
 

How to stop released prisoners reoffending:
What the evidence says
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In the midst of a prison overcrowding crisis, the UK government has
decided to release some prisoners early.
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https://www.gov.uk/government/speeches/new-lord-chancellor-sets-out-measures-to-avert-prison-capacity-crisis


 

This will certainly ease pressure on prisons and prison staff (who are
drastically low in numbers). But a crucial question needs answering: what
happens to the people who leave prison early?

The percentage of adults who reoffend after leaving prison in England
and Wales is 37.4%. This increases to 56.1% for people serving short
prison sentences.

People released early are still supervised by probation services upon
release. Community sentences such as probation are better at reducing
reoffending than short prison sentences.

But the probation service is already under intense pressure thanks to its
own structural reorganization, high-profile failures and recruitment and
retention crisis.

The new early release scheme will lead to an inevitable increase in the
probation caseload over the coming months, which could cause real
problems. High workloads have been shown to reduce the quality of
probation supervision, making it more difficult for staff to work
effectively.

As the probation inspectorate has highlighted, people are often released
homeless, unemployed and lacking appropriate access to support services
in the community. All of this increases the likelihood that people will
reoffend.

An early release scheme introduced by the previous government earlier
this year, which released people up to 70 days early, resulted in around 
10,000 people being released with very little preparation or support.
Many were recalled within a matter of days after violating their
probation.
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https://phys.org/tags/prison+staff/
https://phys.org/tags/prison/
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/proven-reoffending-statistics-april-to-june-2022/proven-reoffending-statistics-april-to-june-2022#reoffending-by-disposal-type
https://www.sentencingacademy.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2023/09/The-Effectiveness-of-Sentencing-Options-1.pdf
https://www.sentencingacademy.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2023/09/The-Effectiveness-of-Sentencing-Options-1.pdf
https://www.theguardian.com/uk-news/2023/oct/23/stark-failures-by-probation-service-contributed-to-of-derbyshire-family
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https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/ld5804/ldselect/ldjusthom/27/2709.htm
https://www.justiceinspectorates.gov.uk/hmiprobation/wp-content/uploads/sites/5/2021/03/Caseloads-and-Workloads-RAB-v.3.pdf
https://www.justiceinspectorates.gov.uk/hmiprobation/wp-content/uploads/sites/5/2021/03/Caseloads-and-Workloads-RAB-v.3.pdf
https://www.justiceinspectorates.gov.uk/hmiprobation/media/press-releases/2023/03/omic-post-release/
https://phys.org/tags/support+services/
https://www.gov.uk/government/speeches/new-lord-chancellor-sets-out-measures-to-avert-prison-capacity-crisis


 

The probation service has responded to the increase in demand arising
from past early release schemes through a "probation reset". Under this
model, people will be supervised in the community up to the two thirds
point of their allocated time (with some exemptions).

Beyond that point, those who work in probation are being asked to
manage people reactively. This means they will only act on information
they receive—rather than proactively supporting people and looking out
for signs they are at risk of reoffending.

Analysis by academics suggests that this approach is not underpinned by
evidence.

Government plans to extend existing efforts to recruit and train an
additional 1,000 probation officers will ease some of these pressures.
However, it will take several years for the effect to be felt on the ground.
There are also calls for the probation service to be moved out of the civil
service and organized more locally.

Preventing reoffending

Overcrowded prisons result in disorder, fewer opportunities for
prisoners to engage in productive activities and prepare for release.

The government's emergency measure will reduce overcrowding, but it is
a short-term solution. In effect, it opens the back door a little wider
while doing nothing to stop people coming in through the front. The
answer to a more sustainable prison population lies in preventing people
from going back into the criminal justice system.

The causes of crime and reoffending—and therefore the solutions—are
complex. We know that people who use alcohol and illegal drugs
problematically are more like to engage in harmful, criminalized
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https://democracy.leics.gov.uk/documents/s183789/Probation%20Reset.pdf
https://www.probation-institute.org/news/the-probation-reset-an-academic-analysis
https://www.civilserviceworld.com/news/article/prisons-crisis-probation-service-to-get-1000-extra-trainee-officers#:~:text=Justice%20secretary%20Shabana%20Mahmood%20has,management%22%20of%20offenders%20leaving%20prisons.
https://www.justiceinspectorates.gov.uk/hmiprobation/wp-content/uploads/sites/5/2023/09/2022-2023-HMIP-Probation-Annual-Report-v1.0.pdf
https://phys.org/tags/illegal+drugs/


 

behavior. Thus, providing drug and alcohol treatment has been shown to
reduce the risk of reoffending.

People with high levels of compulsive behavior and low self-control are 
more likely to end up in the criminal justice system. Treatments such as
cognitive behavioral therapy can—in some circumstances, and with
certain people—reduce reoffending.

Unemployment, low educational attainment and homelessness can also
push people into having to commit crime. Supporting people to
overcome some of these more social challenges can also help.

However, these individual approaches will not be effective if delivered
in isolation. For example, people who use drugs and alcohol often do so
because of past trauma. Any treatment needs to support people
holistically, before we can expect them to recover.

Social barriers such as poverty and discrimination get in the way of
people who are trying to move on, and no amount of cognitive
behavioral therapy can overcome them. As such, interventions that
respond to peoples' multiple needs have a much stronger evidence-base
around what works to reduce reoffending.

Research has shown that people who can exercise their agency are more
likely to move on from crime. One way of supporting people to do that
is to provide opportunities to build social capital (connections and
networks) as well as human capital (skills).

By securing a job or a stable relationship, people can believe they have a
future, and start to be accepted and trusted by others. This can then lead
to improvements in self esteem and their sense of identity. In this sense,
targeting people who are motivated to change (and working to improve
motivation) has also proven effective. Removing some people from the
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https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/5a829ff0e5274a2e8ab587fa/PHE-MoJ-experimental-MoJ-publication-version.pdf
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1111/j.1745-9125.2000.tb00881.x
https://www.college.police.uk/research/crime-reduction-toolkit/cbt#:~:text=Overall%2C%20the%20evidence%20suggests%20that,to%20those%20who%20did%20not.
https://hub.careinspectorate.com/media/1421/what-works-to-reduce-reoffending-a-summary-of-the-evidence.pdf
https://hub.careinspectorate.com/media/1421/what-works-to-reduce-reoffending-a-summary-of-the-evidence.pdf
https://www.justiceinspectorates.gov.uk/hmiprobation/research/the-evidence-base-probation/models-and-principles/desistance/
https://phys.org/tags/social+capital/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/works-reduce-reoffending-summary-evidence/


 

harmful prison environment earlier than planned may also have a
positive effect on their risk of reoffending.

Crucially, all of this takes time and flexibility: leaving a life of crime
behind often involves setbacks, and this needs to be factored into any
responses to reoffending.

This article is republished from The Conversation under a Creative
Commons license. Read the original article.
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