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Introduction 

‘Vocational skills’ is an umbrella term used to define usually more practical skills in a particular 

area of interest. These courses are often offered in place of more academic forms of higher education, 

as they do not tend to require academic ability of the kind examined in schools. The relatively less 

prerequisites needed to begin a vocational skills course makes it suitable for implementation in 

correctional institutions habitual offenders do not come from a highly educated background. The 

consensus from research is that vocational skills courses play a positive role in the rehabilitation of a 

prisoner, with inmates who participate in correctional education programs having a far lower chance of 

returning to prison than those who do not. 

The average national level of recidivism varies between each nation, with one of the lowest in the 

world being Norway at 20%1, and one of the highest being the United States of America, with 76.6%2 of 

prisoners being rearrested within a five-year period, despite the average annual total spending on 

incarceration in America being $182 billion3. The usefulness of vocational skills training and work in 

prisons in reducing recidivism has been proven by the largest-ever meta-analysis of correctional 

educational studies4, which states that “Inmates who participate in correctional educational programmes 

had 43% lower odds of returning to prison than those who did not”, “Employment after release was 13% 

higher among prisoners who participated in either academic or vocational training than those who did 

not”, and that “Those who participated in vocational training were 28% more likely to be employed after 

release from prison than those who did not receive such training”. Furthermore, the direct costs of 

providing vocational skills training in prisons were estimated to be $9700 less per inmate than the 

corresponding re-incarceration cost would be. 

                                                        
1 Pell Centre Report on Incarceration and Recidivism, March 2014 
2 Bureau of Justice Statistics Special Report, April 2014, NCJ 244205 
3 Prison Policy Initiative, January 2017 
4 RAND Corporation: Evaluating the Effectiveness of Correctional Education-A Meta-Analysis of Programs that Provide 
Education to Incarcerated Adults, (2013) 
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According to the revised Nelson Mandela Rules, considered as part of the international law on 

the issue, imprisonment should not solely consist of the deprivation of liberty, but should also include the 

opportunity for prisoners to develop job skills and education, which increases the chance of successful 

reintegration upon release and minimises reoffending. The International Covenant for Civil and Political 

Rights (the ICCPR) stipulates that “the penitentiary system shall comprise treatment of prisoners the 

essential aim of which shall be their reformation and social rehabilitation”5. Vocational skills training and 

work in prisons are imperative to achieving this aim.  

The objective of any sentence of imprisonment should be to prepare and prompt prisoners for 

living a law-abiding and independent life after release, thus reducing reoffending and improving public 

safety.  

Definition of Key Terms 

Recidivism 

Recidivism in the context of criminal justice refers to the propensity of a convicted criminal who has 

experienced negative consequences of their behaviour, e.g. a prison sentence, to reoffend. It is also 

often used to refer to the percentage of prisoners who are rearrested for a similar offence to their 

original conviction.  

Nelson Mandela Rules 

The United Nations Standard Minimum Rules for the Treatment of Prisoners were first adopted in 

1957, but were revised and readopted in 2015 as the Nelson Mandela Rules. They consist of 122 

rules outlining all aspects of prisoner treatment as well as prison management, and cover both 

pretrial detainees and convicted prisoners. 

Vocational Skills 

Vocational skills are skills acquired in a specific area of interest e.g. car mechanics or hairdressing, 

that are more practical than theoretical and generally are learned through hands-on experience. 

LEDC’s and MEDC’s 

Lesser/More Economically Developed Countries, respectively, the latter of which is generally more 

likely to allocate funding to penal reform than the former. 

Rehabilitation 

                                                        
5 International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, General Assembly resolution 2200A (XXI) 
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Rehabilitation concerns the methods taken to restore a criminal to a law-abiding existence 

wherein they contribute positively to society. These methods can include therapy, vocational 

training, addiction treatment, anger management courses, and any other pathway taken in order 

to help deter a person away from re-offending, and make them suitable for reintroduction to 

society. 

Restorative Justice 

An approach to criminal justice that attempts to rehabilitate offenders through reconciliation with 

their victims, and the community as a whole. 

