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1.1 Background and context
The management and retention of the employees are the primary concerns of the Human Resource Management (HRM). It is especially important in the sectors where organisational performance and public safety are closely linked together. The UK prison system represents this kind of environment where effective people management is essential for maintaining order, successfully delivering rehabilitation programmes, and ensuring the safety of the prisoners and the staff. Nevertheless, prisons all around UK recorded high staff turnover rates during the last decade, which created significant operational and organisational problems. According to the data from HMPPS (2025), staff attrition remained high since the 2010s, and the annual turnover in some institutions exceeds 15-20%. According to the September 2025 statistics (GOV.UK) the leaving rate amongst band 3-5 officers was 10.9%. The Ministry of Justice (2023) has identified the main contributors to the staff low morale, security risks and poor rehabilitation outcomes as staff shortages and inexperience of the new recruits. According to an Independent newspaper article since 2010 there have been lost 80 000 years of experience due to the exodus of experienced prison officers (Bulman, 2019).
The issues cannot be treated only as a logistical and financial problem. It shows the fundamental challenges related to recruitment, employee engagement, wellbeing, and organisational culture. The prison work is stressful in its nature. It is characterized by exposure to violence, emotional strain, long and unsocial working hours, and limited career progression. All these factors make it difficult to attract and retain experienced officers. In addition, the changes in the public sector and the policy reforms have changed the working conditions and affected employees’ motivation. Within this context, the high turnover rates have become a symptom but also a cause of broader HRM issues, compromising  organisational resilience and the quality of service.
The staff retention has been studied for a long time in the private sector but far less attention has been given to how HRM practices function in public environments with high stress level such as prisons. The guardian work has unique pressures, here the security, compassion and discipline must coexist. That is why the HRM strategies should be adapted in accordance to this contest. Understanding the causes of the turnover in this sector is important not only for its operational stability but also for the wider understanding of how HRM practices can be adjusted and adapted to challenging work environments.
1.2 Problem statement
The problem that is addressed in this research is the continuously high rate of the staff turnover among prison officers in UK. In spite of the numerous government initiatives (Evison, 2024) to improve the recruitment and retention, pay increases, wellbeing programmes, the issue still persists. A big number of officers leave within the first year of service implying factors such as excessive workloads, lack of support, poor recognition and few career development opportunities. These challenges are accompanied by high stress levels and limited autonomy. Altogether it leads to burnout and dissatisfaction.
From an HRM viewpoint, this problem emphasizes potential flaws in human resources policies, including an ineffective reward system, insufficient leadership support, and limited employee voice. High turnover results in high financial costs for staff recruitment and training but it also affects the team cohesion, institutional knowledge and the prison safety in general. New and unexperienced officers lack the necessary confidence and competence needed to manage complex situations which can create tensions within prisons. As a results, the turnover becomes both a cause and an effect of deteriorating working conditions and leads to the creation of a cycle of instability.
Addressing this issue necessitates an HRM-focused analysis that exceeds the superficial explanations and takes into consideration the psychological, organisational and systemic factors which influence staff retention. Exploring these basic HRM factors can provide an opportunity to develop more effective strategies to increase the workforce stability in the prison sector.
1.3 Research aim and questions
The aim of this research is to investigate the HRM factors which are contributing to the high staff turnover rates in the UK prisons and to identify practical strategies which can help improve staff retention and increase organisational stability.
To achieve this aim, the below research questions will guide the study:
1. What are the most important HRM factors contributing to the high staff turnover in the UK prisons?
2. How do the existing HRM practices in the prison system address or fail to address the challenges of staff retention?
3. What HRM strategies can be elaborated or improved to increase staff retention and wellbeing of the officers in the UK prisons?
These questions are outlined to build the investigation around HRM theories and practices, providing analytical depth and practical implications.
1.4 Rationale and significance of the study
This research is important because it addresses a key issue affecting the effectiveness and sustainability of the UK prison service. High turnover rate among prison officers weakens not only the operational efficiency but also undermines the public confidence into the justice system. From the HRM perspective, the study contributes to the growing knowledge base on employee retention in public sector roles with high stress, an area that is still not enough researched in comparison with corporate contexts. The research focuses on HRM factors such as motivation, leadership, reward systems, employee wellbeing aiming in this way to provide a comprehensive understanding of how HR policies can be better aligned with the realities of the work in prisons.
From theoretical point of view the study is based on established HRM frameworks such as Herzberg’s Two Factor Theory, the Job Demands-Resources (JD-R) model, and the Psychological Contract Theory, which overall explain how the work conditions influence employee satisfaction and turnover intentions. Examining these theories in the distinctive framework of the prison environment offers an opportunity to test their relevance in the organisations from the public sector which are characterized by emotional strain, security concerns and limited resources.
From practical point of view, the findings of this research may serve as a source of information for policy and management interventions which aim to improve the recruitment and retention in HMPPS. Insights from this research could serve as basis for the development of more supportive leadership styles, more equitable reward systems, and better wellbeing programmes. Also, the study is focused on secondary data which ensures that the conclusions to be grounded in the existing evidence while identifying some potential gaps for any future primary research. In the end the research seeks to bridge the gap between HRM theory and the service in the public sector, contributing this way to the academic understanding and organisational improvement.
1.5 Structure of the research
The research is structure as follows:
· Chapter 1 – Introduction: presenting the background, problem, research aims and significance of the study.
· Chapter 2 – Literature review: examining the existing academic and industry research on HRM practices, staff turnover, employee retention with the focus on the prison context.
· Chapter 3 – Research methodology: explaining the research design, approach and the data sources used with the emphasis on the secondary data collection and ethical considerations.
· Chapter 4 – Results and discussion: presenting and interpreting findings from the reviewed literature and secondary sources, showing key HRM factors influencing the high turnover.
· Chapter 5 – Conclusion and Recommendations: summarising the research’s findings, offering practical recommendations for prison managers and policymakers and suggesting directions for future researches.

