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Abstract of Dissertation

A Qualitative Study of Gang Desistance in Former Gang Members

This qualitative research examined the lived experiences of former gang members
in the process of desistance from their gang organizations. The research explored the
thoughts and feelings of former gang members in an effort to better understand the
process of desistance, as they experienced it, and to identify the social supports, if any,
that these former gang members felt were helpful or would have been helpful in their
process of desistance. Ten former gang members participated in the study. The study
participants were participating in a religious community based program in Baltimore,

Maryland.

The researcher conducted semi-structured interviews lasting 90 minutes, followed
by a short meeting several weeks later to have the participant review his transcribed
interview and preliminary findings for accuracy. Van Manen’s (1990) eight principles of
phenomenological research were utilized to provide a foundation for this research. This
allowed the researcher to enter into the lived experience of the participants and to attempt
to understand the meaning that the participants ascribed to their desistance from their

gang organization.

The results that emerged provide a framework for the process that former gang
members move through in desisting from their gang organization. Identified thought
processes included evaluating family-like relationships within the gang and their
importance or meaning, going through a forced separation from the gang organization,

evaluating the cost of leaving the gang organization including the possibility of bodily



harm, attempting to rebuild biological family relationships or building new family
relationships outside of the gang organization, and grieving the losses associated with

desistance and their gang activity.

This study concludes with a discussion of the implications of this work and
suggestions for moving forward in this area of research. Recommendations for
conducting future research include targeting a more diverse population of participants
including different gang organizations and exploring the differences between
neighborhood and national gangs. Recommendations for policy makers include
exploring the role that incarceration can play in rehabilitating gang members by giving
them the opportunity to examine the consequences of their gang membership.
Recommendations for future practice include creating a residential program/emergency
shelter for gang members who are desisting from their gang organizations and in need of

a safe place to stay.
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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION

The first chapter will establish the need for research to determine the thought
process a gang member utilizes when deciding to leave his gang organization and the
social supports, if any, that he uses to do so. This chapter will begin by discussing
several gang organizations and behaviors exhibited by gang members. It will examine
research and known information about gang organizations and the individuals who
choose to join them. Research questions will be presented and the purpose of this study
is provided. The foundation for this research, the theoretical framework, will then be
presented and developed. The phenomenological research approach will be briefly
explained in relation to the method of research and design. Finally, the limitations and

benefits of this study will be explored.

Overview

The purpose of this research was to examine the factors associated with former
gang member’s decisions to disengage from their gang enmeshment and to explore how it
was accomplished successfully. This research study examined the reasons why gang
members decide to leave gang organizations, what challenges they encountered, if any,

and how they overcame those challenges.

Background

A gang was defined on October 1, 2005 by United States Senate Bill 488 as:



Any association of 3 or more persons that form to engage in criminal activity,
including acts by juveniles that would be considered crimes if committed by
adults, for the purposes of pecuniary gain or to create an atmosphere of fear and
intimidation either collectively or with knowledge of the acts of members of the
group, and whose members have a common identifying sign, symbol or name.

In order to address this firmly established population, many programs are being designed
and implemented to prevent at risk youth from joining gangs. According to the National
Alliance of Gang Investigator’s Associations (2008), programs like Gang Awareness
Training Education (GATE) and Gang Resistance Education and Training (GREAT) are
nationwide prevention programs and have proven success rates in deterring youth from

joining gang organizations.

In an effort to understand which youth join gang organizations, past research has
focused on a better definition of gang-involved youth. The National Youth Gang Survey
from 1996-2000 (2001) reports that 47% of gang members are Hispanic, 31% are African
American, 13% are Caucasian and 7% are Asian. This study also reports that 94% of
gang members are male and 6% are female. 772,500 people identified themselves as
gang members out of 281 million people in the United States (Census Bureau, 2001). In
2009, the National Gang Threat Assessment reported, based on federal, state and local
law enforcement information, that approximately one million gang members belong to
more than 20,000 gang organizations nationwide, a marked increase from the 2001

census report 8 years earlier.

Gang organizations meet many needs for their members which encourages
continued commitment and loyalty to the organization. For example, gangs provide
financially for their members, provide protection and safety, family relationships for

those who are lacking them, and a place for those to belong who feel that they do not fit



anywhere else (Hardy, 1996; Houston, 1996; Morales, 1992; Ruble & Turner, 2000; The

National Gang Crime Research Center, 2007; Virgil, 1998).

Joe Killian (2007), a reporter for The News and Re@oi@reensboro, North

Carolina, interviewed 40 individuals who identified themselves as gang members of the
Bloods, the Crips and MS-13. He reports, “The feeling of being an outsider, dismissed
and looked down on, is what gang members say drew them to their crews [gang
organizations]. And the dream of attaining wealth and respect — even by violence and
drug dealing — drives them.” In his article, Killian interviews Dr. James Howell who

has researched gang organizations for the National Youth Gang Center. Howell states
that, “gangs give these kids status, a self-identity, and they call that their family. More
than anything, that shows they come from poorly structured, fractured families. That
leads them to have a skewed perspective [of family relationships]" (Killian, 2007).

Youth who seek family connections and a sense of belonging, a place where they fit in,
can be easily recruited to join a gang. As Howell and Carlie (2002) agree, by joining a
gang organization, these youth create an artificial family where they feel they can belong
and be accepted, where they feel they have people who care about them and would be
loyal to them. Those youth influenced to join a gang often live in the inner cities and
urban areas of America. These individuals are also typically in the lowest socioeconomic
categories (Carlie, 2002). Youth who feel they need protection can also be influenced to
join a gang (The National Gang Crime Research Center, 2007). Vulnerable youth have
been identified as those who lack family support and cohesion, including single parent
families and youth who are part of the foster care system (Dunworth, Hayeslip, Lyons &

Denver, 2010).



Gang organizations also meet certain needs within the community for stability
and security by providing financially for families, safety within dangerous environments,
and drugs and other goods to those who want to buy them (Venkatesh, 2008). These
communities then welcome some gang organizations who bring this stability and security
with them. Sudhir Venkatesh, a researcher in Chicago who entered a housing project and
engaged with a gang organization for a period of several years in order to research their
community relationships, shared his findings in Gang Leader for a(2288). He
recounts how the community accepted the gang organization and depended upon it to
provide the stability and safety that the community was lacking. Venkatesh earned the
respect of the gang by showing up consistently and working to understand its
organization. The gang then allowed him to see the way that it was organized and he was
able to see more of the positive aspects of the gang and the needs that it met in the

community, which will be referenced more in chapter two.

Meeting the needs of those individuals in their communities, the gang
organization has had an impact on the ability of law enforcement to form relationships
with those same communities. For example, the gang who is providing financially for
families within the community or who is providing security from rival gangs may have
the loyalty of the community. When a crime is then committed by the gang, police may
have a difficult time having the community members step forward as withesses against
the gang. Although law enforcement has attempted to control and decrease crimes
committed by gang members, the number of violent crimes committed remains steady
and in some jurisdictions has even increased (National Gang Threat Assessment, 2009).

Others within those same communities are concerned about their safety in relation to the



gang organizations that are establishing a presence in their geographic areas (Conly,
Kelly, Mahanna & Warner, 1993). Therefore, many communities are experiencing a
divide when deciding to align with the gang organization in their community or law

enforcement.

Gangs have been implicated in crimes including drug dealing and violent crimes
such as assault, attempted murder and murder (National Gang Threat Assessment, 2009).
According to the 2001 National Youth Gang Survey, 59% of homicides in Los Angeles
and 53% of homicides in Chicago were gang related. State and local law enforcement
agencies (police departments) report that 58% of their jurisdictions were impacted by
active criminal gang organizations. Approximately 80% of violent crimes are committed
by criminal gang organizations including alien smuggling, armed robbery, assault, auto
theft, drug trafficking, extortion, fraud, home invasion, kidnapping, prostitution, identity
theft, murder and weapons trafficking. Gang members are the primary contacts for street
level illegal drug sales and are responsible for the majority of violent crimes (Decker &
Curry, 2002). Gang wars between rival gangs are known to have taken the lives of
thousands of gang members as well as innocent bystanders (National Gang Threat

Assessment, 2009).

The process that a youth participates in to become a member of a gang
organization varies among the organizations though the initiation often includes illegal
activities. For instance, this initiation can include being jumped or beaten, committing a
crime to prove their loyalty to the gang such as killing a rival member, or for females,
being gang raped by male gang members (Carlie, 2002). In order to be initiated into the

gang organization a youth has to either have his own blood shed through a beating or has
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to shed the blood of others to prove his loyaltgr{ie, 2002). Most gangs have formal
paperwork that is completed or memorized when ahymins the gang organization.
These are bylaws by which the gang is governed Ndtmnal Gang Crime Research
Center, 2007). Gang organizations can be extreorggnized with talented leadership
(Jankowski, 1991). After a youth has joined a gahnegy are expected to “put in work”
which means committing crimes to support the gar ®s selling drugs, drug
trafficking, killing rival gang members or thosengamembers who are attempting to
leave the gang (Yablonsky, 2011). In this wayythmeve their loyalty to the gang and

support the organization financially.

Unfortunately, as a result of their criminal beltagi many gang members are
killed by rival gangs or sentenced to long prisemmts (Curry, Decker & Egley, 2002).
The lifestyle of criminal behavior has many risksaciated with it. A compounding
factor of being involved in a gang organization véheiolence is accepted and even
encouraged, increases the possibility of earlytdeat debilitating injury. The danger
that is faced on a daily basis creates hardenedgypeople who are willing to risk
everything for their gang organization, the peapt® support them emotionally and
financially (The National Gang Crime Research CeR@®7). This danger creates an
urgency for those working with gang-involved yotdhhelp those gang members who
approach them for assistance in leaving their gdllgen a youth decides to leave this
gang affiliated family that has been created, mby s it a life-changing decision, but it
can also be a dangerous one (Bovenkerk, 2011)h gatg organization has its own

requirements for dealing with members who waneave.



A gang member who decides to leave his organization is often perceived as a
liability and a risk to the livelihood and success of the gang (Horowitz, 1983). This is
especially true for those gang members who have previously been loyal and committed to
the organization. These gang members are knowledgeable about the inner workings of
the gang and its organization, and of the crimes the gang has committed. Wanting to
leave the gang organization is also the greatest act of disloyalty that a gang member can
commit when loyalty is one of the founding principles of the organization (Bovenkerk,
2011). “There are gangs which are nearly impossible to leave alive and others one may

leave with less serious consequences,” notes Carlie (2002). He states:

| interviewed several gang members who felt they had to leave their hometown to
escape from the gangs they had joined. The transition has not been easy for them
due to the mobility of the other gang members and their contacts in other cities.
They fear a member of their gang will find them. They also find it difficult to live
with the fact that they can never go home again or, if they do, that they will
always be looking over their shoulders to make sure they don't get caught or hurt
by a former gang member or rival (p. 264).

Leaving a gang safely and alive is difficult if not impossible for most gang members to
accomplish (Carlie, 2002). When gang organizations do allow their members to leave,
there is usually a procedure or consequence, as many gang organizations have a “blood
in, blood out” policy, that blood is shed during the initiation process and blood will be

shed when a gang member leaves the gang (Carlie, 2002). Being placed on the “food
chain” is a common occurrence when a member decides to leave a gang organization that
they have been a part of. The “food chain” is a list of former gang members who have
either deserted the gang or been disloyal. New gang recruits can earn their entry to the
gang, or a gang member can earn a higher position, by killing someone on this list. As a

result, attempting to leave a gang can be a very dangerous endeavor for a gang member.



The research in this dissertation explored theghbprocess that a youth
experiences when deciding to leave their gang azgtan in an effort to better
understand and identify what leads a youth invoiveal gang to make the decision to
leave his gang family. Once these thought pre&seaee better understood, they can then
be used to provide implications for professionapimg gang-involved youth to leave
their gang organizations safely. Further, programy then be able to be designed that

can be implemented for youth seeking to desist fgamg organizations.

Statement of the Problem

There is an absence of programs to address youshavéhalready gang involved
and who wish to disengage or desist from their ga&igminology researchers refer to
criminals desisting from crime as the point wheienmal behaviors terminate (Laub &
Sampson, 2001). This research will use this degimiof desistance to describe a gang
involved youth who ceases to proceed with theiggamolvement, who ceases to act
with the gang organization. The meaning that y@sociate with this desistance will be

explored through the research questions.

Nimmo (2010) and Pyrooz, Decker & Webb (2010) an®iag the researchers
who have been working with gang-involved youth ai recommend further research
into the reasons why youth decide to desist froair thiang organizations and how they
do so unharmed. They recommend research thaifiderthe meaning that gang-
involved youth associate with their desistancetaedsocial supports that those youth,

who successfully desisted, utilized. Some gang begsdetermine that they want to



leave their gang organization and are not suretamdertake such an endeavor safely

(Carlie 2002).

Those youth who decide to desist but are unabde¢oessfully do so, may face
an identity crisis in several areas. They canrbegiuestion who they are in relation to
their gang organization and who they want to betdpam their gang. They can face
physical consequences to their safety if their daagns of their desire to desist, and they
can face internal conflict as they continue toipgrate in gang activity that they are

committed to but no longer desire to do (Carlie200

Significance of the Study

The first objective was determining what causedytbuth to begin to evaluate
their membership in the gang and eventually dettidethey wanted to leave the
organization. This may be helpful in designinggreoms to impact gang-involved youth.
Interviewing former gang members and examining tioey left their gang organization
safely and alive was the second objective and riay #éherapeutic professionals and
others working with gang-involved youth to asse youth in disengaging from their
gang organization successfully. The last objeatras to identify what supports, if any,
the gang-involved youth found helpful in freeingmiselves from the gang and what
supports they feel would have been more helpfubrder to design more effective social

supports and interventions.

Research Questions

This research intended to answer three questiQn&fhat factors led to the gang
involved youth’s decision to leave their gang oligation? 2) What challenges, if any,

9



did the youth encounter in leaving their gang organization? 3) What support structures, if

any, did the youth utilize to desist from their gang organization?

Theoretical Framework

In the absence of research related to the process gang-involved youth use when
leaving their gang organization, the theoretical framework for this research focuses on
theories of criminology and desistance. Theories of identity development and cult
disengagement are also included to better understand the meaning that gang-involved
youth make of their desistance from their gang organization. As youth are leaving from
their gang organizations they must further develop their identity, separate from the gang,
and may experience feelings of grief and loss because of the separation from their gang
family. The combination of these theories allows a holistic view of the process of

desistance that a gang-involved youth experiences.

The foundation of many gang organizations is criminal behavior (Nimmo, 2010).
A youth deciding to leave their gang organization is a youth deciding to desist from their
criminal behaviors, or their life of crime. Therefore, the theory of desistance from
criminal behavior provides a partial framework for a gang-involved youth’s leaving their
gang organization. Research has identified the reasons why criminals leave, or desist
from their career of crime, such as finding employment (Farrington, et al, 1986),
cultivating their family relationships (Sampson & Laub, 1993) or fearing their personal
harm (Jacques & Wright, 2008). Criminology research will be explored, in chapter two,

in relation to members of gang organizations and how it may impact their decisions to

10



desist from their criminal activities and gang ongations (Piquero, Farrington &

Blumstein, 2007).

Past research (Carlie, 2002; Nimmo, 2010; Pyroexrker & Webb, 2010) has
indicated that relationships within the gang orgation and identity development may
be two areas that the participants identify as nmggnl during the desistance experience.
Other areas of research may prove relevant inioeléd the data collected and its
interpretation. This research will further exploedationships within the gang and
identity development after desistance, and the mgahat they hold for the former

gang- involved youth.

A gang organization creates a simulated family mmment where members are
respected and valued based on the contributioysntlage to the family. The gang
member who is attempting to leave their gang famméy be confronted with similar
feelings to a youth disengaging from their biol@di@mily to enter adulthood (Carlie,
2002). During identity development, the commuiaityl environmental surroundings of
the youth play a vital role in determining how hdsntity will develop and who he will
become, as a person (McLean, Breen & Fournier, 20IBis process is impacted by the
youth’s family, their friends and their social emonment. As a youth decides to leave a
gang organization he may question his identityiante a quest to redefine it
(Sommers, Baskin & Fagan, 1994). It may be ingrdrin understanding the process of
desistance, to understand the meaning that faeldyionships within the gang
organization as well as individual identity develognt have for the former gang

member.
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Qualitative Research Approach

This research was qualitative and utilized anriiésv format that allowed the
researcher to use semi-structured, open endedapugand clarifying statements to
explore the phenomenon of gang- involved youthitegatheir gang organization. A
phenomenological research approach was used & betierstand the meaning and
thought process of some gang involved youth thanhat clearly understood, creating a
need to explore the process as a phenomenon (008). The thought processes of a
gang-involved youth and his feelings concerningdiie) from his gang organization are
intangibles, which cannot be seen or measuredré@dearch sought to understand this
phenomenon by the researcher entering into thestbjived experience in an attempt

to understand his world view (Husserl, 1963).

Additionally, phenomenology is the study of phemmmn, or ideas that are not
common or commonly understood. It is the studindividual lived experiences and the
meaning that those experiences held for the indali@Smith 2009). Edmund Husserl
(1963) described phenomenology as the study ofcbamsness as related to a lived
experience. This research approach encouragesdearcher to enter into the lived
experience of the individual to try to fully undensd the meaning the event held for that

individual (Van Manen, 1990).

