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I. Introduction 

Coming from the latin term “recidivus,” meaning “to reoccur,” recidivism means "to relapse,” 
especially to relapse into previous criminal activity . The term is used to express the percentage of 1

criminals who are rearrested due to committing a similar crime . The issue of recidivism is one that 2

requires the attention of many countries in order to ensure the safety of citizens from ex-convicts, 
along with the safety of ex-convicts themselves from the community . It deals with the re-integration 3

of ex-convicts into their society once more; the goal being to increase their productivity and make 
them be of benefit to society . This decreases the rate of recidivism since it makes ex-convicts feel 4

more responsible for their actions, stopping them from re-committing offenses . Many countries face 5

the issue of embedding these characteristics into inmates through their correctional facilities, leading 
to an increase in reoffending rates. Instead of leaving prison as a reformed citizen, convicts enter and 
exit without undergoing any positive psychological change. Prison could instead aggravate the mental 
health of prisoners, leading to a repetition of previous actions and behaviors . Another reason could 6

be the fact that ex-convicts must undergo a difficult process in order to become employed after being 
incarcerated the first time . Unlike in Norway, for example, by not ensuring work for inmates after 7

life in prison, many convicts find returning to society as being difficult and resort to criminal activity 
once more . 8

  

II. Focused Overview of the Issue 

1) Why Recidivism Is an Issue  

Recidivism, as explained previously, is an ex-convict’s capacity to be re-incarcerated for 
re-committing a crime. Recidivism has been dubbed “ ‘the revolving door’ in and out of prisons” . 9

1"Recidivism." Merriam-Webster. Merriam-Webster, n.d. Web. 27 June 2018. 
<https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/recidivism>. 
2 Henslin, James. Social Problems: A Down-To-Earth Approach, 2008. 
3 http://www.doc.ri.gov/documents/reentry/Pew_Reducing_Recidivism.pdf 
4James, Erwin. "The Norwegian Prison Where Inmates Are Treated like People." The Guardian. Guardian News and 
Media, 25 Feb. 2013. Web. 27 June 2018. 
<https://www.theguardian.com/society/2013/feb/25/norwegian-prison-inmates-treated-like-people>. 
5 Ibid. 
6 "Recidivism." GoodTherapy.org. GoodTherapy.org, 25 Jan. 2018. Web. 27 June 2018. 
<https://www.goodtherapy.org/blog/psychpedia/recidivism>. 
7  Ibid. 
8  Ibid. 
9 "The Problem: Recidivism & Mass Incarceration." The Prison Scholar Fund. The Prison Scholar Fund, n.d. Web. 01 
July 2018. <https://www.prisonscholars.org/the-problem-recidivism-mass-incarceration/>. 
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This is clearly a major problem due to the fact that instead of leaving as reformed civilians, prisoners 
are exiting jail with unchanged mental states, meaning that no reform has been undergone by the 
convict. Since this has not occurred, the convict can easily fall back to old criminal behaviors, which 
eventually leads to re-incarceration. This can negatively affect the community due to a rise in feeling 
unsafe around released convicts who haven’t been reformed, since more innocent people are now put 
at risk of becoming victims to possible violent acts. Recidivism also impacts the economy. For 
example, the US spends more than 60 billion dollars per year on its prison systems . The more 10

recidivists re-enter prison, the more money is spent on re-incarceration. Prisons are failing to reform 
their inmates, therefore wasting money and indicating that a different approach must be taken in order 
to solve this issue. In order to gain this money back, measures such as prison labor is implemented. 
Prison labor, which is legally required in the United States, forces prisoners to participate in making 
products such as road signs, glasses, mattresses, etc. for about $0.90 . This earned $500 million 11

dollars in the United States in 2016 . Many are against prison labor and justify their anger “by 12

pointing out the moral hazard created when profiting from 
punishment.”  Thus, many problems stem from recidivism, 13

strengthening the need to bring it to an end.  

