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ABSTRACT 

 

The aim of this article is to highlight and discuss the gradual emergence of a culture of social 

re-integration in Irish penal policy. The first section of this article seeks to provide a 

descriptive analysis of the multi-faceted approach to prisoner re-integration as it appears in 

a contemporary Irish context. It is suggested here that in order to fully understand the ideal 

of re-integration in a contemporary context it must be presented as an amorphous ideal 

which is pursued by the key stakeholders of penal policy in an incomplete and often 

contradictory fashion. This article will attempt to outline the three specific approaches to re-

integration which can be seen to exist in a contemporary Irish context, while briefly 

attempting to outline the contemporary acceptance of a limited fourth approach, namely that 

of social re-integration, by legislators and community organisations. 

 

A INTRODUCTION 

 

The aim of this article is to highlight and discuss the gradual emergence of a culture of social 

re-integration in Irish penal policy. The first section of this article seeks to provide a 

descriptive analysis of the multi-faceted approach to prisoner re-integration as it appears in a 

contemporary Irish context.
1
 It is suggested here that in order to fully understand the ideal of 

re-integration in a contemporary context it must be presented as an amorphous ideal which is 

pursued by the key stakeholders of penal policy in an incomplete and often contradictory 

fashion. Methodologically this draws on the approach taken by David Garland in his seminal 

text The Culture of Control.
2
 Throughout the text Garland is careful not to argue that the 

changes he sees in the penal policy of the late 20th century signals the end of one approach to 

penal policy or the blossoming of another.
3
 Instead, he seeks to argue that contemporary 

approach to penal punishment in Western society represents a ‘reconfigured complex of 

interlocking structures and strategies that are themselves composed of old and new elements, 
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the old revised and re-orientated by a new operational context.’
4
This article will attempt to 

outline the three specific approaches to re-integration which can be seen to exist in a 

contemporary Irish context, while briefly attempting to outline the contemporary acceptance 

of a limited fourth approach, namely that of social re-integration, by legislators and 

community organisations. 

 

Subsequent to this discussion the second part of the article attempts to identify a number of 

potential barriers which appear to prevent a holistic and systematic financing of social re-

integration alternatives. On this basis it is seeks to offer a suggestion as to how such 

innovative social alternatives can be financed through the ideal of Social Impact Bonds. 

 

B UNIVERSALISM: RE-INTEGRATION THROUGH INCARCERATION 

 

The idea of re-integration through incarceration posits the belief that offenders can 

successfully be re-integrated into society after a period of punishment. This is premised on 

the belief that the content and design of incarceration could allow for integration as all 

prisoners could equally be normalised by it. The work of Michele Foucault, in particular, has 

been instrumental in highlighting the development of re-integration through incarceration. 

 

In his seminal text entitled Discipline and Punish,
5

 Foucault relies on the historical 

transformation of the prison to demonstrate how individuals become subjected, used, and 

ultimately re-integrated into society through imprisonment. In this vein the text is opened 

with the public spectacle of a man condemned to torture on the basis of a sovereign direction 

given by the monarch of the ancient régime.
6
 Foucault proposes that such public torture had a 

juridico-political function in that it concerned right of the absolute sovereign to use law as a 

manifestation of power and as a form of acceptability.
7
 However in emphasising the time 

period between the late 1700s and mid-1800s, a period characterised elsewhere roughly 

emergence of the industrial-capitalist society,
8
 Foucault notes the disappearance of the body 

as the major target of penal repression.
9
 Instead of relying solely on the spectacle of public 
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suffering to deter those contemplating legal transgressions he contends that a shift has 

occurred in penal practise from ‘the torture of the body to that of the soul’.
10

 

 

This refocusing of punishment stemmed from the idea that power no longer constitutes a 

publicly expressed notion but is one in which social practices flow silently and arguably more 

productively through the ‘social body’.
11

  In a wider context, particular institutional sites of 

public interaction such as churches, prisons and schools become the primary foci through 

which a gradual emergence of technical norms, training and expertise work towards 

regulating populations and defining the place of the individual as autonomous, responsible 

subjects.
12

  The goals of disciplinary regulation could however be fully realised through the 

prison as it provided an enclosed institution of segregation where surveillance in time and 

space could be totalising. Thus a subject who was previously not amenable to societal 

instruction could be easily re-trained into compliance.
13

 

 