2 Literature review
2.1 Introduction
 High staff turnover in the UK prisons developed into one of the most persistent workforce challenges influencing the performance and stability of the HMPPS. The issue is widely acknowledged in the policy documents and media reporting but the academic analysis from HRM perspective is rather limited. Prison environment is a complex organisational place characterized by high stress, emotional strain, safety risks and increased operational pressure as a result of overcrowding and staff shortages (HM Inspectorate of Prisons, 2024). These conditions impose extraordinary demands on the staff, contributing to rising attrition rates especially among freshly recruited prison officers (Ministry of Justice, 2025). The operational factors are often investigated in the public debates while the HRM elements such as recruitment, retention, engagement, job design, leadership and wellbeing need deeper study to understand why the turnovers remains so high.
This literature review is based on the contemporary HRM theory and empirical work to examine the primary causes of staff turnover in the UK prison system. It offers a thematic analysis of the academic literature, government reports, trade union publications, news articles and industry evaluations focusing on how the HRM practices configure the employee experience, satisfaction and stability. Five major topics come out of this research: the HRM constraints of the public sector, job demands and emotional strain, motivation and psychological contracts, training and development, and organisation wellbeing and support. The review critically evaluates the quality and the scope of the available evidence and also identifies the key gaps. By placing the prison workforce challenges within the wider HRM context, the review sets a foundation for understanding the turnover as a strategic organisational issue rather than just an operational problem.
2.2 HRM challenges of the public sector
An important part of the literature reveals particular characteristics of HRM in the public sector. In comparison with the private companies, public institutions such as HMPPS face budgetary limitations, political pressures and bureaucratic structures that limit the HR strategies. Farnham and Horton (1993) state that the HRM in the public sector is defined by tensions between quality of service and cost efficiency which often results in a reactive rather than strategic staff planning. This is reflected in the limited autonomy of the prison managers to offer competitive incentives, tailored career pathways or flexible working arrangements – factors that according to Armstrong and Taylor (2020) influence retention.
The employees who come into the public sector often start these service oriented professions expecting stability, public value and appreciation and career progression. Nevertheless, the research shows that austerity-driven reforms and increased workload pressures diminished these traditional characteristics of public employment (Fright et al, 2023). The prison workforce has been especially affected: the reduction of staff numbers over the past ten years in combination with the rising number of prisoners, have intensified the work load, reduced the development opportunities and increased the pressure on the remaining staff. HMPPS workforce strategies reveal constant recruitment deficiencies and high resignation rates, yet solutions remain mainly operational rather than strategic (HMPPS, 2023).
From an HRM perspective, the lack of long term planning contributed to instability. Beevers et al (2020) highlights that effective people management requires the organisational strategy to be aligned with the employee development and support structures. This alignment is only occasionally achieved in UK prisons. The constraints from this public sector provide important context which helps understanding why high turnover lasts in spite of continuous recruitment efforts. The literature suggests that without addressing structural HRM limitations, policy responses may still be insufficient.
2.3 Job demands, emotional strain and burnout
A central theme in HRM and prison related literature is the demanding nature of the job. Prison officers daily face threats, verbal abuse, physical assaults, trauma exposure and irregular shift patterns (Martin, 2022). High job pressure and demands, combined with low job control, are much associated with burnout which is a major predictor of turnover. Mason et all (2025) accentuate that prison officers are subject to chronic emotional strain resulting from managing conflict, efforts to maintain authority and supporting convicts with complex needs. This aligns with broader HRM literature showing that the roles which imply emotional strain require organisational support and coping mechanisms to prevent attrition.
Crewe et al (2015) provide further insight into the intensity of the prison work, mentioning that officers must balance authority with fairness and interpersonal sensitivity. Such emotional demands increase the risk of compassion fatigue and disengagement when there is no adequate support. HM Inspectorate for Prisons (2024) reports that pressures imposed on the staff lead to a drastic reduction of meaningful interaction between the prisoners and the staff. This factor weakens the job satisfaction and erodes the positive aspects of the officer’s role. For the new recruits, the gap between the expectations and reality can be overwhelming and determining many of them to resign in the first two years of service.
HRM theory demonstrates that excessive job demands combined with lack of corresponding resources lead to withdrawal behaviours. Armstrong and Taylor (2020) emphasize that job design, work intensity and role clarity are the key elements of the employee wellbeing and retention. In the prison environment where the boundaries of the job role are unclear and the exposure to risk is constant, the turnover rate is significantly higher. Collectively, the literature suggests that until the job demands are not relieved through improved support systems and organisational resources, the high rate of staff turnover will persist.
2.4 Motivation, psychological contracts and employee expectations
To understand the staff turnover in prisons also require examining the employee motivation and psychological contract. Herzberg’s Two-Factor Theory indicates that while hygiene factors such as pay and working conditions prevent dissatisfaction, true motivation comes from intrinsic factors such as recognition, responsibility and progression (Leatherbarrow and Fletcher, 2019). Many officers are dissatisfied with both extrinsic and intrinsic factors: pay is low compared to the job risk, no clear progression pathways and limited recognition (UK Parliament, 2022). This combination of weak hygiene and motivator factors contribute greatly to high turnover rate.
Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs (1943) is relevant as well. Safety and security are the basic psychological needs and they are frequently threatened in prison settings due to instability and violence. When these fundamental needs are not met, the employees are struggling to reach higher levels of motivation such as esteem or self-actualisation. This explains the extensive disengagement and low morale among prison officers.
The psychological contract offers another perspective. Rousseau (1989) describes it as the unwritten set of expectations between employer and employee. CIPD (2025) state that the psychological contract may include beliefs around job security, career prospects, training opportunities, fairness of pay, benefits, managerial support and employer’s contribution and impact on communities and society in general. When new starters join HMPPS they expect a structured training, a supportive leadership and a sense of purpose. Conway and Briner (2005) emphasize that contract breaches such as unsatisfied promises of support or progression, seriously increase turnover. Evidence suggests that many prison officers distinguish a discordance between the recruiting message and the lived reality of the job, resulting in psychological contract violation that speeds up attrition.
Jointly, all these theories illustrate how unfulfilled expectations and poor motivational structures contribute to the high turnover in UK prisons. The literature emphasises that retention strategies should address both extrinsic working conditions and intrinsic motivational drivers.
2.5 Training, development and performance management
Training and development are the essential aspects of HRM and strongly linked to employee retention. Beevers et al (2020) argue that structured development pathways improve engagement, especially in demanding roles but studies show that prison officers often receive insufficient or inconsistent training, in particular regarding mental health, conflict management and emotional resilience (Mason et al, 2025). Weak onboarding processes lead to unprepared officers and increased number of early resignations.
Performance management systems in HMPPS also face disapproval. Hutchinson (2013) says that effective performance management requires regular feedback, coaching and alignment with the organisational goals. However, shortage of staff means that supervisors often lack the time to offer the necessary development support to employees or address performance concerns. This further leads to stagnation, frustration and limited career progression opportunities, the key factors driving turnover according to Leatherbarrow and Fletcher (2019).
2.6 Wellbeing, organisational support and staff engagement
Wellbeing and organisational support are the most important elements of retention in roles with high stress levels. According to CIPD (2023) fostering employee wellbeing is beneficial for the employees and organisation because it prevents the stress, helps create positive working environments which results in employee engagement and organisational performance. Mason et al (2025) finds that there are serious gaps in wellbeing provision in UK prisons and notes that support services are most of the times under-resourced or inaccessible. Research links defective wellbeing support with high staff turnover in public sector (Fight et al, 2023).
Organisational support theory states that when employees feel that they are valued and supported they are more loyal and engaged (Eisenberg et al, 2020). Nevertheless, reports from Prison Officers’ Association and HMIP indicate that a big number of officers feel less valued and not supported, in particular when dealing with trauma or critical incidents.
Armstrong and Taylor (2020) argue that organisations should prioritise wellbeing in order to maintain engagement, especially in roles with emotional strain.
Employee engagement which is linked with commitment, performance and retention (Purcell et al, 2008) is deteriorated when working conditions become worse. In prisons the rate of absenteeism is high, the interaction with the prisoners is limited and the operational disorganisation and other factors contribute to disengagement of the staff. Without a targeted wellbeing and support interventions the high turnover rate will, most likely, persist.
2.7 Critical evaluation and existing research
Even if the literature present valuable insights, there are several limitations and gaps. In the first place, major part of the academic research about prison staff originates rather from criminology than HRM. Criminological work offers ample material regarding prison culture and the relationship between staff and prisoners but it rarely applies the HRM theory or assesses strategic HR practices. This creates an important gap when trying to understand how the HRM systems contribute to or alleviates high turnover.
Secondly, the government reports from the Ministry of Justice and HMPPS provide important quantitative data but they are often descriptive and don’t have a theoretical ground. They recognize the turnover trends but they do not make an analysis of the basal motivational or organisational factors so, many of the recommendations are operational but not strategic.
Thirdly, the studies which are focused on wellbeing and emotional strain show a serious evidence of burnout among officers but these are often based on small samples or qualitative data that may limit applicability (Mason et al, 2025).
Next, even if the HRM theory offers practical frameworks such as Herzberg, Maslow and psychological contracts, not so many empirical studies apply these theories to the prison work. From this an opportunity arises for a theoretically informed research which would integrate HRM concepts and present workforce data.
Finally, the literature is not exploring enough the early turnover even if there is enough evidence that new starters leave at the highest rates. There is need of a deeper analysis to understand how induction, training and support influence early career experiences of the prison officers.
In conclusion, the landscape of the research is fragmented as there is strong theory within the HRM literature, and there is serious contextual evidence within prison studies but these two areas are not often integrated. Thus, this gap serves as a rationale for this study.

3 Methodology
3.1 Introduction
This chapter presents the methodological choices supporting this study. There is restricted access to prison premises and the nature of correctional environment is sensitive in its nature, that is why this study is based on a qualitative secondary research design. This approach allows to conduct a comprehensive analysis of existing evidence extracted from government statistics, inspectorate reports, parliamentary inquiries, academic research and media investigations. This chapter examines the research philosophy, approach, design, methods of data collection and analysis, ethical considerations and limitations, and demonstrates how all these elements support the general scope of the study.
3.2 Research philosophy
The philosophical basis of this research is interpretivism (Scauso, 2020), focused on understanding human behaviour, experiences and the meanings people attribute to organisational life. Interpretivism is relevant in this case because prison staff issues such as staff morale, burnout, safety, workload pressure and psychological contract are essentially subjective and socially constructed. These cannot be understood exclusively through numerical or positivist measures but they require interaction with substantial qualitative sources that disclose how prison officers experience their work, how organisational structures influence these experiences and how these conditions affect staff turnover.
While positivism highlights measurable facts and general patterns, it is less suitable to capture the subtleties of HR related issues in complex social institutions such as prisons. On the other side, interpretivism allows this research to assess staff experiences as presented in reports, narrative reviews, qualitative studies etc. These sources reflect the realities lived by the officers while working in prisons, making interpretivism the most appropriate philosophical approach.
3.3 Research approach
This study applies an inductive research approach which is characteristic to qualitative secondary studies. Instead of starting with a hypothesis and testing it, like in deductive research, the inductive research uses the existing evidence to find patterns, develop themes and get insights (Dudovskiy, 2025).
The aim of the study is to explore:
· What existing research shows about the catalysts of high staff turnover in UK prisons;
· How these factors relate to the general HRM theories;
· What are the implications for policy and practice.
Staff turnover in prisons is affected by unpredictable human, organisational and political changes that is why an inductive approach allows the author of this research to assemble the understanding from various sources rather than testing a predefined statement. This flexibility is important when dealing with diverse secondary information such as government data sets, academic analyses and inspectorate opinions and commentaries.
3.4 Research design
The study has a qualitative research design which is supported by documentary analysis. Qualitative secondary research is recognised as a reliable and strong method for policy focused studies, particularly where primary access is limited or restricted (Lim, 2024). The UK prison service is an environment with high level of security where a direct access to staff would require permissions that exceeds the aim of this work. In consequence, the documentary analysis provides a practical and valid alternative.
The research studies a wide range of documents, including:
· Official publications;
· Inspectorate reports;
· Parliamentary inquiries;
· Academic sources;
· HRM literature;
· Media investigations.
These documents altogether offer a complex perspective on staff turnover and enable a thematic exploration of HR issues like organisational culture, management practices, work conditions, employee wellbeing and role conflict.
3.5 Data collection
The study is based only on secondary data. The data collection process involves identifying, selecting and organising the relevant documents. Data is taken from:
· Government statistics and reports;
· Inspectorate findings;
· Parliamentary evidence;
· Academic journal articles and books;
· Reliable news media sources.
 
