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1. Executive Summary 

Violence in prisons – whether between prisoners or against staff – has increased overall 

since 2015, despite a temporary fall during the Covid-19 period (Ministry of Justice, 2025). 

The complexity of the issue, influenced by multiple interacting factors, has led to some 

uncertainty over the most appropriate action to address it.  

 

This Rapid Evidence Assessment (REA) was conducted to explore the impact of specific 

factors on prison violence and to identify implications with respect to staff training, staff-

prisoner interactions, and system management. The three main questions guiding this 

REA were: 

 

a. How can domestic and international evidence on prison workforce and prison 

regimes help to inform our understanding of what works to reduce violence in 

prisons?  

b. How do prison workforce factors such as volumes, skills and experience impact 

levels of violence in prisons?  

c. How does time out of cells and engagement in purposeful activity impact levels of 

violence in prisons? 

 

Variations in research design and quality made it challenging to draw definitive 

conclusions from the evidence collated. No single, straightforward solution was identified 

to reduce prison violence. Instead, the most promising approach involves combining 

several strategies. Effective methods emphasised the consistent application of procedural 

justice (including perceptions of fairness in decisions and the consistent application of 

rules), good quality staff-prisoner relationships and respectful communication by staff. 

These factors have been identified as helping to create a prison environment where 

violence is less likely.  

 

The review found evidence linking prison workforce characteristics and regime 

management to violence, although the interactions were complex. Evidence indicated that 

https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/safety-in-custody-quarterly-update-to-march-2025/safety-in-custody-statistics-england-and-wales-deaths-in-prison-custody-to-june-2025-assaults-and-self-harm-to-march-2025#assaults-12-months-to-march-2025
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overall numbers of prison staff and the staff-to-prisoner ratio were important factors in safe 

prison management. 

 

Evidence relating to time out of cell and time spent in purposeful activity was mixed. This 

was particularly so in relation to educational or vocational activities, with some studies 

finding a link to lower levels of violence and some studies indicating the inverse effect. 

Several studies found that time spent in rehabilitative programmes and employment was 

linked to lower levels of violence. There was also some evidence to support increasing 

access to the natural environment though evidence on this topic was limited.  

 

The review also identified research gaps, particularly in relation to aspects of staff 

composition and levels of skill, as well as a lack of economic evaluations. In conclusion, 

while several strategies show potential for reducing prison violence, their effectiveness 

likely depends on their combined and synergistic application. 
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2. Introduction 

2.1 Background 

The Prisons Strategy White Paper (Ministry of Justice, 2021, 2022) identified major 

challenges for the use of imprisonment in the coming years. The White Paper supported a 

‘preventive approach’, which was considered to require the following key elements: “(a) 

skilled and resilient prison officers, better able to build positive staff-prisoner relationships; 

(b) a physical environment that meets the needs of the complex population; (c) regimes 

that promote hope and engagement through well-planned, structured activity, and make 

the best use of technological advances to support safer prisons; and (d) technology which 

gives staff flexibility and time to build positive relationships with prisoners, and enables 

prisoners to take ownership of their own care and wellbeing” (p.20).  

 

Violence in prisons in England and Wales increased from March 2015 to late 2018 

(Ministry of Justice, 2025). Whilst the number of assaults recorded started to decrease 

from late 2018 and saw a sharp fall following the introduction of Covid-19 restrictions (from 

2,099 in March 2020 to 1,420 in April 2020), assaults have since then increased up until 

March 2025 (Ministry of Justice, 2025)..  

 

Studies suggest that the occurrence of physical assault is a major concern for prison staff 

(Muzavazi, 2016). Even at lower levels, it detracts from job satisfaction and optimal work 

performance. When more severe, it has a significant impact on staff wellbeing, affecting 

rates of absence due to illness or injury (Griffin, Hogan, Lambert, Tucker-Gail and Baker 

2010; Isenhardt and Hostettler, 2020; Miller, Bruenig and Shakespeare-Finch, 2022). 

Furthermore, studies strongly suggest that United States prisons with characteristics that 

threaten order and security, such as having more inmates per officer and greater levels of 

inmate violence, generate higher levels of stress among officer workforces (Ellison and 

Caudill, 2020). Staff stress may then have a cumulative negative feedback effect on 

morale, thereby amplifying levels of disruption and violence.  

