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Abstract: The present article aims at investigating the role of social support in the emotional
well-being of young offenders. We hypothesized that perceived social support would be positively
related to the emotional well-being of juvenile offenders. The methods were worked out to study
perceived and received social support, psychological well-being and emotional state of the juvenile
offenders. The entire sample consisted of 56 males aged from 15 to 18 years old (M =16.5; SD = 0.8).
32 subjects (57%) were in pretrial detention and 24 participants (43%) were in a correctional camp
located in the central region of Russia. The study detected that the level of psychological well-being
of the respondents from the camp was correlated neither with perceived social support nor with
the frequency of seeking assistance from the different sources of support. For the respondents in
the pretrial detention, the level of psychological well-being was directly connected to the degree of
the perceived support from the friends. The obtained differences might be associated with the
influence of social environment in the pretrial detention and in the camps.
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1. Introduction

1.1. Psychological Well-being and Emotional State in Adolescence

The problem of mental health and psychological well-being of the growing generation is among
the most important issues of modern society. The deterioration of mental health of young adults in
recent decades is an objective reality: the research in both Western and Eastern societies indicates
that mental disorders among the younger generation are more frequent than in the population on
average [1,2]. According to the World Health Organization, depression is one of the leading causes
of disease and disability among adolescents. And the consequences of not addressing adolescent
mental health problems extend to adulthood, impairing both physical and mental health and
limiting opportunities to lead fulfilling lives as adults [3].

Special attention should be paid to the mental health and psychological well-being of juvenile
offenders. The prevalence of undiagnosed mental disorders and the disadvantaged social situation
of development often overlap with the particularities of adolescence and become a trigger for illegal
actions leading to committing crimes of varying severity. In addition, studies in different countries
indicate that recidivism and its severity are very high in serious juvenile offenders [4-6]. The high
level of recidivism in adolescent perpetrators is widespread regardless of the criminal justice system,
the severity of the sentencing against minors and the corrective measures employed [7]. In some
countries, the rate of recidivism among juvenile offenders exceeds 60% [5,8,9]. Thus, juvenile
offenders may be considered as a "double-risk" group: having served their sentences and been
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released from prison, most of them represent again a threat to themselves as well as to other people
and society as a whole.

The need to apply a systematic approach to the study of adolescents with behavioural
deviations becomes increasingly obvious. This requires taking into account various aspects: ideas
about themselves, parents and other people, actual social environment and the degree of their social
support and the individual's readiness to establish new relationships [10].

The study of the role of various factors determining mental health, psychological well-being
and emotional state in juvenile offenders can contribute to the efficiency of correctional measures in
young offenders institutions and the successful re-socialization after release. Special attention
should be paid to the study of the emotional state of juvenile offenders, which is a crucial component
of the psychological well-being of the individual and an indicator of mental and physical health,
along with the positive functioning (independence, personal growth and so on) [11-14]. It is widely
accepted to consider emotional well-being as a ratio of positive (joy, delight, attachment and
happiness) and negative (guilt, shame, anger and depression) emotions and states, the so-called
hedonistic balance [15] or the balance of affect.

At the same time, the emotional state of a juvenile is closely associated with the key
characteristics of age: the social situation of development representing the child’s place in the system
of social interactions, the leading activity of the child and the new psychological structures of
personality [16,17]. Family situation and relationships with peers are two important social spheres
that affect the emotional state and psychological well-being of a teenager. The studies of the
emotional state of high school students in Russia and other countries detected that, primarily, a
considerable deterioration in relations with parents affects the emotional state of adolescents [18]. At
the same time, the distinctive features of adolescence are the fall of the authority of the adult as the
only carrier of norms and rules and the desire of minors to find their place among peers [16,19]. The
absence of a positive assessment by the significant social environment (especially parents and peers)
can lead to social maladaptation and offenses and asocial forms of behaviour.

Mental health, psychological well-being and the emotional state of adolescents awaiting court
decision or serving the sentence are mediated by additional factors, such as social isolation, the lack
of the possibility of independent decision-making, difficulties in adapting to the conditions of
detention and the necessity to comply with formal and informal rules in the place of detention
[20-22].

