress, depression and 

conduct problems (McLaughlin et al., 2013). The ACEs study refers to an 

epidemiological landmark study (Felitti et al., 1998) examining the effect of several 

categories of adversity (including physical, psychological, sexual abuse, and family 

dysfunction) on health risk behaviour and disease.  

 

 

Aggression – Behaviour intended to harm a person either physically or mentally. It 

includes physical attacks and verbal abuse (Oxford Reference, n.d.).  

 

 

Anger – Anger is the strong emotion that you feel when you think that someone has 

behaved in an unfair, cruel or unacceptable way (Collins Dictionary, n.d.). Reference to 

anger in relation to data collected has been made where participants have described their 

emotion/feeling as anger themselves.  

 

 

Constructive violence – Socially acceptable and consensual engagement in a form of 

violence, such as boxing.  

 

 

Cycle of violence – The widely held notion that the experience of trauma, abuse or 

neglect in early life is associated with an increased risk of subsequent crime or violence 

(Widom, 1989).  
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Destructive violence – Socially and legally unacceptable acts of physical 

violence/aggression that seek to hurt, harm or cause physical injury to another. 

 

 

Intergenerational transmission of abuse/violence – This theory (Kalmuss, 1984) 

refers to a process whereby violence/abuse is passed on from one generation to the next 

as a result of exposure to maltreatment or violence in childhood. This is similar to the 

cycle of violence theory (Widom, 1989), however, alongside the outcomes of violent 

behaviour (Milaniak & Widom, 2015; Blum et al., 2019), intimate partner violence 

perpetration (Haselschwerdt et al., 2019) or abuse of one’s children (Pears & Capaldi, 

2001), the intergenerational transmission of violence also refers to subsequent intimate 

partner victimisation (Hosser et al., 2007) of victims of familial/childhood abuse. In this 

thesis I use the term in relation to violence perpetration when referring to an 

intergenerational transmission of violence, unless otherwise stated.  

 

 

Neuroception - The unconscious appraisal of threat/danger/risk in the environment 

(Porges, 2017).  

 

 

Polyvagal theory – A means of conceptualising one’s response to environmental cues 

as detected by one’s autonomic nervous system. This theory suggests a hierarchical 

response to threat perception – by employing the social engagement system, the 

sympathetic network for fight/flight behaviours or the parasympathetic network that 

enables one to immobilise in the face of severe threat, also known as the ‘freeze’ 

response to trauma (Porges, 1995; 2017).  

 

 

Safety – The Polyvagal theory (Porges, 1995; 2017) proposes safety as being defined 

by feeling safe rather than the removal of threat. The conditions required for a felt sense 

of safety are: 1) the autonomic system cannot be in a state of defence; 2) activation of 
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the social engagement system and 3) the detection of cues of safety through 

neuroception.   

 

 

Violence – The exercise of physical force to inflict injury on, or cause damage to, 

persons or property; actions or conduct characterised by this; treatment or usage tending 

to cause bodily injury or forcibly interfering with personal freedom (Oxford English 

Dictionary, 1989).  
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1 Thesis overview 

During my professional experience of working with women who were experiencing 

abuse or violence, it was difficult to miss the number of times children were the 

‘shadow victims’ in these situations. I use ‘shadow’ as a way to highlight the way 

children were often perceived and dealt with as secondary victims, rather than primary 

victims by virtue of exposure to violence, even with Child Protection Service 

involvement. However, the shadowed victimhood was evident in other ways; often 

women would discuss the way their young child would re-enact episodes of violent 

attacks at ages as young as six years old, or teenage boys perpetrating the same violence 

towards their mothers or sisters as they had seen their father do during childhood. 

 

To extend understanding of responses to trauma, I took as my starting point the Cycle of 

Violence theory (Widom, 1989). The widely held notion that the experience of trauma, 

abuse or neglect in early life is associated with an increased risk of subsequent crime or 

violence. Much research has illuminated factors that influence this cycle. Chapter 2 

provides an overview of relevant theories. The externalisation of symptoms of trauma, 

defined as outwardly expressed behaviours or emotions, has been identified as 

influencing the perpetuation of violence. Merleau- Ponty described the “embodied 

nature of our relationship to [the] world” (Smith, et al., 2009; p. 18). Since we perceive 

the world through our bodies (Merleau-Ponty, 1962; Levine, 2010) and trauma can 

reside in the body (van der Kolk, 2014), it is not surprising that the body is a vessel 

through which we can externalise trauma.  

 

In this research I aimed to explore how individuals with histories of trauma in childhood 

make sense of their experiences, and how their understanding and ‘meaning-making’ 

contribute to their use of violence. To examine violence as an externalisation of trauma, 

I included an examination of violence within socially acceptable contexts/constructive 

uses of violence (boxing), as well as a more traditional treatment of violence as 

‘destructive’. It is appreciated that people engage with boxing for a wide range of 

reasons, including to maintain physical fitness and a healthy lifestyle. However, it does 

offer this type of research an alternative setting in which to investigate the role of acts 
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of aggression and violence in people’s lives, where behaviours enacted within a boxing 

ring could be considered as assault outside of it.  

 

In the methodology section (Chapter 3) I detail the use of Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological 

Systems Theory (1994) to structure life course interviews and examine various aspects 

of lived experience. Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis was used to examine 

lived experience and position participants as the experts in their lives so as to give voice 

to individuals who use violence and understand pathways from their own perspectives. 

Please note, restrictions due to the Coronavirus pandemic disrupted data collection in 

prisons and only one prison interview could be completed, however, the boxing club 

setting and sample offered ample opportunity to address the study’s research questions. 

I set out to answer the following:  

- How do individuals who use violence or engage in high aggression pursuits 

make sense of their life experiences?  

- How do these individuals interpret their pathways to violence, and what is the 

meaning of violence for them? 

 

The results are divided into three chapters. Chapter 4 sets out salient aspects of life 

experiences, such as overall appraisals of childhood, relationships within family units, 

experiences of vulnerability, and influences in social contexts. Chapter 5 examines the 

processes of meaning-making in relation to coping, impacts and forming understandings 

of life experiences, self, and others. Chapter 6 details three pathways to violence; one 

comprises a pathway to destructive violence and culminates in constructive violence, 

and the other two are trajectories to constructive uses of violence only. Research in this 

field separates examinations of childhood and adolescence as influencing later violence; 

however, from participant narratives, childhood, adolescence and early adulthood were 

not experienced as separate or compartmentalised developmental stages. Similarly, 

meaning-making did not begin after a certain point, it was an ongoing process, up to and 

including the time of interview. Chapter 7 is my discussion and outlines the 

implications of the findings for research, theory, practice and policy.  
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2 Background 

2.1. Prevalence of violence 

The World Health Organisation (WHO) defines violence as “the intentional use of 

physical force or power, threatened or actual, against oneself, another person, or against 

a group or community, that either results in or has a high likelihood of resulting in 

injury, death, psychological harm, maldevelopment or deprivation” (Krug et al., 2002, 

p. 5). Youth violence is defined as anyone between the ages of 10 and 29, and as 

relating to perpetrators or as victims (Mandela et al., & WHO, 2003; Lee, 2019). 

 

Globally, over 1.3 million deaths are caused by violence (self-directed, interpersonal or 

collective violence), which makes up 2.5% of global mortality (WHO, 2014). This does 

not include the non-fatal violence affecting tens of thousands of individuals daily 

(WHO, 2014). The Office for National Statistics recorded 1.3 million violent crime 

incidents in England and Wales (Elkin, 2020). Despite the widespread nature of 

violence, it is not inevitable as evidenced by variation across time and social, cultural 

and geographical divides (Krug et al., 2002).  

 

A quarter of adults, globally, are believed to have suffered physical abuse (i.e., 

violence) in childhood; whilst a fifth of women and one in 13 men reported sexual 

abuse in childhood (Lee, 2019). Youth violence is the fourth leading cause of death for 

people aged between 10 and 29 years (Lee, 2019). Youth violence profoundly affects 

global issues of premature death, disability and injury (Granero et al., 2011). Violence 

can cause deep issues with psychological and social functioning (Le & Blum, 2011) and 

have ripple effects for the families, friends and communities of victims as well as 

society in general (Cooley-Strickland et al., 2009).  

2.2 Definitions of trauma  

Trauma is defined in multiple ways. Diagnostic terms such as Post-Traumatic Stress 

Disorder (PTSD) identify clinical understandings. Judith Herman (1992) (and others: 

Courtois, 2004; Kolk, 1996) advocated for an understanding of trauma as a syndrome 

and “spectrum of conditions rather than a single disorder” (Herman, 2015, p. 119); and 

initially conceptualised the complex trauma diagnosis (Maercker, 2021). The 

International Classification of Diseases, version 10 (ICD-10) definition of complex 
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post-traumatic stress disorder takes three core symptoms of classical PTSD: re-

experiencing in the present, avoidance of traumatic reminders and a sense of current 

threat, and includes three additional symptom groups: emotion regulation difficulties, 

relationship difficulties and negative self-concept (Maercker, 2021). Developmental 

Trauma Disorder (DTD) (van der Kolk, 2017) was proposed to reduce misdiagnosis of 

those with developmental trauma who present with symptoms that are often labelled as 

oppositional defiant disorder, intermittent explosive disorder (van der Kolk, 2014), 

attention deficit/hyperactivity disorder and conduct disorder (Perry & Szalavitz, 2017). 

This implies an understanding of behavioural manifestations of trauma that can often be 

misattributed. A need for research incorporating the bio-psycho-social-cultural aspects 

of complex trauma has been highlighted (Maercker, 2021).  

 

In defining trauma, the concept of existential shattering, originally conceptualised by 

Thomas Greening (Hoffman et al., 2013) gives insight into the impact of trauma. It 

refers to the "enduring irrevocable destruction of one's former ground of being" 

(Hoffman et al., 2013, p. 3). It seeks to define a traumatic event that shatters and alters 

one’s relationship with existence and previously held beliefs about the world (Hoffman 

et al., 2013).  

 

While current definitions feed into my understanding of trauma, my research does not 

seek to limit the conceptualisation of trauma to a single definition, but to appreciate how 

individuals understand their experiences over time and the impact of these on any level 

of experiential existence. Fundamentally, the formation and function of certain coping 

mechanisms or reactive behaviours may only be understood in context, and not as 

specific symptoms that allude to the presence or absence of trauma. Certain behaviours 

that may be considered problem behaviours, may in fact have been solutions for 

survival at threatening time periods for an individual (Felitti et al., 1998; van der Kolk, 

2014). For example, survivors of abuse and violence report the social, sexual and 

physical protectiveness of being overweight (Felitti et al., 2010). This offers an 

indication as to how problem behaviours such as violence may also function as 

solutions for individuals coping with traumatic or difficult situations. 
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2.3 Childhood adversity, offending and the cycle of violence 

A large corpus of research has demonstrated that unfavourable experiences in childhood 

impact life in undesirable ways in adolescence and adulthood. Felitti et al. (1998) 

conducted a landmark, retrospective study on Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs). 

The findings highlighted the impact of physical, sexual and psychological abuse; 

violence against mother or household dysfunction, including substance abuse; mental 

illness or suicidality and imprisonment on health-related outcomes. More than half of 

the 8,056 respondents in the study had experienced one or more of the seven categories 

of ACEs, and 6.2% had four or more adverse exposures in childhood. Felitti et al.’s 

(1998) findings highlighted the interrelatedness of adverse experiences, as well as the 

cumulative, dose-response effect of exposure to adversity in relation to adult health risk 

behaviours, health status and disease. Felitti et al. (1998) proposed that engaging in 

risky behaviours could provide mechanisms through which individuals cope with their 

early adverse experiences. Other researchers have documented several adverse 

outcomes of childhood abuse or adversity including post-traumatic stress and 

depression (Kendall-Tackett, 2002), self-harm; substance misuse (Kalmakis & 

Chandler, 2015), addictions (Maté, 2018), delinquency (Brown & Shillington, 2017), 

suicidal behaviour (Norman et al., 2012) and incarceration (Honorato et al., 2016).  

 

Childhood abuse experiences have also been linked with violent offending (Widom, 

2017); intimate partner violence perpetration (Haselschwerdt et al., 2019), and 

subsequent incarceration through retrospective (Fox et al., 2015) or prospective 

examinations of criminal trajectories (Jung et al., 2014). Of particular importance to my 

research was the notion of the intergenerational transmission of violence, otherwise 

referred to as the Cycle of Violence. This hypothesis states that individuals exposed to 

violence, abuse or neglect in childhood are more likely to engage in violence in 

adolescence and adulthood (Widom, 1989).  

 

Widom’s (1989) prospective landmark study on the cycle of violence examined 908 

individuals who had court substantiated records of child abuse or neglect during 1967 to 

1971. The individuals’ criminal records were examined over a 25-year period. The 

originality in Widom’s (1989) study was that it contained a comparison group of 667 
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individuals who did not have official records of childhood abuse or neglect, and were 

matched on age, sex and socioeconomic status to those who did have such histories. 

Widom (1989) observed that in comparison to the matched controls, childhood abuse or 

neglect raised the risk of arrest as a juvenile (53%), as an adult (38%), as well as for 

violent crime (38%). There was also earlier involvement in delinquency and criminality, 

greater frequency of offences and likelihood of repeat or chronic offending in those who 

had been abused or neglected in comparison to those who did not have official abuse or 

neglect records. Adult female arrests were also higher in the abused and neglected 

group, although this was for property, public order and drug offences, not for violent 

crime. Widom (1989) also tested for the differential effect of abuse type on violence and 

observed that while physical abuse increased involvement in violent criminality, so did 

experiences of neglect, compared to the control group participants. This difference 

remained even when controlling for age, sex and race.  

 

A systematic review on the nexus between childhood maltreatment and subsequent 

offending suggested an increase in risk of offending for maltreated youth as compared 

to the general population (Malvaso et al., 2018). Adolescent victimisation following 

childhood maltreatment has also been found to be associated with frequent violence 

perpetration (Hosser et al., 2007), highlighting a cumulative effect of trauma on 

violence use. Many studies have focused on history of abuse to examine singular 

associations to violence, such as cruelty to animals (Merz-Perez et al., 2001); early 

onset psychosis (Spidel et al., 2010); re-victimisation (Hosser et al., 2007) and 

psychopathy (Craparo et al., 2013). Other studies have focused on samples that 

represented an outcome of the childhood experiences and violence link, such as 

delinquency (DeLisi et al., 2010); those who have become members of forensic 

populations (Macinnes et al., 2016); youth offender institutions (Paton et al., 2009); 

intimate partner violence (Wang et al., 2008); men who have killed or attempted to kill 

their intimate partners (Adams, 2009); or individuals who were on death row (Lisak & 

Beszterczey, 2007). Other studies have examined multiple factors implicated in the link 

between early life trauma and violence (Boduszek et al., 2012). These provide evidence 

for the association between childhood maltreatment and various unfavourable 
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outcomes.  

 

Malvaso et al’s. (2018) systematic review highlighted that the strength of the 

relationship between childhood maltreatment and offending varies according to 

methodological differences, such as inclusion of an appropriate control group, use of 

statistical controls and operationalisation of maltreatment (Malvaso et al., 2018). As 

with the ACEs study (Felitti et al., 1998), correlational evidence points only towards an 

increased risk, and must not lead to the deterministic view that such outcomes are 

inevitable following childhood trauma. Prospective and longitudinal investigations, 

often based on general population samples (Malvaso et al., 2018), demonstrate that a 

small proportion of abused individuals are at risk of engaging in offending behaviour 

(Malvaso et al., 2017). Retrospective investigations with delinquent samples or those 

within criminal justice establishments have demonstrated a high prevalence of trauma in 

these populations (Carlson & Shafer, 2010; Dierkhising et al., 2013). Conclusions 

drawn from evidence based on retrospective studies has been criticised as producing a 

significant overestimate of the strength of the association (Jung et al., 2014). These 

relationships are not direct and are impacted by various factors (Malvaso et al., 2018) 

that interact and influence the trajectories following abuse and trauma experiences to 

result in offending behaviour such as violence use (Lisak & Beszterczey, 2007).  

 

While prospective and longitudinal design studies add methodological strength to the 

research on maltreatment and offending, much of this research uses substantiated 

records of childhood maltreatment, which, conversely, may underestimate maltreatment 

(Malvaso et al., 2018). Youth with substantiated abuse or neglect are 47% more likely 

to engage in delinquent behaviour than those with abuse that is not from ‘substantiated’ 

records (Ryan & Testa, 2005). It is possible that this difference exists due to the severity 

of abuse or neglect that often brings such cases to the attention of authorities, though 

this does not mean that the impact of non-substantiated abuse or neglect is less. Studies 

using only substantiated cases of maltreatment may exaggerate the association between 

maltreatment and offending (Lansford et al., 2007). Alternatively, they may not account 

for the confounding effect of child protection service involvement in respect of the 

association (Lansford et al., 2007). However, such prospective and longitudinal research 
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with substantiated maltreatment records does allow for temporal insights into 

associations from which causality can be inferred (Smith et al., 2008). Nonetheless, 

Smith et al’s. (2008) comparison of research utilising self-reported maltreatment and 

substantiated maltreatment indicated that both report a high prevalence of antisocial 

behaviour in maltreated individuals (Smith et al., 2008). While most individuals will not 

follow the trajectory from maltreatment to offending, the high prevalence of childhood 

trauma among incarcerated and offending samples (Carlson & Shafer, 2010) cannot be 

ignored. This highlights that childhood maltreatment experiences are a prominent 

associative factor in offending outcomes. Malvaso et al’s. (2018) methodological 

systematic review on the maltreatment and offending link, recommended that 

researchers should explore beyond direct associations between maltreatment and 

offending, to broaden the understanding of factors that may indirectly impact offending 

(Malvaso et al., 2018).  

 

In relation to offending behaviour, age at initial abuse experience may also have an 

impact. Lansford et al’s. (2007) prospective longitudinal study observed that 

adolescents physically abused between 12 months and five years of age were more 

likely to have arrests for violent and nonviolent offences as a juvenile, to perpetrate 

intimate partner violence (IPV) and to exhibit externalising behaviour problems, in 

comparison to those who had not been physically abused during that developmental 

stage. However, desistance from lifestyles of crime and violence has also been 

evidenced (Giordano et al., 2003; Turanovic, 2019). 

 

Other maladaptive or adverse outcomes of exposure to childhood maltreatment or 

experiencing interparental abuse have been observed in respect of subsequent 

perpetration of abuse towards one’s intimate partner (Haselschwerdt et al., 2019) or 

one’s children (Pears & Capaldi, 2001), as well as repeat victimisation in later life 

(Hosser et al., 2007). These outcomes are referred to as the intergenerational 

transmission of violence (Kalmuss, 1984). Interparental violence often co-occurs with 

maltreatment towards children (Hamby et al., 2010). Poly-victimisation in childhood 

has been shown to lead to subsequent spousal abuse perpetration as well as child abuse 

perpetration (Song et al., 2022). Another study assessing patterns of childhood 
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victimisation and its impact on adult violence found that adult men who had 

experienced poly-victimisation in childhood (including non-violent family dysfunction) 

had a significantly greater risk of perpetrating psychological IPV (Zietz et al., 2020). 

The study also found that of the men who had experienced poly-victimisation in 

childhood, those who had experienced sexual victimisation and/or non-violent family 

dysfunction were at greater risk of perpetrating peer violence (Zietz et al., 2020). 

Furthermore, victimisation can also occur in teenage years and peer poly-victimisation 

has been observed to have an effect on teen dating violence perpetration (Semenza, 

2021). The cumulative effect of victimisation over different developmental periods can 

increase the odds of unfavorable outcomes for victims (Hamby et al., 2010); such as 

that evidenced by the link between exposure to various forms of childhood adversity 

with increased risk of convictions for violent offending, as well for suicide 

(Björkenstam et al., 2018), or depressive symptoms (Blum et al., 2019).  

 

Nonetheless, inconsistencies in regards to the relationship between exposure to family 

violence and adulthood outcomes of IPV perpetration and victimisation have been 

observed (Smith-Marek et al., 2015). For example, a home environment riddled with 

violence has been shown to increase the risk of IPV victimisation by 2-4 times (Iverson 

et al., 2011), and witnessing IPV and experiencing physical abuse in childhood have 

both been linked with IPV perpetration and victimisation (Stith et al., 2000). Witnessing 

physical violence from father to mother has also been significantly correlated with 

physical and sexual IPV victimisation in married women (Islam et al., 2014).Yet 

inconsistencies in regards to the extent of the relationship between family of origin 

violence and adult IPV are present in the literature (Busby et al., 2008). Fergusson et al. 

(2006) reported that when controlling for confounding factors such as maternal age; 

family living standards; parental education; parental bonding; parental criminality; 

parental alcoholism; childhood sexual abuse; parental use of physical violence 

(childhood physical abuse) and child behaviour problems, the relationship between 

childhood exposure to interparental violence and subsequent IPV perpetration and 

victimisation, as well as violent crime, was non-significant. These confounding factors 

were all selected due to their relationship with exposure to interparental violence. 

Fergusson et al.’s (2006) findings suggested that the psychosocial environment in which 
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a child grows up mediates the relationship between interparental violence exposure and 

IPV victimisation and perpetration. Inconsistencies in findings create difficulties in 

drawing conclusions in respect of exposure to family violence and the magnitude of the 

effect on adulthood IPV victimisation and perpetration (Smith-Marek et al., 2015). This 

highlights that although the association between childhood exposure to interparental 

violence and subsequent perpetration of intimate partner violence is repeatedly 

observed, the evidence as to the pathways is not conclusive (Haselschwerdt et al., 

2019). The need to understand the intersections of exposure to violence and 

victimisation in various domains is becoming increasingly recognised (Turner et al., 

2016).  

 

The central explanatory component of the intergenerational transmission of violence is 

deemed to be social learning theory (Haselschwerdt et al., 2019; Kalmuss, 1984; 

Bandura, 1978). Bandura’s social learning theory (1978) can explain how aggressive 

behaviour can be learnt through observation. Same-gender effects in modelling 

witnessed violence by caregivers has been suggested by social learning theory 

(Bandura, 1973; Bandura et al., 1961; Bussey & Bandura, 1984). This suggests that a 

girl witnessing father-perpetrated violence against mother would be predisposed to 

violence victimisation, whilst a girl observing mother-perpetrated violence to be 

inclined towards subsequent violence perpetration (Forke et al., 2018). Similarly, boys 

would be inclined to model fathers’ behaviours, and where violence was bidirectional in 

both caregiver genders then a combined effect of victimisation and perpetration for the 

child would be observed (Forke et al., 2018). Some studies imply that findings in 

relation to the direction of violence witnessed are inconsistent (Milletich et al., 2010; 

Gover et al., 2008; Heyman & Slep, 2002; Howells & Rosenbaum, 2008). Forke et al. 

(2018) observed that witnessing adult male-perpetrated violence was associated with 

greater perpetration for boys, and both victimisation and perpetration for girls. Whereas, 

female-perpetrated or bidirectional perpetration between male and female adults 

predisposed boys and girls to victimisation and perpetration in adolescence. A need for 

a move beyond social learning perspectives to those that address the complex risk 

factors that may interact to produce an intergenerational transmission of violence effect 

(for perpetration) has been recognised (Smith-Marek et al., 2015).  
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In their meta-analytic review, Smith-Marek et al. (2015) considered a developmental-

interactional perspective to best explain the associations between exposure and 

outcome. They synthesised research on exposure to family-of-origin violence and 

adulthood IPV perpetration. They concluded that although evidence supports a social 

learning theory perspective, the mere exposure to family-of-origin violence is not the 

most prominent explanation for the development of subsequent IPV perpetration. 

Rather, the interaction of multiple risk factors across the lifespan can influence the 

pathway from exposure to perpetration (Smith-Marek et al., 2015). For example, the 

role of socialisation with aggressive peers and other environmental factors in later life 

outside of the family-of-origin exposure to violence, should be considered as they may 

influence the potential for an individual perpetrating partner violence (Smith-Marek et 

al., 2015). As such, a developmental, interactional and relational framework would be 

best applied to understand the nexus between exposure to violence and later 

perpetration (Smith-Marek et al., 2015; Haselschwerdt et al., 2019). Such a theoretical 

perspective would incorporate the role of peer relationships, exposure to community 

violence, personality types and the parent-child relationship (Smith-Marek et al., 2015; 

Haselschwerdt et al., 2019). The notion of a definitive intergenerational transmission of 

violence has also been challenged (Johnson & Cares, 2004). These perspectives 

illuminate the need for a more nuanced consideration examining interacting social 

contexts within the pathway from exposure to parental abuse and subsequent violence 

perpetration in its various manifestations (Smith-Marek et al., 2015).  

 

Furthermore, methodological nuances such as whether individuals had experienced only 

interparental violence, or whether this had been compounded by child maltreatment – 

often not distinguished within studies – are crucial to disentangling the exposure-

perpetration pathways and connections (Smith-Marek et al., 2015). Other 

methodological critiques center around the inconsistencies in the operationalisation of 

IPV and young adult dating violence. Inconsistencies occur around whether IPV is 

defined as direct exposure through witnessing, or whether reports of the abuse from the 

victimised caregiver are also considered IPV (Haselschwerdt et al., 2019). In relation to 

young adult dating violence, studies have often utilised measures that largely examined 
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specific acts of physical violence, and excluded the examination of meanings and 

context (Lehrner & Allen, 2014; Haselschwerdt et al., 2019). Lehrner and Allen (2014) 

suggested that this led to an inflated representation of young women’s violence in non-

clinical samples. This highlights the need to expand our examinations of violence use in 

regards to the meanings and contexts of violence use to incorporate nuance and detail. 

Meanings of violent acts may play a crucial role in developing our understanding of 

adult violence perpetration, particularly as it may relate to early life exposures.  

 

Even with the evidence supporting the increased risk of violent behaviour and outcomes 

such as likelihood of incarceration, this body of research also underlines that not all 

those who have experienced abuse or trauma in early life will follow the same 

trajectories. Some research has highlighted that resilience is a factor that can prevent 

negative outcomes, noting resilience as a multifaceted concept that can emerge through 

interactions across various levels of the ecological model (individual and environment) 

(Sabina & Banyard, 2015). Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Theory (1994) 

postulates that there are five socially organised, interconnected ecological systems 

through which an individual develops: microsystem (immediate environment); 

mesosystem (connections); exosystem (indirect environment); macrosystem (social 

and cultural values) and chronosystem (changes over time). Factors from each of these 

systems can explain aspects of the pathway from maltreatment or trauma to violence or 

crime.  

 

Protective factors have been observed to buffer the impact of childhood trauma and 

abuse. These include: intellectual capability, peer nominated popularity, peer nominated 

aggression anxiety, religious attendance, educational aspirations and quality of family 

interaction may have protective influences (Dubow et al., 2016), and play a vital role in 

the mitigation of risk of violence perpetration. Nonetheless, individually they do not 

provide complete mitigation of undesirable outcomes. For example, relationships in and 

of themselves may not buffer the effect of early life adversity. Protective adult 

relationships were found to moderate the association between adverse childhood 

experiences and substance misuse, but not for delinquency, in a sample of 1,054 youths 

between 11-17 years (Brown & Shillington, 2017). Safe, stable and nurturing 



 32 

relationships were found to buffer the risk of child maltreatment perpetration in those 

who had been victimised by childhood maltreatment themselves (Thornberry et al., 

2013). The differences in outcome assessed (delinquency/child maltreatment) may 

indicate potential explanations for differences in the protective impact of relationships. 

These factors illuminate the potential for a multitude of pathways that stem from 

adverse early life experiences. It has been suggested that there is a need to broaden the 

scope when investigating adverse experiences in childhood that can create a pathway to 

violence use in adolescence, particularly in relation to the cumulative impact and 

interrelatedness of adversity (Duke et al., 2010). 

 

2.4 Other theories of violence 

My understanding of violence and its underlying causes has developed over the last 

eight years. Working in the sector of Violence Against Women and Girls in feminist 

organisations in London and Birmingham (UK), I understood the primary causes of 

violence (against women) to be a result of control and power, stemming from the vices 

of what I perceived as the patriarchal society we inhabit. Subsequently, my MSc in 

Forensic Psychology developed my thinking and understanding of violence from a more 

holistic view. It pushed me to consider the impact of violence in a wider framework, 

where violence is used by and perpetrated against men, women and children, and is, of 

course, perpetrated in instances outside the realm of domestic or intimate partner 

violence. This is not to deny that power and control from patriarchal influences explain 

aspects of violence perpetration in its various forms, and that these various uses can 

intersect with each other.  

 

Various theories can explain why the association between exposure to violence or 

trauma and subsequent violence or offending exists. This section examines 

developmental (attachment, social learning and caregiver bonding); emotional states 

(anger and frustration–aggression); neurodevelopmental explanations (neurosequential 

brain development and stress response system dysregulation) and feminist 

understandings of violence as a gendered phenomenon (radical, postmodern and 

intersectional feminism). Also discussed is the role of protective factors in mitigating 

the risk of adverse antisocial outcomes.  
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2.4.1 Developmental theories  

Theories referring to the earliest developmental stages in childhood seek to explain 

factors that contribute to violence use in individuals. Lack of care whilst growing up has 

been associated with increased antisocial personality disorder risk in adults (Enns et al., 

2002), while a strong self-reported parental bond decreased the likelihood of 

delinquency in youth. The role of parental bonding has also been implicated in relation 

to decreasing risk of psychopathy, or antisocial and delinquent behaviour, or to initiate a 

move away from delinquency (Craig, 2016). This is important as these factors can be 

associated with violent behaviour (Campbell et al., 2004).  

 

Attachment theory (Bowlby, 1969) refers to the social bond between an infant and 

primary caregiver. The theory highlights that relational patterns are transmitted across 

generations in the way that individuals relate to others in the world. Primary caregiver 

experiences set the template for subsequent relational interactions. These templates 

influence how one perceives others depending on initial experiences, such as whether 

caregivers were nurturing or inconsistent and abusive (Perry, 2009). Healthy attachment 

with a primary caregiver aids the development of self-awareness, impulse control, self-

motivation (van der Kolk, 2014) and empathy (Szalavitz & Perry, 2011). Attachment to 

prosocial others (parents or teachers) is the first of four elements of Hirschi’s social 

bond theory (1969), which has been suggested to restrain involvement in criminal 

activities. The role of attachment in the intergenerational transmission of violence has 

been explained through the development of internal working models (Zeanah & Zeanah, 

1989) and this has been examined in relation to intimate partner violence perpetration 

specifically, focusing on male violence towards women (McClellan & Killeen, 2000). A 

child may develop internal working models of violence as an acceptable way of 

interacting with family members (Zeanah & Zeanah, 1989), and as a result repeat what 

they witnessed within their early family life.  

 

2.4.2 Emotional states theories 

High levels of anger have been noted in anxiously attached perpetrators of IPV (Velotti 

et al., 2018). Novaco’s (1976) cognitive behaviour theory of anger posits that anger is a 
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result of a triggering environmental event that creates physiological arousal and 

combined with attentional and attribution biases produces anger. This anger response 

then depends on self-control to turn to violence through disinhibition of internal control 

(Novaco, 1976). Feminist understandings of violence, particularly in relation to violence 

against women argue that anger management interventions do not allow consideration 

of premeditation, nor consider the role of sexism and patriarchy in violence perpetration 

(Maiuro & Eberle, 2008).  

 

The frustration-aggression hypothesis (Dollard et al., 1939; Berkowitz, 1962) posits that 

frustration caused by thwarted expectations can be linked to violence (Priks, 2010). 

Young people who experience violence from parents towards themselves or a parent 

may learn that violence is an appropriate means of neutralising frustrations through 

aggression. Bandura’s (1973) criticism of the frustration-aggression hypothesis 

stipulates that such emotional arousal is impacted by social learning to determine 

whether it is acted upon (Bandura, 1973), and that frustration is not necessary for 

aggression (Bandura, 1978).  

 

Triggered displaced aggression – aggression enacted against someone who did not 

cause the initial provocation – in the context of domestic violence, may be as a result of 

aggression being normalised through one’s own exposure to violence in childhood 

(Ruddle, 2017; O’Leary et al., 2007). In a meta-analysis on displaced aggression, 

frustration-aggression was a commonly referenced or tested variable (Marcus-Newhall 

et al., 2000; Breuer & Elson, 2017). In respect of trauma or childhood abuse, children 

who are unable to express frustration for fear of consequences within an abusive 

dynamic may release frustration through displaced aggression. Furthermore, greater 

levels of frustration can increase the intensity and/or frequency of aggression (Marcus-

Newhall et al., 2000); and higher levels of frustration may be expected in abused 

individuals.  

 

2.4.3 Neurodevelopmental theories 

Bruce Perry, a child psychiatrist, emphasised the role of nurturing relationships not only 

for the development of a healthy brain but also in the healing of stunted brain 
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development (Perry & Szalavitz, 2017). Perry highlights that trauma, abuse and neglect 

interrupt healthy development of the brain (Perry, 2009). The key to understanding this 

lies in understanding that the brain develops neuro-sequentially and is use dependent 

(Perry, 2009; Perry & Szalavitz, 2017). 

 

Since the brain follows a hierarchical developmental organisation, the 

neurodevelopmental activity in the various regions is most active and therefore, most 

susceptible, to developmentally-disrupting experiences such as abuse or neglect, at their 

specific stage of organisation (Perry, 2009). Due to the neurosequential development of 

the brain, the timing of adverse experiences in utero or very early life can impact 

normal development of all other parts of the brain, as the development of the higher 

brain regions (limbic and cortical regions) is dependent on the development of the lower 

brain regions (Perry, 2009). Stunted development of the higher brain regions may 

impact aggression (Paus, 2005). Due to the use-dependent nature of the brain (Perry, 

2009) prolonged stress (such as when living with abusive caregivers) can change the 

reactivity and baseline activity of the stress response system, re-setting the brain as if 

the traumatised individual was in a constant state of threat (Perry, 2009). Repeated 

stress response activation during development can create brain alterations, and manifest 

through behaviour, emotion and cognitive functioning (Perry, 2001). 

 

The neuro-sequential development of the brain offers insight into the vulnerability of 

the developing brain to neglect (or any adverse experiences) (Perry, 2009). These 

impacts will vary depending on the specific “pattern” of neglect and the developmental 

stage (Perry, 2009). Perry (2001) coined this concept as the “neuroarcheology” of child 

maltreatment, that the nature (intensity, pattern and duration), and location of adverse 

experience can be mapped within the brain, in relation to its developmental timing. 

Other research has suggested a bidirectional relationship between neurodevelopmental 

insults and antisocial parenting in relation to criminal violence (Harris et al., 2001).  

 

An overrepresentation of neurodevelopmental disorders in incarcerated populations has 

been identified (Young et al., 2017). Research has noted neurodevelopmental problems 

as a pathway to criminal violence in male forensic inpatients (Hilton, Ham & Green, 
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2017). Young et al. (2017) discussed that neurodevelopmental disorders may increase 

the risk of incarceration, due to impulsivity or risk taking behaviours, or through 

behavioural or emotion regulation problems (González et al., 2016).  

 

Combined, these various theories can suggest how individuals with histories of abuse 

may have attribution biases, or those with an overactive stress response system may 

have reduced inhibition abilities in acting out on emotional impulses. As discussed, the 

pathway from abuse/trauma to violence is not direct. Further research is needed to 

clarify understandings within interactional and intersecting contexts to understand 

trajectories to violence as a result of earlier experiences.  

 

2.4.4 Feminist understandings and violence as gendered 

Feminist critique of criminological literature argues for a distinct understanding of male 

and female crime, as experiences of women are gender specific (Daigle et al., 2007), 

and to generalise findings and interpretations across both genders essentially considers 

“women [as] a subcategory of men” (Cullen et al., 2011, p. 220). Nevertheless, theories 

based on stereotyped assumptions and beliefs based on gender have also been criticised, 

such as those generalising men as rational compared to women as emotional, or men as 

more aggressive, as compared to women being more passive (Cullen et al., 2011). 

However, a gendered understanding is considered important in respect of the imbalance 

of power in male-female relationships (Jefthas & Artz, 2007). Morrell (2002, p. 37-38) 

proclaimed: “Violence is gendered in all its aspects, not least because violence is 

invariably bound up with issues of power – used to enforce power, used to shift power, 

used to resist power.” Therefore, the manifestations, contexts and meanings of violence 

are important.  

 

There is consensus amongst some researchers that men are the most frequent 

perpetrators (Taylor, 2021) and also victims of violence (Jefthas & Artz, 2007). Others 

propose a sexual symmetry in the context of domestic violence (Dutton, 2006). Dutton 

(2006) critiqued traditional feminist theories which proposed patriarchy as a direct 

cause of violence against women (Walby, 1990; Damant et al., 2008). Dutton criticised 

feminist theories of violence perpetration stating that women are as violent as men, and 
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that feminism is a political agenda (Dutton, 2006). These claims have been 

counterargued by DeKeseredy and Dragiewicz (2007) who argued that sexual symmetry 

in violence perpetration is based upon measures that dismiss context, meanings and 

motives of violence for both men and women. DeKeseredy and Dragiewicz (2007) 

acknowledged the political nature of scholarship, asserting that this is not unique to 

feminism or their work, as no theory is value free. Furthermore, they encouraged the 

inclusion of socially significant factors, as gender, to be considered in empirical work 

(DeKeseredy & Dragiewicz, 2007).  

 

Radical feminism centres around the notion of women’s oppression (Damant et al., 

2008), and that this is caused by patriarchy which creates systemic oppression and 

structural inequalities based on gender (Walby, 1990). Some prescribing to radical 

feminism seek to reject the notion of a cycle of violence, claiming that it is used as a 

means of excusing male violence and removing responsibility from men, who perpetrate 

the majority of violence against female victims (Taylor, 2021). Taylor (2021) claims 

that there is no evidence that childhood abuse leads to adulthood abuse perpetration. 

This implies an oversimplified understanding of the cycle of violence and is rendered 

false by the cycle of violence and intergenerational transmission of abuse body of work.  

 

The nexus between abuse or violence exposure and perpetration has been supported 

both by retrospective and prospective studies (as discussed earlier in this chapter). 

Multifactorial understandings of the factors that influence these pathways and 

trajectories from one to the other further elucidate the mechanisms through which 

exposure can lead to perpetration. The cycle of violence body of research looks to 

clarify what may lead one to make the choices they make, rather than excuse violence 

due to abuse experiences, as is believed by Taylor (2021). For example, Ruddle (2017) 

identified four predictive aspects of proclivity for domestic violence in heterosexual 

relationships through a review of the literature: exposure to domestic violence in 

childhood; implicit theories that incite offence-supportive cognitions of domestic 

violence; generalised trait aggression as related to domestic violence; and angry 

rumination influencing domestic violence perpetration were all considered notable 

predictors. It is important to recognise that these factors can and often will interact with 
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each other to produce violence perpetration. This is not excusing behaviour, it is 

understanding behaviour. A study of the cycle of violence is important not only to gain 

a fuller understanding of violence in its various forms, but as a means of informing 

targets for appropriate interventions.  

 

Whilst it is true that there are varying statistics, including low prevalence, around the 

number of individuals abused in childhood who go on to commit acts of violence, an 

argument used by Taylor (2021) to discredit the cycle of violence hypothesis; 

incarcerated offenders have been observed to have greater (Reavis et al., 2013), even 

twice the rate of childhood maltreatment than the general population (Hosser et al., 

2007). These statistics can differ due to methodological variability (as discussed 

earlier). However, it is also true that those statistics show the majority of abused 

children do not become offenders (Malvaso et al., 2017), or engage in violence, yet the 

cycle of violence hypothesis describes the increased risk from abuse in early life and 

creating pathways to violence perpetration in later life. This would explain why the 

majority of the individuals (both men and women) in prison, or those involved in the 

criminal justice system will have histories of abuse from early years. This paradox is 

acknowledged by researchers (Lisak & Beszterczey, 2007) but it creates a need to 

further explore the trajectories from abuse to violence and criminal behaviour, rather 

than reject early life experiences as an explanatory risk factor, as early experiences can 

have profound implications on development in various domains (as discussed earlier) 

and can therefore lead to choices made in later life.  

 

Postmodern feminism rejects essentialist and universalist notions incumbent within 

radical feminist ideas (Damant et al., 2008) and views social problems such as domestic 

violence as discursive constructions which are culturally and historically situated 

(Featherstone & Trinder, 1997). Postmodern feminists argue that in overstating the 

differences between men and women, radical feminists overlook the differences 

amongst women and amongst men (Fawcett & Featherstone, 2000). This view offers a 

move away from rigid and generalised beliefs about men being perpetrators and women 

being victims of violence. Furthermore, postmodern feminism rebuffs the radical 

feminist notion of power being intrinsically held by social structures, as this renders 
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women powerless and passive victims, ignoring the complexity of power dynamics as 

being context specific (Damant et al., 2008; Fawcett & Featherstone, 2000).  

 

Intersectional feminism (McCall, 2005) rejects patriarchy as the sole cause of IPV and 

invites an exploration of various explanations as contributing to violence (George & 

Stith, 2014). It considers various intersections of oppression, also accounting for sexism 

(Damant et al., 2008). Intersectional feminism works from the stance that power 

operates on various levels, and hence gender, race, ethnicity, social class and sexuality 

(Damant et al., 2008) can all influence experiences of power and oppression. This 

perspective gives rise to avenues for understanding women’s perpetration of violence 

amidst varying intersections of societal oppression, and roles where women may hold 

power against other groups prone to oppression or abuse, such as children (Damant et 

al., 2008).  

 

Daigle et al. (2007) examined gender-specificity in youth delinquency utilising a 

combination of domains: feminist theory, traditional criminological theory, and the life-

course perspective. Of the three feminist theory variables assessed in the study: 

victimisation, depression and supervision, victimisation was the only variable 

associated with violent delinquency for males. Whereas for females, both victimisation 

and depression were related to violent delinquency. The analyses also indicated that 

time spent playing sport, and number of delinquent peers were both positively 

associated with violent delinquency for males. For females, the number of delinquent 

peers also indicated greater involvement in violence, as well as traditional strain theory 

variables (conflict with parents and negative life events). Daigle et al. (2007) described 

that one point of contention in the gender-specificity debate is whether males are 

exposed to a greater number of criminogenic risk factors. Their findings did not support 

this assertion. While others have found evidence for boys reporting higher frequencies 

of exposure to ACEs than girls (Blum et al., 2019). It is likely that an exploration of 

how various life course events were experienced across various domains, and the 

meanings assigned, including how gender interacts with various experiences across 

various levels of power to influence behaviour, would offer deeper insight into these 

trajectories to delinquency.  
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2.5 Constructive versus destructive violence  

Meadows defined violence as “destructive behaviour with the intent to harm […] 

accompanied by force or assault” (1971, p. 9); and differentiated this from 

“constructive” aggression as “goal-oriented” (Meadows, 1971, p. 10). The role of 

societal norms and individual values were identified in whether aggression was 

executed (Meadows, 1971). Violence may be a learnt response, reaction to feelings of 

anger, or triggered by physiological reactions that influence cognitive biases and 

activate a violent response. A substantial proportion of those who are involved with the 

criminal justice system (Stimmel et al., 2014), or have used violence in harmful 

capacities (such as IPV) (Fang & Corso, 2007), have experienced trauma, abuse or 

neglect. I believe to fully understand pathways to violence, a deeper investigation as to 

the meanings of violence for individuals, and the conscious or unconscious associations 

they make with past trauma or adversity and their current uses of violence, is warranted. 

Currently we largely conceptualise violence as destructive and to be associated with 

adverse experiences either in the immediate sense or stemming from triggered trauma 

from the past. Within the context of childhood experiences and subsequent outcomes in 

adolescence and early adulthood, I have conceptualised acts of violence as a 

behavioural externalisation of trauma. However, to bring a novel dimension to our 

understanding of violence, an examination of violence as an act, in and of itself, was 

warranted. Hence, I extended this research into a context where enacting violence 

through physical acts is socially tolerated, even endorsed and celebrated to determine 

what additional insights this could offer.  

 

Phenomenological philosophy invites one to return “to the things themselves” (Husserl, 

1964), to explore “contents of experience as we live them, not as we have learned to 

conceive and describe them according to the categories of science and received opinion. 

“Phenomenology is thus a descriptive, not an explanatory or deductive enterprise, for it 

aims to reveal experience as such, rather than frame hypotheses or speculate beyond its 

bounds.” (Taylor Carman, Foreword of Phenomenology of Perception, 2013 p. viii). It 

is for this reason, the returning to the act itself (Husserl, 1964), and the meaning of 

violent act(s) for the individual, that I believe it is justified to study two types of 
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violence alongside each other: destructive and constructive violence. Destructive 

violence refers to socially and legally unacceptable acts of physical violence/aggression 

that seek to hurt, harm or cause physical injury to another. On the other hand, what I 

refer to as constructive violence is the act of engaging in a socially acceptable, and 

consensual engagement in a form of violence, such as boxing. Arguably, other sports 

could be deemed violent, for example mixed martial arts or rugby. However, I believe 

boxing to be most relevant to my study as it is violence as a sport, rather than a violent 

sport. The act of boxing is also most akin to violence outside of sports contexts than 

other marital arts. Furthermore, I envisioned that there will be an overlap between those 

who use violence destructively and constructively. Therefore, the aim was not to divide 

the two indefinitely but to provide the opportunity to understand the meaning(s) of the 

act of violence, for which a wider inclusion of violence was necessary, than simply 

what we understand of violence as a destructive and harmful force. Fundamentally, the 

study does not seek to separate forms of violence for specific understandings of those 

types of violence. But the aim was to gain deeper insight into motivations for, and 

initiations into various acts of violence that illuminate the pathways and contexts that 

lead to conformist and non-conformist forms of violence.  

 

2.6 Violence as behavioural externalisation 

An examination of boxing in relation to trauma, abuse, neglect or adverse childhood 

experiences, aside from traumatic brain injuries sustained from boxing itself, has largely 

been overlooked in academic literature. However, news articles and autobiographical 

accounts do feature accounts of abuse and traumatic experiences in the lives of 

professional boxers. I believe to extend our understanding of externalising behaviours 

following childhood adversity, we need to examine various manifestations of the same 

behaviour. Hence, I believe it is justified to examine boxing as violence, so as to give 

greater scope and complexity to the notion of externalising behaviours. The inclusion of 

individuals attending a boxing club alongside those incarcerated for a violent offence 

allows the examination of violence along a spectrum. This can offer insight into 

meaning-making processes, conscious decision-making, impulse control and moral 

standards applied to the self, and in respect of violence.  
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2.7 Boxing and desistance 

Research has indicated favourable outcomes of sport, including the potential for sport to 

promote desistance from delinquency and antisocial behaviour (Meek, 2014). Sport 

within prison settings have been considered to offer an alternative avenue for 

excitement and risk-taking behaviour, as well as a means of promoting emotion 

management, constructive use of leisure time, raised self-esteem and improved mental 

and physical health (Meek, 2014). Other research has argued that participation in 

combative sports increase violence and aggression (Miller et al., 2006). A longitudinal 

study of power sports with male children has indicated an enhancement effect in regards 

to self-reported violence and anti-social behaviour outside sports (Endresen & Olweus, 

2005). It was noted that no selection bias was detected to have influenced this 

observation. The effects of ‘macho’ attitudes, norms and ideals were discussed to 

provide explanatory contexts to the results (Endresen & Olweus, 2005).  

 

Boxing is deemed a masculine sport (Scott, 2020; Jump, 2015), even referred to as a 

‘manly art’ (Wacquant, 2004; Deuchar et al., 2015, p. 14), and considered an expression 

of working-class masculinity (Deuchar et al., 2015). Jump (2017, p. 10) discussed that 

hyper-masculine combat sports such as boxing, martial arts and mixed martial arts allow 

for masculine identities to be maintained through “‘doing’ masculinity”, and that 

associated rewards such as superiority and status strengthen these values. It is not 

surprising then that there have been reservations around high aggression sports that 

echo messages of masculinity, notions of which have persistently been linked with 

violent crime (Eibach, 2016).  

 

Alternatively, scholars have described boxing as a “hook for change” for criminal 

desistance in criminological literature (Jump & Smithson, 2020), the term referring to 

prosocial aspects of the environment that act as catalysts for change (Giordano et al., 

2002, p. 1000). Boxing is not a “one-glove-fits-all” approach to addressing violent 

crime (Jump & Smithson, 2019, p. 3), and it is not sufficient to merely engage youth in 

the sport (Jump & Smithson, 2020), hence the need for funding to evaluate good and 

bad practice in local boxing programmes has been highlighted (Jump & Smithson, 

2019). Alongside this, a call for investment that can illuminate how programmes 



 43 

targeting desistance achieve these outcomes has been raised (Jump, 2017). However, 

the role of boxing in relation to desistance from antisocial behaviour has been 

ambiguous. Whilst boxing has been noted for its capacity to facilitate desistance 

(Deuchar et al., 2015; Wright, 2006), caution has also been advised in respect of boxing 

enabling existing crime and violence (Jump, 2015). This highlights critique of both 

sides of the argument – the notion of combat sports battling delinquency and 

engagement in antisocial behaviour, whilst dismissing the potential harms, as well as of 

the blanket notion that such aggressive pursuits promote and celebrate aggression 

(Channon & Matthews, 2018).  

 

Violence evokes significant moral considerations and discourse. The meanings of 

violent acts are intrinsically enmeshed around the socio-psychological and cultural 

constructions of identity (Channon & Matthews, 2018). The contexts in which 

aggression arises and is committed is then imperative to the meanings that others 

impose on violent acts (Collins, 2008), as well as what one constructs around their own 

understandings and justifications of their violence.  

 

Masculine values have been argued to perpetuate the propensity for criminal 

involvement (Jump, 2017). Fifteen young men aged between 15-18 years, who had been 

charged and convicted of a serious offence partook in a day-long boxing workshop. The 

day involved boxing exercises and discussions around the nature and culture of boxing, 

participant experiences of the criminal justice system, masculinity and attitudes to 

criminal behaviour (Jump & Smithson, 2020). The discussions brought forth themes of 

masculinity, discipline, confidence, respect, trust, routine, defeatism and loss (Jump & 

Smithson, 2020). The narratives of these criminal justice involved young men indicated 

that not “think[ing] straight” was a feature of responding to violent provocation, despite 

knowing what they “should” say in response (Jump & Smithson, 2020, p. 60). This 

insight suggested an implicit pressure to respond to violence in pre-determined ways. 

Jump and Smithson (2020) discussed the role of boxing in enforcing hyper-masculine 

ideals, often perpetuated by sports leaders, which may be counterproductive to the use 

of boxing as a “hook for change” (Jump, 2017; Giordano et al., 2002, p. 1000). 

However, sociological and criminological scholarship has identified that cognitive 
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transformations, achieved through an openness to change, and capacity to visualise an 

alternative identity are imperative to criminal desistance (Giordano et al., 2002).  

 

The role of sport in enabling criminal desistance has been referred to as a “black box 

problem” (Jump & Smithson, 2020, p. 57), where there is little explanatory context as to 

what happens within the sporting environment to produce prosocial change (Coalter, 

2007). Evidently, a nuanced consideration of interacting contexts and meanings 

ascribed to the violence is warranted. Jump (2017) has argued for a nuanced approach 

that considers the shortcomings of sport as a tool for desistance, and one that 

incorporates the functions of respect and masculinity in relation to desistance from 

crime. My research aims to illustrate interacting forces that are part of the life stories of 

youth engaging in the sport of pugilism, which could offer a more balanced view of the 

role of boxing in the lives of young people. A brief examination of the lives of boxers 

through some non-academic articles, and an autobiographical account of the life of a 

former British boxing champion follows.  

