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Abstract

Informal social support has long been touted as a key to success for young offenders, 
but little empirical work has concretized these benefits. This article explores 
the dynamics of informal social support for returning young offenders (ages 14-24), 
particularly in the context of peers and family members. The authors use a metasynthesis 
methodology to examine 13 qualitative articles and dissertations published in the 
United States from 1998 through 2010. Analysis of these texts found two major 
themes related to informal support from peers and family members. Young offenders 
“walked a fine line” with their peers, who provided not only a sense of belonging 
and possibly a route to material assistance but also temptations and opportunities to 
reengage with criminal activity. Family members provided the supports and comforts 
of “the ties that bind” but with potentially unrealistic expectations and reenactment 
of old roles and negative dynamics. Through this metasynthesis, the authors forge an 
understanding of informal social support that complicates its presumed benefits for 
the reentry of young offenders.
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Introduction

Youth and young adults comprise one third of all reentries from county, state, and 
federal prisons and correctional facilities in the United States annually (Mears & 
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Travis, 2004). These nearly 200,000 young offenders (a term we will use to encom-
pass juveniles and young adults to age 24) who return to the community following 
incarceration are highly vulnerable to patterns of repeat contact with the criminal 
justice system. Research has discovered that the odds of rearrest can be up to 85% 
for youth within 5 years of their release from a juvenile correctional facility (Trulson, 
Marquart, Mullings, & Caeti, 2005). Lipsey’s (1999) meta-analysis of residential 
correctional programs found that, on average, slightly less than 50% of youth return 
to the juvenile correctional system following release. For adults returning from 
prison, the average national recidivism rate is estimated at 66% (Reentry Policy 
Council, 2008). Young adults have a greater propensity to recidivate than do older 
adults and may even have different predictors of recidivism than the general prison 
population (Jhi & Joo, 2009).

A burgeoning, yet underdeveloped, literature base has suggested that returning 
young offenders receive important benefits from the informal support—the tangible 
and/or intangible resources, real or perceived, exchanged by individuals without pre-
scribed regulations—that family members, friends, and neighborhood social networks 
can offer. Most young offenders return to their families of origin or relatives following 
incarceration (Altschuler & Brash, 2004), and scholars have suggested that informal 
support is pivotal to a successful reentry experience (La Vigne, Visher, & Castro, 
2004; Wilkinson, 2005). However, existing literature lacks clarity about the conditions 
that make this social support matter, the mechanisms through which it operates, and 
the offenders’ own experiences of informal support. This lack of information is prob-
lematic for crafting reentry strategies or interventions that rely on these informal 
mechanisms, and it also ignores a body of theory explaining how informal connections 
can hinder reentry success when social networks are criminally embedded and when 
communities are highly disorganized (Clear, Rose, & Ryder, 2001).

Using a metasynthesis methodology (Noblit & Hare, 1988), this article critically 
examines the role of informal social support in the process of community reentry for 
young offenders. The search produced 15 studies, but 2 of these studies were con-
ducted with non-U.S. populations, and so they were not included in the metasynthe-
sis. Therefore, the authors synthesized the findings of 13 qualitative articles and 
dissertations—10 peer-reviewed, published articles and 3 dissertations—produced in 
the United States between 1998 and 2010 that examined, either directly or indirectly, 
the role of informal support networks in the reentry experience of young offenders. 
By systematically analyzing these studies, this article offers a more nuanced under-
standing of informal support, including its perceived benefits in young offender reen-
try as well as its limitations and tensions. Through this metasynthesis approach, the 
authors arrive at an understanding of informal social support that reaches beyond its 
presumed positive benefits in the reentry experience.

The Properties of Informal Support
In the 1970s, social support emerged as a dominant frame in social psychology for 
understanding the causal relationship between individuals’ health and well-being 
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(Cohen & Syme, 1985). There are many types of social support, ranging from for-
mal resources such as professional services to informal supports such as help received 
by families, friends, and neighbors. Social support can be instrumental (tangible) 
and/or emotional (intangible) in nature (Rodriguez & Cohen, 1998). When individuals 
interact, whether directly or indirectly, the interaction can be supportive, nonsupport-
ive, and/or neutral. In addition, perception of the support received matters as much 
as the actual exchange of informal social support in regard to mental health benefits 
(Reis & Collins, 2000; Rodriguez & Cohen, 1998; Rook & Underwood, 2000; Wills 
& Shinar, 2000).

In referencing the importance of informal social supports, criminologists have 
tended to gloss over the complexity of the concept, with few attempts at articulating 
its many properties or critically analyzing its presumed benefits for returning offend-
ers. While social support has received limited critical attention in criminology, 
Francis Cullen (1994) was largely credited with developing the “social support para-
digm” in the study of crime and social control. His model of social support has three 
basic threads. First, he asserted on the basis of many early studies that crime and 
delinquency stem from a lack of social support. Second, he hypothesized that defi-
ciencies in social support are related to higher crime rates, and in the reverse direc-
tion, social support serves to prevent involvement in crime (see also Colvin, Cullen, 
& Vander Ven, 2002; Cullen, Wright, & Chamlin, 1999). Third, he asserted that 
social support appeals to people’s common-sense notions of what is right and what 
constitutes a “good society.” Based on the social psychology and mental health litera-
ture (Lin, 1986; Vaux, 1988), Cullen included in his definition the perceived and 
actual exchange of support, instrumental and expressive elements, and formal and 
informal categories.

