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ABSTRACT 

This thesis explores two-year incidence and trends of reconviction among a national 

cohort of prisoners released from prisons in the Republic of Ireland between 2007 

and 2009. Findings from international research studies that explore predictors and 

protectors of recidivism among ex-prisoners were used to inform the methodology for 

the current study. Anonymised data were obtained on all prisoners released from 

prisons in the Republic of Ireland during the years 2007-2009 through the Central 

Statistics Office in Ireland. A number of static and dynamic predictors and protectors 

of recidivism were examined across personal factors, family factors, medical/social 

history, criminal history, reason for committal and post-release engagement. Re-

conviction for a first new offence in a Court of Criminal Law within two years 

following release was the primary outcome of interest. 

 

The overall population released from prison during the study period consisted of 

13,156 offenders, comprising 11,975 (91.02%) males and 1,181 (8.98%) females. 

Violent crime accounted for 1,347 index offences, drug crime for 1,035 offences, sex 

crime for 255 offences and property crime accounted for over 2,878 of recorded 

index offences. A total of 5,041 (38.32%) ex-prisoners were re-convicted in a Court 

of Criminal Law within two years following release from prison. Multivariable logistic 

regression demonstrated that younger age, index offence type (property crime), 

homelessness and race/ethnicity were independently associated with higher odds of 

first reconviction within two years (p<0.05). The study found no independent 

association between gender, educational level or employment/occupation and 

subsequent reconviction (p>0.05). Factors independently protective of re-conviction 

included increasing age and an index sex crime (p>0.05).  

 

The findings from this nationally representative cohort study are broadly in-keeping 

with international rates and predictors of recidivism. The current study provides 

robust empirical evidence relating to factors that are both protective and predictive of 

recidivism. At policy level, there is an increasing focus on designing rehabilitation 

programmes that are evidence based. These findings provide a sound basis for 

designing rehabilitation programmes focusing on target populations and key risk 

factors. Successful reintegration of ex-prisoners reduces the harmful effects of social 
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exclusion and increases levels of trust and community participation, components of 

community-wide social capital that are central for keeping crime rates low and for the 

general welfare and safety of community.  



iii 
 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

           PAGE 

Abstract          i-ii 

Table of contents         iii-iv 

Declaration          v 

List of tables          vi 

List of figures          vii 

List of appendices         viii-x 

Acknowledgements         xi 

 

CHAPTER 1 - INTRODUCTION AND CONTEXT   1-16 

Defining and measuring recidivism      3 

Purpose of this thesis        6 

Context of study          7 

Rationale for choice of topic       13 

Chapter outline          16 

 

CHAPTER 2 - SYSTEMATIC REVIEW     17-71 

Justification of the study design       17 

Methods          21 

Results           30 

Discussion          55 

Conclusion          71 

 

CHAPTER 3 - METHODOLOGY FOR COHORT STUDY  72-89 

Study design and rationale        73 

Data sources          77 

Ethical approval and ethical considerations     81 

Population of interest        84 

Measuring the outcome of recidivism       84 

Measuring exposure variables (risk factors)     84 

Study limitations         86 

Statistical analysis         87 



iv 
 

Summary          89 

 

CHAPTER 4 - RESULTS       90-109 

Description of offenders released       91 

Recidivism within two years following release     97 

Univariable and multivariable predictors of recidivism    102 

Univariable and multivariable protectors of recidivism     105 

Univariable and multivariable predictors and protective factors  

of re-offence type         106 

Summary           109 

 

CHAPTER 5 - DISCUSSION       110-159 

Statement of principal findings       110 

Results in the context of the current literature     111 

Risk prediction instruments        127 

Behavioural theories relating to crime and recidivism    132 

Rehabilitation interventions       137 

Implications for policy and practice      148 

Areas for further research        151 

Critical reflection on the thesis journey      154 

Concluding remarks         158 

 

REFERENCES         160-186 

 

APPENDICES         187-242 

 

  



v 
 

DECLARATION 

Whilst registered as a candidate for the above degree, I have not been registered for 

any other research award.  

The results and conclusions embodied in this thesis are the work of the named 

candidate and have not been submitted for any other academic award.  

Word count: 52,119 

 

Signed: DANIEL BARRY 

 

Date 23.05.2017 

 

  



vi 
 

LIST OF TABLES 

PAGE  

CHAPTER 2 

Table 1: Search process used to identify articles for systematic review 23 

Table 2: Methodological quality assessment of studies included in  

               the review         40 

Table 3: Emergent themes from the literature regarding predictors of  

               recidivism among prisoners released from prison   41 

Table 4: Age as an independent predictor of recidivism    43 

Table 5: Sentence length as an independent predictor of recidivism  50 

Table 6: Violent crime as an independent predictor of recidivism  52 

 

CHAPTER 3 

Table 7: Factors associated with recidivism from international literature  

              mapped to Irish linked dataset      85 

 

CHAPTER 4 

Table 8:   Characteristics of prisoners released from prison during the  

                 period 2007 to 2009       94 

Table 9:   Multivariable regression analysis demonstrating independent  

                factors that are predictive of re-conviction within two years 104 

Table 10: Multivariable regression analysis demonstrating independent  

      factors that are protective of re-conviction within two years 106 

Table 11: Multivariable multinomial regression model exploring the  

     association between predictors and protective factors of  

     re-offence type within two years following release from prison  108 

 

CHAPTER 5 

Table 12: International re-conviction rates      114 

Table 13: Offence types included and excluded in reported two year  

                 re-conviction rates       118 

  



vii 
 

LIST OF FIGURES 

PAGE 

CHAPTER 2 

Figure 1: Flow of studies in the review      31 

 

CHAPTER 3 

Figure 2: Process flow for checking recidivism rates    80 

 

CHAPTER 4 

Figure 3: Age categories of offenders released from prison (2007-2009)  

                by gender         92 

Figure 4: Reason for committal among offenders released from prison  

                 between 2007 and 2009      96 

Figure 5: Re-offenders classified by gender and time to first re-offence 97 

Figure 6: Age categories of re-offenders by gender    98 

Figure 7: Reason for index committal among re-offenders    100 

Figure 8: Reason for re-conviction among re-offenders    101 

 

 

 

  



viii 
 

LIST OF APPENDICES 

PAGE 

Appendix 1: MOOSE Checklist for Meta-analyses of  

Observational Studies       187 

Appendix 2: Descriptive characteristics of studies (n=19) included  

in the systematic review      190 

Appendix 3: Gender as an independent predictor of recidivism  198 

Appendix 4: Race/Ethnicity as an independent predictor of recidivism 199 

Appendix 5: Educational attainment as an independent predictor  

of recidivism         200 

Appendix 6: Employment status as an independent predictor of  

recidivism         201 

Appendix 7: Number of prison visits as an independent predictor of  

                      recidivism         202 

Appendix 8: Presence of comorbidities as an independent predictor  

of recidivism        203 

Appendix 9: History of substance abuse as an independent predictor  

of recidivism        204 

Appendix 10: History of homelessness as an independent predictor  

of recidivism        205 

Appendix 11: History of a juvenile record as an independent predictor  

of recidivism        206 

Appendix 12: Prior parole as an independent predictor of recidivism 207 

Appendix 13: Prior arrest as an independent predictor of recidivism 208 

Appendix 14: Prior prison committal as an independent predictor  

of recidivism        209 

Appendix 15: Misconduct in prison as an independent predictor of  

  recidivism        210  

Appendix 16: Prison type as an independent predictor of recidivism 211  

Appendix 17: Property crime as an independent predictor of recidivism 212 

Appendix 18: Drug crime as an independent predictor of recidivism  213 

Appendix 19: Sex crime as an independent predictor of recidivism  214 

Appendix 20: Other index offence as an independent predictor of  

  recidivism        215  



ix 
 

Appendix 21: Parole following release as an independent predictor of  

  recidivism        216 

Appendix 22: Post release supervision as an independent predictor of  

        Recidivism        217 

Appendix 23: STROBE Statement - Checklist of items that should be  

included in reports of cohort studies     218 

 

Appendix 24: Linking rules applied during the matching process of the  

                       two individual datasets      220 

Appendix 25:  

(a) Ethical approval from the University of Portsmouth, Institute  

                        of Criminal Justice Studies Research Ethics Committee 223 

(b) Form UPR16 declaring ethical conduct of the research 224 

Appendix 26: Confirmation of approval to complete the study from  

                        Irish Prison Service      226 

Appendix 27: Confirmation of approval to complete the study from  

                      An Garda Síochána       227 

Appendix 28: Approval from the Central Statistics Office to become an  

                       Officer of Statistics       228 

Appendix 29: Factors associated with recidivism from international  

literature mapped to categories contained in the Irish  

linked dataset       229 

Appendix 30: Sentence length among prisoners released from prison  

                       between 2007 and 2009      231 

Appendix 31: Reason for index committal among offenders released  

from prison between 2007 and 2009    232  

Appendix 32: Reason for release among prisoners released from prison  

                       between 2007 and 2009      233 

Appendix 33: Characteristics of ex-prisoners who were re-convicted  

within two years following release from prison during the  

period 2007-2009       234 

Appendix 34: Sentence length among re-offenders released from prison  

                       between 2007 and 2009      235 

Appendix 35: Reason for index committal among re-offenders   236 



x 
 

Appendix 36: Reason for release among prisoners released from prison  

                       between 2001 and 2009      237 

Appendix 37: Original/index offence by re-offence among prisoners  

who were released from prison between 2007 and 2009  

and were re-convicted within two years    238 

Appendix 38: Univariable regression model exploring the association  

                       between predictors of recidivism and outcome of  

                       re-conviction within two years following release from prison 240  

Appendix 39: Univariable multinomial regression model exploring the  

                       association between predictors of re-offence type within  

                       two years following release from prison    241 

Appendix 40: International re-imprisonment rates    242 

 

 

  



xi 
 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 

I would like to thank my supervisor, Dr Andrew Williams for all his help, guidance, 

encouragement and support over the last number of years. I am eternally grateful for 

the help.  

 

I would also like to thank Tim Linehan of the Central Statistics Office for his help with 

statistical matters.  

 

I would like to pay tribute my colleagues at the Garda Training College, Templemore 

and Pearse Street Garda Station for their support and understanding over the course 

of my study. In particular, I would like to thank Detective Sergeant Mark Kavanagh 

for his support and advice over the years.  

 

I would like to thank my parents, Carmel and Gerald, and my family for the various 

forms of support that they have provided me with throughout my life. In particular, my 

dad Gerald, who was always my number one supporter and whom I miss everyday. 

 

Finally I would like to thank my wife Rose, and indeed my beautiful boy Gerry, 

without you this would not have been possible. Thank you for your unending support, 

encouragement and love…always… 

 

 



1 
 

CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION AND CONTEXT 

Delinquency in a Birth Cohort (1972), a book written by Marvin E. Wolfgang, Robert 

M. Figlio, and Thorsten Sellin, has been described as ‘one of those turning points in 

criminological research in the United States - like the Shaw and McKay area studies 

in the 1930's’ (Erikson, 1974; Wolfgang, Figlio, & Sellin, 1972). The book provided a 

novel methodological approach to the study of juvenile recidivism through the 

introduction of birth cohort analyses in the study of criminology in America. Since its 

publication, the study of criminal relapse or criminal recidivism has become a 

dominant focus of development and life-course criminology (Zara & Farrington, 

2015). Criminal recidivism is broadly accepted as an official return to criminal 

transgressions (based on criminal records) of a person who, after having being 

convicted for a previous offence, commits a new crime for which they incur a 

subsequent formal sanction. Types of formal sanctions have been defined in several 

different ways in the criminological literature and may include returns to custody, re-

arrests, re-convictions, or re-incarcerations for new crimes (Ostermann, 2015). The 

new crime does not necessarily have to be related to the previous crime and thus 

recidivism is the umbrella term given to a pattern of continuing offending, and 

delayed desistance from a criminal career among known offenders (Zara & 

Farrington, 2015). The definition of criminal persistence is operationalised differently 

in the literature and encompasses the name given to the pattern of criminal and 

antisocial behaviour, without the requirement for the offender to be formally reported, 

identified, arrested, detained, charged, prosecuted, convicted or imprisoned (Zara & 

Farrington, 2015). In essence, an individual may persist in criminal activity without 

being a known offender, in that their offences may either never be detected or their 

role in the crime may never be established or proven whereas criminal recidivism 

refers to engaging in activities and behaviours that are against the law by a 

previously convicted offender (Ostermann, 2015; Zara & Farrington, 2015).  

In every historical era, criminal behaviour and violence has been considered as a 

formidable threat to the progress and functioning of a civilised society. However, 

evidence to date demonstrates that the majority of people in society function as law 

abiding citizens and live their lives in accordance with social norms and community 
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values. However, all societies have individuals who do not function within recognised 

legal or social frameworks. The process of describing these individuals is particularly 

complex due to their heterogeneous nature. For example, the research 

demonstrates that the incidence of re-offending varies across offenders: in the 

majority of cases, offenders participate in a once-off criminal activity and 

subsequently engage in a normal social life (Ostermann, 2015). In other cases, 

offenders may continue and relapse into a pattern of regular criminal behaviour. 

Furthermore, when reoffending, not all offenders recidivate with the same offence; 

some commit different crimes than the ones for which they were originally convicted. 

These persistent offenders are a small proportion of society who commit a significant 

amount of crime and frequently reoffend throughout their lives. These continuing 

offenders are considered recidivists (Ostermann, 2015; Zara & Farrington, 2015). 

There is an emerging body of criminological research exploring the profile of these 

offenders and why they persist with criminal activity. Research evidence to date 

demonstrates that there is continuity and relative stability in recidivism rates among 

these individuals and there is evidence of homogeneity across these recidivists in 

terms of personal, social and criminal career features (Zara & Farrington, 2015).  

Research on recidivism is a significant focus of criminological research as it serves 

to identify the characteristics of re-offending populations (Schoeman, 2010, p. 82). 

Additionally, an exploration of recidivism rates highlights the success of some 

interventions where rehabilitation of offenders is concerned (Schoeman, 2010, p. 

82). Because rehabilitation success in the correctional setting is measured by a 

reduction in recidivism rates, the measurement of recidivism risk plays an important 

role in the development of rehabilitative interventions (Jeglic, Maile, & Calkins-

Mercado, p. 39). McKean and Ransford (2004) highlight that the diverse nature of 

the offender population warrants consideration when developing interventions for 

offenders and that strategies to address differing prisoners’ needs should be 

implemented (McKean & Ransford, 2004, p. 7). This also translates into policy where 

treating the individual problem is much more effective than using a ‘one size fits all’ 

approach (Andrews & Bonta, 2010b, p. 50).  
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Defining and measuring recidivism  

The key to addressing the problem of recidivism is to start with defining what 

recidivism is. Recidivism is a broad term that is used to encompass relapse of 

criminal behaviour including re-arrest, re-conviction, and re-imprisonment. The term 

is derived from the French word récidiviste (récidiver) and is also based on the Latin 

word recidivus, which translates as ‘falling back’ to denote a relapse into prior 

criminal behaviour (Zara & Farrington, 2015). In essence, recidivism means the 

recurrence of criminal behaviour by offenders who are already involved in crime 

(Schmalleger, 2011). Thus recidivism can be defined as the consistent return or 

relapse into offence. Schoeman (2010) defines recidivism as ‘a behaviour process or 

pattern whereby an offender, who was previously found guilty of a crime and 

sentenced in a court of law, commits a further unspecified offence (within the survival 

period) and is found guilty of this offence, and receives a further undetermined 

sentence in a court of law’ (Schoeman, 2010).  

 

Maltz (1984) argues that recidivism or criminal relapse occurs as a result of a 

combination of a variety of ‘failures’. These ‘failures’ include failure of the offender to 

live up to society’s expectations - or failure of society to provide for the offender; a 

consequent failure of the offender to stay out of trouble; failure of an offender to 

escape arrest and conviction; failure of the offender as a prisoner to take advantage 

of intervention programmes provided while in prison - or failure of the institution to 

provide programmes that rehabilitate; and additional failures by the offender in 

continuing in a criminal career after release (Maltz, 1984). This argument highlights 

that there are a number of reasons why offenders relapse into criminal behaviour. 

The challenge to researchers, law enforcement personnel and policy makers in 

criminal justice is to quantify the contribution of these factors. A number of general 

theories about why offenders return to criminal practices have been summarised by 

Cole (2005). The ‘incorrigibility’ theorists suggest that offenders are beyond reform 

and that no punishment or sanctions will deter them from re offending. Those who 

subscribe to this perspective believe that offenders are not punished severely 

enough and advocate longer prison sentences (Cole, 2005). ‘Failure of the sanction’ 

theorists believe that the punishment does not fit the crime. As a result of short 

custodial sentences imposed or a lack of adequate punishment, ‘failure of the 

sanction’ theorists argue that the offender has not been deterred from committing 
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another crime on return to society (Cole, 2005). The sanctions may also be seen to 

be too harsh and as a result the sanction may work adversely and act as a catalyst 

for further crime. Supporters of the ‘labelling theory’ argue that the self-identity and 

behaviour of offenders may be determined or influenced by the terms used to 

describe or classify them (Madden, 2008, p. 2). Labelling theory is associated with 

the concepts of self-fulfilling prophecy and stereotyping. Labelling theory holds 

that deviance is not integral to an act, but instead focuses on the inclination of 

majorities to adversely label minorities or those seen as deviant from standard 

cultural norms (Cole, 2005). Supporters of the theory focusing on ‘failure of support 

in reintegration’ argue that without proper reintegration back into society, offenders 

may return to old habits and the crime in an attempt to satisfy their needs. Other 

researchers argue that a ‘failure of programmes’ to address offender needs may 

contribute to recidivism. Furthermore, they believe that rehabilitative programmes 

are only effective if the offenders engage with and participate in them fully. ‘Peer 

pressure and other social provocations’ may also influence an offenders decision to 

return to criminal behaviour (McKean & Ransford, 2004, p. 7). Proponents of this 

theory argue that even if the offender returns to society and is fully rehabilitated, 

external factors such as peer pressure and social provocations play a significant role 

in return to criminality. Economic stress has also been proposed as a contributory 

factor that increases the likelihood of recidivism. On return to communities, offenders 

may feel the need for economic wealth and stability. Whether the rehabilitative 

programmes have been successful or not, offenders may return to crime in order to 

satisfy the need for economic wealth (McKean & Ransford, 2004, p. 7). Finally, 

others argue that the ‘mental health’ of an offender is one of the most important 

predictors of recidivism and that until the mental health of the offender is assessed 

and subsequently treated, no punishment or sanctions will prevent the offender from 

recidivating (Cole, 2005).  

 

Although the overarching definition of recidivism appears straightforward, the 

measurement of recidivism and the operational definitions are not as simple. The 

historical methods of examining criminal recidivism include the generation of crime 

statistics, criminal records, self-reported data or victim information. This information 

generated from prisons, courts and police forces is very rarely complete. Even in 

cases where datasets are complete, there is no consistency in the methods used to 
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analyse the data, leading to considerable variations and inconsistencies in the way 

recidivism is measured and reported (Cole, 2005). In addition, an inherent problem in 

measuring recidivism is the lack of comprehensive information on “every crime 

committed and who committed it” (Maltz, 1984, p. 22). Recidivism data are based on 

crimes that are reported to the police and that, depending on the operational 

definition used, lead to subsequent arrest, conviction, or imprisonment (Spohn & 

Holleran, 2002). However, because not all crimes are reported to the police and not 

all crimes that are reported result in an arrest, it has been argued that the use of 

official recidivism data does reflect the true crime rate in society. Maltz (1984) states 

that the use of official crime data is reflective of policies and practices at a local level 

and are sensitive to deviations in these policies and practices. Therefore “one cannot 

state with any degree of assurance whether a given recidivism rate is high or low” 

(Maltz, 1984, p. 23). Zara and Farrington (2015) also highlight the issues with using 

official crime figures, particularly in relation to the omission of the so-called ‘dark’ and 

‘grey’ crime figures. Zara and Farrington (2015) describe these as follows: some 

crime goes unreported (the dark figure), some offenders are never apprehended (the 

grey figure) and finally the courts do not always convict offenders for a variety of 

reasons including a lack of evidence (the bias of impunity) (Zara & Farrington, 2015).  

 

The variation in rates of recidivism reported in the research literature is also 

attributed to the differing methods used to define and report the outcome of 

recidivism. From the research literature, the most widely used indicator of recidivism 

is re-arrest, where a person is arrested for a further offence (Zara & Farrington, 

2015). However, this method of measurement may not be an accurate indicator of 

recidivism, particularly among probationers and parolees. This is because the 

outcome of re-arrest is not dependent on new offences committed but on behaviour 

that does not conform to post-release stipulations (for example, those set out by a 

parole board such as a curfew deadline) (Ostermann, 2015). Re-arrests may not 

lead to a subsequent re-conviction, and therefore using re-arrest as a sole method of 

measuring recidivism is likely to inflate rates of recidivism. Re-conviction for a new 

offence occurs where a person is convicted in court for a new offence within a 

specified follow up time period. This definition is often used as a proxy of re-

offending and is accepted as a robust measure of recidivism because the court has 

established that criminal liability rests with the offender (Zara & Farrington, 2015). 
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Measures of re-conviction are usually reported from official records housed by the 

police or the courts and are thus dependent on the accurate recording of official 

data. These sources also may under report rates of reoffending because as 

previously highlighted, only a proportion of crime is detected and sanctioned, and not 

all crimes and sanctions are recorded on one central system (Zara & Farrington, 

2015). Furthermore, other researchers argue that measures of re-conviction may 

also under-represent the true recidivism rate as just because an offender is not re-

convicted, it does not necessarily mean that they did not commit the re-offence. It 

simply means that the prosecution did not meet the required level of proof to 

successfully prosecute the case (Cole, 2005). Finally, re-incarceration is defined as 

the return of released offenders to custody or to jail. Re-incarceration may be 

imposed for re-conviction relating to a new criminal offence or for re-arrest due to 

violation of parole conditions. Similar to the issues outlined with re-arrest, this metric 

of measuring recidivism is subject to bias because it does not “distinguish between 

the true lawbreaker and the technical rule violator” nor does it consider alternative 

sanctions for re-offenders (Champion, 1994, p. 9). For these reasons, the definition 

used in the current study was first re-conviction in a Court of Criminal Law in the 

Republic of Ireland for a new offence within two years following release from prison.  

 

Purpose of this thesis 

Much of the recidivism research to date has been conducted among ex-prisoners in 

a small number of countries such as the USA, the UK, Canada and Australia. To 

date in Ireland, there has been very little research done in the area of criminal 

recidivism. In the absence of formal data, discussions on crime and punishment in 

the Irish public domain have relied on a large amount of guesswork combined with 

anecdotal recollections. The overarching aim of this thesis is to explore factors 

protective and predictive of recidivism in the Republic of Ireland, thus facilitating 

comparison of Irish figures on recidivism with international criminological literature for 

the first time as well as identifying important considerations for criminal justice 

enforcement and areas for further research. To this end, the thesis examines the 

two-year incidence and predictors of recidivism in the Republic of Ireland among 

prisoners released from prison between January 2007 and December 2009. The 

methodology for this research study is informed by the findings of a systematic 

review of the international published literature that serves to examine the totality of 
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evidence regarding predictors and protective factors of recidivism among ex-

prisoners from an international perspective. The findings from this review are 

presented in Chapter 2. The objectives of the primary research study are as follows: 

 

1. To describe the profile of offenders who are released from prisons in the Republic 

of Ireland during the three year period January 2007 - December 2009. 

2. To ascertain two year incidence of recidivism among individuals exposed to a 

prison term during the period 2007-2009. All individuals are followed up for a 

period of two years with final follow up completed at December 2011. 

3. To describe the profile of offenders who are re-convicted within two years 

following release from prison. 

4. To examine the types of offences that result in re-conviction e.g. violent offences, 

drug offences, sexual offences, property offences.  

5. To identify the univariable association between potential predictors and 

protectors of recidivism and the outcome of re-conviction within two years 

following prison release.  

6. To identify the multivariable association between independent predictors and 

protectors of recidivism and the outcome of re-conviction within two years 

following prison release.  

7. To identify the univariable association between potential predictors and 

protectors of re-offence type committed within two years following release.  

8. To identify the multivariable association between independent predictors and 

protectors of re-offence type within two years following prison release. 

 

 

Context of study  

Given the high rates of recidivism among prisoners following release from prison and 

the resulting economic and social burden, it is not surprising that there is a significant 

body of research and much theoretical discussion on optimal methods to predict 

recidivism. Historically there are three broad theoretical models of criminal behaviour 

– these include psychological models, sociological models and biological models 

(Bartol & Bartol, 2013). These are briefly described below: 
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Psychological models 

While there are a number of different psychological models of criminal behaviour, 

there are a number of common fundamental assumptions of psychological theories 

of criminality and human behaviour (Mischel, 1968). These include the notion that 

normality is defined by social consensus and that an individual’s personality is a 

significant factor that drives behaviour within individuals. To this end, it is argued that 

criminal behaviour arises from atypical, dysfunctional, or inappropriate mental 

processes within the personality of the individual (Bartol & Bartol, 2013). These 

abnormalities in personality may have a variety of causes including inappropriate 

learning or inadequate conditioning, the imitation of inappropriate role models, and 

adjustment to inner conflicts. As a result, criminal behaviour can result for a myriad 

of reasons and this behaviour may be purposeful for the individual as it may serve to 

address such particular needs (Bartol & Bartol, 2013). The psychological model also 

acknowledges that there is a subset of a psychological criminal type, defined as 

someone with an antisocial personality disorder in the Diagnostic and Statistical 

Manual of Mental Disorders (4th Edition) (DSM-IV) and previously defined as a 

sociopath or psychopath (APA, 2002). Such individuals demonstrate deviant 

behaviour in earlier years and are associated with self-centeredness, a lack of 

empathy, and an inclination to use others for their benefit solely (Bartol & Bartol, 

2013).  

 

Psychological principles underpin a number of methods of criminal profiling (Holmes 

& Holmes, 2003), in particular methods that focus on the identification of individuals 

at risk for certain forms of deviant behaviour including criminal activities based on 

psychological variables including personality and social variables. In terms of the 

application of psychological underpinnings to crime control, proponents of the 

psychological model suggest that general principles targeted at the individual may be 

effective for crime control (Bartol & Bartol, 2013). For example, efforts aimed at 

maintaining a visible presence of law enforcement and methods to maintain self-

awareness of people in tempting situations can serve as preventative measures of 

crime. In terms of psychological models of rehabilitation, interventions that focus on 

relearning, retraining, or educational programmes for offenders are forms of 

psychologically based methods to control crime. However, more extreme controls 

may be warranted for the smaller subset of DSM-IV individuals as general public 
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policies may not be rigorous enough to address the behaviours exhibited by this 

small subset of criminals. 

 

Sociological models 

Sociological and psychological principles of criminal behaviour and criminality are 

interwoven and are not independent in principle (Bartol & Bartol, 2013). As with 

psychological theories, there are a number of sociological theories on the cause and 

control of criminality. Broadly defined, sociological notions of criminality include 

attempts to contextualise an individual’s criminal behaviour within the overarching 

social structures and cultural values of society, family and peers. It is argued that 

contradictions of all of these interacting groups contribute to criminality. In contrast to 

psychological theories of criminality that focus on the individual as the main unit of 

analysis, sociologists view criminality from the point of view of the social 

construction of criminality and its social causes. Traditional sociological theories 

suggest that crime results due to a lack or social norms or ‘anomie’, a term meaning 

‘normlessness’ (Durkheim, 1951). In essence, criminality is a manifestation of a lack 

of opportunity to achieve aspirations or by the learning of criminal values and 

behaviours. Sociologists use this term to articulate the dissociation of the individual 

from the collective conscience.  

 

In terms of applying sociological principles to crime control, sociologists argue that 

there should be an increase in legitimate opportunities for development and 

ascertainment of goods and wealth in areas where these do not exist. Social models 

of rehabilitation include programmes designed to guarantee equal opportunities to all 

individuals including job training, educational funding, and urban renewal projects to 

control crime (Merton, 1968). Other related sociological approaches for crime 

prevention and control include the empowering of neighbourhood residents with 

initiatives including neighbourhood crime watch, providing law-abiding role models 

for children in schools and in the local neighbourhood, providing parental support for 

working parents, and establishing community centres in socially deprived areas to 

facilitate people to learn and engage in positive activities. 

 

However, sociologists recognise that crime is a social phenomenon and cannot be 

eradicated entirely in spite of the range of interventions offered to control it. To this 
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end, sociologists support measures of crime control that advocate longer and 

harsher penalties for serious crimes such as murder and rape (Bartol & Bartol, 

2013). They argue that the rationale for imprisonment including punishment, 

rehabilitation, restriction and selective confinement should be implemented where 

appropriate for certain individuals (Hester & Eglin, 1992). 

 

Biological models 

Biological theories of criminality support the notion that criminal behaviour is the 

result of some flaw in the biological makeup of the individual (Bartol & Bartol, 2013). 

This physical flaw could be due to a number of complex interrelated factors including 

heredity, trauma and chemical imbalance within the brain that results in anomalies in 

behaviour (Raine, 2002). Biological theorists also endorse stricter penalties and 

better law enforcement techniques for crime control, but there are several methods 

of crime control that are specific to the biological theories of criminality. In terms of 

rectifying these anomalies in behaviour, the most common approach adopted to date 

is the use of pharmacological treatments to control behaviour. In the context of 

criminality, there have been two major areas of focus: chemical castration for sex 

offenders and pharmacological interventions for drug or alcohol addicts (Bartol & 

Bartol, 2013). However, addicts can stop the medication (such as methadone 

replacement therapy) and return to illicit drug use. Sex offenders are closely 

monitored and there is some evidence that this policy has been efficacious. In 

addition, medications are routinely prescribed to prisoners to treat mental illness 

while incarcerated (Bartol & Bartol, 2013). While all of these models assume different 

methods of control, it is difficult to entirely separate the three categories completely 

as it is generally accepted that all three of the factors play a role in the expression of 

behaviour. The proposed research aims to examine both static and dynamic factors 

and also examine whether these have a protective or predictive impact on incidence 

of recidivism.  

 

The prison boom of the past three decades has resulted in significant numbers of 

former prisoners attempting to reintegrate back into communities (Hughes & Wilson, 

2003; Visher, La Vigne, & Travis, 2004). Prison represents a severe constraint on 

the rights of the prisoner. Aside from the deprivation of liberty; it carries with it a 

profound negative social impact on the prisoner’s family and on his or her community 



11 
 

and often the consequences of even a short period of imprisonment are permanent 

for both the prisoner and those close to him or her (Codd, 2008). There are theories 

both for and against longer prison sentences for re-offenders. There are those who 

think that longer prison sentences trigger an emotional response within an offender 

such as guilt or fear which encourages the offender to stop reoffending. In addition, 

some researchers argue that re-conviction for a subsequent offence is too costly for 

prisoners following release from prison in terms of lost earnings and other 

advantages associated with freedom (Orsagh & Chen, 1988). Cusson and 

Pinsonneault (2014) suggest that the accrual of prison sentences elicits one of four 

types of reactions in offenders; an increased estimate of the probability of sanction 

for a new crime, increased struggle in coping with and accepting subsequent prison 

sentences, especially with increasing age, increased awareness of the weight of 

previous convictions on the severity of subsequent sentences, and finally increased 

fear of punishment (Cusson & Pinsonneault, 2014). In addition, opportunities to 

engage in rehabilitation programmes while in prison may serve to treat underlying 

physical, social or psychological problems and may subsequently result in a 

reduction of the odds of re-offending (Maltz, 1984). On the contrary, the adverse 

impact of imprisonment has also been noted. As early as 1940, Clemmer argued that 

offenders are exposed to and learn the norms of the antisocial subculture from other 

prisoners (Clemmer, 1940). This concept became known as ‘prisonisation’. In 

essence, the longer that an offender spent in prison, the higher their degree of 

‘prisonisation’, leading to a greater likelihood of subsequent re-offending (Orsagh & 

Chen, 1988). Orsagh & Chen (1988) concluded that the longer an offender is 

removed from society, the more unstable his or her social ties become. These ties 

include interpersonal, family, workplace and economic relationships. The authors 

argue that weakened social bonds resulting from incarceration are likely to increase 

an offender’s inclination to commit new crimes following release. Wheeler (1961) 

reported that the degree of prisonisation was greatest among offenders who were in 

the ‘middle phase’ of their prison terms. For newly committed prisoners and for those 

who were near their release date, their attitude toward crime, discipline, sanctions 

and justice conformed more to the norms of the society (Wheeler, 1961). Wheeler 

(1961) suggested that the prisonisation model may serve as one factor that 

contributes to offender recidivism (Wheeler, 1961). The author also highlighted that 



12 
 

difficulties in community reintegration following release from prison may also 

influence propensity for recidivism.  

 

Reintegration or re-entry back into the community following a period of incarceration 

is a concept which is difficult to define. It encompasses issues such as changes in 

the offenders behaviour, the creation or re-creation and maintenance of social 

supports and networks upon release from prison, along with involvement in activities 

considered the ‘norm’ in one’s community (Martynowicz & Quigley, 2010). As a 

concept, reintegration forms a part of a wider process of rehabilitation and covers 

issues and challenges faced by both the individual and the community upon their 

release from prison (Coyle, 2005). Probation officers or offender managers play a 

significant role in assisting prisoners in reintegrating into their community. Effective 

probation practice can substantially reduce reconviction while simultaneously 

increasing confidence in the way the service works as well as increasing the public’s 

confidence in the supervision of offenders (Canton, 2013, p. 22). However, research 

has shown that communities to which most ex-prisoners return to are characterised 

by high levels of deprivation and least able to cope with their re-entry (Martynowicz & 

Quigley, 2010). In addition, communities are often unwilling to accept ex-prisoners in 

their communities, and released prisoners are not considered eligible for many forms 

of public assistance (Travis, Solomon, & Waul, 2001). For a variety of reasons, 

‘damage is done to prisoners’ social functioning and their ties to the lawful 

community, making them vulnerable to a rapid return to crime when they leave’ 

(Codd, 2008, p. 158).  

 

When considering the protective factors against recidivism, there is much less 

empirical research exploring these factors. However, the role of social bonds and 

social support are common elements in many criminological theories, both as a key 

to crime prevention and a mechanism for desistance from crime (Jones, Brown, & 

Zamble, 2010). According to Hirschi’s (1969) ‘social control theory’, an individual’s 

attachment, or bond, to a conventional lifestyle prevents him or her from offending 

(Hirschi, 1969). Sensitivity toward family members and other close contacts is an 

important constituent of this bond. Longer and more frequent visits with family while 

in prison may also serve to strengthen a prisoner’s attachment (Duwe & Clark, 

2011). Proponents of the ‘general strain theory’ would argue that family bonds and 
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social support ease the stresses related to re-entry, making prisoners less likely to 

engage in subsequent criminal behaviour (Duwe & Clark, 2011). An offender’s 

attachment to family may serve to provide them with the opportunity and incentive to 

withdraw from criminal activity. In fact, research has demonstrated that family and 

friends are a returning prisoner’s most valuable source of support. Research 

indicates that anywhere from 40% to 80% of newly released offenders rely on their 

families immediately after release (Berg & Huebner, 2011; Visher et al., 2004). 

Family and friends are capable of helping returning prisoners overcome re-entry 

obstacles, including unemployment, debt, and homelessness. For example, Berg 

and Huebner (2011) found that released prisoners who had strong family ties were 

more likely to maintain a job compared to less attached prisoners (Berg & Huebner, 

2011). Moreover, released prisoners who had jobs and strong family ties were much 

less likely to reoffend. The following chapter, Chapter 2, will present findings from a 

systematic review of the literature exploring factors that have been found to be 

protective and predictive of recidivism among prisoners who are released from 

prison.  

 

Rationale for choice of topic 

An Garda Síochána is the national police force in Ireland with approximately 14,500 

serving Gardaí – I am one of these members, having joined the force in 2002. An 

Garda Síochána was formed in 1925 following the establishment of the Irish Free 

State in 1922. The mission statement of An Garda Síochána is ‘working with 

communities to protect and serve’ (An Garda Síochána, 2015). The core functions of 

the force include the detection and prevention of crime, improving road safety, 

working with communities to prevent anti-social behaviour, promoting an inter-

agency approach to problem solving and ensuring the nation’s security (An Garda 

Síochána, 2015). My interest in research in policing stemmed from my time as a 

Garda on a Drugs Unit in the Dublin city centre. During this time, I pursued a two 

year (2005-2007), part time Master of Arts in Criminal Justice and completed a 

dissertation that examined the prevalence versus detection rates of cocaine use in 

Dublin South Central. This thesis provided an insight into the process of completing 

an entire research project from the literature review and research proposal to the 

field work and finally the write up. This process also allowed me to develop my 

research skills and apply them to everyday policing studies in a structured supportive 
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environment. Until September 2014, I was attached to the Divisional Detective Unit 

(DDU) in Dublin city centre. The DDU comprises of armed plain clothes officers. On 

a daily basis, I worked with two other detectives (or partners) and duties included 

responding to any calls or investigations that required armed assistance. 

Responsibilities also included detection and enquiry into any criminal activity in the 

district. Since September 2014, I am based as a Garda tutor at the national Garda 

Training College. The Bachelor of Arts in Applied Policing, accredited by the 

University of Limerick, is the national Foundation Programme for Garda trainees. 

There are currently 300 trainees studying towards a BA in Applied Policing at the 

training college.  

 

This Professional Doctorate in Criminal Justice has advanced my knowledge of 

evidence based policing while acquiring new skills relating to research methods. On 

a more practical note, this course has also assisted me in applying current best 

evidence to teaching practices. Throughout the course, I have had the opportunity to 

interact and engage with classmates who are colleagues from a variety of 

disciplines. This critical mass of people from different professions and with different 

backgrounds enhanced my learning process through the feedback and peer 

learning. Through reflection and reflective practice on my daily policing duties, I 

developed a particular interest in static and dynamic factors associated with criminal 

recidivism, hence the rationale for the proposed study. Throughout this thesis, I will 

reflect on my role as an ‘outsider’ researcher in this study, including the efforts 

employed by me to optimise an objective and impartial view of the findings from the 

study.  

 

Reflexivity is considered a fundamental concept in criminological research as it 

informs, develops and synthesises key elements of the design, conduct and 

reporting of the variety of approaches research in criminology (Lumsden & Morgan, 

2014). Alvesson and Sköldberg (2000) argue that ‘reflective research’ has a number 

of key features including consideration of the importance of interpretation of study 

findings and reflection on same, and turning attention ‘inwards’ towards the 

researcher, the relevant research community as well as society as a whole 

(Alvesson & Sköldberg, 2000). In addition, the problematic nature of the presentation 

of research also warrants consideration. To this end, reflexivity is an active process 
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and represents a method of recognising and acknowledging the interrelated 

generation of knowledge and understanding from the perspective of the researcher 

and research participants. Adkins (2002) highlights the importance of giving ‘voice’ to 

those who are described in the study (Adkins, 2002). The mechanism by which 

researchers understand and subsequently characterise these individuals needs to 

demonstrate objectivity and impartiality (Lumsden & Morgan, 2014). These features 

are essential for a researcher who wants to remain impartial to the research and 

transparent in the encounters they confront on the journey. The mechanisms 

employed by me to address impartiality and objectively will be considered in the 

context of each chapter.  

 

In summary, the proposed study represents a timely longitudinal study of recidivism 

in Ireland. In the past decade, European countries have reported a significant shift in 

prison numbers, with the Netherlands, Germany and some others successfully 

managing to reduce their prison populations, whereas countries including Ireland, 

England, Wales and France have not achieved this. These trends in prison 

populations are set against a backdrop of a relatively stable population across the 

aforementioned countries. In the Irish context, the number of people in Irish prisons 

has doubled in the past 20 years to almost 4,300 prisoners in 2010 (International 

Centre for Prison Studies, 2013). The International Centre for Prison studies outlines 

that the rate of imprisonment in Ireland increased from 78/100,000 population in 

2005 to 94/100,000 population in 2010. In contrast, the total number of individuals 

incarcerated in the Netherlands has fallen from more than 20,000 in 2005 (134 

incarcerated per 100,000 population) to less than 15,000 in 2010 (92 incarcerated 

per 100,000 population). In 2009, the Dutch Ministry of Justice announced plans to 

close eight prisons and cut 1,200 jobs in the prison system (Allen, 2012). 

Furthermore, it is anticipated that the number of prisoners will continue to decline 

and to average 8,875 by 2015 (Allen, 2012). The findings from this research study 

will be discussed in the context of other European criminal justice systems as there 

are a number of lessons that can be learned from these systems that are relevant to 

the Irish justice system. 
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Chapter outline  

This chapter has provided an overview of the background and rationale for the 

proposed study. An overview of the concept and measurement of recidivism was 

presented, and the reasons for exploring the topic from my perspective were 

outlined. Chapter 2 comprises a systematic review of the international published 

literature to examine the totality of evidence regarding predictors and protectors of 

recidivism among ex-prisoners from an international perspective. The purpose of 

Chapter 2 is to identify, select, critically appraise and synthesise the findings from 

international primary research studies that have examined predictors and protectors 

of recidivism among ex-prisoners. The output from Chapter 2 serves to inform the 

methodology for the proposed nationally representative cohort study that examines 

the two year incidence and predictors of re-conviction among prisoners released 

from prisons in the Republic of Ireland between 2007 and 2009. Factors protective of 

recidivism are also examined. This methodology is presented in Chapter 3 and 

presents a detailed description of the methods and ethical concerns addressed prior 

to the conduct of the research. Chapter 4 details the findings of the prospective 

cohort study. Descriptive statistics on the profile of offenders and re-offenders are 

presented, as well as the rates of re-conviction over a two year period. Univariable 

and multivariable logistic regression is presented that identifies independent 

predictors and protectors of re-conviction among ex-prisoners. Factors associated 

with re-offence type (violent crime, drug crime, sex crime and property crime) are 

also explored through multinomial logistic regression analysis. Chapter 5 discusses 

the findings of the research in the broader context of the criminological literature, as 

well as identifying important considerations for criminal justice enforcement. Finally, I 

endeavour to acknowledge the strengths and weaknesses of the thesis as well as 

point the way for future research studies. 
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CHAPTER 2 

SYSTEMATIC REVIEW 

The overarching aim of this thesis is to examine rates and predictors of recidivism in 

the Republic of Ireland over a two year period among prisoners released from prison 

between 2007 and 2009 using a national database of prisoners released during this 

period. The methodology and results of the primary research study are described in 

Chapters 3 and 4 respectively. The previous chapter, Chapter 1, set the scene for 

the proposed thesis and also presented the reasons for exploring the topic, as well 

as identifying the gap in the literature from the perspective of the author. The aim of 

the current chapter is to complete a systematic review of the international published 

literature to examine the totality of evidence regarding predictors and protectors of 

recidivism among ex-prisoners from an international perspective. The objectives of 

the chapter are twofold: 

 

 To identify, select, critically appraise and synthesise the findings from 

international primary research studies that have examined predictors and 

protectors of recidivism among prisoners who are released from prison.  

 To use this information to inform the methodology for a nationally representative 

cohort study that examines predictors and protectors of recidivism among Irish 

prisoners released from prison in the Republic of Ireland over a three year study 

period. 

 

Justification of study design 

To paraphrase Newton’s Third Law of Motion, ‘‘for every expert there is an equal and 

opposite expert’’. Given the explosion of research in the social sciences in the last 50 

years, the traditional approach to overcoming the problem of primary research 

overload is to conduct a literature review. Traditional literature reviews are frequently 

conducted by experts in the field, but it is well recognised that the general expertise 

and high profile of the authors may be poor indicators of the ability to produce an 

unbiased and reliable summary of the evidence (Petticrew & Roberts, 2008). 

Literature reviews, even those written by specialists in the field, can be construed to 

tell any story one wants them to. Failure by literature reviewers to apply rigorous 
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methods to the process of identifying and reviewing the evidence, just as one would 

apply in primary research, can lead to biased findings that summarise 

unrepresentative samples of studies in a highly unsystematic and uncritical manner. 

There are several examples of reviews in the social sciences literature where 

researcher findings are influenced, consciously or otherwise, by their own theories, 

findings sources, and sometimes by the perceived need to produce positive findings 

in order to get published (Petticrew & Roberts, 2008).  

 

It has to be acknowledged that many traditional literature reviews are well conducted 

and robust. However, if a review aims to summarise the totality of evidence relating 

to a particular research question, then the reader/reviewer is entitled to demand that 

the review represents a comprehensive, objective, and reliable overview, and not a 

partial review of a convenience sample of the author’s favourite studies (Petticrew & 

Roberts, 2008). One way of giving the reader this assurance is by describing the 

methods used to identify, select, appraise and synthesise the findings from these 

studies. In the absence of this assurance, the review may be still be valid and 

interesting, but may overtly represent the author’s opinions, rather than a scientific 

summary of the evidence.  