 

https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/safety-in-custody-quarterly-update-to-march-2025/safety-in-custody-statistics-england-and-wales-deaths-in-prison-custody-to-june-2025-assaults-and-self-harm-to-march-2025#assaults-12-months-to-march-2025
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/safety-in-custody-quarterly-update-to-march-2025/safety-in-custody-statistics-england-and-wales-deaths-in-prison-custody-to-june-2025-assaults-and-self-harm-to-march-2025#assaults-12-months-to-march-2025
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Reducing prison violence may have further potential advantages. There are significant 

associations between misconduct in prison and rates of subsequent (post-release) criminal 

recidivism (Cochran and Mears, 2017; Cochran, Mears, Bales and Stewart, 2014); and 

between rates of in-prison sanctions or adjudications and later recidivism (Silver and 

Nedelec, 2018). In England and Wales, there is evidence that violence during 

imprisonment is predictive of post-release reoffending (McDougall, Pearson, Willoughby 

and Bowles, 2013) although this finding has not been uniformly obtained elsewhere 

(Trulson, DeLisi and Marquart, 2011). The findings of a connection might be because of an 

individual’s history of crime and/or of violence, sometimes referred to as the ‘importation 

model’ (Irwin and Cressey, 1962). The model suggests that prisoners ‘import’ or bring into 

the prison their pre-existing attitudes, values and behaviours which in turn shapes their 

behaviour in prison.  

 

It is crucial to recognise the complexity of prison violence. Research provides some 

understanding of the different reasons for and patterns of violence. This has led to the 

development of models that capture several of its numerous facets, such as that proposed 

by Dent, Dorrell and Howard (2015) which illustrates the systemic and multi-layered nature 

and interconnections of the large number of variables involved. 

 

2.2 Aims of the review  

The REA was commissioned to locate and draw together existing research to answer the 

following three key research questions:  

• How can domestic and international evidence on prison workforce and prison 

regimes help to inform our understanding of what works to reduce violence in 

prisons? 

• How do prison workforce volumes, skills and experience impact on levels of 

violence (both prisoner on prisoner and prisoner on staff) in prisons? 

• How does time out of cells and time spent in purposeful activity impact on levels of 

violence (both prisoner on prisoner and prisoner on staff) in prisons? 

 

. 
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2.3 Scope of the review 

It was anticipated that valuable information would be obtained from research on these 

topics conducted in England and Wales, but alongside this, there was particular interest in 

work conducted in the other group of seven (G7) countries (Canada, France, Germany, 

Italy, Japan, and the United States), which have close economic and structural similarities 

to England and Wales; and also in Scandinavian countries (Denmark, Finland, Norway, 

and Sweden) which have adopted innovative approaches in their penal systems. 

Comparisons between studies conducted in other prison systems may be problematic due 

to differences between countries, their legal systems, and their prison services.  

 

This review focused on empirical studies including process, outcome, and economic 

evaluations of organisational changes or targeted interventions that might be effective in 

reducing prisoner violence, together with related systematic or rapid evidence reviews.  

 



 

9 
 

3. Approach 

3.1 Conceptual framework 

The protocol for this REA included a conceptual framework with information about the key 

terms and concepts to be investigated. This included those studies it was expected would 

help to answer the research questions and a list of definitions of the principal concepts to 

be researched. See Table 3.1. 

 

Table 3.1: Definitions 

Term Scope 

Violence Assaults on prisoners and staff 

Prison workforce Prison officers (all grades) 

Prison regime How the prison operates including scheduled routine of activities 

Prison workforce volumes Numbers of prison officers 

Prison staff skills 
 

The attributes needed by a prison officer to create a safe and 
secure environment 

Prison staff experience Number of years in post as a prison officer 

Time out of cells 
 

Broadly defined as any amount of time spent out of cell by a 
prisoner; this could alternatively be defined as opportunities for 
“association” with other prisoners, or time in education or work 
within the prison. 

 

A further concept, purposeful activity, was not separately defined but could be closely 

related to time out of cells. It includes a range of activities in which prisoners can engage, 

that are considered part of the process of rehabilitation. 

3.2 Searches 

Searches were conducted in the following eight electronic databases:  

• American Psychological Association (APA) PsycINFO 

•  

• Campbell Collaboration Library  

• Cochrane Database of Systematic Reviews  

• National Criminal Justice Reference Service (NCJRS Washington DC)  
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• Netherlands Institute for the Study of Crime and Law Enforcement (NSCR), 

Amsterdam  

• ProQuest (which collates results from 29 other databases)  

• Scopus  

• Washington State Institute of Public Policy (WSIPP) Olympia WA. 

 

Further information on the database searches is in Table 3.2. 

