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A B S T R A C T   

This study focuses on identifying factors that, from the perspective of prisoners, contribute to 
positive perceptions of rehabilitation (correction) in prison. A survey was conducted of 645 soon- 
to-be-released inmates (530 males and 115 females) in five institutions, with questions covering 
demographics, incarceration details, access to social services, and personal values. The research 
revealed that male inmates tended to hold more positive views on penitentiary rehabilitation than 
female inmates. However, it was observed that the rigidity of the prison regime and the existence 
of chronic illnesses among inmates negatively influenced these positive perceptions towards 
rehabilitation. Furthermore, the implementation of diverse rehabilitation-focused initiatives by 
non-governmental organisations (NGOs), coupled with an awareness of rights and responsibilities 
and the presence of strong family values, has been linked to fostering positive perceptions of 
rehabilitation. These findings highlight the critical need for enhanced cooperation between non- 
governmental organisations and prison facilities, as well as the introduction of social work 
practices within Kazakhstan’s prison system. Policymakers should consider these factors when 
designing evidence-based rehabilitation strategies, emphasising the utilization of social work 
technologies.   

1. Introduction 

The social rehabilitation of prisoners is a pertinent and complex problem that affects not only the individuals involved but also 
society as a whole. The high rates of recidivism among ex-offenders, where they reoffend and return to the criminal justice system, not 
only cause economic losses but also contribute to a reduction in the quality of life for prisoners and their families (Petersilia, 2003a,b). 
For example, the cost of incarcerating prisoners has increased significantly over the years, with an estimated US$182 billion spent 
annually in the United States alone (Prison Policy Initiative, 2017). According to a recent report by Kazakhstan’s weekly national 
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business newspaper Kursiv (2022), the number of individuals held in rehabilitation facilities in the Republic of Kazakhstan as of 1 
August exceeded 34,000, including over 3000 individuals who are under investigative arrest. It has been observed that an estimated US 
$131,000 is expended daily to maintain all detainees, based on a daily cost of US$4 per prisoner. The allocated expenses encompass 
several categories, such as food, medications, clothing, bedding, hygiene products, utilities, inmate transportation, and travel ar
rangements for released convicts. In 2021 alone, the maintenance of prisoners in Kazakhstan accounted for the substantial sum of US 
$98 million (Kursiv, 2022). Therefore, finding effective methods of rehabilitating and correcting prisoners is crucial for reducing 
recidivism rates, improving the lives of prisoners and their families, and, ultimately, benefiting society. 

Although the importance of prisoner rehabilitation is recognised, it remains a complex and challenging issue to address. It is 
important to note that prisons are expected to fulfil four main tasks: protection, punishment, rehabilitation, and integration (Davis, 
2013). Of these four key roles that prisons play – protection, punishment, rehabilitation, and integration – it is primarily through 
punishment (as restriction) that they effectively fulfil their role in protecting society from individuals who present a risk to public 
safety. Two other pivotal roles—rehabilitation and reintegration—suggest that beyond creating a safe environment, addressing an 
individual’s need for skill development and support in transitioning back into society are critical. Rehabilitation focuses on trans
forming behaviors through educational and therapeutic interventions, aiming to reduce recidivism by equipping individuals with the 
tools needed for a law-abiding life post-release. Reintegration, on the other hand, emphasises the importance of community support, 
stable employment, and housing in ensuring a successful return to society. Research by the RAND Corporation and the Mackinac 
Centre for Public Policy has confirmed the benefits of prison vocational training and community engagement programs. These studies 
reveal that such initiatives significantly lower recidivism rates and boost employment prospects for ex-inmates, highlighting the 
cost-effectiveness of educational investments in corrections, with substantial savings on incarceration costs and notable societal and 
economic returns (Davis et al., 2013; Wetzel, 2023). 

In countries with a strong emphasis on rehabilitation, such as Norway and Sweden, recidivism rates were found to be significantly 
lower, around 20%–30%, compared to the global average of 50%–60%. Analysis of a rehabilitation-focused facility showed a 40% 
increase in post-release employment rates, compared to a 20% increase in a conventional prison. Educational programmes in prisons 
correlated with a 25% reduction in violent behaviour among inmates. 

Prisons should focus on rehabilitation programmes, including education, vocational training, therapy, and reintegration efforts, to 
address the root causes of criminal behaviour and aid sustainable societal re-entry. 

As a result, the question arises as to whether a prison is a suitable and effective environment for rehabilitation. Prisons separate 
offenders from their families and communities, promoting antisocial behaviour and limiting coping methods, factors that are generally 
not conducive to successful rehabilitation (Petersilia, 2003a,b; Sykes, 2007). 

Prisoners’ perceptions of rehabilitation play a crucial role in achieving effective rehabilitation, better behaviour within institutions, 
and favourable outcomes after release (Stacer, 2022). In our survey, we referred to the prisoners’ attitudes towards prison rehabili
tation as a general process, not their individual rehabilitation plans. This distinction aimed to gauge overall perceptions of the 
rehabilitation system within the prison context. Research indicates that inmates’ outlook on their correctional environment and the 
availability of rehabilitative programmes greatly influence their experiences and the eventual results of serving the custodial sentence 
(Edwards, 2021; Kjelsberg et al., 2007; Lambert et al., 2009). If an inmate has a negative perception of the prison setting, including 
being critical of the presence of social hierarchies, insufficient physical space, and a lack of engaging activities, it can impede the 
success of rehabilitation initiatives. Comprehending inmates’ perspectives on rehabilitation is essential for formulating strategies that 
foster a pro-social prison atmosphere, eliminate obstacles to programme access, and enhance the overall efficacy of rehabilitation 
initiatives. 

In this regard, it is important to understand how prisoners themselves view the concept of rehabilitation and how this fits into 
procedural criminal justice. This can be explored through theoretical analysis and investigation in an empirical study with a sample of 
prisoners in their pre-released period (up to one year before release). Proponents of penitentiary rehabilitation, characterised by their 
positive and supportive perceptions of rehabilitation, play a crucial role in shaping the discourse surrounding rehabilitation practices 
(Wright, 1980). Their perspectives emphasise the potential for change and successful reintegration, providing valuable insights for 
policy interventions and reform efforts. By understanding the factors influencing positive perceptions among inmates, we can draw 
upon relevant theories to gain a deeper understanding of the underlying mechanisms and processes at play in the formation and 
maintenance of these viewpoints. 

1.1. Importance of the study 

Past research on the prison environment has predominantly centred around scales for assessing inmates’ perceptions of their 
surroundings in prison (Ross et al., 2008; Saylor, 1984; Tonkin, 2015; Wright, 1985) or has taken place in countries other than 
Kazakhstan, such as Germany, Canada, and the UK (Allison and Ireland, 2010; Ireland et al., 2016; Molleman and van Ginneken, 2015; 
Stasch et al., 2018; Woessner and Schwedler, 2014). 

Studies have indicated that constructive therapeutic relationships can lead to favourable outcomes in treatment, including lower 
rates of reoffending (Dowden and Andrews, 2000; Stasch et al., 2018), and that a positive prison environment can diminish 
pro-offending attitudes (Woessner and Schwedler, 2014). 

Since prisoners are the primary actors in prison life, their perspectives offer crucial insights into the real conditions and efficacy of 
correctional programmes. In our study, we delve into the nuanced perceptions that prisoners have of penitentiary rehabilitation. We 
aim to understand the myriad factors influencing these perceptions, recognising that they are not merely surface-level views but are 
shaped by a complex interplay of experiences within the penitentiary system. Our focus is on exploring how different elements, such as 
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the existence of infectious diseases, family support, the possibility of a paid job, access to NGOs, an individual’s experience of 
detention, etc., contribute to shaping inmates’ attitudes towards rehabilitation. This understanding is crucial in assessing the effec
tiveness of current rehabilitation efforts and in identifying areas for improvement to make these programmes more responsive to the 
needs and perspectives of those they are designed to rehabilitate (Anderson and Gröning, 2016; Houston, 2013; Uche et al., 2015). 

2. Background and theoretical framework 

2.1. Perceptions of penitentiary rehabilitation through the prism of people living in prisons 

The present study intended to investigate the factors associated with rehabilitation perception among prisoners in Kazakhstan. 
“Factors” refers to various aspects that may influence prisoners’ perceptions of rehabilitation, such as personal rights and duties and 
awareness of NGO social support. These factors can be both internal and external. 

