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Out of your 
vulnerabilities will 
come your strength.  

Sigmund Freud 

“
Designed by Grimes Designs



It’s highly frustrating but you wouldn’t be human if you didn’t feel that ... as 

much as I scream for freedom and normality, my life will never be normal, 

because I’m a lifer on licence and have to live a life of normality with a licence.“



Introduction
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This report provides the findings from a narrative 
research study that presents the stories of eight 
men who had served or were serving a life 
sentence at the time of the research. The research 
was undertaken as a result of the substantial 
amount of work that PACE have conducted 
with this client group in the form of pre and post-
release accommodation, training, education and 
employment programmes.

This research was designed to provide indepth 
information from the perspective of the men serving 
the life sentence and to provide an opportunity for 
their stories to be told. The research took place in 
the context of knowing that each participant had 
committed a violent crime that resulted in the loss 
of life. The impact of these crimes can never be 
undone and the acknowledgement of the harm 
caused by the participants is contained within the 
research findings.
 
As a substantial minority within the prison system, 
life sentence prisoners have a particular story to 
tell about who they were, who they are now and 
who they desire to be. They have an opportunity 
to use prison as a learning system that other shorter 
sentence prisoners do not. Life sentence prisoners 
have a unique story to tell about time and how 
time can pass in prison when they have no release 
date for which to aim. They can also tell us about 
relationships and the impact of the perception of 
others on our own identity development, they can 
tell us about what it means to be a “Lifer” and how 
the label is attached to them from the moment of 
conviction. They can tell us about stigma, shame 
and the wider theme of recognition and how they 
have learned to manage these issues whilst in 
prison. 

PACE, founded in 1969, is a not-for-profit community 
based organisation working with people with 
criminal convictions. It aims to support the 
reintegration process of their services users and 
bring about positive change in their lives, and in 
doing so, prevent further harm in the community. 

PACE works from an assisted desistance and 
strengths-based approach and has a wide range 
of community-based rehabilitative programmes 
that work together to develop personal, moral 
and social capabilities and skills in people with 
criminal convictions. Combined, these skills can 
help people move towards social integration and 
the formation of a crime free, prosocial identity. 
PACE is funded by the Probation service and 
supported by the CDETB and the Gardaí, among 
other agencies. PACE has been working with men 
serving a life sentence for a substantial period of 
time. During this time, we have seen some men 
succeed in the release process with others being 
severely challenged by the sentence and the 
release process and struggling as a result. 

About PACE



The focus of the research was on male participants 
as the majority of life sentence prisoners in 
Ireland are men and they have the possibility of 
participating in pre-release programmes in a more 
structured way than women.  

A life sentence is the mandatory sentence for all 
murder convictions in Ireland. The impact of a life 
sentence is that the sentence is indeterminate and 
the release is:

• not guaranteed

• viewed to be of a temporary nature

• referred to as being “on licence”

• under the supervision of a Probation Officer

• requires the individual signing on to the prison/

Garda station

• based on certain individual conditions

• subject to recall to prison for an undetermined 

period of time if any of the release conditions 

are breached.

The decision to release a life sentence prisoner is 
made by the Minister for Justice and Equality based 
on the recommendations of the Parole Board.

The term ‘on licence’ refers to the transfer of the life 
sentence from the prison to the community, where there 
are various conditions that the individual has to comply 
with in order to maintain their release in to the community. 
In many ways the on licence conditions represent the 
‘life’ element of the sentence.

This research was undertaken to develop a deeper 
understanding of the experience of being a life 
sentence prisoner. The primary focus of the research 
is the participants learning journey through life 
imprisonment, how they reflect upon their life 
before imprisonment, during their imprisonment 
and their hopes for their life after life imprisonment.
The research was designed as a qualitative research 
study to assist with understanding the lived experience 
of the participants as life sentence prisoners. This 
study contextualises their particular experience and 
as such, the findings cannot be generalised. The 
qualitative approach taken in the research came 
from elements of a narrative inquiry methodology and 
incorporated elements of constructivist grounded 
theory data analysis methods. 

The research looks at the stories of eight men 
sentenced to life. Each of the participants was at a 
different point in the pre and post-release process 
(five in prison, three fully released for varying lengths 
of time).  At the time of the interviews, the participants 
had served between 16 to 22 years of their sentence 
in prison. Five of the participants were fathers and 
five were in relationships at the time of the offence. 
One participant had a history of imprisonment and 
offending behaviour previously. The other seven 
had no previous criminal convictions. 

Data was gathered from one to one interviews with 
all eight participants and from a focus group that 
was held on the parole process, which consisted 
of eleven PACE service users including five of the 
research participants. The Chairperson of the Parole 
Board participated in the focus group. A number of 
professional interviews took place with the Director 
General of the Irish Prison Service, the Regional 
Manager for the Prisons area of the Probation Service 
and the Chairman of the Parole Board.

Life Sentence Methodology
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Findings
As a study on the experience of a group of men 
serving a life sentence, the findings are structured 
along a timeline as the concept of time was a 
recurring theme throughout the research.

The findings were broken down into the following 
areas:

• Life Before Imprisonment

• Life During Imprisonment

• Life After Imprisonment

This structure highlights the importance of time 
for anyone who has been sentenced to life and 
the relentless passing of time regardless of the, 
sometimes, static nature of life imprisonment.

The recurring themes that came out through the 
research were:

1. The personal stories of change, learning and 
redemption through the experience of life 
imprisonment, and

2. A policy-oriented theme about the experience 
of prison.

      
The stories presented in the research offer important 
insights into the experience of imprisonment, the 
challenges of release, the possibility of redemption at 
an individual and institutional level and the multi-layered 
learning that is available throughout this process.

The current discourse in the criminological sector is 
primarily in the area of desistance from offending. 
However, very little of this discourse has focussed on 
life sentenced prisoners and their new identity as 
lifers (Appleton, 2010). 

While various criminologists have looked at the 
narratives of repeat offenders to examine how that 
narrative changes over time with a reduction in the 
frequency of offending (Maruna, 2001, Healy, 2010), 
the focus of the debate around lifers is more on 
security and risk assessment. Yet, most life sentence 
prisoners don’t see themselves as fitting the model 
of the standard prisoner and repeat offender or as 
presenting a risk of re-offending (Appleton, 2010, 
Milner, 2010). The stories of the participants in the 
current research support that perspective. 

While there were many themes that arose during 
the course of the interviews, the overarching 
theme was learning through experience. This 
learning informed and was in turn informed by the 
concepts of identity and the transformation of self 
and shame and stigma. 

IDENTITY &
TRANSFORM-

ATION
OF SELF

SHAME &
STIGMA

LEARNING
THROUGH

EXPERIENCE



Trauma
Seven of the participants chose to speak about 
their life before imprisonment, choosing different 
points in their lives as their starting point. For those 
that included their childhood experience, two 
of the participants spoke about their childhood 
in a positive way, as a time of stability with great 
emphasis on the role that their parents played 
in providing a stable environment for them as 
children. 

For the others, their childhoods and adolescent 
years were marked by a variety of traumatic 
events. Parental addiction and intergenerational 
institutionalisation were issues for some of the 
participants.

The other trauma experienced by participants 
included the loss of a parent to suicide as a teenager 
and the impact of that in terms of emotionally and 
then having to take more responsibility within the 
family as a result.
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Life before life...

Growing up was good you know there was never 
really any problems.  No problems at home.

Alan

The history, like the history I have is all bad, you know 
what I mean that part of life was bad and because 
I was able to suppress it from the schools without 
drink, once I got drink in me the feelings were there 
and the anger… 
    Ferdia

Yeah, my mother was in a school herself but 
she suffered. She was raped in the schools by 
three priests or brothers whatever they were 
at the time... She ended up suffering with her 
nerves and like, and she ended up eventually 
schizophrenic. 
    Ferdia

He was an alcoholic and… he was never at home, 
he was always at the job and when he was at home 
he was drunk, a violent drunk... you know it was that 
kind of instability.

Graham

But as I said my father was an alcoholic you 
know, I only found this out in later years, and it 
gave me a deeper insight into where I’m at, he 
was actually raped and abused in an industrial 
school.  