 

The review presented in the current chapter represents a systematic review (SR) of 

cohort studies that examine predictors of recidivism among adult prisoners released 

from prison. The purpose of a SR is to summarise the totality of evidence relating to 

a specific research question. Moher et al. (2009) define a SR as ‘a review of a clearly 

formulated question that uses systematic and explicit methods to identify, select, and 

critically appraise relevant research, and to collect and analyse data from the studies 

that are included in the review’ (Moher, Liberati, Tetzlaff, & Altman, 2009). The 

authors note that statistical techniques (meta-analysis) may or may not be used to 

analyse and summarise the findings of the included studies. ‘Meta-analysis refers to 

the use of statistical techniques in a systematic review to integrate the results of 

included studies’ (Moher et al., 2009). As with other types of research, both 

qualitative and quantitative, the value of a SR depends on what was done, what was 

identified, and the clarity of reporting (Moher et al., 2009). Lack of, or unclear 

standardised reporting of SRs limits readers' ability to assess the strengths and 

weaknesses of those reviews. To this end, the process of systematic reviewing uses 
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transparent methods to identify, select, evaluate and synthesise the results of 

relevant research. Individual studies contributing to a SR are called primary research 

studies and a SR is a form of secondary research (Kitchenham, 2004). The need for 

a SR stems from the requirement of researchers to summarise all existing 

information about a particular phenomenon in a thorough and unbiased manner. This 

may be in order to draw more general conclusion about some phenomenon than is 

possible from individual primary research studies, or as a prelude to further research 

activities (Kitchenham, 2004). Systematic reviews also serve to reduce large 

quantities of information into more succinct, high level summaries through critical 

exploration, evaluation, and synthesis. Researchers can also use SRs to identify, 

justify, and refine hypotheses, identify and avoid pitfalls of previous work, calculate 

sample sizes and delineate important factors and covariates that warrant 

consideration in future research studies (Mulrow, 1994). Finally, criminal justice 

policy makers use systematic reviews to formulate guidelines and legislation 

concerning the implementation of rehabilitation interventions or risk assessment 

tools.  

 

Given the robust methods used to complete and report systematic reviews, they 

have gradually replaced traditional narrative reviews and expert commentaries as a 

way of summarising research evidence in the social sciences (Hemingway & 

Brereton, 2009). The use of robust and impartial methods in the process of 

systematic reviewing was the primary driver in the author’s decision to complete a 

structured systematic review over the myriad of methods to complete a traditional 

review. While the author recognises that traditional literature reviews also represent 

a written appraisal of existing knowledge on a topic, there is no prescribed 

methodology in terms of identifying the research question, developing the search 

string, selecting studies, appraising the quality of the included studies and synthesis 

of the information (Jesson, Matheson, & Lacey, 2011). Different types of traditional 

reviews (expert review, scoping review, conceptual review) are often based on a 

personal selection of studies and materials because the researcher believes that the 

original authors have a significant contribution to make to existing knowledge. This 

approach offers scope to be reflective, but unlike the process of systematic 

reviewing, it may produce a one-sided or even a biased argument. That said, one 

value of traditional reviews is that they frequently provide insights that can be 
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neglected or passed over in the steps towards study inclusion or exclusion and 

methodological quality control that are required in the systematic review model 

(Jesson et al., 2011). This will be acknowledged later in the chapter (pages 68-69). 

In summary, the author chose to complete a systematic review of primary research 

studies that explored predictors of recidivism due to the explicit and robust methods 

to identify, select, appraise and synthesise the findings from these primary research 

studies.  

 

In the absence of guidelines to standardise the conduct and reporting of systematic 

reviews of observational studies in criminal justice, the MOOSE (Meta-analysis Of 

Observational Studies in Epidemiology) standardised reporting guidelines were 

followed to ensure the standardised conduct and reporting of the systematic review 

(Stroup et al., 2000). The MOOSE guidelines were developed in 1997 by a group of 

experts in epidemiological methods and consist of a checklist of items used to 

enhance the transparent reporting of systematic reviews of observational longitudinal 

research. The guidelines include the following key reporting standards necessary 

when conducting a systematic review: details on background and research question, 

description of search strategy, methods used to identify and select relevant articles, 

methods used to synthesise results, key considerations for discussion, and 

conclusion. A copy of the guidelines is contained in Appendix 1 (p.187). The use of 

the MOOSE checklist is designed to improve the usefulness of systematic reviews of 

observational research for authors, reviewers, editors, readers, and decision makers 

by requiring the researchers who conducted the review to be explicit with respect to 

the methods used to identify, select, appraise and synthesise the studies included in 

the review. The use of these guidelines is also recommended by Petticrew and 

Roberts (2008) in their practical guide to the conduct of systematic reviews in the 

field of social sciences (Petticrew & Roberts, 2008). The following sections detail the 

process of identifying, selecting, critiquing and synthesising the studies included in 

the systematic review.  
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Methods 

Inclusion criteria 

Prior to conduction this systematic review of the literature, clear inclusion and 

exclusion criteria were identified. Types of studies included in the systematic review 

consisted of prospective or retrospective cohort studies. Cohort studies were chosen 

because cohort studies represent a type of longitudinal observational study where a 

group of individuals (such as ex-prisoners) are followed up over a defined period of 

time. As the study progresses, outcomes (recidivism) from each participant in the 

cohort are measured and relationships with specific characteristics (risk factors or 

predictors of recidivism) are determined. The strengths and weaknesses of cohort 

study designs are described in greater detail in Chapter 3. Studies that examined 

specific interventions to reduce the odds of recidivism were excluded. Cross-

sectional studies (such as self-report questionnaires) that examined the exposure 

(risk factors for recidivism) and outcome of recidivism simultaneously were also 

excluded as a causal relationship could not be inferred from these studies. The 

population of interest was defined as adults, both men and women aged 18 years 

and older.  Studies that examined recidivism among juveniles were excluded, in 

keeping with the overall aim of the primary research study. Furthermore, studies 

examining recidivism among sexual offenders solely were excluded as research 

demonstrates that predictors of relapse among these individuals differs to that of the 

broader population of individuals incarcerated. Risk factors or exposures were 

considered in the context of each individual study and represented the individual 

predictors of recidivism as identified in the studies. Examples of risk factors include 

age, gender and previous criminal history. Recidivism was the primary outcome of 

interest. While the definition of recidivism was considered in the context of each 

study, rates of recidivism were broadly defined as the percentage/number of 

individuals released from prison that were subsequently re-arrested, reconvicted or 

re-imprisoned during the study period from the time of release.  

 

Literature search 

A systematic literature review was conducted in January 2015 in the criminology 

databases at the University of Portsmouth. Details of the interface used, the search 

screen, the databases used and limits applied are contained in Table 1. The 

databases were searched by title and/or abstract using a combination of the 
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following keywords and search terms: Recidivism OR Recidivate OR Reoffending 

OR Reoffend OR Habitual OR Retrogression OR Regression OR Relapse OR 

Recurrence OR Recidivate OR Recidivation OR Relapse OR Declension OR 

Backslide OR Lapse OR Repetition OR Habit OR Repeat Offender OR Reverting OR 

Old lag OR Criminal OR Released OR Crime Control OR Rehabilitation OR Prison 

Reform OR Rate of incarceration OR Antecedents OR Transcendental Meditation 

OR Parole OR Deterrence OR Habit OR Psychiatry OR Repeat offender AND 

Incarceration OR Imprisonment OR Confinement OR Custody OR Captivity OR 

Internment OR Freedom OR Incapacitation OR Imprisonment OR Custody OR 

Incarceration OR Locking up OR Captivity OR Caging OR Detention OR Sentence 

OR Term OR Prison OR Jail OR Top security OR Penal complex OR Secure unit OR 

Detention centre OR Reformatory OR Incarceration OR Jail OR Prison OR Detention 

centre OR Dungeon OR Confinement OR Detention OR Imprison OR Lock up.  

 

Limits were applied to narrow the scope of the search and included: humans, adults, 

peer-reviewed articles and studies published in the English language only. See 

Table 1 for these limits. The search was supplemented by obtaining additional 

articles cited in articles in the original list and by searching Google Scholar. All 

searches conducted were stored electronically under the authors library account.  
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Table 1: Search process used to identify articles for systematic review 

Interface EBSCO Discovery Service 

Search Screen Advanced Search 

Database Discovery Service for University of Portsmouth; SocINDEX; 

Academic Search Index; 19th Century British Library 

Newspapers; ARTstor Digital Library; 19th Century UK 

Periodicals; CogNet Library; Encyclopedia of Astronomy and 

Astrophysics; Engineering Village 2: Compendex Web; Film 

Index International; Gale: 17th 

18th Century Burney Collection Newspapers (BBCN); Gale: 

The Economist Historical Archive; Index to Theses in Great 

Britain and Ireland; Mass Observation Online; New Palgrave 

Dictionary of Economics; OnePetro.org; Oxford English 

Dictionary; Physical Review Online Archive; ProQuest 

Periodicals Archive Online; ProQuest: British Periodicals; 

Times Digital Archive; WARC 

Limiters/Expanders Limiters - Peer Reviewed; Language: English, English, 

humans, adults 

Search modes Find all my search terms 

 

 

Study identification and selection 

All articles that were identified during the comprehensive search were downloaded 

into Endnote reference management system. Within this master Endnote library, 

three discrete folder groups were created: ‘Relevant studies’ (n=19), ‘Irrelevant 

studies’ (n=3,120) and ‘Unsure studies’ (n=20). A copy of this master endnote file is 

available on request. These sub-folders were subsequently used to classify the 

articles identified in the search. The author read the title and/or abstract of the 

identified references and eliminated irrelevant studies. Articles that did not meet the 

inclusion criteria, not published in English, not relevant to the research question or 

articles that may have included juveniles were excluded for further analysis. This 

review focused purely on recidivism among adults. The full text of the 39 remaining 

articles were obtained and based on the inclusion criteria: the author further 
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identified them as relevant, irrelevant or unsure. A second reviewer (RG) 

independently and blindly classified these studies using the same method. Any 

disagreements were resolved through discussion between the reviewers. Both 

reviewers agreed that 19 studies clearly met the inclusion criteria and were thus 

considered in the ‘included’ category. In relation to the 20 remaining unsure studies, 

both reviewers agreed that 17 of the twenty studies did not meet the inclusion criteria 

and were thus excluded from further consideration. A disagreement between 

reviewers arose regarding the three remaining studies. These disagreements all 

related to the study design used in the each of the individual articles. On discussion, 

the three papers were subsequently excluded as an experimental study design was 

employed across the three studies to explore the impact of a prison or community 

intervention on rates of recidivism. These types of studies did not meet the original 

inclusion criteria and were thus excluded. In summary, the two independent 

reviewers initially agreed on the status (included/excluded) of 36 of the 39 full-text 

articles, representing a 92% level of agreement.  

  

Data extraction 

Data were extracted on author and year, country, a description of population of 

interest, the definition of recidivism used in each study and the duration of follow up. 

This data was tabulated and is described in the results section. A quality check of 

10% of data extraction was completed by a blinded independent reviewer with 

experience in conducting and publishing systematic reviews (RG). In terms of 

classifying the independent predictors of recidivism, a number of quantitative 

methods were reported across studies to quantify the contribution of these risk 

factors. Data on each measure reported by the individual studies was extracted and 

included odds ratios, risk ratios, hazard ratios, beta coefficients and effect sizes. 

These are briefly defined as follows: 

 

An odds ratio (OR) is a relative measure of effect, which allows the comparison of 

the exposed group in a study relative to the comparison group/unexposed group in 

the same study (Szumilas, 2010). In the context of this systematic review, all of the 

included studies examine exposure to individual predictors/risk factors of recidivism 

(outcome) among ex-prisoners. Reporting of odds ratios in individual studies 
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facilitates the comparison of a group exposed to potential predictors or risk factors of 

recidivism to be compared to the group without the risk factor or predictor. For 

example, the occurrence of recidivism can be compared in individuals exposed to a 

risk factor such as a prior prison committal, to those without the risk factor i.e. those 

without prior prison committal. In essence, an odds ratio is calculated by dividing the 

odds in the group with a history of prior prison committal by the odds in the control 

group. So if the outcome of recidivism is the same in both groups, the OR will be 1, 

which implies there is no difference between the exposed group and the unexposed 

group. If the OR > 1, the exposed group (those with a history of prior prison 

committal) is associated with higher odds of outcome of recidivism. If the OR is < 1 

the exposed group is associated with lower odds of outcome of recidivism i.e. the 

exposure is protective of subsequent recidivism. An adjusted OR (adj OR) is usually 

reported in studies as it allows authors to control for confounders (such as gender or 

age) that may also influence the exposure and the outcome (Szumilas, 2010). A 95% 

confidence interval (CI) is used to express the degree of uncertainty associated with 

the OR. A large CI indicates a high level of uncertainty of the OR, whereas a small 

CI indicates a low level of uncertainty of the OR. The 95% CI is usually used as a 

proxy for the presence of statistical significance if it does not overlap the null value 

(i.e. OR=1) (Szumilas, 2010).  

 

A hazard ratio is a method of quantifying the incidence of certain events considered 

as hazards (Duerden, 2009). In the context of this review, the hazard ratio (HR) is an 

expression of the hazard or rate of recidivism occurring in the exposed group (those 

with a history of prior prison committal) as a ratio of the rate of recidivism occurring in 

the unexposed group (those without a history of prior prison committal). Although the 

hazard or rate may vary with time, the assumption in proportional hazard models is 

that the rate in one group is a constant proportion of the rate in the other group 

(Duerden, 2009). This proportion is the hazard ratio (HR). If the rate of recidivism is 

the same in both groups, the HR will be 1, which implies there is no difference in 

rates of recidivism between the exposed group and the unexposed group. If the HR 

> 1, the exposed group (those with a history of prior prison committal) is associated 

with a higher rate of recidivism. If the OR is < 1, the exposed group present with a 

lower rate of recidivism i.e. the exposure is protective of recidivism (Duerden, 2009). 

An adjusted HR (adj HR) is generally reported in larger studies, as it facilitates 
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controlling for confounders (such as gender or age) that may impact on the exposure 

and the outcome. The 95% confidence interval (CI) is used to estimate the precision 

of the HR. A large CI indicates a low level of precision of the HR, whereas a small CI 

indicates a higher precision of the HR. The 95% CI is often used as a proxy for the 

presence of statistical significance if it does not overlap the null value (i.e. HR=1).  

 

A beta (β) coefficient is another method of reporting the risk of outcome (recidivism) 

associated with exposure to a risk factor or predictor (history of prior prison 

committal). β coefficients demonstrate the rate of change in the outcome variable 

(dependent variable) brought about by each independent variable (predictor variable) 

(Nardi, 2006). If the outcome of recidivism is the same in both groups, the β 

coefficient will be 1, which implies there is no difference between the exposed group 

and the unexposed group. If the β coefficient is > 1, the exposed group (those with a 

history of prior prison committal) is associated with a higher outcome of recidivism 

(Nardi, 2006). If the β coefficient is < 1 the exposed group is associated with a lower 

outcome of recidivism. Similar to the OR and the HR, the 95% CI illustrates the 

degree of precision/degree of uncertainty of the beta coefficient. 

The effect size (ES) is a further method of quantifying the difference between two 

groups, i.e. the exposed group and the unexposed group. The effect size is a 

standardised, scale-free measure of the relative size of the effect of an exposure on 

an outcome. Cohen (1998) broadly classified effect sizes as small where the 

ES =0.2, medium where the ES=0.5, and large where the ES≥0.8 (Cohen, 1988). 

However, these values of large, medium, and small do not take into account other 

variables such as the accuracy of the measurement and the diversity of the study 

population. Similar to the OR, HR and β coefficient, the 95% CI illustrates the degree 

of precision of the effect size (Sullivan & Feinn, 2012). 

 

Methodological quality assessment 

While the methods used to conduct a systematic review serve to reduce bias when 

compared with narrative reviews, it is essential to examine the methodological 

quality of primary studies included in the review. Methodological quality refers to 

whether a study is likely to give an accurate estimation of the truth and considers 

elements such as the study design, data collection and analysis and reporting 
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(Moher et al., 1995). Methodological quality scales and checklists serve to identify 

primary research studies of high methodological quality in systematic reviews. For 

criminological intervention studies, this is usually completed using the Maryland 

Scientific Methods Scale (Farrington, 2003), but there are no agreed criteria 

designed to perform a methodological quality assessment of studies of risk factors, 

such as is the case with this review. A recent series of checklists, The Cambridge 

Quality Checklists (CQC), were designed to ‘identify high-quality studies of 

correlates, risk factors and causal risk factors for systematic reviews and meta-

analyses’ (Murray, Farrington, & Eisner, 2009). The CQCs were developed using 

clear definitions of risk factors (i.e. variables that predict the outcome such as 

recidivism because they have clear temporal ordering) and causal risk factors (for 

example, risk factors that can change and, when changed, cause an alternation or a 

change in the risk for the outcome) (Jolliffe, Murray, Farrington, & Vannick, 2012).  

 

In this systematic review, the author applied the CQC risk factor checklist. Risk 

factors are considered variables that lead a particular outcome. To this end, where 

studies aim to examine if individual variables are risk factors, is important to 

establish precedence, as only risk factors that precede the outcome can cause the 

outcome. However, it is important to note that precedence is not sufficient to prove 

causality and that other evidence is also required. Some variables, such as a 

person’s gender or race, do not vary over time and are considered ‘static’ variables, 

and so precedence can be assumed a priori (Kraemer, Lowe, & Kupfer, 2005). In 

saying this, research studies need to use time ordered data to demonstrate 

precedence for most risk factors. Therefore the three items contained in the CQC 

risk factor checklist focus on the study designs and method of data collection. The 

three items are as follows: 

 

1. Cross-sectional study design – This type of data is collected by observing many 

subjects at one point in time with no reference to the time ordering of events 

(Murray et al., 2009). The data collected from cross-sectional studies usually 

consists of comparing the differences among the subjects and cannot be used to 

draw conclusions about risk factors. Examples of a large scale cross-sectional 

study includes the census as data is collected at one point in time so no temporal 

association can be established.   
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2. Retrospective data collection - Retrospective data collection by means of an 

existing dataset, administrative dataset or through the use of a historic cohort of 

participants is a very common type of data collection. This generally means that 

the data has been collected as part of a routine process and the database is 

subsequently mined for information to answer a specific research question. The 

primary weakness of using retrospective data is that the data haven’t been 

gathered for the purposes of a particular research study. As such, unreliable 

information may be presented as a result of bias in inference or a lack of suitable 

proxy data to answer research question (Farrington, 1989; Hardt & Rutter, 2004; 

Henry & et al., 1994; Yarrow, Campbell, & Burton, 1970).  

3. Prospective data collection - The most effective way to determine the time-

ordering of variables is to gather prospective data where the risk factor is 

measured before the outcome (Kazdin, Kraemer, Kessler, Kupfer, & Offord, 

1997; Kraemer et al., 2005). As such, researchers can measure a risk factor at a 

specific point in time and after a subsequent period of time, the outcome can be 

measured or a change in the risk factor can also be measured. By completing 

this process prospectively, more robust conclusions can be drawn regarding the 

risk factor studied. An example of a prospective cohort study is where 

researchers assess risk factors from prisoners on release from prison and follow 

them up prospectively over a period of time to assess a change in risk factors or 

to examine an outcome of interest (e.g. recidivism).   

 

With regards to the current systematic review, each study was individually assessed 

using the three criteria above. In terms of the scoring criteria, a score of 1 point is 

assigned to studies that are cross sectional in nature. However, these types of study 

designs were excluded from the inclusion criteria for the systematic review, thus no 

study could obtain a score of 1 point. A score of 2 points was assigned to studies 

that were retrospective in nature and a score of 3 points assigned to studies that 

were conducted prospectively. The findings from the individual methodological 

quality assessment of each individual study are presented in the results section of 

the review. 
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Narrative synthesis 

A narrative synthesis of the findings from the studies was conducted. A narrative 

synthesis provides an opportunity to illustrate common themes to transpire rather 

than simply merging findings of multiple studies in a statistical summary alone. The 

author reviewed the methods and results of the included studies and identified 

common and disparate predictors in each individual study. To facilitate this 

synthesis, all studies were juxtaposed not only to identify similar patterns and 

predictors, but also to highlight areas of divergence and conflict between studies. 

Common and diverging predictors across studies were identified and presented 

under larger themes. These are described in the results and discussion sections of 

the review. 
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Results  

Study identification 

A flow diagram of the search strategy is presented in Figure 1. The search strategy 

yielded 3,159 articles. These articles were screened on the basis of title/abstract and 

3,120 were excluded based on the pre-defined inclusion and exclusion criteria. The 

full text of the remaining 39 articles was accessed and each study read in its entirety 

to determine suitability for inclusion. A total of 20 further articles were excluded 

during this process for reasons including the following: study focused on the 

assessment of a post-release community intervention such as a dedicated 

employment intervention or a post-release supervisory intervention (n = 9), study 

focused on assessing prison interventions such as prison boot camps and 

educational programmes (n = 5), study focused on a juvenile population (n = 3), 

commentary piece (n = 1) and the final two articles focused on post-release arsonists 

who were referred to psychiatric services (n = 1) and crime risk among a general 

population of Finnish citizens (n=1). The remaining 19 studies met the inclusion 

criteria and were selected for inclusion in the narrative synthesis – see below.  

 

Author, year Author, year 

Baillargeon et al. 2010 Kronick et al. 1998 

Bock and Hosser, 2014 Mears and Bales, 2009 

Bonta et al. 1996 Nally et al. 2014 

Cochran et al. 2014 Spivak and Sharp, 2008 

Degiorgio and DiDonato, 2014 Tripodi et al. 2009 

Fisher et al. 2014 Walter et al. 2011 

Goshin et al. 2014 Kubrin and Stewart, 2006 

Håkansson and Berglund, 2012 Roeger, 1994 

Holland et al. 1983 Jones et al. 2006 

Jung et al. 2010  
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Figure 1: Flow of studies in the review 
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Study characteristics 

Appendix 2 (p.190) summarises the characteristics of the included studies. Thirteen 

studies were conducted across a variety of different states in the USA (Baillargeon et 

al., 2010; Cochran, Mears, Bales, & Stewart, 2014; Degiorgio & DiDonato, 2014; 

Fisher et al., 2014; Goshin, Byrne, & Henninger, 2014; Holland, Holt, Levi, & Beckett, 

1983; Jung, Spjeldnes, & Yamatani, 2010; Kronick, Lambert, & Lambert, 1998; 

Kubrin & Stewart, 2006; Mears & Bales, 2009; Nally, Lockwood, Taiping, & Knutson, 

2014; Spivak & Sharp, 2008; Tripodi, Kim, & Bender, 2010), two studies were 

conducted in Australia (Jones, Jiuzhao, Donnelly, McHutchison, & Heggie, 2006; 

Roeger, 1994) and one study in each of Canada (Bonta, Harman, Hann, & Cormier, 

1996), Sweden (Håkansson & Berglund, 2012), Germany (Bock & Hosser, 2014) 

and Switzerland (Walter, Wiesbeck, Dittmann, & Graf, 2011). The included studies 

range in size from 139 (Goshin et al., 2014) to 23,114 (Spivak & Sharp, 2008) 

participants and the majority of studies used large administrative databases as the 

source of data. The most common duration of follow up of prisoners released from 

prison was three years (n=7). However, the duration of follow-up ranged from one 

year (Kubrin & Stewart, 2006) to eight years (Walter et al., 2011).  

 

European studies 

Three studies were conducted in Europe, the largest of which was conducted in 

Sweden by Håkansson and Berglund (2012). The authors examined predictors of 

recidivism in 4,152 prisoners with substance abuse issues, comprising 3,740 male 

prisoners and 412 female prisoners. Released prisoners were followed up for an 

average of 2.7 years and any return to the criminal justice system constituted 

recidivism. Results from the study found that 69% of the sample returned to the 

criminal justice system during the follow up period. Recidivism was significantly 

associated with amphetamine and heroin use, with increased risk for those injecting 

and those with multiple substance use. Other independent predictors of recidivism 

included psychiatric inpatient treatment, history of violent behaviour and a shorter 

index sentence. On the contrary, recidivism was negatively associated with alcohol 

and hallucinogenic drugs as well as opioids other than heroin/methadone 

(Håkansson & Berglund, 2012). 
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A longitudinal German study by Bock and Hosser (2014) followed 748 young male 

offenders between the ages of 15-28 years for a period of five years after release 

from prison. Recidivism was defined as one criminal charge after release from prison 

recorded in the official German Central Federal Registry. Findings demonstrated that 

87% of men recidivated within the five year follow up timeframe. The results found 

that neither empathic concern nor personal distress (measured using the 

Interpersonal Reactivity Index [IRI]) impacted on rates of recidivism or type of 

subsequent offence (violent versus non-violent). However, the study found that 

violent offenders had significantly lower scores on the IRI and recidivated more often 

with a violent offence than non-violent offenders (Bock & Hosser, 2014).  

 

The final EU study was conducted by Walter and colleagues in 2011 in Switzerland. 

The research examined 379 prisoners who were referred for psychiatric evaluation 

for either personality or substance abuse disorders at the University of Basel 

between 1989 and 2000. The cohort consisted of 322 male prisoners and 57 female 

prisoners who were followed up for eight years. Recidivism was identified as time to 

first registered criminal conviction and 41.4% of the sample was re-convicted during 

the study period. Results showed that violent recidivism was highest in the group 

with personality disorders (Walter et al., 2011). 

 

US studies 

A total of 13 studies were conducted in the USA between 1974 and 2011. The oldest 

study by Holland et al. (1983) examined 343 male adult prisoners using data 

obtained from the California Department of Corrections during a three month period 

in 1974. A number of criteria were used to determine recidivism including a new 

conviction with a 60 day sentence or more, an outstanding warrant for absconding 

from supervision, return to prison as a parole violator or death during the commission 

of an offence. A total of 57% of the sample were deemed to relapse into criminal 

behaviour during the two year follow up period. Results found that decision makers 

such as parole officers performed best when predicting violent criminal conduct that 

resulted in re-incarceration (Holland et al., 1983).  

 

Baillargeon et al. (2010) conducted a retrospective cohort study of 1,917 HIV 

infected prisoners released from prison in Texas between January 2004 and March 
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2006. Recidivism was considered as re-incarceration within the three year follow up 

period. Results showed that only 20.5% of the prisoners released during the time 

frame were re-incarcerated within three years of their release. Anti-retroviral therapy 

was identified as a protective factor against recidivism, highlighting the importance of 

HIV programmes and continued healthcare on release from prison to reduce 

recidivism (Baillargeon et al., 2010). 

 

A study by Cochran et al. (2014) explored the relationship between inmate 

misconduct and recidivism using a database of 19,594 prisoners released from 

Florida Department of Corrections during the period November 2000-April 2002. 

Recidivism was operationalised as a felony reconviction for a new offence that led to 

a criminal sanction within three years of release from prison. The study reported that 

48% of adult prisoners with a history of misconduct in prisons recidivated while 41% 

of prisoners with no history of misconduct in prisons recidivated (Cochran et al., 

2014).  

Degiorgio and DiDonato (2014) examined factors associated with probation 

revocation using a central database from probation and correction departments 

across 36 US states. The sample consisted of 8,310 adult probationers comprising 

6,108 males and 2,202 female probationers. Recidivism was defined as probation 

revocation resulting in re-incarceration from time of prison release (2009 and 2010) 

to end of study period in 2011. No information was provided on rates of recidivism 

but the authors’ reported that violence, anti-social behaviour and stress risk were 

significantly associated with an increase in the number of lifetime probation 

revocations. These predictors were measured using a validated Substance Abuse 

Questionnaire-Adult Probation III (SAQ-Adult Probation III) scale (Degiorgio & 

DiDonato, 2014).  

A study by Fisher et al. (2014) focused on 1,438 prisoners of whom 616 were male 

and 396 were female. The dataset consisted of combined information from the 

Massachusetts Department of Corrections and the Massachusetts Criminal Offender 

Record Information Service. Outcomes of interest were re-arrests within 24 months 

of release and number of days to re-incarceration. A total of 53.4% of the sample 

recidivated during this time and independent risk factors of recidivism included 
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criminal history, history of previous incarcerations and history of a juvenile record 

(Fisher et al., 2014).  

Kubrin and Stewart (2006) examined recidivism rates among 5,002 male and female 

prisoners who were released from prisons in the state of Oregon in the US. Rates of 

recidivism were defined as rates of new arrests within a twelve month period from 

release. The authors reported a 28% recidivism rate during the study period. The 

authors found that recidivism rates in disadvantaged neighbourhoods’ were 

significantly higher than rates reported in resource rich or affluent communities 

(Kubrin & Stewart, 2006).  

 

Goshin et al. (2014) was the only study identified that focused on rates of recidivism 

among 139 female prisoners only. The cohort consisted on women released from a 

prison nursery programme in New York between 2001 and 2007. Recidivism was 

considered as return to prison within three years after release. The findings 

demonstrated that 13.7% of women returned to prison within the three year follow up 

period. Parole violation was significantly associated with recidivism among this 

cohort of women (Goshin et al., 2014).  

 

In contrast, Jung et al. (2010) was one of four US studies that examined recidivism 

among male prisoners only. In this study, the authors focused on 12,545 male 

prisoners on release from Allegheny County Jail in Pennsylvania in 2003. The 

authors identified two outcomes of interest including whether there was a re-arrest 

within three years after release and total number of days between release and re-

arrest. Results demonstrated that 36.7% of the sample were re-arrested in the first 

year, 49.3% within two years and 55.9% of the sample were re-arrested within three 

years. Furthermore, the findings indicated that black men recidivated at a 

significantly higher rate than white men and also in a significantly shorter time frame 

than their white male counterparts (Jung et al., 2010).  

 

Kronick et al. (1998) also only focused on a sample of adult male parolees (n=254) 

identified from a dataset of parolees in Knoxville Tennessee, USA. Violation of 

parole was considered as recidivism and defined as return to prison before 

successful completion of parole. The study found that 63.77% of men recidivated 
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prior to successful completion of parole. Factors significantly associated with 

recidivism included longer duration of the index sentence and a judgement of ‘high 

risk of parole breach’ by the parole officer. However, the analysis also suggested 

that prisoners who had previously been on parole were less likely to breach their 

new parole terms (Kronick et al., 1998). 

 

The third US study that examined outcomes among male prisoners only was 

conducted by Mears and Bales in 2009. The authors examined the impact of 

maximum security prison type, otherwise known as ‘Supermax’ prisons, on 

outcomes of recidivism. ‘Supermax’ incarceration involves very little interaction 

between inmates resulting in long periods of isolation among prisoners. Data was 

obtained from the Florida Department of Corrections during the period between July 

1996 and June 2001. Recidivism was operationalised as a conviction for a new 

felony that resulted in a sentence to local jail, state prison or community supervision 

anytime within three years after prison release. The study found that 58.8% of the 

sample recidivated within the study period and that ‘Supermax’ incarceration was 

associated with an increase in violent recidivism. The research also found that there 

was no evidence that duration of such incarceration or the recency of detention 

impacted on rates of recidivism (Mears & Bales, 2009). 

 

The final US study that focused on men only was conducted by Tripodi et al. in 2009. 

This study was carried out using data from the Texas Department of Criminal Justice 

among a random sample of 250 male parolees released from prison between 2001 

and 2005. Outcomes of interest were return to prison (from the time of release to 

follow-up in 2006) and time to return to prison. The study found that 24% of the 

cohort recidivated during the study period. The authors also reported that while 

obtaining employment when released from prison did not significantly decrease the 

likelihood of re-incarceration, it was however associated with greater time to 

recidivism (Tripodi et al., 2010). 

 

Nally et al. (2014) conducted research on 6,561 male and female prisoners released 

from the Indiana Department of Corrections in 2005. The outcome of recidivism was 

defined as re-incarceration within a five year period following prison release. The 

study findings demonstrated that 47.9% of the sample recidivated during this time. 
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The research found that prisoner’s educational attainment and employment status on 

release were independently linked with the outcome of recidivism during the five year 

study follow up (Nally et al., 2014). 

Finally, a study by Spivak and Sharp (2008) was conducted in Oklahoma and 

examined the difference in recidivism rates among prisoners released from private 

incarceration facilities versus public state prisons between 1997 and 2001. Return to 

prison during the follow up study period (ranging from 36 to 84 months) was used as 

a definition of recidivism in this study. A total of 31.5% of the sample recidivated 

during the study period and results demonstrated that private prison inmates had a 

significantly greater incidence of recidivism when compared to prisoners in state 

prisons (Spivak & Sharp, 2008).   

 

Canadian study 

Bonta et al. (1996) was the only relevant Canadian study identified during this 

literature search. This study used a database of male prisoners released from 

federal penitentiaries in Canada during the period 1983-1984. The dataset 

comprised 3,267 male inmates. Recidivism was considered as a custodial admission 

within three years following release, and included indictable offences and revocation 

of supervision. The researchers reported that 48.7% of the total sample recidivated 

during the three year follow up period. No information was reported on the 

independent predictors of recidivism in this study (Bonta et al., 1996).  

 

Australian studies 

Roeger (1994) was one of two Australian studies included in the systematic review. 

The study included a sample of 442 prisoners released from prison on probation, 

community service or released from custody after serving between one month and 

two years of a prison sentence. The dataset was obtained from the South Australian 

Department of Correctional Services and the South Australian Police Department. 

The cohort was followed up for a period of 3.5 years and recidivism was defined as 

re-incarceration during this period. Results of the research found that 43% of the 

sample returned to prison during this time. Furthermore, there was no significant 
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difference reported in the rates of recidivism between those who were imprisoned 

and those on community based sanctions (Roeger, 1994). 

 

A later study by Jones et al. (2006) was conducted in New South Wales and 

examined outcomes among 2,793 parolees who were released from prison over the 

course of one year from 2001 to 2002. The sample consisted of 2,560 male and 233 

female parolees and reappearance in court for an offence committed subsequent to 

release on parole was defined as recidivism. The follow up period ranged from 27 

months to 39 months depending on the release date of prisoners. In total, 64% of the 

sample recidivated during the follow up period and 41% were re-imprisoned. The 

findings also demonstrated that prisoners with previous conviction, youths, previous 

drug convictions, prior custodial sentences and history of violent crimes were all 

independently predictive of recidivism (Jones et al., 2006). 

 

Definition and rates of recidivism 

The definition of recidivism used varied across the studies - see Appendix 2 (p.190) 

for a definition of recidivism used in each individual study. Some studies used re-

incarceration as a measure of recidivism, other studies considered any reconviction 

as a measure of relapse while other studies examined recidivism rates in the context 

of specific crimes. Other studies used a range of definitions of recidivism, for 

example Holland et al. (1983) defined recidivism as the occurrence of a new 

conviction with an associated sentence of greater than or equal to 60 days, an 

outstanding warrant for absconding from parole supervision, return to prison as a 

parole violator or death during the commission of an offence (Holland et al., 1983). 

To this end, rates of recidivism varied across studies from 13.7% among a female 

population (Goshin et al., 2014) to 69% among prisoners with a history of substance 

abuse (Håkansson & Berglund, 2012) to 87% among offenders aged younger than 

28 years (Bock & Hosser, 2014). Rates of recidivism in the majority of studies 

broadly fell between 20-40%. 

 

Study quality 

The Cambridge Quality Checklists (CQC) for risk factors was applied to each 

individual study. The findings are presented in Table 2. Eight studies obtained a 
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score of 3 points on the CQC checklist, indicating that they gathered the data for the 

particular study prospectively (Bock & Hosser, 2014; Degiorgio & DiDonato, 2014; 

Goshin et al., 2014; Håkansson & Berglund, 2012; Holland et al., 1983; Kronick et 

al., 1998; Nally et al., 2014; Walter et al., 2011). These studies are considered to 

have a low risk of bias. The remaining eleven studies used retrospective data 

collection methods to collect the data used in the study and are deemed to be more 

biased as the methods used to collect the data may not have adequately reflected 

the  nature and purpose of the research study (Baillargeon et al., 2010; Bonta et al., 

1996; Cochran et al., 2014; Fisher et al., 2014; Jones et al., 2006; Jung et al., 2010; 

Kubrin & Stewart, 2006; Mears & Bales, 2009; Roeger, 1994; Spivak & Sharp, 2008; 

Tripodi et al., 2010). No study obtained a score of 1 point as studies that were cross-

sectional in nature were excluded from the review.  
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Table 2: Methodological quality assessment of studies included in the review 

Author, year Methodological quality assessment for studies of risk factors 

Cross-sectional data Retrospective data Prospective data  (or study of fixed risk 

factor) 

Score 

Baillargeon et al. 2010 -  √ - 2 

Bock and Hosser, 2014 -  - √ 3 

Bonta et al. 1996 - √ - 2 

Cochran et al. 2014 - √ - 2 

Degiorgio and DiDonato, 

2014 

- - √ 3 

Fisher et al. 2014 - √ - 2 

Goshin et al. 2014 - - √ 3 

Håkansson and Berglund, 

2012 

- - √ 3 

Holland et al. 1983 - - √ 3 

Jung et al. 2010 - √ - 2 

Kronick et al. 1998 - - √ 3 

Mears and Bales, 2009 - √ - 2 

Nally et al. 2014 - - √ 3 

Spivak and Sharp, 2008 - √ - 2 

Tripodi et al. 2009 - √ - 2 

Walter et al. 2011 - - √ 3 

Kubrin and Stewart, 2006 - √ - 2 

Roeger, 1994 - √ - 2 

Jones et al. 2006 - √ - 2 

Risk factor score out of 3: Cross-sectional data = 1, Retrospective data = 2, Prospective data (or study of fixed risk factor) = 3 
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Narrative synthesis of predictors of recidivism 

Independent predictors of recidivism are presented under six broad themes; 

personal factors, family factors, medical or social history, criminal history, reason for 

committal and post-release engagement. Under these six over-arching themes, a 

number of subthemes emerged that were common across studies or unique to 

particular studies. Table 3 provides an overview of the six overarching themes 

identified with individual subthemes displayed in the column on the right. 

 

Table 3: Emergent themes from the literature regarding predictors of 

recidivism among prisoners released from prison  

  Theme Subtheme 

Personal factors 

Age 

Gender 

Race/Ethnicity 

Educational attainment 

Employment status 

Family factors Visits during prison 

Medical/social history 

Co-morbidities (e.g. HIV, mental health) 

History of substance abuse 

History of homelessness 

Criminal history 

Juvenile record 

Prior parole 

Prior arrest 

Prior prison committal 

Misconduct in prison 

Sentence length 

Prison type 

Reason for committal 

Violent crime 

Property crime 

Drug crime 

Sex crime 

Other index offence 

Post-release engagement 
Parole 

Post-release supervision 
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The following sections present these subthemes under the six broad themes. 

 

Personal factors  

Five individual predictive elements were identified under the theme of personal 

factors. These include age, gender, race/ethnicity, educational attainment and 

employment status.  

 

Ten studies identified that increasing age (in years) was protective of recidivism 

(Cochran et al., 2014; Fisher et al., 2014; Håkansson & Berglund, 2012; Jones et al., 

2006; Jung et al., 2010; Kubrin & Stewart, 2006; Nally et al., 2014; Roeger, 1994; 

Spivak & Sharp, 2008; Tripodi et al., 2010). Table 4 presents the quantitative results 

of these studies. Eight studies present one of the following measures: adjusted odds 

ratios, hazard ratios or β coefficients to quantify the association between the risk 

factor (age) and the outcome of recidivism. All studies report that increasing age is 

protective of recidivism with reported risk ratios and odds ratio values all <1. Jones et 

al. (2006) dichotomised age as a predictor (18-24 years versus ≥35 years) and 

reported that the adjusted time to recidivism was significantly shorter in the younger 

age category [adj HR 1.66 (95%CI 1.45-1.89)]. The 95% confidence interval 

indicates the level of certainty around this HR, and illustrates that the true population 

time to recidivism in younger adults lies between 45% and 89% shorter than their 

older counterparts. 
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Table 4: Age as an independent predictor of recidivism 

Author, year Definition of 

recidivism 

Age as a predictor 

of recidivism 

Adjusted 

hazard ratios 

(95% CI) 

Adjusted β 

coefficient 

(95% CI) 

Adjusted odds 

ratios (95% CI) 

Cochran et al. 

2014 

Re-conviction during follow up 

Age (increasing 

years) 

- - 0.97 (NR) 

Fisher et al. 

2014 

Any re-arrest during follow up 

Age (increasing 

years) 

- - 0.96 (0.94-0.98) 

Time to re-arrest during follow up 

Age (increasing 

years) 

 0.97 

(0.96.0.98) 

 

Håkansson and 

Berglund, 2012 

Any return to criminal justice system 

Age (increasing 

years) 

0.99 (0.98-1.00) - - 

Jung et al. 2010 Recidivism during follow up 

Age (increasing 

years) 

 0.98 (NR)  

Nally et al. 2014 Re-incarceration during follow up 

Age (increasing 

years) 

- 0.02 (NR) - 

Spivak and 

Sharp, 2008 

Return to prison during follow up 

Age (increasing 

years) 

0.97 (NR) - - 

Tripodi et al. 

2009 

Return to prison during follow up 

Age (increasing 

years) 

- 0.05 (NR) - 

Kubrin and 

Stewart, 2006 

A new arrest within a 12 month period 

Age (younger age) - 1.09 (NR) - 

Roeger, 1994 Re-incarceration during follow up 

Age (increasing 

years) 

- - 0.38 (NR) 

Jones et al. 

2006 

Re-appearance in court during follow up 

Aged (18-24 V ≥35 

years) 

1.66 (1.45-1.89) - - 

NR – not reported, bold font denotes that the item has been identified as a protective factor 
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Six studies identified that men were significantly more likely to relapse into criminal 

behaviour than women (Baillargeon et al., 2010; Cochran et al., 2014; Håkansson & 

Berglund, 2012; Kubrin & Stewart, 2006; Nally et al., 2014; Spivak & Sharp, 2008). 

Appendix 3 (p.198) summarises the quantitative outputs of these studies. It should 

also be noted that eight studies completed single gender studies only (Bock & 

Hosser, 2014; Bonta et al., 1996; Goshin et al., 2014; Holland et al., 1983; Jung et 

al., 2010; Mears & Bales, 2009; Roeger, 1994; Tripodi et al., 2010), with seven 

studies focusing on men only and one study focusing on women prisoners (Goshin 

et al., 2014). In three studies, female gender was identified as being protective of 

relapse into criminal behaviour with reported adjusted odds ratios, hazard ratios and 

β coefficients all <1 (Baillargeon et al., 2010; Kubrin & Stewart, 2006; Nally et al., 

2014). The study by Cochran et al. (2014) reported the strongest association (adj OR 

2.42) between male gender and recidivism in adults <22 years. This study examined 

the association between inmate misconduct and recidivism using data (n=19,594) 

from the Florida Department of corrections during the period November 2000-April 

2002. In contrast, Baillargeon et al. (2010) reported that the adjusted rate of 

recidivism was 37% less in female HIV infected prisoners than their male 

counterparts following release from prison [adj HR 0.63 (95% CI 0.47-0.84)].  

 

Eight studies identified that race/ethnicity impacted significantly on rates of 

recidivism (Baillargeon et al., 2010; Cochran et al., 2014; Degiorgio & DiDonato, 

2014; Jones et al., 2006; Jung et al., 2010; Kubrin & Stewart, 2006; Spivak & Sharp, 

2008). Four studies identified that black people were significantly more likely to 

recidivate when compared to other inmates (Baillargeon et al., 2010; Cochran et al., 

2014; Jung et al., 2010; Kubrin & Stewart, 2006). Appendix 4 (p.199) displays the 

association between race/ethnicity and recidivism in these studies. Jones et al. 

(2006) examined outcomes in 2,793 parolees who were released from prison over 

the course of the year 2001 and 2002 (n=2793). The authors reported that 

indigenous populations (identified in the study as Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander) 

were significantly more likely to re-offend than non-indigenous prisoners [adj HR 1.4 

(95% CI 1.27-1.55)]. Kubrin and Stewart (2006) also reported that Asian-Americans 

were significantly less likely to re-offend (adj β coefficient=0.43) than Native-

Americans or African-Americans.   
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Three research studies identified that level of educational attainment was an 

independent predictor of recidivism (Nally et al., 2014; Roeger, 1994; Spivak & 

Sharp, 2008). Nally et al. (2014) examined recidivism among 6,561 male and female 

prisoners released from the Indiana Department of Corrections in 2005. The authors 

reported that higher levels of education among ex-prisoners were protective against 

relapse into criminal behaviour. Similarly, Roeger et al. (1994) demonstrated that the 

odds of re-incarceration among prisoners with lower levels of education were 

significantly higher (adj OR 2.35) than their counterparts with higher educational 

levels. Appendix 5 (p.200) illustrates the quantitative results of these three studies.  

