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Abstract 
This article examines employability policy and post-release support for male prisoners in Wales, focusing on the alignment between prison-based education, skills development and resettlement services in supporting sustainable employment. Drawing on documentary policy analysis and a synthesis of research, inspection and evaluation evidence, the paper situates employability within the Welsh governance context, where education and health are devolved, while criminal justice remains largely non-devolved. Recent Welsh policy has emphasised strengthening prison learning and skills provision and improving pathways into work through careers guidance and employer engagement. However, evidence highlights persistent challenges, including disrupted learning caused by regime constraints, limited digital access, weak continuity of support through the gate, employer stigma and uneven regional labour market conditions. Inspection findings also identify gaps in purposeful activity and inconsistent coordination between custody-based provision and community services. The article concludes that improved outcomes depend on integrated, person-centred pathways combining trauma-informed education, coordinated multi-agency resettlement and sustained employer and community support

1. Introduction
Employment is repeatedly positioned as a cornerstone of rehabilitation and a protective factor against reoffending. For men leaving prison, paid work can provide a legitimate income, a routine, prosocial networks, and a sense of identity and purpose that supports desistance (McNeill, 2012; Maruna, 2001). Yet securing and sustaining employment after release remains difficult, particularly for individuals with histories of disrupted education, poor health, substance dependence, and insecure housing (Visher and Travis, 2003; Western, 2018; Welsh Government, 2015). These challenges are acute for male prisoners, who constitute much of the custodial population and who are disproportionately likely to have experienced labour market exclusion before imprisonment.
The Welsh context is distinctive. Wales shares the England and Wales legal jurisdiction; prisons and most criminal justice levers remain controlled by the UK Government. However, many of the conditions that shape employability—education and skills, health services, housing and some aspects of social welfare delivery—are devolved. As a result, “employability policy” for prison leavers in Wales operates across overlapping systems, institutional cultures and accountability lines. Recent Welsh Government initiatives have explicitly addressed prison learning and skills provision (Welsh Government, 2024a; Welsh Government, 2024b), alongside employability services intended to support people furthest from the labour market. In parallel, HMPPS policy in Wales emphasises reducing reoffending through improvements in accommodation, employment support and treatment (HMPPS, 2022). Evaluations of Welsh provision have also begun to document what is working—and where gaps persist—particularly in the link between custody-based support and community-based services (Welsh Government, 2025).
This article offers an education-centred analysis of employability policy and post-release support for male prisoners in Wales. It contends that: (a) education and skills provision should be understood as an integral component of a broader resettlement system rather than a stand-alone intervention; (b) the interface between devolved and non-devolved responsibilities presents both opportunities for more coherent, whole-system provision and risks of policy fragmentation; and (c) post-release employability outcomes are shaped less by short-term notions of “job readiness” than by sustained, coordinated support that tackles structural barriers and supports identity transformation in line with desistance processes.
The discussion is structured as follows. Section 2 outlines the policy and governance landscape shaping prison education and post-release support in Wales. Section 3 summarises the evidence based on employment, prison education and desistance with a particular focus on men. Section 4 sets out the approach taken. Sections 5 and 6 analyse key themes: prison learning and skills provision; employer engagement and labour market alignment; and through-the-gate and community resettlement support. Section 7 proposes implications for education policy and practice. The paper concludes by identifying priorities for research and system improvement.

2. Policy and governance landscape in Wales
Wales does not have devolved responsibility for prisons, probation law, or sentencing. Nonetheless, Welsh public services play a crucial role in the rehabilitation of people in custody and on release, because devolved services determine access to healthcare, mental health treatment, substance misuse services, education and skills support, and housing—each of which strongly conditions employability (Welsh Government and HMPPS, 2025). The practical consequence is a “shared” resettlement system: prisons are managed through HMPPS, while many resettlement needs are met through Welsh services and local partnerships.
Policy efforts to manage this interface have included joint planning and governance arrangements and formal agreements intended to coordinate priorities across agencies (Welsh Government and HMPPS, 2025). In principle, this structure allows for integrated support pathways. In practice, it can generate discontinuity: a prisoner may complete learning or training under one commissioning structure and then face different eligibility rules, service thresholds and waiting lists after release.