1.2. Social Support as a Factor of Psychological Well-being and Emotional State

Social support is an important factor in mental health and emotional well-being. A number of
studies have shown that social support correlates with health maintenance [23], well-being [24], life
satisfaction [25] positive and negative mood [26], mental stability and clarity [27] and better mental
health outcomes [28]. Many researchers suggest that social support creates a buffer against effects of
stressful and traumatic events [29,30] and produces higher levels of self-control and environmental
stability [31].

As a result of the almost half-century investigations of social support in various disciplines and
fields, there is no doubt that there is a strong link between social support and psychological
well-being. Nevertheless, research in this field remains relevant due to the need to search for and
clarify the role of various factors in that link, in particular, the forms and sources of social support.

1.3. Forms of Social Support

The theoretical analysis and empirical research enable us to single out different types of social
support. The most important dichotomy is the differentiation and division of social support into
perceived social support and received social support [32,33]. Perceived social support refers to the
perceived accessibility of social connections; received social support concentrates on the quantity
and quality of the support provided. It is noteworthy that these two types of support are only
marginally correlated [34,35]. Moreover, it is indicated that perceived support has a wholesome
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effect on mental health and emotional state, while the relationship between received social support
and mental health and well-being is not reliably confirmed [34-36]. Sometimes, higher levels of
received support are even associated with more negative mental health indicators [37,38].

1.4. Sources of Social Support

An individual receives social support from different social resources. Social resources are
defined as an interpersonal network including family, friends, workplace from which the individual
acquires a crucial support [39]. Previous studies have shown that psychological well-being,
emotional state and emotional experiences are correlated with social support from different sources
(family, friends and other people) in various ways [25,40]. Many researchers focus on comparing
different sources of support, since the particular group or person providing social support can play a
decisive role in the psychological well-being or emotional state of the subject receiving support,
depending on different circumstances. The main issue of the research about the role of sources of
support is whose support and in what context has a beneficial effect on the psychological well-being
and emotional state of the individual [41].

Thoits divides all the social connections of the individual into two groups: a primary group and
a secondary group [42]. The first group includes those people who are in a more personal
relationship with the individual (family, friends and relatives). The second group includes those
who are in a more formal and a less personal relationship (colleagues, neighbours and
acquaintances). Despite the different degree of intimacy with the members of the two groups, social
support from both groups can benefit the individual. It is proposed that the effects of different
sources of social support on well-being can be examined independently, as each type of relationship
may exhibit distinct influences on critical outcomes [25].

1.5. The Role of Social Support and Social Interaction in the Psychological Well-being of Young Offenders

Social support from close persons for an incarcerated individual is of a particular importance
[43]. The perception of available social support can alleviate the stress caused by imprisonment and
have a positive impact on the individual after release [44,45]. Biggam and Power report that inmates
perceiving a low level of support experience a higher level of anxiety [46]. Inmates perceiving a
greater social support report a greater importance of family, friendship, social involvements, higher
expectations and lower levels of recidivism [47]. Due to the lack of interaction with the
representatives of "the primary group", or the lack of any support from them, social support from
the representatives of "the secondary group" comes to the forefront. Other inmates, officers,
psychologists and educators play an important role in young offenders” adjustment. In this regard,
the study of the relationship of actions, acts and the staff’s attitudes with the psychological
well-being and emotional state of incarcerated youth is an important issue of the research. In the
conditions of deprivation of liberty, the concepts of the legitimacy and fairness of actions and acts of
the staff have a special meaning for the individual [48].

It is shown that under certain conditions, prisoners are more willing to accept staff’s authority,
and that staff’s attitude to juvenile offenders has a greater impact on their emotional state than the
conditions of detention and other factors [49].

Thus, the intuitive idea that any social support has a positive impact on the emotional state and
on psychological well-being of the prisoner is far from being always confirmed in the results of
research. The role of social support may depend on its type (perceived/received), the individual
features of the recipient and the one who helps, the source of support (family, friends and strangers)
and the circumstances of the situation.