 

Only one study (Nally et al., 2014) examined whether employment status post-

release from prison impacted on rates of re-incarceration during a five year follow up 

between 2005 and 2009. The odds of recidivism were associated with significantly 

reduced in those with gainful employment post-release (adj OR 0.37). This finding is 

illustrated in Appendix 6 (p.201).  

 

Family factors  

Only one independent predictor was reported under the theme of ‘family factors’. 

This included number of visits during prison.  

 

Some authors explored whether marital status or presence of children predicted 

recidivism but neither of these factors were found to be independently predictive of 

subsequent criminal relapse in any of the relevant studies. Only one study examined 

whether the number of visits during prison impacted on levels of subsequent criminal 

behaviour post-release (Cochran et al., 2014). As a proxy for examining whether 

social supports and community connections impact on rates of recidivism, Cochran 

et al. (2014) explored the relationship between the number of visits in prison 

(measured as counts) and recidivism rates. Recidivism was considered as a felony 

reconviction for a new offence that led to a criminal sanction within three years 

following prison release. The authors reported that recidivism rates among prisoners 

<22 years were significantly lower among those who had an increased number of 

visits from family members during committal (adj OR 0.98). Appendix 7 (p.202) 

illustrates the output of this study.  
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Medical/social history  

Three independent factors predictive of recidivism were identified under the theme of 

medical/social history. These include the presence of co-existing medical or health 

issues (comorbidities), history of substance abuse including drugs and alcohol, and 

history of homelessness.  

 

Four individual studies examined whether the presence of comorbidities was 

associated with recidivism following prison release (Baillargeon et al., 2010; Bock & 

Hosser, 2014; Degiorgio & DiDonato, 2014). Baillargeon et al. (2010) examined 

three year re-incarceration rates among 1,917 HIV infected prisoners in Texas. 

Results showed that anti-retroviral therapy was identified as a protective factor 

against recidivism [adj HR 0.3 (95% CI 0.25-0.39)], indicating that the time to 

recidivism among ex-prisoners on antiretroviral therapy were 70% longer than those 

not on antiretroviral therapies. The 95% confidence interval illustrates that the time to 

recidivism among those on antiretroviral therapy lies between 61% and 75% longer 

than their counterparts not on treatment. The study also demonstrated that 

recidivism was significantly more likely in those with a diagnosis of a major 

psychiatric disorder with significantly higher HRs observed among those with the 

presence of a major psychiatric disorder [adj HR 1.82 (95% CI 1.41-2.34)]. Bock and 

Hosser (2014) followed 748 young male offenders between the ages of 15-28 years 

for a period of five years after release from prison. The authors used the 

Interpersonal Reactivity Index [IRI] scale as a proxy measure for empathy among 

these offenders. Results demonstrated that higher scores on the IRI were associated 

with a significantly decreased risk of recidivism among both violent (adj OR 0.74) 

and non-violent offenders (adj OR 0.78). On the other hand, Degiorgio and DiDonato 

(2014) examined factors associated with probation revocation resulting in re-

incarceration among 8,310 adult probationers. Potential factors were measured 

using a validated Substance Abuse Questionnaire-Adult Probation III (SAQ-Adult 

Probation III) scale containing 149 items and seven sub-scales. The results indicated 

that the subscales of violence, anti-social behaviour and stress risk were significantly 

associated with the number of lifetime probation revocations. Finally, the Swedish by 

Håkansson and Berglund (2012) examined predictors of recidivism in 4,152 

prisoners with substance abuse issues. Recidivism risk was significantly associated 

with prior psychiatric inpatient treatment [adj HR 1.11 (95% CI 1.00-1.23)] and a 
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history of violent behaviour [adj HR 1.21 (95% CI 1.11-1.31)]. See Appendix 8 

(p.203) for detailed results.  

 

Three studies examined the association between substance abuse, namely drugs 

and alcohol, and criminal relapse following prison release (Degiorgio & DiDonato, 

2014; Håkansson & Berglund, 2012; Walter et al., 2011). All three studies reported 

that a history of drug abuse was associated with increased risk of recidivism. In 

particular, Håkansson and Berglund (2012) reported that ex-prisoners with a history 

of substance abuse, consisting of injecting heroin or amphetamines, were associated 

with a two-fold risk in rates of recidivism [adj HR 2.08 (95% CI 1.81-2.40)]. On the 

contrary, a history of binge drinking was considered to be protective of subsequent 

criminal relapse [adj HR 0.89 (95% CI 0.83-0.97)]. Appendix 9 (p.204) displays the 

findings from these three studies.  

 

Håkansson and Berglund (2012) was the only study to report that a history of 

homelessness prior to committal was independently associated with recidivism 

following release from prison among 4,152 individuals [adj HR 1.15 (95% CI 1.05-

1.25)]. See Appendix 10 (p.205) for study details.  

 

Criminal history 

Seven independent predictors are reported under the theme of criminal history 

including history of a juvenile record, history of prior parole, prior arrest, prior prison 

committal, misconduct in prison, sentence length and prison type.  

 

Two studies examined whether the presence or absence of a juvenile record 

impacted on rates of recidivism (Fisher et al., 2014; Roeger, 1994). A US study by 

Fisher et al. (2014) examined rates of re-arrest within 24 months of release among 

1,438 ex-prisoners. The presence of a juvenile record was independently associated 

with a 37% increase in the odds of recidivism among the 768 individuals who 

recidivated [adj OR 1.37 (95% CI 1.01-1.85)]. The earlier study by Roeger et al. 

(1994) included a cohort of 442 prisoners released from prison on probation, 

community service or released from custody after serving between one month and 

two years of a prison sentence. Those with no history of a juvenile record were 

significantly less likely to be re-incarcerated during the follow-up period than their 
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counterparts with a juvenile record (adj OR 0.42). Appendix 11 (p.206) illustrates the 

results of these two studies.  

 

Only one study examined whether a history of prior parole was independently 

associated with subsequent recidivism (Kronick et al., 1998). Kronick et al. (1998) 

focused on a sample of 254 adult male parolees and found that 63.77% of men were 

returned to prison prior to successful completion of parole. While no quantitative 

information was reported, the authors report that prisoners who had previously been 

on parole were less likely to break their parole terms. See Appendix 12 (p.207) for 

details. 

 

Two studies explored if a history of prior arrest was independently associated with 

relapse into criminal behaviour following release from prison (Degiorgio & DiDonato, 

2014; Kubrin & Stewart, 2006). Degiorgio and DiDonato (2014) examined factors 

associated with re-incarceration among 8,310 adult probationers. No information was 

provided on rates of recidivism but results demonstrated that prior arrest and prior 

felony arrest were both significantly associated with the number of lifetime probation 

revocations. An earlier study by Kubrin and Stewart (2006) examined rates of new 

arrest within a twelve month period from prison release among 5,002 prisoners. A 

history of a prior arrest was significantly associated with subsequent recidivism (adj β 

coefficient=1.34). Appendix 13 (p.208) contains the results of these studies.  

 

Six studies examined whether the presence or absence of a prior prison committal 

impacted on rates of recidivism (Cochran et al., 2014; Degiorgio & DiDonato, 2014; 

Fisher et al., 2014; Jones et al., 2006; Roeger, 1994; Spivak & Sharp, 2008). A study 

of 19,594 prisoners released from the Florida Department of Corrections by Cochran 

et al. (2014) reported that there was a significant association between prior prison 

committal and a subsequent felony reconviction for a new offence in both adults <22 

years (adj OR 1.44) and ≥22 years (adj OR 1.24). Similarly Fisher et al. (2014) also 

reported that re-arrest during the 24 month study period among 1,438 prisoners was 

independently associated with a history of previous incarcerations [adj OR 1.94 (95% 

CI 1.63-2.30)]. Roeger et al. (1994) reported the strongest association between 

recidivism and history of prison incarceration where those with a history of 

imprisonment over two times more likely to recidivate that their counterparts with no 



49 
 

history of a prison sentence (adj OR 2.33). Appendix 14 (p.209) illustrates the results 

of these studies.  

 

Cochran et al. (2014) was the only study that focused on misconduct in prison, 

measured as officially recorded disciplinary infractions. Results demonstrated that 

there was a significant association between misconduct in prison and subsequent 

recidivism among adults’ ≥22 years (adj OR 1.35). See Appendix 15 (p.210) for 

details.  

 

Five studies examined if the duration of prison sentence impacted on rates of 

recidivism among ex-prisoners (Cochran et al., 2014; Håkansson & Berglund, 2012; 

Jones et al., 2006; Jung et al., 2010; Kronick et al., 1998). Cochran et al. (2014) 

demonstrated that there was a significant association between sentence length and 

recidivism among adults ≥22 years, with longer sentence lengths significantly 

associated with lower rates of recidivism (adj OR 0.99). Håkansson and Berglund 

(2012) also reported that longer index sentence lengths were protective against 

recidivism among 4,152 prisoners with substance abuse issues [adj HR 0.93 (95% 

CI 0.92-0.95)]. Three studies specifically reported that longer lengths of time served 

(at the time of each individual study) were significantly predictive of increased rates 

of recidivism (Cochran et al., 2014; Jung et al., 2010; Kronick et al., 1998). Jones et 

al. (2006) examined outcomes among 2,793 parolees who were released from 

prison, where re-appearance in a court for an offence committed subsequent to 

release on parole was defined as recidivism. The findings demonstrated that time in 

custody of less than six months was associated with significantly less time to 

subsequent recidivism when compared to time served that was ≥18 months [adj HR 

1.18 (95% CI 1.01-1.39)]. On the contrary, Jung et al. (2010) focused on 12,545 

male prisoners released from prison. Recidivism was defined as a re-arrest within 

three years after release and also as total number of days between release and re-

arrest. The findings indicated that longer length of stay was associated with 

significantly increased odds of recidivism in the population studied. See Table 5 for 

details.  
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Table 5: Sentence length as an independent predictor of recidivism 

Author and 

year 

Definition of recidivism 

Time served as a 

predictor of recidivism 

Adjusted 

hazard ratios 

(95% CI) 

Adjusted β 

coefficient 

(95% CI) 

Adjusted 

odds ratios 

(95% CI) 

Cochran et al. 

2014 

Re-conviction among adults ≥22 years 

Time served (Days) - - 1.00 (NR) 

Sentence length (Months) - - 0.99 (NR) 

Håkansson 

and Berglund, 

2012 

 

Any return to criminal justice system 

Duration of index sentence 

(Days) 

0.93 (0.92-

0.95) 

- - 

Jung et al. 

2010 

 

Recidivism during the follow up period 

Length of stay (Days) - 1.00 (NR) - 

Kronick et al. 

1998 

 

Violation of parole - - - 

Significantly longer 

sentence (Yes) 

NR - - 

Jones et al. 

2006 

 

Re-appearance in a court for an offence committed subsequent to release 

on parole 

Time in custody (Less 

than 6 months V ≥18 

months) 

1.18 (1.01-

1.39) 

- - 

NR – not reported, bold font denotes that the item has been identified as a protective factor 

 

Two studies examined whether type of prison impacted on subsequent rates of 

recidivism (Mears & Bales, 2009; Spivak & Sharp, 2008). Spivak and Sharp (2008) 

examined the difference in recidivism rates among prisoners released from private 

incarceration facilities versus public state prisons between 1997 and 2001. The 

outcome of interest was defined as return to prison between three and seven years. 

The authors reported that 31.5% of the sample recidivated during the study period 

and findings suggested that private prison inmates had a significantly greater 

incidence of recidivism when compared to prisoners in state prisons (adj HR 1.12). 

The second study by Mears and Bales (2009) examined the impact of maximum 

security prison type prisons (Supermax prisons) on recidivism within three years 

after prison release. The study found that 58.8% of the sample recidivated within the 
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study period and that ‘Supermax’ incarceration was associated with an increase 

violent recidivism (adj β coefficient=1.25). See Appendix 16 (p.211) for details of the 

two studies.  

 

Reason for committal  

Five independent predictors are reported under the theme of reason for committal 

including violent crime, property crime, drug crime, sex crime and other types of 

index offences.  

 

Seven studies examined if the occurrence of a violent index offence (including 

robbery) impacted on rates of subsequent recidivism (Cochran et al., 2014; 

Håkansson & Berglund, 2012; Holland et al., 1983; Jones et al., 2006; Mears & 

Bales, 2009; Spivak & Sharp, 2008; Walter et al., 2011). With the exception of Jones 

et al. (2006), all studies reported that prison committal for a violent crime was 

protective of recidivism during follow up periods. The study by Jones et al. (2006) 

was conducted in New South Wales and examined recidivism among 2,793 

parolees. The authors reported that a history of violent crime was independently 

associated with time to recidivism [adj HR 1.38 (95% CI 1.23-1.54)]. Furthermore, 

they reported that a history of robbery was associated with an 18% reduction in time 

to recidivism when compared to those admitted to prison without a history of robbery 

[adj HR 1.18 (95% CI 1.01-1.38)]. Table 6 displays the results of these studies.  
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Table 6: Violent crime as an independent predictor of recidivism 

Author and year Definition of recidivism 

Violent crime as a 

predictor of recidivism 

Adjusted 

hazard ratios 

(95% CI) 

Adjusted odds 

ratios (95% CI) 

Cochran et al. 2014 

 

 

 

 

Reconviction among adults ≥22 years 

Offence (Other violent) - 0.697 (NR) 

Reconviction among adults <22 years 

Offence (Robbery) - 0.65 (NR) 

Offence (Other violent) - 0.70 (NR) 

Håkansson and 

Berglund, 2012 

 

Any return to criminal justice system 

Main crime in index verdict 

(Violent crime) 

0.77 

(0.68-0.87) 

- 

Holland et al. 1983 

 

Recidivism during the follow up period 

Violent crime (Yes) NR - 

Mears and Bales, 2009 

 

Recidivism during follow up period 

Violent recidivism (Yes) NR - 

Spivak and Sharp, 2008 

 

Return to prison during follow up period 

Violent offence (Yes) 0.07 (NR) - 

Walter et al. 2011 

 

Time to first registered criminal conviction 

Violent offence (Yes) NR - 

Jones et al. 2006 

 

 

Reappearance in a court for an offence committed subsequent to 

release on parole 

Index offence (Violence) 1.38 

(1.23-1.54) 

- 

Index offence (Robbery) 1.18 

(1.01-1.38) 

- 

NR – not reported, bold font denotes that the item has been identified as a protective factor 

 

Four studies explored whether the occurrence of a property index offence was 

associated with criminal relapse (Cochran et al., 2014; Håkansson & Berglund, 2012; 

Jones et al., 2006; Kubrin & Stewart, 2006). All studies reported that property crime 

as a reason for index committal was significantly associated with increased rates of 

subsequent recidivism, with increased risk among those with a history of property 

crime ranging from 2% to 73%. The latter estimate was reported in the US study by 

Kubrin and Stewart (2006) who examined recidivism rates among 5,002 ex-
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prisoners. Rates of recidivism were defined as rates of new arrests within a 12 

month period from release and a prior history of property crime was significantly 

associated with subsequent recidivism. Appendix 17 (p.212) outlines the findings 

from these studies.  

 

Four studies explored whether the occurrence of a drug index offence, either current 

or prior, was associated with recidivism (Cochran et al., 2014; Håkansson & 

Berglund, 2012; Jones et al., 2006; Kubrin & Stewart, 2006). Cochran et al. (2014) 

reported that a prior history of drug crime was significantly predictive of criminal 

relapse across all age groups with increased odds of between 5% and 8% in those 

with a history of drug crimes. All studies reported that a history of drug crime or a 

drug crime as a reason for index committal was predictive of criminal relapse.  

Similarly, the study by Kubrin and Stewart (2006) also reported increased risk among 

those with a history of a prior drug offence (adj β coefficient=1.57). In contrast, 

Håkansson and Berglund (2012) and Jones et al. (2006) both reported that time to 

subsequent criminal offence was significantly lower in ex-prisoners with a current 

index offence as a drug crime when compared to those without. Appendix 18 (p.213) 

contains details of these studies. 

 

Three studies examined the impact of committal for a sex crime on subsequent rates 

of recidivism (Cochran et al., 2014; Jones et al., 2006; Spivak & Sharp, 2008). All 

studies reported that this type of offence was protective against future recidivism. 

Spivak and Sharp (2008) also examined whether a lifetime committal of a sex 

offence was associated with subsequent re-incarceration among 23,114 ex-

prisoners. The study follow up period ranged from 36 to 84 months. The authors 

reported that a lifetime history of a sex offence did not predict future criminal 

behaviour in this population (adj HR=0.81). Appendix 19 (p.214) illustrates the 

findings from these studies. 

 

Three studies examined the impact of other offence types on subsequent rates of 

recidivism (Cochran et al., 2014; Jones et al., 2006; Kubrin & Stewart, 2006). 

Cochran et al. (2014) reported that murder as an index committal was protective 

against future recidivism, with the odds of future criminal relapse 71% less in those 

who had committed murder when compared to those who did not (adj OR 0.29). 
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Jones et al. (2006) also reported that an index offence that consisted of breach of 

bail was significantly predictive of a shorter time to future criminal relapse [adj HR 

1.40 (95% CI 1.18-1.66)]. Appendix 20 (p.215) illustrates the findings from these 

studies. 

 

Post-release engagement  

Two independent predictors are reported under the theme of post-release 

engagement including parole (parole type, parole violation) and engagement in a 

supervised programme post-release from prison.  

 

Four studies examined the impact of parole on rates of subsequent recidivism 

(Baillargeon et al., 2010; Goshin et al., 2014; Jones et al., 2006; Kronick et al., 

1998). Baillargeon et al. (2010) reported that both release on parole [adj HR 2.86 

(95% CI 2.31-3.55)] and parole violation (adj HR 3.8) were both significantly 

associated with time to subsequent re-incarceration within three years among a 

cohort study of 1,917 HIV infected prisoners. Goshin et al. (2014), the only study 

identified that focused on rates of recidivism among 139 female prisoners, also 

reported that parole violation was significantly associated with time to re-

imprisonment within three years (adj HR 3.8). Jones et al. (2006) examined 

recidivism among 2,793 parolees and reported that type of parole (court versus 

parole authority) was independently associated with time to subsequent recidivism 

[adj HR 1.35 (95% CI 1.19-1.55)]. Appendix 21 (p.216) displays the results of these 

studies.  

 

Three studies examined whether supervision following release from prison impacted 

on rates of recidivism, with studies demonstrating conflicting results (Fisher et al., 

2014; Kubrin & Stewart, 2006; Spivak & Sharp, 2008). Appendix 22 (p.217) displays 

the findings from these studies. Fisher et al. (2014) focused on two outcomes 

including re-arrest within 24 months of release and number of days to re-

incarceration among 1,438 prisoners. A total of 53.4% of the sample recidivated 

during this time and post-release supervision with a parole officer was found to be an 

independent protective factor against re-arrest [adj OR 0.65 (95%CI 0.46-0.92)] and 

time to re-arrest [adj β coefficient 0.69 (95% CI 0.55-0.87)]. On the contrary, Spivak 
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and Sharp (2008) identified that release on parole supervision was independently 

associated with shorted time to recidivism (adj HR 1.28) among inmates incarcerated 

in the US between 1997 and 2001. Finally, the study by Kubrin and Stewart (2006) 

examined recidivism rates among 5,002 prisoners who were released from prisons in 

the state of Oregon in the US and reported that high levels of supervision post-

release were associated with increased risk of new arrests within the 12 month 

period from release.  

 

Discussion 

Statement of principal findings 

This systematic review with narrative synthesis summarised the totality of evidence 

from 19 studies that examined predictors and protectors of recidivism among ex-

prisoners. The findings represent data from a number of countries including 13 

studies that were conducted across different states in the USA, two studies 

conducted in Australia and one study in each of Canada, Sweden, Germany and 

Switzerland. The number of ex-prisoners in the included studies ranged from 139 to 

23,114 and the majority of studies used large administrative databases as the source 

of data. In terms of follow up of such prisoners following prison release, the most 

common duration of follow up was three years (n=7), however the duration of follow-

up ranged from one year to eight years.  

 

The definition of recidivism applied to the datasets varied across the individual 

studies. The most common definition used was re-incarceration or re-imprisonment 

within a particular time period. Other studies used any reconviction as a measure of 

relapse while other studies examined recidivism rates in the context of specific 

crimes and sub-populations of prisoners. Some studies used multiple definitions of 

recidivism, as exemplified by Holland et al. (1983), who defined recidivism as the 

occurrence of a new conviction with a ≥60 day sentence, an outstanding warrant for 

absconding from parole supervision, return to prison as a parole violator or death 

during the commission of an offence (Holland et al., 1983). Given the range of 

definitions of recidivism applied, the rates of recidivism varied across studies from 

13.7% among female offenders to 69% among prisoners with a history of substance 
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abuse. Rates of recidivism in the majority of studies were broadly reported to fall 

between 20% and 40%. 

 

The methodological quality of the studies was assessed using the Cambridge Quality 

Checklists (CQC) for studies that examine risk factors in criminological research. 

Eight of the studies were considered to be of good methodological quality as the 

data used to study the research question was gathered prospectively. The remaining 

11 studies were deemed to have gathered data retrospectively, and are more prone 

to bias than studies that are prospective in nature.    

 

Six broad themes were used to group the independent predictors of recidivism 

across the 19 included studies. These themes included personal factors, family 

factors, medical or social history, criminal history, reason for committal and post-

release engagement. Under these six broad themes, a number of subthemes 

emerged that were common across studies or unique to particular studies. Under the 

first theme of ‘personal factors’, six independent predictors were identified across 

studies including age, gender, race/ethnicity, educational attainment and 

employment status. The second theme focused on ‘family factors’ and included the 

number of visits that each prisoner received while in prison. The third theme 

considered prisoners ‘medical/social history’ and included the following independent 

predictors: presence of co-morbidities, history of substance abuse and history of 

homelessness. The fourth theme explored the prisoners ‘criminal history’ and 

included predictors such as history of a juvenile record, prior parole, prior arrest, 

prior prison committal, misconduct in prison, sentence length and prison type. The 

penultimate theme focused on the ‘reason for committal’ and included independent 

predictors of violent crime, property crime, drug crime, sex crime and other index 

offences. The final theme focused on prisoners post-release from prison, in particular 

‘post-release engagement’, and included predictors such as parole and post-release 

supervision. The following section will discuss these factors in the context of the 

current literature.  

 

Results in the context of the current literature 
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Given the high rates of re-engagement in criminal activity and subsequent re-

incarceration among prisoners following release from prison and the resulting 

economic and social burden, it is not surprising that there is a significant body of 

research and much theoretical discussion on optimal methods to predict recidivism. 

The current systematic review demonstrated that a number of factors under the 

theme of ‘personal factors’ such as age, gender, race/ethnicity and factors under the 

theme of ‘criminal history’ are associated with recidivism. The findings from this 

review relating to these ‘static factors’ are broadly in keeping with other studies of 

this nature. Singh and Fazel (2010) conducted a systematic review and meta-

analysis of 40 articles that examined the findings from 2,232 studies investigating a 

broad range of predictors of antisocial behaviour or criminal, violent, or sexual 

offending (Singh & Fazel, 2010). Among the static factors that were identified as 

predictors of recidivism were male gender (Langan & Levin, 2002b), younger age 

(Huebner & Berg, 2011; Langan & Levin, 2002b), recent prison release, with the risk 

for reoffending lessening over time (Huebner & Berg, 2011; Kurlychek, Brame, & 

Bushway, 2006; Langan & Levin, 2002b), history of prior arrest, prior prison 

committal (Gendreau, Little, & Goggin, 1996; Langan & Levin, 2002b) and African 

American race (Gendreau et al., 1996; Steen & Opsal, 2007; Wehrman, 2010). 

Interestingly, while African Americans may have a significantly increased likelihood 

of recidivism, there are a number of other factors that may affect this racial group 

when compared to other racial groups such as poverty, racial bias and 

unemployment. Finally, the type of index offence has also been shown to be 

associated with recidivism, with property crime as an index crime associated with 

greater risk (Langan & Levin, 2002b). 

 

The remaining factors that were found to be predictive of recidivism in this 

systematic review are broadly ‘dynamic’ in the sense that they are amenable to 

change over time. Therefore, interventions can be developed to address these 

different areas of need (Andrews & Bonta, 1994) such as the implementation of 

prison or community-based programmes that serve to address individual offender 

needs and optimise community re-integration after prison release (Andrews & Bonta, 

2010a, 2010b). There is a body of research demonstrating that lower levels of 

educational achievement, stigma associated with a prison record is a significant 

barrier for finding employment and a permanent residence following prison release 



58 
 

(Petersilia, 2003; Rosenfeld, Petersilia, & Visher, 2008; Travis et al., 2001; Visher & 

Travis, 2003). A survey of 350 employers by Pager (2003) reported that potential 

employers were unwilling to hire individuals with a history of a criminal record even 

when the candidate exceeded the qualifications for the position (Pager, 2003). In 

addition, this problem is often compounded by the fact that many offenders also lack 

specific work skills, educational qualifications, and a stable history of employment 

(Berg & Huebner, 2011). While employment post-release wasn’t examined in this 

review, other research has demonstrated that stable employment on release from 

prison has been shown to reduce re-offending (Laub & Sampson, 2003; Uggen, 

2000a; Western, Kling, & Weiman, 2001). Berg and Huebner (2011) note that steady 

employment provides offenders with a sense of identity and meaning in life, while 

simultaneously placing restrictions on leisure time, thus reducing exposure to 

situations conducive to criminal behaviour (Berg & Huebner, 2011). Furthermore, 

employment also allows offenders to reintegrate into the wider community by paying 

bills, securing housing, and developing a larger network of ties to conventional 

society (Petersilia, 2003; Visher & Courtney, 2006; Visher & Travis, 2003). Other 

authors have also noted that employment reduces the economic motivation to 

engage in income-generating crimes (Petersilia & Rosenfeld, 2008; Shover, 2006). 

On the contrary, low educational achievement (National Research Council, 2007), 

and the lack of a stable residence on release (Huebner & Berg, 2011; Makarios, 

Steiner, & Travis, 2010) have been associated with increased risk of criminal 

relapse. In summary, the evidence to date demonstrates that a history of 

irregular/lack of employment coupled with inadequate educational attainment serves 

to reduce opportunities for employment following release from prison and increase 

the potential for criminal relapse.  

 

In this review, visits during prison were considered under the theme of ‘family 

factors’. None of the quantitative studies included in the review reported that being 

married or having children was independently protective or predictive of recidivism 

among ex-prisoners. However, drawing from the social science research literature, it 

has been shown that during personal crises such as death or serious health issues, 

family members are a source of psychological, material, and financial support 

(Cattell, 2001; Wellman & Wortley, 1990). In criminological research, a number of 

qualitative studies have demonstrated that marriage and family engagement plays a 
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significant protective role against subsequent recidivism following release from 

prison due to the considerable support that families provide emotionally, financially 

and socially (Huebner & Berg, 2011; Mallik-Kane & Visher, 2008; Sampson & Laub, 

1993; Sullivan, Mino, Nelson, & Pope, 2002; Visher, Knight, Chaflin, & Roman, 2009; 

Visher & Travis, 2003). For example, Berg and Huebner (2011) note that family ties 

serve to structure offenders’ daily routines, placing restrictions on social networks 

and inappropriate social activities and behaviours they engage such as excessive 

drinking and substance abuse (Berg & Huebner, 2011). Sampson and Laub (1993) 

suggest that the reason the relational tie between offenders and family is unique and 

possibly favourable in preventing recidivism is that it is not burdened by the stigma 

associated with a lengthy record of offending (Sampson & Laub, 1993). On the other 

hand, some studies have suggested that recidivism may increase following return 

home from prison, probably due to exposure to prior antisocial peers and criminal 

networks (Huebner & Berg, 2011; Yahner & Visher, 2008).  

 

Research also shows that ex-prisoners rely on family members to secure 

employment arrangements, and it is through this mechanism of job procurement that 

the role of the family is considered to be influential in changing post-release 

behaviour (Berg & Huebner, 2011). To this end, family members represent key 

figures of offenders’ social networks (Mallik-Kane & Visher, 2008; Shapiro & 

Schwartz, 2001). Furthermore, it is thought that when compared to the wider 

community, family members are more likely to overlook offenders’ stigma, facilitating 

the formation of bonds between offenders and their family (Berg & Huebner, 2011). 

This is supported by work by Laub and Sampson (2003) demonstrating that 

offenders’ families provide a stable emotional barrier that serves to protect offenders 

from the challenging experience of community re-integration. In this research study, 

a number of men noted that the emotional support offered by family members was a 

key protective factor against recidivism (Laub & Sampson, 2003). This notion is also 

supported by later work by Visher & Courtney (2006) who interviewed ex-prisoners 

following prison release in Ohio (Visher & Courtney, 2006). These offenders 

identified family support as the most fundamental reason that prevented them from 

re-offending. Other studies report that ex-prisoners who have close family 

relationships report higher levels of positivity, optimism in the future, and an 

unwillingness to reengage in criminal behaviour (Burnett, 2004). In summary, several 
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studies have consistently demonstrated that three conditions play a prominent role in 

the reintegration process: educational attainment, employment and social ties to 

family (Laub & Sampson, 2003).  

Under the theme of ‘medical/social history’, one of more robust dynamic predictors of 

criminal relapse is drug involvement and continued drug use (Belenko & Peugh, 

2005; Bonta, Law, & Hanson, 1998; Dowden & Brown, 2002; Mallik-Kane & Visher, 

2008), and the relationship between substance abuse and crime has been widely 

researched (Belenko & Peugh, 2005; Chandler, Fletcher, & Volkow, 2009a). While 

the current systematic review did not demonstrate any association between alcohol 

abuse and recidivism, the findings from the review consistently show that illegal drug 

used was strongly predictive of criminal relapse (Degiorgio & DiDonato, 2014; 

Håkansson & Berglund, 2012; Walter et al., 2011). Drug abuse is likely to influence 

the likelihood of re-offending in a number of ways by increasing financial burden 

associated with release while simultaneously reducing the likelihood of securing 

steady employment and family support. This may also lead to an increased likelihood 

of re-engaging with antisocial peer networks, committing new offences while under 

the influence of drugs, and increasing the possibility of parole violation (Belenko & 

Peugh, 2005; Huebner & Berg, 2011; Taxman, Byrne, & Young, 2003). Prior history 

of illegal drug use is common among prisoners and other offenders, and over 80% 

have signs of serious drug or alcohol involvement (Belenko & Peugh, 2005). It has 

been reported that drug abuse or dependence ranges from 47% of those imprisoned 

for violent crimes to 63% for those incarcerated for drug or property crimes (Mumola 

& Karberg, 2006). In the US, a national survey of state prisoners showed that 82% of 

respondents reported a lifetime use of an illegal drug and over two thirds (68%) 

documented a history of using illegal drugs regularly (Mumola & Karberg, 2006). 

Furthermore, 32% of inmates reported that they were under the influence of drugs 

when they committed their index offence, and 16.5% reported that the reason for 

committing their crime was to secure money to obtain additional drugs. The 

researchers also found that 53.4% of state inmates, including 53% of male and 60% 

of female convicts, met the diagnostic criteria of substance abuse or dependence 

based on those set out in the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental 

Disorders (Mumola & Karberg, 2006). This is significantly higher that estimates 

reported among the general population of adults, where approximately 12.5% of men 

and 5.7% of women meet the same criteria (Mumola & Karberg, 2006). In the study 
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by Håkansson and Berglund (2012), recidivism (defined as return to the criminal 

justice system) was particularly strongly associated with a history of injecting drug 

use of heroin and amphetamine (Håkansson & Berglund, 2012). However the 

authors acknowledge that the association between injection drug use and criminal 

recidivism may be mediated by other factors such as a higher degree of criminal 

behaviour and a worse outcome with respect to criminality (Håkansson & Berglund, 

2012). Furthermore, recidivism was associated with poly-substance abuse, a history 

of psychiatric hospital in-patient treatment, difficulty controlling violent behaviour, 

male gender, and homelessness, even when controlling for type of crime and the 

duration of the index sentence (Håkansson & Berglund, 2012). These findings are in-

keeping with the overall findings of review where co-morbidities including mental 

health issues were also shown to be strongly predictive of recidivism. This is also 

supported by other research where criminal recidivism has also been shown to be 

more common among those with mental health issues (Hodgins, Mednick, Brennan, 

Schulsinger, & Engberg, 1996), with a large proportion of offenders presenting with 

alcohol or drug dependence or other mental disorders, including high rates of 

personality disorders such as bipolar disorder and psychotic episodes, and 

depression (Baillargeon, Binswanger, Penn, Williams, & Murray, 2009; Fazel, Bains, 

& Doll, 2006; Fazel & Danesh, 2002). 

 

Prison releases fit into two major categories: conditional and unconditional 

(Ostermann, 2013). Conditional release involves the supervision of an ex-prisoner, 

usually by a parole board, whereas unconditional release does not require 

supervision of former inmates. Parole has traditionally been a key feature of a 

progressive rehabilitation model (Morgan & Smith, 2005). In terms of the current 

review, the theme of ‘post-release engagement’ focused on parole and post-release 

supervision and results demonstrated that prisoners who were released on parole 

were significantly more likely to re-offend that those who were not granted parole 

(Baillargeon et al., 2010; Jones et al., 2006). Factors that may contribute to 

increased risk of recidivism may include exposure to criminal peers after release, 

lack of family ties and social support systems and substance abuse issues 

(Ostermann, 2013). However, in this review Fisher et al. (2014) demonstrated that 

the level of supervision provided following release from prison was protective of 

future recidivism (Fisher et al., 2014). The supervision of parolees provides them 
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with the opportunity to engage in community and rehabilitative services in the 

community, with the aim of attempting to ensure that parolees do not recidivate after 

completing their court imposed sentence (Travis et al., 2001). Parole conditions 

available to ex-prisoners may include regular meetings with parole officers, 

engagement in community-based or rehabilitative programmes, submitting to drug 

testing, obtaining and retaining gainful employment, and remaining free from criminal 

relapse in the community (Ostermann, 2013). In terms of parole supervision, the 

activities of parolees in the community may be monitored by the parole officer, home 

visits may be performed, and parolees may be required to attend parole office or 

social services appointments (Ostermann, 2013). In cases where a parolee is not 

effectively meeting parole conditions, the designated parole officer can initiate a 

process of having the parolee’s supervision term revoked, resulting in a return to 

prison for these offenders where they either must serve the remainder of their prison 

sentence or await a further opportunity for parole (Ostermann, 2013).  

 

Estimating criminal risk has also been approached through the use of formal 

structured risk assessment tools (Zara & Farrington, 2015). Risk assessment tools 

are structured tools designed to assist in the identification and management of 

individuals at risk of subsequent criminal or harmful behaviour. In recent years, many 

structured instruments have been developed to assist in the assessment of 

antisocial, violent and sexual risk, and their use is growing in the area of mental 

health and the wider criminal justice settings (Singh, Grann, & Fazel, 2011). Some 

tools focus on a narrow range of static risk factors based on offenders’ demographic 

and criminal history. Examples of these quantitative measurement tools include the 

Offender Group Re-conviction Scale, Version 3 (OGRS3) (Howard, Francis, Soothill, 

& Humphreys, 2009), the Risk Matrix 2000 (Thornton, 2007), and Static-99 (Hanson 

& Thornton, 1999). Other tools comprise of a broader range of risk factors for 

recidivism across socioeconomic, interpersonal, substance misuse, mental health, 

and cognitive domains (Howard & Dixon, 2013). The latter approach can either use 

such risk factors to structure professional/clinical judgment such as Historical, 

Clinical, Risk Management-20 (HCR-20) (Webster, Douglas, Eaves, & Hart, 1997), 

or categorise risk through actuarial methods, such as Level of Service Inventory-

Revised (LSI-R) (Andrews & Bonta, 1994), Level of Service/Case Management 

Inventory (LS/CMI) (Andrews, Bonta, & Wormith, 2004), and Violence Risk 
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Assessment Guide (VRAG) (Quinsey, Harris, Rice, & Cormier, 1998). Given the 

large selection of tools available in the criminal justice domain, a key question is to 

identify the measure(s) with the highest rates of discriminative ability.  

 

The current evidence with respect to the discriminative ability (ability to identify re-

offenders from those who do not re-offend) of risk prediction instruments for different 

types of offenders in discussed in detail in Chapter 5. In the UK, the OGRS has been 

employed by probation staff and corrections researchers since the late 1990s 

(Howard et al., 2009). While the ORGS is a static risk prediction instrument based on 

age, gender and criminal history, it enables criminal justice staff to estimate the 

likelihood of re-offending when the use of dynamic risk assessment tools (e.g. The 

Offender Assessment System (OASys) or Asset) are not possible. The current 

version of the OGRS (Version 3) was rolled out in the Probation Service in England 

and Wales in March 2008. This version is updated to reflect changing patterns of 

offending and improves on OGRS 2 in a number of ways, in particular the predictive 

accuracy is increased over one and two years (Howard et al., 2009). For all 

offenders, the discriminative ability of the OGRS 3 improved by two percent from 

78% for OGRS 2 to 80% for OGRS 3. For prisoners only, the discriminative ability 

improved to 84% when compared to 83% for the reference standard method of 

prediction using the Sentence Planning Risk Predictor (SPRP) instrument.  

 

Unlike OGRS (based on static risk factors only), the Offender Assessment System 

(OASys) considers both static and dynamic risk factors and risk of harm among 

offenders, but it is used on a narrower group of offenders than OGRS (Moore, 2009). 

The OASys consists of 73 scored questions across eleven scales, covering 

offending information and a range of individual-level and social factors. It 

incorporates the ORGS instrument to capture static risk factors. The reliability and 

validity of these scales have been well established (Moore, 2009). At the time of 

writing this thesis, the National Probation Service in the UK have commenced rolling 

out a simpler risk assessment tool to sit alongside OASys called Active Risk 

Management System (ARMS) to assess risk among sexual offenders. The ARMS 

assessment comprises five discrete steps: gathering and evaluating relevant data 

relating to the offender over the previous three months; recording the presence of 

risk and protective factors; identifying key areas for action; designing an action; and 
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evaluating any changes following action (National Offender Management Service, 

2014). It is envisaged that this risk assessment system will build on existing risk 

management tools such as OASys by offering probation officers with a reliable 

process to assess and monitor existing factors and behaviours that are pertinent to 

sex offender management. 

 

In the Irish context, risk instruments are not routinely implemented to assess 

offender risk, particularly among prisoners released from prison. The LSI-R is the 

only risk instrument utilised by the Probation Service in Ireland. The Probation 

Service in Ireland employ this risk instrument to support assessments made in the 

preparation of pre-sanction reports (Probation & Welfare Service, 2006). The output 

of this risk prediction instrument assists Probation Officers to advise the Court as to 

whether an offender is at low, moderate, high or very high risk of re-offending. 

Furthermore, for those offenders identified as moderate, high and very high risk of 

re-offending, the LSI-R serves to identify areas of dynamic risk that need to be 

addressed if the risk is to be reduced. The Probation Service also works with 

prisoners who are conditionally released and are subject to post-release supervision 

orders such as sex offenders and life-sentenced prisoners. However research 

demonstrates that the practice of engagement with prisoners differs across individual 

prisons, with the Probation Service in some areas engaging with all released 

prisoners while in others, contact is only made with those who fall into the higher risk 

categories outlined above (Martynowicz & Quigley, 2010). This prioritisation of 

resources by level of risk results in very limited resources being made available to 

other prisoners released from prison who may be at high risk of committing serious 

crimes. To this end, a formal examination of the factors associated with re-conviction 

among prisoners released from prisons in the Republic of Ireland is warranted. 

Identification of risk factors predictive of re-conviction or relapse into criminal 

behaviours may serve to target those who could still benefit from increased support 

following release. The methodology for this study is contained in Chapter 3.  

 

Implications for the enforcement of criminal justice  

Differentiating higher risk re-offenders from lower risk re-offenders is of significant 

importance for a variety of stakeholders involved in the criminal justice system 

including the police, courts, correctional workers, and the general public. Risk 
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prediction can serve to answer two specific questions. Firstly, how likely is an 

offender to commit a new offence? Secondly, what can be done to decrease this 

likelihood? The latter can be informed by using the information from the first question 

to develop meaningful, evidence based interventions to address offenders at high 

risk of reoffending. While perfect prediction is an unachievable goal, the significant 

consequences associated with incorrect risk decisions highlight the importance of 

careful consideration of the most appropriate methods of risk assessment. As 

discussed, static historical factors (e.g., age at first offence, gender, race/ethnicity, 

prior criminal history) may be used to assess long-term likelihood of recidivism. 

However, the evaluation of change in levels of offender risk warrants the 

consideration and management of dynamic (changeable) risk factors. To this end, 

there has been a significant focus on the development of secondary preventive 

strategies, interventions, and programmes to target those at higher risk of 

reoffending (Andrews & Bonta, 2010a; Andrews & Dowden, 2006; Makarios et al., 

2010; Siddiqi, 2010; Singh & Fazel, 2010). Methods of assessing offender risk have 

evolved over the last 30 years and expanded to incorporate treatment planning and 

case management into the assessment process. Andrews et al. (1990) derived the 

Risk, Need, Responsivity (RNR) model (Andrews, Bonta, & Hoge, 1990; Andrews & 

Dowden, 2006), which has been the prominent approach to the management of 

offenders in Canada, as well as the United Kingdom, Australia, New Zealand, and 

parts of the United States (Andrews & Bonta, 2010b). The risk factors contained in 

the RNR model were identified following a systematic review and meta-analysis of 

prior research and the model contains a number of factors that are considered to 

increase the likelihood of reoffending including: history of antisocial behaviour, 

antisocial attitudes, beliefs and personality, social support for crime, association with 

antisocial peers, substance abuse, problematic family/marital relationships, issues 

with school/work and limited leisure activities (Andrews & Dowden, 2006; Bonta & 

Andrews, 2007; Taxman & Marlowe, 2006; Taxman & Thanner, 2006). While the 

RNR approach is not a theory of interventions in itself, it serves to identify broad 

principles of effective intervention strategies for offenders (Andrews & Bonta, 2010a). 

To this end, the model had been widely used in assessing and determining offender 

treatment needs and in planning tailored interventions based on the principles of 

‘risk’ (i.e., providing the most intensive management for those deemed at highest risk 

of re-offending), ‘need’ (i.e., matching services to specific criminal behaviours), and 
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‘responsivity’ (i.e., matching the method of service delivery to the individual abilities 

and learning styles of the offender).  

 

A recent review of the RNR programme demonstrates that treatment services 

adhering to these principles are more effective than those that are not, and that the 

treatment impact is correlated with the number of principles to which the treatment 

model aligns with (Looman & Abracen, 2013). Andrews and colleagues (1990) 

completed a meta-analysis of 80 studies examining the impact of correctional 

programming on rates of recidivism. They found that treatments designed and 

delivered according to RNR principles were associated with larger effect sizes 

among those exposed to the treatment. Dowden and Andrews (1999) focused on 

female offenders only and completed a meta-analysis of 25 studies of treatment 

programmes among these offenders (Dowden & Andrews, 1999). The authors 

reported that the delivery of any treatment programme was significantly more 

effective than criminal sanctions alone. The authors also reported that treatment 

programmes aligning to all of the RNR principles were linked with the largest 

reductions in recidivism, particularly when programmes focused on antisocial 

attitudes and behaviours, and the role of family. There have been suggestions that 

that the RNR model should take into account some of the recent empirical literature 

regarding the changing needs of offender populations (Looman & Abracen, 2013), 

such as prior trauma and other adverse developmental experiences, as well as 

mental health issues. However, while the RNR approach has been subjected to 

some criticism due to the focus on a narrow range of individual risk factors (Laws & 

Ward, 2011; Ward, Mann, & Gannon, 2007; Ward & Stewart, 2003), the model 

remains the most widely implemented framework to date. Chapter 5 will discuss the 

content and focus on different treatment and management strategies designed to 

optimise reintegration and reduce recidivism post release from prison.  

