
https://doi.org/10.1177/0020872817702432

International Social Work
 1 –15

© The Author(s) 2017
Reprints and permissions:  

sagepub.co.uk/journalsPermissions.nav
DOI: 10.1177/0020872817702432

journals.sagepub.com/home/isw

i s w

First survey on prison life in Chile: A 
social work call for prison reform

Guillermo Sanhueza
Universidad San Sebastián, Chile

Francisca Brander
Universidad San Sebastián, Chile

Fernando Fuenzalida
Universidad San Sebastián, Chile

Abstract
Based on survey data from a first nationwide assessment (n = 2093), we analyze the situation 
of Chilean prisons from an anti-oppressive, social work perspective. Our main findings reveal 
that many inmates experienced mistreatment from guards and/or from fellow prisoners, had 
limited access to in-prison programs, and reported poor infrastructure conditions. Inmates also 
identified priorities for improving prisons. Finally, we created an ‘oppression index’ and linked 
it to accessing in-prison programs, discovering that those with lower scores (less oppressed) 
tended to participate more frequently. Finally, we suggest some changes to the prison system and 
to the role of social work within it.
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Introduction

Today, there are about 45,000 individuals behind bars in Chile. This is equivalent to an incarcera-
tion rate of 265 individuals per 100,000 inhabitants, one of the highest in the Americas (International 
Centre for Prison Studies [ICPS], 2016), with an estimated recidivism rate of 50 percent 
(Gendarmería de Chile, 2010; Morales et al., 2012). According to Chilean law and a variety of 
international instruments (i.e. Minimum Standards for the Treatment of Prisoners, Mandela Rules), 
the only individual right that is suspended while a person is incarcerated is freedom of movement. 
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Thus, the prison system should respect inmates’ human rights while also promoting their rehabili-
tation (Coyle, 2003).

Although the situation of crime and prisons in Chile may be described as relatively better than in 
other Latin American countries (Mertz, 2015), serving a sentence in a Chilean prison is, for many, a 
sort of permanent punishment that extends far beyond the mere deprivation of freedom. Indeed, 
Chilean prisons are often places with infrastructure problems and overcrowding, where inmates 
experience mistreatment by guards and/or fellow inmates. These inmates also have limited access to 
in-prison programs, solitary confinement is often overused, and some inmates even experience 
cases of torture (Instituto Nacional de Derechos Humanos [INDH], 2012).

Thus, previous studies in Chilean prisons have identified a variety of conditions that do not 
conform to international standards; none of these reports have had a national scope, investigated 
prison life on a wide variety of topics, or directly asked inmates about their priorities for change. 
Inspired by Dominelli’s anti-oppressive framework, this article gives inmates a voice for the first 
time in the country’s history through the results of the First Survey on Prison Life conducted in 
Chile. We asked inmates’ opinions on infrastructure, violence, institutional mistreatment, and pro-
gram access; we also identified the changes that inmates would implement in their facilities if they 
had the opportunity and ability to do so. Finally, by creating an oppression index, we attempted to 
assess the degree to which prisons fail to fulfill basic standards as well as to explore the extent to 
which in-prison programs address oppressive conditions.

Literature review

International instruments for the treatment of prisoners

In 1957, the United Nations – through its Economic and Social Council – established the Standard 
Minimum Rules for the Treatment of Prisoners (SMRs), which have become a widely known and 
acknowledged set of minimum standards for the treatment of inmates.

Despite the fact that SMRs are not binding, these rules have been helpful as guidance for prison 
management of individuals held in custody. The first section of SMRs discusses standards for 
accommodation, clothing and bedding, food, medical services, discipline and punishment, and the 
training of prison staff, among others. Its second section includes a variety of guiding principles 
regarding the treatment and rehabilitation of prisoners, their access to in-prison programs (work, 
education, and recreation), social relations, and aftercare.

Although SMRs were first adopted in 1957, they were revised in 2015 under the assumption that 
major changes had occurred regarding human rights and criminal justice systems. These new 
standards are referred to as the ‘Mandela Rules’ (2015), which not only reaffirm the principles 
contained in the Minimum Rules, but also update many of the original standards to the current 
conditions of imprisonment in the 21st century.

One important update has to do with a renewed emphasis on respecting prisoners’ inherent dig-
nity and value as human beings, which certainly includes the prohibition of torture and other cruel, 
inhuman, or degrading treatment. Some guidelines are added to these principles in terms of how 
prison administration may reasonably and proportionally use instruments of restraint, measures of 
coercion, and procedural safeguards.

