
Lecture: Punishment and 
Rehabilitation of  Offenders



Three approaches to crime reduction:

Change the offender

Social control

Situational change  



Why do we punish offenders?

• Retribution - making the offender ‘pay’ for their offence.

• Incapacitation- removal from society.

• Restoration/reparation-awareness of  impact of  crime.

• Reform - altering the offender so they do not reoffend.

• Deterrence – ‘making an example’ of  the offender to discourage 
self/others from committing crimes.

• Norway Prison System Luxurious? – YouTube

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=VyiodSMNv4E
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=VyiodSMNv4E
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=VyiodSMNv4E
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=VyiodSMNv4E


• Historically, Morgan (2002) 
prisons have three principal 
functions:

• Custody 

• Coercion (forcing prisoner to 
comply with legal judgements 
e.g. payment of  fines) and

• Punishment.

The Functions of  Prison



• Recidivism in general –

• In 2020/21, 24.4 percent of  
offenders who were released 
went on to reoffend in one year. 

• Since 2008/09 the reoffending 
rate has fluctuated between a 
high of  31.6 percent in 2008/09, 
and 2010/11 to the low seen in 
the most recent reporting year.

• However, for Serious further 
offences (December 2022) the 
figure is at 56%

• Number of  people incarcerated 2023 – 
males 83,000, females 3,300.

• Cost per prisoner per place (2021-
2022) - just under £47,000. 

• In 2022 the length for sexual offences 
was 63.7 months.

• Other crimes that carried high prison 
sentences were robbery at 51.5 months, 
and drug offences at 42.5 months. 

• The average length of  a prison 
sentence for all offences in 2022 was 
22.6 months

Prison statistics and Recidivism rates (E & W)



• Generally used as an index of  the 
effectiveness of  different judicial 
sanctions. 

• Where a sanction is effective the 
recidivism rate should be low, or at least 
lower than with alternative sanctions. 

• Many people who serve prison 
sentences reoffend.

•  Morgan suggests that three quarters of  
young offenders and about half  of  
adults commit further offences within 2 
years of  release. 

Recidivism 



• Recidivism research does not 
support the idea that prison is 
any more effective than other 
sanctions. 

• Some researchers suggested that 
the opposite may be true: that a 
prison may act as a ‘college of  
crime’.

•  This does not appear to be true 
either. 

What  does this tell us?



Norway prison system effectiveness

So, imprisonment doesn’t obviously 

make a difference to reoffending one 

way or the other?

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wgHdGr4aQoU


• The common-sense view - it represents 
an unpleasant consequence that should 
deter the potential offender and 
motivate the imprisoned offender to act 
differently upon release. 

• This view assumes that the offender is a 
rational agent who makes a free 
decision to commit an offence after 
weighing up the potential costs and 
benefits of  doing so (Rational Choice 
Theory).

• But…this is not necessarily the case: 

•  e.g. Alcohol/Substance abuse

Why doesn’t prison prevent 
reoffending?



• The experience of  punishment leads 
to the offender becoming a ‘changed’ 
individual such that they will not 
reoffend.

• Effective programmes required in 
prisons.

• Various schemes: Short sharp shock,

     boot camps, H.I.T. regime, MCTC,

     Supermax prisons.

•   E.g. Colchester Military 
Correction Training Centre.

Rehabilitation (reform)



• Prison could work but doesn’t because it 
does not conform sufficiently to the 
principles of  learning theory. 

• Behaviourist`s would argue that punishment 
is effective  only under specific conditions:

• Probable (i.e. it must follow the behaviour), 

• Prompt (i.e. must follow the targeted 
behaviour with minimal delay) and 

• Aversive (i.e. it must be genuinely 
unpleasant). 

• In the case of  imprisonment, these 
conditions are frequently not met.

The Psychological 

Argument

HMP Birmingham.



• 1. Many crimes are not solved and so, 
punishment may not be probable. 

• 2. Even if  the offender is caught and 
convicted there may be a long delay 
between the committing of  the offence 
and the consequences, so punishment is 
rarely prompt. 

• Also the offender may have benefitted 
from his offence e.g. through financial 
gain, so the short-term reinforcements  
may outweigh the long-term 
punishments. 

Therefore...



• Ainsworth (2000) reminds us that the offender’s 
perceptions are significant in this process:

• A criminal may regard imprisonment not as a 
consequence of  committing crimes but of  
getting caught. His behaviour does change, but 
not in the way we might wish; he takes steps to 
avoid detection in future.

• Hollin (1992) points out that whilst being 
separated from family, friends and work, 
deprived of  liberty and confined in cramped and 
unsanitary conditions might seem very aversive 
to most people, prison might be perceived 
differently by some offenders.

• And now?...

Early research: 

HMP Berwyn, Wrexham

HMP Lincoln



• Some attempts (usually politically motivated), to 
address the problem of  reoffending by making 
prison a more unpleasant experience.  

