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Abstract
Objectives  This systematic review explored factors associated with successful rein-
tegration into the community for male offenders and investigated which factors may 
be causally related to reintegration.
Methods  Database searches were conducted in November 2021; a narrative synthe-
sis and associated causal model with directed acyclic graph (DAG) was used to ana-
lyse the factors of reintegration.
Results  Thirty-four studies met the inclusion criteria. Risk-Need-Responsivity–
based interventions had the strongest evidence for reducing post-release offend-
ing. Fourteen good-quality studies met the inclusion criteria. The DAG shows six 
exposure variables (prison visits, witnessing victimisation, recovery perception, risk 
assessment, in-prison treatment, and pre-prison health) which link to several post-
release outcomes (criminal justice outcomes, drug use, mental health, housing, and 
reintegration barriers) and confounding variables (demographics, offending history, 
prior reintegration barriers, substance misuse and attitudes).
Conclusions  The review identified factors that may be causally related to reintegra-
tion for male offenders and warrant further empirical investigation.
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Introduction

The end of a prison sentence should be an opportunity for a person to reintegrate 
into their community and live a prosocial life. However, there is a high likelihood 
that following release from a prison sentence, a person will reoffend and therefore 
be returned to prison. In the UK, 23.9% of all released adults reoffend within 
a year of release, increasing to 58.4% of adults on a 12-month or less sentence 
(MoJ, 2022). Historical convictions are a known predictor of re-offending and 
reimprisonment, with evidence suggesting contact with the prison system does 
not reduce recidivism (Cullen et al., 2011; May et al., 2008). On average, people 
formerly imprisoned will commit four reoffences, with the  social and economic 
cost of reoffending in the UK estimated to be £18 billion (Newton et al., 2019). 
Successfully reintegrating people back into the community is therefore an impor-
tant area for investigation to reduce harm to society and the individuals serving 
prison sentences. This review therefore asks: what factors are associated with 
successful reintegration for male offenders? And which of these factors may be 
causally related to successful reintegration?

Reintegration describes the experience of re-entering the community follow-
ing a prison sentence, whereas desistance theories attempt to explain why peo-
ple stop offending. For example, the uniformity aging process (Gottfredson & 
Hirschi, 1990) suggests people naturally stop engaging in offending behaviour 
as a result of aging and maturation. However, this theory has been criticised for 
being simplistic and misinterpreting aggregated data (Weaver, 2019). Alterna-
tively, informal social control (such as education, family, and employment) has 
been proposed as a way that people may adopt pro-social roles and subsequently 
cease offending (Laub & Sampson, 1993; Sampson & Laub, 2003). Building 
on the influence that social control may have on desistance, there are cognitive 
explanations which suggest alongside informal social control, people need cogni-
tive openness for change to occur (Farrall & Maruna, 2004). Rather than focus-
sing solely on external social factors which may influence desistance, cognitive 
explanations consider the internal processes that may come prior to or change 
with the exposure to pro-social bonds (Burnett, 2004). Furthermore, recent theo-
ries focus on identity, indicating emotional transformation and social learning are 
required for desistance (Giordano et  al., 2002, 2007). Identity change and deci-
sions to transform are seen as necessary for successful reintegration (Paternoster 
& Bushway, 2009). Recent theories of desistence focus on individual-level factors 
which may precede desistence but do not provide adequate explanations for how 
identity changes occur. The cognitive theories of desistence also ignore interper-
sonal and structural factors (such as policies, service and housing availability, the 
prison environment) which may also influence the ability to desist from crime.

Empirical research has focussed on predictors of desistence, falling into four 
broad areas: the prison sentence, release planning, experience in the commu-
nity, and attitudes (Dickson & Polaschek, 2014; Folk et al., 2016; Laub & Samp-
son, 1993; McMurran & Theodosi, 2007). Treatment and offender behaviour 
programmes during a prison sentence are designed to rehabilitate and reduce 
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reoffending. There is evidence that treatment reduces reoffending (Beaudry et al., 
2021; Hanson et  al., 2009; Kroner & Yessine, 2013); however, it is important 
treatment is completed (McMurran & Theodosi, 2007). Alongside treatment, 
release planning is important. Avoidance-orientated release plans (e.g. do not see 
x person) have been assessed as higher quality (Dickson et al., 2013) and associ-
ated with reduced likelihood of reconviction (Dickson & Polaschek, 2014). The 
quality of release plan has been found to have greater predictive accuracy on 
recidivism and reimprisonment than dynamic and static risk assessments. Once 
released into the community, research has shown a person’s connection to their 
community is related to recidivism (Folk et  al., 2016) and that positive social 
bonds promote desistence (Kay, 2022; Laub & Sampson, 1993, 2001; Walker 
et al., 2013). The expectations a person has when they are released from prison 
are also important. LeBel et al. (2008) conducted a 10-year follow-up and found 
pre-release attitudes were predictive of further offending, indicating a relation-
ship between belief of ability to desist and subsequent offending behaviour (Bur-
nett & Maruna, 2006). Despite there being a range of factors linked to reduced 
reoffending, the underlying mechanisms of how people successfully reintegrate 
into the community have not yet been studied together to understand their influ-
ence upon one another and provide a more unified understanding of the complex 
process of reintegration.

