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Abstract

This report represents an analysis and evaluation of the current climate of the British prison system. This analysis shows the dual and sustained issues of overcrowding and understaffing and its wider impact on both the prison system and the general public. Findings highlights how these pressures have contributed to an increased level of violence, reduced rehabilitation, and declining operational effectiveness. Recommendations suggests a greater focus on staffing retention, safety, wellbeing, and increased investment into prison infrastructure.
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Chapter 1 – Introduction
1.1 Background

Prison overcrowding is the most significant and persistent of challenges confronting the United Kingdom’s criminal justice system. The enormity of the issue can be seen in relation to data published by the Ministry of Justice (2013) which evidently shows that the majority of prisons within the United Kingdom are at their fullest capacity, with numbers increasing year on year.
The issue of overcrowding has lasting and impactful effects on all aspects of prison life, as it “tends to mean a reduction in the quality of the services offered to them (prisoners), as it puts a strain on prison capacity” (Raffaelli, 2017, p. 4), this is then to say that services such as that of living conditions, inmate wellbeing, rehabilitation programs and even the safety of staff are all hampered and disrupted. The mental drain of living conditions within overcrowded prisons can best be put into words by MacDonald (2018, p.1) who states how “overcrowded prisons can lead to insanity, violent conditions that are harmful to the physical and mental well-being of prisoners”. Conditions such as these create unsafe environments that can be harmful, stressful, and counterproductive to the goals of reform and reintegration.
Despite repeated efforts by the government to reduce prison populations and improve  conditions, the issue of overcrowding persists. For example, the labour government’s controversial plans announced in September 2024 proposed “releasing eligible prisoners on licence into the community after they have served 40% of their sentence” (Brader, 2024, p.1).
The importance of understanding overcrowding extends beyond operational concerns. It touches upon fundamental issues of human rights, social justice, and public safety. Prisoners in overcrowded prisons as a fact experience “(exacerbated) health and wellbeing issues … and limited mental health support” (Parliament, 2025, p. 5), resulting in increased issues with mental health, tensions between prisoners and staff, and opportunities for effective rehabilitation being significantly decreased. These factors not only affect prisoners, but have wider implications for communities, particularly as high rates of reoffending undermine public safety and confidence in the justice system.

1.2 Research Focus

This study focuses on examining how overcrowding has contributed to the current crisis in British prisons. While overcrowding has been discussed extensively in theoretical and policy literature such as that of King et al (2021) who draws connection between overcrowding, resource constraints and political decision makings and others, there remains a need for research that systemically links overcrowding to outcomes such as mental health, rehabilitation effectiveness, reoffending, and the overall operation of the prison system.
The research narrows its scope to contemporary issues, looking primarily at recent trends and policy developments over the past two decades. It also aims to explore both public perceptions and professional perspectives, recognising that different stakeholders have distinct experiences and insight into the problem.
By examining how overcrowding impacts day-to-day functioning of prisons, the study highlights the broader consequences of systemic strain and explores the challenges facing those tasked with managing prison populations effectively.
Additionally, the research considers the demographic and social context of prison populations, acknowledging that certain groups may be disproportionately affected by overcrowding. Factors such as that of socioeconomic backgrounds, mental health status, and prior experiences with trauma often intersect with prison rates, creating vulnerabilities that further amplified in congested environments. This is supported by the Prison Reform Trust (2023).
The National Audit Office (2017a, p.1) highlight this concern, noting that “rates of self-harm and self-inflicted deaths in prisons have risen significantly in the last five years”, and emphasised that overall mental health and wellbeing among prisoners has deteriorated.

1.3 Aims and Objectives

The primary aim of this research is to investigate how overcrowding has contributed to the current prison crisis in the United Kingdom. It seeks to explore the extent to which overcrowding conditions impact quality of prison life, the delivery of rehabilitation, and the likelihood of resulting reoffending. Furthermore, it aims to evaluate how government policies and reform strategies have addressed the persistent issue of overcrowding, and to assess what lessons can be learned to improve future policy and practice.
Research Aim:
To examine the extent to which overcrowding contributes to the prison crisis in the United Kingdom, and to assess its effects on living conditions, rehabilitation, reoffending rates, and the effectiveness of government reform policies.
Research objectives:
1. To identify the key issues associated with overcrowding in UK prisons, exploring how it affects daily operations, staff welfare, and prisoner wellbeing.

