
International Journal of Law, Crime and Justice 81 (2025) 100732

Available online 21 February 2025
1756-0616/© 2025 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Ltd. This is an open access article under the CC BY license
(http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/).

Research Paper

A phenomenological analysis of young male prisoners’ 
experiences of trauma: ’Trauma is every day’

Rachel O’Rourke a, Mike Marriott b,*, Richard Trigg b, Rosie Kitson-Boyce b

a His Majesty’s Prison and Probation Service, UK
b Department of Psychology, Nottingham Trent University, UK

A R T I C L E  I N F O

Keywords:
Trauma
Young men
Prison
Custodial adaptation
Offence impact
Sentence impact
Main body

A B S T R A C T

This study explores the impact of trauma for 18-25-year-old men in a UK prison serving long 
sentences of more than 10 years, considering whether their offence and sentence length are part 
of that trauma, and exploring coping responses. Qualitative methodology (Interpretative 
Phenomenological Analysis: IPA) was used to analyse 9 semi-structured interviews with young 
men, discussing their experiences in their own terms. The experiences were organised into three 
overarching themes, 1. ’Conceptual Confusion’, 2. The ’Impact Now of Trauma’ and 3. ’Settling’. 
The study demonstrated that it is possible to discuss the concept of difficult life events with young 
adult male prisoners, though more difficult for some participants than others. The study supports 
existing concepts around the experience of trauma in young men, adding insights into the chal
lenges to assessment and intervention work with this cohort, including avoiding assumptions of 
age-related homogeneity, and ideas for what might be helpful to these men whilst in prison.

1. Introduction

The evidence base for understanding the prevalence and impact of trauma is varied, due in part to the differences in defining 
trauma over recent years. In the research literature, the word trauma is usually used to refer to those events or circumstances that 
individuals have found to be harmful or life threatening. These events can be one-off or cumulative over time, and either directly or 
vicariously experienced. This is necessary but not sufficient to be deemed traumatic, unless also accompanied by an ongoing impact on 
the individual’s mental, physical, and/or emotional well-being.

It was Felitti et al. (1998) who operationalised cumulative childhood trauma by producing a list of ten Adverse Childhood Expe
riences (ACEs), and indicating how the risk of adult mental health difficulties rose in tandem with the frequency of ACEs experienced 
before the age of 18-years-old. A body of research followed this up to quantify the effects for individual ACEs (e.g., Hughes et al., 2017) 
and whilst this has been useful in identifying cohort-level risk factors, it is not sufficient for an understanding of individual differences 
in the experience, perception and impact of trauma, nor of the unique presentations often found in forensic settings. An ACE score says 
little about the nature or impact of childhood experiences, about mediating or mitigating factors, or other possibly impactful expe
riences. It is also not able to capture the unique experiences of young men who have committed serious offences, who have been 
imprisoned at a young age and for a long time. The 10 ACEs listed by Felitti et al. (1998) are therefore not the only ACEs, when trauma 
is defined by the person experiencing it.
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Reviewing the trauma literature is made complicated by the variety of psychiatric terminology and concepts used (see for example 
the DSM-5 definition provided by the American Psychiatric Association, pp. 271–280, 2013). Some studies use traditional medical 
terms used by the DSM-5 and others include vocabulary such as abuse, toxic stress, PTSD and multiple traumas, often used to mean the 
same thing. To date there is a lack of theory to explain the development of traumatic responses in children and young adults (Van 
Wesel, Boeije, Alisic and Drost, 2012). The International Statistical Classification of Diseases and Related Health Problems (ICD-11), 
has recently adopted Complex Post Traumatic Stress Disorder (CPTSD) or Developmental PTSD to refer to the constellation of symptoms 
that may result from prolonged, chronic exposure to traumatic experiences, as opposed to PTSD, which is more typically associated 
with a discrete traumatic incident. This is helpful to broadening the approach to presenting difficulties to be more responsive and less 
focused on psychiatric ‘symptoms’ of previous trauma. It also frames difficulties instead as ‘survival strategies’, and the individual’s 
way of coping with what was overwhelming and problematic (Taylor et al., 2020).

The professional bodies have responded with advice to practitioners (BPS, 2013) to describe trauma-related responses in non- 
medical terms, and in context, i.e., social and cultural. Language is a significant factor in discussing the mental health of adoles
cents, in particular how to understand and express it. Leighton and Dogra (2009) found that professional and academic understanding 
of the semantic and conceptual issues was confused, leading to concerns that even if adolescents can identify mental health concerns, 
they do not articulate it as traumatic or seek help.

Young adults (18-25 year-olds) make up around 10% of the population of the UK (Revolving, 2021) but in March 2022 accounted 
for 27% of the people in prison (HMPPS, 2022). They are also more likely to have recently experienced more adverse experiences of 
abuse, neglect, bereavement, violence and having been in care, than young men in the community (Blades et al., 2011, HM Inspector of 
Probation, 2011; Lader et al., 2000). Therefore, understanding the prevalence, nature and meaning of these adverse experiences for 
this vulnerable group is significant for those responsible for holding them safely in custody. It is important to the consideration of how 
they continue to be affected and how this impacts upon their wellbeing and custodial management, to better serve the aims of their 
detention and separation from society. The intersection between the phenomena of trauma and the forensic factors of the crime and 
punishment are unique to this particular group, requiring psychologically informed models of understanding that include the 
phenomenological perspective.

1.1. The impact of exposure to potentially traumatic events

Multiple studies have found that young people in custody tend to have experienced ongoing and varied trauma, often involving 
threat to life and bereavements, (Ford et al., 2013; Moore et al., 2013; Ruchkin et al., 2002). The evidence suggests that this has a 
significant impact on the bio-psycho-social development of those young people and puts them at risk for other mental health issues 
such as depression (Stern and Thayer, 2019) anxiety, oppositional defiance (Nagin and Tremblay, 1999) risk taking, substance abuse, 
and aggression (Jorgenson, 2019). Complex trauma is also known to be linked to a problematic profile of impaired arousal reactions, 
information processing, impulse control and negative schema that act to reinforce aggressive and disinhibited behaviours (Finkelhor, 
2009).

Empirical work has indicated that young people exposed to multiple forms of adversity are also more likely to evidence higher 
levels of delinquent behaviour and externalising of distress than those exposed to less adversity (Kretschmar et al., 2019), suggesting 
that childhood adversities wield a long-term influence on patterns of offending across adolescent development (Bonner et al., 2020; 
Farrell and Zimmerman, 2017). Studies have also demonstrated what appears to be a ’dose–response’ relationship between the number 
of times a young person was exposed to trauma and the number of later difficulties (Copeland et al., 2007; Hodges et al., 2013), 
meaning that the negative effects of trauma may be expected to increase in the context of multiple traumas. However, a recent study by 
Daniunaite et al. (2021) found that it is the type of trauma – those associated with social factors - rather than general prevalence that is 
most likely to leave its mark with a more complex post-traumatic reaction. Overall, the evidence indicates that active maltreatment in 
childhood impacts on adult outcomes such as the likelihood of violence, though less is currently known about the impact of other types 
of childhood maltreatment such as emotional neglect.