3.6 Inclusion criteria
The sources are included based on the following criteria:
· Published between 2019 and 2025, ensuring relevancy to current conditions of the employees;
· Focused on the UK prison system;
· Addressing staffing, organisational culture, workload, wellbeing, and HRM practices;
· Peer-reviewed or from reliable governmental or policy organisations.
Fundamental HRM theories which were published earlier, such as Maslow (1943) or Rousseau (1989), are included in this study due to their continuing relevance.
3.7 Exclusion criteria
Excluded sources are:
· Non-UK prison research unless it presents an important theoretical insight;
· Information older than 2010 unless it is foundational;
· Opinions lacking evidence;
· Non-academic blogs or media with low credibility.
3.8 Data analysis method
This study uses thematic analysis which is appropriate for a qualitative documentary research. In accordance with Braun and Clarke’s six-stage framework (Peel, 2020), the analysis process includes:
1. Familiarisation: reading the documents with the aim to understand the context and the key issues regarding turnover.
2. Generating initial codes: identifying the reoccurring concepts such as burnout, safety concerns, workload, training gaps, poor management, emotional strain, pay dissatisfaction etc.
3. Searching for themes: organising the codes into larger themes, for example “Wellbeing and burnout”, “Organisational culture”, “Workplace safety and violence” etc.
4. Reviewing the themes: checking them against the data to ensure consistency and validity.
5. Defining and naming the themes: sift each theme to distinctly reflect its core reasoning and relevance to staff turnover.
6. Producing the report: integrating the themes into the “Findings” chapter which is supported by direct evidence from the analyses documents.
Thematic analysis is relevant because it allows to explore complex social issues without reducing them only to quantitative elements, in line with interpretivist philosophy and inductive approach of the study.
3.9 Ethical considerations
Even if the research uses secondary data and does not deal with human participants, ethical considerations are important. All sources are available in public domain and referenced correspondingly, ensuring transparency and academic integrity. The study respects the principles of honesty, accuracy and impartiality and avoids selective reporting and misinterpretation of evidence.
Data protection legislation, including GDPR, is taken into consideration, no personal or confidential data is collected or processed. Media reports are used with care in order to avoid potentially biased perspectives. To balance the media narratives there are included official and academic resources.
Generally, the methodological aspects of this work reflect author’s commitment to ethical research standards suitable for secondary analysis within the social sciences.
3.10 Limitations of the methodology
The reliance only on secondary data imposes several limitations. Firstly, the absence of primarily data means that the study cannot directly record the lived experiences of the prison officers. That, possibly cannot offer deep insight into the subjective motivations of officers who decided to resign. Secondly, the secondary sources may contain implicit biases because the government reports may minimize the issues, while media reports may exaggerate the issues. Inspectorate and parliamentary documents often reflect political agenda, while academic studies may use insignificant samples.
One more limitation is the probable lack of specificity in some data, especially where statistics include the data for a large number of prisons or regions. Moreover, the thematic analysis is interpretative which means that the findings depend partially on the judgement of the researcher. In order to reduce these limitations, the study uses a large range of sources to create a rational evidence base and uses theoretical frameworks to create a structured analysis.
4 Results and discussions
4.1 Introduction
This chapter includes the findings which come from the documentary, secondary data analysis and then link these findings with the HRM theories and larger policy context. The thematic results which come up from the systematic analysis of government workforce data (GOV.UK, HMPPS statistics 2023-2025), inspectorate reports (HM Inspectorate of Prisons, 2024), parliamentary inquiries (UK Parliament, 2022; House of Lords, 2025), academic studies (Crewe et al, 2015; Mason et al, 2025), trade union materials (Prison Officers; Association briefings), and reputable media coverage (The Guardian, BBC, The Telegraph). By means of thematic analysis, the data produced six basic themes relevant to HRM and turnover: (1) scale and patterning of the turnover and the inexperience of the staff; (2) unsafe working conditions and violence in the workplace; (3) job demands, emotional strain and wellbeing deficiency; (4) psychological contract breaches and motivation failures; (5) training, clarity of the job role and career pathways; (6) management, organisational culture and public sector HR constraints. The second part of the chapter presents evidence for each theme or the “results” element and then interprets the findings by means of applying the HRM frameworks which is the “discussion” element. The integrated approach is meant to provide answers to the main research question: What are the key HRM factors contributing to high staff turnover in the UK prisons and what strategies could improve the staff retention and stability?
4.2 Theme 1 – The scale and patterning of the turnover. Workforce inexperience
4.2.1 Results: quantifying the problem
A constant finding in the official documents is the extent of the turnover and the high number of inexperienced staff in the HMPPS. The House of Lords report (2025) and HMPPS workforce statistics (GOV.UK, 2025) record that the leaving rates for the band 3-5 prison officers reached nearly 11.6%-12.2% in the 12 months reporting period 2024-2025, which means that there are several thousands of prison officers leaving annually. A significant aspect is that a large proportion of the leavers are early career employees: the Lords report mentions that an important number of leavers had under one year or under three years of service (House of Lords, 2025). HMPPS statistics show an increased number of new starters but also high attrition among them. The inspectorate statements and POA briefings state that many prisons now rely on employees with little custodial experience, mentioning tens of thousands of shifts which are covered by officers with very short job term (HMIP, 2024; POA, 2022).
4.2.2 Results: patterns across establishments and roles
Secondary data show that turnover is not uniform across prisons. The prisons that show the worst attrition and the highest proportions of inexperienced staff are the ones with the high-security, overcrowded and rapidly expanding. The parliamentary inquiry transcripts and HMIP inspections reveal areas of concern where vacancies, sickness absence and use of temporary staffing in combined produce weak staffing models (UK Parliament, 2022; HMIP, 2024). Sickness absence has also been high, a factor that added operational pressure and contributed to the turnover.
4.2.3 Discussion: HRM implications of inexperienced staff
From HRM perspective, the proportion and patterning of the turnover create a problem with a double impact. Firstly, high exit rates generate direct costs such as for recruitment and training and indirect costs such as team cohesion and loss of organisational knowledge. Secondly, a constant influx of inexperienced staff affects the quality of the service and increases the job demands on the remaining staff which further leads to more burnout and attrition. The description aligns with the model Job Demands-Resources (Roskams et al, 2021) where high demands (risk exposure, difficult custody tasks) together with inadequate resources (training, support) lead to strain and turnover. The literature on workforce planning (Armstrong and Taylor, 2020; Purcell et al, 2008) state that sustainable retention needs strategic alignment of recruitment numbers, development opportunities and support. The actual patterns in HMPPS reveal weaknesses in this alignment. The concentration of inexperienced staff in specific prisons indicates failures in targeted HR utilization and forecasting.
4.3 Theme 2 – Unsafe working conditions and workplace violence
4.3.1 Results: Evidence of unsafe conditions
A regular finding in inspectorate reports and media investigations is that shortage of staff is contributing directly to unsafe conditions. HMIP (2024) describes increased violence and disorder in many prisons, linking staff faults to reduced capacity to supervise prisoners and manage incidents. The Guardian (2025) and BBC (2025) articles relate staffing gaps to operational mistakes, including wrong prisoners’ releases and routine safety failures. The statements of POA report an increasing number of assaults on staff and a sense among the officers that their workplace is not safe. Official statistics of assaults, incident rates, and days lost to sickness provide factual information in support of these statements.
4.3.2 Discussion: Safety as an HRM and retention issue
Safety concerns are pivotal to the psychological and practical aspect of retention. Maslow’s hierarchy of needs (1943) places safety among the basic needs. When the employees face a continuous safety risk at work, motivation for continued service declines. The psychological contract – an employee’s expectation of employer obligations including secure working conditions – is breached when safety is compromised (Rousseau, 1989; Conway and Briner, 2005). The literature on occupational health suggests that perceived workplace danger is a strong predictor of turnover intentions. For prison officers, often exposure to violence, in combination with perceived insufficient protective measures, increases the probability of early resigning decisions.
From the perspective of HRM practice, employers in establishments with high risk must prioritise physical safety measures, a strong and rapid incident response, a balanced staff-to-prisoner proportion, and visible managerial presence. Failure to do so represents a hygiene factor failure (Herzberg: pay/conditions) and a breach of the psychological contract. The data demonstrate that HMPPS struggled to maintain safe staffing levels and this operational failure is also a driver of the turnover, as indicated in the commentary of the inspectorate and union testimonials.
4.4 Theme 3 – Job demands, emotional strain and wellbeing deficit
4.4.1 Results: Emotional and workload burdens
Secondary sources highlight the emotional intensity of the prison work: officers perform constant surveillance, de-escalation and relational tasks while trying to cope also with traumatic incidents and long, antisocial work shift patterns (Crewe et al, 2015; Mason et al, 2025). Mason et al (2025) records a stable deficit of  psychological support and unequal access to wellbeing services across prisons. HMIP staff surveys show a high number of staff reporting low morale and signs of burnout. Media reports and practitioners’ interviews (Forsyth et al, 2025) support this: employees describe emotional exhaustion, and a perceived lack of mental health support.
4.4.2 Discussion: Burnout, JD-R and retention
The Job Demands-Resources model is a strong explanatory frame: when job demands (exposure to violence, emotional strain, long and antisocial work shifts, understaffing) exceeds the job resources (training, supervision, wellbeing services), the negative outcomes such as burnout, resignation and increased turnover take place. Studies on emotional labour (Wharton, 2009) suggests that roles requiring suppression or management of emotions are demanding unless they are provided with institutional mechanisms that restore the resources (for example counselling, peer support). The analysis of HMPPS evidence indicate that resources are either insufficient or are irregularly provided.
Wellbeing deficit is also a strategic HRM failure: modern HRM underlines wellbeing as a key retention factor (Armstrong and Taylor, 2020; Whiting and Martin, 2016). However, the wellbeing initiatives in the prison service, where they are present, are often underfunded, unequally implemented or are downgraded in the operational priorities. The resulting deterioration of staff health, both physical and mental, is manifesting itself in the form of absenteeism, sickness absence, and finally resignation. For practitioners, these findings suggest that in order to improve retention there is a need to invest into systematic, well-evaluated wellbeing initiatives which would be integrated into the everyday practice rather than taking place episodically.
