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Introduction 

Ever since the birth of the prison in the eighteenth century, the role and function of employment in 

prison has been contested. Indeed, the rationales for prison employment have been conceptualised in 

a wide range of conflicting forms, including as: an additional punishment; a tool for rehabilitation; a 

means of enforcing security; an exploitative source of revenue for the prison system or private industry; 

a strategy for reducing prison upkeep and maintenance costs; or simply a way to pass time (Burnett and 

Chebe 2010; Thompson 2011; Black 2008; Piacentini 2004; Simon 1999; Lightman 1982).  

 

While debates continue about the purposes and functions of employment in prisons, the association 

between unemployment and subseqƵĞŶƚ ƌĞŽĨĨĞŶĚŝŶŐ ŝƐ ǁĞůů ĞƐƚĂďůŝƐŚĞĚ͘ NŽƚĂďůǇ͕ ͚ƉƌŝƐŽŶĞƌƐ ǁŚŽ ŚĂĚ 
problems with both employment and accommodation on release had a reoffending rate of 74% during 

ƚŚĞ ǇĞĂƌ ĂĨƚĞƌ ĐƵƐƚŽĚǇ͕ ĐŽŵƉĂƌĞĚ ƚŽ ϰϯй ĨŽƌ ƚŚŽƐĞ ǁŝƚŚ ŶŽ ƉƌŽďůĞŵƐ͛ ;GƌŝŵǁŽŽĚ ĂŶĚ BĞƌŵĂŶ ϮϬϭϮ͗ 
49). Employment is therefore a key factor in both reducing re-offending post-release (Sampson and 

Laub 1993, Tripodi, Kim and Bender, 2010) and in supporting reintegration more broadly, having 

positive outcomes for individuals and families (Hoare and Machin, 2010; Richie, 2001), as well as wider 

social benefits in the form of reduced crime, re-incarceration and its attendant costs. There is also 

evidence for a relationship between employment and time between episodes, rather than odds, of re-

incarceration (Tripodi et al., 2010); as those who obtained employment upon release spent 

proportionately more time in the community before re-incarceration than those who were 

unemployed.  

 

Desistance research also recognises a significant relationship between participation in employment, the 

accumulation of human and social capital and desistance (Savolainen 2009; Weaver, 2015), and the 

importance of citizenship and reciprocal relationships (Maruna and LeBel 2009; Weaver 2015).  

Nonetheless, barriers to employment for ex-prisoners remain and include transport difficulties, lack of 

recent employment experience and limited work history, issues surrounding transitions (from prison to 

community, from benefits to work), a lack of skills and or qualifications, low self-esteem, confidence 

and/or motivation (Graffam et al., 2012). There is some evidence that employment and training within 

prison may be a factor in addressing these barriers and to supporting desistance. However, there is a 

lack of qualitative research exploring how such schemes are experienced by those who participate in 

them, particularly in a UK or Scottish context. Wider research suggests that most employability schemes 

and employment in prisons is poor quality, low-skilled and fails in meaningful ways to assist in the 

transition from prison to community and, ultimately, to affect processes of desistance, future 

employment and reintegration (Kethineni and Falcone, 2007; Calavita and Jenness, 2015).  

 

More research is therefore required to develop a theoretically nuanced account of what prison work is 

for, how it is experienced, and what form it should take. In what follows, we provide a summary of the 

limited research into employment and employability in prisons, to engage with and explore how 
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Scotland/the SPS addresses the need for, and right to, employability and employment in prison and how 

employability and prison work is experienced by prisoners and the impacts on prospects for desistance 

and reintegration. Our overarching Ăŝŵ ŝƐ ƚŽ ĐƌĞĂƚĞ ŶĞƚǁŽƌŬƐ ŽĨ ŝŶĨŽƌŵĞĚ ĞǆƉĞƌƚŝƐĞ ĂĐƌŽƐƐ “ĐŽƚůĂŶĚ͛Ɛ 
penal estate and to (in)form public policy in regard to employability and employment strategies in 

prisons to shape debates on the use(s) of employment and outcomes of employability in prisons.  To 

start this conversation, this paper seeks to answer the following four questions: Why does it matter? 

Where have we got to so far? What could we do differently? and, How do we get there? 

 

Why does it matter? 

The complex relationship between (un)employment, offending and desistance 

 

There have been a number of evidence reviews of the research into the connections between 

unemployment and offending behaviour (e.g. Sapouna et al 2015; Boyle 2007; Crow 2006; Webster et 

al., 2001). These reviews suggest a complex relationship between unemployment and offending.  There 

are high rates of unemployment amongst the prison population; on average, two in three prisoners are 

unemployed at the point of imprisonment, a rate of 13 times the national average (Social Exclusion Unit 

2002; Brunton-Smith and Hopkins 2014). Further, there is a large body of evidence suggesting that 

employment can play a key role in the desistance process (Farrall 2005; Laub and Sampson 2003; Uggen 

2000; Bouffard et al 2000).  These studies suggest that social bonds, stable income and a sense of self-

worth developed through employment may help to promote desistance.  

 

CƌŽŵǁĞůů͕ OůƐŽŶ ĂŶĚ D͛AƵŶŶ ;ϭϵϵϭ: ϴϯͿ ĂƌŐƵĞĚ ƚŚĂƚ ͚ĚĞƐŝƐƚĂŶĐĞ ΀ŝƐ΁ ĂƐƐŽĐŝĂƚĞĚ ǁŝƚŚ ƚŚĞ disintegration 

ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ĂĚŽůĞƐĐĞŶƚ ƉĞĞƌ ŐƌŽƵƉ ĂŶĚ ǁŝƚŚ ĞŵƉůŽǇŵĞŶƚ ĂŶĚ ƚŚĞ ĂďŝůŝƚǇ ƚŽ ĞĂƌŶ ŵŽŶĞǇ ůĞŐŝƚŝŵĂƚĞůǇ͛ ;ƐĞĞ ĂůƐŽ 
Wright and Cullen, 2004). Conversely, others have observed that employment also provides 

opportunities for offending (Hirschi, 1969; Sviridoff and Thompson, 1983; West and Farrington, 1977). 

Nevertheless, whilst employment may reduce the likelihood of re-offending, a lack of employment does 

not necessarily correlate with an increase in offending. Indeed, as Maruna (1997) observed the 

connection between unemployment and crime is not sustained when applied to women, who have 

historically been disadvantaged in terms of employment, but remain marginally represented in crime 

statistics. Age has also been cited as a factor in determining the impact of employment on criminality 

(Hagan and McCarthy, 1997); Uggen (2000), in an analysis of data from a national work experiment in 

the US, found that those aged 27 or older were more likely to desist when provided with employment. 

Uggen inferred from this that the meaning attached to employment and participation in crime may 

change with age. Similarly, problematising a social control interpretation of the role of employment in 

influencing behavioural change is “ŬĂƌĚŚĂŵĂƌ ĂŶĚ “ĂǀŽůĂŝŶĞŶ͛Ɛ ;ϮϬϭϮͿ ƋƵĂŶƚŝƚĂƚŝǀĞ research on the 

timing of behavioural change and participation in employment, which identified that rather than 

triggering desistance, participation in employment emerges as a consequence of desistance. 

Indeed, it is increasingly acknowledged that employment in and of itself does not produce desistance. 

