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Abstract 

Although prior research has examined the predictive validity of risk assessment tools, 

research on their content validity is limited.  The present study used a novel approach to 

assess evidence for the content validity of three adolescent risk assessment tools that 

include protective factors: the Structured Assessment of Violence Risk in Youth 

(SAVRY; Borum et al., 2006), the Structured Assessment of Protective Factors for 

Violence Risk – Youth Version (SAPROF-YV; de Vries Robbé et al., 2015), and the 

Short-Term Assessment of Risk and Treatability: Adolescent Version (START:AV; 

Viljoen et al., 2014).  This study investigated whether the protective factors included on 

these tools captured information that people with a history of adolescent offending (n = 

103) described as relevant to their desistance from offending.  Desistance criteria 

followed previous qualitative research and included self-reported desistance for a period 

of at least two years.  Data was collected from two samples, through an in-person 

interview study and an online survey study.  Participants were asked open-ended 

questions about their desistance, followed by direct questions based on the specific 

protective factors on the tools.  Responses were coded using qualitative directed content 

analyses based on the tools’ operational definitions for each item.  Findings generally 

provided support for the content validity of the tools.  Responses were also coded 

inductively to identify additional reasons for desistance that were not captured by the 

tools.  Although four other themes emerged, they may be partially captured under 

existing items or may be included as case-specific factors.  Due to the debate about the 

distinctiveness of protective and risk factors, this study also examined whether factors 

are described in terms of the presence of a protective factor or in terms of the removal of 

a risk factor.  Reasons for desistance were primarily discussed in terms of the presence 

of protective factors.  Overall the findings provide evidence to support the item content 

included on the SAVRY, SAPROF-YV, and START:AV, and highlight the value of 

considering client/patient perspectives in risk assessment research.   

Keywords:  protective factors; desistance; risk assessment; content analysis; content 

validity 
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Chapter 1. Introduction 

Several adolescent risk assessment tools have been developed to help professionals 

understand an adolescent’s risk for reoffending.  These tools include empirically-relevant risk 

factors that predict “the unwelcome outcome of offending” and some tools also include 

protective factors that “predict the welcome outcome of desistance from offending” (Monahan & 

Skeem, 2016, p. 498).   Research on the validity of these tools typically focuses on predictive 

validity of reoffending (Fazel et al., 2012; Olver et al., 2009) in samples of justice-involved 

adolescents.  However, little research has looked at evidence for their content validity, which 

examines the relevance of items on tools to the population of interest (Brod et al., 2009).  

Further, while test developers have sought opinions about item content from experts, they have 

not sought such opinions from people with a history of offending.  As such, the purpose of this 

study was to investigate whether protective factors within adolescent violence risk assessment 

tools capture information that people with a history of adolescent offending describe as relevant 

to their desistance (i.e., assess the content validity of adolescent violence risk assessment 

tools).  The next sections review the following topics: (1) a brief overview of protective factors, 

(2) risk assessment tools that assess protective factors and their relevant research findings, (3) 

content validity, and (4) qualitative literature on protective factors and desistance.  

Protective Factors 

Psychological assessment tends to take a deficit-based approach by examining negative 

circumstances or attributes that put an individual at risk for adverse outcomes, such as 

offending.  This deficit focus has been criticized for ignoring strengths, or the other “side of the 

coin” (Lösel & Farrington, 2012, p. 9).  Moreover, evidence-based practice guidelines 

recommend the inclusion of individual strengths in psychological assessments to bolster the 

effectiveness of psychological services (American Psychological Association, 2006).  Within the 

violence risk assessment field there is a plethora of research on risk factors that increase the 

likelihood of reoffending during adolescence (Dickens & O’Shea, 2018).  For instance, examples 

of well-established risk factors include substance abuse, associations with delinquent peers, 

and problems with impulse control (Borum et al., 2006).  Over the past two decades there has 

also been a growing interest in strengths, or protective factors (VandenBos & American 

Psychological Association, 2007), within risk assessment.  Protective factors include both 
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internal factors (i.e., individual assets) and external factors (i.e., resources or environmental 

factors that are accessible to the individual; Fergus & Zimmerman, 2005).  For instance, internal 

protective factors such as positive coping skills and a strong commitment to school, and 

external protective factors such as strong social support, often are related to decreased 

offending in adolescents (Borum et al., 2006).   

Within risk assessment protective factors generally are defined as factors that predict a 

decreased likelihood of reoffending (e.g., de Vogel et al., 2009).  This definition was used in the 

present study and broadly refers to main effects exerted by protective factors (e.g., Lösel & 

Farrington, 2012).  Less commonly, some researchers define protective factors in terms of their 

interaction effects with risk factors (e.g., moderation effect; Lösel & Farrington, 2012).  As 

buffers, protective factors may decrease or mitigate the negative effect of risk factors that are 

present (Farrington, 2016; Lodewijks et al., 2010; Lösel & Farrington, 2012).  That is, protective 

factors may play an important role at reducing offending for individuals with greater risk factors.  

Researchers have also considered whether protective and risk factors are distinct or 

represent polar ends of the same constructs (Walker et al., 2013).  For example, some tools 

include items that are represented as both risk and protective factors, such as low and high 

school commitment, or delinquent and prosocial peers (Borum et al., 2006).  This raises 

questions about whether the addition of protective factors provides new information.  However, 

protective factors should be considered for their presence of a positive attribute, behaviour, or 

external factor (de Ruiter & Nicholls, 2011), and the absence of a risk factor does not equate to 

the presence of a protective factor (Viljoen et al., 2018).  Evidence suggests that protective 

factors provide unique information and thus should be assessed as distinct from risk factors 

(Pardini et al., 2012). 

Regardless of how protective factors are defined, they are considered important and 

may provide practical benefits to both people with justice-involvement and professionals.  First, 

protective factors may have informative value within risk assessments and may contribute to 

risk management (Singh et al., 2014).  Particularly with adolescents, risk assessments should 

include an evaluation of protective factors to provide a balanced and comprehensive 

assessment (Fougere & Daffern, 2011) that goes beyond looking at deficits only.  Second, some 

protective factors are putatively dynamic and may serve as important targets for risk 

management and interventions (de Vries Robbé et al., 2012; Nonstad et al., 2010; Polaschek, 

2017).  Interventions could focus on building up relevant protective factors, such as through 
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utilizing available social support or encouraging participation in prosocial activities.  Finally, 

assessing protective factors may offer therapeutic effects.  A strength-based approach to 

assessment and intervention may provide adolescents with insight into their strengths, which 

may have otherwise have not been brought to their attention.  Broadening the focus from 

deficits to also include strengths may offer both professionals and adolescents a unique positive 

perspective (de Vries Robbé et al., 2012).  

Protective Factors Assessment  

Many clinicians and researchers view the assessment of protective factors as valuable 

(de Vries Robbé, 2014; Lösel & Farrington, 2012; Rogers, 2000).  To aid in the assessment of 

protective factors, risk assessment tools with protective factors have been developed, such as 

the Structured Assessment of Violence Risk in Youth (SAVRY; Borum et al., 2006), the 

Structured Assessment of Protective Factors for Violence Risk – Youth Version (SAPROF-YV; 

de Vries Robbé et al., 2015), and the Short Term Assessment of Risk and Treatability: 

Adolescent Version (START:AV; Viljoen et al., 2014).  These tools follow a structured 

professional judgement (SPJ) model, in that they contain a checklist of empirically-relevant 

risk/protective factors that are used to derive an overall risk SPJ rating (e.g., typically low, 

moderate, or high) based on the presence and relevance of items, rather than using a total 

summed score to evaluate risk.  

SAVRY 

The Structured Assessment of Violence Risk in Youth (SAVRY; Borum et al., 2006) is a 

widely used measure of violence risk for adolescents aged 12 to 18 years.  It comprises 24 risk 

factors within Historical, Social/Contextual, and Individual/Clinical domains.  Each risk factor is 

rated as low, moderate, or high.  To provide an overall estimate of risk, the SAVRY includes an 

SPJ rating for risk of violence (which is based on the risk factor ratings and their relevance to 

the adolescent), with ratings of low, moderate, or high.  In addition, raters may identify critical 

risk factors that have the greatest influence on the adolescent’s overall risk.  The SAVRY also 

includes six protective factors, namely Prosocial Involvement, Strong Social Support, Strong 

Attachments and Bonds, Positive Attitude Toward Intervention and Authority, Strong 

Commitment to School, and Resilient Personality Traits.  In contrast to its risk factors, each 

protective factor is rated dichotomously as present or absent.  Raters also may include case-
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specific risk/protective factors that are not captured by the items but are relevant to the 

adolescent.  Although it is suggested that raters consider protective factors within the SPJ 

rating, protective factors may be given less weight as neither a protective factor total score nor a 

SPJ rating is used (Borum et al., 2006). 

The SAVRY protective factors have been examined in numerous studies, but findings 

have varied.  A number of studies have found that SAVRY protective factors show good 

predictive validity for reoffending.  Previous meta-analytic research revealed large effect sizes 

for SAVRY protective factors predicting physical aggression (k = 7) and moderate effect sizes 

for predicting antisocial behaviour (k = 12; Guy, 2008).  Subsequently, other research has found 

good predictive validity for the SAVRY protective factors, such as statistically significant 

predictive validity for violent and general reoffending in samples of adolescents on probation in 

Canada (n = 156; Viljoen et al., 2018) and in the United States (n = 217; Vincent et al., 2012), 

as well as adolescents incarcerated in Australia (n = 215; Shepherd et al., 2014) and in the 

United Kingdom (n = 135; Rennie & Dolan, 2010).  On an item level, Prosocial Involvement, 

Positive Attitude Toward Intervention and Authority, and Strong Commitment to School have 

shown moderate to large effect sizes for the prediction of reoffending in adolescent incarcerated 

in Australia (n = 177; Shepherd et al., 2016).  In addition to forensic samples, SAVRY protective 

factors have yielded statistically significant predictive validity for violence in community samples, 

such as in a sample of adolescents attending an alternative school in the United States (n = 87; 

McGowan et al., 2011).  These studies have used follow-up periods of one year (McGowan et 

al., 2011; Rennie & Dolan, 2010; Vincent et al., 2012), one and a half years (Shepherd et al., 

2014), and two years (Viljoen et al., 2018).  SAVRY protective factors have also predicted 

violence in adolescents in forensic and psychiatric settings in Finland (n = 200) over lengthier 

follow up periods of four years, which may correspond better with the concept of desistance 

(i.e., longer periods of no reoffending; Gammelgård et al., 2015).  

Despite these positive results, other studies have yielded inconsistent findings regarding 

the predictive accuracy of SAVRY protective factors.  Some research has found good predictive 

validity for violent reoffending, but not for general reoffending, such as with adolescents with a 

community sanction in Spain (n =105) followed for one year (Hilterman et al., 2014), while 

others have found opposite findings, such as with adolescents released from custody in the 

United Kingdom followed for one year (n = 99; Dolan & Rennie, 2008).  Findings have also been 

mixed when examining incremental predictive validity above risk factors in samples of 

adolescents released from custody in the United Kingdom followed for one year (Dolan & 
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Rennie, 2008) and adolescents in custody in the Netherlands followed for three years (n = 113; 

Lodewijks et al., 2010).  Results have suggested SAVRY protective factors have incremental 

predictive validity above SAVRY risk factors in non-forensic samples of community adolescents 

in the United States (McGowan et al., 2011), and above risk factors on a risk assessment tool 

for general reoffending (Shepherd et al., 2014), the Youth Level of Service Case Management 

Inventory (Hoge & Andrews, 2002), in a sample of adolescents in custody in Australia.  Other 

studies have suggested that SAVRY protective factors do not add unique variance above risk 

factors in the prediction of reoffending, such as in samples of adolescents in custody, on 

probation, or attending mental health clinics in Canada (n = 144; Penney et al., 2010), 

adolescents referred for an assessment by a Canadian youth court (n = 128; Schmidt et al., 

2011), and adolescents with forensic involvement in Spain (Hilterman et al., 2014).  

These inconsistent findings may partially reflect limitations of the SAVRY protective 

factors, such as having a few items only, and the use of dichotomous ratings.  For instance, it is 

difficult to rate an adolescent who may show partial amounts of a protective factor, so protective 

factors may be underestimated or overestimated based on this present/absent rating.  Indeed, 

on average, high risk adolescents are rated as having less than one SAVRY protective factor 

(Shepherd et al., 2016).  Further, SAVRY protective factors tend to capture deficits in strengths 

by revealing low scores (i.e., 0 or 1) for adolescents on probation (Viljoen et al., 2018).  That 

said, research has not examined whether SAVRY protective factors are broad enough to 

capture experiences of desistance in people with a history of offending.  

SAPROF-YV 

The Structured Assessment of Protective Factors for Violence Risk – Youth Version 

(SAPROF-YV; de Vries Robbé et al., 2015) was recently developed to provide a more thorough 

assessment (compared to the SAVRY) of protective factors in adolescents aged 12 to 18 years.  

It was designed for concurrent use with a risk-focused measure to provide a comprehensive 

assessment.  The SAPROF-YV was adapted from an adult tool, the Structured Assessment of 

Protective Factors for Violence Risk (SAPROF; de Vogel et al., 2012).  The SAPROF-YV 

comprises 16 protective factor items grouped within four domains: Resilience, Motivational, 

Relational, and External.  The Resilience items (i.e., Social Competence, Coping, Self-Control, 

Perseverance) relate to the adolescent’s internal attributes of psychosocial maturity and control.  

Items in the Motivational domain are associated with the adolescent’s interest, engagement, 

and commitment to a prosocial future (i.e., Future Orientation, Motivation for Treatment, Attitude 
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Toward Agreements and Conditions, Medication, School/Work, Leisure Activities).  Relational 

items pertain to supportive and prosocial interpersonal relationships (i.e., Parents/Guardians, 

Peers, Other Supportive Relationships).  Items in the External domain are environmental factors 

that provide support and structure to the adolescent (i.e., Pedagogical Climate, Professional 

Care, Court Order).  Case-specific protective factors may also be included.  Each item is rated 

as hardly present, somewhat present, or clearly present; raters can use a seven-point scale that 

provides options for rating an item slightly above or below these anchors (i.e., 0, 0+, 1-, 1, 1+, 2-

, 2).  Items are rated for the upcoming six months, based on information from the prior six 

months.  Raters give a Protection SPJ rating based on the SAPROF-YV, and a Risk SPJ rating 

based on both the risk-focused tool and the SAPROF-YV.  These SPJ ratings include low, low-

moderate, moderate, moderate-high, and high (de Vries Robbé et al., 2015).  

All the SAPROF-YV protective factors are putatively dynamic; therefore, the authors 

suggest that interventions may aim to enhance or develop factors.  To aid with this, the 

assessment includes the selection of up to three key items (i.e., factors that provide the greatest 

protection), and up to three goal factors (i.e., factors that are lacking and may be targeted in 

intervention).  In addition, there is a section that focuses on risk management strategies (de 

Vries Robbé et al., 2015).  

As the SAPROF-YV is a new measure, there is a dearth of literature examining its 

psychometric properties or use in professional practice.  Research on the SAPROF-YV pilot 

version with two samples of adolescents in the Netherlands demonstrated high interrater 

reliability (n = 10), and good convergent and discriminant validity with SAVRY protective and 

risk factors, respectively (de Vries Robbé et al., 2015).  Thus far, only two studies have 

examined the predictive validity of the SAPROF-YV.  The first study examined the files of 

adolescent and young adult patients (n = 283) at a forensic inpatient setting in the Netherlands 

(de Vries Robbé et al., in preparation).  Results showed good convergent and discriminant 

validity between the SAPROF-YV and the SAVRY.  The SAPROF-YV total score and five items 

were statistically significant predictors of future violence in males.  SAPROF-YV items added 

incremental predictive validity above SAVRY protective factors, but not to the risk factors.  The 

second file review study with Canadian adolescents (n = 69) showed good convergent and 

discriminant validity with the SAVRY and predictive validity for verbal aggression (Christiansen 

et al., under review).  However, SAPROF-YV scores did not predict physical aggression and did 

not show incremental predictive validity over SAVRY risk scores, but these findings may be 

limited by low power to detect statistically significant results.  While these two studies provide 
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some preliminary evidence for the SAPROF-YV’s predictive validity, they were limited by their 

retrospective study designs and their examination of the lack of violence over a period of six-

months; a longer period of no offending could provide evidence of the protective factors’ 

relevance to desistance from offending.  

START:AV 

Another risk assessment tool that includes strengths is the Short-Term Assessment of 

Risk and Treatability: Adolescent Version (START:AV; Viljoen et al., 2014), which assesses risk 

for eight adverse outcomes, including violent and nonviolent offending in adolescents aged 12 

to 18 years.  Like the SAPROF-YV, the START:AV was developed based on an adult measure, 

the Short-Term Assessment of Risk and Treatability (Webster et al., 2009).  The START:AV 

consists of 26 items that can be grouped within three domains: Individual Adolescent (i.e., 

behavioural, emotional, cognitive, and interpersonal function), Relationships and Environment 

(i.e., with caregivers and adults, with peers, community), and Response to Intervention.  Each 

item is rated both as a protective factor (i.e., Strength) and as a risk factor (i.e., Vulnerability).  

Items are rated as low, moderate, or high (i.e., minimal, some, or substantial strengths).  Raters 

may include case-specific factors that are not covered by the START:AV items, and if 

applicable, a cultural factor.  Each outcome is rated for recent history (i.e., past three months), 

prior history (i.e., more than three months ago), and future risk.  As per the manual, risk should 

be evaluated over a short-term period of three months.  

The START:AV also includes a section for planning interventions.  Critical Vulnerability 

factors (i.e., factors that are instrumental to risk and may be targeted in intervention) and key 

Strength factors (i.e., factors that reduce risk, and may be strengthened in treatment) are 

identified.  The rater then describes scenarios that might be associated with adverse outcomes, 

scenarios that may lead to improvements in the adolescent’s functioning, and interventions to 

target these scenarios.  Additional intervention goals may be added.  

Few studies have examined the START:AV.  Moreover, research with the START:AV 

has used the START:AV pilot version, which excludes two items (i.e., Community, Parental 

Functioning).  One prospective study with Canadian adolescents on probation (n = 90) found 

excellent interrater reliability (ICC= .86 to .96) and high stability of START:AV scores across 

three months (r = .77 to 87; Viljoen et al., 2012).  Strength total scores had good convergent 

validity with other measures of protective factors and strengths (i.e., SAVRY protective factors; 
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Developmental Assessments Profile, Search Institute, 2005) and discriminant validity with 

SAVRY risk factors.  Strength scores showed significant associations to self-reported general 

and violent reoffending, but they did not add incremental predictive validity to Vulnerability total 

scores.  START:AV Strengths may also be equally important for both low and high risk 

adolescents, as their risk level did not moderate the association between Strengths and the 

adverse outcomes.  Another study prospectively examined the validity of the START:AV in a 

sample of adolescents from the forensic psychiatric system in the United Kingdom (n = 100; 

Sher et al., 2017).  Their results showed that both Vulnerability and Strength total scores 

predicted verbal and physical aggression in the institution over a three-month follow up period.  

Although the START:AV is intended for short-term use (i.e., three months), it is unclear how the 

START:AV items relate to desistance from offending over a longer period.   

Thus far, one study has investigated the role of the START:AV (pilot version) in 

intervention planning, specifically with adolescents (n = 120) in correctional facilities in the 

United States (Singh et al., 2014).  Strength total scores showed a statistically significant 

association with the number of strength-based interventions.  Service plans showed a high 

match with several key Strengths, including Recreational Activities (67%), School/Work (50%), 

and Plans (50%).  However, some key Strengths were not matched in any adolescents (i.e., 

social support, and parent/home environment).  Overall, greater match for strength-based 

interventions decreased the likelihood of aggression (odds ratio = .58).  This effect was 

statistically significant for Strengths, however the match between Vulnerabilities and risk-based 

interventions did not show statistically significant relationships to the likelihood of aggression, 

suggesting that an understanding of relevant strengths may inform treatment to increase the 

likelihood of desistance.  

Another study has examined the implementation of the START:AV (pilot version) in 

correctional facilities in the United States (Desmarais et al. 2012).  The study examined the use 

of the START:AV with a sample of adolescents (n = 291) and case managers (n  = 21).  Almost 

all adolescents in this sample (i.e., over 95%) received scores of at least moderate or high on a 

minimum of one Strength (Desmarais et al. 2012).  The most common key Strengths identified 

by case managers included School/Work, Social Skills, Plans, Treatability, and Recreation 

(Desmarais et al., 2012).  Although it is useful to understand factors that professionals view as 

important, it is unclear how adolescents consider their own strengths, and how these strengths 

may relate to desistance. 
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Validation of Assessment Tools 

Although some promising results have emerged on the SAVRY, SAPROF-YV, and 

START:AV, there is a need for additional research that aims to enhance or refine the 

assessment of protective factors, which may also contribute to better risk management or 

prevention strategies.  One way that might help to advance risk assessment is to expand the 

ways that we develop and test for validity evidence for risk assessment tools.  While there are 

different aspects of validity evidence for psychological assessment tools, most research on risk 

assessment tools has focused on evidence relating to predicting offending, convergent and 

discriminant validity with other related measures, and generalizability within different samples 

(e.g., ethnicity).  Risk assessment tools are most often evaluated in terms of their relationship to 

outcome variables, typically in terms of evidence for their predictive validity (i.e., accuracy) for 

reoffending (Cording & Christofferson, 2017; Fazel et al., 2012; Olver et al., 2009).   

Thus far, research on evidence for the predictive validity of protective factors has shown 

mixed results.  A meta-analysis on adolescent risk assessment tools (k = 23) revealed that 

protective factor total scores did not show better predictive accuracy than risk factor total scores 

(Dickens & O’Shea, 2018).  That said, a number of studies have shown that protective factors 

do predict reoffending (Rennie & Dolan, 2010; Shepherd et al., 2014; Sher et al., 2017; Viljoen 

et al., 2012; Vincent, et al., 2012).  These inconsistent findings may be due to the lack of 

agreement on the definition of protective factors (Cording & Christofferson, 2017; Dickens & 

O’Shea, 2018; Wanamaker et al., 2018).  In addition, studies typically examine total scores of 

protective factors, but test developers do not recommend that total scores are used in practice 

(i.e., with SPJ measures, the SPJ summary rating is used instead of a summed total score).  To 

go beyond examining evidence for the validity of total scores of protective factors, Dickens and 

O’Shea (2018) have highlighted the need for research examining the relevance of protective 

factors within adolescent risk assessment.   

Content validity 

When referring to validity, it is appropriate to instead refer to the evidence for different 

aspects of validity, as per the Standards for Educational and Psychological Testing (American 

Educational Research Association, 2014).  Referring to various aspects of a test’s validity can 

be misinterpreted as the test having validity or being invalid.  Rather, researchers should focus 

on whether evidence exists that informs different aspects of the validity of a tool, as well as the 
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volume and nature of existing evidence relating to the tool’s test scores, interpretations, and 

uses.  

Although most research on risk assessment tools has evaluated evidence relating to 

their predictive validity, there are other types of validity evidence that are often overlooked, such 

as validity relating to the content of a tool (i.e., themes, wording, format, administration, and 

scoring of items; American Educational Research Association, 2014).  Specifically, when test 

developers and researchers examine evidence for content validity they consider the test content 

to understand whether the domain of interest is appropriately captured by the tool’s items (e.g., 

Hunsley & Mash, 2008; Nunally & Bernstein, 1994).  Moreover, evidence for content validity 

involves the assessment of the relevance of the items and whether items are “comprehensive 

and adequately reflect the patient perspective for the population of interest” (Brod et al., 2009, p. 

1263).  The examination of evidence for content validity is distinct from other sources of 

evidence of validity due to its focus “on the concepts being measured and their meaning – not in 

terms of correlation coefficients or factorial structure, but their authenticity for subjects” (Lasch 

et al., 2010, p. 1087).   

Analyses examining evidence for content validity also allow researchers to test for 

deficits in the item content of an assessment tool (Brod et al., 2009).  It is possible that during 

measure development the authors may have overlooked an area, but this area may be 

highlighted later through consultation with individuals from the target population.  For instance, 

the available literature on risk or protective factors may not have directly examined a particular 

factor, and due to the lack of empirical evidence, it could have been excluded from the measure.  

Examining evidence for content validity is also important when there is a lack of 

agreement between experts regarding the relevance of domains within a construct (Haynes & 

Richard, 1995), such as the debate about whether protective factors are unique from risk 

factors.  For instance, assessing evidence for content validity may elucidate whether people 

who desist from offending describe factors in the context of the removal of risk factors (e.g., 

ceasing substance use), or the presence of protective factors (e.g., using family support).  In 

addition, establishing sound evidence for content validity is important when there are multiple 

tools that assess a similar construct.  Several items on the SAVRY, SAPROF-YV, and 

START:AV show at least partial overlap (see Methods section for more detail).  Despite some 

overlap in items, the protective factors on these tools differ in that the SAVRY includes a brief 

assessment of protective factors (i.e., 6 items), the SAPROF-YV includes a moderate number of 
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protective factors (i.e., 16 items) and the START:AV includes a large number of protective 

factors (i.e., 26 items) with some narrower definitions, and items that do not overlap with 

SAVRY or SAPROF-YV items (e.g., Substance Use).  As such, it is unclear whether the SAVRY 

items are comprehensive enough, or whether narrow item definitions used in the START:AV are 

needed to capture individuals’ experiences.  

In addition to the relevance of items, the consideration of evidence for content validity 

also includes other areas of test content, such as an evaluation of how accurately the items 

represent the construct, how clear the instructions are, and the appropriateness of the response 

format (American Educational Research Association, 2014; Koller et al., 2017).  However, these 

domains may be less relevant to risk assessment tools.  First, SPJ risk assessment tools do not 

necessarily represent a unified construct, but rather contain a checklist of factors that have 

shown an empirical relationship with the likelihood of reoffending (e.g., Hart et al., 2016).  The 

items are typically considered in terms of their presence and relevance to the individual.  

Second, the instructions are provided to the trained assessor rather than the examinee; 

research could examine evidence for content validity of the tools’ instructions with clinicians and 

other professionals, but the instructions could not be examined with samples of people with 

offending histories (i.e., since the tools are rated and completed by clinicians/professionals).  

Third, SPJ tools include anchors for each item (e.g., ratings of low/moderate/high).  Moreover, 

items are rated to inform an overall evaluation of risk or protection; a total, summed score is not 

recommended for practice.  Even though these aspects of evidence for content validity may not 

be as relevant to common risk assessment tools, the relevance of items to the population of 

interest (e.g., individuals who have stopped offending) needs to be examined.   

Consistent with the Standards for Educational and Psychological Testing’s (American 

Educational Research Association, 2014) recommendations for examining evidence of content 

validity of items on tools, the authors of the SAVRY, SAPROF-YV, and START:AV consulted 

with other experts regarding item content during the test development phase (e.g., de Vries 

Robbé et al., 2015; Viljoen et al., 2012).  However, perceptions from the target population (Brod 

et al., 2009), such as people with offending histories or people who have desisted from 

offending, have not been considered during item development (Haynes et al., 1995) or in 

studies examining evidence of aspects of validity.  This is problematic because decreased 

content validity may lead to reduced accuracy of the assessment (de Von et al., 2007).  For 

instance, the information that experts have used to develop test content for protective factors on 

risk assessment tools may be missing important information about protective factors relevant to 
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desistance, which might be gained by directly querying people who have desisted from 

offending.  Unfortunately, examination of evidence for content validity is often overlooked during 

test validation (Koller et al., 2017), and presently the evidence for content validity of risk 

assessment tools, in relation to populations of people with a history of offending, remains 

unexplored.   

