


In The Restorative Prison, Byron R. Johnson, Michael Hallett, and Sung Joon Jang show how 
entrepreneurial, transformative ideas can help to solve one of the most complex problems fac-
ing American society today. Masterfully blending behavioral science research and an expert’s 
knowledge of the criminal justice system, this book delivers both solutions and inspiration.

—Arthur C. Brooks, Professor, Harvard Kennedy School and Harvard Business 
School, and New York Times bestselling author

Religion has been entwined with the prison since the birth of the penitentiary two centuries 
ago, but in this urgent and insurgent new book, Johnson and colleagues argue that faith may 
now be our only hope for escaping the unholy mess that mass incarceration has become for 
families and communities in the United States. Although the work is based on sophisticated 
research, the promised salvation is not to be found in the form of criminological expertise but 
rather from the lived experience of ‘wounded healers’ – those who have suffered the darkness 
but found the light. We can only pray they are right.

Shadd Maruna, Professor, Queen’s University Belfast

Under what conditions can religious volunteers be a source of prison reform? What do hope 
and restoration look like, in a failing, oversized and inhumane prison system? The religious life 
of prisons is, increasingly, ‘where the action is’. This passionately written and meticulously re-
searched book promotes a positive vision of religiosity, meaning, connectedness and well-being, 
showing how such practices can, or should, be made possible even in the darkest places.

—Alison Liebling, Professor of Criminology and  
Criminal Justice, Cambridge, UK

It is now common to find regular requiems for the role of religion in American life. In the midst 
of this growing din about the decline of religion as an active social agent in the life of Ameri-
cans, Byron R. Johnson, Michael Hallett, and Sung Joon Jang present a compelling argument 
for the robust role of religion in creating prisons that help restore people to a positive, prosocial 
life trajectory, even, in the most extreme example, for inmates who will never leave prison. 
Because many of the early concepts of correctional rehabilitation are rooted in Christianity, 
it might be easy to dismiss this book as reactionary tome, written to harken back to the good 
old days. However, while the authors acknowledge the comingled history of religion and reha-
bilitation, the authors make a new argument, based on insights about the process of desistance 
for individuals involved in crime. Modern criminologists now agree that that true desistance 
for people involved in crime involves the personal choice to adopt, and live, a new, prosocial 
identity. The authors astutely point out that religion in general, and Christianity in particular, 
is involved in the same basic enterprise for everyone, not just prisoners. There is no need to 
reinvent the wheel – in many cases, religious programs in the prison are in the right place at the 
right time for the new effort to create prisons that restore rather than destroy life. As a result, 
this book is a must read for all people interested in the growing push for prison reform, even for 
those who have no particular interest in religion.

—Shawn D. Bushway, Senior Policy Research, Behavioral and  
Policy Sciences Department, RAND Corporation



The Restorative Prison does an excellent job of highlighting the positive impact of faith-based 
programming within correctional walls. The perspectives shared by the authors offer a fresh way 
to think about the effectiveness of rehabilitative programs and the purpose of our prisons.

—Bryan Collier, Executive Director, Texas Department of Criminal Justice



THE RESTORATIVE PRISON

Drawing on work from inside some of America’s largest and toughest prisons, this book doc-
uments an alternative model of “restorative corrections” utilizing the lived experience of suc-
cessful inmates, fast disrupting traditional models of correctional programming. While research 
documents a strong desire among those serving time in prison to redeem themselves, inmates 
often confront a profound lack of opportunity for achieving redemption. In a system that has 
become increasingly dysfunctional and punitive, often fewer than 10% of prisoners receive any 
programming. Incarcerated citizens emerge from prisons in the United States to reoffend at 
profoundly high rates, with the majority of released prisoners ending up back in prison within 
five years. In this book, the authors describe a transformative agenda for incentivizing and 
rewarding good behavior inside prisons, rapidly proving to be a disruptive alternative to main-
stream corrections and offering hope for a positive future.

The authors’ expertise on the impact of faith-based programs on recidivism reduction and 
prisoner reentry allows them to delve into the principles behind inmate-led religious services 
and other prosocial programs – to show how those incarcerated may come to consider their 
existence as meaningful despite their criminal past and current incarceration. Religious practice 
is shown to facilitate the kind of transformational “identity work” that leads to desistance that 
involves a change in worldview and self-concept, and which may lead a prisoner to see and in-
terpret reality in a fundamentally different way. With participation in religion protected by the 
U.S. Constitution, these model programs are helping prison administrators weather financial 
challenges while also helping make prisons less punitive, more transparent, and emotionally 
restorative.

This book is essential reading for scholars of corrections, offender reentry, community cor-
rections, and religion and crime, as well as professionals and volunteers involved in correctional 
counseling and prison ministry.

Byron R. Johnson is Distinguished Professor of the Social Sciences at Baylor University. He is 
the founding director of the Baylor Institute for Studies of Religion (ISR). He is a leading au-
thority on the scientific study of religion, the efficacy of faith-based organizations, and criminal 
justice. Recent publications have examined the impact of faith-based programs on recidivism 
reduction and prisoner reentry. He is the project director of the Global Flourishing Study, a 
longitudinal study of 300,000 participants from around the world, that seeks to advance human 
flourishing research and its intersection with society, heath, economics, psychology, religion, 



and spirituality. Recent books include The Quest for Purpose: The Collegiate Search for a Meaning ful 
Life, and Objective Religion: Volume One – Competition, Tension, Perseverance.

Michael Hallett is a Professor in the Department of Criminology & Criminal Justice at the Uni-
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FOREWORD

About a half century ago, I started the study of corrections in the aftermath of the bloody sup-
pression of the Attica prison insurgency and just before the publication of Robert Martinson’s 
famous essay in The Public Interest concluding that “nothing works” in offender rehabilitation. 
Labeling theory was ascending, and critiques of total institutions were ubiquitous. All of us 
believed that prisons were inherently defective and inhumane, a view seemingly corroborated 
by the disquieting revelations of Zimbardo’s Stanford Prison Experiment. We called for the 
deinstitutionalization of wayward populations, something that occurred (quite badly) for men-
tal patients but did not occur (also quite badly) for justice-involved individuals. Seeing prisons as 
evil, our major policy recommendation was to avoid their use whenever possible. This perspec-
tive was accompanied by a collateral judgment: If prisons should be opposed unilaterally, there 
was no reason to find out how to make them better places. After all, if we succeeded in making 
institutions more livable and effective, we would give the state a rationale for expanding the use 
of prisons—the very outcome we opposed.