2. Purpose

Our research aimed at the role of social support in the emotional well-being of young offenders.
We hypothesized that perceived social support would be positively related to the emotional
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well-being of young offenders. Nevertheless, the role of the perceived social support would be
mediated by other factors, such as the source of social support and the stage of criminal proceeding.

3. Materials and Methods

3.1. Participants

The entire sample consisted of 56 males aged 15 to 18 years old (M = 16.5; SD = 0.8). Of this
sample, 29 participants were ethnic Russians, and 27 were from other ethnic groups. 32 subjects
(57%) were in the pretrial detention and 24 participants (43%) were in a correctional camp located in
the central region of Russia. The participation in the research was completely voluntary.

According to the Russian law, during the investigation, prior to the announcement of the
verdict of the court, the accused minors are in the pretrial detention. After the announcement of the
verdict of the court, the convicts sentenced to imprisonment are transferred into correctional camps.
There are 23 correctional camps in the Russian penal system. As of 2019, 982 minors are in the
pretrial detention. Due to the humanization of the Russian criminal and penal legislation with
regard to the measures applied to juvenile offenders, serving sentences in camps is now considered
to be an extreme measure for minors. This is the reason behind the steady decline in the number of
inmates in correctional camps. For instance, there were over 12 000 minors in the camps in 2014. And
as of January 1st, 2019, only 1310 persons were serving a sentence in the correctional camps [50].
Thus, for the most part, the crimes committed by convicted persons in the camps for juveniles relate
to the category of violent crimes: robbery (11,9%), the deliberate causing of heavy harm to health
(9.2%), murder (8.9%) and sexual crimes (12.5%). The age range of convicts serving sentences in the
juvenile camps is as follows: 14-15 years old — 3.8%, 16-17 years old — 72.3% and 18-19 years old —
23.9%. Most of them are sentenced to long-term imprisonment: 390 persons for a term of 3 to 5 years
and 202 individuals for a term of 5 to 8 years. Among those serving sentences in the camps, 12.4%
are orphans or children deprived of parental custody [50].

3.2. Methods

Perceived Social Support was measured by the Multidimensional Scale of Perceived Social
Support (MSPSS) [51]. The MSPSS is a 12-item standardized instrument that uses a Likert-type scale
response to assess the respondents’ perceptions of social support from family, friends and significant
others. The response options varied between 1 (very strongly disagree) and 7 (very strongly agree).

The frequency of turning for support to different categories was measured by the item that
allowed clarifying whom and how often the respondents turned for support to. A list of categories of
the social environment of the adolescents was offered, and they were asked: “Who and how often
will you turn to or would you seek help in the case of emotional or psychological problems?” The
categories were groups of close people (parents, close relatives, partners and friends) and groups of
formal relationships with the respondents (doctor, psychologist, clergyman and chance
acquaintances). The responses varied on a 4-point scale between 1 (never) and 4 (always).

Subjective well-being was measured by the Warwick-Edinburgh Mental Well-Being Scale
(WEMWBS) [52]. The scale contains 14 items and has been validated for use in a wide variety of
different languages and cultural contexts and in many different settings including the workplace,
schools and health services. The WEMWBS covers subjective well-being and psychological
functioning. Each item is worded positively and addresses an aspect of positive mental health.

The severity of positive and negative affect was measured by the Positive and Negative Affect
Schedule (PANAS) [53]. We used the brief form that contains 20 items, with 10 items measuring a
positive affect (e.g., excited, inspired, etc.) and 10 items measuring a negative affect (e.g., upset,
afraid and so on). Each item is rated on a five-point Likert Scale ranging from 1 (very slightly or not
at all) to 5 (extremely) to measure the extent to which the affect had been experienced in a specified
time frame. We used the adapted version of the scale translated into Russian [54].
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Feelings experienced by the respondents recently (the past 4 weeks) were assessed by The Scale
of Positive and Negative Experience (SPANE) which includes six items for positive feelings and six
items for negative feelings. Two subscales were combined to create the affect balance [55].

