AR
W Durham

University
Durham E-Theses

Arson Reconceptualised: the Continuum of Fire Use

FAYE KATHRYN HORSLEY

How to cite:

HORSLEY, FAYE KATHRYN (2020) Arson Reconceptualised: the Continuum of Fire Use. Doctoral
thesis, Durham University.

Use policy

The full-text may be used and/or reproduced, and given to third parties in any format or medium, without prior permission or
charge, for personal research or study, educational, or not-for-profit purposes provided that:

e a full bibliographic reference is made to the original source
e a https://etheses.durham.ac.uk/id/eprint/13525/ is made to the metadata record in Durham E-Theses
e the full-text is not changed in any way

The full-text must not be sold in any format or medium without the formal permission of the copyright holders.

Please consult the full Durham E-Theses policy for further details.

Academic Support Office, The Palatine Centre, Durham University, Stockton Road, Durham, DH1 3LE
e-mail: e-theses.admin@durham.ac.uk Tel: +44 0191 334 6107
https://etheses.durham.ac.uk


https://www.durham.ac.uk
https://etheses.durham.ac.uk/id/eprint/13525/
https://libguides.durham.ac.uk/open_research/etheses#s-lib-ctab-15326874-5
https://etheses.durham.ac.uk

Arson Reconceptualised:

The Continuum of Fire Use

Faye Kathryn Horsley

Thesis submitted for the degree of Doctor of Philosophy
School of Sociology

Durham University

November 2019



Statement of Copyright

The copyright of this thesis rests with the author. No quotation from it should be published
without the author’s prior written consent and information derived from it should be

acknowledged.



Acknowledgements

First of all, I must thank my participants because without you, none of this would have been
possible. You trusted me with your stories and memories; I hope I have done them justice.

Thank you also to the prison governors and prison staff who enabled this research.

I would like to thank my supervisors, Dr Kate O’Brien and Professor Graham Towl. The
quality, consistency and clarity of your guidance has enabled me to complete this thesis much
sooner than I had ever envisaged. Furthermore, you have supported and mentored me during
my time at Durham, for which I am incredibly grateful. It has been an absolute privilege to

learn from you.

Thank you to my mum and dad. You taught me to believe in myself and to embrace challenges.
It is because of your unfaltering faith in me, encouragement and love that I have been able to
achieve this. Mum, even when you were bravely battling your way through chemotherapy, you

supported me. Thank you.

To Lee, your faith in me has never wavered and you have been a constant source of support.
Thank you so much for your patience, reassurance and advice. Thank you also for the hours
you have dedicated to helping me with the formatting of this thesis. Without you, I would

probably still be struggling with tables and figures.



Dedication

This thesis is dedicated to gran, grandad, nanny, grandpa and Jo. I am so sorry that you aren’t

here to see it but my memories of you have played such an important part in this journey.



Abstract

In the last decade significant progress has been made in the psychological study of arson.
However, there are substantive problems with the existing literature. In addressing these
problems, three central arguments are made in this thesis. Firstly, whereas existing research
has focussed solely on the act of ‘fire setting’, 1 propose that the term ‘fire use’ is more
appropriate to account for the process we go through in our interactions with fire. Secondly, I
propose that fire use is a fluid and heterogeneous concept and, thus, it should be represented
by way of a continuum, which I term the continuum of fire use (CoFU). At one pole of the
CoFU sits criminalised fire use, which includes the crime of arson. At the other end sits non-
criminalised fire use ((i.e. behaviour which is considered to be ‘legal’). I argue that in order to
reach a better understanding of arson and, ultimately, to reduce it, we must reconceptualise our
approach to arson. This should include exploration of the experiences of those who use fire in
a non-criminalised manner. In my third line of argument I endorse an interdisciplinary
approach, which draws upon evolutionary, cultural and sociological perspectives, alongside
psychology. I assert that we must appreciate the long and complex relationship humans have
with fire, and this should include an understanding of the role it played in the evolution of our
species. The arguments made in this thesis are done so with a view to improving on what we
know about arson and, thus, informing treatment and intervention strategies to reduce it.

In this thesis I report on a qualitative study where 1 explore the psychological
mechanisms involved in fire use. Twenty-four adults were interviewed about their fire-related
experiences. Consistent with the continuum conceptualisation, each participant has a range of
fire-related experiences, but 12 are predominantly non-criminalised users and 12 are
predominantly criminalised (all serving prison sentences). Data was analysed using Grounded
Theory and themes were identified for each of the two samples separately, before being

combined. The result of combining the data was an overarching theory relating to the



psychological impact of fire use, entitled the continuum of fire use theory (CoFUT). The
CoFUT consists of three core themes, namely: (a) Transient Emotional State; (b) Self-Concept,
and; (c) Psychological Wellbeing.

