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Abstract 
 

This thesis explores the experiences of forensic psychologists who are employed 

within the contemporary prisons of England and Wales. It is concerned with their 

occupational morality and perspectives, their experiences of power, as well as the 

emotional impact of their prison work. Since 1992 there has been a fundamental 

increase in the demand for, and expansion of, psychological services within the 

prison system of England and Wales. In this period, they have become central to a 

pervasive and unchecked form of penal power. The expanded role, and subsequent 

power, of forensic psychologists has been noted by many penal commentators and 

researchers. However, much of this commentary has focused on the perspective of 

the prisoner or the nature and efficacy of their practices. This study is the first to 

provide a sociological and qualitative account of the practitioners themselves, and 

how they simultaneously occupy both a position of power and one of vulnerability. 

This thesis offers original insight into, and a novel contribution to, the extant 

literature in four ways: Firstly, it provides a typology of forensic psychologist values 

and professional perspectives for those employed within prisons; Secondly, it 

explores the occupational vicissitudes that this population face and how these variant 

moral positions result in differing ways of experiencing and coping with them. This 

extends the evidence on emotional labour and introduces the concept of emotive 

labour; Thirdly, it explains the realities of how these distinct ‘types’ both respond to 

the power of the establishments in which they work and the manner in which they 

wield their own professional power. It also highlights the notion of disciplinary 

capital and its relationship to psychological expertise and explains how these are 

fundamental elements of contemporary carceral power; and finally, it elucidates the 

manner in which the very gendered nature of a prison, and the cultures therein, can 

impact on female forensic psychologists and evoke particular armouring and 

avoidance coping strategies. 
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Introduction 
 

 

The control of individuals, this sort of punitive penal control of individuals at the level of their potentialities, 

could not be performed by the judiciary itself; it was to be done by a series of authorities other than the 

judiciary ... a whole network of institutions of surveillance and correction ... the psychological, psychiatric, 

criminological, medical and pedagogical institutions for correction. 

Foucault (1994a: 57) 

 
 

I think from a psychology point of view, working within a prison, you have got a range of role 

conflicts that you have not necessarily got in other institutions. 

Participant Forensic Psychologist 

 

 

Prisons stand as a totem of a state’s control and dominance. In them exist a confluence of 

differing forms of power. Those in our society deemed to have breached the tenets of our 

social contract are consigned to these institutions. In England and Wales, with its neo- 

liberal political economy, we demand that the prison take these individuals and remake 

them into conforming and contributing citizens. It is within the confines of these penal 

monoliths that we, as a society, expect, or even demand, that prisoners be both punished 

and remade. Forensic psychologists have come to inhabit a central role in these conflicting 

processes. They are tasked, utilising a nascent and flawed disciplinary power, with both 

serving the punitive and disciplinary interests of the prisons in which they serve, and 

bringing about the reformation of prisoners that society demands. As a profession they 

have become both harbingers of change and adjuncts of penal power. 

Examining how psychological power manifests within, and influences experience of, the 

carceral habitus allows us to gain a greater understanding of the prison as an entity and its 

role in our lives. However, forensic psychologists in prisons and their staff culture are 

overlooked in terms of contemporary prison sociology. Little is known about this specific 

sub-group of prison staff. Other staff groups such as prison officers (Liebling et al 2011; 

Tait 2011; Nylander et al 2011, Crawley 2004), prison governors/managers (Bennett 2016; 

Liebling and Crewe 2013; Bryons 2008) and even prison health and drug workers (Kolinid 

et al 2015, Walsh 2009; McDonald and Fallon 2008) have been subjected to an 

investigatory gaze the prison psychologist has not. There is a distinct lack of knowledge 

regarding their culture, how they interact with the wider institution, how they perform their 



10  

multiple roles, how they experience the prison, and what role they play in prison’s 

confluence of power. This thesis is concerned with addressing this lacuna of knowledge 

and adding to the rich literature on prison staff. 

A significant increase in the demand for and expansion of psychological services occurred 

within prisons in England and Wales between 1992-2007. As one prisoner noted, in 

Crewe’s (2009: 118) study of the prisoner social world: ‘psychologists have taken over the 

prison in the last ten years’. Overwhelmingly, these services have been provided by 

specialist forensic practitioners (Towl 2003). I bore witness to this expansion, and its 

consequence. In 1992, at the age of 17, I entered the prison system of England and Wales 

as an HMP1  sentenced prisoner. At that time, especially in Young Offender Institutions, 

the only psychologists you encountered were those who had a counselling, or a clinical, 

role. They were, from a prisoner’s perspective, on your side. They were there to help. 

Their power was minimal and reflective of other non-uniformed and health related staff. 

However, the next 12 years saw psychological services shift from a minor institutional 

entity concerned with helping prisoners and providing the odd pre-trial report to an 

entrenched and powerful discipline that influenced all aspects of the carceral lifeworld. 

 

I witnessed first-hand the growth in numbers, the expansion of role, and the embedding of 

this professional practice into the very fibre of the contemporary prison. By the time of my 

parole in 2004 they were no longer a benign entity. They had become a group of staff who 

wielded a great deal of unchecked power. Unchecked, because unlike with other prison 

staff who have formal systems of check and balance to mitigate their power, there is no 

recourse to the power of psychology in prisons, nor is there any avoiding it. It is pervasive. 

So pervasive that the very discourse of forensic psychology now infuses the very narrative 

habitus (Fleetwood 2016) of prisoners and shapes all aspects of their identity performance 

(Warr 2019). However, their power is not only pervasive, it is also profound. As I have 

highlighted elsewhere (Warr 2008) on the say so of a forensic psychologist your 

relationships with other prisoners and with staff, your role and activities within the prison, 

and your very future could be disrupted and destroyed. Psychological pronouncements 

carry a great deal of symbolic weight and can have devastating and unescapable 

consequences for prisoners, especially indeterminately sentenced prisoners. The 

proclamations of forensic psychologists can condemn these prisoners to years of extra, or 

 

1  Her Majesty’s Pleasure. An indeterminate sentence given to juveniles. 
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even permanent, incarceration. Given that there are currently 10,000+ indeterminately 

sentenced prisoners in England and Wales (MoJ 2018), forensic psychologists wield a 

particular, pervasive and potent power over a significant number of our prisoners. 

 

Crewe (2007) has argued that there is considerable need for further research on the role  

and influence of forensic psychologists in prison (see also Liebling 2004). He argues their 

power over the future lives of prisoners means that psychologists have, in the eyes of some 

prisoners, come to be central to an absolutist yet partial nexus of soft power (Crewe 2007; 

2009). Indeed, some forensic psychologists themselves have expressed discomfort about 

the changing nature of their role, the demands placed upon them, their colleagues and 

indeed their profession (Brown et al 2015; Crighton and Towl 2008.). Witnessing the 

infestation of this power into the contemporary prison left a lasting impression on me and a 

desire to understand both the source of their power and the influence of this professional 

group. Coupled to this motivation was a growing awareness that although we had some 

understanding of other prison staff and how they experienced power and the institution, 

those to whom I had felt subject were absent from this story. This struck me as a glaring 

omission, and one I sought to redress. 

 

The expansion in numbers of forensic psychologists employed within our prisons is an 

outcome of several inter-related factors. Firstly, since 1993 the number of people being 

committed to prison has almost doubled (MoJ 2018) and the number of people serving 

indeterminate sentences has also increased in the wake of the Criminal Justice Act of 2003 

(Cavadino and Dignan 2007). These factors have created greater case-loads, and thus more 

bureaucracy, for psychology departments throughout Her Majesty’s Prison and Probation 

Service (HMPPS). A further factor has been an overt commitment to the ideals of public 

protection that have come in the wake of the 2003 Criminal Justice Act and the report into 

the case of Anthony Rice, a paroled life sentenced prisoner who went on to kill whilst 

under probation supervision (HMIP 2006). This shift, and the corresponding expectations 

of the Ministry of Justice, the Parole Board and the Prison Service authorities, has 

impacted directly upon psychologists employed in our prisons. The duties and procedures 

of risk-monitoring, risk-assessment and programme delivery have now overtly 

supplemented existing responsibilities for the majority of psychologists employed in our 

prisons. In 2011 the development of an Offender Personality Disorder (OPD) pathway 

(NOMS 2015) involving both the Ministry of Justice and the Department of Health also 
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involved some changes to psychological practice in prisons – especially the 

Psychologically Informed Planned Environments (PIPEs – see Appendix). These changes 

in ethos and practice have affected the nature and level of work faced by psychologists in 

prisons and have directly resulted in a new range of occupational, institutional, and 

individual pressures. 

 
Fitzgibbon (2007), as well as Towl (2004), have noted the importance of understanding 

both the risk assessment process that is central to modern penal practice (Litwack and 

Schlesinger 1999; O’Malley 2005) and the impact that it has on those who are responsible 

for administering it. It is inevitable that an increased and altered workload, set against the 

backdrop of a constrained and austerity focused prison, will impact on the occupational and 

professional lives of those psychologists who work there. Further to these issues is the 

continuing ‘bad press’ that psychologists working within the prison system of England and 

Wales receive through the national prisoner newspaper Inside Time. The almost constant 

negative rhetoric and vitriol contained within these pages can be both incredibly personal 

and intense. Given the nature of psychological power in the prison and the numbers subject 

to it this is perhaps understandable. However, at the time that this research began, many 

psychologists felt besieged by the negativity that was being directed towards them (Maruna 

2011, Warr 2008). This factor highlights that though wielders of incredible power these 

psychologists also felt vulnerable within the context of the prison. They seemed to occupy 

mutually exclusive positions – being both central to a wide reaching, pervasive, unchecked, 

and inescapable penal power whilst simultaneously being vulnerable and powerless. How 

can such a situation be explained? This question highlights the need to understand this 

population, their experiences, and how they manage their carceral employment in far 

greater depth than has hitherto been achieved. This question forms the foundation for this 

thesis. 

 
Despite these concerns much of the literature surrounding forensic psychology is 

practitioner-authored and falls into two broad categories. The first focuses largely on the 

development, mechanics, and tools of risk assessment, programme delivery, training, and 

creating rehabilitative ways of working (e.g. Mann, et al 2018; Clarke et al 2004; 

Friendship et al 2002; Mann and Riches 1999; etc.). The second comprises evidence-based 

investigations into both the efficacy of those assessments and programmes and the best 

practice for their delivery (Adler and Gray 2010; Stephen et al 2006; Liell 2004; Andrews 
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and Bonta 2003). What has been lacking from this academic discourse is any in-depth, 

sociological, and generative studies which focus upon the practitioners themselves, their 

role in the contemporary prison, their motivations, their perspective on their relationships 

with the prisoners whom they assess and the impact of the environment and work on their 

emotional selves. Brown et al (2015) in their book Forensic Psychology: Theory, 

Research, Policy and Practice and the Ministry of Justice’s (2018) promotional videos 

exploring the experience of forensic psychological work in prisons come closest to 

addressing some of these issues. However, as the Brown text is introductory many of these 

issues are only afforded a brief examination and the MoJ videos are promotional and thus 

of limited value. Therefore, it remains the case that, in both the practitioner and wider 

psychological and criminological literature, the experiences of the psychologists 

themselves has had limited attention. Therefore, this study represents an original 

contribution to the growing body of work surrounding the nature, disposition and values of 

penal staff. This study redresses the gap in the relevant literature by exploring how 

forensic psychologists in the employ of the Prison Service2 experience their professional 

world. 

 

The core aims of the research have been to explore the following questions: firstly, how is 

psychological power formulated, what recognition is there of the power inherent to their 

role and profession, and how do psychologists experience the power of the institution to 

which they belong? Secondly, just who are the psychologists who are employed within our 

penal institutions and what motivates them to join this profession? Thirdly, how do these 

psychologists derive occupational satisfaction and what are the barriers to doing so? 

Fourthly, what impact does performing psychological work in the prison have on their 

personal and emotional lives? Lastly, I was interested in how they experience the 

relationships they have with both prisoners and their fellow staff. 

 
At the time of the fieldwork psychological services within the Prison Service were going 

through a structural reorganisation (see Appendix). This process involved moving from a 

localised to a regional model of service delivery which impacted on the experiences of 

many of those interviewed and was a significant source of interest for some and worry for 

others. However, due to the vagaries of the structuring and management of the prison 

 

 

2  From here on in referred to as prison psychologists. 
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estate this changed model of service was not implemented as fully as was originally 

planned. There have also been a number of subsequent changes that psychologists in the 

employ of the Prison Service have had to contend with. These have included changes to 

service delivery, operational requirements, the prison population, governance structure of 

the institution, technologies, crises, and parole diktats. Therefore, whilst this upheaval does 

have some pertinence to some of the experiences outlined in this research, the majority are 

concerned with more general and lasting themes that relate to the lived experiences of 

prison psychologists. 

 

The research was fully qualitative and involved what I define as Appreciative Informed 

Inquiry (AII) as it partly included principles of an Appreciative Inquiry (Cooperrider et al 

2007). As is often the case with such approaches, those interviewed contrasted their 

positive experiences with their more negative experiences resulting in a much richer 

tapestry of experience than would have been otherwise possible. The results of the 

research are based upon 20 semi-structured interviews where the volunteers, drawn from 

different areas and regions of the Prison Service of England and Wales, were asked about 

their working life and experiences within the modern prison and their relationships with 

both prisoners and other members of staff. One member of staff who was interviewed later 

withdrew their consent and their account is thus omitted from this research. A further nine 

people, who had in one way or another been responsible for the development of 

contemporary prison psychological services in England and Wales, were interviewed who 

could offer further historical and operational context to the research. Information from 

these 9 individuals underpins much of the discussion on the history and development of 

psychological services in HMPPS. 

The primary contribution of this thesis to the field of criminology and prison sociology is 

four-fold: Firstly, a broader understanding of how disciplinary discourses both informs and 

shapes penal power. Also, how those who wield extensive penal power can also be 

extremely vulnerable to other forms of penal power within the contemporary prison. 

Secondly, the development of a typology of values and professional perspectives for this 

occupational group which allows us to understand variance in professional practice. 

Thirdly, the development of a distinction between emotional and emotive labour. Here the 

former is defined as the process of working with one’s own emotions; the latter is the 

processes of working with the emotions of others. This involves an exploration of how the 
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occupational vicissitudes that this population face, given the variant moral positions, result 

in differing ways of experiencing and coping with the prison. This provides a hitherto 

unknown account of how these prison staff members perceive and derive job satisfaction 

and conversely experience stress. Fourthly, I provide an explanation of how these distinct 

‘types’ both respond to the power of the establishments in which they work, the manner in 

which they wield their own professional power, and how their discipline creates and 

promulgates a form of symbolic capital I refer to as disciplinary capital. As psychologists 

sit at the intersections of varying power relations in terms of the prison and wider criminal 

justice system this provides a novel understanding of modalities of power and discourse. 

Finally, the manner in which the gendered nature of the prison can impact on female 

forensic psychologists is elucidated. This adds to the wider literature on gender relations 

within the prison and provides a greater understanding of how many female staff can be 

unprotected, and indeed victimised, within the confines of the prison. 

 

The thesis is split into two broad sections which separate the explication of the theoretical 

underpinnings of the study and the discussion on its substantive findings. The first section 

(chapters two and three) establishes the theoretical framework upon which the research is 

built, a description of the historical events, policies and practices that have given birth to 

modern psychological practices within the British penal system and describes the 

methodology and research design employed in the study. As such, Chapter two is 

concerned with both an exploration of the theoretical literature that was deemed relevant to 

this study as well as a historical explanation of how psychological, and then later forensic 

psychological, services developed within the Prison Service of England and Wales. This 

will include a discussion of the medicalization of deviance within society (Conrad 2007; 

Conrad and Schneider 1992) and how these positivistic discourses have shaped the 

contemporary penal landscape and ideations of power and expertise within prisons. This 

chapter also explores the literature on prison staff cultures, defines Emotional Labour and 

the specifics of the emotional labour that psychologists engage in. 

Chapter three provides a full discussion and justification for the study’s research design 

and methods. As noted above, the research was exclusively qualitative and adopted some 

principles of an Appreciative Inquiry. Being outside of the institution and formulating 

research questions that sought to understand culture rather than best practices led to the 

development of an Appreciative Informed Inquiry rather than a full Appreciative Inquiry. 
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This chapter explores the distinction between these two methods and the justification for 

adopting the latter, in terms of the research aims and objectives. I also explore the benefits 

of this approach and the ways that this method enabled me to engage with a defensive and 

embattled population. It will also detail the various changes that this research has 

undergone since its initial inception. This chapter will also involve a discussion of some of 

the novel ethical issues encountered whilst conducting this study. 

The second broad section details the substantive results of the research. Chapter four 

describes the varying psychologist types that can be found working within the modern 

prison system and establishes a central hypothesis. The moral and occupational positions 

of those interviewed, whilst an unintended area of exploration, became immediately 

evident and could be categorised in terms of four distinct ‘types’. These types, Humanists, 

Functionalists, Utilitarians and Retributivists correspond to a particular moral and 

occupational outlook. This analysis also sets the groundwork for later discussions as each 

type (other than when issues of gender experience arise) responds to and perceives the 

prison, their profession, occupational satisfaction, and their role and power in type-specific 

ways. 

Chapter five, on ‘Occupational Experiences’, explores the emotional and emotive labour 

that underpins both positive and negative aspects of forensic psychological practice in 

prisons. Relating to each of the types described in chapter four this explores how each type 

derives job satisfaction and what constitutes a good day or experience. This chapter will 

explore the day-to-day working life of psychologists and elucidate their relationship to the 

products of their labour, the intellectual and professional challenges they enjoy, and the 

forms of pro-sociality and support that psychologists experience. The chapter will also 

explain the negatives of occupational and ontological ambiguity, occupational pressures 

that arise from working within the Prison Service, and the hindrances to job satisfaction. 

This will involve some analysis on work place stress and the associated emotion work 

(Nylander et al 2011, Mann and Cowburn 2005) that this can engender. Lastly, the chapter 

will explore and analyse some of the more harmful occupational experiences reported by 

participants and the impact of such experiences on the emotional lives of psychologists 

beyond the prison. 

Chapters six and seven explore the core contention of the thesis and explicate how forensic 

psychologists are both incredibly powerful within the penal landscape yet also vulnerable 
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adjuncts of power. Specifically, it analyses psychologists as both wielders of a particular, 

discursive form of penal authority and as subjects of the wider authority of the 

establishments in which they work. The first of these two chapters examines psychologists 

as wielders of power and the ways that the various types perceive and respond to this 

reality. It will also involve a discussion on the psychologist as an expert and net producer 

of disciplinary capital, the bureaucratic forms of power associated with psychology in 

prisons, and the coercive nature of psychology in prisons and how this can create issues of 

ethical and moral blindness. Chapter seven explores how psychologists experience the 

power of the institution itself, the way this constrains their practice, and how this can 

further affect them. This involves a discussion on the issues of territoriality in relation to 

other expert groups within the prison. This chapter will also explore the problems, such as 

bullying and intimidation, which psychologists can encounter from the uniform staff. 

Lastly, this chapter examines how the problems of impositional and isolational uniform 

staff dominance affects the occupational environment of the psychologist. 

Chapter eight is concerned with the gendered nature of the prison how this impacts upon 

the working environment and experiences of prison psychologists. This chapter aims to 

explore the form, function, and impact of the gendered environment on both those male 

and female psychology employees of HMPPS. This will include looking at both the 

gendered constraints and burdens that female psychologists experience at work, the sexism 

they encounter in the workplace, and the sexualised gossiping and propositioning that they 

can be subjected to. The chapter will also discuss the coping strategies that female 

psychologists employ in order to navigate working in the prison. These are split into two 

distinct forms: armouring and avoidance both of which result in differing forms of both 

emotional and emotive labour. 

The conclusion summarises the key findings of the research and links the theoretical 

argumentation to some of the implications of these findings for both HMPPS and social 

science more widely. For instance, how the differing typologies result in there not being a 

unified psychological practice and what this may mean for the management of 

psychological services. A further issue arises from the identification of work place stress 

and the bullying and harassment that staff can experience and what this may mean for rates 

of attrition (Rayner et al 2001) and management’s duty of care towards their staff. Focus 

will also be given to some of the problems that have arisen in the course of this study and 

how they could be avoided or mitigated against in future. It will also identify areas of 
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research that have emerged from this study which warrant more in-depth investigation. To 

this end, some recommendations for the testing of the proposed typology will be discussed 

including how replication of this study is necessary in order to corroborate the findings and 

develop best practice in the management and protection of psychologists who are members 

of HMPPS staff. There will also be some discussion of the implications of this study with 

regard to the wider body of literature on prison staff. 
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2. Literature Review and Historical Context 
 

 

The aim of this chapter is threefold: The first is to describe the genesis of psychological 

services within the Prison Service since the Second World War. The second is to track 

changes in broader social and penal trends as positivistic notions of human behaviour re- 

emerged into the penal landscape in this same period. Such trends influenced modes of 

penal policy by embedding a relationship between risk, the management of deviance, and 

specialised discourses. The third aim is to develop an understanding of other prison staff 

cultures and the emotion work that the prison necessitates. This interrelated material will 

establish the theoretical foundation upon which this thesis sits. 

 
Medicalisation of Society and Deviance 

 

 

The history of forensic psychology in the British penal context is closely tied to the 

medicalization of deviance within contemporary Western societies. Conrad (2007) notes 

that the processes of medicalization within society were emergent in discussions on the 

conceptualisation and ‘treatment’ of deviance which arose in the 1960s (see also Pitts 

1968). However, these processes were far more prevalent in society than just in the realm 

of deviance and social control (Conrad 2007). Quoting the work of Clarke et al (2003), he 

argues that the expansion of the socio-medical jurisdiction into areas of public/private life 

has been one of the most fundamental changes to Western life to occur in the last century. 

He argues that this expansion of jurisdiction has resulted in progressively more areas of 

social life and greater numbers of citizens coming under the purview of expert and 

professional medical discourse. Medicalization processes involve three fundamental 

practices: the first is when non-medical problems are ‘defined in medical terms’ (Conrad 

2007:5); the second is when they are ‘understood through the adoption of a medical 

framework’ (p.8) and lastly when these issues attract, or are treated with, a ‘medical 

intervention’ (p.9). 

 
Allied to these processes come associated forms of research and the evolution of 

treatments which only consolidate the medicalization of the particular human problem 

(Gatens 1996). For example, Bowles et al (2001) in their discussion of earnings and 

workplace productivity note that workplace behavioural dynamics are increasingly defined 
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in terms of medicalized criteria, so a behavioural treatment/intervention industry now 

dominates in this sphere. This leads to Conrad’s (2007) final point in that his identified 

tripartite process often results in both the dominance and the privileging of the medicalized 

discourse as it offers vested groups (companies, institutions, society, etc.) both a means of 

identifying and classifying the problem and then providing the means of treating it. These 

are the processes of discursive power discussed by Foucault in his seminal text Madness 

and Civilisation (1964). However, as with Foucault’s discussion of madness and perceived 

deviancies the processes of medicalization are not always without controversies. For 

instance, as Bayer (1987) and then D’Emilio (2002) discuss, before an eventual divorce, 

the relationship between homosexuality and medicalization (especially in relation to the 

American Psychiatric Society) has been long, bitter, and particularly controversial. 

 
The entanglements of deviance with notions of medicalization are far more dense, 

intricate, and compounded, especially with regard to criminality, than with most other 

social or human problems (Conrad and Schneider 1992). They, along with Timmermas and 

Gabe (2002), note that the medicalization of crime and deviance can be clearly linked to 

the growth of neo-positivistic movements in the study of crime. Herein classification, 

aetiology, and treatment of criminality become the fundamental goals (Newburn 2007), 

which further entrenches these medicalization practices. This establishes ‘regimes of truth’ 

and significant modalities of power (Foucault 1994c). Whilst Conrad and Schneider (1992) 

give a number of examples in order to emphasise their point, including opiate 

addiction/treatment and delinquent hyperactivity and treatment, perhaps their most 

compelling account is the relationship between notions of the ‘born’ criminal and the 

control of crime through medicalized interventions. 

The distinct shift from a classical ontology, the criminal as rational actor, to one where 

psychological, neurological, and even genetic processes are deemed the causes of crime 

allows for the medicalization process (Conrad and Schneider 1992). This is because these 

factors are, a priori, perceived as existing within a medical realm and therefore, the 

solutions to these causes are to be found in the medical interventions that the related 

research fields can produce. It is here that we see the traces of Lombrosian (1876) 

positivism as it permeates through into more modern and quasi-scientific ideations of what 

crime is, who the criminal is, and how we ought to treat them. Though early biological 

positivism has been largely discredited (Gibson 2002), it has given rise to both the notions 
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that the ‘criminal’ is an objective and distinctive ‘type’ as well as an entity that can be 

studied scientifically. We see this influence through from the early biological works of 

Dugdale (1877), who posited that crime was hereditary after his study of the Jukes family, 

to Lange’s (1931) study on twins in Crime as Destiny, in the psychologically positivist 

work of Yochelson and Samenow’s (1976) The Criminal Personality, and to the more 

contemporary Developmental Criminology work that we see today (Newburn 2007). 

The defining characteristics of positivist criminology, whilst somewhat controversial and 

contested (Bottoms 2000), have some overarching themes. These include the adoption of a 

scientific method notionally drawn from the natural and physical sciences. Crime becomes 

a distinct and real phenomenon that is capturable via investigation. Crime is caused by 

some factor, or set of factors, that lie beyond the rationality of the individual. Criminality 

is likely to be determined if these factors are present but not mitigated. The criminal is 

different from the non-criminal, and criminality can be reduced, or mitigated against, if the 

criminogenic factors which lead to it are treated by an appropriate intervention (Tierney 

2010). In this sense, the links between positivist criminology and the medicalization of 

deviance become clear. 

Sim (1990), drawing heavily on the historicism of Foucault, conducted an analysis of the 

advent, entrenchment, and promulgation of medicalized practices within British prisons 

from the late 18th Century through to the late 20th Century. Like Foucault (1975) and 

Ignatieff (1978), his choice of a historical method allowed him to challenge extant notions 

that the reforms that the prison had undergone (including the introduction of a prison 

medical service) in the period concerned were solely benevolent in nature or effect. He 

focused particularly on the following themes: the notions of discipline, regulation, and 

exclusion, which are integral to ‘medical’ disciplines within carceral institutions, and the 

ways that these relate to the wider issues of regulation and struggle in society (Sim 1990). 

He notes that medical practice within the penal setting evolved as a further means of 

achieving the control concerns of the establishment. He argues that, as with all 

professional groups who staff institutions, their presence is a direct consequence of a 

burgeoning structure of discipline. Such structures fragment and individualise the prisoner 

population into entities who are sorted, accounted for, and controlled. The introduction of 

medical staff to the prison further consolidates and entrenches extant processes of 

fragmentation because of the individuated documentation, personal focus, and penetrative 

surveillance, on both body and mind. However, at the same time as individualising the 
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prisoner through practice Sim notes that it also homogenises them into a single narrow 

‘offender’ category (which includes sub-sets of ‘offender’ identities) which denies the 

reality of their individuality and subjective experiences. 

 
Much of the ‘discourse’ that envelops medical practice in prisons is concerned with 

employing their specific advice and expertise in order to achieve the ‘normalisation’ of 

those confined (Sim 1990). This trend is particularly true of forensic psychology where 

much of the practitioner literature, as well as formal discourse, is either predicated on 

practices and theories of change or evaluations of those practices (see Bartol and Bartol 

2015; Gavin 2014; Adler and Gray 2010; BPS 2010; Pakes and Winstone 2007; Watkins 

1992; etc.) This ‘normalisation’ involves diverse practices geared towards creating or 

moulding, echoing Goffman (1961), the ‘model individual’ who will conduct themselves 

according to the prescribed precepts of the institution and medical discourse. Here Sim 

follows Foucault’s (1975) reasoning that it is the ‘professional expertise’ of the medical 

practitioner upon which their power and authority is predicated and it is through the tools 

of examination, assessment and treatment that the disciplinary and controlling aims of the 

prison can be achieved. 

 
A further issue that both Sim (1990) and Foucault (1963, 1975), and to a lesser extent 

Conrad and Schneider (1992), discuss is concerned with the experience of those subject to 

the medical power in the contexts that they address. They conclude that these forms of 

power are experienced more keenly than straightforwardly physical forms of power 

because the process of examination, assessment, and treatment is far more individual, 

penetrating, intrusive, and psychologically controlling than what occurs with physical 

domination. Foucault (1963, 1975) argues that these types of discourse open up aspects of 

the incarcerated to forms of observation and regulation that were not previously known. In 

essence, they create or become involved in a form of ‘panopticism’ whereby, not only is 

the body of the prisoner observed and controlled but so is the psyche. The second reason is 

that it categorises and classifies the individual, affecting both the manner in which the 

individual behaves and the way that others act towards them. When people are assigned 

labels by accepted ‘experts’ this will inevitably affect the manner in which others perceive 

and engage with them and eventually effect the way that the individual sees themselves 

and acts within the group (Lemert 1972, Moncrieffe 2007). 
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Power, Knowledge, Expertise and the Prison 
 

 

The very purpose of the prison, as well as the clinic and mental health institutions 

(Foucault 1979; 1963; see also 1994a), is predicated on a nexus of interconnected and 

inter-supporting modalities of disciplinary governance. These differing modalities both 

control and change the individual who is subject to the purview of the institution. Foucault 

notes (1979:179) that the ‘very rationale of a disciplinary system is that of correction’ – or 

indeed, normalisation (see also Mathiesen 1991). Professional, or expert, discourses are 

privileged within the institution because it is through these discourses that the interests of 

the institution are achieved and legitimated. Therefore, what occurs is an interdependent 

form of discursive power that is both privileged and self-perpetuating. Here, then is 

Foucault’s main contribution to the analysis of power within both society and institutions. 

Utilising notions discussed by Rogow and Lasswell (1963) in their treatise on language, 

politics and corruption, Foucault argues that power is not just grounded in the merely 

physical and spatial but in the manner in which discourses are constructed, communicated, 

adopted, and adhered to. Power is inherent to systems of knowledge. In this sense power is 

related to both ‘knowing’ and ‘communicating’ – those with power are those who know 

(or are able to know) and who are listened to because of their knowing. Here we see the 

formation of the expert or the authority. In terms of crime and the prison he locates the 

psychiatrist/psychologist as being the focal point of developing modalities of power in the 

carceral setting in the 19th Century as they bought to bear their rationalities of knowing on 

the issues of crime and deviance (Foucault 1994c). 

 
Systems of knowledge which permeate and influence the prison (security, risk, 

rehabilitation, education, offending behaviour, etc. See Ugelvik 2014) are multifarious and 

conjoined to the physicality of coercion and force as well as the manipulative influences of 

inducement and incentive (Mathiesen 1965). Distinct systems of knowledge are all 

accompanied by corresponding experts whose role it is to both communicate and embed 

their particular disciplinary (corrective) discourse within the prison. The prison itself then 

becomes both a site constructed from, as well as one constantly constructing, these penal 

and disciplinary discourses in order to control those who are subject to its power. It is 

beholden on the institution, and thus the matrices of disciplinary discourses utilised within 
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such spaces, to collapse the distance between the interests of the institution and the 

interests of those subject to it (Robert 2009). This is how the notion of discipline is defined 

within carceral settings and how the functionality of systems of punishment become 

established. These discursive influences are not only designed to change/normalise the 

prisoner but also necessarily act as a means of imposing, or reinforcing, ideations of norms 

on those who are the arbiters of those matrices of power. 

 
In prisons these issues are starker and more visible than with other institutions. The modes 

of coercion and direct power within the institution become more evident (Sim 1991). Yet 

these do not supplant the other forms of discursive power that exist within the carceral 

space, rather they bolster their influence and penetration (Crewe 2009). An example of this 

is the growing acceptance of the practice of, or need for, coerced offender rehabilitation in 

carceral locations (See Douglas 2014; Day et al 2004; Burdon and Gallagher 2002; 

Goldsmith and Latessa 2001; Murphy 2000; etc.) and the role of treatment ‘experts’ 

(including psychologists) in the delivery of coerced offending behaviour interventions. 

This literature is concerned with utilising the more coercive elements of the carceral state 

in order to effect change in recalcitrant offending populations. The logic is predicated upon 

two core arguments: firstly, that disciplinary incarceration is both morally and legally 

justifiable; and secondly, that if correction via incarceration is justifiable then so too are 

other forms of intervention designed to affect the same changes in the offender population. 

The notion here is that disciplinary power, whether it be physically carceral or discursive  

in nature, is legitimately administered in achieving a normalising affect for deviant and 

offending populations. Here it  becomes evident, via both the processes of medicalisation 

of deviance and the manner in which psychological discourses have become inherently 

subsumed into the disciplinary discourses of the prison, that the role of the contemporary 

forensic psychologist is one that is power laden (Crewe 2009). Theirs is a position that 

enables them to constrain or intervene, coercively or not, in the lives of prisoners to 

achieve some desired change. 

 
Traditional commentators on power in penal settings often, and rightly, turn to descriptions 

of force as the underlying form of social power that is evident behind the wall. This tends 

to be the case because, as both Wrong (1995) and Clegg (1989) argue, force is typically 

characterised as the implementation of negative physical sanctions in order to either 

prevent or constrain the action alternatives of a subaltern. In any penal setting the ‘usual’ 
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subaltern in question is the prisoner and the ‘usual’ principle is any member of staff who 

necessarily wields some form of authority over that prisoner. As will be discussed, 

however, the loci of control within power relations is often transient and less dyadic than 

this. This simple binary notion of power is somewhat proscriptive, especially as those staff 

who are in the employ of the prison are also ‘subject’ to the power and authority of the 

institution itself. Yet previous accounts of power in prisons tilted heavily towards the force 

and coercion that uniformed staff could bring to bear (Dahl 1957, 1968; Hepburn 1985). 

Often this force and coercion was based around the conjunction of physical security and 

situational control measures employed within the particular prison (Carrabine 2005). 

Nevertheless, as Carrabine (see also Sykes 1958) argues, force as a means of control is 

both impractical and exponentially expensive. As such, the carceral institution must adopt 

or adhere to other forms of control (Scott 2007). Modes of control and discipline that focus 

on the psyche are less resource intensive and thus become more attractive to the institution. 

Fiscal concerns aside, they also have greater efficacy in serving the interests of the prison 

(Foucault 1979). Prison life in the 1970’s and 1980’s was characterised by a sense of 

heightened and enforced security where power relations became profoundly dominated by 

indices of both physical and mental discipline, surveillance, and control (Sim 1991). Force 

was not solely viable and thus, other forms of control emerged and eventually became 

entrenched. Hepburn (1985) notes that these forms of control are concentrated around six 

forms of power that are utilised by prison staff: coercive power which is predicated on 

systems of force or punishment; reward which utilises processes of inducement; legitimate 

power which here relies on processes of signification; exchange which involves appeals to 

utility; expertise which relates to forms of professional authority; and, respect which is 

predicated on personal authority. 

It is important to note here that systems of expertise are signifying formulations of 

dominance. Domination involving expertise occurs when specific cognitive symbols are 

organised into formal epistemes that give some party the ability to constrain the behaviour 

of some other party. This is similar to Gramscian processes of cultural hegemony (Gramsci 

2011), in which control works through cultural formulation. Within such formulations, 

designated individuals become experts because of their specialised knowledge or skill, and 

others defer to them and their knowledge (Scott 2001). The power relation here is 

determined not by the position that someone may hold within a command structure, their 

personal authority, nor what processes of inducement can be brought to bear but by trust in 
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the specific and specialised knowledge, or skills, that person has. The classic exemplar of 

this is the power relation that exists between a doctor and a patient. The authority of the 

doctor is based upon the trust that the patient has in the specific specialised medical 

knowledge that the doctor has. Any order is heeded not by any reasoned assessment of the 

order, or its normative content, or who the doctor is in a structure of authority but because 

of a substantive trust that the subaltern has in the expertise of the principle (Scott 1996; 

Wartenburg 1990). 

A consequence of this is that subalterns are rendered passive agents by their lack of the 

specific technical knowledge. In terms of this research then, the power associated with 

forensic psychology is predicated on the symbolic weight of the signifiers utilised within 

psychological discourse. This is the site of their expert power. Mann (1986), Wartenburg 

(1990), and Wrong (1995) note that discursive formations of expertise tend to result in 

formalised institutions that are organised around the particular specialised, or technical, 

knowledge. Institutions constructed around a specific episteme become monopoly holders 

of that knowledge, and the inculcated members of those institutions become both the 

expert purveyors, and gatekeepers, of that specialised knowledge (Foucault 1963; see also 

Scott 2001). It is thought that structures of domination based upon signification (expertise) 

are experienced far more positively by subalterns than in structures involving coercion and 

inducement (Etzioni 1961; Giddens 1982). However, as Beetham (1991) points out, 

whether or not a person experiences a structure of domination based on expertise 

positively or negatively depends largely on location, context, and the trust or investment 

that the subaltern has in the expertise of the principle. Furthermore, as Haugaard (1997) 

notes, if a subaltern is subject to a system of expertise where the ‘professional’ decisions 

made concerning them are overtly paternalistic, have negative effects, or where no 

effective recourse to those decisions exists, then even the system of expertise will largely 

be perceived and experienced in much the same manner as a coercive system. 

Crewe (2009), investigating the contemporary prison and building upon themes discussed 

by Liebling (2004), found a very different penal landscape, characterised by very different 

power relations, than traditionally described. Although ‘hard’ forms of power still existed 

within the prison he studied, they were no longer the prevalent factor in shaping staff- 

prisoner relationships. In fact, he found that in many ways the uniformed body felt 

powerless and enervated within their own establishment (2009). The type of collective 

power that characterised uniformed culture in the past (Liebling et al 2010), and in some 
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circumstances elsewhere, did not exist here. Crewe (2009) found that officers were 

‘sidestepping’ their active duties by retreating to and depending upon formal bureaucratic 

means of control. This effectively meant that the responsibility for the control of inmate 

behaviours on the wing was diverted towards mid-level and senior management (Crewe 

2007). This resulted in the peculiar situation that the effective power relation that prisoners 

had was not really with the prison officer that they had daily contact with but with staff 

that they had little or no contact with (Warr 2008). 

This introduces a new notion to carceral power relations. Ordinarily power in social 

interactions is theoretically characterised by a dyadic relationship – adjunct and subaltern 

(Wrong 1995). However, as Castells (2013) points out rarely are social relationships this 

simple (also see Bachrach and Baratz 1962). He argues that increasingly with the 

dominance of organised networks in societal construction, social relationships cannot be 

discussed in terms of dyadic relationships due to the inherent interaction of multiple actors. 

He further argues that, in any organised grouping, triadic power relations are much more 

likely because within networks discursive influences are not usually held directly by a 

principle actor – they are both more fluid and transitive. In contemporary organised 

networks discursive power is often passed through, or communicated by, intermediaries 

(see also Kasperson et al 1998; Haugaard 1997). Returning to Crewe’s (2009) analysis, it  

is evident that there is a triadic power relationship occurring where the wing staff act as 

‘conduits’, or ‘transmitters’, of the power held by the managers (principles) and deliver it 

to the prisoners (subalterns). Consequently, as wing staff were acting as ‘conduits’ and not 

principles the harder forms of power that were usual to historical and traditional prisons 

did not exist in the same way in this establishment. Crewe discovered that ‘softer’ forms of 

power were the most prevalent forms of power employed within the establishment and 

therefore underscored every power relation that prisoners had with staff (Crewe 2009, 

2007; Warr 2014). 

In geo-politics, soft power is defined as those forms of power which can constrain the 

actions of subaltern parties without resorting to the negative physical sanctions which hard 

forms of power rely upon (Nye 2004). In penological terms, the importance and role of 

soft forms of power have been noted before. Mathiesen (1965), though not specifically 

using the term ‘soft power’, nevertheless discusses the importance, role and impact of 

processes of power within prisons that do not rely upon coercion, manipulation, or 

inducement. As Dias and Vaughn (2006) note in criminal justice agencies, especially the 
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prison, these processes of power are often bureaucratic in nature and as such are 

experienced indirectly; and are not necessarily any more benign than harder forms. As 

Crewe (2009; 2011), echoing Sim’s (1990) sentiments, highlights, often this ‘soft’ power 

had far reaching consequences for prisoners, was more insidiously controlling, often 

inconsistent, confusing, bred a new range of frustrations and ‘pains’ and was incontestable. 

A further pertinent aspect of contemporary penal power lies in the fact that the effects of 

power are often deferred with, potentially unanticipated, consequences of perceived rule 

infringement coming at much later points of the sentence. Prisoners in Crewe’s (2009) 

study noted that being ‘killed off on file’ (114), with the attendant negative impacts that 

this could have on their IEP3 status, job, home-leave, parole, and carceral life represented a 

far more potent, constraining, and painful form of power than the more straightforwardly 

physical forms of the past. This notion of power being manifest through files and reports 

characterises a major penal and societal shift (see Cane 2016) in the last thirty years. The 

bureaucratisation of authority within the modern prison, a direct consequence of neo- 

liberal penality and New Public Management impositions on disciplinary governance 

(Carlen 2005), is an example of the expansion and entrenchment of a Foucauldian type 

discursive structure. This ‘governmentality’ (Foucault 1978) enmeshes those within the 

prison (both prisoners and staff) within a wide ranging, yet largely abstracted and hidden, 

penal reality that both governs and records the behaviours of those within the institution. 

Within such structures, power is both manifest and evidenced through the control of the 

processes by which information is transmitted, amplified and disseminated (Habermas 

1981; Kasperson et al 1998). Power in the context of this process is dependent on who is in 

control of the transmission acts and what they can achieve through the 

transmission/amplification process. It is evident however that the greater the symbolic 

connotation, and in this sense that means ‘expertise’, to the information being transmitted 

the more probity and capital it has in terms of serving the interests of the prison. 

Here we see the fundamental nature of disciplinary capital – the more a discursive 

structure serves the interests of the prison the more disciplinary capital is attached to 

product or data arising from that discourse. Here the notion of disciplinary capital is 

 

3 The Incentives and Earned Privileges scheme is a mechanism of formal distribution of privileges based on 

wing behaviour and adherence to imposed sentence plans. There are three core levels Basic, Standard and 

Enhanced. This model of prisoner governance was introduced in the mid-1990s and was given a more 

punitive overhaul in 2014. See Incentives and Earned Privileges 

(https://www.justice.gov.uk/prisoners/psis/prison-service-instructions-2013). 

https://www.justice.gov.uk/offenders/psis/prison-service-instructions-2013
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adapted from Bourdieu’s (1986) notion of symbolic capital – any non-embodied (or doxic) 

asset that transmits some quanta of authority (see also Chase 1954). In the prison, 

disciplinary capital relates to those products or artefacts, of information and data, which 

communicate some symbolic connotation that achieves the disciplinary constraints the 

prison both seeks to impose and is constructed from. Returning to the point being made 

above, the greater the disciplinary capital of the information being produced the more it 

becomes incontestable within the scriptural economy (de Certeau 1988) of the institution, 

and the more likely to produce significant consequences. Here the scriptural economy is 

based in, and is perpetuated by, the bureaucratic mechanisms by which information is 

managed, stored, and transmitted. This is the dynamic process by which discursive power 

becomes implemented and disseminated within the contemporary prison. However, once 

expert discourse is disseminated throughout an institution it does not dissipate, instead it 

becomes an embedded aspect of the lifeworld, the cognitive backdrop which informs the 

experiential reality (see Habermas 1981, 1990), of those who inhabit the institution. Lukes 

(1974) notes that power, in any of its formulations, increases its potency when it is 

unobserved or undetected. The more expertise becomes embedded into the lifeworld of the 

prison, the more hidden and abstracted the modalities of power become resulting in a 

greater transitive affect and a deeper penetration in the mind of the individual. Here 

Foucault’s (1979) Panopticism becomes a penal reality – the power of the institution and 

its various discursive modalities infuse, or colonise (Weaver 2009), the lifeworld of the 

prison and become entrenched within the minds of prisoners. However, as Tait (2011) 

notes, these processes are not solely related to just the prisoner but also impact on the 

prison officer too. 

Here, then, we have wide ranging and intangible indices of power that are formulated from 

notions of medicalisation of deviance, the construction of bureaucratic control, the 

entrenched role of the expert and a new understanding of power that moves beyond the 

traditional dyadic forms. These combine to create a situation whereby contemporary penal 

power is diffused throughout the lifeworld of the prison and is constantly being transmitted 

and communicated by those other than the principle adjunct. Disciplinary discourses, 

underpinning the bureaucratic mechanisms of the prison, trade in disciplinary capital and 

their power then becomes incontestable but can have both severe and deferred 

consequences for those who are subject to those varying modalities of power. It is now 

time to examine in a more explicit manner the relationship that psychologists in the prison 
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have to power. However, before beginning that discussion it is necessary to have some 

understanding of the history and development of psychological services within the prisons 

of England and Wales. 

The Development of Psychological Services 
 

At present, and for much of the last three decades, the Prison Service, and what was the 

National Offender Management Service ((NOMS) now HMPPS) has overwhelmingly been 

the major employer of forensic psychology graduates in England and Wales (BPS 2010; 

Forde 2018). Here they are employed, whilst working towards their Chartership (see 

Appendix A) and once qualified, within prisons, young offender institutes, Prison Service 

HQ, probation, HMPPS and the Ministry of Justice fulfilling a number of roles that will be 

discussed below. There are currently, at the time of writing, just over 500 forensic 

psychologists employed to deliver services across the 117 public and private sector prisons 

of England and Wales (MoJ 2017). 

The role of forensic psychology in prisons in England and Wales and the entrenchment of 

risk discourses into the criminal justice setting are symbiotically conjoined. In fact, the 

expansion and solidification of contemporary psychological practice within prisons has the 

same genesis as that of risk discourse. However, the early history of psychology in prisons 

was, as noted by Gudjonsson (1991), based around the employment of psychologists, from 

the late 1940’s onwards by the Prison Commission and later by Prison Service HQ after 

the commission’s dissolution in April 1963, in mainly occupational or organisational roles 

(Crighton and Towl 2007). For example, the majority of psychologists employed in this 

period were engaged in staff training/assessments and other forms of vocational 

assessment or analysis. The exceptions to this were the applied psychologists employed, 

across the estate and especially in YOIs, to provide the extremely limited clinical and 

counselling services4  that existed then (Towl 2004). 

This post-war period was also the era in which the mode of penality now known as penal 

welfarism came to the fore, despite a massive expansion in the number of people being 

committed to prisons and borstals. A defining characteristic of penal welfarism was the 

 

4 It is interesting that though many of the psychologists employed within YOI’s in this early period provided 

counselling services this was not their main function. In fact as Towl (2004) points out it is only in recent 

times that a dedicated counselling service has been operating within prisons; and even this is mainly focused 

within the women’s estate. The introduction of in-reach teams, which are based in the local Primary Care 

Trust, has redressed this issue somewhat – though it is still the case that demand far outweighs supply. 
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entrenchment of the belief that prisons should not merely punish prisoners but also 

rehabilitate them (Soothill 2007). As with many other changes that occurred to the penal 

landscape in this era the fundamental role of the psychologist employed by the Prison 

Service had begun to change. This was due to three inter-related forces. The first of these 

was the growth of what is often referred to as ‘the risk society’ (see (Beck 1992a, 1992b; 

Giddens 1990, 1998; Luhmann 1993; Massumi, 1993) and its impact on the criminal 

justice landscape. This created the awareness of and the development of a subsequent need 

for the Prison Service to be able to identify and manage risks as they presented within its 

systems of governance. Secondly for prisons, one of the more immediate response to the 

envelopment of these risk ideations was, after the key Mountbatten Report (Home Office 

1966) and the Advisory Council on the Penal System – chaired by Leon Radzinowicz 

(1966), the establishment of an estate wide categorisation system. This led inevitably to the 

need for the adoption of processes in order that the dangerousness of prisoners could be 

accurately assessed. The third was a need, in the face of the growing ‘nothing works’ 

miasma (Cavadino and Dignan 2007), to provide accountable and efficacious interventions 

for prisoners that delivered on the rehabilitative goal. 

The Prison Service turned to those psychologists that were already based in their prisons 

(Pakes and Winstone 2007). This is really the first instance, set against a background of 

concerns based upon public safety, whereby prisoners were being assessed by 

psychologists for risk so that they and their offending behaviour could be managed 

(Hudson 2003). However, even though this had begun to occur throughout the penal estate, 

and especially in higher security establishments, the numbers of psychologists employed 

by the Prison Service were still fairly modest. By the early 1980’s there were fewer than 

150 applied psychologists in the employ of the Prison Service (Towl 2004). Not every 

prison had a psychologist to call upon in order to assess prisoners for security 

classification; and even where there were ‘prison psychologists’ to call upon the risk 

assessment technologies available to those psychologists were limited (Andrews and Bonta 

1998). 

In those early days the risk technologies that were available to the prison psychologist were 

based upon clinical assessment/prediction and were dependent upon the individual 

expertise, insights, and experience of the psychologist concerned (Hurst 1998). These (first 

generation) risk technologies were largely inadequate, leading to inaccurate and largely 

unsatisfactory results (Bartol and Bartol 2015). Then came a second generation of risk 
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technologies which were based upon simplistic actuarial tools designed to offer 

descriptions of the probability of future offending based upon known historical factors. 

Once again, these technologies proved to be problematic, often resulting in unsupported, 

rigid and temporally, as well as geographically, specific results that were not designed for 

the type of extrapolations that the risk assessment of prisoners required (Swets 1998, Clear 

and Cadora 2001, Hannah-Moffat 2005). There were also serious ethical and legal issues 

surrounding this burgeoning risk assessment process due to some psychologists being 

pressured, by their prison employers, into hastily providing assessments, utilising 

inadequate risk technologies, that could cover an unlimited time frame and that would hold 

across an unspecified range of penal and non-penal environments (Crighton and Towl 

2007). 

Throughout the 1980’s, the numbers, as well as the role, of psychologists employed 

throughout the Prison Service remained fairly static. However, this changed during the 

early 1990’s due to a number of major changes within the British social and criminal 

justice landscape. These events reflect the advance of the risk society (Adams 1995; 

Lupton 1999), the rise of new public managerialism as the dominant system of prison 

governance, the neo-conservative/cross-governmental consensus that either ‘prison works’ 

or can be made to work, the development of third generation risk technologies, and the 

entrenchment of the cognitive behavioural therapy paradigm. 

In a wider societal context, New Public Management (NPM) became a means of 

reformulating the capitalist state where welfare provisions could be modernized in line 

with the dominant neo-liberal political ethos (Clarke and Newman 1997). The ideology of 

NPM resulted in private and corporate management practices being introduced into public 

services, introducing and entrenching cultures of auditing and budget management and 

outsourcing of auxiliary services. To a degree, the implementation of these managerialist 

practices were the neo-liberal response to the Adam Smith Institute’s Omega Project from 

the 1980s which had posited the privatisation of all non-legislative/executive government 

functions on fiscal grounds (ASI 1983). In terms of prisons, managerialism - as well as 

introducing the notions of opportunity and responsibilisation for prisoners - also inculcated 

an adherence to, and a belief in, strategic planning, budgetary obedience, target-setting and 

performance measurement (Liebling 2004). All of this resulted in a prison system obsessed 

with measurable processes and performance auditing. Such processes have led to an 

entrenchment of what de Certeau (1988) refers to as a ‘scriptural economy’, whereby the 
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written formats of communication become a defining element of institutions and both 

create systems of bureaucracy and demand ever more specialised ‘experts’ to feed and 

manage that bureaucracy. With regard to psychological practice in British prisons the 

dominance of NPM led to an explosion in the numbers of psychologists (somewhere in the 

region of 1,000 at their peak) being employed within the Prison Service between the mid 

1990’s and the early 2000’s, as well as a change in their working ethos and practice (for 

further discussion see Forde 2018). 

Primarily, this occurred for two reasons: the first that was that as ‘risk notions’ became 

entrenched and the prison population grew exponentially there was ever greater need for 

an adequate number of forensic practitioners across the whole estate to provide auditable 

risk assessments. The second was the belief amongst the prison authorities that forensic 

psychologists were needed not only to monitor but to also deliver the psychologically 

designed cognitive behaviour therapy (CBT) programmes (Crighton and Towl 2007). 

These programmes came about specifically as a result of the studies that came in the wake 

of the ‘What Works’ debate of the 1970/80’s (Martinson 1974) and the consequent 

commitment to evidenced based practice in forensic psychological practice (McGuire and 

Priestly 1995; Adler 2004). Massumi (1993) argues that one characteristic of the modern 

risk society is the prevalence and promulgation of both promoted risks and risk reducing 

products which is echoed in the notions of societal medicalization already noted (Conrad 

2007). In this sense the risk technologies and subsequent CBT interventions, which have 

disciplinary capital, can be seen as risk assuaging consumables offered by a forensic 

psychological industry - whereby the prison and the government became the consumers 

(Stenson 2001). A wide range of these ‘interventions’ were particularly attractive to the 

new management ethic as they offered a quantifiable element to the previously 

unquantifiable practice of prisoner rehabilitation (Stenson 2001). The major problem was 

that often what was being quantified was the number of course completions and not the 

effectiveness or suitability of the intervention for individual prisoners (Hannah-Moffat 

2005). were interested in, and the progenitors for, the advancement of. 

Many of those psychologists in this generation tended to be adherents to Andrews and 

Bonta’s (1994) ideological ‘risk/needs responsivity’ approach to psychological practice, 

captured in their seminal work on the Psychology of Criminal Conduct (PCC). They were 

also largely influenced by the dominant just deserts/rehabilitation penalities that 

characterised the period (Garland 2001). This ideological approach lay at the heart of this 
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generations psychological approach and as such they became both the progenitors of, and 

the public advocates for, their discipline developed CBT, and cognisant, based 

interventions in the treatment of prisoners (Towl 2004). It is also this generation of 

psychologist who were responsible for the rapid expansion as well as professionalization 

of psychological services within the Prison Service of England and Wales. However, one 

of the unforeseen consequences of this rapid expansion of psychologists in the 1990’s was 

that the service became swollen with Trainees as opposed to Chartered psychologists as 

one long serving psychologist interviewed for historical context noted: 

... massive recruitment over a very short period of time of lots of trainee psychologists who we then 

could not cope with, could not train properly.  That probably was about the mid-90s too.  Even 

since that has happened, we have had this imbalance with far more trainee psychologists than 

qualified psychologists. 