4.5 Theme 4 – Psychological contract breaches and motivation failures
4.5.1 Results: Evidence of expectation-reality gaps
A range of sources point to a discrepancy between the expectations created during the recruitment process and the on-the-job realities for prison officers. Recruitment campaigns make a point of public service, vocational pride and stable careers, but the frontline reports demonstrate that many recruits experience an unexpected violence exposure, limited training and minimal career support. Parliamentary evidence and inspectorate commentary show that an important number of leavers invoke unmet expectations: lack of support, insufficient recognition, limited progression and pay issues (UK Parliament, 2022; House of Lords, 2025).
4.5.2 Discussion: Psychological contract and Herzberg’s two-factor theory
Rousseau’s psychological contract framework helps with the interpretation of the high level of turnover: when the perceived employer’s obligations such as safety, support, development are not accomplished, employees feel that the contract has been violated which triggers their disengagement and resignation. Conway and Briner (2005) state that contract breaches are associated with reduced organisational commitment and increased turnover decisions. In the prison context, early career breaches are especially strong: recruits who feel misguided and unsupported in their first 12-36 months are excessively probable to leave.
Herzberg’s two-factor theory differentiate between hygiene factors (salary, conditions) and motivators (recognition, progression). In HMPPS, hygiene factors such as safety and pay are problematic; motivator factors such as autonomy, recognition and career progression are also weak. The combined failure of both types of factors creates a strong tendency towards turnover. Accordingly, the HRM responses must address from one side the working conditions and from other side the motivational structure of the job – clear pathways for progression, recognition systems, enhanced job design and genuine career development opportunities.
4.6 Theme 5 – Training, role clarity and career pathways
4.6.1 Results: Training shortfalls and role ambiguity
Evidence found in the HMPPS documents, inspectorate reports and academic reviews indicate to inadequate training and preparation for the realities of the guardian work. Rapid recruitment, intended to fill the vacancies, sometimes comes with compressed or insufficient induction. Mason et al (2025) state that training gaps exist particularly around mental-health awareness, de-escalation techniques and resilience skills. Beside this, prison officers speak about role vagueness: there are conflicting demands between security and rehabilitative functions of the officer’s job, and unstable application of performance management.
4.6.2 Discussion: Learning and Development and retention
HRM sources mention the importance of continuous learning and career pathways for retention (Beevers et al, 2020; Purcell et al, 2008). For the roles with high stress level, a serious initial training and continuous professional development are essential for staff retention: they build confidence and a sense of career route. HMPPS’s Workforce Strategy (2023) recognizes the need for an improved development but implementation appears to be unregular. The result is resignation at the early stages of starting the job produced by the perception of being not enough qualified and unsupported.
Clear career pathways function as motivators (Herzberg’s theory) and as a confirmation of organisational investment (psychological contract fulfilment). The data show that the lack of transparent progression modalities contributes to a “dead-end” perception among the officers, especially younger recruits. This too contributes to turnover as officers are looking for roles which have clear progression opportunities and better working conditions.
4.7 Theme 6 – Management, Organisational Culture and the constraints of the HR in the public sector
4.7.1 Results: management weaknesses and cultural issues
Documentary sources often mention management and cultural failures: weak frontline leadership, poor managerial visibility, bureaucratic performance systems and organisational cultures that do not prioritise staff wellbeing. The constraints of the service – budgetary, political and institutional – place a limit on the capacity of the local managers to introduce innovations or offer incentives. Recent media investigations (Al-Othman, 2025) add more to that to illustrate the consequences of staff shortage and inadequate training linking them to increased vulnerability, boundary erosion and misconduct within prisons.
4.7.2  Culture and Strategic HRM
Strategic HRM literature emphasises leadership and culture as being important factors for staff retention. Visible and supportive leadership promotes engagement and the incorporation of organisational values (Armstrong and Taylor, 2020; Martin and Whiting, 2016). In the prison context, when the manager is absent and detached, the officer’s trust is undermined and it increases his/her perception of being undervalued. Additionally, the constraints of the public sector (centralised pay negotiation, limited local discretion) impose restrictions on the manager’s ability to respond to retention problems – this structural limitation is a theme appearing in Farnham and Horton (1993) and Fight et al (2023). The interaction between limited HR levers and demanding operational realities leads to a culture where staff is feeling not supported and underestimated, aggravating turnover.
4.8 Integrative discussion: Synthesis across themes and theoretical implications
4.8.1 Synthesis: How themes interact to drive turnover
The findings of this report demonstrate that the factors contributing to the high level of staff turnover in UK prisons do not operate separately but they rather form a combination of interconnected and reciprocally reinforcing dynamics which creates a continuous cycle of workforce instability. At the core of this cycle there is a chronic shortage of staff, which notably increases the job demands for the remaining officers. Reduced number of employees lead to considerable workloads, increased exposure to violence and reduced ability to manage safely the prisoners, as it was repeatedly documented by the HM Inspectorate of Prisons reports. These unsafe working conditions intensify the officers’ sense of physical vulnerability and emotional strain, which consequently leads to more psychological demands of the role.
As job demands increase without a corresponding increase in organisational resources, officers suffer from stress and burnout. Emotional strain such as managing fear, aggression and conflict while keeping the level of professional authority, becomes especially exhausting in overcrowded settings. Burnout leads to disengagement, sickness absence and finally to resignation. These experiences also appear from a perceived breach of the psychological contract, especially at freshly recruited officers whose expectations of safety, support and development are not met in real life.
High turnover then aggravates the problem it is trying to escape. The loss of experienced officers extends the dependence on the newly recruited staff  who often receive condensed training and limited mentoring. This results in reduced operational competence, greater role ambiguity and weaker professional identity, factors leading further to increased pressure on teams and managers. Weak training and unclear career pathways compromise employee’s motivation. On the other hand, the constrained budgets in the public sector and centralised decision making limit the ability of the local managers to respond efficiently. This systemic interaction is an explanation to why the bit by bit interventions such as recruitment campaigns fail to secure retention: without addressing the underlying organisational and HRM weaknesses, the cycle recommences.
4.8.2 Theoretical framing
Those three HRM theories altogether provide a strong framework for interpreting these patterns. Firstly, the Job Demands-Resources (JD-R) model provides an important explanation of burnout and turnover in the prison context. The findings clearly demonstrate an environment characterised by extreme job demands – violence, emotional strain, antisocial working hours, understaffing, the emergence of misconduct and inappropriate relationships between staff and prisoners – all combined with inadequate resources, such as training, wellbeing support and staffing levels. In accordance with the JD-R model, this disparity forecasts exhaustion and withdrawal behaviours, including resignation. The HMPPS workforce crisis illustrates this mechanism and reinforces the model’s relevance to occupations with high risk from the public sector.
Secondly, the Psychological Contract Theory helps to explain why the turnover is especially severe among prison officers in the early stages of their careers. Many new starters start the service having expectations of a structured development, support from the managers and safe working conditions. When these intrinsic promises are not completed, officers perceive it as a breach of their trust, resulting in their dissatisfaction and turnover intentions. The relevance of this theme across secondary sources supports the reasoning that unmet expectations are a major driver of attrition, especially in emotionally demanding roles.
Thirdly, Herzberg’s Two-Factor Theory suggests that both hygiene and motivator factors are insufficient in the prison environment. Hygiene factors – safety, pay, working conditions – are often inappropriate, generating, thus, dissatisfaction. Concomitantly, the motivator factors such as recognition, progression, consequential development, are not strong enough, irregularly applied and/or restricting positive engagement. Herzberg’s framework suggests that addressing only one aspect of the problem will not fix the turnover unless the motivator needs are also taken into consideration and met. Altogether, these theories stipulate that retention requires an integral HR response rather than isolated measures.
4.8.3 Comparison with other public services
The retention challenges found in the UK prisons reflect broader tendencies across the public sector. The research conducted by Fright et al (2023) demonstrates that services such as NHS and policing struggle with similar combinations of high demand, limited resources and attrition of the workforce. Nevertheless, custodial work has unique risk factors that intensify these pressures, including constant exposure to violence, continuous alertness, guardian responsibility for vulnerable convicts.
Comparative evidence shows that targeted HR actions such as structured mentoring strategies, wellbeing hubs, transparent career pathways, may improve retention when they are correspondingly resourced and continually implemented. Although, in comparison with other public services, prisons aften don’t have the organisational ability or autonomy to implement fully such initiatives. This comparison supports the statement that prisons necessitate unique HR solutions that reflect the exceptional demands of guardian work, rather than non-specific reforms in the public sector.
4.8.4 Policy and practice implications
The findings suggest that HMPPS and policy makers must shift from a strategy focused on recruitment to a retention-first approach. A basic requirement should become safe staffing levels. The workforce planning should prioritise acceptable and balanced staff-to-prisoner ratios. Structured induction programmes and continuous professional development should be systematized and adequately resourced in order to reduce early-career attrition and reinforce professional expertise.
Wellbeing framework should be implanted into the prison operations, including timely access to psychological support, counselling services and colleagues’ support networks. Transparent career opportunities and recognition systems are vital to repair the psychological contract and increase internal motivation. Also, investment into the leadership development and frontline management coaching is crucial for the improvement of the organisational culture. Lastly, there should be allowed a greater local flexibility to the prison managers to adapt retention initiatives to their particular operational contexts.
4.8.5 Limitations and cautions in interpretations