Furthermore, research overwhelmingly focuses on recidivism as a sole indica-
tor of successful reintegration, with an emphasis on factors about an individual that 
may predict recidivism (Barrenger et al., 2021; Visher & Travis, 2003). However, 
interpersonal- and structural-level factors such as securing housing, gaining employ-
ment (Pleace & Minton, 2009), and community aftercare focussing on maintaining 
therapeutic gains from in-prison therapeutic treatment (Beaudry et  al., 2021) may 
also influence successful reintegration. Post-release outcomes are likely to interact 
with and influence one another (Wong, 2019) and require consideration together to 
gain a better insight into the process of successful reintegration. It is therefore nec-
essary to consider a broad range of post-release outcomes alongside reoffending to 
better understand the mechanisms of the reintegration process. This review aims to 
examine research exploring individual-, interpersonal-, or structural-level factors 
related to reintegration with a broad lens to consider their impact on a variety of 
post-release outcomes. By considering a broad range of research with varying fac-
tors and outcomes related to successful reintegration, the complex process of rein-
tegration can be mapped out to distinguish possible causal relationships for further 
exploration (Ward et al., 2022).

Objectives

This systematic review asks: what factors are associated with successful reintegra-
tion for male offenders? A secondary question was: which of these factors may be 
causally related to successful reintegration?

The objectives of the review include identifying longitudinal research that inves-
tigates factors related to reintegration and to synthesise this research narratively 
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using directed acyclic graphs (DAGs). DAGs are an underutilised tool within crimi-
nal justice research. DAGs propose causal relationships between variables (Tennant 
et al., 2019) and are a useful tool for understanding complex interactions and guid-
ing subsequent research (Elwert, 2013).

Methods

This review followed the PRISMA 2020 statement checklist (Page et  al., 2021; 
Appendix 4 Table 3). As a meta-analysis was not conducted, an additional check-
list of Synthesis Without Meta-Analysis (SWiM) was used as an extension of the 
PRISMA checklist (Campbell et  al., 2020). A protocol was created prior to the 
review to ensure the rationale and planned methods of the review were pre-specified 
(Moher et al., 2015).

Search strategy

Seven databases were searched on 12 November 2021 for relevant literature, these 
included PsycINFO (via EBSCO), Medline (via OVID), EMBASE, and Web of Sci-
ence. Grey literature was searched through OpenGrey, PsycEXTRA, and PsycARTI-
CLES. Search terms were created in relation from an extrapolation of the research 
question to cover the widest range of research exploring the reintegration experi-
ence: “Offender*” OR “criminal*” OR “prisoner*” OR “felon*” OR “inmate*” 
AND “Prison” OR “jail” OR “detention” OR “incarceration” OR “imprisonment” 
OR “Open prison” OR “Category D” OR “Cat D” OR “correctional home” AND 
“Progression” OR “release” OR “re-entry” OR “desistance” OR “recidivism” OR 
“transition” OR “reintegration”. No date restrictions were applied but a filter of Eng-
lish-only papers was applied to each database. No country restrictions were applied 
to capture the variety of research conducted across geographical regions. 

Inclusion and exclusion criteria

Table 1 shows the inclusion and exclusion criteria used for the review. The popula-
tion of interest in the systematic review were adult males serving a prison sentence 

Table 1   Population, factor, outcome, study design inclusion/exclusion criteria

PFO(s) Inclusion Exclusion

Population People serving a prison sentence (in any security category 
and in prison setting), adult (18 +), male

Any hospital order 
prisoners

Factor Any factor associated with reintegration
Outcome Any outcome experienced following a progressive move
Study design Longitudinal studies published in English
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in any security category. Male-only populations were used as offending trajectories 
for females are often less persistent (Fergusson & Horwood, 2002) and may have 
different mechanisms (Cauffman et al., 2015). People in prison transferred to hos-
pital for treatment were not included, as the focus of the review was on reintegrat-
ing from a prison setting only. The factor could be individual (age, socioeconomic 
status, ethnicity, health, attitudes), interpersonal (treatment, prison visits), or struc-
tural (prison environment, policies, service availability) variables associated with 
reintegrating into the community. The outcome was any post-release outcome such 
as recidivism, securing housing, being in employment, engaging in services, or hav-
ing healthy relationships. Studies had to be longitudinal but  could be qualitative, 
cohort, quasi-experimental, or RCT. This was to help understand the causality of 
successful reintegration which occurs over time which cross-sectional or case study 
designs would not aid.