This decision was consequential. Most criminologists abandoned any efforts to reform pris-
ons and instead spent their time documenting how correctional institutions were defective and 
damaging. These efforts illuminated real problems, but they did little to provide solutions on 
how to fix these problems. The “criminology of prison reform” never came to fruition. Inmates 
were left to fend for themselves. Worse, this divestment in improving institutional life ulti-
mately proved tragic. While our publications showing prison horrors grew, they did nothing to 
stop the rise of mass imprisonment, which culminated about a decade ago with a daily count of 
more than 2.3 million people behind bars. We excelled as critics but were powerless to halt a 
lengthy mean season in corrections.

Importantly, the United States is now at a turning point in corrections. After four decades 
of the ineluctable rise in prison populations across virtually every state in the Union, around 
2010 this growth suddenly stalled and, though unevenly, declined. I was astounded. I thought 
I would go to my grave witnessing annual increases in incarceration—as I had for 39 straight 
years. But a confluence of factors—state budgets constrained by the Great Recession, concern 
about racial disparities in imprisonment, the presence of conservative voices for reform, and 
decreasing punitiveness among the public—combined to create a perfect storm capable of en-
abling a historic shift in thinking about corrections.
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Not long ago, correctional lexicon was peppered with words such as three-strikes-and-
you’re-out, truth in sentencing, mandatory minimum sentences, super-max institutions, no 
frills prisons, and death row. More often today, we hear language such as the Innocence Project, 
prisoner reentry programs, criminal record expungement, reducing collateral consequences of 
conviction, drug courts, and The First Step Act. In the Covid-19 pandemic, the response has 
been to release offenders, often to house arrest. Keeping them in prison to die was frowned 
upon. I doubt it would have been in 1990.

The point of this account—admittedly a touch hyperbolic since brevity is the bane of 
 nuance—is that we have arrived at a moment of opportunity. The possibility exists to reform 
prisons. Yes, budgets are always tight and bureaucracies resist change. Still, a desire exists to 
improve prisons. The goal is no longer to subject inmates to hard time on the premise that mis-
ery is deserved and a deterrent. Rather, we all seem to understand now that successful reentry 
depends on people leaving prison less disposed to crime than when they entered prison. Achiev-
ing correctional reform, however, is crippled by the failure of scholars to develop a vibrant 
criminology of prison reform. I am not sure why correctional officials should listen to most of 
us about how to make their institutions thrive in the business of changing people. Some scholars 
from the Commonwealth of Nations have come up with ideas for how to rehabilitate offenders 
(e.g., the Risk-Need-Responsivity and Good Lives models) and should be consulted. The rest 
of us do not have much to say that is evidence based.

These considerations tell us precisely why The Restorative Prison is a work of consequence. 
For a few decades, Professors Johnson, Hallett, and Jang have traipsed around all sorts of pris-
ons searching for ways to improve institutional life. They have talked with, cared about, and 
studied a bunch of wayward souls. This journey has equipped them with a reform paradigm 
that involves at its core the use of religion as a conduit for offenders’ personal improvement and 
desistance from crime. Unlike most of us, they have a plan about how to make prisons more 
humane and effective. And it makes sense.

A secular bias versus the sacred is so strong in criminology that those who argue for faith-
based programming are suspected of being religious zealots or, in today’s political climate, 
White Christian Nationalists sporting Make American Great Again hats. Nothing can be fur-
ther from the truth in this case. Professors Johnson, Hallett, and Jang are first-class scholars 
whose works appear in leading peer-reviewed journals. More than this, they do not attribute 
desistance to a sudden conversion experience—though that can matter—but to religion serving 
as a source of social capital that transforms the quality of a person’s life. Robert Sampson and 
John Laub understood how a good marriage and a good job could facilitate crime desistance by 
the capital that inheres in social bonds. The same can occur with religion.

I will refrain from summarizing the book that awaits, since this is an excursion most enjoyed 
by seeing freshly novel sights as the trip through the pages unfolds. But I will draw four lessons 
taught by The Restorative Prison about the value of religion relative to the correctional enterprise. 
I am sure that readers will capture other insights and extend my list quite a bit.

First, I have long told my students that evangelicals spend more time in prisons and jails than 
do criminologists. As the authors document, religious faith is a robust source of volunteerism, 
including inspiring efforts to comfort and perhaps save the incarcerated. At the core of these 
efforts is the conviction that all humans have value and merit dignity. Importantly, this valuing 
of prisoners constitutes a profound rejection of efforts in recent decades to portray offenders 
as “the other.” As scholars such as David Garland and Jonathan Simon have shown, othering 
offenders depersonalizes them. They are construed not as individuals but as undifferentiated 
members of a social category who all possess the potential to be violent predators—a danger 
that makes caging them sensible.
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Importantly, Pope Francis exemplifies the religious impulse to value the wayward, regularly 
visiting prisons locally and in his trips around the world. On his first Holy Thursday of his pa-
pacy in 2013, he departed from the tradition of washing the feet of male clergy in the Mass of 
the Last Supper, traveling instead to a juvenile detention facility near Rome. While celebrating 
mass, he washed and kissed the feet of a dozen youthful offenders, including two female and 
two Muslim inmates. The detainees were joyous and broke into applause. Widely covered in 
the media, his public embrace of these youths was an explicit effort to reject their othering and 
marginalization. His message was clear: We share a common humanity and sinfulness. “Each 
of us,” he counsels, “is capable of doing the same thing that that man or that woman in prison 
did…. They are no worse than you and me!” Pope Francis cautions against the “culture of ad-
jectives” directed toward “finding a label, an adjective, to disqualify people.” This is “not God’s 
way” because God’s love knows no bounds. “He takes us by the hand, and He helps us to go 
on,” observes Pope Francis. “And this is called hope!”

Second, as Pope Francis’ comments poignantly demonstrate, a core religious doctrine is a 
belief in redeemability. Justice-involved people are not seen as cold-hearted super-predators who 
are incurably wicked. In the Christian faith, for example, Jesus’ crucifixion involved two other 
criminals—one on each side of him. Although one blasphemed Him, the other—the so-called 
penitent thief—asked to be saved, to which Jesus responded: “Assuredly, I say to you, today you 
will be with Me in Paradise” (Luke 23:43). The prominence of three crosses rising from Calvary 
sends a crucial message. Jesus’ act of grace showed that redemption could be achieved by all of 
humankind, even a dying offender attached to a cross. Faith is not naïve—not all offenders will 
choose a path of reform—but it does nurture seeing in others the potential for growth. Nota-
bly, empirical research shows that a belief in redeemability is a robust predictor of correctional 
policy preferences. Those who embrace the possibility of offender change are less punitive and 
more supportive of rehabilitation and of efforts to facilitate reentry (e.g., expunge criminal re-
cords, remove collateral consequences of conviction).

