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ABSTRACT 

 

This article critically examines the indispensable role of social support networks in shaping the post-incarceration lives 
of individuals transitioning from prison back into society. The period following release is fraught with significant 
challenges, including securing stable housing and employment, addressing health needs, and overcoming the pervasive 
stigma associated with incarceration, all of which contribute to high rates of recidivism. Drawing upon a comprehensive 
review of existing literature, this study synthesizes findings on various forms of social support—familial, peer-based, and 
community-level—and their profound impact on successful reintegration. The analysis highlights that robust social ties 
are critical facilitators of desistance from crime, improved physical and mental health outcomes, and enhanced 
community integration. Despite these recognized benefits, formerly incarcerated individuals often face substantial 
barriers in accessing and maintaining supportive networks due to systemic issues and the stigma of their past. This article 
advocates for integrated, holistic, and culturally sensitive interventions that prioritize strengthening social support 
networks as a cornerstone of effective reentry programs, ultimately fostering sustainable rehabilitation and reducing 
recidivism. 

Keywords: Social Support, Post-Incarceration, Reentry, Recidivism, Rehabilitation, Community Integration, Family Support, 
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INTRODUCTION 

The transition from incarceration back into society is a 

complex and often arduous journey, fraught with 

multifaceted challenges that significantly impact an 

individual's ability to successfully reintegrate and desist 

from criminal activity [1, 2, 3, 4]. Formerly incarcerated 

individuals frequently encounter formidable barriers, 

including securing stable housing, obtaining meaningful 

employment, accessing adequate healthcare, and 

overcoming the pervasive social stigma associated with 

their criminal records [5, 6, 7, 8, 9, 10, 11, 12, 13, 14, 15, 16, 

17, 18, 19, 20, 21, 22, 23, 24, 25, 26, 27, 28, 29, 30, 31, 32, 

33, 34, 35, 36, 37, 38, 39, 40, 41, 42]. These obstacles 

collectively contribute to alarmingly high rates of 

recidivism, perpetuating a cycle of incarceration that 

carries immense social and economic costs for individuals, 

families, and communities [1, 2, 3, 4]. 

Central to navigating these challenges and fostering 

successful reentry is the availability and quality of social 

support networks [1, 2, 3]. Social support, broadly defined 

as the provision of psychological and material resources by 

others, can manifest in various forms: emotional support 

(empathy, love, trust), instrumental support (tangible aid, 

services), and informational support (advice, guidance) [2, 

16, 17, 20]. For individuals transitioning from prison, these 

networks can serve as a vital buffer against the stressors of 

reentry, providing essential resources, fostering a sense of 

belonging, and promoting pro-social behaviors [1, 2, 3]. 

Despite the intuitive understanding of its importance, a 

comprehensive synthesis of how different types of social 

support networks specifically shape post-incarceration 

life—influencing everything from health outcomes to 

employment stability and desistance from crime—is crucial 

for developing effective reentry strategies. This article aims 

to critically examine the multifaceted role and profound 

importance of social support networks in shaping the post-

prison lives of formerly incarcerated individuals. By 

synthesizing existing literature, it seeks to highlight the 

benefits derived from robust social ties, identify the 

persistent challenges in accessing such support, and 

advocate for integrated approaches that prioritize 

strengthening these networks as a cornerstone of successful 

rehabilitation and community reintegration. 

 

2. Literature Review 

The concept of social support is fundamental to 

understanding human well-being and adaptation, 

particularly in times of significant life transition such as 

release from incarceration [2, 16, 17, 20]. Social support 

networks provide emotional, instrumental, and 

informational resources that can buffer stress, promote 

positive coping mechanisms, and facilitate successful 

reintegration into society [2, 16, 17, 20]. 

 

2.1 Forms and Impact of Social Support Networks 
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• Family Support: Familial social support is 

consistently identified as a critical factor in the 

successful reentry of formerly incarcerated 

individuals [1, 14]. Strong family ties can provide 

immediate housing, financial assistance, 

emotional stability, and a sense of belonging, all of 

which are crucial for navigating the initial 

challenges of post-prison life [1, 14]. Fahmy and 

Wallace (2019) specifically highlight the positive 

influence of familial social support on the physical 

health of individuals during reentry, underscoring 

its broad impact [14]. Ajmal and Arshad (2024) 

further emphasize the role of family and other 

social institutions for the restoration, 

reintegration, and social support of ex-prisoners, 

particularly in contexts like Punjab, Pakistan [1]. 

