Effects of Imprisonment on Romanian Offenders’ Lives
1. Scientific motivation
The importance of the problem from the scientific and socio-economic point of view
Imprisonment is often seen by the general public, but also by some practitioners and
policymakers as an efficient penal strategy of crime prevention. Three main arguments has been
advanced in support of this view: a) prison deters or at least it reduces criminal behavior of the
individuals who have experienced detention; b) prison keeps the offenders isolated from the
society; it has an incapacitation effect, by putting lawbreakers in the inability of committing
other felonies in the community; c) prison rehabilitates and reforms the offenders into law
abiding citizens. Although these claims have led to the increased use of prison as main penalty
imposed to criminal offenders in Europe and worldwide, in the international academic literature
they shown to be largely overstated, if not incorrect. Four lines of research can be distinguished,
but they all go in the same direction: prison is not such an effective tool in reducing crime as the
practitioners and policymakers have argued.
A) Early studies of American criminologists, which have examined prison life, prison
adaptation, inmate socialization and subculture (Clemmer, 1940; Sykes and Messinger, 1960),
have shown that prisons have criminogenic effects, being nothing more than “schools of crimes”;
B) Scholars interested to assess the specific deterrent effect of the detention have found
out that modern prisons are not so unpleasant or disagreeable as one can imagine and for this
reason, they cannot act like a discouraging factor of criminal behavior (Gendreau, Goggin and
Cullen, 1999);
C) Analyses focused on the evaluation of the efficiency of treatment programs and
psychosocial intervention (the literature on “what works” in the rehabilitation of prisoners) have
revealed that programs based on punishment and control are not efficient in reducing recidivism
(MacKenzie, 2005);
D) More recently, the advocates of the developmental and life-course theories have
drawn attention on the adverse, longer-term consequences of confinement not only on
reoffending, but also on others major life-domains of the inmates (employment, family, social
integration etc.). They have argued that prison is stigmatizing, both socially and economically,
and diminishes people chances for employment, family formation, civic participation and social

integration (Sampson and Laub, 2005; Uggen, Manza and Behrens, 2004; Uggen, Wakefield and
Western, 2005; Pager, 2003).
Internationally, researchers’ concern about these negative and unintended effects of
confinement has been materialized in a large body of books, articles and research reports about
consequences of incarceration to: former prisoners’ employment opportunities, wages and job
stability (Western, 2002); family roles and relationships (Arditti, 2005); well-being of children
(Murray, 2007); communities (Clear, 2008).
These studies have brought and continue to bring important scientific contribution in
research areas related to: a) correctional policies and practice: offenders treatment,
rehabilitation, prisoners social reintegration; b) theories of criminology and sociology of crime:
life-course theory, social control theory, socialization theory, deterrence theory etc; c) other
sociological research fields: child care, family life and dynamic, social inclusion, human and
social capital, employment and labor force market etc.
To investigate the (collateral) effects of incarceration in more detail, the European
Society of Criminology has established in 2010 a working group on Prison Life and the Effects
of Imprisonment whose main objective is the promotion of international collaboration on prison
research.
The social and policy relevance of the topic stems from the fact that understanding the
(unintended) consequences of the custodial sentences is a key element in developing efficient
correctional policies and social re-entry strategies. Identifying those prison variables that have
negative impact on the future of the offenders’ lives, hampering their successful reintegration in
the community after release from detention can provides valuable information about where to
focus the criminal justice system resources in order to overcome these prison negative effects
and prevent reoffending. Also, because the studies on collateral effects of imprisonment focus on
the impact of incarceration on the inmates’ children and families, they could bring further useful
insights into the child protection and families in need social assistance policy issues. Moreover,
by analyzing how prison affects former inmates’ chances for employment are brought into
discussion important implications for social policies regarding the inclusion of marginalized
people on labor force market.
In Romania, the topic of crime prevention impact of imprisonment and its collateral
consequences gains special scientific and societal relevance. First, in our country there are no