In order to use a qualitative research approaehdabearcher must be aware of
their own thoughts and feelings in relation to tiseibjects and be able to separate these
thoughts and feelings so that they do not influgheeresearch. Subjectivity is the

researcher being able to acknowledge and separiteotvn feelings about the subjects
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and the subject matter. This is done in ordermtchave their personal opinions enter and
mingle with the thoughts and feelings of the sulgjetainting the research findings. This
researcher has had experience working with ganglabpns for the last ten years. She
has assisted gang-involved youth to desist fronm gangs by facilitating the youth
leaving the geographic area. She has witnesseghtigers associated with youth
attempting to desist from their gang organizatiang the physical consequences that
they may face. These potential dangers will bdagrd further in the researcher’s

subjectivity statement in Chapter 3.

Limitations

Limitations to this study include the differenceslaliversity in gang
organizations and their bylaws about loyalty. Tifeerences in each organization and
their rules about being able to disengage fronotiganization are not representative of
all gang organizations. Recruiting participamsf different gang organizations
attempted to address and reduce this limitatiolso Ahe backgrounds of each individual
gang member differ as some may have more commfiamtyly supports than other gang
members. In addition, this research was limitedhgygeographic area in which it was
conducted. In the present study the use of onemag#y on the east coast limited the
ability to understand the meaning and process 10§ giesistance in other geographic
regions where gang members may have differentaigdis and supports available to

them in those areas.
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Benefits

Identifiable possible benefits to the subjects included the participant’s own
confirmation, through the telling of their story, that they made a good decision to
disengage from their gang organization. Also, participants may have felt that they were
helping other gang- involved youth by sharing their stories and contributing to the

research. This may have caused the participant to be proud of themselves.

The contributions of this research to the counseling field may be invaluable in
helping to save gang- involved youth from facing death or serious injury when attempting
to desist from their gang organization. Programs may be able to be developed which may
provide support to these gang- involved youth and may help them to safely leave their
gang organization. The benefits that helping professionals (social workers, therapists,
community program staff, volunteers, mentors, and criminal justice workers including
public defenders and probation officers, etc) may have include a better understanding of
the thought processes that gang- involved youth go through in evaluating the benefits and
risks of their gang involvement. Helping professionals might then be able to help gang-
involved youth to navigate the process of deciding to desist from their gang

organizations.

Chapter Summary

Youth who are gang-involved and who are active in their gang organizations, in
many cases, continue to provide a challenge to communities and law enforcement
agencies around the country. Their criminal behaviors and the violence that they bring to

communities is a concern shared locally in communities and is also recognized nationally
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by the United States Senate (Bill 488). The prevalence of gang organizations and the
crimes that they commit is a nationwide problem, as will be further explored in chapter

two.

There are programs being designed and which have been successful in preventing
youth from joining these organizations by addressing the needs these youth have which
attract them to a gang organization. However, there is an absence of programming to
support gang-involved youth who decide that they want to leave their organization. The
struggle to desist may be impacted by the reality that a gang organization meets many

needs for their members including safety, belonging and financial.

When a gang- involved youth begins to think about desisting from his gang
organization there is a thought process that he uses to make that decision. This process is
not understood among professionals working with gang- involved youth. In order to
provide appropriate supports to these youth, it is important to understand the thought
process that they are using in order to provide emotional support and the physical needs
that they have. To better understand the individuals who become involved in gang
organizations and in an attempt to better understand their world view, literature was
reviewed that focused on those individuals who became gang- involved and on

criminology, the study of those who commit societal crimes.

In this dissertation, research focused on exploring gang-involved youth who
decide that they want to leave their organization and want to do so safely. The theoretical
framework of criminology and desistance provided a foundation upon which to build an

understanding of a gang-involved youth’s process of leaving their gang by relating gang
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involvement with a career of crime. When a youth leaves their gang organization, they

are also leaving the crimes committed for the gang.

Utilizing qualitative research captures the meaning that the desistance from the
gang held for the participants by better understanding their lived experience.
Interviewing former gang members about the thought process they used in deciding to
desist, and then the supports that they found helpful or would have found helpful in the
act of desistance, resulted in findings which may benefit those working with gang-

involved youth. These results will be presented in chapter four.
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CHAPTER 2

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE

In this chapter the literature reviewed will inckud history of gang organizations,
their development and advancement. This bodyerialiure will also provide a
foundation for the understanding of gang organiregtiand the relationships that gang-
involved youth have with their organizations. \éas data, including national studies,
will be included to show the prevalence of thiskipeon and the need for understanding
and intervention in the lives of gang- involved tflnuResearch studies that have been
conducted to understand gang organizations, wiravige relevant and applicable
findings concerning the reasons why youth leave tfeng organizations, will be
included. Theories and studies related to crinmigpland desistance from crime will be
examined and applied to the problem of gang- inelyouth and will provide a
framework for understanding the decision to ddsish a gang organization. Theories of
identity development and cult disengagement aeextplored and contributed to the

framework.

Many studies have been conducted to determinestisons why youth join gang
organizations (Carlie, 2002; Harris, 1994; Lyonnggeler & Hall, 1992). The research
found on this topic concludes that youth join ganganizations to seek alternative
family connections, respect, power, someone toigeofor them, a sense of identity and
belonging (Carlie, 2002; Harris, 1994; Lyon, Henlgg& Hall, 1992). However, the
research examining the reasons why a gang- involgath decides to leave his gang

organization and how he does so successfullyasgreliminary phase. As a result, this
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literature review will examine research directly related to gang organizations as well as
research that is related to criminology, identity development and cult disengagement for
support in building the framework to thoroughly address and move towards

understanding a gang member’s desistance from his gang organization.

Research that has been conducted to provide a history of gang organizations and
the inception of gang behavior is instrumental in understanding what needs the gang
addresses and meets for its members (Venkatesh, 2008). Understanding what the gang
organizations view as their purpose and seeing gang relationships through their
worldview will inform this research. The literature will provide a basis for the
exploration of the meaning that participants assign to their relationships within the gang

organization and then the meaning that they assign to dissolving those relationships.

Desistance from crime or ceasing to perform criminal activities, can be related to
the individual gang member’s desistance from his gang organization (Nimmo, 2010). His
decision to leave his gang organization is often also a decision to leave the criminal
activities that his gang organization promotes and requires. The stages of desistance can
be applied to the individual who is deciding to leave his gang organization (Nimmo,

2010). These stages include the gang- involved youth having socially disjunctive
experiences, experiencing delayed deterrence, making an assessment, and committing to
a decision (Sommers, Baskin, & Fagan, 1994). Understanding the reasons why a gang
member may decide to leave his gang organization will inform this research as to the

meaning that members of gang organizations assign to their desistance.
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Gang Organization Literature

History

The current gang organizations that our country is dealing with do not resemble
the earlier street gangs, as the first street gangs were not national organizations and were
not as violent as today’s gang organizations (Sanchez-Jankowski, 2011). Understanding
the inception and progression of the development of these organizations is imperative to
understanding the meaning that they hold for their members. These organizations were
formed to meet a need and in order to understand their meaning we also need to

understand the needs that they meet.

Martin Sanchez-Jankowski (2011), a sociologist at Berkeley, has researched the
history of gang organizations in relation to the societies in which they function. He found
that over time immigration has had a large impact on the formation and development of
gang organizations because those immigrating to the United States often find themselves
alone and struggling in a new society and they seek and bond with those in the society
who have similar racial and ethnic backgrounds (2011). The impact of blue collar
employment and poverty on the development of gang organizations is also important to
understand as young men who are witnessing the hard work of their parents may look for
an easier way out of their poverty through gang relationships and the sale of illegal drugs
(2011). The present prevalence of gang organizations in inner city and urban areas
reinforces this theory that youth growing up surrounded by poverty, illegal drug activity
and the presence of gang activity are more likely to join gangs (National Gang Threat

Assessment, 2009; The National Gang Crime Research Center, 2007; Yablonsky, 2011).
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Over the years, and throughout their history, gdray® survived by meeting
needs in the community. The constantly expandmg trade/manufacturing/sales has
been instrumental in financing and establishingténetories of various gang
organizations. The demand for illegal substancastains the financial income of the
gang organization and the gap in society that fileyThe drug trade was not a part of
the original history of gang evolution but someththat has been introduced over the last
50 years as gang organizations have exploded amorunities nationwide (Sanchez-

Jankowski, 2011).

According to Sanchez-Jankowski, who studied gaog4@ years in three cities,
incarceration has also had a large impact in theldpment of gang organizations as
police and the justice system have instituted losgatences for those convicted of
gang- related crimes. This has increased the nuaflgang members being incarcerated
and therefore street gangs and prison gangs agingrand merging to create gang
organizations which have factions inside corre@lanstitutions and outside in the
community. This is also a characteristic of gargpaizations that was not present in
their inception but that has emerged within thé $fsyears as prison populations have
exploded in order to address the growing illegabdactivities that financially support
gang organizations (Sanchez-Jankowski, 2011). llifiianchez-Jankowski states that
acts of violence which are perpetrated by gang neesdire often in an attempt to secure
limited resources such as geographic space, ilrgatances and clients to whom they

can sell the illegal substances (2011).
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Present Day Gangs

According to the National Gang Threat Assessment (2009), there is clear evidence
that every area of the nation is impacted by gang organizations and their illegal
behaviors. The following statistics show that communities are struggling with gang
activity which makes this a problem of national concern. The East Region of the country
reports 2,900 gang organizations with approximately 73,650 members. The New
England Region reports 640 gang organizations with approximately 17,250 members
who account for approximately 60% of all crimes in this area. The Southeast Region

reports 9,871 gang organizations with approximately 172,360 members.

This same report shows that the Central Region of the United States reports 5,800
gang organizations with approximately 222,400 members who account for approximately
50% of all crimes, according to law enforcement reports. The Northwest Region reports
2,093 gang organizations with approximately 36,650 members and law enforcement
reports indicate that they are responsible for as much as 80% of violent crimes in this
area. The Southwest Region reports 5,297 gang organizations with approximately
111,000 members, with nearly 60% of criminal behaviors being a result of gang activity.
Finally, the Pacific Region reports 6,900 gang organizations with approximately 237,000

members with as much as 80% of violent crimes being a result of gang- related violence.

There are a variety of gang organizations, some well-organized such as the
Bloods, Crips and MS-13 gangs. However, there are also other gang organizations that
are smaller, neighborhood gangs and less popular factions of the larger gang

organizations. The Bloods gang organization is a national fellowship, of majority
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African American male members, that has struct@gnational) and unstructured (street
gang) memberships. There are gangs across tloa metio identify themselves as
Bloods and there are procedures to becoming a meshlbi@s gang. Some who label
themselves Bloods have completed the procedurearan@cognized by the national
Bloods organization. However, some have not cotegléthe procedures and still call
themselves by the Bloods name but are not recogmiy¢he national organization. In
20009 it was reported to have as many as 30,000 exsnaind to be active in 123 cities in
33 states (National Gang Threat Assessment). Tips Gang organization is also a
national group, of majority African American malembers, with structured and
unstructured gangs. In 2009 it was reported tel@svmany as 35,000 members
nationwide among 221 cities in 41 states (Nati@ahg Threat Assessment). The Crips
gang organization may be slightly larger than theoBs, however, its members are in
more cities and states, and spread thinly compar#dte Bloods who have their members
more densely populating fewer cities (The Natiddahg Threat Assessment, 2009). The
main source of income for both gang organizatisrnagal drug trafficking and sales.

As a result a majority of violence between the g@og organizations is based on

territory and drug sales issues (The National Gamigne Research Center, 2007).

It was reported in 2009 that the Mara Salvatruéhd-(3) gang organization is a
majority male Hispanic group with approximately @@) members worldwide, 10,000 of
whom are in the United States (National Gang ThAsaessment). This is a newer gang
organization whose violence has been reportedemé#tional media. MS-13 may be

smaller in comparison to the Bloods and Crips,itigta violent gang organization
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nationally located in a few central locations (Atlanta, Dallas, Los Angeles, Washington,

D. C., and New York).

It is observed that the number of reported gang members by region exceeds the
number of gang members reported to belong to the nationally recognized gang
organizations of the Bloods, Crips and MS-13. This discrepancy can be explained by the
unstructured and local neighborhood gangs who may not identify with the nationally
recognized gang organizations but who are nevertheless just as active in illegal activities
including drug manufacturing and sales (National Gang Threat Assessment, 2009).
These local, neighborhood gangs can identify with a national gang or exist independently

of a larger organization.

Characteristics and Identity of Gang Involved Youth

In 2007, the National Gang Crime Research Center conducted a national study of
gang membership. They utilized 29 researchers in 17 states to administer anonymous
surveys in 85 correctional facilities, surveying 10,166 confined offenders of which 4,140
reported being gang members. Limitations of the study included that the gang members
were self-reporting that they were involved in a gang and that they were incarcerated at
the time of the study and may have been re-evaluating their gang involvement.
Nevertheless their results presented findings that are important to understanding who
gang members are and that are also important to the foundation of this current research,
including that a statistically significant number of participants reported trying to leave
their gang organization in the past and wanting to do so now if there was a way (National

Gang Crime Research Center, 2007).
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The National Gang Crime Research Center (2007) wanted to understand who
gang members are and what contributed to their decision to join their gang. They
discovered that gang members are less likely to avoid risk, and finish high school or a
GED. Their research also indicates that gang members are more likely to identify
themselves as being bullies in school, to come from a mother headed household, to
perceive themselves as underclass, to fire a gun at police, to have friends who are gang
members, to be involved in organized drug dealing, to have a parent who has been to
prison and to report a lack of adequate parental supervision in the home as children. The
study notes that 55% of participants report that they were recruited by the gang and 45%
report that they volunteered to join the gang. According to this research, 25% of gang
members reported that they joined the gang to make money and 16% stated that they
joined because of the protection that the gang provided (The National Gang Crime

Research Center, 2007).

This statistical evidence supports the findings that poor family connections
(Carlie, 2002; Howell, 2007), poverty (Ruble & Turner, 2000; Virgil, 1998) and socio-
economic status (Venkatesh, 2008) correlate with a youth’s decision to join a gang
organization. The need to financially provide for his immediate and extended families

meets a need both for the individual gang member and the community in which he lives.

In the study completed by the National Gang Crime Research Center in 2007,
participants who identified themselves as gang members reported that the gang receives a
third of the profits of all drug sales from gang members and that these dues are paid at the

weekly meetings. Their research shows that 59% of gang members reported that their
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gang has a special language, 68% report having written rules for their gang and 84%

report having adult members (over the age of 18) in their gang.

In this same study, 35% of participants reported that they kept their gang
involvement from their families, 10% reported that their father encouraged them to join
the gang and 7% reported that their mother encouraged them to join the gang.
Approximately 56% reported that their parents would be embarrassed if they knew about
their gang involvement. Eighty-three percent of participants reported that their gang had
female members and 26% reported that the crimes they committed were for the benefit of

the gang.

When asked how they felt about their gang organization, 71% stated that they felt
their gang had kept their promises to the individual, 54% reported that they felt loved and
protected by their gang, 39% reported believing that they would one day be the leader of
their gang, and 60% said that they felt they would be able to leave their gang if they ever
decided to. Of those surveyed, 61% stated that the gangs on the streets are the same as
those in the prisons and 53% reported knowing active gang members who are working in

the criminal justice system as moles (National Gang Crime Research Center, 2007).

The study (2007) further reported that 45% of gang members state that they have
tried to quit the gang and 80% report that they would abstain from gang involvement if
given another chance in life. It is uncertain how they tried to leave and why they were
not successful, as this was not reported by this study, but it is important to acknowledge
that attempts were made and were not successful. In addition, over three-quarters of gang

members surveyed said that they would quit the gang if given another chance in life. That
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is, a majority of gang members want to leave thairg organizations and have regrets
about having joined the organizations. This stisdyecessary to meet the need that
these individuals are expressing about desiringaee their gang organizations and

being unsuccessful in doing so.

Consequences of Gang Involvement and Leaving a Gag@nization

A longitudinal study of gang members in Denver,t8eand Rochester examined
the prevalence and demographic composition of gayjaggy member’s involvement in
illegal activities, and the relationship betweeimanal behavior and gang membership.
This study found that 55% of gang members rematheir gang organization for one
year or less (Esbensen, et al., 1993; Hill e2801; Thornberry, et al., 1993). Therefore,
there are many youth making the decision to lehe# gang organizations early in their

affiliations.

Bovenkerk (2011) states that those gang membersattimpt to leave the
organizations are deemed disloyal and are “cawsioigach in the group solidarity” (p.
265). The gang organizations would view themseagesgulnerable and at risk if the
members attempting to leave the organizations fsa@drets” or knowledge that is
unknown to the outside world. Bovenkerk goes ostébe that the members would then
be seen as a threat to the organizations and vmedld to be eliminated to preserve the

organizations; “membership doesn’t end till you’dje 268).

Ruble and Turner (2000) reviewed multiple studiesduicted with gang members
and summarized that gang organizations take pmideeir “secrets” and the assumption

that their organizations are not able to be “brdkdre to the loyalty and dedication of
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their members. These researchers state that gangiates are only allowed to join the
gang after they have shown their loyalty and commaitt to the gang organization. Their
initiation procedures are so detailed and violeostly because they want to ensure the

undying loyalty of their members.