The included studies had two additional inclusion criteria applied to qualify to be 
in the DAG development. Firstly, the design was limited to cohort, quasi-experimen-
tal, or randomized. Secondly, the papers had to be assessed as “good” quality in the 
quality assessment. These additional criteria were applied to increase the reliability 
and trustworthiness of the DAG development.

Study selection and data extraction

Search terms were entered into the databases and references and abstracts were 
imported into Rayyan QCRI (Ouzzani et al., 2016), a systematic review online soft-
ware for screening studies. Duplicate papers were removed at this point. Titles and 
abstracts were then screened in relation to the inclusion and exclusion criteria by 
one reviewer (GM). Any unclear decisions were checked with a second reviewer 
(HJ) and papers not meeting the inclusion criteria were excluded. The remaining 
papers were read in full by two reviewers (GM and HJ) and only studies meeting 
the inclusion criteria were then included in the final review. There were no disagree-
ments between the reviewers regarding the inclusion of studies. Data extraction was 
completed by one author (GM) and a study characteristics table was created for the 
final papers providing summary details of each paper. Information included date of 
publication, country, research design, sample characteristics, factor of progression, 
outcome measures, length of follow-up, and key findings (p-values and effect sizes).

Quality assessment

There were a range of study designs accepted in the review meaning multiple qual-
ity assessment tools were used. For qualitative studies, the CASP qualitative check-
list (CASP, 2022) was used with the best-quality papers scoring over 17 out of 20. 
For the quantitative studies, the appropriate National Heart Lung and Blood Insti-
tute (NHLBI, 2021) quality assessment checklist was used and rated good, fair, 
or poor. The NHLBI tool was chosen as it covers broad aspects of quality that 
would be relevant to assess the included research, including assessing matching in 
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quasi-experimental and controlled trial studies. Quality assessment was completed 
by one reviewer (GM).

Synthesis of research

A narrative synthesis of all the included papers was conducted. A meta-analy-
sis was not appropriate due to the heterogeneity of the included study designs 
and outcomes of included studies meaning no two studies could be meaningfully 
combined in a meta-analysis. The narrative synthesis involved grouping the stud-
ies by factor-outcome relationships and textually writing about the themes and 
findings of the papers (Popay et al., 2006). Studies were grouped by outcome first 
(e.g. all studies reporting a reoffending outcome). The factors associated with the 
outcome (e.g. treatment, family support) were then explored in turn. As an aim of 
the study was to investigate multiple outcomes, there were many factor-outcome 
relationships identified across the studies. Only relationships identified in three or 
more studies are reported to avoid reporting on relationships where there is insuf-
ficient data to synthesise.

To consider potential causal factors and pathways to successful reintegration, a 
subset of included studies assessed as “good” quality and cohort, quasi-experimental, 
or randomised design were analysed using the Evidence Synthesis for Constructing 
Directed Acyclic Graphs (ESC-DAG) method (Ferguson et al., 2020). A full descrip-
tion of the ESC-DAG method is provided in Ferguson et al. (2020). Broadly, the ESC-
DAG method involves three stages: (i) the mapping of individual study findings into a 
DAG framework; (ii) assessing the possible causal structure of the DAG using causal 
inference principles; and (iii) synthesising an “integrated DAG (I-DAG)” from the 
individual study DAGs (Appendix 1). Causal inference principles in this case empha-
sise the following: (i) temporal precedence of factor and outcome; (ii) plausibility; (iii) 
theoretical support; and (iv) a counterfactual thought experiment (“what if the expo-
sure was set to fully present or fully absent”) (Pearl, 2009). DAGitty online software 
(Textor et al., 2011) was used to develop DAGs in the study.

Results

Search results

The search terms were entered into each database and a total of 14,828 papers were 
retrieved, decreasing to 8190 unique entries once duplicate papers were removed. 
Search results were screened using Rayyan QCRI (Ouzzani et al., 2016). The 8190 
studies titles and abstracts were screened for relevance which led to 116 full-text 
papers being assessed for eligibility. Thirty-four papers met the inclusion criteria 
and were included in the narrative synthesis. With the additional inclusion criteria 
applied, 14 papers were included for the I-DAG construction (Fig. 1).
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Study characteristics

The key characteristics of each study contributing to the narrative synthe-
sis and DAG construction can be found in Appendix 3 Table 2. Most studies 
were conducted in the USA (n = 23), with cohort studies the most common 
design used (n = 17). The studies were all longitudinal. The length of follow-
up ranged from 1 month to 15 years (mean = 2.34 years, median = 2 years). All 
samples consisted of males over the age of 18. The average age of the included 
study samples was 33 (3 studies did not provide information about age). Sen-
tence lengths ranged from 6 months to 6.5 years with 37 months (3 years) the 
average sentence length across the samples. Thirteen studies did not report the 
sentence length of their participants. The samples mainly had a high propor-
tion (56%) of Black/African American ethnicity populations. Six studies did 
not provide information about the ethnicity of their sample. Only 5 studies pro-
vided information about the mental health status of their sample, and these 
were all reported in varying ways.