2. To assess the impacts of overcrowding on rehabilitation, mental health, and reoffending, particularly how limited access to education, counselling, and purposeful activity influences prisoner outcomes.

3. To evaluate the role of government policies, management decisions, and financial constraints in shaping prison reforms, analysing how these factors contribute to or mitigate the problems of overcrowding.

4. To provide recommendations for policy and practice aimed at alleviating the effects of overcrowding and promoting more effective rehabilitation and reintegration strategies.


1.4 Research Methodology & Timescales

This research adopts a quantitative approach using an online survey to explore public perceptions of prison overcrowding in the UK. A quantitative approach method is suitable as it allows for a measurable data collection, enabling the identification of patterns and trends in public attitudes toward overcrowding, rehabilitation and government policy. (Lard Bucket, 2012, p. 8.1).
A purposive sampling framework will be used to gather responses from both members of the public and professionals working within the criminal justice system, such as prison officers, probation staff, and legal practitioners. Purposive sampling is appropriate for targeting specific groups relevant to the research aims, which is supported by Palinkas et al (2015), who highlight its usefulness for selecting participants with relevant experience. The survey will contain multiple choice questions distributed via social media and community platforms to reach a varied demographic.
Data will be analysed using descriptive statistics, including frequencies and averages, to identify key trends and relationships relevant to the research objectives. Ethical considerations will be observed throughout; participation will be voluntary, and responses will remain anonymous and confidential.

1.5 Value of the Research

This research is significant because it addresses a critical and ongoing issue within the United Kingdom’s criminal justice system: prison overcrowding.
By investigating how overcrowding affects living conditions, rehabilitation, and reoffending rates, the study provides insight into both the human and operational consequences of an overstretched prison system. Understanding these impacts is vital for developing policies and practices that protect the wellbeing of prisoners and staff while supporting broader societal goals of public safety, justice, and rehabilitation. 
Additionally, the research contributes to existing academic literature by examining the issue from both public and professional perspectives. While previous studies have focused on institutional data or isolated aspects of overcrowding, this study combines quantitative analysis of public perceptions with insights from criminal justice professionals. This dual perspective allows for better understanding of the problem and identifies potential gaps between policy intentions and real world outcomes.
Finally, the findings of this research have practical implications for policymakers, prison administrators, and rehabilitation service providers. By highlighting the key challenges associated with overcrowding and evaluating the effectiveness of current reforms, the study offers evidence based recommendations for improving prison management and enhancing rehabilitation programs. In doing so, it supports informed decision making aimed at creating a more effective, humane, and sustainable prison system.












Chapter 2 – Literature Review

2.1 Introduction

Prison overcrowding has long been identified as being one of the most pressing issues currently faced by the criminal justice system and the prison system in the United Kingdom. Existing literature backs up this claim, as it consistently highlights the ways in which overcrowding has lasting impacts on living conditions, rehabilitation, mental health, and broader societal outcomes. It poses a domino effect that touches every aspect of British society.
In addition to the practical challenges overcrowding produces, the issue is also often depicted in literature as a symptom of broader systemic flaws, including policy instability, growing sentencing duration, and little investment in alternative sanctions. Sources such as The Home Office (2025, p.35 - 37) usually highlight that overcrowding does not exist in isolation; rather, it interacts with personnel shortages, aged infrastructure, and restricted access to rehabilitative services, producing a cycle in which prisons become less safe and less successful at fulfilling their fundamental aims; to secure those which have hurt society, but also to rehabilitate.
This chapter critically reviews the key themes in both academic, and government based policy literature to establish what is known about the effects of overcrowding and where gaps in research continue to exist. This review is structured around the research objectives, examining the operational issues caused by overcrowding, its consequences for wellbeing and rehabilitation, the role of government policy, and the continued challenges that sustain the crisis.

