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Abstract: The term forensic refers to anything related to the justice sys-
tem, the legal system of a state and the responsibilities of so-
cial workers in dealing with and resolving legal problems. The
very meaning of the term suggests as much. Forensic social
work can be broadly characterized as a specialization in social
work that focuses on law, legal issues and litigation. In a nar-
rower sense, forensic social work refers to the knowledge,
skills, measures and procedures applied when working with
forensic social work clients. With this narrower definition, fo-
rensic social work can be considered synonymous with the
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term criminal justice social work (Neszméry, 2021).

The primary purpose of our study is to empirically state and
define the possibilities, roles and importance of social work in
the prison setting. The ethical and legal framework and posi-
tion of the forensic social worker in the prison setting, as well
as their role and scope of practice in this setting, are directly
related to this. Secondarily, we analyze crime in the prison en-
vironment and its prevention, as forensic social workers also
encounter this socio-pathological phenomenon in addition to
many others. In connection with this topic and the focus of the
study, we also provide a definition of basic terms in the field
of forensic social work.

We include a number of factors that influence the functioning of
a forensic social worker in the prison environment and shape the
actual practice of the forensic social worker as the basic starting
points of the conducted study and empirical research. The most
important factors, which represent the basic starting points of
the empirical research and the conducted study, are ranked as
follows: practice, representing the basic performance and de-
livery of social work in the prison environment; prevention,
meaning the prevention of criminal behavior and other forms
of undesirable behavior in the prison environment; the position
of the forensic social worker and all the related possibilities for
the performance of his/her position, but also the limitations of
the performance of his/her activities in the prison environment;
and finally, communication, which constitutes the basic tool and
means of communication between the forensic social worker
and his/her client in the prison environment, between the state
authorities, other organizations and the forensic social worker,
but also between the convicted person and his/her family.

Organisation and conduct of research

The elaboration of a comprehensive em-
pirical study consists of a number of steps that
follow logically one after the other. Together,
these individual steps ultimately determine not
only the course of the study design, but also the
course of the research itself.

o Selection of the research topic and study

of literature and expert sources

The first step in the compilation of this study
was the selection of the topic we planned to work
on. This was followed by the study of literature
and familiarization with the research topic from
a professional point of view so the theoretical
part could be effectively processed.

e Processing the theoretical basis of the

study

This part of the study is used to introduce
the topic and familiarize oneself with the sub-
ject matter. From the theoretical part of the study

comes the empirical part of the study, which
includes setting research objectives, defining
the research problem and formulating research
questions.

An empirical investigation begins with the
setting of research objectives, based on which
we define the research problem. The research
problem represents the area to be investigated.
Subsequently, we set the research questions.

o Defining the research population and

selecting the research sample

The research population represents all people
who meet the conditions we have set and can,
therefore, participate in the research. However,
since the population is broad for the research, we
selected the sample on which the research would
be conducted.

e Choice of research methods

The chosen research methods are semi-struc-
tured interviews, questionnaires and data analy-
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sis. “Developing a questionnaire is a practical and
commonly used method” (Neszmery, 2018, p. 8).

e Contacting respondents and transcribing

interviews

In order to conduct the research, we contact-
ed individual research respondents and arranged
a meeting. Subsequently, the interviews were
transcribed for further processing and evalua-
tion.

e Evaluation of the responses obtained and

data analysis

The transcripts were processed using open
coding, and the individual data obtained were
analyzed.

We define the main research objective as the
theoretical definition and empirical confirmation
of the position of forensic social work and those
that carry out this work - the social worker - in
the prison system. Additionally, an emphasis
was put on the possibilities of operating in the
prison system, the limitations that govern it and
those that limit the scope of its activities.

Research problem

The research problem is the cornerstone of
empirical inquiry. From the research problem,
we derive all the stated research objectives and
research questions. We can refer to it as what in-
spired us to start the research, as we start from
the research problem throughout the investiga-
tion and build on it. Because of the broadness
of the research topic and the overall scope of all
research topics, we need to specify a specific
research problem that narrows down the topic.
“A research topic is a framework that provides
the researcher with many opportunities for re-
search. However, a topic is a broad field that is
not ready for a research design. Only a specific
research problem can be investigated” (Gavora,
2010). Based on our research topic, we set the
following research problem:

The scope and possibilities of the practical
implementation of forensic social work in the
prison environment, the possibilities of imple-
menting social prevention, its scope, form and
performance in the prison environment. The
possibilities of forensic practice, the scope of the
social worker in the prison environment and the
limits affecting the performance of this practice
that are carried out through the social worker in
his/her penitentiary activity.

The research problem determines and de-
fines our research aim and the area in which we
want to conduct the research. From the chosen
research problem, we derive specified research
objectives that reflect the areas of interest occur-
ring in the research problem. On this basis, we
have defined research questions that enable us
to accurately address the phenomenon we want
to study.