The disciplinary power was effectively hidden from public view and as a result positioned 

punishment as operating within the declining space left by the very public notion of the 

sovereign power.
14

 While the emergence of a number of post-Enlightenment
15

 ideals had 

severely curtailed the powers previously vested in the sovereign, the silent and private nature 

of the disciplinary technique allowed it to escape the questions of legitimacy, thus aiding its 

ability to become a totalising power in the process.
16

The Foucauldian description serves to 

show that the internal workings of institutions are brought forth by the structural imperatives 

of society. In this context the societal need for intensive labourto aid the newly emerging 

modes of industrial production could be satisfied through the normalisation of male subjects 

created through the institution of the prison.
17

 

 

The development of these structural imperatives are aided by making acts previously viewed 

by the working class as ordinary acts necessary for survival, such as poaching, into 
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delinquencies which were held out as threatening mainstream life and values of power.
18

 

Prison thus creates a criminal sub-culture of delinquents, of whom the ‘respectable’ working 

class disapproved. In the process this created a ‘disciplinary partitioning’ of those who were 

required to be normalised. Re-integration on this understanding is inseparably linked to the 

over-arching view that incarceration could affect a causal change on individual behaviour.
19

 

The ultimate belief is also that re-integration could logically stand apposite deterrence given 

that it operates through the will of the individual. 

 

C SALIENT FEATURES OF THE IRISH SYSTEM 

 

It is proposed that a number of features of contemporary penal practice suggest the 

potentially continuing, although residual, utilisation of the ‘re-integration through 

incarceration’ philosophy.   

 

1 The Prevalence of Short-Term Prison Sentences 

 

The current incarceration trends in Irish prisons could indicate a continued belief in the 

transformative nature of prison. In 2008, of the 8,043 individuals sentenced to serve a prison 

sentence, an estimated 80% were released within twelve months.
20

 In both 2009 and 2010 

this figure rose to 85% and 87% respectively.
21

 Such a rapid turnover of prisoners who are 

incarcerated for short periods of time could stand to support Garland’s proposition, outlined 

above, that prison is be viewed, at least in some circumstances, as operating upon the will of 

the individual in the hope of exercising a re-integrative effect.
22

 Equally however the data 

could stand for the proposition that such swift, short sentences are purely based on notions of 

deterrence,
23

 or alternatively on the pragmatic and real lack of prison space.
24
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2     Composition of Irish Prisons 

 

The composition of contemporary prisons also aids us in examining whether re-integration as 

incarceration realistically exists in Ireland. O’Donnell in observing Mountjoy Prison, for 

example, found that 94% were either unskilled or semi-skilled manual workers, and 80% had 

left school before the age of 16.
25

 Hannon, in a separate study on the health of Irish prisoners, 

found that 31% of her sample had either no education at all or primary level education only, 

53% had some secondary schooling and only 16% had completed secondary school.
26

 

According to the Irish Prison Service, Irish prisons continue to be populated primarily of 

young men, with those between 21 and 40 years of age accounting for 67% of all committals 

in 2010.
27

 

 

The most striking fact about the profile of the typical prisoner is that it is unambiguously one 

of relatively severe personal and social disadvantage.
28

 This has been the consistent finding 

of a number of empirical studies which note that Irish prison populations are overwhelmingly 

dominated by those who, according to Paul O’Mahony: 

 

by accident of birth, come from communities that suffer from chronic 

unemployment, low income, poor nutrition, deficient education, bad housing 

and a whole series of related personal problems, such as family breakdown, 

alcoholism and drug addiction.
29

 

 

The Irish Penal Reform Trust further suggests in its report, The Vicious Circle of Social 

Exclusion and Crime: Ireland’s Disproportionate Punishment of the Poor, that economic 

background may have a significant impact on whether an individual will receive a custodial 

sentence while white collar crimes, traditionally committed by the more privileged members 

of society, are much less likely to result in custodial sentences than property based crimes, 

typically committed by individuals from economically poorer backgrounds.
30

 Once again this 
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may be indicative of a belief that the design and content of our prison system can re-integrate 

and re-train young underprivileged offenders back into society without the need for any 

further support.  

 

3 Evidence of Custodial Release 

 

In 2007 an ethnographic study on the experience of ex-prisoners from Limerick revealed that 

a substantial number of those who were on short-term sentences were released without any 

form of pre-release support.
31

This experience is corroborated by the findings of a report into 

ex-prisoners in Kildare.
32

 The ex-prisoners interviewed in the report noted that there was no 

preparation for release, bar providing a release address in some instances.
33

 Again however it 

must be asked whether this is a purely ‘safety valve’ approach which is intended to release 

pressure on prison places rather than to support reintegration in any meaningful way.  