2.2 Overcrowding and Operational Pressures in UK Prisons

A significant body of literature emphasises that operation strain is one of the earliest and most visible consequences of prison overcrowding. Rowland (2025) argues that in most cases within prisons across the UK, many basic requirements are not being met. Requirements such as having access to a shower and a hot meal are examples of which some prisoners are having to go without. Overcrowding leads to a diminished standard of care as resources are stretched way beyond intended limits, drastically reducing the ability of the prison system to maintain order.
The Ministry of Justice (2025, p.1) records weekly data from every prison in the United Kingdom and, as of the end of November 2025, the total operational capacity of the estate stands at 89,334, with a population of 87,332, leaving a headroom of only 2,002 spaces nationwide. This extremely limited buffer reflects a long standing trend. The Ministry of Justice (2013) had already reported that many prisons were operating at or above their operational capacity, and this pattern of sustained pressure has continued in the years since.
The Home Office (2025a, p.35 - 37) links operational strain to broader political and economic factors, arguing that under-investment, rising construction costs, and delays have slowed the expansion of prison capacity, implying that the wider issue of overcrowding is structurally caused. These systemic constraints indicate that overcrowding is not merely a temporary problem, but a persistent challenge embedded in the architecture and management of the prison system.
Historically, overcrowding has been exacerbated by sentencing practices that favour custodial sentences, being punishment by imprisonment, over community based alternatives, punishment outside of prison often by community service. Justice (2025, p.2) argues that increased sentence lengths, as well as more custodial sentences, stricter sentencing laws have all contributed to an “ever-growing prison population”, the result of which is a prison system that is chronically overstretched, with operational challenges such as insufficient staffing, limited room availability, and constrained access to essential services.
In September 2024, the Labour Government proposed a controversial measure to relieve pressures on the prison system, as the aforementioned Brader (2024) states: eligible prisoners would be released on licence after serving just 40% of their initial sentencing. Such a drastic measure reflects the fact that for many prison institutions, there is simply no margin for elasticity – even a minor surge in prisoner numbers could lead to immediate operational breakdown. Rather than rely on unused capacity, government policy is now forced to treat release as a tool for population control, showing that overcrowding is not a short-term problem but an ongoing issue that requires long term solutions. 
Staff shortages have further exacerbated operational strain. The Justice Committee (2025a) identifies that overcrowding has stretched the capabilities of prison officers. They comment on how a high turnover rate, a poor recruitment process, as well as limited professional development have all hindered day-to-day prison operations. As a result increasing the likelihood of unrest amongst prisoners and limiting the effectiveness of rehabilitation initiatives.
Some scholars argue that overcrowding reflects broader structural and political failures rather than isolated management issues. For instance, Armstrong (2020, p.85-105) highlights that many of the pressures experienced within prisons stem from deeper structural and managerial issues rather than purely logistical shortcomings. Their analysis shows how systemic factors, including sentence management practices, resource limitations, and institutional cultures have worked to create conditions in which overcrowding and its associated harms become entrenched features of the system rather than temporary challenges.
Moreover, overcrowding indirectly affects administrative and operational procedures, including that of basic appointments and meal delivery as referenced earlier by Rowland (2025). Minor disruptions caused by a congested system often ripple through prison operations, demonstrating the compounding nature of overcrowding; one bottleneck can have a cascading effect throughout the entire system.
In summary, overcrowding in the United Kingdom’s prisons creates operational pressures that extend well beyond just the numbers. Structural causes, historical sentencing trends, low headroom, staff shortages and administrative bottlenecks collectively demonstrate that overcrowding is both a symptom and a cause of systemic strain. Understanding these operational pressures is critical to framing the consequences for prisoner wellbeing, rehabilitation, and overall prison management, which will be explored in the following section.


