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YOUNG ADULTS IN CANADIAN PRISONS

Men constitute 93% of those incarcerated at the federal level and 85% in the provincial-
territorial; 

Men aged 20 to 39 are OVER-REPRESENTED, as they account for two-thirds of federal 
prisoners (61%) and more than half of provincial prisoners (58%) while they represent 
17% of adults in Canada;

Women aged 20 to 39, for their part, are UNDER-REPRESENTED, because they represent 
only 5% of federal prisoners and 11% of provincial prisoners (they also account for 17% of 
the adult population).



Crime in québec

In Quebec, the overall crime rate has 
decreased by 32% over the past ten years to 
about 3,000 per 100,000 inhabitants; 

If we compare to the peak reached in the 
years 1992-1993 when it reached
approximately 10,000 per 100,000 
inhabitants: this is a drop of 70%



Crime in 
québec

The Crime Severity
Index has
also fallen by 32% 
over the past ten
years.



But, 
incarceration 
rates are rising



How to explain 
such a strange 
phenomenom?



It can be partly explained by « backdoor sentencing » (travis et Fisher, 2005) 
and the penalization of marginality (Wacquant, 1999)



And by recidivism rates of young adults

• Lalande, P., P. Dolmaire et R. Lévesque (2018). La récidive/reprise de la clientèle confiée aux Services correctionnels du 

Québec, cohortes 2010-2011. Québec : Direction générale adjointe aux programmes, au conseil et à l’administration, 

Direction générale des services correctionnels, ministère de la Sécurité publique du Québec, 112 p. 



Now then: 
why prison?



Canadian’s fundamental principles

1- To punish (retribution): "an eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth"; 
2- To contain (incapacitation): the fact of being imprisoned 
“prevents” the commission of offences; 
3- Discourage (deterrence): not wanting to go back; 
4- Restore (rehabilitate): correct the person's problems to make 
them more able to function in society.



deterrence
Is based on the idea that people who commit crimes make the 
calculation of gains and benefits and that they will avoid at all 
costs to (re)commit an offense which is punishable by 
incarceration. 

Intuitively: it seems logical, but it doesn't hold water If that 
deterred people, we would not have a reincarceration rate of 
between 70% and 90% in the three years following release 
(according to studies); 

If it deterred people, people who would be traumatized 
(victimized and threatened in prison) by their incarceration 
would not return. However, their risk of recidivism is higher than 
other inmates (Petrich et al., 2021);

If that deterred people, we would see much lower crime rates in 
countries that use incarceration more than in those that use it 



In fact, Petrich and coll

Conducted a meta-analysis of 116 studies, based on 4,5 millions of 

persons in 15 different countries came to the conclusion:

«Custodial sanctions have no effect on 

reoffending or slightly increase it when compared 

with the effects of noncustodial sanctions […] This 

finding is robust regardless of variations in 

methodological rigor, types of sanctions 

examined, and sociodemographic characteristics 



Rehabilitation: rnr

Some evaluations have shown that this intervention 
model can reduce the risk of recidivism 
for prisoners by 20% to 30% (Andrews and Dowden, 
2006; Landenberger and Lipsey, 2005; Pearson, Lipton, 
Cleland and Yee, 2002);



However, this is also in doubt…
• Studies that “show” effects rely on flawed mathematical models 

(Prins and Reich, 2021); 

• 73% of the studies which also show that actuarial risk tools (LSC/MI) 
are able to clearly contrast people at high risk and those at low risk 
(the basis of the RNR model) were carried out by researchers-
collaborators- creators of this tool; 

• Non-partisan studies show that the tool distinguishes the two groups 
very poorly (Prins and Reich, 2021); 

• Non-partisan studies also show that RNR interventions offered in 
prison do not work:

9,443 participants treated with this approach have recidivism rates 
comparable to  those of the control (untreated) group (Beaudry et al., 
2021).



But why it is never the fault of RNR? 
Because it’s fails are du to:
• Low motivation for change, lack of cooperation or the 

presence of anger or impulsiveness (Garrett, 1985; Mulvey, 
Arthur and Repucci, 1993); 

• Poor assessment of responsivity (Koehler, Losel, Akoensi, & 
Humpreys, 2013); 

• Misuse of risk measurement tools (Luong and Wormith, 2011); 
• Poor fit between risk measurement and intervention targets 

(Bonta, Rugge, Scott, Bourgon and Yessine, 2008; Flores, Travis 
and Latessa, 2004; Manchak and Cullen, 2015); 

• Inadequate training of stakeholders in the model (Thompson 
and McGrath, 2012; 

Manchak and Cullen, 2015); 
• Inadequate implementation of the approach (Gendreau, 

Goggin and Smith, 1999; Manchak and Cullen, 2015; Andrews 



In short… it is 
never the ‘fault’ of 
the approach



Despite everything… about 30% 
yougn quebecer’s do not recidivate

The study of desistance from crime 
focuses precisely on these young 
people who manage to give up 
their “criminal career”.



