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Ways to Achieve Greater 
Staff Participation* 

NORMAN LOW 

THERE WOULD APPEAR to be a 
formula for achieving greater staff 
participation. Firstly, one defines 
the areas in which greater partici
pation is required. Next, one defines 
the task required to be undertaken 
in those areas. Step three is to assess 
the skills and techniques required to 
fulfil these tasks. The fourth step 
is to prepare the staff by training 
related to the skills and techniques 
required, and finally to introduce 
them to the new task. 

At first, staff will appear to try 
hard but produce rather poor 
results, however, with patienc~, 
support and encouragement, their 
performance will gradually im
prove. Part of the support required 
can be provided by extra-mural 
training, perhaps in the evening or 
in staff's own time. After a year to 
18 months practical experience in 
the new task it will probably be 
necessary to give staff the oppor
tunity of further in-service training. 

However, the task is not quite as 

·This article is based on a paper read to 
a conference for assistant governors held 
in the South-East Region in early 1967. 

simple as that, and it is necessary to 
look at the whole situation. 

From reading prison history a~d 
studying the introduction of .leg~' 
lation, it appears to me that 10 t e 
main the Prison Service, like Topsl~' 

. a I' "just growed". Since the ration 
sation of prisons which took plac~ 
in the 19th century, growth has be~n 
the consequence of three n:al 
features, legislation, changing pnson 

population, and "bright" id7at 
Changes in the structure of soCle Y 
too have had some bearing on th~ 
growth. The affluent society and t~t 
new technological age have broug 0' 

pressures to bear which ha~e P~e' 
duced new patterns of social s 
haviour. The work of the courts ~an 
increased and the prison populau~o 
has steadily grown. To atten:pt he 
meet the demands made on It, t d 
department has had to provide an 
staff many new detention centred 
prisons, borstals and remall n 
centres. The department has groWn 
in size and the tasks it has bee e 
required to fulfil have beco~. 
varied, resulting in great comple)" ~t 
These changes have come abO 
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Wh'j 
u ~ st the staff have been working 
re
n ~r tremendous pressure and the 

duSU t would appear to have pro-
j ced confusion amongst staff at all 
eVels, 

"0 rganisation", "management" 
and " I" con ro e are relatively new 
rec cepts for the service, Until quite 
eveently and probably quite widely 
to ~ today, the words which tend 
"h' e used instead are "regime", 
a trarchy" and "post". These are 
D egacy of the foundations laid by 
so~. Cane. These foundations, per-
19t~fied by the prisons built in the 
hn century, seem permanent and 
an:ova?le. In the 19th century, 
fo Untt! as late as 1921, the uni
w:~ed officer was referred to as a 
on;' er. (One who guards or keeps; 
l' od In charge of prisoners in a gaol.) 
to a~ the national Press continues 
re l11aIntain this image by persistent 
O~~urse to the term in news items. 
alth reason for this may be that 
Pr' Ough the label was changed to 
ro;son officer in 1921, the formal 
c/ ~Itered little. Since the 1948 
di~~I~al Justice Act, however, the 
the tt~ of the demands made on 
of ~SIC grade officer and the rest 
incr t e staff have progressively 
III eased. The label "governor" 
th:Y 0\V~1! have been appropriate for 
car nglnal role, but it has impIi
res:o,ns, which seem to convey a 
ap ~Ictt~eness which could be in
is be opn~te. Progressively the role 
Reri ~~m~ng more and more mana-

a In Its proper sense. 
1'he f ' unctIOns of a manager are-
(a) to structure the work situ

ation so as to ensure that a 

given task is carried out 
efficiently and effectively; 

(b) once the situation is or
ganised, to supervise the 
staff to ensure that efficient 
and effective operation is 
maintained; and 

(c) to carry out constant evalu
ation and make adjustments 
where necessary, 

One of the skills of the manager 
is to delegate areas of management, 
supervision and evaluation to those 
subordinate in the line management. 
Every manager has other demands 
made on him which require his 
individ ual attention, i,e. confiden
tial report writing, acting as chair
man at board meetings, dealing 
with correspondence, and being 
responsible to higher management. 
Every manager has at least one 
person to whom he is responsible 
and often more, which can be a 
source of conflict, It appears from 
all this that managers have to fulfil 
two demands made on them: 

(a) to organise work and see 
that people do it; and 

(b) to carry out certain individual 
functions. 

