Prisoner Student Mentors: Contribution of a Mentoring Program for Prisoners
“They do not regard you as a prisoner, but as an equal. They believe in you, and you want to improve.” (interviewee 19, Eshel Prison)

Abstract
This study evaluates the impact of a program involving mentoring by students of criminology in prisons in Israel. In the framework of the program, which has been running for approximately 30 years, some 40 students, both male and female, from the Department of Criminology in Bar-Ilan University and Ashkelon Academic College visit prisons once a week for the purpose of mentoring a total of about 150 prisoners serving criminal sentences. Mentoring is conducted on one of two tracks: individual, in which a student mentors a single prisoner; and group, where one or two mentors lead a group of around 10 prisoners. The activity spans a period of seven months in each academic year. The aims are several, targeted at both the prisoners and the mentors themselves. This article focuses on the aims of the program and its contribution to the prisoners, who do not benefit from visits by family members or friends. Program components include encouraging the prisoners to think positively and constructively and to exercise anger management, while familiarizing them with the normative society that will absorb them on their release. A total of 21 prisoners took part in the qualitative research, which included semi-structured in-depth interviews. The findings show that over time the students became significant others in the eyes of the prisoners. In their interviews, most of the prisoners reported on the excellent relations that were formed between them and the students. They stated that under the influence of the students they learned to consider their reactions in a more constructive light and to moderate violent outbursts. They also described the process they had undergone in reducing the focus on themselves, expanding their horizons, and better understanding the reasons that led them to commit a crime. A number of prisoners referred to the acquisition of a more structured worldview and an improvement in their behavior. Nearly all had a high regard for the sessions with the mentors. The research findings point to the significant benefits gained from the interaction between prisoners and students in the mentoring framework, and the importance of expanding the program to include a larger number of prisoners.
Introduction
Personal mentoring programs for youths and adults with behavioral problems, including criminal behavior and violence, have seen significant expansion in the past 15 years (e.g. Brown & Ross, 2010; DuBois & Karcher, 2005). Research studies examining the effect of mentoring on the perceptions and behavior of the protégés found that there was generally a considerable positive impact when the program was well-organized, conducted in a consistent manner, and based on close guidance (e.g. Laniado & Timor, 2015; Tolan, 2013). In parallel, a wide range of benefits were derived by the mentors from their activities with the protégés, particularly in terms of mental well-being (Beltman & Schaeben, 2012; Kennett & Lomas, 2015).
Students from Ashkelon Academic College and Bar-Ilan University have been engaged for some 30 years in a mentoring program for prisoners. About 40 male and female criminology students in the final year of their bachelor’s degree studies have visited prisons once a week throughout the academic year in order to act as mentors to the prisoners. The program comprises two-hour sessions on one of two tracks: individual mentoring with the support and guidance of social workers, or group mentoring with the support and guidance of corrections officers. Both the social workers and the corrections officers train the students ahead of the mentoring activities; among other things, they familiarize them with the existing arrangements in the various prisons and the precautionary measures that must be observed in connection with their activity.
The social workers associated with the Prison Service liaise between the volunteer mentors and the prisoners who in their estimation would most benefit from individual mentoring; the corrections officers form groups of about 10 prisoners who in their opinion would most benefit from participation in group activities led by the mentors. Allocation of mentors to activities is carried out according to their own choice, based on their experience in working with populations at risk and their role as group moderators, as well as the demand in the various prisons. In most cases, the program is conducted over a period of about seven months, unless the prisoner is paroled, transferred to a different prison, or, in rare cases, dropped from the program.
The aim of the present study is to examine the contribution of the mentoring activity in the opinion of the prisoners, including the effect of the program on their perceptions, self-image, and behavior. The assumption is that the program can make a significant contribution to changing their worldview, improving their self-image, and perhaps reducing their criminal behavior.
Contribution of the Mentoring Program

