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I would like to begin with a few words about the concept of the prison. 
 
Prisons in a time of change 
 
The prison as an institution does not attract a great deal of public attention in the 
normal course of events. Politicians, the media and the public generally become 
aware of prisons only when something goes wrong; for example, when a high profile 
prisoner escapes or when there is a major incident such as a riot in a particular 
prison. Similarly, discussion about the appropriate use of imprisonment usually only 
occurs in the aftermath of a high profile crime or when the release of a notorious 
prisoner is being considered. Each of you in this room knows that when your cell 
phone rings in the middle of the night or at the week-end, it is unlikely to be a matter 
of good news. Instead, it will be to let you know that something has gone wrong. 
Ministers are more liable to summon you when there has been a failure of security or 
good order, rather than to let you know that they are very satisfied with how 
everything is going. 
 
Despite the fact that there is little public interest as a matter of course in what 
happens in the world of prisons, members of this audience are only too well aware 
that in recent years prison systems in many countries have undergone a massive 
process of change. Between 1980 and 2000, for example, prison administrators in 
the United States have had to cope with a rise from half a million people in detention 
to a new figure of almost 2 million. In the countries of the former Soviet Union the 
infrastructure which supported the system of labour colonies has all but collapsed. 
Prison administrators in Russia and neighbouring countries have had to grapple with 
the seemingly impossible task of providing for one million prisoners in an 
environment of a drastic shortage of resources such that at times over the last 
decade there has hardly been enough money to pay the salaries of staff or to feed 
the prisoners. Prisons in a number of countries in Latin America have been places of 
increasing violence and brutality. Prison directors in every country can list a 
catalogue of problems which they have to grapple with on a daily basis. 
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This increasing pressure on prison systems and the difficulty which they have in 
coping has been the subject of comment by intergovernmental agencies such as the 
United Nations, through its Special Rapporteur on Torture, and the Council of 
Europe, through its Committee for the Prevention of Torture and Cruel and Inhuman 
or Degrading Treatment. They have published a series of reports drawing attention to 
what is happening in many prison systems around the world. Similarly, non-
governmental organisations such as Amnesty International, Human Rights Watch 
and Penal Reform International have reported on the terrible human rights abuses 
which have occurred in some countries.  
 
The vast majority of this activity has focussed mainly on the perspective of prisoners 
but from time to time also in regard to prison staff. To date little thought has been 
given to the implications of these developments for prison administrations 
themselves. How does a prison system cope with a 50% increase in the number of 
prisoners for which it is responsible when there has been no corresponding increase 
in resources? Or with a situation in which all previous certainties have vanished and 
in which there is a lack of clarity about what the system is meant to be achieving? 
These are major issues for prison management.  
 
And what of the staff who work within these prison systems? In many respects they 
are a forgotten group of public servants, largely unrecognised in the criminal justice 
sector. In numerous countries, for example, police have a public profile which 
ensures that the public is aware of their existence and often they are still regarded as 
custodians of the peace. Prosecutors are powerful figures in many countries, able to 
take what may well be life and death decisions about which crimes should be taken 
to court and which should be dealt with in some other manner. Judges, generally 
speaking, are persons of importance in their communities. The story is quite different 
in respect of prison staff. They carry out their duties away from the public view. In 
common with prisoners, they are hidden behind high prison walls. In a disturbing 
number of countries they are poorly trained, badly paid and have little respect from 
their governments, from other public officials or from the rest of society. 
 
In the academic context a significant amount of research has been undertaken into 
the nature and objectives of imprisonment from legal, judicial and social 
perspectives. There has also been a limited amount of research into the prison as an 
institution which needs to be managed.  There has been a restricted amount of 
analysis of the role of prison staff. However, to date there has been no real study of 
the dynamics of change in the prison setting, whether from a cultural or an 
organisational perspective. Yet this is an area which is central to the development 
both of the prison as an organisation and to the treatment and management of 
prisoners. 
 