Youth who are involved in gang organizations argraater risk for not only
incarceration, but also serious injury or deather€ is research that supports the fact
that gang- involved youth are more likely to beconoéims of crime and violence
(Decker & Van Winkle, 1996; Taylor, Peterson, Eg®mné& Freng, 2007). Tobin (2008)
reported that gang- involved youth are more likelgommit criminal offenses than non-
gang involved youth. Research also shows that-gamglved youth are more likely to
become involved in the criminal justice system (Kc& Van Winkle, 1996; Tobin,
2008). Scott Decker (1996) studied 99 Bloods ands®yang members in St. Louis and

found that 80% had been arrested at least onceawithan arrest of eight per participant.

The danger to gang-involved youth is real and inemin One example is a study
conducted in five middle schools in St. Louis tregiorts that of the 533 participants in
this study, 15% reported that they were involvedang activities. This study also
reports that those involved in gang organizatiorseveix times more likely to be shot at
(28%) and four times more likely to actually be ts(i%) than youth who were not

gang-involved (Curry, Decker & Egley, 2002).

The research presented above suggests that yootarelgang-involved are in
danger of incarceration or bodily harm as a resfullheir gang involvement. The

importance of these youth being able to leave teng, if they decide to, is a large

27



factor in the safety of these youth. There is a need to further explore not only the
catalysts but the decision making process that moves gang members towards desistance.
It is imperative to enter into the worldview of this population in order to be able to
understand their motivations and what these gang relationships mean to them. According
to the National Gang Crime Research Center (2007), the gang meets the needs of
emotional connection through establishing respect and loyalty. The gang organization
physically cares for its members and meets their needs through drug sales and “dues”
which are paid into the gang and then disbursed to those in the gang who are in need. In
designing programs to help gang members desist from their organizations, attention
should be given to the reasons why the youth joined the gang, as those needs that the

gang is currently meeting will need to be replaced (Houston, 1996).

Criminology Literature

The term desistance is most commonly used by sociologists to refer to leaving
criminal activity. Most gang organizations are characterized and identified by law
enforcement by their criminal behaviors. Therefore, theories of desistance can be applied
to gang organizations. Desistance from crime and leaving or desisting from a gang
organization can be connected as it would be difficult for gang-involved youth to leave a
gang organization and stay involved in a career of crime or to stay involved in a gang

organization while desisting from a career of crime.

One theory of the process of desistance is that a career of crime can be seen in
stages including onset, persistence/immersion, and finally resulting in desistance

(Piquero, Farrington, & Blumstein, 2007). Onset is defined as a person beginning to be
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involved in criminal activities, including being a bystander while a friend commits a

crime or committing lesser crimes. Persistence and immersion happen when an
individual adopts a life of crime. There can be many reasons for a person to become
immersed in a life of crime. Some are attracted to this life because they were raised
witnessing it in their communities or families. Others feel they have no choice because
they cannot achieve employment that would allow them to support their families.
Desistance is when the individual decides that they no longer want to commit crimes and

begins to take steps to remove themselves from that lifestyle (2007).

Another theory describing the process of desistance is identified by Sommers,
Baskin, and Fagan (1994). These researchers labeled the process they discovered to
include the first step of “socially disjunctive experiences”, a negative experience such as
the death of a loved one due to violence, trauma, or the stress of an ongoing violent
relationship with a gang organization (p.125). The second step was labeled “delayed
deterrence” and refers to the individual growing tired of incarceration, a lifestyle of fear
and intimidation, and greater consequences for their acts of crime (p.127). The third step
of “assessment” involves the individual reviewing their life and deciding that their life
goals are not being met through their current criminal behaviors (p.128). Finally,
“decision” is when the individual initially attempts to desist and change their life (p.130).
Once the individual has decided to leave their career of crime, according to Sommers,
Baskin and Fagan, they enter a stage called “discontinuance” where they move away
from their criminal behaviors and begin to create a new identity for themselves (p.132).
“Maintenance” then takes place as the individual moves toward their goals of changing

their identity and leaving behind their career of crime by maintaining employment,
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housing and positive relationships (p.135). It is important to note that this process may

not be linear.

For those youth involved in gang organizations, this theory of desistance from
criminal behaviors can also be applied to their desistance from gang involvement
(Nimmo, 2010). There may be many catalysts for a gang member to decide to leave their
career of gang involvement including growing tired of the lifestyle, a trauma such as the
death of a fellow gang member, or a marriage or other positive relationship. The gang
member then must go through the decision making process in order to determine their
intentions to leave the gang organization and begin to take those steps (socially
disjunctive experiences, delayed deterrence, assessment, decision, discontinuance, and

maintenance) towards desistance or disengagement (Sommers, Baskin, & Fagan, 1994).

In order to understand the motivation for criminals to desist from crime, a
longitudinal survey was done with 411 males in London that explored crime rates in
relation to employment. Results showed that in the career of crime, criminals chose to
desist from crime based on finding satisfying employment and marriages (Farrington,
Gallagher, Morley, St. Ledger, West, 1986; Sampson and Laub, 1992). Another reason
why criminals may desist from crime, is recognizing the negative consequences of their
crimes such as incarceration (Shover, 1983). Shover studied 36 participants who had
been incarcerated between four months and 28 years. He studied the impact that their
incarceration had on the participants and how they desisted from their criminal behaviors.
These participants identified that their incarceration caused them to think about changing

their lives and that when they were released, they desisted from their criminal behaviors.
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Another consideration in the process of desistance is the gang member’s needs
being met. The needs that the gang organization is currently meeting for the individual
must be addressed and alternative means found to meet those needs if an individual is
going to be successful in desisting from their gang organization (Houston, 1996). In
order to desist from a career of gang involvement, an individual needs support just as a
person leaving a career of crime would. Employment (Farrington, et al, 1986), marriage
or other meaningful relationships (Sampson & Laub, 1993), replacing
delinquent/negative peers with positive ones which are goal oriented (Giordano,
Cernkovich, & Holland, 2003), addressing the presence of substance abuse (Cromwell,
2010), and addressing trauma or negative life experiences by providing support (Jacques
& Wright, 2008) have all been identified as areas that need to be addressed in assisting a
criminal in leaving their criminal behaviors. Likewise, youth involved in gang
organizations and making a decision to desist will need similar support (employment,

meaningful relationships, etc.).

For example, the gang has provided employment through drug trafficking, and the
monetary profits from these activities will need to be replaced with legal employment.
Also the gang has provided a meaningful relationship which will need to be replaced with
a positive relationship experience. It has provided friends and peers who are like minded
and will also need to be replaced with positive peer relationships. Finally, it has resulted
in possible substance abuse and trauma from gang activities which will need to be
addressed through supportive relationships (Houston, 1996). Therefore, a criminal

leaving a career of crime is comparable to a gang- involved youth leaving their gang
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organization, especially because the gang organization encourages and expects criminal

behaviors (The National Gang Crime Research Center, 2007).

Applying Theories of Desistance to Gang Organizations

The way that a gang member leaves his gang organization can be dependent on
many factors. In 2002 a study of 24 former St. Louis gang members (Decker &
Lauritsen) found through semi-structured interviews that the participants left their gang
either gradually or abruptly. Other research supports the idea that gang members leave
their organizations either suddenly with no warning, which usually includes leaving the
geographic area (Maruna & Roy, 2007) or gradually, over time, by dissociating with
fellow gang members and reducing the amount of criminal behaviors (Decker &
Lauritsen, 2002). Additionally, Bjorgo (2002) identifies that some gang members leave
their organization in a disordered fashion by going back and forth and that it can last for

several months.

In addition to the timing of a gang member leaving his organization there are
other factors that influence this decision. The findings of Decker and Lauritsen (2002)
were significant for a violent act being the catalyst for deciding to leave the gang
organization. They conclude that a gang involved youth who has been recently
victimized or seen a friend victimized may be more open to intervention from a
community or family support source. In addition, gang members who are in the outer
circles of the gang organization find it easier to desist from the gang organization than do
those who are core members and more intimately involved in the acts and administration

of the gang organization (Horowitz, 1983). Horowitz states that fringe members find it
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easier to leave gang organizations than core mentleebecause of the increased
involvement and dependence on the social suppdhteafjang organization that core
members experience. Houston (1996) agrees thaimabghang members are easier to

disengage from their gang organizations than tihe cembers.

The research also demonstrates that there arequoarsees that a gang member
faces when deciding to leave their organizatioarli€ (2002), a prominent researcher in
gang organizations and desistance, recounts heriexges and interactions with street
gangs. He notes that gang- involved youth leage tfang organizations by being
physically beaten out, by gradually moving awayrfrthe gang or finding new interests,
and by leaving the area, often being afraid torreta their hometown to visit family and
friends for fear of facing gang consequences foirgleft. For those who leave their
gang organization by leaving the area, Carlie stttat they also fear the reach of the

gang organization since there are connections amitieg and states within the same

gang.

Carlie (2002) references other researchers sukloasvitz (1983) who state that
gang -involved youth leave their gang organizationgging out, for example getting
married or becoming a parent. While these are dordiangs that would appear to
indicate that gang members do not have many clygkeim desisting from their gang
organization, they contradict the findings of othesearchers (Bovenkerk, 2011; Curry,
Decker & Egley, 2002; Decker & Van Winkle, 1996; 3R & Turner, 2000; Taylor,
Peterson, Esbensen & Freng, 2007) who have fowatdttis much more difficult for a
gang involved youth to desist from their organiaatsafely. Carlie (2002) suggests that

before a youth leaves a gang they have to confaeaslistacles of feeling like they need
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protection from rival gangs and the fear that étteave the gang organization, then the

gang will come after their family.

There is research to support that a gang membethairccriminal behaviors are
connected during the process of desistance. Pyfwcker and Webb (2010) surveyed
239 juvenile offenders under the age of 18, easingadentified themselves as a former
gang member. This research explored reducing wcality and victimization of gang
organizations by having members of the organizataesist from their gang through
incarceration or the impact of legal consequenpesb@tion, involvement in community
programs, etc.). Its subjects were either incateeror involved in a legal consequence
which reduced the amount of connection the meméaeértd their gang organization and
which limited their communication with their ganghe researchers looked at the
process of leaving the group environment and howmairidual gang member reduced
their criminal behaviors while reducing involvemevith their gang organization. They
also examined the ties that were produced by th&arships within the gang
organization and the difficulty in breaking thosest Their findings included data that
even once a former gang member desisted fromdheiy organization, those who stayed
in contact with current gang members were mordylitecontinue criminal behaviors,
therefore causing local law enforcement to questibather the youth had actually

completely disengaged from the gang.

Carlie (2002) also reports that law enforcementtaedccommunity do not always
acknowledge or recognize that the youth has lefgdng. Short (1990) and Virgil
(1988) conducted prior similar research about #asons why youth leave their gang

organizations. Carlie’s findings support theseieadtudies that once a gang member
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desists from their gang organization, they mayh®tecognized as a former gang
member by the community. Pyrooz, Decker and Webk @) had similar findings and
recommended future research to include exploriegitésistance process and the

implications it has for law enforcement and proiesals working with this population.

Understanding the gang organization and its meawoitige individual was
important to the present research as we exploeddbence of this meaning. Savelli
(2010) states that a gang organization creat@swvitssociety or subculture within a
society, and that the more connected the gang memeisemes with the gang
organization, the less connected that they are saithety, their families or friends. For
an individual gang member to make the decisiorawé their gang organization and
return to a prior life, which may have left thenelfag unsatisfied and instigated the

initial association with the gang organizationaiserious and life changing decision.

The reasons that gang members decided to leavegtrey organizations may be
many and exploring the thought processes thabléleir decision was important to
understanding their motivation for desistance. &tathnding not only what event or
experience began the contemplation, but then explohhe thought process that brought
them to their final decision, was important. Urelanding the entire process is needed in
order to explain the phenomena. Much like a womha is being physically abused by
a partner (who is desensitized to the regularitshefviolence) would not leave due to
one act of violence, so a gang member who is désusto the violent culture of his
gang will not likely decide to leave his gang ongation due to a single act of violence,
although this catalyst was supported by past reBeafherefore it is important to

explore the entire thought process that led a gaember to his decision to desist.
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Bovenkerk (2011) states that “researchers whovi@erpeople who have left [their gang
organization] ask themhy, but nothowthey did so” (p. 268). The current research
study sought to clarify what thought process letheogang member’s decision and then

how they successfully desisted from their gang riagdion.

Other related research

A gang-involved youth deciding to disengage fromirtiyang organization can be
compared to a member of a cult deciding to leagédhganization. Both gang
organizations and cults involve an organizatiorspnéing their members with the
opportunity for a family-like relationship. Wrigki991) explored the disengagement of
cult members from their organization using the fearark of family disengagement and
divorce. Wright's research interviewed 45 cult nbems who voluntarily disengaged
from their cult organizations. The analysis coasad patterns of withdrawal including
reluctance to separate, strategies of decisionnmgakist involvement effects and
reactions including depression, loneliness, disdedistates, and obsessive review of the
cult. This study found that disengagement froralgious cult can be correlated to the
emotional experience of a marital divorce. Thegniified that the stages of grief that are
used by individuals disengaging from a cult areslume as those used by individuals
disengaging from a marriage. This research hagliions as it only included cult
members who chose to leave versus those who wdtetal out by family or forced to
leave by law enforcement. However, the study dai§ on those cult members who left
their organization voluntarily and this currenteasch studied former gang members who

chose to leave their gang organizations voluntarily
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Wright (1991) found that individuals disengaging from a cult can experience the
process of grief and that process may also be able to be applied to the gang member who
is desisting from their gang. As a result, a gang member may experience loss when they
are desisting from their organization because they are losing their employment,

relationships, and possibly their current identity.

Understanding the relationships within the gang organization is important to
understanding the process of desistance for gang members who are choosing to leave
those relationships. Ruble and Turner (2000) applied family systems theories to gang
organizations in an effort to understand relationships within gangs. They identified that
similar to biological family systems, gangs have clearly defined boundaries and
expectations for their members including loyalty and trust. Many gang organizations are
well organized, have clear structure and have clearly defined leadership and hierarchy.
Similar to families, gang organizations have roles that each member plays to support the
organization including the roles of working to provide for and protect other members.
Communication within the gang and, at times, the use of their own language, mimics a
family’s ability to communicate and have a language that all family members understand.
Finally, similar to a biological family, the gang organization struggles to maintain
stability within the system when there are internal and external changes that threaten the
system. A gang member deciding to leave their gang organization can be compared to a
youth deciding to leave/separate from their biological family. However, unlike a
biological family system, gang members may face physical consequences and threats to

their safety for leaving their gang.
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Ruble and Turner (2000) recommend that interventions designed to assist gang
members in desisting should be sensitive to the gang’s system structure and the loyalty
and secrecy that are involved in their relationships. Researchers (Carie, 2002; Houston,
1996) have recommended that supports be offered to gang members attempting to desist
that replace the needs the gang has been meeting. Abraham Maslow (1943) created a
hierarchy of needs that can be applied to a gang member’s process of desistance when
trying to design programs that will meet the needs of that individual. According to
Maslow’s hierarchy, physical needs must be met first including food and housing.
Secondly, safety must be provided for a person to be able to move forward. Thirdly, a
person needs a place to belong or to be loved before they can move to the fourth level
which includes confidence in self and respect for self and others. Finally, once all of
these needs have been met, a person will be motivated to problem solve, accept facts, and
seek morality. When thinking about the supports needed by gang members during their
process of desistance, we must take into account that the gang organization has been
meeting all of these needs, on some level, and that these needs will have to be addressed

for the gang member during the process of desistance.

Also related to gang-involved youth deciding to leave their gang organizations is
identity development as their identity changes from that of a gang member to that of a
student, employee or other member of the community. Youth involved in gang
organizations are impacted in their identity development by the gang relationships. Their
time is spent with their gang versus with their family and their identity becomes that of a

gang member and a person who behaves criminally.
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Erik Erickson’s theory of psychosocial development includes identity formation
(Corey, 2005). Erickson states that ego identity is formed as a result of new interactions,
experiences and information that is constantly being introduced to the conscience. As a
result, our identity is a fluid and ever changing part of ourselves that is impacted by our
external environment. Identity is the beliefs and values that impact an individual's
behaviors and choices (Corey, 2005). Erickson believed that in the stages of
development, conflict serves to present an individual with opposite characteristics
(Corey, 2005). For example, in the first stage of development an individual must choose
between trust or mistrust (Corey, 2005). The individual will move towards one
characteristic and away from the opposite characteristic, developing identity, or values

and beliefs about their world.

During adolescence specifically, an individual is exploring the opposite
characteristics of identity versus confusion (Corey, 2005). They are seeking
independence and their sense of self. An adolescent who decides to join a gang may have

this stage of their development influenced by their gang organization.

