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Abstract

Published research on the effects of sport among 

the prison population in Spain has come to conflicting 

conclusions, creating a confusing picture: is it rehabili-

tation, mere fun, or a form of social control? What lies 

behind this disparity of findings? Can a prison sports 

programme have positive effects on inmates, contri-

buting to their reintegration into society? If so, what 

specific features should the programme have in order to 

achieve this outcome? To shed some light on the area, 

answering these questions, is the objective of this arti-

cle. Firstly, we carried out a review of the Spanish and 

international literature on the subject, which led us to 

conclude that a sports programme could in fact have 

positive effects on inmates’ reintegration, provided that 

it complied with a certain set of requisites. However, the 

studies we reviewed made no mention of these require-

ments, despite their importance. Thus, the second step 

in our research was to select a sports programme in a 

Spanish prison which complied with the requisites and 

to investigate its effects on the inmates taking part. 

Through participant observation and interviews we 

found that the programme did indeed have positive 

effects among prisoners. This represents an important 

advance in our knowledge, since we were then able to 

set out the guidelines which the design and implemen-

tation of prison sports programmes should follow if 

they are to aid the social reintegration of inmates. This 

is the foremost contribution and value of the present 

study. 

Key words: sport, physical activity, prisons, inmates, 

Spain.

Resumen

Las investigaciones publicadas sobre los efectos del 

deporte entre la población reclusa en España muestran 

conclusiones contradictorias, creando una situación 

confusa: ¿es rehabilitación, simple diversión, o una 

forma de control social? ¿Qué se esconde detrás de 

esta disparidad de resultados? ¿Puede un programa 

de deportes de la cárcel tener efectos positivos sobre 

los internos, contribuyendo a su reinserción en la 

sociedad? Si es así, ¿qué características específicas 

debería tener un programa que busca alcanzar este 

objetivo? Para arrojar algo de luz sobre este tema, 

el objetivo de este artículo es responder a estas 

preguntas. En primer lugar, se llevó a cabo una revisión 

de la literatura española e internacional sobre este 

tema, lo que llevó a la conclusión de que un programa 

de deportes podría, de hecho, tener efectos positivos 

sobre la reinserción de los internos, siempre que 

se cumpla con un conjunto claro de requisitos. Sin 

embargo, en los estudios revisados   no se hace mención 

de estos requisitos, a pesar de su importancia. De 

esta forma, el segundo paso en nuestro estudio fue 

seleccionar un programa de deportes en una cárcel 

española que cumple con estos requisitos e investigar 

sus efectos sobre los internos que participaron. A 

través de la observación participante y las entrevistas 

encontramos que el programa tuvo efectos 

positivos entre los presos. Esto representa un avance 

significativo en nuestro conocimiento, ya que permite 

establecer las directrices y el diseño para implementar 

programas deportivos en centros penitenciarios con 

el fin de ayudar a la reinserción social de los internos. 

Esta es la principal contribución y el valor del presente 

estudio.

Palabras clave: deporte, actividad física, centros 

penitenciarios, reclusos, España.
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Introduction 

Sport is currently seen as one among a range of 
treatment activities for the prison population.  Despite 
this, studies of sports in prisons reach contradictory 
conclusions. In Spain, these can be classified under 
three headings: 

– Studies which find no positive effects on the 
rehabilitation and social reintegration of the 
inmate population (Arribas, Mantecón, Rodríguez 
& Sánchez, 2001; Negro, 1995 and Ríos, 1986 & 
2004) but concludes that the sport could offer 
another benefits like contributes to “health 
prevention and development in all areas” or 
promotes “the setting of organizational guidelines 
for daily life (order, punctuality, routines, etc.), 
vitally necessary to a mostly destructured 
population” (Ríos, 2004, p. 81).

– A second group of studies finds benefits in the 
physical fitness of internees and in the struggle 
against drug addiction (Pérez-Moreno et al., 2007), 
as well as in the educational potential of sports 
and their effective aid in modifying behaviour and 
values, essential for prisoners’ reintegration into 
society (Castillo, 2005 & 2007; Chamarro, 1997; 
Chamarro, Blasco & Palenzuelo, 1998; Moscoso, 
Pérez, Muñoz, González & Rodríguez-Morcillo, 
2012);

– Lastly, a third group finds that sports in prison do 
not only result in benefits for those inmates taking 
part, but also that for the prison management 
they constitute a means of social control used to 
maintain order and/or repression (Fornons, 2008; 
Martos, Devís & Sparkes, 2009). In this group we 
come across some surprisingly negative claims, 
for example: “(sport) is a type of institutional 
control and surveillance, similar to the past, when 
bromide was administered” (Fornons, 2008, p. 
221). “Physical and sports activities become small 
areas of freedom which are used as negotiating 
counters…to keep inmates busy and under 
control” (Martos, Devís & Sparkes, 2009, p. 409).