When mentoring is carried out in a consistent manner, and when relations between mentor and prisoner are genial but at the same time business-like, the activity can serve as a critical turning point in the prisoner’s life (Blechman et al., 2000; Nakkula & Haris, 2014). Numerous research studies attest to the fact that mentoring sessions have an optimally positive impact on a wide range of protégés: children (Fletcher, 2000); youths at risk (Laniado, 2015); and criminals, prisoners, and paroled prisoners (Brown & Ross, 2010; Duwe & Johnson, 2016; Hucklesby & Worrall, 2007; Schuhmann et al., 2018).
Shepard (2009) concluded that on completion of a mentoring year, both teachers and parents reported an improvement in the studies, behavior, and social relations of school children. Waller et al. (2010) found that mentoring programs in schools provided youths who had previously been in jail with support and encouragement. Their mentors served as models to emulate, and the protégés were less likely than their non-mentored counterparts to drop out of school or return to jail.
Lewis et al. (2007) found positive results in three mentoring programs for adult criminals. The protégés had greater self-confidence and composure as a result of the programs. An additional contribution was the assistance rendered by the mentors in finding work for the protégés and the protégés’ perseverance in maintaining that work, as well as assistance with integration into their school studies. The researchers noted that the principal contribution of the programs lay in the relations between the mentors and the protégés, namely, the social assets imparted, rather than in the instrumental assistance provided.
Several research studies have found that prisoners benefit from contact with volunteer mentors (Stacer & Roberts, 2018), including students (Duriez et al., 2017). As part of a study carried out in Hermon Prison, Israel, volunteers delivered a vipassana meditation course to prisoners who were participating in a drug rehabilitation program. Under the mentors’ influence, the prisoners underwent a number of changes, the most significant being in the realm of self-acceptance and assumption of responsibility, issues that many prisoners find difficult in their everyday lives (Frid et al., 2010). Research carried out on mentoring activities in prison by religious figures – activities that are generally geared to returning the prisoners to their faith by way of rehabilitation – showed that they had a positive effect on prisoners’ behavior while reducing their negative perceptions (e.g. Tewksbury & Collins, 2005; Timor, 1998).
The volunteer work provided by mentors is also important in that it facilitates much more extensive support and assistance to populations in need of therapy and rehabilitation. Given the rise in the number of prisoners and the lack of increase in the budget for rehabilitation, mentors can assist rehabilitation staff in prisons, making a significant contribution to the achievement of prisoner rehabilitation targets while enriching prisoners’ lives with pro-social activities and integration into the external community on their release (Barry, 2000; Brown & Ross, 2010). Research studies on mentoring programs for paroled prisoners found their impact to be generally optimal (e.g., Brown and Ross, 2010; Hucklesby & Worrall, 2011).
Several theories have been proposed to explain the positive results of mentoring with prisoners serving time. In the present case, social capital theory is associated with the social resources that the prisoners gain as a result of the mentors’ support. On entering the prison walls, prisoners are cut off from their previous social contacts (e.g., Cochran & Mears, 2013; Nugent & Schnickel, 2016). The associations formed with volunteers from the outside world can compensate for this by providing the prisoners with interpersonal contacts that improve their lives in prison (Duwe & Johnson, 2016) while possibly also promoting their future integration into the community.
Another theory, referring to the worldview and behavior of prisoners in prison, is the Balagan (“mess”) theory (Timor, 2001), according to which many prisoners are characterized by an absence of commitment to a definitive moral and social framework and its associated behavioral norms. Their activities, whether criminal or legitimate, are relatively incidental, reflecting considerable confusion. The mentors then form social connections with the prisoners, conducting dialogues with them on an ongoing basis about their perceptions and behaviors, including criminal behavior. This helps to establish a certain order in the prisoners’ world, and in some cases the mentors become role models (Brown & Ross, 2010).