The studies reported a range of individual, interpersonal, and structural factors 
and outcomes related to reintegration: Individual factors (n = 11) included health, 

Fig. 1   PRISMA 2020 flow diagram
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self-esteem, religiosity, and attitudes. Interpersonal factors (n = 28) reported were 
engagement with treatment programmes and family/social support. The experi-
ence of the prison environment was the only structural factor recorded across the 
studies (n = 4). Post-release offending (n = 27), attitudes (n = 4), drug use (n = 5), 
and mental health (n = 3) were individual-level outcomes reported across the stud-
ies. Employment (n = 8) was the only interpersonal-level outcome reported and the 
experience of reintegration (n = 2) was the only structural-level outcome explored.

Outcomes

Post‑release offending behaviour
In‑prison treatment  Four studies reported on cognitive-behavioural (CBT) type 
interventions including reasoning and rehabilitation, violence reduction programme, 
and criminal attitudes programme (Baggio et al., 2020; Berman, 2004; O’Brien & 
Daffern, 2017; Simourd et al., 2016). These studies reported reduced likelihood of 
post-release offending, mediated through attitude change and treatment comple-
tion, with unclear results on the lasting impact of the treatment. These studies were 
assessed as “fair” quality.
Five studies examined Risk-Need-Responsivity (RNR) based treatment (Dock-
ery, 2019; Lattimore & Visher, 2013; Lugo et al., 2019; McNeeley, 2018; Visher 
et  al., 2017). All found a lower likelihood of post-release offending with one 
study (Lattimore & Visher, 2013) reaching significance in the 3-month follow-
up period. RNR-based treatment was especially effective for first-time offenders 
(Dockery, 2019) and those in the first year of their sentence (Lugo et al., 2019). 
The evidence for RNR reducing re-offending is strong with consistent findings 
across high quality studies.

Experience of prison  Witnessing others being victimised and poor behaviour during 
the sentence were predictive of poor offending outcomes across four studies (Daquin 
et al., 2016; McDougall et al., 2013; Walters, 2016, 2020). The papers present con-
sistent findings and have “good” to “fair” quality.

Post‑release employment

In‑prison treatment  Receiving treatment during a prison sentence was associated 
with increased likelihood of being in employment post-release (Jensen et al., 2020; 
Jung, 2014; Lattimore & Visher, 2013; Walters, 2020). These studies are good-to-
fair quality, so the evidence of in prison treatment improving likelihood of post-
release employment is strong.
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Post‑release drug use

Support  Improvements in family relations and religious support throughout a 
prison sentence was significantly associated with reduced likelihood of drug 
use post-release (Brunton-Smith & McCarthy, 2017; Farrell, 2009; Stansfield 
et al., 2019). The consistent findings across these good-quality papers provides 
strong evidence for the impact of family relations and religious support on 
post-release drug use.

In‑prison treatment  Re-entry–focussed interventions were associated with 
reduced likelihood of marijuana use in a 3-month follow-up period (Lattimore 
& Visher, 2013) and reduced overall substance abuse at 15 months post-release 
(Stansfield et  al., 2019). A mindfulness-based intervention had no effect on 
post-release substance use (Malouf et  al., 2017). This indicates varying evi-
dence for in-prison treatment on post-release drug use, with two “good”-quality 
studies providing consistent findings and one poor-quality study presenting an 
opposite conclusion. The  type of treatment provided is likely important when 
considering substance use outcomes.

Post‑release attitudes

In prison treatment  CBT-based and employment-based treatments were associ-
ated with positive impacts on post-release attitudes of hope, denial and mini-
misation, and criminal attitudes (Medlock, 2009; O’Brien & Daffern, 2017; 
Simourd et  al., 2016). The mindfulness-based intervention found no difference 
in motivation and self-control compared to a control group (Malouf et al., 2017). 
These studies have fair quality and therefore further high-quality research is 
needed to understand how in-prison treatment can impact post-release attitudes.

Reintegration experience

The reintegration experience describes a range of aspects of a prosocial life 
for offenders once released into the community including support, housing, 
and supervision. Poor support, including familial conflict, lack of employ-
ment, and financial issues are reported as barriers to reintegration by Link 
et al. (2019), Russell et al. (2013), and Naser and La Vigne (2006). In a qual-
itative study, offenders described fearing community reaction, wanting pre-
arranged accommodation and an existing relationship with a probation officer 
when interviewed pre-release and once released reported finding negative 
reactions stressful, having accommodation issues and unsupportive probation 
officers (Russell et al., 2013).
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ESC‑DAG

Fourteen studies (marked with an * in the study characteristics table) were 
included in the construction of the I-DAG.