 

2.8 Boxing and trauma 

Mike Tyson  

Mike Tyson, a former world champion and the youngest to win a heavyweight title at 

age 20 was grabbed and taken into a building as a child. He reported in an interview that 

he was molested (Reid-Cleveland, 2017). This was evidently a traumatic experience as 

he stated in the interview with Jeremy Schapp that it was still difficult to talk about, and 

that he “like[s] to keep that where it was in the past” (Reid-Cleveland, 2017). Mike 

Tyson is also reported to have never known his father – who left when he was two 

years, and experienced the death of his mother when he was 16 years old (Head, 2010). 

When discussing the effect of the molestation experience, Mike Tyson stated “It made 

me have to be tough for the world I lived in” (Reid-Cleveland, 2017). This may be 

indicative of his experiences growing up in a “high crime neighbourhood” where 

violence and fights were common (Head, 2010). The impact of neighbourhood violence 

on Mike Tyson’s own use of violence from an early age, proposed as a necessary act of 

self-defence was also reported in the article (Head, 2010). The impact of neighbourhood 

violence on children’s sense of safety and distrustfulness of their environment, and the 
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normalisation of violence in this way, has been observed (Usta & Farver, 2005). Mike 

Tyson had also been arrested 38 times by the age of 13 (Head, 2010). He referred to 

feelings of shame following the molestation. Collectively, these experiences indicated 

layers of traumatic experiences throughout childhood and adolescence, and boxing may 

have been a way to externalise this trauma and create the image of a “tough” person 

surviving in the world he “lived in”.  

 

Callum Hancock 

Callum Hancock, a professional boxer from Sheffield, (UK) detailed in a news article 

how he was raped at age 10 by a neighbour, who was 14 years old at the time (Al-

Samarrai, 2019). The neighbour had bullied and beaten up Callum Hancock since the 

age of seven. Callum Hancock spoke of suicidal thoughts and attempts, as well as 

thoughts of violent revenge on his neighbour. He had not disclosed the rape to anyone 

until the age of 18 when he revealed the assault to some close friends. The trauma from 

the rape and its lasting impact was evident where Callum Hancock stated that it would 

continue “haunting [him] if [he] let it” and “this thing crushed me”, “I wish I had told 

someone because it rots you from the inside”. He stated: “It destroyed me. For years I 

was terrified it would happen again, scared people would look at me differently if they 

knew. I was even scared of going to the toilet in big school” (as his rapist had told him 

after the rape that this is what everyone does in big school). “It completely changed my 

personality” Callum Hancock stated. These quotes implied fear and shame that followed 

the rape, both common in sexual assault survivors (Aakvaag et al., 2016).  

 

Callum Hancock was later traumatised by the suicide of his close friend: “My friend’s 

death broke me”, which he discussed as the trigger for a breakdown a couple of weeks 

later where he “lay on [his] bedroom floor crying [his] eyes out and [he] wrote a letter 

saying what had happened to [him]”. Callum Hancock recounted that the same night he 

went out and “put on a mask as the life of the party” but when confronted by a doorman 

he responded by punching him, which subsequently led to imprisonment for six months. 

This suggested a potential link between the impact of trauma and violence use as a 

response in Callum’s life. It was reported that Callum had expressed: “At that point, 

murder and suicide were my best friends — I wanted to kill him or kill me”.  
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Callum Hancock, both similar and different to Mike Tyson, also spoke of the way in 

which he “put on a mask” to hide the violation he felt due to the rape, the mask was of a 

“tough lad” and “hard man”. The article described Callum Hancock’s relationship with 

boxing as complicated and reports that the identity that boxing gave him was “his shield 

to the outside world”. However, precisely because of the identity he assumed to cope 

with the feelings and trauma after the rape, the sport, for him, as the article reported, 

became inextricably linked with his trauma.  

 

Quanitta ‘Queen’ Underwood 

In a New York Times article (Bearak, 2012), Quanitta ‘Queen’ Underwood shared her 

story of years of childhood sexual abuse and rape of her and her older sister by their 

father. Quanitta Underwood had been around four years old when she became aware of 

their father frequently raping her older sister in the same bed she was sleeping in, which 

was then directed to her around age 12. Their father, Azzad Underwood was sentenced 

for criminal sexual conduct with a minor. Their parents divorced during their childhood, 

and through a lack of understanding of legal terminology on the part of their mother, 

she signed off custody of the children to Azzad Underwood. Quanitta Underwood also 

experienced suicidal thoughts and attempted suicide once during university, having 

suffered on and off from depression. The effects of the trauma were also evident in her 

boxing, which Quanitta undertook at age 19. The article reported that Cappy Kotz, the 

owner of Cappy’s Boxing Gym where Quanitta Underwood trained had said that “he 

had never seen a better natural talent than Quanitta”, however, he had observed that 

“she fights scared” and had “trouble with messy boxers, who push you and shove you”. 

During the 2010 world championships semi-finals, Basheer Abdullah, a former 

Olympics coach had shouted out to Quanitta Underwood during her fight “What are you 

afraid of?” after which she “unleashed the barrage” and won the fight.  

 

Kevin Lueshing 

In his autobiographical account titled ‘The Belt Boy’ (Lueshing & Dunn, 2016), Kevin 

Lueshing detailed a painful childhood riddled with cruelty and abuse from his father, 

living with his parents and five siblings, in deprivation and poverty in Beckenham, 
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London. Kevin Lueshing experienced months of grooming and sexual abuse by an older 

man in his neighbourhood, bullying in school, and a car accident which almost killed 

him. From an early age he suffered brutal and callous beatings from his father “for 

anything and everything” (Lueshing & Dunn, 2016, p. 19). The beatings would often be 

with belts, but also with jump leads, recalling that he “would only call him dad if [he] 

was begging for mercy” (Lueshing & Dunn, 2016, p. 5). The beatings were “a regular 

way of life” for him (Lueshing & Dunn, 2016, p5). Kevin Lueshing recounted a 

particular beating from his father with jump leads that he described as the worst beating 

he ever took, to which nothing compared including his fights as a champion boxer when 

he was competing for the world title (Lueshing & Dunn, 2016). One chapter of his book 

was named “A Child without Parents” (p. 27), which was indicative of proximal 

separation as he lived with both his parents. Kevin described boxing as a means of 

releasing his aggression that resulted from the damage caused by what he described as 

the ‘dark side of [his] childhood’. He spoke of his trauma and the impact of it on his 

emotional and mental health in detail, he also described his first suicide attempt at age 

nine. Kevin explained that his violence in school was because he was “looking for fights 

to get rid of all the aggression [he] wouldn’t dare unleash against George” (his father) 

(p. 41). Kevin stated that boxing allowed him to “channel [his] aggression and energy 

and the way [he] feel[s] about the world and lets [him] release it all” (p. 67). As a 21-

year-old, Kevin Lueshing, who had been boxing at the time, described an incident 

where he came across his father on the streets, and the embodied experience of trauma 

that ensued causing him to want to externalise the feelings through violence. Kevin 

related: “With the anger I felt in that moment, I would have destroyed him, maybe 

worse. I had violence in me, it was consuming me and I was bursting to unleash it on 

his pathetic, ageing body” (p. 26). This intense feeling was triggered by a look he saw in 

his father’s eyes, “I could see that cold look in his eyes again. The one I saw during all 

those beatings” (p. 26).  

 

Whilst these interviews and autobiographical accounts do not imply that abuse or 

trauma exists in the lives of all boxers, it does however, warrant a look into the 

externalisation of trauma through boxing. By choosing to examine the lives of boxers, I 

do not imply that all those who engage in or train for this sport do so purely as a means 
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of using violence or as an externalisation of trauma through violence. The decision to 

engage in boxing may be self-defence, fitness, to combat boredom, a chance encounter 

with the sport, or any other number of reasons, nevertheless, boxing is inherently 

violent. In the same vein, through including individuals whose use of violence has led to 

the harshest sanctions imposed by society – loss of freedom through imprisonment, I 

wished to explore life experiences – which may or may not include trauma histories – in 

relation to violence manifesting along a spectrum of expressions.  

 

2.9 The body as a medium that contains and allows externalisation of trauma 

Merleau-Ponty argued that we have an embodied relationship with the world (1962). 

These accounts illuminate the body as a medium in which trauma may be held, but also 

through which it can be released or externalised. Violence, the act, (whether as a form 

of self-defence, control, power, exercise or entertainment) may form one way in which 

this can be achieved. Since behaviour is communication, an individual committing 

violent acts may present an identity through this behaviour, as highlighted by the 

accounts of Mike Tyson and Callum Hancock detailed above; that communicates that it 

cannot be violated or overpowered, that is it is powerful and can stand up for itself. We 

make sense of our surroundings through our bodies, motor activity is considered to be a 

fundamental part of our experiences and memory, and meaning-making occurs through 

actions, sensation, feelings and perceptions (Levine, 2010). In discussing Merleau-

Ponty and the body as embodiment, Iwakuma, using the example of a cane as a tactile 

organ for a visually impaired individual, states: “As a process of embodiment, an object 

becomes a part of the identity of the person to whom it belongs” (Iwakuma, 2002, p. 

79). I argue that in the same way a behavioural act or embraced identity can also 

become the embodied manifestation of an experience such as trauma.  

 

Since trauma is experienced by the body (physiological reactions to stress, emotional 

pain or psychological attacks), can be contained in the body (van der Kolk, 2014), it is 

conceivable that trauma can then be expressed through the body. I conceptualise 

violence as the behavioural externalisation of trauma, manifesting through behavioural 

acts that are linked to an individual’s trauma, either in a specific or general way, 

through their meaning-making. By no means do I imply that violence is the only way 
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that trauma is externalised, or indeed that externalisation is the only manifestation of 

traumatic experiences, they are internalised just the same. Nonetheless, in those who 

have experienced trauma, and use violence, defined here by virtue of participants’ 

membership of a boxing club or incarceration for a violent crime, I believed it was 

likely that violence use would have some association, communicated through sharing 

about meaning-making, with participants’ experience of trauma. These connections 

were illuminated through an analysis of participant meaning-making on the associations 

between trauma and use of violence and through my interpretation of their 

understandings of the connections and the role of violence in their lives. It is to be noted 

that I do not imply a causal inference here, but simply denote that the meanings 

individuals ascribe to their experiences and behaviours, may chart a life course 

trajectory to violence. Indeed, it is the way an individual makes sense of their traumatic 

experiences that may create a pathway to violence.  

 

Understanding the meaning-making processes may explain what research on the Cycle 

of Violence has not yet fully determined, why some individuals who have experienced 

childhood abuse, trauma or neglect go on to use violence whilst others do not. Next, I 

provide the methodological framework within which my research was conducted.  
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3 Methodology 

In this chapter I outline the philosophical underpinnings that guided the development of 

the research and key choices related to methods, analysis and the interpretation of 

findings. I begin by detailing the ontological and epistemological positioning, before 

outlining the setting, sampling and recruitment, and a breakdown of participant details. I 

then describe the process of creating the interview schedule before outlining the 

procedure and the arising ethical considerations. I conclude by describing the analysis.  

 

3.1 Ontological and epistemological positioning  

Research is a systematic process of inquiry focused on a particular problem or issue, 

enabling the development of knowledge. This process is informed by the way in which 

one views the world. Coloured by our philosophical standing, it shapes the way 

questions of the world are asked and gaps in knowledge are identified (Mills & Birks, 

2014). It is through this philosophical interrogation that one arrives at a research 

problem.  

 

A paradigm is a set of beliefs through which one can understand the world (Langdridge, 

2007; Guba & Lincoln, 1994). Philosophical paradigms were conceptualised by Thomas 

Kuhn in ‘The Structure of Scientific Revolutions’ (1962). The key philosophical 

paradigms are: Scientific, Interpretive and Critical Theory. The philosophical paradigm 

directs the ontological and epistemological positions, as different paradigms conform to 

different epistemological positions (Langdridge, 2007). Epistemology refers to how 

knowledge is gained (Baldwin, 2014). Ontology refers to the nature of existence (Gray, 

2013), the study of being (Crotty, 1998), an individual’s world view and notion of 

reality (Baldwin, 2014). In combination, ontology and epistemology form the basis 

through which a researcher’s philosophical stance is illuminated; what they believe of 

the world, and how they believe those perspectives or knowledge come into being.  

 

A positivist position takes an ontological position of realism, assuming objects exist 

independently of the researcher (Scotland, 2012), and follows an objectivist 

epistemology that presumes reality exists independently of consciousness and 

experience (Feast & Melles, 2010). The limitations within this premise were 
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summarised by Guba and Lincoln (1994), who asserted that facts are derived from 

theories which are value laden (e.g., via the choice of variables studied). Therefore, they 

are only intrinsically factual within a specific theoretical framework; hence, theories 

and facts are interdependent. However, historical or political contextual values are not a 

feature of the scientific paradigm (Scotland, 2012). Furthermore, generalisations 

derived from positivist research discount intentions of the individual (Scotland, 2012). 

For these reasons, the current research could not be situated within the scientific 

paradigm, nor within positivist or post-positivist philosophical positioning that seek to 

reduce complex phenomena to its simpler parts, centred around theory verification or 

theory falsification (Guba & Lincoln, 1994).  

 

The aim of the current research was to understand a complex phenomenon – the 

meaning-making of life experiences and the use of violence. I therefore positioned the 

current research within an interpretive paradigm adhering to an ontological position of 

relativism. Interpretivism takes an anti-positivist position (Gray, 2013). Within 

interpretivism, knowledge is culturally and historically situated (Scotland, 2012), which 

then suggests that an understanding of the social world can only be derived from those 

situated in it and experiencing it (Cohen et al., 2007). Methodology adhering to an 

interpretive paradigm seeks to understand phenomena from the individual’s perspective 

(Creswell, 2009).  

 

Relativist ontology proposes that multiple realities exist (Gray, 2013). Reality is then, 

constructed via an interactive process between objects and consciousness (Scotland, 

2012). It is an understanding of these multiple realities in different contexts, times and 

spaces that I aimed to explore in the current research. This notion highlights the 

interdependence of contextual influences as influencing perception. This insight around 

varying meanings assigned to similar experiences will provide invaluable insight for the 

purposes of the current inquiry. In essence, it is the meaning of violence for individuals 

that I sought to comprehend. This is in place of reducing trauma and use of violence to 

their constituent parts for the purpose of generalisability to a vast set of individuals, as 

found within nomothetic research. In this sense, the scientific and positivist/post-
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positivist paradigms would not provide the appropriate methods to explore the key 

research questions. 

 

Within constructivism, meaning transpires through an interchange between the subject 

and the world (Gray, 2013); this positioning was therefore most suited to the pursuit of 

knowledge on how individuals develop meaning from traumatic experiences through 

life, and how these are constructed through an interplay between various factors such as 

an individual’s emotions, culture, familial background and societal influences. I hold 

the assumption that it is the interaction between these influences that determines the 

ultimate meaning and therefore, influence behaviours such as coping mechanisms and 

violence used by an individual.  

 

Constructivist epistemological theorists also argue that different meanings of the same 

phenomenon may exist for different individuals. It is these variations, and undoubtedly, 

commonalities, between understandings and meanings assigned to experiences that 

were of great importance within my research. However, the role of our beliefs and 

expectations in determining reality and knowledge production cannot be denied (Bunge, 

1993). This signifies the constructivist position (Madill et al., 2000) adopted for the 

current inquiry.  

 

Interpretivist methodology is closely linked to constructivism (Gray, 2013) and includes 

methodologies such as case studies, ethnography, hermeneutics and phenomenology 

(Scotland, 2012). As the current research aimed to understand the differences and 

commonalities that existed in meanings, ethnography and case study methods were not 

suitable approaches. Hermeneutics is concerned with understanding the hidden meaning 

of language in constructing reality (Scotland, 2012), and would not be a feasible 

approach to understanding individuals’ experiences. We cannot determine how an 

individual understands their experiences without asking them, including asking about 

how those meanings have changed over time. Hence, I chose phenomenology, which I 

now discuss in detail.  
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3.1.1 Phenomenology  

Phenomenology is centred around a “return to the things themselves” as coined by 

Edmund Husserl (1964), the founder of phenomenological philosophy. Through 

phenomenology, Husserl intended to study things as they appear (Dowling, 2007). 

Phenomenological psychology relates to individual perceptions and the meanings that 

are derived from experiences, essentially focusing on lived experience of individuals 

and therefore, concerned with first person accounts (Langdridge, 2007). It is the study 

of the relationship between an individual’s consciousness and the world (Langdridge, 

2007). It is for these reasons that a phenomenological methodology was selected to 

guide the study. 

 

A concept central to phenomenological psychology is that of epoché (Husserl, [1931] 

1967), identified as the process of stepping outside of one’s preconceived notions of 

what one believes to be reality; also referred to as bracketing (Langdridge, 2007). The 

fundamental principle of epoché is doubt regarding what one knows, the biases that may 

form one’s preconceived knowledge and the knowledge that one takes for granted 

(Perniola, 2011). Since phenomenological research aims to understand the ‘things 

themselves’ (Willis, 2004), epoché seeks to encourage critical awareness of one’s 

natural attitude (the taken-for-granted-knowledge). This is a particularly important 

concept to acknowledge as phenomenological methods within psychology assert that 

the researcher has a role within the co-construction of the phenomenon being studied 

(Langdridge, 2007), as well as to become aware of the assumptions presiding within a 

participant’s lived experience.  

 

There are generally two schools of thought within phenomenology regarding epoché; 

transcendental phenomenologists in line with Husserl’s thinking, proclaim that epoché 

is attainable in that one can step outside oneself and bracket off one’s own lived 

experiences, seeing the world from another’s perspective. Existential phenomenologists 

on the other hand, follow Heidegger, Sarte and Merleau-Ponty in asserting that to fully 

remove one’s presuppositions of the world is unachievable (Langdridge, 2007). I took 

an existential stance with the belief that whilst attempting epoché and remaining 

critically aware of my own biases in perception is imperative, it was impossible for me 
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to fully attain a “God’s eye view” (Langdridge, 2007, p. 18). I believe that what we 

perceive is so inextricably linked to how we perceive. As Munhall (1994, p. 198) states: 

“Self is part of every study”.  

 

Phenomenologists challenge the subject-object dichotomy, which is a fundamental 

aspect of the positivist approach (Langdridge, 2007). Phenomenologists reason that the 

world exists as we perceive it (Langdridge, 2007), therefore, to consider the object as 

separate from subjective perception does not hold true. This is particularly so as 

perception is determined by various factors such as the position of the object in relation 

to the perceiver, mood of the perceiver and other contextual factors (Langdridge, 2007). 

These contextual interactions that create knowledge through meaning perceived by the 

subjective experience of an individual mean that once-and-for-all knowledge does not 

exist, since perception is subjective and created through interactions. Hence my 

understanding is that reality varies from person to person, such that no ‘real knowledge’ 

can be evidenced outside of subjective perceptual experience. With this understanding 

phenomenological psychologists employ methods such as interviews to support the 

eliciting of rich and detailed data relating to individual and subjective experiences 

(Langdridge, 2007).  

 

Phenomenological psychology relates to individual perceptions and the meanings that 

are derived from experiences, essentially focusing on lived experience of individuals 

and concerned with first person accounts (Langdridge, 2007). It is the study of the 

relationship between an individual’s consciousness and the world (Langdridge, 2007). It 

is argued that by the very act of focusing our conscious attention to an aspect of reality, 

the way one perceives the world, makes one’s mind not private but essentially public; 

this is referred to as intentionality.  

 

Intentionality implies that mental acts (such as perception) are meaning laden (Owen, 

1996) and is concerned with the internal experience of being conscious of an object 

(Moustakas, 1994). Husserl asserts that an individual’s experience of the world and by 

extension the individual, can therefore, be understood through their perceptions of the 

world. Merleau-Ponty’s philosophy of the “embodied nature of our relationship to [the] 
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world” (Smith et al., 2009, p. 18) is particularly relevant to conceptualising the 

externalisation of trauma through violence. In discussing Merleau-Ponty’s stance, 

Staudigl (2007) pointed out that we make sense of our world through our bodies. Since 

our embodied existence is so fundamental to our experience of the world, it could 

illuminate the ways in which certain coping mechanisms evolve and function. 

 

Theoretical perspectives can overlap and are best conceptualised along a spectrum 

(Feast & Melles, 2010). Phenomenological research approaches can be classified within 

both objectivist and subjectivist epistemologies. However, phenomenology is generally 

categorised as constructivist epistemology (Feast & Melles, 2010). See Table 1 for a 

summary of the ontological and epistemological positioning of the current study.  

Table 1 Ontological and Epistemological Positioning 

Paradigm 

Interpretive paradigm 

Ontological position 

Relativism 

Epistemological position  

Constructivism 

Theoretical perspective  

Interpretative phenomenological  

Methodology 

Phenomenological research 

Method 

Semi-structured interviews 

3.1.2 Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) 

In the current enquiry I adopted an interpretative phenomenological psychology stance, 

which was most influenced by existentialist philosophies (Langdridge, 2007). 

Conforming to an interpretative phenomenological perspective that aims to reveal 

commonalities and differences rather than abstractions or deterministic laws (Benner, 

1994) my interest lies in exploring the commonalities and differences in meanings and 

sense-making of experiences. I implemented an idiographic route of inquiry, concerned 
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with individual subjective experiences, rather than a nomothetic stance that would be 

designed to support decontextualised generalisability (Benner, 1994).  

 

To generalise assumes a constant and stable world (Benner, 1994). Quantitative 

researchers endeavour to observe patterns and trends by removing the detailed context 

and individualised aspects of experience of research participants (Benner, 1994). This is 

inherently problematic when wanting to understand human behaviour. Undoubtedly, the 

high rate of childhood traumatic experiences in those who exhibit violent behaviour in 

adolescence and adulthood, examined retrospectively or prospectively, supports the 

association between childhood trauma and use of violence (Cycle of Violence theory, 

Widom, 1989). However, no study has reported a complete incidence on either side of 

the exposure-outcome (trauma-violence) investigation, not even when trauma was 

further separated into types, such as physical (Widom & Maxfield, 2001) or sexual 

abuse (Ogloff et al., 2012) experiences. Controlling for other factors has consolidated 

our understanding further, however, to control for certain factors or removing other 

variables of interest, of which, there may be innumerable historical or contextual 

influences not considered within individual studies, leads to an incomplete 

understanding of why some individuals with childhood exposure to violence or abuse 

become violent, whilst others do not. Not only is the importance of individualised 

contextual details highlighted through this, but the missing element then appears to be 

the meaning that individuals derive from their experiences which then influences and 

translates into emotions (latent or active) and manifests into behavioural acts such as 

violence.  

 

Developed by Jonathon Smith and later by Smith et al. (2009), IPA aims to achieve a 

detailed exploration of participants’ views of the topic under study (Eatough & Smith, 

2008). Essentially, it is the meanings that various experiences hold for participants that 

is the fundamental aspect of IPA (Smith & Osborn, 2007). Phenomenological research 

accounts for the belief that the same experience can hold different meanings to different 

individuals, such that there can be multiple ‘modes of appearing’ for an experience 

(Bevan, 2014). To understand the meanings behind traumatic experiences in childhood, 
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IPA equipped me with the tools required to have an insider’s perspective to the 

participants’ personal worlds (Smith & Osborn, 2007).  

 

IPA requires a two-stage interpretation process with the participants making sense of 

their world and the researcher making sense of participants’ worlds (Smith & Osborn, 

2007). This process of double hermeneutics (Smith, 2004) created a complexity as my 

perceptions and interpretations as a researcher came into play (Smith & Osborn, 2007). 

This complexity is, however, welcome within IPA, as there is also scope for me as a 

researcher to critically question the experiences of the participants to better understand 

meaning, whilst keeping the participants at the forefront as the experts of their lives 

(Byrne, 2001). An example of a critical question may be “Do I have a sense of 

something going on here that maybe the participants themselves are less aware of?” as 

discussed by Pietkiewicz and Smith (2014, p. 8).  

 

The needs of the current inquiry were freedom to become deeply immersed into 

participants’ reported experiences, but also critical analysis to understand the internal 

logic of the participants (Gray, 2013). This internal logic can be revealed through talk 

(interview), participants expressing their thinking and thereby their emotional states 

(Smith & Osborn, 2007). However, the complexities and limitations of assuming that 

feelings and emotions can be fully expressed through talk are acknowledged by IPA 

researchers (Smith & Osborn, 2007), particularly when considering the potential 

challenges of conducting research around childhood trauma. This however, illuminated 

the importance of asking critical questions within IPA for the current research as well as 

the need of an IPA analysis method as the method of choice. 

 

3.1.3 Interviews  

Interviews are deemed the exemplary method of data collection for an IPA analysis 

(Smith & Osborn, 2007; Bevan, 2014). A flexible method of data collection works best 

(Smith & Osborn, 2007). Therefore, semi structured interviews were most appropriate 

for this study as they allow for researchers to adapt follow-up questions in response to 

the answers provided by the participant to initial questions around a topic.  
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Semi-structured interviews offer the opportunity to direct the general flow of dialogue 

through having a predetermined set of questions guided by previous research, but there 

is also scope for the participant to guide the course of the interview and respond in ways 

that highlight details most relevant to their experience. Alongside this, semi-structured 

interviews allow one to further probe areas of interest (Smith & Osborn, 2007) that may 

not have been expected in the development of the interview schedule but may still be 

salient to the inquiry. This was essential to the current inquiry as understanding the 

salient influences in each participant’s life was imperative for a rich understanding of 

their personal worlds. Similarly, part of the novelty of this research was in facilitating 

the disclosure of factors, understandings and meaning-making of experiences that may 

have been missed in previous research.  

 

I deemed semi-structured interviews an essential tool for the purposes of the current 

inquiry due to the sensitive nature of the topics under exploration. The fundamental 

aspect as evidenced by the theoretical underpinnings and ontological and 

epistemological positions the research abides by, relied entirely on the subjectivity of 

experience. Given the nature of trauma, coping and subjective meaning of experiences, 

a semi-structured interview would allow exploration of traumatic or challenging 

experiences, without necessarily labelling them as such. Furthermore, it would allow 

insight into protective factors and coping mechanisms as they may become more 

powerful, or redundant over time and with experience, as I reject the assumption of 

reality being stable and constant.  

 

Semi-structured interviews also allow participants to explore through their narrative 

their own responses, rather than being coerced into what they might believe to be 

required. Given the complex and multi-layered experiences being discussed, such as 

abuse from parents, and the use of violence, meanings could not be derived from simply 

noting whether an individual had used violence, because the contexts in which they 

used violence may be very nuanced. Similarly, the effects of parental abuse can be very 

complex in that children may both fear and love the parents who abuse them; these 

ambivalent feelings may further translate into conflicting meanings around the 



 59 

participant’s relationship with the abusive parent. By conducting this research, I aimed 

to bring these nuances to light.  

 

The rapport building characteristic of semi-structured interviews (Smith & Osborn, 

2007) allowed for some trust to develop between myself and the participants and 

created a sense of security where personal feelings and experiences could be discussed 

(see Appendix A for the full interview schedule). I considered the participants to be the 

experts of their lives (Reid et al., 2005), and to this end, the research was grounded in 

the data (interviews) (Reid et al., 2005). Consequently, this approach generated the rich 

data required to understand the association between experience of trauma and use of 

violence, and to conduct IPA.  

 

The strength of the life course (or sometimes referred to as the life story interview) is 

that it seeks to view life as a whole (Atkinson, 2007) and can be viewed as the 

methodological confluence between understanding life as a whole and its constituent 

parts that are salient due to their narration within the interview (Atkinson, 2007). I 

believed this to be fundamental to the current inquiry, as it allows for an understanding 

of the interactions of various levels of context combined to create an experience for an 

individual, and how these could be both compared and contrasted with the experiences 

and meaning-making of others with similar and differing experiences. The significance 

of individuals making meaning of their experiences through their narratives, of which I 

then attempt to make sense of, is aptly described by Atkinson (2007): “The storyteller is 

the first interpreter of the story they tell” (p. 232), by narrating an experience the 

individual is first making sense of that experience as it holds meaning to them, and then 

articulates this. The double hermeneutics applied in IPA research vividly became 

evident within the life course interview approach.  

 

3.2 Setting and sampling  

3.2.1 Sampling 

The sampling technique most appropriate for any research depends on the type and 

nature of the research (Etikan et al., 2016). A four-point sampling approach central to 

enhancing the validity of qualitative interview includes the following (Robinson, 2014):  
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a) Defining a sampling universe 

The sample universe defined in this study encompasses homogenous sample groups 

(Etikan et al., 2016), which are most appropriate for IPA analyses in terms of its 

philosophical foundations and analytical processes (Smith et al., 2009). Destructive 

violence often results in involvements in the criminal justice system. The novelty of my 

research lies in the inclusion of a sample comprising those that use violence in a non-

destructive, or constructive, socially endorsed capacity, namely boxing, as this is rarely 

studied in the context of trauma and violence.  

 

A strength with purposive sampling techniques, employed within this study, is that the 

intention is to better understand specific groups, and individuals who share elements of 

life experience with each other on an individual level, rather than for the findings to 

apply to all individuals. The findings of this research will be theoretically applicable 

and generalisable (Mason, 2002) to those within the contextualised definitions 

(Robinson, 2014) of the two samples within the sample universe. For example, to those 

who use violence in destructive or harmful capacities and those who use violence in a 

socially acceptable way, such as engaged in the sport of fighting. Therefore, I do not 

aim to apply the findings of this study to the general population more widely, but 

simply to address those groups under study. 

 

Setting  

Sample populations were sourced from a boxing club and a criminal justice 

establishment. The rationale for including these distinct groups of individuals was that 

these individuals used the two different forms of violence of interest.  

Boxing club 

This sample population consisted of men and women who attended a boxing club in a 

major (United Kingdom) city. The boxing club was founded to fight against gun and 

knife crime by creating a space that would allow youth to spend time off the streets. The 

boxing club accepts individuals of all ages and has classes for children as young as 6 

years old, with no upper age limit. 
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Criminal justice involved  

I endeavoured to access men and women incarcerated in criminal justice establishments 

and obtained access and permission from two Her Majesty’s Prison/Young Offender 

Institute establishments (for men and women). I had further consent interviews 

scheduled with seven participants at one establishment and shortlisting almost complete 

at the other; however, it was not possible to conduct these due to the Coronavirus 

pandemic, lockdown and associated prison research restrictions.  

 

b) Deciding on a sample size 

A range of three to sixteen participants is advised for IPA analyses, with the smaller 

limit being for smaller scale studies (Smith et al., 2009). The aim was to include at least 

three women’s and three men’s narratives from the incarcerated sample populations. 

However, due to disruptions to data collection as a result of the Coronavirus pandemic 

and given the in-depth nature of analysis and low number of interviews required for an 

IPA study, a total of 10 interviews (nine from the boxing club and one from a prison) 

was deemed sufficient. This was particularly considering that destructive uses of 

violence and criminal justice involvement were featured within boxing club narratives 

obtained.  

 

Judging by, and relating to the concept of “information power” in qualitative studies 

(Malterud et al., 2016), I considered my sample size adequate across various domains 

impacting on information power of a sample. These domains as outlined by Malterud et 

al. (2016) were: sample specificity, established theory, quality of dialogue and analysis 

strategy, which will be discussed in turn.  

 

In respect of sample specificity, participants discussed highly specific experiences in 

relation to childhood distressing and non-distressing experiences, whilst variations 

amongst participants were also observed; the cycle of violence was observed in some 

participants, while in others it was not, and turning points were also described. All of 

these experiences were present within the accounts obtained. There was also an 

established theoretical background which requires a smaller sample than one that is 

supported by limited theoretical perspectives. I considered the quality of the dialogue in 
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interviews already conducted as high with detailed and rich data focused within the 

parameters of the research. Since the analysis strategy was IPA, my sample size was 

within the range identified at the outset of this section.  

 

c) Selecting a sample strategy  

Purposive sampling techniques refer to strategies that ensure representation of certain 

categories within a sample (Robinson, 2014). Purposive sampling techniques are 

frequently employed within qualitative research designs for the benefit of obtaining 

information rich cases (Patton, 2002), which is a requirement of this research and can be 

used for data collection methods such as interviews (Tongco, 2007). This approach was 

deemed appropriate for addressing the research aim with regards to trauma and violence 

use in individuals using two different categories of violence –constructive and 

destructive uses of violence. These two categories would help identify the differences 

and similarities in relation to externalisation and meaning-making for individuals. In 

particular, I employed a cell sampling technique that required a priori categories to be 

determined and participants to fill those sample groups. Cell sampling acknowledges 

that there may be overlap between the two groups. That is to say that individuals who 

attend a boxing club may currently or previously have also used violence in a 

destructive way and may have been through the criminal justice system for their 

violence.  

 

d) Sourcing sample 

The samples were sourced through a recruitment gatekeeper (Devers & Frankel, 2000) 

who encouraged participation through actively publicising the research (Robinson, 

2014). Inclusion and exclusion criteria were discussed with the gatekeeper/contact 

person within the respective organisation/establishment, who then conducted the 

shortlisting of potential participants. Although it is acknowledged that voluntary 

participation is prone to self-selection bias (Costigan & Cox, 2001), such as women 

being more open to the type of self-disclosure that interviews promote (Robinson, 

2014), I endeavoured to counteract this bias by an attempt at recruiting an equal 

representation of men and women. However, despite this mixed-gender representation, 

other biases around self-selection may still exist. For example, the sample groups may 
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have inherent biases such that the boxing club may be a catchment area for youth who 

have grown up in socio-economic deprivation. An awareness of such potential biases is 

essential for me as a researcher to appropriately and ethically interpret the findings 

arising with these sample groups (Robinson, 2014).  

 

3.3 Recruitment  

An age range of 16-25 years was applied as an inclusion criterion. The exclusion criteria 

applying to all samples was one of individuals with communication difficulties, 

including a limited command of the English language.  

 

3.3.1 Boxing club 

The boxing club founder was requested to only approach individuals who were 

accessing the boxing club through self-referral (not due to agency referral). The purpose 

for this request was to ensure that participating individuals wanted to engage in boxing 

through choice. Although I provided a recruitment poster for purposes of advertising the 

research within the premises of the club (see Appendix B), the founder of the boxing 

club advised that the most appropriate method of recruitment would be for him to 

identify potential participants based on the inclusion/exclusion criteria and book a date 

and time with those who agreed to participate, in sync with my availability. This 

process worked well.  

 

The potential participants were told that a researcher known to the founder wanted to 

conduct an interview with them about their life and experiences, and that this was 

voluntary. All except one individual who was introduced to me agreed to participate, 

and one other individual withdrew from the study after completing the interview. On the 

agreed day of the interview, the researcher met with potential participants face-to-face 

discussing the research in more detail, such as providing information on what the 

interview and research involved, the audio-recording of the interviews and the impact of 

the research, after which informed consent was obtained and the interview conducted on 

the same day. All participants were 16 years and above, hence parental consent was not 

required.  
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3.3.2 Criminal Justice establishment(s) 

Identification of potential participants was conducted through the psychology 

departments at the respective establishments. The specific inclusion criterion was 

current incarceration for a violent offence. The Crown Prosecution Service (CPS) 

guidelines for violent crimes relevant to the purpose of the study (intentional use of 

violence) include murder, assault, throwing corrosive substances, gun crime and knife 

crime. However, gun and knife crime are not specific legal offences, and would come 

under possession of a bladed article or weapon, or within a different offence such as 

Grievous Bodily Harm (where weapon was used). Manslaughter and robbery were 

initially excluded from the inclusion criteria since manslaughter may or may not result 

from intentional use of violence, and robbery, because the use of violence is a 

secondary factor in the offence.  

 

At the outset I requested one individual sentenced for each of the five violent offences, 

also highlighting that intention to use violence within the offence was key for inclusion. 

I also requested that for each of the offences, the individual most recently incarcerated 

(least time in custody – including remand time and post sentencing) be shortlisted for 

potential participation (whilst previous convictions were not to have a bearing on this 

decision). If the most recently incarcerated individual for, say for example, murder was 

not eligible for participation, then the next most recently incarcerated/sentenced 

individual for murder should be shortlisted. This was with the understanding that 

various prison level factors can influence an individual’s use of violence (Bierie, 2012) 

and to control for this to an extent, those who have spent the least amount of time in 

custody may have had lesser influence on violence use at the time of interview from 

prison level factors. However, previous incarceration was not to be used as an exclusion 

criterion as this would limit the type of individual and their relationship with offending 

that would be recruited, and I did not wish to exclude recidivists or life course persistent 

offenders, nor focus only on first time offenders.  

 

Identified potential participants were provided (by the psychology department) with a 

brief invitation letter inviting them to an informal chat with me, as part of the consent 

interviews (See Appendix C for consent interview invitation). This letter requested an 
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informal chat regarding a project and stated that an appointment would be booked by 

someone in the psychology department for this. The purpose of consent interviews was 

to allow potential participants to have time to hear about the research, ask questions and 

provide informed consent on whether they would like to participate. The invitation was 

deliberately left brief and without specific details so as to relieve anxieties around 

attending an appointment they may not be expecting, but to also allow for the details of 

the research to be discussed face to face by myself so that individuals could make an 

informed decision on participation. If they agreed to participate, I provided them with 

the consent form (see Appendix D) and explained the process of arranging a date and 

time for the interview to take place. Dates for interviews were arranged between myself 

and the psychology department.  

 

Consent interviews were conducted with three of the six women scheduled in the 

women’s establishment. The consent interviews not conducted were for reasons such as 

being moved to isolation on the day of the consent interview, not attending, or being 

moved to another establishment by that time. Two women agreed to participate. Only 

one of these women completed the full interview and the other woman attended on the 

day of the full interview but felt she did not want to go through with it then.  

 

3.4 Participants  

Participant ages and length of time engaged in boxing/length of incarceration are given 

in Table 2. Ethnicities as described by participants were as follows: White British – 

Albanian; Black African; Black African – Nigerian; Black African – Somalian; Greek; 

White Arab – Algerian; Arab; Iraqi; Romanian; White British.  

 

3.4.1 Boxing club users 

Six men and three women accessing the boxing club were interviewed. The age range 

for individuals in this sample group was 16-25 years, with a mean age of 21 years. Six 

individuals had engaged in offending behaviour, whilst two of these individuals had 

criminal convictions for twelve offences (combined) (this is further detailed in Chapter 

5). The boxing club users had engaged in boxing between 2-10 years, and for a mean of 

five years at the time of interview.  
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3.4.2 Criminal justice involved sample 

The woman incarcerated for a violent offence (Lily) was recruited from a female 

establishment (UK), and was currently serving time for Grievous Bodily Harm. Aside 

from the current conviction, Lily also had convictions for burglaries, police assault and 

racial aggravation. The length of this interview was a little over 2 hours.   

 

Table 2 Ages and Length of Engagement in Boxing or Incarceration 

Boxing club 

Age Number of years 

engaged in 

boxing 

23 9 years (since age 

14/15) 

22 7 years – (since 

age 15) 

23 5 years – (since 

age 18) 

25 4 years (since age 

21, 3 years in 

home country) 

16 3 years (since age 

13) 

20 10 years (on and 

off since age 10) 

 

24 4 years (first 

started at age 20 

but properly since 

last 2 years) 
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19 4 years (since age 

15 - on and off for 

the first year) 

21 10 years (since 

age 11) 

Criminal justice establishment 

Age Length of 

incarceration 

24 Sentenced to 10 

years – completed 

5 years 3 months 

at time of 

interview  

3.5 Interview schedule 

The interview schedule was developed in accordance with the recommendations 

outlined by Smith et al. (2009). Hence key aspects of influence identified in the link 

between trauma and use of violence were used to develop questions. For example, the 

deliberate ordering of questions, the phrasing of questions into an open-ended style and 

discussing the list of questions with someone else (practice interviews were conducted). 

The schedule was developed through a process of engaging with existing measures used 

for the various aspects that constitute aspects of interest within the study. These areas of 

interest were: childhood trauma, symptoms of trauma (not necessarily in a medical or 

diagnostic sense), coping mechanisms, protective factors and violence.  

 

Since the study seeks to explore pathways to violence, and exposure to childhood 

trauma or abuse has consistently been shown to increase the risk of subsequent 

involvement in violence (as discussed in Chapter 2), both childhood trauma and 

violence were aspects of interest for this study. In Chapter 2 I discussed that behaviours 

described as problem behaviours may have developed as a means of survival or coping 

during stressful or traumatic times (Felitti et al., 1998; van der Kolk, 2014). To further 

understand the development and role of these behaviours, including violence, as a 

potential means of survival or coping, the inclusion of symptoms of trauma and coping 
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mechanisms was imperative as areas of interest. In a similar vein, protective factors that 

may have deterred individuals from a trajectory to violence was crucial to include to 

gain a fuller understanding of pathways from various life experiences to violence use. 

For example, protective (Brown & Shillington, 2017), safe, stable and nurturing 

relationships (Thornberry et al., 2013) have been found to exert a positive influence 

against various unfavourable outcomes. These factors could be explored in ways that 

clarify why some protective relationships buffer the effect of substance misuse, for 

example, but not for delinquency (Brown & Shillington, 2017).  

 

Existing measures and literature were used to note key indicators for the five areas of 

interest; and further questions stemming from knowledge of the literature base around 

trauma and violence, were included. The process of development for the questions for 

each aspect are detailed under the ‘Development of interview schedule’ section below. 

Although interview questions were developed through a process of engaging with the 

literature and existing measures, being a qualitative inquiry, the questions were 

constructed as open ended in order to engage and elicit detailed responses from the 

participant. Not all questions needed to be followed up as the questions were guides and 

the schedule was not prescriptive where every question needed a response. The flow of 

the interview and topics was guided by salience of various topics disclosed within 

participant narratives.  

 

3.5.1 Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems framework 

Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Theory (1994) guided the initial development of 

the interview schedule. The five systems within the model refer to the developing 

person in relation to other people and processes in the immediate environment, such as 

family/peer group (microsystem); interactions between settings that the individual is a 

part of, such as home and school (mesosystem); social structures that indirectly affect 

the individual (exosystem); beliefs, expectations, culture and lifestyle affecting the 

individual, in wider contexts such as the economy and government (macrosystem); and 

the influence of changes over time on the characteristics of the individual, and the 

environment, in aspects like family structures, socioeconomic status or employment 

(chronosystem) (Bronfenbrenner, 1994). To include questions relating to these systems 
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of development responded to the need discussed in Chapter 2 to broaden the scope of 

examination, particularly to understand the cumulative effect and interrelatedness of 

adversity on violence perpetration (Duke et al., 2010).  

 

Once the interview questions were formulated, Bronfenbrenner’s model was applied in 

order to structure the interview and ascertain that all features of human developmental 

experience were included within the interview. Interview questions pertaining to the 

various ecological systems were included as a developmental, interactional and 

relational framework is best suited to understanding relationships between exposures 

and outcomes, as previously discussed in Chapter 2 (Smith-Marek et al., 2015; 

Haselschwerdt et al., 2019). Therefore, the need to examine the interactions between 

social and developmental contexts and to elucidate meanings of these experiences was 

deemed important for the current inquiry. However, it became clear that by structuring 

the order of questions under the ecological systems meant that questions relating to 

similar contexts were placed under different headings and would create a circular 

journey to revisit the same aspects of an individual’s life at different points of the 

interview. For example, the question “What were your group of friends like?”, part of 

the Mesosystem featuring earlier in the interview to establish an individual’s 

background would also cover the question “Did any of your friends or peers engage in 

deviant behaviours, such as theft, aggression, property damage, fire setting, harming 

animals etc?”. This question was initially placed under Macrosystem, but was 

subsequently grouped under ‘Siblings, peers, friends’ as a prompt in the final version of 

the interview schedule. Another challenge was where questions from existing measures 

were too clinical or could be answered with a dichotomous yes/no response, the 

questions were grouped into categories and a broader/open ended question was 

introduced to allow the interviewee to provide a detailed and open-ended response. 

Open-ended, broad questions allowed participants to guide their own narrative at the 

outset, as is most appropriate for qualitative inquiries.  

 

3.5.2 Further organising of interview questions  

The initial questions/indicators were listed as prompts/sub-questions for each of the 

broad questions to allow for the required level of detail and alert the interviewer to 
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further appropriate questions guided by the response. The broad questions (with their 

sub questions/prompts) were then re-ordered to demonstrate a general life path, 

beginning with questions regarding family life; parental/caregiver relationships; 

siblings/peer/friend relationships to questions around education and employment. The 

interview then proceeded to abuse experiences, major changes experienced in life, to 

other possible traumatic experiences. Intimate relationships, health and mental health 

were then examined. Following this, questions around trauma symptoms and coping 

styles were listed. Eventually, multiple questions to enquire around an individual’s 

violence risk were detailed. The enquiries following this, included questions on 

substance misuse and self-harm, finishing off with what the interviewee believed to be 

the most prominent positive and negative influences in their life. Lastly, some of the 

questions on violence risk and complex trauma were reordered where they were found 

to most appropriately fit (refer to Appendix A for the interview schedule).  

 

The questions although structured through the development of the interview schedule 

were not intended to be followed strictly in that order. As a semi-structured interview 

conducted for the purposes of a qualitative analysis, the interview is partially guided by 

the interviewee’s responses, the questions were a guide to cover aspects that adhere to 

the five factors of interest within the study, whilst building context and ascertaining the 

understanding the individual had of their experiences.  

 

3.5.3 Development of the interview schedule 

Each of the five individual areas of interest are detailed below in relation to the 

measures or theory used to develop the interview questions. In respect of childhood 

trauma, symptoms of trauma and coping mechanisms, I attempted to consciously remain 

open minded so as to not allow my preconceptions of these factors to blur what 

participants may describe but not label as trauma or coping mechanisms. Similarly, with 

violence use and protective factors, I aimed to be guided by the understandings of 

participants as to what constituted violence for them, and how they may otherwise 

describe their acts of aggression. This was because, as previously discussed in Chapter 

2, criticisms have been made of conclusions derived from decontextualised acts of 

violence, where meanings are not elucidated (Lehrner & Allen, 2014; Haselschwerdt et 
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al., 2019). Furthermore, I maintained curiosity as to factors that may previously be 

unidentified as protective, but those that may act as such in the lives of the participants. 

Open ended questions and the ability to follow up on salient aspects of experience 

raised by participants, through the use of semi-structured interviews allowed me to 

move away from rigid or prescriptive understandings of each area of interest.  

 

Childhood trauma  

I operationalised childhood trauma as any form of childhood maltreatment: physical, 

emotional, verbal, sexual abuse as well as physical and emotional neglect and 

experience of (including witnessing) domestic violence. In addition, the interview 

aimed to capture other forms of trauma or distress during childhood years including 

bullying, parental separation, parental substance abuse, parental incarceration, sibling 

violence, separation from parents for extended periods of time and experience of foster 

care. I used the five subscales of the Childhood Trauma Questionnaire (CTQ; Bernstein 

& Fink, 1998): childhood physical, emotional and sexual abuse and physical and 

emotional neglect, to guide the development of my schedule. Questions around each 

type of maltreatment/abuse were asked in a way that interviewees could understand, 

with examples of acts that constitute that form of abuse, where required. I began each 

interview by asking about family life or earliest memories, following on to relationships 

with parents and siblings, peers and friends. I also included questions around major 

changes in life, and other distressing experiences to further identify other traumatic 

experiences.  

 

Symptoms of trauma  

The objective of questions around symptoms of trauma was to enquire about post-

traumatic stress symptomatology (not dependent on a clinical diagnosis) and how 

certain symptoms may impact use of violence, if at all. Some questions were developed 

by researching symptoms associated with clinical Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder 

(PTSD) (PTSDUK, 2019, Symptoms of PTSD, Para 1). However, since clinical PTSD 

often refers to responses to a single identified traumatic incident, the criteria was 

widened to include questions around complex trauma, which develops through 

sustained, repeated or multiple trauma exposure (Cloitre et al., 2009; Herman, 1992). 
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This was with the assumption that some interviewees may have experienced multiple 

types of trauma, through various stages of development.  

 

Courtois (2004) detailed the diagnosis as per the American Psychiatric Association 

(1994) Diagnostic and statistical manual of mental disorders (4th ed.) (and treatment) of 

complex trauma as including alterations in the following areas associated with 

interpersonal trauma, as first identified by Herman (1992): (a) capacity to regulate 

emotions/affective impulses, (b) consciousness and identity, (c) self-perception, (d) 

perception of the perpetrator, (e) somatisation, (f) perceptions of others, and (g) systems 

of meaning. All of these were included in the interview schedule.  

 

Coping mechanisms 

Resilience can be defined as coping ability in the face of adversity (Connor & 

Davidson, 2003). Walsh et al. (2010) highlighted that there are three domains of 

competence in relation to measuring resilience following childhood maltreatment: 

emotional/behavioural; social and academic. Questions within the interview were 

designed to incorporate these three major domains. The interview questions aimed to 

elicit information regarding managing emotions (emotional competence); peer 

relationships, relationships within employment settings (social competence) and 

academic grades, getting into trouble at school, truancy, expulsions (academic 

competence). The interview also prompted information regarding how the individual 

copes with stressful or painful emotions, emotion regulation, seeking support from 

others or dealing with issues by oneself, self-harming, suicidal thoughts and behaviours; 

using substances as a coping mechanism and experiencing any major changes growing 

up. Collectively, these questions would provide information regarding how the 

individual copes and manages stress, trauma, or difficult situations and emotions.   

 

Violence use 

The questions regarding risk and use of violence were developed through an 

examination of the Historical, Clinical and Risk management (HCR-20) violence risk 

assessment guide (Douglas et al., 2013). For the purposes of this study, various 

indicators of violence risk as noted within the HCR-20 risk assessment were developed 
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into open ended questions. Some of these were simply listed under a broad question as 

indicators, prompts or sub questions to tie the indicators together, or allow for a 

response to include disclosures and obtain detailed responses. In particular, the factors 

of interest from the HCR-20 risk assessment from which the indicators were obtained 

are: problems with violence (H1); problems with violent attitudes (H9); problems with 

insight (into violence risk) (C1); problems with violent ideation or intent (C2) and 

problems with instability (affective, behavioural and cognitive) (C4).  

 

Protective factors 

The interview questions relating to protective factors were developed using the 

Structured Assessment of Protective factors for violence risk (SAPROF; de Vogel et al., 

2009). The SAPROF is a structured professional judgement tool used to assess risk of 

violence, intended to be used in conjunction with risk assessments such as the 

Historical, Clinical and Risk management (HCR-20) risk assessment (de Vries Robbé et 

al., 2011). The SAPROF comprises of 17 protective factors grouped into: Internal 

factors, Motivational factors and External factors. The protective factors from the 

SAPROF were used as a broad guideline to ensure the inclusion of various aspects that 

would indicate the presence or dynamic of the protective factor at play within the 

individual’s life. Furthermore, the excluded aspects also refer to factors more relevant to 

risk assessment purposes, except perhaps, empathy, which I believed may be indicated 

through an individual’s narrative of various aspects of engaging with others.  

 

3.6 Procedure  

I began each interview by introducing myself as a researcher from Coventry University 

conducting PhD research and wanting to interview the individual about their life 

experiences. I provided participants with the Participant Information Sheet (see 

Appendix E) and requested that they read through it and ask any questions they may 

have. I also verbally reiterated the details of the information they had read such as 

around confidentiality and the way disclosures may be dealt with. I verbally informed 

the participant that they were in control of breaks they may need to take, re-scheduling 

the interview, or completely withdrawing either during or post interview. I also 

reminded them that I was completely independent of the boxing club or prison 
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establishment and that no explanations would be required should they decline or 

withdraw. The consent form (see Appendix D) was then provided if the individual 

agreed to participate, reminding them that the interviews were audio recorded (on two 

devices for the boxing club – in case one should fail). The consent form for 

participation in the £50 gift voucher prize draw (for boxing club participants only) was 

then signed by those wanting to take part (see Appendix F).  