According to Erickson, the next stage of development involves an individual
choosing intimacy versus isolation (Corey, 2005). They are exploring personal
relationships, their meaning and how to have secure, lasting relationships. A young adult
who is choosing to desist from his gang organization during this stage of identity
development may be impacted in his choice by his examination of those gang and other

personal relationships.
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McLean, Breen, and Fournier (2010) explore thatitheconstruction of 146
adolescent boys from an international school ine@af Canada. Participants were asked
to write four narratives about events in their §tbat would give an indication of their
identity development. Their study found that idigndevelopment in adolescent boys
involved individual as well as interpersonal prasss Also they found that while
adolescent boys can engage in the process of ngearaking in their identity
development, there is a need to better understanditferent kinds of processes through
which they make meaning. Limitations included plagticipants being recruited from a
boarding school where identity development may ldemended more on peer
relationships than family influence. Another liatibn is that participants may also have
come from wealthier families who could afford t@aqe their children in a boarding
school which would be a contrast from most gangived youth who are from urban,
inner city environments with lower socioeconomatss. The impact that interpersonal
relationships has on the development of identitsgdolescent boys may also be seen in
the identity development of gang members who apacted by the interpersonal
relationships within the gang organization durihgit identity formation. For example, a
youth who may have been known as a student whisdn of a single mother and helps
with his younger sibling may change his identitg®@ime becomes gang-involved to be a
young man who is incarcerated for drug crimes ahd intimidates rival gangs with
violence. Once desistance has occurred, thoseefagang members will have to assess
their identity without the influence of those imgersonal relationships which initially

influenced the development of their identity.
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Chapter Summary

Gang desistance is not an area that is rich irareseand findings. A history of
gang development and the research that has beguiatechto describe and define gang
members provided the foundation for this literatengew. In addition, research from
the field of criminology provided a structure tatiee understand the process of
desistance from both crime and gang organizatiéwuklitionally, psychological theories
of family relationships, the process of grief andd, identity development and
understanding the basic human needs as presendddiyw helped to begin to define
the process that desistance might be for gang nsmi@ang organizations meet the
basic needs of its members, physically and emdtignacluding food, protection and
acceptance (a place to belong). It is importaninderstand the interpersonal
relationships that gang organizations have anddieethe gang organization plays within
society. Gang organizations meet needs withirr thmunities such as protection and
financial assistance and, as a result, have ancingpethe communities in which they

function.

Research exploring the career of crime is impof@sause gang organizations
are well known for their criminal endeavors. Thiewgth of gang organizations continues
to be a challenge to law enforcement and the contrasiiin which the gangs operate
(National Gang Threat Assessment, 2009). The gag@nizations in the United States
use crime to support themselves financially, tal@gth territory within a city and to
instill fear in their rivals. Due to the role thaime plays and because it is foundational
to the life of the gang, the examination of reskaddressing criminology and theories

of desistance from crime are essential. A gang begmannot belong to a gang without
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committing crimes and often will leave the life@fme in addition to leaving the gang.
Understanding the motivations for criminals to defiom their career of crime is
instrumental in understanding if and how a gang s impacted when they leave

that life.

Research is clear that vulnerable youth join gamgearch of family, community
and a place to belong. Some researchers (Har@g,; Morales, 1992; Ruble & Turner,
2000; Virgil, 1998) have used family systems consép describe the relationships
within gang organizations. The decision to lets lifestyle, this organization or
family is one that is not entered into lightly byn@mber of a gang organization, mostly
because it carries risks of emotional and physiaain. Understanding what thought
process these individuals move through in makimgdgcision can inform the
development of programs and interventions that asayst these individuals in their
choice to desist. It is also important to know hbese youth will continue to develop

their identities without the gang organization.

The phenomena of gang desistance requires additesearch and understanding
in order for professionals to work effectively witis population. Several studies
completed in the last few years, including Nimm01@) and Pyrooz, Decker and Webb
(2010), have recommended additional research essthnce from gang involvement,
the thought processes that lead to youth disengdgm their gang organizations and

the ways that they do so safely.

In consideration of the recommendations of theantrresearchers in this field,

this dissertation, “A Qualitative Study of Gang Bmsnce in Former Gang Members”,
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was designed to help to fill the research void. The first purpose of this research was to
better understand and define the factors or thought process that a youth uses when
deciding to desist from their gang organization. This is important so that community
organizations and professionals may be able to work with gang-involved youth who are
expressing a desire to evaluate their gang involvement and make a decision to desist. The
second purpose of this research was to identify what, if any, challenges a youth was faced
with during the process of desisting, including dangers to their safety. The third purpose
of this research was to determine what supports they either used to face those challenges
or what supports they would have found helpful had they been available. This research
may have an impact on how youth are able to safely desist from their gang organizations
in the future. The next chapter will explain the design of this research study and how

these research questions were answered.
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CHAPTER 3

QUALITATIVE APPROACH

This chapter examines qualitative research and the reasons why it was chosen for
this study. Defining characteristics of phenomenology will be described as it relates to
this study of gang-involved youth. A subjectivity statement will then be presented to
address the thoughts and feelings that | brought to the research and how | monitored and
controlled for them so that they did not impact, or minimally impacted, the findings of
the study. A discussion about the participants follows including how they were identified
and invited to participate in this research, how their confidentiality was maintained, and
ethical considerations of this study. Finally, data collection methods and interpretive

design are explained.

The purpose of this study was to identify the process by which former gang
members decided to separate from their gang organizations and to determine challenges,
if any, they encountered and how they overcame those challenges in order to desist
safely. The research questions were 1) What factors led to the gang involved youth’s
decision to leave their gang organization? 2) What challenges, if any, did the youth
encounter in leaving their gang organization? 3) What support structures, if any, did the

youth utilize to desist from their gang organization?

Participants were asked to reflect on their experience of desistance and how they
felt about it in relation to the process of leaving, whether it was difficult or easy and
whether they felt in danger or safe during the process. Participants were asked to think

about what, if anything, could have made their desistance easier, and what, if anything,
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would have made the process of desistance safatdér to better understand their
experiences the participants were encouraged teeari®nestly and openly. The

participant’s answers were then interpreted andirigs were established.

Research Approach

A youth’s decision to leave their gang organizai®a phenomenon, an
occurrence that cannot be explained by sciencehamy. A more in-depth approach
was needed to explore the internal motivation éhygbuth has to leave their gang
organization, a decision that could result in igjar death. A decision with such serious
implications cannot be arrived at without much ssesrching and evaluation. Itis a
personal decision that a gang member makes whila kerge impact on their entire life
and understanding the thoughts, feelings and betsawihich led to this decision to

separate from the gang organization is an impogadéeavor.

Strategies from the phenomenological approach wsed in order to gain an
understanding of the thought processes, feelingdahaviors of the participants during
the lived experience of desisting from their gangpaization. David Smith states,
“Phenomenology is the study of structures of canssmess as experienced from the first-
person point of view” (2009). Smith further expkifiPhenomenology is the study of
‘phenomena’: appearances of things, or things &g dppear in our experience, or the
ways we experience things, thus the meanings tlinags in our experience” (p.1).
Edmund Husserl (1963) developed phenomenologyemtia-1900s and has described it
as the “science of the essence of consciousnedsharipure description of lived

experience” (p.33) Heidegger (1962) was also umséntal in the development of
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phenomenology and stated it is an “interpretatroadntext” of a lived experience (p.7).
Phenomenology allows the researcher an opporttmiipderstand the variables
surrounding the event or experience and the imppatthey had on the individual's
experience. Alfred Schutz is credited with makpignomenology applicable to the

social sciences in the 1960s (Myron, 2011) .

Phenomenology continued to develop and in 1990Manen identified eight
characteristics of phenomenological research. fiféteprinciple is that
phenomenological research is the study of livecegrpce. Understanding the everyday
reality of the experiences of members of gang degdions and their decision to leave

their organizations is the very basis of this pmeanology in the current study.

Next, according to Van Manen (1990), the seconalcple is that
phenomenological research is the explication ohph®ena as they present themselves to
consciousness. It is impossible to realize theiBggnce and implications of lived
experiences as we live them. Instead, by reflgdtiack on lived experiences we can
access the unconscious and subconscious thoughteelimgs that may have impacted
our decisions and lived experiences. Therefoteryrewing former gang members once
they have lived through the experience and itbs@nded and confined experience,
allowed the participant to access retrospectively they consciously and

subconsciously made the decision that they diddwd their gang organization.

The third principle of phenomenological researctnésstudy of essences. For
example, phenomenological research facilitatesnaerstanding of the larger

phenomena by exploring the smaller parts that niadevhole. In other words,
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examining the smaller pieces, such as the events leading up to a gang member’s decision
to leave their gang organization, provided a greater understanding or clarity about why
they decided to begin the process of desistance. In order to understand the whole
decision to leave their gang organization, participants answered the interview questions
and explored what thoughts, feelings, experiences and influences contributed to their
decision. These smaller parts were essential to understanding how the participant arrived

at their final decision.

Another principle of phenomenological research is the description of the
experiential meanings we live, as we live them. The intent of the phenomenological
approach is to describe the meaning of the lived experience that has occurred.

Identifying the meaning a former gang member associated with separating from their
gang (lived experience) assisted in understanding how the participant made their decision

to leave their gang organization (meaning).

In phenomenological research the human scientific study of phenomena is Van
Manen'’s fifth principle. The person being studied is perceived as the research or the
study. We do not use phenomenological research to study the tangible but the intangible.
The thoughts, feelings, ideas and experiences of a person are likely to be determined by
utilizing interviews, narrations, reflections and interpretations. A face to face interview
allowed the researcher to ask for clarification or dig deeper in order to ensure a thorough
and complete understanding of the lived experience. More specifically, | was able to
clarify participant statements, explore vague responses and elicit more

discussion/reaction to probing interview questions.
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The attentive practice of thoughtfulness is Van Manen’s sixth principle of
phenomenological research. The participants were asked to think through their lived
experiences and to consider their thought processes and feelings. Asking a participant to
share their thoughts and feelings about separating from their gang organization engaged
them in a process of thoughtful consideration, the results of which provided data that was
essential to this research study. For example, in asking the participant to reflect on their
lived experience | was asking them to be thoughtful and to take a few minutes to truly

think about the experience and what it meant to them.

Phenomenological research is the search for wina¢dins to be human is Van
Manen’s seventh principle of phenomenology. As human beings, how do we determine
who we are, what makes us who we are, and how do we develop into our present selves?
Asking these types of questions of former gang members allowed them to contemplate
how they defined themselves while a member of the gang organization and how they
define themselves now, after separating from their gang organization. This approach

allowed the researcher to better understand their lived experience as a human being.

Van Manen'’s final principle is that phenomenological research is a poetizing
activity. In other words this principle focuses on the researcher listening to and
appreciating the life experiences of the participant for what they are, not adding to or
subtracting from them. This principle is described as appreciating the poem for what it
IS, not attempting to summarize it but instead accepting it and interpreting what it means
to the author, the one who wrote it, the one trying to explain their thoughts and feelings to
another. While conducting interviews it was important to remember that as a researcher,

| had to be present and wholly accepting of the participant. This was the greatest
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language that | could give to them, hearing thethwarderstanding what they were
sharing from their worldview. | cannot attempttwange the “poetry” of someone’s
lived experience. It must be accepted, appreciateldrespected for the meaning it is
ascribed by the author. | worked diligently noatlow my own subjectivity to impact
the lived experience of participants. | was salage and knew how | could potentially
influence the research. | closely monitored farsthnthoughts and attempted to exclude
them from the results. For example, when | felpathy and sympathy for the
participants in their loss | had to be mindful tmallow those feelings to influence the

emerging themes during the analysis phase.

Subjectivity Statement

It was essential for me to understand how the rekampacted me and how my
thoughts, feelings, perceptions and worldview mayehinfluenced the research. This is
especially so in phenomenological research bedaungerviewed the participants and
attempted to discern the meaning of their statesnemuring this time my personal
feelings, beliefs, thoughts and convictions cowdgiehbecome enmeshed with that of the
participant if | were not careful to separate miygelm the research. Phenomenology
required me to define who | was and what | brougtihe research in order to be mindful
and aware of how | needed to monitor, control amumize my influence on the
research. Exploring how the research impactedlloeed me to focus on the

participant during the interview and also durintgipretation.

| am a Caucasian woman in my mid-thirties, middéss, who has a Christian

faith that is evident by the cross worn daily ardumy neck. These obvious factors
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might have been evident to participants from the moment that they met me. More
importantly, this was the worldview through which | viewed participants and their
responses to interview questions. Finally, | am a licensed clinical professional counselor

who has been working with children and their families for over 10 years.

My first encounter with a gang member was during the winter of 2004-2005. |
was the case manager at a homeless shelter and a 19 year old male client reported that he
was a member of the Bloods gang and talked to me about wanting to leave his gang. |
had no experience with gang organizations or gang-involved youth and had to educate
myself about this population. | found that there was limited research available to help
gang members to leave their gangs. | could not help the client other than to say that he

should move away from the area and | found this frustrating.

Five months later, | read in the newspaper that the client had been found stabbed
and was at a trauma center. The article asked for information about the client because he
had been homeless and they were trying to contact his family. After speaking with and
receiving permission from the organization running the homeless shelter, | spoke to the
police and gave them information about the client, who was not expected to live through
the night. The police requested | go to the trauma center to make a positive
identification. The client survived and | continued to go to the center, at the request of

doctors and nurses for several weeks, as the client was responding positively to my visits.

The client recovered from his coma and was moved to a rehabilitation hospital
where he stayed for six months. | continued to visit the client and was able to help find

his grandmother, facilitate the development of a relationship, and the client was

50



discharged home to his grandmother. The client sustained extensive brain damage but
was able to state that his attackers had been his former gang members, which was

corroborated by the police.

Since that time | have been deeply motivated to find the answer to this question —
how do gang members decide to leave their organizations and how do they do so safely?
Once this information is discovered, | hoped that programs could be developed to assist
these gang members so that no other person has to experience death or injury when they
attempt to leave their gang organization. Additionally, | have worked with other gang
members in the Baltimore area in the last ten years including members of the Bloods,

MS-13, the Crips and Dead Man, Inc.

As a result | am very committed to this population and working with gang
members who have already identified that they want to leave their gang organizations,
because | do not want those individuals to be harmed. However, this feeling did not have
an impact on this research because when the interviews took place the participants had
already separated from their gang organizations and the urgency and danger was no
longer relevant. | was not involved in assisting any of the participants to desist from their
gang organizations and did not help them to make meaning of their experience in a
professional manner as a case manager or therapist, but asked them to reflect on the
meaning the experience had for them. Though | am a licensed clinical professional
counselor, the participants were not clients and therefore did not receive counseling from

me as a part of this study.
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The feelings that | had that may have impacted rew of the participants
included fear for those gang-involved youth who fosdhtified that they wanted to leave
their gang organization but did not know how tosdcsafely, as | have witnessed the
possible negative outcomes. | also had feelingsdhess for those gang-involved youth
who had found themselves stuck in these diffictiliagions and who did not see any
options out of their dilemma. Until this studyditl not have experience working with
present and former gang members who were eas#ytalalesist from their gang
organizations, and this may have influenced myitgitd remain neutral. | had only
worked with gang members who were in danger aneived physical threats and
physical consequences as a result of attemptidgsist from their gang organizations. |
had felt relief and happiness when | had succdgdfakn able to assist a gang-involved
youth to safely disengage from his gang organinats | had seen the positive

difference that it made in the life of the indivalu

These identified feelings were monitored duringrésearch as | was aware of
them and was not involved in the actual disengagéwfeany of the participants, and so
was not as strongly empathetic to their individaadounts. However, | did understand
the risks associated with a breach of confideyiédir the participants and my
experiences caused me to be hyper-vigilant conegithie confidentiality of interviews,
transcripts, and the use of participant names yndaeuments including consents. | was
enmeshed in the research as a result of havingtseemmediate negative effects of
youth attempting to desist from their gang orgatmzes. | was committed to this
research because | had seen youth who were sgriojisled as a result of their

attempted desistance and | understood the urgemtingortance of this research. This

52



was a benefit to the participants, whose confidditiwas essential in maintaining their

safety.

Researcher’s Journal

Due to my own personal experience of helping forgeerg members to desist
from their gang organizations, it was importantrfe to remain as objective as possible
during the interview process. As a result, | métl a subjectivity journal to record
thoughts and feelings about each interview andqpaaint. |1 was able to then filter
personal thoughts and feelings out of the datagoeitiected and, as much as possible,
monitor these personal thoughts and feelings whaityaing these data. | was most
impacted by the 3 participants who had experietogtlly harm as a result of desisting
from their gang organizations. This was due topmgsonal experience with assisting
gang members to desist and having one particufagreence where a gang member was
seriously injured during the process. As disclasealy subjectivity statement this
became a motivating factor in my passion to coneplleis research and find ways of
assisting gang members to more safely desist fh@min gang organizations. Completing
a journal entry after each interview allowed melébrief after an often intense interview
and to identify the data that most deeply impacted | was then able to be mindful of
these thoughts and feelings when analyzing thefdataeach interview. The journal
allowed me to increase objectivity while monitorifog outside influences to the data
collection process. Often after interviews | retsat feeling an increase in passion to
complete this research and a renewed commitmehtgevork due to the intensity of the

information shared by the participant.
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One challenge to remaining objective was that tptale research espouses that
the researcher will attempt to understand the ppant’s lived experience through the
participant’s view. Essentially, the researchestine able to enter into the participant’s
lived experience and re-experience it with theipg@nt in order to search for the
meaning and implications of the lived experienEer example, at times | felt hopeless
after hearing from several participants about this@nal struggles and challenges they
faced during and after desisting. These challemg#sded difficulty finding housing,
employment and having a lack of financial, emotlaghysical support. In order to
deal with this, | was forced to take a break fréva tesearch interviews for a week to
gain a balanced perspective in order to contingenan allow the hopelessness to

jeopardize the data collection.

Risks and Ethical Considerations

Due to the nature of the participant’s former ganglvement and the dangerous
aspect of the gang organization, the participarst ataisk of bodily harm if their former
gang was actively pursuing them or if their comnecation of gang organization, bylaws
or criminal activity was made known to the gangwas essential that the confidentiality
of each participant was maintained seamlesslya fesult, the program in Baltimore,
MD that identified the former gang members and aixygd the research study and
expectations did so in a confidential and secuver@nment. On the days of the
interviews, | entered the building several hour®teethe first interview and exited
several hours after the last interview so as nbetassociated with any of the
participants. Each participant was instructedrtly smake mention of the interview as a

meeting at the program with a staff member with mhbey had frequent contact. |
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assigned each interview an identification numbewhich all documentation was labeled

for that interview.