Internal factors may include individual perceptions, beliefs, and values that influence prisoners’ attitudes towards the rehabili
tation system and their motivation to engage in rehabilitation. These factors may be related to personal experiences, cultural back
ground, or education level (O’Connor, Perreyclear, 2013). 

External factors may include broader societal issues such as the political climate, public opinion about crime and punishment, and 
the availability of resources for rehabilitation programmes. These factors may affect the policies and practices of the rehabilitation 
system and shape prisoners’ experiences of incarceration (Clear et al., 2020). 

Psychological factors may include prisoners’ mental health status, coping mechanisms, and self-esteem. These factors may affect 
prisoners’ ability to engage in rehabilitation programmes and their overall success in reintegrating into society after release. Overall, 
understanding the various factors that influence prisoners’ perceptions of rehabilitation can inform the development of effective in
terventions and policies aimed at promoting positive behaviour change and reducing recidivism rates (McMurran et al., 2008). 

One topic that especially intrigues scholars is the way that prison inmates perceive the time they spend in incarceration. This 
interest stems from the understanding that the prison setting can shape individuals’ adaptation and behaviours within that context, 
potentially impacting their conduct even upon release (Wright, 1985). Researchers are more likely to delve into understanding the 
factors that shape officers’ attitudes towards rehabilitation than focus on prisoners’ perspectives. The expectation is that insights into 
the perspective of officers may contribute to improving the overall organisation of correctional systems (Farkas, 2001). 

Previous research suggests that prisoners’ perceptions and beliefs can have a significant impact on their behaviour and outcomes 
both during and after incarceration. For example, a study by Rungreangkulkij et al. (2021) found that prisoners with positive per
ceptions of rehabilitation had better mental and physical health outcomes upon release. Additionally, a study by Barkworth, 2018 
entitled “Prisons, procedural justice and motivational posturing: Examining prisoners” well-being and compliance behaviour’ found 
that prisoners who felt that they were treated with respect and dignity were more likely to comply with rules and regulations, leading 
to improved outcomes upon release. These findings suggest that addressing prisoners’ perceptions and beliefs towards the rehabili
tation system is an important aspect of promoting positive behaviour change and successful reintegration into society. 

According to the procedural justice theory, people care about not only the outcome of a decision but also about the process by 
which the decision was made (Rawls et al., 2005). This theory emphasises the importance of fair and transparent procedures as they 
help to ensure individuals perceive decisions as legitimate, even if they disagree with the outcome. In the context of rehabilitation 
facilities, prisoners are more likely to comply with rules and regulations if they perceive them as fair and legitimate (Ryan and Bergin, 
2022). 

For example, providing prisoners with opportunities to voice their opinions and concerns about the rehabilitation system can help 
to ensure that their perspectives are considered and that procedures are viewed as transparent and fair. Ensuring that rehabilitation 
procedures are consistent and applied equally to all prisoners can help to reduce perceptions of unfairness and increase compliance 
with rules and regulations (Freudenberg et al., 2005; Binswanger et al., 2007; Lipsey and Cullen, 2007; Clear and Austin, 2017). Pickett 
and Ryon (2017) propose in their article a dialogic approach to legitimacy in criminal justice systems. The article argues that involving 
individuals in meaningful interactions and dialogues within the rehabilitation context can build more positive relationships between 
officers and prisoners. 

A growing body of research has highlighted the importance of considering the perspectives of prisoners in shaping policies and 
programmes aimed at promoting positive behaviour change and reducing recidivism rates (Bales and Mears, 2008; Clear and Frost, 
2014; Dowden and Andrews, 2000; Petersilia, 2003(a)). This research suggests that involving prisoners in the design and imple
mentation of programmes can increase their sense of ownership and investment in the process, ultimately leading to greater success in 
achieving positive outcomes (such as reducing recidivism, improving educational and vocational skills, enhancing psychological 
well-being). 

Previous research has highlighted the benefits of educational and vocational training programmes for prisoners. For example, a 
study conducted by Davis (2013) found that prisoners who participated in educational programmes during their incarceration had a 
43% reduction in their odds of recidivism compared to those who did not participate. Similarly, a study by Aos et al. (2006) found that 
prisoners who participated in vocational training programmes had a 28% reduction in their odds of recidivism compared to those who 
did not participate. These findings suggest that providing prisoners with opportunities for education and skill-building can have a 
positive impact on their motivation and empowerment, ultimately leading to a reduction in recidivism rates. 

Several studies have found that the dehumanising and oppressive nature of the prison system can lead to negative psychological 
effects for prisoners, including a loss of identity and a sense of helplessness (Akhona Sinefu, 2014; Schnittker, 2014). Haney (2016) also 
researched the psychological impact of incarceration and found that it can lead to feelings of powerlessness and a loss of autonomy. In 
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addition, Lambie and Randell (2013) conducted a review of the literature on the impact of incarceration on mental health and found 
that a lack of access to resources and support can exacerbate mental health issues in prisoners. 

It is important to address the power dynamics and inequalities within the prison system in order to promote a more humane and 
rehabilitative approach to rehabilitation. By prioritising the well-being and dignity of prisoners, authorities can work towards creating 
a system that is truly focused on rehabilitation and reducing recidivism (Travis et al., 2014). 

It’s crucial to underscore the existing deficit in comprehensive data concerning prisoners’ experiences. Furthermore, there is a 
profound necessity for ongoing research to delve into and comprehend key factors that mold prisoners’ perceptions of the rehabili
tation system. 

For example, one study (Johnsen et al., 2011) found that the quality of relationships between prisoners and rehabilitation officers 
had a significant impact on prisoners’ perceptions of the prison environment. Prisoners who reported positive relationships with of
ficers were more likely to view the prison environment as supportive and conducive to rehabilitation. A study by Jolenes’s investigated 
the impact of prisoner treatment on compliance and outcomes upon release. The study was conducted in several prisons in the UK and 
focused on the perceptions of prisoners regarding their treatment by staff (van der Kaap-Deeder et al., 2019). 

The study by Crewe et al. (2011), “Staff culture, use of authority and prisoner quality of life in public and private sector prisons”, 
delves into the viewpoints of incarcerated individuals within British prisons, placing particular focus on their quality of life. The study 
found that the primary determinant of quality of life in prisons was the demeanour of prison staff towards the inmates. 

Additionally, while there are separate publications on social work within the prison system, such as Visher and Travis (2003), 
Mallik-Kane and Visher (2008), and Binswanger et al. (2007), more research is needed into how these services are perceived by 
prisoners themselves. This includes examining the ways in which social workers can support prisoners in navigating the complex and 
challenging environment of the rehabilitational system, as well as how social work interventions can be tailored to meet the specific 
needs and experiences of different groups of prisoners. 

It is important to note that the topic of how people in prisons perceive social rehabilitation has not been fully explored and requires 
further research and attention. It is essential to continue exploring the perspectives of prisoners and how they themselves view the 
impact of different rehabilitation policies and programmes on their well-being and ability to successfully reintegrate into society upon 
release. Only by taking into account the perspectives and experiences of prisoners is it possible to create a more effective and humane 
rehabilitation system. 

In Kazakhstan, like in many other countries, there is an ongoing effort towards prison reform and humanisation. The government 
has taken steps to ratify international treaties and conventions on human rights and has implemented various programmes aimed at 
improving the conditions of incarceration and reducing recidivism rates (Bastemiyev, 2009). However, despite these efforts, there 
remains a significant deficit of research into prisoners’ perspectives and experiences of the rehabilitation processes in Kazakhstan’s 
penitentiary institutions. 

2.2. Brief overview of penitentiary rehabilitation in Kazakhstan 

The legislation governing penal enforcement in Kazakhstan is comprised of the Penal Enforcement Code, along with other legal 
statutes of the Republic of Kazakhstan, and normative legal acts that set out the procedures and conditions for implementing and 
serving sentences, as well as other forms of criminal legal actions directed at convicts. 

The execution of criminal sanctions is tailored to each individual case, based on a variety of crucial aspects: the type of penalty 
(ranging from imprisonment, pre-trial detention, and security directives to rehabilitative initiatives), gender distinctions (with male 
and female offenders accommodated separately), age considerations (keeping young offenders apart from adult ones), and the 
requisite security level, including minimum-, medium-, maximum-, emergency- and total-security facilities. This approach ensures a 
more humane and effective penal system. 

