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Rehabilitation of Offenders: Is it Effective? 
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ABSTRACT 

As the human rights in the International Law are strengthening and various nations are 

also executing their penal codes in harmony with the human rights, the need for shifting 

focus, from retributive and deterrent form of punishment to reformative form of 

punishment, is also emerging. This research paper aims at analyzing the historical events 

and evidences available regarding rehabilitation and how those perceptions have 

changed with time. It also looks for the appropriate method to execute the rehabilitative 

techniques. The research paper includes extensive research on various rehabilitative 

techniques followed in different countries and their results on recidivism rate. It tends to 

evaluate whether the present correctional methods can suffice the needs of the future 

while evaluating the methods followed by countries which have successfully reduced the 

recidivism rate with the help of rehabilitative techniques. As most of the countries are 

using community penalties, the research paper also analyzes the community penalties and 

can community penalties be an alternative for incarceration. 

Keywords: Rehabilitation, effective intervention, correctional methods, community 

penalties, recidivism rate and incarceration. 

 

I. INTRODUCTION 

Rehabilitative punishment can be seen as a first step towards a more humane and integrated 

prison system. Rehabilitation is a protracted goal. Some of the countries have modernized 

their institutional aims to adopt clear mission of rehabilitation and social reintegration 

whereas most of the countries have not even begun to address. 

Rehabilitation basically means to help individuals to readapt in society who once have been 

incarcerated. The motive behind rehabilitative sentencing is to prevent further offending by 

the individual through strategy of rehabilitation which includes different means such as 

counseling, therapies, cognitive- behavioral programmes, skill training, and intervention in 

the family. 

The concept of rehabilitation works on the presumption that criminal behavior of the offender 

was due to some factor. The concept believes that though the crime had been committed but 

 
1 Author is a student at Maharashtra National Law University, Aurangabad, India. 
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the choice to commit crime was not the produce of free will. This choice is thought to be the 

determined or influenced through various social and psychological factors such as exposure 

to delinquent peers, impulsive temperament, lack of parental love and supervision and the 

internalization of antisocial values. Every individual is different and these “individual 

differences” shapes individual behaves including their likeliness to break laws. Thus, every 

individual has to be treated differently based on the specific factors and circumstances that 

led an individual to commit crime. 

The origin of rehabilitation theory can be antedate Jacksonian era of the late 19th century. 

Initially, under the Pennsylvania system, it was believed that keeping a person in solitary 

confinement accompanied by study of Bible may cleanse and transform him. This approach 

was later modified in Auburn system, under which redemption can be achieved through 

discipline and labor. Later, the penitentiary gave way to the reformation of offenders, with 

purpose to rehabilitate offenders through counseling and education. 

Rehabilitation seeks to alter the values of the offender so that he or she no longer desires to 

commit criminal acts: it involves the renunciation of wrongdoing by the offender and the re-

establishment of the offender as an honorable law abiding citizen, and is achieved by 

‘reducing or eliminating the factors which contributed to the conduct for which (the offender) 

is sentenced’.2 

Many rehabilitative techniques can be traced in the modern penal programmes of different 

countries. These include indeterminate sentence, parole, open prisons and probation. The 

possibilities, for an offender to not re-offend, are either genuine moral reform or the fear of 

again subject to punishment. 

II. EMPIRICAL EVIDENCE 
Initial Incredulity 

In 1974, Robert Martinson published an article titled “What works: Question and Answers 

about Prison Reform” in The Public Interest. Martinson’s assessment of correctional 

rehabilitation was conveyed through this article, which is also known as Martinson Report, 

though it was actually a part of a lengthy manuscript, which was later published in the form 

of book by Martinson, Lipton and Wilks. They gathered all studies available of correctional 

treatment, including analysis considered to be scientifically rigorous and excluding the ones 

that failed to come up to standard. The work attempted to scrutinize the effectiveness of 

 
2 Channon v. The Queen, 33 FLR 433 (1978). 
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prison reforms, particularly about rehabilitating criminal offenders and reducing recidivism. 

The article poignantly raised the question whether the method actually works or not. 

The result that came out of this article was modern rehabilitation could only be characterized 

by widespread failure. In summarizing the literature, Martinson stated confidently that “with 

few and isolated exceptions, the rehabilitative efforts that have been reported so far have had 

no appreciable effect on recidivism” 

Summing up, Martinson clearly stated that correctional rehabilitation was ineffective. 