The above conclusions are extracted from the secondary data. The lack of primary interviews means that some degree of lived experience may be missing. Still, the intersection of findings across various credible sources, including HMIP reports, parliamentary inquiries, academic reviews, union evidence, fortifies the certitude in the identified patterns. Any future research which would incorporate primary data from frontline staff and HR managers would increase the understanding of the turnover causes and will support the assessment of intervention efficacy.
5 Conclusions and recommendations
This chapter presents the general conclusions and recommendations emerging from an examination of the causes and effects of high staff turnover in UK prisons, based only on secondary data. The study explores the factors determining prison officers to leave the service, examines the organisational, psychological and structural tensions that influence retention and assess the consequences for safety, stability and the wider criminal justice system. This chapter integrates the most important findings, reveals the study’s contribution to knowledge, recognizes its limitations and offers practical recommendations based on evidences for policy makers, prison managers and the Ministry of Justice.
5.1 Summary of main findings and conclusions
5.1.1 Working conditions and safety
The analysis indicates that prison officers work in increasingly demanding environments characterised by overcrowding, understaffing and rising violence. Secondary sources such as parliamentary reports or news media highlight that many prisons are working at their operational capacity or above it, creating daily stressful working conditions for the frontline employees. Understaffing developed into a critical problem, intensifying the workloads and reducing the ability of the officers to manage safely their work. The emotional charge of continuous exposure to violent incidents, prisoners’ self-harm, suicide attempts and trauma contribute to high burnout rates. These findings correspond to the Job Demands-Resources (JD-R) theory, which states that when job demands regularly exceed organisational resources, the emotional fatigue becomes unavoidable. Generally, unpredictable and unsafe working conditions are the primary cause of early resignations and a declining morale.
5.1.2 Pay, rewards and insufficient recognition
Compensation arose as an important contributor to the turnover. Secondary data from independent reviews show that prison officers often feel that their pay does not correspond to the risks and responsibilities of their role. In comparison with other emergency or uniformed services, the initial salary of a new starter officer is relatively low, making the recruitment and retention complicated, particularly in the regions with the high cost. Beside this, factors of dissatisfaction are the limited opportunities for career progression and perceived inequalities in the reward system. These findings are linked with the organisational justice theory which states that when employees feel underestimated or unfairly compensated, their commitment and motivation diminish. Even if the financial incentives are unable to resolve the problem of turnover, the inadequate rewards system is part of the problem.
5.1.3 Organisational culture and leadership
The study discovered strong evidence that organisational culture majorly affects staff retention. Reports from the Ministry of Justice and independent researches reveal unstable practices, weak communication and limited psychological support. Many new officers report that they are feeling not fit for the emotional demands of their role, while the experienced staff often refer to a culture in which their concerns are not taken into consideration. Leadership quality varies from prison to prison. Prisons with supportive managers and governors face lower levels of turnover in contrast with the prisons with poor leadership which tend to face a chronic staff shortage. The literature on transformational leadership suggests that effective leaders build trust, provide support and create a shared vision. Unfortunately, these qualities lack in overstretched prisons.
5.1.4 Impact on prison stability and rehabilitation
High staff turnover has important consequences for prison activity. Secondary data sources constantly mention that the loss of experienced officers disrupts the service, reduces the successful delivery of rehabilitation programmes and affects the safety levels in prisons. Errors, such as early releases, are more probable to happen in chaotic and understaffed environments. The loss of experienced staff also creates a cycle when new recruits get inappropriate mentoring, become overwhelmed and resign, further maintaining the workforce instability. The findings show that turnover is both a cause and a consequence of organisational malfunction, preventing prisons from performing their rehabilitative mission.
5.2 Overall conclusion
The overall conclusion is that the high level of staff turnover is a multi-faceted problem provoked by poor working conditions, inappropriate pay and recognition, weak leadership and a system under tough operational tension. Addressing any single factor separately will not be sufficient, because a meaningful change needs several coordinated reforms that improve the staff wellbeing, fortifies the leadership and strengthens prison regimes.
5.3 Contribution to the knowledge
This study is contributing to the literature on the workforce challenges in the criminal justice sector by merging diverse sources of information – media investigations, parliamentary reports, academic studies, policy analyses – to create a complex picture of why officers are leaving the service. Compared to other existing reports that focus only on one single aspect, this research focuses on interrelation of safety, organisational culture, psychological and emotional strain and structural pressures. The study also proves the value of secondary data analysis for the understanding of the workforce crises in the public sector, providing an insight even if there is limited access to internal data of Ministry of Justice. Hence, the research offers an integrated and nuanced understanding of turnover that can inform more effective policy solutions.
5.4 Recommendations
The primary recommendation evolving from the above findings will be to offer the top priority to the improvement of the safety which means investing in additional staffing, reducing overcrowding where possible, offering more training in de-escalation and in trauma-informed practice. Access to psychological support should be extended, including regular wellbeing checks and confidential counselling. By reducing the exposure to traumatic incidents and improving the sense of physical and emotional safety in officers would seriously improve retention.
Pay is not the only aspect contributing to turnover but competitive salary is of primary importance in attracting and retaining employees. Increases in starting salary, retention bonuses and clear progression ways should be introduced. Recognition schemes, such as awards or development opportunities for long service officers, would help improve the morale and signify organisational appreciation.
A crucial step is also to improve leadership. Governors and managers should go through an obligatory leadership development training focused on communication, staff support and team motivation. Mechanisms enhancing the staff voice should be enforced in order to ensure that the officers are felt heard and valued. Additional solutions would be stronger supervision, training on work ethics and professional boundaries, and the introduction of a structured mentoring programme for the new recruits which would improve the professional confidence and would reduce resignations at the early stages.
A more strategic approach to recruitment is needed aiming at regions with chronic shortages and offering realistic job previews so that the applicants clearly understand the demands of the role. Improvements in pre-service training and continuous professional development would be beneficial for retention. Methodically monitoring the turnover data would allow the Ministry of Justice to intervene at earlier stages in prisons which face workforce difficulties.
Addressing the high staff turnover is pivotal for the restauration of the safety, stability and the rehabilitation scope of the UK prisons. By introducing coordinated reforms aimed at improving the working conditions, by strengthening the leadership and by offering support to the officers’ wellbeing, would help the prison service build a more resilient and effective workforce which will be ultimately beneficial for the employees, prisoners, communities, and society in general.
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Anex 2: Research Process Reflection
This reflection critically evaluates the research process conducted for the independent project investigating the high staff turnover in UK prisons from a human resource management (HRM) perspective. The reflection is structured around Gibbs’ Reflective Cycle (1988) and presents the main stages of the research journey, including selection of the topic, methodology choice, engagement with secondary data, and analytical development, with an emphasis on learning outcomes and research skills acquired during the process.
Description
The purpose of the research was to explore the HRM factors contributing to the high staff turnover in the UK prison system. There was adopted a qualitative, desk-based approach, relying exclusively on secondary data, due to ethical and practical limitations. Sources for the research included Ministry of Justice workforce statistics, reports from HM Inspectorate of Prisons, parliamentary inquiries, academic literature as well as reliable media investigations. The study went through a structured literature review, methodological design, thematic analysis and theoretical interpretation of the findings.
Feelings
The research subject was significant for the author both from academic and personal perspective. The choice was partly influenced by author’s previous professional experience as a prison officer, including leaving the role after the first 6 months of service. These circumstances deepened author’s interaction with the subject and provided contextual awareness of the prison environment. Nevertheless, it also needed a cautious reflexivity to ensure that the personal experience did not influence much the interpretation of the findings. As the research developed, confidence increased as the analysis was emerging from the published evidence and traditional HR theories rather than personal experience.
Evaluation
An important strength of the research process was the ample use of credible and authoritative secondary sources, which allowed the navigation through the layers of academic information, news media, policies, reports etc. This consolidated the validity of the key findings and allowed to identify consistent patterns across the data. Nevertheless, the reliance only on secondary data represented a limitation due to restricted access to direct employees’ experiences. Additionally, it was challenging to manage the volume and complexity of the sources as it required thorough and attentive organisation and prioritisation.
Analysis
The analytical stage of the project was an important development in author’s research abilities. Through repetitive reading and thematic coding there were discovered interlinked themes such as unsafe working conditions, burnout, psychological contract breach, inadequate level of training and poor management practices. Connecting these themes to the relevant HRM theories such as Job-Demands Resources model, psychological contract theory and Herzberg’s Two Factor Theory allowed a theoretical integration and a better interpretation. This process improved author’s ability to make a critical analysis instead of descriptive reporting. Reflexivity remained at the core of the research, particularly while maintaining analytical distance and avoiding potential biases.
Conclusion
Generally, the research process considerably contributed to the academic development of the author. It consolidated author’s skills in performing qualitative analysis, evaluation of critical literature, theory application, gaining a better understanding of the HRM challenges in public sector services with high risk. The project revealed how important are the methodological transparency and reflexivity to produce credible research outcomes.
Action plan
In any future researches, the author might try to introduce primary data, such as interviews with practitioners in order to add empirical depth. Starting planning at an early stage the data management and thematic analysis would also need improvement. These improvements will bring methodological rigour and analytical depth of future research projects.
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	YES
	☒	NO
	☐
	