Graham

My father got cancer, I was in my early teens at the 
time... he died, he committed suicide… I turned 15 
three weeks later, so we were left with that and my 
mother was pregnant. 

Harry

I lost my teenage years, I didn’t do what other 16, 17 
and 18 year olds were doing, smoking or drinking 
and things like that… and I’d go mad with any of my 
brothers and sisters for doing stuff like that and I’d be 
saying to them, ‘we’ve enough to overcome. 

Harry

All names have been changed to protect the privacy of individuals throughout this research



The role of family in their identity development prior to 
imprisonment was a key one for the participants, which 
they referenced in various ways throughout the interviews.

Trauma was present for some participants once they 
entered adulthood also. 

Another participant’s experience of childhood violence 
was further exacerbated by his experience of being a 
victim of violence as an adult.

The inability to deal with emotions and to recognise 
emotions is a theme that was prevalent for all participants 
prior to the offence. For many of the participants this tied 
in to their experience of shame. 

The non-recognition of the emotion of shame had a 
limiting effect on Graham and the other participant’s 
ability to manage their shame. He tried to escape from 
his shame through substance abuse. Graham can now 
“see” the shame that he felt then for what it was, he has 
learned how to name it and to understand where it has 
come from.

Along with shame the participants spoke about the 
emotion of anger and anger management being an 
issue for them as they coped with the traumatic events 
that they had been exposed to.
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A lot of things went on within a couple of, number of 
years, you know what I mean, I got married young 
(18), my wife attempted suicide after her mother 
died (not long after the wedding), my daughter was 
born, my Dad died a year later and my son died the 
following year… and I never, I never grieved you 
know… I just never ever, just didn’t bother, like you 
know, my way of grieving was just to blot everything 
out, the alcohol done that to me, you know.

Evan

An argument happened, a knife got produced and 
I got stabbed in the head and my mate got stabbed 
in the heart.. I kind of... he died in my arms... when he 
died I took the... I never grieved... I didn’t know how 
to, I didn’t know what bereavement was, to show 
tears was shameful do you know what I’m saying, 
so I didn’t, I never grieved him and bottled it all up 
    Graham

Yeah, I felt he  was getting away with it at the time and I 
didn’t think it was right and there was still a lot of pain in 
my family and even I was in pain and I wasn’t abused…

Alan

Because I didn’t know how to handle my feelings 
then, I would shun away or try and escape from 
that...so I ended up sniffing glue or drinking…. I didn’t 
know how to feel shame, I didn’t know what shame 
was but I knew it didn’t feel right.  

Graham

Once I got drink in me the feelings were there and 
the anger… 

Ferdia

Basically, I lost the head. I left there and then, I 
walked out and I never went back and I suppose 
that’s really... I started drinking then... 

Harry

Direct and indirect (parental, sibling) experience of child 
sexual abuse was an issue for a number of participants. 

Their experience of shame leading to anger is supported in 
the literature, which refers to men experiencing a shame-
anger loop, one can be angry that you are ashamed and 
ashamed that you are angry (Scheff & Retzinger, 1997). 



There was a strong interconnection between trauma, loss, 
shame, anger, addiction and alcohol misuse highlighted 
in the findings in terms of the participants’ lives before their 
imprisonment. Reflecting on their lives before imprisonment 
all the participants now identify themselves as being 
unhappy and/or depressed in the lead up to the crime. This 
was not something that they recognised at the time.

The loss of self was a common theme throughout the 
interviews and the shock that comes from committing 
a violent crime enhances the sense of the loss of self. It 
caused the participants to question who they were at the 
time of the crime and how they got to the place where 
they didn’t stop themselves from killing someone.

Each of the participants spoke about loss and trauma 
and the resulting shame that occurred in their lives that 
wasn’t recognised or acknowledged as such prior to 
their imprisonment. They also spoke about stable, happy 
periods in their lives prior to a period of unravelling and 
increased alcohol usage as a coping mechanism. 
Regardless of when the trauma occurred, the stories 
unfolded along the following simplified lines:

While this was an individual process it didn’t just occur 
on an individual level. The unravelling phase prior to 
the offence where alcohol misuse and depression were 
increasing for each of the participants links back very 
strongly to the criminological literature on the causes 
of violent crime (Braithwaite, 1989). The crime itself was 
evidence of the participants’ inability to cope with the 
circumstances that they found themselves in and the 
unrecognised shame that each of the participants had 
in different ways resulted in the act of violence that cost 
someone their life. 

In every instance, the participants stated that the crime 
could have been prevented by them, that there were 
decisions that they made every step of the way that 
resulted in the loss of life of another person that could 
have been made differently. They have learned now the 
lessons that could have prevented the crimes.

Childhood identity       stable phase       unravelling 

phase       offence
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It turned out that I was diagnosed as a child with border 
line depression. You know, you don’t get that (hand 
gesture for steady line), you’re up and you’re down and 
when I’m down I don’t eat, stuff like that and when I’m 
up I go spending money and things like this. 

Ferdia

I have to get, back to who I was, who I was when I 
was 17, 18 years of age, with the morals, with the 
good principles, with the kind… I never did any harm 
growing up on anybody, I lived properly, I cared for 
my brothers and sisters and my mother, I worked hard, 
I never stole, I didn’t hurt anybody, I was always honest 
in my dealings, somewhere along the way I lost that. 

Harry

Now I look on it different than at the time, now at 
different stages of each event with the work that I’ve 
done on it… every decision I made that night led to a 
worse decision and led to a person losing their life. At 
any time, no matter what the row was and no matter 
what had caused it, I could have walked away and 
I didn’t. The next decision I made was just worse and 
worse and worse and it just spiralled and, as you say, 
a person lost their life.

I walked away from everything... That was the start of 
my depression and I didn’t realise it - the depression 
and the alcohol came together... I never coped 
with everything, I thought I was but I wasn’t and I just 
thought ‘fuck it, I’m going to get out of this and start 
again’, nothing was working for me, but I thought I 
could get out of it then. 

Harry



‘That’s it, this is the rest of your life, this is how it’s going to be’
‘cos I hadn’t a clue about prison. “ 7



The first thing that each of the participants had 
to do upon their imprisonment was learn how to 
come to terms with the fact of their imprisonment 
and their being sentenced to life for murder. The 
process of acceptance was as individual as each 
of the participant’s stories.

Well, I think for me for the first couple of years it’s a 
matter of trying to get your head around it and it does 
take you a while to settle down and I think, for me, I 
might have been a little bit rebellious, I was drinking 
and I was taking a few drugs and that, where I was 
blocking a lot of stuff out, and I was saying if this is 
it I am going to try and make it as comfortable as 
possible for myself. 

Evan

It took me three or four years from the time that I 
got the life sentence, it took me about three or four 
years to get settled in, after that then it’s like outside 
‘Bye, bye’ you’re forgetting everything... you have to 
make your own life for yourself and that is it. It’s up 
to yourself. 

Derek

So it took me three years in prison to accept it you 
know what I mean, I was trying to work it and I wasn’t 
doing anything I was sitting in my cell thinking this, that 
and the other. I wasn’t doing anything, I was dwelling 
on it and I was thinking about my kids and all.

Ferdia

When I came into jail for the life sentence, they had 
a system, and because of my body language to 
their reaction of me, I was born and bred for it, to 
be honest with you, do you understand... I came in 
“bring it on” you know what I mean, little hard man… 
I didn’t come in with any fear of prison.

Graham
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Life during
imprisonment... “The first night they put me in this little room, they 

took all my clothes, all I had was boxer shorts or 
something, and they gave me this blanket, it was 
a square blanket and it was heavy, really heavy 
and I put that around me and I sat down and I just 
remember sitting there thinking ‘That’s it, this is the 
rest of your life, this is how it’s going to be’ ‘cos I 
hadn’t a clue about prison.

Alan



For the participants, prison has become part of the 
restructuring of their identity process. Imprisonment 
requires that they make the necessary changes 
to their identity for it to incorporate their new 
imprisoned status. The question remains as to who 
are we when we commit a serious crime, who do 
we become when we become a ‘lifer’ and who 
will we be when we are released, how much of the 
lifer identity will remain once they are on licence in 
the community.