Rather it is the meaning and outcomes of either the nature and/or quality of the work or participation 

in employment, ŚŽǁ ƚŚĞƐĞ ŝŶĨůƵĞŶĐĞ ĂŶ ŝŶĚŝǀŝĚƵĂů͛Ɛ ƐĞlf-concept and social identity and how these 

ŝŶƚĞƌĂĐƚ ǁŝƚŚ Ă ƉĞƌƐŽŶ͛Ɛ ƉƌŝŽƌŝƚŝĞƐ͕ ŐŽĂůƐ ĂŶĚ ƌĞůĂƚŝonal concerns, that can explain this relationship 

(Owens 2009; Savolainen 2009; Weaver, 2015). Farrall (2005) similarly suggests that work, and as part 

of that, associational belonging, can be a mechanism for rebuilding who one is and forging who one will 

become. As Owens states, the impact of work goes beyond the effects of obtaining an income or even 

ƚŚĞ ŝŶũĞĐƚŝŽŶ ŽĨ Ă ĚĂŝůǇ Žƌ ǁĞĞŬůǇ ƌŽƵƚŝŶĞ͖ ͚ĞŵƉůŽǇŵĞŶƚ ŝƐ ƉĂƌƚ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ŝĚĞĂ ŽĨ ǁŚĂƚ ŝƐ ĂĐĐĞƉƚĂďůĞ͛ ;Owens 

2009 p.50) and communicates that one has a place in the world and a role to play ʹ be it in society or 

ĞǀĞŶ ŝŶ ŽŶĞ͛Ɛ ŽǁŶ ĨĂŵŝůǇ. It does not, then, necessarily follow that addressing unemployment will, in 
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and of itself, reduce re-offending. This is because the relationship between desistance and employment 

is reciprocal, in that those individuals most likely to be in employment may also be those most likely to 

desist (McSweeney and Hough 2006). Furthermore, the quality and stability of employment is 

important, as insecure employment may not necessarily be supportive of desistance. In order to 

successfully reduce reoffending, employment support must be offered together with holistic support to 

address other issues such as addictions, poor mental health or learning disabilities (Laub and Sampson 

2003, Fletcher 2011, Sapouna et al 2015).  Recent reviews of the literature conclude that the most 

successful models for supporting ex-prisoners into employment are those which co-ordinate work both 

in the prison and the community (Sapouna et al 2015; Shapland et al 2012), suggesting that prison-

based employment projects may have an important role to play in promoting desistance1.   

The Efficacy and Effects of Employability Programmes and Employment in Prisons 

Perhaps surprisingly, there is scant research exploring the effectiveness of prison work programmes, 

either in promoting employment post-release or in reducing re-offending (Cox 2016: 414; Graffam et 

al., 2012; Richmond 2009, 2012, 2014b).  Establishing the effectiveness of prison work programmes in 

reducing recidivism can be challenging, as security measures and selection procedures often lead to 

prison workers being amongst the least likely to reoffend (Bouffard et al 2000; Lightman 1982).   

There is some evidence to suggest that prison employment initiatives can have a positive impact.  Saylor 

and Gaes (1997) adopted a quasi-experimental approach, matching those who had volunteered for 

prison-based employment but had not been offered an opportunity with those who had. These authors 

found that those who were employed whilst in prison committed fewer disciplinary offences before 

release, were 14% more likely to be employed 12 months post-release, and were 24% less likely to re-

offend after a follow up period of 8-12 years (rising to 33% for those involved in vocational training or 

an apprenticeship whilst in custody). 

Some support for Saylor and Gaes͛ conclusion that prison-based employment can reduce reoffending is 

found in a meta-analysis conducted by Bouffard and colleagues, who found that while the most 

methodologically rigorous studies did not find statistically significant differences in recidivism rates 

between those who participated in prison employment and those who did not, small reductions in 

reoffending (of between 2-5%) have been reported (Bouffard et al 2000).  Similarly, drawing upon the 

analysis of administrative data collected on 1,217 individuals released from 46 US prisons between 1996 

and 2001, Cox found that participation in the Prison Industry Enhancement Certification Program 

(PIECP) have been found to experience higher wages and higher rates of employment upon release, 

particularly for women. However, PIECP participation does not seem to increase the duration of 

employment and rates of job-loss remain high (Cox 2016). While this may in part, reflect the increasing 

precarity of the world of work, the authors argued that prisoners may require more support to develop 

ƚŚĞ ͞ƐŽĨƚ͟ ƐŬŝůůƐ ǁŚŝĐŚ ŵĂǇ ŚĞůƉ ƚŽ ŵĂŝŶƚĂŝŶ ĞŵƉůŽǇŵĞŶƚ ;CŽǆ Ϯ016).   

Interestingly, drawing on an analysis of the Spanish Social Security data of 3225 released prisoners, Alós 

et al found that prison work is associated with improved employment outcomes, but also higher 

recidivism (Alós et al 2015). They argue that this reflects a complex picture whereby some participants 

in prison work programmes have a genuine desire to desist, while others may be less motivated and 

                                                           
1 This perhaps also suggests that employment for prisoners need not necessarily be restricted to within the 

prison, as community ties could be fostered by day release or release on temporary licence.  As most prisoners 

granted work leave adhere to the relevant conditions of their release and use this time constructively, temporary 

release schemes can serve an important rehabilitative function (Cheliotis 2009). A systematic review of the 

literature has also shown that work release programmes can reduce recidivism, and improve employment 

outcomes post-release (Cheliotis 2008).   
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view these initiatives primarily as a means of passing time (Alós et al 2015). Further, Alós et al., conclude 

that the employment outcomes of all prisoners (whether they participated in prison based employment 

or not) are very fragile, with a large majority being unable to sustain employment in the long term (Alós 

et al 2015, see also Cox, 2016).   

This need to recognise both the heterogeneity of the prison population and the importance of wider 

structural factors is reflected in the work of Kerry Richmond who analysed data on a large sample of 

female prisoners in the US (n= 1,685 women participating in prison industries and 1,685 control cases), 

utilising propensity scores to limit selection effects.  This methodology found no significant differences 

in re-arrest rates between the two groups at three years post-release, and no significant difference in 

͞ƐƵƌǀŝǀĂů ƚŝŵĞƐ͟ ďĞĨore return to custody (Richmond 2014a).  Richmond notes that her findings contrast 

ǁŝƚŚ ĞĂƌůŝĞƌ ǁŽƌŬ ŽŶ ƚŚĞ ĞĨĨĞĐƚƐ ŽĨ ĨĞŵĂůĞ ƉƌŝƐŽŶĞƌƐ͛ ƉĂƌƚŝĐŝƉĂƚŝŽŶ ŝŶ ƉƌŝƐŽŶ ŝŶĚƵƐƚƌŝĞƐ; O͛BƌŝĞŶ ĂŶĚ BĂƚĞƐ 
(2005), for example, found a significant negative relationship between employment in prison industries 

and re-arrest, something that Richmond attributes to the failure of this earlier study to control for 

selection bias. Importantly, Richmond argues that the contrast between her results and more positive 

reviews of the literature is that female prisoners may have particular gendered issues around drug use, 

lack of child care and experiences of low-paid employment that shape the outcomes (Richmond 2014a).  

With regard to prison-based training, there have been a number of reviews of the evidence of the 

effectiveness of these programmes. The most recent of these, conducted by Ellison et al., (2017), argues 

that the literature to date suggests a larger and stronger body of evidence pointing towards the positive 

effects of prison based education than employment, however causal links remain difficult to establish. 

Importantly, they observe that there is a dearth of UK research into prison-based education, and a 

general lack of detailed studies that might allow conclusions to be drawn as to what type of education 

or employability/vocational intervention is effective, who might benefit most or how and when this 

should be delivered.   

In sum, the evidence that prison-based employment can promote successful desistance is mixed2, 

something which is perhaps unsurprising given the complex and multifaceted relationship between 

employment and desistance. There is some evidence to suggest that prison-based employment can 

reduce re-offending, however the strongest findings often arise from studies with methodological 

weaknesses (Saylor and Gaes 1997; Bouffard 2000; Wilson et al 2000). Conversely, others have found 

that these interventions are not successful in reducing reoffending, or are unlikely to be successful for 

particular groups (Alós et al 2015; Richmond 2014a; Pandeli 2015). The evidence of the effectiveness of 

vocational training programmes is stronger, but issues pertaining to methodological weaknesses and a 

lack of literature from outside the US persist (Ellison et al 2017; MacKenzie 2006; Aos 2006).   

