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Introduction 

The Prison and Courts Reform Bill 

The planned prison reforms which featured front-and- 
centre in the Queen’s Speech 2016 have the potential  
to fundamentally change the way we respond to criminal  
behaviour. The Lord Chancellor and Secretary of State  
for Justice, Rt Hon Elizabeth Truss, echoed support for  
a new and progressive prison system, commenting: 

Specifically, the Government has committed to:

Establishing six ‘Reform Prisons’  
(one of  which is HMP Wandsworth, built in 1851)
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Problem: Mismatch between goal 
of instilling responsibility and an 
environment that obviates responsibility.

Recommendations to include: Making 
offenders responsible for their own 
rehabilitation through normalisation, and 
providing opportunities for agency. For 
example, an on-site essentials shop; some 
communal kitchen areas; opportunities 
to manage a weekly budget; rooms for 
prisoners to engage with IT and arrange 
visits/appointments; single cell (or ‘room’) 
design with toilet/washing facilities; more 
personal belongings in rooms; more 
opportunities to take responsibility of 
communal areas. 

Problem: Anger/frustration that occurs 
due to inherent unfairness in current 
system.

Recommendations to include: Clear ‘step 
up, step down’ (incentive vs punishment) 
framework. Also, to implement the swift, 
certain, fair approach as pioneered in the 
USA. This is not recommended as an 
alternative to rehabilitation but rather as 
an approach that is complementary and 
delivered alongside proper assessment, 
treatment and appropriate support. 

Education and work: 
Creating and  
sustaining a culture of  
hope and aspiration

2.1 Introduction
People who have committed a crime need 
to take responsibility for their actions – this 
is a fundamental aspect of rehabilitation. 
To be responsible in the future, they need 
to be given the skills and tools with which 
to succeed; hope for a better future is a 
prerequisite of behaviour change. Upon 
release from prison, ex-offenders need the 
ability and confidence to locate themselves 
within the law-abiding community, and 
successfully desist from crime altogether. 
As suggested in Unlocking Potential4 
- the recent report by Dame Sally Coates - 
increasing education and job prospects are 
crucial to reducing re-offending.  

Moreover, as identified in the MOJ’s 
Transforming Rehabilitation (2013), 
common factors which contribute to 
successful desistance include employment, 
hope, having something to give to others, 
having a place in a social group and not 
having a criminal identity. All of these can be 
achieved through work and education. Yet 
many prisoners have numeracy and literacy 
problems. 52% of male prisoners have no 
qualifications at all upon arrest, 65% have 
numeracy skills at or below Level 1, and 
48% have literacy skills at or below Level 1. 
Level 1 relates to the expected level for an 
11-year-old.

4 Ministry of Justice (May 2016) Unlocking Potential A review 
of education in prison-Dame Sally Coates  

In short, sustained desistance from 
crime relates in part to the availability of 
opportunities for employment or training 
both within and upon release from prison. 
Much of this will depend on the education 
level of the prisoner prior to sentencing and 
the role of the prison in preparing (training/
educating) the prisoner for life outside 
prison. Strong links between the prison and 
colleges and universities are vital for this, as 
is the ability to recruit high quality teachers 
and graduates.

Chapter 2 

52% of  male 
prisoners have no 

qualifications at all 
upon arrest

65% have  
numeracy skills  

at or below Level 1

 48% have  
literacy skills at or 

below Level 1

2.2 Rehabilitation through 
education in prisons
Sally Coates recently suggested that 
“education should be at the heart of the 
prison system”5. Advocating a multi-agency 
approach, the publication Unlocking 
Potential recommends that prisons, 
education providers, health providers and 
probation services should work more 
closely to meet shared targets for re-
offending, employment and educational 
attainment. We agree that decent 
educational opportunities are vital in 
supporting rehabilitation and resettlement. 
From basic skills courses such as healthy 
eating or managing a budget, to higher 
education and postgraduate study, 
prisoners should be able to access level 
appropriate education throughout their 
custodial sentence. As Coates concludes, 
“if education is the engine of social  
mobility, it is also the engine of  
prisoner rehabilitation”6.  

Programme consistency: Considering 
the frequency with which prisoners are 
transferred each prison must recognise  
the previous accomplishments of  
incoming prisoners. Moreover, each  
prisoner should be encouraged to take 
‘ownership’ of their individualised learning 
plans to encourage responsibilisation.

Learning support: 20–30% of all offenders 
have learning disabilities or difficulties: 
as such guidance on CVs, transferable 
skills and interviewing should be level-
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Problem: Difficulty recruiting high-quality 
teachers.

Recommendations to include: A new 
scheme to attract high-calibre graduates 
to work in prisons for an initial period of 
two years (Coates 2016). In addition, 
prison officers and those offenders and 
ex-offenders involved in the peer mentoring 
scheme should be given appropriate 
training, professional development 
opportunities and rewards to train as 
educators. This would enable staff, 
prisoners and ex-prisoners to deliver  
high quality education and act as  
teaching assistants.

Problem: Ex-offenders often struggle to 
maintain momentum upon release.

Recommendations to include: The 
government should continue to develop  
an approach that encourages and supports 
employers to work in prisons and to  
employ prisoners on release. An example 
would be offering opportunities to train 
in construction so they can work in the 
building industry and therefore ‘give back’ 
upon release. In addition, extending the 
support services provided to families of 
offenders and ex-offenders will enhance 
their rehabilitative potential. 

Balancing security needs 
with spatial aesthetics: 
Allowing the ‘outside in’

3.1 Introduction

Prisons need to be safe environments; 
people who are threatened or intimidated 
do not focus on changing their lives or 
taking responsibility for their actions. 
Similarly, drugs and contraband destroy 
security and undermine change, generating 
exponential harm. This harm can be far-
reaching, in that offenders’ families can 
pay the price with regards to debt and 
find themselves facing criminal charges for 
entering the prison carrying drugs and other 
contraband. Prison design can significantly 
limit the ingress of drugs but also create 
safer environments that themselves are 
more conducive to supporting change in 
behaviour through ‘Psychologically Informed 
Planned Environments’ (PIPES). Moreover, 
good design, as well as keeping drugs 
out, can significantly enhance interactions 
between offenders and their families, 
offenders and prison staff, and offenders 
and wider society. This chapter therefore 
provides a discussion how we can keep 
drugs out whilst also supporting meaningful 
interactions between prisoners and the 
outside world. 
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3.5 Designing for desistance: 
encouraging third sector 
involvement

Engaging both third sector and the wider 
community to be a part of a prisoner’s life 
is vital to support desistance and enable 
people to lead productive lives whilst in 
prison and once released. Designing in less 
secure spaces – such as a Community Hub 
discussed below – for low-risk offenders 
could relieve some of the pressures on 
prison staff. The Hub would have reduced 
security checks for third sector workers 
thus freeing up officers. Those third 
sector workers could deliver programmes 
with offenders and their families, further 
alleviating strain on staff.

•	 The Community Hub: As suggested in 
the Clinks Report (2016)9, a ‘Community 
Hub’ could increase opportunities 
for offenders to access a variety of 
services including educational courses, 
employment support, mentoring and 
counselling (family and/or individual). 
These ‘outward-facing’ hubs would be 
semi-public yet secure spaces, which 
could also include a prisoner-run café 
and a shop (selling prisoner-made items) 
which would be open to the public10. 
The goal here, as far as possible, is to 
let the ‘outside in’.

•	 Example of good practice: The 
non-residential rehabilitative support 
provided by The Salford Prison Project11 
effectively brings together a ‘hub’ of 
services from which individuals can 
draw. With re-offending rates of less 
than 9%, The Salford Prison Project 
suggests that the development of a 
‘Community Hub’ in all prisons  
would be beneficial.

9 Clinks (2016) The Rehabilitative Prison: What Does ‘Good’ 
Look Like?
10 ibid
11 https://www.theguardian.com/social-care-network/2014/
sep/29/programme-male-prisoners-avoid-reoffending-release

•	 Designing for desistance: Taking part 
in pro-social activities (such as working 
in café or receiving CV guidance) and 
engaging with third sector projects (be 
they related to employment, education, 
mentoring or addiction), can change an 
offender’s stigmatised identity, and can 
in turn provide hope for a better future 
once released from prison. 

3.6 Limiting contraband: 
designing in less intrusive, 
more  
effective security 
As suggested in Chapter 1, clear sightlines 
are a fundamental aspect of prison design 
due to the heightened risk of contraband in 
secure environments. They also provide a 
sense of openness which is a core element 
of good mental health and wellbeing, 
something which is discussed further 
in Chapter 4. In addition, there are also 
technologies being developed which can 
complement good prison design. These 
technologies have the potential not only 
to reduce the security role of officers and 
therefore encourage more meaningful 
interactions between staff and prisoners, 
but also to give the appearance of freedom 
within a secure environment. 

•	 Using technology to give the 
appearance of freedom: CCTV 
can transmit digital images to a 
control centre which processes them 
automatically, identifying unusual 
objects/movements. Biometric 
monitoring with discreet electronic  
wrist bands (that look like a wristwatch) 
allow prisoners to be tracked anywhere 
in the prison, reducing the need for  
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Problem: Proliferation of drugs  
(including new psychoactive substances) 
and mobile phones.

Recommendations to include: Reduce 
demand for mobile phones through 
opportunities for more meaningful and 
regular interactions with family and friends; 
use surveillance technologies to detect 
irregular behaviours and noise; reduce 
the demand for drugs through boredom 
alleviation and better services/- programmes 
to target addiction. 

The many functions  

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/drugs-international-comparators
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•	 The ‘modernisation’ programme: 
Prisons were built with a ‘blithe 
unconsciousness of the needs and 
sensibilities of the old’17. Old Victorian 
jails are often inappropriate for the 
elderly (steep staircases, long walkways 
and distances between cells, health 
centres and education). We need to do 
all we can to modernise old prisons,  
and design new prisons appropriately.  

•	 Designing for the elderly: A solid 
body of evidence links improved health 
outcomes with access to nature and 
therapeutic activities (e.g. opportunities 
for gardening, gentle exercise and 
walking). In addition, specific courses 
dedicated to coping with ageing, 
preparing for retirement and accessing 
specialist services upon release are 
needed. All of these can be facilitated 
by the third sector and/or prisoner-led 
mentoring schemes and groups. 