It is now better understood how exposure to early adversity affects developing brains and bodies by affecting the brain’s reward 
centre; this inhibits the prefrontal cortex, which is necessary for impulse control and executive function. Studies to date suggest that 
trauma during sensitive neurodevelopmental periods like adolescence (e.g. exposure to violence), can exert maximal effects on the 
development of specific brain regions (Andersen and Teicher, 2008; Bale and Epperson, 2015; Curley and Champagne, 2016; Pechtel 
et al., 2014; Tomoda et al., 2012). Koenigs and Grafman (2009), found physical changes to neurological pathways especially in the 
amygdala and ventromedial prefrontal cortex of the brain, areas which help process fear and the regulation of negative emotions. 
Indeed, exposure to prison itself - along with all the concomitant experiences of victimisation, fear, anxiety, and deprivation - has also 
been shown to have neurological impact (Coffman, 2023).

There are still gaps in the literature despite the evidence base linking childhood adversity and adolescent delinquency. Most ev
idence is correlational, so we cannot determine whether these are direct effects or because children who are more likely to report 
multiple forms of adversity are also more likely to engage in higher levels of delinquency because of another variable. Possible 
confounding variables might be genetic vulnerabilities, pre-natal factors, familial confounds (Ball et al., 2008; Connolly and Beaver, 
2016; Kavish et al., 2019; Schaefer et al., 2018), or developing hormonal systems (Bilbo and Schwarz, 2012). According to Masten 
(2001) not all individuals exposed to childhood adversity face equal risks for problematic developmental trajectories. Many young 
people exposed to an adverse environment have been shown to demonstrate resilience and an ability to thrive (Cicchetti, 2010; Luthar 
et al., 2000). The traditional view assumed that development evolves through predetermined stages relevant to the age of the person. 
However, epigenetics research is instead indicating how environmental conditions can interact with genetic expression during 
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development, which helps explain adaptive processes (Cicchetti and Rogosch, 1996; Walker et al., 2024).
Studies examining the relevance of the impact of offending on the offenders tend to focus on amnesia for violent crime and to 

suggest dissociation as the cause of that amnesia (Evans et al., 2009). Brewin et al. (1996), suggested that the overwhelming nature of 
traumatic events disrupts cognitive processing, which in turn means a person has poor memory for those events (Ehlers and Clark, 
2000; Horowitz, 1976). Problems in the way the trauma is laid down in memory are said to lead to typical difficulties such as intrusive 
memories and poor intentional recall (Brewin et al., 1996). However, we have a limited understanding of the psychological conse
quences of offending, especially amongst long-sentenced prisoners, and particularly the younger cohort. As prison sentence lengths 
have increased in recent years, there is a growing cohort of very long-sentenced prisoners, with potentially an accumulation of difficult 
child and adulthood experiences underpinning their lack of engagement and response to rehabilitation.

With the evidence base currently more developed in considering these highly individual factors, the findings are rarely considered 
in the context of the political, social, and cultural context, e.g., trauma such as violent racism or socio-economic related trauma. Whilst 
studies have informed our understanding of how those from minority backgrounds may be at greater risk for trauma exposure and 
mental health difficulties, racial differences are not often studied in the context of trauma. Recent work (Wamser-Nanney et al., 2021) 
with an under 18-year-old sample found that Black children endorsed a greater number of trauma types and were more likely to have 
experienced community violence than White children; a progression on these findings could be to explore the impact of racial 
discrimination relative to other ACEs, helping determine how complex trauma may have a differential impact by ethnicity. This could 
help services understand how to use the most appropriate screening and intervention options. However, whilst knowing information 
about traumatic event exposure history and current levels of posttraumatic stress can inform practitioner responses (Grisso and 
Vincent, 2012), caution should still be applied in assessing exposure to race-based traumatic events in the absence of practitioner skill 
and available services (Modrowski et al., 2023).

1.2. The link between trauma and offending behaviour

Young men involved in the criminal justice system (CJS) represent one of the most pervasively traumatised populations, with 
studies indicating that at least 60% of incarcerated young men report at least one lifetime experience of trauma prior to prison, with 
rates varying by country based on study methods such as probability and random sampling (Listenbee et al., 2013; Pettus-Davis et al., 
2019). The physical and emotional consequences of childhood abuse and neglect continues to affect development through childhood, 
adolescence and adulthood. Many young adults in the CJS are more likely to have experienced victimisation at the hands of caregivers, 
which then impacts upon their physiological and behavioural development and predicts the presentation of heightened threat 
perception (Herman and Harvey, 1997; Van der Kolk et al., 2005; Wojciechowski, 2020).

Research evidence has demonstrated the effects of trauma on emotional regulation, unpredictable behaviour and a lack of trust and 
connection within relationships (Webermann & Murphy, 2019). Wright and Liddle’s review of the key research (2014) also demon
strated how early child maltreatment affects emotional control, which resulted in key developmental differences for those young adults 
with a trauma history, for example behaving recklessly and reacting aggressively to provocation. Other reported effects include 
emotional numbing, a persistent low level fear state, behavioural impulsivity, being hyper vigilant, hyperactive, withdrawn and 
depressed (Kerig et al., 2012; Kerig, 2019). There also appear to be a high level of associated cognitive difficulties, such as limited 
planning skills and problems responding flexibly to challenging situations (Anderson et al., 2006; Pontifex et al., 2009) and struggles 
associated with brain development such as working memory and attention (Tonks et al., 2008). Taken together, the evidence base 
suggests that young adult prisoners are more disinhibited and make poorer social judgements, especially in hostile situations (Milders 
et al., 2003; Williams et al., 2013).

A number of studies have looked at the impact of ACEs on offending behaviour (see review by Mulcahy, 2018), and this is supported 
by findings in both UK and US samples, which again suggest that ACEs may lead to a heightened risk of antisocial behaviour (Boswell 
and Wedge, 2002; Craig et al., 2017; Fox et al., 2015). Although most of the prevalent research has focused on non-UK or female only 
prison samples, UK prison surveys of adult male prisoners have also reported high rates of childhood abuse and family violence. For 
example, Williams et al. (2012) found that 27% of male prisoners reported experiencing abuse and 40% reported observing violence in 
the home as a child. These findings suggest high numbers of prisoners with trauma histories, which may impact on their functioning, 
behaviour and daily interactions with others. Further to this, when considering the possible effects of trauma on offending, research 
conducted with young people who had committed serious violent offences suggests there may be a correlation between serious 
offending and significant, ongoing abuse (Fox et al., 2015). Research findings relating to young violent offenders (murder or other 
serious offences which would gain a 14-year sentence if an adult) show that up to 90% of the sample population had experienced abuse 
and/or loss (Boswell, 1996).

In summary, childhood physical abuse and neglect increases the likelihood of committing a violent crime as an adult (Cuadra et al., 
2014; Wang et al., 2012; Widom and Maxfield, 2001). It also appears that it is emotional abuse rather than neglect which is related to 
adulthood criminality (Cuadra et al., 2014; Edalati et al., 2017), and that the ongoing experience of events such as committing violent 
offences and receiving very long custodial sentences are likely also impactful. This interface can be expected to have a significant role 
in the experiences, behaviour, and management of this cohort; it is therefore important to better understand the meaning of those 
experiences from the perspective of the young men, post-offence and sentencing.