I. The research will be concerned with foren-
sic social work itself in the prison setting
and how it is defined and understood by its
practitioners.

II. The position of forensic social work in the
prison system within the scope of the prac-
titioner’s ability to perform and operate
within the constraints that circumscribe the
practice.

III. Social prevention and its scope, form and
the way it is implemented in the prison en-
vironment.

The research question, which represents
the main objective of the investigation, is as fol-
lows in the framework of our conducted empir-
ical study:

How do social workers perceive their status
and position in the prison environment, the pos-
sibilities of forensic practice and the limitations
of this practice?

The research question highlights the posi-
tion of the social worker and their competencies
for the possibilities of practicing forensic social
work. However, it does not only point to the
possibilities, it displays how far the possibilities
extend, i.e., the limits. The research question re-
lates us to the research aim and our stated ex-
pectations about the empirical results achieved.
Specifically, the research question focuses on
the perception and understanding of the possi-
bilities of social work in a prison setting by the
workers who carry it out. How do social workers
perceive all the possibilities of social work in the
prison setting and what limits the profession and
therefore their practice of forensic social work?

Sample of respondents

The research sample is the final popula-
tion on which the research will be conducted.
“The sample is not usually large, and there is no
strict rule by which its size can be determined.
In principle, sample selection in qualitative re-
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search is deliberate, sequential and based on the
willingness of participants to cooperate” (Skutil
et al., 2010; In Bacikova - Janovska, 2018, p.
120). There is no uniform rule for the size of
a sample, but a sample is selected on the basis
of choice.

Our study and empirical research address
the topic of the possibilities and limits of fo-
rensic social work in the prison setting. Based
on this topic and our stated research problem,
our research population is represented by social
workers working in a prison setting. We select-
ed our research sample from the population by
what is known as available sampling - picking
and choosing.

There are certain reasons for choosing avail-
able sampling for our research. The first is the
amount of such workers, and the second is their
availability. As there is not a single forensic so-
cial worker in the Slovak Republic who performs
forensic social work in prison conditions (we
do not have such a position and classification
in place), our research sample consists of social
workers working in prisons and performing fo-
rensic social work. Another and very serious
problem for forensic social work is the workforce
itself (Neszmery, 2020). Since these social work-
ers work in a closed environment and even have
an industry-specific role within the field of social
work, finding and contacting them is not easy.

Research methods

The research methods used in our empirical
research were semi-structured interviews that
were processed and evaluated using open coding.
This was followed by data analysis of the indi-
vidual responses obtained in the conducted in-
terviews. However, the primary research method
was the individual research interview. “The re-
search interview is a scientific method that is pre-
planned. It is an asymmetrical situation, i.e., the
researcher conducts the interview and asks the
questions, and the respondent answers them. The
answers are recorded by the researcher and later
evaluated. The interview not only lets you cap-
ture the facts, it allows you to delve deeper into
the motives and attitudes of the respondents. It is
also possible to observe the external reactions of
the respondent and to guide the further course of
the interview accordingly” (Gavora, 2010).

In their work, Bacikova and Janovska de-

scribe the research interview according to Fer-
jencik. Unlike Gavora, they do not describe the
interview on the basis of its substance, but they
describe the interview as a method and process
of data collection. “Interviewing is a research
data collection technique that is widely used in
the social and behavioral sciences, including
education and psychology. It is a verbal (and
non-verbal) interaction between two or more ac-
tors, which may have different goals. It is a me-
diated and highly interactive process of data ac-
quisition” (Bacikova - Janovska, 2018, p. 122).

A semi-structured research interview is
a method of data collection where there are
pre-prepared research questions that the re-
searcher poses to the respondents. There is not
a set, fixed structure, and the researcher often
asks follow-up questions. This type of interview
is not tightly planned. No strict agenda is fol-
lowed as in a structured interview, nor do we
conduct an open-ended interview without guide-
lines as in an informal interview. In this type of
research interview, we have a planned outline
that we stick to.

“This type of interview has been developed
to ascertain subjective theories and shares com-
mon features with the guided interview. The
interview guide is constructed according to
topic areas, which are always introduced by an
open-ended question that the interviewee is ex-
pected to answer immediately on the basis of his
or her knowledge” (Hendl, 1997, p. 90).

The basis of the research methods used is to
ascertain a body of information that, when pro-
cessed and analyzed, will ultimately point us to
the output data that represents the output of the
empirical investigation - the findings. However,
for correct empirical research, it is necessary to
observe several principles (Muransky, 2018).
Among the basic principles, we rank adher-
ence to the code of ethics and attention to so-
cial rights. “They should facilitate education and
also create the appropriate conditions that are
necessary for the application and development
of individuals’ abilities for the good of society”
(Neszmery, 2020, p. 9).