The revised Rules also made explicit recommendations for independent, continuous inspec-
tions of prisons, recognizing that external monitoring may help to improve prisons over time 
as well as to identify and address the needs of vulnerable groups. Finally, the document 
encouraged appropriate training for staff and guards both prior to entry into service and during 
ongoing in-service training.
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Despite the formal existence of these standards, Chilean prisons have been identified as over-
crowded places with poor sanitary conditions, where many fear for their safety. Others may lack 
appropriate medical assistance due to the many barriers to drug treatments and other rehabilitative 
programs. In addition, many inmates experience unnecessary brute force or intrusive procedures 
by guards, while others experience ‘solitary’ confinement under precarious conditions: neither 
solitary nor hygienic (INDH, 2012).

Nevertheless, these normative standards present two important limitations: (1) they have not 
been systematically monitored or assessed, and (2) they have also rarely been compared with what 
inmates think or perceive about their own situation, as they are the ones who actually ‘experience’ 
prison life (Liebling, 2004).

Prison assessment, evidence-based practice, and anti-oppressive social work
Similar to what occurs in other countries, Chilean prisons receive the most disadvantaged members 
of society (Fundación Paz Ciudadana, 2016) as well as individuals who are highly stigmatized, 
mistrusted, and discarded (Wacquant, 2001). In this context, Chilean prisons have become invisi-
ble spaces whose existence only becomes relevant in cases of disturbances, riots, or escapes 
(Arévalo, 2013). Thus, in-prison social work has to deal with this particular context that makes any 
possible intervention highly complex and problematic.

Historically, social work is a profession that has been present in the prison system in Chile, and 
many social workers have served and continue to serve within the prison system throughout the 
country. Moreover, most social workers have rooted their professional identities around solid ethi-
cal grounds, such as human rights, the respect for each individual’s dignity, and the importance of 
environments for human development. In other words, most social workers are knowledgeable on 
the standards regarding inmates’ situations.

Social work is a profession that is committed to achieving greater levels of social justice and to 
promoting human rights (International Federation of Social Workers [IFSW], 2016). In ‘Anti-
Oppressive Social Work Theory and Practice’, Lena Dominelli (2002) considers oppression as 
relations of domination based on ‘systematic devaluing of the attributes and contributions of those 
deemed inferior, and their exclusion from the social resources available to those in the dominant 
group’ (p. 8). In Chilean prisons, inmates are usually called ‘delinquents’, ‘the scoria of society’, 
and are not thought of as ‘people’ or ‘individuals’.

Dominelli (2002) also argues that the profession of social work, from its very beginning, has 
been concerned with making the voice of the oppressed visible. In this regard, she considers that 
anti-oppressive social work should promote respect for individuals’ human rights and allow expres-
sion and a voice to those who usually do not have the opportunity to speak.

In this regard, one important challenge that is increasingly faced by social work in Latin America 
– including Chile – is to enhance evidence-based interventions that can take what remains invisible 
(such as inmates’ situations) and make it visible, while also developing mechanisms that promote 
accountability in social services in order to demonstrate that social interventions can be both effec-
tive and cost-efficient (Cunill and Ospina, 2008).

In addition, knowing more about social service users (‘clients’, in the sense proposed by 
Dominelli) and their preferences has gained importance as current trends in social services empha-
size the need for reliable information (Díaz and Curti, 2014). Furthermore, contemporary  
evidence-based social work recommends assessing clients’ preferences and avoiding the use of 
mechanical approaches to intervention (Proctor, 2004).

At the same time, the literature on prisons and their environments has emphasized the need to 
expand the discussion beyond individuals and to instead question their structural characteristics. 
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Thus, for example, Liebling (2004) coined the idea of ‘prisons and their moral performance’, 
including an emphasis on the environment of prisons with regard to the concepts of trust, respect, 
fairness, order, and well-being. For her, quality of prison life has an important subjective compo-
nent: how prison life is ‘lived’ by those who are incarcerated. Thus, prison life cannot be com-
pletely understood without examining what inmates have to say in regard to their own experiences 
and interactions with guards and officers.

Both Dominelli (2002) and Liebling (2004) depart from mere managerialism or from a mere 
focus on infrastructure as they allocate the responsibility of ‘moral performance’ not to individuals, 
but rather to the institutional contexts or structures that are responsible for individuals’ develop-
ment and resocialization.

