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1. Summary 
Introduction 
Offender Management in Custody (OMiC) is a transformational programme of work 

across His Majesty’s Prison and Probation Service (HMPPS) to make improvements 

to the way individuals in custody are supported and managed through their 

sentences. The key purpose for open prisons relates to managing the risk of the 

prisoner’s journey from custody into the community. There is a greater focus on the 

resettlement and reintegration of prisoners into the community through the 

relationship between the Prison Offender Manager (POM) and Community Offender 

Manager (COM) which is critical to effective delivery of OMiC. The OMiC framework 

in the open estate commenced on 31st March 2021.  

Methodological approach 
A qualitative case study approach was used to examine the delivery of OMiC in five 

open prisons in England, and to explore the contextual factors associated with 

delivery within and across the five prisons. Data were collected and triangulated from 

multiple sources to generate detailed descriptions for each case (prison). A total of 

60 members of staff and 33 men in prison were interviewed between November 2023 

and January 2024. Reflexive thematic analysis was used to analyse the qualitative 

data to generate themes which illustrate participants views and experiences. 

Limitations and interpreting findings 
Whilst a qualitative case study design enables the exploration of rich, in-depth 

information, generalisability is limited as is the ability to explore causal relationships. 

There were many themes shared across the five sites, yet each had their own unique 

experiences of OMiC. Learning within and across each case may not be 

generalisable or relevant to all staff working in, or men residing in each prison due to 

the variation in prisoner populations and local operating contexts. Staff roles were 

targeted for inclusion so the sample of participants may not be fully representative of 

the prison and staff population from which they were drawn and there may always be 

some bias introduced through participants and prisons who were willing to participate 

in the research study. 
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In reporting research findings below, all references to men refer to male prisoners 

residing in the five participating prisons, alongside staff and senior leaders working in 

those prisons who participated in interviews and focus groups for the research study. 

Findings are qualitative and report participants perceptions and experiences and 

given the limitations outlined, findings should be viewed as indicative. 

Summary of key findings 
The themes generated from staff and men’s accounts highlighted a shared frustration 

of the culminative effects of external system pressures, and an OMiC model that 

most felt was not adequately resourced or reflective of the activities required to 

effectively meet the risk and rehabilitation needs of individuals in open conditions. 

The aims and wider purpose of the prison estate was perceived to be largely 

misunderstood and undervalued by the ‘wider service’, exemplified by the lack of 

resources and services available to support men’s transition at critical points in their 

sentence, and the lack of a bespoke OMiC model.  

The lack of continuity with COMs was a prominent issue raised by prison staff and 

men in in open prisons. Men wanted the opportunity to establish relationships early 

on with COMs to ease their concerns around release. The combined effects of staff 

shortfalls in the community, and a perceived lack of knowledge about the open prison 

estate has created a ‘churn’ in COMs which has hampered partnership working and 

increased concerns around the comprehensiveness and quality of information flowing 

in from the community. The contribution of probation staff operating within the OMiC 

framework has elevated the knowledge of, and quality of risk management delivery. 

They too have demonstrated their value in shaping prison cultures and practices 

which are more rehabilitative and future focused, when supported by strong 

prison leaders.  

Conclusions 
The opportunities and incentives that open prisons can offer men to support a 

successful transition towards release is a critical and valued period within their 

custodial sentence. The challenge for open prisons should not be underestimated, 

and management of transitions was a defining and prominent theme, for both staff 

and men navigating the transfer to open conditions and the period of change 

thereafter. All five open prisons were working to bridge sizable service gaps at critical 
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junctures in an individual’s sentence yet were heavily constrained by wider system 

issues. A review of, and realigned service offer that reflects the core aims of the open 

prison estate and the changing risk profile and complexity of needs of the open 

prison population would be timely and advantageous in light of ongoing system 

changes.  
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2. Context 
2.1 Offender Management in Custody 
Offender Management in Custody (OMiC) is a transformational programme of work 

across HMPPS to make improvements to the way individuals in custody are 

supported and managed through their sentences. A number of changes were 

introduced as part of OMiC (HMPPS, 2021): 

• Investment in front line staff to focus on relationship building through the 

introduction of Key Work into all male closed prisons1 

• Moving responsibility for sentence management into prison, until the point of 

handover to the community, for prisoners serving longer term sentences 

• Prioritising allocation of resources for sentence management based on risk, 

sentence length and complexity, whereby all high risk of serious harm cases 

in prison will be managed by qualified probation staff 

• Ensuring staff delivering case management work are suitability skilled and 

supported 

• Delivering a bespoke OMiC model for women in custody which recognises 

their multiple and complex needs 

• Delivering some bespoke features to support resettlement activity in the 

male open prison estate. 

The anticipated benefits of these improvements include improving safety and 

relationships in prison and to improve rehabilitation and public protection in prison. 

Appendix A provides an overview of OMiC in the male closed and women’s 

prison estate. 

2.2 OMiC in the male open prison estate 
The open prison estate currently consists of 13 public sector prisons in England & 

Wales.2 Category D prisons are ‘open’ prisons, with minimal security and lower 

staffing levels and allows eligible prisoners to spend time away from the prison on 

 
1 Key Work is delivered by Band 3 prison officers, this is protected time allocated regularly and by 

the same officer where possible, to allow for positive and trusting relationships to be developed. 
2 There are two additional Category D prisons in the women’s prison estate which operate the same 

OMiC delivery framework as closed prisons, which includes Key Work delivery.  
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temporary licence to carry out work, education or for other activity that supports 

transition towards release and resettlement. The key purpose, and challenges for 

open prisons relate to managing the risk of the prisoner’s journey from custody into 

the community (HMPPS, 2020). The move from closed to open represents a 

significant change of environment and the challenges within open prisons differ to 

those from closed which are more often more custodial focused. 

The OMiC framework in the open estate commenced on 31st March 2021. It largely 

mirrors the delivery framework of the closed male estate, designed to be part of a 

coherent overall system for individuals serving custodial sentences. The main 

differences are: 

• There is a greater focus on resettlement and reintegration into the 

community and therefore the relationship between the Prison Offender 

Manager (POM) and Community Offender Manager (COM) is a critical part 

of effective delivery. 

• There is no Key Work delivery in the male open estate, so Governors will 

continue to deliver a personal officer (PO) scheme, or other support such as 

peer led schemes for prisoners, where these are already in place.  

2.3 Research aims 
The main aim of the research study was to better understand and identify the 

facilitators and barriers to quality delivery and integration of OMiC in five open 

prisons in England & Wales. More specifically the study sought to:  

• explore and describe the contextual factors associated with OMiC delivery in 

different prisons 

• explore the barriers and enablers to quality delivery and integration of 

practice  

• explore how staff and prisoners have experienced OMiC 

• capture learning and identify recommended activity to strengthen current 

delivery and its integration into operational practice.  
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Primary research questions 
1. What are the notable barriers and enablers to quality delivery, within each 

prison and shared across prisons?  

2. What does successful delivery look like for each prison? How are they 

assessing and quality assuring delivery?  

3. What are staff and prisoner perceptions and experiences of OMiC and its 

perceived impact on:  

• Relationships and partnership working 

• Culture  

• Assessing and managing risk 

• Sentence management and progression 

• Transitions to open conditions, and release into the community? 

 

The study into OMiC in the open prison estate, forms one of several primary research 

studies that have specifically focused on exploring OMiC delivery across the prison 

estate (Pope, 2024a; 2024b). A three-year research and evaluation programme has 

been completed with the aim of supporting the ongoing development and 

improvement of OMiC delivery and embedding this into operational practice. 
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3. Method 
3.1 Sample 
Five male Category D open prisons participated in the study. Cases were selected 

purposefully to provide a range of prisons that covered notable operating differences 

to include differences in the size and type of prisoner population, and sites with 

variable staff resources (based on target staffing figures). Sample selection was 

designed to enable exploration of factors/ experiences that were unique to each 

particular prison, alongside any shared factors influencing the delivery of OMiC 

across open prisons and working in partnership with probation colleagues in the 

community. Appendix B provides a detailed description on the research sample and 

methodological approach.  

3.2 Data collection 
A qualitative case study approach was used to examine the OMiC experience at each 

prison and to explore the contextual factors associated with delivery of sentence 

management and men’s preparation for release. A case study approach involves the 

‘detailed examination of single examples’ (Abercrombie et al., 1984) and is most 

often used when a comprehensive and contextualised in-depth understanding of a 

particular phenomenon is required. Each prison was visited by the lead researcher 

over two consecutive days between November 2023 and January 2024. 

Male prisoners located in each prison (referred to as ‘men’ in the remainder of the 

report) were purposefully sampled in advance of the visit by the researcher. Up to 12 

men at each prison were invited to participate in a confidential group discussion. The 

sample was selected based on three groupings of up to four men in each to ensure 

the full range of experiences were captured. The first group involved men who had 

recently transferred from closed to open conditions (within the last 30 days); the 

second group involved men who were in the handover window (involving the transfer 

of responsibility from the POM to the COM) and nearing release at the time of the 

visit, and the final group involved men who were neither new into the prison nor in the 

handover window. All twelve were selected using information from the Digital Prison 

Service (DPS) to determinate whether they were new receptions/ not in handover or 
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nearing release and were broadly representative of the minority ethnic population at 

each prison.3 

Sampling for staff interviews and small focus groups was based on availability; and 

research visits were organised with the aim of speaking to staff in designated key 

roles delivering and overseeing OMiC activities. Table 1 provides a detailed 

breakdown of those who took part. The type of interview (one to one or small groups) 

was dependent on what was the least disruptive for each prison to facilitate. All five 

prisons were able to facilitate small group discussions with men in prison. There was 

no involvement from OMiC national team members so as not to introduce bias, which 

may have impacted on participants’ disclosures. 

Table 1: Breakdown of total number of interviews for each prison 

   Prison   
Number of interviews A B C D E Total 
No. of one-to-one interviews4 6 5 3 5 8 27 
No. of small focus groups 7 6 3 5 4 25 

 
   Prison   
Number of interviews A B C D E Total 
Men in prison 9 8 2 7 7 33 
Recently arrived in to open  4 2 - 3 3 12 
Not in handover window 2 - 1 3 2 8 
In handover and nearing release 3 6 1 1 2 13 
Prison POMs 3 3 4 2 6 18 
Probation POMs 4 4 2 2 4 16 
Senior managers with responsibility for 
OMiC delivery5 

7 4 2 6 6 25 

Senior Probation Officer (SPO) based in 
the community 

N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A 1 

Total  23 19 10 17 23 93 

 
3 The Digital Prison Service is a digital service for staff to allocate and manage cases to POMS and 

record sentence management activity with prisoners, including handover activity to COMs. 
4 Three staff interviews took place remotely (via Microsoft Teams) who were unavailable for interview 

at the time of the research visit. 
5 Includes Governing Governors, Deputy Governors; Heads of Offender Management Service 

(HoMS); Heads of Offender Management Delivery (HoMD); Heads of Residence (HoRes) and 
Heads of Reducing Reoffending (HoRR). 
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Probation staff (COMs and Senior Probation Officers (SPO) working in the 

community were also invited to take part in the research study, but there was limited 

engagement from regions to advertise the research and little to no response from 

staff who willing to take part. Only one SPO consented to take part and interviewed 

for the study. 

A semi-structured interview schedule was used to guide the interviews, and 

questions were loosely structured to allow participants to set the direction and share 

their views and experiences. Some questions were tailored to reflect the differing 

staff roles. Participation was voluntarily and all participants gave written consent 

following an explanation of the research study and its aims by the lead researcher. 

Handwritten interview notes were typed up and added to an Excel study database for 

analysis.6 

Alongside the interview data, other multiple data sources were utilised and included 

prison performance and administrative data, OMiC specific management information, 

a range of scrutiny documents, and a review of qualitative case note entries recorded 

on DPS for all men who participated in the study.7 The triangulation of data sources 

has generated a rich and detailed description of each prison. Appendix B presents 

the sample of cases and methodological approach used and Appendix C presents 

the detailed case data and description. 

3.3 Analysis 
Reflexive Thematic Analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2019) was used to analyse the 

qualitative data gathered from interviews to generate themes (patterns of meaning) 

on how participants articulated their experiences and understanding of OMiC and the 

open prison estate. Reflexive thematic analysis is an open and iterative process with 

theoretical flexibility so analysis can move from inductive to deductive and works well 

 
6 The logistics, availability, and location of participants whilst allowing better access to staff and men 

to be interviewed with minimal disruption to the prison regime, prevented interviews from being 
audio recorded and only basic demographic information was captured. Handwritten notes were 
added to a pseudonymised Excel study database, generating 1,180 separate rows of data for 
coding.  

7 OMiC case notes screens were created in DPS to enable information sharing and recording of 
information about individuals in prison. Case note types that were reviewed as part of the research 
study included planned supervision sessions and any communication/ contact with OMU/ POMs, 
and Personal Officer entries alongside additional entries made by staff from a range of 
departments and services (e.g. wing staff, workshops or estates and chaplaincy).  



 

10 

for use by a single researcher (Braun & Clarke, 2022). The method of analysis has 

been employed for a similar study in the male closed prison estate (Pope, 2024) and 

was chosen to gain a rich understanding of participant meaning to generate 

contextualised and situated knowledge about their realities of living and working in an 

open prison. Whilst reflexive thematic analysis permits the researcher an active role 

in the coding and theme development, subjectivity increases which demands a 

greater reflexivity. Keeping a reflexive journal throughout fieldwork, prior and during 

analysis was critical to observing and reflecting on assumptions and coding 

developments. This was a necessary process to challenge thinking around theme 

development, and to compare and contrast themes developed to the previous study 

(Pope, 2024). 

