Chapter 3 – Methodology 

Introduction 
This research examines the effectiveness of modern security measures in preventing the supply of illicit drugs into prisons in England and Wales. Despite continued investment in prison security, illicit drugs remain a persistent challenge, with organised crime groups (OCGs) exploiting changing smuggling routes and technological developments to circumvent institutional controls (Haenlein, 2024; National Crime Agency, 2024). The research aims to critically evaluate the effectiveness of current security measures while examining the methods through which illicit drugs enter prisons, how OCGs adapt to security interventions, and the operational challenges affecting prevention. The study therefore considers security as a wider and interconnected system rather than focusing solely on individual technologies.
The literature review identified that measures including X-ray body scanners, drug detection dogs, mail screening, intelligence-led searching and counter-drone systems have strengthened the detection and disruption of illicit supply (Bell et al., 2019; Vaccaro et al., 2022; Ministry of Justice, 2023; HM Inspectorate of Prisons, 2025). However, important gaps remain. Existing research frequently examines individual security measures or focuses on criminal adaptation, while less attention has been given to how security measures operate collectively and how their effectiveness is experienced by frontline prison officers (Jewkes, 2012; Ismail and de Viggiani, 2018; Crewe, 2026). There is also limited evidence connecting operational pressures, such as staffing and capability, with the practical effectiveness of drug-supply prevention (Rowland and Pope, 2025; HM Inspectorate of Prisons, 2025). These gaps provide the rationale for the proposed empirical element of this research, combining secondary evidence with semi-structured interviews with frontline officers, subject to the necessary ethical and HMPPS research approvals.

Research Strategy
This study will adopt a mixed qualitative research design, combining primary empirical research with secondary data analysis. This approach is consistent with the research objectives because the study seeks not only to examine existing evidence concerning modern prison security measures, but also to understand how those measures operate in practice. Secondary sources, including academic literature, government publications, policy documents and inspection reports, provide the wider evidential and policy context for assessing the effectiveness of measures used to prevent illicit drug supply. Biggam (2026) argues that combining primary and secondary research streams can provide a comprehensive framework for connecting established knowledge with evidence gathered directly from relevant participants. In this study, the primary element will complement rather than replace the secondary evidence by providing frontline operational perspectives.
This strategy is particularly relevant because the literature review identified limited research examining how different security measures operate collectively, as well as limited qualitative evidence concerning frontline officers’ experiences of contemporary drug-security measures. Interviews therefore provide an opportunity to explore participants’ experiences and perspectives in greater depth than may be possible through documentary or statistical evidence (Clark, Foster and Bryman, 2019). Participants will be invited to explain how security measures are implemented, where practical weaknesses arise, and how operational pressures affect their effectiveness. A purely quantitative design would be less suitable for the present research because, although it could identify frequencies, trends, or measurable patterns, it would provide less opportunity to explore participants’ subjective experiences and interpretations (Creswell and Creswell, 2018). Similarly, while a questionnaire could obtain responses from a larger sample, it would provide less opportunity for the depth and flexibility required to investigate complex operational issues. Semi-structured interviews are therefore more appropriate because they provide a consistent framework while allowing participants to elaborate on relevant experiences and raise issues not anticipated by the researcher (DeJonckheere and Vaughn, 2019).
The study will use purposive sampling to recruit approximately 6–8 active frontline prison officers. Purposive sampling is appropriate because participants will be selected according to their relevance to the research question rather than through random selection (Ames, Glenton and Lewin, 2019). Frontline officers are particularly relevant because their roles can provide direct operational experience of prison security, searching and detection procedures, security technologies, drug-related risks and the wider challenges associated with preventing illicit supply. The proposed sample size is deliberately small and is intended to generate depth and detailed qualitative insight rather than statistical representation of the wider prison officer population. A larger sample may increase breadth, but it would not necessarily provide the same level of detailed engagement within the practical constraints of a Master’s dissertation.
Nevertheless, the sampling strategy has limitations. Recruiting 6–8 officers from a single establishment means that the findings will reflect the experiences and operational context of that particular prison rather than the wider prison estate. Participants may also have different experiences depending on their role, responsibilities and level of exposure to prison security and drug-related risks. There is also a possibility of selection bias because officers who agree to participate may have particularly strong experiences or views about prison security. These limitations will be acknowledged when interpreting the findings, and the study will avoid making claims that extend beyond the evidence collected. Subject to the necessary ethical and HMPPS research approvals, the proposed strategy will therefore provide a focused means of comparing documented evidence with frontline operational perspectives within a specific custodial setting, while maintaining appropriate recognition of the study’s scope and limitations.