 

Strengths and weaknesses of the review 

Reflexivity is an important consideration in criminological research as it serves to 

inform the design, conduct and reporting of different approaches to research in this 

area (Lumsden & Morgan, 2014). The methods employed by researchers to interpret 

and subsequently present findings from criminological studies needs to demonstrate 
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objectivity and impartiality (Lumsden & Morgan, 2014). These features are essential 

for a researcher who wants to remain impartial to the research and transparent in the 

encounters they confront on the journey. The mechanisms employed by the author 

to address impartiality and objectively are described in this section. This systematic 

review with meta-analysis examined the totality of evidence in relation to predictors 

of recidivism among prisoners released from prison. While there has been much 

debate about the ‘narrow’ focus of systematic reviews, these study designs have 

become increasingly important in the area of criminal justice (Petticrew & Roberts, 

2008). The review search strategy was designed in collaboration with a librarian with 

significant experience in the area of criminal justice research. Broad search terms 

were used to examine the current literature with 3,000+ papers reviewed during this 

review process. The robust methodology and inclusion and exclusion criteria used 

identified and select studies relevant to the research question. The inclusion criteria 

were carefully developed to map to the research question and focused on the study 

design, population of interest and outcome of recidivism. To this end, only 

prospective or retrospective cohort studies were included as the study design of 

choice. In the context of this systematic review, cohort studies are a type of 

longitudinal observational study where a group of ex-prisoners are followed up over 

a defined period of time following release from prison and the outcome of recidivism 

is measured from each participant in the cohort. The presence/absence of risk 

factors or ‘predictors’ of recidivism is also captured and the contribution of these risk 

factors to the outcome of recidivism is quantified through the generation of statistics 

such as risk ratios or odds ratios. Cross-sectional studies that examined the 

association between risk factors and the outcome of recidivism at the same time 

were excluded as a causal relationship could not be inferred from these studies. In 

relation to the population of interest, studies that focused on adults only, including 

both men and women ≥18 years old, were chosen for inclusion in the systematic 

review. Studies that examined rates of recidivism among juveniles were excluded in 

keeping with the overall aim of the primary research study (methodology described in 

Chapter 3). In addition, studies that explored factors associated with recidivism 

among sexual offenders solely were excluded, as research demonstrates that 

predictors of relapse among these individuals differs to that of the broader population 

of ex-prisoners. For the purpose of this review, recidivism was the primary outcome 

of interest. While the definition of recidivism varied across studies, rates of recidivism 
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were broadly defined as the percentage/number of individuals released from prison 

that were subsequently re-arrested, reconvicted or re-imprisoned during the study 

period from the time of release. The application of limits on inclusion criteria in 

systematic reviews allows the researcher to focus on a specific research question 

while omitting studies which may not be relevant to the nature of that question. The 

process of systematic reviewing uses specific and transparent methods to 

systematically search, critically appraise and synthesise information on a specific 

topic. To this end, selection bias on behalf of the researcher is reduced as there are 

explicit methods to include/exclude studies. This process of applying clear and 

transparent inclusion/exclusion criteria that mapped to the overarching research 

question assisted the author in maintaining an objective and unbiased approach to 

the selection and reporting of studies. Figure 1 illustrates the flow of studies in the 

review and demonstrates how the initial search that yielded in excess of 3,000 

articles was whittled down to 19 studies that met the pre-defined inclusion criteria.  

 

In-keeping with the methods set out to conduct a systematic review, the author 

applied quality assurance checks to ensure the accuracy of the data extracted. 

Appendix 2 (p.190) details the descriptive characteristics of the 19 included studies. 

The information presented across the 19 studies is uniform, thus allowing the reader 

to objectively compare and contract findings across the individual studies. In 

addition, the methodological quality of each individual study was assessed using 

externally validated criteria (Jolliffe et al., 2012). This process serves as a critical 

appraisal of the studies and the findings are p (p.187) resented in Table 2, in-

keeping with the process of systematic reviewing. Finally the author used the 

MOOSE standardised reporting guidelines to guide the standardised conduct and 

reporting of the review (Stroup et al., 2000). The MOOSE guidelines, contained in 

Appendix 1 (p.187), consist of a checklist of items designed to increase the 

transparent reporting of systematic reviews of observational longitudinal research. 

Throughout this chapter, the author adhered to the guidelines by describing key 

reporting standards including a clearly formulated research question, a description of 

search strategy, methods used to identify and select relevant articles, methods used 

to synthesise results and key considerations for discussion. Taken together, these 

measures serve to increase reflexivity on behalf of the researcher by applying 

transparent methods to select, appraise and report the individual study findings.  
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However, the findings from the review have to be considered in the context of the 

study limitations. A recognised strength of traditional reviews is that they may 

provide insights that can be excluded or omitted in the steps towards study inclusion 

or exclusion and methodological quality control that are required in the systematic 

review model (Jesson et al., 2011). The stringent inclusion and exclusion criteria 

applied in this systematic review excluded secondary sources of research (such as 

literature reviews) so it is possible that evidence from such reviews was omitted. 

However, the discussion section of the chapter included on a broad range of 

supporting literature to situate the findings from the review in the context of the 

current literature. In addition, while the search string applied was broad, a number of 

limits were applied to the search string to reduce the number of ‘hits’ on the 

databases. To this end, studies only published in the English language were 

obtained. Furthermore, studies published in peer-reviewed journal were only 

included in the review. A number of studies have examined rates of recidivism 

across different countries. These studies were also excluded as they focused on 

rates of recidivism, as opposed to examining predictors of recidivism. However, 

these studies will be discussed in Chapter 5, particularly in the context of the findings 

from the primary research study, the methods of which are described in the next 

chapter (Chapter 3). In terms of the studies identified in the review, there was 

significant heterogeneity across studies with respect to the population of ex-

prisoners studied. Some studies focused on male prisoners only, other studies 

focused on female prisoners only while other studies focused on particular sub-

populations of prisoners. The methods used to obtain data on predictors also varied 

across studies, with different definitions of both predictors and outcomes of 

recidivism used across the 19 studies. Sample sizes also varied, thus the external 

validity of smaller studies warrants consideration. These limitations should be 

considered when interpreting the findings from the systematic review.  

 

Areas for future research  

Research to date exploring patterns and predictors of recidivism has broadly been 

examined in the US. Further research is needed to examine rates and predictors of 

recidivism in the EU. The purpose of this thesis is to address this gap in the literature 



70 
 

in the Irish context. Aside from this, a number of other findings from the review 

require further exploration. The strong association between criminal relapse and type 

of index crime warrants further investigation. This systematic review found that index 

property crime was predictive of criminal recidivism while there was no association 

with baseline violent crime or drug crime and subsequent recidivism. Further 

research is warranted to gain a deeper insight into the mechanisms that mediate 

these findings. It may be that relapse rates in offenders with different types of 

criminality may be related to the range of post-release services available to ex-

prisoners with differing index offences. There is also a lack of research exploring risk 

factors of violent recidivism in prisoners. While a violent index crime has been shown 

to be associated with a lower risk of criminal recidivism (Maden, Scott, Burnett, 

Lewis, & Skapinakis, 2004), research to date demonstrates that rates of violent re-

offending are higher among prisoners with mental health problems (Nilsson, 

Wallinius, Gustavson, Anckarsater, & Kerekes, 2011). This trend warrants further 

exploration through both qualitative and quantitative methods.  

 

The role of family in the integration of prisoners post release from prison also 

requires further investigation, particularly relating to the role that families play in 

obtaining employment for offenders. Existing evidence suggests that a key method 

by which familial ties influence recidivism is through employment (Berg & Huebner, 

2011), and an important way by which offenders secure employment is through 

familial ties. However, the relationship between familial ties and gainful employment 

should be thoroughly explored.  

 

In terms of substance abuse, traditionally the development of effective treatment for 

stimulant addiction has been challenging. Evidence from scientific literature suggests 

that naltrexone treatment may be effective in the treatment of amphetamine 

addiction (Jayaram-Lindstrom, Hammarberg, Beck, & Franck, 2008), although this 

type of medication is not licensed for widespread use in the Republic of Ireland. To 

this end, further research is warranted to explore methods to optimise management 

strategies of individuals presenting with substance abuse issues. 

 

Regarding post-release engagement, it has been shown that the increased levels of 

supervision results in lower rates of recidivism. While parole boards do not typically 
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focus on ex-prisoners following discharge from parole, rehabilitative efforts while 

prisoners are on parole should focus on equipping parolees with skill sets that 

encourage community reintegration long after their term of supervision is completed. 

To that end, further investigation into the mechanisms that are used to produce 

positive outcomes for supervised parolees on a longer term basis is warranted.  

 

 

Conclusion 

This chapter has provided an overview of the totality of evidence with respect to 

predictors of recidivism from 19 international peer-reviewed studies. Six broad 

themes were identified from the included studies and under these themes a number 

of ‘static’ and ‘dynamic’ risk factors were identified. These included personal factors, 

family factors, prior medical or social history, criminal history, reason for committal 

and post-release engagement. The latter sections of the chapter discussed these 

findings in the context of the current literature, as well as highlighting pertinent issues 

for criminal justice re-enforcement. Finally, the author described methods used to 

maintain impartiality and acknowledged the strengths and weaknesses of the review, 

as well as pointing the way for future research studies. In particular, the findings from 

the review will be used to inform the development of the methodology for the primary 

research study proposed as part of this thesis. The following chapter, Chapter 3, will 

describe the methodology employed for this research study which serves to explore 

predictors and protectors of recidivism, as measured by re-conviction, among 

prisoners released from prisons in the Republic of Ireland during the years 2007, 

2008 and 2009. Chapter 4 will present the findings of the primary research study 

while Chapter 5 will discuss these findings in the context of related criminological 

literature.   
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CHAPTER 3 

METHODOLOGY FOR COHORT STUDY 

The successful reintegration of released prisoners back into society represents a 

significant challenge internationally for several reasons including the maintenance of 

public safety and the significant direct and indirect costs associated with the 

expansion of the criminal justice system (Travis et al., 2001; Wartna & Nijssen, 

2006). Despite the significant number of primary research studies examining 

recidivism in other nations and widespread consensus as to its value (described in 

Chapter 2), there has been a dearth of research into predictors of recidivism in the 

Republic of Ireland. The findings from the international body of research presented in 

Chapter 2 are used to inform the methods for the proposed study. The proposed 

research is necessary as it adds to the existing body of research in the area of 

recidivism by examining the contribution of independent predictors and protectors of 

re-conviction in the Irish context, to facilitate comparison with other EU and 

international states. This research can also be used to frame discussions around the 

management of this population. In addition, the results from this research can be 

used as a baseline from which to measure the efficiency of interventions designed to 

facilitate community reintegration and reduce recidivism in released prisoners. 

Successful reintegration of ex-prisoners reduces the harmful effects of social 

exclusion and increases levels of trust and community participation, components of 

community-wide social capital that are central for keeping crime rates low and for the 

general welfare and safety of the community (Petersilia, 2003). The relevance of this 

research will be discussed in detail in Chapter 5.  

 

A previous Irish study by O’Donnell and colleagues (2008) examined predictors of 

recidivism in offenders incarcerated in the Republic of Ireland between 2001 and 

2004 (O'Donnell, Baumer, & Hughes, 2008). However, the breadth of this study was 

limited as the completeness of the data used was restricted, and re-imprisonment 

was used as a proxy for recidivism as no information was available on re-conviction. 

This was primarily due to the fact that until 2010, the two national bodies that housed 

data on crime statistics, namely the Irish Prison Service and ‘An Garda Síochána’ 

(national police force in Ireland), collated statistics on recidivism independently of 

each other. The Irish Prison Service (IPS) was established in 1999 as an agency to 
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administer over all prisons in the Republic of Ireland. There are 14 institutions in the 

Irish Prison System comprising 11 traditional ‘closed’ institutions, two open centres, 

which function with minimal internal and perimeter security, and one ‘semi-open’ 

facility with traditional perimeter security but lower internal security. The IPS houses 

male and female offenders who are ≥18 years of age. The majority of female 

prisoners are accommodated in a purpose built centre in Dublin, termed the ‘Dóchas 

Centre’ (Dóchas is the Irish language term for hope) with the remainder of female 

prisoners accommodated in Limerick Prison. Political responsibility for the Prison 

System in Ireland is conferred on the Minister for Justice and Equality, thus the IPS 

operates as an executive agency within the Department of Justice and Equality (Irish 

Prison Service, 2015). The IPS established the Prisoner Records Information 

System (PRIS) system in 2000. The PRIS is a national electronic database of Irish 

prisoners. An Garda Síochána is the national police force of Ireland and was 

established in 1925 (An Garda Síochána, 2015). In 2010, the IPS and An Garda 

Síochána established a partnership to collate information on criminal conduct and 

recidivism in Ireland. These two independent datasets have been linked for the years 

2007-2011. This linked quantitative dataset combining data from the IPS and An 

Garda Síochána is used in this research study. 

 

The overall aim of this prospective cohort study is to examine two-year trends, 

predictors and protectors of recidivism, as measured by re-conviction, among 

prisoners released from prisons in the Republic of Ireland in the years 2007 to 2009 

inclusive. The objectives of the study are outlined in detail in page 7.  

 

Study design and rationale 

To optimise the rigour in the conduct and reporting of research, specific 

methodologies are required that map to the particular research question so that the 

results are credible, truthful and free from bias (Higgins, 2009). Two principal 

methodologies were available to the author for use in the proposed study: these 

consisted of quantitative and qualitative research methods.  

 

Qualitative research is employed using a range of methodologies including 

interviews, focus groups, content analyses, and observation (Berg, 2007; Rubin & 

Rubin, 2011). Content analyses of these outputs enable researchers to recognise 
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and appreciate the importance of a topic. Qualitative research questions are broadly 

formulated from ideas, hunches, or perspectives (Creswell, 2013; Rossi, 1994). 

Criminologists that employ qualitative methodological approaches are generally 

trying to develop theories rather than test them. In addition, the intention is to use the 

language of the research participant to provide understanding of the theory based on 

participant responses. In essence, qualitative methods are subject driven and not 

theory driven (Higgins, 2009). Participant recruitment is driven by the content of the 

data and participant numbers are usually based on data saturation (i.e. when no new 

ideas or themes emerge from the data). This allows criminologists to describe 

phenomena in a more humanistic and phenomenological view (Higgins, 2009). While 

the author recognises the contribution that qualitative methods have made to the 

field of criminology, he considered that this method was not appropriate for the focus 

of the current thesis exploring factors protective and predictive of recidivism from a 

national perspective.  

 

The author chose a quantitative approach for data collection as quantitative research 

methods are based on the premise of empiricism and positivism (Rossi, 1994; Smith, 

1983). Quantitative methods (with the exception of case studies and descriptive 

studies) serve to test a hypothesis rather than generate a hypothesis due to the 

presence of a comparison or control group. In essence, quantitative research 

methods allow criminologists to be deductive in stating a particular hypothesis and 

research question a priori from established theory, allowing criminologists to test 

theories and examine relationships for cause and effects (Higgins 2009). 

Hypotheses are tested using quantitative data to characterise phenomena (Creswell, 

2013). Using quantitative methods, research can be conducted objectively and 

devoid of subjective values, meanings and thoughts. Subjectivity is removed from 

the research process because the data generated during the data collection phase in 

numerical in nature and to this end, reports are produced on the quantitative analysis 

of the data (Babbie, 2013). Types of quantitative study design include experimental 

and observational studies.  

 

Experimental studies are usually employed to explore the effectiveness of an 

intervention or a therapy. In essence, an ‘experimental’ group are deliberately 

assigned by the researcher to receive an exposure i.e. a particular therapy or 
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intervention under investigation and a ‘control’ group serve as the comparison or the 

non-exposed group (Angrist, 2006). If there is random assignment of the 

experimental and control groups, this type of study design, known as a randomised 

controlled trial, adjusts for both known and unknown confounders at baseline (factors 

associated with the intervention and the outcome). This type of study design was not 

considered appropriate for the current study as no ‘intervention’ or ‘therapy’ was 

being investigated. In observational research, researchers collect data on 

participants without deliberately assigning an exposure (e.g. risk factor) or non-

exposure to the group (Jupp & Jupp, 2012). For example, in the previous chapter, 

prior prison committal was identified as a risk factor for subsequent recidivism. It is 

not possible to deliberately assign this risk factor to ex-prisoners as they either have 

had exposure to a prior prison sentence or they have not. Observational study 

designs can be cross-sectional or longitudinal (prospective or retrospective cohort 

study) in nature. An example of the former study design is a survey that is 

administered at one point in time. This type of study design does not allow the 

researcher to establish a cause effect relationship because the exposure and 

outcome are measured at one point in time. Similar to the experimental study design 

described earlier, a cross-sectional study design was not considered suitable for the 

current study as the aim of the study was to examine factors predictive and 

protective of recidivism – thus a cause-effect relationship is implied.  

 

The current research study represents a quantitative prospective cohort study 

designed to follow adult prisoners released from prisons in the Republic of Ireland 

between the years 2007 and 2009 inclusive. Prisoners are followed up for two years 

from the time of release to determine incidence of recidivism and predictors of 

recidivism within this time period. The final prisoner is followed up until December 

2011. This study design represents the most appropriate study design to answer the 

current research question as the aim of the research is to explore whether exposure 

to risk factors (static and dynamic) increase the odds of re-conviction within two 

years among prisoners released during the period 2007 to 2009. To this end, a 

cross-sectional study or an experimental study would not be suitable to answer the 

research question. The characteristic that distinguishes this current study as 

prospective is that baseline data on prisoners was collected on committal to prison 

for the index offence before the outcome of recidivism had occurred. In contrast, 
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retrospective studies are conducted after some people have already developed the 

outcomes of interest (re-conviction/no re-conviction). The investigators then 

retrospectively look back and identify a cohort of individuals at a point in time before 

they have developed the particular outcome, and they aim to establish their 

exposure status at that point in time. Researchers then determine whether the 

subject subsequently developed the outcome.  

 

 

The current research study also used transparent and rigorous method to conduct 

and report the research findings. Incomplete and inadequate reporting of research 

hinders the assessment of the strengths and weaknesses of studies. Research 

should be reported in a transparent manner so that readers and reviewers can follow 

what was planned, what was done, what was found, and what conclusions were 

drawn (von Elm et al., 2007). The credibility of research depends on an objective and 

critical assessment of the strengths and weaknesses of the study with respect to the 

design, conduct, and analysis of findings. Transparent reporting is also required to 

decide whether and how results can be included in systematic reviews. Readers and 

reviewers need to know what the researchers had planned a priori (before the study 

commenced) and what was not planned. Furthermore, the methodology used to 

answer the research question needs to be clear as well as the results and 

interpretation of same. Similar to the MOOSE guidelines that were employed to 

enhance the transparency in the methods and reporting of the systematic review in 

Chapter 2 (Stroup et al., 2000), the current prospective cohort study has followed the 

STROBE (STrengthening the Reporting of OBservational research in Epidemiology) 

standardised reporting guidelines to ensure the standardised conduct and reporting 

of the research (von Elm et al., 2007). The STROBE Initiative developed 

recommendations on what should be included in an accurate and complete report of 

observational studies including cohort, case-control and cross-sectional studies. To 

develop the STROBE guidelines, a two-day workshop with a number of follow up 

meetings was convened with methodologists, researchers, and journal editors to 

draft a checklist of relevant items, taking into account empirical evidence and 

methodological considerations. The output of these meetings was a checklist of 22 

items (the STROBE statement) that serve to cover key elements when reporting 

observational studies including the title, abstract, introduction, methods, results, and 



77 
 

discussion sections of such studies. These guidelines are designed to improve the 

quality and transparency of the conduct and reporting of observational studies and 

are recommended for use when conducting observational research across 

epidemiological and criminological research (von Elm et al., 2007). A copy of the 

STROBE guidelines for cohort studies is contained in Appendix 23 (p.218).  

 

 

 

Data sources 

Two datasets are referenced to conduct this study namely the An Garda Síochána 

national database and the Prisoner Records Information System (PRIS) database. 

These datasets are then linked to form one dataset from the Central Statistics Office 

(CSO). All records of crime reported to An Garda Síochána are collated on a national 

electronic database An Garda Síochána national database. The computer system 

used by An Garda Siochana is the PULSE (Police Using Leading Systems 

Effectively) system. This system was introduced across the police force in Ireland in 

1999. The operation of this system is managed and maintained by the Information 

Technology division of An Garda Síochána at the Garda Headquarters. However, the 

responsibility for reporting of crime statistics was transferred from An Garda 

Síochána to the Central Statistics Office (CSO) in 2005. Since then the CSO has 

maintained a database of records on all offenders and offences that are reported to 

the Gardaí.  

 

The second dataset is the Prisoner Records Information System (PRIS) database 

that was established in 2000. Prior to the introduction of the PRIS system in 2000, all 

information relating to prisoners was handwritten into ledgers and filed separately in 

each prison, with a new line for every committal and no unique prisoner identifiers 

recorded. The current PRIS dataset contains information including the prisoner’s 

age, gender, address, marital status, education level, employment status, nationality, 

the reason for custody (remand or sentence), principal offence committed, recent 

criminal history, the amount of time served under sentence and the number of 

visitations during incarceration. Both the new and the old prisoner datasets are the 

responsibility of the Irish Prison Service to populate. The Office of the Data 
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Protection Commissioner of Ireland displays an entire list of variables that is 

recorded on each prisoner (Data Protection Commissioner, 2012).  

 

In 2010, a memorandum of understanding was established between the two 

independent data controllers, i.e. An Garda Síochána and the Irish Prison Service to 

facilitate linkage of these two independent datasets. To this end, a third independent 

entity was commissioned to link the two independent datasets to provide a 

comprehensive picture of criminal activity and recidivism in Ireland. This independent 

entity is the Central Statistics Office (CSO) of Ireland. The CSO is a government 

body that was established in 1949. The CSO is the national office of statistics with 

responsibility for the compilation of Irish official statistics across a range of domains. 

The production of the statistics from the CSO is essential for the formation, 

implementation and monitoring of policy from local to national level in Ireland. The 

CSO also works in conjunction with the wider national and international community 

sharing statistical information on a broad range of socio economic topics. The Crime 

and Justice section of the CSO is the section that provided the statistical data for this 

piece of research. This office is responsible for the publication of numerous reports 

each year including all Garda crime statistics. This CSO linked dataset containing 

information from the two individual datasets (An Garda Síochána and the Irish Prison 

Service) is the dataset that is used to conduct this study. The process of data linkage 

was completed by personnel at the CSO for the years 2007-2011 (inclusive). There 

were several steps involved in the development and employment of a probabilistic 

matching algorithm to ensure that outcomes of recidivism among prisoners released 

from prison during this time period were accurate. These steps are summarised 

below: 

 

1. Exact matching of the two independent datasets on first name, surname and 

date of birth.  

2. Exact matching of datasets on first name, surname. Dates of birth within 30 

days were used as a proxy for matching at this stage.  

3. Exact matching of datasets on first name, surname, day and year of birth. 

Differing months were acceptable as a proxy match for individuals in this 

stage of the process.  
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4. Exact matching of datasets on first name, surname, day and month of birth. At 

this stage in the matching process, years of birth differing within five years 

were deemed acceptable as a reference match.  

5. Exact matching on first name, surname and year of birth. During this step, the 

day and month of birth were reversed to optimise the matching process.  

6. Exact matching on first name, date of birth. In this step, matching on first letter 

of surname was considered as an acceptable proxy.  

7. Additional matching steps were also taken and included manual verification of 

10-15% of records. 

All of these steps were undertaken by trained personnel at the CSO. The author did 

not participate in the matching of these two datasets. Figure 2 outlines the process of 

data matching. Appendix 24 (p.220) contains details of the linking rules applied 

during the matching process.  
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Figure 2: Process flow for estimating recidivism rates 
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Ethical approval and ethical considerations 

Ethical approval was received from the University of Portsmouth, Institute of Criminal 

Justice Studies Research Ethics Committee (REC) – see Appendix 25a (p.223). In 

addition, Appendix 25b (p.224) contains the University of Portsmouth’s UPR16 form 

declaring the ethical conduct of the research. Prior to this ethical approval, 

permission to use the data was sought from the two independent data controllers. In 

August 2013 a submission was made to the REC at the Irish Prison Service (IPS) 

and in April 2014, confirmation of approval to complete the study was received from 

IPS. This letter of approval is contained in Appendix 26 (p.226). The process of 

approval to use the crime statistics for An Garda Síochána was different to the IPS. 

An application was made to the Assistant Commissioners Office to use the data 

contained in the national database of An Garda Síochána. An application was made 

by the author’s Sergeant in Charge in May 2014. Approval was received in July 2014 

and a copy of same is contained in Appendix 27 (p.227).  

 

A number of concerns were addressed with respect to the ethical issues identified 

across the three applications. These are described for the purposes of 

completeness. The sensitivity of research topic was considered during the 

formulation and design of the research study. While the nature of the research 

question may be sensitive, the dataset contains information on 13,156 prisoners 

released from prisons across the Republic of Ireland during this time period and all 

data are anonymised so there is a no risk of sensitive information disclosed as a 

result of the project. Permission from host organisations to use the data for the 

research study is contained in writing in appendices 26 and 27. Permission to use 

the data was obtained from the two data controllers as well as the University of 

Portsmouth, Institute of Criminal Justice Studies Research Ethics Committee 

(Appendix 25a, p.223). The data were linked by the appointed Officer of Statistics at 

the CSO. The linked dataset was anonymised and this anonymised dataset was 

used to answer the research question. In order to access the data at the CSO, the 

author applied to the CSO to become an Officer of Statistics. A copy of approval as 

an Officer of Statistics in contained in Appendix 28 (p.228). This anonymised dataset 

was accessible to the author for analysis at a designated ‘hot desk’ in the CSO in 

Cork city in the south of Ireland. The designated Officer of Statistics at the CSO 

assisted the author in the data analysis phase of the project.  
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Reputational issues for the University, the researcher and the data controllers were 

also considered. Prior to applying for ethical approval, the author familiarised himself 

with the British Society of Criminology Code of Ethics for researchers in the field of 

Criminology (British Society of Criminology, 2015) and the University of Portsmouth 

Ethics Policy (University of Portsmouth, 2013). The author also familiarised himself 

with the Irish Prison Service Research Ethics Guidance Document (Irish Prison 

Service, 2015). Furthermore, the author adhered to An Garda Síochána professional 

code of conduct throughout the duration of the research project. Finally, this project 

formed part fulfilment of a Professional Doctorate in Criminal Justice. The protocol 

was developed in consultation with a range of stakeholders including peer feedback, 

feedback from staff at the IPS, An Garda Síochána, the CSO and the author’s 

academic supervisory team. The project employs a methodology that is scientific in 

nature and there is no attempt to deceive, conceal, or partly publish the findings of 

this research. This research was conducted under the supervision of academic staff 

at the Department of Criminal Justice at the University of Portsmouth as well as 

guidance from an appointed Officer of Statistics at the CSO.  

 

In terms of maintaining anonymity and confidentiality, all data were anonymised prior 

to analysis by the author following consultation and discussions with data protection 

officers at the CSO. An independent Officer of Statistics was appointed in the CSO 

to assist with the data analysis. Given the size of the dataset (n=13,156), there are 

no foreseen issues around confidentiality and in terms of conducting the research. 

The author was also guided by his own professional code of conduct as set out by 

An Garda Síochána and the University of Portsmouth ethical guidelines.  

 

Issues around data protection and storage were also addressed in the study design 

and conduct. As previously mentioned, all data analysis took place in at a designated 

‘hot desk’ in the CSO. The author did not directly access any identifiable data and all 

data accessed by the author were fully anonymised. The output of all data analysis 

was verified by a designated statistician in the CSO. Following approval of data 

analysis, a member of the Information Technology (IT) team in the CSO was 

contacted to place the analysed data on an encrypted external hard drive. The folder 

is password protected and only the author and the supervisor have access to this 

processed data. The destruction of the analysed data will be in compliance with best 
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practice guidelines set out by the Data Commissioner of Ireland 2003 (Data 

Protection Commissioner, 2012). To this end, the data will be destroyed within seven 

years of linkage.  

 

Issues around role conflict were also considered from an ethical and reflexive 

perspective. The author is a serving member of An Garda Síochána (Irish Police 

force) since 2002. However the purpose of this project was to complete the research 

towards a Professional Doctorate in Criminal Justice with the University of 

Portsmouth. The author received no payment (in terms of fees or otherwise) from 

any institution to fulfil this piece of research. Given that the data were anonymised by 

an independent party, there were no foreseen issues around role conflict in this 

study. Access to privileged data and privileged resources was required to conduct 

this study. The author has followed all relevant procedures and received ethical 

approval from the two data controllers i.e. the Irish Prison Service and An Garda 

Síochána. Furthermore, the author consulted with the CSO prior to data analysis and 

an independent Officer of Statistics was appointed to complete the data linkage and 

anonymisation. In compliance with the ethical standards set out by the Institute of 

Criminal Justice at the University of Portsmouth, a self-report ethical application was 

submitted and no data were analysed until full approval was received from the 

University (Appendix 25a, p.223). Finally, the author did not directly access any raw 

data and all data passed to the author was fully anonymised.  

 

Minimal risks were posed by the research to participants and the researcher. The 

research study does not cause physical or financial harm to participants’ rights as 

they are not identifiable from this piece of research. There are no foreseen risks 

posed by the research to the researcher. The final ethical consideration related to 

ownership of research data. The author did not directly access any identifiable raw 

data and all data examined by the author were anonymised. The output of the 

analysed data is owned by the University of Portsmouth where the author is 

registered for a Professional Doctorate in Criminal Justice. The raw data will remain 

in the ownership of the data controllers i.e. the Irish Prison Service and An Garda 

Síochána.  
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Population of interest 

Participants eligible for inclusion to this study include male and female prisoner’s 

aged 18 years and older that were released from prisons in the Republic of Ireland 

during the period January 2007 to December 2009 inclusive. On discussion with the 

CSO, it was decided only to focus on data from 2007 onwards as the quality of 

reporting of data in either of the datasets prior to this could not be verified. For the 

purposes of this research, prisoners detained who were awaiting deportation are 

excluded as it would be beyond the scope of this project to determine recidivism 

status after leaving the country. Those confined only on remand are also excluded; 

therefore the denominator that will be used for this study is the total population of 

persons released from prison during the study period after serving a sentence of 

imprisonment. The number of prisoners awaiting deportation and on remand is 

unknown in the current study as these prisoners were removed from the dataset 

prior to linkage.  

 

Measuring the outcome of recidivism  

In this study, recidivism is considered as the percentage of individuals released from 

prison between 2007 and 2009 who were re-convicted in a Court of Criminal Law 

within a period of two years from the time of release. For example, those released on 

the 31st January 2007 were followed up to 30th January 2009 and so on. The 

dependent variable (recidivism) is treated as a binary variable and consists of a 

yes/no variable. A secondary aim of the study is to explore factors associated with 

each of four different re-offence types (violent crime, drug crime, sex crime or 

property crime). Road and traffic re-offences were excluded from recidivism figures 

in-keeping with other studies of this nature (Fazel & Wolf, 2015).  

 

Measuring exposure variables (risk factors) 

Independent or exposure variables that were measured in this study adhered closely 

to those used in recidivism research internationally, coupled with factors that the 

author deemed important to include from his experience in policing. These have 

been summarised and discussed in Chapter 2. The totality of evidence from this 

review demonstrates that consistent examples of recidivism include static and 

dynamic factors that span across personal factors, family factors, medical/social 

history, criminal history, reason for committal and post-release engagement. See 



85 
 

Table 7 for a list of predictors that have been mapped to the Irish linked dataset 

where possible and are examined in the current study.   

 

Table 7: Factors associated with recidivism from international literature 

mapped to Irish linked dataset 

Evidence from the 

systematic review 

completed in Chapter 2 

Availability in linked Irish 

dataset 

Predictor description in 

linked Irish dataset 

Sex Yes Gender (Male, Female) 

Age Yes Years (continuous) 

Categorical (8 categories) 

Race/Ethnicity Yes Categorical (8 categories) 

Educational status Yes Categorical (7 categories) 

Employment prior to 

committal 

Yes Categorical (6 categories) 

Family 

Visits during prison Not recorded - 

Social/medical history 

Comorbidities (e.g. HIV) Data records not complete - 

History of substance abuse Data records not complete - 

History of homelessness Yes Categorical (7 categories) 

Criminal history 

Prior parole Not recorded - 

Prior probation Only recorded since 2007 - 

Prior prison conviction Only recorded since 2003 - 

Misconduct in prison Not recorded - 

Current sentence length Yes Categorical (10 categories) 

Reason for release* Yes Categorical (11 categories) 

Juvenile record Not recorded - 

Reason for committal Reason for committal 

Violent crime Yes Binary variable 

Property crime Yes Binary variable 

Drug crime Yes Binary variable 

Sex crime Yes Binary variable 

Other Yes Binary variable 

Prison type Prison type 

Maximum security Yes Binary variable 

Male only Yes Binary variable 

Female only Yes Binary variable 

*Considered important to examine from the author’s perspective as a police officer 

Variable categories are defined in Appendix 29, p.229.  
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Study limitations 

When researchers in criminology consider the choice of quantitative versus 

qualitative methods, consideration needs to be given to the strengths and 

weaknesses of both types of methods. This dilemma has generated the debate over 

the superiority of either approach, or the type of method that should be adopted by 

criminologists. Traditionally, research in criminology and criminal justice has adopted 

a strong quantitative approach (Tewksbury, 2009). In keeping with this tradition, the 

author decided that a quantitative prospective cohort study was the most appropriate 

study design to answer the research question proposed. However, when using a 

secondary dataset or an administrative database for the purposes of quantitative 

research studies, there are a number of potential limitations that need to be 

considered (Allan, Stajduhar, & Reid, 2005; Grunfeld et al., 2006; Lezzoni, 1997). 

Firstly, the author did not collect the data and to this end the author had to become 

familiar with the data set, including how the data was collected and the response 

categories available for each variable. These categories are contained in Appendix 

29 (p.229). The author liaised with the Officer of Statistics at the CSO to develop a 

comprehensive codebook for the analysis phase of this study, outlining how and 

when the variables were recorded. Secondly, the author lacked the statistical 

expertise to complete all analyses, therefore the assistance of the designated Officer 

of Statistics at the CSO was sought when analysing the data to ensure the accuracy 

of reporting the findings. Finally and most importantly, research using administrative 

databases has a number of strengths and weaknesses. Key strengths include the 

inclusion of large sample sizes thus ensuring that the study is powered for inferential 

statistical analysis (Grimes, 2010). Furthermore, the participants contained in the 

database are representative of the population of interest i.e. all prisoners released 

from prisons in the Republic of Ireland (with the exception of those on remand or 

those awaiting deportation). This overcomes the complexity of ensuring 

representative sampling, an important consideration in both qualitative and 

quantitative methods (Higgins, 2009). While ethical approval is required to conduct 

the study, no individual written informed consent is needed from participants due to 

the anonymisation of identifiable variables in the dataset. In addition, using an 

existing database is an inexpensive method of data analysis collection when 

compared to generating a new one (Grimes, 2010). However, there are a number of 
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methodological limitations that exist also. Issues around the accuracy of data 

entered and coding of data has been reported as a limitation by previous 

researchers (Allan et al., 2005; Grunfeld et al., 2006; Lezzoni, 1997). In the context 

of this study, it is important to acknowledge that the data was not explicitly collected 

for the purposes of this research project. Therefore, some independent predictors 

that have been identified in other international research studies are not available in 

the current dataset. This is particularly exemplified in the current dataset in the 

domain of criminal history – see Table 8. Some variables relating to ex-prisoners 

criminal history are not recorded in the current dataset. Reasons for these missing 

data include a lack of linkage opportunities with juvenile record systems and the 

absence of common offender identifiers between data sources. Re-incarceration was 

also initially considered as a secondary measure of recidivism within two years. 

However, on examination of the variable labelled ‘re-imprisonment’, the 

completeness and robustness of the variable was lacking and to this end, a decision 

was taken to exclude this variable from further analysis. However, there are a 

number of biases associated with using re-imprisonment as a proxy for recidivism as 

it does not “distinguish between the true lawbreaker and the technical rule violator” 

(Champion, 1994, p. 9). In essence, re-incarceration may be imposed for a new 

criminal offence or for re-arrest for violation of parole conditions. The limitations 

described above reduce the external validity or generalisability of the study. 

Therefore, the findings from the study need to be interpreted in the context of these 

limitations. These will also be considered in Chapter 5.  

 

 

Statistical analysis 

Data were analysed using statistical methods consistent with previous studies of this 

nature. The author accessed the anonymised dataset that is housed in the CSO. To 

access the dataset, an application was made by the author to become an Officer of 

Statistics in June 2014. Approval was granted in writing and a copy of same is 

included in Appendix 28 (p.228).  Furthermore, an independent Officer of Statistics 

was appointed in the CSO to assist with the analysis process. As per the stipulations 

of the CSO, the data were not moved from this location. The statistical package, 

SPSS (Version 22) was used to analyse the data.  
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Descriptive statistics including percentages and proportions are used to profile the 

offenders released from prisons in the Republic of Ireland during the period 2007 to 

2009 (inclusive). Cross tabulations are primarily used to represent exposure to risk 

factors among the sample. Summary tables are used to illustrate the data. Missing 

data are reported as a separate category where relevant. In terms of examining the 

association between the risk factors for recidivism (e.g. age, gender) and the 

dependent variable (re-conviction or no re-conviction), a univariable logistic 

regression analysis was initially employed to determine if each individual predictor 

(contained in Appendix 38, p.240) was significantly associated with recidivism. 

These results are expressed as odd ratios (ORs) where values >1 indicate increased 

odds of the presence of recidivism and values of <1 suggest decreased odds of 

recidivism (Szumilas, 2010). For inclusion into the multivariable logistic regression 

model, a threshold p-value of ≤ 0.15 in the univariable analysis was deemed 

appropriate (Hosmer & Lemeshow, 2000). The final multivariable model includes 

variables that are independently predictive of re-conviction among prisoners 

released from prisons in the Republic of Ireland and have an adjusted OR > 1 and 

associated p value of <0.05 (Szumilas, 2010). Factors that are protective of re-

conviction have an adjusted OR <1 and an associated p value of <0.05 (Szumilas, 

2010). A description of ORs is also included in Chapter 2 (p 24-26).  

 

In terms of examining factors associated with re-offence type (classified as one of 

violent crime, drug crime, sex crime or property crime), a multinomial logistic 

regression model is applied. Multinomial logistic regression is an extension of logistic 

regression and used when the dependent variable is nominal or categorical 

(Szumilas, 2010). This means that the dependent variable falls into any one of a set 

of categories which cannot be ordered in any meaningful way and for which there 

are more than two categories. In this study, there are four categories: violent crime, 

drug crime, sex crime or property crime. Similar to the logistic regression framework, 

univariable analysis is conducted initially followed by multivariable analysis. The final 

multivariable multinomial model includes variables that are independently predictive 

of re-offence type among re-offenders released from prisons in the Republic of 

Ireland and have an adjusted OR > 1 and associated p value of <0.05 (Szumilas, 
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2010). Factors that are protective of re-offence type have an adjusted OR <1 and an 

associated p value of <0.05 (Szumilas, 2010). 

 

Summary 

This chapter has served to detail the methodology employed to complete a primary 

research study aimed at examining two year incidence, predictors and protectors of 

recidivism among prisoners released from prison in the Republic of Ireland between 

January 2007 and December 2009. The author contextualised the methods with 

reference to the output the systematic review presented in Chapter 2. The author 

also identified the strengths and weaknesses of adopting a quantitative research 

approach to the topic. Issues with using an administrative database have also been 

considered. Ethical challenges were discussed and measures to overcome these 

challenges were described. The following chapter, Chapter 4, will present the 

findings from this research study. Chapter 5 will follow on to discuss these findings in 

the context of the current literature.  
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CHAPTER 4 

RESULTS 

This thesis examines the two-year incidence, predictors and protectors of recidivism 

in the Republic of Ireland among prisoners released from prison between January 

2007 and December 2009. Recidivism is modelled as a binary variable with a yes/no 

response and is defined as re-conviction in a Court of Criminal Law within two years 

following release from prison. The type of subsequent offence is also examined 

under four broad domains (violence, drugs, sex and property). The methodology for 

this research study is presented in Chapter 3 and was informed by the output from a 

systematic review of the international literature (Chapter 2) coupled with the authors 

policing experience. A national linked dataset combining data from the Irish Prison 

Service and An Garda Síochána was used to conduct this analysis. There are a 

number of limitations with the dataset chosen and these are outlined in the methods 

chapter (Chapter 3) and will be discussed in Chapter 5.  

 

The purpose of this chapter is to present the findings from the analysis of this 

anonymised database. The results of this chapter map to the overall aim and 

objectives of the study, outlined in page 7. To this end, this chapter describes the 

profile of offenders who were released from prisons in the Republic of Ireland during 

the three year period from January 2007 to December 2009. The two year incidence 

of recidivism among these ex-prisoners is also presented as well as a description of 

the profile of re-offenders. The chapter also examines the types of offences that 

result in re-conviction and identifies the univariable and multivariable association 

between potential predictors and protectors of recidivism and the outcome of re-

conviction within two years following release from prison. Finally, the univariable and 

multivariable association between potential predictors and protectors of re-offence 

type committed within two years following release from prison is reported.  
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Description of offenders released from prisons in the Republic of Ireland 

during the three year period January 2007 - December 2009 

The aim of this section is to describe the profile of offenders who were released from 

prisons in the Republic of Ireland during the three year period January 2007 - 

December 2009. Offenders are described with respect to personal factors including 

sex, age, race/ethnicity, educational status, employment status and prisoner 

geographical location prior to incarceration. No information was recorded on family 

status (marriage, children or visits during prison). Only one variable, current 

sentence length, was available in the linked dataset as a crude proxy for criminal 

history. While the author acknowledges that this is a very crude proxy, proportionality 

of sentencing in the Criminal Courts in the Republic of Ireland is informed by two 

principles: the gravity of the offence and the personal circumstances of the offender 

(The State (Healy) v. Donoghue, 1976). The latter includes factors such as the 

number and nature of prior convictions, the age of the defendant, family 

circumstances, any addiction problems and attempts made to overcome these 

problems, co-operation with the Gardai, attempts to compensate the victim, evidence 

of remorse, evidence of an apology, admission of guilt from an early stage and the 

absence of violence in the commission of the crime. This crude proxy for criminal 

history needs to be interpreted in the context of the other factors that also serve to 

inform sentence length. Reason for committal (index offence), reason for release and 

prison type (security level and gender) are also described. 

 

Personal factors of offenders 

The overall population consisted of 13,156 offenders who were released from prison 

in the Republic of Ireland between the years 2007-2009 inclusive. The sample 

consisted of 11,975 males, accounting for 91.02% of the population released and 

1,181 females who accounted for 8.98% of the total population. The age variable 

was divided into eight different categories. The largest age category consisted of 

those in the 21-25 year age bracket, which accounted for 27.18% of the total 

population and comprised 3,289 males and 287 females. Almost 60% of the total 

population were under 30 years of age. The smallest age category was the 61 years 

or above which accounted 170 individuals in total accounting for 1.29% of prisoners 

released from prison during the time period. Less than 5% of the total population was 
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51 years or above. Figure 3 displays the age categories of offenders released by 

gender. 

 

Figure 3: Age categories of offenders released from prison (2007-2009) by 

gender  

 

 

Race/ethnicity was recorded in eight different categories. Table 8 shows that 80.60% 

(n=10,640) of the population released between 2007 and 2009 were coded as Irish 

nationals. Offenders from other EU countries accounted for the second largest 

proportion of prisoners released and comprised 9.84% (n=1,294) of the population. 

Only 2.24% of the total population were documented as non-European nationals.  

 

Educational status consisted of seven categories and was recorded as the highest 

level of education achieved prior to prison committal. Almost 60% of the sample 

(n=7,786), or 7,126 males and 660 females, indicated that they had limited 

secondary/second level education. Only 375 of the total 13,156 prisoners released 

had studied at third level (including certificate, diploma, degree and masters level).  
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The variable documenting employment prior to committal comprised six categories. 

A total of 9,438 (71.73%) of the population were unemployed on entering the prison, 

representing 70.57% of the men incarcerated and 83.57% of female prisoners. Less 

than one fifth of the total population were employed when they were imprisoned.  

 

The Republic of Ireland consists of four provinces that categorises Ireland into four 

broad geographical areas including Munster (South/South West of Ireland), Leinster 

(East), Connaught (West) and Ulster (North). Three counties in the Republic of 

Ireland are contained in the latter province. The remaining six counties are 

considered part of Northern Ireland and details of prisoners in these six counties 

(Fermanagh, Armagh, Tyrone, Derry, Antrim and Down) are not detailed in the 

current dataset. The province of Leinster accounted for 55.27% (n=7,271) of the total 

population. However, Leinster contains Dublin city (largest city population and capital 

city of Ireland) and this may account for the large percentage of the total population. 