2) Causes of Recidivism  

Recidivism can be caused by a number of factors and 
by finding solutions to them, recidivism can be prevented. 
Initially, the goal of prison is to reform the convict, so that 
when they have served their time, they have learned to be 
better citizens and can return to lead normal lives. This, 
however, is not the case, as prisoners are now exiting with a 
worsened mental state due to the pressures of living in 
prison. These pressures could be the fear over one’s life, due 
to the culture of violence cultivated in jails. Other times, 
prisoners who enter due to substance use exit without having 
received rehabilitation. Responsibility is not promoted in 
prison, meaning that inmates are not trusted with sharp 
objects for example, and are later expected to leave prison 
and resume normal life. Prisoners who are not taught to be 
responsible, especially for their own actions, return to the 
same behaviors they had before life in prison.                            Figure 1: Reconviction rates over three years  14

10 "The Cost of Recidivism: Victims, the Economy, and American Prisons – PrisonEducation.com." 
PrisonEducation.com. Publisher Name PrisonEducation.com Publisher Logo, 09 Mar. 2018. Web. 01 July 2018. 
<https://prisoneducation.com/prison-education-news/the-cost-of-recidivism-victims-the-economy-and-american-pris-html
/>. 
11 "Prison Labour Is a Billion-dollar Industry, with Uncertain Returns for Inmates." The Economist. The Economist 
Newspaper, 16 Mar. 2017. Web. 08 Aug. 2018. 
<https://www.economist.com/united-states/2017/03/16/prison-labour-is-a-billion-dollar-industry-with-uncertain-returns-f
or-inmates>. 
12 Ibid. 
13 Ibid. 
14 Fazel, Seena, and Achim Wolf. "A Systematic Review of Criminal Recidivism Rates Worldwide: Current Difficulties 
and Recommendations for Best Practice." Advances in Pediatrics. U.S. National Library of Medicine, 2015. Web. 01 July 
2018. <https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4472929/>. 
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This links into the difficulty for convicts to reintegrate into society. Inmates are not given suffice 
funds or shelter to aid them with returning to a stable life, meaning that they are just thrown back into 
society without any resources. Ex-convicts have a difficult time trying to find work due to employers’ 
discrimination, and if they do, the lack of  responsibility and productivity inevitably leads to issues. 
Ex-cons are usually not accepted by their communities, making their lives difficult since they are not 
able to participate in social events and receive enough contact with other people. All of these reasons 
combined lead to recidivism and the ex-con returning to their criminal habits. These issues however, 
are solvable, and with the right methods, recidivism can be brought to a halt.  

3) How to Prevent Recidivism 

The prevention of recidivism has been studied by different countries numerous times and as it 
as previously been made evident, the prevention of recidivism is a goal that is attainable. The main 
finding, however, is that correctional education is key in rehabilitating prisoners. A guide published 
by the United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime confirmed this, saying that increasing the level of 
education in prison helps “prepare prisoners for a successful return to the community and prevent 
recidivism.” Studies conducted in the US have concluded that by increasing correctional education 
participation, inmates were less likely to be re-incarcerated by 43%. College education, for example, 
is now being promoted for US prisoners, leading to a decrease in re-incarceration rates. Alongside 
education, however, securing a job for convicts after their prison time is over is essential to getting 
these individuals back on their feet. By including programs for skill development, convicts are given 
a greater chance at finding jobs due to their experience. Counseling is also an important part of 
preventing recidivism, since it aids in healing inmates who may have been suffering from mental 
issues that may have led to their incarceration. Things that must be taken in mind when creating such 
programs are the needs of women, for example. These programs must be well thought out as to 
incorporate and benefit all prisoners in order for them to return to society smoothly.  