In studies on the effects of prison sports programmes 
published outside of Spain we find a certain agreement 
on their benefits and advantages. These are: 

1. Sport is one of the most motivating activities for 
inmates, independently of their age, education (Lobo, 
1975), ethnic background, type of offence or length of 
sentence (Cudd, 1978).

2. The physical benefits are general health gains, 
weight loss, etc. (Hagan, 1990) and improvements 
in habits, such as diet and reducing or giving up 

smoking (Garnier, Minotti & Labridy, 1996). Doing 
sport also helps build a healthy body in an unhealthy 
environment (Sabo, 2001), enhancing general physical 
fitness and mental health (Ionescu, Parisot & Irode 
2010). 

3. The psychological benefits are that sport 
lowers stress and anxiety (Buckaloo, Krug & Nelson, 
2009; Hagan, 1990; Lechich, 1984); increases self-
confidence and self-control and decreases frustration 
(Clark, Haag & Owen, 1986); improves mental health 
and counters feelings of despair (Cashin, Potter, & 
Butler, 2008); and is of enormous use in helping 
inmates sleep (Elger, 2009; Harner & Budescu, 2014). 
Further, it makes prisoners feel happy (Reeves, 1973): 
they forget that they are convicts, feeling like “normal” 
people while they are doing sport (Long, 1983). It also 
creates areas of freedom for physical expression (in an 
environment dedicated to depriving inmates of their 
liberty), with all the psychological benefits that this 
implies (Gras, 2005). 

4. Sport is an essential aid in giving up drugs (Long, 
1983) and in avoiding falling back into the habit 
(Chevry, Aoun & Clement, 1992; Nelson, Specian, 
Tracy & DeMello, 2006; Stöver & Thane, 2011). 

5. It counters the prison subculture by fomenting 
leisure activities and conversations which have no 
relation to prisoners’ criminal activities (Clarke, Haag 
y Owen, 1986).  

6. Inmates learn to follow rules and regulations, 
and this contributes to their rehabilitation (Bodin, 
Robene, Heas & Sempre, 2007; González & Smith, 
1974; O’Morrow & Reynolds, 1989). “All their lives 
prisoners have lived by breaking rules, with self-
destructive tendencies, taking the wrong path in life; 
on the playing field they cannot do this, and it is a 
great lesson for them” (Middleton, 1983, pp. 14-15). 
This acquisition of habits and rules can be applied 
outside the jail (Viñas, 2012), and thus it is considered 
that sport contributes to inmates’ social reintegration 
(Ionescu, Parisot & Irode 2010; Leberman, 2007).

7. Also, these activities can enable some internees 
to build a profession as monitors, referees, etc., in a 
range of different sports (Dewey, 1976).

On the other hand, some studies affirm that some 
institutions use sports programmes to exert their 
power, taking prisoners’ minds off their situation 
and maintaining order and correct behaviour (Aguilar 
& Asmussen, 1990; Crutchfiel, Garrette & Worrall, 
1981), findings similar to the third group of Spanish 
studies cited above. 

However, as Bredemeier (1995a, 1995b) remarks, 
physical activity and sport do not create social and 
personal values by themselves. They are an excellent 
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means of fostering and developing such values, but 
this depends on the use, correct or otherwise, made 
of them. Thus, all sports programmes should fulfil a 
series of requirements if they are to promote social 
and personal values among the individuals taking part 
(Dominguez, Jiménez & Durán, 2012; Doty, 2006; 
Escartí, Pascual & Gutiérrez, 2005; Gutiérrez, 1995; 
Wandzilak, 1985). To achieve this a sports programme 
should: 

1. Be adapted to the characteristics and needs of 
the target group;

2. Have continuity in time; 
3. Feature monitors with enough training to 

effectively promote values through the practice of 
sports, and with a firm intention to achieve this; 