Data processing and analysis

The data we worked with in our re-
search were collected using direct, individual,
semi-structured interviews conducted with re-
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search respondents who represent social work-
ers in a prison setting and who practice forensic
social work. All interviews were recorded and
then carefully transcribed, thus providing us
with transcripts that we can work with and an-
alyze further.

We processed the interview transcripts using
open coding. The principle of open coding is to
analyze the data and label important themes - cat-
egories. We then assign codes to these categories
that represent the categories and describe them.
“The code should be a generalization of the in-
formation and can take the form of common
words or technical terms. As a rule, we return
to the naming of codes in the course of working
with the text and modify and refine them. At the
next stage, we compare the codes, hierarchically
arrange them into groups and create categories”
(Bacikova - Janovska, 2018, p. 132).

Once we have created the categories, we as-
sign the appropriate phenomena to them. Under
the categories are phenomena - areas that are
directly related to the category and represent im-
portant phenomena in the category. Throughout
the coding process, we base our coding on the
research questions. In our research study, we
created the following categories that emerged
from the interviews we obtained through coding:
Practice, Position, Prevention and Communica-
tion. These categories represent the main themes
that relate to our research questions and research
problem. However, all of these categories and

Pic. 1 Concept of categories and phenomena

Category Javas

1. PRACTICE need of FSP

experience FSP

real FSP

potential FSP

II. POSITION place FSP

ical place FSP
possibility FSP

limits FSP

III. PREVENTION activities

organisation

contact

IV.COMMUNICATION internal

external

familiar

Source: own processing

the individual phenomena that fall under them
were displayed and emerged after conducting
open coding. Based on these categories, we are
then able to infer the objectives and provide an
interpretation of the data obtained.

Results

Finally, we present the results we found after
coding the transcripts and analyzing the individ-
ual interview questions. For the results, we pres-
ent the interpretation of the data and our findings
regarding each category.

The first category that emerged for us was
Practice. This category combines the actual
practice of forensic social work in a prison set-
ting, the respondents’ experience of practice, the
reasons for the need for social work in the VTOS
and the possible future potential of FSPs in the
VTOS.

Pic. 2 Practice

Category Javas

I. PRACTICE need of FSP

Phenomena

social aid,

FSP

<—f+

real FSP

contact, social aid, resocialisation

ion, advice

social aid,

potential FSP

education, iary work

Source: own processing

As we can see, the results of coding and data
analysis give us the following data. The main
components of the Practice category are social
assistance and resocialization. These two com-
ponents appear in every single phenomenon of
this category. Thus, we report the following re-
sults:

The object of practice of a social worker per-
forming forensic social work in a prison envi-
ronment is to provide social assistance and help
with solving the social problems of clients serv-
ing a prison sentence. The subject of practice
for these workers is also the socialization and
preparation of clients serving a prison sentence
for release and for re-entry and integration into
society.

We base our results on the literature by Le-
skova titled “Social Worker in Penitentiary and
Post-Penitentiary Care.” “Social work with con-
victed and accused persons during imprisonment
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is carried out from the time they are charged to
the end of their VTOS in order to alleviate or
eliminate social problems, and it also prepares
convicted persons for a proper life after VTOS”
(Leskova, 2013, p. 54).

The second category of coding results is Po-
sition. This category represents the social work-
er’s place in the prison environment - their posi-
tion within the prison system. It also includes the
theoretical place of the social worker perform-
ing FSP in the prison environment if they had
not created their own place within social work.
However, it also includes the possibilities and
limits to the practice of forensic social work, as
these are also phenomena that affect the social
worker’s position and determine the range of
their performance and authority.

Pic. 3 Position

Javas

place FSP

Category
II. POSITION

Phenomena
social worker, advisor and guide

theoretical place FSP

member of ZVJS, educator
possibility FSP

practice as a social worker

limits FSP

collaboration, law, ethics

Source: own processing

The coding and data analysis performed
showed us the results that can be seen in the
processed output of the coding and analysis. The
social worker stands out to us as the main phe-
nomenon in the Position category. However, we
can see that most of the other phenomena that
emerged also touch on the social domain. As
a result, we report the following:

The position of the social worker performing
forensic social work in the prison system is fixed
in the social work domain - the social worker
is referred to in the prison system as a member
of the CJS in the place of a social worker. In
his/her position, he/she has sufficient space to
practice in collaboration with other profession-
al members of the ZVJS while operating within
the limits of the code of ethics, the law and the
instructions of the supervisor.

We base our findings on the Order of the Di-
rector General of the Prison and Judicial Guard
Corps No. 60/2008 - Social Work. “In institu-
tions for the execution of imprisonment, social
work is carried out with convicts by a social

worker. Social work with accused and convict-
ed persons in a detention centre shall be carried
out by a social worker or an educator in charge
of social work. The social workers shall be me-
thodically guided and supervised by an official
of the Department of Detention and Sentence
Enforcement of the General Directorate of the
Penitentiary and Judicial Guard Corps” (ZRGR
ZV]S, Order No 60/2008, §3).