Background Information  

Overview 

Supporting prisoner rehabilitation through vocational skills training and work in prisons is 

important for a number of reasons. On a humanitarian level, it ensures that some of the most vulnerable 

people in society are set up to resume a constructive and hopefully therefore law-abiding life within 

society. Economically (private prisons disregarded), effective rehabilitation overall reduces taxpayer 

costs in the long term. For example, in the United Kingdom it costs on average £65,000 to imprison a 

person once police, court costs, and other administrative procedures are taken in to account, followed by 

a further £40,000 for each year that they spend incarcerated. It is much the same story in most other 

member nations; that both prison costs and rates of recidivism are high which creates a drain on 

resources which in turn often leads to budget cuts. Findings from the RAND report suggest that 

rehabilitations are not only a worthwhile expense but are actually cost effective, as, on average, a $1 

investment in a prison education program reduces the cost of incarceration by $4-$5 during the first 

three years after a prisoner is released. 

Lack of Investment? 

Economic and political concerns are at the heart of the lack of investment in such programmes. 

The worst prison conditions tend to exist in LEDCs, where public spending budget will initially go to 

schools, hospitals, and infrastructure programmes long before prison reform is on the agenda. Social 

attitudes are also an area of concern, as many would perhaps disagree that prisoners deserve the right 

to free education and skills programmes, particularly in nations where non-incarcerated citizens are not 

recipients of such opportunities. The long-term societal consequences are difficult to demonstrate, and 

ideas that require leaders and voters to simply “trust the process” often do not get the necessary support 

despite the existing research to support it. 

Economic and political concerns 
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An obvious trend is that, in times of financial hardship, government spending is first cut from prison. An 

example of this mentality within an MEDC is the United Kingdom, where current prison spending in real 

terms stands at 16% lower than it was between 2009 and 2010. Drastic cuts have also been made to the 

National Offenders Management Service, equating to £900 million in 2014 to 2015. Investment in prisons 

is difficult to justify to taxpayers, as the fruits of vocational skills programmes are not immediately 

evident, and seem to have little bearing on an ordinary, law-abiding citizen. In addition, with the aim of 

keeping their voting-base popularity, politicians have been reluctant to champion this cause. 

Fig 4: Data points of GDP per capita criminal justice spending, with a linear line of best fit.  

Supporting Rehabilitation through Vocational Training 

Most offenders who enter correctional institutions have little training, education, or 

occupational skills6. From this it follows that many of released prisoners’ experiences of 

employment have been unstable, or simply long periods of unemployment, which leaves many of 

them with poor attitudes towards any kind of work. Anyone who leaves a correctional institution to 

return to the workforce is handicapped by their criminal record, and a lack of vocational skills on 

top of this makes it almost impossible for past prisoners to find stable work, worsening the cycle 

of recidivism. 

                                                        
6 Model for Utilising Vocational Education Funds in Correctional Institutions, Frank M. Santoro 
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Social rehabilitation through fighting addiction, addressing issues such as violent 

compulsions, and many other methods are an important part of rehabilitation, but vocational 

training addresses multiple areas with fairly little investment. The skills acquired on a vocational 

course set up a releasee with qualifications to display which benefits future employment 

opportunities, but also has an effect during the prison stay. Those prisoners that learn new skills 

boost their self esteem and develop a sense of responsibility. Quotations from prisoners include 

“Makes me feel more responsible”, and “It’s helpful outside of prison, even if you don’t work in a 

laundry”7, showing the multifaceted benefits to rehabilitation that these programmes offer. 

Major Countries and Organizations Involved 

UNODC (United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime)  

 The UNODC created the Roadmap for the Development of Prison-based Rehabilitation 

Programmes referenced in the “Previous Attempts to solve the Issue” section ahead. This roadmap 

forms part of the UNODC Criminal Justice Handbook series, where the organisation focuses explicitly on 

issues related to criminal justice, often providing frameworks for reform. 

The RAND Corporation (Research and Development)  

 The RAND Corporation is an American research organisation that acts a non-profit global policy 

think tank that works to develop solutions to public policy challenges. They conduct research in a 

nonpartisan manner and sharing their findings with the government and the public, and published a 

significant report entitled ‘Evaluating the Effectiveness of Correctional Education-A Meta-Analysis of 

Programs that Provide Education to Incarcerated Adults’ cited frequently throughout this document. 

Other reports and articles attributed to them are also useful sources of information on this topic. 