4. Take place in a context favourable to the sports 
programme being carried out appropriately. 

These requirements are equally valid for prison 
sports programmes (Gallant, Shery & Nicholson, 
2014), along with a series of other factors which can 
contribute to their success in this specific context. 
Despite the importance of these requisites, as far as 
we are aware no published studies make reference 
to their fulfilment in the sports programmes they 
analyse. This is not to say that the requirements are 
not fulfilled, but that we have no evidence of this. 
What we do know is that not all sports programmes 
carried out in Spanish prisons include a professional 
sports specialist (Devís, Martos & Sparkes, 2010); and 
in some prisons which do employ such a specialist, 
we do not know what objectives the programme 
seeks to achieve. To counter this lack, a fundamental 
objective of this study is to analyse one prison sports 
programme which fulfils the requirements cited 
above, in order to determine what effects it has on 
the inmates taking part. Therefore, we investigated 
whether these effects were positive for the inmates’ 
health and if they contributed to their rehabilitation 
and reintegration into society, or whether their main 
effects were in maintaining social control and order 
for the penitentiary institution and/or merely as 
a means of distraction for the inmates and/or the 
prison. Further, by determining whether we could 
guarantee the positive effects of a prison sports 
programme when this complied with a series of 
requisites, we were able to establish, on the basis of 
these requisites, the guidelines that the design and 
implementation a prison sports programme should 
follow in order to contribute to the social reinsertion 
of the inmates taking part. This represents an advance 
in our knowledge in the area and is the principal 
contribution and value of the study. 

Method

The study was carried out in a Spanish prison. 
Each module had a small gym and a courtyard with 
basketball nets, five-a-side football goals and a table 
tennis table. In the central sector of the prison was the 
zone known as the socio-cultural area, which included 
a football pitch, a sports centre, changing rooms, 
a gym, a volleyball court, a frontenis (wall tennis) 
court and an area for boxing. The human resources 
for the sports area of the prison consisted of: one 
sports monitor, known as Middle-Qualified Specific 
Activities Monitor (Titulado Medio de Actividades 
Específicas-TMAE), holding a university sports degree 
(middle or higher); and a sports coordinator with 
the professional category of an educator and no 
required university qualification, despite being on a 
higher salary scale than the TMAE (any prison staff 
member might become a coordinator through internal 
promotion). 

The activity chosen for this study was the football 
school, promoted by a Real Madrid Foundation 
(Foundation) and regulated through an annually-
renewed agreement between the General Penitentiary 
Board and the Foundation. The sports programme 
had the following features:

– The trainer responsible for the activity had sufficient 
training to effectively transmit values through 
sports, holding a degree in Sports and Physical 
Activities Sciences and with the qualification of 
Higher Sports Technician (football); 

– The trainer also had the basic aim of educating the 
inmates taking part, as we were able to verify not 
only through his own testimony but also through 
the participant observation, we carried out in 
each of the sessions; 

– The trainer was also an ‘ordinary person,’ i.e. not a 
member of the prison staff; 

– The programme had an extended time-scale. 
- Lastly (and an essential point) the inmates had 

freely and voluntarily given their consent to take 
part in the school and to abide by its rules and 
regulations. 

The programme also complied with the rest of the 
requisites cited previously: it involved a team sport 
(football), it was done in the open air and it included 
some matches against teams from outside the prison. 

The training sessions took place every Friday 
morning from 9:30 to 12:45. At three points in 
each session the trainer talked to the participants: 
at the beginning, to discuss organizational issues, 
in the middle and at the end, these last devoted to 
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compliance with rules and the attitudes and behaviour 
of the group and/or particular inmates. 

To study the impact of the programme we chose a 
qualitative methodology, based on two techniques: the 
in-depth interview and participant observation. The 
participants in the study were: the trainer (a member 
of the Foundation) in charge of the activity, nine of 
the 30 inmates enrolled in the football school, and 
the prisoner responsible for the upkeep of the sports 
centre, who assisted the trainer at each session. We 
also interviewed prison staff with direct and indirect 
responsibility for the sports programme: the centre 
director, the subdirector for treatment, the medical 
subdirector, the sports coordinator, two educators 
from the modules where the participating inmates 
were housed, the TMAE and a person responsible 
from General Penitentiary Board.