 

The interviews were conducted within the premises of the boxing club in the office of 

the founder of the boxing club. This took into account that this was a familiar setting 

and would encourage comfort for the participants (Smith & Osborn, 2007). The 

interviews for the prison participants were conducted within the establishments in an 

interview room in the psychology department, allowing myself and the interviewee to 

be able to conduct the interview without disruption and allow privacy.  

 

By way of building rapport, I would ask the participant how they were feeling today or 

what their day was like, if they were ready to begin with the interview and if they had 

any other questions they wanted to ask. Once questions had been answered and the 

participant was comfortable to begin, I started by asking either about their earliest 

memories or what family life was like for them growing up.  

 

At the end of the boxing club interviews I asked details of whether the individual had a 

criminal record and if so, for which offences (or engaged in criminal activity but did not 

have a criminal record) if these details had not explicitly been discussed during the 

interview. In addition, I asked all participants demographic questions at the end of the 

interview relating to age, ethnic background, the area they grew up in, and current 

employment, where these details were not evident from the interview. For the 

participant in prison, details of convictions and offending behaviour had been discussed 

during the interview but were clarified again at the end. I ended by asking participants 

how they were feeling now and provided them with the Debrief form (see Appendix G). 

I thanked them for their participation and to the boxing club participants offered the list 

of support agencies (See Appendix H) and explained that should they feel the need; they 

could contact the appropriate organisation for anything they required further support 
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with or if anything discussed within the interview had brought up any issues they 

wanted to talk through with a specialist organisation. However, for the interview in 

prison I provided the participant with a copy of the Debrief form (See Appendix G) and 

verbally revisited the purpose of the research and ended by asking her how she was 

feeling now by way of debrief. At this point I also signposted her to the Listener’s 

Service within the establishment and thanked her for her participation. Interviews at the 

boxing club ranged between 1 hour to 3 and a half hours. Interview duration was on 

average 2 hours. The prison interview was also just over 2 hours in duration.  

 

3.7 Ethical considerations 

My research was conducted in adherence to the British Psychological Society Code of 

Human Research Ethics (BPS, 2014). The study was reviewed and approved by 

Coventry University Ethics Committee with a separate review by Her Majesty’s Prison 

and Probation Service (HMPPS) ethics committee (see Appendix I and Appendix J for 

the respective ethics applications). The BPS Code of Human Research Ethics (2014) is 

based on four main principles: 1) Respect for the autonomy, privacy and dignity of 

individuals and communities; 2) Scientific integrity; 3) Social responsibility; and, 4) 

Maximising benefit and minimising harm.  

 

All research has ethical considerations and tensions, such as the friction between the 

researcher aiming to produce findings that inform the greater good, whilst upholding the 

privacy of participants (Orb et al., 2001). However, it is imperative for all researchers to 

remain ethically aware so as to counterbalance any ethical dilemmas that the research 

may present. In this section I outline the key ethical consideration in relation to my 

research.  

 

3.7.1 Informed consent  

Informed consent is a crucial feature of ethical research (Crighton, 2006), and this 

applies equally to individuals in prisons (Crighton, 2006). I obtained informed consent 

from all participants where all potential participants were given details around 

confidentiality, disclosures and the right to withdraw, in written and verbal forms. All 

participants were given the opportunity to consent through allowing time for the 
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decision to participate. The boxing club founder discussed the nature of the research 

briefly before their appointment with me where I further discussed the details and 

obtained consent after this. For individuals in prison, the time between consent 

interviews and actual interviews would have provided an added opportunity to reflect 

on whether they wished to commit to participation. The nature of the research was 

explained to all participants independently of prison or boxing club staff and the 

voluntary nature was reiterated that there was no obligation or pressure that they agree 

to participate.  

 

3.7.2 Confidentiality and anonymity  

Data was anonymised during transcription. All identifying details like geographical 

locations, home countries, and names of friends were deidentified, and pseudonyms 

were used in exchange of names of participants and the people they refer to. Particular 

care was taken in relation to deidentifying details like ethnicity or where an individual 

was born, as participants may be identifiable through such details to other members of 

the boxing club.  

 

Given the nature of the discussions the interview was expected to elicit, such as around 

abuse or harm through violence to others (or self), particular care was taken to ensure 

the participants understood the points at which, under the duty of care, I would be 

obliged to disclose information shared with me. This allowed participants to have 

greater control over the disclosures made whilst being aware of potential consequences.  

 

3.7.3 Data storage 

Data was securely stored within password protected devices and consent forms (with 

names) were stored separately to the audio recordings of the interviews. All data shared 

from prison establishments was on a need-to-know basis only – for the purposes of 

shortlisting potential participants. Data from establishments was shared through 

password protected documents and passwords were shared in separate emails.  
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3.7.4 Inherent power dynamics/imbalances  

“Power is an inevitable part of the research process” (Brownlie et al., 2006, p. 26). 

However, research where power is shared by researcher and participant is considered 

ethical (Fox & Rendall, 2002). By virtue of incarceration individuals in prison are 

considered a vulnerable population due to their deprivation, inequality and lack of 

freedom within prison (Mobley et al., 2007).  

 

In relation to my research, the risk posed was in respect of individuals in prison 

establishments’ inability to access support in the same way as those outside of prison 

establishments. I endeavoured to keep the vulnerability of this population in mind in the 

design of my research, (such as allowing extra time between consent interviews and 

actual interviews), and so aimed to minimise hierarchical imbalances such as consenting 

under pressure.  

 

I endeavoured to rebalance the inherent power imbalances within this population 

through methodological aspects as detailed above, in relation to informed consent, 

consent interviews, independence from establishment and psychology department and 

aiming to ensure greater control over disclosures. I also detailed the procedure for 

complaints or concerns to be made to myself as well as contact details for my Director 

of Studies so as to balance power dynamics and demonstrate accountability – for both 

samples. 

 

3.7.5 Sensitive nature of interview discussions 

I anticipated that a wide range of issues may be discussed during interviews, with this 

foresight I collated a list of specialist agencies offering support and advice around a 

wide range of issues that may have presented during interviews (See Appendix H for 

Details of Support Agencies). This safeguarded me from having to be in a position 

where advice was directly requested and allowed me to direct participants to explore the 

list of support agencies should this be required. I also made it explicitly clear at the 

outset when meeting potential participants that the role was purely research based, 

allowing participants to take into account the limitations of my role (King, 2010). With 

regards to the criminal justice involved sample, I offered an extended debrief with the 
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participant to allow her to reflect on and disclose feelings post interview as well as 

signposted her to the internal Listener’s Service within the establishment. This process 

was designed into the research so as to minimise the risk of harm to the psychological 

well-being and mental health of participants.  

 

I considered some of the risks to be counterbalanced by the potential of the research 

interview to be experienced as beneficial (Jaffe et al., 2015) or cathartic (Elmir et al., 

2011). The research provided the opportunity for individuals to discuss their histories in 

the way they had experienced them. Particularly for criminal justice involved 

population, this may have been the first time that they were afforded the chance to tell 

their story as they had experienced it and talk about the salient aspects contributing to 

their use of violence, removing the label of perpetrator, criminal, offender, but 

attempting to understand them as an individual person with an interest in how their 

experiences had affected them. The participant from the establishment did comment on 

how this was the first time she was telling of her experiences, and that no professional 

or otherwise really knew her story. She also expressed that this was something she 

wanted to be able to do – to talk to a professional about her experiences at some stage.  

 

Prior to undertaking any research interviews, I conducted practice interviews with 

friends to practice and obtain feedback on my interview style. The collective feedback 

from these interviews regarded the interview as therapeutic, like a relaxing counselling 

session, allowing individuals to consider their life and understand it from a deeper 

perspective, put the pieces of their life together, and to be able understand their 

behaviour better in context. This feedback was in line with the ethos of the research 

project and informs the notion that research participation, even when involving sensitive 

topics, may in fact be more beneficial than harmful for participants. These views were 

reiterated by actual participants within my study. Participants informed me of the way 

the interview felt like therapy: 

“No, no, thank you, thank you, I feel like it was like a little therapy you know.” 

 “[…] it’s almost like a form of therapy [laughing] right now talking to you” 
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Participants demonstrated trust in me as a researcher, which was evident through their 

admission that they had disclosed information about their lives they had not disclosed to 

many, if any others: 

“Yeah it was nice, I don’t really, ever get to speak about my, my past and stuff so.” 

 

“No worries, I hope I wasn’t too long, it’s just, err I really like talking about myself I 

think, I’ve, I’ve noticed today I really like talking about myself [laughing].” 

 

“Na, I think, I’ve said everything, well not everything, there’s always more [laughs], 

but na, I think I’ve said enough, that’s, that’s the main thing [laughs].” 

 

“No professional, have I-, you're the first, even then I haven't even gone in too deep 

with it […] No one, not even social services. They only know basic things. […] I've 

never sat and spoke to them [professionals in prison] about anything” 

 

At times the disclosures came with a sense of participants feeling like they were helping 

others, indicating a benefit and understanding of research:  

“[…] this is my earliest memory and it’s one situation that I don’t think I’ve ever told 

anyone but if you can draw something out of it”. 

 

3.7.6 Safety as a lone worker 

I ensured that I followed safety protocols. At the boxing club, the founder was always 

aware of the person I would be interviewing and at what time. The office where 

interviews took place was based within the boxing club itself with multiple staff 

members present on the premises at all times. At the end of the boxing club interview 

day, I would contact the founder and after prison interviews, report back to the 

psychology department. I would also contact a supervisor at Coventry University to 

inform them that interviews had been conducted after every data collection day – as a 

way of checking in, in line with Health and Safety protocol.  
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3.7.7 Rigour and quality 

Use of appropriate methods is key to conducting ethical research (Harvey, 2008). Smith 

et al. (2009) argued that one sophisticated approach to assessing quality in qualitative 

research is outlined within Lucy Yardley’s (2000) four principles. Here I highlight the 

ways in which the quality and rigour within my research can be assessed against 

Yardley’s (2000) criteria.  

 

Sensitivity to context  

It is argued that even the choice of IPA methodology demonstrates sensitivity to context 

in relation to the need to engage with the ideographic (Smith et al., 2009). I considered 

the need to examine participants’ own accounts of their experiences and their reasons 

for their aggression and violence as imperative to my research, demonstrating 

sensitivity to context. By striving for empathetic interactions within interviews, 

negotiating power dynamics, both in the design and whilst carrying our interviews, I 

exhibited sensitivity to context. For example, when referring to boxing as violence, 

whilst explaining the aims of the research and before obtaining consent, I explained that 

by boxing as violence I was referring to the sport as being inherently violent, though a 

healthy and constructive expression, and not that their reason for engaging in boxing 

was necessarily a means of using violence.  

 

In addition, I acknowledged the participant as experiential expert, both during the 

interview and through the process of analysis and writing up. Smith et al. (2009) argued 

that “a good IPA study will always have a considerable number of verbatim extracts 

from the participants’ material to support the argument being made” (p. 180), I 

demonstrated this particularly through the centring of participants voices in the findings 

and separating these from my interpretation.  

 

Commitment and rigour  

One way to demonstrate commitment and rigour is through the appropriateness of the 

sample in relation to the research question. In my research I expanded what we 

currently examine in relation to externalisation of violence, by not limiting it to harmful 

or antisocial uses only. In addition, I deliberated on the specific violent offences that 
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would be appropriate for inclusion within my criminal justice involved sample. For this, 

I provided detailed instructions to the criminal justice establishments in relation to my 

criteria.  

 

Transparency and coherence  

I endeavoured to display transparency by detailing the selection of participants, the 

construction of the interview schedule and the stages followed for the analysis, all of 

which signify transparency as a criterion for quality. In addition, my research comments 

on the Cycle of Violence and so the chapters relating to findings have as their focal point 

the two significant aspects of experience – early life experiences and violence – this 

shows my “commitment to attending closely to [the] ‘thing itself’” (Smith et al., 2009, 

p. 182).  

 

Impact and importance  

The findings from my research have implications for policy, practice, theory and 

research, and therefore highlight the impact and importance of it – fulfilling the final 

criteria for quality and rigour as proposed by Yardley (2000).  

 

3.7.8 Respondent validation 

For the purposes of validation, although I was conscious of the potential of triggering 

trauma by approaching participants with my interpretation of their experiences, there 

was one participant who reiterated that he wanted me to come back to him with the 

findings. For this reason, I found it appropriate and ethical to approach him (and the 

boxing club founder and manager) with my findings to obtain feedback. The findings 

were communicated in a broad sense and did not seek to go into great detail particularly 

in relation to traumatic experiences but focused rather on the findings in relation to the 

influence of these experiences, as well as changes in aggression overtime.  

 

In relation to feedback from the participant, he agreed he could relate to the findings in 

terms of his own experiences. He commented: “It sounds very much aligned to my 

understanding and interpretation how boxing has affected my life.” In response to 

whether he had any further questions he stated: “I don’t think you’ve left much. It’s 
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quite comprehensive what you’ve written – I’m actually quite impressed that you’ve 

managed to capture all of that”. At the end of the conversation he added: “I genuinely-, 

in all honestly, it’s very difficult to capture and do justice to people’s stories, so I highly 

commend you and I really do appreciate your work, so thank you.” (Boxing Club 

participant).  

 

I also approached the founder and manager of the boxing club to relate my findings. He 

agreed with what I reported and related anecdotal evidence and his own understanding 

of the same. He stated:  

I’ve never heard it broken down the way you have broken it down just 

now. […] You breaking it down is in a scientific way […]  From the 

inside you don’t add those dots together […] You [as the researcher] 

form it in a different way, but we’re both saying the same thing. 

Yours is more connecting the dots and understanding, whereas ours 

[boxing club manager/coaches] is more fluid, we’re not trying to 

understand it, we’re just going with the flow. (Boxing Club Founder 

and Manager). 

It was important to conduct this step as part of the research as the individuals had shared 

incredibly sensitive and personal details with me, which I had then analysed through my 

own interpretations. To not attempt to obtain any validation for this could be unethical 

as I considered participants experiential experts. In some ways this relates to sensitivity 

to context, and transparency in regard to participant involvement and my commitment 

to feeding back the findings from their participation. In addition, I will feedback to the 

boxing club more generally, and the criminal justice establishment, in the way they 

decide.  

 

3.8 Analysis  

In this section I present an account of subjectivity and reflexivity in relation to my 

research. I then detail the process I adopted for the purposes of data analysis. 
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3.8.1 Subjectivity and reflexivity  

IPA encourages hermeneutic positions of empathy and of suspicion (Ricoeur, 1970), 

requiring one to engage with accounts of personal experience through various layers of 

interpretation (Smith, 2004). I strove to employ this dual interpretation such that 

participants’ “meaning-making [was] first-order” and then my interpretation and “sense 

making [as] second order” (Smith et al., 2009, p. 36). I endeavoured to make apparent 

my previous professional and academic backgrounds that influenced my thinking at the 

outset of my thesis. This was to position myself within my experiences, such that 

readers could gauge my stance within the context of my experiences and 

understandings.  

 

As part of reflexive practice, through my doctoral journey, and in particular post 

individual interviews, I kept a thought journal, where I noted down my thoughts, current 

understandings and interpretations. These interpretations and thoughts were not purely 

on the interviews themselves but brought together my thoughts from readings across 

researchers, my own professional and personal experiences, and my developing 

understanding of my participants in relation to the research questions. As such, one of 

the resultant considerations was around my stance in relation to the victim/perpetrator 

divide. Since my research primarily aimed to understand the cycle of violence, this 

distinction was a point of contention. As a woman, influenced by and previously 

working under feminist understandings of violence, I found myself consciously 

bracketing and suspending my understandings around the causes of violence before 

each interview. This was so as to be present with the participant with an open mind and 

to remind myself that to gain insight into the ‘why’ and ‘how’ questions I sought out, 

the participant(s) were the experts in their lives and would lead me to understand their 

pathways. Nevertheless, I found that letting go of previous understandings was easier 

than expected, as during every interview my empathy dominated the exchanges between 

myself and the participants, including men who used aggression.  

 

The impact of hearing the trauma and distress experienced by individuals was so 

profound that in context, their decisions, externalising and anger made sense. Their 

accounts invoked a deep compassion and enabled me to see the emotionally injured 
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child within before considering participants as accountable, responsible adults. During 

the interviews, and by extension during the transcription and analysis processes, the 

interview room (which I returned to every time I was with the data) was metaphorically 

filled with stark images of early life distress and pale were the incidents of violence 

perpetration by comparison. This was not because of an intended effort by the 

participants, but a metaphorical contrast developed through the pictures painted by 

participant narratives. It was almost impossible to separate the emotionally and 

psychologically injured self from the violence-using self in the person sitting across 

from me. This experience brought with it a further blurring of the perceived dichotomy 

between victim and perpetrator.  

 

As a researcher it is important for awareness of insider-outsider positioning in relation 

to participants. Insider roles share characteristics, experiences or roles with those of the 

participants, whilst outsiders do not share these commonalities (Dwyer & Buckle, 

2009). My position was that of an outsider, as I did not know boxing, and I was a 

woman – in a largely male dominated arena (as also discussed by participants). 

Although the same may have positioned me as an insider in relation to the women I 

interviewed in the boxing club. Within prison, I was also an outsider considering I was 

an academic who did not have lived experience of criminal justice involvement. 

Nonetheless, I did occupy an insider perspective on account of my personal experiences 

of male violence, albeit as an adult. For this reason, I was able to experience insider 

knowledge in terms of victimisation, as similar to some experiences shared by the 

participants in my study. Although the participants were unware of this, my experiences 

did allow me to interpret and understand some participants’ accounts from an insider 

perspective.  

 

The comfort of both the men and women in my study was evident despite the nature of 

the experiences asked about in the interviews. For example, some participants opened 

up more over the course of the interview, this was suggestive of the rapport that 

developed between me and the participant. Some commented on the therapeutic effect 

of doing the interview. Others spoke of how the interview process brought together 

various understandings of their own life. One participant who detailed he was generally 



 85 

considered quiet, said he realised through talking to me that he loved talking about 

himself. Some of the participants also commented on how the personal disclosures they 

have made are because they do not know me personally. Others mentioned that even the 

closest people in their life did not know some of what they have discussed. This was 

indication that an outsider position was perhaps beneficial as I was completely removed 

from their circles.  

 

Whilst I consider myself to have a high threshold for listening to accounts of distress or 

trauma (developed over the course of my professional experiences working with 

traumatised individuals), I am not completely immune to the emotional impact of 

research of this nature. There were two distinct points during which I found myself 

particularly impacted by the nature of my research topics.  

 

Emotional and psychological impact of trauma research 

Disclosure of traumatic material in research interviews can have significant effects on 

interviewers, similar to secondary trauma syndromes found in therapists (van der 

Merwe & Hunt, 2019). For me, this initially manifested as two incidents where I 

experienced hallucinations of images, during day-to-day activities, of new-born babies 

that appeared to be still, almost as if they were dead. In one of these incidents, I found 

myself checking the image of the baby ahead of me for signs of blood or injury. These 

babies were, of course, not actually present. These were not related to any specific 

descriptions or accounts I had read during the first year or so of my doctoral studies but 

may have been a representation of neglected babies – a common aspect of 

developmental trauma that was part of my initial study. I also experienced the effects of 

secondary trauma after the interview with Lily in prison. Whilst I fully expected the 

accounts of participants in prison to be riddled with abuse or trauma, post interview I 

felt disillusioned in a way where I felt powerless to create any meaningful change 

through my work for the individual participants involved in my research. Although of 

course, that was never a goal for my research to begin with. And for a period of time I 

also felt that all efforts to create change were futile. Following both of these 

experiences, I accessed support and advice from my supervisors. Emotionally and 

socially situating myself as a researcher in relation to the participants was important in 
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regard to reflexivity (Mauthner & Doucet, 2003). My emotional responses will 

undoubtedly have had an impact on knowledge production through my interpretation of 

participant accounts. This is based on the “epistemological assumption that our 

intellectual and emotional reactions to other people constitute sources of knowledge” 

(Mauthner & Doucet, 2003, p. 419).  

 

One way in which my views of violence changed during the course of my research was 

in relation to the ways in which I had defined violence. I initially believed there to be a 

clear distinction between constructive and destructive violence. Through the course of 

my research I came to appreciate that the lines are blurred, and definitions of what are 

deemed harmful or useful violence should be reconsidered. Participants’ accounts 

highlighted that what we believe to be destructive violence may not always be so – as it 

can be a coping mechanism or defensive response to certain experiences. This was 

somewhat expected. However, the realisation that what I classified as constructive 

violence was in fact not always as distinct, was quite stark. So, whilst I set out on a 

quest to expand our conceptualisation of violence and externalisation, the process 

forced me to redefine boundaries I myself imagined as existing. I learnt that just as not 

everything that appears harmful is harmful for those employing it – not everything that 

appears constructive or healthy is in fact so in all contexts.  

 

3.8.2 Process of analysis  

Over 19 and a half hours of interviews were transcribed. I transcribed the majority of 

transcripts myself, which allowed for a greater familiarity with the data. IPA encourages 

reading and re-reading of the transcripts. After completing transcription, I first read 

through each transcript with the audio playing so as to allow me to further pick up 

nuances in narratives such as sighs, emphasis on specific words and intonation, which 

may have been overlooked during transcription. I then re-read the transcript without 

audio before delving into coding.  

 

The purpose of the reading with the audio first was also to actively engage with the data 

(Smith et al., 2009). It also allowed me to revisit the experience of being with the 

participant in the interview room, now more aware of the specifics that were discussed, 
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hence building a picture of the life history of each participant before proceeding to code 

and analyse. This re-reading with the audio was an important step as trauma and 

violence are both embodied experiences, and “language is central […] to the ways a 

subject makes meaning of his/her bodily experiences” (Murray & Holmes, 2014, p. 18). 

Murray and Holmes (2014) argue that the role of the body in meaning-making is 

overlooked in IPA. These nuances in language and tone were my means of accessing 

the embodied experiences and inner world of the individual through their gestures, as 

much as their language and speech.  

 

I made notes during the audio re-reading stage in relation to any striking aspects of the 

narratives, such as contradictions or links with other participants’ experiences. This 

comparison with other participants was a document with notes that became more 

intense and detailed as the analysis within and between participants’ accounts 

progressed through the stages. Coding was conducted with NVivo (for the first three 

transcripts) and MaxQDA data analysis software thereafter (due to technical difficulties 

with NVivo). The initial coding was the most intense, detailed and time-consuming 

process of analysis. Following the initial coding I drafted a potted summary for each 

participant, detailing the key aspects of their experiences and salient aspects of 

meaning-making. These summaries developed overtime and helped me to conceptualise 

the individuals’ experience in a succinct way but holding on to the salient details.  

 

Data analysis was conducted based on the processes outlined by Smith et al. (2009). 

The analysis was conducted in five stages (see Figures 2–6)  – largely following the 

guidelines proposed by Smith et al. (2009), though the specifics of the steps were 

conducted in ways that felt intuitive to me as a researcher. The process of coding, 

developing and working with themes to come up with superordinate and subordinate 

themes is detailed below as a five step process. IPA is a flexible method of data analysis 

(Smith et al., 2009) and processes are iterative and inductive (Smith, 2007). These 

stages were not linear and analysis at the various stages continued in a back-and-forth 

manner where required, to revisit or add details and nuance that came to light through 

the process of analysing additional transcripts. The analysis evolved in line with this 
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non-linear process and gave new meanings to various aspects of participant meaning-

making.  

 

Figure 1 First Stage of Analysis 
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Figure 2 Second Stage of Analysis 
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Figure 3 Third Stage of Analysis 
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Figure 4 Fourth Stage of Analysis 
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Figure 5 Fifth Stage of Analysis 
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4 Results (Life experiences) 

Overview of results chapters 

The findings of the research are presented across three chapters. Chapters 4 and 5 seek 

to answer the research question:  

- How do individuals who use violence or engage in high aggression pursuits 

make sense of their life experiences? 

In order to achieve this, it is first important to understand what participants experienced, 

hence Chapter 4 presents the nature of participants’ life experiences. Chapter 5 takes a 

closer look at the meaning-making of life experiences in relation to coping, impacts, 

forming an understanding of experiences and sense of self and important others. 

Chapter 6 seeks to answer the following research question:  

- How do individuals who use violence or engage in high aggression pursuits 

interpret their pathways to violence, and what is the meaning of violence for 

them? 

It presents findings related to three pathways to violence identified as involved in the 

manifestation of aggressive behaviours (which may be described as destructive or 

constructive). These three chapters illuminate experiences across childhood, 

adolescence and up to the point of the interview, given that this was a youth sample. 

The findings based on the accounts of participants from both the boxing club and the 

prison are presented together. Ultimately, only one participant interview (Lily) was 

conducted in the prison setting due to Covid-19, but the experience of Lily could be 

effectively integrated with other participants.  

 

One key aspect of IPA methods is the double hermeneutic process (Smith et al., 2009), 

whereby the lived experience and participants’ own understanding of their experiences 

are important, and the end result in terms of analysis is my interpretation of the 

participant’s interpretation. For this reason, I have endeavoured to centre the voices of 

the participants in the presentation of their accounts and my interpretation of them. 

Since this was a qualitative inquiry, in order to describe the frequency of participants 

within each subtheme in the results chapters, I refer to them in the following way: 

“Most/almost all” refers to 8-10 participants; “Many” refers to 5-7 participants and 
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“some/a few” describes 4 or fewer participants. Each subordinate theme heading is 

presented with a quote from a participant to illustrate its essence.  

 

Results (Life experiences) 

The objective of Chapter 4 was to present the nature of participant experiences. In 

discussing life histories, participants expressed their evaluations of childhood, which 

sometimes related to a lack of memory of childhood. The nature and salience of parental 

emotional bonds and other family dynamics was apparent within participant narratives. 

Participants also furnished instances or environments characterised by threat which 

made them vulnerable across the life course. Table 3 provides an overview of 

superordinate and subthemes in relation to life experiences of the participants in this 

study.  

 

Table 3 Superordinate and Subthemes Addressing Participants’ Life Experiences 

Life experiences 

Experiencing childhood 

Evaluations of childhood versus forgotten childhoods 

Relationships and dynamics 

Lack of an emotional bond with a parent and finding support in others 

Family dynamics 

Feelings of vulnerability 

Living with threat and experiences of powerlessness 

 

4.1 Experiencing childhood  

This superordinate theme summarises the ways in which participants described 

childhood as a whole, or in relation to their experiences.  

“I find it hard to remember because I try to, I try to block it out” – Evaluations of 

childhood versus forgotten childhoods 

Given the life course approach, the interview encouraged participants to think back to 

childhood and their earliest memories. Some participants shared positive evaluations 

overall (Samia, Evi, Juliet, James), whilst others described negative or difficult 
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childhoods (Ben, Zac, Ayaan, Kaden, Jordan, Lily). A lack of recall or memory of 

childhood was salient in the latter group, in particular, for Ayaan, Kaden and Lily.  

 

Samia stated: “Erm I, I, I had a good childhood, erm as much as my parents were still 

strict when I was younger, erm they still gave us everything we wanted.” Ben expressed 

about experiences of bullying at school: “I might be down playing it but school wasn’t 

easy you know, it wasn’t easy.” Lily described not remembering and the absence of 

childhood, at home at least:  

I can't really remember, […] I feel like, because in the house, I didn't really 

have a childhood, so I feel like in high school, I was a little bit childish. […] I 

was still in child play in my head. But I didn't have that at home. We didn't have 

toys, or play time or anything like that. (Lily) 

Similarly, Ayaan referred to a distinct lack of memory or poor recall of childhood: “I 

don’t know much, most of my childhood I forgot […] I don’t, I don’t remember, 

seriously, I don’t remember, that’s what I, that’s why I told you I don’t remember my, 

my, my childhood, I don’t remember […]” Ayaan repeated not remembering childhood 

throughout the interview. “I would love to tell you about my family, my this, but I don’t 

remember nothing everything went so quick! […] I don’t remember my, my, my 

childhood.”  

 

The references to poor recall for Ayaan sat in stark contrast to the detailed descriptions 

of the relationship between his parents, and the punishments he experienced. Ayaan 

recalled only fragments of distressing experiences in childhood. This is reminiscent of 

Levine’s (2015) proposition that traumatic memories are different to ordinary 

memories, in that traumatic memories are fragmented, rather than coherent narratives 

which are developed through normal, non-traumatic memories. On the other hand, 

Kaden described active avoidance of the past: “[…] erm which is part of the reason 

why I find it hard to remember because I try to, I try to block it out.” 

The narratives of Ayaan, Kaden and Lily depicted a prominent lack of memory of 

childhood, which we understand to be a common response to experiencing trauma (van 

der Kolk, 2014).   
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4.2 Relationships and dynamics  

This theme encapsulates details in relation to emotional bonding within parents and/or 

others, as well as salient family dynamics.  

“it was like we're invisible” - Lack of an emotional bond with a parent and finding 

support in others  

Many participants offered indication of a bond with one or both parents; among those 

with a lack of attachment or emotional reciprocity from parent(s), there had been figures 

outside the immediate family that gave them support, encouragement, through whom 

they acquired life lessons and even protection. This was teachers (Ben), friends (Zac, 

Ayaan), boxing coaches (Ben, Jordan), other parental figures in the 

neighbourhood/foster families (Kaden, Lily) and extended family (Lily). Ben talked of 

his father and his boxing achievements:  

[…] it’s just my dad as much as he’s there, you know he, he’s just not 

supportive, and like whenever I say ah I’ve done this, I’ve won this, he’s like ah 

okay, but you couldn’t, it’s never ‘well done.’ (Ben) 

By contrast, Ben referred to his teachers’ reactions to him starting boxing in Year 10: 

I told them, ah yeah I’ve started boxing, honestly, all the teachers, every teacher 

that I told laughed […] and Mr Thacker when I told him, he said, […] “Ben 

don’t stop boxing until your name is in big bright lights”, he said “don’t stop”, 

he was like “keep chasing your dream”. And that’s my number one thing, you 

know […] I feel like that was the switch where, [clicks fingers] after that, erm it 

was shortly after that that I won er the box cup. (Ben) 

 

Kaden described the punitive and violent nature of his father’s relationship with him: 

I think at this time I was like 9, 10, and I didn’t shove [a child with learning 

disabilities who threw a rock at him] back, and because I didn’t, I don’t know, I 

don’t know what was going through his [dad’s] head or what his reasoning was 
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because it didn’t make sense in my head, but because I didn’t retaliate I was 

punished and […] it was a crazy beating. (Kaden) 

Kaden’s account depicted that his relationship with his father was devoid of 

communication. Things began to change, however, once Kaden approached teenage 

years and would “leave the house […] and […] formed relationships with everyone 

else, that’s when [the beatings from father] stopped.” Kaden reported:  

[…] because of [father’s] absence I’d, I had erm, I spent a lot of my time outside 

of the house, […] I found err I guess male figures, male role models erm 

outside, so the, the elders on, on my estate, so I spent a lot of time with them and 

you know, you, you, you share your experiences and you share, you share your 

story, these people watch you grow up and they take care of you so erm they 

kind of knew my situation and he knew and they knew that if he [father] were to 

touch me, or my sisters then they would intervene erm, what, what that 

intervention was I couldn’t tell you. (Kaden) 

Kaden described finding protection and care outside of the home in the form of elders 

on his council estate, who he also confided in. Jordan also described his father’s lack of 

emotional presence: 

He wasn't.. I love him, he’s my dad, I don't hate him. But he was, he wasn't that 

dad, like, he was working, bringing money at home, food and everything, but 

when it was about family, like emotional, he, he's not like that. He, he, I know he 

loves, he loves us but he, he loves more, er, him to be like the number one, in the 

family. (Jordan) 

The value of an emotional bond and care being expressed was conveyed by Jordan and 

as an aspect of his relationship with his father that he saw as lacking. His point was 

emphasised when he related to the context of his boxing and relationship with the 

boxing club coaches: “And the coach, coaches as well. […] Yeah, because they, they 
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box before, they’ve been there, like, they know how life works, so they teach you boxing, 

and they teach you how to deal with problems in life in general.” 

 

Lily described finding a sense of freedom and belonging with her foster family:  

It’s the best thing that ever happened to me, that foster family, I'll be honest, 

because I could be me. I could have a personality. […] [Foster mother] […] 

bought the next door house, and turned it into four flats for leaving care kids. 

But she had five kids of her own. So there was always loads of people there. […] 

there was always good food, like pans the same size as the pans in this prison. 

That many people eating every day. I loved it. It was really nice. (Lily) 

The sense of belonging came through Lily’s description of the foster home 

accommodating a large number of people and sat in contrast with her experience of 

living with her father: “[…] we didn't really get babysitted by anyone, we didn't go to 

other people's houses really.. So for the first 14, it was just basically my dad, every 

day.” As with several of the participants, Lily clearly articulated about the gap in 

emotional expression and about what she and her siblings needed in terms of emotional 

care from her father:  

[…] it was like we're invisible. Never once do I remember my dad saying to us, 

"Ah I love you, ah, you're great kids." Never, ever, ever. Not one memory do I 

remember him saying anything nice to us. […] there was never no love, at all. 

He’d [father] just treat us like we were his property. He'd come in and out the 

house, he wouldn't even look at us, like we're not even there. It was like you 

could tell that he didn't even want to have us, […] but, he was stuck with us 

three, that's just how it felt at the time. (Lily) 

 

However, Lily also discussed losing her grandmother whom she was close with, during 

the time when she was in her foster home, and the impact of this on her sense of family:  
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Because by that point, first I had, I had no mum, my dad was the only person, 

my dad's side of the family were useless, they weren't going to like believe us or, 

they just didn’t want to get involved, basically. And then the only other person 

would have been my nan, that I had, and now she’s gone. Who else did I have? 

Yeah, I have my foster parents but they're not my family. They've not lived, 

they've not seen my family, how I've been brought up, so, it's different. (Lily) 

Lily highlighted the importance of belonging and of history and shared lived 

experiences, which resided in the meaning of family for her. She conveys never having 

quite found that sense of belonging through family.  

 

“I had been thrusted in a position of paternity over my sisters” – Family dynamics 

Many participants shared about the profound ways in which family dynamics impacted 

on them growing up. These comprised role reversals (Kaden, Jordan, Lily); and/or 

acting as a protector for members of the family (Samia, Evi, Kaden, Jordan, Lily); and 

dynamics between the parents which impacted upbringing (Zac, Kaden, Jordan, Lily). 

These dynamics were seen to influence how participants made sense of their 

circumstances and responded to different situations.  

 

Role reversals 

Jordan described looking after his father when his parents separated:  

I was living with my dad, because I didn't want to leave him alone. And at that 

time he was drinking too much […] he didn't work. And my mum took my sister, 

[…] I was living with my dad, so, I, I was cooking for him, er, cleaning, 

washing, everything […] I can't leave him [father] anyway, I prefer to stay with 

my mum. But I can't, […] He is not cooking for him, he's, he's not washing the 

clothes, he's, I know, I don't, I don't want to know […], like he is not safe. 

(Jordan) 
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This extract depicts how Jordan acted as a parental figure caring for his father’s needs. 

Kaden described the role he occupied in his family: “I was definitely a lot more mature 

for my age, and I think it’s because I had been thrusted in a position of paternity over 

my sisters.” Lily described assuming a maternal role in relation to her younger brother: 

“Yeah, me and my little brother are tight. Like I said, I'm-, like I said we didn’t have a 

mum, so I've always been like his mother figure.” 

 

‘Protectors’ 

Jordan and Kaden both shared about protecting their mothers and sister(s). 

[…] when he's [father’s] fighting with my mum, I'm trying to calm down the 

situation, […] I, I don't want my sister to see you ar-, arguing with my mum. 

[…] I'm telling him don't swear, when my sister is in front of you. (Jordan) 

Jordan also summed up the family dynamic stating: “[…] if I have to describe my 

family, it's my dad drunk, my mum crying, and my sister is scared. And me, trying to 

calm them down.” Kaden narrated:  

if he [father] had his, his hands around my mum’s throat I would, I would erm, 

put him in a, in a hold, and he would struggle and eventually he would erm, he 

would give up struggling, so I would let go, and he would leave the house. Other 

times it would be physical beating, erm that’s when I would step in, and just 

kind of absorb the beating so he would stop. […] until he would stop beating, 

from, from being tired and he would leave, […] if he was throwing plates or 

cups, erm, I, I would stand in the way, and it would continue on until there 

weren’t any plates left to throw. (Kaden) 

This extract depicted the ways Kaden had to physically intervene to shield his mother 

from his father’s violence, and thereby quite literally protecting her. He also positioned 

himself as ‘protector’ in relation to his sisters: “and my sisters knew that they were 

under my protection.” Lily also described the significant steps she took to protect 

herself and her brother: “I put myself in care, me and my little brother. Because I just 

didn't like how our dad was, like, treating us.” There were themes of protection for the 
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other two young women in the study also, for example Samia stated: “if I did have a 

fight with my brother […] it was always because I was defending my little sister.” 

 

Dynamics between parents that impacted upbringing 

Zac expressed the parenting ‘equation’ between his mother and father’s discipline styles 

and offered an explanation for his mother’s approach: “my dad was extremely severe 

and on the other side my mum, she ah she wasn’t too soft but I think, I think, er even 

herself in her head she was thinking I need to counterbalance everything.” However, he 

went on to emphasise the negative experience of these daily shifts from one extreme to 

the other:  

Like, it was just this, these two extremes, like there’s one extremely severe and 

one extremely like, nice, like parent on each side so they, they just 

counterbalance each other. Which, which I mean if anyone that’s listening 

wants advice, this doesn’t work, it – does – not – work, I mean, it’s better if both 

parents agree on being moderate, ah because this is just, it’s like you go from 

zero to a hundred every day, every day is zero to hundred. (Zac) 

 

Jordan narrated the way his father expected him to take sides or not intervene: 

[…] when he's fighting with my mum, I'm trying to calm down the situation, and 

he is thinking that I'm on my mum-, my mum's side. And he’s, he said I have, he 

said like, "I have a boy but he, he's acting like a girl", because I'm on mum's 

side. (Jordan) 

There is indication that sexist references were used by Jordan’s father to shame him, 

and as a defence in response to the perceived support of his mother.  

 

4.3 Feelings of vulnerability 

This superordinate theme examines feelings of vulnerability, threat, trauma or distress 

that were expressed in various ways by participants arising from early life experiences. 

Settings included home, community, and school, and involved interpersonal 
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maltreatment, deprivation, and experiences of ill health. The nature and severity of 

adversity or trauma varied (as depicted by their own narratives).  

“we were all on survival mode […] because at any moment someone could drive up 

and, you know, shoot, shoot up the block” – Living with threat and experiences of 

powerlessness  

All participants, with the exception of Juliet described feelings of vulnerability during 

childhood or adolescence. These feelings included feeling unprotected (Ben, Samia); 

feeling threatened (Zac, James, Jordan); living in a constant state of threat (Kaden, 

Lily); or a lack of control or uncertainty (Ayaan) or autonomy (Evi). The theme of 

powerlessness ran through the accounts of these experiences.  

 

Feeling unprotected 

Samia expressed feeling unprotected by her mother during her brother’s violent bipolar 

episode:  

[…] we had to like barricade ourselves in our living room, like that’s how bad it 

was, and my mum never let us call the police, because she doesn’t want to be the 

one to call the police on her son, right? Erm so I’m like ‘Do you not care about 

all of us?’ (Samia) 

Similarly, Ben shared in relation to experiences of bullying at school: “I didn’t really 

have anyone to defend me, my friends couldn’t defend me, you know, it was the, erm you 

know the older boys.” 

 

Feeling threatened 

Zac depicted a general sense of powerlessness and threat: “when I look back to my life 

it’s like half the time it’s just because people push you around because you’re small…”. 

Jordan offered details of bullying at school and the vulnerability and threat that 

accompanied his migrant status and lack of knowledge of the local language:  

I didn't know how to speak [language]. […] I remember this, a few guys came to 

me, […] and, they was asking me like, in [language], erm "I'm stupid? ", like, 

and I said, "Yeah." I didn't know what that means, and he was telling to me, "Do 
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you think I'm stupid," and I, I say, "Yeah," but I didn't know what that means, 

and they took me and they pushed me on the floor. One guy came to me, he want 

to punch me, and I said, "Noo, I don't want to fight, you're winning. (Jordan) 

 

Living in a constant state of threat 

Lily described a state of constant threat at home as a child owing to the unpredictable 

nature of her father’s abusive behaviours:  

So I was constantly on eggshells, every single day, I was on eggshells thinking, 

‘What's it going to be next?’, because it wasn't like, consistent. It's like you have 

punishment, like with him [her dad] it was just so unpredictable, I was just 

constantly in fear of what would, what would it be next. (Lily) 

For Kaden, the constancy of threat came not only from his community but also from the 

police, and right up to the time of interview. In relation to conflict between his and other 

council estates Kaden discussed: “[…] we were all on survival mode, there, there, there 

wasn’t, there wasn’t room for softness, because at any moment someone could drive up 

and, you know, shoot, shoot up the block, there, there’s no room for emotions.” For 

Kaden, this type of conflict meant: “there wasn’t room for softness,” and the words “all 

on survival mode” emphasized the wider effects on members of the community. The 

relentless nature of threats was expressed at various points of Kaden’s interview, and 

suggests the pressures to display outward aggression in order to avoid being targeted:  

[…] when I was 18 I had a lot of people that I knew were targeting me, and that 

in itself is stress, you’re always on your toes and you know x person is out for 

you and you’re always trying to get them before they get you. (Kaden) 

 

Kaden and his friends were also targeted and harassed by the police since his early 

teenage years, he relayed: “after that I kind of realised maybe these lot [police] aren’t, 

aren’t as noble as we once thought they were.” Kaden expressed a sense of 

powerlessness due to structural violence from the police:  
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[…] sometimes we would be arrested erm without any formal charges, and the 

law has what 48 hours to, to, to, well for, for CPS to come up with some sort of 

charge, erm, they knew they had no charges, […] and they would leave us for 

the full 48 hours until they legally couldn’t hold us anymore, just for fun, just 

stuff like that erm. You know and that obviously affects you. (Kaden) 

Kaden’s experiences with the police left him in a lasting state of fear and threat: “[…] 

even nowadays when I’m not a target [by the police] because I know I’m not partaking 

in any criminal activity, I’m er, I’m, I’m very much on the straight and narrow now, I 

still have that innate feeling of they’re watching me in that van, erm and I can’t seem to 

shake that.” Furthermore, despite Kaden having “removed [him]self from that 

situation” of being “on the front line,” he described “it doesn’t mean we’re not 

targets.” This demonstrated how a sense of threat persisted even at the point of 

interview: “because two weeks ago, three people that I lost, all of them had also 

removed themselves, removed themselves from those situations [of violent conflict], erm 

and they were all targeted anyway because of affiliations, so…” 

 

Lack of control/uncertainty/loss of autonomy 

Ayaan described feelings depicting uncertainty and a lack of control over his own life: 

I never knew what’s going to happen, you know what I’m saying, I never knew 

what’s going to happen, I, like people have a plan for the next day, next week, I 

never had that, I never knew what’s going to happen. [In terms of] Family.. 

situation. (Ayaan) 

Evi spoke of the violation of rape at 16 years old. She referred to lost autonomy over 

her body, depicting a sense of powerlessness: 

God I won’t forget this never, in my life, because I, I didn’t want to have yeah 

sex, and he was trying and trying and I was telling him, I was telling him 

“please just, I don’t want to, I don’t feel well” blah blah blah, and at the end of 

the day he did it, he did it. […] I couldn’t say no. (Evi) 
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This chapter has provided insight into the nature of the adverse experiences during early 

life and adolescence. Setting the scene for the next two results chapters, it has 

highlighted experiences of emotional and physical abuse and neglect as children; 

exposure to domestic violence and abuse; dating violence and rape; community-level 

violence in school settings and street violence; as well as wider factors of racist abuse 

and structural violence.  
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5 Results (Meaning-making of life experiences) 

In this chapter, I examine the processes by which sense is made of the life experiences 

narrated by participants. The chapter seeks to address the following research question:  

- How do individuals who use violence or engage in high aggression pursuits 

make sense of their life experiences? 

Meaning-making or making sense of experiences refers to the processes, understandings 

and structures through which we frame and form an understanding of our experiences; 

such that our mental representations connect things, events and relationships 

(Baumeister, 1991). Meaning-making refers to an individual’s explanatory models for 

what happened, why it happened and how they responded to various experiences and 

the impact of those on them (Taylor, 1983). Structures that aid meaning-making 

incorporate individual-level factors as well as occurring within relational contexts, such 

as comparing own experiences or responses with others to form an understanding of 

one’s own experience. Meaning-making is also influenced by socioeconomic factors, 

culture, religion, ideology and political structures. This research has captured the ways 

in which these factors collectively shape interpretations and pathways, and specifically 

in relation to the development of violence, as is the focus of Chapter 7.  

 

Experiences of interest were not solely those that may be classified as adversity, but 

those that played a salient part in the lives of participants. This was to move away from 

superimposed or predefined notions of adversity or trauma and to allow for a more 

holistic understanding of influential experiences and their meanings on participant lives 

and trajectories. In relating their experiences of childhood, within the family unit, their 

bonds with parents and experiences of threat or powerlessness, participants spoke of 

various coping strategies. These were psychological or behavioural means of coping. 

Some participants also described involvement in crime as a response to their various 

experiences. In relating their understandings of salient life experiences, describing 

contexts, the meanings they hold, and the impact of those experiences, participants 

allowed for an awareness of their sense of self to be interpreted, as well as how they 

viewed important individuals in their lives. Table 4 lists the superordinate and 

subthemes in relation to meaning-making of life experiences.  
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Table 4 Superordinate and Subthemes for Meaning-making of Life Experiences 

Making sense of life experiences 

Coping 

Psychological/behavioural strategies employed for coping with adversity 

Managing behaviour to avoid undesirable consequences or promote positive outcomes  

Impacts 

Impact of trauma or distressing experiences 

Impact of breakdown of parental relationship or absence of a parent 

Involvement in crime as non-“innocent” or “surviv[al]” behaviour 

Forming an understanding of experiences  

Minimisation or conflicting notions of victimisation versus naming the abuse 

Understanding parents’ decisions and behaviours 

Sense-making through comparison and in relation to others 

Family as the ‘benchmark’ for other relationships and a template for worldview 

Disadvantage and the role of socioeconomic influences and social hierarchies in 

meaning-making 

Ideological influences within meaning-making 

Sense of self and important others  

A dual sense of self versus the evolving self 

Evolving versus dual perceptions and relationships with important figures 

 

5.1 Coping  

This theme details how participants coped in response to their various experiences.  

“I was always stoned, drunk, pilled up or whatever” – Psychological/behavioural 

strategies employed for coping with adversity 

Participants explained how they responded to the challenges they experienced through 

life. Indeed, they relayed about the sense-making at the time that took place as part of 

coping. The mechanisms adopted are set out in Table 5.  
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Table 5 Coping Mechanisms Employed by Participants 

Coping mechanisms 

Normalising things 

Self-talk 

Ignoring things 

Escaping/avoidance behaviours 

Distraction 

Adopting healthy behaviours – to 

manage physical and mental health  

Altering own behaviour to change 

behaviour of others 

Bottling things up 

Using humour   

Using substances 

Acceptance 

Rationalising 

Minimising  

Denial 

Numbing/repressing/blocking things out  

“Fooling” themselves 

 

I present a variety of these coping strategies here. Violence/aggression was frequently 

referred to as a means of coping with adversity by participants, however, here I 

specifically focus on psychological/behavioural strategies, rather than externalised 

means of coping. Lily narrated: “I was just partying all the time so I wouldn't really 

know, I wouldn't want to lie to you and say, I was fine sleeping, because I was always 

stoned, drunk, pilled up or whatever [chuckles].” She conveyed about the role of these 

behaviours and their numbing effects: “I feel like they must have blacked everything 

out, and that's why at such a later age, at 17, 18, everything's come rushing.” 
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Zac rationalised his father’s violence towards him and his brothers: “[…] he [father] 

grew up in err in [colonised country], […] so very rough upbringing, so let’s say that, 

that transferred into how he, like, brought us up.” In addition, Zac made sense of why 

his father behaved towards him the way he did: “I mean, you grew up like that, 

obviously you only know one response to… when you want to discipline someone […] 

Violence.” Zac believed that his father’s experiences “transferred into how he […] 

brought [them] up”, essentially referring to a cycle of violence (Widom, 1989). Zac 

justified his father’s violence through understanding his father’s traumatisation through 

upbringing and exposure to colonial trauma. This led Zac to believe that his father was 

not inherently violent. This process of rationalisation illuminated Zac’s sense-making of 

his father’s violence as unintentional, and that: “he did it because he loved us […] he 

wanted the best for us, he didn’t know how to, you know, how to make it so, but that’s 

what he wanted, he’s not a bad person at heart, he just doesn’t know how to express 

things.” Such an understanding may have soothed feelings, then (and now), arising 

from his experience of violence from a parent.  

 

By contract, Ayaan used minimisation, and normalised physical beatings from his 

father: 

Na, only just shouting, yeah it weren’t really, wasn’t really, weren’t really like, 

like abuse and stuff like that, […] even my punishments weren’t even like that, 

my punishments were just like normal kid punishments. Ah getting slapped on 

the back of the head, go back, go to your room. […] there have been occasions 

that my dad yeah, put me on the straight path like, showed me what, there, 

there’s levels, but… Just, slipper, belt, normal. (Ayaan) 

 

Kaden described using humour as a coping mechanism in various contexts (bullying at 

school; with his mother to hide symptoms of “post-traumatic stress”; and with his 

doctor in relation to these symptoms). I illustrate the example of Kaden making sense of 

his bullying experiences through humour:  
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Erm, I didn’t deal with it [bullying] well, but I slowly and eventually learnt if I 

made people laugh, they would like me [laughs], so that’s kind of, I kind of, I… 

it was a, in a way, a way I could kind of gain their respect […] once you make 

someone laugh you can make them feel comfortable, that’s what I’ve learnt. […] 

so instead of being offended by every joke that was thrown at me I would laugh 

with them, […] but if it went too far then [laughs], I would, I would lash out at 

school. (Kaden) 

The humour in this instance could be seen to counteract the effect of bullying if he was 

gaining people’s respect. It also allowed him to manage situations and assess when he 

needed to “lash out” and resort to violence.  

 

“because it’s your dad and you know what he’s capable of, you’re not going to do any 

nonsense” – Managing behaviour to avoid undesirable consequences or promote 

positive outcomes 

Many participants referred to the patterns of doing (Ben, Evi,), or not doing (Zac, Juliet, 

Lily), something to avoid undesirable consequences. This was particularly the case for 

participants managing their fathers’ behaviours and responses during childhood and 

adolescence (Ben, Zac, Juliet, Lily). Lily related how regulation in one setting 

(managing her father’s reactions at home) was associated with loss of control in 

another: 

I feel like because in the house I couldn't-, wouldn't dare say anything, how I 

felt, nothing. […] I was just so on egg shells all the time, so I think in school I 

just took my anger out on everyone else. All the stuff that I locked up in, in my 

house, I’d just take on the other kids in school, isn't it? (Lily) 

Zac relayed: “because it’s your dad and you know what he’s capable of, you’re not 

going to do any nonsense”. Whereas, Juliet continues to avoid her father’s negative 

reactions about boyfriends: “I know if my dad found out, [laughing] I hundred percent 

would not be coming boxing”. She weighed up the consequences: “he’d probably take 

me to school and take me back home and I don’t think it’s worth it, especially not at this 
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age.” Juliet went on to outline the wider implications for her social connectedness and 

the costs involved in avoiding the disapproval of her father:“Erm I don’t usually ask to 

go out [with girl friends] because I know of all the questions my dad would ask – “Who 

you going with? What you doing to do?” And, I just, I barely go out with people.” 