	
	Date

	2
	If Yes, please indicate source of approval (and date where known): Approval in principle must be obtained from the relevant source prior to seeking ethical approval
	Research Degrees Committee
	☐	

	
	
	Institute Research Committee
	☐	

	
	
	Other (write in)

	☒	



SECTION C:  Internal and External Ethical Guidance Materials
	
	Please list the core ethical guidance documents that have been referred to during the completion of this form (including any discipline-specific codes of research ethics, location-specific codes of research ethics, and also any specific ethical guidance relating to the proposed methodology).  Please tick to confirm that your research proposal adheres to these codes and guidelines. You may add rows to this table if needed.

	1
	UWTSD Research Ethics & Integrity Code of Practice
	☒
	2
	UWTSD Research Data Management Policy
	☒

	3
	[List any other relevant documents here]
	☐



SECTION D: External Collaborative Research Activity
If there are external collaborators then you should gain consent from the contact persons to share their personal data with the university. If there are no external collaborators then leave this section blank and continue to section E.
	1
	Institution
	


	2
	Contact person name
	


	3
	Contact person e-mail address

	

	4
	Is your research externally funded?
	YES
	☐
	NO
	☐

	5
	Are you in receipt of a KESS scholarship?
	YES
	☐
	NO
	☐

	6
	Are you specifically employed to undertake this research in either a paid or voluntary capacity?
	Voluntary
	YES
	☐
	NO
	☐

	7
	
	Employed
	YES
	☐
	NO
	☐

	8
	Is the research being undertaken within an existing UWTSD Athrofa Professional Learning Partnership (APLP)?
	If YES then the permission question below does not need to be answered.
	YES
	☐
	NO
	☐

	9
	Has permission to undertake the research has been provided by the partner organisation?
	(If YES attach copy)
If NO the application cannot continue
	YES
	☐
	NO
	☐




Where research activity is carried out in collaboration with an external organisation
	10
	Does this organisation have its own ethics approval system?
	YES
	☐
	NO
	☐

	
	
If Yes, please attach a copy of any final approval (or interim approval) from the organisation (this may be a copy of an email if appropriate).




SECTION E: Details of Research Activity
	1
	Indicative title:
	High staff turnover in UK prisons

	2
	Proposed start date:
	11/10/2025
	Proposed end date:
	8/11/2025

	
	Introduction to the Research (maximum 300 words per section)
Ensure that you write for a Non-Specialist Audience when outlining your response to the points below:
· Purpose of Research Activity: To understand the reasons of high staff turnover in UK reasons and what strategies can be applied to improve staff retention 
· Proposed Research Question: What are the key human resource management (HRM) factors contributing to high staff turnover in UK prisons, and what strategies can be implemented to improve staff retention?
· Aims of Research Activity: The research aims to explore the underlying HRM factors influencing staff turnover in UK prisons and to identify effective, evidence-based HRM strategies that can improve employee retention and organisational stability.
· Objectives of Research Activity: 
1. To examine existing HRM practices in the UK prison system and their impact on staff motivation and retention.
2. To analyse secondary data and literature to identify the main causes of high staff turnover.
3. To propose practical HRM interventions that can improve retention and workforce resilience in the prison sector.
· 
Demonstrate, briefly, how Existing Research has informed the proposed activity and explain
Existing research on staff turnover in the UK prison system highlights a persistent pattern of high attrition driven by demanding working conditions, limited professional development, and insufficient HRM support structures. Studies in this area have shown that prison work is emotionally and physically challenging, often resulting in stress and burnout. Reports from HM Inspectorate of Prisons (2024) and the Prison Officers’ Association (2023) further reveal low morale, safety concerns, and weak management practices as major contributors to staff dissatisfaction. Although recent initiatives, such as the HMPPS Workforce Transformation Strategy (2022), attempt to address these challenges, existing research remains largely descriptive, focusing on operational issues rather than the strategic HRM factors driving turnover.
This proposed research will synthesise evidence from government reports, policy papers, and academic studies to evaluate how HRM practices—such as recruitment, training, performance management, and wellbeing support—affect retention in the prison service.

· What the research activity will add to the body of knowledge:
· The research will contribute to the body of knowledge by bridging the gap between policy-focused and HRM-focused analyses, offering a more integrated understanding of workforce stability in high-stress public sector environments.
·  
· How it addresses an area of importance:
·  This study addresses an area of national importance, as high turnover in prisons undermines safety, service quality, and operational continuity. By identifying HRM strategies adjusted to the prison context, the research can inform both policy and practice, supporting more sustainable workforce management across the wider public sector.

	3
	Purpose of Research Activity

The purpose of this research activity is to investigate the HRM factors contributing to high staff turnover in UK prisons and to identify effective strategies for improving employee retention and organisational stability.

(this box should expand as you type)

	4
	Research Question

What are the key human resource management (HRM) factors contributing to high staff turnover in UK prisons, and what HRM strategies can be implemented to improve staff retention and workforce stability?

(this box should expand as you type)

	5
	Aims of Research Activity

The aims of the research activity are to explore the underlying HRM factors that influence high staff turnover in UK prisons and to identify practical, evidence-based strategies that can enhance employee retention, wellbeing, and organisational effectiveness within the prison system.

(this box should expand as you type)

	6
	Objectives of Research Activity

1. To analyse existing HRM practices in the UK prison system and their impact on staff motivation and retention.
2. To identify the main HRM-related factors contributing to high staff turnover using secondary data and literature.
3.  To evaluate and propose practical HRM strategies aimed at improving staff retention and organisational stability in UK prisons.


(this box should expand as you type)

	
	Proposed methods (maximum 600 words)
Provide a brief summary of all the methods that may be used in the research activity, making it clear what specific techniques may be used. If methods other than those listed in this section are deemed appropriate later, additional ethical approval for those methods will be needed. You do not need to justify the methods here, but should instead describe how you intend to collect the data necessary for you to complete your project.

	7
	
This research will adopt a qualitative, desk-based approach relying exclusively on secondary data sources. This method is suitable given the restricted access to primary participants within the UK prison system and the extensive availability of existing reports, academic studies, and policy documents on the subject. The research will aim to gather, review, and analyse relevant materials to explore the HRM factors contributing to high staff turnover and identify potential strategies for improving retention.