Third, religion improves the quality of prisoners’ lives and fosters desistance from crime. 
Although some polling suggests that allegiance to religious affiliations and church attendance 
are declining in the general public, this does not appear to be the case within prisons. One study 
found that prison chaplains portrayed state penitentiaries as a “bustle of religious activity”; other 
data concluded that inmates were less likely to be atheists. Prisons can be bleak, marked by idle-
ness, limited access to rehabilitation programs, and the prospect of years behind bars. Religion 
offers a critical coping mechanism, giving prisoners activity, social relationships, and meaning. 
Faith-based initiatives are not for all inmates and should not be coerced, even implicitly. But for 
many of those bereft of hope, rewarding accomplishments, and social supports, religion offers 
the comfort of being part of a faithful community—inside the institution and extending into 
the community—where these benefits are made possible.

Evidence also suggests that religious faith and practice comprise a protective factor versus 
crime. Sometimes, critics seek to delegitimate the prosocial effects of religion among returning 
prisoners by noting high rates of recidivism. But no faith assumes that religion prevents all sins; 
indeed, we would not need the confessional or the option to receive forgiveness if this were the 
case. Religion is not a static variable to be measured at one point in time and inserted into a 
regression equation. Its practice is ongoing, and its effects can be dynamic, shaping and reshap-
ing offenders as their lives unfold. It must be studied as such. Further, religious involvement is 
only one source of preventing crime. Offenders may suffer from an array of criminogenic risk 
factors whose reduction may require more than faith alone (e.g., treatment for substance abuse, 
programs to increase self-control and anger management). Still, religion can be implicated in 
encouraging desistance because it penetrates people’s thinking and can generate social capital. 
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Faith has the power to foster a desire for a good life, a belief that redemption is possible, and 
social bonds with prosocial others. It can evoke a cognitive transformation and ready a person to 
take a different road in life. No, religion is not a crime panacea, but it can serve as a conduit for 
positive beliefs and experiences that embed the wayward in a conformist rather than a criminal 
life-course trajectory.

Fourth, Pope Francis has commented, “It is painful when we see prison systems which are 
not concerned to care for wounds, to soothe pain, to offer new possibilities.” Professors John-
son, Hallett, and Jang teach us that this harsh reality need not be the case. As a total institution 
with limited funding and amenities, transforming a prison into a restorative society of captives 
faces daunting challenges. Only so much is feasible to achieve. Nonetheless, like Pope Francis, 
the authors ask us not to accept the worst of possibilities as inevitable or to assume that nothing 
can work. They reject this perspective as consigning prisoners to a harmful future. We cannot 
make institutions perfect, but we can make them better.

In fact, a religious perspective demands that we ensure that everyone behind bars be accorded 
dignity—for our benefit and theirs—and that every effort be made to create an institution that 
repairs rather than distributes harm. It is crucial to imagine a different correctional future. The 
authors do not have a monopoly on how to create such a future, so advocates of other paradigms 
are welcome to join the conversation. Still, the notion of “the restorative prison” is appealing 
for two reasons. First, as expert criminologists, the authors use evidence to show how religion 
might serve to transform the lives of offenders. They understand that science is not the enemy 
of the criminology of religion but its guide and check. Second, as the authors demonstrate, 
religious ministries and faith-based initiatives are not utopian visions but ongoing facts of con-
temporary prison life. A foundation thus exists on which to build an institution that seeks to 
impart virtues capable of transforming the correctional enterprise.

Let me conclude by reiterating that this is not an occasion for banality—of assuming, as is 
often the case, that the present is merely a prelude to the future. When taking a historical per-
spective, it is clear that the United States is at a juncture where change is possible. Past correc-
tional policy and practice are no longer hegemonic for we have escaped the clutches of the mass 
imprisonment era. Now is the time for bold ideas that imagine a different correctional future. 
Byron R. Johnson, Michael Hallett, and Sung Joon Jang have lived and studied the past and 
have accumulated the wisdom to articulate a vision for the prison that is, at once, practical and 
inspiring. Only they could have written The Restorative Prison. It is a gift we should open, study, 
and treasure for its scientific rigor, its humanity, and its guidance.

Francis T. Cullen
University of Cincinnati



1
THE CONSEQUENCES OF FAILING PRISONS

The Human Drain: How Incarceration Affects Families

US prisons are comprised of convicted offenders largely coming from economically disadvan-
taged communities where poverty is pervasive and highly concentrated. Many prisoners were 
raised in broken and dysfunctional homes and may have had a parent that was incarcerated. In 
urban centers across the country, inner-city youth residing in distressed neighborhoods attend 
underperforming schools. Along with poor functioning inner-city schools, a disturbingly high 
percentage of students are dropping out from the educational process altogether. Indeed, the 
dropout rate in many disadvantaged urban environments can reach 60%—about twice the 
national average. Moreover, we know from decades of research that school performance and 
dropping out of school are significant predictors of delinquency and adult criminal behavior as 
well as the increased likelihood of incarceration.1 And while many believe that exhausting the 
limits of our nation’s criminal justice system brings resolution to society’s crime-related issues, 
there is considerable evidence that a prison sentence may actually reinforce a cyclical pattern of 
incarceration.2 The task before us requires confronting a series of great challenges—even not-
withstanding those challenges newly brought about by the COVID-19 crisis. These challenges 
involve first-and-foremost crises in familial entropy, social division, and a tendency to over-
rely upon criminal justice sanctions to resolve social problems—which has only contributed 
to a f urther breakdown in “traditional” social assets of family and neighborhood-level civic- 
resources such as churches, schools, and locally owned businesses.

Beyond the cyclical and individual impact of prison life, the ongoing generational impact of 
criminal behavior also contributes to the growing prison population epidemic. When a parent 
is incarcerated, the lives of children can be disrupted in tragic ways.3 Children of prisoners 
may end up in foster care placement. Repeated changes in family structure due to parental 
incarceration can be disruptive in children’s lives which often creates instability and insecurity 
that can be harmful to youth.4 Consider that children of prisoners are more likely to observe 
parental substance abuse, perform poorly in school, and experience poverty and disadvantage.5 
As might be expected, youth and adolescents who have an incarcerated parent are also more 
likely to experience aggression, anxiety, and depression.6 Children of prisoners, therefore, are 
at-risk for alcohol and drug abuse, delinquency and crime, gang involvement, and subsequent 
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incarceration.7 Regrettably, parental criminality is a key risk factor and an important link be-
tween the incarceration of a parent and a variety of antisocial behaviors among their children.8

Indeed, research confirms that children of prisoners experience much higher rates of crimi-
nal behavior and subsequent incarceration.9 Thus, the impact of one man’s incarceration may be 
felt by families and communities for decades. The nature of prison life yields a host of negative 
outcomes for all of society, and the cumulative effect of these outcomes will have important 
implications for generations to come.

