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THE CYCLE

Sid Madge outlines the future gf prison rehabilitation programmes
and asks gf they can be compatible with security

ne of the most contentious issues in the

discussion about rehabilitation is the early

release of prisoners, a measure often used

to ease overcrowding in prisons. Early release
programmes, such as parole or home detention
curfews, are designed to reward good behaviour
and encourage participation in rehabilitation
programmes. While they offer potential benefits
in terms of reducing reoffending by
reintegrating prisoners into society gradually,
they also raise serious security concerns.

Victims of crime often feel betrayed by a system that
releases offenders back into society before their full
sentence is served. Their concerns are valid, early release

sometimes results in offenders reoffending before they
have fully addressed the root causes of their behaviour.
This creates a feeling of insecurity and fear, especially for
victims who feel that justice has not been fully served.

Another significant concern linked to the early release
of prisoners is the rise in security issues within retail
environments. Shoplifting and petty theft have become
more frequent as individuals struggle to find employment
after release. Without adequate support, ex-prisoners,
many of whom face financial instability and homelessness,
turn to crime out of desperation. Retailers are bearing
the brunt of these increased security threats, with
incidents of shoplifting and property damage on the rise
in many areas.

In England and Wales
the prison population
has soared to over
83,000 people

feature

This not only represents a failure to rehabilitate
individuals before their release, but also poses a broader
public safety issue. Retail workers and business owners
feel increasingly vulnerable, as they witness a rise in theft
and other low-level crimes that are sometimes carried
out by recently released offenders. The costs associated
with this increase in criminal behaviour are not only
financial but emotional, as retail employees are often on
the front lines of these security breaches.

Despite the security concerns, it is not necessarily
true that rehabilitation is not the way forward or that
rehabilitation is not compatible with security. In fact,
ultimately, rehabilitation done right should be a great
step forward in those terms.

It’s important to consider the scale of the problem.
In England and Wales, the prison population has
soared from around 18,000 in the early 1900s to over
83,000 today. Similar trends are seen across Scotland
and Northern Ireland. This sharp rise is a symptom of
a system that places emphasis on incarceration over
rehabilitation. As prisons swell, the financial and social
burden grows too, costing the UK taxpayer around £5
billion a year to maintain the prison system, while the
cost of reoffending adds a staggering £18 billion annually.
This escalating financial strain underscores an undeniable
truth: imprisonment alone is not an effective deterrent.

Yet behind these staggering numbers are human
lives, individuals who have fallen into a vicious cycle of
crime, punishment, and repeat offences. While prisons
were designed to serve as correctional facilities, they are
increasingly becoming revolving doors. Nearly half (48
percent) of released prisoners in the UK reoffend within
a year. For some groups, such as those serving short
sentences, this rate is even higher. A significant reason
for this is that, in many cases, rehabilitation is overlooked
or underfunded, leaving prisoners ill-prepared to
reintegrate into society.

One fundamental shift that must occur is focusing on
the people inside prisons, not the prisons themselves.
Brick-and-mortar facilities don’t reform individuals.
Holistic, human-centred rehabilitation programmes do.
Many prisoners enter the system having faced severe
disadvantages: poverty, lack of education, trauma
and addiction are prevalent. These individuals need
more than just containment; they need tools to rebuild
their lives.

Prisons should be places of transformation where
individuals are not only punished, but also given
opportunities to break the cycle of criminality.
Programmes that provide education, vocational training
and therapy are essential, yet often underutilised due to
budget constraints or overcrowding.

Addressing the human element inside prisons is key
to breaking the cycle of despair. Many prisoners lack a
sense of purpose or hope and, when released, return
to environments where their circumstances remain
unchanged. Without hope, meaningful rehabilitation
is nearly impossible. In these cases, we must focus on
instilling self-worth and purpose in inmates. Support
programmes tailored to their specific needs can provide
this, whether it’s through education, skill-building
or even restorative justice practices that help them
take responsibility for their actions and repair harm
done to victims.

It’s important to recognise that no two prisoners
are alike. The criminal justice system often approaches

rehabilitation with a ‘one-size-fits-all’ mindset, but
this is fundamentally flawed. Each prisoner arrives
with a unique set of experiences, challenges and
traumas. Some may struggle with addiction, others
mental health issues and still others a history of abuse.
Addressing these underlying causes of criminality
requires personalised interventions.

By customising rehabilitation programmes to the
needs of individual prisoners, we can begin to see
more meaningful outcomes. This can include offering
specialised addiction services, therapy for trauma
survivors or job training tailored to individual skills
and interests. The focus should be on equipping
each prisoner with the tools to avoid reoffending by
addressing the root causes of their criminal behaviour.