The CoFUT is the first theory to consider a spectrum of fire use, rather than solely
focusing on arson (i.e. criminalised use). In proposing the CoFUT I am therefore challenging
existing frameworks and calling for a re-conceptualisation of fire use. Practical application of
the CoFUT is discussed in this thesis and I will argue for more emphasis on early intervention
rather than offender rehabilitation in order to reduce the rate of arson in the UK. Future
directions for research are proposed, including ideas for my own postdoctoral research. This
will involve an exploration of the cultural aspects of fire use, still with an eye towards

improving our understanding of arson and, ultimately, informing arson reduction strategy.
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Introduction

“We know little about the psychology of fire [and] fire learning... it is high time that we knew
more” (Fessler, 2006, p. 448).
Overview

Although Fessler’s position, elucidated in the above quote, dates back to 2006, I argue
that it still stands true today. The significant progress which has been made in the psychological
study of arson only tells part of the story. In this thesis I will demonstrate that there are many
other forms of fire use which, until now, have remained un-addressed in the psychological
literature.

In this thesis I will propose a novel conceptualisation of fire use, which takes account
of the substantive problems with existing psychological literature on the subject. I will outline
a qualitative interview-based study, comprising two participant samples, which are introduced
below. An analysis of the data will be presented within section two of this thesis and I will then
go on to outline how I synthesised data from the two respective samples in order to develop an
overarching theory called the Continuum of Fire Use Theory (CoFUT). The CoFUT highlights
the psychological mechanisms underpinning the repeated use of fire. I will propose how the
CoFUT can be applied in order to improve our understanding of arson and inform the clinical
practice of forensic psychologists and allied professionals.

In this introductory chapter I will outline my professional background and how it led to
the iterative conceptualisation of this Ph.D. I will present the context surrounding this
programme of study, which includes a discussion of the challenges involved in defining what
we consider to be acceptable and unacceptable fire-related behaviour. In doing so I will draw

on literature from allied disciplines such as sociology, criminology and anthropology. One of



my central arguments is that understanding fire use from an interdisciplinary perspective is
crucial and this approach is one of the unique aspects of my work. The objective, aim and
research questions will be presented in this chapter, along with the rationale. I will also provide

an introduction to the chosen methodology and I will outline the structure of this thesis.

Professional Background

I am a registered forensic psychologist and chartered psychologist with 15 years’
experience as a practitioner working in prisons and forensic hospital settings. Throughout my
career | have worked with men and women convicted of a range of offences including sexual,
interpersonal violence and arson. I continue to work as a practitioner in private practice,
alongside my full-time role as a lecturer in forensic psychology at Newcastle University. My
professional background is of relevance to this thesis for a number of reasons. Firstly, it is
important in order to understand the conception of the research and how my thought process
evolved over time. Secondly, it provides a useful point of reference for understanding what has
influenced my interpretation of the data from a critical realist stance, which is discussed in
more detail in chapter two.

It was my clinical contact with arsonists in both prison and hospital settings which first
inspired this research. This is a strong starting point because it means that I have been able to
observe ‘first hand’ some of the issues with how this group of offenders are dealt with by the
Criminal Justice System (CJS) and National Health Service (NHS) in England and Wales. I
have become aware through my practice that there are no existing risk assessment tools
specifically designed for arsonists (Watt & Ong, 2016), nor are there any fully accredited
treatment programmes (Palmer et al., 2007; Bell, 2016; Tyler, Gannon, Lockerbie &
O’Ciardha, 2018). In fact, a ‘one size fits all’ approach has generally been adopted with

arsonists. In other words, for decades there has been an assumption that arsonists should be



dealt with using the same approaches employed with other types of offender. Whilst this
viewpoint is beginning to change (see Tyler et al., 2018) there is still a long way to go in my
view.

In my experience as a practitioner, I have sometimes observed there to be a conflict
between what makes sense from a therapeutic point of view and what is possible within a prison
or forensic hospital environment. This has been apparent to me on occasions in past
professional roles where I was working therapeutically with arsonists, for instance in cases
where there was evidence of physiological arousal to fire. If unaddressed, physiological arousal
to fire could mean that the service user is inclined to seek out that same arousal in the future
through further fire setting. In these cases, from a psychological perspective, a course of
gradual desensitisation to fire may have been helpful. This would involve exposure to fire-
related stimuli on a gradual and systematic basis. The process could commence with exposing
the service user to pictures of fire, followed by moving images and then, eventually, ‘real’ fire
such as through interaction with a candle or cigarette lighter. However, security constraints in
forensic settings means that this process (particularly the latter stage) is not feasible. In reality,
security and risk have to supersede what might be sensible from a clinical/ therapeutic
perspective. This is just one of many challenges I have faced in my time as a clinician working
with arsonists. This is different from my experiences of working with other types of offender
because there are already a variety of well-established treatment options available, which have
been embedded within forensic environments. Arson treatment, conversely, remains more of
an ‘unknown’.