However, the caregiver trauma associated with a 

family member's incarceration can also impact 

family dynamics and the support they can provide 

[11]. 

• Peer Support: The emergence of peer support 

programs, where formerly incarcerated 

individuals provide guidance, mentorship, and 

empathy to those newly released, has gained 

significant traction [3, 6, 7, 8, 10, 21]. These 

programs leverage the unique lived experiences of 

peers to build trust, reduce self-stigma, and offer 

practical advice on navigating the complexities of 

reentry [6, 7, 8, 10, 21]. Bellamy et al. (2019) note 

that peer support "on the inside and outside" can 

build lives and reduce recidivism, especially for 

individuals with mental illness returning from jail 

[3]. Boles et al. (2022) describe the evolution of 

peer support groups for formerly incarcerated 

people, emphasizing the "us helping us" 

philosophy [6]. Brown (2024) further investigates 

key elements of peer support programs focused on 

recovery and reentry in community-based 

organizations [7]. Hyde et al. (2022) provide 

findings from a prospective study on an intensive 

peer support intervention for veterans with a 

history of incarceration, demonstrating its 

effectiveness in enhancing community integration 

[21]. Matthews et al. (2020) also highlight how 

peer mentoring, structure, and self-empowerment 

play a critical role in desistance [28]. 

• Community Support and Organizations: 

Community-based organizations (CBOs) and local 

initiatives play a vital role in providing a range of 

reintegration resources, including housing 

assistance, employment services, and social 

programs [9, 10, 11, 12, 15, 22, 23, 24, 25]. 

Christian (2022) discusses the promise and 

challenge of local initiatives that support reentry 

and reintegration [10]. Doleac (2018) reviews 

literature on strategies to productively 

reincorporate the formerly incarcerated into 

communities [13]. Organizations like the 

Humanitarian Legal Assistance Foundation (HLAF) 

actively facilitate forums on reintegrating former 

persons deprived of liberty back into the 

community [22]. Goodstein (2019) examines the 

role of employers in the reintegration process [18], 

while McLemore and Warner Hand (2017) present 

a case study of innovative reentry employment 

programs [29]. Halushka (2020) explores the 

challenges of poverty survival after prison, 

highlighting the role of welfare and punishment 

[20]. 

 

2.2 Impact on Recidivism and Desistance Social support 

is a cornerstone of desistance theory, which posits that 

strong social ties and integration into pro-social networks 

are crucial for individuals to move away from criminal 

behavior [12, 26]. Chouhy et al. (2020) propose a social 

support theory of desistance, emphasizing its role in 

sustained behavioral change [12]. Berghuis (2018) provides 

a systematic review and meta-analysis of reentry programs 

for adult male offender recidivism and reintegration, often 

highlighting the role of social support [4]. Bowman and 

Travis (2012) explore prisoner reentry and recidivism from 

the perspectives of formerly incarcerated individuals and 

service providers [9]. Nickerson (2023) provides a general 

overview of recidivism, its causes, and examples [30]. 

 

2.3 Impact on Health and Well-being Beyond reducing 

recidivism, social support significantly impacts the physical 

and mental health of formerly incarcerated individuals. The 

self-stigma of incarceration can have a profound impact on 

health and community integration [5]. Arabyat and Raisch 

(2019) demonstrate relationships between 

social/emotional support and quality of life, depression, and 

disability in patients with chronic obstructive pulmonary 

disease, a concept transferable to the health challenges faced 

by those in reentry [2]. Gilchrist et al. (2022) explore health 

and social service accessibility for young people with 

problematic substance use exiting prison, highlighting the 

need for support [17]. LePage et al. (2020) discuss blending 

traditional vocational services and individualized placement 

and support for formerly incarcerated veterans, addressing 

both employment and well-being [27]. 

