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Overview

• ‘Moral performance’ or MQPL dimension scores in general, but a 
number of them at a statistically significant level, are significantly related 
to reoffending rates, all in ‘the right’ direction (so higher MQPL scores 
mean lower than expected reconvictions). 

• ‘Morally intelligible’ prisons both engage and ‘contain’ prisoners (in the 
therapeutic sense), and they permit the proactive development of 
personal capacities.

• Values grow virtues?

• Early prison sociology was ‘preoccupied by norms’ (in a quest for 
resocialisation)



Prison climate in prison sociology

‘Therapy is hardly possible in an anti-therapeutic atmosphere, 
and ... it is very optimistic to believe that resocialisation can 
take place in the therapist’s office if the prisoner lives in the 
prison climate described above [comprising conflict, 
frustration, a powerful sub-culture, confusion of purpose, and 
disorganisation] for 166 hours in a week when he is not being 
‘resocialised.’ 

(Galtung, J The Social Functions of a Prison 1958: 138).



Values in prisons research

• Critical, sceptical analyses: prisons are ‘all about power and pain’

• Basic split between staff and prisoners: separate moral territory

• Sparks, Bottoms and Hay on prisons as moral communities

• Two directions to the key concepts

• Appreciative inquiry and ethnography-led measurement

• Well-being

• Another split: between sociologists and administrators

• Re-entry of values in prison climate research



Important characteristics of MQPL

• Independent of any theory of change

• Thorough grounding in what is experienced as ‘best’ as well 
as ‘what matters’

• Testing of an unusual methodology 

• Focus on the conceptualisation of complex, essentially 
qualitative dimensions of experience.



Modelling overall distress and GHQ12:
prisoner data 2002 and 2004

Dignity
Relationships
Respect
Fairness
Clarity
Security and Order
Frustration

Safety

Family Contact

Distress

-0.21

-0.16

-0.44

-0.13

-0.11
R2 = 0.50 (2002)
R2 = 0.45 (2004)

0.44
0.47

0.29
0.28

0.42
0.42

- Offending Behaviour
- Personal Development GHQ12

-0.45

Institutional 
Suicide
Rates

-0.24
-0.24

0.81
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The ‘big five’ dimensions of prison quality for personal 
development1

1 Controlling for function, + public/private 
ownership/management

HUMANITY

‘AN ENVIRONMENT CHARACTERISED 
BY KIND REGARD AND CONCERN 

FOR THE PERSON’
(3.27)

BUREAUCRATIC LEGITIMACY

‘THE TRANSPARENCY AND RESPONSIVITY 
OF THE PRISON/PRISON SYSTEM AND ITS 
MORAL RECOGNITION OF THE INDIVIDUAL’

(3.97)

STAFF PROFESSIONALISM

‘STAFF CONFIDENCE AND 
COMPETENCE IN THE USE OF 

AUTHORITY’
(3.53)

HELP AND ASSISTANCE
‘SUPPORT AND ENCOURAGEMENT FOR 

PROBLEMS, INCLUDING DRUGS, 
HEALTHCARE + PROGRESSION’

(3.37)
ORGANISATION + 

CONSISTENCY
‘THE CLARITY, PREDICTABILITY AND 

RELIABILITY OF THE PRISON’
(3.08)

PERSONAL 
DEVELOPMENT
(‘HELP WITH THE 

DEVELOPMENT OF 
POTENTIAL’)

(3.28)

R2 = 69.2

.144 ***

.166 ***

.145 ***

.413 ***

.101 ***



Imprisonment and Reoffending

...the social experiences of prison are likely crime-generating’ (Nagin,
Cullen et al. 2009: 60).

‘The great majority of studies point to a null or criminogenic effects of the
prison experience on subsequent offending’ (Cullen, Jonson et al. 2011:
178).

‘...it would be perverse to structure penal administration policies around
the view that a positive prison social climate cannot make any difference
to re-offending rates.’ (Harding 2014: 163).

‘unrealistic to expect a prison official to influence the postrelease
behaviour of offenders’ (Logan 1990, Thomas and Corrections 1997).



Linking Moral and Social Climate to Reoffending

1. Moos (1975): Social climate may be related to parole success;
• Moderate staff control and open interpersonal communication vs. 

military-style regimentation and frequent use of group and individual 
punishments. 

2. Barton and Mackin (2012): Attempt to transform the institutional climate 
of an Alaskan 22-bed juvenile correctional facility by adopting a strengths-
based approach to assessment and case planning.

• Those that experienced the new regime had lower levels of reoffending 
two years post release.

3. Schubert, Mulvey et al. (2012): Sample of 519 mostly male, ethnically 
diverse serious offenders.

• Those who rated their institutional experiences more positively were 
less likely to self-report antisocial behaviour, rearrest or be returned to 
custody.



