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Abstract 
Following the Government’s Transforming Rehabilitation process of privatising half of the 
Probation Service, research found that profession identity and resilience had been 
damaged in the aftermath. Five years later, just after the Government announcement that 
Probation is to be re-unified, this paper explores the impact of the last five years on 7 
members of staff working in one of the CRC companies that originally reported the lowest 
resilience and the most difficult working experiences. Narrative inquiry was used to allow 
staff to tell their own stories, and then followed up by semi-structured interviews to fill in 
any gaps in data. Key themes which emerged were loss of professional discretion, 
resistance to financial driven decision making and diminished self-efficacy as a result of 
inconsistent management oversight. Recommendations are made at the end of the paper 
to assist new managers to ease the transition and support staff resilience. 
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Introduction 

The difficult working conditions of front-line probation staff has long been recognised and 
resulted in a large review into the resilience of probation officers across Europe between 
2012 and 2013 (Vogelvang and Clarke, 2013). The underlying ethos was to ensure staff 
wellness and avoid stress, trauma and eventual burn-out during their employment. This was 
considered necessary even before the added stressors of entire structural paradigm shifts 
that UK probation staff have faced (Senior, 2016; Robinson et al., 2017). 

This paper will examine the impact that privatisation has had on the probation staff who 
were transferred to the private sector. It will examine how the fundamental shift from 
socially driven to profit driven ideology has affected staff and the impact on their 
professional identity. Outlining the history of probation is beyond the scope of this paper 
and has been done eloquently by numerous other writers (Maruna, 2007; Phillips, 2010; 
Deering and Feilzer, 2017; Robinson et al., 2017), instead I will focus on what came after as 
staff prepare, once more for re-nationalisation. 

This paper attempts to explore what form and to what extent professional identity and 
emotional resilience has been impacted by the privatization of part of the service and make 
some suggestions for managers to support staff during the re-unification process. Data was 
gathered by way of narrative inquiry and semi-structured interviews with seven members 
of staff who were in the privatised part of the service, and this will be discussed below. 

Damage to legitimacy 

One of the biggest issues for staff following privatisation has been the perception of 
legitimacy and loss of trust in the professional ability of those members who were 
transferred to the private sector (Robinson et al., 2017). Staff historically had a sense of 
pride in their professional role and the organisation they worked for, according to Deering 
and Feilzer (2017), often joining the probation service through a desire to serve the public 
but following privatisation, research suggests they lost faith in their role and the 
government which had brought about these changes. They found that rather than work in 
the private sector, many officers chose to leave their jobs with 28.9% of staff in the CRCs 
actively seeking new employment after the split (Kirton and Guillaume, 2015).  

This loss of staff has acted as an almost self-fulfilling prophecy, because the drastically 
reduced numbers of qualified and experienced staff has led to increased workloads and the 
associated lowering of standards as staff struggle to keep up with higher caseloads (Senior 
2016). This reduced standard of risk management has then been publicised and heavily 
criticized as being a failure of the TR process (Barton, 2019; Deering and Feilzer, 2019), 
leaving staff feeling unfairly judged. 

Professional identity as an internal construct 

Many disciplines have attempted to define professional identity, from psychology and 
sociology to philosophy (Motallebzadeh and Kazemi, 2018) but have found it intrinsically 
difficult.  Writers have accepted that many factors affect an individual’s sense of identity 
from race, age, gender, nationality, and self-esteem (Motallebzadeh and Kazemi, 2018) to 
personality factors and emotional state (Chamberlain et al., 2005). Because some of these 
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factors, such as self-esteem and emotional state are changeable, so is a subject’s sense of 
identity (Crossley and Vivekananda-Schmidt, 2009). 

Studies into professional identity of teachers have defined it in terms of ‘who I am’ and ‘who 
I want to become’ but also ‘how to act’ and ‘how to be’ in the workplace (Motallebzadeh 
and Kazemi, 2018), while professional identity of health and social care professionals is seen 
more in terms of a ‘state of mind’ and the ability to identify one-self with a professional 
group as an internal concept of self, rather than a measurable level of competence or action 
within the job role (Crossley and Vivekananda-Schmidt, 2009). Both of these elements will 
be considered, as one is an emotive internalised concept and the other focusses more on 
behaviour, education and performance as a measure of professional identity. 