However, he was not be able to clearly put forth the reason for the failure of the method but 

suggested that either it was possibly the methods used were not rigorous enough or simply 

the programmes were not implemented as they were intended. 

Some of the policy makers and criminologists also supported the Martinson’s critique of 

rehabilitation and showing negative sentiments towards rehabilitation agreed with the 

conclusion given by Martinson that “nothing works” on rehabilitation. 

Encouraging Changes in the Perception 

As more than a quarter of a century has passed, we are able to provide more promising 

answers to Martinson’s questions. Plainly put, we know more about what works and what 

does not work to reduce offender recidivism.3 In contrast, to the views of the Martinson, it 

can be said that correctional punishment does help in reducing recidivism, when carried out 

according to the principle of “principles of effective techniques”. The statistical technique 

that produces favorable results is meta- analysis, which helps researchers to determine 

statistically the average effect that interventions produce. Contemporary studies of the 

numerous meta-analysis of the correctional treatment literature reveals that rehabilitation 

programmes reduce recidivism about 10 percentage. A review among them, regarding 200 

interventions for juvenile offenders, let out that correctional programs on an average reduce 

recidivism by 12 percent. 

Researchers are now focusing their attention from “nothing works” to “what works”. Now, 

there exists evidence that manifest the possibility that rehabilitation works for some in some 

circumstances: 

Research so far has on the whole confirmed what one would expect: that individual success 

may sometimes be claimed by routine psychotherapy or counseling within telligent, articulate 

neurotic offenders; by sympathy and encouragement for those unsure of their limits and 

 
3 Francis T. Cullen and Paul Gendreau, Assessing Correctional Rehabilitation: Policy, Practice, and Prospects 

(2000) 
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capabilities; and by direct assistance and support for those weighed down by practical 

difficulties. But none of these approaches is appropriate for other than a minority of the 

offender population, whose misdemeanors reflect some real psychological maladjustment and 

not just their social ‘deviance’.4 

III. PRINCIPLE OF EFFECTIVE INTERVENTION 
Researchers believe that rehabilitation programmes can be effective; however, not all 

programmes are effective. The programmes which are most effective are based on the 

principle of effective intervention. This principle helps in segregating successful correctional 

programmes from the unsuccessful correctional programmes. 

The first principle is that the criminal offenders should be facilitated with the treatment level 

which is in unison with their risk levels. Correctional Intervention should be made primarily 

on high risk offenders. It is assumed, that high risk offenders are less capable to change 

themselves than low risk offenders. But, the study has shown that treatment intervention 

shows better results with high risk offenders. While, the low risk offenders are less likely to 

recidivate themselves and thus, the recidivism rate is less in their group. 

Figure 1 shows how rehabilitation has affected the low-risk offenders. Incarceration has been 

taken as a measure to determine the outcome. Negative number shows the correctional 

programmes that led to increase in recidivism rates and positive number being those few 

programmes which were associated with the recidivism rate for the offenders. The study 

clearly shows that most of the programmes were related to increase in the recidivism rate and 

only a handful of programs actually reduced the recidivism rate and the largest reduction was 

of 9 percent. 

Whereas, in Figure 2, that shows the effect on high risk offenders, most of the programmes 

were associated with the decrease in recidivism rate. There were 8 programmes that reduced 

the recidivism over 20 percent and 3 programmes reducing recidivism over 30 percent. 

 
 

4 Michael Brody, The minimalist program and a perfect syntax, 13 Mind Lang 205, 205-214 (1998) 
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                            Fig 15                                                                             Fig 26 

The second principle asserts that correctional interventions should target criminogenic needs. 

Instead of focusing on ways to change offenders, shifts focus to those characteristics or 

circumstances that led an individual to indulge in criminal activities. Such as, impulsive 

individuals are more likely to establish their relationship with crime, thus, a programme that 

strive to improve impulse control is likely to affect crime. 

Third, augmenting the affectivity of rehabilitation treatment by providing treatment services, 

which are behavioral in nature. Such as, study reveals that programmes which use behavioral 

or cognitive- behavioral approaches are more effective, while on other hand psycho analysis 

and other insight orient approaches do not show encouraging results. 

Fourth, a treatment can only be effective if it is implemented well and adheres to its principle. 

Even the finest treatment will not work if it is not well implemented. Such as, the programme 

which has well trained officers to carry it will produce more encouraging results than the one 

which has less efficient staff. 