 

This imbalance has been pertained though an equilibrium is slowly beginning to emerge. 

However, this generation though creating this problem also pushed for and set up the 

forensic division within the British Psychological Society (BPS 2010) and moved to 

influence the managerial structure of psychological services within the prison estate as a 

whole, developing the Area Psychologist position and entrenching evidence-based practice 

to their profession. It is also with this generation that we moved away from the old ‘prison 

psychologist’ label, which by the mid 1990’s had become something of a pejorative, to the 

more accurate and professionally sounding forensic psychologist (Crighton and Towl 

2008). 

A further contributing factor was the development of third generation risk technologies by 

these nascent forensic psychologists. As was noted previously the first and second 

generation of risk technologies were largely inadequate for purpose (Bartol and Bartol 

1999; 2015). As such, improvements and developments in risk assessment technologies 

were the subject of much psychological research throughout this period. These third- 

generation assessment tools involved multi-layered procedures and considerations which 

overcame some of the problems that had beset the previous technologies. A number of 

these models were both developed and adopted in this period. However, what underpins, 

and thus separates them out from, previous technologies, is that they involve separate yet 

inter-related stages that demand that the practitioner be specific in defining the variables 

related to each stage of the process (Crighton and Towl 2008). This process enabled 

forensic psychology practitioners to conduct more thorough, penetrating and (to some 
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degree) reliable risk assessments which have a higher chance of holding true across 

varying circumstances, geographies and times. However, as Forde (2018) highlights even 

the best of these risk technologies has a 70% accuracy rate at the population level and even 

lower success rates at the individual level. Nevertheless, the contemporary penal system 

has become not only dependent upon these technologies but also enmeshed in their 

utilisation. They have such disciplinary capital and have become so entrenched that they 

are now a central facet of prisoner management. These factors have resulted in an over 

reliance on the behalf of prison authorities in their psychological staff that almost 

guarantees that the historical trend of recruitment will continue (Towl 2004). 

Lastly, one factor that has undoubtedly impacted on this entrenchment of psychology 

services is the increased workload that came with the overt emphasis on public protection 

that occurred with the introduction of the Criminal Justice Act 2003. This has, of course, 

been subsequently amended and replaced in certain regards by later legislation, especially 

the Criminal Justice Act of 2010 and the Legal Aid, Sentencing and Punishment of 

Prisoners Act (LASPO) of 2012, but nevertheless it was the provisions under the 2003 Act 

that influenced the working reality of the forensic practitioners interviewed for this study. 

However, each of the Acts has added to the burdens/workloads of forensic psychologists. 

The major consequences for the forensic psychologists in this era, were in the types of 

sentence that came under their remit. The 2003 Act introduced a specific indeterminate 

sentence entitled: Indeterminate Sentences for Public Protection (IPP). Those with IPP 

sentences, and those given either life or Her Majesty’s Pleasure sentences, come under the 

remit of the Parole Board. However, they will be given what is essentially a ‘tariff’, a 

minimum period of incarceration, which they will have to complete before becoming 

eligible for release. These IPP sentences created a population overload for the Parole Board 

and for psychologists and probation working within prisons. There are still currently 

3,500+ prisoners serving an IPP sentence most of whom are beyond tariff (MoJ 2017). 

LASPO 2012 largely abolished the IPP sentence and replaced it with an automatic 2 strike 

life sentence. As a result of these political and legislative machinations, the prison estate 

now has over 10,000 prisoners (14% of population) serving some form of indeterminate 

sentence, compared to less than 3,000 in 1992 (MoJ 2018). This then means that not only 

has the workload increased for the Parole Board but also those who are tasked with 

advising or guiding the Board – a role which particularly falls on the shoulders of prison 

psychologists. 
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Finally, the 2003 Act introduced, and subsequently reinforced in later legislation (see 

Easton and Piper 2016), reforms whereby decisions relating to both the sentencing and 

release of those prisoners either on, or likely to get, parole-eligible sentences will be, for 

the first time, subject ‘to the same risk-based criterion’ (Shute 2007). The uniform risk- 

based criterion that is referred to in the 2003 Act was the Offender Assessment System 

(OASys). This is important to note, for it impacts upon the role and duties of those forensic 

practitioners employed not just within the Prison Service but the whole of HMPPS. There 

is. however, something of a bifurcation in the role of assessment here entailed. At the pre- 

sentence stage, the OASys assessments largely fall within the remit of the probation officer 

who is assigned the case whilst it still sits with the court. However, at the point whereby an 

offender comes before the Parole Board both seconded and home probation officers as 

well as the forensic psychologist will complete aspects of the OASys report.5 The varying 

Criminal Justice Acts described here then have had three consequences that must be taken 

into consideration. These are: the types of sentenced offender that are to be risk assessed; 

the presumption of dangerousness already attached to those prisoners and the need for this 

to be assessed and managed; and, the format of the assessments that are now required by 

the Parole Board. 

Historical Structure6
 

 

Traditionally forensic psychologists were recruited and employed by individual 

establishments in order to fulfil, or provide, those psychological services which those 

establishments required. Whilst it may be true that not every prison had, under this 

traditional format, a psychological team in residence it was the norm, for most prisons at 

least, to have a forensic psychologist on their books. In prisons, and young offender 

institutes, classified as training establishments, for instance, it would usually have been the 

case for there to be a small team consisting of a Principle psychologist, a Senior 

psychologist and a number of psychological assistants/trainees. In this instance the 

Principle psychologist who would be qualified, or Chartered, would be the head of the 

department. These titles changed over time as it was recognised that many of those referred 

to as senior in this description would not have been that experienced and thus were 

somewhat misrepresented (Towl 2004; see also Forde 2018). They would manage the 

 

5  Field Notes – direct information from a senior HMPPS psychologist. 
6 Much of this following description was communicated to me via those 9 individuals responsible for the 

development of psychological services in this period. 
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day-to-day running of the unit, oversee the work and training of the trainees, ensure the 

effective implementation and delivery of services, and ensure that the prison’s 

psychological key performance targets were being met. The trainees, those working 

towards their Chartership (see Appendix), would be involved in providing the 

psychological work of the department such as the delivery of programmes and conducting 

various forms of risk assessment. The psychological assistants would be employed to aid 

in the running of the department as well as facilitating on programmes. 

The department in each establishment would then be subject to the authority of the 

psychological services team based at the regional head office, under the auspices of the 

Area Psychologist. These regional offices are largely determined by geographical location 

and in most circumstances accord with the governmental structures, or offices, in those 

areas. However, Crighton and Towl (2008:21-22) note that the offices of the Area 

Psychologists were created in order to provide ‘a national network of senior and 

experienced practitioners’ who would fundamentally be responsible for providing both the 

prison and, later, probation services with ‘... leadership in the strategic organisation and 

delivery of psychological services’. The office of the Area Psychologist performs a 

number of roles such as ensuring the implementation of policy handed down from head 

office, providing an advisory role on local policy decisions, and to provide an ‘on-call’ 

service for the management of serious incidents (hostage situations, mutinies, etc) within 

prisons in their region. However, perhaps their most important role, within the traditional 

model of day-to-day psychological service delivery, was their role in ensuring both that 

psychological staff are utilised appropriately within the region and that appropriate 

supervision, training, and support exists for trainees. 

One further role that the Area Psychologists perform is that of acting as both a bridge and a 

filter between psychological services, the Prison Service, and the research community. It 

was recognised that the professional and academic expertise that was held at the regional 

offices, and in deed within the applied unit’s themselves, could provide an invaluable 

resource for the Prison Service at all levels. This acknowledgement of the expertise held 

within regions, which could provide a wide range of expertise and skill sets, would prove 

an important factor for the later move to a regional model (see Appendix). In this regard 

the Area Psychologists also became the contact points for all research matters relating to 

the establishments within their purview; whether they be internally commissioned or 

external requests. This ‘gate-keeping’ role was an important development for the Prison 
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Service as it enabled them to not only keep a track on what research was being conducted 

nationally but also allowed them to introduce a national approach to external research 

requests. This gatekeeping role also cemented the disciplinary capital of these 

psychologists. Not only did their assessments and pronouncements confer symbolic 

potency to the interests of the prison but their monitoring and evaluation of external 

research protected the institution to any academic/discursive challenge to those interests. 

The authority structure of psychological services was pyramidic in nature. As the Area 

Psychologists governed over those employed within the establishments in their regions so 

too were they answerable to a narrowing authority structure above them. This was 

fundamentally, from 2000 onwards at least, the office of the head of psychological services 

for prison and probation based, initially as part of HMPS within the Home Office, and 

then, after the establishment of NOMS, and from 2017 HMPPS, within the Ministry of 

Justice. This office, and in deed this position, was created in the wake of the organisational 

and professional changes that were taking place within the prison and probation services 

throughout this period. However, the role and purpose of this office was, as instructed by 

the Prison Service’s senior management team of the time, to enforce a more cohesive 

approach to the design, development, and delivery of psychological services across the 

penal estate. A further concern was to ensure that such services were ‘in line’ with the 

broader penal policy dictated by the Minister for Justice and the head of the Prison 

Service/NOMS/HMPPS 

Psychology, Power and the Prison 
 

It is evident when looking at the history of psychological services within the prison system 

of England and Wales that there has been an evolution of service and practitioner that 

mirrors that of the technologies they employ. Not only has penal ethos and psychological 

practice gone hand in hand but so has the enmeshing of the discursive structures of power 

that define them. Crewe (2009) reports that many prisoners in his study identified 

psychologists as a particularly powerful group within the prison setting. These prisoners 

expressed both suspicion and anger towards forensic psychologists due to the perceived 

role that they played in the parole/decategorisation process and thus the carceral lifecourse 

of many. However, Crewe’s research reveals a number of deeper, though related, causes 

for the antipathy that prisoners hold towards their forensic assessors. The first of these is 

concerned with the discourse laden labels, and their symbolic weight, given to prisoners 
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and their behaviours. As was discussed by Sim (1990), Miller and Rose (1996) as well as 

Conrad and Schneider (1992) and Conrad (2007) medical, and other expert, discourses 

lead to more constraining forms of power because they categorise, label, and pathologize 

the individual via the symbolic language of their discourse. As classic labelling theory 

posits this affects the manner in which the individual perceives themselves and is in turn 

perceived (Becker 1963; Moncrieffe 2007). Two factors that affect the perception of the 

‘labelled’ is the symbolic connotation (in this sense the disciplinary capital) given to the 

labels they have attached to them and the level of dramatization given to those labels when 

communicated (Ng and Bradac 1993). 

Pathologized ‘offender’ labels, as constructed categories of professional discourse, do not 

relate specifically to the substantive offender but are instead the basis of the prisoner 

simulacra, a constructed ideation of a prisoner, mentioned by Carlen (2008). Prisoners are 

categorised or ‘imagined’ in such a way that they become reified in terms of the categories 

they are assigned. This is particularly the case where the modalities in question are 

designed for actuarial and auditable purposes. Prisoners become defined in terms that are 

measurable as opposed to those which have subjective relevance. The more potently 

imposed identities, in terms of symbolic connotation and the penality laden lifeworld of  

the prisoner (see Weaver 2009), is that associated with the disciplinary discourses (or 

discursive penalities) of risk. As Hannah-Moffatt (2005) argues prisoners in the modern 

penal era become transformed into individualised risk subjects, whereby their needs 

become both conflated and imbued with ideations of criminogenic risk. In effect, the 

identity of the prisoner becomes entwined with notions of risk and this carries a great deal 

of symbolic weight within the disciplinary laden lifeworld in which prisoners are ensnared. 

Much of the anger towards psychologists that Crewe (2009) identified is due to the fact 

that it  is they, more than any other reporting ‘expert’, who plays the biggest role in both 

the official ‘identity’ construction of the prisoner and the communication of that identity to 

others. For prisoners, psychology reports have the greatest disciplinary capital. This is due 

to the fact that the ‘labels’ ascribed by psychologists, due to the symbolic connotation with 

which they are imbued, are both more ‘adhesive’ than those ascribed by other reporting 

members of staff and are designed to achieve the prisons disciplinary objectives. Also, as a 

communicative and discursive mode of power their ‘labels’, or knowledge, have greater 

transitive impact as they are not constrained by the physical boundaries of the prison. In 

fact, the labels imposed by the psychologist renders the wall of the prison semi-permeable 
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in that these can influence both parole and decategorisation decisions made by external 

others (see Bowers and Friendship 2017) and can follow the prisoner out into the world 

beyond, impacting on their very future. Inevitably, this places some prisoners in conflict 

with the disciplinary discourses to which they are subject (even if they accept the veracity 

of them) because of the implications they carry (Sim 1990). 

Authoritative structures only adhere to risk related modalities of power (Douglas and 

Wildavsky 1982; Renn 1992), when to do so directly furthers the interests of the 

controlling authority (Habermas 1990). Resistance to these modalities will inevitably 

provoke reactions from the authoritative structure in order to counter, mitigate, or even 

subvert the resistance (Barnes 1988). Even if negative physical sanctions are not bought to 

bear other mechanisms of countering and subversion often are. Mathiesen (1991), 

highlighting how ‘rehabilitation’ is a further mechanism of control, shows how 

interconnecting modes of disciplinary power are used to constrain the prisoner – if he or 

she does not adhere to the normalisation process of one modality to which they are subject 

then they become judged through the lens of another and remain in moral abeyance. It then 

behoves the prisoner to navigate these labyrinthine discourses in order to find a way back 

to both institutional/societal acceptance. Each non-adherence results in different modalities 

of power being brought to bear on the prisoner (Foucault 1979). In effect the more the 

prisoner resists the forms of power to which they are subject the more enmeshed within the 

structures of power they become and the more disciplinary discourses are focused upon 

them. 

This is evidenced by the difficulty that prisoners face when trying to challenge or resist 

psychologically informed, and symbolically weighty, labels. As Crewe (2009, 2011) notes 

though it is possible for prisoners to challenge the labels imposed upon them it can be 

potentially hazardous to do so (even when commissioning external experts (see Forde 

(2018)). If for no other reason, their lack of understanding of the complexities of the 

discourses within which they are enmeshed can often result in them reaffirming the labels 

ascribed to them. This results in them becoming ever more deeply ensnared within the 

laminated disciplinary discourses of the prison. However, a further aspect of psychological 

power within the prison comes from the self-reinforcing nature of the symbolically laden 

labels that it utilises. Darley and Gross (1983), and later Kassin et al (2013), discuss how 

confirmation bias can be endemic in forensic settings. Fundamentally, the process involves 

a circularity in applied logics so that once a label has been ascribed and recorded then 
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future analyses begin at the point of that label. For instance, if a prisoner is classified as 

being violent or having substance misuse issues, or something more symbolically potent 

such as scoring high on a psychopathy test, then this forms the basis of future assessment. 

However, as these authors highlight this process inherently biases towards confirmation 

(see also Martin (1994) on the Rosenthal Effect). 

However, Darley and Gross (1983) go further and also note that this confirming bias can 

be communicated to others – in this sense it  is the weight or probity (disciplinary capital) 

of the label which then influences the manner  in which others perceive the individual 

under assessment. With each iteration of the assessment the greater the information 

becomes ‘amplified’ and the ‘symbolic connotation’ densifies resulting in the deepening of 

the confirmation bias (see also Neal and Grisso 2014). This then is the mechanism by 

which diagnoses become inescapable – as Sim (1990) notes once the 

psychiatric/psychological gaze is focused upon a prisoner its conclusions stick. A further 

issue of bias is with regard to the notion of objectivity and forensic psychological 

assessment. As was detailed above forensic psychological practice has evolved 

significantly even in the last 20 years. Assessments are now more rigorous than was once 

the case and individual clinical bias has largely been written out of the tools utilised by the 

contemporary prison psychologist. However, as the experiments of Murrie et al (2013) 

highlight, forensic psychologists and psychiatrists are potentially subject, when deploying 

‘objective’ risk tools, to allegiance bias in adversarial settings. The authors found that 

forensic practitioners tailor their interpretations dependent upon the interests of those who 

commission their services. This is true whether it be for the court system or in custodial 

settings. A combination of these biases results in a situation where psychologists in the 

employ of the prison are, without intention, entangled in processes that serve the interest of 

the prison and reaffirm conclusions wrought by their own expertise8. 

The ‘adhesiveness’ of the conclusions that prison psychologists can draw and the inability 

of the prisoner to effectively challenge them becomes a focal point of contention. Add to 

this the fact that those psychologists were likely to be located off-wing and therefore 

inaccessible, and that their power is also both indirect, with deferred long-term 

consequences, as well as being largely unknowable (see Atrill and Liell (2006)) all result 

 

 

8 For further criticisms that are specifically focused on psychological services in prisons in England and 

Wales see Forde’s (2018) Bad Psychology: How Forensic Psychology Left Science Behind. 
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in the anger discussed by Crewe (2009). As he argues what prisoners are responding to 

here is both the ‘all-encompassing’ (p126) nature of the psychological gaze and the form 

and reach of the power attached to psychological expertise within the prison. As Foucault 

(1994) argues, medicalized knowledge, such as the discourse of forensic psychology, 

insists upon more and more of the prisoner being bared to inspection, (s)he becomes not an 

individual prisoner but a risk subject whose behaviours, interactions, and life need to be 

known and controlled. Resistance to psychological/psychiatric conclusions becomes 

counterproductive as it only reaffirms diagnoses and results in the prisoner needing further 

intervention (Foucault 1979, Sim 1990). Thus, within extant penal hegemonies forensic 

psychology, risk and its related discourses are tools by which the perceived aberrant 

populations, with which they are concerned, are controlled (Massumi 1993, Hood et al 

2001). 

One further source of resentment is the distinct lack of what Crewe (2009) refers to as 

neutral forms of intervention. He points out that many of his prisoner participants 

expressed deep concerns with regard to mental health issues, personal traumas, and 

childhood events but yet had little opportunity to explore such issues outside of the formal 

structures, and the labelling/stigmatic, disciplinary power to which they are subject. There 

is no confidentiality clause underlying the relationship between psychologists and prisoner 

– whatever is said by the prisoner is not only subject to reportage but also storage. This 

generates a fear of having information, in the form of a psychology report, which can be 

perceived as negative being placed within the prisoners ‘file’ (see also Warr 2008; Towl 

and Walker 2015). Crewe argues, in concurrence with Hannah-Moffat (2005), that the 

system, through such practice, removes any kind of benefit for the prisoner because 

whatever concerns were raised by them would quickly be ‘subsumed into institutional 

discourse’ and would then be ‘transformed from needs to risks in the interests of public 

protection’ (Crewe 2009: 120)9. 

Thus far we have seen how, through processes of medicalisation in wider society and the 

advent of increased modalities of power within the contemporary prison, prison 

 

9 To some degree this issue has been recognised, and an attempt to alleviate the problems associated with 

mentally disordered prisoners has been made with the advent of the prison ‘in-reach’ teams supplied by local 

health care authorities. These teams are designed to provide the type of care that those suffering with ill 

mental health, and who are not subject to sectioning, would receive in the community (OHRN 2009). The 

recognition of this problem took place in the late 1990s and early 2000s (see HMPS/NHS Executive 1999). 

However, widespread and affective in-reach services have been difficult to achieve and often they have been 

overwhelmed by demand. 
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psychologists are active agents in wide ranging matrices of disciplinary power whose 

outputs are laden with disciplinary capital. However, psychologists who inhabit the 

carceral estate are also members of staff, they are employed by the Prison Service and 

HMPPS. As members of staff they are too subject to the authority and power of the 

institution just as is any other member of staff. Their experience of the prison, their 

interactions within it, their occupational development, their professional ethos and culture, 

their working life, their emotional well-being and mental health are all influenced and 

shaped by the prison. It is to this element of the prison world that I now turn. 

Staff Cultures and the Experience of the Prison 
 

Culture can be defined as the coalescence of a number of particular commonalties that 

bind humans together in the creation of distinct forms of sociality (Godelier 1986; 

Carrithers 1992). These can include specific beliefs, rituals and practices, where these are 

located, who is inculcated and included, who is rejected and distanced, language and 

vernacular, shared symbolic understanding, mores and values, etc. (Boyd and Richerson 

2005). Fundamentally, culture is what arises from the production of, and informs the 

maintenance of, the behaviour and thinking of distinct groups. As Crawley (2004) notes, 

there had been an increase in focus on culture in both occupational and managerial 

literature throughout the 1980s and 1990s as profit generating institutions had sought first 

to understand the staff they employed and change the cultures they produced (for instance 

see Deshpande and Webster jr 1989; O’Reilly III et al 1991; Dellana and Hauser 1999). As 

a result, research on the nature and form of staff culture has become a mainstay of 

contemporary organisational literature. However, despite this widening inspection of staff 

cultures more generally, it is still relatively novel for prison staff cultures, which are often 

of ‘low visibility’ (Liebling et al 2011:2), to benefit from the sociological gaze. 

Nevertheless, there has been consistent progress in the study of certain staff cultures within 

carceral settings. Perhaps the most studied staff group is, understandably, the prison officer 

(for instance see: Arnold 2016, 2005; Liebling et al 2011; Tait 2011; Nylander et al 2011, 

Crawley 2004). The reason for this degree of inspection is the centrality of the prison 

officer to the social and institutional world of the prison. They play multiple roles and 

perform multiple functions within the prison – from guardians of the peace (Liebling 

2000), enforcers of regulatory order (Robert 2009) through to bureaucratic negotiators 

(Crewe et al 2011) and much more. However, other staff cultures have also been subject to 
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investigation: prison governors/managers (Bennett 2016; Liebling and Crewe 2013; 

Bryons 2008) and even prison health and drug workers (Kolind et al 2015, Walsh 2009; 

McDonald and Fallon 2008). However, what makes the study of prison staff unique in 

terms of researching staff cultures is the peculiarity of the setting – the prison. As Crawley 

(2004) notes prison work takes place in what is largely a domestic setting; just one that is 

infused with the power of the state. It is then the very nature of this intimate but yet 

formal, domestic but yet civic, site that both shapes the creation of staff cultures and how 

the prison is experienced by those staff. 

Lambert et al (2009) argue that in organisational contexts it is not only the institutional 

which impacts on stuff cultural development but also the materiality of the work 

experience. The where is as important as the what in terms of the forms of sociality open 

to staff. In some ways, this follows the logic presented by Bourdieu (1990) in his 

presentation of the habitus – the socio-cultural habitat that a person occupies which shapes 

the manner in which they think, act, and behave. Fundamentally, the individual and the 

forms of sociality open to them are shaped by their habitus. Toch (1992) makes a similar 

point when he notes that there are environmental concerns that combine to create the 

climate of a prison and this can govern the experience of prisoners. The same is true of 

staff – habitus/environment is central to the manner in which they experience the prison, 

the timbre of what cultures they produce, and the specifics of the sociality that they can 

and do engage in. To return to the point made by Crawley (2004), the habitus of prison 

staff is one of constrained domesticity and is therefore one that is necessarily intimate, 

personal and relational in nature and this means that prisons are ‘emotional work 

environments’ (Nylander et al 2011:470). As is argued elsewhere (see Warr 2014; Crewe 

et al 2014) what shapes or informs prison experience and cultures is the emotional 

geographies with which the carceral space is comprised. The prison is not a homogenous 

social space; different areas of the prison are designed for different purposes and activities 

and as such each different part of the prison evokes different interactions and is thus 

experienced differently. Lefebvre (1991) notes that social spaces are produced by the 

interaction between people, the physicality and artifice of the space, and the environment 

evinced therein. The specificities of designed space (for example a segregation unit of a 

prison) and the directed interactions that can occur within them necessarily produce 

particular emotional contours which shape the emotional experiences that take place. 

Emotions are then a fundamental aspect of the penal environment as they shape not only 
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the social and interactive geographies of the prison but also inform the relational timbre in 

any given penal space. These emotion zones are navigated continuously. Therefore, both 

staff and prisoners must engage in varying forms of emotion management in order to 

successfully exist, navigate, and operate within the constrained domesticity of the 

contemporary prison. 

Emotional management is labour which ‘… requires one to induce or suppress emotions in 

order to sustain the outward countenance that produces the proper state of mind in others’ 

(Hochschild, 1983: 7). Walsh (2009), following on from Mann and Cowburn’s (2005) 

studies of nursing, in her study on forensic nurses working within prisons, utilises this 

concept of emotional labour in order to describe much of the emotion work that staff must 

undertake in order to successfully navigate the working environment. She describes 

emotional labour as involving one, any, or all of the following three behaviours: the faking 

of emotions that are not felt, the hiding of emotions that are felt, and the ‘performance of 

emotion management in order to meet expectations within the workplace’ (Walsh 

2009:145). She argues that emotional labour is important to understand as it impacts on the 

ability of forensic nurses to provide care effectively in the penal context, their ability to 

engage in their professional practice, the coping strategies that they are able to develop and 

their subjective emotional wellbeing. She notes that there are four key factors that 

contribute to the emotional labour experienced by forensic nurses: firstly, the relationship 

that they had with the prisoner patient; secondly, their relationships with their co-workers; 

thirdly, their relationships to and with their host institution; and lastly, the internal conflict 

that arises due to the divaricated discourses of care and custody that they must engage in 

(Dale and Woods 2001) – what in the psychological field is referred to as the ‘dual 

relationship’ problem (Greenberg and Shuman 1997). 

Before moving on to discuss emotional labour more widely it is important to discuss in 

greater depth the issue of dual-relationships. Greenberg and Shuman (1997) explain that 

this issue arises due to the conflict of roles that forensic psychologists and psychiatrists can 

experience when undertaking competing roles in adversarial or correctional settings. They 

argue that there is an inherent conflict when ‘conducting client-focused therapeutic 

psychological work’ (p.50) whilst at the same time ‘detecting risk and upholding security 

principles as prioritized within highly politicized correctional settings’ (p.51). There are a 

number of potential consequences to this conflict, from professional and emotional 
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dissonance10 (derived from irreconcilable therapeutic aims and carceral practices) to 

diminished therapeutic outcomes and, of particular concern, ethical blindness. Trotter and 

Ward (2013), and previously Ward and Syverson (2009), define ethical blindness as when 

practitioners become blind to the consequences of their actions due to the particular 

professional lens through which they perceive their practice. In this sense, forensic 

practitioners can cause the individual with whom they work great harm because the 

institutional lens (clouded as it is with disciplinary interests) through which they perceive 

the prisoner ‘blinds’ them to the negative consequences of their actions. They argue that 

this is a particular problem where there are involuntary clients, where power differentials 

are significant, and when the profession is uncritical of its own practice. It must be noted 

that this ‘blindness’ is distinct from Bauman and Donskis (2013) notion of moral blindness 

which arises from technologies of knowing employed by the powerful in the liquid modern 

society. For Bauman and Donskis moral blindness arises where these technologies of 

knowing result in an insensitivity to the very human which is to be understood. This 

blindness occurs because of the conceit of those who profess to know, and their 

assumptions with regard to the probity and incisiveness of the technologies they employ. 

This goes beyond just not seeing the consequences of one’s profession to not seeing the 

person with which that profession is concerned. Thus we have two forms of blindness, one 

concerned with ethical implications of practice and the other of an insensitivity to the very 

people subject to the professional’s gaze. 

A significant example of this is the role that forensic members of the American 

Psychological Association played in the development, execution, and monitoring of the 

torturous Enhanced Interrogation Techniques used by the US and allies in various military 

theatres in the wake of the 9/11 attacks (see Hoffman et al 2015). Fundamentally, the 

psychologists were performing two functions here: developing and monitoring the use of 

techniques in live interrogations as well as monitoring the ‘wellbeing’ of those being 

tortured. It is clear from this report that notions of national security and the supposed risks 

of individuals had so ethically and morally blinded the APA and allied psychologists that 

they perceived no wrongdoing. Despite the core principles of their professional practice, 

they were uncritical of, and in many instances complicit, in torturing and harming 

individuals perceived as a national threat. Here then the dominating discourses that the 

psychologists were serving also acted to blind them to their ethical duties of care in these 

 

10  See Hothschild (1983) for a further discussion of emotional or emotive dissonance. 
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instances. This is an extreme example. However, as is evident in the report, this ethical 

blindness and the dual relationship issue described by Hoffman et al has its roots much 

more in forensic psychological discourse and practice per se rather than the vagaries of an 

extreme setting. 

Gannon and Ward (2014) note that for psychologists working in the prison the risk/needs 

model of service delivery can greatly exacerbate the dual-relationship problem and in 

particular that of ethical blindness. They argue that the risk needs responsivity (RNR) 

model (Andrews and Bonta 2010), which has come to dominate correctional and forensic 

psychological practices, results in exactly the kind of ethical blindness discussed above 

because it prioritizes risk, security, and disciplinary concerns as if they were therapeutic 

concerns (see also: Haag 2006). The conflation of these issues means the interests of the 

prison and the criminal justice system are put above that of the prisoner with whom they 

work (see also Greenburg and Shuman (1997)). They then become ‘blind’ to the actual 

therapeutic needs of the prisoner because they are unable to serve both masters as it were 

and therefore privilege the interests that most closely resemble their own – even at the 

expense of best practice. However, for Gannon and Ward (2014) and Ward (2014) what is 

of greater importance is that there is an acquiescence to the dual relationship problem 

which constitutes a crisis because it  erodes both the integrity of the professionals in the 

field as well as damages the efficacy of the discipline. 

Returning to the notion of emotional labour more generally, Nylander et al (2011), in their 

study of prison officers in Sweden, note that just as the prison is not a homogenous space, 

prison officers cannot be thought of as a homogenous collective. Individually they will 

interact with, and experience, the prison in different ways. Therefore, the emotions 

experienced and emotional labours engaged in, are somewhat subjective despite there 

being both formal (organisational) and informal (cultural) feeling rules for prison staff to 

regulate emotion. They also note that prison officers do not always perform the same tasks 

and roles as their peers and as such, differential practice in different institutions and 

carceral spaces can lead to different emotion responses and thus differing forms of 

emotional labour. Utilising Hochschild’s (1983) notions of surface and deep acting, they 

also describe the differing levels of emotional labour that may be engendered by prison 

work when practice in these carceral spaces either adheres to or conflicts with the feelings 

and mores held by the individual prison officer. These varying types of emotion zone then 
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required different types of emotion regulation (surface or deep acting) and therefore, 

differential formulations of emotional labour by prison officers. 

Rupert and Morgan (2005), following the work of Farbar (1990), in their study on work 

setting and burnout amongst psychological professionals, discuss the manner in which 

psychological work, which they argue is high emotion intensity work, can engender the 

need for emotion regulation strategies. They found a number of factors that correlated with 

the ‘burnout’ of psychologists. These included having a lack of control of work activities 

and workload, high intensity work conducted over long periods, having to deal with 

negative client behaviour, emotions or experiences, as well as high levels of administrative 

work and management interference. Mann (2004) notes that undertaking people-work, of 

the sort that psychologists and counsellors are tasked with, causes a great deal of stress due 

to the degree of emotion management and performance necessary (See also Mann and 

Cowburn 2005). The example she gives is the harms that can be evoked if sympathy is not 

portrayed at an appropriate time, or if boredom (or some other negative emotion) is leaked 

at an inappropriate time. In order to avoid these harms, the psychologist/counsellor must 

constantly manage their emotional performances, increasing both the emotional labour and 

the levels of stress that they are subjected to by the quotidian administrative and 

managerial pressures of the workplace. Brown et al (2015) further note that differential 

settings and roles can evince very different emotion needs in forensic psychological 

practitioners – for instance, for those engaged in work with prisoners convicted of sex 

offences the emotional toll can be much greater than for those conducting other forms of 

forensic work with less challenging populations. 

In her discussion of prison officers Arnold (2016) extends this point and argues that a 

conjunction of these differing roles and the occupational motives of individual officers can 

affect wider aspects of the prison officer’s professional and emotional life. This can range 

from degrees of acculturation, to the internalisation of solidarity norms, degrees of 

empathy for the prisoner situation, and the level of negative emotions engendered which 

need ‘labouring’. Tait (2011) confirms these connections in her analysis of how prison 

officers approach the topic of care. She found that though all staff members contend with 

the issue of care, their varying care approaches dictated not only the manner in which they 

viewed and interacted with prisoners but also their occupational and cultural realities, or 

habitus. The habitus then could affect the manner in which they emotionally experienced 

their role as prison officer, which would then also influence the manner in which they 
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experience the prison, what forms of sociality is open to them, and what form of emotional 

labour they engage in. 

One facet of the emotional lives of prison officers noted by all authors mentioned above 

was that the emotional labour that they must engage in does not cease at the prison wall. 

Emotions are not only mutable but transitive in that they render the prison wall a 

permeable barrier. Thus, emotion work often followed the prison officer outside, away 

from the constrained domesticity of the prison, into their wider lifeworld. Crawley (2004) 

recognised and described this phenomenon of emotion ‘spillage’ as it related to prison 

officers working within England and Wales. Drawing upon Kauffman’s (1988) work in the 

US on corrections officers and their professional and private worlds she notes that that the 

nature of doing prison work can have a significant effect on the home life of prison 

officers. She identifies five fundamental areas of ‘spill-over’: personality change, where 

doing prison work leads to key changes in personality and character; institutionalisation, 

whereby the prison officer becomes reliant on routines, procedures and systems of control; 

material and symbolic contamination (vicarious contamination for loved ones), whereby 

either the ‘filth’ (in any of its meanings) or the stigma of the prison impacts on the home 

life of the officer and their families; the inclusion of punitive practices in home life, where 

the officers bring home the punitive behaviours and attitudes that mark their working 

practice (the example given is that of given a rub down search to a child or doing a ‘spin’11 

on their child’s room); and, lastly what could be called dramaturgical conflation, where the 

adopted professional persona begins to be indistinct from that of their private persona. All 

of these facets of ‘spillage’ highlight just how much emotional labour is required not just  

to operate within the occupational space but also the personal (home) space. 

It is clear here that the transitively emotive nature of the prison not only infests the 

occupational habitus of those who work in the prison but also their wider lifeworld. 

However, the psychologist, who is often located away from the prison wing, has a more 

episodic and non-domestic relationship to the prison than other prison staff. Nevertheless, 

as with other prison staff who experience a more remote yet deeply personalised 

interaction with prisoners, such as both drug workers (Kolind et al 2015) or nurses (Walsh 

2009), their habitus and lifeworld too is one of emotion and emotional labour. Put simply, 

all prison staff carry the prison home in some way. However, these staff populations are 

 
11  Colloquial prison term for an in depth cell search. 
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engaged in what Rupert and Morgan (2005) describe as deep and high impact emotion 

work (given nature of interactions) but also have a more explicit form of the dual- 

relationship phenomena to contend with than prison officers and prison managers. For 

forensic psychologists employed in the prison then this situation can deepen both the 

nature of emotional labour necessary to perform successfully as well as the degree of 

spillage likely to be experienced. 

Further to this point, the nature of the wider occupational stresses experienced by 

psychologists working in correctional and penal contexts can too be very different from 

other prison staff. Garland et al (2009), in their 2005 Prison Social Climate Survey, of 

whom correctional psychologists were a part, found that workplace stresses for this 

particular group come from multiple sources, not all of which were shared by their 

educational and unit management colleagues. Those that were shared were can be 

categorised as client trauma: negative experiences whilst working with prisoners, and 

occupational pressures (training, case load, management, etc.). However, the specific (or 

subjective) workplace issues related to the issues of case trauma, the vicarious trauma 

experienced from listening to and working with very troubled and damaged prisoners, 

differing iterations of the dual relationship issue (dependent on role at time of survey), and 

the degree of emotion performance/labour that was needed to operate in US corrections. 

These last two issues were correlated with negative workplace experiences that then had an 

influence in the social climate in which their occupational cultures existed.  They also 

found that there were significant areas of work that were more positively correlated with 

occupational culture and institutional loyalty. These included good supervision from 

management where value was communicated for the work done by individuals. As equally 

important was a perceived effectiveness with inmates – where the psychologists could see 

the positive fruits of their labour. The researchers also found that the amount of time 

psychologists had spent working in a prison was also a common predictor of institutional 

commitment. 

A further study by MacKain et al (2010) on correctional psychologists in the US, extending 

the work of Boothby and Clements (2002), found that there were three core areas which 

could impact on the stress levels and occupational satisfaction of psychological staff. These 

were listed as economic factors, perceived organisational support, and interpersonal 

relationships. The first of these factors was based upon the economic situation of the 

participants and relates to the job satisfaction that they associated 
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with their remuneration. Of all the factors that affected job satisfaction, those most closely 

correlated with negative work experiences related to a perceived poor level of 

organisational support. The competency of supervision, training, recognition of work 

success and job security all directly affected perceived job satisfaction. Notably, given the 

context of the research and in contradiction to the findings of Garland et al (2009), two 

factors that were not significantly correlated with job satisfaction were relationships with 

inmates and safety. Here it was much more organisational and institutional factors, the 

prison and its management, that were likely to lead to negative work experience. 

Although there are some fundamental differences in practice between British prison 

psychologists and their US correctional counterparts there are necessarily points of 

comparison. This is especially true when the traditional welfare-oriented role of the 

‘correctional’ psychologist is being supplemented by practices of crisis intervention, 

inmate classification, delivering community risk assessments, developing behavioural 

management programmes, and the development of release plans (MacKain et el 2010). 

These points of comparison highlight the importance in understanding both the 

institutional and occupational role of the psychologist in the prison as well as the impact of 

both those factors on the psychologist themselves. It is necessary, if we are to treat those 

psychologists employed within the prisons of England and Wales as a distinct population 

worthy of study, to understand how their occupational habitus is constructed and how their 

wider lifeworld is shaped and formulated by the prison, the power they wield and the 

power they are subjected to. 
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3. Methodology 
 

In this chapter, I shall explain the planned method of research, the methodological 

justifications employed and the manner and form of the research as it stood. I shall also 

discuss the sampling issues that were inherent to this particular study, as well as those 

problems that arose during the fieldwork. This discussion will also include the multifarious 

issues surrounding research ethics, and how these were addressed. 

In the current climate of penal change, inspection, and means testing gaining access to the 

Prison Service in England and Wales to conduct any sort of research is difficult and often 

requires a careful negotiation of the bureaucratic labyrinth that the research application 

process represents. However, the fieldwork of this project began during a period when 

psychological services within Her Majesty’s Prison Service were under a further burden of 

heavy criticism from prisoners, prison reform campaigners, and legal advocates. This 

combination of institutional pressure and professional critique resulted in a population and 

a service that were embattled and defensive. This compounded the problems of gaining 

access, securing trust, and recruiting an adequate sample. 

The original study was to be a systematic and empirical account of the role of the forensic 

psychologists within the modern prison, the effect of the risk assessment process on both 

prisoners and psychologists, and the power relationship that exists between these two 

parties. However, the East of England Area Psychologist, who would be the institutional 

liaison for the research, informed me that given my history as an HMP12  sentenced 

prisoner such a research project was unlikely to gain ethical approved13. In response to the 

Area Psychologist’s advice it was decided to reformulate the study. The decision was 

made to focus not so much on the risk assessment process and the power of psychological 

expertise in the modern prison but instead on the forensic practitioners themselves. The 

reason for this decision was twofold: firstly, it avoided the ethical problems that had been 

noted with regard to prisoner’s case files and access to sensitive data. It enabled the 

research to be conducted outside of any particular prison (also meaning a greater sample 

size could potentially be achieved). It also made the research more likely to be approved 

centrally. The second reason was that at inception, and subsequently (see Shingler et al 

(2017) and Brown et al (2015)), there existed a small body of literature, and numerous 

 

12  Her Majesty’s Pleasure – an indeterminate sentence given to juveniles. 
13  A psychologist with whom I had consulted later conducted this research. See Shingler et al (2017). 
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articles and letters in the prison newspaper ‘Inside Time’, which covered prisoners’ 

experiences of the risk assessment process and of specialist services such as probation and 

psychology. 

Further to this, a complete immersion into the relevant literature revealed that there were 

only two studies that focussed upon the experiences of conducting psychological work in 

the confines of a prison setting. Both were set in the US and focused specifically on 

quantifying the occupational experiences of correctional psychologists. Brown et al 

(2015), whilst focusing on Forensic Psychological practice and experiences in the UK was 

an introductory text, broad in nature and was concerned with the discipline more widely 

than just prisons and was published after field work was completed. None of the extant 

literature offered any focus to the specificities of conducting psychological work in the 

prison and what impact this may have on the practitioners themselves. A sociological and 

empirically based qualitative study still did not exist. 

However, the point made by the regional psychologist regarding my positionality is 

worthy of further consideration. As previously stated I had been an HMP sentenced 

prisoner who was incarcerated for 12 years in 14 different establishments. During that 

period of time I had numerous interactions, both formal and informal, with forensic 

psychologists employed within the Prison Service (see Warr 2008). I had been both 

witness, and subject, to their power. For much of my incarceration the interactions and 

experiences I had with forensic psychologists were both negative and profound. Despite a 

degree of separation between these interactions and my beginning this project I held a 

negative ideation of forensic psychologists. Therefore, not only had these experiences 

shaped my initial interest in conducting this research but my consequential positionality 

had imbued my approach, unwittingly, with a particular bias. This was echoed when the 

research design was reviewed by two independent Professors who pointed out to me that 

the actual design of the study, specifically the structure of the provisional interview 

schedule, was not concomitant with the scientific aims of the research. 

Kochan (2013) argues that emotion in and of itself is a necessary aspect to the 

development and process of science but nevertheless must be guarded against – especially 

if the shaping emotion is one that is negative. Marshall and Rossman (2006) note that one 

of the fundamental duties of the qualitative researcher is to ensure that their personal 

interest, or ‘positionality’, does not negatively bias their research. They explain that the 
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main danger of positionality is when it is carried through, from informing the initial interest 

in a subject, to the point where it becomes operationalised in the structure of the study. 

When discussing the philosophical problem of the Rosenthal Effect in social science, 

whereby the assumption and value laden nature of research and theory construction can 

shape the very results that are discoverable, Martin (1994) argues that mitigating strategies 

are necessary in order to prevent these forms of overt bias. In order to mitigate one’s 

positionality the social scientist must engage in both processes of reflexivity and 

methodological introspection and peer review – processes which force the researcher to 

inspect their approach, theory, and method (Hopkins 2007). One method for minimising 

this form of bias is to immerse oneself in, and to attain a sensitivity to, the relevant 

methodological and formal subject literature and processes (Marshall and Rossman 2006). 

This ‘immersion’, coupled with honest self-reflection as well as peer input, will enable the 

researcher to discover their own assumptions and ‘subjectivities’ thus taking account of 

them when constructing their study. More explicitly, in order to minimise personal bias, it 

is necessary, when developing an interview schedule, to standardise the questions as much 

as possible and to personally re-examine them, and if possible have them peer-reviewed, as 

often as is practical so as to ‘control’ or ‘neutralise’ whatever bias may be present (Mason 

2002). 

I had been aware that my positionality may have flavoured my approach to the research 

subject and as such had attempted to construct the study in such a way as to minimise 

whatever negative bias may yet have lingered. Unfortunately, though I had managed to 

achieve this in the scope and focus of the project, the timbre of the interview schedule, was 

tainted by the negativity towards the prison environment, and more explicitly the power of 

forensic psychologists, that my experiences had left me with. This had resulted in a 

somewhat hostile interview schedule that, instead of focusing on what psychologists 

experienced in their occupational lives, focused on eliciting negative responses that 

affirmed my bias. It seemed obvious once highlighted but up until that point I had been 

unaware of it. Both Professors noted that this sense of negativity might be a contributing 

factor to the hesitancy of the prison authorities in granting me access to the requested 

population. They recommended that in order to further eradicate this aspect of my 

‘positionality’, and to alleviate the fears of those prison gatekeepers, I should restructure 

the research project in terms of an Appreciative Inquiry (AI) and adopt methods of 

Appreciative Interviewing. 
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Appreciative Inquiry and Appreciative Informed Inquiry 
 

There have been a number of formulations of Appreciative Inquiry (AI) as various 

disciplines and discourses adapt the process for their own ends. However, as Cooperrider 

et al (2007) note, the process is a force for effective change and is based upon a number of 

central assumptions: firstly, that organisations are co-constructed social realities; secondly, 

that organizational processes are dependent upon what meaning those who are involved 

ascribe to their interactions and not so significantly on the dedicated application of official 

techniques; and thirdly, that both effective knowledge and change is best bought about by 

focusing on and engendering what is positive and successful as opposed to focusing upon 

that which is negative. Whitney and Tronsten-Bloom (2010) further note that perhaps the 

most powerful aspect of AI is its ability to allow researchers to know and comprehend  

their participants through the direct relationships and forms of sociality that they have to 

their profession and peers as opposed to solely knowing them through the organisational 

roles they perform. This is due to the inherent ‘groundedness’ and ‘depth’ of the research 

method which promotes the understanding of a ‘culture, society or organisation through 

the eyes of its inhabitants’ (p50) and not the superficial perspectives sometimes gained by 

external observers. Furthermore, they note that one of the real benefits to the model is that 

it gives the participants a much-needed voice and allows them to be heard in the context in 

which they live, work or operate. In many regards the methodological approach of AI is 

similar to, and shares many facets with, both Ryle’s (1968) and then subsequently Geertz’s 

(1994) notions of ‘thick description’ and the best means by which a researcher can attempt 

to capture the experiential realities of a lived culture. 

It was evident from the prior negotiations with the regional psychologist that the kind of 

immersive ethnographic approach necessary in order to adopt a fully AI approach would 

be impossible. It was made clear that though I may have access to the psychologists I 

would not have access to the prisons in which they operated. This meant that I would be 

unable to observe and explore the occupational realities of psychologists with participants 

in situ. Therefore, I adopted a partial and adapted form of the Appreciative Interviewing 

practice, here referred to as Appreciative Informed Inquiry (AII), which would be 

sufficient to achieve the aims of the research given these constraints. This meant that I 

would incorporate the ethos and interviewing practice of AI into a more traditional 

interview based qualitative study in order to be able to gain AI insights at singular points 
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of interaction. This allowed a simpler, yet holistic focus on occupational experience which 

could be captured in single, long, semi-structured interviews. 

Once the project was reformulated in terms of AII, the process of access to the East of 

England psychologists became more straightforward, not to mention speedy. The 

application was submitted formally and a decision was returned from the panel in a very 

short amount of time. A meeting was arranged with the Area Psychologist in order to 

develop a strategy to begin the research. A contact list, with the details of local heads of 

unit, was supplied and I contacted each person in turn to introduce myself, the research, 

and to ask if they or any member of their team would be interested in participating in the 

research. It was made clear that I would not have direct access to the individual prison 

establishments to conduct the interviews with the East of England psychology team. I 

would need to interview the psychologists outside of the prisons. 

As expected, the response to the initial call was minimal but a small number of 

psychologists (four) responded. It took some negotiation with those individuals to find a 

suitable location in which to conduct those interviews. For some, it was decided that the 

best locale was Stirling House, a Prison Service training and conference centre, whilst for 

others there were facilities outside of, but attached to, their home prisons. Once these 

locations were decided upon the interviews were arranged and conducted. At this point of 

the fieldwork a scandal broke, a sexual relationship between a serving forensic 

psychologist and a prisoner. Informally14 I was told that my topic and the nature of my 

research may cause concern for some in light of this development. As a result of these 

concerns, when I re-sent the introductory emails to the contact list to see if any more 

people would be interested in participating I was at pains to explain my neutrality and 

point out that this was an opportunity for them to speak to those issues which concerned 

them. Again, a small number of people came forward and with whom negotiations began 

in order to arrange times, dates and locations. It was also at this time that a number of 

psychologists responded by saying that though they were interested in participating time 

constraints and work schedules prevented them from doing so. A few more were polite 

enough to respond and say that they were not interested in taking part. However, the 

majority did not respond at all. 

 

 

 

14  Informal contact from a senior NOMS Forensic Psychologist 
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With regard to the few who had responded during the second call, it often proved difficult 

to arrange a time and date that suited the volunteers. Mostly this was due to the work 

schedules of the psychologists concerned. For instance, I had arranged to interview one 

individual but unfortunately, someone within their department had left unexpectedly 

leaving them short staffed with an incredibly busy caseload. Consequently, that person, as 

well as one other from the same department, who had expressed an interest in 

participating, dropped out. I did however manage to conduct three interviews at this point. 

I then sent out a third call for participants and only had one response and interviewed this 

person at a later date. I then sent out a fourth and fifth call but no-one responded. A sixth 

call was sent out and again no one responded. It seemed that at this stage, and in this 

region, I had exhausted all those who had any interest in participating. 

The number of interviews that I had managed to secure was not sufficient for the purposes 

of the study. Only eight psychologists had been willing or had had time to be interviewed. 

Interest in the study seemed minimal. This was hard to understand. My supervisors and I 

had been aware that, as a body, forensic psychologists were an embattled group but 

thought that the study would, at the very least, be an opportunity for them to put their side 

of the story forward. One potential issue beyond the matter of interest may have been my 

history. One of the early participants had been very forthright in pointing out that they had 

found my background as a prisoner to be a stumbling block. They explained that they had 

found the prospect of being interviewed by a former prisoner ‘extremely uncomfortable’ 

and ‘daunting’. However, they also felt that as they ‘... were supposed to be in the business 

of rehabilitation it would be hypocritical for them not to participate’ solely on those 

grounds. It is difficult to gauge how widespread these concerns were as few others spoke 

of this and, obviously, the position of those who either didn’t respond or declined to 

participate is impossible to know15. A further potential issue was the fact that 

psychological services within NOMS/Prison Service was being remodelled (see Appendix 

A) at the time that the field work was being conducted. This may also have contributed to 

the insecurity that some may have felt during this period and thus may have prevented 

some from volunteering. 

 

 

 

 
 

15 Though I became aware after being cc’d into a number of email chains that some senior psychologists had 

actively discouraged their teams from participating due to concerns about myself and my history. 
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In order for the study to achieve any probity and worth it was necessary to recruit more 

volunteers. In discussion with the Area psychologist, a number of possible avenues for 

expanding the sample were mooted. This included drawing in numbers from the national 

pool of prison based forensic psychologists, those who were employed within non- 

custodial areas of the service, the Parole Board, or even those who had been formerly 

employed by the Prison Service. I was asked to resubmit an online application form for 

research access and began to have negotiations with the Lead Psychologist for the national 

service. She noted during one consultation that if the study was to include psychologists 

from outside of NOMS/Prison Service, i.e. those working at the Parole Board or former 

HMPS employees, then this would constitute a change in the originally approved study 

which would, potentially, result in consent having to be renegotiated with the original 

participants. In consideration of this it was decided to just apply for access to the wider 

population of forensic psychologists employed across the Prison Service. This was 

approved. 

An email to all Area Psychologists as well as heads of units was sent out by the Lead 

Psychologist. This correspondence included an introductory letter from me containing 

details of the research, the consent form and a letter of provenance from my supervisor Dr 

Ben Crewe. Although the response rate was again slow, there were nevertheless a 

sufficient number of participants from all regions to progress with the study. Fortunately, a 

number of these participants put me in touch with others who they thought would be 

interested in participating. Thus, it was possible to snowball a number of participants in 

this fashion. The conjunction of this snowballing and of the repeated cascades by the Lead 

Psychologists engendered sufficient numbers to satisfy the purposive criteria and thus 

make the study both worthwhile and successful. 

The Research Method 
 

This research sits firmly within the qualitative, interpretivist, paradigm (Whitney and 

Tronsten-Bloom 2010). This paradigm, and indeed this particular AII method, were chosen 

because they would, given the constraints already mentioned, offer the best model for a 

study designed to capture the occupational habitus of forensic psychologists as they 

experience it, as well as the impact of this on their wider lifeworld. In this regard, the 

qualitative paradigm is ideal as it allows for an in-depth and exploratory study into the 

perceptions, motivations, values, and experiences of those with whom the study is 
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concerned (Mason 2002). Bachman and Schutt (2007) note that qualitative methods of 

research are designed to focus on human subjectivities and are therefore best suited to 

capturing the social and cultural meanings that individuals ascribe to their experiences and 

allow the researcher to thickly describe those social subjectivities being communicated 

(Geertz 1994). 

Appreciatively Informed semi-structured interviewing was chosen as the most appropriate 

method because, where it is not possible to observe the occupational habitus directly, 

intensive interviewing allows you to gather in-depth information on participants’ feelings, 

perceptions, and experiences (Kvale 1996). Unfortunately, the busy working schedules of 

the participants meant that interviewing them intensively over many sessions in order to 

explore themes more thoroughly was also impossible. This is where the AII as a method 

comes into its own. As a semi-structured interviewing technique, it is designed to be 

generative, holistic, and wide ranging. It allows the respondent the freedom to talk about 

and explore those issues that are pertinent to their experiences of their professional habitus 

and speak beyond their mere role to their inter-relational realities (Whitney and Tronsten- 

Bloom 2010). This allows for a greater freedom to explore themes as they arise during an 

interview, which a more rigid structure can often prevent, as well as capture as a wider 

range of experiences as a single interview allows. 

As with any research method, single semi-structured interviews have limitations (Crow 

and Semmens 2008). Perhaps the key concern is the potential for snapshot data, rather than 

in-depth data, about the participant’s environment and experience. Ideally, it would be 

beneficial to the study to be able to re-examine with the subject themes from earlier 

interviews in order to gain a greater understanding of their particular experiences and 

perceptions. A further issue with one-off interviewing, especially away from the subject 

environment, is the inability to see the respondent inhabiting their environment.  One 

benefit of being able to see the respondent in their subject environment is that it provides 

an opportunity to crosscheck the participant’s comportment with their descriptions of 

themselves within that environment (Miller 1991). 

However, there are a number of benefits to the manner in which this study was conducted 

that outweighs the weaknesses listed above. First, interviewing participants away from 

their home establishment helped avoid the ‘reactive affects’ that can occur during 

participant observation. Miller (1991) states that one danger of observational techniques is 
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the tendency of research subjects to engage in socially desirable acts as opposed to acting 

naturally. Also, as they were being asked to reflect on their emotions and experiences, the 

data being gathered was not dependent on seeing them ‘in action’, as such, but rather how 

they perceived their reality. Further to this, it was reasoned that many of the participants of 

the study might be more open and honest in their responses when away from their working 

environment – significantly, this point was made explicitly by a number of participants. 