1.3. The impact of offence perpetration

There is limited research regarding trauma from having perpetrated a crime, and that which exists has mainly been conducted with 
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white males in the UK, in either male forensic psychiatric settings (Pollock, 1999; Rew et al., 2022), with adult male, violent offender 
populations (Badenes-Ribera et al., 2020) or under 18 year olds (Bailey et al., 2001; Bailey et al., 2001). The impact is clear in the 
reports by young, violent perpetrators, of hyperarousal, intrusive thoughts, anger, nightmares and images of the events that led to the 
offence (Caffo and Belaise, 2003; Dolan and Smith, 2001; Eitle and Turner, 2002; Overstreet and Braun, 2000).

Welfare and Hollin (2012) reviewed literature exploring involvement in extreme violence and violence-related trauma for young 
people, and found sufficient evidence to indicate that childhood abuse is associated with later violence, which carries its own traumatic 
impact. Glimpses of the impact of violent offending is evident also in prevalence studies such as Boswell et al. (2003), which explored 
trauma in Section 53 offenders and found their sample also reported impact from their own offending. In an effort to provide psy
chological explanation for the trauma-offending trajectory, Evans et al. (2007), conducted interviews with a large UK sample of young 
offenders convicted of serious violence. This and their next study aimed to investigate the specific relationship between recall and 
emotional and cognitive factors for this cohort, aiming to gauge PTSD symptom severity. Their participants reported significant 
intrusive memories of the offence they committed and ruminations relating to the same. Further to this, Evans et al. (2007a,b)
reviewed studies of distressing memories relating to the commission of violence, and found a focus on intrusive memories in violent 
offenders (albeit those detained in hospital not prison settings). In particular, the most distressing intrusive memory was when the 
perpetrator realised they had hurt the victim more than intended. This group also had significantly higher reports of feeling helpless 
and fearful at the time of the assault. This finding has been replicated with evidence that excessively negative cognitive appraisals 
about the event are associated with the persistence of intrusive memories of trauma in victim samples (Mossière and Marche, 2020). 
Without more evidence of the relevant psychological factors affecting those who commit serious violent and/or sexual offending, 
clinical and risk assessments are potentially limited in how well they evaluate the needs and risks for prisoners in this cohort.

1.4. The impact of being in prison at a young age

Additional to the possible impact of the perpetration of offences is the possible impact of sentencing and incarceration on young 
men. The custodial environment itself can exacerbate underlying traumatic related difficulties. Previous psychological research de
scribes Post-Incarceration Syndrome and institutionalisation among life and long sentenced prisoners. Liem and Kunst’s work (2013)
evidenced the cluster of mental health difficulties associated with long sentences and specific personality impact, for example not 
being able to trust others, impaired decision making, difficulty in social interactions, and feelings of not belonging in social settings. A 
later systematic review by Piper and Berle (2019) found high rates of traumatic events during time in custody, revealing that any 
individual could be impacted detrimentally regardless of previous mental health concerns or length of time in prison. The early period 
of long sentences appears to be particularly difficult for convicted prisoners as they are dealing with the shock of entry to custody, 
uncertainty about their surroundings, dehumanisation, and the loss of safety (Gibbs, 1982; Goffman, 1968). Prisoners in the early years 
of their sentence reported experiencing trauma on three levels (Crewe et al., 2020); the shock of receiving the long sentence, needing to 
re-consider their identity in light of their offence, and then reconsidering their futures. This kind of criminological and ethnographic 
research method is a useful framework to consider the challenges to identity and survival for this cohort (Crewe, 2011). In addition, 
this work maps onto the psychological pains as described by Warr (2016) and Cox (2011) in how young men respond to the perceived 
challenge to their agency of being in custody.

Imprisonment can also be traumatic for young adults, and coercive practices that are common in custodial facilities may continue to 
expose the individual to trauma (LeBel and Goldstein, 2005). However, despite the amount of research examining the association of 
trauma with aggression and violence, few studies have focussed on a UK prison population, which is needed to ensure that legal, 
institutional and cultural based differences are taken account of. That which does exist reveal interesting relationships. McCallum 
(2018) explored the association between PTSD and violence against the person in a UK Young Offenders Institute, and found that 
indicators of PTSD were significantly associated with violence in prison, although such indicators were not found to be significantly 
associated with having a violent conviction. Other studies have explored adaption in custody for these young men and the factors 
relevant to that experience. Murray (2020) focused on young males’ experience of time in prison and described a “gendered discourse” 
around survival in custody where the masculine identity was key to adaptation. Similarly, Jarman (2020) found a varying pattern of 
adaptation depending on age as well as other variables such as offence type and sentence length. Likewise, Tynan (2019) described a 
process of struggling with a loss of identity in prison, perhaps felt more powerfully by those adolescents in the midst of an insecure 
transition (see also McDonald et al., 2016; for a study with adolescent asylum seekers). More focused research with this age group and 
in this setting would add greatly to our understanding of the psychological processes pertinent to this process of adaptation.

1.5. The impact of a long prison sentence at a young age

HMPPS has seen a growing population of young men receiving very long sentences for violent and/or sexual offences. Whilst the 
overall number of young men being sentenced is decreasing, the length of sentence is increasing for violent and sexual offences. Hulley 
et al. (2016) reported a growth in average sentence length in the long-term population over recent decades, from 12.5yrs in 2003 to 
21.1yrs in 2013. There is an increased understanding of how long, custodial sentences have a significant psychological and social 
impact on the individuals receiving them. Research suggests this affects psychological well-being and custodial behaviour. This may be 
more difficult for those young men early on in their sentence, as they have yet to develop strategies to support them in adapting to life 
in custody and may be more likely to have limited emotional and behavioural controls anyway (Jewkes, 2005; Tynan, 2019). Whilst 
psychological research has focused on factors at the individual level that explain how groups of people experience and adapt to 
adversity, the criminological work has focused on wider concepts such as the ‘pains of imprisonment’ (Sykes, 2007) to elucidate the 
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key deprivations of prison life. This links also to Harvey’s (2007) work on stages of adaptation and ethnographic work conducted by 
others in this area (Crewe et al., 2017; Tynan, 2019). These studies all indicate how adaptations are an inevitable response to the pains 
of imprisonment, with a range of differential responses to confinement, including individual manifestations of power and resistance. 
Many characteristics have been associated with resilience and adaptation in the papers cited above, but no one trait or set of traits has 
been shown to be most effective, as it appears to be the flexibility of mindset and range of coping skills which play a key part in 
adaptation.

The existing body of evidence demonstrates that the current cohort of boys and young men in custody are more likely to have 
experienced prolonged and multiple types of trauma, have committed serious offences, be more likely to be sentenced to lengthy 
sentences of 20 years or more, and be sentenced as part of joint enterprise legislation (which allows multiple defendants for the same 
crime to share culpability). This points to the need for services and practitioners to be able to respond to the needs and risks posed by 
this cohort, as well as the wider context to individual assessment and intervention work in custodial settings (Haney, 2013) where 
trauma can be a key responsivity barrier, with more empirical work needed to support services in their work. The lack of research work 
may be due in part to the UK being one of only three nations that sentences young people indeterminately, with the other two rarely 
making use of the sentence. There is arguably a limitation in the quantitative approach in offering only indications of the prevalence 
rates of trauma, without clinical information about the nature or impact of those experiences. The next steps are to take more account 
of the key factors in what it is that makes experiences negative and impactful for individuals.