The prison as a dynamic institution 
 
Prisons are dynamic institutions, affected primarily by the relationships between 
those who live and work within them. This is not a premise which has always been 
universally accepted. Traditionally prison systems have been regarded, particularly 
by many staff who work within them, as static and hierarchical organisations. They 
are seen as static in so far as their objectives are clear and unchanging. According to 
this perspective, prisons exist to execute the sentence of the court, which is that the 
offender should be deprived of his or her liberty. The task of prison staff is to 
implement that sentence in a decent and humane manner. In so far as this task 
never changes, the prison system can be described as a static organisation. 
Secondly, prison systems are hierarchical in that they are disciplined organisations in 
which orders are passed down from above and the responsibility of staff at lower 
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levels is simply to obey these orders. In a similar manner, prisoners are expected to 
obey instructions from staff without question. In the prison cliché, “When I tell you to 
jump, you should not ask „why?‟, you should ask „how high?‟”. According to this 
perspective, within the prison setting there are no lines of horizontal communication, 
only vertical ones; and even the vertical ones go from the top downwards, never from 
the bottom upwards. 
 
It has sometimes been argued that this tight organisational structure is necessary in 
prisons because of the operational demands of prison life. Just as in the armed 
forces, so the argument goes, there is no margin within prisons for failure. The first 
inflexible requirement is that prisoners must not be allowed to escape. The second is 
that there must be no disorder within prisons. The only way of ensuring that these 
two requirements are met is if everyone, staff and prisoners, knows their place in the 
hierarchy and obeys operational instructions without question.  
 
The attempt to impose such an unyielding structure has had two main 
consequences. The first has been that many junior staff, who are crucial in 
determining the culture of a labour intensive organisation like the prison system, have 
felt undervalued and have not been involved in the change process. The second has 
been that the bureaucracy of prison systems has usually developed in a highly 
centralised manner. The story is told of the Chairman of the English Prison 
Commissioners at the end of the 19th century who boasted that he could look at his 
watch at any time of the day and know exactly what was happening in every prison in 
the country at that moment. Matters have moved on a bit since those days but in 
most prison systems there is still an expectation that very little should happen without 
the approval of the central headquarters. However, the reality in many countries is 
quite different from the theory. Prisons often operate on a day to day basis as 
autonomous units, either because of their geographical distance from the centre of 
the organisation, or as a result of poor communications, or because the governor or 
director has a high public profile in the local community. 
 
In management terms a static, hierarchical structure can be tolerated when the 
organisation is stable and not under pressure. In this context the work of the 
organisation will be predictable, as will be the responsibilities of those working within 
it and the reactions of those who are affected by it. This is the picture which many 
long-serving members of staff paint of the prison world in former days. According to 
this picture, prisons were not subject to external influence by politicians, government 
officials, the media or the public. The governor or director of the prison acted, 
according to one‟s view, as either a father figure or a feudal baron and could 
probably complete most of his duties by lunch-time. (In those days all head of prisons 
were men.) Prison staff came to work each day, knowing what their tasks would be, 
in the expectation that they would be left to complete their daily business without 
interference. Finally, we are told that in those days prisoners knew their place and 
would quietly obey instructions from staff without question. This picture is at best only 
partly true; at worst it is completely mythical.  
 
Whatever the historical reality, in recent years many prison systems have been 
described as being in a state of permanent crisis. The suggestion that an 
organisation is permanently in a state of crisis has grave consequences for its 
inherent stability and for the confidence of the staff who work in that organisation. 
This is what has happened in many prison systems. Anyone who has worked at a 
senior level in prisons in recent years will have heard staff regularly asking, “When is 
the change going to stop?”; “When are we going to get back to the good old days?” 
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It is doubtful whether “the good old days” ever existed. Even if one allows that they 
did, the situation in all prison systems has altered in recent years. Organisational 
change, sometimes of a radical nature, is a fact of life in all institutions. In respect of 
prison systems this has implications for the work which staff are expected to 
undertake and for the type of staff which the organisation wishes to employ. In 
respect of the staff themselves it is likely to imply a change in the way they approach 
their daily work and their attitude to prisoners. It may also affect job security for both 
existing and for new staff, who can no longer look forward to a life time guarantee of 
employment. Many existing staff can be expected to respond positively to the 
challenge of change. Others may find it impossible to cope, even though they are 
willing. A third group may simply be unwilling to try. The organisation needs different 
strategies to deal with all of these responses. 
 