 

Table 3.2. List of database searches undertaken 

Database or 
website 

Search terms Number of 
items initially 

located 

Number 
retained after 

screening 

APA 
PsycINFO 

prison staff OR prison workforce AND skills AND 
prison violence 

651 44 

 prisoner violence AND staff skills or staff roles or 
staff mix 

7 0 

Campbell 
Collaboration 

prison violence 6 0 

Cochrane 
Database 

prison violence 80 3 

NCJRS, 
Washington 
DC 

All permutations of the terms: prison / corrections / 
correctional AND workforce / staff AND skills / 
experience / training 

0 0 

NSCR, 
Netherlands 

prison  
 

74 3 

ProQuest prison AND staff training AND prisoner violence 1,672 98 

 Prisoner AND purposeful activity AND violence 339 36 

Scopus prison AND staff OR workforce AND violen* 255 135 

 prison AND regime activity AND violen* 129 31 

 prison AND management AND violen* 119 54 

 prison AND purposeful activity AND violen* 2 2 

WSIPP, 
Olympia, WA 

prison workforce 
prison staff training 
prison violence 
prison regime 
purposeful activity in prison 

71 
168 
81 
50 
45 

0 
0 
0 
0 
0 

Total:  3,749 406 

 

The searches yielded a total of 3,749 located studies (“hits”), which after the first-stage 

screening reduced to 406 for fuller review. Seventeen studies found in the reference lists 
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of the downloaded articles were added, producing a total of 423 primary studies that were 

examined more closely. 

3.3 Inclusion and exclusion criteria 

The inclusion criteria were as follows: 

• Searches from 1 January 2010 to 31 March 2023.  

• Studies published in the English language (as there was no facility for translation 

from other languages).  

• Studies including adult prisoners (males and females).  

• Peer reviewed empirical studies found in scholarly journals, official government 

publications and other reports produced by reputable research agencies. 

• The full text of the documents was accessible. 

 

Exclusion criteria included: 

• General measurements of violence rather than separation of terms by the definition 

of violence for this REA.  

• No description of the relationships between different variables within the studies 

and/or a tenuous connection between the dependent variable of violence and other 

variables thus making conclusions hard to be drawn. 

• Research carried out only in the children and young people’s secure estate, mental 

health units or psychiatric hospitals. 

• Non-English text. 

 

Figure 3.1 shows the sequence of decisions made with respect to inclusion or exclusion at 

the different stages of the searches. Fourteen research reviews and 51 primary studies 

were retained. 

 

A sizeable majority of the retained studies reflect the higher level of research activity in the 

United States than anywhere else: more than half of the studies (29/51, or 57%) were 

conducted there. Other countries, in descending order by number were: England and 

Wales (6); Germany (3); Australia, Canada, and the Netherlands, (2 each); and Chile, 

Denmark, New Zealand, Slovenia, Spain, Sweden, and Switzerland (1 each).  
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Figure 3.1. Flowchart of search procedure 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

3.4 Quality appraisal  

After data extraction, the reports went through a quality appraisal (QA) process. Although 

all the retained studies had the common purpose of understanding prison violence, there 

was considerable diversity among the research designs and methods of data collection 

and analysis (including large-scale surveys, cross-sectional comparisons, psychometric 

validation, experimental studies, and qualitative research). There was therefore no single 

approach to carrying out QA. The QA methods included, amongst others, the Maryland 

Scientific Methods Scale (SMS: Farrington, Gottfredson, Sherman and Welsh, 2002) and 

the qualitative studies checklist from the Critical Appraisal Skills Programme (CASP, 

2023); and an eighteen-point checklist of quality indicators for correlational research.  

 

Appendix C in the Technical Report describes the methods of QA used and the scores 

allocated to each retained study, according to the method which was most appropriate for 

Total records located: 
3,749 

Found in reference lists: 
17 

Retained for fuller screening: 
406 

Excluded on first screening: 
3,343 

 

 

Downloaded or inspected 
more fully online: 

423 

Retained for review: 
65 

Excluded: 358 
Background material: 75 
General indiscipline: 57 

Perceptions only: 45 
Commentaries etc.: 42 

Staff/prisoner health: 41 
Importation factors only: 22 

Non-English text: 4 
Others various: 72 

 
 

Research reviews: 
14 

Primary studies: 
51 

Database and 
website 

searches: 
 APA PsycINFO 
Campbell Library 

Cochrane Database 
Scopus 

ProQuest 
NCJRS 
NSCR 
WSIPP 
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appraisal. The QA process meant that, with only a few exceptions, studies included in this 

REA were reasonably well designed, conducted and reported. Therefore, a good level of 

confidence can be applied in drawing conclusions from the published studies. Gaps in 

coverage do remain, with some of the research questions having limited evidence to 

inform answers to them. Few studies provided direct, explicit and unequivocal answers to 

the questions posed for the REA.   

3.5 Methodological limitations 

A date parameter was set to search for literature from 2010. This was partly informed by 

the availability of a previous review on prison violence (McGuire, 2018) which included 

publications from 2000. The distribution of years of publication for the retained studies was 

slightly uneven. More of the retained studies appeared in the latter part of the period 

covered: slightly over half of them (28) were published between 2018-2022. No studies 

were found from 2023, but that was likely because searches were undertaken early in the 

year (February and March 2023). 