Data Collection
Building on the research strategy outlined above, this study will draw on two complementary forms of qualitative evidence: secondary documentary data and, subject to the necessary approvals, proposed primary empirical data. The secondary component will establish the wider evidential, policy and research context surrounding illicit drug supply and prison security in England and Wales. The proposed primary component will seek to provide a focused frontline perspective from prison officers working within a single establishment. This approach reflects the research aim of examining both existing evidence concerning the effectiveness of modern security measures and how such measures may be understood and experienced operationally. However, as approval for the primary research has not yet been confirmed, the interview element remains provisional and will only proceed if all required permissions are obtained.
3.3.1 Secondary Data Collection
Secondary data will provide a substantial part of the evidence base for the study and will be collected through a structured review of relevant academic and official material. Academic sources will include peer-reviewed journal articles, relevant academic books, criminological research, systematic reviews and studies concerning prison security, illicit drug supply, organised crime and criminal adaptation. Particular attention will be given to research examining the effectiveness and limitations of measures such as body scanners, drug detection dogs, mail screening, intelligence-led searching and counter-drone systems. Research concerning how organised crime groups adapt their methods in response to changing security interventions will also be considered. This focus reflects the literature review, which identified a need to consider security measures collectively rather than examining individual technologies in isolation.
Clear inclusion criteria will be applied when selecting secondary sources. Priority will be given to material published primarily between 2015 and 2026, reflecting the study's focus on contemporary security measures and recent developments in prison drug supply. Older academic sources may nevertheless be retained where they provide important theoretical or methodological foundations that remain relevant to the research. Sources will be considered according to their relevance to the research question, credibility, methodological quality and evidential value. Particular preference will be given to research directly addressing prison drug supply, security measures, organised crime adaptation or related operational challenges, as well as studies with specific relevance to England and Wales where available. This process will ensure that the dataset is focused and analytically useful rather than simply extensive.
Government and official publications will form a further important component of the secondary evidence. These will include publications, statistical releases and policy documents produced by the Ministry of Justice and HM Prison and Probation Service, together with relevant reports from HM Inspectorate of Prisons, Independent Monitoring Boards and the National Audit Office. These sources can provide evidence concerning policy development, implementation, institutional performance and identified security vulnerabilities that may not be captured fully within academic literature.
However, official sources will not automatically be regarded as neutral or conclusive. Government and institutional publications may reflect particular policy priorities, organisational objectives or reporting frameworks, while inspection and monitoring reports may focus on particular establishments or areas of concern (Fusch and Ness, 2015). Their evidential value will therefore be assessed according to their purpose, scope, methodology and limitations. Where appropriate, findings from official publications will be compared with academic research and, if primary research is subsequently approved and completed, the interview evidence. This process of triangulation will help identify areas of agreement, disagreement and uncertainty rather than relying on a single category of evidence (Joslin and Müller, 2016).
The secondary material will be organised according to the research objectives and relevant analytical themes. Key findings concerning drug-supply methods, security measures, organised crime adaptation and institutional challenges will be recorded and subsequently incorporated into the thematic analysis. This will provide the established evidence base against which any approved primary findings can be considered.
 Proposed Primary Empirical Data Collection
The primary element of the study is currently proposed rather than confirmed. Subject to University Research Ethics Committee approval, HMPPS National Research Committee (NRC) approval and any additional organisational permission required, approximately 6–8 active frontline prison officers may be invited to participate. Participants would be recruited from the establishment in which the researcher works, meaning that the proposed primary research would represent a focused case-specific perspective rather than the experiences of prison officers across England and Wales.
If approval is granted, purposive sampling will be used to identify participants with relevant frontline experience of prison security and operational issues associated with illicit drug supply (Palinkas et al., 2015). Semi-structured interviews are proposed because they would provide a consistent framework while allowing participants to explain their experiences and perspectives in greater depth (Kallio et al., 2016; McIntosh and Morse, 2015). Core questions would address methods of drug supply, the effectiveness of modern security measures, organised crime adaptation and operational challenges. Participants would also be able to raise issues that may not have been anticipated by the researcher.
The proposed interview approach nevertheless presents potential weaknesses. Participants may provide socially desirable responses, particularly because they work within the same organisational environment as the researcher (Grimm, 2015). The researcher's position within the establishment may also influence how participants interpret questions or how openly they respond (Unluer, 2015). Furthermore, the sensitive nature of prison security may discourage participants from discussing certain matters. These risks would be reduced through neutral questioning, a consistent interview guide, appropriate probing and clear boundaries preventing the collection of operationally sensitive or security-classified information.