As social support occurs within the context of interactions in social relationships 
(Reis & Collins, 2000), its categorical properties are difficult to measure without recog-
nizing the interaction itself. Furthermore, as Rutter (1987) explained, social support is 
“an expression of a personal relationship that is characterized by a sense of attachment, 
intimacy, mutuality, and solidarity. It is relationships that give supportive meaning to 
behavior, a proposition that is reinforced in both basic and intervention research” (cited 
in Gottlieb, 2000, p. 214). Given that “[m]any cognitive and personality variables . . . 
are related to an individual’s need for social support” (p. 21) and that proximity and 
frequency of interactions that does not equal “more and closer” is better (Schilling, 
1987), simply advocating for an increase in social support is risky, as it neglects the 
complexity of interactions among interpersonal, familial, cultural, and environmental 
influences. Caution also should be taken in determining the effects of social support 
without paying attention to the source and various dimensions of support, specifically 
examining the nature of negative social interactions (Lincoln, 2000).

Young Offender Reentry and Informal Social Support
Young offenders in the custody of the criminal justice system experience myriad 
problems disproportionate to their not-in-custody counterparts. Research has found, 
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for example, that incarcerated youth are more likely to abuse drugs and alcohol at 
higher rates, are less likely to be performing at grade level, and have higher rates of 
learning disabilities and diagnosable mental health disorders than their nonincarcer-
ated and socioeconomically similar peers (Otto, Greenstein, Johnson, & Friedman, 
1992; Sedlak & McPherson, 2010; Snyder, 2004; Teplin, 1990). In the age 18 to 
25 years population, incarcerated young adults have a much higher prevalence of 
health conditions such as HIV and substance abuse, and mental illness compared with 
nonincarcerated community samples (Freudenberg, 2009).

Few youth in the juvenile system and even fewer individuals in the adult penal 
system receive appropriate treatment for their presenting problems, particularly for 
mental illness and substance abuse disorders (Cocozza & Skowyra, 2000; Ryan & 
Ziedenberg, 2007). Researchers have argued further that particularly for young adults 
and youth who are incarcerated in adult facilities, these presenting problems intensify 
because of the trauma of incarceration itself (Haney, 2001). If they are left untreated 
for predisposing risks and/or further traumas, young people who exit correctional 
facilities are highly susceptible to repeat involvement in crime, and high long-term 
recidivism rates support these conclusions (Chung, Little, & Steinberg, 2005; Trulson 
et al., 2005; Uggen & Wakefield, 2005).

Informal Support Among Reentering Youth
Scholars have argued that lack of family and informal social support negatively 
affects the postrelease adjustment of young people (M. L. Sullivan, 2004), and others 
have similarly suggested that reentry interventions for young people should include 
the protective qualities of these informal supports (Altschuler & Armstrong, 1994; 
Altschuler & Brash, 2004; Mears & Travis, 2004). The research literature, however, 
has neglected to explain how these informal supports operate or how they may be 
unhelpful in various circumstances. Here, we first review the incomplete body of 
work on informal relationships with peers and neighbors, followed by a review of the 
empirical literature on family support.

Peers and Neighbors
The benefits and limitations of social support as received by contacts such as peers 
and neighbors are less well defined or understood than the social support of families. 
For juvenile offenders in particular, the presence of delinquent peer groups is a major 
predictor of reoffending (Minor, Wells, & Angel, 2008). This may lead to the belief 
that the support of peer associations would not necessarily be of benefit to returning 
young people. Moreover, several scholars have argued that distancing the returning 
juveniles from former criminally involved friends and gang members is critical to 
desistance in the transition to adulthood (Mulvey et al., 2004). The literature is mixed 
in regard to how neighbors and peers can be of use for returning young offenders, 
particularly in criminally embedded or resource-poor contexts.
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Research on adult recidivism, in contrast, finds that connection to neighbors and 
friends is important to the success of transition. For example, Visher and Farrell’s 
(2005) study of adult parolees in Chicago found that most parolees acknowledged the 
existence of problems in their neighborhoods that impeded their success, yet they still 
perceived their neighborhoods in a positive light and as a place where they could 
locate informal resources for social support. Clear et al. (2001) found that ex-offenders 
desire social supports from friends and neighbors, but feelings of stigma and shame 
led them to feel isolated and thereby prevented them from receiving the potential ben-
efits of this social support.

Families
Research has confirmed that a majority of former prisoners eventually return to and 
interact with their family members and rely on them for some form of support 
(Ekland-Olson, Supanic, Campbell, & Lenihan, 1983; Fishman, 1986; La Vigne et al., 
2004; Martinez & Christian, 2009; Naser & La Vigne, 2006; Naser & Visher, 2006; 
Nelson, Deess, & Allen, 1999; Nurse, 2002; O’Brien, 2001; E. Sullivan, Mino, 
Nelson, & Pope, 2002). Studies that have examined the maintenance of inmate ties to 
family, for example, have found higher rates of postrelease success among inmates 
who maintain strong ties to family members compared with those who do not main-
tain such ties (Bales & Mears, 2008; Hairston, 1988, 1991; Holt & Miller, 1972). 
Some have alluded to the importance of family support for supporting reentry and 
reducing recidivism (Berg & Huebner, 2011; Visher & Travis, 2003) and as a social 
control mechanism (Laub & Sampson, 2003), and others have found that positive 
family social ties indirectly help reentering individuals in attaining employment 
(Farrall, 2004).

