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The 
Research 

Team



64 PGA members recruited via ‘opt-in’ at the end of the PGA wellbeing questionnaire

Age: Range 38-60 years, Mean age 49.8 years

Gender distribution: 21 females (32.8%), 43 males (67.2%)

Ethnicity: 61/64 (95.3%) white / white British / white Scottish

Research Methodology

Participants

PGA Membership
1,038 members (interviewed 6.1%)

Gender distribution: 336 females (32%) 702 males (68%)



Measures and procedure Analysis Ethics

Semi-structured interview 
schedule devised for the 
purposes of the research

Conducted and recorded 
online, or over the phone

Thematic Analysis (Braun & 
Clarke, 2006)

University of Lincoln Ethics 
Application Service 
(Reference: 2021_6526)



Initial 
Findings

The following is an outline of our initial findings.  It 
is important to note that the data is still being 
analysed and therefore new themes will emerge 
and be further defined along the way.



How staff are feeling

Value
Impact on health

Autonomy and 
Responsibility COVID Issues

Well Being 
Approaches

Culture Impact Them and Us

Value Workload
The Future and 

Recommendations



“You're as 
disposable as the 
food containers 
from last night's 
food”



“With the prison 
service, even though 
I'm a Deputy 
Governor, I know I'm 
a five-digit number 
on a spreadsheet to 
them”



Additional 
reasons for 
not feeling 
valued

Lack of recognition

Long hours and increased workloads

Lack of reflection space and headroom

Lack of support

Lack of freedom around finances for staff 
wellbeing



“Emotional 
rollercoaster, I think 
is the only way to 
describe 
it…significantly more 
stressful”



“I think it's fair to say 
that I am less healthy 
than I have ever been.”

“My resilience has 
been absolutely tested 
to its limited limit.”



”I don't sleep very 
well at all. I'm 
working long days, so 
consequently I'm not 
eating how I would 
normally eat”



“As the governor of the 
prison, particularly at 
the start, I felt a huge 
responsibility on my 
shoulders…more under 
pressure than I ever 
have been in my 
career”



“Right at the beginning, 
[of the] pandemic, it felt 
like freedom. It felt like 
when I was originally a 
Prison Governor, because 
nobody really knew what 
was happening. And 
basically, all I got from my 
boss was, do your best.”



“It is just contrasting to me that I 
have to spend weeks and weeks 
and weeks of time, trying to 
convince people that it's alright 
for me to move to level three, or 
it's alright for me to move to level 
two. But when actually the only 
time I really have autonomy, is 
when I've got a major problem. 
And then it's kind of like you're 
left to get on with it . . .”



• “That trust is really 
important . . . [so] 
establishments are trusted to 
run their own prisons.”

• “…somebody shouldn't be 
labelled [as a Maverick] just 
because they're trying to do 
something nice for the staff 
group.”



“I think the relationship between 
headquarters and prisons is very 
pathological. Very bad. And nobody's got 
an oversight of it… from the perspective 
of prison, you get 101 demands, from 101 
different people, none of whom are 
taking into account the other 100 people. 
And nobody is really taking systemic 
control of that, and the implications of 
that, and the way that it takes your 
attention off what matters. So, it creates 
huge pressures, you stop managing the 
real risks, because you're managing 
somebody else's imagined risks.”



”Wider headquarters 
just disappeared. 
And they were firing 
off all this guidance, 
policy, everything but 
we had nothing to 
help us with it. And it 
felt very lonely”.



“We don't necessarily 
understand the pressures 
on non-operational 
people at headquarters, 
but equally they don't 
understand the pressures 
on us...[there] needs to 
be a better appreciation.”



“COVID has had a massive impact on 
headquarters. I've sat in that 
Governor's seat, and I know how 
hard it is. And when you layer COVID 
on top, I do appreciate how hard it 
is. I just wanted to get everybody to 
recognise that actually, we were all 
affected by the pandemic and I'm 
still supporting my frontline 
colleagues from headquarters. And I 
didn't want the PGA to forget that.”



• Staff sickness – higher than usual and 
now a culture with a lower threshold 
for sickness

• Regime pressures

• Lack of experienced staff (exacerbated 
by McCloud judgment)

• A ‘perfect storm’ moving out of 
restrictions with inexperienced staff

• Will I regain my motivation 

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-SA

http://a-fib.com/seven-ways-to-cope-with-fear-and-anxiety-a-fib/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/


The impact of how 
staff are feeling

• Work-life balance

• Unhealthy coping e.g.,
increased alcohol 
consumption

• Impact on relationships

• Disenchantment



“I don't want to be here 
anymore . . . tomorrow, if 
you [told] me that I could 
leave the prison service, I 
would walk out of the 
jail.”

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-NC-ND

http://www.justwalkedby.com/2016/03/walking-out-the-door/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/3.0/


“I've lost sight of why I'm 
still doing it. You know, 
why do I still do this job, 
that I could be paid 
better doing something 
else, and probably be 
healthier.”



