Chapter 4 – Findings and Data Analysis
4.1 Introduction
From the conducted research, the primary objective was to gather and examine public and professional perceptions of prison overcrowding within the United Kingdom of Great Britain. In doing so, the research would explore how prison overcrowding impacts all aspects of prison life, including the operational functions of the prison, staff welfare, the effectiveness of prisoner rehabilitation and its subsequent reoffending rates. To achieve this, this study has collected both quantitative and qualitative data.
The quantitative data was collected by means of an online survey, targeting members of the public. All participants were British nationals and were aged 18 and over. The aim of this survey was to gage the awareness that people have towards that of prison overcrowding, thoughts on the government’s response, attitudes towards rehabilitation and its perceived effectiveness, and views on reoffending.
The qualitative aspect consisted of two semi-structured interviews that were conducted with serving prison officers. These voluntary interviews were designed to explore first-hand professional accounts and experiences within the prison service. Both interview participants were informed that no personal information or identifying remarks would be recorded within the research, creating a neutral environment of which to speak. Discussion topics ranged from staffing shortages, prison overcrowding, the Labour Governments early release scheme, management practices, rehabilitation delivery and ultimately the future of the prison system as a whole.
Both interview participants were each delivered the same set of questions, of which they were invited to answer and to expand on. Both participants are currently involved in Welsh prisons, one being a government operated institution, and the other a private establishment. These two sets of interviews established crucial insight into the operational realities behind two different institutional structures. Both prison officers will be remarked by the coined names of Officer One and Officer Two to mask their personal identities.

4.2 Findings: Description and Analysis of Results
4.2.1 Public Perceptions of Overcrowding
Overall, most respondents acknowledged that there were issues within the prison service relating to overcrowding, with sixty out of ninety-one respondents acknowledging it was a “Very serious” issue. Another nineteen respondents acknowledged it was “Somewhat” an issue, and only one stating that it was “Not very serious”. Eleven more answered “Don’t know”. From this we can gather that overcrowding does have some level of significance in the mind of the public, with a significant proportion of respondents agreeing that it is a serious issue.
These views do go hand in hand with a study conducted by Powell (2024), in which it is stated that roughly 79% of people in Britain believe that overcrowding is a very serious issue within prisons.
Another significant proportion of respondents expressed how they felt as though prison overcrowding was having a negative effect on the wellbeing of prisoners, the effectiveness of rehabilitation opportunities, and the level of public safety resultingly.
Many of those who answered the survey also demonstrated a lack of confidence in the Labour Governments response to the issues of overcrowding, particularly in that of the early release scheme. Most respondents believe that the early release scheme only provides the prison service with short term relief rather than the critically needed solutions.

4.2.2 Professional Perspectives: Is Overcrowding the Core Issue?
Often in direct opposition to what the public believe, Prison Officer One and Prison Officer Two acknowledged that overcrowding in of itself is not the main culprit behind all issues in the prison service, often it was staffing that was seen to be the main issue.
Officer One challenged the claim that prisons in the UK were at breaking point, pointing out in response to the figures portrayed in the literature review by Ministry of Justice (2025), in November of 2025 whereas the headroom of all prison spaces in the country were only 2,002 above how many inmates we currently have; stating “No, because that figure is fluid”. This answer on its own does not represent much, until it is put into wider context. It was noted that prison capacity is a constantly moving figure, whereas each individual prison cannot have a set capacity. It was explained how because of a lack of staffing, with respects to health and safety the numbers of prisoners allowed to occupy each cell had to be reduced. This stood as one example of why prisons in the UK seem to be so crowded on paper, because there is no staffing to improve those levels.