The positive impact that mentoring has on mentored prisoners can also be explained through positive criminology. This theory refers to the positive experiences and influences to which the individual is exposed in his immediate environment, alienating him from deviant and criminal behavior (Ronel & Elisha, 2010). Positive criminology consolidates theories, approaches, and models whose point of departure is an affirmative outlook in terms of beliefs, ethics, positive emotions, and optimism. It emphasizes the importance of positive experiences in the eyes of the individual, and views the existence of risk factors in the individual’s life as a springboard for growth and maturation rather than pain and destruction (Gal & Wexler, 2015; Ronel & Haimoff-Ayali, 2009).
A key theory that is in keeping with the positive criminology approach and that can explain the contribution of mentors to prisoners is re-integrative shaming theory (Braithwaite, 1989). The theory is based on a clear distinction between the personality of the criminal individual and his negative actions; thus, a criminal who expresses reservations about the delinquent path he took in the past can gain social acceptance and approval. In practice, this involves the reintegration into a normative community, social life, employment, and therapy groups of an individual who has divested himself of criminal activity (Lane et al., 2007). Positive criminology elaborates on this concept, claiming that it is possible to rehabilitate the criminal and enable him to reintegrate into the community through social support in the form of elements of mutual acceptance, such as forgiveness, empathy, compassion, and recognition of what is good (Clear & Sumter, 2002). An essential component in the rehabilitation of prisoners according to this concept, and one which has been found to be a potential factor in preventing recidivism, is exposure to positive, humane attributes in the immediate surroundings, including kindness (Barak, 2005
; Ronel, 2006; Seligman et al., 2005) and manifestations of goodwill on the part of former convicts through volunteer work (Burnett & Maruna, 2006; Ronel, 2006).
The few studies conducted worldwide on mentoring by students and its impact on prisoners have found that it made a significant contribution to the lives of prisoners (see Brown & Ross, 2010). The present study seeks to address this gap and to enrich existing knowledge on the subject by examining the mentoring of prisoners by students in the context of Israel. The focus is on the impact of mentoring on the perceptions, self-image, and behavior of prisoners. Insofar as this form of mentoring is found to be beneficial in the rehabilitation of prisoners and their behavioral manifestations, both in prison and following their release, expansion and intensification of the program will be called for by way of follow-up action.
Method
Participants

A total of 21 male prisoners took part in the research: 11 Muslims, eight Jews, one Christian, and one Hindu. Ages ranged from 17 to 53, and the number of years of education from three to 12 years. The participants had committed a variety of crimes, such as homicide, domestic violence, sex offenses, burglary, drug dealing, and car theft. The participants are serving sentences in prisons in central and southern Israel.
Tools

This study is based on qualitative research principles. The chief research tool used was semi-structured in-depth interviews, in line with the aim of examining changes that had taken place in the perceptions, attitudes, and behavior of the prisoners after participating in a student mentoring program (individual or group mentoring) over the last two years.
The purpose of the in-depth interviews was to understand the subjective experiences of the participants and the significance they attach to these experiences (Seidman, 1991). The interviews facilitated access to cultural connotations and to a better understanding of the responses of the different individuals (Shkedi, 2003). Moreover, they allowed the researcher to familiarize herself with the interviewees’ worldviews, thoughts, and emotions (Patton, 2002). A typical question included in the interview guide was “How and to what extent were you influenced by the mentoring sessions with the student?” In addition, questionnaires were distributed to the prisoners to capture socio-demographic variables, including age and type of offense.
Procedure

Following approval from the Prison Service to conduct the research, a total of 21 prisoners were identified with the help of the Prison Service’s Department of Education, Care and Rehabilitation. These prisoners had received mentoring for a period of about seven months during the previous two years by students in both individual and group frameworks, 17 by female students and four by male students. Following coordination with the authorities, the researchers arrived at the prisons at the conclusion of the mentoring year. After they had presented the aims of the research and obtained the prisoners’ consent, each prisoner was given an in-depth interview that lasted on average approximately 40 minutes. The number of interviews was determined by the saturation point; we continued to add interviewees until their statements provided no new information. All the interviews were conducted on an individual basis in prison rooms that had been allocated for this purpose by the Prison Service.
Each prisoner who participated in the research signed an informed consent form prior to the interview. Anonymity was assured, as was the option to drop out of the research at any time and for any reason. All the interviews were recorded for the purpose of analysis and classification of the findings according to theme.

Analysis of the interviews was carried out in three stages. (1) All the interview recordings were transcribed and forwarded to two peer reviewers specializing in the rehabilitation of paroled prisoners, for identification and classification of the main themes. (2) The interviews were analyzed by two of the researchers separately; at this stage, secondary themes were added as they emerged from the interviews. (3) The analyses of the two researchers were cross-checked, and then all the main and secondary themes were integrated and differentiated (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005).
Findings
The students visited the prisons every week and met with the prisoners for a period of about two hours, either for individual sessions that focused on the prisoners’ perceptions, attitudes, and emotional needs alongside the ingestion of basic knowledge, or for group meetings that centered on the imparting of knowledge and consolidation of perceptions and attitudes on various subjects.