Although content validity analyses have not been conducted with risk assessment tools, 

studies examining evidence for content validity have been conducted within other fields, such as 

health psychology (e.g., Cervantes et al., 2012; Lasch et al., 2010; Matza et al., 2015; 

Olshansky et al., 2012; Tatlock et al., 2017).  For instance, during the development of new tools, 

researchers have coded qualitative interview data about individuals’ perceptions of the construct 

of interest, and used the themes to generate items or to revise existing measures (Cervantes et 

al., 2012; Olshanky et al., 2012).  Similar methods may be employed with risk assessment tools.   

Content of Violence Risk Assessment Tools  

Even though research has not examined evidence for the content validity of risk 

assessment tools, there are some reasons to believe that items on existing tools will map on to 

individuals’ self-reports of factors relevant to their desistance.  First, as described below, many 

items are relevant to theories of desistance.  Second, in qualitative studies, participants with a 

history of offending have described factors that appear similar to the items on these tools.  

However, there are gaps in previous research relating to measurement of desistance and 

sampling (i.e., people involved in the justice system versus people who have desisted) and 

some protective factors that people with a history of offending view as important to desistance 

may not be captured by current tools.  

Theories of desistance 

Risk assessment tools often discuss protective factors in terms of desistance1 from 

offending, but it is unclear how these tools might correspond to existing theories of desistance.  

                                                
1 For the purpose of this dissertation, desistance is broadly conceptualized in terms of primary desistance 
(Maruna & Farrel, 2004) or an end (i.e., a time period with no offending; Mulvey et al., 2004), rather than in 
terms of a process (Mulvey et al., 2004) of less offending over time. Desistance is further operationalized 
in the methods section of Chapter 2.    
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The next section will briefly discuss theories of desistance in the context of risk assessment 

tools with protective factors (i.e., SAVRY, SAPROF-YV, and START:AV).   

Aging 

A prominent theory of desistance focuses on the age of the individual, which posits that 

older individuals are less likely to engage in offending than younger individuals (Matza, 1964) 

due to maturation over time (Glueck & Glueck, 1974).  Desistance has been conceptualized as 

a developmental process associated with aging in adulthood (Massoglia & Uggen, 2010), with 

gains in behavioural and emotional control (Loeber et al., 2007) due to increased brain 

development (Steinberg, 2008).  However, not all adolescents desist from offending into 

adulthood (Moffitt, 2006), which suggests this theory is an incomplete explanation of desistance.  

Although some risk assessment tools strive to be developmentally-informed, they generally do 

not closely map on to age-related theories of desistance; age is not an item on the tools, and 

tools are typically administered at a single time point with limited emphasis on capturing age-

related patterns of behaviour.  Most likely, factors beyond age influence desistance.  Aging is 

associated with other individual, relational, and environmental changes that may be instrumental 

to desistance (Laub & Sampson, 2001).   

Self-Control and Social control theory 

Beyond aging, two theories have been proposed that relate to personal and social 

control.  Gottfredson and Hirschi’s (1990) general theory of crime posited that individuals with 

poor self-control and poor parental supervision would offend given the opportunity, while 

individuals with increased self-control and strong parental supervision would be able to refrain 

from offending.  However, based on their theory it is unclear how individuals could increase their 

self-control, beyond the broad process of aging/maturation.  Self-control theory corresponds to 

several protective factors, namely the SAPROF-YV items Self-Control, Parents/Guardians, and 

Pedagogical Climate, as well as the START:AV items Impulse Control and Parenting.   

In addition, prior to this self-control theory, Hirschi (1969) posited that the strength of 

social bonds was central to prosocial behaviours.  Social bonds comprised attachment, 

commitment, involvement, and beliefs (Hirschi, 1969).  According to social control theory, 

individuals with poor social bonds were more likely to offend than people with strong social 

bonds.  They suggested that poor bonds/attachment lead to an environment where offending 

was more probable.  Many protective factors appear to map on to this theory include the 
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SAVRY’s Prosocial Involvement, Strong Attachments and Bonds, Strong Commitment to 

School, and Resilient Personality Traits; the SAPROF-YV’s Social Competence, Future 

Orientation, School/Work, Leisure Activities, Parents/Guardians, Peers, and Other Supportive 

Relationships; and the START:AV’s School/Work, Recreation, Conduct, Social Skills, 

Relationships, Social Support, Peers, and Plans.  

Informal social control 

Relatedly, broad social bonds with society may play a role in desistance.  Adulthood is 

commonly marked by major prosocial "turning points" such as gaining employment, marriage, 

and having children, that lead to significant changes in behaviour, thereby altering one’s life 

pathway (Elder, 1985).  Sampson and Laub (1993) proposed an informal social control theory 

centered on the role of external sources of structure associated with transitions to adulthood, 

such as positive relationships (e.g., marriage) and stable prosocial employment.  However, this 

explanation of desistance may be limited; in more recent years, individuals tend to be older 

when they pursue a career (e.g., due to post-secondary education/training), marry, and have 

children (Statistics Canada, 2014).  It is unclear whether offending trajectories of desistance 

have shifted according to these delayed milestones, thus it is unknown whether turning points 

alone are a casual mechanism for desistance.  On the other hand, external sources of control 

may be relevant to intervention planning to promote desistance; gaining stable employment or 

engaging in prosocial leisure activities may provide necessary structure and offer a sense of 

self-efficacy.  Items that may fit with this theory include the SAPROF-YV’s School/Work and 

Other Supportive Relationships, and the START:AV’s External Triggers and School & Work.  

Cognitive transformation 

Building on Sampson and Laub’s work, Giordano and colleagues (2002) proposed the 

cognitive transformation theory after conducting mixed methods research with male and female 

adolescents with offending histories.  This theory places the onus on the individual to elicit 

change (i.e., agency), instead of solely relying on external structures such as positive 

relationships or employment (Giordano et al., 2002).  Rather than turning points, Giordano et al. 

(2002) discuss “hooks for change” (p.1000) which emphasizes the individual’s role within their 

environment.  Cognitive transformations, or changes in thoughts, include: (1) the individual’s 

readiness or openness to changing their delinquent behaviour, (2) changes in cognitive 

processes after exposure to a hook for change (i.e., event or structure), (3) thoughts toward a 

realistic, prosocial identity, and (4) negative thoughts toward delinquency, such as viewing 
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delinquency as a poor choice and inapplicable to their self.  This theory applies a symbolic-

interactionist perspective, which posits that the interactions between an individual’s cognitive 

processes and environment (or hooks for change), lead to desistance, which reflects an 

interaction between internal and external protective factors.  Cognitive transformations appear 

to be captured by some items, such as the SAVRY item Positive Attitude Toward Interventions 

and Authority; the SAPROF-YV items Perseverance, Future Orientation, Motivation for 

Treatment, and Attitudes Toward Agreements and Conditions; and the START:AV items 

Conduct, Attitudes, Insight, Plans, and Treatability. 

Identity theory 

Another theory of desistance relates to a cost-benefit analysis of offending.  Identity 

theory (Paternoster & Bushway, 2009) postulates that people who engage in offending have two 

views of their self, or two identities.  One identity involves the current antisocial attitude and 

lifestyle, which includes delinquent relationships (i.e., “working self”; Paternoster & Bushway, 

2009).  The other identity includes two parts of a future self: a prosocial version of the individual 

(i.e., positive possible self), and an aversive image of the individual whose delinquent behaviour 

worsens (i.e., feared self; Paternoster & Bushway, 2009).  Within this framework, the individual 

persists as their antisocial working self as long as they perceive a greater benefit to this lifestyle.  

When the individual perceives that the cost of offending outweighs the benefit and considers 

their feared self as a realistic possibility, they experience a shift in their identity and gain 

motivation to work toward a prosocial identity (Paternoster & Bushway, 2009).  This theory 

relates to motivational items included in risk assessment tools, (e.g., Future Orientation, 

Motivation for Treatment on the SAPROF-YV; Conduct, Attitudes, Insight, Plans, and 

Treatability on the START:AV) that lead to increases in internal factors.  

Summary 

Even though the risk assessment tools under consideration in the present work may not 

have been designed with explicit attention to desistance theories, they nevertheless appear to 

capture many items that are central within desistance theories.  All three tools map onto aspects 

of the cognitive transformation theory, which uses a symbolic-interaction perspective.  In 

addition, all three tools include internal motivational protective factors, which corresponds to the 

concept of agency (i.e., Maruna, 2001) and is consistent with identity theory (Paternoster & 

Bushway, 2009).  Other internal factors, such as impulse control, are captured under 

Gottfredson and Hirschi’s (1990) self-control theory, which also highlights the role of parenting.  
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The tools also include environmental factors that relate to Hirschi’s (1969) social control theory 

and Sampson and Laub’s (1993) theory of informal social control.  However, other factors 

central to desistance theories do not appear to be captured by these three tools.  For instance, 

having children and the related responsibility (informal social theory) does not appear to map 

onto the content of these tools, although it may partially map on to External Triggers on the 

START:AV.  

Qualitative studies on desistance 

The protective factors on these three risk assessment tools are not only consistent with 

theories of desistance, they have also been supported by qualitative studies on desistance.  For 

instance, two studies that have used qualitative methods to interview adolescents with justice-

involvement about their perceptions of protective factors found support for protective factors 

relating to social support and parental supervision (Barnert et al., 2015), persisting (Amemiya et 

al., 2017; which may correspond to the SAPROF-YV item Perseverance), and other social and 

environmental factors (Amemiya et al., 2017).  These studies were limited in that the samples 

consisted of adolescents currently involved in the justice system rather than individuals who had 

successfully desisted for a period of time, and it is unclear which protective factors were 

included in the methodology (Amemiya et al., 2017).  Incorporating protective factors that have 

an empirical basis, such as factors included in risk assessment tools, could provide evidence 

that adolescents consider these factors important (or unrelated) to desistance.  

Some qualitative desistance studies have examined strengths that may show some 

overlap with the item content included on the SAVRY, SAPROF-YV, and/or START:AV.  

However, these strengths were not based on operational definitions of protective factors 

included in the tools.  Nevertheless it appears there is some overlap between self-reported 

reasons for desistance and strengths similar to the items included on SAVRY, SAPROF-YV, 

and START:AV (see Table 1 for a summary).  

Table 1. Protective Factors on the SAVRY, SAPROF-YV, and START:AV and Relevant 
Findings from Qualitative Desistance Research.  

Tool Items With Support Items With Mixed Support Items Without Support 
SAVRY Strong Social Support 

Strong Attachments and Bonds 
Strong Commitment to School 
Resilient Personality Traits 

Prosocial Involvement  Positive Attitude Towards 
Intervention and Authority 
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SAPROF-YV Social Competence 
Self-Control 
Coping 
Perseverance 
Future Orientation 
Leisure Activities 
Parents/Guardians 
 Peers 
Other Supportive Relationships 

School/Work 
 

Motivation for Treatment  
Attitude Toward Agreements 
and Conditions 
Medication  
Pedagogical Climate 
Professional Care 
Court Order 

START:AV Coping 
Impulse Control 
Recreation 
Plans 
Relationships 
Social Support 
Parenting 
Peers 
Substance Use 
Attitudes 
Community 
Insight 
External Triggers 
Treatability  
Parental Functioning 

School and Work 
 

Rule Adherence 
Conduct  
Self Care 
Medication Adherence 
Mental/Cognitive State 
Emotional State 
Social Skills 
Material Resources 
 

 
Internal factors 

In terms of internal protective factors, adolescents with justice involvement taking part in 

qualitative research have identified maturity, coping abilities, determination, agency, and a 

positive outlook on life as factors that were helpful to their desistance (Byrne & Trew, 2008; 

Toldis et al., 2001).  Adolescents have identified that having a strong future orientation (Toldis et 

al., 2001), prosocial goals, and structured leisure activities were also helpful to their desistance 

(Amemiya et al., 2017).  Related factors identified by adolescents have included taking 

responsibility for one’s behaviour (McLean et al., 2013), having interest in leading a prosocial 

life, feeling self-empowered, and forming a prosocial identity (which map on to the START:AV’s 

Insight; Amemiya et al., 2017).  In terms of interest in school, research on self-reported interest 

in education and desistance is scarce.  Some studies have revealed that employment is 

important to desistance (Byrne & Trew, 2008; Herrschaft et al., 2009), while others have not 

(Giordani et al., 2002; Giordani et al., 2003).  Internal factors found in qualitative desistance 

research are generally well-captured by items on the SAVRY, SAPROF-YV, and START:AV. 



18 

Relationships 

Besides internal factors, the investigation of relationship factors is common in qualitative 

research.  Both general social support and support from parents/guardians specifically have 

been considered relevant to desistance in a number of studies (e.g., Amemiya et al., 2017; 

Byrne & Trew, 2008; Huges, 1998; Simões et al., 2008; Toldis et al., 2001).  Adolescents have 

also highlighted the value of peer relationships, framed as both reducing their associations with 

negative peers (i.e., removal of risk factor), and gaining peers that have a greater prosocial 

orientation (i.e., presence of protective factor; Amemiya et al., 2017; Byrne & Trew, 2008; 

Simões et al., 2008).  

Research has also examined the role of other supportive relationships, such as romantic 

partners (captured by the SAPROF-YV item Other Supportive Relationships).  Some studies 

have shown that marriage or committed relationships are associated with desistance from 

adolescent offending (Byrne & Trew, 2008; Haggard et al., 2001).  In contrast, attachment to a 

spouse or to children has not been shown to be related to self-reported desistance in adulthood 

(Giordano et al., 2002, Giordano et al., 2003).  Adolescents have also emphasized that other 

positive and supportive relationships, such as with teachers (Simões et al., 2008), were 

important to their desistance.  

Broader Environment 

Factors relating to external measures or adolescents’ environments have rarely been 

examined or mentioned in qualitative studies.  Some adolescents have been motivated to 

change their behaviour as a result of negative consequences from antisocial behaviour 

(Amemiya et al., 2017).  They have also highlighted the importance of finding sanctuaries or 

safe places from offending, which shows some overlap with the START:AV factor Community 

(Amemiya et al., 2017); but research within this domain is limited.  

Limitations in Previous Research 

Despite these relevant findings, previous qualitative research on protective factors 

relevant to desistance have been limited due to two main issues.  First, there is considerable 

variation in the time period that defines desistance in qualitative literature.  Some studies have 

provided more concrete definitions of desistance, such as: decreased offending frequency or 

severity (Byrne & Trew, 2008; Farrall, 2002; Farrall & Calverly, 2006; Giordano et al., 2002), no 

self-reported offending across one year (Healy, 2010; Maruna, 2001; Maruna, 2004), no 
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offending for two years (Sommers et al., 2004), and no official records of offending across a 

period of ten years (Haggard, et al., 2001).  Desistance has also been conceptualized more 

vaguely, such as self-defined success (e.g., Christian et al., 2009; Herrschaft et al., 2009; 

Maruna et al., 2004), the formation of new identities (Presser & Kurth, 2009), the development 

of personal resources for success (Walker, 2009), and interest in stopping offending behaviours 

(Haige, 2009; Leverentz, 2006).  Moreover, some studies fail to provide any operational 

definition of desistance (e.g., Farrall & Bowling, 1999; Martinez, 2009; Michalsen, 2011; 

Panuccio et al., 2012; Webster et al., 2006).  

Second, research findings on protective factors that relate to desistance have also been 

restricted by sampling.  It is common for these studies to use samples of people with current 

justice system involvement rather than people who have desisted from offending for a specified 

length of time (e.g., Amemiya et al., 2017; Byrne & Trew, 2008; Haigh, 2009; Simões et al., 

2008; Toldis et al., 2001).  Thus, there is a need to research protective factors for desistance in 

individuals who have successfully desisted.  

Summary 

In sum, it appears that some factors of desistance examined in qualitative studies are 

captured by current risk assessment tools, although research has been limited by the 

operationalization of desistance and by sampling issues.  It is also possible that there are 

additional factors that individuals might consider important for desistance that are not included 

in these tools.  The ability to make robust conclusions about the validity of these factors is 

limited because previous studies have not directly examined protective factor items within risk 

assessment tools.  Typically, desistance studies have involved coding qualitative data without 

structuring coding themes around risk assessment tools that include protective factors with an 

empirical basis.  Thus, there is a need for desistance research with a greater practice-oriented 

focus (i.e., by examining risk assessment tools).  

The Current Study  

This project used a novel approach to investigate the validity of three adolescent risk 

assessment tools that include protective factors, the SAVRY, SAPROF-YV, and START:AV, by 

examining evidence for their content validity.  While previous studies on the validity of these 

tools have provided valuable empirical evidence for the construct validity of risk assessment 

tools, they provide limited information about how individuals consider or view their own 
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protective factors.  Thus, this work examined whether current assessments of protective factors 

capture factors that people with a history of adolescent offending self-report as important to their 

desistance from offending.  The current research consists of two studies with parallel methods: 

an in-person study and an online study.  In addition, two main sources of data were used within 

both studies: qualitative responses to open-ended questions about desistance which were 

coded using content analyses and were reported as frequencies, and quantitative ratings for the 

importance of specific protective factor items in relation to desistance, which were also reported 

as frequencies.  The following research questions were investigated:  

1. Do existing adolescent risk assessment tools that contain protective factors, namely 

the SAVRY, SAPROF-YV, and START:AV, capture factors identified as relevant to 

people with a history of adolescent offending who have desisted?  It is hypothesized 

that internal items from the tools will be considered relevant to people who have 

desisted (e.g., coping, future orientation; Giordano et al., 2002; Paternoster & 

Bushway, 2009), while environmental or external domains will be less relevant (e.g., 

probation, treatment). This question was investigated in both study 1 and 2 and is 

presented in Chapters 2 and 3, respectively.   

2. Are there additional factors relevant to desistance that are not included in risk 

assessment tools?  As there are no studies examining evidence relating to the item 

content of risk assessment tools from the perspective of people with a history of 

offending, it is hypothesized that some additional factors that are not captured by 

items on the tools will emerge from qualitative data.  This question was examined 

using both samples and is presented in Chapter 4.   

3. Given the debate surrounding the definition of a protective factor (Walker et al., 

2013), do people who have desisted discuss factors of desistance in terms of the 

absence of a risk factor, the presence of a protective factor, or as both?  It is 

hypothesized that desistance will be discussed predominantly in terms of the 

presence of protective factors, but that some factors will be discussed with reference 

to both risk and protective factors (e.g., decreasing associations with delinquent 

peers, increasing associations with prosocial peers) or to risk factors only (i.e., 

ceasing substance abuse).  This question was examined using both samples and is 

presented in Chapter 4.  
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Chapter 2. Study 1: In-Person Interviews 

This chapter examines the in-person interview study.  The following sections summarize 

the in-person study’s methods and procedures, analyses and results for research question 1, 

and discussion.  

Methods 

Participants 

The sample consisted of eight Canadian individuals residing in the Greater Vancouver 

Area.  Participants included 6 males and 2 females, and almost all participants (n = 7) were 

Caucasian.  Age ranged from 24 to 56 years old (Mdn = 41.5).  Age of first police contact 

ranged from 6 to 18 years old (Mdn = 12.0, Mode = 12.0), and age of first arrest ranged from 11 

to 18 years old (Mdn = 14.5, Mode = 13.0).  The age of the participants when they stopped 

offending ranged from 17 to 45 years (Mdn = 20.0), and they had stopped offending for 5 to 36 

years (Mdn = 15.0).  In terms of current education and work, five participants completed at least 

some post-secondary school/training (62.5%) and almost all participants were employed.  Five 

participants (62.5%) reported a history of probation, and five participants (62.5%) reported a 

history of custody.  Participants had convictions for violent offenses (50.0%, n = 4) and property 

offenses (62.5%, n = 5), but no participants were convicted of drug offenses (although two 

participants reported committing a drug offense).  The majority (87.5 %; n = 7) of participants 

reported previous mental health services. Table 2 shows demographic information by 

participant.  

Table 2. In Person Participant Demograhpics  
Participant 
ID 

Current 
Age 

Years 
Desisted 
(Age) 

Gender Ethnicity Education Occupation 

1001 24 5 (19) F Hispanic Some college or university Social Worker  
1002 31 14 (17) M Caucasian Some high school Heavy Equipment Operator 
1003 25 5 (18) M Caucasian Some college or university Cook 
1004 34 16 (18) F Caucasian Diploma or technical degree Retail Clerk 
1005 51 16 (35) M Caucasian Bachelors degree Addictions Outreach Worker 
1006 56 36 (20) M Caucasian Some high school Unemployed 
1007 49 29 (20) M Caucasian Grade 7 or under Journeyman 
1008 50 5 (45) M Caucasian Diploma or technical degree Peer Support Worker 

Note: In-person participants’ study ID numbers are in a 100X format, while participants in the online study were numbered 
starting from 1.  
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Procedure 

This study was approved by Simon Fraser University’s Research Ethics Board (study 

number 2018s0199) and adhered to ethical guidelines from the Canadian Psychological 

Association (2017). 

Recruitment 

Participants were recruited through community posters displayed in coffee shops, 

libraries, grocery stores, community bulletin boards, university bulletin boards, and postings in 

local online resources (i.e., Craigslist, Kijiji, Reddit, SFU’s recruitment advertisements) which 

are commonly used for recruitment for research (Antoun et al., 2015).  In addition, the 

advertisement was emailed to a few organizations/professionals who worked with people who 

had been involved in the justice system (e.g., an outreach program for youth).  Individuals 

interested in the study could contact the researcher via phone, text, or email.  These individuals 

were then asked screening questions based on the study’s inclusion criteria that participants: (1) 

had a conviction for at least one criminal offense prior to the age of 19 years that resulted in 

probation or incarceration; (2) spoke English, (3) were at least 19 years old, (4) resided in the 

Greater Vancouver Area, and (5) had stopped offending for at least two years.  The operational 

definition of desistance followed previous qualitative research (Veysey et al., 2013) and included 

self-reported desistance (e.g., Healy, 2010; Maruna, 2001; Maruna, 2004) for a period of at 

least two years (e.g., Sommers et al., 2004).  Individuals who met the inclusion criteria were 

invited to schedule an interview, which occurred in public libraries or food courts.   

At the outset of the study, I aimed to interview approximately 30 individuals.  This 

number was based on sample sizes from other qualitative desistance studies (e.g., Veysey et 

al., 2013), however sample sizes appear to vary considerably.  Difficulties occurred with 

recruitment, likely because interest in the study may have been lower than anticipated.  The 

online advertisments were re-posted online approximately once per week to refresh the postings 

(from October 2018 to December 2019).  In total, twenty-three individuals expressed some 

interest in the study.  Seven individuals who expressed interest via phone or email were 

subsequently unable to be reached and thus no appointments were confirmed.  Another 

individual was excluded due to inappropriate comments regarding ethnicity/religion made during 

the screening interview.  Four individuals inquired about participating but did not meet the 

study’s inclusion criteria.  For instance, two individuals reported that their charges were 

dropped.  Finally, three participants did not show up for appointments, despite the use of 
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reminder phone calls/texts prior to their appointments, and they were unable to be reached for 

rescheduling purposes.  Participants who completed the study were encouraged to share the 

study advertisement with acquaintances who might have met the criteria.  In total, eight 

participants completed this study.   

Study Procedures 

I was the sole interviewer for this study.  I am a doctoral student in the Clinical-Forensic 

Psychology Graduate Program at SFU.  As a researcher, I am a student in the Adolescent Risk 

and Resilience Laboratory at SFU led by Dr. Jodi Viljoen.  Dr. Viljoen is the first author of the 

START:AV (Viljoen et al., 2014).  In addition, Dr. Tonia Nicholls is a committee member for my 

dissertation and is a co-author of the START:AV and the START (Webster et al., 2009).  

Throughout my graduate studies I have conducted research on adolescent offending, risk 

assessment, and protective factors.  As a clinical student, I have training and experience 

conducting clinical interviews with people involved in the justice system, adolescents and adults 

with mental health concerns, and adults with severe mental illness.2   

Study meetings (i.e., interviews) occurred in public libraries or mall food courts (during 

non-peak hours).  I met with each participant one time and each meeting lasted 45 to 60 

minutes.  At the start of the meetings with each participant, I reviewed and explained the 

purpose of the study and the informed consent procedures.  After informed consent had been 

obtained, participants completed a demographics form, and the Self Report of Offending (SRO; 

Huizinga et al., 1991; Knight et al., 2004) was administered to collect data regarding offense 

histories.  Next, I conducted semi-structured interviews with each participant, which included 

asking the length of time since they stopped offending, followed by four open-ended questions 

about what helped them to desist (see Appendix A for interview protocol).  Following the open-

ended questions, I used the Strengths Rating Measure as an interview guide to ask about 

specific protective factor items on the SAVRY, SAPROF-YV, and START:AV (Brod et al., 2009; 

see Measures section and Appendix A).  The interview portion of the study was audio-recorded 

and lasted approximately 30 to 45 minutes.  After the interview, participants were asked if they 

felt upset about anything that was talked about during the study.  No participants reported 

feeling upset or distressed after the study.  Regardless, each participant was provided with a 

form that included contact information for resources such as the crisis line.  Participants were 

                                                
2 Although this is not a qualitative study, as I used qualitative data collection methods I thought it was 
appropriate to share some information about myself as the researcher in this study. 
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compensated $25.00 CAD for their involvement.3  Interview audio-recordings were transcribed 

verbatim by one trained undergraduate research assistant and were deleted thereafter.  The 

research assistant was a fourth-year psychology major student who has taken undergraduate 

courses in forensic psychology and had experience in our laboratory with transcribing interviews 

verbatim for a study about interviewing people on probation.  

Measures and Protocol 

Demographic Questions  

Demographic questions included age, gender, ethnicity, education level, current 

occupation, living situation, and previous mental health services.  In addition, several questions 

queried about offense history, including the type of prior offenses, age of first police contact, 

arrest, and charge, and whether they had been on probation and/or in custody.  See Appendix A 

for all demographic questions and response options.  

Self Report of Offending  

The Self Report of Offending (SRO; Huizinga et al., 1991; Knight et al., 2004) is a self-

report measure of violent and non-violent offenses that is commonly used in desistance 

research (e.g., Amemiya et al., 2017; Monahan et al., 2009; Mulvey et al., 2010; Schubert et al., 

2016).  It comprises 24 items relating to different types of offenses (e.g., property damage, 

arson, breaking and entering, fraud, theft, drug trafficking, sexual offenses, threats of violence, 

physical violence, weapon use).  Total variety scores were calculated, which examine prior 

involvement in the offense types.  The SRO has been used to assess lifetime involvement in 

offenses, but it also been frequently used to measure self-reported offending prospectively over 

time (e.g., Viljoen et al., 2018).  The SRO has shown high internal consistency (Mulvey et al., 

2004), functional and scalar equivalence across males and females and across individuals who 

identify as White, Hispanic, and African American, and it has provided a good indicator of 

involvement in illegal behaviour (Knight et al., 2004).  

                                                
3 The rate of remuneration was roughly based on a similar interview-based study in our laboratory. In the 
other study, participants were given $30.00 CAD for a 1.5 to 2-hour long meeting. Thus, I considered that 
$25.00 CAD was appropriate for a 1 hour meeting and I wanted to modestly incentivize participation.  
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Open-Ended Questions  

At the start of the interview, participants were asked to consider the time period when 

they stopped offending and to note the length of time in years since they had stopping 

offending.  They were then asked open-ended questions about how they were able to stop 

offending (Hseih & Shannon, 2005).  Consistent with Brod and colleagues’ (2009) 

recommendations for best practices in content validity, the first interview question broadly asked 

how they stopped offending (i.e., “tell me about how you were able to stop offending/committing 

crimes, what do you think enabled you to stop offending or stay out of trouble”).  This offered 

participants an opportunity to explain what helped them desist without specific prompts from the 

interviewer.  The subsequent three open-ended questions queried about individual, relational, 

and environmental changes that helped them stop offending (e.g., for individual, “Is there 

anything about yourself, or something that changed about yourself during that time, that helped 

you to stop offending”).  These three domains map on to the primary domains of the SAPROF-

YV and START:AV (the SAVRY is a brief tool so it does not include domains for the protective 

factor items).      