 

2.4 Challenges in Obtaining and Maintaining Social 

Support Despite the clear benefits, formerly incarcerated 

individuals face significant barriers to accessing and 

maintaining positive social support networks: 

• Stigma of Incarceration: The pervasive stigma 

associated with a criminal record can lead to social 
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exclusion, discrimination in housing and 

employment, and a reluctance from potential 

supporters to engage [5, 15, 22, 23, 24]. Keene et 

al. (2018) discuss navigating limited and uncertain 

access to subsidized housing after prison, a direct 

consequence of stigma [23]. Kılıç and Tuysuz 

(2024) explore the broader challenges of 

reintegrating ex-offenders into society [24]. 

• Weak Social Safety Nets: Inadequate social safety 

net policies can exacerbate regional and racial 

inequality, disproportionately affecting formerly 

incarcerated individuals and limiting their access 

to essential resources and support [15]. 

• Disrupted Family Ties: Long periods of 

incarceration can strain or sever family 

relationships, making it difficult to re-establish 

supportive bonds upon release [14]. 

• Limited Pro-social Networks: Individuals may 

return to environments where their pre-

incarceration social networks were largely pro-

criminal, making it challenging to form new, pro-

social connections [26]. 

• Timing of Support: Klyver et al. (2018) explore 

the importance of social support timing for 

persistence in nascent entrepreneurship, a 

concept transferable to reentry, suggesting that 

the effectiveness of instrumental and emotional 

support can vary depending on when it is provided 

[26]. 

The literature collectively underscores that while social 

support is a powerful catalyst for successful reentry, 

systemic barriers and individual circumstances often 

impede its availability, necessitating targeted and 

comprehensive interventions. 

 

3. METHODOLOGY 

This study employs a conceptual review and synthesis 

methodology to examine the role and importance of social 

support networks in shaping post-prison life. This 

approach is suitable for integrating findings from a broad 

range of existing literature, identifying overarching 

themes, and developing a comprehensive understanding of 

the phenomenon without conducting new empirical 

research. 

 

3.1 Research Design A qualitative synthesis approach was 

utilized, focusing on identifying, analyzing, and 

interpreting key concepts and findings from the existing 

body of knowledge. This design allowed for the 

development of a nuanced understanding of the complex 

interplay between different forms of social support and 

various outcomes in the reentry process. 

 

3.2 Data Sources The "data" for this study consisted of 

published academic and professional literature, including: 

• Peer-Reviewed Journal Articles: Research 

articles focusing on prisoner reentry, recidivism, 

social support, community integration, mental 

health, and employment outcomes for formerly 

incarcerated individuals. 

• Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses: 

Comprehensive syntheses of research on reentry 

programs, social support interventions, and 

desistance from crime. 

• Books and Book Chapters: Foundational texts and 

scholarly contributions on criminology, sociology, 

public health, and social work related to 

incarceration and reentry. 

• Reports from Government Agencies and Non-

Governmental Organizations (NGOs): Policy 

briefs, program evaluations, and white papers from 

organizations involved in criminal justice reform 

and reentry services. 

The literature review section (Section 2) provides a 

representative sample of the types of sources consulted. 

 

3.3 Data Collection Procedure The "data collection" 

involved a systematic and iterative process of literature 

search and review: 

• Keyword Search: Utilizing academic databases 

(e.g., PubMed, PsycINFO, Web of Science, JSTOR, 

Google Scholar) and relevant organizational 

websites with keywords such as: "social support," 

"reentry," "post-incarceration," "recidivism," 

"desistance," "family support," "peer support," 

"community integration," "formerly incarcerated," 

"ex-offenders," "rehabilitation," "stigma," "health 

after prison," and "employment after prison." 

• Snowballing: Examining the reference lists of 

highly relevant articles, systematic reviews, and 

foundational texts to identify additional pertinent 

literature. 

• Inclusion Criteria: Articles were selected based on 

their direct relevance to the role of social support 

networks in the lives of individuals after prison. No 

specific date range was strictly enforced to ensure 

inclusion of foundational and contemporary 

research, but preference was given to more recent 

studies where available. 

• Critical Reading: Engaging in critical reading of 

each piece of literature to identify core arguments, 

key constructs, empirical findings, theoretical 

propositions, and practical implications related to 

social support in reentry. 

This iterative process ensured a comprehensive coverage of 

the topic, allowing for the identification of major themes and 

persistent challenges. 