The nature of the crime for the participants 
interrupted their previous ‘self-consistency’ of 
identity as none of the participants would have 
seen themselves as capable of such an act prior 
to the offence. Therefore, the crime represented a 
major fracturing of identity and self-perception for 
the participants. This was followed by the trial and 
conviction for murder resulting in the imposition of 
a life sentence on the men.

Identity & Transformation of Self

“You’re a Lifer…”

The acceptance of the sentence and the reality 
of their imprisonment impacted the participants in 
various ways. Those that were able to accept the 
situation sooner, seemed to adjust to prison better 
and prison became part of a positive experience 
rather than a negative one. This is supported in the 
literature where research has found that prisoners 
who adjust quicker to imprisonment manage their 
sentence better (Johnson, 2002). However, for 
some their experience involved violence being 
perpetrated on them and by them. 

Graham’s experience of violence in the prison was 
one that continued throughout his sentence and 
his story had many anecdotes of the beatings that 
he received. He also developed a serious drug 
addiction in prison. He accepted that violence 
was part of his experience and took responsibility 
for being violent towards the prison officers. His 
experience of violence being perpetrated by 
officers on prisoners is not unique and is a common 
theme through much of the literature that pertains 
to the experience of imprisonment (Sykes, 1958, 
Cohen & Taylor, 1972, James, 2003, Liebling, 2004, 
Irwin, 2009, Crewe, 2009, Liebling, 2011).

The expectation that the prisoner be able to 
manage the psychological and emotional aspects 
of their incarceration can be an unrealistic one, 

particularly for those who are in prison because 
they have committed a violent crime. The crime is 
evidence of their inability to deal with anger and 
stress, therefore their capacity to initially manage 
the stress of imprisonment is limited.

Graham: I was (in a lot of trouble), for the first couple 
of years I was arguing with the screws, and fighting 
the system and using drugs… I beat them, they’d 
beat me, (so) no P19’s.

Researcher: The guards beat you?

Graham: Yeah... it’s not ok but that’s the way it was, if 
I gave one of them a few slaps they’d give me such 
a beating they couldn’t put me on a P19.

That morning (of the trial) when I went out, I was in a 
double cell and when I came back a prison officer 
came up to me and said ”you’re moving into a 
single cell of your own now”. I said ‘why?’ and he 
said ‘because you’re a Lifer, that’s why, you get what 
Lifers get’ 

Alan

9



Ultimately each participant adapted to being in 
prison with some being called a “model prisoner” 
by staff, though at times this label just served to 
reinforce their powerlessness as a life sentence 
prisoner and felt like another form of control. 

They all found ways to maintain a continuity of 
‘narratives of self’ during their incarceration. The 
ability to “reconstruct their narratives of self” was 
an essential part of the participants’ ability to 
survive their imprisonment but it occurred on a 
different time-frame for each of them. Each of the 
participants found ways to cope with being a Lifer 
and each of them in turn spoke about transforming 
negatives into positives.

The life changes that long-term imprisonment 
brings with it were imposed on the participants and 
they have little control over what happens to them 
once they are sentenced (Crewe, 2009).  

The inability to control what happened to them 
once sentenced extended to those who were also 
considered to be “model prisoners”.

And that’s my problem... talking with this officer, I 
was telling him exactly what I told you, and I said 
“Look Mr X if I challenge this and win it, I can tell you 
now I’ll win it”, and he says to me “Sure, aren’t you a 
lifer?” and I says “Yeah, but what has that got to do 
with anything?”... in other words you’re not entitled 
to anything, who the fuck are you to challenge... he 
didn’t say that, but that’s what he was saying, that’s 
what he meant… as that Scooby  said “you’re a lifer” 
that doesn’t stop me from being human. 

Graham

1. You have shame, 2. You have guilt and both of 
those are very, very hard things to live with and 
then you’re going into an environment where a lot 
of people may not accept what you have done 
and everything you’ve read or saw on television 
beforehand tells you that they’re not, though you’re 
trying to block it out and put on the brave face 
and shoulders out wide and you’re living in a shell 
because you’re trying to be something that you’re 
not for the first while until you actually find your feet 
and you really do have to find your feet in it... 

Harry

Yeah again they turned around and the Governor 
said to me “it’s the same reason, Ferdia, you see 
you are a model prisoner and everything is going 
well for you and we don’t want you getting upset 
and coming back (from the funeral) and doing 
something stupid.” 

Ferdia

Prison is designed to make you fail anyway, you 
know what I mean, it is designed that way.  If you’re 
down you’ll be kicked when you’re down that type 
of way you know what I mean. If you let yourself 
be vulnerable, you leave yourself open, things 
will happen and they can go drastically wrong...
because you are told by everyone you are doing 
great, that you are a model prisoner, this and that 
and the other, and yet something goes wrong, like 
the off day and everything, the model prisoner thing 
is gone out the window. 

Ferdia
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‘Scooby’ is short for ‘Scooby doo’ which is another slang for ‘screw’ 

which is slang for prison officer.



One direct result of the political input into release decisions 
for life sentence prisoners has been the increase in the 
length of time served over the past twenty years.

This political setting has been the lived experience 
of the research participants.

When dates of release are moved or non-existent 
the individual will remain with the ‘insider’s 
perspective’ and this can impact on their ability to 
adjust to the ‘outsider’s view’ upon their release. 

Then after about three months I just made a 
conscious decision to set aside ten years for meself 
as that was the length of the life sentence at the 
time… I said to meself that if I’m not out in ten years 
then I wouldn’t be a hundred miles away from it… 
so that was kind off the way that I looked at it, that 
was the target that I set for meself.

Brian

Yeah, I always had hope and I think having that ten 
years was another thing too, I said ‘sure I’m only 
going to be here for 10 years’  you know what I 
mean and I’m half way through my second ten years 
sentence now. 

Alan

Yeah, back then it was fifteen years, so I remember 
saying that’s a long time off but now hind sight, you 
know what I mean (clicks fingers) it’s gone like that, 
then again I was on drugs for ten or twelve years you 
know what I mean.

Graham

And that would have brought it up to ten years then. 
I was guaranteed I was getting out at ten years 
and then when I got to within a couple of months, 
a couple of weeks of ten years, I was told the life 
sentence had gone up and I’d have to spend twelve 
years in prison, you know what I mean, an extra two 
years on top of what I had already spent... But when I 
got to twelve years and I was actually a week away 
from there and I was told it had gone up to fifteen 
years... because when it got to fifteen years, it then 
went to seventeen, and then another six months to 
get the paper work sorted for getting out.

Ferdia

When I went in first it was very hard looking forward 
and thinking ‘Jesus how am I going to do this?’ 
but now when I look at the seven years and your 
first review. So when I got to seven, I was knocked 
back for two. Two isn’t too bad ‘cos you’re after 
doing seven anyway. So when I get to that two, 
I was knocked back for three, or I was knocked 
back for one which was great as I was on my way 
to the Training Unit, I was ready to go and then I was 
knocked back for three and then after that three then 
I was recommended for release. So it doesn’t seem 
so far ahead. Like if you’re knocked back for twelve 
months, you say to yourself ‘Well, I’ve done seven or 
eight years so twelve months is not going to kill me, 
you know’. So you don’t feel the years actually going 
by you know, twenty years just flew in...

Ciaran
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One of the challenges with a life sentence is learning 
how to manage the sentence when the length of time 
to be served is indeterminate. Time as a concept for 
life sentence prisoners can become overwhelming 
when there is no sense of an ending to the prison 
sentence. In order to manage the way that they 
‘served time’ whilst coping with the indeterminate 
nature of their sentence, the participants very quickly 
learned to fix a timeline for themselves in order to 
make the sentence manageable.

Concept of Time as a Lifer



For the participants who don’t see prison as being 
a life-saver, being in prison also wasn’t about hitting 
“rock bottom”.

The concept of time and keeping track of time 
becomes something that life sentence prisoners 
tend to have to learn to let go of in order to 
manage the time. This experience isn’t unique 
to the research participants as other research 
has spoken about long-term sentence prisoners 
including life sentence prisoners managing 
their sentence one day at a time (Johnson & 
McGunigall-Smith, 2008).

One of the lessons that some of the participants 
learned during their time in prison was the role 
that prison had played in maintaining their lives 
and preventing them from unravelling even further 
than they had at the time of the crime. Prison often 
intervenes in lives that are already marked by 
“discontinuity”. The discontinuity can be brought 
on by family factors or as in the case of some of the 
research participants by increasing dependency 
on drugs or alcohol.