When considering emotive professional identity, studies have found that having a sense of 
duty and responsibility to those under supervision, for instance, students by teachers, has 
led to staff accepting greater stresses at work such as assaults (Martin et al., 2013). The 
study by Martin et al. also found that staff, such as police officers and teachers who 
accepted assaults, aggression and threats as a foreseeable part of the role were more willing 
to subject themselves to these situations. A part of their professional identity was not 
showing weakness which they interpreted as being resilient even though this stopped them 
seeking help and often led to burn out (Martin et al., 2013). A commitment to a profession 
and desire to show resilience in the face of difficulty can also be seen in the role of probation 
staff who face difficult behaviour daily but strive to find ways around this in order to 
continue doing the job (Clare, 2015). Officers often see their job as a service or vocation 
creating tension, and organisational pressures which challenge their ethical values as they 
work to challenge behaviour of offenders (Clare, 2015). 

Phillips (2010) considers the institutional values that probation staff have to work to, and 
taking into account the past experiences and drivers for staff joining the profession, he 
argues that such values cannot be imposed on staff from management down, but are 
internal. Mawby and Worrall (2009) echo this after interviewing probation staff who went 
through the creation of NOMS. Staff and were very concerned about higher management 
being prison staff who, they perceived, had no idea what the values and working ethos of 
probation were, instead seeing the prison ethos as inherently punitive. Even when faced 
with more stringent values of control and punishment implemented by NOMS, probation 
professionals resisted this because they saw their professional role as more supportive than 
punishing (Mawby and Worrall, 2009; Clare, 2015). For some, then, the internal values and 
ethical drivers underpin their sense of professional identity as they seek out altruistic and 
service-based vocations. 

Professional identity as measured by performance and ability 

For other writers, the performance required to complete a professional role, and the level 
of competence and skill to do this effectively are vital to the sense of professional identity 
(Riddle, 2016). For instance, in software engineering students who developed self-efficacy 
through developing problem-solving skills had a stronger sense of professional identity and 
increased confidence (Dunlap, 2005). 
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In the early 1980s writers were researching the professional identity of probation staff and 
asked if there was a body of specialist knowledge specific to the role which would constitute 
this in the way that other professions such as teachers, lawyers or doctors had (Thomas, 
1983; Lawrence, 1984). They were more concerned with a limited body of academic writing 
which guided and supported practice and development, rather than a perception of 
performance or confidence comprising part of professional identity (Lawrence, 1984). 

Between 1970 and 1990 the key qualification for probation officers was the certificate of 
qualification in social work (CQSW) (Mawby and Worrall, 2009) and that those who qualified 
saw themselves as specialists in working with vulnerable people. This qualification was 
followed by the Diploma in Social Work (DipSW), before 1997 the introduction of the 
Diploma in Probation Studies finally cut ties with social services and professionals who were 
new to the service were no longer being trained in a social work driven ethos (Mawby and 
Worrall, 2009). Suddenly probation officers were having to successfully pass difficult 
qualifications that no longer mirrored the altruistic, social or religious motivations of the 
60s and 70s (Mawby and Worrall, 2009). Older social workers still saw the offender as a 
victim of their circumstances and needed help and support, whereas the newer staff saw 
them as potentially dangerous individuals whose risk needed to be managed and controlled 
(Mawby and Worrall, 2009). 

Mawby and Worrall (2009) not only looked at the change in academic qualifications and the 
drive to ensure they were academically robust, but also observed the fact that probation 
staff were keen to work across a range of areas to gain different knowledge from courts, to 
hostels to prisons in order to specialise. Staff actively sought to build on their formal 
qualifications with work-based skills and specialist experience to increase their competence 
and professional reputation (Clare, 2015).  

Clare (2015) also argues that probation staff use their training and experience in order to 
juggle the realities of a need for social justice and punishment with the ethical treatment of 
the offender which adds legitimacy to their practice, which has often come under question 
following the TR process of privatization. Clare (2015) further suggests that this legitimacy 
and ethically driven practice should be used to shape the way the CRCs deliver their business 
because it reduces business risk when staff are highly trained and highly experienced in their 
role. However, it is unclear whether officers share the same business concerns, as research 
suggests they are more motivated by ethical practice than business profits (Phillips, 2010; 
Clare, 2015). Yet it is in the interest of a business to ensure relevant and reliable training 
meets the needs of its staff as this ensures capability and confidence (DeMonte, 2013; 
Thompson et al., 2017). 