Therapeutic Climate and Reoffending

• Therapeutic communities  lower reoffending.

• Stay’N Out; 9-12m therapeutic program - three times less likely to 
reoffend (Incardi, 1996).

• Grendon - ‘The conventional inmate culture is largely dismantled to 
accommodate the therapeutic relationships with staff as well 
as...between inmates...The maintenance of order is largely 
uncontroversial and is achieved by way of cooperation’ (Genders 
and Player, 1995)

• Reoffending after 2 years is 33% (UK average = 47%) 

• ‘The presence of rehabilitative-type personnel and their efforts to 
implement treatment-oriented programs can have a positive effect on 
prison environments, at least from the inmates’ perspective.’ (Waters 
and Megathlin, 2002)



Findings from Quasi-Experimental Studies

Prison regime:
• Security conditions - prisoners who were assigned to the higher security 

establishment had an increased likelihood of re-arrest following release (Chen 
and Shapiro, 2007). 

• Security conditions - those in the medium-high security prison had a 31.1 
percent increased risk of reoffending compared to those in minimum security 
conditions (Gaes and Camp, 2009).

• Italian prisoners displaced to an open-cell rehabilitation prison, found that 
spending one year at the rehabilitation prison (as opposed to a mainstream 
prison) reduced recidivism by about 10 percentage points over a three-year 
period (Mastrobuoni and Terlizzese, 2015). 

Public/private prisons: 
• Private prisons - lower overall rate of reoffending, less serious offences (Lanza-

Kaduce, Parker et al., 1999). 



Measuring the Social Climate of Prisons

Harmony
Entry into custody
Respect/courtesy

Staff-prisoner 
relationships

Humanity
Decency

Care for the vulnerable
Help as assistance

Professionalism
Staff professionalism

Bureaucratic legitimacy
Fairness

Organisation & 
consistency

Security
Policing & Security

Prisoner safety
Prisoner adaptation
Drugs & exploitation

Conditions & Family 
Contact

Conditions 
Family contact

Wellbeing & 
Development

Personal development
Wellbeing
Distress

MQPL

Relationships
Involvement

Support
spontaneity

System 
Maintenance

Order & 
organisation

Clarity
Staff control

Personal Growth
Autonomy

Practical orientation
Personal problem 

orientation
Anger & aggression

CIES

Residents 
Cohesion & Mutual 

Support
Experienced Safety Therapeutic HoldEssenCES



Analytical Sample

• Five years of MQPL Survey data (2009 – 2013).

• 224 prisons were surveyed (24,508 prisoner completed the survey).

• MoJ published data on predicted and proven reoffending.

• Covariates:
• Type of prison
• Mean age of prisoners
• % BME
• % Completing an offending behaviour programme in that prison



The Current Analysis

1. Explore MQPL scores for each category of prison.

2. Examine rates of proven reoffending  for each category of prison.

3. How accurate are predicted rates of reoffending when compared to 
proven rates of reoffending?

4. Do MQPL dimension scores predict the difference between predicted 
and proven reoffending rates?

5. Do MQPL dimension scores predict rates of proven reoffending 
controlling for the category of prison, mean age of prisoners, % BME 
prisoners, and % prisoners completing an OBP?

6. Are the MQPL dimensions important in predicting how successful 
OBPs are in reducing reoffending?

7. A new theoretical model of prison effects.



1. MQPL Dimension Mean Scores



2. Proven Reoffending: Percentage who Reoffend



3. How accurate are rates of predicted reoffending?



4. Do MQPL dimension scores predict the difference 
between predicted and proven reoffending rates?

b
Harmony Dimensions 

Entry into custody 1.91**

Respect/courtesy 1.28†

Staff-prisoner relationships 1.51*

Humanity 2.09**

Decency 2.63***

Care for the vulnerable 1.97*

Help and assistance 1.94*

Professionalism Dimensions

Staff professionalism 0.26

Bureaucratic legitimacy 1.58†

Fairness 1.47*

Organisation & consistency 1.80**

b
Security Dimensions

Policing and security 1.79†
Prisoner safety 2.87***
Prisoner adaptation 4.55***
Drugs and exploitation 1.67**
Conditions & Family Contact Dimensions
Conditions 2.31***
Family contact 1.31*
Wellbeing and Development Dimensions
Personal development 2.79***