Munster accounted for 29.23% (n=3,845) of the total population. The province of 

Munster also contains two large cities (Limerick city and Cork city) which may 

account for this large percentage of the total population. A total of 75 offenders 

released from prison between 2007 and 2009 were classified as homeless. Table 8 

describes the demographic and personal characteristics of prisoners released from 

prison during this time period.  
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Table 8: Characteristics of prisoners released from prison during the period 

2007-2009 

Variable Category Male (%) Female (%) Total (%) 

Sex  11,975 (91.02%) 1,181 (8.98%) 13,156 (100%) 

Race/Ethnicity Irish National 9,617 (80.31%) 987 (83.57%) 10,604 (80.60%) 

EU 1,202 (10.04%) 92 (7.79%) 1,294 (9.84%) 

African 153 (1.28%) 14 (1.19%) 167 (1.27%) 

Asian 53 (0.44%) 5 (0.42%) 58 (0.44%) 

North/South 

America 

25 (0.21%) 3 (0.25%) 28 (0.21%) 

Other 

European 

100 (0.84%) 2 (0.17%) 102 (0.78%) 

Other 40 (0.33%) 2 (0.17%) 42 (0.32%) 

Missing 785 (6.55%) 76 (6.44%) 861 (6.54%) 

Total 11,975 (91.02%) 1,181 (8.98%) 13,156 (100%) 

Educational 

status 

No information 

provided 

1,020 (8.52%) 87 (7.37%) 1,107 (8.41%) 

Limited or no 

literacy 

341 (2.85%) 29 (2.46%) 370 (2.81%) 

Primary level 2,394 (19.99%) 267 (22.61%) 2661 (20.23%) 

Limited 

secondary 

7,126 (59.51%) 660 (55.87%) 7,786 (59.19%) 

Full secondary 7, 78 (6.50%) 79 (6.69%) 857 (6.51%) 

Third level 

Cert/Diploma 

222 (1.85%) 49 (4.15%) 271 (2.06%) 

Third level 

Degree/Masters 

94 (0.78%) 10 (0.85%) 104 (0.79%) 

Total 11,975 (91.02%) 1,181 (8.98%) 13,156 (100%) 

Employment 

prior to 

committal 

Employed 2,416 (20.18%) 98 (8.30%) 2,514 (19.12%) 

Pensioner 6 (0.05%) 0 6 (0.05%) 

Retired 32 (0.27%) 1 (0.08%) 33 (0.25%) 

Student 50 (0.42%) 8 (0.68%) 58 (0.44%) 

Unemployed 8,451 (70.57%) 987 (83.57%) 9,438 (71.73%) 

Missing 1,020 (8.51%) 87 (7.37%) 1,107 (8.41%) 

Total 11,975 (91.02%) 1,181 (8.98%) 13,156 (100%) 

Prisoner 

address prior 

to committal 

Connacht 1,090 (9.10%) 73 (6.18%) 1,163 (8.84%) 

Leinster 6,504 (54.31%) 767 (64.94%) 7,271 (55.27%) 

Munster 3,578 (29.88%) 267 (22.61%) 3,845 (29.23%) 

Ulster 613 (5.12%) 22 (1.86%) 635 (4.83%) 

No fixed abode 57 (0.48%) 18 (1.52%) 75 (0.57%) 

Missing 44 (0.37%) 12 (1.02%) 56 (0.42%) 

Outside 

country 

13 (0.11%) 2 (0.17%) 15 (0.11%) 

Total 11,975 (91.02%) 1,181 (8.98%) 13,156 (100%) 
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Criminal history of offenders 

The total population of offenders (n=13,156) was divided into different categories of 

sentence length group ranging from less than 3 months incarceration to life 

imprisonment1. The largest category comprised prisoners incarcerated for less than 

3 months (n=7,087) followed by those incarcerated for between six and 12 months 

(n=1554). A total of four prisoners completed serving a life sentence2 between 2007 

and 2009 and were included in this population. Appendix 30 (p.231) contains a 

breakdown of sentence length by gender.  

 

Reason for index committal among offenders 

The variable coded as ‘reason for committal’ was recorded when offenders entered 

the detention facility. The offence type was recorded in one of sixteen categories 

which can be found in Appendix 31 (p.232). Of the 16 categories public order 

offences accounted for 15.32% and theft and related offences 12.44% of the total 

population studied. To facilitate comparisons with the international literature, these 

16 offence types were recoded into five offence categories representing the following 

domains: violent crime, drug crime, sex crime, property crime and other crimes. 

Violent crime accounted for 10.23% (n=1,347) of index offences recorded in the 

population. Drug crime was recorded as the index offence among 7.87% of prisoners 

(n=1,035). Sex crime comprised 255 cases (1.94%) and property crime accounted 

for over 21.88% of recorded index offences. The largest proportion of offences 

(58.08%) were categorised as ‘other’ and consisted of index crimes including public 

order offences, road traffic offences, dangerous and negligent acts and weapons and 

explosive offences. Figure 4 displays the reasons for index committal among male 

and female offenders released from prison by the five collapsed categories. 

 

  

                                                           
1 Life sentence does not imply the offender will spend the rest of their life in prison. 
 
2 Life sentence does not imply the offender will spend the rest of their life in prison. 
 



96 
 

Figure 4: Reason for committal among offenders released from prison between 

2007 and 2009 

 

 

Reason for release among offenders 

Reason for release from prison during the study period (2007-2009) was split into 

eleven categories. A total of 7,424 prisoners were released on remission (usually for 

good behaviour). Over 40% of prisoners (n=5,486) were released due to expiration 

of the prison sentence comprising 676 female prisoners and 4,810 male prisoners. 

Over 95% of the total population released were released because of sentence 

expiration or remission. Appendix 32 (p.233) displays the reason for release among 

the prison population.  
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Recidivism within two years following release from prison during the period 

2007 to 2009 (inclusive) 

The purpose of this section is to report the two year incidence of recidivism among 

individuals released following a prison term during the period 2007-2009. A profile of 

these re-offenders will also be described and an overview of index offences and 

subsequent offences (violent offences, drug offences, sexual offences, property 

offences) that resulted in a re-conviction are explored. 

 

Incidence of recidivism within two years following release from prison 

As described in the previous section, 13,156 prisoners were released from prison 

between 2007 and 2009 and comprised 11,995 males and 1,181 females.  A total of 

5,041 ex-prisoners were re-convicted in a Court of Criminal Law within two years 

following release from prison. This represents 38.32% of the total population 

released during the study period. Almost 50% of recidivists were re-convicted within 

six months following release from prison. Figure 5 displays time to first re-offence by 

gender.  

 

Figure 5: Re-offenders classified by gender and time to first re-offence 
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Personal factors of re-offenders 

The characteristics of re-offenders are contained in Appendix 33 (p.234). The 

sample consisted of 4,636 males, accounting for 91.97% of the total recidivists and 

405 females who accounted for 8.03% of recidivists. A total of 38.71% of men 

released from prison between 2007 and 2009 (n=11,975) re-offended within two 

years following release. This figure was slightly lower for women where a total of 

34.29% of the total population of women released (n=1,181) re-offended within two 

years following release. Similar to the profile of the original offenders, the largest age 

category among re-offenders consisted of those aged 21-25 years, accounting for 

almost one third of all re-offenders (31.22%). Almost 70% (n=3,444) of recidivists 

were aged less than 30 years of age. Nineteen re-offenders were aged 61 years or 

over and only 2% of recidivists were aged 51 years or over. Figure 6 displays the 

age categories of re-offenders by gender.  

 

Figure 6: Age categories of re-offenders by gender 
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nationals. Over 60% of recidivists (n=3,187) consisting of 2,941 males and 246 

females were recorded as having limited secondary/second level education. A total 

of 115 re-offenders (3.08%) reported that they had completed study at third level.   

 

Unemployment prior to committal for the original offence was documented among 

4,034 (80.02%) of recidivists, representing 3,660 male recidivists and 374 female 

recidivists. Only 15% of re-offenders reported that they were employed prior to 

committal and employment rates prior to incarceration were 10% higher in men than 

in women. In-keeping with the geographical profile of the original offenders, the 

province of Leinster accounted for 55.67% (n=2,807) of recidivists. Munster 

accounted for almost a third of re-offenders (32.32%, n=1,629). A total of 25 

homeless prisoners were re-convicted. Appendix 33 (p.234) describes the 

characteristics of ex-prisoners who were re-convicted within two years following 

release from prison during the period 2007-2009 inclusive.  

 

Criminal history of re-offenders 

The total population of re-offenders 5,041 was split by original sentence length. The 

largest category comprised prisoners incarcerated for less than 3 months (n=2,472) 

followed by those incarcerated for between three and six months (n=751). No 

prisoner released between 2007 and 2009 after serving a life sentence was re-

convicted within a two year follow-up period. Appendix 34 (p.235) displays the 

different categories of index sentence length among re-offenders by gender.  

 

Reason for index committal among re-offenders 

The variable coded as ‘reason for committal’ was recorded when re-offenders 

entered the prison for their original offence. The offence type was recorded in one of 

sixteen categories displayed in Appendix 35 (p.236). Public order offences 

accounted for almost 20% (n=1,005) of the index offences that re-offenders were 

originally incarcerated for. Similar to the original population of offenders, reasons for 

committal were collapsed into five offence categories representing the following 

domains: violent crime, drug crime, sex crime, property crime and other crimes. 

Violent crime accounted for almost 10% (n=504) of index offences committed by re-

offenders. Drug crime comprised 6.84% of index offences, sex crime accounted for 
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24 index offences (0.48%) among re-offenders and property crime was recorded in 

1,319 of index cases (26.16%). The largest proportion of offences (56.52%) were 

categorised as ‘other’ and consisted of index crimes including public order offences, 

road traffic offences, dangerous and negligent acts and weapons and explosive 

offences. Figure 7 displays the reasons for index committal among male and female 

re-offenders by the five collapsed categories. 

 

Figure 7: Reason for index committal among re-offenders  
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97% of recidivists were released because of sentence expiration or remission. 

Appendix 36 (p.237) displays the reason for release among re-offenders.  
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medium/high security male only prisons. All female offenders served their time in one 

of two female only prisons (n=405). 

 

Reason for first re-conviction among re-offenders 

Reasons for first subsequent re-conviction are also coded as one of violent crime, 

drug crime, sex crime, property crime and other crimes. Violent crime accounted for 

almost 4.42% (n=223) of re-convictions among recidivists. Drug crime consisted of 

11.54% (n=582) of re-convictions, sex crime accounted for three subsequent re-

offences and property crimes were recorded in 1,399 re-convictions (27.75%). The 

largest proportion of offences (56.22%, n=2,834) were categorised as ‘other’ re-

convictions (described previously). Figure 8 displays the reasons for re-conviction 

among male and female re-offenders by the five collapsed categories. Appendix 37 

(p.238) displays the original offence by the re-offence among the 5,041 recidivists. A 

total of 24.95% (n=1,258) of recidivists reoffended with the same offence for which 

they were originally imprisoned. 

 

Figure 8: Reason for first re-conviction among re-offenders  
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Univariable and multivariable predictors of recidivism 

The purpose of this section is to identify the univariable and multivariable association 

between potential predictors of recidivism (recorded as re-conviction/no re-

conviction) and the outcome of re-conviction within two years following release from 

prison. In the first instance, a bivariate logistic regression model was conducted. 

Variables that demonstrated an associated p-value of <0.15 on univariable 

regression were then entered into a multivariable regression model to determine if 

they remained significant predictors of recidivism when adjusting for other causal 

factors. Appendix 38 (p.240) contains the output of the univariable regression 

analysis. This analysis demonstrates that the strongest association with the outcome 

of recidivism (p-value of <0.01) was noted for the following variables: male gender 

(OR=1.21), younger age (18-20 years; OR=9.37, 21-25 years; OR=6.25), EU 

nationality (OR=2.99) and African nationality (OR=2.06), limited secondary education 

(OR=2.45), property crime (OR=1.42), prisoners from geographical areas including 

Munster (OR=31.17) and Ulster (OR=8.33) and prison type identified as 

medium/high security (OR=1.32). Reason for release was not significantly predictive 

or protective of recidivism within two years following release from prison (p>0.15).  

 

The variables associated with a p-value of <0.15 on univariable regression were 

entered into the multivariable regression model to determine if they retained their 

significance when adjusting for other causal factors. Male gender did not retain 

significance (p=0.76) in the multivariable model, indicating that there is no evidence 

of independent association between gender and recidivism in the current study. 

Younger age remained strongly associated with the outcome of recidivism within two 

years following prison release (18-20 years; adjOR=5.18, 21-25 years; adjOR=3.98, 

26-30 years; adjOR=3.23). These findings indicate that the odds of re-conviction 

within two years among offenders aged 30 years or younger was three to five times 

greater than in those aged greater than 30 years. Offenders classified as EU 

nationals were also significantly more likely (adjOR=2.55) to recidivate than other 

nationalities. Neither educational level nor employment/occupation was 

independently predictive of recidivism within two years. The findings also 

demonstrated that an index offence of property crime was associated with a 34% 

increase in the odds of re-conviction within two years (adjOR=1.34). While prisoners 
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from Munster were associated with a thirteen-fold increase in the odds of re-

conviction within two years, all three other provinces were also strongly associated 

with the outcome of recidivism (p<0.01). Homelessness was also associated with a 

threefold increase in the odds of recidivism (adjOR=3.53). Finally, prison type 

(medium/high security male only prison) was not independently associated with 

recidivism when other causal factors were accounted for (p=0.62). Table 9 displays 

the output of this multivariable analysis.    
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Table 9: Multivariable regression analysis demonstrating independent factors 

that are predictive of re-conviction within two years 

Variable Description OR 

adj 

P 

value 

Sex Male 0.65 0.76 

Age 18-20 5.18 0.00 

21-25 3.98 0.00 

26-30 3.23 0.00 

31-35 2.99 0.00 

36-40 2.56 0.01 

41-50 2.28 0.00 

51+ 1.18 0.57 

Nationality E.U. 2.55 0.02 

African 2.04 0.08 

Education Primary Level 1.31 0.32 

Limited Secondary 1.48 0.12 

Full Secondary 1.36 0.21 

3rd Level Cert/Diploma 1.09 0.74 

Original 

Offence Group 

 

 

Violent crime 1.10 0.22 

Drug crime 0.98 0.78 

Sex crime 0.37 0.00 

Property crime 1.34 0.00 

Re-offender 

address prior 

to index 

committal 

Munster 13.51 0.00 

Ulster 4.60 0.00 

Leinster 3.77 0.00 

Connaught 4.10 0.00 

No fixed abode 3.53 0.01 

Prison Type Open/Low security male only prison 1.03 0.98 

Medium/High security male only prison 2.05 0.62 

Note: Factors that retained significance (p<0.05) in the multivariable model are illustrated in 

bold font 
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Univariable and multivariable protectors of recidivism  

The purpose of this section is to identify the univariable and multivariable association 

between potential protectors of recidivism (recorded as re-conviction/no re-

conviction) and the outcome of re-conviction within two years following release from 

prison. Factors identified as being protective of recidivism on univariable regression 

analysis included increasing age in years (OR=0.94), employment (OR=0.28), index 

offence of sex crime (OR=0.18), sentence length of 10 years or greater (OR=0.43) 

and prisons identified as open/low security (OR=0.61). Appendix 38 (p.240) contains 

the output of the univariable regression analysis with associated p-values. 

 

These variables were entered into the multivariable regression model to determine if 

they retained their significance when adjusting for other causal factors. Increasing 

age remained independently protective of recidivism within two years (adjOR=0.97). 

In essence, for every increasing year in age, the odds of recidivism reduced by 3%. 

In-keeping with this finding, older adults (identified as pensioners aged 66 years or 

older) were 34% less likely to recidivate than other ex-prisoners. Offenders who were 

convicted of a sex crime were also significantly less likely to recidivate within two 

years when compared to those who had committed an index offence of drug, 

property or violent crimes. Neither sentence length (≥10 years) nor prison type 

(open/low security) retained significance in the multivariable model. Table 10 

displays the results of the multivariable regression model.  
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Table 10: Multivariable regression analysis demonstrating independent factors 

that are protective of re-conviction within two years 

Variable Description OR 

adj 

P 

value 

Sex Male 0.65 0.76 

Age Continuous 0.97 0.00 

Occupation Employed 0.77 0.38 

Pensioner 0.66 0.00 

Student 0.66 0.48 

Original Offence 

Group 

Drug crime 0.98 0.78 

Sex crime 0.37 0.00 

Sentence Length 10+ Years 0.79 0.47 

Prison Type Open/Low security male only prison 1.03 0.98 

Note: Factors that retained significance (p<0.05) in the multivariable model are illustrated in 

bold font 

 

Univariable and multivariable predictors and protective factors of re-offence 

type 

The purpose of this section is to identify the univariable and multi variable 

association between potential predictors or protective factors of re-offence type 

(recorded as violent crime, drug crime, sex crime, property crime). In the first 

instance, a univariable multinomial regression model was conducted. Variables that 

demonstrated an associated p-value of <0.15 on univariable multinomial regression 

were then entered into a multivariable multinomial regression model to determine if 

they remained significant predictors of re-offence type when adjusting for other 

causal factors.  

 

Appendix 39 (p.241) contains the output of the univariable multinomial regression 

analysis. This analysis demonstrates that none of the variables examined were 

significantly predictive of a subsequent violent offence (p>0.15). In terms of drug re-

convictions, individuals with second level education were at increased odds of this 

offence (OR=4.51). Expiration of a prison sentence was found to be protective of 

subsequent drug re-convictions (OR=0.82). Males (OR=15.86), offenders aged 26-

30 years (OR=16.17) and those who had an index offence of a sex crime 
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(OR=10.00) were all at significantly increased odds of a subsequent sex crime within 

two years following release from prison. On the contrary, male gender (OR=0.41), 

employment prior to incarceration (OR=0.71), expiration of prison sentence 

(OR=0.81) and prisoners from the provinces of Munster (OR=0.38) and Ulster 

(OR=0.23) were all associated with significantly reduced odds of subsequent 

property crime.  

 

Table 11 contains the output of the multivariable multinomial regression model 

exploring the association between predictors and protective factors of re-offence 

type within two years following release from prison. Male gender retained its 

significance as a protective factor against property crime (adjOR=0.41). Employment 

prior to incarceration was also associated with an 18% reduction in the odds of a 

subsequent property crime. This multivariable analysis demonstrates that none of 

the variables examined were significantly predictive of a subsequent violent or drug 

offence (p>0.05). Re-conviction for a sex crime was significantly associated with 

offenders who were released following expiration of their prison sentence between 

2007 and 2009 (adjOR=3.13).  

 

.    
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Table 11: Multivariable multinomial regression model exploring the association between predictors and protective 

factors of re-offence type within two years following release from prison  

Variable name Variable description Violence Drugs Sex Property 

OR P OR P OR P OR P 

Sex Male 1.08 0.80 0.91 0.61 0.92 0.92 0.41 0.00 

Age 26-30 years 2.82 0.56 1.88 0.51 1.22 0.97 0.86 0.79 

Nationality EU 2.49 0.76 1.32 0.81 1.79 0.97 3.67 0.20 

Education Full Secondary 2.14 0.68 1.88 0.48 0.10 0.55 1.45 0.50 

Occupation Employed 1.13 0.50 0.87 0.28 1.23 0.71 0.82 0.05 

Index offence Sex 0.54 0.00 3.33 0.99 16.04 0.99 8.163 0.99 

Reason for release Expiration 1.30 0.10 0.90 0.35 3.13 0.02 1.07 0.41 

Prisoner Province Munster 1.37 0.93 2.18 0.71 0.18 0.70 0.62 0.58 

Ulster 1.43 0.92 1.28 0.91 0.02 0.40 0.43 0.31 

Note: Factors that retained significance (p<0.05) in the multivariable model are illustrated in bold font
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Summary  

This research study represents a prospective cohort study of 13,156 adult prisoners 

released from prisons in the Republic of Ireland between the years 2007 and 2009. 

Prisoners were followed up for two years from the time of release to determine 

incidence and predictors of recidivism. Descriptive statistics on the profile of 

offenders released during this timeframe were presented, as well as the rates of re-

conviction (38.32%) over a two-year period. Re-offenders were also profiled with 

respect to personal factors, criminal history, reason for committal, sentence length 

and prison type. Multivariable logistic regression was conducted to identify 

independent protective factors and predictors of recidivism among ex-prisoners. 

Factors that are associated with re-offence type (violent, drug, sex and property 

crimes) were also examined.  

 

The following Chapter 5 discusses the findings of this study in the broader context of 

the criminological literature, as well as critiquing other models of risk prediction 

among offenders. The nature and content of rehabilitative interventions are 

discussed, as well as the underlying behavioural theories relating to crime and 

recidivism. The author also identifies important considerations for policing, as well as 

broader policy implications. Finally, the strengths and weaknesses of the thesis are 

critiqued and areas for future research are outlined. 
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CHAPTER 5 

DISCUSSION 

Statement of principal findings 

This study examined the two-year rates and predictors of re-conviction among 

prisoners released from prisons in the Republic of Ireland in the period 2007 to 2009. 

A total of 13,156 prisoners were released from prison during this timeframe, 

comprising 11,975 males and 1,181 females. Almost 60% of the total population 

released were under 30 years of age. Over 80% of the population released were 

Irish nationals and the majority of the sample indicated that they had limited 

secondary/second level education. A total of 9,438 of the population were 

unemployed on entering the prison. Violent crime accounted for 1,347 index 

offences, drug crime for 1,035 offences, sex crime for 255 offences and property 

crime accounted for over 21.88% of recorded index offences. Prisoners were 

released primarily on remission (usually for good behaviour) (n=7,424). A total of 

10,476 men were released from prisons classified as medium/high security male 

only prisons. All female offenders served their time in one of two female only prisons 

(n=1,181). 

 

A total of 5,041 ex-prisoners were re-convicted in a Court of Criminal Law within two 

years following release from prison, representing 38.32% of the total population 

released during the study period. Almost 50% of recidivists were re-convicted within 

six months following release from prison. Property crime was the most common re-

offence type (27.75%) followed by drug crimes (11.54%). Almost 70% of recidivists 

were under 30 years of age and were broadly similar in overall demographic profile 

breakdown to the overall offender population (n=13,156).  

 

In terms of factors predictive of recidivism, the study found no independent 

association between gender, educational level or employment/occupation and 

subsequent recidivism. Younger age, index offence type, homelessness and 

race/ethnicity were all found to be independently associated with reconviction within 

two years following release from prison. Factors protective of re-conviction within two 

years included increasing age and an index sex crime. Neither sentence length nor 
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prison type (open/low security) was independently protective of recidivism. 

Predictors and protectors of re-offence type were also explored. Male gender and 

employment were the only variables found to be independently protective against 

subsequent property crime.  

 

Results in the context of the current literature 

Definition and rates of recidivism 

Recidivism is a broad term that is used to encompass relapse into criminal behaviour 

including re-arrest, re-conviction, and re-imprisonment. The definition used in the 

current study was re-conviction in a Court of Criminal Law for a new offence within 

two years following release from prison. It is evident from the research literature that 

an inherent problem in measuring recidivism is the lack of comprehensive 

information on “every crime committed and who committed it” (Maltz, 1984, p. 22). 

Recidivism data are based on crimes that are reported to the police and that, 

depending on the operational definition used, lead to subsequent arrest, conviction, 

or imprisonment (Spohn & Holleran, 2002). However, because not all crimes are 

reported to the police and not all crimes that are reported result in an arrest, it has 

been argued that the use of official recidivism data does reflect the true crime rate in 

society. Maltz (1984) states that the use of official crime data is reflective of policies 

and practices at a local level and are sensitive to deviations in these policies and 

practices. Therefore “one cannot state with any degree of assurance whether a given 

recidivism rate is high or low” (Maltz, 1984, p. 23). However, the measure of re-

conviction is often used as a proxy of recidivism and is accepted as a robust 

measure of recidivism because the court has established that criminal liability rests 

with the offender (Zara & Farrington, 2015). 

 

It is evident from chapter two that there is significant variation in the measurement of 

definitions of recidivism internationally (See Appendix 2, p.190). The most common 

definition of recidivism employed across the 19 studies included in the systematic 

review was re-incarceration or re-imprisonment within a particular time period. Other 

included studies used any re-conviction as a measure of relapse while other studies 

examined recidivism rates in the context of specific crimes and sub-populations of 

prisoners. In particular, the review demonstrated that some studies applied a single 

dichotomous measure, such as a new arrest (Fisher et al., 2014; Jung et al., 2010; 
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Kubrin & Stewart, 2006), a return to prison (Goshin et al., 2014; Nally et al., 2014; 

Roeger, 1994; Spivak & Sharp, 2008; Tripodi et al., 2010), a return to the supervision 

of correctional authorities (Mears & Bales, 2009), or a violation of the conditions of 

probation or parole (Kronick et al., 1998). Others authors counted the number of re-

convictions (Degiorgio & DiDonato, 2014; Håkansson & Berglund, 2012) within a 

pre-specified time period. Studies also examined time-to-recidivism; that is, the 

number of days or number of months until offenders were re-convicted (Bock & 

Hosser, 2014; Bonta et al., 1996; Cochran et al., 2014; Jones et al., 2006; Walter et 

al., 2011) or re-imprisoned (Baillargeon et al., 2010). Some studies used multiple 

definitions of recidivism, as described by Holland et al. (1983), who defined 

recidivism as the occurrence of a new conviction with an associated 60 day sentence 

or greater, an outstanding warrant for absconding from parole supervision, return to 

prison as a parole violator or death during the commission of an offence (Holland et 

al., 1983). Studies also varied with respect to follow-up time periods. The systematic 

review demonstrated that the most common duration of follow up was three years 

(n=7).  However, the duration of follow-up ranged from one year (Kubrin & Stewart, 

2006) to eight years (Walter et al., 2011). These factors serve to contribute to the 

varying rates of rates of criminal recidivism reported across countries, ranging from 

13.7% among female offenders at three years (Goshin et al., 2014) to 87% among 

younger offenders at five years (Bock & Hosser, 2014). In addition, it may be that the 

differences in recidivism rates between countries are as a result of other factors 

including the level of post-release supervision, the criteria applied for subsequent re-

incarceration, the variety and quality of rehabilitative programmes in prison and 

levels of exposure to prison medical services, especially those aimed at drug and 

alcohol problems and other psychiatric disorders (McGuire et al., 2008b). 

 

Contrary to recorded crime rates in the general population, recidivism rates have not 

declined in recent years (Ministry of Justice, 2010). To this end, prisoners are 

considered a high-risk group when compared to other offenders (Andersen & 

Skardhamar, 2014), with significant associated costs and a substantial contribution 

to overall societal criminality and violence. A recent systematic review by Fazel and 

Wolf (2015) examined rates of criminal recidivism internationally, where outcomes of 

interest included re-arrest, re-conviction, or re-imprisonment among prisoners 

released from prison (Fazel & Wolf, 2015). The authors included recidivism data 
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from 21 countries internationally. However, three countries were subsequently 

excluded due to unclear reporting on duration of follow-up length and the definition of 

recidivism applied (National Crime Records Bureau, 1996; Rujjanavet, 2008; 

Tongzhi, 2008). Data were pulled from this systematic review (with written 

permission from the primary author, Professor Seena Fazel) to contextualise the 

findings from the current study, when compared to other international studies that 

also used re-conviction as a proxy for recidivism. Follow-up periods among the 18 

studies included in the review ranged from six months to nine years. Table 12 

displays the re-conviction rates from the studies included in the review with Irish data 

from the current study also included and highlighted in bold font for the purposes of 

comparison.   
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Table 12: International re-conviction rates  

Country Selection 

Period 

Sample Follow-up 

Period 

Rate 

Canada 1994-95 Prisoners 2 years 41% 

Denmark 2005 Prisoners 2 years 29% 

Finland 2005 Prisoners 2 years 36% 

France 2002 Prisoners 5 years 59% 

Germany 2004 Prisoners 3 years 48% 

Iceland 2005 Prisoners 2 years 27% 

Ireland 2007-2009 Prisoners 2 years 38% 

Netherlands 2007 Prisoners 2 years 48% 

Norway 2005 Prisoners 2 years 20% 

Singapore 2011 Prisoners 2 years 27% 

Sweden 2005 Prisoners 2 years 43% 

USA 2005-2010 Prisoners 6 months 13% 

USA 2005-2010 Prisoners 1 year 23% 

USA 2005-2010 Prisoners 2 years 36% 

USA 2005-2010 Prisoners 3 years 45% 

USA 2005-2010 Prisoners 4 years 51% 

USA 2005-2010 Prisoners 5 years 55% 

UK-England/Wales 2000 Prisoners 1 year 46% 

UK-England/Wales 2000 Prisoners 2 years 59% 

UK-England/Wales 2000 Prisoners 3 years 66% 

UK-England/Wales 2000 Prisoners 4 years 70% 

UK-England/Wales 2000 Prisoners 5 years 72% 

UK-England/Wales 2000 Prisoners 6 years 74% 

UK-England/Wales 2000 Prisoners 7 years 76% 

UK-England/Wales 2000 Prisoners 8 years 77% 

UK-England/Wales 2000 Prisoners 9 years 78% 

UK-England/Wales 2013 Prisoners 1 year 45% 

UK-Scotland 2005 Prisoners 6 months 9% 

UK-Scotland 2009-2010 Prisoners 1 year 46% 

UK-Northern 

Ireland 

2005 Prisoners 1 year 25% 

UK-Northern 

Ireland 

2005 Prisoners 2 years 47% 

Note: This table has been modified and reproduced with permission of the primary author 

(Professor Seena Fazel) 

 

Similar to the current Irish study, the most commonly reported statistics were two 

year re-conviction rates. Fazel and Wolf (2015) note that re-conviction data were 

only reported in higher income countries. Re-conviction rates in the Nordic countries 

(Denmark, Finland, Iceland, Norway, and Sweden) ranged from 20% in Norway to 
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43% in Sweden. The Finnish study reported that 36% of prisoners were re-convicted 

within two years, a rate which is broadly in-keeping with the findings from the Irish 

study (Fazel & Wolf, 2015). Sweden reported the highest level of re-conviction 

among the Nordic countries at 43% of prisoners reconvicted in a two year period 

(Fazel & Wolf, 2015). However, these rates are significantly lower than the 47% and 

59% reported in Northern Ireland (Department of Justice, 2011) and England and 

Wales respectively (Ministry of Justice, 2010). However, similar to the Irish study, the 

rates of re-conviction reported in Sweden do not include fines whereas the two 

studies on re-conviction among ex-prisoners in Northern Ireland, England and Wales 

include fines in the re-conviction measure (See Table 13 for inclusion and exclusion 

of offences for recidivism at two years). Heterogeneity in re-conviction rates across 

the studies may be due to different definitions of re-conviction (in particular relating 

to the inclusion or exclusion of fines). This difference in the definition may account 

for the lower rates of re-conviction reported in Ireland and across some of the Nordic 

countries. 

 

In 2013, the World Prisons Population List published by the International Centre for 

Prison Studies reported that more than 10.2 million people were detained in penal 

institutions throughout the world, primarily as pre-trial detainees/remand prisoners or 

as sentenced prisoners (Walmsley, 2013). Almost half of these prisoners were 

incarcerated in the United States (2.24m), Russia (0.68m) or China (1.64m 

sentenced prisoners). In addition at least 650,000 were reported to be in pre-trial or 

‘administrative’ detention in China and 150,000 in North Korea (Walmsley, 2013). If 

these additional figures are included, the world total would reach in excess of 11 

million (Walmsley, 2013). Appendix 40 (p.242) displays internationally published re-

imprisonment rates. For the purposes of completeness, efforts were made to 

examine rates of re-imprisonment in the current study. However, the quality and 

completeness of the data on re-incarceration was not robust, as the primary metric 

used to determine criminal recidivism in Ireland is that of re-conviction. This is due to 

the inherent bias associated with using re-imprisonment as a metric of criminal 

relapse as it does not “distinguish between the true lawbreaker and the technical rule 

violator” (Champion, 1994, p. 9). In essence, re-incarceration may be imposed for a 

re-conviction for a new criminal offence or for re-arrest for violation of parole 

conditions. However, this will be considered in the discussion section that follows. 
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Unlike Table 12 that shows levels of re-conviction, re-imprisonment rates displayed 

in Appendix 40 (p.242) also report statistics on countries including Chile, Israel and 

South Korea in addition to European, North American and Australasian countries. 

The follow up period to determine rates of re-imprisonment among ex-prisoners 

ranges from six months to five years. Rates of re-imprisonment vary from 10% to 

52% with lower rates observed in studies with shorter follow up time periods. The 

World Prisons Population List (2013) also reports that the USA has the highest 

prison population rate in the world, with 716 inmates per 100,000 of the national 

population (Walmsley, 2013). This rate of re-incarceration is followed by other 

countries including Saint Kitts & Nevis (714), Seychelles (709), US Virgin Islands 

(539), Barbados (521), Cuba (510), Rwanda (492), Anguilla UK territory (487), Belize 

(476), Russian Federation (475), British Virgin Islands (460) and Sint Maarten Dutch 

territory (458) (Walmsley, 2013). It is interesting to note that only one of these twelve 

countries (USA) with the largest prison populations reported recidivism statistics 

(See Table 12 and Appendix 40, p.242). Yet these are the countries where 

successful interventions may have the greatest population impact. By way of 

comparison, all five Nordic countries reported recidivism rates and these are the 

countries that have a reputation for high quality robust national crime statistics and 

low rates of recidivism. The new approach to penology, as first articulated by Feeley 

and Simon (1992), serves to move away from the traditional conservative method of 

individual-based theories of punishment and extending the capacity of the system to 

rehabilitate or control crime to a more actuarial classification of ‘at ‘risk’ groups 

(Feeley & Simon, 1992). Methods used to classify these ‘at risk’ populations are 

described in pages 127-132. Garland (2001) also summarises how modern social, 

economic and cultural forces have aided the development of this new approach to 

penology, taking into account both surveillance and risk (Garland, 2001, p. 173).  

 

In keeping with the two year re-conviction rates reported in the current study, Table 

13 contains the range of definitions used across studies with respect to two year re-

conviction rates. Within countries, variation in recidivism is also evident depending 

on whether the population of interest includes those who are arrested, convicted or 

imprisoned and whether the outcome is considered re-arrest, re-conviction or re-

imprisonment. For example, Andersen and Skardhamar (2014) report that two-year 

recidivism rates in Norway ranged from 14.3% to 42.5% depending on the population 
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studied and the outcome of interest (Andersen & Skardhamar, 2014). In the USA, 

one study focused on state-specific recidivism rates among prisoners released from 

prison between 2004 and 2009 across 33 states (Pew Charitable Trust, 2011). 

Results demonstrated that recidivism rates ranged from 23% in Oregon to 61% for 

Minnesota. The measurement of recidivism across these two states appears broadly 

comparable with return to prison for a new conviction or technical violation of parole 

within three years following release from prison but the population of interest differed 

across the two states. Table 13 also highlights the lack of standardised reporting 

across international studies, even when the time to follow up is uniform. The 

implications for future similar studies are considered in section later in the thesis.  
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Table 13: Offence types included and excluded in reported two year re-conviction rates 

Country Rate Includes Excludes Uncertainties Incarceration rates* 

Canada 41% Offences resulting in fines or 

provincial sentences 

- - 118 

England and Wales 59% Fines - - 148 

Ireland 38% Offences resulting in a re-

conviction in court 

Aliens 

Tax objectors 

Debtors 

Fines 

- 94** 

Netherlands 48% Cases not yet settled and on 

appeal 

Fines 

Minor offences - 82 

Northern Ireland 47% Fines Pseudo-re-conviction - 101 

Singapore 27% - - Fines. Minor offences, 

traffic offences 

230 

USA 36% Jail as outcome Jails as index event 

Traffic offences 

Fines 716 

Nordic Countries 

Denmark 29% - Fines and 

misdemeanours 

sanctioned outside courts 

- 73 

Finland 36% - As above - 58 

Iceland 27% - As above - 47 

Norway 20% - As above - 72 

Sweden 43% - As above - 67 

Notes: This table has been modified and reproduced with permission of the primary author (Professor Seena Fazel).   

* per 100,000 national population, ** based on Irish prison figures of 4,290 in 2010 and an estimated population of 4.64 million,  

Pseudo-re-convictions are convictions which occur after the date of the index conviction but which relate to offence(s) committed prior to that 

date.
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Independent predictors of recidivism  

Three broad theoretical models of criminal behaviour were described in Chapter 1, 

including psychological models, sociological models and biological models (Bartol & 

Bartol, 2013). While all of these models assume different methods of control, it is 

difficult to entirely separate the three categories completely as it is generally 

accepted that all three of the factors play a role in the expression of behaviour. 

Moreover, psychological science consists of several disciplines including biological 

psychology and social psychology, so psychological principles could be applied 

across all three domains (Bartol & Bartol, 2013). These theoretical models underpin 

the findings from the international criminological literature (presented in Chapter 2) 

and the findings from the current study (Chapter 3) that demonstrate that there are 

both static and dynamic predictors of recidivism (these broadly cover different 

elements of the three theoretical models of criminal behaviour). While static 

predictors include age, gender and criminal history, dynamic factors are more difficult 

to capture and include both personal and environmental factors. These include 

factors such as substance abuse, family factors, employment or school, leisure or 

recreation activities (Jones et al., 2010). These dynamic factors are less well 

understood and such variables are rarely included in predictive re-conviction 

research (LeBel, Burnett, Maruna, & Bushway, 2008). 

 

Analyses of whether demographic risk factors predict recidivism are common (Dean, 

Brame, & Piquero, 1996; Lattimore, Visher, & Linster, 1995; Visher, Lattimore, & 

Linster, 1991). The current study reported that the two year rates of re-conviction 

among men and women released from prisons in the Republic of Ireland between 

2007 and 2009 were broadly similar (34% in women versus 38% in men). There is a 

myriad of literature on the relationship between gender, offending, and sanctions 

with many theoretical and empirical publications that debate for and against patterns 

of criminal behaviour, sentencing, and rehabilitative treatment of males and females, 

respectively (Mears, Cochran, & Bales, 2012). Overall, empirical and secondary 

research in the area of developmental criminology and rehabilitative interventions 

has identified several common themes between males and females with respect to 

re-offending. First, the majority of primary research studies report that men engage 

in more, and more violent offending than their female counterparts (Mears et al., 

2012). The findings from the current Irish study are also in keeping with these 
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findings. Research also demonstrates that both males and females engage in a wide 

range of offences, but there is evidence of differences across the genders with 

respect to the types of offending (Mears et al., 2012). Gartner (2011) also notes that 

crime trajectories between men and women appear to be more similar than 

disparate, for example, “while there are sex differences in the trajectories into and 

out of offending - for example, females' involvement in crime tends to begin, peak, 

and end earlier, these are differences more of degree than kind” (Gartner, 2011, p. 

358). These findings also are in-keeping with the results of the current study.  

 

Similarly, while there has been “considerable debate over whether females' and 

males' motivations for crime are distinctly different,” “research suggests that on the 

whole they are not” (Gartner, 2011, p. 358). For example, impulsive and antisocial 

behaviour, peer pressure, alcohol and drug habits and residing in resource-deprived 

areas broadly predict offending among both males and females equally well (Mears 

et al., 2012). Andrews and colleagues are also in agreement with this view, reporting 

that “gender neutrality appears to be the rule with regard to the predictive validity of 

risk/need factors in the analysis of criminal recidivism. If a factor is predictive with 

female offenders, it will be predictive with male offenders and vice versa” (p127). On 

the contrary, Van Voorhis (2012) report that mental health problems, distress, and 

perceived self-efficacy may impact on males and females differently with respect to 

index and subsequent offending (Van Voorhis, 2012). Thus, while there are parallels 

in the causes of offending among the sexes, there may be discrete differences in the 

extent and nature of these causes, and there may be causal factors that are 

distinctive to male offending and female offending, respectively (Mears et al., 2012). 

Data were not collected relating to the presence of medical co-morbidities in the 

current study so this variable as not examined. In addition, it was beyond the scope 

of the current study to examine variation in sanctioning between males and females 

but previous research has demonstrated that there are distinct similarities between 

the sexes with respect to sanctioning. Historically, males were more severely 

sentenced than women even after adjusting for confounders such as the severity of 

the offence. However, there has been a shift in sentencing in recent decades where 

females have increasingly received tougher sanctions from the criminal justice 

system. Furthermore, prior factors such as criminal record and type of offence have 

been shown to predict sentencing severity for both males and females (Mears et al., 
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2012). Research also indicates that there are discrete differences in both groups with 

respect to their outlook on the severity of different criminal justice sanction. Females 

are more inclined to engage with alternative sanctions than men and also are more 

likely to consider prison as a punitive sanction relative to non-prison alternatives 

(Wood & Grasmick, 1999).  

 

The current study demonstrates that increasing age is protective of recidivism within 

two years following release from prison. These findings are consistent with findings 

from ten primary research studies identified in the systematic review (Chapter 2), 

where increasing age (in years) was also reported to be protective of recidivism 

(Cochran et al., 2014; Fisher et al., 2014; Håkansson & Berglund, 2012; Jones et al., 

2006; Jung et al., 2010; Kubrin & Stewart, 2006; Nally et al., 2014; Roeger, 1994; 

Spivak & Sharp, 2008; Tripodi et al., 2010). Other researchers have also reported 

that crime rates rise in the early teen years, peak during mid-late teens and decline 

from then on (Uggen, 2000b). Although the general shape of this age ‘crime curve’ is 

well documented, the interpretation of this ‘crime curve’ has been widely debated. 

Those in the ‘life course’ camp argue that the causes of crime are age graded and 

variable over time (Uggen 2000). To this end, they argue that factors such as 

employment may impact on crime levels throughout the lifespan. Other researchers 

argue that age is independent of these factors and ‘does not interact with any known 

causal variables in its effect on crime (Hirschi & Gottfredson, 1983). A meta-review 

by Singh and Fazel (2010) examined the totality of evidence from nine systematic 

reviews and 31 meta-analyses conducted between 1995 and 2009 that explored the 

predictive validity of actuarial tools for different genders and ethnic backgrounds. All 

nine reviews explored the moderating role of participant age on recidivism. However, 

the findings were mixed with respect to the impact of age on subsequent recidivism. 

Similar to the findings from the current Irish study, Gendreau et al. (1996) reported 

that younger age was associated with increased rates of recidivism. On the contrary, 

eight meta-analyses (Blair, Marcus, & Boccaccini, 2008; Edens & Campbell, 2007; 

Guy, 2008; Leistico, Salekin, DeCoster, & Rogers, 2008; McCann, 2006; Skeem, 

Edens, Camp, & Colwell, 2004; Walters, 2003) found that participant age did not 

significantly influence recidivism. However, the authors acknowledged that there was 

significant heterogeneity between the reviews relating to study designs, the 

populations of interest, measures of exposure and outcomes of interest (Singh & 
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Fazel, 2010). These methodological differences limit the generalisability of the 

findings, and indicate that more transparent methods are warranted in the conduct 

and reporting of studies on recidivism.  

 

There are a myriad of studies reporting that prisoners are at a lower educational 

level than the general population (Harney & Ferrol-Hawley, 2012). Furthermore, 

studies have also demonstrated that there is a relationship between educational 

attainment prior to incarceration and subsequent recidivism (Harlow, 2003; Nally et 

al., 2014). The current study found no significant difference in the odds of recidivism 

within two years between ex-prisoners with differing levels of education prior to 

incarceration. Engagement in educational activities while in prison was not recorded 

in the current dataset. However, results from international literature have consistently 

shown that providing inmates with opportunities to increase their level of education 

has resulted in lower recidivism, regardless of personal characteristics, such as 

race/ethnicity (Harney & Ferrol-Hawley, 2012). In particular, empirical research 

demonstrates that prisoners who attend education programmes and are taught skills 

to successfully read and write while they are incarcerated are less likely to return to 

prison following their release (Allen, 1988; Clark, 1991; Duguid, Hawkey, & Pawson, 

1996; Newman, 1993; Vacca, 2004). Furthermore, appropriate education has also 

been shown to be associated with a more tolerable prison environment, not only for 

the inmates but also for prison officers and support staff (Newman, 1993). 

 

The current study found no association between employment prior to imprisonment 

and subsequent recidivism. While no information was available on post-release 

employment rates in the current dataset, it is widely acknowledged that ex-prisoners 

face significant challenges in community reintegration post release. Finding gainful 

employment is one of the immediate challenges to an ex-offender upon release from 

prison, and it is increasingly difficult during the recessionary period (Nally et al., 

2014). Ex-prisoners are frequently limited with respect to employment opportunities 

due to criminal background checks (Holzer, Raphael, & Stoll, 2006; Pettit & Lyons, 

2007; Travis, 2005) or insufficiencies in education and job skills (Fahey, Roberts, & 

Engel, 2006; Finn, 1998; Harrison & Schehr, 2004; Hollin & Palmer, 2009; Rossman, 

2003; Solomon, 2008; Uggen, 2000a; Uggen & Staff, 2001; Vacca, 2004; Visher, 
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Debus, Yahner, & Center, 2008; Wadsworth, 2006). However, previous researchers 

have demonstrated that post-release employment may serve as an important 

mechanism to prevent ex-offenders from involvement in criminal activities following 

release from prison. Theoretical assumptions on the causal relationship between 

employment and recidivism are largely based on the concept that ex-offenders are 

likely re-offend if they cannot obtain legitimate and gainful employment upon release 

from prison. Work is also important because workers are more likely to experience 

close and regular contact with conventional others (Warr, 1998). In addition, both 

formal and informal social controls at work serve to encourage conformity (Sampson 

& Laub, 1993). A consistent finding is that released offenders are likely to become 

recidivist offenders after release from prison if they remain unemployed (Allen, 1988; 

Batiuk, 1997; Blomberg, Bales, & Piquero, 2012; Fabelo, 2002; Harlow, 2003; 

Nuttall, Hollmen, & Staley, 2003; Vacca, 2004; Visian, Burke, & Vivian, 2001; Wilson, 

Gallagher, & MacKenzie, 2000). Therefore successful community reintegration and 

the acquisition of meaningful and gainful employment are important milestones for 

both the offender as a metric of successful re-entry (Nally et al., 2014).     