Ah, I’d say I’d be dead, I believe I’d be dead, yeah 
I think if I did not come to prison I would be dead 
by now ‘cos I don’t think there was anything there 
stopping me drinking myself into a grave.

Harry

I suppose it has saved me, it has given me a life, it 
has given me something to focus on, it’s given me a 
crutch, but it’s a pity that it had to happen this way 
that I found out ...that I learned about myself, it’s a 
pity that a life had to be lost.

Evan
When you’re doing a life sentence, it’s like, a day 
becomes a year, you don’t keep track of anything, 
dates, birthdays….I do often have to question myself, 
how old am I, you know what I mean, you have to 
go back to your date of birth and “oh my God am I 
that age?”

Graham

Prison saved my life and that’s the way I put it 
ehmm.....I messed up big time, I was going downhill 
for a very long time, I didn’t know how to stop 
ehmm....

Alan

I always thank God for what I have and not what 
I don’t have. I always look at the bright side of 
everything and here I was so I hit rock bottom that 
time and even though I was in prison I wasn’t at 
rock bottom then, I had already hit rock bottom 
before then... so prison was never rock bottom for 
me even at the worst times, even that first couple 
of months.

Brian

Prison as Opportunity
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Education was an important means of passing time 
for the participants. They all spoke at length about 
their engagement with the Prison Education Units 
and the courses that they studied during their time 
in prison.

I was lucky, I always felt I kept my head on when 
I was in prison. I done a good bit… I done loads 
of things that would keep me going, I done me 
leaving cert, I done like loads of courses to keep 
me busy over the years and I always kept up to 
date with things. I always read papers, I always 
watched telly and things like that to keep up to 
date with things.

Ciaran

And when I started going to school, I started to 
learn reading and writing and basic, very basic you 
know...

Ferdia

Using Time

One of the major motivations for learning for some 
of the participants was their desire to understand 
why they committed the crime.

The desire to understand why they committed 
the crime was interconnected with how they see 
themselves now, knowing what they did.

I did Anger Management, I did Alcohol Awareness, 
Counselling, I did one to one counselling with a 
psychologist, I knew I wanted to find out what was 
wrong, what exactly was the problem. Was it drink, was it 
a mentality thing, what was it, was it an emotional thing?

Harry

I know that’s not the real Evan... I’m not trying to 
justify it but I know that’s not the real person, I know 
the real person sitting down in front of you, I know 
the real emotional person sitting down in front of you 
has feelings, is a person that has a conscience, a 
person that knows wrong from right, I know I can 
never change what I have done, I’d say the majority 
of people would change if they could… 

Evan

I don’t like me for what I done either. It’s not like I 
think it’s a great thing that I done. I’m ashamed of 
what I done, you know what I mean and it’s a hard 
thing to live with because if you take a life its forever, 
you can’t take that back and it’s a very hard thing 
to live with. 

Ciaran
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As can be seen in the above quotes, the challenge 
presented with the lifer identity is the struggle 
to absorb the moral realities that the offence 
brings with it and learning how to live with the lifer 
identity and the reality of having taken a life. Each 
participant engaged with the psychology services 
during their time in prison.

I started interacting with psychology and it was 
through drugs that I started interaction, going through 
withdrawals and sick of the ‘them and me’ and the 
no hope… I copped on to psychology doing reports 
around the thirteen/fourteen year mark and I just threw 
my cards on the table being open and honest about 
my addiction, and being open and honest about my 
life, putting shame out of it, you know what I mean, 
because anytime I was in the blocks or in dark places I 
done loads of reading then and deep thinking. 

Graham



In addition to receiving psychological support 
around their offence and the parole process, 
the participants were also able to talk to the 
psychologists about issues from their childhood. 
Their most important learning throughout 
their imprisonment took place in the one-to-
one sessions with the prison psychologist. This 
learning is motivated by their desire to stay out 
of prison.

Overall, the participants view of and experience 
of prison-based psychologists was a positive one. 
The Irish Prison Psychology Service operates from a 
therapeutic, client-centred model of therapy. They 
saw the input as a positive way to help with the 
release process.

Part of that learning meant that the participants 
incorporated the language of risk into their 
vocabulary when speaking about themselves.

Yeah, you know what I mean but I learned a lot 
about myself in prison. I learned enough that you 
know what I mean, I learned enough not to go back 
there. I don’t want to go back in there.

Ferdia

Drink was a factor, it wasn’t the reason. The reason 
was my train of thought, my thinking, drink was a 
factor and I’ve worked on all the factors in my 
case and to make that not happen again I had 
to learn things not to do so I don’t drink because 
drink was a factor so it’s not the reason why it 
happened…

Ciaran

Lifers are all different because there’s so many 
different variables in lifers. You know you have the 
crime itself, the remorse, the guilt, what you’ve done 
since you came in, have you P19’s, I never had a 
P19 since I came in, I have worked in various areas 
in psychology. Psychologists decide whether you’re 
going to get out or not. 

Brian
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The participants contact with people who 
work within the prison system was constant and 
provided them with lots of different experiences. 
The experience of the participants was very mixed 
with some feeling they were treated better than 
expected and also experiencing great compassion 
from prison staff.

Prison Staff



Well, my experience when I got sentenced first,  it 
took me a good few years to just to get my head 
around everything, you know, it wasn’t something, 
well actually, I have to mention it as well…When I 
was in [Prison B] I was making homebrew. I learned 
how to make homebrew so… my addiction was 
very, very strong, my attraction to...how will I put it, to 
get high, to get away, to block stuff out in prison and 
I got caught several times as well and I got P19’s and 
that, you know what I mean... They didn’t bother me, 
I’d go back and I’d make it again.

Evan

While prison provided a respite from drinking 
immediately for six of the participants, it took the 
rest a number of years to get to a place where they 
no longer wanted to abuse alcohol or drugs.

Addiction was the greatest area of learning 
for the participants whilst in prison. With the 
acknowledgement of their addiction, comes the 
opportunity to learn more about it and themselves.

The participants were very conscious of their 
treatment by prison officers being a result of their 
compliance or non-compliance with the rules. 
The participants spoke about their experiences of 
prison officers being both positive and negative 
depending on what prison they were in. They also 
spoke about their experience of other staff who 
work within the prison system.

Addiction in Prison
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So then I started going to meetings. I started to 
educate myself a bit as well you know and I could 
see people were more willing to talk to me as well 
even staff you know what I mean. 

Evan

This learning was through a number of areas 
including the psychological services and education 
units. In addition, there was substantial peer support 
available through the in-prison AA groups.

As well as talking about a pre-existing addiction to 
alcohol, one participant spoke about developing 
a heroin addiction within the prison.

‘Phy’ is short for physeptone, a synthetic opiate substitute that is given to heroin addicts 
under medical supervision to assist them withdrawing from heroin.

Well, I was nearly in about ten (years) at that stage 
between the remand and stuff but I was actually 
coming up to my first parole hearing, and I was 
talking to a welfare officer, and it was him actually 
that said to me after interviewing me and asking how 
I was getting on, doing his reports and he just said 
to me “Evan, can I ask you a question - are you an 
alcoholic?” and I cried and I said I was... I think there 
is some part of me always wanted... something, 
somebody to tease it out… and I said, “I am”, without 
hesitation I said I was… 

Evan

I found generally that prison officers there, it 
all depends like, and if you were giving them 
respect they’ll give you respect back, that was my 
experience of staff... I’d always be polite to them and 
they’d always be polite back to me… but genuinely 
speaking, I got on very well with them, they all treated 
me with respect, none of them ever mentioned “you 
scumbag” you know what I mean, no one.

Evan

Yeah they were good to me and I think it was good 
to me because I was being good.  If a prison officer 
came up to me and said “Jump” I’d say “How high?” 
that’s it... I didn’t have any trouble with the prison 
officers, I got on with most of them and the ones I 
didn’t get on with, I didn’t go near again. 