This dominance of US based research and the wide-spread use of systematic reviews and meta-analysis 

has also led to limited qualitative research into the experiences of those taking part in prison-based 

employment and training (Abrams and Lea 2016); a factor which may contribute to the lack of 

theoretical insight as to how, why and for who such initiatives might be effective that are noted by 

Wilson et al (2000).  As discussed below, this lack of qualitative research, and in particular studies of 

Scottish or UK prisons, also limits our understanding of how prison employment and employability is 

experienced by those who undertake it.  

Despite this lack of research, there is some evidence that some prison work can help to develop skills 

and competencies. Prison employment may enhance personal development and build confidence and 

                                                           
2 IŶĚĞĞĚ͕ ƚŚĞ MŝŶŝƐƚƌǇ ŽĨ JƵƐƚŝĐĞ ŚĂƐ ĐŽŶĐůƵĚĞĚ ƚŚĂƚ ͞OǀĞƌĂůů͕ evidence on the effectiveness of employment 

/education programmes in reducing reoffending is mixed/promising͟ ;MOJ ϮϬϭ4) 
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self-esteem (Simon 1999; Richmond 2014b), while providing a temporary respite from the most difficult 

elements of the prison regime:  

One of the common themes among all of the inmates interviewed is how appreciative they are of the 

opportunity to work for͙ďĞĐĂƵƐĞ ŝƚ ŵĂŬĞƐ ƚŚĞŵ ĨĞĞů ĂƐ ƚŚŽƵŐŚ ͞ƚŚĞǇ ĂƌĞ ŶŽƚ ŝŶ ƉƌŝƐŽŶ ĂŶǇŵŽƌĞ͟ 

͙regardless of the specific type of industry, [working] makes them feel as though they are part of 

society again.  Even if only for a few hours a day, the work environment is such that they feel as though 

they are a person again and not an inmate (Richmond 2014b: 239).  

These arguments highlight the potential for prison-based employment to foster feelings of citizenship, 

wellbeing and inclusion.  However, the extent to which this is achieved, and sustained, may depend on 

the quality of employment and training offered and the presence or nature of follow up support. Where 

employability training is less than engaging, these potential benefits may remain elusive (Abrams and 

Lea, 2016). Similarly, prison work often comprises low-skilled tasks or activities that contribute to the 

running of a large institution, such as laundry, kitchens and maintenance (Crook 2007). Efforts to re-

ĐƌĞĂƚĞ ͞ŽƵƚƐŝĚĞ͟ ǁŽƌŬŝŶŐ ĐŽŶĚŝƚŝŽŶƐ ŝŶ Ă ĐůŽƐĞĚ ĞŶǀŝƌŽŶŵĞŶƚ are problematic, as there are inherent 

tensions in attempts to create a prison industry that is both economically profitable and competitive, 

efficient and profitable, and also rehabilitative, but does not exacerbate security and control problems 

(Legge 1978). Indeed, the structure of the prison regime and the facilities available can lead to short 

working hours and an insufficient number of work placements (Simon 1999).  

Consequently, many prisoners may find themselves engaged in employment that has little relevance to 

the outside labour market, or in fields where there is already an excess of potential employees (Cook 

2007; Bouffard et al 2000; Richmond 2014b). Where prison work does engage with the community, this 

ŝƐ ŽĨƚĞŶ ĨƌĂŵĞĚ ŝŶ ƚĞƌŵƐ ŽĨ ͞ ŐŝǀŝŶŐ ƐŽŵĞƚŚŝŶŐ ďĂĐŬ͟ ƚŽ ƚŚĞ ĐŽŵŵƵŶŝƚǇ͕ ĨŽƌ ĞǆĂŵƉůĞ ďǇ ƌĞƉĂŝƌŝŶŐ ďŝĐǇĐůĞƐ͕ 
rather than by a close connection to the interests of the prisoner or the needs of local employers 

(MacKenzie 2006; Piacentini 2004). Indeed, the SPS acknowledges that the breadth of opportunities 

available to those in custody has decreased in recent years, and that those provided may not be aligned 

to the needs and interests of individual prisoners or resemble potential employment opportunities in 

the community (SPS 2014; 2013).   

There have also been criticisms that employment opportunities offered to female prisoners are highly 

ŐĞŶĚĞƌĞĚ ĂŶĚ ůŝŵŝƚĞĚ ƚŽ ͞ĚŽŵĞƐƚŝĐ͟ Žƌ ĨĞŵŝŶŝƐĞĚ ƚĂƐŬƐ ƐƵĐŚ ĂƐ ĐŽŽŬŝŶŐ͕ ůĂƵŶĚƌǇ͕ ƐĞǁŝŶŐ Žƌ ƐĞĐƌĞƚĂƌŝĂů 
work (Richmond 2012; Wilkinson 2004). Writing within a UK contĞǆƚ͕ O͛KĞĞĨĞ ŚĂƐ ĂƌŐƵĞĚ ƚŚĂƚ ǁŚŝůĞ 
women in prison are often highly motivated to engage in employment and employability activities, 

these are often tokenistic, under-resourced, over-emphasise basic skills and are not tailored to the 

needs of the individual woman or local job-market; and consequently often experienced as boring or 

ĨƌƵƐƚƌĂƚŝŶŐ ;O͛KĞĞĨĞ ϮϬϬϳͿ͘ A Home Office Survey of 567 women in custody supports these conclusions: 

most prison employment opportunities for women were focused on tasks contributing to the running 

of the institution such as cleaning (24%), kitchen work (16%) or gardening (16%); only 9% of respondents 

worked in roles that involved training in a recognised vocational qualification; the majority earned less 

than £10 per a week; and only 29% or respondents felt their work experience within prison would help 

them to find employment upon release (Hamlyn and Lewis 2000).   

Where have we got to so far?  

Prison Rules  

In Scotland, prison-based employment must be delivered in accordance with the Prison Rules, which 

regulate the governance of Scottish prisons and, in particular, participation in and exemptions from 

prison-based employment. Prisoners are entitled to be paid for undertaking work (up to 40 hours a 

week), education or counselling ͞Ăƚ ƐƵĐŚ ƌĂƚĞƐ ĂŶĚ ŝŶ ĂĐĐŽƌĚĂŶĐĞ ǁŝƚŚ ƐƵĐŚ ĐŽŶĚŝƚŝŽŶƐ as may be 

http://www.sps.gov.uk/Corporate/Information/PrisonRulesandDirections.aspx
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ƐƉĞĐŝĨŝĞĚ ŝŶ Ă ĚŝƌĞĐƚŝŽŶ ďǇ ƚŚĞ “ĐŽƚƚŝƐŚ MŝŶŝƐƚĞƌƐ͟ (Prison Rule 86).  In practice, however, the SPS has a 

Prisoner Wage Earning Policy, which specifies the rates at which prisoners should be paid for various 

forms of purposeful activity (SPS 2012). This ranges from £5 per week at the lower end of the pay scale 

to £18-£21 for those working in more demanding roles, as well as bonus schemes, while those who 

ƌĞĨƵƐĞ ƚŽ ǁŽƌŬ Žƌ ͞ ǁŚŽ ďǇ ƚŚĞŝƌ ŽǁŶ ĂĐƚŝŽŶƐ ŵĂŬĞ ƚŚĞŵƐĞůǀĞƐ ƵŶĞŵƉůŽǇĂďůĞ͟ ƌĞĐĞŝǀĞ ŶŽ ƉĂǇŵĞŶƚƐ ;“P“ 
2012).  As the Review of Purposeful Activity notes, this policy is ͞ĐŽŵƉůĞǆ ĂŶĚ ƐƵďũĞĐƚ ƚŽ ǀĂƌŝŽƵƐ 
interpƌĞƚĂƚŝŽŶƐ ĂĐƌŽƐƐ ƚŚĞ ĞƐƚĂƚĞ͙ ΀ůĞĂĚŝŶŐ ƚŽ΁ ĚŝƐƉĂƌŝƚŝĞƐ ďĞƚǁĞĞŶ ƉƌŝƐŽŶƐ͟ (SPS 2014: 113). 