The 21 participants, who had met with their mentors over a period of about seven months, used the interviews to talk about the mentoring period, the mentors, and their effects.
Trust in the Mentors as “Outside the System”
All the prisoners expressed their high regard for the mentors and for the fact that they visited the prison as volunteers in order to improve prisoners’ quality of life and rehabilitation prospects. They made particular mention of the fact that the mentors came from outside the prison system, and that their influence on the prisoners was therefore considerable. Interviewee 4 (aged 41, serving a sentence for manslaughter) expressed it thus:
The fact that the girls were from outside helped more than if they were in, because it’s not like a warden, it’s not like an officer. It’s without any vested interest. It opens one’s mind more, it’s more meaningful, I listen better. I know that they came to learn, and I too learned.
Some participants expressed a distrust of the intentions of anyone who belonged to the Prison Service, which was responsible for keeping them in prison. Interviewee 6 (aged 17, serving a sentence for violent crime) explained that he was wary of revealing thoughts and emotions to social workers but not to mentors who came from outside the system: 
Speaking to a social worker does not help, is not worth the trouble. With the student, one can open up. If one talks to a social worker, the whole prison will get to know [about what was said], but not with the volunteer!
The fact that the mentors did not have any authority over them or power to coerce them was viewed by the interviewees as an advantage. The young age of the students and the differences between them and the prison staff were also conducive to a better relationship. Interviewee 18 (aged 50, serving a sentence for homicide) stated:
With the students I felt freer. As to the age difference, we are older than the students, but here this disappeared – it was immaterial. They have a deeper understanding than me, I told them about my experiences. It helped me to understand things I did not know and did not recognize in myself.

Mentor Empathy and Resourcefulness

The mentors exhibited empathy and resourcefulness, gradually becoming significant others in the eyes of the prisoners, who opened up to their influence. 
According to the prisoners, the mentors knew from the outset how to form a positive connection with them. In the words of interviewee 19 (aged 24, serving a sentence for rape): 
They do not regard you as a prisoner, but as an equal. This gives you the feeling that they believe in you, and you want to improve. She sees you as a person, believes in your direction, it’s really good. 
Interviewee 15 (aged 45, serving a sentence for running over a pedestrian) talked about the considerable added value of sessions with the mentors, who influenced him to the extent of helping him to forget the painful experience of imprisonment, including severance from the outside world in general and from family in particular:
The sessions were lovely, she was a light at the end of the tunnel, a connection with the outside world. We came quite far in our talks. She was not motherly, but warm. I came to the sessions with her each time as though I was going to a show … these sessions for me were a great deal, more than a visit by the family or friends. She turned this year of imprisonment into a good period.
The considerable value attached to the sessions in the prisoners’ opinion is also attested to by interviewee 14 (aged 24, serving a sentence for burglary): “I waited maybe two hours for her before the sessions.” Interviewee 21 (aged 30, serving a sentence for manslaughter) even initiated provocations to release him from kitchen duty so that he could take part in the weekly session with the mentor: “I was in many sessions, and sometimes I had to be in the kitchen, but I kicked up a storm to get to the group.”
Learning to Exercise Tolerance and Self-Control