With probation staff it appears that their construction of professional identity is in fact a 
combination of their education, training and perceived high standards of delivery of work, 
but also underlying ethical and moral motivations to provide a service which make their role 
a vocation rather than simply a job (Phillips, 2010; Clare, 2015). Understanding these drivers 
can help to predict that staff who have been moved from a role they consider to be akin to 
social service, to an employee of a large business concerned with profit may no longer feel 
their ethical and moral motivators are aligned to the new company’s and this could erode 
their sense of identity and trust. 
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Identity post-privatization 

As stated earlier, probation has undergone various changes to both organisational shape 
and ideological paradigms (Phillips, 2010), however, some writers claim that this split and 
the cultural effects of going from an effectively civil service role to one of business and profit 
driven employee, has been the biggest paradigm shift (Clare, 2015). Historically staff have 
fought to hold on to their professional values and identities in the face of policy change 
because first and foremost, they were probation officers (Phillips, 2010; Clare, 2015). 
However, after TR even that was removed as fully qualified probation officers are now called 
senior responsible officers (SRO) and partially qualified probation service officers are now 
called responsible officers (RO). 

Kirton and Guillaume (2015), conducted research into the impact of privatization on 
Probation staff and found there was a general fear that profit would come before staff and 
that their future was no longer secure, and they would not have the longterm career 
opportunities that NPS staff had. This was a stark difference from the lifelong services of 
staff in the past who had joined Probation looking for a vocation (Phillips, 2010). Kirton and 
Guillaume’s (2015) study regarding the effects of TR on NAPO members found that 
conditions had deteriorated and the lack of a professional voice in the process had been 
demoralising to staff whose educated opinion had previously been respected (Phillips, 
2010).  

Robinson, Burke and Millings (2016) studied staff identity during the transition period from 
probation trusts to CRC and identified a number of themes which emerged in the discourse 
of the staff interviewed from separation and loss and status anxiety. Some staff believed 
the new CRCs were ‘socially invisible’ without a clear identity, and they were worried that 
they would be seen as ‘second class probation’ (Robinson, Burke and Millings, 2016, p.173).  

Deering and Feilzer (2017) followed Robinson, Burke and Millings’ (2016) study by 
considering the 3 elements of legitimacy; external legitimacy of officers work as interpreted 
by external agencies, internal legitimacy of practice as interpreted by offenders under 
supervision and self-legitimacy as internalised by staff themselves. They found that self-
legitimacy and a belief that they are acting appropriately affected how professionals 
behaved and exercised their authority and this then increased the co-operation of offenders 
on supervision. However, they argue that the transition into private practice has impacted 
on this level of self-legitimacy but add the caveat that this had been a progressive 
occurrence prior to TR (Deering and Feilzer 2017). 

They conducted questionnaires followed by open questions to explore the qualitative 
explanations for the quantitative results from the questionnaires by asking subjects why 
they joined probation, had it met their expectation, what type of person they think staff 
should be and what their role should include and whether their values have come under 
challenge following the move to the private sector. 

They found that the gap in shared values and interpretation of quality had diverged 
between established probation officers and new managers and new staff, leading to 
mistrust and a fracturing of group identity, which is necessary for the maintaining of self-
legitimacy. They also found that self-legitimacy was based on the belief that justice was 
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state-sanctioned and as such should be state administered and not something which should 
be done by private providers and this membership of a private company did not sit 
comfortably with subjects (Burnett and McNeill, 2005; Deering and Feilzer, 2017). 

Hall (2015) supported the Probation Institutes bid to become a regulatory body, where staff 
would register and be subject to mandatory continuous professional development. Deering 
and Feilzer (2017) posit that probation staff’s sense of self-legitimacy may have been 
severely damaged during the transition and suggest such internal narratives may be rebuilt 
by the Probation Institute gaining regulatory body status to add legitimacy to staff identity. 
They suggest this could potentially rebuild the sense of joint identity as a member of one 
body, irrespective of who the officer’s employer is. This was a large-scale study conducted 
over a period of time which is outside the scope of this current research, however, the 
research was conducted directly after TR. This current research will be following on from 
these initial findings, three years later and in light of the new knowledge that the two 
Probation providers are to be re-unified. 