I‑DAG analysis

Figure 2 shows the causal paths I-DAG which represents the factors of reintegration 
(exposure variables) and how they relate to the reintegration outcomes. Appendix 2 
Fig. 9 shows the full I-DAG which has five types of variables, reflecting the applica-
tion of causal principles to the DAG:

•	 Exposure variables are the cause of an outcome and were defined as an exposure 
in the reviewed studies.

•	 Outcome variables are the consequence of an exposure variables and were iden-
tified as the outcome of interest in the reviewed studies.

•	 Confounder variables cause both the exposure and the outcome.
•	 Mediating variables are an effect of the exposure that leads to the outcome.
•	 Competing exposure variables cause the outcome but have no relation to the 

focal exposure variable.

A causal (or direct) path is apparent when one variable connects to another 
with an arrow. The focal relationships in the I-DAG are the paths between expo-
sures (darkest grey) and outcomes (lightest grey) and imply there is a causal effect 
between the variables. Confounding variables create confounding (indirect or 

Exposure

Competing Exposure/

Mediator

Outcome

Causal Path

Fig. 2   I-DAG of causal paths
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backdoor) paths between an exposure and outcome and introduce confounding bias 
(dashed arrows). Where a competing exposure is causing an outcome, a dashed 
arrow is used in the figures.

Figure 2 shows 6 exposure variables (prison visits, witnessing victimization, recov-
ery perception, dynamic risk of reoffending, in-prison treatment, and pre-prison health), 
1 mediating variable (barriers to reintegration), and 4 outcomes (post-release drug use, 
negative criminal justice outcomes, housing, and post-release mental health). To under-
stand the I-DAG further, each exposure variable is considered in isolation.

Prison visits  This variable describes if a person received visits during their prison sen-
tence. Following the synthesis of systematic review studies, receiving prison visits 
was linked to reduced likelihood of post-release drug use and negative criminal justice 
outcomes, mediated through barriers to reintegration. Prior reintegration barriers and 
demographics were confounding variables in the relationship between prison visits and 
both its associated outcomes. There were 5 causal paths showing direct and indirect 
effects of prison visits on drug use and negative criminal justice outcomes (Fig. 3).

1.	 Prison visits → Post-release drug use

Fig. 3   Prison visits DAG
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2.	 Prison visits → Negative criminal justice outcome
3.	 Prison visits → Barriers to reintegration
4.	 Prison visits → Barriers to reintegration → Drug use
5.	 Prison visits → Barriers to reintegration → Negative criminal justice Outcome

Witnessing victimization  Witnessing victimization describes if the offender 
observed any abuse, physical or psychological, during their sentence. The DAG 
shows witnessing victimisation was only related to negative criminal justice 

Fig. 4   Witnessing victimization DAG

Fig. 5   Recovery perception DAG
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outcomes with demographics as a confounding variable in this relationship. There is 
one direct causal relationship (Fig. 4).

Recovery perception  Recovery perception describes how much the offender feels 
they have recovered during their sentence. In the DAG, poor recovery perception 
was related to any negative criminal justice outcome with offending history and atti-
tudes during the prison sentence being confounders in this relationship. There is one 
direct causal relationship (Fig. 5).

Risk of reoffending  Risk of reoffending describes a variety of static and dynamic 
factors related to the likelihood of reoffending (e.g. age at first offence, number of 
prior offences, current age, employment, having criminal friends, problematic sub-
stance use, psychological problems, difficult family relationships, attitudes sup-
portive of crime, and years incarcerated). The risk variable also included a meas-
ure of behaviour during the prison sentence (behaviours of “concern” or “positive” 
behaviours) and was identified as an exposure in the reviewed studies. The DAG 
shows increased risk of reoffending being related to post-release drug use and nega-
tive criminal justice outcomes, mediated through barriers to reintegration. There are 
therefore two indirect causal relationships related to risk (Fig. 6). There are no con-
founding variables influencing risk and the outcomes in this model and so it may be 
better conceptualised as a confounder itself.

1.	 Risk → Barriers to reintegration → Drug use
2.	 Risk → Barriers to reintegration → Negative criminal justice outcome

Treatment  Treatment describes the undertaking of any in-prison intervention 
or programme. The DAG shows treatment being related to reduced post-release 
drug use, negative criminal justice outcomes, and improved post-release housing 
and post-release mental health. Prior reintegration barriers, demographics, prior 

Fig. 6   Risk DAG
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substance abuse, and offending history were confounders and there are four direct 
and two indirect causal pathways (Fig. 7).

1.	 Treatment → Drug use
2.	 Treatment → Negative criminal justice outcome
3.	 Treatment → Housing
4.	 Treatment → Post-release mental health
5.	 Treatment → Barriers to reintegration → Drug use
6.	 Treatment → Barriers to reintegration → Negative criminal justice outcome

Fig. 7   Treatment DAG

Fig. 8   Pre-prison health DAG
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Pre‑prison health  Pre-prison health describes the physical and mental health of the 
offender as they enter their prison sentence. The DAG shows pre-prison health is 
related to negative criminal justice outcomes and post-release mental health and 
mediated through barriers to reintegration with prior reintegration barriers, demo-
graphics, and offending history as confounder variables. There are three direct 
causal relationships and one indirect causal pathway (Fig. 8).