Alan



Graham saw his addiction as a legitimate illness 
and wanted it respected as such. The reaction of 
the medics to the treatment of people with a heroin 
addiction connected strongly with his experience 
of being shamed as a child. It also highlighted 
the powerful position of the medics within the 
prison when it comes to prescribing medication, a 
situation that isn’t unique to Irish prisons (Goffman, 
1961).

Not all of the participants saw themselves as having 
an addiction even though alcohol was a factor in 
their crime. However, one man stated he had to 
say that he was an alcoholic to get through the 
parole process.

The model that AA meetings operate on is based on two principles; Anonymity and learning from the experience of others. 
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I’d never seen heroin in my life, not till I got to prison 
and I remember being in there, looking at lads, 
fucking hell how’s that, for something that small... I 
could never get over it, couldn’t understand it, I’d 
nothing to do with it for years and I remember one 
day one of the lads, and the funny thing about it was 
I didn’t need it, I was young and I was strong, into 
training, healthy… I ended up getting a smoke off 
one of the boys,  I got sick, fuck that, I wouldn’t touch 
it again but I huttle on this for so long, trying to make 
me think of what  made me have the second smoke, 
and I can’t, I can’t think of it, why, it must have been 
just a social thing, I had me second smoke and 
now in hindsight I can see exactly where it started 
spiralling, it became from once a month to once a 
week, and then I was always a regular…

Graham

So the Governor says to me “do you want to go on 
the ‘phy’?” I was in denial you know what I mean, 
I wouldn’t take that stuff, and yet I’m selling in his 
prison, you know what I mean, and strung out to the 
back bone and my mother comes up to visit me and 
says “look son, I’m not coming up to you no more”, 
and I says “why?”, and she says “you’re fucking 
dying in front of me”. 

Graham

I went into the medic and asked them for phy 
and they wouldn’t give it to me but I went into the 
Governor because he had asked me, and he got it 
for me… the Governor offered a way for me out of 
it, and like for me it was put my cards on the table, 
help me,  you know what I mean, and they did, and 
because I’d seen a lot of discrimination with people 
with phy down there… medics would treat them like 
a second class citizen and come in to the landing 
‘anyone for the green diesel’ like you know.

Graham

I had been drinking but I hadn’t got a... I suppose the 
person with the problem with drink is the person who 
says he hasn’t got a problem with drink but I didn’t 
over-drink, I drank a fair bit but I didn’t crave drink. 
I mean I don’t drink now and that’s not due to going 
to any things I’ve done courses and awareness of 
drink.

Ciaran

Though I had to say that I’m an alcoholic and I go to 
AA meetings and that, as it’s part of my conditions 
but I know deep down that I’m not because I was 
just a weekend drinker. Now I might go out for the 
night I’d go out for the night, I’d be last out of the pub 
but that’s not to say that I’d get up the next morning 
looking for a drink or anything like that. I’d be no 
worse than anybody else… 

Brian
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Yeah, she always visited me for years, every month 
or every couple of weeks, when she was a kid, 
but the last two years or three years I’ve seen her 
once… she’s a different child now, she’s a young 
woman... and it sounds sad but I have no emotional 
attachment to that… I don’t feel like her father.

Graham

Oh yeah, that’s one thing about my ex-wife. She 
brought them up regular. She’d bring them up three 
times a month and then I actually said to her once 
a month or once every two months would do... 
because of the expense and the aggro. 

Ferdia

Maybe the daughter got slagged going to school I 
don’t know, “Your daddy is a murderer”. I don’t know. 

Evan

I wasn’t there when she was growing up, I don’t know 
anything about her, how she got on in school, I don’t 
know what she’s doing now, or what happened to 
her down through her life, you know what I mean.

Evan

Five of the participants had children ranging from infants 
to adulthood at the time of their father’s imprisonment. 
Of the participants who had children at the time of 
imprisonment, three of them were separated from their 
children’s mother and not living with their children at the 
time of the offence and imprisonment.

There is uncertainty about the impact of their imprisonment 
on their children.

The issue of reconnecting with their children post-release 
was one that had mixed reactions from the participants, 
ranging from a strong desire to connect and get to know 
them to a pragmatic view by some participants that they 
have to prioritise themselves first and be stable after release 
before they can begin to think about having contact with 
their children.

Parenting in Prison



Each of the participants had to learn how to cope 
with the release process as well as how to live within 
the community upon their release.

Each of the participants spoke at length about their 
experience of the Parole Board. There was a high 
level of frustration expressed by the participants 
when it comes to the length of time that it takes to 
be seen by the Parole Board and to find out about 
their recommendations.

Freedom for life sentence prisoners whilst not merit 
based is perceived to be earned by them during the 
course of their imprisonment and comes with various 
conditions and restrictions. Freedom can only be 
granted through undergoing the review process 
with the Parole Board and being recommended 
for release by them and granted by the Minister for 
Justice. 

Five of the participants were in the Training Unit, 
which has since closed. They viewed the Training 
Unit as an important step towards release and 
entered the Training Unit with expectations of such 
that had been promoted by the prison staff in the 
closed prisons. 

Preparing for Release

Parole Board

It’s highly frustrating but you wouldn’t be human 
if you didn’t feel that... as much as I scream for 
freedom and normality, my life will never be normal, 
because I’m a lifer on licence and have to live a life 
of normality with a licence.

Graham

I was led to believe, again, never told anything 
about the training unit other than it had this and it’s 
there for integration, you go to work and all this but 
it’s nothing like that, not a thing like that, it’s a fucking 
joke it’s a shambles inside.

Graham 

The Parole Board as an entity in itself I have no 
problem with it because to be fair to them anytime 
I’ve ever been at a Parole Board where I’ve been 
heard and where I’ve been interviewed, I’ve been 
heard and been interviewed fairly, I haven’t always 
liked what they said to me or the way that they 
questioned me but I have always been dealt with 
fairly and that’s all I ever ask of anyone that you deal 
with me fairly. The prison service then is a different 
animal. It’s like you have three things coming at you 
but there is no connect, nowhere are they tying the 
whole thing in together and that for me would be the 
biggest problem that I can see.

Harry

The Governor won’t give me a straight answer or 
telling me they’re waiting to hear from the parole 
board before they’ll give me anything which is 
bullshit because there is lads around who were 
waiting on stuff from the parole board and they’re all 
getting something… 

Graham

The IPS [Irish Prison Service] and the Parole Board don’t 
have to tell you anything. It’s all in the paperwork 
and it’s up to the Probation Service if they want to tell 
you and they don’t always want to tell you.

Alan
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The Training Unit was the semi-open prison based in the grounds of the Mountjoy Prison Campus.



They expressed a large amount of frustration with the 
Training Unit becoming a wing of the main Mountjoy 
prison and the threat that this brought to the pre-release 
function and drug free status of the Training Unit.

However, they found that progress was incredibly slow, 
they lost privileges that they had attained in the closed 
system, there was no structured activities in place and 
they were moved from a single cell in the closed prison 
to a shared cell in the Training Unit as they prepared for 
release. Many of the participants would have chosen to go to the 

Training Unit rather than to an open prison because of the 
options offered through the day release programme to 
PACE. As such they were keen to not have it undermined 
by short-term prisoners as they were concerned that 
the short-term prisoners were more likely to abuse the 
semi-open conditions than the long-term prisoners. They 
didn’t want the drug-free status or pre-release function 
undermined by the Training Unit being used as a wing 
of Mountjoy in an attempt to manage overcrowding in 
the main prison. They wanted the integrity of the Training 
Unit protected so that it could function properly as a 
pre-release centre. The role of the Training Unit for the 
participants was a vital one as it represented the hope of 
release and an end in sight.

Their frustrations with the delays in meetings with the 
Parole Board, the slow communication of decisions made 
by the Parole Board and the length of time they had to 
spend in the Training Unit before being approved for a 
pre-release programme were very clearly articulated 
during the research interview. 