 

D RE-INTEGRATION AS REHABILITATION: INDIVIDUALISM, THE 

WELFARE STATE AND SELF-RESPONSIBILITY 

 

During the 1960s, much of the Western world began to establish ‘individualised 

rehabilitation’ as the leading rationale in both sentencing and criminal justice policy. 

Rehabilitation in this context is the assertion that an offender can be reformed and re-

integrated into society through a variety of support mechanisms supplemental to incarceration 

and which are designed to address an offender’s individual need.
34

In summarising this new 

attitude, Kilcommins concludes that ‘criminal behaviour was seen less as a product of sin, 

and more as a result of natural causes which could be discerned by the scientific observation 

of an individual and then corrected’.
35
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Phillip Bean suggests that this systematic shift towards the individualisation of offenders was 

influenced by the increasing popularity of social positivism.
36

 This had the profound effect of 

creating the image of the offender not as acting from free will but as responding to internal 

and external pressure which exerts an influence upon individual behaviour. David Garland in 

particular notes that the popularity of social positivism led to the emergence of society as a 

‘construct’ which could be remade and reshaped to suit the development of societal 

imperatives.
37

 The rise of individualism was also visible as a part of a wider Keynesian shift 

from a free market form of social organisation to the birth of the ‘welfare state’, in so far as 

the State began to address theconditions and surrounding circumstances of the life of an 

individual.
38

 

 

In ‘The Culture of Control’, Garland seeks to row back slightly on the influence of 

individualised rehabilitation that he originally professed.
39

 His aim in the text is to reconnect 

an analysis of punishment with a wider cultural analysis of the more general response to 

crime such as the mutation of political liberalism into contemporary neo-liberalism, the 

decline of penal welfarism and the emergence of a pre-occupation with the containment of 

risk.
40

 

 

The result of this shift was to move from the universal examination of the person; which was 

in terms of physical characteristics one’s age, sex or social class; to a more encompassing 

analysis of the personal circumstances of the offender. This new process comprises of ‘a 

whole set of assessing, as well as diagnostic, protagonistic, and normative judgments’
41

 

which are discoverable by an array of medical professionals.
42

 As those responsible for 

sentencing view all persons as individuals its role is envisaged as providing assistance and 

support to the offender.
43

 Thus disciplines such as psychiatry, medicine and science now 
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present paradigm methods of evaluating the true character of an individual thus effectively 

‘lodging themselves in the framework of the penal judgment’.
44

 

 

The prison structure is no longer viewed as a hold-all for any person who failed to conform. 

Rather specific categories of individuals are provided with pre-release support structures 

which work in tandem with incarceration to aid an individual in their re-integration to 

society.In practise this is manifested in the emergence of detailed pre-release agenda, tailored 

to the individual needs of each individual offender in the hope of achieving self-regulation 

before their release into the public. As Garland correctly notes:  

 

In a matter of a few years the punitive regime developed a complex apparatus 

which produced normative regulation, supervision and administrative 

segregation in addition to the punishment of offences.
45

 

 

In light of Garland’s observations our analysis in the next section now turns to exploring the 

potential existence of the ideal of re-integration in an Irish context. The first of these 

explorations involves identifying and discussing the factors indicative of individualised re-

integration in Ireland.  

 

E INDIVIDUALISED REHABILITATION AND RE-INTEGRATION IN 

IRELAND 

 

1 Statement of Goal by Key-Stakeholders in Sentencing Policy 

 

In analysing current policy in relation to the re-integration of prisoners back into society, it is 

useful to refer back to the Whitaker Report, which has arguably been the most influential 

driver behind the current individualised rehabilitation agenda in Ireland.
46

 While the report 

made a number of key recommendations, its strongest statements surrounded the provision of 

after-care for prisoners. In particular the report suggested the strengthening of the Probation 

Service, the provision of additional training workshops, the focusing of resources on 
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preparing individual paths for prisoners before their release and decreasing the use of 

imprisonment as a form of punishment.
47

 

 

In its 2010 Discussion Document on Criminal Sanctions, the Department of Justice and 

Equality listed ‘rehabilitation’ as an aim of criminal sanctions and defined it as an approach 

which was ‘designed to include measures which might contribute to the person desisting 

from future offences and to assist in their reintegration into society’.
48

 Interestingly the 

current Minister for Justice Alan Shatter has publicly condemned the use of a ‘one size fits 

all’ approach to rehabilitation while significantly endorsing the rationale of individualised 

rehabilitation.
49

 