It is possible to develop appropriate response strategies provided it is accepted that 
prison systems are no longer static hierarchical organisations but are dynamic 
institutions, subject to continuous change and development. If staff at all levels can 
be encouraged to recognise this fact they can be given the opportunity to direct and 
drive change rather than merely to respond when things go wrong. This will only be 
possible if there is a change in both the traditional culture and the organisational 
structure of the prison and the prison system. This means that senior management 
must be willing to trust junior staff, rather than to assume that they will get things 
wrong if they are not controlled in all aspects of their work. It also means that junior 
staff, particularly those who deal directly with prisoners, must be willing to accept 
responsibility for their actions and to use their initiative in a positive manner when 
appropriate. There have been a number of examples in recent years, in both 
individual prisons and national prison systems, where attempts have been made to 
follow this new model. Some of these have been successful and others less so. 
 
Prisons in an ethical context 
 
Before going any further, let me say a word or so about the need for prisons and 
prison systems to operate within an ethical context. One can say that to a certain 
extent prisons reflect some of the values of the society in which they exist. One 
instance of this is that societies can choose to make more or less use of 
imprisonment. Some countries, such as the United States and Russia, have 
imprisonment rates of almost 700 per 100,000 of their national population. Other 
countries have much lower rates, with Indonesia for example at 25 per 100,000, 
Iceland at 30, India at 40  and Finland at 59.1 In some countries imprisonment is 
used only for those who have committed very serious crimes. Other countries choose 
to use imprisonment for large numbers of offenders who have committed minor 
offences, including men and women who are mentally ill, those who are substance 
abusers and even those who are children or juveniles.  
 
The use that a country makes of imprisonment is likely to affect the internal 
management of prisons. When prisons are overcrowded and under-resourced 
management may well be restricted to providing the basic necessities of life for those 
who are under their care. Simply ensuring that prisoners have sufficient food and 
clean water, have a bed to sleep on and access to fresh air may be a full time task in 
some prison administrations. In other jurisdictions there is an attempt to set much 
higher targets. This may involve doing everything possible to ensure that the damage 
done to individuals who are imprisoned is kept to a minimum by maintaining family 

                                                 
1
 Walmsley R, 2001. World Prison Population: Facts, Trends and Solutions – Statistical Overview of 

World Imprisonment. Paper presented at the United Nations Programme Network Institutes Technical 

Assistance Workshop in Vienna, Austria, May 10, 2001. Available online at www.unicri.it 
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ties and community links. It is also likely to imply encouraging prisoners to face up to 
the offences which led to their prison sentence and attempting to enhance their 
personal, social and work skills. All of these activities will be undertaken with the 
intention of helping prisoners to live law-abiding lives after they are released. 
 
The one consideration, which must never be forgotten in all of this, is that all 
prisoners are persons. To use the recent phrase of one author, they have to be 
regarded as subjects, not as objects.2 No matter what crime they may be accused or 
convicted of, they remain human beings, entitled to respect. This recognition should 
influence prison staff in the way they carry out all their duties. It is also the foundation 
stone of good prison management. The details of prison management may vary from 
country to country since they have to be sensitive to local culture and circumstances. 
However, the need to operate within an ethical context is universal and is also one of 
the defining features of good prison management. 
 
Managing Prisons: A Difficult Profession 
 
In the majority of countries there is little concept of prison management as a 
profession or even a skill which requires specific training and development. A newly 
appointed prison director either is likely to have previous general legal, administrative 
or military training or will be expected simply to possess intuitively the skills which are 
required. This is surprising given the complex nature of many prisons.  The biggest 
prisons in the world, such as Kresty in St Petersburg and Tihar in New Delhi, can 
hold up to 10,000 prisoners, while the smallest may hold no more than a dozen or so 
prisoners. Managing each of them requires a specific set of skills, some of which are 
common to general management and some of which are specific to prisons. 
 
