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A Discussion on whether Prisons in the UK fail to promote a rehabilitative culture
“The position of rehabilitation within the prison has never been stable” (Bullock & Bunce, 2018, p.112). This will be the focus of this paper, whether prisons in the United Kingdom (UK) UK fail to promote a rehabilitative culture. A number of factors will be examined to determine whether this statement is true, including reoffending rates to determine whether an offender has received the help they need in prison, and what aspects of prison culture are being missed to achieve a healthy rehabilitative culture. A consideration briefly made will be the impact of COVID-19 upon sentences and the implications occurring. All the research will be drawn to a conclusion by bringing the key points together to determine if the UK fails to promote a rehabilitative culture.
To allow the question of ‘prisons in the UK fail to promote a rehabilitative culture’, it is important to discuss what is meant by rehabilitative culture. Fergus (2014) defines rehabilitation as removing the desire for an offender to reoffend and assist them with fitting back into society upon release. In England and Wales, this is largely done via behaviour programmes and interventions designed to help offenders with their rehabilitation by teaching them skills such as managing relationships and self-management while in prison (Ministry of Justice & Her Majesty’s Prison & Probation Service, 2018). Despite these efforts to rehabilitate, research has found that the estimated cost of reoffending is £15 billion a year (Justice Committee, 2019a). With such a high economic cost, there are other factors to be considered in order to establish if UK prisons fail to promote a rehabilitative culture.
The use of short-term prison sentences is common practice in the UK’s justice system. In 2018, it was found that 69% of the nearly 59,000 offenders sentenced to prison had committed a non-violent offence, and 46% were sentenced for a duration of six months or less (Prison Reform Trust, 2019). Mews et al. (2015) found that prison sentences under 12 months without supervision on release is linked with an increased level of reoffending. Prisoners themselves have claimed that short-term prison sentences were “viewed as negatively as addiction itself, hurting relationships and life chances” (Armstrong & Weaver, 2013, p.301), whether that addiction be to crime itself, substance misuse or to other factors. Reoffending has been found to be far less likely if the offender receives either a suspended sentence or a community order compared to a short-term prison sentence (Hamilton, 2021). In fact, Hamilton (2021) found that the average ‘risk score’ of an offender that had been imprisoned for less than or equal to six months was 59, whereas an offender that had to complete a community order was just 35.3. The reoffending rate of offenders who had to complete a community order was also half that of those who were imprisoned for less than or equal to six months. 
 A significant reason as to why short-term prison sentences are ineffective is that the nature of an offender being imprisoned for a short amount of time means they do not get the opportunity to address the needs of the person (Brader, 2020). Rehabilitating an offender takes time, and six months to a year is simply not enough time to rehabilitate someone ready to go back into society. A contemporary issue around the use of short-term prison sentences is the COVID-19 risk it places on both prisoners and staff. With so many people who reoffend that are likely to be in and out of prison, it poses a great risk that one of these offenders can be a carrier of COVID-19 which can spread rapidly around a prison (Dick, 2020). Despite these concerns, the Justice Committee (2019) rejected calls to abolish short-term prison sentences and that they should be available to judges and magistrates, stating that “repeat offenders who fail to comply with community orders ultimately need the sanction of custody” (Justice Committee, 2019, p.7). An alternative to these issues appears to be the previously mentioned community order, as they have a significantly lower reoffending rate than short-term prison sentences. Yet despite this, the use of community orders is on the decline (Webster, 2019), a reason for this is that community orders are perceived as the ’soft’ option, however they are anything but (Baksi, 2011). Community orders can be up to 300 hours of unpaid work whilst under curfew and can even include a ban from going to specific places or engaging in certain activities (Sentencing Council, 2022), meaning that a community order is not in fact the easy option.
If prisons fail to rehabilitate those who are in on a short-term sentence due to lack of time, then in theory prison has the ability to rehabilitate an offender who is in for a longer sentence. After all, more time results in a longer period for the previously discussed behaviour programmes and interventions to be driven into the offender for them to take effect. The findings of Hamilton (2021) do somewhat reflect this, as reoffending rates are found to be much lower the longer an offender spends in prison. Offenders imprisoned for over 10 years only have a reoffending rate of 8% compared to the 66% reoffending rate of those imprisoned for six months or less (Hamilton, 2021). However, it is important to consider this may not be purely due to rehabilitation, with other factors important to consider as to why these persons decide not to reoffend.