The lack of expertise within teams working with convicted arsonists also appears, to
me, to be problematic. In my view this can sometimes fuel helpful myths and stereotypes. I
have noted, for example, a view that sexual arousal to fire is common amongst arsonists, which

means they are ‘untreatable’. It is noteworthy that this idea is not supported by the



psychological literature (Prins, Tennent & Trick, 1985; Rice & Harris, 1991). Similarly, in my
own experience | have found that non-psychologist colleagues may be inclined to ‘label’
arsonists as particularly dangerous (when compared to other offender-types) and there is also
a common assumption that arsonists must all suffer from severe mental illness. This is
important to note because such stereotypes can perpetuate the repeated criminalisation of
convicted arsonists. This is of great relevance to the findings of the current research because
participants in the convicted sample all make reference to the detrimental impact of carrying
the ‘arsonist label’ (see chapters four and five).

The aforementioned experiences as a clinician strengthened my interest in arson early
on in my career and they were important in shaping my ideas for this Ph.D. I continue to be
intrigued by the unique set of challenges this group of offenders pose. In my opinion, the lack
of available treatment options, in addition to the stigma attached to arson and arsonists are all
the result of a lack of knowledge. This highlighted to me at the inception of this Ph.D. that
there is a need to better understand arson and this must start with more research.

The lack of specialised assessments and treatment options for use with arsonists is not
surprising when we consider the dearth of literature in the subject area. For example, until
2012, there were only two multi-factorial theories of arson, namely the functional analysis
model (Jackson, Hope & Glass, 1987) and the dynamic behaviour model (Fineman, 1995; both
discussed in chapter one). My experience as a practitioner leads me to question the lack of
specialised approaches available for work with arsonists, both in terms of assessment tools and
treatment. Clinically, I would assess that arsonists are highly complex and that at least some of
them present a very different picture to other offenders with whom I work. This is supported
by research comparing factors linked to recidivism in arsonists with other offenders. For
example, Edwards and Grace conclude that “the pattern of correlations between the arson,

violent and non-violent recidivism models suggests that the act of arson is different to both



violent and non-violent offending” (2014, p. 226). This indicates that the ‘one size fits all’
approach is potentially insufficient. There may also be learning here for other offence types,
for example with regard to the recent evidence indicating that the prison service Sex Offender
Treatment Programme has increased the risk of reconviction for some participants (Ministry
of Justice, 2017). I will demonstrate, therefore, that this thesis is not only applicable to those
imprisoned for crimes of arson.

The study of arson dates back at least to the 1950s, with most of the literature
originating from the United States of America (USA), Australia and the United Kingdom (UK).
Early work is replete with methodological flaws and studies have varied so dramatically in
terms of their methodological approach that it is very difficult to sensibly compare and contrast
findings (discussed in more detail in chapter one). More recently, the literature base has grown
exponentially but it is still in its relative infancy. Within the last decade researchers at the
University of Kent’s Centre of Research and Education in Forensic Psychology (CORE-FP)
have published a series of empirical and theoretical papers which have improved what we know
about arson or fire setting’ as the researchers refer to it (for examples see Gannon et al., 2013;
O Ciardha et al., 2015). Fire setting is defined as “all acts of setting fire that are not recreational
in nature” (Gannon & Barrowcliffe, 2012, p. 2). It is noteworthy that fire setting and fire setter
are terms which I contest (see below) but they are used in this thesis when I am discussing
existing research.

Research by the team at the CORE-FP has been highly influential. It includes the most

up-to-date multi-factorial theory of adult fire setting (the multi-trajectory theory of adult fire

! Fire setting: Some authors present firesetting and firesetter as single words. In this thesis I have chosen to

present them as two separate words (i.e. fire setting and fire setter).



setting; M-TTAF; Gannon, O’Ciardha, Doley & Alleyne, 2012). The CORE-FP team is also
behind the emergence of work on non-convicted samples (for example, Gannon &
Barrowcliffe, 2012; Barrowcliffe & Gannon, 2015, 2016), with the premise being that many
fire setters remain un-apprehended and thus, it makes sense to study particular strands of the
general population. Crucially, the work of the CORE-FP has practical application. The team
has developed treatment programmes for fire setters, such as the fire setter intervention
programme for mentally disordered offenders (FIP-MO; Tyler, et al., 2017) and a psychometric
instrument (O’Ciardha, Tyler & Gannon, 2015). These practical contributions were, perhaps,
predictable in view of the current trend towards manualisation and standardisation (Towl,
2015).