Welsh Government has articulated prison learning and skills as a distinct policy area. Better Learning, Better Chances: prison learning and skills provision in Wales sets out an approach intended to “inspire and engage” learners in custody and support readiness for employment and independence (Welsh Government, 2024b). The related policy statement also stresses the relationship between learning, employment and reduced reoffending (Welsh Government, 2024a). These documents are notable for placing learning and skills within a broader social inclusion narrative, consistent with wider Welsh policy framing that emphasises well-being, prevention and collaboration across public bodies (Welsh Government, 2015).
At the system level, Welsh policy has sought to embed employability support for people facing multiple disadvantages. Although not exclusively designed for prison leavers, employability services can be adapted to meet the needs of those in custody and on release, especially when aligned with careers support and skills pathways (Welsh Government, 2025).
HMPPS in Wales articulates its strategic priorities through reducing reoffending plans that focus on three interrelated pathways: accommodation, employment and treatment (HMPPS, 2022). These pathways reflect a broader UK policy orientation that positions employment not only as a rehabilitative outcome but also as a mechanism for public protection, premised on evidence linking stable work to reduced reoffending. Within this framework, prison education and skills development are expected to contribute directly to employability outcomes, aligning learning provision with labour market needs and post-release pathways. However, HMPPS policy also acknowledges significant operational and geographical challenges. Welsh prisons frequently hold individuals from both Wales and the North West of England, resulting in complex resettlement planning across different local authority areas, service systems and labour markets. This cross-border population flow complicates continuity of education, careers guidance and through-the-gate support, particularly where devolved Welsh services must interface with non-devolved criminal justice arrangements and English local provision. Inspection evidence suggests that these structural factors can undermine coordinated resettlement and dilute the effectiveness of education-led employability interventions (HM Inspectorate of Prisons, 2025a).
Education in prisons across England and Wales has been significantly shaped by a series of reforms that have increased governor autonomy, introduced market-based contractual delivery models and reoriented provision towards employability and labour market outcomes (Coates, 2016; Prisoners’ Education Alliance, 2025). These reforms were intended to improve responsiveness to local needs, strengthen links with employers and increase accountability for outcomes. However, evidence suggests that they have also contributed to fragmentation, variability in provision and instability in delivery, particularly where education is subject to frequent contract changes and operational pressures within prisons.
In Wales, approaches to prison education vary by establishment. Some prisons operate insourced education models, enabling closer integration between education, prison regimes and resettlement planning, while others rely on externally contracted providers with differing pedagogical approaches, staffing models and curriculum priorities (House of Commons Committee evidence, 2025). This variability is significant because employability outcomes are highly sensitive to the quality and continuity of learning. Consistent teaching standards protected learning time and coherent progression routes—from basic literacy and numeracy through vocational qualifications to employment or further training—are essential if education is to translate into sustainable post-release employment. Where provision is fragmented or disrupted, learning gains are less likely to convert into meaningful labour market outcomes.

3. Literature Review
A substantial body of research demonstrates that stable employment is associated with reduced reoffending, although this relationship is neither automatic nor purely causal. Employment is most protective when it is sustained, of reasonable quality and embedded within supportive relationships and pro-social networks (Sampson and Laub, 1993; Uggen, 2000). For people leaving prison, entry into work can provide short-term benefits, but insecure or low-paid employment may offer limited support for long-term desistance and social integration (Farrall, 2002; Weaver, 2013). This evidence suggests that employability policy should extend beyond job entry to address job retention, progression and workplace inclusion. Educational attainment among prison populations is consistently lower than in the general population, with higher prevalence of literacy and numeracy needs, disrupted educational trajectories and unmet special educational needs (Coates, 2016). Prison education, therefore, plays a critical role in supporting employability through the development of foundational and vocational skills. However, its contribution extends beyond labour market preparation. Research on desistance highlights the importance of education in fostering self-efficacy, future orientation and processes of identity reconstruction, through which individuals come to view themselves as learners and workers rather than offenders (Maruna, 2001; McNeill, 2012). From an education perspective, this dual function is significant, as an overly narrow focus on ‘employer-ready’ outcomes risks undervaluing learning that supports motivation, agency and social reintegration. Male prisoners often face a distinctive constellation of barriers to employment, including histories of precarious work in low-skilled sectors, limited formal qualifications, and high levels of health or substance misuse need. Employer stigma and criminal record disclosure requirements further constrain access to work (Pager, 2003). In addition, family responsibilities and relationship breakdown can affect housing stability and job search capacity following release (Travis, Solomon and Waul, 2001). In Wales, these individual barriers intersect with regional labour market conditions, particularly in post-industrial communities where employment opportunities are limited, highlighting the importance of place-sensitive employability strategies. Continuity of support between custody and community has been a longstanding policy concern, with ‘through-the-gate’ models designed to mitigate the sharp transition at release (National Audit Office, 2019). However, evaluations frequently identify variability in quality, weak coordination across services and insufficient personalisation. Evidence from Wales similarly points to both potential and persistent gaps in continuity of employability support for people in prison (Welsh Government, 2025). From an educational standpoint, such discontinuities are particularly problematic, as learning progression and skill development depend on stable pathways that are often disrupted by prison regimes and the transition to community life. Taken together, this literature highlights the central role of education in shaping employability and desistance outcomes, while also revealing persistent structural and systemic barriers. It points to the need for analysis that examines how employability policy operates as an educational and resettlement system, particularly within the distinctive devolved governance context of Wales.