Direct Questions 

The Strengths Rating Measure is a self-report measure that was developed by Dr. 

Viljoen for another ongoing study in our laboratory.  It was selected for this study because it had 

been piloted and used with several participants in the other study (on risk and protective factors 

and desistance) and was found to be feasible for that study.  A number of steps were taken to 

develop this measure.  First, a list of items was generated based on the protective factors 

included on the SAVRY, SAPROF-YV, and START:AV.  As there is some overlap in item 

content between the three measures (See Table 3), items that overlapped were grouped 

together to reduce redundancy.  For instance, all three measures have an item relating to 

involvement in prosocial leisure activities (i.e., SAVRY Prosocial Activities, SAPROF-YV Leisure 

Activities, START:AV Recreation).  As shown in Appendix A, one question to cover all three of 

these items was included: “Being involved in hobbies or extra-curricular activities that had a 

positive impact on you (e.g., teams, clubs, organizations).”  Three additional questions were 

added related to religious/spiritual beliefs (Giordano et al., 2008), having children (Laub & 

Sampson, 1993), and general maturity (Glueck & Glueck, 1974), due to their prevalence in 

desistance literature.  Second, the items were reviewed and redundant items were collapsed if 

possible.  Third, the reading level of the items was examined by calculating Flesch Kincaid in 

Microsoft Word, which revealed a reading level equivalent to Grade 7.1, suggesting an 
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appropriate reading level for participants.  Fourth, I reviewed the list of items and carefully 

checked the list of items for redundancies, missing items, and for the specific language used in 

each item.  Finally, the compiled list of items was distributed to graduate students familiar with 

the SAVRY, SAPROF-YV, and START:AV for pilot testing and feedback regarding item content.  

The Strengths Rating Measure was used as an interview guide to directly ask 

participants about the importance of specific items on the SAVRY, SAPROF-YV, and 

START:AV (see Appendix A), which is in line with Brod et al.’s (2009) guidelines for best 

practices in content validity research.  I read aloud each item to participants and asked them to 

rate each item as not at all important, somewhat important, or very important.  If participants 

rated an item as somewhat or very important, I prompted the participant to further explain how 

the item was important to desisting (e.g., “can you tell me more about how it was important”).  

Table 3. Items on the SAVRY, SAPROF-YV, and START:AV with Overlap. 
SAVRY Item SAPROF-YV Item START:AV item 
Strong Commitment to School School/Work School & Work 
Prosocial Activities Leisure Activities Recreation 
Positive Attitude Toward 
Intervention and Authority 

Attitudes Towards Agreements and 
Conditions 

Rule Adherence 

Resilient Personality Traits Coping Coping 
Resilient Personality Traits Self-Control Impulse Control 
Resilient Personality Traits N/A Emotional State 
Resilient Personality Traits Social Competence Social Skills 
Strong Social Support Parents/Guardians; Other Supportive 

Relationships 
Social Support 

Strong Attachments and Bonds  Parents/Guardians Relationships with Caregivers and 
Adults 

Prosocial Activities Peers Relationships with Peers 
Strong Social Support Other Supportive Relationships Social Support from Adults 
Prosocial Activities Peers Social Support from Peers 
N/A Pedagogical Climate Parenting 
Prosocial Activities Peers Peers 
N/A Future Orientation Plans 
N/A Medication Medication Adherence 
Positive Attitude Toward 
Intervention and Authority 

Motivation for Treatment Treatability 

N/A Perseverance; Professional Care; 
Court Order 

N/A 

N/A N/A Substance Use; Conduct; Self Care; 
Attitudes; Mental/Cognitive State; 
Material Resources; Parental 
Functioning; Community; External 
Triggers; Insight; Plans; Culture 
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Research Design  

Although I used qualitative data collection methods and content coding, I used a 

quantitative approach to my overall data analysis and interpretation.4  I adopted triangulation as 

an overarching approach, which is frequently used when both qualitative and quantitative data 

are used (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011).  Specifically, I modelled my study design after a 

concurrent triangulation approach (Creswell et al., 2003) because it allows for examination of 

both quantitative survey data (i.e., frequencies) and open-ended qualitative responses that has 

been collected concurrently.  In addition, I used a data transformation approach to quantify my 

qualitative coding by presenting the coding as frequencies (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011).  

Triangulation was used to compare and contrast these data, thus both the frequencies of 

content coding and the importance ratings of specific protective factors were interpreted 

together (Creswell et al., 2003; Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011).  That is, I interpreted potential 

evidence for content validity by using both the qualitative responses presented as frequencies 

(i.e., data transformation), along with frequencies of protective factor item importance ratings 

from the Strengths Rating Measure.  This allowed for the examination of participants’ open-

ended responses about how they desisted, as well as the relevance of specific protective 

factors to their desistance, which is consistent with Brod et al.’s (2009) recommendations for 

best practices in research examining content validity.   

Analyses 

I used two primary sources of information to address my research questions.  I used 

content coding approaches for the qualitative data, which included the responses to the open-

ended questions and direct questions (i.e., from the Strengths Rating Measure).  After coding 

responses, frequencies were calculated for each coded protective factor item (i.e., percentage 

of participants who reported each item, and overall number of mentions for each item).  In 

addition, I calculated frequencies from the direct question ratings (i.e., the percentage of 

participants who rated each item as somewhat/very important to their desistance).  Specific 

analyses are described below.   

                                                
4 This research does not represent traditional qualitative research, and is consistent with a quantitative 
research framework and lens.  As such, I considered it appropriate to forgo addressing aspects of traditional 
qualitative research, such as reflexivity, trustworthiness of findings, authenticity of findings.   
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Qualitative analyses 

Although the general approach to data analysis and interpretation is consistent with 

mainstream psychological research (i.e., a quantitative approach), qualitative data (i.e., 

interview responses) were coded using qualitative content analysis.  A phenomenological 

approach was used to address research question 1, which centers on commonality between 

individuals who have shared lived experiences for a phenomenon of interest (Smith et al., 

2009), because the goal was to use the shared experience of desistance to examine evidence 

for the content validity of the three risk assessment tools.  I used direct content analysis, which 

follows a deductive, structured approach with predetermined coding schemes based on defined 

criteria (i.e., the protective factor item definitions from the tools’ manuals).   

In the present study, the coding criteria included each item’s criteria from the SAVRY, 

SAPROF-YV, and START:AV (see Appendix B).  These tools have been described in detail 

above in Chapter 1.  In their respective manuals, each item on the SAVRY, SAPROF-YV, and 

START:AV includes a detailed rationale for the item’s inclusion, operational definitions, as well 

as rating criteria.  I reviewed the tools’ manuals and then coded participants’ responses to the 

open-ended and direct questions using the item definitions provided in the tools’ manuals (See 

Appendix B for all the items and descriptions).  For instance, on the SAPROF-YV the item 

Coping is defined as “the presence of coping skills that contribute to effectively dealing with 

problems” (de Vries Robbé et al., 2015); thus, excerpts from the interviews in which participants 

discussed this construct in relation to desistance were coded under Coping (see Appendix B for 

full criteria).  As previously mentioned, there are several items across the three risk assessment 

tools that have overlapping content (see Table 3); therefore, responses were coded to include 

similar items across tools.  For example, if a response discussed peer relationships, it is 

possible that the response fit item criteria for peer-related items across the SAVRY, SAPROF-

YV, and START:AV.  In addition, multiple protective factor items within tools could be coded for 

a response; however, I focused on selecting the items that provided the best fit (versus 

selecting all items that applied).  After all participant interview files were coded, I reviewed each 

coded section in every file to ensure that coding was consistent across files.  Analyses were 

conducted using NVivo version 12 software (QSR International, 2018).  Intercoder reliability for 

study 1 is included in Chapter 2, as part of study 2’s intercoder reliability analyses. 
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Quantitative analyses 

I calculated frequency counts to examine the frequencies that each protective factor item 

was mentioned or described by participants during the interview.  Specifically, I calculated each 

item’s person frequency (i.e., proportion of participants who discussed an item) and absolute 

frequency (i.e., total number of times an item was discussed by participants; Schilling, 2006).  In 

addition, I calculated person frequencies of participants’ importance ratings of items included on 

the Strength Rating Measure (ratings of somewhat important and very important were 

collapsed). I conducted these analyses using SPSS version 24 (IBM Corporation, 2016). 

Results 

Research Question 1: Are Self-Reported Reasons for Desistance Captured 
by the SAVRY, SAPROF-YV, and START:AV? 

Interview Responses to Open-Ended and Direct Questions 

Participants’ responses were coded deductively based on the SAVRY, SAPROF-YV, 

and START:AV protective factor item definitions.  Specifically, I coded responses to the open-

ended questions about desistance and when participants were asked directly about whether the 

factors helped them to desist (i.e., follow up questions from the Strengths Rating Measure).  

Tables 4, 5, and 6 present findings on the frequencies of items on the SAVRY, 

SAPROF-YV, and START:AV, respectively.  Person frequency represents the percentage and 

number of participants who explained that this item was part of their desistance.  The absolute 

frequency is broken down into categories for total (i.e., the total number of times participants 

described the protective factor), open-ended questions (i.e., the number of times participants 

described the protective factor during the open-ended questions about desistance), and direct 

questions (i.e., the number of times participants described how a protective factor was helpful 

when directly asked about it).  In addition, Tables 4 to 6 include exemplars for each item (i.e., 

quotes from participants or brief summaries of responses).   

All of the items from all three measures were endorsed as having contributed to 

desistance by at least one participant.  The SAVRY includes 6 protective factors, all of which 

were endorsed by participants as relevant to their desistance.  The SAPROF-YV and 

START:AV are longer and include some unique and non-overlapping items (e.g., Court Order, 
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Substance Use), and all of their items were endorsed by at least one participant.  Each 

participant reported approximately 8 items in the open-ended questions (Mdn = 7.9).  

Across tools, some of the most common items that were endorsed were those pertaining 

to positive ways of spending time (i.e., SAVRY’s Prosocial Involvement; START:AV Conduct), 

social support (i.e., SAVRY’s Social Support; SAPROF-YV’s Peers, Other Supportive 

Relationships; START:AV’s Peers, Social Support from Adults), and insight into their behaviour 

or circumstances (i.e., START:AV’s Insight).  Exemplars for each item are provided in Tables 4 

to 6.  For instance, participants described involvement with music groups and volunteering 

which offered a positive experience and a distraction from thinking about crime.  For Participant 

1002, volunteering offered a positive mindset: 

 “There's something about helping people that makes you feel better. I'm not sure 
what, I don't know how. Like I don't understand it. But there's something about it 
that makes you feel better, knowing that you've actually helped somebody… Well, 
I mean, most of the time when you're carrying all that guilt of what you've done it's 
kind of easy to just, like, stay in that negative mindset and to allow yourself to feed 
the negative thoughts and keep... you know, keep them going. Instead of being 
like... you know, trying to live positively and instead of in a negative mindset all the 
time, right?... I find it's hard to do bad things when you're being positive or good.”  

Items relating to social support were discussed both during the initial open-ended 

questions and in response to direct prompts about specific items.  Participants perceived 

stronger social support from peers and other adults than from parents or guardians.  Peer 

relations were important for most participants.  For instance, Participant 1004 expressed that 

peer support was critical for her during difficult times (“and I think that's really what saved me”).  

She also mentioned that she gained prosocial peers and began to recognize the value of peers.  

Other participants discussed how friends provided motivation and aided in the avoidance of 

antisocial situations.  In terms of other relationships, romantic relationships were also described 

as helpful to desistance.  Several participants described receiving social support from a 

probation officer or counsellor, and one participant mentioned support from teachers.   

The item Insight, which is unique to the START:AV, was the most prevalent item across 

all three tools during the open-ended questions.  Some subthemes were evident in participants’ 

discussions of Insight.  Participant 1001 examined the path her friends were taking, and had a 

realization that offending was unhelpful for her: 

“Scared me. Put a fear in me that I didn't want to keep doing what I was doing. 
Umm... and I just didn't see any positive side. There was nothing good coming out 
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of it. There was like a few moments of good feeling, but nothing really good 
happening. It would seem like my problems would be solved for a little bit and 
then... it all came back. And on top of that I always had a shitty feeling, like anxiety 
but way worse. Because, you know, conscience isn't something that you can get 
rid of with, like, antidepressants.”  

She discussed how her psychiatrist revealed to her why she was offending:  

“….understanding why I was doing it... was like one of the first steps to living with 
myself peacefully. Um... my psychiatrist. She just pointed it out. I guess I'd never 
had anyone say it out loud to me and having someone say it out loud to me was 
like 'oh... well, that makes a lot of sense!'. 'Cause when you say things over and 
over in your head it eventually gets muddy. It's like when you say a word over and 
over again and you're like, am I saying that right? Is this the right word?” 

She also developed insight from hearing about a friend’s experiences with incarceration as an 

adult.  Similarly, Participant 1005 expressed how he found life on the streets too dangerous and 

turned himself in to authorities because he wanted to turn his life around.  Participant 1002 

discussed unpleasant experiences while incarcerated and was particularly affected by his 

freedoms being restricted: 

“I was really addicted to drugs and homeless and making... there was a whole slew 
of situations that kind of, um, made me come to the realization that I didn't want – 
that I didn't want to live without freedom for the rest of my life. I didn't want to be a 
slave, trapped, you know, in the judicial system and to other stuff right? So... 
something, I'm not really sure what it was, but just something changed.” 

According to Participant 1003, he did not want to jeopardize his positive gains, and was also 

fearful of more severe consequences: “[…] I feel like none of that's worth it. Just like... it's just 

going to screw myself in the end and screw up my future so... none of it's worth it… Well, 

knowing it would be worse the second time.” 

Participants also frequently acknowledged other START:AV items that do not overlap 

with SAVRY or SAPROF-YV items, including Emotional State and Material Resources.  Material 

Resources was the most commonly acknowledged environment item; Participant 1002 

discussed how he was able to get off the streets and how that changed his perspective.  In 

addition, when prompted, most participants agreed that saving and managing money was 

relevant to their desistance.   

Despite the high prevalence of the items described above, certain items were less 

frequently endorsed as relevant to desistance.  Participants rarely described that external 

sources of structure were relevant to their desistance (e.g., items in the External domain of the 
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SAPROF-YV).  For instance, the SAPROF-YV’s Professional Care reflected positive therapy 

outcomes with psychiatrists and counsellors, and it was only discussed when participants were 

asked directly about whether this item helped them to desist.  In terms of relationships, social 

support from parents was rarely discussed, in contrast to peer social support, and Parental 

Functioning was also largely irrelevant for participants.  Nevertheless, this indicates that these 

items are relevant to at least some participants even though the sample size was quite small (n 

= 8). 

Even though almost all the items across the three tools were considered important or 

helpful to participants’ desistance, certain items were only endorsed after direct prompts for the 

items.  For instance, on the SAVRY, Strong Commitment to School and Resilient Personality 

Traits were discussed only when participants were asked directly about these items (i.e., 33.3% 

of items; 2 items).  On the SAPROF-YV, about half of the items were discussed only when 

participants were directly asked about these items, and not during the initial open-ended 

questions (i.e., 56.3% of items; 9 items). Specifically, all SAPROF-YV items within the 

Resilience domain (e.g., Coping), and most items within the Motivational domain (e.g., 

School/Work, Leisure Activities), were only discussed by participants in response to direct item 

prompts.  Similar to the SAPROF-YV, half of START:AV items were only referenced by 

participants in response to direct item prompts (i.e., 50.0%; 13 items).  Moreover, almost half of 

these START:AV items were items that are unique to the START:AV (non-overlapping items; 

i.e., Conduct, Self-Care, Mental/Cognitive State, Parental Functioning, External Triggers).  

These findings indicate that the method of inquiry matters. 

SAVRY 

Table 4. Frequencies of SAVRY Factors in the In-Person Sample 
 Person 

Frequency 
% (n)  

Absolute Frequency of Number of 
Mentions 

Exemplars 

SAVRY Item  Total 
(n) 

Open 
Ended  
% (n)  

Direct  
% (n) 

 

Prosocial 
Involvement 

100.0 (8) 18 16.7% (3) 83.3% (15) “When I was there I didn't think about 
crime, I didn't think about when am I 
going to get my next money... All I 
thought about was, you know, let’s play 
some music!”  
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Strong Social 
Support 

75.0 (6) 8 37.5% (3) 62.5% (5) “She saw someone that had a chance to 
change things and um, she took a 
chance on me […] It felt like someone 
was actually trying to push me forward.” 

Strong 
Attachments and 
Bonds 

25.0 (2) 2 50.0 (1) 50.0 (1) “My dad and I were tight, and then we 
kind of fell apart during my teen years 
and... getting to know him again... just 
kind of starting over. That was really 
important for me to be able to move on 
and stop doing what I was doing.”  

Positive Attitude 
Towards 
Intervention and 
Authority 

50.0 (4) 6 16.7 (1) 83.3 (5) Incarceration offered a time to explore 
future prosocial options "so I could get 
my life in order”  

Strong 
Commitment to 
School 

25.0 (2) 2 0.0 (0) 100.0 (2) “I've gone to school since I've been 
here. I went to [name] University to learn 
welding. So that was important. It was 
important to me that I follow through with 
that and finish it. Yeah. That kept me out 
of trouble.” 

Resilient 
Personality Traits 

75.0 (6) 15 0.0 (0) 100.0 (15) Responses focused on learning 
forgiveness (“until I could forgive myself 
I couldn’t stop doing crime”), responding 
appropriately to anger/conflict and 
managing emotions effectively, 
appropriately coping with stress, and 
having a positive mindset. 

Note: the absolute frequency is separated by the number of times the item was mentioned in total, during the open-ended 
questions, and during the direct questions; the percentages in the open-ended and direct columns were calculated by dividing 
the total number of times the item was mentioned by the number of times it was mentioned in the open-end questions, and the 
direct questions, respectively.  

SAPROF-YV 

Table 5. Frequencies of SAPROF-YV Factors in the In-Person Sample 
 Person 

Frequency 
% (n)  

Absolute Frequency of 
Number of Mentions 

 

Exemplars 

SAPROF-YV Item  Total 
(n) 

Open 
Ended  
% (n) 

Direct 
% (n) 

 

Social 
Competence 

12.5 (1) 1 0.0 (0) 100.0 (1) “It's easier to get along with people. You 
don't have conflict. You know? It's not 
always avoidable, but you do your best.” 

Coping 62.5 (5) 5 0.0 (0) 100.0 (5) “To be able to cope with and control those 
underlying reasons probably helped it at the 
base.” 

Self-Control 37.5 (3) 4 0.0 (0) 100.0 (4) “Even that split second where you hesitate 
is enough to stop the cycle” 



34 

Perseverance 50.0 (4) 5 0.0 (0) 100.0 (5) Discussed the importance of following 
through with plans and dealing with 
setbacks that came up 

Future 
Orientation 

50.0 (4) 8 37.5 (3) 62.5 (5) Discussed thinking about where their life 
was heading and enrolling in school 

Motivation for 
Treatment 

25.0 (2) 4 0.0 (0) 100.0 (4) Seeing value in therapy/counselling and 
finding it helpful 

Attitudes Toward 
Agreements and 
Conditions 

37.5 (3) 3 33.3 (1) 66.7 (2) He found it motivating to comply with 
probation conditions and saw benefits of 
how he was able to build habits of avoiding 
offending 

Medication 25.0 (2) 3 0.0 (0) 100.0 (3) Solving difficulties encountered by attention 
deficit hyperactivity disorder and bipolar 
disorder 

School/Work 50.0 (4) 1 0.0 (0) 100.0 (7) See SAVRY’s Strong Commitment to 
School 

Leisure Activities 50.0 (4) 5 20.0 (1) 80.0 (4) "So when I was there I didn't think about 
crime, I didn't think about when am I going 
to get my next money... All I thought about 
was, you know, let’s play some music!” 

Parents/ 
Guardians 

  25.0 (2) 2 0.0 (0) 100.0 (2) “But the importance of it was that my dad 
and I were tight, and then we kind of fell 
apart during my teen years and... getting to 
know him again... just kind of starting over. 
That was really important for me to be able 
to move on and stop doing what I was 
doing.” 

Peers 87.5 (7) 15 73.3 (11) 26.7 (4) “You want to hang out with people that find 
value in you and that you find value in. You 
do what you can to make that grow, you 
know.” 

Other Supportive 
Relationships 

87.5 (7) 9 33.3 (3) 66.7 (6) “That's pretty much probably why it 
happened […] I think it was more or less 
just the fact that I had a connection and 
stuff like that. 'Cause I had a really shitty, 
shitty childhood so... I never really had 
anybody.” 

Pedagogical 
Climate 

12.5 (1) 1 100.0 (1) 0.0 (0) Receiving supervision and support from his 
probation officer: “She just kept telling me, 
'you've got to do something with your life, 
you've got to get over it.” 

Professional Care 37.5 (3) 3 0.0 (0) 100.0 (3) Reflected positive therapy outcomes with 
psychiatrists and counsellors 

Court Order 37.5 (3) 4 50.0 (2) 50.0 (2) Discussion of incarceration or court-order 
supervision 

Note: the absolute frequency is separated by the number of times the item was mentioned in total, during the open-ended 
questions, and during the direct questions; the percentages in the open-ended and direct columns were calculated by dividing 
the total number of times the item was mentioned by the number of times it was mentioned in the open-end questions, and the 
the direct questions, respectively.  
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START:AV 

Table 6. Frequencies of START:AV Factors in the In-Person Sample 
 Person 

Frequency 
% (n) 

Absolute Frequency of 
Number of Mentions 

 

Exemplars 

START:AV Item  Total  
(n) 

Open  
Ended  
% (n) 

Direct  
% (n) 

 

School & Work 50.0 (4) 8 12.5 (1) 87.5 (7) See SAVRY’s Strong Commitment to School 
Recreation 50.0 (4) 5 0.0 (0) 100.0 (5) See SAPROF-YV’s Leisure Activities 
Substance Use 37.5 (3) 4 25.0 (1) 75.0 (3) “I wanted to stop because I was addicted to 

crystal meth and it like owned me for a while. 
So I had to stay away from that stuff and in 
doing that I had to stay away from everybody 
who was involved in that kind of stuff.” 

Rule Adherence 50.0 (4) 4 25.0 (1) 75.0 (3) Following the law to avoid police contact and 
following probation conditions. 

Conduct 75.0 (6) 6 0.0 (0) 100.0 (6) Helping others and feeling positive effects of a 
positive perspective, increased positive 
emotion, and a sense of accomplishment. 

Self-Care 50.0 (4) 4 0.0 (0) 100.0 (4) “When I started staying in shelters more I 
started showering more regularly and... it felt 
better. When I felt better about myself, I kind 
of didn't really feel like I needed to do bad 
things to validate myself I guess.” 

Coping 62.5 (5) 5 0.0 (0) 100.0 (5) See SAPROF-YV’s Coping 
Impulse Control 37.5 (3) 4 0.0 (0) 100.0 (4) See SAPROF-YV’s Self Control 
Mental/Cognitiv
e State 

37.5 (3) 3 0.0 (0) 100.0 (3) Thinking things through and showing good 
judgement regarding engaging in certain 
behaviours. 

Emotional State 62.5 (5) 5 0.0 (0) 100.0 (5) It was helpful to deal with depression and 
accept “heavy feelings.” 

Attitudes 50.0 (4) 5 20.0 (1) 80.0 (4) “I wanted to belong in a group of people that 
weren't on the other side of the law. I wanted 
to belong and be a part of society in a positive 
way.” 

Social Skills 12.5 (1) 1 0.0 (0) 100.0 (1) See SAPROF-YV’s Social Competence 
Relationships 
with Caregivers 
& Adults 

25.0 (2) 2 50.0 (1) 50.0 (1) “She just kept telling me, 'you've got to do 
something with your life, you've got to get 
over it'. So my probation officer had a lot of 
influence on me.” 

Relationships 
with Peers 

50.0 (4) 5 40.0 (2) 60.0 (3) “The value to that is I don't need to explain a 
goddamn thing to him. And ditto! He doesn't 
need to explain anything. We both lived 
through it together. He's heard it all, and I've 
heard it all. There's great value to that.” 
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Social Support 
from Adults 

62.5 (5) 7 28.6 (2) 71.4 (5) “She saw someone that had a chance to 
change things […] it felt like someone actually 
wasn't trying to push me down. It felt like 
someone was actually trying to push me 
forward.“ 

Social Support 
from Peers 

37.5 (3) 4 25.0 (1) 75.0 (3) “I got some amazing peer support [..] If I 
hadn't had those things then I probably would 
still be somewhat involved in the system. And 
I think that's really what saved me.” 

Parenting 12.5 (1) 1 0.0 (0) 100.0 (1) “Knowing I have someone there.” 
Parental 
Functioning 

12.5 (1) 1 0.0 (0) 100.0 (1) “I would live with my mom most of the time 
and she was – like I saw her progression to 
success in my lifetime. It was motivating.” 

Peers 75.0 (6) 7 28.6 (2) 71.4 (5) “Motivated friends that were doing good in 
school and planned to go to university and 
stuff and probably surrounding myself in that 
group was motivating.” 

Material 
Resources 

62.5 (5) 10 40.0 (4) 60.0 (6) “The change in environment, like actually 
physically removing myself, was crucial to me 
actually getting away from the problem.” 

Community 50.0 (4) 4 50.0 (2) 50.0 (2) Role of how he “had better relationships with 
some of my neighbours than my family.” 

External 
Triggers 

37.5 (3) 4 0.0 (0) 100.0 (4) “[Winning this award] kind of brought me back 
to right before I'd fallen down this and ... it 
was like look at this! Look at all your hard 
work […] that definitely boosted my self–
esteem and probably started... that's probably 
when I started to drift away from the criminal 
activities.” 

Insight 87.5 (7) 23 78.3 (18) 21.7 (5) “I just couldn't do it anymore. Couldn't do it 
anymore, do you know what I mean? Life was 
ticking on and I was going nowhere.” 

Plans 50.0 (4) 7 28.6 (2) 71.4 (5) See SAPROF-YV’s Future Orientation 
Medication 
Adherence 

25.0 (2) 3 0.0 (0) 100.0 (3) See SAPROF-YV’s Medication 

Treatability 25.0 (2) 4 0.0 (0) 100.0 (4) See SAPROF-YV’s Motivation for Treatment 
Note: the absolute frequency is separated by the number of times the item was mentioned in total, during the open-ended 
questions, and during the direct questions; the percentages in the open-ended and direct columns were calculated by dividing 
the total number of times the item was mentioned by the number of times it was mentioned in the open-end questions, and the 
the direct questions, respectively.  

Ratings on the Strengths Rating Measure  

The direct questions also provided an opportunity for participants to rate the importance 

of specific protective factor items in relation to their desistance.  Table 7 shows frequencies of 

items rated as important (ratings of somewhat and very important were collapsed).  Participants 

viewed most items as important to their desistance; most items were at least somewhat 

important to half of the participants.  Two items were endorsed by only one participant.  These 
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items related to having children and taking prescribed medication, which may have been non-

applicable to some participants (e.g., no children and no medications).   

Consistent with the interview findings, most participants endorsed items relating to 

relationships and support from peers and other adults.  In addition, when asked directly about 

specific items, participants rarely considered external sources of structure (e.g., work, therapy, 

supervision) or parental relationships and support as relevant to their desistance.  In contrast to 

the open-ended questions, fewer participants endorsed items relating to Insight during the direct 

questions.  In addition, internal items such as Coping and Self-control, as well as Substance 

Use, were acknowledged by more participants in the direct questions.  Most of the additional 

items that did not correspond to items on the tools were important to one to two participants only 

(e.g., having children).  However, most participants reported that maturity was important to their 

desistance.  