 

Judicially this has also received some interesting support. In DPP v Mc Cormack, Mr. Justice 

Barron quite strongly supported the concept of individual justice.
50

 He stated that ‘each case 

must depend upon its special circumstances. The appropriate sentence depends not only upon 

its own facts but also on the personal circumstances of the accused’.
51

 Similarly, in The 

People (DPP) v Kelly, the Court of Criminal Appeal noted that under the Irish sentencing 

regime, sentences must be proportionate not only to the crime but to the individual 

offender.
52

 Therefore, it appears that the key stakeholders concerned with formulating 

sentencing policy are not only receptive to the concept of individualised rehabilitation but 

mandate it as a consideration.  

 

2 Legislative endorsement of Structured Temporary Release 

 

An examination of the use of Structured Temporary Release (STR) in Ireland reveals clear 

support for the use of individualised rehabilitation. Section 1 of the Criminal Justice 

(Temporary Release of Prisoners) Act 2003 empowers the Minister for Justice to grant day to 

day or full temporary release to prisoners.
53

 The provisions of the act set out the purposes for 

which temporary release may be granted by the Minister, including an assessment of an 
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individual’s ability to reintegrate into society upon release and to prepare a person for release. 

The legislation also sets out the conditions to be taken into account in deciding whether to 

grant temporary release to a prisoner. This includes undertaking detailed professional 

assessments as to the likelihood of such release aiding re-integration or improving 

employment prospects.
54

 Further, but linked to the STR scheme is the Community Return 

Programme (CRP) described in a statement by the Department of Justice and Equality as an: 

 

[i]ncentivised scheme introduced in line with the Thornton Hall Project 

Review Group which provides for earned temporary release under which 

offenders who pose no threat to the community are offered early temporary 

release in return for supervised service.
55

 

 

According to the Irish Prison Service Three Year Strategic Plan 2012-2015, the Prison 

Service proposes to work towards the placement of 400 prisoners on the CRP.
56

In March 

2012, before the announcement of the Community Return Programme, it is suggested that 

almost 12% of the entire prison population were on some form Temporary Release, clearly 

strengthening the view that individualised rehabilitation and re-integration principles are 

central to Irish sentencing strategy.
57

 

 

3 Probation Service and Pre-Release Re-Integration: SI 252/2007 

 

According to its recent strategy statement the role of the Probation Service is to provide ‘high 

quality assessmentof offenders and a professional and effective managementof services and 

supports to bring about positive change inthe behaviour of offenders’.
58

The majority of the 

work undertaken by the Probation Service is that of pre-trial assessment, as well as 

supervision of alternatives to detention. Rule 108(1) of the 2007 Prison Rules, Probation and 

Welfare Officers are endowed with the power ‘to provide probation services to prisoners’.
59

In 
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the performance of this function, rule 109 of the rules mandate that an officer address a 

number of issues which arise from an individual’s imprisonment. Some relevant functions 

include advising and assisting a prisoner in developing effective ways of managing their 

behaviour through individual and group programmes, and advising and assisting a prisoner or 

prisoners in preparing for life after release from prison.
60

 

 

4 The Irish Prison Service 

 

According to the Mission Statement of the Irish Prison Service (IPS),‘The mission of the 

Irish Prison Service is to provide a safe, secure and humane custody for people who are sent 

to prison.’
61

The Service is further ‘committed to managing custodial sentences in a way 

which encourages and supports prisoners in their endeavouring to live law abiding and 

purposeful lives as valued members of society’.
62

A number of these services are mandated by 

the Prison Rules 2007 including making available educational opportunities, vocational work, 

vocational training and psychological services to inmates through a number of specific 

schemes such as thinking skills, anger management and one-to-one counselling and support.
63

 

 

The IPS has also concerned itself with a number of specific individualised rehabilitation 

programmes. In particular it has invested heavily in sex offender rehabilitation 

programmes.
64

The development of a new Sex Offenders Management Policy which was 

launched in 2009 is indicative of a strong commitment to a concept of individualised support 

structures which may be offered to different classes of offenders.
65

 The IPS is also continuing 

to invest in individualised drug rehabilitation responses where possible. The strategy, entitled 

‘Keeping Drugs out of Prison’, includes a number of plans for the provision of drug 

counselling support while in custody.
66
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5 Integrated Management System 

 