 

Whilst Lily, Zac and Juliet wanted to avoid a response, Ben was motivated to provoke 

one: 

I remember I always used to say like ah I want to come and live with you 

[father], like my mum’s too strict, that’s what I actually remember, I used to be 

like mum’s too strict like I don’t like it here I want to come live there […] when I 

say I used to send my dad emails everyday it was like five emails a day, every 

day saying please let me come. (Ben) 

 

5.2 Impacts  

In this theme I highlight the salient effects of traumatic or distressing experiences, and 

in particular of the impact of parental separation. Breakdown of parents’ relationship is 

explored as a separate theme as it featured across life histories of the majority of 

participants, and an effect was noted regardless of the nature of separation. Impact of 

experiences in terms of early involvement in crime as an outcome is also encapsulated 

within this theme.  

 

“I feel like in our sub-consciousness everything is recorded […] maybe it affects my, 

my life later on” - Impact of trauma or distressing experiences 

This theme encapsulates impacts arising from difficult childhood and adolescent 

experiences. Participants referred to somatic effects (Evi); decision-making (Ben, 

James, Jordan); emotional or psychological well-being (Ben, Zac, Evi, Juliet, Ayaan, 

Kaden, James, Jordan, Lily); and perceptions of others (Zac, Kaden); body image (Ben); 

and aggressive or risk-taking behaviour (Ben, Zac, Ayaan, Kaden, Lily). Pathways to 

the central outcomes of violence and aggression are discussed in detail in Chapter 7.  
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In relation to her experiences of rape and sexual harassment and “bullying” at school, 

which “because [she] was only a teenager, [she] was taking this personally”, Evi 

described the somatic impacts of these traumatic experiences on her health: “I feel like 

in our sub-consciousness everything is recorded, so that’s [sexual harassment and 

sexual bullying] not a good memory for me, and yeah maybe it affects my, my life later 

on. My, my private life you know.” She continued:  

[…] things like that, I believe that the only person that you can… harm is 

yourself, for example, from a thought from, from something, the body will react 

at some point, so because I’m a girl, and you know we have the monthly thing, I 

have mad pain, periods, and I know, because the doctor said ‘you’re okay, you 

don’t have anything’, I feel like all this stuff, the memories, with the boys and 

stuff... made me have that kind of pains. (Evi) 

 

James described his class’ reaction to finding out that he: “was on [a] special education 

needs register [which is] not meant to be properly, erm, put out there like who's on it, 

who isn't […] everyone just looked at me like, "James? like" and I was like, "Oh, I 

don't, I don’t know."” He went on to describe how he managed in that moment: “[…] 

because obviously when it came up on the board, everyone's reaction was just like, I 

kind of made out as if it was a mist-, as if, if it was the school's mistake.” This incident 

led James to making a decision which ultimately did not serve him in his view: “I could 

have received help from the school, but I asked to be, erm, actually removed off the erm, 

register, […] I feel like I had to make that decision, erm, for myself, so.” It is 

noteworthy that James’ violence was largely enacted in school contexts and in response 

to those who would “say stuff.” 

 

The impacts that Jordan reflected arose following recounting his father’s arguments 

with him and his mother. It provoked in him a desire to parent in alternative ways: 

It helps, it helps me on one way. […] Because I know what, what not to do now, 

when I'm going to have a family. And I know if I'm going to do that, how my kids 

is going to feel, and my wife. So I don't want, I'm, I'm not hate-, I don't hate my 
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dad. But I know it’s not the best family in the world, and he's not the best dad in 

the world, so I don't want my kids to think like that. I want happy-, happiness for 

them on everything. (Jordan) 

 

Kaden described “one of [his] first experiences with [the] police” where he and his 

friends were “playing […] a very innocent game” that shaped his perception of 

emergency services personnel:  

[…] two bully vans came out and they searched us erm using all sorts of terms 

like, you know, the gang’s out, you know, the sun’s out so the gang’s out and, 

and, and stuff like this and, and like I remember the sergeant at the time said to 

me that you lot think you’re a gang but the [name of local police service] is the 

biggest gang in [name of city], […] I was 13 at the time, […] every, every kid 

grows up thinking you know one of the things to be when you grow up is a 

fireman, a doctor or a policeman, after that I kind of realised maybe these lot 

aren’t, aren’t as noble as we once thought they were. (Kaden) 

Kaden described a sense of disillusionment in relation to those in positions of authority, 

which ran through his interview: “[The police] would round us up in their bully vans 

and […] drive into the middle of [name of estate], which they knew we had bad blood 

with and […] they’d tell us to go home” where Kaden and his friends would be at risk 

from people they “had issues with” on the “way home.” In relation to unjust use of 

police powers, Kaden expressed: “and that obviously affects you.” The effect on him 

was evident when he described:  

[…] we were exposed to quite a lot of, […] in the past 5 years I know 8 

individuals that have been admitted into a mental health ward, and they’re all 

my peers, and erm, I had realised there’s only so much that the human mind can 

take before it cracks, erm and, a lot of, a lot of my peers sadly weren’t resilient 

enough, erm, because we, you know, I guess part of my coping mechanism is to 
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block it out, because if I let all of these things get to me then I might crack under 

pressure and I have quite a lot at stake. (Kaden) 

In these extracts Kaden described what could be referred to as a form of moral injury, 

which occurs through a betrayal of what is right, enacted by an individual holding 

legitimate authority, and in a high stakes situation (Shay, 2014). The above extract also 

implied his vulnerability to cracking under pressure due to his past experiences, 

unrelenting threat and exposure to violence, including exposure to police harassment. 

Kaden understood the potential mental health impact in the light of consequences 

suffered by those who had experienced similar to him. He also understood the potential 

buffering factors such as his coping mechanisms that have so far protected him from 

“crack[ing] under pressure.”  

 

Ben recalled experiences of racist bullying that impacted his body image: 

I used to always have these ashy hands, so everyone used to be like oh you got 

dry hands, and er everyone used to be like ah you’re so [racist slur], like I was 

quite, […] and I used to take that as such as a… erm… a, a diss, I used to be 

like oh my God I hate like, why am I [describing physical characteristic 

described in racist slur], like, now I love it you know it’s just, [laughs] but you 

know I used to be like ah like, everyone just making [racist] jokes, [racist] fat 

jokes. (Ben) 

Ben’s own experiences of feeling unprotected during bullying at school illuminated his 

reaction to bullies: “I can’t watch someone bully someone, even in the street […] I 

know what it’s like to be made fun of, you know, like every day.” This inability to watch 

someone being bullied was an impact of his trauma, and manifested as risk-taking 

behaviour, at the cost of risking his own safety: “I know I shouldn’t get involved 

because you know the kids are crazy nowadays but I saw like these two bigger boys 

erm, and er they were like picking on this small guy.” 
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“when my dad left, I just said, it was like I just went crazy” – Impact of breakdown 

of parental relationship or absence of a parent 

Participants detailed various distressing experiences, however, breakdown of the 

relationship between their parents was common to many of the participants. This was 

through divorce or permanent separation (Ben, Zac, Ayaan, Kaden and Lily) or 

temporary separation (James and Jordan). The impacts of parental relationship 

breakdown were referred to within participant narratives: a release from strict home 

environments (Zac, Ayaan); acknowledging changes in others’ perception of them 

(Zac); a sense of belonging to peers in similar situations (Ayaan); uncertainty 

experienced due to parents’ separation (James); experiencing shock or a sense of 

unfamiliarity with the new situation (Ayaan, James); a longing to spend time with the 

absent parent (Ben, Lily); needing to take responsibility for a parent/siblings (Jordan, 

Kaden) and/or experiences of anger, fear or sadness (Ayaan, James, Jordan, Lily).  

 

Participants showed a range of responses to the separation of parents with Zac 

perceiving there was too much sympathy from those around him:  

I mean it’s not, it’s nothing to be crying about, I mean, I mean even, even when I 

told my friends or the teachers knew back in the day, they were like, ah this that, 

I was 15 but you know I was looking at them like, it’s not that deep, it’s really 

not that deep, it happens. (Zac)  

On the other hand, Ben recalled a desperation at trying to connect with his father after 

separation: “I used to send my dad emails everyday; it was like five emails a day, every 

day saying ‘please let me come.’” James noted the impact of uncertainty around his 

parents’ potential reconciliation: “they usually sort out [arguments] within like-, within 

like a week […] after a week I thought […] are they going to split up forever, […] it 

was scary.” 

 

Ayaan described how the protective aspect of having both parents present at once was 

lost with the divorce; their combined presence had heretofore minimised antisocial 

behaviours: 
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I was thinking about it because if my dad was still in my house, I don’t think I 

would have done that bike stuff [convicted of stealing bikes, and participated in 

police chases on stolen bikes], because it’s like, my mum and my dad were like 

blocking the way for me to do that rubbish, and when my dad left, it left a gap 

for me to go through, […] the second I saw the gap I just took it. (Ayaan) 

Ayaan described that when his parents separated, he “was depressed, not that, not 

depressed, but I was sad and I was angry.” It seemed Ayaan already harboured 

considerable anger as a child and his father’s departure was an enabling factor: “it’s like 

I’m going to take my anger out on someone, on something.” Ayaan described that 

arguments between his parents had become the norm, and his narrative suggested that 

his father leaving home could have been a precipitating factor for “that bike stuff”: 

[…] there weren’t no week that there weren’t no arguments [between his 

parents] […]it was like okay it’s just another day […] Then when, when my dad 

left, I just said, it was like I just went crazy, […] it was like I made myself an 

excuse to do something bad, “ah my dad ain’t here let me do it. (Ayaan) 

 

Lily’s mother had “killed herself” when Lily was “seven” years old. Her “vague little 

memories” of her mother are from when her uncle would “sneak” them to “see [her] 

mum for a little bit […] behind [their] dad’s back.” After her death, Lily and her 

brothers were “banned from seeing” her mother’s side of the family and they would be 

“battered” [by their father] if caught.  As her father “never kept her [mother’s] memory 

alive at all” Lily felt a longing to “want to know [her] mum.” She described calling her 

father whilst in prison: "It might just be an ex-partner to you, but that's my mum, she 

gave birth to me and now I have a right to know." Lily had made sense of her mother’s 

suicide through her “suicide letters”:  

[…] in the letters it says, because my dad wouldn't let her see us, that just 

topped her over the edge. […] it says in the letter like, ‘It might seem like the 
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easy way out, but at the end of the day, I gave birth to those kids, and if I can't 

see them then there's no point in living.’ (Lily) 

 

Kaden’s experience of his parents’ divorce/separation was very different:   

[…] my mum’s culture is very much, she’s the stereotypical [names cultural 

identity] woman, so erm divorce isn’t really a thing, you, you kind of stick with, 

with your partner through thick and thin, but erm it reached a point where he 

[his dad] was very abusive, erm there was a lot of substance abuse, and erm, 

yeah he, he put the family in danger quite, quite a number of times. (Kaden) 

Kaden narrated that “any sort of welfare that was intended for the family came through 

his [father’s] financial accounts,” which his father would “hold […] hostage if […] 

people [Kaden] had influence over weren’t fuelling his, his [father’s] addictions”. This 

prompted a protective response from Kaden: “I kind of snapped and went for broke so, 

[…] I kind of used logic and thought well if, if you take him [father] out of equation 

then my family would have access to the support that they’re entitled to.” 

 

For most participants, parental separation generated distress and problem behaviours 

and was seen to be experienced as something outside of their control. However, for 

Kaden, the separation was seen as necessary for the economic security of the wider 

family. Kaden was the one to evict his father from the family home and described the 

impact of this: “in terms of the actual eviction […] it got physical and… I, I, I, at one 

point I had charges put against me […] I was on bail for a couple months, but it was no 

further action.”  

 

Relative to other participants, Ayaan, Kaden and Lily’s experiences represented 

parents’ relationships as marked with severe conflict, or abuse from father to mother. 

However, various adverse effects of parental separation on participants were noted 

regardless of the occurrence or severity of conflict between parents.  

 

Involvement in crime as non-“innocent” or “surviv[al]” behaviour  
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This theme explores participants’ experiences in relation to their involvement in crime, 

with and without criminal justice involvement (see Figure 6 and Figure 7). I present an 

overview of the range of criminal involvement across the sample (including violent 

crime), however, the participant narratives discussed in this theme depict non-violent 

crime, as the pathways to violence chapter specifically focuses on violence. Overall, 

many of the participants had been involved in some form of crime. One person had 

served prison time, one individual had received a fine for an offence and the third had 

received No Further Action on their charges. For participants whose engagement in 

crime was specifically detailed as an impact of their experiences, I differentiate between 

those who made sense of their involvement in crime as being non-“innocent” or 

offensive behaviour (Zac, Samia, Ayaan) or an imperative for survival (Lily) or both 

(Kaden).  
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the sense that “loads of friends sold it”. He pointed out that he “didn’t last long” in the 

trade and that those who do “rot in it”, suggested he found himself on a different 

pathway. Whilst Zac referred to the normative and community level factors in becoming 

involved in dealing drugs: “it’s just, where I grew up […] that’s just what you do”, 

Samia’s related her shoplifting to the influence of a “bad friend”: 

[…] when I was in Year 9, erm some girl called Renu, who’s apparently in jail 

right now. […] started making us like, […] we’d skip class and we would go, 

you know, go to [Supermarket name], […] and then we would, erm, she started 

making us steal, […] she’d just make us put stuff in our pockets. (Samia) 

For Samia, the shoplifting was not out of necessity, she reported: “when [she] was 

doing that, [she] would have like £20 on [her]” and that this was “really bad” and 

enacted because her friend would “make [them] steal it.” Samia’s narrative suggested 

potential feelings of shame regarding crime were amplified alongside her identity at 

school: “I was a good girl, I would, I would never get in trouble.” 

 

In contrast, Kaden and Lily described involvement in crime as a form of survival due to 

financial difficulties borne out of financial abuse by their respective fathers. Lily did not 

imply a sense of shame in her involvement in selling drugs as she “needed […] to 

survive.” Whereas Kaden’s narrative inferred a sense of shame in his escalation where 

his “innocent […] entrepreneurial” activity “escalated to […] substances.” He 

described that this “mini economy” enabled one “to feed your family,” however, his 

sense of shame was depicted in his description that “it transitioned from being innocent 

[…] I don’t really want to go into that too much.” 

 

5.3 Forming an understanding of experiences 

Having examined coping and impacts, this theme develops participants’ reflections, 

highlighting meaning-making that occurred during and since childhood and 

adolescence, as well as meaning-making that may have taken place over the course of 

the participant interviews.  
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“I wouldn’t describe them as traumatic” versus “it’s psychological prison” – 

Minimisation or conflicting notions of victimisation versus naming the abuse  

Collectively, participants identified a range of adverse experiences. Building on Chapter 

5, these included: abandonment (Ben, Lily); physical abuse (Ben, Zac, Samia, Ayaan, 

Kaden, Jordan, Lily); verbal abuse (Ben, Zac, Samia, Evi, Ayaan, Kaden, Jordan, Lily); 

emotional/psychological abuse (Ben, Zac, Samia, Evi, Ayaan, Kaden, Jordan, Lily); 

sexual abuse (Evi, Lily); neglect (Kaden, Lily); coercive control (Evi, Kaden, Lily); 

financial abuse (Kaden, Lily); domestic violence and abuse (Zac, Ayaan, Kaden, 

Jordan, Lily); medical trauma (Juliet); community/neighbourhood violence (Ben, 

Kaden, Jordan, Lily); traumatic grief (Ben, Kaden, Lily); bullying (Ben, Samia, Evi, 

Kaden, James, Jordan, Lily) and poverty/socioeconomic inequality (Ayaan, Kaden, 

Jordan, Lily). The severity and frequency of these experiences varied across participants 

and responses ranged from minimisation (Ben, Ayaan) and inconsistent interpretations 

or explanations (Zac, Samia), to clear descriptions and labelling of their experiences as 

traumatic or abusive (Ben, Evi, Kaden, James, Jordan, Juliet, Lily). It was noteworthy 

that whilst some participants may have minimised difficult experiences within the 

home, they labelled traumatic experiences in other contexts, such as bullying. 

Minimisation was listed as a coping mechanism in an earlier theme, however, here I re-

visit it specifically in relation to abuse or victimisation as this was one way participants 

made sense of and responded to their victimisation experiences. 

 

Ben minimised and rationalised the behaviours of his mother:  

I wouldn’t call it physical abuse… [laughs], what I would call it, I used to get 

smacked if I misbehaved and you know what that’s how [people of his cultural 

identity] are, a lot of [people of this cultural identity], that’s how they are, if 

your child misbehaves, you smack him, nothing OTT, nothing like ah God, 

[laughs] if I misbehaved I got some, I got a whooping, a bad whooping but 

nothing crazy. (Ben) 

Ben may still be making sense about these behaviours and their purpose: “I think my 

dad he… he gave me beats once […] I got the beats of a lifetime, not crazy but beats, 
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you know enough to put me in my bedroom and make me cry for, cry for [laughs]” as 

Ben was ambivalent about the use of aggression to discipline children: “I don’t see 

anything wrong with it personally you know I think if I had kids I might… [laughs] well 

I say that, probably wouldn’t, but you know.” 

 

Similarly, Zac discussed at the beginning of his interview that his “dad was pretty 

violent”, to the extent that his mother: “had my brother leave the, the, the country 

[laughs] to run away from my dad because my dad would have killed him.” Zac then 

stated towards the end of the interview in relation to his life experiences: “[…] I 

wouldn’t call it violence, I’d call it austerity.” Zac shifted from “I wouldn’t describe 

them [life experiences] as traumatic, I mean, I... [sigh] I mean, I’ve known people that 

have traumatic experiences, it’s a bit, I’m lucky, what I’ve lived was lucky, and I’m-, no 

trauma, only experience”, to subsequently describing in relation to enforced educational 

sessions with his father: “[…] it’s, it’s, it’s prison, it’s, it’s psychological prison […] oh 

my God ah… just thinking of it just makes me ahh I hated that place, I absolutely hated 

it.” 

 

Similarly, an ambivalent and shifting interpretation of experiences within the family 

was also evident in Samia’s narrative, where she depicted two interpretations of her 

parents’ strictness. She described it as “one of the positives, even though […] it could 

be seen as a negative”:  

[…] sometimes it might psychologically damage somebody, erm, because I feel 

like it affected my brother, […] it was like he was locked in a cage and then he 

got let set free and then he couldn’t handle the outside […] I feel like somehow 

[…] the effects from when he was younger affected him maybe-, the rest of us it 

really didn’t, but for like for him it affected him, […] but for me it didn’t really 

affect me. (Samia) 

Samia acknowledged the potential impact of her parents’ strictness as being abusive, but 

that her experience of it was different. This emphasised the importance of individual 

interpretation of others’ behaviours in making sense of experiences, as in an earlier part 
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of the interview Samia described that her parents “would show [them] love in different 

ways” and that “they’d give us what we want, yeah, that’s the way they show their 

love.” She illustrated an alternative display of affection: “even after they disciplined me 

[…] I’d still, like feel that love […], like my mum would give us a beating and then 

she’ll have our food ready on the table, she’d be like ‘go eat’ [smiles].” 

 

Samia interpreted her parents’ behaviours as setting “boundar[ies]” and focused on the 

alternative ways in which her parents expressed their love. Samia pointed out however, 

that for her brother the experience was very different: 

[…] when he [brother] gets sick he doesn’t see that, and he says my dad’s the 

worst, even though my dad does everything for him, bought him his car, like did 

everything for him, but then he, it’s like, ‘Argh I hate you’, because you, you 

hate the person you love the most when you’re just not well” [Samia shared that 

her brother was diagnosed with “cannabis or weed induced bipolar” disorder]. 

(Samia) 

Samia attributed her brother’s interpretation of his experiences within the home to him 

not being well, and not being able to appreciate the things that she evaluated from her 

standpoint that her parents do for him. However, this contrasted with how she summed 

up her brothers’ experience at the end of the interview (as shown in the earlier extract) 

where her parents’ strictness “might psychologically damage somebody […] like it 

affected my brother.” 

 

Extracts and experiences in this section thus far signal that participants could be 

ambivalent (and meaning-making may still be occurring) and/or they saw multiple 

meanings in parenting behaviours. For Lily, it was unequivocal: “he [father] is very 

controlling” describing that: “every aspect possible, we was neglected […] So it was 

just neglect all the way through.” 

 

This theme captured the emotional work of participants trying to understand 

experiences of victimisation. Participants attempted to explain adverse experiences and 
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exposure to behaviours based on the family or cultural context. However, when they 

allowed themselves to consider it more broadly and through sense-making in the 

context of the interview, they generally acknowledged the devastating nature of those 

experiences.  

 

“I’m a lot older now so I can understand but at the time there was a lot of 

resentment” – Understanding parents’ decisions and behaviours 

Trying to make sense of their experiences, many of the participants described an 

attempt at trying to understand their parents’ decisions or behaviours, much of which 

may have been experienced negatively or previously not understood by the participants. 

This sense-making was in relation to parental strictness (Ben, Samia); parental violence 

towards oneself or mother (Zac, Kaden, Lily); or other parental decisions (Zac, Samia, 

James, Jordan, Kaden); the findings are structured within these headings and a selection 

of extracts provided.  

 

Understanding parental strictness 

Two participants came to a later understanding of gratitude for their mother’s (Ben) or 

parents’ (Samia) strictness and discipline. For example, Ben understood his mother’s 

earlier strictness as protective from potential adverse outcomes:  

[…] back then I used to think why’s she [mother] so, you know she’s on my 

case, but as I’ve said, only now that I’m like okay cool thank you, I even, you 

know, I thank her for it because you know I’ve seen some of the people I’ve 

grown up with, and like three of my friends have gone to jail, one’s passed 

away, you know, and…, no, thank you, and erm it just makes me think, you 

know, I could have… (Ben) 

Understanding parental violence toward oneself or mother 

Zac, Lily and Kaden rationalised their father’s violence from an understanding of their 

father’s own histories of trauma. Zac stated: “[…] I think it’s not so much because he 

was a violent man, but just because he was, he was, he was just kind of traumatised.” 
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Lily had tried to pursue an explanation for her father’s abuse, and came to one without a 

confirmation from her father or grandparents:  

[…] my grandad must have brought him [her father] up like that. I don't know 

that. I just reason with that in my head. Maybe that's how they were back then. 

Because back then it was normal to hit your kids. So I think, like with the cane 

that seems like an old school thing to do. So I just think that. (Lily) 

Lily interpreted her own experiences within the context of intergenerational patterns.  

 

Kaden understood his father’s abuse towards the family in the context of his father’s 

experiences at war:  

[…]… my dad served in the [names two countries in conflict] war, erm my mum 

told me when he came back from there he never really came back himself. […] 

he never really recovered from that, […] but erm it reached a point where he 

was very abusive, erm there was a lot of substance abuse, and erm, yeah he, he 

put the family in danger quite, quite a number of times. (Kaden) 

Understanding other parental decisions 

Zac attempted to make sense of his father’s “mistakes” as a parent and as a husband by 

understanding their nuclear family almost as collateral damage:  

[…] as a father and as a husband, the most, I mean as a father he’s made 

mistakes, but he’s made a lot of good things as well, as a husband, terrible, 

worst husband ever, I mean honestly worst husband possible. Erm.. but, but 

worst husband possible because he made enormous sacrifices for his own family 

that was still back home. (Zac) 

 

Kaden described a realisation where his resentment towards his mother for staying with 

his abusive father turned into understanding. This happened through an appreciation of 

the struggles and invisible barriers his mother faced: “[…] my mother was, was trapped 

in, in, in the house, erm… […] Out of fear […] just out of fear.” He narrated: 



 126 

[…] it was almost like a Stockholm syndrome, that’s what it felt like, […]. So 

that, it caused a lot of strain, that dynamic caused a lot of strain between myself 

and my mother because erm you know it’s easy for me to be like why are you, 

why are you with him, but I never really, at the time, I’m a lot older now so I can 

understand but at the time there was a lot of resentment I had towards her. 

(Kaden) 

 

“you’ve got something on your face and there’s no mirrors but people are reacting to 

you” – Sense-making through comparison and in relation to others 

This sub-theme illuminates the ways in which (all) participants made sense of their 

experiences in relation to other people. This was through various strategies: comparison 

to others (Ben, Zac, Samia, Juliet, Ayaan, Kaden, Lily); by aligning with others or 

distancing oneself (Zac, Samia, Ayaan, Kaden, Jordan, Lily); recognising alternative 

outcomes (Ben, Samia, Kaden); and sense-making through others’ responses to them 

(Evi, Kaden, James, Jordan, Lily). Example of each of these are provided from 

participant accounts.  

Comparison with others 

Ben compared his father to another father figure in his life to convey the inadequacy of 

his own father’s parenting: 

[…] he [step-sister’s father] comes every week, he comes every week, they’re 

not together but er he comes every week to see Jane [step-sister], and you know 

he, I like him, he’s cool, because one thing he does, he looks after Jane, unlike 

my dad. My, he, my dad doesn’t contribute anything towards us, he never has, 

but Jane’s dad, school trip he’s there, lunch money he’s there, this he’s there, 

that he’s there. (Ben) 

 

For Ayaan, comparisons with others served to ease the sadness of his father’s departure: 
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[…] the first month I was a bit sad, second month I was a bit sad, then it just 

went, because, to be honest, to be honest, my friends made me not be sad, 

because all my friends […] never had a dad […] or they had a dad but not lived 

with each other, so I’m like, okay if they have it and they’re laughing and that, 

why can’t I? (Ayaan) 

 

Aligning or othering/distancing  

Kaden aligned himself with those also part of the conflict between council estates, and 

simultaneously othered those not entangled in the same, and determined his responses 

accordingly: 

[…] a lot of the kids in school were observers, so like we used to call them 

civilians because they were never really a part of the conflict that was going on, 

they were just observers looking outside, in, erm, and if anybody said anything 

out of line, I would lash out at them to remind them ‘you’re a civilian, don’t get 

involved.’ (Kaden) 

 

Recognising alternative outcomes 

Samia expressed an awareness of alternative outcomes for herself in relation to how her 

life turned out. She also did this through a comparison to others and due to the 

influences of the area she lived in: 

I feel like if my parents weren’t as strict as they were when I was erm younger, I 

feel like I’d be a different person, and maybe it might have not have been a good 

person, especially the area that I live in, I probably would have been, because 

I’ve seen a lot of girls, I probably would have been like them. (Samia) 
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Reactions of others 

Both Kaden and Lily made sense of their past through current understandings, in 

relation to other people. For example, Kaden offered a powerful mirror analogy to 

describe how he “in recent years” had come to the understanding that his traumatic 

experiences of violence were not normal from the “reactions [he] received from work”. 

Kaden expressed the need to inform his manager of community violence such as 

“shooting on [his] estate the other day […] in case something happens to [him].” He 

expressed how these reactions had made him realise “I’m somewhat of a broken 

individual”:  

[…] just seeing her [his manager’s] reaction, my girl, erm, er my friends from 

university and people from backgrounds that isn’t from my background.. you, 

you, imagine you, you, you can look down yeah, and you’ve got something on 

your face and there’s no mirrors but people are reacting to you, you won’t think 

there was anything wrong with you until you saw those reactions, but I’ve had 

this thing on my face for so long, erm, I, like I, I hadn’t even felt it, you know, so, 

that’s what it f-, it feels like. (Kaden) 

Kaden’s exposure to people through various stages of life helped him to make sense of 

his trauma through other people effectively holding a mirror to his experiences which he 

“thought was normal”.  

 

“when you, you don’t even trust your own siblings, how can you trust friends?” – 

Family as the ‘benchmark’ for other relationships and a template for worldview 

Most participants expressed through their narratives ways in which they applied their 

understanding of interactions and relationships through the lens of their own family 

circumstances to form their worldview or understandings of interpersonal relationships. 

This concerned interactions with authority figures (Zac, James); trusting others (Samia, 

Jordan) or what is acceptable/normal (Evi, Ayaan, Kaden, Lily).  
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Authority figures 

Both Zac and Jordan applied their parents’ reactions or behaviours as a template for 

understanding teachers’ responses. Punitive discipline from his father affected Zac’s 

response to teachers applying discipline. 

Er usually fighting, or erm conflicts with teachers, […] you know getting 

expelled from class, and then you go about the school doing nonsense and then, 

you know, but that’s, that’s what happens when at home the authority figure is 

so.. strong, in a way, and you go to school, and I mean teachers, teachers are 

soft so it’s just, it’s just when you go to school it’s like a playground, it’s like 

he’s not going to do what my dad’s been doing to me, so why am I going to 

listen to him. (Zac) 

Zac’s contrasting use of the words “strong” to describe his father and “soft” to describe 

teachers offered insight into his perception of the authority figures in his life, as mapped 

from his father’s responses.  

 

Trusting others 

Samia and Jordan applied their experiences within the family to trusting those outside of 

it. For Samia, this was through a sense of betrayal by her siblings: “when you, you don’t 

even trust your own siblings how can you trust friends, like how can you trust everyone 

el-, like, I, I, I don’t even trust my own sister.” And for Jordan this was due to his 

father’s experiences of betrayal by others: 

I don't trust in people. I never put my 100% on trust someone. I always have 

only 1% of no trust on them, because I know that something is going to happen. 

[…] Because usually something is going to happen. […] because things happen 

before, I, , I know how life works now. […] No one is going to stay with you and, 

speak nice to you, and stay always with you if they want something back, you 

have to give them something back, they always want something back, so it’s… 

For example, my, my dad, he was helping one guy. (Jordan) 
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Jordan internalised and applied his father’s experiences as a certainty, in establishing an 

understanding of his own trust in people.  

 

What is acceptable/normal 

Evi described applying an understanding of what is interpersonally acceptable through 

setting her family dynamics as a ‘benchmark’: 

So someday my ex-boyfriend shouted [at] me, I’m like “wait a second, why are 

you shouting to me, my dad doesn’t even do this, so stop, go away”. Like, I, I left 

him, like I left the house, and I don’t accept this from nobody. (Evi) 

 

Experiences within the family unit (Ayaan) in combination with those within the 

neighbourhood (Kaden) defined what was normal for understanding the world:  

[…] people that I grew up with, all go on the weekend and see their dad, I never 

understood that, I never understood going on a, on a Saturday to see your dad, I 

never, because back then, I had my mum, dad, everything was normal. So then I 

used to see everyone “yeah I’m going to see my dad”, and then when it 

happened I saw what they were talking about. (Ayaan) 

 

Kaden’s (lack of) exposure to people living differently defined what he believed to be 

normal: 

I went to a college […] I never knew people lived outside of council blocks. I 

grew up thinking everybody was from a, like an estate, I didn’t know that people 

were living a certain type of lifestyle, at least here, erm, and, that’s when I saw 

how the other half live. (Kaden) 

Similarly, Lily realised how different her upbringing was to others during early teenage 

years: 

I started to realize I'd been brought up differently […] They was allowed to do 

things that I weren't, like it just started dawning on me. […] Just everything, like 
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I, like I thought was normal. Obviously when that's your only upbringing you've 

had you think that's how everyone's brought up. But like when other kids like, I 

don't know, I'd go to their house after school, and they'd be there with all these 

nice clothes and the way their parents were with them so loving and happy, like 

I'd see it and I'm like, "Oh my God." (Lily) 

 

“we were the bottom of the barrel” – Disadvantage and the role of socioeconomic 

influences and social hierarchies in meaning-making 

Many of the participants conveyed a distinct sense of awareness of socioeconomic 

influences in their lives (Samia, Juliet, Kaden, Ayaan) and/or judging their place in 

society within hierarchical structures (Kaden, Jordan, Lily), and how these influenced 

behaviours, responses or interpretations of their experiences. These understandings 

underpin participants’ explanatory models for how they were raised/what they 

experienced.  

Disadvantage or poverty 

Ayaan’s narrative depicted how socioeconomic deprivation influenced his 

understanding: 

[…] it depends on how you grew up, how you grew up, if you grew up in a nice 

family, always had everything, went to school, succeeded, went to your work, 

did everything, there’s no real reason to be violent, but if you never had them 

type of stuff and that, yeah, but there should be a level to it. (Ayaan) 

He also described socioeconomic factors that influenced his involvement in crime: 

I don’t know I just kept on doing it [theft], […] It’s just because, because like 

back then even in school I never had the best trainers, never had the best jacket, 

winter used to come, I used to come in my blazer, […] so, […] back then when I 

saw £50 in my pocket, it’s like [laughing tone] I’m a millionaire right now, so 

it’s like oh God! (Ayaan) 
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Ayaan portrayed the impact of deprivation in childhood not only as the reasoning 

behind the use of violence but as an explanation for his maintained engagement in crime 

due to financial incentives. He did this by contrasting with those who did not grow up 

with such adversity as having “no real reason to be violent”.  

 

Similarly, Jordan compared the environment in “normal schools” like his, that “normal 

people and poor people” attended: “we had an argument every day, like kids, kids 

arguments, so fighting, er, was something normal, at school.” This was in contrast to 

“rich people” who attended “private schools.” 

 

Judging their place within a social hierarchy 

Kaden described the influence of socioeconomic hierarchies on the development of his 

personality:  

I’m pretty sure you've gathered a lot of my personality is based around ‘this is 

where I’m from’, because, because we were, we were the bottom of the barrel 

I’ve come to take pride in, in, in, in owning that. (Kaden) 

Using the same description he also explained why certain acts by others were “grounds 

for violence”:  

[…] because we, I, I guess we all knew where we came from, and we felt like we 

were bottom of the barrel … and we were stigmatised as such… there wasn’t 

much respect for us in the first place, so we-, with what little respect I have left, 

if you disrespected me I felt like you’re taking away some of my grace, and once 

you’ve done that you’ve left me with nothing. (Kaden) 

 

Lily offered a sense of not belonging where she had been placed by her social worker 

with people in different types of situations, based on her awareness of people in various 

socioeconomic situations:  

They put it in this YMCA, this YMCA with erm, like it was just like a women's 

refuge, like, people that had been in domestics, erm, I don't know, illegal 
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immigrants, men weren't allowed in there, there were prosies in there, drug 

addicts, like all your worst types of people. I went, like I couldn't believe they 

put me in there. […] I kept asking to move, and they wouldn’t move me. So I just 

went on a mad one, beated all the flat doors in. (Lily) 

 

“she’d tell me to man up” – Ideological influences within meaning-making  

Almost all participants highlighted ideological influences as impacting upon their 

upbringing or experiences. Ideological influences included culture (Ben, Samia, Juliet, 

Kaden), religion (Zac, Evi) and patriarchal beliefs (Zac, Samia, Evi, Juliet, Ayaan, 

Kaden, Jordan, Lily). There was evidence that these ideological factors interacted with 

causes and perpetuation of adversity, and with the consequences and participants’ 

personal ways of coping. For example, Ben’s evaluation of beatings from parents as 

acceptable was derived from within a cultural framework:   

I wouldn’t call it physical abuse… [laughs], what I would call it, I used to get 

smacked if I misbehaved and you know what that’s how [people of his cultural 

identity] are, a lot of [people of this cultural identity], that’s how they are, if 

your child misbehaves, you smack him, nothing OTT, nothing like ah God, 

[laughs] if I misbehaved I got some, I got a whooping, a bad whooping but 

nothing crazy. (Ben) 

 

Kaden’s home environment was influenced by cultural beliefs around divorce, which 

impacted upon his father staying within the family home despite abuse and created 

resentment in Kaden towards his mother: “my mum’s culture is very much, she’s the 

stereotypical [names cultural identity] woman, so erm divorce isn’t really a thing, you, 

you kind of stick with, with your partner through thick and thin.” Zac reflected on 

religion, an ideological factor that was protective against adversity he had experienced. 

He described in relation to his first year at university:  

[…] I was suicidal […] I never attempted [suicide], because that’s one thing 

that saved me is, I’m, I’m, I’m er pretty religious and you know it’s [religiously 
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forbidden] to commit suicide […] I believed in God too much, to never think 

about where am I going when this is over [meaning “heaven” or “hell”] (Zac) 

There were three ways in which patriarchal influences manifested in the lives of 

participants and impacted upon meaning-making: victim-blaming attitudes (Samia, 

Evi), hegemonic masculinity (Zac, Juliet, Ayaan, Kaden, Lily) and gender roles (Ayaan, 

Jordan). Samia’s mother’s beliefs in relation to rape led to Samia having reduced social 

freedoms: “My mum would never let us ever stay over at anybody’s house […] because 

she tells us […] ‘remember, that’s how girls get raped.” This indicated a sense of 

gendered vulnerability that impacted Samia’s belief that “every girl should have self-

defence” which was a key factor in relation to Samia’s boxing (discussed later).  

 

Ayaan described that his mother “doesn’t like weakness”, and that “she’d tell [him] to 

man up.” This was framed as an aspect of masculinity as he described:  

[…] my mum is like my dad in, it’s like I’ve got two dads technically, because 

my mum is like a dad as well […] Normal mums would be like ah don’t worry, 

take it easy, don’t go to training, but my mum’s different, she’ll, she’ll just tell 

man up, pick your arse up and go. (Ayaan) 

Ayaan’s narrative implied his reflection of gendered understandings and stereotypes 

assigned by a patriarchal society, where it was acceptable, normal and expected for 

fathers to dislike weakness (as implied), but not normal for his mother to be that way. 

However, regardless of one’s perception of appropriate roles as defined by one’s 

gender, such harmful notions of masculinity have far reaching consequences. For 

Ayaan, this impacted his emotional expression:  

I don’t know I just… my heart’s probably dead, I don’t know I just, I have 

emotion but it’s not […] I don’t have no, I have emotion, it’s just, if something 

happ-, if something happens I wouldn’t, I won’t care, […] I ain’t going to sit 

down and cry about it, moan about, I don’t care, it’s just in my heart. Still have 

emotion I’m not statue but, not made out of metal, but […] any problems that 

happen, I just, I just like… I just brush it off. (Ayaan) 
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Similarly, Kaden affirmed that he considered emotions a vulnerability, where the usual 

response was to “bottle things” which would lead to “channel[ling] that anger” in “a 

completely unrelated […] scenario.” Kaden now recognised this as a “toxic way of 

thinking,” attributing it to the environment he was raised within: 

[…] but I feel like I’ve been conditioned soo much, you know, growing up we 

went through so many losses, not once did I ever speak about it, with any of my 

friends, because, you know we couldn’t just sit there one day sitting outside of 

the block saying ‘oh, how you feeling?’, I’ve never, I’ve never heard that 

question, only recently, from people who aren’t from our areas. (Kaden) 

 

Notions of violence being masculine was another form of hegemonic masculinity that 

translated into later use of violence. For example, for Zac it was his own belief:  

I used to fight with my, my, like I said loads of little youn-, small young boys, I 

mean, you know that’s just how they grow up, they play, they, they get angry, 

they fight […] it’s just, ah that’s what, that’s what young boys do. (Zac) 

Whereas for Juliet the notion of violence being masculine was imposed by her father: 

“he [father] just says that, you know, ‘You should carry on school, it’s [boxing is] not 

something for you, you’re a girl.’” This had profound implications in relation to her 

pathway to violence.  

 

5.4 Sense of self and important others 

This theme explores how participants spoke of themselves and in regards to important 

individuals in their lives.  

“it’s like an alter ego” – A dual sense of self versus the evolving self 

All of the participants reflected on and spoke of themselves in two main ways, either 

within a narrative that suggested an evolving sense of self (Ben, Samia, Evi, Juliet, 

Kaden, James, Jordan, Lily) or through depicting two selves or versions (Zac, Ayaan). 

Those who described two selves maintained one of those versions as their dominant 

self.  
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Two selves 

Zac and Ayaan talked of themselves as if there were two separate parts to them. Zac did 

this in relation to his destructive violence. Zac understood his behaviour growing up as 

a response he needed to enact: “to fend for myself, I wanted to be this [tone changes as 

if mocking self] ah like you know, ah I’m strong, I’m a bad boy, I’m this, I’m that.” This 

offered insight into Zac’s interpretation of his destructive violence, an understanding he 

has come to now, depicted two selves: 

[…] of course you get something from being violent, it’s like you know, that, that 

feeling of wanting to be that guy is, […] it has to be fed. […] it’s just this 

persona that you have and it’s, it’s feeding it, […] if you’re successful and if you 

win the fight, oh my God that persona’s living the life, it’s like, it’s like an alter 

ego is living the life, it’s like ‘yeah, I am that guy’, he’s the one that’s taking 

over, […] I mean, of course you, you get something from it [being violent] 

actually na I’m lying, you don’t get something from it but, the person that you’re 

trying to be is, definitely, definitely, you’re, no, apart from maybe an injured 

knuckle you’re not getting much. (Zac) 

Zac described the thrill from using harmful violence, and depicted a violent “persona” 

and “alter ego” living within him. Zac also worked to separate the violent persona from 

himself by defining it as a separate entity. This separating may have worked to reduce 

shame around using destructive violence, which when describing his violence and the 

need to “fend for [him]self” he noted his “bad boy” persona to have been a “negative 

influence.”  

 

Similarly, Ayaan made sense of his involvement in crime through framing himself as 

two distinct selves: 

[…] because I didn’t get caught, I thought I was the man, I thought I was some, 

[laughing tone] some crazy untouchable, I even told my friends I’ll never get 

caught, all my friends got caught, but I always told them I’ll never get caught, 
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and then one day it happened. […] got caught, […] I just, I feel like an idiot. It’s 

because I knew that weren’t me, I knew it weren’t me. (Ayaan) 

The use of “I knew that weren’t me” implied that it worked to distance himself from the 

alternative self he became whilst engaging in crime. Ayaan also gave a sense of two 

distinct selves, one that was impulsive and the other that was self-aware. This 

distinction became more prominent when considering the contradictions in Ayaan’s 

narrative: “[…] some people do it for like the fun […] they like the buzz about it […] I 

always knew I was doing something wrong.” This was in direct contradiction to 

Ayaan’s description of his feelings in relation to police chases: “Just a buzz. Just, it was 

just fun,” about which he described: 

I’m not proud of it, […] I wouldn’t really tell people about that [crime], this is 

actually the first time I’ve even told people, but… […] it became like a game, 

like a cat and mouse when the police used to chase us [laughing/ fun tone] it 

was just, it was, it just became fun. (Ayaan) 

Through an ongoing process of meaning-making, even during the interview, suggested a 

sense of shame associated with the crime. This was evidenced in Ayaan’s description of 

the impulsive self versus the one now reflecting on the escalation and things getting 

worse. This gave a sense of two distinct parts of himself. Ayaan also described living a 

literal double life:  

I wouldn’t even tell people from school what I used to be doing, […] I would lie 

to them on the phone and say yeah I went, I went home, but I’m outside on a 

bike getting ready to go out. (Ayaan) 

Both Zac and Ayaan described two selves within themselves, creating meaning of their 

responses to adversity: Zac’s violence as a response to exposure to violence and 

Ayaan’s engagement in crime as a result of an unstable home environment that he felt 

had made him want to react in this way.  
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Evolving sense of self  

Other participants depicted being one self but evolving over time and through their 

experiences. James offered insight in regards to his evolving self: “I just erm, I just 

used to be very, I just used to be very angry. And I didn’t know how to release it in a 

better way. So, I used to just use violence pretty much.” James contrasted this with: 

I don't think it [the anger] is there any-, anymore because I erm, I don’t, if 

someone says anything I don't take it too seriously. […] I feel like I'm a different 

person to how I was back then […] Before I just used to just, just act on my 

feelings. (James) 

There was a clear sense of before and now in James’ sense of self, he highlighted that 

his anger was a result of not knowing a better way to release it. However, he no longer 

responded impulsively as he previously did.  

 

Similarly, Juliet expressed a clear sense of before and now in relation to her personality 

and sense of self which highlighted an evolution over time: “I used to be very, very shy, 

like I wouldn’t be able to talk to anyone, wouldn’t be able to make eye contact or 

anything.” This was a reflection of her culturally informed understanding: “girls […] 

have to be quiet,” which resulted in: “[…] before I wouldn’t be able to talk like this, I 

would just be quiet and…” Like James, Juliet recognised a transformation rather than 

two separate selves. Juliet described more specifically the thoughts that had now 

changed:  

Erm just being like, when you speak and someone looks at you, do I look fine? 

Am I saying the right thing? Things like that, so what other people think of me, 

but now I don’t think I really care about that anymore. […] Ermm I’ve just 

learnt that it doesn’t matter what other people think, just go with what you 

believe, and what you think. (Juliet) 
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Lily also discussed an understanding of herself as evolving from bad, interpreted 

through her contrasting description of “good”, however, this was over time and through 

experiences, and something that she had “become”, rather than describing herself as a 

separate self, or rejecting a previous self: “I've become the good version of myself.” 

 

“when he, he's not drunk, he's a very nice person […]. When he's drunk he's another 

person” – Evolving versus dual perceptions and relationships with important 

figures 

Through their narratives, most of the participants illustrated either an evolving 

relationship with the important figures in their lives (Ben, Samia, Evi, Kaden, Lily) or 

perceived a dual understanding of the person (Zac, Ayaan, Jordan). Perception of 

important figure(s) evolved either due to a realisation of a change in the behaviours of 

those individuals over time (Ben, Samia, Evi, Lily) or through participants’ own 

understandings of the world that developed through their experiences and exposures 

(Kaden, Lily).  

 

Evolving 

Ben’s narrative depicted realisations and changes over time:  

You know what the thing is until I was 18 I was just looking for his [father’s] 

praise, I was looking for his ‘well done', now I don’t care, now it’s just to make 

my mum happy […] my dad, as much as he’s there, you know he, he’s just not 

supportive. (Ben) 

Ben’s father’s absence in his life and lack of support/response caused Ben to construct a 

renewed perception of and expectations of his father. He used this new found realisation 

to motivate him, which was in stark contrast to him previously “looking for his 

[father’s] praise”: 

I won’t quit [in the boxing ring] because I feel like something that always comes 

into my head when I’m sparring is you’re doing this for your mum, and you got 

to prove your dad wrong, you know you got to be successful so that… […] 
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people can be like ah okay, you know she did such a good job look at her son, 

and my dad in a way where he wasn’t there and I still did great. (Ben) 

 

Lily who had been exposed to abuse and neglect at the hands of her father described 

that her decision to re-establish contact with him arose out of two considerations: the 

safety of her brother: “my brother started going there, so I started going there”, and the 

impact of her mother’s suicide where Lily regretted not having had the “chance to say 

bye”. She acknowledged in her father that he was “trying to make up for it”; she was 

clear she did not need his care now: “we're adults now, we can look after ourselves,” 

but she permitted him to have a role in her life.   

 

Dual 

In contrast, some participants had a dual perception, this was invariably in relation to 

their fathers. For example, Jordan described: “My dad sometimes get drunk, he had 

arguments with my mum […] he's find-, finding anything to argue.” 

This contrasted with:  

But when he, he's not drunk, he's a very nice person. When he's drunk he's 

another person. He's like two hal-, he's like with two faces, when he's drunk and 

when he's not drunk. He's very good person when he's, he's not drinking. 

(Jordan) 

Jordan’s narrative suggested that the (very literal) dualism, which Jordan continued to 

maintain, allowed him an understanding of his father where his father’s behaviour was 

affected by his drinking, rather than his father inherently being a bad person.  

 

Zac perceived his father at two extremes: “he’s literally a dictator” and: 

I have, tonnes of respect for my dad, I mean I’ve never idolised any human 

being, and if, if somebody ever asked me, yeh who’s the person that you most 

look up to, I’d, I’d say my dad, even though I make him seem like a monster, but, 
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I mean, I’ve, loads of things he does have, enormous amount of respect for this 

man, but not easy to live with. (Zac) 

 

For Ayaan, the duality in terms of his relationship with his father was in relation to the 

disrespect he felt:  

I used to even get angry with my dad when he used to disrespect me […] like 

swearing at me and cussing me and just calling me names” and “I love my dad, 

without my dad to be honest, like all this aside, without my dad, I don’t know 

where I’d be right now, […] if my dad weren’t there what my mum would have 

done. Let’s say she kicked me out, that, I would have, I would have been so 

much worse. (Ayaan) 

The disrespect was in contrast to the gratitude he felt for his father, which allowed him 

to put “all this aside” – referring to the actions that made Ayaan feel disrespected and 

angered him. The use of the phrase “all this aside” suggested that those feelings in 

relation to his father still existed, but so did the gratitude.  
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6 Results (Pathways to violence) 

In this chapter, I present findings on what is described as the participants’ pathways to 

violence, as I address the following research question:  

- How do individuals who use violence or engage in high aggression pursuits 

interpret their pathways to violence, and what is the meaning of violence for 

them? 

As participants discussed their experiences within childhood, adolescence and beyond, 

many discussed the feelings and emotions, contexts and triggers for destructive 

violence, as well as the meaning of using violence in those contexts and what it offered 

them. These participants also discussed points at which they turned away from 

destructive violence during their journeys from adolescence and beyond. Others 

discussed that destructive violence was not a part of their lives as such; however, 

through boxing, they were empowered and had found a means of releasing emotion, 

building confidence or even rebelling against ideologies that had shaped their 

upbringing.  

 

Three pathways were identified which included trajectories to destructive violence, and 

leading to more ‘constructive’ forms of violence (Pathway I); or pathways to only 

‘constructive’ uses of violence (Pathways II and III). All participants in this research 

were positioned on one of those mutually exclusive pathways. The key features of 

Pathway I were anger, blame that was externalised, and power (Ben, Zac, Ayaan, 

Kaden, Jordan, James, Lily). Pathway II comprised of anger, blame that was more 

internalised and empowerment (Evi), whilst for Pathway III, anger was absent, and 

empowerment was very much part of the meaning-making in relation to the use of 

constructive violence (Samia, Juliet). The chapter is about linking key events and 

experiences in relation to the use of violence. The three distinct pathways to violence 

are diagrammatically presented in Figure 8. 
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Figure 8 Anger-Blame-Power Model for Pathways to Violence 
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Table 6 below provides an overview of the superordinate and subordinate themes within 

each pathway.  

Table 6 Overview of Themes within Each Pathway to Violence 

Pathway I – Anger, externalised blame and power 

Anger and violence 

Anger and/or violence as related to childhood experiences 

Generalised anger 

Anger leading to violence 

Anger or violence as related to feeling disrespected 

External blame attribution 

Blaming individual(s) 

Blaming the situation 

Blaming systems 

Violence as power 

Violence as (re)asserting power 

Not in control versus in control of own violence 

Turning points – emotion regulation and relational contexts 

Emotion regulation 

Within relational contexts 

Boxing enabled versus reduced violence 

New meanings of power or violence 

Changed relationship with power or violence 

Pathway II – Anger, internalised blame and empowerment 

Anger and internal blame attribution 

Anger and self-blame 

Subconscious altering of oneself due to experiences 

Changing own behaviour for self-protection 

Turning point – New understanding of self 

Somatic impact of trauma and self-acceptance 

Empowerment through boxing 



 145 

Violence as empowerment over own body 

Pathway III – Absence of anger and empowerment 

Distressing experiences 

Experiencing distress 

Ideological influences against boxing 

Experiencing sexist ideologies towards boxing 

Turning point – controlled rebellion 

Turning point – rebelling against ideologies 

Empowerment through constructive violence 

Violence as empowerment against ideologies 

 

6.1 Pathway I – Anger, externalised blame and power 

The experiences of seven participants (Ben, Zac, Ayaan, Kaden, James, Jordan, Lily) 

contributed to development of this pathway. The subthemes indicate the different ways 

in which the superordinate themes manifested for the participants in this group. The 

nature of destructive/harmful violence used by the sample was along a continuum. It 

ranged from carrying to using weapons; and offensive and proactive use to using 

violence in self-defence. In some cases, violence was a feature of participant lives from 

as early as nursery age or early childhood. Violence can often be a result of an interplay 

between reactive and instrumental violence (Elbert et al., 2018). Some participants 

described enjoying violence at one point in their lives, indicative of appetitive 

aggression which is an enjoyment or lust for violence (Elbert et al., 2018); others 

distinctly said they found no satisfaction in destructive violence, but do in constructive 

violence.  