One issue that remains troubling in these studies is the potential assumption that 
family members are typically beneficial for returning young people. Although many 
families have the potential to affect the reintegration of former prisoners positively, 
there are conditions under which families can also contribute to negative outcomes. If 
family problems contributed to the criminal behavior in the first place, returning for-
mer prisoners to the same environment may lead to failure. Some living environments 
actually can worsen problems for ex-offenders (Travis, Solomon, & Waul, 2001). 
Braman and Wood’s (2003) study revealed that the benefits of social support do not 
always outweigh the costs when support providers are potential sources of distress, 
particularly in cases of familial history of sexual or domestic abuse. In their study of 
juvenile recidivism, Cottle, Lee, and Heilbrun (2001) also found a significant associa-
tion between poor family relationships and reoffending.

Furthermore, although family members are often delighted about the release of a 
loved one, they sometimes have conflicting emotions that can interfere with the transi-
tion process (Nelson & Trone, 2000). These emotions might include anger, a sense of 
betrayal, and disappointment. Families may not be ready or able to confront these 
feelings, or they may place pressure on the returning prisoners that they are not 
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equipped to handle. Finally, not all families are in a position to offer social support to 
returning family members. They sometimes are dealing with crises of their own, such 
as poverty, substance abuse, or health problems. These families are unlikely to serve 
as support systems for the returning prisoners (Shapiro & Schwartz, 2001).

Due to these gaps in the literature on peer and family support, this study sought to 
explore the dynamics of informal social support among young offenders. Specifically, 
we were interested in identifying types of support received, how it helped or compro-
mised the desistance process, and how the young offenders navigated the types of 
informal supports they perceived as available to them. As several scholars have inves-
tigated these questions qualitatively, we chose to examine what is “known” through 
these prior studies using the metasynthesis approach described below.

Method
The methodology selected for this study was a metasynthesis. Metasyntheses are “the 
theories, grand narratives, generalizations, or interpretive translations produced from 
the integration or comparison of findings from qualitative studies” (Sandelowski, 
Docherty, & Emden, 1997, p. 366). We used this methodology to clarify the major 
findings in this area of study where nuance of experience matters greatly to under-
standing the mechanisms of informal support and its relationship to desistance from 
crime.

We are focused here not on the qualitative method itself in each of the studies 
selected because concern about comparing different epistemological approaches is not 
the central focus of the metasynthesis methodology (Paterson, Thorne, Canam, & 
Jillings, 2001; Sandelowski & Barroso, 2007; Sandelowski et al., 1997). Rather, we 
seek to generate new knowledge of the substantive area from the array of qualitative 
work accomplished on the topic of informal social support among returning young 
offenders. The guidelines we chose for conducting our metasynthesis followed Noblit 
and Hare’s (1988) recommendations to (a) identify an area of interest, (b) decide 
which study is relevant for inclusion, (c) read the studies to identify themes, (d) deter-
mine how studies are related, (e) translate/compare similar themes, (f) synthesize find-
ings, and (g) report and document the findings. Following Walsh and Downe’s (2005) 
recommendation, we preserved “hermeneutic intent” by analyzing the actual authors’ 
interpretations or the actual data (interview texts) they presented.

In accordance with these guidelines, we defined the area of interest as informal 
social support among returning young offenders. The studies were identified through 
online library catalogs and research databases at the authors’ universities. These search 
engines retrieve citations and abstracts from major academic, research, and internet 
resources such as Criminal Justice Abstracts, Google Scholar, PubMed, PsychINFO, 
and Sociological Abstracts. The key words used in our search were as follows: social 
support, reentry, young offenders, young adults, juveniles, family, peers, community 
reintegration, and prison transition. The criteria established were that each study was 
qualitative in its design, examined the experiences of returning young offenders (under 
the age of 24), and was published in the United States in the last 12 years. Using these 
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criteria, the search produced 13 studies (see Table 1): 10 studies in peer-reviewed 
journals (4 in criminology and criminal justice journals, 2 in social work journals, 1 in 
a sociology journal, and 3 in youth-/adolescent-focused journals) and 3 dissertations. 
Two additional studies conducted outside of a U.S. context were reviewed but not 
included in the metasynthesis. The sample sizes ranged from 5 to 35, with 7 studies 
using interviews and 6 using interviews and participant observation. The research par-
ticipants’ race and ethnicity included White, African American, Hispanic, African, 
Caribbean, and Multiracial. Of the 13, 8 studies were prospective and longitudinal 
with more than 1 interview employed, and 5 used one-time interviews and were either 
retrospective or cross-sectional. Table 1 lists the array of studies and their various 
characteristics.