 

The definitions of terms used show that whilst ‘prison’ was used as the main defining item 

for the location, other terms could have been employed, such as custody, gaol, 

correctional facility, or incarceration. It is possible, therefore, that some studies may have 

been overlooked. However, as searches were conducted referring to whole texts of 

studies, not solely titles, the likelihood of missing them appears minimal, and numerous 

studies without prison in the title were located. Finally, while searches were conducted in 

databases dedicated to this field, and in some government sources, the possibility that 

some studies were reported in international websites, such as those of the United Nations 

or the Council of Europe, was not investigated. That was based on an assumption that 

such sources might contain overviews or research but would be unlikely to be outlets for 

primary studies.  

 

Within the process of QA, no overall quality score was given for the studies that were 

retained. This was due to the variability of designs and therefore no single method of QA 

was applicable to all cases, making it difficult to compare individual studies with each other 

(see Technical Report, Appendix C). Assignment of their relative weight thus became 



 

14 
 

problematic when drawing conclusions about the robustness of findings. Effort has 

however consistently been made to consider this when arriving at conclusions and 

identifying implications.    
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4. Findings 

4.1 How can domestic and international evidence on prison 

workforce and prison regimes help to inform our 

understanding of what works to reduce violence in prisons? 

 

To analyse the range of material relevant to the first research question, the 51 primary 

studies were grouped into seven categories (Table 4.1). Allocation to each was 

determined by the central or most important variable or set of variables identified within 

each study. Categorisation of the studies in this way helped to understand how the 

Key findings included: 

• There is a breadth of national and international evidence on prison violence. 

Most of the evidence explored how the prison system is designed and 

managed. 

• The evidence was mixed in relation to whether violence is linked to prison 

factors such as overcrowding or whether importation factors (personal 

characteristics) are more important. Some of this inconsistency could be linked 

to differences in data collection.  

• There was little or incomplete evidence on the effectiveness of ‘technical fixes’ 

(including body worn video cameras), risk-based classification of prisoners, 

and use of sanctions and segregation used to counter prison violence.  

• There was some promising evidence on initiatives to improve prisoner 

wellbeing such as access to nature. 

• Evidence suggests that situational factors such as prisoner movement around 

the prison are important predictors of violence. 

• The effects of each of these variables appears to be additive or cumulative. It 

does not seem likely that any one of them acts in isolation and can uniquely be 

modified to reduce rates of violence.  
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domestic and international evidence could inform understanding of the factors which 

impact prison violence. Studies fell across different areas meaning it was difficult to 

separate out the effect of where changes in violence could be attributed.  

 

Table 4.1. Main categories of results1 

Area Brief description Number of 
studies retained 

System management 
and design 
 

The maximisation of safety through systems and 
controls in the prison environment, ranging from the 
provision of social supports, management of the 
prison climate through enhancement rather than 
coercion, or use of body worn video cameras or 
CCTV.  

20 

Engagement in 
purposeful activity 

Usually considered to include attendance at and 
participation in educational, work, or rehabilitation 
programmes, but could include a wide range of other 
activities. 

12 
 

Staff relationships and 
skills 

Identification of officer attitudes, skills and patterns of 
interaction and communication that are associated 
with more constructive relations with prisoners, 
including the operation of procedural justice. 

6 

Assessment and 
classification 
strategies 

Development of assessment methods for identifying 
attributes of prisoners associated with varying levels of 
risk of in-prison violence, and administration of prison 
or unit regimes according to the results. 

5 

Use of sanctions or 
segregation 
 

Control of violent misconduct by imposing penalties 
which may range from disciplinary adjudications and 
sentence extensions to the use of segregation, solitary 
confinement, or other restrictions. 

4 

Situational factors 
 

Analysis and identification of specific circumstances or 
of factors within them that may lead to risk of serious 
violent incidents, or which in contrast are associated 
with lowering of rates of conflict.  

2 

Access to nature 
 

Design of penal establishments or of prisoner routines 
that allow opportunities to access the natural 
environment and other experiences that contribute to 
well-being. 

2 

Total  51 

 

The evidence for each of these categories is explored in more detail below. Research 

questions 2 and 3 explore the evidence linked to staff relationships and skills and 

engagement in purposeful activity. These findings are set out in sections 4.2 and 4.3. 