 

6.1.1 Anger and violence  

Experiencing anger was clearly conveyed by all participants for whom this pathway was 

relevant. Particularly salient was the link between anger and violence. This 

superordinate theme examines these factors in the various ways they presented within 

participant narratives.  

“so seeing violence kind of manifest itself at home and then seeing it manifest in my 

environment” – Anger and/or violence as related to childhood experiences 
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This theme depicts the links participants made between their anger (Ben, Ayaan, James, 

Jordan) and/or violence (Ben, Zac, Ayaan, Kaden, James) and childhood/adolescent life 

experiences.  

Anger as related to early life experiences  

Ben referred to the anger he felt between the ages of 6 and 10 years, when his father lied 

to him or let him down: 

[…] my dad, a few times he was like oh I’ve booked your flight, with no flight 

being booked, you know, oh I’ve booked your flight you’re going to come, we’d 

get to a two day, like a week before, and obviously I was naïve to think that you 

know, and er, I’d lose it then, I’d be angry at home then. (Ben) 

Being lied to was also discussed as a general factor (as opposed to in relation to his 

father) that caused anger for Ben, as he stated: “I do get angry sometimes, but when I 

actually think about it, I don’t know what gets me angry, you know, it’s people lying to 

me” 

 

James discussed bottling feelings around his parents’ separation: “that's why before, I 

used to just get very angry because I was just keeping it [feelings about parents’ 

separation] to myself, so.” Lily described releasing her anger stemming from the home 

environment towards others: 

I feel like because in the house I couldn't-, wouldn't dare say anything, how I 

felt, nothing. Because like I said it was just constantly, whatever I said or done, I 

didn't know whether it was right or wrong, because, I was just so on egg shells 

all the time, so I think in school I just took my anger out on everyone else. All 

the stuff that I locked up in, in my house, I’d just take on the other kids in school, 

isn't it? (Lily) 

 

Violence as related to early life experiences  

Similarly, Ben shared how experiences within the family arena translated into his 

enactment of violence: 
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I think year 8, year 9 was complete mess about year, […] I think that maybe 

because my mum wasn’t around [went abroad for work for a few months], like I 

started acting up a bit […] they [teachers] even put me on a rugby team, they 

put me on the school rugby team, and I started fighting, I just, fighting every, 

like, one, I got red carded in three matches you know.  (Ben) 

Ben described his mother’s absence as conspicuous in his life, stating that 

“subconsciously […] I was thinking, ah my mum’s not here, like, maybe, I don’t know, 

feeling, not lonely, but you know, where’s my mum” as he contrasted that she had “been 

with [him his] whole life”. The importance of this phrase could be understood from 

Ben’s description of his father who “disappeared, […] when [he] was born.” Ben 

described him as “very hit and miss, he comes and goes, comes and goes.” This may 

indicate that his mother’s presence previously reduced his tendency to externalise his 

feelings, or that a subsequent experience (of absence, loss, or feelings of abandonment) 

may have escalated his externalisation from one context (punching his bedroom door – 

discussed later) to manifesting in interpersonal contexts (fights at school).  

 

Kaden responded to my question about things that contributed to his use of violence:  

So obviously the environment [referring to violent conflict between council 

estates], erm, and the… I would say the dynamic at home, everything starts 

from, from home, so seeing violence kind of manifest itself at home and then 

seeing it manifest in my environment, and feeling like that was the way we just 

dealt with things erm was a driving factor. (Kaden) 

Kaden’s exposure to a culture of violence (within and outside the home) instilled the 

belief that violence was the only way to deal with conflict. For Lily, violence was an act 

of defiance but only expressed and used in circumstances where she felt able to do so – 

not within the environment where she was “being controlled”: 

Erm, violence used to be second nature to me. I used to.. enjoy it, but I suppose, 

like I said, it's just-, that was me trying to get back control, because I was being 
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controlled [at home] […] I was angry and I enjoyed fighting and all of that, 

because of how I was brought up. (Lily) 

 

“There was just anger” - Generalised anger 

Although the anger/violence as related to early life experiences theme illustrated that 

participants may have identified certain life experiences to be linked to their anger or 

violence, this theme illustrates that the anger also manifested as a generalised effect.  

All seven participants in this pathway described experiencing a general sense of anger 

(sometimes since childhood) (Ben, Zac, Jordan, James), or anger that was generalised 

towards the world (Ayaan, Kaden, Lily).  

 

General sense of anger 

Zac described: “you get angry for anything.” Whereas Ben and James were unsure of 

the source or reason for their anger: “I don’t know what makes me so angry, you know. 

[…] recently I’ve just been trying to source that what is this anger coming from.” 

Similarly James described: “It's not, not anything I can remember, it was just petty stuff 

[…] But it used to get me so angry, I don't know, I don’t know why it used to get me so 

angry.” Jordan discussed that learning how life works made him “more angry […] than 

usually, more quick,” whereas when he “was a kid [he] didn't know how life […] 

works.” He commented that there are now “more bad things than good things [in life].” 

 

Anger generalised towards the world 

Kaden stated: “I know in my earlier years there was a lot of anger. […] There was just 

anger. Erm I know that specifically when I was in my earlier teenage years I would 

direct that anger to people.” For Lily, it was anger towards: “Just the world. The way 

my world turned out. Just feel like every corner that I turned I just got shit on […] 

everywhere I'd gone, I'd been abandoned.” Ayaan narrated how his generalised anger 

got him in trouble until he started boxing: 

I was like always in trouble, always in arguments, always in some crazy stuff, so 

even when I went to the boxing gym the first time, I was an angry kid, so just let 

my anger out on boxing. (Ayaan) 
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“nothing will make me get violent unless I get really angry” – Anger leading to 

violence 

Anger was an important factor in relation to violence. All seven participants in this 

pathway commented on the link between anger and violence for them. Some described 

the anger as leading to violence (Ben, Zac, Ayaan, James, Jordan, Lily); others 

described violence as linked to anger (Ben, Kaden).  

Anger leading to violence 

James narrated that he “used to get angry very easily […] even when [he] was 

younger” and “got kicked out of nursery for fighting.” He highlighted the role of anger 

in relation to enacting aggression at school: 

[…] back in year seven, eight, if someone says something to me, […] someone 

said something to me in the classroom, and I was thinking about it like the whole 

lesson, and as soon as I got out of the lesson, I just went for him. […] Ermm, it 

would make me feel better, […] Like, I feel like I just got something off my 

shoulders, like, I was feeling angry, I don’t feel so angry anymore. (James) 

James referred to a tendency to fixate or ruminate on the matter that had caused him 

anger and that that was neutralised through a violent response.  

 

Similarly, Zac implied that violent thoughts and behaviours stemmed from anger: “[…] 

everyone has thoughts of violence, you know, you get angry for anything” and: 

“honestly, unless, nothing will, outside of boxing, nothing will make me get violent 

unless I get really angry.” Jordan related how anyone saying anything about his family 

invited anger which made him want to be violent: 

I was with my friends, and one of them get drunk, and I want, I had an argument 

with him, and he said like, he was sorry, and he was saying about my family, but 

I, I, I was upset, I was angry with him. And I want to punch him, […] if they 

going to say something about my mum or my sister, I'm getting a bit crazy […] 

family in general, so I was getting angry. ( Jordan) 
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Ayaan discussed: “[…] what do I think violence is? Violence… just expressing what, 

how you feel.” Ayaan’s narrative suggested he was not comfortable with describing his 

behaviour as violence. He considered violence to be “too deep” a word, and preferred 

to call his actions “controlled anger”, though he described violence: “I don’t think I 

was violent, I think I was angry yeah, I’d say angry.” Ayaan differentiated between 

“controlled anger” – which was violence but with a “limit”, and “violence” which was 

suggested to be uncontrollable violence, perhaps one where the individual being violent 

loses control and exceeds the “limit”. It was also interesting that he offered no tangible 

differentiation between violence he described as “controlled anger” and the violence he 

considered “too deep” a description.  

 

Violence as linked to anger 

Alongside discussing anger leading to violence at home and fights at school, Ben also 

described getting angry in the boxing ring in response to being hit during practice 

sessions: 

[…] when I get hit sometimes, […] I don’t know what happens, it’s like, and 

even some of the boys in the gym say it as well they’re like “Ben, like something 

in your eyes just switches when you get hit,” like [clicks fingers] […] I don’t 

know what makes me so angry. (Ben) 

This anger at being hit was confusing for Ben: 

[…] even when I get out [of the boxing ring] after… er…. after I’ve got angry in 

the sparring [punching in the boxing ring as training], I say to myself – ah what 

you getting angry for, like it’s just, this is just sparring, this is just to learn, you 

know. (Ben) 

 

Kaden described directing anger stemming from losing people in violent conflict 

between estates towards others: 
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I would direct that anger to people, so if I thought so and so got caught up 

because of x person, I would seek out x person erm and try to confront them. As 

in caught up in the violence and, and ended up erm, ended up dead. But that 

happened a lot, I would, I wo-, I would direct my anger towards other people. 

(Kaden) 

 

“any form of disrespect […] was grounds for violence” – Anger or violence as 

related to feeling disrespected 

All those associated with Pathway I also detailed how feelings of disrespect triggered 

their anger and/or harmful forms of violence towards others. This arose from a sense 

that they (Ben, Ayaan, Kaden) or their family (Jordan) was disrespected in some way, 

or from an experience of violation (Zac, James, Lily). 

 

Ben captured the connection between feeling disrespected and experiencing anger: 

I think respect in a way. Because people, a lot of people that don’t know me they 

just think I’m not doing anything so some people try, when they see me they try 

and talk down to me and that makes me angry, […] that’s one of the factors that 

in the back of my mind it does make me angry. (Ben) 

 

Kaden defined “disrespect” that may come in “any form”, he listed these forms of 

disrespect as “insults”, “thefts”, or if he “felt like somebody had taken […] customers 

[for drugs]” from him, “lied to [him]” where he knew they were lying, all of these 

were “grounds for violence” for him “back then.”  

 

For Ayaan, disrespect was linked to a loss of “dignity”, and he referred to this as his 

“mentality”, as something that was part of him. This “mentality” then translated to 

violence which, to him, was a natural response to the disrespect: “[…] I just go up to 

them and just, like, just do what I have to do init but like just fight, just punch them.” He 

narrated:  
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[…] I’ve always had that thing I’ll never be a victim, […] I’ll never ever let any 

man disrespect me, that’s my mentality back in the day. […] since day one, I 

used to even get angry with my dad when he used to disrespect me. […] like 

swearing at me and cussing me and just calling me names and, and I know I 

can’t do nothing, it’s my dad. (Ayaan) 

Ayaan’s narrative suggested he may have experienced a triggering of traumatic 

emotional memories that prompted his violent response. Levine (2015), describes 

emotional memories as “bookmarks” that are “charged signals” that initiate procedural 

(body memory) responses (p. 22). This selecting of emotional memories and procedural 

responses are below conscious awareness (Levine, 2015), but the procedural responses 

to emotional triggers may become consolidated over time. Ayaan’s father’s disrespect 

may have triggered such an emotional memory, whereby he was unable to react at the 

time as it was his father, however, the sense of disrespect became a potent trigger for 

the body responding to the “felt sense” emotions, such as anger (Levine, 2015), 

associated with disrespect. Ayaan’s explanation for his violence was similar to Lily 

using violence towards others due to being controlled at home. Participants routinely 

shifted in and out of contradictory spaces, from being powerless to challenge the 

disrespect (and even abuse) towards them, to settings where they perceived few 

obstacles to physically challenging those around them.  

 

Zac, James and Lily did not use the word disrespect but depicted a sense of feeling 

disrespected or violated that invited anger and/or violence. Zac described being at the 

receiving end of disrespectful words in his late teens which triggered a violent response: 

“somebody says the wrong word, […] there’s loads of people looking [lowers 

tone] ‘ah he said that’, [imitates hitting] straight away.” (Zac) 

 

Similarly, James did not use the word disrespect, however, the literal definition of 

“violated” is to fail to respect or treat something with disrespect. He described violence 

as an imperative response, stating: “[…] if anyone is, as you say, violating you, like, 

with, if, no matter how, just, you, you have to use violence.”  
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For Lily, being moved out of the foster home without proper notice and into a YMCA 

was experienced as a violation, as evident from her use of language depicting shock and 

disbelief at the social worker’s actions. Lily responded to this with violence: 

I've come back one day and my [foster house] room was empty! My room that 

I've been in, since like 15, a week before my 15th, so it’s three years now I’ve 

lived here in this room, empty, like, "Where is my stuff?" […] They was like, 

"The social worker come around and moved it." So, I wasn't, I didn’t even pack 

it myself, they just come and Shanghai-ed it out while I weren’t there, I was like 

"What?" Like I, I was just, "Wow", couldn't get over it. […] They put it in this 

YMCA, […] like I couldn't believe they put me in there. I was so shocked, […] I 

didn't want to be there. So I just, I kept asking to move, and they wouldn’t move 

me. So I just went on a mad one, beated all the flat doors in. (Lily) 

 

6.1.2 External blame attribution 

Apart from anger and its link with violence, the other defining characteristic of the 

narratives of individuals who were categorised in this pathway was one of blame 

attribution, and in particular, blame attributed externally for their distressing 

experiences. Some individuals rationalised the behaviour of others or internalised blame 

for certain aspects of experiences. However, this did not mean that they did not also at 

some point in the interview attribute blame to those same individuals (such as a parent) 

for their choices, or externally attribute blame for other experiences that they defined as 

distressing. This theme captures participant descriptions of anger and blame that were 

externalised for distressing experiences or the consequences of their experiences. Blame 

and anger have been observed to be closely related in relation to childhood 

maltreatment, and both of which are associated with externalising behaviours (Dumessa 

et al., 2020).  

 

Participants attributed blame to individuals (Ben, Zac, Kaden, Jordan, Lily), situations 

(Ayaan, Kaden, James), and systems – network of interconnected factors (Zac, Kaden). 
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It is important to note that these were not mutually exclusive, as Kaden, for example 

attributed blame externally in all three ways.  

 

“I’m in here [prison] for stabbing someone, so clearly there's a reason why my head's 

fucked up” – Blaming individual(s) 

Five of the seven participants in Pathway I attributed blame to individuals (Ben, Zac, 

Kaden, Jordan, Lily). Jordan directly stated “my dad”, when responding to my question 

on his most difficult experience that made him into the person he is today. He clarified 

“I love him, he’s my dad, I don't hate him […] but he, he loves more, er, him to be like 

the number one, in the family.” He holds his father’s “drinking all the time” and 

“Fights” as the reason “[their] family was al-, always like that”, making those 

experiences the hardest ones of his life. Jordan further suggested attributing culpability 

towards his father as depicted in response to my question asking how the memories of 

those fights made him feel: “Bad. Angry […] Angry as well. Because it’s no reason for 

that [picking fights]. I know he don't have a good reason. He's trying to find a reason 

to-” 

 

Lily asserted that the balance of culpability was tipped towards her father: 

So like, say if we would, say if he said we’d done something wrong, I’m not 

saying we were innocent kids, probably weren’t for nothing, but he [father] went 

way too far with it. Yeah, we were kids, yeah, we didn't know, you're our role 

model. (Lily) 

Further, she reflected on reasons for her incarceration and offence of stabbing someone, 

through the frame of her father’s abuse (the stabbing was in self-defence during a 

prolonged assault from the perpetrator, Lily acknowledged the self-defence but did not 

centre that explanation in her narrative):  

I said [to father], "Well I’m in here [prison] for stabbing someone, so clearly 

there's a reason why my head's fucked up. I have a right to know [about her 

mother]". […] because the way I seen it, the shit he done to us, kids you know, 
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vulnerable kids that can't defend themselves, the shit that he done, God knows 

what he would have done to my mum. (Lily) 

 

Kaden attributed blame towards his father for the family’s financial situation due to his 

abuse:  

[…] any sort of welfare that was intended for the family came through his 

[father’s] financial accounts, and he would hold it hostage if I, if my circle or, 

or people I had influence over weren’t fuelling his, his addictions, erm and it 

reached a point where I kind of snapped and went for broke so, you know 

housing benefit and, and other support systems which were there to erm protect 

my family weren’t there anyway, because of, because of him. (Kaden) 

Ben attributed blame towards his mother for her absence: “my mum had been with me 

my whole life, so the fact that my mum wasn’t there for a bit maybe that’s what deep 

down made me angrier.” 

 

“I think when my parents broke up, that’s when I think everything went wrong” – 

Blaming the situation  

Kaden alluded to community level factors that impacted his experience of violence. 

This culture of violence that Kaden lived within, in relation to violent conflict between 

estates, caused a lot of trauma. This was through violent acts, law enforcement’s 

responses to violence, and loss of life – the grief from which, Kaden’s narrative 

suggested, was traumatic. Blame was attributed to the “culture” of violence that he was 

entangled in: 

[…] a lot of violence took place, erm and from that violence a lot of charges 

were pressed against myself and against a whole load of other people for, I say.. 

until I was 20 errm… […] Recurring incidents […] that was the culture that, 

that we grew up around. (Kaden) 
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James was exposed to a lack of confidentiality regarding the Special Educational Needs 

register at school and he expressed how he held the mishandling of that information 

responsible for the outcome of missing out on support in the educational context: 

[…] because obviously when it [name on register] came up on the board, 

everyone's reaction was just like, I kind of made out as if it was a mist-, as if, if it 

was the school's mistake […] and I could have received help from the school, 

but I asked to be, erm, actually removed off the erm, register […] I didn't want it 

to become a problem for me. (James)  

 

Ayaan described his parents’ separation and divorce, and his arrest as distressing. He 

disclosed in relation to getting involved in crime: “when my parents broke up, it was 

like, it’s like a motorway just opened in front of me, all this stuff, money, like, stuff like 

that.” Ayaan’s newfound sense of freedom during early adolescence was relevant to his 

criminal involvement in relation to his depiction of family life:  

Just remember having a strict family, to be honest, like everything was strict in 

my family, so, the second I had some sort of freedom, just went wild, so like, the 

second, like my, I think when my parents broke up, that’s when I think 

everything went wrong. (Ayaan) 

However, Ayaan also illuminated that blame attribution is complex:  

[…] bad influences [in life] are probably the people that I saw […] like, in my 

area and stuff, like the older lots […]. But I don’t really, see, I don’t really think 

that was bad influence because no one forced me to do it, I did it, so bad 

influences I’d say myself, I influenced myself to do that type of stuff. 

 

I had a normal family, just not, everything was normal, but it’s just, maybe I 

made things worse, if you know how I mean? […] maybe I, maybe I overthink 

stuff. (Ayaan) 
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Taking responsibility for and acknowledging aspects of his own choices did not 

necessarily negate the fact that Ayaan described his parents’ separation and the allure of 

freedom (within a strict home environment) as being responsible for his involvement in 

crime. In his narrative Ayaan actively minimised and removed blame from his parents 

for beatings, or lack of emotional support, yet blamed his father for the outcomes of his 

father eventually leaving home – due to his parents’ arguments. Hence, this reflects a 

need to widen understandings of blame attribution and to expand from specific incidents 

or manifestations of abuse to appreciate contexts and environments within which 

experiences occur. Taking responsibility could be a coping mechanism to remove blame 

from individuals like parents who hold great significance in an individual’s life, and to 

preserve “a sense of meaning, hope and power” (Herman, 2015, p. 103) in regards to the 

relationship.  

 

“my mum’s culture is very much, she’s the stereotypical [names cultural identity] 

woman, so erm divorce isn’t really a thing” – Blaming systems 

Alternatively, Zac and Kaden blamed systems – a network of interconnecting factors. 

Zac made reference to the nature of young boys: “I mean anything’s a reason for a fight 

when you, when you’re all a bunch of little boys,” which was reinforced by exposure to 

movies and video games: “I mean movies you watch are about violence, the video 

games you play are violent”. He talked of the consequences and related it to not yet 

knowing: “I mean you play football you don’t agree on, on something or, one whack 

goes, I mean, ah at this age you don’t know, you’re just too stupid to know.” 

 

There was a sense of Kaden assigning blame for his father’s abusive behaviour to him 

serving in the war: “my mum told me when he came back from there he never really 

came back himself […] he never really recovered from that.” In addition, Kaden also 

attributed blame for the abuse to the cultural values within the family:  

[…] my mum’s culture is very much, she’s the stereotypical [names cultural 

identity] woman, so erm divorce isn’t really a thing, you, you kind of stick with, 

with your partner through thick and thin, but erm it reached a point where 
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[father] was very abusive, erm there was a lot of substance abuse, and erm, 

yeah he, he put the family in danger quite, quite a number of times. (Kaden) 

He described that his mother “suffered mentally” due to her prolonged exposure to his 

father’s abuse, and that her commitment to abiding by cultural norms therefore 

impacted him on a personal level. He described that “for a number of years her 

[mother’s] attachment to him [father] erm caused a rift in the family, […] the whole 

family unit was disenfranchised from the extended family, erm that obviously had its 

effects on, on me as the eldest.” This was particularly important in the context of 

Kaden’s life experiences detailed in earlier chapters where he described having to 

protect his mother against his father and become a paternal figure for his sisters. 

 

This theme indicates that the process of blame externalisation is complex, can manifest 

in various ways, and depends on how an individual makes sense of their experiences. 

Furthermore, blame attribution may not be for the expected experience of distress, 

trauma or abuse – as removing blame from parents, for example, may be a coping 

mechanism. Hence, asking individuals regarding blame and perceived reasons for 

abuse, or other specific manifestations of caregiver behaviours may not provide the full 

essence of blame attribution within childhood maltreatment/trauma contexts. 

 

6.1.3 Violence as power 

Individuals in Pathway I sought to reassert power over others whose behaviours towards 

them triggered prior feelings of vulnerability or powerlessness. This feeling was generic 

rather than specific to the context of the original distressing experience(s). In this 

situation, power was sought primarily through destructive violence. This theme 

illuminated that where anger and blame externalisation were present, it was the meaning 

of, or need or desire for power, and in particular power over others, that was the next 

link in understanding pathways to violence.  

 

 “I learnt how to box, anyone that ever did anything to me I went and beat up” – 

Violence as (re)asserting power 

In this pathway, participants used destructive violence to reassert power, and this was 

closely linked to feelings of disrespect or vulnerability. Six of seven participants in this 



 159 

pathway used violence to reassert power either as revenge, in order to address a sense of 

unequal power in a situation (Ben, Zac, Ayaan, Kaden, James, Lily) and/or to be 

perceived in a certain way that projected power (Zac, Ayaan, Kaden, Jordan, Lily).  

 

Revenge – reasserting power  

Kaden described: 

[…] we felt like we were bottom of the barrel … […] if you disrespected me I 

felt like you’re taking away some of my grace, and once you’ve done that you’ve 

left me with nothing, […] if now you’ve taken all of what in my head is my self-

worth, I now have to remind you that I’m, I’m on top not you, erm so I’m, I’m, 

I’m, I’m going to have a one up on you, and it was usually by making you look 

bad by beating you, and me looking good by being one up on you. (Kaden) 

Kaden referenced several aspects that provoked violence - he talked about social status - 

“bottom of the barrel” and vulnerability - another’s capacity to take “away some of my 

grace”.  The personal nature of the impacts was captured by referring to “all of what in 

my head is my self-worth”. Violence was his means of retaining or reclaiming his self-

worth. Violence against the other would make him look good and offer him a “one up” 

on them, suggestive of reasserting power. In ways similar to Kaden, Lily used violence 

as revenge to correct a sense of injustice having been removed from her foster setting, 

with no notice of, or involvement in that process:  

I couldn't believe they [social services] put me in there [YMCA from foster 

home]. […] So I just went on a mad one, beated all the flat doors in, obviously 

me-, running around the flats, I just went on a mad one, I just thought, "Fuck 

you’s, I'll find a way out of here. […] And then when the cop has come, and I 

spat at him, that's the police assault. (Lily) 

Lily conveyed her indignation about the situation when she “went on a mad one” 

through damaging property and enacting interpersonal violence towards the police 

officer. The meaning-making that Lily had done over the years about situations like this 

and the beliefs that underpinned the behaviours was captured here: “Like I said, angry 
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outbursts were normal. I thought that was normal. […] to be kicking and screaming at 

people if you don't get your own way.”  

 

Lily, in prison at the time of interview, described her violent reactions in response to her 

“paranoia [or] anxiety” as: “So it's more revenge, for them doing something.” 

Alternatively, Ben replayed his experiences of exacting revenge on others: 

I’d lost all this weight and I’d got muscly […] soon as I came back and I learnt 

how to box, anyone that ever did anything to me I went and beat up, and I think I 

had like six fights in the week. (Ben) 

Ben used violence as a means of revenge and to reassert power over his bullies. Relative 

to the impulsive acts of Lily, Ben planned: he built physical strength through boxing in 

preparation for confronting “anyone that was ever horrible to me I went and, you know, 

I gave them some piece of their own, you know, medicine”. Ayaan captured the 

exchange of power: “just do what I have to do init […] just punch them” which enabled 

him to “feel like okay, I’ve dealt with the situation.” 

 

Being perceived in a way that denotes power 

Another aspect of the connection between aggression and power revolved around self-

identities and using destructive violence to project the self as powerful. Zac described:  

[…] if you don’t react then, you’re weak, you know, you don’t want people to 

see you like that. Especially that, as you can see I’m not the biggest person […] 

when I look back to my life it’s like half the time it’s just because people push 

you around because you’re small and you want to prove that … (Zac) 

 

Similarly, Jordan expressed how his street violence portrayed him: “If you're going to 

beat the guy, the people saw you like you are dangerous, [chuckles] so they're going to 

respect you.” Jordan referred not only to the desirable identity that violence gained him, 

but also to how the violence itself delivered desirable outcomes: “Violence, when you 

force someone to do something for you, using your force, or beat someone because they 

don't do like your way.” The meaning of violence for Jordan was an act of forcing and 
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reasserting power over another so that they submit to the wishes of the one using the 

violence. Lily offered insight in regards to how violence was used to denote power, and 

as a means of disguising vulnerability:  

Like people that go on hard in here [prison], I feel, I look at them and I think I 

can relate to you, that's not coming from because you’re actually hard or you're 

actually confident. You're ac-, you actually feel this small inside that you have to 

make up loads of noise […], just to put the fear in other people so then they'll 

leave you alone. (Lily) 

 

“Yeah, there was always an agenda behind it, erm I would never lash out at people 

for no reason” – Not in control versus in control of own violence 

As depicted in some of the previous extracts, some participants described impulsive 

violent reactions whereas others told of acts of planned violence. Through an analysis of 

their descriptions and explanations of the factors leading to violence, all of the 

participants’ narratives in Pathway I indicated times when they were in control of their 

harmful violence (Ben, Zac, Ayaan, Kaden, James, Jordan, Lily). Additionally, four 

participants also offered insight that indicated a sense of loss of control or not being in 

control of their violence at times (Zac, Kaden, James, Lily). The fact that for many of 

those who used destructive violence, both of these were true – being in control and not 

being in control of their violence – indicated an interesting relationship with violence. 

Being in control over one’s violence implies a sense of power over self, so as to achieve 

power over others – as this theme highlighted was a feature of destructive violence for 

the participants.  

 

In control of violence 

Kaden explained about his violence: “Yeah, there was always an agenda behind it, erm 

I would never lash out at people for no reason.” Kaden’s “agenda” behind his violence 

highlighted that his violence use was conscious, and intentional, at least in the moment. 

However, considering Kaden’s extracts presented earlier, in relation to not being in 

control over the violence that happened between estates, implied that the culture of 

violence created the feeling of a lack of control over what happened, but in the moment, 
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and in his responses, he was always in control, as the violence had a purpose. 

Connecting various aspects of Kaden’s narrative, it was likely that his agenda for his 

use of violence stemmed from survival and identity.  

 

Alternatively, James referred earlier to how he would be “thinking about it [the insult] 

like the whole lesson, and as soon as I got out of the lesson, I just went for him.” 

James’ response of violence was delayed and exhibited in a context where he may be 

less likely to get in trouble. In discussing control over one’s use of violence, Monckton-

Smith (2021) discussed: “If you can wait to use it, if you can plan, you are making 

choices.” Even though James had continuous thoughts of violence whilst still in the 

lesson he only acted once out of the lesson. This emphasised the control he had over his 

acts of violence.  

 

Jordan revealed that the boxing coaches had forbade him from having street fights, 

stating that if he continued they were “not going to let [him] come to train no more”.  

Jordan revealed that in response to this warning and following a cost-benefit analysis: 

“I stopped, because that gym was the only gym in the area. So I had to travel a lot for 

the, er, to find another gym.” Thus, in a similar vein, Jordan was suggested to have 

been in control of his street aggression. For Zac, the lifestyle of violence use became 

“comfortable”, which also implied having a degree of control over it: 

[…] these people that try to be gangsters or that do stabbings […] the truth is 

they’re comfortable, where they are, they’re comfortable in this because that’s 

what they know, erm so they’re not willing to get out of it, […] I was definitely 

one of those people that was comfortable acting like that’s what I am. (Zac) 

This was further supported by Zac’s declaration: “I’m not a child anymore, I’m, I’ve got 

control over my emotions, I mean I’m not, I’m not an animal that acts on impulse.” 

 

Not in control  

On the other hand, four participants also described not feeling in control over their 

harmful violence. The control described by Zac above was in stark contrast to his 

violent persona, however, the control was only achieved at the point he achieved control 
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over his emotions through boxing. As examined in Chapter 6, Zac spoke of his “violent 

persona” or “alter ego” having taken over his body – “he’s [alter ego] the one that’s 

taking over” and was not only committing the violence but also the only one gaining 

something from it: “you don’t get something from it but, the person that you’re trying to 

be is.” This implied that the decision to use violence then was not ‘his’, and the effects 

of winning the fight were also experienced through the persona, except injuries which 

were felt by him alone: “apart from maybe an injured knuckle, you’re not getting 

much.” Zac’s persona’s literal “taking over”, and the unequal exchange of costs and 

benefits through destructive violence gave a sense of Zac not being in control over his 

violence, however, the narrative shifted where he gained control over it.  

 

Whilst Zac described the violence as an entity within himself, Kaden used a passive 

tone when talking of the violence that “took place”. The fact that he described it as 

taking on “a life of its own” implied that the violence was removed from him in some 

way. This indicated Kaden’s perception that he was not in control of his violence in 

some ways:  

[…] a lot of violence took place, erm and from that violence a lot of charges 

were pressed against myself […] until I was 20 errm… […] Recurring incidents. 

[…] but erm, yeah so that also took on a life of its own. (Kaden) 

By contrast, Lily described losing control over her violence due to the state of her mind:  

[…] just anxiety but cross aggression, like, violent thoughts, like, my mind just 

spirals. I just go through these mad episodes […] I  was just trying every avenue 

for something, "Someone help me, please, I don't know what's wrong with me." 

And at, at these times, I genuinely do not want to be like this [violent]. (Lily) 

 

6.1.4 Turning points – emotion regulation and relational contexts 

All participants whose experiences were consistent with Pathway I described a point of 

positive change, a turning point where their use of violence evolved. This happened in 

two ways: through emotion regulation (Ben, Zac, Ayaan, Kaden, James, Lily) and/or 

through relational contexts (Ben, Ayaan, Kaden, James, Jordan, Lily) which caused a 

shift in thinking around violence. In addition, all except Lily (who was not from the 
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boxing club sample), described boxing (constructive violence) as having the effect of 

reducing their use of destructive violence (Ben, Zac, Ayaan, Kaden, James, Jordan), 

whilst some also narrated that boxing also (temporarily) enabled their destructive 

violence (Ben, Zac, Ayaan, Jordan). The impact of boxing on destructive violence is 

discussed within this theme as this was part of the turning points participants described.  

 

“I just wasn’t that angry all the time” – Emotion regulation 

All participants in Pathway I, except Jordan, experienced a turning point in relation to 

their use of violence through emotion regulation. For Ben, Zac, Ayaan, Kaden and 

James, their emotion regulation turning point was through boxing, and for Lily this 

occurred within the prison context. To clarify, by ‘emotion regulation’ I refer to the 

regulation of emotion, as opposed to regulation by emotion, as might be seen in parent-

child interactions.  

 

Emotion regulation through boxing 

James referred to how:  

[…] a lot of things changed then [after he consistently engaged with boxing]. 

People would say something to me, I would say something, and then they would 

get angry and they'd want to fight me, so. That's, that’s kind of where, that's kind 

of how it changed. (James) 

He revealed in response to my question on what the change was and whether it was 

intentional: “I don’t think it was. I think I just, erm, I don't know, I just got smarter, 

more smarter with my answers maybe.” James described a turning point through having 

better control over his behavioural response to the emotional experience of anger. The 

brain region involved in regulating emotions, amongst other things, is the prefrontal 

cortex (Arnsten, 2015). The prefrontal cortex allows us to take our time before 

responding, thereby reducing impulsive reactions that may be preprogramed into the 

emotional brain (van der Kolk, 2014). James had described that he would previously 

just react with violence, however, he now identified that he became “smarter with [his] 

answers” after he was consistent with boxing. This might suggest he now had access to 
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higher order brain regions such as the prefrontal cortex that perhaps allowed him to 

think creatively and respond after thought rather than on impulse.  

 

Zac expressed “I used to be hyperactive, like very violent” but stated: “now I’m 

controlled” in relation to his emotions and violence. He responded with the following 

when I asked what helped him to control his emotions: 

[…] … Boxing. Honestly boxing, but not boxing because, you know, […] this lie 

of ‘ahh you go hit the bag and, and you know it makes you release your 

frustration’ that’s a lie, what makes you learn how to control your emotions is 

getting beat up. (Zac) 

He went on to describe the process through which boxing helped him control his 

emotions: 

[…] you quickly learn that getting angry, or getting excited, or you know 

getting, just, just like or, or, or even being erm.. er what would you call it, like er 

really, really wanting something that truly you shouldn’t want, you know things 

like that, those, that when you get beats because of that, then you start 

controlling your emotions, you start being okay, no use me getting over excited, 

getting angry, stay concentrated. (Zac) 

 

Ben identified that he would punch his bedroom door in anger during ages “thirteen to 

fifteen” and then he “just stopped being that angry, I don’t know something just 

happened and I just wasn’t that angry all the time.” Ben ceased to punch his bedroom 

door around age 15, around the same time when he started boxing in Year 10, though he 

did not explicitly connect the two.  

 

Kaden expressed:  

[…] boxing kind of helped me screw my head on properly.” He narrated: 

“I’ve been boxing for two years but I would never lay my hand on anyone now, 

whereas before I didn’t know how to fight but I would scrap the second I saw 
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someone […] from […] a different estate or someone I had, I had, I had an issue 

with. (Kaden) 

 

I do have to consciously stop myself and it’s become easier and easier, as time 

has progressed, so much so there’s absolutely nothing anyone can do to me now 

that would make me throw a punch at them […] I have had people try and test 

me, but I’ve never risen to the occasion. (Kaden) 

 

Emotion regulation within prison 

In contrast, for Lily emotion regulation techniques were learnt within prison in a 

different context. She described bottling her emotions and that this was what she learnt 

through masculine socialisation: “I’ve grown up with males, alpha males, males don't 

sit and talk about their emotions.” For Lily, emotion regulation was taught through 

learning how to talk about emotions: “Like in jail now, I sit with women, at first it used 

to freak me out, the girls saying about how they're feeling.” Emotions were normalised 

through exposure to women who talked about emotion, and Lily was able to emulate the 

same: “whereas now I think that's normal. Like it brings out a loving nature, and you're 

offloading, it's normal to do things like that.” She discussed the impact of it to be that it 

was “very very rare now that [she] go[es] off on one” – suggesting better control over 

her behaviour through emotional control and regulation – as she stated “Obviously I 

still have moods”.  

 

“So it just got to a point where I was like, you know what, this is only just going to 

embarrass my mum” – Within relational contexts 

The other way in which individuals experienced a turning point in regard to their use of 

destructive violence was through relational means. All except Zac in this pathway 

described relational/interpersonal experiences leading to change. These experiences 

occurred through support from others inviting a turning point in relation to destructive 

violence (Ayaan, James); or through empathy, which was identified as precipitating 

turning points within these contexts (Ben, Kaden, Jordan, Lily). For Zac, the turning 
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point occurring through relational means was in regards to his own mental health (not 

violence.  

 

Support from others 

Ayaan had spoken of his parents’ separation and his father leaving home as his freedom 

to engage in crime. He later described support from his father in relation to 

consequences of the same: “after I got arrested, I just decided to change my life 

around.” He narrated:  

I don’t know, my dad always believed in me, he was, when I was first born he 

always told me I’m special. So like, he always believed in me. That’s why he, 

even when, when I, I wanted to come back to boxing [after arrest and wanting to 

move away from crime] he helped me lose my weight, I remember I broke my 

leg, he helped me with everything, even he came back to the gym to like talk to 

the coaches and stuff, like for them to help me out. (Ayaan) 

He goes on to consider the alternative should his father not have supported him: 

“[mother] kicked me out the house […] that’s why I left my mum’s house, I got 

arrested.” And that “if my dad weren’t there […] I would have been so much worse.” 

 

Whilst James described that boxing enabled him to “control myself to an extent” such 

that he “wasn't actually starting the fights,” he acknowledged the additional influence 

of “staying in the gym” and support from his boxing coaches in relation to reducing 

violence and making him “a lot calmer”: “Coaches telling me "[…] you don't have to 

be fighting. You can, you can, you can fight with your words."” 

 

Empathy precipitating turning points 

There was evidence of empathy playing a role in participants’ turning points. Lily 

described a two-stage process that caused a shift in her thinking during her time in 

prison: 

[…] I read this one book […] I started recognising, every little thing that I 

thought about, I wanted, actually came to me, through random people or 
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random things. […] I thought, "Oh my God, all this time I’ve been creating my 

own life, isn't it, by the way that I think, negative thoughts, I’m attracting 

negative people, negative circumstances." […] when I first come here I used to 

argue with about five, six people every day, but it used to piss me off, I used to 

say "Why do I argue with this many people? (Lily) 

 

A shift in Lily’s thinking was caused by her questioning herself and her experiences 

which she was not happy with, leading her to understand the power of thoughts and 

manifestation. However, Lily added: 

[…] I was believing in [what the books were saying], but remember it's like my 

thought patterns throughout my life, I can't just change them overnight, so I still 

had that like anger and nasty side of me, and then until something happened, 

[…] everyone turned on me in one go, so I had no one. So I'm thinking, "Oh my 

God, why is this happening to me?" I had like three fights in one week, and it 

was when I was down the block [sent to segregation/isolation in prison]. […] 

[describes being led to a page in a book about “karma”] So I thought, "Oh my 

God, this is Karma for probably how I've made people feel. (Lily)  

This two-week isolation period made Lily feel like “a completely different person,” 

which she described was: 

[…] because I started thinking then, "[if] I don’t give a shit about anyone, 

they're not going to give a shit about me." So I vowed when I come up, I'm going 

to make an effort to be nice to everyone. Whether I need them for something, 

whether they're not my kind of person, it's nice to be nice. And that's been my 

motto ever since really. (Lily) 
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For Lily, the absence of others was the time when she came to reflect on the cycles of 

thoughts, feelings and behaviours that were part of her way of relating to others. The 

self-reflection and shift in thinking through meaning-making of her experiences, 

changed externalising blame towards the world to taking responsibility for outcomes of 

her behaviour; however, Lily pointed out that the shift in thinking was not enough to 

cause behavioural change, as the thought patterns had developed and consolidated over 

her lifetime: “I, I would not have learnt any other way, I know I wouldn't. I had to go 

through that.” 

 

Lily pointed out that the change and control over behaviour and emotions needed to be 

exercised within relational contexts for it to be effective. This is a key consideration, in 

that for traumatised individuals, like Lily, who have experienced poverty of trust in 

relational contexts, changing behaviors and patterns of thought may need to come 

through relational means, and exercising control over thoughts may only be effective at 

precipitating behavioural change to a certain degree.  

 

For Ben, the relational turning point occurred in a more direct way. He described the 

reason for him ceasing to punch his bedroom door in anger at age fifteen: 

[…]  it just used to make my mum upset because my mum […] she wants to have 

a nice house, […] it would embarrass her when people used to come round and 

they just used to […] see this door with [laughs] a hundred holes in it, […] So it 

just got to a point where I was like, you know what, this is only just going to 

embarrass my mum, I was like you know what, and I just stopped being that 

angry I don’t know something just happened and I just wasn’t that angry all the 

time, and if I am angry now I’ll just come to the [boxing] gym, and I’ll come to 

the gym, I’ll release some, you know because I do get angry sometimes. (Ben) 

As noted earlier, Year 10 was also when Ben started boxing. So whilst this may also 

evidence emotion regulation through boxing, it was through relational contexts that he 

made sense of his reduction in violent externalisation of anger at home. Ben also noted 

that boxing now provided the alternative release of anger for him.  
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Kaden evidenced empathy for those he had previously deemed “targets”, and coming 

to a realisation that removed the ‘us versus them’ thinking:  

[…] as I grew older I had realised [members of other council estates] they’re 

doing the same thing because they have mouths to feed. […] the only difference 

between, between me and those individuals was, was where the council placed 

us. (Kaden) 

Kaden also described empathy in relation to his mother, which also turned him away 

from violent acts against others: 

I came out [of remand] and decided to go into uni, because my mum was very 

distressed, she’s always distressed when it happens, erm, so I thought I would 

appease her by going into university […] so […] I didn’t want to erm put myself 

in a sit-, a situation that would essentially put the course, erm at risk, erm, so I 

never put myself in situations to, where I could be charged with, with, with erm 

any sort of violent disorder. (Kaden) 

 

“You need to know how to control it, that’s why, that’s what boxing helps people do” 

– Boxing enabled versus reduced violence 

Boxing acted as a turning point in the lives of participants as it steered them away from 

using destructive violence. As has been alluded throughout the chapters, for some 

participants boxing initially enabled their violence use (Ben, Zac, Ayaan and Jordan) 

but ultimately reduced harmful violence among the six boxing club participants in this 

pathway (Ben, Zac, Ayaan, Kaden, James, Jordan). These two states were not mutually 

exclusive for participants. Boxing provided a context and means for turning points, 

reducing destructive violence through either emotion regulation, relationships, or both. 

Lily is not discussed in this subtheme as she was not part of the boxing club sample. 
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Boxing enabled destructive violence 

Zac explained the physical changes and thought process behind why boxing initially 

enabled his destructive violence: 

[…] it’s not just you’re naturally angry and you know how to throw a punch, it’s 

like, oh yeh now, now you know how to fight, because you’re actually 

conditioning your body, your hands to doing it, so the first one, two years like oh 

oh oh, be careful like, any reason is like yeh I’m going to show you, I’m going to 

ef you up. (Zac) 

Ben’s anger and destructive violence at home were reduced through boxing; however, 

he also provided evidence for boxing enabling his destructive violence in other contexts. 

Ben had applied the changes in physical strength gained through boxing to exact 

revenge against his bullies “I’d lost all this weight and I’d got muscly […] so soon as I 

came back and I learnt how to box, anyone that ever did anything to me I went and beat 

up.” However, he justified his violent revenge stating: “but that was because I was 

angry.”  

 

Ayaan discussed, referring to himself at the age of 10: “[…] because of boxing I 

thought I was the man, because when I was, obviously a little kid doing boxing, come 

into school, I thought ‘yeah, like, I can take over the world now.’” Similarly, Jordan 

“started boxing at 11” years old. He explained: “at the beginning I was thinking that 

now I'm more, I'm better than, than that people, so I can fight with all of them now. […] 

Because I was thinking that boxing helps me in street fights.” It was noteworthy that 

even where boxing had enabled destructive violence, it was anger and notions of power 

that underpinned individuals’ use of violence.  

 

Boxing reduced violence 

All boxing club participants within this pathway detailed positive turning points in 

relation to their use of destructive violence through boxing. James discussed in response 

to what had caused a change in his use of violence: “I can definitely say it was boxing 

now. And, yeah just ermm, seeing, seeing a […] Psychologist, yeah. Errmm, yeah that 

helped as well, so, erm, that helped when I was younger a little bit.” However, James 
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made an important distinction in relation to his anger and violence, between boxing and 

seeing a psychologist. He revealed that in primary school his violence had “started” 

reducing, “And then secondary school it kind of, I stopped seeing a psychiatrist 

obviously, and it [the anger] kind of started again.” Later in the interview I queried 

whether he believed his anger would return if he were to stop boxing, James responded: 

“Err, na, I don't, I don’t think so. I feel like I'm a different person to how I was back 

then, so.” James was seeing a mental health professional due to his diagnosis of “mild 

spectrum […] autism.” His narrative suggested boxing to have had sustained benefits 

for reducing aggression relative to mental health intervention. It was unclear from the 

interview whether the “anger management issues” were professionally linked to his 

diagnosis of mild spectrum autism, although there was a sense that he associated the 

two.  

 

Ayaan expressed that “boxing helps people” learn “how to control [violence]” and that 

apart from boxing “nothing really” had reduced his violence on the streets. Zac 

discussed a realisation in relation to violent thoughts and acting on anger through 

boxing: 

Everyone has violent thoughts […] I mean some people don’t learn how to 

control them, some people do. Boxing helps you a lot, with that, […] especially 

at the beginning it shows you how… how weak you are when you start throwing 

hands with people that have been doing it for years, and you get beat by 

somebody younger or somebody this, and then you realise yeah I’m not that 

much actually. (Zac) 

 

[…] no use me getting over excited, getting angry, stay concentrated, just you 

know, just look, look, react to what’s happening, because ah you get beat and 

beat and beat. (Zac) 
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Zac highlighted that it was realising his powerlessness in relation to others while boxing 

that forced him to respond to being hit more consciously rather than reacting on impulse 

or emotion.   

 

Kaden depicted an alternative way in which boxing helped him to stay out of street 

fights: 

[…] there’s absolutely nothing anyone can do to me now that would make me 

throw a punch at them, […] and the sport’s humbled me a lot, […] and it’s 

made it easier for me, because people know I box now they won’t try it on, 

because word’s gotten round and now people are, okay so he trains to fight, 

don’t even bother him, so that kind of I guess gives me a layer of protection. 

(Kaden) 

Kaden’s narrative suggested that knowing he could fight, and having others stay away 

from him on account of this, prevented him getting involved in some fights.  

 

6.1.5 New meanings of power or violence 

In the final stage of this pathway, I evidence how participants’ narratives depicted a new 

meaning of, or changed relationship with power or violence following on from the 

turning points. It is noteworthy that notions of power and violence were often 

interlinked that a changed relationship with one may suggest a changed relationship 

with the other.  

 

“violence used to be second nature to me. I used to.. enjoy it, […] Whereas now, I 

don't enjoy it, […] I just think it's a horrible way to live” – Changed relationship 

with power or violence 

Participants in this pathway evidenced a changed relationship with destructive uses of 

violence, and at times, new understandings or notions of power. Ben’s use of 

destructive violence changed from an expression of anger and revenge to one of 

protecting others:  
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[…] don’t pick on anyone, and if you’re going to pick on someone, pick on 

someone your own size you know […] what he could do to my friend he can’t do 

to me, if he tried to do it to me I’d, [laughs] you know. (Ben) 

 

I don’t like anyone feeling like they can’t defend themselves, and if I can defend 

myself and my friend and my other friend, why would I let them even have to 

think of doing anything, you know, let them sit down. (Ben) 

 

Through regulated emotion, Kaden’s understanding of power imbalances, which were 

often triggers for violence through feeling like he was “bottom of the barrel,” was 

suggested to have shifted: 

[…] before if, for example, if I was overcharged […] and housing benefit got cut 

and then rent was due, I would be fuming, and anyone I spoke to on the phone 

regarding it was getting er, the, the full brunt of, of, of my anger […] whereas 

now […] I understand the person who I’m speaking to isn’t necessarily the 

reason for, for my situation so. (Kaden) 

He now saw that those he was engaging with were not the ones who held an imbalance 

of power, thereby changing his response to those people: “I think I have a better grasp 

of how things work, and erm, once you understand how things work you can’t get angry 

at people on, on the lower levels.” 

 

Kaden also discussed the importance of environment in relation to maintaining change 

in relation to violence: 

[…] a lot of people I’m around [council estate] feel that they’re disposable, so 

they would rather step in and, and, and, and take on any adversaries that might 

come my way from, that, that stems from my past, […] Erm but the majority of 

my relationships are, are very positive erm, even though some of them might still 
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be caught up in, in those things, they, they, they, they wouldn’t want to see me 

going back there [involved in violent conflict]. (Kaden) 

The same dynamic of brotherhood within estate members that was previously a reason 

for getting involved in violence with rival estates was now a reason for Kaden to stay 

out of violent conflict. Others on his council estate would “step in” in his place, to 

ensure that he could stay out of it. This was a striking example of precipitating factors 

becoming protective factors in relation to violence in youth, depicted by Kaden’s 

changed relationship with violence.  

 

James’ changed relationship was evidenced through the contrast between the notion of 

“hav[ing] to use violence”, “no matter how,” when someone was “violating you,” to 

using it in only when he “absolutely [has] to […] like self-defence.” This change from 

offensive to defensive uses of violence implied the meaning of violence to have 

changed for James.  

 

Similarly, Lily described a changed relationship with violence:  

Erm, violence used to be second nature to me. I used to.. enjoy it […] Whereas 

now, I don't enjoy it, […] I'd rather help people… […] I can still fight, like and, 

like people know that like, if someone was to hit me, I would, I would deck them, 

like, I wouldn't, I wouldn't shy away, because that's something I'll always have 

in me. (Lily) 

Previously Lily’s survival depended upon “being hard”, hence violence was “second 

nature” and something she “used to.. enjoy”. However, the function of violence for 

Lily also became one of self-defence: “I can still fight, like and, like people know that 

like, if someone was to hit me, I would, I would deck them, like, I wouldn't, I wouldn't 

shy away, because that's something I'll always have in me.” She further asserted: “Now 

I prefer to be nice to people, now I feel like you get more of a name for yourself by good 

deeds that you do. […] the way I view the world is completely different now.” 
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6.2 Pathway II – Anger, internalised blame and empowerment  

The second pathway was developed around only Evi’s experience, but presents a 

powerful contrast to Pathway I, both in relation to blame attribution and use and 

meaning of violence. Evi detailed anger following an experience of rape, but also as 

generalised anger resulting from sexual harassment at school. The difference between 

Evi’s trajectory and those in pathway I was that for Evi the blame and anger were 

internalised. Evi did not enact harmful violence towards others (though she did share 

about acts of cruelty to farm animals during mid-late childhood). Her pathway portrays 

a trajectory from anger and internalised blame to using boxing – a socially acceptable 

form of violence – as empowerment, in what was depicted in her narrative as a 

patriarchal society.  

6.2.1 Anger and internal blame attribution 

This theme encapsulates Evi’s experience of anger and internalised blame following 

experiences of rape and sexual coercion.  

