Chapter 3 – Methodology
3.1 Introduction
This chapter will now focus on the methodology, and how it is used to investigate the issue of overcrowding within the United Kingdom’s prison system, and how it has contributed to the current crisis faced by the justice system across the entirety of the country. This chapter will clearly explain how the initial research was conducted, how it was collected, and how it was processed and analysed. Ultimately, the purpose of this chapter is to clearly explain how the research was carried out.
The research itself aims to explore the general public (including professionals) views and perceptions around the issue of prison overcrowding, and its impacts on every aspect of prison life; including living conditions, reoffending, rehabilitation, and government reform policies. 

3.2 Research Strategy
3.2.1 Research Approach
For this study a quantitative research strategy was chosen, alongside the use of an online survey (specifically; Microsoft Forms) acting as the primary method of data collection. Quantitative research can be best described as a method that is used to track events that have an impact on the sample group (Sreekumar, 2023), in this scenario being the general public. In this study, a variety of numerical data is gathered using the survey questionnaire and then statistically examined to compile, contrast, and display correlations between data.
This approach is appropriate for this type of research simply because it enables the measurement of perceptions and attitudes relating to prison overcrowding across a broad sample. This is important because of the aims of the study, being to examine the trends in public and professional opinion rather than individual experiences.
In addition to the quantitative survey, this research will also include a qualitative component, which Tenny et al (2022, p.1) describes as being a type of research that compared to that of quantitative research is more open-ended, and which answers cannot simply be categorised into numbers. Therefore the qualitative component will consist of three semi-structured interviews, to say that questions will be pre-planned, however the structure of response lies in that of the person being interviewed. These three interviews will be conducted with serving prison officers and will mainly consist of experiences of issues in the prison service, such as prison overcrowding, staff welfare and rehabilitation delivery. All questions will be structured in a manner where the person being interviewed acknowledges they are able to not answer any question they do not wish to answer, and that they do not have to give a reason why.

3.2.2 Justification of Research Strategy
The use of a mixed strategy, namely both a quantitative and qualitative research approach is appropriate for the understanding of complex social issues, such as that of prison overcrowding. By gathering views and perspectives from the general public it is possible to sense the greater feelings towards the issues stemming from within the prison service, and from outside of it. By integrating a qualitative aspect into this research, being the three interviews, it is possible to gain quality perspectives from within the system itself, something that isn’t possible by surveying most members of the public.
Having all three interviews being conducted on consenting current prison officers addresses the issue of a lack of first-hand accounts by the public on key issues such as overcrowding, and how this effects life within prisons. Effects which, Nacro (2024) describes as consisting of an impact to both physical and mental health of prisoners, a shortage of staffing which leads to increased violence and aggression, a compromised rehabilitation system, and a delay in cases from the justice system. All of these are examples of what the public don’t see, ensuring that seeking information from within is paramount.

3.3 Data Collection
3.3.1 Data Sources
This study uses primary data as its main source of research, consisting of two methods; being an online survey accessible to all members of the general public, and three separate semi structured interviews with serving prison officers. Wagh (2025) references primary data as data that has been collected by the researcher themselves, noting how research can be conducted via surveys, interviews, and experiments. 
For both the survey and the triple interviews, a purposive sampling method will be used. According to Palinkas et al (2015) purposive sampling essentially involves selecting participants for, in this case a survey and a series of interviews, based on relevant experience or knowledge on the topic at hand. Survey participants were chosen based on their age, being over the age of 18, and being a member of the general public. Whilst the interviews were established due to their relevant experience, being current prison officers.
3.3.2 Survey Method
The online survey was created specifically with the general public in mind and shared via social media platforms. The survey itself consisted mostly of ten closed-ended questions, with four open-ended questions added throughout in order for a better justification of opinion. The questions consisted of topics such as general knowledge on the current state of the prison system, prison overcrowding, rehabilitation, reoffending, and confidence in government reforms. It was made clear at the start of the survey that participation was completely voluntary, and that all information related to them was to be kept confidential and anonymous.
3.3.3 Interview Method
Three semi-structured interviews were conducted on three different prison officers, all at separate times to ensure that information was genuine to themselves. DeJonckheere et al (2019) explains how a semi-structured interview is essentially a interview conducted by a flexible script, in the case of the interviews that were conducted on part with this research a script was created with a list of questions and topics to substantiate the conversation. This style of interview was chosen as it would add flexibility to the discussion, and that it would allow the person being interviewed to expand on key topics and issues whilst ensuring consistency across all three interviews.

3.4 Data Analysis
3.4.1 Quantitative Data Analysis (Survey Method)
Survey data was analysed using descriptive statistical techniques, which Hayes (2025) describes as summarising numerical data using simple measures such as averages and frequencies. In the case of the survey, this will consist of identifying dominant trends and patterns in perceptions related to prison overcrowding.
3.4.2 Qualitative Data Analysis (Interview Method)
Interview data was analysed using thematic analysis. Ahmed et al (2025) describes thematic analysis as being a qualitative method that is used to identify and analyse common patterns and themes within data, such as that of interviews. Ahmed explains how this involves carefully reviewing the data to identify recurring themes, ideas, and meanings.
The findings of the interviews were then compared with that of the survey to identify areas of convergence and divergence between that of public perceptions and professional perceptions.

3.5 Limitations and Potential Hurdles
The main limitation with the qualitative component is the small number of interview participants, this acts to restrict the broader understanding of all issues within the prison service as is localised through the experiences of just three people. However, the purpose of this research is not to gain a complete understanding of every single issue currently effecting the prison service, but to provide insight into some of the more challenging.
Access to prison staff also presented a limitation, especially in the sensitivity of the topic. This was mitigated by implementing complete confidentiality and anonymity for the interview participants, ensuring they could speak freely without fear of repercussions.
Time constraints by prison staff was also another obstacle, with time constraints faced by professionals. This was resolved in ensuring that the interview was conducted at the grace of the person being interviewed, and that it was set at a time that best worked for them.
The quantitative aspect was limited by the small amount of people who could access it, as word of mouth and online posting could only go so far. 

3.6 Statement of Worth
The methodology, as listed in its entirety in this chapter, provides us with a structured and credible approach to examining the issue of prison overcrowding. It is a research topic on this issue seen through the lens of both members of the general public and professionals working throughout the prison service, because of this the study is able to encapsulate not only broad perceptions but also operational realities of life behind the walls of prison – something that is alien to most members of the public.
The design of the research, being a design built on being mixed in different methods, enhances the overall depth and relevance of the research findings. This allows for a better understanding of the gap between public opinion, professional experience, and academic debate. Despite acknowledged limitation as stated above, the methodology of this study is appropriate to the research aims and objectives as it produces findings that are meaningful and transparent. Because of this, this study offers real world value; evidence to inform future decision making, policy development, and reforms that are crucially aimed at addressing the crisis of prison overcrowding in a much more effective and sustainable manner.
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