Within the new Europe complex changes have taken place in a number of countries 
over the last decade. Prison systems in Latin America today face an unprecedented 
levels of prison violence. Those in sub-Saharan Africa and South Asia, where prisons 
are a terrible colonial legacy, are struggling under a grave shortage of resources. 
Prison managers in Western Europe also have to deal with a complexity of issues, 
including overcrowding, increasing numbers of prisoners serving very long sentences 
and unrealistic political expectations about what can be achieved in the abnormal 
world of the prison. 
 
All of these factors underline the need for prison staff at all levels, but especially at 
senior ones, to be properly trained and skilled for the challenges they face. 
 
Managing the change process                
 
In many public sector organisations the last decade has been marked by an 
emphasis on managerial issues. The world of prisons has not been exempt from this 
development. To use its own terminology, this “managerialism” usually involves a 
focus on what are called processes and outputs rather than on outcomes. In common 
language, this means a concentration on how things are done and what the 
organisation achieves rather than on the changes which result from the activities of 
the organisation. There is much to be said for such an approach. Properly used, it 
can ensure that organisations run more efficiently, that they are cost effective and 
that they produce what is expected of them. Nevertheless, it is important to recognise 
its limitations, especially in a prison system. 
 

                                                 
2
 Duguid S, 2000. Can Prisons Work? The Prisoner as Object and Subject in Modern Corrections. 

University of Toronto Press. Canada 
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If one accepts the contention that prisons are places where the relationships between 
the human beings involved have a central role to play in determining both culture and 
organisational direction, an important conclusion follows. This is the need for prisons to 
operate within an ethical context. If one loses sight of this, there is a real danger that the 
perfectly proper insistence on performance targets and process delivery will encourage 
the ever-present danger of forgetting that the prison service is not the same as a factory 
which produces motor cars or washing machines. The management of prisons is 
primarily about the management of human beings, both staff and prisoners. This means 
that there are issues that go beyond effectiveness and efficiency. When making 
decisions about the treatment of human beings there is a more radical consideration. 
The first question which must always be asked when considering any new managerial 
initiative is, “Is it right?”. 
 
In managerial terms it is important that processes and outputs in prisons should be 
run efficiently and effectively so as to meet the legitimate expectations of 
governments, of civil society, of victims and of staff, prisoners and their families. If it 
is true that prisons reflect the most central values of a society, it is even more 
important that those with responsibility for prisons and prison systems should look 
beyond technical and managerial considerations. They also have to be leaders who 
are capable of enthusing the staff for whom they are responsible with a sense of 
decency in the way they carry out their difficult daily tasks. If this happens it is more 
possible that the “outcomes” from the prison will be of benefit to all members of 
society. 
 
Leadership is of crucial importance at every level of the prison system. It begins in 
individual prisons where the character of the person in charge can be decisive in 
setting the culture of the establishment. Prison systems are hierarchical 
organisations and all of those involved in them will tend to look to the person at the 
top for a lead as to what is expected in terms of attitude, behaviour and manner of 
working. The prisons with the most humane atmosphere, with the most positive 
culture, are likely to be those with the most visible leadership. It is also important to 
recognise that strong leadership is also more likely to produce efficient security 
systems and a safe environment. 
 
This leadership can be demonstrated in a number of ways. A strong leader will often 
have a recognisable charisma, which will attract trust and confidence from staff. 
Genuine leadership will also linked to organisational ability in a way that ensures that 
it does not degenerate into idiosyncrasy. The best leaders are likely to use a style of 
management that can be described as “tight and loose”. That is, they will place great 
emphasis on the ethos within which the prison should operate and will set very clear 
parameters about what is to be done and what kind of behaviour is acceptable and 
what is not. Having done that, the leaders will then encourage staff at lower levels to 
use their initiative in implementing the details of the agreed policy.  
 