Everything is very slow. I think the whole process 
to be honest with you is a disaster. The system, the 
whole system is crazy in a way, you know, there’s 
no straightforward way. Like when you come to the 
Training Unit I think you should have a programme 
within three months, there should be a programme 
put in place - you’re going to PACE , you’re going to 
get an escorted day out, you get a second escorted 
day out, then you get a day out on your own, then 
you get an overnight and then you start going out on 
weekends you know, have a gradual process, so you 
know where you stand. When I went to the Training 
Unit first as I said to you I was getting a day out every 
eleven-twelve weeks in [Prison B] and when I went 
the Training Unit I was there three months and there 
was still no sign of a day out…

Brian

They know this, why the fuck are they allowing it 
happen, that’s of no benefit to anybody on drugs, 
and what it’s actually doing is... it’s fucking up the 
Training Unit, the people that are over there, that are 
fully integrated after a long time in jail, are being 
accused... are being curtailed in their progress 
because of this, and they are dealing with young 
fellows that are screaming for PACE and screaming 
for TR (temporary release) and they haven’t even 
done a bit of jail, would ye ever fuck off and do a 
bit of jail, morning, noon and night they are at the 
counter, ‘Miss, I’m looking for a day out, any chance 
you’d pay us’ do a bit of jail and get a life you know.

Graham

PACE pre-release programme begins with the person being released on a daily basis to attend PACE Training and Social Enterprise services.
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When I was in [Prison B] and I’d look for anything or 
anything like that I always got the answer, “When 
you get to the Training Unit, then you’ll see things 
moving”, but it’s not like that. So when I got to the 
Training Unit, I was like “Aah yes, everything is going 
to happen now” and it didn’t… Although it didn’t 
take sixteen years or fourteen years, it took two years 
but I still thought it would be a lot quicker and even 
though when you go to the Training Unit now you’re 
put into a double cell, you have to wait a certain 
amount of time for a single cell to become available 
and that was hard going because I’d been in a 
single cell for thirteen years so that was hard.

Alan



The on licence aspect of the life sentence is the 
transfer of the sentence from the prison to the 
community. 

While release is the goal for the participants, it 
brings with it many challenges. One of which is 
the on licence element of the sentence, where 
they are under the supervision of a Probation 
Officer, have a list of conditions and are required 
to sign on at a prison or Garda station at specified 
intervals.

For some of the participants who are edging closer 
to release, they view this step into the community 
as a second chance.

This second chance is also teamed with their ability 
to turn their experience into something good. In 
spite of the length of their incarceration, the men 
have been able to name the good that has come 
from their time in prison. 

They can also begin to enact the “redemption 
script” they have written for themselves (Maruna, 
2001). The participant’s statements show a sense of 
agency in their transformed selves, they “turned it 
into something good”, “educated myself” etc. They 
have done the work needed to be a better person.

Life after
imprisonment...

Whoever’s out on a licence can’t forget about prison 
because he has to go back. The Parole Board said 
that but sure “I can’t” I said when I have to keep 
going back, sure you can’t ever forget. It’s always 
going to be there even if you sign on every twelve 
months, it’s always going to be there… until the day 
when you kick the bucket... You have to accept it 
but the threat is always going to be there from the 
department anyway. 

Derek

Well, I’m not delighted with it (licence) because you 
can’t be delighted with it but it’s not something that 
I’m afraid of. I look at the positive sides. It’s there for 
us as much as it’s there not for us... I know it’s their 
way of actually hanging on and keeping control of 
us but the thing about it as well is if I’m going to work 
it’s not going to be a big deal for me.

Harry

I have an awful lot to be grateful for. I am getting 
a second chance and I am going to grasp it with 
both hands, this is the last chance I’m getting, nor do 
I want another chance.

Evan

And the good thing that came with it is the fact that 
I had no education, the fact that I’ve educated 
myself, I can read and write you know what I mean, I 
have the intellect to be able to have a conversation 
with anybody on any subject. I’ve read so many 
different books.

Graham

For me, I turned it into something good that I can walk 
away knowing that I’m after coming out of prison 
educated, a lot wiser to the world, and I am able to stand 
up... I used to back away when I was asked questions 
and stuff like that, back away... you know what I mean 
and I am able to answer people when need be.

Ferdia
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The sense from each participant, no matter what 
stage of release they were at, was that they were 
all better men than they were at the time of the 
offence, that they had used their time in prison 
to redeem themselves and they saw themselves 
returning to the community as better human beings.

I have more insight into myself, I know when I do 
something wrong like even small things. I mean my 
intention in life is to never physically hurt anybody 
again, you’ll always hurt someone be it emotionally 
or differently by something you say or something you 
do without realising it but to physically hurt anybody 
is terrible but that’s my ambition in life like and I 
avoid situations, you know... My focus is to stay out 
to be honest.

Ciaran

What happened with me a lot of good has come out 
of it. It’s not a nice thing to have to say that I had to do 
something like that but if I didn’t, if this didn’t happen to 
me you know I would be a different person & I was very 
materialistic in my ways and probably egotistical and 
selfish in many ways too like and there’s no use saying 
I wasn’t, but I’m a totally different person now. 

Brian

Each of the participants spoke about one or both 
of these concepts. As with everything throughout 
the research the participants differed as individuals 
and the need to do good was more apparent for 
some of them than for others.  

The desire to do no harm was linked to a need to 
give something back to society where possible. 
This desire fits into their redemptive narrative where 
they want to claim a new identity based on their 
redemptive actions such as helping others rather 
than being defined continuously by their identity of 
murderer or lifer.

One of the challenges of living with the lifer identity 
is defining yourself upon release. A large part of this 
new identity is their desire and decision to “do no 
harm” ever again. This is not just about repairing the 
wrong that has been done, it is about preventing 
themselves from committing further wrongs.

Doing good/doing no harm

I know that if I could help somebody I would help 
somebody, it’s not that I am looking for any praise 
for giving a helping hand, I think I have done a 
good bit of help since I stopped drinking you know 
what I mean, I don’t mind giving my time to people 
now.

Evan

Because that is a big thing for me, if I can improve 
someone’s life in some shape or form, I’d given 
back something to society and that is a big area 
for me.

Brian
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For the main part I try to live as good as I can. I do 
no harm to anybody. I’m respectful to anybody I 
come into contact with, I’m polite where I can be, 
if I don’t like somebody I just don’t have anything 
to do with them and if they don’t like me, I don’t 
have anything to do with them.

Harry

I just want to be respected because I am a good 
person and not because I’m a man here (in 
prison), it’s hard at times because you have to live 
with what you’ve done. Some people will always 
see me as a scumbag, unfortunately but that is life 
you know.

Harry

Yeah, well I got photographed yesterday, I got 
caught yesterday outside the prison, going back 
into the prison after the weekend... so it’s... there’s 
nothing you can do about it but I just think that it’s 
very unfair if you are trying to get out and because 
of it because every time you appear in the paper 
it means someone won’t make a decision on you.

Ciaran

You’re always going to have the... I wouldn’t say 
its fear but you’re going to have the negative side 
of every… some of the papers writing about you or 
something like that. Now I would never encourage 
it, I won’t be driving around in a flashy car or 
seeking attention... if someone wants to... It’s par 
for the course in a sense, if someone wants to get 
you, if they want to write about you.

Brian

One of the challenges with release that was 
named by the participants is the presence of the 
media and the perception of them as lifers that 
is presented in the media. While the participants 
feel like they are better people now, this is not a 
narrative that is presented in the media and a 
media profile can have a negative effect on the 
decision to release someone.

The perception of others and the portrayal of life 
sentence prisoners in the media will be an ongoing 
issue for the participants. 

There is a tension between the participants’ desire 
for release and moving on from their crime and 
imprisonment and the risk of being the focus of the 
media. 

The concern is that the crime and release can be 
sensationalised in a way that creates fear and acts 
as an obstacle to integration in the community.

Media
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The issue of relationships post-release was a subject 
that the participants explored during the interviews. 
Relationships also raise the issue of disclosure of their 
past and the potential challenges that this may bring. 

Two of the participants were in relationships at the time 
of their imprisonment. One of the participants chose 
to end it three years into his sentence and another 
participant’s marriage ended after he had served 
about ten years. Therefore, all eight of the participants 
spent the bulk of their sentence as single men. At the 
time of the research, three of the participants had 
begun new relationships whilst in prison.

The common thread throughout their discussions 
on these relationships was that each of the women 
in these new relationships knew that they were in 
prison and knew what for. Therefore, there was no 
concern around having to disclose their offence and 
imprisonment to any potential new partner.

The issue of disclosure as a concern was very much 
present for those not in a relationship at the time of 
the research.