Norway 

The Norwegian prisons system is one of the most progressive in the world, especially compared 

to nations such as the United States of America, where the focus is heavily on punitive measures rather 

than rehabilitation. Within the Norwegian prison system, life sentences no longer exist, and even the 

worst offenders rarely serve more than 21 years, yet the rate of recidivism often stands as low as 20%. 

Their prison system focuses on what is known as restorative justice, using a manner of different 

vocational programmes such as woodworking, assembly workshops, and in certain facilities8, creative 

pursuits are indulged with the addition of recording studios and art facilities. The leniency of the 

Norwegian system sparks much debate within and outside the nation, with much of the world being 

                                                        
7 Vocational Training and Employability Skills in Prisons and Young Offenders Institutions, NIACE 
8 Halden Prison, Norway 
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fascinated by the undeniable results gained from this progressive approach. Vocational training and 

skills programmes are at the heart of the Norwegian system, and it appears to work very well, but their 

lenient approach to the punishment of violent offenders9 is easily and often critiqued by other nations. 

Australia 

Australia have long placed emphasis on the benefits of vocational training in supporting prisoner 

rehabilitation, with a particularly focussed programme being ‘Shaping Our Future: Australia’s national 

strategy for vocational education and training, 2004-2010”. This programme includes other documents 

cited later in this report, and presents twelve strategies for effective implementation of vocational 

education and training. These twelve strategies outline methods of achieving adequate funding and 

political backing for a nationwide vocational training and education programme in prisons, and is 

innovative in its concentration on this rather than just the programmes themselves.  

The document includes objectives such as “improve the value, brand, language and image of 

vocational education and training and public recognition of its employment outcomes”, recognising the 

importance of a taxpaying nation being supportive of government spending in this area. It also 

recognises different demographics such as ethnic minorities and people with disabilities who may be 

under-represented in existing vocational training programmes, and proposes measures to combat this. 

Though the nation is not similar to Norway in the leniency of its system, both nations recognise the need 

for an increased emphasis on vocational education in supporting prisoner rehabilitation. 

Timeline of Events 

Date Description of event 

 

June 15th, 1917 

 

 

 

 

August 30th, 1955 

 

February 28th,2014 

The Smith-Hughes Act of 1917 is the first law to authorise federal funding for 

vocational training in schools, and explicitly describes vocational education as 

preparation for careers not requiring a bachelor’s degree. 

 

The original Standard Minimum Rules for the Treatment of Prisoners is adopted 

by the First United Nations Congress on the Prevention of Crime and the 

Treatment of Offenders 

 

The RAND Corporation publishes the largest ever meta-analysis of programmes 

that provide education to incarcerated adults, entitled ‘Evaluating the 

Effectiveness of Correctional Education’. 

                                                        
9 International controversy was sparked over the incarceration of Anders Breivik in the lenient Norwegian system, 
given that he massacred 77 people in July 2011 
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December 17th, 2015 

 

 

January 23-25th, 2017 

 

The United Nations Standard Minimum Rules for the Treatment of Prisoners are 

revised to become The Nelson Mandela rules. 

 

Expert Group Meeting held in Vienna to validate and review the UNODC stance 

on penal reform. 

   

Relevant UN Treaties and Events 

● UN Standard Minimum Rules for the Treatment of Prisoners (The Nelson Mandela Rules), 17th 

December 2015 (A/RES/70/175)  

● Providing technical assistance for prison reform in Africa and the development of viable 

alternatives to imprisonment, 27th July 2006 (ECOSOC Resolution 2006/22) 

● The Compendium of United Nations Standards and Norms in Crime Prevention and Criminal 

Justice, 1992 

Previous Attempts to solve the Issue 

The UNODC Roadmap for the Development of Prison-based Rehabilitation Programmes 

The UNODC Roadmap contains an assessment of the situation as it stands, as well as a 

general framework for the development of education, vocational training, and work in prisons. It provides 

comprehensive advice on the manner in which nations should go about implementing such programmes 

as well as possible issues that could be encountered. Some issues not covered within the roadmap that 

could be part of an efficient resolution are issues regarding young offenders under the age of 18, as well 

of aspects of support for MEDCs or even LEDCs struggling to implement such programmes due to 

corruption, financial, or logistical issues. 