Rather than providing offenders with the opportunities and resources necessary to achieve 
positive life-transformation, incarceration often merely further abuses and isolates inmates. 
America’s prisons are often today profoundly bereft of rehabilitation programming and inun-
dated with violence. Amid reports of staff-coerced “gladiator fights,” broomstick rapes, and 
high staff turnover, Florida Department of Corrections Secretary Mark Inch recently high-
lighted the fact that only 6% of Florida’s inmates received any programming.10 Florida State 
Senator Jeff Brandeis, the Republican Chair of the Corrections Oversight Committee, stated 
“This is not a prison system that anybody can look you in the eye and tell you a person will be 
safe in the state’s care.”11 In short, America’s prison inmates often live in fear of physical harm, 
while experiencing few opportunities for self-improvement. Within a short period of time after 
release, many ex-offenders find themselves back in the same communities and circles of influ-
ence that enabled, if not encouraged, their criminal activity in the first place.

The Financial Drain: The Economic Impact of Overreliance on Incarceration

According to the Sourcebook of Criminal Justice Statistics,12 the total estimated US prison pop-
ulation increased by 377% (from 319,598 to 1,524,650) between 1980 and 2009, when it reached 
an all-time peak (see Figure 1.1). Using a more recent estimate of the 2009 prison population 

FIGURE 1.1 Total Estimated US Prison Population, 1980–2017.
Source: The Sourcebook of Criminal Justice Statistics Online (https://www.albany.edu/sourcebook/). Section 
6. Table 6.1.2011, “Adults on probation, in jail and prison, and on parole, United States, 1980–2011” (https://
www.albany.edu/sourcebook/pdf/t612011.pdf ); Kaeble and Cowhig (2018). Table 1, “Number of persons su-
pervised by U.S. adult correctional systems, by correctional status, 2000 and 2006–2016”; Bronson and Carson 
(2019). Table 1.1, “Prisoners under jurisdiction of stat or federal correctional authorities, by jurisdiction and 
sex, 2007–2017.”

https://www.albany.edu
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(1,615,500),13 the 30-year increase was even more dramatic (405%). After the peak, the US 
prison population began to decline and continued a downward trend through 2017 as Figure 1.1  
shows, while the federal prison population (which made up about 12% to 14% of the total prison 
population between 2007 and 2017) peaked three years later (i.e., 2012).14 Despite the declining 
trend, almost 1.5 million (1,489,363) persons were incarcerated in prison in 2017.15

To state the obvious, it is expensive to keep such a large number of people in correctional 
institutions. For example, between 1982 and 2001, total state expenditures on corrections 
 increased annually from 15.0 billion to 53.5 billion dollars before they fluctuated between 53.4 
billion and 48.4 billion dollars until 2010, when the expenditures totaled 48.5 billion dollars.16 
The total amount a state spends on prisons increases when costs paid by other state agencies 
(e.g., employee health insurance, pension contributions, and inmate hospital care) are added 
to correctional budgets.17 According to a survey focusing on fiscal year of 2010, the total tax 
payer cost of prisons in 40 states that participated in the survey was 13.9% higher than the costs 
represented by their combined correctional budgets.

Although an increase in prison population does not always increase prison expenditures,18 
the amount of state correctional expenditures seem to have roughly followed the trends of the 
total state prison population. Stated differently, the more offenders are sentenced to prison, 
the more state correctional expenditures increase.19 Specifically, state correctional institutions’ 
operational expenditures increased threefold (298%) from 9.7 billion to 38.6 billion dollars be-
tween 1982 and 2009 (see Figure 1.2). In addition, per capita expenditures ranged from $26,036 
(in 1982) to $32,459 (in 2001) during the 19-year period with the average annual operating cost 
per state prisoner in 2009 being $29,270 or $80.19 per day.20 In 2010, the total annual expendi-
ture per inmate including prison spending outside of corrections departments averaged $31,286, 
ranging from $14,603 in Kentucky to $60, 076 in New York.21

The dramatic growth in the prison population represents an increasing challenge for policy- 
makers and correctional authorities, and translates into a costly liability for US taxpayers.22 
Economists are now helping us to estimate the total cost per victimization by the number of 
victimizations in the United States. According to these figures, in 1993, the one-year cost of 

FIGURE 1.2 State Correctional Institutions’ Operational Expenditures, 1982–2010.
Source: Kyckelhahn (2012) (Revised 2014). State Corrections Expenditures, FY 1982–2010.
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crime to victims totaled $450 billion.23 Regrettably, scholars, practitioners, and policy-makers 
alike have largely ignored the enormous cost of victimization to American society.24

Prisoner Recidivism in the United States

If prisons fully functioned as truly correctional institutions, a majority of prisoners would be 
rehabilitated and would be unlikely to reoffend after being released from prison. However, in 
reality, to the extent that prisons fail to perform as such, a certain percentage of prisoners will 
most certainly relapse into criminal behavior after they return to the community. As a result, a 
majority of ex-prisoners will likely be rearrested, reconvicted, and reincarcerated. Alternatively, 
if prisoners are released on probation or parole, a technical violation of their release can result in 
a revocation of probation or parole and ultimately land them back in prison. Each of these out-
comes is known as recidivism, which is typically measured in terms of the percentage of inmates 
rearrested, reconvicted, and/or reincarcerated during a certain period of time following their 
release. The recidivism rate varies depending on the type and number of offenses considered, 
the compositional characteristics of prisoners released, and the length of observation period as 
well as the result of reoffending (i.e., rearrest, reconviction, and reincarceration).

An early Bureau of Justice Statistics (BJS) study of recidivism among state prisoners was con-
ducted based on a sample of 16,355 prisoners released in 1983.25 The sample was 89% of 18,374 
prisoners in the original sample, representative of an estimated 108,580 prisoners who were 
released in 11 states (California, Florida, Illinois, Michigan, Minnesota, New Jersey, New York, 
North Carolina, Ohio, Oregon, and Texas) and remained alive in 1987. A total of 2,019 prison-
ers were excluded from the original sample because state and federal “rap sheets” were not found 
for them, or died during a three-year follow-up period. No systematic difference between 
prisoners with complete records and those lacking either a state or federal rap sheet was found.

Within three years, the study reported, about six of ten (62.5%) released prisoners were rear-
rested for a felony or serious misdemeanor, almost half (46.8%) of them were reconvicted, and 
four of ten (41.4%) returned to prison or jail. The recidivism rates were highest in the first year 
(39.3% rearrested, 23.1% reconvicted, and 18.6% reincarcerated) and increased by about 15% 
by the end of the second year (i.e., 54.5%, 38.3%, and 32.8%, respectively), whereas the rate of 
increase between the second and third year decreased by about a half, 8%–9%. That is, larger 
percentages of prisoners released were rearrested (62.9%), reconvicted (49.4%), and reincarcer-
ated (44.9%) during the first year than the second (24.3%, 32.5%, and 34.2%, respectively) and 
third years (12.8%, 18.2%, and 20.8%). In other words, while recidivism rates increased over the 
three years, the rate of increase decreased.

