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 (2025, p.35 - 37) links operational strain to broader political and economical 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 (2025) 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 how that when prisons reach or come near their total capacity, it leads to negative implications. These negative implication 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, to reform its population ready for life outside its walls.
The National Audit Office (2017, 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, 2025). When prisoners are unable to engage meaningfully in rehabilitation programmes, the likely 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, 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 stopgaps 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. They are not how the former Conservative government’s 2021 plan of delivering 20,000 new prison spaces is not expected to be delivered until that of 2031, five years later than initially thought. 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 Kingdoms 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.
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