In the course of mentoring, the mentors conveyed to some of the prisoners messages in connection with forbearance, tolerance, and anger control, both verbally and as living examples. Interviewee 17 (aged 30, serving a sentence for domestic violence) emphasized this point: “They taught us how to control our temper when people approach us with a bad attitude – how to deal with this, how to persevere in making an effort, convey patience.” Interviewee 16 (aged 29, serving a sentence for defection from the army) referred to the student’s positive, tolerant attitude toward him and the contribution she made to calming his nerves: “I saw that there was a person who was listening to me and sometimes helps me solve my problems, calms me down.” Interviewee 14 also mentioned the improvement that had taken place in his level of tolerance under the influence of the mentor: “There is a difference between the period before she came and after she came, I have become much calmer.”
Interviewee 7 (aged 19, serving a sentence for crimes involving violence and drugs) gave an example of the way in which his mentor succeeded in calming him:
I would use her help in connection with my problems and solving them. For example, I once gave in a request to allow my mother to visit me, and the prison simply ignored me. I told her and we talked about it and reached an understanding, so my anger was spent. 
Interviewee 5 (aged 18, serving a sentence for violent crime) summed up the situation thus: “The session with the mentor generally calms my nerves. It helps me let my anger out, talk about my difficulties.” 
In addition to anger control, some prisoners referred specifically to the fact that they had discontinued their violent behavior in the wake of the sessions with the mentor and their talks with her. According to interviewee 13 (aged 23, serving a sentence for drug dealing), “
The mentor convinced me that it is always important to talk and not [behave violently], and thanks to this I helped myself and many other prisoners. It was from her that I learned to listen to people.” 
Interviewee 12 (aged 46, serving a sentence for homicide) described the change that had occurred in his behavior: 
In the course of the talks with her I saw things that I had done in the past compared to what I am doing now. She helped me understand the difference. I don’t go back to then – then I used a lot of force. Today there’s more talking. 
Interviewee 6 described the process of learning appropriate behavior through a discussion with the mentor on events in his life:
We talked together about behavior. If behavior is bad she suggests something else. I have a tendency to lose my temper over small things, and when I meet with the mentor we talk about them and she suggests alternative behavior. Once I had an argument with another prisoner – a scrap. After discussing it with the mentor I resolved it with quiet, sweet talk. Before we met I was an impulsive person. I am now a bit calmer, and this will last a long time.
Expanding Horizons

According to several interviewees, the weekly sessions with the mentors expanded their horizons, diversified their worldview, and reduced their self-centeredness. In the words of interviewee 2 (aged 38, serving a sentence for homicide), “I learn to see things from a different angle. From different people with different opinions … understand the other prisoners in the group, also from their side.” Interviewee 3 (aged 53, serving a sentence for domestic violence) admitted that prior to his participation in the group he had been focused on himself:
I’m constantly justifying myself, I don’t see far ahead, live in my own bubble, can’t see that I am causing harm, see real life. I am detached from painful things. I was closed, was not able to talk to anyone. Now [after mentoring] I have changed my perspective, have a different understanding so the feeling changes. My life has changed for the better.
Rigid perceptions with respect to resolving issues became more flexible with a number of interviewees. As interviewee 13 emphasized, “I consulted with her about many things. I realized that everything can be solved.” Interviewee 12 reported a similar experience: “
With the mentor I could talk about things I had never said before. I am not used to talking with someone else. The minute I start talking aloud I can hear myself, and she too can suggest things.”
Cultivating Self-Criticism
Through analysis of events in the prisoners’ lives, the mentors promoted resolution of the problems that had contributed to a decline into crime. Interviewee 14 reported:
She would show me reports about crime, she would read them and let me understand the content … she would bring me reports from the newspapers, reminding me all the time that problems exist because of nonsensical behavior, because of knives, that it’s not worth it.

Interviewee 8 (aged 46, serving a sentence for homicide) attested to the fact that the sessions with the mentors had made him take a fresh look at his criminal existence:

It changed something in me, I was a closed person, I thought I was smart and whatever I said was always right, and I came across people outside my social circle with a different perspective, and I realized that my so-called smartness was what landed me in prison for so many years. Talking with them was productive because they were learned and wise. I aim to join another group.
Reinforcing Self-Image and Confidence
The mentors’ positive attitude toward the prisoners in the sessions, despite the unwelcoming framework, and their acceptance of the prisoners as equals with valuable opinions helped to reinforce the prisoners’ self-image and self-confidence. As interviewee 12 explained, “Following the sessions I can tell myself that I no longer need to care what people think of me or say about me. This always concerned me.” Interviewee 1 (aged 43, serving a sentence for homicide) described how the group activity prepared by the mentor in which he participated affected his self-confidence: “
The experiment with social pressure affected me. I learned from this activity to focus more and make sure not to go with the crowd. To go ahead with my own opinions and not the opinions of the majority.” 
Interviewee 10 (aged 32, serving a sentence for manslaughter) claimed that the sessions with the mentors strengthened his self-image and incentivized him to engage in matters that are important for living a normal life:
The students are very open – they want to help people, everything was interesting, how to manage your life. At times there was … learning through game playing. This contributed to my self-confidence – not to talk rubbish, to organize your day – the important things in life, family, neighbors, the need for company.