Due to the complexity and scope of OMiC, and the range of designated roles 

delivering OMiC activity, data were analysed separately by participants’ role and 

collectively across participants. In keeping with reflexive thematic analysis (Braun & 

Clarke, 2022) which moves away from prescribed sample sizes to achieve data 

saturation, the data within groups was sufficient in detail and has provided a richer 

and more nuanced understanding among staff carrying out different roles, within and 

across the five prisons. 

Following an initial stage of data familiarisation through reading and re-reading data, 

the initial coding process took place to look for single meanings and concepts. Code 

labels were used to generate initial themes from the data, an active process which 

involved ongoing coding and interpretation of the data to develop and review themes. 

Refinement of themes or patterns of shared meaning were united or underpinned by 

a central organising concept, to provide an analytic and compelling narrative account 

(Braun & Clarke, 2022). 

In reporting research findings below, all references to men refer to male prisoners 

residing in the five participating prisons, alongside staff and senior leaders working in 

those prisons who participated in interviews and focus groups for the research study. 

Findings are qualitative and report participants perceptions and experiences. 

Qualitative research is often criticised for lacking quality and rigour. Drawing on 

similar approaches (Pope, 2024; Wakeling & Lynch, 2020), the research has set 
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criteria that promotes transparency, use of a clear and appropriate sampling strategy, 

triangulation, and thick description using quotes, (Bauer & Gaskell, 2003) to help 

appraise the quality of the study and enhance the validity of the findings. The 

additional information gathered (prison-level data, OMiC management information, 

HMIP reports and a qualitative review of case note entries) was triangulated to 

produce a case description of each prison (see Table 4, Appendix C3), and to 

explore and generate hypotheses about potential differences across and between 

prisons and participant groups. 

3.4 Limitations 
A qualitative case study approach does have its limitations. Each of the five sites 

collectively shared many experiences and frustrations providing insight into the open 

prison estate, but they all had their own experience of delivering OMiC within a 

complex and ever-changing system that is unique to them. The ability to draw 

conclusions about these differences is somewhat limited. The learning within and 

across prisons may not be generalisable or relevant to all staff and to other open 

prisons, with different staffing profiles, prisoner populations, leadership styles and 

prison cultures. 

As with any research, there may be some bias introduced by prisons and individuals 

within each prison who were more willing to participate in the research study. 

Participation from both staff and men in Prison C was notably lower than the other 

four sites so case information and a range of views was lacking. Therefore, the 

breadth of information gathered from Prison C will compromise the extent to which 

conclusions can be drawn about delivery from this site. 

An additional limitation is that the voice of community probation practitioners is 

missing, despite outreach to seek out those voices. However, this may speak to the 

wider pressures currently being experienced by probation staff in the community. 

Due to the focus of the research, particular roles were targeted for inclusion so the 

sample of participants may not be representative of the prison and staff population 

from which they were drawn. Careful consideration was given to the contextual and 

operational factors influencing data collection to minimise disruption and access 

participants which led to interviews not being audio-recorded. To minimise any loss in 

data quality and detail, interview notes were typed up immediately following each 
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fieldwork visit (Rutakumwa et al., 2020). As a consequence of using this approach, 

some ‘quotes’ which are reproduced in this paper contain paraphrasing of the 

wording used by participants but have been verbatim in language where possible. 
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4. Research findings 
4.1 Key themes 
Three overarching themes (see figure 1 below) were generated from the qualitative 

analysis and illustrate the views and experiences of staff working, and men residing 

in open prisons in regard to OMiC delivery and working arrangements with probation 

colleagues in the community. The themes have been organised into a hierarchy of 

three different levels which are closely interconnected, with some overlaps between 

subthemes. The top level shows the overarching themes, and each has its own 

subthemes which focuses on one particular aspect of that theme. The thematic map 

(figure 1) corresponds to the analytical approach of reflexive thematic analysis 

whereby the relationship between the overarching themes are horizontal and the 

relationship between overarching themes and subthemes are vertical. 

A comprehensive analysis of the different participant groupings was undertaken to 

provide further validation of the overarching themes and will be presented 

separately.8 

Table 4 (Appendix C3) provides a detailed description of each case, through 

triangulation of all the data sources, including OMiC related, and prison performance 

data presented separately in Tables 2 and 3 (Appendix C), and scrutiny documents. 

The findings suggest that although some of the factors influencing OMiC delivery is 

context specific for each prison, there was widespread collective experiences shared 

by the open estate, as illustrated through the three overarching themes. Where 

participant accounts differ this has been drawn out in the relevant sections, as have 

subthemes that were more prominent or pertinent to one particular prison. Participant 

quotes have been included throughout the sections and demographic information has 

been excluded to prevent any jigsaw identification of individuals and ensure 

participant anonymity. 

 
8 A separate thematic analysis was carried out on responses gathered from 1) Men in prison, 2) 

Senior leaders, HoMDs, Probation POMs and Prison POMs.  
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Figure 1: A thematic map summarising the overarching themes generated from 
participants’ accounts 

 



 

15 

5. Barriers to OMiC delivery 
5.1 System wide barriers 
The open prison estate is a national resource which means prisoners can be 

released to any region or area in England and Wales. This poses significant 

challenges in access to, and coordination of wrap around services to support an 

individual on release from prison. These services transcend that of prison and 

probation and involve multiple partner agencies, including national, regional and local 

health services, Local Authorities, the police and third sector organisations and 

charities. There is huge variation in how resettlement services are commissioned and 

structured and there are disparities within and across regions in terms of equitable 

access to services making an already complex pre-release landscape even more 

complicated. 

The challenges of operating as a national resource presented considerable barriers 

for all five prisons. Senior leaders and POMS highlighted strategic barriers including 

a lack of integration and alignment between and across criminal justice and 

community services. Systemic barriers included a lack of accommodation nationally, 

including a lack of Approved Premises (AP) spaces for men on restricted Release on 

Temporary Licence (RoTL) and on release, and the notable gaps in service provision 

to support the pre-release and resettlement of prisoners.9 10 

The lack of pre-release staff working in prisons to effectively join up services to 

support those nearing release was cited as a barrier. Participants described gaps not 

always resulting from a lack of staff, but a lack of clarity between roles and the 

demarcation of responsibilities between POMs and pre-release teams, resulting in 

uncoordinated, inefficient and in many instances an entirely absent pre-release 

 
9 Release on Temporary Licence (RoTL) facilitates the rehabilitation of prisoners, by helping to 

prepare them for resettlement in the community once they are released. This includes, among 
other examples, finding work and rebuilding family ties. It is intended that this will lead to reduced 
reoffending in the long-term. Restricted RoTL has additional safeguards in place for individuals who 
are assessed as high risk. 

10 Approved Premises are small accommodation units predominantly for individuals released from 
prison on licence. They provide intensive supervision for individuals who present a high or very 
high risk of serious harm. 
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support offer for men. Within all five prisons, the pressures placed on staff working in 

OMUs to plug these gaps was a significant concern for senior leaders in prisons. 

‘Resettlement services are not designed for opens as a national resource. 

The leg work is all by us and its constant chasing. We work hard at 

recruitment and try to take care of staff so that they want to stay.’ 

(Senior leader in Prison A) 

This in turn, has impacted on the effective join up and integration of multiple services 

to support an individual’s transition from custody to community. Staff described a 

‘postcode lottery’ for men and increasing demands on staff in prison to prevent men 

falling through the gaps at this critical transition stage.  

‘The gap in the process is underdoing all the great work that has been 

done and we cannot reassure these men that you have housing and 

somewhere to sleep the day before you are released.’ 

(Senior leader in Prison A) 

‘50% [of men] here are out of area. We know very little about them and 

neither do COMs. So much uncomfortable risk….and it’s a postcode 

lottery. Accommodation is a big issue too. [There are] not enough 

AP [Approved Premises] beds and not enough decent ones…. it’s a 

massive gap.’ 

(Senior leader in Prison D) 

Competing pressures and prioritisation of activity across prisons and probation was 

influencing staff’s ability, individually and collectively to establish and strengthen 

working relationships particularly with COMs. The perceived misalignment between 

prisons and Probation Delivery Units (PDUs), was attributed to a lack of 

understanding of the roles and responsibilities between COMs and POMs, alongside 

a significant knowledge gap around open prison activities. This was specifically 

linked to RoTL requirements and COMs ongoing requisite input into the process.  
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‘COMs do not understand open prison risks. Rarely get addresses 

[checks] in advance that we are happy with. It’s a combination of lack of 

COMs and lack of knowledge by COMs……. Men in opens can still pose a 

significant risk and the probation workload management tool for prioritising 

cases does not reflect this.’ 

(Senior leader in Prison A)  

Many of the strategic barriers raised by staff coalesced with operational issues and 

were in part, symptomatic of wider system and resourcing pressures. Ongoing 

structural changes, most notably the unification of probation, staff shortages, and 

increasing capacity pressures in prisons were all prominent issues, alongside the 

design of the OMiC model for the open estate (see section 5.2 below). Staff 

described operational issues arising from policies and processes that were poorly 

aligned to the OMiC framework, and ultimately working in opposition to the 

overarching aims and purpose of the open prison estate (see section 6 on the 

purpose and value of the open estate). The main source of contention raised by staff 

and men in all five prisons, was the allocation of a COM at 8.5 months prior to an 

individual’s release (see section 5.2) and the implications of this were as numerous 

as they were pronounced (see section 6.3 on unintended effects). 

‘The community link and the implications when this doesn’t work are so 

much bigger. We are failing but we can’t control that failure as its linked to 

the community. RoTL helps us to control, test and move men forward and 

we are failing men by delaying this’. [We] need to take apart the open 

model and start again.’ 

(Senior leader in Prison B) 

The operational tensions between prison and probation staff have hampered 

relationships and limited the level of engagement between COMs and men at a 

particularly vulnerable transition period in their sentence. Prison staff recounted 

experiences of COMs demonstrating little knowledge of the RoTL process and their 

responsibilities as set out in the OMiC framework for supporting RoTL and from the 

point of handover whilst in custody. 
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The resulting experience for men, and reinforced in the accounts of staff, is a 

perceived lack of investment in that individual. Staff routinely highlighted little to no 

engagement from COMs, which has introduced processing delays that require 

frequent escalation up to senior managers. Senior leaders, including HoMDs and 

POMS in all five prisons have found the process and interface with COMs and PDUs 

to be frustrating, time consuming and detrimental to partnership working. This has 

had an adverse effect on RoTL processing times and on the transactional experience 

of the handover process, also evident in case note entries made by POMs. For men, 

the lack of continuity and communication with COMs has increased their anxieties 

and frustrations and impeded their ability to move forward.  

‘As we are not near release, we get a duty COM to progress RoTL and 

they are just going on your file. It doesn’t help us or the POMs as they 

don’t know us.’ 

(Male in Prison A) 

Despite reported tensions, there was widespread recognition among participants of 

enduring challenges their community colleagues were experiencing. Ongoing 

organisational change, staff shortfalls, increasing caseloads with no allocated time for 

OMiC cases has prevented COMs from being able to adequately contribute to cases.  

‘The level of engagement needs to change. It doesn’t matter whether a 

COM allocation is a year, 8.5 or 2 months. The timing shouldn’t matter but 

it does. And why do COMs feel this way – they are overwhelmed with 

community cases.’ 

(Senior leader in Prison D) 

Other issues raised alongside the difficulties of progressing RoTL included:  

• IT and management systems that could not facilitate information flows 

between systems, a loss of access to information upon a prisoners transfer 

and the limited functionality of IT systems to be able to easily and quickly 

access and extract information. Access to, and functionality of IT systems is 

a critical enabler to information sharing but was cited as a substantial 

barrier, particularly for the men in the handover window.  
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• Inefficiencies were also raised by HoMDs, in the line management of prison 

and probation staff, in navigating multiple and differing HR processes and IT 

platforms across prison and probation. 

5.2 OMiC model design and delivery 
The prevailing view was that the current OMiC model neither reflects nor supports 

the purpose and function of the open prison estate. Several elements were raised as 

design weaknesses, namely the point at which a COM is allocated to a case in 

custody and the handover process. When combined with the structural and system 

barriers highlighted in the previous section, this has resulted in some significant 

practice issues. 

The main area of contention raised by staff and men was the allocation point of a 

COM (at 8.5 months prior to release) for men in Category D prisons, who are eligible 

for RoTL prior to allocation. This has created a gap in the pathway for men leading 

up to the 8.5-month mark, whereby they are eligible for RoTL and that assessment 

requires ongoing input from a COM. COM input into RoTL is a mandatory 

requirement to ensure public protection and safeguarding within the community have 

been undertaken. This will involve the COM liaising with police and family members 

to undertake comprehensive checks, including for example child and vulnerable adult 

safeguarding and domestic abuse checks, alongside the suitability of accommodation 

and/or a referral to an AP before an individual is released on temporary licence from 

the prison. 

