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 “Far from being a solution of last resort, our system of justice constitutes the main system used 

to deal with and regulate poverty, social problems and conflicts associated with the use of public 

spaces. Historically, these are not new phenomena. As one of the only services that remains open 

24 hours a day, through the police service, the criminal justice system serves as both a safety 

valve and a catalyst for problems afflicting our society, as a gateway and even a single point of 

access for various social and health services in the context of its regular courts or alternative 

programs for treatment of addiction or mental health issues, or even in the context of detention 

in open or secure custody.  

The federal and provincial prison populations reflect these realities: the poor, homeless and 

unemployed, low income individuals with low educational achievement or individuals who did 

not graduate, Aboriginal people, Inuit and Métis, visible minorities, who are also much more 

likely to be poor, and individuals suffering from physical health problems (such as dementia or 

brain injuries, including foetal alcohol syndrome), mental health issues and drug or alcohol 

addiction are largely overrepresented and form what can be called the regular clientele of the 

criminal justice system.”1  

The Risk-Need-Responsivity model (RNR model) is used to assess and treat prisoners in the 

correctional system. The need principle of the RNR model assesses “criminogenic needs”, which 

are factors that have been found to contribute to criminal behaviour. There are seven dynamic 

criminogenic needs that translate into risk factors for criminal behaviour: antisocial personality 

patterns; pro-criminal attitudes; social relationships that support crime; alcohol and substance 

abuse addictions; dysfunctional or lack of support in family or marital relationships; low 

education or employment experience; and lack of pro-social recreational activities. There is one 

static criminogenic need - criminal history.2 A 2016 sentencing study by Sylvestre, from which the 

quote in the introduction to this heading was taken, shows that the people in Canada’s 

correctional system have many of these criminogenic needs/risks. 

The majority of prisoners in both the federal and provincial/territorial correctional systems are 

young adults. In 2015/2016, while adults between the ages of 18 and 34 represented 28% of the 
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Canadian adult population, this age group accounted for 52% of federal custodial admissions and 

58% of provincial/territorial custodial admissions.3 

Certain groups of prisoners are further marginalized within society and the prison population as a 

whole, and as a result, experience prison differently and are treated more harshly than members 

of the prison population who do not belong to these groups. 

Aboriginal people are and have historically been over-represented in the correctional population 

and suffer from discrimination throughout the criminal justice system. 

Although women represent a small percentage of the Canadian prison population, their numbers 

are growing, and Aboriginal women are substantially over-represented in the female prison 

population. 

Individuals suffering from mental or cognitive impairments are also over-represented in the 

Canadian prison population. 

The unique circumstances and experiences of Aboriginal, female and mentally ill prisoners are 

considered under Headings XI, XII and XIII, respectively. 
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