1.6. Summary of study rationale

We know that expose to trauma and multiple adversities at an early age can have a lasting psychological impact, and this impact 
can be related to the likelihood of offending later in life. We also know that in the process and consequences of committing a violent 
offence, people can experience a new and different form of trauma, or find their earlier traumatic sequalae reignited by the experience. 
Furthermore, with the consequences of violent offences including long prison sentences, psychological impacts of trauma and 
adversity are likely to be repeated, reinforced, and reshaped by the custodial experience. As such, our custodial management of in
dividuals who have committed such offences needs to meaningfully include an understanding of how the experiences of trauma 
interface with the experiences of imprisonment.

Presently, much of the research related to this interface has considered cohort-level risk factors, which is insufficient to understand 
the individual differences and presentations common in forensic practice. In order to meaningfully respond to the impact of trauma 
and adversity on the management and support needs of young men with long custodial sentences, we need to understand how these 
individuals make sense of their past and present experiences, so as to plan interventions in a manner that is not undermined by the 
long-term consequences of such experiences. Therefore, this empirical study aimed to explore how young men in custody understand 
their experience of adversity and traumatic events, with a particular consideration of whether and how the experiences of both their 
offence and their sentence length were part of that understanding.

2. Method

2.1. Aims

This study aimed to better understand the meaning of adverse experiences from the perspective of the young man himself, post 
offence and sentencing, to take forward the limited state of research in this field. To explore this as fully as possible the terminology 
was used in all interviews of ‘difficult life events’ in order to not offer any judgement about whether such events might have been 
experienced as traumatic. The aims of the study were to explore the impact of trauma as experienced by a cohort of 18-25-year-old men 
in custody serving long sentences of more than 10 years and to explore any interface between their understanding of trauma and 
offending behaviour.

2.2. Study research methods

To comprehensively capture the necessary nuance in understanding the complexities of living through trauma and adversity, these 
aims required methods that offer participants the opportunity to recall and talk about their experiences in their own terms due to the 
explorative and sensitive nature of the topic; qualitative research methods are therefore best suited. Given our focus on the meaning 
ascribed to complex personal experiences by individual’s themselves, we chose to adopt Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis 
(IPA; Smith et al., 2009) methods. IPA is designed on principles of phenomenology (exploration of conscious experiences), ideography 
(valuing the individual story), and hermeneutics (the process of understanding meaning-making), which are ideal foundations for 
these research aims. IPA methodology also allows for rich analysis based on small, purposive sampling to ensure sufficient homo
geneity within a sample, making it an ideal approach for research with young offenders currently in custody whose circumstances 
make research recruitment more challenging.

2.3. Participants

Participants were recruited from a single Youth Offending Institute in England, where the first author had professional connections 
as the lead psychologist. The YOI identified individuals in custody who met inclusion criteria (18–25, sentences longer than 10 years), 
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and then shared an information sheet inviting them to take part. Nine young men engaged in this study and all were in the first three 
years of their sentence (see Table 1 below for sample characteristics); this sample size is deemed sufficient for robust qualitative data 
analysis of this sort (Guest et al., 2006). Review papers suggest varying ranges for reaching sufficiency in qualitative studies, with six 
being the minimum amount (e.g. Morse, 2000) and a range of six to eight when homogeneity within the sample is achieved (Kuzel, 
1992). It is suggested that the greater the homogeneity, the sooner data saturation is reached, although the guiding principle was to 
construct a study that will yield rich data.

With the IPA method, importance is placed on small sampling, and using purposive sampling to ensure the homogeneity of the 
study sample (Smith et al., 2009). The participant recruitment process was designed to add confidence to the ongoing care and 
protection required for the participants due to the nature of the research, with the first author an experienced forensic psychologist and 
the process agreed by HMPPS National Research Committee. A favourable ethical opinion on the study was also granted by a university 
ethics committee.

2.4. Procedure

A semi-structured, interview-based research design was designed following guidelines by Smith et al. (2009), to ask questions about 
the participant’s interpretation of the impact of trauma, including custodial adjustment and post offence impact. Each participant was 
interviewed separately for the consent process (about 30 min), again on at least two occasions to go through the interview schedule 
(about 1 h each interview), and then again for participant verification where available (about 1 h). Participant verification is where the 
participants are invited to comment on the researchers’ interpretation of the data. Methodological techniques such as participant 
verification prolong engagement with participants, and have been proposed to ensure dependability, credibility, and transferability in 
qualitative studies (Hadi and Closs, 2016). The study adopted this phase of meaning-making hoping to achieve a more layered analysis 
of the phenomenon, with eight of the nine participants taking up the offer of a final discussion.

2.5. Analytical approach

IPA was used to analyse the data, following the guidance on IPA processes provided by Smith et al. (2009). IPA is broadly two 
phases of analysis; a) a phenomenological analysis of each individual experience from an ‘insider’ perspective and (b) an interpretative 
analysis from an ‘outsider’ perspective. An iterative approach is used, starting with initial transcript notation and specification of 
emergent themes for each participant, which are then critically assessed for validity in relation to the original transcripts (including 
through participant verification, as noted above). Participant-level themes are then appraised at a group level, to develop a set of 
group-level superordinate themes, ensuring that the breadth of transcript divergence and convergence had been captured. At each 
stage, the first author discussed the findings to that point with at least one of the other authors to ensure that the analytic steps taken 
were remaining sufficiently grounded in the data.

We note that IPA guidelines were updated in Smith et al. (2009), the analytic steps have remained broadly consistent, but a 
different form of nomenclature was introduced. As this analysis was conducted prior to this release, we have used here the nomen
clature of the guidelines in place at the time of analysis to.

3. Findings

The participant’s accounts were organised into three group-level superordinate themes: ‘Conceptual Confusion’, ‘Impact Now, and 
‘Settling’, each with sub-themes and also with recognition of some overlap between themes. Each theme is discussed below and 
illustrated with quotes (see Table 2).

Table 1 
Sample characteristics.

Age Ethnicity Offence Types Sentence 
Length

Legal Status Previous custodial experience

18 year olds: 
n = 2

Asian British: Pakistani: 
n = 1

Murder: n = 6 11 years: n =
1

Custody For Life: n = 2 First time in custody: n = 8

19 year olds: 
n-3

Black/Black British: n =
1

Attempt Murder: n = 1 13 years: n =
1

Detention During Her Majesty’s 
Pleasure n = 4

Previously in under 18 years 
prison: n = 5

20 year olds: 
n = 4

Black/Black British: 
African: n = 2

Conspire To Commit 
Robbery: n = 1

14 years: n =
1

Standard Determinate Sentence: 
n = 1

​

​ Black British: Caribbean: 
n = 2

Wounding With Intent: n 
= 1

15 years: n =
4

Detention In Young Offender 
Institution n = 1

White: n = 3 ​ 16 years: n =
1

Extended Discretionary Sentence 
n = 1

26 years: n =
1
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3.1. ’Conceptual confusion’

This first superordinate theme relates to the participants’ understanding of difficult life events, which indicated a particular 
interpretation of how to define and categorise such experiences. Despite all describing experience of ‘Typical Adversity’ (a sub-theme) 
such as familial or neighbourhood dysfunction, their focus was on the more unusual experiences they had witnessed or been subject to. 
In this they prioritised the effects of custody as the most impactful. Most did not describe typical adverse experiences as traumatic or 
unusual and they were often keen to downplay the significance and potentially lasting impact. Crime and adversity seemed to be a fact 
of life and a life lived with limited choices.