“I was so angry with me because I couldn’t say no” – Anger and self-blame  

Evi described feeling anger when she was subjected to rape by her boyfriend:  

I remember one day, [laughing tone] oh my God I won’t forget this never, in my 

life, because I, I didn’t want to have yeah sex, and he was trying and trying and 

I was telling him, I was telling him “please just, I don’t want to, I don’t feel 

well” blah blah blah, and at the end of the day he did it, he did it. And after this 

I remember I was crying, he didn’t see me but I was so angry with me because I 

couldn’t say no, you know, and I, I just stayed. (Evi) 

Evi internalised the anger from her boyfriend subjecting her to rape. This was because 

of what she believed was her inability to stop her boyfriend by saying no. She did not 

explicitly recognise the behaviour as coercion, or consider in the interview what might 

have happened had she continued to say no. Emotionally, Evi directed the anger and 

blame inwards. Evi’s extract illuminated that how a threat is experienced may be 

dictated by social discourses around gender (Johnstone & Boyle, 2018). Elements of 

internalised misogyny were echoed in Evi’s narrative:  
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So even my first relationship, I didn’t want to have er, sex, you know, because I 

was too young. […] and he was trying and trying, I was like okay, as a girl, 

stupid, I thought yeah okay, if I do, if I don’t do this maybe he will break, break 

up with me, so I done it, I forced myself without even want this, but yeah, I feel 

like girls do it to themselves, most of the girls. (Evi) 

This extract revealed three aspects of victim-blaming of women (Taylor, 2020, p. 66). 

The first being that women behaviourally cause or encourage rape or sexual harassment. 

These notions incite behavioural and characterological blame, such as where Evi placed 

the emphasis on her own behaviour. Secondly, Evi’s self-deprecating language 

illuminated her pervasive self-blame. The third aspect of victim-blaming was around the 

implicit belief that men have uncontrollable sexual urges and desires, which women 

should accept.  

 

This pathway offered a stark contrast to the pathway from external blame attribution 

and generalised anger at others or the world, and using violence in destructive contexts 

as a form of power. Here, the anger and blame were internally directed. The meaning-

making suggested that the nature of blame attribution may have been a result of 

influences associated with the positioning of women and their roles in a patriarchal 

society.  

 

6.2.2 Subconscious altering of oneself due to experiences 

This theme examines the behavioural changes that arose from Evi’s experiences of 

anger, self-blame and guilt as a result of her sexual trauma. In this pathway, where 

blame was internally attributed, Evi sought to counteract feelings of vulnerability by 

changing her own behaviour, and working towards re-gaining power over herself, or 

achieving empowerment. This was in contrast to using violence to experience a sense of 

power over others as in Pathway I.  

“I didn’t accept, accept my female side” – Changing own behaviour for self-

protection  

Behavioural self-blame can be considered adaptive, such that an avoidance of 

behaviours perceived to have led to rape or sexual harassment could protect oneself 
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from similar experiences in the future (Janoff-Bulman, 1979; Taylor, 2020). This belief 

was implied within Evi’s narrative, as discussed in this theme.  

 

Evi discussed how her experiences and guilt impacted her: “I didn’t accept, accept my 

female side, so after alllll this madness [laughs] [denoting having sexual experiences 

with men to “break” the guilt around having sex], I just tried to, I don’t know.. leave it 

on the side,” by which she clarified she meant leaving aside her “female side.” Evi 

described this was:  

[…] because I had enough of the boys that they look at me all the time because 

you know ohh a girl, she’s beautiful blah blah blah and trying. I didn’t have like 

a friend, a male friend to trust or, or even a girl; that’s weird, because even the 

girls don’t trust me, they are jealous, and that’s really you know, it’s not, it’s 

bad. (Evi) 

 

Evi’s narrative described how the wider consequences of sexual harassment were 

isolating – where not only was her trust in men affected, but she was also rejected by 

girls (when younger) as they didn’t trust her. Evi’s experiences of sexual harassment 

were catalysts for behavioural change as she rejected her “female side”. She narrated 

the ways in which this manifested:  

[Her] Outfit, erm.. even I, I tried to go into the female relationships and stuff. 

Argh man, that wasn’t right. Ermm yeah even the way that I, I approach a guy, 

is not, is not the traditional way, I do the move, I’m, I’m the person that, you 

know, I would make the first step and then, it’s, it’s just, I, I, I react, I act as a 

male [laughs]. (Evi) 

Evi also recounted “a talk with [her] brother” who explored her approach to 

interactions with men. Their conversation established that Evi “choose[s] the 

boyfriend” rather than allowing men to approach her, and her brother concluded this 

was “because you want to control him, […] you don’t feel like, safe, […] you want to 

have control.” 
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Since Evi internally attributed the anger and blame from her teenage experiences of rape 

and sexual harassment, her solution was to change her own behaviour and self-

expression in order to feel safe in her body and within her experiences. It may be that 

Evi did this by attempting to reverse gendered roles and expectations in her interactions 

with men. Where survival-based actions are thwarted, as is often the case with traumatic 

experiences, it can leave individuals trapped in emotional angst, disembodiment and 

confusion (Levine, 2015). Evi suggested in her narrative that she believed acting like a 

man was the solution as she was victimised due to being a woman. These were, 

subconscious changes: “I decided, […], but […], without, without being aware of […] 

when I started doing this, I didn’t know the reason why.” These changes were intended 

as a form of self-protection for future interactions with men.  

 

6.2.3 Turning point – New understanding of self 

This theme examines Evi’s evolving relationship with herself, her body and coming to a 

place of self-acceptance after previously attempting to reject certain aspects that defined 

her.  

“it’s not right, because I’m not male, I’m a, I’m a female” – Somatic impact of 

trauma and self-acceptance 

Evi disclosed the following, reflecting on sexual harassment experiences as a teenager:  

I feel like in our sub-consciousness everything is recorded so that’s not a good 

memory for me, and yeah maybe it affects my, my life later on. My, my private 

life you know […] I believe that the only person that you can… harm is yourself, 

for example, from a thought from, from something, the body will react at some 

point, so because I’m a girl, and you know we have the monthly thing, I have 

mad pain, periods, and I know, because the doctor said ‘you’re okay, you don’t 

have anything’, I feel like all this stuff, the memories, with the boys and stuff... 

made me have that kind of pains […] now, now I’m in the process of, you know, 

accepting this, because it’s my [laughs], my nature, that’s, that’s me. (Evi) 
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I feel like the body reacts in everything, so if you don’t want to listen, your 

thoughts and everything, the body will tell you, that’s what I believe. (Evi) 

 

Evi described her belief and understanding of the connection between the mind and 

body, describing the somatic impact of her experiences. She discussed the subconscious 

influence of her sexual trauma from her teenage years. Evi believed trauma was 

expressed through the body and “the body will react at some point”, particularly if one 

supresses it. As van der Kolk stated, “the body keeps the score” (2014, p. 152), even at 

a molecular/structural level. Evi discussed how after controlling her feminine self-

expression and identity in trying to be more like a “tomboy”,  she had now come to 

realise that her feminine side was “[her] nature”, and was working to reach a place of 

self-acceptance. From rejecting her female side as a means of self-protection, Evi’s 

eventual self-acceptance was powerfully depicted in the following quote:  

“[…] it’s just, I, I, I react, I act as a male [laughs] and it’s, it’s not right, 

because I’m not male, I’m a, I’m a female.” 

 

6.2.4 Empowerment through boxing 

This theme depicts how boxing became a form of empowerment for Evi. She had never 

engaged in destructive violence against other people.  

“I busted some noses, like faces, and stuff, and I’m like, because I don’t realise that I 

have the power to do this, and after I feel like, I feel happy” – Violence as 

empowerment over own body 

Evi had explained about how boxing was part of her way to reject her “female side”:  

[…] because I don’t feel.. I don’t accept my female side let’s say, because that’s 

what, maybe that’s why I’m boxing, […] I try not to, to show too much my 

female […] But yeah I was trying to be more, you know, er how do you say that 

in English, there is an expression.. tomboy? yeah. (Evi) 

Considering that rejecting her female side was a means of self-protection for Evi, 

boxing then could be viewed as a form of empowerment for her – a way in which she 
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perhaps felt more in control of her body and what others might do to it. However, Evi 

described another way in which boxing was linked to her sexual trauma: 

[…] because I had enough of the boys that they look at me all the time because 

you know ohh a girl, she’s beautiful blah blah blah and trying. I didn’t have like 

a friend, a male friend to trust or, or even a girl, […] they are jealous […] I feel 

like I have so much love to give and nobody is there to really accept this love. So 

[…] that kind of stuff.. maybe made me more angry, so that’s why I wanted to 

start boxing, […] I just started, it felt so right, […] I can’t even describe the 

feeling that I have, because I am so focused in there blah blah, I don’t think 

anything. (Evi) 

Evi described boxing as a release of anger. Her anger was related to the consequences 

she experienced as a result of sexual harassment in teenage years. Boxing allowed her 

the space to not pay attention to her thoughts around this, and be focussed on just the 

feeling that boxing offered.  

 

Evi’s empowerment through boxing was also profoundly expressed when she 

articulated how boxing made her feel in her body:  

So basically when we spar, ermm, I’m too calm, and my, my coaches keep, keep 

telling me, “You know you must be more aggressive, more aggressive, more 

aggressive” and when they shout me, I start doing a little bit more, and I harm 

people. Soo [laughing] I busted some noses, like faces, and stuff, and I’m like, 

because I don’t realise that I have the power to do this, and after I feel like, I 

feel happy, because I’m like, okay I have some power, I can do this, but I don’t 

believe that I can do it, but it makes me feel, confident, like, I don’t know it’s, 

it’s a deep feeling. Maybe because I, I’m not, my self-esteem was low, and it 

helps me a lot. (Evi) 
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Taken in the context of sexual trauma, which is always so profoundly linked to 

experiences of the body, this extract implied that Evi began to feel more control over 

her body.  

 

Evi made links between experiences with her boyfriend and how she felt in her body. 

She revealed in relation to the boxing coaches shouting at her: 

[…] when somebody shouts to me, I’m so, I feel my stomach tight, it’s a bad 

feeling, I don’t like it at all, I’m not angry, but I’m ready for something, 

physically, you know, but I don’t like it at all. So someday my ex-boyfriend 

shouted to me, I’m like “wait a second, why are you shouting to me, my dad 

doesn’t even do this, so stop, go away”. Like, I, I left him, like I left the house, 

and I don’t accept this from nobody, er only if it’s training, when it's training 

it’s different. (Evi) 

The above extract pointed out the defensive reaction initiated when someone shouted at 

Evi. She related this to experiences with her boyfriend. Evi’s five-year relationship 

since age 16 consisted not only of sexual coercion, control and rape, but also verbal and 

emotional abuse.  

 

Through her narrative, Evi described two distinct trauma responses. During the rape, 

she suggested that she experienced a freeze or immobilisation response (Porges, 2017), 

and in the context of her boyfriend shouting at her, she described the fight/flight 

response  where she was able to stand up to him and then leave the house. Being 

shouted at during boxing induced a similar “bad feeling”, which she described as a 

tightening of the stomach, and being “ready for something” – which indicated a fight or 

flight reaction. Evi had boundaries around being shouted at and “[did not] accept this 

from nobody”, except that training was different, yet it still physically and 

physiologically made her feel ready for defensive action in the same way. This reaction 

empowered her to take action through her body in the face of a verbal or emotional 

threat, and to realise that she was capable of causing harm through boxing.  
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It was also important to note that it was not being punched (sparring) during training 

that caused Evi to physically defend herself, (she described herself as “too calm”, 

which could indicate a sense of immobilisation in the face of physical threat), yet being 

shouted at triggered a more active, defensive fight/flight response. Porges, who coined 

the Polyvagal Theory (1995; 2017) which has been applied to trauma, explained the 

hierarchical autonomic nervous system (ANS) response to threat. A threat being 

perceived by the nervous system as being so great from the outset, employs the 

parasympathetic network which immobilises, freezes or “shuts down” the individual. 

This could explain Evi’s different trauma responses, where the physical (and emotional) 

threat experienced during rape was too great for her to fight or flee, and being exposed 

to physical threat in boxing triggered a response where she was conceived as “too 

calm”, yet being shouted at allowed her to employ the sympathetic network defence of 

fight. For this reason, moving to a place where she could respond to physical threat with 

a fight response/physical reaction suggested how boxing had empowered her to be in 

control over her own body. 

 

6.3 Pathway III – Absence of anger and empowerment 

This pathway was identified in relation to the experiences of Samia and Juliet. Neither 

used violence outside of boxing, except Samia who had acted in self-defence against her 

siblings when targeted, and to protect her younger sister from her older siblings growing 

up. This pathway was identified in relation to empowerment through constructive 

violence, as with Pathway II, but in the absence of anger, as neither participant spoke of 

experiencing anger.  

6.3.1 Distressing experiences 

This theme highlights difficult or distressing experiences outlined by Samia and Juliet. 

These are relevant as they illustrate that the absence of anger in the narratives of Samia 

and Juliet was not a result of a lack of distressing experiences. Distress was also a part 

of their lives growing up, as it was for participants in Pathways I and II.  

“it was the worst experience of my life, […] all crying, all scared” – Experiencing 

distress 

Juliet and Samia both narrated different but distressing experiences growing up. Juliet 

narrated that she had had “multiple surgeries on [her] back” as a result of a 
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“birthmark” that she was “born with.” As a result of the surgery, “one of [her] hips 

became bigger, so [doctors] said [she would] need to grow a bit more” to have 

“surgery to make the hips symmetrical.” Juliet described how this surgery left her with 

“more scars on [her] back” which introduced further surgeries to reduce scarring, she 

then explained: 

[…] they did that and then one of my hips became bigger again [laughing] so I 

had to do another surgery, so I’ve basically gone through at least one surgery 

every year […] until the age of, like nine or eight, and then stopped for a period 

of time […] and, [cheerful tone] today actually I was discharged. (Juliet) 

 

Juliet expressed relief now that the surgeries had come to an end and described her 

feelings around them:  

[…] because I was put to sleep I don’t think I knew how scary they would have 

actually been and because I, I always remember, that I would be [excited tone] 

excited to go for a surgery because my parents would bring me a teddy bear, 

always, my room is filled with teddy bears from all of the surgeries I’ve had, so 

my parents kind of made it like, it’s a good thing you’re going, it’s not bad 

[laughing] that you’re having a surgery. (Juliet) 

Juliet described how she felt post-surgery, and that the impact of the surgeries was 

buffered by the support, presence and care of her parents:  

So physically obviously tired, and you feel like something’s been taken out of 

you, but then that would pass over time, and emotionally, my parents were 

always there, so, if they were there then I would assume everything’s fine, so. 

(Juliet) 

 

In contrast, whilst I previously discussed Samia’s narrative in relation to her parents’ 

strictness, and her understanding that it was not traumatic for her, but could have 

“psychologically damage[d]” her brother, Samia also disclosed other distressing 
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experiences within the home. One such set of experiences were her brother’s drug-

induced bipolar episodes: 

[…] it was the worst because, he basically, oh my God, he, we had to like 

barricade ourselves in our living room, like that’s how bad it was, and my mum 

never let us call the police, because she doesn’t want to be the one to call the 

police on her son, right? Erm so I’m like ‘Do you not care about all of us?’, 

because all of us [her and her siblings] are locked in the, barricaded in the 

room and we’re scared, because he’s [brother’s] telling us from the window 

that he’s going to kill us. (Samia) 

 

[…] he [brother] basically smashes his way in, even though the police, he knows 

the police are on the way, he smashes his way, he jumps over the back garden, 

[…] and we’re like shitting ourselves because we’re like, he’s just, we can hear 

everything smash smash, glass glass, it was, it was the worst experience of my 

life, and erm my sister’s crying, all crying, all scared. (Samia) 

 

These extracts indicated the sense of threat, fear and unsafety Samia felt. The sense of 

panic was palpable in Samia’s words. She very frequently used words such as “scary,” 

“scared,” “worst” and “bad time” in relation to different incidents of her brother’s 

episodes. Samia also described incidents of her younger sister’s epileptic seizures in a 

similar way, when Samia was five years old: “[…] when she [younger sister] was two 

years old, I actually remember this soo clearly, […] she had her first seizure, and my 

mum and dad weren’t home, erm, oh it was so scary.” Samia further expressed the 

reasons as to why her sister’s seizures were traumatic for her:  

[…] we’d always be crying, like everyone would cry, like when she was having a 

seizure, erm, even we never really got used to it, like you can’t get used to it, 

because it would happen randomly, […] I just screamed down the house saying 

that she’s having a seizure and, it’s, it’s scary finding, because I never used to 
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find her having a seizure, it was my mum who would find her having a seizure. 

(Samia) 

Samia described that the unpredictability of the seizures made them harder to cope with. 

Whereas in comparison, physical discipline from her parents in childhood was to be 

expected (and therefore predictable) as Samia narrated: “As a child […] if I did 

anything wrong, […] for us at that time it was like, it was normal, you get, yeah, you get 

punished if you do something wrong.” 

 

Whilst Samia used highly emotionally charged language in describing the experiences 

of her siblings’ health issues growing up, when she spoke of her mother’s physical 

punishments she used laughter: 

 […] he [dad] just chased me upstairs with the karate belt. And like he used to 

help my mum sometimes, like just drag me, and then he’d leave her to it 

[denoting leaving her to hit Samia] because I was so small I used to hide under 

the tables and stuff [laughing], so yeah. (Samia) 

The contrast in the tone and language to describe these experiences suggested that the 

beatings did not affect her as the experiences around her siblings’ health did. That said, 

Samia’s experience of physical threat does emerge in relation to her use of constructive 

violence.  

 

6.3.2 Ideological influences against boxing 

Both Samia and Juliet reflected on how ideological influences had adversely affected 

their lives.  

“my dad’s against me doing boxing because of what gender I am” – Experiencing 

sexist ideologies towards boxing 

Samia and Juliet both experienced sexist ideologies within their upbringing that 

stemmed from patriarchal and culturally endorsed beliefs of their parents. Samia 

described her mother’s disapproval around boxing as impacted by her ideological 

beliefs: 

For my mum it’s not even religion, it’s more, she doesn’t want people to like, 

from our culture, because fitness is not a thing, especially for men, even, for 
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women it’s even worse, for men we, we don’t have that much erm [names 

cultural identity] guys in fitness. So it’s like, our culture is like, it’s not, it’s 

looked down upon, like, a girl training, erm. So my mum cares more about that. 

(Samia) 

 

Similarly, Juliet also faced difficulties around boxing as a result of her father’s 

ideological beliefs. Her parents, and in particular her father were professionally 

involved in boxing: “I saw that from an early age my dad would only take my brother 

to the training.” However, Juliet became interested in boxing when she “started 

gaining a bit of weight” in early teenage years: “I started, I started liking the sport and 

now I come here a lot.” The distinction between her and her brother became more 

prominent in recent years when Juliet had been “wanting to have a boxing match”: 

[…] but he [father] sees me as his daughter so he says no no no no, and so I 

tried to convince him but he still says no [laughs]. […] Err he just says that, you 

know, “You should carry on school, it’s not something for you, you’re a girl”, 

you know the typical things people would say about a girl. (Juliet) 

Juliet’s father’s professional involvement in boxing was the reason Juliet mentioned 

that he “sees [her] as his daughter”, rather than another (female) boxing club attendee. 

He only allowed her to train, whereas her “brother has matches.” This impacted Juliet 

emotionally:  

[…] my [father being ] against me doing boxing because of what gender I am. 

[…] Sometimes I get like, really upset about it, but not upset to cry but, like, it 

shouldn’t make a difference who you are, what sports you do, or what route you 

want to take in life. (Juliet) 

 

Juliet’s father’s sexist beliefs manifested in relation to her boxing aspirations, though 

Juliet noted that boxing was just a “hobby” and she did not want to become a 
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professional boxer. However, it was not just boxing through which Juliet understood the 

influence of sexism in her upbringing:  

[…] in my erm culture girls are always more, […] they have to be quiet, 

feminine and, you know, the boys are the loud ones who do everything, so maybe 

that made me more shy and more quiet and held back. (Juliet) 

The contrast between girls “have to be” certain ways and boys “are the loud ones who 

do everything” emphasised the striking imbalance between expectations of girls and 

almost suggested the non-expectations of boys. Juliet understood how these implicit 

(and explicit) sexist expectations had manifested in her behaviour, in contrast to her 

brother: “[…] he is the opposite of me, he’s trouble, anything you can think of that’s 

bad, but he’s like my best friend [giggles].” Sexism was upheld by patriarchal belief 

systems and enforced through cultural expectations within both Samia and Juliet’s 

upbringing.  

 

6.3.3 Turning point – Controlled rebellion  

Both Samia and Juliet rebelled against ideological influences that presented in their 

lives. This rebellion could be considered a controlled rebellion, as will be examined in 

this theme.  

“I was like, you know, ‘I’m not stopping boxing’” – Turning point – rebelling 

against ideologies  

Samia and Juliet were defiant against the ideological beliefs enforced upon them, but to 

a degree. For example, Samia stated that her mother saw a video of her and a peer from 

the boxing club where it “look[ed] like [they were] flirting with each other”, to which 

her mother “just went crazy” and threatened Samia: “‘That’s it’, you know, ‘I’m kicking 

her out’, like, ‘that’s it, it’s done, she’s leaving the house’, […] ‘You need to decide, it’s 

either boxing or your family.’” However, Samia retaliated: “‘You can’t make me 

choose’, like, I said, ‘I go boxing, it’s, my, part of my thing, it’s, I train people, and, you 

know, you’re my family’, I said, ‘you can’t do that to me.’” Samia’s mother had 

“started packing [her] stuff” and provided the ultimatum that “‘You’re leaving […] if 

you don’t stop teaching those women’ […] either leave […] the house, I have 

everything packed for you, or you tell me that you’re never doing boxing again.’” 



 189 

Samia rebelled against this: “I was like, ‘Really?’ I said like ‘You’re going to kick me 

out because I’m teaching women boxing?’” and explained the reason behind her 

mother’s disapproval: “[…] she just thinks I’m going to get with one of the guys here 

that’s not [of our cultural identity] or something.” 

 

Samia had not rebelled against her mother’s decisions growing up. However, Samia’s 

turning point in relation to her mother’s decisions and control over her life came 

through boxing in her late teenage years. Samia recounted in relation to her mother’s 

demand that she decide between her family or boxing:  

[…] obviously I’m never going to let her [mother] win and say [mocking tone] 

‘Yeah I’m never going to do boxing again’, because once I say that, that’s it, 

she’s won, right? Erm, so I’ve come home now, and then she’s like ‘Okay so 

what’s your decision?’, and I was like, you know, ‘I’m not stopping boxing’, I 

said ‘I’m not going to train with guys anymore, I promise you that’, erm but I 

said ‘I’m, Im going to, I’m going to continue teaching my women.’ (Samia) 

This was the first time Samia had rebelled against her mother’s wishes, which 

illuminated the importance of boxing in her life, and implied that boxing had become a 

part of her identity: “I go boxing, it’s, my, part of my thing”. This was a controlled 

rebellion in that Samia still appeased her mother by agreeing to not train with boys so as 

to maintain some control over her own life decisions, knowing that her mother’s 

underlying objections were in relation to her mixing with men at the boxing club. It was 

also relevant to Samia’s pathway to constructive violence, because it highlighted the 

resistance she had had to face in order to remain involved in it.  

 

Juliet also rebelled against her father’s sexism, and described in relation to her 

challenging sexist views within her family:  

Erm sometimes when my dad says [laughing tone] “No there’s no point in doing 

boxing”, I say “Why? Is it because I’m a girl? There’s nothing wrong with it” 
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and, starts a little debate, but it’s, nothing [laughs]. […] Err he just laughs it off 

and tells me I’m being silly or, just tries to push it to the side. (Juliet) 

The impact of her father’s sexist decision and dismissing her arguments was evident 

when Juliet reported she sometimes felt “really upset about it”. However, she felt these 

views were widely practiced by society as she described that her father’s views were 

“the typical things people would say about a girl”. It was possible that for this reason, 

Juliet’s rebellion against her father’s sexist discrimination was limited “to a certain 

extent” whereby she stood up against and questioned his ideologies but stated: “if he 

[father] says no then he says no, but I, I would still continue the sport, so not do the 

matches but continue going to the classes.” 

 

In addition, Juliet aimed to understand the sexist discrimination against women and the 

association of boxing with masculinity through voluntary “research” during her A-

levels where she “wanted to see why people think boxing is such a masculine sport and 

not a lot of females are into it.” 

 

6.3.4 Empowerment through constructive violence 

Both Juliet and Samia’s narratives implied a sense of empowerment through engaging 

in boxing, having not used destructive violence much (or at all for Juliet) in other 

aspects of their lives. This theme examines how this empowerment came about.  

“I believe every girl should have self-defence and you know, should learn to fight” – 

Violence as empowerment against ideologies 

For Samia boxing started off as a hobby and became part of her identity, whilst for 

Juliet, boxing started off as a means of losing weight and became a hobby. For both, 

boxing became an empowering activity. Samia narrated using some violence to defend 

herself and her younger sister against her siblings as a child: “I used to fight with my 

brothers and they used to always beat me up. […] so if I did have a fight with my 

brother and it was always because I was defending my little sister.” 

 

I asked Juliet whether any of her experiences had changed her as a person in any way: 
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The only thing I can think of right now is in terms of my confidence, because as I 

said before I used to be very, very shy, like I wouldn’t be able to talk to anyone, 

wouldn’t be able to make eye contact or anything. But I think, it has been boxing 

that has made me communicate with different types of people, and different 

types of ages and everything, that has made me more confident. […] because 

before I wouldn’t be able to talk like this, I would just be quiet and… (Juliet) 

 

Since Juliet described her quietness and shyness to be a product of patriarchal and sexist 

expectations and upbringing as endorsed by culture; boxing enabling her confidence 

was a form of empowerment for her. It is conceivable that through the confidence 

gained from boxing, she was able to stand up to the limitations imposed on her by her 

father. Similarly, Samia also stood up against her mother’s control over her life 

decisions when it came to boxing. Boxing was also important to Samia because: “I 

believe every girl should have self-defence and you know, should learn to fight, just in 

case, you never know what can happen, erm and at least you, that, somehow you can 

defend yourself, even if it’s that little bit, it’s always good.” Samia’s statement of girls 

needing to know how to self-defend implied a perception about the world being unsafe 

for women and girls, possibly exacerbated by her mother’s victim-blaming beliefs in 

relation to women’s safety: “My mum would never let us ever stay over at anybody’s 

house, […] because she tells us ‘remember, that’s how girls get raped.’” Boxing then 

can be seen as a form of empowerment for Samia where she was not only empowered 

herself through learning to box and being able to defend herself, which she believed was 

imperative for every girl, but also where she taught other girls at the boxing club to 

defend themselves through boxing.  
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7 Discussion 

7.1 Discussion of key findings 

This doctoral research has endeavoured to advance knowledge about traumatic 

experiences in early life and the externalisation of those experiences through 

engagement with violence. It addressed two questions: first, relating to the meaning-

making of life experiences; and second, concerning pathways to violence. The study 

drew on the rich, personal experiences and insights of a sample of youths, with a range 

of criminal justice system involvement, who had expressed violence in ways that could 

be described as destructive, or relatively ‘constructive’. I examined their life course 

experiences and the pathways from those experiences to their use of violence to 

ascertain why some individuals who had been exposed to violence, trauma or distress 

used destructive forms of violence, while others did not.  

 

Originality in this study stems from the consideration of ‘constructive violence’ – which 

has previously been overlooked in examining the link between childhood experiences of 

distress or trauma and violence. If violence is an expression or externalisation of trauma 

or distress, as suggested by the findings of a systematic review conducted on 

externalising symptoms presenting in the link between childhood trauma and offending 

in men [Shahid, Brown, O’Doherty, Tramontano, paper to be submitted for 

publication], then it is imperative to consider other manifestations of violence. This 

research was designed to incorporate understandings of alternative forms of aggression 

and the role of ‘constructive’ violence in the processing or externalisation of trauma, 

and the implications of this.  

 

Through employing a qualitative, life course methodology, this research has added 

explanatory contexts to the Cycle of Violence body of research. All participants narrated 

adversity within their life histories, leading all but one to describe a sense of threat, 

powerlessness, vulnerability or unsafety. Some participants described incidents and 

experiences, that would fulfil definitions of ACEs (Felitti et al., 1998), as traumatic. 

There was a distinct lack of memory of childhood years for some participants, which 

may also be indicative of trauma (van der Kolk, 2014). My research highlighted the 

subjective nature of distress arising from such experiences. Understandings of trauma or 



 193 

distress were dependent upon meaning-making, which in turn was contextually situated 

and constructed. Trauma was therefore subjective and lies on a spectrum.  

 

An interaction between ideological contexts, through processes of socialisation and 

relational contexts were identified as most influential on immediate responses to trauma 

and adverse experiences; as well as the longer-term sense-making in terms of coping, 

responses and meanings of traumatic exposures. Therefore, the same event that may be 

considered traumatic or damaging to one individual may be non-traumatic, or 

distressing at most, to another experiencing it, because of their interpretation of it within 

various layers of meaning. My findings affirm the view that ecological systems are 

interconnected, as proposed by Bronfenbrenner in his ecological systems theory (1994). 

My research also responds to the need to explore beyond direct associations between 

maltreatment and offending (Malvaso et al., 2018). This touches upon an important 

point highlighted by my thesis, that agentic factors are not necessarily the most 

influential features of the desistance process, as proposed by criminological scholarship 

(Giordano et al., 2002). The need for an interaction effect across ecological systems in 

producing sustainable desistance highlights that individual factors may not be 

sufficiently potent in creating change, and that the role of community and relationships 

cannot be understated.  

 

My research was particularly concerned with the relationship between past histories and 

the use of violence. Destructive violence emerged as an externalisation of trauma. This 

is consistent with previous findings that implicate childhood abuse in those who 

externalise trauma through violence (Felson & Lane, 2009; Jin et al., 2007; Wang et al., 

2008). In some cases, boxing, or constructive violence was also described as an 

externalisation of trauma, or release of difficult emotions. This was reflected by the 

boxing club manager who, when I related the findings of the research to him, declared: 

“The bully never enters the boxing gym, it’s the bullied.” In this sample of youths, 

participants used violence defensively in response to situations that triggered previous 

traumatic or uncomfortable feelings; even if they were not externalised in the same 

context (home triggers may be acted out at school). For all participants who used 

destructive violence, school was the setting in which they externalised their aggression. 
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This is in line with the findings from the ACEs study in which they found the effects of 

childhood trauma to first become apparent at school (Felitti et al., 1998).  

 

Three pathways to violence were identified: one dominant pathway leading to the use of 

destructive violence with the majority of the participants categorised within this 

pathway; and two pathways relating to the use of constructive violence. Whilst almost 

all participants narrated a sense of threat or unsafety, or feelings of powerlessness, it 

was anger, nature of blame attribution and notions of power/empowerment that were 

key to differentiating trajectories. The role of constructions of masculinity and 

patriarchy on emotions and violence (Connell, 2002) arose within most of the 

participants’ narratives. Violence as masculine was also associated with notions of 

power and strength, which has been noted by other researchers (e.g., Anderson & 

Umberson, 2001), and a means of correcting perceived wrong.  

 

The dominant pathway to destructive violence featured anger as a result of, or response 

to, life experiences that created a sense of threat or powerlessness. These thereby 

triggered a response of violence in subsequently threatening situations. These findings 

support the notion of a ‘Cycle of Violence’ (Widom, 1989). Individuals in Pathway I 

exhibited a tendency to attribute blame externally for various aspects of their 

experiences. Participants’ narratives suggested the purpose of violence was to reassert 

power where anger or a sense of threat or powerlessness was subsequently experienced. 

Anger and blame have been identified as linked to externalising behaviours in the 

context of childhood maltreatment (Dumessa et al., 2020; McGee et al., 2001). External 

or other-blame attribution has been associated with externalising (Fincham et al., 2000) 

or behavioural problems where a history of childhood abuse is present (McGee et al., 

2001). My research extended the blame attribution, childhood maltreatment and 

externalising research in that it revealed that blame could be externally attributed for 

various aspects of childhood or adolescent experiences, and in various ways which 

could impact behaviour, choices or violence.  

 

Furthermore, my findings suggested that distressing or traumatic experiences, 

particularly in childhood, to which blame may be externalised, were not only when one 
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was subjected to abusive behaviours. Therefore, my findings support the idea that since 

distress and trauma can be multifaceted and complex, so too can blame attribution. For 

example, some participants attempted to remove blame for physical beatings, yet also 

externalised blame towards the same parent. Individuals may cope with their 

experiences through denial or rationalisations (Herman, 2015), which may cause them 

to completely remove blame from parents for specific acts of abuse, as some 

participants in my study did. Alternatively, individuals may internalise aspects of 

blame, such as for being affected by parents’ arguments or family situation, as a way of 

coping (Herman, 2015). This was also evidenced within participant narratives in my 

study.  

 

One of the two pathways to constructive violence (Pathway II) also featured anger, 

however, anger and blame were internally attributed for sexual violence victimisation 

experiences. This provoked a need for self-protection by changing one’s own behaviour 

and presentation. Boxing could be conceived as a means of empowerment – enabling 

self-defence and self-acceptance. This pathway was based on one woman’s narrative, 

and although offered a stark contrast to the destructive violence pathway, further 

research is needed to establish if this was a unique response, or pathway followed by 

others.  

 

The other constructive violence pathway (Pathway III) was based on the accounts of 

two women. These women did not recount anger in relation to challenging or traumatic 

life experiences. Their narratives depicted exposures consistent with abusive or 

controlling behaviours from parents. However, interpretations of experiences at the 

hands of parents drew on ideological and cultural values and meanings and did not seem 

to produce the same outcomes, including where severity of physical beatings and 

control may have matched those whose trajectories followed a destructive violence 

pathway. These interpretations impacted the subsequent emotional responses to those 

exposures, and initiated a ‘controlled’ rebellion, for which boxing was again, a form of 

empowerment; nonetheless anger and harmful violence were conspicuously absent in 

these two narratives. This indicates a need to elucidate protective influences that may 

neutralise the effect of early exposures from emerging as anger.  
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One fundamentally crucial finding in relation to pathways to violence was the turning 

points identified in all three pathways. For those engaged in harmful violence, these 

turning points included transitioning from harmful violence to constructive uses of 

violence only, or disengaging from violence as a response to presenting situations. 

Hence, boxing was found to be protective against the use of destructive violence for all 

boxing club participants in Pathway I.  

 

These turning points were experienced from as early as adolescence. By adulthood, 

most of the individuals engaged in violence in my study would not fall into a ‘violent’ 

or criminal justice sample, yet a focus on that phase, as prior research has done (Copp et 

al., 2020), may miss some of the key social, moral and relational development occurring 

during adolescence. Since desistance from crime research largely focuses on adulthood 

(Abeling-Judge, 2020), my findings underscore that opportunities can be created for 

turning points from as early as adolescence. Hence, my findings add to research on 

desistance and offer insight into means of facilitating turning points by enabling 

emotion regulation and through harnessing the power of relationships.  

 

Furthermore, a shift towards a pro-social identity has been identified as generating a 

move towards criminal desistance (Aresti et al., 2010); boxing offered such an identity. 

Boxing further offered a meaningful endeavour which facilitated a re-evaluation of 

one’s sense of self – an identified factor relating to desistance (Maruna, 2001). Whilst 

desistance from a life of crime has been considered to be dependent upon espousing an 

alternative identity (Meek, 2014; Giordano et al., 2002), in my study boxing enabled 

participants to uphold violent identities that may have been part of a coping mechanism 

relating to earlier experiences, and as narratives also suggested, could deter others from 

engaging in fights with boxing club attendees. In an alternative but similarly important 

way, Jump and Smithson, (2020, p. 64) discussed that boxing offered a “strategic 

masculinisation of desistance.” The key aspect being that sport can distance one from 

the identity of offender (Meek, 2014) or such antisocial roles that may have become 

enmeshed with stigmatised perceptions of individuals or internalised roles associated 

with oneself. Boxing has also been noted as an alternative to gang-related activity, 
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where the supervision, structure and goals it can offer can support disadvantaged young 

people (Purcell & Leblanc, 2011), these findings were echoed by those from my boxing 

club sample. ‘Fighting’ was a skill many participants well-versed in destructive 

violence believed themselves to have, whilst they may have felt lacking in other skills. 

Therefore, engagement in an aggressive pursuit, which previously was associated with 

punitive responses, stigma and shame, could now legitimately be part of participant 

lives. Because for many of the participants, violence had been, as well as an identity, a 

means of survival.  

 

7.2 Strengths and limitations 

The findings of all research studies and particularly those conducted during challenging 

times of Covid-19 need to be understood within the strengths and limitations of the 

research design. Although all of the boxing club participants were drawn from one 

boxing club in a major city, they were ethnically and culturally diverse, and included 

migration experiences. Poverty was closely linked with participants’ experiences of 

adversity. Given that the boxing club was situated in an area with a 33% rate of poverty 

(high relative to other areas of the city) (Peracha, 2020), disadvantage may have been 

over represented in the sample.  

 

I conducted a retrospective examination of childhood experiences, this carried with it 

the risk of recall bias (Fergusson et al., 2011), and therefore, incidences of traumatic 

experiences may have been underrepresented. Longitudinal follow ups of those with 

substantiated (and documented) records of abuse suggest retrospective reports tend to 

underestimate actual occurrence (Williams, 1995; Felitti et al., 1998). This is 

particularly so, given the nature of trauma and traumatic memories which may often be 

fragmented and repressed (Levine, 2015), and as in my participants’ experiences, meant 

that recall of all traumatic experiences (or childhood in general) was not possible. Thus, 

the nature of traumatic memory created some difficulty in the examination of meaning-

making of subsequent experiences as the original traumatic incidents and their meanings 

may have been clouded.  
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The methodology used was suited to exploring the embodiment of trauma, and violence 

as externalisation. The sample of youth ranged in ages from adolescence to early 

adulthood, providing an opportune period where meaning-making, transitions and 

turning points could become apparent. Not using trauma as an inclusion criterion 

allowed for a spectrum of traumatic, adverse or distressing experiences to be captured 

and did not restrict findings to preconceived notions of trauma or adversity. The 

diversity of the focus through qualitative life course perspectives, rather than specific 

incidents, exposures or participant behaviours further strengthened the ways in which 

the data could inform the analysis. Acquiring a sample size considered on the large side 

of IPA (Smith et al., 2009) also enabled multiple, in-depth perspectives to be 

incorporated into the evidence from the data.  

 

Another strength of my methodology was that I did not seek to compartmentalise 

experiences of childhood adversity, abuse or trauma, and was open to various 

manifestations of violence use – destructive (criminal justice involved or not), and 

constructive. This allowed for a breadth of adverse experiences and manifestations of 

trauma to be included, as well as violence use to be examined along the continuum it 

lies on, and in various contexts.  

 

The small number of people in the two constructive violence pathways highlight that 

this research has to be understood within the methodological limitations of the study 

imposed by Covid-19 restrictions on part of data collection. Further research could 

investigate the role of internalised anger and blame attribution on violence 

externalisation (or lack thereof). Although a large majority of individuals in prison have 

traumatic life histories (Briere et al., 2016), due to data collection disruptions, 

particularly conspicuous in my study was the lack of representation of childhood 

experiences of men in prison for violent offences. For this reason, it would be useful for 

future research to examine the meaning-making of childhood and adolescent 

experiences of men currently incarcerated for violent crimes, and to compare their 

pathways to, and identify any turning points from violence, with those from the boxing 

club sample. However, it was important to note that some of the men from the boxing 

club had non-incarceration criminal justice involvement, and given different legal 
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outcomes, could easily have been part of the prison sample. Nevertheless, the findings 

have important implications for research, theory, practice and policy, which are now 

discussed in turn.  

 

7.3 Implications  

7.3.1 Implications for research 

The application of life course, qualitative perspectives has furthered understandings of 

what constitutes trauma or distress that can impact behaviours, coping mechanisms and 

the choices people make. The importance of language used to discuss trauma or abuse 

was also highlighted, with a need for exploring experiences from participant 

perspectives that allowed for depth and nuance, without defining trauma or abuse in 

specific terms. Furthermore, to understand why some externalise through violence and 

others do not, future research should also adopt a more nuanced examination of early 

experiences of vulnerability, threat and unsafety, to understand meanings ascribed and 

contexts in which violence is used.  

 

Research on external blame attribution in relation to behavioural problems where a 

history of childhood abuse is present, is limited (Dumessa et al., 2020). Whilst my 

methodology illuminated that blame attribution is complex, it also raised awareness for 

the need to further explore how blame is externalised, as this may not always be in 

relation to specific traumatic exposures or events. It would also be beneficial to further 

elucidate pathways to internalisation and externalisation of blame.  

 

Though it is difficult to comment in terms of causation due to the qualitative 

methodological design, it is of note that all of the individuals who engaged in 

destructive violence identified conflict between parents, ranging from temporary 

separation to divorce. Though it was not explicitly evident in the narratives of the 

participants, it is possible that anger and/or the nature of blame attribution were 

influenced by experience of parental conflict. In contrast, the three women who did not 

use destructive violence, described closely knit parental/family relationships. Further 

research should examine the mechanisms from experience of parental conflict, in the 
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presence or absence of abuse, and the impact on anger and blame attribution in 

adolescence in relation to use of destructive violence.  

 

Engagement in boxing was identified as a turning point away from destructive violence 

within my research. This invites a need for further research exploring the effects of 

boxing and boxing clubs in relation to benefits in trauma and violence reduction. My 

findings also suggested the need to appreciate new dimensions of violence 

externalisation. My results indicated that violence may not merely be a symptom of 

emotion dysregulation, as previously noted (Shorey et al., 2011; Cuccì et al., 2018), but 

can in fact, be a means of emotion regulation in different capacities. Examining 

violence such as boxing and expanding to other forms of martial arts, can aid our 

understanding of how constructive acts of aggression can help release anger, act as a 

form of protection, or coping mechanism, in the face of triggered traumatic experiences. 

Future research could test the effectiveness of boxing at reducing violence and trauma 

in young people who have experienced childhood adversity, difficult life experiences or 

trauma. A mixed methods research design centring on participant narratives through 

qualitative inquiry as well as quantitative measures could test whether boxing regulates 

emotions and promotes behavioural state regulation, which is a neural signature of vagal 

regulation (Porges, 2017). This could be achieved through the measurement of heart 

rate variability (Porges, 2017).  

 

Furthermore, my research adds how relational and social contexts influence the 

reasoning and actions of individuals to promote desistance, which is currently lacking 

within desistance research (Weaver, 2019). My findings also highlight the need to 

commence research into turning points away from violence and crime, between 

developmental transition periods such as adolescence, and to understand what 

precipitates these, within nuanced explorations of cycles of violence.  

 

7.3.2 Implications for theory  

The ‘Cycle of Violence’ 

My findings echoed the general consensus of the Cycle of Violence body of research, 

where individuals who engage in crime or violence are more likely to have histories of 
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trauma (Briere et al., 2016). Widom’s (1989) finding of lower incidence of arrests in 

adulthood (53%) as compared to juvenile arrests (38%) may be explained by the 

potential of turning points in adolescent years, as observed in my study. Such statistics 

largely rely on offending outcomes, however, my research adds to findings that suggest 

the same effect is observed even where criminal justice involvement may not be 

present. My research supports extending the Cycle of Violence field to incorporate 

contextual factors and wider ecological perspectives in examining the perpetuation of 

the cycle to prevent a “siloed” view of the phenomena (Widom, 2017; Margolin et al., 

2010). 

 

Furthermore, the notion of a cycle of ‘violence’ depicts a rather simplistic view of the 

phenomenon. The mere exposure to abuse or violence was not sufficient to initiate 

violence use in my study. It was the contexts that individuals were embedded within 

that enabled violence as a response. As researchers we know that the ‘cycle’ extends 

beyond violence exposure and violent outcomes to incorporating experiences of neglect, 

for example (Widom, 2017), and other criminal justice outcomes beyond violence 

(Fagan, 2005). My data highlights that the way we categorise adversity may be too 

simplistic, where outcomes are not solely related to exposure to violence, but factors 

such as uncertainty, poverty or parental discord, even without abuse between parents, 

could also facilitate reactions of violence. Furthermore, my participants noted the 

impact of forms of trauma or distress other than physical violence, to have a more 

influential effect on their use of violence.  

 

For some participants, crime and delinquency were more a function of survival in 

cultures of violence, rather than purely for the need to engage in deviance. Structural 

factors, such as poverty, stigma, and unjust targeting by police, kept individuals 

imprisoned in cultures of violence and crime, rather than participants making an active 

choice towards delinquency or violence. Exposures such as structural violence (like 

police harassment) are often left unrecognised in scientific study despite awareness and 

understandings of the concept (Lee, 2019). However, this comes at a cost, as alongside 

the meaning-making of experiences, subsequent societal responses to experiences of 

distress and distress externalisation were most important in the perpetuation of violence, 
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as depicted by my findings. Language is important, hence, referring to the phenomenon 

as ‘Cycle of Violence’ can be problematic and lead to a dismissal of the influence of 

other aspects of maltreatment or distress that can perpetuate violence use or 

involvement in crime. This could impact research priorities impacted by funding. 

Hence, my findings suggest a ‘cycle of trauma’ may be more fitting, as this may 

incorporate socio-cultural and ideological influences. 

 

Gender differences in the cycle of violence have been discussed, and some suggest that 

gender-specificity in relation to risk factors for violence exists (Brown et al., 2015; Jung 

et al., 2017; Scarpa et al., 2010), whereas other research does not support this view 

(Topitzes et al., 2012; Teague et al., 2008). Nonetheless, the view that a female cycle of 

violence exists has been suggested by a metanalysis of 34 studies observing a positive 

but small association between childhood maltreatment and violence perpetration in 

adulthood (Augsburger et al., 2019). In relation to my findings, with all six men’s and 

one woman’s experiences consistent with a destructive violence pathway, and three 

women’s trajectories highlighting a distinct lack of destructive violence, it is 

conceivable that gender differences may play a role in differentiating pathways. 

Additional research is needed to elucidate gender differences in trajectories to 

externalisation or internalisation of trauma. This may be achieved through qualitative 

examinations of contextual factors that influence meaning of experiences and functions 

of behaviour.  

 

The nature of blame attribution was found to differentiate pathways in my study. Both 

exposure to trauma and anger were also identified in the internalised blame pathway. It 

is possible that the differences observed in self-blame post traumatic exposure (as 

opposed to externalised blame) was due to specific trauma profiles of sexual violence 

victims in relation to gender. Trauma profiles are experiential patterns of exposures 

relating to similar traumas for a group (Kira et al., 2008). Genders may present different 

trauma profiles, which relates to differing symptom patterns (Kira et al., 2008). In my 

study sexual violence victimisation was also referred to by a woman in the destructive 

violence pathway, however, the variance between symptom expressions in relation to 

anger being externalised or internalised may be explained by experiential differences. 
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This difference may have been in relation to being a woman socialised within feminine 

ideologies, as in the case of the internalised blame and no destructive violence pathway; 

or socialisation as a masculine identity, as was the case for the participant consistent 

with an externalised blame and destructive violence pathway. Expression of anger may 

then be understood as reflective of a gendered trauma profile.  

 

An amalgamation between gendered socialisation, differential trauma profiles and 

understandings of violence as masculine may have had an influence on how anger was 

interpreted and experienced, and thus, differentially expressed by men and women in 

my study. Anger in men is often socially acceptable and associated with power or 

strength (Johnstone & Boyle, 2018), with a freedom to express externally, whereas the 

same emotion in women can often be pathologised (Johnstone & Boyle, 2018) and may 

sometimes lead to further disempowerment due to the same. Therefore, the Cycle of 

Violence theory should incorporate nuanced understandings of socialisation and identity 

on trajectories to violence following childhood trauma when framing pathways as 

gendered. However, while gender may be an explanatory factor, my findings may 

alternatively be explained by the potential role of sex differences. An “overlap between 

the two sexes” (Niehoff, 2014, p. 22) has been considered the “rule rather than the 

exception” (Niehoff, 2014, p. 22); as ‘male’ and ‘female’ brain characteristics present at 

varying degrees in different individuals, and the brain may better be understood as 

“intersex” (Niehoff, 2014 p. 22; Joel, 2011). This may explain the slight overlap 

observed in relation to the use of violence for men and women in my study. However, it 

is important to note that the environment itself shapes the organisation of the brain 

(Szalavitz & Perry, 2011), and male vulnerability to violent behaviour may best be 

understood as a gene-environment interaction, particularly in relation to childhood 

abuse (Caspi, 2002; Kim-Cohen et al., 2006).  

 

Intergenerational transmission of violence (Kalmuss, 1984) presents exposure to 

violence in childhood as a predictor for subsequent interpersonal violence. Furthermore, 

witnessing father-initiated violence towards mother has being significantly predictive of 

family-only violence (Wang et al., 2008). My research communicated the understanding 

that the very exposure can make individuals actively work against reacting with 
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violence. This has implications for our understanding of the Cycle of Violence, whereby 

the same exposures implicated in a ‘cycle’ can work as protective influences against 

engaging in the same. Traditionally we have spent most of our focus on the group that 

continues the cycle. My research highlights that in order to fully appreciate the Cycle of 

Violence theory (and its limitations) the focus should perhaps be directed at the majority 

who do not continue these cycles, or are able to break away from it.  

 

Radical feminist beliefs suggest that the cycle of violence theory aims to excuse male 

violence (Taylor, 2021). Cycle of violence researchers acknowledge that the link 

between childhood abuse exposure and adult violence is neither direct nor one-

dimensional (Malvaso et al., 2018; Widom et al., 2017; Asscher et al., 2015; 

Reckdenwald et al., 2013), but it is an important one; there is a wealth of data and 

scholarship supporting the contribution of early violence exposure to later behaviour. 

Rejecting early life influences may do a disservice to violence prevention efforts that 

involve identifying and addressing maladaptive responses arising in the context of 

childhood abuse that could lead to violence perpetration later on. It would be 

detrimental to our understanding of adult behaviours, and in particular violence, to 

completely dismiss the profound ways in which early life experiences, threat, abuse or 

neglect can influence developmental, social, psychological and cognitive processes. Of 

further importance is recognising emergent evidence of how early experiences can 

shape our brains and response systems, and how we attach meaning to experiences 

throughout our lives that influence how we then respond to events in our lives.  

 

Polyvagal theory 

The Polyvagal Theory (Porges, 2017) provides a way to conceptualise how childhood 

experiences of fear, unsafety or threat can lead to developing violence as a response. It 

posits that we respond to environmental cues through our autonomic nervous system. 

This is through a hierarchical system of threat perception that enables one of three 

responses: social engagement; employing the sympathetic network for fight/flight 

behaviours or the parasympathetic network that enables one to immobilise in the face of 

severe threat, also known as the ‘freeze’ response to trauma. The parasympathetic 

network is also activated when feeling calm and relaxed when no threat is detected 
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(Porges, 2017). When danger or risk is detected through neuroception (the unconscious 

appraisal of threat/danger/risk in the environment), physiological states are altered 

through the autonomic nervous system so that the threat or danger can be responded to, 

and survival optimised (Porges, 2017). It can be inferred that the participants who took 

part in my study and whose narratives were consistent with the destructive violence 

pathway were in a constant state of threat or survival, or had heightened sensitivity to 

threat due to exposure to traumatic experiences (Porges, 2017); as experiences of 

distress/trauma were associated with their use of destructive violence.  