The script for the staff interviews ranged from 
general questions on the workings and organization of 
the prison to specific questions about the effects of the 
football school (transmission of values, participants’ 
views of its use as a tool for social intervention and 
the rehabilitation of inmates, etc.). In the prisoner 
interviews we investigated the same factors as well as 
questioning them on the benefits they had obtained 
from participating in the programme. 

The researcher carrying out participant observation 
stayed on one side of the football pitch in order to 
observe “the phenomenon in its normal functioning” 
(Callejo, 2002, p. 410), interacting with the inmates 
and the trainer before the session, during the break and 
at the end of the session, when the trainer was asked 
for his opinions on any incidents that had occurred. 
All of this (attitudes, opinions and circumstances) was 
recorded in the observation sheets. The organization 
of fieldwork is showed in the table 1.

All the interviewees gave their consent to take part 
in the study. All the interviews were recorded and 
transcribed. To protect their anonymity the inmates’ 
names were substituted with another ones, while on 

the interview transcripts the prison staff and other 
professionals are referred to only by their position; the 
educators are referred to as Educator 1 and 2 and the 
Middle-Qualified Specific Activities Monitor as TMAE. 

Two permits were needed to carry out the study: 
one from the General Penitentiary Board and another 
from the Foundation. The prison provided us with 
identity/accreditation cards for access to the prison 
for the duration of the study. 

The data obtained from the interviews and 
observation sheets were transcribed and subsequently 
analysed using the programme QSR X-Sight 2.0. 

Consequences of a sports program in prison: 
Between utopia and reality

The sports programme: Something more than just 
learning to play football?  

According to the staff working with the inmates, 
the football programme’s main impact was in 
transmitting values: “I see it as really positive. Because 
we’re putting across a system of values… And through 
sport we can show the way…” (educator 1). “It teaches 
respect for rules and transmits values more easily than 
other activities” (educator 2). “You see the benefits on 
a personal level, since it’s an activity whose aim is to 
convey positive values and ease their reintegration 
into society” (trainer). 

Among these values are solidarity and teamwork, 
highly valued by these staff members:

It’s true that depending on the group you work 
with each year, you can achieve more or less, but 
anyway our intention is for sport to convey all the 
positive values you find in normal life and which are 
much more difficult to achieve here, like teamwork, 
supporting your teammates. Here people are quite 
a lot more selfish than you’d think… and with the 
sporting attitude in many cases we get them to 
share with other people (sports coordinator).

Table 1. Phases of fieldwork and number of interviews.

Phases Weeks Fieldwork

Initial phase 
Oct-Nov
(1st – 3rd session)

Trainer interviews (3)
Participant observation 

Intermediate 
phase 

Nov-Dec
(4th – 12th session)

Trainer interviews (9)
Participant observation

Final phase 
Jan-Feb 
(13th session)

Trainer interviews (1)
Prison staff interviews (6)
Interviews with inmates taking part (9)
Interview with inmate responsible for maintenance (1) 
Interview with responsible from General Penitentiary Board (1)
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That’s basic (…) because the feeling of solidarity and 
comradeship, well … it’s lacking here’ (responsible 
from General Penitentiary Board). ‘…Saying you’re 
sorry after a rough tackle, being concerned about an 
injured teammate or encouraging each other, you 
can hear that between them (trainer). 

Another specifically identified value was responsi-
bility: “It’s a really positive tool when you’re 
intervening socially, because it creates responsibilities” 
(trainer); and the sport was also said to teach inmates 
to resolve conflicts, to be more tolerant and to engage 
in dialogue: “The fact that, although there are little 
disputes between them, afterwards they can look for 
each other and talk, listen to each other and … discuss 
things…” (trainer). 

Sport: Nothing more than entertainment and 
distraction for inmates?  

As the inmates confirmed to us, sport was indeed 
entertainment and distraction for them because it 
helped them to cope with internment and it broke 
the routine: “It’s an outlet for distraction a bit for the 
brain and because you like it too, not to break with 
routine, because you still follow routine, you have to 
do that… And other stuff because sport is really good” 
(Francisco, inmate). “Time passes faster when you’re 
doing something. Could be playing football with your 
friends...” (Manuel, inmate). “Football helps you get 
stuff off your chest, to play, to mix with people from 
other modules, to get some air… That’s not to be 
sniffed at. Here that’s a lot” (Antonio, inmate). 