Prison-based employment, education and vocational training in Scotland are all part of a wider 

programme of purposeful activity which  includes: work, education of any kind, including physical 

education, counselling and other rehabilitation programmes, vocational training, work placements 

ŽƵƚƐŝĚĞ ƚŚĞ ƉƌŝƐŽŶ͕ ĂŶĚ ĂŶǇ ĂĐƚŝǀŝƚǇ ǁŚŝĐŚ ŝƐ ĚĞƐŝŐŶĞĚ ƚŽ ĂƐƐŝƐƚ ƚŚĞ ƉƌŝƐŽŶĞƌ͛Ɛ ƌĞŝŶƚĞŐƌĂƚŝŽŶ ŝŶƚŽ ƚŚĞ 
community following release3.  The number of individuals engaged in Purposeful Activities across the 

Scottish Prison Estate is, however, unclear. Moreover, the exact form that employment and vocational 

training opportunities take within a prison are shaped by individual Governors and prison staff, and 

therefore vary across the prison estate (Scottish Parliament 2013).  Examples of types of employment 

currently provided by the SPS show a diverse range of activities that engage the public and private 

sectors. This is summarised in Table 1, below.  

Table 1: Examples of Purposeful Activity in Scottish Prisons 

Type of Work  Examples  

Repair Work bicycles, recycling machinery, prison waste, 

clothing etc 

Production/Assembly Work manufacturing garden sheds, benches, Post Office  

trolleys, textiles 

Commercial Partner Work Freedom Bakery 

Packaging Work tea and coffee work parties 

Establishment Services passmen, kitchen, laundry, gardens, horticulture 

 

As the number of purposeful activity hours offered per convicted prisoner across the estate is one of 

ƚŚĞ “P“͛Ɛ KĞǇ PĞƌĨŽƌŵĂŶĐĞ IŶĚŝĐĂƚŽƌƐ͕ ŝƚ is possible to gain an overview of purposeful activity each year 

from their annual reports. This data, from the year 2012 when an average measure of number of 

purposeful hours per a convicted prisoner was introduced, is summarised below.  

Table 2: Hours of Purposeful Activity Undertaken p/a (adapted from SPS 2016; 2015; 2013) 

 2012/13 2013/14 2014/15 2015/16 

Purposeful activity 

hours (total) 
6,902,716 6,909,481 7,092,767 7,045,779 

Purposeful activity 

hours (per prisoner) 
21 22 22 23 

 

Importantly, these figures refer to all purposeful activity, not just employment, so the number of hours 

that prisoners are engaged in work or vocational training is likely to be lower.  Indeed, access to, and 

                                                           
3 This latter point is from an FOI request rather than the Prison Rules as they appear online: 

http://www.sps.gov.uk/FreedomofInformation/FOI-4633.aspx 

 

http://www.sps.gov.uk/FreedomofInformation/FOI-4633.aspx
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uptake of, purposeful activity (in the form of employment, education and training opportunities) has 

consistently been raised as a concern and a priority by HM Chief Inspector of Prisons for Scotland (most 

recently HMCIPS 2016; 2015). One particular challenge for the SPS is supporting the large number of 

prisoners, particularly those serving remand or short-term sentences, unable to access out-of-cell 

activities in the establishments inspected that year, as Table 3 illustrates:  

Table 3: Percentage of time spent in purposeful activity (adapted from HMCIPS 2011) 

Prison  % out at activity  % in halls (inc. pass jobs) 

Glenochil 37    63 

Peterhead 50 50 

Addiewell 60 40 

Corton Vale  35 65 

 

In light of these concerns, there has been considerable activity by both policy makers and the SPS on 

the topic of purposeful activity: the Justice Committee Inquiry into Purposeful Activity (2013) and the 

SPS Organisational Review and Review of Purposeful Activity (2013).  

The Justice Committee Inquiry into Purposeful Activity (Scottish Parliament, 2013), considered how 

purposeful activity was functioning across the prison estate, identifying examples of best practice and 

challenges not only in accessing activities but also in specifying what purposeful activity actually 

comprised. The Justice Inquiry found that provision was very patchy and that this was compounded by 

difficulties caused by prison design and restrictions on movement, overcrowding, timetabling problems, 

the transfer of prisoners between establishments, a lack of suitably trained staff and staff absence or 

ŝůůŶĞƐƐ ǁĞƌĞ ŝĚĞŶƚŝĨŝĞĚ ĂƐ ĨƵƌƚŚĞƌ ďĂƌƌŝĞƌƐ ƚŽ ƉƵƌƉŽƐĞĨƵů ĂĐƚŝǀŝƚǇ ;“ĐŽƚƚŝƐŚ PĂƌůŝĂŵĞŶƚ ϮϬϭϯͿ͘  PƌŝƐŽŶĞƌƐ͛ 
attitudes towards work, histories of other social difficulties such as addictions and poor experiences of 

education, and unrestricted access to televisions were also identified as challenges (ibid). A new 

Learning and Skills Strategy was implemented in 2016 to develop education innovation in prisons and 

embed third sector organisations into the provision of purposeful activity.  

The SPS Organisational Review and Review of Purposeful Activity ĞĐŚŽĞĚ ƚŚĞ JƵƐƚŝĐĞ CŽŵŵŝƚƚĞĞ͛Ɛ 
recommendations particularly in informing the SPS͛Ɛ strategic work in this area. The Justice Committee 

ƌĞƉŽƌƚ ĂĐƚĞĚ ĂƐ Ă ĐĂƚĂůǇƐƚ ĨŽƌ ƚŚĞ “P“͛Ɛ ƌĞǀŝĞǁ ŽĨ ƉƵƌƉŽƐĞĨƵů ĂĐƚŝǀŝƚǇ ǁŚŝĐŚ ŝƐ ĨŝƌŵůǇ ŐƌŽƵŶĚĞĚ ŝŶ ƚŚĞ “P“ 
Organisational Review (launched in December 2013) (SPS 2014). The Organisational Review called for a 

ŵŽƌĞ ͞ŚŽůŝƐƚŝĐ͟ ĂƉƉƌŽĂĐŚ ƚŽ ƉƵƌƉŽƐeful activity, encompassing a broader range of activities that include 

wellbeing, citizenship, volunteering and reparation, life skills and resilience, offending behaviour and 

learning and employability. In light of this, the Organisational Review recommended that the SPS 

develop a Strategy for Purposeful Activity to meet the needs of all prisoners and called upon the SPS to 

undertake a review of the activities currently available to ensure that they not only support resilience 

and independence, but also: support the individualised, rather than individualistic, nature of the 

desistance journey and encourage the development and building of individual and community assets. 

The Activity Review should take account of the need to align prison and community supports and 

activities as well as access to universal services (SPS 2013: 88). 

Consequently, purposeful activity is now redefined to include a broader range of activities and includes 

any activity or constructive interaction which promotes citizenship; develops learning and employability 

skills; builds life skills and resilience; addresses well-being; and motivates personal engagement with 

both prison and community based services (SPS 2014: 9). In addition to broadening the definition of 

purposeful activity, the Review of Purposeful Activity is critical of the current designation of all time 

spent out of a cell in a work-like environment as purposeful activity ͞ĞǀĞŶ ŝĨ ŝƚ ĚŽĞƐ ŶŽƚŚŝŶŐ ŵŽƌĞ 
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productive than provide a place to go to during the core working day, or through cleaning and catering, 

ƐƵƉƉŽƌƚƐ ƚŚĞ ŽƉĞƌĂƚŝŽŶ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ƉƌŝƐŽŶ ƌĞŐŝŵĞ͟ (SPS 2014: 90).  The Review also highlights that prison 

workshops can be over-reliant on internal contracts to sustain their activities and that security measures 

and other features of the prison regime mitigate against ďĞŝŶŐ ĂďůĞ ƚŽ ŽĨĨĞƌ Ă ͞ǁŽƌŬ-ůŝŬĞ͟ ĞŶǀŝƌŽŶŵĞŶƚ 
and working hours. As a result, activities may not be aligned to the needs and interests of individual 

prisoners; the work offered may not prepare prisoners for employment in the community nor match 

the expectations of employers; and the most skilled and complex tasks are often undertaken by officers 

(SPS 2014). These concerns are echoed in the Organisational Review, which notes that the range of 

employment opportunities in prisons have been reduced over recent years as a means of promoting 

efficiency (SPS 2013: 90).   