1.	 Pre-prison health → Barriers to reintegration
2.	 Pre-prison health → Negative criminal justice outcome
3.	 Pre-prison health → Post-release mental health
4.	 Pre-prison health → Barriers to reintegration → Negative criminal justice outcome

Discussion

This review aimed to understand what factors are associated with successful rein-
tegration for male offenders and found 34 longitudinal studies investigating factors 
of reintegration into the community. The narrative synthesis indicated the strong-
est evidence was presented for RNR-based interventions reducing the likelihood of 
post-release offending, as well as there being a negative relationship between wit-
nessing victimisation of other offenders during a prison sentence and post-release 
offending. Further strong evidence was reported for the impact of family and/or reli-
gious support on post-release drug use. Moderate support was provided for the rela-
tionship between CBT and post-release offending, re-entry services impacting post-
release drug use, and CBT and employment-focussed programmes on post-release 
attitudes. Many studies were assessed as poor or moderate in the quality assessment; 
and therefore, the reliability of the findings of the narrative review is limited.

The ESC-DAG method was used to develop an understanding of possible casual 
relationships between dynamic variables and positive progression using the studies 
assessed as good quality. The I-DAG synthesised relationships from 14 studies and 
following assessment led to six exposure variables (prison visits, witnessing victimi-
sation, recovery perception, risk of reoffending, in-prison treatment, and pre-prison 
health) being  linked to varying post-release outcomes (including criminal justice 
outcomes, drug use, physical and mental health, housing, and reintegration barriers) 
with a variety of confounding variables and one mediating variable (barriers to rein-
tegration) impacting the focal exposure—outcome paths. The synthesis of research 
evidence using DAGs helps map out the complex relationships of reintegration 
based on the current literature. There was a small amount of good-quality research 
with robust study designs found through this review and the conclusions that can be 
made from the synthesis are therefore limited.

The I-DAG does however set out some possible relationships, some of 
them causal, between those factors. Firstly, the exposure variables cover 
interpersonal factors such as receiving treatment, prison visits, and witness-
ing victimisation and its impact on reoffending, drug use, mental health, and 
housing. Receiving treatment was linked to the most post-release outcomes 
including a reduced likelihood of reoffending and post-release drug use, 
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increased likelihood of securing housing, and improved post-release mental 
health. Recent reviews have found treatment for people in prison requires 
improvement as the benefits are limited by publication bias and small-study 
effects (Beaudry et al., 2021; Gannon et al., 2019). There is a lack of under-
standing of mechanisms of change due to treatments currently used in prisons 
and there are ethical issues surrounding treatment (e.g., who gets selected for 
treatment) that may mean minority groups remain over-represented in prison 
statistics (Ward et  al., 2022). To ensure treatment in prisons has a positive 
effect on post-treatment outcomes, more work is needed to understand the 
theory and implementation of these treatments, rather than only  focussing 
further on whether treatments are effective (Rogers, 2008).

Prison visits were linked to reduced post-release drug use and reduced likeli-
hood of negative criminal justice outcomes. Reviews into the impact of prison 
visits on post-release outcomes  indicate research is low quality but there are 
consistent findings on the positive impact visits have on well-being and reduced 
recidivism (De Claire & Dixon, 2017; Mitchell et al., 2016). Further high-quality 
research is therefore needed to understand how and why prison visits may lead to 
positive post-release outcomes. It is also important to understand the impact the 
lack of prison visits people in prison received during the COVID-19 pandemic 
may have had. If prison visits are an essential contributing factor to successful 
reintegration, then the lack of this contact for up to 2 years is likely to have led to 
detrimental effects on reintegration (Casey et al., 2021).

Witnessing victimisation was only linked to increased likelihood of negative 
criminal justice outcomes and the effect witnessing victimisation may have 
on other post-release outcomes is an area for further exploration. A review 
of exposure to potentially traumatic events (which only included direct vic-
timisation) indicated few poor-quality studies have explored this link but trau-
matic events during a prison sentence are associated with poorer psychological 
well-being outcomes post-release (Piper & Berle, 2019). There is a high likeli-
hood of being exposed to a traumatic event or witnessing victimisation during 
a prison sentence; and therefore, further work is needed to identify how these 
events can be reduced. Prison culture is an arguably modifiable factor that, 
if improved, could reduce the likelihood of traumatic events and victimisa-
tion occurring and should therefore be the focus of future research and policy 
(Wooldredge, 2020).