FRONTIERS IN SOCIAL THOUGHTS AND HUMANITY 
 

pg. 12  

3.4 Data Analysis and Synthesis The "data analysis" 

involved a multi-stage process of conceptual analysis and 

thematic synthesis: 

1. Familiarization: Thoroughly reading and re-

reading all selected articles to gain a 

comprehensive understanding of the content. 

2. Initial Coding: Identifying and coding segments of 

text that pertained to different forms of social 

support, their perceived benefits, and the 

challenges associated with their provision or 

reception. 

3. Searching for Themes: Grouping related codes 

into broader, overarching themes and sub-themes 

(e.g., "Impact on Recidivism," "Health Outcomes," 

"Community Integration," "Barriers to Support"). 

4. Reviewing Themes: Refining and defining the 

themes, ensuring they were distinct, coherent, and 

accurately represented the insights from the 

literature. This involved checking for consistency 

and identifying any contradictory findings. 

5. Synthesizing Findings: Integrating the identified 

themes to construct a coherent narrative that 

addressed the research questions. This involved 

explaining the mechanisms through which social 

support operates and highlighting the interplay 

between different types of support. 

6. Identifying Gaps and Implications: Pinpointing 

areas where research is lacking and drawing out 

practical implications for policy and intervention 

based on the synthesized evidence. 

This analytical process aimed to provide a robust 

conceptual framework for understanding the crucial role 

of social support in shaping post-prison life. Statistical 

software (e.g., Nardi, 2018 for survey research [30]) was 

not used, as this was a qualitative conceptual review. 

 

4. RESULTS 

The synthesis of the reviewed literature reveals a 

consistent pattern regarding the crucial role of social 

support networks in shaping the post-incarceration lives of 

individuals. The findings highlight various forms of 

support, their benefits across multiple domains, and the 

persistent challenges encountered by formerly 

incarcerated individuals in accessing and maintaining 

these vital networks. 

 

4.1 Forms of Social Support in Post-Prison Life The 

literature identifies several key forms of social support 

critical for successful reentry: 

• Familial Support: This includes emotional, 

instrumental (e.g., housing, financial aid), and 

informational support from immediate and 

extended family members [1, 14]. Family is often 

the first point of contact and a primary source of 

stability upon release [1, 14]. 

• Peer Support: Support provided by other formerly 

incarcerated individuals who share similar lived 

experiences. This can occur through formal peer 

mentoring programs or informal networks [3, 6, 7, 

8, 10, 21, 28]. 

• Community-Based Organizational Support: 

Formal support provided by non-profit 

organizations, faith-based groups, and government 

agencies offering a range of services such as 

housing assistance, employment training, mental 

health services, and legal aid [10, 13, 22, 27]. 

• Friendship Networks: Pro-social friends can 

provide emotional support, positive influence, and 

practical assistance, contributing to a sense of 

belonging and reducing isolation [20]. 

• Workplace Support: Support from employers and 

colleagues, which can be crucial for employment 

stability and integration into a pro-social 

environment [18, 25]. Jolly et al. (2021) provide an 

integrative review of social support at work, 

highlighting its importance for organizational 

behavior [25]. 

•  

4.2 Benefits of Social Support Networks Robust social 

support networks yield significant benefits across various 

domains of post-incarceration life: 

• Reduced Recidivism and Enhanced Desistance: 

Strong social ties, particularly to pro-social family 

and community members, are consistently linked to 

lower rates of re-offending [12, 26]. Social support 

facilitates desistance by providing a sense of 

accountability, fostering pro-social identities, and 

offering alternatives to criminal behavior [12]. 

• Improved Physical and Mental Health 

Outcomes: Social support acts as a buffer against 

stress and trauma, leading to better physical and 

mental health [2, 5, 14, 21]. Formerly incarcerated 

individuals often face significant health challenges, 

including chronic conditions and mental illness, and 

support networks can facilitate access to care and 

promote well-being [5, 14, 17, 21]. 

• Greater Community Integration: Support 

networks help individuals integrate into their 

communities by providing opportunities for social 

engagement, civic participation, and a sense of 

belonging [5, 21]. This counters the isolation often 

experienced post-release. 