 

The Nelson Mandela Rules 

The United Nations Standard Minimum Rules for the Treatment of Prisoners (the Nelson 

Mandela Rules) set the international standard for the practices and principles that should be used in 

prison management and in regard to the treatment of prisoners, and an effective resolution on this issue 

should promote adherence to them.  
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The National Strategy for Vocational Education and Training for Adult Prisoners and Offenders in 

Australia10 

Though this framework is specific only to the prison system of Australia, it is one of very few 

programmes of reform that deals specifically with the implementation of vocational training. Its efficacy is 

boosted by the addition of a partner publication, ‘The Implementation Framework for the National 

Strategy…in Australia’. This particular solution is mentioned here because of how comprehensive it is as 

a document, taking in to consideration the difficulties endured by particular demographics in prisons, e.g. 

Indigenous female prisoners, in order to combat systemic barriers to the access of vocational training for 

everyone that desires it. The framework contributes to the ongoing Australian effort11 to incorporate 

vocational training into the prison system to support rehabilitation, and delegates may review this source 

to gather initial ideas on a similar solution that takes in to account all member nations.  

Individual Approaches of Member Nations 

Many member nations have made their own attempts to implement vocational skills training in to their 

own rehabilitation programmes (as mentioned previously), a successful example being Norway whose 

recidivism rate is one of the lowest in the world, standing at 20%. A good addition to a resolution could 

be a clause regarding the standardisation of such approaches in order to help close the gap between 

very progressive nations and those further behind. Most nations have their own intranational body that 

deals with reducing recidivism in prisons, but not all directly correlate this with the implementation of 

vocational education, and instead tend to focus on more punitive measures than encouraging 

rehabilitation. 

Possible Solutions 

Due to the multifaceted nature of the issue at hand, there are many different possible solutions 

that are viable. You may choose to concentrate on a specific aspect such as the implementation of 

vocational skills programmes, or the formation of these considering the needs of each nation’s largest 

prison demographic, or combine all different areas. If you choose to combine multiple areas, ensure that 

you include enough detail that the resolution is viable, e.g. writing “all nations should implement 

vocational skills programmes in to prisons” is a blanket statement that gives no detail as to when, where, 

and how this should take place.  

One possible solution is to encourage member nations to follow an existing framework that 

concerns the development of vocational skills-based prison rehabilitation programmes, such as the 

                                                        
10 Rebuilding lives: VET for prisoners and offenders 
11 Shaping Our Future: Australia’s national strategy for vocational education and training  
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UNODC roadmap12. However, a comprehensive resolution must explain and address the limitations of 

following such a framework, and propose changes that could build on one. Delegates should consider 

whether the framework they have chosen is the most productive and applicable for all nations, and not 

just their own. Specific points from an existing plan may be rephrased and considered in a solution, but 

delegates should remember to extract aspects they consider useful, and ones that specifically pertain to 

vocational training, rather than to prison reform as a whole (though this may of course still be 

considered. 

Another possible solution is to propose a complete framework for supporting prisoner 

rehabilitation through vocational training that you have devised yourself after having researched the 

existing ones. When devising your own, delegates must make provision for questions of national 

sovereignty, as well as the financial capabilities of different nations if a UN organisation is not the sole 

provider of resources. A plan for supporting rehabilitation through vocational training should address 

questions such as what type of vocational training is the most useful and accessible, as well as how and 

when to implement it. Consider existing UN organs and whether they can be utilised within your solution, 

e.g. if a report is necessary, have it be produced by an Expert Group Meeting within the UNODC, to 

avoid additional expense for nations if they do choose to utilise your plan. 

Measures to amend existing vocational skills programmes present in nations, and encourage 

such programmes to be implemented in nations that are lacking, may be proposed. Case studies of 

successful vocational skills programmes such as those in Norwegian prisons13strengthen such 

propositions, and appeal to nations for whom prison reform is not high on the political agenda 

whatsoever. Measures such as: creating a panel of national or international experts on penal reform to 

conduct research on effective types of vocational training, creating a budget to be used specifically to 

implement vocational training programmes in to prisons, beginning with the most underfunded and 

progressing to those that already have programmes but could improve, and media campaigns detailing 

to the public the benefits of vocational training in supporting prisoner rehabilitation, all may be included 

within an efficient solution to this issue. 
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