The sub-theme ’Atypical Adversity’ included events not found in standard definitions of ACEs, such as experiencing significant 
violent crime as teenagers, both being stabbed or shot themselves and/or witnessing this happen to others on multiple occasions, 
leading to significant injury and sometimes death. 

R: what kind of traumatic things that you have heard people refer to?

Devon: witnessing murders and that?

R: sorry say that again?

Devon: witnessing murders.

The men indicated habituation to frequent and often extreme violence and so were not always able to conceive of or report it as 
traumatic or impactful. Abdylla described experiencing robberies, murders, and stabbings as "candyfloss" compared to living in a civil 
war zone and seeing his friend be shot dead. This led to a denial of the impact of the former events due to the atypicality of other 
experiences. For many of the participants, their teenage years and offending were linked to having been a child drug dealer and being 
gang-involved, which brought them close to extreme and regular violence from a young age. 

Mac: "that’s the life I lived as a gang member. We were proper out there, every single day, every one of us had drugs on them and 
had a knife on them from early till late".

Another aspect of ‘Conceptual Confusion’ was how all participants took a unique view of how to conceive of trauma (the sub-theme 
’Different Definition of Trauma’), based on their atypical experiences of difficult life events as a child and adult, which appeared to 
impact on how they defined adversity or trauma. 

Kai: Just a punctured lung – wasn’t even, just small yeah.

R: a punctured lung? By most people’s standards that’s a serious injury?

Kai: I seen people that’s been stabbed, not seen but like they can’t walk no more and go to the toilet the same so I’m lucky?

Kai’s words indicate the recurring theme of how the young men were not likely to accept their experiences as impactful, for fear of it 
possibly undermining their ability to cope with it. All participants sought to explain events that by other people’s standards might be 
thought of as traumatic and were compared to others’ experiences when considering whether an event was traumatic for them.

Mac had also described a particularly stressful and violent offence scenario involving threat to himself as simply "being in the wrong 
place at the wrong time, I wouldn’t call it traumatic". For many of the participants, their understanding of what could be considered a 
traumatic event appeared linked to a lifelong experience of such events. For Carter this was easy to express as "all that shit – just like a 
Sunday for me but was my whole life". This was explored directly with Carter who had been most able to articulate a lifelong experience 
of adversity and he was asked whether he thought he understood the definition of traumatic experiences the same as other people. 

Carter: Well not necessarily but it could be. Like I had a traumatic experience yesterday, and I am suffering a PTSD from a 
robbery a year ago. I suffered trauma when I was a child and suffer that still – so yeah maybe they are the same thing.

The participants spoke repeatedly and in various ways about why it was ’Hard to talk about trauma’ (a sub-theme), meaning both 

Table 2 
IPA themes developed.

Superordinate Theme Subordinate Theme

Conceptual Confusion Typical Adversity
Atypical Adversity
Different definition of trauma
Hard to talk about trauma

Impact now Making sense of it now
Impact of offence as traumatic
Impact of sentence as traumatic
Impact of custody as new trauma
Dealing with trauma

Settling Stabilising
Adapting yourself
Adapting your view of others
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that it was difficult for the sample to define trauma or adversity as well as hard for them to speak clearly about their experiences 
without significant time, support and careful questioning techniques. This difficulty expressing the experience of potentially traumatic 
events and any impact was also described by Mac, who talked about the duality of knowing but not knowing; “so I knew what was 
happening but also didn’t really.” The age at which the participant experienced the trauma being spoken about had an impact for all 
participants in the quality of recall and detail, meaning that significant events experienced when a young child were often hard to 
recall and link to later impacts. 

Abdylla: They said I was talking about things I shouldn’t have been talking about things I shouldn’t have been talking about at 
that age innit, drawing pictures about blood and killing innit? I don’t know what it means personally yeah. I don’t find a reason 
to talk about that.

Abdylla describes here how at a young age he tried to communicate his experience of extreme events, but that he still does not know 
the meaning of his drawings. These struggles with memory, including the ability to remember events at all, are consistent with the 
theoretical understanding of trauma’s impact upon memory processing and hence the narrative understanding participants hold.

Other possible contributory reasons for how the young men reported consistent and cumulative exposure to potentially traumatic 
events - but denied any ongoing impact from them - are the likelihood of desensitisation to violence combined with a social identity of 
“hard” masculinity, informed by ideas about how to be a man (Trickett, 2011). Openness and vulnerability are discouraged in prison by 
fellow prisoners and serve as barriers to addressing past traumas (Morse % Wright 2022). A systematic review by Figueira et al. (2024)
explored the roles played by masculinity, trauma, and fear of victimisation in knife crime by young men. Themes were found of 
bravado, loyalty, retaliation, and a need for a certain type of reputation when recounting their experiences of victimisation. This 
combined with a social identity influenced by a street code that endorsed violence, may result in young men not expressing vulner
ability because they no longer feel it. In Cesaroni et al. (2023), many participants adhered to a type of prison masculinity which 
constrained help-seeking behaviour and possibly thwarted trauma recovery, despite being a possibly adaptive response to prison.

3.2. ′Impact now’

The second superordinate theme was ’Impact now’, where the young men spoke to their experience of dealing with the conse
quences of having committed serious violent offences. These accounts related to the events, attitudes, thought and behaviours, which 
happened directly as a result of the experiences. Typically, this included a reflection on what had gone before in their lives, and an 
internal debate about personal responsibility, in the context of new difficulties in coming to terms with the length of sentence and 
being in prison.

The sub-theme ’Making sense of it now’ related to the need all participants felt to create some meaning from the experiences, 
although this brought an impact of its own, as the participants described the emotional labour involved. Mac spoke about the effect of 
his sentence length, "you don’t know how it feels, it’s every day. I don’t expect anyone to feel sorry for me but that wasn’t my intentions, on the 
outside I had something to prove". Shan spoke of trying to make sense daily of how he was the same person who had been involved in the 
killing of another boy, “if I’d been at home it wouldn’t have happened and I blame myself”. For some like Abdylla it was about living with 
the impact despite not knowing "what to feel", and meaning that he would often contradict himself when thinking about possible impact 
or not, and who or what was responsible for any impact.

The ’Impact of offence as traumatic’ sub-theme captured the experience of committing a serious violent offence, which for the 
majority of participants had led to the death of their victim. The interviews were full of descriptions of a process of coming to terms 
with this, and many referred to the ongoing effort to not think about it so as to avoid the possible impact. 

Kai: one of the things about being in prison, the bad things, is that I overthink things, think too much yeah. If I didn’t overthink 
things I’d be cool would have it all".

Here was see Kai describe his attempts to learn to avoid rumination, his phraseology indicating that this rumination feels to him like 
the major barrier in being able to settle into a new life in prison. 

Shan: well I didn’t know he was getting stabbed, he got chased from the car to the house. I was on my bike and I left the group 
and later that night I found out what had happened and I was like shocked.

Shan – having been convicted on a joint venture basis – illustrates here how having not directly harmed the victim himself, the news 
of the death was not something he expected; terminology such as “shock” indicates an emotional impact of the surprise. This was 
repeated across the sample, where many participants gave immediate and undefended responses to interview questions about their 
offence and spoke of not knowing at the time that the victim had been injured or killed. 

Jawan: Yeah like I’ve seen people getting stabbed before and they didn’t die … I was looking but the guy was still moving and 
getting out of the car so didn’t think it was going to be serious. But he’d been stabbed 23 times.

