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Introduction

Although imprisonment is widely regarded as a necessary institution within criminal
justice systems, its adverse effects on individuals, families, and society remain
undeniable. Each year, a significant number of prisoners complete their sentences
and return to society; however, research consistently shows that between 30 to 50
percent reoffend and return to incarceration. This troubling reality highlights the
critical importance of understanding the post-release period and identifying factors
that facilitate or hinder successful reintegration. Among available support systems,
the family holds a fundamental and irreplaceable position. Despite the substantial
attention social work literature has devoted to the family as an institution, its specific
role in facilitating reintegration has not been sufficiently studied within the Iranian
context. This study seeks to address that gap by exploring family-related factors that
promote successful reintegration.

Theoretical Framework

This study draws on a combination of sociological theories of deviance and social
work family theories. Sutherland's differential association theory argues that
deviance, like conformity, is learned through social interaction, positioning the
family as a pivotal agent of socialization after release. Glaser's differential
identification concept further emphasizes that it is identification with deviant
individuals, not mere contact, that leads to continued deviance. Hirschi's social bond
theory identifies attachment, commitment, involvement, and belief as the four
elements that prevent deviant behavior, elements largely cultivated within the
family. Braithwaite's reintegrative shaming theory distinguishes between
stigmatizing shame, which excludes the individual, and reintegrative shame, which
restores social bonds. On the social work side, family systems theory, the strengths-
based approach, and the ecological perspective were employed in data analysis.
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Methodology

This study employed a qualitative approach using thematic analysis. Data were
collected through semi-structured interviews with 28 participants: 15 formerly
incarcerated individuals and 13 effective family members; those who had actively
maintained contact and provided support throughout incarceration and after release.
Participants were accessed through the Tehran Prisoner Support Association and the
Post-Release Social Services Center, following authorization from the Prison
Organization. Purposive sampling was employed, with the key eligibility criterion
being no reoffending within six months to one year following release. Sampling
continued until theoretical saturation was achieved at 28 interviews. Interview data
were transcribed, coded, and analyzed thematically.

Findings

The analysis yielded four main themes and nine sub-concepts, describing the
reintegration process as sequential and interdependent.

Theme One: Overcoming the Transitional Crisis This theme comprises of three
sub-concepts: shifting from shame to compassion; holistic family companionship
and empathy; shared joy and future-oriented dreaming. The post-release period is
characterized by profound emotional disorientation; the individual, though
physically free, remains psychologically imprisoned. The most critical factor in
overcoming this crisis is a shift within the family itself, moving from a stance of
shame and blame toward one of love and acceptance. This transition creates a safe
space for the individual's recovery. However, the foundation for this shift is laid
during incarceration; regular visits, phone calls, and consistent family engagement
keep the emotional bond alive, and it is precisely this accumulated bond that sustains
the individual through the transitional crisis after release.

Theme Two: Acceptance and Recognition of the Individual with a New Identity
This theme comprises of three sub-concepts: forward-looking family orientation
after release; emergence of a new identity amid social and familial pressures; family
care and supervision. Once the transitional crisis has passed, the individual begins
constructing a new social self. A forward-looking family orientation is essential
here; family members who repeatedly reference the past inadvertently obstruct
identity reconstruction. Conversely, when the family extends trust, validates new
behavior, and refrains from revisiting the imprisonment experience, it creates the
conditions for genuine social reintegration.

Theme Three: Facilitating Adaptation to Life Outside Prison for Social
Repositioning This theme comprises of two sub-concepts: financial support by the
family; effective family guidance toward success. Formerly incarcerated individuals
face deeply practical challenges: securing housing, finding employment, managing
finances, and rebuilding social networks. The family serves as the primary safety net
in this regard. Financial support directly accelerates reintegration, while family
members also act as trusted guides who help the individual navigate a transformed
and often hostile social environment.

Theme Four: Restoring Self-Esteem and Role Performance Beyond the Family
This theme comprises of one sub-concept: revision of interpersonal relationships and
coping strategies. As the individual stabilizes, they begin re-evaluating their social
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networks, distancing from harmful relationships and environments that contributed
to their initial incarceration. The family plays a supportive role in this process,
sometimes facilitating relocation or encouraging the severing of ties with criminal
peers. Marriage also emerged as a significant reintegrative milestone, providing new
social roles, responsibilities, and community legitimacy.

[No| Main Themes

|| Sub-themes (Concepts)

1 [|Overcoming the Transitional Crisis

|Shifting from Shame to Compassion

|Holistic Family Companionship and Empathy

|Shared Joy and Future-Oriented Dreaming

Acceptance and Recognition of the
Individual with a New Identity

Forward-Looking Family Orientation After
Release

Emergence of a New Identity Amid Social and
Familial Pressures

|Family Care and Supervision

Facilitating Adaptation to the World
3 ||Outside Prison for Social
Repositioning

|F inancial Support by the Family

Effective Family Guidance Toward Success

Restoring Self-Esteem and Role
4 ||Performance Beyond the Family
System

Revision of Interpersonal Relationships and
Coping Strategies

Conclusion

This study demonstrates that the family occupies a unique and irreplaceable position
in the reintegration of formerly incarcerated individuals. The four identified themes
form a sequential and interdependent process. The type of crime and the individual's
gender also play decisive roles; women face greater family rejection and heavier
social stigma. At the same time, families themselves require substantial institutional
and social support to fulfill this role effectively. The design of targeted social work
interventions and inclusive support policies that center both the individual and the
family is urgently needed to address the current reintegration gap in Iran.
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