Table 7. Direct Question Ratings for the In-Person Sample 
Strengths Item Corresponding Item(s) on Tools Important 

% (n) 
Liking and caring about school or 
education  

SAVRY Strong Commitment to School 
SAPROF-YV School/Work 
START:AV School & Work 50.0 (4) 

Liking and caring about my job SAPROF-YV School/Work 
START:AV School & Work 37.5 (3) 

Being involved in hobbies, having 
things to do with my time (e.g., teams, 
clubs, organizations) 

SAVRY Prosocial Activities 
SAPROF-YV Leisure Activities 
START:AV Recreation 37.5 (3) 

Avoiding drugs and/or alcohol START:AV Substance Use 75.0 (6) 
Following rules (e.g., probation 
conditions) 

SAVRY Attitude Toward Intervention and 
Authority 
SAPROF-YV Attitudes Towards Agreements 
and Conditions 
START:AV Rule Adherence 50.0 (4) 

Helping others, being respectful and 
kind 

START:AV Conduct 
75.0 (6) 

Taking care of my health (e.g., getting 
enough sleep) 

START:AV Self-care 
50.0 (4) 

Being able to cope with my problems SAVRY Resilient Personality Traits 
SAPROF-YV Coping 
START:AV Coping 87.5 (7) 

Being able to control myself and 
keeping calm 

SAVRY Resilient Personality Traits 
SAPROF-YV Self-Control 
START:AV Impulse Control 75.0 (6) 

Thinking things through, making good 
decisions 

SAVRY Resilient Personality Traits 
START:AV Mental/Cognitive State 75.0 (6) 
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Being happy or hopeful, or feeling like I 
can get through difficult times 

SAVRY Resilient Personality Traits 
START:AV Emotional State 75.0 (6) 

Realizing that following the law has 
benefits 

START:AV Attitudes 
62.5 (5) 

Being able to manage social situations 
and avoid conflicts with people 

SAVRY Resilient Personality Traits 
SAPROF-YV Social Competence 
START:AV Social Skills 50.0 (4) 

Having good relationships with my 
parents 

SAVRY Strong Attachments and Bonds 
SAPROF-YV Parents/Guardians 
START:AV Relationships with Caregivers and 
Adults 25.0 (2) 

Having good relationships with friends  SAVRY Prosocial Activities 
SAPROF-YV Peers 
START:AV Relationships with Peers 75.0 (6) 

Having a good relationship with a 
romantic partner 

SAPROF-YV Other Supportive Relationships 
25.0 (2) 

Feeling supported by people like 
bosses, teachers, therapists, or 
probation officers 

SAVRY Strong Social Support 
SAPROF-YV Other Supportive Relationships 
START:AV Social Support from Adults 75.0 (6) 

Getting support from friends SAVRY Prosocial Activities 
SAPROF-YV Peers 
START:AV Social Support from Peers 50.0 (4) 

Having parents who provided support, 
and kept me on track  

START:AV Parenting 
20.0 (2) 

Having enough supervision and support SAPROF-YV Pedagogical Climate 20.0 (2) 
Having parents who were good role 
models 

START:AV Parental Functioning 
20.0 (2) 

Having friends who were a positive 
influence and helped me to stay out of 
trouble 

SAVRY Prosocial Activities 
SAPROF-YV Peers 
START:AV Peers 75.0 (6) 

Managing money well (e.g., saving) START:AV Material Resources 62.5 (5) 
Living in a good neighbourhood START:AV Community 50.0 (4) 
Having something positive happen to 
me in my life, like a turning point 

START:AV External Triggers 
37.5 (3) 

Understanding the factors that cause 
me to commit crimes 

START:AV Insight 
37.5 (3) 

Appreciating that I needed help START:AV Insight 20.0 (2) 
Having realistic plans and goals (e.g., 
career goals) 

SAPROF-YV Future Orientation 
START:AV Plans 62.5 (5) 

Following through with plans SAPROF-YV Perseverance 75.0 (6) 
Taking medication that I was prescribed SAPROF-YV Medication 

START:AV Medication Adherence 12.5 (1) 
Being motivated to change SAVRY Attitude Toward Intervention and 

Authority 
SAPROF-YV Motivation for Treatment 
START:AV Treatability 75.0 (6) 

Being motivated to attend therapy or 
services 

SAVRY Positive Attitude Toward Intervention 
and Authority 
SAPROF-YV Motivation for Treatment 
START:AV Treatability 20.0 (2) 
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Receiving therapy or other services that 
I needed 

SAPROF-YV Professional Care 
SAPROF-YV Pedagogical Climate 37.5 (3) 

Getting the supervision that I needed 
(e.g., supervision by probation officers) 

SAPROF-YV Court Order 
37.5 (3) 

Having a sense of pride or connection to 
your culture 

START:AV Culture 
20.0 (2) 

Having and following religious/spiritual 
beliefs 

N/A 
20.0 (2) 

Having kids N/A 12.5 (1) 
Growing up, getting more mature N/A 75.0 (6) 

 

Discussion 

Chapter 2 provided an overview of study 1, which examined a potential source of 

evidence for the content validity of the SAVRY, SAPROF-YV, and START:AV in a sample of 

people who have desisted.  The study was conducted in-person and used in-depth interviews.  

Key Findings 

The results of study 1 showed that all items on the SAVRY, SAPROF-YV, and 

START:AV were endorsed by at least one participant.  Moreover, most items were considered 

important when participants were directly asked about specific protective factors.  By reviewing 

the results from both open-ended and direct questions together, the pattern of results between 

the two methods of inquiry indicates that the items were relevant to at least some participants, 

providing some preliminary supporting evidence for the content validity of the three tools. The 

findings also highlighted that the method of asking questions was important.  Specifically, about 

half of the SAVRY and SAPROF-Y items, and a third of the START:AV items were endorsed 

only in response to direct questions about the items and were not discussed in the open-ended 

questions.  Despite these items only being endorsed in direct questions, this finding still 

provides evidence for the content validity of the tools as per Brod et al.’s (2009) 

recommendations of asking broad open-ended questions about the topic first and then asking 

direct questions.  

In the open-ended questions, common items across the three tools related to strong 

social support (SAVRY’s Prosocial Involvement, Social Support; SAPROF-YV’s Peers, Other 

Supportive Relationships; START:AV’s Peers, Social Support from Adults) and insight into 

behaviour and consequences (START:AV’s Insight).  In addition, social support items were 
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commonly reported within the direct questions.  Participants more frequently noted stronger 

social support from peers and other adults, such as probation officers, than from parents or 

guardians.  Participants rarely described some items, such as those relating to external sources 

of structure (i.e., items in the External domain of the SAPROF-YV), social skills, parental social 

support, and parental role modelling.  However, these items were still relevant to at least one 

participant, and their infrequencies may reflect sampling issues and the small sample size.  As 

SPJ risk assessment tools do not represent an overall construct of risk or protection for 

offending, but rather contain a checklist of items that relate to offending, it is reasonable that 

some items may be irrelevant for some individuals.  For example, the START:AV manual 

highlights the importance of recognizing individual differences when completing assessments 

(Viljoen et al., 2014).  

Limitations 

The main limitations for study 1 concern the sample.  First, this study is limited by the 

sample size of 8 participants.  I initially aimed to recruit 30 participants, as this sample size 

would have been consistent with research examining content validity in health psychology (e.g., 

Olshansky et al., 2012; Matza et al., 2015; Tatlock et al., 2017) and research using qualitative 

data collection methods for assessing protective factors relevant to desistance (Amemiya et al., 

2017).  Also, within qualitative content analyses, it is recommended that data collection 

continues until a saturation point is achieved, in which additional data collection is unlikely to 

provide unique information (Cutliffe, 2000).  As described by Brod et al. (2009), previous studies 

have suggested that approximately ninety percent of themes may be identified after responses 

from 12 participants have been coded (e.g., Guest et al., 2006), so 30 participants would likely 

have had a greater likelihood of reaching saturation.  Saturation was not reached in this study, 

and it is unclear whether additional interviews would have yielded additional information.  

Although the current sample size was smaller than anticipated, it is comparable to sample sizes 

of 8 to 9 participants in some qualitative desistance studies (Bryne & Trew, 2008; Christian et 

al., 2009; Herrschaft et al., 2009).  In addition, even though the number of in-person participants 

was relatively small (n = 8), results provided support for the content validity of the tools; all of 

the items on the SAVRY, SAPROF-YV, and START:AV were endorsed by participants through 

either open-ended or direct questions.  However, these findings may have limited 

generalizability due to this small sample size.  
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Second, although five of the eight participants desisted when they were between 17 to 

20 years old, three participants reported that they stopped offending in their thirties or forties.  

These three participants met the study criteria because they had started offending during 

adolescents and had stopped offending for over two years (e.g., five to sixteen years).  Due to 

their age when they stopped offending, and because this study examined adolescent risk 

assessment tools, older participants limit the generalizability of the findings.  Future research 

should aim to sample young adults who have desisted from adolescent offending.   

Another study limitation relates to the way the questions were asked during the 

interview.  Participants were only asked about what helped them to desist and were not asked 

about protective factor items that were not present but would have been helpful to their 

desistance, had it been available.  In fact, some participants showed some variable responses 

during the direct questions.  Specifically, three participants discussed how a specific protective 

factor item was “very important” but they would also describe how this item was absent from 

their life.  In these instances, I chose to redirect them to focus on the importance or relevance to 

their own desistance.  However, it could have been valuable if participants were also asked 

whether protective factor items that were not present for them may have been helpful to their 

desistance.  For instance, perhaps participants perceived that parental support would have 

been beneficial, had it been available to them.  As mentioned above, the infrequency of items 

relating to parental support and positive role modelling may reflect the small sample size.  As 

such, the present findings are limited because they reflect the relationships and external 

supports that were available to this sample, which limits the generalizability of this study’s 

findings.  Future studies should also include queries about participants’ perceptions of the 

relevance of different protective factors, even if the item was not present for them (i.e., “if you’d 

had this available to you, do you think it would have been helpful”).  

Conclusions 

Study 1 was the first study to explore how the content of protective factor items included 

in risk assessment tools corresponds to lived experiences of desistance.  Overall, the results of 

this study provide preliminary support for the content validity of the SAVRY, SAPROF-YV, and 

START:AV in relation to desistance.  The findings suggest that the content of most items on 

these tools were relevant to a small sample of Canadian adults who have desisted from 

adolescent offending.  All SAVRY, SAPROF-YV, and START:AV items were endorsed during in 

the interviews, although more items were endorsed in response to direct questions about 
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specific protective factors.  In addition, all items were considered at least somewhat important to 

participants in the direct questions (i.e., rating the importance of items to their desistance).  

These findings have limited generalizability due to the small sample size and composition of the 

sample (i.e., primarily Caucasian and primarily male), but they nonetheless provide preliminary 

support for the content validity of these three tools.  
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Chapter 3. Study 2: Online  

This chapter summarizes study 2, which is the online study. Chapter 3 outlines the 

methods and procedures, analyses and results for research question 1 (are self-reported 

reasons for desistance captured by the SAVRY, SAPROF-YV, and START:AV), and ends with a 

brief discussion.  Chapter 3 largely parallels Chapter 2, with respect to methods, analyses, and 

results.  Chapter 3 also includes intercoder reliability analyses (for both samples).  

Because recruitment was slower than anticipated for the in-person study, a post-hoc 

decision was made to also offer the study as an online survey through Amazon’s Mechanical 

Turk (MTurk) to gain a greater sample size (while keeping the in-person recruitment 

open/ongoing).  An unanticipated benefit of having to collect an additional sample is that the 

study was accessible to individuals across the United States and was accessible from any 

electronic device with internet access (e.g., laptop).  In addition, this second sample allowed for 

greater generalizability of findings.  

Methods 

Participants  

The online sample included 95 participants who were residents of the United States.  

The age of participants ranged from 21 to 55 years, and the average age was 34.5 years (SD = 

7.6).  Age of first police contact ranged from 7 to 19 years (M = 14.8, SD = 2.1), and age of first 

arrest was from 8 to 19 years (M = 15.7, SD = 2.1).  Participants’ age when they stopped 

offending ranged from 14 to 45 years (M = 20.0, SD = 4.6), and participants reported that they 

had stopped offending for 3 to 35 years (M = 14.5, SD = 8.0).  This sample was 71.6% male (n 

= 68) and 28.4% female (n = 27).  The majority of the sample were Caucasian (79.0%, n = 75), 

8.4% (n = 8) were African American or Black, 5.6% (n = 5) were Hispanic, 3.2% (n = 3) were 

Asian, and 4.2% (n = 4) selected other ethnic backgrounds (e.g., mixed ethnic backgrounds).  

Participants in this sample were educated; only one participant reported that they did not 

complete high school.  Almost half (40.0%; n = 38) of participants reported having a Bachelor’s 

degree, 27.4% (n = 26) indicated they had some post-secondary education, 11.6% (n = 11) 

stated they had obtained a diploma or technical degree, and 5.3% (n = 5) reported having a 

graduate degree.  Only a small proportion (14.7%, n = 14) of participants had completed high 

school only.  Most of the sample (91.6%, n = 87) indicated they were employed.   
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Approximately one-quarter of participants reported ever committing a violent offense 

(26.3%, n = 25), almost three-quarters of participants reported committing a property offense 

(70.5%, n = 67), and about half of the participants reported committing a drug offense (51.6%, n 

= 49).  Similarly, while the rates of convictions for property offenses were high (60.6%, n = 57), 

rates of convictions for violent offenses (21.2%, n = 19) and drug offenses (30.9%, n = 29) were 

relatively lower.  Most participants had been on probation (96.8%, n = 91) either once (65.9%, n 

= 60) or twice (24.2%, n = 22).  Approximately two-thirds of the sample had a history of custody 

(72.3%, n = 68), and most of these individuals had been in custody once (61.8%, n = 42) or 

twice (17.7%, n = 22).  About a third of the sample reported receiving previous mental health 

services (31.9%, n = 30). 

Procedures 

Recruitment 

MTurk is a crowdsourcing website that operates through the website Amazon.com.  

Researchers (i.e., “requesters”) can post tasks or surveys (i.e., “HIT”) to MTurk.  Potential 

participants (i.e., “workers”) can browse MTurk’s available studies select studies of interest.  

Participation is considered anonymous as workers are identified by their unique MTurk alpha-

numeric identification number only.  Workers are paid through Amazon; after the completion of a 

task or survey they are given a unique code to enter on MTurk which enables them to request 

the stated compensation.  When the worker is “approved” by the requester, the worker is paid 

through MTurk.  Requesters may reject the worker for a variety of reasons, such as unreliable 

response patterns.  If a worker is rejected they do not receive the compensation.  

Previous research has shown that the quality of data obtained from MTurk is comparable 

to other common sampling and recruitment procedures (Antoun et al., 2015; Bartneck et al., 

2015; Buhrmester et al., 2011).  Research also suggests that MTurk participants report intrinsic 

motivation for participation; that is, their participation is not solely based on the monetary gain 

(Paolacci et al., 2010).  MTurk has been used to examine various clinical phenomenon, such as 

depression, anxiety (Arditte et al., 2016), substance abuse, and trauma (Shapiro et al., 2013). 

Moreover, MTurk has been used to recruit similar samples of people who have desisted 

(n = 777; Hanniball et al., 2018), and people engaging in crime (n = 118; Rivera & Veysey, 

2018).  Recently, a doctoral dissertation study used MTurk to recruit adults with a history of 

arrests during adolescence, with no arrest history in adulthood (n = 227; Vigil, 2017), which was 
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similar to the inclusion criteria for this study.  Notably, Vigil’s (2017) study also used a number of 

open-ended questions to gather qualitative data.  Their study took 20 to 40 minutes to complete 

and participants were paid $2.00 USD for participating. These studies suggested that it was 

feasible to recruit a sample of people who have desisted on MTurk.  

For this study, additional qualification parameters were included to increase the 

likelihood of having reliable responses.  Only workers who met these requirements were able to 

view the study: (1) as each MTurk user has a unique ID code, each user was only permitted to 

take the study one time, (2) workers with approval rates of at least 95% could access the study 

(i.e., total number of approvals minus rejections, divided by the total number of completed 

tasks/surveys), and (3) workers in the United States were eligible.  MTurk is a common resource 

in the United States, but it includes fewer Canadian workers (e.g., MTurk pays workers from the 

United States directly, whereas Canadian workers are paid through credit only to Amazon.com, 

and not Amazon.ca).  Thus, the qualification for United States workers was added to help obtain 

a sample from a similar population (although individuals across the different states may 

represent a heterogeneous group).  

The following message was available to potential workers:   

This study is investigating how people with a history of committing crimes during 
their adolescence were able to stop committing crimes.  You will be asked to 
complete an online survey that includes open-ended questions where you will be 
asked to explain the story about how you were able to stop committing crimes.  We 
would appreciate it if participants write a lot of information, because the results of 
this study will be used to help develop strategies for youth at-risk of committing 
crimes and to help youth involved in the justice system to stay out of trouble.     

To be eligible for participation in this study, you must meet the following criteria:  

• You are 19 years of age or older 

• As a teenager, you were convicted of at least one criminal offense that 
resulted in probation or incarceration 

• You have stopped committing crimes for at least two years 

Your participation in this study is anonymous and confidential.  This study takes 
approximately 30-45 minutes to complete and you will be paid $4.50 USD for your 
participation.  Please click on the link below to complete the survey. 

At the outset of the study, I hoped to gain approximately 90-100 participants from MTurk.  

This sample size is relatively consistent with previously research on desistance (Maruna, 2004), 
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and protective factors (Rennie & Dolan, 2010).  As such, I considered that a sample size of 90-

100 participants would be appropriate.    

Study Procedures 

Participants completed the survey online through Qualtrics and could access the survey 

link through MTurk.  After obtaining informed consent, participants completed the same 

inclusion criteria screening questions used for the in-person study.  They were directed to the 

end of the survey if they responded “no” to any of these questions.  Participants who met 

inclusion criteria proceeded to the demographic questions followed by the Self Report of 

Offending measure (Huizinga et al., 1991; Knight et al., 2004).   

Participants were then asked to report how many years it had been since they had 

stopped offending.  Next, participants were asked open-ended questions about their desistance 

(see Appendix A).  The open-ended questions were the same questions used in study 1.  

Because the in-person interviews allowed the researcher to ask follow-up questions or prompt 

the participant to elaborate on their response, several steps were taken to help ensure that 

participants wrote an adequate amount of information for the first open-ended question about 

their desistance.  The first open-ended question required a minimum of 200 characters in the 

response, based on the character count in the first three transcribed responses from the in-

person interviews.  This question also included prompts that asked the participant to write as 

much detail as possible because the results would be used to help develop strategies for 

helping adolescents involved in the justice system.  After completing the first open-ended 

question, participants viewed a statement on the next page that thanked them for responding 

and indicated that there were a few more questions about their experiences.   

After the open-ended questions, participants completed the Strengths Rating Measure in 

a self-report format (i.e., for each of the 38 items they were asked to select if the item was not at 

all important, somewhat important, or very important to their desistance; see Measures section 

of study 1 and Appendix A).  In contrast to study 1, in study 2 items rated as somewhat or very 

important did not lead to prompts asking for elaboration on how the item was helpful to their 

desistance; participants simply rated each item and were not asked to provide additional 

information.  This was changed for study 2 to prevent participants from selecting the “not at all 

important” option to avoid having to write out explanations for how the item was helpful to them.  

Finally, participants were asked two repeat demographic questions (Oppenheimer et al., 2009) 
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as an attention reliability check (e.g., ever committed a violent offense, ever convicted for a 

violent offense) to help screen out participants who responded carelessly.  

For this study, the unique code to request approval was given at the end of the survey 

as part of Qualtrics, thus all workers who completed the survey were approved and paid $4.50 

USD.  

Exclusion Criteria 

In total, 226 individuals started the survey.  Of this 226, 80 individuals did not meet the 

inclusion criteria, and 20 individuals did not answer all the questions.  This resulted in 126 

participants who completed the entire survey.  The open-ended responses were screened for 

invalid data.  Only 4 participants provided responses that were considered invalid.  Specifically, 

their responses included: multiple copied and pasted item instructions, random letters, such as 

“ttttttt” to fill the space, copied and pasted information about desistance from a webpage, and an 

incoherent response.  Based on this screening, all other responses were considered appropriate 

for inclusion.  Two more participants indicated they did not have a history of probation or 

custody, despite meeting the inclusion criteria.  Eight participants showed inconsistent 

responses on the reliability check items.  Finally, 18 participants were excluded due to having 

SRO variety scores of 1 and corresponding open-ended responses discussing a minor first-time 

offense only, such as possession of marijuana, or very minor vandalism/theft.  After the above 

participants were excluded, the final online sample comprised 95 participants.   

Intercoder Reliability 

Intercoder reliability (ICR) was assessed by having a second coder analyze excerpts 

from the open-ended responses (O’Connor & Joffe, 2020).  Specifically, a graduate student 

researcher familiar with adolescent risk assessment tools coded 145 excerpts from the total 

sample (i.e., including participants from studies 1 and 2).  Approximately five excerpts per item 

were randomly selected from the dataset for the ICR coding.  If the item was infrequently coded 

in both studies (e.g., the item was only mentioned by a couple of participants), only a couple of 

excerpts were included.  The excerpts were numbered and were reordered using a random 

number list generator.  This approach to selecting data was used to ensure each protective 

factor item was included in the ICR analyses, rather than potentially excluding some items if a 

subset of participant data had been selected at random.  Excerpts were from open-ended 

questions only (i.e., responses to direct questions in study 1 were not included, as the questions 
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queried about items directly).  The excerpts ranged from one sentence to a paragraph of several 

sentences.  

Prior to the ICR coding, the second coder independently reviewed the tools’ manuals, 

and I provided training on the SAVRY, SAPROF-YV, and START:AV item definitions and 

common coding difficulties.  The second coder then completed 13 practice excerpts which we 

reviewed together and any discrepancies were discussed and clarified.  For the ICR coding, the 

second coder was instructed to read each excerpt, examine the item definitions, and write down 

the items that fit best.  As with the coding that I had completed, the second coder was informed 

that multiple items across and within tools may apply to an excerpt.  The selected practice 

cases also reflected excerpts where multiple items applied.  The second coder was also asked 

to write down any other items that they may have also strongly considered for each excerpt 

(e.g., second choice items), which were also used in the analyses.  

Protocol 

The study 1 and study 2 protocols largely paralleled each other.  To adapt the protocol 

into an online survey for study 2, I sought feedback from my supervisor and my lab members on 

how to revise the in-person protocol for the online survey version (e.g., pilot tested the survey 

amongst graduate student peers).  A summary of the overlap and differences between the two 

study procedures is shown in Table 8.  

Table 8. Summary of Data Collection Methods and Procedures 
 Direct Overlap Study 1: In-Person Study 2: Online  
Recruitment -- Use of online and in-person 

posters to recruit individuals to 
meet for the in-person study. 

Use of Amazon’s MTurk to 
recruit workers to complete an 
online survey hosted through 
Qualtrics. 

Eligibility Aged 19 years and older, 
spoke English, convicted of 
at least one offense during 
adolescence that resulted in 
a sentence of probation or 
custody, had stopped 
offending for at least 2 
years. 

Resided in the Greater 
Vancouver Area. 

Resided in the United States.  

Location  -- In-person interviews were 
conducted in public locations 
such as libraries or coffee shops. 

Online surveys could be 
completed from any electronic 
device with a United States 
I.P. address. 
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Compensation In both samples, 
participants were provided 
with monetary 
compensation. 

Participants were paid $25 CAD 
for in-person interviews. 

Participants were paid $4.50 
USD for online survey. 

Demographics Demographic questions 
included age, gender, 
ethnicity, education level, 
current occupation, living 
situation, previous mental 
health services, type of prior 
offenses, age of first police 
contact, arrest, and charge, 
and whether they had been 
on probation and/or in 
custody.  

Participants were asked to 
indicate the length of their 
probation/custody sentences.  

Participants were asked how 
many times they have been 
on probation/in custody (i.e., 
to simplify the question for the 
online version, especially if 
participants had a difficult time 
remembering the duration of 
their sentences).   

SRO 23 items were included for 
both samples.  

All standard items were included, 
including the item about if they 
had ever killed someone.  

The item asking if the 
individual had ever killed 
someone was excluded due to 
ethical concerns, thus only 23 
items were used.  

Open-Ended 
Questions 

The same questions were 
used for both samples.  

The researcher was present to 
ask follow up questions (e.g., “tell 
me more about this”). 

Participants were prompted on 
the first question with 
information about how these 
results would be used to help 
understand how to keep 
adolescents from persisting in 
the justice system.  For the 
first item, there was also a 
minimum word count of 200 
words.  

Strengths 
Rating 
Measure 

The same questions were 
used for both samples.  

It was administered as a 
structured interview; if 
participants responded with 
“somewhat” or “very important”, 
they were prompted to tell the 
researcher more about how that 
factor helped them to stop 
offending.  

Participants completed this as 
a questionnaire through the 
online survey, with no 
additional prompts.  

Reliability 
Check  

-- None administered.  Two demographic questions 
were repeated. 

 

Analyses 

Research question 1 examined whether participants’ reasons for desistance 

corresponded to the item content of the protective factors on the SAVRY, SAPROF-YV, and 

START:AV.  As with study 1, responses to the open-ended questions were coded using directed 
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content analyses based on the protective factor item definitions included in the tools’ manuals.   

In contrast to study 1, for study 2 responses were coded from the open-ended interview 

questions only, because there were no follow up questions during the administration of the 

Strengths Rating Measure.  As with study 1, I reported frequencies for each item that was 

coded, and reported the frequencies of participants’ ratings of the direct questions (i.e., 

importance rating to their desistance).   

In addition, ICR was analysed using Cohen’s kappa, which accounts for agreement due 

to chance (κ, Cohen, 1960; O’Connor & Joffe, 2020).  Kappa was reported only for items with 

person frequencies of five or greater.  The following interpretations were used for κ:  0 to .20 as 

slight, .21 to .40 as fair, .41 to .60 as moderate, .61 and .81 as substantial, and .81 and higher 

as nearly perfect agreement (Landis & Koch, 1977; O’Connor & Joffe, 2020).  Percentage 

agreement (Miles & Huberman, 1994) was also reported in terms of total agreement for both 

including and excluding each item code.  Items with person frequencies of less than 5 were only 

reported as percentage agreement.  Percentage agreement of 80% or above on 95% of the 

codes was considered good (Miles & Huberman, 1994).  

Results 

Research Question 1: Are Self-Reported Reasons for Desistance Captured 
by the SAVRY, SAPROF-YV, and START:AV? 

As with the in-person sample, responses were coded deductively based on the SAVRY, 

SAPROF-YV, and START:AV protective factor item definitions.  Tables 9, 10, and 11 display the 

person and absolute frequencies of protective factor items, as well as exemplars for the 

SAVRY, SAPROF-YV, and START:AV items, respectively.  

As shown in Tables 9 to 11, almost all items across the three tools were endorsed by 

participants.  Consistent with the in-person sample, participants described all SAVRY items (i.e., 

100.0% of items; 6 items), and most SAPROF-YV (i.e., 93.8%; 15 items) and START:AV items 

(i.e., 96.2%; 25 items).  Items that were not described as important to desistance by any online 

participants included the SAPROF-YV’s Attitude Toward Agreements and Conditions and the 

START:AV’s Parenting, but these items were endorsed in the in-person study.  In general, the 

findings provide support for the content validity of the tools’ items in relation to desistance.  As 

discussed in the following sections, in the open-ended questions some items were more 
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common among participants (e.g., items relating to relationships and social support), while other 

items were rarely reported (e.g., coping).  Across all three tools, participants reported 

approximately seven items each (M = 7.2, SD = 4.8).  