Thus, inspired by the work of both Liebling (2004) and Dominelli (2002), this article pre-
sents the results of a first assessment exercise conducted in Chile from a social work perspec-
tive. Unlike previous research (which did not consider a national scope, or limited the focus 
of national studies to one or two variables of interest), this article presents a nationwide snap-
shot of prisons, taking inmates’ opinions on a variety of topics into account, including percep-
tions on infrastructure, inmate–inmate violence, institutional mistreatment, program access, 
treatment of visitors, and access to health care, among others. We also asked inmates about the 
changes that they would implement in their facilities if they had the ability and found accurate 
consistent recommendations. Finally, we created an oppression index in order to assess the 
degree to which prisons fail to fulfill basic standards and to explore the extent to which in-
prison programs address such oppressive conditions. The next section presents the methodo-
logical characteristics of this assessment, including the sample characteristics, procedures, 
data collection process, and analytic strategy employed.

Methodology

Guiding research questions

Inspired in both Dominelli’s (2002) ‘anti-oppressive’ social work and Liebling (2004) ‘moral 
performance of prisons’, this article has three main research questions: (1) What is the percep-
tion of inmates on a variety of indicators of prison life (including infrastructure, inmate–
inmate violence, institutional mistreatment, and program access)? (2) What would the main 
priorities for prison reform be, according to inmates themselves? (3) Do in-prison programs 
address these oppressive conditions?

Designing and implementing the survey

Generally, prisons are places that are not easily accessed from the outside. The first step before 
conducting the assessment was to review international literature and instruments on prison 
assessment and quality of prison life. Since assessments of this nature are new in the country, 
the second step was to meet with experts who had conducted similar exercises in the United 
Kingdom. Third, after consulting with both international experts and local faculty, two focus 
groups of inmates were tested and a draft version of the questionnaire was piloted in two major 
prison facilities: ‘Penitentiary’ and ‘Female Penitentiary Center’, both located in Santiago. 
Fourth, there was the challenge of arranging research trips to jails and prisons in a manner that 
was as unannounced as possible for both guards and inmates. Finally, there was the challenge 
of collecting data from inmates, which required us to bring large groups of inmates together in 
order to explain the survey and encourage them to participate; we also worked to ensure confi-
dentiality of the information provided.
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Sample and procedures

The sampling process required only one stage. We used a random, stratified sample according to six 
different categories of inmates: men held for trial, short-sentenced men, long-sentenced (more than 
300 days) men, women held for trial, short-sentenced women, and long-sentenced women. However, 
due to the small prison population and/or the lack of variability in some of the facilities, it was not 
always possible to obtain a six-stratum sample. Final sample sizes were proportioned to the total 
facility population (N = 47,968). We did not apply randomization at the prison level because the 
government was interested in every facility. Inmates answered surveys by using a self-report, paper-
and-pencil format. This article is based on data gathered from 75 facilities with 2093 completed 
surveys and a total response rate of 77.8 percent (see Table 4 in Appendix 1 for details).

Data collection

This prison survey study was reviewed and approved by the University of Michigan’s Institutional 
Review Board in 2013. In addition, all the procedures employed in this survey were known, 
approved, and supported by Gendarmería itself. Researchers delivered questionnaires (available in 
Spanish) to groups of inmates (whose size varied from 5 to 30 individuals) in waves, with men and 
women usually separated. We administered surveys in prison classrooms, libraries, chapel day 
rooms, and multi-purpose rooms. Correctional officers were never present during the survey 
administration process. Researchers remained in the room during the course of each administration 
to explain the survey characteristics (encouraging inmates’ participation), to obtain inmates’ verbal 
informed consent in order to proceed with the questionnaire, and to assist respondents who were 
illiterate. The data collection process took place between April and September 2013.

Measures

This study used questionnaire data on inmates’ perceptions of prison life; it included 42 questions 
for men and 50 for women. Although some questions assessed inmates’ perceptions of certain 
issues using a good/regular/bad format, most questions were binary (yes/no). This format was sug-
gested by inmates as well as by professional staff during the pilot stage in order to make questions 
simpler to answer for individuals with low levels of literacy. In addition, we chose to present many 
questions in a binary form to minimize the ‘regression to the mean’ effect, which tends to occur in 
prison contexts, particularly among inmates, a social group that is not accustomed to criticizing the 
prison system (and typically who are not asked to do so).

