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By Jake Shepherd, Senior Researcher, and Niamh O Regan, Researcher 

One of the primary purposes of the UK prison system is to facilitate offender 
rehabilitation. However, inadequate support and high reoffending rates mean it is 
failing to live up to that ideal. Drawing upon lessons from the Netherlands and Norway, 
this briefing highlights the potential benefits of alternative approaches to 
rehabilitation.  

KEY POINTS 

• UK prisons face several challenges, including a rising prisoner population 
and reports of understaffing, overcrowded facilities, and inadequate 
services. 

• In light of these problems, experts are calling for penal reform and placing 
stronger emphasis on rehabilitation and resocialisation principles.  

• Rehabilitation is already a core purpose of the UK prison system, but it 
appears to be falling short of its own standards. 
• According to inspectors, the majority of prisoners lack work and training 

opportunities.  
• 53% of prisoners are in their cell for more than 22 hours a day – rising 

to 69% during weekends.  
• Only 35% of those with metal health issues receive help, while 32% 

finish addiction treatment programmes in prisons and secure settings. 
• Reoffending – 39% within the first year of release and 75% within nine 

years – amounts to £18.1 billion in economic and social costs every year.  
• Other countries can help provide valuable insights into improving 

incarceration and rehabilitation in prisons. 
• The Norwegian approach actively encourages inmates to lead a fulfilling 

life after their time in prison, and reforms have led to a dramatic 
decrease in reoffending rates. 

• The Netherlands offers specialist mental health treatment and has 
allocated greater prison resources to rehabilitation. Changes in the 
justice system have led to less reoffending, a significantly smaller 
prison population, and fewer prisons. 

• Other potential measures deployed internationally include greater use 
of non-custodial sanctions, rehabilitation training for prison staff, and  
restorative justice practices. 
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INTRODUCTION 

The prison population of England and Wales currently stands at almost  86,000 people, 
with the annual average almost doubling in size since 1990.i 1 The incarceration rate 
per 100,000 people has also seen a significant increase, growing almost twofold from 
82 in 1961 to 159 in 2021. World Prison Brief dataii (Figure 2) indicates England and 
Wales have the highest imprisonment rate in Western Europe, surpassing the 
continent-wide average of 129.2 

As well as having a relatively large population, UK prisons are characterised by reports 
of subpar conditions and services. This includes “dangerously low” staffing levels,3 
limited capacity,4 overcrowded and ill-equipped facilities,5 and inadequate care and 
gaps in monitoring.6 The recent high-profile escape of prisoner Daniel Khalife has 
drawn sharp attention to these structural challenges,7 particularly the impact of under-
resourcing within the prison service.8 

Figure 1: Prison population of England and Wales, 1990-2023 

Source: House of Commons Library  

In light of these problems, many experts and commentators are advocating for penal 
reform. Central to that debate is whether an alternative system, one that places 
stronger emphasis on principles of restitution and reconciliation, can help people to 
change for the better, rather than subjecting them to the harsh conditions observed 
today.9 

 
i The prison population of England and Wales was 85,851 on 30th June 2023, the average 
population for the previous 12 months was 83,128  
ii There is a discrepancy between House of Commons (159) and World Prison Brief (146) 
imprisonment rate data for England and Wales. This is likely caused by the latter not 
incorporating most up-to-date statistics in its analysis of prison populations in different 
countries.  
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The public also believe the prison system requires more attention. Representative 
polling from 2022 shows that 61% of British adults do not think the government is 
effective at punishing offenders, while 73% of UK adults think the criminal justice 
system needs reform. 71% believe the criminal justice system should give at least 
equal weight to rehabilitation and punishment.10 

Figure 2: Prison population rate, Western Europe 

Source: World Prison Brief, Institute for Crime & Justice Policy Research; accessed 12 October 2023. 
Note: England and Wales has been updated with most current House of Commons data. 

The exposure of inmates to repressive environments and the loss of human capital can 
contribute to increased recidivism – when a convicted criminal reoffends – and other 
poor post-release outcomes. However, prison time can also be used to deter 
reoffending and be rehabilitative through education and other programmes, improving 
prisoners’ lives and benefitting wider society. The challenge is that rehabilitation 
appears to be an ideal the UK is struggling to realise – a troubling situation, especially 
given that it holds one of Europe’s largest prison populations. 