Over the past two decades, the prison population in Kazakhstan has decreased by two-thirds. As of the start of July 2022, the prison 
rate in Kazakhstan stood at 184 inmates per 100,000 individuals, demonstrating a decline from the 2000 figure of 520 inmates per 
100,000 individuals. Experts in criminal justice consider a prison rate of 150 inmates for every 100,000 individuals to be acceptable. 
To contextualize these figures, let’s first examine regional comparisons. In comparison, Tajikistan, a Central Asian nation in close 
geographical and cultural proximity to Kazakhstan, exhibits a much lower incarceration rate of around 118 prisoners per 100,000 
people. Similarly, the Russian Federation, another neighboring state, records a prison population rate of about 418 inmates per 
100,000 individuals. 

Moving beyond regional comparisons to the international arena, it is crucial to note the stark contrasts. The United States, as the 
world leader in incarceration rates, reports a prison population rate of approximately 639 prisoners per 100,000 population, 
underscoring a notably higher incarceration rate. Conversely, Finland is among the countries with the lowest rates, approximately 51 
prisoners per 100,000 people. 

This comparative analysis highlights the substantial decrease in Kazakhstan’s prison population over the past two decades, posi
tioning its current rate in a broader regional and global context. Such a decline underscores the significance of penal reforms in 
Kazakhstan and invites further exploration into the factors contributing to this positive trend (World Prison Brief, 2022). 

The prison system in Kazakhstan has undergone a number of substantial transformations since the early 2000s, reflecting the 
country’s commitment to human rights and rehabilitation. This shift began in 2002, when prison control was transferred from the 
Ministry of Internal Affairs to the Ministry of Justice, addressing issues inherited from the Soviet era (Kazakhstan, 2004). The mo
mentum continued in 2004, when pre-trial detention institutions were also shifted to the jurisdiction of the Ministry of Justice, 
underscoring a sustained dedication to legal reform and human rights. In 2011, the responsibilities and authority of the Ministry of 
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Justice regarding penal enforcement activities were reassigned to the Ministry of Internal Affairs of the Republic of Kazakhstan 
(henceforth referred to as the MIA). 

From 2010 to 2020, Kazakhstan’s government implemented the Concept of Legal Policy, with the goal of aligning the criminal 
penal system with international standards. This period witnessed significant reforms initiated in 2011 through a presidential decree, 
laying the foundation for the modernisation of the prison system (Kazakhstan, 2004). Launched in 2013, the “10 Measures to Reduce 
the Prison Population” initiative significantly lowered the number of inmates in Kazakhstan’s prisons, leading to a notable change in 
the country’s prison index rating, dropping from the third-ranked country globally in 2000 to the 71st by 2015 (World Prison Brief, 
2022). 

Legal changes that have been implemented since 2015, such as the new Criminal Сode and Criminal Procedural Code, have 
underscored judicial actions in torture cases and the establishment of specialised investigative courts. Kazakhstan’s participation in the 
UN-EU global initiative from 2018 to 2022 reflects its commitment to preventing violent extremism in prisons (Nurgaliyev et al., 
2020). 

In November 2021, the Kostanay Training Academy, a prison staff training academy, established a Research and Training Centre 
focused on the United Nations Standard Minimum Rules for the Treatment of Prisoners, also known as the Mandela Rules, a significant 
step complemented by Kazakhstan becoming a member of the Group of Friends of the Nelson Mandela Rules in July 2022. This po
sitions Kazakhstan as a leader in prison reform in Central Asia (United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime UNODC, 2023). Additionally, 
the integration of medical services into the public health system has improved healthcare for prisoners. The emphasis on reducing mass 
incarceration, as discussed by Slade et al. (2023) further underscores Kazakhstan’s commitment to enhancing human rights in its penal 
system. 

Since 2015, Kazakhstan has been actively implementing an alternative sentencing system by reducing the severity of penalties for 
several provisions of the Criminal Code (Criminal Executive Code, 2014). The contemporary penal system in Kazakhstan includes 
various alternatives to incarceration in the form of criminal-legal sanctions, such as fines, community service, correctional labour, and 
restrictions on freedom. 

Previously, 60% of convicted persons received custodial sentences, whereas today only 30% receive such sentences. The remaining 
70% of sentences are related to alternative punishments and non-punitive measures. 

In Kazakhstan, the rate of post-penitentiary recidivism is 70%, which means that out of 100 released prisoners, 70 return to prison. 
Due to the absence of proper rehabilitation opportunities, the penitentiary system works on a revolving door principle. As of March 
2022, social and legal assistance issues have been transferred from the probation authorities to the local executive bodies. Kazakhstan’s 
penal enforcement system comprises 16 remand prisons and 63 penitentiary institutions, of which some buildings are completely worn 
out and some are in a state of emergency (Kazakhstanskaya Pravda, 2023). 

According to the MIA, prisons in Kazakhstan offer various rehabilitation programmes for inmates. For our study, it’s critical to note 
that the task of monitoring prisons falls under the MIA, not the Ministry of Justice. This organisational structure is significant, as it may 
reflect a more punitive approach to incarceration, potentially indicative of a less rehabilitative and more disciplinary stance towards 
prisoners. The fact that prisons are controlled by a ministry primarily focused on law enforcement rather than legal processes and 
rehabilitation raises questions about the prioritisation of punishment over reform in the penitentiary system. In the criminal legislation 
of the Republic of Kazakhstan (Criminal Executive Code of the Republic of Kazakhstan, 2014), rehabilitation within penitentiary 
institutions is defined as the process of correcting convicted individuals by helping them fully reintegrate into society. This includes 
facilitating their return to independent life, guided by the principles of law and generally accepted behavioural norms. Educational 
programmes, such as courses focused on basic education or professional skills, and vocational training play an important role in this 
process. In addition, the prisons provide mental health services, such as psychotherapy sessions and group therapy (Nakipov, 2009). It 
is important to highlight that within detention facilities, the responsibility for educational programmes and the creation of person
alised programmes lies with the unit’s educators. Additionally, the psychologists employed in these institutions are not civilians but 
rather part of the military. This can be problematic as inmates often lack trust in uniformed personnel, including psychologists. Starting 
in 2022, the Ministry of Health has assumed responsibility for the healthcare services in the penitentiary system. 

Upon an inmate’s approaching release, the institution’s administration informs the relevant local executive bodies and law 
enforcement agencies at the inmate’s chosen place of residence about their impending release and enquires about the availability of 
housing and potential job opportunities based on the individual’s skills. Simultaneously, the institution prepares a personalised 
programme for each convicted person, outlining the scope of social and legal assistance required for successful social adaptation after 
release. This programme is then transmitted to the local executive body at the inmate’s chosen place of residence. 

The number of inmates in prisons has reduced, but the fundamental aspects of the prison system remain unaltered. The prison 
service’s leadership concentrates on fragmentary reforms, emphasising measurable indicators of penal performance, such as rankings 
in the World Prison Brief (2022), while neglecting qualitative changes to the service’s identity and structure. According to Slade et al. 
(2023), the prison’s criminal culture continues to persist and influence the prison environment. 

With Order No. 577, dated August 22, 2017, the MIA amended the Model Regulations on the advisory committee under local 
executive bodies. The changes include the following: expanding the tasks of the advisory body to include assisting with allocating state 
social orders for NGOs that help individuals released from detention and involving NGO representatives in the advisory committee. 
Notably, NGOs focus on providing psychological and legal support to convicts, including offering assistance with legal aspects such as 
drafting appeals or complaints (Order of the Ministry, 2017). 

Social adaptation and rehabilitation programmes for convicts in detention facilities align with the current penal enforcement 
legislation, particularly Article 125 of the Penal Enforcement Code of the Republic of Kazakhstan. These initiatives involve: the 
development of individual programmes for working with convicts; the creation, organisation, and implementation of programmes 
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providing social and legal assistance to inmates; collaboration with state bodies, local executive bodies, and the public in offering 
social and legal aid to inmates; the promotion of positive social connections among inmates; and the provision of assistance to released 
individuals in their professional and daily lives. 