4.2.3 Staffing Crisis and Recruitment Failures
Both interviews conducted with Officer One and Officer Two saw similarities with issues in staffing. They both emphasised that the quality of recruitment, burnout amongst staff, a severe shortage of staff, and failures in retention were all key factors in the degradation of the prison system.
It was described by Officer One how the stagnation of wages is a major contributor to both the failures in recruitment, and in the retention of experienced staff within the prison. Both of which have amalgamated into an issue that is much greater than it needs to be, accelerating issues within other areas of the prison. Officer One also explained how overcrowding itself is not an issue within their prison, but does state how “if the definition of staff to prisoner is what overcrowding is classified as, then yes overcrowding is an issue”, this is extremely important in understanding the issues faced within the prison system, as by words of a member of their own staff; staffing itself is the primary issue within prison, not so much the number of prisoners.
Officer One did expand on this reasoning; in explaining how abiding by health and safety standards the number of staff on each wing is relative to how many people they can put into each cell. This is because if anything happened overnight, there needs to be a minimum of three staff for every prisoner in a cell, so if in one cell there are two prisoners there would need to be six staff attending – but if there are only five staff working on the floor, the number of prisoners in each cell would have to be decreased. This ultimately effects the number of prisoners who can be kept in prison, which then effects the national number of available spaces. Going back to what Officer One said earlier on how prison numbers are “fluid”.
This is factually supported by the National Offender Management Service (2006, p.53) in which it is stated in response to the scenario of a violent or “recalcitrant” prisoner that “the deployment of a three officer team is the approved method”. 
The issues amongst staff retention, and the failures in recruitment as emphasised by both Officer One and Two are supported heavily by available academic sources, as Hough et al (2008, p.95) explains how 80% of staff that were interviewed stated that staffing levels were of huge concern and great importance to the issues of overcrowding. It is also mentioned how 71% of staff felt as though there were not enough staff to run the prison(s). It is detailed that staff in these cases, were being made to work for much longer than they should, with some reaching 60 hour working weeks. This was an issue that was detailed by both Officer One and Officer Two, with Officer Two stating; “Prison officers work long shifts -”, adding how many hours a week they were currently working. This was an answer given in response to a question asking why the prison service struggles to get people to join.

4.2.4 Impact on Safety and Violence
Officer Two’s experiences regarding the impact on safety and violence that overcrowding has on prison life is particularly crucial to the argument here, as they themselves reported how they had been a victim of an assault during their service – something that has heavily impacted their decision to seek out a new line of employment. They reported how the assault was so serious that they had to be put on sick leave because of it, spending a lengthy amount of time away from the prison.
In an answer to a question about issues with recruitment, this was something that was mentioned, with them stating how “they’re so unsafe, the rise of staff assaults … because of overcrowding and staffing we face higher risk of assault”. 
Another issue regarding safety that was highlighted by Officer Two was the ever increasing threat of violence, gang activity, and drug circulation (in particular, “spice”). Having asked if they thought the situation was going to get better in the future, rather chillingly, Officer Two stated, “it’s going to get worse … in fact I’d put my life on it … even if a member of staff got killed tomorrow I don’t think it would change.” Asking then, that severe? The answer from Officer Two remained the same, “That’s what’s coming next – a prison officer is going to get killed”.
The rise of staff assaults is evident through the Home Office (2025), which reports that the year 2025 had the single greatest number of assaults on staff per 1,000 prisoners, with it topping at 122.
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HM Prison and Probation Service (2026) reports on the actual number of assault victims every year, with the number in the year 2024 sitting at 10,149, a five-time increase from the start of the 21st century. This would result in an average increase of 7.2%, every single year. 
In another academic source, the Institute of Employment Rights (2025) directly link understaffing to the dramatic rise of staff assaults in England and Wales, claiming 49% of prison staff have faced an assault at least once during their career.

4.2.5 Impact on Rehabilitation and Reoffending
The public who responded to the questionnaire overwhelmingly supported the idea of rehabilitating prisoners, with many linking their reasoning for the desired outcome of lowered reoffending rates. These thoughts match those explained by Jewkes et al (2016, p.39) who stated how the aim of imprisonment is not to inflict pointless pain on the prisoner, but rather to redirect and reform their lives. These thoughts are reinforced by the Ministry of Justice Analytical Series (2013, p.13 – 20) whereas the introduction of drug rehabilitation, alcohol, mental health issues, employment requirements, offender behaviour and offender family relationships are all examples of rehabilitation with a proven effect on reoffending. 
Officer One was keen to share all that their prison does in rehabilitation, from university level education (open University), construction qualifications, JCB simulations, 12 step addiction programmes and much more – all aimed at the reduction of reoffending once they left the prison. A severe shortage of staffing was once more mentioned however and was portrayed as a decisive factor in rehabilitation delivery – but Officer One remained confident it could still be delivered. 
Although overcrowding appeared to have little impact on the rehabilitation programmes described by Officer One (who works at a government-run prison), Officer Two’s experiences differed greatly.
It was described by Officer Two, how (in the privately-operated prison they work at) rehabilitation is constantly interrupted and effected by overcrowding and staffing. Important and basic needs such as healthcare are continuously and constantly undermined by the series of issues that persist. A story was shared from Officer Two how a prisoner had once resorted to removing their own teeth due to a lack of dental access – demonstrating how severely overstretched prison services have become. 
Therefore, while rehabilitation remains an important and effective tool for the reduction of reoffending, its delivery is plagued by chronic understaffing