To conduct the analysis, two coders read the articles to discern the findings related 
to informal supports and relational dynamics regarding friends, families, and 
neighbors/community members. The coders independently tracked information from 
each article. Next, the two authors of this article independently reviewed the coding 
sheets in reference to the articles. Separately, each author made note of the patterns 
that emerged from each study in the two major areas of peers and family members and 
noted these in data matrices. Major themes were then found through a collaborative 
effort between the two authors and encompassed all of the studies reviewed. The sub-
themes were noted as the “branches” of the major themes and may have occurred in 
one or all of the selected studies. The reason for their inclusion was not based on “N” 
but rather on their substantive ties to the two overarching themes. As metasyntheses 
are not only concerned with integrating findings but also with comparing findings 
among studies (Sandelowski et al., 1997), we have identified themes that occur from 
both within a particular study (i.e., a dissertation) and across particular studies (e.g., 
dissertations and peer-reviewed articles). This is reflected in the findings section where 
both commonalities as well as notable differences across studies are presented.

Findings
The analysis and synthesis of this literature resulted in two main themes, which we 
have titled, “walking a fine line” and “ties that bind.” “Walking a fine line” refers to 
managing peer relationships with three subthemes: “confronting old friend and old 
ways,” “selective involvement and limiting associations,” and “easy money and the 
support of gangs.” The next theme, “ties that bind,” refers to dually restrictive and 
supportive relationships with family members that also entailed three subthemes: 
“instrumentally supportive parents and emotionally supportive children,” “reestab-
lishing ties and seeking encouragement,” and “the burden of high expectations.”

“Walking a Fine Line:” Managing Peer  
Relationships and Their Consequences
The importance of peers and the management of these relationships emerged as 
salient themes in 8 of the 13 studies reviewed. In these studies, young offenders 
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Table 1. Characteristics of studies included in the metasynthesis

Author Ages Gender Ethnicity Sample Setting

Method: Prospective, 
retrospective + 

timing

Peer or 
family 

category

Abrams (2007) 15-17 All male AA, NA, 
White

10 Urban, U.S. 
Midwest

Prospective: 2-5 
interviews. No 
observations.

Both

Breese, Ra’el, 
and Grant 
(2000)

21-54a All male AA, White 21 Ohio Retrospective: 
In-depth interview. 
Participant 
observations by 
inmate who was 
also the primary 
researcher.

Both

Fader (2008) 17-20s All male Hispanic, 
AA

15 Urban, U.S. 
Northeast

Prospective 
longitudinal: 
Participant 
observation 
and in-depth 
interviews over 3 
years.

Both

Hanrahan, 
Gibbs, and 
Zimmerman 
(2005)

Early 20s All male AA, 
Hispanic, 
White

 7 Northeastern 
state

Prospective: 
Unstructured 
interviews. 5 
of the sample 
interviewed a 
second time.

Family

Hartwell, 
McMackin, 
Tansi, and 
Bartlett 
(2010)

14-20 All male AA, Asian, 
Hispanic, 
White, 
Haitian, 
Cape 
Verdian

35 Urban, U.S. 
Northeast

Retrospective: 1 
semistructured 
interview and 
survey. No 
observations.

Both

Hughes (1998) 18-27 All male AA, 
Mexican, 
Puerto 
Rican, 
Jamaican, 
White

20 Boston, 
MA; New 
York; San 
Francisco, 
CA; 
Philadelphia, 
PA

Prospective 
over 2 years: 2 
interviews; the 
second to validate 
interpretations 
and information. 
Ethnographic 
observations of 
some participants 
over 2 years.

Both

Inderbitzin 
(2009)

19-20 All male AA, 
Hispanic

 5 Western state Prospective over 
15 months: 
Interviews and 
observation.

Both

Martinez 
(2008)

19-26 8 males,  
6 females

AA, 
Hispanic

7 + 7 
caregivers

Urban, 
Chicago, IL

Cross-sectional: 1 
in-depth interview. 
No observations.

Family

Parkman 
(2009)

19-23 All male White, AA 9 + 9 
caregivers

Urban, Atlanta, 
GA

Retrospective: 1 
semistructured 
interview. No 
observations.

Family

(continued)
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Author Ages Gender Ethnicity Sample Setting

Method: Prospective, 
retrospective + 

timing

Peer or 
family 

category

Shannon and 
Abrams 
(2007)

15-17 All male AA, Somali, 
White

  7 Urban, U.S. 
Midwest

Prospective: 2-4 
interviews. No 
observations

Both

Sullivan (2004) 12-20 All male NA   7 New York 
City

Prospective: 
Combination of 
several projects 
with different 
participants 
since 1980. Only 
2 participants 
were still being 
interviewed.

Family

Todis, Bullis, 
Waintrup, 
Schultz, and 
D’Ambrosio 
(2001)

19-27 8 males, 7 
females

AA, 
Hispanic, 
White

 15 Urban, Rural, 
U.S.

Prospective 
over 5 years: 
Ethnographic 
observations and 
interviews over 5 
years.

Family

Wernsman 
(2009)

16-19 All male AA  20 Urban, Rural 
Chicago, IL

Retrospective: 
1 narrative 
interview. 
Nonspecific site 
observations.

Peer

Total — 181 males, 
13 
females

— 194 — — —

Note: AA = African American; NA = Native American.
aOnly data on young offenders were examined and included.