With respect to gender, on the SAVRY both males and females reported 100.0% of the 

items (i.e., all six items were reported across both gender groups).  Minor gender differences 

were found on the SAPROF-YV and START:AV.  On the SAPROF-YV males described 75.0% 

of items (i.e., 12 items) and females discussed 81.3% of items (i.e., 13 items).  Similarly, on the 

START:AV males reported 88.5% of items (i.e., 23 items) and females described 84.6% of 

items (i.e., 22 items).  At an item level, gender differences in the person frequencies were tested 

statistically using Fisher’s exact test, but no significant differences emerged.  One item, the 

SAPROF-YV’s Motivation for Treatment, initially appeared significantly more frequent in 

females, however the assumption of having at least five responses in each sample was violated, 

thus this finding was considered null.  

Common Items  

Common themes were found among frequently endorsed items across tools.  The most 

common items related to relationships and social support (i.e., SAVRY’s Prosocial Involvement 

and Strong Social Support; all three SAPROF-YV Relational items; START:AV’s Parenting and 

Peers), involvement and interest in school and/or work (i.e., SAPROF-YV’s School/Work; 

START:AV’s School & Work), as well as internal factors including Insight and Attitudes (on the 

START:AV).  Relationship/social support items and Insight were also common in the in-person 

sample, however school and work appeared less relevant to desistance for in-person 

participants.  Other notable differences between samples related to the START:AV’s Parenting 

frequencies, which suggests parental support and supervision may have been more relevant for 

online versus in-person participants.  However, this may be due to a sample size effect (e.g., 

more participants in the online sample versus the in-person sample, so parenting may have 

been more likely to come up).  

Relationships were commonly reported in terms of parental/family relationships being 

“supportive”, “caring”, “understanding”, “encouraging” and “being there” for them during difficult 

times, such as during/following participants’ justice involvement.  Participants also discussed 

tangible support, such as financial aid from parents, as well as parents/guardians providing 

consequences for behaviour (e.g., restricting freedom), or making sure they got services (e.g., 

counselling).  Participants discussed the importance of parents/guardian relationships in their 
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lives, and associated feelings of mutual acceptance.  Participant 63 expressed motivation to not 

cause worry for their mother: “I wanted to make sure that I made my mom worry less what I was 

doing. I did not want her to receive news that something bad happened to me.”  Although 

support and supervision were commonly mentioned, Parental Functioning did not correspond to 

any responses in the online sample (i.e., parental role modelling and responsibility). 

Participants also commonly highlighted the role of peer relationships and related support 

to their desistance, which was consistent with the in-person findings.  Peers offered support by 

inviting them to engage in prosocial activities, talking through issues, listening, and tangible 

support such as a place to stay.  Peers also inspired participants by motivating them to achieve 

goals.  Participants discussed having “mature friends” “who were good kids” that acted as “great 

role models.”  Participant 124 stated: 

“I realized that my friend who did really well in school really didn’t want much to do 
with a bunch of partiers who were wasting time simply because they wanted fun 
all the time. Some friends pointed out that you can still have fun in life without going 
overboard. They also pointed out that life in the future wouldn’t be very fun if I was 
struggling all the time.” 

A number of participants highlighted the process of losing antisocial friends and gaining 

prosocial friends.  Moreover, some participants described having antisocial peers who appeared 

to shift toward prosocial lifestyles, suggesting they desisted together. 

Participants also underscored the role of a romantic partner (i.e., SAPROF-YV’s Other 

Supportive Relationships) offering guidance for positive decision making, general support, and 

providing motivation to desist.  Social support from other adults was less common than parental 

support, but included other family members, and less commonly teachers and mentors.  For 

instance, Participant 73 expressed positive experiences with a teacher that lead to several other 

positive developments, such as with respect to involvement in school, positive activities, and 

other relationships: 

“I ran into a teacher at my school […] who took a special interest in me. He talked 
to me when I was having a rough time, he took my side […] He basically just 
believed in me. Eventually and I don't know when I stopped 'using' him and started 
wanting his trust in me to be founded in reality[…] Everyone knew who I was and 
what a turn around I had performed, students, parents and teachers alike. To this 
day I'm still in touch with him, he came to my wedding and I even named my son 
after him. He was a father to me when I needed one and he still provides that role 
when I need somebody to talk to during rough times. Having an adult around who 
was willing to go to bat for me at risk of his own reputation helped a lot.”  
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Participants described school and work in terms of keeping busy to avoid trouble and 

providing motivation for success.  During the end of adolescence, interest in attending post-

secondary education motivated participants to focus on school.  Like in-person participants, 

online participants described how school helped them avoid other risk factors (e.g., how 

dedication to school helped with avoidance of antisocial peers).  Some participants only 

described experiences with school, while others solely identified the role of having a job.  

Moreover, several participants highlighted a path of increased dedication to school that led to 

work (e.g., enrolling in college, taking courses that led to a specific interest, and pursuing work 

in that field).  Work was discussed in terms of staying busy, offering “stability”, “a steady 

paycheck”, “responsibility”, and a sense of pride (“getting a job that I was happy with and proud 

of having”).  Notably, School & Work was discussed by approximately 20.0% of males (n = 19), 

but only 3.2% of females (n = 3), but this difference was not statistically significant.  

The item Insight was the most prevalent item across all three risk assessment tools 

examined in this study, and within both samples.  A few common themes emerged within the 

online participants’ responses that were consistent with Insight.  The first broad theme was 

looking at the path they were going down and wanting to make a change.  Several participants 

recognized how their antisocial lifestyles would affect their future (e.g., decreased job 

opportunities).  Some participants identified specific steps they realized they needed to take to 

stay out of trouble.  For instance, participants underscored the need to avoid delinquent peers, 

and to view the differences in opportunities for peers who were making positive changes and 

those who were not:  

“I was concerned about my future, if I kept acting like this. I had some friends who 
were acting this way as well, and it seemed like some of them were getting better, 
and some were getting worse, and it was obvious which group would have more 
success in life. I did not want to close doors for myself and limit my opportunities.” 
– Participant 28 

A similar theme that emerged was recognizing the legal consequences of their actions 

and fear of future legal consequences (e.g., as an adult).  Many participants were deterred by 

their negative first-hand experiences with judicial outcomes, such as being on probation or 

being incarcerated.  For instance, participants noted that they had felt overwhelmed or 

embarrassed about their justice system history, or had experienced discomfort around other 

inmates while incarcerated.  Other participants also expressed a desire to avoid incarceration in 

the future.  Finally, participants also reported that they gained a general awareness about the 

dangers of their antisocial behaviour and the associated consequences.  
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 The START:AV item Attitudes, which does not overlap with any SAVRY or SAPROF-YV 

items, was also relatively common.  Participants highlighted how they experienced changes in 

their decision-making with respect to future aspirations.  Self-improvement and recognition of 

self-value played a role for some participants.  Participant 69 explained how they gained a 

positive attitude from their experiences around other incarcerated individuals.  For Participant 

79, it was helpful to adjust their attitude with respect to their perception from others: “I stopped 

caring what others thought about me. I stopped thinking of doing "cool" things or being self-

aware of what I did. I stopped being peer pressured into things I didn't want to do.”  Whereas for 

Participant 93, it was important to set a positive example for family: “I had the opportunity to do 

better and set a better example for my brothers, so I chose that avenue and worked as hard as I 

could at it.”  In addition, several participants talked about gaining an understanding of the risks 

of antisocial behaviour and the rewards of positive behaviour.  As illustrated by Participant 98, 

antisocial behaviour was incongruent with their goals:   

“I guess you could say the entire world environment. I wanted to be in it, not locked 
up. I wanted to see what I could do and if I could succeed in life. I always wanted 
to travel the world and being locked up would not help me accomplish that goal.” 

Uncommon Items  

As with the in-person sample, in this sample a number of items were uncommonly 

reported by participants with respect to their desistance.  For instance, only a couple of 

participants endorsed items relating to motivation (i.e., SAVRY’s Attitudes Toward Agreements 

and Conditions, the SAPROF-YV’s Motivation for Treatment and Medication).  In addition, all 

items relating to external sources of structure and rules within the External domain of the 

SAPROF-YV (i.e., Pedagogical Climate, Professional Care, and Court Order) were infrequent 

within both samples.  For Professional Care, which relates to the quality of professional services 

offered to the individual, one participant described positive experiences they had with 

programming while incarcerated, which appears rare:  

“Inside of the prison they gave me alot of tools to help me when i got out, i obtained 
my ged, i learned how to respect people, I also learned how hard people actually 
had to work for things. I learned quickly i wouldn't go far in life continuing the 
lifestyle i was leading, i wouldn't be able to get a decent job and would keep coming 
in and out of jail/prison. We had some speakers periodically come into this prison 
and something they said hit me hard they said 7 out of 10 of you will go to real 
adult prison, i made a vow that would never be me.” 
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Items concerning internal processes and skills such those related to coping, impulse 

control, social skills, and mental/cognitive state were only described as helpful to desistance by 

one to three participants (e.g., SAPROF-YV items Social Competence, Coping, Self-Control, 

Perseverance).  This is consistent with the in-person sample, where these items were not 

discussed during the open-ended questions (but were endorsed during direct item prompts).  

A few items unique to the START:AV that do not overlap with SAVRY/SAPROF-YV were 

mentioned rarely, including Rule Adherence, Conduct, Self Care, Mental/Cognitive State, and 

Community.  For instance, only two participants discussed Self Care, which was in the content 

of eating well and working out.  Participant 71 attributed his whole transformation to 

improvements in self-care, and particularly highlighted the role of diet and fitness, which led to 

additional improvements: 

“It changed me to my very core. I feel like I hadn't really grown as a person for a 
long time before I got into weight lifting. Then, shortly after I did, I felt like I had a 
growth spurt (both physically and mentally). My self-respect went through the roof 
in a matter of months. I quickly starting thinking "I'm better than that, I can do a lot 
better than that", and I did. I learned meditation and mindfulness to help deal with 
the pain associated with weight training and to improve my ability to focus while 
under a heavy barbell, but it ended up having a positive carryover to virtually every 
other area of my life. Ultimately, I lost the desire to offend anymore, I could think 
of so many more positive and constructive uses for my time. I strongly believe that 
the changes to my diet had a huge bearing on my transformation. Before I started 
lifting seriously I basically lived on junk food and soda pop. I went from sleeping 
about 4-5 hours a night to 8-9.” 

Despite these lower rates of the aforementioned items, the findings suggest that these items 

were still important to desistance for at least some participants.  

SAVRY 

Table 9. Frequencies of SAVRY Factors in the Online Sample 
 Person Frequency  

% (n) 
Absolute 

Frequency 
of Number 

of 
Mentions 

(n) 

Exemplars 

SAVRY Item Total 
 

Males 
 

Females 
 

Total 
 

 

Prosocial 
Involvement 

24.2 
(23) 

17.9 
(17) 

6.3 
(6) 

33 “What made me quit? A friend dragged me into 
the gym one day. I saw these big guys lifting 
weights and it was just like someone flipped a 
switch inside my head.” 
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Strong Social 
Support 

28.4 
(27) 

21.1 
(20) 

7.4 
(7) 

37 “I had a supportive family that did not want to 
see me be punished by society for doing 
wrong.” 

Strong 
Attachments and 
Bonds 

14.7 
(14) 

12.6 
(12) 

2.1 
(2) 

16 Focused on relationships with parents, or other 
relatives such as aunts, uncles, and 
grandparents 

Positive Attitude 
Towards 
Intervention and 
Authority 

8.4 
(8) 

4.21 
(4) 

4.2 
(4) 

9 “I went into counseling with therapists and they 
helped me deal with my issues, drug and 
alcohol addiction and I credit them with helping 
me change my ways.” 

Strong 
Commitment to 
School 

13.7 
(13) 

12.6 
(12) 

1.1 
(1) 

15 “I was determined to get into a good school, 
and didn't want a stain on my record. And once 
I did get accepted to a college and move out of 
state, I found myself with fewer opportunities to 
offend.” 

Resilient 
Personality Traits 

13.7 
(13) 

10.5 
(10) 

3.2 
(2) 

14 Management of anger and positive 
communication skills, development of emotion 
regulation skills, developing empathy and 
perspective taking, problem solving (e.g., 
evaluating pros and cons, be cognizant of 
responsibilities to others).   

Note: total n = 95; males n = 68; females n = 27.  

SAPROF-YV 

Table 10. Frequencies of SAPROF-YV Factors in the Online Sample 
 Person Frequency  

% (n) 
Absolute 

Frequency 
of Number 

of 
Mentions 

(n) 

Exemplars 

SAPROF-YV Item Total Males Females Total  
Social Competence 3.2 (3) 3.2 (3) 0.00 (0) 3 “I became a lot nicer overall, I 

guess. […] People looking at me 
wasn't sizing me up, they thought 
maybe I was good looking or how I 
looked friendly” 

Coping 1.1 (1) 0.00 (0) 1.1 (1) 1 Referenced coping with anger and 
outbursts 

Self-Control 3.2 (3) 2.1 (2) 1.1 (1) 4 “Helped me to control my anger and 
outbursts” 

Perseverance 1.1 (1) 0.0 (0) 1.1 (1) 2 “Knowing that I had a value and that 
I could still turn my life around and 
make something of it.” 

Future Orientation 10.5 (10) 7.4 (7) 3.2 (3) 11 “I found a goal. Once I found what I 
wanted to do for the rest of my life, 
everything else just sort of fell into 
place. I wanted to do well so I could 
get a good job.” 
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Motivation for 
Treatment 

5.3 (5) 1.1 (1) 4.2 (4) 6 “It gave me an outlet […]. I felt 
calmer and my counselor [gave] me 
a purpose, somewhere to go twice a 
week, someone who was on my 
side.” 

Attitudes Toward 
Agreements and 
Conditions 

0.0 (0) 0.0 (0) 0.0 (0) 0 -- 

Medication 1.1 (1) 0.0 (0) 1.1 (1) 1 discussed in terms of treating 
bipolar disorder 

School/Work 23.2 (22) 20.0 (19) 3.2 (3) 29 “I had a lot to do to keep busy. 
School, classes and work. I really 
didn't have time to think about being 
‘bad’.”  

Leisure Activities 11.6 (11) 10.5 (10) 1.1 (1) 12 Included sports, 
videogames/computers, spending 
time in nature, volunteering (e.g., 
tutoring, kitchen, animal shelter) 

Parents/Guardians 27.4 (26) 23.2 (22) 4.2 (4) 33 “My family was very supportive.” 
Peers 20.0 (19) 11.6 (11) 8.4 (8) 30 “I only associate with people who 

want to see a better me. They don't 
have to change their lives, but they 
do need to support my lifestyle 
changes.” 

Other Supportive 
Relationships 

24.2 (23) 17.9 (17) 6.3 (6) 34 “[My girlfriend] was someone that i 
really trusted in and the first person 
that i felt cared about me. I would 
not ever want to go to jail and not be 
able to see her everyday.” 

Pedagogical Climate 6.3 (6) 6.3 (6) 0.0 (0) 9 Discussed parents/guardians in 
terms of supervision at home, and 
giving consequences to discourage 
antisocial behaviour 

Professional Care 5.3 (5) 4.2 (4) 1.1 (1) 7 “Inside of the prison they gave me 
alot of tools to help me when i got 
out, i obtained my ged, i learned 
how to respect people, I also 
learned how hard people actually 
had to work for things.” 

Court Order 8.4 (8) 5.3 (5) 3.2 (3) 8 “I guess going to jail did something. 
It breaks you, and it shapes you if 
you'll let it. It's a really bad time, and 
you need to be optimistic or you'll 
go crazy.” 

Note: total n = 95; males n = 68; females n = 27.  



58 

START:AV 

Table 11. Frequencies of START:AV Factors in the Online Sample 
 Person Frequency  

% (n) 
Absolute 

Frequency 
of Number 

of 
Mentions 

(n) 

Exemplars 

START:AV Item Total Males Females Total  
School & Work 23.2 (22) 20.0 (19) 3.2 (3) 29 See SAPROF-YV’s School/Work 
Recreation 11.6 (11) 10.5 (10) 1.1 (1) 12 See SAPROF-YV’s Leisure Activities 
Substance Use 9.5 (9) 4.2 (4) 5.3 (5) 10 “The biggest reason I stopped doing those 

activities is that I stopped drinking. I was 
also getting older and venting my 
frustration by damaging things and 
drinking just did not seem like a realistic 
option anymore.” 

Rule Adherence 4.2 (4) 3.2 (3) 1.1 (1) 5 “I stopped doing anything illegal. I started 
paying my bills, driving legally, staying 
clean, working, keeping my house clean, 
and I just completely changed who I was.” 

Conduct 2.1 (2) 1.1 (1) 1.1 (1) 2 Learning to respect others, helping other 
people and the positive effects they 
experienced, considering other people’s 
suffering and ways to take action 

Self-Care 2.1 (2) 1.1 (1) 1.1 (1) 4  
Coping 1.1 (1) 0.00 (0) 1.1 (1) 1 See SAPROF-YV’s Coping 
Impulse Control 1.1 (1) 1.1 (1) 0.0 (0) 1 See SAPROF-YV’s Self Control 
Mental/Cognitive 
State 

1.1 (1) 1.1 (1) 0.0 (0) 1 Noted an ability “to evaluate the pros and 
cons” of situations to aid in decision-
making 

Emotional State 8.4 (8) 6.3 (6) 2.1 (2) 9 “I viewed life very optimistic rather than 
pessimistic […] I just chose to see the 
good in everything rather than the bad.” 

Attitudes 29.5 (28) 22.1 (21) 7.4 (7) 31 “I realized I still had a chance at 
succeeding in life. I finally got a decent job, 
and did not want to live the rest of my life 
from a criminal perspective.” 

Social Skills 2.1 (2) 2.1 (2) 0.0 (0) 2 See SAPROF-YV’s Social Competence 
Relationships 
with Caregivers 
& Adults 

17.9 (17) 13.7 (13) 4.2 (4) 20 “I wanted to get closer to my family 
members and reconcile with them.” 

Relationships 
with Peers 

2.1 (2) 1.1 (1) 1.05 (1) 2 Referenced having “loving friends” 

Social Support 
from Adults 

3.2 (3) 2.1 (2) 1.1 (1) 6 “So when someone came along that 
actually listened and cared about me all 
while trying to show me what life I could 
lead if I got on a better life path it really 
helped.” 
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Social Support 
from Peers 

9.5 (9) 5.3 (5) 4.2 (4) 10 “Support of my friends who had already 
left the lifestyle behind and were 
supportive enough to take me back into 
our circle after I chose drugs over them.” 

Parenting 25.3 (24) 21.1 (20) 4.2 (4) 32 “What else helped me to stop offending is 
the fact that my parents showered me with 
support.” 

Parental 
Functioning 

0.0 (0) 0.0 (0) 0.0 (0) 0 -- 

Peers 31.6 (30) 21.1 (20) 10.5 (10) 51 “I realized that the people I was hanging 
out with were pulling me down, so I 
wanted to hang out with people who were 
going to be positive influences in my life.” 

Material 
Resources 

14.7 (14) 12.6 (12) 2.11 (2) 17 Impact of stable housing and steady 
income, although income was discussed 
more frequently than housing 

Community 2.1 (2) 2.1 (2) 0.0 (0) 2 “I lived in a peaceful neighborhood and 
went to a peaceful school. Perhaps if I had 
lived in a more crime ridden environment 
[…] my life may have turned out differently 
[…] made it easier for me to begin to act 
like a law abiding citizen.” 

External 
Triggers 

9.5 (9) 6.3 (6) 3.2 (3) 10 Changing living situations/moving, finding 
relationships, and involvement with church 

Insight 66.3 (63) 50.5 (48) 15.8 (15) 91 “After spending time in Jail for 6 months 
and experiencing 2 years of probation, I 
knew it was time to change my ways and 
grow up, otherwise jail was all I would 
have to look forward to in life.”   

Plans 6.3 (6) 5.3 (5) 1.1 (1) 7 See SAPROF-YV’s Future Orientation 
Medication 
Adherence 

1.1 (1) 0.0 (0) 1.1 (1) 1 See SAPROF-YV’s Medication 

Treatability 9.5 (9) 5.3 (5) 4.2 (4) 10 See SAPROF-YV’s Motivation for 
Treatment 

Note: total n = 95; males n = 68; females n = 27.  

Direct Questions about Specific Protective Factor Items   

While the open-ended questions gave participants an opportunity to discuss what 

generally helped them to desist, direct questions were used to determine the relevance of 

specific items included on the three tools.  Thus, this allowed for examination of differences 

regarding the frequency of protective factors based on whether they were asked about items in 

an open-ended manner or asked directly.  Participants considered a number of strengths 

important when directly asked about them.  Overall, most items were rated as least somewhat 

important by the majority (i.e., over 50%) of online participants.  Table 12 shows frequencies of 

items rated as important (ratings of somewhat and very important were collapsed). 
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Although internal items were rare in the open-ended questions, they appeared most 

prominent across all items for the direct questions.  This finding is consistent with study 1.  For 

instance, almost all online participants (99.0%, n = 94) rated “thinking things through, making 

good decisions” as important, which corresponds to the SAVRY’s Resilient Personality Traits 

and START:AV’s Mental/Cognitive State.  Notably, Mental/Cognitive State was coded in only 

1.1% (n = 1) of the online samples’ responses.  Over 80% of participants considered the 

following items important: “being able to control myself and keeping calm”, “being able to cope 

with my problems”, and “being happy or hopeful, feeling like I can get through difficult times.”  

Participants infrequently mentioned these internal items in the open-ended responses.  In 

addition, participants also frequently (i.e., 80% to 90%) considered motivation items important, 

such as “having realistic plans and goals”, “following through with plans” and “being motivated to 

change.”  Items relating to motivation were also more frequently endorsed in the direct 

questions than in the open-ended questions.  

Relative to the other items, external items were infrequently rated as important, which 

parallels study 1’s findings.  Approximately half of online participants rated “being motivated to 

attend therapy or services”, “receiving therapy or other services I needed” and “getting the 

supervision that I needed” as at least somewhat important.  This is consistent with the results 

from the open-ended questions, which suggest that these items may be less relevant to 

participants.  

Consistent with the results from the open-ended questions and with study 1, most 

participants viewed relationships and social support from family, peers, and other adults as 

important.  In the open-ended questions no participants described the START:AV item Parental 

Functioning, however in the direct questions approximately 70% of online participants rated 

Parental Functioning as important. 

Gender differences in ratings were tested statistically using chi-square test for 

independence.  Although the items “being motivated to attend therapy or services” and 

“receiving therapy or other services” were generally not rated highly in terms of importance, 

these items showed significant differences in gender and were considered more important to 

females.  Males were more likely to rate the item “having parents who provided support, and 

kept me on track” as important, which corresponds to the START:AV’s Parenting.  More males 

than females discussed Parenting in the open-ended questions, however this difference was not 

statistically significant.  
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As with study 1, the additional items on the Strengths Rating Measure with no 

corresponding item on the tools were relatively rare but were still important to at least a third of 

the sample (i.e., compared to the other items).  For instance, items relating to 

religious/spirituality and having kids were endorsed by approximately 44% to 34% of the 

sample, respectively.  Consistent with study 1, almost all participants (95.8%, n = 91) gave a 

rating of at least somewhat important to the extra item related to maturity. 

Table 12. Direct Question Ratings for the Online Sample 
Strengths Item Corresponding Item(s) on 

Tools 
Total 

Sample 
Males Females Gender 

Differences 
  Important  

% (n) 
Important  

% (n) 
Important 

% (n) 
c2  

(df = 
2) 

p 

Liking and caring about 
school or education  

SAVRY Strong 
Commitment to School 
SAPROF-YV School/Work 
START:AV School & Work 

74.7 (71) 73.5 (50) 77.8 (21) 2.09 .352 

Liking and caring about 
my job 

SAPROF-YV School/Work 
START:AV School & Work 

69.5 (66) 70.6 (48) 66.7 (18) .85 .652 

Being involved in 
hobbies, having things 
to do with my time (e.g., 
teams, clubs, 
organizations) 

SAVRY Prosocial Activities 
SAPROF-YV Leisure 
Activities 
START:AV Recreation 

73.7 (70) 76.5 (52) 66.7 (18) 4.09 .129 

Avoiding drugs and/or 
alcohol 

START:AV Substance Use 73.7 (70) 69.1 (47) 85.2 (23) 4.07 .131 

Following rules (e.g., 
probation conditions) 

SAVRY Attitude Toward 
Intervention and Authority 
SAPROF-YV Attitudes 
Towards Agreements and 
Conditions 
START:AV Rule 
Adherence 

75.8 (72) 75.0 (51) 77.8 (21) .18 .913 

Helping others, being 
respectful and kind 

START:AV Conduct 79.0 (75) 79.4 (54) 77.8 (21) .38 .828 

Taking care of my 
health (e.g., getting 
enough sleep) 

START:AV Self-care 69.5 (66) 69.1 (47) 70.4 (19) .56 .754 

Being able to cope with 
my problems 

SAVRY Resilient 
Personality Traits 
SAPROF-YV Coping 
START:AV Coping 

86.3 (82) 83.8 (57) 92.6 (25) 2.21 .33 

Being able to control 
myself and keeping 
calm 

SAVRY Resilient 
Personality Traits 
SAPROF-YV Self-Control 
START:AV Impulse Control 

88.4 (88) 86.8 (59) 92.6 (25) .65 .721 
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Thinking things 
through, making good 
decisions 

SAVRY Resilient 
Personality Traits 
START:AV 
Mental/Cognitive State 

99.0 (94) 98.5 (67) 100.0 (27) .78 .679 

Being happy or hopeful, 
or feeling like I can get 
through difficult times 

SAVRY Resilient 
Personality Traits 
START:AV Emotional State 

87.4 (83) 83.8 (57) 96.3 (26) 2.73 .256 

Realizing that following 
the law has benefits 

START:AV Attitudes 77.9 (74) 79.4 (54) 74.1 (20) 1.12 .573 

Being able to manage 
social situations and 
avoid conflicts with 
people 

SAVRY Resilient 
Personality Traits 
SAPROF-YV Social 
Competence 
START:AV Social Skills 

80.0 (75) 76.5 (52) 85.2 (23) .89 .640 

Having good 
relationships with my 
parents 

SAVRY Strong 
Attachments and Bonds 
SAPROF-YV 
Parents/Guardians 
START:AV Relationships 
with Caregivers and Adults 

75.8 (72) 76.5 (52) 74.1 (20) .61 .738 

Having good 
relationships with 
friends  

SAVRY Prosocial Activities 
SAPROF-YV Peers 
START:AV Relationships 
with Peers 

77.9 (74) 77.9 (53) 77.8 (21) .07 .964 

Having a good 
relationship with a 
romantic partner 

SAPROF-YV Other 
Supportive Relationships 

59.0 (56) 55.9 (38) 66.7 (18) 2.08 .354 

Feeling supported by 
people like bosses, 
teachers, therapists, or 
probation officers 

SAVRY Strong Social 
Support 
SAPROF-YV Other 
Supportive Relationships 
START:AV Social Support 
from Adults 

70.5 (67) 70.6 (48) 70.4 (19) 2.05 .359 

Getting support from 
friends 

SAVRY Prosocial Activities 
SAPROF-YV Peers 
START:AV Social Support 
from Peers 

70.5 (67) 70.6 (48) 70.4 (19) 1.63 .442 

Having parents who 
provided support, and 
kept me on track  

START:AV Parenting 72.6 (69) 77.9 (53) 59.3 (16) 6.57 .037 

Having enough 
supervision and 
support 

SAPROF-YV Pedagogical 
Climate 

76.8 (73) 76.5 (52) 77.8 (21) .09 .959 

Having parents who 
were good role models 

START:AV Parental 
Functioning 

70.5 (67) 75.0 (51) 59.3 (16) 3.04 .219 

Having friends who 
were a positive 
influence and helped 
me to stay out of 
trouble 