Data will be collected from a wide range of publicly available and credible sources. These include government publications such as Ministry of Justice and His Majesty’s Prison and Probation Service (HMPPS) reports, statistical data from official portals (GOV.UK), inspection findings from HM Inspectorate of Prisons, and trade union reports from the Prison Officers’ Association (POA). Academic sources will be gathered through databases such as Google Scholar, JSTOR, ScienceDirect, focusing on peer-reviewed journals in human resource management, organisational behaviour, and public administration. Independent reviews, think-tank papers, and relevant media articles will be used to provide contextual insights.

Qualitative content analysis technique will be applied to the collected documents. This will involve identifying and coding recurring themes, concepts, and patterns related to HRM practices, job satisfaction, staff retention, and turnover causes. The data will be systematically categorised to capture relationships between HRM variables—such as recruitment, training, leadership, wellbeing support, and career progression—and staff retention outcomes. Comparative analysis will also be conducted to examine differences across time or between public sector contexts, where applicable.

A purposive sampling approach will be used, selecting sources based on relevance, reliability, and recency. Priority will be given to documents published between 2020 and 2025 to ensure the findings reflect the current workforce challenges and HRM policies within UK prisons. Older sources may be included where they provide valuable theoretical or historical context.

The research will rely solely on secondary, publicly accessible data and therefore presents minimal ethical risk. All materials will be properly cited using academic referencing conventions. No personal, confidential, or sensitive data will be collected or analysed. The researcher will maintain transparency, objectivity, and integrity throughout the process, ensuring that interpretations remain evidence-based and unbiased.


(this box should expand as you type)

	

	Location of research activity
Identify all locations where research activity will take place.


	8
	
UK
(this box should expand as you type)

	
	Research activity outside of the UK
If research activity will take place overseas, you are responsible for ensuring that local ethical considerations are complied with and that the relevant permissions are sought. Specify any local guidelines (e.g. from local professional associations/learned societies/universities) that exist and whether these involve any ethical stipulations beyond those usual in the UK (provide details of any licenses or permissions required). Also specify whether there are any specific ethical issues raised by the local context in which the research activity is taking place, for example, particular cultural and/or legal sensitivities or vulnerabilities of participants. If you live in the country where you will do the research then please state this.

	9
	N/A


(this box should expand as you type)



	10
	Use of documentation not in the public domain: Are any documents NOT publicly available? 

	NO
	☒

	
	
	YES
	☐

	11
	If Yes, please provide details here of how you will gain access to specific documentation that is not in the public domain and that this is in accordance with the current data protection law of the country in question and that of England and Wales.



(this box should expand as you type)



	
	Does your research relate to one or more of the seven aims of the Well-being of Future Generations (Wales) Act 2015?
	
YES
	
NO

	12
	A prosperous Wales
	☐
	☒

	13
	A resilient Wales
	☐
	☒

	14
	A healthier Wales
	☐
	☒

	15
	A more equal Wales
	☐
	☒

	16
	A Wales of cohesive communities
	☐
	☒

	17
	A Wales of vibrant culture and thriving Welsh language
	☐
	☒

	18
	A globally responsible Wales
	☐
	☒

	19
	If YES to any of the above, please give details:

	
	


(this box should expand as you type)



SECTION F: Scope of Research Activity
	
	Will the research activity include:
	YES
	NO

	1
	Use of a questionnaire or similar research instrument?
	☐
	☒

	2
	Use of interviews?
	☐
	☒

	3
	Use of focus groups?
	☐
	☒

	4
	Use of participant diaries? 
	☐
	☒

	5
	Use of video or audio recording?
	☐
	☒

	6
	Use of computer-generated log files?
	☐
	☒

	7
	Participant observation with their knowledge?
	☐
	☒

	8
	Participant observation without their knowledge?
	☐
	☒

	9
	Access to personal or confidential information without the participants’ specific consent?
	☐
	☒

	10
	Administration of any questions, test stimuli, presentation that may be experienced as physically, mentally or emotionally harmful / offensive?
	☐
	☒

	11
	Performance of any acts which may cause embarrassment or affect self-esteem?
	☐
	☒

	12
	Investigation of participants involved in illegal activities?
	☐
	☒

	13
	Use of procedures that involve deception?
	☐
	☒

	14
	Administration of any substance, agent or placebo?
	☐
	☒

	15
	Working with live vertebrate animals?
	☐
	☒

	16
	Procedures that may have a negative impact on the environment?
	☐
	☒

	17
	Other primary data collection methods. Please indicate the type of data collection method(s) below.
	☐
	☒

	
	Details of any other primary data collection method:



(this box should expand as you type)
	
	


If NO to every question, then the research activity is (ethically) low risk and may be exempt from some of the following sections (please refer to Guidance Notes).

If YES to any question, then no research activity should be undertaken until full ethical approval has been obtained. 

SECTION G: Intended Participants
If there are no participants then do not complete this section, but go directly to section H.

	
	Who are the intended participants:
	
YES
	
NO

	1
	Students or staff at the University?
	☐
	☒

	2
	Adults (over the age of 18 and competent to give consent)?
	☐
	☒

	3
	Vulnerable adults?
	☐
	☒

	4
	Children and Young People under the age of 18? (Consent from Parent, Carer or Guardian will be required)
	☐
	☒

	5
	Prisoners?
	☐
	☒

	6
	Young offenders?
	☐
	☒

	7
	Those who could be considered to have a particularly dependent relationship with the investigator or a gatekeeper?
	☐
	☒

	8
	People engaged in illegal activities?
	☐
	☒

	9
	Others. Please indicate the participants below, and specifically any group who may be unable to give consent.

	☐
	☒

	
	Details of any other participant groups:



(this box should expand as you type)
	
	



	
	Participant numbers and source
Provide an estimate of the expected number of participants. How will you identify participants and how will they be recruited? 

	10
	How many participants are expected?

	
N/A

(this box should expand as you type)

	11
	Who will the participants be?

	
N/A

(this box should expand as you type)

	12
	How will you identify the participants?
	
N/A

(this box should expand as you type)




	
	Information for participants:
	
YES
	NO
	
N/A

	13
	Will you describe the main research procedures to participants in advance, so that they are informed about what to expect?
	☐
	☐
	☒

	14
	Will you tell participants that their participation is voluntary?
	☐
	☐
	☒

	15
	Will you obtain written consent for participation?
	☐
	☐
	☒

	16
	Will you explain to participants that refusal to participate in the research will not affect their treatment or education (if relevant)?
	☐
	☐
	☒

	17
	If the research is observational, will you ask participants for their consent to being observed?
	☐
	☐
	☒

	18
	Will you tell participants that they may withdraw from the research at any time and for any reason?
	☐
	☐
	☒

	19
	With questionnaires, will you give participants the option of omitting questions they do not want to answer?
	☐
	☐
	☒

	20
	Will you tell participants that their data will be treated with full confidentiality and that, if published, it will not be identifiable as theirs?
	☐
	☐
	☒

	21
	Will you debrief participants at the end of their participation, in a way appropriate to the type of research undertaken?
	☐
	☐
	☒

	22
	If NO to any of above questions, please give an explanation 

	
	


(this box should expand as you type)



	
	Information for participants:
	
YES
	NO
	
N/A

	24
	Will participants be paid?
	☐
	☐
	☒

	25
	Is specialist electrical or other equipment to be used with participants?
	☐
	☐
	☒

	26
	Are there any financial or other interests to the investigator or University arising from this study?
	☐
	☐
	☒

	27
	Will the research activity involve deliberately misleading participants in any way, or the partial or full concealment of the specific study aims?
	☐
	☐
	☒

	28
	If YES to any question, please provide full details 

	
	


(this box should expand as you type)



SECTION H: Anticipated Risks

	
	
Outline any anticipated risks that may adversely affect any of the participants, the researchers and/or the University, and the steps that will be taken to address them. 

If you have completed a full risk assessment (for example as required by a laboratory, or external research collaborator) you may append that to this form.  

	1
	Full risk assessment completed and appended? 
	Yes 
	☒

	
	
	No
	☐

	2
	Risks to participants
For example: sector-specific health & safety, emotional distress, financial disclosure, physical harm, transfer of personal data, sensitive organisational information

	
	Risk to participants:
N/A

(this box should expand as you type)
	How you will mitigate the risk to participants:

N/A

(this box should expand as you type)

	3
	If research activity may include sensitive, embarrassing or upsetting topics (e.g. sexual activity, drug use) or issues likely to disclose information requiring further action (e.g. criminal activity), give details of the procedures to deal with these issues, including any support/advice (e.g. helpline numbers) to be offered to participants. Note that where applicable, consent procedures should make it clear that if something potentially or actually illegal is discovered in the course of a project, it may need to be disclosed to the proper authorities

	
	N/A


(this box should expand as you type)

	4
	Risks to the investigator
For example: personal health & safety, physical harm, emotional distress, risk of accusation of harm/impropriety, conflict of interest

	
	Risk to the investigator:

As this research is entirely desk-based and relies solely on secondary data sources, there are no significant physical or personal risks to the investigator. The study does not involve direct interaction with participants or visits to prison facilities, thereby eliminating risks related to personal safety, emotional distress, or accusations of impropriety.