Our assessment encompassed a variety of literature-anchored indicators, such as infrastructure 
conditions (Her Majesty’s Inspectorate of Prisons [HMIP], 2012), interpersonal relationships 
between inmates and guards and between inmates themselves (Liebling, 2004), personal safety and 
victimization (Wolff et al., 2007), inmates’ access to health care (De Viggiani, 2007), the use of 
solitary confinement (Pizarro and Narag, 2008), and the existence of in-prison programs for 
inmates (Andrews et al., 2011) (see Table 1).

Then, we created an ‘oppression index’ that assessed the degree to which inmates experienced com-
bined, oppressive in-prison conditions. Based on our survey data, we generated a composite score that 
we called the ‘oppressive index’, which included five indicators of oppressive experiences, namely:

•• ‘Having suffered physical mistreatment by guards’ (0 = no; 1 = yes)
•• ‘Having suffered psychological mistreatment by guards’ (0 = no; 1 = yes)
•• ‘Having suffered physical mistreatment by fellow inmates’ (0 = no; 1 = yes)
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Table 1. Descriptive statistics by domain (total survey respondents = 2093).

Domain/variable Total responses % Yes

Demographics
 Women 695 33.3
 Men 1398 66.7
Prison conditions
 Do you receive enough food? 2044 73.4
 Is the food you receive of good quality? 2035 66.4
 Do you have enough space in your cell? 2029 41.9
 Do you have access to a shower on daily basis? 2012 89.7
 Do you have a bathroom that is in good condition? 2049 48.5
 Is your cell space generally clean? 2045 60.3
 Is the temperature in your cell suitable? 2035 33.2
 Do you have appropriate ventilation? 2043 51.0
 Do you get natural light in your cell? 2055 72.3
Security and interpersonal relations
 Have you experienced physical mistreatment by other inmates? 2046 21.1
 Have you experienced physical mistreatment by uniformed personnel? 2044 38.7
 Have you experienced psychological mistreatment by other inmates? 2038 33.7
 Have you experienced psychological mistreatment by uniformed personnel? 2039 44.3
 Have you experienced any sexual abuse by other inmates? 2054 1.8
 Have you experienced any sexual abuse by uniformed personnel? 2047 1.2
Health services
 In this facility, is it easy to access health care if you need it? 1545 21.7
 When you access this health care, how is its quality? 1549 21.4
Visitors and contact with outside world
 How are visitors treated in this facility? 1985 25.6
Complaints/grievances
 Do you know the procedure for filling out a grievance? 2033 29.5
Program access
 Have you participated in any job skill programs here? 2031 29.1
 Have you been paid for work here? 2009 30.4
 Have you attended in-prison school here? 2011 32.4
 Have you participated in any intervention program here? 2028 22.9
 Have you participated in any sports activity in this facility? 2035 44.5
 Have you participated in any art/cultural program here? 2030 19.7
Solitary confinement
 Have you ever been in solitary confinement here? 2044 36.4
 Have you ever been tortured while in solitary confinement? 1990 21.1
Security scrutiny
  During security scrutiny in your cell, have you been stolen from or has your 

property been damaged?
2038 51.2

Willing to vote in upcoming elections
  If you could vote in the upcoming elections in November, would you be willing 

to do so?
1989 68.9

Questions asked only to women
 Do you feel that here there is a special concern with imprisoned women? 638 20.5
 Do you currently have a significant other? 643 63.6
 Do you have children? 659 88.7
 During your childhood or adolescence, did you ever experience sexual abuse? 633 25.9
 During your childhood or adolescence, did you ever experience family violence? 657 44.7
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•• ‘Having suffered psychological mistreatment by fellow inmates’ (0 = no; 1 = yes)
•• ‘Inmates’ perceptions of infrastructure and services’. This sub-index was created using a 

two-factor scale taken from original questions (access to food, bathrooms, cell space, and 
cell temperature, among other indicators). Results for this sub-scale were reversed, as higher 
scores in the original items represented a better perception of infrastructure.