IV. EFFECTIVENESS OF REHABILITATION PROGRAMMES 
Slowly and steadily, helpful outcomes of rehabilitation programmes have assisted 

rehabilitation to jump up as a method to reduce crime. Studies on correctional treatment 

carried out in various countries show favorable result, when implemented in accordance with 

principle of effective intervention. 

International research has suggested that programmes based on Risk-Need-Responsivity 

Model had shown notable reductions in recidivism and enhancing self-control. 

A study on Australian Aboriginal Pre-Release Sex Offender Treatment Programme, manifest 

that the recidivism rate for the group of offenders, that were given cognitive-behavioral 

therapy, was 38 percent, which was significantly low to the group of non-treated offenders, 

which showed the recidivism rate of 80 percent. 

Another study on the Australian Koori correctional treatment programme involving a 

cognitive skills therapy. Treatment included discussions on cultural values, language, 

aboriginal art and symbol, personal histories and other culture related activities. Participants 

when interviewed about the change that treatment had brought to them, they agreed that 

participation in such programme has helped them to break their relationship with crime. 

 
5 Lowenkamp, C.T.  and Latessa, EJ., “Understanding the Risk Principle: How and Why Correctional 

Interventions can Harm Low-Risk Offenders” Topics in Community Corrections 3,3-8 (2004). 
6 Lowenkamp & Latessa supra note 5. 
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A 2005 study on “In Search of Your Warrior” progamme carried out in Canada also showed 

some encouraging results. The programme was for indigenous male offenders who were 

convicted of violent crimes. Out of every 13 percent participants 11 percent were found to be 

controlled; there was no re-admission for offences at one year follow up. The ones who were 

re-admitted, the number of violent re-offences was less. 

An adapted version of the “The Search of Your Warrior”, “Spirit of a Warrior” that now 

targeted the indigenous female offenders, showed there was a significant decrease in anger 

and significant increase in self-control. 

Norwegian Rehabilitation Programmes 

Norway has emerged as a country that has significantly reduced its recidivism rates by 

adapting to rehabilitation in spite of incarceration. In the early 1980s, the recidivism rate of 

Norway was in lines of recidivism rates of U.S. and U.K., which was around 60 to 70 

percent. But in the early 1990s, Norwegian Correctional Services were subjected to a series 

of reforms. Instead of locking prisoners up for most of their day, they shifted their focus to 

offer training programmes and educational programmes. 

The recidivism rate of Norway has come down to 20 percent, while U.S. and other European 

countries still face this problem of increasing rate of incarceration.  

 

V. REHABILITATION IN INDIA 
India, too is significantly taking its steps to adapt rehabilitation programmes in its punitive 

techniques. The committee, headed by Dr. W.C. Reckless, made to recommend changes in 

prison reforms in 1951, has also suggested adopting correctional treatment as a part of Home 

Department of each State. 
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The judicial system of India has also advocated for the reformative aspect of punishment, in 

the case of Mohammad Giasuddin vs. State of Andhra Pradesh, Justice V.R. Krishna 

observed that reformation should be foremost objective of punishment and every effort 

should be made during that punishment to recreate the good man out of the convicted person. 

India has embraced itself with various correctional measures such as open prisons, concept of 

prison labor and parole, probation which has helped in the prevention of isolationism and 

reformation of offenders. There are 63 open prisons in India. Various states in India such as 

Rajasthan have excelled in the concept of open prisons. There are few prisons in India that 

actually bid their help to make offenders experience abetter life inside prison and then 

prepare them for the world outside. There are many initiatives rolled out by different states to 

make a convicted person a better person. These initiatives include “gala bhet” initiative in 

Tajola Jail, in Mumbai where convicts can spend time with their loved ones in order to 

maintain their relationships, many self employment programmes are going on in various jails 

such as in Poojapura Central Prison, Thiruvananthapuram, Central Prison, Kannur. Analyzing 

the good that open prisons can do to offenders the Supreme Court in the case of Ramamurthy 

vs State of Karnataka has held that: 

“Though open-air prisons create their own problems which are basically of management, we 

are sure that these problems are not such which cannot be sorted out. For the greater good of 

the society, which consists in seeing that the inmates of a jail come out, not as a hardened 

criminal but as a reformed person, no managerial problem is insurmountable. So let more and 

more open air prisons be opened. To start with, this may be done at all the District 

Headquarters of the country.”7 

Parole is interim release of person to meet his family and to give him a chance to adjust in 

normal life after his release. 