The negative emotional states such as depression, anxiety and stress were measured by The
Depression Anxiety Stress Scales (DASS). The subjects were asked to use 4-point severity/frequency
scales to rate the extent to which they had experienced each state to over the past week. The scores
for Depression, Anxiety and Stress were calculated by summing the scores for the relevant items.
The used brief form has 21 items with 7 items per scale [56].

3.3. Statistical Methods

All the statistics were calculated with SPSS 18.0 for Windows. We used the nonparametric
Mann-Whitney U test, nonparametric Wilcoxon test and nonparametric correlation (Spearman’s
rho); a p value < 0.05 was considered to be significant.

4. Results
4.1. Perceived Social Support
Table 1. Mean values (M), standard deviation (SD), and the ranks of perceived social support in the

correctional camp group and pretrial detention group on the subscale and on the general MSPSS
scale.

Correctional camp Pretrial detention
Subscales group group
M SD Rank M SD  Rank
Significant others 5.34 1.62 3 489 199 3

Family 586 147 1 547 1.79 1
Friends 545 1.64 2 497 1.88 2
General scale 16.66 4.27 15.34 5.16

Table 1 presents the results of certain subscales (significant others, family and friends) and on
the general MSPSS scale. Among the sources of support, the respondents of both groups
demonstrate the perception of family support to the greatest extent and statistically significantly (the
Wilcoxon criterion, p < 0.05). The average level of perceived social support in the adolescents of the
camp from all the sources is higher than in the juveniles of the pretrial detention but the differences
do not reach statistical significance (the Mann-Whitney U test).

4.2. Subjective Assessment of the Frequency of Seeking Help from the Various Sources of Support
Table 2. Mean values (M), standard deviation (SD) and the ranks of subjective estimates of the

frequency of seeking help in the correctional camp group and pretrial detention group in the various
sources of social support.

Correctional camp

Source of social Pretrial detention

group
support group
M SD Rang M SD Rang

Parents 3.17 0.82 1 2.77  0.92 1
Close relatives 270 097 3 255 0.93 3
Teachers 209 097 4 233 1.03 4
Partners 1.58 0.77 7 212 1.09 5
Friends 2.76 0.83 2 2.70 0.92 2
Doctor 140 0.60 8 1.52 0.79 8
Psychologist 1.81 0.81 5 1.73  0.94 6
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Clergyman 1.67 097 6 1.59  0.95 7
Chance 1.10 0.31 9 147 0.78 9
acquaintances

Table 2 presents a subjective assessment of the frequency of seeking help from the various
sources in the correctional camp group and pretrial detention group. The respondents from both
groups indicate that they turn to their parents most often, then to friends and close relatives, and to
doctors and chance acquaintances least often. Teachers and psychologists fall into the intermediate
group. The comparison of the results of these groups by the two parameters of social support
(perceived support and frequency of turning to various sources) using the Spearman’s rank
correlation coefficient reveals the following differences. The perception of support from the family
and the frequency of seeking support from family members are directly correlated for the juveniles
of the pretrial detention (r = 0.442 when p = 0.015 — for the frequency of turning to parents and r =
0.468 when p = .09 — for close relatives); at the same time, the respondents of the camp do not find
such associations. In addition, the responses of the adolescents from the pretrial detention are more
consistent, which may indicate a less pronounced social desirability.

4.3. Psychological Well-being

Table 3. Mean values (M) and standard deviation (SD) of the level of psychological well-being (on
the WEMWBS scale) in the correctional camp group and pretrial detention group.

. Pretrial
Correctional R
. detention
Variable camp group
group
M SD M SD
Psychological 57.21 7.07 49.34  13.07

well-being

Table 3 shows the results on the WEMWABS scale in the correctional camp group and pretrial
detention group. The level of psychological well-being among the inmates of the camp is
significantly higher in comparison with the respondents from the pretrial detention (the
Mann-Whitney U-test: U = 220.5 p = 0.007). The level of psychological well-being of the respondents
of the camp is not associated with any perceived social support (the Spearman’s rank correlation
coefficient), and the frequency of seeking assistance from the various sources of support (the
Spearman’s rank correlation coefficient). For the respondents of the pretrial detention, the level of
psychological well-being is directly related to the degree of perceived support from friends (the
Spearman’s rank correlation coefficient: r = 0.420 when p = 0.019).