A second risk identified was the emotional reactiomformer gang members
may have had to recounting their story, and possibpressive feelings or feelings of
anger over having interacted with the gang orgaioiza This risk may have been
compounded by the participant having a historyutissance abuse or mental illness. As
a result, arrangements were made with the progoama $taff member who worked with
the participant in a supportive role and who wasted by the participant, to debrief with
the participant after each interview. This addepi®rt allowed the participant to speak
to someone who may have provided counseling ofearad to additional services that the

participant may have identified that they needed.

To ensure confidentiality, a transcription congsyirogram, Dragon, was used
in order to not include an additional person tos@ibe the interviews. | took notes
during the interviews reflecting the content of gaticipant’s responses and then
reviewed the transcribed responses immediately ifgeinterview before | left the
program. This allowed me to correct spelling andanmistakes made by the Dragon
program in transcribing the interviews, presentimg content shared by the participant.
| was then able to complete the interviews andstaptions independently. The
interview notes, transcriptions and collected aetge secured in a locked file cabinet in

my office. All data was destroyed at the conclosadthe study.
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Recruitment

Former gang-involved males were identified in Batire, MD, an area that has
been identified as being nationally significant §@ang organizations (National Gang
Threat Assessment, 2009). A religious communigelgprogram in Baltimore, MD that
worked directly with the individuals in the commtynand had pre-established

relationships with individuals who had been invalvie gangs was selected.

The program utilized the recruitment flier (see Apgix A) to approach and
invite the former gang members that they felt west able to participate in the
interview process and articulate the data thatlveasg sought by this study. The
program was able to make educated invitations basedeir experience and history
with their clients. After the program had recrditbe participants they arranged the
interviews and scheduled them with me. This reoreitt process limited the participants,
who were not randomly selected but were a samptemfenience, to those who met the
recruitment criteria. It had an influence over @fhgang organizations were represented
and might have had an impact on the lived expeegiof the participants as those who
were chosen were those who were willing and abtalkoabout their experiences. There
may have been other former gang members at thegmmogho were not willing or
emotionally able to talk about their experienceg,whose experiences may have proven

to be valuable to this research.

Participants

Former gang members were identified as thosehalideen disengaged from

the gang organization for at least nine monthsibtimore than two years, so that they
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were able to clearly recall their thoughts andifeg associated with the disengagement.
Participants were between the ages of 18 and 80gamg affiliations were not identified
in an attempt to maintain participant’s confidelitya African American, Hispanic and
Caucasian participants were sought. Participarte wentified as males, as female
gang members would need to be interviewed in aragpeesearch study that would take
into account the differences between male and femgsponses to gang organization,

enmeshment and disengagement.

Establishing Credibility

Establishing the credibility of participants wasédhrough observation,
interview responses and the referral of the progsamonnel, a process known as
triangulation. Triangulation is collecting datamultiple ways in order to have multiple

perspectives (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).

The community based program personnel who idedtdigd discreetly invited
former gang members to participate in this resebhacthknowledge of the participants.
This knowledge included former gang related behayichanges in behaviors and
observed lack of affiliations with current gang niErs. This was important because |
did not have personal information about the sulgdustory, personality or involvement

with a gang organization in order to verify thetf#pant as a former gang member.

| observed and listened to the participants dutlireginterview process in order to
clarify terms that they used in the interviews. simers to the interview questions
themselves required personal experience with a geganization in order to answer the

guestions thoroughly. | sought to establish rappith each participant using
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unconditional regard and empathy, listening attehyiand asking additional questions

for clarification.

Research Procedures and Data Collection

There was no cost to participants and no compeamsakhere was no conflict of
interest between myself, the program site or thiégi@ants. The subjects were given the
option to not continue the interview if they wera nsomfortable with it being
transcribed. The facilities used were the diréstoffice in the program identified in
Baltimore, MD. | conducted all interviews in pensturing the spring and summer of

2013.

| began each interview by explaining the study answering questions that the
participants had about their involvement. Theipgudnts then reviewed but did not
sign, in order to maintain the participants confidgigity, the informed consent form
(Appendix B). Participants were informed that tleeyld end the interview at any time
or refuse to answer any questions that they felborortable answering. The interview
guestions (see Appendix C) were specifically desilgio create conversation about the

issues related to the research questions.

Demographic questions were also asked to detenfniine population studied
was racially diverse and if they met the age regqnents. Highest level of educational
achievement was collected to ascertain if the lef’elducational achievement impacted
the participant’s ability to understand or ansvier interview questions (for example, to
read the consent form). | did not know the pgraaits by name, only by the number

assigned to their interview. | completed the deraphic information collection. The
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mean age of participants was 22 years old and ganrevel of educational achievement
was 11 years of schooling. Participants had beeg gvolved for between one and 10
years, with a mean of five years. The mean nurobmonths participants had been
separated from their gang organizations was 14 Imsorfarticipant’s racial
demographics included five African American, thiispanic and two Caucasian
participants (Appendix D). All participants wergl@to leave their gang organizations
alive but of the 10 participants, 3 had been sstahbed or beaten by their gang
organization during the process of desisting. Wo participants desisted from their
gang organizations in the same way. In ten ingsvgithere were ten distinctly different
experiences of having desisted from the participagang organization. Some
participants were able to walk away from their gatipout consequence while others
were physically harmed by their gang in their psscef desisting. Gang organizations
represented included larger, more organized andnadly recognized gangs and smaller,
neighborhood associated gangs. The specific gagapization that each participant
belonged to was not identified in order to presewefidentiality; however, the
difference in the desistance experience and dlfficr ease of desisting was noted to be
impacted by the gang organizations representedile\&hinterviews were completed in
Baltimore, participants had been members of gangb®west coast, in the central

region and on the east coast.

Interviews took place over two days. The first dagused on a detailed, in-depth
interview. The second day, several weeks lates, aviollow up interview where the
researcher was able to ask clarifying questiores aflviewing the initial interview. The

clarifying questions allowed the researcher toifgldhe meaning to terms that the
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participant used that the researcher may not haga familiar with. For example, in
referring to their fellow gang members, some pagudints called them “brothers”. In
another example, in referring to their gang seveaalicipants called them “family”.

During the interviews, the researcher used a coengrgnscription program.

At the time of the follow up interview the partiaipts were encouraged to share
any additional information that they felt they lefit during the initial transcribed
interview and they were also given a copy of tir@inscribed interview to make changes
to any statements or findings that they did nok &eeurately represented their thoughts
and feelings. No participant requested to chahge tesponses except for three who

requested removal of “umm” comments, which theaedeer did remove.

At the time of the follow up interview the partieipts were also given a summary
of preliminary findings to review. No participarmeported feeling misrepresented by
their interviews and all participants were in agneat with the summary of findings, that
the participants felt that the findings accuratelgresented their experiences. Of the 10
participants, four commented that they apprecitdttecdpportunity to share their story,
wanted their experience to be able to help otlard,hoped that the research would have
an impact. Two of the participants spoke duringrtimerview of wanting to help others

leave their gang organizations once their own livese more stable.

One participant commented, after reading his tnalosd interview, that he had
not been able to yet reflect on his lived expemeincthis way and that it was shocking to
him to look back over his life and realize thathael lived through these traumatic

experiences. This participant was referred tsh@al worker within the program to
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process these feelings, as had been arranged psgvas a support to participants. The
researcher followed up with the social worker salvdays later and was told that the
participant felt that his life had been changedrdtically for the better as a result of

desisting from his gang and he had become overedatheelief.

Interview Questions

The interview questions were written in a way talfeate discussion about the
participants thought process and the meaning agsdowvith desisting from their gang
organization. The first interview questions (#1w&re designed to begin with a history
of the participant’s involvement with the gang argation in an effort to establish their
credibility as a former gang member and to givephaeicipant the ability to provide
context for their decision to desist. The secoodipn of interview questions (#4-9)
included those which prompted participants to exanaind review the thought process
they utilized in deciding to desist from their gasrganization. These questions focused
on the meaning participants associated with thg @& the act of desistance. The final
interview questions (#10-17) encouraged participémexplore the process of leaving
their gang organization, the supports they useahyf and others that they may have
found helpful if they had been available. The iggrants had some similar and some

different responses and experiences.

Interpretive Design

The data was analyzed and interpreted usingétie@nd open codes once the
transcripts had been studied and themes were deatified. During coding the

researcher was aware, “noticing relevant phenonaaiigcting examples of this
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phenomena, and analyzing those phenomena in ardi@dtcommonalities, differences,
patterns and structures,” as Coffey & Atkinson @,99.26) have identified the
expectations of qualitative data analysis. FongXa, | studied each interview as a
whole, then divided the interviews into individuladerview questions to look for themes
and common references made by participants. Tbiseps was how the themes emerged

and were confirmed.

The interpretation then followed inductive reasgras the researcher attempted
to find themes and commonalities in the transcrigisang and Wildemuth (2011) state
that first, data must be prepared. This invoh@®gleting interviews and transcribing
them in order to have raw data to utilize. Théme,wnit of analysis must be determined.
For the purpose of this study, the unit of analygs the individual interview of each
participant. Next, a categorization and codingeseh was created. In the absence of
gang theory, the identified related theories aadest of desistance in criminology were
used as the primary codes: socially disjunctiveceigmces, delayed deterrence,
assessment, decision, discontinuance and mainterf@ommers, Baskin & Fagan,
1994). These codes were instrumental in categuyitie participant’s feelings about
their lived experiences and the meaning thoserfgelhad for them in relation to where
they were in the process of desisting. All paptaeits identified themselves as being in

the maintenance phase, the process of desistarsceonglete.

| reviewed the interviews as whole documents aed tdditionally divided up
the questions by number, placing them in folder<foestion #1, Question #2, etc.
without their identifying number and compared thestions independently of the full

interviews. This was important to do becausectir@ext of the entire interview
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provided understanding about the overall proceskesistance. However, the individual
guestions were the smaller segments which madeeugtole picture but which also
held additional information on a more individualééfor each participant. For example,
the process of desistance may have appeared sforilseveral participants when
reviewing the whole interview. Yet in separatihg interview questions individual
themes emerged in each individual’s process thas wiren confirmed by the review of

particular interview questions for all participants

Portions of transcripts were then divided into ¢hesded categories before being
analyzed for themes. In order to determine the@ppateness of the identified codes,
they were tested on a small portion of the trapseiio determine if they were useful in
categorizing, before being applied to all of trenscripts. For example, if a code was
evident in several interviews then it was compavéh all of the interviews, across

interview questions, to determine if it was a comntfwought or feeling for participants.

Next, it was imperative to check the consistencthefcoding as researchers can
become fatigued or drift from the original codé€3nce the initial coding was complete,
the researcher spent a week away from the datéhandeturned with a clear outlook in
order to review the categories and assess thestensy of the coded categories.

Following this break the researcher confirmed thescstency of the codes.

Finally, the categories of data were examined &seéssed for themes and
correlations among coded categories. If two aedlresponses to the same question were

similar, then all of the responses to that paréicguestion were examined for similarity
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in that area and if found, then a theme emergeatte@hemes were identified, the

interviews were reviewed again for further confitroa of themes among participants.

Chapter Summary

Qualitative research approach was applied to thysand provided the
framework for understanding the phenomenon of forgaeg members deciding to leave
their gang organization. This research approaihided the researcher the chance to
enter into the lived experience of participants isearch for the meaning of the
desistance process. The course of this researkldettrecruiting participants,
completing interviews and considering data for ngdi The initial codes utilized were
from the field of criminology and the study of dgance from criminal behaviors. These
codes were applied to the interviews completetimgtudy and resulted in categorizing
responses according to the stages of desistarteerefearcher identified patterns in the
meaning that participants made of their experientlksse themes and findings are

shared and explained in the following chapter.
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CHAPTER 4

RESULTS

The purpose of this study was to understand thegtitoprocess that former gang
members utilized to desist from their gang orgaiorna and the supports that they used,
if any, to leave their gangs. Using open endediies, 10 participants who were
former gang members were interviewed about thesqral experiences in desisting
from their gang organizations. The research qomestivere as follows: 1) What factors
led to the gang-involved youth’s decision to lettvar gang organization? 2) What
challenges, if any, did the youth encounter in ilegtheir gang organization? 3) What
support structures, if any, did the youth utilizedesist from their gang organization?

This section will present data from the intervidasupport the themes that emerged.

The four major themes that emerged in the anabfdise thought process of

desistance in former gang members include:

1. Connection/Belonging (Before and After Gangolement)

2. Forced Separation and Trauma Leading to Lifargks

3. Fear of the Blood Out Policy

4. Grieving Losses and Starting Over: Identity 8lepment

These themes will be discussed in the context diggaant’s responses and the meaning
that they identified those responses had for thenaddition, the participant’s answers to
the second and third research questions resulteapports being identified that were or

would have been helpful to them in their procesdesiistance.
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Understanding the Thought Process of Desistance Former Gang Members

Connection/Belonging

The theme of “Connection/Belonging” was definedplayticipant's comments
about the “family” that they found in their gangganization, the comments that they
made about their biological families, and theirrskdor connection after they had
desisted. Participants came from a variety of fiaeompositions including two parent
homes and single parent homes. Two participants vaesed in foster care.
Connection/Belonging was defined by participantthaspeople that they spent a lot of
time with and had activities in common with. Trago defined “family”, in relation to
their gang organizations, as those people who taok of them, helped them to get out

of trouble, and protected them.

Connection/Belonging for participants included was contexts: biological, gang
relationships and community connections. Partidipavere able to identify that feeling
close to another person was important. This was set only in seeking gang
membership at the beginning of their gang involvenireit also at the end of their
relationship with their gang organization. At thiate participants reported again
looking to be close to someone and that they thibalgbut either returning to their
biological families or creating new “family” relatnships with people that they were

becoming acquainted with.

This theme is seen in participant’s responses éstipn #8 “What did the gang
mean to you?” where eight of the participants idiet that the gang organization was

their “family”. Participant #10 reported, “It wasfamily, people who cared about me
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and not just me but my brothers and sisters t&tafticipant #7 reported, “They were my
[gang] brothers but in a lot of ways they were atso[gang] fathers. | was young when
| first started hanging out with them. It was likeas looking to them to show me how

to be a man.”

The theme of Connection/Belonging was also seguéstion #1 “How did you
hear about the gang organization that you joined®re two participants responded that
they heard about the gang from their families,d¢lesponded that they heard about it
from friends and one responded that they felt almgsought out the gang as a place to
belong. Participant #8 reported, “l was younget gjust followed my brother around all
day. He got into the gang first and then he broughin.” Participant #10 reported, “I
had a friend who was a couple years older thanmdeéha would look out for me. He
was in a gang and he would give me money for fomticheck on us while my mom was

away.”

The participants who responded that they heardtaghelwgang organization from
friends acknowledged that they wanted to be inwbivewhat their friends were doing, to
belong to the group. Participant #1 reported, &hted to be a part of what was

happening in my neighborhood and with my friends.”

This theme was again seen later in the intervieWwsesponse to question #13
“What was the hardest part of leaving?” three pgodints reported that leaving the
“family” relationships that the gang provided amthwilding relationships with their
biological families and others in the community wigficult. Participant # 6 reported,

“But when they beat me on the street like thathtiknow what to think. They were
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supposed to be my [gang] family. And they hurtlike that. | think that was the
hardest part, just thinking about how they turnedre.” Participant #5 reported, “I
guess the hardest part has been that | destrolgmnships with my family and am
having to build those back. But because thos¢ioekhips are weak | can't really lean

on them.” Participant #1 reported,

Definitely having to depend on my family again. idginvolved with the gang

caused me to lose touch with my family. And | vaagry at my family for not

accepting the gang. So | didn't want to reach@titem. They came to see me at

the hospital and we spent time together there. | Bign't feel close to them.

In question #16 “How has your life changed, positvand negatively, since
leaving the gang?” half of the participants ideatfthat thinking about their lost
“family” relationships within the gang organization rebuilding their biological family
relationships outside of the gang organizationstatdishing “family” relationships with
other people in their lives was meaningful to thdParticipant #8 reported, when talking
about the program he was in, “Positively | haveniba |lot of good people here who are
helping me to find my way. Maybe a new [prograarhily. People here care about me
and talk to me about my life and my future.” Rapant #5 reported, “I guess the

negative was just getting beat so bad and feellkeg Ihad lost the [gang] family that

meant a lot to me.”

Responses to question #13 “What was the hardeasbileaving?” and question
#17 “How do you feel about yourself now that yoa ao longer in the gang?” included
that participants missed their biological familaasd felt that they had damaged those
relationships. Participant # 1 reported, “Beingaived in the gang caused me to lose

touch with my family...we spent time together...buidmt feel close to them. Having
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to start over...1 didn’t stay with my family for lond left and tried to make my own
way. Now I'm homeless.” This participant alsoegpd “I'm trying to surround myself

with positive people who encourage me to do thiettiiging.”

