Chapter 1 – Introduction
1.1 Background

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

1.2 Research Focus

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

1.3 Aims and Objectives

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

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

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

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

1.4 Research Methodology & Timescales

This research adopts a quantitative approach using an online survey to explore public perceptions of prison overcrowding in the UK. A quantitative approach method is suitable as it allows for a measurable data collection, enabling the identification of patterns and trends in public attitudes toward overcrowding, rehabilitation and government policy.
A purposive sampling framework will be used to gather responses from both members of the public and professionals working within the criminal justice system, such as prison officers, probation staff, and legal practitioners. The survey will contain multiple choice questions distributed via social media and community platforms to reach a varied demographic.
Data will be analysed using descriptive statistics, including frequencies and averages, to identify key trends and relationships relevant to the research objectives. Ethical considerations will be observed throughout; participation will be voluntary, and responses will remain anonymous and confidential.

1.5 Value of the Research

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