But in addition to this the inmates also affirmed 
that sport countered the prison subculture (“Talking 
about sport you’ve always got something to discuss 
and talk about,” Juan, inmate), and increased social 
relationships among the internees and with the rest 
of society, teaching sociability: “Yes… this way you 
meet more people, new friends… it’s good” (Manuel, 
inmate), “Doing sport helps you mix with people from 
the other modules” (Javier, inmate), “I think that 
sport always helps people to be more sociable and have 
more friends, right? To open yourself more to other 
people” (Juan, inmate). This was even true in relation 
to people from other cultures:

One really important factor that we should 
remember is that it encourages socializing among 
the inmates themselves and with the rest of society; 
we shouldn’t forget the difficulties caused by living 
together in prison with a lot of inmates of other 
nationalities … sport serves as a link between the 
inmate and society (prison director). 

Also, the inmates stated that sport helped them 
to avoid taking drugs. “Yes… when I was outside, I 
smoked hash and so on, and here like you forget those 
things more, like you cope with it better without any 
kind of therapy or anything” (Teo, inmate). 

The football school: A tool for imposing order and 
social control?  

One of the main aims of the school is to teach the 
inmates to accept rules and discipline. This is clearly in 
evidence in two of the observation sheet transcripts: 

One player throws the ball out at the end of the 
game. The coordinator reprimands the player. The 
trainer stays behind talking to the player. He also 
talks to the other players. It seems there is some 
kind of understanding between them; some hugs 
are exchanged. The inmate who threw the ball goes 
towards the door downcast and on his own. He seems 
to be strongly affected. The trainer comments to us 
after the session: “Just at the end of the match one 
of the inmates threw a ball at one of the modules… 
He said that it wasn’t on purpose, his teammate said 
it wasn’t on purpose, that he hadn’t even thrown it 
at his own module… but well, the coordinator was 
quite clear about what he saw, that he chucked the 
ball really hard and well… in this activity it’s regarded 
as serious.” As a punishment the player was barred 
from doing the activity for a week. The sanction was 
not harsher because his teammates supported him 
and took responsibility for the error, and later he 
returned to the training sessions in a normal way, 
with no further problems in subsequent sessions.  At 
the end one student throws his vest on the ground. 
The trainer orders him to pick up all the vest. At first, 
he refuses. In the end he goes to pick them up after 
the conversation with the trainer (observation sheet). 

Learning to accept rules and regulations is an 
inseparable part of an individual’s socialization 
process (Horton & Hunt, 1987, p. 9). In Kant’s words, 
liberty means the autonomy of the will, which only 
man, as a rational being, possesses; and mastering the 
will makes man free, since otherwise he would have to 
represent himself as subject only to the natural law of 
his needs: an animal only follows its desires and needs, 
while man, as a rational being, is only free when he 
is guided by his “good will” (Kant, 2007, pp. 51-52). 
This is why inmates need to recover (in some cases to 
develop for the first time) mastery of their will, in order 
to direct their own lives as rational beings. Learning to 
obey rules helps them in this process, which is why we 
consider this aspect to be crucial for them. 
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Also, as a means of encouraging inmates to 
participate in the football programme (although 
the activity is well-received by them anyway) the 
prison employed a points system, also applied to 
other treatment activities seen as beneficial for 
rehabilitation and which complied with a certain set 
of characteristics.

They get points with the schools, in what’s 
official, shall we say, and a bit more coordinated… 
with organized sports activities they experience a 
certain discipline, for example with the Foundation’s 
schools (…) Those who stay at it get points and well, 
they’ve got discipline and a task… The people in 
charge give us the information about attendance 
and performance and behaviour in these activities, 
and attitude; what I mean is that the points aren’t 
only based on attendance, but also on attitude and 
performance (treatment subdirector). 

Therefore, participation in the football school 
afforded the inmates benefits established by the 
prison itself. This factor has also been noted by other 
studies on sports in Spanish prisons (Martos, Devís & 
Sparkes, 2009). Inmates received information on their 
points every three months, and they decided how to 
use them.

This will depend a lot on their situation in the 
prison. If they’re people who are in custody awaiting 
trial, what they ask for most is communication with 
family or people close to them, having one family 
visit more every three months. If it’s people who go 
out on temporary leave, as they can’t ask for more 
visits because being out on leave cancels that, they 
ask for more sports or leisure equipment (sports 
coordinator). 