Some participants reported that they had difficudiydefining relationships
outside of the gang organization and sought tateraad search for new “family”
relationships with community supports. Participéhtreported, “I want to visit my mom
but she knows it would be dangerous for me to cbauk to the neighborhood.” This
participant also reported about his living in hisrent program, “But living here has
been kind of like being with my brothers [fellowrgapmembers] because we all live
together and struggle together.” Participant #®red, “I have people here who are
helping me to find my way. Maybe a new [prograarhily.” Participant #7 reported,
“They’re helping me to figure it out,” when speafsiabout the program he is currently

in.

It is also noted that three participants used comiypsupports to leave their gang
organization in the form of a social worker, a @tbn officer and a priest, respectively.
Though several participants reported trying to iowertheir biological family
relationships after desisting from their gang orgation, some reported that the family
relationships were too damaged or that they coatdeturn to those family relationships
due to having to leave the geographic region wihdlgisting from their gang
organization. This has led some participants &k SEmily” relationships, or

relationships which provide support and connectiomther places.
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Forced Separation and Trauma Leading to Life Change

Another theme of “Forced Separation and Trauma ibggtd Life Changes”
emerged through participants responses to quegtidriHow did you decide to leave the
gang organization and when (how long had you beé¢nda gang)?” Nine of the 10
participants reported that they began thinking abeaving their gang organization while
separated from their gang or through a traumagnevHalf of the participants reported
re-evaluating their gang involvement after seemmeone else be shot or being shot
themselves. Participant #3 reported, “They walkghit up behind him and put a gun to
his head and pulled the trigger. And | couldn’trathing...l loved that kid. So it did a
lot. And that's when | decided | was done.” Rap@ént #8 reported, “After my brother
got shot | started thinking hard about everythimat tvas going on.” Participant #7
reported, “I got shot in the leg and thought | \yasg to die. The guy was still standing
over me with the gun pointed at me when peopléestdao scream and | think it scared

him because he took off.”

Four additional participants reported re-evaluathrgr gang involvement while
separated from their gang organization throughrgeration. Participant #2 reported,
“I'd been thinking about it when | was locked upthast time. That | didn’t want to
spend the rest of my life like that, locked up.arftipant #5 reported, “I was locked up
and my probation officer talked to me about turnimglife around. My mom came too

and said she was scared for me.”

Participants reported that during this time of eomplation they began thinking

about who they were as people and whether or egtltked the person that they were.
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One participant reported that during this timedahed to manage his anger. Some
participants reported deciding that they did nia¢ lhurting people. Participant #2
reported, “l wanted to be someone else. | warddgetsomething, make something out
of myself.” Participant #6 reported, “This guyrséal talking to me. He was in the cell a
few down from me and he was like ‘what are you daoaith your life?’ | think he

thought | was too young to be in jail. | was lik@...so | started thinking about changing
my life.” Participant # 10 reported, “I think Inffally made the decision in the [residential
treatment] center because | was making changesdd was and was learning how to

handle my anger and be happy.”

Four participants, who decided to leave their gamlgie incarcerated, reported
having made changes to their lives and identitielenncarcerated. Those same four
participants reported positive identity formatidteadesisting from their gang
organization when answering question #17 “How do fgel about yourself now that
you are no longer in the gang?” The following @sges are from the four participants
who began to change their identity before desisaimg) reported being happy with their

identity development after desistance.

Participant #2 reported, in regards to decidinig&ve his gang organization, “I
wanted to be someone else. | wanted to be songetiiake something out of myself...|
was thinking about making some changes in my liié lawas thinking about my life
going in a different direction.” In regards to indily development after desisting from his
gang, he reported, “But now | put the work in analde the changes and now | see | like
the life | have now a lot better than | liked belogked up. And I'm happy with the life |

have now, where | am in life...”
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Participant #6 reported, in regards to decidinigé&ve his gang organization, “I
was thinking a lot about my parents and what | xaickhem through. It made me really
sad so | started thinking about changing my lifn"regards to identity development
after desisting from his gang, he reported, “I fgabd...| like myself a lot better not

getting into trouble.”

Participant #5 reported, in regards to decidinlg&ve his gang organization, “I
was locked up and my probation officer talked toabeut turning my life around. My
mom came too and said she was scared for me...wipenout | decided to stay clear of
them [gang] and hope they left me alone.” In rdgdo identity development after
desisting from his gang, he reported, “I feel gdod | have a future...| feel like | can be

somebody!”

Participant #10 reported, in regards to decidinig&ve his gang organization, “I
think I finally made the decision in the [residahtreatment] center because | was
making changes to who | was and was learning havatalle my anger and be happy.”
In regards to identity development after desistiogn his gang, he reported, “I feel like
I’'m a better person. I'm not hurting people ormdpivrong things. | may still struggle
but | think everyone does. | have a better undashg of who | am and what | want my

own life to be like.”

The separation from their gangs appeared to hdawed them to re-evaluate the
choices that they were making and the resultsagétactions including consequences of
incarceration and trauma. Participants reportekiig about how their life currently

was and whether or not they wanted it to contimugnat way. They began to think about
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what kind of a life they would like to have and wikhanges they would need to make in
order to have that life. Then they evaluated wietn not they could accomplish their
new goals with the gang organization. For theigigents in this study, they decided that
they needed to leave the gang organization in dadlee successful in accomplishing

their new life goals.

Fear of the Blood Out Policy

The third theme, “Fear of the Blood Out Policy,”snexpressed by several
participants as they responded to question #11 t\Wiha the gang’s policy for allowing
members to leave and did they follow the policy=r three of the participants this fear
was realized when they were stabbed, shot, anéieata result of their efforts to desist
from their gang organization. Participant #8 ré@dy“l knew it was blood in and blood
out but I never thought it would come to that...thatprised me...And they tried to Kill
me. They shot me in the face...I think they thoughés dead...and the hospital saved
me.” Participant #5 reported, “They didn’t let péoleave the [gang] family. They
came and found me when | got out of jail...they feglit was trying to leave, they beat
me on the street...they thought they had killed nfedrticipant #1 reported, “They said |
wasn'’t loyal and stabbed me...it was crazy becatiseught these people were my
friends, my [gang] brothers and that it was jusagainst the world. But | was wrong.

They tried to kill me.”

Others spoke of the fear they had in planning ®sil@nd how they left the area
secretly in order to protect their lives. Partaip#4 reported, “They wanted to kill me. |

had brothers [fellow gang members] telling me tiveye looking for me and they wanted
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to kill me because | wasn’t allowed to leave.” tRgpant #1 reported, “When | was in
the hospital | was afraid they would come lookingrhe if they knew | was still alive.”

Participant #3 reported,

But | was scared to leave. It took me some yelr®ok me some years to get
that courage. | was most scared to leave becdubke blood in blood out policy.
| knew what it was...I just didn’t know how | could d and stay alive.

Participant #2 reported,

...they weren’t happy when | stopped hanging outeyTtid put me on the food
chain. | know my name was on there. | know theyenooking for me...they
started to follow me when | would leave from worlddound out where | was
staying...so | made arrangements to go stay with damay out of town.

Three participants reported that they thought ablEauing their gang
organization for several weeks, three reported theyght about it for several months
and four reported that they thought about it faresal years. These participants found
great courage and strength within themselves ierdaimake these choices and follow
through on the decisions they had made. Theirghbprocess led them to this place

where they had to make very serious, very diffidgitisions. They had to think through

how to keep themselves safe and alive.

Grieving Losses and Starting Over: Identity Devaiept

Another theme identified is “Grieving Losses andrtéing Over: Identity
Development”. A theme of grief became visible agipipants talked about the losses
they had experienced while in their gangs and afsisting from their gang
organizations. One participant had been shotardl during a gang altercation and as a
result was disabled. This participant reportedyot shot in the leg by another gang. |

74



still have to use this cane and it's embarrassirgt around all day trying to figure out

what to do with my life now.”

Participants talked about feeling that they had tlesir school years and
academic achievement as a result of their gandvuanment. Participant #6 reported,
“...and feeling like | had lost the [gang] family thmeant a lot to me,” and he also
stated, “I had given up a lot for the gang. Myeftem for 2 years, high school. They
were supposed to be my [gang] family. | think tat the hardest part, just thinking
about how they turned on me.” Participant #6 reggbthat a consequence to gang life
was “...losing my relationship with my parents. Alrtiink | screwed my life up. |
could have went to college and my parents woulehelped me. Now I'm a high

school drop out who's trying to make it on his otwn.

They spoke of feeling that they had lost the “fagfiklationships within the gang
when they desisted and of having to leave thdioviegang members behind when those
relationships were important to the participanartieipant #1 reported, “It was crazy
because | thought these people were my friendggamng] brothers...but | was wrong.
They tried to kill me.” Participant #9, when askekat the hardest part of leaving his

gang was, responded “I think leaving my friendsibei

Through the interview questions various types e§lbecame visible, including
the loss felt when having to start over and leaxax\ghing behind. Participants talked
about the loss of both biological family relatioqhand those “family” relationships
within the gang organization. Participant #8 répay “l lost my brother and my

family... They took my brother from me. When he diekilled me. He was all | had in
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this world and now he’s gone and I'm more alonenteeer before.” Participant #3
reported, “I've lost a lot. The life has takeroafrom me. It took my childhood. It took
my brother. It took my sense of who | am. Whedlly am. Who God intended me to
be.” Participant #4 reported, “My Pops was killgda gang,” and “I watched my best
friend die in the street.” He reported “...havingeave everything behind has been hard
to start over. And | miss my mom...if | can get mfse&aight | want to send my mom a
ticket so she can come see me.” This participlaotr@ported, “Just because | left
doesn’t mean | don't like my brothers [fellow gamgmbers] anymore. | love those
guys...l feel lonely sometimes because it was nideate my brothers [fellow gang

members] around me all the time.”

Seven participants reported that starting overmweaaningful for them though
five reported it as a positive experience and tegorted it as a negative experience.
Participant #2 reported, “I don’t take my anger ontother people and | don’t threaten
people and | don’t take things that aren’t mineain them. And I'm proud of myself
that | don’t do that now.” Participant #10 repdité like who | am now and while my
life was hard, | can look back and see how God tisesk things to make me who | am
today.” Participant #1 reported, “Well I'm notjal but I'm homeless...l don’t know

which is better.”

Four participants reported that thinking abouttthiegs they had lost, both in
losing their gang “family” and also in losing retatships outside of their gang
organization, held meaning for them. Participentéported, “Because those [family]
relationships are weak | can’t really lean on the®a. I've got no one to lean on and

that’'s why I'm in this program. But I'm learning tean on myself and God.”
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Participant #6 reported, “I had given up a lottfoe gang. My freedom for 2 years, high
school. They were supposed to be my [gang] fanlithink that was the hardest part,

just thinking about how they turned on me.”

Out of this loss came a desire for many participéamtexamine their identity, to
create a new life wholly different from the oneythead just left. Several of the
participants were able to find meaning in theislegher through religion or in identity
development which allowed them to move throughldlse back into a hopeful outlook.
For example, participant #10 reported, “One dayfmeyd got stabbed right in front of
me,” and “...while my life was hard, | can look baakd see how God used those things

to make me who | am today.”

Six participants reported feeling good about tiaentity development and who
they are without their gang organization. Par#aip#9 reported, “It's part of my past
but it's not who | am now. I'm a different persand | don’t need them [gang] now.”
Participant #6 reported, “I feel good but mostlgdese I'm not in jail anymore. | like

myself a lot better not getting into trouble.”

Four participants reported feeling bad about tigeintity including their struggles
and feeling alone. Two participants reported thay are continuing to struggle with
identity development and discovering who they darticipant #4 reported, “I'm
struggling but | know | made a good decision. dlfenely sometimes.” Participant #1
reported, “l want to be someone that | can be prdud’'m still trying to figure out who

that is.” Participant #8 reported, “I feel lodtteel like I'm all alone.”
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It is noted that the four participants who repotteal/ing their gang organization
through separation and incarceration, which ledithe examine their identity and decide
to make changes to their life by desisting fromrtgang, reported feeling happy and
positive about their identity apart from the gamarticipant #5 reported, “I feel good,
like | have a future. I'm looking forward to leag the program and getting a good job.
| feel like | can be somebody.” Participant #2aed, “At the beginning | had
doubts...I really thought a lot about going backatb. jBut now | put the work in and
made the changes and now | see | like the lifevehreow a lot better than being locked

up...and | will not go back now for anything.”

Instrumental Supports in the Desistance Process

Of the 10 participants, six reported having somdortalk to was a support that
they leaned on during the process of desistanaeticipant #6 reported “...my probation
officer. He went out of his way to find me thisogram. Because he didn’t have to. But
he cared enough about me and saw that | was tteglhg to turn my life around. So he
helped me a lot.” Participant #2 stated “Thaicpl [homeless shelter] that | was at had a
social worker who really helped me to get my hdaamight about what it was | wanted
for my life and what goals | wanted to have.” Téparticipants reported that there were

no other supports that would have been helpfuh¢ont

Six participants identified that they would haverid a program helpful which
would have supported them with housing and emplaymBarticipant #2 stated “...it
would have been nice if there had been a programabuld have provided some

housing or somewhere to stay, to sleep.” Partitpalentified these as the largest
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struggles in leaving the gang organization and im#écg independent, as several
participants did not have good relationships wliirt biological families or other support
systems in the community. One participant respdrtdat it would have been helpful if

someone or something provided physical safety ifor HParticipant #3 reported,

| think they should have programs like they haviégdobad women programs that
are completely anonymous. They won't tell anyorineng they are, nobody can
come visit. They should have that for gang memb@&rgey really should.

Maybe under armed security. Well so be it. But beathey should have that for
gang members. Because these guys are not plafimgjreal gang members they
will kill you. Someplace where people can live dnldink every city should have
one, big or small. So that for people who arédm[gang] life or the mafia can
leave and feel safe. You're not going to be ableave an armed guard with you
all the time but you need to learn to keep your tn@hut. Nobody needs to
know who you are and where you're at. And mayhe gauld have ex-gang
members who had been out for a while run the houSesneone who has no
guestions, is done with the [gang] life and hasbmé for a while. But it would
have been nice to have instead of just having telwygour back all the time.

Many of the participants did identify the suppdmey were receiving from the
program as important, either the help providedhgygrogram or the new relationships
they were forming with program staff or peersisihoted that the research site/program
that these participants attended was based inaeland though it did not force beliefs
on clients, several participants did referencer tfetigious beliefs in their responses. For
example, one participant referenced that God hatitken safe during his gang
involvement and that God was helping him to becarfigew” man. Another participant
talked about God having a plan for his life andhgdiis gang involvement to mold the
participant to help other gang members to de$tsiticipant #5 stated “I'm learning to

lean on myself and God.”
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Chapter Summary

Through the results presented in this chapterjfgignt themes emerge that may
impact the way that gang members leave their orgdions in the future. The importance
of connection/belonging both at the beginning gbath’s involvement with a gang
organization and at the end, even if that connedtaefined in different ways (gang
family at the beginning and a search for a new faatithe end), is a significant finding
in this study. The establishment of a new suppeiwork that sometimes involves
repairing biological relationships and sometimasines identifying and building new
connecting relationships, with the “family” of th@hoosing, is a significant part of the
process. Also significant is the impact of a fakrseparation in allowing the gang
member time to think about his gang involvement t@tidto others outside of the gang
about his choices. The real fear of physical harithé process of leaving, or desisting,
from their gang organization is something that sgauicipants discussed as significant
when considering desistance. Finally, the megph@id in being able to grieve the
losses of their gang involvement, whether the tddkeir gang “family” or the
realization of the losses they have experiencedrasult of their gang involvement, is a

significant part of their identity development.

The themes resulting from this data can be usedette a better understanding of
the thought processes and experiences that a gaalyéd youth goes through when
deciding to desist from his gang organization Skart 2). The identification of the
supports that participants utilized while desisitag be instrumental in designing

community support services for those individualowane attempting to desist from their
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gang organizations (see Chart 1). These findin$e/further discussed in the

following chapter.
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CHAPTER 5

DISCUSSION

This study examined the phenomenon of gang mendesisting from their gang
organizations, the thought process they used wodind the supports they utilized or
would have found helpful if they had been availablée research questions were: 1)
What factors led to the gang-involved youth’s diecido leave their gang organization?
2) What challenges, if any, did the youth encouimdeaving their gang organization? 3)
What support structures, if any, did the youthizgito desist from their gang
organization? This chapter will present a sumnedfyndings according to the research
qguestions. Implications will be discussed inclggdihe thought process that a gang
member undergoes in deciding to leave their gaggrozation and how that can impact
those working with gang members who are desistiog their gang organizations.
Policy and community implications are included mitations of this study are explained

and recommendations for future research are given.

The qualitative research approach allowed the @paints to engage in reflecting
on open ended questions about their personal éxpdrience. This resulted in the
sharing of that experience in a manner in whiclagable to better understand the
experience of the participant and explore the nreptiie experience had for that
participant. | was able to identify thought praaesand feelings that the participants
verbalized in relation to their personal experientlese findings will be discussed in

this chapter in an examination of gang membersstiegifrom their gang organizations.
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Summary of Findings

The experiences reported by participants in tist §iet of questions addressing
history and credibility are consistent with findgim prior research. This includes
reasons why youth join gang organizations, comglbteCarlie (2002) and other
researchers (Decker & Van Winkle, 1996; Howell, 200aylor, Peterson, Esbensen, &
Freng, 2007; The National Gang Crime Research €e2287; Tobin, 2008). Four
themes emerged from reviewing the transcribedvigers which can be identified as the
thought process a gang member utilizes when comsgléesisting from his gang
organization. This is a major contribution of tetady. The participants reported these
common themes in their lived experiences and whetyaed, these themes appeared to

have significant meaning.