A subsequent BJS study of recidivism among state prisoners tracked 272,111 former inmates 
discharged from prisons in 15 states (Arizona, Delaware, Maryland, and Virginia in addition to 
the 11 states included in the previous study) for three years after release in 1994.26 While the 
study population of state prisoners released in 1983 and 1994 were different in terms of number 
(i.e., 108,580 vs. 272,111) and composition (e.g., 11 vs. 15 states participating in the study), the 
trends and patterns of recidivism were generally consistent with those found in the previous 
study of state prisoners released about ten years earlier (see Figure 1.3).27

Two more recent BJS studies of recidivism were based on a larger dataset collected to track 
404,638 prisoners released in 30 states28 in 2005 for up to five29 and nine years.30 More than 
half (56.7%) of released prisoners were arrested for a new crime by the end of the first year, 
and about two thirds (67.8%) of them were rearrested within three years. The rate increased to 
76.6% and 83.4% by the end of fifth and ninth year, respectively. As found in the previous BJS 
studies, using the five-year follow-up period, a majority (52.6%) of rearrests for a new crime 
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occurred during the first year, and the percentage gradually declined in subsequent years (i.e., 
19.4%, 10.0%, 6.1%, 4.2%, 2.9%, 2.0%, 1.6%, and 1.2% during the second through ninth year).

The three-year rearrest rate of prisoners released in 2005 (67.8%) was not much different 
from the rate of those released in 1983 (62.5%) and 1994 (67.5%), while the one-year rearrest 
rate (56.7%) was higher among the “2005 prisoners” than their 1983 and 1994 counterparts 
(39.3% and 44.1%). After the three-year rates were adjusted for two key differences between 
prisoners released in 1994 and 2005 (i.e., the number and composition of states included in the 
study and sociodemographic and offending characteristics of released prisoners),31 the observed 
difference remained minimal.32

The comprehensive cost of incarceration in the context of the efficacy of the US prison system 
is unfortunately far more pervasive and consequential than many scholars and policy-makers 
have understood. Consequently, understanding and maximizing the effective use of the human 
and financial capital expended within the criminal justice system is of utmost importance.

Why Is Prisoner Rehabilitation So Elusive?

Previous studies of prisoners released from state and federal prisons tend to report high rates of 
recidivism observed consistently across the past several decades, implying that American prisons 
have not been on the winning side when it comes to prisoner rehabilitation. According to re-
search on state prisoners (whose offenses better represent “street crimes” than federal prisoners’), 
about four out of ten released prisoners are arrested for a new crime within a year, and about two 
thirds and three quarters of all prisoners released are arrested by the end of third and fifth year, 
respectively. Although the high recidivism is attributable to what happens after prison as well as 
in prison, it is difficult to make a case for American prisons functioning as correctional institutions 
when about three out of ten ex-prisoners return to prison for a new sentence or a technical vi-
olation within the first year after release and over half return to prison five years after release.33

Demographic group differences in recidivism remain the same across multiple studies of 
state and federal prisoners. Men and non-whites (Blacks and Hispanics) are more likely to be 

FIGURE 1.3  Cumulative Recidivism Rates among Prisoners Released in 1983 (left) and 1994 (right).
Source: Beck and Shipley (1989). Recidivism of Prisoners Released in 1983; Langan and Levin (2002). Recidi-
vism of Prisoners Released in 1994.
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rearrested than women and whites, and younger prisoners at release are at a higher risk of recid-
ivism than their older counterparts. It is worth noting that the demographic group differences in 
recidivism are consistent with those in criminal offending, which implies a common underlying 
theme—an inability to escape criminal justice involvement. Indeed, prior criminal history has 
been found to be a strong predictor of recidivism: “The number of times a prisoner has been 
arrested in the past is a good predictor of whether that prisoner will continue to commit crimes 
after being released.”34 In sum, prior criminality’s predictive ability demonstrates the ineffectual 
role American prisons play in helping prisoners change as a result of their incarceration. Indeed, 
data reveals that the longer offenders spend in prison the more likely it is they will reoffend.35

Although the “nothing works” doctrine asserted the ineffectiveness of correctional inter-
ventions,36 meta-analyses conducted after the publication of Martinson’s 1974 essay revealed 
that some programs in fact do work. Specifically, a group of Canadian psychologists identified 
the factors likely to increase treatment effectiveness, called “principles of effective correctional 
intervention.”37 According to the principles, while targeting the known predictors of crime 
and recidivism for change, interventions should be behavioral in nature, employing the cog-
nitive behavioral and social learning techniques, such as modeling, reinforcement, and cog-
nitive restructuring.38 For example, the most common forms of behavioral programs, known 
as “cognitive-behavioral,” aim to cognitively restructure the distorted or erroneous cognition 
of an offender and to assist him or her to learn new, adaptive cognitive skills. The principles 
also suggest that interventions should be more effective when used with high-risk than low-
risk offenders and conducted in the community as opposed to in an institutional setting. For 
 example, “multisystemic therapy”39 that conforms closely to the principles has been found to 
be a promising intervention.40

Bonta and Andrews developed the principles of effective treatment into the “RNR model,” 
which focuses on three core principles of risk (R), need (N), and responsivity (R).41 First, the 
risk principle suggests that treatment should be provided to high-risk rather than low-risk of-
fenders. Second, the need principle emphasizes the importance of addressing offenders’ “needs” 
or risk factors for offending. Treatment should focus on “dynamic” risk factors—criminogenic 
factors that are malleable—as opposed to “static” ones—characteristics associated with crime 
that cannot be changed, such as age and race. Third, the responsivity principle highlights the 
importance of targeting the true cause that would be “responsive” to the problem in ques-
tion. “General responsivity” concerns the use of cognitive-behavioral, social learning-based 
programs, whereas “specific responsivity” involves delivery of individualized treatments that 
would take into account the characteristics of offenders. The RNR model recommends that 
“correctional interventions focus on high-risk offenders, target empirically strong and malleable 
predictors of recidivism, and use treatments that are responsive to or capable of changing these 
dynamic risk factors.”42

In contrast to the RNR model, a new alternative framework for approaching offender re-
habilitation is the “Good Lives Model,” developed by Tony Ward and colleagues.43 The Good 
Lives Model prioritizes first meeting offenders’ needs, rather than prioritizing “risk,” as key to 
successfully motivating offender self-change. By noting the life-course differences produced by 
well-documented structural inequalities operative in the lives of many inmates, the Good Lives 
Model conceptualizes offending as a byproduct of environmental and social conditions often 
beyond the control of offenders. Early life experiences and lack of robust opportunity struc-
tures for prosocial behavior often hinders the life-course trajectories of citizens who end up in 
the American prison system. Utilizing a developmental framework similar to that of Abraham 
Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs, the Good Lives Model (GLM) conceptualizes optimal behavior 
as built upon a foundation of basic needs (called “primary goods”) having first been met. In 
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many cases, the GLM asserts, the “primary goods” necessary for building successful prosocial 
lives are dramatically missing from the lives of many offenders. Primary goods such as health, 
safety, and long-lasting interpersonal relationships that are nurturing, form the true foundations 
of prosocial behavior. Only when these foundational needs are consistently met, can “secondary 
goods” such as quality education, persistent employment, and self-development be fully culti-
vated and capitalized upon.