All those who had committed murder spoke of the shock of realising the victim had died, contributing to the process of having to 
make sense of their life and identity. It appeared to be a difficult and sometimes overwhelming challenge for them. The delay or lack of 
impact of offence was also linked by participants to their lack of knowledge of their victims, which appeared to limit their sense of 
remorse for the victim, although not necessarily the victim’s families. This was especially the case if the offence was committed in a 
gang-involved context. 
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Carter: Oh yeah – I have dreams that are serious blood baths. This guy stabs me and I stab him and he’s on the floor and I think 
he’s dead but he gets up and I stab him again and I’ve gone to the kitchen and my Mum’s there and she says yeah, just wash off 
and come see your sisters. I don’t remember a lot of dreams now – but always blood baths.

The ’Impact of sentence as traumatic’ sub-theme captured the experiences described by all of having to make sense of and then 
accept the length of sentence imposed on them. The analysis captured the clear effect that most of the sample spoke of when pri
oritising this sentence length as the most traumatic experience they had ever had. 

Jawan: When I went down to the cells and I was just crying and crying. My expectations had been that I was going home! I didn’t 
know what to feel, I’d got less than them but I’m not going to be home for 15 years. I was crying and I wasn’t thinking, just 
crying – oh fucks sake!

Jawan’s description of the impact of how he felt on his sentencing day was put in the present tense, as though he were still pro
cessing the impact. Every participant spoke of their psychological, physical and practical responses to adjusting to life in custody, 
described by many as life changing (the sub-theme ’Impact of custody as new trauma’). The everyday reality of the pains of 
imprisonment were clear and the participants interpreted the experience as brutalising, unfair and disproportionate. As all the par
ticipants had previously experienced multiple childhood adversity, the analysis revealed links made frequently between those past 
experiences and how they experienced life in custody, with banging doors linked to gun shots, boots on floors to the approach of rival 
gangs and the authoritarian style of prison officers to teachers who had used rules to punish and exclude. 

Abdylla: Then you keep me in my cell for hours and hours and hours. And I can’t interact with people so you are locking away you are 
isolating me. So you are basically putting me in a cage and took away my freedom and sunlight. Then you are the people coming to see the 
animal in the zoo.

The participants spoke of ‘Dealing with trauma’ (a sub-theme in the analysis) in responding to the impact of the traumatic events. A 
commonly found theme being the difficulty the men had in talking about how they cope, seemingly for a variety of reasons. For some, 
they simply had not thought of any ways to cope beyond responding daily to the challenge ahead, for some it was because it was 
difficult to find the words to describe their coping, but for others it was due to a dislike of talking about coping or using the word as it 
indicated to them a vulnerability they were protecting against. 

Ciaran: yeah that’s why I don’t how to put those things, I don’t talk like that innit?

For some like Abdylla, the coping response had become so habitual it was impossible to articulate for being so much an embedded 
aspect of his daily life, "I don’t know – I just do it!". Often, the only strategy easily described was solely not talking about the difficulties 
experienced, of “bottling it up” and of not speaking to others for fear of raising concerns. For those participants able to articulate 
themselves in relation to emotional impact, they spoke to knowing that there would be a time when that impact would have to be 
spoken to and that they had to be ready for it.

3.3. ’Settling’

The ’Settling’ superordinate theme captured the participant’s experiences of dealing with the multiple consequences arising from 
childhood trauma and experiences now of being in custody. Their reflections were threaded through with a narrative of resilience, 
strength and adaptation, in order to adjust to their new situation, identity and to stay safe. The impact of previous adversity and trauma 
as understood by either the ACEs model or the atypical experiences described earlier, were all relevant to this sample’s ability to adapt 
psychologically, emotionally and practically.

The ’Stabilising’ sub-theme described the initial processes experienced by all participants of drawing on previous experiences of 
dealing with trauma to make sense of their situation and a way of psychologically adapting to it. This process seemed to move through 
stages similar for all, starting with trying to see the whole experience of being convicted and in prison for a long time as a possible 
positive experience, a move towards accepting difficult aspects of their situation and then finding a purposeful life in prison. 

Devon: no, I don’t agree with it but I have to accept it cos (clears throat) cos at end of the day I was there, and there’s nothing I 
could do about it (…) like, when I first got sentenced for like a whole year, a year and a half like, it didn’t sink in properly.

This description of accepting the sentence, but not accepting responsibility for the offence, was typical of the sample’s responses 
and their confusion in trying to understand the conviction and length of sentence. They were often unable to imagine the length of 
time, usually the same length of time or more than they were years old. A phrase often used to end tracts of speech was simply "it is what 
it is", which appeared to indicate a form of radical acceptance, to afford the participants some power over the situation they found 
themselves in. The overall narrative about the process of finding stability in prison was run through with an age-related understanding 
of how long time was, of hope despite the current situation, and the flexibility to adapt both themselves and their view of others.

The ’Adapting yourself’ sub-theme refers to the young men’s experiences of adaptation and habituation to responding to previous 
and current difficulties. Here the men learned to adapt and settle, both practically and psychologically. There were various aspects to 
the adaptation process, and it seemed that it started only once stabilisation had occurred, and this allowed then for an ability to learn 
how to deal with the situation. Shan and Abdylla spoke of adaptation "gotta get used to it … and you know like get used to fitting in? 
Adapting". This seemed highly important to the mental agility required to cope with the daily grind of prison life, in the context of many 
years of the same. The experiences of many participants was summed up by Carter in this colourful description of how he wanted a 
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tattoo to indicate how he had survived his life so far. 

Carter: I am having stars on here [points to collarbones] like in the army or navy? And then on this arm am going to have a 
whole arm of roman armour on there.

R: oh okay – why are you choosing that then?

Carter: it’s about how I’ve survived, it’s armour because of what I have been through. Do you know what I mean?

The ’Adapting your view of others’ sub-theme referred to how the men had to adapt their view of people in authority and their 
peers, to be able to make use of those people whilst settling into custody. Alongside talking to trusted professionals, many spoke of the 
value of speaking with trusted peers, which brought help and encouragement when needed, as well as practical learning about how to 
get things done for themselves in prison, or how to get on with officers. 

Mac: "before I got found guilty someone said to me. When you get found guilty you’d be surprised how people in the jail show 
you love, cos no one else in the prison does, just them and your family and friends".

For those with close family members, participants relied significantly on their support. Even those with a difficult family dynamic 
to deal with had made a conscious effort to keep communication open, and this seemed linked to a time of needing encouragement, 
support and hope. It was riven with sadness and potentially difficult emotions though, as Ciaran advised "I’d say not look at pictures of 
your family so much". Many of the participants had experienced multiple childhood adversity, so the reliance on family support was 
fraught with difficulty and tension, and they spoke of often expressing this gratitude to those people, bringing about a positive change 
in those relationships.

4. Discussion

The aim of this study was to explore how young men in custody understood their experience of traumatic and difficult life events, 
and whether and how the experience of their offence and sentence length was part of that. The participants discussed their experiences 
across three overarching superordinate themes: ’Conceptual Confusion’, ’Impact Now’ and ’Settling’.

4.1. The ’conceptual confusion’ theme in context

The significance of finding differences in the way that adversity is defined and the preferred language for it relates to the study aim 
of exploring the impact of trauma as experienced by this cohort. Of particular relevance is the finding of a lack of common language 
and understanding of what ’counts’ as trauma, compounded by not speaking about trauma.