2.3 Impact on Mental Health, Wellbeing, and Rehabilitation

A consistent theme across various sources of literature is the overwhelming effect that overcrowding has on prisoner wellbeing and mental health. Both previous sources, namely Rowland (2025) & the Home Office (2025, p.35 – 37) both speak of the downgrade of wellbeing under conditions of overcrowding. Another author, Toal (2025) comments on the issue of overcrowding on the mental wellbeing of prisoners, stating when prisons reach or come near their total capacity, it leads to negative implications. These negative implications include the downgrade of the prison’s safe operation, for the wellbeing, and for the rehabilitation of people within the prison. This is to say that overcrowding effects the most fundamental part of the prison service, the ability to reform its population ready for life outside its walls.
The National Audit Office (2017b, p.7) provides further evidence to the claim of overcrowding being a cause of a collapse of wellbeing in the prison system, reporting a significant rise in cases of self-harm and self-inflicted deaths within prisons. Their findings show that mental health concerns have worsened in facilities that are currently experiencing overcrowding, and also that an overstretched health service are unable to cope with the demand to provide adequate support under these conditions.
Similarly, research conducted by HM Inspectorate of Prisons (2024) indicates that the issue of overcrowding plays drastically on issues within prisons, it reduces services such as the amount of time prisoners have outside of their cells due to staffing pressures. This leads to a drastic reduction of mental wellbeing amongst prisoners. These findings reinforce the argument that overcrowding is not only a logistical issue but a humanitarian concern with far-reaching consequences.
Rehabilitation is also adversely affected. Overcrowding restricts access to education, counselling, and purposeful activities – all core components of any effective rehabilitation strategy (Justice Committee, 2025b). When prisoners are unable to engage meaningfully in rehabilitation programmes, the likelihood of reoffending upon release increases. This is supported by the Office of Justice Programmes (2013) analysis of 50 prison education studies, which found that prisoners who participated in rehabilitation programs are significantly less likely to return to prison compared with those who did not participate. This provides robust evidence that the absence of rehabilitation opportunities increases the risk of committing further crimes once released, reinforcing the argument that restricted access caused by overcrowding has long term negative consequences for both the prison system and public safety.
In addition to these documented effects, a growing body of literature highlights how overcrowding intensifies the feeling of isolation, tension, and fear among prisoners. In particular, Maha et al (2025, p.1-13) reports how from a study conducted across multiple countries, that overcrowding is associated with negative health outcomes such as increased rates of depression, self-harm, violence and other physical and mental health issues. This is amplified even further again in facilities seeing staff shortages. Reduced supervision and overstretched officers’ means that vulnerable prisoners receive less attention, increasing the likelihood of violence and bullying. Both come with increased negative implication for physical and mental wellbeing for those involved. 
Furthermore, overcrowding makes it much harder to create the stable and supportive environment that rehabilitation programmes need in order to work. Programmes that rely on regular attendance, consistency, and tailored support risk becoming fragmented when prisoners are frequently moved between facilities to manage prison pressures. As the Prison Reform Trust (2015) observed, “a constant stream of enforced prisoner movements … utterly divorced the requirements of sentence plans”, severely disrupting access to programmes designed to support reform. This instability leads to a loss of learning progression, disrupted treatment plans, and disengagement from support services. For prisoners with complex needs, such as those with substance misuse issues or neurodivergent conditions, the lack of sustained intervention greatly reduces the likelihood of successful reintegration.
The literature therefore consistently demonstrates that overcrowding not only produces immediate harm but also creates long-term barriers to rehabilitation and reintegration: two fundamental points of the prison service. The combined effects on mental health, safety, access to services, and programme continuity illustrates how overcrowding undermines the core purpose of the prison system. As a result, the consequences extend beyond prison walls, influencing reoffending rates, community safety, and public confidence in the ability of the criminal justice system to deliver meaningful reform.

2.4 Policy Responses, Government Decisions, and Systemic Constraints

Government responses to prison overcrowding have been wide-ranging but often inconsistent, with many policies focusing on immediate population pressures rather than long-term structural change. This can be seen in relation to the promise of expanded prisons, which the Committee of Public Accounts (2025) notes how only a small fraction of the promised new prison places have been delivered as of September of 2024. It notes how the HMPPS (His Majesty’s Prison and Probation Service) had delivered just 6,518 additional places, far short of its target. As discussed earlier, the prison service even around this period was operating at a 98% occupancy – indicating that efforts have mainly been focused on short term solutions rather than long-term structural reform.
As mentioned previously, one of these short-term solutions was the Labour Government’s proposal to release all eligible prisoners on licence after serving just 40% of their initial sentence. Critics such as Rowland (2024) explain how schemes like this only really provide brief breathing room for an overcrowded prison system, linking back to the idea the government were more heavily invested in the idea of short-term stop gaps over long-term reforms. Rowland explains how the rising prison population can mainly be attributed to multiple structural pressures: longer sentences, growing remand numbers, and increasing recall rates. However, proponents of the scheme such as the Association of Police and Crime Commissioners (2024) state how extending early release for prisoners is a “pragmatic solution to the prison capacity crisis”. They argue that alongside a properly resourced probation service and multi-agency support, early release can be “supported by a multi-agency approach to ensure communities are kept safe”.
Alongside short-term population management, both the former Conservative government and current Labour government have promoted the idea of prison expansion as a way to manage demand. However, the literature suggests that this approach has been undermined by chronic underinvestment. This is emphasised by the National Audit Office (2024) who state how the idea of prison expansion was never prioritised and was never realistic. The former Conservative government’s 2021 plan to deliver 20,000 new spaces is now not expected to be completed until 2031, which is five years later than originally planned. This is in part due to the rising cost of construction, and long delays caused in the planning of these facilities.
Policy decisions relating to staffing levels also play a critical role in shaping how overcrowding is experienced. The Howard League of Penal Reform (2014) denotes how in 2010, the then Conservative government enacted a plan to slash prison officer numbers in England & Wales by 30%, since then recruitment drives have failed in their first most priority of bringing new people in to join a crumbling prison service. The prison system since 2010 have also failed in their mission of retaining already existing numbers, both by a lack of investment into officer care and an increasingly unsafe work environment caused primarily with issues associated with overcrowding (Smith, 2022).
Finally, another issue raised within literature is concerns among sentencing practices, particularly how tougher sentences for low level crimes are leading to longer stays in prison by offenders – taking more room, and for longer. The Law Society (2025) in particular has seen issue with these practices, stating how the United Kingdom’s prisons have doubled in population over the last 30 years, and this is partially due to the fact that there has been a significant increase in the actual length of sentencing, arguing that the custodial sentence on average is 21 months, up from 13 months 20 years ago. A lack of alternatives to prison has contributed to this increase in prison terms, with community based alternatives remaining underfunded and often perceived as less politically palatable, especially during periods of heightened media scrutiny and public concern around crime.