17 Crawley, E. and Sparks, R. (2005) ‘Hidden injuries? 
Researching the experiences of older men in English prisons’, 
Howard Journal of Criminal Justice 44(4):.p.350

4.5 The prison as  
an accident and emergency 
department
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4.8 Conclusion

The majority of those in prison are 
vulnerable, addicted and/or suffer from 
mental and physical health issues. As such 
we should treat the whole population as 
vulnerable and this particularly extends to 
the way we train and equip prison staff. 
Prisons should be environments which are 
conducive to rehabilitation, yet more often 
than not they breed hopelessness and 
despair. The reality is that most people who 
enter prison have already lost confidence in 
the systems and structures which surround 
them. Having placed their trust in people 
who have let them down, many of those 
serving custodial sentences will engage in 
criminal behaviour upon release. However, 
given the opportunity of a better future, 
many can and will choose to change. 
As this book demonstrates, hope is a 
fundamental part of the journey  
to desistance. 

Summary of  key 
recommendations
Problem: High levels of addiction/
substance use in prisons. 

Recommendations to include: The third 
sector is well placed to deliver specialised 
services based on the specific drug-related 
problems/issues a prison is facing. Heavily 
staffed drug-free units have proved effective 



Rehabilitation by Design: Influencing Change in Prisoner Behaviour

http://www.salve.edu/sites/default/files/filesfield/documents/Incarceration_and_Recidivism.pdf
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The most cost effective alternatives to 
incarceration: Research by Mark Carey, a 
US criminal justice consultant considers the 
potential impact of cost effective solutions 
as follows27. (Please see figure 2).

•	 Expert opinion: Professionals in the 
justice and social services systems 
commonly conclude that specialised 
treatment courts (Drug Courts, Drunk 
Driving Courts, Mental Health Courts, 
and Wellness Courts) are among the 
most cost-effective alternatives. 

•	 USA examples: Placing drug-using 
probationers in a swift, certain and fair 
monitoring was shown in to reduce 
return to prison by two-thirds28. The US 
National Center for DWI (Driving While 
Intoxicated) Courts found that they were 
effective in reducing recidivism and 
“returning substantial cost savings.” 
In Georgia, a study found that 29% of 
prisoners with addictions reoffended 
within two years of release, compared 
to only 7% of drug court graduates. 
Furthermore, the state’s drug courts 
cost only 40 percent of the cost of 
incarceration. The audit estimated that 
sending offenders through drug courts 
saved the state $14 million in one year 
(2009)29. Lastly, a study of four Mental 
Health Courts (MHC’s) found MHC 
participants had significantly lower arrest 
rates and were incarcerated for fewer 
days than the treatment-as-usual jail 
comparison group30.

27 Mark Carey, Cost Effective Criminal Justice Interventions, 
a report for Napa County, California, 2011, page 4
28 https://www.ncjrs.gov/pdffiles1/nij/grants/229023.pdf 
29 Bill Rankin and Carrie Teegardin, Atlanta Journal 
Constitution, March 4, 2012.
30 Henry J. Steadr

https://www.ncjrs.gov/pdffiles1/nij/grants/229023.pdf
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Why is prison  
reform needed? 
While there are a number of reasons why 
prison reform has become a political priority, 
arguably the most pressing of these is re-
offending – also called recidivism. There are 
currently over 80,000 people in prison or 
jail across England and Wales2 and almost 
all of these people will be released at some 
point. Their time spent serving a custodial 
sentence can – and should – be used as  
an opportunity to rehabilitate lives. 

Prisons need to become environments 
which prepare offenders for successful 
re-entry into the community. After all, a 
custodial sentence is somewhat futile if 
that prisoner goes on to re-offend upon 
release. At present though around 45% 
of adult prisoners will re-offend within one 
year of release3, so addressing recidivism 
(alongside first-time offending) is crucial 
to reducing crime. Moreover, re-offending 
alone costs the Government up to  
£13 billion a year4.

2 Population and Capacity Briefing Friday 10th June 2016 
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Fig 2: Historical total prison population: 1900 – 2015 (000s)19
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Chapter 1

Integrating rehabilitation 
and prison design: 
Influencing a change in 
prisoner behaviour
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Changes which promote agency may be 
relatively small – giving prisoners’ control of 
the lights or windows in their cell, allowing 
them to choose their own meal options, 
encouraging them to store and administer 
their own medication. These are all ways 
in which an individual can exert some 
agency over their immediate environment 
and lifestyle. Introducing these small 
opportunities for agency will encourage 
prisoners to feel a sense of control and  
can, at least in part, begin to facilitate a 
more ‘normalised’ daily routine. 

By designing in opportunity for  
agency, and recognising when prisoners 
achieve progress, we can encourage 
prisoners to take responsibility for their  
own rehabilitation.

1.2.2 Opportunities for 
agency in prison 
Due to the structured nature of prison life, 
there are a number of opportunities, in 
addition to those listed above, to encourage 
agency. For example prisoners can and 
should take responsibility for the prison 
grounds and gardens, the visiting area, an 
on-site allotment, booking their family and 
legal visits, and any other communal spaces 
such as a café or Community Hub (see 
Chapter 3 for more discussion). In addition 
all prisons should run schemes to provide 
opportunities for offenders and ex-offenders 
to become mentors and mentees (see 
Chapter 2 for more detail). 

Taking on these types of responsibilities can 
then be rewarded, allowing the prisoner 
to see and experience how positive 
behaviour generates positive outcomes. 
Such outcomes might include increased 
privileges, and ultimately a step-up into 
less secure units, followed by further 
step-up to half-way houses with periodic 
monitoring, and finally living independently 
within the community. This type of prisoner 
responsibilisation (that involves prisoners in 

painting, decorating, gardening, building, 
maintenance etc.) can also reduce the 
overall maintenance and operational costs 
of the facility (see Chapters 2 and 5 for more 
discussion of how work can reduce cost). 

In addition to the cost-effective and 
rehabilitative potential of providing 
opportunities for agency, engaging in 
activities such as these can also be used 
to develop specific skills and attributes. 
Working as a grounds keeper or helping 
to maintain the estate means that, 
upon release, the ex-offender will be 
able to demonstrate their ability to work 
independently and in a team, or evidence  
a time when they took instruction or  
showed initiative. Moreover, such  
activities, gardening for example, can  
also become pro-social hobbies once  
back in the community.

As is probably already clear, the 
normalisation model can, in part, be 
employed within any prison. Changes 
can be made to language, more frequent 
visits can be allowed for good behaviour, 
prisoners can be rewarded for maintaining 
prison buildings, for example. Yet the most 
effective way to facilitate rehabilitation 
through normalisation is to ‘design in’ 
these types of opportunities for agency and 
responsibilisation so as to ensure they are 
available to all prisoners. 

1.2.3 The normalisation 
model: Design implications
Prisons are more often than not 
conceptualised in terms of their 
sensory deprivation properties. Typically 
characterised by austere buildings, stark 
interiors, long, straight corridors and bland 
colour schemes, prison aesthetics might 
more accurately be termed anaesthetics, 
blunting or numbing the senses31. 

Prisons are among the most stressful places 
imaginable and commonly exhibit several 
of these conditions at the same time, as 
well as sometimes being (and/or feeling) 
dangerous and crowded. Research shows 
that the effects of multiple environmental 
stressors are cumulative, making negative 
health impacts more likely and more serious. 

Moreover, the coping mechanisms people 
usually employ, including having a sense of 
normality and stability, social contact with 
family and friends, feelings of competence 
and control, and access to nature, are 
largely unavailable in prisons32. As such, 
we should seek to design new prisons so 
as to reduce feelings of stress, depression 
and frustration rather than magnify them. 
We should consider how best to create 
environments which are conducive to 
behaviour change, while at the same 
taking account of building standards. For 
example, prisons in the Nordic countries 
– which have significantly lower recidivism 
rates – are designed so as to avoid 
sensory overload. That is, they are built 
in such a way to reduce the likelihood of 
becoming over-lit, unnecessarily noisy, 
oppressively hot/uncomfortably cool, or 
insufficiently ventilated. In short, we can 
build environments which reduce frustration 
and anger, and are thus more conducive to 
rehabilitation. 

1.3 Using design to  
reduce anger, frustration  
and violence
It is worth noting that all new-build prisons 
in the UK must conform to sustainability 
building industry standards that 
demonstrate their environmental credentials 
as measured by independent assessors 
against a set of criteria. Moreover, in 
association with the National Offender 

Management Service, BREEAM (Building 
Research Establishment Environmental 
Assessment Methodology) includes a 
specific sustainability assessment and 
standard developed especially for the 
prison sector. However, sometimes there is 
disjointedness in philosophy and practice 
that has perverse consequences.33 

For example, the recently constructed 
prisons in England and Wales that meet 
BREEAM standards of efficiency in their 
design and build quality lack the green 
spaces in landscaping that might be 
conceived as part of the holistic picture of 
a ‘healthy prison’. In an age where prison 
design and construction are driven by the 
imperatives of (low) cost and (high) security, 
planting trees and flowerbeds in prison 
grounds is regarded both as unnecessary 
and a security risk. Yet without plant life, 
prison sites do not attract birds, insects 
and other wildlife and can become curiously 
sterile, artificial places; anathema to the 
notion of a healthy or healing environment. 

As such, we would strongly recommend 
that any new prison has a variety of outdoor 
spaces. Having access to nature is proven 
to improve wellbeing which in turn could 
reduce anger and frustration, both of 
which can lead to violence and depression. 
Incorporating nature may go some way to 
reducing incidents of assault, bullying, self-
harm and suicide – issues we discuss at 
length in Chapter 4.

1.3.1 Designing passive  
and active spaces
When planning outside spaces on prison 
sites, consideration should be given to 
both ‘passive’ and ‘active’ spaces. The 
latter might include sports fields, courts for 
ballgames, gym equipment (e.g. bars for 
pull-ups), walking paths and jogging tracks. 