Routine practice in probation regions is for a duty COM to respond to OMiC cases in 

custody seeking RoTL prior to allocation, but this has reportedly posed some 

challenges for duty COMs to provide a comprehensive risk assessment with limited 

knowledge of the case and individual. This has resulted in: 

• significant delays to the assessment and processing of RoTL. POMS and 

men described a ‘churn of COMs’, increasing the demands on prison OMU 

staff to relentlessly chase people and paperwork. Men reported being told 
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the average RoTL processing time was approx. 3–4 months, but for many 

the reality was nearer to 8–12 months11 

• increased demands on duty COMs, with no prior knowledge of OMiC cases, 

and for many COMs limited knowledge of the RoTL process and their 

required ongoing input 

• senior leaders and POMs expressing concerns about the 

comprehensiveness, and quality of the information being shared, that is 

critical to high quality risk management and the continuity of decision making 

• men feeling anxious, knowing their COM will change at a later date, 

preventing them from establishing a relationship with their probation officer 

before they are released and,  

• men feeling that they are unable to progress. They described feeling misled 

about the wider purpose and opportunities available in the open estate, and 

specifically the value of RoTL in helping them to prepare for their release. 

‘Constant changes in COMs – even after allocation. [We have one case] 

on the third COM and all three will have a different decision on their 

RoTL plan.’ 

(Senior leader in Prison B) 

‘Not building a relationship with my COM – I’m building it with a person 

who I know is going to change.’ 

(Male nearing release in Prison A) 

 
11 The RoTL policy framework does not state a mandatory processing and assessment of RoTL. An 

outline RoTL plan (for those eligible for RoTL) to the end of sentence should be completed as soon 
as possible and no later than 8 weeks after arrival in open conditions in line with the timescales for 
reviewing OASys.  
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‘If they were allocated [to a COM] at either the beginning of the sentence 

or [on] transfer to open it would help. Duty COMs or PQIPS are dealing 

with [sic] RoTL reports and our population here are high risk (…). It’s a 

huge weakness in the model…Staff are not qualified to do the 

assessments and so [we] continue to escalate, and more people get 

involved.’12 

(Senior leader in Prison E) 

Resourcing 
Senior leaders described resourcing decisions as ‘opaque’ and lacking transparency. 

They described little recourse to question or challenge resourcing figures or 

decisions directly impacting their prison. They described siloed decision making on 

differing resource models, which was hampering the integration and alignment of 

staff and services. Staff in OMUs shared their frustrations on the unaligned 

resourcing models for OMiC and case administration teams.13 

‘Worried about the expansion and the resourcing…. it’s all done separately 

and it’s not the way they resource new prisons. Why can’t we apply that 

methodology where its holistic. It’s like a Lego set and resources all done 

separately.’ 

(Senior leader in Prison C)  

This has a resulted in a widely shared view among staff interviewed for the study that 

that resourcing models, including those extending beyond OMiC do not adequately 

reflect the purpose and function of delivery activities in the open estate and further 

demonstrates the lack of integration between services and structures. 

 
12 The Professional Qualification in Probation (PQiP) is the trainee Probation Officer Programme.  
13 Case administration teams are critical to the efficient and effective functioning of OMUs in prisons, 

but they sit outside of the OMiC resourcing model. Case administrators are responsible for, and 
support and range of critical processes and practices which include sentence calculations and 
temporary release processes from open prisons, including Home Detention Curfew (HDC) and 
RoTL.  
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‘Case admin needs a review as it’s not achievable to deliver all OMU 

activity. It was evident when OMiC was implemented that they had run out 

of resource so no Key Work.’ 

(OMU staff member in Prison B) 

‘Demands on POMS are massive. Was RoTL reflected in the resource 

model? I suspect not as the demands and paperwork for boarding is huge. 

POMS are also delivering EBM (Enhanced Behaviour Monitoring) here so 

its time consuming and way more demanding [than in closed 

conditions].’14 

(Senior leader in Prison D) 

Many felt the dominant position driving resourcing decisions was based on 

assumptions of low risk and a lack of recognition of the complexity of needs within 

the open prisoner population. Table 4 (Appendix C3) provides an overview of the 

prison population profile for each prison, illustrating the range and complexity of risk 

and needs. This was felt to be indicative of a wider set of assumptions and practices 

which demonstrated a ‘service wide’ lack of understanding and investment in open 

prisons and their purpose (see section 6).  

‘Reducing re-offending and resettlement is underrated in the open estate. 

Resource is always taken away as ‘risk’ not there but complexity of 

needs are.’ 

(Senior leader in Prison E) 

The resourcing challenges were most notable in Prison A, who were running the 

Case Management Support Model (CMS).15 Table 2 (Appendix C1) presents the 

target staffing figures alongside staff in post (at the time of fieldwork) which 

 
14 Enhanced Behaviour Monitoring (EBM) is an additional oversight mechanism that ensures risks 

(e.g. of harm, re-offending, or abscond) are being appropriately identified and managed within open 
prisons, and subsequently as individuals are permitted to spend unescorted periods of time away 
from the prison in the community whilst Released on Temporary Licence (RoTL). 

15 The Case Management Support Model (CMS) is available to any Public Sector Prison when 
national probation regions are unable to fill the required probation officer vacancies within prisons 
due to staffing shortages in the community. This is intended to be a short-term measure to provide 
additional resource to allow OMUs in prisons to operate. The CMS Model allows for individual tasks 
to be delegated from a Probation POM to a Prison POM, whereby the Probation POM will receive 
support in tasks and processes associated with the case from a Prison POM, but the Prison POM 
will not be responsible for the management of any high-risk case.  
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demonstrates the challenges faced in the recruitment and retention of probation staff 

in Prison A. The increased and enduring demands placed on OMU staff and the 

HoMD were apparent, as was the unending reality that this would not be a short-term 

interim measure for Prison A. 

‘We can only deliver until we can. It’s a tiring model. The training is terrible 

and does not prepare prison POMs for working in opens and under CMS.’ 

(Senior leader in Prison A) 

Despite the very evident pressures, it is testament to the staff and senior leaders at 

the prison that men felt supported, and despite their shared frustrations around the 

delays to RoTL and contact with their COMs, they had confidence in prison staff that 

they were doing all they could to support their progression. A strong and stable 

leadership team and a rehabilitative prison culture were notable factors in alleviating 

some of the challenges in operating the CMS model, by staff who were pro-active, 

solution focused and committed to achieving the best outcomes for men in their care. 

There is however a real risk of the sustainability of such a model and the longer-term 

impact this may have on staff and senior leaders. 

5.3 Unintended effects 
The culmination of factors described above has resulted in some unintended effects, 

which were observed, articulated and experienced by participants. The single biggest 

frustration and concern raised by participants was the ‘churn’ in COMs and the 

resultant lack of knowledge about the open prison estate and associated risk 

management of men in open conditions. Several subthemes (see figure 1) emerged 

and are presented below. 

Relationships 
Senor leaders including HoMDs, and POMs felt relationships with their probation 

colleagues in the community were being eroded. Prison staff were frustrated by the 

lack of perceived engagement and communication from COMs and frustrations were 

intensifying due to the relentless chasing and corralling of COMs to engage in the 

handover process and provide timely and relevant information required for risk 

assessing RoTL activity. The involvement of senior probation staff, to escalate cases 

had become routine, placing further pressures on a greater a number of staff, and 
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driving up inefficiencies. Ultimately the experiences described by participants was 

less than positive for all involved, and staff described ‘working against one another’. 

Prison senior leaders and POMs also referenced the undermining effect this was 

having on their relationships with men in prison. The lack of communication, and at 

times contradictory views resulting in changes to risk assessment and licence 

conditions was reportedly damaging staff’s credibility and trust with some of the men, 

(also reflected in the accounts of men). 

‘[Men] near release and the [licence] conditions are different….they 

change. Men assume they will remain the same or reduce after RoTL if 

they have proved their trust and been tested. But COMs don’t do that, they 

don’t know them…. so, it’s almost like RoTL doesn’t count.’ 

(Prison POM in Prison B) 

‘It’s embarrassing and unprofessional for us [as their POM] too as we can’t 

give them any information that should be coming back from the COM.’ 

(Prison POM in Prison A) 

For the majority of men who participated, their perceptions and experiences of 

community probation were poor, they felt largely ignored by COMs and that the 

‘system was working against them’ in preventing them from being able to establish a 

relationship with their COM prior to release. 

‘Every change in COM is you starting from scratch. Like everything before 

doesn’t count for toffee.’16 

(Male in Prison E) 

Quality of delivery 
In all five prisons, senior leaders were vocal in their concerns about the interface with 

probation and its implications on the ongoing risk management of cases in open 

conditions. HoMD’s expressed their frustration around the lack of recognition 

afforded to the risk management work undertaken in open prisons. Tensions in risk 

 
16 ‘Count for toffee’ is a British colloquialism that means to be unable to do something well or 

competently. In this context it refers to a perception that any work undertaken with a previous 
Community Offender Manager is not recognised or acknowledged by a new COM.  
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decisions and conflicting perspectives between POMs and COMs, had generated 

growing concerns around the comprehensiveness and quality of information flowing 

in from the community. They had concerns around the pressures placed on Duty 

COMs and newly qualified practitioners, and their ability to appropriately risk assess 

OMiC cases in open conditions. This had also generated some challenges for 

prisons in managing expectations of men and ensuring their progression was not 

unduly compromised. Staff recounted numerous cases of concern, which was 

indicative of a wider lack of understanding and prioritisation of the risk being 

managed in open prisons, or the implications of this for men.  

‘We use their [probation] information, but we [prisons] hold the risk. They 

[men in prison] can be RoTL’d from here for 3 years and for 2.5 years they 

don’t have to report in with probation. This gap needs bridging as then the 

COM gets involved in the last few months and wants to change the 

conditions they have had for last 2.5 years. It’s tough for the men and they 

don’t understand why.’ 

(Senior leader in Prison E) 

‘We are routinely finding that once they near release COMs are increasing 

their risk to high purely because they are near to release, yet nothing has 

changed. We have to slam on the breaks and halt RoTL and reassess, 

despite managing and carrying the risk for months. We are asking them 

to fail.’ 

(Senor leader in Prison A) 

The ongoing tensions between prison and probation staff were concentrated around 

RoTL activity, which staff perceived to be inadequately prioritised and resourced by 

probation, based on its absence from probation workload management plans, and 

not well understood by community practitioners. This has in turn, resulted in a 

perceived lack of ownership and investment in OMiC cases, with staff describing 

probations handling of cases as ‘hot potatoes’. The disinvestment in cases has 

extended beyond RoTL involvement and past the point of COM allocation and has 

inadvertently deepened the dividing line between prisons and probation and the 

co-working of cases.  
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‘The supporting role is totally different when a COM is allocated. But from 

[previously] working in the community their time management tool does 

not reflect RoTL. It’s an unallocated OMiC case for them so there is no 

time allowance allocated so it’s not their priority.’ 

(Probation POM in Prison B)  

Perceived disinvestment in men 
Men’s experiences were complex and multifaceted. They too experienced the 

disinvestment described by staff and there was a reluctant acceptance within their 

accounts of a system they described as ‘working against them’ (see section 6.2 

below), with little recourse to request more information from COMs, build 

relationships with them or address some of the processing delays they faced.  

‘It does feel in the last 6 months that you are in limbo. It feels like after the 

handover your POM is done with you – they have handed it over and the 

COM is not bothering with you while you are in prison. It’s a strange 

middle ground.’ 

(Male nearing release in Prison A)  

Men’s experiences of transitioning to open conditions were mixed – while many 

valued the increased autonomy and opportunities for family contact, they often felt 

overwhelmed by the sudden responsibility and disappointed by limited resources and 

unclear processes. The psychological impact of RoTL and the principle of normality 

were seen as crucial for preparing for release yet delays and restricted access 

undermined confidence. These challenges were closely linked to the role of POMs 

(Prison Offender Managers), as men perceived proactive and consistent POM 

support as key to securing opportunities, managing expectations, and navigating 

complex systems. Where POM engagement was limited or inconsistent, men 

reported feeling “mis-sold” the open experience, facing moving goalposts, and 

struggling to maintain hope and trust in the process. 

What about Key Work? 
Prisons shared the view that they inherited a model that was designed for closed 

prisons, without the Key Work element. There were mixed views around the need for, 

and value added from Key Work in the open prison estate, and views were largely 
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informed by observing, and experiencing first-hand the implementation and delivery 

of Key Work in closed prisons. Across the range of staff roles who took part in the 

research, nearly all questioned the initial decision not to resource and introduce Key 

Work into the open estate. There was some shared cynicism and disappointment 

among staff as to how and why decisions were made relating to the OMiC model for 

opens and staff felt this was masking wider assumptions around the unmet needs of 

men navigating significant transitions in their sentence. Staff were unequivocal about 

the additional support men required when transitioning into the open estate, and the 

additional support offered from wing staff to both men and their POMs. Prison officer 

input was seen as critical to information sharing for risk management and aiding 

men’s progression.  

‘The rationale that they [Key Workers] are not relevant here as men are 

self-sufficient is assumed and it’s not the case. The first 8 weeks in open is 

where the highest risk for absconds sits. They [cohort of men convicted of 

sexual offences] are not socially skilled. So here the emphasis is on staff 

actively engaging and checking on them as they won’t always engage 

actively with us.’ 

(Senior leader in Prison A) 

‘Absolutely needed in opens. It’s the last step in the journey, the final 

hurdle for them so why would you pull the support they need.’ 