Bringing Order to Perceptions and Behavior
Several interviewees referred to their lives in their criminal past as being devoid of any defined direction. They expected the mentors and participants in the group to suggest ways to conduct themselves, as interviewee 4 explained: “My problems are how to manage my life, and the group helped me organize things. Let’s say, I have to walk from here to the end of the corridor – I didn’t know how to do it.” Likewise, i
nterviewee 10 attributed his criminal behavior to his inability to steer his behavior in any particular direction. In the absence of normal behavior patterns and an established worldview, he was like a child who needed his parents to tell him how to conduct himself properly: “I was a criminal because there was no one to set limits, no daily schedule, no routine.”
Two of the interviewees described their previous behavior as aggressive and aimless. It was the only way they knew. In the course of the mentoring sessions, they practiced alternative behaviors. In the words of interviewee 5:

In the beginning I did not want [a mentor], but I was told it would be good. We connected, we laughed [with the mentor]. Before I started to cooperate [with the mentor] I had constant fistfights with everyone, I used to create havoc. I am different now. I now share my feelings with the mentor. Talk about deeds, violence, and this helps. One has to let out the anger, the problems, the sadness, everything. It’s the right thing for prisoners who want to change.
Two interviewees said that during the seven days between sessions they would wait to ask the mentors how to act and react to situations. Interviewee 14 explained:
If something was bothering me, I would come to the session and tell her. She would then listen and calm me. We would put our heads together and reach a compromise. I feel open with her. I bottled up my problems during the week, and together we analyzed where I was wrong. She gave me advice and I followed it. 

Two interviewees explained their delinquent behavior by the fact that they would go along with friends who were criminals, and that they had no clear and concrete opinions of their own that would support independent behavior. As interviewee 1 stated, “I learned from this activity to focus more and make sure not to be dragged along. To go ahead with my own opinions and not the opinions of the majority.” Interviewee 12 explained his criminal leanings in terms of his dependency on others and his desire to find favor with them at the expense of independent behavior of his own volition:
Following the sessions I can tell myself that I no longer need to care what people think of me or say about me. This always concerned me, for if I tell a person [a prisoner/criminal] that I cannot help him, he’ll think I am a coward. They toyed with me. I am now trying to work on it that they won’t toy with me anymore.
Discussion and Conclusions
Volunteer work is described in the sociological literature as being of high social importance. It has been referred to as the cornerstone of every civil society, since it is the glue that keeps people together and promotes the sense of a common purpose. It is an essential element in our attempts to create an integrative society based on the principles of commitment and involvement, which is the bedrock of democracy (Blunkett, 2001).
Mentoring by volunteers from the community with prisoners serving sentences is relatively rare for various reasons, not least a concern for the safety of the volunteers and a reluctance to disrupt prison security arrangements. This is despite the fact that mentoring of this nature, according to several research studies, can help to rehabilitate prisoners and contributes to their integration into the community following their release (Dunkan & Balbar, 2008).

The central themes emerging from the interviews with the prisoners in this study concern how mentoring helped the prisoners, enabling them to form a positive bond with representatives of normative society. It accorded them social capital, reducing their preoccupation with self-centeredness; it helped them to develop tolerance, discretion, and self-control; it gave them a better understanding of the problems that had steered them toward crime; and it improved their self-image by rearranging their perceptions and behavior patterns for the better.