The I-DAG also identifies individual-level factors that can influence post-
release outcomes, such as pre-prison health and recovery perception. Individual-
level factors often receive research attention as they are viewed as modifiable; 
however, it is important to acknowledge that factors, such as health, are influenced 
by interpersonal and structural factors (e.g. geography, socio-economic status; 
Wan, 2008). The health of a person before their prison sentence was linked to 
post-release mental health and the likelihood of having a negative criminal justice 
outcome. Health care has been focussed on as part of the resettlement process, 
for example RECONNECT in England are services that aim to improve the well-
being of prison leavers, reduce inequalities, and address health-related predictors 
of offending behaviours. These services are yet to be systematically evaluated; 
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however, it is hoped they will increase successful reintegration to the commu-
nity. There is a lack of intervention and policy focussed on health prior to pos-
sible involvement with the criminal justice system and a public health approach to 
crime is an under-studied area (Akers et al., 2012).

Recovery perception describes attitudes about an individual’s ability to 
desist from criminal behaviour. According to the I-DAG, people with a poor 
recovery perception are more likely to have negative criminal justice outcomes. 
Readiness for treatment and change have been explored through the Multifactor 
Offender Readiness Model (MORM; (Ward et al., 2004) where individual-level 
factors (such as attitudes) are required in order to be ready for change. Despite 
the utility of the MORM in identifying a variety of individual and contextual 
factors to assess readiness for treatment and change, the model does not provide 
an explanation of how people develop their beliefs to begin with or how to tar-
get negative beliefs, prior to engagement with treatment. It is likely that people 
have ingrained beliefs regarding their ability to desist, which may be linked to 
their perception of control over their situation during a prison sentence, but this 
needs further exploration.

Barriers to reintegration (issues with family, housing, employment, and 
finances) were a mediating factor in many of the relationships in the I-DAG 
and explain the link between many of the exposures and outcomes. Barriers to 
reintegration therefore warrant attention as they could improve post-release out-
comes. Release planning is an area where these factors can be focussed on to 
ensure when people are released, they have positive family and financial support 
alongside housing and employment options. UK open prison establishments 
provides access to Release on Temporary License (ROTL) where individuals 
can develop links in the community, such as family, housing, employment, and 
support services. People who access ROTL during their prison sentence are less 
likely to reoffend (Cheliotis, 2008); however, ROTL is often under-utilised in 
criminal justice systems.

Risk of reoffending was identified through the I-DAG analysis as a factor related 
to reintegration; however, it differed from the other factors of reintegration as no con-
founding variables were related to risk of reoffending and the associated post-release 
outcomes (post-release drug use and negative criminal justice outcome). Risk may 
therefore be a confounder itself in the broader exposure outcome relationships iden-
tified in the I-DAG. Dynamic risk factors have been used as key predictors of reof-
fending and are the target for many interventions aimed at reducing criminal behaviour 
(Bonta & Andrews, 2007). To further capitalise on the possibility of dynamic risk fac-
tors having a causal association to post-release outcomes, a risk-causality method has 
been proposed by Heffernan et al. (2019) to aid an individualised formulation for the 
needs of each person. The method takes a dynamic risk factor and considers possible 
causes, contexts, and behavioural and mental states to explain how the risk factor may 
lead to a negative release outcome (Heffernan et al., 2019) for an individual. Further 
use of the risk-causality method to understand an individual’s dynamic risk may lead to 
more effective engagement with changing these risk factors and therefore better release 
outcomes.
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Limitations of the studies included in the review

The quality of the research was mixed, with the quasi-experimental studies being 
higher quality than the other designs. There were two key limitations of the stud-
ies included in the review. Firstly, studies were mainly retrospective observational 
studies with sample size and power issues. Although this is easier data to collect and 
analyse in forensic populations, this can lead to underpowered studies which do not 
add much to the evidence base compared to adequately powered prospective studies 
which would provide more reliable results. Secondly, the follow-up times across the 
studies were short (around 2 years on average) which limits the understanding of the 
reintegration process and outcomes. This is a particular issue as we build evidence 
to understand reintegration better, which is an ongoing process.

Each exposure variable in the I-DAG was related to criminal justice outcomes 
and most of the evidence in the review (27 out of 34 studies) focussed on this out-
come, showing the continued focus on recall and reoffending in this area of research 
(Barrenger et  al., 2021). Although understanding factors which may be related to 
reoffending and negative criminal justice outcomes is important, there needs to be 
an increased focus on broader post-release outcomes and how these relate to nega-
tive criminal justice outcomes (Wong, 2019).

Strengths and limitations of the review

A key strength of this systematic review is the use of the ESC-DAG method to 
develop a causal synthesis of the included studies beyond the narrative synthesis. 
Understanding causal mechanisms allows a greater understanding of complex sys-
tems (such as a criminal justice system) compared to focussing on isolated predic-
tive factors (Matsueda, 2017) and the I-DAG sets out areas for future investigation 
and refinement. The I-DAG will also help future researchers identify potential con-
founding variables and therefore statistically adjust for this in their analysis.