The multiplicity of definitions, wide and narrow conception of trauma and uncommon frequency and severity of participants’ 
experiences appeared linked to a reluctance to accept diagnostic or other professional nomenclature (see Karstoft and Armour, 2022; 
Afifi and Asmundson, 2020 for recent commentary in this area). Participants were more likely to define their being in prison and 
sentence length as more traumatic than previous serious injury due to violent crime, having witnessed others being seriously injured or 
killed, or of having inflicted that on others themselves. The implications for assessment and intervention work suggest that methods 
which rely on psychiatric labels are likely to be denied as relevant (see Leighton, 2012), and avoided due to the labelling of identity and 
hence judgement of risk. It speaks to the usual tension in a forensic setting between seeking help but also needing to present with 
reduced risk of harm to self or others.

All of the participants had experienced many of the traditional aspects of the Felitti et al. (1998) definition of ACEs. In keeping with 
the evidence base from UK prison surveys of adult male prisoners who have reported high rates of childhood abuse and family violence 
(Williams et al., 2012), this sample also described frequent and cumulative abuse and dysfunction, and all witnessed significant 
physical injury and/or death. Of particular note was the frequency of loss and bereavement that the young men had dealt with both 
prior to custody and since (see also Boswell, 1996). Due, however, to the particular sample of young men serving long sentences, all 
had also experienced atypical traumatic events, not found in standard definitions of ACEs. It is hypothesised that the atypicality of 
experience led to the participants taking a unique view of how to conceive of and define adversity or trauma. The findings in this study 
were in line with those in Leighton (2012), who found conceptual confusion to be prevalent in adolescents understanding of mental 
health concepts as well as a different understanding (compared to older adults) of what is a normal reaction to a difficult life event.

Overall, it was clear that participants often conceived of childhood adversity as not traumatic or impactful for them. Such ap
praisals, likely linked to a survival response underpinning current psychological adaptation, are at odds with the possible benefits of 
broadening definitions to be more inclusive and needs-led (Afifi and Asmundson, 2020). If the definition of trauma is events which are 
overwhelming, then many of the sample had survived cumulative trauma; however in not necessarily experiencing feelings of being 
overwhelmed, they did not then define it as trauma. This was particularly the case for those who were gang-involved; despite having 
experienced and witnessed significant physical injury and/or death as part of that lifestyle, none made the explicit link to this being a 
trauma on its own. As discussed previously in section 3.1, being in prison can also require that negative emotions are suppressed and 
vulnerability discouraged as part of a performance of masculinity (Cesaroni et al., 2023).

The reported difficulty or strategy in not speaking about difficult life events meant that the participants struggled to define or 
describe their experience of trauma. This fits with the theoretical understanding of how the effect of trauma can inhibit an under
standing and expression of it. There were often confusing exchanges in the interviews, with assumptions and definitions needing 
clarification, and deployment of cautious metaphor and phraseology to avoid further pain and withdrawal. Clearly, the language of 
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‘trauma’ was an insufficient term to describe the complexity of the range, type and impact of experiences being referred to. Whilst the 
terminology has changed and expanded it’s meaning over the years as a means of making sense of personal and collective experiences, 
it’s implications for individual’s identity might well be different.

Recognising that linguistic choices act as organising devices in thinking and talking about complex phenomena, the dominant 
linguistic choices in this study were those of “touchy subjects”, “hard times” and “mad things”, which shaped how participants 
experience trauma and form their responses. There has been little research work done in this field for comparison to these findings; 
however, it is needed for a greater understanding of how this phenomena develops and can be supported by practitioners, especially in 
a context where arguably the concept of trauma is so elastic as to be a creeping concept (Haslam and McGrath, 2020).

4.2. The ‘Impact Now’ theme in context

The second theme ‘Impact Now’, captured how the young men spoke of their experience of dealing with the impact of having 
committed a serious violent offence, in the context of difficulties in coming to terms with being in prison and the length of sentence. 
The finding of significant impact from offence perpetration, of sentencing, and of being in prison revealed that for many participants 
they had yet to allow for an exploration of the impact of their offence on them. Many in the sample were engaged in an ongoing 
dialogue with themselves similar to the study by Ericson (1975), which described a process of meaning-making, and alertness to how 
others now perceived them.

The descriptions given by the participants of how they adopted previous distress response strategies to cope with the prison 
environment suggested that for some, being in prison was exacerbating underlying traumatic related difficulties. Even for those with 
no clearly described previous mental health concerns, the early period of long sentences appeared to be particularly difficult. This is 
similar to other findings (Gibbs, 1982; Goffman, 1968; Piper and Berle, 2019), where men spoke of dealing with the shock of entry to 
custody, uncertainty about their surroundings, and the loss of safety. Of note was the daily struggle to make sense of the impact of 
offence, sentence and being in prison. This resulted in an emotional labour which led to a shutting off from thinking about it, driven by 
the need to avoid any emotional reaction and to enable adjustment to life in prison. The finding of not speaking about trauma in order 
to survive it also suggests the limited value of some risk assessment tools or approaches, which do not necessarily take account of this, 
framing that as possibly denial or avoidance of responsibility instead. The everyday reality of the pains of imprisonment (Sykes, 2007) 
were illustrated in that the young men interpreted the experience as brutalising, unfair and disproportionate. As all the participants 
had previously experienced multiple childhood adversity, the analysis revealed links made between those past experiences and life in 
custody, with banging doors linked to gun shots, boots on floors to the approach of rival gangs and the authoritarian style of prison 
officers to teachers who used rules to punish and exclude. The young men in this sample learned the importance of keeping busy to pass 
the time, to be able to avoid dwelling on the situation or problems outside and to have some relief from the pressure of the pains of 
imprisonment.

The study findings relating to the impact of the perpetrated offence are consistent with those reported by Boswell et al. (2003) and 
Evans et al. (2007a,b), whose participants also reported intrusive memories of the offence and ruminations relating to the same. Of 
significance was how the three participants who reported the most extreme experiences of previous trauma also reported the most 
impact from their offence, via difficulties such as sleep or mood problems. There is a growing body of literature on the diagnosis of 
PTSD after committing homicide that has examined this phenomenon, but it is hard to separate out the impact of previous trauma in 
this cohort (see a meta-analysis by Badenes-Ribera et al., 2020).

The findings of impact related to the length of sentence aligned with those in Crewe et al. (2020) that men in the early years of their 
sentence reported experiencing trauma on three levels; the shock of receiving the long sentence, needing to re-consider their identity in 
light of their offence, and then reconsidering their futures. All our participants were able to speak about the need to survive in prison 
and a contempt for self-pity as a threat to that survival, with a linked perception by some of how self-change was also a threat to 
stability and survival. Their meaning-making work appeared to be an important part of the move towards acceptance and settling. The 
study findings bring forward an improved understanding of the experience and impact of long-term imprisonment for young men, 
particularly with regard to their experiences of helpful survival and coping mechanisms. Their contempt for a way of speaking about 
trauma that might imply weakness, and of possibly endangering their ability to survive was notable. It is hypothesised that this was 
linked to a longstanding response with many men referring to having rarely spoken about it at all, of not knowing how to talk about it 
or of not seeing any value in talking about it.