REHABILITATION IS AN INTEGRAL PART OF THE PRISON SYSTEM 

The purpose of prisons is manifold. According to the Ministry of Justice’s Prisons 
Strategy White Paper, it exists to protect the public, securely holding individuals who 
may pose a threat to society to prevent them from committing further crimes, whilst 
serving punishment handed down to them. Another key purpose is to “ensure good 
order and discipline” among those detained, promoting prison safety while 
sanctioning prisoners for misconduct.11 

It also has the aim of preventing future crimes and reducing reoffending, achieved by 
rehabilitating and changing the behaviour of offenders.12 
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This is a complex task that involves multiple factors.13 Secure accommodation, family 
support, visitation, mentoring, education, mental health and addiction treatment, and 
employment opportunities can all help to reduce reoffending. In particular, the Prisons 
White Paper highlights employment and education as a core focus of the government’s 
rehabilitation strategy.14 Official data shows that those who find employment after 
release from prison are nine percentage points less likely to reoffend.15 

Rehabilitation schemes are designed to encourage "purposeful activity", including 
opportunities for education and work. Such development is said to be encouraged from 
the very first day of prison, and is supported by personal learning plans. Employment 
support also includes in-prison work coaches and work experience with employers.16 

To help prisoners reintegrate back into the community, towards the end of a sentence 
some individuals can be granted release on temporary license. This allows them to 
undertake training or work (this can be paid or unpaid) with local employers outside of 
the prison estate.17 Timpson is well-known for its involvement in this initiative, with 
many Timpson shops employing offenders that leave prison every day in order to work, 
returning in the evening.18  

Those in the prison system tend to have lower levels of educational attainment and 
may have large gaps in their learning. Educational programmes in prisons can focus on 
developing literacy and numeracy, as well as more subject-specific programmes and 
apprenticeships. The government recognises that prison education is an important 
part of any prison, as it gives prisoners vital opportunities for personal development 
and helps them build the skills they need to get jobs after release, ultimately reducing 
the risk of reoffending.19 

But the UK appears to be failing to live up to its own standards 
If one of prison’s aims is genuinely to reintegrate offenders into society, it seems the 
UK is falling short of that objective. 

Inspectors have found the provision of purposeful activity in prisons to be poor, 
highlighting a lack of education and work opportunities for the majority of prisoners. In 
particular, they say rehabilitation work has been hampered by low staffing levels as 
well as high numbers of inexperienced staff.20  

While rehabilitation support should be available in all prisons across the country, the 
reality is that access is limited. In its 2022/23 annual report, the Chief Inspector of 
Prisons in England and Wales found that many prisons had failed to return to their pre-
pandemic regimes in supporting prisoner rehabilitation. As a result, prisoners often do 
not have sufficient opportunities to engage with rehabilitation support.21 

Where they do, the quality of the support varies significantly. For example, a post-
release survey conducted by the prison leavers charity Unlock in 2016 found 68% of 
those who participated in education or training programmes while in prison thought 
they were of no help in securing employment after release.22 As a result of these 
shortcomings, inmates are leaving prison without addressing their offending 
behaviour – “a wasted opportunity and a failure to deliver the will of the court”.23 
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Similarly, the Prison Reform Trust24 has highlighted Ofsted data which reveals only a 
quarter (25%) of male prisons received a positive rating for purposeful activity in 2021-
22.25 It also cites Prisons Inspectorate figures showing that up to 53% of prisoners are 
in their cell for more than 22 hours a day – rising to 69% during weekends.26 This raises 
serious doubts about the effectiveness of rehabilitation support within the prison 
system. 