studies that examine the impact of incarceration on inmates’ major life domains (including
criminal behavior); therefore, my study, which will precisely approach this research topic, will
have significant academic relevance in Romania. Nationally, the study will contribute to the
development of knowledge in some important theoretical and empirical areas, well developed at
European and international level, but very poor covered in the Romanian sociological and
criminological literature: recidivism, desistance, offenders’ rehabilitation, inmates’ re-entry,
prisoners’ families etc. Internationally, because most of the researches conducted on the effects
of imprisonment come from North American and Western European countries, my study will
complete the image of these studies, by bringing additional information about the realities from a
South-Eastern European (post-communist) country.
Second, the societal relevance of the project is also important in Romania, especially
nowadays, in the context of European Union political debates regarding our country accession to
the Schengen area. With a rate of incarceration of 125.7 inmates per 100.000 inhabitants,
Romania places in the middle of the European countries in terms of prison population, after
United Kingdom, Spain, Czech Republic or Hungary, but before Netherlands, Italy, France or
Germany (European Council, 2011). What strongly differentiates our country from others and
what makes the topic of prison effects so important to be explored is the length of custodial
sentences. The national data (INS, 2009) show that of all persons held in prisons in 2009, only
3% were incarcerated less than one year and 6.7% were serving sentences between 1 and 2 years
of detention. Almost 90% were imprisoned more than two years (including for life). In
comparison, in Netherlands, 80% of prison sentences are no longer than 6 months (Nieuwbeerta
and Dirkzwager, forthcoming). The legitimate questions to which my study will try to find
answers are: In what way has changed the lives of people after staying two, five or even more
years behind bars? And how these changes affect their further involvement in crime? The
responses could constitute as a scientific basis for the future Romanian penal policies regarding
imprisonment.
The difficulty elements of the problem
The difficulties elements of the problem, which my project tries to tackle, rise, first, from
the necessity to clearly and rigorous disentangled the impact of prison from the impact of other
possible sources of influences. In other words, it is important to attribute the changes in different
life-domains of the offenders – family and children, employment, human capital, social

networks, offending patterns to the detention experience and not to other experiences, events and
circumstances that could also affect these life-domains. Second, earlier studies have
methodological difficulties especially associated with the time framing of the investigation. The
question that rises is: What time period is sufficient enough to capture the influences that
custodial sentences exert on former prisoners’ lives? Some of the incarceration effects can be
identified in a short period of time, but others are more subtle and visible only after long periods
of time. Some of the prison influences may not last very long, while others persist for important
periods of time. The third difficulty is associated with the research design used in studying
prison effects. Researchers have usually used a longitudinal, prospective approach, following the
evolution of the prisoners from the period when they are in pretrial detention to one or two years
after they are released from custody. This type of approach requires a lot of time, and also human
and financial resources. Other scholars have used a retrospective design. This also raises some
difficulties, for example, some of the respondents could have difficulties in recalling events or in
chronological ordering them (Farrall, 2006). However, such difficulties can be partially
overcome by using complementarily other sources of data (prison files or interviews with family
members).
The limits of the current approaches in the context of the state of the art in the field
In the international literature, there are certain aspects related to the effects of
incarceration that were not yet explored or that only now have begun to capture the interest of
the researchers’ communities from abroad. One of these aspects regards the lack of evidence
about the theoretical mechanisms by which imprisonment has effects on offenders’ lives
(Nieuwbeerta and Dirkzwager, forthcoming). In the proposed project I will try to overcome this
limit, by focusing on that.
2. Objectives
The aim of the proposed study is to compensate the lack of research in the field of
(intended and unintended) consequences of imprisonment in Romania and to link the Romanian
criminological research to the international one. The main objective of my project is to examine
the effects of incarceration on offenders’ main life domains – family and children, employment,
human capital, social networks and criminal activity, and to develop a theoretical and empirical
model of analysis this topic, adapted to the Romanian realities, model that can be integrate it
further into the larger body of international researches and theoretical explanations offered to this