A related hypothesis to explain this is that there was a gendered discourse in the form of the language of strength and toughness 
used by some participants in this study to explain both why they did not speak about trauma and their strategies for survival in prison 
(see also Murray, 2020). As they had been dealing with the impact of trauma for many years, this discourse spoke to a habituated 
response to dealing with adversity learnt over their childhood. Similar to how Gooch (2019) reported in her study with 15-17-year-olds 
in prison, the participants in this study also hinted at a performance of masculinity that was a mask for the challenges all were facing in 
adjusting to prison life and a contrast to the premature adulthood they found themselves in. This is a significant challenge for prac
titioners working with those who have experienced the most extreme poly-victimisation as well as having perpetrated similar. A 
reliance on trauma evaluation measures or trauma-focused interviews is less helpful with young prisoners who have adopted a 
functional coping response to trauma of not talking about it, which works as a strategy for survival in prison, both in adapting to prison 
life as well as coping with peer and professional scrutiny of one’s stability.
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4.3. The ‘settling’ theme in context

The previous themes related to strategies in not speaking about difficult life events, differences in defining adversity and the 
preferred language for it, and a unique articulation of the impact of trauma were all brought to bear on the final theme of ‘Settling’. The 
theme also highlighted interesting aspects which could inform assessment and intervention work with this cohort. For example, the 
importance of understanding the process of acceptance and therefore the sequencing of intervention offers, to ensure that responsivity 
and readiness to engage is fully explored with each man. It should be noted though that it is not yet standard practice for all prisons to 
have a bespoke means of working with young adults, leading to inconsistencies in how young men are treated in different jails.

A process of stabilisation was described by some, underpinned by a radical acceptance of their situation. Whilst there were many 
factors in relation to this stabilisation, the focus in many interviews was on learning rules and expectations as the key to survival, and 
this fits with the findings in similar studies (Canlione and Abrams, 2021). What was not spoken about, in keeping with the evidence 
base (Vaswani and Paul, 2019), was that of help seeking behaviour to get professional support with problems faced; a preference for 
self-reliance or peer support was clear. Clearly, the experience of adaptation described by the participants in this sample is not a 
generic one, but adaptation being made by young men in a prison for young men where strength, courage, and independence are prized 
traits. These experiences fit well also with Taylor et al. (2020) theory of cognitive adaptations and pragmatic coping, suggesting that 
self-enhancing biases can buffer current threats and possible future setbacks by helping to restore self-esteem, develop an optimistic 
outlook, and regain a sense of mastery over the event. This appraisal of adverse or traumatic life events is known to serve as a 
mechanism accounting for differences in adversity exposure and psychological adjustment (see review by Gusler et al., 2022).

Comparing the findings around coping, adaptation and settling with similar empirical research, there is an alignment with the work 
by Harvey (2007) on survival and adaptation by young males in prison. The cognitive, psychological and emotional effects of trauma 
underpinned the ways the participants adapted to imprisonment. Harvey’s work highlighted how this required an emotional reflex
ivity which in turn affected practical and social adaptation. The fit with the findings here is that what is experienced as ‘coming to 
terms with it’, and ‘settling down’, appears to be psychological and emotional reflexivity at work. A risk of adaptation is institu
tionalisation, and this risk is potentially greater for young men who are still developing. Many of the sample appeared to understand 
this and rejected any over-reliance on the institution or staff as a way to resist both institutionalisation and the institution itself. Further 
research to explore young prisoner’s adaptive strategies in different types of prison institutions would be valuable to understanding 
how staff-prisoner relationships can be supportive (Hearn et al., 2021), if peer support is always beneficial and if cultural variations 
apply.

Resilience as a concept and practice was referred to by many participants and seemed to be worn as a badge of honour and perhaps 
masculinity. The academic literature is full of inconsistencies about how to conceptualise and assess resilience, despite growing in
terest in the topic (Yoon et al., 2021). This may be due in part to a lack of consideration of the individual’s life stage in such work. If 
resilience is about growth and bouncing back from adversity, becoming stronger, more effective and successful, then that does not fit 
with the findings in this study. Their descriptions of resilience were more akin to survival, with a definition of resilience as being the 
same as grit, distancing from past difficulties and a sense of agency. The participants all appeared able to draw on previous techniques 
used for surviving trauma, using familiar coping strategies such as hyper vigilance and social withdrawal that limited their ability to 
adapt well in prison, masked vulnerability and possibly increased risk to selves and others. Arguably a more context-specific under
standing of what resilience looks like for this population would be helpful, as the process appears more akin to habituation.

4.5. Limitations

Whilst a restricted range of language can be an expected impact of significant adversity, it may have impacted on the findings. It 
was not possible to fully explore whether participants identified differential impacts of various trauma types or if the ‘dependency’ of 
the traumatic experience made a difference to the experience of trauma. This was in part due to the struggles which many participants 
had in talking about the range of impact of difficult events on them, as well as a distinctive way of conceiving of trauma as previously 
described. It may also have been due to the recognised high rates of unmet speech, language and communication needs in this pop
ulation. Bryan et al. (2015) suggested at least 60% of young people accessing youth justice services present these unrecognised dif
ficulties. Early identification of language difficulties is crucial because it serves as a risk factor for other problems, such as literacy 
difficulties and educational failure, which may in turn increase the likelihood of a young person becoming involved in offending 
behaviour.

This was due to most of the participants initially denying any impact at all from previous difficulties. A specific limitation relates to 
the impact of gender, race, ethnicity on the study. As a considerably older, white, female researcher, the first author never shared 
common demographics with the interviewees, and whilst consideration was given to that throughout, it cannot be assumed that this 
did not limit the interviews and the interpretation of the findings. Indeed, without a full understanding of how the experience of racial 
trauma intersects with previous and current trauma, any assessment is limited and services likely to be irrelevant. Many of the par
ticipants conceived of trauma by speaking to their experience of racial trauma, either in the community, at school, from the police, 
social services, courts or now in prison. However, when racial trauma was so ordinary as to not always warrant comment, focused 
research work with this cohort requires careful planning and implementation.

5. Conclusion

To date, this was the first psychological study of its kind undertaken with this age group and those who have received long 
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sentences. It highlighted the high prevalence and types of trauma exposure in this cohort, and how the experience of events such as 
committing violent offences and receiving long custodial sentences was also impactful. The study aimed to better understand the 
meaning of those experiences from the perspective of the young man himself, post offence and sentencing. The findings from this study 
fit with the existing literature and its focus on the impact of trauma, the phases of impact due to development, a lifespan perspective, 
meaning-making, dealing with the impact, and resilience, but made specific to this sample of young men with long sentences.

This study’s findings offers insights into how long-term, young adult prisoners define difficult life events and how they respond to 
them. This has relevance for practitioners, researchers and organisations in demonstrating that the current approaches couched in a 
professional and academic understanding of trauma may not adequately meet the needs of a group, whose own understanding of their 
experiences are likely to differ so significantly. This article has outlined some of the implications for the engagement, assessment, 
intervention and management considerations of young men who have harmed others and suffered harm themselves, which require a 
more ideographic approach to the integration of the young men’s experiences into these considerations.

Ongoing research is needed to take forward the challenge of a growing cohort of young adult male prisoners serving long sentences, 
who have experienced cumulative trauma and who through impact of offence perpetration and then sentence length are most likely 
continuing to function in a traumatised state. Future research should be deliberate in seeking to understand the experiences of young 
men from different ethnicities, both to inform our understanding of the heterogeneity of experience, as well as how to tailor assess
ments and interventions for different groups of people.
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