Positive Criminology

Against the backdrop of the rigid formality of prison routine and the strict attitude of wardens toward prisoners (Crewe, 2011), the weekly sessions with the student mentors were viewed by the prisoners as a breath of fresh air and the antithesis of the prison experience. The mentors brought a personal and nonjudgmental approach to the prisoners, conveying a message of willingness on the part of society to help rehabilitate them and reintegrate them into the community. This approach, known as positive criminology (Ronel & Elisha, 2011), recognizes the potential of criminals to change, to free themselves of negative thoughts, to make room for their positive capabilities, and to adopt moral viewpoints and normative behavior through exposure to human kindness (Ronel, 2006). The fact that most of the prisoners interviewed in the course of the study expressed a desire to expand the mentoring program to have a longer duration and to include a greater number of hours every week attests to the significant positive impact that the mentoring had on them. Likewise, their reports attest to the positive changes they underwent in their attitudes and behavior in the wake of their sessions with the mentors.
Cognitive-Behavioral Elements
The prisoners reported that the messages and content conveyed by the mentors referred in large part to the day-to-day reality facing the prisoners in terms of friction with the prison authorities and fights with other prisoners. They also emphasized the insights they had achieved regarding their criminal pasts: the negative outcomes of the use of violence, and the need for restraint and tolerance, anger management, and problem resolution based on the use of discretion and on consultation with others. These messages were conveyed as responses to stories told by the prisoners about actual events. They referred among other things to cognitive processes, such as negative, stereotypical, and automatic thinking, with a view to changing these processes and adopting more constructive thinking. Recognizable in this activity on the part of the mentors are elements of cognitive-behavioral therapy (Marom et al., 2011), an approach with which the mentors were familiar from their studies in criminology.
Imparting Social Capital
In the course of the sessions with the mentors, bonds of kindness were formed between them and the prisoners on various levels. New connections of this sort can impart a highly valuable asset in terms of social capital. The prisoners gained interpersonal contact with mainstream individuals who were nonjudgmental regarding their criminal past, respected them as equals without being condescending, reinforced their self-esteem (Bergner & Holmes, 2000), developed in them a capacity for self-criticism, expanded their worldview, and contributed knowledge regarding their conduct both in prison and following their release (Cuwe & Johnson, 2016; Duncan & Balbar, 2008). Under the influence of these contacts, the prisoners’ horizons expanded; their thinking includes more concepts and is less negative. The new knowledge and concepts acquired have opened them up to new options with a noncriminal orientation.
Making Sense of the Chaos
Some of the interviewees described their delinquent behavior and conduct in prison prior to the sessions with the mentors as living in a state of chaos. They referred to the lack of a moral and behavioral compass to guide them, and to the absence of commitment to a defined ethical and social framework and associated behavioral norms (see Timor, 2001). Their behavior, whether criminal or legitimate, was haphazard, reflecting confusion and a lack of consistency.
The prisoners were in an anomic state and experiencing disorientation with respect to certain types of behavior. The descriptions they gave of their lives are in keeping with the element of noncommitment in Hirschi’s social bonds theory (Cullen et al., 2019). According to Hirschi, the weaker the connection between an individual and a law-abiding society, the lower the individual’s commitment to the society’s opinions and rules of conduct and the greater the likelihood that the individual will resort to criminal behavior (Hirschi, 1969
). In extreme cases, when an individual no longer feels any commitment at all, there ensues an anomic state of indifference to the morality of his deeds (see Kornhauser, 1978
). For the participants in this study, the mentoring sessions gradually led to new contacts with significant others and a commitment to more normative behavior. Some of the interviewees expressed a need for guidance by the mentors with respect to proper conduct in day-to-day prison life and the problems in their lives, both past and future. They feared failing once again because of social pressures and the absence of an independent standpoint that could steer their behavior in the right direction.
Limitations and Recommendations for Further Study
The present qualitative study is not free of limitations, which concern principally the relatively small number of prisoners (all male) who took part. The participants were referred to the mentoring program by the prison’s social workers and corrections officers on the basis of their good conduct; as such, they are not representative of the prison population as a whole. In addition, most of the prisoners interviewed had participated in other therapeutic and educational programs while in prison. It is therefore reasonable to assume that some of the impacts they attributed to the mentors were the cumulative outcome of the various programs delivered in prison. This limitation is exacerbated by the fact that the interviews were conducted not during the mentoring program but after its completion. Furthermore, the fact that not a single interviewee expressed a negative opinion about the mentors raises the question of social ingratiation bias. Accordingly, further research based on experimental and quasi-experimental designs is recommended. Future studies should use objective indices to compare groups of prisoners who have participated in a mentoring program with groups of prisoners who have similar data but have not taken part in such a program.
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