Consequences of damage to professional identity 

Even before TR began, Phillips (2010) recognised that qualified probation officers’ 
professional identity had declined as more and more probation service officers have taken 
over work without possessing the full probation officer qualification. Mawby and Worrall 
(2011) similarly found dissatisfaction, with newer staff felling they had been misled by the 
job role as the emphasis was more on compliance and enforcement than building strong 
relationships. Overall, there was unrest within the staff group irrespective of grade. 

Fitzgibbon (2009) also argues that there has been a wide-scale deskilling of probation staff 
as professional discretion has been replaced by tick boxes, where staff record attendance 
and compliance and no longer had the opportunity to work with the whole picture. This led 
to damaging high profile further offences and high levels of scrutiny which have led to 
increased stress and anxiety (Fitzgibbon, 2009). Fitzgibbon (2009) goes on to state that the 
rate of continuous change in practice has had a detrimental impact on staff, with 
experienced officers suffering lowered resilience and leaving the service.  

Kirton (2015) conducted a large scale survey and found that following TR, the staffing levels 
in CRCs reduced on average across the UK by 1.84%, but in Derbyshire, Leicester and 
Nottinghamshire this was 4.76%. They also found that 40% of respondents surveyed in the 
CRCs would take voluntary redundancy and leave if they had the opportunity and 29.2% of 
staff were actively seeking other employment outside probation. The main experiences 
cited during this study were a sense of de-skilling, loss of career opportunities, and excessive 
workloads with the CRCs owned by Sodexo suffering higher than average inability to cope 
at 48% and fearing job loss at 74%. 

This strengthens the argument that employers, particularly Sodexo employers, need to 
mitigate more staff losses and attempt to retain their experienced and qualified staff 
members. The next wave of change was set to start in spring of 2020 when the two sides of 
probation return back to one service (Barton, 2019). In reality, this has turned out to be 
June 2021 when staff will again through a change of organisational identity, as they become 
civil servants. 
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Mitigating damage to professional identity 

According to Versland and Ericson, (2017) self-efficacy is defined as a person’s confidence 
in their ability to discharge their role. The higher the self-efficacy, the more competent the 
worker proves to be. Bandura (2009, p.185) explained self-efficacy in terms of “whether 
people think productively, pessimistically, or optimistically and in self-enacting or self-
debilitating ways; how well they motivate themselves and persevere in the face of 
difficulties; the quality of their emotional well-being… and their vulnerability to stress and 
depression…”. This definition has implications for employers because a confident, capable 
and optimistic worker is more effective than one who is pessimistic and acts in self-
debilitating ways (De Boer, Janssen and Van Driel, 2016). 

When considering what can increase self-efficacy of employees, McCormick (2001) found 
that leaders with high self-efficacy positively influenced their employees’ motivation. 
Goddard et al. (2015) echoed that strong leadership with high self-efficacy helped an 
organisation develop collective efficacy by encouraging collaboration between employees. 
This, therefore, develop an organisation-wide confidence and improved behaviour of staff. 

Versland and Ericson (2017) found that having strong leadership with high self-efficacy can 
help employees to build their own confidence and self-efficacy, but by also combining the 
use of collaborative working of employees, this can create greater collective efficacy which 
makes the organisation perform better. Therefore, where probation staff’s self-efficacy has 
diminished, research suggests that one way to increase this is by having strong leadership 
and encouraging collaboration in order to re-build self-efficacy and collective efficacy within 
the organisation. 

Smidt et al. (2018) conducted research into the self-efficacy of newly qualified teachers and 
found that teachers with ‘high occupational self-efficacy’ did not tend to experience high 
levels of work-related stress because they believed they had the ability to successfully cope 
with challenging work-related tasks. This suggests that not only is high self-efficacy useful 
for increased work performance but also decreases the likelihood of staff experiencing high 
levels of work-related stress and the associated loss of work time due to periods of sick 
leave. 

Method 

 
limitations 
It is prudent to highlight that the study was small in scale, including seven staff members, 
and produced qualitative data which cannot be directly applicable to other members of 
staff, in the NPS, for example. However, the data gathered is rich in detail and due to the 
limited amount of research post TR, will attempt to start filling in the gaps and add to a 
limited body of research, providing the opportunity to explore what changes in perception 
and morale have taken place over the last five years (Clare, 2015; Kirton and Guillaume, 
2015). 