(Senior leader in Prison A) 

Staff across the five prisons had conflicting views on the need for designated Key 

Workers in the open estate but most recognised that any delivery model would need 

to be distinctly different from the closed and women’s prison estate. The delivery 

model was perceived to be inappropriate and unnecessary for the open estate due to 

the differences in regime, and the operational challenges faced in implementing Key 

Work in closed conditions (Pope, 2024). All five prisons were running a Personal 

Officer scheme or equivalent (see table 4, Appendix C3) and all prisons had a 

renewed focus on these schemes to try and address the loss of momentum and 
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motivation in some staff following the re-emergence from restricted regimes post-

pandemic, with varying degrees of success.17 

Whilst most senior leaders would welcome additional Band 3 prison officer resource, 

the observed apathy among some wing staff to pro-actively engage with prisoners 

indicates an underutilisation of existing Band 3 prison officer resource, alongside the 

Band 5 Custodial Manager role, who are pivotal in offering support and supervision to 

Band 3 prison officers. A review of the case note entries made by prison officers (see 

table 4, Appendix C3) corroborated the views of senior leaders and POMs and 

indicates further work is needed to encourage prison officers to prioritise frequent 

and meaningful engagement with men. In addition to this prison officer relationships 

with POMS and their ability to evidence interactions to improve information sharing 

needs strengthening. 

Men’s views were largely neutral on designated Key Workers in open prisons, and 

this was largely informed by their prior experiences of Key Work in closed conditions. 

Men’s accounts suggest that the lack of interaction with Key Workers was often 

compounded by the lack of contact with POMS in closed conditions (Pope, 2024), 

and this differed to their experiences in open conditions whereby most men 

described positive and frequent interactions with POMs, even in the early days 

following their arrival. 

‘It would be helpful if officers could help you with processes rather than 

having to put an app into OMU all the time. Key Work could give updates 

on where paperwork is as we know the POMS are busy and sometimes all 

we need is a 5 min chat so better to do that with an officer than a POM.’ 

(Male in Prison A) 

However, some men were cognisant of the additional pressures this puts on POMS 

(particularly in Prison A), and this concern was corroborated by POMS and senior 

leaders who were trying to ease the burdens placed on OMUs. POMs were open 

about the demands of the role, which they believed could be eased through greater 

 
17 The Personal Officer scheme operated in prisons prior to the introduction of OMiC and Key Work 

(in closed prisons). Without the introduction of Key Work, each open prison continued to run a PO 
scheme or equivalent which is determined locally.  
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partnership working with wing staff. POMs recognised the value added from 

information coming from wing staff, particularly to support high quality risk 

management of prisoners and their contribution to the Enhanced Behaviour 

Monitoring (EBM) scheme which operates in all open prisons and were keen to 

establish stronger relationships with officers.  

‘Newer staff don’t make the link [with OMU]……Men haven’t and can’t 

always see their POMS. They don’t check on prisoners on landings and 

add case notes – and that’s our intel. We need a PO or KW scheme to be 

our eyes and ears. Staff here don’t know what they don’t know. Some 

additional resource for Key Work would really help.’ 

(Prison POM in Prison C) 
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6. The purpose and value of open 
prison’s 

6.1 Recognition and investment in the open prison estate 
There was one dominant theme running throughout the accounts of participants 

across all five prisons: that the purpose and value of the open prison estate was not 

well understood or recognised by others. Participants described experiences of a 

‘system working against you’, evidenced by structures, services, processes and 

practices that were either not designed to support the intended aims or purpose of 

open prisons, or in practice worked in opposition to the intended aims.18 As the quote 

below demonstrates, there is a complex interplay of factors that has culminated in a 

shared sense of ‘disinvestment’ in the open estate. 

‘Place is falling apart, it’s so old. [They are] building all these new prisons 

and not investing in the one’s they have...we have no workshops here. 

Wages here are shocking compared to out in the community…we need 

more prisoners jobs, industries and employment opportunities. We have 

170 people on camp today. What are they doing? They need jobs?’19 

(Senior leader in Prison D) 

‘We are not preparing them for release other than giving them RoTL. 

There are not enough courses, not enough investment in the open estate 

– need more services available to them.’ 

(Prison POM in Prison C)  

Senior leaders and POMs repeatedly expressed the need for a bespoke OMiC model 

to be designed and resourced to take account of the different demands and activities 

within Category D prisons. The introduction of the OMiC model has amplified some 

long-standing frustrations shared by staff working in the open prisons, who took part 

in the study. There were strong views held that the current resourcing model was not 

reflective of the operational demands (including RoTL and HDC activity, EBM) and 

 
18 Category D open prisons focus on supporting the release and reintegration of individuals by 

providing them with more freedom and responsibility in a controlled environment.  
19 ‘Camp’ is a term often used to describe the open prison where prisoners live and work with minimal 

security measures, for example no fences.  
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when combined with operational policies that do not adequately reflect or align to 

OMiC delivery has introduced some significant barriers to risk management delivery 

and placed undue pressures on prison OMUs. 

‘Why are HDC and RoTL policies not joined up. Why can’t they better 

align. Open prisons – it’s not about safety and violence...it’s about risk 

management and OMU being at the heart and this was misunderstood. 

The OMiC model for opens was not designed with this in mind.’ 

(Senior leader in Prison E) 

HoMDs also highlighted the implications resulting from wider misaligned services and 

policies and raised numerous issues originating from closed prisons, further 

compounded by the lack of input being received from the community which has 

intensified the risk management demands of cases in open conditions. This has 

increased pressures on POMs, case administrators, HoMS and HoMDs, all of whom 

are plugging gaps that have been created in the absence of other staff’s knowledge 

and skills of their required responsibilities. 

Issues arising from closed prisons were also raised by POMs and other senior 

leaders and included: 

• Poor quality risk assessment (OASys) from sending prisons 

• Risk perceived to be inadequately assessed by sending prisons, requiring 

reassessment and escalation on arrival into opens 

• Risk and sentence plan activities having not been completed prior to open 

conditions, including addressing basic literacy skills 

• Men transferring to open conditions being given incorrect information on 

RoTL and associated timeframes. 

Each prison felt strongly that the local variation in the risk and needs of their prisoner 

populations (see table 4, Appendix C3 which provides a detailed description of the 

risk profile of each prison) should be better reflected within a re-designed model of 

delivery, which is responsive to local and estate wide activity. Case complexity and 

associated risk management demands for particular groups (men convicted of sexual 

offences and men with established links to Organised Crime Groups) were felt to be 

particularly overlooked within current resourcing models. In addition to local demands 
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for each prison there were concerns around a service wide lack of recognition and 

understanding of risk and the complexities of risk management for men on temporary 

release from open prisons.  

‘Opens are seen as sleepy, back water places and they aren’t….risk we 

carry in open is not understood or recognised by the service. My risk 

assessment skills have been tested far more here than in [previous 

Category A] jail. You are managing day to day behaviour there and when 

there are issues prison staff then get involved and its containment. Here 

your decisions are linked to parole and letting them out – the stakes are so 

much higher.’ 

(Senior leader in Prison C) 

‘Activity required for RoTL is so much more in opens but the perception is 

opens are an easy ride.’ 

(Prison POM in Prison E)  

Participant accounts revealed a more nuanced and subjective understanding of risk 

in open conditions, and many reflected on their own prior lack of knowledge before 

moving into the open estate. They too were surprised by the lower staffing levels and 

the level and complexity of risk present in the population. Staff were aware and 

frustrated by the perception of open’s as ‘easy’ and ‘sleepy’, which underestimates 

and undervalues the volume, complexity and intensity of the work undertaken to 

support men’s progression in a safe and effective way, whilst protecting the public.  

Probation staff in prison (HoMDs and POMs) were particularly cognisant of the 

limited understanding among some staff of the risk management work taking place. 

They highlighted the varying degrees of understanding among some prison staff, 

including prison officers and some senior leaders who still lacked a basic knowledge 

of the OMU, and there remained a widespread lack of knowledge in the community 

around open prisons. 
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‘Risk is not understood – divide between operational risk and ROSH [Risk 

of Serious Harm]. Quite often a big divide between the two. Prison is 

reactive and need to respond to the here and now and they do it be 

brilliantly. From our point of view its thinking further ahead.’  

(Probation POM in Prison B) 

‘There are flaws in the SMT [Senior Management Team], but we can’t 

function without them – many don’t want to sign off boards and they don’t 

get it…the purpose of open’s. Some SMT do support that process and 

others undermine it.’20 

(Prison POM in Prison D) 

The perceived inadequacy of assessed resource, the realities of less resource, 

coupled with an insufficient understanding of the risk and needs of the open prison 

population, and inefficient and counterproductive processes has left staff and men 

feeling ‘forgotten’. 

6.2 A system working against you  
The prevailing experience for men was encapsulated by a ‘system working against 

you’. This manifested procedurally and relationally, and men’s accounts revealed 

experiences of ‘being judged’ and being ‘set up to fail’ by the system. Procedurally 

men routinely raised inconsistencies in the application of processes, leading to 

differential treatment, and this was most notably linked to the processing of RoTL 

paperwork and the huge variation in processing times. Delays to the processing of 

RoTL was the single biggest issues raised by men, which was intrinsically linked to 

their progression and preparation for release.  

‘Everyone is shifting the blame to someone else – POMS tell us its COMs, 

COMs say they have done it and its POMS. It doesn’t matter to us. They 

should assess us for RoTL in a reasonable timeframe if not within the 

stipulated policy.’ 

(Male in handover window in Prison D)  

 
20 ‘Board’ refers to the assessment and decision-making process made by the prison to grant a 

prisoner release on temporary licence. 
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‘They have gotten rid of the lay down period and its 28 days to RoTL 

[in the policy]. Arrived here and some people have been waiting 9 months 

for it. It’s so discouraging.’ 

(Male nearing release in Prison B) 

As a result of the ongoing, protracted delays with RoTL, men’s trust in the process 

and in their relationships with staff were being undermined and evolving towards a 

more generalised mistrust of staff and the wider service. In several prisons (Prisons 

B, D & E) some men had raised communication issues with particular POMs, which 

had increased frustrations and a growing sense of inherent unfairness in the 

perceived differential treatment of others. This may also account for the higher rates 

of complaints made by prisoners in these prisons (see table 3, Appendix C2). 

‘There is unfair and inconsistent treatment and access to outwork – rules 

are a big issue here and they pick and choose who they want and there is 

no transparency. Feels like they are restricting jobs and not trying to help 

you with what you need.’ 

(Male nearing release in Prison B)  

For men, whilst the implications of not having a COM allocated until 8.5 months prior 

to their release was contributing to the delays in processing RoTL, the effects were 

felt more personally. Men described the routine changing of COMs as transactional 

and impersonal and has left them feeling unsupported and disadvantaged. Men 

spoke of wanting to be given a fair chance, and to establish and build a relationship 

with their COM. POMS and HoMDs were concerned (see section 5.3 Unintended 

effects) that the lack of knowledge held by COMs on individual cases was 

disadvantaging men, and the risk work undertaken through RoTL was not being 

adequately recognised or considered. 

‘The worst part about the changes in opens is when you [are] allocated a 

COM which you know is going to change…When they change, they 

change your risk, and then they change when you leave [released] and I 

didn’t feel comfortable with my new one as I didn’t know them.’ 

(Male recently arrived in Prison A)  
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For men who had retained the same COM, they valued the continuity and trust that 

could be established to help the move forward.  

‘I was allocated a COM in my old jail, so I have one. Have good 

relationship with them and they know everything about me and the system 

and the process. I trust them and so they can help with my issues and that 

helps set the direction of what to do and what I need to do.’ 

(Male in handover window in Prison E) 

It is important to distinguish men’s experiences of the overarching system and the 

more generalised sense of it working against them, which appears to be amplified 

when they reach open conditions. They described experiences of both processes 

and people inadvertently working against them to be able to demonstrate change and 

progression. For men, time spent in open conditions serves a challenging, yet critical 

part of their sentence. As one man described it:  

‘Feel a sense of freedom here but in open it’s a different challenge. A new 

problem…. I am in touching distance but I’m not.’ 

(Male not in handover window in Prison D)  

Staff also shared a collective sense of the current system ‘working against them’, and 

this was intrinsically linked to the occupational tensions they had experienced (this 

closely overlaps with the ‘unintended effects’ theme). Staff described conflict and 

confusion between roles, both within prisons and probation, and a deepening of 

divisions through the increasing pressures on staff, which was undermining existing 

relationships and hampering new ones from being developed.  

‘Pre-OMiC it was end-to-end management and we followed them through. 

Lack of knowledge on cases generally now is frightening. OMiC doesn’t 

support the relationship being established.’ 

(Probation POM in Prison B)  

For probation staff in prison, the pressures of the role were tied to a much greater 

sense of loss in relation to their professional identities as probation practitioners and 

the sense of loss was multifaceted. For POMS having previously worked in the 

community they felt they had lost recognition of their skills and were ‘seen as less 
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than’ by their community counterparts once they started working within prisons. They 

too described cultural and organisational factors working in tandem to limit their 

professional capabilities, resulting in some POMs feeling devalued and deskilled.  

Only COMs can make the AP referral. Now I am working in a prison my 

access has been removed from me…. Why can’t I when I am manging 

their risk out to the AP for up to 18 months while they are here. Why can’t I 

as a probation POM make the referral up to the point of handover to the 

COM? If I am responsible for the case, then I should have the tools to be 

responsible for that case.’ 

(Probation POM in Prison B)  

‘OMiC is linked to people wanting to leave alongside unification and 

resource pressures – the processes and workloads are too much and it’s 

dehumanised the profession. Harder for COMs to pick up parole cases 10 

months before.’ 

(Probation POM in Prison E)  

6.3 Enablers of change: the role of probation in prisons 
Despite some of the disappointment shared by staff and men in relation to how the 

open estate is understood and valued by those external to it, there was demonstrable 

evidence of the perceived positive impact of the role of probation within the five 

prisons. HoMD’s perceived themselves as agents of change with a responsibility to 

continually strengthen and improve the quality of risk and sentence management 

within their respective prisons and the open estate.  