An analysis of the current situation indicates that the state has established conditions to enhance social rehabilitation mechanisms 
for citizens released from detention through improving state activities, involving NGOs, and promoting interagency cooperation. 
However, the study by Mukasheva et al. (2023) reveals that NGOs are not adequately prioritising rehabilitation services. For instance, 
in 2021, only three applications were submitted to the national provider of social project funding (the Centre for Support of Civic 
Initiatives) for the social support of released citizens. Moreover, NGOs implemented 4297 social projects in the same year, of which 
only 23 projects focused on probation service recipients released from prison. Additionally, the analysis highlights that the primary 
funding for NGO social projects comes from the state budget, with limited support for development in this area. In practice, most 
funding in the field originates from international organisations, not from the state (Mukasheva et al., 2023). 

The rehabilitation programmes implemented in Kazakhstan aim to comprehensively support the social reintegration of individuals 
released from places of deprivation of liberty. These initiatives cover a diverse range of activities to facilitate a successful transition 
back into society. 

One key aspect involves the organisation of socialisation and adaptation programmes. These efforts include regular meetings, 
round-table discussions, and joint sessions with convicts and individuals on probation. The goal is to address challenges, provide 
guidance, and encourage positive interactions between individuals and the probation services, fostering a smoother reintegration 
process. 

Legal and psychological assistance is a vital component of these programmes. Representatives of NGOs and public associations 
conduct regular visits to correctional institutions, offering support to individuals by addressing legal concerns and providing psy
chological counselling to aid in the rehabilitation process. 

Awareness campaigns also play a significant role in certain regions. Some programmes are dedicated to developing and imple
menting information campaigns to educate the public about “comprehensive strategies” focused on social adaptation issues and the 
provision of special social services for individuals who have been released from places of deprivation of liberty. 

Some programmes focus specifically on the establishment of rehabilitation centres. These centres play a crucial role in the reso
cialisation and rehabilitation of individuals, offering a range of services to support their physical, mental, and social well-being as they 
transition back into society. 

Community engagement is another integral part of rehabilitation programmes, such as actively involving the families of individuals 
released from places of deprivation of liberty. This engagement aims to strengthen familial bonds, address social issues, and provide a 
holistic support system for those transitioning back into society. 

In summary, these programmes adopt a holistic approach, combining legal, psychological, and social services to support the 
successful reintegration of individuals into society. The initiatives reflect a commitment to addressing the diverse challenges associated 
with rehabilitation and promoting the overall well-being of those who have experienced incarceration. 

In conclusion, Kazakhstan’s prison system has experienced significant changes in recent years, moving towards a higher proportion 
of alternative punishments and non-punitive measures. However, challenges remain in tackling recidivism and improving the infra
structure and conditions within the institutions to meet international standards (Kystaubayeva and Filipets, 2017). 

Bridging the perception gap between the prison administration’s view of reforms and the inmates’ actual experiences is crucial. 
This alignment is key to effectively implementing reforms that prisoners perceive as meaningful and beneficial, thereby enhancing the 
overall effectiveness of the rehabilitation process. 

3. Methodology 

The observational cross-sectional study based on a survey of 645 people in prison was conducted from February to March 2022 in 
five penitentiary institutions in Kazakhstan (in the Almaty, Karaganda, Aktobe, Kostanay, and East Kazakhstan regions). The study 
population consisted of prisoners committed to various criminal sentences who had a year to go before their release and were supposed 
to receive standard social counselling services. The study was conducted by a working group from the Department of Organisation of 
Social Work in Internal Affairs Bodies of the Kostanay Academy of the MIA, named after Shrakbek Kabylbayev, and representatives 
from the Eurasian National University, named after L. N. Gumilyov. 

Participants who were unable to provide informed consent or were unwilling to participate in the study were excluded from the 
enrolment process. Initially, 700 questionnaires were distributed, out of which 52 people refused to participate in the survey and three 
questionnaires were not accepted due to the substantial lack of the data in the forms. As regards the respondent allocation techniques, 
the sampling was non-random (convenience sampling). To elaborate, within the scope of our study, the term “convenience” pertains to 
choosing inmates in the final year of their sentence, since rehabilitation initiatives target this cohort in particular in anticipation of 
their imminent return to the community. 

While briefing the prisoners on the survey, we communicated the study’s goals and highlighted the importance of gauging their 
views on rehabilitation in general, rather than focusing on their specific rehabilitative programmes. We adopted this approach because 
we anticipated that respondents would be more forthright when responding to questions that were less personal in nature. 

The questionnaire covered various topics related to the incarceration experiences and needs of people in prison, including their 
basic socio-demographic characteristics (their level of education and work experience); the characteristics of their incarceration 
(prison types and regimes, their current sentence duration, and any previous incarceration episodes); their access to and awareness of 
social services in prisons; and their personal values, such as family and money. 
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The questionnaire was developed by one of the authors of this article but due to the closed nature of the penal system in Kazakhstan, 
we encountered challenges that made it necessary to adapt and edit the questionnaire in accordance with the recommendations of the 
MIA. Regrettably, at their request, some questions (such as those concerning substance use, infectious diseases, relationships between 
staff and inmates, and the prison environment) were either deleted or modified to bring them into alignment with the MIA’s 
requirements. 

To specifically gauge participants’ positive perceptions regarding the potential for the rehabilitation of convicts in Kazakhstan’s 
penitentiary institutions, we included a direct question: “Do you believe that prison rehabilitation in Kazakhstan is effective?”. We 
were interested in perceptions of rehabilitation in general. The positive outlook on rehabilitation, despite limited direct experience 
with specific rehabilitative services, may reflect a broader conceptual belief in the potential of rehabilitation or the rehabilitative intent 
of the prison system itself. It suggests that inmates may hold a hopeful view of rehabilitation as an ideal or a principle, rather than 
basing their opinions solely on personal participation in such programs. This dichotomous question was posed to align with the study’s 
objective, which was not merely to explore inmates’ perceptions but to try to determine what objective and subjective factors influence 
positive perceptions of rehabilitation (correction) in prison. Due to the lack of internet access in the places of detention, printed 
questionnaires were used. The heads of the penitentiary institutions were contacted by one of the research team, who enabled and 
supervised the process of distributing the questionnaires to and collecting the questionnaires from the institutions. 

The questionnaire was divided into three parts. The first part encompassed demographic questions; the second part focused on 
indicators of imprisonment; and the third part dealt with potential subjective factors that could contribute to an individual’s 
perception of rehabilitation. We included a section on personal values, which comprised a series of targeted questions that asked 
inmates to rate the importance of various aspects of their prison experience, such as family connections, personal dignity, and access to 
rehabilitative programmes. Respondents were also asked about what they value most in life and were provided with dichotomous (yes/ 
no) answer choices. The questions focused on different life values, such as the importance of family, the significance of having a job, 
and the value of having a place to live. This approach allowed us to gain insight into the personal priorities and values of the re
spondents within the context of their current circumstances. We asked participants to assess how crucial they consider family support 
and stable accommodation for the overall rehabilitation process, intending to explore if and in what way prisoners feel that these 
elements contribute to the rehabilitation journey. 

“Family” and “accommodation” are considered personal values for prisoners because they directly relate to basic human needs and 
emotional well-being, which is crucial for both prisoners’ mental health and for effective rehabilitation. Family ties, for example, 
provide emotional support and a sense of belonging, crucial for maintaining personal identity and the motivation to implement 
positive changes. These elements are fundamentally linked with a prisoner’s sense of self and are pivotal in their rehabilitation journey. 
Asking questions about prisoners’ personal values allowed us to quantify and analyse the impact of these individual values on their 
overall perception of prison life. 

The heads of the participating institutions received instructions from one of the research team, and a training session was provided 
for the 25 interviewers involved in the study to ensure they were familiar with the survey questions and knew how to administer the 
survey consistently across all participants, approach participants, record their responses, and deal with any issues that may arise during 
the survey. Our study employed prison officers as interviewers, which entailed significant ethical constraints, a requirement mandated 
by the MIA to authorise the research. This approach was a necessary concession to facilitate the study’s execution within the permitted 
guidelines. 

To ensure clarity and transparency, potential participants were provided with informational booklets about the survey and its 
purpose. In parallel, prison authorities organised meetings to inform prisoners collectively about the survey and the opportunity to 
participate. Informed consent was obtained from prisoners prior to their participation in the survey. 

The printed questionnaires were distributed to the respondents individually in separate, secured rooms. To minimise interviewer 
effects, interviewers offered help only at a respondent’s request. Having completed the questionnaire, respondents put them in opaque 
envelopes, sealed them, and returned them to the interviewers. 

The protocol of the study was observed and approved by the Department of Organisation of Social Work in Internal Affairs Bodies of 
the Kostanay Academy of the MIA, named after Shrakbek Kabylbayev. 