Importantly, both the Organisational Review and the Review of Purposeful Activities highlight literature 

demonstrating links between community employment and reduced reoffending (such as Sapouna et al 

2011), and argue that improvements to the current provision of purposeful activity must be made.  Both 

documents are also clear that it will not be possible, or even desirable, for the SPS to deliver these 

reforms in isolation.  For example, the Organisational Review recommends that SPS explore the 

opportunities for diversifying and improving the quality vocational training, including potentially 

employing prisoners as apprentices in the SPS itself.  The Organisational Review also highlights the 

potential of partnerships with social enterprises (such as Homeboy Industries and the Delancey Street 

Foundation) and private companies (such as Timpsons), and the role of such social enterprises in 

providing prison-based training and employment, discussed in more detail below.  

In sum, there appears to be consensus between the SPS and the Scottish Government that there is a 

need for reform and modernisation of employment, training and other purposeful activities in prisons 

and, as part of that, a move towards a more mixed economy of provision. This is underpinned by a 

shared understanding that improving opportunities for employment is likely to reduce reoffending, but 

also that this is only one part of a complex process. Yet, despite this consensus, the theoretical and 

conceptual underpinnings of the Review of Purposeful Activity and the Organisational Review appear 

to be conflicting.  For example, the Organisational Review set out the new vision for the SPS, centring 

around the key aim of Unlocking Potential, Transforming Lives, with a new mission of ͞ ƉƌŽǀŝĚŝŶŐ ƐĞƌǀŝĐĞƐ 
that help to transform the lives of people in our care so they can fulfil their potential and become 

responsible citizens͟. The wording of the new SPS mission is significant, and suggests the adoption of a 

model of rehabilitation whereby citizenship is something an individual in custody must work towards 

through personal reform, rather than an unconditional social state (Kaufman 2015). This 

conceptualisation of those in custody as requiring transformative support to fulfil their potential has 

been critiqued as positioning the prison service as central to providing rehabilitation while obscuring a 

continued focus on managing individual and institutional risk, leading to support needs becoming a 

justification for delayed sentence progression and further punishment (SPARC, 2017).  Similarly, this 

ǀŝĞǁ ŽĨ ƚŚŽƐĞ ŝŶ ĐƵƐƚŽĚǇ ĂƐ ŶĞĞĚŝŶŐ ƚŽ ͞ďĞĐŽŵĞ ƌĞƐƉŽŶƐŝďůĞ ĐŝƚŝǌĞŶƐ͕͟ ƚŽŐĞƚŚĞƌ ǁŝƚŚ ƚŚĞ ďƌŽĂĚĞŶŝŶŐ of 

the definition of purposeful activity, may perhaps provide a justification for limited opportunities to 

ĞŶŐĂŐĞ ŝŶ ͞ƌĞĂů͟ ǁŽƌŬ͘  TŚƵƐ͕ ǁŚŝůĞ ƌĞĐŽŵŵĞŶĚĂƚŝŽŶƐ ƚŚĂƚ ƉƌŝƐŽŶ-based employment should be 

diversified, modernised and properly remunerated are welcome, it perhaps remains to be seen how 

this will manifest in practice, and the extent to which workers will be rĞĐŽŐŶŝƐĞĚ ĂƐ ͞ƌĞĂů͟ ĐŝƚŝǌĞŶƐ͘   

 

What could we do differently? 

While the range of training and employment within prisons is limited, the current UK policy context has 

created a more diverse range of opportunities to be offered in prisons, often in partnership with outside 
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organisations (Murray 2012). This might include engaging with private industry, or partnerships with 

the charity or third sector, and perhaps the most well-known of these partnerships is between the 

Prison Service and Timpsons, who recruit directly from prisons and have prison-based Timpsons 

workshops (Murray 2012). There is little research in a Scottish context, investigating how this policy 

shift towards a mixed economy has manifested in practice, perhaps reflecting the relevantly recent 

nature of the SPS Organisational Review and Review of Purposeful Activity. There is a small amount of 

literature raising important theoretical questions about the purpose and structure of these initiatives 

(Weaver 2016; Weaver and Nicholson 2012), and development of initiatives such as the Freedom Bakery 

in HMP Low Moss, which trains prisoners in artisanal baking, are occasionally cited to illustrate broader 

theoretical arguments (Armstrong and Maruna 2016).  Many, but by no means all, of these initiatives 

are framed in terms of working with social enterprises.   

In 2011, Cosgrove et al., conducted a review of social enterprises working with people with convictions 

in England and Wales4.  The authors identify 17 social enterprises that are working (or have worked) 

with individuals in the criminal justice system, 11 of which offered training or employment in prison 

(Cosgrove et al 2011).  While it is not practicable to replicate this discussion in full here, the range of 

activities such initiatives encompass is perhaps of note. These include growing fruits, flowers and 

vegetables (Erlestoke Social Enterprise); recycling electrical goods and office furniture (The SOFA 

Project, HMP Leyhill); needlework (Fine Cell Work); media production (Inside Job Productions, HMP 

Downview and Storybook Dads); and providing telephone advice for clients of Oxford Citizens Advice 

Bureau (HMP Springhill) (Cosgrove et al 2011). However, while this is illustrative of the potential such 

schemes may have to deliver more meaningful training and employment in prisons, details of how these 

operate in practice and the perspectives of prisoners themselves remain missing.  

One such project which is perhaps worthy of further discussion is the graphic design social enterprise 

Barbed which was run by the Howard League in HMP Coldingley from 2005-2008. The Howard League 

sought to recruit prisoners as employees, providing them with their own contract and employing them 

under the same conditions as other Howard League staff.  Thus, the Howard League provided their 11 

employees with sick pay, holiday pay, grievance, disciplinary, pay and promotion procedures, and it was 

hoped that employees would pay tax and National Insurance although this proved unworkable (Howard 

League 2008).  As the Director of the Howard League, Frances Crook, explains, employees also made 

financial contributions towards a charitable fund to represent the living costs incurred by employees in 

the community:  

Because prisoners are not permitted to contribute to their keep ͙their contract stipulates that a 

contribution of 30% of their wages is paid into a separate fund that is managed by a representative 

from the prisoner/workforce, the Howard League and the prison. This tidy sum is being dispensed 

towards helping families keep in touch and enhancing the visiting experience, particularly for children 

(Crook 2007: 305). 