‘Part of the role is training and imparting knowledge which is vital. It raises 

the profile of risk management and demystifies risk and some of those 

other processes like MAPPA…... [It is] not teaching them to be probation 

officers but helping them to assess information and write up good 

case entries.’  

(HoMD)21 

 
21 The prison has not been included in quotes in this section to maintain anonymity of participants and 

prevent jigsaw identification.  
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Senior leaders working alongside HoMDs in each prison, also reinforced this. They 

had observed and described an ‘exceptional expertise’ and commitment among 

HoMDs that had elevated the standard of quality risk assessment and management 

and driven up baseline standards through performance management of staff and 

their extensive knowledge and networks extending into the community. All five 

HoMD’s felt a part of the prison senior leadership team, they felt valued and 

respected, and most had developed a good working partnership with the HoMS. That 

said, for most HoMD’s the journey to get to this position has not been an easy one.  

The introduction of OMiC largely fell to HoMD’s to implement, and several HoMD’s 

talked about the length of time it had taken to develop credibility among prison staff 

and other senior leaders, which hampered early implementation efforts. Through their 

continued commitment and capability, and with the increasing support from prison 

senior leaders they have been pivotal in moving OMUs to operate as the central hub 

in prison. Yet they were all too familiar with the persisting cultural challenges within 

prisons and of the occupational tensions they were experiencing with their 

community counterparts. The positive contribution of HoMDs was further supported 

in the accounts of probation staff working as POMs, who despite the pressures of the 

role, felt supported and valued by the HoMDs. 

Prison staff working as POMS had mixed experiences of being managed by a 

probation practitioner, which has revealed some substantial skills gaps among some 

prison POMs (see section 7.1, Investing in staff). The views and experiences of 

prison staff working as POMs has highlighted some structural complexities that has 

exposed the challenges faced by some prison officers in transitioning into the POM 

role. The discomfort articulated by some Prison POMs (in Prisons C & E) was linked 

to inadequate training material, a dislike of the supervision process with HoMDs and 

increased expectations in the role and the quality of their risk assessments. For other 

prison POMS who were more confident in the role, they were more open and 

embracing of the new and challenging aspects of the role and valued the support and 

professional development gained through the supervision process, alongside the 

informal support and coaching offered from probation POMs. 

Despite some of the cultural tensions reported, and pockets of staff who were less 

knowledge about OMU activity, there was a clear focus on moving towards a whole 
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prison approach to risk management and rehabilitation, with varying degrees of 

progress across the five prisons. Prison A was the most established and prisoner 

outcome led, reinforced in the positive experiences shared by the men, and 

evidenced in the quality of interactions in case note entries reviewed (see table 4, 

Appendix C3), and the shared commitment and vision demonstrated by senior 

leaders and reaffirmed by staff.  
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7. Managing transitions 
7.1 Investing in staff 
Building capability in staff  
Senor leaders raised the additional training and support needs for prison POMs and 

Band 3 prison officers working in the open estate and called for greater investment to 

build knowledge and strengthen skills, that are reflective and responsive to the 

differing activities undertaken in open prisons and in working with men who are 

nearing release.  

One prominent issue raised by Prison POMs and corroborated by senior leaders was 

linked to a change in role structures within the open estate when OMiC was first 

introduced. This removed the Band 4 Supervising Officer role and limited 

opportunities for Band 4 operational roles outside of the OMU, which led to some 

staff being moved into the POM role. Prison POMs reflected on and highlighted the 

challenges of transitioning into the role, and for some POMS they were open and 

honest about the dissatisfaction they still felt in the role (most notable in Prisons B, C 

& E). The discomfort they felt within the role was linked to a number of factors which 

had left them feeling unsupported, with no sense of agency, mistrustful of senior 

leaders and actively resistant to the role. Their accounts revealed entrenched prison 

officer identities, where ‘jail craft’ was perceived to be of greater value and skill, 

giving them more operational credibility among other wing staff and men in prison, in 

comparison to probation POMs who they felt lacked operational experience.22 Within 

their accounts they overemphasised how distinctly different they were to their 

probation colleagues, highlighting their skills and training as prison officers and 

attributed little value to the supervision process. 

‘Had supervision it was an hour of dripping and moaning and worry about 

whether they are doing it properly. It’s an audit process.’ 

(Prison POM in Prison E)  

 
22 Jail craft is often described as the knowledge, skills and set of tacit practices which allow prison 

officers to maintain order and establish relationships with prisoners, where authority and respect 
are maintained to increase safety in prisons. 
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More widely among the prison POMS who participated, they questioned the 

appropriateness of managing high risk cases and expressed their unease over the 

demarcation between supporting and responsible roles on cases. This was in part 

linked to a perceived unfairness over caseload numbers, and a lack of understanding 

between prison and probation roles within prisons.23 

This has impacted on the quality of risk management work, which was raised by 

senior leaders and HoMDs, who have identified areas for development through 

supervision and local quality assurance processes. 

‘Parole cases [that are] high risk under OMiC and we are hold the 

supporting role? Signing off risk assessments for RoTLs. We are prison 

officers should we be doing that?’ 

(Prison POM in Prison C)  

‘Prison and probation are very different, never got on. We see the world 

differently and that’s ok, we are not one service and never have been. The 

old system – they did a different role to us, they were risk experts but now 

the defining line between us is gone.’ 

(Prison POM in Prison E)  

Across all five prisons, concerns were raised around the national training modules 

specifically designed for prison POMs which fails to address pertinent parts of the 

role within open prisons alongside the cultural shift required in assessing risk that 

many POMS have cited as a particular challenge when moving into POM role. The 

combined capability and motivational elements to be addressed through supervision, 

has placed additional demands on probation POMS through co-working of cases, 

and remedial work for HoMDs when risk assessments were not deemed sufficient 

quality. Senior leaders called for proper investment in the role including a recruitment 

pathway where staff were not managed into the role, adequate training of Probation 

 
23 Prison POMs tend to hold lower risk cases than Probation POMs and can take on the supporting 

role to higher risk cases. They often will have higher caseloads in number due to the lower risk 
level, whereas Probation POMs predominantly hold responsibility for all high-risk cases so have 
fewer in number due to the complexity of the cases and input required.  
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Services Officers (PSO) equivalence and for the role to be non-operational so 

working practices align with the operational demands of the OMU. 

In Prison A, the transition was even more marked for prison POMS under the CMS 

model. They described unrelenting pressures in part due to staff shortages 

increasing caseloads, and the weight of responsibility they now felt through the 

elevation in role and ongoing challenges with the new demarcation of responsibilities 

as set out in the CMS model. Yet, Prison POMS in Prison A were responsive and 

adaptative to change and despite the challenges, they felt supported by probation 

POMs and the HoMD. Probation POMs also described unrelenting pressures but for 

different reasons. Co-working arrangements under the CMS model has created a 

‘necessary but uncomfortable’ process, requiring them to have greater oversight and 

accountability of prison POMS contributions to their cases. 

‘I feel sorry for the HoMD as we over rely on [them]. The information about 

the model and processes is not easy to find and is often contradictory as 

its developed and geared up for closed conditions so we all go to [HoMD] 

to check.’ 

(Prison POM in Prison A) 

‘It feels like we are marking their homework – and is an uncomfortable 

position to be in. It feels like devaluing some POMS as they are doing all 

the leg work.’ 

(Probation POM in Prison A) 

Enabling and supporting staff 
For probation staff working as POMS their views were framed less through their own 

individualised experience (unlike prison staff) but by their collective experience as a 

profession. Their accounts illustrated the tensions they felt as professionals, and that 

current practice was undermining the fundamental principles that lead to positive 

outcomes, that being consistent and continuous relationships. 

There were clear occupational tensions with community colleagues, in part due to the 

community staffing pressures forcing COMs to prioritise community cases and ‘step 

away’ from prison cases. There was a lack of clarity around the probation role in 

prisons which has resulted in POMS feeling misunderstood and ‘seen as less than’ 
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by their probation peers, interwoven with a greater sense of loss to their professional 

identity whereby relationships as the cornerstone of probation were perceived to be 

no longer prioritised or valued. 

For many probation POMs, their caseloads consisted entirely of high-risk cases, and 

whilst they are experts in risk, HoMDs raised the need for variety in their caseload for 

both their continuing professional development and physical and psychological 

wellbeing. In addition to the increased demands placed on probation POMs, they too 

experienced an often challenging and exclusionary move into prisons, as a result of 

different working practices and prison cultures which have created some division and 

conflict in working with prison POMs and case administrators in OMUs (in Prisons B, 

C & E). 

The role and resourcing of case administration teams was raised as a significant 

barrier to delivery, and parallels findings from four male closed prisons (Pope, 2024). 

Resource requirements for the case administration function were seen to be 

inadequate for the type and volume of work in open prisons. Senior leaders and 

POMs highlighted the demands of the role and the direct contact with prisoners due 

to the nature of the tasks being processed. Misaligned resourcing models, and the 

nature of the role in open prisons, coupled with staff retention issues in some OMUs 

has placed huge demands on case administrators. Many felt the case administration 

function which is critical to the effective functioning of the OMU has been 

undervalued for too long. Senior leaders and POMs felt strongly that greater 

recognition and investment was needed to reflect the bespoke demands of the role, 

through a regrading and renumeration package. 

Governors and other senior leaders also called for greater recognition and support 

for HoMDs and raised concerns about the enormity of the role, and a lack of parity 

with both the SPO role in the community and with the HoMS role. The shared 

accounts of HoMDs further reinforced the imbalance in responsibilities including the 

additional demands of supervising all POMS in OMUs, and the extent of the training 

needs exposed among prison POMS that has been largely underestimated. 
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‘Lack of knowledge around HoMDs – as the role does not equate to SPO 

in community. The roles and responsibilities do not marry up. HoMDs have 

way more responsibility in prisons as senior managers. But the role is 

critical in prison, and they are asked to do too much. Role is not equivalent 

to HoMS. HoMD does all the supervision.’ 

(Senior leader in Prison A) 

‘This role is distinctly different in prison in three ways. There is getting 

stuck in and being hands on in the role; the staff supervision element and 

the strategic senior leadership layer……We are senior managers in prison 

but deemed middle managers in the community.’ 

(Senior leader in Prison C) 

More training for all staff moving into the open estate, including operational senior 

leaders was also raised as an issue and again highlights the lack of bespoke training 

and induction in place to help staff understand the operational and cultural 

differences, and to aid their transition into the open prison estate.  

‘Training is not good enough for the open estate. The HoMS here signs off 

all the RoTLs…the demands on that role are huge. Governors have to 

sign off the high risk. I have previously signed licences at last prison with 

no training on how to do the checks.’ 

(Senior leader in Prison D)  

7.2 Investing in men 
Men’s experiences of transitioning to, and from open conditions 
Men’s experiences of the transition into open conditions, whilst mostly positive in 

terms of the support and contact offered from POMS, also presented some 

challenges. For some men, the greater autonomy and freedom afforded in open 

conditions was initially ‘overwhelming’ and was linked to lesser restrictions on their 

time which they found difficult to manage in the early days. The lack of, and ad-hoc 

contact with wing staff was highlighted as something that could help with the initial 

transition, and for some men they welcomed more contact with prison officers, to 

respond to queries and aid their settling in period.  
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‘Felt ok before arriving but it is overwhelming. You are told what to do and 

everything part of your life is managed. The suddenly you are here and it’s 

your responsibility and no one is telling you what to do. It’s not so much a 

struggle but it’s different.’ 

(Male who had recently arrived in Prison A) 

For others, the experience of temporary release, and the opportunities presented to 

spend more time with family, to experience catching a train, or purchasing goods in a 

shop, whilst a valued incentive for men could also be psychologically challenging and 

at times a ‘confronting’ experience for them. 

‘RoTL is significant part of the process for me. It sounds stupid but just 

being able to walk into shop before release.’ 

(Male who had recently arrived in Prison A)  

‘Being out its great on RoTL but it hurts – it’s like a teaser. It is a full afront 

on how much you’ve lost and what you have missed out on.’ 

(Male not in handover window in Prison E)  

The incentivisation of open conditions was a prominent theme in men’s accounts and 

interwoven with the theme around managing expectations. Men were vociferous 

about the value of, and necessity of opportunities available to them in open 

conditions and critical to both a practical and psychological preparedness for release. 

Men’s views revealed ‘small things feeling big’, particularly within the context of 

feeling prepared for release. The impact for men to have the opportunity to do what 

they recognised would be the smallest, and often simplest of things for others was of 

huge significance to them and suggests the principle of normality is a key factor 

within this transition period. 

‘Cooking facilities are poor here…small silly things like that which help with 

release. Using an oven rather than a microwave and cooking for yourself.’ 

(Male nearing release in Prison B)  

Accommodation and the ability to work towards some financial stability, in advance of 

their release were substantial markers for planning and progression, as well as the 

main source of anxiety and fear when these were not easily accessible or available. 
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For most men interviewed, they had reflected on the work they had undertaken to 

gain category D status, were hopeful and optimistic about planning for their release 

and wanted to maximise the time and opportunities in open conditions to help them 

gain a sense of confidence and preparedness for their release and life thereafter. 

‘Freedom of open has helped me. It’s strange but it helps bridge that 

massive gap from going straight from life in closed to the community.’ 

(Male nearing release in Prison A) 

‘Worked hard to get where I am. I made progress before I came here and 

that was from me being pro-active…Not sure it’s a local thing here or 

policy but can only do outwork in last 12 months. We all want it as it helps 

with our independence and finances.’ 