 
1 Appendix A, in the Technical Appendix, lists the studies allocated to each of the categories and provides a 

summary of the key research method(s) used. 
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System management and design 

The factors which constitute system management involved a significant amount of 

variation. The main features of these studies related to changes in the organisation or 

management of all or part of the prison, which was anticipated to reduce violence. For 

example:   

• Research by Howard et al (2020) in Australia explored the pattern of assault 

victimisation through individual and prison level predictors. They found that both 

individual and prison level predictors accounted for patterns of violence, including the 

‘importation’ variables, such as age, prior assault victimisation and prior misconduct, 

including prisoners having a violent offence as their index offence. Other individual 

differences in daily routines and activities were also associated with incidence of 

victimisation. However this study also found that other prison-level variables did not 

have an impact on violence: “factors that could potentially affect institutional capacity 

for control such as population, crowding, and inmate turnover were not significant 

predictors of outcome” (Howard et al., 2020, p.1105).  

• Evidence on the effects of prisoner overcrowding is inconsistent, possibly due to 

differences in the methods of data collection (Steiner and Wooldredge, 2009). Analysis 

of the association between changing numbers imprisoned and the violent misconduct 

rate over a 36 month-period in 24 prisons in Pennsylvania (Glazener and Nakamura, 

2020), found the rate of both violent and non-violent misconduct rose as prison 

crowding increased. This relationship ceased above a certain level of overcrowding.   

• In a study in American prisons, Day, Brauer and Butler (2015) examined prisoner 

perceptions and experiences of coercion, including whether they had been victimised 

and their perceptions of safety, as well as support – their perceptions of prison officers’ 

effectiveness in reducing reoffending. The data analysis showed rates of prisoner 

violence increased as levels of prison-based coercion rose, i.e. a perceived ‘coercive 

prison environment’ was associated with higher levels of violence. No association was 

found between levels of perceived support and prisoner violent misconduct. This 

contrasts with other research examining the provision of greater support and 

opportunities for achieving enhanced status which had the reverse effect, of reducing 

violent infringement rates (Camp, Joy and Freestone, 2018). 
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• The application of formal administrative rules and surveillance was perceived by 

prisoners in a Canadian study to heighten levels of violence, whereas the 

establishment of informal remunerative mechanisms (the use of reward rather than 

punishment) had a more beneficial effect in lowering them (Ricciardelli and Sit, 2016). 

This was also found in a study of all 114 United States federal prisons by Bierie (2012). 

• Tahamont (2019) examined the differences in amounts and types of violations across 

minimum to maximum security prisons in California. Prisoners were distributed across 

prisons according to preliminary scores based largely on the nature of their convictions 

and offence histories. The total study sample included over 60,000 prisoners and 

compared the security levels in terms of the numbers of “serious rules violation reports” 

within each. This included actual or threatened use of force or violence. The analyses 

“fail[ed] to detect an effect of security level placement on the prevalence of serious 

rules violation reports” (p.788). The authors suggested that this may be due to officers 

using their discretion in the enforcement of the rules to maintain a calm and controlled 

environment. It was therefore difficult to establish whether the allocation to different 

security levels in itself resulted in different rates of violence. There may have been an 

underlying effect, but if so, it may have been masked or overridden by officer 

discretion. 

• There is limited evidence on the use of “technical fixes” such as CCTV (Debus-Sherrill, 

La Vigne and Downey, 2017) and body worn video cameras (Pope et al., 2020; Sydes, 

Dodd and Antrobus, 2022). Whilst there were reported changes in perceptions of safety 

by staff there were no measurable changes in rates of reports of actual incidents. 

 

Assessment and classification strategies 

Five studies explored the use of risk-based classification systems to identify prisoners who 

may be more likely to engage in prison violence. Studies described the typologies that 

were assessed, including their outcomes over a specified period. Much of this research 

remains not yet at a stage where definitive conclusions can be drawn, e.g., Andrés-Pueyo 

et al. (2017), Duwe, (2020), Hausam et al (2018) and (2020), and Kerekes et al (2018). 
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Use of sanctions or segregation 

There was little evidence from any study that the use of strict control procedures such as 

sanctions and segregation is an effective strategy for countering prison violence 

(Labrecque and Smith, 2019; Meyers, Infante and Wright, 2018; Morris, 2016). This was 

also found in a study in England and Wales (Fortescue, Fitzalan Howard, Howard, Kelly 

and Elwan, 2021).  

 

Situational factors 

Violence could be linked to prisoner movement around the prison (Sorensen, 

Cunningham, Vigen and Woods (2011). McNeeley (2021) explored the main contributing 

factors to prisoner on staff assaults compared with incidents that did not entail violence. 

The author concluded “the findings suggest that situational characteristics are more 

important predictors of violence than characteristics of either inmates or staff” (McNeeley, 

2021, p.366). 

 

Access to nature 

There is small though compelling amount of evidence that access to the natural 

environment promotes wellbeing and reduces risk of violence among prisoners (Moran et 

al. 2021; Nadkarni et al., 2017). However, data are limited and further research is needed.  
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4.2 How do prison workforce volumes, skills and experience 

impact on levels of violence (both prisoner on prisoner and 

prisoner on staff) in prisons?  