Employees at Barbed received training to deliver graphic design services to clients in the community, 

and participants reported this provided them with skills, a sense of purpose, and optimism about their 

future (Howard League 2008).  However, Barbed was brought to a close in 2008 because the ͞ƉƌŝƐŽŶ 
ĞƚŚŽƐ ĂŶĚ ƉƌŝƐŽŶ ƌƵůĞƐ ŵĂĚĞ ƐĞĐƵƌŝŶŐ ƚŚĞ ƉƌŽĨŝƚĂďŝůŝƚǇ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ďƵƐŝŶĞƐƐ ƵůƚŝŵĂƚĞůǇ ŝŵƉŽƐƐŝďůĞ͟, as 

movement of employees to other prisons, lockdowns, random drug-testing and staff training restricted 

the hours of profitable work (Howard League 2010). This highlights some of the challenges facing social 

enterprises and other organisations seeking to work in a prison environment. Despite the relatively 

short life of Barbed, the Howard League continue to advocate for the introduction of similar models 

                                                           
4 They also discuss social enterprises working with the criminal justice system in Italy and Sweden, see also 

Weaver and Nicholls 2012 here.  
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ǁŚŝĐŚ ĐĂŶ ƉƌŽǀŝĚĞ ͞ ƌĞĂů͟ ǁork for prisoners, and have been vocal in their criticism of the failure to adopt 

ƐƵĐŚ Ă ŵŽĚĞů Ăƚ ƚŚĞ ŶĞǁůǇ ďƵŝůƚ ͞ƐƵƉĞƌ ƉƌŝƐŽŶ͟ HMP BĞƌǁǇŶ ŝŶ WƌĞǆŚĂŵ͘ AƐ ƚŚĞ ƌƵŶŶŝŶŐ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ƉƌŝƐŽŶ 
workshops has been contracted out to Interserve, a large, multi-national construction company, the 

Howard League suggest that ͞ƚŚĞ ŽŶůǇ ǁŝŶŶĞƌƐ ǁŝůů ďĞ ƚŚĞ ĐŽŵƉĂŶǇ ƚŚĂƚ ŐĂŝŶƐ ƚŚĞ ĐŽŶƚƌĂĐƚ͘ TŚĞǇ ǁŝůů 
ǁŝŶ ƚĂǆƉĂǇĞƌƐ ŵŽŶĞǇ͘͟ (Howard League 2017).   

The Howard League are not alone in expressing concerns that private industries providing employment 

within secure institutions operate primarily for profit, rather than for the benefit of their employees 

(Burnett and Chebe 2010; Black 2008). For example, in England and Wales, the introduction of the 

Incentives and Earned Privileges scheme has been argued to provide a means for introducing higher 

standards with regard to the products produced by workers, increasing the opportunities for private 

sectors to exploit prison labour (Black 2008).  Such heightened standards in quality and profitability 

have also been suggested to exclude prisoners who do not already have the relevant skills required, 

thus undermining the rehabilitative potential of prison work (Gandy and Hurl 1987).  It has also been 

argued that the industries that are most able to operate successfully within a prison environment will 

be risky jobs of low social value, and that insufficient attention has been paid to the health and safety 

of prison workers (Jackson 2011).   

Criticism surrounding the profits generated for private companies through low paid prison labour has 

been particularly pronounced in the US, where incarcerated workers may be paid as little as $0.20 an 

hour (Thompson 2011)͘  TŚŝƐ͕ ƚŽŐĞƚŚĞƌ ǁŝƚŚ ĚĞĚƵĐƚŝŽŶƐ ďĞŝŶŐ ŵĂĚĞ ĨƌŽŵ ǁĂŐĞƐ ĨŽƌ ͞ƌŽŽŵ ĂŶĚ ďŽĂƌĚ͟ 
and low levels of corporate regulation, have led some to draw comparisons between contemporary 

prison labour and indentured servitude under slavery (Thompson 2011; Alexander 2010).  While there 

are notable and important differences between the criminal justice systems in the UK and the US, where 

much of this literature originates, the Howard League have been critical of current procedures whereby 

private companies will agree a contract of works with the prison, rather than the individual prisoner, 

effectively negating any responsibilities they would have to the individual as an employee (Crook 2007).  

Prison work is also often poorly paid and, as noted above, prisoners in Scotland may earn approximately 

between £5-12 per a week (Scottish Parliament 2013). Such low pay and reward for compliance with 

institutional demands rather than the quality of work produced has been suggested to reduce not only 

the status of prison work, but also the effectiveness of such programmes in reducing recidivism as 

motivation to excel in such programmes is inevitably undermined (Lightman 1982).  The failure to pay 

a wage that might reasonably meet the costs of living have been argued to be infantilising (Legge 1978), 

and it has been observed that the average prison wage across the UK is less than the average child 

ƌĞĐĞŝǀĞƐ ĞĂĐŚ ǁĞĞŬ ŝŶ ƉŽĐŬĞƚ ŵŽŶĞǇ ;BůĂĐŬ ϮϬϬϴͿ͘  YĞƚ͕ ĚĞƐƉŝƚĞ ƚŚĞƐĞ ͞ƉŽĐŬĞƚ ŵŽŶĞǇ͟ ǁĂŐĞƐ͕ ƉƌŝƐŽŶĞƌƐ 
often face high costs for telephone calls and otŚĞƌ ŝƚĞŵƐ ĨƌŽŵ ƚŚĞ ƉƌŝƐŽŶ ͞ĐĂŶƚĞĞŶ͟ ;CƌŽŽŬ ϮϬϬϳͿ͘ TŚŝƐ 
often leads to those in custody becoming reliant on their family for financial support, which can place 

considerable pressure on house-hold budgets (Codd 2008; Light and Campbell 2006).  Internationally, 

practices around remuneration for work in prison vary. The Standard Minimum Rules for the Treatment 

of Prisoners ƉƌŽǀŝĚĞ ĨŽƌ ͚ Ă ƐǇƐƚĞŵ ŽĨ ĞƋƵŝƚĂďůĞ ƌĞŵƵŶĞƌĂƚŝŽŶ ŽĨ ǁŽƌŬ ŽĨ ƉƌŝƐŽŶĞƌƐ͛ ƵŶĚĞƌ ǁŚŝĐŚ ƉƌŝƐŽŶĞƌƐ 
are allowed to spend at least part of their earnings and to send a part to their family, while another part 

ŝƐ ƐĞƚ ĂƐŝĚĞ ďǇ ƚŚĞ ĂĚŵŝŶŝƐƚƌĂƚŝŽŶ ĨŽƌ ƚŚĞ ƉƌŝƐŽŶĞƌ ŽŶ ƌĞůĞĂƐĞ͛͘ IƚĂůŝĂŶ ůĂǁƐ͕ ĨŽƌ ĞǆĂŵƉůĞ͕ ƐƉĞĐŝĨǇ ƚŚĂƚ 
prisoners should be paid two thirds of the national contract with deductions made for subsistence and 

they also receive holidays and social security (Weaver, 2016). 

The way in which prison labour is paid in the U.K. has also been criticised.  For example, Frances Crook, 

Howard League for Penal Reform, has drawn attention to the lack of formal employment rights afforded 

to prisoners: 
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Prison work currently is paid, in effect, cash in hand ʹ a practice that in the community might well be a 

criminal offence. This encourages and legitimises the practice of employers paying cash that avoids all 

the fisĐĂů ƌĞƐƉŽŶƐŝďŝůŝƚŝĞƐ ŝŶĐƵŵďĞŶƚ ŽŶ ŽƵƚƐŝĚĞ ĞŵƉůŽǇĞƌƐ͘ TĂǆ͕ ŶĂƚŝŽŶĂů ŝŶƐƵƌĂŶĐĞ͕ ĞŵƉůŽǇĞƌƐ͛ 
contributions towards pensions are all unknown concepts inside prisons. Prisons are effectively 

supporting the notion that the State sanctions the informal economy (Crook 2007: 303).      

Similarly, it has been argued that entitlement to social benefits such as unemployment insurance and 

pensions are an important part of civic identity, and that retaining these whilst in custody could play a 

key role in successful outcomes upon release (Stern 2002).  Baroness Stern goes on to highlight that 

while greater protection of these rights is offered in countries such as Russia, Austria and Spain, 

prisoners in the UK are effectively ͞ƐĞǀĞƌĞĚ ĨƌŽŵ ƚŚĞ ƉƌŽƚĞĐƚŝŽŶ ŽĨ ĞŵƉůŽǇŵĞŶƚ ůĂǁ͟ (Stern 2002: 136). 