Table 1. (continued)

experienced complicated types of support from their peers that often precluded forg-
ing new prosocial friendships. The social support exchanged in these relationships 
goes beyond the dichotomy of “good-peer” versus “bad-peer” relationships. For these 
young offenders, isolating themselves entirely from their identified “negative peers” 
was undesirable and virtually impossible. Rather than severing these relationships, 
they often used ways to limit contact without jeopardizing the entire relationship or 
their reputation to manage their terms of probation and potentially avoid further con-
flict with the law. The young offenders in these studies were aware that their friends 
were engaged in criminal activities or activities that would lead to criminality, but the 
offenders also were attracted to the resources and opportunities that resulted from 
such activities. Essentially, these interactions were enormously stressful, but the 
returning offenders “walked a fine line” between reestablishing a sense of belonging 
among peers and limiting their involvement in criminal activity.
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Confronting Old Friends and Old Ways

On returning from confinement, youth in several of the studies reviewed indicated that 
confronting “old friends and influences”—gang members, friends who used drugs, 
and friends who committed crimes—would be the most difficult part of their transi-
tion. Although the presence of these old friends and connections engendered a sense 
of belonging, they often did so by encouraging behaviors that might lead to reincar-
ceration. In one prospective study of reentry from a juvenile facility, a young man 
stated,

I was going to try and make new friends but it was kind of hard, you know, I just 
sat at home and I didn’t know what to do. And you try and keep in touch with friends 
from the program, but it’s kind of hard. (Abrams, 2007, p. 44)

This quote represents a central tension that distancing oneself from crime also can 
lead to a sense of isolation, such as “staying in the house” or “laying low” to the detri-
ment of refinding a sense of belonging.

Wernsman’s (2009) study eloquently illustrates additional paradoxes of peer asso-
ciations and “walking a fine line” in such dynamics. She found that supportive friends 
provided the young person with emotional and financial support when possible (e.g., 
money for food, entertainment), but, in contrast, unsupportive peers were ambivalent 
toward a youth’s desire to “change” and did not provide support that was beneficial to 
long-term desistance. Wernsman offered the following example of the difficulties 
involved in reestablishing these relationships:

The hardest thing is actually facing how my friends came at me. They wanted 
me to get back into the streets. I thought they weren’t going to accept it. My first 
day home, my friends were coming up to me, asking me if I was ready to come 
back to the street life. They said, “We know you need money. We still got the 
block over here if you want to come back.” It was real tough to reject them. 
We grew up together. We knew each other for like 10 or 11 years, since we were 
real little. I never rejected them before. Before, if they asked me something, we 
could do anything—whatever, whenever, however. Just saying no . . . was real 
hard for me. (p. 59)

Although the rationales for associating with friends differed, “hanging out” with 
old friends often resulted in criminal activity or repeat contact with the criminal jus-
tice system. For example, in Breese, Ra’el, and Grant’s (2000) study, one young 
offender said,

I was treated like a black sheep. Nothing I did was right or good enough for 
them [parents]. I started hanging out [with old friends] because I couldn’t stand 
being around them. I began getting into a little trouble. I was making a name for 
myself. (p. 14)

I started hanging around old friends. We started drinking. It’s an old story.” (p. 16)
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The dynamic of peers insisting that the reentering youth return to their “old ways” 
was a similar theme in Fader’s (2008) ethnographic study, which found that even youth 
who expressed a commitment to “going straight” often found ways to rationalize asso-
ciating with peers who were using/dealing drugs and committing other illegal acts.

Selective Involvement and Limiting Associations
In relation to peers, a fairly common way to manage this “fine line” between 
belonging and delinquent peer groups was, as Abrams (2007) suggested, “selective 
involvement”—limiting associations with criminal activities and criminally involved 
peers. Selective involvement could mean, for example, hanging around friends but 
avoiding criminal activity. Or, as Shannon and Abrams (2007) found in their study, 
the young reentering fathers were reticent to avoid their peers altogether, but they 
did not want their children exposed to these influences and did not want their gang 
friends around their children. In this sense, the fathers worked to consciously limit 
the associations that might affect their child negatively.

The young offenders in Inderbitzin’s (2009) study likewise were aware that former 
friends either represented impediments to “going straight” or contacts to facilitate 
reentry into criminal enterprises. The participants surmised that the only way to dis-
continue their reinvolvement in crime was to remove themselves physically from their 
old environments and disassociate from people they viewed as negative influences. 
The youth agreed on “selective involvement” with old friends and influences to avoid 
reincarceration, or as Inderbritzin reported, they tried to make new friends who were 
uninvolved in crime, but it was easier to revert to old and more comfortable 
influences.

Hartwell, McMackin, Tansi, and Bartlett (2010) argued that peer relationships 
among returning youth were fairly consistent. Almost all of the youth in this study 
denied that their friends or peers could lead them into criminal behavior, but they also 
recognized that their peers had a strong influence on their behavior, as indicated by the 
following quote from one of the youth: “Now most of my friends are doing the right 
thing, so now it is more positive” (p. 507). Reporting on the relationships between 
male ex-offenders and their female peers, Hughes (1998) found that young offenders 
were positively influential in providing support. As an example, “Several support peo-
ple who were reported by participants as influential in their decisions to change were 
[their girlfriends]” (p. 149). Although some young offenders selectively involved 
themselves with their girlfriends and desired to interact with prosocial peers, promot-
ing those relationships while at the same time limiting negative associations further 
complicated their ability to “walk the line.”