In its 2010 Annual Report the IPS stated its commitment to the introduction of positive 

sentence planning for individuals within the prison system.
67

 The IPS hascommitted itself to 

the development and introduction of an Integrated Sentence Management (ISM) programme 

across the prison estate which is employed to help re-integrate prisoners based on agreed 

individual sentences.This is done by taking a multi-disciplinary approach to offender case 

management with ISM teams co-coordinating service provision between all interested 

stakeholders, planning individual sentences, and managing sentences for individual 

offenders, as well as devising pre-release community integration schemes for prisoners 

whose sentence exceeds twelve months in duration.
68

 

 

About 1000 prisoners voluntarily take part in ISM at present and an incentivised policy will 

encourage more prisoners to take part in structured rehabilitation. While this is clearly 

indicative of a commitment to individualised rehabilitation, an analysis of the current 

population of Irish prisons indicates that ISM will only be available to a percentage of the 

overall prison population, given that it is unavailable to those who are incarcerated on 

sentences of less than twelve months.
69

 Moreover, ISM will not ‘catch’ those who are coming 

back to prison on a regular basis for consecutive short-term sentences or those who may have 

a high level of unaddressed needs. 

 

F SOCIAL RE-INTEGRATION 

 

1 Post-Release Services 

 

There is a final type of re-integration which can be identified in the Irish system. In recent 

years, this approach has been variously referred to as aftercare, transitional care or re-entry 

support but shall be referred to here as social re-integration.
70

Social re-integration seeks to 

help an individual overcome certain societal barriers that may impede their effective return to 

a community subsequent to their release.Rather than merely identifying and attempting to 
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eradicate the flaws inherent in the behaviour of an individual, there is a concerted effort to 

address the societal barriers which are seen as contributing to recidivism. Social re-

integration is thus to be viewed as an important step in breaking the cycle between crime, 

poverty, homelessness and imprisonment.  

 

John Braithwaite has suggested that this all-encompassing focus on specific aspects of 

physical well-being has emerged as a new solution to the structural dilemma of contemporary 

society. According to Braithwaite human capital (skills of people) and social capital (the 

social skills for interacting with others) become progressively more important to the 

economic development of developing countries.
71

 This is mainly due to the move from a 

dependence on industries which traditionally required unskilled labour, such as intensive 

manufacturing and primary production, towards those which require skilled labour, such as 

IT or computer services.
72

 This creates a structural dilemma as the capabilities of this type of 

work are dependent on formal education but also on more advanced forms of human and 

social capital. As the data discussed earlier suggests those who end up in prison have often 

ended up there due to a deficit in formal education and thus would struggle 

disproportionately to secure employment for this reason. Thus a more encompassing form of 

intervention spanning both imprisonment and an individual’s re-acclimatisation into society 

is required to overcome the barriers which continue to present themselves after incarceration.   

The Council of Europe has similarly advocated a social re-integrative approach to sentencing. 

In particular it has asked individual Member States to prioritise and report on the availability 

of, and access to, social reintegration services.
73

 It has also been emphasised that labour 

market vulnerability is a reality for ex-convicts and that recidivism can be reduced by 

providing targeted employment support mechanisms and by matching the demands of the 

labour market with the attitudes and capabilities of the individual.
74

 

2 An Irish Approach to Social Re-Integration 

There are a number of signswhichsuggest an increasing re-orientation of important aspects of 

the Irish penal system towards a system which supports the ideal of social-integration. There 
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exists a variety of ad-hoc, community run, state funded programmes which exist to support 

ex-offenders who continue to suffer from substance addiction issues,
75

 educational
76

 and 

employment issues
77

and long-term housing difficulties after imprisonment.
78

Such services 

play a dual role in pro-actively diverting people from prison and supporting ex-prisoners after 

release.
79

These are also complemented by many voluntary and community programmes 

which support ex-offenders but do not receive funding from the IPS or the Probation 

Service.
80

 There also appears, albeit again in an ad-hoc manner, to be an emerging support 

for the use of peer mentoring systems aimed at supporting the re-integration of ex-offenders 

after release from prison.
81

 

 

There have been two recent legislative developments which have seen a renewed 

commitment of the state to the ideal of social re-integration. The introduction of the Criminal 

Justice (Community Service) (Amendment) Act 2011, whichrequiresthe court to consider 

imposing a community service order for those offences where it would otherwise be 

appropriate to sentence the offender to imprisonment for a period of up to twelve months, is 

an example of a holistic commitment to re-integration and re-assimilation of an offender to a 

society.  