(Male not in handover window in Prison A) 

Following transfer to open conditions many men described surprise and 

disappointment by the lack of opportunities available to them. Employment 

opportunities were limited within prisons, and even less so in the community where 

wages were more competitive, and employment offers could be sustained post 

release. When combined with the lengthy delays to RoTL, impinging on time spent 

with family and the local community, alongside prison environments where the 

physical and technological infrastructure offered less than some closed conditions, 

men’s expectations once in open prisons had been marred.  

‘Strongly regretted coming here once was here. Lots of restrictions here so 

doesn’t feel like a Cat D. Cooking with microwaves – going backwards 

from [Category C prison] with tablets, air fryers. We are back to phones on 

billets [small accommodation units] and they tell us we can’t have air fryers 

due to fire risk.’ 

(Male in handover window in Prison D)  

There were mixed views around preparation for release and the main concerns for 

most were centred on securing safe and stable accommodation and financial 

stability. For men who had secured employment and were returning to family homes, 

they were less anxious and more confident about release yet were fully cognisant of 

the challenges they would still face on release. This contrasted with men whose 
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accommodation on release remained uncertain and was a significant cause 

for concern.  

‘Worked hard to get Cat D and there are some others here that are 

provisional D cats and have RoTL already. How is that? Am not sure 

whether that’s because they have more active POMs….you just don’t 

know. I feel resilient enough that if I don’t get RoTL it won’t cause me 

transitions issues when I am released. I have a big family, a support 

network out there and I am realistic about what it will be like. It’s not going 

to be easy.’ 

(Male nearing release in Prison A) 

This was also reflected in the views of men who required an AP space both for their 

RoTL period and on release. Spaces were limited, and for some out of area, and 

many men were concerned about living with other residents and the potential 

exposure to unhelpful behaviours and circumstances that could leave them 

vulnerable in the early days following release.  

Managing expectations 
Men described being ‘mis-sold’ the open experience, where the availability of, and 

access to activities and services was limited, and information about particular open 

prisons prior to transfer was either incorrect or out of date. This has contributed to the 

wider collective view reported by men of a ‘system working against you’.  

‘I researched this prison but all the information was out of date. Luckily not 

in a dorm as I’m an ISP [Indeterminate Sentenced Prisoner] and they did 

accommodate me in my own cell. Main reason for being here is RoTL, job 

and money to help you prepare….Feel quite disenchanted now I’m here.’ 

(Male serving a life sentence in Prison C).  

These shared experiences of men were encapsulated in their descriptions of 

constantly ‘moving goal posts’ and intrinsically linked to the growing mistrust and 

perceived unfairness they had both witnessed and experienced throughout their time 

in custody. For many men, there was a growing sense that the purpose of, and time 

spent in open conditions was neither recognised nor prioritised. Men’s accounts 

exposed the significance of, and the hope and optimism they attached to their time 
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spent in open conditions. Most men recognised the value of this time, and the 

benefits it would bring. Yet, for many, the reality upon arrival was markedly different, 

and they described the progress they had made to reach Category D status was 

largely unrecognised and unsupported by processes in place. For some men they 

expressed frustration and disappointment in ‘going backwards’ since moving to open 

conditions.  

‘We really need to be in opens – it should be beneficial. But you can’t bring 

your risk down until you are out. COM explained that to me and makes 

sense now. I need to prove I can be trusted here and manage my own 

boundaries but I can’t do that without RoTL.’ 

(Male who had recently arrived to Prison B)  

‘They increase your risk here. Come in as low, reviewed to medium and 

then increased to high. Was doing home leaves for 1 year and the paused 

and you feel like you are going backwards and you don’t really know why.’ 

(Male in handover window in Prison D) 

Several men also relayed the challenges this presented for not only themselves but 

for their families, as the quote below demonstrates:  

‘I have stopped sharing information with my family as the goal posts are 

constantly moving. Not just for me but them too. What do I tell my son. 

Been here 7 years and its not to be taken lightly. I can’t be saying one 

thing to them….will see you at Christmas and doing another.’ 

(Life sentenced male in Prison D) 

The combined sense of mis-sold opportunities when reaching open conditions and 

constantly moving goals posts has diminished men’s hope for both their progression 

and preparedness for release and reintegration. Men’s accounts indicate reaching 

open conditions is a critical turning point for them to move forward, yet many men 

have described processes and experiences that undermines their opportunity to 

demonstrate change. Men’s experiences reveal the pivotal role of POMs and COMs, 

and the effective partnership that is needed to counter the challenges described 

above. Without strong collaboration and responsive processes, men risk leaving 
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custody ill-prepared, anxious, and disconnected from the support and management 

intended to facilitate successful reintegration. 
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8. Discussion: Bridging the Gap 
There is less research focusing on the open prison experience, particularly in 

England and Wales, and the distinctly different challenges they face (Marder et al, 

2021). Whilst the views and experiences of participants were framed largely around 

OMiC, the findings have revealed new insights into the views and experiences of 

staff working and men residing in five open prisons. It has illuminated the wider role 

and purpose of open prisons, and the intricate balance between public protection and 

rehabilitation.  

For staff working in open prisons, they felt the collective purpose of the open estate 

was largely misunderstood and undervalued by the ‘wider service’. Their accounts 

reveal a perceived ‘disinvestment’ over time linked to a lack of resources and 

services available to support men’s transition at critical points in their sentence. The 

lack of a bespoke OMiC model for the open prison estate, and the absence of Key 

Work within the OMiC framework has solidified this position for many. The lack of 

investment in the physical infrastructure at several sites (Prisons B & D) has further 

exemplified the juxtaposition between the investment needed to enable open prisons 

to create environments that promote and encourage greater agency and reduce the 

effects of imprisonment and facilitate integration (Engbo 2017). Questions remain 

around resourcing decisions more widely for the open prison estate and whether this 

adequately reflects the current challenges of safely managing high risk transitions 

periods.  

OMiC was introduced following earlier concerns that the offender management 

framework’s stated ambition to ensure continuity for individuals through an engaged 

COM was not being achieved in practice (CCJI, 2013).The findings from this study 

suggests that engagement with COMs for people in open prisons nearing release is 

inconsistent, and the lack of continuity is perceived to be undermining relationships 

for both men and staff in prison. There are some clear design tensions between the 

OMiC model and the wider system structures and policies which have created some 

significant practice weaknesses. The COM allocation point at 8.5 months, is not in 

and of itself a design weakness of the model, but when interacting with other system 

pressures (including staff shortages, unification of services, limited prison space and 
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cultural and operational tensions between prisons and probation) this has evolved 

into a significant practice issue with wide reaching unintended effects. Similarly, the 

handover process, which staff have perceived to be a design strength (Pope, 2024), 

become problematic when COM allocations change, and engagement is patchy. 

Together this has led to a collective view that the current allocation framework is 

unintentionally undermining the wider aims and objectives of the open prison estate.  

Both staff and men described being subject to processes and experiences that 

worked in opposition to what they had hoped they could access and achieve once in 

open conditions. The issues of proportionality and procedural fairness, reflected in 

the findings, particularly around RoTL are not new (Prison Reform Trust, 2018). 

Previous measures were introduced in 2013, in response to recommendations made 

to improve the assessment of prisoners and to integrate RoTL within sentence 

planning (CCJI, 2013). Since 2013, the Prison and Probation Service has undergone 

numerous organisational restructures, a global pandemic and more recently ongoing 

capacity pressures, resulting in the introduction of new early release arrangements. 

The justice landscape has irrevocably changed, placing new pressures on staff and 

services in a myriad of ways. The ongoing and enduring restriction of regimes during 

and after the pandemic will have influenced the opportunities available for those in 

the final stages of their custodial sentence to address and demonstrate a reduction in 

risk (CCJI, 2022). Consistently restrictive environments, alongside capacity 

pressures may also have played a part in the changing risk profile and complexity of 

needs present in the open prison population.  

Yet despite these challenges, the research findings indicate that the knowledge and 

quality of delivery of risk management in the five open prisons far exceeds that of the 

four closed prisons where OMiC delivery was also examined in detail (Pope, 2024). 

Outcomes for prisoners in open prisons have been found to be better than all other 

prison categories and each of the five prisons have continued to strengthen their 

delivery and focus to safely support men’s progression and preparation for release 

(HMIP, 2024). This could, in part be due to the very nature of open prisons and the 

emphasis on high quality risk assessment and management through temporary 

release. This should not detract in any way from the contribution of probation staff 

within these five prisons, who have elevated the quality of delivery and demonstrated 



 

51 

their potential in shaping prison cultures and practices which are more rehabilitative 

and future focused, whilst safely integrating individuals back into the community 

(Kemshall, 2019). This was most notably demonstrated in Prison A, and much can be 

learned from the factors and influences at play whereby a prison with significant and 

enduring resourcing deficits (operating the CMS model) were able to deliver positive 

outcomes for men in their care, by staff who work relationally, to problem solve and 

overcome significant challenges, supported by senior leaders who have cultivated a 

respectful and rehabilitative prison culture.  

The challenge for open prisons should not be underestimated. The management of 

transitions is a defining and prominent theme throughout. The transition from closed 

to open conditions, and from open conditions to the community are inherently risky 

and confronting periods of change. The transition for staff moving from closed to 

open conditions, and into roles which demand a more blended risk and desistance 

management approach deserves greater consideration. Further investment in the 

pathway to becoming a POM and the support and training required to aid that 

transition has already been highlighted by POMs in closed prisons (Pope, 2024) and 

is arguably even more demanding when operating within the context of temporary 

release. The findings suggest the shift from prison officer to POM is a nuanced, and 

complex one which requires a shift in mindset and skill to be able to assess 

information and risk in a different way. In practice, current formalised training for 

prison POMS may not be well aligned to the skills and capabilities that the role in 

open conditions demands. Similarly, the knowledge and skills of prison officers in 

supporting prisoners through transition periods, and their role in information sharing 

to support risk management requires further consideration. The findings do not 

suggest a Key Work delivery model similar to closed prisons is the answer, but the 

findings do suggest that the cultivation of skills among prison officers could be better 

utilised alongside a review of resource requirements to meet the current risk and 

needs of the open prison population.  

The findings reaffirm both the advantages and challenges experienced by men when 

faced with greater autonomy in open conditions (Marder et al, 2021; Statham et al, 

2021). The combined opportunities of a less restrictive regime that transcends the 

prison gates is a necessary, yet at times painful process for men. Men’s accounts 
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reflected both the ‘pains of freedom’, including anxiety, confusion and ambiguity, an 

experience shared by others in autonomous prison regimes (Shammas, 2014). The 

continually shifting ‘goal posts’ and procedural limitations around RoTL once men 

arrived into open conditions, has introduced further pains of ‘being in touching 

distance’, to the outside world. The challenges of increased autonomy expected self-

sufficiency, and lesser contact with wing staff, alongside the constant threat of return 

to closed conditions presents a difficult and onerous transition for men, whereby the 

benefits of greater freedoms are often assumed to outweigh the challenges (Marder 

et al, 2021; Shammas, 2014). Open conditions can empower and support individuals 

to develop personal agency, which is an important component of hope (van 

Ginneken, 2015), alongside self-efficacy. Previous research suggests both personal 

agency and self-efficacy are important components among individuals who have 

successfully desisted from crime (Maruna, 2001). The study findings suggest that the 

softer skills required to take on more responsibility, gain greater self-sufficiency, 

manage one’s own time and adapt to new and less restrictive environments poses 

some significant challenges where additional support from staff to aid the transition 

would be advantageous. 

Staff can be facilitators of hope and help to foster prison cultures and environments 

that encourage agency by presenting individuals with the opportunity to develop 

constructive interpersonal relationships, and to shape their perception of the outside 

world and their sense of self within it (Ekunwe, 2007). The findings have 

demonstrated the positive and powerful influence offender managers have had on 

men’s custodial transition period, with many men recounting less positive and ad-hoc 

relationships with POMs prior to their transfer into open conditions. The role of staff 

as boundary spanners across custody and the community to help men plan for 

potential barriers towards goals, to identify opportunities, and access resources, 

while encouraging a sense of agency and hope for the future is fundamental to 

navigating a successful transition and reintegration period (Statham et al 2021; 

van Ginneken, 2015).24 

 
24 Within the context of criminal justice, the role of ‘boundary spanners’ has been described as 

system-wide coordinators that aim to support the progression and movement of individuals across 
traditional system boundaries (Byrne et al, 2002).  
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The extent to which the open prison experience can empower or disempower, 

prepare or ill equip, and be pro- or anti rehabilitative remains under-researched 

(Marder et al, 2021). Yet leadership, culture and a focus on interpersonal 

relationships and partnerships are all indicative factors linked to positive outcomes 

(Auty & Liebling, 2020; Fitzalan Howard et al, 2023; Pope, 2024). Senior leaders and 

staff across all five open prisons were working to bridge the gap at two critical 

transition points in the justice pathway, whilst heavily constrained by prevailing 

system issues and pipeline challenges, including categorisation and eligibility 

decisions, mixed quality risk assessments, and capacity pressures that will have 

inevitably disrupted the configuration pathway across the prison estate. 

Consolidation of findings from OMiC in the women’s and closed estate (Pope, 2024; 

2025) and mirrored in the open estate highlights significant systemic and cultural 

challenges that have and continue to impact delivery across the estate. Staff 

shortages, organisational silos, and conflicting narratives have created barriers to 

effective implementation, while cultural differences between prison and probation 

services continue to hinder partnership working. Despite these pressures, staff 

demonstrate strong commitment to the principles underpinning OMiC, with 

relationships at the core of the framework. For men in custody, these systemic 

issues translate into challenging transitions and mismanaged expectations, 

particularly in open conditions where opportunities for progression and reintegration 

are often limited. 