4. Methodology
This article employs a qualitative documentary policy analysis and evidence synthesis to examine employability policy and post-release support for male prisoners in Wales. The analysis draws on policy, inspection and evaluation sources that shape prison-based education, skills provision and resettlement within the Welsh context. Core materials include Welsh Government policy publications on prison learning and skills (Welsh Government, 2024a; Welsh Government, 2024b), which set out strategic priorities for learner engagement, progression and employability in custody, alongside evaluation evidence on prison-based employability and careers support services in Wales (Welsh Government, 2025). These sources are complemented by HMPPS Wales reducing reoffending priorities (HMPPS, 2022), which frame employment as a central rehabilitative pathway, and by inspection findings from HM Inspectorate of Prisons that provide insight into operational conditions, levels of purposeful activity and participation in education within Welsh prisons (HM Inspectorate of Prisons, 2025a).
The analysis also incorporates Welsh-focused material on employer engagement and employment support for people leaving custody, including the operation of employment hubs linked to prisons in Wales (New Futures Network, 2025). These policy and practice sources are interpreted alongside established research literature on desistance, employment and prison education to inform analysis of how learning and employability contribute to rehabilitation.
The purpose of this approach is not to evaluate a single programme or intervention, but to examine how employability policy operates as an interconnected educational and resettlement system within Wales. By exploring points of alignment and fragmentation across prison education, employability services and post-release support, the analysis identifies opportunities to strengthen policy coherence, educational practice and employability outcomes for male prison leavers in Wales.


5. Findings
Analysis of Welsh policy documents indicates a clear strategic commitment to positioning prison learning and skills as a foundation for employability, independence and rehabilitation. Better Learning, Better Chances frames engagement in education as both a rehabilitative good and a social investment, aligned with wider Welsh policy priorities around well-being, prevention and social inclusion (Welsh Government, 2024b). Across the policy framework, learning is presented as a progressive pathway, supported through individual learning and work plans, attention to barriers to engagement, and clearer routes from foundational skills into vocational training and employment-related activity (Welsh Government and HMPPS, 2025). This reflects an explicit intention to strengthen continuity between learning in custody and post-release employability outcomes.
However, analysis of inspection evidence highlights a persistent gap between policy ambition and operational delivery. Inspection findings from Welsh prisons, including HMP Berwyn, consistently identify regime instability as a significant barrier to effective education and skills provision (HM Inspectorate of Prisons, 2025a). Even where the quality of teaching is assessed as reasonable, participation is frequently undermined by low attendance, restricted movement and insufficient opportunities for purposeful activity. The analysis shows that fragmented access to education disrupts learning progression, reduces qualification completion and weakens the development of learner identity. These conditions undermine the assumptions embedded within employability policy, which relies on stable attendance, continuity and assessment in order to support progression. Regime constraints therefore, emerge as a structural factor that directly shapes employability outcomes and must be understood as an educational issue rather than solely an operational one.
A further finding relates to the persistent “progression gap” between foundational learning and employment-focused outcomes. Policy documents explicitly acknowledge that many men in custody enter prison with low levels of educational attainment, significant literacy and numeracy needs, disrupted schooling histories and unmet additional learning needs (Welsh Government, 2024b). The analysis confirms that prison education plays a critical role in addressing these deficits and supporting employability through recognised qualifications and vocational skills. However, inspection evidence indicates that restricted access to education, variable participation and limited purposeful activity frequently constrain this role (HM Inspectorate of Prisons, 2025a). As a result, foundational learning does not consistently translate into coherent progression towards employment, particularly where release planning and community-based provision are weakly connected to custody-based learning.