 

III.  Involved Countries and Organizations 

1) Norway  

At 20%, Norway is known for being the country with the lowest rate of recidivism in the 
world . The country is known for its non-traditional methods for dealing with convicts and relies on 15

the theory of restorative justice, which is “a theory of justice that emphasizes repairing the harm 
caused by criminal behaviour.”  Taking away a person’s freedom is seen as a punishment in itself, so 16

prisons turn to treating inmates as humans rather than treating them like animals . Norway’s most 17

famous prisons, the Bastoy and Halden, both attempt to be as humane as possible. For example, 
Halden includes windows without bars in order to allow the prisoners to enjoy the view. Prisoners are 
given access to sharp objects such as kitchen knives and tools without any supervision in order to 
promote responsibility and trust between the inmates and the guards. This goes for the Bastoy as well, 

15Sterbenz, Christina. "Why Norway's Prison System Is so Successful." Business Insider. Business Insider, 11 Dec. 2014. 
Web. 30 June 2018. <http://www.businessinsider.com/why-norways-prison-system-is-so-successful-2014-12>. 
16 "Tutorial: Introduction to Restorative Justice." Restorative Justice. N.p., n.d. Web. 30 June 2018. 
<http://restorativejustice.org/restorative-justice/about-restorative-justice/tutorial-intro-to-restorative-justice/>. 
17 Sterbenz, Christina. "Why Norway's Prison System Is so Successful." Business Insider. Business Insider, 11 Dec. 2014. 
Web. 30 June 2018. <http://www.businessinsider.com/why-norways-prison-system-is-so-successful-2014-12>. 
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in which every inmate is assigned a job and a bungalow where they live with two to four other 
inmates. Anti-drug and anti-violence seminars are also held for prisoners in the Bastoy. Both prisons 
help inmates pursue learning new skills and improving on old ones in order to secure them a job once 
they exit the prison. This skill development is part of the rehabilitation process, which eventually 
leads to the parole of the convict, ensuring that they get back to society without any issues. Norway’s 
methods have been questioned numerous times, especially by the United States, who believe that 
Norway’s maximum sentence (21 years) is too short despite the fact that if a prisoner is not deemed 
as being “rehabilitated,” five years are added an indefinite number of times until the prisoner is 
finally ready to be released. Despite all this, Norway’s system can be summed up through a statement 
made by Halden’s director: "Do you want people who are angry — or people who are rehabilitated?”

 18

2) The United States of America  

The country with the highest rate of 
recidivism in the world, where 76.6% of 
prisoners are re-incarcerated within five year.  19

The United States has focused much of its 
attention on reducing recidivism rates. Prisons in 
the US often leave their inmates with more 
mental issues than they had before entering 
prison due to the high-pressure conditions they 
are put under, such as fearing for their lives in 
overcrowded prisons. The Second Chance Pell program, a           Figure 2: 2005 US recidivism rates  20

program implemented during Barack Obama’s time in office, is the US’s attempt at reducing 
recidivism. The program allows incarcerated individuals to “pursue the postsecondary education with 
the goal of helping them turn their lives around and ultimately, get jobs, support their families, and 
stay out of trouble.”  This program has helped convicts find work after leaving prison and a study 21

done in 2013 has found that an increase in education has a correlation with a decrease in incarceration 
rates . Individuals who participated in correctional education were less likely to be re-incarcerated by 22

43% as compared to individuals who did not participate in correctional education . Other than just 23

ensuring jobs, correctional education, especially post-secondary education, increases public safety in 
general. Programs have also been proposed in which ex-convicts are given housing and employment 
training in order to transition them between prison and society. Additionally, programs such as 
Federal Prison Industries in the US, must be reformed in order to benefit both the prison and the 

18 Sterbenz, Christina. "Why Norway's Prison System Is so Successful." Business Insider. Business Insider, 11 Dec. 2014. 
Web. 01 July 2018. <http://www.businessinsider.com/why-norways-prison-system-is-so-successful-2014-12>. 
19 Ibid. 
20 "What Is Recidivism, and What Can We Do About It?" Stand Together. N.p., 24 Feb. 2017. Web. 01 July 2018. 
<https://www.stand-together.org/what-is-recidivism-and-what-can-we-do-about-it/>. 
21 Incarcerated Individuals." International Corrections & Prison Association. N.p., n.d. Web. 01 July 2018. 
<https://icpa.ca/u-s-department-of-education-launches-second-chance-pell-pilot-program-for-incarcerated-individuals/>. 
22 Davis, Lois M. "Education and Vocational Training in Prisons Reduces Recidivism, Improves Job Outlook." RAND 
Corporation. RAND Corporation, 22 Aug. 2013. Web. 01 July 2018. 
<https://www.rand.org/news/press/2013/08/22.html>. 
23 Ibid. 
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prisoners since prison labor is required by law in all cases . Rather than forcing prisoners to do tasks 24