“Easy Money” and the Support of Gangs
Gangs and criminal networks also served as an important source of financial support 
for the returning young men, albeit potentially compromising to criminal desistance 
goals. A gang-involved young offender in Abrams’ (2007) study decided that even on 
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his release, he would continue to make “bad choices.” Lack of options to support 
themselves financially led many back to the street to seek out old friends and family 
who were gang involved:

[W]ithin 3 months of his release, Ace had experienced difficulty getting to and 
from his job on public transportation, had not enrolled in school, and felt pres-
sured by his daughter’s mother to provide more financial support. . . . Ace 
decided to seek out his old friends and family members, who were all gang-
involved, and started to sell narcotics to make ends meet. (Abrams, 2007, p. 40)

When employment did not come to fruition for young offenders, the drug trade 
became attractive—not primarily to commit crimes but, rather, to make a decent liv-
ing. For the youth in Inderbitzin’s (2009) study, the pressure to find employment, 
especially for those with dependents, was strong enough that when conventional 
employment avenues were unrealized, selling drugs became a viable option. Those 
who did obtain conventional employment did not last long. One youth was fired from 
a warehouse job after challenging his boss to a fistfight over a perceived insult. 
Extended family and associates—proximal social supports—were all too willing to 
facilitate the youth’s transition back into illicit markets.

Furthermore, several youth in her study expressed a desire to reinitiate deviant 
contacts and resume their criminal careers from a standpoint of pecuniary gain rather 
than violent deviance. One youth “claimed that he would not put in any more work for 
his gang, that he was finished doing drive-bys. Instead, he would just selectively sell 
drugs and make his money” (Inderbitzin, 2009, p. 462). The youth who admitted gang 
involvement, even those who said that they wanted to return to drug dealing, were not 
eager to return to gang activity. Although specific peers were not discussed, some of 
the youth were cognizant that former friends were either a major liability (in terms of 
“getting out of the life”) or people to be feared. One youth was apprehensive and wor-
ried that his enemies were waiting for him to get out.

Summary of Peer Relationships
Overall, the youth across the eight studies investigating these mechanisms of peer 
support concurred in finding these relationships stressful, yet essential to avoid the 
isolation of reentry and community reintegration. In this array of literature, peer sup-
ports were not experienced as positive or negative per se but, rather, as a stream of 
possibilities offering positive benefits such as money, familiarity, and support, and 
also routes to undesirable ends such as illegal activity and further involvement with 
the criminal justice system. Hence, the overriding theme in this synthesis was that 
young offenders who confront their friends must “walk a fine line” between isolation 
and belonging, the latter side of which tempted the youth to reengage in crime.
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The Ties that Bind: Dually Restrictive  
and Supportive Family Relationships

In all of the 13 studies analyzed, family members offered instrumental support and 
sometimes encouragement for young offenders to avoid criminality, yet some had too 
high expectations. In this sense, the important familial “ties that bind” not only 
offered much emotional and instrumental support to returning young people but also, 
through high expectations and old negative dynamics, had the potential to restrict 
young offenders’ movement to a nonoffending identity. Differing from the dynamics 
of the “balancing act” found among peer relationships, these family ties were better 
characterized as a major pillar of support that albeit at times could be suffocating.

Instrumentally Supportive Parents  
and Emotionally Supportive Children
A major thread of the findings involving families was the varied types of support they 
offered to returnees on their release. In Abrams’ (2007) study, all except one 
mentioned their family as their primary source of comfort or support. One participant 
remarked,

My parents are just helping to support me. They co-signed for me to get a new 
car out there. I didn’t have a car before, so that’s a big help. They don’t make 
me pay rent, and they support me and my son. (p. 48)

On release, families often provided a relatively stable place for the youth to live, usu-
ally rent free or cheaper than they would have been able to find elsewhere. Todis, 
Bullis, Waintrup, Schultz, and D’Ambrosio (2001) reported that economic necessity 
on the girls’ part and desire by a girl’s parents to stay connected with a grandchild 
appears to have prolonged the time the respondents were living with their parents and 
thereby receiving the benefits of their parents’ support.

Hartwell et al. (2010) found that both recidivators and nonrecidivators had minimal 
to no contact with their fathers but reported good relationships with their mothers. A 
majority of Hartwell et al.’s respondents indicated that family members participated in 
treatment with them, and half stated that their participation was helpful. On this point, 
one youth in this study remarked, “Family work, me and my mom have a better rela-
tionship. Helped me see the patterns of what I did and become more humble”  
(p. 503). Parents can be instrumentally supportive by not engaging in criminal acts 
themselves.