 

There are several studies which explored how prison workforce volume and skills 

impacted upon prison violence. There is also lots of research examining staff-prisoner 

relationships and procedural justice. However, no studies were identified which analysed 

the relationship between staff experience and levels of violence. 

Workforce volume  

A large-scale study of 50 prisons in Arizona (Griffin and Hepburn 2013) investigated 

differences between prisons on a system-wide basis. The authors examined the effect of 

“institutional capacity for control”, including prison officer-prisoner ratio and staff turnover 

on levels of violence. Higher staff-prisoner ratio, lower levels of staff turnover, lower staff 

vacancies and lower ‘social density’ of the prison were associated with greater stability and 

Key findings included: 

• Higher staff numbers, a stable staff cohort, and a minimal level of vacancies 

were associated with lower levels of violence. Conversely, lower staff-prisoner 

ratios were shown to increase staff stress and poorer handling of incidents and 

therefore increased the risk of violence. 

• The role of staff-prisoner relationships were important factors in the likelihood 

of self-reported and official misconduct. Denigrating attitudes towards 

prisoners by prison staff was associated with higher levels of violence. Conflict 

between prison officers was also associated with increased violence among 

prisoners.  

• Procedural justice, including perceptions of fairness of responses to prisoner’s 

complaints was an important factor in levels of violence. 

• There was no evidence found on the effect of staff composition or levels of 

prison officer experience on violence levels. 
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lower levels of violence. Similar results were found in research undertaken in Chile 

although there are very different conditions here in comparison to England and Wales 

(Sanhueza, Pérez, Candia and Urquieta, 2021). These trends may reflect the operation of 

a number of staff-related variables that are found in all prison systems, including 

occupational stress, which may have a negative impact on the ability of staff to prevent 

violent incidents or to respond appropriately to them when they occur (Jaspers et al, 2022; 

Vogel, Sauter, Vogel and Dahle, 2020). 

 

Staff skills, composition and experience 

Two studies by Trammell and colleagues (2015; 2018) found that when staff are in conflict 

with one another or undermine each other in front of prisoners, it can have notable effects 

on prisoner behaviour. Prisoners described feeling ignored during these incidents. In the 

sample of 309 prisoners, 49% reported having engaged in prison violence, and 28% said 

they had witnessed staff treating each other poorly. Staff conflict was associated with 

increased violent indiscipline among prisoners, with most prisoners citing perceived 

disrespect between staff as the principal factor leading to violent incidents against staff in 

which they were involved.  

 

In contrast, legitimate authority is more effectively exercised through conveying respect 

and through the exercise of procedural justice (the perceived fairness of the processes 

used to make decisions). In interviews with prison staff this was recognised in terms of 

how staff successfully communicated respect and avoided situations in which violence or 

other adverse consequences might arise (Trammell et al, 2015, 2018). Those findings 

accord with others obtained previously in prisons in England and Wales by Butler and 

Maruna (2009), published prior to the start date set for this review. 

 

Lerman and Harney’s (2019) large-scale study in California found that upwards of 80% of 

both male and female staff saw the importance of offering prisoners access to educational, 

vocational training, and alcohol and drug treatment programmes. Officers who held “a 

more punitive ideology of corrections” (p.234) tended to demonstrate less support for 

rehabilitation. This more punitive view was also correlated with greater likelihood of staff 

exposure to assault (Lerman and Harney, 2019). The authors concluded that it was 
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possible that some officer’s beliefs in a “more punitive ideology” rather than reform might 

contribute to higher levels of violence.  

 

Amongst the studies conducted in the USA, which formed most of the research for this 

REA, no study was found on whether there was an effect of staff composition or levels of 

experience on violence rates. Some studies included relevant information as part of the 

descriptive data on study samples but did not then analyse for any association with levels 

of prison violence. The single study which reported analysis of this was undertaken in the 

Netherlands (Beijersbergen, Dirkzwager, Molleman, van der Laan and Nieuwbeerta, 

2015). 

 

Staff-prisoner relationships 

Six studies were reviewed which examined the impact of staff-prisoner relationships and 

procedural justice on prison violence. The quality of staff-prisoner relationships has been 

shown to lead to a lower likelihood of both self-reported and registered misconduct and 

violence. A study of 240 prison units in the Netherlands (Bosma, van Ginneken, Sentse 

and Palmen 2020), showed that a positive experience of staff-prisoner relationships and of 

procedural justice meant a lower likelihood of both self-reported or registered (official) 

misconduct, compared with those who had a below average experience of these 

relationships. 