 

 

A considerable amount of research has reported findings on racial differences in 

recidivism rates following release from prison (Beck & Shipley, 1989; Bonta et al., 

1998; Gendreau et al., 1996; Hanley & Latessa, 1997; Hepburn & Albonetti, 1994; 

Kruttschnitt, Uggen, & Shelton, 2000; Langan & Levin, 2002b; Leclair, 1985; 

Petersilia, 1983; Spohn, 2000). Some of literature demonstrates that Blacks are 

more likely than Whites to recidivate (Beck & Shipley, 1989; Blumstein & Beck, 1999; 

DeComo, 1998; Leclair, 1985; Petersilia, 1983; Sabol, Adams, Parthasarathy, & 

Yuan, 1986; Spohn & Holleran, 2002). In the current study, race/ethnicity was 

captured as a categorical variable where offenders were classified as Irish, EU 

nationals, African, Asian, American (North and South) and other countries outside of 

these classifications. There was no significant independent association between 

race/ethnicity and subsequent recidivism. However, these results need to be 

interpreted in the context of the population studied. Over 80% of prisoners that were 

released from prison in the current study were classified as Irish (proxy for White 

race) with just over 1% classified as African (proxy for Black race). The use of a 

crude proxy for differentiating race and the small sample size of Africans limits the 
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generalisability of the study findings. Furthermore, although much has been made of 

racial differences in recidivism, it is not yet known whether this difference is because 

of racial discrimination or greater criminal involvement by Black people and similar 

ethics groups (McGovern, Demuth, & Jacoby, 2009). An ongoing debate in 

criminological research is whether the criminal justice system differentially process 

and sanction defendants on the basis of race or ethnic group (McGovern et al., 2009; 

Tonry, 1995; Wilbanks, 1987). Opponents of the sentencing process argue that 

Black offenders are punished more harshly and sentenced to prison more frequently 

than similar White offenders, which in turn leads to higher recidivism rates (Hagan, 

1987). On the contrary, other researchers assert that tougher sentences imposed on 

Blacks reflect the serious nature of the crime committed and prior criminal history, as 

well as other legally relevant factors that judges consider when deciding on sentence 

duration (Kautt & Spohn, 2002). This debate has generated research spanning over 

40 years and has yet to be resolved (McGovern et al., 2009). 

 

With regard to the type of offender, the current study found that the odds of 

recidivism were significantly less likely among sexual offenders than those who 

committed other crimes. However, the odds of reoffending with a subsequent sexual 

crime among this cohort were significantly higher than other crimes. There is a 

significant body of research exploring recidivism among sexual offenders. A 

systematic review and meta-analysis by McCann and Lussier (2008) reported that 

there were no significant differences with respect to recidivism rates between sex 

offenders and non-sex offenders, contrary to the findings of this study (McCann & 

Lussier, 2008). However, the authors reported that sex offenders were more likely to 

reoffend with a sexual crime than non-sex offenders, in keeping with the findings of 

the current study. Jennings et al. (2015) argue that the existing knowledge base 

regarding recidivism among sexual offenders indicates that sex offenders may not be 

as dangerous as previously assumed (Blokland & Lussier, 2015, p. 129). The 

authors support this argument by summarising the totality of evidence with respect to 

general recidivism among sexual offenders, ‘the general recidivism data shows that 

sex offenders were, for the most part, less likely to commit future offences than other 

serious criminals’ (p139). Furthermore, evidence from two large birth cohort studies 

assessing the continuity of sex offending over the life course suggest that sex 

offending continuity from adolescence into adulthood is not the norm (Zimring, 
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Jennings, Piquero, & Hays, 2009; Zimring, Piquero, & Jennings, 2007). The findings 

from these studies demonstrate that the more diverging and frequent a juvenile 

offender tends to be; the more likely that these offenders are to become sexual 

offenders in adulthood (Zimring et al., 2009; Zimring et al., 2007), significantly more 

than a juvenile who has offended sexually during adolescence. On the basis of 

conflicting findings from a number of empirical research studies, some authors argue 

that community notification and registration policies seem to overly punish sex 

offenders (Piquero, Jennings, Diamond, & Reingle, 2015).  

 

In the current cohort, the odds of reoffending were 34% higher among ex-prisoners 

whose index offence was a property offence. These findings are similar to a previous 

study by Mears et al. (2012) who examined the effectiveness of prison in reducing 

recidivism among males and females released from prisons in Florida (n=17,750) 

(Mears et al., 2012). In particular, the study sought to explore the extent to which 

imprisonment impacted on subsequent rates of violent, property, drug, or other 

recidivism among both groups and whether differences in the effectiveness of prison 

varied between groups with respect to three sanctions including traditional probation, 

intensive probation, and jail (Mears et al., 2012). The authors concluded that a prison 

term is associated with a greater likelihood of property and drug recidivism among 

both men and women. The current Irish study reported that almost 40% of recidivists 

committed subsequent drug and property offences. However, for females, Mears 

(2012) reported that the main effect was to increase property recidivism, and this 

pattern was evident regardless of whether the comparison was to traditional or 

intensive probation, or to jail (Mears et al., 2012). These findings are in-keeping with 

the findings from the current study where 46% of female recidivists were reconvicted 

of a property crime.  

 

The current study found no significant association between an index drug offence 

and recidivism within two years following release from prison. The literature with 

respect to recidivism among drug offenders is varied. For example, Spohn and 

Holleran (2002) followed up 1,530 ex-prisoners released from prisons in Kansas City 

in 1993. The authors explored whether imprisonment was a more effective deterrent 

for some types of offenders than for others, in particular drug offenders, a drug 

involved offenders, and nondrug offenders. The authors reported that imprisonment 
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had more significant criminogenic effects for drug offenders when compared to drug 

involved and nondrug offenders as drug offenders who were sentenced to prison had 

the highest rate of recidivism and reoffended at the fastest rate (Spohn & Holleran, 

2002). While a history of drug abuse prior to, or during prison committal was not 

recorded in this study, the inadequacy of incarceration by itself in addressing drug 

abuse or addiction is evident in the statistics (Chandler, Fletcher, & Volkow, 2009b). 

A review of recidivism in 15 US states reported that approximately 25% of individuals 

released returned to prison within three years for violations that included, among 

other things, testing positive for drug use (Langan & Levin, 2002a). Illicit drug use is 

common among incarcerated individuals in spite of their highly structured, controlled 

environments (Simpler & Langhinrichsen-Rohling, 2005). On release from prison or 

jail, ex-prisoners are faced with challenges to their sobriety through multiple 

stressors that increase their risk of relapsing to drug use (Chandler et al., 2009b). 

Stressors include the stigma associated with being labelled an ex-offender, the 

requirement for accommodation and legitimate gainful employment, family and 

community reintegration and stringent requirements for criminal justice supervision 

(Knight & Farabee, 2004; Shivy et al., 2007). These factors warrant consideration in 

designing rehabilitative interventions for such offenders.  

 

The current study also reported that an index violent offence was not independently 

associated with increased odds of recidivism within two years following prison 

release. In terms of violent offenders, the literature is also varied with respect to the 

contribution of an index violent offence to subsequent recidivism. A longitudinal 

German study by Bock and Hosser (2014) followed 748 young male offenders 

between the ages of 15-28 years for a period of five years after release from prison. 

The study found that violent offenders reoffended more significantly and more often 

with a violent offence than non-violent offenders (Bock & Hosser, 2014). An earlier 

retrospective study of 271 Canadian male offenders by Zamble & Quinsey (1997) 

compared recidivism rates between those with a history of any violent offence with 

non-violent offenders (Zamble & Quinsey, 1997). No differences in recidivism were 

noted between the groups but violent offenders presented with more psychological 

problems, were more likely to experience anger before their offence, and have 

greater hostility scores when compared to their non-violent counterparts (Zamble & 

Quinsey, 1997). Contrary to these two studies, the findings from the systematic 



127 
 

review presented in Chapter 2 identified seven studies that examined whether the 

occurrence of a violent index offence (including robbery) impacted on rates of 

subsequent recidivism (Cochran et al., 2014; Håkansson & Berglund, 2012; Holland 

et al., 1983; Jones et al., 2006; Mears & Bales, 2009; Spivak & Sharp, 2008; Walter 

et al., 2011). With the exception of one study (Jones et al., 2006), all studies 

reported that prison committal for a violent crime was protective of recidivism during 

follow up periods. These findings suggest that the relationship between violent 

offences warrants closer examination, particularly with respect to the populations 

studied, the definition of a violent offence and the outcomes of interest.  

 

Finally, the findings indicate that while prisoners from the province of Munster were 

associated with a thirteen-fold increase in the odds of re-conviction within two years, 

all three other provinces were also strongly associated with the outcome of 

recidivism (p<0.01). It is unclear as to why individuals from Munster were at 

increased odds of recidivism. However, the province of Munster contains two large 

cities (Limerick city and Cork city) which may account for this large percentage of the 

total population. In addition, the service development with respect to rehabilitation 

interventions are in their infancy in Ireland and several of the pilot schemes tend to 

be rolled out in the Leinster region which may contribute to higher recidivism rates in 

the province of Munster (Irish Prison Service, 2014) 

 

Risk prediction instruments 

The current prospective cohort study has identified a number of independent factors 

that are predictive and protective of subsequent recidivism within two years in a 

cohort of adult prisoners released from prisons in the Republic of Ireland between 

2007 and 2009. Other researchers have taken this process one step further and 

derived or developed risk prediction instruments, combining two or more 

independent factors to predict recidivism among a variety of offenders. There are 

identified and described in Chapter 2. A number of external validation studies have 

been conducted to assess the validity of these risk prediction instruments. However, 

to date no single risk assessment tool has been consistently shown to have robust 

predictive accuracy (Campbell, French, & Gendreau, 2009; Gendreau, Goggin, & 

Smith, 2002; Singh et al., 2011; Walters, 2003). A common method used to evaluate 

the predictive accuracy of risk instruments in the criminal justice literature is the 
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reported value for the area under curve (AUC). The AUC plots a risk assessment 

tool's false positive rate (offenders classified as high risk who do not reoffend) 

against its true positive rate (offenders classified as high risk who reoffend) across 

the instruments score thresholds. To this end, the AUC is a measure of how well a 

risk assessment tool discriminates between offenders and non-offenders across all 

cut-offs, and is considered by many to be the preferred measure of predictive 

accuracy (Singh et al., 2011). The AUC ranges from 0.5 (no discrimination) to a 

theoretical maximum of 1 where values between 0.7 and 0.9 represent moderate 

accuracy and greater than 0.9 represents high accuracy. An AUC of 1 represents 

perfect discrimination, whereby risk prediction scores for all reoffenders are higher 

than scores for all those who don’t reoffend with no overlap (Swets, 1988). In 

addition, a number of issues have been identified regarding the external validity of 

risk prediction instruments across different populations and settings (Guy, Edens, 

Anthony, & Douglas, 2005; Leistico et al., 2008; Schwalbe, 2008; Smith, Cullen, & 

Latessa, 2009). In particular, little is known about whether overall rates of predictive 

validity of these risk assessment tools differ by sex, race or ethnicity, outcome, and 

other study characteristics (Singh et al., 2011). It was beyond the scope of this study 

to externally validate existing risk prediction instruments due to the heterogeneity in 

the variables recorded, and the methods used to record such variables, across the 

risk prediction models. These issues warrant closer inspection in future studies, 

particularly as such risk assessment tools have been increasingly used to influence 

judgements and recommendations regarding detention, parole and probation, 

duration of community supervision and access to healthcare services in many 

countries including the US (Cottle, Lee, & Heilbrun, 2001; Gendreau et al., 1996; 

Hanson & Morton-Bourgon, 2007; Schwalbe, 2008), Canada (Gendreau et al., 1996; 

Hanson & Morton-Bourgon, 2007), UK (Kemshall & Maguire, 2001; Khiroya, Weaver, 

& Maden, 2009), Sweden (Singh et al., 2011), Australia (Mercado & Ogloff, 2007), 

and New Zealand (Vess, 2008) and Ireland (Irish Prison Service, 2014). Risk 

prediction measures are also being used more frequently in both criminal and civil 

court cases in the US and the UK (DeMatteo & Edens, 2006; Young, 2009).  

 

As previously reported, the current study found no association between an index 

violent offence and re-conviction within two years. In addition, personal factors, 

criminal history, reason for committal, sentence length and prison type were not 
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independently associated with a subsequent violent crime (See Table 11). However, 

recent research indicates that some risk assessment tools (e.g. violence risk 

assessment) are now recommended in clinical guidelines for the treatment of mental 

health disorders in the US and the UK (American Psychiatric Association 2004; 

NICE, 2014). A systematic review by Singh and Fazel (2011) investigated the 

predictive validity of nine commonly used violence risk assessment tools including 

the HCR-20 (Webster et al., 1997), the LSI-R (Andrews & Bonta, 1995), the 

Psychopathy Checklist-Revised (PCL-R) (Hare, 1991, 2003), the Sex Offender Risk 

Appraisal Guide (SORAG) (Quinsey, 2006; Quinsey et al., 1998), the Sexual 

Violence Risk-20 (SVR-20) (Boer, Hart, & Kropp, 1997), the Spousal Assault Risk 

Assessment (SARA) (Kropp & Hart, 2000), the Static-99 (Hanson & Thornton, 1999; 

Harris, Phenix, Thornton, & Hanson, 2003), the Structured Assessment of Violence 

Risk in Youth (SAVRY) (Borum, Bartel, & Forth, 2005), and the VRAG (Quinsey, 

2006; Quinsey et al., 1998). The authors combined data from 68 studies based on 

25,980 participants in 88 independent populations. Findings indicated that the 

SAVRY tool, an instrument designed to detect violence risk in juveniles, 

demonstrated the highest rates of predictive validity (Singh et al., 2011). On the 

contrary, a risk assessment tool used to identify adults at risk for general offending, 

the LSI-R, and a personality scale commonly used for the purposes of risk 

assessment, the PCL-R, produced the lowest levels of predictive accuracy with 

AUCs of 0.67 and 0.66 respectively (Singh et al., 2011). Finally the authors reported 

that on the whole, instruments produced higher rates of predictive validity in older 

and in predominantly White samples (Singh et al., 2011).  

 

Evidence from this prospective cohort study suggests that the odds of recidivism are 

significantly less likely among sexual offenders than those who committed other 

types of crime including violent crime, drug crime, property crime or other crimes. 

However, the odds of reoffending with a subsequent sexual crime within two years 

following prison release among this cohort are significantly higher (adjOR10.00) than 

other crimes. In addition, males and offenders aged 26-30 years were found to be at 

significantly increased odds of a subsequent sex crime within two years with 

adjusted odds ratios of 15.86 and 16.17 respectively. 
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There is a significant body of research relating to risk prediction models among 

sexual offenders. Hanson et al. (2009) summarised the totality of evidence regarding 

the predictive accuracy of various approaches to risk assessment among sexual 

offenders. The authors examined the predictive accuracy of two specific measures, 

the Static–99, SVR–20, as well both structured and unstructured clinical judgements 

for outcomes including sexual, violent, or any recidivism. The authors pooled data 

from 536 studies comprising of 118 unique cohorts (45,398 sexual offenders, 16 

countries). The accuracy of the two structured risk assessment instruments was high 

for sexual, violent and any recidivism but the utility of these measures varied 

according to the index referral and population assessed (predictive ability ranged 

from 0.67 to 0.97). The summary estimates from the pooled data demonstrated no 

overall difference between these two measures for the prediction of violent 

recidivism, and also found that both were significantly more accurate than all other 

approaches to the measurement of recidivism. The accuracy of structured 

professional judgment was moderate and varied between studies. Finally for all 

outcome measures, the use of unstructured professional judgment was significantly 

less accurate than were the empirically derived actuarial measure (p<0.05) (Hanson, 

Bourgon, Helmus, & Hodgson, 2009).    

 

While the current study contained no information history or currency of drug 

use/abuse, Looman and Abracen (2011) investigated whether the addition of 

measures of substance abuse added to prediction of serious recidivism over and 

above actuarial instruments alone among 608 high-risk sex offenders (Looman & 

Abracen, 2011). To this end, two measures of substance abuse were administered 

[the Michigan Alcohol Screening Test (MAST), the Drug Abuse Screening Test 

(DAST)] in conjunction with the SORAG and the Static-99. The SORAG was found to 

be the most accurate actuarial instrument for the prediction of sexual or violent 

recidivism (Looman & Abracen, 2011). The findings also demonstrated that the 

inclusion of a measure of alcohol abuse, but not other drug abuse, added to the 

ability to predict re-offence over the SORAG score alone. However, the authors 

acknowledged that there was collinearity between items assessed across both 

measures (i.e. items of the SORAG include information relating to history of alcohol 

abuse) that may have impacted on the pooled predictive accuracy of the instrument 

(Looman & Abracen, 2011). 
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While many systematic reviews focus on the evidence supporting risk prediction 

models for one type of offender only, the Scottish Risk Management Authority (RMA) 

published a directory of risk assessment tools for the assessment of violent, sexual 

and general recidivism in 2006. This summary document, entitled Risk Assessment 

Tools Evaluation Directory (RATED), details the type of recidivism (general, sexual, 

violent) that each risk prediction instrument assesses; the variables contained in the 

instrument, its validation history and current use, and its appraisal against an RMA 

assessment framework (RATED, 2016). The assessment framework consists of a 

number of key criteria for the evaluation and endorsement of risk assessment tools 

including the derivation and validation history of the instrument, the empirical 

evidence supporting its use, the inter-rater reliability of the instrument and the ability 

of the tool to identify the level of risk of re-offending. The RMA have used this 

framework to inform the endorsement of an instrument and also to highlight any 

limitations or caveats that professionals should take into account when using a tool 

as part of a broader risk assessment process. The current version of the RATED 

directory is available online and evaluates 61 risk prediction instruments across a 

variety of offender populations. Several of the tools described in the previous 

sections are summarised in the RATED document. To this end, it serves as a useful, 

easy to access directory of risk instruments for a variety of offender populations 

(RATED, 2016).  

 

In summary, risk assessment tools are increasingly implemented to assist in the 

decision-making process in clinical and criminal justice settings. A number of meta-

analyses have demonstrated that these risk assessment tools are consistently better 

than unstructured clinical judgement. However, there exists heterogeneity with 

respect to the predictive validity of many of the commonly used risk assessment 

measures. These reviews conclude that the populations of interest (i.e. offenders) 

should be closely mapped to those in which the tool was derived, to improve the rate 

of predictive accuracy. Furthermore, the settings in which these risk assessment 

measures are administered warrants consideration, as well as the outcomes of 

interest and duration of follow-up. Some studies have found that the predictive 

validity of tools are more accurate among older adults, women and white offenders 

(Singh et al., 2011). The role of gender, age and race as confounders in these risk 
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instruments should also be examined in further empirical, methodologically robust 

studies.  

 

Behavioural theories relating to crime and recidivism 

As recent as 40 to 50 years ago, there was a widespread belief that interventions to 

rehabilitate and reintegrate prisoners were not effective. These views were based on 

results of a number of research studies conducted in the mid 1970’s in the United 

States and Britain, in particular Robert Martinson’s work in 1974 when he reported 

that his research demonstrated ‘a radical flaw in our present strategies - that 

education at its best, or even psychotherapy at its best, cannot overcome, or even 

appreciably reduce, the powerful tendency for offenders to continue in criminal 

behaviour’ (Martinson, 1974, p. 49). Furthermore, Martinson stated that “with few 

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

had no appreciable effect on recidivism” (Martinson, 1974, p. 25). Needless to say, 

the widespread dissemination of Martinson’s report generated huge interest from a 

range of stakeholders including the general public, academics, politicians and policy 

makers (Pratt, Gau, & Franklin, 2010). For a long time the concept of ‘nothing works’ 

was ingrained in the thinking of a majority of professionals at most levels of the 

criminal justice system. This was in spite of a subsequent report by Palmer (Palmer, 

1975) that refuted the findings by Martinson (1974). According to Martinson, none of 

the studies that explored the impact of different treatment types such as education or 

counselling reported consistent reductions in rates of recidivism (Martinson, 1974). 

Martinson reported that this indicated an overall failure of these interventions. 

Palmer’s reanalysis of the exact same studies indicated that almost half of the 

studies demonstrated reductions in recidivism (Palmer, 1975). A few years later, 

Martinson acknowledged that his article had been exaggerated to some extent, and 

in a later work entitled New Findings, New Views: A Note of Caution Regarding 

Sentencing Reform (1978), he recanted his initial stance that “nothing works” 

(Martinson, 1978). Priestley & McGuire (1985) also sought to challenge the view that 

nothing constructive could be done to alter patterns of offending behaviour (Priestley 

& McGuire, 1985). According to Priestley and McGuire (1985), the number of 

research reviews conducted in the 1980’s that statistically pooled quantitative data 

from the various individual research studies in the form of a meta-analysis definitively 

refuted Martinson’s conclusion ‘nothing works’. Findings demonstrated that 
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interventions based on the traditional medical model, classical psychotherapeutic 

methods and punitive measures had no significant impact on reducing recidivism 

(Priestley & McGuire, 1985). However, rehabilitative methods that addressed the 

causal or contributory factors to recidivism were identified as successful (Priestley & 

McGuire, 1985). Research evidence in support of effective interventions with 

offenders is frequently referred to as a ‘what works’ approach in the criminological 

literature (McGagh, 2007). Characteristics of successful programmes have been 

developed and updated by a number of criminological researchers in particularly by 

Andrews and Bonta. These methods are essentially based on behaviourist and 

cognitive behavioural theory that incorporates components of the ‘what works’ 

approach. 

 

Social Learning Theory is a behaviour theory commonly underpinning many 

intervention studies. Bandura argued that almost all behaviour is learned and that all 

phenomena resulting from direct experience could occur vicariously through 

exposure to other people’s behaviour and its consequences for them (Bandura, 

1977). The ability to learn by observation allows individuals to develop a method for 

generating and regulating behavioural patterns without having to form them gradually 

by trial and error (Bandura, 1986). Observational learning is also referred to as 

imitation or modelling. Learning occurs where individuals observe and emulate 

other’s behaviour. In the current study, data were lacking robustness with respect to 

medical, social and criminal history. To this end, it is unclear whether these factors 

play a role in the criminogenic behaviour of the 13,156 offenders studied. However, 

Bandura cautioned that exposure to behaviours may not automatically result in a 

similar behavioural pattern due to a myriad of factors including the inability of the 

observer to take notice of the relevant observed activities, the lack of adequate 

coding of observed events for memory representation, inadequate retention of the 

learned behaviour, physical inability to perform the observed behaviour and lack of 

sufficient incentives for demonstrating modelled behaviour (Bandura, 1977, p. 29). 

Motivational Interviewing (Rollnick & Miller, 1995) is a behaviourist model that has 

developed from learning theory principles and includes the use of positive modelling, 

self-efficacy, cognitions and selective reinforcement of self-statements to change 

behaviour. This approach is used particularly in interventions with individuals who 

have addiction issues (McGagh, 2007). A total of 1,035 offenders in the current study 
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were imprisoned for controlled drug offences. While this figure cannot be used as a 

proxy for ‘addition’, it highlights that a significant proportion of those imprisoned were 

interacting with illicit drug users. Thus, the motivational interviewing behaviourist 

model may be applicable to a subgroup of these offenders.  

As the Social Learning Theory developed, Bandura noted that the label of ‘social 

learning theory’ did not adequately encompass the model. Bandura relabelled the 

theory as ‘Social Cognitive Theory’ to incorporate psychosocial phenomena including 

motivational and self-regulatory mechanisms that range far beyond issues of 

learning. He conceptualised learning as acquiring knowledge through processing of 

information. The Social Cognitive Theory describes how individuals acquire and 

maintain certain behavioural patterns, while also providing the basis for intervention 

strategies (Bandura, 1986). Some of the fundamental concepts of Social Cognitive 

Theory underpin the ‘what works’ approach to the rehabilitation of offenders and the 

model of practice proposed by Trotter (Trotter, 2015). These concepts state that the 

environment offers opportunities and social support to the offender. To this end, 

misperception of one’s environment can be targeted in interventions to promote an 

improved outlook. This is particularly relevant for marginalised populations including 

migrants, members of the travelling community (ethnic minority in Ireland), drug 

users, those who are homeless sex workers. The provision of opportunities for skills 

and personal development training can also serve to develop an offender’s 

knowledge and skill to perform a given behaviour (Glanz, Rimer, & Viswanath, 2008, 

p. 169). In the current study, over 90% of offenders were documented to have limited 

secondary education. While level of education was not independently predictive of 

reoffending, this finding highlights the importance of exposing prisoners to further 

educational opportunities while they are in the prison system. Furthermore, tangible 

outcomes that are meaningful to offenders (such as Level 5 or Level 6 national state 

examinations) with opportunities for self-monitoring, goal-setting, problem solving 

and self-reward are an essential component of educational interventions and are 

broadly based on the principles of Social Cognitive Theory.  

 

Trotter (1999) defines the Pro-Social Modelling theory as an approach whereby 

facilitators identify and clarify the values they wish to inspire in offenders and 
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persistently encouraging those values through the use of praise and other rewards 

(Trotter, 2015). The Pro-Social model also includes appropriate modelling of the pro-

social values the facilitator seeks to promote, and challenging undesirable 

behaviours and actions. The underpinning behavioural principles are that behaviour 

is more likely to be maintained or developed if it is rewarded. Furthermore, the 

promise of a reward is not as effective as providing the actual reward following the 

demonstration of model behaviour. Rewards are also likely to be more effective if 

they are no greater than they need to be and thus are perceived as fair by the 

offender. Trotter identifies four steps in the prosocial approach including the 

identification of prosocial comments and actions, the provision of appropriate 

rewards, modelling pro-social behaviours and challenging anti-social or pro-criminal 

behaviours (Trotter, 2015). Trotter reports that the pro-social approach has been 

shown to be an effective method of dealing with offenders that are unwilling to 

engage in rehabilitation (Trotter, 2015). The findings from the current study 

demonstrate that an index offence of property crime is associated with a 34% 

increase in the odds of re-conviction within two years. Furthermore, almost 28% of 

offenders reoffend with a property crime. Therefore, rehabilitation interventions 

based on prosocial principles may be suitable for individuals who commit property 

crimes. Younger offenders may also benefit from such interventions where the odds 

of reoffending are up to five times greater in those aged under 30 years when 

compared to older offenders (i.e. those 30 years or older).  

 

With regard to Desistance Theory, there is a growing body of literature suggesting 

that the focus of offender rehabilitation is shifted away from ‘offending related’ to 

‘desistance focused’ interventions  (Farrall, 2002; Maruna, Porter, & Carvalho, 2004; 

McNeill, 2004; Rex, 1999). This body of literature argues that understanding how 

and why offenders stop committing crime is key to the development of effective 

crime prevention and criminal justice practices. It was beyond the scope of the 

current study to explore these factors but future qualitative studies with career 

offenders may serve to inform the optimal development and delivery of such 

interventions. Bottoms et al. (2004) proposes that a key feature in the study of 

desistance includes the examination of any significant break or crime-free gap in the 

course of a criminal career (Bottoms, Shapland, Costello, Holmes, & Muir, 2004). 

Farrell (2002) also argues that that while cognitive behavioural work correctly 



136 
 

focuses on increasing offenders’ human capital (i.e. personal skills, capacity and 

knowledge), it does not address the wider social and economic needs of offenders 

(Farrall, 2002). This is referred to as social capital and Farrell contends that this 

social capital is necessary to encourage desistance (Farrall, 2002). Group based and 

structured one-to-one programmes such as motivational interviewing and pro-social 

modelling serve to help offenders develop human capital (i.e. their own skills). 

However, in social capital theory, the central theme is that social networks have 

significant value. Putnam (2001) describes social capital as the range of connections 

among individuals’ social networks and the norms of reciprocity and dependability 

that arise from them (Putnam, 2001). Putnam (2001) also differentiates between 

bonding social capital and bridging social capital where the former represents ties 

between people in similar circumstances such as family, close friends and 

neighbours) (Putnam, 2001). Bridging social capital comprises more distant ties 

including work colleagues and acquaintances. The role of the family in mediating or 

moderating criminal behaviour was not examined in the current study. However, 

research demonstrates that between 40% and 80% of newly released offenders rely 

on their families immediately after release (Berg & Huebner, 2011; Visher et al., 

2004). Family and friends serve to assist offenders with community reintegration 

following release from prison, particularly with respect to unemployment, debt, and 

homelessness (Berg & Huebner, 2011). Furthermore, the Liverpool Desistance 

Study highlighted the value for ex-offenders of achieving ‘redemption’ through 

engagement in ‘generative activities’ which serve to contextualise criminal history by 

using it to protect the future interests of others (Maruna et al., 2004). Research 

suggests that it is building a new identity as a person with purpose and something to 

contribute to society that distinguishes those who desist from crime from those who 

do not (Maruna, 2001). According to Toch (2000), engagement in altruistic activity 

provides offenders with a sense of accomplishment, meaningful purpose and has 

restorative implications (Toch, 2000). 

 

In summary, the development and implementation of successful rehabilitation 

programmes for offenders are broadly based on behaviourist and cognitive 

behavioural theory that incorporates elements of the ‘what works’ approach.  

Empirical research, including the findings of the current study that serve to identify 

potential factors that are protective or predictive of subsequent criminal risk are a key 
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component precursor in the development of sustainable and effective intervention 

programme for offenders. 

 

Rehabilitation interventions 

As previously described and in keeping with the new approach to penology (Feeley 

& Simon, 1992), significant progress has been made in recent years in shifting public 

and political opinion that community safety does not result solely from incarcerating 

more offenders for longer periods, but that consideration must also be given to 

effective offender rehabilitation interventions. It has been reported that there are two 

overarching theories that guide the development of rehabilitation programmes. 

These include the theory of problem, otherwise known as the aetiological theory and 

theory of change (Kirsch & Becker, 2006). Ward and Maruna (2007) have previously 

defined rehabilitation theory as a fusion of these two types of theory, with the 

addition of practice guidelines (Ward & Maruna, 2007).  

 

To date the dominant rehabilitation theory is based on the ‘RNR model’ that 

encompasses the principles of Risk, Need, and Responsivity (Andrews, Bonta, & 

Wormith, 2006). With reference to the concept of risk, RNR's risk principle stipulates 

that “intensive service is reserved for higher-risk cases” (Andrews et al., 1990, p. 20). 

In essence, the authors propose that treatment should be reserved for offenders that 

deemed at higher risk of subsequent recidivism, as assessed by actuarial risk 

assessment instruments (Andrews et al., 1990). There is a myriad of empirical 

research demonstrating that actuarially assessed risk is superior to unstructured 

clinical judgment (Hanson et al., 2009). While the current study did not apply a 

formal risk prediction model to examine risk of reoffending, independent factors 

predictive of reconviction within two years include younger age, an index offence of a 

property crime, homelessness and geographical location. However, it has been 

acknowledged that terms such as “higher risk” and “intensive service” are variable 

and not precisely defined. A further issue is that some actuarial risk assessment 

methods consist of historic or static factors. The present level of criminal risk 

offenders pose, in particular for more serious offences, should also give 

consideration to dynamic risk factors to give a more robust indication of the range 

and complexity of problems that underpin their criminal susceptibility and the quality 
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of their lifestyle (Polaschek, 2011). Since dynamic risk factors also represent 

treatment needs, the concept of risk gives an idea of the intensity and quality of staff 

engagement that needs to be invested in rehabilitation interventions for significant 

changes to occur (Polaschek, 2011). In correctional intervention studies to date, 

there has been variation in the estimated risk level of individuals classified as ‘low’, 

‘medium’ and ‘high’ risk. This variation in risk classification may contribute to the 

variation in effect sizes in meta-analyses based on the RNR principles (Aos, Miller, & 

Drake, 2006; Smith, Gendreau, & Swartz, 2009). Finally, research demonstrates that 

‘higher-risk’ offenders often spend more time in the criminal justice system 

throughout their life course, giving them an institutionalised outlook, and too often, a 

deep-seated criminal identity, and few prosocial influences in the community 

(Polaschek, 2011). All of these factors suggest that differing static and dynamic risk 

factors provide a basis for differentiated treatment programmes. 

 

In terms of the concept of need, Andrews and Bonta (2010) refer to criminogenic 

needs, identified in the research literature as being linked with/predictive of 

recidivism in criminal populations. They identify eight central risk/need factors (the 

“Big Eight”) for the development and continued engagement in criminal behaviour. 

These include a history of antisocial behaviour, antisocial attitudes, beliefs and 

personality, social support for crime, association with antisocial peers, substance 

abuse, problematic family/marital relationships, issues with school/work and limited 

leisure activities (Andrews & Dowden, 2006; Bonta & Andrews, 2007; Taxman & 

Marlowe, 2006; Taxman & Thanner, 2006). To this end, the RNR Model considers 

personal, interpersonal, and social factors as being involved in the development and 

engagement in criminal recidivism (Looman & Abracen, 2013; Ogloff & Davis, 2004). 

Both the systematic review (Chapter 2) and the primary research study (Chapter 4) 

identified variables predictive of recidivism among released prisoners from a national 

and international context. Some of these factors do not directly map to the eight 

factors identified by Andrews and Bonta (2010) due to the differences in populations 

studied differ but several of the factors overlap including personal factors, family 

factors, medical/social history, and criminal history. Andrews and Bonta (2010) 

suggest that rehabilitative interventions should focus on these eight criminogenic 

needs. Non-criminogenic needs are considered as secondary (for example low self-

esteem and personal distress) and Andrews and Bonta (2010) argue that these 
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should not be the focus of treatment except in cases where they are applicable to the 

third principle of effective rehabilitative interventions, that is the responsivity principle 

(Andrews & Bonta, 2010b).  

 

The responsivity principle consists of two elements: general and specific 

responsivity. The general responsivity principle proposes that effective interventions 

are broadly based on cognitive, behavioural, and social learning theories (Smith, 

Gendreau, et al., 2009), while the specific responsivity principle argues that the 

rehabilitative interventions offered should be mapped not only to criminogenic need 

but also to those characteristics and circumstances of individuals that optimise their 

ability to benefit from that intervention (Andrews et al., 1990). In essence, specific 

responsivity encompasses all of the factors that can impede or enhance offender 

learning (Ward, Day, Howells, & Birgden, 2004). Some specific responsivity issues 

have been addressed through the development of specific programmes, such as 

those designed for female offenders, offenders with intellectual disability, for 

indigenous populations and for juveniles. While having an intellectual disability or 

being a member of a minority or indigenous group may not in itself be criminogenic, 

there are other characteristics that both affect responsivity, and generate risk. The 

findings from the current study demonstrate that an index offence of property crime 

is associated with a 34% increase in the odds of re-conviction within two years. 

Furthermore, almost 28% of offenders reoffend with a property crime. In addition, the 

odds of reoffending are up to five times greater in those aged under 30 years when 

compared to older offenders (i.e. those 30 years or older). In the context of the 

current study, interventions based on responsivity may be suitable for younger 

offenders and property offenders, given the high risk of reoffending among these 

populations.  

 

Bonta and Andrews (2007) have more recently described responsivity as the socio-

biological-personality factors that can impede treatment. Of these, both psychopathy 

and motivation to engage in treatment are the most frequently discussed personality 

factors (Howells & Day, 2007; Ward et al., 2004; Wong, Gordon, & Gu, 2007). 

Recently, motivation to engage in rehabilitation interventions has been embedded 

into a more complete construct broadly considered as treatment readiness (Howells 

& Day, 2003). Polaschek (2011) defined treatment readiness as “the presence of 
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characteristics (states or dispositions) within either the client, or the therapeutic 

situation, which are likely to promote engagement in therapy, and which, thereby are 

likely to enhance therapeutic change” (Polaschek, 2011, p. 320). This definition 

captures the fundamental relationship between the offenders’ current readiness 

stage and the capacity of the intervention to respond to the offender. It suggests that 

both the offender and intervention programme may vary in their capacity to fit to the 

other to optimally enhance the offenders’ progress. 

 

However, there has been some criticism of the RNR model with some authors 

suggesting that the underlying theoretical base is complex and difficult to apply in 

practice (Ward & Maruna, 2007). Ward and Maruna (2007) note that the RNR model 

is ‘fundamentally a psychometric model’ (p. 22). This is primarily due to its significant 

emphasis on correlates of both criminal behaviour, and of effective approaches to 

rehabilitation (Ward & Maruna, 2007). Given its reported complexities and 

psychometric base, the RNR model is often translated into practice as a series of 

lists, summarising key findings (Polaschek, 2011). However, the importance of such 

lists in improving programme development cannot be overstated. It is most likely that 

the skill and effort required for policymakers and programme developers to interpret 

and apply the growing research literature in this area is a significant contributor to 

the design and content of poor quality rehabilitation programmes (Gendreau et al., 

2002). Nonetheless, rehabilitation programmes adhering to RNR-derived guidelines 

still vary widely depending on the population of interest, with some variations 

implying substantial differences in the underlying theory; both in the understood 

cause of the target problems, and the methods by which change is thought to be 

stimulated.  

 

Recent advances in the development of interventions for offenders have moved 

away from traditional models of separate interventions for sex offenders, violent 

offenders, and offenders in general (Polaschek, 2011). Interventions have instead 

adopted a more generic approach to offender rehabilitation moving towards group-

based multi-modal treatment sessions with varying intensities that distinguish 

particular responsivity issues including gender differences and offender needs. For 

example, low risk offenders can rarely be categorised into offence group and to this 

end, their criminogenic needs similarly overlap (Hollin & Palmer, 2003; Serin & 
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Mailloux, 2003, pp. 185-197). In terms of high risk offenders, there are also few risk-

related rehabilitation goals that exclusively map to one offence type only, with the 

possible exclusion of deviant sexual arousal among child-sex offenders (Hanson et 

al., 2009). Therefore in the following sections, a more generic approach to 

rehabilitation interventions among offenders is considered. 

 

In a broader context of rehabilitative interventions, a common criticism regarding the 

implementation of contemporary approaches to the rehabilitation of offenders is that 

they are often deployed as a “cookie-cutter” or “one-size-fits-all” method in spite of 

initial intentions (Howells & Day, 2002; Polaschek, 2011; Ward et al., 2007). Concern 

has also been expressed that many correctional intervention programmes are highly 

structured and content-focused, with protocols requiring close fidelity to the session 

structure (Hollin, 2006; Marshall, 2009). Such programmes have been reported to 

have limited capacity to respond to differences in offender readiness, and are 

routinely aimed only at offenders who are ready to engage with what the programme 

offers, and initiate change almost immediately (Howells & Day, 2003). Preparing 

offenders who are not ready to engage in rehabilitation programmes that require a 

degree of readiness, can be tackled through preparatory programmes (Marshall et 

al., 2006). Furthermore, high-risk offenders often present more extensive issues and 

difficulties that impact on treatment engagement and these difficulties are more 

closely related to, or are themselves, the risk-related goals of treatment (Polaschek, 

2011). More intensive rehabilitation interventions for these recidivists should adopt 

individualised approaches, addressing low levels of readiness within the duration of 

the main treatment programme (Howells & Day, 2007). While ‘learning styles’ is a 

term commonly listed among responsivity factors, little detailed focus has yet been 

given to the association between how programmes disseminate content and how 

offenders learn (Annison, 2006).  

 

In Ireland, research relating to the effectiveness of rehabilitation interventions is in its 

infancy. The Community Return Programme was introduced in 2011 and is a recent 

approach to offender rehabilitation post release from prison (Irish Prison Service, 

2014). The Community Return Programme is an incentivised scheme and provides 

for earned temporary release under which offenders, who are assessed by the Irish 

Prison Service, are offered early temporary release in return for supervised 
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Community Service. Officers of the Probation Service assess offenders as to 

suitability and motivation to complete the community work (Irish Prison Service, 

2014). The scheme is open to prisoners who are serving sentences of more than 

one and less than eight years and those who are deemed eligible for participation in 

the programme are granted renewable temporary release having served at, or after, 

the 50% stage of their sentence. Probation officers employ a variety of social work 

skills, in addition to specific skills that target offending behaviour based on the 

principles of ‘what works’. For participants on the Community Return Programme, 

appropriate arrangements for necessary social and rehabilitative supports are 

planned as part of the programme, with support services including local 

addiction/drug services and local accommodation support services as well as 

ongoing support from probation officers (Irish Prison Service, 2014). A recent 

evaluation of the Community Return Programme identified particular benefits of the 

programme from the perspective of 761 offenders who participated in the 

programme. These included the structure and routine of the programme which aided 

re-integration, the work ethic and self-esteem developed, the positive profile attained 

through working in the community and the learning of work skills transferable to 

employment (Irish Prison Service, 2014). Challenges included coping with the 

strictness and frequency of the signing-on conditions, difficulties accessing 

entitlements and payments, and time and costs in travelling to worksites. In terms of 

further developing the Community Return Programme, a number of 

recommendations were highlighted during the evaluation process, particularly with 

respect to clarity, uniformity and transparency in implementation. In terms of 

programme characteristics, there were differences in intensity of input noted across 

sites with respect to implementation. While this finding is not unique to Ireland, a 

number of findings from the international literature are described in the following 

sections that may serve to inform the development and deployment of optimal 

interventions in the Irish context.  

 

Internationally, significant differences in how the intensity or treatment dosage 

aspect of rehabilitation interventions is completed. In some countries and states, 

offenders are allowed in an open group programme with rolling admissions. Other 

states offer self-contained programmes of different intensities have been developed 

and are focused at offenders in specific target risk bands (Bourgon & Armstrong, 
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2005). A further option allows offenders to stay in an open group programme with 

rolling admissions. The Video Anger Management Programme (VAMP) was 

developed by the New Zealand Department of Justice in the 1980’s and represents 

an example of a low intensity programme. The intervention consists of a series of 10 

sessions that cover the fundamentals understanding and recognising anger, 

restructuring angry thinking, handling provocation, communication and 

assertiveness, resolution of conflict, methods of relaxation and relationship skills 

(Palmer, 2006). An adaptation of the VAMP was delivered by trained tutors drawn 

from 418 males referred to prison and community corrections-based anger 

management programmes in South and Western Australia (85% were prisoners with 

an index offence of violence). The offenders receiving anger management were 

compared with waiting list controls on a range of outcome measures. The authors 

reported that the pre-treatment/post-treatment change was small in both groups and 

the intervention versus control differences was not statistically significant across the 

range of outcome measures (Howells et al., 2005). Similarly in the UK, the 

Pathfinder suite offered to those on Probation Orders consists of seven programmes, 

the majority of which are pitched at a similar intensity, but the programmes vary in 

their span of focus and inclusion criteria (for example violent offenders, drug or 

alcohol offenders, offenders who are not responsive to treatment in group 

situations). Hollin et al. (2002) examined seven Pathfinder programmes in 13 

probation service areas. The report found that all of the programmes evaluated were 

cognitive behavioural in nature, most programmes were run in a group setting, 

programme content was well documented, and all programmes were delivered by up 

to two facilitators who were mainly well trained and supervised probation officers 

(Polaschek, 2011). The report also highlighted several elements that would serve to 

optimise the implementation of the seven programmes evaluated, in particular 

programme development and implementation, referral processes and target 

offenders, programme materials, staffing levels, skills needed, training and support, 

administrative support, communication, programme integrity, monitoring and 

accommodation (Hollin et al., 2002).  

 

In other cases, higher intensities of engagement with offenders are reached by 

combining an individualised series of programme modules into a rehabilitation plan 

based on an individual offender's range of needs. This is based on the premise that 
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higher risk offenders present with more significant and diverse rehabilitation needs, 

and more responsivity issues: especially readiness-related problems (Polaschek, 

2011). Individual motivational interventions or preparatory group sessions prior to the 

mainstream programme commencement have been shown to be effective solutions 

to engage offenders (Anstiss, Polaschek, & Wilson, 2011; Marshall et al., 2006). 

Programmes pitched at higher intensities are usually delivered in residential settings 

that are specifically for therapeutic or rehabilitative use. This set-up facilitates the 

development of stronger therapeutic alliances with facilitators and with other 

offenders. It also serves to reduce potential antisocial exposure to offenders who are 

not involved in rehabilitation. The Canadian Corrections' Violence Prevention 

Programme (VPP) is an example of a higher intensity programme for repetitive high-

risk violent offenders (Bettman, 2000). The VPP comprises of 124 two-hour sessions 

- 120 group sessions and four individual sessions. The programme (excluding 

individual sessions) is delivered in 16 weeks. Each group comprises a maximum of 

12 participants. The programme is delivered by a qualified programme facilitator and 

a psychologist. During the programme, offenders are encouraged to examine their 

lifetime pattern of violence and motivation for change. Offenders learn anger 

management and problem solving skills, resolution of conflict, impulse control, and 

interpersonal skills and relationships. Offenders are also facilitated to focus on the 

relationship between lifestyle, crime, substance abuse and the use of violence. 