Data analysis

Once the surveys were conducted, we coded them into an Excel file in order to be exported to Stata 
12.0 later, where they were finally analyzed. We first presented univariate, descriptive statistics on 
inmates’ perceptions of infrastructure, mistreatment, and program access. Second, we analyzed 
univariate data on inmates’ priorities for change, based on pre-defined, pretested categories. Third, 
we created an oppression index based on five indicators (described above). Next, we matched the 
results of the index with inmates’ access to six different programs, employing a series of t-tests for 
independent samples to assess variations in the oppression index by inmates participating or not 
participating in each of the six programs. Finally, additional t-tests were conducted (not shown) to 
explore whether there were significant differences between men and women or between inmates 
living in a public or privately-operated facility.

Findings

Descriptive statistics on prison life

Table 1 summarizes our main descriptive findings, which have been organized according to topics 
or dimensions of prison life (i.e. prison conditions, security, program access, etc.). In terms of 
inmates’ perceptions of prison conditions and infrastructure, responses with smaller percentages of 
a positive evaluation were the inadequate temperature of the cells (33.2%), overcrowding (41.9%), 
deteriorated bathroom conditions (48.5%), and lack of ventilation (51%).

When victimization and mistreatment were examined, 21.1 percent of respondents declared 
having experienced physical mistreatment by other inmates and 38.7 percent experienced physi-
cal mistreatment by uniformed personnel (prison guards). At the same time, 33.7 percent of 
respondents stated that they had suffered psychological mistreatment by other inmates and 
44.3 percent from prison guards; only one in four inmates stated that their visitors had been 
treated fairly. Sexual victimization appeared to be very low in our data, with magnitudes being 
less than 2 percent, yet more examination is needed in these two indicators as inmates’ subcul-
ture may have biased these results.

Less than one-third (29.5%) of respondents acknowledged that they knew the procedure to file 
a grievance or complaint against the prison system. Most of them (68.9%) said that they were will-
ing to vote in the next election if they could.

In terms of access to rehabilitative programs, most inmates in the survey stated that they had 
participated in in-prison sports programs (44.5%) and in in-prison school (32.4%). About 30.4 per-
cent of respondents had been paid for work, and 29.4 percent had access to a job skills program. 
Finally, participation in psychosocial programs was only reported by 22.9 percent of respondents, 
and 19.7 percent stated that they participated in cultural or artistic initiatives.

Regarding solitary confinement (in the current facility), findings showed that more than one-
third (36.4%) of inmates responded affirmatively to this question, which is equivalent to a 10-day 
stay in a small, dark cell. Furthermore, 21.1 percent of inmates reported torture during their time in 
such cells. When referring to security scrutiny in their cells, approximately half of respondents 
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(51.2%) reported having been stolen from or having some personal belongings damaged during 
security procedures; nonetheless, the culprits were unclear from the survey.

Changes proposed by inmates

A second question had to do with identifying changes inmates would make to their prisons if they 
could. Inmates were questioned about a variety of propositions, which had previously been tested 
and piloted in two focus groups. These findings are shown in Table 2.

Most inmates desired more possibilities to obtain parole or early release (referred to here as 
‘more benefits’), with two-thirds of inmates supporting this alternative (66.5%). In second place, 
inmates requested better treatment toward their visitors (49.4%) and better treatment of inmates 
themselves by prisons guards (40.3%). Approximately one-third of inmates who responded to this 
survey also mentioned three other alternatives, including having more rehabilitative programs 
(32.9%), more and better health care (33.0%), and having access to public telephones (33.2%).

When priorities for change were analyzed by gender, there was a majority of 70.4 percent men 
supporting more opportunities for obtaining early release or parole. Among women, 58.1 percent 
identified obtaining more benefits as the most important change. When priorities for change were 
compared by the type of prison, more than 80 percent of inmates from privately operated prisons said 
that they wanted more benefits, in comparison with the national average of 66 percent for this item. 
At the same time, better treatment of inmates reached significant, above-average figures.

Oppression index and program access

Our third research question aimed to explore the extent to which oppressive in-prison conditions 
were addressed by existing programs or interventions. According to Dominelli (2015), oppression 
‘is a multiple and fluid concept that treats people as passive and that operates at interlocking levels, 
rationing social resources from individuals’ (p. 13). Thus, following Dominelli’s (2002) definition 
of oppression as well as Liebling’s (2004) concept of the ‘moral performance’ of prisons, we 
assume that oppression can be expressed at different degrees.