Where then does the uniformed 
officer fit into this pattern ? 

In the demands made on members 
of the uniformed staff, one can 
identify certain areas where they 
carry out certain managerial func
tions. At times these involve other 
staff and prisoners and at times 
they involve only prisoners. One 
can think of the principal officer 
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i/c court duties, the officer with a 
working party, and the officer with 
a prisoner counselling group. The 
degree of managerial responsibility 
may be limited but the function 
remains. 

ment, and to meet these demands, 
specialists were introduced into the 
service. Psychologists, tutor-organ
isers, physical education organisers, 
industrial managers, welfare officer} 
and social workers, became part of 
the full-time staff. The influx 0 

The changing role of the prison assistant governors was increased 
officer has been a point of discussion and they too were required to fiJI 
for some time now. It tends to be some kind of specialised position, 
looked on as something new which although this did not appear to be 
needs to be implemented. I would clearly defined and their role tended 
venture to suggest that the change to be more informally structured. 
has been going on for many years 
and that what is really needed is Although much of value has 
recognition of the evolving role of resulted from the introduction of 
the prison officer. Once we are specialisation there has not been the 
prepared to recognise this then expected radical change. 
perhaps we can help in the evo- Of late a new rationalisation haS 
lution. Change does not take place been introduced by the service being 
in a vacuum, however, and any regionalised. The result of the 
recognised change in the formal. d . f . l' h howll 
role, "basic grade prison officer", 1Otro uctlOn 0 specla Ists ass~ and 
will have repercussions throughout up .the c.omplexlty. of our ta 'uitc 
the department and will necessitate reglOnahsatIon wIll, I ~m ~ore 
adjustment and change to other' sure .. mak~ the complexIty. . 1 
roles obvIOus still. The new Cnmma 

. Justice Act will also inevitablY 
If we intend to implement changes introduce further complexity. 

that will effect the formal role of the 
prison officer then there are certain 
questions which need to be asked 
and need to be answered. 

WHY Do WE NEED TO HAVE 

GREATER STAFF PARTICIPATION? 

As the result of an increasing 
population in prisons, a widening 
public concern, and continuous 
introduction of new legislation, our 
task has become broader and more 
complex. Legislation from 1948 
onwards has tended to emphasise 
more specialised training and treat-

The introduction of further spec!
alists is not the answer to th~ 
problem. A more positive an 
flexible use of the staff we have most 
of is the only hope. From rn1 
experience of working with unI
formed staff, I am certain that we 
use only a fraction of their capa
cities. This is why we need to have 
greater staff participation. 

WHAT KIND OF PARTICIPATION 

Do WE NEED? 

In order to answer this question 
one needs to have a definition of our 
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task. We are statutorily required 
to_ 

(a) contain offenders as required 
by the courts, by means of 
security; 

(b) care for those in our custody 
by providing food, clothing, 
bedding, hygiene, medical 
care, welfare, etc.; and 

(c) convert them into more 
socially acceptable citizens 
(rule 1) by means of training. 

d Broadly speaking, the task of the 
epartment falls into two areas. 

(I) Trial and remand prisoners 
b The task is to be custodial and to 

e. the servant of the courts. The 
Pnson officer role related to this 
~~sk has, from experience, become 
klghly specialised and involves 
n nOWI~dge of court procedures, and 
. ecessltates relationships with the 
JUd' . 
P 1Clary, counsel, police, witnesses, 
I;Obation officers and the accused. 
r also requires knowledge of 
t eception procedures and the ability 
i 0 cope with men who are involved 
en W~at is often a highly emotional 
t~peflence. It would appear that in 

IS area officers are called on to 
~~rf~rm at a high level, often under 
t nSlderable pressure. Related also 
o~ this task is the question of 
fi servation, assessment and classi-
Cation. 

(2) Convicted and sentenced prisoners 

in T~is task is to implement rule I 
Ii ,Its broadest sense within the 
p ~ltS imposed by security. The 
t:1skon officer's role related to this 

s and his participation is not 

quite as specific and has endless 
variety. Regionalisation brings with 
it assessment, categorisation and 
allocation of prisoners and in this 
area staff participation is increasing 
and will need to go on increasing. 