Finally, a comprehensive violence prevention plan is developed and individualised 

for each offender (Bettman, 2000). As described earlier, programmes operating at 

this multi-factorial level are offered to clientele with specific types of index offences 

such as violent or sexual offenders. However, an important consideration of these 

programmes is whether the aim is to reduce risk of a particular type of criminal 

behaviour or to reduce all types of criminal risk in specific offenders (Hanson & 

Morton-Bourgon, 2004; Kirsch & Becker, 2006; Mills & Kroner, 2006).  

 

There is no empirical research to date demonstrating that differences in approaches 

to intervention delivery are linked with variation in outcomes (Polaschek 2011). 

However, broadly speaking there are strengths and weaknesses with each 

approach. The implementation of a single, intensive, self-contained programme may 

be particularly effective with higher-risk offenders because it can offer a continuous 

period of time in which to cultivate a therapeutic alliance to foster engagement and 
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change (Hogue, Jones, Talkes, & Tennant, 2007). This programme design may 

facilitate opportunities for offenders to learn how their dynamic risk factors 

work collectively to generate their own particular high-risk situations. However, the 

primary disadvantage of this approach is the slow throughput of offenders, coupled 

with the fact that there may be elements of the intervention programme that are not 

relevant to some offenders (Polaschek, 2011). This is one of the advantages of 

offering a suite of programme modules where the modules can be tailored to the 

offenders needs. So for example, an offender without a history of drug use does not 

take that particular module. In addition, this method offers offenders the opportunity 

to repeat modules if they want to reinforce and consolidate the learning experience 

(Marques, Wiederanders, Day, Nelson, & Van Ommeren, 2005). In summary, the 

level of offender risk is a key consideration that informs the overall intensity of the 

required curriculum, thus allowing flexibility in terms of integrating offenders of 

different risk levels into the same rehabilitation programmes. However, this flexible 

approach to offender engagement in rehabilitation interventions may result in the 

completion of a suite of stand-alone offerings, with relatively superficial and limited 

opportunities to practice new skills, thus allowing more high-risk criminal offenders to 

move through the process of rehabilitation without effecting meaningful change. 

Furthermore, the integration of offenders with different risk levels may enhance 

subsequent opportunities for recidivism. Finally, it has been suggested that some 

offenders may become disengaged as there is the potential for repetition of elements 

including programme orientation and group formation as new combinations of 

offenders join in each new module. The final option to offer rolling programmes has 

several strengths in particular the flexibility to tailor programmes to offender needs. 

However, such programmes require a very high level of skill from facilitators and 

training staff and robust methods of oversight are necessary to ensure programme 

integrity (Polaschek, 2011).  

 

With respect to treatment targets and programme modules, programmes generally 

set out to target specific groups of risk-related treatment. The rationale for choosing 

the targets to include in the programme (for example stable dynamic risk factors) is 

dependent on the overarching programme theories, the duration of the programme 

and the type of offending targeted for change. While programme modules may be 

variable, the over-arching programme theory should serve to inform the link between 
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each module and the particular treatment need(s) of the offender. The role of each 

module may alter according to its alignment with other modules (Polaschek, 2011). 

The module content is perhaps the aspect of programmes that receives the most 

consideration from module developers, facilitators and evaluators, particularly with 

the shorter, highly structured programmes. This serves to ensure that the module 

content maps to the learning outcomes and needs of the offenders.  

 

Methods used to deliver rehabilitative interventions have also been the focus of 

much attention in the research literature. For example, cognitive behavioural therapy 

(CBT) programmes employ a range of methods to facilitate offender engagement 

and learning including “modelling, reinforcement, role-playing, skills building, 

modification of thoughts and emotions through cognitive restructuring, and practicing 

new low-risk alternative behaviours over and over again in a variety of situations until 

one gets very good at it”  (Andrews et al., 2006, p. 283). Such programmes range 

from those that employ a more traditional lecture style method of information delivery 

to those through to interventions in which there are a range of opportunities to role 

play and practice new skills. The former programme types are generally shorter in 

duration with the premise that participants can apply the skills and techniques that 

they learn during the programme to their life outside the programme. Longer 

programmes with more intensive offender interaction and engagement allow more 

time to reinforce what is taught to offenders with a range of opportunities for 

supervised practice, routine reviewing of homework exercises, and changes to 

programme content as competence increases (Marshall, 2009; Polaschek, 2011).  

 

Adequate and appropriate facilitators are also an important element of programmes. 

Facilitators have been described as the mediators for reaching the general 

responsivity principle, which comprises of two components (Bonta & Andrews, 

2007): the ability to develop a good working agreement with the offender, and skill in 

effecting change in the offender through the use of differing methods such as CBT. 

Although both of these components are fundamental to effective intervention delivery 

(Marshall et al., 2006), the first component also depends on facilitators' personal 

traits such as interpersonal warmth and sense of humour (Ross, Polaschek, & Ward, 

2008). It has to be acknowledged that budgetary constraints coupled with growing 

prison populations have stretched human resources and has resulted in incentives to 
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design rehabilitative interventions that can be successfully rolled out by facilitators 

with limited training and experience in offender rehabilitation. Thus, facilitators vary 

very significantly in the skills and experience they bring to such programmes 

(Polaschek, 2011). Furthermore, there also exists variation with respect to the levels 

of support, supervision, training and oversight provided to facilitators. This factor is 

particularly important in the context of the significant economic recession in Ireland 

over the past eight years.  

 

In terms of capturing a comprehensive assessment of offender rehabilitation, the 

self-monitoring or self-report of change is considered problematic and there is little 

correlation between self-reported progress and externally-measurable outcomes 

such as re-conviction (Serin, Lloyd, Helmus, Derkzen, & Luong, 2010). Other 

problems associated with self-reported measures include a time lag bias or the 

elapsed time from self-report measurement to outcome, and unreliable or irrelevant 

self-report measures (Loza, Loza-Fanous, & Heseltine, 2007). Alternative sources of 

information regarding the rehabilitation of offenders may come from the course 

facilitators. In Ireland, officers of the Probation Service assess offenders as to 

suitability and motivation to complete community work and also assess suitability for 

continuity on such programmes. However, research shows that the relationship 

between the facilitation staff and the offender may introduce bias into this method of 

assessment. For example, if the facilitator develops genuine confidence and belief in 

the offender, it may serve to impact on their ability to judge the offenders progress 

objectively (Polaschek, 2011). In settings where rehabilitation staff are required to 

report on progress to bodies such as parole boards, a biased judgment may have 

significant implications, although it may be enhanced by the use of structured clinical 

assessment forms and formal rating scales that anchor the therapist with evidence 

(Marshall, Marshall, Serran, & O’Brien, 2011). Ultimately, in a comprehensive 

rehabilitative environment, information relating to offender progress can be collated 

from multiple sources including other residents. Furthermore, there often are multiple 

facilitators and adjunct staff working with the offender, allowing for a more in depth 

insight into the offenders progress. This comprehensive method of assessment 

facilitates the measurement of offender progress in a more structured, rigorous 

manner in which offender self-report and the observations of primary and auxiliary 

staff are but a component. A number of objective measurement instruments have 
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been derived for this purpose, and have reported links to subsequent outcomes for 

violent and sexual offenders respectively (Olver, Wong, Nicholaichuk, & Gordon, 

2007). 

 

In summary, the success or failure of offender rehabilitation interventions depends 

on a myriad of factors. As summarised above, there is a significant body of evidence 

regarding the design and implementation of these interventions. Issues for 

consideration include the characteristics and intensity of the intervention, module 

offerings and target offender types, methods of delivery of the programme content, 

the role of the facilitators and auxiliary staff and the use of timely and appropriate 

outcome measurement.  

 

Implications for policy and practice 

Since the early 1970’s, following the publication of Delinquency in a Birth Cohort 

(1972), public and political attitudes began to wane regarding the successful 

treatment and rehabilitation of prisoners. The policies that ensued resulted in a 

significant increase in the number of people sent to prison, a reduction in the 

discretion of parole boards, increased duration of sentences, and a shift from 

treatment to punishment for drug crime (Wehrman, 2010). These tougher political 

agendas on crime in countries including the US, Canada, the UK, and New Zealand 

have resulted in prison populations growing rapidly, as an increasingly severe and 

punitive lens is focused on criminals, whether or not crime is in fact increasing 

(Polaschek, 2011).  
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‘In the past, we've worked together to bring mentors to children of prisoners and 

provide treatment for the addicted and help for the homeless. Tonight I ask you 

to consider another group of Americans in need of help. This year, some 600,000 

inmates will be released from prison back into society. We know from long 

experience that if they can't find work or a home or help, they are much more 

likely to commit crime and return to prison. So tonight I propose a 4-year, $300 

million prisoner re-entry initiative to expand job training and placement services, 

to provide transitional housing, and to help newly released prisoners get 

mentoring, including from faith-based groups. America is the land of second 

chance, and when the gates of the prison open, the path ahead should lead to a 

better life.’ 

President George W. Bush 

Address before a Joint Session of the Congress on the State of the Union 

January 20, 2004 (Bush, 2004) 

 

 

The paragraph above is taken from the 2004 ‘State of the Union’ address delivered 

by President George W. Bush. These sentiments are broadly considered to be 

pioneering in contemporary politics, whether conservative or liberal (Wehrman, 

2010) and represent a shift towards a new penal approach (Feeley & Simon, 1992) 

and a trend among some governments that there is a need to acknowledge scientific 

research together with public anxiety about crime. There is increasing appreciation 

that an affordable and sustainable approach to public safety does not result merely 

from imprisoning more people for longer, but must also include effective offender 

rehabilitation interventions. The RNR model is used in the assessment and 

determination of offender treatment needs and in planning tailored interventions 

based on the principles of ‘risk’ (i.e., providing the most intensive management for 

those deemed at highest risk of re-offending), ‘need’ (i.e., matching services to 

specific criminal behaviours), and ‘responsivity’ (i.e., matching the method of service 

delivery to the individual abilities and learning styles of the offender). To this end, the 

principles serve to respond to the need for ‘differential treatment’ and address the 

concept of ‘what works for whom’ (Andrews et al., 1990, p. 23). There is a significant 

body of empirical research together with numerous meta-analyses that demonstrate 
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that the principles of RNR are effective. The findings from such empirical research 

studies have been widely disseminated and provide guidance for policymakers 

relating to the development of policies around target populations and programme 

content. At a broad policy level, there is a growing recognition, based on this external 

evidence, that there is an empirically sound basis for designing rehabilitation 

programmes that are effective, if implemented correctly (Wormith et al., 2007). To 

this end, there has been a shift from the question of ‘what works’ to ‘what works for 

whom and when’ (Lösel & Schmucker, 2005; Serin et al., 2010; Wormith et al., 

2007). The overarching framework when considering this revised question focuses 

on the population of interest (i.e. the offender type such as violent offender, sexual 

offender), the type of intervention (such as interventions targeted at addiction or 

psychological issues) and the outcomes of interest.  

 

In terms of policy implications, it appears that the increasing offender population 

relative to existing financial and human resources for engaging with offenders may 

be driving two significant changes in rehabilitation methods (Polaschek, 2011). The 

first change is the employment of more accessible, less skilled and less expensive 

individuals to deliver rehabilitation programmes and the second change is the 

redeployment of costly, scarce and highly skilled therapists to intervene with 

offenders who are classified as high-risk and high-need (Polaschek, 2011). These 

changes serve to challenge the current body of scientific knowledge about 

programme effectiveness and may result in more widespread political and policy 

changes to reflect the alternation in the use of resources. 

 

Consideration also needs to be given to variation in sanctioning at a policy level and 

research informed evidence with respect to sanctioning guidelines may prove useful 

to policymakers in determining how best to structure sentencing decisions. 

Ultimately, inconsistencies around sanctioning are relevant for discussions relating to 

criminal justice, particularly because incarceration carries with it not only a wide 

array of deprivations but also leads to significant challenges that impact on the 

likelihood of  successful community reintegration (Visher & Travis, 2011).    

 

In the Irish context, progress has been made in recent years in integrating post-

release services for prisoners following release from prison. Aside from the 
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Community Return programme (described previously), a number of local initiatives 

have been also been implemented such as the establishment of the Prison In-Reach 

and Court Liaison Project in Cloverhill Prison and wider initiatives such as the 

provision of drug counselling, the establishment of dedicated service providers to 

individuals with addiction issues and increased provision of services to address 

homelessness. However, a lack of a statutory duty in relation to reintegration (or a 

duty of statutory agencies to co-operate) continues to have a negative impact on the 

response to the needs of prisoners following release from prison. A report by the 

Irish Penal Reform Trust (2010) has highlighted a number of areas that continue to 

warrant development (Martynowicz & Quigley, 2010). This report highlighted that 

there is a lack of standardised approach to the provision of necessary services in 

individual prisons and access to support is dependent on the facility in which the 

prisoner is incarcerated. Provision of services in the community also varies between 

different geographical areas of the country, often limiting access to post-release 

assistance. The role of the Probation Service in Ireland is limited to risk assessing 

high-risk offenders (sex offenders and prisoners released with sanctions). Therefore 

co-ordinated support is not routinely available to those on shorter sentences and/or 

presenting lower risk but who present significant needs on release from prison. 

Planning and preparation for release is also impeded by the unstructured use of 

Temporary Release (TR) as a measure to relieve the pressure on prison places. This 

means that some prisoners are given short notice of release (in some cases a few 

hours’ notice) and some prisoners are released at times when accessing external 

services and support is particularly difficult, such as the weekends (Martynowicz & 

Quigley, 2010). To this end, there is a requirement to raise awareness among 

general service providers as well as the general public about the issues faced by ex-

prisoners to optimise reintegration into the community after release.  

 

Areas for further research 

The findings from this thesis demonstrate that there is variation in recidivism rates 

internationally. Some of the reasons for this variation have been discussed in detail. 

However, recidivism rates may differ between countries for reasons aside from 

methodological differences between studies. The contribution of other factors 

warrants further investigation, particularly if more comparable recidivism data 

becomes available. Research to date has not systematically explored whether the 
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diverse range of prison experiences including prison type, victimisation, prison 

misconduct, officer and inmate culture serve to moderate the effect of prison on 

subsequent criminal relapse. Furthermore, possible contributing factors include 

levels of post-release supervision, the threshold employed for subsequent 

imprisonment, the range and quality of rehabilitative prison programmes, and 

investment into prison medical services, especially those targeting drug and alcohol 

additions and other mental health problems (McGuire et al., 2008a). These factors 

should be explored in greater detail as this robust and in-depth data is potentially 

important in providing a framework to examine the factors explaining differences in 

recidivism internationally. Furthermore these data can serve to inform the 

development of potential structural or service-related interventions that can be 

explored to reduce reoffending rates. 

 

Fazel and colleagues (2015) examined variations in definitions and measurements of 

recidivism used internationally in order to develop a comprehensive standardised 

reporting checklist and best practice guidelines for reporting statistics relating to 

recidivism. These standardised reporting guidelines are designed to be similar to 

those existing in the medical literature. To this end, the authors followed the 

overarching principles used in the development of medical checklists, including a 

literature review, consideration of use of the checklist, and a plan for further 

development of the guidelines (Hales, Terblanche, Fowler, & Sibbald, 2008). To 

ensure uniform reporting across studies, the guidelines cover fundamental 

information relating to repeat offending including population inclusion and exclusion 

criteria, follow-up time, definition of recidivism, and other relevant data. This current 

Irish study has followed the STROBE standardised reporting guidelines in the 

conduct and reporting of the research (von Elm et al., 2007). Data were presented 

separately by age and gender as these are factors linked to recidivism. As per the 

guidelines, this Irish study focused on adults’ aged 18 years and older, as the age of 

criminal responsibility differs across countries. Fazel and Wolf (2015) suggest that 

the use of these standardised reporting guidelines will serve to facilitate more 

consistent and transparent international comparisons. Such standardisation is 

essential as accurate recidivism data will inform evidence-based research on 

recidivism, policy, and practice. The authors encourage future studies focusing on 
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recidivism to adhere to these guidelines to facilitate within-country comparisons 

(Fazel & Wolf, 2015).  

 

In terms of developing rehabilitation interventions, several programmes have 

adopted implicit and explicit local rehabilitation theories in addition to the use of an 

overarching rehabilitation theory framework (Polaschek, 2011). These ‘intermediate’ 

level theories that serve to marry external evidence with a local theoretical basis 

when developing rehabilitation interventions warrant further investigation. Theory at 

this intermediate level is reasonably well developed for interventions that focus on 

sex offenders and there is a myriad of resources that describe the general theoretical 

approach to designing rehabilitation programmes for sex offenders (Beech, Craig, & 

Browne, 2009; Marshall et al., 2011; Marshall, Marshall, Serran, & O'Brien, 2009). 

However, there are limited resources at this ‘intermediate’ level for interventions 

targeted at violent and high-risk offenders. To this end, future research should 

explore local rehabilitation theories for non-sexual offenders.  

 

With regard to the examination of effective interventions, there is a growing trend of 

focusing on ‘what works and for whom’ or differential treatment interventions. 

Programme evaluations have more recently focused on extrinsic factors as well as 

intrinsic factors that may serve to impact on recidivism risk including the quality of 

treatment programme, the educational qualifications skills and experience of therapy 

staff. Further research should also focus on an exploration of the actual programme 

make-up, including duration, content, delivery and oversight and how these elements 

alone and in combination serve to reduce offender attrition (Polaschek, 2011). 

Abutting onto this concept, research should also examine the association between 

what offenders learn in rehabilitation programmes and how they subsequently use 

those skills and experiences following completion of the programme.   

 

There is a significant body of research examining gender differences in offending 

and treatment responsiveness. However, there is a dearth of data exploring gender 

differences relating to the effects of prison on recidivism. Future research should 

focus on the systematic comparison of different sanctions and their relative 

effectiveness among males and females. A previous review by Nagin et al. (2009) 

examined the impact of prison on rates of recidivism but none of the primary 
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research studies included in the review compared males and females with respect to 

the impact of prison when compared to alternative non-prison sanctions, on 

subsequent types of criminal recidivism (Nagin, Cullen, & Jonson, 2009). 

 

Finally, this study has demonstrated that over one third of prisoners released from 

Irish prisons re-offend within two years following release. Recidivism is undoubtedly 

a key criterion of effectiveness when evaluating criminal justice interventions, in 

particular the effectiveness of prison sanctions. However, if future research 

consistently demonstrates a criminogenic effect of imprisonment, consideration 

needs to be given to alternative means to achieve lower rates of recidivism through 

more cost-effective methods.  

 

Critical reflection on the thesis journey 

Duffy (2007) argues that reflective practice is a process of critically examining ones 

approach to practice where an individual is challenged and facilitated to undertake a 

process of self-enquiry to empower them to appreciate appropriate and effective 

practice within a reflexive spiral of personal transformation (Duffy, 2007). Reflection 

has also been described as is ‘an active process whereby the individual can gain an 

understanding of how historical, social, cultural and personal experiences have 

contributed to professional knowledge and practice’ (Wilkinson & Wilkinson, 1996). 

In essence, reflection is a process that begins with looking back on a situation, 

thinking over it, learning from it and then using the experience and new knowledge 

gained to help inform behaviours in future similar situations. Reflection, or learning 

through experience, is not a new concept in policing. An Garda Síochána has 

applied reflective practice exercises in the basic Garda training curriculum since the 

1980s and Schön’s concepts of reflection-in-action and reflection-on-action comprise 

a significant component of basic Garda training (Schön, 1983). In addition, there is a 

need for members of the Gardaí to learn effectively from their experience to develop 

and maintain competence across a career lifetime. Furthermore, as one’s 

professional identity is developed throughout their career as a Garda, there are 

elements of learning that require acknowledgement and understanding of one’s 

personal beliefs, attitudes and values in the context of those of the professional 

culture within An Garda Síochána. Reflection offers an explicit approach to their 

integration.  
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In terms of reflecting on my journey though the Professional Doctorate in Criminal 

Justice, I am reminded of the personal statement that I was required to submit in 

advance of registration. The summary paragraph of my personal statement was as 

follows:  

 

‘I am really keen to pursue this Professional Doctorate in Criminal Justice as I 

feel that the course will develop my interest in evidence based policing while 

acquiring new skills relating to research methods. On a more practical note, 

this course will also assist me to apply current best evidence to my daily 

policing duties. I am aware of the volume of work that is required on this 

course as my wife completed a PhD in 2009. However, I believe that I am 

ready, willing, able and prepared to meet this fresh challenge an I sincerely 

hope that I will be accepted onto the course.’ 

 

As I alluded to at the beginning of the dissertation, through reflection and reflective 

practice on my daily policing duties, I developed a particular interest in static and 

dynamic factors associated with criminal recidivism, hence the rationale for the 

proposed study. The preparation to undertake this dissertation began in the Spring of 

2013 and since then, it has evolved into the current research project. The very first 

challenge was to identify the appropriate research question and frame that research 

question in the context of the gap in the current literature. The summative 

assignments throughout years one and two of the programme assisted me in 

choosing a quantitative approach over qualitative methods. In particular, in the first 

assignment in year two of the programme (Advanced Research Techniques in 

Criminal Justice) I was required to conduct a piece of research (either qualitative or 

quantitative) and then complete a critical reflection on the approach not chosen. I 

found this assignment the most challenging of the programme but it helped me to 

develop my critical appraisal skills by constructing an argument in support of the 

quantitative research approach that I had chosen.  

 

As evidenced in this dissertation, I have employed a range of quantitative 

approaches to answer my research question including the conduct of a systematic 

review of cohort studies and the completion of a primary research study that 

comprised a prospective cohort study that explored factors associated with two year 
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re-conviction among a cohort of prisoners released from prisons in the Republic of 

Ireland during the years 2007-2009. It is essential when carrying out a piece of 

research that the researcher clarifies their position in relation to the insider-outsider 

role that they play in the piece of research. This is what brings credibility to the 

researcher’s work. While there are a variety of definitions for insider-researchers, 

generally insider-researchers are those who choose to study a group to which they 

belong, while outsider-researchers do not belong to the group under study (Unluer, 

2012). The insider-outsider domain is very different in qualitative research compared 

to quantitative research. When considered in its totality, I found myself both as an 

insider and an outsider when conducting this quantitative research dissertation. It 

was the insider influence that initially encouraged me to undertake this piece of 

research. However, when conducting the actual research, I found myself as an 

outsider researcher. In Chapter 2 (p65-67), I have described the measures that I 

undertook throughout the process of completing the systematic review to ensure that 

I remained impartial and unbiased when searching for, selecting, critiquing and 

synthesising the findings from the relevant studies. Similarly, my role in the primary 

research study was acknowledged a priori in the ethical considerations addressed in 

the methods for the study (p80-82). Because the analysis of the prospective cohort 

study was based on generating summary and inferential statistics from pre-existing 

data, the resulting output was not influenced by my biases or thoughts on factors that 

are protective or predictive or recidivism. To this end, quantitative research does not 

cross the insider/outsider boundaries as much as qualitative research as it does not 

involve direct interaction with the participants of the research. As was the case with 

this study, quantitative research tends to be based on numerical measurements of 

specific aspects of phenomena and using the output to test casual hypotheses 

(Thomas, 2003). As a result of this, there is definitely the argument that 

insider/outsider boundaries are more prevalent in qualitative pieces of research. 

 

Five years later and the aspirations outlined in my personal statement at the 

beginning of the journey have come to fruition, particularly relating to the 

development of my skills in research methods. Since September 2014, I am based 

as a Garda tutor at the national Garda Training College. This Professional Doctorate 

in Criminal Justice has advanced my knowledge of evidence based policing and has 
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also assisted me in applying current best evidence to my teaching practices. In 

addition, I have developed a diverse peer network of colleagues in criminal justice. 

Engagement and interaction with this critical mass of colleagues from different 

professions and with different backgrounds has certainly enhanced my broader 

learning process through feedback and peer learning. I have no doubt that the 

knowledge and skills obtained through engaging in this programme have served to 

develop and sustain competence across my career lifetime as a member of the Irish 

police force. 
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Concluding remarks 

Over the past two and a half decades, the prison population and the number of ex-

offenders released into the community have increased. The large number of ex-

offenders entering the community has put pressure on criminal justice policy makers 

to provide treatments and services that will facilitate the reintegration process while 

reducing recidivism. When deciding what programmes to fund, policy makers often 

focus on reducing subsequent recidivism. However, as highlighted in the thesis, the 

focus on reducing recidivism is complicated by the fact that there are different 

definitions and methods of measuring recidivism. In the current Irish cohort of ex-

prisoners, it was found that 38% of the population were re-convicted in a Court of 

Criminal Law within two years following release from prison. Whether technical 

violations should be considered a measure of recidivism or whether recidivism 

should be confined to the commission of new crimes has stimulated debate within 

the criminal justice field. The current study excluded re-offences relating to fines and 

road traffic offences, in-keeping with other international comparative studies. The 

overall aim of this thesis was to quantify the contribution of factors associated with 

recidivism within two years following release from prison. In terms of factors 

predictive of recidivism, the current study found no independent association between 

gender, educational level or employment/occupation and recidivism. Younger age, 

index offence type, homelessness and race/ethnicity were all found to be predictive 

of recidivism in the current study. Factors protective of re-conviction within two years 

included increasing age and an index sex crime. Neither sentence length nor prison 

type (open/low security) was found to be independently protective of recidivism. 

Predictors of re-offence type were also explored. Male gender and employment prior 

to incarceration were identified as independent factors protective against a 

subsequent property crime (adjOR=0.41). Re-conviction for a sex crime was 

significantly associated with offenders who were released following expiration of their 

prison sentence. These findings highlight the complex nature of profiling re-

offenders.  

 

Leaving prison is like stepping on a land-mine... When you are in, you really want to 

be out and then the gate opens and everything is different, traffic, buildings, family, 

and this is really hard to cope with… (Martynowicz & Quigley, 2010, p. 7) 
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This quotation from an ex-prisoner highlights the difficulties faced by prisoners on 

release from prison. Provision of support is therefore essential to the successful 

transition from prison back into the community and a return to independent living. 

While individual motivation plays a central role in reintegration, initial support 

including the provision of information about accommodation and housing, welfare 

entitlements, assistance in gaining healthcare access or arranging for drug addiction 

counselling has the potential to reduce the stigma and sense of rejection by society 

that may be felt by offenders when their basic needs are not met. Thus while the 

emphasis on reducing recidivism is an important metric for rehabilitation 

interventions, these programmes should also be evaluated based on other outcomes 

such as their ability to connect ex-offenders with jobs, services, and housing in their 

communities. The ‘what works’ literature attempts to identify programmes that are 

effective through the evaluation of studies based on whether they demonstrate an 

impact on a range of outcomes. These primary research studies have mapped 

offender risk to rehabilitation interventions. There is a significant body of research to 

demonstrate that there are a number of services that can help ex-offenders 

reintegrate with their communities and lower recidivism rates, including programmes 

focusing on providing vocational training, substance abuse prevention, mental health 

services, and the provision of housing (Bourgon & Armstrong, 2005; Hogue et al., 

2007; Polaschek, 2011). Research also demonstrates that the most successful 

programmes focus on high-risk offenders, are intensive in nature, begin during 

incarceration, and take place mostly in the community (Bettman, 2000; Hollin et al., 

2002; Polaschek, 2011). However, further exploration of the nature and content of 

these programmes is warranted before definitive conclusions can be drawn about 

which programmes are most effective. 
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Appendix 1: MOOSE Checklist for Meta-analyses of Observational Studies 

  
Item 
No 

Recommendation 
Reported on 

Page No 

Reporting of background should include 

1 Problem definition 17 

2 Hypothesis statement 17 

3 Description of study outcome(s) 21 

4 Type of exposure or intervention used 21 

5 Type of study designs used 21 

6 Study population 21 

Reporting of search strategy should include 

7 Qualifications of searchers (eg, librarians and investigators) 21-22 

8 Search strategy, including time period included in the synthesis and key words 22-23 

9 Effort to include all available studies, including contact with authors 23 

10 Databases and registries searched 23 

11 Search software used, name and version, including special features used (eg, explosion) 23 

12 Use of hand searching (eg, reference lists of obtained articles) 23 

13 List of citations located and those excluded, including justification 23-24 

14 Method of addressing articles published in languages other than English NA 

15 Method of handling abstracts and unpublished studies NA 

16 Description of any contact with authors NA 



188 
 

  
Item 
No 

Recommendation 
Reported on 

Page No 

Reporting of methods should include 

17 
Description of relevance or appropriateness of studies assembled for assessing the hypothesis to 
be tested 

21 

18 Rationale for the selection and coding of data (eg, sound clinical principles or convenience) 24-26 

19 
Documentation of how data were classified and coded (eg, multiple raters, blinding and interrater 
reliability) 

24-26 

20 
Assessment of confounding (eg, comparability of cases and controls in studies where 
appropriate) 

NA 

21 
Assessment of study quality, including blinding of quality assessors, stratification or regression on 
possible predictors of study results 

27 

22 Assessment of heterogeneity NA 

23 
Description of statistical methods (eg, complete description of fixed or random effects models, 
justification of whether the chosen models account for predictors of study results, dose-response 
models, or cumulative meta-analysis) in sufficient detail to be replicated 

26-28 

24 Provision of appropriate tables and graphics 
Tables 1-6 

Appendix 3-22 

Reporting of results should include 

25 Graphic summarizing individual study estimates and overall estimate NA 

26 Table giving descriptive information for each study included Appendix 2 

27 Results of sensitivity testing (eg, subgroup analysis) NA 

28 Indication of statistical uncertainty of findings 26-28 

Reporting of discussion should include 

29 Quantitative assessment of bias (eg, publication bias) 38-40 

30 Justification for exclusion (eg, exclusion of non-English language citations) 21 

31 Assessment of quality of included studies 38-40 
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Adapted from: Stroup DF, Berlin JA, Morton SC, et al, for the Meta-analysis Of Observational Studies in Epidemiology (MOOSE) 

Group. Meta-analysis of Observational Studies in Epidemiology. A Proposal for Reporting. JAMA. 2000;283(15):2008-2012.  

 

Item 
No 

Recommendation 
Reported on 

Page No 

Reporting of conclusions should include 

32 Consideration of alternative explanations for observed results 66-69 

33 
Generalization of the conclusions (ie, appropriate for the data presented and within the domain of 
the literature review) 

56-63 

34 Guidelines for future research 69-71 

35 Disclosure of funding source NA 
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Appendix 2: Descriptive characteristics of studies (n=19) included in the systematic review 

Author, year and 

country 

Title of article Data source Population of 

interest 

(n, sex, age) 

Definition of 

recidivism  

 

Rate of 

recidivism  

Duration of 

follow-up 

Baillargeon et al. 

2010 

 

Texas, USA 

Predictors of re-

incarceration and 

disease 

progression 

among released 

HIV-infected 

inmates 

 

Retrospective 

cohort study of 

HIV infected 

inmates released 

from the Texas 

Department of 

Criminal justice 

(TDCJ) prison 

system 

N=1,917 

Male=1,552 

Female=365 

 

Aged ≥16 years 

Re-incarceration 

was defined as a 

new incarceration in 

the TDCJ during the 

defined observation 

period for either the 

commission of a 

new crime or 

violation of parole 

20.5% of total re-

incarcerated 

within 3 years 

 

 

Time to re-

incarceration 

during 3 years 

follow up January 

2004-March 2006 

Bock and Hosser,  

2014 

 

Germany 

 

 

 

Empathy as a 

predictor of 

recidivism among 

young adult 

offenders 

 

Data from five 

different youth 

correction 

facilities as part 

of the Hanover 

Prison Study 

N=748 

Male=748 

 

Aged 15-28 

years 

One criminal charge 

after release from 

prison recorded in 

the official German 

Central Federal 

Registry 

87% of the 

offenders 

recidivated within 

5 years 

 

Time to next 

criminal charge 

during 5 year 

follow up 

between 1998 

and 2008 

Bonta et al. 1996 

 

Canada 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The prediction of 

recidivism among 

federally 

sentenced 

offenders: A re-

validation of the 

SIR scale 

Database of 

prisoners 

released from 

federal 

penitentiaries 

Canada during 

the period 1983-

84 

 

N=3,267 

Male=3,267 

 

Average age 

27.2 years 

(SD=8.4 years) 

 

Custodial admission 

within three years 

following release, 

including indictable 

offences and 

revocation of 

supervision 

48.7 % of total 

sample 

recidivated 

Time to next 

custodial 

admission during 

3 year follow up 

during the period 

1983-84 
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Author, year and 
country 

Title of article Data source Population of 

interest 

(n, sex, age) 

Definition of 

recidivism  

 

Rate of 
recidivism  

Duration of 
follow-up 

Cochran et al. 

2014 

 

Florida, USA 

Does inmate 

behaviour affect 

post-release 

offending? 

Investigating the 

misconduct-

recidivism 

relationship 

Database of 

prisoners 

released from 

Florida 

Department of 

Corrections 

during the period 

November 2000-

April 2002 

 

N= 19,594 

 

No descriptive 

information on 

gender or age 

reported 

 

A felony 

reconviction for a 

new offence that led 

to a criminal 

sanction within 

three years of 

release from prison 

 

48% prisoners 

with history of 

misconduct in 

prison recidivated 

 

41% prisoners 

with no history of 

misconduct in 

prison recidivated 

Time to 

reconviction 

during 3 years 

follow up after 

release during 

the period 

November 2000-

April 2002 

Degiorgio and 

DiDonato, 2014 

 

USA 

Predicting 

Probationer 

Rates of 

Reincarceration 

Using Dynamic 

Factors from the 

Substance Abuse 

Questionnaire-

Adult Probation 

III (SAQ-Adult 

Probation III) 

Central database 

from probation 

and correction 

departments 

across 36 US 

states 

 

 

N= 8,310 

Male=6,108 

(73.5%) 

 

Aged 18-79 

years 

Average age 

29.6 years 

(SD=10.56 years) 

 

May 6th 2009 – 

May 6th 2010 

 

 

 

 

 

Number of 

probation 

revocations during 

the study period 

NR Number of 

revocations from 

time of prison 

release (2009 

and 2010) to end 

of study 2011 
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Author, year and 
country 

Title of article Data source Population of 

interest 

(n, sex, age) 

Definition of 

recidivism  

 

Rate of 
recidivism  

Duration of 
follow-up 

Fisher et al. 2014 

 

USA 

 

 

 

 

Recidivism 

Among Released 

State Prison 

Inmates Who 

Received Mental 

health treatment 

While 

Incarcerated 

Administrative 

database 

combining data 

from The 

Massachusetts 

Department of 

Corrections and 

The 

Massachusetts 

Criminal Offender 

Record 

Information 

Service 

 

Study prisoners 

released 

between 2007-

2009 

N=1,012 

Male=616 

(60.9%) 

Female=396 

(39.1%) 

 

Average age 

36.2 years 

(SD=9.8 years) 

 

Rearrests within 24 

months of release 

and days to 

reincarceration 

53.4% of sample 

recidivated within 

24 months 

 

24 month follow  

up from period of 

release between 

2007-2009 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Goshin et al, 2014 

 

New York, USA 

 

 

 

Recidivism after 

release from a 

prison nursery 

programme 

Administrative 

criminal justice 

dataset between 

2001 and 2007 in  

a New York state 

prison nursery 

 

 

N=139 

Females=139 

 

Average age 29 

years (SD=6.4 

years) 

 

Aged 18-49 

years 

Return to prison 

within 3 years after 

release form the 

period of 

incarceration 

13.7% of the 

sample 

recidivated within 

3 years 

 

 

3 year follow up 

from the period of 

release  between 

2001-2007 
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Author, year and 
country 

Title of article Data source Population of 

interest 

(n, sex, age) 

Definition of 

recidivism  

 

Rate of 
recidivism  

Duration of 
follow-up 

Håkansson and 

Berglund, 2012 

 

Sweden 

 

 

Risk factors for 

criminal 

recidivism – a 

prospective 

follow up study in 

prisoners with 

substance abuse 

Linked dataset 

from addiction 

severity index 

database with 

Swedish criminal 

justice registry 

N=4,152 

Male=3,740 

Female=412 

 

Average age 

33.2 years 

(SD=9.9 years) 

 

Aged 18-73 

years 

Any return to 

criminal justice 

system 

69% of the 

sample returned 

to the criminal 

justice system 

2.7 year follow up 

from the period of 

release between 

January 2001 

and June 2006 

Holland et al. 1983 

 

California, 

USA 

 

 

Comparison and 

combination of 

clinical and 

statistical 

predictions of 

recidivism among 

adult offenders 

Dataset from 

California 

Department of 

Corrections 

during a three 

month period in 

1974 

N=343 

Male=343 

 

Average age 

27.99 years 

(SD=9.36 years) 

 

New conviction with 

60 day sentence or 

more 

 

An outstanding 

warrant for 

absconding from 

supervision 

 

Return to prison as 

a parole violator 

 

Death during the 

commission of an 

offence 

 

 

57% of the 

sample 

recidivated 

during the follow 

up period 

 

 

2 year follow up 

following release 

during the 3 

month period of 

release in 1974 



194 
 

Author, year and 
country 

Title of article Data source Population of 

interest 

(n, sex, age) 

Definition of 

recidivism  

 

Rate of 
recidivism  

Duration of 
follow-up 

Jung et al. 2010 

 

Pennsylvania, USA 

 

 

Recidivism and 

survival time: 

Racial disparity 

among jail ex 

inmates 

Dataset from the 

Allegheny county 

jail in 

Pennsylvania 

during 2003 

N=12,545 

Male=12,545 

 

Average age 

33.5 years 

(SD=11 years) 

 

Aged 15-96 

First rearrest within 

three years after 

release 

 

Total number of 

days between 

release and rearrest 

36.7% of the 

sample 

recidivated in the 

first year 

 

49.3% of the 

sample 

recidivated within 

two years 

 

55.9% of the 

sample 

recidivated within 

three years 

Three year follow 

up after release 

in 2003 

Kronick et al. 1998 

 

 

Tennessee, USA 

Recidivism 

among adult 

parolees: What 

makes the 

difference 

 

Dataset from 

parolees from 

Knoxville, 

Tennessee in 

1990 

N=254 

Male=234 

Female=20 

 

Average age 

32.92 years 

(SD=8.70 years) 

 

Aged ≥ 18 years 

 

 

 

 

Violation of parole 

defined as return to 

prison before 

successful 

completion of parole 

63.77% of the 

sample 

recidivated within 

the study period 

Varied depending 

on the duration of 

the parole 
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Author, year and 
country 

Title of article Data source Population of 

interest 

(n, sex, age) 

Definition of 

recidivism  

 

Rate of 
recidivism  

Duration of 
follow-up 

Mears and Bales, 

2009 

 

Florida, USA 

 

 

 

 

Supermax 

incarceration and 

recidivism 

Database of 

prisoners 

released from 

Florida 

Department of 

Corrections 

during the period 

between July 

1996-June 2001 

Supermax 

prisoners 

N=1,241 

Male=1,241 

Average age 

28.5 years 

(SE=0.19 years) 

 

Non Supermax 

prisoners 

matched 

prisoners 

N=1,241 

Male=1,241 

 

Average age 

28.36 years 

(SE=0.20 years) 

Conviction for a new 

felony that resulted 

in a sentence to 

local jail, state 

prison or community 

supervision anytime 

within three years 

after release 

Supermax 

prisoners 

 

58.8%  of the 

sample 

recidivated within 

the study period 

 

Non Supermax 

prisoners 

57.6 of the 

sample 

recidivated within 

the study period 

 

3 year follow up 

following release 

during the period 

July 1996 – June 

2001 

 

 

Nally et al. 2014 

 

Indiana, USA 

 

 

 

 

Post release 

recidivism and 

employment 

among different 

types of released 

offenders: a five 

year follow up 

study in the 

United States 

Dataset obtained 

from the Indiana 

Department of 

Corrections 

N=6,561 

Male=5,681 

Female=880 

 

Aged < 20 years 

N=124 

 

Aged≥20 

N=6,437 

Reincarceration in 

the Indiana 

Department of 

Corrections during 

the study period 

2005-2009 

47.9% of the 

sample 

recidivated within 

the study period 

5 year follow up 

following release 

during the period 

2005-2009 
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Author, year and 
country 

Title of article Data source Population of 

interest 

(n, sex, age) 

Definition of 

recidivism  

 

Rate of 
recidivism  

Duration of 
follow-up 

Spivak and Sharp, 

2008 

 

Oklahoma, USA 

 

 

 

 

 

Inmate recidivism 

as a measure of 

private prison 

performance 

 

Dataset from 

Oklahoma state 

prisoners 

released 

between 1997 

and 2001 

N=23,114 

Male=19,661 

Female=3,453 

 

Average age 

34.8 years 

(SD=9.9 years) 

 

Aged ≥ 18 years 

Return to prison 

during the study 

period 

31.5% of the 

sample 

recidivated 

during the study 

period 

 

Follow up of 

prisoners 

released 

between 1997 

and 2001 ranged 

from 36 to 84 

months until May 

2004 

Tripodi et al. 2009 

 

Texas, USA 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Is employment 

associated with 

reduced 

recidivism?  The 

complex 

relationship 

between 

employment and 

crime 

Administrative 

dataset of male 

parolees from the 

parole services 

department of the 

Texas 

Department of 

Criminal Justice 

 

N=250 

Male=250 

 

Average age 

36.1 years 

(SD=10.9 years) 

 

 

Return to prison 

 

Time to return to 

prison 

24% of the 

sample 

recidivated 

during the study 

period 

 

Follow up in 2006 

of prisoners 

released 

between 2001 

and 2005 

 

 

Walter et al. 2011 

 

Basel, Switzerland 

 

 

Criminal 

recidivism in 

offenders with 

personality 

disorders and 

substance abuse 

disorders over 8 

years of time at 

risk 

Dataset obtained 

from the forensic 

psychiatry clinic 

of the University 

of Basel and the 

Swiss Bureau of 

Justice 

N=379 

Male=322 

Female=57 

 

Aged 18-86 

years 

Time to first 

registered criminal 

conviction 

 

41.4% of the 

sample 

recidivated 

during the study 

period 

Follow up of eight 

years from time 

of release 

between 1989 

and 2000 
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Author, year and 
country 

Title of article Data source Population of 

interest 

(n, sex, age) 

Definition of 

recidivism  

 

Rate of 
recidivism  

Duration of 
follow-up 

Kubrin and Stewart, 

2006 

 

Oregon, USA 

 

Predicting who 

reoffends: the 

neglected role of 

neighbourhood 

context in 

recidivism 

studies 

Linked dataset 

from the US 

census and 

Oregon 

Department of 

Corrections 

 

N=4,630 

Male=3,473 

Female=1,157 

 

Average age 36 

years (SD=NR) 

A new arrest within 

a twelve month 

period from release 

 

28% of the 

sample 

recidivated 

during the study 

period 

Follow up of one 

year from release 

between January 

and June 2000 

Roeger, 1994 

 

South Australia 

 

 

 

The effectiveness 

of criminal justice 

sanctions for 

Aboriginal lower 

case offenders 

Database of 

records from the 

South Australian 

Department of 

Correctional 

Services and the 

South Australian 

Police 

Department 

N=442 

Males=442 

 

Average age 25 

years (SD=6.7 

years) 

 

Reincarceration 

during the follow up 

period 

43% of the 

sample 

recidivated 

during the study 

period 

 

3.5 year follow up 

period from the 

date released 

from prison 

between 1986 

and 1987 

Jones et al. 2006 

 

New South Wales, 

Australia 

Risk of 

reoffending 

among parolees 

Dataset 

containing parole 

orders registered 

with New South 

Wales 

community 

offender services 

in 2001 and 2002 

N=2,793 

Male=2,560 

Female=233 

 

Aged ≥18 years 

Reappearance in a 

court for an offence 

committed 

subsequent to 

release on parole 

64% of the 

sample 

recidivated 

during the study 

period 

Follow up period 

ranged from 27 

months to 39 

months 

depending on 

release date 
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Appendix 3: Gender as an independent predictor of recidivism 

Author and 

year 

Definition of 

recidivism 

Gender as a predictor 

of recidivism 

Adjusted 

hazard ratios 

(95% CI) 

Adjusted 

β 

coefficien

t (95% CI) 

Adjusted odds 

ratios (95% CI) 

Baillargeon et 

al. 2010 

 

Re-incarceration 

Gender (Female) 0.63 (0.47-

0.84) 

- - 

Cochran et al. 

