Prisons – to Punish or Reform

Competing ideologies and conflicting research evidence about the effectiveness of rehabilitation within the prison has never been consistent, it appears the purpose of prison has long been debated. While the prospect for prisoner rehabilitation can be captured from most studies, they do not mention how the prisoners experience rehabilitation. This article concentrates on prisoner accounts in effort to ‘fill this empirical gap’ (Punce, 2018). By the writer putting emphasize on the size of the ‘gap’ left out in other articles, its aim is to show the current article being written in a good light, almost as if to say ‘everyone else has left this part out, but I haven’t’, enticing the reader to read this article and be sceptical of the content in others. The article considers prisoners’ perceptions and experiences of organisational support for rehabilitation and what interventions are provided to support it – namely Offender Management Programmes (OMPs) and work placements. The article has identified a perception of an institutional failure to take responsibility for prisoner rehabilitation. From the perspective of the prisoners, a prison environment is fuelled by a lack of interest in rehabilitation from the correctional staff, it is apparent that the prison staff are lacking empathy and concern, and often any antagonistic relationships between prisoners and staff disrupts the ethos of rehabilitation (Punce, 2018). This was from the perception of the prisoner, but what if the attitudes of the correctional staff are formed in this way as over the years they see offenders go through rehabilitation and the end up back in prison? If the staff are seeing the same faces back in prison time after time, when the offender has been through different rehabilitation programmes – the correctional staff naturally are not going to speak highly of the programmes or encourage offenders to take part if they cannot see the change (Wolfe, 1989). Recent research has shown that the views of the people who work in the prison are important, and the results suggest the staff–prisoner relationship is at the heart of what constitutes a ‘good prison’, measured through their daily interaction with prisoners, correctional workers can either undermine or support prisoner attitudes and engagement with rehabilitation (Punce, 2018). Taking the previous statement, the effectiveness of prison rehabilitations must be down to the workplace culture in each prison? Is the effectiveness of OMP’s down the each staff member to have a positive mental attitude, caring nature and to positively encourage every prisoner that they are capable of change? Generally, positive relations between prisoners and staff can signify that prisoners are capable of positive change, as opposed to negative attitudes will have the opposite effect (Punce, 2018). However, although some surveys have shown that prison staff support the principle of prisoner rehabilitation, other surveys have drawn attention to how prison staff can be cynical and unenthusiastic at the prospect of offender reform and hold more or less positive views about the role of OMPs (Clarke, 2004). Could it be possible that the likelihood of effective OMP’s is down to the attitudes and perceptions of the programmes from the correctional staff?

Throughout the 20th century was the rise of ‘rehabilitative ideal’. This focuses on social welfare and the psychological treatment of prisoners based on sociological and psychological theories of behaviour. The mid-20th century saw a model of penal practice which promoted the diagnosis/treatment of offenders. This was questioned in the late 20th century when rehabilitation was challenged for being ‘soft on crime’, due to being ineffective at reducing offending. The 20th century did see an input for rehabilitation, however the applied method proved in-effective at the time, does this mean we should give up on the idea of rehabilitating criminals (Punce, 2018)? After this period of time, Governments continued to pursue rehabilitative aims within penal policy, this led scholars to argue that contemporary penal policy blends the notions of punishment, control and rehabilitation. The ‘what works’ movement began to influence penal policy/practices in England and Wales Offender Management Programmes (OMP) were introduced. This rehabilitation aid consists of activities aimed at reducing the risk of reoffending throughout England and Wales, the method gained momentum as various studies demonstrated that it can be effective in reducing offending. Further research identified the ‘criminogenic needs’, these are the needs which have the ability to change:
· A lack of education
· Lack of employment
· Drug and alcohol misuse
· Impulsivity
· Other attitudes supportive of criminal behaviour (Punce, 2018). 