In prisons dealing with sentenced 
prisoners, be they local, regional or 
central, it is the officers having 
greatest face-to-face contact with 
the prisoner who thereby have the 
greatest potential for initiating 
change in the prisoner. At this level 
there is, willy-nilly, participation in 
training and treatment of prisoners. 

How CAN WE ACHIEVE GREATER 
PARTICIPATION? 

The first essential is to accept 
that staff need to be recognised as 
possessing ability and their job as 
possessing status. It is then necessary 
to increase this ability and status . 
To do this, one has to assess the 
skills and techniques the staff will 
require to fulfil their task and to 
provide appropriate training, fol
lowed by the opportunity to apply 
the skills and techniques. They will 
then need encouragement by on
going support and further training. 

WHEN CAN WE ACHIEVE THIS 
GREATER STAFF PARTICIPATION? 

Participation at the level needed 
will not come about overnight as 
the result of some critical act. It 
needs to be fostered, nurtured and 
fed. 1t may be slow to take root at 
first and once it begins to grow it may 
wither if support is withdrawn. 
Carefully supported it can go on 
growing and there is no limit to 
what can be achieved. 
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Participation of staff makes de
mands on management and we need 
to be prepared to meet these demands. 
When we achieve this greater parti
cipation of staff, depends on what 
we are prepared to do about it. 

WHAT ARE THE IMPLICATIONS OF 

GREATER PARTICIPATION OF 

STAFF? 

Giving staff more opportunities 
to use their abilities makes greater 
demands on the managers, e.g. in 
staff training, support, organisation, 
constant evaluation, and recognition 
of ability and status in staff. These 
demands we shall have to meet 
within the limitations placed on us 
in our work situations and this is 
not easy to do. It will inevitably 
mean a readjustment in our own 
roles and in the roles of others. 
Psychologists, welfare officers, and 
social workers, are beginning to 
recognise that part of their role is 
giving support to staff who are in the 
face-to-face situation with prisoners. 
It may mean that the assistant 
governor finds that officers are 
fulfilling the role of counsellor, 
adviser, "treatment agent", that he 
saw as one of the main aspects of 
his role, and that he needs to develop 
a consultant and supportive role. 

The greater participation there is 
by staff the greater becomes the 
necessity for good communication 
and consultation. There will be 
demands made on us to help evolve 
good communication and consul
tation structures within which the 
officer has recognised status. The 
more open communication becomes 

the more likely it is that we shall 
have to face criticism from below 
and we shall need the skill and 
patience to deal with this construC
tively. The full implications are SO 

far reaching that one cannot cover 
them all in such a paper as this, but 
we need to be aware of them. 

PRACTICAL EXPERIENCE OF GREATER 

STAFF PARTICIPATION 

The work done at Blundeston is 
based on using the total hurnan 
resources of the . prisoner, staff, 
community, linked to the available 
resources in outside society. In 
order to achieve this it is necessary 
to use much more of the abilities 
of the staff. 

The techniques used are-
(a) individual face-to-face sitU

ations; 
(b) Small group situations; and 

(c) large group situations. 

To prepare staff to fulfil the 
task required of them it has been 
necessary to give them training 
in individual and group counselling 
techniques, in recording and pro
cess techniques and linked to th~sei 
some psychological and sociologlCa 

study. 

The prison is divided into fou f 

separate wings of 76 prisoners. 
Each wing is divided into eight 
sections of eight to ten prisoner~. 
Each section has an officer whO IS 
responsible for developing relati~n
ships with the men on his secUo~ 
and carrying out the individu:l 
counselling one would norrnallY 
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expect from a social worker. The 
section officers are expected to work 
closely with the wing principal 
Officer and the welfare officer in aU 
~atters appertaining to the men on 
hIs section. Each prisoner attends 
~ review board at lO-monthly 
Intervals, with his section officer, 
the Wing principal officer, and either 
the welfare officer, the deputy 
governor, or the assistant governor, 
Whoever is available. In this inter
view the section officer is able to use 
the knowledge and understanding 
o~ the man he has gained to help 
hIm look at the man's past, his 
present, and his future. In this he 
IS sUpported by the other staff 
tne~bers present. At the end of the 
revIew board, when the prisoner has 
departed, the section officer is then 
able to discuss the case with the 
other staff present and make some 
assessment of how he should carry 
Out his counselling with the man in 
the Coming months. 