Despite significant progress in the study of arson and fire setting, I will argue below
and in chapter one that this only tells part of the story. One problem is that existing research
focusses solely on the most troublesome and ‘extreme’ forms of fire use, meaning that other
forms have been neglected. Another problem is that research has, thus far, focussed solely on
the act of setting or lighting fires. I favour a broader term - fire use - because our interaction
with fire is a process, rather than a single event. The way that fire-related behaviour has been
dichotomised in the literature is also a problem in my view. In other words, the behaviour has
typically been categorised as either non-fire setting or fire setting, which, I argue, serves to
over-simplify a very complex and heterogenous construct.

The existing literature has demonstrated that there are many complexities involved in
trying to decide what should be classed as non-fire setting or fire setting (for examples see
Geller, 1992; Davis & Lauber, 1999; Doley, 2003; Vaughn et al., 2010). There is a troublesome
lack of consensus on this matter, which has generally been air-brushed over and is seldom
referred to directly within the psychological academic literature. I argue this is an important

issue. We surely cannot meaningfully interpret existing research findings about any human



behaviour if we are unclear on the particulars of the behaviour of interest. For instance, as will
be seen in chapter one, existing research claims to address psychological characteristics which
are associated with non-fire setters when compared to fire setters (for examples see Gannon &
Barrowcliffe, 2012; Barrowcliffe & Gannon, 2015, 2016). But, in my view, we cannot be
confident that these characteristics truly delineate the two groups if the behaviour is not clearly
defined.

In this thesis I challenge the existing categorical conceptualisation. I take a holistic
approach by suggesting that fire use is better understood as a dimensional construct, i.e. sitting
on a continuum. [ argue that it is not possible to categorise different forms of fire use because
interactions with fire can vary across one person’s life span and, indeed, from person to person.
Fire use, therefore, is a fluid construct and so it can surely only be viewed as sitting on a
continuum. An unpublished MSc thesis which I supervised adds some preliminary support to
my argument. Hope (2018) interviewed 16 participants about the attributes they consider as
important when distinguishing between two forms of fire use?. Of central importance is that

Hope found no definitive binary framework through which to identify the two forms of

2 Fire use: The terms used employed by Hope (2018) were illegitimate fire use to refer to that which fails to
adhere to laws, rules and social norms and legitimate fire use referring to that which adheres to laws, rules and
social norms. It is noteworthy that, since then, I have reflected upon the use of these terms, in response to feedback
and decided they should be replaced with others for the purpose of this Ph.D. More specifically, in June 2019 I
submitted a proposal for a book which is to be published in 2020, based on the findings of this Ph.D. One reviewer
commented that illegitimate could be perceived as disparaging and judgemental. Upon discussion with my
supervisors I decided that I was in agreement with the reviewer’s comment. Therefore, I revised the terms to non-
criminalised fire use and criminalised fire use for use in this thesis. The thought process behind this is expounded

in chapter two.



behaviour. In other words, her participants were unable to decide on how to categorise different
types of fire use.

It is important to note the contrast between psychological perspectives and the legal
system when it comes to defining fire-related behaviour. The legal system seeks to delineate
between what is legally acceptable and unacceptable fire use through the legal/ illegal
dichotomy. Arson is a legal term, which relates to the specific criminal act of intentionally or
recklessly setting fire to property or woodland area (Dickens & Sugarman, 2009, p. 3). It is
defined by the Criminal Damage Act 1971, of which section 1 (3) stipulates that any criminal
damage caused by fire should be classed, and charged, as arson (Averill, 2010). Since 2008 the
offence has been subdivided into three: (a) simple arson, (b) arson reckless as to whether life
was endangered and, (c) arson with intent to endanger life. Within this classification the level
of severity differs, with simple arson being the least serious and arson with intent the most
severe. Legal systems tend to use categorical assumptions, e.g. ‘not guilty’ or ‘guilty’ but the
world may often be more nuanced than that. The same is so, I would argue, for our
understanding of fire use. Definitions employed by the current study (presented below and in
chapter two) consider social rules and norms, as well as legislation.