 Proposed Interview Procedure
If the primary research receives the necessary approvals, the interview process will begin only after all required permissions have been obtained. Eligible participants will be invited through an approved recruitment process and provided with an information sheet explaining the research purpose, participation requirements and their rights. Written informed consent will be obtained before participation. Interviews would then be conducted remotely through an approved secure platform or face-to-face, subject to organisational permission and practical arrangements. With participants' consent, interviews may be audio-recorded to support accurate transcription. Recordings and transcripts would subsequently be anonymised and securely stored in accordance with the approved research procedures.
If approval is not granted, the study will proceed exclusively using the secondary evidence base, and the proposed primary component will not be undertaken.

Data Analysis 
The data will be analysed using thematic analysis, following the six-phase approach developed by Braun and Clarke (2006). This approach is appropriate for the study because the research seeks to identify patterns and recurring issues within qualitative evidence while retaining the detail and context of the material examined. It also provides a systematic framework through which secondary documentary evidence and, if approved and subsequently collected, primary interview data can be analysed within the same overall analytical framework. The analysis will therefore focus on the content and meaning of the evidence rather than attempting to quantify responses.
The first phase will involve familiarisation with the data. Relevant academic literature, government publications, policy documents, inspection reports and other selected secondary material will be reviewed in detail to develop a comprehensive understanding of the evidence. If the proposed interviews receive the necessary approvals and are conducted, interview recordings will be transcribed and the transcripts read repeatedly to ensure familiarity with participants' accounts. During this stage, initial observations and potentially relevant issues will be recorded without treating them as established findings.
The second phase will involve generating initial codes. Relevant sections of the documentary and, where available, interview material will be identified and assigned descriptive codes. These may include issues relating to methods of illicit drug supply, security technologies, detection and searching, organised crime group adaptation, operational challenges, staffing and staff capability. Coding will remain closely connected to the research question and objectives, while allowing additional issues to emerge from the data rather than restricting the analysis to predetermined categories.
The third phase will involve searching for potential themes by examining relationships between the initial codes and grouping those that share common characteristics. For example, codes concerning different security technologies may be considered together where they relate to wider issues of detection effectiveness, while codes concerning changing supply methods and organised crime adaptation may form a broader analytical category. The fourth phase will involve reviewing the developing themes against the coded material and the wider dataset. Themes will be examined to determine whether they accurately reflect the evidence, whether significant overlap exists between them and whether sufficient evidence supports their continued inclusion.
The fifth phase will involve defining and naming the final themes. Each theme will be given a clear and focused definition explaining its relevance to the research question. This process will ensure that themes remain analytically distinct while maintaining meaningful connections with the wider study objectives. The sixth phase will involve producing the final analysis by interpreting the themes in relation to the research question and comparing evidence across the different sources. Where primary interviews are approved and completed, participants' accounts will be considered alongside academic research, government evidence and inspection reports. Areas of convergence and divergence will be examined to identify where frontline perspectives support, challenge or add context to existing evidence.
The analysis will also recognise that thematic analysis involves researcher interpretation and therefore carries a risk of subjectivity (Braun and Clarke, 2019). Methodological rigour will be supported through transparent coding, a consistent analytical framework, reflexive consideration of the researcher's position, and maintenance of an appropriate audit trail documenting analytical decisions (Nowell et al., 2017). Comparing evidence across primary and secondary sources will further support the credibility of the interpretation. The analysis will therefore seek to provide a systematic and transparent assessment of the evidence while avoiding claims that extend beyond the data available.

Ethics 
Ethical considerations are central to this research because the proposed primary research involves serving prison officers and addresses illicit drug supply and prison security. The study will therefore prioritise participant autonomy, confidentiality, data protection and the prevention of operational or professional harm, adhering to established ethical guidelines for criminological research (British Society of Criminology, 2015). The primary research will only proceed following approval from the University of Wales Trinity Saint David and the necessary HMPPS research governance and organisational permissions. Recruitment and interviews will not commence until these requirements have been satisfied. The research will be conducted in accordance with the ethical and data-management requirements identified within the submitted ethics application.
 Informed Consent and Voluntary Participation
If approval is granted, potential participants will receive a Participant Information Sheet explaining the research purpose, proposed interview process, data handling arrangements, confidentiality and their rights. Participants will be given a minimum of seven calendar days to consider participation before providing written informed consent. Participation will be entirely voluntary, and participants will be informed that declining to participate will have no effect on their employment. Participants will also have the right to refuse to answer individual questions and to withdraw from the research during the interview or up to two weeks afterwards (British Psychological Society, 2014). Following this period, data will be fully anonymised and integrated into the thematic analysis, making individual withdrawal impracticable.