We created an ‘oppression index’ that assessed the degree to which inmates experienced combined, 
oppressive in-prison conditions. Our composite score was constructed considering five indicators of 
oppressive experiences: ‘having suffered physical mistreatment by guards’ (0 = no; 1 = yes); ‘having suf-
fered psychological mistreatment by guards’ (0 = no; 1 = yes); ‘having suffered physical mistreatment by 
fellow inmates’ (0 = no; 1 = yes); ‘having suffered psychological mistreatment by fellow inmates’ (0 = no; 

Table 2. What aspects would you change in this prison if you could (up to three alternatives)?

Variable Total responses % Yes (or good)

More benefits (to get parole or early release) 1366 66.5
Better visitor treatment by guards 1015 49.4
Better inmate treatment 827 40.3
Having public telephones available in prison 683 33.2
More/better prison health care 678 33.0
More rehabilitative programs (working opportunities) 677 32.9
More respectful cell scrutiny procedures 449 21.8
Clarification of procedures (to apply for benefits or grievances) 138 6.7
Putting an end to corruption among the personnel 140 6.8
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1 = yes); ‘Inmates’ perceptions of infrastructure and services’. These situations have been described in 
both SMRs and the Mandela Rules as contrary to the proper treatment of individuals in custody.

Since the composite score of program access included a variety of programs of different natures, 
which had been coded as 0/1 (non-participation/participation), we applied a series of t-tests for inde-
pendent samples to explore whether participating/not participating in each program was associated 
with significant variations in the oppressive score. Our results (shown in Table 3) showed that inmates 
who had participated in vocational training, paid work, in-prison sports, or a cultural or art program 
scored lower in the oppression index than inmates who did not report participation in such programs.

Overall, findings showed that oppression index scores were higher for inmates who had not 
participated in programs for four out of the six considered programs (vocational training, paid 
work, sports, and cultural-artistic). Inmates participating in the other two well-known programs 
(in-prison school and psychosocial interventions) did not exhibit differences regarding oppressive 
conditions, in comparison with their counterparts who did not participate. In other words, in-prison 
program participation tends to be negatively associated with oppression, at least for four out of the 
six programs considered in this study.

One hypothesis to explain the lack of differences in oppressive scores for the specific case of 
in-prison school program may have to do with the ‘gateway’ and massive character of such pro-
grams within the Chilean prison system. In other words, in-prison school programs are the most 
widespread programs in the country, with at least one-third of inmates attending them nation-
wide. This may offer a unique opportunity for these programs to address part of the oppressive 
experiences that Chilean inmates may be experiencing, but at the same time their massive char-
acter may impose important limitations on being able to manage the large amount of inmates 
(and their multiple needs) that these programs receive.

Another hypothesis that may explain differences in the oppression index by program may have 
to do with the meaning that program participation has for the prison system. Indeed, the adminis-
tration may be using inmates’ participation in programs as a way to encourage good behavior rather 
than as a tool for inmates’ rehabilitation, perhaps as a result of precarious prison conditions. In 
other words, those accessing in-prison programs may not necessarily be those who live under the 
most oppressive conditions, but rather those who conform to institutional rules. This incentive-type 
explanation may account for why inmates accessing paid work, vocational training, in-prison 
sports, or art programs also show lower levels of overall oppression.

Conclusion and discussion

This study sought to establish an initial nationwide account of the current situation in Chilean 
prisons from an anti-oppressive social work perspective, by generating empirical evidence as a 

Table 3. T-tests for independent samples: variations of oppression index by participation/non-
participation in specific in-prison programs.

Vocational Paid work In-prison 
school

Psychosocial In-prison 
sports

Cultural or 
artistic

0: have not participated 1.33 1.34 1.24 1.23 1.30 1.29
1: have participated 0.95 0.91 1.17 1.15 1.09 0.90
T-test of the difference 3.75 4.29 0.71 0.72 2.36 3.44
Significant difference? ** ** * **
Degrees of freedom difference 1786 1767 1765 1781 1783 1782

*Significant value at 5 percent; **significant value at 1 percent.
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means to give a voice to disadvantaged individuals and usually devalued social groups, such as 
inmates (Dominelli, 2002). To the best of our knowledge, this study marks the first time in the 
country’s history that inmates were questioned about a variety of topics that directly affect their 
daily lives.

We took both the SMRs (1957) and the Mandela Rules (2015) as normative reference points. 
Both instruments emphasize that the prison system should respect inmates’ inherent dignity and 
that each prison should proportionally use instruments of restraint and promote inmates’ reha-
bilitation. Moreover, each facility should be subject to independent assessments of inmates’ 
situations.

