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Abstract 

Identity can be both diverse and fluid for people who have a criminal conviction, with a positive 

change in identity being a key factor in reducing likelihood of reoffending. Professionals who work 

in correctional institutions aim to induce changes in individuals, by identifying their current 

perspective and effecting the development of a positive identity. This includes those who have 

developed a criminal identity, often as the result of difficult social and family backgrounds and 

those who have low-self efficacy due to poor education and low skills. The experience of 

incarceration is a further challenge, given the general nature of the environment and sometimes 

sudden and profound effect that this may have on a person’s state of mind. This paper describes 

the challenges that these considerations present, the potential opportunities for targeted use of 

technology, and challenges for design. 
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Introduction 

This paper considers a population that by its nature is complex, diverse, and fluid: namely persons 

with convictions (PWC). The focus of this paper is motivated by the authors’ ongoing work 

investigating the potential of leading-edge technology to help prisoners prepare for release and 

rehabilitation. The aims are to help prevent re-offending and empower individuals to develop new 

self and social identities that are not defined by criminality.   

Supporting such a journey to identity change requires a clear understanding of the starting point 

of that individual, and sensitivity to the range of events and influences that can potentially affect 

the individual on their journey. One of the key objectives is to break the pattern of re-offending. 

This has an obvious human and societal benefit in that the crime rate is brought down, and those 

individuals can lead more rewarding lives. It also addresses another contemporary problem in 
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many countries, that of prison overcrowding [1]. Linked to this, other key institutions such as 

courts and the probation services are under pressure due to a significant number of PWC re-

offending [2]. This paper discusses key challenges in identifying individuals’ needs and discusses 

issues in designing for and with PWC. We focus on those who are currently incarcerated, 

considering the specific challenges of that environment. A prisoner’s sentence may be seen as a 

journey, in which their sense of identity is subject to change, their relationship with the social and 

physical world is subject to change, and there is a continuous possibility of change due to 

significant/traumatic events in the prison or personally relevant events outside (e.g. affecting a 

prisoner’s family). These changes occur within the context of a loss of agency, in which the 

individual loses much of the control they previously had over their environment.  

Overview 

This narrative identity is linked in the first instance to criminal behaviour and to future pathways. 

The aim is to support individuals in recognising and understanding their past (how a negative 

identity was formed) and how they can transition to a more positive identity to support a more 

fulfilling life. A study of young male offenders [3], emphasises identity development as an 

essential part of understanding criminal behaviours. Others [4] refer to ‘positive identity’ as a 

catalyst to break cycles of offending and rehabilitate those individuals. A significant body of 

literature also highlights the propagation of positive (non-criminal) identity as linked to 

engagement in pro-social activities such as vocational training and skills development [5]  

A conceptual model proposed by [4] describes links between root causes and the development of 

antisocial or criminal identities in young male adults. Five key factors are cited, namely poor 

mental health, poor family relationships, difficulty with emotional regulation, social influences 

and addiction. These factors are linked to disconnectedness and powerlessness and in turn to the 

development of criminal identities. For example, those who have experienced unstable family and 

social relationships may develop a sense of powerlessness and vulnerability, leading to a ‘feared’ 

identity, where they see themselves as powerful and in battle [6]. The assumed identity provides a 

sense of self-worth and control. Narrative identities such as this are linked to criminal acts.  

Rehabilitation strategies seek to replace these with positive identities, addressing social 

environments, positive relationships, connections to training and employment, and managing 

vulnerability. There is some evidence of gender differences in the effect of negative childhood and 

adult experiences on PWC. For example, a report by [7] found that female PWC were significantly 

more likely than imprisoned men and to have reported five or more different adverse experiences 

occurring before the age of 16. This includes direct experiences of sexual or violent abuse or 

witnessing violence in their domestic environment. A further factor affecting identity is low self-

efficacy. This may emanate from poor and interrupted schooling, or from disability. People who 

have disabilities are more likely to be part of the prison population [8]. Disabilities along with 
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physical and menta health challenges have been also been reported as having a significant effect 

on the prisoner experience [9]. Physical, cognitive, and perceptual disability may exclude 

prisoners from accessing prison services or engaging in prison activities. A further consideration is 

that multiple progressive impairments are typical of the ageing population, which research has 

found to be more marked in prison populations compared to same-age community populations 