The second development is the potential introduction of the Criminal Justice (Spent 

Convictions) Bill 2012.
82

 The bill seeks to provide a regime which allows certain convictions 

to be disregarded after a numbers of years have elapsed since they were initially imposed, 

thus negating the need, in certain defined circumstances, to disclose a conviction while 

seeking employment.
83

 By making provisions for spent convictions and community orders it 
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is clear that there exists a growing commitment by the State, at least in part, to incorporate 

social re-integration into contemporary Irish penal policy.  

G FINANCING SOCIAL ALTERNATIVES: EMBRACING SOCIAL IMPACT 

BONDS 

Despite these developments, some potential barriers preventing the emergence of a more 

committed approach to social re-integration continue to exist. This mainly revolves around 

the difficulty of funding the more resource intensive aspects of social re-integration such as 

the systematic provision of housing, employment services and peer-mentoring facilities.  

The National Economic and Social Reform Forum, in their report on prisoner re-integration 

accurately summarise these difficulties as follows: 

Policy implementation is a complex issue in many social policy areas, but 

particularly so in the area of criminal justice. Policy implementation issues in 

this area tend to be more political than usual, as likely to be more influenced 

by various interpretations of public opinion and media reaction rather than by 

the findings of empirical research, lessons emerging from practical experience 

or financial considerations such as value for money.
84

 

From this conclusion we can extrapolate two potential factors which appear to prevent, at 

least in part, the emergence of an improved system of social re-integration. First, despite the 

commendable merit attaching to the development of social re-integration projects, the 

immediacy of return on other capital projects may appear more electorally popular than 

providing a perceived ‘easy break’ to prisoners.
85

 Although such a far-reaching examination 

into public opinion is lacking in an Irish context and can therefore not be conclusively 

established with any degree of certainty, it may still be, judging by some of the international 

literature on the topic, an operating factor which negates the financing of social alternatives 

for ex-prisoners.
86
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This is potentially related to and aggravated by a second factor, namely that given the current 

lack of available capital funding in an Irish context more generally, financing social 

alternative projects which are not conclusively proven may perhaps be considered less secure 

investment of limited financial resources.
87

 This is particularly the case given the lack of any 

known feasibility study or costing report on the issue to date. The next section attempts to 

suggest a potential funding mechanism which, in addressing these barriers, seeks to limit the 

upfront financial exposure of the exchequer while equally ensuring that such promising social 

alternatives such as social re-integration receive a chance to be implemented.  

1 Financing Social Alternatives: Prisoner Re-Integration and Social Impact Bonds    

In an Irish context, philanthropic funding has been a key component in maintaining projects 

such as this. This has been through the establishment of personal endowment funds
88

 and the 

provision of much needed revenue to a huge network of charities, NGOs and voluntary 

community based projects. Data provided by ndf-Synergy in 2009 suggests that the total 

reported income of non-profit companies in the Irish Nonprofits Database in 2012 was 

€5.75bn with the majority of supplemental income coming in the form of government and 

philanthropic grants worth an estimated €2bn.
89

 

Despite the importance of this type of intervention for both the community and local 

economy, a report entitled Philanthropy in the Republic of Ireland prepared by the McKinsey 

Company estimate that public and private philanthropic funding for community led social 

projects has almost halved since its peak in 2007.
90

 Thus at a time when public finances are 

under severe pressure and philanthropic funding is on the wane, there is a vital need for 

different vehicles for incentivising private investment in vitally important community based 

services. As Sinead Pentony, lead economist at Irish think-tank TASC, has pointed out, the 

problem is: 

that investment tends to be equated with upgrading and improving our 

physical infrastructure - such as better roads, school buildings, health centres, 
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and energy and communications infrastructure. Investment in human capital is 

also essential because economic growth in the 21st century is likely to be built 

on the exploitation of new knowledge and technology.
91

  

Thus it can be noted that while capital investment in physical and human capital is essential 

for a sustainable and job-rich recovery, it is important that investment which is specifically 

designated for better social outcomes also forms part of the mix. This is necessary in order to 

protect and overhaul the current operation of frontline and community based services which 

are starting to disappear.
92

 

This call for a comprehensive approach is modelled in part on the overlapping premises of 

‘Community Economic Development’ (CED) and ‘Social Entrepreneurship’ (SE). CED 

encourages the use of local resources in a way that enhances economic opportunities while 

improving social conditions and empowerment of communities in a sustainable way.
93

