
Article 1 

Desistance from Crime in Hong Kong: 
Pioneering Research on What Works 

Dr. Yvonne K.S. LEE 1, Mr. W.S. LAU 2, Mr. Paul 
P.M. LING3, Ms Thalassa H.L. LEUNG 4 

1 Senior Clinical Psychologist, CSD 

z Principal Officer, CSD 

3 Officer, CSD 

4 Psychology Assistant, CSD 

Introduction 
In a landmark initiative promoting evidence-informed rehabilitation services and 
policies, a pioneering study on desistance from crime in Hong Kong - conducted 
in collaboration with The Chinese University of Hong Kong (The CUHK) - was 
successfully launched and completed in July 2025. As the fi rst comprehensive 
investigation of desistance within the local context, this research offers valuable 
insights into how individuals disengage from criminal behaviour and how 
correctional systems can more effectively support their reintegration into society. 
Desistance theory, now widely recognised as a leading framework in criminology 
and rehabilitation, emphasises that moving away from crime is not a single event 
but a dynamic, long-term process. It comprises the following three interrelated 
dimensions, offering an understanding of how individuals transition from 
offending to becoming contributing members of society: 
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Key Findings from the Hong Kong Study 
Using a triangulated qualitative methodology - including in-depth interviews 
and focus groups with 60 persisters and 51 desisters - the study adopted a 
developmental psychopathological lens to trace the desistance journey. Several 
key findings are as follows: 

I .Mapping the Desistance Journey. The research constructed a 
comprehensive narrative of the desistance process, beginning 
with early life vulnerabilities, progressing through offending and 
incarceration, and culminating in community re-entry. Notably, 
some individuals not only rebuilt prosocial identities but also 
reached a stage of generativity - mentoring others and engaging 
in community services as a way of giving back. 

■ 

2.Incarceration as a Turning Point. Contrary to the common per­
ception of incarceration as purely punitive, the study revealed that 
imprisonment can serve as a catalyst for change. When paired 
with structured rehabilitation programmes, incarceration offers a 
period for self-reflection, discipline and personal growth. It can 
interrupt cycles of addiction and expose the betrayal of criminal 
peers, thereby motivating individuals to pursue a different path. 

3.Meeting the Need for Love, Affection and Belonging. The 
research underscored the critical role of emotional connectedness 
- particularly within the Chinese cultural context. Rebuilding 
relationships with family, romantic partners, mentors and 
prosocial peers emerges as a cornerstone of sustained desistance. 
Restored familial bonds not only provide emotional support but 
also reinforce accountability and a renewed commitment to a 
crime-free life. 

4.Fulfilling the Need for Competence, Control and Autonomy. 
Beyond relational needs, the study highlighted the importance 
ofpsychological empowerment. Opportunities to develop skills, 
exercise personal agency to make choice in life fulfilment and 
achieve meaningful goals were found essential for maintaining 
long-term desistance. These elements foster a sense of purpose 
and self-efficacy that supports continued prosocial behaviour. 
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Professor Patrick LEUNG, Research Professor ofThe CUHK disseminated the research fl ndings at the 
Professional Seminar 

From Research to Practice: Catalysts for Change 
To facilitate desistance and meaningful turning points, the study identified the 
following three broad categories of transformative experiences that correctional 
services can proactively consider in the provision of rehabilitation services: 

Open up new learning cultivate and sustain 

about oneself for to meet needs 
competence, self-esteem 

competence and growth for care and belonging 
and 

(i.e. strengths and weaknesses) e.g. mentors, colleagues, 
intimate partners 
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Recommendations on Rehabilitation Policy 
Building on these findings, the study offered several strategic recommendations to 

strengthen rehabilitation efforts in Hong Kong: 

I .Adopting Strength-based Rehabilitation Strategies: Rehabilitation 
should move beyond deficit-focused models and instead emphasise individ-
uals' strengths, interests/ hobbies and personal aspirations. Activities such 
as sports, arts and other hobbies-alongside academic learning, vocational 
training and spiritual exploration-can foster personal growth and meet the 
needs for competence and autonomy. 