The Supreme Court in the case of Hiralal Mallick vs. State of Bihar, held that 

“One method of reducing tension is by providing for vital links between the prisoners and his 

family. A prisoner insulated from the world becomes bestial and, if his family ties are 

snapped for long, becomes de-humanised. Therefore, we regard it as correctionally desirable 

that this appellant be granted parole and expect the authorities to give considerations to 

paroling out periodically prisoners, particularly of the present type, for reasonable spells, 

subject to sufficient safeguards ensuring their proper behavior outside and prompt return 

 
7 Ramamurthy vs State of Karnataka (1997) 2 SCC 642. 
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inside.”8 

Various governments are coming up with the schemes that can turn the manpower trapped in 

the jails for their as well as for country’s benefit. Several NGO’s are also coming up with 

innovative methods to rehabilitate and reform the criminal into a social being that can 

contribute to society after his release. 

VI. COMMUNITY PENALTIES 
Community Penalties, an alternative sanction to imprisonment, involves offender working for 

the benefit of society, without remuneration, as symbolic atonement for the harm their crime 

has caused. To make rehabilitation more effective, community penalties should be made a 

more legitimate punishment. In the last few decades, the importance of community penalties 

has been acknowledged in the international community. Community sentencing is more 

prevalent in Western Europe and limited use in Asia and South America. In several countries 

such as Australia, Finland, New Zealand, Singapore and U.K. community penalties has 

acquired the position of an intermediate sanction as an alternative of probation and 

imprisonment but community sentencing in India has arguably not been subject to due 

contemplation. 

Global conventions such as United Nations Standard Minimum Rules for Non-custodial 

Measures and Kampla Declaration has also emphasized on to adopt measures like community 

sentencing. 

There had been encouraging responses for numerous countries for community based 

sentences. In Australia; there is significant increase in the number of community sentencing. 

According to latest reports, there is notable 40 percent increase in community penalties from 

2009 to 2019. In Finland, recidivism rate was found to be diminishing for person who served 

community sentencing than who served prison sentences. Public in New Zealand also shows 

positive inclination towards community penalties. It had been found that people benefited 

from community sentencing and even continued to volunteer after their hours were served. 

VII. CONCLUSION 
The research paper presented highlights the effectiveness of rehabilitation programmes and 

dichotomy of rehabilitation and punishment. Incarceration not only confines a person in 4 

walls, but also brings in isolation, depression and suicidal thoughts. Prisons expose 

individuals to hard-core criminals and break their ties with the rest of the society, thus leaving 

 
8 Hiralal Mallick vs State of Bihar (1977) 4 SCC 44 
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them later to face tough times to adapt them to normal life. Rehabilitation in turn, helps them 

in establishing a relationship with society and providing them education which serves as a 

means to come out of crime world. Simply, rehabilitation has evinced to reduce offending. 

But it is not easy to determine whether rehabilitation has achieved its aim, as there are several 

aims that rehabilitation sought to achieve. When the aim is to provide cheaper form of 

penalty then, it appears it has achieved its aim, as rehabilitation costs much less than building 

prisons to accommodate the increasing number of offenders. If the aim is to provide 

alternative to custody, then it has failed as the population of prison continues to increase. 

Recidivism rates; shows some decrease when correctional treatment is carried out with 

suitable method. 

Community based sentences can be an alternative to decrease the burden of ever increasing 

number of offenders on prisons. Though there is no conclusive evidence that community 

sentencing can help decrease recidivism, but they can surely emerge as an alternative for 

prisons. Community based sentencing contributes to nation as well rather than just increasing 

burden to state to maintain prisoners. The substantial question here can be, as the primary aim 

of any punishment is to reduce rates of reoffending, will community penalties be able to do 

that. 

The foremost aim of sentencing is to improve things for society and protect it from criminal 

activities. If an individual remains in prison, he will not be able to contribute in any way to 

the nation, but there is a chance of that in community sentencing. This is the way in which he 

can socially connected with people and gives him an opportunity to rehabilitate in the society. 

The results of rehabilitative methods executed in accordance with the proper methods shows 

encouraging methods. The decrease in recidivism rate of the offenders who were treated with 

rehabilitative methods is increasing slowly but gradually with time. There can be no other 

better alternative than restoring an offender’s life back to society and contributing in the 

development of a country, and rehabilitative techniques is the way to it. Thus, there is needed 

more light on the concept of rehabilitation by the countries to reduce the population in its 

prison and use that population in an effective way to contribute towards the nation.  

***** 
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