“I feel let down by a 
service that I've given 
[those] years to, I feel 
they let me down... now, 
it's just a job. Now it just 
pays the bills.”



“We want it to be better. 
And I don't want to leave. I 
shouldn't have to, you know, 
I wouldn't. I don't want to 
leave. But there were things 
in my head that made me 
think, is this really for me in 
the long term?” 



• Dedicated wellbeing days

• Family fun days 

• Staff nominations to receive 
small tokens of appreciation 

• Provision of outside exercise 
areas

• Support to help increase fitness

• Counselling support



“We do get a support within the group once a month. They 
have a session where you can have a chat with a woman 
there who was absolutely brilliant”

“I don't know what they could offer genuinely like we do 
wellbeing days. People hate them. They hate them, 
because they're like, that was a tick-box exercise. And 
that's very much how the prison service sees it. So, we do a 
lot of things around staff wellbeing, but we don't really 
listen to what staff wants”.

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-ND

http://thetelecareblog.blogspot.com/2012/04/tick-box-telecare-its-coming-to-you.html
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nd/3.0/


“I think they were calling it 
structured professional support for 
a lot of managers, but for 
governors specifically. So, I've had a 
couple of those sessions with sort 
of talking through, you know, my 
role and my pressures with 
somebody. I haven’t found it very 
useful if I'm really honest, but, you 
know, still it's been offered and it's 
been there” 



“...the lady that we can talk to 
every month is really supportive 
and really helpful. Trouble 
is...that's just once a month. 
[You can feel] alright, on the 
day, but absolutely sh*t the 
next day, you've got to wait a 
whole month" 

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY

https://yourbasic.org/golang/day-month-year-from-time/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/3.0/


• Many who had used it thought 
that it was good.

• Some didn’t feel they were the 
sort of people to open up

• Some wouldn’t use it for fear 
of ‘being found out’ and 
labelled

• Fear of opening Pandora’s box. 

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY

https://fabiusmaximus.com/2013/12/10/benghazi-iraq-wars-59976/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/3.0/


• “I did counselling through the 
PAM assist national team. But 
then it got to a certain point 
where they stopped paying for 
it, after certain sessions they 
say no more, no matter where 
you were, I really needed it at 
the time it stopped.” 

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY

https://www.choosehelp.com/topics/counseling/the-different-types-of-counselors-2013-which-kind-of-counselor-do-you-need
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/3.0/


“ . . . there was something I wanted to get off my chest. I 
had a very small little time to squeeze that in and rang 
them up. And then you know, fair enough. ‘What's your 
name? What's your date of birth? Five minutes of 
demographic questions. ‘Oh, we can't speak to you now. 
We can get somebody to call you back tomorrow’. I 
said, ‘Look, I've got seven minutes until dinners on the 
table. I can't talk to you tomorrow, give me seven 
minutes. But no, you just sort of assume people will speak 
to you when you call.” 



“This has been enormously cathartic for 
me, just having a safe space to exercise 
my concerns and thoughts. But just 
having the opportunity to have a safe 
space to say these things. Because we're 
not afforded this luxury, very often. I 
think it's more difficult for younger 
members of the SMT to have this 
opportunity to be candid, because their 
careers can stand or fall from the 
comments they make.”

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY

http://www.flickr.com/photos/75001512@N00/6062064465/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/3.0/


Better communications, relationships and understanding 
between Headquarters and prison staff.

Return of trust and autonomy.

Access to some funds/resources to implement 
wellbeing activities.

Having the confidence to share more. 



“I think there should be really strategic work 
with people at the initial training, to help them 
think about how to engage with the support, 
probably to run a few sessions, even if all the 
stress that they're going through at that point is 
getting through college, but just 
to socialise people into it. And one of the things 
I'm really interested by is the difference 
between psychologists and prison officers, 
there is something about the professional 
training of a psychologist that teaches them to 
engage with supervision without any sense of 
shame. And also, understands that this is my 
professional responsibility. If I don't do this, I'm 
a less effective professional”. 



“ . . . there isn't a magic 
solution, I’m the governor of a 
prison. It’s a tough ask. I've 
signed up to that. And it's 
COVID and it's nobody's fault. I . 
. . [need] to be honest with 
myself about you know, where's 
my kind of breaking point? And 
how close am I to it?”



Further emerging research themes

Bullying/control Trauma Exhaustion Macho culture

Mental health 
stigma

IT issues Covid legacy
Lack of staff 

training



How representative are the initial findings?

Are there people who feel unable to talk to us?

Have some people been unable to interview due to working hours?

How have wellbeing initiatives been experienced/interpreted at ground level?

What do we need to do next to ensure that those who have spoken to us have been heard?

Further questions for potential exploration



Next Steps

Full report to PGA early 2022, with recommendations

Presentation to MoJ People Group

Presentation to HMPP Strategic, Planning and Performance 
Directorate

Publication in peer-reviewed journal(s)



Thank you 
for listening

Any 
questions?