2.5 Conclusion

 This chapter makes it clear that overcrowding is not just one of many problems in the United Kingdom’s prison system – it is the problem that sits underneath almost everything.
Research repeatedly shows that when prisons are packed to capacity, the effects ripple through ever part of daily life; staff become overstretched, overworked, prisoners’ wellbeing declines, access to education and support shrinks, and opportunities for meaningful rehabilitation disappear. These pressures ultimately feed back into society through higher reoffending rates and weakened public confidence in the system.
Government responses so far have largely focused on quick fixes such as early-release schemes or promises of new prison spaces. While these approaches can relieve pressures in the moment, the literature suggests they don’t touch the deeper causes of the crisis, like sentencing practices, chronic underinvestment, and the lack of strong community alternatives to custody.











Chapter 3 – Methodology

3.1 Introduction

This chapter will 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 two 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 two 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 two 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 both 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 two 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 two 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

The semi-structured interviews will be conducted on two different prison officers, both at separate times to ensure that information was genuine to themselves. DeJonckheere et al (2019) explains how a semi-structured interview is essentially an 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 both 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 two 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, acknowledging their work and personal lives came first. 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 justified way.


















Chapter 4 – Findings and Data Analysis

4.1 Introduction

From the conducted research, the primary objective was to gather and examine public and professional perceptions of prison overcrowding within the United Kingdom of Great Britain. In doing so, the research would explore how prison overcrowding impacts all aspects of prison life, including the operational functions of the prison, staff welfare, the effectiveness of prisoner rehabilitation and its subsequent reoffending rates. To achieve this, this study has collected both quantitative and qualitative data.
The quantitative data was collected by means of an online survey, targeting members of the public. All participants were British nationals and were aged 18 and over. The aim of this survey was to gage the awareness that people have towards that of prison overcrowding, thoughts on the government’s response, attitudes towards rehabilitation and its perceived effectiveness, and views on reoffending.
The qualitative aspect consisted of two semi-structured interviews that were conducted with serving prison officers. These voluntary interviews were designed to explore first-hand professional accounts and experiences within the prison service. Both interview participants were informed that no personal information or identifying remarks would be recorded within the research, creating a neutral environment of which to speak. Discussion topics ranged from staffing shortages, prison overcrowding, the Labour Governments early release scheme, management practices, rehabilitation delivery and ultimately the future of the prison system as a whole.
Both interview participants were each delivered the same set of questions, of which they were invited to answer and to expand on. Both participants are currently involved in Welsh prisons, one being a government operated institution, and the other private. These two sets of interviews established crucial insight into the operational realities behind two different institutional structures. Both prison officers will be remarked by the coined names of Officer One and Officer Two to mask their personal identities.
4.2 Findings: Description and Analysis of Results
4.2.1 Public Perceptions of Overcrowding