With regard to being only able to interview once the schedule used was specifically 

designed to allow both the thematic issues that had been identified, through a thorough 

examination of the relevant literature, and any potential topic that may arise from the 

interviewee to be explored in depth. In addition, the purposive nature of the sample 

countered any loss of data that single interviews may have resulted in. What was to be 

analysed was both the common and discrepant experiences of psychologists and a full 

exploration of the reasons for these. Mason (2002) notes that with regard to qualitative 

methods of research there are two fundamental and inter-connected forms of validity that 

relate to appropriateness of method and accuracy of interpretation. With regard to this 

study it was decided that, given the population, a minimum of 20 interviews, covering the 

specific range of experiences and perceptions with which this project is concerned, would 

be sufficient to avoid the problems of invalidity (Gordon 1992). 

The Sample 
 

In total, 21 forensic psychologists were formally interviewed for the study. One 

interviewee withdrew their consent and requested that their data be deleted and 

information gathered from them not be used for the study. This was of course honoured. 

This meant that the effective sample consisted of 20 forensic psychologists all of whom 

were in the current employ of the Prison Service. A further nine people were interviewed 

in order to gain an understanding of the historical context in which the recent era of 

forensic psychology arose. These interviewees consisted of former high-ranking 

psychologists and Prison Service personnel who were involved in the recruitment, training 

and delivery of psychological services over the last 25 years. Informal conversations were 

held with a number of Prison Service psychologists throughout the duration of the study 

and these play a part in shaping the interviews and analysis. However, the data used to 

inform the substantive chapters of this thesis are, unless otherwise noted, based solely 

upon the 20 psychologist participants mentioned. This was considered to be the minimally 
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sufficient number in order to provide an adequate purposive sample. A purposive sample 

was chosen as it was felt that the population of forensic psychologists in the employ of the 

Prison Service were too great to conduct an exhaustive study of all members, given time 

and financial constraints, but yet too small to make a random sample viable. The relevant 

sampling literature suggests that a purposive sample should be one where the participants 

are those who are able to provide sufficiently significant data on the identified research 

subject (Silverman 2010). Also, when selecting participants for a purposive strategy they 

should be knowledgeable about the cultural arena being studied, able to offer a range of 

perspectives that is representative of their community, and sufficient in number that little 

would be learnt from a larger sample group (Rubin and Rubin 1995). 

The twenty main interviewees were drawn from various regions around the country, were 

employed at various grades (psych assistants, trainee and qualified), were engaged in 

various forms of psychological work and included both men and women of varying ages. It 

must be noted that none of those interviewed were employed within PIPE units, which is 

still something of a fringe practice in terms of the core psychological work undertaken by 

forensic psychologists. These practitioners were not deliberately excluded from the sample 

but none of those who wished to participate happened to work in these environments. This 

means that I have no substantial data on this type of working. The sample that were drawn 

however, were considered to be sufficiently knowledgeable regarding the delivery of the 

quotidian psychological services in the Prison Service, able to offer a range of perspectives 

that would be representative of the wider population and were minimally sufficient in 

number and range of views that a larger respondent pool was not deemed necessary. In 

fact, it was found that there was such a level of commonality with regards to the 

experiences described by those psychologists interviewed that if was felt that little would 

be learned from interviewing further candidates. As such, it is argued that the sample 

garnered by the study satisfies all three of the above criteria and therefore is an adequate 

purposive sample. 

This is not to say that there are not some potential problems with regard to this sample. 

Many of the issues that were outlined in the above description of this study’s evolution 

have impacted upon the nature of how the sample was drawn. For instance, the manner in 

which recruitment was dictated meant that those who participated were likely to be those 

who felt they had something to say and were willing, or curious enough, to talk to me. 

There were also those, like the person mentioned above, who felt obligated to talk to me 
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because of their professional position. The absence of others may have consequences for 

the soundness of the findings. However, as shall be shown, the uniformity of opinions, 

experiences, and concerns expressed by those who participated may, to some degree, 

negate these concerns. 

Interview Schedule 
 

The schedule was split into four broad categories that covered the following areas: the 

personal biography and work history of the respondent; job satisfaction and professional 

experiences; relationships and personal experiences; and finally, future and general. With 

regard to the thematic issues that the schedule was designed to cover, the first section was 

designed to capture the family structure, class, educational and career path of the 

psychologist in question as well as explore the manner in which they perceived their 

current role, the role of their profession and what influences they felt shaped their 

professional lives. Another important aspect of this study was to discover what 

motivations the participants had for entering and staying within their field and whether or 

not these had changed over the course of their career to date. 

The second section was designed to explore their professional world and job satisfaction. 

Consequently, by asking what they experienced as positive this also involved a discussion 

on what they found to be most frustrating about their role and about whether working 

within the prison environment created any particular pressures or stresses. One of the more 

important concepts to be explored was the notion of emotional labour and how that can 

affect working practice/experiences within forensic environments. As such, this section 

also sought to examine whether or not this notion held any validity for those who took part 

in the study. To examine whether or not if there was an emotional toll to be paid by 

working in this particular environment, then how did this manifest itself and how was this 

coped with, both personally and professionally? 

The third section was intended to cover both the personal and professional relationships 

that psychologists develop whilst working in the prison. An important part of that 

discussion was to discover how the forensic psychologists involved in the study 

understood the power relations that they were involved in. As noted earlier, the 

relationship that exists between prisoners and psychologists working in prisons is often 

described in terms of the tensions that are mentioned in the extant literature and the 

particular dual relationship issue that can beset forensic practitioners. Therefore, one of the 



63  

purposes of this section was to explore how psychologists perceived and experienced those 

relationships. This section was also designed to provide some understanding of the manner 

in which the participants related to their co-workers and other staff throughout the prison. 

An early indicator of the importance of these relationships was an informal conversation 

that occurred at a social gathering where I was introduced to a former forensic psychologist 

who had recently left the Prison Service, after having been stalked by a married uniformed 

officer. They noted that, although this was an extreme circumstance, it was nevertheless an 

extension of their wider experiences of the uniformed body. Another former prison 

employed psychologist who I met at a conference also relayed a number of negative and 

related experiences with uniformed members of staff in a number of prisons that had 

resulted in them also leaving the Prison Service for private practice. These experiences 

made me aware that work place relationships would have to be an important factor 

deserving of specific investigation. During the early stages of the fieldwork it quickly 

became apparent that this aspect of their working life was indeed one of the defining 

factors in how individuals perceived their role and professional life. 

The last section was designed to explore participants’ plans and the manner in which they 

would like to see their profession progress. This section was deemed important as it tied 

directly to their occupational experience/satisfaction as well as the manner in which they 

viewed their profession and the prison more widely. It was also an opportunity to revisit 

any of the topics discussed throughout the interview in case they wanted to clarify or 

expand upon anything that they had previously said. In addition, it provided an opportunity 

for them to pose any queries that they may have now that the interview was completed. 

A number of sources were used in the drafting of this schedule. Perhaps the primary source 

was the relevant literature surrounding forensic and correctional psychology and its 

practice in prisons and other secure settings. However, other discourses were also utilised 

in order to construct the thematic issues with which the study was concerned, including the 

discourse of forensic nursing and drug counselling which provided background material on 

the notion of emotional labour and appropriate methods for its investigation. There was 

also clear influence from the managerial and occupational fields of research as these 

provided mechanisms for investigating workplace experience. Appreciative 

Inquiry/Interviewing provided the form, scope, and reasoning for the question design 

adopted so as to effectively explore the subjective working experiences of individuals 

employed within organisations. 
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The interviews were recorded with a digital voice recorder and the resultant files were then 

saved to both a password protected portable hard drive and my home computer to which 

only I have access. The interviews themselves were fully transcribed. These transcripts 

were stored securely in the same manner as the voice recordings. Beyond myself, only my 

supervisors were given access to the written transcripts in order that they then could assess 

my analysis of the data. 

Ethics 
 

Bachman and Schutt (2007) explain that there are four core areas of ethical concern when 

conducting qualitative research. These issues are voluntary participation, subject well- 

being, identity disclosure, and confidentiality. When it came to addressing these concerns, 

the study was governed by the use of the long-established Prisons Research Centre and 

University of Cambridge social science research protocols in conjunction with advice and 

guidance from the senior regional psychologist mentioned above and the lead psychologist 

for HMPPS. 

One of the major concerns with voluntary participation is when the subjects of the study 

are unable, either through age, mental incapacity, or being misinformed, to comprehend 

the purpose of the study and therefore are unable to fully consent to be participants. 

Another issue arises when there is the possibility of unintended inclusion in the study as 

can happen with participant observation studies. None of these issues were a matter of 

concern for this study as all possible participants were intellectually robust, professional 

and research savvy adults who, before being asked to participate, were fully informed not 

only of the purpose of the study but also the part that their interviews would play in the 

overall scheme of the research. As a result, all participants were asked to give their 

informed consent to both being interviewed and having those interviews recorded before 

any interview was conducted. Also, the volunteers were also informed of their right to 

withdraw their consent at any time and that they need not answer any question that they 

were uncomfortable with. One interviewee did decline to answer some questions and 

subsequently did withdraw their consent and left the study. 

With regard to subject well-being, many of the concerns that can arise when conducting a 

qualitative study in the field, such as inadvertent harms to participants within their peer 

population, are removed due to the research design. The issues that can arise when 

conducting, or reporting from, interviews were dealt with in the following two ways: 
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firstly, by ensuring that the individual participants were able to express any concerns that 

they had with their interviews at the time and that it was made clear to them that they 

could withdraw from the study at any time. Secondly, care has been taken when writing 

the final report, or any publication for peer reviewed journal arising from the study, that 

any information that could compromise the position of any respondent would not be 

included. 

In terms of identity disclosure there were a number of issues that had to be addressed, 

some of which only arose as the study continued. Due to the nature of the research 

questions there was a possibility that identifying and/or sensitive, incriminating or 

individually harmful, information could be supplied by the participants. This consideration 

dictated that, as far as is possible, the participants would not be identified in person during 

the course of the research and that everything would be done to try to ensure anonymity. 

For this reason, it was initially intended that the participants would be assigned 

pseudonyms and that any information that could result in the identification of the 

respondent would be altered or removed. However, a problem was quickly identified that 

within the population there were very few men compared to women. It was thus felt that if 

participants were given gendered pseudonyms it might still be possible for those men who 

participated in the study to be identified. Along the same lines, it was noted early on that 

because of the relatively small number of chartered psychologists within the Prison 

Service at the time of the field work if a respondent was referred to as such it may, again, 

be possible to identify them. Therefore, it was decided that non-gendered and non-rank 

specific titles would be used when quoting directly, so it will be ‘a’ psychologist said X or 

Y. 

One ethical issue, which hadn’t been anticipated, arose in part due to the bureaucratic 

nature of the Prison Service and the manner in which recruitment emails were cascaded 

down through the hierarchical management structure of the service. During the early stages 

of the study it came to my attention that some of the people who were interested in 

participating in the study had in fact been asking their line managers for permission to 

participate, who then forwarded the request on to various departmental heads and Area 

Psychologists/Managers. This obviously compromised their anonymity, especially if they 

were to be the only person from a particular region who volunteered. From this point on I 

made sure that when first contacting individuals I emphasised the importance of their 

anonymity to the ethics of the research. However, at a later stage I had a one respondent 



66  

inform me that they knew I had previously interviewed two others, from different regions, 

whom they then went on to name. This had arisen after they had been cc’d into an email 

exchange between their line manager and one of the two identified psychologists where 

participation in the study had been discussed. At least two of the responders ‘outed’ 

themselves by talking about their participation in the study on social networking sites. This 

reinforced the decision not to provide pseudonyms of any description throughout this 

thesis and to avoid the gendered pronouns ‘he’ and ‘she’16. It was also decided that this 

method would satisfy any issues concerning confidentiality. Fortunately, no direct or 

actionable information arose during the course of the interviews that concerned illegal 

activity and as such no action was necessary in this regard17. 

A further aspect of identity disclosure is that of the researcher when this could potentially 

impact upon the informed consent of participants. Obviously in this case my background as 

an HMP sentenced prisoner, who was incarcerated for a total of 12 years, could have 

affected issues regarding the informed consent of participants. After a long consultation 

with both the initial point of contact and the lead psychologist for HMPPS it was decided 

that in order to combat this that my CV and a cover letter, detailing my personal history, 

should be included, along with the materials concerning the purpose of the study, when 

they were presented to the potential respondent at initial contact. Though it was agreed that 

this was a necessary step in order to ensure the ethics of the study it was also 

acknowledged that this may have a negative impact on the recruitment of volunteers. As 

the psychologist quoted above noted my history was a matter of concern. To try and 

overcome this it was decided that a cover letter from one of my supervisors, detailing my 

post imprisonment achievements and the academically robust nature of the study should 

also be included. 

Content Analysis 
 

When it came to the analysis of the collected data it was decided that an adapted form of 

both critical discursive and thematic content analysis would be employed. Thematic 

content analysis (Weber 1990) is essentially the process of identifying relevant themes 

within a text and then drawing inferences from the manner in which those themes are 

 

16 Chapter 8 is the exception to this rule. This chapter is concerned with discussing the gendered nature of the 

prison and how this has impacted on the experience of the female psychologists who participated in the study. 
17  An incident was referred to, anecdotally, by one psychologist in Chapter 8 and is discussed there. 
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described. Likewise, critical discursive (discourse) content analysis (Wodak and Meyer 

2009) is the process of analysing and drawing critical inferences from the discourses 

(language, writings, etc.) that people engage in when discussing issues of ideology and 

power; for instance, in this case the manner in which psychologists discussed their 

working practice and their experience of the prison. It was decided to conjoin these two 

approaches because whilst the interviews, in and of themselves, arose during a particular 

form of AII discourse they were then transcribed and it is both the recordings themselves 

and the transcriptions that are being critically and reflectively analysed. 

Though the data was analysed in a qualitative manner the process was however much the 

same as if it had been done quantitatively (see Neuendorf 2002). Each transcript or 

interview was subjected to a tri-stage process of analysis. The first stage was to divide the 

data contained within an interview into the primary themes outlined above, so there were 

fields for personal history, career path, job satisfaction, professional experiences, 

relationships, personal experiences, power, and future plans. An extra field was also 

created in order for miscellaneous data to be included; this was information that had not 

been anticipated or was initially thought to be of little relevance to the study’s main areas 

of interest. Each of these themes were assigned a colour code which was adhered to 

throughout the analysis and even into the writing of the thesis. The second stage of the 

analysis process was then to take each thematic section and further analyse it in terms of 

the specific research questions as well as the subjective and discursive content. For 

example, the section on personal history would be analysed to see if it contained any data 

on ideological motivations, emotional labour or power etc.; or the section on relationships 

would be examined to see whether or not it contained data on enjoyment, stress or gender 

issues. Each section was subjected to the same process. If there were points that were 

cross-sectional, or addressed multiple questions, then these were noted separately. The 

third stage of the process was to look at familiarity, uniformity and disunity across all the 

interviews. This provided a critical overview of the experience and perceptions of 

psychologists in the Prison Service and allowed for those subjectivities to be compared in 

general, allowing for inferences to be drawn with regard to the sample and thus the 

population. This tri-partite process provided a thorough breakdown of the data supplied 

and allowed the interviews to be both examined individually and in terms of the research 

as a whole. This approach therefore maintained both contextual integrity as well as 

supplying general themes. Though time consuming this method of analysis enabled 
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significant familiarity with the data collected, and therefore a more profound 

understanding of how the psychologists interviewed perceived their occupational habitus. 

It also provided a robust means of accurately interpreting the interview data, assigning 

quoted material to particular conceptual discussions, and provides a great deal of internal 

validity (Mason 2002). 
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4. Typologies: Values and Perspectives 
 

This chapter looks at the range of psychologists that participated in this study and aims to 

map these into a typological matrix. This tentative typology emerged from the data and has 

allowed an analysis of the manner in which varying psychologists experience, cope with, 

and react to the prison environment. 

There are differences between a basic form of classification and a typology. Classification 

relates to the process whereby entities are grouped by similarity in a manner that both 

signifies in-group homogeneity and between-group heterogeneity (Bailey 1994). For 

example, humans can, in one sense, be classified as either male, female or non-binary – the 

classification criteria in this sense is gender. However, there are a number of problems 

with this quite basic system of differentiation, the most pertinent of which is that they tend 

to be rather limited in terms of their explanatory power. In essence, such classification, can 

only inform us of how entities are similar or different. What is required for robust and 

satisfactory classification in social sciences is not only the identification of the 

fundamental variables which underpin the differentiations but also a tool which allows the 

wider relationships between the entities being classified to be captured and explored 

(Coxon 1999). 

Typologies are multidimensional and conceptually based rather than just binary 

formulations of difference. Though as Bailey (1994) argues it is necessary that typologies 

be constructed from multiple dual criteria to maintain dimensional exclusivity. Without 

this an entity may fall between two categorical dimensions, introducing conceptual 

ambiguity which necessarily undermines any explanatory power. Collier et al (2008) note 

that there are essentially two types of typology: those that are descriptive in nature, 

whereby the dimensions of the typology relate to specific conceptual forms, and those that 

are explanatory in nature, whereby the dimensions of the typology relate to ‘hypothesised 

outcomes’ (p153). Regarding this thesis, the form of typology under discussion is 

necessarily descriptive. I am concerned with constructing an initial descriptive tool to 

communicate the occupational differences that became evident in the data. In this sense, 

each dimension of the typology relates to an exclusive occupational, or even 

ontological/positional, concept which fits the ethos which governed individual outlook and 

practice. 
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The first principle of creating a typology involves defining the conceptual variables that 

will form its basis (Collier 2008). Black (1963) notes that when partitioning (in the sense 

of differentiating between types), the method of ‘free-sorting’ is the only justifiable 

method. This is the process whereby ‘native’ partitions, those grounded in the data, are 

discovered by the researcher instead of being imposed by them. Both Black (1963) and 

Bailey (1994) note that there are two forms of free-sorting: first, the quantitative method, 

which is based upon statistical adherence/deviance to a group’s particular set of variables; 

second, the qualitative method which is based upon conceptual categorisation. Conceptual 

categorisation, in this sense, relies upon there being distinct and polarised concepts which 

capture the range of qualitative elements in the data. It is these polarised concepts that 

form the cells of the typology. An element is assigned to a particular cell due to the level  

of their deviation from or adherence to one of the poles (Bailey 1994). It must be noted 

that at the outset of this research there was no intention to develop a typology, and 

therefore none of the formal techniques for delineating character or moral perspective were 

employed in the development of the interview schedule. There was no hypothesised 

outcome imposed in the research design and as such no hypothetico-deductive testing 

(Føllesdal 1994). Yet clear, polarised, concepts emerged from the data which produced the 

necessary exclusive dimensions. 

Human Resource literature describes five forms of occupational motivators:18 

physiological, egocentric, belief based, social needs and goal achievement (Belilos 1997). 

Physiological motivators relate to the base needs of having to earn in order to live; 

egocentric motivators relate to pay, rewards and occupational self-worth; social needs 

relate to work place relationships as well as organisational placement; goal achievement 

relates to the realisation of one’s aims and potential; and belief based motivators (both 

internal drives and external motivations) are those subjective factors that impel a person to 

work in their field once their other ‘needs’ have been met (Mumford 2011). Inner drives 

are the beliefs/mores which shape the way an individual will approach their role or 

occupation. External motivations are those attitudinal factors that mirror larger narratives 

which underpin the professional/organisational role (Belilos 1997). It is from these belief- 

based motivators that personal satisfactions and ontological security can be derived 

(Ashman and Gibson 2010). 

 

 
18  These motivators are often derived from, or perceived in terms of, Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs. 
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Day and Casey (2009) note that in the field of forensic and correctional psychology the 

values held by practitioners are predicated on the values formulated and espoused in their 

various codes of professional practice. However, it was clear from this research that the 

values held by the psychologists interviewed in this study went beyond the occupational 

narratives of the ‘role’ and involved a blend of the often-competing official ideations of 

professional penal practice, as well as personal and political moralities. In forming the 

typology, it was necessary for there to be a number of polarised concepts which would 

adequately capture this range of values. Four polarised attitudinal concepts were displayed 

by the participants: rehabilitation, welfare, public protection, and punitivity. These 

partitions attached to both occupational narratives as well as personal motives and as such 

were both significant and broad enough to encompass the wide range of values discussed 

by the participants of the study. 

 
It should be noted that none described their own views solely in terms of one position or 

another. Participants would make a series of statements over the course of their interviews 

which often highlighted points of deviation from one particular concept or another. These 

affirmations and deviations then indicated which position they were prone to lean towards, 

and thus to which typology cell they belonged. For example, those that saw their role 

primarily in terms of public protection often saw rehabilitation as a distinct but related 

facet of their role. However, those who were more welfare orientated often saw 

rehabilitation as being an indistinguishable part of their role. Due to this conjoining of 

dyadic motivations, a simple quadratic axis was sufficient to capture these attitudinal and 

motivational spectra (see figure 1). 
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Once these spectra had been established a simple typological analysis, establishing each 

interviewee’s expressed set of attitudes and beliefs, showed that each respondent could be 

mapped somewhere within these quadrants (see figure 2). The position of any dot within 

the quadrants indicates the extent to which that individual portrays a particular attitude or 

motivation and the extent to which they deviate from the polarised position. For example, 

the dot nearest to the Welfare marker indicates an individual who primarily saw their role, 

and that of all psychologists, in terms of the welfare of the people they worked with (be 

that staff or prisoner) yet also privileged the notion of rehabilitation over that of punitivity. 

Likewise, the individual closest to the rehabilitation marker was an individual who 

perceived psychological services in terms of rehabilitation and aiding prisoners in their 

desistence yet also saw welfare as a more guiding principle than public protection. Those 

whose dots fell between these two displayed attitudes/motivations that shared both 

perspectives, i.e. they saw their role as aiding the individual personally/emotionally as well 

as helping them in getting away from their offending lifestyles yet rejected or gave less 

credence to issues of public protection or punitivity as being driving factors of their 

occupational positionality. 
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The mapping exercise revealed four base groups of psychologists within the sample: 

Humanists, Functionalists, Utilitarians and Retributivists (see figure 3). Each of these 

groups shall be discussed in full below. It must be noted that the last grouping was 

somewhat problematic as only two psychologists could be said to fall into this quadrant 

and those who did were very different from each other. This resulted in the quadrant 

having to be split between a Retributive Idealist and Cynical Retributivist. Nevertheless, 

these two individuals were really distinct from the rest of the sample yet shared some 

commonalities with each other. Mostly they saw their role in terms of public protection 

and as an essential aspect of the punishment of prisoners. The justification of their 

inclusion as separate categories will be explained below. 
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Before beginning that discussion it is necessary to make a point regarding emotion work. 

The literature on this topic discusses the internal process of emotional labour that is 

undertaken by staff in order to manage their own emotional selves (see Nylander et al 

2011; Walsh 2009). However, as Gray and Smith (2009) note in passing, whilst discussing 

emotional labour and nursing, there is also a need to work with the emotions of others. 

Hochschild (1983) argues that the purpose of emotional labour is to induce a proper or 

correct state of mind in a target population. It is occasionally necessary to alter the 

emotional states of those being worked with in order to achieve occupational/treatment 

success. For the purposes of this thesis, I will make a distinction between emotional 

labour, that toil undertaken by the individual to manage their own emotion states, and 

what I shall refer to as emotive labour, that toil undertaken to induce, change or control the 

emotion states of others. 

The literature on managing the emotions of others in such settings is far less prevalent 

because it is generally perceived that such processes involve unethical elements of power 

such as manipulation or inducement (Thoits 1996). Rosete and Ciarrochi (2005) highlight 

that in much of the organisational/management literature the management of other’s 

emotions is reframed as performance management – yet involves the same processes of 

provocation, comfort, and easing discussed by Thoits (1996).  However, the management 
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of other people’s emotions is a necessary aspect of every form of human sociality (Clark 

1990). She argues, utilising Collins’ (1975) notion of the ‘emotional interactional 

substrate’, that everyday interactions are dominated by emotional micro-politics where 

emotions are triggered, evinced, elicited, utilised, and managed. To deny this, she argues, 

is to fail to fully capture the nature of human interactions. Even in therapeutic settings the 

need to work with the emotions of others is recognised as being a central facet of practice. 

D’Zurilla and Nezu (2010), when speaking about problem solving therapy and wider CBT 

practices, note that there is a longstanding acknowledgement that controlling/managing 

disruptive emotion and behaviours as well as encouraging reflective emotion/behaviours is 

a core element of the therapist’s role. 

All of those interviewed spoke, to some degree, about these elements of managing the 

emotions of others. Therefore, in order to fully explain the nature of, and the distinctions 

between, emotional and emotive labour in this and the following chapters it is necessary to 

add to the definition of emotive labour given above. Fundamentally, the forms of emotive 

labour described by the psychologists interviewed in this study can be thought of as 

involving the three following processes: Evocation – the process of inciting emotion 

responses in others; Deflection – the processes of altering the nature and course of emotion 

responses in others; and, Inversion – the processes of changing negative emotion responses 

in others to ones that are positive or meet the needs of the individual engaging in the 

emotive labour. 

Humanists 
 

A Humanist is someone that has a pervasive concern for human welfare, values, and 

dignity. As such, this was the ideal signifier for this group. All those who fell within this 

group, whether they were more rehabilitation or welfare focused, had the interests of the 

people they worked with at the forefront of their thinking: 

You become a psychologist because you are interested in human beings and so dehumanising 

people should be at odds with the psychologist. 

 

I felt, like [my] supervisor, that one of my roles in the prison was to remind everybody that the 

people in [the] prison are human. There is a really offensive thing going on at the moment where 

people in some parts of the Ministry of Justice have started referring to prisoners as ‘stock’ which 

is awful isn’t it? Here at [name of prison] I see it as my role to make sure those we work with are 

seen as people … 



76  

It also meant that many derived enjoyment from the day-to-day contact that they had with 

prisoners: 

I honestly just enjoy working with people ... a lot of my early work was with the enhancing skills 

programme which is all about, or certainly should be in my view, working with people, motivating 

people, listening to them ... I really enjoyed that. 

 
The best thing? Err … it’s probably … the best thing is working with people. I get to see so many 

and helping them … that’s what’s good, you know? 

 
I think that I take a lot pride and I take a lot of personal satisfaction from thinking that I do a job 

that makes a difference to other people. 

 

This people-centricism had three further facets that distinguish the Humanists from other 

categories. These are: the manner in which they both perceive and approach the prisoners 

and other staff members with whom they work; their interest in the welfare of those with 

whom they work; and, their attitude to, and the practice of, their rehabilitative role. In 

terms of this first facet, all the Humanists portrayed an highly optimistic and humane 

opinion of people in general and in particular those that they worked with. For example,, 

one psychologist expressed amazement at the cynicism that many of the uniformed body 

displayed towards prisoners as they were personally of the opinion that there ‘was more 

good to people than bad’. This led them to question the motivations of other staff if they 

did not believe in the inherent goodness of people: 

I get frustrated by staff who have a negative view ... why are you in this job if that is your view, what 

are you doing here? 

 

Humanists displayed a strong moral sense of how people should act towards each other 

and consequently how they should be treated. The individual that made the above claim 

stated that they had been bought up to believe that: 

…you treat people with fairness and with decency, and things like trust and honesty are important 

and taking responsibility for yourself but also for others. And I think quite a strong sense of the fact 

that life is not just about looking after yourself and taking what you can from it, but actually helping 

other people as well. 

 

This moral sentiment was echoed by many of those who have been classified as 

Humanists. They often couched their responses in terms of fair treatment of prisoners, 
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respect, and empathy. As one noted when speaking about their style of engaging 

recalcitrant prisoners: 

…being very clear about the purpose of your role, what you are there to do. But I think a lot of 

empathy, respect ... acknowledging those things, treating them as people ... it is quite powerful. 

 

Whilst others noted that: 

 
… empathic, supportive, trusting relationships are some of the things that you need in order to 

assist people and to do this properly. 

 

…and that is what I find hardest is… I don’t mean feeling sorry for them because I think that is a 

little bit condescending…but I think empathy comes into it and I think although some people have 

done some quite terrible things, and I always say people have to take responsibility for that, but just 

because they have done that does not mean you can’t feel empathy for what they have suffered. 

 

Well you try to be a person to them as well as a professional and that is probably a big negative on 

my career or whatever, but I don’t believe you can just be professional. You have to know your 

boundaries and I think you can say to somebody, I like you as a person, don’t like what you did, this 

is my role as a psychologist but you can still relate to them in a way. And I find that is one of the 

major humanities if you like that is missing. 

 

Humanists shared a view that prisoners are people first and foremost and need to be treated 

in a manner that is appropriate for people. These moral sentiments bought to mind the 

classical Kantian approach, the second formulation of the Categorical Imperative (Kant 

1785), whereby people are ‘an end in and of themselves’ and as such shall not be treated as 

a means to some other end – i.e. achieving performance targets or abstractly protecting the 

public. This is not to suggest that the Humanists were the only grouping to cast their 

profession in terms of deontology – nevertheless they clearly viewed their ‘duty’ in terms 

other than a general utility. Holding this position also meant that they saw prisoners as 

individuals rather than an homogenous deviant grouping: 

Prisoners have their own individual needs ... which we need to understand so that we can help them 

to understand ... [their offending behaviour]. 

 

Humanists were more acutely aware of, and uneasy about, the power dynamic that 

underpinned their relationships with prisoners: 

I know it is a position of authority but I suppose I don’t feel like ... that is my role. I am not 

thinking… I think maybe I am saying there are some people who thrive off that and that is not 
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something I am particularly…I don’t… I hope that I would not present in that way because of the 

fact like I said anyone can end up [here]. 

 

Another noted that: 

 
Obviously as a member of staff and as a person conducting an assessment we are in a position of … 

authority, but … but you have to mitigate that as best you can. You have to be careful … even in 

what and how you say things … they can have a negative impact. 

 

In this regard, the Humanists were far more aware and careful with the manner in which 

they engaged in emotive labour. There was an acknowledgement of the need to be careful 

with prisoners’ emotions. Careless phrasing was to be avoided so as not to cause harm, or 

even unintended harm. A number of the Humanists had noted early experiences in their 

careers where something that they had said to a prisoner had caused some offence or had 

evoked negative emotions in those who they were working with. For example, one 

psychologist relayed a story from when they were working on an anger management 

course and had made a flippant, throw away, and what they thought was an amusing 

comment, only to be met with offended silence from the men in the group and in particular 

the person they had been speaking to: 

To this day I can’t remember what I had said. But, you know, I know whatever it were it were not 

appropriate. It caused … pain. It changed everything in the group. From that minute on the group 

was a slog and the man I had been speaking to just withdrew and clammed up. I thought it were 

innocuous but it clearly weren’t. I felt like I had failed not just him but everyone. Since then I am 

very careful with what I say … 

 

It was this aspect of emotive labour that was peculiar to the Humanist – it was that the 

wrong word or phrase or any behaviour that seemed thoughtless or careless had to be 

avoided not because it might impact on outcomes but because it might evoke negative 

emotions in the prisoner: 

… you have to be so careful with what you say. You don’t always know what the person has been 

through, what traumas lie in their childhood, what sensitivities they have … you know? You don’t 

want to, and I hate the term, but you don’t want to trigger some past trauma and make things worse 

for the person. It’s the last thing we should be doing. 

 

I was interviewing somebody who had got awful kind of marks round his neck where he had tried to 

hang himself and feeling really quite … I wouldn’t say uncomfortable about it but just … I knew I 

had to be really careful. 
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Humanists’ optimism also infected the manner in which they considered the rehabilitation 

of prisoners. Many felt that real change could be attained by prisoners if only the 

opportunities were made available to them. As one summed up You have to give people an 

opportunity and believe in their capacity to change I guess. Many of those who fell into 

this category believed in this aspect of rehabilitation. An inherent perspective to all 

psychological approaches is that there is something either fundamentally wrong or missing 

in the psychopathology of an offender which causes their offending (Samenow 2004). This 

positivistic approach to criminological discourse dictates that whatever this malignant or 

absent element is, it is both necessary and sufficient to cause an individual to offend (Day 

et al 2004). Therefore, addressing this internal malignancy, or incepting that which is 

missing, will remove the causal factor in the individual’s offending and result in their 

desistance from crime. In the parlance of the contemporary prison, this ‘deficiency’ is 

often thought to be either cognitive impairment, which is ‘treatable’, or personality 

disorder, which is only manageable. Though still positivistic in their approach (I shall 

return to this point below), Humanists were far more likely to be both understanding of the 

external factors that led people to offend and optimistic about the rehabilitation that 

prisoners could achieve. For example, one psychologist explained that they were always 

taken aback by just how little had to go wrong in someone’s life for them to end up in 

prison: 

It is quite humbling when you think I could be there, it is only because I have had different 

experiences and opportunities. 

 

In this regard we see echoes of what Muir (1977), in his classical text Police: Streetcorner 

Politicians, defines as a tragic perspective. He argues that in order for a police officer to 

become an effective professional, who can grow in their profession, they must necessarily 

reconcile two seemingly paradoxical positions: developing an intellectual ability to 

recognise those factors which can lead to human suffering/wrongdoing whilst 

simultaneously reconciling themselves morally to their coercive practice and the 

implications of that for those with whom they interact. He goes on to argue that not being 

able, or even disinclined, to reconcile these two states leads to the development of a 

cynical perspective which can lead to wholly negative practices and habits of denial and 

avoidance. What we see here with this Humanist is that intellectual understanding of the 

prisoners with whom they work. Others expressed similar points of view: 
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Many of those I see it’s ... a bad set of circumstances, some poor decisions and their life has gone 

wrong. Working here makes you realise this can happen to anyone, anyone can end up here [in 

prison]. 

 

It sounds so simple but I had never really thought about it, and I know there are always exceptions 

to the rule, but generally the vast majority of prisoners I have worked with in my experience have 

had very, very difficult … they have come from deprived areas; they have had difficult upbringings; 

they have had disruptive childhoods; they have had negative experiences at school … 

 

Humanists were still positivistic in their approach but were, in these terms, at the lighter 

end of the positivistic spectrum. This affected the manner in which they perceived their 

rehabilitative role, which all saw in terms of co-production. They saw their role as aiding 

and abetting rehabilitation as opposed to imposing it. They were not there to force change 

upon people but instead to help those who wished to change: 

I will work with people and I think working in a prison it doesn’t matter to me what that person has 

done in the past, it does not matter where they have come from, I will work with that individual and 

I will want to – I suppose – help them if I can in order to make the changes in their life which 

perhaps they want. 

 

A really important part of my role is helping to rehabilitate people who want to make that change 

whatever that may be. 

 
It is very positive to be able to help people to live better lives. That sounds really … … but it is true 

and you see so much misery and so many unhappy people. 

 
Humanists were far more likely to talk about working with, as opposed to working on, 

prisoners. In terms of the tragic/cynical perspectives mentioned above this becomes an 

interesting use of language. As noted, prisoners have little or no choice in their interactions 

with psychologists so for Humanists to utilise such language it suggests an element of 

denial or even avoidance. Other categories very much saw their role in terms of the 

‘treatment’ or ‘medical’ model, as described by Towl (2004), and as such employed 

phrases such as ‘interventions’ and ‘programmes for’ prisoners. Language inherently 

communicating a sense of just power. However, this was largely absent in the responses 

given by Humanists who were far more hominine, yet avoidant, in approach. 

This approach also informed their opinions of the public protection role that the institution 

and the criminal justice system imposes upon them. Many reframed this dual relationship 

issue in terms of a means of helping the people with whom they work as opposed to using 
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them as a means to satisfy this purpose. In practical terms, this meant that they saw public 

protection as a consequent of improving the lives of prisoners: 

It’s simple really, if you have someone with anger control problems and you help them overcome 

those issues then you’re helping the public ... 

 

I think we are there to improve people’s lives and that is everybody, that’s prisoners, staff, public. 

Because it is very easy to say we are there to reduce reoffending… but it is not just about that. 

Some of it is about keeping people alive, and some of it is about keeping staff safe and alive and all 

the rest of it. And if you can do those things and you can do them well and you can make prisoners 

lives better, you will make the public’s lives better. 

 

In a publication regarding the development of psychological services within NOMS it set 

out a hierarchy of stakeholders, priority was given to the public, victims of crime, prison 

and probation staff with the ‘offender’ coming last (Home Office 2003). This prioritising 

may have been inadvertent but was nevertheless reflected in the responses given by 

psychologists in other categories. This was not true for Humanists who saw the hierarchy 

from the opposite perspective – as the quote above indicates. The second issue to arise 

from this quote is about the welfare of the individual, and the wider staff population, with 

whom they worked. In other criminological contexts, the notion of Repressive Welfarism 

has been used to describe an almost epochal shift in the dominant penal ethos of the late 

20th/early 21st century, whereby welfarist ideals were supplanted by a punitively focused 

public protection agenda (Garland 2001, 1985). However, as Robinson (2008), Sparks 

(2007), and Downes and Hansen (2006) note, it is evident that Garland overstates the 

division between welfare, punishment, and public protection policy in late modern penal 

practice. Instead what occurred was a synthesis between these two, seemingly disparate, 

forms of policy and practice. As Hudson (2003; 1987) points out that much of Youth 

Justice policy/practice in the 1970/80’s was not strictly based around welfarist ideals but 

rather a combination of welfarism and punitiveness. Here the point is not that these 

ideations of juridical practice were separate and contiguous but rather that they had 

become so fused together that they were indistinguishable (see also Kemshall 2008; Smith 

2005, 2003;). 

One consequence of this is a variation of the dual-relationship issue discussed previously 

where practitioners become concerned with mitigating the control aspect of their role by 

use of their care role. In terms of youth justice, Kemshall (2008), describes a situation 

whereby the modern youth worker acts as a ‘firewall’ between the children clients and the 
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full impact of the risk paradigm they are employed to implement. This she argues is due to 

many of the practitioners not sharing the objectives and values that underlie the policy 

which governs their practice. Phoenix (2009) takes this a step further and points out that it 

is now partially the role of the modern youth worker to actively alleviate both the form and 

reach of the punitive aspects of ‘repressive welfarism’. This alleviation can only occur 

through the interfacial aspect of their role and thus for many is an integral part of their 

everyday work. However, she notes that one consequence of this is a certain amount of 

conflict due to the practitioner being consistently confronted by the punitive reality which 

is conjoined to the welfarist ethos of their discourse. Humanists in this study 

communicated a similar situation. Their concern for the welfare of the individuals with 

whom they worked was often hampered by occupational expectation: 

I think one of the most important things we need to do is to keep people safe. When they are in our 

care we should be making sure that they stay in one piece and alive. That is kind of the bottom line 

and I don’t think we do enough of that. 

 

Nearly all Humanists regretted that they were not always able to work in this way, as they 

were often called to other duties. Often this was as a result of their role being perceived, by 

the establishment in which they worked, as being risk focused. Nevertheless, many 

Humanists felt they should be doing more to help the prisoners in the prison cope with  

their incarceration: 

If I were to describe my job then I would have said, when I first started, a lot of it was about how to 

help people cope with imprisonment. And that does not happen all that much now. Most 

psychologists would never see that as their job to help people cope with their imprisonment … I do, 

though. 

 

We probably do a more accurate job at predicting risk but the system is much less human than it 

used to be. 

 

This intersection between the custodial needs of the institution and the role that 

psychologists play in these largely coercive practices and the motivation for care (dual 

relationship) can increase the level of emotional labour that the Humanists may have to 

engage in (Walsh 2009); and speak to the difficulties that psychologists may face in 

reconciling their moral and disciplinary perspectives (Muir jr 1977). However, Humanists 

expressed a great deal of job satisfaction when, due to an establishment’s understanding of 

their wider utility, they were able to work in what they considered humane ways: 
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You have got this environment which is difficult and hard and horrible for most people, that 

helping get people through that and helping things change in a positive way is what is rewarding. 

 

This emotive labour (deflection) then enabled them to ameliorate some of the emotional 

labour that may be caused by the other relational or ontological factors that will be 

discussed in the following chapters. A related source of satisfaction stemmed from giving 

prisoners who may be in a very dark or chaotic place a healthy way of moving forward. In 

this sense, Humanists often perceived themselves as a beacon luring the offender towards 

the shores of rehabilitation and away from the destructive emotions that besieged them. As 

one particular psychologist noted: 

[often] they are in a bad situation ... they do not see the way out and just giving them a way 

forward, sensible steps not huge jumps, trying to tune in with them and giving them the right ways 

forward I think is a good thing. 

 

This raised the notion of the third form of emotive labour, that of inversion - the processes 

of changing prisoners’ negative emotions into more positive forms. As another participant 

noted: 

When you help someone who is in distress … you see that a lot here, when you see that and can help 

them to change their thinking and the way they feel about their situation and the way they see their 

future … That’s when I feel I am doing good work. 

 

It was clear that the main focus of inversion for Humanists involved improving prisoners’ 

internal lives, without doing so for purely instrumental reasons. As this psychologist 

explained when relaying a story of a particularly problematic young prisoner they had 

worked with many years previously: 

He was seen as being … a pain. Lots of trouble, lots of adjudications, lots of fights, always in and 

out of seg. It was clear from his file that he’d had an horrendous life, abuse, care, neglect … 

everything that can destroy a person’s chances, you know? He had been on a programme in his 

previous establishment but was so disruptive he was thrown off. It was decided at his lifer board   

that maybe 1-to-1 work might be more suitable. When I had to interview him first he … I was … not 

nervous really but … apprehensive? I wanted it to go well but … He was fine, the minute he opened 

up it all came pouring out. Really, he needed someone to listen to him, he’d never had that. He had 

such a negative view of himself … it was heart-breaking. We worked together for three months and I 

listened and I helped him to see that what had happened to him was not his fault and that it didn’t 

need to define his life. We got to the point where he was much more positive about himself … 
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Yet another spoke about the need to help people to see their lives and themselves through a 

more positive lens. They explained that much of their work was helping the men to have 

the confidence to be able to see themselves differently and begin to perceive their future 

lives in a more pro-social way. This particular individual went on to state that: 

The role of the forensic psychologist is not just about helping prisoners to address their offending 

behaviour but … but changing the way they see their possibilities. 

 

The Humanist, though not necessarily reconciling their moral position and thus leaving 

themselves vulnerable to developing a cynical rather than tragic approach (as we will see 

later), is distinct from the other types due to their hominine, optimistic, and flexible 

approaches to psychological services, offender rehabilitation, emotive labour and the 

manner in which they derive their job satisfaction. As this psychologist summed up: 

I know that probably most people in my groups or that I work with on a one to one basis that I am 

not changing their lives but I would like to think that for some of them, and I am not the only reason 

somebody changes, but I think if I am….if I am part of the process which means somebody’s life 

improves then I am happy to spend the next 40 years doing that because I think what better thing to 

do with your life than help other people in theirs. 

 

Functionalists 
 

In both the sociological and anthropological fields, functionalism refers to the theory that 

societies can be understood by examining the functions that their constituent parts play in 

the construction and promulgation of the society (Fulcher and Scott 2011). What is 

common to both these perspectives is the fact that, whether it be mental states or the 

constituent parts of a society, the defining factor is the function they play in some larger 

scheme. It is in this sense that the label Functionalist has been employed in this chapter. 

For a participant to be defined as a Functionalist it was necessary that they saw their role in 

functional terms, either protecting the public or rehabilitating prisoners. For Functionalists 

these were their prime directives; they were employed, and thus tasked to, achieve or 

enable some outcome: 

Society – public protection is the prime, the public if you like.  So that is kind of where the focus is, 

it is always about protection, risk and managing that. But obviously in balance there is duty of care 

to the individuals that we work with.  But the end point is the public. 

 

I do lots of different things ... assessments, programme delivery, safer custody ... lots of different 

things but they’re always centred around public protection. 
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… facilitating or contributing towards public protection is obviously the fundamental element of our 

role. 

 

Humanists placed the individual as the primary locus for their expertise and profession. 

However, Functionalists regarded the primary recipient of their service as the public and 

saw prisoners as considerably less important in a hierarchy of stakeholders. In this way 

they were, returning to Muir jr’s (1977) analysis, much more able to morally reconcile the 

coercive nature of their practice with their intellectual understanding of the prisoners with 

whom they worked. In this sense they were closer to achieving that tragic perspective that 

could allow for the development of effective practice. However, this had a number of 

consequences for their professional approach both in terms of the rehabilitation of 

prisoners and in protecting the public. The first of these, a defining characteristic of the 

Functionalist, is the manner in which they conflate public protection with risk and risk 

management - a perspective that they share, to a certain degree, with the Retributivists. For 

the Functionalist, public protection is the reduction, or management, of risk. As Hannah- 

Moffat (2005) describes, under this viewpoint prisoners are reinterpreted completely as 

risk subjects, with attendant risk identities, who pose a potential future threat to the wider 

public and thus must be assessed, managed, and controlled. This attitude was prevalent in 

Functionalist thinking: 

…thinking about prison, organisational need, public[protection] risk assessment and I have heard 

people say risk assessment is the bread and butter of forensic psychologists and obviously there are 

those four roles and I do think it is very much equally – that is what it should be.  But I think in 

terms of …maybe prisons and my experience I think good quality risk assessments timely 

assessment is probably key.  I think that is important and understandably so, and rightly so. 

 
…work with people to overcome risk and in some cases, for some people it might be just about 

managing and controlling risk. 

 

For some, this was one of the motivators for having joined the Prison Service as a 

psychologist: 

[My] motivation really was to work doing risk assessments, wanted to go to Parole Board hearings, 

so contribute to Parole Board hearings about risk. 

 

The overarching ethos here is one of consequentialism – the notion that some greater good 

is achieved through acts which, regardless of individual cost, lead to an intrinsic good 
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(Williams 1993). The ‘good’ here is the protection of the public. It is the striving towards 

this good from which Functionalists can derive satisfaction in their work: 

The best thing that I have done this week for example ... is writing a risk assessment knowing that 

you are making the right decision for that person’s progress and that that supports protection of the 

public. 

 

The ultimate goal is public protection, which is achieved through the lowering or 

management of risk. The means by which that is seen to be achieved is the rehabilitation of 

the prisoner. Rehabilitation stands as the mechanism by which a prisoner can be changed 

and thus their risk reduced: 

I would say what I do helps people who have had a negative impact on society in some way or 

another – I am helping them to change their behaviour so that hopefully in the future they have a 

more positive impact on society. 

 
… it is about that balance really between public protection and then enabling prisoners to change. 

 
A consequence of this positionality is that Functionalists, unlike Humanists, make a 

separation between the wider public and the prisoner. This separation is due to both the 

crimes that the ‘offender’ has committed and the subsequent ‘riskiness’ that dictates how 

they are perceived. The Functionalists of this study all ‘othered’ the prisoner in this regard: 

[You] must remember that some of the individuals we work are very dangerous ... here for having 

committed some very serious offences and ... as I mentioned earlier what we do is centred around 

public protection so we must work to reduce the risk they pose to the public, their victims, and I 

suppose to themselves before they are released. 

 

This positioning also impacted on the manner in which Functionalists perceived 

rehabilitative work. Humanists were much more likely to talk about rehabilitation in terms 

of co-production or collaboration. Rehabilitation was seen as something done with 

prisoners. Functionalists however were much more aligned to the treatment (medical) 

model and as such spoke in terms of interventions, treatment programmes and the like. As 

one pointed out, when talking about the role of psychology in sentence planning: 

You make an assessment of them and you know, it is not enough, ... it is bad practice, to just assess. 

You have got to give some direction.  You can’t just say this person is high risk and that is the end 

of it. You have got to identify their treatment needs and then ... You have got to give some 

recommendations about what treatment is suitable for that person to progress at the end of it and 

that is the key. 
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Whilst another, speaking on a similar theme, noted that: 

 
I think there is also an element of it that is not just about risk assessment but it is about actually 

doing the intervention yourself which like I said is why I wanted to get involved in [forensic 

psychology]. 

 

These responses also indicated their deeper positivistic outlook. The Functionalists were 

explicit in describing prisoners as people with “cognitive, emotional or behavioural 

malignancies” that needed to be “treated” before they would be safe to release back into 

society with the wider public: 

I think the main purpose is to understand the offender’s risk, to understand why somebody has 

committed the offence, what cognitive deficits they have, in terms of moving that person forward but 

in terms at the right time recommending that somebody has further work to do so you are protecting 

the public. 

 

When doing risk assessments for the Parole Board you have to ensure that what was wrong with the 

offender has been treated. And treated thoroughly. Only then do you recommend release. 

 

Functionalists in this sample saw their role as being about reducing the risk that someone 

poses as opposed to improving their life per se. If that happens as a consequence of their 

interventions then that is a happy correlate. Whilst not as a-hominine as the Retributivists 

they are, as a consequence of their approach, much more procedurally focused than 

Humanists. This meant that sometimes they were over reliant on the mechanics and 

bureaucracy of the job: 

... if you’re writing the risk assessment efficiently and as it’s supposed to be written and you’re 

using all the scoring guides and you know ... then you shouldn’t really have to worry because ... it’s 

standardised, so that’s ... it’s ... you’re following, you know, protocol more than it being about your 

clinical opinion if you see what I mean? 

 

This individual, like many of the other Functionalists, drew some comfort from the fact 

that there were guidelines and good practice instructions that governed their work. It meant 

not only could they shed some of the responsibility attached to their role but it also 

provided a means by which they could avoid some of the emotional labour inherent to their 

work. As one acknowledged: The [protocols] enable you to objectify what could otherwise 

be a very emotive and difficult situation. 

However, one positive consequence of this reliance on procedure is that Functionalists 

often expressed a desire to do more than is required when it comes to risk assessments and 
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interventions. Nearly all stated that they wished to see the prisoner as often as possible to 

do a thorough job of assessing the risk of that individual. This contrasted with Humanists 

who expressed similar wishes but in order to understand the person. This Functionalist 

explained: 

We are supposed to interview for the minimum of three hours, on each guy that you do, but I often 

see them for longer than that if they are there and they’re available ... when you can just pop back 

and forth to ask them various things they often bring different information ... that allows you to be 

thorough and to do a good job in assessing their risk. 

 

The language used by many Functionalists was also of note as it tended towards formality 

and neutralisation. For instance, when Humanists spoke about the prisoners they may refer 

to ‘background’ or ‘history’ whereas Functionalists would speak of an ‘offender’s 

collateral data’ or ‘contextual’ information. Another example is that when Humanists 

referred to the people they worked with they may say things like ‘... one of the men I 

worked with last week ...’ or ‘I was working with the guys ...’ whereas the Functionalists 

would use terms such as ‘clients’ or ‘offenders’ which imposed a linguistic distance 

between them and those they worked with. This Functionalist was typical: 

If I am allocated a risk assessment to do I would start by finding out the collateral data for that 

offender.  So, I would look at previous psychology reports, I would have a look at the psychology 

file, I would have a look at his offender management file, so that would be like depositions; previous 

wing file if he had been to another jail etc. All of the reports, psychiatric assessments; presentence 

reports; I would have a look at all of that information before I was to see the offender. 

A further aspect of the Functionalists’ approach to their assessment and rehabilitative work 

was the pragmatic approach they can often took towards the work, the prisoners they 

worked with, and the role of forensic psychology in general: 

My biggest bugbear is that we do not assess people early enough and then kind of determine where 

sentence should take them and to what establishment.  We kind of… particularly working at [name 

of prison] was that you would get ... [someone] near to the end of their sentence and then it would 

be this man needs a PCL-R – he has been in 25 years. It kind of feels a little bit wrong doing the 

PCLR now and that actually he needs to go back to closed conditions, surely somebody should have 

done that at the beginning of the sentence and said what would be suitable for that person. 

 

There were two further aspects to this pragmatism. Many psychologists found the 

experience of being immersed in the sadness and chaos of the lives of prisoners both a 

‘pain’ and a cause of stress. However, Functionalists were far less likely to talk in these 
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terms, and though many found the work hard and stressful, they were less prone to 

prioritise this and took a much more pragmatic approach: 

Well, yes, it is stressful and you have to put up with a lot of ... stuff but it’s not like being a nurse in 

A&E is it? You just get on with it and switch off when you get home. 

 

This sense of ‘getting on with it’ was quite common to Functionalists, who regarded 

resilience as both a desirable facet of their professional personas and also a fundamental 

requirement of the job. However, areas of frustration could arise when the ultimate goal of 

public protection and their pragmatic efforts were constrained by external influences: 

What can be frustrating ... what can get to you is ... If you and me were having an interview now 

and I motivate you in some degree it is not going to be that influential if you have to walk out the 

door and then worry about your house. That impacts on what we can do ... and sometimes that is 

not recognised. 

 

It is frustrating when you put the work in, do the intervention and then … then it’s all undone by 

[the prison]. You can only do what you can. 

 

The pragmatism described here even extended to areas of the role which other groups, 

including both the Humanists and (some of) the Utilitarians, found to be difficult. Perhaps 

the most explicit example of this relates to the feeding back of negative reports. 

Humanists, in particular, found this to be a difficult aspect of their role, involving a 

complex interplay of the deflection and inversion forms of emotive labour. It was 

important for them to communicate thoroughly their findings and have those findings 

understood by the prisoner in a positive way. However, for Functionalists this 

understanding of their findings and recommendations was preferred but not necessary and 

was indicative of the forms of emotive labour that they themselves saw as necessary to 

operate with efficacy: 

I am generally not that bothered if somebody does not get it because I think sometimes we have to 

make recommendations they are not going to like. 

 

It is not necessary that the client understands the report ... the recommendations ... all that matters 

is that they accept it. 

 

It was clear that for the Functionalists the function of emotive labour was to serve the 

greater concern of rehabilitation/public protection. Feeding back negative reports need 

only involve processes of deflection/inversion (or even evocation) if that served the 

desired outcome – in order to achieve an ‘acceptance’ of the recommendations. This 
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distancing was directly related to both their procedural perspective and bureaucratic 

dependency. If the procedure was a correct one and was followed to the letter then they 

were, by definition, acting properly. However, it is clear that such a procedural approach 

indicates an ingrained and reflexive coping strategy which allows for a separation between 

their work and the evocation of the attendant emotions. Here then is a procedural 

objectivity which limit’s the degree of emotional labour that they must engage in to 

operate successfully as a forensic psychologist. 