This issue of trust is an important one in the prison setting. Success in terms of 
prison management, at least in the eyes of the public and often of politicians, is when 
there are no escape, no riots, no serious disturbances, no suicides. If success is to 
be measured in such a negative manner, it is understandable that prison directors 
and other senior managers will place a greater emphasis on ensuring that mistakes 
are not made rather than on giving a priority to innovative ways of working which may 
bring about change but which also carry a degree of risk. What this means in practice 
is that senior management frequently does not trust its staff and spends most of its 
energies on preventing failures rather than on encouraging success. A real leader will 
have the confidence to hit the proper balance between the two and will imbue staff 
with a sense of belief in their own ability. 
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The hierarchy of the prison extends beyond individual establishments to the service 
as a whole and in the same way the principles of leadership need to extend to the 
whole prison system. In many jurisdictions the most senior officials in the prison 
system are not career prison persons. They may, for example, come from the wider 
civil service. In these circumstances appointment to head the prison system may be 
seen as simply another step on the senior civil service ladder. In other jurisdictions it 
is not uncommon to find a recently retired senior military officer leading the prison 
system. More frequently now than previously, one finds that prison systems are led 
by men or women with a professional prison background. What is clear from an 
examination of the way that various prison systems are led is that the immediate 
professional background of the person in charge is less important than his or her 
leadership qualities. Successful prison managers are those who are able to inspire 
the staff for whom they are responsible while retaining the confidence of the 
government ministers and senior administrators who have appointed them. 
 
If successful radical change is to be achieved within a prison system, something 
more than efficient administration is required. The world of the prison is a multi-
layered complexity.  

¶ It is coercive in that one of the tasks of staff is to make sure that prisoners do not 
leave the prison without proper authority.  

¶ It is disciplined in that there should be good order at all times.  

¶ It is developmental in that staff should help prisoners to learn skills and develop 
habits that will lead to a change in their way of life.  

 
All of these tasks need to be carried out within an environment which is decent and 
humane, in which individuals, whether their uniform be that of staff or prisoner, are 
respected in their own right as human beings and in which there is total respect for 
the law.  It is relatively easy to produce a series of targets to cover a whole range of 
factors from the number of escapes to the number of prisoners who have undertaken 
an education course. It is much more difficult to produce targets that measure 
humanity and decency and to enthuse staff with a commitment to carry out their work 
in a professional and dedicated manner. 
 
This is more likely to happen in a prison system which has a clear vision of what it 
hopes to achieve and which communicates that clearly to everyone involved, staff 
and prisoners. In large organisations it is often useful to find a method of articulating 
the vision in a brief statement which attempts to encapsulate the key features which 
set the organisation apart from all others. In modern organisational language these 
are often called Mission Statements. Of themselves, such statements have little 
meaning unless they are a genuine expression of the context within which all 
activities are to be undertaken. Providing a vision for an organisation is a method of 
helping its members to step back from the daily grind and to place their work within a 
wider context. If a prison system has a vision about what it is trying to achieve it is 
more likely to be able to remember that the managerial processes, to which we 
referred previously, no matter how important they may be in relative terms, are 
merely means to an end and not an end in themselves. In any organisation such a 
vision will come in the first instance from the most senior people, who should be in a 
position to place the organisation itself within a wider setting. Within the prison 
setting, this vision may come from those with political responsibility, such as 
government ministers, but it may more often be the responsibility of those at the most 
senior official level, Directors General, Commissioners and their senior management 
colleagues. At local level this role will fall on prison directors and governors. 
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On a day to day basis what makes prison life either tolerable or unbearable for 
prisoners is their relationship with staff. Any attempt to change the culture of a prison 
or of a prison system has to recognise this fact. In developing a strategy to change 
the culture in an organisation like a prison system one often has to adopt a pragmatic 
approach. Ultimately, real change will come about when attitudes alter, but this is not 
likely to happen immediately. In the first instance it may be necessary to insist on a 
change in behaviour, in what staff do. In its most direct form this may involve saying 
to some staff, “We can do nothing at this stage about what you think, but we insist 
that this is the new way in which you will have to behave.” Initially this is likely to 
involve a prohibition on negative behaviour: no violence, no bullying, no racial or 
sexual harassment. It will then move to an insistence on positive behaviour such as 
the manner in which prisoners are spoken to and the way they are treated.  
 