Figure 3: Percentage of those in men’s prisons who usually spend less than two hours a day 
“unlocked” out of their cell  

 
Source: HM Chief Inspector of Prisons for England and Wales Annual Report 2022–23 

In addition to education and training, there are programmes to help address long-term 
health issues, such as supporting those with mental health issues. There is limited 
data on the number of prisoners suffering from mental illness. However, research by 
the Prison Inspectorate indicates that only around a third (35%) of those with metal 
health issues receive help.27 

Similarly, an estimated third of people in prison have a serious drug addiction.28 But 
support is mixed, with a higher proportion of women (75%) than of men (52%) saying 
they have been helped with their drug problem while in prison.29 Treatment completion 
in prisons and secure settings is also low, with only 32% finishing these programmes 
in 2021.30  

Reoffending is high 
These statistics paint a negative picture of rehabilitation support in UK prisons, 
highlighting several areas of concern. But there are some positive trends. For instance, 
since 2020, employment rates six weeks after release have increased from 10% to 
17%, and for six months they have increased from 14% to 25%.31 

  

24% 19%

53%

42%32%
28%

69%
60%

2018-19 2019-20 2021-22 2022-23

Weekday Weekend

https://www.justiceinspectorates.gov.uk/hmiprisons/wp-content/uploads/sites/4/2023/07/15.91_HMIP_HMI-Prisons_ARA-2022-23_Web-Accessible.pdf


SOCIAL MARKET FOUNDATION 

6 
 

Nonetheless, recent figures show that 96% of prisons are failing to meet their 
employment on release targets.32 This reflects concerns made in a 2022 report by the 
House of Commons Education Committee that prison education has suffered a long 
decline and is in a poor state, with the number of prisoners taking part in education 
activities down at all levels.33 

Meanwhile, reoffending rates, a key measure of the performance of the criminal justice 
system,34 are high. Analysis led by the University of Birmingham in collaboration with 
government entities, including HM Prison Service and the Ministry of Justice, shows a 
39% recidivism rateiii within the first year of release, with 75% of ex-inmates 
reoffending within nine years of leaving prison.35 This is a staggering proportion, 
suggesting a large majority of former prisoners will commit a criminal offence at some 
point. 

The overall proven reoffending rate, a narrower measure of reoffending that refers to 
offences proven in court and result in convictions, was 24.4% in the year following 
inmates’ release for the second quarter of 2021.36 It is important to note that cohort 
period overlaps with operational restrictions imposed because of the COVID-19 
pandemic and, as a result, recent figures are considered volatile. With that being said, 
since 2010, the overall proven reoffending rate has fluctuated between 23.1% and 
31.8%, suggesting that while it may be volatile, 24.4% is not a complete outlier. 37  

Available evidence suggests the UK’s reoffending rates exceed those of other 
developed countries. Data is patchy, but academic analysis of worldwide recidivism 
rates, as summarised by World Population Review, suggests England and Wales ranks 
among the highest globally.38 A six-year systematic review of reconviction rates places 
all UK devolved nations at a high level compared to their international peers.39   

This not only affects the future prospects of prisoners but it also has implications for 
society as a whole, with the annual total estimated economic and social cost of 
reoffending amounting to £18.1 billion. This financial burden, as well as the 
shortcomings mentioned above, indicates the need to explore alternative approaches 
to rehabilitation.40  

OTHER COUNTRIES HAVE DIFFERENT APPROACHES 

Prison dynamics are nuanced, and vary significantly by location. Some systems 
emphasise retribution, while others prioritise rehabilitation. These differing 
philosophies are reflected in prison conditions, profoundly shaping the lives of 
prisoners not only during incarceration but also after their release.   

 
iii Recidivism can refer to the rearrest, reconviction, or reimprisonment of an individual over 
different follow-up periods. Definitions of recidivism therefore vary, and they may include or 
exclude low-level offences such as fines or traffic violations. Meanwhile, many countries have 
insufficient recidivism data, and recidivism rates are determined by many underlying factors, 
many of which are not necessarily associated with the effectiveness of rehabilitation. For 
these reasons, the precise meaning of ‘recidivism’ may not always be clear, and comparing it 
across contexts can be challenging. Recidivism data in this briefing should be interpreted 
with caution. 



ROADS TO RECOVERY 

7 
 

In the first category, we would expect to see prisons akin to those found in the United 
States, a country notorious for its high incarceration rate. According to World Prison 
Brief, the US has one of the highest incarceration rates in the world; 531 prisoners for 
every 100,000 people.41 It retains the death penalty, with around 2,300 people 
currently on death row awaiting execution.42 In other words, America leans heavily on 
prisons and tough sentencing when responding to crime. A byproduct of this 
approach, along with other societal factors, is a high recidivism rate, which is 44% 
within inmates’ first year43 and 70% within five years of release44. 