topic. More specifically, I will try to identify to what extent and what is the nature of the prison
impact on the inmates’ lives, what life-domains are more affected by incarceration and what
mechanisms put in motion the prison influences.
The scientific objectives of the project are:
O1: to identify the consequences of incarceration on inmates’ criminal activity. If the
influences are negative, to what extent and in what way their offending behaviors have suffered
qualitative changes under the influences of prison? The answers to these questions will allow me
to test some of the hypotheses of the specific deterrence and “schools of crime” theories, but
also, to advance and test different hypotheses customized to the Romanian context (such to what
extent the Romanian prisoners have acquired and developed an “Western countries-style” of
criminality);
O2: to identify the consequences of incarceration on the main aspects of inmates’ life –
family and children, employment, social networks, human capital. Does imprisonment has no
effect on these aspects? It improves them or on contrary, deteriorates them? And if it is the case,
how the negative changes induced by prison in these life-domains are related to criminal
behavior?
O3: to describe the mechanisms through which prison leaves its stamp on offenders’
lives;
O4: to identify what factors can overcome the negative impact of prison on offenders’
further criminal behavior and other life domains;
O5: to develop a set of recommendations for penal and social policies.
The elements of originality and innovation of the project
In Romania, the state of knowledge about the impact of imprisonment on reoffending,
and especially about the collateral consequences of incarceration on the lives of the prisoners is,
if not lacking, very limited. The only research carried out on prison effects was conducted by P.
Dobrica (2009-2012) and focused solely on deculturation as a consequence of incarceration. The
project that I propose is a continuation of my PhD thesis which aimed to reveal the main factors
that determine and favor recidivism. Although in my dissertation I have identified some
influences that the imprisonment exert on reoffending (see also B1), I consider that the topic
needs further and extended analyses not only to capture in more detail the effects of prison on
criminal activity, but also to identify the collateral consequences of incarceration, which manifest

on the offenders’ family and children, employment, human capital, social networks. In the same
time, this further analysis is needed in order to identify the mechanisms through which prison
exerts its influences.
The potential impact of the project in the broader scientific field
The impact project on the broader scientific field could be seen on two levels.
A) Nationally, my study will contribute to: a) the development of fundamental research in
an area currently not examined in the Romanian scientific literature: the intended and unintended
consequences of imprisonment of offenders’ lives; b) the efficiency of the imprisonment policies
in Romania. The dissemination of the research findings of the project, through: a) publications (2
articles published in prestigious (ISI) journals from abroad and a book in English (print and
electronic version) that will be delivered to 25 international and 10 national university libraries);
b) research reports provided to different governmental institution (Ministry of Justice, Ministry
of Administration and Interior; Ministry of Work and Family, child protection services); c)
participation at 2 international conferences; d) organization of a workshop with participants from
the academic community, but also from the governmental institutions and e) the webpage of the
project, will allow me: a) to promote the results of the project at national level; b) to increase the
visibility of Romanian research at the international level.
B) Internationally, as mentioned before, the project aims to link the Romanian
criminological research to the international field, by complementing the researches conducted in
United States and other Western European countries with the research conducted in a country
from South Eastern Europe. It will allow me: a) to overcome some of the limits of the
international researches: b) to connect to the international research networks already existing
interested in studying prison effects.
3. Methodology
Preferably to study the effects of incarceration one would like do a prospective
longitudinal study, i.e. following people before, during and post prison, and with an experimental
group (people with (long) prison sentence) and a control group (people with (short) prison
sentence). However, in the current situation in Romania, that is impossible. First and most
important, because as I mentioned before, the prison sentences are on very long-term and it will
take a long time to complete the study. For example, if to an average length of confinement of 3-

5 years, it adds 1-2 years of follow-up, results a period of data collection between 4 and 7 years.
Especially for this reason, my study will use a cross-sectional research design. In order to have
experimental groups and a control group, I will divide the samples according to the length of
time they are already imprisoned: already long-term imprisoned (more than 5 years), already
middle-term imprisoned (2-5 years) and short-term imprisoned (less than 2 years). By doing this,
we can test whether the longer the inmates have been in prison, the more (negative) effects of
imprisonment are shown (they have become unemployed, divorced, get a smaller social network,
etc.)
The study will use an original and complex methodology that combines qualitative and
quantitative approaches. It will be carried out for two samples:
A) The first sample that we will study in a qualitative analysis, based on in-depth, semistructured interviews is compound of 30 men incarcerated in two prisons for adults from the
country (one of maximum security and closed regime and one of open and half-open regime).
These 30 respondents will be selected from the total number of recidivists held in these two
prisons according to their ages and length of custodial sentences: long-term, middle-term and
short-term prison sentences. There will be selected those who have between one and three
months before entering to the conditional release commission in prison. In addition, I will
interview 6 Romanian inmates held in Dutch prisons. The research subjects will be asked to
answer to in-depth questions about how their previous incarceration(s), but also the current one
has affected their major life domains.
B) The second sample we will study in a quantitative analysis based on a questionnaire.
It is compounded of 300 inmates held in the two prisons mentioned above, proportionally
selected from the total number of the prisoners confined in those penal institutions (recidivists
and first-time offenders) according to the criteria of inmates’ age (young aged 18-21, adults aged
22-50 and older prisoners over 50 years old) and length of incarceration (long-term, middle-term
and short-term sentences). The quantitative data collected through questionnaires will be
analyzed using the SPSS statistical program. They will allow me to test different hypotheses (e.g.
how prison impact varies according to certain variables: inmate’s age, social background, length
of imprisonment) and to develop statistical models of prison influence.
To obtain information on their situation in detention and the possible consequences we
use various types of instruments:

a) Face-to-face in-depth interviews with 30 prisoners held in Romanian prisons and 6
held in Dutch prisons on topics related to the relationships with parents, brothers and sisters;
relationships with wives and children; the economical situation of the family; the children
wellbeing; educational and employment experiences; relationships with the peer group;
experiences of confinement; criminal careers;
b) In-depth interviews with the relatives of 30 inmates held in Romanian prisons, before
or after they visit their relative in prison, on how the incarceration of their family member has
affected the children’s life and quality of care; family’s life (role, relationships, and emotional
state); the household financial wellbeing;
c) Questionnaires – prisoners. The sample of 300 prisoners will be asked to fill in
questionnaires on topics that follow closely the interview guide;
d) Questionnaires – relatives of prisoners. We will give questionnaires to all the families
of the 300 inmate’s in our large sample (if they maintain contact with prisoners and come to visit
them). Also, the topics included in the questionnaire will follow closely the interview guide for
families.
Complementarily to the interviews with these detainees and their families, I will also
collect information using official data (mainly, criminal records); they will include variables that
describe the subjects’ criminal careers until the moment of their admission in prison. Also,
through interviews with prison staff and inmates files, I will collect detailed information about:
types of programs at which the detainees have participated, their visits and contacts with their
families, rewards and disciplinary sanctions etc. This unique design and data collection will
provide information that will allow me to identify the possible sources of prison influences on
inmates’ criminal activity and other major life domains: family and children, employment,
human capital, social networks.

The work plan is detailed in the following table:
Specific objectives/
Time framing
Scientific documentation
May 2013 – Oct. 2013

Development
of
the
analytic framework of
research of prison effects
Nov. 2013 – Mar. 2014
Assessing prison impact.
O1: Identifying prison
effects on criminal activity;
O2:
Identifying
the
collateral effects of prison
Apr. 2014 – Jul. 2014
Explaining prison impact.
O3:Describing mechanism
of prison impact; O4:
Identifying the factors that
can overcome the negative
impact of prison
Aug. 2014 – Dec. 2014

Activities

Deliverables/Research
products (results)
Review of international literature on a) Webpage of the project;
intended and unintended effects of prison. b) Report of documentary
Documentation analysis about the use of analysis;
c) Participation to an
imprisonment in Romania.
Official data analysis on the imprisonment international conference.
trends
in
Romania
(2000-2012);
comparison
with
other
European
countries.
Documentary stages: Leiden University,
Cambridge University.
Elaboration of project methodology.
a) Archive of interviews;
Data
collection
in
country
and b) Statistical database;
c) Methodological report.
Netherlands.
Interviews transcription; SPSS database
for data collected through questionnaires.
Interpretation
of
the
interviews. a) Submitting an article for
Advancing hypotheses regarding prison publication in an ISI
effects.
journal.
Analysis of quantitative data. Testing
hypotheses. Developing statistical models
of prison influence.
Summer school participation.

Developing explanations for prison
effects. Qualitative and quantitative data
analyses.
Elaboration of a theoretical and empirical
model of researching prison effects in
Romania.
Research stage at Leiden University:
evaluation, consultations etc.
Policy recommendations. Advancing a set of penal and social
O5: Development of a set measures that can impede the negative
of recommendations for effects of incarceration.
penal and social policies
Preparing the book for publishing
Jan. 2014 – Apr. 2015
Organizing an international workshop

a) Submitting an article for
publication in an ISI
journal;
b) Participation to an
international conference.

a) Research reports for
governmental bodies;
b) Book;
c) Organization of a
workshop;
d) Final research report.
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