In the longer term simply changing behaviour is not enough. If the culture of a prison 
or a prison system is to be fundamentally altered there also has to be a change of 
attitude on the part of staff. Most prison staff wish to do their work well and in a 
professional manner. Many of them will have joined the prison system because they 
wish to work in a public service. Others will have joined because of the prospect of 
long term secure employment. A few may have joined because they expected to 
have the opportunity to wield power over other human beings. In the course of their 
careers they may have come to the conclusion that success in the prison service is 
measured by absence of failure. The important thing is to make sure that no prisoner 
escapes and that there are no major violent incidents. In the course of daily activities, 
the important thing is to have a quiet life: “A good day is a day when nothing 
happens”. For these staff a good prisoner is a quiet prisoner. It would have been one 
of them who coined the phrase “Happiness is door-shaped”, meaning that the most 
satisfying part of a prison officer‟s day is when all prisoners are safely locked up. If 
the negative culture of the prison is to be converted into something more positive, the 
attitude of staff to their work and to prisoners needs to be positive as well. 
 
In some respects, prisons are monolithic insensitive organisations where concerns of 
the individual are subservient to those of the whole. At another level they are 
extremely sensitive to small indicators. They are places of great symbolism where 
words and descriptions mean much more than their face value. For example, 
terminology in the prison world is an important indicator of the presence or absence 
of humanity.  
 
Prison staff often regard themselves as the forgotten members of the criminal justice 
system. Traditionally they have sought comparison with police officers. One way of 
seeking this has been to claim parity of pay, as has frequently happened in the 
United Kingdom without success. In Eastern European structures this has been at 
the root of the desire of some prison staff to remain within the Ministry of the Interior, 
alongside the police. Yet in the eyes of the public and of governments, prison staff 
lag well behind the police in terms of status and public recognition. Sometimes prison 
staff even sense that the public link all of those behind the walls of the prison, 
whether prisoners or staff, as having pariah status. They become frustrated and 
angry that this should be the case. There are two ways of expressing this frustration. 
The first is by treating the prisoners in a way which emphasises that they, the staff, 
have a moral superiority over them. The second is by making the lives of 
management difficult, usually through indirect obstruction of their initiatives. The only 
suitable response to this defensive mentality is by giving prison staff a greater sense 
of professional worth and appreciation of the value of the role which they carry out on 
behalf of society.  
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A summary 
 
To sum up, a well managed prison is one in which the environment is decent and 
humane. In practical terms, these features can be measured by the quality of the 
human relationships between the prisoners who live there, the staff who work there 
and anyone who comes to visit for any reason. The principle is a very simple one. Its 
application is one of the most complex tasks in the field of good prison management.  
 
The best managed prison systems are likely to be those which have a clear 
understanding of their objectives, mission and values. There are at least three key 
sets of processes, each of which is linked to the other.  

¶ The first is a series of system issues, including links with other parts of the 
criminal justice process and public sector agencies.  

¶ The second is a series of structural issues about how the service is organised so 
as to recognise its hierarchical nature while at the same time encouraging staff to 
develop their full potential and use their initiative.  

¶ The third, which follows from the first two, is a series of what can be called people 
issues, to do with leadership and the management of all those involved in the 
system, particularly staff and prisoners.  

If these processes can be dealt with in the manner which has been described there 
will be a high possibility that the outcome will be good prison management. 
 
Crucial to all of this is a good communication system, which goes up and down and 
across the organisation. Staff at all levels have to be aware of and subscribe to the 
mission and values of the organisation. They have to understand policy decisions, 
whether they emanate from national headquarters or from local management. They 
must also feel that they can be heard and will be listened to when they wish to 
contribute to the thinking and development of the organisation.  
 
Finally, it has to be recognised that good prison management is dynamic. It is a 
continuous process rather than something which can be achieved and, very 
importantly, that it is a means to an end rather than an end in itself. To express it in 
other terms, it is a journey which never ends. If it ever does come to an end, that will 
simply indicate that the culture of the prison has ceased to be dynamic and changing 
and instead has become fossilised, no longer alive. This journey can without doubt a 
dangerous one. It indicates a degree of uncertainty, of recognition of the need to 
change. Prisons as organisations do not like uncertainty; they see it as destabilising  
and threatening. That is why they need to be set in the context of an agreed set of 
ethical values linked to clear leadership. 