Similarly, Hughes’s (1998) found that nearly half of the participants in her study 
reported that observing a change in their parents’ drug and alcohol addictive behaviors 
motivated the change in their own lives. The most significant factor for change among 
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young offenders was “respect and concern for children” (p. 149). Several participants 
“alluded to experiences involving [their own] children as playing a major role in their 
decision to change” (p. 146). M. L. Sullivan (2004) observed that some of his partici-
pants disengaged from family and alienated them until they became fathers themselves 
and then returned to their family for support. Similarly, the young fathers interviewed 
by Shannon and Abrams (2007) asserted that their children were the most valuable 
aspect of their lives; many of these fathers, however, had difficult and conflicted rela-
tionships with the children’s mothers, and pressures to provide financially sometimes 
led these fathers’ to continue to engage in criminality. In short, becoming parents 
themselves may motivate returning offenders to renew a relationship with their own 
parents.

Reestablishing Ties and Seeking Encouragement
Rebuilding ties with the outside community was associated with a high value placed 
on family. In a study of returning young adults, Martinez (2008) found that for sup-
portive family members, engaging in a relationship with their formerly incarcerated 
children serves as a purposive, dual-motivating function. The formerly incarcerated 
young men perceived the availability of support and did not make unrealistic support 
demands on their families, and the families did not dwell on obvious deficits. As one 
young man remarked,

Making sure I stay out of trouble. That’s what I need. I really need to stay out of 
trouble. A positive speech . . . Don’t do that or stay from around there or you 
don’t want to go back to the penitentiary; a little preaching. They supporting me. 
They love me. Like any kind of ways . . . I think by staying out of trouble and 
not going back to the penitentiary and supporting the house when I can. (p. 84)

A family member reported,

I know that he feel like he got a felony and it’s just no hope for him no more, 
but I be telling him, man, you smart . . . I always try to encourage him to go on 
ahead and do the right thing. (Martinez 2008, p. 73)

The Burden of High Expectations
On the other side of these close ties, several authors identified family support as 
contributing to excessive expectations. Breese et al. (2000) found that families held 
expectations of the young people that compromised their success on reentry:

I lived with my mom. It wasn’t helpful; it was more hurtful. We never did see eye 
to eye. There was too much grief. She was too strict and wanted me to live by her 
rules and regulations. Living with her was worse than being in prison. (p. 15)



Martinez and Abrams 183

Fader (2008) found that family members differed broadly in attitude and were sup-
portive, skeptical, or indifferent to returnees’ commitment to “go straight.” Supportive 
and skeptical family members sometimes attempted to place extensive restrictions on 
their activity, at times leading to a sense of infantilization and subsequent frustration. 
Participants who were fathers frequently found that the expectation that they be pro-
viders was impossible because they were unable to secure gainful employment. This 
resulted in frustration, which often led to a return to the activities that had resulted in 
their incarceration in the first place.

Parkman (2009) described family support as critical because families provided liv-
ing arrangements and assisted with general costs and food costs. But family support in 
this study also could be characterized as suffocating and detrimental, and conditional 
on unrealistic requirements such as immediate gainful employment. Although care-
givers often understood the youth’s need to obtain employment, the difficulty in 
obtaining resources often led to paranoia about the “inevitable” return to prison. This 
resulted in dependence on caregivers. As Parkman argued, the return to deviance 
became for some a self-fulfilling prophecy.

In the Parkman (2009) study, which focused most specifically on family dynamics 
and youth reentry, many caregivers expressed disappointment in their roles as per-
petual providers, and this produced reports of a burdensome relationship as reported 
by the formerly incarcerated youth. The frustration expressed by caregivers that the 
young men “are not where they need to be” (taking care of themselves) caused psycho-
logical distress and feelings of failure on the part of the young men, so they withdrew 
from their relationship with their caregivers. The transition to living situations with 
caregivers was exacerbated in that most (six of nine of individuals in the sample) had 
been living with delinquent peers and engaging in illegal activities prior to incarcera-
tion, to both support and avoid scrutiny from family members and caregivers.

Hanrahan, Gibbs, and Zimmerman (2005) reported that families often did what 
they could but that limited resources prevented them from providing meaningful assis-
tance in many cases. Still, family ties were identified as critical. Some families were 
able to provide employment opportunities via contact with family or friends. One 
youth hoped to borrow money from his grandparents to buy gear for a construction 
job, and another discussed the option of moving in with his sister, which he interpreted 
as a drug-dealing opportunity. Thus, family members ran the gamut from supportive 
to counterproductive (Inderbitzin, 2009).

Summary of Family Relationships
In sum, across the studies, family support was overwhelmingly identified as critical 
to returning young offenders for material support, motivation, and emotional support. 
Extended family connections were a source of employment, gifts, and occasional 
goodwill support. Conversely, these “ties” also could exert pressure and an overbear-
ing sense of expectations. This, in turn, led some of the youth into a cycle of a “self-
fulfilling” prophecy of return to criminal patterns and activities.
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Discussion and Conclusion

This synthesis of qualitative studies sought to understand how social support is expe-
rienced and how it may matter in the lives of young offenders returning to the com-
munity following incarceration. Overall, we discerned the qualitative literature in this 
area to be united by two major themes: “walking a fine line,” which characterized 
informal support relationships with peers, and “the ties that bind,” referring to the 
informal support provided by family members. That these two themes differ in terms 
of the provider of informal support is not necessarily surprising, as our background 
review of the empirical literature indeed suggested that family members would be the 
most important sources of support and that friends could be more problematic in 
regard to criminal desistance. Still, this analysis of several studies goes well beyond 
the dichotomy of “good,” or supportive relationships, and “bad,” or unsupportive 
relationships. Instead, our analysis reveals the complexities in balancing the needs for 
connection and belonging with the ability to forge an authentic and potentially new 
(noncriminal) sense of self in the process of community reentry. Social support is seen 
in both of these circumstances (family and peer) to inhibit and facilitate young people 
in achieving their goals for desistance from crime but in different ways.