• Increased Employment and Housing Stability: 

Instrumental support from family and CBOs, along 

with connections to pro-social networks, can 

significantly improve access to stable housing and 
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employment opportunities, which are critical for 

long-term success [18, 23, 27, 29]. 

• Reduced Self-Stigma: Peer support, in particular, 

helps individuals cope with and reduce the self-

stigma associated with incarceration, fostering a 

more positive self-identity and promoting 

recovery [5, 6]. 

 

4.3 Challenges in Accessing and Maintaining Social 

Support Despite the clear benefits, formerly incarcerated 

individuals face significant barriers: 

• Stigma of Incarceration: The pervasive societal 

stigma attached to a criminal record leads to 

discrimination in housing, employment, and social 

interactions, making it difficult to form or re-

establish positive social ties [5, 15, 22, 23, 24]. 

• Weak Social Safety Nets: Inadequate 

government welfare and safety net policies 

exacerbate the challenges of reentry, 

disproportionately affecting formerly 

incarcerated individuals and limiting their access 

to essential resources and support systems [15, 

20]. 

• Disrupted Family and Pro-social Ties: Long 

periods of incarceration can strain or sever family 

relationships, and individuals may return to 

communities where their existing social networks 

are largely pro-criminal, making it challenging to 

build new pro-social connections [14, 26]. 

• Limited Resources of Support Providers: 

Community organizations and peer support 

programs, while highly effective, often operate 

with limited funding and resources, restricting 

their capacity to serve all who need assistance [7]. 

• Navigating Bureaucracy: Formerly incarcerated 

individuals often struggle to navigate complex 

bureaucratic systems to access available support 

services, leading to frustration and disengagement 

[23]. 

These results consistently demonstrate that social support 

is a powerful protective factor in post-prison life, but its 

effectiveness is often hampered by systemic and individual 

barriers that require targeted intervention. 

 

5. DISCUSSION 

The synthesized findings unequivocally underscore the 

critical and multifaceted role of social support networks in 

shaping the post-incarceration lives of individuals. The 

evidence strongly suggests that access to and engagement 

with robust social ties—whether familial, peer-based, or 

community-driven—are not merely beneficial but are 

indispensable for successful reentry, promoting desistance 

from crime, improving health outcomes, and fostering 

genuine community integration. This aligns with and 

strengthens the social support theory of desistance, which 

posits that positive social bonds are central to an 

individual's ability to move away from criminal behavior 

[12]. 

The distinct contributions of various support forms are 

noteworthy. Familial support provides an immediate 

foundation of stability and emotional connection, crucial for 

the initial shock of release [1, 14]. Peer support, leveraging 

shared lived experiences, offers a unique form of empathy 

and practical guidance that can effectively combat the 

pervasive self-stigma of incarceration and foster a sense of 

belonging among those who feel marginalized [3, 5, 6, 7, 8, 

10, 21, 28]. Community-based organizations fill critical gaps 

by providing structured resources and pathways to 

employment and housing, acting as vital bridges between 

individuals and the broader society [10, 13, 22, 27]. The 

interplay between these forms of support is often 

synergistic; for instance, family support can facilitate 

engagement with community programs, and peer support 

can strengthen an individual's resolve to maintain pro-social 

ties. 

However, the discussion must also critically address the 

persistent and often systemic challenges that impede 

formerly incarcerated individuals from accessing and 

maintaining these vital networks. The pervasive stigma 

associated with incarceration remains a formidable barrier, 

leading to social exclusion and discrimination in 

fundamental areas like housing and employment [5, 23, 24]. 

This stigma not only affects how society perceives and treats 

individuals but also contributes to self-stigma, which can 

undermine self-efficacy and motivation for change [5]. 

Furthermore, weak social safety nets and inadequate 

governmental support exacerbate existing inequalities, 

making it exceptionally difficult for individuals to rebuild 

their lives without a robust support system [15, 20]. The 

disruption of positive family ties during incarceration and 

the potential return to pro-criminal social networks also 

present significant hurdles that require targeted 

interventions. 