 

Some studies have found lower rates of aggression and violence in therapeutic 

communities (TCs)2 compared with other prison units, although the evidence overall is 

limited. This was found in a study in HMP Grendon (Newton, 2010) as well as in studies in 

the United States (Maglinger, Hughey and Burke, 2013) and Canada (Weinrath, Tess and 

Willows, 2021). It is not possible to explain with certainty why this may be the case. It may 

be reflective of the types of staff-prisoner relationships, institutional rules and 

environmental differences in the TC settings. In the Maglinger et al. (2013) study, the 

authors attributed the differences to the requirement of the TC that prisoners act as agents 

of change for each other’s negative behaviour.  

 
2 A Therapeutic Community (TC) is a structured, psychologically informed environment designed to help 

people with mental health difficulties, personality disorder, addictions or complex emotional / behavioural 
needs.  
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Procedural justice 

Procedural justice emerged as important in maintaining good staff-prisoner relationships, 

thereby lowering violence, in a longitudinal study of prisoners and staff from 105 Dutch 

prison units (Beijersbergen et al., 2015) and in a study in Slovenia (Meško and Hacin, 

2019). In the Dutch study, procedural justice was perceived as higher and prisoners 

perceived their treatment as fairer in units with more female officers, where there was a 

higher proportion of staff who had positive attitudes towards rehabilitation, and where there 

was a higher officer-to-prisoner ratio.  

 

Furthermore, Bierie (2013) found across 114 federal prison sites in the United States 

studied over an eight-year period, that the pattern of responses to prisoners’ complaints or 

grievances influenced rates of violence. Violence was associated with delays in 

responding to complaints, and rates of rejection of them or refusal to consider them. As 

Bierie concludes (2013, p.26) “the relationship was significant and in the direction 

procedural justice predicts (more late responses and substantive rejections corresponded 

to more violence that month, or the following month).” 

 

Numerous other factors are likely to have either direct or indirect effects on the likelihood 

of violence, such as how boundaries between prisoners and staff are managed (Cooke, 

Hall, Friedman, Jain and Wagoner, 2019; Crewe and Liebling, 2015; Crewe, Liebling and 

Hulley, 2011, 2015). These affect prisoners’ perceptions of the operation of procedural 

justice in the prison (Hacin and Meško, 2018).  
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4.3 How does time out of cells and time spent in purposeful 

activity impact on levels of violence (both prisoner on prisoner 

and prisoner on staff) in prisons? 

 

There have been several large-scale studies which examine ‘time out of cells’ (TOOC) or 

‘time in purposeful activities’ (TIPA). This includes attendance at rehabilitation 

programmes, educational and vocational courses and being in employment. There may 

not always be a clear distinction between the terms TOOC and TIPA, therefore it is often 

not possible to say which factor has the greatest impact on levels of violence.  

Prison rehabilitative programmes  

Working with a population of high-risk prisoners, Hogan, Lambert and Barton-Bellessa 

(2012) found a significant reduction in violent infractions six months following completion of 

a cognitive training programme; though this was the only significant change to emerge and 

there was no effect on general misconduct. 

 

Butler, Solomon and Spohn’s (2018) American research explored a cognitive behavioural 

programme targeting criminogenic thoughts and attitudes to promote pro-social behaviour 

in a very restrictive prison environment known as ‘restricted housing’ or segregation. The 

Key findings included:  

• There is a range of evidence on how time and out of cells, either through 

attendance at prison programmes or other purposeful activity, can impact levels of 

violence. 

• There is mixed evidence on whether time spent in educational and vocational 

courses leads to lower levels of violence. Whilst some studies found significant 

effects in reducing prison violence, others found the inverse effect. 

• As noted in section 4.1, there is some promising research that suggests a link 

between lower levels of violence and time out of cells and in the natural 

environment. However, the evidence here is less developed.  

 



 

25 
 

authors did not find any robust evidence of effectiveness once key contextual factors were 

accounted for (segregation type and time in restrictive housing), despite appearing to 

reduce misconduct in the overall matched sample. 

 

In one of the largest scale studies located in the REA, with data analysed from 487 

American state prisons, Randol and Campbell (2017) found participation in a variety of 

treatment programmes (such as substance abuse, sex offender, family and life skills, as 

well as family and life skills interventions) generally lowered levels of violence against 

other prisoners (Table 2, and text p.465). The same applied to the effect of the availability 

of public works programmes in prisons. By contrast, vocational, employment and prison 

industry programmes were associated with a higher rate of assaults by prisoners on other 

prisoners. It was unclear whether this might be a result of there being more situations of 

potential conflict and opportunities for assaults to occur, as would be predicted by routine 

activities theory.3  

 

Education, training and employment 

Educational and vocational courses found significant effects in reducing prison violence in 

two studies across prisons in Ohio, by Pompoco, Wooldredge, Lugo, Sullivan and Latessa 

(2017) and Lugo, Wooldredge, Pompoco, Sullivan and Latessa (2019), with a sample of 

92,217 prisoners. One of the programmes, ‘Thinking for a Change’ (T4C), showed that 

those who did not participate were 1.3 times more likely than programme starters and 1.7 

times more likely than programme completers to engage in prison violence.  