Research Question #1: What factors led to the ganglved youth’s decision to leave

their gang organization?

Connection/Belonging

Prior research has shown (Carlie, 2002; Harris418@®well, 2007; Lyon,
Henggler and Hall, 1992; The National Gang Crimsedech Center, 2007) that many
youth join gang organizations in search of “famitglationships. Furthermore, those
relationships are valued while a gang member islired with their organization. For
example, participants shared the grief they expeed as a result of seeing their fellow

gang members hurt or killed during gang interadion

When a gang member begins the thought processsisitishg from their gang
organization, one of the first thoughts identifisdbout the relationships within the
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organization. Participants reported continuingpt@ and value their “brothers” and
friends even though they were deciding to dedistaving the gang organization was not
originally a poor reflection on relationships insithe organization; however, for those
who faced bodily harm from the hands of these ifledt“brothers” and friends, as a
consequence for their desistance, their refleatfon those relationships transitioned to
one of fear, pain and grief. They identified theefythey experienced when having to
leave behind significant relationships while desgand then having the grief
compounded by having those same “family” membans dum them for being disloyal to
the gang organization by desisting. Some partitgthen reported the search for

connection once again after they had desisted fh&in gang organization.

Six of the ten participants reported that the sufpihat they received from others
who talked through the decision to desist with tiveas instrumental in helping the gang
members decide to leave their gang organizati®asticipants talked about feeling alone
and seeking others who understood them and knew. tiBome spoke about the support
that they found in social workers, priests and ptmn officers. Having someone to
process his thoughts and feelings with allowedydrey member to receive validation of
his decision and support from another. He didhavie to go through the thought process
alone. Several of the people providing suppod Aklped the gang member to think
through their decision to desist and how to doadelg, some supports even provided a
means of escape. This support at such a crugialwas important to the gang member’s

decision to desist from his gang organization.

This finding of the significance of support in tthesistance process is consistent
with prior research findings that the gang orgatmirahas been providing a variety of
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supports to the individual gang member and whenrtteamber decides to leave the gang
organization, they are leaving those supports dis(iHeuston, 1996). It is imperative to
support a person in deciding to desist from higgganganization and to provide family

type relationships in that transition.

The significance of connection and belonging batthe beginning of a youth’s
involvement with a gang organization and at the, endn if that connection is defined in
different ways (biological versus gang family a¢ theginning and a search for a new
“family” at the end), emphasizes the basic need¢éwmection and relationship, as
identified by Maslow (1943) in his hierarchy of dee Maslow stated that the most basic
needs of belonging and love have to be met beforadividual will be able to move
forward in finding meaning in life and goals (1943jenkatesh (2008) also reported that
it is important to understand the needs that timg gaeets for its members, including a
place to belong and financial support. The sanie that existed in the beginning, that
was a factor in his decision to join the gang| stilsts and has to be addressed as the
youth is ending his gang relationships. It is achthat all people have and seek to meet,
whether positively or negatively (Maslow, 1943)ar{z (2002) and Houston (1996) also
found the needs being met by the gang will nedekteeplaced during the process of
desistance. This creates a void in the gang mémlifer He seeks to fill it by returning

to old relationships (biological family or gang féyh or building new ones.
Forced Separation and Trauma Leading to Life Chainge
The second theme was the forced separation fromgahg or experienced

trauma, which caused the gang member to beginitigrdbout changing his own life.
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Participants reported being separated, mostly tiranicarceration or hospitalization,
gave them time apart from the gang organizaticstép back and see their life from a

different perspective.

Gang members are more involved in the criminaigestystem than other youth
(Decker & Van Winkle, 1996; Tobin, 2008). Incamion appears to provide an
opportunity for some gang members, when physicaparated from their gang
organizations, to evaluate their continued memiyersResearch also suggests gang
members have an increased chance of being vicfimslence (Decker & Van Winkle,
1996; Taylor, Peterson, Esbensen, & Freng, 200¥s& events may create an
opportunity for gang members to evaluate theiriooied membership through trauma.
Shover (1983) reports criminals decide to leave tlie of crime due to the
consequences which include incarceration and ifirayma. The findings in this current
study are also consistent with Pyrooz, Decker arth\(2010) who report gang
members have been able to desist from their gaganarations through separation or

incarceration.

Other participants reported desisting through raioa (i.e., leaving their
community/the state in which they reside in an éffo desist) which is also reported by
Maruna and Roy (2007). Some participants in thid\sivere also able to walk away
from their gang organization voluntarily, which wasagreement with the findings of

Decker and Lauritsen (2002).

The impact of a forced separation in allowing theggmember time to think

about his gang involvement and talk to others detsif the gang about his choices is
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significant. For example, an abused woman whdihasapart from her abusive partner
due to hospitalization or intervention from famihembers may gain clarity about her
situation. Similarly, a cult member who is sepadatom their cult through abduction by
family members or police involvement, is given gpportunity to think for himself and
may arrive at a conclusion conducive to their vibglilng. Wright (1991) found that
separation was essential to a cult member beirggtatdvaluate their involvement in the
organization and begin to think about a life owtsadl that organization. Similarly, the
gang member who does not have the support of nig geganization while separated (in
this study either incarceration or hospitalizatitmm them may be able to re-evaluate

his membership.

Four participants began evaluating their identityhie gang before they desisted
and their forced separation from the gang facéddahis. It was during the forced
separation when they did not have the supportef gang, that they accepted support
offered by others. This support included a prigstial worker, probation officer and
biological family members. The challenges thaséh®ur participants faced were no
easier than the other participants as they alsdfaaving to find employment, housing
and new community supports and relationships. Hewetie identity development that
began during the forced separation, contributatiealecision to desist, and continued
after desistance, appeared to be instrumentakipditicipant being able to complete the

process of desistance and feel successful.
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Research Question #2: What challenges, if anytlgid/outh encounter in leaving their

gang organization?

Nine out of ten participants reported that whiladag their gang they
encountered challenges including fear from thegggblood in/out policy, finding
supports/relationships outside of their gang, aquegencing grief. Finding strategies to
leave their gang organization alive proved to lerge obstacle that nine out of ten
participants faced and had to overcome. The agdl®f rebuilding biological family
relationships, or seeking and creating new “famifationships through a support
network outside of the gang organization was idieatiby nine out of ten participants.
Grieving losses was identified by all participaassa challenge in identity development,

though the losses varied among participants.

Fear of the Blood Out Policy

In joining the gang organization, most participdmsl agreed to a “blood in,
blood out” policy: facing this fear was a large ltdage to their being able to desist from
their gang organization. Gang members who arenatiag to leave their organizations
are seen as disloyal and as a result, a threhetbdalth of the gang organization
(Bovenkirk, 2011). Carlie (2002) stated that astable that gang members needed to
overcome in order to desist was the fear of phy$iaan as a consequence of leaving the
gang and the fear that the gang member neededjpers (emotional and financial) of

the gang to survive.

Three participants were seriously harmed whilesliegj from their gang

organization. Two were shot and one was stabbdléogang that they were associated
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with. They were able to leave the geographic afes recovering from their injuries.
Five others also had to leave their geographic iareeder to desist safely. This created
another consideration in the thought process thageipants utilized to make this
decision. In leaving their geographic area, maateweaving behind everything. They
would no longer have the support network they leaén if it was a depleted network.
They no longer would have access to community regsuthat may have been a support

to them while they were making their decision.

The fear of physical harm in the process of leavarglesisting, from their gang
organization is something that gang members nesstasce with and may not
necessarily be able to do on their own. They raepldce to stay and someone to support
them financially, at least early on in the proceg#hen a gang member leaves his gang
organization, he leaves housing, employment (legdlegal) and the emotional support
of relationships, especially if he has to leavegbegraphic area. Jacques and Wright
(2008) agree that these are needs that must bantee gang member in order for them
to be successful in their desistance. This isgelahallenge to a gang member’s
thoughts of desistance and the proposed idea efmemgency shelter could alleviate this

concern (Houston, 1996) and is discussed latdrisnchapter.

There were two participants who did not report eigueing fear of physical
harm in their desistance. These two participahtajgh specific gang organizations were
not identified by name, did identify that their gawas a local, neighborhood gang. The
difference in their experience of desistance wadentdear by their ability to walk away
from their gangs when they moved out of the arqgautsue employment. They reported

that their gangs were accepting of their desistafdes difference between national and
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local gangs and their expectations or policy fairadsing desistance is something that

should be explored further.

Grieving Losses and Starting Over: Identity Devetept

This theme emerged as participants talked aboytebple, relationships and
things that they had lost as a result of their p@nvolved with their gang organization.
Losses included the deaths of family members, daghs of fellow gang members, the
loss of relationships within the gang organizatioming desistance, feeling that their
fellow gang members had turned on them during thesistance, the loss of biological
family relationships, and the loss of academic opmities. Participants talked about the
pain of these losses and the impact these losslesrhie participant’s thoughts and
feelings about desistance from their gang orgaioizatThis was similar to how some
former cult members reported feeling after thesistance from their cult, resulting in

experiencing the process of grief (Wright, 1991).

Losses experienced by participants included thuoseléd to their thoughts of
desistance (seeing a friend harmed or being hathesdselves, their own incarceration
and loss of freedom) and those experienced aféar diesistance (the loss of relationships
within the gang, of family relationships as a résidilgang activities, of education, and
the loss of identity). These losses resulted etirigs of depression, grief and anger in

some participants.

There were those participants who were able togrilee losses and move
forward to develop an identity apart from the ganganization. And others appeared to

remain in the grieving process, not yet able taiidg who they were without the gang
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organization. However, moving through grief aassl is a process that each gang
member will most likely have to accomplish in ortieistart over and continue their

identity development.

Similar to the process of grief that a person wahkeugh during a divorce or
when leaving a cult (Wright, 1991), gang memberseeience the grief associated with
leaving their gang organizations. It is in thaeging process that several participants
found meaning in their experience and it allowezhitto remain hopeful about their
futures and identity development. This is in agreet with Sommers, Baskin and Fagan
(1994) who posit identity development takes placend) desistance. They note that
during desistance an individual examines who tlieyaad who they want to be in order
to determine if changes are needed. This final stgrieving their losses and finding
meaning in the loss appeared to be a necessartjodbejng closure and finality to the

decision they had made.

Erickson’s stages of psychosocial development expieat during adolescence
and early adulthood individuals are often exploimdependence and relationships. This
may have an impact on gang member’s decisiongridheir gang and also to desist
from their gang. Based on their identity developtmereaning that they are in the stage
where they are examining and evaluating relatigrsstthis may cause them to evaluate
their relationships in the gang. The process eiiidy formation is ongoing throughout
life and is impacted by social interactions andegdgmnces. As a gang member is
desisting, the experience of desistance and thalsoteractions within the gang are

impacting their present identity development, &yttiesist. Therefore, identity
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evaluation in the process of desistance is préssgduse of the individual’'s ongoing

psychosocial development.

For the four participants who began thinking altbetlife changes they wanted
to make prior to desistance, they were able to rgarekly develop an identity apart
from the gang. It would appear that some gang neesrifiegan examining and
redefining their own identity before rather thateaflesistance. Of the four participants
who reported that they were changing who they wefere desistance, those were the
same four who decided to desist from their gan@mization while incarcerated. It
appears that in these cases, forced separatioicanceration prompted gang members to
consider their identity and life choices, which teddecisions for desistance. Additional
research might focus on clarifying the role thaniity development plays in the process

of desistance.

Research Question #3: What support structureyyf did the youth utilize to desist from

their gang organization?

Instrumental Supports in the Desistance Process

Supports that were utilized by participants wer@gomal and physical/material
supports. The participants identified that an éomatl support was having someone to
talk to and process their decisions and identiyettiment with. Having support in the
form of another person who assisted them in finawags to leave their gang
organization safely was instrumental in gang mesbeing able to desist from their
gang organizations alive. For participants thigpgut took many forms: a friend or

social worker who bought a bus ticket, a probatfiiter finding a program out of state
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or a priest who processed life changes. In sontlkeesie cases the person providing
emotional support also provided physical/matengport in the form of a bus ticket, a

place to stay, or employment.

It is noted that all 10 participants were receivéudpstantial physical support from
a religious program that provided housing, caseagament and employment training.
The role that this program, and the religion repnésd, played in the ongoing identity
development of participants was evident in thesposses. These responses included
that God was helping them to become the men thdti@ended them to be and that God
was using the events in their lives, positive aadative, to form them into who they
were supposed to become. Participants also talkedt the emotional support that the
program was providing based on their developing redationships with peers and staff.

Participants identified that these relationshipsenaeaning for them.

The search for emotional supports continued afterstiance from their gang
organization. All participants reported that affesistance their thought process returned
to seeking support from family members and comnyweisources. They reported
attempting to repair biological family relationshkjsome successfully and many
unsuccessfully. After biological family relationph, participants’ thoughts turned to
friends and creating a new “family” of people whowd support them. Several
participants talked about the importance of theymm that they were attending in
developing those family type relationships, eitwéh peers or the program staff.
Community resources also were a support that gaatits utilized to create a new

“family” or support network.
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Employment or employment training was also idestifas a support that was
instrumental for one participant and would havenb&gpreciated by the other nine
participants. Employment would need to be ableutstain the individual independently.
Housing was a support that was provided for foutigpants and which other
participants identified as something that wouldénbeen helpful. Several participants
suggested a program that would offer housing angd@ment in a safe environment for

gang members who want to desist from their gangroegtions.

Houston (1996) highlights the significance of aesafivironment and housing
during the process of desisting. Having researttoedbled youth enrolled in programs
at 24 treatment facilities, he found youth werdingj to participate in counseling and
employment training as a support for gang disengagée. Houston recommends
providing support houses, run by former gang membed overseen by social workers,
where employment training and counseling can té&eep He emphasizes the need to
replace the gang organization in meeting the neétte individual. Without basic
needs being met for food, housing and safety a geergber may be less likely to follow
through on his decision to desist or may desistthad be in danger of physical harm

from the gang or returning to criminal behaviors.
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Chart 1

Identified supports that were or would have bedpfbkto gang members in the process

of desistance.

*Having someone to talk to about their thoughts dedsions/Counseling

*Having someone help them to problem solve, speadiff how to leave the gang safely

*Employment or employment training

*Housing/Shelter

*A program that provides housing, employment tnagnand safety

Study Implications

Implications for counselors, probation officersgisbworkers, and others
working with gang members will be presented basethe findings of this study and
participants’ identification of which supports thetylized to desist from the gang

organization and which they would have found hdlgftney had been available.

The Thought Process of Desistance in Former Gangibées

The thought process a gang member utilizes wheididgdo desist from his
gang can be developed using the themes identifigzhtiicipants. The thought process
begins while the gang member is actively involvethie gang organization and perhaps

even before the gang member realizes that theyomtemplating desistance. The
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process carries through the actual act of desistand following the desistance, to the
gang member’s re-integration into family/commungiationships and identity
development. At any point in the thought procegargg member can decide to not
follow through with the rest of the process andaimain a part of their gang

organization.

The first stage in the thought process is a ganylmee's evaluation of the
“family” relationships that he has within the gamganization, what those relationships
mean to him, and what he would be losing by wallangy from those relationships. In
many cases the relationships within the gang orgdioin are what originally attracted
the gang member to the organization and have takss into account when a gang

member is thinking about desisting.

The second stage in the thought process wouldse@aration, specifically a
forced separation in the form of incarceration,akhivould allow a gang member to
think about the changes he wants to make and homal@ those changes: with or
without the gang organization. A traumatic evealrhe a factor in this stage as
participants who were separated from their gangmggtion through a hospitalization or
a personal loss were able to use that time to thindut their future and who they wanted
to be. This separation does not always occunign it is present, it appeared to be a
support in the gang member’s thought process. réefbseparation or traumatic event
also does not ensure that a gang member will eieahia gang involvement and future
plans. However, for those gang members who hadayrbeen evaluating “family”
relationships within their gang organization andtfese who are beginning to think

about making changes to their lives, this appetrd an important stage where gang
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members were able to make the decisions necessbhegin desisting from their gang
organization. For those who were separated fram gang organization and began
thinking about their identity and making changes/tm they were as a person, those
individuals were able to more quickly find theierttity apart from the gang and be

comfortable and content in it after desistance.

The third stage is a gang member thinking aboutaaeof the reality of the
blood out policy that most gang organizations havis is a realistic fear that a gang
member may have to overcome in order to contindkarthought process of desisting
from his gang organization. This is a large chmgjeethat has to be dealt with and in the
next section a discussion will include the supptiréd participants found helpful and
would have benefitted from. It is noted that a gtage a gang member can decide not

to desist if the supports that he needs are ndtlyeavailable.

The fourth stage is that, once a gang member rsasteé from his gang
organization, he searches for reunification anditdimg relationships with biological
family members or creating new relationships tltataa a support for him. The fact that
he is seeking this support means that it is impoffar him to feel supported and to
replace the physical and emotional needs thatahg grganization was meeting. The
theme of connecting relationships is found at thgitming of gang involvement and also
at the end of the desistance process, supporsingngortance and need for inclusion,
when considering services which would assist pewptkesisting from gang
organizations. This idea is supported by prioeaesh by Houston (1996) where he

identified that the needs that the gang organinatias meeting for the individual would
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need to be met by others. These needs includesirfftpdinancial and emotional

supports.