 This is 

not just limited to poverty programmes, nor is it synonymous with industrial recruitment but 

is as Maria Nestor suggests ‘directed towards the improvement of the socio-economic 

infrastructure and personal development of those communities’.
94

 

The Fine Gael/Labour coalition has also attached as a condition of the Programme for 

Government a commitment to research and to prioritise any exploration into the operation of 

social entrepreneurship projects by pledging to support the development of a new social 

economy that seeks to drive private investment into social outcomes.
95

 The Programme for 

Government (2011 to 2016) makes explicit reference to the potential utilisation of a new 

financial investment model known as the Social Impact Bond (or SIB). This is pledged 

expressly in relation to social housing
96

 and anti-social behaviour prevention,
97

 and may be 

inferred by a pledge to continue to support ‘vibrant and effective’ social enterprise projects.
98

 

Recent references in the Dáil
99

 to SIBs by the Minister for Public Expenditure, Brendan 

Howlin, in response to queries from Dáil deputies has provided a cautious optimism to those 
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involved in the community sector but also aroused a degree of curiosity. The Irish 

Government seeks to follow the UK’s lead in implementing SIB’s and the lead has already 

been followed by the USA, where President Obama recently announced a $100m  fund for 

‘pay for success’ bonds.
100

 Other countries, notably Australia, are also exploring the potential 

for SIBs.
101

 

In early 2008, in response to ideas from the City Leader’s Group and Social Finance, the 

Young Foundation coined the term ‘Social Impact Bonds’ (SIBs) and published a short paper 

with that title setting out thinking on a new generation of financial tools to support 

investment in social solutions.
102

 SIBs are thus a new vehicle which attempt to unlock new 

sources of private finance and channel them into delivering measurable social gain in a 

community context. This involves a commitment by the public sector to pay private investors 

for a concrete improvement in social outcomes that are pre-determined on a contractual basis. 

According to Michael Moynagh, SIBs were originally conceived as bonds.
103

 Bonds normally 

operate as investments which mature on a specified date and pay a fixed rate of return. 

However as they developed, it has become clear that SIBs look more like an equity 

investment as it is an essential element that investors be paid on the basis of outcomes 

actually achieved, with returns depending on how the programme financed by the fund 

performs.
104

 

 

Social Impact Bonds, like other forms of outcomes-based contract, align public sector 

funding with improved social outcomes – the amount that the public sector pays for a service 

is determined by the social value (the extent to which outcomes have improved). If social 

outcomes are not improved, the public sector is not required to pay. Outcomes-based 

contracts therefore have the potential to generate considerable improvements in the cost-

effectiveness of public spending. The financial returns investors receive are dependent on the 

level of improvement in pre-determined outcomes and is thus based, insofar as possible, on 

objective measurement and standardisation. 
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2 SIBs and financing Social Integration: A potential solution? 

In September 2010 an interesting SIB pilot was undertaken in the town of Peterborough in 

the United Kingdom.
105

 This involved a contract between the Ministry of Justice, the Big 

Lottery and an influential investor group known as Social Finance (hereinafter referred to as 

‘the Group’) to reduce recidivism rates for a cohort of 3,000 men coming out of Peterborough 

Prison after a short sentence.  

According to the investors, recidivism was selected as the focus for the first Social Impact 

Bond as it was believed it had the highest probability of success based on a number of 

positive investment factors. The area of male recidivism in Peterborough appeared to be one 

in which there were poor social outcomes with rates of re-offending after short-term prison 

sentences standing at 60% within the first five years and rising to as high as 90% for males 

under the age of 21.
106

 The estimated cost of recidivism across the United Kingdom has 

recently been calculated at £60 billion.
107

 

The group also suggested that the vacuum in the public service delivery of post-prison 

services, due to the projected cost, added to the belief of investors that targeted interventions 

in this area could potentially deliver significant cost-savings to the government in a relatively 

short timeframe. The belief was that overall this could amount to a quick return on an 

investment given the overwhelming evidence suggesting that such interventions had the 

potential to work. A robust measurement of outcome was also possible given that recidivism 

rates amongst prisoners selected to partake in the scheme could be measured against a 

national database of prisoners with a similar profile, with the potential of payment returns 

being directly aligned with outcomes. 

The approach taken currently by the group appears to focus on engaging and serving ex-

prisoners through mentoring those approaching release and those recently released. The St 

Giles Trust has been running a successful programme
108

 training prisoners to act as advisors 

to their fellow inmates, while the Prince’s Trust has been piloting a programme to have young 

prisoners mentored by those who have successfully rehabilitated themselves.
109

 Both the 
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mentor and mentee benefit, creating a network of support grounded in the community while 

creating a long-term economic benefit for investors and the state. 