 Confidentiality and Anonymity
Confidentiality is particularly important because participants may fear professional consequences if they express critical views about prison security or organisational practices. To reduce this risk, participants will be pseudonymised during transcription and will be referred to using generic identifiers rather than names (Allen and Wiles, 2016). The research will not disclose participants' names, specific prison establishments, operational ranks or other unnecessary identifying characteristics. Consent documentation containing identifiable information will be stored separately from anonymised transcripts and audio files. Raw research data will be accessible only to the researcher and supervisor, while the dissertation will report findings using fully anonymised thematic extracts.
Operational Sensitivity and Researcher Position
The subject matter creates a specific risk that participants could unintentionally disclose restricted security procedures, vulnerabilities, intelligence or information concerning criminal activity. Interview questions will therefore focus on high-level perceptions of security effectiveness and operational challenges rather than requesting classified or restricted information. Participants will be instructed not to identify individuals, disclose specific intelligence or discuss ongoing investigations. The information provided to participants will also make clear that confidentiality has defined limits where serious matters, such as an immediate threat to prison security or active criminal activity, may require appropriate reporting (Israel, 2015).
A further ethical consideration arises from the researcher's position as a serving prison officer. This dual role may influence participants' willingness to speak openly and may introduce researcher bias (Costley, Elliott and Gibbs, 2010). This will be addressed through clear separation between the researcher's professional and academic roles, neutral questioning, reflexive consideration of researcher influence and supervisory oversight. The analysis will also compare interview evidence with independent secondary sources to reduce the possibility that individual perspectives are treated as representative of the wider prison estate.
Data Protection and Storage
Only the minimum personal information necessary for participation and research administration will be collected. Data will be pseudonymised as soon as practicable, with identifying information stored separately in password-protected and encrypted university storage. Interview recordings and transcripts will be securely stored, with access restricted to authorised individuals. Anonymised research files will be retained for five years for examination and academic audit before secure deletion, while identifiable consent records will be destroyed following completion of academic assessment. Raw interview data will not be publicly shared because of participant confidentiality and HMPPS operational-security considerations.
Overall, these measures are intended to ensure that the potential academic value of obtaining frontline perspectives is balanced against the professional, legal, confidentiality and operational risks associated with researching prison security.
Limitations and Potential Hurdles
Several limitations and potential hurdles may affect the research design and the interpretation of its findings. These relate primarily to access to participants, the proposed sample size, the sensitivity of the research topic, researcher influence and the limitations of secondary evidence. Recognising these issues in advance will help ensure that the findings are interpreted within the appropriate scope of the study.
A significant potential hurdle is obtaining the necessary approval and access to serving prison officers. The proposed interviews require University ethics approval, HMPPS research governance approval and relevant organisational permission before recruitment can begin. These processes may delay recruitment or make it difficult to achieve the intended sample of 6–8 participants. This risk will be mitigated by beginning the approval process at an early stage and using appropriate organisational recruitment channels. If recruitment proves difficult, participation will only be expanded or modified where this remains consistent with the approved research design.
The proposed sample size also limits the extent to which the findings can be transferred beyond the research setting. Six to eight participants cannot provide statistically representative evidence of the experiences of prison officers across England and Wales. However, the study is qualitative and seeks depth rather than statistical generalisation (Braun and Clarke, 2006). Findings will therefore be presented as contextual frontline perspectives rather than representative evidence of the wider prison estate.
The sensitive nature of illicit drug supply and prison security may also result in participant self-censorship. Officers may be reluctant to discuss security weaknesses, operational difficulties or organisational practices, potentially resulting in cautious or socially desirable responses (King and Horrocks, 2010). Confidentiality, anonymity, neutral questioning and clear boundaries preventing the disclosure of sensitive operational information will be used to reduce this risk.
A further limitation concerns researcher influence. As the researcher is a serving prison officer, their professional position may influence participants' responses and the interpretation of qualitative data (Costley, Elliott and Gibbs, 2010). This will be addressed through a consistent semi-structured interview schedule, neutral questioning, reflexive consideration of researcher influence and systematic thematic analysis. Triangulation with secondary evidence will also help prevent individual perspectives from being treated as definitive.
Finally, secondary sources may contain their own limitations. Government, inspection and academic sources may reflect different institutional, methodological or theoretical priorities. The study will therefore compare evidence across different source types to identify areas of convergence and disagreement (Fusch and Ness, 2015). These limitations will be acknowledged when interpreting the findings, ensuring that conclusions remain proportionate to the evidence available.
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