Digital exclusion emerges as a further structural barrier within the Welsh context. Analysis of policy and inspection material shows that digital capability is increasingly essential for employment, welfare access and participation in post-release services, yet access to digital learning opportunities in custody remains limited and uneven. Security constraints restrict access to online platforms and digital tools, and provision varies between establishments. For men returning to communities where public services and job search processes are predominantly digital, this exclusion compounds existing disadvantage and undermines employability pathways. The findings suggest that an employability policy which does not explicitly address digital capability risks being misaligned with contemporary labour market and service delivery realities in Wales.
Finally, the analysis highlights the tension between narrowly instrumental approaches to employability and the broader educational aims articulated within Welsh policy. While employability outcomes are a central policy objective, Welsh Government strategy also emphasises learner engagement, confidence, independence and long-term rehabilitation (Welsh Government, 2024b). The findings indicate that education in custody supports not only skills acquisition but also processes of identity change, motivation and future orientation, which are critical to sustained engagement in work and learning after release. However, these broader outcomes are vulnerable when education is framed predominantly in terms of short-term job readiness. The analysis therefore suggests that safeguarding the educational integrity of prison learning—through relational, trauma-informed and learner-centred approaches—is essential if employability policy is to deliver sustainable outcomes for male prisoners in Wales.

6. Discussion
The findings illuminate the complex role of employer engagement in translating prison-based education and training into sustainable employment for male prisoners in Wales. Employer-focused initiatives, including employment hubs and prison employment leads, reflect a shift away from models that place responsibility solely on individuals and towards system-level approaches that mediate relationships between prisons and employers (New Futures Network, 2026a; New Futures Network, 2026b). From an educational perspective, this shift recognises that employability is shaped not only by individual skills and qualifications but also by employer perceptions, labour market structures and access to opportunity. These models seek to address stigma and information asymmetries that can disadvantage people leaving custody, although their effectiveness remains contingent on wider contextual and structural factors.
Labour market geography emerges as a key consideration within the Welsh context. Employment opportunities differ substantially between urban centres and rural or post-industrial areas, influencing both the feasibility and sustainability of post-release employment. For men returning to areas with limited vacancy turnover, employability pathways are shaped by structural constraints that extend beyond individual readiness or motivation. This reinforces the need to understand employability as a place-based process, shaped by local opportunity structures and regional economic conditions rather than solely by national policy frameworks.
Employer stigma remains a persistent barrier to employment for people with criminal records. Concerns around risk, disclosure and workplace support continue to influence employer decision-making, even where there is a stated willingness to engage (Pager, 2003). The findings suggest that employer engagement is best understood as an ongoing relational process rather than a discrete recruitment activity, involving communication, reassurance and relationship-building over time. Without sustained engagement, initial employment opportunities may be fragile, particularly where individuals encounter challenges related to housing instability, health needs or other resettlement pressures.
The alignment between prison education provision and labour market demand is also revealed as a significant issue. While vocational education forms a central component of prison learning, the findings indicate that provision does not always align with regional employment opportunities. In Wales, labour market conditions vary considerably across regions, complicating efforts to design training that is both meaningful in custody and relevant after release. This misalignment reflects broader coordination challenges across education, skills planning and employability systems, particularly where prisons, colleges, regional skills partnerships and community-based services operate within different governance and commissioning arrangements.
Measurement practices further shape how employability is understood and prioritised. An emphasis on short-term employment outcomes can obscure the longer and often non-linear trajectories many men experience between custody and stable employment. The findings highlight the importance of recognising progression and continuity, particularly in the context of disrupted educational histories and complex resettlement needs. When employability is framed narrowly in terms of job entry, it risks overlooking the processes through which learning, confidence and stability develop over time.
Continuity of support across the transition from custody to community remains a central challenge. Evidence from the Welsh evaluation of Working Wales in prisons highlights both the potential value of employability support delivered in custody and the fragility of its impact where community-side provision is fragmented, delayed or difficult to access (Welsh Government, 2025). The immediate post-release period is frequently characterised by competing demands, particularly in relation to housing and health, which shape engagement with employment and training. These pressures underscore the interconnected nature of education, employability and resettlement within the Welsh system.
Cross-border movement further complicates this landscape. Welsh prisons frequently hold individuals from multiple geographic areas, including across the England–Wales border, making consistent planning and continuity of support more difficult. Inspection commentary highlights the challenges associated with coordinating resettlement services across Wales and the North West of England, particularly where post-release destinations are uncertain (HM Inspectorate of Prisons, 2025a). In such contexts, aligning education and training with appropriate labour markets and services becomes increasingly complex, and referral pathways may break down.