However, there are some themes that are distinctly different and unique for open 

prisons. The value of, and purpose of open prisons is a more pronounced 

manifestation of organisational silos, and the potential for cultural change and 

effective partnership working between prison and probation staff (within prisons) is 

demonstrable. The open prison estate is bridging sizable service gaps, and the 

necessity in creating ‘bridges’ of the right type at the right time for prisoners is crucial. 

Through the lens of transition management, the full potential of the open estate in 

bringing risk and rehabilitation together in practice to effectively manage risk whilst 

enhancing desistance could be realised (Kemshall, 2019; 2021). A realigned service 

offer that is more responsive to the open prison estate as a bespoke entity, as well as 

consideration for each prison’s local operating context may help to reestablish and 
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recognise the wider value of open conditions within the criminal justice pathway, and 

the pre-emptive efforts required from closed prisons and community probation to help 

safely resettle and reintegrate individuals who desist from crime. 
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9. Conclusion and operational 
implications 

This research highlights the pivotal role of open prisons in managing the transition 

from custody to community, while revealing systemic and operational challenges that 

can compromise their effectiveness. The findings suggest that the current OMiC 

model does not adequately reflect the complexity of open conditions or the 

heightened demands of risk management and resettlement at the latter stages of the 

custodial sentence. Delays in release on temporary licence, limited continuity with 

COMs and misaligned policies have created inefficiencies, eroded trust, and 

introduced unintended consequences, including inconsistent risk decisions and 

diminished hope for progression. These challenges are compounded by resource 

shortages and cultural tensions between prison and probation services. Despite 

these barriers, fostering a rehabilitative prison culture through strong leadership and 

the contribution of probation staff within prisons, has illustrated the potential for 

positive change. 

The Independent Sentencing Review (2025), in its aim to reduce the prison capacity 

crisis has advocated for a system that moves away from short custodial sentences, 

making greater use of community-based alternatives, and incentivised progression 

from custody to community. Its recommendations include a greater use of open 

conditions which will have significant impact on the estate. Open prisons are likely to 

experience further change in prisoner population profiles, requiring adjustments to 

regime design, resource allocation and expanded community provision. Greater 

operational clarity and realigned risk and sentence management processes are 

required to ensure that the open prison estate can better fulfil its dual purpose of 

managing risk and promoting rehabilitation, ensuring that transitions are safe, fair, 

and effective, and that men leave custody equipped for successful reintegration. 

Operational Implications 
1. Review and redesign the OMiC model for the open prison estate to reflect its 

unique demands and distinct purpose. This should include a review and 

realignment to wider policies and procedures and resourcing models, including 

release on temporary licence and case administration functions with OMUs. 
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2. Greater investment in staff capability and support. Strengthen recruitment, 

training and support practices for prison staff working as offender managers in 

prison OMUs, and Band 3 prison officers working in the open prison estate. 

3. Enhance partnership working and communication. Increased integration 

between prisons and local probation delivery units through greater role clarity, 

information flows, and shared training opportunities. The lack of parity in 

responsibilities between equivalent roles within prisons and in the community 

should be reviewed. 

4. Prioritise transitional support for men at high-risk transition periods and consider 

additional support mechanisms during the early weeks in open conditions and 

near to release. 

5. Further research with community probation practitioners is needed to explore 

their views and experiences and their interface with prisons. They are an 

essential but missing voice. 
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Appendix A 

OMiC in the male closed and women’s 
prison estate 
OMiC in the closed prison estate  
The model has two key elements, which are interdependent and complimentary. 

Key Work is delivered by Band 3 prisoner officers. This is protected time allocated 

regularly and by the same officer where possible, to allow for positive and trusting 

relationships to be developed. Key Work was introduced for all prisoners in male 

closed prisons in 2018.  

A new role of Prison Offender Manager (POM) located in Offender Management 

Units (OMU) was introduced in 2019 in the male closed estate. These are prison and 

probation staff who manage the sentences of prisoners who are serving longer 

sentences. Any individual with more than 10 months to serve will follow the OMiC 

framework within custody. Prison staff working as POMS can be a mix of operational 

and non-operational staff and means that operational staff can be redeployed at any 

time to ease operational pressures within prisons. Supporting this role is the Head of 

Offender Management Delivery, a Senior Probation Officer (SPO) in each 

establishment, who oversees sentence management quality and delivery. 

OMiC in the women’s prison estate 
In recognition of the differing needs of women and the challenges they face in 

custody, a bespoke integrated offender management model has been developed and 

implemented in the women’s estate. In women’s prisons, both Key Work and 

sentence management time is allocated to all sentenced women based on their level 

of need in addition to their risk of harm. All sentenced women entering custody are 

assessed using a tool specifically designed to identify additional needs. Women 

assessed as ‘high’ and ‘medium’ need are resourced to receive additional time for 

sentence management activity (30% for high and 15% for medium). For women 

assessed as ‘high’ need they will then receive an enhanced sentence management 

service – that is additional engagement time of up to 45 minutes per week, with their 

POM, which is in place of Key Work with a Band 3 prison officer. This time is in 
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addition to supervision they receive from their POM as part of their ongoing sentence 

management. 

All other women, including those on remand, and not assessed as ‘high complexity’ 

receive Key Work with a Band 3 prison officer. This differs from the OMiC model in 

male closed prisons, whereby men do not receive an additional service from POMs 

based on need and all men receive Key Work. Implementation of the women’s model 

went live in April 2021.  
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Appendix B 

Sample and methodological approach 
B1: Sample 
Five category D open prisons participated in the study. At the time of selection, there 

were no performance measures for sentence management delivery, so a robust 

assessment of ‘good’ delivery across sites could not be ascertained and used as a 

main criterion for selection. Therefore, cases were selected purposefully to provide a 

range that covered notable operating differences. An initial shortlist of prisons was 

provisionally selected on the basis of:  

1. Size of the population at each site (one small, medium and large site)  

2. Type of population (ensuring one dedicated site for Men convicted of Sexual 

Offences (MCoSO) was included in the sample  

3. Staff resourcing, to include sites that were both sufficiently and under resourced 

based on their Target staffing figure and staff in post (see table 2 below).  

A reserve list, matched to each site was also selected, if any of the chosen prisons 

declined to participate. Sample selection was designed to enable exploration of 

factors/ experiences that are unique to each particular prison, alongside any shared 

factors influencing the delivery of OMiC across open prisons and working in 

partnership with probation colleagues in the community.  

Figure 2: The five participating prisons that took part in the research study 

Prison A 
Prison A is predominantly for men convicted of sexual offences. It has stable 

population and mature age profile. The prison has an operational capacity of 488. 

It is located in the north of England in a geographically remote area. 
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Prison B 
Prison B holds young adult and adult men and holds a number of individuals 

identified with links to Organised Crime Group (OCG’s). The prison has an 

operational capacity of 621 and has a younger age profile. The prison is located 

in the centre of England. 

Prison C 
Prison C holds young adult and adult men. The prison has an operational 

capacity of 461. The prison is located in a semi-rural area in the southwest of 

England. 

Prison D 
Prison D is Prison C holds young adult and adult men. The prison has an 

operational capacity of 241 and is the smallest of the open prisons in the sample. 

The prison is located in the south central area of England. 

Prison E 
Prison E holds young adult and adult men, had a younger age profile and with a 

large proportion identified with links to Organised Crime Group (OCG’s). The 

prison has an operational capacity of 430. The prison is located in the north of 

England. 

 

B2: Data sources 
A range of data were gathered for each of the five prisons, including: 

1. Prison performance and administrative data enabled a description of the 

prisons’ populations (e.g., offence type, risk and sentence length), drawn from 

the Segmentation Tool and other prison-level information gathered from the 

HMPPS Performance Hub. This includes population figures, operational and 
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procedural data relevant to open prison activities (e.g. Release on Temporary 

Licence (RoTL) and other performance metrics.25 26 

2. OMiC-specific management information gathered by the National OMiC 

team, including target and actual staffing figures. Other case management 

statistics for each prison at the time of each research visit were also accessed 

via DPS and presented in table 2 below. 

3. Scrutiny documents provided a contextual description of each prison, 

including prison culture, safety, relationships and the delivery of sentence 

management to help build a comprehensive picture of each prison and to 

contextualise the research findings. This included recent HMIP reports, 

alongside other notable documents linked to prison management and OMiC 

delivery at the time of the research visit.27 

4. Interviews (one to one and focus groups) with staff, senior leadership teams, 

and men at each prison. Interviews and small groups were carried out with the 

aim of exploring staff and men’s understanding and experiences of OMiC, and 

to explore the factors influencing delivery. 

5. Case note entries of men who participated in interviews & focus groups were 

reviewed, which provided evidence on quality of entries made by staff. 

Triangulation of entries with participant accounts has further increased the 

validity of findings and strengthened any assessment on the quality of delivery 

and engagement with men at each prison. A summary of the quality of entries 

can be found in table 4, Appendix C2). 

 
25 The Segmentation Tool presents data on the risks, needs & responsivity characteristics of people 

in prison and probation. Data presented is a snapshot taken of the population annually and data 
presented in Table 3 as at 30 April 2024. 

26 The HMPPS Performance Hub is a reporting service that provides staff from prisons, probation, 
MoJ and associated organisations with data collection, validation, collation and reporting of prison 
and probation management information.  

27 His Majesty’s Inspectorate of Prisons for England and Wales (HMI Prisons) is an independent 
inspectorate which reports on conditions for and treatment of those in prison, young offender 
institutions and immigration detention facilities. 
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Appendix C 
C1: Case data 
Table 2 presents data gathered at the time of each research visit.28 It presents 

staffing and other OMiC related data to provide a comprehensive and nuanced 

picture of factors affecting the delivery of OMiC for each case (prison).  

Table 2: OMiC resource data for each prison 

 Prison A Prison B Prison C  Prison D Prison E 
Month of research visit Nov 23 Nov 23 Nov 23 Nov 23 Jan 24  
Prisoner population  490 579 453 277 426 

HoMD Target Staffing Figure 
(TSF) 

2 2 2 1.5 1.5 

HOMD Staff in Post (SIP) 1 2.5 1 1.5 1 
Probation POM (TSF) 9 8 11.5 4.5 6 

Probation POM (SIP) 5.5 7.5 8 3 5 

Probation POM (FTE) Average 
caseload  

40 30 30 57 28 

Prison POM TSF 6.5 12.5 5 6 9 

Prison POM SIP 7 12.5 7 3 5 
Prison POM (FTE) Average 
caseload  

45 35 38 38 42 

Unallocated cases 12 0 0 4 0 

Upcoming handovers  13 24 16 5 15 
Handovers in progress  230 263 167 134 187 

Overdue tasks 165 67 136 81 113 

COM allocation overdue  3 6 3 1 3 
 

 
28 Staff in post figures are routinely obtained from every prison on a monthly basis and shared with 

the OMiC national team. Caseload information was gathered from the Digital Prison Service at the 
time of each research visit.  
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C2: Prison performance data 
Table 3: Data for each prison, as averages based on a six-month period in which fieldwork took place (October 2023 – March 
2024). 

 Prison A Prison B Prison C  Prison D Prison E National 
Prisoner population 492 573 448 316 426 5,461 

RoTL (unescorted) instances (n) 5,856 24,101 11,008 16,685 16,417 201,218 
RoTL failures (n) 21 47 34 45 13 475 

RoTL paid work – rate per 1,000 of in-scope prisoners 38.63 232.45 135.57 289.08 249.61 222.02 

No of absconds (n) 0 8 4 0 1 28 
Absconds (per 100,000 open prisoners days) ~ 7.58 4.9 ~ 1.28 2.81 

Housed on the first night of custodial release % 96.75% 95.91% 96.71% 96.04% 98.62% 97.52% 

In employment at 6 weeks after custodial release % 38.81% 37.07% 21.93% 38.30% 59.29% 39.94% 
Staff sickness absence 7.79 10.95 7.82 Missing 11.15 8.91 

Prisoner complaints (per 1,000 prisoners annualised rate) 653.13 
(n=161) 

706.48  
(n=203) 

1,387.94  
(n=312) 

1,123.09 
(n=178) 

299.85 
(n=64) 

704.59 
(n=1,928) 

Prisoner OASys/ Offender Management complaints 
(per 1000 prisoners) % 

89.25 
(n=22) 

80.04  
(n=23) 

382.57 
(n=86) 

208.21 
(n=33) 

126.5 
(n=27) 

116.58 
(n=319) 

Prisoner re-categorisation complaints (per 1,000 prisoners 
annualised rated 

~ 55.68 
(n=16) 

31.14 
(n=7) 

69.4 
(n=11) 

~ 19 
(n=52) 

Total incidents including finds (per 1,000 prisoners 
annualised rate) 

446.24 
(n=110) 

1,760.99  
(n=506) 

1,223.34 
(n=275) 

1,173.56 
(n=186) 

1,466.47 
(n=313) 

1,406.98 
(n=3,850) 

Self-harm incidents (per 1000 prisoners) % 40.57 
(n=10) 

6.96 
(n=2) 

17.79 
(4) 

~ ~ 8.77 
(n=24) 
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 Prison A Prison B Prison C  Prison D Prison E National 
Assaults on staff (per 1000 prisoners) %  ~ 10.44 

(n=3) 
4.45 

(n=1) 
6.31 

(n=1) 
4.69 

(n=1) 
3.65 

(n=10) 