SAVRY Prosocial Activities 
SAPROF-YV Peers 
START:AV Peers 

70.5 (67) 70.6 (48) 70.4 (19) 2.30 .317 
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Managing money well 
(e.g., saving) 

START:AV Material 
Resources 

72.6 (69) 67.7 (46) 85.2 (23) 2.99 .224 

Living in a good 
neighbourhood 

START:AV Community 61.1 (58) 60.3 (41) 63.0 (17) .82 .663 

Having something 
positive happen to me 
in my life, like a turning 
point 

START:AV External 
Triggers 

82.1 (78) 80.9 (55) 85.2 (23) .45 .797 

Understanding the 
factors that cause me to 
commit crimes 

START:AV Insight 83.2 (79) 79.4 (54) 92.6 (25) 4.19 .123 

Appreciating that I 
needed help 

START:AV Insight 76.8 (73) 75.0 (51) 81.5 (22) .54 .764 

Having realistic plans 
and goals (e.g., career 
goals) 

SAPROF-YV Future 
Orientation 
START:AV Plans 

84.2 (80) 82.4 (56) 88.9 (24) 2.88 .319 

Following through with 
plans 

SAPROF-YV Perseverance 81.1 (77) 77.9 (53) 88.9 (24) 1.54 .463 

Taking medication that I 
was prescribed 

SAPROF-YV Medication 
START:AV Medication 
Adherence 

33.7 (32) 30.9 (21) 40.7 (11) 2.94 .230 

Being motivated to 
change 

SAVRY Attitude Toward 
Intervention and Authority 
SAPROF-YV Motivation for 
Treatment 
START:AV Treatability 

91.6 (87) 89.7 (61) 96.3 (26) 1.09 .580 

Being motivated to 
attend therapy or 
services 

SAVRY Attitude Toward 
Intervention and Authority 
SAPROF-YV Motivation for 
Treatment 
START:AV Treatability 

52.6 (50) 47.1 (32) 66.7 (18) 15.93 <.001 

Receiving therapy or 
other services that I 
needed 

SAPROF-YV Professional 
Care 
SAPROF-YV Pedagogical 
Climate 

51.6 (49) 44.1 (30) 70.4 (19) 8.25 .016 

Getting the supervision 
that I needed (e.g., 
supervision by 
probation officers) 

SAPROF-YV Court Order 59.0 (56) 54.4 (37) 70.4 (19) 4.38 .112 

Having a sense of pride 
or connection to your 
culture 

START:AV Culture 55.8 (53) 55.9 (38) 55.6 (15) 2.80 .247 

Having and following 
religious/spiritual 
beliefs 

N/A 44.2 (42) 44.1 (30) 44.4 (12) .63 .732 

Having kids N/A 33.7 (32) 30.9 (21) 40.7 (11) .89 .640 
Growing up, getting 
more mature 

N/A 95.8 (91) 95.6 (65) 96.3 (26) 1.30 .522 
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Intercoder Reliability 

Results indicated substantial agreement between the two coders across all codes, κ = 

.78 (95% CI = .74 to .82, p < .001 (Landis & Kosch, 1977).  Notably, ICR decreases as the 

number of codes increases (Roberts et al., 2019), and this dataset included 40 codes (8 items 

were collapsed for ICR coding, such as the SAPROF-YV’s Coping and the START:AV’s 

Coping).  Agreement was also substantial on the SAVRY (κ = .72, 95% CI = .62 to .82, p < 

.001), SAPROF-YV (κ = .78, 95% CI = .74 to .82, p < .001), and START:AV (κ = .78, 95% CI = 

.74 to .82, p < .001).  Out of the item codes with a reported kappa value (n = 28; see Table 13), 

60.7% (n = 17) had a kappa value in the nearly perfect agreement range (i.e., .81 or higher), 

and 35.7% (n = 10) were in the substantial agreement range (i.e., .61 to .80; Landis & Kosch, 

1977).  One item (3.6%), the START:AV’s Attitudes, had agreement below .40 in the fair range 

(Landis & Kosch, 1977); the second coder only coded this item one time whereas I had coded it 

four additional times.  Percent agreement ranged from 95.2% to 100.0% across items (see 

Table 13).  Examination of the second coder’s item selection showed that their items were 

generally part of the same domain as the items that I had coded (e.g., Strong Social Support 

coded under Strong Attachments and Bonds).   

Table 12. Intercoder Reliability 
 Cohen’s Kappa Percentage 

Agreement 
Item Code κ 95% CI   (%) 
SAVRY Prosocial Involvement .80* .73, .87 95.2 
SAVRY Strong Social Support .85* .78, .91 96.6 
SAVRY Strong Attachments and Bonds .95* .90, 1.00 99.3 
SAVRY Positive Attitude Towards Interventions and Authority .90* .83, .97 99.3 
SAVRY Strong Commitment to School .81* .71, .92 97.9 
SAVRY Resilient Personality Traits .63* .53, .73 93.1 
SAPROF-YV Social Competence; START:AV Social Skills .92* .83, 1.00 98.6 
SAPROF-YV Coping; START:AV Coping -- -- 100.0 
SAPROF-YV Self-Control; START:AV Impulse Control -- -- 98.6 
SAPROF-YV Perseverance -- -- 99.3 
SAPROF-YV Future Orientation; START:AV Plans .76* .63, .89 95.2 
SAPROF-YV Motivation for Treatment; START:AV Treatability .89* .81, .97 95.2 
SAPROF-YV Attitudes Toward 
SAPROF-YV Attitudes Toward Agreements and Conditions 

-- -- 100.0 

ication; START:AV Medication Adherence -- -- 100.0 
SAPROF-YV School/Work; START:AV School & Work  .90* .83, .97 97.9 
SAPROF-YV Leisure Activities; START:AV Recreation .87* .78, .96 97.3 
SAPROF-YV Parents/Guardians .85* .78, .92 96.6 
SAPROF-YV Peers .93* .87, .98 98.6 
SAPROF-YV Other Supportive Relationships .88* .81, .95 97.9 
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SAPROF-YV Pedagogical Climate .69* .56, .82 96.7 
SAPROF-YV Professional Care -- -- 97.3 
SAPROF-YV Court Order .83* .71, .95 98.6 
START:AV Substance Use 1.00* 1.00, 1.00 100.0 
START:AV Rule Adherence .74* .57, .91 98.6 
START:AV Conduct -- -- 99.3 
START:AV Self-Care -- -- 100.0 
START:AV Mental/Cognitive State -- -- 99.3 
START:AV Emotional State .79* .64, .93 99.3 
START:AV Attitudes .28* .06, .40 96.6 
START:AV Relationships with Caregivers & Adults .83* .71, .94 97.9 
START:AV Relationships with Peers -- -- 100.0 
START:AV Social Support from Caregivers & Adults .83* .71, .95 98.6 
START:AV Social Support from Peers 1.00* 1.00, 1.00 100.0 
START:AV Parenting .78* .69, .87 95.9 
START:AV Parental Functioning -- -- -- 
START:AV Peers .88* .81, .85 98.6 
START:AV Material Resources .79* .65, .93 98.6 
START:AV Community -- -- 100.0 
START:AV External Triggers -- -- 99.3 
START:AV Insight .76* .66, .86 95.9 

Note: * = p < .001.  

Discussion 

Study 2 investigated evidence for the content validity of three adolescent risk 

assessment measures, the SAVRY, SAPROF-YV, and START:AV, by examining the apparent 

relevance of the items to people who have desisted from adolescent offending.  The current 

study’s methods and analyses largely paralleled those of study 1.  While study 1 used in-person 

interviews, study 2 was conducted through an online survey through Amazon’s MTurk and 

Qualtrics, which allowed for a greater sample size and greater accessibility to participants 

across the United States.   

Key Findings 

Findings from study 2 showed that all SAVRY items and almost all SAPROF-YV and 

START:AV items were relevant to at least some participants when they were asked open-ended 

questions about their desistance.  Although to my knowledge there are no specific benchmarks 

on what constitutes “good” evidence for content validity (e.g., American Educational Research 

Association, 2014), the idiosyncratic nature of SPJ risk assessment (i.e., individualized 

assessment using a checklist of items) suggests that not all items will be relevant for all 

participants within an assessment.  Moreover, most items were considered important by the 
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majority of participants when they were directly asked about the importance of specific 

protective factors to their desistance.  The additional direct questions that do not correspond to 

items on the tools were generally considered less important to desistance compared to items 

based on the items on the tools (i.e., religiousness/spirituality, having kids, and culture).  

However, almost all participants considered maturity as important to their desistance, which is 

also not captured by an item on the tools.  Maturity may indirectly relate to a number of other 

protective factors that participants considered important, such as insight into behaviour and 

consequences (START:AV’s Insight), coping skills, impulse control, engaging with prosocial 

peers and activities, and pursuing school and work.  Taken together, the findings from the open-

ended and direct questions were generally consistent with the findings from study 1 and provide 

support for the content validity of the three tools.   

Participants most frequently discussed items relating to insight into their antisocial 

behaviour and consequences, social support/relationships with peers and family, school and 

work, and attitudes toward prosocial behaviour in the open-ended questions.  As with study 1, 

participants most commonly discussed the START:AV item Insight across the three tools.  

Within the item Insight several subthemes were found, including looking at the path they were 

going down and wanting to make a change, considering legal consequences and fear of future 

legal consequences, realizing the dangers of their behaviour and the associated consequences, 

experiencing discomfort around others while incarcerated, and feeling overwhelmed or 

embarrassed about their justice involvement.  School and work involvement were a more 

common theme in this study relative to study 1.  Relationships were described in terms of family 

offering emotional and tangible support, peer support with desistance, and romantic partners 

providing support and motivation for success.  Social support from other adults, such as 

probation officers or teachers, was less common, particularly in contrast to study 1, but was still 

reported by some participants as helpful to their desistance.   

Some gender differences in item frequencies were evident.  From the direct questions, 

items relating to receiving and being motivated to attend therapy/services were significantly 

more important to females (e.g., SAVRY’s Attitude Toward Intervention and Authority, SAPROF-

YV’s Motivation for Treatment, START:AV’s Treatability), whereas parental support was 

significantly more important for males (START:AV’s Parenting).  In addition, during the open-

ended questions males reported more items from the START:AV compared to the SAPROF-YV.  

Future research should examine if gender differences are present with respect to experiences of 

desistance and the content validity of these tools.  
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The methods of asking questions showed important differences.  Consistent with study 

1’s findings, participants rarely reported items relating to internal processes and skills like 

coping, self-control, and mental states in the open-ended questions, however almost all 

participants considered these items important when they were directly asked about these 

factors.  Further, in the open-ended questions no participants discussed the SAPROF-YV item 

Attitude Toward Agreements and Conditions (i.e., motivation to attend and participant in 

treatment, services, and abide by legal conditions) or the START:AV item Parental Functioning 

(i.e., parental role modelling), but most participants considered these items important when they 

were asked directly about them.  Similar to study 1’s findings, there were several items 

participants rarely described, such as items relating to external structure and rules (e.g., 

SAPROF-YV External domain items), and a few START:AV items that do not overlap with 

SAVRY or SAPROF-YV items were rarely described (i.e., Rule Adherence, Conduct, Self-Care, 

Mental/Cognitive State, and Community).  However, each of these items were described by at 

least one participant and were considered important by most participants when they were 

directly asked about these items.  This suggests that while overall the items are robust, it is 

important to ask individuals about the role of specific protective factors.  

In terms of reliability, intercoder reliability was considered substantial (Landis & Koch, 

1977) across tools and across almost all the items.  Moreover, over half of the codes fell into the 

nearly perfect agreement range (Landis & Koch, 1977). Percentage agreement was also high.  

Limitations 

The main limitation of study 2 concerns the ad hoc decision to include an additional 

study.  Study 2 was added due to difficulties with recruitment for study 1.  This work did not 

originally intend to examine two groups from two different countries or use different data 

collection methods to examine the same research questions.  As such, it cannot be concluded 

that any differences between the findings of the two studies are a result of sample 

characteristics, data collection methods, or other reasons.  

The use of MTurk for this study includes some limitations.  First, concerns have been 

raised about the demographics of individuals available on MTurk; workers tend to be an 

average of 30 years old, have higher education, and have lower employment rates (Paolacci & 

Chandler, 2014).  That said, in the present work participants in studies 1 and 2 were similar with 

respect to age (i.e., similar mean/median and range for age), education (i.e., most participants 
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had completed some post-secondary education), and employment status (i.e., most participants 

were currently employed).  In addition, the participants mean and range for age in this study 

parallels that of other participants in qualitative desistance research (e.g., Bryne & Trew, 2008).  

However, the online sample may represent individuals with less severe offending histories (e.g., 

approximately one-quarter of online participants reported committing a violent offense).  

Although online participants reported previous involvement in approximately six types of 

offenses on average (SRO Total Score, M = 6.5, SD = 4.8), which is consistent with samples of 

adolescents with current justice system involvement (Amemiya et al., 2017), in-person 

participants reported a history of involvement in approximately ten types of offenses on average 

(SRO Total Score, M = 10.8, SD = 6.3).  Future research should include larger samples of 

individuals with diverse offending histories.  

Second, there have been concerns about the quality of data from MTurk, such as due to 

participants completing tasks carelessly.  To mitigate these concerns, several steps were taken 

to screen out data that appeared invalid or unreliable (see Methods section for details).  For 

instance, participants completed two reliability check items that were asked near the start of the 

survey and then again at the end of the survey.  Qualitative data was also carefully reviewed 

and participants with incomplete or random responses were excluded.   

Conclusion 

The results of study 2 were generally consistent with study 1, although some differences 

in item frequencies were found.  Study 2 provided additional support for the content validity of 

the SAVRY, SAPROF-YV, and START:AV in relation to desistance.  Similar to study 1, most 

items were endorsed by participants in the open-ended questions (at varying frequencies), while 

the use of direct questions showed that most participants considered almost all of the items as 

important to their desistance.  These findings provide further corroborating evidence for the 

content validity of the tools.   
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Chapter 4. Analyses for Both Samples  

Chapter 4 addresses research questions 2 (i.e., are there additional reasons for 

desistance that are not captured by the tools) and 3 (i.e., are responses described in terms of 

protective factors or risk factors).  The analyses for research questions 2 and 3 used both 

samples (i.e., from studies 1 and 2).  Analyses, results, and a brief discussion are included 

within Chapter 4.  

Research Question 2: Are There Additional Reasons for 
Desistance That are Not Captured by the Tools?  

Analyses 

After the files had been coded deductively based on the items on the SAVRY, SAPROF-

YV, and START:AV, I coded remaining responses to the open-ended questions using inductive 

methods.  This was done to capture other information described by participants as influential to 

their desistance that is not captured by the SAVRY, SAPROF-YV, and START:AV.  This 

followed a grounded theory based approach, where the themes are rooted in the data (Strauss 

& Corbin, 1998).  Similar responses from participants were organized into categories, which 

were named by using words that characterize the particular category (Elo & Kyngas, 2008).  I 

reviewed each file and made annotations to highlight any responses that may fall under another 

category that did not fit with any of the tools’ protective factor item criteria.  After preparing these 

annotations, I reviewed them and examined how they could be grouped together.  For instance, 

annotations such as “growing up” and “maturity” were grouped together under the name of 

“maturity” since it was a commonly used term and summarized similar responses.  

Results 

In addition to the 48 items across the three tools, four additional themes emerged that 

were rooted in the data, and were not fully captured under criteria for items on the SAVRY, 

SAPROF-YV, and START:AV: experiencing disappointment from family members, maturity, 

having children, and religion (See Table 14 for frequencies and exemplars).  Most themes were 

found in the online sample for study 2 versus the in-person sample for study 1, which may be 

due to the small sample size of study 1.  
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Table 13. Frequencies of Additional Themes 
  Person Frequency  

% (n) 
Exemplars 

Theme Total 
Sample 
(Study 1 
and 2) 

Study 1: 
In-

Person 

Study 2:  
Online   

 

 Total Total Total Males Females  
Disappointing 
Family 

21.4 (22) 12.5 (1) 22.1 (21) 22.1 (15) 22.2 (6) I was in jail and my mother 
visited me. She has always 
been there, and I saw her 
crying. She seemed very 
depressed, she lost 
everything she had to pay 
me a lawyer and when I 
saw 'er like that, it broke 
my heart. The day I got out, 
I decided that it was 
enough. I just didnt wanna 
make them go through that 
pain again. 

Maturity 20.4 (21) 0.0 (0) 22.1 (21) 22.1 (15) 22.2 (6) After my first offense, I 
came to my senses and 
realized that offense was 
immature and that I would 
need to become more 
mature. From that day on, 
I’ve turned my life around. 

Having Children 13.6 (14) 12.5 (1) 13.7 (13) 10.3 (7) 22.2 (6) Since then I have had 2 
children (raising them both 
on my own) and would not 
want to be put in jail for any 
reason that would separate 
me from them. They 
depend on me. 

Religion 8.7 (9) 12.5 (1) 8.4 (8) 5.4 (5) 3.2 (3) This was crucial to really 
straightening my life out. At 
church I learned about 
morality and also 
associated with new friends 
who were a better 
influence. […] Definitely the 
religious aspect. […] 
Learning about the Bible 
gave all the answers I 
needed about humility and 
morality. 

Note: Total Sample n = 103. Study 1 n = 8. Study 2 n = 95.  
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Disappointing family 

Disappointing family was a relatively common additional theme.  Participants described 

situations of their family members expressing disappointment toward their offending behaviour.  

Some participants described disappointment broadly from family members, while others (e.g., 

Participant 29) provided more detail into their family’s disappointment:  

“I think that the thing that really made me realize that I didn't want to lead that sort 
of life was how disappointed in me my family was. My mom cried and I think that 
my dad did too. My aunt, who really cared about me, was upset with me too. I 
realized that I was lucky that I didn't get a worse sentence (my grades were good 
and it was a first time thing) and I didn't want to disappoint my family.” 

Many participants specified disappointment from their mother.  Further, participants described 

emotional and tangible difficulties their mothers experienced.  For instance, participants’ justice 

involvement affected their mothers’ material resources, which resulted in worry about their 

parenting abilities.  For Participant 104, seeing their mother disappointed was coupled with 

feelings of guilt for their mother financially supporting them through legal processes.  According 

to Participant 59, they were motivated to change after seeing their mother upset while trying to 

advocate for them in court:  

 “…Seeing my mom crying and telling the judge I have a good heart. It broke me. 
I realized right then how deep in I was and how this would never happen again. It 
was like a light went off as I realized what route I went down as I listened to my 
mom. Seeing her cry during my sentencing, and the overwhelming feeling of 
knowing I messed up. I didn't want to do that again. So I just stopped.” 

For Participant 79, their mother put forth more serious consequences, while expressing 

emotions of sadness, that resulted in an understanding of her hurt: 

“My mom sat me down one day crying to me to stop the life I was living. She 
couldn't even get the words out as she would get choked up every time she tried. 
She kept telling me that no matter what she loved me but I could no longer live in 
her house if I kept hanging out with the bad people I was associating with. […] The 
fact that she had tears in her eyes got to me, it was like" whoa, I'm really doing this 
to her, causing her this much stress?". It's time to change. The fact that my mom 
was stressing and literally crying on my shoulder for me to stop what I was 
doing...that in itself made me cry and come full circle.” 

Participant 82 was able to see the pain their mother experienced in relation to their behaviour, 

after their father passed away:  

“I stopped getting in trouble with the law when my mother pleaded to me to get my 
life in order. Since my father died, there wasn't anyone in the home to provide strict 
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structure and guidance for me. […] I guess I was subconsciously trying not to make 
my mother's life rougher than it already was at the time. […] I took her words to 
heart. I cleaned up. I realized I was making my mother's life harder. It hit me when 
she cried, begging me to change.” 

Other specific relationships included younger siblings.  For instance, Participant 39 

expressed how disappointment and fear exhibited by their younger sister prompted desistance: 

 “When I was picked up from the police station and brought home, my little sister 
was devastated. It was the first time I had set a bad example for her and she was 
extremely disappointed in me. Our grandparents, and caregivers at the time, had 
explained to her what happened and she cried and begged me not to do it again 
because she didn't want me to die.” 

In addition, older, non-parent relatives were also discussed.  According to Participant 44, their 

great-grandmother played a large role in their desistance, including maintenance of desistance:  

 “As soon as I told her where I was, she just sighed. She sounded disappointed 
this time. She said "[name redacted], when are you going to stop?" And that was 
it. I knew that this wasn't a way to live anymore. I knew if the only person that had 
cared for me and always felt bad about what I was doing, no longer cared, that this 
was the end for me. After that, I vowed to get myself out of situations which could 
lead to me getting arrested or the cops being called. That was almost 10 years 
ago. She has passed on now, but I still think of her anytime a bad situation arises.” 

Maturity  

It was also relatively common for participants to discuss maturity.  Participants typically 

described maturity broadly in terms of growing up, becoming more mature, and aging.  Although 

most participants’ responses relating to maturity were brief, some participants, such as 

Participant 25, provided detail on how maturity helped to avoid offending: 

“I grew up and matured, about this time. I felt better able to empathize with others 
and did some thinking about the relative risk and rewards associated with my 
behavior, which made me feel as if I had been acting irrationally.” 

Participant 3 attributed their change in behaviour and perspective to growing up: 

“I think what ultimately led me to stop and really rethink of my life was aging. By 
the time I turned 30, I was more focused on how to build a future legitimately rather 
than trying to get there using the easy way out. I think this came naturally. There 
was no outside force or guidance that made me change my mind. It was just pure 
revelation through time, age, and maturity.” 

For Participant 58, they were able to reflect on the immaturity of their offense, and their need for 

maturity.  Similarly, Participant 43 underscored the role of aging and reflection: “I just saw my 
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life and sort of grew up. I was 17 at the time, had never been in trouble and afterwards I felt like 

‘this is stupid, I’m too old for this shit’ so I stopped.” 

Having children  

Another theme was having children.  Participants discussed children in terms of 

purpose, responsibility, motivation to be a good parent, motivation to avoid incarceration due to 

separation from children, and lifestyle changes that accompanied parenthood.  According to 

Participant 23, having a child offered a new perspective: 

 “Once my first child was born, things in life looked completely different. Could no 
longer be a careless idiot. […] it really makes a man take a good hard look at this 
life and reconsider his actions. once the baby is born, it is over. your life is no 
longer yours and you think about your child first, always.” 

Similarly, Participant 27 noted how responsibility for his children was critical: 

“I found out I was going to have a son. things changed, and I realized i needed to 
change my ways because there were more people counting on me now. I grew up 
most of my life without a dad and I didn't want him going through the same. I 
needed to shape up. So I did what I had to do. I'm clean now, and I can't say it's 
always easy but I make it happen for the ones I love. that little kid is the light of my 
world and he needs me around to protect him every day.” 

Participant 44 also recognized consequences for offending in relation to the fact that she was 

solely responsible for taking care of her children.  Moreover, Participant 45 reflected that he 

might be incarcerated at present if he did not have his children/spouse: 

 “Well to be honest only one thing has stopped me. I found a girl and I had kids. I 
cant bring myself to do anything bad that would send me back to jail again. I love 
my family too much in order to do that to them. Thats really all there is too it. If i 
did not have kids I would most likely be in prison by now.” 

Religion  

Finally, religion was described both broadly and specifically.  For Participant 67, religion 

came into his life while he was incarcerated, and allowed him to take on a new perspective: 

“I was lost down and out going through a life of misery violence and crime. Until 
one day i met a man in prison who led me to have a relationship with Jesus Christ. 
Through Jesus and learning about God i turned my life around and became a much 
better person. It literally changed my whole world around and how i view and look 
at things.” 
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Similarly, Participant 1007 benefited from the principles he found in religion: “Forgiveness, 

redemption, and stuff like that. I really clinged to those”.  Participants also described how 

religion offered a positive environment, taught beliefs such as humility, and offered opportunity 

for prosocial activities: “Since the time I came out of jail, my family helped me to be more 

involved with Church. I have been more involved in church and social activities. I regularly 

attended mass and became closer to God.” – Participant 97   

Research Question 3: Do Participants Describe Factors Relevant 
to Desistance in Terms of Protective or Risk Factors?    

Analyses 

Finally, participants’ responses to the open-ended questions were coded in terms of 

whether they were framed as protective factors versus risk factors.  The coding used a 

deductive approach based on the START:AV only; the START:AV offers the most 

comprehensive assessment of strengths and includes a number of items that overlap with 

SAVRY and SAPROF-YV items, as well as several items that are unique to the START:AV.  In 

addition, each START:AV item is rated both as a protective and a risk factor (i.e., Strength and 

Vulnerability).  Responses were coded as protective factors if participants discussed the 

presence of a strength (e.g., having supportive friends).  In contrast, responses were coded as a 

risk factor if they discussed the absence of a risk factor (e.g., no longer associating with 

antisocial friends).  In some cases, both were coded; if a participant explained that they stopped 

hanging out with negative peers and started hanging out with positive peers, the response 

would be coded under both a protective factor and a risk factor.  Only responses to the open-

ended questions were coded to reduce bias in the in-person responses toward talking about the 

presence of strengths (i.e., in the in-person sample, responses to the direct questions were not 

used).  Prior to the direct questions, participants were told that they would then be asked about 

specific strengths in relation to their desistance, and most of the direct questions were worded 

positively (e.g., liking and caring about school).  

Person frequencies (i.e., proportion of participants who discussed an item; Schilling, 

2006) were calculated to quantify the discussion of the presence of protective factors versus the 

absence of risk factors as reasons for desistance. 
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Results 

 All in-person participants (100.0%; n = 8) made reference to the presence of something 

positive, and most (75.0%; n = 6) also described the absence of something negative.  Similarly, 

all online participants (100.0%; n = 95) referenced the presence of protective factors, but only 

32.6% (n = 31) referenced the absence of something negative that would traditionally be 

categorized as “risk factors”.  This suggests that overall participants were more likely to discuss 

desistance in terms of the presence of protective factors rather than the absence of risk factors.  

As the rates of describing the presence of protective factors were similar between samples, 

results are presented with both samples amalgamated in Table 15.  The differences between 

sample frequencies of noting the absence of risk factors may be attributed to sample size 

effects.  

Almost all START:AV items were discussed predominately in terms of the presence of 

protective factors.  In fact, the majority of START:AV items (65.4%; 17 items) were coded 

exclusively as referencing the presence of protective factors.  Overall, Peers was most 

commonly discussed in terms of risk factors being removed (e.g., over half of the instances 

where it was discussed).  Participants described realizations that they were with a “bad crowd” 

who ended up in trouble, so they “stopped” seeing old friends, “disassociated” with people from 

the “wrong crowd” or “cut off negative people.”  For instance, Participant 38 stated: 

“I took myself out of what was a bad environment with a group of kids that only 
cared about drinking and getting high and stealing in order to support their habits. 
Once I was away from them, I could think for myself again.” 

Notably, Participant 71 described how breaking off friendships was more difficulty than quitting 

substance use: 

“The hardest part though wasn’t the quitting, it was ending so many relationships. 
I lost just about every ‘friend’ I had up to that point. In hindsight it was a good thing 
because they were never real friends to begin with.” 

Participants noted larger changes that included cutting ties with old friends, such as moving 

away, and pursuing work or school.  Participants also discussed getting out of unsupportive and 

abusive relationships with peers or family members (e.g., Social Support from Peers).  In 

addition, they found it important to get away from “abusive” households or stated that their 

parents “stopped being neglectful” (i.e., Parenting).   



76 

 In terms of items relating directly to the individual, a couple of items were described in 

terms of the absence of something negative, albeit these responses were relatively rare.  