Referred to as a “strengths based” approach, the Good Lives Model operationalizes by seek-
ing first to incentivize good behavior early on through providing adequate resources, rather 
than disincentivize bad behavior through after-the-fact punishments. The GLM places chief 
emphasis upon how to reward and encourage conformity, rather than discourage and punish 
deviance. After all, proponents of the GLM argue, crime is low in low-crime neighborhoods 
not because these neighborhoods are inundated with saturation policing and high incarceration 
rates, but because residents have robust opportunity structures that both encourage and reward 
good behavior. As prosocial opportunities multiply, residents more deeply invest in prosocial 
identities. In short, residents of low-crime neighborhoods have many more prosocial oppor-
tunities to which they will gladly say “yes,” rather than simply a proliferation of opportunities 
to which they must “just say no.” Similarly, in a process we identify as “religiously-motivated 
identity transformation,” inmates in America’s largest maximum security prison who received 
gratis opportunities for voluntary religious education, developed “religious counter-narratives” 
to their status as “inmates,” scored higher on assessments of personal wellness, and eventually 
came to pride themselves upon “giving back to the prison” through personal service.44 Mis-
conduct rates for these inmates fell dramatically and stayed low. A growing body of research 
 supports GLM approaches to offender treatment, including work with sex-offenders, drug 
 addicts, and violent juveniles.45 Society’s lack of forgiveness and punitive response to offending 
is counter-productive and often ignores the social context of offending.

In sum, principles and empirical evidence of effective treatment exist, and promising  models 
of correctional intervention are available. However, according to Cullen and Gendreau, a 
 majority of prison programs are not based on either restorative principles or empirical evidence: 
“In fact, … only a minority of treatment programs in corrections are rooted in the existing 
research on ‘what works.’ … much of what is done within the field is a matter of correctional 
quackery.”46 More than a decade later, Cullen still made a similar assessment: “The norm that 
interventions should be based on evidence is now widely shared, [but] its use in agencies  remains 
spotty.”47 In other words, programs in American prisons tend to be limited not only in num-
ber but also in effectiveness, and this may partly explain the high recidivism of ex- prisoners. 
In addition, we believe that American prison programs would have more success in rehabilitat-
ing prisoners if they more intentionally addressed the issue of human agency as well as human 
capital, motivating prisoners to change and choose to live a prosocial life. For example, while 
clearly helpful, educational, and vocational skills themselves are unlikely to lead prisoners to 
live a prosocial life. With the benefit of empirical evidence, we argue that religion enhances the 
likelihood of rehabilitation as well as helping prisoners to become more virtuous and prosocial.

Religion and Prosocial Corrections: Toward Restoration

Rehabilitation is a principal goal of the correctional system in the United States. While it is one 
of four traditional goals of corrections along with retribution, incapacitation, and deterrence, 
rehabilitation is more closely related to how the system is referred to, corrections, than the other 
goals. Also, rehabilitation is complementary to the most recently added fifth goal, restoration, 
in that the former focuses on individual offenders to rehabilitate, whereas the latter emphasizes 
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restoring broken relationships between those offenders and the community. Restorative Justice 
looks beyond the mere guilt or innocence of individual offenders to examine more holistically 
how social relationships might be restored for both victims and offenders.

The goal of rehabilitation is based on the assumption that offenders can be treated to d esist 
from crime and eventually live a crime-free life. The object of treatment includes various 
 factors expected to be causally related to crime. Thus, rehabilitation involves various treatment 
programs intended to address the presence of risk factors for offending (e.g., mental illness, 
drug abuse, and anger problem) and the absence of protective factors (e.g., education, job skills, 
and cognitive functioning). While these issues are all important to address, when people ask 
whether offenders change, that is, are rehabilitated during incarceration, it concerns not only 
such treatment as helping them recover from drug addiction or complete General Educational 
Development (GEDs) but also fundamental change or transformation of the offender. Relevant 
to such change is the concept of self-identity and its transformation.

Identity Theories of Desistance from Crime

The anticipated key outcome of prisoner rehabilitation is post-release desistance from crime, 
which is a process rather than a discrete event: specifically, a developmental process of declining 
criminality, which is driven by various factors and eventually leads to the termination of of-
fending.48 While factors that contribute to the process of criminal desistance can be biological, 
psychological, or social, scholars explain the process focusing on either external or internal 
factors. That is, some posit that offenders desist from crime as a result of social (relational or 
role-related) or structural (institutional or opportunity-related) changes, whereas others em-
phasize psychological (cognitive and affective) or agentic (volitional) changes as a prerequisite 
for criminal desistance.

For example, Sampson and Laub explain post-adolescent desistance as a result of structural 
“turning points” associated with institutions of informal social control during a transition to 
young adulthood.49 Specifically, they posit and empirically demonstrate how entering into a 
“good” marriage relationship, getting a “quality” job, and joining the military decrease crime in 
adulthood because those changes function as turning points of institutional control.50  Although 
they later recognize the importance of internal as well as external factors,51 their primary focus 
remains on structural factors and what they call “desistance by default,” which is “not necessar-
ily a conscious or deliberate process” on the part of a desisting offender.52

However, other scholars emphasize the very “conscious or deliberate process” of human 
agency in explaining desistance. First, while acknowledging that environmental catalysts are 
necessary for change, Giordano, Cernkovich, and Rudolph (2002) posit that four types of inter-
related “cognitive transformations” are essential to desistance. They include: (1) one’s openness 
to change (a general cognitive readiness for change); (2) one’s exposure to a particular “hook 
(or set of hooks) for change” and its perceived meaning or importance for the individual; (3) 
one’s construction of a conventional new identity, “replacement self”; and (4) one’s perception 
of crime and deviance to be negative, unviable, or even personally irrelevant.53 Based on the 
neo-Meadian view of the interconnectedness between human cognitions and emotions, Gior-
dano later added the concept of “emotional self” because a motivation for change involves not 
only cognitive but also “emotional transformations.”54 That is, offenders in emotional transfor-
mation are more likely to be able to regulate and manage their emotions, thereby identifying 
themselves with socially acceptable positive emotions, and less likely to identify themselves with 
negative emotions than those who are not in the process of desistance from crime.
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Second, from a rational choice perspective, Paternoster and Bushway proposed an identity 
theory of desistance based on “a distinction between… one’s current or working identity and… 
the kind of person that one wishes to be—and, more importantly, not be [‘feared self ’]—in the 
future: one’s possible self.”55 A current or working identity as a criminal offender is fine as long as 
the criminal identity is perceived to be beneficial than harmful to them. However, it becomes 
problematic as offenders increasingly perceive diverse kinds of failures in their lives to be not 
only linked together but also attributable to the criminal identity itself.