The approach to disclosure referenced by the 
participant’s ties in with their view of themselves as 
better men than they were at the time of the offence.

Relationships After Release

I met (new partner) first in the Training Unit. We 
were friends first and I met her through a friend and 
when I went to (Prison G) first, I didn’t like it so she 
used to come up on a Sunday to make sure I was 
alright and that and then we kind of just started 
seeing each other.

Ciaran

I met her through her brother, I used to go out with 
her when I was in X... She knows my background, 
you know what I mean because the way I was, I 
would have left it alone.  I wouldn’t even consider 
a relationship with someone because I wouldn’t 
be able to tell someone... I would have to tell all 
about myself.   I’d be able to say it and walk away, 
you know that way but if you were actually getting 
on with someone and things were going well and 
then you turn around and “Oh by the way, I’ve 
something to tell you” you know what I mean..., 
but because she knew my background, she knew 
more about me than I did, put it that way.  It makes 
things easier.

Ferdia

We grew up together... it’s gas really, we were 
going out with each other when we were kids and 
then years and years passed by, I clocked in with 
her again through my sister and she started visiting 
me and she was there at the beginning when I 
started getting off drugs, she knows the story, she 
knows well about the drugs.

Ferdia

Well, if I meet somebody I have to be honest with this 
person, of course I’d love to have a relationship, I’d love 
to share my life with someone, now that I am the person 
I am now... a relationship... It’s not just all about drink or 
just to go to bed with each other it’s a friendship which 
is built in thing, sharing things you know what I mean.

Evan

Well, I haven’t written off the problem but I’d be very 
honest about it like ehmm... where I’ve been, who I am, 
I’d be very, very honest about who I am and things like 
that with anybody and I wouldn’t get into a... one thing 
I definitely would never do, whatever about having a 
couple of dates with them I would never actually sleep 
with somebody before telling them about my past.

Harry
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Whilst release is the ultimate goal for all the participants, 
it doesn’t come without its complications and pressures 
of its own.

The challenge for the participants is learning how to 
live in the changed, world having been removed 
from it for so long. Part of the challenge is that the skills 
needed to survive their imprisonment are different to 
the skills they need to live in a different social world 
(Goffman, 1961, Jewkes, 2005, Crawley & Sparks, 
2005, Crewe, 2009). This is something that Alan feels he 
didn’t get to learn in prison and that he didn’t feel fully 
prepared for.

There can be a sense of unreality for the participants 
when they first experience being out of the prison on 
day release. The world has potentially ‘passed them 
by’ so they must learn how to catch up as society 
hasn’t waited for them. The disorientation that they 
feel is also an effect of long-term institutionalisation 
(Goffman, 1961, Sykes, 1958). 

One of the other participants spoke about the 
changed nature of the external world and the 
impact that it had on his senses.

Changed World

It took me nearly two years to get settled back 
in because when I came out first I used to say 
“Jaysus, I wish I was back inside”… ‘Cos you 
had to get used to doing things for yourself 
where before you could just go up and get your 
dinner whereas this time you had to do things for 
yourself.

Derek

When I came out of prison at first I found it very 
hard, especially going into shops, cos you didn’t 
know if you were giving too much or too little…
I had to look up and down… for the traffic... and 
everyone was running.

Derek

Well, just going out into the world again and learning 
how to use the world again, getting used to people 
around you even to - no disrespect - but women 
around you.  I’ve been in an environment where it’s 
just men and the only women I’d see there would 

probably be some of the staff so getting used to 
being with everyone really, from all different walks 
of life. Just ehmm. I suppose how you talk to people 
and how you see people and things like that I think 
you could have learned that in jail.

Alan

Ireland is a much more modern place than it was 
before, ehmm... so the big change I found and 
I couldn’t put my finger on why I was having such 
difficulty, not difficulty in shops but I couldn’t make 
things out… there’s all this colour right… and it’s just 
one day it hit me and I was in with the psychologist 
and I said “I have this apprehension about going out 
and this, that and the other” and I said to her I finally 
figured it out… and you see colours in prison are very 
flat… but you go into a shop and there is thousands 
of different colours hitting you from everywhere. 
There’s no square shops anymore, they’re all going 
off in this direction or that direction, or you go into 
them and they’re all in corners or they’re round or 
whatever but there’s shelves of everything.

Harry

Because having spent years in jail… you’re inside 
in a box watching the world pass you by, but you 
feel like you’re not ageing.

Graham
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The participants spoke about their families throughout 
the interviews and the support that they had received 
from them. The role that family members play in 
providing ongoing support to life sentence prisoners 
cannot be overstated. The families of life sentence 
prisoners serve a sentence in a similar way to the 
participants except they have the challenges of living 
in the community and raising other children whilst 
supporting their son or partner or father in prison. The 
stigma of imprisonment is felt not just by the men but 
also by their family members (LeBel & Maruna, 2012).

The impact on families is the ‘invisible punishment’ 
of the life sentence and one that isn’t always 
apparent to the men at the time (Ewald & Uggen, 
2012). The impact continues even into the release 
process.

Impact on Families

My parents visited the whole time… it broke my 
Ma’s heart, definitely and my Da’s heart. I never 
heard my Da cry in my life till I rang him from the 
police station to tell him I was after being arrested 
so it’s very hard on them. 

Ciaran

When I went to prison first, Lisa, my mother wrote 
to me, she didn’t come to see me for the first three 
months nor did I expect her to, nor did I want her 
to, I didn’t know how to face her, and she wrote 
me a letter and believe me you wouldn’t write a 
letter to your worst enemy like she wrote, she wrote 
it from the heart as well… she was very angry with 
me, she said “God help that poor woman, she lost 
a lovely girl over you Evan. I don’t know how that 
woman is coping with what you done”. I was put 
on suicide watch for a while after that...’ cos I was 
in bits after that letter.

Evan

I’ve had horrible things happen in my family, like 
losing a father of (large number of children), at 
[young] age and leaving a young family and a 
widow behind him with no money really. I’ve had  

a younger brother die... you know to lose him was 
savage you know, for me to go to prison for the 
rest of my family, for my mother, my mother never 
deserved this.

Harry

I didn’t get to see my mum before she died, I was 
supposed to go and see her, I had been passed 
to go… and she was taken back in overnight, 
something else was wrong, so I wouldn’t go into 
the hospital with handcuffs on me and I wasn’t 
long into the sentence, and they told me “Evan, 
it’s going to have to be handcuffs” and I said “No, 
I’m not going to embarrass my mother”, so then I 
wrote her a letter... I thanked her for being a great 
mum and stuff like that... how sorry I was for the hurt 
I caused in her life, the shame I brought to her, the 
embarrassment we just talked about... I just told 
her she was right about everything... she came to 
see me when I was in prison as well, it wasn’t  easy 
for her, all she used to do from the beginning of the 
visit to the end of  the visit was cry.

Evan

I was lucky with my family’s support, I was getting 
visits of my parents once a week, sometimes twice 
a week. I’d see me [siblings] an odd time and 
that’d suit me fine you know what I mean. I say an 
odd time, I’d see them three/four times a year and 
that was grand.

Alan



I cope with it alright ‘cos I need to look after my Da 
but my Ma can be a bit wicked at times like. She’ll 
say it to you like “You fucking ruined everything” or 
something like that, she’ll curse at you and things. 
But she er... she has a lot of anger built up inside her, 
yeah and sometimes it’ll fly at me but I don’t mind 
her like, if that’s her release then that’s her release.

Ciaran

Yeah, it’s everything, if I hadn’t that, that’s the 
backbone for me like, for getting out and not just 
the backbone of support but having a family that 
loves me to bits you know what I mean.

Brian

Marriage would have been something I would have 
always desired and always wanted. Now actually 
I’d be quite happy to know somebody and to have 
somebody to date, to go out and do things with.

Harry

For the adult children of the participants, the response 
to the release can be different.

Imprisonment alters existing family relationships and 
has a serious impact on the future marital and parental 
prospects of single men (Ewald & Uggen, 2012).

In this study the participants included the impact on 
their parents as not all of the participants were parents 
or had partners at the start of their imprisonment. The 
reality of release for four of the current participants is 
that they are coming out to aging parents and there is 
an expectation from their siblings that they take more 
responsibility for their parents upon release. These 
family expectations don’t always match the desires of 
the participants who wish to establish new relationships 
themselves post-release and this will be something that 
they will have to manage in the community.