Prevention is the third category and one
of the main themes that were displayed in the
coding results. Prevention encompasses all the
prevention activities implemented in the prison
environment, cooperating with organizations
implementing prevention and focusing on im-
proving the integration of ex-convicts into so-
ciety. It also involves contacts for those released
from the VTOS. However, this also includes
the provision of contacts and liaison within the
framework of social work in the prison environ-
ment between convicts and external organiza-
tions, authorities and family.

Pic. 4 Prevention

Category Javas

III. PREVENTION activities

Phenomena

lectures, collaboration

1

contact

collaboration, lectures

client, organisation, family

Source: own processing

In the category of prevention, we saw lec-
tures and collaboration as the main phenomena
within the category as a whole. These two phe-
nomena are represented in two of the three phe-
nomena that this category contains. However,
the third phenomenon also contains phenomena
that are related to prevention activities. On this
basis, we report the following:

Preventive activities implemented by social
workers in the prison environment within the
[framework of forensic social work are carried
out in the form of lectures and with the help of
cooperation from external organizations. These
preventive lectures are carried out by social
workers and experts on various topics. They
also deal with contact and communication, since
these aspects also fall within the educational
procedures when working with convicts.

Our findings are supported by the Order of
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the Director General of the ZVJS No. 26/2005:
“In order to implement the Crime Prevention
Strategy in the Slovak Republic in the practi-
cal activities of the Corps, the social prevention
activities in the penitentiary institutions and the
participation of civic associations, foundations
and churches in the social prevention activities
with convicts were methodically guided. The
training of lecturers and professionally qualified
personnel in the field of social-psychological
training was methodically coordinated with the
aim of orienting them to the performance of spe-
cial educational procedures in the treatment of
convicts” (ZRGR ZVIS - Commentary, Order
No. 26/2005).

The last category that came up as an output
of our coding and data analysis is communica-
tion. Communication itself runs through all the
categories and plays a role in each. However,
as a category in its own right, communication
encompasses different types of communication.
This includes internal communication within
the working professional team of the CISW, as
well as in the context of working with a client
in a prison setting. Then there is external com-
munication, which the social worker also helps
to provide; this communication takes place be-
tween the client in the SVSO and external orga-
nizations, family and friends. Lastly, we include
family communication when the convicted per-
son interacts with his/her relatives, acquaintanc-
es and children (Neszmery, 2019).

Pic. 5 Communication

Category Javas

IV. COMUNICATION internal

—

external

—1

familiar

-

Phenomena

collaboration, experts

organisation, family, friends

near, children

Source: own processing

Communication as a separate category does
not contain any recurring phenomena that would
point us to something specific. However, it also
contains phenomena such as organizations, ex-
perts and cooperation, among others. We can
place all these phenomena in the official domain,
and on this basis we can assume that the main
aspect in the category of communication is the

professional, official communication itself. Ac-
cording to what was reported, we present the
following:

Communication as such is an essential part
of life. With the help of communication, we can
progress in life and solve everything necessary.
However, convicts experience a disadvantage
in this regard. They need the help of a social
worker when communicating outside the VTOS,
whether it be formal or informal. Communica-
tion with the authorities, organizations and even
family is extremely difficult, and the wait for
a result is often long. On this basis, we argue
that convicts are at a considerable disadvantage
when it comes to external communication.

We support our assertions with literature
from Leskova, who draws similar conclusions.
“Communication/correspondence between the
client and the institutions is difficult, as institu-
tions are often unwilling to accept and discuss
assistance directly with the client who needs it
based on the recommendation of the social pro-
bation officer alone” (Leskova, 2013, p. 113).

Conclusion

The aim of the empirical exploration in the
present study was the position of the forensic
social worker in the prison environment. In the
theoretical definition part, we discussed the so-
cial worker carrying out his/her work in the pris-
on environment, his/her possibilities in carrying
out forensic social work and the limitations that
restrict his/her performance. Thus, we have de-
fined the activity of the social worker in the con-
text of penitentiary practice. The results of our
research yielded findings that reflected theory
and yielded insights that the theory itself did not
provide. Thus, the possibilities of work perfor-
mance in both of the aforementioned directions
are defined theoretically and supported by the
research part of the thesis. The limitations relat-
ed to forensic social work in the prison system
were found mainly in three directions, which are
the qualification of the workers, the compliance
with the legal framework and the adherence to
the code of ethics. These limitations were also
confirmed in the research conducted, as the re-
spondents pointed out these three directions in
the limitations they felt in their performance in
the prison environment. No other limitations
were identified that would affect the perfor-
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mance and operation of forensic social work in
the prison setting.
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