that can affect their mentality, prison labor should be changed to helping prisoners cultivate their 
skills for example, and creating products off of their capabilities.Clearly, education has improved the 
recidivism situation on a large scale in the US. 

3) United Nations on Drugs and Crime (UNODC) 

The United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime is a United Nations body dedicated to fighting 
illicit drugs and international crime. Established in 1997, the UNODC has been involved with the 
issue of recidivism before. Recently, The UNODC has published a handbook called Introductory 
Handbook on the Prevention of Recidivism and the Social Reintegration of Offenders , detailing how 25

to successfully rehabilitate prisoners using a number of steps for prisons around the world to follow. 
The guide emphasizes the importance of education, stating that it is essential to invest on education, 
along with job training and work itself. The inclusion of these features promotes skill development, 
ensuring that the inmate gains enough work experience to find a job once parole is granted. The guide 
also states that by including such programs, inmates are pacified, and violence in the prison itself 
decreases significantly since “prisoners involved in constructive activities are less likely to engage in 
disruptive behaviour.” The guide includes real life examples of different countries attempting to deal 
with recidivism such as India, United Kingdom, and Singapore. For example, in Singapore, a 
non-profit drug rehabilitation center by the name of Breakthrough Missions trains its inmates a 
plethora of skills such as woodwork and computer skills in order to improve on their previous 
abilities and to aid inmates who wish to lead better lives improve. The guide is useful in establishing 
a successful rehabilitation center and can be applied in any corner of the world. 

 

IV.  Key Vocabulary 

Ex-convict (ex-con): Refers to a person who recently got out of prison. 

Incarceration: The state of being imprisoned  

Parole: The early release of a prisoner, either temporary or permanently, with the promise that they 
will maintain good behavior. 

 

V. Important Events & Chronology 

Date 
(Day/Month/Year) Event 

24  "Prison Labour Is a Billion-dollar Industry, with Uncertain Returns for Inmates." The Economist. The Economist 
Newspaper, 16 Mar. 2017. Web. 08 Aug. 2018. 
<https://www.economist.com/united-states/2017/03/16/prison-labour-is-a-billion-dollar-industry-with-uncertain-returns-f
or-inmates>. 
25 United Nations. "Introductory Handbook on the Prevention of Recidivism and the Social Reintegration of Offenders - 
United Nations and the Rule of Law." United Nations. United Nations, Dec. 2012. Web. 07 Aug. 2018. 
<https://www.un.org/ruleoflaw/blog/document/introductory-handbook-on-the-prevention-of-recidivism-and-the-social-rei
ntegration-of-offenders/>. 
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1824 
New York House of Refuge was established with the goal of 

rehabilitation instead of just punishment for young criminals . 26

 
 

25 August-5 September 
1980 

 

Resolution A/CONF.87/14/Rev.l - Sixth United Nations 
Congress on the Prevention of Crime and the Treatment of 

Offenders 

18 December 1991 
Resolution A/RES/46/152 - Creation of an effective 

United Nations crime prevention and criminal justice programme 
 

21 May 2015 
Resolution E/CN.15/2015/L.6/Rev.1 - Commission on 

Crime Prevention and Criminal Justice 
 

 

VI. Past Resolutions and Treaties 

A/RES/46/152 - Creation of an effective United Nations crime prevention and criminal justice 
programme 

This resolution states that the United Nations crime prevention and criminal justice 
programme will be assigned the tasks of “data collection, information and experience sharing, and 
training, in order to achieve the goals of preventing crime within and among States and of improving 
the response to crime.” 
 