The cognitive linking of previously isolated dissatisfactions and failures in life, called “crys-
tallization of discontent,” leads to a general sense of dissatisfaction with crime and gradually 
weakens commitment to an offender’s existing life and existing identity. This weakening pro-
vides offenders with the initial motivation to consider the benefits of adopting a non-criminal 
possible self in the future and engage in a deliberate act of intentional self-change. Therefore, 
offenders who engage in a crystallization of discontent are more likely to be conscious of their 
feared selves and thus intentional about changing themselves to achieve their possible selves than 
those who do not engage in the cognitive process.

In sum, existing theories, particularly, those focusing on internal factors contributing to de-
sistance emphasize the importance of human agency as well as structural catalysts (e.g., turning 
points or “hooks for change”) in explaining desistance. While they posited that an ideal typical 
sequence of cognitive transformations begins with a prisoner’s openness to change, Giordano 
et al. are not clear about what motivates prisoners to be open to change.56 On the other hand, 
for Paternoster and Bushway, it is a crystallization of discontent that motivates offenders to 
consider changing identity.57 So, when the cognitive process leads prisoners to conclude that 
their failures and dissatisfactions in life are not isolated incidences but interconnected outcomes 
of a common source, criminal identity, they are likely to be willing to consider a conventional 
identity.

Religion and Identity Transformation

Besides a crystallization of discontent, what would motivate prisoners to change, adopting a 
new, conventional identity in place of a current, criminal one? This question has a practical 
significance since once we identify the source of motivation, it can be incorporated into prison 
programming and correctional policy. We propose an identity crisis that prisoners are likely 
to face in prison may lead them to seek a new meaning in life to cope with the crisis and, as a 
result, consider adopting a conventional identity to replace their criminal identity. Specifically, 
it is an “existential crisis” where prisoners question the meaning of their lives that may lead to 
identity transformation.

We assume that offenders (like non-offenders) are existential beings in the sense that they 
have an innate need for meaning in life. Meaning is defined as “the sense made of, and signif-
icance felt regarding, the nature of one’s being and existence.”58 According to Frankl, humans 
have an inborn desire of “will to meaning” and, if the desire is not fulfilled, they are likely to 
experience an “existential vacuum” or emptiness inside, resulting in “existential frustration.”59 
While meaning could be claimed based on anything, Frankl suggests that the “true meaning 
of life” should be self-transcendent (i.e., discovered outside of an individual).60 For example, 
research shows that meaning is found in close relationship with family and other loved ones or 
a sense of belonging or mattering to them.61 Conversely, social exclusion and loneliness are in-
versely related to the perception of life as meaningful.62 Since prisons are known to be places of 
exclusion and isolation from society, it is understandable that offenders would come to perceive 
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their lives as meaningless. Moreover, the loss of social bonds is another possible by-product of 
incarceration which may also reinforce the perception of meaningless.

The pains of loss and deprivation prisoners experience in prison are not simply physical as the 
very foundation of their existence, such as a sense of self-worth, is threatened.63 Upon entrance, 
prisoners are stripped of supports taken for granted in the outside world and their identity be-
comes mortified as a result of a series of degradations of self in the “total institution.”64 The 
mortification of self, along with a sense of guilt and shame, is also likely to throw prisoners into 
an existential crisis in which they are confronted with the reality that their lives lack meaning 
and purpose. In this crisis, prisoners are also likely to question their current self-identity as the 
“divided self”65—“a contrast between what is and what might be me”66 or between “one’s 
current or working identity and … one’s possible self ”67—looms large.

This process of existential struggle might motivate prisoners to search for answers about their 
existence and its meaning by adopting a new interpretive system that offers not only meaning 
and guidance but also forgiveness and hope. Religion, which involves a transcendent being, 
can be a rare source of meaning readily available to prisoners.68 As a new system of meaning, 
religion enables prisoners to adopt a new “living narrative” that offers new identity (e.g., a child 
of God), new life goals or “calling,” and a new hope for the future, which is generated by a 
sense of meaning in life.69 Moreover, religion can provide a “second chance” at redemption that 
may further motivate prisoners to keep living a meaningful and purpose-driven life because the 
belief that they can now live meaningful lives energizes the self and motivates goal-directed, 
prosocial behavior, which further provide meaning in life.70

Prisoners who found new meaning and purpose in life come to have a new identity as they 
consider their existence as meaningful despite their criminal past and current incarceration. 
In other words, they come to have a new, “meaningful self”71 or “existential identity” as they 
identify themselves with the newly discovered existential meaning of life. Replacing an old, 
meaningless self with a new, meaningful self can be called “existential identity transformation.” 
Identity transformation via religion (i.e., existential identity transformation) is a cognitive pro-
cess in that it involves a change in worldview and self-concept, which may lead a prisoner to 
see and interpret reality in a fundamentally different way, as a result of a new living narrative. 
It is also an affective process because it includes dealing with the prisoner’s guilt and shame 
stemming from a criminal past and their associated emotions, such as anger and the feelings of 
depression.72 Therefore, it is necessary to examine existential identity transformation in rela-
tion to both cognitive and emotional identity transformations, proposed by Giordano et al. and 
 Paternoster and Bushway.73 One recent study examined those relationships.