1- biopsychosocial explaination



2- structural explainations

It is also during the transition to adulthood that we can see the “positive effects” 
of the environment on the offender. 

We know that: 
• getting involved in a romantic relationship (Sampson & Laub, 1993); 
• obtain a job deemed satisfactory (Oswarld, 2020); 
• form a family (Michalsen, 2011), or; 
• create new friendships (Warr, 1998); …

May promote desistance from crime



3-Identity explainations
• Central role in this process (F.-Dufour, 2015; F.-Dufour, 

Aucoin, Marcotte and Fortin, 2021; LeBel, Burnett, Maruna, & 
Bushway, 2019; Maruna, 2020; Na & Paternoster, 2019; Stone 
et al. , 2018); 

• Changes also need to be observable in the person's behavior 
(ie ceasing to commit offences) as well as in their 
relationships. In general, it is argued that behavioral change 
(primary desistance) precedes identity change (secondary 
desistance which, in turn, leads to a change in the 
relationship between the person and the community (tertiary 
desistance); 

• Identity change can also precede the cessation of criminal 
behavior and socio-community (re)integration can also 
precede the two so-called "preliminary" phases of this 



Healy (2012) adapted from Villeneuve and coll (2020)



deuxième étude 

DEUXIÈME ÉTUDE : 



Present study
(RE)SO 16-35: an ambitious partnership research program 
bringing together 16 researchers and 23 community partners
(public and community) in three regions of Quebec;

140 young people aged 16 to 35 participate in a first interview;

Almost half were seen for a second interview 24 months later; 

An interview guide that focuses on their perceptions of the 
services received: on what was helpful and what was less so. 

Can RNR interventions initiate desistance from crime in young
adults?



sample

• 38 former incarcerated young adults (17 men, 10 women, 1 non 

binary)

• Mean 28 years old

• Only 10% add a full time job, others were living under some form of 

welfare assistance 

• All together, they were recognised guilty of 6 sex-related crimes; 49 

crimes against the property; 34 crime against the person; 37 drug-

related offense; 10 DUI; 2 gangsterism and 18 non compliance to a 

condition. 

• They were incarcerated from few days to 183 months: mean 28 



What do they think about 
interventions in prison?



Theme one: accessibility of interventions



Accessibility by classification

At the detention centre [name], you have like three
blocks. C is for those who go to school, those who
work... D is the medium. In D, you have no access
to anything. You can't do programs. You can't go to
school, you can't work, you can just do your time.
And then there’s E, that's for the real
troublemakers. In the E, too, you have no right to
do anything. You have one hour of access to the
gym three times a day. If not, you’re in your wing,
you have two and a half hours of school leave, one
hour in the morning and one and a half hours in the



Accessibility and lenght of the sentence

“

There was nothing available to me. It was just long
enough to be bored, but not long enough to get
into a program or a job or whatever. Like, the
maximum I did [in the same place] was 3-4
months... Whatever programs are available, you
have to have been there for at least 6 months and
it’s like you’ve got 6 months of time every day, 24
hours a day and nothing to do (Anaïs, 25 years old).



Accessibility and urgency of the situation

Y’know, now it’s like if you wanna talk to someone, you

have to be suicidal. They’ll ask you: ‘Are you suicidal?’

No. ‘Do you have any dark ideas?’ No. ‘Well, if you

don’t have dark ideas, you’re ok. Go back to the cell.’

Then if you say you're suicidal, they send you to the

padded. So you’ve got no help, no support, but you’re

in a padded cell. Naked. Filmed 24/24. Then they tell us

they priorize social reintegration. Look... F*ck off!

(Benoit, 21).



Accessibility of ‘their’ appointed agent

• Things always have to be bad if you wanna see 

someone faster.. Y’know once in a while, I'd like him 

to meet me when things are going well too. Not just 

when things go wrong and he comes up to me and 

says, 'Oh, you're in the hole here? You want to get 

gassed? Are you going to get violent with the agents?'  