Perhaps one of the most overlooked aspects of
incarceration is its intergenerational impact. Studies
show that children with incarcerated parents are up to
three times more likely to enter the criminal justice
system compared with their peers. This is largely due
to the instability that incarceration brings to family
dynamics, leading to poor educational outcomes,
social isolation and a lack of positive role models.

PRISONERS SHOULD BE
GIVEN MEANINGFUL
OPPORTUNITIES BREAK
THE CYCLE OF CRIMINALITY

To break this cycle, support for prisoners must
extend beyond the walls of the prison. Family support
programmes that provide care and resources to
children of prisoners can make a profound difference.
By addressing the needs of these children, we can help
break the intergenerational cycle of incarceration.

The financial cost of reoffending, £18-billion
annually in the UK, is a glaring indicator that radical
change is needed. This isn’t just about moneys; it’s
about lost potential and human suffering. Reoffending
is driven by a complex mix of factors, including
unemployment, mental health issues, addiction and
homelessness. Many prisoners leave the system only
to find themselves back in the same circumstances that
led to their initial imprisonment.

Radical change must start by addressing these
factors head-on. Instead of focusing on punishment,
the criminal justice system should prioritise equipping
individuals with the skills, resources and support
necessary to reintegrate successfully. This includes
access to stable housing, job opportunities, mental
health services and addiction treatment.

Prison rehabilitation programmes that focus on
vocational training and education have shown great
promise. These initiatives provide prisoners with
practical skills that can help them secure employment
upon release, which is a key factor in reducing
reoffending, Currently, only 17 percent of prisoners
in the UK are employed upon release, a shocking
statistic. If individuals can learn new trades or develop
skills during their incarceration, they are far less likely
to return to a life of crime.

Successful examples of these initiatives include
construction training programmes, where inmates
learn valuable skills such as bricklaying or carpentry,

12

intersec November/December 2024

www.intersec.co.uk

www.intersec.co.uk

November/December 2024  intersec

13



or literacy and numeracy courses that prepare them
for further education. By investing in these types of
programmes, we not only reduce the burden on the
prison system, but also provide individuals with the
opportunity to lead meaningful, productive lives after

release — making their communities more secure.

NEARLY HALF (48
PERCENT) OF RELEASED
PRISONERS IN THE UK
REOFFEND WITHIN A YEAR

One of the biggest barriers to reintegration is the
stigma that former prisoners face. Society often views
those with a criminal record as irredeemable, making
it difficult for them to find employment, housing or
community support. This stigma perpetuates the cycle
of reoffending, as former prisoners are often left with
few opportunities outside of crime.

Removing this stigma is essential if we are to reduce
reoffending rates. Employers, landlords and society
at large must be willing to give former prisoners a
second chance. One way to encourage this is through
restorative justice programmes.

Restorative justice offers a powerful alternative
to traditional punishment. This approach encourages
offenders to understand the impact of their
actions, make amends with their victims and take
responsibility for their behaviour. It also provides
victims with a voice and a sense of closure, which can
be empowering

In combination with community support, restorative
justice can be a transformative tool. Communities can
play a key role in supporting former prisoners as they
reintegrate into society. By offering mentorship, job
opportunities and social support, communities can help
reduce reoffending rates while creating a safer and more
inclusive environment for all.

Rehabilitation programmes have already shown

success in reducing reoffending rates. Examples
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such as Norway’s prison system, which focuses on
rehabilitation over punishment, have demonstrated that
treating prisoners with dignity and equipping them
with skills and support can lead to lower recidivism
rates. In the UK, several pilot programmes focusing on
education, mental health and restorative justice have
shown promising results.

However, these programmes need to be scaled up
and properly funded to make a real impact. A shift
away from purely punitive measures toward a focus on
rehabilitation, restoration and reintegration is essential
to address the rising prison population and reduce the
cost of reoffending.

The challenge for policymakers and prison officials
is finding the right balance between rehabilitation
and public safety. Early release schemes must be

accompanied by stringent risk assessments and adequate

supervision of offenders. Otherwise, the public,
including victims, are put at risk. Furthermore, any
reoffending during early release can damage public
confidence in rehabilitation as a whole, potentially
leading to harsher sentencing policies that prioritise
punishment over rehabilitation.

Effective rehabilitation programmes must address
these concerns by offering former prisoners the skills

and opportunities they need to secure legal employment.
Without viable alternatives, many fall back into criminal

behaviour, exacerbating security concerns for both
businesses and the wider community.

The future of prison rehabilitation programmes lies
in a radical shift in how we view incarceration.
Punishment alone is not enough; we must focus
on rehabilitation, restoration and reintegration. By
addressing the root causes of criminal behaviour,
supporting individuals through personalised
rehabilitation programmes and removing the stigma
that surrounds former prisoners, we can create a
system that works for everyone. The cost of inaction
is too high, both financially and socially. It’s time for
anew approach, one that prioritises human dignity,
hope and the chance for a better, more secure futurc ®
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