Finally, the findings must be interpreted within the broader context of operational and resourcing pressures affecting prison education. Public reporting and inspection commentary have raised concerns that budgetary constraints, staffing shortages and restricted regimes can reduce access to education and purposeful activity (Taylor, 2025; The Guardian, 2025). Although not always Wales-specific, these pressures affect the England and Wales prison system as a whole and shape the conditions under which education and employability support are delivered in Welsh prisons. This context is critical for understanding the extent to which employability outcomes are influenced by systemic and structural factors beyond individual participation or effort.

7. Implications 
Employability outcomes are most effective when education is conceived as a coherent pathway rather than a series of discrete interventions. This pathway typically involves initial assessment, the development of foundational skills, progression into vocational learning, the acquisition of employability skills, opportunities for work experience, structured transition planning and sustained post-release support. Welsh policy places increasing emphasis on individual learning and work plans, which provide a valuable framework for this approach (Welsh Government and HMPPS, 2025). However, a persistent challenge lies in ensuring that such pathways are implemented consistently across establishments and meaningfully connected to community-based provision. Embedding progression mapping for each learner, with clear identification of next steps and a named community contact before release, would strengthen continuity and accountability.
Given the high prevalence of trauma, exclusion, and adverse childhood experiences among male prisoners, trauma-informed and relational pedagogical approaches are essential to effective employability support. Teaching practices that prioritise trust, emotional safety and learner agency can improve engagement and persistence, which are critical to qualification completion and skill development. Education that builds self-efficacy also supports job retention and adaptation to workplace expectations after release. These aims require sustained investment in staff development, including training in trauma-informed practice, motivational interviewing and strategies to support neurodiversity and special educational needs.
Digital capability represents another critical dimension of employability that requires explicit attention. Digital exclusion continues to limit access to employment, training and welfare services for many prison leavers. While security constraints restrict internet access in custody, controlled simulation, offline digital learning, and scaffolded exposure to digital tools can still develop essential competencies. Preparation for online job search, digital applications and basic workplace technologies should therefore form a core component of prison education curricula, aligned with the realities of community access and local labour market expectations.
Employer engagement also plays a central role in translating education into employment. Models such as employment hubs and prison employment leads have the potential to reduce stigma and create clearer pathways into work (New Futures Network, 2026b). However, securing sustainable outcomes depends on the availability of post-placement support and rapid problem-solving when difficulties arise. Joint protocols involving employers, probation services and employability providers can help shift the focus from short-term job entry towards retention and progression.
Finally, effective employability support requires attention to the practical and administrative barriers that shape the transition from custody to community. Access to identification documents, bank accounts, licences, CVs, interview clothing and work tools can determine whether education and training convert into employment. Through-the-gate provision should therefore integrate these elements within release planning, supported by standardised employability checklists completed before release and verified shortly afterwards. At a system level, stronger governance and accountability mechanisms are also required. Shared outcomes should be tracked across custody and community settings, supported by data-sharing arrangements that enable follow-up and evaluation. Developing a Wales-wide employability outcomes framework that includes intermediate educational outcomes and employment retention measures would support more coherent and evidence-informed policy and practice.

8. Conclusion
Employability policy and post-release support for male prisoners in Wales sits at the intersection of education, labour markets, resettlement practice and a distinctive devolved/non-devolved governance structure. Welsh policy has articulated a clearer vision for prison learning and skills, emphasising engagement, progression and readiness for employment (Welsh Government, 2024b). HMPPS in Wales positions employment alongside accommodation and treatment as key reducing reoffending priorities (HMPPS, 2022). Yet evidence continues to point to barriers: regime instability limiting purposeful activity and learning participation (HM Inspectorate of Prisons, 2025a), digital exclusion, weak continuity through the gate, and persistent employer stigma.
From an education journal perspective, the central finding is that employability cannot be achieved through isolated interventions. It depends on coherent learning pathways, stable educational access, and sustained community support that addresses structural barriers and enables desistance-oriented identity change. Improving outcomes for male prison leavers in Wales, therefore, requires integrated practice: trauma-informed education; labour market-aligned training developed with employers and regional skills bodies; and coordinated, accountable through-the-gate support that continues well beyond the immediate release period. Future research should prioritise longitudinal Welsh studies that track learning progression into sustained employment, with attention to regional labour markets and cross-border movement, to better identify what combinations of educational and resettlement support produce durable reintegration.
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