 

My findings suggest that while our neuro-physiological systems influence our 

experience of traumatic exposures, and the lasting impact of these, our experience may 

be co-determined by our meaning-making of our responses. So, whilst “The mind 

narrates what the nervous system knows. Story follows state” (Dana, 2018 p. 35), my 

research expands our understanding that we construct the story around emotions and 

nervous system states through our socio-political and cultural embodied perceptions. It 

is these perceptions which may then influence our emotional expressions, such as anger, 

rather than merely biological processes such as autonomic reactions (Ratner, 2000; as 

discussed in Smith et al., 2009). In relation to neuro-phenomenology and embodiment, 

my findings support the notion discussed by Smith et al., (2009) that bodies are more 

than appearance and physiology, and differ experientially. The body is both a cultural 

and biological entity (Smith et al., 2009), and the “biological body [has] a set of 

constraints and potentials, which are made meaningful through a person’s engagement 

in the cultural and physical world.” (Bruner, 1990, p. 5 as discussed in Smith et al., 

2009, p. 198).  

 

Traumatic experiences are embodied experiences – particularly given the role of the 

autonomic nervous system in preparing the body to respond to threat through the body. 

Emotional memories triggered in situations can work to trigger a neuroception response 

of threat (Levine, 2015), such as when the participants in my study responded to 

disrespect or a sense of powerlessness with anger and violence. ‘Faulty neuroception’ – 

when cues of threat or safety are detected when they are not present (Porges, 2004; 

2017) can explain why a traumatised individual may be quick to respond to a 
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neuroception perception of threat; such as participants who narrated being quick to 

anger and violence in response to others. Traumatised individuals may have a very low 

threshold for instances that trigger cues of defence, or a high sensitivity to threat 

(emotional or physical), as their defensive behaviours, such as violence, may essentially 

be survival strategies (Porges, 2017).  

 

The majority of the individuals in the dominant, destructive violence pathway suggested 

a sense of being out of control over their violence, or being controlled by their violence, 

at times. Their narratives indicated that experiences of early trauma/distress initiated 

violent responses through emotion dysregulation or as a defence to feelings of threat. 

This can be seen to support the application of the Polyvagal Theory (Porges, 1995; 

2017) as applied to trauma and violence. However, violence is often a result of an 

interplay between reactive and instrumental violence (Elbert et al., 2018). In some 

cases, and over time, participant responses turned from reactive and defensive to 

controlled and instrumental uses of violence. For example, where participants described 

their violence as having an agenda, or enacting violence in pre-planned situations, rather 

than reacting in the moment, suggested instrumental as opposed to reactive uses of 

violence. Hence, participant narratives suggested that reactive violence can evolve to 

instrumental uses and still be linked to traumatic experiences. Therefore, the Polyvagal 

Theory does not inform our understanding of when bottom-up reactions to threat 

become top-down conscious responses. My findings imply that when applying the 

Polyvagal Theory to trauma and violence, we need to incorporate contextual 

understandings of trauma responses beyond physiological states to derive nuanced 

implications of findings.  

 

7.3.3 Implications for practice  

My research findings have a number of important implications for practice in respect of 

challenging the use of ACEs to predict outcomes, the need to understand contexts and 

ecological systems as interconnected and inter-responsive; recognising opportunities for 

turning points; understanding the potential for harm by pathologising trauma; 

conceptualising violence as a trauma response; the consideration of boxing as an 
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intervention for violence and trauma, and the need to rethink current responses to 

behavioural externalisation. These will each be discussed in turn.  

 

Challenging the use of ACEs to predict outcomes 

Of those who used violence in harmful ways, a range of types and severity of trauma 

exposures were identified by participants. However, violence as an outcome was not 

dependent upon the type or severity of trauma, or frequency of exposures. This is 

consistent with the notion of equifinality whereby various exposures can lead to the 

same outcome (Sheridan & McLaughlin, 2020); and supports the findings of a 

systematic review conducted on externalising symptoms presenting in the link between 

childhood trauma and offending in men [Shahid, Brown, O’Doherty, Tramontano, paper 

to be submitted for publication] which did not find a differential effect of abuse type on 

offending outcomes. This suggests that the link between trauma and violence was not 

necessarily dependent on the level of trauma experienced. In other words, whilst 

traumatic exposures lie on a continuum, the adverse impact of various degrees of 

trauma can be consistent. The impact of traumatic events or experiences is dependent 

upon the way our minds and bodies perceive the threat we are exposed to (Levine, 

2015; Porges, 2017; van der Kolk, 2014). My findings challenge the notion of dose-

dependency in relation to trauma exposure and outcomes, as is often believed (Zarse et 

al., 2019; Goldenson et al., 2021). Hence, my findings support those who dispute the 

framing of ACEs as a frequency of exposures to predict/determine outcomes (Hambrick 

et al., 2019), rather than understanding what adverse exposures mean to an individual.  

 

Need for interconnected understandings of contexts 

Anger was a distinct trigger for aggression in my sample. Although anger would appear 

to be an outcome of microsystem triggers, the wider meaning making of events as 

related to one’s place in the world, within exosystem and macrosystems 

(Bronfenbrenner’s, 1994), are important aspects of triggers for anger. My findings 

demonstrate how immediate responses, such as anger, were placed within and 

influenced by wider contexts. These findings support the need for interconnected 

understandings of contexts and environments to understand blame attribution and 

triggers for anger, as Bronfenbrenner’s theory (1994) proposed, ecological systems 
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interact and are interconnected. Hence, in practice settings, particularly in relation to 

anger management, anger as a trigger for violence should be considered in relation to 

wider and interacting influences, rather than merely an individual-derived response.  

 

Recognising opportunities for turning points 

My research demonstrates the developmental processes that young people with adverse 

experiences move through with the emergence of adulthood. It highlighted the 

importance of recognising the transitions and opportunities for turning points in 

adolescence and harnessing these in school and other youth environments. Turning 

points occurred through emotion regulation (largely produced through engagement in 

boxing), or within relational contexts, often related to empathy. This indicates the 

potential to break cycles of violence for those exposed to early life maltreatment/trauma 

through interventions that produce relational connectedness or safety (Perry et al., 

2010), or enhance emotion regulation strategies for individuals (Petering et al., 2021). 

The importance of community and relational wealth, which is impoverished in the 

modern world with fewer caregivers per child, given the social set up of families 

reduced to parents-only or single parents has previously been stressed (Szalavitz & 

Perry, 2011). Extended families have also been found to buffer negative consequences 

of maltreatment (Muller et al., 2000). My research provides avenues through which 

turning points may be facilitated – such as relational support and safety from important 

figures like teachers, coaches and members of the community/neighbourhood.  

 

The importance of harnessing relational influences for positive change (Perry et al., 

2010) is particularly prominent given the bidirectional way in which relational factors 

can work. Relational influences can precipitate violence as well as act as a protective 

factor for the same (Boman & Mowen, 2017), as highlighted by the narratives of my 

participants. For example, where peer influences have been correlated with involvement 

or remaining in delinquent and criminal networks (Boman & Mowen, 2017), my study 

expressed the importance of the same networks in supporting desistance. Furthermore, 

my findings indicated that where behaviour was a response to relational trauma, it was 

imperative that change also occurred through relational means for changes in behaviour 

to follow, rather than merely changing thoughts. This has implications for training 
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framed around trauma-awareness and trauma-responsiveness for youth workers, 

teachers, probation officers and sports coaches; highlighting the role these professionals 

can play in facilitating transitions towards prosocial behaviour. The other side of this is 

the way in which pathologising trauma responses and criminalising young people could 

lead to worsening outcomes, which may take away opportunities for recovery from 

challenging early life exposures.  

 

Pathologisation of trauma as detrimental to outcomes 

My research supports the growing recognition that trauma responses such as violence, 

aggression and defiant behaviour may be adaptive responses to threat that are not fixed. 

These findings have implications for clinical practice by providing further validation for 

reframing diagnoses and labels such as Antisocial Personality Disorder (ASPD) and 

Borderline Personality Disorder (BPD) as expressions of trauma and complex trauma 

(Herman, 2015; Kolk, 2014; Johnstone & Boyle, 2018). My research highlighted the 

need to extend research from examinations of types of traumas, or abuse and types of 

violence to the meanings of experiences and contexts that produce a need for violence. 

The Power Threat Meaning Framework (PTMF) is a model that enables such a shift in 

conceptualisation. Furthermore, meanings fashioned through socialisation are subject to 

change in response to subsequent experiences, potentially even reversing the need for 

defensive strategies, like violence employed to repel threat, as was seen with my 

participants. The pathologisation of distress or trauma can be damaging as responses to 

threat are not static, as evidenced by my findings, yet the stigma and implications of 

labels and medicalisation of trauma can be permanent. The adoption of the PTMF 

model would empower professionals in clinical and forensic settings to understand 

targets for intervention that can truly change behaviours and outcomes, rather than 

managing (or perpetuating and introducing) maladaptive behaviours through 

medication, incarceration, or writing someone off as resistant to change due to a 

‘disordered personality’.  

 

Conceptualising violence as a trauma response  

Youth violence conceptualised as a potential trauma response would support the 

reframing of violence as a symptom of vulnerability or fear, and may elicit a response 
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of support and compassion (trauma-informed responses) from professionals, such as in 

schools and forensic settings. Societal responses to violence framed as an indication of 

vulnerability may also invite support rather than rejection and stigma. My findings 

indicate the need to train educators of the various presentations and manifestations of 

trauma responses, as well as how to respond to them. The school setting has been found 

to be a site of missed opportunities for early intervention in relation to those with 

complex needs, and who may have had adverse early life experiences (Massie & 

Caulfield, 2019). Behaviour that is in response to threat may be working to promote 

survival, reduce distress or regulate physiological states, and is adaptive, even if it 

appears harmful for the individual or others (Porges, 2017).  

 

Evidence around the ways in which dysregulated states can be targeted through co-

regulation and increasing an internal sense of safety to deescalate individuals in states of 

autonomic nervous system arousal (Perry & Ablon, 2019) supports the need for trauma-

responsive schools. In addition, to appreciate the cause of behaviours, not just the 

triggers, but the reasons why the triggers exist – such as fear through abuse, or 

vulnerability through powerlessness – that translates into violence, can equip 

professionals to create trauma-informed and trauma-responsive environments that will 

be conducive to learning and promote better educational outcomes (Delahooke, 2020). 

My findings also suggest the need to consider harm from non-ACEs. For example, 

experiencing uncertainty in childhood was seen to detrimentally affect participants. 

Uncertainty may affects development of the brain and stress response systems, to 

produce heightened sensitivity to stress in later life or during childhood, which in turn 

may produce outcomes similar to other abuse exposures. 

 

Boxing as an intervention for violence and trauma 

Boxing club participants’ narratives suggested boxing was a form of emotion 

regulation, which in turn reduced harmful violence. Participants described that this was 

through allowing them greater self-control, particularly over emotional reactions and the 

ability to think before responding – suggesting greater access to cortical brain regions 

(Perry, 2011). In addition, boxing increased confidence and produced discipline, which 

participants also applied to other aspects of life. The acquisition of transferrable skills 
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has been noted as an advantageous outcome of sports even in prison settings (Meek, 

2014). Boxing also offered a calming effect on mood for participants whether they 

engaged in destructive violence or not. As such, boxing participation has been 

correlated with self-confidence and self-discipline in children and adolescents (Purcell 

& Leblanc, 2011). Themes of confidence, respect, discipline, trust and routine, as well 

as experiences of loss and defeatism identified within other research on boxing with 

criminal-justice involved youth were all echoed within my findings (Jump & Smithson, 

2020). The discussions where my participants offered insight that boxing had enabled 

them to apply discipline in their lives outside of boxing, and in relation to violence and 

crime, imply an “openness to change” (Giordano et al., 2002, p. 992), one of the 

suggested features of cognitive transformations towards achieving criminal desistance 

(Giordano et al., 2002).  

 

Neurodevelopmental knowledge can help conceptualise how boxing may have reduced 

violence. From a Polyvagal perspective of trauma, and echoing newer approaches to 

trauma treatment, rhythmic, motoric movements with others can reactivate social 

engagement systems (van der Kolk, 2014; Porges, 2017). Using the concept of play we 

can understand how boxing can reduce defensive, reactive use of violence in relation to 

those who may be responding through a triggering of trauma. Porges described play as 

the “active inhibition of the neural circuit that promotes fight/flight behaviours” (2015, 

p.4). Movement is often a characteristic of play (Porges, 2015), however, play can be 

distinguished from fight/flight responses which may employ the same neural circuits 

because play can be easily down regulated (Porges, 2015). 

 

Two features define play in Polyvagal terms as opposed to individual play with the likes 

of toys or video games. These are “reciprocal” and “synchronous” interactions – with 

the social engagement system regulating mobilisation behaviour such as fight/flight 

(Porges, 2015). These features are present in boxing. Porges (2015) described three 

states through which one would move when engaging in play, all of which can be 

identified in boxing. First, a state of vigilance (or uncertainty) – experienced through 

being faced with an opponent during sparring (making the motions of boxing with the 

aim of practicing while minimising injury). Second, the punch itself would induce a 
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state of startle and trigger the neuroception of danger and threat. Finally, the state of 

calm, which is activated through the social engagement system (face to face interaction 

and knowledge that the threat is controlled). The three states of play were evidenced 

within the narratives of the boxing club participants.  

 

As a neural exercise, play enhances the ability of the neural circuits that down regulate 

fight/flight responses (Porges, 2015). Play, in regard to its features, has been likened to 

psychotherapy, where the therapeutic relationship moves the client from states of calm 

to defence and back again to calm (Porges, 2015). The descriptions of the three states of 

play are an example of how fight/flight activation, which can be activated through 

neuroception assessment of risk, can be reduced or downregulated through boxing as 

play. This is important as the threshold for threat may be lower in traumatised 

individuals, as a result of faulty neuroception (Porges, 2004; 2017). Therefore, boxing 

as play can be an intervention that essentially downregulates defence systems through 

strengthening neural circuits (Porges, 2015), and lowering responses to faulty 

neuroception. There was evidence within participant narratives in my study that through 

experiencing controlled threat within boxing, defensive autonomic states of fight had 

downregulated over time, and allowed access to cortical regions of the brain, which in 

turn permitted thinking before reacting. This was particularly in relation to using 

destructive violence.  

 

As discussed in Chapter 2, the narratives of young men involved with the criminal 

justice system, who partook in a boxing workshop, intimated that they were not 

“think[ing] straight” when responding to violent provocation, despite knowing what 

they “should” say in response (Jump & Smithson, 2020, p. 60). This highlights a similar 

response to provocation and threat as was highlighted within my study where 

individuals responded from a place of activated threat. Similarly, confidence in what 

one is capable of doing, if needed, was pinpointed as a requirement to walk away from 

provocation rather than responding with violence (Jump & Smithson, 2020). This 

echoed the narratives of participants in my research, where boxing enabled them to have 

confidence in their own abilities, not only to defend themselves but to defend others. 

Where fighting and destructive violence were a means of defensive self (and other) 
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protection, boxing gave them the means to resist violence, being confident knowing that 

if they needed to, they could protect themselves. This confidence was enmeshed with 

upholding respect and masculinity in the eyes of others and self, which boxing – 

training for violence – allowed them to do through shifting the narratives they 

constructed around their violence. Due to the suit of confidence afforded by boxing 

skills, walking away became the demonstration of masculinity and power, rather than 

violent retaliation. My research offers potential explanatory contexts as to why this may 

have become possible – participants may have been able to have greater control over 

their emotions (anger), as well as the responses produced due to this emotional state 

activation. My findings suggested that participants may have been able to regulate their 

emotions, rather than respond from a place of threat perception. 

 

There was also evidence from participant narratives that suggested boxing enabled 

moving from a state of immobilisation to one of fight around physical threat. For this 

reason, it is conceivable that boxing could help one come back to states of social 

engagement, as it is harder to move out of immobilisation when one is stuck in a 

defensive state of threat than it is to move from fight/flight to social engagement 

(Porges, 2017). This observation of boxing targeting traumatised states can be 

understood through a therapeutic process known as renegotiation, as discussed by 

Levine (2015). Renegotiation relates to traumatic memories and defensive autonomic 

states of arousal. It centres around motor patterns evoked as a result of emotional states 

(Levine, 2015), mirroring the Polyvagal states of autonomic nervous system defences. 

For trauma renegotiation to transpire a “completion of the relevant procedural 

memories” of motor pattern phases (such as fight/flight) must occur (Levine, 2015, p. 

46). Completing the relevant procedural memories, (such as in the case of 

immobilisation), would restore activated defensive states into more active responses, 

such as fighting back with aggression. As suggested from my study, boxing could allow 

this process of renegotiation to occur and implies benefits of boxing in healing trauma. 

With further research boxing could be used as a means of body-based therapy, 

particularly for those in immobilisation states of nervous system arousal, or where 

talking therapies may not be beneficial or accessible.  
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Other neurodevelopmental concepts may also inform as to the processes through which 

boxing may act as an intervention for trauma and violence reduction. The brain is 

malleable (Perry & Ablon, 2019). The concept of neuroplasticity, which requires six 

core principles to be met in order for changes in the brain to occur (Perry & Ablon, 

2019), can explain the potential for boxing as an intervention to reduce violence. These 

are: relational context; specificity; pattern and repetition; sensitivity to stress tolerance; 

predictability/control and spacing.  

 

The most important concept of therapeutics is that relational contexts are most 

conducive to promoting changes in the brain (Perry & Ablon, 2019), boxing coaches 

offer such a platform. Boxing can activate specific circuits involved in violence – or 

physical threat. This may explain why other sports which have also been implicated as a 

form of healing and having regulatory benefits (Kokoro Consulting, 2021) may not be 

as effective in reducing violence or trauma, as specific circuits involved in threat may 

not be activated in the same way as in boxing.  

 

Next, the repetitive, patterned activity of boxing training, both within a session, and 

the requirement to be consistent in attendance, could promote brain changes due to 

neuroplasticity of the brain. Considering the environment provided by a boxing club, 

coaches and boxing peers, activation of the stress response system, which for 

traumatised individuals is often heightened and easier to activate, boxing allows a safe 

activation of the stress response system. This is through providing moderate, 

controlled and predictable stress (Perry & Ablon, 2019). The predictability and 

control (within a threatening situation) offered within a boxing club ensures that chaotic 

and unpredictable stress does not lead to unfavourable activation of stress responses.  

 

Finally, whilst boxing training is repetitive exposure to threat, it is not continuous, such 

as in the case of living within an abusive home. This spacing would also promote 

neuroplasticity. Due to these reasons boxing training within community clubs appear to 

meet the core principles of neuroplasticity, and my findings support these concepts with 

anecdotal evidence, as well as that boxing reduced destructive violence. For this reason, 

my findings support the need for more funding for community boxing clubs, 
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particularly in areas of socio-economic deprivation where disadvantage and its related 

effects may be widespread.  

 

There are, however, caveats to the suggestion of boxing as an intervention to reduce 

violence. One of the key contributions of the Polyvagal Theory (Porges, 1995; 2017) 

has been to centre social relationships in our understanding of trauma as opposed to the 

effects of fight or flight (van der Kolk, 2014). A sense of safety, relational, physical and 

emotional, is important – something the boxing club provides. Without the sense of 

safety, or ability for social engagement state activation, boxing is just another threat that 

needs to be responded to with defensive state activation – which over time could 

consolidate procedural memories and neural circuits that lead to violence in the face of 

threat. Hence I advise against the use of boxing as an intervention for violence within 

prisons. This is particularly so, as even within my population of youth from a major UK 

city, violence in many of those who already used destructive violence, was enabled, 

even if this was only initially, and in some contexts. Boxing is, after all, training for 

violence, and can be potentially harmful and cause serious injury. So, to take away the 

requirement of safety that can employ social engagement systems, one takes away the 

therapeutic and violence reducing potential of boxing. Similarly, boxing clubs within 

schools may or may not be beneficial given that bullying (and hence a sense of 

unsafety) is rife within school environments. A separate social group (such as a 

community boxing club) can enable other prosocial relationships with peers and 

coaches to develop, as was observed within my study.  

 

Furthermore, participant accounts intimated that not all boxing clubs provide the 

elements of community, belonging and interpersonal support that they enjoyed within 

the boxing club accessed for this study. It is possible that in these other clubs, where 

persistent messages adhering to hegemonic masculinity and stubborn preoccupations 

with competition and achievement on a professional scale are prevalent, the potential 

for prosocial change is overshadowed. The need to outperform others, establish one’s 

place within such an environment, and succeed at all costs may present as a threat in 

and of itself. From a neuroplasticity perspective, without a sense of relational safety, 

which would be key to establishing the therapeutic backdrop conducive for changes in 
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the brain (Perry & Ablon, 2019), and within a physically and psychologically 

aggressive (relentlessly competitive) environment, the need for a safe activation of the 

stress response system may not occur; nor the spacing (from threat) required for 

changes in the brain to follow (Perry & Ablon, 2019).  

 

In the same vein, prisons are littered with threat in regards to peer violence within 

prison (Wolff et al., 2007), loss of freedom creating potential for psychological trauma, 

levels of security and dysfunctional forms of control (Homel & Thompson, 2005). 

These factors offer a sense of the consuming layers of threat present within the 

environment. For this reason, it is reasonable to assume that boxing as an intervention 

for violence may not perform in the same way in prisons as it may in community 

settings. Even where relational support from peers or officers may be present for some 

in prison, the inescapable sense of authority, loss of autonomy and liberty may render 

the positive potential of boxing as an intervention for violence ineffective at best, or 

harmful and inciting further training for violence, at worst.  

 

Participants in my study identified that they used violence because: they did not know 

better ways of coping, had only known violence as a tool for conflict resolution, or lived 

within cultures promoting masculine socialisation and identities where the expectation 

to use violence was overpowering. These findings illuminate the need to equip youths, 

particularly those who are socialised within cultures of violence, with better coping 

strategies and tools for conflict resolution. Boxing has a unique advantage as a 

therapeutic intervention, considering men socialised within damaging ideologies of 

masculinity may be unlikely to access other body-based treatments like yoga (Cagas et 

al., 2021), or to access talking therapies given their perception of emotions as a 

vulnerability, or due to associations with femininity (Cagas et al., 2021); than they are 

to access boxing.  

 

Findings further suggested that turning points through emotion regulation and relational 

contexts may have been linked – even where it was not empathy that caused the shift. 

Of importance was the discovery that turning points through empathy occurred after 

participants had started boxing. It is possible that through boxing, participants learnt to 



 217 

not only regulate their emotions, but that this also enabled access to their prefrontal 

cortex which enabled empathic understandings of the impact of their violence. 

Empathic behaviour is associated with the prefrontal cortex (Chialant et al., 2016). A 

sense of fear or threat restricts access to the prefrontal cortex which is involved in 

rational or complex thinking and empathy (Szalavitz & Perry, 2011). Since boxing 

increased control over one’s emotions, body and responses, it is possible that through 

repeated exercising of neural circuits, participants felt more in control of their reactions 

to perceived threat. This enabled them to stop living in a state of constant threat, 

enabling access to prefrontal cortex regions of the brain, which in turn enabled the 

exercise of empathy, or enabled avenues for social engagement and connection rather 

than protection. This is not to imply that boxing creates empathy, but that reducing a 

sense of threat, and with the power and influence of protective factors such as prosocial 

others, attempts at redirecting individuals from destructive violence can be heightened 

through empathy or relational connectedness.  

 

Boxing facilitating desistance 

The work presented in this thesis complements that of criminological and sociological 

scholarship around sport and boxing and criminal desistance. Such research highlights 

that individual and socio-cultural/structural factors are interrelated, inter-responsive and 

need to be considered simultaneously in understanding boxing as a means of facilitating 

desistance (Barry, 2007). Integrated theories are crucial to our understanding of 

desistance, where individual factors such as attitudes, values and decision making need 

to be understood with an appreciation for the role of socio-cultural factors (Jump & 

Smithson, 2020); siloed understandings cannot offer the grounds for understanding and 

promoting desistance.  

 

In response to the “black box problem” discussed in Chapter 2 (Jump & Smithson, 

2020, p. 57; Coalter, 2007) and the limited explanatory contexts around sport and 

criminal desistance – within the context of boxing and use of destructive violence in at-

risk youth – my research can offer the groundwork on which explanatory models can be 

built. My findings can offer a starting point by combining knowledge from 

neurophysiological research and theories with in-depth first-person accounts of 
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histories, contexts and of what happens on an individual basis in relation to 

transformations that lead to prosocial change.  

 

Jump (2017) argued that researchers and practitioners need to invest in understanding 

how programmes designed to facilitate desistance achieve their desired outcomes. My 

research extends criminological work in relation to offering depth and nuance to our 

understanding of the psychological and neurophysiological processes involved in how 

boxing may be facilitating desistance and reducing violence outside of the realm of 

boxing for at-risk youth. My work also offers an understanding of the role of trauma 

and distress interacting with environmental and structural factors that may be preventing 

the potential of boxing in producing a reduction in violent responses. As evidenced by 

my research, an understanding of the interaction between interpersonal, socio-

political/cultural and the inter-responsiveness of psycho-neurophysiological factors 

within these contexts can advance our knowledge of violence in youth. This 

understanding can also disentangle evidence as to why some individuals may find 

transformation through boxing, whilst others who are not offered the appropriate 

conditions for neurophysiological changes, relational safety and a means of adopting a 

prosocial identity in place of an antisocial one, do not move along the path of 

desistance.  

 

Furthermore, whilst criminological scholarship offers important groundwork and 

contributions as to the role of boxing in criminal desistance, my work extends this by 

illuminating the role of psychological safety, primarily through relational safety, that is 

essential to the social bonds considered to be a deterrent from engagement in antisocial 

behaviour and crime (Hirschi, 1969). It also provides explanatory context to why the 

mere engagement in activities that promote social bonding is not necessarily sufficient 

to reduce delinquency. My research further highlights the importance of nuanced 

assessments of conduits such as boxing believed to reduce violence, and the 

consideration that individuals may be at different stages of the pathway. For example, 

the pathway to desistance may begin by boxing initially enabling violence. Then, in the 

right circumstances, and over time, it may allow space for neural threat response 

deactivation and downregulating of defence systems through repeated exposure to 
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controlled threat, and finally the engagement of neural circuits that promote social 

engagement and safety, to lead one towards desistance. However, relational safety is 

imperative. Indeed, an environment of mutual respect created by sporting project 

leaders has been identified as essential, including not responding to aggression with 

aggression (Nichols, 2007), which can reduce threat response activation within the 

sporting arena. For this, reflexivity in practice (Jump, 2017) and training for coaches 

and staff working with young pugilists would be essential for creating environments of 

safety, producing the right backdrop for therapeutic changes in the brain (Perry & 

Ablon, 2019). This does not, in any way downplay the potential for harm through 

enabled violence in those already engaging in destructive violence, however, the longer-

term benefits of this trade-off are nonetheless promising.  

 

That high-aggression pursuits such as boxing maintain masculine values is considered 

unfavourable (Jump, 2017), and rightly so. However, from reflecting on participant 

narratives, I argue that boxing provides a means of reframing hyper-masculine ideals 

such as violence, power and strength, but in a constructive way. Training for boxing 

allowed the rejection of compulsory responding to provocation with violence (as may 

have previously been the bar for proving oneself upon a masculine stage). Instead, 

masculinity could now be maintained through the same values, but in regards to power 

and strength over oneself and one’s emotional reactions, such as anger. The meanings 

around power then, shifted from the act of violence, to the act of restraint and 

consideration, and in a shift in one’s sense of self regarding the ability to be able to 

respond with violence should one need to. However, this was described as a process, 

and not one that resulted in the same outcome for each young pugilist. The process of 

defeat, and recognising that others of lower (perceived) standing, by virtue of age, for 

example, could overpower one, provided a means of reflection upon which masculine 

ideals of strength and power were reformed. This transformation came through 

understanding that success could no longer be achieved through the same reactive 

responses. It is imperative to consider that this transformation did not happen in 

isolation, these values and ideals, as demonstrated by participant narratives, came from 

ideals communicated by coaches, and the ethos practiced in the boxing gym.  
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Whilst values aligned with hegemonic masculinity may not be ideal in producing 

desistance (Jump, 2017), maintaining gendered structures are not the only threat to 

programmes targeting desistance, where the outside lives of individuals continue to be 

rife with threat. My work highlights the need for understanding the role of masculinity 

and associated violence in the high-threat lives of those who are drawn to such high-

aggression pursuits. By creating environments and social structures that do not threaten 

individuals not conforming to masculine ideals, then working with pre-existing 

masculine identities rather than seeking to remove them, where they have been a shield 

and means of survival for individuals; it is my understanding that this can offer a 

framework for more sustained transformations.  

 

Rethinking current responses to behavioural externalisation 

Moving away from a state of internal threat as enabling a move away from destructive 

violence in youth highlights the power of a felt sense of safety. The notion of safety is 

so widely overlooked in most current responses to violence. For example, incarceration, 

punishment within school or home contexts, stigma and rejection can all contribute to 

experiences of emotional (or other) sense of threat. This is particularly problematic 

given that the brain processes information sequentially, hence it is essential to adopt the 

use of the following sequence in order to move individuals out of a dysregulated state: 

regulate, relate then reason (Perry & Ablon, 2019; Neurosequential Model of 

Therapeutics, Perry, 2006; Perry 2009). An adult would need to remain attuned and 

responsive to a young person’s state in order to achieve co-regulation and for the 

individual to feel safe (Delahooke, 2020). However, current responses to behavioural 

externalisation approach individuals through top-down methods, aiming to reason first, 

which may be counterproductive and further increase dysregulation for the individual 

(Delahooke 2020), thereby potentially intensifying the need to respond with aggression. 

Hence my findings advocate for research and practice to consider the potential of 

activities and pursuits that enhance emotion regulation and relational connectedness.  

 

7.3.4 Implications for policy   

My findings also have implications for policy in respect of trauma and responses to 

violence. The misinterpretation of the term ‘cycle of violence’ can manifest as policies 



 221 

missing other aspects of abuse – as can be assumed to have been happening from our 

collective understanding that witnessing domestic abuse or intimate partner violence 

between parents was not as problematic as ‘experiencing’ domestic abuse first hand. 

Assuming that policies reflect societal understandings, the impact of witnessing 

domestic abuse between parents as direct and not secondary has only recently been 

acknowledged (Domestic Abuse Act, 2021). My findings indicated that exposure to 

parental discord was experienced as traumatic and can have similar outcomes as 

physical abuse, for example.  

 

The Education Secretary, Gavin Williamson, addressed the Foundation for Education 

Development in March 2021 (Department of Education [DoE], 2021). However, the 

speech prominently overlooked the state of collective and individual threat that the 

pandemic and its related effects will have created. Since a neurodevelopmentally 

sensitive and trauma-informed approach to behavioural externalisation implies the need 

for emotional states and stress response regulation, providing emotional, physical and 

relational safety, as a means of promoting good behaviour, should be advocated in 

school contexts from a place of policy. 

 

Given the likelihood of trauma-induced violence, my findings advocate a consideration 

for non-punitive initial responses to violence-using youth involved in the criminal 

justice system. A trauma-informed criminal justice system, through training and 

policies, would be one where alternative forms of ‘justice’ or rehabilitation may be 

considered in exchange of those that may further traumatise and increase need for 

relying upon violence. This would be a more trauma-aware response and work to 

ultimately reduce violence in society that may further be perpetuated by the 

criminogenic effects of the likes of incarceration (Cid, 2009). Boxing may be promoted 

as a neural intervention for criminal-justice-involved youth in the community as an 

alternative to other punitive measures. As suggested by my findings, and if backed by 

further research, this may have benefits of community, belonging, goals and creating a 

place of relational safety for the individual, whilst upholding violent identities that may 

be a coping mechanism, but in a ‘constructive’ rather than ‘destructive’ way.  
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Providing emotional, physical and relational safety, as a means of promoting good 

behaviour, should be advocated, as is promoted in relation to developmental trauma and 

based on the principles of the Polyvagal theory and the neurosequential development 

and regulation of the brain (Porges, 2017; Delahooke, 2020; Perry & Szalavitz, 2017; 

Perry & Ablon, 2019). My findings support the need to understand a felt sense of safety 

(emotional and physical) as being vital to threat response (de)activation, and thereby 

violence use in those who may be responding through triggered (conscious or 

unconscious) memories of distress. My research suggests a need for all contexts 

inhabited by violence-using (and traumatised) individuals to incorporate promoting a 

sense of safety, predominantly through encouraging relational safety that can encourage 

social engagement and deactivate threat responses. 

 

7.4 Concluding thoughts 

The predominant pathway to the use of violence arising from this work was located in 

an early history of adversity, a subsequent phase of anger and an outward expression of 

blame, enactment of violence towards others, punctuated by turning points that 

eventually led participants towards a more ‘constructive’ expression of violence. 

Pathways to violence were created through meanings ascribed to power, which were 

socially constructed and deeply influenced by socialisation. My research also clarified 

that whilst these trajectories could be charted through meaning-making of experiences 

and emotions and belief systems, they were not fixed, and turning points could occur as 

early as adolescence.  

 

The turning points of participants signal opportunities for interventions related to 

emotion regulation and relational connectedness, both of which can reduce states of 

autonomic nervous system arousal and sensitised threat perception and responses. 

Boxing enables such turning points and my research clarified that it is not only 

individual-directed interventions that are needed in order to inspire change in users of 

destructive violence – like targeting anger, or individual belief systems. But rather there 

is a powerful effect of relational connectedness, empathy and a felt sense of safety that 

can be harnessed through principles of neuroplasticity and important others in the lives 

of violence-using individuals. Whilst this can be family, it can also be coaches, teachers, 
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friends or neighbours. The need to target wider structural belief systems that influence 

individual meaning-making – such as the association between masculinity and violence, 

and violence and power, was also suggested. Processes of meaning-making are 

interconnected and inter-responsive in relation to ecological systems that impact 

meaning-making, hence interventions around trauma and violence must also be applied 

through multiple levels.  
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Appendix A – Interview schedule 

 

Please note, the questions are in bold. The bullet points below are merely a guide/ prompts for 

the interviewer to ask more specifics should there be a lack of discussion for the question, or 

should the need arise following the narrative from the participant. Some of the questions in bold 

may not apply to all participants, such as those around violence use, where a participant has 

already discussed that they have never engaged in violence. The same principle applies to any 

question where the need to ask has already been negated by previous discussions. Notes in 

(brackets) are generally for interviewer guidance around purpose of question. The questions can 

be asked in any order, as deemed appropriate.   

 

Begin interview with rapport building statements, and asking the interviewee how they are 

feeling today.  

 

Proceed to re-inform interviewee of the purpose of the interview and that they are under no 

obligation to continue with the interview should they wish to stop at any point, and that this will 

not affect them in any way, and they do not need to give a reason for withdrawing participation 

at any point.  

 

Remind interviewee that they can request a break at any point and ask for clarifications of 

questions if something is not clear.  

 

Family 

Tell me a little bit about your family?  

• Who was in your family?  

• What was family life like growing up? 

 

Parents 

What were your parents like?  

• What was your relationship like with them? 

• How would you describe your caregivers’ parenting style? (Were they overly harsh in 

discipline? Were they coercive – did they use threats or force in any way?) 

• Or were they quite affectionate, supportive, did they listen to you?  

• Did your caregivers/ parents have any problems with substance use?  
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• Were your parents/ caregivers involved with the law? Did they have any convictions? If 

so, how old were you then? How did knowing that make you feel at the time?  

• Did you witness any violence between your parents? Please describe.  

• Did you experience separation from either parent under 17 years of age? (Either for 

extended periods of time, or where they had left the family system?) 

• Are you in touch with your parents now? Parental death during childhood/ 

adolescence? 

 

Siblings/ peers/ friends 

Tell me a little about your siblings? 

• What was your relationship like with your siblings? Different with different siblings? 

• What about other kids/ peers at schools or in the neighbourhood, what was you 

relationship like with them?  

• What were your group of friends like? 

• Tell me about the friends you were closest to? 

• Did any of your friends or peers engage in deviant behaviours? (Theft, aggression, 

property damage, fire setting, harming animals, bullying other people etc?) 

• What were your views on their behaviour?  

• Did you ever join in with them? 

• Is anyone from your close circle of friends violent? 

• Have you had any connections with gangs?  

• Were any of your friends part of any gangs?  

• Was it quite common to see violence being used in your neighbourhood, what about 

your school?  

 

Education 

Tell me a bit about school? What was school like for you?  

• How did you feel about going to school? (Attitudes about school) 

• What were your grades like at school?  

• Did you used to get into trouble at school? 

• Have you ever been bullied?  

• And what about bullying others, have you ever done that?  

• What were your hobbies as a child? (before the age of 16). And now? 
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• Did you attend any afterschool classes? 

• Did you take part in any sports outside of school during childhood? (before the age of 

16) 

• Were you part of any clubs, teams, activities, groups or organisations growing up? 

• Do you think academic achievement is important?  

• Did you ever get expelled from school?  

• Did you engage in truancy/ skiving/ bunking at school? What was the reason for this? 

• Was this with a specific set of friends?  

 

Employment 

Have you ever had a job? What were your first few experiences of employment like? 

• Relationship with colleagues / managers etc?  

• How long did these employments last?  

• What were the reasons for them coming to an end?  

• Do you have any career aspirations for the future? What do they involve? 

 

Abuse 

Did you feel loved by your mother… and father? 

• Were there any differences between the way you and your siblings were treated by 

your parents? 

 

This is a little more personal… what about any experiences of abuse? Would you say that 

you were ever abused in any way whilst growing up…. or more recently?  

• If so, by who? 

• If answer is no… I’m just going to give you some examples of types of abuse that one 

can experience, because sometimes we are not always aware that what we are 

experiencing is abuse.  

• Emotional abuse - Did you feel loved as a child? Did you ever feel unwanted? By your 

parents? 

• Neglect - Were there any instances where you felt that your caregivers weren’t 

providing enough food, clothes, did you ever feel that you or your siblings were 

unattended to?  



 262 

• Sexual abuse - Did anyone ever make you feel uncomfortable sexually when you were 

a child? Did they ever touch you in a way which made you feel uncomfortable, or do 

things to you which you weren’t comfortable with, did anyone ever show you sexually 

explicit pictures, for example?  

• Were you ever placed in foster care? 

 

 

Alterations in perception of the perpetrator 

Since (the traumatic event) how has your relationship with (perpetrator) or the way you 

perceive them/ relate to them changed?  

(“I sometimes think that people had the right to hurt me”) 

Alterations in perceptions of others 

How would you describe your trust in people? 

• Do you generally find it easy or difficult to trust people?  

• Since (the traumatic event) would you say that your relationships with other people 

have changed? What about the way yoy think of other people, has that changed in any 

way? (“I have trouble trusting people.”) 

 

Major changes 

Did you have to deal with any major changes whilst growing up, and did you find those 

challenging in any way?  

• (Like moving house, separation of parents) 

• How did you deal with those changes? 

 

Other traumatic experiences  

Would you say you’ve had other traumatic experiences in your life? Or anything that you 

found difficult to deal with?  

• Accidents? Natural disasters? Witnessing/ caught up in terror incidents?  

• Did you ever experience any periods of homelessness in your life?  

• Can you describe this period of life? How did it make you feel? How did you cope? 

 

Intimate relationships 

Have you had intimate relationships?  
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• What have they been like?  

• Can you describe the relationships for me? How old were you? Who were they with? 

What were they like? How long were the relationships? Would you say they have been 

a positive aspect of your life, or something which often causes concern for you? 

• Who was the most serious relationship with? How old were you then? Have you had 

other serious relationships apart from that one? 

 

Health 

Tell me a little about your physical health?  

• Do you suffer from any physical illnesses or chronic pain? 

• Growing up, did you ever experience any persistent physical symptoms for which 

doctors could not find a clear cause? (Headaches or pains in the body?) 

• What about more recently? 

 

Mental Health 

Could you tell me about your mental health? 

• Have you ever been diagnosed with a mental illness?  

• What was it? When were you diagnosed? 

• Have you ever been hospitalised due to your metal health? 

• Do you feel your mental health, (even non- diagnosed) interferes in your ability to 

perform everyday tasks in any way? If so, please describe. 

 

Trauma symptoms questions 

How have your experiences changed you? (Define which experiences if need be). 

• Do you feel differently about yourself in any way? (“Feeling guilty about things”) 

 

Do you experience any symptoms which you feel are a result of the trauma you have 

experienced (define which trauma is being referred to).  

• Do you ever experience intense physical reactions when you are reminded of the 

trauma/ event/ incident/ time period (pounding heart, nausea, muscle tension, 

sweating)? 

• Irrational or intense fear/ panic attacks? 
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• Nightmares/ Flashbacks/ feelings of intense distress when you remember the 

incident? 

• Being easily moved to tears? 

• Feeling jumpy/ easily startled? 

• Do you have difficulty with sleep? Either falling asleep or maintaining sleep? 

• Do you remember the incident/ trauma clearly? 

• Lost interest in activities or life in general?  

• Feeling numb/ empty? 

• Spending a lot of time withdrawn into yourself? 

• Do you feel constantly on alert? Or more so than previously, after the incident? 

• Do you remember the incident clearly?   

• Do you feel a lot of guilt/ shame/ embarrassment or self-blame? 

• Do you seek out high risk activities? 

• fear of being alone/ fear of being in crowds? 

 

Coping 

Tell me a little about how you would cope with stressful or painful situations or emotions 

(growing up and now)?  

• When you would be upset, how would you manage how you felt?  

• What were your coping strategies? 

• Would you seek out support from other people to feel better? Or did you prefer to 

deal with things on your own?  

• Was there anyone outside of your immediate family or other than your close friends 

who you trusted, or felt close to? 

 

Alterations in the capacity to regulate emotions 

Has the way you manage emptions changed since the traumatic event? 

(“I find it hard to calm myself down after I become upset and have trouble getting back on 

track”). 

 

Alterations in consciousness and identity 

Have there been any changes in your consciousness in any way? Do you daydream more 

for example, do you tend to space out when frightened or under stress.  
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Alterations in systems of meaning 

Has the way you place meaning on things in your life changed since the traumatic 

event(s)? 

(“I believe that life has lost its meaning.”) 

Problems with violence 

Tell me a little about the use of violence, and what it means to you.  

• Do you use violence? Have you used it in the past at all, either in childhood or more 

recently?  

• Have you ever attempted to, or caused physical harm to another person or animal?  

• Can you tell me when that was?  

• Did you or your friends ever use animals in play as a child? 

• Did it result in serious injury for the other person? 

• Would you say that you are frequently violent?  

• What was the function/ purpose of that violence for you? What I mean by this, is, 

what did the act of violence achieve for you?  

• Have other people ever had any concerns about your use of violence?  Even as a one 

off?  

• What age did this occur at? 

• Have you ever used a weapon, such as a knife or a gun?  

• Do you carry a weapon around with you? Such as a knife?  

• What is the purpose of this? 

 

If you have not been physically violent towards another person, has there ever been an 

instance where you have threatened violence?  

 

Or a time where you really wanted to be violent, but didn’t?   

 

Problems with violent ideation or intent 

Could you tell me a little (more) about the thoughts of violence you referred to? 

• How often do you get these thoughts, even if you do not act upon them?  

• Do you ever get thoughts of harming other people?  

• Are these thoughts ever intrusive or unwanted?  
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• Or are they rewarding and gratifying? Do they make you feel good? 

• Do you ever act on these thoughts? 

• Are they detailed thoughts, and realistic? 

 

Problems with violent attitudes 

Do you feel it is justifiable or okay to use violence to get your own way or to obtain 

something? Like if you needed some cash, or someone wasn’t listening to you?  

• Have you ever felt pleasure or satisfaction when someone has been physically hurt, or 

when you have hurt them? Can you describe this? 

• What are your thoughts on the police or other law enforcement officials?  

 

Problems with insight (into violence risk) 

What would you say are the things that have contributed to your use of violence in the 

past? And currently?  

• Do you think there is anything which increases your use of violence, or decreases it?  

• Personal factors – (mood, substances) 

• Interpersonal factors – (influence of intimate or peer relationships, presence or 

absence of social support) 

• Contextual – (neighbourhood characteristics, employment status)  

• Or if you do not use violence, is there anything, or any situations which make you want 

to use violence, even if you don’t act on it?  

 

For any of the times where you’ve used violence in the past/ since trauma, do you feel it 

reflects back to your experiences in childhood, in any way?  

 

Problems with instability 

Affective instability  

How would you describe your general mood?  

• Are you generally a happy person? 

• Do you often feel hopeless or dejected? 

• Seriously distressed or anxious 

• Seriously irritable or angry 

• Rapidly changing mood or emotional state? 

• Would you say you have a short temper? 
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Emotional competence 

Tell me a little bit about how you manage your emotions? 

• Would you describe yourself as an emotional person? 

• Do you get upset easily? 

• Do you find it easy to express when you feel upset?  

• How do you generally express when you are upset? 

• (Prompt further if needed: Would you say your emotions are usually internalised or 

externalised? – explain what these mean, if needed). 

 

Behavioural instability?  

How would you describe your behaviour? 

• Restless, hyperactive?  

• Do you ever get sudden outbursts of anger/ aggression? 

• Would you say you act on impulse or in an irresponsible way, without considering 

alternatives or consequence of your actions?  

• Do you feel you act in a self-destructive manner? – something that may put you or 

others at risk?  

• How do other people generally describe your behaviour? Do you ever ‘act out’, or has 

anyone ever described you that way, growing up or now?  

 

Substance misuse 

Tell me a little about your use of substances or alcohol?  

• Did you ever try any drugs or alcohol whilst growing up?  

• Would you say any of it was problematic use or substance misuse? Addiction? 

• When did you start using alcohol/ drugs?  

• Do you currently use substances as a means of coping or for other reasons?  

• Has your substance use ever lead to any dangerous or unsafe behaviour? Any illegal 

behaviour?  

• Have you had any involvement in the drug trade? 

• Has the substance use ever caused you financial difficulties?  

• Has the substance use caused any problems with your intimate or non-intimate 

relationships?  
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• Have you ever received treatment for substance misuse? Are you currently in need of 

treatment for substance use?  

• How would you describe your drug/ alcohol use over time, how has it changed? Has it 

increased, decreased? 

 

Self-harm 

Have you ever hurt yourself physically, self-harmed, or felt like self-harming?  

• What caused you to do this? 

• Prompt for frequency 

• How did the (self-harming behaviour) make you feel? What did that (self-harming 

behaviour) do for you? – (function of behaviour) 

• Have you ever attempted suicide or had suicidal thoughts? 

• How many times has this happened?  

• What would you say lead to it? 

 

Cognitive instability 

How would you describe your sense of self – how do you view yourself?  

• Do you feel you are a bad or evil person in any way?  

• Do you feel the same about yourself in different situations/ around different people in 

life? (Clear and consistent sense of self?) 

• When problems occur in life, where do you think the blame/ reason for that usually 

lies? (Distorted attribution style – blames all problems on others or self?)  

• Distractible – can’t focus or maintain concentration?  

• How do you perceive other people’s actions? (Quick to judge others or blame others?) 

• How do you tend to make decisions? Gives little forethought to decisions? 

 

Do you feel other people are often trying to harm you? In what way do you think this is? 

• Physically, emotionally, financially?  

 

Influences in life 

What do you think has lead you to where you are in life today?  

• What things have had the biggest impact or influence in your life or your decisions? 

(Positive or negative) 
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• What were the good influences and the bad influences? 

• In what way have these things impacted your life and decisions? 

• What has been the most negative influence?  

• What has been the most positive influence? 

 

 

End interview with asking how the interviewee is feeling and if they have any questions.  
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Appendix B – Recruitment poster for boxing club 

Are you between 16 – 25 years old?
Do you attend the [name of club 

redacted]?

If you are interested in informing 
current research on how early life 

experiences can influence behaviour 
in later life, please contact 

Sahar Shahid on [contact number 
redacted].

The project has been approved by Coventry University ethics 
committee. 

The research involves taking part in a 
one-to-one interview on your life 

experiences. 
This may take between 1 – 2 hours.
All interviews will be anonymised.

Taking part in this research makes 
you eligible to enter into a prize draw 

to win a £50 gift voucher.

RESEARCH PARTI CI PATI ON  REQUEST
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Appendix C – Consent interview invitation letter (prison) 

 

Hello, my name is Sahar Shahid and I would like to invite you to have an informal chat 

with me where I can tell you about a project I am carrying out. For this I have booked 

an appointment with the Psychology Department at Foston Hall. Please do not worry, 

this is just an informal chat and I look forward to meeting you there to discuss the 

project in more detail. It is then entirely up to you if you decide to take part or not. I 

hope you will be able to attend.  
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Appendix D – Participant consent form 

 

Title: Early life experiences and behaviour in later life 

 

If you wish to participate in this research, please read the following statements carefully, and 

add your initials in the box next to each statement to indicate that you agree: 

 

I have read and understand the Participant Information Sheet and have had the time to ask 

any questions.  

 

 

I understand that it is entirely my decision to take part in the study and that I can withdraw 

at any point, without providing a reason for it and up to two weeks after the interview. 

 

 

 

I understand my data will be digitally recorded.  

 

 

I understand that data collected will be kept confidential and that I will not be identifiable 

in any research outputs.  

 

 

I understand that any disclosures I make about an offence that has not previously been 

reported or indicate that an identifiable individual is at risk of harm, then this will be 

reported to the appropriate agency.  

 

 

I agree to take part in the above research.  

 

 

 

Participant name 

………………………………………………………………………………………………… 
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Participant signature 

…………………………………………………………………………………………… 

 

Date 

……………………………………………………………………………………………………

………………. 

 

 

Researcher name 

………………………………………………………………………………………………… 

 

Researcher signature 

…………………………………………………………………………………………… 

 

Date 

……………………………………………………………………………………………………

………………. 
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Appendix E – Participant information sheet 

Study title: Early life experiences and behaviour in later life 

 

Why are we doing this study? 

This study is being carried out to explore and understand how early life experiences 

might influence behaviour in later life. The study looks at topics such as family life, 

health, education, violence and behaviour. It is being conducted as part of a PhD project 

for which Sahar Shahid is the lead researcher. 

 

Why have I been asked to take part? 

You are being requested to take part because [these will be deleted and only one option 

retained as appropriate] 

You have been convicted of a violent offence and are currently in an 

institution/prison/establishment due to the offence.   

You are accessing a boxing club 

 

Do I have to take part?  

You do not have to take part in this study. Participation is entirely voluntary. If you 

chose to take part, you will be asked to read and sign a consent form. You can withdraw 

from the study at any point, including during the interview and up to two weeks after 

the interview has been completed. You do not have to give a reason if you do not wish 

to take part or if you wish to withdraw from the study. Please note that the study and the 

researchers are entirely independent of the [prison/ institution/establishment]. Your 

decision to take part will not affect your [sentence, service involvement].  

 

What will happen if I take part? 

We will arrange a date and time to conduct an interview at [the institution/boxing club]. 

Where appropriate, interviews through online video conferencing (such as Skype) may 

be considered. During the interview the researcher will ask you questions about your 

early and current life circumstances. The interview will be audio recorded. The 

interviews will be transcribed by the Lead Researcher (Sahar Shahid).  
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What are the possible benefits for taking part? 

Your participation in the research can help provide a deeper understanding of 

appropriate responses and support for various childhood experiences. The research 

findings will be used to develop an understanding of the impact of negative life 

experiences in early life on behaviour. The findings may also inform treatment 

interventions for those who have experienced negative early life experiences.  [For all 

except Prison group – You will also be entered into a prize draw where you stand a 

chance of winning a £50 gift voucher, please note this does not affect your right to 

withdraw from the study]. Please indicate and sign at the bottom of this form if you 

wish to participate in the prize draw, and provide an email address where you can be 

contacted with details should you win the prize. Your email address will be stored 

separately to your other details.  

 

What are the possible disadvantages and risks of taking part? 