I’m like ‘Hey, it’s not just me! Come and see me when 

it's going well, you might understand? (Raymond, 32)



Theme two: the instrumentalization of interventions



Instrumentalisation for money

Y’know me, I was trying to take this seriously. You’ve 

got a lot of guys who talk to the others in the cells, 

about their next crime. They don't care, they don't. So, 

they go there... as long as they're inside and have 

nothing to do, they go for five bucks. You can't 

necessarily open up as much as you'd like. Y’know, 

they’re gonna give you a hard time. They’re just there 

to mess around  (Adrien, 31) 



• The world is using these programs for cards to put in 

their pocket for if they have to go to court. Y’know, 

the guy’s waiting for trial for a slap on the face, well 

he does 3-4 violence programs, then he's already 

done four months. Four months that count for six. You 

need more programs. Well he puts the cards on his 

side to get out  (Francis, 23) 

Instrumentalization against judicial and penal benefits



Instrumentalization to pass the time or to spend less time 
in prison
It was more of a hobby for me (Charles, 32); 

I liked it and it was mostly to get me out of the sector. 

Because the subject, to be honest with you, I don’t 

remember much about the subject I saw in prison 

(Francis, 23)

Prison becomes dull as hell. Because if I did all the 

therapies that I did for the number of times I’ve been in 

prison, I still wouldn’t be out today  (Raphael, 23) 



Theme three: whether or not to need the interventions



Not needing it because you have a better life in prison

The more crimes you commit, the hotter you feel
[feeling dangerous and brave]. It's funny to say, sad to
say at the same time. You can love being unhappy, you
understand? You can make yourself addicted to finding
this life normal. There are a lot of people who are in
prison, and they live better in prison than outside, you
understand? So, I think I started to get a taste for it, I
started to think of it as normal. To get back from prison,
get out, and then get back into prison. I can't count the
times I went to prison. In a year, I can be back in prison



Not needing it because you feel ‘home’, ‘have fun’ in prison

I returned in and out since 2014 (21 to 28 years old). 

[Interviewer: when you say in and out, you mean the 

detention centre--name?]. Yes, this is my prison.  I grew 

up not far away (Leonard, 32). 

It was hell in prison, but there were moments when I 

had fun too. When you take out 20 litres of mud 

[handcrafted alcohol made in prison] and you get stone 

drunk, **, that was fun! Y’know it’s fun, but you can’t 

talk about it, you can’t (Francis, 23). 



Doing programs while doing crime

I continued to do programs like this for myself.

Even though I was involved in [illegal gambling

and alcohol production], I did the same. I was

thinking, the day I go out, I will apply it (Charles,

32).



• Just as outside prison where men are less likely to 

seek and benefit from therapeutic assistance 

(L’Heureux, Tremblay, Nolet & Lusignan, 2019), it 

appears that prison interventions are more beneficial 

to the women in our sample.  

• Y’know, I kept all my notes, my binder... Y’know, there 

were many things I already knew, but at the time, I 

think that what was most helpful was to have the 

point of view of others [...]. We all have different 

Profiting from it, a gendered experience?



While men…

Crimes are discussed, then addiction, then violence. But

y’know, it’s hard, because in prison, everybody has their

image. And then, talking about the business they did in front

of the world, it's not too much their style. It's hard to talk

about your experience, about misery. It's hard because they

don't trust anyone and they won't let the other person make a

judgment in their head. [...] If it were one-on-one meetings, it

would be easier to talk about the drugs, the violence you

experienced when you were young or you were abused.

(Charles, 32)



Very limited gains

Well, unconsciously, some of the stuff 

they told us sinks in. It's good to have 

programs, because it's oxygen for the 

brains of inmates. Y’know, it takes them 

out of their area. ** I saw some who 

went to the "father in prison" program, 

but who had no children. It got them out, 



Theme four: what was most helpful?



school

• I did my schooling while I was inside anyway. I had my 

notebook and I was all alone. I saw the teacher once a 

week. Then finally, I succeeded in the end (Claudine, 

24)

• I've done construction programs. I took a course on 

chemical products. I took a course on working at 

heights. I finished school there. I finished grade 11. 