• ‘Short sharp shock’ initiative of  the early 1980s- 

• young offenders in England and Wales were 
subjected to a prison routine involving 
military-style drill and discipline and lots of  
physical exercise. Intended to make 
returning to prison an unattractive prospect, 
it had no effect on reoffending (Thornton et 
al., 1984). 

• Similar findings have been reported for a range 
of  other ‘get tough’ initiatives (Colchester, 
again).

What have we done 

about recidivism? 

Not a lot!



Non-custodial sentencing:

Alternatives to imprisonment

Fines: the offender is required to pay a specified sum of  money to the 
authorities (economical and no stigma, but could be seen as operating 
cost).

Probation: the offender is required to be supervised and regularly 
checked for a specific period. This has traditionally been found to be 
as effective as imprisonment

Reparation & restitution: the offender is required to undertake specified 
activities to ‘repay’ either society or his victim for his criminal activities. 



• Reparation: the offender is required to 
spend a specified time undertaking 
activities of  benefit to the community. 

• In the UK this was previously called 
‘Community Service’ and is now called 
‘Community Service Punishment’.

• Restitution: the offender is required to 
do things that directly compensate the 
victim(s) of  their crimes.

• For a review see Newburn (2015). 

Reparation and Restitution



Older 
research 
suggests 
that:

Difficulties in evaluating the effectiveness of  types of  
noncustodial sentence. Many variables influence offending, of  
which the type of  punishment given is only one. 

McDonald (1989) observes that offenders’ decisions to reoffend 
involved weighing up potential benefits against an ‘entire 
gauntlet of  punishment’ involving the effects of  arrest, remand, 
raising bail, leaning on friends and family etc. 

The actual judicial sentence was a minor factor in their 
considerations. 

General considerations



Older 
research 
suggests 
that:

Government statistics support the effectiveness of  non-custodial 
sentences. 

Data showed the one-year recidivism rate of  those sentenced to 
community-based punishments at 36 % compared to 59% for those 
sentenced to short prison terms (Ministry of  Justice, 2008).

However, it should be stressed that the effectiveness of  non-custodial 
sentences depends heavily on the programme content, particularly 
when there are efforts to address the factors that underpin offending. 

Attention should therefore be given to interventions specifically 
designed to address these factors, including psychological 
‘treatments’ for crime.

General considerations



Psychological strategies for reducing offending

Rational choice?

The view of  offending is based on the notion that committing a 
crime is  a rational decision underpinned by free will. However, 
we have seen that offending does not actually work this way. 

Beyond their control?

Depending on which perspective is taken, offending may be seen 
as the outcome of  a variety of  process that the offender does not 
fully control. 

Use psychological knowledge to underpin treatment

Perspectives on offending open the possibility of  using 
therapeutic techniques to equip offenders to avoid criminal 
behaviour in future.



• Earlier research focused on 
principles of  behavioural 
modification; more recently, 
cognitive models have been 
applied with reasonable success.

• Now it is widely accepted that 
the goals of  treatment are two -
fold:

• 1. mental illness stabilisation

• 2. rehabilitation (Morgan et al., 
2014).

Older vs Newer Approaches 

Older methods e.g. Token economies, 

Buddy systems.



• The rationale for social skills training (SST) 
is that offenders have poor social skills that 
either make them more likely to end up in 
situations where offending is possible or 
which tend to exacerbate bad situations. 

• Social skills training aims to equip offenders 
with micro-skills (e.g. eye contact, and 
personal distance) and macro-skills (e.g. 
assertiveness and negotiation) that allow 
them to avoid and deal more effectively with 
potential offending situations. 

• There is no fixed set of  techniques involved, 
but most programmes involve direct 
instruction, backed up by observation of  
others and role playing, often in group 
treatment settings.

Social Skills Training 



Three questions…
• (1) Do offenders learn the skills? 

• (2) Do the skills generalise beyond the training situation? 

• (3) Does SST actually reduce reoffending?



• Some violent offences occur because 
offenders cannot deal effectively with their 
anger, which is expressed in antisocial ways 
and displaced onto inappropriate targets. 

• In an anger management programme, 
cognitive behavioural techniques are used to 
help offenders deal more effectively with 
their feelings of  anger. The aim is to teach 
offenders to 

• (1) recognize their own feelings of  
anger; 

• (2) control their angry behaviour; and 

• (3) resolve conflict in positive ways. 



O
n

e Cognitive 
preparation: 
offenders analyse 
own patterns of  
anger: 

the types of  
situations

the thinking 
processes that 
accompany their 
anger. 

T
w

o Skills acquisition:

learning skills to 
help them 
manage their 
anger. 

E.g. relaxation, 
avoidance, 
assertiveness and 
conflict 
resolution.

T
h

re
e Application 

practice: 

Applying skills in 
a controlled and 
non-threatening 
environment. 
Role-playing of  
angry situations 
with other 
offenders.

Anger management



Feindler et al., (1984) 
anger management 

training led to 
improvements in self-

control, effective problem 
solving and a reduction in 
offending in young men. 