Prisons, and specifically male prisons have found to be an unsafe environment, according to HM Inspectorate of Prisons (2016), with increasing levels of self-inflicted deaths and self-harm amongst male prisoners. A plausible reason behind this is that prison environment has been described as “a culture of mutual mistrust, fear, aggression and barely submerged violence” (Crewe et al, 2014, p.57). Prisoners are encouraged by their environment to put on a masculine bravado in front of their fellow inmates in order to avoid being targeted by their peers (Crewe et al, 2014). Prisoners are encouraged to have a ‘keep your head down’ attitude, and in turn get rewarded for good behaviour such as extra money to spend or more visitations from friends and family (UK Government, 2022a). On top of physical means to restrain an inmate, prison staff are permitted to use what is known as a psychological instrument of restraint, defined as “repeatedly telling someone that they are not allowed to do something or that it is dangerous, or depriving a detainee of something that is necessary for what they want to do, such as a walking aid” (Silvestri, 2013, p.48). There is also a level of corruption amongst prison officers, ranging from inappropriate relationships to smuggling controlled drugs to name a few (Graycar, 2020). All these factors put together makes for a toxic environment inside prison, with prisoners being too scared to commit any wrongdoings rather than them being rehabilitated by the systems in place.
[bookmark: _Hlk102055420]A way of determining if prison rehabilitation is failing or not is if whether a prisoner upon release decides to reoffend or not. As previously discussed, reoffending rates amongst prisoners being in prison for longer periods of time are low, however those who are only in for a short amount of time are high (Hamilton, 2021). The findings of the Prison Reform Trust (2019) also shows that nearly half of all sentences handed out are short-term sentences, meaning that a substantial number of offenders are not getting the help they need while in prison. Prisoners are offered support upon their release if they are released on license whereby an offender is still serving their sentence, but they are not in prison. This is known as probation, and on top of being released the person may have to undertake steps towards their rehabilitation such as education programmes or drug & alcohol addiction treatment (UK Government, 2022b). The Ministry of Justice (2013) saw the probationary period as a critical stage to potential reoffenders and introduced the ‘Transform Rehabilitation’ programme, which set out to extend the probation period for even short-term prisoners upon release. Despite this, Transform Rehabilitation made little to no difference to reoffending rates (Her Majesty’s Inspectorate of Probation, 2019). Even if a prisoner makes it past the probationary period, there is little to no support in place for them to regenerate back into society, making them susceptible to falling back into old habits including reoffending (Ministry of Justice, 2008). The fact that these offenders keep ending up back in prison means that prisons in the UK are failing to rehabilitate them.
If prisons in the UK fail to promote a rehabilitative culture, then does anywhere else? Norway has what are perceived as some of the most relaxed prisons in the world (Mangaoang, 2021). Baer & Ravneberg (2008, p. 212) described Norwegian prison life as “sitting on the sunny veranda drinking a cup of coffee, I am amazed how nice it is to be there. It is almost like being away for a weekend in the countryside”. While there is this perspective of there being a lack of deterrent to commit crime with such open and relaxed prisons, Norway has some of the lowest reoffending rates in the world at just 20% (Denny, 2016). The Norwegian prison model is all about teaching inmates on how to fit back into society upon their release (Andvig et al, 2021), and this can only be achieved by ensuring life inside prison is as accurate it can be to life outside prison.
It has been established that the UK is failing to rehabilitate prisoners both inside prisoners and upon their release to prevent them reoffending. However, other factors must come into play when deciding on whether they fail to promote a rehabilitative culture. Mann et al. (2018) states that the prison staff are mainly responsible for promoting a healthy rehabilitative culture by promoting aspects such as recognition rather than punishment and coaching inmates to make good decision and consider consequences. However as previously discussed, there have been several cases of prison staff corruption amongst UK prisons (Graycar, 2020), meaning that the staff are more likely to encourage criminal behaviour than deter it. Overcrowding is also an issue in prisons across the UK, with not enough staff to tackle the issues surrounding the promotion of a rehabilitative culture (Hough et al, 2008). According to Penal Reform International (2016), prison staff are often overworked, underpaid and are not trained adequately to deal with the situations they are expected to face. If prison staff barely have the capabilities to get by day-to-day life in prison, then they are going to fail to promote a rehabilitative culture inside prison.
In conclusion, the efforts made the UK does in fact fail to promote a rehabilitative culture. Reoffending rates are high amongst those who are in for a short-term sentence, highlighting the concern running throughout the research reviewed that they have not received the help they need to prevent or address their reoffending habits. This attempt to stop an individual reoffending can take place inside prison or upon their release, both of which are not effective at keeping an offender outside of prison. The culture inside prison is arguably a second theme found as to why prisoners fail to get rehabilitated. From factors such as inadequate training and corruption from prison staff to the ‘keep your head down’ attitude, prisoners are not ready to fit back into society upon their release from prison, meaning that despite progression made the system has failed to promote a rehabilitative culture.
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