Functionalists also saw it as their remit to educate others around them, including both 

operational and governing staff, on the vicissitudes of risk and risk management, crime and 

its causes, rehabilitation, and security: 

I think a forensic psychologist should have a good understanding of the origins of crime, why 

people commit crime, their psychopathology, and what can be done about it. And I think it is one of 

our functions to try and communicate that to everybody. 

 

That is what I see as the whole function of forensic psychology and how it fits into the prison or the 

probation service. Making sense of the why people have offended and communicating that to others 

in the prison. 

 

Three quarters of the participants mentioned indeterminately sentenced prisoners as both a 

burden in terms of the amount of work that those sentences have produced but also as an 

understandable and proportionate sentence in the face of large numbers of dangerous, or 

high risk, prisoners. However, this general support for the sentence is somewhat out 

stripped by the strength of the support offered by both the Functionalists and the 

Retributivists. Functionalists located their support in terms of the work that could be done 

(in theory) with individuals serving these type of sentences as well as the public protection 

element of the sentence: 

The concept behind it I think is a good one and I agree that you need some risk assessment to 

support progress rather than just being the least time you get out. 

 

I kind of do agree with the premise behind the IPP sentence and the need to get multidisciplinary 

say so about whether somebody has made progress or not.  I do think that is right. 

 

The IPP ... I think in theory a brilliant idea.  In practice a bit of a disaster. 

 
In principle I think the sentence is right ... it’s right that someone is not released until it is safe to do 

so but in practice ... well I think they got some things wrong ... like the amount of time it takes to get 

someone on the necessary course may be longer than what their tariff is and that’s not right ... 
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In these quotes it is the principle which is adamantly agreed with not necessarily the actual 

practice and administration of the sentence. This support lies in the fact that the prisoner is 

seen as a risk subject who needs to be managed and controlled and this being the 

fundamental function of the psychologist working in prison. Functionalist were far more 

concerned with the rehabilitation of the offender in order to reduce risk, as such they were 

more likely to focus on what work could be done. This was often the source of their 

frustrations with the sentence. For example, many of them noted that there was often 

insufficient time before the initial parole hearing to complete work that needed to be done 

to address the prisoners risk; which could result in delays in a prisoner’s release – which 

would then have subsequent effects to their work. However, regardless of these 

frustrations there was general support for the sentence due to both its promulgation of 

psychological services and for the fact it enabled them to do thorough risk assessments and 

treatment with those perceived as dangerous. As one noted: 

... that to me is the ultimate risk assessment to actually have to assess, has this individual addressed 

their risk to the extent that they are now able to go out in the community and not be a risk of harm 

and not be a risk of re-offending. Or should they remain a prisoner. Because I think that – it is first 

and foremost a big responsibility to the public to make sure the people are not released who are still 

a risk of harm. But then you have also got a huge responsibility for the individual because as I have 

said earlier I would not like to think that anyone in the system was in prison for any longer than  

they needed to be. I think as soon as people can go back in the community and risk can be managed 

there, or they are no longer a risk then let’s get them out of here. 

 

Functionalists are categorised by their functional approach to psychological services, their 

consequentialist moral outlook, their reliance on protocols and bureaucratic procedures and 

their pragmatic approach to the vicissitudes of prison work. 

Utilitarians 
 

In philosophical terms Utilitarianism is related to that branch of ethical thought which 

proposes that the happiness of the greater number is the one intrinsic good that actions and 

social arrangements are geared towards achieving (Williams 1993). Therefore, in its 

simplest form, that which is moral and right is that which brings happiness to the greatest 

number; and that which brings happiness to the greater number must necessarily bring (in 

the long run) greater happiness to the individual as they are inherently part of the greater 

number. In variant forms the Utilitarian argument regarding the happiness of the individual 

has come to be seen in quite paternalistic terms. The individual themselves may not know 
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what is in fact going to bring about their happiness and therefore it is up to morally savvy 

‘others’ to impose that which will bring about their happiness (Warburton 1999). To a 

certain degree it is in this sense that the term is used – in general those psychologists 

defined as Utilitarians perceive imprisonment as a general good, which brings about some 

bettering of the lives of either the individual or the wider society, and as such this is the 

locus of their professional and personal approach. 

Within the sample there were but three who could be classified as Utilitarians, one was 

largely welfarist in approach, one was punitive in approach, and the other shared some 

aspects of both perspectives. The welfare orientated individual saw imprisonment as good 

for prisoners because it enabled them to escape their chaotic lifestyles and thus improve 

their lives. The punitively focused individual saw punishment as good for the individual as 

it maximises their opportunities to change and become part of wider society again. The 

other individual expressed opinions that fell, or swung, between these poles. However, 

regardless of attitudinal position what categorised their responses, and thus places them 

within this field, was the manner in which they spoke in terms of what was ‘good’ or 

‘right’ 

It feels like it is a bit more meaningful than working in ... a load of other professions that I could 

think of. So, feel like you are sort of doing – your job has got some kind of purpose that you are 

trying to kind of achieve a great good if you know what I mean? 

 

Working with the prisoners here ... it feels like I’m doing some good, you know? 

 
Many [prisoners] here, they’ve not had good lives, they’ve been hurt and they’ve hurt others ... if we 

can help them to lead good lives and stop them from being hurt and from hurting others then it’s 

only right that we do so. 

 

For the Utilitarians in this sample, though they were focused upon the prisoner, placing 

them high on the list of stakeholders, they were not so interested in ‘palliating’ the effects 

of the prison for they saw prison as a positive thing for prisoners. In this regard they were 

hominine in their approach but in a very different way than the Humanists. One particular 

individual who had worked with a lot of substance misusing prisoners (due to the nature of 

a previous posting) saw prison itself as an intervention in the very chaotic and hazardous 

lives of the prisoners they worked with: 
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Coming to prison is often the first time that many of the [prisoners] have had any stability in their 

lives ... safety too, I suppose ... it’s only here that they can even begin to think about changing and 

making their lives better. As I said earlier that’s why I think prison can be good for some of them. 

 

Whereas the more punitively focused individual saw the prison from a less hominine 

perspective but still saw it as a place where positive individual change could be affected: 

I think we need to enable the individual to make positive changes but it is also about protecting the 

public and making sure that [their] time in prison is effective. … If you have done your job well and 

if prison has worked for them you should not see them again, that’s where we can do some good. 

 

The third Utilitarian expressed much the same point of view as these others in their regard 

of the prison and its utility for both wider society and the individual. Each defined the 

prison as a moral site. They all saw the prison as a good. It was not that good works could 

be achieved there in spite of the conditions, which was a view expressed by some 

Humanists and Functionalists, but that the prison was a good in and of itself. This was a 

very different perspective than that expressed by any other psychologists. This was also 

something of an abstracted position. Each of their respective establishments had received 

negative reports from HMIP and had been highlighted as having poor conditions, high 

drug usage, and concerning levels of violence. Yet they still maintained that the prison, as 

an entity, was good for prisoners. 

 

This moral positionality meant the Utilitarians were most comfortable with the power that 

lay inherent to their professional role. This related to their belief that they are involved in 

doing, or working on the side of, right. All three acknowledged that theirs was a role of 

power and accepted that as a necessary consequence of working within the prison. In this 

sense they were much more able than the Humanists to reconcile their own moral position 

in terms of their practice and the coercive reality in which they operated. These 

psychologists saw this coercive reality as being necessary because without it they would 

not be able to make the possibility of offender change a reality. As one of them summed 

up It is a position of power, it has to be. What use would we be if we did not have that 

authority? It is these psychologists, more so than even the Functionalists, who are able to 

achieve that tragic perspective that Muir jr (1977) argued was necessary for the 

development of an effective professional persona. Though there was a recognition and an 

acceptance of their power this was not something to be taken lightly. The power was a tool 
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and not something to be revelled in; it was the means by which they could achieve the 

‘good’ with which they were concerned: 

 
... but it’s about doing the right thing. I suppose some may ... a very bad psychologist somewhere 

may enjoy that relationship, get off on it, but for me that’s not what it’s about. For me it’s about 

being able to do what’s right for them [prisoners] and helping them to realise where they have gone 

wrong and what they need to do to get back on track. 

 

This last quote also reveals the approach that the Utilitarians took towards rehabilitation, 

which came about only when prisoners accepted what they had done and took 

responsibility for their actions. It was noted in Chapter 2 that one of the consequences of 

the introduction of New Public Management ideals to the penal estate was an attendant 

expectation for the responsibilisation of prisoners. Responsibilisation refers to the policy 

and practice of requiring prisoners, especially young prisoners (Muncie 1999), to both be 

accountable and to take responsibility for their own actions (Cavadino and Dignan 2007). 

This responsibilisation agenda, and the accompanying subjectivism, has been a dominant 

theme of both Neo-Liberal and Neo-Conservative criminal justice policy in the late 

modern era (Squires and Stephen 2005). Though inherent to the approach by all categories 

of psychologists this was a position held strongest by the Utilitarian who aligned the 

responsibilisation of the prisoner with their moral outlook: 

You can say what you like to people as long as you have hopefully persuaded them that you are 

saying it because you have got their best interests at heart not just because you want to be bloody 

awful to them. You make them confront some terrible that has happened – it was not something that 

happened to them it was something they did, they need to acknowledge that before we can move on. 

 

If someone comes into prison, they have ended up there for a reason. If you do nothing to address 

that reason, and if they don’t, or can’t, accept that reason, then nothing will change and they will 

continue to hurt those around them. 

 

In this they have much more in common with the Functionalists than the Humanists in that 

they see their role in terms of ‘interventions’ and the ‘medical model’ of forensic 

psychology. They were also much more aligned with the Functionalists in the manner in 

which they approached the processes of emotion work and, specifically, emotive labour. 

As the quote above indicates it does not matter if forcing a prisoner to confront what they 

have done evokes trauma as long as it serves the greater good. They were also less likely 

to be concerned with inverting any negative associations for the prisoners that may result 

from the responsibilisation agenda. When discussing the pain that can arise when forcing a 
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prisoner to confront the harms that they have inflicted on others one noted that the pain 

‘was necessary for the offender to take on board’ so they could ‘then begin to change for 

the better’. The emotive labour here then was one of harsh evocation rather than deflection 

or inversion. The emotive labour was concerned with breaking through the defences of the 

prisoner and making them confront the harms that they had inflicted. Unlike for other 

psychologists this did not result in having to adopt processes of emotional labour to cope 

with their actions. This is perhaps due to the fact that they are far more positivistic in their 

outlook than the other welfare orientated Humanists. For Utilitarians, the offender has, as 

evidenced by their offending, shown that they are in moral abeyance (Mathiesen 1990), 

and that they must be bought back in line with the general good in order for them to return 

to society as productive and useful members. As this person explained: 

 
That to me is what psychology, a lot of it, is all about. It is about changing [prisoner’s] behaviour 

so that it has a positive impact for others. 

 

Unlike the Functionalists and Retributivists, they were much more hesitant about the 

promulgation of indeterminate sentences. They thought the sentence was okay ‘in an ideal 

world’ where work could be done with prisoners but was impractical for implementation 

under the current system. They also felt that there was some question as to whether or not 

the nature of the sentence and its attendant bureaucratic problems undermined the good 

work that could be achieved with prisoners. In this regard it was felt that if the sentence 

itself became ‘an impediment’ then it was not a ‘good thing’ but that if these issues were 

resolved and that the good work could be bolstered and supplemented then such sentenced 

would be ‘appropriate and right’. 

 

A further consequence of the Utilitarian’s moral outlook and comfort with their power is 

that they were much more able to cope with the types of stresses and everyday hassles that 

resulted in a great deal of emotional labour for other psychologists. For them, the moral 

lens with which they experience their day-to-day work shelters them and ameliorates the 

harmful effects of the penal world. They saw their work in contributing to the greater 

good, and as such if they suffer in its pursuit then that is justified. This ‘martyr-like’ 

attitude, whether a protective narrative or a genuine construct, acts as a shield by which the 

rigours of the professional world is kept at bay and their selves are protected. As one of 

them noted: 
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... yeah it’s stressful, it can get on top of you at times ... but knowing that what you are doing is 

helping people, helping society, and that that’s the right thing to do ... knowing that you’re helping 

in some way, that you’re doing some good, that’s what sees you through the bad times and keeps 

you coming in [to work] every day. 

 

As the sample for this group was so small this a more limited description than for the 

preceding two categories and it is recognised that there may be aspects of this group that a 

larger sample would reveal. However, what distinguishes the Utilitarian from the other 

categories of psychologists is their overt and over-developed moral sense of their work 

contributing to some greater good. This occupational morality dictates the manner in 

which they perceive, approach, and cope with the practicalities of forensic psychology 

work in the modern prison. 

 

Retributivists 
 

There were but two individuals who fell within this category. What categorised this group 

was the primacy of attention and focus given to the punitive and public protection aspects 

of their roles. However, although there was some similarity in general theme the 

individuals in question were so widely disparate in their outlooks and approaches that they 

had to be separated into two distinct types. The separation was fairly straightforward as 

one of the individuals in question had a very different perspective on their role to any other 

respondent in the study – it is this person who has been described in terms of being a 

Retributive Idealist. The other individual was, in many ways, a Humanist in approach but 

seemed to be so disillusioned and cynical that their responses were often tinged with both 

punitive and public protection mantras. Therefore, it was decided to place this individual 

within the punitive/PP quadrant but separate them from the Idealist by defining their moral 

approach as one of Cynical Retributivism. 

The Idealist 
 

Within philosophical and economic discourses ‘idealism’ is where all realities are mentally 

constructed, comprised of a set of ideated states, or that economic factors are inherent to 

nations and societies (Smith 2005). In this thesis the Idealist is defined more generally as 

someone who ‘prioritises ideals, principles, values, and goals over concrete realities’ and 

therefore responds to the world ‘as it  might or should be’, this being opposed to 

pragmatists who ‘focus on the world as it presently is’ (Smith 2005: 341). The Idealist 

interprets their reality in terms of what they think it should be and thus acts accordingly. 
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The Idealist of this study perceived their professional world in terms of both the punitivity 

of the criminal justice system and of public protection ideals. 

It must be noted that the Idealist was a distinct anomaly within the sample. This person’s 

responses were consistently different from that of every other participant in the study, 

except in relation to notions of public protection and the dangerousness of prisoners. 

However, even here the similarity to the position of the Functionalists was only superficial. 

For the Idealist, not only was the notion of public protection the overarching impetus for 

their involvement in forensic psychology, and a driving motivator in their day-to-day 

practice, but the very ideal against which they weighed and judged the very existence of 

psychology within the prison. When asked what the core role of the prison based forensic 

psychologist was this individual responded ‘I see my job in terms of protection of the 

public and risk to others. End of story.’ Every other psychologist, even when they had, like 

the Functionalists, public protection as a motivator, derived some of their job satisfaction 

from working with people - regardless of whether this was from a desire to help the 

individual prisoner (Humanist), a desire to understand the prisoner in order to be more 

proficient in carrying out their duties (Functionalist) or to enable them to realign the 

‘offender’ with some notion of the greater good (Utilitarian). However, at no point did the 

Idealist express any such sentiment. They derived their job satisfaction solely from the 

rather abstract notion of protecting the public. As they stated: 

The best thing about being a psychologist, umm … a forensic psychologist, especially working here 

is helping to protect the public … 

 

It was noted earlier that the Functionalist forced a degree of separation between the 

prisoner and the public in the manner in which they discussed both. However, for the 

Idealist there seemed to be no connection in the first place. The ‘offender’ and the public 

inhabited separate realms due to one having committed an offence and being sent to prison 

‘to be punished’. This removal from society meant that the individual prisoner was, for the 

Idealist, defined solely by their ‘offender’ status. The prisoner was perceived as a risk 

subject and a punishable other (Joffe 1999). As they stated explicitly: 

If they end up here then ... the courts have judged them and decided that they are dangerous ... 

deserve to be punished. That’s what we do ... make sure that the offender is assessed properly so 

that the sentence can be carried out properly. 
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At a later stage of the interview this person also noted that the role of psychology in the 

prison was to ‘facilitate the punishment ordered by the courts’. This again was in stark 

contrast to every other participant. The Idealist seemed to view the prison as a place of 

punishment rather than as a place where people were sent as a punishment. Even the 

Utilitarians who held close the punitivity of the prison did not go this far in their 

assessment of the role of the prison nor the role of forensic psychology. 

Coupled to this punitive attitude was also a high degree of reification of the prisoner. The 

prisoner was seen only in terms of their risk, their dangerousness, and their sentence. This 

went beyond the neutralising and bureaucratising labels used by the Functionalists. When 

the Idealist used the terms ‘offender’ and ‘subject’ they were heavily value laden and 

designed to convey a particular perspective of the prisoner19. There seemed to be little 

sympathy or empathy for prisoners and they expressed no acceptance of the wider 

circumstances within which offending may take place. Though not explicitly stated they 

seemed to be of the opinion that prisoners rationally chose their particular lifestyles and 

thus chose to offend and thus deserved their punishment without remittance. They noted: 

It always amazes me when an offender complains about having to do the [offending behaviour] 

course ... I mean they have decided to commit their index offence ... and that is clear evidence of 

poor decision making. 

 

Their attitude contained a contradictory mix of the positivism displayed by the other 

psychologists and the Classicist attitudes that had informed the ‘just deserts’ era of the 

criminal justice system throughout the 1980’s (von Hirsch 1986). Consequentially, they 

saw the ‘offender’ as both rational and inherently dangerous and thus interpreted 

themselves, and the wider profession of psychology, as some sort of guardians 

safeguarding the public from the dangerous prisoners who were under their charge. As 

they noted when discussing the IPP sentence, which they saw as justified and 

proportionate, and the role of psychologists in assessing these prisoners: 

Some of the subjects we have to work with have done some very disturbing and horrific things ... we 

have to ensure they are not released until it is safe to do so ... that’s our job. 

 

 

 

 
 

19 At the time I thought this was directed at me personally as the individual in question was quite antagonistic 

and bought up my status as a former prisoner a number of times. However, upon reflection and closer 

examination this was dismissed as it flavoured their every response. 
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I have one subject, a rapist, IPP, my job as a psychologist is to ensure that he is not released until it 

is safe to do so. If it is ever safe to do so. It is my job to protect the public. 

 

This also highlighted the degree to which they adhered to the responsibilisation agenda and 

the manner in which they viewed the offending behaviour courses that were necessarily 

part of their role. For the Idealist, the purpose of offending behaviour courses was ‘to make 

the offender take responsibility for what they had done’ and to ‘fulfil our public protection 

duties’. Here the only emotive labour that the Idealist portrayed was in evoking a sense of 

responsibility and of punishment for the ‘offender’. Given this individuals’ attitude it was 

no surprise that in terms of the hierarchy of stakeholders the offender was not even 

mentioned. In fact, neither were prison staff nor prisoner’s families mentioned either. The 

question put to the respondent in this particular situation was: who are the main 

beneficiaries of prison psychology work do you think? The response that came back was 

terse and to the point ‘Future victims and the public’. 

In terms of both the power associated with the role of forensic psychology and the 

emotional labour that can be engendered by the realities of the work the Idealist again 

occupies a different position to the other psychologists interviewed. With regard to power 

this person accepted that they were in a position of authority but saw the power as 

belonging to the actual prison itself and therefore themselves as a member of staff. Power 

was not something that was inherent to either their profession or the expertise that they 

possessed. The Idealist very much saw themselves as just part of the machinery of the 

prison, or the wider criminal justice system: 

Yes, I suppose we are in a position of power ... but that’s only because we are staff members isn’t 

it? We are employed by the prison and that place [pointing back towards the prison] is built on 

authority, we are part of that ... just like the officers, the Governors and everyone else ... 

 

To some extent this was an attitude shared by other participants. However, where the 

Idealist differed was in two regards: firstly, there was their grouping of themselves with all 

the other staff members; and secondly, was their dismissal of the concerns voiced by some 

of the others – especially with regard to how prisoners may perceive their assessments and 

the manner in which the Parole Board may utilise those reports. These two issues were of 

some concern to a number, though not all, of those interviewed. However, the Idealist saw 

these issues as just part and parcel of prison work, and therefore of psychological work, 
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and dismissed them out of hand. For instance, when asked if they ever worry about feeding 

back reports to the prisoners they work with this individual stated: 

No ... I know that some of them won’t like what I have to say or recommend but that’s part of the 

job, you accept that ... you just have to expect that and ... you have to just get on with it. In the end, 

it doesn’t matter if they don’t like what you’re saying, you’ve got your job to do and they have to 

accept it. 

 

Likewise, with regard to the Parole Board and their interpretation of the reports that the 

psychologists prepare for them they just noted, in an example of post hoc ergo propter hoc 

reasoning, that: 

If they [the Parole Board] decide that someone is not safe to be released, and base that on your 

report, then you know what you have done was right and your recommendation was justified ... 

 

With regard to emotional labour and the manner in which they experience the frustrations 

of the job, they were, again, very different from the other categories. Whilst they did note 

workload as an issue they placed this in relation to the greater workload that everyone in 

their prison was now being asked to do in the face of a growing prison population and a 

reduction of staff. What was more pertinent to the Idealist was that they felt increasingly 

alienated within the prison and that this caused them some occupational distress. Their 

team had been reduced in numbers in the recent past and they had been relocated within 

the prison to the administrative block away from the rest of the prison. This all served to 

highlight the alienation that they felt in the prison 

Idealist: Since we moved up into admin it’s different. It used to feel like ... like we were 

included in the prison, part of the team maybe, a little bit, I don’t know but now ... 

 

Interviewer: How does that feel? Is it like ... 

 
Idealist: It’s hard ... it’s like ... you know when you have friends who used to date and then 

they split up and it’s awkward when you see the other one, no one knows what to 

say ... it’s a bit like that. I mean not the same but ... not all the staff would talk to 

us, as I said before, but some would ... but now that we’ve moved, they tend not to 

... it’s not nice now. 

 
This represented a particular emotional trigger for the Idealist as they saw themselves as 

part of the prison – this was a fundamental part of the ideal that they established for their 

role and their work. It was the clash here between their perceived professional reality and 

the corporeal reality of the prison that necessitated emotional labour. In many ways this is 
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reminiscent of some of the problems that Carlen (2008) highlights with regard to imagined 

penalities and the ontological trauma that can arise due to the clash of realities. For the 

Idealist, this resulted in a sense of loss and therefore of both professional and personal 

isolation – they felt excluded from that which gave their occupation meaning. 

The Retributive Idealist is an anomaly within the sample discussed in this thesis and only 

represents the moral perspective of one individual. This of course, as with the next 

category, impacts negatively on how much can be extrapolated from the existence of a 

single entity in a small sample. Nevertheless, the Idealist as described here offers an 

interesting counterpoint to the other categories thus far described. For this individual what 

categorised their professional outlook was their conservative, punitive approach to service 

delivery and an unsympathetic and unempathetic view of prisoners. Furthermore, their 

idealism leaves them vulnerable to both occupational uncertainty and ontological 

insecurity. These then become a vicious reinforcing loop that contributes to their 

conservative and punitive outlook. 

The Cynic 
 

This individual was defined by their descent into retributivism. They displayed overt 

aspects of occupational burnout, over-immersion in the prison, and professional 

disillusionment. Much of their account was anguished and laden in emotional labour. 

However, what defined them was their retreat into a cynical and bleak position from which 

they perceived and spoke of their role and profession. It is this aspect which distinguishes 

them from the other categories and, indeed, from the Idealist individual with whom they 

share the Retributive category. 

At first, this individual presented as a Humanist but their responses involved an overt 

duality that meant they no longer fit into that category. The more they spoke the more it 

became clear that they no longer felt the way they once had about either their career or 

their profession. Their responses became increasingly tinged with a lazy punitiveness. For 

instance, they noted that: 

Cynic: ... yeah, when I first started, which seems like a lifetime ago now, I was interested 

in every aspect of the job ... the assessments, the courses, the advice and 

guidance, the training ... all of it. But now? Erm ... it’s just, you know ... I come in, 

do what I have to do to make sure their sentence is being served, and then go ... 
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Interviewer: It sounds like it’s lost its sparkle ... 

 
Cynic: Yeah, exactly. I don’t know ... I just ... maybe it’s that I’m in a low period but I 

don’t enjoy it anymore. 

 

This disillusionment was pervasive in every response and evidenced their move away from 

a previous Humanist position. Though displaying some elements of Humanist’s hominine 

approach they contradicted this with other, or later, statements. For instance, this person 

had stated that the best thing about being a psychologist working in prison was working 

with people and helping them to overcome their issues but then followed this by saying: 

My role, forensics, is not like a counselling role. It is not clinical, it is not counselling and that has 

been something when I have worked with people before and they might off load or they might tell 

me stuff and I think you have got to be careful to stick with ……. I am here to assess risk, I am not 

here as a counsellor ... 

 

They later explained that they were no longer interested in ‘dealing with [prisoners] 

problems’ and that they now ‘just do risk’. Likewise, they had shared the optimism 

portrayed by the Humanists at one point in their career. When discussing what they felt 

their best experience had been they related a story about a particularly infamous and 

recalcitrant prisoner they had worked with in the high security estate whom they had 

managed to make some progress with, where others had not. They went on to explain that 

this showed how everyone had the ability to change but then a few minutes later went on 

to say: 

Sometimes you think what is the point ... you can spend months working with people, thinking  

you’ve done a good job, got through to them ... then they get out, two weeks later they’re back. You 

see them on the wing and they just shrug at you ... and it’s just AGHHHH! That happens all the time 

here ... 

 

Joined to the disillusionment and an increasing pessimism about those they worked with 

was an increasing unhappiness with their role, their establishment, and the profession in 

general. They stated repeatedly that they were not happy with where they were working, 

they found it stressful, tiring, and emotionally draining and they were only able to draw 

minimal satisfaction from their work. The emotional labour that this individual was having 

to undertake in order to maintain an effective presence as a forensic psychologist was 

immense: 
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No, I have not been happy in it. I have enjoyed it in some ways but you know you get personally 

ground down, you get no reward for it, you don’t get any positives apart from your own personal 

positives and then you have to cling to them. 

 

Every day you think to yourself … you have to, you have to … psych yourself up just to get through 

the gate. Then you have to psych yourself up to look at the ever growing to do list, then psych 

yourself up to open an offender’s file … every day. It’s tiring. 

 

This stress seemed to arise from the fact that they were not doing the work that they had 

originally enjoyed. This led to a great deal of frustration, not just with their work but with 

their colleagues, the prison, and the wider criminal justice system. When trying to get this 

individual to talk about their experiences it was difficult to get them to separate their 

cynical responses from their positive ones. Often one was couched in terms of the other. 

For instance, when discussing the case of the difficult prisoner mentioned above they had 

stated that this was their best experience because they had made some progress with that 

individual but then immediately went on to say how rare a situation that was and therefore 

even seemed to see that good experience as a source of frustration. When asked 

specifically about the issue of frustration they replied as follows: 

 
Interviewer: If possible can you tell me a time when you felt most frustrated professionally? 

Cynic: All of it really. 

 

One key point about this psychologist was their overall level of defensiveness. They were 

clearly uncomfortable with their cynical perspective and therefore felt compelled to defend 

those responses and their self. Just as the conflict between occupational reality and ideal 

caused a certain ontological insecurity for the Idealist, the separation between the once 

held moral position of the Humanist and the extant held emotionally fatigued state of the 

Cynic led to a similar ontological precarity. This led to a vicious circle - the cynicism led 

to the conflicted moral position, which reinforced the negative experiences, which led to 

the ever-increasing dissatisfaction with their role and their profession, and so on. It was 

clear that this individual had utterly failed to reconcile themselves morally to the coercive 

reality in which they operated and thus they had moved from a once tragic perspective to a 

wholly cynical one (Muir jr 1977). This is the danger for Humanists, as they are unable to 

reconcile their dual moral positions this descent into cynicism becomes a very distinct 

possibility. 
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This cynicism had a number of distinct consequences for their professional practice as they 

now took the path of least resistance with regard to work and had developed a range of 

avoidant habits (Muir jr 1977). The quote above about being there to assess risk and not be 

a counsellor is one example. Not only was this indicative of the degree of emotional  

labour that they were undertaking but was also indicative of the forms of emotive labour 

that they were willing and able to engage in. They had become somewhat withdrawn from 

those they were working with and, whilst doing a lot more than going through the motions 

– professional pride prevented that, were limited in what they were prepared to invest in 

anymore. For them it was easier to just concentrate on the assessments, the risk, the public 

protection aspect of the role and the management of the sentence. We have seen above that 

all psychologists were, in differing iterations, concerned with processes of evocation, 

deflection or inversion. This was not true for this individual. When asked how they 

approached working with difficult prisoners and feeding back negative reports they 

shrugged and stated that: 

Some will get it. Some won’t. That’s their problem not mine. As long as I’ve done my job … I’ve 

fulfilled my [public protection] duties. 

 

This is why they occupy a position between the poles of public protection and punitivity. 

Though they were clearly focused upon the public protection mantra their dismissive 

cynicism had unintended overtones of punitivity.  In effect, it made their role easier and 

less emotionally harrowing or intensive to just concentrate on basic concerns and complete 

them with bureaucratic precision. 

One Humanist accidently captured the appeal of relying on bureaucratic precision as a 

means of avoiding complex emotion work when discussing forensic psychology and the 

prison in general.  This person had stated that they felt  that psychology should be 

concerned with protecting the individual and aiding them to cope with imprisonment and 

therefore to aid in their rehabilitation. However, they went on to note that for some of their 

colleagues this might not always be the case and that sometimes: 

... some psychologists ... so quickly jump to the public protection stuff because it is a clear role. 

They can just focus on – I am here to risk assess, to report, to protect the public. And it is quite 

simplistic in that way. And that is an easier place to be in your head isn’t it than having to 

constantly juggle should I, shouldn’t I, how should I, how do I ...? 
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This occupational position, which the Cynic had settled into, allowed them to resolve their 

moral conflict. They no longer asked the difficult questions that they once would have 

when they were a Humanist. Working within the prison had ‘ground’ them down to the 

point where they were emotionally, morally and professionally fatigued. Where once they 

may have attempted to ameliorate the effects of imprisonment for prisoners by engaging in 

varying emotive labours now they no longer bothered. Everything they did professionally 

had become an extra burden and as such they took the path of least resistance in terms of 

caseload and emotional/emotive investment. 

Conclusion 
 

The differences in personal, moral, professional, and occupational outlook that emerged 

from the data meant that a typology of prison-based psychologists became inevitable. 

These differentiated yet native attitudes meant that though there was some commonality 

between in-group individuals they were distinct from others in the sample. This is 

important because the differing positionalities of Humanists, Functionalists, Utilitarians, 

and Retributivists highlight varying occupational approaches and practices. For instance, 

each of these ‘types’ have, due to operative motives, distinctive forms of working with 

prisoners in terms of engagement and intended outcome. Each type prioritises different 

elements of psychological practice and this means that prisoners are necessarily in receipt 

of differential practice. This is especially true of the emotive labour that differing types of 

psychologist are engaging in. Where some psychologists are concerned with ameliorating 

prisoner’s experiences of the prison and the psychological ‘interventions’ they are subject 

to via processes of evocation, deflection, or inversion some are not. 

A further consequence of this typology, to be explored in more depth in the next chapter, is 

concerned with how psychologists in this sample perceive their ontological positioning 

within the penal landscape. As each type has a differing view on their role it means that 

occupational relationships can be dependent on how they are utilised within the 

establishments in which they work. If they are utilised in such ways that it competes or 

clashes with their sense of psychological self then this can negatively impact on their 

working lives. Not only is their engagement with prisoners dependent upon whether or not 

their role adheres to their professional positionality but so too is their relationships with 

other staff, their in-team colleagues, and even their wider profession. 
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5. Occupational Experiences 
 

This chapter is concerned with exploring how psychologists experience their work and 

occupational environment. The typology a psychologist belongs to, and the attendant 

ontological positioning that this represents, can have consequences for how a psychologist 

interacts with their place of work. However, this was not the only relevant factor. It is the 

interaction between these factors, some of which were universal to the sample, and the 

typological attitudes that shall be explored here. The first section details what 

psychologists found positive about working in a prison, what conferred occupational 

satisfaction, and what ensured professional wellbeing. The second section looks at the 

factors that affected occupational practice and professional well-being in more negative 

ways and which caused dissatisfaction for those psychologists who experienced them. 

 

Occupational Satisfaction 

 

The US Corrections study conducted by Mackain et al (2010) noted that economic factors, 

organisational support, and interpersonal relationships were all heavily correlated with job 

satisfaction or lack thereof. Although an important factor in the US study, very few of the 

psychologists interviewed in this research raised economic or fiscal factors as an issue. 

Therefore, this aspect of the discussion shall be limited to a single point. Of the three who 

did speak to remuneration, one indicated that being a prison psychologist was sufficiently 

well paid to allow for a comfortable and secure life. The other two who raised the issue of 

economic factors both perceived other aspects of their professional lives as unsatisfactory 

and therefore saw their level of remuneration as insufficient: 

 
The pay. We are not properly compensated for the work we are expected to do … and working here 

demands a lot from you. Physically, emotionally, professionally. 

 
I don’t think that our pay reflects our skill and I think that that very often ... affects motivation. 

 

Non-fiscal concerns were ranked higher in terms of what would impact on occupational 

satisfaction. Variances in moral positionality shaped the manner in which psychologists 

approached issues of emotional and emotive labour as they relate to the minutiae of 

occupational experience. However, with regard to the sources of job satisfaction, there was 

a certain amount of uniformity amongst the sample. These sources fell into three main 

categories: first, seeing the fruits of their labours; second, the satisfaction derived from the 
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wide variance of people with whom they worked and the intellectual challenge this 

engendered; and, third the positive relationships and support that came from working 

within a progressive and pro-social team. 

 

The Product of Labour 

 

A close relationship to the product of one’s labour is heavily correlated with how an 

employee will view both their occupation and their toil (Ashman and Gibson 2010). 

However, it was often the case that, due to the episodic contact that prison psychologists 

had with prisoners, they only saw them for a brief and limited period of time. As these 

psychologists noted: 

 
… because people go and we don’t really get to know what happens ... unless they come back again 

and then you know it hasn’t gone well. 

 
I don’t get to see an awful lot of positives if you like, when people have done OK because in the 

prison they go off to another prison. 

 

This meant that they were usually unaware of what happened with the prisoner after their 

contact with them had ceased. A number of participants spoke in terms of only seeing 

‘snapshots’ or ‘glimpses’ of the lives of those they worked with. This often resulted in a 

situation where they would work with an individual and then receive no feedback as to the 

impact or efficacy of their input. Having no sense of achievement or accomplishment at 

work can be closely correlated with job dissatisfaction (Weiss and Cropanzano 1996). As 

this person noted in response to being asked about the frustrations they experience: 

 
Not seeing cases through. It’s frustrating when you only get a snapshot … when it’s that fragment of 

their life. 

 

For all but the Retributive Idealist it was seeing the fruits of their labour that was the 

greatest source of satisfaction. This was primarily because it validated their role both 

professionally and personally. What this ‘seeing results’ meant depended largely on the 

individual and their typological perspective. However, these did fall into three broad 

categories: seeing a change in the perspective/behaviour of the prisoner they were working 

with; seeing some change that would result in a reduction in harm that the offender may 

pose; seeing evidence that they had done good work, whether that be an assessment, a 

report, or programme. 
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With regard to the first source of satisfaction, many participants located the best aspects of 

their job in their ability to help affect changes in the outlook/worldview of prisoners. This 

was seen as an important aspect of the role of psychology, especially by the Humanists and 

Functionalists. For instance, one Humanist explained that: 

 
The best thing about doing what I do is helping the prisoners to change their lives around and see 

the world differently. 

 

For the Humanists in this sample this was a source of satisfaction because this changed 

perspective enabled the prisoner to lead a better life. In contrast, a Functionalist noted that 

for them the best thing about being a forensic psychologist working in prisons was: 

 
… about helping them to change, to see themselves, their victims, their families, their lives in a 

different way. 

 
This was because such an altered outlook was seen as necessary for the prisoner to be 

rehabilitated. In both cases the change of perception adhered to their typological 

motivations and attached to the perceived purposes of their profession. Given the rarity of 

seeing such products of their labour, it is no surprise that when they see evidence of it this 

is cited as a primary source of job satisfaction. As one Humanist pointed out: 

 
What I really enjoy… what keeps me coming into work every day, is that moment when one of the 

lads gets it. They get that their life does not have to be the same as it was … that it can be different 

for them. 

 

This particular psychologist, who had plainly stated that they were in a ‘down’ period of 

their working life, was at pains to note that this ‘light-bulb’ moment offered them a real 

sense of achievement and a connection to their work. What this quote shows is that these 

satisfactions exist on a sliding scale from the fairly minor triumph described to some of 

those indicated in the quotes below: 

 
There was a gentleman who was the first ever guy I worked with I think in terms of doing a risk 

assessment and it was difficult, it was a difficult piece of work because of the way that he responded 

to me because he was my first guy I was working with in that respect, and we got to his parole 

hearing and it was just very difficult, probably one of the most intimidating aspects of my entire 

training period was definitely ... it was a nightmare. And anyway, he stayed in. The outcome was  

that this guy should stay in prison for a while and do some more work. And then he came up for 

review two years later and then I worked with him again and actually he had progressed and some 
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things had gone really well. And then I went to his hearing, again and then he eventually got 

transferred to open conditions. And that is good, but that very rarely happens, to be able to see 

something and yes, it worked.  It does work! 

 
It’s seeing the work you have done, perhaps with a difficult prisoner, bear fruit. It’s rare but now I 

have seen it a couple of times where I assessed someone early on in their sentence and then saw 

them much later and was able to recommend parole. I’ve had that twice now, but it makes 

everything worth it. 

 
I think one of the best examples for me was when I recommended release for somebody but I think 

that was because I was kind of recommending release and you do not often get to do that. 

 

These quotes highlight the last two issues described – seeing a progression that will reduce 

the harm someone may pose and knowing that a good piece of work has been done. 

Returning to the point made above by Weiss and Cropanzano (1996), it is important for 

people to have a connection to the ‘output’ that their work creates, for this enables them to 

invest ‘into’ the work that they do and to receive back both meaning and a sense of 

professional self-worth. These are, they argue, core aspects to job satisfaction and can be 

essential in both the productivity of the worker and the well-being of the work force. In 

terms of this study it was evident that only when the psychologists could see some 

outcome could they shift from seeing their role in abstract terms, from which it was 

difficult to draw any tangible satisfaction, to seeing it in concrete terms which allowed 

them to invest and derive a sense of worth. The following psychologists all noted, when 

describing the best aspect of their work, that in some way or another seeing these ‘wins’ 

was what made the job worthwhile and what they most remembered about their ‘good’ 

days 

 
Often there is a ... what’s the best way of describing this? Umm, a ... separation, no a ... 

disconnection between the work you do with a prisoner and then what happens to them, due to the 

limited involvement we may have with any one person. We are not like the OM’s who get to see ... 

we ... we don’t ... this means that often you are left in the dark as to what, if any, benefit you have 

been. That can make it ... difficult to ... there is no product if you know what I mean. So, when you 

get that product, when you see someone progress or make a real change, then, then you have to 

grasp on to that ... it doesn’t happen much but when it does it’s like YES! 

 
... I thinks it was probably when a group member that I had who did really well on the course, the 

sex offenders treatment programme, got released and then he umm ... a few months later wrote in 

from outside to the governor you know saying how ... umm S.O.T.P and specifically us as 
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facilitators of that programme had really changed his life and that he’d told us what he was doing 

now and that he was really successful and that he had pulled it all together and I think that ... 

probably ... stands out for me, 

 
For me the, to repeat what I have already said, it is helping make change. So, I still remember ... 

the people that I made a difference to. 

 
Interviewer: What is the best experience you have had? 

Psychologist: Probably working on the sex offender group with a man who then rang up after he 

had been released from [name of prison] to tell me how well he was doing.  I  

think that is what you do the job for. 

 

Psychologist: ... you see people actually grow up and you see them put learning into practice. 

That is positive.  That is a really positive experience. 

Interviewer: How rare is it that you get to see that? 

Psychologist: You don’t see it a lot.  You don’t see it a lot at all.  But when you do you can have 

ten thousand complaints and it kind of makes up for every single one of them. 

 

One Utilitarian specifically linked this notion to providing evidence of their having done a 

good piece of work which also added to their sense of job satisfaction 

 
I think it is when you see people progress you feel people are progressing, I think that is good, I 

think that is the best. And you are like – yes that works really well – that was a good assessment ... 

that was a good piece of work. 

 
In contrast, a staunch Humanist put this in the following terms: 

 
I love people ... I just find people really interesting, there’s nothing that interest me more than you 

know ... humans as they are so I think that now I get to interact with so many different types of 

people every day and that makes every day different ... which I love. And I really, really enjoy 

seeing a change in people and ... you don’t see much ... humph [smile] but you see a small amount 

of change ... or just, even if just a small increase in confidence or self-esteem and that I find really 

rewarding. 

 

Intellectual and Professional Challenge 

 

In the quote above you see reward accruing from the very nature of the job being 

undertaken. Judge and Church (2000) argue that though core self-evaluation is highly 

correlated to job satisfaction, this evaluation process is influenced by how the worker 

perceives the actual job itself. For instance, Judge and Church (also see Saari and Judge 
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2004) argue that if the job offers sufficient variance, maintains interest, offers up sufficient 

challenges to the workers professional skill set then the job will be perceived positively 

which will then allow for positive self-evaluation and thus job satisfaction. This was 

indicated by the psychologist above noting that they ‘loved’ seeing so many different 

people that it made every day different. Others also cited, as a source of both personal and 

occupational satisfaction, the intellectual challenge of the role and having to relate their 

training and expertise to practical cases. As such there were two sources of job satisfaction 

derived in this sense – the variation of working with differing people with different 

problems, and then relating the skill that they had learned to their every day job. This form 

of intellectual and professional challenge is important for the personal development of all 

those who work in therapeutic and counselling fields (Skovholt and Ronnestad 1995) and 

is acknowledged as being especially important for psychologists working in criminal 

justice settings (Garland et al 2009). Here it is actually getting to practice being a 

‘psychologist’ and the intellectual and professional challenge of being able to disentangle 

the psychological puzzles that individuals and their offending represented made the job 

worthwhile. Often this was expressed in terms of discovering or exploring what made 

people ‘tick’ and ‘why people had done what they had done’ as these psychologists 

explained: 

 
I think I enjoy the assessment side and I enjoy trying to understand the function maybe of an 

offence, why that happened, what the developmental factors are. I really enjoy that. It is really 

satisfying, being able to unpick that. 

 
I was always intrigued by what made people tick and why people committed crimes that they did ... 

now I really would like to know why people do what they do and I kind of fixated with what makes 

somebody so very different, even if they have the same kind of upbringing. 

 
I enjoy the interviews, I enjoy trying to understand, thinking about it, presenting that person with 

some ideas so we talked about that… I am thinking this, what do you think about that? I enjoy that. 

Sort of formulating, understanding, thinking about theory and how that can apply. Hypothesizing 

some of the reasons why that person might be where they are now.   What had led them that way? 

What influences have driven that behaviour or shaped that behaviour? 

 

From a much more selfish point of view I find it utterly fascinating. I think working with other 

people – I get to spend my day listening to how other people think, how other people tick, what 

motivates them and that to me is absolutely fascinating ... 
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A further point that contributes to job satisfaction and positive self-evaluation is perceiving 

the work as being worthwhile or morally productive (Judge and Church 2000). Many 

participants referred to the job as ‘important’ or it being a position of ‘responsibility’ or of 

it having ‘value’. All these descriptions indicate a sense that the job is a worthy one and 

therefore this can ameliorate the negative effects of the job and refocus the bad into work 

positives. As we have seen in the last chapter this was particularly true for the Idealist who 

had a more deontological positionality and thus drew their satisfaction from performing 

their duty. However, others also drew some satisfaction from this moral aspect, as this 

Humanist noted: 

 
Interviewer: Would you say you have been happy in your work? 

Psychologist: No, not at all.  I have been absolutely traumatised by it but it is fulfilling and it is 

something that I feel is worthwhile. 

 

As was argued in the studies of Mackain et al (2010) and Walsh (2009), working 

relationships and team dynamics were heavily correlated with job satisfaction and the 

amount of emotional labour that an individual may have to perform. Negative work 

relationships were a major factor described by many of the psychologists of this study. 

However, with regard to good working relationships, two aspects were significant in 

producing occupational satisfaction. These were: the working relationships that they had 

with prisoners and the relationships that they had with their team members, especially their 

supervisors. 

 

Although many of the psychologists interviewed were aware of the negative attitudes held 

by some prisoners towards their profession, there seemed to be an impression that this was 

a position held by a minority. In fact, nearly all those interviewed claimed that, on the 

whole, the working relationships they had with prisoners were good and that this offered a 

significant source of job satisfaction. Many in fact went on to explain that poor relations 

were the exception rather than the rule: 

 
... it might not be because of me necessarily but what I represent they might take a disliking. I have 

had that. But then a lot of the time as I say if it is assessment they want it done. If it is something 

that is going to hopefully progress them often just they will engage in that process.  I have never 

had anyone sort of … outwardly show real dislike. 
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… we are all human. There are going to be people that find me irritating and other people that find 

me easier to work with but that might be just more of a personality thing. But I have never had 

anyone [say] I hate you and what you stand for and your profession. 

 
Umm, I think I have a good relationship with most prisoners that I come into contact with. Umm, 

and I try very hard to maintain a good relationship with those that I ... find particularly difficult. 

 
I have never had any seriously strong reactions to the fact that I am a psychologist or I am a 

member of the psychology department. I have never had anyone be abusive to me or refuse to see 

me or anything like that. 

 

This last individual also noted how their engagement could impact on the relationship 

between them and the prisoners they were working with. They stated that there was a 

difference between working with someone in a group or in a one-to-one setting, where 

there was more of a therapeutic focus, to when the interaction revolved around assessment, 

as they explained: 

 
In terms of doing things like risk assessments whether it be for a parole report or anything else I 

think I would say an understandable level of wariness because they know that I am there to ask 

them questions and to make judgments about their answers and to make decisions about 

recommendations about what should happen and I think there is that sort of stereotypical view that 

... you are analysing everything you say and everything you do and every move they make and you 

are sort of making inferences about it. It is not necessarily like that. I have never had any strong 

reactions but I suppose it is understandable…. 

 

What is being characterised here is justifiable wariness and not the open hostility that is 

suggested by accounts in the literature or in the open forums that prisoners have access to. 

There is an evident discrepancy between the way that psychologists perceive and describe 

their relationships with prisoners and the way that prisoners perceive and describe their 

relationship with psychologists (see Warr 2008, Crewe 2009, Maruna 2011). This 

discrepancy was prevalent in all but one of the accounts given by those interviewed of 

their relationships with prisoners. The one exception to this was one psychologist who 

worked in an establishment that held a significant number of indeterminately sentenced 

prisoners and who had claimed that a number of complaints had been made about them. 

However, even for this individual these problematic relationships were considered to be 

the exceptions rather than the rule. 
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Pro-Sociality and Support 

 

Satisfaction was also drawn from working within a pro-social team and having a 

supportive supervisor. As will be discussed below when these relationships are malignant 

or ‘toxic’ then they can add to stress levels, compound emotional labours, and hamper 

motivation and work quality. However, when these relationships are good they can have a 

significant effect on the manner in which the work place and the job itself are perceived 

(Belilos 1997). This was echoed by the participants of this study: 

 
Interviewer: Do you find the work stressful? 

Psychologist: Not really.  I am pretty sure that is not typical.  I find… I am aware ... I consider 

myself to have a responsible job but because I never feel like I am on my own ... 

and although it is stressful in terms of when you are in a session you are working 

with very difficult characters, very challenging characters and people with a lot of 

problems as well which can be difficult to listen to and deal with – but then I feel I 

have got a lot of support from my colleagues and so I guess it helps to deal with 

the stress.  And similarly, within the department I have a very good boss, very 

good line manager. 

 

Another participant gave a similar account. This person had recently moved to a new 

prison and a new team who they described as being motivated, helpful, and supportive. 

Since moving to the new team their work life had improved enormously and so had their 

perception of their role and their profession: 

 
I consider myself to be fortunate to be part of the team I am part of now. It is not that the other 

teams were not good but I consider myself to be fortunate. 

 

They also stated that their new ‘boss’ was a much better team leader than the one they had 

worked with previously and was much more understanding and caring. This was an 

important element of the working lives of forensic psychologists – their team leader could 

have a fundamental impact on the professional experience of those who worked under 

them. Team leaders who encouraged supportive and collaborative working were 

considered the ideal. One Humanist explained that if a team leader was a ‘people person’ 

who was confident and ‘managed all the characters of the team effectively’ and ensured 

that they all supported each other it ‘made the team a team’. The importance of a good 

supervisor was mentioned by nearly all the participants, regardless of type. Two 

psychologists who had worked with the same team leader in different establishments noted 
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the significant positive effect that this person had to their respective team dynamics. This 

exchange with a different psychologist, whose team had been allocated a new supervisor 

after a particularly turbulent period, captures both this facet of the relationship and the 

impact that it could have: 

 
Interviewer: Okay going back ... you said before that the supervisor you have now is more 

supportive and more receptive to the needs of [their] team and made it more of a 

team, do you think that’s helped in any way with some of the problems that you 

have been discussing ... and if so in what way? 

 

Psychologist: I think there’s much more a culture now where it’s okay to say if you don’t feel 

okay ... umm, if that makes sense? Yeah? Whereas before it was almost frowned 

upon and it was like you’re weak like ... you know ... 

 

Interviewer: So ... you’ve got to be more stoical ... 

 
Psychologist: yeah ... umm ... [they] saw, [they] saw ... I think [they] liked to think of 

[themselves] as really robust and that was you know brilliant ... umm, what a 

fantastic quality ... umm and if you didn’t live up to [their] own level of 

robustness, if that’s a word, then [they] would look down on you as being weak 

and punish you for it. Whereas ... 

 
Interviewer: Punish you in what way? 

 
Psychologist: Erm ... [long pause] [they were] very manipulative so in some way it would come 

back to bite you on the arse or whatever ... through work not like ... or [they] 

would bitch about you behind your back or something. [They] just wasn’t a very 

nice [person] ... but now it’s encouraged that you say what’s going on for you, 

that you’re open and that you stay healthy. Unfortunately, the level of work is still 

the same ... umm, so that hasn’t changed but we look after each other a lot more 

now. 

 

Interviewer: Okay, so your working relationship within your team is much better now? 

Psychologist: Yeah. 

What was pertinent to the good supervisor was the degree to which they were far more 

emotionally supportive and gave recognition of the stress and difficulty of the job. It was 

often noted that a good manager helped to alleviate the other stresses that may be 

experienced and thus made the work, and its attendant stresses, bearable. This is one of the 

factors outlined by Saari and Judge (2004) when they noted that when a supervisor 

encourages a team and is supportive and understanding of them then not only does morale 
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rise but so too productivity. The psychologists in this sample echoed this. The good 

supervisor or team leader reduced the necessity of, and the form of, emotional labour that 

psychologists needed to perform in order to conduct their daily work. This in turn made 

psychologists more productive at work as this psychologist explained: 

 
As I said before when [name of psychologist] took over [they] made sure everyone was supported 

… No one was left to struggle. Not like before. We’re happier now. All of us, I think. Our workload 

has increased [laugh] … but it doesn’t feel like it because everyone pulls together and gets it done, 

you know? 

 

What was evident was that the wider range of supervisors that a psychologist had access to 

the more beneficial it was for them, their practice, and their view of their profession. Not 

only did this protect them from being stuck with a bad supervisor but it also opened them 

up to differing perspectives on their role. This broadening of their occupational horizon 

was important as working in one establishment, performing a limited role, with the same 

team over time could negatively affect a psychologist’s working life. Yet this could be 

offset by changes to supervision and management. This was captured by one psychologist 

who’d had the benefit of having had a number of supervisors in the past: 

 
I have had the opportunity to work with different supervisors. I think that has been really helpful 

because they all may approach things in a different way and it is just great to have different 

perspectives on things and encourage you to think about things in maybe a different way than 

another supervisor might. So, I think that has been helpful and rewarding as well and maintained 

my interest and motivation. 

 

We have seen here that there are a number of factors that either promote or cause job 

satisfaction for those psychologists interviewed. These are, primarily, concerned with 

having the worthiness of the job reinforced, seeing the fruits of their labour, the diversity 

of experience and practice, and the benefits of having good working relationships with 

prisoners, colleagues, and supervisors. However, there are also a number of factors that 

have the opposite effect. 

 

Occupational Dissatisfaction 

 

Of great concern to many of those interviewed were the working experiences that led to 

occupational dissatisfaction. It is to these contrasted but yet binary reflections that I now 

turn. There were, in essence, five forms of generalised negative experience relayed by the 
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participants. These are categorised as: role ambiguity and ontological insecurity; 

occupational factors which relate to volume of work and working conditions; negative peer 

relationships and team dynamics; training and career advancement; and finally, the 

relational/social frustrations of working with prisoners. 

 

Occupational Role and Ontological Ambiguity 

 

Psychology work, in general, is a difficult and complex practice which is only 

compounded by the prison setting (Towl 2004). In this locale psychologists are working 

with some of the most damaged and chaotic individuals that our society has to offer 

(Gannon and Ward 2014). If you couple this to the fact that forensic psychologists in 

prison do not necessarily have a fixed role, as their duties can cover a very broad range of 

activities, then psychological work in custodial setting becomes dilemmic in nature: 

 
I think that is one of the things I really underestimated about the job and that is why it can be 

difficult sometimes. It is not all black and white you are trying to work out what is best for people 

and it is difficult. 

 
A factor made clear by Weiss and Cropanzano (1996) and Judge and Church (2000) is that 

there needs to be a clear understanding of occupational role in order for an employee to 

have any attachment to, or derive any satisfaction from, their work. In this study it was 

found that two early indicators of work place stress for psychologists were related to when 

there was either ambiguity in the role or when that role changed. The first of these issues 

were often experienced when, as discussed by Towl (2007), the individual had been 

recruited under misunderstood terms, i.e. when a governor had a position to fill but not the 

clear-cut work to offer the new psychologist. This in turn led to a situation whereby some 

psychologists were not doing psychological work as part of their occupational remit which 

resulted in frustration; as a number of participants explained: 

 
It was frustrating because the job I wanted to do, which is what I thought I was being employed to 

do ... perhaps was not always the job other people wanted me to do. 