In terms of peers, young offenders experienced the balancing act associated with 
these relationships to be quite stressful. “Walking a fine line” between a sense of 
belonging and isolation presented challenges for maintaining the goals of criminal 
desistance, particularly as young offenders experienced their friends, on one hand, as 
still engaged in the “same old business” or, on the other hand, perhaps doing well, but 
then out of reach for them. The presence and influence of old friends—for companion-
ship, belonging, and potentially assistance with economic and material survival—
cannot be ignored as a major part of the reentry experience for young people. In 
essence, negotiating these relationships becomes central and, as the young people in 
many studies described, they must make careful and strategic choices within these 
relationships and peer groups daily. Therefore, our metasynthesis indicates that mul-
tiple peer-to-peer relationship dynamics complicate the simple dichotomy of support-
ive versus nonsupportive peers.

For family members, family support was identified as critical to returning young 
offenders for material support, motivation, and emotional support. Extended family 
connections were often a source of jobs, gifts, and occasional goodwill support. On the 
contrary, these “ties” could be experienced as exerting pressure and an overbearing 
sense of expectations. This, in turn, led some of the youth into a “self-fulfilling proph-
ecy” of returning to criminal patterns and activities. Even if family members wanted 
to be and were supportive in different ways, their excessive expectations could com-
plicate their support.

This metasynthesis reveals that young offenders continue family relationships on 
their release and turn to families for guidance and support. Nevertheless, there seems 
to be a point when “support” is not used in the way the person(s) providing the support 
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expects it to be used and the expectations then become more predominant such that 
they have the potential to compromise family relationships.

Limitations
As limitations, the studies included in this metasynthesis all explicitly included 
qualitative findings regarding informal support among young offenders but did not 
include all published studies that might have tangentially or indirectly touched on this 
issue. The wide range of computer search terms used to locate suitable articles 
attempted to respond to this challenge but may not have been sufficient. In addition, 
we abided by Noblit and Hare’s (1988) general guidelines for metasynthesis, but other 
scholars have put forth guidelines as well (Thorne, Jensen, Kearney, Noblit, & 
Sandelowski, 2004). Thus, the outcome of this study may have differed if a different 
approach had been undertaken.

This metasynthesis examines cross-cutting themes to develop a greater theoretical 
understanding of social support dynamics among reentering youth but has limited gen-
eralizability due to the number of studies included and the gender composition, mainly 
males, in the studies examined. In addition, the studies analyzed in our metasynthesis 
are heterogeneous. That is, the methodologies, settings, and samples differ such that 
firm conclusions concerning the positive or negative effects of informal support on 
returning young offenders are not possible, reflecting the exploratory state of the sci-
ence in this area. For example, some of these studies included offenders who were 
parents and others did not; some were conducted in urban regions and others in more 
rural settings. Furthermore, published versus unpublished (i.e., dissertation) docu-
ments are subject to different levels of review and scrutiny and as such there is likely 
variability in the quality of studies included in the metasynthesis. However, the three 
recent dissertations offered very in-depth information about the topic, and so despite 
this limitation, we made a decision to include them in the review.

Implications
The implications of these mechanisms of informal support for practice and policy are 
complex, given the various and complicated dynamics involved in these relationships. 
We caution from these findings that although informal support can and should be 
woven into reentry services and interventions, practitioners must be aware of its 
limitations and complications. From these findings, one can see that the issue of social 
support from peers and friends is more problematic and stressful for returning young 
offenders than they find with family members. Still, the family provides its own set 
of expectations and potential pitfalls for reentry.

Effective and meaningful social support for returning young offenders provides a 
sense of belonging along with assistance with employment, financial needs, and other 
material arrangements. Still, the potential pitfalls of finding a strong sense of belonging 
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with old friends or the excessive expectations that may be imposed by family cannot 
be overlooked. Awareness of these various relational dimensions can equip practitio-
ners who work with returning youth and their families to be better able to assist young 
offenders in navigating their reentry. For example, interventions can be used to 
improve social and communication skills for navigating conflict with peers. In addi-
tion, family-based interventions should be examined that include not only juvenile 
offenders’ parents but also other important individuals in the family system. 
Furthermore, acknowledging the intersecting influences of peers and family members 
can help with the identification of a nexus of supports that can contribute to 
desistance.

Although researchers clearly have made strides in disentangling the dimensions of 
informal support for returning young offenders, additional research is needed. From 
these findings, we recommend additional prospective, longitudinal studies that focus 
directly on mechanisms of informal support. Studies that interview the “collaterals” 
also would be useful for triangulating findings and understanding the perspectives of 
those who provide the support. Finally, future metasyntheses should consider how 
social support is influenced by other social, economic, and contextual factors, includ-
ing neighborhood and community settings.
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