
Executive Summary
Voluntary organisations provide crucial support to people in criminal justice 
detention across England and Wales. However, working within custodial 
settings involves navigating complex institutional constraints, limited resources, 
and power imbalances that can create unintended consequences. 

This brief examines four core categories of voluntary sector activities—holding 
authorities to account, participation programmes, campaigning and information 
provision—identifying both their benefits and potential pitfalls. This is an exploration 
of the natural limitations of working within a systemically constrained environment. It 
provides practical recommendations to strengthen positive impacts while mitigating 
unintended consequences and reducing potential harm to detained people.

Evidence base: 61 interviews with staff representing 47 voluntary organisations; 
analysis of 172 documents detailing the activities of 68 diverse voluntary sector 
organisations (in England and Wales, undertaken during 2023-2024). 
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Why This Research Matters
Voluntary organisations are uniquely 
positioned to enhance detainees’ 
wellbeing, influence, and safety. 
However, that position is precarious. 
The number of detainees and diversity of needs 
vastly exceed organisational capacity. Small teams, 
inconsistent funding, and high staff turnover restrict 
outreach, follow-up, and ability to address systemic 
concerns.

Support is necessarily selective, with organisations 
forced to prioritise immediate cases over root 
causes. Recognising structural challenges and 
unintended consequences is not pessimistic—it is 
essential to designing programmes that maximise 
benefit, reduce harm, and strengthen detainees’ 
meaningful participation. This brief acknowledges the 
natural limitations of working within a systemically 
constrained environment. It aims to help practitioners 
work more effectively within those constraints while 
maintaining focus on the interests of detained people.

Each voluntary sector activity offers significant 
benefits but also carries the risk of creating 
unintended consequences and potential harms 
to detainees. There are practice specific 
recommendations detailed below. An overarching 
recommendation for all activities is for practitioners 
to conduct a regular review which assesses whether: 
programmes inadvertently reinforce institutional 
priorities; initiatives exclude certain groups of 
detainees; to adjust or stop activities that are not 
serving detainees well.

Accountability
What organisations do: Raise and amplify detainees’ 
concerns with authorities, challenge institutional 
practices, and push for policy changes.

Benefits: Can correct procedural failures and expands 
opportunities for detained people to have their voices 
heard.

Potential pitfalls: Holding authorities to account is 
often limited to procedural corrections rather than 
fundamental or substantive change. Dependence on 
custodial authorities for access may constrain ability to 
challenge staff practices. E.g. Reporting inappropriate 
staff behaviour requires a positive relationship with 
prison authorities and prison access. 

Recommendations for practice: Collaborate with 
other organisations to strengthen collective impact 
and ensure procedural improvements do not mask 
systemic problems.

Balancing relationships: How do you maintain 
independence when you depend on custodial 
authorities for access?

Participation and Peer Support
What organisations do: Run participatory workshops, 
mutual aid groups, and peer mentoring programmes.

Benefits: Peer volunteers can provide day-to-day 
support, guidance, and advocacy that detention staff 
cannot offer, while strengthening the ability of those 
who participate to increase their agency and wellbeing

Potential pitfalls: Articulate detainees are selected 
while those with communication difficulties or mental 
health needs may be excluded. Peer support that 
helps resolve conflict may maintain institutional 
order without addressing root causes of problem. 
E.g. trusted prisoner peer supporters may be useful 
to authorities in de-escalating tensions on a wing but 
defer attempts to resolve the cause of the tension.

Recommendations for practice: Actively support 
quieter or less confident detainees to engage 
meaningfully. Include detainees with diverse 
communication abilities, mental health needs, and 
cultural backgrounds. Structure peer roles to minimise 
pressure and maximise benefit for participants.

Inclusive participation and peer support tensions: 
What strategies have worked to include detainees who 
are typically marginalised? What challenges arise in 
participatory or peer support programmes? How do 
you balance detainee empowerment with institutional 
expectations?
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Campaigning and Policy Engagement
What organisations do: Work with policymakers, 
media, and the public through campaigns, 
demonstrations, and advocacy.

Benefits: Raises public awareness and can drive  
policy change.

Potential pitfalls: Funding pressures may prioritise 
high-profile or popular issues while neglecting less 
visible needs and targeted campaigns can make partial 
improvements that may mask systemic problems. E.g. 
Campaigns that prisoners would benefit from but may 
bring negative outside political pressure, or which 
funders do not think appropriate, are avoided.

Recommendations for practice: Where possible, 
engage detainees to discover which campaigns are a 
priority for them and drive those forward.

Measuring impact: How do you assess whether 
your work genuinely serves detainees’ interests or 
inadvertently serves institutional goals? 

Information Provision
What organisations do: Provide guidance on rules, 
rights, healthcare, complaints processes, and social 
support

Benefits: Accurate information can increase detainees’ 
confidence and ability to navigate complex detention 
systems.

Potential pitfalls: Information may encourage 
compliance with institutional priorities rather than 
serving detainees’ interests and inadvertently reinforce 
rules that do not necessarily benefit detainees. E.g. 
Persuading detainees to cooperate with detention 
authorities; communicating information to authorities 
that detainees may have themselves withheld. 

Recommendations for practice: Be aware of gaining 
access to privileged information. Be explicit with 
detainees if you pass their information on in any way. 
Consider critically which information authorities want 
detainees to have and whether it serves detainees’ 
interests. Share guidance in ways that empower 
detainees rather than encouraging institutional 
compliance.

Information dilemmas: Have you encountered 
situations where the ‘right’ information to share  
was unclear?

Contact the researchers

Dr  Matty Hall  
(Research Fellow, University of Nottingham)
Email: matthew.hall1@nottingham.ac.uk
Professor Philippa Tomczak  
(Project Lead, University of Nottingham)
Email: philippa.tomczak@nottingham.ac.uk 

For further information:

Visit: https://regulatingdetention.ac.uk/

Alex Elliott (Project Officer):  
alexandra.elliott@nottingham.ac.uk
Ruth Elmer (Project Manager):  
ruth.elmer@nottingham.ac.uk

This project has received funding from the European Research Council (ERC) under the European Union’s Horizon 2020 research and 
innovation programme (Grant agreement No. 949289)