In this regard, our main findings revealed that, at a national level, inmates reported limited 
access to different programs, including job training, paid work, and in-prison schools. The results 
indicating low access to psychosocial interventions are particularly concerning as these are 
intended to tackle inmates’ risk factors for re-offending (also called ‘criminogenic needs’ in the 
specialized literature). Reasons for such limited access were not clear from this research, although 
they may be related to the lack of infrastructure, poor professional training to conduct them, or a 
possible decline in the rehabilitative ideal.

Our findings also showed inmates’ opinions in terms of the specific aspects of prison life that 
they would change if they could, which was important from our anti-oppressive approach to social 
work, but also a strategy that can lead to more effective interventions. We believe that asking cli-
ents in general, and inmates in particular, poses some challenges; nonetheless, many opportunities 
also emerge for achieving social innovation and collaborative solutions to improve social problems 
and prison system problems (Departamento Nacional de Planeación [DNP], 2013).

Finally, we found significant differences in terms of our oppression index scores between 
inmates participating in programs versus those who did not for four out of the six considered pro-
grams (the highest oppression scores were obtained for those not participating in programs), sug-
gesting that in-prison programs may not necessarily be reaching the inmates who are the most 
vulnerable or those who need these programs the most.

Although promising, this study should be understood within its limitations. First of all, the study was 
cross-sectional as it was the first time ever that such an assessment had been implemented in Chile. 
Second, this study selected inmates based on a random, stratified sample strategy that did not take the 
spatial location of inmates within facilities into account; in Chilean prisons, life may be experienced 
very differently depending on an inmate’s specific location. Finally, the way we conceptualized and 
operationalized our oppression index may have influenced our findings, and thus further applications of 
anti-oppressive social work should be conducted in order to confirm, refine, or discard our results.

In terms of policy recommendations, increasing program access and program coverage is a 
reasonable way to decrease oppressive conditions for inmates (and to promote rehabilitation as 
well); currently, program access is limited and viewed as a privilege, based on an inmate’s behavior 
rather than a right. In addition, our findings suggest that improving the training of prison personnel 
should be a priority for the Chilean prison system over the next few years, given the significant 
proportion of surveyed inmates who complained about mistreatment toward themselves or their 
relatives. In the third place, our results encourage conducting further assessments to monitor each 
facility’s progress in the country, perhaps starting with those that reported the highest values in the 
oppressive index. Future research may examine the possible links between prison conditions and 
environments and future chances of recidivism, after controlling for possible individual and/or 
neighborhood cofounding variables.

Finally, we believe that social work, within an anti-oppressive perspective, can more effectively 
contribute to making the situation of many who have been systematically devalued visible and to 
improving the prison system by presenting empirical evidence, rather than only relying on day- 
to-day or anecdotal experiences.
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Appendix 1

Table 4. Expected sample sizes and response rates by facility, national data.

Name of facility Expected sample size Real sample size Response rate (%)

C.P. DE ARICA 90 67 74.4
C.C.P. DE IQUIQUE 62 46 74.1
C.D.P. DE POZO ALMONTE 17 17 100.0
C.P. ALTO HOSPICIO 45 43 95.5
C.C.P. DE ANTOFAGASTA 36 34 94.4
C.D.P. DE CALAMA 42 42 100.0
C.D.P. DE TALTAL 25 24 96.0
C.D.P. DE TOCOPILLA 33 16 48.4
C.P.F. DE ANTOFAGASTA 35 31 88.5
C.C.P. DE CHAÑARAL 35 35 100.0
C.C.P. DE COPIAPO 42 36 85.7
C.D.P. DE VALLENAR 37 34 91.8
C.D.P. DE COMBARBALA 9 7 77.7
C.D.P. DE ILLAPEL 32 19 59.3
C.D.P. DE OVALLE 36 34 94.4
C.D.P. DE VICUÑA 11 10 90.9
C.P. LA SERENA 67 39 58.2
C.C.P. DE LOS ANDES 37 34 91.8
C.C.P. DE SAN ANTONIO 36 19 52.7
C.C.P. DE SAN FELIPE 21 19 90.4
C.D.P. DE CASABLANCA 19 13 68.4
C.D.P. DE LA LIGUA 21 19 90.4
C.D.P. DE PETORCA 9 7 77.7
C.P. DE VALPARAISO 104 70 67.3
C.C.P. DE COLINA I 22 22 100.0
C.C.P. DE COLINA II 41 34 82.9
C.D.P. DE TALAGANTE 21 18 85.7
C.P.F. DE SAN MIGUEL 83 51 61.4
C.C.P. DE RENGO 15 10 66.7
C.C.P. DE SANTA CRUZ 32 27 84.3
C.D.P. DE PEUMO 21 17 80.9
C.P. RANCAGUA 95 49 51.5
C.C.P. DE CAUQUENES 37 26 70.2
C.C.P. DE CURICO 23 14 60.8
C.C.P. DE LINARES 21 19 90.4
C.C.P. DE TALCA 25 14 56.0
C.D.P. DE CHANCO 22 22 100.0
C.P.F. DE TALCA 24 17 70.8
C.C.P. DE BULNES 17 15 88.2
C.C.P. DE CHILLAN 38 35 92.1
C.D.P. DE LOS ANGELES 22 14 63.6
C.D.P. DE MULCHEN 21 17 80.9
C.D.P. DE YUMBEL 21 21 100.0
C.D.P. DE YUNGAY 21 14 66.7
C.C.P. DE LAUTARO 17 13 76.4