 
Lots of us get sucked off into doing all sorts of different things for the prison, for the governor and 

become the governor’s right-hand person for lots of things and … we’re taken away from the 

psychology work. 
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Changes in the role were felt more keenly by those who had been in service for a long 

time. For instance, one who fell into this category noted the frustration that came with the 

changing role of psychologists: 

 
One [frustration] of mine was, many years ago now, working with a guy who suffered from 

insomnia due to real childhood trauma …. I did not reduce his risk of reoffending by treating his 

insomnia but he was extremely distressed and unable to sleep … we managed to find a way to help 

him. But now? If you were a guy in prison who suffered like that the psychology department would 

not be there for you. 

 

This participant went on to explain that by aiding them to overcome their problem the 

individual was then able to progress in other ways but such longitudinal practice was no 

longer viable. Others too noted that the nature of the work being asked of them was not 

always compatible with the rehabilitative ethos that they had once adhered to. This was 

echoed by one of the more senior psychologists interviewed for this project for contextual 

material who relayed a very similar story to that above but this time involving the 

treatment of nightmares. For this individual, the fact that psychological services within the 

prison could no longer, in general, engage in such therapeutic work was something to be 

lamented. However, this was not just a factor that impacted on those who had been in 

service for a long time as it could also be a source of frustration for those whose 

department had shrunk, the prison had rerolled or when outside political influence/events 

impacted on the role being conducted. For instance, one of the psychologists interviewed 

stated that in their prison the introduction of the ISPP prisoners and the shift in focus that 

forced upon them led to a situation where: 

 
... everything changed, in just a couple of years, we had all these people who needed assessments 

and programmes and ... some were very challenging in their behaviour and their mental health 

problems and I know I, and some of the others, were not really trained for that so that was difficult 

... frustrating. 

 

Whilst another, a Humanist, noted that: 

 
It’s when you see a young man who has such … desperate problems but you can’t do anything to 

help them because … because that is not the type of work you are doing with them. You’re doing an 

assessment or a … whatever. That’s what makes me frustrated with the service … you know? 
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A shift to more narrowly risk orientated work, predicated on measurement rather than 

disciplinary change, meant that their role had become ontologically ambiguous which 

resulted in frustration and dissatisfaction. Unlike some of the more generalised issues 

discussed below some of these concerns impacted on specific types of psychologists more 

than others. Those who were most vocal in this regard were the Humanists who became 

frustrated by the lack of person-centred therapeutic work they were able to do or engage 

in. This was less true for both Functionalists and Utilitarians as the move to more risk- 

based work did provide them with perspective appropriate anchoring. However, even here 

unanticipated changes or ambiguity in role expectation could cause frustration – especially 

if there was a reliance on ad hoc rather than professionally guided practice. For instance, 

one psychologist related a story about their Governor, in response to an HMIP report, 

asking them to implement an anti-bullying strategy that he had devised but which ignored 

the psychologically informed practice previously utilised. Such, ad hoc practice caused 

this psychologist, and others in similar situations, a great deal of frustration. The 

Retributive Idealist again proved the exception because, as long as the prison was acting as 

a place of punishment, then their role adhered to both the ideation of their profession and 

their ontological position. This enabled them to avoid the sense of ambiguity and 

ontological insecurity that others experienced in a move to narrowly defined practice. 

 

Occupational Factors: Workload 

 

A major cause of discontent among the sample was the sheer volume of work that was 

expected of them. As one psychologist employed in an establishment with a large and 

rapidly changing population noted: 

 
The absolute worst thing is the churn. I’ve worked here for a number of years now and it’s just 

getting worse. There’s less of us now too. 

 

Another pointed out that: 

 
… the pressure on people to churn these reports is immense, absolutely immense. 

 

This issue was not specific to those who worked in such large establishments as in the 

cases above. Nearly all of those who participated in the study made some comment about 

the ‘churn’, or ‘merry-go-round’, of prisoners and how this was both difficult to cope with 

and, at times, led to impossible work schedules. Here, the primary issue was the pressure 
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created by the volume of people they were expected to report upon, which they felt they 

were only able to do effectively once they had formed some sort of relationship or rapport. 

For instance, one individual spoke of how having a short amount of time with any one 

person could be frustrating: 

 
Yes, definitely in terms of the fact that I think it is too restrictive what we can do, and who  we can  

do it with and for how long. And I think it is not necessarily realistic in terms of thinking if you look 

at somebody that is so damaged and troubled and had problems for ever you need to be putting in 

more services and work with that person longer addressing more things so like I was saying before 

have a more holistic approach to treatment. And I do find sometimes it is very much – right OK you 

have got ten sessions to work on something. It is not realistic. You are just scratching the surface 

and that is frustrating. 

 

Another pointed out that this pressure could create further frustrations, as well as 

consequences for the individuals who needed to be worked with: 

 
At some point I have to say well I am going to do this report or whatever for this guy and actually 

that guy is going further down on the list. And that is just a difficult every day decision that you 

have to make. 

 

This individual was one of many who pointed out that the pressure within their office to 

produce reports was increasingly intense. Another psychologist explained that the waiting 

list for assessments/reports in their prison grew exponentially and that often there were 

times when individuals were just bumped from the list. They explained that one prisoner 

might need an assessment for decategorisation but some other person needed an 

assessment for parole and ‘obviously that person got priority’. This in itself led to 

frustration or even a sense of guilt as they recognised that they were contributing, through 

no fault of their own, to a situation that would have future repercussions for prisoners. 

Psychologists were feeling both pressured due to the amount of work requiring their 

attention and feeling guilty because of the consequences of not getting that work done. 

This caused a very particular form of emotional labour – whereby psychologists were 

having to not only reconcile these emotions in order to operate effectively but also to hide 

their own frustrations from the affected prisoners. 

 

A further factor which compounded this issue was the recognition that the bureaucratic 

nature of modern prison work exacerbated this problem ‘The worse thing for us is the 

caseload and the paperwork. It’s non-stop. That can get you down’. It was evident that for 
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every one of the sample the demands of administrating paperwork were ‘an acute burden’. 

This is consistent with the findings of Mackain et al (2010) who noted that the toil of 

administrative work can have definite negative effects for psychologists in the workplace: 

 
The only time I probably don’t enjoy it is when I am feeling overworked because if I am busy I am 

feeling a little bit stressed with the amount of paper work I have got to do. 

 
I feel a bit overwhelmed and therefore something that would not normally rile me on one day might 

really upset me or frustrate me or anger me on another day because I feel like I have too much on 

and not enough time to do it. 

 
For instance, this month ... I am so busy that ... the amount of paper work I have to catch up on I 

just don’t have the time, I still have assessments and the course to run as well ... all the paper work 

for the reports and assessments and courses it’s just piling up and when I look at it I’m just ... 

GRRR! 

 

If I have got a lot of work on and I am worried about when I am going to fit it all in, I don’t sleep 

very well, but that is more about not necessarily the content of it, it is more about the volume of it. 

 

What is somewhat ironic here is that the discipline of forensic psychology was integral to 

the development of a scriptural economy within the prison predicated on the disciplinary 

capital of their expertise. It was within these bureaucratic mechanisms that their power 

became manifest. As such, not only were they net contributors to this bureaucratic 

workload but they were also dependent upon it for their discourse to have any efficacy. 

This also highlights one of the problems with bureaucratic legitimacy as defined by Crewe 

et al (2015) and Liebling et al (2011). This professional dimension of their Moral Quality 

of Prison Life study examines the prisons transparency and responsiveness in terms of its 

systems, and the degree to which these hamper or not the institution’s moral regard for the 

prisoner. A low score on this measure is particularly telling for how the prison is perceived 

and experienced. However, as practitioners, and contributors to the bureaucratic systems 

within the prison, it seems that forensic psychologists experience a different but related 

form of bureaucratic legitimacy. The degree to which this aspect of their role dominated 

their occupational lives was heavily correlated with their experience and perception of the 

prison in which they worked and their quality of working life. This seemed particularly 

pertinent for those employed in establishments where the majority of prisoners were on 

parole sentences, especially IPPs, or where there were a large number of courses being run 
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by the psychology department. For many, this had a huge impact both on the prisons in 

which they worked and on the workloads that they themselves faced: 

 
When I first started here the IPP sentence was not in and there were 50 lifers, something like that, 

so what we have now in percentages it is just massive, we are looking at kind of 300% more work, 

but we have not had that many more staff.  So, what I mean … so yes that has been a burden. 

 
I think it has been a challenge in terms of the organisation because certain sentences you might 

have to prioritise … The treatment places, risk assessments. So, yes that kind of change has 

probably increased ... also I think the challenge in terms of meeting their [ISPP] needs was not 

leaving behind other people who we also want to work on. 

 
... the need for psychology assessment has increased massively. So, for example here we have 

probably a third of our population IPP so a big proportion. I don’t know if it is roughly half of that, 

but a big chunk of that will need a psychological assessment. So, the impact on forensic psychology 

is massively increased workload. 

 

Related to this was the level of bureaucratic interference in the delivery of their day-to-day 

work. For instance, a number of participants identified Key Performance Targets as a 

particular source of frustration: 

 
You have got pressures of key performance targets, so you have to deliver a certain amount of 

programmes so then that pressure in order to meet KPTs, to meet milestones, to meet targets 

balancing that with delivering good quality intervention, not just having bums on seats for the sake 

of it, you want to make sure the right people are on the right programmes... I think that is an 

organisational pressure I can imagine most people probably have felt at some stage. 

 
I think the main problem is the rate at which we have to deliver these programmes ... so we have 

KPT’s that we have to meet and that’s why we have to run a certain number of sessions a week ... 

and do the paperwork … and we have to just keep on going because if we don’t meet our key 

performance target then we fail and then we lose money ... So, the focus is absolutely 100% on 

meeting those targets ... it’s not on the staff or their welfare. 

 

Related to this was the budgetary issues faced by departments in the manner in which they 

were able to deliver their work. Nearly all participants spoke of how the need to save 

money was a major factor in the dynamics of their working life and contributed to the 

habitus of stress: 

 
I think that is the constraint, the strictness of budgets etc. is a massive thing. 
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... when we found out that we were losing two of the team due to ... all the money is in programmes 

and that’s only part of what we do ... but because we no longer offer the [name of course] we lost a 

big part of our budget and had to lose staff. That has affected the team massively. 

 
We have to reduce costs; all the time reduce costs and that impacts on what we can do. 

 

We had a budget cut. Less staff. More work though, and that adds to the general level of stress we 

all feel. 

 

A number of psychologists noted the growing competition from private firms, who would 

do risk assessments with a very quick turnaround. It was felt that because the private firm 

did not have the same ethical standards and practices, and thus could do a two-day return 

on a report, they were being put under further unfair pressure. The budgetary constraints, 

coupled with workload expectations, meant that people felt they were not able to fully 

perform the tasks that they needed to. This then resulted in further frustrations, stresses 

and, in some cases, a further loss of motivation. One aspect to this increased pressure was 

the reduction in scope of the work that was available to the psychologists, as they were 

needed to churn out reports or meet treatment needs: 

 
It can get boring doing the same thing day in day out. I thought, … when I went from assistant to 

trainee I would be doing research, training, working with lots of people. Instead ... because of the 

IPPs and the workload, I’m just doing the same thing as I was then – facilitating the courses that 

they want us to run and doing all the admin. 

 
Repetitive work can negatively affect motivation and perceptions of work, the 

organisation, and their professional selves (Saari and Judge 2004). As one psychologist 

who had spent the majority of their career doing the same programme noted: ‘doing the 

same thing over and over … it gets you down’. However, for some participants, some of 

these stresses were ameliorated through the new working model of regional service 

delivery (see Appendix A): 

 
Now I am region I get to do much more psychological work than when I was in [name of prison]. 

There it was all paper work and programmes, now I do more … it helps, I don’t get down as much. 

 
Interviewer: Is being a psychologist in prison stressful? 

Psychologist: I think so – I think if I compare when I worked in the prison to where I work now 

in the region, then yes [it’s] more stressful I would say. Now, I get to see lots of 

different aspects of the job … I work just as hard but it’s not as stressful. 
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We have just undergone a change where we are now a regional model so we have been removed 

from the management kind of capacity so basically, we are doing what psychologists do, and only 

what forensic psychologists can do rather than doing generic [work] ... 

 

The change in working practice this move allowed facilitated a complete concentration on 

the job of forensic psychology. This freed then up from a number of the ‘generic’ aspects 

of prison work, allowed them to concentrate on areas suited to their expertise, and meant 

that much of the workload that they had previously shouldered alone was now 

manageable. 

 

Negative Peer Relationships and Team Dynamics 

 

A significant source of occupational dissatisfaction arose due to working relationships and 

team dynamics. This was especially true when it came to being supervised poorly or 

having bad relationships with senior members of staff, as a number of the participants in 

this study explained: 

Interviewer: Have you ever had a bad supervisor then? 

Psychologist: I would rather not comment. 

Interviewer: Fair enough. 

Psychologist: But yes. 

 

I was probably deeply traumatised by all the work I did because I did not get any proper 

supervision. I didn’t get any reflection time for me and some of the offences that people had 

committed were absolutely nightmarish. 

 

I had a manager who was not very nice ... [they] was quite a difficult person and just made 

everything really difficult. You couldn’t talk to [them] and any criticism [they] took personally ... it 

was very awkward and unpleasant for everyone. 

 
Other psychologists gave examples of poor management practices. These included 

managers/supervisors who would isolate team members, single out team members for 

public criticism, be dismissive of personal problems, and act in hostile or discouraging 

ways. Such practices contribute to an unhealthy or ‘toxic’ work place that allows for the 

generation of negative work practices (see McMahon 1999). Dismissive behaviour from 

managers was a particular source of occupational stress and dissatisfaction. As we saw in 

the section above one of the psychologists noted that a manager would just intimate to 

their team that ‘they should just get on with it’ and that they should be stoical about the 

work they did. This made the workers in the team feel inadequate if they did not cope and 
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were left unable to address such concerns with their line manager. This in turn led them to 

not only perceive their boss in negative terms but also feel as if their concerns were not 

being taken seriously, all of which increased stress levels and the amount of emotional 

labour needed in order to remain operative.  As this participant explained: 

 
... over time that ‘getting on with it’ actually really starts to change you. ... changes ... who you are I 

think, definitely. And has had an impact on my personal life ... yeah ... and ... because ... oh ... I 

guess ... there’s no, there’s no vent for any of this stuff you’re just taking loads of, loads of stuff on 

board and umm ... there’s not really anyway to get rid of it. 

 

However, frustrations did not just arise from the internal dynamics of the psychology 

department. Some arose directly from working with other staff members, especially 

uniformed or operational members of staff. These ranged from dealing with the 

obstructiveness of some uniform staff to coping with divergent attitudes: 

 
I find it very frustrating working with staff or dealing with staff who are not as positive and 

enthusiastic about rehabilitation as I am. Well not even enthusiastic I suppose just – I get frustrated 

by staff who have negative views on things like that because I think ... why are you in this job if that 

is your view, what are you doing here? 

 
Probably other than that [not being listened too] the most frustrated I have ever been at work is 

through staff issues and interpersonal difficulties with staff members, not in terms of being 

frustrated at anything psychological or being frustrated with any prisoners or anything like that. It 

is generally staff. 

 
Often, they [uniformed staff] can be quite ignorant with very entrenched, ill-informed views ... that 

can make it a difficult place to work as what we do is misunderstood, undervalued, and viewed with 

suspicion. You try address this but ... 

 

Some of these issues will be discussed in greater depth in the following chapters. 

However, what was evident was that for nearly all the participants in this study, uniformed 

staff, and their attitudes and behaviours towards psychology and psychologists, were a 

distinct source of workplace stress. Partly because during the working day psychologists 

were located in the same environment and could not escape staff attention. As one joked 

‘we’re locked in here with them’. Often these negative associations and interactions with 

the uniform body could further exacerbate the problems within a team adding to the 

negative work environment. This was especially so if the manager of the team was 

dismissive or ineffective in ameliorating these tensions: 
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As I said I had problems with a member of staff and it didn’t help that my manager took their side. 

The others saw that … it made … no one wanted to speak up after that. 

 

Interviewer: Did your line manager help, or do anything to stop … 

Psychologist: No... They ... They made that clear. We wouldn’t get help, not in that way … 

Interviewer: How did you feel about that? 

Psychologist: Well, two left. I just … got my head down. 

 

 
 

Not only did these negative interactions add to the stresses that psychologists endured at 

work but they could also impact on the manner in which they perceived themselves, their 

role, and the importance of their work. One psychologist, who had experienced a number 

of problems with uniform staff, noted that when their line manager had sided with the 

prison officers it had made them ‘question everything about what I do’ and that this ‘made 

[them] feel like shit, everyday’. If a person’s professional persona and practice is 

challenged in such a way as to undermine their sense of moral worth then this can affect 

their ontological security. If this situation does arise and is not mitigated by managers and 

team leaders who are in a position to do so, then this can result in a sense of abandonment 

and a much greater need to engage in varying forms of emotion work designed to enable 

them to maintain operational efficacy and a sense of well-being (Marroquin et al 2017). 

Training and Career Advancement 

 

Another strand of frustration derived from the Chartership process itself and the 

opportunities for becoming ‘qualified’. First, in some circumstances, psychologists were 

employed to do a single role and this led to difficulties in gaining sufficient evidence of 

variety of work to satisfy the British Psychological Society’s assigned markers. For 

instance, one of the participants noted that the usual, or standard, way ‘in’ was to: 

 
… do a degree in psychology, then get a job as a psychological assistant in the Prison Service and 

then when they get a job as a trainee, sort of do the masters and Chartership then. 

 

However, many of the studies participants had not taken this route. Nearly a third of the 

sample (6) had not specifically studied psychology at undergraduate level. These 

participants had to take a more circuitous path involving various jobs and some form of 

post graduate diploma in psychology. Others had specifically sought careers in 

psychological fields but not always forensic ones. Commonly the interest was in doing 
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clinical work with vulnerable persons, rather than in the criminal justice system per se. 

Half of the sample indicated that they had been unable to secure work in their chosen field 

so had made the pragmatic choice to apply for trainee positions in their local prison. These 

varying routes, coupled with individual’s differing roles, often caused delays in the process 

of obtaining Chartership. As one said: 

 
That training, 8 years of like ... it was the most stressful thing I have ever done. It was absolutely 

horrendous. It was just the hardest thing I have done, not the Masters but the actual working 

towards Chartership. 

 

Whilst another pointed out that for them the major stress of their work was: 

 
Not being able to complete the Chartership. It’s been … years. I’m still no closer. 

 

This was a common complaint for those unfortunate to be employed in a prison where the 

psychology department was utilised in only one or two ways. Usually this restricted role 

was concerned with high levels of assessment and course delivery, which could lead to 

both frustration in achieving qualification and a loss of impetus. It also meant having little 

opportunity to push on with the Chartership as they were stuck in necessarily repetitive 

work. The sheer pressures of work and the churn of clients with their varying needs also 

affected this issue, with one person saying that: 

 
There is no time for reflection. There is no time for ‘did I make a difference today’ it is just getting 

through it.  That is not training psychologists. 

 

This was echoed by another participant who pointed out that such working practice could 

cause delays which could then impact on their motivation: 

 
Umm … I had so much enthusiasm and motivation but then the years have sort of rolled on and I 

don’t feel like I’m really getting anywhere ... personally. 

 

A number of other participants mentioned that satisfying the criteria could be difficult due 

to ‘moving goalposts’ on the part of the British Psychological Society. This specifically 

related to what work could be included in portfolios and thus taken as evidence. A number 

had had work rejected and had resubmitted with little guidance or feedback with regard to 

their work. It was difficult to ascertain whether or not this was a matter of poor supervision 

(of those who mentioned this problem the majority had also mentioned having a poor 
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relationship with their supervisor) or a problem with the evidence criteria and Chartership 

assessment. 

 

Frustrations also arose from trying to impart psychological knowledge, a key component 

of the Chartership process, to the management of an establishment where there was little 

interest in that form of knowledge. This could occur even when psychologists felt the 

management of their prison was generally pro-psychology. They noted this most when 

institutional interests were prioritised over and above that of identified ‘treatment needs’. 

A repeated example concerned the prison’s response to prisoners who were seen to 

threaten the ‘good order and discipline’ (GOAD) of the prison. As one participant 

explained: 

 
I tried to impart knowledge from an assessment to an individual who is a manager in the 

establishment about what was suitable for that prisoner and I didn’t think anybody was taking any 

notice of that assessment and I felt really frustrated. Actually, there was a wealth of information 

that was held that could structure how that person was worked with and it kind of met with 

resistance. That was frustrating ... 

 

This issue related to the increasing ‘service’ nature of psychological work within a prison. 

Some participants noted that the prison and its management could sometimes treat their 

forensic psychologists as commissioned professionals whose opinion is only sought in 

certain circumstances. They noted that, especially in the cases of younger or less 

experienced psychologists, there was the risk that their service delivery was becoming 

more like that of private companies who take an atomised approach to the work, spending 

very little time with the prisoner during the assessment period, and with little interest 

beyond the risk assessment itself. This lack of an holistic approach to a person’s case, they 

felt, was eroding a wider recognition of what was effective about their work: 

 
That is how we are being shaped – you are this external person who comes in, risk assesses – it is 

all about protection of the public – and then goes out and has nothing else to do with that case. 

There is very little follow up. Very little interest in what the impact of the report might have been or 

how that prisoner felt about it. The caseload is too great that, there is no thought to how we are 

impacting on people and how it impacts on us it’s just … next case, next case, next case. 

 

This could lead to a situation whereby the psychologist was neither treated nor utilised as 

an integral aspect of the prison and as such their input could be dismissed when the excuse 

of security or the GOAD of the prison came into play. This represented a particular 
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challenge to not only the Retributive Idealist who saw themselves as an integral part of the 

penal enterprise but also the Functionalists who perceived this approach to their expertise 

as a barrier to the very function of psychological practice. Further to these concerns was 

the implication this had to achieving ‘qualification’ when one of the core requirements, 

imparting psychological expertise, was difficult to evidence. 

 

The move to a changed model of service alleviated some of these concerns and stresses for 

some of those undergoing the Chartership process. One of the forecasted benefits of the 

move to a regional model was that it would allow those psychologists working in the 

various regions to have greater access to a more varied psychological skill set from which 

they could learn. Though not exhaustive this did seem to be borne out by those in this 

study who had been through this change. They noted enthusiastically that they were, or 

were soon to be, engaged in a far wider range of forensic psychological work, including 

the opportunities to undertake research20 and imparting psychological expertise 

(requirements of the Chartership process), as this person indicated: 

 
I think personally now, working for the region, I have had more opportunity I think and the 

supervisor I have in terms of carving out those opportunities – I think in terms of meeting 

organisational need as well so the pieces of work I have done have met that so if there is an 

assessment need at that particular prison, the region will say we need this picked up, you have 

trained in that you know how to do it. So, having more opportunity, personally, that is a good thing 

because it means you get more experience and that helps with becoming qualified. 

 
What is relevant here is not that the regional model was a panacea to the problems that 

some faced in obtaining Chartership, rather that it allowed the forensic psychologists to 

more easily satisfy the requirements handed down by the BPS. In a professional body 

where becoming ‘qualified’ was seen as both an occupational and a professional necessity 

– not achieving it, or being prevented from achieving that, had negative consequences. As 

one psychologist noted, ‘being frustrated’ in the Chartership process got them ‘down’ 

because it impacted on not only their achievement and advancement but also: 

 
It makes you feel like you’re not good enough. Even though you do good work and … and … there’s 

a nagging little voice at the back of your mind saying … well, you know. That’s all down to not 

getting there yet, after so many years. 

 

 
 

20  Research for forensic psychologists is problematic even beyond the prison. See Wilson and Noon (1998). 
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A further issue with training was for those few psychologists who experienced the power 

related to their profession as another emotional burden. One of the psychologists, who had 

over seven years of experience, stated that they thought it was ‘very bad practice’ that 

psychologists do not receive any training on an issue that was central to their practice. 

They went on to say that ‘at no time during all my training has anyone really spoken about 

[power]’ and that they felt unprepared for what they encountered and unsupported in this 

area of their professional life. These sentiments were echoed by the few others who 

addressed this issue. For instance, the one Functionalist psychologist who spoke to this 

stated that they had been completely unprepared for the power dynamic to be so overt, 

especially when dealing with particularly vulnerable prisoners, but that when they had 

raised this with their supervisor they had received an unsatisfactory response: 

… [they] said to me that I would just have to get used to it … I didn’t think that was very helpful. 

They should prepare you more for that aspect of it. Some of the men I see are so vulnerable and 

damaged that you run the risk of making things so much worse for them if you’re not careful. There 

should be training around this area … but there isn’t. 

 

Another participant claimed that there was ‘absolutely no preparation for dealing with that 

dynamic’. Yet another pointed out that they felt they needed some form of training because 

they were concerned about doing more harm to clients who were ‘vulnerable and 

psychologically fragile’. This individual went on to say that they were constantly worried 

that using ‘sometimes quite blunt’ psychological programmes and assessments on the ‘very 

vulnerable’ was doing ‘much more harm than good’. This not only increased the degree of 

emotion work that they had to engage in, so that the worry would not impede their work, 

but also resulted in anger with their supervisor and mentor who had told them that they just 

needed to ‘get on with it’. What was clear is that for these few psychologists being 

confronted with the reality of their power and its impact was a cause of deep emotion 

work. Emotion work that they were not prepared for and received little support with. 

 

Relational and Social Frustrations 

 

Finally, frustration and stress could arise from the relational difficulties inherent to 

interactions with prisoners. Some participants, primarily the Humanists, stated that this 

relational aspect of their work could cause a great deal of strain, yet was often overlooked, 

especially where meeting targets had become seen with increasing import. This was not 
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true for all, those with good support networks at work and an understanding supervisor 

were well catered for, as one notes: 

 
I never feel like I go home struggling with something that I have never been able to talk to anybody 

about. And if I did that would be my choice to do that rather than there not being the capacity to 

deal with it at work. 

 

However, for others this ‘strain’ could be invoked in a number of ways; for instance, a 

number of psychologists mentioned the anxiety that could arise from having to deliver bad 

news or having to report back negative findings to prisoners: 

 
…and it was one of the most negative reports I had ever written. And we had to go and disclose 

them and we had to either read them out loud or give them to the people and then discuss them. 

And I spent the night before literally crying because I thought – he is going to kill me – he is going 

to be so angry it is going to be awful. 

 
Others spoke of the sadness that was often inherent to working with lifers who had little 

hope of progressing or reducing their risk: 

 
... but knowing they are still in prison, and knowing some of the stuff I do know and thinking this is 

really quite sad. That can get to you. 

 
When you see a lifer who is so damaged, so … you know they are unlikely to be released. Working 

with them becomes very hard. 

 
However, perhaps the most common ‘strain’ related to hearing about the traumatic 

experiences of prisoners themselves. Many participants had not expected, nor had been 

trained to deal with, this aspect of the work: 

 
That is what gets to me more – I find myself driving home from work thinking about that rather than 

thinking about the poor victim … but I think that is just because I am working with that individual. 

And that came as a bit of a surprise. I thought I would find it harder to listen to their accounts of 

what they had done to others… which obviously is not always easy but it is always having to listen 

to people talk about what has happened to them that I find difficult. 

 

Others found that listening to prisoner’s experiences could cause them distress. This was 

especially true when people spoke of childhood abuse and childhood sexual exploitation. 

Two participants, both of whom worked primarily with prisoners convicted of sexual 
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offences, made this point explicitly when speaking of having to maintain their professional 

facade in the light of these revelations: 

 
… because of the questions you might ask that individual – and that can evoke quite strong emotion. 

In my experience I have had that. It is something I need to manage. It is not helpful to the client if I 

am getting upset.  Not professional or helpful.  So, I think at times it can be quite challenging 

hearing some of those things. 

 
I remember interviewing one young man and he was telling me how he had been repeatedly raped 

by his father. And how his father had made him abuse his little sister. He was in a terrible state … I 

just wanted to cry, to give him a hug … but you can’t. You have to bite it back. You have to go on 

with the interview, do what you’re there to do. 

 

In such situations, it is clear that psychologists were forced into engaging varying forms of 

emotional labour. Different psychologists spoke of the need to ‘hide’ emotions or to ‘mask 

the things you feel’ when hearing the trauma of prisoners. Without this masking of 

emotion, it was felt that maintaining professional standards was compromised. A further 

example of this emotional labour came with working with those convicted of the most 

severe sexual offences, where they explained that it was often necessary to fake ‘empathies 

in order to disguise the revulsion’ that they felt. Not doing this would compromise their 

efficacy as a psychological practitioner and would hinder the ‘treatment’ or rehabilitation 

of those being worked with. Often psychologists would focus on their emotive labour in 

such situations in order to mitigate the emotional labour. For instance, one psychologists 

noted that they would: 

 
… concentrate on getting [the prisoner] to think through their actions and why they had happened. 

Concentrating on that allowed me to … yeah, not think about the awful things they’re actually 

telling me. 

 

This was true for nearly all those interviewed yet seemed to be only formally recognised 

for those working with prisoners convicted of sexual offences where programme breaks 

and peer led debriefing support were a given.21 This is distinct from more clinical fields 

where such support is standard operating procedure (see Ducharme et al (2007) for a 

discussion of these issues in drug treatment work and Farber (1990) in psychotherapy). 

Participants who had previous clinical experience had noted this difference and had 

 

21 Though three of the participants in this study who worked mainly with prisoners convicted of sex offences 

had noted that they had not been given these breaks and given little peer support either. 
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lamented its loss in the forensic field. Where psychologists were not getting this support 

from colleagues and in the workplace then the emotional aspects of their work were taken 

home, impacting their domestic lives. 

 

Emotional Labour and the Problem of Spillage 

 

Emotion work is inherent to prison work (see Nylander et al 2011; Walsh 2009; Mann and 

Cowburn 2005). However, as Crawley (2004) argues when this work spills over from the 

professional realm into the personal one, and begins to impact on more personal 

interactions, then this has gone beyond the norm. Many participants spoke about the effect 

that working within the prison could have on their social or private lives. This was 

particularly true for those who worked in programmes or were involved in intensive work 

with prisoners, especially on SOTP type courses: 

 
Yeah ... It makes you over analyse as well ... I think It makes you over analyse yourself which you 

then carry, I find it difficult to separate this from my personal life. So, then you know I was going 

and like found myself speaking to my ... to my boyfriend in the same way that I was speaking to a 

prisoner on a S.O.T.P group saying that you know like ... even giving him treatment needs ... you 

know? It’s not intentional it’s just like sub conscious at this point ... so I was trying to facilitate 

change in my boyfriend because it all becomes clouded. 

 

This psychologist went on to say that: 

 
You have to be very skilled in leaving it all here [pointing to the prison] ... but it becomes who you 

are after a while, you become a facilitator and that’s how you think. Umm ... so if it is just innately 

you it becomes even more difficult to recognise that ... you know, not everyone needs ... to change. 

Not everyone does have treatment needs. Not everyone is a sex offender ... [nervous laugh] yeah. 

 
Another psychologist echoed these sentiments when they noted that 

 
You’re looking out for things more. So ... so it ... it just takes away all innocence from your life, you 

know? So, you could be in the park, for example, and there’s a guy with a kid and you just look at 

him slightly differently than you would have before you started this. Or ... you know ... I was on the 

bus the other day and there was a woman with her two children and there was an older man sitting 

in the seat next to them and you know he seemed to be very interested in the children ... and he was 

probably just genuinely very happy to see some children but ... you know, I assumed ‘what are you 

looking at them like that for?’ and I think that if I see something what am I gonna do because I feel 

responsible. 
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This conflation between the professional and personal habitus, and the implications this 

had for the performance of self, was just one aspect of this ‘spillage’. This loss of 

innocence echoes the findings of Crawley (2004), who found that prison officers found 

some prison work so ‘profane’ that it could contaminate or stain their personal lives. 

Other participants of this study also experienced the prison itself as contaminating their 

personal and social lives. In the same way that some of the officers in Crawley’s study 

noted that the prison could ‘pollute’ the home by introducing the ‘filth’ of the prison into 

the ‘clean’ home, some psychologists felt the need to shed the ‘dirt and smell of the 

prison’ before being able to continue with their personal lives. One psychologist noted 

that: 

... the minute I get home I have to shower, get changed. I need to get the prison ... you know the, the 

... prison off me. I need to get changed into clean clothing and get rid of the day. 

 

This symbolic contamination was expressed by one participant when they discussed 

having to put distance between the prison and their loved ones. They noted that if they 

were meeting friends/family after work or were going out they would have to ‘... take a 

change of clothing ... items that I have not been wearing in the prison’. When asked why 

this was the case this psychologist noted that it was because: 

 
... it wouldn’t be right, meeting my partner, my family, my friends whilst still having the smell of the 

prison all over me ... No, I wouldn’t feel right about that. 

 

Whilst not all of those interviewed expressed this notion, a significant proportion did note 

the need to keep those whom they cared for separate from the realities of the intramural 

world. Often this was achieved by not talking about their work or the prison with those 

whom they lived or associated. This ‘shedding’ of the prison seemed to suggest a 

recognition of the manner in which the prison work could ‘spill over’ and one means of 

coping with the emotional weight of the work. Others took different measures in order to 

ameliorate this problem: 

 
In terms of taking it home emotionally, sometimes, I do tend to almost go that is work and that is 

home.  I think I do that quite well, or I go to the gym or just do stuff to try and get it out. 

 

Of course, you take it home. You see so much misery ... so much pain ... How do you deal with that? 

Vodka! Ha ... no, I go out, socialise, see people ... put myself in normal situations. 
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Nearly all participants spoke of the need to do ‘normal’ things and to ‘socialise’ with 

people not related, or attached, to the prison in any way. However, as the following quote 

suggests, this was not always possible or desirable: 

 
There was a guy in [name of prison] who I had worked with a couple of times and who had killed a 

baby ... it was a Friday afternoon, I was trying to finalise this report and I had gone through what 

we had talked about and he had been very drunk, … it turned out that he had actually been so drunk 

that he picked the baby up several times and kept dropping it. He didn’t just drop it once on the 

fireplace, he dropped it three times. And he was so upset when he was telling me this, we were 

talking and I got to this place where I actually heard the baby falling from his arms into the 

fireplace and I was really upset and it made me feel really ill … I went home and I was physically 

sick all weekend. I was just vomiting the whole weekend … on the Sunday I was just sitting there in 

the garden thinking what am I going to do – what am I going to do.  And on Monday I just went  

back to work. 

 

Emotional labour is associated with processes of coping at work. The individual undergoes 

processes of hiding, faking or mitigating the emotions evinced in the workplace in order to 

maintain occupational efficacy (Mann and Cowburn 2005). However, what is evident here 

is that some of the psychologists in this sample were also having to utilise the same 

processes of emotional labour in order to maintain a balance in their domestic situation and 

in their personal relationships. The prison, and their work, weighed heavily upon them and 

required substantial emotion work in order to maintain their health and wellbeing beyond 

the walls. 

The Retributive Idealist, once more, offered a very different perspective in this regard. At 

no time did this psychologist refer to the need to shake off the prison as others had. The 

evocative accounts relayed by prisoners which provoked emotional responses in others 

were not a source of personal trauma. Instead, this individual perceived these as a 

necessary aspect of their role of making the prisoner confront their offending. When asked 

if they ever thought about what the prisoners they had worked with had been through in 

their lives they responded: 

Of course, it is good to see them be confronted with what they themselves have suffered as you can 

use this to make them understand how they have made others suffer. That is why they are here and 

...it’s part of my role. 

 
When then asked if they ever felt sorry for the prisoners and whether or not it upset them 

they responded with a curt ‘No’.  Here, then the accounts which others found difficult and 
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resulted in the need for emotional labour was reversed. Instead of evoking emotional 

labour for the Retributive Idealist, the accounts provided by prisoners were ammunition for 

the psychologist’s emotive labour. In effect, the Idealist was operationalising the emotion 

associated with a prisoner’s communications in order to evoke, deflect, or even inverse 

emotion in that prisoner in order to force the prisoner to confront the harms they had 

caused. This operationalisation meant that the Idealist was not internalising the emotion 

which may necessitate emotional labour but rather reflecting it back to the prisoners with 

whom they were working. 

Conclusion 
 

This chapter has explored those influences that can impact on the occupational satisfaction 

or dissatisfaction of forensic psychologists working within a prison. Whilst some of these 

factors can be procedural or organisational in nature, such as workload and the increased 

service nature of the role, many were relational in nature. From the pleasure and 

satisfaction taken in seeing those who they work with progress and develop personally to 

the negative aspects of poor supervision and management. The relational dynamics in the 

workplace are strongly associated with how psychologists experience their occupational 

reality and this corroborates findings from McKain et al (2010). However, this study 

extends those findings by showing how the various forms of pro-sociality that can and do 

exist within psychology teams can mitigate the procedural factors that can lead to 

occupational dissatisfaction. It is the absence of these pro-social elements that exacerbate 

the problems that psychologists experience and effect how they perceive their work and 

their professional selves. 

What is evident is that psychological work in prison is emotion work. Where we saw in the 

last chapter some of the processes of emotive labour here I have explored those elements 

of psychological work that evince varying forms of emotional labour in order for the 

psychologist to maintain professional efficacy. Whereas emotive labour was closely tied to 

the moral positioning of the psychologist it is clear that with emotional labour the causes 

were less specifically tied to typological position. Those elements that evince the need for 

psychologists to regulate their own emotion were more generalised. They also related to 

elements of occupational experience that often lay outside of their sphere of direct control. 

Here then we see that if triggering occupational phenomena occur, which lie beyond the 

direct control of the psychologist and are not mitigated by the others, then it creates the 
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need for emotional labour. A consequence of this is that emotional labour is not only 

necessary to cope with some elements of psychological practice but that it is inevitable 

within the prison where many facets of experience are imposed. It is to this aspect of the 

experiences of psychologists that I now turn. There are further aspects of the professional 

and occupational lives of forensic psychologists that relate more directly to the dynamics 

of power that exist within the prison. 
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6. Psychologists as Adjuncts of Power 
 

Power is central to the prison and shapes the practices, cultures, and relationships that 

occur therein. Power in prison, as noted by Hepburn (1985), takes six particular forms 

(coercive, reward, legitimate [signification], exchange, expertise, and respect) and can 

derive from structural, interpersonal, or discursive sources (see Foucault 1979; Carlen and 

Worrall 2004; Carrabine 2005; Sim 2009). By exploring differing manifestations of power, 

these authors highlight how systems of influence converge within the prison to construct 

complex matrices of interconnected forms of control and constraint designed to achieve a 

disciplinary end. The prison is, in effect, designed to impose societally desired change on 

the disciplined individual (Mathiesen 1990). However, as Crewe et al (2008) note, the 

power that permeates prisons impacts on all those who work or abide within them. These 

next two chapters will focus on these issues. However, as prison staff are often seen 

embodiments of penal power (Liebling et al 2011), I shall begin by exploring how 

psychologists experience acting as adjuncts of disciplinary power. 

Forensic psychologists in prison are central to a diffuse yet pervasive and profound form 

of penal power. This power is a blend of both coercive authority (Hepburn 1985), 

prisoners have little or no choice but to interact with them (Crewe 2009), and a form 

expertise imbued with a great deal of disciplinary capital. Theirs is a power that enmeshes 

differing forms of extant forms of power in order to create a new, and profound, form of 

penal power that is both potent yet diffused. This is also a power that is inescapable and 

has the potential for long term consequences. It is also a unique form of penal power as the 

source of its potency lies beyond the prison itself yet has become a foundational facet of 

the everyday carceral habitus. 

This chapter is concerned with exploring and explicating how they themselves perceive, 

respond to, and enact the power that is associated with their expert discourse and practice. 

As discussed in Chapter 2 there are varying aspects to the power of psychology within the 

prison that are particularly pertinent to the experiences and occupational lives of those 

interviewed in this study. These can be categorised as the medicalisation of the field and 

the reality of the psychologist as an ‘Expert’, their involvement in soft and bureaucratic 

forms of control, the coerced involvement of prisoners in psychological practice, and the 

manner in which individuals may engage in processes of neutralisation regarding their own 

power. It is these issues which will form the focus of the following discussion. 
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Medicalisation and Psychology 
 

The development of contemporary forensic psychology in prisons has adhered to the 

processes of medicalisation of deviance as described by Conrad and Schneider (1992). The 

authority of psychology in prisons is one of expertise and is thus predicated upon its 

disciplinary capital. The consumable and risk assuaging nature of psychological discourse 

both supports and furthers the interests of the prison. Consequently, practice centralises 

around the assessment/treatment nexus (Towl 2004; Otto and Heilbrun 2002) because 

doing so serves the disciplinary needs of the prison and cements the position of 

psychology. In effect, the medicalisation framing becomes both the lens through which the 

profession is perceived and the overarching ethos of practice. This occurs because 

psychological issues are perceived in distinctly positivistic terms – they have an objective 

element (offending behaviour) that can be addressed and redressed. This also establishes 

the extramurality of their expertise. Unlike the prison officer described by Hepburn (1985) 

and Liebling et al (2011), whose expertise is personal and derives from their experience of 

navigating and managing the prison and its inhabitants, the expertise of forensic 

psychologists is derived from without the prison wall. It is not primarily expertise derived 

from personal experience but rather expertise that is pre-packaged by an established 

discourse that is independent of, yet is infused throughout, the prison. 

The different types of forensic psychologist in this study perceived medicalisation in very 

different ways. The Humanists were uncomfortable with the medical/intervention model of 

practice and preferred to see their position as one of working with people rather than 

imposing some sort of ‘medical intervention’. Many distanced themselves altogether from 

this medicalized model of practice. This was also true for the term ‘offender’ – Humanists 

were far more likely to say ‘prisoner’, ‘client’ ‘men’, etc. than use the symbolically laden 

term that others would routinely use. One stated that: 

A lot of people jump in with – right we must risk assess you within an inch of your life, quite early 

days, and we will then treat you. And I hate the term ‘treat’; I hate it. It is a medical model ... but 

[what we do] it is not a pill.  It is not an injection.  It is not a treatment.  It really winds me up. 

 

They went on to note that they didn’t like the term intervention either because: 

 
Intervention is something that we do to someone ... but there should be a more appropriate co- 

working kind of word ... And to me treat and intervene are really inappropriate words. I work with 

people, I help people. I don’t intervene … treat, it’s … it’s … inappropriate. 
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This sentiment dominated the Humanist approach – the discomfort with this ‘framing’ of 

their professional practice was often palpable. One individual voiced this discomfort, as 

well as disdain for those who adopted this professional script, by noting that these 

psychologists had ‘Dr envy’ and that this was a ‘… cover for some rather poor people 

skills and practice’. 

However, other participants held very different positions and saw their role very much in 

this light – they were in the prison to ‘treat’ prisoners. The Functionalists, the first of those 

who saw their professional practice through this particular lens, did not refer to this as the 

‘medical model’. Rather this was just forensic psychological practice. One psychologist 

when asked what they thought of the medical model responded: 

What it that? Is that not just what we do? We assess the offender and we design a course of 

treatment or management. That is what forensic psychology is for. In order to protect the public, we 

must intervene in these prisoners’ lives. It would be rather odd for us to do any different. 

 

This particular psychologist captured the occupational positionality of most Functionalists. 

The position was a forthright one, assessment/intervention was what the profession was 

and should be. There were subtle differences, which adhered to their relative position in  

the Functionalist typological quadrant, in the manner in which they utilised the particular 

signifiers of this position. For instance, those who occupied the middle ground might refer 

to ‘interventions’ and ‘treatment’ whereas others closer to the public protection/punitivity 

axes tended towards a more surgical vocabulary. It was not uncommon for those to use 

phrases such as ‘diagnosing’ offending behaviour and then ‘excising’ those issues/factors. 

One even noted that it was similar to an ‘invasive exploratory surgery’ to uncover the ‘root 

causes’ of an offender’s behaviour. 

This ‘rooting’ out of criminogenic causes was echoed by the Retributivists. However, the 

Utilitarians took a slightly different approach, regarding themselves as facilitators, and it is 

in this regard in which they perceived the forensic psychologist role.  So, they often spoke 

of how it is their role to ‘help the offender get their life back on track’ or to assist the 

prisoner in ‘getting better again’. Here they are framing their work in terms of helping 

with the treatment not just in terms of diagnostics or intervention. If the others could be 

thought of as following the Doctor or Surgeon ideation of their role then the Utilitarians 

were definitely the Ward Nurse. 
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Once more the Idealist was distinct from others in their perception of authority and power. 

As this individual saw themselves as an integral part of the institution they perceived their 

power not only coming from their professional discourse but also from the coercive reality 

of the prison. As they described here: 

As with any staff position it has … it has authority to it. That’s only right. We wouldn’t be able to do 

our job, not properly anyway, if we didn’t have the authority of other staff. Remember, some of the 

prisoners we deal with have done horrendous things, we need to be in a position to manage them … 

 

This psychologist shared some commonality with Utilitarians who felt that their authority 

enabled them in making the prison experience one of benefit for the prisoner. However, 

where the Idealist differed was in the sense that they saw their power as facilitating the 

retributive role that they had within the larger narrative of the prison. The Idealist was 

more comfortable with their own power and embraced it in ways that none of the others 

did. 

These variated perceptions of practice necessarily resulted in very different ideas on not 

only where authority came from but how it was to be utilised. The more medicalised the 

ideation the more profound the belief in the ‘rightness’ of manifesting their power by 

working ‘on’ prisoners. However, the more hominine approaches were uncomfortable with 

this usage of their power and sought to mitigate this overt imposition of their disciplinary 

power. 

The Psychologist as ‘Expert’ 
 

Arising from the medicalisation of deviance and the contemporary construction of forensic 

psychological discourse is the premise that psychologists are experts in terms of modern 

disciplinary practice (Scull 2006). It is they who are able to both risk assess and risk 

assuage, who are able to diagnose the needs and risks of prisoners and formulate plans by 

which those needs and risks can be addressed, and ultimately judge whether those needs 

and risks have been addressed. Psychologists are wielders and purveyors of the 

symbolically weighty signifiers which both underpin and extend the disciplinary infused 

prison. Herein lies the central facet of psychological power within the prison. Not only are 

they staff members who wield the coercive authority of the prison but they also wield an 

extramural ‘expert’ authority that can influence how others members of staff implement 

and utilise their forms of power. 
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What was evident however was that not all forensic psychologists held concordant 

awareness or attitudes to either their power or the expertise upon which it was predicated. 

Humanists, for instance, were especially concerned with the impact that their power could 

have on prisoners: 

I agree I am in a position of authority, there is a clear power imbalance between staff member and 

prisoner. It is not something that I am particularly – how can I put this – I did not come into the job 

because I was… this job never appealed to me because I will have the opportunity to have power 

over other people.  I never sort of sit and think isn’t it great that I get to decide other people’s 

futures.  That does not really – I don’t really like to think about that.  I am not really conscious of it. 

 

I don’t think generally [we] psychologists understand that power perception. I mean the majority of 

psychologists are in because they want to do good. They want to help ... So, I think lots of people 

would be really surprised to hear how it feels to be on the receiving end of even a positive report. 

 

It was clear that the majority of Humanists, who had often given some thought to these 

issues, had a deeper comprehension than other participants of the power dynamic that 

existed between them, their prisoners, and other members of staff. This made them 

uncomfortable with their own power and the position of authority that they and their role 

were assigned within the disciplinary apparatus of the prison. As these participants noted: 

Interviewer: what sense do you get from the prisoners about their regard of psychology in 

general? 

Psychologist: I think that… I think that they are understandably wary, we can have a very 

profound impact on their lives and that ... that makes them wary. That makes me 

wary … 

 

There are some assessments and they carry so much kit with them that actually you start putting out 

all these blocks and tools, you might as well be like pulling out the scalpel and tweezers and it must 

feel a little bit like that sometimes I think for prisoners. I am always aware of that and … and … it’s 

uncomfortable for me. 

 

I wanna be sure I got that [a recommendation to deny parole] right you know? Umm ... it’s quite 

scary having that much responsibility and that much influence over someone’s life. 

 

Often for the Humanists this discomfort was centred around the impact that their power 

could have on the carceral lives of prisoners. A negative report could have major impacts 

on parole chances, IEP status, and even the wellbeing of prisoners. These psychologists 

were more in tune with that facet of their work and the manner in which their power could 

have the kinds of delayed consequences for prisoners that Crewe (2009) discussed. 
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However, as was noted previously, Humanists were less likely than other types of 

psychologists to have reconciled their occupational reality, and the power inherent to it, 

and their moral position. This then, as noted by Muir jr (1977), meant that they were much 

more vulnerable to the cycnicising effects of their profession than others as well as 

suffering from a wide range of ontological anxieties. There were other senses in which 

unease was invoked for Humanists and this related to how their profession was perceived 

by some of their peers. As one noted: 

It does worry you. I have a colleague, who doesn’t worry about it, [they] seem to … not enjoy … 

how to put this? They seem to … I don’t know, thrive on it? Maybe that’s wrong but they are 

certainly comfortable with it. Which I don’t understand … 

 

Another Humanist, also noted that one of their senior colleagues seemed to thrive or enjoy 

the authority of the job: 

I have always been uncomfortable with it, you try and ... but some people are very different. For 

instance, I worked with someone, not here but when I was at [prison X] ... who I spoke about   

before, they ... they seemed to relish that part of it. They would speak about how they could do this 

or do that when writing reports ... and would make jokes about it. I don’t really understand how you 

could be that comfortable [to make jokes]. 

 

Here the unease is not just because of their own positionality but also that held by their 

peers. The attitudes of others both affirmed and compounded their own sense in regard to 

their role and authority. This discomfort was not just related to their power but also 

focused on the roots of that power – their psychological expertise. It was not uncommon 

for Humanists to express hesitancy or even discomfort with regard to the notion of 

‘expertise’ As this psychologist, a more senior Humanist, explained: 

A young IPP lad I am working with recently showed me his parole decision where the Judge had 

referred to me as an ‘expert witness’ … that made me really, I mean … I am not quite sure … I … 

we are not the same as a pathologist or a toxicology person. Referring to us in those terms … it 

doesn’t feel right, you know? 

 

In terms of considering their own authority and the related expertise, Functionalists and 

Utilitarians, who were both more reconciled to the dual realities of their profession, held 

very different views to those expressed by the Humanists. These psychologists were more 

concerned about the manner in which the power dynamic could hamper or inhibit their 

rehabilitative efforts and thus the efficacy of their practice. As one Functionalist noted, it 

was important for them not to be too closely associated with the authority of the prison as 
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this could ‘alienate the offender’ and result in them not being able to ‘do the rehabilitative 

work that the offender needed’. Here then, as with other aspects of their occupational 

perspective, concerns relating to the prisoner came low down in their thinking. Even when 

discussing their power and the potential impact on a prisoner this was cast in either 

functional or utilitarian terms, as exemplified in the following quotation: 

You have to be careful you know? Some of the prisoners we work with are very vulnerable ... we 

have to be careful, mindful, that our work does not compound that vulnerability ... if it does it can 

really impact on what we can do in terms of rehabilitation. 

 

Their unease with regard to their own power was a motivation or an impetus for good and 

careful practice. This was true of both groups who saw the need for a careful management 

of how they were perceived so that it did not get in the way of their function or role. For 

some this meant ‘carefully managing relationships’ in order to maintain the ‘rehabilitative 

relationship’ and for others the careful management of their status by ‘maintaining a good 

standing in the eyes of prisoners’. This identity work is similar to the emotive labour that 

was discussed previously – here the intent was not so much the controlling of prisoners’ 

emotions but their regard. How they were perceived as practitioners was important in 

determining the efficacy of their role. In this regard both groups were much more 

comfortable with the notion of ‘expertise’. For many of the Functionalists, the expertise of 

psychology was an integral part of not only who they were and how they saw themselves 

but also a necessary condition of their effectiveness. One Functionalist captured this 

sentiment whey they discussed this issue in terms of the Chartership: 

It was when I finally completed the [Chartership] that I felt that I was fully acknowledged as the 

‘expert’ that we are required to be. It was then that I felt I could run programmes or give evidence 

at a parole hearing and have the authority to do so without being second guessed. Obviously, I was 

doing those things anyway but … but getting the qualification made … it rubberstamped my 

expertise. 

 

Another, when discussing the proliferation of psychologists throughout the criminal justice 

system, noted: 

It is much better now that you have proper psychological experts conducting risk assessments and 

managing prisoners. Before it was just … well, you know? 

 

This last sentiment was one echoed by both the Retributivists who were both much more 

comfortable with their power and embraced the expert ideation. For both of these 
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individuals, though coming from quite distinct perspectives, the expertise of forensic 

psychologists was both a necessary and sufficient condition for the protection of the public 

and the ensuring of just punishments. Both welcomed the advent of psychological practice 

in prisons. The Cynical Retributivist noted that: 

Before we came along it was all done ad hoc – there was no coherent risk assessment, everyone was 

doing different things. It was, to be frank, rather rubbish – the public certainly were not being 

protected. Disgraceful really. 

 

Here then ‘expertise’ was a good that was to be embraced and promulgated. For the 

Retributivists, this did not however necessitate any identity work or emotive labour as it 

did with the Functionalists and the Utilitarians. These two psychologists felt that they 

embodied their expertise and their power. They did not need to perform this overtly as it 

was evident in the position and role they had. As the Idealist noted ‘we would not be here 

if we were not best suited to be assessing and managing the risk prisoners pose’. 

As has been shown the notion of expertise and the manner in which this relates to power 

was a source of some contention for those who could be categorised as Humanists but not 

for others. These differing perspectives impacted on the manner in which psychologists 

perceived themselves, themselves as professional entities within the prison, and on how 

they approached their practice and their role. 