Each wing has a prisoner wing 
Committee consisting of chairman, 
secretary and representatives for 
Sports, messing, television and edu
cation. There is a wing meeting each 
Saturday morning between 10 a.m. 
and II a.m. and staff attend in a 
s~PPort and guidance role. In this 
SItuation it is necessary for staff to 
have some understanding of group 
dYnamics, skills and techniques, in 
order that they can use this situation 
as. a learning experience for the 
Pnsoners. 

Each month the chairman and 
secretary of each wing attend a 
central council meeting, with the 

governor as chairman, at. which 
available staff attend and pnsoners 
may attend as non-participant mem
bers. The function of this meeting 
is to facilitate feed-back from the 
wing meetings. This allows c?m
munity problems to be brought mto 
the open for free discussion. 

All sporting, social and recre
ational activities are run on a group 
or club basis with prisoners in
volved in the organisation and 
administration, supervised by an 
officer who acts as a liaison officer. 
In this situation the officer is not 
the person who runs or administers 
the group or club; he is a staff 
member with understanding of 
small group dynamics, skills and 
techniques, and he uses this as an 
opportunity to create a learning 
situation for those prisoners in
volved. 

The methods used at Blundeston 
are centred on shared responsibility, 
open communication and the devel
opment of positive relationships 
between staff and inmates. There is 
an attempt to use the total human 
resources to aid the development of 
a sense of community. 

Before the first prisoners were 
received in August 1963, all staff 
attended a fortnight's orientation 
course which was run on group 
lines. This dealt with all aspects of 
running the prison, including the 
routine and an outline of the 
general training structure. Since 
then aU· staff, except three civilian 
instructors and the industrial mana
ger have had a further five-day 
co~rse run on group lines and 
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aimed at further training in indivi
dual and group techniques. 

In the winter of 1964-5 about 20 
officers attended an evening course 
in their own time, aimed at devel
oping the skills of individual coun
selling. At the same time about a 
dozen principal officers and senior 
officers attended a course in indi
vidual counselling supervision in 
the evenings, in their own time. 

In the winter 1965-6 it was 
possible to arrange a course called 
"Skills in Communication" at the 
local college of further education, 
and again the staff attended in,their 
own time. This helped them to 
brush up their basic English and 
decrease their anxiety regarding 
competent report writing. 

During the winter 1966-7 approxi
mately 20 staff attended a six-month 
course in social studies which was 
broadly based and aimed at broad
ening the staff's understanding of 
behaviour, management and organi
sations. All principal officers attend 
a one hour meeting each week 
aimed at investigating managerial 
skills and techniques. 

Two courses have been run for 
junior officers. These courses have 
been aimed at introducing junior 
officers to the more specialised parts 
of their role such as gate duties, 
reception duties, orderly officer 
duties and also initiating them into 
such aspects as remission calcula
tions, bails and fines, prisoners' 
earnings and prison industry. The 
later part of the course is aimed 
more specifically at introducing 

junior officers to group work and 
individual counselling, as well as 
to an understanding of prison and 
wing structure and management. 

There were also two courses for 
senior wing officers. These were tWO 
day courses and covered four 
aspects-

(a) prison management and ad
ministration; 

(b) wing management and ad
ministration; 

(c) wing officers' responsibilities 
-"Administration"; and 

(d) wing officers' responsibilities 
-"Continuity Agent in Hu
man Relationships and Com
munications" . 

There has also been a further 
five-day preparatory course for 
staff, based on individual and groUP 
counselling skills and techniques. 
The final course run in the winter 
of 1966-7 was an advanced groUP 
work course, entirely group oriented, 
for staff who have been participating 
in such groups as the pre-hostel. 
working-out and discharge groups. 
The response of staff and their level 
of operation on this course was 
most encouraging. 

Pre-hostel group 

Wht>n prisoners have been 
selected for hostel or working-out 
training, they are required to attend 
a pre-hostel group meeting once 
each week under the supervision .o~ 
a principal officer and a re\Je

d officer, both of whom have ha 
training in small group work. The 
task of the group is to help men 



PRISON SERVICE JOURNAL 43 

prepare for hostel, working out, and 
verbalise their anxieties about even
~ual release. At the same time this 
elps them to examine inter-personal 

relationships and problems of this 
nature. This is done in the prisoners' 
association time. 