 (Continued)
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Name of facility Expected sample size Real sample size Response rate (%)

C.C.P. NUEVA IMPERIAL 21 14 66.7
C.C.P. DE TEMUCO 23 12 52.1
C.C.P. DE VICTORIA 30 28 93.3
C.D.P. DE ANGOL 30 20 66.7
C.D.P. DE CURACAUTIN 17 17 100.0
C.D.P. DE PITRUFQUEN 15 7 46.6
C.D.P. DE TRAIGUEN 20 20 100.0
C.D.P. DE VILLARRICA 33 19 57.5
C.P.F. DE TEMUCO 19 17 89.4
C.C.P. DE RIO BUENO 21 19 90.4
C.P. DE VALDIVIA 46 39 84.7
C.C.P. DE OSORNO 40 39 97.5
C.D.P. DE ANCUD 22 15 68.1
C.D.P. DE CASTRO 21 21 100.0
C.P. DE PUERTO MONTT 44 37 84.0
C.C.P. DE COYHAIQUE 19 19 100.0
C.D.P. DE PUERTO AYSEN 17 15 88.2
C.D.P. DE PORVENIR 8 7 87.5
C.D.P. PUERTO NATALES 14 14 100.0
C.P. DE PUNTA ARENAS 23 20 86.9
Total 2.023 1.583 78.2

Note needed to clarify C.P., C.C.P., C.D.P. & C.P.F.

Table 4. (Continued)

Table 5. Perception of prison conditions and infrastructure, by sex.

Item % Total % Women % Men Sig.a (*) Total answers

Suitable temperature 33.2 30.4 34.6 * 2035
Enough space in cell 41.9 37.4 44.1 * 2029
Bathroom in good condition 48.5 43.5 51.0 * 2049
Proper ventilation 51.0 45.2 53.9 * 2043
Sleep in a clean space 60.3 56.3 62.3 * 2045
Good quality of food 66.4 58.2 78.5 * 2035
Appropriate light 72.3 70.1 73.4 2055
Sufficient amount of food 73.4 74.5 72.8 2044
Access to a shower on daily basis 89.7 88.1 90.5 * 2012

aSig. denotes a statistically significant value at 5%.

Appendix 2
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Appendix 3

Table 6. Program access by sex (% affirmative answers ‘yes’).

Item: In this prison, have you participated in …? Total (country) Women Men Sig. Total answers

Job training 29.1 29.3 29.1 2031
Paid work 30.4 24.4 33.4 * 2009
In-prison school 32.4 35.5 30.9 * 2011
Psychosocial intervention 22.9 27.4 20.7 * 2028
Sports program 44.5 38.9 47.3 * 2035
Arts or cultural program 19.7 23.6 17.7 * 2030

Table 7. Program access by type of prison (% affirmative answers).

Item: In this prison, have you participated in …? Total 
country

Public 
prison

Private 
prison

Sig. Total 
answers

Job training 29.1 29.3 27.9 2031
Paid work 30.4 31.5 21.5 * 2009
In-prison school 32.4 32.9 28.6 2011
Psychosocial intervention 22.9 22.9 23.3 2028
Sports program 44.5 45.5 36.7 2035
Arts or cultural program 19.7 20.4 13.9 * 2030
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