(this box should expand as you type)
	How you will mitigate the risk to the investigator:

The risk to the investigator is minimal since the research is entirely desk-based. Any potential risks, such as bias or misinterpretation of data, will be mitigated by maintaining objectivity, following systematic analysis methods, and adhering strictly to academic and ethical guidelines.

(this box should expand as you type)

	5
	University/institutional risks
For example: adverse publicity, financial loss, data protection

	
	Risk to the University:
The proposed research presents minimal risk to the university as it relies entirely on publicly available secondary data and does not involve direct interaction with participants or access to sensitive information. Therefore, risks such as financial loss, data breaches, or breaches of data protection legislation are negligible.
The primary potential risk is adverse publicity if findings are misinterpreted or misrepresented in the media or public domain. 



(this box should expand as you type)
	How you will mitigate the risk to the University:
Risks will be mitigated by ensuring that all data are accurately cited, interpreted objectively, and presented in an academically rigorous manner. All sources will be referenced appropriately, and the research will be conducted in accordance with university ethics policies, guidelines for research integrity, and good academic practice.
By adhering to these measures, the study safeguards the university’s reputation, ensures compliance with data protection regulations, and maintains the credibility of the research outputs.

(this box should expand as you type)

	6
	Environmental risks
For example: accidental spillage of pollutants, damage to local ecosystems

	
	Risk to the environment:
N/A


(this box should expand as you type)
	How you will mitigate the risk to environment:

N/A

(this box should expand as you type)



	
	Disclosure and Barring Service

	
	If the research activity involves children or vulnerable adults, a Disclosure and Barring Service (DBS) certificate must be obtained before any contact with such participants.
	YES

	NO

	N/A


	7
	Does your research require you to hold a current DBS Certificate?
	☐
	☒
	☒

	8
	If YES, please give the certificate number. If the certificate number is not available please write “Pending”; in this case any ethical approval will be subject to providing the appropriate certificate number.
	



SECTION I: Feedback, Consent and Confidentiality

	1
	Feedback
What de-briefing and feedback will be provided to participants, how will this be done and when? 

	
	
N/A

(this box should expand as you type)

	2
	Informed consent
Describe the arrangements to inform potential participants, before providing consent, of what is involved in participating. Describe the arrangements for participants to provide full consent before data collection begins. If gaining consent in this way is inappropriate, explain how consent will be obtained and recorded in accordance with prevailing data protection legislation.

	
	
N/A

(this box should expand as you type)

	3
	Confidentiality / Anonymity
Set out how anonymity of participants and confidentiality will be ensured in any outputs. If anonymity is not being offered, explain why this is the case. 

	
	

N/A
(this box should expand as you type)



SECTION J: Data Protection and Storage

	
	Does the research activity involve personal data (as defined by the General Data Protection Regulation 2016 “GDPR” and the Data Protection Act 2018 “DPA”)?
	YES
	NO

	1
	“Personal data” means any information relating to an identified or identifiable natural person (‘data subject’). An identifiable natural person is one who can be identified, directly or indirectly, in particular by reference to an identifier such as a name, an identification number, location data, an online identifier or to one or more factors specific to the physical, physiological, genetic, mental, economic, cultural or social identity of that natural person. Any video or audio recordings of participants is considered to be personal data.
	☐
	☒

	
	If YES, provide a description of the data and explain why this data needs to be collected:

	2
	


(this box should expand as you type)

	
	Does it involve special category data (as defined by the GDPR)?
	YES
	NO

	3
	“Special category data” means sensitive personal data consisting of information as to the data subjects’ –
(a) racial or ethnic origin,
(b) political opinions,
(c ) religious beliefs or other beliefs of a similar nature,
(d) membership of a trade union (within the meaning of the Trade Union and Labour Relations (Consolidation) Act 1992),
(e) physical or mental health or condition,
(f) sexual life,
(g) genetics,
(h) biometric data (as used for ID purposes),
	☐
	☒

	
	If YES, provide a description of the special category data and explain why this data needs to be collected:

	4
	


(this box should expand as you type)



	
	
Will data from the research activity (collected data, drafts of the thesis, or materials for publication) be stored in any of the following ways?
	YES
	NO

	5
	Manual files (i.e. in paper form)?
	☐
	☒

	6
	University computers?
	☐
	☒

	7
	Private company computers?
	☐
	☒

	8
	Home or other personal computers?
	☐
	☒

	9
	Laptop computers/ CDs/ Portable disk-drives/ memory sticks?
	☐
	☒

	10
	“Cloud” storage or websites?
	☐
	☒

	11
	Other – specify:

	☐
	☒

	12
	For all stored data, explain the measures in place to ensure the security of the data collected, data confidentiality, including details of backup procedures, password protection, encryption, anonymisation and pseudonymisation:

	
	

(this box should expand as you type)



	
	Data Protection

	
	Will the research activity involve any of the following activities:
	YES
	NO

	13
	Electronic transfer of data in any form?
	☒
	☒

	14
	Sharing of data with others at the University outside of the immediate research team?
	☐
	☒

	15
	Sharing of data with other organisations?
	☐
	☒

	16
	Export of data outside the UK or importing of data from outside the UK?
	☐
	☒

	17
	Use of personal addresses, postcodes, faxes, emails or telephone numbers?
	☐
	☒

	18
	Publication of data that might allow identification of individuals?
	☐
	☒

	19
	Use of data management system?
	☐
	☒

	20
	Data archiving?
	☐
	☒

	21
	If YES to any question, please provide full details, explaining how this will be conducted in accordance with the GDPR and Data Protection Act (2018) (and any international equivalents, where appropriate):

	
	
N/A

(this box should expand as you type)

	22
	List all who will have access to the data generated by the research activity:

	
	
N/A

(this box should expand as you type)

	23
	List who will have control of, and act as custodian(s) for, data generated by the research activity:

	
	N/A


(this box should expand as you type)

	24
	Give details of data storage arrangements, including security measures in place to protect the data, where data will be stored, how long for, and in what form. Will data be archived – if so how and if not why not.  

	
	
N/A

(this box should expand as you type)

	25
	Please indicate if your data will be stored in the UWTSD Research Data Repository (see https://researchdata.uwtsd.ac.uk/ ).   If so please explain. (Most relevant to academic staff) 

	
	
N/A

(this box should expand as you type)

	26
	Confirm that you have read the UWTSD guidance on data management (see https://www.uwtsd.ac.uk/library/research-data-management/)
	YES
	☒

	27
	Confirm that you are aware that you need to keep all data until after your research has completed or the end of your funding
	YES
	☒





SECTION K: Declaration
	
	The information which I have provided is correct and complete to the best of my knowledge. I have attempted to identify any risks and issues related to the research activity and acknowledge my obligations and the rights of the participants.

In submitting this application I hereby confirm that I undertake to ensure that the above named research activity will meet the University’s Research Ethics and Integrity Code of Practice which is published on the website: https://www.uwtsd.ac.uk/research/research-ethics/ 

	1
	Signature of applicant:
	Vasile Dragos Raducu
	Date:
23/10/2025



For STUDENT Submissions:
	2
	Director of Studies/Supervisor:
	
	Date:

	3
	Signature:
	

	



For STAFF Submissions:
	4
	Academic Director/ Assistant Dean:
	
	Date:

	5
	Signature:
	

	



Checklist: Please complete the checklist below to ensure that you have completed the form according to the guidelines and attached any required documentation:
	☒
	I have read the guidance notes supplied before completing the form.

	☒
	I have completed ALL RELEVANT sections of the form in full.

	☒
	I confirm that the research activity has received approval in principle

	☐
	I have attached a copy of final/interim approval from external organisation (where appropriate)

	☐
	I have attached a full risk assessment (where appropriate)  ONLY TICK IF YOU HAVE ATTACHED A FULL RISK ASSESSMENT

	☒
	I understand that it is my responsibility to ensure that the above named research activity will meet the University’s Research Ethics and Integrity Code of Practice.

	☒
	I understand that before commencing data collection all documents aimed at respondents (including information sheets, consent forms, questionnaires, interview schedules etc.) must be confirmed by the DoS/Supervisor, module tutor or Academic Director.



	RESEARCH STUDENTS ONLY
Once complete, submit this form via the MyTSD Doctoral College Portal at (https://mytsd.uwtsd.ac.uk).


	RESEARCH STAFF ONLY
All communications relating to this application during its processing must be in writing and emailed to pgresearch@uwtsd.ac.uk , with the title ‘Ethical Approval’ followed by your name.


	STUDENTS ON UNDERGRADUATE OR TAUGHT MASTERS PROGRAMMES should submit this form (and receive the outcome) via systems explained to you by the supervisor/module leader.
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