The predominant learning that came from the 
findings was the real sense of helplessness that the 
participants have as they navigate the complex 
process of release. This helplessness is compounded 
by the indeterminate nature of their sentence 
and the lack of a clear pathway out of prison 
which adds greatly to their frustration and fragility 
as they try to work their way towards release. The 
complexity of the power systems within the prison 
system is highlighted by the research where the 
participants talk about the ‘push/pull’ of the power 
systems at play. This emphasises their inability to 
influence their pathway out of prison where even 
when they are told they are a ‘model prisoner’ 
they still remain powerless to affect their release in 
a positive way. They are powerless to express any 
anger or frustration at the lack of communication 
between the services within the prison and the 
lack of information provided to them as that would 
reflect badly in any report to the Parole Board and 
could prevent them progressing further towards 
release. 

Liebling (2004) defined power in prison as “the 
actual or perceived use of control, influence or 
authority by prison staff; the degree to which 
prisoners have the capacity to exercise control 
over their own time, treatment, and lives” (p347). 
According to this definition, the participants who 
were still in prison at the time of the interview were 
in a completely powerless position and were still 
subject to the direct and indirect operation of power 
within the prison. The powerlessness transferred to 
the community upon release due to the on licence 
nature of the release where they can be recalled 
to prison if they breach their licence conditions.

The participants spoke about the less visible, 
more indirect forms of power that operate within 
the prison system. The list of examples that the 

Conclusion

26



The concept of identity was an important theme in 
the participant’s stories. From the very beginning, 
they looked at how they saw themselves prior to the 
offence as well as how they perceived themselves 
during their sentence. Their main concern with their 
identity post-release was how others would see 
them and how they would manage the ‘spoiled’ 
identity that being a life sentence prisoner brings 
with it. 

The findings showed that each of the participants 
defined themselves as good people who had 
done something bad. They see themselves as 

different people now and they have learned how 
to manage their offence and to incorporate it into 
their narrative in a way that isn’t destructive. At 
times there was a fragility to this narrative as the 
participants struggled to manage the stresses and 
complexities of the release process whilst holding 
on to the skills they have learned to manage their 
new identity in stressful settings. 

The prison setting as the participants’ lived 
environment was a restricted, static one (Crewe, 
2009). As life sentenced prisoners they are 
encouraged to learn and to change within 
the prison through the provision of education, 
psychological and probation services. The 
participants are also required to learn and 
change by the parole process if they wish to be 
released from prison. They need to show that they 
are changed men. Yet the setting for that change 
and learning does not reinforce the change and 
learning, instead it can actively work to undermine 
it as was seen in the findings. 

The findings highlighted the interconnections 
between learning and identity development. 
For some of the participants this interconnection 
between learning and identity led to the 
development of their personal redemption script 
(Maruna, 2001). The participant’s stories show 
that the process of making meaning and making 
sense of their experience started in prison but at 
different points for each of them. The process of 
change required sustained effort on the part of 
the participants and it meant managing their 
addictions, their mental health issues and actively 
engaging with all of the services in the prison. In the 
research, the participants with the strongest focus 
on the redemption script were those who hadn’t 
been fully released at the time of the interviews. This 
highlights the tenuous nature of any redemption 
narrative when it faces the reality of release. 

participants provided of the indirect operation of 
soft power within the prison system was extensive 
and it is not unique as the literature has shown this 
to be the experience elsewhere (James, 2003, 
Liebling, 2004, Irwin, 2009, Crewe, 2009). This use 
of indirect power within the prison system can 
have devastating and debilitating consequences 
for life sentence prisoners as it undermines their 
resilience and their ability to cope with the slow, 
uncertain and lengthy process of release as they 
seek to make the shift from a ‘prisoner identity’ to a 
released man’s identity (Jewkes, 2005). 

To some extent the power system in the Irish Prison 
Service can be like a Russian doll, where it is very 
easy to see the big, obvious and external faces 
of power in terms of the walls and fences but 
contained within that larger Russian doll are the 
smaller, numerous self-contained microsystems 
of power that are deeply embedded within the 
system. The participants have to learn to navigate 
and survive each system separately and to do this 
from a place of institutional powerlessness.

Challenge of a transforming identity 
within a confined setting
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...I am getting a second chance 
and I am going to grasp it with both hands...“
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It was clear from the findings that one of the most 
life changing lessons learned in prison for some of 
the participants was the recognition of shame as 
an emotion that had defined them. 

The misrecognition of shame as an emotion in 
their lives had a restrictive and at times destructive 
impact on the identity development of some of the 
participants. It also was discussed as a factor in their 
crimes. The challenge with learning to recognise 
shame as an emotion within a prison setting is that 
it creates a vulnerability for the participants in a 
confined environment. 

1. The current release process does not work from 
their perspective. For some of the participants 
the release process has been as challenging 
and demanding as the original adjustments that 
they had to make to their initial imprisonment. 
In some instances the release process has been 
the hardest part of imprisonment. 

2. They want a better induction system into 
prison as none of the participants received 
an induction after sentencing and had no 
idea as to what to expect in terms of prison or 
possible length of imprisonment, leaving them 
developing their own timeframes. Each of 
them saw themselves as in a very bad place 
mentally following the crime and induction 
would have helped some of them address this 
better and prevent a downward spiral. 

3. They want to be treated as human beings. 
The individual relationships that they build with 
prison staff can make the difference between 
surviving prison and thriving in prison. 

4. They want better management of the 
organisational culture within the prison system. 

5. They want consistent sentence planning to 
have something to work towards. They need a 
sense of hope to manage the indeterminate 
nature of the sentence.

6. They want the decisions that are made by the 
Parole Board to be communicated to them 
in a timely, transparent way by a designated 
individual. They want to understand the 
reasons for decisions and if there are steps they 
can take to improve the outcomes.   

The experience of imprisonment as demonstrated 
by the stories of the eight participants is not 
uniform. The challenge with a narrative study such 
as this one is the complex nature of imprisonment 
and the lack of a ‘simple model of prisonization’ 
(Crewe, 2009). The participants’ stories highlight all 
the contradictory aspects of their imprisonment. 
On the one hand, their imprisonment meant 
their loss of liberty and a downward spiral into 
depression, addiction and violence. On the 
other hand, their imprisonment intervened in a 
pre-existing downward spiral that resulted in the 
offence and saved them from completing their 
self-destruction. 

For some, prison was a degrading experience full 
of rituals of degradation and reinforcement of 
their powerlessness and lifer identity (Appleton, 
2010). For others, prison was a place of learning 
and achievement where they received positive 
reinforcement for their change from educational 
staff, psychologists, Probation Officers and some 
prison officers and Governors.

Recognition of Shame What the participants want the 
system to learn:

Experience of Imprisonment



Change 

may not always 

bring growth,

but there is no 

growth without 

change.

Roy T. Bennett

“
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While the research took place at a very specific 
point in each participants’ experience of 
imprisonment, they were able to reflect back to 
their childhood, their early adulthood, and their 
life before prison and see who they were then 
and see the path that led them to a life sentence. 
Prison has presented them with many challenges 
but it has also presented them with opportunities 
for learning some of life’s harder lessons. The 
lessons that they have learned through their 
imprisonment and their experiences before that 
have been hard learned and will, hopefully, be 
easily remembered.

The research shows that people can learn in the 
most unexpected places and during the most 
challenging times. None of the participants would 
have chosen to learn so much within a prison 
setting and behind all of their learning is the reality 
of the price that others have paid. As Evan stated: 
“…it’s a pity that it had to happen this way that I 
found out... that I learned about myself, it’s a pity 
that a life had to be lost.”

      
 

7. There is a need for a dedicated, separate pre-
release centre that is only used for long-term 
sentenced and life sentenced prisoners. Within 
this there needs to be a clear timetable for 
release once the individual is following the pre-
release programme. 

8. They want a clear, transparent pathway to 
release that doesn’t require them having to 
advocate constantly on their own behalf. They 
are disempowered but at the same time they 
have to have the capacity to advocate for 
themselves within the prison system without 
having any clear signposting as to how to do 
this.

Final Thought
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