4.4. Positive and Negative Affects

Table 4. Mean values (M) and standard deviation (SD) of the level of positive and negative affects
(the PANAS method) in the Correctional camp group and pretrial detention group.

. Pretrial
Correctional .
. detention
Variable camp group
group
M SD M SD
Positive affect 30.32 5.79 31.44 7.52
Negative affect 18.18 8.69 21.37 7.39

Table 4 shows the average values and standard deviations of positive and negative affect in two
groups of the respondents on the PANAS scale. The intensity of the positive affect in both groups is
significantly higher than that of negative affect (the Wilcoxon criterion: W = — 4.930 when p < 0.001).
The values of the positive affect do not differ significantly between the two groups, and the
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estimates of the negative affect differ at the trend level (the Mann-Whitney U test: U = 214.5 p =
0.077): the adolescents from pretrial detention have more negative experiences than convicts in the
camps. For the adolescents from the camp, the severity of the negative affect is directly related to the
frequency of seeking help from close relatives (the Spearman’s rank correlation coefficient: r = 0.481
when p = 0.027). For the respondents of the pretrial detention, the intensity of positive affect is
directly related to the perceived social support from friends (the Spearman’s rank correlation
coefficient: r = 0,645 when p < 0.001) and the average level of perceived social support (the
Spearman’s rank correlation coefficient: r = 0.484 when p = 0.012). It is inversely related to the
frequency of seeking help from doctors (the Spearman’s rank correlation coefficient: r = - 0.401 when
p =0.042) and clergymen (the Spearman’s rank correlation coefficient: r = — 0,414 when p = 0.035).

4.5. Positive and Negative Feelings

Table 5. Mean values (M) and standard deviations (SD) of the severity of negative feelings, positive
feelings and the affect balance (SPAN) in the correctional camp group and pretrial detention group

. Pretrial
Correctional .
. detention
Variable camp group
group

M SD M SD

Positive feelings 214 4.43 18.35 5.14
Negative feelings 9.65 4.03 14.19 5.06
Affect balance 11.75 7.12 4.15 8.74

Table 5 presents the results on the SPANE scale. The intensity of positive feelings in all the
respondents is significantly higher than that of negative feelings (the Wilcoxon criterion: W = - 4.466
when p < 0.001). When comparing the results of the two groups, it has turned out that the
adolescents of the camp have significantly higher values of positive feelings (the Mann-Whitney U
test: U =162.5 p=0.030) and the affect balance (the Mann-Whitney U test: U =124,5 p = 0.003) than the
juveniles of pretrial detention. For the adolescents of the camp, positive feelings, negative feelings
and the affect balance are associated neither with the perception of social support, nor with the
frequency of seeking help from the various sources of support (the Spearman’s rank correlation
coefficient). For the adolescents from pretrial detention, positive feelings and the affect balance are
directly connected to the degree of perceived support from significant close persons, friends and to
the general perception of support (the Spearman’s rank correlation coefficient: r is from 0.425 to
0.641 when p < 0.05); and the assessment of negative experience is inversely associated with the
perceived support from the family (the Spearman’s rank correlation coefficient: r = — 0.422 when p =
0.036) and the frequency of turning to parents (the Spearman’s rank correlation coefficient: r =—0.555
when p = 0.003), close relatives (the Spearman’s rank correlation coefficient: r = — 0.440 when p =
0.024) and teachers (the Spearman’s rank correlation coefficient: r = — 0.450 when p = 0.021).

Table 6. Mean values (M) and standard deviation (SD) of the severity of anxiety, depression and
stress (according to the DASS method) in the correctional camp group and pretrial detention group

. Pretrial
Correctional .
. detention
Variable camp group
group

M SD M SD

Depression 5.50 7.51 8.52 7.50

Anxiety 4.67 6.23 8.39 7.58

Stress 6.75 7.10 11.10 8.58

Table 6 shows the mean and standard deviations of anxiety, depression and stress on the DASS
scale. When comparing the two groups on these indicators, it turns out that the level of anxiety is
significantly higher in the adolescents of pretrial detention, (the Mann-Whitney U test: U =255.5 p =
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0.044), the severity of depression is higher at the trend level, (the Mann-Whitney U test: U =260.5 p =
0.055) as well as stress (the Mann-Whitney U test: U = 260.5 p = 0.056).