Overall, most respondents acknowledged that there were issues within the prison service relating to overcrowding, with sixty out of ninety-one respondents acknowledging it was a “Very serious” issue. Another nineteen respondents acknowledged it was “Somewhat” an issue, and only one stating that it was “Not very serious”. Eleven more answered “Don’t know” (appendix (1)). From this we can gather that overcrowding does have some level of significance in the mind of the public, with a significant proportion of respondents agreeing that it is a serious issue.
These views do go hand in hand with a study conducted by Powell (2024), in which it is stated that roughly 79% of people in Britain believe that overcrowding is a very serious issue within prisons.
Another significant proportion of respondents expressed how they felt as though prison overcrowding was having a negative effect on the wellbeing of prisoners, the effectiveness of rehabilitation opportunities, and the level of public safety resultingly.
Many of those who answered the survey also demonstrated a lack of confidence in the Labour Governments response to the issues of overcrowding, particularly in that of the early release scheme. Most respondents believe that the early release scheme only provides the prison service with short term relief rather than the critically needed solutions.

4.2.2 Professional Perspectives: Is Overcrowding the Core Issue?

Often in direct opposition to what the public believe, Prison Officer One and Prison Officer Two acknowledged that overcrowding in of itself is not the main culprit behind all issues in the prison service, often it was staffing that was seen to be the main issue.
Officer One challenged the claim that prisons in the UK were at breaking point, pointing out in response to the figures portrayed in the literature review by Ministry of Justice (2025), in November of 2025 whereas the headroom of all prison spaces in the country were only 2,002 above how many inmates we currently have; stating “No, because that figure is fluid”. This answer on its own does not represent much, until it is put into wider context. It was noted that prison capacity is a constantly moving figure, whereas each individual prison cannot have a set capacity. It was explained how because of a lack of staffing, with respects to health and safety, the numbers of prisoners allowed to occupy each cell had to be reduced. This stood as one example of why prisons in the UK seem to be so crowded on paper, because there is no staffing to improve those levels.

4.2.3 Staffing Crisis and Recruitment Failures

Both interviews conducted with Officer One and Officer Two saw similarities with issues in staffing. They both emphasised that the quality of recruitment, burnout amongst staff, a severe shortage of staff, and failures in retention were all key factors in the degradation of the prison system.
It was described by Officer One how the stagnation of wages is a major contributor to both the failures in recruitment, and in the retention of experienced staff within the prison. Both of which have amalgamated into an issue that is much greater than it needs to be, accelerating issues within other areas of the prison. Officer One also explained how overcrowding itself is not an issue within their prison, but does state how “if the definition of staff to prisoner is what overcrowding is classified as, then yes overcrowding is an issue”, this is extremely important in understanding the issues faced within the prison system, as by words of a member of their own staff; staffing itself is the primary issue within prison, not so much the number of prisoners.
Officer One did expand on this reasoning; in explaining how abiding by health and safety standards the number of staff on each wing is relative to how many people they can put into each cell. This is because if anything happened overnight, there needs to be a minimum of three staff for every prisoner in a cell, so if in one cell there are two prisoners there would need to be six staff attending – but if there are only five staff working on the floor, the number of prisoners in each cell would have to be decreased. This ultimately effects the number of prisoners who can be kept in prison, which then effects the national number of available spaces. Going back to what Officer One said earlier on how prison numbers are “fluid”.
This is factually supported by the National Offender Management Service (2006, p.53) in which it is stated in response to the scenario of a violent or “recalcitrant” prisoner that “the deployment of a three officer team is the approved method”. 
The issues amongst staff retention, and the failures in recruitment as emphasised by both Officer One and Two are supported heavily by available academic sources, as Hough et al (2008, p.95) explains how 80% of staff that were interviewed stated that staffing levels were of huge concern and great importance to the issues of overcrowding. It is also mentioned how 71% of staff felt as though there were not enough staff to run the prison(s). It is detailed that staff in these cases, were being made to work for much longer than they should, with some reaching 60 hour working weeks. This was an issue that was detailed by both Officer One and Officer Two, with Officer Two stating; “Prison officers work long shifts -” adding how many hours a week they were currently working. This was an answer given in response to a question asking why the prison service struggles to get people to join.