Some countries have more oppressive prison systems. These are brutal in their own 
right, characterised by poor conditions, corruption, discrimination, scarce resources, 
severe overcrowding, inadequate medical services, and torture. In places like Iran,45 
Russia,46 Thailand,47 El Salvador,48 and Saudia Arabia,49 rehabilitation is unlikely. 

In the second category are prisons with more progressive approaches. Typically found 
in Northern Europe, countries renowned for having well-developed public welfare 
systems, with a strong emphasis on rehabilitation, and an approach to incarceration 
more focused on addressing the root causes of criminal behaviour and reintegrating 
offenders back into society. These places tend to have better outcomes, and as such 
serve as exemplary models, and can provide valuable insights into different 
approaches to incarceration and rehabilitation.  

The Netherlands offers specialist mental health treatment 
The Netherlands is a country renowned for its social liberalism. It also embraces a 
humane philosophy within its prison system, which is organised around rehabilitation 
principles. The Netherlands’ “exceptional” prison culture50 is considered to be a 
potential solution to UK prison reform by Justice Committee Chair, Bob Neill.51 

The Netherlands’ rehabilitation objectives are enshrined in law. The core aim of the 
1998 Penitentiary Principles Act is the resocialisation of prisoners. The legislation 
actively promotes positive relationships in and outside of prison, and emphasises 
association rather than isolation as a means to achieve successful rehabilitation.52   

Another distinctive element to the Dutch criminal justice system, setting it apart from 
English law, is that crimes are assessed on a multiple-point scale – from full 
responsibility to zero, with three intermediate levels. As such, mental illness and other 
potential mitigating factors are taken more into account than in other countries.53  

Defendants can be declared entirely or partially unaccountable for an offense and 
directed to specialised clinics for treatment, depending on the circumstances.54 Under 
this system, vulnerable people with depression, psychotic vulnerability, autism, 
severe learning difficulties, personality disorders, financial problems, trauma, and 
addiction can be treated.55 The Dutch system locks fewer offenders up and makes 
greater use of community sentencing, such as fines, to allow for a greater allocation of 
prison resources to rehabilitation.56   
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The Netherlands’ specialised approach has led to lower reoffending rates. Between 
2002 and 2008, the two-year reconviction rate for ex-prisoners dropped from 55% to 
49%.57 That rate has since remained stable, decreasing to 47% for prisoners released 
in 2017.58 

Together with plunging crime rates,59 with registered offences declining by 40% 
between 2008 and 2018, changes in the Dutch justice system have also resulted in 
smaller prison populations. Between 2000 and 2020, the prison incarceration rate 
decreased from 87 to 60 per 100,000 – a decline of 24%.60 This change is even more 
pronounced when compared to its peak in 2006, since when the population rate more 
than halved, and sits in stark contrast to England and Wales’ growing prison 
population.  

Some experts wonder if the Netherlands’ low prison population can also be attributed 
to other factors such as failures in policing and crime detection or lower drug addiction 
rates.61 Either way, these trends have presented the Netherlands with a happy 
problem: it no longer has enough inmates to fill its prisons, and has actually leased 
prison spaces to other countries who have run out of space in their own prisons 
(something the UK is considering taking up to resolve its own overcrowding issues).62 
Between 2014 and 2018, 23 prisons closed, turning into public assets such as asylum 
centres, housing, and hotels.63 

Figure 4: Prison population rate (per 100,000 population), the Netherlands 

 

Source: World Prison Brief 

The Netherlands’ criminal justice system appears to be a success, but its lenient 
approach has raised some doubts. For example, there has been some public concern 
regarding the post-conviction freedoms given to potentially dangerous psychiatric 
patients, resulting in accusations of the government failing to protect society.64  

The government remains steadfast in its commitment to its rehabilitation mission. In 
June 2023, the Dutch cabinet allocated an additional €5 million for the education and 
retraining of prisoners.65 
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Norway’s criminal justice system is world-leading 
Norway’s prison system is recognised as one of the most effective models in the 
world.66 But things haven’t always been that way. Before its reforms of the 1990s, 70% 
of all released prisoners reoffended within two years – a recidivism rate similar to that 
of the US today.67 

Then Norway overhauled its prison system. Remarkably, its recidivism rate has 
decreased to 20%, one of the world’s lowest.68 Norway ranks 196th out of 223 
countries for prison population rates, with only 53 prisoners for every 100,000 people. 
It has banned life sentences.69 