Ainsworth (2000) argues 
that it is effective but only 

if  managed properly, 
given the right resources 
and targeted at the right 

offenders (i.e. those whose 
offences originate in their 

ability to manage their 
own anger!). 

Early meta analyses 
reported that `nothing 
really works`. This was 

based on several 
influential studies, which 
led to the prevailing view 

that treatment and 
rehabilitation is pointless.

However, the 1990`s saw a 
revival in treatment 

schedules. Lowenkamp et 
al. (2010) identified 

principles of  effective 
practice in their research 
`what works` e.g. RNR 

model of  assessment and 
rehabilitation (Andrews et 

al 2006). 

Results of  early studies:
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There are two levels of  
need-1. Criminogenic- 

dynamic and goal oriented

2. Non-Criminogenic - 
more stable and less linked 

to criminal behaviour

Newer Psychological Assessment

• This identifies through initial screening the 

classification of  needs and the setting of  goals 

and is now firmly established.

• This technique identifies the risks, needs and 

interventions that will be most effective. 



CBT

Person Centred Therapies

Group or Milieu Therapy

Reality Therapy

Responsibility Therapy

Commonly used techniques within RNR



• This programme tackled the attitudes and behaviour of  persistent offenders. Its 
aim- to teach offenders new skills and techniques:

• To stop them offending

• To control their thoughts, feelings and actions

• To change their attitudes and behaviours

Think First

• ART incorporates skills training, anger control and moral reasoning training. 

• When offenders complete the programme, recidivism is significantly lowered.

Aggression Replacement Training (ART)

• Conducted on female offenders compared to a control group, and no significant 
changes to the recidivism rates were found. 

• WHY?

Cognitive Skills Programmes

More recent developments



Alternatives to custodial sentencing: Parliamentary 

Office of  Science and Technology P.O.S.T. (2008)
1
. Highlights the 

limited success 
of  restorative 
justice, 
community 
sentencing and 
electronic 
monitoring. 

2
. Conclusion:  

identifies the 
need for early 
intervention for 
individuals at 
risk of  
offending. 

3 These 
individuals were 
usually exposed 
to psychological 
and or social 
variables which 
made their 
likelihood of  
committing 
offences 
increase.



NOMS 
(2010)

Aimed to consider the different ways in which individuals are affected by crime in 
order to apply this knowledge in the future. 

This NOMS programme was designed to address specific risk factors associated 
with reoffending such as impulsivity, poor decision making, not thinking about the 
consequences and learning to think from other people's perspectives 

CBT
Recidivism rates were studied of  2 groups of  prisoners serving a sentence of  2 or 
more years. One group (treatment group) were given cognitive training. The two 
most widely used are ETS & R&R  (enhanced thinking skills and reasoning and 
rehabilitation). 

However, no effects in the recidivism rate 2 years later. 

Other cognitive-based techniques…



Then… Mullin and Simpson (2010) 

They focused on improving impulsivity scores and found 
that this was beneficial for 47% of  the participants. 

Qualitative research has also been supportive. Prison 
staff  reported that ETS worked best for offenders with 
impulsivity problems, underachievers and addicts. 

In relation to recidivism rates, these programmes work 
best if  they are completed, and for individuals who are 
classed as medium to high risk. 

However, one flaw is that they are mainly focused on 
male offenders, and they need to be adapted for 
women. 



Multi-systemic Therapy MST: Borduin (2011)

To enhance 
parenting 
skills and 
provide 
intensive 
family 
therapy to 
troubled 
teens and 
delinquent 
teens 

To empower youths to cope with the family, peer, school, and 
neighbourhood problems.

Borduin followed individuals and their families who received 
MST over the last 22 years compared to those who received 
individual therapy. 

34.8% of  MST juveniles committed an offence compared to 
54.8% of  individual therapy juveniles. 

This demonstrates the long-lasting effects of  MST and it now 
implemented in 12 countries worldwide and is the national 
model for juvenile treatment. 



Specific treatments for specific offender populations

Violent offenders 
- difficult to 

manage, difficult 
to fund and few 

resources. If  
based on RNR 

they can be 
helped.

Substance 
abusers - often 
M.I., 45% meet 

criteria, 15% 
receive 

treatment. Self-
help and peer 

counselling most 
often available.

Psychopaths - 
a whole 
different 
category!

Sex offenders - very 
diverse and resistant 
to change. Key words 
to success are -

• Temporary 
cessation

• Motivated 
individual

And don’t forget the 

Women - mostly 

incarcerated for drug or 

property offending, poor, 

unskilled, uneducated or 

victims (Reichent et al., 

2010). Higher risk of  

M.I. (60%)



Accommodation 

Health/drugs

Education

Training and Employment

Benefits and debt

Families and Children

Thinking, Attitudes and Behaviours

Conclusions…
• Podmore (2012), an inspector and ex-

governor of  prisons like Belmarsh and 

Brixton concludes:
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