4.2.4 Impact on Safety and Violence

Officer Two’s experiences regarding the impact on safety and violence that overcrowding has on prison life is particularly crucial to the argument here, as they themselves reported how they had been a victim of an assault during their service – something that has heavily impacted their decision to seek out a new line of employment. They reported how the assault was so serious that they had to be put on sick leave because of it, spending a lengthy amount of time away from the prison.
In an answer to a question about issues with recruitment, this was something that was mentioned, with them stating how “they’re so unsafe, the rise of staff assaults … because of overcrowding and staffing we face higher risk of assault”. 
Another issue regarding safety that was highlighted by Officer Two was the ever increasing threat of violence, gang activity, and drug circulation (in particular, “spice”). Having asked if they thought the situation was going to get better in the future, rather chillingly, Officer Two stated, “it’s going to get worse … in fact I’d put my life on it … even if a member of staff got killed tomorrow I don’t think it would change.” Asking then, that severe? The answer from Officer Two remained the same, “That’s what’s coming next – a prison officer is going to get killed”.
The rise of staff assaults is evident through the Home Office (2025b), which reports that the year 2025 had the single greatest number of assaults on staff per 1,000 prisoners, with it topping at 122.

STAFF ASSAULTS PER 1,000 PRISONERS
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HM Prison and Probation Service (2026) reports on the actual number of assault victims every year, with the number in the year 2024 sitting at 10,149, a five-time increase from the start of the 21st century. This would result in an average increase of 7.2%, every single year. 
In another academic source, the Institute of Employment Rights (2025) directly link understaffing to the dramatic rise of staff assaults in England and Wales, claiming 49% of prison staff have faced an assault at least once during their career.

4.2.5 Impact on Rehabilitation and Reoffending

The public who responded to the questionnaire overwhelmingly supported the idea of rehabilitating prisoners, with many linking their reasoning for the desired outcome of lowered reoffending rates (Appendix (2)). These thoughts match those explained by Jewkes et al (2016, p.39) who stated how the aim of imprisonment is not to inflict pointless pain on the prisoner, but rather to redirect and reform their lives. These thoughts are reinforced by the Ministry of Justice Analytical Series (2013, p.13 – 20) whereas the introduction of drug rehabilitation, alcohol, mental health issues, employment requirements, offender behaviour and offender family relationships are all examples of rehabilitation with a proven effect on reoffending. 
Officer One was keen to share all that their prison does in rehabilitation, from university level education (open University), construction qualifications, JCB simulations, 12 step addiction programmes and much more – all aimed at the reduction of reoffending once they left the prison. A severe shortage of staffing was once more mentioned however and was portrayed as a decisive factor in rehabilitation delivery – but Officer One remained confident it could still be delivered. 
Although overcrowding appeared to have little impact on the rehabilitation programmes described by Officer One (who works at a government-run prison), Officer Two’s experiences differed greatly.
It was described by Officer Two, how (in the privately-operated prison they work at) rehabilitation is constantly interrupted and effected by overcrowding and staffing. Important and basic needs such as healthcare are continuously and constantly undermined by the series of issues that persist. A story was shared from Officer Two how a prisoner had once resorted to removing their own teeth due to a lack of dental access – demonstrating how severely overstretched prison services have become. 
Therefore, while rehabilitation remains an important and effective tool for the reduction of reoffending, its delivery is plagued by chronic understaffing


4.2.6 Synthesis of Findings with the Literature Review

The findings of this chapter interestingly both complicate and support that of the Literature Review.
To begin, the reason for this study was to focus mainly on that of prison overcrowding, and as a result, it confirms that overcrowding is indeed a widespread issue within the majority of UK prisons; with the Home Office (2025) and the Ministry of Justice (2025) confirming what was stated by both Officer One, Two and the majority of the public.
Secondly, both Officer One and Officer Two both independently confirm what was stated by the Justice Committee (2025a) in regard to the staffing crisis. However, it can also be argued that both prison officers can confirm that the issues in staffing are more widespread than can be confirmed by any academic source, bringing the prison system almost to the edge of collapse as a result. Both officers, in contrast to the Justice Committee, argue more in the favour of staffing being the primary issue, rather than infrastructure, something which was more prevalent on the minds of this academic source.
These professional perspectives challenge the narrative of the National Audit Office (2024), in emphasising while new infrastructure (such as new prisons) may be a way of alleviating prison shortages on paper, pared with absolute failures in staff safety, retention, and recruitment - these reforms will inevitably fail.
Lastly, the findings of Maha et al (2025) and HM Inspectorate of Prisons (2024) are both validated by evidence of a severe decline in prisoner mental health, violence throughout the prison system, and staffing instability. But again, these narratives were slightly challenged by both Officer One and Officer Two, as both officers blame the weakness of the prison system rather than cell space alone.