E/CN.15/2015/L.6/Rev.1 - Commission on Crime Prevention and Criminal Justice 
This resolution discusses how prisoners must be treated, stating that “all prisoners shall be 

treated with the respect due to their inherent dignity and value as human beings.” The resolution also 
mentions that prisons will not aggravate inmates who have already been cut off from the outside 
world. According to the resolution, this will later on lead to a decrease in the rate of recidivism. 
 
A/CONF.87/14/Rev.l - Sixth United Nations Congress on the Prevention of Crime and the 
Treatment of Offenders 

This resolution tackles the treatment of prisoners and prevention of crime. Page five includes 
a paragraph which: 

“1. Calls upon all States Members of the United Nations to take every measure in their power 
to eliminate the conditions of life which detract from human dignity and lead to crime, including 
unemployment, poverty, illiteracy, racial and national discrimination and various forms of social 
inequality;” 
On page 72, it also states that special attention should be given to recidivists in order to reintegrate 
them into society without putting their community at risk.  

26 https://www.amnestyusa.org/files/pdfs/systemfailurelessonguide.pdf 
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VII. Failed Solution Attempts 

Prison systems currently are not producing rehabilitated individuals. This is the case with 
many countries around the world. Punishment as a form of reforming prisoners is one solution 
attempt that has only worsened the situation. As it has been explained previously, by negatively 
reinforcing prisoners, recidivism is more likely to occur, along with an increase in mental issues for 
example. Prison labor is another example of a failed system and is often seen as being immoral and 
not a solution in paying expenses for prison. There is also not enough effort being put forward in 
order to solve this issue, despite the fact that the solution is feasible. Prisons are failing to treat their 
prisoners as humans, as opposed to countries such as Norway.  
 

VIII. Guiding Questions 

● What is the prison system like in your country? What are some negatives? What are some 
positives? 

● How can prisons integrate educational programs within their systems in order to benefit 
inmates in the future? 

● What should these educational programs teach inmates? What skills will they gain out of 
participating in these programs? 

● How can we ensure that convicts are mentally healthy? And if they are not, then how can we 
help convicts get through their mental issues? 

● What funds are we to give prisoners going on parole? How will families be taken into 
account, if at all? 

● How can we teach prisoners to be responsible of their actions?  
● Should method of treatment differ between male and female prisoners? 

 

IX. Possible Solutions 

Some possible solutions include: 

● Developing an international system for all prisons to follow.  
● Deciding on a universal definition for what “recidivism” is in order to be able to 

collect reliable data and focus efforts on one target.  
● Ensuring that the human rights of prisoners in all countries are protected  
● Including programs and activities to benefit yet occupy prisoners such as educational 

programs, art therapy, anti-drug groups, etc.  
● Increase positivity when dealing with prisoners rather than treating them like animals 
● Allow prisoners to explore and cultivate their talents inside prison for purposes other 

than labor. 
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● Reform prison labor into a program that can aid prisoners in using their skills in 
creating products or ending prison labor altogether. 

 

X. Useful Links 

● Larson, Charles R. "Prisoner Rehabilitation Around the World." Www.counterpunch.org. 

N.p., 25 Feb. 2016. Web. 01 July 2018. 

<https://www.counterpunch.org/2016/02/26/prisoner-rehabilitation-around-the-world/>. 

This article gives brief overviews on prison systems from different countries. 

 

● Fazel, Seena, and Achim Wolf. "A Systematic Review of Criminal Recidivism Rates 

Worldwide: Current Difficulties and Recommendations for Best Practice." Advances in 

Pediatrics. U.S. National Library of Medicine, 2015. Web. 01 July 2018. 

<https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4472929/>. 

Similar to the previous link, yet adds on by including more statistics and data to back up 
findings. 

 

● Crime and Justice News. "Why 'Tough on Crime' Failed." The Crime Report. N.p., 09 June 

2015. Web. 01 July 2018. 

<https://thecrimereport.org/2015/06/09/2015-06-why-tough-on-crime-failed/>. 

This article explains why it is that punishment is failing to rehabilitate prisoners  
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