When I went into prison I was in grade 8. I didn’t 

waste my time, I’m not like that, I’m a go-getter 



formation

I came out of there with a laundry degree.
Like what, I had done so many hours of
laundry, then it's a diploma that comes from
school. So, y’know, it’s not marked prison. So,
I can give my name in a laundry room.
Y’know, I've already done so many hours in
laundry. So, I can mark it on my resume.
Instead of having a 15-month hole, well I’ll



Theme five: unmet needs...



they do not want help in, but out of prison

• It is understood that there is no one who learns his lesson while going 

to prison. No one comes out and says ‘ah well, I feel much better, and 

so I’m not going to do anything silly again.’ No! You come out of there 

and you’re f*cked, you’ve lost everything. You find yourself on the 

street again, then that's it! Y’know, the little you tried to quickly 

rebuild your life, well it's demolished while you’re locked up in a cage. 

It doesn't help anyone. (Anaïs, 25). 

• They should help us find a place to stay before we go out. If you have 

a place to stay, that's the basic thing. Maybe there’s a cheque [social 

assistance] waiting for you. Start preparing for release before getting 

out? Y’know, when you get out with your brown bags, forget it. It’s a 



Discussion and implications



Why prison?
• Before concluding, it is important to keep in mind that Canadian society is at an 

important crossroads: for the first time in 200 years, the crime curve (as it has 
been known since Quételet, 1831 ) is moving to the right. 

• The slope falls more rapidly from the age of 18 but is extended in the first years of 
the transition to adult life. Young adults commit 70% fewer offenses that are 30% 
less serious than those of previous generations, yet they are overrepresented in 
Canadian prison systems and at very high risk of re-incarceration within a year of 
release. 

• Clearly, incarceration is not the appropriate response to their criminality, since 
the qualitative results of our study seem to be in line with the quantitative 
findings of Petrich et al. (2021) and Ryerson (2021): prison does not appear to 
have a deterrent effect on young adults’ criminal careers. 

• Although being incarcerated is negatively experienced by young adults, many 
reported that they have become accustomed to the experience and even find 
positive aspects (e.g., better behaviour inside walls, developing camaraderie with 



Why prison?

• From a deterrent perspective, it seems completely counterproductive 

to incarcerate young adults (especially since their offenses are less 

serious and less numerous than those of the previous generation). A 

simple solution to the problem of overrepresentation of young adults 

in Canadian prisons would be to restrict their use to those who have 

committed violent offenses (15% of admissions in 2018-2019) and to 

transfer all the resources saved to community services. 

• This would prevent the "backdoor entry" phenomenon, which further 

weakens young adults (e.g., loss of property and places of residence, 

loss of significant ties, etc.) and creates a prisoniarisation effect 

(Vacheret, 2002), thus exposing them to a greater risk of recidivism. 



Rnr in prison?
• Our data also illustrate how young adults in our study derive relatively little benefit from the 

interventions that are offered to them in custody as a result of the intervention targets proposed 

by the RNR evaluation (e.g., the anger management program). This phenomenon is extremely 

worrying and requires a response that is better adapted to their needs. 

• Our results show that it is very difficult to maintain the gains made in prison when young adults 

are faced with the realities of sociocommunity reintegration. This observation has been repeated 

many times: the behaviour of individuals who are detained is not representative of their 

behaviour when they are released. Indeed, prison is a very distinct environment with its codes 

and procedures that can “encourage” certain violent acts in a peaceful individual or repress them 

in a more violent individual. 

• Thus, even an individual who is extremely involved in his therapeutic monitoring in prison can 

lose all his gains as soon as he is released. 

• Beaudry et al. (2021) also reach this conclusion, since the only studies that show positive effects 

of cognitive-behavioural interventions in prison are those that are accompanied by post-



Rnr in prison?

• While our respondents see the relevance of the intervention programs offered in 
prison, most of them say they have benefited primarily from interventions that 
relate to training and employability. 

• This is hardly surprising, since it is a minority of incarcerated Quebecers who have 
a college (4.1%) or university (4.1%) education (Tricher & Hébert, 2021), while 
64.6% of Quebecers have post-secondary education (Hurteau, 2019). If these 
young people want to reintegrate after they leave prison, it seems appropriate to 
complete their schooling.

• Young adults who have been re-educated express with great eloquence how they 
have been able to take advantage of their training to rebuild a positive image of 
themselves that has helped them in their desistance process. In addition, in the 
context of labour shortages in most industries, it also seems counterproductive to 
keep young adults idle while incarcerated.



In short

•Our findings, similar to those in Australia, 
demonstrate how young Canadian adults are in 
greater need of "someone (such as a mentor) 
instead of something (such as a program 
addressing criminogenic needs) to help steer 
their way through the myriad of challenges 
posed by incarceration and release" (Halsey, 
2016; p, 206). 



Thank you for listening

• For list of references or 
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