4.2.6 Synthesis of Findings with the Literature Review
The findings of this chapter interestingly both complicate and support that of the Literature Review.
To begin, the reason for this study was to focus mainly on that of prison overcrowding, and as a result, it confirms that overcrowding is indeed a widespread issue within the majority of UK prisons; with the Home Office (2025) and the Ministry of Justice (2025) confirming what was stated by both Officer One, Two and the majority of the public.
Secondly, both Officer One and Officer Two both independently confirm what was stated by the Justice Committee (2025) in regard to the staffing crisis. However, it can also be argued that both prison officers can confirm that the issues in staffing are more widespread than can be confirmed by any academic source, bringing the prison system almost to the edge of collapse as a result. Both officers, in contrast to the Justice Committee, argue more in the favour of staffing being the primary issue, rather than infrastructure, something witch was more prevalent on the minds of this academic source.
These professional perspectives challenge the narrative of the National Audit Office (2024), in emphasising while new infrastructure (such as new prisons) may be a way of alleviating prison shortages on paper, pared with absolute failures in staff safety, retention, and recruitment - these reforms will inevitably fail.
Lastly, the findings of Maha et al (2025) and HM Inspectorate of Prisons (2024) are both validated by evidence of a severe decline in prisoner mental health, violence throughout the prison system, and staffing instability. But again, these narratives were slightly challenged by both Officer One and Officer Two, as both officers blame the weakness of the prison system rather than cell space alone.

4.4 Summary
The findings of this study reveal three common themes, that being how public perception as a whole seems to strongly point to the belief that prisons are extremely overcrowded and that prison reform is inadequate. Professional perspectives reframe the narrative from infrastructure and capacity issues to that of staffing and management failures. Rehabilitation is an effective tool in the fight against consistent reoffending, but it remains heavily constrained by resource and staffing shortages, leading to an increase in reoffending.
Overall, the empirical evidence works to reinforce the literatures central argument; saying that overcrowding is both a symptom and a cause of systemic failures. However, both interview participants introduce the real issue behind the walls of prison – how severe staffing shortages have led to the degradation of the workforce, how that is one of the most crucial underlying structural causes that consistently sustain overcrowdings harmful effects – and will do so, until it is changed.

Chapter 5 – Conclusion
Initially, this research set out to study both professional and public perceptions surrounding prison overcrowding in the United Kingdom, it was designed to explore the operational, rehabilitative, and government policy implications.
The literature review was able to demonstrate that overcrowding in of itself is an important issue within the prison system. It was able to identify the greater consequences of overcrowding, such as a deterioration in mental health, a domino effect on rehabilitation, increased violence, and the decline of public confidence.
The findings from data collected as part of this study reinforce these concerns, as the public in most cases overwhelmingly believe that overcrowding in the prison system is a serious national issue – with many expressing very limited confidence in current reforms, such as that of the Labour Governments early release scheme in 2025. By the opinion of much of the public, the early release scheme could be viewed no less than a temporary fix to a much larger problem. By the opinion of both professionals, it was an ineffective solution that would have worked around a decade ago – showing just how outdated the governments perspective is of the real issue plaguing the prison service.
Interestingly, both professional perspectives acknowledged the pressures faced by a lack of capacity, both officers clearly identified staffing shortages, pared with retention failures as the real culprit behind much of the issues within the prison system. Their personal accounts from working in the prison service for as long as they have, revealed much of the deeper rooted issues that staffing shortages cause – with healthcare, discipline, morale, safety, and rehabilitation all effected.
The research conducted here also highlights a paradox that exists within modern prisons; rehabilitation does exist, and on paper it does work, but its delivery is consistently opposed by staffing constraints – reducing the overall effectiveness of the reduction of reoffending.
Overall, the research conducted here, ultimately supports the argument that prison overcrowding is not just an isolated issue, but rather it is a systemic crisis involving the decline of the workforce, political decision making, and social reintegration issues.
If current trends were to continue as they are with regards to recruitment and retention, the long term stability of the prison system may deteriorate further. Both interviewed prison officers predicted worsening staff safety, increasing violence, and a decrease in professional standards.
Therefore in conclusion, the current Labour Government must take harder action towards the staffing crisis currently grasping the prison service, before they can interfere with the much larger issue of overcrowding – as that is the truest source of all stemming issues. With a lack of coordinated long-term reform, the system will continue to lack stability, safety, professionalism, and discipline. Furthermore, reoffending will continue to rise, staff assaults will continue to swell, and the continued erosion of public trust and confidence in the criminal justice system will endure. For the longevity of the morals that balance the modern concept of the prison system, where rehabilitation takes precedence over punishment, change must come.
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