Data analysis was performed using SPSS 20.0 (SPSS Inc., Chicago, IL, USA) for Windows. The respondents’ ages and the duration of 
their sentences were presented in a scale mode. The other variables were coded as categorical. Scale and categorical variables were 
presented in percentages. For comparative statistical procedures, we used the chi-square test (χ2), dividing the whole sample into two 
groups: those who believed in Kazakhstan’s penitentiary rehabilitation (“participants with a positive/supportive perception of pen
itentiary rehabilitation”) and those who denied the positive impact of state penitentiary rehabilitation (“participants with a negative/ 
non-supportive perception of penitentiary rehabilitation”). To identify factors that are associated with positive perceptions of reha
bilitation (dependent variables), we applied logistic regression analysis with several prognostic variables with a step-wise input. The 
independent variables included gender, age group, education, history of sentences, sentence term, prison types, rehabilitation regime, 
presence of chronic infectious diseases, access to social support in prison, awareness of NGO social support, awareness of rights and 
duties, and personal values. Adjusted odd ratios (ORs) were retrieved for the final model with their 95% confidence intervals (95% CI). 
P < 00.05 was considered statistically significant. 

4. Results 

Table 1 presents the demographic characteristics of the participants in the sample. The majority of participants in the sample were 
male, comprising 82.2% (n = 530) of the total sample. Among participants with a positive/supportive perception of penitentiary 
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rehabilitation, 87.0% (n = 322) were male, while among participants with a negative/non-supportive perception of penitentiary 
rehabilitation, the rate of males was significantly lower at 75.6% (n = 208) (χ2 = 13.97, p < 0.001) (Table 1). 

Among participants with a positive/supportive perception of penitentiary rehabilitation, 12.2% (n = 45) fell within the 18–25 age 
group, 67.3% (n = 249) were in the 26–45 age group, 20.3% (n = 75) were in the 46–60 age group, and 0.3% (n = 1) were over 60. For 
participants with a negative/non-supportive perception of penitentiary rehabilitation, 7.3% (n = 20) were in the 18–25 age group, 
69.1% (n = 190) were in the 26–45 age group, 23.3% (n = 64) were in the 46–60 age group, and 0.4% (n = 1) were over 60. 

Among the 629 participants for whom education data was available, the majority held a high school diploma (83.0%, n = 522). 
Within the group of participants with a positive/supportive perception of penitentiary rehabilitation, 87.1% (n = 316) possessed a high 
school diploma, while among participants with a negative/non-supportive perception of penitentiary rehabilitation, 77.4% (n = 206) 
had a high school diploma. It is noteworthy that the latter group was more likely to have a completed or incomplete university degree 
(χ^2 = 11.49, p = 0.003). 

Table 2 presents characteristics of participants relating to their imprisonment for the whole surveyed sample, focusing on the 
differences between the two subgroups of prisoners, namely those with a positive and those with a negative perception of penitentiary 
rehabilitation. 

Overall, 39.2% (n = 253) of surveyed prisoners had no history of sentences, while more than half of the respondents (n = 392) had 
been previously committed to penitentiary institutions. No statistically significant difference was found between the two groups in 
terms of this characteristic (χ^2 = 1.65, p = 1.99). 

When examining the length of sentences, a statistically significant difference was observed between participants with a positive/ 
supportive perception of penitentiary rehabilitation and participants with a negative/non-supportive perception of penitentiary 
rehabilitation (χ^2 = 19.81, p = 0.001). It was revealed that long sentences (over ten years) were more likely to be associated with a 
non – supportive sceptical perception of penitentiary rehabilitation. 

Programmes for the rehabilitation of inmates in detention facilities are implemented in accordance with the current penal legis
lation of the Republic of Kazakhstan. Prisons are typically categorised into different security levels based on the severity of offenses 
committed by prisoners, their criminal records, and the potential risks they pose to themselves and others. 

In the context of rehabilitation, minimum-security prisons can actively engage with local communities and NGOs, offering a variety 
of community-based programmes. These may include training, employment, and support programmes aimed at successfully reinte
grating prisoners into society. On the other hand, total security prisons, which are more closed to external structures, may focus on 
internal, intensive rehabilitation methods. 

Therefore, the prison’s security level influences the types of rehabilitation programmes that can be implemented in institutions. 
Preferential regime: This regime provides certain privileges and benefits to prisoners who demonstrate good behaviour and show 

potential for rehabilitation. It may include opportunities for education, vocational training, and participation in various programmes 
aimed at reintegrating them into society. 

Special regime: The special regime is designed for prisoners who require extra security measures due to the severity of their crimes 
or their potential to pose a risk to others. It involves stricter supervision, restricted movement, and limited privileges compared to other 
regimes. 

Normal regime: The normal regime is the standard regime in the prison system. It provides a balance between security measures 
and opportunities for rehabilitation. Compared to the other regimes, prisoners have more freedom of movement and access to 
educational and vocational programmes. 

Strict regime: The strict regime is characterised by stringent security measures and limited freedom of movement for prisoners. It is 
typically imposed on individuals who pose a significant risk to others or have a history of violent behaviour. Prisoners under this 
regime are closely monitored and have limited access to educational and vocational programmes. 

Table 1 
Baseline demographic characteristics of the sample.  

Participant characteristics Total sample 
(n = 645) 

Participants with a positive perception of 
penitentiary rehabilitation (n = 370) 

Participants with a non-supportive perception 
of penitentiary rehabilitation (n = 275) 

Criterion, p 

Male, n (%) 530 (82.2%) 322 (87.0%) 208 (75.6%) 13.97, p <
0.001 

Age groups    4.52, p =
0.21 

18–25 65 (10.1%) 45 (12.2%) 20 (7.3%)  
26–45 439 (68.1%) 249 (67.3%) 190 (69.1%)  
46–60 139 (21.6%) 75 (20.3%) 64 (23.3%)  
Over 60 2 (0.3%) 1 (0.3%) 1 (0.4%)  
Education (n = 629) (n = 363) (n = 266) 11.49, 

p=0.003 
High school diploma 522 (83.0%) 316 (87.1%) 206 (77.4%)  
University degree 78 (12.4%) 37 (10.2%) 41 (15.4%)  
Incomplete university 

degree 
29 (4.6%) 10 (2.8%) 19 (7.1%)  

Chronic infectious diseases 
(HIV, hepatitis, TB) 

70 (10.9%) 28 (7.6%) 42 (15.3%) 9.68 
p=0.002  
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Those participants who had a non-supportive perception of penitentiary rehabilitation were more likely to serve their sentences in 
prisons with higher levels of security (χ^2 = 33.06, p < 0.001). Meanwhile, in terms of the rehabilitation regime, no statistically 
significant difference was found between the two subgroups compared (χ^2 = 3.16, p = 0.37). 

Overall, 10.9% of surveyed prisoners (n = 70) reported being diagnosed with chronic infectious diseases (HIV, hepatitis, TB), with a 
higher rate among participants with a negative perception of penitentiary rehabilitation: 15.3% (n = 42) versus 7.6% (n = 28) 
respectively. 

Social support encompasses the provision of counselling services, self-help groups, and various activities designed to assist inmates 
in dealing with challenges and enhancing their views on rehabilitation. 

Overall, only 24.7% (n = 159) of the participants reported receiving some form of social support during the course of their sen
tences, with 24.3% (n = 90) in the subgroup that has a positive perception of penitentiary rehabilitation and 25.1% (n = 69) in the 
subgroup that has a negative perception of penitentiary rehabilitation. 

In the survey, 12.4% (n = 80) of the participants reported having contact with social services, with similar proportions in both 
subgroups. 

Overall, 58.3% (n = 376) of the participants were aware of NGO social support, whereby prisoners with non-supportive perception 
of penitentiary rehabilitation were more likely to be ignorant of NGOs than those who had a more positive perception of penitentiary 
rehabilitation. Likewise, awareness of rights and duties was also lower in the group of prisoners with non-supportive perceptions (χ^2 
= 15.77, p < 0.001). 

One noteworthy finding of this study is the relatively low prevalence of educational programmes available as a key social service in 
prison. The study revealed that only a small proportion of participants reported having access to educational resources during their 
incarceration. Namely, 21.7% (n = 140) of the participants reported receiving education while in prison, with similar proportions in 
both subgroups. In Kazakhstan, individuals who are incarcerated have access to various educational opportunities, including primary 
and secondary schooling, as well as vocational training. Providing educational programmes in correctional facilities is viewed as a 
means to foster genuine rehabilitation and equip inmates with a stronger sense of purpose. 