This shows that the football programme was seen by 
the prison management as a treatment activity on the 
same level as the normal school providing prisoners 
with basic statutory education; and this in turn shows 
that the programme complied with another of the 
requisites for having a positive effect on inmates, i.e. 
the context was favourable, since it the support of the 
centre management and the other prison staff. 

Further, this enables us to affirm that it was not 
used as an instrument of social control on the part 
of the prison. We would also support this with an 
additional argument, namely that only 30 prisoners 
took part (the maximum number of inmates that the 
service could cater for), out of around 800 prisoners 
in total. Thus, the question would be: what about the 
control and discipline of the vast majority of prisoners 
not participating in the programme? 

Sport: Does it aid social reintegration?  

According to Heinemann (1992), a person who is 
apt for living in society is one who has developed the 
characteristics of rule-compliance, identity, individual 
autonomy and solidarity. Following rules, however, 
must be balanced with the person’s individuality; that 
is, the person must have an identity, which means 
knowing what her/his ideas and desires are, being able 
to recognize her/himself (the individual “I”) separately 
from her/his surroundings (the collective “us”). We have 
already seen that the sports programme helped inmates 
accept rules and regulations and that it conveyed the 
value of solidarity to them. It also helped them to build 
a sense of identity and individual autonomy, i.e. to make 
them aware that they were subjects with responsibility 
for their own lives and in relation to those of others. 

Er…yes. Because social reintegration, I see it as 
based on imbalance, based on… at some time in 
your life that maybe you think you’re doing things 
well and that they’re like that, and then because 
you go into prison… well maybe it changes the way 
you see things, you realise that no, things aren’t like 
that, right? So sport, which helps you, of course it’s 
going to help your social reintegration, because you 
do sport in a team, I mean you do sport with a lot 
of people, all types of sport, and you owe them, you 
owe them respect, you owe it to the rules, you owe 
it to them all. Yes, I think so (inmate, prison sports 
centre maintenance worker). 

This factor is especially important in the case of ex-
prisoners, when they are released and return to their 
social context. However, it is not enough; ex-inmates 
also have to be economically independent, to find a 
job which will allow them to keep themselves and to 
integrate socially. In this line, their participation in the 
football programme afforded some future professional 
opportunities, since they were offered courses to 
qualify as trainers, referees, etc; and this was seen as a 
substantial aid to their social reintegration:

I think that it’s not only helpful but that it’s 
essential… because there have been inmates who’ve 
left and through the federations, they’ve found 
a job, even if only temporary. But they referee 
matches in schools… what I mean is they earn 
money, that they also have the possibility of social 
integration, because for them it’s basic (responsible 
from General Penitentiary Board). 

The inmates themselves agree with this: 
At the same time that we’re doing something 

that’s good for us we learn from the trainer, we learn 
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a lot from him, and like me for one example, I did 
the sports monitor course, I got a diploma, a license, 
and I’m really glad about it. I think that when I get 
out, I won’t be the right age to get into the world of 
football as a player but what I can do is run a team, 
help a trainer… whatever I can (Francisco, inmate). 

On this issue all the interviewees called for support 
from the rest of society.

It’s such a wide issue, social reintegration… that 
you have to treat it with kid gloves. I’m thinking 
about the development of each individual, and the 
development of the weaknesses which are behind his 
going to prison, and I think that depending on the 
crime at the moment when he recognizes it… The 
prisons have enough means with their staff and the 
support of the foundations and NGOs to improve 
inmates’ behaviour. But when they leave here, they’re 
totally… so-called, rehabilitated from the problems 
behind them going to prison, they go back to their 
own world; and in their world maybe they give up 
trying to reintegrate, because it’s in their world that 
we should do the reintegration, in the rough areas 
with millions of problems. Here in the end we work 
with people who can be rehabilitated, but when they 
get out, what then? I can tell you that here we meet a 
lot of objectives, sport meets a lot of objectives, and 
people who’ve come in one way go out another. The 
problem is that then, once they’re out, they have to 
look after themselves; and society… it’s lacking, it’s 
really lacking (sports coordinator). 

Conclusions

Our findings show that a sports programme which 
brings together all the requisites for positive effects 
can contribute to the process of rehabilitation 
and reintegration for inmates, since in addition to 
transmitting values, it achieves their acceptance, 
learning and assimilation of rules and regulations as a 
habit of self-control; all of which are essential factors 
in living with others, as noted by Cagigal (1990). Also, 
such a programme can facilitate future professional 
opportunities and help avoid consumption of drugs. 