It is possible that you may find some of the questions and discussions that form part of 

the study to be sensitive or distressing. Should this happen, please feel free to request 

time out of the interview, or to postpone should you need this. Alternatively, you are 

under no obligation to continue with the interview if it becomes distressing to the point 

that you wish to withdraw. You will not be asked to give a reason if you wish to 

withdraw. A list of specialist support agencies and their contact details have been 

provided at the end of this form in case you would like to discuss any issues or concerns 

which arise through the interview or afterwards. [For Prison group only – Details of 

how to access the [insert appropriate service] provided within [the prison/institution] 

will also be provided to you]. 

 

There is also a demand on your time, the interview will take approximately one to one 

and a half hours. Please note that this is an approximation. [For all except Prison group 

- [However, we attempt to compensate you for your time with the chance to win a £50 

gift voucher]. 

 

What happens if something goes wrong? 
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If you are unable to attend the scheduled interview, please contact Sahar Shahid as soon 

as possible on [insert contact details] or [let a member of staff at the institution know, 

who can contact Sahar Shahid to inform her]. We can re-arrange the interview date and 

time if possible. If the interviewer is unable to attend, she will contact you as soon as 

possible to cancel, or re-schedule.  

 

Will my taking part in this study be kept confidential? 

Yes. All data collected will be kept strictly confidential and will be processed in 

accordance with the General Data Protection Regulation 2016 (GDPR) and Data 

Protection Act 1998. Data collected will only be accessed by the research team who are 

all based within Coventry University. Data will be retained until Dec 2026. Published 

and written findings will include discussions within the interviews, and will contain 

extracts or quotations, however, these will be anonymised. Consent forms will be stored 

separately to the audio recorded interviews and will be stored in a locked cabinet at the 

University and destroyed by Dec 2026. After the audio recording has been transcribed it 

will be destroyed. All electronic files will be stored on password-protected computers.  

 

How can I make a complaint?  

if you have any concerns, or wish to make a complaint, you can contact Sahar Shahid in 

the first instance or her Director of Studies, Professor Sarah Brown (details provided 

below) to discuss your complaint.  

 

[For Prison group] – If you have any concerns or wish to make a complaint, please 

speak to the Psychology team at the institution/establishment and they can pass on your 

concerns to the researchers.  

 

Disclosure 

If you tell the researchers about an offence which has not previously been reported or 

disclose any information regarding an identifiable individual being at risk of harm, this 

will be reported to the appropriate service/[prison staff].  

 

What will happen to the results of this research study? 
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The study is being conducted as part of a PhD project. It will be written up in the form 

of a thesis and articles and may be presented at conferences and meetings. A report of 

the findings will also be shared with Her Majesty’s Prison and Probation Service. Please 

remember that your personal details such as names, will not be used in any outputs.  

 

Who is organising and funding the research? 

This research is funded by Coventry University, Faculty of Health and Life Sciences. 

Sahar Shahid is the lead researcher, with Professor Sarah Brown as the Director of 

Studies.  

 

Who has reviewed the study? 

The study has been reviewed and approved by Coventry University Research Ethics 

Committee and Her Majesty’s Prison and Probation Service.  

 

Contact for further information 

Sahar Shahid (Lead researcher) 

shahid12@uni.coventry.ac.uk  

 

Professor Sarah Brown, Forensic Psychologist, C.Psychol, AFBPsS, FHEA 

Sarah.Brown@Coventry.ac.uk 
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Appendix F – Participant consent form for prize draw 

 

 

 

I wish to take part in the £50 gift voucher prize draw (please tick)  

 

 

 

If you agree to take part in the prize draw, please sign, date and provide an email address 

below. 

 

 

 

Signed……………………………………………………………………………………………

…………………............ 

 

 

 

Date………………………………………………………………………………………………

……………………………… 

 

 

 

Email 

address……………………………………………………………………………………………

…………………... 
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Appendix G – Participant Debrief form 

Title: Early life experiences and behaviour in later life 

Thank you for participating in this research.  

 

The aim of this research is to explore early life experiences and how they might 

influence behaviour in later life. The research can enhance our understanding of 

appropriate responses and support for different childhood experiences. The findings can 

be used to develop an understanding of the impact of negative life experiences in early 

life on behaviour. This research can also help to inform treatment or interventions for 

those who have had difficult early life experiences or those who use violence in their 

daily lives.  

 

The results of this research will be written up in in the form of a thesis and may be 

formally shared through journal articles, conferences and meetings. A report of the 

findings will also be shared with Her Majesty’s Prison and Probation Service. Please 

remember that your personal details such as names, will not be used in any outputs.  

 

Please note that if you wish to withdraw your data from this research you can contact 

Sahar Shahid (shahid12@uni.coventry.ac.uk) within a two-week period. You will not 

have to provide a reason for this. Please note that after two weeks your data will have 

been anonymised and may therefore not be identifiable to remove from the study.  

 

If you have any further questions, please do not hesitate to ask or contact me by email. 

If you have any concerns you can also speak to me regarding this, or you can contact 

my supervisor Professor Sarah Brown (sarah.brown@coventry.ac.uk).  

 

Please find a list of support agencies that you can contact should you want to with this 

debrief form. [For Prison group – Please contact the institution Psychology 

team/Service if this interview has raised any concerns or questions which you would 

like to discuss, or request support for]. 

 

Thank you once again for your participation.  
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Appendix H – List of support agencies 

Details of support agencies 

 

Samaritans 

Offer telephone support if you need 

someone to talk to or if you are feeling 

suicidal 

Tel: 116 123 

Email: jo@samaritans.org  

 

NAPAC  

National Association for People Abused in 

Childhood.  

Tel: 0808 801 0331  

Website: www.napac.org.uk  

 

Women’s Aid 

Domestic and sexual violence service for 

women 

Tel: 0808 2000 247 (24hour National 

Domestic Violence Helpline) 

Email: helpline@womensaid.org.uk 

 

Men’s Advice Line 

Advice and support for men experiencing 

domestic violence and abuse 

Tel: 0808 801 0327 

Email: info@mensadviceline.org.uk 

 

MASH  

Telephone counselling service for men who 

have been raped or sexually abused at any 

time in their lives – male and female 

counsellors available 

Tel: 0117 907 7100 

 

Rape Crisis 

Service for women and girls who have 

experienced sexual violence 

Tel: 0808 802 9999 

 

Respect 

Information and advice for domestic 

violence perpetrators 

Tel: 0808 802 4040 

Email: info@respectponeline.org.uk 

 

Addaction 

Mental health, drugs and alcohol service 

Website: addaction.org.uk  

 

Talk to Frank 

Confidential drugs advice 

Tel: 0300 123 6600 / SMS: 82111 

 

SANE 

Emotional support, guidance and 

information for anyone affected by mental 

illness, including family, friends and carers 

Tel: 0300 304 7000 (Open every day 

between 4.30pm – 10.30pm) 

 

Family Lives  

Support for parents around all aspects of 

family life including children’s 

development issues at school and parenting/ 

relationship support 

Tel: 0808 800 2222 
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Email: askus@familylives.org.uk 

 

Unseen 

Human trafficking and modern slavery 

support service 

Tel: 0800 0121 700 
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Appendix I – Coventry University ethics application 

Project Details - [P79690] - Factors that increase or mitigate risk of engagement in 

violent behaviour in children who have experienced child maltreatment. 

 

Brief project summary 

The project will aim to explore through semi structured interviews which factors 

increase or mitigate violent behaviour. In particular the project aims to look at how 

childhood maltreatment can impact violent behaviour in later life. The interviews will 

take a life course approach to ascertain contextual factors which may also influence the 

relationship between childhood maltreatment and subsequent violent behaviour. The 

project aims to conduct interviews with the following groups of people; violent 

offenders, individuals who have/ are accessing services for trauma, individuals who 

want to make constructive use of violence by accessing a boxing club as well 

individuals in the general population. 

 

 

What is the purpose of the project? 

The purpose of this project is to explore factors which can either increase the risk of 

violence in individuals who have experienced childhood maltreatment, and those which 

can act as protective factors for violent behaviour. The project will also aim to explore 

the role of trauma symptomatology in increasing the likelihood of engaging in violent 

behaviour in individuals who have experienced childhood maltreatment and the 

function of coping mechanisms used and how they might influence the use of violence.  

 

 

What are the planned or desired outcomes?  

 

The research will develop an understanding of the role of protective factors, coping 

mechanisms, and trauma symptoms in influencing violent behaviour.  

 

It will build empirical guidance for interventions and management strategies used by 

clinicians treating and managing the effects of trauma symptoms as well as criminal 



 283 

justice professionals working with violent offenders in reducing violent behaviour, 

particularly in relation to childhood maltreatment.  

 

It will provide guidance for professionals using tools to assess risk of violence by 

enhancing knowledge on role of protective factors, trauma symptoms and coping 

mechanisms in individuals who have experienced childhood maltreatment, and to better 

understand the contextual and life course factors which may contribute to risk of 

violence.  

 

The research will be published in peer reviewed journals such as Child Abuse & 

Neglect and Aggression and Violent Behaviour as well as presentation at conferences; 

allowing researchers and stakeholders to further their understanding of protective 

factors, coping mechanisms and trauma symptoms in relation to mitigating the risk of 

violence in those who have experienced childhood maltreatment.  

This knowledge will enable better trauma informed care for those going through 

the criminal justice system and social services as a result of violent behaviour and 

childhood maltreatment. – delete this bit if over word count. 

 

  

Explain your research design 

 

The research will employ a cross sectional design where adolescent and young adult 

participants will be accessed from the following groups: (a) Violent offenders within 

young offender/ prison establishments (b) Individuals accessing services for trauma (c) 

Both prison population and trauma service individuals will be requested to put the 

researcher in touch with individuals who may have grown up with a similar 

background, but have not been in prison and not accessing services for trauma and (d) a 

group of individuals who have self-referred to access a boxing club as a means of 

reform and using violence in a controlled way - and have had no criminal justice 

involvement.  
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Participants aged between 16 to 25 (adolescent to young adult) will be sampled in order 

to minimise the influence of other interacting factors through life which may influence 

use of violence.  

 

Each non- prison population participant will be eligible to enter into a prize draw for a 

£50 voucher upon participation. 

 

Outline the principal methods you will use 

A semi structured interview will be used to obtain rich, detailed responses from 

participants around contextual factors which may interact with other factors present for 

the individual. A life course interview approach will be employed to gain a fuller 

understanding of the context around the early life experiences and subsequent 

behaviours (including violence) in later life. The interview has been tested on a number 

of people and takes approximately one to one and a half hours. This is an 

approximation, and the length will depend on the detail in which each individual 

participant goes into.  

 

Are you proposing to use an external research instrument, validated scale or 

follow a published research method? 

 

No 

 

If yes, please give details of what you are using 

 

 

Are there any other ethical issues or risks of harm raised by the study that have not been 

covered by previous questions? 

 

YES 

 

If yes, please give further details 
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The study will assess the use of violence, childhood maltreatment and trauma, these 

may be emotionally distressing for some participants. To support participants with this 

an extensive list of support agencies for various issues which may arise will be provided 

with the Participant Information Sheet and with the Debrief form. participants from 

prison establishments will be signposted to their institutions Listening service (or 

equivalent) for support should any issues arise.   

 

 

Does any part of the project require data collection off campus? (e.g. work in the field 

or community) 

 

You must consider the potential hazards from off campus activities (e.g. working alone, 

time of data collection, unfamiliar or hazardous locations, using equipment, the terrain, 

violence or aggression from others). Outline the precautions that will be taken to 

manage these risks, AS A MINIMUM this must detail how researchers would summon 

assistance in an emergency when working off campus. For complex or high risk 

projects you may wish to complete and upload a separate risk assessment 

 

 

Interviews will be held at various locations including young offender  establishments, 

prisons, trauma services, and other places accessible to the general population sample. 

For each prison establishment, discussions with the psychology department and prison 

staff who will be responsible for enabling access to the prison and participants will be 

had around safety procedures and protocol. This may include panic buttons in interview 

rooms, for example. For other organisations, a similar procedure of discussions around 

safety and lone working with those responsible for access will be had prior to 

commencing the interviews. The researcher will ensure that she carry a personal safety 

alarm where allowed. In institutions where mobile phones are allowed, this will be fully 

charged and kept with the researcher with appropriate members of staff who can be 

contacted, should the need arise. 
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Appendix J – HMPPS ethics application 

S2 Aims and Objectives 

Brief description of research (Max 300 words easily understood by a lay person?).  

Victimisation in childhood is closely linked to subsequent violent behaviour (Lang et 

al., 2002). This study takes a novel approach to understanding why some individuals 

with a history of childhood trauma perpetrate violence during adolescence and early 

adulthood, whilst others do not. Previous research employing various approaches has 

highlighted that the relationship between childhood trauma and violence is multifaceted 

and complex. It is still unclear why some individuals who have experienced childhood 

trauma respond with violence and others do not. Whilst there have been attempts to 

isolate factors that impact violence use, this study examines individuals from the 

various trajectories that signify the early life trauma to violence pathway, being the first 

to include samples of nominated peer ‘dyads’ within a qualitative investigation 

examining this relationship. Through a life course interview approach the life histories 

of 16 – 25-year-olds accessing trauma services, incarcerated for a violent offence, using 

violence in a constructive way (boxing) and peer dyads will be explored. Primary 

participants will be drawn from a range of settings to capture different dimensions of 

the trauma and violence pathway. The life course interview will develop detailed 

knowledge on how people describe and process trauma and importantly, how they relate 

it to their use of violence, or not. It is anticipated that ultimately it will include voices of 

those who report interpersonal trauma and non-use of violence, those who 

constructively channel aggression, and those who have violent offending histories. 

Expanding evidence on the ‘Cycle of Violence’ (Widom, 1989) is central to the current 

enquiry and will be obtained through examining connections between use of violence, 

coping mechanisms, trauma symptoms and protective factors on individual, familial and 

other contextual levels. Thus, this research will enhance evidence on disrupting 

connections between trauma and poor behavioural outcomes, in particular, the 

perpetration of violence.   

 

Aims of the research  

This research takes a novel approach to understand and identify ways in which the cycle 

of violence can be interrupted. The unique sampling approach and the rich life history 
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detail including how individuals make sense of their experiences that this study will 

capture will add depth to the understanding of how and why trauma is linked to 

violence. By exploring early life experiences through to adolescence and early 

adulthood in primary participants and dyads, the research aims to develop an 

understanding of the association between trauma and violence at multiple levels. The 

research aims to expand evidence in relation to the trauma-violence pathway. 

Specifically, the research examines coping mechanisms, trauma symptoms, risk and 

protective factors, and their interactions to influence use (or not) of violence in 

individuals who have experienced trauma. The life course interview approach allows for 

various adolescence and early adulthood experiences to be factored in to the 

understanding of the association between trauma and use of violence. This approach 

also allows for an understanding of complex trauma which refers to traumatic stressors 

such as victimisation (by abuse in a family or community setting); life threatening 

accidents or disasters and interpersonal losses (Ford, Hartman, Hawke & Chapman, 

2008). A distinctive characteristic of complex trauma is the disruption in development 

of self-regulation strategies (Ford, 2005) or primary attachment bonds (Cook et al., 

2005), and often develops through repeated or long term exposure to traumatic stressors 

or victimisation. 

 

It is the meaning that individuals assign to their experiences that is crucial to 

understanding the way that various factors contribute as a protective or risk factor, or 

what function certain behaviours or thought patterns serve as a coping mechanism for 

some and not for others. Such rich detail will provide the context for which various 

experiences influence one another. The research incorporates ‘dyads’ to allow a 

comparative lens involving nominated peers. Individuals will be eligible as a dyad if 

they are aged 16-25, and are linked with the primary participants through kinship, 

intimate partnership, personal/social networks or otherwise a member of the person’s 

peer group.  

 

The originality of this research lies in the sampling method adopted to access 

individuals from various aspects / outcomes of the trauma and violence association. It is 

anticipated that individuals accessing services for support with trauma may have 
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experienced childhood trauma. Similarly, inflated levels of childhood trauma are 

evidenced in populations of those incarcerated (Carlson & Shafer, 2010) for a violent 

offence or those using violence in community samples. The study achieves complexity 

and depth by including a sample of individuals currently using violence in a 

constructive way and also the peer dyads which across groups will essentially represent 

all other trajectories and pathways between trauma and violence and will provide a 

comparative perspective for the primary sample individual.  

 

The research will examine the life histories of those in the various groups to get a 

deeper and contextually richer understanding of the protective factors, coping 

mechanisms and trauma symptoms at play. Inevitably through this approach risk factors 

and other relevant cultural (or societal), familial and contextual factors can also be 

identified, without losing sight of the individual.   

 

What are the primary research questions (and or hypotheses?) 

The primary research questions are:  

- How do individuals who report childhood trauma or maltreatment (experienced 

between birth and 18 years of age) make sense of their experiences as 

contributing to their use of violence.  

- What protective factors, risk factors, coping mechanisms and trauma symptoms 

do participants identify and how are these related to their use of violence or non-

use of violence particularly in regards to the meaning individuals derive from 

their experiences.  

- Which factors interact or combine at individual, familial and other contextual 

levels to influence an individual’s use of violence, or lack thereof, or move from 

using violence to not using violence.  

- Which factors lead to protective factors becoming redundant or the potency of 

coping mechanisms to change in influencing use of violence.  

- How the subjective experience of male and female participants differs in relation 

to their early life histories and use of violence.  

- What mediating and moderating factors related to individual, family, community 

or society/culture are identified as part of a trauma-violence pathway? 
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- How individuals who have not been maltreated in childhood but use violence 

understand as a contributor to their use of violence. 

 

What are the potential benefits of the research to HMPPS policy/ business? How does 

the research link to HMPPS business priorities? How could the findings be 

operationalised? 

The potential benefits include the immediate impact of incarcerated residents’ positive 

experiences of sharing life histories as part of research, as this may be the first time that 

their stories are told in this way from their own perspective. A wider potential impact 

includes the provision of evidence to inform interventions within prison establishments 

and in the community for the management of violent individuals. In addition, a longer 

term benefit would be to operationalise the findings towards reducing violent offending 

and recidivism.   

 

In particular the findings can be applied in various ways to support HMPPS policy / 

business priorities: Reducing violent offending; reducing self-harm and suicide in 

prisons; safer prisons and the Offender Management in Custody (OMiC) Model; 

responding to prisoners with complex needs and internal training 

 

1) Reducing violent offending 

The life course interview technique this study will employ has benefits in providing 

information regarding how coping mechanisms, protective factors and trauma 

symptoms may change and evolve through various stages of life, including where 

criminal violence was most prevalent in a violent resident’s life. This knowledge of 

interacting factors and at varying life stages (of incarcerated violent residents and other 

individuals who use violence) may offer deep insight into therapeutic pathways. This 

nuanced understanding can also be filtered to probation officers and prison 

psychologists and used to support violent residents who have trauma histories. More 

targeted therapeutic support for incarcerated (violent) residents can work towards 

HMPPS business plan to reduce re-offending, where trauma may be a causal or 

contributing factor to use of violence.  
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2) Reducing self-harm and suicide in prisons 

This study will develop knowledge of coping mechanisms used by individuals who 

have and have not had trauma in childhood, and those who do and do not use violence. 

Given the strong link between trauma and self-harm and suicide, a deeper insight into 

coping mechanisms, especially amongst violent residents, will allow for a greater 

understanding of behaviours by prison staff. This can aid responses to individuals who 

use coping mechanisms which may appear counter-intuitive, for example. To gain a 

better understanding of what helps individuals cope with trauma would be a step 

towards reducing further negative mental health outcomes. Additionally, the findings 

from the study can be developed into information packs or information sessions by the 

researcher and distributed to prisoners and staff to enhance understanding, and 

encourage use of protective coping mechanisms which do no harm.  

 

3) Safer prisons and the Offender Management in Custody (OMiC) Model  

The findings from this study can inform training needs of key workers adhering to the 

Offender Manager in Custody (OMiC) roles. This would be particularly pertinent as this 

model targets safety in prisons, including self-inflicted deaths and self-harm, both of 

which are highly linked to trauma in childhood, and self-harm an oft-used coping 

mechanism. Furthermore, the OMiC role has a focus on building more direct 

relationships with prisoners, a deep understanding of the ways in which violent 

residents process trauma and cope (through trauma in life and whilst in prison) OMiC 

key workers will be in a better position to first have a nuanced understanding of various 

types of behaviours, including those which may be a protective factor for use of 

violence, or may be increasing their use of violence within and outside prison, as well as 

coping mechanisms that violent residents employ. Therefore, key workers will be better 

equipped to respond in a trauma informed way and to challenge and encourage various 

behaviours that support reform. Where a resident’s trauma has occurred in relation to a 

caregiver for example, their relationship with professionals may also be tainted with a 

lack of trust due to early relational trauma. Key workers responding in a trauma 

informed way to residents with trauma, may offset their usual response to professionals 

and may offer an example of a different way to relate to others. In turn, reducing the 

lasting effect of trauma for that individual. As this is a PhD project, the research will 
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aim to develop scientific evidence to refine understanding of the link between trauma 

and use of violence more broadly. These findings can then be delivered to key workers 

through a workshop/ report/ presentation by the researcher, as applicable to their role. 

 

The findings around the constructive use of violence (boxing) could also be applied 

within prisons. For example, if boxing is found to be a coping mechanism or protective 

factor against harmful aggression and violence towards others (i.e. within the boxing 

club sample), or that boxing increases self-confidence, boxing could be implemented 

within prisons to provide a safe outlet for violence and increase discipline or self-

confidence for violent residents. Such an intervention would work towards creating 

safer prisons by applying to the wider context of prison life. Providing healthy coping 

mechanisms within prison such as boxing with trainers/ coaches may also have 

secondary benefits for reducing violence and self-harm by promoting a rehabilitative 

culture within prisons. For example, by introducing positive role models (trainers / 

coaches) with whom the residents can establish relationships may act as a protective 

factor for the resident. This also has implications for the rehabilitation and resettlement 

of residents on release, whereby they have already learnt healthy ways of using violence 

to manage emotions, self-confidence and discipline (through directing focus to boxing), 

which in turn may reduce risk of re-offending. Similarly, a deeper understanding of 

other coping mechanisms can also be applied within prisons by helping to develop 

interventions to the same effect.  

 

Prison environments can be traumatising (Haney, 2012), so residents who have not 

experienced trauma in childhood, may still be traumatised and using coping 

mechanisms to deal with the effects of imprisonment. Knowledge of these coping 

mechanisms and contributors to use of violence in prisons will support building 

relationships between prisoners and key workers, which the role aims to achieve.  

 

4) Responding to prisoners with complex needs  

Prisoners who have experiences of trauma may present with complex needs including 

mental health difficulties, self-harm, suicidality or drug use, all of which may be further 

exacerbated within prison, including traumatising experiences. The findings of this 
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study can add depth and insight to how trauma plays out in nuanced ways in residents 

who use violence and implications for targeted responses to trauma induced violence 

can be made. Understanding the ways in which prisoners with complex needs make 

sense of their experiences and interactions with the prison environment will be 

beneficial for implementing ways in which responses to prisoners with complex needs 

can be improved thereby reducing further distress and perpetuation of the use of 

substances, for example, to deal with pre-existing trauma and the prison environment.  

 

5) Internal training  

Knowledge obtained through the findings of this study can feed into training of staff 

who work with prisoners on a daily basis, to increase trauma-informed practice. In 

particular, a nuanced understanding of coping mechanisms can be implemented in 

training around mental health, to ensure that staff are better informed about the 

associated signs and behaviours that signify traumatic histories, or the ways in which 

traumatised prisoners may cope with their experiences.  

 

What are the potential benefits of the research to academic knowledge in the field of 

study?  

This study will add a unique dimension to empirical knowledge in the study of the 

association between trauma and violence. There are mixed findings around why some 

individuals who have experienced childhood trauma use violence and others do not. 

Quantitative research has illuminated various factors associated with trauma and use of 

violence. Additionally, qualitative research has developed this understanding around 

specific types of incarcerated residents or types of abuse, raising questions around the 

life histories of those who have also experienced similar early life experiences but have 

not had the same negative outcomes such as a criminal record. The literature is lacking 

studies that attempt to draw together detailed and rich life history data from individuals 

who represent broad aspects of trauma experience and use of violence. Longitudinal and 

large population based studies which hope to capture all possible outcomes, lack the 

qualitative detail that this study will provide examining the nuanced understanding of 

interactions between factors that influence trauma and offending or violence.  
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This research can highlight how people respond to trauma with the potential to 

minimise the effects of trauma. The study will provide insight into the role of protective 

factors, coping mechanisms and trauma symptoms in influencing violent behaviour on a 

multi-level scale, particularly in relation to childhood trauma. Empirical insights 

regarding the dynamics that may lead to protective factors becoming redundant or the 

potency of coping mechanisms to change through re-traumatisation ultimately 

impacting use of violence can be examined through the life course approach this study 

will employ. This knowledge can build the evidence base around interventions and 

management strategies used by clinicians treating and managing the effects of trauma 

symptoms as well as criminal justice professionals working with violent residents in 

reducing violent behaviour.  

 

This research can also illuminate the role of complex trauma in increasing or mitigating 

the impact of childhood abuse on violent behaviour as understood by the individual. 

This will be beneficial to the field of study as research previously assesses trauma 

through measures of PTSD or other trauma scales, often without allowing for the 

narrative to accompany the score on a measure. This research will therefore, add depth 

to existing academic knowledge but also allow for a narrative to accompany how 

symptoms of trauma and coping mechanisms may interact in an individual’s life to 

impact use of violence. This knowledge can help develop evidence based enhancements 

to structured professional judgement guidance manuals for the assessment of violence 

risk. 

 

The life course interview method focusing on multiple layers of influence (individual, 

familial, societal and contextual) will allow for the identification of ‘windows of 

opportunity’ (Sabina & Banyard, 2015) that can be targeted for purposes of interrupting 

the Cycle of Violence or adverse effects of early life trauma. This can be actioned 

through further research as well as applying the findings to intervention design.  

 

What previous research has been conducted in this area? 

[Please also see List of References document]  
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Research has long established a link between childhood maltreatment and offending 

behaviour, often referred to as the ‘Cycle of Violence’ (Widom, 1989). This includes 

violent offending (Widom, 2017). Adolescent victimisation following childhood 

maltreatment has also been found to be associated with violence perpetration (Hosser et 

al., 2007), highlighting a cumulative effect of trauma on violence use. Many studies 

have focused on history of abuse to examine singular associations to violence, such as 

cruelty to animals (Merz-Perez et al., 2001); early onset psychosis (Spidel et al., 2010); 

re-victimisation (Hosser et al., 2007) and psychopathy (Craparo et al., 2013). Others 

have examined multiple factors implicated in the link between early life trauma and 

violence (Boduszek et al., 2012). Some studies assess samples that represent one 

outcome of the childhood experiences and violence link, such as delinquency (De Lisi 

et al., 2010); those who have become members of forensic populations (Macinnes, et 

al., 2016); youth offender institutions (Paton et al., 2009); intimate partner violence 

(Wang et al., 2008); men who have killed or attempted to kill their intimate partners 

(Adams, 2009); or individuals who were on death row (Lisak & Beszterczey, 2007). 

These provide evidence for the association between childhood maltreatment and various 

unfavourable outcomes.  

 

Other research provides comparative samples or control groups (Jin et al., 2007; Millett, 

Kohl, Jonson-Reid, Drake & Petra, 2013) including Widom’s (1989) landmark study on 

the Cycle of Violence which compared maltreated with non-maltreated individuals. 

Twin samples have also been used to explore the association between maltreatment and 

criminal outcomes (Misheva, Webbink & Martin, 2017). Empirical knowledge of 

protective factors in the lives of those affected by maltreatment in terms of later 

development of violence and aggression has also developed (Sabina & Banyard, 2015). 

Gender differences in impact of child abuse and neglect on offending patterns has also 

been studied. Widom, Fisher, Nagin & Piquero’s (2017) study challenges the 

assumption that the association between childhood abuse and neglect and offending is 

stronger for males than for females, finding that females had a later onset of offending 

behaviour. This highlights that gender differences exist, but in trajectories, rather than 

strength of the association between abuse and offending. Roll, Koglin & Petermann, 

(2012) propose the importance of studying gender differences in regard to externalising 
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behaviours such as violence. Additionally, differences have been found in the ways that 

gender influences emotion regulation and aggression (Bowie, 2010). 

 

This overview illuminates the current status of research on the relationship between 

childhood trauma and subsequent violence. However, these studies have left gaps in 

respect of the life histories and complexity surrounding those with damaging early life 

experiences who have or have not perpetrated crimes later on.  

 

Resilience is neither constant nor static. A life span approach is needed to expand 

knowledge in the field of protective factors and violence, one which examines multiple 

forms of adversity and protective factors at various points (Sabina & Banyard, 2015). 

Bruce Perry of The Child Trauma Academy proposes that true rehabilitation for 

forensic populations requires developmentally-informed and trauma-aware perspectives 

accounting for the “multiple complex effects of trauma, neglect, poverty and racism and 

other developmental adversities” (Perry & Szalavitz, 2017). The in depth study of life 

histories on multiple levels, and interactions between coping mechanisms, protective 

factors and symptoms of trauma that may link in to the use of violence, as is the aim of 

the proposed study, will provide a deeper, richer analysis of the similarities and 

differences in those who align to the various aspects of the early life trauma and 

violence link. Populations comprising of various possible outcomes of the 

maltreatment/ trauma to violence link have not been examined collectively in one study, 

using this contextually rich approach to the knowledge of the researcher. 

 

What are the main limitations of the research proposed? 

The research is based on self-report through semi-structured interviews, the results can 

therefore, only be as accurate as the memory of the participants, as reports on 

maltreatment will be retrospective. The impact of trauma on memory may also 

‘contaminate’ memories and it may be that some memories are not recollected due to 

the coping mechanisms used by the individual to self-protect from traumatic 

experiences. Nevertheless, it will be these memories and perceptions that will drive an 

individual’s behaviours and responses. The chosen qualitative approach allows for an 

understanding of these memories and impacts as understood by the individual.  
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S3 Proposed Methodology  

Please summarise your proposed design and methodology (including details on 

sampling and sample sizes, identifying/ recruiting respondents, likely response rates, 

testing validation of tools/ instruments) 

This research will employ a life course interview approach, utilising a purposive 

sampling method in order to obtain access to individuals who have experienced trauma 

or are using violence. The interview schedule was developed through reviewing the 

literature around measures of protective factors, trauma symptoms (including complex 

trauma), resilience and coping mechanisms, and violence risk assessments. These 

measures were broadly used to develop open ended questions which fit into various 

aspects of an individual’s life course to obtain a full contextual narrative. 

Bronfenbrenner’s ecological model was loosely applied to ensure various aspects of life 

experiences were included. Some prompts following the literature search have been 

added under each broad question to guide further questions where required. The 

interview has been tested on a number of people and takes approximately one to one 

and a half hours. This is an approximation, and the length will depend on how much the 

participant wishes to share.  

 

Individuals who were part of the testing of the interview have stated that they found the 

interview to be therapeutic in various ways, and it has allowed them to put their own life 

into perspective. Some interviewees have said that they enjoyed talking about their lives 

in this way. Please note this includes individuals who have experienced various forms 

of trauma in childhood and adolescence and those who have used and continue to use 

violence in both a constructive and destructive way.   

 

A purposive sampling method is utilised to gather data from various aspects of trauma 

and violence such that each sample group (including the three dyad groups) aligns with 

a potential aspect/outcome of the trauma and violence link (this does not imply that they 

have all experienced trauma and use violence, just that they signify a potential aspect of 

the link).  
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The aspects / outcomes in relation to sample groups that this study will explore are:  

(Please note outcome is used loosely and does not denote causality between trauma and 

violence use, just a potential outcome that individuals who form any part of the 

maltreatment/ abuse/ trauma and violence link could fall into).   

- Individuals who have trauma in their life (trauma service users sample) 

- Individuals who have used serious violence (evidenced by incarceration for 

violent crime) 

- Individuals who use violence but constructively (boxing club sample) 

- Dyads - Individuals who have had similar experiences in childhood to some 

degree (for example neighbourhood/ cultural) to one of the participants in the 

three primary groups (above), but would not qualify for inclusion in that group 

(such as a dyad for a boxing club participant cannot also be attending a boxing 

club). These dyads will provide the other aspects of the link, such as those who 

may still have experienced trauma in childhood, use violence in a constructive or 

destructive way, or have a criminal record of some sort. In essence the dyads 

will provide the various other trajectories/ outcomes an individual could have 

had between the trauma and violence link and be within the ‘general 

population’. 

 

Please note that the boxing club group is not a control group for the sample of 

incarcerated violent residents, it is a sample group which signifies a different use of 

violence (constructive use of violence) and is believed to add depth to the study of 

violence. The dyads add depth to the study of individuals in the primary three groups by 

signifying a different trajectory despite having a similar experience/ upbringing/ cultural 

background, for example. There will undoubtedly be an overlap between groups, such 

that the incarcerated violent residents group will likely not be the only individuals in the 

study who have used serious violence. The aim is to obtain individuals from diverse 

populations that are linked to the research question.  

 

Childhood maltreatment/ trauma is not a pre-requisite or inclusion criteria for any of the 

groups, this is with the assumption that childhood trauma exists within a proportion of 

violent residents, individuals using violence in the community, as well as those using 
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services for support with trauma. It is understood that some individuals may not have 

experienced maltreatment or trauma in childhood but may still use violence, access 

trauma services, or be incarcerated for a violent crime. In the same vein, individuals 

who have experienced trauma or maltreatment in childhood, may not use violence in 

any form. These various trajectories are envisioned as being captured by the various 

sample groups. Furthermore, the study examines any adverse early life experiences, not 

just childhood abuse. If maltreatment/ abuse was screened for prior to the interview, it 

may erroneously exclude individuals who do not label or understand their experiences 

to have been abuse/ maltreatment, particularly considering the nature of coping 

mechanisms. Childhood maltreatment/ trauma / abuse is operationalised in this study as 

referring to any experience of physical, emotional, sexual, verbal abuse, physical or 

emotional neglect or other childhood adversities such as bullying. The study is also 

interested in capturing a range of trauma or abuse experiences at other stages of life, 

such as physical or sexual abuse from a partner. Therefore, the request for access to 10 

incarcerated violent residents does not include screening for childhood maltreatment, 

this will be examined within the interview itself.  

 

The research aims to obtain individuals from the various aspects of the trauma and 

violence association in order to develop a detailed and in depth understanding of 

trauma, the way it is processed, the coping mechanisms used and use of violence by 

individuals in the various groups. This methodology of obtaining individuals from 

various aspects of the link between trauma and violence for an in-depth life course 

study has not been conducted previously.  

 

Across groups, 60 participants (30 males and 30 females) aged between 16-25 years 

will be aimed for in total, as research highlights that men and women process trauma 

differently, and gender differences in offending and use of violence also exist.   

The sampling breakdown is as follows: 

- Incarcerated violent residents n=10 (5 males, 5 female) 

- Non incarcerated dyads n=10 (5 males, 5 female) 

 

- Trauma service users n=10 (5 males, 5 female) 
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- Non Trauma service user dyads n=10 (5 males, 5 female) 

 

- Boxing club users n=10 (5 males, 5 female) 

- Non Boxing club user dyads n=10 (5 males, 5 females) 

 

Sample sizes for Interpretive Phenomenological Analysis (IPA), which is the chosen 

method of analysis, can be determined by how the researcher aims to compare and 

contrast single cases (Pietkiewicz & Smith, 2014). Various sample size 

recommendations have been proposed for IPA, from a sample of between two to 

twenty-five (Alase, 2017) to one to thirty (Eatough & Smith, 2008) to three to sixteen 

(Smith, Flowers & Larkin, 2009), and the largest semi-structured interview IPA sample 

being forty-two (Reid et al., 2005) pooled from a homogenous sample. Each of the 

primary sample groups in the proposed study are homogenous on one aspect of lived 

experience. Gender differences will be of interest due to gender being a moderator in 

the relationship between trauma and violence and offending trajectories as previously 

discussed.  

 

A sample of 10 incarcerated violent residents has been requested, however, this does not 

rule out that there will be individuals from the various other groups who use/ have 

previously used serious violence adding to the analysis around use of destructive 

violence. This overlap means that the analyses divided by gender, will be on 30 males 

and 30 females who potentially could be using violence in harmful ways, and ensuring 

that within that analysis at least five male and five female individuals were from a 

sample of those incarcerated for a violent crime. Furthermore, the three primary 

samples are homogenous on childhood backgrounds/ contexts – as the justification for 

including those primary samples is their heightened association with childhood trauma 

(use of violence and trauma service use). This will allow for multiple levels of analysis 

to be conducted (detailed in analysis section). And the gender divide will take account 

of evidence that men and women process trauma differently.  

 

The sample size is therefore, believed to be appropriate for the in-depth, rich and 

detailed contextual life history data that participants will provide. Considering the depth 
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and richness of contextual detail that will be obtained through the interviews, a sample 

group comprising of five male and another of five female incarcerated residents 

convicted of a violent offence within the larger primary group samples and gendered 

groups is deemed sufficient for an IPA analysis examining the proposed research aims.  

 

For the incarcerated violent residents group, any violent crimes qualify for inclusion to 

the sample group, including (CPS criteria of violent crime):  

https://www.cps.gov.uk/violent-crime  

- Murder and Manslaughter 

- Throwing corrosive substances (acid attacks) 

- Assault 

- Gun and knife crime 

 

It is intended that the following establishments could be approached for access to the 

incarcerated violent residents sample:  

(Please note access is not required to all of these establishments, but an exhaustive list 

of those accessible by the researcher are listed) 

Brinsford 

Hindley 

Lancaster Farms 

Rye Hill 

Thorn Cross 

Drake Hall – (Female population) 

Swinfen Hall 

Ashfield 

Werrington 

 

The researcher will work with prison staff and the psychology department at each 

institution that is accessed to decide upon the most appropriate recruitment method for 

that establishment. The researcher will take care to ensure that this does not endanger 

prisoners’ safety or jeopardise confidentiality, as well as minimising the staff time and 

disruption to institution regimes. Advertisement of the research will be carried out in the 



 301 

most suitable way to each establishment accessed. The researcher will also work with 

the trauma services and the boxing club to negotiate the most appropriate recruitment 

process.  

 

Exclusion criteria for participants is as follows:  

- Individuals who have learning disabilities, brain injury, dementia or degenerative 

neurological disorders 

- Individuals who are physically disabled 

- Individuals with communication difficulties including limited command of English 

language. 

 

Should it prove difficult to recruit participants who form the dyads for any of the three 

main groups recruiting participants from the general population (without direct links to 

the residents or trauma service or boxing club user), may be considered. These will be 

individuals matching certain characteristics (such as age / sex / social status / education 

level / neighbourhood/ cultural background) to the incarcerated resident/ trauma service 

user/ boxing club user.  

 

Please describe the proposed methods of analysis (qualitative and/or quantitative)  

To gain a fuller understanding of the interplay between various life events, the way 

trauma is managed by individuals and factors which influence violence use, as 

understood by the individual, it is essential to observe a contextual representation of the 

various factors that impact trauma and violence, whilst not losing sight of the 

individual. This idiographic investigation necessitates a qualitative examination. The 

meaning that experiences signify for the individual is of particular importance for the 

purposes of the study. Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) will allow for 

such an analysis of the interviews of lived experiences that this study hopes to 

undertake.  

 

IPA will be the main qualitative method of analysis. IPA was selected as the most 

appropriate method of analysis for exploring the ways in which participants make 

meaning of their experiences and how they understand this to influence their behaviour.  
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Analyses will be conducted on multiple levels of comparison: 

(a) Intra-case / per case  

(b) Between cases within a group 

(c) Between three primary groups  

(d) Between primary and dyad groups 

Please see attached document on ‘Sampling table for IPA analysis’ for a breakdown of 

outcomes and homogeneity by sample group. The role of gender will be examined 

through a secondary analysis.  

 

What are the resource implications (e.g anticipated demands on staff time, office 

requirements, demands on data providers etc)? 

Identification of five male and five female 16 – 25-year-old incarcerated residents 

within criminal justice establishments / youth offender institutions will be required. For 

each interview, a member of staff who could collect and take the researcher and bring 

the resident to the room where the interview will be held and to then take the resident 

back will be required. The researcher will talk to staff in each establishment that is 

accessed to minimise disruption, and to ensure the safety of both researcher and the 

resident. The research methodology comprises of semi-structured interviews which may 

take approximately one to one-and-a half hours, the interview will require the resident 

to be free during the length of the interview, leaving some time in case it runs over – as 

this is a semi-structured interview and therefore, will depend largely on the nature of the 

narrative and discussion. Therefore, the interview will require that the resident has no 

other activities booked in during this time. 

 

At the outset the researcher will request a named contact person’s email address within 

each establishment that the researcher accesses (or contact details as deemed 

appropriate by the establishment) so that any referrals or support required by the 

resident participants can be processed through that contact person. The researcher will 

also discuss what support is available to the residents should they require it, such as a 

Listener’s Service, so that residents can be reminded of and signposted to these during 

or after the interview.  
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Please note that access may only be required to two establishments (one housing male 

and one female residents convicted of violent offences), this would be most convenient, 

providing that access to the desired number of residents is obtained, and therefore, 

potentially only two contact persons will be required.  

 

What are the main methodological and/or operational risks and how will these be 

mitigated? Any conflicts of interest? 

Given that the research will be conducted with adolescent and young adult residents 

convicted of violent offences, certain risks exist in relation to the safety of the 

researcher. To mitigate these risks the researcher will speak with the staff at the 

establishment prior to the interview about appropriate measures to be taken should the 

need arise. Establishment policies will be followed to ensure interviews are conducted 

in the safest manner possible for both researcher and resident. In addition, the researcher 

will check in with her supervisor post interview as part of a researcher support 

procedure. 

 

As part of preparation, the researcher will find out from each establishment that is 

accessed whether a Listener’s Service or other similar support is available for those who 

participate in the research, should the need arise. The researcher has over three years of 

experience in conducting emotionally demanding interviews particularly in relation to 

trauma and violence, however, it is still possible that the study may lead to 

psychological or emotional distress of some sort for the researcher or resident. To 

manage potential resident emotional distress, the researcher will conduct an extended 

debrief with the participant, to allow any issues to be raised and to identify whether any 

additional support is required. In such an instance, the researcher will contact the named 

member of staff after the interview to inform them of any referrals or support the 

resident may require/ request and wish to be referred on for. The named contact person 

will be identified with each establishment that is accessed prior to commencing 

interviews.  

The extended debrief will include a discussion around: 

- How the resident is feeling post interview 

- Whether there are any concerns the resident wishes to raise regarding any of the 
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material discussed during the interview 

- Whether the resident would like any support following the interview? This will 

be referred to the named contact person at the establishment, who can then make 

the referral/ offer the appropriate route for support. An example of this support 

can be The Listeners service (where available). The researcher will simply ask 

what kind of support the resident feels they require, and explain to the resident 

that this request will be processed to someone within the establishment that can 

arrange for a meeting with the resident or make appropriate referrals, so as not to 

make any promises which cannot be fulfilled.  

- Where a Listener’s Service exists in the establishment, or other support that the 

resident can access, the resident will be reminded of the support that is 

accessible to them.  

 

The researcher can also produce a resource pack of information for residents to support 

around dealing with emotions, for example, this can be screened by the appropriate staff 

at the establishment and be placed where the establishment consider most appropriate, 

such as in communal areas or the library within the institution or be given directly to 

participants during the interview.  

 

Please also note that the researcher has been trained in Mental Health First Aid, and has 

a certificate to this effect.  

 

The researcher will also monitor her own emotions by keeping a field diary, attending 

regular supervision meetings and being mindful of when space is needed between 

interviews such that the content does not become overwhelming from one participant to 

another. 

There are no conflicts of interest.  

 

S4 Access to frontline 

Does the research require access to (ticked the following): 

Prison Establishments  

Young Offender Institutions 



 305 

Youth Offending Teams 

 

Requested access for following establishments: 

Ashfield 

Rye Hill 

Hindley 

Lancaster Farms 

Thorn Cross 

Brinsford 

Swinfen Hall 

Drake Hall  

Werrington 

 

Why have the above establishments been chosen: 

The above establishments house male or female adolescents or young adult residents. 

They are also geographically accessible to the researcher. Please note the list of nine 

establishments is an exhaustive list of establishments which are accessible to the 

researcher. Access is not required for all of the above institutions. Access to any number 

of these which provide the desired number of participants will be sufficient, and it is not 

expected that participants will be pooled from each of these establishments.  

 

Ideally, access to Drake Hall (female) and Brinsford or Swinfen Hall or Rye Hill (male) 

would be most convenient.  

Please list the equipment you are intending to use within establishments: 

The interviews will be audio recorded, and so a dictaphone/ audio recorder which 

facilitates this will be used within the establishment. Two audio recorders may be used 

in each session so as to have a back-up should one fail to record properly.  

S5 Data protection 

Does the proposed study involve the collection/ use of personal data? 

Yes 

Organisations Data Protection Notification Number: 

N/A 
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Does your Data Protection Notification allow for offence related information of 

individuals to be stored within your organisation for research purposes? 

No  

 

Explain how you will hold the personal data in order to ensure its security during the 

study? 

Data collected will only be accessible to the research team who are all based within 

Coventry University. Consent forms will be stored separately to the audio recordings 

and the written transcripts of interviews. The consent forms will be stored in a locked 

cabinet at the University and destroyed by December 2026. Audio recordings will be 

destroyed as they have been transcribed. All electronic files will be stored on password 

protected computers. 

 

How will you ensure any findings do not reveal information about single individuals? 

All data collected will be kept strictly confidential and will be processed in accordance 

with the General Data Protection Regulation 2016 (GDPR) and Data Protection Act 

1998. As audio interviews are transcribed, they will be destroyed, and kept only in 

transcript form, which will be stored separately to the consent forms which identify 

individuals. All reports of findings will be anonymised, and a pseudonym used where 

appropriate. Identifiable personal details will not be used / will be changed to protect 

identity of the individual. 

How long will the data be retained for? 

Until December 2026 

How will you dispose of the data? 

All data will be securely destroyed / deleted. Audio data will be deleted as each 

interview is transcribed. In order to allow for publication and queries in relation to data 

or analysis, the anonymised data will be retained until December 2026 and then 

securely destroyed.  

 

Please provide details on any access required to existing data sources (and whether 

access to this data has already been sought and from whom) 

N/A 
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S6 Research Ethics 

What are the ethical considerations relevant to this study and how have you addressed 

them (including obtaining informed consent, safety of participants/ researchers, 

ensuring anonymity/ confidentiality)?  

1) Recall of traumatic experiences  

It is possible that some prisoners may recall traumatic early life experiences which they 

may find emotionally distressing, to manage this, all participants will be made aware 

prior to giving informed consent that the research involves discussions around early life 

experiences, including family life and education as well as behaviour and violence [See 

Participant Information Sheet]. 

 

These recollections of early life experiences may, for some participants, trigger 

unpleasant memories, or make them think of their behaviour, or the behaviour of others 

in ways which they may not have previously considered. To support participants within 

the criminal justice establishments an extended debrief will be conducted, which will 

aim to allow the participant to reflect on their feelings post interview and to disclose if 

they are feeling emotionally overwhelmed or feel that they require support. The 

researcher will make contact with a (pre-arranged) named individual who can either 

arrange for a support meeting with the resident, or can make a referral such as to the 

Prison Psychology department. The researcher will also signpost the resident to the 

establishment’s Listener’s Service, where this, or similar support exists. The researcher 

will ensure that information regarding available support services accessible to the 

resident are discussed with the named contact person before commencing interviews. It 

is also possible that residents may find the interviews regarding their life experiences 

therapeutic as it offers them an opportunity to discuss their story in their way as they 

experienced it. Other researchers who have conducted qualitative interviews in prisons 

have noted that participants have said they found it therapeutic to be able to talk about 

their life experiences and offences. Often it is the first time that incarcerated residents 

may have the chance to discuss their trauma and behaviour in this way.   

 

2) Control over interview and withdrawal of data 
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All participants will have the freedom to exercise control over when they leave the 

interview process, or participation in the research, up until their data is anonymised. 

This will be made explicitly clear to each participant at the beginning. No questions will 

be asked of anyone deciding that they do not or no longer wish to participate, or those 

wishing to withdraw their data where it is still identifiable. Participants will be informed 

of their right to do this at the outset, before they sign the consent form.  

 

3) Anonymity 

Once the interview has been completed and transcribed in full, the audio recording will 

be destroyed and the written transcripts will no longer be identifiable, ensuring 

anonymity.  

 

4) Disclosures 

It is also possible that through discussions of violence or behaviour, that some 

participants may disclose intentions of using violence, or thoughts of harm to self or 

others. To manage this, all participants will be informed that should they disclose 

identifiable information about a perpetrator (be that themselves or someone else) in 

relation to harming a vulnerable person or person below age 18 (be that a risk or already 

committed act) or high risk of suicide, these will be reported to the relevant authorities 

in line with Coventry University and HMPPS Confidentiality and Disclosure policies. 

Informing participants of this at the outset will ensure that participants are in control 

over what they discuss and disclose and to what level of detail.  

 

5) Re-balancing inherent power dynamics  

It is notable that some power dynamics may exist between researcher and participant, to 

balance this, an awareness of the existence of these dynamics is essential.  The 

researcher will establish rapport at the outset, as well as informing each participant that 

they have control over when they wish to exit the interview, at which point they will be 

asked no further questions. The participant will be in control of any breaks they wish to 

take during the interview, and the above points regarding withdrawal of data after 

interview has taken place, will be made explicitly clear [See Participant Information 
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Sheet]. These processes will attempt to address the inherent imbalance of power 

between interviewer and interviewee especially within a vulnerable population. It will 

also be made clear at the outset that the researcher is completely independent of the 

establishment / service they are accessing.  

 

6) Researcher experience 

The researcher conducting the interviews has over three years of experience in 

conducting assessments in research and practice settings with vulnerable participants 

who were experiencing trauma and abuse in their life at the time including some who 

were also using violence. However, the researcher will endeavour to ensure that she 

remains self-aware of any impact that the sensitive nature of the research is having on 

her, or the participants and will endeavour to actively address any issues as soon as 

possible, through the help of supervision, or making contact with the named contact 

person (if it is in relation to the participant). The researcher is also trained in mental 

health first aid and has a certificate to this effect.  

 

7) Participants requiring further information / Follow-up of findings from research 

Should any of the participants request any further information after the interview has 

been conducted, the researcher will be more than happy to come in and talk to the 

resident(s) still residing in the establishment regarding the research or findings. In 

consultation with the appropriate staff at the establishment the researcher will also be 

happy to discuss and produce an appropriate pack of information that can be held at the 

library/ wings within the establishment to be made available to residents once the 

research has been completed.  

 

S7 Dissemination 

When will the research summary and project review form be made available for 

HMPPS? 

The research summary and project review form will be made available by December 

2021. 

 

How else will the results of the research be disseminated (e.g article, book, thesis etc)? 
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The research is for the purposes of PhD completion, therefore will be disseminated 

through a thesis, and in the form of articles, conferences and meetings. The research 

may also be written up in the form of a book. In addition to the research summary and 

project review to HMPPS, the researcher could also liaise with the organisations 

involved and relevant HMPPS staff to agree methods of dissemination to staff and 

participants. This may be in the form of a presentation at the organisations, and for 

HMPPS annotated PowerPoint presentations for staff or short training sessions could be 

arranged. If deemed appropriate by the organisations involved, the researcher would 

welcome the opportunity to deliver a feedback session to the participants involved in the 

research and potentially a wider group of residents at the establishments, in a format 

agreed with relevant staff.  
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