Activities that combine both elements, e.g. 
yoga, should be adequately catered for. 
Recreational activities are important not 
only because they promote wellbeing, but 
also because they alleviate boredom which 
can cause a variety of negative behaviours 
such as violence, self-harm and drug use. 
They also release tension, reduce anxiety 
and help prisoners manage excess energy. 
Moreover, prisoners on some (e.g. anti-
psychotic) medications may suffer side 
effects of excessive restlessness and  
need access to a variety of activities  
during recreation periods. Lastly, the 
opportunity to engage in (and become 
attached to) positive recreation is often 
the most powerful motivator to sustain 
behaviour change.

Additionally, prisoners need opportunities 
to relax or have quiet times away from 
other prisoners, and thus flexibility is a key 
principle to good prison design. Whether 
indoors or outdoors, prisoners should be 
given the option to remove themselves 
from group activities and they should be 
able to access a quieter area, without 
necessarily having to withdraw to their 
cells. This is particularly important for high 
needs prisoners, who can become quickly 
overwhelmed in group settings. 

1.3.2 Basic design  
principles which promote 
positive behaviour
In addition to passive/active outdoor 
spaces the design of indoor spaces is of 
paramount importance. Prisons, especially 
accommodation units, have historically 
been noisy, institutional environments that 
do little to ease anxiety or promote healthy 
behaviour change. This has a detrimental 
impact on both prisoners and staff. When 
prisons have been designed to create a 
calm and normalised environment, research 
indicates that prisoners are more relaxed 
and easier to manage34, the prison is safer 
and has reduced staff turnover which can 
impact on costs substantially (see Chapter 
5). Prison design significantly influences how 
the prison functions once in operation. 

Moreover, safety and security are enhanced 
in environments with good visibility for 
staff into prisoner areas and high levels of 
interaction between staff and prisoners. 
Both direct and indirect supervision needs 
to be facilitated by design. Other features 
linked to more positive prison environments 
for both staff and prisoner are natural 
lighting, references to nature (these can 
be figurative or artistic, as well as literal), 
use of varied materials, uneven lines and 
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sensitive colour palettes. As with any 
environment though, and never more so 
then in the prison context, the management 
of temperature, noise and light will have a 
significant impact on levels of frustration, 
anger and depression, and concomitant 
requirements for medication to manage 
these emotions.

1.3.3 Managing temperature
An unforeseen effect of efficient insulation 
and building materials, which were used in 
the construction of new additions to existing 
establishments, is that prisoners and staff 
have been found to endure exceedingly 
high ambient temperatures in the summer 
months. In cells, prisoners have to rely on 
window grilles with dense steel security 
mesh as their only source of fresh air. 

The thermal efficiency of high-performing 
buildings (from the perspective of BREEAM) 
is that, with limited natural ventilation, the 
indoor environmental quality is poor, leading 
to uncomfortable conditions for prisoners 
and staff alike. While blankets may be 
distributed to prisoners in cold weather, 
prisons do not lend themselves to flexible 
ventilation when the temperature is hot,  
and prisoners (and staff) are ‘at the  
mercy’ of the building to a greater degree 
than, for example, office workers who can 
open a window, or go outside during their 
lunch break35. 

1.3.4 Managing acoustics 
Pervasive levels of noise in most prisons can 
have profound effects, and damage to, or 
loss of hearing may be a serious and under-
treated problem. There is little research on 
the psychological effects of noise in prisons 
but findings in other settings show that 
noise can:

•	 damage mental and physical health

•	 affect the amount and quality of sleep

•	 increase levels of annoyance, frustration 
and aggressive behaviour

•	 reduce pro-social behaviour and 
meaningful interactions with others

•	 interfere with concentration and 
patience during task-focused activity 
(e.g. education)

•	 result in higher levels of medication 
being prescribed for health concerns

As such avoiding auditory overload should 
be a key concern for prison architects. 
This will benefit both prison staff (including 
teachers, medical practitioners and 
therapists) and prisoners alike. 

1.3.5 Managing light 
Lighting levels similarly warrant greater 
attention. Sunlight is frequently a scarce 
commodity in prisons and artificial lighting is 
often either unnecessarily harsh or too dim 
to carry out tasks. Because of light’s role in 
regulating circadian rhythms, people need 
both good light during daytime hours and 
good dark at night in order to sleep well36. 
Prisons often lack both, and insomnia is a 
significant problem. Inadequate sleep can 
increase irritability, aggression, depression 
and self-inflicted death37.
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1.5 Making offenders 
responsible for rehabilitation
The ‘step up, step down’ approach 
seeks to align the environment (prison) 
with the intended process or outcome 
(responsibilisation, rehabilitation and 
behaviour change). This alignment can be 
achieved most successfully though design 
by ‘building in’ opportunities for agency and 
responsibility. A framework of incentives 
can be used to ‘nudge’ individuals toward 
desistance through responsibilisation.

In other words, by showing how one 
success can build on another, hope for a 
different and better future begins to seem 
possible. This process of responsibilisation 
likewise needs to allow individuals to 
acknowledge that their previous choices 
and actions will have had negative 
consequences for others; their own 
families, the victim of their crime and the 
wider community. In short, recognising the 
negative impact of destructive behaviour 
will only be effective if good behaviour is 
simultaneously rewarded. 

However, while prison and community 
based alternatives should encourage people 
to take responsibility for their crime(s) and 
make better choices in the future, prisons 
and some community based programmes 
often limit opportunities both to take 
responsibility and to make choices. There is 
a mismatch between the approach we take 
and the outcome we desire.

Chronic staff shortages in prisons in 
England and Wales have also contributed 
to the problem because prisoners often 
spend longer periods of time in their cell 
than is ideal. While we strongly advocate a 
‘working day’ model whereby prisoners are 
‘out’ at work and/or in education, and have 
as much movement around the prison site 
as is feasible, we nonetheless recognise 
that there may be times when prisoners are 
confined to their cells for long periods. As 
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While giving governors more autonomy 
is welcomed, we would nevertheless 
recommend that the ‘Swift, Certain, Fair’ 
approach to non-compliant behaviour be 
adopted across the entire prison estate. 
Testing the approach will clearly have 
benefits, but if successful in trials, it  
should be adopted relatively quickly to 
ensure it is perceived as ‘fair’ by prisoners 
who are moved between prisons. To be 
clear, if any one of the core components is 
not achieved, the approach is far less likely 
to be effective.

Ample scientific research documents that 
if a punishment is certain, it does not need 
to be severe to deter misbehaviour. Also, 
modest punishments (e.g. limiting access to 
incentivised spaces for a period of time) can 
be administered more swiftly than severe or 
harsh punishments, which take an extended 
time to apply because due process 
procedures are appropriately  
more extensive.

1.6.2 Applications of   
Swift, Certain and Fair:  
USA and UK
A classic application of Swift, Certain and 
Fair principles emerged a decade ago in 
the US state of South Dakota – mandatory 
sobriety. Frustrated at the revolving door of 
alcohol-involved offenders in his courtroom, 
Judge Larry Long mandated them to 
abstain from alcohol for 90-180 days and 
backed it up with twice daily breath tests. 
Offenders who had a positive breath test 
experienced a consequence (one night in 
custody) immediately with no exceptions. 
Despite the modest nature of the penalty, its 
swiftness and certainty were extraordinarily 
motivating. After over 8 million tests, 
offenders have appeared for the breath test 
and passed it at a rate of 99.1%.

Rigorous research on what came to be 
called “24/7 Sobriety” showed that counties 
which implemented it experienced a 12% 
decrease in repeat drink-driving arrests as 
well as a 9% decrease in domestic violence 
arrests43. Its state-wide implementation was 
followed by declines in vehicular homicide 
and population mortality44. The programme 
was endorsed by the Obama White House, 
rated as a promising practice by the US 
Department of Justice, and has already 
been adopted by a dozen US states with 
more to come. 
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1.6.3 Applications of   
Swift, Certain and Fair: 
Prison context

More recently, several US jurisdictions have 
begun applying Swift, Certain and Fair 
principles inside correctional facilities as 
a way to create a safer, more predictable 
environment for staff and offenders and 
to promote productive behaviour change. 
While the programmes are still relatively 
new, the States of Washington and 
Pennsylvania both have initial evidence 
suggesting that: 

Implementing Swift, Certain and Fair 
principles in response to problematic 
behaviour in prisons reduces assaults  
on inmates and staff, as well as stress  
on both inmates and staff.46 

Opportunities thus exist to more broadly 
apply Swift, Certain and Fair principles in 
community supervision programmes and 
within prisons. The result will be greater 
safety for offenders, staff and the public, as 
well as more fairness and accountability in 
the system.

1.7 Conclusion

In conclusion, this chapter has sought to 
consider how prison design can impact on 
prisoner behaviour. It goes without saying 
that clean, humane and safe environments 
are unquestionably desirable for prisoners 
and prison staff, and that factors such 
as natural daylight, aesthetic stimuli and 
comfort are clear indices of quality of  
life. The imperatives of cost, safety and 
security that have underpinned the  
design (and subsequent additions to) 
prisons in England and Wales have all had 
an impact on the ‘look’ and ‘feel’ of these 
custodial environments. 

Yet in very recent years, prisons in England 
and Wales have witnessed multiple 
ascending trends: overcrowding; the 
growing prominence of security concerns 
within and outside the penal estate; the 
radicalisation of prisoners to fundamentalist 
faiths; an influx of ‘legal highs’, mobile 
phones and other contraband; an 
unprecedented number of murders; and a 
dramatic rise in self-harm and self-inflicted 
death. These issues are clearly cause for 
concern, yet a fresh chapter is unfolding in 
the evolution of custodial design. Now is 
the time to question our ‘taken for granted’ 
knowledges about the way we should build 
new prisons. 