2014 

 

 

 

Re-conviction among adults ≥22 years 

Gender (Male) - - 1.32 (NR) 

Re-conviction among adults <22 years 

Gender (Male) - - 2.42 (NR) 

Håkansson and 

Berglund, 2012 

 

Any return to criminal justice system 

Gender (Male) 1.56 (1.37-

1.79) 

- - 

Nally et al. 2014 

 

Re-incarceration during follow up period 

Gender (Female) - - 0.19 (NR) 

Spivak and 

Sharp, 2008 

 

Return to prison during follow up period 

Gender (Male) 1.36 (NR) - - 

Kubrin and 

Stewart, 2006 

 

A new arrest within a twelve month period from release 

Gender (Female) - 0.79 (NR) - 

NR – not reported, bold font denotes that the item has been identified as a protective factor 
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Appendix 4: Race/Ethnicity as an independent predictor of recidivism 

Author and 

year 

 

Definition of 

recidivism 

Race/Ethnicity as a 

predictor of 

recidivism 

Adjusted 

hazard ratios 

(95% CI) 

Adjusted 

β 

coefficient 

(95% CI) 

Adjusted 

odds 

ratios 

(95% CI) 

Adjuste

d effect 

size 

Baillargeon et 

al. 2010 

Re-incarceration 

Race/Ethnicity (African 

American) 

1.58 

(1.22-2.05) 

- - - 

Cochran et al. 

2014 

 

 

 

Re-conviction among adults ≥22 years 

Race (Black) - - 1.46 (NR) - 

Race (Hispanic) - - 0.82 (NR) - 

Re-conviction among adults <22 years 

Race (Black) - - 2.48 (NR) - 

Degiorgio and 

DiDonato, 

2014 

Lifetime probation revocation 

Race (Hispanic) - - - 0.18 

Jung et al. 

2010 

 

Recidivism during follow up period 

Race (Black) - 1.56 (NR) - - 

Nally et al. 

2014 

 

Re-incarceration during follow up period 

Race (Non-African 

American) 

- - 0.14 (NR) - 

Spivak and 

Sharp, 2008 

Return to prison during follow up period 

Minority (Yes) 1.06 (NR) - - - 

Kubrin and 

Stewart, 2006 

 

 

A new arrest within a twelve month period from release 

Race (Black) - 1.66 (NR) - - 

Race (Asian American) - 0.43 (NR) - - 

Race (Native 

American) 

- 2.56 (NR) - - 

Jones et al. 

2006 

 

Reappearance in a court for an offence committed subsequent to release on 

parole 

Indigenous (Yes) 1.4 (1.27-

1.55) 

- - - 

NR – not reported, bold font denotes that the item has been identified as a protective factor 
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Appendix 5: Educational attainment as an independent predictor of recidivism  

Author and year Definition of recidivism 

Education as a predictor of recidivism 

Adjusted 

hazard 

ratios 

(95% CI) 

Adjusted 

odds 

ratios 

(95% CI) 

Nally et al. 2014 

 

Re incarceration during the follow up period 

Education (Higher level of formal education) - 0.38 (NR) 

Spivak and Sharp, 2008 

 

Return to prison during follow up period 

Education (High school dropout) 1.01 (NR) - 

Roeger, 1994 

 

Re incarceration during the follow up period 

Education (Poor) - 2.35 (NR) 

NR – not reported, bold font denotes that the item has been identified as a protective factor 
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Appendix 6: Employment status as an independent predictor of recidivism  

Author and 

year 

Definition of recidivism 

Employment status as a predictor of 

recidivism 

Adjusted odds ratios (95% 

CI) 

Nally et al. 2014 

  

Re incarceration during the follow up period 

Employment status (Yes) 0.37 (NR) 

NR – not reported, bold font denotes that the item has been identified as a protective factor 
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Appendix 7: Number of prison visits as an independent predictor of recidivism  

Author and year Definition of recidivism 

Visits as a predictor of recidivism 

Adjusted odds ratios (95% CI) 

Cochran et al. 2014 Re-conviction among adults <22 years  - 

Visits (Count) 0.98 (NR) 

NR – not reported, bold font denotes that the item has been identified as a protective factor  
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Appendix 8: Presence of comorbidities as an independent predictor of recidivism 

Author and 

year 

Definition of recidivism 

Comorbidities as a 

predictor of recidivism 

Adjusted 

hazard ratios 

(95% CI) 

Adjusted 

odds 

ratios 

(95% CI) 

Adjusted 

effect size 

Baillargeon 

et al. 2010 

 

Re-incarceration 

On antiretroviral therapy at 

release (Yes) 

0.31 (0.25-0.39) - - 

Major psychiatric disorder 

(Yes) 

1.82 (1.41-2.34)   

Bock and 

Hosser,  

2014 

 

 

 

Reconviction among violent offenders 

Interpersonal Reactivity Index 

(higher score) 

- 0.74 (NR) - 

Reconviction among nonviolent offenders 

Interpersonal Reactivity Index 

(higher score) 

- 0.78 (NR) - 

Degiorgio 

and 

DiDonato, 

2014 

 

Lifetime probation revocation 

Violent scale (SAQ) - - 0.05 (NR) 

Antisocial scale (SAQ) - - 0.06 (NR) 

Stress risk scale (SAQ) - - 0.06 (NR) 

Håkansson 

and 

Berglund, 

2012 

Any return to criminal justice system 

Prior hospitalisation for 

psychiatric problem (Yes) 

1.11 (1.00-1.23) - - 

History of difficulty controlling 

violent behaviour (Yes) 

1.21 (1.11-1.31) - - 

NR – not reported, bold font denotes that the item has been identified as a protective factor, 

SAQ – Substance Abuse Questionnaire  
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Appendix 9: History of substance abuse as an independent predictor of 

recidivism 

Author and 

year 

Definition of recidivism 

Drug abuse as a predictor of 

recidivism 

Adjusted 

hazard ratios 

(95% CI) 

Adjusted 

effect size 

Degiorgio 

and 

DiDonato, 

2014 

Lifetime probation revocation 

Alcohol scale (SAQ) - 0.11 (NR) 

Drugs scale (SAQ) - 0.12 (NR) 

Håkansson 

and 

Berglund, 

2012 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Any return to criminal justice system 

History of substance abuse (Injecting, no 

heroin-amphetamine) 

1.54 (1.21-1.95) - 

History of substance abuse (Heroin use, 

no injecting) 

1.44 (1.12-1.86) - 

History of substance abuse (Heroin use, 

injecting) 

1.84 (1.52-2.23) - 

History of substance abuse 

(Amphetamine use, no injecting) 

1.28 (1.13-1.45) - 

History of substance abuse 

(Amphetamine, injecting) 

1.95 (1.74-2.18) - 

History of substance abuse (Heroin and 

amphetamine, no injecting) 

1.43 (1.07-1.93) - 

History of substance abuse (Heroin-

amphetamine, injecting) 

2.08 (1.81-2.40) - 

History of substance abuse (Binge 

drinking) 

0.89 (0.83-0.97) - 

History of substance abuse (Other 

opioids) 

0.85 (0.76-0.95) - 

History of substance abuse 

(Hallucinogenics) 

0.86 (0.76-0.96) - 

Number of substance types used last 30 

days 

1.04 (1.00-1.08) - 

Walter et al. 

2011 

Time to first registered criminal conviction 

Substance abuse disorder (Yes) NR - 

NR – not reported, bold font denotes that the item has been identified as a protective factor, 

SAQ – Substance Abuse Questionnaire  
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Appendix 10: History of homelessness as an independent predictor of recidivism 

Author and year Definition of recidivism 

Homelessness as a predictor of 

recidivism 

Adjusted 

hazard ratios 

(95% CI) 

Håkansson and Berglund, 2012 

 

Any return to criminal justice system 

Homelessness last 30 days (Yes) 1.15 (1.05-1.25) 
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Appendix 11: History of a juvenile record as an independent predictor of 

recidivism 

Author and year Definition of recidivism 

Juvenile record as a predictor of recidivism 

Adjusted odds 

ratios (95% CI) 

Fisher et al. 2014 

  

Any re-arrest during follow up  

Juvenile record (Yes) 1.37 (1.01-1.85) 

Roeger, 1994 

  

Re-incarceration during the follow up period  

Juvenile record (No) 0.42 (NR) 

NR – not reported, bold font denotes that the item has been identified as a protective factor 
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Appendix 12: Prior parole as an independent predictor of recidivism 

Author and year Definition of recidivism 

History of parole as a predictor of 

recidivism 

Adjusted hazard ratios (95% 

CI) 

Kronick et al. 1998 Violation of parole 

Less likely to have history of previous 

parole (Yes) 

NR 

NR - not reported 
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Appendix 13: Prior arrest as an independent predictor of recidivism 

Author and year Definition of recidivism 

Prior arrest as a predictor of 

recidivism 

Adjusted β 

coefficient 

(95% CI) 

Adjusted 

effect 

size 

Degiorgio and DiDonato, 2014 

 

 

Lifetime probation revocation 

Prior arrest (Number) - 0.06 (NR) 

Prior felony arrest (Number) - 0.05 (NR) 

Kubrin and Stewart, 2006 

 

A new arrest within a twelve month period from release 

Prior arrest (Yes) 1.34 (NR) - 

NR – not reported 
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Appendix 14: Prior prison committal as an independent predictor of recidivism 

Author and 

year 

Definition of recidivism 

Previous prison 

committal as a predictor 

of recidivism 

Adjusted 

hazard 

ratios 

(95% CI) 

Adjusted 

β 

coefficient 

(95% CI) 

Adjusted 

odds 

ratios 

(95% CI) 

Adjuste

d effect 

size 

Cochran et al. 

2014 

 

 

 

Reconviction among adults ≥22 years 

Prior prison committal 

(Count) 
- - 1.24 (NR) - 

Reconviction among adults <22 years 

Prior prison committal 

(Count) 
- - 1.44 (NR) - 

Degiorgio and 

DiDonato, 

2014 

Lifetime probation revocation 

Times in prison (Number) - - - 0.05 

(NR) 

Fisher et al. 

2014 

 

 

 

Any re-arrest during follow up 

Total incarcerations 

(Logged) 

- - 1.94 

(1.63-

2.30) 

 

Time to re-arrest during follow up 

Total incarcerations 

(Logged) 

- 1.60 

(1.14-1.80) 

- - 

Spivak and 

Sharp, 2008 

Return to prison during follow up period 

Times incarcerated 

(Count) 

1.248 (NR) - - - 

Roeger, 1994 

 

Re-incarceration during the follow up period 

Previously imprisoned 

(Yes) 

- - 2.33 (NR) - 

Jones et al. 

2006 

 

Reappearance in a court for an offence committed after release on parole 

Prior fulltime custody 

(Yes) 

1.59 

(1.39-1.82) 

- - - 

NR – not reported 
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Appendix 15: Misconduct in prison as an independent predictor of recidivism 

Author and year Definition of recidivism 

Misconduct as a predictor of 

recidivism 

Adjusted odds ratios 

(95% CI) 

Cochran et al. 2014 

  

Re-conviction among adults ≥22 years  

Any misconduct (Yes) 1.35 
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Appendix 16: Prison type as an independent predictor of recidivism 

Author and 

year 

Definition of recidivism 

Prison type as a predictor of 

recidivism 

Adjusted 

hazard ratios 

(95% CI) 

Adjusted β 

coefficient (95% 

CI) 

Spivak and 

Sharp, 2008 

Return to prison during follow up period 

Time served in medium security 

private prison (Yes) 

1.12 (NR) - 

Mears and 

Bales, 2009 

Recidivism during follow up period 

Violent recidivism among supermax 

prisoners (Yes) 

- 1.25 (NR) 

NR – not reported 

  



212 
 

Appendix 17: Property crime as an independent predictor of recidivism 

Author and year Definition of recidivism 

Property crime as a 

predictor of recidivism 

Adjusted 

hazard ratios 

(95% CI) 

Adjusted 

β 

coefficient 

(95% CI) 

Adjusted 

odds ratios 

(95% CI) 

Cochran et al. 

2014 

 

 

 

 

 

Re-conviction among adults ≥22 years 

Offence (Burglary) - - 1.21 (NR) 

Offence (Property) - - 1.31 (NR) 

Prior Property conviction 

(Count) 

- - 1.02 (NR) 

Re-conviction among adults <22 years 

Offence (Property) - - 1.45 (NR) 

Håkansson and 

Berglund, 2012 

 

Any return to criminal justice system 

Main crime in index 

verdict (Property crime) 

1.19 (1.08-

1.32) 

- - 

Kubrin and 

Stewart, 2006 

A new arrest within a twelve month period from release 

Property offence (Yes) - 1.73 (NR) - 

Jones et al. 2006 

 

Reappearance in a court for an offence committed subsequent to release 

on parole 

Index offence 

(Property/deception) 

1.39 (1.25-

1.55) 

- - 

NR – not reported, bold font denotes that the item has been identified as a protective factor 
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Appendix 18: Drug crime as an independent predictor of recidivism 

Author and year Definition of recidivism 

Drug offences as a 

predictor of recidivism 

Adjusted 

hazard ratios 

(95% CI) 

Adjusted 

β 

coefficient 

(95% CI) 

Adjusted 

odds 

ratios 

(95% CI) 

Cochran et al. 

2014 

 

 

 

Re-conviction among adults ≥22 years 

Prior drug conviction (Count) - - 1.05 (NR) 

Re-conviction among adults <22 years 

Prior drug conviction (Count) - - 1.08 (NR) 

Håkansson and 

Berglund, 2012 

 

Any return to criminal justice system 

Main crime in index verdict 

(Drug crime) 

0.83 (0.74-0.92) - - 

Kubrin and 

Stewart, 2006 

A new arrest within a twelve month period from release 

Prior drug offence (Yes) - 1.57 (NR) - 

Jones et al. 2006 

 

Reappearance in a court for an offence committed subsequent to release 

on parole 

Index offence (Drugs) 0.73 (0.58-0.92) - - 

NR – not reported, bold font denotes that the item has been identified as a protective factor 
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Appendix 19: Sex crime as an independent predictor of recidivism 

Author and 

year 

Definition of recidivism 

Sex crime as a predictor of 

recidivism 

Adjusted 

hazard ratios 

(95% CI) 

Adjusted odds 

ratios (95% CI) 

Cochran et al. 

2014 

 

 

Reconviction among adults ≥22 years 

Offence (Sex) - 0.55 (NR) 

Reconviction among adults <22 years 

Offence (Sex) - 0.44 (NR) 

Spivak and 

Sharp, 2008 

 

Return to prison during follow up period 

Sex offence (Current conviction) 0.72 (NR) - 

Sex offence (Ever) 0.81 (NR) - 

Jones et al. 

2006 

 

Reappearance in a court for an offence committed subsequent to release on 

parole 

Index offence (Sex) 0.53 (0.39-0.74) - 

NR – not reported, bold font denotes that the item has been identified as a protective factor 
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Appendix 20: Other index offence as an independent predictor of recidivism 

Author and 

year 

Definition of recidivism 

Other index offences as 

a predictor of recidivism 

Adjusted 

hazard ratios 

(95% CI) 

Adjusted 

β 

coefficient 

(95% CI) 

Adjusted odds 

ratios (95% CI) 

Cochran et al. 

2014 

 

Re-conviction among adults ≥22 years 

Offence (Murder) - - 0.29 

Offence (Other) - - 1.40 

Kubrin and 

Stewart, 2006 

A new arrest within a twelve month period from release 

Other offence (Yes) - 1.48 - 

Jones et al. 

2006 

 

Reappearance in a court for an offence committed subsequent to release on 

parole 

Index offence (Breach) 1.40 (1.18-1.66) - - 

Bold font denotes that the item has been identified as a protective factor 
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Appendix 21: Parole following release as an independent predictor of recidivism 

Author and year Definition of recidivism 

Parole as a predictor of recidivism 

Adjusted hazard 

ratios (95% CI) 

Baillargeon et al. 

2010 

Re incarceration  

Released on parole (Yes) 2.86 (2.31-3.55) 

Goshin et al. 2014 

 

Re incarceration during follow up 

Parole violation (Yes) 3.8 (NR) 

Kronick et al. 1998 

 

Violation of parole  

Judged at high risk of reoffending by parole officer 

(Yes) 

NR 

Jones et al. 2006 

 

Reappearance in a court for an offence committed subsequent to release 

on parole 

Parole type (Court) 1.35 (1.19-1.55) 

NR – not reported 
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Appendix 22: Post release supervision as an independent predictor of recidivism 

Author and 

year 

Definition of recidivism 

Post release 

supervision as a 

predictor of recidivism 

Adjusted 

hazard ratios 

(95% CI) 

Adjusted β 

coefficient 

(95% CI) 

Adjusted 

odds ratios 

(95% CI) 

Fisher et al. 

2014 

 

 

 

Any re-arrest during follow up 

Post release supervision 

(Parole) 

- - 0.65 

(0.46-0.92) 

Time to re-arrest during follow up 

Post release supervision 

(Parole) 

- 0.69 

(0.55-0.87) 

- 

Spivak and 

Sharp, 2008 

 

Return to prison during follow up period 

Release to probation 

supervision (Yes) 

1.28 (NR) - - 

Kubrin and 

Stewart, 2006 

A new arrest within a twelve month period from release 

High supervision (Yes) - 1.25 - 

NR – not reported, bold font denotes that the item has been identified as a protective factor 
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Appendix 23: STROBE Statement - Checklist of items that should be included in 

reports of cohort studies  

 
Item 

No Recommendation 

 Title and abstract 1 (a) Indicate the study’s design with a commonly used term in 

the title or the abstract 

(b) Provide in the abstract an informative and balanced 

summary of what was done and what was found 

Introduction 

Background/rationale 2 Explain the scientific background and rationale for the 

investigation being reported 

Objectives 3 State specific objectives, including any pre-specified 

hypotheses 

Methods 

Study design 4 Present key elements of study design early in the paper 

Setting 5 Describe the setting, locations, and relevant dates, including 

periods of recruitment, exposure, follow-up, and data collection 

Participants 6 (a) Give the eligibility criteria, and the sources and methods of 

selection of participants. Describe methods of follow-up 

(b) For matched studies, give matching criteria and number of 

exposed and unexposed 

Variables 7 Clearly define all outcomes, exposures, predictors, potential 

confounders, and effect modifiers. Give diagnostic criteria, if 

applicable 

Data sources/ 

measurement 

8*  For each variable of interest, give sources of data and details 

of methods of assessment (measurement). Describe 

comparability of assessment methods if there is more than one 

group 

Bias 9 Describe any efforts to address potential sources of bias 

Study size 10 Explain how the study size was arrived at 

Quantitative variables 11 Explain how quantitative variables were handled in the 

analyses. If applicable, describe which groupings were chosen 

and why 

Statistical methods 12 (a) Describe all statistical methods, including those used to 

control for confounding 

(b) Describe any methods used to examine subgroups and 

interactions 

(c) Explain how missing data were addressed 

(d) If applicable, explain how loss to follow-up was addressed 

(e) Describe any sensitivity analyses 
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 Item 

No Recommendation 

Results 

Participants 13* (a) Report numbers of individuals at each stage of study—eg numbers 

potentially eligible, examined for eligibility, confirmed eligible, included 

in the study, completing follow-up, and analysed 

(b) Give reasons for non-participation at each stage 

(c) Consider use of a flow diagram 

Descriptive 

data 

14* (a) Give characteristics of study participants (eg demographic, clinical, 

social) and information on exposures and potential confounders 

(b) Indicate number of participants with missing data for each variable 

of interest 

(c) Summarise follow-up time (eg, average and total amount) 

Outcome data 15* Report numbers of outcome events or summary measures over time 

Main results 16 (a) Give unadjusted estimates and, if applicable, confounder-adjusted 

estimates and their precision (eg, 95% confidence interval). Make 

clear which confounders were adjusted for and why they were 

included 

(b) Report category boundaries when continuous variables were 

categorized 

(c) If relevant, consider translating estimates of relative risk into 

absolute risk for a meaningful time period 

Other analyses 17 Report other analyses done—eg analyses of subgroups and 

interactions, and sensitivity analyses 

Discussion 

Key results 18 Summarise key results with reference to study objectives 

Limitations 19 Discuss limitations of the study, taking into account sources of 

potential bias or imprecision. Discuss both direction and magnitude of 

any potential bias 

Interpretation 20 Give a cautious overall interpretation of results considering objectives, 

limitations, multiplicity of analyses, results from similar studies, and 

other relevant evidence 

Generalisability 21 Discuss the generalisability (external validity) of the study results 

Other information 

Funding 22 Give the source of funding and the role of the funders for the present 

study and, if applicable, for the original study on which the present 

article is based 

*Give information separately for exposed and unexposed groups. 

Note: Information on the STROBE Initiative is available at http://www.strobe-statement.org  

  

http://www.strobe-statement.org/
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Appendix 24: Linking rules applied during the matching process of the two 

individual datasets  

Matching Sequence Fields Used Rules of Match 

1. Firstname 

Surname 

Date of Birth 

Exact Match 

Exact Match 

Exact Match 

2. Firstname 

Surname 

Date of Birth (DD / MM / YY) 

Exact Match 

Exact Match 

If up to 30 days difference 

3. Firstname 

Surname 

Date of Birth (DD / MM / YY) 

Exact Match 

Exact Match 

DD and YY match exactly 

4. Firstname 

Surname 

Date of Birth (DD / MM / YY) 

Exact Match 

Exact Match 

DD and MM match exactly 

and YY differ by up to 5 years 

max. 

5. Firstname 

Surname 

Date of Birth (DD / MM / YY) 

Exact Match 

Exact Match 

YY exact match, DD and MM 

reversed. 

6. Firstname 

Surname 

 

 

Date of Birth 

Exact Match 

One surname is shortened 

version of the other (e.g. 

Walsh / Walshe or O xxxx and 

xxxx etc.) 

Exact Match 

7. Firstname 

Surname 

Date of Birth 

Exact Match 

First 3 letters  of surname 

Exact Match 

8. Firstname 

Surname 

Date of Birth 

Exact Match 

First 2 letters  of surname 

Exact Match 

(Did check on all these 

matches and all were valid so 

no need to include address 

detail) 

9. Firstname 

Surname 

Date of Birth 

Address 

Exact Match 

First  letter  of surname 

Exact Match 

1st 5 letters of PRIS_County = 

1st 5 letters of Address_Line4 
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10. Firstname 

 

 

Surname 

Date of Birth 

Variations of firstname (listed 

in Table 2 below) 

 

Exact match 

Exact Match 

11. Firstname 

 

 

Surname 

Date of Birth 

One firstname is shortened 

version of the other (e.g. 

James / Michael James) 

Exact match 

Exact match 

12. Firstname 

Surname 

Date of Birth 

First 3 letters of firstname 

Exact match 

Exact Match 

13. Firstname 

Surname 

Date of Birth 

First 2 letters of firstname 

Exact match 

Exact Match 

14. Firstname 

Surname 

Date of Birth 

Address 

First  letter of firstname 

Exact match 

Exact Match 

1st 5 letters of PRIS_County = 

1st 5 letters of Address_Line4 

15. Address line 1 

Firstname 

Surname 

Date of Birth 

Match on 1st 8 chars 

Exact match 

Exact match 

Less than 10 years apart 

16. Date of Birth 

Remainder of fields 

Exact Match 

Matched Manually 
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Length Taken Fictitious examples Notes 

1st 4 chars John 

Sean 

Jona 

 

1ST 4 chars Eoin 

Owen 

Eogh 

 

1st 6 chars Kieran 

Ciaran 

 

1st 4 chars Bill 

Will 

Liam 

 

1st 4 chars Tony 

Anth 

 

1st 7 chars Geoffre 

Jeffery 

 

1st 3 chars Agu 

Gus 

 

1st 4 chars Karl 

Carl 

 

1st 5 chars Gerry 

Jerry 

 

1st 6 chars Theresa 

Teresa 

 

1st 4 chars JJ 

Jj 

John 

 

1st 6 chars Diarm 

 

Dermo 

Diarmaid 

Diarmuid 

Dermot 

1st 4 chars Bobi 

Babi 

 

1st 5 chars Seraj 

Siraj 

 

1st 3 chars Jim 

Jam 

Jim 

James 

1st 6 chars Rikard 

Rrikar 

Rikard 

Rrikard 
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Appendix 25 

(a) Ethical approval from the University of Portsmouth, Institute of Criminal 

Justice Studies Research Ethics Committee 
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(b) Form UPR16 declaring ethical conduct of the research 

 
FORM UPR16 
Research Ethics Review Checklist 
 

 
Please complete and return the form to Research Section, Quality 
Management Division, Academic Registry, University House, with 
your thesis, prior to examination 
 
 

 

 

Postgraduate Research Student (PGRS) Information 
 

 

Student ID: 
 

639010 

 

Candidate Name: 
 

 

Daniel Richard Barry 

 

Department: 
 

 

Institute of Criminal  
Justice Studies 

 

First Supervisor: 
 

Dr Andrew Williams 

 

Start Date:  
(or progression date for Prof Doc students) 
 

 
10.12.2015 

 
 

Study Mode and Route: 
 

 

Part-time 
 

Full-time 



√ 
 

 

 

MPhil  
 

MD 
 

PhD 
 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 

 

Integrated Doctorate  
(NewRoute) 
 

Prof Doc (PD) 
 

 
 
 

√ 

 

 
Title of Thesis: 

Recidivism in the Republic of Ireland: a national prospective cohort 

study 

 
 

Thesis Word Count:  
(excluding ancillary data) 
 

 

 

48,006 
 

 

If you are unsure about any of the following, please contact the local representative on your Faculty 
Ethics Committee for advice.  Please note that it is your responsibility to follow the University’s Ethics 
Policy and any relevant University, academic or professional guidelines in the conduct of your study 

Although the Ethics Committee may have given your study a favourable opinion, the final 
responsibility for the ethical conduct of this work lies with the researcher(s). 
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UKRIO Finished Research Checklist: 
(If you would like to know more about the checklist, please see your Faculty or Departmental Ethics 
Committee rep or see the online version of the full checklist at: http://www.ukrio.org/what-we-
do/code-of-practice-for-research/) 
 

 

a) Have all of your research and findings been reported accurately, honestly 
and within a reasonable time frame? 

 

 

YES 
 

 

b) Have all contributions to knowledge been acknowledged? 
 

 

YES  
 

 

c) Have you complied with all agreements relating to intellectual property, 
publication and authorship? 

 

YES 
 
 

 

d) Has your research data been retained in a secure and accessible form 
and will it remain so for the required duration?  

 

YES  
 
 

 

e) Does your research comply with all legal, ethical, and contractual 
requirements? 
 

 

YES  
 

*Delete as appropriate 

 
 

Candidate Statement: 
 

 

I have considered the ethical dimensions of the above named research project, and have 
successfully obtained the necessary ethical approval(s) 
 

 

Ethical review number(s) from Faculty Ethics Committee (or from 
NRES/SCREC): 
 

 

14/15:07 
 
 

 
Signed: 
(Student) 

 
Date: 

 

If you have not submitted your work for ethical review, and/or you have answered ‘No’ to one 
or more of questions a) to e), please explain why this is so: 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Signed: 
(Student) 

 
Date: 

 

 

 

http://www.ukrio.org/what-we-do/code-of-practice-for-research/
http://www.ukrio.org/what-we-do/code-of-practice-for-research/
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Appendix 26: Confirmation of approval to complete the study from Irish Prison 

Service 
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Appendix 27: Confirmation of approval to complete the study from An Garda 

Síochána 
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Appendix 28: Approval from the Central Statistics Office to become an Officer 

of Statistics 
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Appendix 29: Factors associated with recidivism from international literature 

mapped to categories contained in the Irish linked dataset 

Evidence from the systematic review (Ch 2) Categories in Irish linked dataset 

Sex Male 

Female 

Age 18-21 years 

21-25 years 

26-30 years 

31-35 years 

36-40 years 

41-50 years 

51-60 years 

61+ years 

Race/Ethnicity Irish 

European Union (EU) 

African 

Asian 

North/South American 

Other European 

Other 

Missing 

Educational status Limited or no literacy  

Primary level 

Limited secondary 

Full secondary 

Third level cert/diploma 

Third level degree masters 

Missing  

Employment prior to committal Employed 

Pensioner 

Retired 

Student  

Unemployed 

Missing 

History of homelessness No fixed abode 

Connaught 

Munster 

Leinster 

Ulster 

Outside country 

Missing 

Current sentence length <3 months 

3<6 months 

6<12 months 

1<2 years 

2<3 years 

3<5 years 

5<10 years 

10+ years 

Other  

Life 



230 
 

Evidence from the systematic review (Ch 2) Categories in Irish linked dataset 

Reason for release* Expiration 

Medical 

Ministerial order  

Order of government 

Pardon 

Payment of debt 

Purge contempt 

Release on licence  

Release on parole 

Remission 

Repatriated 

Violent crime Yes 

No 

Property crime Yes 

No 

Drug crime Yes 

No 

Sex crime Yes 

No 

Other Yes 

No 

Maximum security prison Yes 

No 

Male only prison Yes 

No 

Female only prison Yes 

No 

*Considered important to examine from the authors perspective as a police officer 
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Appendix 30: Sentence length among prisoners released from prison between 2007 and 2009 

 Sentence length group 

 <3Mths 3<6Mths 6<12Mths 1<2Yrs 2<3Yrs 3<5Yrs 5<10Yrs 10Yrs+ Other Life Total 

Male 6,292 1,670 1,478 1,008 518 574 323 51 58 3 11,975 

Female 795 129 76 79 33 36 24 2 6 1 1,181 

Total 7,087 1,799 1554 1,087 551 610 347 53 64 4 13,156 
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Appendix 31: Reason for index committal among offenders released from 

prison between 2007 and 2009 

Offence 

Category 

Offence Type Male (%) Female (%) Total (%) 

Violence Homicide offences 93 (0.78%) 3 (0.25%) 96 (0.73%) 

Kidnapping and 

related offences 
35 (0.29%) 1 (0.08%) 36 (0.27%) 

Attempts/threats to 

murder, assault, 

harassment and 

related offences 

1,035 (8.64%) 53 (4.49%) 1,088 (8.27%) 

Robbery, extortion 

and hijacking 

offences 

125 (1.04%) 2 (0.16%) 127 (0.96%) 

Total 1,288 (95.62%) 59 (4.38%) 1,347 (100%) 

Drug Controlled drug 

offences 
951 (7.94%) 84 (7.11%) 1,035 (7.87%) 

Total 951 (91.88%) 84 (8.12%) 1,035 (100%) 

Sex Sexual offences 253 (2.11%) 2 (0.17%) 255 (1.94%) 

Total 253 (99.22%) 2 (0.78%) 255 (100%) 

Property Burglary and related 

offences 
370 (3.09%) 11 (0.93%) 381 (2.90%) 

Theft and related 

offences 

1,407 (11.75%) 230 (19.49%) 1,637 (12.44%) 

Fraud, deception 

and related offences 

246 (2.05%) 18 (1.52%) 264 (2.01%) 

Damage to property 

and the environment 

575 (4.80%) 21 (1.78%) 596 (4.53%) 

Total 2,598 (90.27%) 280 (9.73%) 2,878 (100%) 

Other Dangerous or 

negligent acts 

1,184 (9.89%) 68 (5.76%) 1,252 (9.52%) 

Weapons and 

explosives offences 

338 (2.82%) 6 (0.51%) 344 (2.61%) 

Public order and 

other social code 

offences 

1,882 (15.72%) 133 (11.26%) 2,015 (15.32%) 

Road and traffic 

offences (NEC) 

2,046 (17.09%) 326 (27.60%) 2,372 (18.03%) 

Offences against 

Government, justice 

procedures and 

organisation of crime 

804 (6.72%) 141 (11.95%) 945 (7.18%) 

Offences not 

elsewhere classified 

631(5.27%) 82(6.94%) 713(5.42%) 

 Total 6,885 (90.11%) 756 (9.89%) 7,641 (100%) 
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Appendix 32: Reason for release among prisoners released from prison 

between 2007 and 2009 

Reason for release Male Female Total 

Expiration 4,810 (40.17%) 676 (57.24%) 5,486 (41.70%) 

Medical Grounds 4 (0.03%) 0 4 (0.03%) 

Ministerial Order 111 (0.93%) 8 (0.68%) 119 (0.90%) 

Order of Government 176 (1.47%) 0 176 (1.34%) 

Pardon 1 (0.01%) 0 1 (0.01%) 

Payment of debt 6 (0.05%) 0 6 (0.05%) 

Purge Contempt 4 (0.03%) 0 4 (0.03%) 

Released on Licence 3 (0.03%) 1 (0.08%) 4 (0.03%) 

Released on Parole 0 1 (0.08%) 1 (0.01%) 

Remission 6,829 (57.02%) 495 (41.92%) 7,324 (55.66%) 

Repatriated 31 (0.26%) 0 31 (0.24%) 

Total 11,975 1,181 13,156 
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Appendix 33: Characteristics of ex-prisoners who were re-convicted within two 

years following release from prison during the period 2007-2009 

Variable Category Male Female Total 

Sex  4,636 (91.97%) 405 (8.03%) 5,041 (100%) 

Age (Years) 18-21 779 (16.80%) 50 (12.35%) 829 (16.45%) 

21-25 1,460 (31.49%) 114 (28.15%) 1,574 (31.22%) 

26-30 953 (20.57%) 88 (21.73%) 1,041 (20.64%) 

31-35 616 (13.28%) 77 (19.01%) 693 (13.75%) 

36-40 367 (7.92%) 32 (7.90%) 399 (7.92%) 

41-50 371 (8.00%) 33 (8.15%) 404 (8.01%) 

51-60 73 (1.57%) 9 (2.22%) 82 (1.63%) 

61+ 17 (0.37%) 2 (0.49%) 19 (0.38%) 

Total 4,636 (91.97%) 405 (8.03%) 5,041 (100%) 

Race/Ethnicity Irish National 4,014 (86.58%) 364 (89.88%) 4,378 (86.85%) 

E.U. 389 (8.38%) 33 (8.15%) 422 (8.37%) 

African 43 (0.93%) 2 (0.49%) 45 (0.89%) 

Asian 11 (0.24%) 0 11 (0.22%) 

North/South 

American 

4 (0.09%) 0 4 (0.08%) 

Other European 42 (0.91%) 0 42 (0.83%) 

Other 7 (0.15%) 1 (0.25%) 8 (0.16%) 

Missing 126 (2.72%) 5 (1.23%) 131 (2.60%) 

Total 4,636 (91.97%) 405 (8.03%) 5,041 (100%) 

Educational 

Status 

No information 

provided 

60 (1.29%) 1 (0.25%) 61 (1.21%) 

Limited or no 

literacy 

132 (2.85%) 13 (3.21%) 145 (2.88%) 

Primary level 1,016 (21.92%) 112 (27.65%) 1,128 (22.37%) 

Limited 

secondary 

2,941 (63.43%) 246 (60.75%) 3187 (63.22%) 

Full secondary 271 (5.85%) 19 (4.69%) 290 (5.75%) 

Third level 

Cert/Diploma 

68 (1.47%) 7 (1.73%) 75 (1.49%) 

Third level 

Degree/Masters 

22 (0.47%) 2 (0.49%) 24 (0.48%) 

Missing 126 (2.72%) 5 (1.23%) 131 (2.60%) 

Total 4,636 (91.97%) 405 (8.03%) 5,041 (100%) 

Re-offender 

address prior to 

index committal 

Connacht 337 (7.27%) 26 (6.42%) 363 (7.20%) 

Leinster 2,554 (55.09%) 253 (62.47%) 2,807 (55.67%) 

Munster 1,519 (32.77%) 110 (27.16%) 1,629 (32.32%) 

Ulster 188 (4.06%) 6 (1.48%) 194 (3.85%) 

No fixed abode 17 (0.37%) 8 (1.98%) 25 (0.50%) 

Missing 12 (0.25%) 2 (0.49%) 14 (0.28%) 

Outside country 9 (0.19%) 2 (0.49%) 11 (0.22%) 

 Total 4,636 (91.97%) 405 (8.03%) 5,041 (100%) 
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Appendix 34: Sentence length among re-offenders released from prison between 2007 and 2009 

 Sentence length group  

Sex <3Mths 3<6Mths 6<12Mths 1<2Yrs 2<3Yrs 3<5Yrs 5<10Yrs 10Yrs+ Other Total 

Male 2,485 694 676 392 162 146 55 6 20 4,636 

Female 257 57 34 37 9 5 5 0 1 405 

Total 2,742 751 710 429 171 151 60 6 21 5,041 
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Appendix 35: Reason for index committal among re-offenders  

Offence 

Category 

Offence Type Male (%) Female (%) Total (%) 

Violence Homicide offences 16 (0.35%) 1 (0.25%) 17 (0.34%) 

Kidnapping and 

related offences 
10 (0.22%) 1 (0.25%) 11 (0.22%) 

Attempts/threats to 

murder, assault, 

harassment and 

related offences 

419 (9.04%) 20 (4.94%) 439 (8.71%) 

Robbery, extortion 

and hijacking 

offences 

37 (0.80%) 0 37 (0.73%) 

Total 482 (95.63%) 22 (4.37%) 504 (100%) 

Drug Controlled drug 

offences 

327 (7.05%) 18 (4.44%) 345 (6.84%) 

Total 327 (94.78%) 18 (5.22%) 345 (100%) 

Sex Sexual offences 24 (0.52%) 0 24 (0.48%) 

Total 24 (100%) 0 (0%) 24 (100%) 

Property Burglary and related 

offences 

189 (4.08) 4 (0.99%) 193 (3.83%) 

Theft and related 

offences 

652 (14.06%) 118 (29.13%) 770 (15.27%) 

Fraud, deception 

and related offences 

66 (1.42%) 7 (1.73%) 73 (1.45%) 

Damage to property 

and the environment 

277 (5.97%) 6 (1.48%) 283 (5.61%) 

Total 1,184 (89.76%) 135 (10.24%) 1,319 (100%) 

Other Dangerous or 

negligent acts 

367 (7.92%) 17 (4.20%) 384 (7.62%) 

Weapons and 

explosives offences 

139 (3.00%) 4 (0.99%) 143 (2.84%) 

Public order and 

other social code 

offences 

951 (20.51%) 54 (13.33%) 1,005 (19.93%) 

Road and traffic 

offences (NEC) 

553 (11.93%) 62 (15.31%) 615 (12.20%) 

Offences against 

Government, justice 

procedures and 

organisation of crime 

429 (9.25%) 74 (18.27%) 503 (9.98%) 

Offences not 

elsewhere classified 

180 (3.88%) 19 (4.69%) 199 (3.95%) 

 Total 2,619 (91.93%) 230 (8.07%) 2,849 (100%) 
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Appendix 36: Reason for release among prisoners released from prison 

between 2001 and 2009 

Reason for release Male Female Total 

Expiration 1,754 (37.83%) 193 (47.65%) 1,947 (38.62%) 

Medical Grounds 0 0 0 

Ministerial Order 39 (0.85%) 2 (0.49%) 41 (0.81%) 

Order of 

Government 

69 (1.49%) 0 69 (1.38%) 

Pardon 1 (0.02%) 0 1 (0.02%) 

Payment of debt 0 0 0 

Purge Contempt 1 (0.02%) 0 1 (0.02%) 

Released on 

Licence 

0 0 0 

Released on Parole 0 0 0 

Remission 2,772 (59.79%) 210 (51.86%) 2,982 (59.15%) 

Repatriated 0 0 0 

Total 4636 405 5,041 
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Appendix 37: Original/index offence by re-offence among prisoners who were released from prison between 2007 and 

2009 and were re-convicted within two years 

   Re-offence group All 
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 N N N N N N N N N N N N N N N Total 

Original 

Imprisonment 

Offence 

                

Homicide 
Offences 

- - 1 1 - 1 - 5 - 2 1 - 4 1 1 17 

Sexual Offences - - 2 5 - - 2 2 1 1 - 1 7 3 - 24 

Attempts/Threats 

to Murder, 

Assaults, 

Harassments and 

related offences 

- 1 31 35 - 6 18 61 5 49 9 25 184 13 2 439 

Dangerous or 

Negligent Acts 

- - 11 116 - 2 5 52 6 33 6 14 129 9 1 384 

Kidnapping and 

Related Offences 

- - 1 - - - - 5 - 1 - - 4 - - 11 
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Robbery, 

Extortion and 

Hijacking 

Offences 

- - 2 9 - 2 - 6 1 5 1 2 7 2 - 37 

Burglary and 

Related Offences 

- - 2 11 - 1 48 40 - 24 4 13 42 8 - 193 

Theft and Related 

Offences 

- - 11 50 - 17 73 316 15 63 19 24 165 14 3 770 

Fraud, Deception 

and Related 

Offences 

- - - 8 - - 6 27 6 7 2 1 14 1 1 73 

Controlled Drug 

Offences 

- - 7 40 - 3 15 50 4 109 7 7 92 9 2 345 

Weapons and 

Explosives 

Offences 

- - 2 11 - 1 15 25 - 19 13 4 48 5 - 143 

Damage to 

Property and to 

the Environment 

2 - 5 19 - 2 27 65 1 26 6 40 83 6 1 283 

Public Order and 

other Social Code 

Offences 

- - 46 69 1 4 49 125 5 80 21 32 554 16 3 1,005 

Road and Traffic 

Offences (NEC) 

- - 21 124 - 3 22 99 12 100 20 12 174 21 7 615 

Offences against 

Government, 

Justice 

Procedures and 

Organisation of 

Crime 

- - 11 29 - 4 30 131 1 44 10 13 192 36 2 503 

Offences Not 

Elsewhere 

Classified 

- - 8 23  2 11 40 3 20 5 9 65 7 6 199 

Total 2 1 161 550 1 48 321 1,049 60 583 124 197 1,764 151 29 5,041 
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Appendix 38: Univariable regression model exploring the association between 

predictors and protectors of recidivism and outcome of re-conviction within 

two years following release from prison  

Variable name Variable Description Univariable 

odds ratio 

P 

valu

e 

Sex Male 1.21 0.03 

Age Continuous 0.94 0.00 

Age 

(categorical) 

18-20 9.37 0.00 

21-25 6.25 0.00 

26-30 4.85 0.00 

31-35 4.37 0.00 

36-40 3.65 0.00 

41-50 3.15 0.00 

Nationality E.U. 2.99 0.01 

African 2.06 0.07 

Other 2.98 0.01 

Education No Information provided 0.60 0.04 

Primary Level 2.15 0.00 

Limited Secondary 2.45 0.00 

Full Secondary 2.31 0.00 

3rd Level Cert/Diploma 1.71 0.03 

Occupation Employed 0.28 0.00 

Pensioner 0.61 0.00 

Student 0.19 0.00 

Reason for 

committal 

Sex crime 0.18 0.00 

Property crime 1.42 0.00 

Prison 

Province 

Munster 31.17 0.00 

Ulster 8.33 0.00 

Leinster 4.99 0.00 

Connaught 7.13 0.00 

NFA 5.14 0.00 

Not Stated 5.68 0.00 

Sentence 

length 

10+ Years 0.43 0.01 

Other 0.26 0.01 

Prison Type Open/Low security prison 0.61 0.00 

Medium/High security prison 1.32 0.00 

Notes: Reason for release was not significantly predictive or protective of recidivism within 

two years following release from prison. 

No significant association was found between the outcome of re-conviction and variables not 

included in the table   
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Appendix 39: Univariable multinomial regression model exploring the 

association between predictors of re-offence type within two years following 

release from prison  

Variable name Variable 

description 

Violence Drugs Sex Property 

OR P OR P OR P OR P 

Sex Male - NS - NS 15.86 0.00 0.41 0.00 

Age 26-30 years - NS - NS 16.17 0.00 - NS 

Nationality EU - NS - NS - NS 1.63 0.13 

Education Full Secondary - NS 4.51 0.15 - NS - NS 

Occupation Employed - NS - NS - NS 0.71 0.00 

Index offence Sex - NS - NS 10.00 0.00 - NS 

Reason for 

release 

Expiration - NS 0.82 0.04 - NS 0.81 0.00 

Prisoner 

Province 

Munster - NS - NS - NS 0.38 0.14 

Ulster - NS - NS - NS 0.23 0.04 

Notes: NS – non significant, sentence length and prison type were not associated with type 

of re-offence (p>0.15) 
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Appendix 40: International re-imprisonment rates 

Country Selection 

Period 

Sample Period Rate 

Australia 2009-2010 Prisoners 2 years 39% 

Chile 2007 Prisoners 3 years 50% 

France 2002 Prisoners 5 years 46% 

Germany 2004 Prisoners 3 years 35% 

Israel 2004 Prisoners 5 years 43% 

New Zealand 2002-2003 Prisoners 6 months 18% 

New Zealand 2002-2003 Prisoners 1 years 26% 

New Zealand 2002-2003 Prisoners 2 years 37% 

New Zealand 2002-2003 Prisoners 3 years 44% 

New Zealand 2002-2003 Prisoners 4 years 49% 

New Zealand 2002-2003 Prisoners 5 years 52% 

South Korea 2002 Prisoners 3 years 24% 

USA 2005-2010 Prisoners 6 months 10% 

USA 2005-2010 Prisoners 1 years 17% 

USA 2005-2010 Prisoners 2 years 29% 

USA 2005-2010 Prisoners 3 years 36% 

USA 2005-2010 Prisoners 4 years 41% 

USA 2005-2010 Prisoners 5 years 45% 

Note: This table has been modified and reproduced with permission of the primary author 

(Professor Seena Fazel) 

 