Overall, just over half of the respondents reported engaging in paid work while in prison, with a higher proportion among those 
who believed in penitentiary rehabilitation: 64.3% (n = 238) versus 53.1% (n = 146) respectively. 

Overall, 79.8% (n = 515) of the participants reported having accommodation available upon release, with a significant percentage 
disparity between the two groups compared (χ^2 = 20.07, p < 0.001). 

Among the participants, 12.5% (n = 80) reported having no information about the procedures for obtaining new personal docu
ments upon release, while 9.4% (n = 60) relied on information from friends and peers, 28.1% (n = 180) based their knowledge on 
personal experience, and 50.0% (n = 320) received information from prison staff. Bureaucratic ignorance was higher among prisoners 
who did not believe in penitentiary rehabilitation. In contrast, prisoners with positive perceptions of rehabilitation were more likely to 
have obtained information from prison staff: 55.5% and 42.7% respectively. 

Table 2 
Characteristics of participants relating to their imprisonment.  

Participant 
characteristics 

Total sample 
(n = 645) 

Participants with a positive perception of 
penitentiary rehabilitation (n = 370) 

Participants with a non-supportive perception of 
penitentiary rehabilitation (n = 275) 

Criterion, p 

History of previous 
sentences    

1.65, p = 1.99 

No 253 (39.2%) 153 (41.4%) 100 (36.4%)  
Yes 392 (60.8%) 217 (58.6%) 175 (63.6%)  
Sentence term    19.81, 

p=0.001 
Less than 2 years 97 (15%) 59 (15.9%) 38 (13.8%)  
From 2 to 5 years 255 (39.5%) 152 (41.1%) 103 (37.5%)  
From 5 to 7 years 125 (19.4%) 59 (15.9%) 66 (24.0%)  
From 7 to 10 years 109 (16.9%) 76 (20.5%) 33 (12.0%)  
Over 10 years 59 (9.1%) 24 (6.5%) 35 (12.7%)  
Prison types    33.06, p <

0.001 
Minimal security 95 (14.7%) 70 (18.9%) 25 (9.1%)  
Medium security 240 (37.2%) 123 (33.2%) 117 (42.5%)  
Maximum security 158 (24.5%) 108 (29.2%) 50 (18.2%)  
Emergency security 115 (17.8%) 55 (14.9%) 60 (21.8%)  
Total security 12 (1.9%) 3 (0.8%) 9 (3.3%)  
Miscellaneous 

security 
25 (3.9%) 11 (3.0%) 14 (5.1%)  

Rehabilitation 
regimes* 

(n = 625) (n = 359) (n = 266) 3.16, p = 0.37 

Preferential 22 (3.5%) 9 (2.5%) 13 (14.9%)  
Special 303 (48.5%) 172 (47.9%) 131 (49.2%)  
Normal 265 (42.4%) 156 (43.5%) 109 (41.0%)  
Strict 35 (5.6%) 22 (6.1%) 13 (4.9%)  

Note: * Prison regimes in Kazakhstan. 
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Among personal values, the most significant were accommodation (97.1%) and family (80.3%). Those values were considerably 
more relevant for those prisoners who assessed penitentiary rehabilitation positively. In contrast, religion, money, and criminal prison 
community rules and principles were more valuable for those respondents who had non-supportive perception of penitentiary 
rehabilitation. 

Table 3 shows the results of regression modelling of key factors associated with having a positive perception of penitentiary 
rehabilitation. In the model, male gender, awareness of NGO social support, and information on their personal rights, duties, and 
family values increased the probability of prisoners supporting penitentiary rehabilitation. 

In contrast, various types of prison regimes other than minimal security, health problems (HIV, hepatitis, TB), a longer term of 
sentence, and naming money as a key personal value minimised the likelihood of having a positive perception of penitentiary 
rehabilitation. 

5. Discussion 

The primary goal of this study was to determine the objective and subjective factors that shape a positive perception of rehabil
itation (correction) within a prison setting. This is the first study in Kazakhstan investigating such factors associated with a positive 
perception of penitentiary rehabilitation in prisoners in terms of a range of demographic, social determinant, and associated incar
ceration characteristics. The positive outlook on rehabilitation, despite limited direct experience with specific rehabilitative services, 
may reflect a broader conceptual belief in the potential of rehabilitation or the rehabilitative intent of the prison system itself. It 
suggests that inmates may hold a hopeful view of rehabilitation as an ideal or a principle, rather than basing their opinions solely on 
personal participation in such programs. The results of the study showed a significant dichotomisation of prisoners’ perceptions of 
rehabilitation. Overall, the regression analysis identified the significant predictors of a positive perception of penitentiary rehabili
tation to be as follows: gender, term of sentence, prison type, chronic infectious diseases, awareness of NGO social support, awareness 
of rights and duties, and naming family and money as personal values. 

5.1. Gender 

Understanding the factors that influence penitentiary rehabilitation perceptions among different genders is vital in the realm of 
criminal justice and correctional psychology. In general, female prisoners have a less positive perception of penitentiary rehabilitation. 
One possible explanation for this phenomenon is the impact of incarceration on women’s roles as caregivers and nurturers, which may 
have negative consequences for their mental health and well-being. Research has shown that women are more likely than men to be the 
primary caregivers for their children and other family members and are more likely to experience separation from their families as a 
result of incarceration (Bloom et al., 2003). This separation can lead to feelings of guilt, shame, and anxiety, which may contribute to 
the development of depression and other mental health problems (Bloom et al., 2003; Harner and Riley, 2013). The researchers Walker 
and Worrall (2000) reference data detailing unique gender-related pain, which is hypothesised to impact positive attitudes towards 
correction in prison environments. Furthermore, women in prison may face additional challenges related to their gender, such as 
sexual victimisation, discrimination, and limited access to healthcare (Sabol et al., 2007; Van Voorhis et al., 2010, van der Kaap-Deeder 
et al., 2019). These factors can exacerbate the negative effects of incarceration on women’s mental health and well-being and may 
contribute to their proneness to having a negative perception of rehabilitation interventions within prisons. While the impact of gender 
on prisoners’ perceptions of rehabilitation is complex and multifaceted, it is clear that gender-specific issues must be considered when 
developing and implementing rehabilitation interventions for women. This includes addressing the unique challenges faced by women 
in prison in order to promote positive behaviour change and successful reintegration into society. An additional hypothesis for this 
trend might be that women, in their responses to the questionnaire, were perhaps more open and truthful than men, more willing to 
express their doubts, and less concerned about any negative repercussions from the officers administering the questionnaire. 

Table 3 
Logistic regression of factors predicting a positive perception of penitentiary rehabilitation.  

Variables Standardised Beta-coefficient p-value OR (95% CI) 

Gender: Male/female 0.97 <0.001 2.64 (1.58; 4.41) 
Prison type (with minimal security as the reference category) 
Medium security − 0.73 0.016 0.48 (0.26; 0.87) 
Emergency security − 1.13 0.001 0.33 (0.17; 0.62) 
Total security − 2.27 0.003 0.10 (0.02; 0.47) 
Miscellaneous security − 1.37 0.009 0.25 (0.09; 0.71) 
Chronic infectious diseases (HIV, hepatitis, TB) − 0.85 0.004 0.43 (0.24; 0.76) 
Term of sentence (rank) − 0.18 0.041 0.83 (0.70; 0.99) 
Awareness of NGO social support 0.38 0.045 1.47 (1.01; 2.13) 
Awareness of rights and duties (with low awareness as the reference category) 0.92 0.005 2.5 (1.33; 4.79) 
Personal values 
Family 0.59 0.011 1.81 (1.15; 2.86) 
Money − 0.72 0.003 0.49 (0.30; 0.78)  
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5.2. Terms of sentence 

Our survey revealed that the majority of respondents had been incarcerated for two to five years. Interestingly, those who have 
been incarcerated for five to seven and more than ten years were less likely to have a positive perception of rehabilitation. Perhaps this 
is due to the fact that people who have been in prison for more than five years get used to the static conditions of the institution. 
Significant differences were observed when analysing the sentence term and prison type, suggesting that the length of the sentence and 
the physical security environment may influence individuals’ beliefs. 