Psychology and Bureaucratic Forms of Power 
 

Bureaucratic power in the prison is concomitant with discourse trends in wider society. De 

Certeau (1988) highlights the phenomenon, especially in the post-Enlightenment era, of 

what he calls scriptural dominance. He notes that in the move from orality traditions, 

written information is given ever greater probity and symbolic weight which confers a 

scriptural economy in the trade and exchange of these inscribed forms. He goes on to note 

that in this era of scriptural dominance the repetition of inscribed signifiers (packets of 

symbolic information) cements both the probity of the information being communicated 

and the reliability of the source (see also Dean (1999) in his discussion of the processes of 

Governmentality). The conjunction of these two issues means that data that is written, and 

seen as authoritative, carries a great deal of symbolic power. Crozier (2010) argues that it 

is here, in the ability of the inscribed to constrain, shape, and influence practice, that 

bureaucratic formulations become both the embodiment of a system of power but also the 

mechanism (via symbolic communication) by which that power becomes manifest. This 
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facet of bureaucratic power was evidenced by the psychologists in this study when it came 

to discussing prisoners’ files. One stated that ‘yes, file data always, always comes first’; 

they went on to note that when interviewing a prisoner ‘you assess what an offender is 

saying in the context of the accurate data held on file’. 

This comment establishes that, for at least this individual, there is a distinction between the 

truth of the scriptural form and the suspect form of that data gathered from the untrusted 

source – the prisoner. Levine and McCornak (1991) argue, in their examination of 

Situationally Aroused Communicative Suspicion (SACS) and Generalized Communicative 

Suspicion (GCS), that there is a distinction between suspicion that is evoked in a particular 

context and where suspicion is generally aroused due to the source of the information. For 

these psychologists, communications from prisoners are perceived as generally suspicious 

whereas information provided by other ‘expert’ psychologists is trustworthy. This is 

perhaps a consequence of the stigmatized nature of prisoners who are, in general, perceived 

as untrustworthy entities (see Armstrong 2014). Due to both the penal context and the 

prisoner as a tainted source, information gleaned from them must be handled and checked 

carefully. As this psychologist noted: 

It’s not that you can’t trust prisoners, but … It’s being professional. You have to be careful with the 

information they give you. You have to think why is this prisoner telling me this? Always check it 

against file data, check it against whatever you can. 

 

What such generalized suspicion does is to further cement the authority of the bureaucratic 

data held on that prisoner. It is this file data that all other information is checked against, 

each instance of this solidifies the perceived probity of that data. 

There was a degree of correlation between typological position, depth of positivistic 

ontology, and the privileging of bureaucratic data over and above interactional data. This 

was perhaps most evident with the Humanists who would often qualify their statements in 

this regard and note that they ‘... would probably weight the file information more heavily 

than self-report, if there was no other evidence to support the self-report’. However, other 

Humanists were more accepting of the problems of bureaucratic constructions of the 

prisoner. These were much less likely to privilege formal bureaucratic ideations of the 

prisoner over their own interaction and perspective, as this individual captured: 

I would like to consider myself not to be a judgemental person, I would like to think that when I do 

a risk assessment I put in a great deal of time and effort to make sure that I read all of the reports, 
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but I look at those reports from a balanced point of view so I don’t read someone’s report and think 

well that is what must be the case – I read all the reports, and of course take them into account, but 

it is when I meet the person the assessment begins. I remain open to the person and what they have 

to tell me. 

 

Another Humanist noted that, early in their career, they had encountered a situation 

whereby the file data was filled with ‘wild inaccuracies’, including the age of the victim, 

which was ‘very disturbing’ given that ‘some of these errors had shaped sentence plans 

wrongly for years’. This meant that they were somewhat suspicious of what went into files 

and determined to check and investigate if the person they worked with provided disparate 

or contradictory information. However, for other types this process may not occur as they 

were much more likely to adhere to the bureaucratic ideations of the prisoner they worked 

with. For instance, Functionalists and Utilitarians, who were more deeply positivistic, were 

more likely to treat prisoners according to how they were bureaucratically constructed. As 

such, they would be much more likely to privilege the file data, as this Functionalist 

explained: 

If I am allocated a risk assessment to do I would start by finding out the collateral information for 

that offender. So, I would look at previous psychology reports, I would have a look at the 

psychology file, I would have a look at his offender management file, so that would be like 

depositions; previous wing file if he had been to another jail etc. all of the reports, psychiatric 

assessments; presentence reports; I would have a look at all of that information before I was to see 

the prisoner so I would know who they were. 

 

Another phrased this in a similar way when they noted that they focused on the file data in 

order to gain ‘an accurate sense of the real person, rather than who they wanted me to 

see’. Again, we see here the nature of the bureaucratic power of psychology in play – the 

constructed idea of the prisoner that exists on paper is that which is responded to as the 

real. 

Both Retributivists held extreme positivist positions and as such held very ‘imagined’ 

ideations of the prisoners they worked with - for the very different reasons discussed in 

previous chapters. This resulted in them not only privileging the information held on file 

about a prisoner but they did so over any impression they garnered from interactions with 

the prisoner which they tended to interpret as ‘representations’ or ‘performances’. The 

idealist described this perspective when they said: 
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Before [doing] ... risk assessments you must look to the file data, you must read all the reports to 

learn who the offender is. Only then can you get an idea of how to approach the offender, how to 

see beyond their representations and get to the truth. 

 

The Cynical Retributive held a similar perspective to that of the Idealist. They noted that 

they couldn’t ‘necessarily trust what prisoners say or how they present themselves’ and 

thus would pay much more attention to ‘file data’ when forming their professional 

opinions. Here their cynicism held sway over their professional practice and resulted in 

them rejecting, in a similar way to the Idealist, what they saw as representational ‘scripts’ 

from prisoners. Instead they preferred to see the bureaucratic construction as the prisoner’s 

master status. This individual went on to explain that they were ‘very careful’ in 

constructing and drafting their reports so as to ‘ensure that what was there [in the reports] 

conformed to the existing data [on file]’ so that they could ensure that ‘any prisoner 

manipulation’ of information was excised from the files. 

The Cynical Retributive had given this issue a great deal of thought and was explicitly 

clear that they saw their role as maintaining the conformity of the scriptural representation. 

They explained that ‘every offender will try and manipulate you’ when it comes to parole 

reports/sentence plans. They acknowledged that the representations proffered by prisoners 

often contained ‘kernels of truth’ that were ‘wrapped in what they think we, or the Parole 

Board, want to hear’ and that this needed to be carefully unpicked. They continued by 

noting that they mitigated this by using the file data in order to maintain the accuracy of 

the knowledge held (and presented) on that prisoner. They said that this ‘was the real skill, 

the expertise, of psychology’. They linked their expertise to the bureaucratic power of the 

discipline by noting that the expertise of psychology lies in cohering the information 

presented to them via the lens of the extant data (often produced by other psychologists) 

held on file. Here then we see a further manifestation of the disciplinary capital of 

psychological discourse in that it acts as both tool and lens for other psychologists too, and 

not just other disciplinary authorities within the prison. 

Other psychologists echoed these sentiments by speaking about ‘maintaining accuracy’ or 

ensuring ‘precision and coherence’ in the file data. For instance, one psychologist had 

noted that it was important to maintain a sense of ‘coherence in the reports’. When asked 

for an explanation of what this meant they had said ‘to ensure that [their] reports address 

the same issues as others’. A different psychologist had made a similar statement about 

‘coherence’ and when asked to explain had noted that ‘Obviously, coherence is important 
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for any parole dossier’. Whilst these statements are not as explicit in their descriptions as 

the Cynical Retributivist the accounts of other psychologists do support this notion of 

maintaining coherence within the scriptural economy of risk, risk assessment and the 

implementation of their expertise. These cohering processes are what Darley and Gross 

(1983), and later Kassin et al (2013), highlight as the circularity of logics in the assessment 

process which result in forms of confirmation bias. 

However, one aspect of maintaining this bureaucracy which, though acknowledged in 

discussions of the pressures of caseload (see previous chapter), was omitted from any 

discussion of power or authority was how ‘managing’ caseloads and prioritising cases 

could have a profound impact on prisoners and impact on the general bureaucratic 

legitimacy of the prison. It was highlighted that the need for varying types of risk 

assessment meant that some prisoners were inevitably bumped from lists as others who  

had more immediate needs were prioritised. Yet this was never acknowledged as the 

exercising of their everyday power, even where it was acknowledged that such practices 

could have both short- and long-term consequences for the prisoners who were ‘bumped’. 

These consequences could mean delays in progressing through the system and even in 

delays in completing mandated offending behaviour courses – both of which could further 

deprive these prisoners of their liberty by adding years to the amount of time that they may 

spend in prison. Nor was there any acknowledgement of how such practices could 

contribute in the wider sense to the bureaucratic legitimacy of the prison (Liebling et al 

2011) and how the prison was perceived and experienced by prisoners. As Crewe et al 

(2015) show, bureaucratic legitimacy is frequently the lowest scoring dimension in tests of 

prisons moral climates and can have implications for the good order of a prison. Here 

forensic psychologists are contributing to this dimension in potentially negative ways, 

through the everyday exercising of their power, with little or no acceptance or 

understanding of this. This highlights how psychological expertise, their disciplinary 

capital, the bureaucracy that underpins its practice, and their role in the wider scriptural 

economy of the prison are not distinct aspects of the penal power of psychology but are 

necessarily entwined and self-supporting formulations of that power. 

Coerced Involvement and Ethical Blindness 
 

Trotter and Ward (2013) define ethical blindness as when practitioners fail to perceive the 

full weight of the consequences of their actions due to the limiting professional lens 
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through which they understand and conduct their professional practice (see also Ward & 

Syverson 2009). When this is coupled with the coercive nature of forensic interactions in 

prisons there is the potential for serious consequences for prisoners. The coercion here is 

different from that that exists with prison officers as it is not predicated on either practices 

of physical force nor of sanction (Hepburn 1985) but it is still necessarily coercive in 

nature. The coercion here derives from the ‘expert’ judgements of psychologists, their 

disciplinary capital within the scriptural economy of the contemporary prison, and what 

consequences they may have both for the prisoner in their immediate carceral lifeworld 

and over their carceral lifecourse. These potential harms to the prisoner become an 

unconsidered factor in light of the delivery of institutional concerns (see Brown et al 

2015). Though many were concerned with the harm that could be experienced by 

vulnerable prisoners, this particular issue was given little attention by my participants. 

Many accepted that ‘prisoners have little choice’ in their dealings with psychology yet 

they rarely looked beyond that to what the consequences of that may be. Every 

psychologist was asked about this issue and the most common responses fell into two 

broad categories which were ‘I had not really thought about that’ or that such 

consequences were ‘unknown and unknowable’. 

The exception here was with a few Functionalists who understood this issue as acting as a 

barrier to what they could do with ‘unwilling participants’, and thus it was seen as an 

impediment to treatment efficacy. As this psychologist noted when talking about those on 

parole sentences in their prison: 

There has always been the issue of lifers and IPPs that they are not really willing clients if you like. 

They are not really of their own free will engaging in any work with you. That impacts on what we 

can do with them ... 

 

Whilst another noted that when prisoners were ‘forced to deal with us’ it would make the 

psychologist’s job much harder as they had ‘to deal with that’ issue first ‘before anything 

useful could be achieved’. What was not considered was the impact that this coercion 

could have on the prisoner in terms of their perception of psychologists and the honesty 

with which they then engaged. As I have argued elsewhere (Warr 2008), the coercive 

reality between the prisoner and the psychologist results in a situation whereby it is 

difficult to trust, and thus achieve any real candour with, psychologists in prisons. Crewe 

(2009) adds that, in actuality, the power of psychology in terms of the prison may be 
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counter-productive and can prove a barrier to truthful and open disclosure (see also Towl 

and Walker 2015). 

No participants raised this as a concern when discussing these issues, and many appeared 

not to want to consider it in general. One psychologist, a Humanist, even stated explicitly 

that they ‘couldn’t bear to think about’ the coercive nature of their profession as it would 

mean that the work was ‘more difficult, more traumatic than it was already’. A 

Functionalist seemed resigned to the fact that some harm may come to the prisoner by the 

‘system’ coercing their involvement but this was seen as a necessary aspect of their 

sentence so the ‘prison can maintain the protection of the public’. The Idealist, however, 

was both more explicit and understanding of this dynamic and how this was an extension 

of the carcerality that was imposed upon prisoners: 

They have no choice but to work with us, it’s part of their sentence. The criminal justice system 

works that way. To a degree what the offender wants is irrelevant … we have a job to do, and that 

job is to assess and reduce the risk they pose to the public. If they want to progress in their sentence 

then … 

 

Here we see the central dichotomy of power as discussed by Muir jr (1977) and how 

forensic psychologists relate to that issue. Whilst some psychologists clearly did not want 

to consider the reality of the prisoner’s situation, others saw the coercion as an inherent 

and justified aspect of their work. Nevertheless, the implications of this coercion were little 

considered by the participants of this study. A combination of their typological 

positioning, their professional perspectives, and the bureaucratic lens governed their 

understanding, or willingness to understand, this particular dynamic. This is what Gannon 

and Ward (2014) describe as being the fundamental bases of both the dual-relationship 

issue, that those operating under the risk/needs model of service delivery are subject to, 

and ethical blindness. These authors (see also: Haag 2006) argue that ethical blindness 

occurs when there is not a reflexive and responsive professional dialogue (see again Brown 

et al 2015) that focuses on the experiences of the those under assessment. This is because 

the carceral priorities of risk, security and disciplinary concerns are privileged and 

conflated as if they were therapeutic concerns. This conflation means that the interests of 

the prisoner becomes subsumed and hidden (see also Greenburg and Shuman 1997). 

Consequently, the potential harms that can be imposed by coerced interaction with 

psychology remain unconsidered. 
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Psychology, Power and Neutralisation 
 

Some participants recognised the issues outlined regarding their position of power and the 

authority that their role entailed. However, others seemed to deny either the inherent and 

unequal power relationship between their professional selves and the prisoners with whom 

they worked, or the impact of this imbalance on prisoners. A common response from 

psychologists was that they were not powerful within the prison and did not feature highly 

in the overall hierarchy of authority of the prison. For example: 

I don’t ever think of it as being a position of power. I like to think of it actually as an opportunity 

for somebody to be able to – that is why I always try to tell people or motivate them by saying it is 

actually an opportunity for them to get to the nitty gritty of what has happened and just see it as a 

tour really ... 

 

I don’t see us as being in a position of power ... I mean that’s not what we ... we are here to help the 

prisoners. 

 

They saw others, mainly discipline staff and the Senior Management Team (SMT), as 

those who wielded power within the prison. One psychologist, who sat on the SMT of 

their prison, even expressed the same sentiment – excluding themselves from their own 

assessment. Many located power as belonging with the prison itself, as a carceral 

institution, rather than being located in and of their profession and its perceived expertise: 

... it’s not us; the power doesn’t come from us does it? It’s the prison ... they [uniformed staff] hold 

all the power here. 

 

I don’t think I have ever stopped to think about it as being an authoritative position but just I kind of 

think we are a little cog in a big wheel or something like that. 

 

... prisoners are very vulnerable. As a staff member I have some authority you know? In some 

circumstances at least ... but that’s as a staff member not as a psychologist. 

 

Such participants expressed a tautological position in regard to this: they did not see power 

as originating with them because they, in and of themselves, did not see themselves as 

powerful. Partly this was to do with the relatively low numbers, as a staff group, that 

existed in any department/prison, as one person noted ‘there are too few of us to have any 

real authority here’. This meant that they did not see themselves has having much 

collective efficacy in the prison when compared to other staff groups. A further aspect of 

this sense of powerlessness was concerned with the quotidian reality of being a forensic 

psychologist in prison delivering rigid and regimented programmes and assessment tools, 
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designed by others. This speaks to the peculiarity of the power of forensic psychologists 

operating in the prison. Unlike officers theirs is not a power that is derived from the 

physically coercive practices of the institution, rather it is one that emerges from a 

combination of the disciplinary interests of the prison conjoined with an external, and 

independent, source of expertise. One Functionalist captured this notion when they 

explained that the authority of psychology, in this circumstance, belonged to the 

assessments themselves and whoever had created and sanctioned the tools which 

psychologists were asked to employ, rather than the person doing the delivery: 

These tools are standardised, you know? So, if you’re following the correct format for the report 

and using the scoring guides properly, as they are designed to be used then … you know, then you 

can’t really go wrong. It’s not your ‘clinical’ opinion it’s a standardised … you don’t have to worry 

because ... it’s not really based on you, or it being about your clinical opinion or … authority, if you 

see what I mean? 

 

Another psychologist bluntly stated that often they felt more ‘monkey than organ grinder’ 

in their day to day work. They had been delivering the same programme for a number of 

years and said that, because it was ‘formulaic in content’ without ‘much room for input or 

innovation’, they were just a ‘tool in the OBP cog’. Here we see a recognition of the 

incomplete and extra-mural nature of this nascent penal power. The psychologist is not 

only an embodiment of psychological power but acts as a channel for a form of power that 

exists beyond them, and outside of the prison. This recognition results in a perceived lack 

of autonomy which then played a significant part in the manner in which they understood 

their own power. 

As noted previously, one of the reasons that psychologists were perceived as powerful by 

prisoners was their influence in the parole process and the impact that this could have in 

the carceral lives of prisoners (Crewe 2009). For prisoners, especially indeterminately 

sentenced prisoners, the power of forensic psychologists is both acute, in that can impact 

on their daily lives, and chronic in that it can shape their future lives within and without 

the prison. The influence of psychological assessment on the decision makers within the 

prison and with the parole board is profound and can go largely unchecked. However, 

many of those interviewed sought to relocate responsibility for these parole decisions from 

themselves to the Parole Board: 
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I’ve read the articles in Inside Time too, the whole ‘psychobabes thing’, and whilst I sympathise ... 

erm, I don’t really understand where they’re coming from. We don’t make those decisions; the 

Parole Board do. 

 

You’ve seen Inside Time? We get blamed for their [Parole Board] decisions. They make decisions 

that affect our clients, really affect our clients, and then we get the blame ... when they have to do 

more offending behaviour work. 

 

You see the Parole Board decision and ... if it’s negative ... you know, you know that we will be 

blamed for that. 

 

The reporting of forensic psychologists in the national prison papers has increased in the 

last decade. Often these articles concentrate on two interrelated factors: the flawed nature 

of psychological expertise and then the perceived unwarranted influence of psychology 

over the Parole Board. However, there is a personal element to this reporting in Inside 

Times and other publications22 which must be noted. Each article and each complaint 

necessarily have a referent who is being attacked in a media format. Whilst not explicitly 

named, if the complainant names the establishment that they are in then the psychologist in 

question and others will know who that individual is talking about. That can be personally 

distressing. As two of the participants mentioned: 

You see the articles in Inside Time and ... you’re being attacked. It is really horrible. Properly, 

properly horrible. 

 

Personally, I think it’s irresponsible of the paper because it’s very hurtful for those involved. You’re 

only doing your job, it’s the Parole Board makes the decisions ... you don’t want to be attacked for 

it. It’s really not nice. 

 

Returning to the issue of parole reports, others blamed the Prison Service for this 

phenomenon by stating that they felt that often the fault lay with the paperwork and files 

that were submitted alongside psychological reports. One noted that the quality of these 

reports and submissions could ‘be shockingly bad’ whilst utilising ‘quasi-psychological 

mumbo-jumbo’ that they feared might ‘unduly influence the board’. This type of 

 

22  Converse for instance or some of the other forums that have begun in the last few  years. Also, 

increasingly, on social media. Many further examples of these sentiments can be found in the accounts, 

letters and complaints of prisoners detailed within the national prisoner newspaper Inside Time. In the period 

since this research began the topic of forensic psychology has almost been a constant in the pages of the 

paper and, though many of the larger articles are authored by a small minority, subject to a wide range of 

queries from a wide range of individuals (Inside Time 2013). Many of these articles and complaints are 

pejorative in tone if not in content. There are also a range of gendered influences at play in this issue 

whereby those forensic psychologists employed by the Prison Service are referred to in many of these articles 

as ‘psychobabes’ (see Chapter 8 for a further discussion of this issue). 
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displacement was often rooted in the limited contact that forensic psychologists had with 

their clients. Being divorced from the products of their labour made practitioners blind not 

only to the end results of their consultations but also the probative weight which their input 

is afforded. Nevertheless, there is a degree to which this attempt at avoiding responsibility 

for those decisions, which are often predicated on the recommendations of forensic 

psychologists, has distinct overtones of neutralisation. Montada (2001), expanding the 

conceptual framework of Sykes and Matza (1957), explains that the denial of responsibility 

is aimed at protecting oneself from blame, reprisal, and feelings of guilt. For psychologists 

this denial of power and responsibility can be understood as a form of emotion work. They 

seek to protect themselves from blame, reprisal, and, perhaps more profoundly, feelings of 

guilt that may arise from being unable to reconcile the central dichotomy of their practice. 

Participants attempted to displace responsibility in another respect. One particular 

distancing practice was with regard to the allocation of risk levels to prisoners. Such levels 

can determine what work the prisoner can do, where they are housed within units and what 

activities they can engage in. Psychologists can play a role in these assessments, especially 

for those serving indeterminate or parole-based sentences; but many put a distance 

between themselves, their recommendations, and the risk characterisations that prisoners 

experienced: 

It’s so managers can, um ... make the best decisions on how to manage the offender ... in the prison. 

Our reports are part of that but we’re not responsible ... [for how] reports are used. 

 

All I can do is do the risk assessment and then advise, give my professional opinion ... what the 

prison does with that, well ... I don’t have any say over that ... not really. 

 

When writing a general risk assessment for an offender you ensure that you get all your boxes 

ticked and that you have done a good job. You can then go home thinking ‘Yes, I have done a good 

job’. It is frustrating though that you don’t have much say on what happens after ... 

 

I may write a report and comment on an offender’s risk level … but I have no power over how that 

report is used by the prison. 

 

We don’t make the decisions about risk … we just make assessments of risk, you know? 

 
Only a few of the more experienced Humanists recognised that their role in transmitting, 

amplifying, and consolidating notions of risk attached to prisoners had a powerful impact 

on those prisoners. These forensic psychologists had some understanding of the 
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disciplinary capital of their expertise and the manner in which this could affect the 

prisoners who were in their care. However, for many their adjunct status went 

unrecognised and denied. This form of professional denial relates to a type of attention 

withdrawal, such as that noted by Anshel (2000) regarding the Police and stress events. 

Some officers withdraw their attention from the consequences of their power so as not to 

confront the impacts to which they have contributed (see also Muir jr (1977)). This 

emotion work becomes a means of pre-mitigating or even preventing the negative 

emotions that can arise from coercive practice. Similarly, for psychologists, not 

confronting the experiential reality of prisoners and denying the consequences of their 

interaction and interventions, it enables them to avoid any evocation of guilt. Here we see 

a form of self-imposed ‘moral blindness’ that is distinct from the ethical blindness 

discussed previously. Ethical blindness, as defined by Ward and Syverson (2009), occurs 

when the professional lens blinds a practitioner to the consequences of their professional 

practice. Whilst these forensic psychologists certainly experience this it is a distinct 

phenomenon from the moral blindness that arises from processes of denial. Bauman and 

Donskis (2013) argue that in the liquid modern society moral blindness arises in 

circumstances where technologies of knowing, employed by the powerful, result in an 

insensitivity to the very human that is subject to those technologies. This goes beyond just 

not seeing the consequences of one’s profession to not seeing the person with which that 

profession is concerned. Here, with the denial of their role in decisions made by the parole 

board and the devastating consequence of their power on prisoners, we see forensic 

psychologists being morally blind to the humans (prisoners) whom they have dominion 

over. 

Furthermore, this distancing is not only a manifestation of attention withdrawal but also of 

implicatory denial as described by Cohen (2001). Here we see, for the majority of the 

sample, both normalisation and discursive defence mechanisms being employed which 

both deny the implications of their profession whilst at the same time building in ideations 

of normality to the risk diagnosing power of their role. It also allows psychologists to cast 

their authority in a benign, and thus defendable, light related to principles of rehabilitation 

and treatment whilst at the same time covering up the insensitivity of those disciplinary 

processes. Both forms of denial are, in effect, defensive in nature and allow these 

psychologists to perform their role without having to confront their own power, their 

adjunct status, and the emotional labour this may evoke. 
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Conclusion 
 

This chapter has explored how psychologists experience being adjuncts of power in the 

modern prison. What is evident is that the power of psychology, due to its confluence of 

intra and extra-mural sources of authority, is both profound but also somewhat remote. 

Whilst they influence both the present and future life course of prisoners and the manner in 

which other staff operate disciplinarily, many had little awareness of this. This may not be 

surprising given that the power inherent to practice or action is often concealed from those 

who are acting (Arendt 1958). Nevertheless, they operate both a non-corporeal coercive 

and expert form of authority, underpinned by a distinct and pervasive scriptural economy, 

predicated on a conjunction of the disciplinary interests of the prison and a ‘medicalised’ 

discourse. Whilst  it  is true that some psychologists were uncomfortable with the framing 

of their discipline in terms of medicalised practice this was, nevertheless, the manner in 

which psychology defined its practice. The analysis/management of risk and the treatment 

of ‘offending behaviour’ both established the grounds for the disciplinary capital of 

psychology within the prison but was also central to the ‘expertise’ which practitioners 

held. This is especially evident in their reliance upon, and contribution to, the scriptural 

dominance of bureaucratised data. Their laminating of psychological signifiers in that data 

added to the probity of that data for both other psychologists and others within and without 

the prison. The circular logics of assessment therefore increased psychology’s symbolic 

capital within the prison. In consequence, regardless of the typological perspective, 

psychologists were in service to the prison and concerned with furthering its interests. 

Herein lies the core of the dual-relationship issue for forensic psychologists working in 

prison. This goes beyond the simplistic notion of the care/control problem that nurses in 

the prison may experience and highlights a deeper symbiotic relationship to the 

disciplinary power of the prison. Psychology, as a discourse, has become a predicate of 

disciplinary power in the modern prison. However, many psychologists, of all types, 

perceive their practice in terms of its impact on the prisoner’s behaviour rather than as 

power acting on the prisoner directly. It is this reality that caused a great deal of the 

emotion work that individual psychologists undertook and led them to deny, or neutralise, 

the power and influence they had in the prison. Yet this denial had consequences in terms 

of ethical practice as it meant that many psychologists were blind, both ethically and 

morally, to the coercive nature of their practice and the implications that this could have 

for the prisoners with whom they worked. 
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7. Psychologists as Power Subalterns 
 

The previous chapter discussed forensic psychologists as adjuncts and wielders of power 

within the contemporary prison and how they perceive and respond to this aspect of their 

role. Muir jr (1977) notes in his discussion on the police that they experience a 

fundamental paradox when it comes to power. They are both powerful yet not absolutely 

powerful, and the disjunction between these two states can result in a complex relationship 

to the profession from which their own power derives. As noted in the previous chapter, 

though forensic psychologists are indeed wielders of a pervasive penal power and have a 

great deal of disciplinary capital within the scriptural economy of the contemporary prison, 

they do not often recognise this. Those interviewed for this study were much more likely 

to locate power within the prison with other staff groups. This chapter looks more closely 

at how they themselves felt subject to the wider influences of various forms of penal 

power. Here we begin to see how they can be both fundamentally powerful whilst 

simultaneously vulnerable. Specifically, this chapter will discuss two core ways in which 

those interviewed were subjected to issues of power. These include the territorial dynamics 

that exist between psychology and other disciplinary infused discourses within the prison 

and the relationship between psychology and the more coercive power wielded by 

uniformed staff. 

Territoriality: Offender Management vs Psychology 
 

Foucault (1979) and Sim (1990) highlight how the prison is constructed from varying 

carceral and disciplinary discourses, each of which is supported by systems of practice, 

expertise, and bureaucracy. In organisations, if these systems of power overlap in their 

interests and duties there is often a competition in terms of resources, influence, and 

practice (Liefooghe and Mackenzie 2001). This often results in behaviours that Hall (1990) 

would define as territoriality. Brown et al (2005) note that though there are differing 

aspects of territoriality in the work place, from the benign (i.e. personalising one’s own 

desk/office space) to the malign (i.e. processes of exclusion), there are fundamental 

elements which define these practices. These are the enactment of behaviours designed to 

indicate ownership of particular physical, social, or symbolic objects that exist within the 

organisation. Though some of these behaviours can lead to social cohesion and in-group 

organisational identities they can, in some circumstances, also have negative effects on 

individuals and the organisation. This is especially true where territoriality results in a 
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wholesale ‘preoccupation with communicating and maintaining proprietary claims’ (p.577) 

within the organisation itself. Proprietary signalling, behaviours designed to specifically 

mark out realms of influence, can become a significant aspect of dysfunctional 

organisational culture and practice (Brown and Robinson 2007). 

Brown and Robinson (2007) go on to argue that two of the most pernicious aspects of 

territorialism in organisations are when these behaviours result in ‘ineffective knowledge 

sharing’ and ‘territorial infringements’ (p254). Ineffective knowledge sharing was a 

situation which most psychologists thought pervaded their prison, to its detriment, and 

underscored a great deal of their quotidian working life: 

It feels like there are lots of barriers within a prison to getting information from other departments. 

That actually if we could all work together we would get more done … I still think we work in silos  

a lot, everyone has their little fiefdom and you can’t go beyond that. It’s not a good way for us to 

work … 

 

Ah, the most frustrating … is trying to get file data [from] other departments. 

 
I understand it but perhaps another frustration and a constraint is sharing knowledge from a 

security perspective and how that would and can inform risk assessments; and sometimes I think we 

are not fully aware of everything of what is going on and actually if you are making a 

recommendation I think that can make you quite vulnerable. If somebody has got some information 

somewhere that potentially could shape how you would pull together your assessment and you are 

not aware of it. 

 

I spend a lot of my time just chasing information from other departments. The worst culprits are 

always security, healthcare and OMU. It’s not that they won’t give you information you ask for but 

it’s … it’s always late or partial, or not the bit that you need. It takes up so much of my time. 

 

Many participants highlighted that such behaviours had impinged both on their efficacy 

and their working lives. One participant captured this sentiment when they noted that 

everyone in the prison should be ‘working together, to achieve the same ends’ but rather, 

what often occurs is everyone ‘working at cross-purposes’ because they are only interested 

in ‘what they are doing and their little bit of the prison’. 

In terms of territorial infringement, the two parties most often accused of these behaviours 

were Security and Offender Management Unit’s (OMU). Many psychologists (comprising 

all types) noted that they had experienced problems with ‘Security’ attempting to stamp 

their authority in varying ways. For instance, one stated that in their prison the security 

Principal Officer would send missives to the psychology department, and only the 
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psychology department, on a weekly basis concerning various issues such as trafficking, 

inappropriate relationships, grooming, etc. Another said that: 

Whenever we have a new member join the team the security officers will pick on them during the 

security briefings, every time. They did it when I started here and … they still do it. It’s like they are 

trying to … I don’t know, it’s like being in the playground again ‘my sand pit’, you know? 

 

Another expanded on this issue when they said that: 

 
I ... for example we had training ... the err ... security training officer ... I remember him saying to 

me ‘I wouldn’t ordinarily talk to your kind but, you know, I’ve been ordered to so I will.’ He made it 

clear that he thought that we were a security risk and needed reminding that security comes first! 

 

However, sometimes this territorialising by security went beyond this ‘security first’ 

positioning. Where it did it often presented ethical problems for psychologists in terms of 

their professional practice and the ethics dictated by their governing body. For instance, 

one of the participants described how they had discovered that security officers were 

regularly accessing prisoner’s psychology files looking for ‘intelligence’. When this 

psychologist had raised this with the officers in question, and the SMT in the prison, had 

been told that ‘security could do whatever they wanted’ with any information held in the 

prison and that they ‘should concentrate on their job and let security do theirs’. Another, 

stated that security officers would often come to their department demanding personal and 

file information that they ‘could use against so and so’ and was perturbed that their 

colleagues would just comply. This psychologist, who had worked in a clinical setting 

before coming to the prison, found this behaviour deeply troubling and unprofessional but 

noted that when they had spoken to their colleagues about this it had been dismissed as 

‘it’s just what security do’. Partly the discomfort here was because of the ethical problems 

that this posed for the psychologist and their team in terms of the BPS guidelines and 

protocols around confidentiality. When they were asked what they themselves had done 

about it they said: 

What could I do? It’s security … everyone did what they said. In the end, I just carried on and tried 

to ignore it. I just became more careful what I would put in my notes. I still feel uncomfortable 

about it though. 

 

A different psychologist noted that they had been told by their line manager to give 

‘Security’ whatever they wanted otherwise they would ‘throw a tantrum’. They noted that 

their department had traditionally acquiesced to Security even when this had been ‘not in 
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the best interest of our role’. This presented an ethical conundrum for some staff which 

was peculiar to the prison environment: 

We work in an entirely different setting [than health or education], some of the BPS/HBC stuff does 

not apply as simply to us. It clearly applies to us but you have to think … it is great chatting to 

forensic and clinical chums in health and they just kind of roll their eyes, but I say we get told to do 

that and you can’t not, and people say well just say no.  No, you don’t understand because three 

men in uniform will just come in and just take the file. 

 

A more senior psychologist had noted that they had found a similar tradition of 

acquiescence when moving to their current position and had ‘put a stop to that’ and made 

sure that any communication with security went through themselves. When asked why 

they had done this they had, after some hesitation and whilst refusing to give details, 

admitted that in the past there had been some ‘influencing of reports and assessments by 

security staff’ that they felt was ‘at best inappropriate’. 

Though mentioned by fewer psychologists, these attempts at influencing reports was a 

further territorial imposition by Security staff. This could be subtle; for instance, asking 

psychologists to focus on particular issues that may have little or nothing to do with 

someone’s offending behaviour but was an institutional concern. One participant recalled a 

Security Governor demanding that the report that they were producing provide a post-hoc 

‘justification for a decision that they had already made’. This tended to be the focus of 

other psychologist’s accounts when it came to their interactions with Security personnel. 

One had recounted that ‘security will always come first, irrespective of what I think about 

somebody’. Another explained how a security officer had wanted them to change a report 

that was to be submitted to the Parole Board after discovering that the psychologist was 

recommending a move to open conditions: 

[the security officer] said that that prisoner was too high risk. I asked him what evidence he had to 

support that and he said ‘I just know’. He was quite insistent that I change the … my 

recommendations. 

 

Another noted that they had been asked to omit details from a report as security did not 

want the prisoner to know that this was an area of investigation/intelligence that security 

was interested in. There were only a few who mentioned this aspect of territoriality 

directly but what was consistent was the attempt by security staff to impose their interests 

and concerns on the work and practice of psychologists. 
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What was more often reported was a conflict between psychology 

departments/practitioners and the Offender Management Units. As Robinson (2005) 

highlights, the advent of the National Offender Management Service (NOMS) in the early 

2000s also created a new paradigm for the management of prisoners both within and 

without prison. This created the Offender Management Units, normally run by probation 

and specialised prison staff, who ideally would oversee the management of a prisoner’s 

sentence from beginning to end. In this regard, they are charged with assessing, 

monitoring, and managing the prisoners risk via OASys. They also have input into 

sentence plans, deliver offending behaviour programmes, and compile parole reports. This 

was work which also dominated the day to day practice of the psychology department. 

Here lies the crux of this territorial dispute – though coming from different discursive 

traditions, both departments are doing much the same work and therefore must compete 

for the same resources, opportunities, and influence. In effect, both departments are 

competing for disciplinary capital within a limited symbolic market. 

All participants spoke of a strained relationship with OMU in some way. Some stated how 

psychology and OMU hadn’t ‘always seen eye to eye’ whilst others noted that in the early 

days ‘there was some stepping on each other’s toes’. However, nearly all noted that these 

issues had become increasingly compounded by the advancement and entrenchment of the 

Offender Management (OM) model: 

With the OM model as I am sure you know, you have key workers. That is where psychology should 

fit in … but they are not part of the OM model, they are somebody that you call in to do something 

and then go away, which is really unhelpful. 

 

Another put this relationship between OM and psychology in a more conflicted light: 

 
I think there is that little bit maybe – battle is probably too strong a word but certainly challenge in 

terms of promoting psychology in an accurate way within the OM paradigm and say, ‘no, this is 

what we can do!’ Don’t just think of us as programmes……there is nothing wrong with delivery of 

programmes but maybe the skill is in the treatment management and making sure the right clinical 

decisions are made … that’s what we should be doing but … OM [does that]. 

 

Most associated OMU with the prominence of probation services within and without the 

prison, as one participant noted: ‘OM? That’s all probation really …’. However, what was 

central to this frustration with the OM model was that, increasingly, it was they who 

dictated the input and practice of psychologists and their interactions with prisoners. Some 
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considered this reality unwelcome in terms of their wider position within the structure of 

the prison: 

We’re now in a position where probation and … [OMU] they, really, they call us in when they need 

us to do a report or an assessment but … it’s not great. We should be involved in managing those 

offenders … 

 
It means that psychologists become synonymous with particular pieces of work rather than being 

something that is part of the system. 

 

I do feel … I don’t know … separate? With OM we don’t really input we just do a risk assessment 

here and then do a programme there. We’re not really a part of it and … and that’s … it’s not ideal. 

 

One of the occupational realities that faced the psychologists interviewed was an increasing 

shift towards ‘episodic’ psychological services. This led to psychologists not being seen as 

an intrinsic part of the prison system but increasingly as a service bought in to assess and 

fix the offender and to deliver certain forms of ‘intervention’ or treatment. Psychologists 

felt that as OMUs gained in influence and dominance (secured greater territory) within the 

prison then they, and their departments, were being pushed to the periphery of the 

‘treatment’ work. This frustration was compounded by psychologists’ feeling that they 

were more qualified than Offender Managers to take this lead. One even noted that they 

and their team were the ‘experts in offender and risk management’ and thus should be 

‘central to OM’ rather than on the periphery. 

 

Though this seemed to be an issue for most of the participants the Retributive Idealist 

expressed the greatest frustration. Their ontological security was inherently tied to their 

being a member of the prison’s staff and playing an integral role in the functions of the 

prison. However, with psychology becoming a distinct body of experts who were called 

upon for discrete pieces of work by OMU that would aid and further the interests of 

offender management, they felt ‘pushed out’ and ‘sometimes side-lined’ and felt that the 

work of their department was not utilised in the ‘way it necessarily should be’. This was 

exacerbated by the fact that their unit had been relocated away from the core prison to the 

administrative block whereas OM had been given a larger more ‘privileged’ locale within 

the ‘heart’ of the prison. As Hall (1990) argues, territoriality, and in deed notions of 

proximity and distance, are inherently tied to the manner in which humans denote and 

perceive status. Here distance from the centre of the prison was perceived as a loss of 

status within the structure of the prison. This further impacted on this individual because 
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they then felt that the prison was, to a certain degree, preventing them from doing their 

role: 

 
… how can we properly protect the public and ensure an offender’s sentence is being … when we 

are not involved directly? 

 

This was a distinct pain for the Retributive Idealist but it also echoed the concerns of 

others. One Functionalist noted that, like the Idealist mentioned above, their department 

had been relocated to one of the more distant regions of the prison (a former workshop) 

whereas OMU had been relocated to one of the core residential wings. Another highlighted 

how they had been moved to the administrative area away from the residential wings 

where they were once based and that the OMU now occupied the space they once had – in 

the heart of the prison. Here then we see OMU not only subsuming the work and influence 

of psychology but also the physical territories that they had once occupied. 

 

This aspect of practice was also a source of worry for one Humanist whose management 

had not yet moved to a regional model of service delivery (see Appendix A). They had 

noted this episodic, or ‘on-call’, practice had increasingly become the norm in their prison 

where they too had been moved away from the core prison to a more remote area. This 

caused them some worry but they blamed their own profession for this situation rather than 

OM or the prison: 

 
We don’t potentially integrate ourselves enough. Separate entity almost. And I think that has only 

got capacity to be worse when we are a regional team and we kind of only just drop in rather than 

being very integrated into the establishment. 

 

One Functionalist, who had been in service for nearly a decade and had seen a number of 

changes to their role in that time, noted that this imposed practice could have wider 

implications, especially with regard to privatised forensic psychological services. Crewe 

(2009) noted that for some prisoners going through parole proceedings there had been a 

growing tendency to retain private and external psychologists to produce reports that 

challenged the orthodoxy provided by HMPPS psychologists (see also Forde 2018). This 

was a source of anxiety, as one psychologist stated: 

It’s much more common now. Once upon a time you would never worry about a different 

psychological perspective being proffered to the board but … and it’s umm … unpleasant, I 

suppose, when you’re challenged by the board based on a report produced by an external 

[psychologist] that is not as rigorous … 
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However, of greater concern was that the increased move to an episodic service in which 

the prison viewed them as a resource to be called in as and when necessary, made them 

vulnerable in terms of private practice replacing them as a preferred model of service. This 

potential for outsourcing, they felt, was much more likely in light of increasing budgetary 

constraints: 

Of course, we run the risk, as we move to a regional model, … and as there are ever greater 

pressures to save money, of becoming seen more as a service to be called upon rather than part of 

[NOMS]… Not a big leap from that, is it, to replacing us with the privateers, many of whom used to 

work with us, who can do it cheaper. Not as effectively … but cheaper. 

 

This concern was recognised by senior psychologists. The profession was increasingly 

being shaped by external budgetary constraints. This forced them into being an ‘external 

person’ who would be called upon to deliver a risk assessment or a programme and then 

have no more input into a case because there was ‘… not enough time. There is just not 

enough time, there is not enough money, there is not enough resource’. This person stated 

that historically a psychologist could spend weeks getting to know a prisoner, and 

establishing consent, before doing a report but that: 

Now the demand on resources is such that if a psychologist is doing a lifer report, if they see them 

three times it will be for consent, interview and disclosure and that is what private companies do, 

actually the private companies do not want to do the disclosure either.  And they do not really do 

the consent. Private companies will tend to see somebody all day for one day and that will be it. I 

think we are still doing better than that but it is reduced. And the pressure on people to churn these 

reports is immense, absolutely immense. 

 

Psychological services are shaped by the power not only of others within the prison, such 

as OM and the fiscal diktats of budget holders, but also of the private sector. This is 

particularly true where prison and probation are a joined entity and operate through an 

Offender Management ethos dominated by contemporary austerity politics. All of this 

creates a situation whereby psychology and individual psychologists are subject to the 

territorial constraints (power) of these other disciplinary entities. This speaks directly to 

the manner in which psychologists can, professionally, be subaltern to other bodies within 

the prison who have an interest in limiting the disciplinary capital of psychology. 

However, there are other areas of their experiential reality where they are more directly 

subject to the carceral power of others. 
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The Uniformed Body: Intimidation and Bullying 
 

Inter-relational aspects of working in the prison cause a great deal of the stress that 

forensic psychologists experience. It was evident that there was a strained relationship 

between the psychologists interviewed and the uniformed body with whom they work. 

Many participants saw the uniform body as being both very powerful, wielding direct 

power over them, but also as the principle power holders within the prison. As these 

individuals noted: 

Power? Well, it … it comes from the prison ... they [uniformed staff] hold all the power here don’t 

they? 

 

Staff, officers … whatever you want to call them, their job is there to keep control and order and a 

lot of that is I guess is telling people what they can and can’t do, where they can and can’t go … 

and they have the authority for that. 

 

Prison officers … as a group they have a lot of power and I think they do remain quite 

unaccountable for their behaviour … that’s the bottom line. 

 

I think it’s quite scary, when you really think about it, how much power prison officers have … even 

with other staff. We are all dependent on them, they know that and … and sometimes they like to 

remind you. 

 

This last quote speaks to assertions of dominance (Haugaard 1997). Arendt (1970; 1959), 

and later Barnes (1988), emphasise that within systems of authority it is not sufficient for 

those with power to possess it, it must also by displayed (see also Tyler 1998). Each 

performance of the officer role acts as an instance by which others in the prison are 

reminded of the authority that officers have. Theirs is a ‘power over’ other inhabitants of 

the prison. Here, then, what these psychologists are experiencing are daily displays of 

‘power’ within the wider structures of authority. However, there were other behaviours 

described by the participants of the study that spoke of more naked or direct displays of 

power by uniform staff: 

But it seemed to be accepted as a, as a ritual abuse of people who weren’t prison officers. And, and 

I thought that was really a bit ... er ... bizarre really. I mean it’s a very protected world. Prison 

officers are highly protected and have a lot of power over others. 

 
It is evident that some of these more direct displays of power that the women in this study 

were subject to represented forms of intimidation and bullying based upon gender (see 

next Chapter). However, psychologists reported other behaviours that were not gender 
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specific but could be classified as bullying and emotional abuse (Einarsen et al 2002). 

Farrington (1993: 382) defines bullying as when behaviours involve ‘repetitive and 

unprovoked physical, verbal and/or psychological attacks based on an imbalance of power 

and intended to cause fear or harm to the victim’. Other theorists (see Smith and Brain 

2000; Salin 2003) extend this definition to include more nuanced behaviours. Ireland 

(2002), specifically notes that bullying behaviours can either be direct or indirect. As such, 

not only are direct physical attacks included but so too are behaviours such as shunning, 

gossiping, rumour spreading, and derision which are designed to exclude, alienate, and 

immiserate. 

 

Elaine and Peter Crawley (2008) noted that cynicism and suspicion can play a major part 

in prisoner officer culture and dominate officer ‘in-groups’ (a group of mutually 

identifying staff members). In such circumstances, officers may perceive themselves as 

being threatened and besieged. This ‘diffidence’ with regard to ‘out-groups’ can lead to 

exclusionary behaviours and a delineation of an ‘us and them’ boundary (Warr 2014). 

Many of the psychologists in this study experienced this form of behaviour as a daily 

reality: 

 
I think that in the Prison Service generally there’s, there’s a divide between uniformed staff and 

civilian staff and that’s particularly evident. 

 
They intimidate you sometimes, on the wing, you know? We are there to do a job as well but 

because you’re not in uniform … well, you know?’ 

 
Oh, there’s definitely a them and us mentality, they make that very very clear. 

 

There is a lot of myths that grow up within an establishment about psychologists and the department 

and it is a them and us thing. 

 

This separation between uniformed and non-uniformed staff was reported consistently. 

Many felt this situation was more prevalent with them and probation than other non- 

uniformed personnel in the prison. In some regards this makes sense as it these staff 

populations who, by the very nature of their practice, are more socially divorced from both 

prison officers and prisoners. They operate in a different disciplinary space. Uniformed 

officers are concerned with, and focus their power upon, the day-to-day obedience of 

prisoners (Liebling 2011), whereas probation and psychological staff are more concerned 

with punishing and addressing the ‘risk’ that those prisoners represent more generally. 
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Herein lies the fundamental disjunction between these staff bodies: one is concerned with 

utilising their power in terms of the everyday life of the prison and the other is concerned 

with utilising their power for the aims and objectives of the criminal justice system. One is 

immediate, one is more abstract. This distinction in terms of power both creates and 

cements the difference between these staff populations and, given the natural in-grouping 

of prison officers (Liebling et al, 2011; Crawley, 2004), results in an us/them disjunction. 

Six specifically thought this ‘us and them’ mentality arose from their role stating that their 

training, expertise, and their professional role seemed to evoke negative feelings with 

some of the uniform body with whom they worked.23 They explained that officers seemed 

to mistrust the psychologists that worked within their prisons, even when accepting that 

their work was necessary and desirable in terms of the stated goals of rehabilitation: 

Interviewer: You mentioned a lack of trust? 

Psychologist: Yeah ... it’s because ... I think they’re scared of us, you know? Like we can see 

inside their heads, all their dirty little secrets; that makes them not trust us. 

 

“I think they think that we think that we are really clever and they think we’re snobs and ... umm, 

that we haven’t seen life you know? That creates a them/us relationship” 

 
Psychologist: ... I think it’s partly because there is a lot of ignorance surrounding what we do. 

Not with all, some work with us on delivering programmes and they have a 

greater understanding ... but others? They don’t see it, they have no experience of 

it and ... and they don’t trust it. 

Interviewer: Do you think that means they don’t trust you? 

Psychologist: Yes. Definitely. 

 

Being confronted with this lack of trust and open hostility often came as a surprise to 

participants, who had expected a sense of camaraderie amongst prison staff. Such 

experiences represented a significant cause of occupational shock: 

 
My first day, during induction, I nearly had a fight with one of them. He was so rude and 

disrespectful … well I’m not a shrinking violet and can look after myself and I was not putting up 

with that. He was like that with all of us. I just avoided him after that. 

 

 

 
 

23 Certainly, a number of uniformed staff with whom I spoke to, across multiple prisons, about my research 

felt that forensic psychologists were immensely powerful in terms of the prison. These officers related, in 

rather disparaging terms, that this power was not just relegated to prisoners but was evident in the manner 

that their prisons (and the wider Prison Service) were run and managed. 
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I was struck by the sheer rudeness and unpleasantness of some prison staff. I was quite taken aback 

by that. 

 
It was always the staff that surprised me – how they felt about psychologists ... but my approach to 

that was just wear them down. There was one officer on the gate once – it took me two years to 

make him make eye contact and say hello to me. I made him. There is only so many times you can 

ignore someone if they are in your face going, ‘hello’. 

 
They were very closed ranks and suspicious. The psychology department did not look right to the 

prison officers and that made them hostile. 

 

… the just plain bloody-minded staff that were not very nice were actually much harder to cope with 

than any problems you have with the prisoners, because the staff are meant to be on your side, but 

you know they aren’t always. 

 
Psychologists entering the job had generally been warned by supervisors, older colleagues, 

and university educators that their role might be emotionally demanding. One relayed that 

before starting as a trainee psychologist their supervisor at university had asked them if 

that was what they really wanted to do as it ‘would be very tough on you’. However, even 

those that had expected the prison to offer a more challenging working environment 

expressed surprise at the reception that they received at the hands of uniformed staff: 

 
Prisons are a hostile environment, aren’t they? So, I think you have to go into prisons knowing that 

you are working within a hostile environment where you have to be quite emotionally, personally 

robust.  I just wasn’t expecting as much of it from the staff as I probably got. 

 
Psychologist: I knew it would be tough, it is prison after all but … but the reaction I have had 

from staff … just wow! 

Interviewer: What do you mean? 

Psychologist: The hostility, the sheer levels of hostility … I … you know? 

 

This was a common theme and one which transcended typological position. All of the 

psychologists interviewed relayed stories which highlighted the hostility of prison officers. 

None had really been prepared for the overt in-group behaviour and hostility from those 

who were supposed to be colleagues. 

 

Banter 

 

A number of psychologists had mentioned that they felt like prison officers thought they 

would be ‘able to see into their heads’ and see their ‘darkest secrets’. One participant, a 
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trainee, pointed out that a particular group of officers would go silent whenever they 

passed by and had heard themselves referred to as ‘Starling’ after the character from 

Silence of the Lambs (1991). This moniker was used in both a friendly and non-friendly 

manner, fitting the wider experiences of other psychologists who were subject to such 

‘banter’. Banter was noted by nearly all of the interviewees as being an important aspect of 

prison work and life. Tait (2011) argues that banter plays an integral part in prison officer 

work and can be used both to draw distinctions between the officer group and the prisoners 

who are in their care and to reduce tensions and hostility. Paull et al (2012) also note this 

duality to the role of banter. It has the potential to be a positive aspect in the workplace, 

especially when it lubricates working relationships, reduces stress, and builds camaraderie. 

However, banter can also have a darker edge when used by in-groups to hurt, alienate, or 

immiserate a member of an out-group. Many participants spoke to this duality: 

 
You need banter in a place like this. Keeps morale up, I know that … but some of it’s … not nice. 

 

You’re not included in the banter. It’s an officer thing. They make fun of us. I think it’s ‘cause 

they’re scared of us really, afraid we will see inside their heads or something. 

 
You get the odd … you do get people who do it in a jokey way like … some of them call us trick 

cyclists…. psychologists….and it is kind of derogatory…. done with a laugh and a smile but you 

kind of think….it is not really that respectful either is it? 

 
I guess in any kind of organisation there is lots of banter and I don’t think it is like the only banter 

that happens, or the only discrimination is against psychologists, it just … it just feels like that. 

 
The consequence of such banter, however, was to make the prison an unpleasant place to 

work. Some participants felt alienated and disrespected beyond the safe space provided by 

their office. This is a further facet of Brown et al’s (2005) analysis of territorialism, and  

the spatiality of bullying within the organisation identified by Liefooghe and Mackenzie 

(2001). The uniform in-group are rendering the spaces beyond the psychology department 

as hostile territories. Entering into these environments the psychologist is reminded of the 

power of the uniform body even if they are not directly exposed to any ‘banter’ on that 

occasion. One psychologist explained that they (and their colleagues) needed to ‘brace’ 

themselves when they left the office as it was ‘inevitable’ that they would have to 

‘confront the banter of wing staff’. This ‘bracing’ was then another aspect of the emotional 

labour that psychologists must engage in. In essence, they must gird themselves to enter 

the wider prison and to prepare to encounter the staff that inhabit those territories. For 
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some participants, being exposed to such hostility could lead to a pervasive sense of 

disrespect and insecurity: 

 
Psychologist: I don’t think we’re that well respected ... 

Interviewer: By prisoners or by ...? 

Psychologist: Just in general ... Interviewer:

  How does that make you 

feel? 

Psychologist: Pretty worthless to be honest ... it makes you question ... it makes you think what’s 

the point? You get over that but at times ... 

 

For some, the emotional labour that this required presented a further laminating of the 

emotion work that going onto wings required – as they not only had to prepare themselves 

for the challenging psychological work but also to face the officers whom they might 

encounter. Thus, negative ‘banter’ could be a significant cause of workplace stress and job 

dissatisfaction. This could pertain far beyond the end of a placement: 

 
I think the on-going stress is just something that you don’t really realise, and maybe sometimes 

when I have revisited places, when I have actually been going back ... certainly to [name of prison] 

which was one of the most horrendous experiences I have had for lots of personal reasons as well 

as the ... [officer] behaviour that was going on there, going back about a year later and driving 

back there I began to feel really ill, and I thought this is just stress, this is just how I must have felt 

every day I was going in.  That really shook me because you just get in such a state you don’t 

realise that you are hanging on to sanity or what you think of as sanity. 

 

Nearly all participants believed that they alone had to cope with the negative impact of 

such ‘banter’. Even if there was support available then it would be difficult to ask for. 