A limitation is that only studies in English were included, and this may have led 
to the exclusion of relevant research. In the synthesis of the studies, it was decided 
to group together any criminal justice outcome; however, this meant the relationship 
between factors of reintegration and specific offending outcomes, such as recidivism 
or recall, is not understood from this review. Likewise, treatment was grouped into 
a single variable in the synthesis; and therefore, a nuanced understanding of spe-
cific treatment interventions and their impact on specific post-release outcomes is 
not developed from the review. The I-DAG only represents pathways explored in 
the included studies and other plausible pathways are not represented. Furthermore, 
the I-DAG shows no interaction between the post-release outcomes, but it is likely 
the post-release outcomes are inter-connected (e.g. substance use and lack of hous-
ing increasing the risk of recall or reoffending), and future research should seek to 
explore how outcomes may be related in more detail. However, the robustness of the 
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ESC-DAG methods will have helped synthesise the current research and identify 
where possible causal relationships exist.

Future directions

Following the development of the I-DAG, there are several implications for future 
research and policy. More research is needed into the implementation of prison 
interventions to ensure effective treatments are being delivered. Further research is 
needed into how and why prison visits may lead to positive post-release outcomes 
and the impact that COVID-19 has had on stopping prison visits. There is a need 
for more understanding of how beliefs about reoffending can be changed. This is an 
area that would benefit from more research with people who have managed to desist 
to understand their experiences of desisting.

At a policy level, prison environments should be improved to reduce witnessing 
and experiencing victimisation and temporary release could be utilised further to 
help reduce barriers to reintegration. At a broader level, a public health approach to 
crime reduction could benefit people prior to a prison sentence as well as when rein-
tegrating into the community. It is clear systems and structures impact post-release 
outcomes, including the socio-political context, and it is important these struc-
tural-level factors are included in future research about reintegration. Furthermore, 
research should seek to understand the interaction across post-release outcomes as 
this will lead to a greater understanding of the way different factors interact post-
release, rather than simply looking at the pre- to post-release relationships. The 
I-DAG developed in this review provides a basis for which further research can be 
designed to test the validity of the proposed relationships as well as consider the 
impact of confounding variables.

Conclusion

There are many factors related to successful reintegration for male offenders; 
however, there is a lack of good-quality research with an over-reliance on study-
ing treatment efficacy and reoffending which neglects a wider systemic approach 
considering individual-, interpersonal-, and structural-level influences of successful 
reintegration. Developing causal models through DAGs helps understand the com-
plex, multifactored process of reintegration and provides a basis for future research 
to expand upon and test.

Appendix 1 Summary of ESC‑DAG procedure

1.	 Mapping each study into an “implied graph” which undergoes scrutiny to be 
translated into a study DAG.
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a.	 The study variables are identified (exposure, outcome, mediators, controls).
b.	 A directed edge is drawn from the exposure(s) to the outcome(s).
c.	 Controls are unassigned variables and a directed edge is drawn from each 

control to the exposure(s) and outcome(s).
d.	 Mediators are added in as the study identifies.
e.	 Some recombination may be needed to simplify a complex implied graph. 

For example, age, sex, and marital status variables may be combined into a 
demographic variable.

2.	 Translation of each implied graph into a DAG for each study. All relationships 
in the implied graph are assessed through the following causal criteria (firstly in 
the directed edge direction and then the reverse).

a.	 Temporality—does the cause proceed the effect?
b.	 Face-validity—is it plausible?
c.	 Recourse to theory—is there evidence for the relationship?
d.	 Counterfactual thought experiment—using the potential outcomes frame-

work (POF) compare the outcome that would have occurred if all the sample 
had been exposed compared to the outcome if none of the sample had been 
exposed.

e.	 Once all these criteria have been assessed for the relationship, the edge is 
either retained, reversed, or deleted.

f.	 Once all relationships in the implied graph have been assessed, a DAG of the 
study is created, and the directed edges are recorded into an index.

3.	 Integrating the DAGs takes two stages. Firstly, the translated DAGs are combined 
into one using the indexed directed edges.

a.	 Starting with the exposures and outcomes, the nodes are added to the I-DAG.
b.	 The confounding nodes are then added, and all directed edges inputted.
c.	 Conceptually similar nodes can be grouped together in the virtual space, ready 

for recombination.

Secondly, the I-DAG is recombined into a conceptual I-DAG. This is to reduce 
the complexity of the I-DAG. The two reasons for combining nodes are as follows:

a.	 Nodes can be combined if there is theoretical support (e.g. demographics and 
sociodemographic).

b.	 If the conceptually related notes have similar inputs and outcomes (e.g. do they 
have directed edges going to similar places in the I-DAG?).
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Appendix 2

Figure 9

Fig. 9   Full I-DAG demonstrating causal, confounding, and competing exposure paths across variables of 
the 14 studies with key
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