 

In a departure from the traditional model in which classes are delivered by qualified 

teachers, and where instead educational interventions were peer-led, findings were more 

mixed. Perry et al., (2021) found positive effects on mental health but not on violence. 

Collica-Cox (2014) in a smaller-scale study with women prisoners, found a statistically 

significant reduction in violence among those who took part in peer-led educational 

activities. 

 

 
3 Routine Activities Theory is a term coined by Lawrence Cohen and Marcus Felson in 1979. The theory 

states that a crime will occur when three elements are present – a motivated offender, a suitable target and 
the absence of capable guardians.  



 

26 
 

Some studies did not support the link between education and reductions in violence. Clark 

and Rydberg (2016) found that prisoners who attended college courses were more likely 

than those who did not attend to be written up for a major infraction. The authors 

suggested that this may be due to what they called a surveillance effect, “in which their 

participation or completion of the programs results in being written up for misconduct that 

is related to the program” (p. 338), for example by having failed to attend a designated 

session. 

 

Gathering data from a total of 46 prisons in Ohio and Kentucky, Steiner and Wooldredge 

(2014) found that male prisoners who spent more time in a prison work assignment, less 

time in recreation and had served less time in prison had lower odds of violent misconduct 

over a six-month period.  

 

An Australian study by Howard, Corben, Raudino and Galouzis (2020) also found that 

increasing time spent in employment predicted significantly lower incidence of assault, 

whereas time out of cell overall was associated with increased risk of victimisation.  
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5. Conclusions, limitations and evidence 
gaps 

The research studies included in this REA are varied and complex, and therefore drawing 

clear conclusions is challenging. Further, most of the evidence identified for this review 

comes from the United States which may influence the applicability of the conclusions 

drawn for the English and Welsh prison system. Nevertheless, the evidence base points 

towards some constructive system-wide approaches to addressing the challenge of prison 

violence. It suggests that there is no single solution to tackling the issue and requires 

multiple elements to be put into practice in combination. These include: 

 

• Overall numbers of prison staff and the staff-to-prisoner ratio are important factors 

in safe prison management. Evidence reviewed found stability, continuity of staff 

and minimisation of staff shortages to be associated with lower levels of violence.  

• The quality of the relationships between staff and prisoners, and staff behaviour in 

their interactions with prisoners and with one another are important. The review 

demonstrated the central importance of procedural justice in the management of 

prisoners and prison environments. 

• There are several key factors that can create a prison climate where violence will be 

less likely. These include clarity and communication of rules, consistent application 

of procedural justice, and respectful communication by staff. Behaviour of prison 

staff towards prisoners and each other is critical in establishing and maintaining this 

climate. 

• Staff attitudes are an important enabler, specifically that they hold and communicate 

a belief in the possibility of rehabilitation. These attributes may be best combined 

with the availability of opportunities for prisoners to participate in meaningful and 

purposeful activities outside of their cells. 

 

The “importation” model remains the dominant and most extensively researched approach 

to understanding prison violence. Many studies not included in the review (as they did not 

include the specific terms of interest for this REA – see Table 3.1) also highlight the role of 
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the prison environment as predictors of violence (Camlibel and Can, 2021; Listwan, 

Daigle, Hartman and Guastaferro, 2014; Pérez, Gover, Tennyson and Santos, 2010).  

 

Some changes in levels of violence in prison settings may be a result of external 

processes and events that are beyond the prison’s ability to control. They include, for 

example, the advent of new psychoactive drugs (Mason, Smith, Onwuegbusi and Roberts, 

2022) and legal changes, where individual prisons may not have been involved in the 

decision-making. Labrecque (2021) cites the example of an increase in levels of violence 

in the Los Angeles county jail system, which on detailed analysis appeared to be a 

consequence of changes in the law that had led to an influx of a new type of prisoner. 

 

The multitude of different factors affecting prison violence outcomes are closely related, 

and whilst some of these influence violence independently, they also interact in complex 

ways, making it difficult to establish which factors have the greatest impact on prison 

violence. This evidence review has highlighted several gaps in the evidence base, where 

evidence is lacking entirely or is not well developed.   

 

For example, no US studies specifically looked at how factors like staff composition, skills, 

training, or experience related to prisoner violence. While some studies provide data on 

staff composition, only one, conducted in the Netherlands, analysed the association 

between those variables and rates of violence (Beijersbergen et al., 2015).  
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