2.Strengthening the Role of Rehabilitation Facilitator: Frontline custodial 
staff play a pivotal role in fostering a rehabilitative environment through 
supporting positive changes in daily interactions with persons in custody 
(PICs). Providing counseling skills training and institutional support is 
essential for fostering a culture where prosocial behaviour is encouraged, 
modelled and reinforced. 
3.Ensuring Continuity through Throughcare Models: Effective 
desistance requires seamless support from custody to community. 
Effective use of the five Multi-purpose Family and Rehabilitation 
Centres helps implement the throughcare models through offering 
consistent guidance, resources and opportunities for engagement among 
the supervisees. Supporting persons in desistance to participate in 
volunteering, community service and mentorship not only benefi ts society 
but also reinforces their prosocial identities and a sense of belonging. 

Research Consultation Meeting with overseas and local research advisers 
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The Co:nectional Rehabilitation Research Unit held a i:esearch c onsu1 tatio:n 
meeting on 15 October ~02-:5 . engaging. in ubstantive discussion. on tbe 
re .earcb finding . and their implications_ The followings Me the ke .• highlights: 

D1· Fm:ank J. P'or1m1riDo, R esearrh Consult.an 
i thought •.• mu- ',; e:ry well executed qualitative 
:res:ean:b wa ·· able to outline an excellent and very 
helpful Desi.stance Pathv.'ay :Model fo.r Hong Kong. I 
cain see it offering guid.an.ce for pco gramme development 
fo:r tnan.y years to come_We kn.ow rhat fo:r rehabilitcative­
services to be effective, we have to respect desistance 
as a p,TJcrus and support the PIC · .in the:ir continued 
desistance journey - from Act (support in ce . , ing 
:re~offending a· per the Risk-N eecls-Re poasi~ ity 

pMadigm) Ito Identi1 (cultivating ill new pro-s,ocial sel-f), andl ultimately to 
R.elatio11al Desistruice (fostering .a sense of be-fonging ·Vi>'lthin :society . Tlrie 

INCARCE.RATION experiernce should erve as a t:Tansfo.rmati e opportunity for 
rehabilitation and positi ·e change during \\rhich. PICs begin 1io learn and see tlie 
benefits of adopti:o,g NEW pro-social attitudes and behav -ours, while de ··eloping 
compe encies~ agency and' self-esteemVi.ritfun a p:m-socia1 wodd.Prison settmgs itha 
offer customised rehabilitati -e regimes can support tlle beginning ofthe de •sita:n.ce 
journeys foe all PICs - regardless of gender or age. That beginning then needs to 
be reinfm:ced with :further ~upport and acceptance in the co:mmunity afte1" re,Iease_·~= 

D:r LElJ?'JG Kin-ip . Hononra11.-v Ad1iisor 
·']F:urst~ peer co1111.Selling and me.tl!ltocing consfirute a 
particularly promising a ;enue in desistance-oriented 
practice_ Empirical :research has demm11sfira.ted that 
rndl.ividuals who have ucce sfuUy desisted from 
offending can. make subsranfri,, e and positii; e contributions 
to society. Their sustained commitment to a 
law-abiding lifestyle offfil"S a compelling model for P]Cs 
fos1ering hope and n~m:forcing the belilef th.at personal 
t:ra11sf:onnation i · attainable. Oi\v:ing to their shared life 
expe.cienc.es_ desist.em posses a 11.mique capacity to 

empath· ,e ,vith PICs, p.rov ·ding both: emotion.al support and credible insigh 
into the multifaceted challenges encountered across the stage-s of offending 
sentencing· incarcerntion and com:nwnity re.integration_ ·• aturaUy adequate 
preparation and structu:red training are prerequi . -te . b efurn .a dlesiste:r can 
undertake a peer counseJling role. A prudent starrting point vrould i11 olve 

-pairing desistecs ,vith cfurical psychologists and other profe:ssioual erv1ce 
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https://emotion.al
https://desist.em
https://expe.cienc.es
https://sita:n.ce
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Insights 

1. Incarceration as a Positive Turning Point 

Incarceration, when paired with structured rehabilitation pro­
grammes, offers refl ection, discipline and growth while 
disrupt- ing addiction cycles and motivating change through 
disillusion- ment with criminal peers. 

2. Sustained Desistance through Belonging and Competence 

Sustained deistance involves fulfi lling two core psychological 
needs: (1) belonging, care and affection; and (2) competence, 
control and autonomy - through prosocial relationships and 
meaningful engagement in community life. 

3. Rehabilitative Security as a Catalyst for Desistance from Crime 

As "rehabilitation facilitators", frontline custodial staff foster 
positive change by creating safe and structured environments, 
building trust with persons in desistance, giving constructive 
feedback, supporting change and modelling prosocial behaviour. 
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