According to the Borgen Project, a global poverty non-profit, the main reason for 
Norway’s transformation is that it places prisons in the same category as rehabilitation 
facilities.70 This includes using small, community-based, and occasionally open 
facilities, rather than central jails. Inmates are often placed closer to their families, 
placing a strong emphasis on relationships and providing them with social support for 
after release.71 

Along with its innovative architectural system, which aims to keep life in prison as 
similar to outside living conditions as possible, Norway also ensures prisoners have 
greater access to educational programmes and courses. Initiatives include paid work, 
gym and training, social welfare services, healthcare, and drug rehabilitation.72 All 
prisons in Norway offer such programmes.73 Academic research published in 2016 has 
revealed that, among previously unemployed inmates, there is a 34% increase in those 
taking part in job training courses and a 40% increase in post-release employment 
rates within five years.74 

The Norwegian approach encourages inmates to lead a fulfilling life after their time  in 
prison. But this progress does come at a financial cost. For example, a place at Halden 
Prison, a “radically humane” maximum security prison,75 is said to cost around £98,000 
per year.76 In comparison, the housing an inmate in England and Wales for a year can 
cost up to £60,000, on average. In the United States in 2015,iv the average cost per 
inmate was £27,230.77 

Despite higher investment, Norway’s low reoffending rates have a profound impact on 
prisoners’ lives – and on the economy. Inmates that undergo rehabilitation and receive 
education are more likely to contribute positively to the economy upon their release, 
translating to long-term economic benefits for the country. Economists’ calculations 
suggest its high rehabilitation expenditures are more than offset by the corresponding 
societal benefits.78  

  

 
iv This survey was distributed to every state’s department of corrections in May 2016, but only 
45 states completed and returned the survey.  
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TOWARDS BETTER REHABILITATION POLICIES 

The global consensus has moved from punitive to rehabilitation-based systems, with 
several other countries opening prisons based on the ideals of rehabilitation and 
resocialisation,79 including Germany,80 Portugal,81 New Zealand,82 and Singapore83.  

Better rehabilitation does not necessarily require a complete overhaul of the system. 
There are smaller, targeted measures prisons can implement to improve the post-
release prospects of inmates. 

For instance, as put forward by the United Nations, the judicial system can increase 
use of non-custodial sanctions such as such as community service orders, particularly 
for less serious crimes.84 Penal Reform International recognises the crucial role of 
prison staff in rehabilitation efforts,85 pointing to targeted training and support 
provision that promotes rehabilitation in Ghana86 and Italy87. 

Research by the Council of Europe has highlighted the use restorative justice 
practices, such as victim awareness and responsibility acceptance courses and 
induction and sentence planning. These initiatives are said to help prisoners use their 
time in prison to reflect on the harm they have caused to society, ensuring that, upon 
release, they are less prone to engaging in further harmful crimes.88  

Along these lines, the SMF is working with AIG to explore ways of helping prisoners 
reintegrate into society and enabling them to thrive once released, with a specific 
focus on policies related to education and employment. We have already published a 
paper discussing some of the issues facing ethnic minorities in the criminal justice 
system, and how policymakers might improve their outcomes.89 

Policymakers should pay attention to other countries’ experiences 
We acknowledge that the prison system is complex, and understanding the full impact 
of imprisonment is a difficult task. Resourcing constraints are a significant challenge 
which, together with overstretched staff and overcrowded prisons, can relegate 
rehabilitation to a secondary concern.90 

That said, the Norwegian experience serves as a testament to the potential benefits of 
increased investment in rehabilitation, demonstrating that such efforts can bring net 
economic advantages as well as improving prisoners post-release outcomes.91 In the 
Netherlands, changes in the system have allowed prisons – bleak places, no matter 
how well-intentioned or well-implemented a country’s rehabilitative policies may be – 
to be transformed into productive public assets.92 

In this country, achieving such outcomes currently seem as challenging as breaking 
out of prison itself. The UK appears to be falling short of its rehabilitation ideals, let 
alone the standards of other nations. As we have shown, other approaches are 
possible and there are different roads to recovery that it can learn from. If policymakers 
are genuinely concerned about rehabilitating British prisoners, they should be taking 
note. 
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