Given the tensions between private corporate interests and the rights of individual (and potentially 

vulnerable) prisoners, it has been suggested that labour unions have had an important role in 

preventing the exploitation of prison workers and maintaining worker moral (Gandy and Hurl 1987).  

Indeed, prison-labour unions have both a historical precedent and a current relevance that continues 

today.   

CƵŵƵůĂƚŝǀĞůǇ͕ ƚŚĞƐĞ ĨĂĐƚŽƌƐ ŚĂǀĞ ďĞĞŶ ƐƵŐŐĞƐƚĞĚ ƚŽ ͞ŝŶǀĞƌƚ͟ ƚŚĞ ĐĞŶƚƌĂů ĐŚĂƌĂĐƚĞƌŝƐƚŝĐƐ of employment: 

job roles are determined by security concerns and availability rather than skills, experience or interest; 

the work available may be unchallenging and there are few mechanisms for rewarding competence; 

and finally, privileges are more likely ƚŽ ďĞ ůŽƐƚ ĂƐ Ă ĐŽŶƐĞƋƵĞŶĐĞ ŽĨ ďĞŝŶŐ Ă ͞ďĂĚ͟ ƉƌŝƐŽŶĞƌ͕ ƌĂƚŚĞƌ ƚŚĂŶ 
prison worker (Legge 1978; see also Howard League 2008). Further, rather than promoting feelings of 

ĂƵƚŽŶŽŵǇ͕ ŝƚ ŚĂƐ ďĞĞŶ ŶŽƚĞĚ ƚŚĂƚ ƉƌŝƐŽŶĞƌƐ ĐĂŶ ĞǆƉĞƌŝĞŶĐĞ ƚŚĞŝƌ ƚƌĞĂƚŵĞŶƚ ŝŶ ƚŚĞ ͞ǁŽƌŬƉůĂĐĞ͟ ĂƐ 
infantalising and disrespectful (Simon 1999: 109). Legge further argues ƚŚĂƚ ƚŚĞ ͞ƌĞǁĂƌĚ ŝŶǀĞƌƐŝŽŶ͟ ŝŶ 
prison work is also evident in the lack of Trade Union rights and low prison pay, something that is often 

justified on the grounds of lesser eligibility and the need to make restitution to victims (Legge 1978). 

Importantly, such repetitive, boring and poorly rewarded work has been suggested to reinforce the 

relative excitement and rewards of a criminal lifestyle (Crook 2007) and which, we might infer, is unlikely 

to enhance notions of citizenship as intended (e.g. SPS, 2014).   

A ƌĞĐĞŶƚ ĞƚŚŶŽŐƌĂƉŚŝĐ ƐƚƵĚǇ ŽĨ ͞ŽƌĂŶŐĞ ĐŽůůĂƌ ǁŽƌŬĞƌƐ͕͟ Žƌ ƚŚŽƐĞ ĐŽŶĚƵĐƚŝŶŐ ƉƌŝǀĂƚĞůǇ ĐŽŶƚƌĂĐƚĞĚ ǁŽƌŬ 
in a privatised UK prison, supports these arguments. This research found that, rather than being 

rehabilitative, these initiatives function primarily to occupy the time of prisoners and to raise profits for 

the private companies involved (Pandeli 2015). Pandeli argues that these workshops train prisoners in 

declining industries, such as manufacturing, and promote a masculinised working culture that is 

ŝŶĐŽŵƉĂƚŝďůĞ ǁŝƚŚ ƚŚĞ ŐƌŽǁŝŶŐ ƐĞƌǀŝĐĞ ŝŶĚƵƐƚƌǇ͘  WŚŝůĞ ŵĂŶǇ ŽĨ PĂŶĚĞůŝ͛Ɛ ƉĂƌƚŝĐŝƉĂŶƚƐ ǀĂůŽƌŝƐĞĚ ǁĞĂůƚŚ͕ 
consumerism and entrepreneurialism, she argues that prison industries reinforce to prisoners the 

unachievable nature of their desired lifestyles through legitimate, but increasingly low-paid, precarious 

and insecure work (Pandeli 2015).   

All of this would suggest that simply providing any employment will not necessarily reduce recidivism 

on release or support desistance, and that the nature and quality of employment is likely to be much 

more effective (Fletcher 2011; Laub and Sampson 2003; Sapouna et al 2015). Such arguments also lend 

weight to critiques of ƚŚĞ ĐŽŶƚŝŶƵĞĚ ĨŽĐƵƐ ŽŶ ƉƌŽŵŽƚŝŶŐ ŝŶĚŝǀŝĚƵĂů ĞŵƉůŽǇĂďŝůŝƚǇ ĂŶĚ ͞ũŽď ƌĞĂĚŝŶĞƐƐ͟ 
amongst those in custody and the lack of recognition of the structural barriers to employment that will 

be faced on release (Abrams and Lea 2016; Bumiller 2015). These critiques highlight the 

disproportionate weight placed by such programmes on the need for the individual to change, a denial 

of structural inequalities and discrimination, and a failure of reintegration schemes to engage in job 

creation (Abrams and Lea 2016; Bumiller 2015).  

There is a need for caution, then, that current policy developments are not constructed as an 

unquestionable good that will improve training and employment within prisons or engender the 
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intended outcomes.  As the case of Wrexham prison perhaps illustrates particularly well, while much of 

the policy rhetoric may focus on social enterprises, the ambiguity in this term can comfortably 

encompass both small co-operatives and global corporations who self-identiĨǇ ĂƐ ŚĂǀŝŶŐ Ă ͞ƐŽĐŝĂů 
ƉƵƌƉŽƐĞ͟ ;WĞĂǀĞƌ ĂŶĚ Nicholson 2012).  Interestingly, Jewkes and Moran (2015) raise similar issues in 

ƚŚĞŝƌ ĐƌŝƚŝƋƵĞ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ͞ŐƌĞĞŶŝŶŐ͟ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ƉƌŝƐŽŶ ƐǇƐƚĞŵ͕ ǁŚĞƌĞďǇ Ă ŶƵŵďĞƌ ŽĨ ŝŶŝƚŝĂƚŝǀĞƐ ƉƌŽǀŝĚĞ ͞ŐƌĞĞŶ-

ĐŽůůĂƌ͟ ƚƌĂŝŶŝŶŐ͕ ƉƌŽǀŝĚŝŶŐ Ɖrisoners with skills while meeting environmental needs, both in a UK and US 

context. One example given is the Dartmoor Rehabilitation Project, where in partnership with the 

Forestry Commission, prisoners carry out forest maintenance activities, while in HMP Oakwood, 

prisoners have been trained to repair and maintain rail tracks (Jewkes and Moran 2015). Although the 

latter was received positively in the inspection of HMP Oakwood (HMCIP 2013), Jewkes and Moran 

ĐĂƵƚŝŽŶ ĂŐĂŝŶƐƚ ƵŶĐƌŝƚŝĐĂůůǇ ĞŵďƌĂĐŝŶŐ ƚŚĞ ͞ŐƌĞĞŶǁĂƐŚŝŶŐ͟ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ƉƌŝƐŽŶ͕ ĂƌŐƵŝŶŐ ƚŚĂƚ ƚŚĞ ƉƌŽŵŽƚŝŽŶ ŽĨ 
the green agenda conceals the preservation and expansion of the prison estate, while generating a 

profit for private corporations. 