Consideration of how the legal system defines a particular behaviour in contrast to how
it is defined psychologically is important, but I believe it is even more important to look beyond
psychology and to understand how other disciplines contextualise that same behaviour. It is
noteworthy again here that approaching fire use from an interdisciplinary perspective forms
the basis of one of my central lines of argument and I will return to this at various junctures.
Before moving on to expand on my own conceptualisation of fire use, it is prudent to briefly
broaden discussion about defining behaviour from fire use to anti-social/ criminal acts more
generally. Doing so elucidates why it is so challenging to reach consensus about what is

deemed to be acceptable and unacceptable behaviour from a social science perspective. In



criminology, the issue is highlighted by Andrews and Bonta (2014) who discuss the numerous
types of definition relating to criminal behaviour, namely (i) legal, which are acts failing to
abide by state law; (ii) moral, which relates to the breaching of religious and moral norms; (iii)
social, which is the breaching of social norms and; (iv) psychological, relating to behaviour
which causes pain or loss for others.

As the aforementioned categories demonstrate, how a behaviour is appraised can be
dependent on many factors beyond what is captured in the written law. Indeed, Schur (1969)
makes reference to the variability of the law from country to country. For that reason, he argues,
the law cannot possibly be the sole determinant of what is criminal (or non-criminal for that
matter). This alludes to the idea that behaviour is socially constructed and that it can be difficult
to define because it is highly complex. The complexity in determining whether or not a
behaviour is acceptable is further exemplified in the sociological concept termed the carnival
of crime (Presdee, 2000). In this work Presdee discusses the unclear boundary between carnival
and crime and how one can morph into the other. Presdee also asserts that the way in which
behaviour is viewed can change over time and he draws on a very apt example — November
fifth celebrations in the UK. He notes that in the past this was viewed as dangerous, whereas
now it is a commercialised event, which is properly regulated. The latter point is of pivotal
importance to this thesis. It demonstrates that not only is our behaviour dynamic, but the way
in which it is appraised by others is also likely to evolve over time.

In anthropology, the terms “legality and illegality” are applied (Heyman, 2013, p. 322)
along with their many derivatives, and this dichotomy has been the subject of interrogation and
critique. Heyman (1999) questions whether it is possible to demarcate legality and illegality
and, furthermore, suggests that, “legalisation and illegalisation are processes... rather than
states of being” (2013, p. 322). I agree entirely with Heyman’s perspective in that one’s

behaviour might vacillate between what is viewed as legal and illegal. This is a phenomenon
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which has support from anthropological research (for examples see Polson, 2013; Botoeva,
2019).

As a clinician working in prisons and forensic hospitals I have observed, firsthand, how
some professionals have a tendency to define a service user by their offence. In turn, this can
lead to an assumption of homogeneity relating to all those who have been convicted of the
same offence. I do not seek to ascribe blame for this. Prison officers, for example, are trained
to supervise those in prison, to monitor risk and to issue reprimands where prison conduct is
poor. It is, therefore, understandable why they might see the individual as an offender first and
foremost. That being said, I have come across the same tendency amongst other professionals.
For example, I once witnessed a non-operational colleague within a prison refer to arson
offenders as “deniers”, i.e. implying that al/ arsonists deny having committed the offence/s for
which they have been convicted. There are many dangers of defining someone solely by their
offence, one of which is stigmatisation. Another is that service users may not necessarily get
their individual needs met in the most effective way. This is related to a wider problem in
clinical and forensic psychology, namely, the sole focus on risk and pathology. Encouragingly,
there has been some change in this way of thinking recently but there is still scope for more
improvement (this is expanded on in more detail below).

So far, I have outlined the ambiguity surrounding how we appraise behaviour which is
of central importance to this thesis. It hints at some of the complexities that are involved in
defining fire-related behaviour more specifically. Despite the subdivision of arson into three
types of offence within the Criminal Damage Act in 2008 the academic literature has not yet
fully reflected these developments. Research into arson and fire setting has focused on the
criminal act of arson as being one entity. Likewise, as referred to above, fire setting has been

the sole focus of other research, rather than considering our interactions with fire as a process.
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Existing literature within my discipline, therefore, is yet to explore the many nuances in terms
of severity and type of fire use.

On the premise that fire use is a complex and heterogenous behaviour, I will assert in
this thesis that it cannot easily be categorised. I will present my own conceptualisation of fire
use upon which this research is predicated. I have entitled this the continuum of fire use

(CoFU), which is expounded below.

The Continuum of Fire Use (CoFU)

An important argument I make in this thesis is that, rather than relying on unhelpful
dichotomies such as non-fire setting/ fire setting, acceptable/ non-acceptable or legal/ illegal
and so on, we should consider fire use as sitting along a dimension or continuum. At one pole
of this continuum sits criminalised fire use, whi