Working_out group 

When prisoners obtain outside 
ell1ploYment on the working-out 
scheme at Blundeston Prison, they 
are required to attend a working-out 
group once each week under the 
~Upervision of an officer who has 
reen trained in small group work. 
thhe task of this group is to discuss 

e problems involved in working 
fU~' to examine inter-personal re
tttonships and to enable the men 
o Verbalise their anxieties about 
~Vh~ntu~1 release into free society. 
a IS. IS. done in the prisoners' 
SsoClatlOn time. 

D' IScharge group 

h If a prisoner is not selected for 
hostel. or working-out scheme or if 

r e falls on either of these, he is eq . 
Ulred to attend a pre-discharge 

f~oup, during working hours, under 
r ~ sUpervision of an officer and 
i ehef officer who have had training 
t~. small group work. The task of 
I IS group is to examine the prob
cell1S of release from a closed 
e OIl1n;unity into free society, to 
\V~a~lUe inter-personal relationships 
t Jt~ln the group and to verbaIise 

I
helr anxieties about eventual re
ease. 

}l ~ince the opening of Blundeston 
c rISon, in 1963, the whole prison 
Clll1munity including prisoners and 

staff have been involved in a 
changing situation. The regime 
itself has made new demands on 
both staff and inmates. Originally 
prisoners were transferred here in 
bulk from Chelmsford, Parkhurst 
and Nottingham prisons, building 
up to a maximum population. 
Having achieved this, the preventive 
detention population slowly dimi
nished, resulting in the introduction 
of long-term ordinary prisoners. 
These changes in themselves called 
for constant evaluation and adjust
ment. The regime is aimed at 
growth towards maturity of the 
prisoners, and as such, change is 
implicit. If change is to produce 
growth then constant evaluation 
and readjustment will be necessary. 

Having started from scratch in 
mid-1963, the staff have steadily 
achieved greater participation in 
the work being done at Blundeston 
Prison. Factors of significance have 
come to light during this experience. 
Progress is slow and relies a great 
deal on on-going support and 
encouragement by the top manage
ment. Greater participation calls 
for a higher level of responsibility 
from staff members. It would 
appear that the staff's perception of 
their own level of competence is 
lower than the actual level. As a 
result of this, they have anxieties 
about their ability to meet the 
demands placed on them and tend 
to fight shy of these extra responsi
bilities. This phase needs to be 
worked through with patient and 
understanding firmness. When value 
and status are recognised in staff 
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and they become aware that they 
have ability that can be used 
purposefully, there is a tendency to 
try to run before they can walk; 
they tend to deny the limitations 
placed on all staff and attempt to 
work outside these limitations. In 
this situation again one needs to 
work patiently, drawing them back 
within the boundaries imposed by 
the limitations of security, statutory 
rules and regulations, and profes
sional etiquette. 

In providing a situation within 
which prisoners may grow in matu
rity, competence and confidence, 
and with the facility of on-going 
staff training, it is inevitable that 
staff also grow in maturity, compe
tence, and self-confidence. As a 
result, demands are made on 
management to cope with this new 
competence and status, by way of 
open communication, consultation, 
support and further training, and 

by being prepared to be trained 
themselves. 

CONCLUSIONS 

In writing this paper J have 
drawn particularly on my experienc~ 
of working with prison and borsta 

staff over the past 19 years in c1o~ed 
borstals, in a borstal allocatIOn 
centre, in a regional prison and at 
Blundeston. I am confident tha} 
staff are, in the main, capable 0 

meeting the demands of greater 
participation very successfully. I am 
now pleased, and no longer SU~
prised, when staff demonstrate thetl 
increased knowledge and under
standing and ability. 

The pay-off of greater part!ci
pation is in terms of increased Job 
satisfaction and feelings of achieve
ment. 

Perhaps this paper should have 
been aimed at the broader involve
ment of management, rather than 
the greater participation of staff. 

--------------------------------r?~~ =-~-----------------------------------

,----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Your point of • vieW 
is always of interest to other readers 

Write about it and send your manuscript 

to The Editor. Prison Service Journal. H. M. 

Prison. Blundeston. Lowestoft. Suffolk 
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