Participants expressed changes in their beliefs about themselves and their behaviours (i.e., 

Attitudes).  For instance, Participant 25 explained: “I didn't care about myself. I had zero respect 

for myself because no one else did. Once I stopped hating myself and learned that I was 

valuable I realized that I am worth protecting and making the right choices.”  More specific 

behaviours, such as Substance Use, also related to risk factors; however, these responses 

were only coded under the removal of a risk factor if the participant only referenced stopping 

substance use without any discussion about related positive changes (e.g., “I forced myself to 

stop drinking”).  In contrast, another participant advised that: “staying sober and having friends 

that don't drink and trust me and enjoy my company helps me stay on the right side of the law.”  

 A few environmental items were described in terms of risk factors, such as experiences 

with poverty, or homelessness and “losing everything” (i.e., Material Resources).  Participants 

also discussed avoiding the “bad side” of town (i.e., Community): “there was a ‘bad’ side, where 

people tended to get in trouble and a ‘good’ side, where life was more pleasant. I basically 

avoided anything or anyone that was associated with the ‘bad’ side.” 

Table 14. START:AV Items Coded in Terms of the Presence of Protective Factors Vs. the 
Absence of Risk Factors in the Total Sample  

 Frequency of Responses Coded  
% (n) 

START:AV Item Presence of Protective Factor  Absence of Risk Factor 
 

School & Work 100.0 (36) 0.0 (0) 
Recreation 100.0 (14) 0.0 (0) 
Substance Use 81.8 (9) 18.2 (2) 
Rule Adherence 100.0 (8) 0.0 (0) 
Conduct 100.0 (4) 0.0 (0) 
Self-Care 100.0 (5) 0.0 (0) 
Coping 100.0 (3) 0.0 (0) 
Impulse Control 100.0 (2) 0.0 (0) 
Mental/Cognitive State 100.0 (3) 0.0 (0) 
Emotional State 100.0 (11) 0.0 (0) 
Attitudes 93.6 (29) 6.5 (2) 
Social Skills 100.0 (3) 0.0 (0) 
Relationships with Caregivers & Adults 87.0 (20) 13.0 (3) 
Relationships with Peers 85.7 (6) 14.3 (1) 
Social Support from Adults 100.0 (9) 0.0 (0) 
Social Support from Peers 91.7 (11) 8.3 (1) 
Parenting 88.2 (30) 11.8 (4) 
Parental Functioning 0.0 (0) 0.0 (0) 
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Peers 43.6 (27) 57.5 (35) 
Material Resources 83.3 (20) 16.7 (4) 
Community 60.0 (3) 40.0 (2) 
External Triggers 100.0 (10) 0.0 (0) 
Insight 100.0 (11) 0.0 (0) 
Plans 100.0 (10) 0.0 (0) 
Medication Adherence 100.0 (1) 0.0 (0) 
Treatability 100.0 (11) 0.0 (0) 

 

Discussion 

Chapter 4 examined research questions 2 and 3.  Research question 2 investigated if 

there were additional factors relevant to desistance that were not captured by tools.  Research 

question 3 investigated whether participants’ responses to open-ended questions were 

described in terms of the presence of protective factors or the removal of risk factors, based on 

the START:AV item definitions.  Research questions 2 and 3 used both the in-person and online 

samples.  

Key Findings 

Results showed four additional themes that were not directly captured by the items on 

the SAVRY, SAPROF-YV, and START:AV:  Disappointing Family, Maturity, Having Children, 

and Religion.  Participants noted both indirect and direct expressions of emotions relating to 

sadness and frustration from family members, such as having family members directly share 

that they felt let down, or the participant observing feelings of sadness and defeat from their 

families.  When sharing these experiences, participants commonly discussed relationships with 

their mothers, specifically.  This theme could relate to the START:AV items Relationships with 

Caregivers and Adults or Insight, as participants had close relationships with family members, 

and their disappointment prompted changes in the participants’ behaviour or outlook.  

Responses that focused on the response or reaction from family members and the hurt they 

experienced were coded under Disappointing Family.  

Maturity was generally described in terms of the participant growing up, becoming more 

mature, and aging, which is consistent with the aging theory of desistance (Glueck & Glueck, 

1974; Matza, 1964).  Almost all participants in both samples considered maturity as relevant to 

their desistance when they were directly asked about it, which suggests that maturity may be 

particularly relevant to desistance.  Although maturity or age is not included as an item on the 
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SAVRY, SAPROF-YV, or START:AV, a number of other protective factor items may overlap 

with aspects of maturity, such as coping, self-control, insight into behaviour and consequences, 

making use of prosocial peer support and prosocial activities, as well as commitment and 

interest in school and work.  Therefore, maturity may be an umbrella term for a number of other 

protective factors (e.g., coping) that may be proxy variables for maturity.  

The other themes of Having Children and Religion were less common but were still 

important for 14 and 9 participants across both samples, respectively.  Although the frequencies 

of these items were similar or even higher than some items on the tools, the additional themes 

were not pervasive across participants which does not suggest a strong need to add additional 

items based on these themes.  Rather, the option to include case-specific protective factors on 

the tools may be an appropriate method to capture these themes (i.e., other protective factors 

that are not included on the tool, but are relevant to the individual).     

Another way to look at the items was to consider if participants described the item in 

terms of its presence or absence.  All responses to open-ended questions that were coded 

under the START:AV items were also examined in terms of if participants described the 

presence of something positive (i.e., protective factor), or the removal of something negative like 

a risk factor.  The majority of START:AV items were discussed only as the presence of a 

protective factor.  Broadly, these results provide support for the inclusion of protective factors 

within these tools.  Both the SAVRY and START:AV also include risk factors.  The SAVRY 

includes separate sections and items for risk and protective factors, and while some items seem 

to overlap, the risk factors largely outnumber the protective factors (i.e., 24 and 6 items, 

respectively).  In contrast, on the START:AV each item is rated both in terms of a protective 

factor and risk factor, where the SAPROF-YV only includes protective factors (albeit it is 

intended for use with a risk-focused tool, such as the SAVRY).  Specifically, the finding that 

most items were reported in terms of the presence of protective factors provides evidence to 

support the content validity of the START:AV items in relation to desistance from offending.   

As hypothesized, one item, Peers, showed mixed findings; over half of the time it was 

referenced in terms of avoiding antisocial peers.  In terms of highlighting risk factors, a few 

participants described ceasing substance use (Substance Use), removing themselves from 

abusive households or experiencing decreases in neglectful parenting (Parenting), and 

experiences of poverty/homelessness (Material Resources).  However, these items were also 

referenced in terms of their presence of protective factors.  These findings also provide support 
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for the content validity of the START:AV items being coded both in terms of the presence of 

protective factors and risk factors.  

Limitations 

The themes of Maturity, Having Children, and Religion were included in the Strengths 

Rating Measure, due to their prevalence in desistance literature.  As such, it may be more 

appropriate to consider that these themes were derived more deductively, and that the theme of 

Disappointing Family was derived inductively.  That said, these themes do not directly 

correspond to any items on the SAVRY, SAPROF-YV, and START:AV, so they were not 

captured under the deductive coding criteria used in study 1 and 2.  

In addition, these four additional themes were more common in the online sample (study 

2) versus the in-person sample (study 1).  As study 2 was included ad hoc, it is unclear whether 

these differences are due to sampling effects such as differences in sample size, or if they are 

due to sample characteristic differences, such as differences in participants’ desistance 

experiences in Canada (study 1) versus the United States (study 2), or differences in data 

collection methods (i.e., in-person interviews versus online surveys).  Replication studies are 

needed to determine if these themes are important across different samples of individuals who 

have desisted.  

Conclusions 

Chapter 4 showed four additional themes that emerged from the data.  These findings 

showed that participants’ responses predominantly mapped on to the protective factors already 

included on tools.  Results also showed that items were typically described in terms of the 

presence of protective factors, rather than the removal of risk factors, which provides support 

that protective factor items are distinct from risk factor items.  As such, this finding offers support 

for the inclusion of protective factors in risk assessment tools, such as the START:AV.  In 

addition, the results provide support for the content validity of the START:AV items in relation to 

desistance.  The START:AV items are rated both as protective and risk factors, and the findings 

showed that the risk factor side of some items were also relevant to desistance (e.g., avoiding 

delinquent peers, moving out of bad neighbours, ceasing substance use).  
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Chapter 5. General Discussion 

This research explored evidence for the content validity of three adolescent risk 

assessment tools that include protective factors.  The tools under consideration in the present 

work included two relatively new and comprehensive tools, the SAPROF-YV and the 

START:AV, as well as the SAVRY, which provides a brief assessment of protective factors.  

Specifically, the present research examined whether the items on the tools captured information 

that people with a history of adolescent offending described as being important to their 

desistance.  To my knowledge, this is the first study to examine evidence for the content validity 

of risk assessment tools from the perspective of people with lived experiences of desistance.    

This research used a mix of qualitative and quantitative data collection.  Qualitative data 

(e.g., responses to open-ended questions) were analyzed through basic content analysis 

coding, however the general approach to data analysis and interpretation is consistent with 

mainstream psychological research (i.e., a quantitative approach and lens).  Participants were 

asked open-ended questions about how they stopped offending and were also directly asked to 

rate the importance of the specific protective factors included in the tools.  In addition, data was 

collected from two samples: a sample that used in-person interviews, and a larger sample that 

completed online surveys.  The primary findings suggest that most protective factor items 

across the tools were relevant to lived experiences of desistance from offending, providing 

evidence to support the content validity of the three tools (in relation to desistance).  Only four 

additional themes were identified that were not fully captured by tools.  In addition, most 

participants described reasons for desistance in terms of the presence of protective factors, 

rather than the absence of risk factors.  Moreover, results were generally similar across both 

samples, further strengthening the conclusions and increasing the generalizability of the present 

findings.  

Primary Findings 

Results Supported the Content Validity of the Tools 

Participants’ responses were analyzed using qualitative content analysis based on the 

protective factor item definitions and were then interpreted in terms of their coding frequencies 

to examine evidence for the content validity of the tools.  Findings from both the in-person and 

online studies generally provided support for the content validity of the three tools, as the 
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majority of items across tools were described by at least some participants as relevant to their 

desistance.  Notably, evidence for content validity is context specific; the findings support the 

tools’ content validity in relation to desistance in a sample of primarily Caucasian and male 

individuals.  

While some items were endorsed by only a couple of participants, this appears sufficient 

to provide preliminary support for their content validity.  SPJ measures do not represent an 

overall construct of risk or protection, the items are not combined to yield a total score, and the 

evaluator’s role includes considering how the presence and relevance of items relate to an 

overall estimate of risk/protection to inform scenario planning and management strategies (e.g., 

Hart et al., 2016).  In addition, the idiosyncratic nature of SPJ risk assessment (i.e., 

individualized assessment and treatment planning) suggests that not all items will be relevant 

across all individuals, especially across heterogeneous groups of individuals with justice-

involvement.  This study highlights how individuals consider the relevance of items to their 

desistance.  Overall, across both studies at least 90% of the items on each of the tools were 

endorsed by participants.   

Specifically, participants in both studies endorsed all of the items on the SAVRY, which 

is a brief, six-item measure of protective factors.  Participants endorsed the SAVRY items in 

both the open-ended and direct questions.  In the in-person sample, only two participants 

considered the items regarding parental relationships (i.e., Strong Social Support) and being 

motivated to attend therapy (i.e., Positive Attitude Toward Intervention and Authority) important 

when they were directly asked about these items.  However, these items were still relevant to a 

couple of in-person participants and were considered important to approximately 50% to 75% of 

the larger online sample. Overall, the results supported the content validity of the six SAVRY 

items.  

The SAPROF-YV is a longer measure that includes 16 items.  Participants endorsed 

almost all SAPROF-YV items in the open-ended questions.  All items were mentioned by at 

least one participant from the in-person sample.  In the online study, during the open-ended 

questions only one SAPROF-YV item was not described (i.e., Attitude Toward Agreements and 

Conditions).  Two and three items were reported by only one participant in the in-person and 

online studies, respectively; however, different items were scarce across the two samples, and it 

is unclear whether these differences were influenced by other factors such as sampling effects 

or the method of data collection.  In addition to the open-ended questions, results showed that 
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participants considered most items important to their desistance when they were directly asked 

about the items, which provides additional support for the content validity of the tools.  Although 

it was rare for in-person participants to consider items relating to parental relationships, support, 

and supervision, as well as medication use and motivation for therapy as important to their 

desistance, at least one or two in-person participants considered these factors helpful.  

Moreover, in the online sample these items were commonly considered important (i.e., by at 

least half of the sample), excluding the item Medication, which was important to fewer 

participants.  However, items such as Medication may be more relevant to particular 

populations, such as to individuals in inpatient settings.  On the SAPROF-YV rating form the 

item Medication has a rating option for “Not Applicable”; unfortunately, participants were not 

given an option of stating that the item was not applicable (i.e., that they were not taking 

medication).  Taken together, the findings from both studies supported the content validity of the 

SAPROF-YV items.  

The START:AV is the most comprehensive tool with 26 items, which includes several 

items that do not overlap with items on the SAVRY or the SAPROF-YV (e.g., Substance Use). 

Participants described most START:AV items during the open-ended questions.  Three items 

and four items were discussed by only one participant, in the in-person and online studies, 

respectively.  Also, although no participants in the online study described the item Parental 

Functioning, 70% of the online sample considered this item important when they were directly 

asked about it.  As with the SAPROF-YV, during the direct questions the smaller sample of in-

person participants infrequently considered items relating to parents, medication, and motivation 

to attend therapy as important.  However, nearly all START:AV items were considered important 

to at least half of the online sample.  Again, the exception was for the item Medication 

Adherence, which could be considered as not applicable to some individuals.  In general, the 

results across the two studies supported the content validity of the START:AV items.    

Although the results supported the content validity of the three tools, the findings would 

have differed if only one type of question was used.  That is, participants’ self-reported reasons 

for desistance varied depending on the format in which the questions were asked.  Responses 

to the open-ended questions strongly supported the inclusion of items relating to relationships 

(e.g., peer and parental support), prosocial uses of time (i.e., prosocial activities, school/work), 

and some internal factors such as the START:AV’s Insight.  These items were generally well 

supported by the direct question ratings too.  However, certain items, such as those relating to 

internal processes and skills (e.g., Coping, Self-Control), motivation to change, and substance 



83 

use, were infrequently discussed during the open-ended questions, but were considered 

important by most participants when they were directly asked about them.  Individuals may have 

difficulty with spontaneously generating examples of specific strengths that represent internal 

characteristics or skills, such as using coping skills, gaining greater control of their impulses, 

and regulating their emotional state.  It may be easier for individuals to reflect on social support 

from peers and parents and attribute their success in desisting to others.  This suggests that it is 

important to ask questions about different strengths using multiple formats. 

Similarities and Differences in Findings Across Samples  

Across both samples, during the open-ended questions participants commonly reported 

Insight, items relating to social support and relationships, and prosocial activities and pursuits.  

Within both samples, internal protective factors such as Coping, Self-Control, and Emotional 

State were rarely reported without prompts, but with prompts most participants considered them 

important to their desistance.  In contrast, items relating to external sources of structure and 

rules (e.g., Pedagogical Climate, Professional Care) were uncommon in both the open-ended 

and direct questions.  Some differences in the findings between samples were also evident.  

School and work involvement were more commonly reported by online versus in-person 

participants.  With respect to relationships, a greater proportion of online participants considered 

parental relationships and support important to their desistance, whereas in-person participants 

more commonly described support from probation officers.  As mentioned, during the open-

ended questions about desistance, online participants did not report the SAPROF-YV’s Attitude 

Toward Agreements and Conditions and the START:AV’s Parenting, but these items were 

reported by in-person participants.   

In addition, in-person participants showed more variability across their importance 

ratings of the specific items compared to participants from the online sample.  For instance, 

most of the items in the direct questions were important to the majority of online participants, but 

in-person participants’ responses were less consistent across the items.  However, as study 2 

was included ad hoc, it is not clear whether the aforementioned differences are attributed to 

variables such as sample size, location (i.e., Canada versus the United States), data collection 

methods (i.e., in-person interviews that allowed for prompting versus online surveys), or other 

variables relating to sample characteristics (e.g., severity of offense histories).   
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Gender 

While the examination of gender differences in SAVRY, SAPROF-YV, and START:AV 

items was not a primary focus on the current work, the inclusion of the larger sample in study 2 

also allowed for some analysis of differences between males and females, and these findings 

may be useful for informing future research.  Males tended to report a higher proportion of items 

on the START:AV than items on the SAPROF-YV.  In addition, items relating to utilizing therapy 

and other services were considered more important for females than males (SAVRY’s Attitude 

Toward Intervention and Authority, SAPROF-YV’s Motivation for Treatment, START:AV’s 

Treatability), which is consistent with previous findings with adolescents involved in the justice 

system (Lodewijks et al., 2008).  In addition, in the present study the START:AV item Parenting 

(i.e., parental support) appeared more important for males than females.  

The SAVRY, SAPROF-YV, and START:AV are intended for use with both boys and girls 

but highlight the need to be sensitive to gender during assessment (e.g., Viljoen et al., 2014).  

However, there is some debate about the application of risk assessment to females (e.g., 

Odgers et al., 2005); most tools are derived from research with male samples and there exists 

limited research on the application of risk assessment to females (Gray et al., 2018).  Some 

research has demonstrated that the SAVRY has equivalent predictive validity for both boys and 

girls (e.g., Penney et al., 2010), but other research has suggested that gender-specific risk 

factors (e.g., problematic dating relationships, sexual victimization, depression) may add 

incremental predictive validity (Shaffer et al., 2015).   Even though there is limited research 

examining protective factors on these three tools and gender, meta-analytic results (that 

included studies on the SAVRY) have revealed some gender-specific strengths in adolescents 

involved in the justice system (e.g., prosocial values for females, and education, employment, 

and family relationships for males; Scott & Brown, 2018).  Moreover, the SAPROF-YV and 

START:AV are relatively newer measures and have been examined in fewer studies.  One 

study with adolescents in a forensic psychiatric setting found that START:AV scores did not 

show statistically significant associations to aggression outcomes in females (n = 35; Sher et al., 

2017).  More research is needed to determine if one version of each tool is sufficient, or if 

gender-specific factors are present and provide support for gender-specific adaptations, such as 

separate tools for boys and girls.  For instance, some risk assessment tools, such as the Early 

Assessment Risk Lists (Augimeri et al., 2005) for children aged 6 to 11 years, include separate 

measures for boys and for girls, and a common adult violence risk assessment tool (HCR-20v3; 

Douglas et al., 2013) has additional guidelines for its use with females (Female Additional 
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Manual; de Vogel et al., 2014).  Future research could examine evidence for the content validity 

of protective factor items on tools with respect to gender.   

Insight was Frequently Important to Desistance   

 While the relevance of all items across tools to desistance was supported at least to 

some extent, across both samples the most commonly discussed item was the START:AV’s 

Insight.  The content of this item is unique to the START:AV – similar content is not included in 

the SAVRY or SAPROF-YV.  This suggests that an item that is commonly important to 

desistance is not adequately captured by the SAVRY or SAPROF-YV.  Although the findings 

generally supported the content validity of the items on the SAVRY and SAPROF-YV, the 

prevalence of the START:AV item Insight suggests that levels of insight should be considered 

for inclusion on the SAVRY and SAPROF-YV.   

 The item Insight also relates to theories of desistance, namely cognitive transformation 

theory (Giordano et al., 2002) and identity theory (Paternoster & Bushway, 2009).  Cognitive 

transformation theory postulates that an individual’s role in their own environment elicits change 

through a series of steps (Maruna, 2001): the individual experiences readiness and openness to 

changing offending behaviours, changes in cognitive processes following a “hook for change” 

(an event or external structure; p.1000), interest toward a prosocial identity, and disinterest in 

continued delinquency (Giordano et al., 2002).  Moreover, the symbolic-interactionist approach 

of cognitive transformation theory suggests desistance results from both the individual’s 

cognitive process and their environment.  Participants discussed hooks for change, including 

recognizing the negative consequences of their behaviour (e.g., overdosing, poverty) and 

negative experiences with justice involvement (e.g., discomfort around others while 

incarcerated, and feeling overwhelmed about their justice involvement), that influenced their 

decision-making and behaviours.  

Identity theory (Paternoster & Bushway, 2009) may also correspond with the item 

Insight, as well as the START:AV item Attitudes, which was also common among participants. 

Identity theory underscores the individual’s changing beliefs about their self as they shift from 

viewing themselves as an individual who is involved in antisocial behaviour (i.e., working self; 

Paternoster & Bushway, 2009), to an individual who could be prosocial (i.e., positive possible 

self).  This process involves a cost-benefit analysis, which may also include fear of their path if 

they continue to offend (i.e., feared self), as well as motivation to work toward a prosocial self.  
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In both studies, participants noted they wanted to avoid the negative consequences of offending 

(e.g., justice involvement), and also looked at the path they were heading, consistent with the 

notion of a feared-self (Paternoster & Bushway, 2009).  Participants also highlighted how they 

began to understand the rewards of prosocial behaviour and gained interest and motivation to 

become prosocial.    

Additional Reasons for Desistance 

The majority of participants’ reasons for desistance from offending were captured under 

protective factor items included on the SAVRY, SAPROF-YV, and/or START:AV.  Only four 

additional themes emerged, namely: Disappointing Family, Maturity, Having Children, and 

Religion.  Notably, the latter three themes were included on the Strengths Rating Measure, 

which were added to that measure due to their prevalence in desistance literature.  As 

discussed below, the additional themes may show some partial overlap with items on the tools, 

or they may be included as case-specific factors (i.e., additional relevant factors not captured by 

the tools).  The present findings do not strongly suggest the need to add these additional 

protective factors to the tools.  

Disappointing Family was the most common additional theme that was not captured by 

the risk assessment tools.  This theme appears consistent with prior research on strengths 

relevant to desistance from adolescent offending.  For instance, adolescents with justice system 

involvement have noted they were motivated to change their behaviour for important individuals 

in their lives, including parents and guardians (Amemiya et al., 2017).  Disappointing Family is 

likely particularly relevant to individuals with close relationships with their family members, and 

thus may be linked to some items on the three tools examined in this research.  For instance, 

family relationships are captured under items such as the SAVRY’s Strong Attachments and 

Bonds, the SAPROF-YV’s Parents/Guardians, and the START:AV’s Relationships with 

Caregivers and Adults.  Participants’ responses were coded under Disappointing Family when 

they specifically highlighted the observation of family members experiencing and/or expressing 

disappointing in the participant’s justice involvement or destructive behaviour.  While these 

responses could be coded under the aforementioned SAVRY, SAPROF-YV, and START:AV 

items, a new theme was created due to the prevalence of the theme among participants.  

Overall, it does not appear that tools need to include this as an additional item, as it could be 

captured under the aforementioned items on the SAVRY, SAPROF-YV, and START:AV.   
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Another common theme was Maturity.  This theme is relevant to the aging theory of 

desistance (Matza, 1964), which states that people tend to decrease their involvement in 

offending behaviours as they age and mature (Glueck & Glueck, 1974; Massoglia & Uggen, 

2010).  Indeed, trends in data indicate that offending peaks between late adolescence and early 

twenties and tends to decline among people in their late twenties to early thirties and older 

(Piquero et al., 2001).  However, aging alone is an insufficient theory to account for changes in 

offending behaviour and desistance (e.g., Moffitt, 2006), so the specific role of maturity related 

to aging may offer a better explanation.  Unfortunately, most participants did not provide much 

detail into their increased maturity, but a few participants noted information such as considering 

the risk and rewards of situations.  Findings from qualitative interviews with justice-involved 

young males aged 18 to 25 years showed that their conceptualization of psychosocial 

maturation included considering consequences, learning from mistakes, making long term-term 

plans, improving associations with peers, and recognizing a motivating event that could prompt 

desistance (Mizel & Abrams, 2018); these themes are consistent with responses from the 

present studies (e.g., responses coded under items such as Insight, Future Orientation, Peers).  

As maturity includes other components, such as increased responsibility, temperance, and 

perspective (Steinberg & Cauffman, 1996), increased maturity may relate to a number of other 

protective factor items that may be grouped under an umbrella term of maturity (e.g., coping, 

self-control, insight, attitudes, conduct, future orientation, increased involvement in relationships 

or prosocial activities, employment).  As such, it is unclear whether an additional item is needed 

to capture maturity, or whether existing items adequately capture maturity indirectly.  

Participants also discussed the role of Having Children in relation to desistance.  It may 

be reasonable that this theme was not fully captured by the tools, as this study examined 

adolescent risk assessment tools.  In addition, the samples comprised adults, rather than 

adolescents, so it appears logical that having children would come up but not be captured under 

the adolescent risk assessment tools.  However, participants did not specify whether they had 

children in adolescence or adulthood.  Previous research has yielded mixed findings on the 

relevance of having children to desistance.  A number of studies have found that individuals 

report that having children has provided a protective effect in their lives (e.g., Sharpe, 2015).  

However, several studies have highlighted that having children is irrelevant to desistance (e.g., 

Giordano et al., 2002, Giordano et al., 2003).  Like most protective factors, it is also likely that 

the potential protective effort of having children is idiosyncratic, and likely depends on a number 

of other variables, such as the parent’s ability to provide for their child (e.g., START:AV’s 
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Material Resources), and available support (e.g., co-parent or single parent).  Given the mixed 

research support, and the fact that the tools under consideration are for adolescent populations, 

the protective effect of having children may be included under a case-specific factor, or perhaps 

under items relating to future orientation; this study does not offer strong evidence that an 

additional item is required.   

 Finally, several participants identified the role of Religion in their desistance.  Other 

studies in desistance literature have also shown support for the protective effect of religiousness 

or spirituality (Giordano et al., 2008; Pirutinsky, 2014).  Within the current sample, the theme of 

Religion included other interrelated protective factor items relevant to social support, a sense of 

community, and prosocial involvement.  Therefore, involvement in religion may serve as a 

pathway to other protective factors.  Religion may lead to internal changes as well and may be 

interrelated with internal protective factors such as Insight and Coping.  In addition, it may be 

considered a case-specific factor.  

Reasons for Desistance were Commonly Described in Terms of the 
Presence of Protective Factors 

With the rise of research examining protective factors in risk assessment, some 

researchers and clinicians have raised concerns that protective factors are merely the polar end 

of a corresponding risk factor and have questioned whether they add unique information 

(Walker et al., 2013).  In the present work, participants reasons for desistance were primarily 

described in terms of the presence of protective factors, rather than the absence or removal of 

something negative like a risk factor.  This finding provides support that protective factors are 

unique from risk factors in terms of assessment purposes (e.g., that they should be assessed 

separately).  For instance, if a professional was completing a risk assessment that excluded the 

consideration of protective factors and only looked at risk factors present for an adolescent, they 

may miss important information such as the role of prosocial peers or having good insight into 

behaviour and consequences.   

Previously, the distinction between protective and risk factors has been examined using 

quantitative methods only, such as by using trichotomization to group scores of protective 

factors into low, high, and middle scores based on percentiles to test whether associations 

between protective factors and violence are due to high or low scores on protective factors (e.g., 

Herrenkohl et al., 2012; Viljoen et al., 2018).  Previous findings suggest violence and offending 
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are inversely related to high scores on protective factors, and that low scores on protective 

factors do not predict reoffending, which is consistent with the notion of assessing a factor for its 

presence (Viljoen et al., 2018).  Similarly, the present qualitative data provides support that 

individuals previously involved in the justice system can reflect on the presence of protective 

factors that influenced their desistance.  Participants rarely discussed their desistance in terms 

of having minimal risk factors or risk factors being removed or attenuated.     