The findings highlight that successful reentry is not solely 

about individual effort but is deeply intertwined with the 

social ecology surrounding the individual. Policies and 

programs that focus exclusively on individual deficits 

without addressing the systemic barriers to social support 

are likely to have limited impact. Therefore, a holistic 

approach that actively builds, strengthens, and sustains 

social support networks is paramount. This includes 

initiatives that support family reunification, expand and 

fund peer-led programs, and bolster community-based 

organizations that provide comprehensive reentry services. 

Moreover, broader societal efforts to reduce the stigma of 

incarceration and strengthen social safety nets are essential 

to create an environment where social support can truly 

flourish. The timing and nature of support are also crucial, 
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as highlighted by research on entrepreneurial persistence 

[26], suggesting that support needs to be tailored and 

sustained throughout the reentry process. 

 

6. CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

This study has critically examined the indispensable role of 

social support networks in shaping the post-incarceration 

lives of individuals. The synthesis of existing literature 

unequivocally demonstrates that familial, peer-based, and 

community-level support are crucial facilitators of 

desistance from crime, improved physical and mental 

health outcomes, and enhanced community integration. 

Despite these profound benefits, formerly incarcerated 

individuals face significant and often systemic barriers, 

including pervasive stigma and weak social safety nets, in 

accessing and maintaining these vital networks. 

The study concludes that social support is not merely a 

supplementary aid but a fundamental determinant of 

successful reentry and rehabilitation. Effective post-prison 

life hinges on the deliberate creation and nurturing of 

robust, pro-social support networks. Without 

comprehensive strategies that prioritize and facilitate 

these connections, efforts to reduce recidivism and foster 

genuine reintegration will remain significantly hampered. 

Based on these findings, the following recommendations 

are put forth: 

 

For Policy Makers and Government Agencies: 

1. Invest in Comprehensive Reentry Programs: 

Prioritize and significantly increase funding for 

integrated reentry programs that explicitly 

incorporate robust social support components, 

including family reunification services, peer 

mentorship, and community-based resource 

navigation. 

2. Strengthen Social Safety Nets: Implement and 

expand policies that strengthen social safety nets 

(e.g., housing assistance, unemployment benefits, 

healthcare access) to provide a stable foundation 

for formerly incarcerated individuals, reducing 

the immediate pressures that can undermine 

social ties. 

3. Address Stigma and Discrimination: Develop 

and fund public awareness campaigns to reduce 

the stigma associated with incarceration and 

implement policies that prohibit discrimination in 

employment, housing, and public services for 

formerly incarcerated individuals. 

4. Support Family Engagement: Create and fund 

programs that support families of incarcerated 

individuals, preparing them for reentry and 

providing resources to cope with the challenges of 

supporting a returning family member. 

For Correctional Facilities and Reentry Service 

Providers: 

1. Integrate Peer Support: Embed peer support 

programs within correctional facilities and as a core 

component of post-release services, leveraging the 

unique insights and credibility of formerly 

incarcerated individuals. 

2. Facilitate Family Connections: Implement 

programs within prisons that facilitate and 

maintain positive family connections (e.g., family 

visitation programs, parenting classes, 

communication support) to strengthen these vital 

networks pre-release. 

3. Community Linkages: Establish strong linkages 

with community-based organizations and local 

initiatives to ensure seamless transitions and 

immediate access to support services upon release. 

4. Trauma-Informed Care: Ensure that all reentry 

services, including those focused on social support, 

are delivered through a trauma-informed lens, 

recognizing the complex histories of individuals 

involved in the justice system. 

For Communities and Civil Society Organizations: 

1. Foster Welcoming Communities: Actively 

promote welcoming and inclusive community 

environments that reduce stigma and provide 

opportunities for formerly incarcerated individuals 

to participate in social and civic life. 

2. Expand Volunteer and Mentorship Programs: 

Develop and expand volunteer and mentorship 

programs that connect community members with 

individuals in reentry, fostering pro-social 

relationships and providing informal support. 

3. Advocate for Systemic Change: Continue to 

advocate for systemic changes that address the root 

causes of incarceration and the barriers to 

successful reentry, promoting a more just and 

equitable society. 

By implementing these comprehensive and integrated 

recommendations, society can move towards a more 

effective and humane approach to reentry, recognizing that 

strong social support networks are not just a benefit, but a 

fundamental right and a cornerstone of lasting 

rehabilitation. 
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