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We ask ‘WHEN DO EX-OFFENDERS BECOME LIKE NON-OFFENDERS?’
What is the research question?

When can ex-offenders with no further convictions be considered as exhibiting the same risk of reconviction as non-offenders? 

Its importance?

The issue is relevant for the retention and disclosure of early criminal records, and is a controversial issue.

The wider context of our study

The controversy relates to the tension between being a more policed society and retaining our freedoms.  In short, there is a tension between ‘Greater surveillance v. Human rights’.

A background example in England and Wales

In November 2007 the Information Commissioner’s Office (ICO) ordered four police forces to delete old criminal convictions from the Police National Computer (PNC) for four cases. How, as researchers, can we contribute to some of the issues raised?
But what are the issues?

The concern of the ICO was that this old conviction information is held contrary to the principles of the Data Protection Act because the information is said to be no longer relevant and is excessive for policing purposes.  Hence, the essential question in this case is ‘Should human rights override the potential value of the information for surveillance’? 

So one now needs to operationalise this question for research

Essentially, in empirical terms, the question becomes when are past convictions of a particular age of little or no value in the prediction of future criminality.  In other words, at what stage is the likelihood of an offender committing a future offence the same as a non-offender?

Part of the desistance debate?

Interestingly, in all desistance research, the notion of non-offenders – the group to which offenders might aspire - is rarely addressed.  In brief, all so-called non-offenders have a chance of committing a crime and being convicted.  But what are these chances?   Age and sex are usually good indicators.  If you are female, you are much less likely to be convicted and being older helps too. 
Pioneers?
In terms of methodology, Kurlychek and her colleagues (2007) in the United States have been pioneers in focusing of the risk of offending among members of the general population, but in our talk we will point to some possible shortcomings in their work. 

Our study

The Home Office Offenders Index provides a comprehensive data source for convictions, being a court-based database of all ‘standard list’ criminal convictions in England and Wales from 1963 to the present day. We used the cohort data which is a subset of the Index consisting of six ‘birth cohorts’ – a sample of all offenders born in four specified weeks (one in each of March, June, September and December) in 1953, 1958, 1963, 1968, 1973 and 1978, with conviction histories recorded until the end of 1999.  In our talk we focus on the 1953 and 1958 cohorts.  We stress the advantages of our study over previous work.

We consider four groups – (a) those with no previous convictions; (b) those with juvenile offences but none as young adults: (c) those with no juvenile offences but with convictions as young adults; (d) those with both juvenile and young adult offences.

Three emerging principles stem from our work
· All non-offenders have a risk of being convicted within the next year – from around 1 in 100 at the age of 21 years, around 1 in 200 at the age of 25 years, around 1 in 300 at the age of 30 years and around 1 in 700 at the age of 35 years.  This very real but declining hazard was similar for both the 1953 and 1958 cohorts.

· The three groups with convictions between the ages of 10 to 20 years have differential likelihoods of a further conviction in the first ten to twelve years after their 20th birthday, but then they seem to converge.  

· While they get close, the three convicted groups do not finally converge with the non-offending group.

A puzzle and an explanation
The puzzle is why the Kurlychek figures seem to produce a convergence for their various groups, while ours – despite our series seeming to do remarkably well – do not.  We suspect that the explanation is methodological which we will discuss at the meeting.
The message seems clear?
Ultimately it is a value judgment whether or when ex-offenders should be treated exactly like non-offenders.  However, the evidence might help.  The present study presents clear evidence that, if persons remain crime-free for a period of, say, ten years after the age of 20 years, then those with an offence record in their youth and/or early adulthood have a very similar likelihood of a further conviction compared with the non-offending population of their age. 

Our belief

We believe that it is time to wipe the slate clean for most offenders with convictions after they have completed a significant crime-free period.   There will be some offences, of course, which should never be expunged, but provisions, such as the Sex Offender Registration Scheme, should take care of these.

A final reminder!
We need to remember that the greatest protection of the public is when ex-offenders become like non-offenders and we also perhaps need to be more welcoming when that transition happens.
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