The final stage in the thought process a gang megu®es through in desisting
from his gang organization is grieving the los$ed he has as a result of his gang
involvement and continuing in his identity develaggmh Being able to work through the
grief of the losses is a large part of the formmmggmember’s ability to move forward in
his life. The former gang member who is able tof@an identity apart from the gang
and find meaning in his losses and former gangliement is better able to find

contentment and hope in his new life.

The first three stages may happen in varying cadex gang member may begin
thinking about his gang relationships while incaated or may think about his fear of the
blood out policy after thinking about his gang telaships and before a separation. As
noted above, a separation may not occur in theegsofor certain gang members. Each
participant and each gang member in general wiéhas own lived experiences in
relation to desistance. And while the process naasexactly the same for each

participant, these were the overall themes thargeade
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Chart 2: The Thought Process a Gang Member ExpgreeWhen Deciding to

Desist From Their Gang Organization, as DevelogedFResearch Findings

1.

It begins as a gang member evaluates “family” i@hahips within the gang
including the loss of “brothers” and the importaé¢éhose relationships to
him.

!
During a forced separation (in this study eithgroréed as a hospitalization or
a period of incarceration) a gang member continoevaluate his gang
involvement including the possible consequencdsodily harm and/or
longer periods of incarceration.

l

Considering the blood out policy, for those gandscv identify and enforce
this consequence of desisting from the gang orgéiniz, is something that is
considered and possibly planned for in relatioavtoidance.

l

Once he has desisted, the gang member seeks sapdarbnnection either
through attempting to heal damaged biological famelationships or creating
new “family” relationships.

|

Following his desistance, a gang member grievefodseof his gang “family”
relationships, the loss of what his gang involvenie&s cost him and how his
life has changed. In starting over, identity depehent continues as a former
gang member begins to think of himself as an engdpgtudent, spouse,

father, law abiding citizen.
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Implications for Practice

Other implications for professionals (counselorsjpation officers and social
workers) working with gang members include proaggsvith the gang member what
family relationships, both within and outside tleng organization, mean to the
individual. Helping the gang member to processtwimair life would be like with and
without these relationships will assist the gangnier in beginning to think about their
life and the future. This can be in the form ainfi@l counseling or informal
conversations with the gang member but the impoftator is that the person has to be
someone who the gang member trusts. If a profeakaan create a space (incarceration
or other) in which to separate the gang member ftwir gang organization and then
challenge the individual to think about their owargpnal future and goals, this may give
the gang member the opportunity to evaluate treiggelated relationships. It is then
imperative that support be offered to the gang mexrab they begin to think about
desisting from their gang organization. The garanber who is deciding to and taking
steps towards desisting from his gang will neegsupthroughout the process, not only
in the beginning or at the point of desistanceds following the desistance as he

builds a new life for himself.

Implications for Policy Makers

The community at large- government agencies, conitgnarganizations,
churches and families need to think about how sapam be provided to gang members
in desisting from their gang organizations. Ineaation can be seen as punitive instead

of reformative. However, as seen in this resedmtgeveral participants incarceration
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was reformative and gave them the opportunity enere their life and choices. Those
participants then made decisions to desist fromioal behavior and gang involvement.
In the absence of gang supports, prosocial suppe@rts able to move into the gang
member’s life and be accepted as viable supp@tge an individual leaves
incarceration, they will then need the supportef tcommunity to continue in their

process of desistance.

In order to seriously consider this community suppedditional education may
be needed. Most communities view gang memberam@gedous and threatening. In
order to be willing to embrace former gang memiaaid offer them support, the
community will need to be able to see former gamgnivers as victims. This will require
additional education about who gang members arenduadl led them to their gang
involvement. If the community is able to acceptthang members joined gangs because
of their poverty and search for belonging, therytimayy be able to see the needs that the
gang met in the gang member’s life. Explainingdganmunities how the social system
has contributed to these youths worldview of hoggiess may allow them to understand
the motive to join the gang. Gang members whdlee in the process of desistance
may be able to be seen as brave young men whoyare to leave their criminal
behaviors and become productive members of socigtis may encourage the
community to embrace and support the former ganglmee in their process of

desistance.

Shelter programs could be developed in each cdtiyititludes a transfer program
with other cities so that if a gang member needethey could transfer to the same

program in another city. The program could besumilar to a domestic violence
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shelter, as recommended by participant #3, wheiecation would be unknown.
Certainly former gang members are facing similgkgiin desisting from their gang
organizations to abused women leaving their abusiaionships. A program that
provides temporary housing on an emergency basdiseamporary employment
assistance as well as connection with communitgdbaspports might be very

instrumental in the process of desistance.

For example, a home, whose location would remaitfidential, could be rented
in the community. A social worker from the Depagtmhof Social Services or another
agency could manage the program, being the ongstsa individuals for participation in
the program. Referrals would come from a reliaoemunity partner: a pastor, social
worker, or probation officer. The social workerwia work with those in the program to
find employment or employment training programs bhaodsing. The social worker
could also connect the participant with other comityuservices and programs for
support including substance abuse treatment, dityadyi food stamp entitlements.
Former gang members who had completed the progmaundvioe eligible to work shifts
in the house as security or program support. Tagram could run for 12 months and
seek grant funding for expenses. Policy makergegunent agencies and community
organizations could partner to make this sheltiet piossible by providing legislation to

support these efforts.

A challenge to this proposal would be the integirabf different gangs into the
same safe space. Other community based programsvatk with gang members from
different gang organizations (like homeless shg)taray be able to make suggestions to

solve this challenge. This could also be an oppatt to remove barriers between gangs
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and bring peace to the cities in which the progvarald be located. This same
shelter/housing program that one participant suggdsas been proposed by Houston
(1996). Houston made this proposal based on kesareh findings that the needs that the
gang organization was meeting will need to be ady the community in order to
improve the chances of the former gang member mingessful in his desistance.
Houston’s recommendation was a general one withaiecific program design

presented.

Limitations of this Study

There were a number of limitations evident in #tisdy. For example, the
researcher was a Caucasian woman who came froeckgrband of faith. This was
evident to the participants and may have creatati@er in regards to race and ethnicity
or may have created alliance in regards to religidhe researcher, through the earlier
presented subjectivity statement, stated what naag been contributed to the research.
However, due to the barriers that may have beeatenldoy the researcher’s sex and race,

the participant’s ability to be open in the intewiprocess may have been impacted.

Next, this research did not use a co-reader iptbeess of analysis and as a
result the findings were the result of the obseovat of the themes by only the
researcher. If another reader had been includedrity themes as they emerged and to
add to the process of analysis it may have resuitedriations of or further confirmation

of the themes.

Another limitation includes the fact that the paigants from this research were

all located on the east coast in one metropoliign Earticipants had been in gang
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organizations from across the United States, howéesause the research was
conducted in one location its results may not e &bbe applied more broadly. The
experience of these participants will not reflée experience of all gang members.

There are differences in gang organizations araialgeographic locations.

This research could have been more comprehensivweéie conducted as a
longitudinal study. | only had a snap shot viewird participant’s lives and if | had been
able to follow the participants for a year or twaniay have resulted in more depth to the
interviews, including a better understanding ofdlag to day challenges faced by former
gang members and how they came to reside in a arapsive program after leaving
their gang organization. | did not have time toalep in depth rapport but more of a
surface rapport with each participant. Spenduohdjteonal time with participants may
have resulted in increased rapport and more degtretinterviews. Also, in an effort to
maintain the confidentiality of participants, thegre not asked to identify their gang
organization but this would have been helpful ittdreunderstanding the differences

among the organizations and their processes cétdese.

Recommendations and Implications for Future Resealt

It is recommended that a similar study be conduateidh would expand this
current research by adding a co-analyst who caoiddgdulate the data. This research
could also include a quantitative measure whichld/oesult in statistical support for
findings. The role that religion plays in providisocial supports and how that support

can be further applied to desisting gang membaeagsldhalso be expanded.
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Additionally, future research should include a $amstudy exploring the
experience of female gang members desisting fr&in gfang organizations. While it is
a smaller population, they face both similar arftedent challenges in desisting and need
supports in order to desist safely. Female garmsime independently formed or may be
connected with a specific male gang (Miller, 197bgmale gang members were once
seen as associates to a certain male gang mentdersooow recognized that female
gangs are being formed without the aid or assatiaif male gang members or
organizations (Campbell, 1990). In female gangseilis a stronger emphasis on social
relationships and sexualized behaviors (Hunt & LJaieler, 2001). Pregnancy and
responsibilities for raising children are ways thate female gang members have
desisted from their organizations but this can hksgeen as a privilege, raising the child

of a known gang member, versus disloyalty (Fleigh&rienert, 2004).

A longitudinal study of former gang members andrtheocess of re-integration
into the community as productive members of sociayld be helpful in understanding
continued needs that the former gang member mag. hdwcusing on former gang
member’s desistance and following their lives fgresiod of one to five years may allow

a better understanding of the process of idengtyetbpment.

It is also recommended that future research bewsiad on gang member’s
experiences in desisting across the United Stetelsiding various gang organizations in
various geographic locations in order to have teghht are generalizable to a greater
number of people. It is important to understand leach gang organization handles
gang members desisting and how that gang may déd&aently in various areas of the

country. Specifically, this research should inelude difference between national and
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local/neighborhood gang organizations. This isartgmt in being able to design an
intervention/shelter program in multiple locati@woss the country based on the need

for assistance in desistance.

In addition, creating a program that utilizes theught process of desistance as
identified in this study and applying it to gangmeers who have not yet desisted would
be recommended. For example, a therapist wharisrtily working with gang members
through the Department of Corrections or the Depant of Juvenile Justice could apply
the above outlined thought process of desistanttethe youth they are currently
working with. This would allow the identified thght process to be evaluated and
refined based on findings of its effectivenesscolild be implemented with gang-
involved youth who are currently incarcerated agplbsated from their gang, presented
by social workers or probation officers who arealwed with the youth. Therapists and
counselors could also be utilized to explore thgecpss with gang-involved youth who

are either incarcerated or separated from theiggan

A study that focused on the role that identity depment plays in the process of
desistance would be helpful. In this study a catioa was identified between those
participants who began thinking about their idgrdimd identity changes prior to
desistance. Those individuals were better abfintbmeaning in their experiences and
reported feeling content with their identity deyaieent. Additional research into this
connection is needed to better understand the intipacidentity and desistance have on

the other.
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Also, understanding the possible impact of a comtyidrased shelter program
for gang members who are desisting could be stutiredigh a pilot program. Creating a
program which provides emergency housing, employrassistance and safety, then
offering it to gang members through those in cantath them (social workers,
probation officers, etc) may validate the needefgpanded programs. A pilot program
could be initiated in two cities where gang memlzengld be transferred if they need to
leave their geographic area. The locations woaktiito be confidential and off duty
police officers could be hired to provide secutdythe locations. The shelters would be
run by former gang members or social workers wiedamiliar with the process of
desistance. The program should include employmassistance, grief counseling, and

case management to connect former gang membersevitites in the community.

The work of assisting gang members to desist fitogir brganizations is
important in the lives of these individuals andais the community. Creating programs
which allow gang members to begin the thought mead desistance and provide them
support through the desistance process has thet@bt® save their lives and improve
their quality of life. In decreasing the numbemahg members in a community by
assisting them to desist from their organizatidine,community may see a decrease in
violent crime and victimization. Implementing tfiedings and recommendations from
this study has the potential to change the wayghaty members and former gang

members experience the process of desistance.

The results of this study are important to thi®eesh field for several reasons.
Developing a thought process that gang membertousesist from their organizations
may give helping professionals a tool to use inkivay with this population.
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Understanding the gang member’s thought processbsd allow those working with
this population to relate to and empathize withgarg member. This may provide the

support that the gang member seeks in the proéekesistance.

In addition, by providing a safe place for a gangmmber to go when desisting, the
gang member’s fear of the blood in/blood out pobeydent in many gangs may be
overcome. This may open a door for gang membédrs,are afraid to desist, to actually
follow through. By providing a program where then find housing, counseling and

employment training and opportunities the refororagrocess may be successful.

Further research is needed in order to more fuijeustand and confirm the
thought process identified here. It will be im@ort to better understand the connection
between identity development and desistance. lijrthe implementation of a shelter
program will take the cooperation of the commuuaiy policy makers. However, for

each life saved from gang violence, the effort Wwélve been justified.
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Appendix A

Recruitment Flier

Former Gang Members
Sought to participate in a
Research study to
Examine the ways that youth
decide to leave their gang
and do so safely.

This study is being conducted in
An effort to design programs
and interventions to help
other gang involved youths.
Participation is voluntary and
Confidentiality is guaranteed.
Please speak to your agency
Director if you wish to participate.
Interviews with a researcher

Will take place over 2 days next month
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Appendix B
Informed Consent Form
A Qualitative Study of Gang Desistance in Formengilembers

IRB #__ 011331

Introduction

You are invited to take part in a research studggeonducted by Dr. Sam Steen
at George Washington University. You are beingedskyou want to take part in this
study because you have been identified as a fogarey member. Please read this form
and ask us any questions that will help you todkediyou want to be in this study.
Taking part is completely voluntary and even if ydecide you want to, you can quit at
any time. You must be at least 18 years old te fad«t in this study. You are one of 10
people taking part in this study at George Washindiniversity. Your decision to take
part or not will not affect the services or bergefitovided to you by The Helping Up
Mission. If you decide to take part and then clegaygur mind you can quit at any time.

Purpose
This research intends to answer two questions:

1) What factors led to the gang involved persondieg to leave their gang
organization?

2) What challenges, if any, did the person encauntkeaving their gang
organization and how did they overcome them?

Determining what caused the former gang membeeginito evaluate their
membership in the gang and eventually decide ket want to leave the organization
will be helpful in designing programs to impact ganvolved youth.

Procedure

The total amount of time that you will spend irstetudy is 3 hours over one
month. There will be 2 interviews. The first inteew will be scheduled for 2 hours and
will be recorded for transcription and analysisieecond interview will be 2 weeks
later, scheduled for 1 hour, and will give you tpgortunity to review your transcribed
first interview for accuracy and to add any addisibinformation.

Risks and Confidentiality
This study has the following risks:

You may feel some emotional stress/discomfort ansgehe interview
guestions. You are free to skip any questionsap garticipating in the interview at any
point. If you feel the need to talk to someoneudtibe emotions you are feeling please
contact your pastor at The Helping Up Mission whs hgreed to be available to you
following the interview.
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Confidentiality includes conversations and disctesof illegal activities. Any
past crimes committed and disclosed during theteeviews will remain confidential.
However, please refrain from disclosing criminai\aty as those details are not needed
for this research.

There is a small chance that someone not on oearas team could find out that
you took part in the study or somehow connect yame with the information we
collect about you, however the following stepsla@eng taken to reduce this risk:

-when you read this release you will not be reqlteesign it in order to
participate in this study. You may introduce ya@lir$o the researcher using your first
name only, if you choose to. The researcher willy &know you by your first name.

-when the interview is complete it will be assigreedumber and be referred to in
all documents and reported findings by this assignenber.

The records of this study will be kept private.almy published articles or
presentations, we will not include any informattbat will make it possible to identify
you as a partcipant (you will be referenced byrthmber assigned to your interview).
Your records for the study may be reviewed by depants of George Washington
University responsible for overseeing researchtgafied compliance.

Benefits

Taking part in this research will not help you diftg, however the benefit to
society will be a better understanding of how aggarember decides to leave their gang
organization and how they are able to accomplighgbal.

Questions

Talk to the research team if you have questionsc@ms, complaints or think you
have been harmed. You can contact the Principiestigator listed on the front of this
form at 202-994-2339. For questions regarding ymints as a participant in human
research call the George Washington Universityd@ftif Human Research at 202-994-
2715.

Documentation of Consent

Your signature is not required. Your willingnesarticipate in this research
study is implied if you proceed with the interview.
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Appendix C

Interview Questions

Questions 1-5 established background and histoegtiog the credibility of the

participant.

1. Which gang did you join, how did you hear abouttRe

2. How did you decide to join the gang and when did jon?

3. What was involved with joining the gang? What rees process?

4. When you joined the gang what did you know and ustdad about the
cost of leaving the gang?

5. What was life like in the gang?

Questions 6-9 asked participants to think aboutnathe process of desistance

began and what it meaning it held for them.

What were the pros of gang membership-give 3 exaspl

What were the cons of gang membership-give 3 exasfpl

What did the gang mean to you?

How did being in a gang make you feel about yofi(séiat identity did it

give you)?

Questions 10-15 asked participants to think abdoeiattual experience of

desisting and what challenges and supports, oftary,experienced.
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10. How did you decide to leave the gang and when (loony had you been

in the gang)?

11. What was the gang’s policy for allowing membertetve and did they

follow the policy?

12. How did you leave the gang?

13. What was the hardest part of leaving the gang?

14.  What supports were important to you being able&vé the gang?

15.  What other supports would have been helpful initgathe gang?

Questions 16-17 asked clients to think about themmg that their desistance has

held for them.

16. How has your life changed, positively and negatiyvsince leaving the

gang?

17. How do you feel about yourself now that you ardammer in the gang?

18.  Anything else you would like to add?

Demographic Questions

Race
Ethnicity
Age

Educational achievement
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Appendix D

Participant Demographic Chart

Participant Age Race | Educational
Level

1 21 African 10"
American

2 25 Caucasian 2 yrs college

3 30 Hispanic 11th

4 23 Hispanic 19

5 18 African GED
American

6 19 Caucasian ™

7 19 African GED
American

8 22 African 11"
American

9 22 Hispanic 8

10 18 African GED

American