This chapter has offered a series of 
recommendations (summarised below) 
based on the normalisation model of 
incarceration more commonly associated 
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The converse problem is that prisons 
offer little by way of positive motivation or 
inspiration for offenders to learn, work or 
make positive changes to their behaviour. 
Research indicates that before they ever 
come into contact with the prison system, 
most prisoners have a history of social 
exclusion, which includes high levels of 
educational disadvantage.54

The failure of other agencies to deal with 
these aspects of social exclusion leaves 
the Prison Service and its partners with the 
task of ‘putting right’ a lifetime of service 
failure. Consequently, along with strategies 
to address offending behaviour and re-
conviction rates, the teaching of basic 
skills has become a priority in prisons. 
If prisoners are to lead ‘law-abiding and 
useful lives in custody and after release’, 
as the Prison Service aims, then education 
is a key component in enhancing their life 
opportunities in the short and long-term.

Prison education programmes have, 
in recent years, been facilitated by the 
Offender Learning and Skills Service 
(OLASS), and delivered by three external 
colleges and one independent learning 
provider. The teaching and learning 
experience in prison is frequently more 
negative than in the wider community, partly 
because the standard of teaching is often 
lower, and partly because prisoners find it 
difficult to have faith in, or engage with, a 
provision that they failed at (or that failed 
them) earlier in their life. These challenges 
make recruiting high quality teaching staff 
who motivate and inspire fundamental to 
the success of any education initiative. 

2.2.1 Barriers to delivering 
high quality education 
in effective learning 
environments
One long-standing barrier to delivering high 
quality education in prison is the difficulty 
in recruiting (and keeping) teachers. Most 
high quality graduates will only consider 
becoming a prison educator if the wages 
are at least commensurate with those 
in comparable education sectors on the 
outside. Additionally though, prisons need 
to provide teachers with excellent training, 
facilities, working conditions and curricula 
in order to retain high-performing staff. 
Prison libraries should be preserved and 
stocked with a range of non-fiction and 
fiction books/audio books. They should 
cater for non-English speaking users with 
an appropriate number of books in other 
languages. Likewise, classrooms should 
be designed with learning in mind and, as 
will be discussed further below, prisons 
need to offer facilities that are equipped for 
delivering on-line education and the ability to 
link prisoners to tutors and trainers off-site.

In the near future, there are plans to give 
prison Governors responsibility for handing 
out education contracts, following the 
recommendations of Dame Sally Coates. 
Coates also advised that prison education 
be inspected by Ofsted using the same 
criteria as for FE and skills providers, and 
that inspection reports should include the 
same level of detail as for other educational 
settings. In addition, the Prison Service 
must do more to ensure continuity of 
education and to recognise the previous 
accomplishments of individuals if, as often 
happens, they are moved around the 
system. Some of the barriers to delivering 
education in prisons might be reduced if 
‘enhanced’ status prisoners could be given 

iPads for personal use. This would allow 
prisoners to ‘pick-up where they left off’ by 
using downloaded educational material even 
when relocated, including English language 
lessons for foreign national prisoners.

It is worth noting though, that while enabling 
connectivity in cells would afford more 
opportunities for prisoners to engage in 
educational activities such as reading, 
care should be taken that offenders do not 
retreat to their cells and become isolated 
or antisocial. Independent learning may 
suit some prisoners but for many, having a 
teacher or teaching assistant nearby will be 
beneficial. Education staff can help motivate 
and inspire prison learners, while also being 
on hand to answer questions, clarify tasks 
and reinforce success. As aforementioned 
though, whether learning takes place in a 
group or independently, prisoners should 
have access to computers so as to fully 
prepare them for the outside world. 

Excellent teachers, purpose-built facilities 
and technological infrastructure will together 
make prisons more effective environments 
for learning. In addition though, all prison 
establishments are required to deliver 
a core curriculum which includes basic 
and key skills, English for speakers of 
other languages, and various accredited 
social, behavioural and cognitive skills 
programmes. 

The education offered to prisoners might 
therefore also include more vocational 
training, as well as real-life skills to prepare 
offenders for release. Academic, vocational 
and real-life skills programmes should be 
prioritised and their standard should be 
monitored to ensure high quality.  
(See figure 3).

Education and work: 
Creating and  
sustaining a culture of  
hope and aspiration

2.1 Introduction
People who have committed a crime must 
take responsibility for their actions – this is 
a fundamental aspect of rehabilitation, as 
discussed in the previous chapter. However, 
offenders, particularly those serving 
custodial sentences, also need to be given 
the skills and tools with which to succeed. 
Hope for a better future is a prerequisite 
of behaviour change. Upon release from 
prison, ex-offenders need the ability and 
confidence to locate themselves within the 
law-abiding community, and successfully 
desist from crime. As suggested in 
Unlocking Potential (MOJ 2016)48 increasing 
education and job prospects are crucial 
to reducing re-offending. Similarly, in 
Transforming Rehabilitation (2013)49 the 
Ministry of Justice helpfully summarised 
common factors which contribute to 
successful desistance. These included: 

•	 Employment

•	 Hope for the future

•	 Having something to give to others

•	 Having a place in a social group

•	 Not having a criminal identity

All of these desistance factors can be 
achieved through work and education, yet 
many prisoners have significant numeracy 
and literacy problems which can present a 
challenge. 52% of male prisoners have no 
qualifications at all upon arrest, 65% have 
numeracy skills at or below Level 1 and 
48% have literary skills at or below Level 1. 
Level 1 relates to the expected level for an 
11-year-old. 

In short, sustained desistance from 
crime relates in part to the availability of 
opportunities for employment or training 
both within and upon release from prison. 
Much of this will depend on the education 
level of the prisoner prior to sentencing 
and the role of the prison in preparing the 
prisoner for life outside prison; nevertheless 
much can be done to improve the 
prospects for prisoners and ex-offenders in 
terms of both education and employment. 

Drawing heavily on the aforementioned 
Coates report ‘Unlocking Potential’50, this 
chapter begins by considering ways in 
which we might promote rehabilitation 
through education. This includes an 
evaluation of current curricula and 
suggestions of how we might go beyond 
teaching ‘basic skills’. The chapter then 
considers how academic and vocational 
programmes can work together, supported 
by an appropriate digital infrastructure, to 
provide offenders with hope for a better 
future. Lastly the chapter demonstrates how 
work is a potential pathway to behaviour 
change. This might involve learning a trade 
or skill, working on the prison grounds or 
acting as a mentor to other prisoners. In 
its entirety then, the chapter argues that 
providing decent educational programmes 
and equipping prisoners will real-world 
transferable skills is a fundamental part of 
rehabilitation. 

2.2 Rehabilitation  
through education
Dame Sally Coates recently suggested 
that “education should be at the heart of 
the prison system”51. Advocating a multi-
agency approach, Unlocking Potential 
recommends that prisons, education 
providers, health providers and probation 
services should work more closely to meet 
shared targets for reoffending, employment 
and educational attainment. We strongly 
support the view that decent educational 
opportunities are vital in supporting 
rehabilitation and resettlement. From 
basic skills courses (not only literacy and 
numeracy, but things such as healthy eating 
or managing a budget) to higher education 
and postgraduate study, prisoners should 
be able to access level appropriate 
education throughout their custodial 
sentence. As Coates concludes:

“If education is the engine of social 
mobility, it is also the engine of prisoner 
rehabilitation.”52

Although some prisoners might benefit from 
provision such as substance detoxification 
and basic skills education in custody, 
virtually no research supports the notion that 
imprisonment per se can be rehabilitative; 
indeed, many experts regard prisons as 
antithetical to rehabilitation. In addition, 
overcrowded conditions, frequent failure 
to meet basic living standards, insufficient 
and inadequate provision of offending 
behaviour programmes, availability of drugs, 
and ‘contamination’ effects mean that 
many people leave prison more damaged 
than when they entered. For some, it is the 
harmful effects of imprisonment – more than 
pre-prison problems – that create the need 
for rehabilitation.53

Chapter 2 

48 Ministry of Justice (May 2016) Unlocking Potential A 
review of education in prison – by Dame Sally Coates 
49 Ministry of Justice consultation paper CP1/2013 (2013) 
Transforming Rehabilitation: A revolution in the way we 
manage offenders. https://consult.justice.gov.uk/digital-
communications/transforming-rehabilitation/supporting_
documents/transformingrehabilitation.pdf

51 ibid  
52 ibid  
53 Burnett, R. (2008) ‘Rehabilitation’, in Jewkes, Y. 
and Bennett, J. (eds.) (2008) Dictionary of Prisons and 
Punishment, Cullompton: Willan 

54 Social Exclusion Unit (2002) Reducing Re-Offending by 
Ex-Prisoners. London: Social Exclusion Unit50 ibid
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Lastly, opportunities to be creative in 
prison are important because they can 
help offenders realise their own talents and 
develop skills in which they are successful. 
This can help improve a person’s self-
image (making people feel better about 
themselves) which can in turn contribute 
to post-release success. Many prisoners 
feel that they have become a failure, so we 
need to provide multiple ways for offenders 
to become successful, recognising that 
different people succeed in different 
areas. While some prisoners may excel in 
academic or vocational courses, others will 
do much better in sports or more creative 
pursuits such as music, drama and art. 

2.2.4 Beyond basic  
skills II: Encouraging  
higher education
Although the current focus of prison 
education is very much on basic learning 
and skills programmes, in theory prisons 
offer their occupants the opportunity to go 
further in their academic studies. Foremost 
in this respect has been the delivery, since 
the early 1970s, of Open University (OU) 
courses. However, academic learning in 
prison is fraught with difficulty. In addition 
to all the practical problems of studying in 
an environment with high noise/disruption 
levels, the move to online delivery of 
courses has made the OU a much more 
problematic option for prisoners (discussed 
further below). 

Students in custody may share a cell 
with someone who is not sympathetic to 
their need for quiet study, and they might 
have limited access to sometimes poorly 
resourced libraries. They may also face 
the possibility of being transferred to a 
different prison where there is no provision 
for studying the course they are part of the 
way through. On top of these obstacles, 
students in prison have to negotiate adverse 
financial considerations. First, prisoners 
who wish to study, face the disincentive of 
significantly lower ‘wages’ than those who 
work. Second, although the Open University 
and other educational institutions do, under 
certain conditions, offer fee waivers, there 
are limited external funds to help students 
in prison register for distance learning 
programmes. 