Indeed, even amongst non-governmental organisations and the not-for-profit sector there can be a 

considerable diversity of organisations, which may adopt and enact dominant narratives of punishment 

and citizenship to varying degrees (Armstrong 2002; Kaufman 2015). For example, Kaufman identified 

two typologies of NGOs within working the criminal justice system: those that adhered to classic 

narratives of re-entry that emphasise the need for individual change, and more overtly political 

organisations who worked toward the inclusion of former prisoners as citizens:  

Most strikinŐ ŝƐ ŚŽǁ ƚŚĞ NGOƐ͛ ĚŝǀĞƌƐĞ ǀŝƐŝŽŶƐ ŽĨ Ğǆ-ƉƌŝƐŽŶĞƌƐ͛ ĐŝƚŝǌĞŶƐŚŝƉ ƌĞůĂƚĞ ƚŽ ƚŚĞ ƚǇƉĞƐ ŽĨ ƉƌŝƐŽŶĞƌ 
incorporation they provide. NGOs that closely reflect state policy goals emphasize their role as social 

control agents and frame citizenship as a condition towaƌĚ ǁŚŝĐŚ ĂŶ ͚ŽĨĨĞŶĚĞƌ͛ ĐĂŶ ƉƌŽŐƌĞƐƐ ǀŝĂ 
ƉƌŽŐƌĂŵ ĐŽŵƉůĞƚŝŽŶ ĂŶĚ ŐŽŽĚ ĐŽŶĚƵĐƚ͘ NGOƐ ƚŚĂƚ ŵŽǀĞ ďĞǇŽŶĚ ƚŚĞ ƐƚĂƚĞ͛Ɛ ƉŽůŝĐǇ ŐŽĂůƐ ƚƌĞĂƚ ƉƌŝƐŽŶĞƌƐ 
unconditionally as members of church or political communities with entitlement to rights. These 

agencies communicate that ex-prisoners are citizens who already deserve membership in their 

organizations (Kaufman 2015: 548).  

A potential mechanism for delivering employment support to those in the criminal justice system as 

citizens rather than ͚offenders͛ is the development of social co-operatives (Weaver 2016; Weaver and 

Nicholson 2012). Social co-operatives are distinct from the social enterprises or prison-industry 

partnerships discussed above as they are owned by their members, oriented to job creation and work 

integration and provide mutual support in prison, through-the-gate and on release (Weaver and 

Nicholson 2012).  While reducing reoffending is not the sole aim of such a model, the evidence suggests 

that they create a social and relational context that is enabling of desistance and social integration 

(Weaver 2016). An additional benefit of such an approach is that through the sharing of power (shared 

ownership), co-operative models also guard against the exploitation of their members, thus avoiding 

the criticisms of private-industry expansion into the prison system discussed above.  Yet despite these 

benefits, the potential of social co-operatives in a UK context remains under explored (Weaver 2016).       

 

How do we get there? What questions should we be asking? 

While it is not yet known how the policy developments discussed above will manifest in practice, this 

shift in rhetoric raises a number of important issues which warrant greater attention.  The first is how 

(far) does the construction of employment and training in prisons relate to ideas of citizenship?  Are 

individuals engaged in employment in prison understood as employees in prison, or prisoners who 

work? FŽƌ ĞǆĂŵƉůĞ͕ ƐŚŽƵůĚ ƉƌŝƐŽŶĞƌƐ ďĞ ƉĂŝĚ ĂŶ ͞ŽƵƚƐŝĚĞ͟ ǁĂŐĞ, as advocated by the Prison Reform 

Trust (2010)?  Should they pay tax?  What employment rights do (or should) they have? Should prison 
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workers have labour union protection? If the individual works for an external company, should the 

contract of employment be made with the individual or with the prison? How can a failure to provide 

these entitlements be theorised and understood? The shift towards partnerships with commercial 

enterprises, and the consequent potential for exploitation, makes these questions all the more urgent. 

However, there is also a conceptually important point here. Prison based employment and training is 

often framed in terms of promoting desistance by fostering responsible civic identities. Yet, if prisoners 

are to work ůŝŬĞ ͞ ƌĞƐƉŽŶƐŝďůĞ͟ ĐŝƚŝǌĞŶƐ͕ ǁŚĂƚ ĐŝǀŝĐ ƌŝŐŚƚƐ ƐŚŽƵůĚ ďĞ ŐŝǀĞŶ ŝŶ ƌĞƚƵƌŶ͍ FƵƌƚŚĞƌ͕ ǁŚĂƚ ĂƌĞ ƚŚĞ 
implications for desistance of a failure to realise these rights? 

Secondly, while policy activity in this area in Scotland tends to be framed in terms of the SPS 

Organisational Review, the connections between similar policy developments in England and Wales and 

a wider context of fiscal austerity are clear, as the Ministry of Justice is explicit in its aims to reduce the 

costs of imprisonment (Ministry of Justice 2010). It would seem then that just as there is a need for 

͞ƚŚƌŽƵŐŚ ƚŚĞ ŐĂƚĞ͟ ƐĞƌǀŝĐĞƐ͕ ƚŚĞƌĞ ŝƐ ĂůƐŽ Ă ŶĞĞĚ ƚŽ ĞǆƉůŽƌĞ ƚŚĞ ĞĨĨĞĐƚƐ ŽĨ ƉƌŝƐŽŶ-based training and 

employment in a context of diminishing services and increasing low-quality and precarious employment 

in the community. An increasingly competitive job market also raises questions about the impact of a 

criminal record on employability prospects, and the extent to which this might confine those who have 

been in custody to low-quality or insecure employment (Bumiller 2015).  It is also impossible to separate 

wider policies of austerity from benefit reform. Given that many prisoners experience poor physical and 

mental health before incarceration, it is perhaps reasonable to assume that large numbers will be 

claiming disability or sickness benefits. However, entitlements to such benefits are increasingly 

stringently policed and for which there are substantial financial sanctions for failure to comply with 

requirements. Thus, questions arise as to whether or not prison work may affect benefit entitlements; 

if the individual does not work in prison, the family may have to provide greater financial supports; 

however, if they do work, how might this impact on the benefit entitlement of families?     

Finally, the potential for significant changes in how prison-based employment and vocational training is 

delivered also raises questions as to how these programs will be monitored and evaluated.  The SPS 

does not have the data available to provide a breakdown of the number of individuals engaged in 

purposeful activity. As the definition of purposeful activity seems set to become wider, and potentially 

more organisations will become involved in delivery, it may be more difficult to determine the true 

extent of employability and vocational training in prisons as this may be obscured by an increasingly 

diverse range of activities being included under this term.   

In sum, the historically contentious nature of employment and training within prisons persists.  There 

are unanswered questions as to the purpose of such schemes, how they are experienced, what impact 

they might have, how they should be developed, and also why these issues might matter with regard 

to broader questions of citizenship, autonomy and community.   

 

Conclusion 

This briefing paper has summarised the academic literature on employment and training in prisons to 

inform understandings of, and generate dialogues around, how prison-based employment programmes 

and employment are constructed and understood, their outcomes, and how they are experienced by 

participants. With regard to the former, the research on employment and employability in prisons is 

limited.  Much of this literature originates from the US, and is consequently dominated by quantitative 

studies of the impacts of such programmes. While the difficulties of measuring the impact of such 

programmes and the consequent methodological weaknesses are widely acknowledged, it can be 

cautiously concluded that these programmes can have small positive effects on re-offending and future 
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employment, with vocational training appearing to have a greater impact than employment alone. 

There is also a consensus that high quality employment, holistic support and close links with the 

community are likely to improve outcomes. However, there is still little evidence as to which 

interventions might be most effective, at what time or for whom.   

As there is a dearth of Scottish research in this area, it is difficult to construct a clear picture of what 

employment and employability looks like and might become in Scottish prisons. A lack of qualitative 

research also means that we know little about how contemporary prison-based-employment or training 

is experienced by those who participate in such schemes. The older literature suggests that employment 

and training within prison is often low-skilled, repetitive, poorly paid, and has little connection either to 

individual interests or the local labour market. An examination of recent Scottish policy documents, 

including prison inspections, suggests that these short-comings of prison-based employment have 

persisted. Perhaps unsurprisingly, then, this issue has attracted a recent flurry of policy attention from 

both the SPS and the Scottish Government, suggesting a renewed energy to make progress in this area. 

Notably, this recent policy activity has embraced the potential of partnerships with third-sector and 

commercial organisations as a means of improving employment and vocational training within prisons.          
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