Often this was because the behaviours were not seen as serious enough to be perceived as 

bullying. Many participants also feared that challenging such practices risked making 

matters worse or alienating further members of the uniformed body. Several stated that 

they did not want to be perceived as ‘weak for getting upset’ or for being ‘silly’ and ‘over- 

sensitive’ or not being able to ‘take a joke’. As such, they were left to devise their own 

coping strategies: 

 
You have to build up a rapport, you had to if people were taking the micky you had to be rude back 

to them.  In a pleasant and jovial bantering way ... not to punch people is a good thing. 

 
You have to learn to give as good as you get, or learn to ignore it ... there’s not much else you can 

do. 
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My trick was always to be very efficient and professional, eventually it helped ... the comments got 

... I didn’t get ... there was some respect shown after a while. 

 

All of those interviewed highlighted this aspect of their daily working lives as something 

which impacted negatively on, not only their experience of being a psychologist, but also 

of how they viewed the prison. One individual noted that: 

 
The banter ... when it’s not nice, when it’s directed at what you’re trying to do ... it makes you 

question everything. 

 

Another noted that: 

 
It really makes you look at the prison in a different way. You see the staff and they are not very nice, 

the things they say. Every day … it just not nice here.  I know that sounds silly it’s prison after all 

but … but, I don’t know, it’s dark and horrible and …It’s a real struggle to come in some days. 

 

Negative banter and the creation of hostile spaces beyond the psychology department are 

distinct examples of dominance assertion by prison officers. In this sense, there are two 

facets of dominance assertion: The first, of which negative banter is a form, can be thought 

of impositional dominance – whereby staff evidence their power by inflicting it upon 

others directly. The second can be thought of as isolational dominance – whereby prison 

staff withdraw or withhold their power in ways very much designed to emphasise that 

power. I will explore this latter iteration below. However, to return to impositional 

dominance there were other examples provided by psychologists that went beyond 

‘banter’. 

Impositional Dominance by Uniformed Staff 
 

Many participants had been subjected to practical jokes by the uniformed body: 

 
We used to have really silly things like locking the chairs in really low positions, or unplugging 

keyboards or gluing bits of paper to the desk. One time the office was full of balloons. Sometimes it 

was funny but … mostly not. 

 

However, for other psychologists, practical jokes were a source of great irritation. This 

was especially true when the practical jokes, like the unplugging of keyboards in the above 

example, impinged on their ability to perform their role: 
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It doesn’t happen anymore but … our offices are down [below ground level] … and we don’t really 

have any windows and … and we went through a stage of the staff removing the lights from our 

offices. Like Ha ha very funny. Not. We’ve got bloody work to do, you know! 

 

There’s a toilet that only we use … the officers from B wing used to block it up which meant we had 

to go through B wing to get to the other women’s toilet which was back by the admin block. It was a 

long walk away and grrrrr … You’d see them in the office sniggering like naughty school boys. 

 

The first psychologist quoted here also expanded on this issue by noting that not only were 

these ‘jokes’ by uniform staff an annoyance but that they took on a more ‘sinister tone’ 

because they were directed only at them. This then made the psychologists feel singled 

out. Lewis and Gunn (2007) note that behaviours are more likely to be regarded as 

bullying when they only involve members of a selected group. This singling out rendered 

the behaviour as one that was ultimately immiserating, even if intended to be harmless. 

However, as these psychologists noted, some pranks were not so ambiguous in intent: 

 
They used to put things, like nasty little cartoons through my door. 

 
We came in one day and someone had hidden really horrible photoshopped pictures around our 

office. It happened again a few times after that. 

 

Porn. I used to find porn in my desk drawer. I didn’t bother reporting … I still don’t know who it 

was, I just … threw it away but … urghhh! 

 

This last psychologist repeatedly stated that some of the uniform body in their prison 

should be screened for the SOTP course as they ‘clearly needed it’ if they were using such 

materials to attempt ‘intimidation’. The porn pranking, like the nasty cartoons, were not 

just focused at psychologists but at particular individuals, over extended periods of time, 

and had extremely negative impacts on the individuals who were subjected to this 

behaviour. Two who had experienced this expressed a great deal of weariness about 

coming into work and confessed that they were actively seeking employment outside of 

the Prison Service because of this. Others explained similar experiences which included, 

but were not limited to, name calling, or gossip about private lives, or hinted at 

inappropriate relationships with prisoners, etc. Three quarters of the sample noted that 

these behaviours from uniform staff had made them seriously consider leaving the service 

at some point in their career. 

Other examples of impositional dominance included active disruptions to psychological 

practice. This included a wide range of behaviours by prison officers. For instance, one 
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psychologist noted that whenever a particular officer was on gate duty they would end up 

getting a ‘random’ search which did not seem to occur to others. Another, who worked 

directly with OMU, pointed out that the officer in charge would treat them like ‘a 

secretary rather than a forensic psychologist’ and impose administrative duties on them 

constantly, then demand that they prioritise the paperwork above other work. This 

psychologist noted that they: 

… used to get very frustrated that I was being asked to focus on things like have these pieces of 

paper been sent off to the correct person at the correct time as opposed to doing my job. Obviously, 

I am expected to do both but it was almost like, I saw myself as a … well treatment. Too often she 

seemed to think my priority should be paper work being in order, boxes being ticked, audit results 

being filed, scores being noted, rather than what I was being paid to be there for. 

 

This psychologist explained that such interference in their duties resulted in the need for 

‘in office meditation’ in order to get through a shift with that particular person. Such 

interference is a further aspect of officer territorialism, and concomitant with the 

descriptions given by other psychologists of how some officers would try to prevent them 

performing their psychological role. For instance, another psychologist noted that a 

particular officer seemed intent on sabotaging the programme work that they were there to 

do. They explained that: 

Every single time the PO that was in charge of my officers that were doing the group was on leave 

or off shift the other PO, who was the security PO, would take everybody away from the group. You 

need to go down the landing, you need to do this, you need to go here, you need to go there and then 

we  were left with no tutors. Couldn’t do the group work. 

 

Another common complaint was that wing staff would deny the psychologists working 

space on the wings. A number described how some officers would always say that rooms 

the psychologists were about to use for interview purposes were busy or about to be used 

and that they would need to come back later. One noted that when they had gone to the 

wing to interview a prisoner they found that the office they had booked had ‘been filled up 

with confiscated cell furniture’ rendering the office unusable. Another variation described 

by nearly half of the sample was officers denying psychologists access to prisoners at 

given times, or misdirecting prisoners to other areas of the prison when they had 

appointments due on the wing with psychologists. One particular psychologist captured 

this when they said that: 
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One SO, whenever I had to go on his wing he would find some excuse why I couldn’t use the office 

to interview someone. Or I would find out he had sent them to healthcare or education. He just 

interfered all the time. All the time. The other staff were alright … if he wasn’t on. If he was on it 

was like they were all in on it. I felt like “Come on, you’re actually getting in the way of my job 

now”. But every time! 

 

Isolational Dominance by Uniformed Staff 
 

Isolational forms of dominance are where the principle agent withdraws or withholds their 

power, creating a vacuum which both evidences and reinforces that power. This type of 

behaviour had a number of manifestations. One psychologist described often being left in 

the airlock in the gate house while the gate staff took their time doing other things. At first, 

they had not thought much of this but over time had realised this was down to a particular 

officer: 

It only ever occurred when one of the … more traditional officers was on. I know he thought 

psychology a waste of time in the prison. He didn’t like me being there. He made that clear. But 

doing that was … you know, just petty. 

 

Other psychologists also described gate staff causing them delays and minor hassles by 

ignoring them or denying them speedy entrance to the prison. For instance, this 

psychologist explained how some gate staff would delay them getting into the prison in the 

morning by pretending to be busy with other duties: 

It wasn’t like I could say anything because they’d pretend to be busy. You can’t complain if people 

are busy. But … and here’s the thing, I knew they were doing it on purpose … I could tell. Also, it 

would be like nearly every time. They’d leave me hanging there. Often it was only when another 

staff member came through that they would then [let me in] … and I could carry on. 

 

This type of ‘blanking’ behaviour was not limited to gate staff and entrance into the prison. 

It could also occur in other areas of the prison, as this psychologist noted: 

I remember one time I was trying to work with one lifer, clearly a staff favourite, I had 

recommended that he needed to do more work before parole and … and after that every time I 

would ask the wing staff for information, or to keep him back for an appointment or whatever they 

would just ignore me, or not answer questions or … bloody mindedness. 

 

Another participant relayed a similar experience where by the wing staff had refused to 

collaborate with them, after they had written a negative report on a favoured prisoner. 

They explained they were exposed to various blanking behaviours and staff would 
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‘pretend I wasn’t there, that they couldn’t hear me’. All of these behaviours meant that 

psychologists had to begin to navigate the prison in different ways and under-manage the 

staff in order to just perform their duties effectively. However, in terms of isolational 

dominance this is somewhat harmless behaviour. It does impact on performance and 

increased emotion work but it did not pose a threat. Whereas, nine of the participants 

pointed to other behaviours that were more serious in nature. 

Other members of staff are reliant upon the uniform body for security and protection. The 

withdrawal of protection acts as a powerful reminder of the vulnerability of the individual 

and of the power of the uniformed body. One psychologist had noted that they had become 

aware of this issue when they had been accosted by an irate prisoner whilst walking 

through the wing. They noted that the prisoner was being very aggressive and threatening 

but the officers had all walked away or returned to the office: 

I realised I was on my own. I had this very large, very angry prisoner shouting at me but the staff 

had all gone. Nothing happened, I managed to talk him … I got him to sit down and talk to me but 

… for a moment I thought … when the staff had walked away I was like … “Uhm, I’m in real 

trouble here”. 

 

The psychologist noted that there was nothing malicious in the officer’s behaviour here it 

was ‘just one of those things’ but nevertheless it was sufficient to highlight the 

vulnerability of being alone in the prison. Another psychologist relayed a similar 

experience when they had been threatened by a violent sex offender: 

... I’ve been threatened in that situation previously umm ... you know ... “wait and see what happens 

now you’ve done this” and “may God help you, you ... C word. I’m gonna make sure you pay’ umm, 

that was quite nasty and … the officer who was with me just walked away. In the middle of it. That 

stayed with me for a long time umm ... especially when [the prisoner] was released. I followed that 

case quite closely, yeah. It got to me, I felt abandoned … 

 

Many participants were unsure whether or not uniform staff would protect them. One said 

explicitly they were not sure that staff would ‘come to [their] aid’ or if they did that they 

would ‘come quickly’. Whilst others hoped that staff ‘professionalism would trump their 

feelings’ if and when a worst-case scenario occurred. For one psychologist, this particular 

issue had been made evident to them when early in their career they had made a complaint 

against a member of uniformed staff over an instance of witnessed racism. They explained 

that after putting the complaint in a senior manager in the prison had taken them aside for a 

chat and asked them if they were sure ‘you want to go ahead with the complaint?’ because 
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doing so might mean that some officers ‘may not have your back’. They noted that prior to 

this they had not given much thought to their safety in the prison but after that ‘felt really 

unsafe everywhere’. The support and protection of staff could be removed (intentionally or 

not) and that this could have a significant impact on the manner in which psychologists 

subsequently responded to the prison. 

Psychologists also relayed moments whereby staff had deliberately put them into 

dangerous or potentially harmful situations. Nearly all of these involved situations that 

involved volatile or violent prisoners and had a very similar theme. For instance, these two 

psychologists relayed two very similar events that occurred in very different prisons: 

This was a long time ago now but ... I had to do feedback on a parole assessment with this one 

person where I was recommending that he needed to do more work before release. He had no single 

female contact on his record but when the officer bought him to the interview room he just left me 

with him ... nothing happened but ... you know? And I’m sure he only did that because he didn’t like 

us and could get away with it. 

 

I was working with one lad who had been convicted of a very violent rape and he was not to be left 

alone with women, the staff had not told me that his behaviour was becoming increasingly troubled 

and that they had been having problems with him that morning … so when he was bought to the 

interview room the staff just … they just shut the door behind him, locking me in with him …, now 

nothing happened and it turned out that his father was very ill and he was upset so we spoke about 

that and he was fine but when we left the room I could see the staff members smirking … like they 

thought it was funny and … and you don’t expect a colleague to put you in that situation. 

 

These were not atypical accounts. One participant explained that how wing staff had failed 

to mention to them that the prisoner they were to interview was in a very distressed state, 

had been threatening staff, and then tried to lock them in the office with the prisoner. 

Nearly all those who had experienced such situations felt that not only were staff showing 

the psychologists how vulnerable they were but also testing them in some way. This 

individual stated that they felt like the officers were seeing if they ‘had the mettle’ to cope 

with violent or dangerous prisoners. A sentiment echoed by others. One psychologist noted 

that when they had raised concerns about being left in this way the uniform staff had 

subsequently been very dismissive of them. Another too noted this: 

I was on a wing once when some prisoners started fighting. Very scary. I retreated out of the way to 

the games room which was a gated room just to one side of the wing, by the servery. After a few 

minutes the staff put one of the prisoners in the games room and locked the gate. He was still being 



178  

very aggressive and destructive but he was between me and the gate. Afterwards the wing staff were 

very dismissive of my concerns and said that I should be able to take care of myself. 

 

As Kaufmann (1988) and Liebling et al (2011) note, two of the fundamentals of officer 

and staff culture is the notion that that you do not leave a fellow officer in trouble and that 

you actively show concern for a colleague’s welfare. However, the behaviour being 

displayed here is a clear breach of these norms. As an out-group, psychologists are not 

afforded the same courtesies, protections, or even recognition. This withdrawal of staff 

norms and power isolates the psychologist within those spaces dominated by the uniform 

staff. This not only emphasises the power of the uniform in-group but also reinforces the 

outsider status of the psychologist. 

We have seen in this chapter that psychologists are themselves subject to the wider 

structures of power in the prison in varying ways. Above and beyond the matrices of 

employment rules and regulations which shape the working environment are interpersonal 

power dynamics, from territorialism to varying formulations of impositional and 

isolational dominance, that shape the occupational reality of psychologists. These 

behaviours, mainly by the uniformed body, can have a negative impact on prison 

psychologists and contribute to those factors which are associated with high levels of 

attrition in the psychology body. For those that remain and ‘tough it out’, these dynamics 

compound the type, level, and degree of navigation work that psychologists must 

undertake in order to maintain, or retain, professional efficacy within the prison. 
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8. Gender and the Prison 
 

Psychologists working in prisons are overwhelmingly female (Crewe 2009). 

Correspondingly, a significant number of those interviewed were women. This chapter is 

concerned with examining the experiences of the women who participated in this study. 

The aim is to explicate how the explicitly gendered cultures of the prison can impact upon 

and affect psychologists personally and professionally. This chapter also explores how 

exploring the gendered realities of female psychologists in the prison can introduce a 

further facet of vulnerability that goes beyond contesting disciplinary discourses and 

practices. 

Organisations can be gendered in at least three ways: the first is when gendered 

assumptions about roles, suitable practices, and moral behaviour comprise the fabric by 

which the organisation arises or is constructed (for a discussion on how this relates to 

prison see Carlen (1982)); the second is when an organisation’s structure perpetuates, 

through inherent or systemic practice, certain forms of gender beliefs; the third is when the 

organisation, and the cultures it engenders, limit or constrain either people, practices, or 

dialogue because of gender (Acker 1990). Organisations cannot be seen in gender neutral 

terms for they, to a greater or lesser degree, fall into one of these three categories. Both 

Britton (2003) and McMahon (1999) note in the prison all three of the above factors hold 

true. The very nature of the prison is heavily influenced by gendered assumptions 

surrounding the incarceration of men and the constraint of traditional masculinities. 

Furthermore, the masculine cultures produced within the prison serve to constrain and 

limit the development of differing or alternative gender beliefs and practices (Feinman 

1994). 

The ‘closed’ nature of prison institutions often exposes gender processes that may be 

hidden in more open organisations (Britton 2003). This is in part, she argues, because of 

the sense of ‘totality’ (see also Goffman (1961)) that institutions such as the prison 

represent. She notes that though the prison may be a microcosm of its symbiote society, 

this does not preclude distinct cultures and practices emerging from within which can 

either create new forms of gendering or serve to highlight extant forms of gendered 

nuances (Jenne and Kersting 1998). For instance, as Crawley (2004) highlighted, female 

officers are aware that their performance as officers can often be judged by the manner in 

which they utilise, or become subject to, female stereotypes. As a result of this women 
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officers often seek to subvert or dismantle these stereotypical and gendered perspectives as 

they relate to the peculiarities of their work. 

The prison is widely perceived as a ‘male’ environment where the intrinsic cultures 

perpetuate hegemonic masculinities which are played out against a back drop of masculine 

orientated situational control measures such as bars, gates, locks, patrol dogs, guards, etc. 

However, as Britton (2003) argues, though the prison may well be constructed in such a 

way that male orientated gender assumptions are both inherent and perpetuated, this is 

only an aspect of the complex reality whereby matrices of masculinities and femininities 

strive, buffer, and exist in conflict with each other to produce the cultures and practices 

that exist within the modern heterosocial prison. This increased heterosociability of the 

prison in the modern era has not diminished the gendered nature of the organisation but 

has instead served to expose some of the gender practices and biases that exist within the 

prison and, perhaps, in wider society (Feinman 1994). For instance, as McMahon (1999) 

notes, historically women working in men’s prisons tended to occupy or were assigned to 

‘female roles’ – clerical, nursing, treatment, therapy, etc. She argues that this in itself 

highlights the largely gendered nature of the prison and the struggles that women face 

whilst working within it. It is to this issue that this chapter now turns, exploring how 

gendered cultures constrain and affect the lives of female psychologists. 

One of the core questions posed was: what it was like to work in such a male dominated 

organisation? For the older and more experienced participants, and those who were 

consulted for historical context, this question evoked memories of an extremely gendered 

and gender hostile past where the problems of sex discrimination and gender bias had 

dominated their occupational reality. However, they also held that this reality was a 

consigned to a bygone age: 

It’s not as bad as it used to be. When I first started it was different ... there were not that many 

women working in [name of prison] then so it was a bit of a culture shock I think for some of them. 

You used to get comments ... hostility even but it’s not like that now, it’s much better. 

 

Years ago ... when you had that ... you know ... ex-army kind of culture, it was bad but not now. 

 
I remember speaking to one of my older colleagues about it and they told me some ... real ... stories 

about back when she had started ... I’m so glad it’s not like that anymore. 

 

Prison officers are male and female so it is not that it is completely male dominated anymore. 
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This past was often associated with the imported legacies of hyper-masculine staff culture 

that had at one point been the norm amongst the uniform body (see Liebling et al 2011). 

As one psychologist noted ‘walking into a staff room was like walking into a barracks’. 

This generation of psychologists had seen reductions in the prevalence of gender hostility 

and improvements in occupational experiences as that tradition of officer culture had 

atrophied. Nevertheless, for the majority of the female participants in this study, these 

issues continued to be a daily reality. The types of behaviour that these women were 

subject to fell into three categories: constraints and burdens experienced, sexism and 

gender hostility, and unwanted sexualised interactions. 

Gendered Constraints and Burdens 
 

Nirmal Puwar, in her book Space Invaders: Race, Gender and Bodies Out of Place (2004), 

argues that one of the many constraints faced by women entering into spaces with 

historically entrenched masculinities is the expectation and necessity of managing their 

own femininities. These male dominated spaces are not neutral, they are laminated with 

gendered expectations, norms, rules, cultures, behaviours, and even smells that distinguish 

them as the domains of men. When women transmurally breach the walls of these spaces 

they must then navigate these confluences of gendered practices and processes by careful 

management of their womanhood. A process that often begins before they actually cross 

those walls. Many of the participants in this study explained this process and related a 

sense of trepidation from entering the male world of the prison. As these explained: 

When I first started at [name of prison] it was like a lot of male officers and all male prisoners and 

so it was a bit daunting. 

 

You have to prepare yourself to be surrounded by men all day, it can be … challenging. 

 
One participant explained that she would have to brace herself, ‘take a deep breath’ and 

‘get her shit together’ before entering the prison and the ‘world of men’ that lay beyond 

the gate. Another stated that when preparing for work she had a ‘little ritual’ that she 

followed every morning before entering the prison: 

It’s a little bit silly and I feel embarrassed telling you this but ... I have this little ritual that I do 

when I get to the prison. I sit in my car, I prepare myself for the day ahead, make sure my outfit is 

suitable, my hair is up, etc ... I get into my professional space up here [pointing to head] ... then 

when I get out of the car I am [name] the psychologist not [name] me! I do that because [name] me 

wouldn’t ... she’s not acceptable in there but the psychologist is ... 
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When asked to elaborate, she explained that, outside prison, she was quite a ‘girly girl’ but 

had learnt very early on that she needed to suppress that part of herself within the prison. 

She went on to note that as a woman she was quite a ‘tactile and touchy-feely kind of 

person’ but found that her normal sense of tactility was abhorred in the prison so that she 

had needed to learn how to repress this side of herself. This ritual of redressing, changing 

her comportment, altering her interactions with others, and the way she feels that she must 

become a different woman in order to operate in the male prison is part and parcel of the 

constraints that the gendered environment imposes Women need to manage their female 

self. Cleveland et al (2000) note that these constraints on physical aspects of femininity, 

especially appearance, in the occupational space are so ingrained in the gendered 

workplace that they can become, eventually, both self-imposed and self-perpetuated as 

well as being enforced by other women. 

This goes beyond the normal development of a professional self. Skovholt and Ronnestad 

(1995) argue that the development of a ‘professional self’ relates to the emergent 

professional identity and skill development that a person may go through in the course of 

their professional career. This is a normal, pro-social and healthy development that 

gradually takes place over time. However, what is being described here is a perceived 

necessity to develop a defeminised professional façade in order to be accepted by the 

prison. As another psychologist noted ‘I can’t take the woman I am out here, in there’. In 

that sense, the gendered nature of the prison results in a constraining of both the 

psychological and physical identities of female psychologists. Others made reference to 

similar processes of gender neutralisation: 

I had ear rings and they said, I shouldn’t have earrings and I should not have long hair because 

somebody could grab me by the hair, do me harm; grab me by the earrings and do me harm. So 

now I cut my hair short and don’t wear jewellery. 

 

I guess one must be mindful ... mindful of working in a male environment and being aware of that 

and being aware of the differences in terms of being a relatively young woman, working in that kind 

of environment … yes you have to be careful how you look. 

 

Some of these constraints, such as appropriate dress and comportment, were firmly 

entrenched in the thinking of many participants, particularly those who had worked in 

more than one establishment or who had been ‘in service’ for more than five years. One 

expressed amazement that one of her younger colleagues wore long skirts and boots, 

which she felt was inappropriate for wearing in a prison. Another recalled that when she 
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arrived for work in a tailored, skirted suit she was told by her female line manager not to 

dress like that again as it was neither appropriate nor safe to be dressed in ‘such a manner’. 

This is consistent with what Puwar (2004) notes about gendered dress norms being 

imposed, even by other women, on women in the work space. Certain forms of dress, if 

they emphasise the feminine, can be a source of censure in the gendered workplace. One 

very senior participant interviewed for historical context acknowledged the peculiarity of 

this situation. She related a story about how she had advised a junior member of the team 

not to wear skirts around the prison but could not think of a clear reason for her position. 

She explained that she had always been advised to wear trousers and shoes that she could 

‘run and kick in’ and had just accepted that as the way it should be and had passed that on 

to those she managed. 

Cleveland et al (2000) note that the justifications for such dress norms can be difficult to 

articulate upon closer examination. Often, these dress norms go beyond the realm of 

occupational safety, terms in which they are often couched, but rather attach to gender 

biases, if not misogyny. For instance, the wearing of high heels on a building site would be 

clearly inappropriate in terms of safety but make-up not. Yet they note that women are 

often castigated or commented on in the work place for wearing make-up or having their 

hair down and displaying forms of femininity where the question of safety does not arise. 

The judgement and constraint is a normative one about their womanhood. 

Working with male prisoners and especially men who had been convicted of sexual 

offences added extra burdens of managing their femininity. One psychologist noted that 

you had to be ‘really, really careful’ when choosing your work outfit if you were doing 

group work or 1-to-1 work with prisoners convicted of sex offences as you didn’t want to 

be a ‘trigger for anyone’. Whilst another, when discussing dress and behaviour, explained 

that: 

... you have got to be mindful of what you wear, you have to be mindful of your boundaries, being 

professional.  Not being overly familiar – in terms of how you speak, interact and dress.  You are 

not being friendly – there might not be anything behind that – I am not saying I have to stop being 

over familiar I mean have to be mindful of that.  Mindful of my role that I am not there to be 

friendly or someone’s friend.  What you are wearing – how you … I know I keep talking about 

[name of prison] but that is when I was working with sex offenders and people who have committed 

sexual crimes and yes, you have to be… careful. 
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Working with such stigmatised populations seemed to have vicarious consequences for the 

gendered judgements that psychologists were subjected to. For instance, and I will return 

to this point below, it was common for psychologists to report that uniform officers would 

gossip about them having sexual relationships with prisoners, other officers, and even each 

other. For one psychologist, who worked exclusively with prisoners convicted of sex 

offences, this gossiping added to the constraints over dress norms as they did not wish to 

be seen to be dressing provocatively in any way. In order to avoid compounding the 

gossip, she would avoid wearing anything that could, in any way, be perceived as 

provocative; and thus, only wore ‘loose trousers and a baggy jumper’ to work. 

A further factor to be considered here is how gender expectations can also constrain, or 

impact on the quality/nature of, the relationships that female psychologists develop within 

the prison. Both McMahon (1999) and Britton (2003) argue that therapeutic work within 

the carceral is often perceived as ‘women’s work’. The notions of care, support and, to 

some extent, rehabilitative work becomes cast through a gendered lens. The fact that 

female psychologists were engaging in what some other staff perceived as ‘women’s  

work’ had a number of consequences. The first was that it could lead to alienation from 

those women who performed front line and more traditionally perceived ‘male’ roles. In 

this regard, a number of psychologists spoke of strained relationships with the female 

prison officers. One psychologist captured this when they noted that ‘because we’re not 

frontline staff I think the female officers look down on us’. For another psychologist, this 

was bought into relief during a training session when she was paired with a female officer 

who refused to work with her, requesting to work with a male officer instead as they ‘knew 

what was what’ and ‘did proper prison work’. What we see here is female prison officers 

adhering to the same gendered tropes of prison work and judging and reacting to 

psychologists because of those tropes (see Rader (2007). This could be difficult for some 

psychologists as it hampered their relationships both intra- and extramurally with female 

members of staff with whom they might otherwise form closer working relationships, or 

even friendships. 

A number spoke of the difficulty in overcoming the gender bias that male prisoners, 

especially older ones, may have when confronted by young professional female 

psychologists (see also Crewe 2009). For the participants in this study, these issues were 

particularly pertinent when working with sex offenders either in a one-to-one type capacity 

or on various SOTP type courses. One described a situation whereby on a course there 
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were a number of South Asian men who would not speak to her about their offences and 

would only direct comments to the male facilitator on the programme. She explained that it 

was the first time in her life where she had experienced men just refusing to talk to her. 

This had quite an impact on her as it led to feelings of self-doubt and professional 

insecurity as she explained: ‘It made me question what I was doing … could I do it?’ 

Another described some of the tensions caused by being a young woman working with 

older male prisoners convicted of sex offences: 

Oh yes, I am conscious…and I think maybe earlier on … I am 29 now, a bit older than when I 

started, and being a younger female in a male prison working with some men who are older than 

my dad and thinking how would my dad feel if someone his daughter’s age approached him and 

was trying to talk to him about his sex life. And I think being mindful of that, being really aware of 

that and sensitive to it is important. 

 

There were gendered considerations here that affected women’s professional practice that 

did not pertain for male facilitators. Though this may relate to wider gendered practices 

and biases in the community, the prison forces female psychologists to confront these 

attitudes and norms in a more concentrated way than beyond the wall. 

Sexism in the Workplace 
 

Though often thought to be consigned to the past, all of the female participants described 

instances of open gender hostility. This hostility took a number of forms but that most 

often commented upon was the overt hostility that was communicated to them from staff 

regarding their place and status within the prison: 

[we were called] Fools ... or young girls that knew nothing and were putting them [the officers] at 

risk by being on the wings. Or they are just eye candy. 

 

You know – ‘you should not work here. You are a woman, we don’t want to let you in. this is a 

maximum-security prison’. 

 

I have been called everything from a man-hater, I think there are still half a dozen lifers that go 

around calling me that lesbian that hates men kind of thing – there are all sorts of kind of – and I 

know some of that came from staff.  I heard them. 

 

This gender hostility was not hidden but overt and was often said directly to the women 

concerned, as one noted it was always ‘right to my face’. Others pointed out that this 

overtness is what made it striking as it was done in front of others and without sanction or 

censure. One psychologist had noted that a ‘particularly obnoxious’ officer had said to her 
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that ‘cunts like her’ should not be allowed to work in prisons and that the others officers 

there, including women, had just laughed along. When she had complained about this it 

had been written off as ‘that’s just him’. One participant described a situation that was 

almost identical to the some of the isolational dominance behaviours described in the 

previous chapter but which in this case was marked by overt misogyny: 

... when I moved from [X prison] to [Y prison] it was to run the [omitted]24 programme and there 

were lots of problems in that prison at that time ... the staff were very sexist and anti what we were 

trying to do ... I go to meet with the first group, who were all long term high risk prisoners, the ...  

the officer who had shown me where the room was ... he was very misogynistic, I’d had a run in  

with him before, him saying nasty little things … anyway, he introduced me to the room and then 

shut and locked the door behind him as he left. I was ... errm ‘what?’ ... all the men turned to stare 

at me, it was very uncomfortable. I noticed there was not enough chairs so said I would go and get 

some more ... turned and unlocked the door and walked into the corridor ... the officer and his 

cronies were waiting and smirking. I know they only did that to see what I would do, it was a test to 

see if the little woman could cope in their world ... 

 

Others described encountering forms of sexism in differing contexts: 

 
I remember the sexism from my induction to security talks because the only women they had been 

used to were admin, teachers and there were always the stories about you know how many teachers 

have had affairs with prisoners that was it. 

 

If I am being honest I think there are some very strong feelings about women working in the Prison 

Service from some people but not lots ... it tends to be security ... those working in the segregation 

unit ... you know the type ... 

 

Some prisons are worse than others ... for instance when I worked in [X prison] it had ... what I 

would call an old POA culture, it was all security and ... and it was very sexist, very anti women, 

very anti … well anything that didn’t support them. 

 

Security briefings were identified as a distinct site of hostility where great emphasis would 

be placed on sexual relationships between female psychological and educational staff 

rather than others. One psychologist highlighted this point when they said that a security 

officer had pointed directly at her when talking about the ‘grooming’ of staff by prisoners. 

The officer had said to the room that it was people like her who ‘ended up in 

compromising positions’. This psychologist noted that she had felt humiliated and 

 

 
 

24 The name of this course has been omitted as it would identify which prison this occurred in and thus who 

the psychologist in question is. 
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offended at the time but had been too junior and naive to tackle the officer or to do 

anything about it afterwards. A circumstance that she still regretted. 

The experiences of male and female psychologists who had worked in the same 

establishment differed considerably and highlighted gender biases. One female participant 

explained that a prison she had once worked in had quite a traditional masculine culture 

and was an unpleasant place to work as a psychologist. She noted that the sexism and the 

misogyny was both overt and pervasive. She noted that: 

The other thing I thought was how aggressive the prison officers were. They were very sexist and 

they said things like – you should not be here, you are a woman. 

 

However, a male psychologist who had worked in the same establishment in an 

overlapping period expressed a very different perspective on the occupational cultures. 

When asked about how he thought he and others from his team were viewed by the 

uniformed staff in that prison he said ‘I don’t get a strong sense that a lot of staff have an 

opinion either way’. When probed further, he noted that there was a degree of distance 

between the uniformed and non-uniformed body but that: 

... I have never had seriously negative reactions, I have never had officers be derogatory or 

unprofessional towards me in any way ... I think that is perhaps a reflection of the prison because it 

is quite a pleasant place to work. 

 

In light of that last comment, and knowing the experience of the woman who I had 

interviewed before him, I went on to ask him: 

Interviewer: Do you think your experience is typical? 

Psychologist: ... here it is I think, yes ... the prisoners in there and the staff, I suppose I expected 

them to be more ... more aggressive and hostile. And I think it was both the staff 

and prisoners I expected that from. So, I guess the short answer would be it was 

not as bad as I thought it would be. Not at all. As I said it’s a pleasant place to 

work. 

 

This situation was replicated with another pairing of psychologists. In this case they 

worked in the same prison but at different time periods. The woman some five years 

before the male psychologist had joined the service. She described the culture in that 

prison as ‘traditional and sexist’ as well as being ‘intimidating’; whereas he described the 

same environment as ‘open and friendly’ and the ‘best place he’d ever worked’. It is 

possible that in the intervening 5-year period there was a sea change in the staff who 
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operated in the prison which reduced the nature and extent of the sexist culture that was 

experienced by the woman. However, the likelihood of the staff changing so significantly 

in this particular prison, which is not known for the plasticity of its staff culture25, to 

account for such a profound change is slim. What is more likely is, as Vartia and Hyyti 

(2002) argue, that of all forms of workplace bullying it is only sexual harassment and 

gender bullying that women both recognise and report significantly more than their male 

counterparts. Not being subject to it, non-participant male members of staff rarely become 

aware of the pervasiveness of gender hostility and the impact that this can have on their 

female colleagues. 

A deeper form of gender hostility and harassment reported by female psychologists 

concerned being subjected to unwanted sexualised commentary and sexual overtures. In 

the previous chapters we saw that workplace hostility and bullying can include any 

behaviour that is designed to belittle, intimidate, hurt or marginalise. Much of what we 

have seen in this chapter constitutes such behaviour, however, with what follows there is 

little doubt that such behaviours do constitute a form of work place violence. Di Martino et 

al (2003) note that the definition of ‘workplace violence’, though somewhat broad and 

culturally complex, includes behaviours that constitute bullying and harassment (including 

gender and sexual harassment). McMahon (1999) notes, within her study of female 

correctional officers working in a Canadian male prison, that her participants were subject 

to high rates of sexual harassment. Likewise, Britton (2003) found similar themes arising 

from her research on women working within carceral settings. This sexually hostile 

behaviour can be classified in the following ways: 1. Teasing and insults; 2. Offensive and 

sexual comments; 3. Rumour mongering and gossip about women’s sexuality and sexual 

behaviour; 4. Sexual propositioning; and, 5. Sexual assault and rape. I shall take each of 

these classes of behaviour in turn and describe the relevant accounts within my study.26
 

We saw in the previous chapter the role that ‘banter’ can play both in intimidating others, 

and masking forms of intimidation. However, many of the women in this sample felt that 

the teasing and insults that they were subject to went beyond ‘banter’ and was directed at 

them because they were women. For instance, one woman noted that when she was 

 

25 The prison in question is an old Victoria prison with a long history of entrenched traditional, officer 

culture. 
26 It was as this topic came up in our discussion that the individual who withdrew from the research decided 

to terminate the interview. One other person also mentioned unwanted sexual attention but explained that 

they did not wish to discuss this ‘on tape’ as it were. Field notes. 
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beginning her career, the officers in the next-door office would always play tricks on her 

and her female colleagues. However, she noted that the teasing and insults were only 

targeted at the female members of staff, never the male members of staff, and were 

primarily sexualised in nature. She said that it was not the sort of behaviour that she could 

moan about, as that would open her up to more ridicule, nor was it serious enough to 

warrant a formal complaint. Nevertheless, it began to cause distress to her and her female 

colleagues as they felt they were being harassed. Other participants described how forms 

of teasing and banter would devolve into more offensive and sexualised commentary: 

It’s banter isn’t it? Sometimes it goes beyond that though. Don’t get me wrong most of them are ok 

but there’s one, I go on his wing a lot in the course of … and he’s really bad. He stares all the time 

and his banter is all sexual and quite nasty. 

 

I’ve felt objectified ... sexually by prison officers a lot as well. I think they’ve all got like ... little 

names for each one of us. I catch them sometimes. I don’t know what mine is but I’ve heard them 

talk about one of my colleagues. Really degrading and disrespectful things about her. They 

probably talk about me like that too when … [I’m not there]. 

 

I think the hostility is quite underground if you like.  The kind of comments, sexual comments,  

banter whatever, it is really there all the time but people don’t often actually come out with it so you 

just have to be quick witted or deal with it in your own way. 

 

Most psychology staff are young women and ... umm, most prison officers are old men, they leer at 

you and they make comments. They think it’s funny ... 

 

Such sexualised commentary often made these psychologists feel both uncomfortable and 

miserable within themselves and within the work place. One noted it made it difficult for 

her to come into work. However, none explicitly perceived such behaviours as bullying. I 

asked one psychologist if she felt as if she was being bullied, we were surrounded by safer 

custody posters which claimed that bullying could include any of the behaviours which she 

had just described, and her response was a resounding ‘God no’. Another responded in the 

following way to my suggestion that perhaps her experience constituted bullying: 

Interviewer: Obviously as you said banter is an important part of, especially if you work in 

quite a stressful environment, it’s like a catharsis ... but you intimated there that it 

steps over the boundary of acceptable banter into a kind of negative ... sexist ... 

Psychologist: Mm ... mm. 

Interviewer: ... I mean have you ever experienced ... I mean have you ever felt like targeted by 

people, or bullied ... or something ...? 

Psychologist: No, definitely not. 
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Lewis (2006) in her study ‘Recognition of Workplace Bullying: A Qualitative Study of 

Women Targets in the Public Sector’ notes that it is often the case that women who are 

subject to bullying in the workplace, even if they recognise it occurring to others, 

minimize the significance of the behaviours that they themselves are subject to. They 

become, through processes of personal coping, professional preservation, and 

organisational socialisation, accepting of the bullying behaviours and cultures. To 

challenge the very values and culture of the organisation within which they are employed 

represents a challenge to their own sense of professional and personal self. As Liefooghe 

and MacKenzie, (2001) argue this situation almost demands processes of minimisation (or 

neutralisation) in order to maintain an investment in, and commitment to, the workplace 

and the profession. This was evident in these accounts. They sometimes acknowledged the 

consequent immiseration, but not in such ways that forced them to confront the role of the 

prison’s/prison officer’s culture in that immiseration. 

These issues of sexism in the workplace allowed degrees of minimization to occur. Lewis 

(2006) points out that when it comes to more serious or predatory sexist behaviours 

minimisation ceases to be viable and the acknowledgement and recognition of bullying 

becomes inevitable. With regard to this study when it came to sexualised behaviour the 

‘line’ between what is acceptable and what was not could be quickly drawn. 

Sexualised Gossiping and Propositioning 
 

One of the more insidiously sexist behaviours that women can be confronted with in the 

prison is the malignant rumour mongering about sexuality and sexual behaviour 

(McMahon 1999). Britton (2003) argues that often women become the focus of such 

gossiping when they do not conform to gender stereotypes or breach some aspect of the 

masculine culture of the prison. Both McMahon (1999) and Britton (2003) note that the 

most common forms of this behaviour range from the re-casting of behaviours to malicious 

rumour spreading concerning sexual proclivity/orientation, promiscuity, and inappropriate 

behaviour within the prison – especially with prisoners. This becomes a discreetly harmful 

practice in the prison where relationships are necessarily close and professional 

scrutiny/judgment are primary factors. 

Two of the female psychologists interviewed noted that they had heard rumours about 

themselves being gay. Both laughed this off as being silly but somewhat intrusive. Others 

spoke of being victims of malignant rumour mongering. A further two psychologists noted 
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that they had heard of themselves as being labelled as ‘men haters’ and ‘lesbians’ by both 

prisoners and staff. Another pointed out that she had heard officers say that ‘all the 

psychologists are dykes27’. However, the rumour mongering went beyond sexuality to 

commentary about sexual behaviour. One psychologist claimed explicitly that she had 

become aware of officers casting assertions on her and her colleagues relationship with a 

uniformed officer with whom they liaised. She explained that they were saying as he ‘got 

to work with all the women’ then he must be ‘having sex with them all’. This psychologist 

noted that such rumours were rife and persistent – so much so that they were common 

knowledge amongst the psychology team who were the subject of the gossip. Another 

stated that she had been asked by a departmental colleague if the rumours that she was 

having an affair with a particular male officer were true. It was not. She said that she was 

taken aback that this gossiping, of which she had been unaware, had even penetrated 

through to her own colleagues in the psychology department. 

McMahon (1999) noted that if a woman had a relationship with another officer then this 

could amplify the rumours, causing male officers to re-cast her as someone who was easy 

and, as Rader (2007) notes, could affect how other female officers judged them. One 

psychologist related having been out for a drink with a male uniformed officer, very early 

on in her career, which had caused a number of rumours to be spread around the prison 

about her. Such rumours had caused her a number of problems, in part because the person 

she had gone for a drink with was married to another prison officer and thus had evoked 

hostility from that member of staff. Also, this had led to issues of being seen as fair game 

by other male staff and of being shunned by female officers and other female staff. She 

noted that she was naive and that she should never have gone for a drink with him. Since 

that event she explained that she had been careful to erect barriers between herself, her 

professional self, and the wider prison in order to protect herself from such a situation 

from occurring again. 

Other participants also reported the need for keeping private and professional lives very 

separate. Though many did not give specific reason for this one did note that the need to 

have ‘distinct lives’ was in order to protect themselves from this rumour mongering which 

could have very negative consequences not only on their occupational lives but also their 

professional credibility. This psychologist went on to note that if the rumours got so bad 

 
27  Offensive colloquialism for a gay woman. 
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that they permeated through to the general prisoner population then that could, in some 

ways, ‘undermine your position’. As Britton (2003) argued, rumour and innuendo could 

impact on a woman’s standing in the prison. This was an issue that these psychologists 

were concerned about. For women, their perceived expertise was vulnerable to gendered 

judgements, especially about sexual behaviour, and as such needed to be carefully 

navigated and potentially mitigated. The easiest way for female psychologists to do this 

was to establish a distance in the proximal relationships between them and male members 

of staff. For example, one of the psychologists mentioned that being able to socialise with 

colleagues would make the workplace a ‘nicer place to be’ but that, on balance, it was ‘not 

worth the hassle’. When asked to explain she stated that if you did socialise with the  

prison officers outside of the working day you would constantly have to be on guard so as 

not to be perceived in certain ways. She explained that: 

If you go out for a drink, or whatever, then tongues start wagging … yap yap yap. You know you’re 

going to get hit on all the time … that happens anyway but you don’t want to … you know, add to it. 

So it’s best not to. It’s best to stay away. 

 

This last quote highlighted a further aspect of the environment that female psychologists 

were subjected to: unwanted sexual attention (e.g. impositional flirtation) and outright 

propositioning. Of those that spoke of this type of behaviour it was evident that this 

behaviour was, at best, an annoyance and, at worst, a significant cause of stress and 

anxiety. Notably too, they made, like the women in Britton’s (2003) study, a distinction 

between the behaviour of the prisoners with whom they worked and that of staff: 

A lot of the men that we work with are long termers and so ... you know ... you get comments. I don’t 

take it personally ... it’s quite sad really. 

 

The men that I work with on the [name of course] ... well of course you get the odd comment. It’s to 

be expected really ... you just ... you just brush it off and continue. 

 

You do get things said ... things that are inappropriate, but ... with the prisoners you ignore it 

because, you know? But with staff it’s different ... I never expected it from them ... and yeah, that 

can take you aback. 

 

They’re worse than the lads we have on the [SOTP] course. The way they behave towards us 

women is disgraceful sometimes. 

 

This last psychologist recounted a number of instances of harassment by male uniformed 

staff. She found their behaviour, their misogyny, and sexism so pervasive that she was 
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adamant that many of them score sufficiently high on the Risk Matrix 2000 that they 

would be considered as having a ‘high risk’ of future sexual and/or violent offending.28 

Many participants reported feeling that many of their male uniformed colleagues believed 

them to be both sexually permissive and available. Some noted that this seemed to be the 

case even when it was either evident, or it had been made clear, that this was not so. As 

these two noted: 

The problem I had with staff more was just being asked out the whole time. There was kind of an 

element of fair game because you were a female and who cares what your domestic situation is and 

I think that says a lot about prison staff dynamics and how incestuous it is. 

 

... early on I got cracked on all the time.  ... they made it difficult. I had a partner then but that 

didn’t seem to matter. It made me feel uncomfortable coming into work. I never socialised with them 

outside of the work because of that ... even now I don’t. 

 

Britton (2003) argues that within predominantly masculine gendered environments, some 

men will perceive women as having made themselves available simply by entering into the 

masculine domain. However, other commentators, most notably Jenne and Kersting 

(1998), highlight the power dynamic involved in this form of sexual harassment and note 

that men who revel in such dynamics may seek employment in correctional settings for 

this reason. However, such displays of sexual assertiveness on behalf of male officers 

seemed to have little to do with actual heterosexual desire and more to do with the 

imposition of hegemonic masculinity. As one psychologist noted: 

What makes it worse is you know it’s not genuine. When an officer does that … it’s not genuine … 

even if it was that would still be … but when they hit on you all the time they’re just trying to put on 

you. It’s pathetic. It’s about power and how threatened they are by us. 

 

Another psychologist pointed out that one of the prisons she had worked in was oddly 

intimate and incestuous. She explained that many of the staff, both front line and 

administrative, in her prison were ‘involved’ in tangled ‘webs of affairs’. She explained 

that it seemed to be the norm in that prison – over and above that she had witnessed 

elsewhere. However, this complex and entrenched amorosity meant that often officers felt 

that they could proposition a female member of staff without recourse: 

 

 

 

28 This psychologist thought that all male staff should undergo the same risk assessments that prisoners were 

subjected to as they felt there was little difference between the prisoners and the officers. They also  

explained that doing some of the sex offending courses would be of benefit too. 
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The whole time I was there I felt like I was dodging lecherous men. Not the prisoners, the officers. 

Even the married ones were … it was all of them. They acted like there were no boundaries. It was 

really shocking. I’d never … you don’t see that. If I had to go on to the wing I would try and do so 

when they were busy so I didn’t have to be confronted by it. 

 

This woman, like others, felt that she needed to carefully navigate the prison environment 

in order to protect herself from unwanted sexual attention. This was a common theme 

given by the female psychologists. Though none referred to their behaviours in such 

explicit ways nearly all spoke of adopting behaviours that enabled them to navigate, 

manage, or mitigate the sexism and gender hostility that shaped their occupational lives. 

Coping Strategies 
 

Experiences of sexism and gender hostility necessitated a range of coping strategies that 

added to both the emotional, and emotive, labour that female psychologists needed to 

perform. The strategies adopted were individuated ones rather than collective coping 

mechanisms. These women were on their own and developing strategies for themselves 

rather than in conjunction with their colleagues. There were a range of coping strategies 

that female psychologists employed which I define as: armouring and avoidance. 

Most of the participants had a somewhat fatalistic attitude to the sexism that they were 

subject to. It seemed to be expected as a norm for working in a male environment, as this 

psychologist noted: 

You have got to be sufficiently robust to be able to work in a male environment but that is the same 

if you are a single female in a building site area – it is just a male environment. 

 

Another noted that they had worked behind the bar in a Conservative Club during their 

time at university and the sexism and sexual objectification they suffered there was similar 

to what they experienced in the prison but that this was ‘just what working around men is 

like’. This sense of resignation regarding the gendered and sexist working environment 

seemed to be pervasive and led to individuals having to formulate mechanisms for dealing 

with a hostile work place. As this psychologist explained: 

Where you get comments and … knowing how to handle them or sexualised comments from 

prisoners or other members of staff and thinking about how to respond to those. … I still might get 

some now but I suppose I can … I am a lot…. I handle it completely differently, but I spent a lot of 

time thinking about that. 
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Armouring 
 

Armouring involved developing a thickened façade in order to deflect sexism. The first 

was a form of emotional labour whereby women would attempt to harden themselves to 

the gendered hostility so that it would not get to them, or that perpetrators would not see 

the affect that such sexism had on them: 

You find yourself being confronted by these ... comments, from staff as well as prisoners, and you 

just learn to ignore them, you get ... you’ve got to grow a thick skin to work here I think. 

 

I quickly got used to the level of just cat calls out of windows and the comments in offices. You 

develop a thick skin. 

 

One psychologist linked this armouring to her routine for preparing to enter the prison. She 

explained that outside of the prison such sexism and sexual objectification would ‘really 

get me down’ but that when she put on her psychology outfit/self this allowed her to ‘brush 

it all off’ and not ‘let it get to me’. Another gave a similar account explaining that when  

she put on her professional persona she felt ‘stronger and more able to cope with the 

horribleness’. Here then the professional identity and the adoption of that particular 

narrative allowed them to armour themselves against the gender hostility which they were 

forced to experience. This strategy allowed them to manage their emotional experiences in 

such a way that it allowed them to not only maintain efficacy in their working lives but 

also mitigate the harms they felt. However, this internalised approach to coping meant that 

entrenched work place sexism was not being challenged. 

This is where an externalised form of armouring occurred. Some of the psychologists noted 

that they had ‘toughed it out’ by becoming combative. They had learnt to ‘give as good as 

they got’ which earned them a modicum of peace. Britton (2003) noted that often female 

staff would demonstrate their ‘toughness’ in the verbal cut and thrust of the prison 

environment in order to show male colleagues that they could handle the prison. Such 

displays of masculinity performance by women allowed them to show that they were really 

one of the men. Though not going so far as that, this form of armouring meant that female 

psychologists could counteract the sexism in various ways. For instance, this psychologist 

noted that when some male staff would try to belittle her due to her gender she would, 

verbally, ‘cut them down to size’. She gave an example when she explained that one time 

when working with a sex offender the male staff in the wing office accosted her: 



196  

... as I was passing the door one said, you know you are wasting your fucking time seeing him and 

he is only seeing you for what you have got, that I have not got. And I turned around and said, 

“what do you mean – brains? 

 

She noted that she would always riposte when confronted by sexist comments, even when 

she didn’t feel like it. This allowed her to feel ‘more protected’ in the prison. By acting in 

this way, she guarded herself from the harms that were pushed on to her. Another 

psychologist explained that she used her ‘expertise’ to formulate a similar system of put 

downs. She related a story of a time when after having been commented on by a number of 

officers on a wing she had turned to a female colleague and explained that sexism was 

really the immature response to ‘genital insecurity’. She noted that after a number of such 

encounters and responses she was left alone. From that point on the she explained that she 

felt much more secure in the prison and that working in the prison became much more 

pleasant. What these examples highlight is a particular form of Emotive Labour whereby 

the psychologists are attempting to either subvert or control the emotion states of the 

officers who are subjecting them to the sexism in order to minimise or eradicate its 

occurrence.  However, such armouring tactics were not always suitable or viable for some 

of the female psychologists. In such cases the most common coping strategy was simply 

one of avoidance. 

Avoidance 
 

Some female psychologists took to avoiding, as much as was possible, those officers who 

were most likely to subject them to unwanted sexual attention and/or sexist commentary. 

By attempting to avoid these officers they saved themselves the emotional labour of 

having to filter and sift the sexism and the emotive labour of the riposte. However, this 

tactic generated a different form of labour. Women who wanted to avoid being confronted 

with such behaviours engaged in process of mapping the environment in order to navigate 

the potential harassment hot spots. For instance, one psychologist noted that if certain 

officers were on she would avoid going through their wing and would take a longer route 

to get to/from the psychology department. Another explained that instead of taking notices 

or messages to the wing directly she would use the internal mail so as to avoid having to 

confront the landing staff. One participant explained that she would carefully time when to 

enter a wing as it had got to a stage where she could not bear to confront a certain cohort 

of wing staff. She explained that: 
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I try to avoid the officers on E wing as much as possible. There’s a little knot of them who are very 

aggressive. If I need to go on E wing I will wait until lock up or unlock starts so I know that the 

officers are busy on the landings. 

 

Another expressed a similar timing strategy by noting that there were points in the core 

day regime where she ‘could get in and out without the staff noticing’. Another explained 

that previously if she’d had correspondence to deliver she would ‘wait until the bulk of 

staff had gone off for lunch or evening lock up’, when the wings would be quiet. This 

meant that she often ended up working later into the evening than her colleagues just so 

that she could avoid the harassment that she had at times been subjected to. Here then we 

see not only a spatial labour but a spatio-temporal labour whereby women are having to 

calculate what time and by what route they can access certain areas of the prison. 

There were a number of similar scenarios described all of which involved varying forms of 

space/time avoidance. However, such strategies were not always reliable. For instance, the 

psychologist who waited for staff to go off the wing found that, during a reconfiguring and 

relocating of OMU, her psychology team were relocated from their office in a corridor to 

an office on the wing that she most wanted to avoid. Being permanently located in the very 

locale that she had sought to avoid and being confronted by those staff on a daily basis 

meant that she had needed to adopt a different set of coping strategies which involved both 

forms of armouring. She noted that this had been a ‘nightmare’ and that she had ‘dreaded 

coming to work’ but had resolved that they would ‘not get to her’ and that she would now 

‘give them as good as she got’. 

In this chapter we have seen how the very gendered nature of the prison and the 

relationships that occur within impact on the behaviour and experience of female 

psychologists. All those interviewed noted that the prison as a gendered space constrained 

or placed burdens upon them in some way or another. This had a significant effect on the 

way that all female psychologists in this sample operated as professionals and performed 

their occupational selves. From constraints on dress and physical appearance to the 

unwanted and overt sexualisation of the spaces in which they moved and worked female 

psychologists had to navigate the prison differently from their male peers. This added an 

extra dimension to their operational lives that was both beyond the experience of, and 

largely unacknowledged by, their male colleagues. Rather than being an element of 

psychological practice consigned to the past this was still the daily reality of those 
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interviewed and necessitated the development and maintenance of armouring and avoiding 

coping strategies. 
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Conclusions 
 

Forensic psychologists comprise a niche but disproportionately powerful staff group 

within the prisons of England and Wales. They are, by both discipline and occupation, a 

significant factor in the contemporary penal landscape where they wield a diffuse yet 

inescapable and unchecked form of disciplinary power. Forensic psychology has, in the 

last three decades, influenced, informed, and underpinned both prison practice and penal 

power. Psychologists themselves have become a mainstay of the lifeworld of the prison. 