[10]. Ageing brings on degeneration in cognitive, perceptual, and physical capacities, causing 

changes in the needs of those individuals. Low literacy is a further potential barrier to 

participation in research and design. For example, [11] emphasise the need both for writing 

consent forms in accessible language and providing verbal equivalence to ensure that participants 

were fully aware of their right to stop and raise issues.  

Identity and the effect of incarceration 

The experience of incarceration may have direct or indirect negative effects on identity, including 

through loss of identity, individuality, and humanity [12]. Whilst identity reconstruction is 

understood as a goal involving self-reflection [13], experiences and pressures of being in the penal 

system, its constraints and the loss of agency, may also have negative effects. For example, 

experiences of female prisoners reported in [12] suggested that negative interpersonal 

relationships with prison staff or lack of sensitivity emanating from staff compounded the issue of 

negative identity. The inherent ambiguity of that environment (to punish and to reform) add to 

the challenge of identity reconstruction. Furthermore, worries about safety and acceptance in 

that environment may induce a negative identity as a coping strategy. Prisons typically take 

physical and cognitive agency and responsibility away from prisoners. For example, an individual 

may have reached a level of competence with digital devices but be denied access to those 

devices in a prison environment. This denial has the effect of causing gradual learning decay, a 

phenomenon that has been documented in relation to people who have been released from 

prison [14]. This creates further barriers to the individual in establishing a positive and productive 

life post-release.  

Opportunities and challenges for HCI 

Our aim is to help PWC in a journey from an old ‘self’ to help recognise and adopt a ‘redemption 

self’ equipped to cope with post-incarceration living. The potential of games is considerable, given 

that gameplay is associated with an adopted persona a range of scenarios to respond and react 

to. The individual can experience situations that help to develop and experience the redemption 

self. For example, they may be presented with a situation of interpersonal conflict and be 

challenged to adopt a peacemaker stance. Given the high incidence of learning difficulties and 

illiteracy among prisoners, technologies that circumvent the need for a high level of literacy or 

digital skill are favoured. The use of extended reality technologies has significant potential to 

address such issues. The use of virtual reality (VR) has had some success in addressing the 

3

Diversity and identity among persons with convictions



identified issues that prisoners face both in using technology and preparing for release. One 

advantage of VR is that it is relatively simple to use, recruiting real-world skills rather than the 

specific technical skills that many in the prison population do not have. The potential of VR is 

significant given that it supports an immersive experience of the non-prison world and the 

experience of an immersed self in a positive role. Teng et al [11] used VR to help female prisoners 

prepare to deal with potentially stressful situations when returning home, including finding stable 

housing, finding employment and reconnecting with their children. 

Conclusion 

Tools to support identity change should be designed to facilitate reflection and self-motivated 

change. Facilitating reflection is desirable but should be designed so that users do not relate to it 

as coercive or an instrument of control. There is a danger that individuals will be less likely to 

engage unless they have a measure of autonomy and self-motivation. Perceptions of the 

trustworthiness of technology and devices may be influenced by previous experience with 

technologies such as electronic tags, and the culture of monitoring and surveillance that exists in 

prisons. User sensitive design of tools and involving users in design is desirable and has intrinsic 

benefits for participants [15]. Gibson et al [16] point to new knowledge, personal change and 

improved agency amongst participants in research. Gainful participation in collaborative research 

is linked to the development of a shared identity [17]. However, the process potentially excludes 

those with low literacy and other disabilities. As such care must be taken to understand the 

nuanced needs and diverse characteristics of prison populations to ensure that the research that 

is conducted is meaningful, inclusive and impactful. 
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