Changing these can be effective in reducing crime if replaced with holistic approaches to address offending. Larger factors such as supportive family and friends , sobriety, having a stable and satisfying employment and the want to contribute towards society in the same way as others, and having somewhere to live - all have been identified as supportive elements during the process of moving away from committing crime (Punce, 2018). Giving an offender, who genuinely wants to put a stop to reoffending - the opportunity to be helped and supported provides them with hope that rehabilitation could be the change they need to have a better future than their past. This does not mean they ‘get off lightly’ from a crime they have been found guilty, it means using the time they spend in prison to discourage criminal behaviour and promote positive change. 
“The 20th century was characterised the rise of a ‘rehabilitative ideal’ focusing on social welfare and the psychological treatment of prisoners based on sociological and psychological theories of behaviour” (Cullen, 2001). This was promoted by the state to change and improve the lives of citizens, by a model of penal practice that encouraged the diagnosis/treatment of offenders. In turn, rehabilitative interventions implemented in prison were more likely to work if they were followed up after the offenders release, also if transition from custody to community was to be planned from an early stage while serving their sentence (Hudson, 2007). ‘Through the gate’ is a resettlement service, its aim is to make the transition from prison to the community a smooth one for the offender, (Ministry of Justice, 2013). Promises were made to ensure purposeful prison regimes, “to prepare prisoners for release and for prisons and the Probation Service to work together to support the transition through the prison gate” (Ministry of Justice, 2017) . The strengths-based approaches, aimed to enhance the skills of prisoners (problem solving, perspective taking, managing relationships, self-management) in order to motivate them to behave pro-socially as opposed to resorting back to a life of crime, have also been promoted (Ministry of Justice, 2013). 
However, while it has been said prison-based OMPs can be effective, the results on what has been achieved are disappointing. Evidence shows there are common features of effective offending behaviour programmes, other evidence also shows what has proven to be ineffective and what should be avoided in future, programmes that are:
· Poorly designed and poorly run
· Targeted at the wrong people
· delivered by poorly trained staff
These programmes can sometimes increase offending due to the lack of knowledge, structure and poor decision making (Her Majesty’s Prison and Probation Service , 2021). A range of implementation problems including resourcing and recruiting suitable staff have had a negative impact on the programmes, including establishing and sustaining OMPs in closed institutions has proved to be far from straightforward (Punce, 2018). Over more recent years, prisons in England and Wales have faced severe financial cuts which has resulted in deteriorating conditions, and the side-lining of rehabilitation (Garside, 2016). The findings which were demonstrated show that the policy dynamics in relation to transforming rehabilitation and the departmental budget as an important underlying component, were both severely ‘unbalanced’ (Annison, 2019). However, it is argued that there are Offending behaviour programmes and interventions available throughout prisons in England and Wales which have been successful: these programmes often use cognitive-behavioural techniques, where there is good international evidence that these are most effective in reducing reoffending. A variety of programmes are available in prisons and in the community (for those who are on probation). These programmes aim to address issues and focus on specific offences: 
· Sexual offending
· Domestic violence
· General patterns of offending behaviour
· Substance misuse related offending (Her Majesty’s Prison and Probation Service , 2021). 
To ensure the likelihood of the best possible outcome, accredited programmes now have to show their principles of effectiveness and demonstrate evidence that: 
· Techniques used will help offenders to change
· Assessment tools will reliably target the right people
· There is a commitment to monitoring the quality of programme delivery and to evaluation (Her Majesty’s Prison and Probation Service , 2021). 
One prisoner who was at the time taking part in a OMP said “there is opportunities for rehabilitation but I think the onus is on you as an individual just to do your sentence in a certain way.” Whereas another prisoner in the same circumstances said, “they’re not going to come to you and say, ‘You need to do this, you need to do that to rehabilitate yourself.’ They’re not going to chase you, you have to chase them. It’s supposed to be the other way around but it’s really not which is not a good thing.” (Punce, 2018). However, another prisoner found the experience very different “it’s fake in here, it’s all fake, the courses ain’t real because people are just doing it because you have to do it, that’s it, and not because they want to, it’s just because you have to do it’ (Punce, 2018). In support of this, another inmate gave an example of attending a ‘drugs course’, he explained that some of the prisoners attending where regularly still taking drugs, but they had to attend the course to ‘tick a box’ even if they had no intention of stopping the drug abuse (Punce, 2018). 
So, do prisoners have partake in OMP’s or is it their choice? Is it a good thing that prisoners have to continuously approach staff and ask for rehabilitation? Maybe it is, because in that scenario the offender is showing a true desire to change their ways and they want the help and support with that. On the flip side, if offenders are unaware of the programmes designed to help them and the information is not readily available, how will they get the encouragement they need to sign up? One prisoner, who was nearing the end of his sentence, felt that the staff tell you that there will be support to help you through but it turned out to be self-serving, the offender said “the prison don’t really do it for you, you know, they say they do and then they just take credit for what you’ve done” (Punce, 2018). 
The prisoners who participated in the research for the article in question were based in four English prisons throughout 2016. All participants were participating in a prison-based programme at the time of the interview. One offender stated, ‘I’m just of the belief that you do it yourself really and there’s only so much the prison can do’. However, prisoners did not generally consider the OMP’s it to be desirable, as regardless of the time or effort they put in to rehabilitation, the end result was almost always the same – the offender went on to say “The prison still does not do anything to put you in a position where you should be, especially if you’ve done such a long time. They come out and they’re in a worse position than they were when they come in. They haven’t got their house no more, they haven’t got a job and they’re out there thinking, ‘How am I going to survive?’ (Punce, 2018) . It appears that regardless of your attendance, hard work, determination to change or commitment to the OMP’s you end up in the same position in the end. Due to the difference in accounts between the prisoners and their experiences, it is difficult to come to conclusion on if prison is to punish or reform? It transpires that each prisoner experience is unique, some may start their sentencing with the mindset that they want to become a better person and follow through with that, where as others may just ‘play the game’ until their release date, never the less, by focusing on prisoner accounts - we are still no closer to finding out what works. 
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