2.2.2 Academic courses, 
employability and  
real-life skills
Increasing education and job prospects 
are crucial to reducing re-offending, so we 
recommend that every prisoner be given 
an individual learning plan when they enter 
custody, combining traditional learning 
to an appropriate level with vocational 
training that will equip them for life after 
they complete their sentence. Prisoners 
should be encouraged to take ‘ownership’ 
of their learning plans in line with the 
‘responsibilisation’ and normalisation model 
advocated in the previous chapter. 

Learning how to write a CV should be 
mandatory for every prisoner, but a 
CV has to contain more appropriate 
accomplishments than just prison 
accredited behavioural programmes, as 
is currently often the case. Skills acquired 
within prisons (e.g. in the prison kitchens, 
laundry, gyms and gardens) should be 
accredited and certificated where possible 
to enhance future prospects, and the 
transferable/employability skills developed 
from such work need to be clearly identified 
with CVs updated accordingly. Preparing for 
job interviews is also important and could 
be role-played with video recording so that 
it can be played back and used as part of 

the learning process. To reduce pressure 
on staff and educators, elements of this 
programme could be sourced through the 
local job centre or volunteering groups.  
(See figure 4).

2.2.3 Beyond basic skills I: 
Encouraging creative pursuits
Basic literacy and numeracy are vital skills 
that many individuals lack when they enter 
prison, but they should not be taught at 
the expense of other activities. Creativity 
and self-expression must be encouraged, 
as they can be genuinely transformative. 
Educational and recreational opportunities 
in art, music, drama and horticulture must 
become as important as vocational training 
and the more traditional academic subjects. 
For example prisons should aim to submit 
entries into the Koestler Trust annual 
awards, an award scheme for offenders, 
secure patients and detainee.55

Further, creative arts in prisons could be 
used much more successfully to break 
down the barriers between prisons and the 
communities in which they are situated. 
Theatre productions, musical concerts, 
public lectures, art exhibitions and the 
like could be held in prisons for outside 
audiences, and appropriate, flexible spaces 
should be incorporated into prison designs 
for these purposes. 

Prison buildings tend to have well-equipped 
areas that are unused for significant periods 
of the day. If new prisons were designed 
with state-of-the-art workshops, design 
labs, art and craft rooms (and if these 
spaces were ‘outward facing’ rather than in 
the middle of the prison) there is no reason 
why they should not be shared with local 
organisations, charities and individuals, who 
could perhaps pay to use them.

Excellent teaching staff  
and teaching assistants, 

capable of  motivating and 
inspiring prison learners

Technological 
infrastructure including 

in-cell tablets for 
‘enhanced’ status learners

Purpose built and well 
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Further, the ‘inarguable’ justifications 
for limiting prisoners’ use of new media 
and the refusal to countenance ways in 
which technology could be made safe (for 
example, allowing Wi-Fi connections and 
then ‘white-listing’ approved sites) only adds 
to the inequitable and unjust landscape 
of media flows that maintain existing 
relationships of power within society. 

When offenders leave the prison they 
often find the changing nature of society 
incredibly challenging. For those serving 
longer custodial sentences, society will 
have changed substantially and the impact 
of entering a ‘new’ world should not be 
underestimated. Offenders often experience 
anxiety as they approach release, so 
preparing for re-entry into what will be a very 
different (and increasingly digital) job market 
is essential.

2.3.1 Recent developments 
in e-learning
The Coates Report58 followed various 
recommendations over many years by the 
All-Party Parliamentary Group for Further 
Education and Lifelong Learning, in arguing 
that facilities for distance learning and 
e-learning should be enhanced in every 
prison. In addition, the report suggested 
that supervised Internet access should 
be made available to prisoners doing 
courses that require it. Over the last decade 
numerous pilot projects have been trialled 
and several prisons have introduced ICT 
suites, where prisoners can learn basic 
computing skills and where foreign nationals 
can, in some prisons, study online in their 
own language on condition that they study 
English Language classes as well. 

Indeed, if only for economic expedience 
rather than any rehabilitative purpose, it may 
not be te 2RSme fore forEng and 
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their release: prison mentoring schemes. 
These are particularly important for 
offenders who may not be able to manage 
more physically demanding work duties due 
to disability, illness or old age. 

2.4.2 Prison mentoring 
schemes and employability
Both the prison and the release process 
needs to assist offenders in developing a 
positive self-identity. As will be discussed 
in the next chapter, this can be achieved 
through family connections (viewing 
oneself as a good son, father or partner 
for example), but it can also be developed 
through opportunities to engage in 
mentoring while serving sentence. In the 
words of one ex-offender who successfully 
desisted from crime:

“Being in that long, I was given a role 
in the centre as a mentor to some of 
the younger kids inside, giving them my 
life story, hoping they’d take advantage 
when they got out I suppose […] I didn’t 
really like the idea of working for nothing, 
but once I got involved with the kids 
and the people doing the work, I really 
enjoyed it.”62

Being given the role of mentor helps 
individuals to see themselves as worthy of 
respect. It helps younger offenders mature, 
and to differentiate between themselves and 
the young men they have been entrusted 
to give advice to. There are already some 
mentoring schemes within prisons, but 
there is a lack of consistency across the 
prison estate. This is an area which could 
be developed much further, because the 
contribution that prisoners themselves 
can make to the smooth running of an 
establishment is so often underestimated. 

Moreover, as suggested in Transforming 
Rehabilitation63, being part of a pro-social 
group and feeling as if you have something 
to ‘give back’ are two desistance factors 
which are likely to contribute to behaviour 
change.

Mentoring schemes are a relatively 
inexpensive way of giving some offenders 
a chance to ‘give back’ to their own 
prison community (as a mentor) and to 
give others a chance to receive support 
from a source that is often perceived to 
be non-judgemental (as the mentee). 
Considering the size of the prison 
population, the potential here is huge, 
and, as the Coates report found, this 
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Mentoring schemes should be regularly 
monitored so they remain effective and are 
able to respond to the changing issues 
facing the local prisoner population. In 
addition, adequate safeguards are needed 
to ensure mentors do not abuse their 
position or take advance of weaker or more 
vulnerable prisoners. 

2.5 Maintaining employment 
upon release
Research shows that offenders are faced 
with a number of challenges on release 
from prison. These are different for each 
individual but there are commonalities. 
For example, a lack of accommodation 
is a key barrier to securing employment 
with potential employers reluctant to take 
on someone who is homeless. Similarly, 
if home/hostel life is volatile, the chances 
of maintaining employment reduce. The 
potential of prisons to assist prisoners’ 
resettlement into society should therefore 
be maximised, and once released that same 
level of support must be maintained. 

2.5.1 Preparing prisoners’ 
families 
Pre-release programmes designed for ex-
prisoners’ families are as important as those 
designed for the ex-offenders themselves. 
Receiving a family member back into the 
home (sometimes after many years) can be 
challenging for both a partner and children. 
The challenges of having a loved one in 
prison, and having them home after a 
custodial sentence are complex, but, suffice 
to say, if home life becomes difficult then 
holding down a job will be problematic. 

Moreover, prisoners’ families can 
themselves be inemss3t7e6unhealthyn 

withsubstvance 
, o or mennaf 
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Recommendations

Motivating prisoners to engage in work and education

Recommendations: Consistency across prison estate and support for prisoners with learning 
difficulties and disabilities will most likely reduce frustration and improve motivation. In addition, poor 
design (see chapter 1) and poor mental health/substance use (see chapter 4) will negatively impact 
motivation. Education should be placed within the framework of incentives to encourage attendance 
and progression (see chapter 1). Lastly we need to attract high calibre graduates to work in prisons for 
an initial period of two years (see Coates 2016) and prison officers/those involved in the peer mentoring 
scheme should be given appropriate courses, professional development opportunities and rewards 
to train as educators. This would enable staff/prisoners to deliver high quality education and act as 
inspiring and motivating teaching assistants.

Creating effective environments for learning
Recommendations: Excellent teachers, purpose built facilities and technological infrastructure will 
together make prisons more effective environments for learning. There should also be quiet study 
areas in every housing unit and wing, as association rooms can be distracting. Variety is also key, 
both in terms of content (of courses) and teaching styles (so as to accommodate those prisoners with 
learning difficulties). Provision for art, music, poetry and sport would also help engage less traditionally 
academic prisoners. In line with Coates (2016) we agree that prisoners should take ownership of their 
individual learning plans to encourage responsibilisation. Lastly prisoners learn well from non-prison 
staff, so every opportunity to involve the community, the third sector and ex-offenders (as mentors) in 
rehabilitation should be researched.

Embracing the digital prison
Recommendations: Prisoners need to be prepared to enter a digital world. We thus recommend a full 
review of how offenders are taught skills such as typing/word processing, emailing, paying bills online 
or accessing services through websites. In addition, learning should take place both in the classroom 
and through tablets or computers in cells. This could substantially increase the chance of prisoners 
undertaking higher education as independent learners and help prisons go beyond ‘basic skills’. Skype 
calling can also be used more effectively to maintain links with family (see chapter 3).

Equipping prisoners with transferable skills through work
Recommendations: Prisoners need to acquire skills while in prison in order to change their lives. 
Working on the prison grounds (painting, decorating, gardening etc.) can encourage behaviour  
change, reduce operational costs of the prison and equip prisoners with much needed transferable 
skills. Moreover, identifying skills gaps within the wider economy (such as in the construction  
industry) and supporting prisoners to learn the skills required can increase the likelihood of  
employment upon release.
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Chapter 3

Balancing security needs 
with spatial aesthetics:  
Allowing the ‘outside in’

3.1 Introduction

Prisons need to be safe environments; 
people who are threatened or intimidated do 
not focus on changing their lives or taking 
responsibility for their actions. Similarly, 
drugs and contraband destroy security but 
they also undermine change, generating 
exponential harm. This harm can be far 
reaching. Offenders’ families often have to 
pay prison debts or find themselves facing 
criminal charges for entering the prison 
carrying drugs and other contraband. Prison 
design can significantly limit the ingress 
of drugs but also create psychologically 
informed, safer environments that 
themselves are more conducive to 
supporting change in behaviour. 