Mentoring has been the subject of some research in Ireland.
110

 Existing research shows up to 

an 11% improvement in the decline of re-offending rates, with better results from those 

programmes that engaged in more intensive and frequent contact with the mentee.
111

 Because 

this is a ‘cheap’ scheme, even the lower end of the impact range shows significant savings to 

the public purse of £1,000 to £3,000 per person avoiding re-incarceration, showing that this 

idea is well suited to SIBs.
112

 In the Peterborough project a 10% reduction in recidivism 

results in an annualised return of 7.5%.
113

The return to investors is a fixed rate for the agreed 

outcomes, but is capped at 13.3% thus effectively limiting investor return.
114

 If a reduction is 

less than the agreed level of 7.5%, then there is no pay-out to investors and the investment is 

written off and all the risk becomes transferred from the government to investors. This could 

be an economically viable solution to the current Irish impasse of high recidivism and the 

high cost of incarceration. 

 

3 Potential Pitfalls 

For all the apparent positivity surrounding the potential introduction of SIBs, it would be 

folly not to point out the hazard of using such a model as a panacea of problem solving for 

the cash starved community development sector. As Andrew Palmer notes, the problem for 

any form of financial innovation comes when it ‘lacks an off button’.
115

  He goes on to 

suggest that when initial success occurs, markets can be perceived as having an increased 

amount of untapped potential. This can often cause the market to artificially deepen, which 

often accelerates the rate of up-take of programmes such as the SIBs developing beyond the 

capacity of the back office and the regulators to keep up. With the use of a cap system 

coupled by limited state interventionism this problem may be circumvented.However, if 

innovations are inappropriately applied and are treated as a panacea for all of the social and 
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economic issues of the community, the risk of investors over-exposing themselves may add 

complexity to the prospect of plumping up profit margins rather than solving problems. 

This problem could easily be exacerbated if a system regulating the uptake of the SIB scheme 

is not based on a rigorous system of measurement and a standard pay-out mechanism. This is 

a particularly difficult challenge given the nebulous nature of calculation, first in measuring 

the short and long term social value of an investment but also as to what level of re-

numeration should apply in each individual context. 

One could criticise the whole approach of projects such as the prisoner rehabilitation scheme 

in Peterborough by arguing it is likely to target prisoners who might have succeeded without 

intervention in the project. This is also a classic criticism of Tax Increment Finance projects 

where state action was unnecessary to stimulate investment that could have occurred anyway. 

In order to make investment a meaningful endeavour it would require the designation of a 

control group of prisoners in a similar situation who receive no mentoring services. While in 

theory this is plausible, empirically it would lead to the counter-intuitive situation in which 

ad-hoc or basic rehabilitation services would have to be removed in order to create some sort 

of empirically satisfactory environment.  

This also raises serious questions as to the potential risk-effect to the general citizenry. Is it 

possible to know for example that communities will receive the best services possible 

through the privately commissioned but government-reimbursed model? Or does the model 

simply provide more incentive to the private investors to demand that the services be 

delivered as cheaply as possible, without adequate monitoring for quality? There are also 

questionable policy implications for allowing unaccountable private actors to effectively 

socially engineer outcomes which may or may not actually be in the interest of the 

community. These are well-run arguments which have been used in opposing the private 

contracting of government services in the past.
116

 While these questions appear to remain 

largely unanswered to date in the context of the SIB scheme in Peterborough,
117

 the presence 

of a proper ‘safety-valve’, mandated by the stringent supervision of the regulatory controls 

contained in each individual SIB contract should render such questions obsolete.   
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H CONCLUSION 

The concept of re-integration is an amorphous ideal which has significantly evolved and 

developed over time. While the prevalence of austerity politics may close off, divert or even 

transform the way in which re-integration operates in practice, there appears to be an 

emerging trend towards embracing the concept of social re-integration, both at a legislative 

and a community level. In order to further this trend it is suggested that a system of 

accountable and closely constructed Social Impact Bonds may help finance potentially 

beneficial social re-integration alternatives which may prove impracticable for the State to 

fund in its current economic condition. Despite the risks inherent in financing such social 

alternatives, if proven to be successful they may offer a cheaper, sustainable and socially 

beneficial arrangement upon which Irish penal policy can rest. 