The item that showed the mixed findings related to peer relationships, which were 

discussed both in terms of participants distancing themselves from antisocial peers and/or 

gaining prosocial peers.  Some participants described a process of changing peers (i.e., from 

antisocial to prosocial), while other participants noted that they simply disassociated from their 

antisocial peers.  This is consistent with research showing that associations with antisocial 

peers is a strong predictor of offending and reoffending (Monahan et al., 2009).  Further, 

longitudinal research has shown that adolescent males with prosocial peer relationships were 

over five times more likely to desist from offending (Stouthamer-Loeber et al., 2004).  The 

present finding of peers being described in both directions also supports the inclusion of peers 

as both a risk and protective factor on the SAVRY (i.e., Delinquent Peers, Prosocial 

Involvement, respectively) and the START:AV (Peers as both a Vulnerability and a Strength).   

Strengths and Limitations 

Strengths 

The present research has two main strengths.  First, this study employed both qualitative 

and quantitative data collection methods to assess validity evidence related to the tools’ item 

content.  Participants were asked open-ended questions about their desistance and their 

responses were coded qualitatively using content analysis.  They were then presented in terms 

of their coding frequencies, common themes among items, and were illustrated through quotes.  

Participants also answered direct questions about the importance of specific protective factor 

items to their desistance, and the importance ratings were also presented using frequencies.  

This was done to allow participants to discuss their reasons for desistance in a relatively 

unstructured format, and then allow them to consider the relevance of specific protective factor 

items in association to their desistance.  That way, protective factor items not initially considered 

could also be discussed (i.e., in the in-person study) or rated (i.e., in both studies), which 

bolstered the ability to make claims about the tools’ content validity.  If only one type of question 
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was used in this study, the results would have suggested that most internal protective factor 

items such as coping and self-control were irrelevant to desistance, which would have provided 

an inaccurate and incomplete picture of participants’ experiences, and moreover, the tools’ 

content validity.  Utilizing both qualitative and quantitative data allowed for a more detailed 

examination of protective factor items included on tools.   

Second, the ad hoc decision to include an additional study had an unexpected benefit of 

including both an in-person sample that allowed for in-depth interviews, and an online sample 

which allowed for a larger sample overall and greater generalizability.  In addition, the sample 

size of the online study was equivalent to quantitative studies of protective factors (e.g., Dickens 

& Oshea, 2018; Rennie & Dolan, 2010; Worling & Langton, 2015) and qualitative desistance 

studies (e.g., Maruna, 2004). 

Limitations 

The limitations for study 1 and 2 have been discussed in previous chapters.  As 

previously described, limitations are present regarding sampling for both studies.  For study 1, 

the sample size was smaller than expected due to recruitment difficulties.  Although study 1 

provides preliminary evidence to support the content validity of the SAVRY, SAPROF-YV, and 

START:AV, the results should be interpreted with caution due to the small sample.  With study 

2, the sample was recruited online through MTurk which may have resulted in a selection bias.  

For instance, participants in study 2 may represent a non-random sample (Stritch et al., 2017) 

from a particular population of individuals who are more educated and have less severe 

histories of offending (e.g., less violent offenses).  Relatedly, is it unclear whether differences in 

the method of data collection, namely in-person interviews versus online surveys, influenced the 

results.  With the in-person study, as an interviewer present with the participants I was able to 

provide prompts and ask them to elaborate on responses.  Overall, it is encouraging that the 

findings of the study 2 were generally consistent with study 1’s findings, but these limitations 

need to be considered.  

In addition to the aforementioned limitations in previous chapters, three overarching 

limitations apply to both studies.  First, some researchers and practitioners have cautioned 

against using self-report methods with respect to reliance on self-reported offending, particularly 

where responding is primarily retrospective.  However, research has shown that individuals tend 

to self-report more offending or antisocial behaviour than what is gleaned through official 
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records (Farrington et al., 2003; Theobald et al., 2014).  With respect to concerns about socially 

desirable responding, qualitative data collection methods such as open-ended questions may 

lead to greater detail or disclosure (Yoshikawa et al., 2008).   

Second, both samples consisted of adults, including some older adults, rather than 

individuals who have recently desisted from adolescent offending.  Ideally, the samples would 

have only included young adults (e.g., 19 to 25 years) to mitigate potential difficulties with the 

retrospective recall nature of the study.  However, an age limit was not used due to concerns 

about restricting sampling and potential recruitment difficulties.  In the present studies, it is 

unknown whether the age of the participants influenced the findings.  For instance, although 

younger participants in the in-person sample reported information consistent with the item 

Insight, perhaps Insight was so prevalent due to participants gaining increased insight into their 

offending over time.  It would be important for future research on the SAVRY, SAPROF-YV, and 

START:AV to replicate a similar design with a younger sample of individuals who had desisted.  

Third, the findings have limited generalizability with respect to ethnicity/culture.  Across 

both samples, most participants identified as Caucasian.  In the in-person (i.e., Canadian) 

sample, no participants identified as Indigenous, and in the online (i.e., United States) sample, 

only a few participants identified as Hispanic or Black.  As such, the present findings cannot be 

generalized across these groups.  It is important for future research to examine evidence for 

content validity of risk assessment tools across diverse samples, such as through participatory 

action research with Indigenous peoples in Canada.   

Finally, it is possible that participants exhibited differences in their perceptions or beliefs 

about their protective factors relating to desistance, compared to their behaviour at that time.  

That is, their beliefs might not map onto to their previous behaviours, skills, or resources 

(Yoshikawa et al., 2008).  However, the perceived presence or level of a protective factor may 

be salient to desistance.  Studies have shown that perceived social support may have a greater 

effect on desistance than tangible support (Martinez, 2009).  Thus, research on perceptions of 

protective factors may provide initial insight into what people with a history of offending 

considered beneficial or helpful to their desistance. 
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Implications  

Research 

This was the first research to explore the content validity of three adolescent risk 

assessment tools with protective factors.  This study employed both qualitative and quantitative 

data collection methods with two samples of individuals with lived experience with desistance 

from offending.  Although the present findings provide preliminary support for the content validity 

of these tools, more research is needed.  Additional research should examine if these findings 

are replicable and generalizable to other samples, such as with samples of older adolescents 

and young adults.  Prospective, longitudinal research should also be conducted in which 

adolescents with a history of offending are followed at multiple time points to assess protective 

factors relevant to their desistance processes.  

In addition to replication studies, future research should address three broad areas.  

First, future research should study predictors of desistance (Farrington, 2007) in relation to risk 

assessment.  Researchers could investigate whether protective factors included on risk 

assessment tools have longstanding effects.  For instance, longitudinal follow up studies could 

be used to test how specific protective factors contribute to the maintenance of desistance.  

Individuals may identify factors that were present when they desisted at a younger age (e.g., 

age 17 to 18 years old) that have contributed to the maintenance of desistance at age 20 to 25 

years.  It is likely that individual differences exist for the extent of the “effectiveness” of 

protective factors.  However, gaining further understanding about such factors may be beneficial 

for research, assessment, and intervention.  

Second, future studies should focus on the development and examination of measures 

of desistance (Farrington, 2007).  The SAVRY and SAPROF-YV are designed to predict 

reoffending over a six-month period, and the START:AV evaluates risk over a shorter, three-

month period (Borum et al., 2006, de Vries Robbe et al., 2015; Viljoen et al., 2014).  Assessing 

the content validity of these tools and identifying relevant protective factors for desistance may 

lead to the development of a tool intended to predict a longer period of no offending.   Current 

tools, such as the SAVRY, have predicted the absence of offending during long follow up 

periods, such as four years (Gammelgård et al., 2015).  The SAVRY may require additional 

items to consistently show good predictive validity for the absence of offending over longer 

periods.  Additional items may be drawn from the SAPROF-YV and START:AV items, or from 
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new research.  Limitations of the SAVRY include the dichotomous rating of protective factors, so 

it may be beneficial to use the SAPROF-YV or START:AV as a starting point and then 

researchers could add, remove, or alter existing items.  Similar data collection methods used in 

the present study could be used to develop and test adaptations to current tools that include 

protective factors, such as a revised version of the SAPROF-YV to include items like Insight.  

Finally, it is important to promote client perspectives in risk assessment research.  

Limited research has involved asking individuals about their perceptions of their risk or 

protective factors (Barnert et al., 2015), but it can offer value within research and in within 

practical settings.  During the development stage of risk assessment tools, it is common for the 

researchers to consider the content validity of items by consulting with professionals or experts 

in the field, but not with the population of interest (i.e., people with a history of offending).  To 

address these concerns, this study used a novel approach to ask people about their protective 

factors, which provides support for three risk assessment tools from a unique perspective.  The 

present study’s methodological framework could be used to examine the content validity of 

other risk assessment tools, such as through understanding client/patient perspectives 

regarding the SAVRY risk factors, the Vulnerabilities on the START:AV, or with adult risk 

assessment tools.  To contribute to practice, researchers could also test whether people 

involved in the justice system prefer interviews based on strengths, rather than solely focusing 

on risk factors or difficulties.  A focus on strengths may provide benefits such as increased 

rapport between clients and professionals (Wanamaker et al., 2018). 

Practice 

Assessment  

Self-reported reasons for desistance were captured by all three risk assessment tools 

under consideration in this work, and these tools offer different strengths for practice.  On the 

SAVRY, each item was endorsed as important to desistance by at least ten participants across 

both studies.  However, participants also commonly endorsed items from the SAPROF-YV and 

START:AV that were not captured on the SAVRY, including Insight, Coping, and Self-Control.  

This suggests that if the goal is to thoroughly examine different strengths, a more 

comprehensive approach may be needed (e.g., START:AV).  For instance, the SAVRY item 

Resilient Personality Traits includes several internal protective factors (e.g., self-esteem, coping, 

above average cognitive skills, calm mood states; Borum et al., 2006) under a single item that is 
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rated dichotomously as present/absent.  In contrast, the START:AV includes separate items for 

similar internal protective factors, such as Coping, Impulse Control, Emotional State, 

Mental/Cognitive State, and Social Skills, and these items are rated on a three-point scale.  In 

addition, while the SAPROF-YV provides one item to capture peer relationships, the START:AV 

includes separate items for the consideration of how someone values their peer relationships, 

the social support received, and the prosocial nature of their peers.  This thoroughness may 

provide useful information from an intervention perspective.  If the goal of the assessment is 

simply to predict risk and consider the presence of some protective factors, or if a brief and 

time-efficient option is needed, then the SAVRY protective factors may be adequate.  However, 

the SAVRY does not capture the most commonly reported item in the present findings, Insight 

(which was often reported without specific item prompts), which may exclude important 

information in the assessment.  The dichotomous rating of SAVRY protective factors may also 

result in information being excluded, as it is difficult to rate items when adolescents show partial 

amounts of protective factors (e.g., on the item Resilient Personality Traits).     

Although participants’ responses were largely captured by the protective factors on the 

three tools, there were other factors identified which may not be fully captured by the items on 

the three tools.  Examining additional reasons for desistance underscored the importance of 

including case-specific factors within assessments, when applicable.  For instance, religion is 

not fully captured by the SAVRY, SAPROF-YV, or START:AV.  Although religion could be 

included under some items (e.g., the SAVRY’s Prosocial Involvement), it may be more 

appropriate to consider it a case-specific protective factor (e.g., follows religious and spiritual 

beliefs, positively influence their behaviour, without the prosocial involvement piece).  All three 

tools include an option to include additional case-specific factors, so raters may include 

strengths relating to religion or other case-specific protective factors in this section. It is unclear 

how case-specific factors are assessed, but it may be beneficial for risk assessments to include 

questions that ask individuals about their perceptions of their protective factors and how these 

factors affect their behaviour and functioning in relation to avoiding offending.  

Despite the findings showing support for the SAVRY and SAPROF-YV items, the most 

frequently reported item, Insight, is only included on the START:AV and is not captured by the 

SAVRY or SAPROF-YV items.  As previously discussed, Insight maps on to the cognitive 

transformation theory of desistance (Giordano et al., 2002), and shows some overlap with 

previous research findings (Mizel & Abrams, 2018).  This suggests that an item that is 
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commonly considered important to desistance is missing from the SAVRY and SAPROF-YV 

assessments.  As per the START:AV manual, Insight is defined as: 

“Appreciates the motivation and consequences behind his/her actions. 
Recognizes signs of relapse at an early stage. Acknowledges mental or substance 
use disorders, personality traits, and emotional or behavioral problems. 
Understands factors that increase or reduce his/her risks for adverse outcomes 
(e.g., strengths, limitations). Recognizes the need for interventions.” (Viljoen et al., 
2014, p. 45). 

It may be useful for the SAVRY and SAPROF-YV developers to consider the inclusion of this 

item.  As a risk factor, poor insight is prevalent in the literature and thus it is included as a risk 

factor on a common adult violence risk assessment tool, the HCR-20v3 (Douglas et al., 2013).  

This item, “Recent Problems with Insight”, includes poor insight into an individual’s mental 

disorder, risk for violence, and their need for treatment (Douglas et al., 2013).  An adolescent 

tool, the Violence Risk Scale – Youth Version (Lewis et al., 2004), also includes “Lack of Insight 

into Cause of Violence” as a risk factor.  As such, it may be useful for risk assessment tools with 

protective factors (e.g., SAVRY, SAPROF-YV) to consider the potential protective effect of 

having good insight in relation to desistance.  

As Insight corresponds to the cognitive transformation theory of desistance (Giordano et 

al., 2002), it also appears important to try to track cognitive transformations and changes in 

insight over time in assessments.  For instance, assessors could ask individuals specific 

questions relating to their insight and potential hooks for change, and their related thought 

processes about delinquent behaviour.  Further, additional reasons for desistance such as 

maturity may be important to track over time through other proxy protective factors.  These 

findings highlight the importance of reassessment over time.  While the SAVRY, SAPROF-YV, 

and START:AV recommend reassessment, other risk assessment tools, such as the Violence 

Risk Scale – Youth Version (Lewis et al., 2004), specifically incorporate measures of change.  

Based on the Transtheoretical Model of Change (Prochaska et al., 1992), raters consider 

whether the adolescent is in the precontemplation/contemplation, preparation, action, or 

maintenance stage, and note the number of stages that have changed since the previous 

assessment (Lewis et al., 2004).  It may be beneficial for other tools to incorporate measures of 

change over time.   
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Intervention 

Following assessment, professionals might also use these tools to help guide 

intervention-planning or the development of prevention programs (Farrington, 2007; Laub & 

Sampson, 2001).  Assessing protective factors relevant to desistance may highlight areas 

where treatment providers can aim to leverage existing protective factors or increase protective 

factors that are lacking but are accessible to the adolescent.  The present findings highlighted 

protective factors that were commonly important to desistance, such as having insight into 

behaviour and consequences, supportive relationships (e.g., peers, parents, other adults), and 

involvement in employment or prosocial activities.  Fostering these strengths through 

interventions and other resources may show value in terms of reducing reoffending.  For 

instance, insight-oriented approaches to therapy may be helpful to some adolescents.  Results 

also underscore that people present with a variety of different strengths.  This highlights the 

importance of tailoring interventions to individuals, as some strengths may be more helpful or 

relevant for some, but not all people involved in the justice system.  

In addition, increased knowledge about protective factors for desistance may provide 

opportunities to develop and test new interventions to promote desistance.  For instance, some 

studies have shown that SAPROF-YV Resilience protective factors are scarce in adolescents 

(e.g., Coping, Self-Control; Christiansen et al., under review), particularly before interventions 

have been attempted (de Vries Robbé et al., in preparation).  As participants identified that 

these factors were important to their desistance, interventions that focus on increasing these 

factors may be implemented and tested (e.g., teaching coping and social skills, focusing on 

emotion regulation, and providing psychoeducational training; Fougere & Daffern, 2011).   

Conclusion 

In sum, this research contributes to a better understanding of protective factors that 

relate to desistance by examining adolescent risk assessment tools using both qualitative and 

quantitative data from samples of people who have desisted.  This research is the first study of 

its kind and corroborates previous findings that support the validity of protective factors included 

on the SAVRY, SAPROF-YV, and START:AV, by showing support for their content validity.  

This work also highlighted additional reasons for desistance that were not fully captured by 

current adolescent risk assessment tools, which underscores the potential importance of 

including case-specific factors within assessment.  The methodology used in the present study 
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may provide a framework for future research examining validity evidence for risk assessment 

tools (e.g., using both qualitative and quantitative data to assess validity evidence relating to 

test content).  Results may also guide interventions focused on increasing strengths in 

adolescents.  Overall, risk assessment aims to manage and reduce risk.  A comprehensive 

assessment of protective factors and related strength-based interventions may have potential 

for promoting positive outcomes, resiliency, and success in young people with a history of 

offending.  By increasing our knowledge on protective factor assessment using qualitative and 

quantitative data from people with lived experience, researchers may gain additional insight on 

how to enhance current risk assessment approaches, which in turn may increase the quality of 

assessments with adolescents involved in the justice system. 
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Appendix A.  Study Protocol 

Demographic Questions 

How old are you:   ________years  

What is your gender:   �Male  �Female   �Other (please specify):_______________ 

What is your ethnicity:  �Caucasian �Indigenous �Asian  �East Indian  

    �Hispanic �African �Other:_________________ 

Is English you first language? �Yes  �No (please specify):_______________________ 

Education Level:  �Grade 7 or under   �Some High School Completed 

�High School Graduate  �Some College/University 

�Diploma/Technical Degree  �Bachelor Degree   

�Graduate Degree 

Do you have a job?  �Yes (please specify what your job is: _________________ �No 

What is your living situation? (For example: renting a house or apartment, living with family, 
in a group home, etc.):_______________________________________________ 
 

Have you ever had Mental Health Services (e.g., individual therapy or counselling, drug and 

alcohol treatment): 

�Yes  �No 

How old were you the first time you had police contact? Please give your best estimate if your 

can’t remember exactly: ___________________ 

How old were you the first time you were arrested?: __________________________ 

How old were you the first time you were charged?: _________________________ 
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Have you ever committed a violent offense (for example: uttering threats, assault, assault 

causing bodily harm, robbery, sexual assault, etc.)? 

�Yes  �No 

Have you ever been convicted of a violent offense (for example: uttering threats, assault, 

assault causing bodily harm, robbery, sexual assault, etc.)? 

�Yes  �No 

Have you ever committed a property offense (for example: theft under or over $5000, breaking 

and entering, mischief, theft of motor vehicle, etc.):  

�Yes  �No 

Have you ever been convicted of a property offense (for example: theft under or over $5000, 

breaking and entering, mischief, theft of motor vehicle, etc.):  

�Yes  �No 

Have you ever committed a drug offense (for example, possession, trafficking, production or 

distribution, etc.): 

�Yes  �No 

Have you ever been convicted of a drug offense (for example, possession, trafficking, 

production or distribution, etc.): 

�Yes  �No 

Have you ever been on probation? 

�Yes  �No 

Have you ever been in custody?  

�Yes  �No 
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*Note: In person participants were also asked the duration of each sentence. Online participants 

were asked how many times they were on probation and in custody.  

Self Report of Offending: 

In your lifetime, have you ever: 

Item Yes No 
1. Purposely destroyed or damaged property that did not belong to you?   
2. Purposely set fire to a house, building, car or vacant lot?   
3. Entered or broken into a building to steal something?   
4. Stolen something from a store (shoplifted)?   
5. Bought, received, or sold something that you knew was stolen?   
6. Used checks or credit cards illegally?   
7. Stolen a car or motorcycle to keep or sell?   
8. Gone joyriding (stole a car or motorcycle to ride around)   
9. Entered or broken into a car to steal something from it?   
10. Sold marijuana?   
11. Sold other illegal drugs (cocaine, crack, heroin)?   
12. Carjacked someone?   
13. Driven while you were drunk or high?   
14. Been paid by someone for having sexual relations with them?   
15. Forced someone to have sex with you?   
16. Shot and hit someone?   
17. Shot AT someone?   
18. Taken something from another person by force, using a weapon?   
19. Taken something from another person by force, without a weapon?   
20. Beaten up or physically attacked somebody so badly that they probably 
needed a doctor?  

  

21. Been in a fight?   
22. Beaten up, threatened, or physically attacked someone as part of a gang?   
23. Carried a gun?   
24. Killed someone?   

Note: Item 24 was excluded from the online protocol due to ethical issues.   

Interview Protocol  

In person participants: 

• Consider the time period when you stopped offending. When did it start? How long has 

this been?  

• Tell me about how you were able to stop offending/committing crimes? What do you 

think enabled you to stop offending or stay out of trouble? 
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• Is there anything about yourself, or something that changed about yourself during that 

time, that helped you to stop offending? 

• Is there anything about your relationships that helped you to stop offending? (prompt: 

With friends? Family? Other adults?) 

• Is there anything about your environment, at the time, that helped you to stop offending? 

Online participants: 

• Think about the time you stopped offending. How long has it been, in years, since 
you stopped offending? Please give your best estimate if you are not sure.  
: _______ years 

 
• Tell me the story of how you stopped offending. Don’t worry about spelling, grammar, 

or anything like that. We just want to hear about what helped you to stop 
offending.  We will use this information to help develop strategies to help youth who 
are at-risk of becoming involved in crime, so the more information and detail you can 
provide the better.  
(text box for response, 200 character minimum) 

 
• Is there anything about yourself, or something that changed about yourself during 

that time, that helped you to stop offending? 
(text box for response) 

 
• Is there anything about your relationships that helped you to stop offending? (for 

example, friends, family, other adults?) 
(text box for response) 

 
• Is there anything about your environment or something external to you, at the time, 

that helped you to stop offending?  
(text box for response) 

Strengths Rating Measure 

How important were these strengths in helping you to stop your offending? 

Measure/Item Strengths Rating 

SAVRY Strong Commitment to 
School 
SAPROF-YV School/Work 

1. Liking and caring about school or 
education  

�Not at all important  
�Somewhat important  
�Very important  
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START:AV School & Work 

SAPROF-YV School/Work 
START:AV School & Work 

2. Liking and caring about my job �Not at all important  
�Somewhat important  
�Very important  

SAVRY Prosocial Activities 
SAPROF-YV Leisure Activities 
START:AV Recreation 

3. Being involved in hobbies, having 
things to do with my time (e.g., 
teams, clubs, organizations) 

�Not at all important  
�Somewhat important  
�Very important  

START:AV Substance Use 4. Avoiding drugs and/or alcohol �Not at all important  
�Somewhat important  
�Very important  

SAVRY Attitude Toward 
Intervention and Authority 
SAPROF-YV Attitudes Towards 
Agreements and Conditions 
START:AV Rule Adherence 

5. Following rules (e.g., probation 
conditions) 

�Not at all important  
�Somewhat important  
�Very important  
 

START:AV Conduct 6. Helping others, being respectful 
and kind 

�Not at all important  
�Somewhat important  
�Very important  

START:AV Self-care 7. Taking care of my health (e.g., 
getting enough sleep) 

�Not at all important  
�Somewhat important  
�Very important  

SAVRY Resilient Personality Traits 
SAPROF-YV Coping 
START:AV Coping 

8. Being able to cope with my 
problems 

�Not at all important  
�Somewhat important  
�Very important  

SAVRY Resilient Personality Traits 
SAPROF-YV Self-Control 
START:AV Impulse Control 

9. Being able to control myself and 
keeping calm 

�Not at all important  
�Somewhat important  
�Very important  

SAVRY Resilient Personality Traits 
START:AV Mental/Cognitive State 

10. Thinking things through, making 
good decisions 

�Not at all important  
�Somewhat important  
�Very important  

SAVRY Resilient Personality Traits 
START:AV Emotional State 

11. Being happy or hopeful, or feeling 
like I can get through difficult times 

�Not at all important  
�Somewhat important  
�Very important  

START:AV Attitudes  12. Realizing that following the law 
has benefits 

�Not at all important  
�Somewhat important  
�Very important  

SAVRY Resilient Personality Traits 
SAPROF-YV Social Competence 
START:AV Social Skills 

13. Being able to manage social 
situations and avoid conflicts with 
people 

�Not at all important  
�Somewhat important  
�Very important  

SAVRY Strong Attachments and 
Bonds 
SAPROF-YV Parents/Guardians 
START:AV Relationships with 
caregivers and adults 

14. Having good relationships with my 
parents 

�Not at all important  
�Somewhat important  
�Very important  

SAVRY Prosocial Activities 
SAPROF-YV Peers 

15. Having good relationships with 
friends  

 

�Not at all important  
�Somewhat important  
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START:AV Relationships with 
Peers 

�Very important  

SAPROF-YV Other Supportive 
Relationships 

16. Having a good relationship with a 
romantic partner 

�Not at all important  
�Somewhat important  
�Very important  

SAVRY Strong Social Support 
SAPROF-YV Other Supportive 
Relationships 
START:AV Social Support from 
Adults 

17. Feeling supported by people like 
bosses, teachers, therapists, or 
probation officers 

�Not at all important  
�Somewhat important  
�Very important  

SAVRY Prosocial Activities 
SAPROF-YV Peers 
START:AV Social Support from 
Peers 

18. Getting support from friends �Not at all important  
�Somewhat important  
�Very important  

START:AV Parenting 19. Having parents who provided 
support, and kept me on track  

�Not at all important  
�Somewhat important  
�Very important  

SAPROF-YV Pedagogical Climate 20. Having enough supervision and 
support 

�Not at all important  
�Somewhat important  
�Very important  

START:AV Parental Functioning 21. Having parents who were good 
role models 

�Not at all important  
�Somewhat important  
�Very important  

SAVRY Prosocial Activities 
SAPROF-YV Peers 
START:AV Peers 

22. Having friends who were a 
positive influence and helped me 
to stay out of trouble 

�Not at all important  
�Somewhat important  
�Very important  

START:AV Material Resources 23. Managing money well (e.g., 
saving) 

�Not at all important  
�Somewhat important  
�Very important  

START:AV Community 24. Living in a good neighbourhood �Not at all important  
�Somewhat important  
�Very important  

START:AV External Triggers 25. Having something positive happen 
to me in my life, like a turning 
point 

�Not at all important  
�Somewhat important  
�Very important  

START:AV Insight 26. Understanding the factors that 
cause me to commit crimes 

�Not at all important  
�Somewhat important  
�Very important  

START:AV Insight 27. Appreciating that I needed help �Not at all important  
�Somewhat important  
�Very important  

SAPROF-YV Future Orientation 
START:AV Plans 

28. Having realistic plans and goals 
(e.g., career goals) 

�Not at all important  
�Somewhat important  
�Very important  

SAPROF-YV Perseverance 29. Following through with plans �Not at all important  
�Somewhat important  
�Very important  
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SAPROF-YV Medication 
START:AV Medication Adherence 

30. Taking medication that I was 
prescribed 

�Not at all important  
�Somewhat important  
�Very important  

SAVRY Attitude Toward 
Intervention and Authority  
SAPROF-YV Motivation for 
Treatment 
START:AV Treatability 

31. Being motivated to change 
 

�Not at all important  
�Somewhat important  
�Very important  

SAVRY Attitude Toward 
Intervention and Authority  
SAPROF-YV Motivation for 
Treatment  
START:AV Treatability 

32. Being motivated to attend therapy 
or services 

�Not at all important  
�Somewhat important  
�Very important  

SAPROF-YV Professional Care 
SAPROF-YV Pedagogical Climate 

33. Receiving therapy or other 
services that I needed 

�Not at all important  
�Somewhat important  
�Very important  

SAPROF-YV Court Order  34. Getting the supervision that I 
needed (e.g., supervision by 
probation officers) 

�Not at all important  
�Somewhat important  
�Very important  

START:AV Culture 35. Having a sense of pride or 
connection to your culture 

�Not at all important  
�Somewhat important  
�Very important  

N/A 36. Having and following 
religious/spiritual beliefs 

�Not at all important  
�Somewhat important  
�Very important  

N/A 37. Having kids �Not at all important  
�Somewhat important  
�Very important  

N/A 38. Growing up, getting more mature �Not at all important  
�Somewhat important  
�Very important  

Note: The first column of the table depicted above shows the corresponding protective factor items that match each strength 
questionnaire item. The first column is this table only to show this match. The first column was not available for the participants 
as part of the study protocol.  