4.3 Summary

The findings of this study reveal three common themes, that being how public perception as a whole seems to strongly point to the belief that prisons are extremely overcrowded and that prison reform is inadequate. Professional perspectives reframe the narrative from infrastructure and capacity issues to that of staffing and management failures. Rehabilitation is an effective tool in the fight against consistent reoffending, but it remains heavily constrained by resource and staffing shortages, leading to an increase in reoffending.
Overall, the empirical evidence works to reinforce the literatures central argument; saying that overcrowding is both a symptom and a cause of systemic failures. However, both interview participants introduce the real issue behind the walls of prison – how severe staffing shortages have led to the degradation of the workforce, how that is one of the most crucial underlying structural causes that consistently sustain overcrowdings harmful effects – and will do so, until it is changed.











Chapter 5 – Conclusion and Recommendations
5.1 Conclusion

Initially, this research set out to study both professional and public perceptions surrounding prison overcrowding in the United Kingdom, it was designed to explore the operational, rehabilitative, and government policy implications.
The literature review was able to demonstrate that overcrowding in of itself is an important issue within the prison system. It was able to identify the greater consequences of overcrowding, such as a deterioration in mental health, a domino effect on rehabilitation, increased violence, and the decline of public confidence.
The findings from data collected as part of this study reinforce these concerns, as the public in most cases overwhelmingly believe that overcrowding in the prison system is a serious national issue – with many expressing very limited confidence in current reforms, such as that of the Labour Governments early release scheme in 2025. By the opinion of much of the public, the early release scheme could be viewed no less than a temporary fix to a much larger problem. By the opinion of both professionals, it was an ineffective solution that would have worked around a decade ago – showing just how outdated the governments perspective is of the real issue plaguing the prison service.
Interestingly, both professional perspectives acknowledged the pressures faced by a lack of capacity, both officers clearly identified staffing shortages, paired with retention failures as the real culprit behind much of the issues within the prison system. Their personal accounts from working in the prison service for as long as they have, revealed much of the deeper rooted issues that staffing shortages cause – with healthcare, discipline, morale, safety, and rehabilitation all affected.
The research conducted here also highlights a paradox that exists within modern prisons; rehabilitation does exist, and on paper it does work, but its delivery is consistently opposed by staffing constraints, reducing the overall effectiveness of the reduction of reoffending.
Overall, the research conducted here, ultimately supports the argument that prison overcrowding is not just an isolated issue, but rather it is a systemic crisis involving the decline of the workforce, political decision making, and social reintegration issues.
If current trends were to continue as they are with regards to recruitment and retention, the long term stability of the prison system may deteriorate further. Both interviewed prison officers predicted worsening staff safety, increasing violence, and a decrease in professional standards.
Therefore in conclusion, the current Labour Government must take harder action towards the staffing crisis currently grasping the prison service, before they can interfere with the much larger issue of overcrowding; as that is the truest source of all stemming issues. With a lack of coordinated long-term reform, the system will continue to lack stability, safety, professionalism, and discipline. Furthermore, reoffending will continue to rise, staff assaults will continue to swell, and the continued erosion of public trust and confidence in the criminal justice system will endure. For the longevity of the morals that balance the modern concept of the prison system, where rehabilitation takes precedence over punishment, change must come.

5.2 Recommendations

· More balanced representation within the survey - Gender
A more balanced representation within the survey sample would have strengthened its reliability, ensuring that an equal proportion of both male and female respondents would help to reduce the risk of gender-based bias influencing the results.

· More balanced representation within the survey – Age
Additionally, if the sample included a fixed number of participants from each age group, for example, equal groups spanning age ranges such as 20-30, 30-40, and so on, would have improved the results by possibly mitigating bias from some age ranges.

· More survey participants
More survey participants would have improved the accuracy of the results, by ensuring that more diverse groups of people from across the entirety of the United Kingdom (Not just those located in Wales as was seen in the actual survey) could respond and give their opinions.

· More interview participants
Likewise, more interview participants (specifically; Prison Officers) would have  increased the validity of the answers by gathering a larger sample size spanning multiple opinions, and multiple prisons.

· More research on the successes of rehabilitation
Greater research into the successes of rehabilitation would have strengthened this study by highlighting effective practices and what contributes to their success. By looking at what works, and why, across different institutions throughout the United Kingdom, a clearer understanding of effective rehabilitation strategies could be developed. This would allow for the creation of a more balanced evaluation of the prison system and its potential for reform.
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