Based on a review of the literature, it can be assumed that there are several factors indicating that the length of imprisonment 
affects one’s perception of rehabilitation. The longer the period of imprisonment, the less likely it is that the individual will fully 
reintegrate into society and participate in social relationships, as they did before imprisonment. Former prisoners tend to be closer to 
each other on the outside, forming alliances and seeking opportunities for survival (Shantz et al., 2009). 

Recent research has also found evidence of the negative impact of long-term incarceration on inmates’ behaviour and perceptions. 
For example, a study by Zamble (1992) found that while long-term inmates became more involved in structured activities and less 
involved in casual socialising, they also experienced deterioration in their emotional states and an increase in stress-related medical 
problems. Similarly, a study by Binswanger et al. (2007) examined the relationship between time served and mortality rates among 
released inmates in Washington State. The study found that longer periods of incarceration were associated with higher rates of 
mortality, particularly from drug overdose, cardiovascular disease, and homicide. 

5.3. Prison type 

Our data indicates that conditions of confinement affect an inmate’s perception of rehabilitation. Our results show that certain 
groups of prisoners are associated with certain perceptions of rehabilitation. We can assume this factor is related to the fact that total 
security prisons offer less contact with the outside world, provide less freedom, and subject people in prisons to much more violence. 
Harding (2014) has drawn attention to the detrimental impact of the higher level of penitentiary security on a person’s rehabilitation. 
A study by Meško and Hacin (2019) examined the feedback loop between social isolation, maintained by prison staff through the use of 
hard power, punishment, and sanctions, and the sceptical attitudes of people in prison towards the administrative processes of the 
prison. People in prisons acknowledged that they lacked respect for officers and saw no justice in imprisonment when they were not 
heard or given the opportunity for dialogue. As a result, this social distancing leads to the proliferation of violence among prisoners and 
increases the appeal of aggressive subcultures within penitentiary institutions. 

5.4. Infectious diseases 

The results of our study show that people with infectious diseases, including those with an HIV-positive status, were less likely to 
believe in the possibility of rehabilitation in prison. We can assume that this is connected with the low levels of psychological 
assistance offered to this category of people in prison. According to a study by Golin et al. (2016), prisoners living with HIV experience 
higher levels of stress compared to their HIV-negative counterparts. Another study (Belenko et al., 2013) found that the stress of living 
with HIV in a penitentiary facility can lead to negative health outcomes. 

Based on the results of the aforementioned studies, we can assume that the presence of HIV-infected individuals in prisons con
stitutes a double stressor. Research by Purssell has consistently shown that infectious diseases can have a negative impact on inmates’ 
behaviour and perceptions of rehabilitation. Isolation, a common containment strategy, has been found to lead to higher levels of 
depression and anxiety in hospitalised patients (Purssell et al., 2020). This is particularly concerning in correctional facilities, where 
deviant behaviour can threaten security and hinder the success of treatment programmes (Wooldredge, 1991). An educational 
intervention to reduce the occurrence of infectious skin diseases in an incarcerated population found that inmates’ behaviour was 
influenced by their subjective norms (family members’ opinions, health and hygiene practices) (Swenty and Rowser, 2014). The 
mental health effects of infection containment strategies, including quarantine and isolation, have been found to be particularly 
adverse, with increased risk for depressive, anxiety, and stress-related disorders (Henssler et al., 2021). 

This situation arises because medical personnel frequently perceive prisoners with a diagnosis as individuals under punitive sur
veillance, rather than as patients. Despite having the same rights to HIV treatment and prevention as the general population, prisoners 
often do not receive the same patient-focused care. This can result in prisoners experiencing a double stigma towards their diagnoses 
and incarceration (Pont et al., 2018). 

5.5. Awareness of NGO social support 

We found that the vast majority of respondents who received social support and counselling from NGOs while serving their sen
tences were more likely than others to have a positive perception of the rehabilitational system in Kazakhstani prisons. Several studies 
have found that prisoners’ perceptions of incarceration are related to perceptions of fairness, legitimacy, and commitment to justice. 
For example, a study by Patrick and Marsh (2001) examined the relationship between perceptions of punishment and perceptions of 
procedural justice among inmates in a maximum-security prison. The study found that inmates who had more positive perceptions of 
punishment were more likely to perceive the prison as fair and legitimate and were more committed to conforming to prison rules and 
regulations. Similarly, a study by Tyler and Huo (2002) found that perceptions of procedural justice, which include fairness and 
consistency in decision-making, were associated with increased compliance with legal authorities among prisoners. The study by Felix 
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et al. (2023) also suggested that when prisoners perceive the legal system as fair and legitimate, they are more likely to comply with the 
law and avoid future criminal behaviour. Arriola et al. (2015) highlighted the positive correlation between social support and 
well-being among prisoners living with HIV. A study by Jiang et al. (2005) supported these findings, showing that social support at 
both the inmate and prison levels reduces rule violations. These studies collectively underscore the importance of social support when 
it comes to improving inmates’ experiences and outcomes. 

The role of NGOs and human rights groups in promoting positive perceptions of incarceration and human rights among prisoners 
has also been well-documented. NGOs and human rights groups can provide support, resources, and advocacy for prisoners, as well as 
promote awareness of human rights issues within the prison system (Liebling, 2018). For example, the Mandela Rules emphasise the 
important role that NGOs play in monitoring and promoting human rights within the prison system (McCall-Smith, 2016). 

Our research showed that prisoners receiving information about their rights through NGOs are more likely to accept the reha
bilitation offered in Kazakhstani prisons. NGOs also provide social support. The literature in this field identifies social support as one of 
the most important tools for adapting to a new environment and overcoming challenges in prisons (Kjellstrand et al., 2022). 

5.6. Personal values 

We discovered that one factor that contributes to prisoners being more likely to have positive perceptions of rehabilitation was 
family values. In prison, the availability of social support is also significant, with separation from family and friends being particularly 
stressful (Hobbs, 2000). The importance of emotional support in preventing recidivism and promoting integration is highlighted in the 
re-entry literature (Sugie and Augustine, 2020). Naser and La Vigne discerned that many people in prisons can rely on their family 
members after release, not only for financial help but also for moral support (Naser and La Vigne, 2006). The studies they published 
also confirmed the importance of the family’s role for the prisoner during the rehabilitation process (La Vigne et al., 2005). According 
to Mills and Codd (2008), family stimulates positive behaviour in people in prisons, indicating a direct correlation between the 
presence and absence of family ties and recidivism rates. 

Within our study, many participants highlighted the significance of the family in the rehabilitation process. Considering the 
mindset of our country, we can say that the role of the family has a tremendous impact on the formation of an individual’s personality. 
As an ally of society, the family has the ability to encourage individuals to foster relationships with loved ones and to instil confidence. 
This is why the concept of prioritising the family, as an enduring value for the growth and development of individuals and society, is 
enshrined in many international normative acts. 

5.7. Limitations of the study 

While the findings provide valuable insights into the factors associated with individuals’ beliefs, it is important to acknowledge the 
limitations of the research. By recognising these limitations, we can gain a more comprehensive understanding of the study’s im
plications and potential areas for improvement in future research. 

Numerous research studies provide evidence regarding the efficacy of promoting both general and specialised knowledge among 
incarcerated individuals. Getting an education can have a positive impact in terms of reducing the level of recidivism. It also 
strengthens intellectual and cognitive skills, which are necessary during resocialisation into society (Fabelo, 2002; Bozick et al., 2018; 
Davis, 2013; Scott, 2016; Wilson et al., 2000). Simultaneously, our research revealed the importance of addressing matters related to 
unequal employment opportunities within correctional facilities, even among individuals who have an advanced level of education 
and demonstrated reasonable social adaptation prior to their imprisonment. One should take into account the higher level of ex
pectations among this social group as regards the possibility of applying their professional skills. Thus, for a former specialist who has a 
higher level of education, a job offered in a low-skilled environment is highly likely to be inappropriate for his or her level of training 
and capabilities. In addition, the low level of employment among prisoners in Kazakhstani prisons with a limited list of vacancies 
should be taken into account. The term “limited list of vacancies” indicates the constrained job opportunities for inmates in 
Kazakhstani prisons. This restriction may stem from factors like permitted industries, available resources for vocational training, and 
policies governing prison labor. In the absence of a proper variety of vacancies, there is a significant number of prisoners with good 
education. This goes in line with our results. In addition, we saw that there are more sceptics among the well-educated, which can be 
explained by stress due to unrealised professional status during imprisonment. Our finding that there was a higher prevalence of 
well-educated prisoners among those with non-supportive perception of penitentiary rehabilitation might confirm that implication. 