Yet, despite being perceived as powerful they themselves feel both vulnerable and 

alienated form the prisons in which they operate. This seemingly paradoxical position, of 

being a vulnerable wielder of extreme penal power, has been the core focal point of this 

thesis. This study has sought, therefore, to understand how this staff population 

experiences the prisons in which they work. This has led to an understanding that 

psychologists operating in prisons are not a homogenous population but one with distinct 

orientations. The thesis seeks to demonstrate how these different occupational positions 

inform both differing practices as well as differing occupational experiences. However, 

investigating this discreet staff grouping has also allowed for an exploration of how 

varying forms of power become manifest and experienced within a prison setting, which 

helps us to understand their adjunct/subaltern occupational reality. It has also allowed for 

the notion of emotion work to be extended beyond the confines of emotional labour to 

include emotion work that is intended to evince responses in others. Each of these issues 

has implications for the way in which we understand the prison, prison work, 

psychological work, prison staff, and relationships between prison staff. 

Core Findings 
 

This section looks explicitly at the central findings of the research and explains how each 

is connected to or informs the next. To this end this discussion will begin with the 

typology. The typology that has been posited in this dissertation emerged from the 

responses of psychologists who were classified into four master categories dependent upon 

their moral and occupational outlook: Humanists were those focused on a hominine 

approach to psychological work which balanced both rehabilitative and welfarist 

principles. They were concerned with working with people and saw themselves as being 

there to help prisoners. Functionalists were concerned with wider criminal justice 

outcomes and thus focused on rehabilitative goals as they related to public protection 
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ideals. Their sense of occupational self revolved around facilitating desired change in 

‘offenders’ and thus they saw themselves through a medicalised/interventionist lens. 

Utilitarians had a more embedded moral outlook which meant that they perceived 

punitivity as a welfarist good. This meant that they saw both the prison and their 

psychological practice, regardless of harshness, as operating for the greater good of both 

society and prisoners. Lastly, the Retributivists (both the Cynic and the Idealist) perceived 

the punitive elements of psychological practice as a means of achieving public protection. 

In this they focused their practice on enabling the prison and the criminal justice system to 

achieve the desired disciplinary ends. Each of these standpoints shaped not only how 

psychologists interpreted their role but also how they approached and performed that role 

within the prison. These standpoints went to the heart of their professional identities and 

informed their ontological security. 

One of the core findings of this research was that psychologists felt a distinct need to 

differentiate between the internal and external forms of emotion work that they were 

undertaking. In the traditional literature on emotion work, especially in carceral settings, 

the focus has been on emotional labour. This is usually described as those internal emotion 

processes that involve the faking of emotions that are not felt, the hiding of emotions that 

are felt, and active emotion regulation so as to be able to meet workplace expectations. 

This was certainly true for the psychologists involved in this study. However, it was also 

evident that a significant aspect of the emotion work that psychologists were undertaking 

was concerned with altering the emotion states of others. This external emotion work 

involved the three following processes: evocation – the process of inciting emotion 

responses in others; deflection – the processes of altering the nature and course of emotion 

responses in others; and, inversion – the processes of changing negative emotion responses 

in others to ones that are positive or meet the ends/needs of the psychologist. This is what I 

have referred to as emotive labour. This labour, due to the nature of psychological work, is 

not just focused at prisoners and ‘treatment’ work but becomes a necessary part of 

navigating inter-staff relationships, disputes in the workplace, and the broader more 

general social world of the prison. It was also found that each of the types described 

categorically used both emotional and emotive labour in ways that adhered to their 

positionality. For instance, the Humanists would use processes of deflection to help those 

they worked with cope with their emotions and the prison, whereas Retributivists might  

use processes of evocation to force prisoners into confronting the harms they have enacted. 
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In both cases the focus of the emotion work being conducted is focused on an external 

other rather than one’s own emotion states. 

A further finding related to those factors that affected psychologists in terms of 

occupational satisfaction or dissatisfaction. Here the conjunction of the typology and 

emotion work was important in understanding the dynamics of the varying but quotidian 

occupational experiences of prison psychologists. Whilst it was clear that, for many 

psychologists, procedural and organisational factors, such as workload, were significant in 

evoking dissatisfaction, it was relational issues that were central for all types. For example, 

one of the major findings of the dissertation was the role that team dynamics, and 

especially poor leadership, had in effecting psychological staff. Poor supervision and 

management impacted on matters ranging from coping with everyday tasks to completing 

Chartership. A compounding factor was when occupational experiences lay outside a 

psychologist’s sphere of direct control. Where this external triggering occupational 

phenomena occurred but was not mitigated by supervisors and other team members, then it 

created the need for emotional labour. These dynamics resulted in the need for 

psychologists to engage in distinct, but potentially unnecessary, forms of emotional labour 

that would allow them to cope with the anxiety, stress, and interpersonal conflicts which 

were commonplace. Yet as was noted by some participants, some of this need for 

emotional labour could be mitigated through greater access to a wider range of supervisors 

and senior psychologists. 

A further core finding is the satisfaction derived from attachment to the product of labour. 

It was clear for those interviewed here that psychologists in prisons rarely receive any 

evidence of positivity on their labour by seeing what happens to the prisoners with whom 

they start to work; either because that prisoner would be moved on or would be released. 

This was compounded because of the episodic and limited interactive nature of 

psychological work in the prison in contrast to other psychological settings. This reality 

had a profound effect on psychology types as this situation eroded not only any sense of 

achievement but also any confirmation of occupational position. The combination of these 

issues had a significant effect on individual psychologist’s sense of self and place. 

Power is a fundamental aspect of the prison lifeworld and there were two core findings 

relating to power and psychology. The first was with regard to the discipline of psychology 

itself and how this operates as a system of power and how psychologists then become net 
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contributors, as both embodiments of their discipline and as experts within the institution, 

to the matrices of power which underpin the contemporary prison. The second related to 

the psychologists themselves who are subject to other systems of power within the prison 

and thus can become subaltern to wider structural and interpersonal influences. In this 

regard the psychologist is in a somewhat unique position as they act as direct producers 

and adjuncts of power at the same time as being subaltern agents. 

In each of these core findings there were nuances that revealed much about psychological 

practice in prisons. For instance, nearly all participants neutralised, in one way or another, 

the power that they had as psychologists. In some ways this is related to not seeing the 

product of their labour, and thus having direct evidence of their influence. Nevertheless, 

this reveals some issues with regard to ethical practice, especially in terms of the dual 

relationship issue. For forensic psychologists operating in the prison, the dual relationship 

problem goes beyond the simplistic notion of a care/control dichotomy that nurses in the 

prison may experience. Psychology, as a discourse, is a predicate of the prison’s 

disciplinary power and therefore practitioners both create and wield a great deal of 

disciplinary capital within the prison. This nuanced relationship blinded many to the 

coercive nature of their profession and the implications that this could have for their 

ethical practice. Professional psychological practice serves the interests of the prison and 

the discipline first and foremost. Some of the psychological types, especially the 

Functionalists and Utilitarians, utilised prisoners as a means to a psychological end rather 

than being an end in and of themselves. This often resulted in not just an ethical blindness 

to the consequences of practice but a moral blindness to the very people who were subject 

to their power. Forensic psychology is often insensitive to the prisoners who are rendered 

bureaucratised entities in the trade of their disciplinary capital. In such situations practices 

of care become sacrificed on the altar of penality. 

In terms of the second strand of findings on power it was evident that not only did 

psychologists act as producers and amplifiers of disciplinary power within the institution 

but they were themselves subject to other forms of power. Psychologists spoke of systems 

of power that went beyond the complex structural matrices of employment rules and 

regulations and the manifest systems of situational control that define the prison. Instead, 

they focused on more interpersonal and interactional forms of constraint and influence. 

The first of these offers a novel explanation of the complicated dynamic between space 

and staff relationships. Territorialism within organisations is often a benign facet of the 
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workplace as it allows employees to personalise their workspaces and create havens for 

themselves and their colleagues. However, the accounts given by the participants in this 

study described a more malign impact. Here, competing disciplinary discourses (especially 

offender management and security) created territorial boundaries that seemed designed to 

impede and constrain psychologists personally, professionally, and spatially. This is 

especially pertinent where psychology departments have been relocated either to 

administrative areas of the prison or to regional offices beyond the prison walls. This 

territorial precarity contributed a great deal to the negative experiences that psychologists 

experienced, as it compounded other, more direct, examples of interpersonal power and 

dominance. 

This study has revealed both impositional and isolational forms of dominance that shape 

the occupational reality of psychologists working in prisons. These behaviours, identified 

as coming mostly from uniformed staff, are directed at both emphasising the power of 

discipline staff but also highlighting the vulnerability of the psychologists. Each iteration 

of dominance compounds the stress and anxiety that these psychologists feel. It adds to the 

hostile environment that many feel they are working in and can have significant negative 

effects on the ability of prison psychologists to operate efficiently within their host 

institutions. Indeed, more than half of those interviewed had said they had considered 

leaving the service in the year prior to interview and some have indeed subsequently left. 

However, even for those that remain and ‘tough it out’, these dynamics compound the 

type, level, and degree of navigation work, and emotive/emotional labour that 

psychologists must undertake in order to maintain, or retain, professional efficacy within 

the prison. 

There was however, one area of interpersonal power that was particularly unique to the 

women who participated this study. This related to the last of the core findings. Every 

female participant noted that the highly gendered nature of the prison constrained or placed 

burdens upon them in some way or another. Whether this was with regard to sartorial 

choices, relationships within the prison, or the physical navigation of space within the 

prison, there were few areas of their occupational lives that were not, in some way, 

impacted by gendered concerns. These every day and routine burdens had a significant 

effect on all female psychologists in this sample as it affected the way they felt they could 

operate as professionals within the prison on a daily basis. The most significant and 

wearying behaviours to which psychologists were subjected was the unwanted and overt 
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sexualisation of the spaces in which they moved and worked, which necessitated the 

development and maintenance of strategies of both armouring and avoidance. 

Contributions to the Existing Literature 
 

This was the first sociological research to explore the occupational dynamics of 

psychologists working in prisons. Whilst a simple point this project contributes to the 

current literature on other staff groupings who also operate behind the walls of our prisons. 

Therefore, the findings detailed above, and throughout this thesis, contribute directly to the 

knowledge we have in regard to how uniformed prison officers (see Liebling et al 2011; 

Tait 2011; Nylander et al 2011, Crawley 2004), prison governors/managers (Bennett 2016; 

Liebling and Crewe 2013; Bryons 2008) and even prison health and drug workers (Kolinid 

et al 2015, Walsh 2009; McDonald and Fallon 2008) experience the carceral habitus as a 

place of employment. All of these researchers detail the micro-social interactions that 

comprise the daily realities of working in the prison. This research adds to these 

endeavours by adding a hitherto unknown occupational reality that combines with theirs to 

inform us how the prison operates, affects those within, and exists as a place of 

employment. The research also, like Tait (2011), adds an understanding of prison staff 

groupings by highlighting how differing moral and occupational perspectives can inform 

and result in very different practices within the prison. This also further adds to the 

understanding of forensic psychological practice in prisons detailed by Brown et al (2015) 

by examining how the nuanced role performance of psychologists can result in quite wide 

variations of professional practice. 

The distinction between emotional and emotive labour not only has pertinence for the 

understanding of how psychologists operate within the prison but so too for other prison, 

and criminal justice, staff. Hochschild (1983) states that emotion work operates both 

within and without as, at heart, all emotion work influences others. However, this external 

work remains implicit to Hochschild account and is carried through into the work on 

emotional labour that we see with Mann (2004), Mann and Cowburn (2005), Walsh (2009) 

and even Marroquin et al (2017). However, in this study I have made these processes 

explicit and explained how they may operate in this context. This expands what we know 

about emotion work and how it becomes operative within forms of sociality. However, the 

concept of emotive labour may have pertinence beyond the literature on emotion work and 

may add to other works on interactions within carceral and/or non-carceral spaces. For 
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instance, Liebling et al (2011) note that prison officers rely heavily on the relationships 

they build with prisoners to maintain order. Emotive labour could represent one 

mechanism by which this is achieved. In de-escalating or diffusing confrontation, prison 

officers too seem to be engaging in processes of evocation, deflection, or inversion. The 

same is true with other prison staff, nurses, drug workers, probation, etc. 

This research extends the occupational and management literature of other industries 

where knowledge of the occupational dynamics and professional positionalities has been 

utilised to develop mechanisms of ensuring better role cohesion and organisational 

commitment (see Belilos 1997; Judge and Church 2000; Mumford 2011). This literature 

acknowledges that seeing the fruits of one’s labour is integral to a sense of self-worth in 

the workplace. This sense of self-worth is itself connected to workplace wellbeing, 

efficacy, and organisational attachment. By explicating how the peculiar mechanisms of 

prison as an industrial workplace undermines these aspects of forensic practice it 

highlights just how attachment to the products of one’s labour is not dependent on a 

material product/remuneration relationship. Here we see, especially given the variated 

perspectives attached to the differing typologies, that with forensic psychological work 

there are elements of symbolic attainment, aiding/imposing behaviour or perspective 

change, in their work with prisoners from which their labour becomes separated. This adds 

to the way that we understand the nature of ‘product’ in labour relationships and more 

specifically the type of product that the prison is geared towards producing. However, this 

research also adds to the complex literature mentioned above on staff dynamics and 

industrial relations more broadly. This research highlights how psychologists forge and 

derive satisfaction from their quotidian work routines and practice but also how the 

institution of the prison can constrain or hamper these efforts. The prison is a unique 

working environment for all those employed there yet is still little understood. These 

findings add to the growing body of work on the prison as a complex workplace. 

The examination of the power of psychologists furthers our understanding not only of 

power within the prison but how medicalisation processes both relate to power in our 

society and become embedded within our institutions. In this regard the self-perpetuating 

logics of medicalised processes: categorisation, treatment, evaluation become the same 

processes which underpins psychology in the prison and thus determines its longevity. 

This also establishes the grounds for the disciplinary capital of psychological expertise 

within the prison. This analysis of how their disciplinary ‘expertise’ both contributes to 



206  

and supports the interests of the prison extends Bourdieu’s (1986) concept of multiple 

forms of ‘capital’. Here the capital is disciplinarily symbolic and gains both exchange and 

legitimation value within the scripturally dominated bureaucracy of the modern prison. 

This understanding of the power of psychologists also contributes to the literature on 

ethical practice by exploring how the predicates of psychological power can encourage 

professional practice within the prison that would be questioned or opposed in other 

psychological settings. 

The analysis of the power dynamics that psychologists experience also allows us to move 

beyond the merely dyadic and structural formulations of power that characterises much of 

the extant literature (see Wartenburg 1990; Wrong 1995; Dowding 1996; Stewart 2001). 

Here there is a quadratic interweaving of structural, discursive, spatial, and interpersonal 

power that directly impacts on the daily lives of individuals who are themselves arbiters of 

aspects of that power. This complicates our understanding of the directional flow and 

nature of constraints. Power here is not just coming from above, it is not simply imposed. 

What this account offers is a further exploration of how matrices of power can enmesh 

those net contributors of that power in ways that they are not entirely aware of, and only 

minimally able to mitigate. The traditional distinctions between adjunct and subaltern are 

not only blurred but so too are the normal conceptions of power in context. This adds to 

sociological theorising for how we conceptualise, operationalise and research questions of 

power. 

Lastly, this research adds to the growing body of literature on the gendered nature of the 

prison (i.e. Jenne and Kersting 1998; McMahon 1999; Vartia and Hyyti 2002) and how 

women within its institutional confines need to navigate and cope with the gender 

constraints as well as sexist and sexualised targeting. This research shows that these issues 

pertain to other women employed within the prison and not just the female uniformed 

staff. What is of particular interest is that though many the female psychologists in this 

sample provided accounts that, by definition, were discriminative none of them spoke of 

taking formal action, nor was there any sense of female staff organising themselves 

collectively to tackle such problems. This is surprising bearing in mind that the 

NOMS/HMPPS Equality Policy Statement notes that the organisation “… is committed to 

fairness for all ... We insist on respectful and decent behaviour from staff, prisoners and 

others with whom we work. We recognise that discrimination, harassment and bullying 

can nevertheless occur and we take prompt and appropriate action whenever we discover 
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them.” (MoJ 2012). As such, this contributes to the literature on how very gendered 

systems of control can constrain even those women who contribute to those systems of 

control in ways that undermine their exercising of their rights within an institution. 

Limitations of the Research 
 

There are three core inter-related limitations to this research which may have an impact on 

the veracity of some of the findings presented here. These relate to the broad nature of the 

project in its inception and implementation, the sample size, and single Appreciative 

informed interviews. In terms of the first issue, the broad scope of the research, this was 

the first sociological attempt to understand the occupational lifeworld of psychologists 

employed within prisons and as such was designed in such a way as to be both generative 

and explorative. However, this then meant that there was not always the close examination 

of issues designed into the interviews that would have deepened the data provided from the 

participants. An example of this is with regard to occupational positionality. This study  

had not specifically set out to establish any typology and thus the usual mechanisms for 

doing so had not been included in the method of research. Therefore, the typology 

discussed here emerged from post hoc analysis rather than design. A further potential 

limitation arises from a general critique of typologies. These systems of categorisation can 

be reductive in that they have a tendency to flatten and reify participants to archetypes. 

This is particularly true when the typology concentrates on personal or psychological 

characteristics as it then collapses or obfuscates the nuances of individuals. This reifying 

of participants was hopefully avoided by concentrating on occupational moral 

positionalities rather than personal characteristics. By focusing on how people approach 

their professional role rather than focusing on who they are as people, the complexity of 

the individual is maintained whilst allowing for an exploration of how they perform. 

The explorative nature of the research meant that the scope of themes open for discussion 

by psychologists were extremely wide ranging in nature. This presented a limitation to the 

discussion, as though there was some overlap in themes, those discussed in the main here, 

there were other areas where insufficient data was generated by the sample. Three 

examples of this was regard to kindness as an element of care, psychology as a fun topic, 

and charity work within the prison. Each of these topics were introduced by individual 

psychologists but none others. Though interesting, there was just insufficient data 

generated to produce sufficient argument to merit inclusion. This perhaps speaks to the 
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weakness of the research design as well as its strengths. There were a wide range of topics 

introduced by participants but those included in this thesis were those that were 

introduced, and thus pertained, for many if not all of the participants. 

The last issue also highlighted the limitation of this research that arises due to the low 

number of participants. As noted in the methodology chapter the recruitment for this study 

was difficult. The population had, at the time of the fieldwork, a collective diffidence 

regarding their professional reputation and external research. Consequently, only 20 

participants took part in the substantive research interviews. This poses questions 

regarding the strength of the data gathered from such a low number. Perhaps the most 

explicit example of this in the thesis relates to the Retributivists. There were but two 

individuals who could be said to have fallen within the definitions of this category, but 

both were distinct from each other. This resulted in the characteristics of these two being 

presented individually rather than the collective identifiers that are discussed with the other 

types. Given that only two could be categorised as Retributivists the question remains 

about the veracity of this as a category in and of itself. However, this research was never 

meant to include a representative sample and the results are not to be generalised. 

Nevertheless, there was a great deal of coherence, even if differing perceptions, amongst 

the sample regarding the topics discussed in this thesis and as such confidence can be had 

in these findings. 

The third related limitation was the single point of time interviews. Ideally with such 

explorative research you would revisit participants and interview them in differing 

circumstances and settings at different times in order to establish the internal validity of 

their accounts. This was not feasible in this project. This can present an issue with regard 

to whether or not the issues discovered in this thesis represent just a simplistic snapshot of 

the occupational lives of psychologists at a particular, and turbulent, point of time. This is 

a difficult point to counter as it is impossible to know whether a more immersive or 

repeated contact would have yielded very different results. Again, the coherence between 

the sample regarding the themes they themselves gave priority to mitigates this point. 

Also, this was designed to be a generative study and the questions that have arisen from it 

would allow the hypotheses introduced here to be tested and to establish a greater validity 

than method utilised here could allow. 



209  

Questions Arising from the Research 
 

Given the generative nature of this project there are questions arising from each of the 

chapters presented here. The typology is, especially given the sample size, one that needs 

further study. This is especially true in the case of the Utilitarians and the Retributivists. 

This study has established a hypothesis that a more focused, systematic, and quantitative 

research project could test to establish whether or not, given a more representative sample, 

these ‘types’ hold across time, locale, and jurisdiction. A further question that arises from 

this typology which could prompt further enquiry relates to the role of supervisors and 

mentors in the development of a prison-based psychologist’s ontological position. As we 

saw several psychologists noted that their supervisor/department head can have a major 

impact on their occupational welfare. However, it also seemed to be true that they can 

shape the very ideology which a particular supervisee may hold and may carry into their 

futures. 

The distinction between emotional and emotive labour also suggests several possible areas 

for future research. One such is, given the dual relationship issue and the problem of 

ethical blindness, what are the implications in terms of ethical practice of emotive labour 

and forensic treatment? If emotive labour can be used to facilitate treatment then there is a 

possibility that the same processes can be utilised in service of a coerced intervention. 

There are other areas of investigation too that relate to other potential forms of emotive 

labour: wherein lies the boundary between emotive labour and emotional manipulation in 

varying contexts? How and in what ways are the emotive labours of psychologists resisted 

by prisoners, etc.? 

The concept of disciplinary capital is also one which needs further examination through 

carceral and criminal justice systems. Firstly, in terms of forensic psychology, it would be 

worth examining whether maintaining, or even competing for, disciplinary capital within 

the prison plays a role in the implicatory denial (Cohen 2001) and neutralisations that 

psychologists can engage in. Secondly, regarding the wider criminal justice system an 

interesting research project would be to explore whether organisations such as probation, 

or even law firms, produce disciplinary capital. Thirdly, another area of research that 

naturally arises from this concept is its relationship to neo-liberal norms in changing the 

‘offender’ into a contributing entity in a capitalist society; do disciplines and organisations 

(especially in the 3rd  sector) gain in disciplinary capital if their practice is aimed at 
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producing tax-paying individuals. Lastly, there is the question of the relationship between 

the disciplinary capital arising from other expert discourses and those more traditional 

forms of power that exist within the prison and other criminal justice settings, for instance 

forensic mental health institutions. In relation to power there are other questions that 

emerge from this study. Perhaps the most significant is whether other non-uniform staff 

are subject to the issues of territorialism and imposition in the same way as forensic 

psychologists. An extension of these issues could also be explored in terms of policing and 

police cultures with regular and non-regular members of staff. 

This research also poses several questions relating to the very gendered nature of the 

prison and the behaviours of some male uniform members of staff and the consequent 

navigational responses by women within the prison. Such explorations would also 

necessitate further study on those elements of the carceral environment which give rise to, 

and facilitate, the forms of sexism and sexual harassment detailed in this thesis. Also, as 

noted, there were no collective responses mentioned in relation to being subjected to such 

behaviours and it would be worth investigation whether the prison, or even the structure of 

psychological services, mitigates against this form of collective action. This may tell us 

more about gender constraints in non-custodial institutions too. 

Implications of the Research 
 

This research has a number of implications that cut across a number of fields of theory and 

practice. The first of these is concerned with the way expert discourses operate within 

criminal justice settings and how this informs our understanding of power. As we have 

seen here forensic psychology in the prison operates as a predicate of the disciplinary 

power that infuses the environment. This has implications for not only the way that we see 

forensic practice in and of itself but also the way that it operates as a discipline within a 

carceral setting. It also challenges the way that we understand manifestations of power in 

institutions because here the professional discourse originates from an external discipline, 

but both informs practice and is subsumed into justifying extant forms of control within 

the prison. This complicates the notion of coercive and inducive forms of disciplinary 

power within prisons, the criminal justice system, and more generally, whilst also 

explaining how the expertise of psychology gains probity and disciplinary capital. 

This examination of power also has implications for the psychologists themselves, 

especially in relation to ethical practice. As we saw there was little acknowledgement or 
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awareness of the dual-relationship issue is it pertains to forensic psychological practice in 

the prison. The combination of the power of psychology and this lack of awareness results 

in a situation where coercive practice no longer becomes seen through the same ethical 

lens as it is in other contexts. Where there was some understanding of their power this was 

often coupled with forms of neutralisation and displacement. The notion of personal power 

was uncomfortable for many. However, such neutralisation and ethical blindness can have 

implications for the way that psychological services are utilised in the prison and what 

practices are acceptable when prisoners can be used to reach a psychological end. This 

ethical complexity also has implications for how prisoners experience the psychologists 

with whom they interact, how psychologists are managed within carceral settings, how 

junior members of staff are trained, and how ethical guidelines are produced by governing 

bodies. Furthermore, given the gendered experiences of the women in this sample it also 

highlights that the power associated with an individual’s role within an organisation is not 

a protective factor when it comes to the imposition of other forms of power. 

The typology speaks to significant variation in approaches to psychological work with 

prisoners as each type prioritises different elements of psychological practice and 

offending behaviour work. Therefore, prisoners may receive very different, and 

occasionally competing, psychological inputs (and outputs) from those forensic 

psychologists with whom they engage. This potentially poses three distinct yet related 

problems: firstly, delivering a cohesive psychological service needs a greater consideration 

of the moral and occupational positionality of the staff. Secondly, if prisoners are 

experiencing differential practice, which results in differing requirements for 

psychological work, then this could lead to significant confusion about their carceral 

lifecourse and thus alienation from psychological expertise and practitioners. Lastly, as 

psychological reports have been shown to have a significant impact on parole board 

decisions, differing perspectives and focuses within psychological reports to parole boards 

can have adverse effects on that decision-making process29. 

A further issue that results from the variant nature and moral perspectives of psychologists 

relates to emotion work. Firstly, it is possible that certain ‘types’ of psychologist are better 

 

29 The recent controversial Worboys case is a prime example of this. In the judgment made by the High 

Court regarding the judicial review bought by two of his alleged victims it was made clear that the reports 

presented to the parole board by four different psychologists had contradictory and competing focuses that 

went beyond just adversarial perspectives (see https://www.judiciary.gov.uk/judgments/the-queen-on-the- 

application-of-dsd-and-nbv-ors-v-the-parole-board-of-england-and-wales-ors-and-john-radford/). 

http://www.judiciary.gov.uk/judgments/the-queen-on-the-
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suited for differing roles within the prison. This is especially true given that utilising 

psychologists in such ways that compete or clash with their sense of professional self can 

negatively impact on their working lives, as well as their engagement with prisoners. Such 

issues may impact on staff attrition as performing a discordant role can compound the 

dissatisfaction that psychologists experience and increase the levels and forms of emotion 

work that they engage in. Secondly, as differing psychologists are utilising forms of 

emotive labour in different ways and for differing purposes there are implications for how 

effective work is developed and managed. In measuring the efficacy of a programme or 

offending behaviour course you would need to establish the relationship between the 

course format and the types of emotive labour being employed in order to ensure robust 

measurement of that programme. Thirdly, the processes of emotive labour have 

implications for the way psychologists work with vulnerable individuals in prison. Given 

the wide range of vulnerabilities that exist in incarcerated populations it is necessary that 

psychologists are, or become, sophisticated emotive labourers in order not to compound 

problems that prisoners may have. 

Lastly, this research has implications for the way that we consider the prison as an entity 

within our society. Prisons exist as these edifices of control and dominance which are often 

pushed to the edges of our social vision. In them are housed those deemed unworthy, by 

their own hand, of a seat at our collective table. It is within these lazaretto houses that 

punishment is enacted and rehabilitation occurs. It is here that we as a society expect 

prisoners to be remade, reformed. Yet we still have little understanding of how these 

processes are, if at all, made manifest. Much of this societal expectation falls on the 

shoulders of psychologists and other specialist staff. By examining how they experience 

the carceral habitus it allows us to gain a greater understanding of the prison as an entity 

and its role in our lives. 
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Appendix A 
 

Context 
 

This research is concerned with those forensic psychologists employed within the 

contemporary prison. As such the study was conducted against the penal backdrop of 

England and Wales and was designed to offer both a categorical analysis of the individuals 

themselves and the environment/structure within which they operated. It must be noted 

however, that during the course of this research that psychological services in the Prison 

Service, and in the wider context of the National Offender Management Service (NOMS), 

were undergoing some upheaval and a change in structure. The service as a whole was 

being reorganised into a regional model of service whereas it had historically been a 

service that was based in individual establishments and then governed at regional and 

national levels. This was an ongoing process that began near the start of the study and was, 

to some degree, halted before completion by the end of the fieldwork stage of the research. 

As such some of those interviewed were operating under the older system and others were 

part of this regional model. The manner in which this situation may or may not have 

affected the experiences of psychologists working in prisons shall be discussed in the main 

body of the thesis. This Appendix is concerned with explicating the disposition of 

psychological services during this upheaval, to set out the training process for Chartership, 

as well as the contemporary working practices that may give context to the main 

discussion. 

Moving Towards a Regional Model 
 

As was noted above psychological services were being reorganised into a regional model at 

the time of this study, the motivation behind this change of structure was simple and 

fundamentally threefold: the first was, simply, either a shadowing or a forerunner of the 

wider transition to a clustering model that was, at that time, being posited for the 

organisation of NOMS - especially with Prison Services. The second was greater diversity 

in service provision across a region. Previously it may have been the case that you had a 

very good sex offender treatment programme team working in one establishment and a 

good thinking skills programme team working in another and yet another team specialising 

in a different cognitive behaviour therapy in another but these skills were localised to those 

individual establishments. With a regional model of service those skills become pooled  

and more accessible across the whole service in that region, hopefully creating a more 
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proficient and more professional service for any particular NOMS Area to call upon. A 

third motivation was the development of a greater professionalism for service providers. 

Moving to a regional model would allow those psychologists working in the various 

regions to have greater access to a more varied psychological skill set from which they 

could draw and learn. This would hopefully lead to a situation whereby psychologists 

would be engaged in far more forensic psychological work than what some of them were 

previously able to do; thus, making their training and the process of completing the British 

Psychological Society’s Chartership process easier than it had historically proved for 

many31. It was hoped by those implementing the move to a more regional model that this 

would solve this issue too as it would share the experience and knowledge of the qualified 

psychologists to a much wider group of trainees than would be the case under the older, 

localised, mode of service delivery. 

This restructuring has a number of consequences, beyond training, which are important 

factors to the relationship between psychological services and individual prisons. As was 

mentioned above it had been the case that individual prisons would budget for, recruit, 

employ and largely dictate the service needs and therefore the role performed, and the 

training received, by their forensic psychological employees. However, under the new 

regional model a number of these issues are now controlled at regional level as opposed to 

that of the individual prison. For instance, though an individual prison may still determine 

what their service needs are it is now up to the regional office to ensure that those forensic 

psychological needs are met and delivered by the pool of Chartered and Trainee 

psychologists that they have access to. Another issue relates to the recruitment of forensic 

psychological practitioners. Traditionally it was the individual prison that would be 

responsible for recruitment, and as far as could be ascertained by the author those who 

were recruited in this fashion will maintain their professional locale in their individual 

prisons, but in the future, it will be the case that it is the regional office who will be 

responsible for maintaining sufficient staff levels for adequate service delivery. As such, 

even though this has not been explicitly stated, it seems to be the case that the budgetary 

responsibility for psychological services would also fall within the remit of the regional 

office. 

Training/Chartership 
 

 

31  Personal communication from Jo Baily, Head of Psychological Services, at the time of the research. 
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Trainees are those who are working towards their Chartership, or the British Psychological 

Society’s Diploma in forensic psychology32. In order for a candidate to qualify to begin 

this process they must first have a relevant higher education background in a psychology 

discipline, engage a supervisor who has been a Chartered psychologist for a minimum of 

two years, then enrol and provisionally register to the BPS Forensic Division. Once this, 

seemingly laborious, process has been completed and the Board of Assessors has accepted 

their application they then have to complete both Stage 133 and 2 of the diploma (BPS 

2008). Stage 1 of the Diploma is split into two parts: The first part comes under heading of 

Knowledge and involves written assessment/examination in four areas – the context of 

practice in forensic psychology, the applications of psychology to processes within the 

justice system, working with specific client groups and using and communicating 

information in practice. The second part comes under the heading of Research and 

involves the assessment of a research project of publishable standard and, on occasion, an 

oral exam. 

Stage 2 of the Diploma involves the production for assessment of four portfolios of written 

evidence demonstrating proficiency in the four core elements or roles of forensic 

psychological work, which are: 

1) The delivery of applications and interventions – this can, and does, include 

conducting various forms of prescribed risk assessment and the facilitation of the 

accredited offender behaviour treatment programmes. 

2) Research - this role is concerned with designing, conducting, analysing and 

evaluating a self-generated piece of applied psychological research in the forensic 

setting of the prison/probation field in which the candidate is employed; for 

example, developing a psychological assessment tool or method for that setting. 

3) The communication of forensic psychological knowledge to other professionals – 

this can include such activities as advising on aspects of investigation strategy, 

design of service delivery, the planning of treatment protocols or giving expert 

testimony to tribunals, courts or other decision-making bodies. 

 

 
 

32 This process, as described here, was that in place for those psychologists who were interviewed for this 

study. There has been subsequent minor alterations to this process. 
33 According to the Candidate Handbook for the Diploma in Forensic Psychology exemptions to Stage 1 can 

be applied for under certain circumstances, though the BPS recommends that the candidate does a year at 

Stage 1. This has been omitted from this description due to the complexity of the process. 
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4) The training of other professionals – this can include imparting psychological 

knowledge which may improve the service delivery of other professional or 

training in interviewing, stress management, hostage awareness and psychological 

interventions. 

 

 
In order to satisfy the assessment of these core elements trainees are required to produce 

two exemplars for each of the four portfolios that they are to submit. Also, along with 

these portfolios, they must submit a practice diary, a supervision log and supporting 

evidence (which should include an overview of how competency in each core role has 

been achieved). 

Once these course requirements have been met and submitted the candidates are assessed 

by those assessors allocated by the Qualifications Officer. These assessors are chosen, or 

allocated, based upon their availability and, in cases of resubmission, their previous 

assessment history. They will be sent the materials on the 10th of any month where a 

submission has been received. Once the materials have been sent to the relevant assessors 

the candidates should have their results within 3 months of that date. After this process the 

matter is handed over to the Chief Assessor for final scrutiny and ratification and then 

handed to the Board of Assessors who, upon receipt of a letter from the candidate’s 

supervisor confirming their fitness for practice and any other clarification they deem 

necessary, will award the Diploma in Forensic Psychology (Ibid.). 

According to the Handbook (Ibid.) this process should take a minimum of three years and 

a maximum of six years (unless exemption from Stage 1 has been granted in which case it 

is 2 and 4 years respectively). However, as will be explained in Chapter 5, many of the 

psychologists who participated in this research found that it took much longer than this if 

they were employed within the Prison Service when they began their training. Others, who 

began their training in differing forensic settings, often managed to complete their 

Chartership within the stipulated time scale. 

Current roles 
 

The role of the contemporary forensic practitioner is much changed from what it was in the 

early days of the Prison Commission (Crighton and Towl 2008). No longer is the primary 

role of the ‘prison psychologist’ one of occupational or organisational planning and 
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assessment, though those duties have not been relinquished. Neither is it as narrowly 

focused nor as peripheral as it once was. Instead the role of the contemporary psychologist 

is many and varied and intrinsic to the running of the modern prison. 

Crighton (2004) argues that in the modern penal era risk assessment/management are 

fundamental aspects to the forensic work undertaken by psychologists based in prisons. 

Though undoubtedly true it is far from being the complete picture. There are also an 

extensive range of operational, managerial, developmental and analytical activities that can 

come under the remit of the contemporary forensic psychologist that are not strictly based 

in risk assessment/management (Towl and Mcdougall 1999, Towl 2007). For instance, 

Ireland (2002) points out that one of the most important aspects of the work that forensic 

psychologists currently undertake within the contemporary prison is in investigating the 

impact of bullying within the prison environment and developing and evaluating, both 

locally and nationally, strategies for combating it. Related to this is that work which 

involves creating and implementing strategies to reduce, as well as aid staff in coping with, 

instances of suicide and self-harm (Bailey et al 2002). 

A further aspect of their modern role is in both the delivery and management of nationally 

recognised interventions and sex offender treatment programmes that have been run-out 

over the last two decades (Mann and Riches 1999). As well as the delivery and 

management of these programmes part of the forensic psychologist role can also include 

overseeing the training of prison/probation service staff in the delivery of these courses as 

well as the monitoring of treatment groups to ensure the auditable targets of standards and 

quality are met (Friendship et al 2002). A different aspect of the contemporary role o f the 

forensic practitioner is in advising senior prison management, as well as providing expert 

assessments and overseeing the provision of support during serious incidents or 

disturbances (Home Office 2003). This can include developing techniques of threat 

analysis, coordinating the initial strategic response to hostage situations, active hostage 

negotiation as well as the support and relief of victims and staff after the conclusion of the 

incident/disturbance (Evans and Henson 1999). 

There is also a consultancy aspect to their role in the modern prison which is based upon 

the ‘expert’ nature of their particular discourse. It often falls to the senior psychologist 

within a prison to liaise with and provide consultancy to the medical staff both within the 

host prison and those in external organisations, the uniformed staff, probation officers – 
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both seconded and external, representatives of the judicial and legal systems including the 

police and even in some circumstances social workers and counsellors (BPS 2010). A 

further aspect of this liaison/consultancy role is their involvement in the approving and 

monitoring of the research projects and academic studies that take place within their host 

establishment (Clark 1999). Prisons, and other secure settings, are attractive to academic 

and government researchers for a wide variety of reasons; as such the number of requests 

for access that any individual prison may receive in any given year can be exhaustingly 

high. It is the role of the senior forensic practitioner on site to evaluate these requests for 

access in terms of the proposed studies efficacy, validity, worth and import and then advise 

the establishment’s management on those to which access should be considered. 

Interestingly this is a function that began to fall within the remit of the Area Psychologists 

even before the move to the regional model, outlined above, where in future such 

assessments will be the concern of that office and the national application provisions. 

As we have seen, the role of the modern prison psychologist goes beyond the rather  

limited one of yester-year. However, it must be acknowledged that though the job is now 

multi-faceted there are still two core roles which predominate. These are the roles of risk 

assessment and management and programme development and delivery. I shall address the 

issue of risk assessment first. Fundamentally there are two forms of assessment that 

forensic psychologists engage in within the prison. The first is concerned with ‘in-house’ 

security and therefore focuses upon the assessment and monitoring of various high-risk 

behaviours within the prison. This can include such varied behaviours as self-harming and 

attempts at suicide, bullying and victimisation, sexual promiscuity or predation as well as a 

wide range of ‘seditious’ activities often these varying roles are subsumed under the title 

of safer custody practice. The second form is concerned with assessments that focus upon 

dangerousness, a prisoner’s likelihood of re-offending, and public protection criterion and 

are designed to supply focused assessments to third-party decision makers such as the 

Parole Board (Towl 2007). 

OASys came about as a collaboration between the National Probation Service and the 

Prison Service and was introduced as the standard assessment tool for the criminal justice 

agencies of England and Wales after the 2003 Act. By the spring of 2003 the system was 

already well established within the NPS and was being rolled out across the prison estate 

(NPS 2003). This ‘new’ system was firstly developed in paper format with the view to 

becoming a computer-based system by late 2004. With some extensive teething issues, this 
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has now been realised across the estate and is known as e-OASys. The aim of this system 

was to provide measurable improvement to the business of risk assessment and as such 

was designed to implement a more dynamic mode of gathering and assessing information 

about an offender’s criminal and carceral past, the criminogenic factors that are associated 

with their offending and the risk of harm that (s)he represents. 

The system operates on the research founded assumption that the conjunction of offending 

history with varying factors are associated with, and therefore can act as predictors of, the 

likelihood of reoffending (Morton 2009). These varying factors include social and 

economic variables such as access to accommodation, employability, lifestyle and 

relationships and personal factors such as cognition deficiency, attitudes to offending, 

substance misuse and emotional wellbeing. The assessor completes all aspects of the 

OASys documentation after having read the relevant file material, the offender’s self- 

assessment questionnaire (which the prisoner is now required to complete in order to be in 

adherence to their sentence plan (Hughes 2012)) and interviewed the offender in person. 

The documentation is completed through ‘ticked yes/no, scored or free text responses to 

questions’ based on elements relating to the criminogenic factors mentioned above 

(Howard and Dixon 2012). Once completed, the system numerically highlights the impact 

of each of these factors on the likelihood of reoffending and of causing serious harm to 

either themselves or others and a composite score is obtained. A high score equates with a 

high risk of reoffending and correspondingly a low score equates to a low risk of 

reoffending or of causing serious harm to others or themselves. In terms of the 

generational view on risk technologies mentioned earlier this model is essentially a fourth- 

generation risk assessment tool (Fitzgibbon 2008). 

Since NOMS introduced OASys across its entire domain throughout 2003 and 2004 it 

remains the standard assessment protocol for the Prison Service. As the system is designed 

to be a research led adaptive format it has undergone some subtle facelifts since its initial 

introduction but is nevertheless basically the same as that introduced then (Moore 2009). 

Whilst this is indeed the case at present there are other forms of risk-based assessment that 

inform a forensic practitioner’s response to requests for risk assessment. As these are tools 

and processes that inform some of the discussions engaged in by the psychologists of this 

study it  is necessary that some description of them be provided. As with the cognitive 

based programmes that shall be outlined later there are far too many for them all to be 

adequately described in any great detail. However, what is evident is that many of these 
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core assessment tools are predicated on the theoretical, and psychologically positivistic, 

work of Andrews and Bonta’s psychology of criminal conduct (1994,1998, 2003). As 

such, these tools are underpinned by the notions of the risk/needs responsivity model that 

anti-social behaviour (which is conflated with criminal conduct in this context) is heavily 

correlated with antisocial associates, history, personality as well as inimical home, school 

and leisure life. 

The four most commonly referred to assessment tools used for assessing both static and 

dynamic risk criteria for standard forensic populations were: the Structured Assessment of 

Risk & Need (SARN) for sexual prisoners; the HCR-20 violence risk assessment scheme; 

the Psychopathy Checklist Revised (PCL-R) for personality disordered prisoners; the 

Violence-Risk Scale (VRS).34 As with OASys the SARN model for sexual prisoners and 

the HCR-20 Violence Risk Assessment Scheme are research and practice led adaptive 

assessment tools that evolve along with the related research/literature. SARN first 

introduced in 2000 and has been continuously developed in order to match the 

requirements of the Prison Service as well the advancements of theory. It has been 

independently reviewed twice and has been accredited for use across the NOMS estate. 

This particular tool is of use for forensic practitioners as it distinguishes between static 

risks and treatment needs and deals with them as separate concepts (Webster et al 2006; 

Mann and Atrill 2007). The HCR-20 is designed to blend both the theoretical and 

professional realms of risk practice and be employed across a number of forensic settings. 

Also, like SARN it is comprised of both static and dynamic elements and is utilised by 

offender managers in the formulation of treatment plans for individual violent prisoners. 

The HCR-20 has become popular in forensic settings and with forensic practitioners 

primarily because it is easy to administer, understand and score and can therefore facilitate 

quick and practical deliverability. 

The revised Psychopathy Checklist (PCL-R) has particular import to the psychologists of 

this study as it has become a prevalent tool in contemporary penalities and has specific 

symbolic weight in terms of its labelling power. The tool is fundamentally a clinical tool 

used to measure both the presence and level of psychopathy in an individual, usually in 

 

 

34 The Level of Service Inventory – Revised (LSI-R) and the later Level of Service/Case Management 

Inventory (LS/CMI) were both expected to be mentioned. However, only one of the respondents mentioned 

these tools specifically and only in passing as an expressed wish to know more about them. As such these 

have been omitted. 
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this instance an offender. However, as Serin and Amos (1995) argued, the model was 

noted as being an effective predictor of both general and violent recidivism as, when using 

the screening version, it was found that there was an above chance level of association 

between scoring highly and later violent offending. As such the model, though problematic 

as a risk identifier (see Toch 1998), has also become a widespread tool for risk prediction 

in both forensic and non-forensic populations and as such the PCL-R has become a popular 

tool for risk assessment in prisons in England and Wales. Part of the reason for  this was 

the concern and focus levelled at personality disordered prisoners that began in the mid to 

late 90’s and to a certain degree continue to this day. With the advent of SDPD (Severe 

and Dangerous Personality Disorder) unit’s and the consequent response of the Parole 

Board to the risk levels of those prisoners it became common practice for the Parole Board 

to request PCL-R assessments in the case of indeterminate prisoners – even when this was 

not the appropriate method of assessment (see Towl 2007). The model itself is based upon 

the original Psychopathy assessment tool developed by Hare (1980; Hare et al 1990). 

As was argued previously there has been an influx of medicalized processes both in  

society and, in particular, with regard to the way that those that considered 

deviant/criminal are dealt with, whereby the medical processes of interventions are 

adopted for non-medical problems (Conrad and Schneider 1992; Conrad 2007). Nowhere 

are these processes more evident than in a further role of the contemporary prison 

psychologist - the development, delivery and assessment of a number of offender treatment 

programmes or ‘interventions’. At the time of the research the Prison Service, through the 

Offending Behaviour Programmes Unit (OBPU), delivered thirteen programmes, either 

accredited or awaiting accreditation, throughout the estate35. The ETS programme (later 

replaced/or renamed as the Thinking Skills Programme) is a relatively short programme 

based upon cognitive behaviour modification therapy which addresses the thinking and 

behaviour associated with prisoners offending. This includes impulse control, flexible 

thinking, social perspective taking, values/moral reasoning, reasoning, and inter-personal 

problem solving (Clarke et al 2004). It is the programme most frequently delivered, with 

over 40,000 prisoners having completed this course within HMPS over the past 12 years 

(HMPS 2010). Following on from this course is the Cognitive Skills Booster Programme 

 
35 These do not include drug addiction treatment programmes as these are often out-sourced and based on 

non-psychological treatment courses offered in wider society. 
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which is run right across both aspects of the NOMS estate and is designed to reinforce 

learning from general offending programmes (such as ETS) through skills rehearsal and 

relapse prevention. There’s also the JETS living skills programme which is based on the 

ETS programme and was designed specifically for juvenile prisoners. Another cognitive 

based programme, though not yet accredited, is the Choices, Actions, Relationships and 

Emotions (CARE) course which is aimed at female prisoners whose offending is related to 

difficulties with emotion regulation. The course, which is fairly intensive, is designed to 

help participants ‘identify and label emotions and develop skills for managing emotion’ as 

well as ‘foster a positive self-identity’ that will hopefully aid the participants to live the 

kind of life they would like to post-release (Petrillo 2008). 

Another frequently delivered programme is the Controlling Anger and Learning to Manage 

It (CALM) course which is designed for prisoners who’s offending is associated with poor 

emotional control. CALM aims to enable participants to reduce the intensity, frequency 

and duration of negative emotions, such as anger, fear, anxiety and jealousy, which are 

identified as being associated with their offending (Hollis 2007). In a similar vain to the 

anger management course mentioned above are those programmes that specifically target 

violent and sexual prisoners. For instance, the Cognitive Self Change Programme (CSCP) 

is aimed at high risk violent prisoners who have a history of violent behaviour/offending 

and is suitable for those prisoners whose violence is reactive and/or instrumental. This 

particular course is semi-intensive and involves work conducted in both group settings and 

in one-to-one sessions. It is designed to equip prisoners with the appropriate pro-social and 

cognitive skills to help them control their violent impulses/outbursts and thus avoid not 

only reconviction but potentially harmful situations (HMPS 2010). 

In answer to the growing recognition that many abusive behaviours and violent offences 

take place in domestic, or private, circumstances there is now the Healthy Relationships 

Programme (HRP). This particular programme is aimed at men who have either been 

convicted of or admit to abusive and violent behaviour in the home and who have been 

assessed as posing a significant risk of being violent in their current or future intimate 

relationships (ibid). The programme is designed to not only challenge but also redress the 

particular types of attitudes and beliefs that give rise to emotional, physical, reactive or 

instrumental domestic abuse/violence (NOMS 2008). There is also the Chromis offender 

behaviour programme which is aimed at those prisoners who, because of their particular 

level or combination of psychopathic trait’s, are considered as extremely high-risk 
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prisoners (HMPS 2010). The programme itself was specifically designed to meet the needs 

of highly psychopathic prisoners who are traditionally viewed as not having the ability to 

accept treatment and change (Liell 2004). It is a complex and intensive programme that 

aims to reduce violence in high risk prisoners by working on cognitive as well as 

emotional factors and attempts to provide participants with the skills to reduce and manage 

their current and future risk (Ibid). 

With regard to sex prisoners, which are a diverse group with varying needs and risks, there 

is a ‘family’ or catalogue of six accredited offending behaviour courses that are known 

jointly as Sex Offender Treatment Programmes (SOTP) (NOMS 2008). Regardless of a 

particular programmes profile, all courses that come under the SOTP heading focus on 

increasing an offender’s ‘understanding and awareness of their sexual offending, 

challenging thinking patterns associated with [their]offending, increasing awareness of 

offence related sexual fantasies’ and, finally, developing various cognitive as well as 

practical strategies for avoiding future reoffending (Mann and Atrill 2007). There were, at 

the time of the field work was conducted, four central courses that are known as the Core, 

Rolling, Adapted Core and Extended programmes which would be the primary courses 

which prisoners convicted of sexual offences would be assigned to after having been 

SARN assessed (see above). Each of these programmes has been designed to address 

specific combinations, or sets, of criminogenic needs and prisoners will be assigned to 

them according to their specific range of risks. 

There is however a further two courses which can be seen as booster or reinforcement 

programmes and are designed for those sex prisoners who have already been through the 

ascribed courses already mentioned. These two courses are called the Healthy Sexual 

Functioning and Better Lives Booster programmes. They are both designed to meet the 

needs of prisoners who have completed their assigned SOTPs, where the post programme 

report has identified outstanding treatment needs for the particular offender. These 

programmes are predicated on fortifying the previous learnt behaviour modification 

techniques and aim to reinforce a healthier, or pro-social sexuality, techniques for the 

management of patterns of sexual arousal, develop strategies for promoting healthy sexual 

interest and focuses on relapse prevention (NOMS 2010). However, it must be noted that 

since the cessation of field work and the initial drafts of this thesis there has been a 

fundamental change to these courses and their delivery. These changes came about in the 

wake of research that found that the extant suite of programmes, which had been delivered 
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for 20 years, had either minimal effect on recidivism rates for sex offenders or that, in 

some instances, undergoing treatment increased the risk of future offending (see Henry 

2017). This meant both a cessation of delivery for the core programmes but the rapid 

replacement of these with other programmes. These new programmes (Kaizen, Horizon) 

are designed to focus on future thinking and gradual self-improvement have been the basis 

of delivery since 2017. The efficacy of these programmes in unknown. 

The list of cognitive based programmes that have been explicated here are but the central 

programmes that are provided by the OBPU and discussed by the forensic psychologists, 

located within the modern prison, who participated in this study. There are others but they 

are mainly just adaptations or versions of those described here and as such have been left 

out of this description. However, there is a further aspect of the cognitive 

therapy/rehabilitative work conducted by contemporary prison psychologists and this is 

related to their involvement in the development and running of the various quasi- 

democratic therapeutic communities that arose within a number of prisons such as HMP 

Grendon, HMP Gartree and HMP Dovegate in the latter stages of the 20th century and 

which have been maintained within the contemporary estate (Woodward 2007). These 

communities are designed to offer a more intensive and sustained system of rehabilitation 

and personal development for prisoners within a specifically designed and conducive 

setting. However, regardless of setting, much of the work which is undertaken within those 

sites is underscored by the same cognitive behavioural modification principles that have 

already been described. 

Psychologically Informed Planned Environments 
 

PIPEs were developed in response to the joint venture between the Ministry of Justice and 

the Department of Health in order to provide a pathway for offenders with personality 

disorders (NOMS 2015). PIPEs are not, in and of themselves, designed to be a specific a 

treatment or therapeutic environment. Instead they are psychologically designed to support 

prisoners as they transition or navigate through the various significant stages of the 

offender personality disorder pathway. Prisoners will only be assigned to such units if they 

are ‘successful’ in completing an OPDP assessment and are deemed suitable for the PIPE. 

The environments themselves are predicated on the Enabling Environments designed by 

the Royal College of Psychiatrists in which spaces utilise the principles of therapeutic units 

to create supportive and positive living and working environments. Staff working on these 
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units are specifically trained in the OPDP ethos and effective practices. There is a heavy 

emphasis within PIPEs on developing supportive staff/prisoner relationships and often 

psychologists work alongside prison officers in order to embed clinical practices into the 

carceral space. 

There are three forms of PIPE which prisoners may access as they traverse the OPDP: 

 
1. Preparation PIPE – These units are designed to help prisoners prepare for 

treatment or therapeutic environments which they will go on to access. 

2. Provision PIPE – These units are designed for those prisoners who need or will 

benefit from PIPE provision as they participate in treatment or offending behaviour 

programmes elsewhere in the prison. 

3. Progression PIPE – These units are utilised to offer support following the 

successful completion of an OPD treatment or OBP. The aim is here is to give 

these prisoners access to an environment that allows them to reflect and put into 

practice lessons learnt. 

There are further provisions in the community which are sited in Approved Premises but 

these lie beyond the scope of this thesis. PIPEs are arranged around six core guiding 

principles and are led by a Clinical Lead, who is usually a qualified clinical psychologist. 

Forensic psychologists, as well as mental health practitioners, can be Clinical Leads if they 

have the appropriate forensic, clinical, and analytic experience and training. The six 

guiding principles are concerned with the Enabling Environment, specialised Staff 

Training for the working with those with personality disorders, Staff Supervision built on 

the principles of both individuated and group discussions, Key Worker Sessions where 

prisoners are assigned a key worker with whom they meet and work with on a regular 

basis, informal Socially-Creative Sessions that are designed to give PIPE residents 

planned regular activities that are designed to cement pro-social engagement, and 

Structured Sessions where the prisoners are given formal opportunities to engage with 

staff in group settings in order to provide them the chance to have a positive influence over 

their own environment. 

The PIPE units represent a very different working environment and practice to what the 

majority of forensic psychologists will experience. Here the focus is on the day to day 

living conditions and interactions which are designed to embed more pro-social ideas of 

living. Community here is the key and the focus and this is achieved by emphasising the 
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clinical work that can take place in such environments. This is very different the OBP and 

risk assessment and management practice that dominates the occupational lives of most 

forensic psychologists in prisons in England and Wales. 

The above section gives a very brief description of the current duties performed by the 

forensic practitioner in the modern prison and, briefly, how this differs from what went 

before. 
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