Good design, as well as keeping drugs out, 
can significantly enhance interactions not 
only between offenders and their families, 
but also prisoners and prison staff, and 
offenders and wider society. This chapter 
therefore discusses how we can keep 
drugs and other contraband out, while also 
supporting meaningful interactions between 
prisoners and the outside world. 

3.2 Designing for desistance: 
Encouraging meaningful 
interaction with friends  
and family
In Transforming Rehabilitation66 the Ministry 
of Justice suggested that some offenders 
desist from crime due to maturation. 
Similarly Sampson and Laub (2001) have 
suggested that ‘turning points’ (e.g. having 
a child, getting married or reuniting with 
an estranged parent) are the moments at 
which change is most likely to occur and 
be sustained. We thus need to encourage 

offenders to recognise the turning points 
within their own lives and, where possible, 
facilitate their occurrence. 

Visits from family and friends can provide 
the motivation an offender needs to change 
their behaviour. This is well documented 
both in government publications and 
academic criminological discourse.  
Regular visits which involve meaningful 
interaction are important for two reasons. 
Firstly while serving a sentence, family 
visiting privileges can be used within 
the framework of incentives to motivate 
progression, and secondly, once released 
from prison, the bonds ex-offenders have 
with the outside world become crucial to 
sustained desistance. 

However, when interviewed, families often 
speak about the challenges associated 
with visiting their loved ones; challenges 
which have the potential to destabilise 
healthy relationships. In short, family and 
friends play a key role in the rehabilitation 
for many offenders, so visitor centres are 
an extremely important part of the prison 
complex. Careful consideration needs to be 
given to ensure these areas are inviting and 
that the interactions that occur within them 
are meaningful.

3.2.1 The importance of  
prisoners’ families 
Offenders need the opportunity to build 
social capital while serving their sentence. 
This capital – which can come from family 
acceptance or employment, for example – 
becomes vital as offenders approach the 
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into home and the community. Further, 
these spaces should ideally be separate 
from standard prisoner programme rooms 
to avoid negative connotations and the 
associated negative emotions. 

In addition, spaces should be created in 
which prisoners can engage in pro-social 
activities with family and friends. These 
might include a kitchen to bake cakes  
with children, picnic tables and playground 
area, or a café with a crèche. Engaging 
in these types of activities would assist 
offenders to change a stigmatised identity - 
‘prisoner’ – into a healthier image of the  
self (father, son, or friend for example). It 
would also give prisoners a reminder of the 
outside world which in turn provides hope 
for the future. Having hope is a fundamental 
part of the rehabilitative process, so 
to provide normalised non-institutional 
experiences should be an integral part of a 
prisoner’s sentence. 

3.2.5 Balancing security 
measures and family-
friendly design
The control of contraband during visits is an 
important security concern; however this 
should be achieved by the least intrusive 
measures possible so as not to discourage 
visiting. Prisoners’ families often say they 
feel ‘guilty by association’; any opportunity 
to remove this secondary stigmatisation 
should be taken. A welcoming reception 
area might include toys, chairs, magazines, 
television and children’s artwork. In addition, 
all areas should avoid institutional design – 
prioritising natural light, bright colours and 
comfortable yet durable fixtures. In line with 
the normalisation model, wherever possible 
visitor centres should seek to replicate a 
normalised home environment in order to 
prepare both offenders and their families  
for release. 

Skype calling should be encouraged 
wherever possible. Video calling is 
particularly important for those offenders 
who have lost their face-to-face visits 
or whose family live overseas. However, 
while these types of interactions present 
far less security concerns, they are not a 
replacement for traditional visits. 

Similarly, prisoners with children should 
also be invited to video or audio record a 
‘bedtime story’. This can then be emailed to 
their child through the child’s primary carer 
in order to maintain routine and contact. 
Such a scheme could possibly be organised 
and supported by the voluntary sector, who 
would act as a link between family and 
offender. As with Skype calling, this again 
provides an opportunity for prisoners to 
engage with their families without posing 
any major security risks. 

Improved surveillance technology and 
design can also be used to create the 
appearance of freedom while maintaining 
safety and security. As discussed in  
Chapter 1, seeking to emulate freedom 
can promote better mental health which in 
turn reduces the likelihood of depression, 
frustration, violence and self-harm; it helps 
to remove the label of ‘prisoner’ and begin 
the psychological change to ‘trusted 
individual’; it provides access to  
incentivised spaces which can be used 
in a framework of rewards; and removing 
the more overt security functions of prison 
officers enables those officers to engage in 
more meaningful interactions with prisoners.  
This final advantage is discussed in more 
detail below.  

3.3 Designing for desistance: 
Retaining staff  to ensure 
consistency

Even the best designed, most 
technologically advanced prisons cannot 
operate without sufficient, appropriate, 
and well trained staff. Simply put, staff who 
would rather be working elsewhere, who are 
exhausted and stressed, who are financially 
strapped, and/or have too little experience 
and training, can be problematic. Such staff 
can negatively impact prison operations, 
safety/security, and programmes if they are 
ill-equipped for the role of prison officers. 
That said, it is widely recognised that 
capable, knowledgeable and enthusiastic 
staff have a positive impact on prisoner 
behaviour. We should thus seek to ‘design 
in’ opportunities for meaningful interaction 
between prisoners and staff. This is of 
particular importance considering the 
increase in our prison population at a  
time when prison staff numbers are  
being reduced.

3.3.1 Reversing the decline 
in numbers of  prison staff
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US, the decision to relocate the Utah State 
Prison to Salt Lake City was driven by this 
site’s proximity to employees, volunteers, 
courts and hospitals, with the considered 
benefits of this outweighing the relatively 
high construction cost76. Plans for the 
upgrade of the prison estate in England and 
Wales should make transport links a priority 
in order to improve prison accessibility both 
for staff and for prisoners’ families.

Prison design and  
staff  facilities 
It should not be forgotten that prisons 
are workplaces and that good design is 
essential if we hope to recruit and retain 
high-calibre applicants. Prisons should 
be designed so as to assist staff in their 
day-to-day duties and make them feel like 
valued employees and agents of change. 
These facilities should include – as a basic 
requirement – adequate spaces for staff 
to exercise, change their clothes, store 
personal items, shower before/after a 
shift, be debriefed, engage in training and 
socialise during breaks. 

As with other areas of the prison, these 
spaces should avoid institutional design 
and instead embrace the normalisation 
model. Natural lighting is advised, as are 
references to nature (literal and figurative), 
the use of varied materials, uneven lines and 
sensitive colour palettes. They need to be 
constructed using durable yet comfortable 
furniture, equipment and fixtures which 
undergo regular maintenance so as not to 
become run-down or tatty. Officers who feel 
well trained and supported, who feel their 
good service is recognised and rewarded, 
and who have decent working conditions 
and facilities, will contribute to the smooth 
running of a prison and the rehabilitation 
of offenders. In short, rather than treating 
staff spaces as a design afterthought, they 
should be constructed with job satisfaction 
and professionalism in mind.

Reducing the number of  
assaults in prisons
In addition to easy access and good prison 
design/facilities, reducing the number of 
incidents of self-harm, suicide and assaults 
(both on other prisoners and on staff) will be 
likely to reduce the high turnover of staff in 
prisons. However, the numbers of assaults 
and homicides in prisons have tragically 
risen in recent years. Between March 2015 
and March 2016, 290 people died in prison, 
which was more than in any other year on 
record77. This included six homicides, the 
highest number ever recorded. In 2015, 
there were 2,197 prisoner-on-prisoner 
assaults and 625 serious assaults on staff78. 
In addition to the rise in physical assaults, 
between 2011 and 2015 the number of 
sexual assaults more than doubled to 300. 
This will take its toll on the men and women 
tasked to deal with increasing levels of 
violence. However, research shows that 
much can be done to reduce the number 
and magnitude of assaults79. 

In many cases, the most effective way of 
reducing assaults in prison is to increase  
the staff-prisoner ratio, and ensure officers 
are communicating directly (and effectively) 
with prisoners. Similarly overcrowding, 
including double-bunking in small cells 
and providing too little space per prisoner 
in communal areas can increase stress, 
tension and the likelihood of negative and 
aggressive behaviour.  

More open spaces, and spaces that appear 
larger due to windows, pastel colour 
schemes, and high ceilings promote a less 
stressful environment for prisoners and for 
staff. In addition, providing prisoners with 
desired activities that they do not want to be 
denied such as sports, playing game, and 
(for many) vocational training can reduce 
the likelihood of negative behaviours. As 

already discussed in Chapter 1, sensory 
deprivation (and sensory overload) can also 
increase frustration and anger which can 
lead to violence. Excessive noise and high 
temperatures in particular cause stress 
and anxiety which create more dangerous 
environments. Lastly, overuse of solitary 
confinement can impact negatively on 
prisoners’ psychological state and leads to 
security and safety concerns80.

Job satisfaction 
Staff who believe that they are helping 
others and making a difference are most 
likely to be satisfied with their jobs and stay. 
Feeling valued and valuable are important 
for retention. Moreover, while some staff 
are uneasy about working directly with 
offenders, generally speaking, staff who 
work in ‘Direct Supervision’ housing 
units and interact directly with prisoners 
experience greater job satisfaction than  
staff who work in ‘Indirect Supervision’ 
housing units81.

Officers’ sentiment toward their profession, 
their co-workers and the prisoners has an 
effect on job satisfaction, as does how the 
role is perceived by the wider community82. 
Unfortunately the job of prison officer 
is widely undervalued and officers are 
frequently regarded as mere ‘turn-keys’ or 
guards. If public perception of prisoners 
can be altered from viewing them as risks 
to be managed to assets to be harnessed, 
the perception of prison staff may change 
to regarding them as professionalised 
facilitators83. In addition, providing more 
in-depth and more intense training – similar 
to that of a probation officer – would be 
likely to make the job more desirable, more 
respected and could increase levels of 
satisfaction. 

Lastly, staff salaries and benefits need to be 
as good – or ideally be better – than those 
offered by other employers for positions 
with comparable qualifications, and the job 
needs to offer the potential for growth.  
Staff are most likely to stay when they 
believe that there is potential for them to 
progress in their career. This could be 
achieved by more opportunities to specialise 
in specific types of prisoners (e.g. the 
elderly) or specific types of behaviours (e.g. 
self-harming or drug use). Officers would 
be accountable for monitoring success with 
these specialist groups of prisoners and be 
paid more accordingly. 