With this we do not claim to refute those studies 
which have found negative effects for sports 
programmes, since in such studies the fulfilment of 
the requirements is not alluded to; hence we cannot 
know if they are fulfilled or not. This suggests two 
possibilities: 

1) That they are not fulfilled, which would be 
consistent with their negative outcomes and with 

our findings, showing that there are prisons in which 
the practice of sports does not have the objective of 
contributing to inmates’ social reintegration, and thus 
representing a clearly perverse use of sports in prison;  

2) Alternatively, that they are fulfilled. This would 
refute the findings of our study and those which also 
register the benefits of sport in prison. 

While when discussing prisoners’ education and 
resocialization we should not forget that we are 
speaking of rational adults who can decide how they 
relate to the rest of society, it is also true that their 
determination not to re-offend, once outside, is key. 
Manzanos (1991) conceives social reintegration as:

A two-way endeavour: we should offer technical 
support and appropriate means to the person in 
conflict and/or difficulty, in order to tackle her/his 
problem and move on from her/his personal situation 
(…) The efforts of the individual we aim to help are an 
important part of the goals of reintegration; the other 
part belongs to the community (…) It is more difficult 
to achieve a positive attitude from the community 
than from the individual, and this is what lies behind 
many failures (p. 120). 

Other authors (Woodall, Dixey & South, 2013) also 
confirm the essential role that the rest of society plays 
in the reintegration of ex-prisoners, even affirming 
that inmates have better opportunities for training, 
education and healthcare in prison than in their home 
communities, which are plagued by a plethora of 
obstacles, including stigma, financial constraints and 
transport issues.

Thus, we conclude that a prison sports programme, 
correctly designed and carried out, may see its effects 
not achieved due to two factors: 

– Because of the ex-prisoner, who may not have 
the firm resolve to change her/his way of life and 
avoid re-offending;

– And because of society, which does not take on 
responsibility for the reintegration of ex-prisoners 
by combatting prejudice and implementing 
programmes (including sports programmes) that 
promote social reintegration. 

Action proposals

We affirm that sports programme in prison can 
make a fundamental contribution to internees’ 
reintegration into society, but in order for this to occur, 
the following design and implementation guidelines 
should be adopted: the sports programme should:

1. Be adapted to the characteristics and needs of 
the target group;
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2. Have extension through time; 
3. Have a monitor with enough training to enable 

her/him to promote values through the practice 
of sports, and in addition with a firm intention to 
achieve this; 

4. Have a context (the prison management and 
staff) which is favourable to the sports programme 
being properly carried out. 

5. Be led by people ‘from outside’ rather than 
professional prison staff; 

6. Take place in the open air;  
7. Involve team sports and offer a variety of sports 

activities which address the needs and interests of 
inmates; 

8. Offer sports that can also be practiced when they 
leave prison; 

9. Follow a schedule adapted to the physical and 
psychological characteristics of the inmates; 

10. Include participation in competitions with 
teams from outside the prison;

11. Continue outside the prison, once the inmates 
have been released;

12. And operate with the consent and participation 
of the inmates themselves (Crabbe, 2000; Viñas, 2012).

We should not forget, however, that the reintegration 
of the ex-prisoner depends, in the last instance, on 
her/his own willingness and on the support of the rest 
of society. 

We would like to finish with the following proposals:  
– That sports programmes currently under way in 

Spanish should be revised, assessed and adjusted 
wherever necessary; 

– That the General Penitentiary Board and the public 
and private institutions involved should continue 
to support the design and implementation of 
sports activities in Spanish prisons, providing 
them with proper and sufficient human and 
material resources; 

– That research endeavours should focus on this 
topic and be supported, which will contribute 
to society’s awareness of its responsibility for 
the social integration of people at risk of social 
exclusion in general, and for ex-prisoners in 
particular, offering specific ways of facilitating 
reintegration through a range of different tools 
and instruments, amongst which sports activities 
would play a prominent role; 

– And lastly, that we should continue to study in 
depth the outcomes of sports activities in prison, 
specifically analysing the wide diversity of inmates 
that sports programmes are aimed at, such as: 
foreigners, drug addicts, women, prisoners with 
mental health problems, with different types 
of offences, etc. This should have the objective 
of boosting the benefits of sports for the social 
reintegration of each of these groups.  
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