One of the notable limitations of this study is the use of a non-probability sample. The participants were not randomly selected from 
a larger population, which restricts the generalisability of the findings. The sample was drawn from a specific setting and therefore 
caution should be exercised when extrapolating the results to other populations or rehabilitation contexts nationally. This targeted 
approach was chosen because these individuals are typically undergoing intensified rehabilitation efforts. However, this method in
troduces a potential bias in favour of positive responses due to the anticipation of release and the specific focus on rehabilitation. 
Despite this limitation, the study provides pilot and investigative insights into the prisoners’ beliefs in penitentiary rehabilitation, 
which can serve as a foundation for further research. 

Another limitation of this study is the limited number of respondents. With a total sample size of 645 participants, it is important to 
acknowledge that the study may not capture the full spectrum of perceptions and experiences within the target population. However, 
despite the limited number of respondents, the study was able to dichotomise and compare individuals who did and did not support 
penitentiary rehabilitation. This comparison provides valuable insights into the differences between these groups and helps to clarify 
the factors that influence positive perceptions of rehabilitation. While the sample size may restrict the generalisability of the findings, 
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the study still identified a variety of key predictors. 
A third limitation of this study is the number of factors included in the regression model. While the regression analysis allowed us to 

examine the relationship between the participants’ characteristics and their beliefs in penitentiary rehabilitation, it is important to 
acknowledge that the model may not have captured the full range of influential factors. The inclusion of additional variables could 
potentially enhance the model’s explanatory power and provide a more comprehensive understanding of the predictors of a positive 
perception of rehabilitation. 

However, despite the limited number of factors included in the regression model, the analysis revealed information that will be 
significant for future studies and when it comes to advocating for new prison policies. For instance, the study found that having an 
awareness of the information available and the support on offer from NGOs within the prison context was associated with more 
favourable beliefs in penitentiary rehabilitation. This highlights the potential importance of providing comprehensive information and 
support services to individuals involved in the rehabilitation system, as these factors seem to play a role in shaping positive perceptions 
of rehabilitation. 

The final limitation of this study pertains to the questionnaire used to measure perceptions of rehabilitation. While validated scales 
exist in English to exhaustively assess attitudes towards rehabilitation, it is important to note that these scales have not been adapted or 
validated for use in the Kazakh and Russian languages, which are the primary languages spoken in the study’s context. As a result, the 
questionnaire used in this study may not fully capture the nuances and specific cultural aspects related to perceptions of rehabilitation 
among this population. 

However, despite this limitation, the present study serves as a foundation for the future adaptation and application of validated 
scales in the Kazakh and Russian languages. The findings from this study can inform the process of adapting existing scales or 
developing new ones that are culturally appropriate and linguistically valid. Such adaptation and validation efforts would allow for 
more accurate and reliable assessments of perceptions of rehabilitation in the local context. 

Moreover, the study emphasises the importance of incorporating these adapted scales in the assessments conducted by social 
workers at all stages of imprisonment. By integrating these measures into routine evaluations, social workers can gain valuable insights 
into individuals’ perceptions of rehabilitation, which can guide the development and implementation of targeted interventions and 
support programmes within the rehabilitation system. 

6. Conclusion 

Overall, our study was a first attempt to assess penitentiary rehabilitation in the Central Asian region through the prism of 
Kazakhstani inmates. The results obtained shed light on the multifaceted nature of individuals’ perceptions of penitentiary rehabil
itation. The findings underscore the importance of considering participant characteristics, such as gender and educational background, 
as well as contextual factors, including awareness of support systems and availability of post-release accommodation. 

Research suggests that the length of a prison sentence can have a significant impact on the psychological well-being of a prisoner. It 
supports international observations about a growing subculture within prisons for those serving longer sentences. This subculture can 
be dehumanising and lead to negative perceptions of rehabilitation. To address these issues, it may be necessary to reduce the length of 
prison sentences and focus on rehabilitation. By doing so, authorities could increase the likelihood of positive perceptions of reha
bilitation and promote a more humane and effective prison system. These insights can inform policy and intervention strategies aimed 
at improving rehabilitation programmes and fostering positive beliefs in the rehabilitation system. Policymakers should consider the 
influence of various internal and external factors when designing rehabilitational strategies. Emphasising rehabilitation, community- 
based support, and evidence-based practices can lead to better outcomes and reduce the likelihood of recidivism. Cooperation between 
rehabilitation institutions, NGOs, mental health professionals, community organisations, and other relevant parties can create a ho
listic support system that addresses prisoners’ needs from multiple angles. 

In conclusion, the results of this research call for a comprehensive and multifaceted approach to rehabilitation practices in 
Kazakhstan. By considering the diverse range of factors that influence prisoners’ perceptions and experiences, policymakers and 
practitioners can develop more effective strategies to support positive behaviour change, improve inmates’ reintegration into society, 
and ultimately contribute to a safer and more just community. 

Further research is warranted to delve deeper into the underlying mechanisms that influence individuals’ beliefs in penitentiary 
rehabilitation and to explore the potential impact of these beliefs on post-release outcomes. Such investigations can contribute to the 
development of evidence-based practices and policies that promote effective rehabilitation measures and successful reintegration of 
individuals into society. 
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Appendix 1  

Table 4 
Participant characteristics relating to social support  

Any social support in prison (support for education or vocational training, support for re-entry into 
the community, support due to family ties) 

159 
(24.7%) 

90 
(24.3%) 

69 
(25.1%) 

0.05, p = 0.82 

Any contact with social services in prison 80 
(12.4%) 

46 
(12.4%) 

34 
(12.4%) 

0.001, p =
0.98 

Awareness of NGO social support 376 
(58.3%) 

236 
(63.8%) 

140 
(50.9%) 

10.76, 
p=0.001 

Awareness of their rights and duties (n = 637) (n = 363) (n = 274) 15.77, p <
0.001 

Low 58 (9.1%) 22 (6.1%) 36 
(13.1%)  

Medium 213 
(33.4%) 

111 
(30.6%) 

102 
(37.2%)  

High 366 
(57.5%) 

230 
(63.4%) 

136 
(49.6%)  

Accommodation available upon release 515 
(79.8%) 

318 
(85.9%) 

197 
(71.6%) 

20.07, p <
0.001 

Education in prison 140 
(21.7%) 

81 
(21.9%) 

59 
(21.5%) 

0.018, p =
0.89 

Paid work in prison 384 
(59.5%) 

238 
(64.3%) 

146 
(53.1%) 

8.33, 
p=0.016 

Awareness of the procedures for obtaining new personal documents (e.g. ID), based on a specific 
source of information 

(n = 640) (N = 366) (n = 274) 11.87, 
p=0.008 

No information 80 
(12.5%) 

39 
(10.7%) 

41 
(15.0%)  

Information from friends and peers 60 (9.4%) 35 (9.6%) 25 (9.1%)  
Personal experience 180 

(28.1%) 
89 
(24.3%) 

91 
(33.2%)  

Information from prison staff 320 
(50.0%) 

203 
(55.5%) 

117 
(42.7%)   

Appendix 2  

Table 5 
Participant characteristics relating to personal values  

Personal values N = 645 N = 370 N = 245  

Family 518 (80.3%) 315 (85.1%) 203 (73.8%) 12.78, p < 0.001 
Religion explain 60 (9.3%) 26 (7.1%) 34 (12.4%) 5.33, p=0.021 
Friends explain 74 (11.5%) 38 (10.3%) 36 (13.1%) 1.24, p = 0.27 
Hobby explain 46 (7.1%) 29 (7.8%) 17 (6.2%) 0.65, p = 0.42 
Prison community 65 (10.1%) 27 (7.3%) 38 (13.8%) 7.4, p=0.007 
Education explain 64 (9.9%) 40 (10.8%) 24 (8.7%) 0.77, p = 0.38 
Money explain 115 (17.8%) 47 (12.7%) 68 (24.7%) 15.57, p < 0.001 
Professional status 244 (37.8%) 144 (38.9%) 100 (36.4%) 0.44, p = 0.51 
Accommodation 626 (97.1%) 364 (98.4%) 262 (95.3%) 5.33, p=0.21  
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