3.4 Designing for desistance: 
Encouraging meaningful 
interactions with staff
Many of the issues identified within this 
book involve changing the way in which our 
prisons operate and changing the ways in 
which staff approach their own roles and 
responsibilities. But we need to recognise 
the key challenges that staff face, while 
also providing ways to empower them to 
become agents of change. 

3.4.1 Improving staff  
effectiveness
When staff work directly with prisoners 
they can become models of positive social 
behaviours, but when staff merely observe 
the prisoners and are forced to perform 
more overt security/risk based tasks, they 
are less likely to become (and be perceived 
as) agents of change. Hence, all staff 
should be cross-trained in security and 
treatment, and all should understand how 
they can help people become productive 
law-abiding citizens84. Research shows 
that staff who work in Direct Supervision 
facilities (with no physical barriers between 

staff and prisoners) communicate more with 
prisoners, feel more engaged in their work, 
and have greater job satisfaction compared 
with staff who work in Indirect Supervision 
facilities. In other words Direct Supervision 
staff are measurably more effective in 
managing and positively influencing 
prisoners, and this is evidenced by fewer 
assaults and less destruction of property.85 

Similarly, studies show that officers in Direct 
Supervision housing units experience 
fewer stress-inducing events than their 
counterparts in Indirect Supervision 
housing units86. This is important because 
staff are more effective when their stress 
levels are low. Uncontrolled employee 
stress negatively affects morale, efficiency, 
productivity and job burn-out rates. Limited 
relief for stressors also causes high staff 
turnover and high levels of sick leave, both 
of which have financial cost implications and 
consequences for offender rehabilitation87. 
Stress relief can come from meditation, 
exercise and yoga, all of which should be 
facilitated on-site88. 

Sleep deprivation is also a serious problem 
and presents a barrier to meaningful 
interaction with prisoners. This is especially 
true for staff who work 12+ hour shifts. 
Sleep-deprived staff have lower levels 
of mental alertness, self-regulation, self-
control and risk assessment. They have 
poorer judgment and reasoning skills, and 
increased impulsiveness. Sleep-deprived 
staff also have higher rates of absenteeism 
and they make greater use of sick time89. 
To combat this, regular shift patterns – 
including all night shifts – help reduce the 
stress of fatigue and increase the likelihood 
of meaningful interaction90. Furthermore, 
staff who work consecutive night shifts 

should have at least two days of recovery 
before being scheduled to work. All of 
the suggestions above will be likely to 
increase staff effectiveness and – along with 
appropriate training – can empower staff to 
become agents of change.

3.4.2 Using technology to 
assist Pro-Social Modelling 
and ‘Every Contact Matters’
As aforementioned, when staff are forced  
to spend most of their time performing  
overt security based tasks they are less 
likely to become agents of change. 
Technologies should thus be used to 
complement staff engagement with 
prisoners and reduce the time spent 
unlocking and locking doors, for example. 

Surveillance technology must be used along 
with clear lines of sight so that staff ‘on-
the-ground’ can focus on duties other than 
mere observation. The ability to observe 
people and their behaviour both inside and 
outside of their cell is of course crucial, but 
so too is interacting with prisoners on a 
personal level.

Knowing the locations of prisoners through 
GPS bracelets and CCTV cameras can 
help staff to avoid being mere ‘turn-keys’ 
and escorts. Discrete body cameras can be 
worn by staff to deter assaults and monitor 
interactions. Barriers to interaction can 
be identified by watching the footage and 
new initiatives developed to combat any 
issues which arise91. The size of housing 
units, outside areas and programme spaces 
needs to be managed so as not to become 
overcrowded, but they should not be so 
large that visibility and manageability are 
compromised. Smaller group sizes will 
also increase the quality and quantity of 
interactions between staff and prisoners. 
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3.5 Designing for desistance: 
Encouraging third sector 
involvement

Engaging both third sector and the wider 
community to be a part of a prisoner’s life is 
vital to supporting desistance and enabling 
people to lead productive lives while in 
prison and once released. Designing in less 
secure spaces – such as a Community Hub 
discussed below – for low risk offenders 
could relieve some of the pressures on 
prison staff. The Hub would have reduced 
security checks for third sector workers thus 
freeing up officers’ time, and those third 
sector workers could deliver programmes 
with the offenders and their families, further 
alleviating strain on staff.

3.5.1 The Community Hub
As suggested in the Clinks Report (2016)92, 
a ‘Community Hub’ could increase 
opportunities for offenders to access a 
variety of services including educational 
courses, employment support, mentoring 
and counselling (family and/or individual). 
These ‘outward-facing’ hubs would be 
semi-public yet secure spaces, which  
could also include a prisoner-run café and 
shop (selling prisoner-made items) which 
would be open to the public93. Taking part 
in pro-social activities (such as working 
in the café or receiving CV guidance) and 
engaging with third sector projects (be 
they related to employment, education, 
mentoring or addiction) can change an 
offender’s stigmatised identity, and can in 
turn provide hope for a better future once 
released from prison. 

3.5.2 Preparing for release 

The RSA report ‘Building a Rehabilitation 
Culture’94 endorses the requirement to 
‘embed prisons in their communities 
and economies’, and urges more of ‘us’ 
– the public, employers, entrepreneurs, 
and wider services – to play our part in 
rehabilitation. The report also states that 
positive behaviour change is far from 
straightforward. 

“[It] is not a linear process that ‘happens’ 
to an individual. Rather it requires a set 
of behaviours, attributes and values 
within individuals, institutions and the 
broader community that support and 
sustain desistance from crime and 
enable people to live productive lives”. 

Different approaches reflect this, whether 
services are commissioned and in 
partnership with a local prison, as is the 
case at Humber; or in terms of non-
residential rehabilitative support as provided 
by The Salford Prison Project
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3.6.3 Reducing the demand 
for contraband 
An often overlooked method of controlling 
contraband is to simply reduce the desire 
for the items commonly smuggled into 
a prison. For example, the use of illegal 
mobile phones and drugs are two of the 
biggest challenges currently being faced in 
our prisons. These two items are popular 
for a number of reasons, but in most cases 
mobile phones are being used simply to 
contact family, and drugs are in demand 
because of high levels of addiction and high 
levels of boredom. To tackle the cause of 
demand is one way of tacking the problem 
of supply. 

Increasing the number and quality of family 
visits would reduce some of the demand for 
mobile phones, as would permitting the use 
of Skype and/or installing in-cell phones. 
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The many functions  
of  a prison:  
Supporting prisoners 
with complex  
health needs

4.1 Introduction

In April 2016, The Ministry of Justice’s 
‘Safety in Custody’ statistics98 confirmed 
a rising tide of despair and substance use 
inside prisons. A total of 9,458 prisoners 
– one in 10 – were reported to have self-
harmed in 2015, with a 25% rise in reported 
incidents of self-harm to more than 32,000. 
These bold figures obfuscate the detail of 
the cause of many deaths in custody. For 
example, a recent report by the Prisons 
and Probation Ombudsman (PPO) states 
that while establishing a direct causal link 
is difficult, new psychoactive substances 
(NPS) - often referred to as ‘legal highs’ - 
were a relevant factor in at least 19 self-
inflicted deaths between April 2012 and 
September 201499. 

Moreover, in 2013, the House of Commons 
Justice Committee published a report 
on older prisoners and their needs within 
prison establishments100. This suggests 
that the prison estate overall is neither 
suited nor prepared to accommodate older 
prisoners. Evidence suggests environments 
appropriate to older prisoners have been 
facilitated in more modern prisons, but 
not otherwise. The increasing number of 
older prisoners brings a corresponding rise 
in the multiple, chronic health problems 
associated with ageing. A thematic review 
by HM Inspectorate of Prisons in 2004 
about the needs of elderly prisoners 
demonstrated that more than 80 per cent of 

older prisoners have a long-standing chronic 
illness or disability. Of these more than a 
third suffer from a cardiovascular disease 
and more than a fifth from respiratory 
disease. Overall the Inspectorate concluded 
that the health of older prisoners is worse 
than that of their peers in the community101. 

In short, due to the high levels of self-
harm, suicide, mental and physical health 
issues, drug use and age associated health 
concerns, we need to recognise that while 
the crimes these people have committed 
may indeed be heinous (although it is 
worth noting that many are not), they are 
nevertheless some of the most vulnerable 
people in our society. Behaviour change 
is unlikely to occur if mental and physical 
health needs are not met. If we want our 
prisons to be effective environments for 
rehabilitation, we need to acknowledge that 
the prison - and by extension prison staff - 
have a number of functions well beyond that 
of retribution or deterrence (see Appendix 
C for a more detailed breakdown of prison 
population demographics).

4.2 The prison as a  
detox facility
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New challenges also arise with regards 
to treatment. At present, there is no clear 
treatment regime, except to deal with 
the immediate effects of NPS. This is 
highly problematic, because the nature 
of NPS means the effective element can 
be highly concentrated and then sprayed 
onto suitable material. Small amounts can 
produce many doses and thus the impact 
has been far-reaching. However, while NPS 
do present new challenges for the prison 
system, we can nevertheless still learn 
lessons from the past.

4.2.3 Learning from past 
challenges associated with 
drug use in prisons
The current crisis does have some 
commonalities with other drug problems. 
Firstly, this is a closed community (in most 
cases) so NPS drugs are brought into 
the prison by the same channels as other 
drugs. Contraband can enter the prison – 
and move around the prison – in a number 
of ways, and NPS is no different in this 
respect. Design can interrupt and deter 
transport mechanisms, but a clear strategic 
plan is also vital. 