Personal autonomy 3.41***

Wellbeing 2.12***

Distress 1.88**

Overall Quality of Life 0.70***



5. Relationship between MQPL prison culture scores 
and reoffending rates

b
Harmony Dimensions 

Entry into custody -4.00†

Respect/courtesy -1.92

Staff-prisoner relationships -3.85

Humanity -4.56†

Decency -6.32**

Care for the vulnerable -5.13

Help and assistance -5.56†

Professionalism Dimensions

Staff professionalism -3.09

Bureaucratic legitimacy -3.89

Fairness -2.46

Organisation & consistency -5.12*

b
Security Dimensions

Policing and security -9.06**
Prisoner safety -9.37**
Prisoner adaptation -10.67**
Drugs and exploitation -9.96***
Conditions & Family Contact Dimensions
Conditions 0.14
Family contact -2.65
Wellbeing and Development Dimensions
Personal development -4.71†

Personal autonomy -6.92*

Wellbeing -4.97*

Distress -6.12*

Overall Quality of Life -1.02
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Explaining the relationship between MQPL and Reoffending

PERSONAL AUTONOMY
PRISONERS’ FEELINGS OF 

AGENCY AND SELF-
DETERMINATION

ORGANISATION & 
CONSISTENCY

THE CLARITY, PREDICTABILITY AND 
RELIABILITY OF THE PRISON

PROVEN 
REOFFENDING

R2 = 0.69 – 0.73

-5.12*

-9.06**

-9.37**

-10.67**

-9.96***

DECENCY
THE EXTENT TO WHICH STAFF AND THE 

REGIME ARE CONSIDERED 
REASONABLE AND APPROPRIATE

POLICING & SECURITY
STAFF SUPERVISION AND CONTROL OF 

THE PRISON ENVIRONMENT

PRISONER SAFETY
THE FEELINGS OF SECURITY OR 

PROTECTION FROM HARM, THREAT OR 
DANGER

PRISONER ADAPTATION
THE NEED OR PRESSURE TO GET 

INVOLVED IN TRADE AND ALLEGIANCES

DRUGS & EXPLOITATION
THE LEVEL OF DRUGS, BULLYING AND 

VICTIMISATION
WELLBEING

FEELINGS OF PAIN, 
PUNNISHMENT & TENSION 

DISTRESS
FEELINGS OF SEVERE 

EMOTIONAL 
DISTUBANCE

-6.32**

-6.92* -4.97*

-6.12*



Prisoner Adaptation - the need or pressure to get 
involved in trade and allegiances



6. Are MQPL dimension score important in determining 
how successful OBPs are in reducing reoffending?

A moderation effects model 
(aka an interaction)

% OBP
Proven

Reoffending

MQPL 
score

Significant MQPL dimensions:
• Entry into custody*

• Decency**

• Bureaucratic legitimacy*

• Conditions*

• Family contact†

• Personal autonomy**

• Wellbeing**

• Distress*



6. A new theoretical model of prison effects



Conclusion: Recognition and growth

• Human flourishing is dependent on the existence of well-established, ‘ethical 
relations – in particular, relations of love, law, and ‘ethical life’ (Anderson, 
Translator’s introduction to Axel Honneth (1995) The Struggle for Recognition

• The conditions for self-realisation turn out to be dependent on the establishment of 
relationships of recognition.

• To ‘recognise’ individuals or groups is to ascribe to them some positive status .. This 
is a precondition for self-realisation.

• Due recognition is not just a courtesy we owe people, it is a vital human need 
(Taylor 1992).

• The very possibility of (positive) identity formation depends crucially on the 
development of self-confidence, self-respect, and self-esteem. These can only be 
acquired and maintained inter-subjectively, through being granted recognition by 
others.

• Need opportunities to exercise the universal capacities constitutive of personhood.

• This is a normative social struggle. (The ‘moral grammar of conflict’)



• Prisoners need: stability, clarity, protection and support, decent 
treatment, including respect and recognition, and freedoms and 
opportunities. 

• This is ‘good authority’. Furedi (2013) Authority works only if it has 
‘moral meaning’. 

• The best prison officers become accomplishers rather than ‘keepers of 
the peace’. They create order rather than maintain it. 

• When officers use their authority well – that is, legitimately and carefully, 
every outcome is improved: suicide, disorder, violence, political charge, 
and even prisoners’ futures. 

• Prison officers are political philosophers in action.



Speaking the language of (reconceptualised)
power in reconviction/evaluation research

• Moral ideas work well in prison but have been neglected ..

Prisoners are capable of living in a morally oriented reality. 
They understand, at a phenomenological level, that what they 
experience as unfair practices in prison are ‘morally 
inappropriate’ (Liebling 2015; Bottoms 2016: 11). As persons 
they may be, in part, morally and emotionally ‘broken’ but their 
many capacities can (and many will) be positively as well as 
negatively charged. The last thing we should do is place 
emergent persons in ‘broken’ institutions or ‘morally 
unintelligible’ prisons. More legitimate, and more legitimately 
used, prisons are more likely to help build a ‘disposition to 
desist’.    (Auty and Liebling 2016).



Thank you