5. Discussion and conclusions

The results indicate that the level of psychological well-being is significantly higher in the
juveniles serving a sentence in the correctional camp, and the emotional state and experienced
feelings are significantly more positive than in the adolescents awaiting a court decision in the
pretrial detention. In particular, the differences are identified at the level of psychological well-being
on the whole and the level of depression, anxiety and stress. In addition, the adolescents from
pretrial detention have stronger negative feelings and lower values of the balance between positive
and negative feelings caused by the experience during the recent weeks.

A significantly higher level of psychological well-being of the respondents of the camps in
comparison with the respondents in pretrial detention may be associated with substantially different
conditions of detention and features of the social environment in the two types of the institutions.
The important role of the detention conditions and the staff’s attitudes in the psychological
well-being of the juvenile prisoners is previously shown [49]. A distinctive feature of pretrial
detention is the maximum isolation of a minor, living in the closed cells, the absence of long-term
visits and no possibility to go beyond the institution. The accused individuals may be granted with
no more than two visits per month from relatives and other persons for up to three hours. Although
the conditions for self-education and exercising are provided, there is no systematic educational
process. In the correctional camps, convicts are not actually limited in their movement through the
territory of the correctional camp. The convicts are enrolled in the systematic educational process
aimed at developing a law-obedient behaviour and honest attitude to work and study. They are
engaged in the vocational training and additional vocational education. Convicts have permission
for fairly frequent visits from relatives, both short-term and long-term. All convicts are entitled to
communicate with family and friends by telephone and video, if technically possible. In order to
provide systematic psychological assistance to minors, correction and preparation for release,
psychological laboratories have been established in each camp [22].

In addition to the differences in the conditions of detention and in the environment of two
groups of the respondents, the features of perceived social support at the different stages of the
criminal trial impact the psychological well-being and emotional state of the juveniles. Generally
speaking, the psychological well-being and emotional state of the respondents of the pretrial
detention only is associated with the perceived social support from the different sources, while such
connections are not identified almost for the adolescents in the camp. Social support from the family
comes to the forefront in the perception of the respondents, despite the fact that the vast majority of
the adolescents serving sentences have not earlier in their lives had any healthy social environment.
Moreover, their social connections formed within deviant groups, often in the families of criminals
or alcoholics [57]. At the same time, the results of the study indicate that the perceived social support
from parents and other family members is not related to the level of their psychological well-being
and emotional state. In the case of the juveniles in the pretrial detention, the psychological
well-being and emotional state is primarily associated with the perceived support from the friends
and family but not parents. And in the case of the adolescents from the correctional camps, social
support is virtually unrelated to psychological well-being and emotional state.

Thus, one may suppose that under the conditions of the educational environment organized in
the camps for minors (when the redevelopment of their behaviour and system of values is carried
out), the skills of a positive interaction with the staff, psychologists, educators and teachers are
acquired, the opportunity to earn and pay for the satisfaction of their needs is presented. The
dependence of the psychological well-being of juvenile offenders on the support of the people
outside the new environment decreases.

More than a tenth of those in the correctional camps are orphans, and a greater part of them are
“social orphans” — who have parents unable to create a favourable environment for the personal
development of the child. This is a dysfunctional family that often acts as a criminogenic factor
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contributing to the illegal behaviour of a minor [58]. According to Vygotsky, the reasons for the
“moral insanity” of a minor “should not be found in the child, but out of him or her — in the
socioeconomic and cultural-pedagogical conditions in which the child grew and developed. In other
conditions favourable to the child’s development and in another environment, a difficult child loses
the features of moral insanity very quickly and takes a new path”. [59] (p. 150). Breaking connections
with the criminal environment, an unhealthy environment and growing autonomy and
independence can contribute to the successful re-education of the teenager who committed a crime,
and his re-socialization after release.
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