In their study of inmates at the Louisiana State Penitentiary (a.k.a. Angola), Jang et al. con-
ceptualized identity transformation as a process of developing a new self-identity rather than a 
discrete event of abrupt self-change.74 Thus, if observed at any point in time, inmates were 
expected to be different in their progress in identity transformation. That is, inmates who have 
advanced ahead of others in the process are more likely to show signs of identity transformation 
than those who are behind, slow, or not even in the process. Using survey data from 2,249 in-
mates, they constructed measures of an inmate’s religiousness (individual religiosity, religious 
conversion, and congregational participation), existential (identity) transformation, cognitive 
transformation, crystallization of discontent, and transformation in positive and negative af-
fect.75 Results from estimating a latent-variable structural equation model (SEM) showed: (1) 
religious conversion and, to a lesser extent, individual religiosity were positively related to 
existential and cognitive transformations and crystallization of discontent; (2) both existential 
and cognitive transformations were positively related to transformation in positive affect; and 
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(3) individual religiosity was also positively related to transformation in positive affect. In sum, 
religion seemed to have contributed to existential, cognitive, and emotional identity transfor-
mations and crystallization of discontent among inmates.

In two subsequent studies, Jang and his colleagues examined the relationship between 
inmate religiosity and a sense of meaning and purpose in life, which is an indicator of ex-
istential identity. In a first study, using the same measure of religiosity (perceived closeness 
to God, perceived importance of religion, religious service attendance, praying outside 
of religious services, and reading a sacred book in private) that was used in their earlier 
study,76 Jang et al. found an inmate’s religiosity was positively associated with his perceived 
presence of meaning in life as hypothesized: that is, more religious inmates tended to have 
a clear sense of meaning and purpose in life compared to their less or not religious peers.77 
While this study was based on data collected from male prisoners in Texas, a second study 
employed data from male and female prisoners in a non-Western country, South Africa.78 
Using the data collected from a survey with 425 inmates, (245 males and 180 females), 
housed in four prisons, Jang et al. replicated the positive relationship between religiosity 
and presence of meaning among inmates: that is, the more religious, the more likely to 
have a sense of meaning and purpose in life. In addition, the positive relationship was found 
among both males and females, indicating that religion’s contribution to existential identity 
transformation was applicable to both male and female inmates. This finding based on non-
Wetern data also shows that the religiosity-meaning relationship may be cross-culturally 
applicable.

Finally, we report results from a preliminary analysis of two-wave panel data collected 
from survey with 424 male inmates in two prisons in Colombia to assess the effects of a 
faith-based program of Prison Fellowship International (PFI), called “The Prisoner’s Journey 
(TPJ),” on offender rehabilitation in prison.79 TPJ is an eight-week course, run by more than 
650 prisons in about 40 countries including Colombia and South Africa. A half of the sample 
(i.e., 212 inmates) participated in TPJ (treatment group), and the other half did not (control 
group). A pretest survey was administered to the total sample (n = 424) before inmates of 
the treatment group participated in TPJ, and 253 of them (97 TPJ inmates and 156 non-TPJ 
inmates) participated in a posttest after the participating inmates completed the program. 
Although the program was an eight-week course, it took, on average, about three months 
due to prison lockdown and other interruptions of program administration. The program 
was run in small groups (10–15 inmates per group), and time interval between pretest (Time 
1) and posttest (Time 2) varied among those groups. So, the interval (in days) was controlled 
for in analysis.

A manifest-variable SEM was constructed to examine whether the effects of participation 
in TPJ on a sense of meaning and purpose in life (search for as well as presence of meaning) 
and identity transformations (replacement self, negative emotional self, and crystallization 
of discontent) were mediated by religiosity. In other words, the faith-based program was 
hypothesized to increase religiosity, which, in turn, enhanced a sense of meaning and pur-
pose in life. It was also hypothesized that an increase in presence of meaning contributed to 
cognitive and emotional identity transformations and crystallization of discontent.80 Besides 
the time interval between pretest and posttest, inmate’s self-reported spiritual transforma-
tion and participation in other prison programs were controlled for to avoid estimating 
confounding effects.

Results from model estimation are presented in Table 1.1. As expected, an inmate’s par-
ticipation in TPJ increased religiosity (.138) between Times 1 and 2, and the increase in 
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religiosity enhanced the inmate’s perceived presence of meaning in life (.336). In addition, 
the increase in presence of meaning was found to have significant effects on cognitive and 
emotional transformations, that is, replacement self (.189) and negative emotional self (–.162) 
in the expected direction. Although the perception of meaning in life had no significant 
effect on crystallization of discontent (.074, p > .05), religiosity was found to have a direct 
effect on it (.188).

In sum, consistent with the previous findings,81 overall results indicate that the faith-based 
program helped inmates develop a sense of meaning and purpose in life by increasing their 
involvement in religion. The new belief in existential meaning and life’s purpose, in turn, led 
inmates not only to be open to change and willing to have themselves changed completely but 
also to replace their old bad self with a good new self. There was also an indication of emotional 
identity transformation: that is, inmates with a new sense of meaning and purpose in life were 
less likely to identify themselves with the feelings of depression, anger, frustration, and anxiety. 
In addition, inmates who increased their religious involvement were more likely to engage in a 
crystallization of discontent.

Conclusion

While the US prison population has been declining since 2009, about 1.5 million persons are 
incarcerated in state and federal prisons. It annually costs, on average, more than $30,000 to 
keep each inmate in state prison. Despite the high taxpayer cost of state prisons, recidivism 
among released state prisoners remains high for the past several decades. For example, about 
40% of released state prisoners are arrested for a new crime within a year, and about 75% of 
all prisoners released are arrested by the end of fifth year. Recidivism is lower among federal 
prisoners (e.g., about 45% of prisoners are rearrested within five years after release), but the 
difference is likely to be attributable mainly to differences in sociodemographic and offending 
characteristics between federal and state prisoners released.

The high recidivism rate indicates that American prisons are not doing a good job in re-
forming prisoners, which means their protection of public safety generally stops at the moment 
prisoners are released back into the community. American prisons are not to be solely blamed 
for the high recidivism because various factors and circumstances prisoners encounter after 
release also contribute to their reoffending. However, they are not without blame, either, to 
the extent that they fail to help prisoners change through rehabilitative programming during 
their incarceration whether the failure is due to policy-makers’ reluctance to be “soft on crime,” 
retributive correctional policies, or financial constraints.82

The “nothing works” doctrine has been debunked, and the principles of effective cor-
rectional intervention have been developed. Those principles provide a theoretical basis for 
achieving efficacious treatment of offenders. Empirical research shows what works for prisoner 
rehabilitation, so we can be smart to maximize the utility of limited resources. For example, 
interventions that provide learning opportunities where antisocial cognitions and behaviors 
are replaced with prosocial cognitions and behaviors tend to be effective. As mentioned above, 
while the RNR model has gained some preliminary empirical support, it has also been criti-
cized for its failure to address social context. As much of criminological research has demon-
strated, the fact that such profoundly high disproportions of citizens “at risk” for offending 
come from socioeconomically disadvantaged backgrounds cannot be ignored. Through an 
over-fixation on individual-level traits, the RNR model ignores the other half of the equation: 
social and environmental conditions.
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