Prisoner on prisoner assaults (per 1000 prisoners) % 8.11 
(n=2) 

13.92 
(n=4) 

26.69 
(n=6) 

~ ~ 13.89 
(n=38) 
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C3: Detailed description of each prison 
Table 4: Detailed case description of each prison 

 Prison A Prison B Prison C Prison D  Prison E  
Prison and 
population 

Category D male prison 
redesignated from Category 
C training prison in 2019.  
Operational capacity – 488 
Stable population, mature 
age profile (50% aged 50 & 
over)  
 
87% of population are men 
convicted of sexual offences  
71% 4 years + determinate  
13% Indeterminate  
5% Recall 
26% < 6 months to serve  
42% >1 year < 5 years to 
serve)  

Category D male prison 
for young adult and adult 
men  
Operational capacity – 
621 
Younger population (63% 
aged 18–39)  
 
41% Drug offences 
32% Violent offences 
86% 4 years + 
determinate 
5% determinate  
2% recall  
24% < 6 months serve  
48% >1 year < 5 years to 
serve 

Category D male prison 
for young adult and 
adult men  
Operational Capacity – 
461 
42% over the age of 50  
 
46% Sexual offences 
26% Violent offences 
18% Drugs  
67% 4 years + 
determinate 
20% determinate  
6% recall  
18% < 6 months serve  
40% >1 year < 5 years 
to serve 

Category D open prison 
for young adult and 
adult men  
Operational Capacity – 
241 
Younger population 
(64% under the age of 
39)  
 
48% Drug offences 
31% Violent offences 
89% 4 years + 
determinate 
6% determinate  
23% < 6 months serve  
45% >1 year < 5 years 
to serve 

Category D male prison 
for young adult and 
adult men  
Operational Capacity – 
430 
Younger population 
(62% under the age of 
39)  
 
52% Drug offences 
32% Violent offences 
87% 4 years + 
determinate 
6% determinate  
 
20% < 6 months serve  
47% >1 year < 5 years 
to serve 
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 Prison A Prison B Prison C Prison D  Prison E  
Risk profile 
(Segmentation 
data 30 April 
2024)  

95.7% of population with 
OASys. 
77% assessed as high/ very 
high risk of serious harm 
(ROSH), and lower risk of 
general offending (7%) with 
OGRS score medium risk or 
higher  
 
Prevalence of criminogenic 
needs:  
79% Relationships 
77% Lifestyle & attitudes 
76% Thinking & behaviours 
70% Accommodation 
 
Responsivity factors: 
10% Ethnic minority29 
22% LDC30  
28% Vulnerability31 

85% of population with 
OASys. 
23% assessed as 
medium risk or higher for 
general reoffending 
(OGRS) and 33% 
assessed as high/very 
high risk of harm (ROSH). 
 
Prevalence of 
criminogenic needs:  
88% Lifestyles & 
behaviour  
71% Pro-criminal 
attitudes  
56% Thinking & 
behaviours 
 
Responsivity factors: 
48% Ethnic minority 
20% LDC 
8% Vulnerability 

92% of population with 
OASys. 
17% assessed as 
medium risk or higher 
for general reoffending 
(OGRS) and 55% 
assessed as high/very 
high risk of harm 
(ROSH) 
 
Prevalence of 
criminogenic needs:  
75% Lifestyles & 
behaviour  
73% Relationships 
67% Thinking & 
behaviours 
 
Responsivity factors: 
19% Ethnic minority 
25% LDC  
19% Vulnerability 

92% of population with 
OASys. 
19% assessed as 
medium risk or higher 
for general reoffending 
(OGRS) and 32% 
assessed as high/very 
high risk of harm 
(ROSH) 
 
Prevalence of 
criminogenic needs:  
88% Lifestyles & 
behaviour  
69% Pro-criminal 
attitudes  
52% Thinking & 
behaviours 
 
Responsivity factors: 
62% Ethnic minority 
13% LDC  
8% Vulnerability 

82% of population with 
OASys. 
25% assessed as 
medium risk or higher 
for general reoffending 
(OGRS) and 34% 
assessed as high/very 
high risk of harm 
(ROSH) 
 
Prevalence of 
criminogenic needs:  
89% Lifestyles & 
behaviour  
67% Pro-criminal 
attitudes  
56% ETE 
 
Responsivity factors: 
20% Ethnic minority 
20% LDC  
9% Vulnerability 

 
29 Recognising ethnic and cultural differences of ethnic minority prisoners to deliver services to greatest effect with each person in our care. 
30 Learning Disability and/or Learning Challenges (LDC) is a term used to describe a group of people who are likely to have a lower-than-average Intelligence 

Quotient (IQ) and require specialised help and support in their everyday living and coping with the Criminal Justice System.  
31 Data is only available for those with a complete OASys. Vulnerability is identified when an individual has been, or is currently, vulnerable as a result of the 

behaviour of others, for example, victimisation, bullying, assault, exploitation.  



 

70 

 Prison A Prison B Prison C Prison D  Prison E  
Quality 
assessment of 
case note 
entries 
reviewed (of 
men who 
participated in 
the study) 

Clear demonstration of 
procedural just 
communication and regular 
information flows and 
communication between 
POMs and prisoners. 
Entries were detailed, 
demonstrating detailed 
discussion and in-depth 
knowledge about 
individuals. Language was 
respectful and highlighted 
goals, progress and 
achievements. POMS 
routinely recorded 
unplanned contacts when 
men attend their drop-in 
sessions alongside planned 
supervision. POMS were 
knowledgeable, 
approachable, there was 
evidence of a clear 
feedback loop to provide 
men with timely information 
and men could seek out 
information easily. 

Entries were generally 
detailed and 
demonstrated good 
knowledge of individuals. 
Handovers (where 
relevant) were referenced 
and in several cases, 
POMs had actively 
sought feedback from 
others to input into 
handover (psychology, 
IPOC workers). The 
frequency and content of 
entries suggests POMS 
are trying to actively 
progress activity for men.  

A detailed assessment 
of collective entries was 
not possible due to low 
sample size (n=2) but 
POM entries of for the 
two cases were 
detailed.  

Variation in entries, 
Probation POM entries 
were better in quality, 
evidencing interactions 
and in aiding 
information sharing 
compared with less 
detailed entries to 
confirm processes 
(including handover) 
have been met but 
limited recording of 
information shared/ 
discussed. 

Probation POM entries 
are notably better in 
quality and detail. More 
frequent and include 
updates on 
communications with 
COMs.  
Prison POM entries 
were similar to PO 
entries, lacking detail 
and were recorded 
inconsistently on DPS 
(e.g. supervision entry 
added under general 
wing entry note). 
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 Prison A Prison B Prison C Prison D  Prison E  
Challenges to 
delivery 

Insufficient resource 
resulting in CMS model, 
which has increased 
demands on staff and raises 
risk of burnout.  
Staff recruitment challenges 
linked to geographical 
location 
Too few probation POMS 

Siloed working within 
OMU/ cultural tensions 
Some Prison POMS 
resistant to role 

Siloed working within 
OMU/ cultural tensions 
Local/ regional services 
are lacking  
(housing)  
Some Prison POMS 
resistant to role 

Local/ regional services 
are lacking  
(AP spaces)  
Some cultural tensions 
within OMU 

Siloed working within 
OMU/ cultural tensions 
Some Prison POMS 
resistant to role 
Tensions with particular 
Probation Delivery 
Units (PDUs) requiring 
ongoing escalation of 
issues 

Sentence 
management/ 
OMU 

All prison staff working as 
POMS non-operational 

Mix of operational and 
non-operational prison 
staff working as POMS 
Disconnect between 
OMU and wing staff 

Mix of operational and 
non-operational prison 
POMs  
Disconnect between 
OMU and wing staff 

Mix of operational and 
non-operational prison 
POMs/ 
PERS team (to support 
20 men)  
Disconnect between 
OMU and wing staff 

All operational prison 
POMs 
Disconnect between 
OMU and wing staff 

Personal 
officer/ 
alternative 
scheme in 
place 

Link worker scheme just 
launched – akin to Key 
Work where detailed 
sessions are planned. 
Several entries have 
indicated that this has been 
communicated to men in 
entries on their first session. 

IPOC scheme: 15 men 
allocated to each B3 
officer with monthly 
required sessions. 

Personal officer 
scheme 

Personal officer 
scheme 

No formal Personal 
officer scheme 
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 Prison A Prison B Prison C Prison D  Prison E  
Review of 
entries made by 
officers 

Entries are respectful and 
demonstrates wing staff and 
industries staff are 
knowledgeable about the 
men with many noting 
wellbeing and any changes 
in their presentation/ 
demeanour. Escorted 
RoTLs are detailed in a 
respectful way highlighting 
progress, where made. 
Positive entries routinely 
made on DPS by staff under 
Personal officer entries. 

Entries are short and 
perfunctory providing no 
evidence of any 
knowledge about the 
men. They tend to record 
processes taking place on 
a checklist of information 
that has been given to the 
men on arrival 
(standardised checklist in 
place for use on arrival).  
Positive entries are 
routinely made on DPS 
by work/ industries staff. 

A detailed assessment 
of collective entries was 
not possible due to low 
sample size (n=2). 

Variation in wing staff 
entries which are brief, 
infrequent and provide 
mixed evidence of 
interactions. Some 
entries, despite being 
brief show some 
knowledge of the 
individual. 

Huge variation in wing 
staff entries which are 
brief, infrequent and 
provide little evidence 
of interaction, with the 
exception of several 
cases where recording 
of progress was 
markedly better 
demonstrated a 
knowledge of the 
individual and routine 
interaction. POM /KW 
entries used 
interchangeably and 
cursory in nature/ lack 
any detail. 

Relationships Respectful, procedurally just 
relationships and processes  
Visible and supportive wing 
staff and POMS 
Active join up across other 
departments 

Respectful relationships 
Limited meaningful 
interactions with wing 
staff  
Some Prison POMs not 
easily accessible  

Respectful relationships 
but some poor 
perceptions among 
men linked to OMU 

Respectful relationship 
but some poor 
perceptions among 
men linked to OMU 
Limited meaningful 
interactions with wing 
staff 

Respectful relationship 
but some poor 
perceptions among 
men linked to OMU 
Limited meaningful 
interactions with wing 
staff 
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Prison culture Rehabilitative  

(Focused on outcomes for 
men) 
Shared vision and aims 
among staff 
Pro-active staff who are 
solution focused and work in 
partnership 

Focus on improving 
relationships with prison 
staff and supporting 
men’s progression 
Poor physical 
environment 
(accommodation) 
requiring investment 

Focus on improving 
relationships with 
prison staff and 
supporting men’s 
progression 
Focus on supporting 
prison employed POMS 
through supervision 
and training 
Well kept grounds and 
good physical 
environment 

Procedurally just 
perceptions lacking 
among men  
Poor physical 
environment requiring 
investment 

Focus on improving 
relationships with 
prison and OMU staff 
and supporting men’s 
progression 

Leadership Strong and stable 
leadership 
Clear focus and vision on 
men’s progression and 
rehabilitation 
Significant investment in 
supporting staff 
Whole prison approach 
(coordinated and aligned 
around OMU) 

Strong leadership and 
clear focus and vision to 
strengthen relationships 
and support men’s 
progression and 
rehabilitation 

Recent change in 
leadership team. 
Work still needed to 
coordinate and 
integrate OMU and 
embed a whole prison 
approach 

Lack of visible SLT 
(staff perceptions linked 
to split site with dual 
function)  
Work still needed to 
coordinate embed a 
whole prison approach 

Visible and strong 
leadership, with a clear 
focus to strengthen 
relationships, and 
extend use of RoTL to 
support resettlement 
and aid men’s 
progression 
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 Prison A Prison B Prison C Prison D  Prison E  
Findings from 
the most recent 
HMIP 
inspection  

2021;  
A safe and respectful prison 
with positive outcomes for 
men. 
Solution focused culture to 
overcome local challenges 
(ensuring safe but 
accessible temporary 
release) 
OMU well led, regular and 
purposeful contact with men 
who had up to date 
sentence plans and making 
reasonable progress. 
RoTL activity jointly 
assessed by OMU and 
resettlement but 
comprehensive needs 
analysis for RR needed.  
Last stop resettlement 
facility – promising initiative.  

2023;  
A safe and respectful 
prison with a focus on 
relationships to improve 
prisoner perceptions and 
culture, and strengthen 
interactions with personal 
officers. 
Good use of RoTL to 
support family ties and 
progression and risk and 
public protection work 
impressive, including 
strong links with partners. 

2023;  
A safe and respectful 
prison, with generally 
good relationships, but 
wing staff were less 
visible and efforts to 
strengthen PO scheme 
needed. 
OMU well managed, 
despite pressures from 
vacancies and Prison 
POMs feeling less 
confident holding 
complex cases, and 
quality of assessments 
varied. 
Good quality public 
protection work and 
support from 
psychology team for 
complex cases. 
Increased use of 
successful RoTL. 

2022;  
A safe and respectful 
prison, but the 
accommodation units 
lacked decency.  
OMU well led and 
focused on quality of 
delivery and good 
relationships with men.  
Notable positive 
practice from the 
additional support 
provided by the 
psychology-led 
pathway enhanced 
resettlement service 
(PERS). 

2023; 
A safe and respectful 
prison. Efforts were 
being made to improve 
prisoner perceptions of 
the OMU. Interactions 
with wing staff were 
polite but functional.  
Good use of RoTL to 
support family ties, and 
wider resettlement and 
reducing reoffending 
activity. Strong 
established links with 
partners.  
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