Moreover, communicating that plan to 
those who are tasked with implementing 
it is likewise essential. While a drug-free 
prison is clearly the end-goal, realistically 
we should seek to minimise the problem 
by approaching it from a number of 
complementary and balanced approaches. 
This holistic approach would seek to: 

•	 Restrict opportunities for supply with 
clever surveillance technology, locating 
visitors and staff lockers outside of 
secure perimeters and by attracting and 
keeping good staff

•	 Educate prisoners about the 
consequences of drug use

•	 Ensure friends and families know the 
associated dangers of using NPS

•	 Remove privileges from those found to 
be dealing NPS

•	 Reduce demand for the substances 
by providing activities that alleviate 
boredom, and ultimately by providing 
hope for a better future without drug 
dependency (see Chapter 2)

•	 Encourage behaviour change 
through opportunities for agency, 
responsibilisation and the ‘step up, step 
down’ approach so as to give offenders 
something to lose (see chapter 1)

•	 Adopt the Swift, Certain and Fair 
approach to drug use (see Chapter 1)

•	 Provide quick and effective treatment 
for all effects/addictions and provide 
extensive training for staff to  
recognise effects

We do not suggest that this problem is 
intractable, but rather that significant inroads 
could be achieved through a comprehensive 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/drugs-international-comparators
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4.3.6 Devising a holistic, 
comprehensive strategy 
As this section of the chapter has 
illustrated, prisoners are best understood 
as a vulnerable population with complex 
needs and corresponding adjustments to 
treatment plans are essential. The Prison 
Reform Trust recently found that 62% of 
men sentenced to prison have a personality 
disorder; 16% said they had been receiving 
treatment for a mental health problem in the 
twelve months before being sentenced and 
67% of all prisoners are on some form of 
prescribed medication125. 

Addressing past trauma might also be 
an issue for many offenders and their 
families upon release. It has not been 
within the scope of this chapter to discuss 
in any detail, but many offenders have 
also experienced domestic violence as 
children or adults and it is thus essential 
these traumas are addressed so as to 
equip ex-offenders with the skills they 
need to maintain healthy family lives. As 
such continual reassessment throughout 
the duration of sentence (whether 
served in prison or in the community) is 
a key concern. Moreover, it is commonly 
suggested that rehabilitation is less likely to 
occur if the mental and/or physical needs of 
prisoners are not met in the first instance. 
Equal attention should be paid to both. 

It may also be useful to see suicide – both in 
action and intent – as a continuum, wherein 
the continuities may be more important 
than the differences. Self-injury may be the 
first overt symptom of a level of distress 
only steps away from a final act of despair. 
Both may be reactive rather than purposive 
(or ‘manipulative’) and may be impulsive 
rather than planned. It is important then, to 
find out why the behaviour occurred rather 
than examine only what it was intended 

to achieve. If staff respond, and provide 
support and solutions, prisoners may be 
diverted from the destructive route on which 
they are setting out126. 

This suggests that suicide prevention 
strategies that treat suicide as an exclusively 
medical or psychiatric problem are likely to 

http://www.inquest.org.uk/issues/prison-deaths
http://www.inquest.org.uk/issues/prison-deaths
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/modernisation-of-the-prison-estate
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/modernisation-of-the-prison-estate
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/modernisation-of-the-prison-estate
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“Work is at an early stage to consider 
how a strategic approach to the use of 
the prison estate can best ensure that 
older offenders are accommodated 
where their needs can best be met, and 
where the built environment can facilitate 
this.”130

A number of studies examine the 
interconnected health needs of older 
prisoners. O’Hara et al (2016)131 lists a 
catalogue of health issues affecting older 
prisoners more than the general population, 
citing various authors to show that: Over 
80% of older prisoners have at least one 
major illness and 77% of older prisoners 
are being prescribed medication, most 
frequently for cardiovascular problems. The 
most common mental health diagnosis 
among this group though, is depression: 

Seventy per cent of older prisoners 
reported receiving treatment or 
counselling for a health problem in the 
year before prison entry. Cooney et al 
reported that prison staff perceived older 
prisoners to have a physical health status 
10 years older than people of the same 
biological age living in the community, 
acquiring age-related health problems 10 
to 15 times faster than their peers in the 
general population. 

Prison-related factors, including the stress 
of imprisonment, increased anxiety, isolation 
and separation from family may also be 
associated with lower life expectancy and 
premature ageing. She concludes:

“The high prevalence of depression 
among older prisoners, now confirmed 
across a number of studies, supports 
the need for routine, effective and early 
depression screening to be established. 
The systematic use of health and social 
care assessments and subsequent 
care planning, alongside screening 
for depression, should provide a two-
pronged approach to better addressing 
the high levels of depression among 
older prisoners with unmet health and 
social care needs.”

As Wilson (2005)132 points out, all of this 
‘underscores the need for there to be good 
health care provision for this age group after 
they have been incarcerated’. Nonetheless, 
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4.5.2 Adopting a ‘triage 
centre’ approach 
In a 2015/16 report, the HMIP suggested 
the ‘Wellbeing Induction centre’ in HMP 
Peterborough should be held up as an 
example of good practice. The centre is 
described as having: 

“A range of staff including chaplains, 
drugs workers, resettlement officers and 
prisoner and peer workers. The centre 
was bright, welcoming, well decorated 
and …prisoners were more likely to feel 
at ease and access the range of help that 
was offered”135.

Due to the high rate of suicide, self-harm 
and depression in the early months of 
incarceration, we agree that induction 
into prison should be approached as a 
kind of triage system, in which potential 
emergencies and long-term needs are 
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Recommendations

Reducing high levels of  addiction/substance use in prisons 

Recommendations: The third sector is well placed to deliver specialised services based on the 
specific drug-related problems/issues a prison is facing (see 3.7.2). Needle exchange programmes 
have proved effective elsewhere, as have heavily staffed drug-free units. The fundamental issue though, 
is convincing offenders that a life free from addiction is a worthwhile pursuit. This can only be achieved 
through a holistic approach which relates to all aspects of prison life; be it about prison culture, prison 
regime, or prison design. 

Reducing high levels of  depression, self-harm and suicide in prisons 
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Balancing the books: 
Reducing operational and 
construction costs while 
supporting rehabilitation

5.1 Introduction
This final chapter of the book considers 
the Business Case for Rehabilitation by 
Design. It begins with a consideration of the 
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Moreover, as this book has argued, 
adopting elements of the Nordic 
normalisation model need not necessarily 
increase the cost of new and existing 
prisons drastically. With careful planning 
there are ways to ‘design in’ opportunities 
which will support behaviour change. In 
a recent US report by the Pell Center for 
International Relations and Public Policy,  
the author suggested that:

“Scandinavian countries are often 
considered models of successful 
incarceration practices, particularly 
Norway which, at 20%, has one of the 
lowest recidivism rates in the world 
… While Americans may scoff at the 
treatment of prisoners in other countries 
… the low incarceration and recidivism 
rates suggest that the “normalization” 
approach works.”145

5.3.1 Cost per prisoner in 
England and Wales
Figures from the MOJ and NOMS illustrate 

http://www.salve.edu/sites/default/files/filesfield/documents/Incarceration_and_Recidivism.pdf
http://www.salve.edu/sites/default/files/filesfield/documents/Incarceration_and_Recidivism.pdf
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5.5.5 Safety and security

Security is a fundamental aspect of prison 
life, protecting prisoners, staff and visitors 
alike. The incorporation of security can be 
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5.7.2 Cost savings and 
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5.8 Optimising staffing costs

Given that the majority of prison cost 
represents expenditure on staff, the  
majority of prison cost savings can be 
generated through the number of staff on 
the prison site and how they are managed. 
Staffing costs are not high because of 
salaries but because: 

•	 Prisons never close – they must be 
staffed 24 hour/day, 7 days a week

•	 Staff are needed for every round the 
clock position – this equates to 168 
hours per week, plus time for training, 
holidays, sick leave, vacations

•	 There is a wide array of different 
roles needed – prisons are not 
unlike small towns with a multitude 
of buildings, spaces, and functions. 
While the majority of prison staff 
are correctional officers, other staff 
typically include administrators, 
nurses, psychologists, food service 
managers, plumbers, electricians, 
warehouse managers, clerks, personnel 
officers, business managers, teachers, 
vocational instructors, bus drivers, and 
groundskeepers

Staff shortages are common, and this 
situation is likely to worsen if facilities are 
remotely located and difficult to access. 

5.8.1 Cost savings through 
staff-efficient operations 
There are a number of ways in which 
staffing costs can be optimised. These 
include: 

•	 A strategic review of the prison 
estate: This would enable the operation 
of fewer prisons by closing ones that 
are problematic and especially staff 
inefficient

•	 Incarcerating fewer people: As a 
general rule, fewer prisoners require 
fewer staff, so adopting more effective 
non-custodial alternatives would 
significantly reduce staffing costs

•	 Increasing staff retention: Recruiting 
and training new staff is very  
expensive, costing a reported £20,000 
to train every prison officer163.  
Supportive and pleasant work 
environments not only help to reduce 
staff turnover and consequently reduce 
costs, but also improve staff morale and 
consistency. This has positive impacts 
on prisoners too via better behaviour 
and improved safety

•	 Minimising staff overtime: High rates 
of staff turnover can result in other 
staff working excessive overtime which 
can be costly. In addition, excessive 
overtime is associated with staff burn-
out, use and abuse of sick leave, and 
exacerbated family issues that affect 

situatiothe pr(ouoaC.1 BDC 
( nci5.4mowitDi(gr)1 thi, and )Tj
0[63)Tude sison(ext<FEFF0009>9 (noveriartwh oa1)).d 
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Prison population:  
Length of  sentences 

Typically, the most common sentence was 
4 years with 41% of prisoners serving this 
sentence. A further quarter serve between 1 
and 4 year sentences. Terms under 1 year 
account for 9% of sentences.

It is estimated that 59% of released 
prisoners, who have served a term under 
12 months, will go on to reoffend within a 
year of release. This rate drops considerably 
as the sentence length increases; a 1-4 
year sentence represents a 36% chance of 
recidivism, a 4-10 year sentence equates 
to a 27% likelihood of reoffending and only 
18% of prisoners who have served more 
than 10 years will reoffend within this time-
frame. Typically, theft offences were most 
likely to be repeated (42.5%) while fraud 
was least likely (10.3%).

Fig. 21: Graph detailing the 2016 prison population according to offence type Fig. 22: Graph detailing the number of  prisoners serving particular lengths of  sentence in 2016
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