A Failed Social Experiment: Damaged Professional identity post ‘Transforming Rehabilitation’ 

53 
 

Exploring how professional identity has been constructed in different areas of 
professionalism guided the design of the empirical research and explored the consequences 
for employers if professional identity and resilience were damaged. 

Research Strategy 
All potential research participants were staff working for a CRC probation provider in South 
Yorkshire. The research strategy was a case study of staff at different levels and years of 
experience using narrative inquiry and semi-structured interviews, and using an interpretive 
approach which has been informed by models drawn from social theory (Riddle 2016). 

Yin’s (2003) definition of a case study is a means of investigating ‘...a contemporary 
phenomenon within its real-life context, especially when...the boundaries between 
phenomenon and context are not clearly evident’ (2003 p.13). Due to the inter-relationship 
between self-esteem and emotional state with professional identity in a time of transition 
within the probation providers, this was the most appropriate method to explore the issues 
in depth. 

Data Collection 
In order to explore probation officers’ lived experiences and internal constructs it was 
necessary to apply a strategy which allowed the gathering of information-rich data. 
Therefore, narrative inquiry was used; defined as ‘...a collaboration between researcher and 
participants, over time, in a place or series of places, and in social interactions’ (Clandinin 
and Conelly, 2000 p.20).  

Whilst practitioner research has proved valuable (Robinson, 2001; Bauwens, 2010; Lewis et 
al. 2013), the author did not want to jeopardise the validity of the data. As a reflective 
practitioner as well as a researcher the author was able to override any assumptions that 
other staff were having the same experiences as herself, but acknowledges that her 
observations did enable her to identify a research question to explore. 

Fully structured interviews and semi-structured interviews alone could have had a higher 
risk of unintended bias because questions were open to interpretation of the researcher as 
a member of the professional body under investigation (Bauwens, 2010). Therefore, 
narrative inquiry through participant story-telling was used, prior to a follow up of semi-
structured interviews. This allowed participants a much more open and free flowing 
discussion and avoided placing the constructed meanings of the researcher onto topics 
respondents wished to discuss (Clandinin and Conelly, 2000; Bauwens, 2010). 

Respondents were asked to provide a story of their reason for joining probation (Phillips, 
2010), what they expected the job to entail, how they found it in practice (Kirton and 
Guillaume, 2015), and how they felt in their role now. Prompts and guidance were used as 
little as possible to allow respondents to provide their own interpretations.  

The sample size was small due to the intensity of the data collection and resulting analysis. 
As the data was information-rich it was not necessary to interview large numbers of people, 
and the data was explored to gain meaning rather than predicting patterns which would 
require a much larger and more random sample (Bassey, 1981; Wood et al. 2015).  
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Ethics 
Due to geographical constraints and time limits, it was necessary to interview respondents 
in their work environment in lunch breaks and took between 30-40 minutes. A separate 
interview room was used so that respondents could relax and not worry about answers 
being overheard, but interviewing on site may have affected answers being provided. The 
confidentiality and anonymity of respondent contributions were revisited prior to each 
interview to provide reassurance that any answers they were concerned could be seen as 
inflammatory would not be seen by managers. Because the respondents worked with the 
researcher this made them very willing to take part in the interviews and were happy to 
share their stories and be listened to. 

Framework for Data Analysis 
The raw data was gathered via narrative inquiry with the probation staff, and recorded by 
them in a written ‘history transcript’ (Clandinin and Connelly, 2000, p.130), where subjects 
describe their experience of joining the job, their expectations and subsequent experience. 
These original documents constituted ‘field texts’, and whilst valuable in their own right, did 
need to be ‘reconstructed as research texts’ (Clandinin and Connelly, 2000, p.130) in order 
to be able to answer the research question. 

The transcript was then examined during a process of ‘re-storying’ (Ollerenshaw and 
Creswell, 2013) by placing information in chronological order, verifying it and then coding 
it. This helped to identify key themes which ran through the data. 

Limitations and Potential Problems 
Seven respondents were interviewed at various ages,  and service length, and included 
Probation Service Officers (PSOs) and Probation Officers (POs). Three probation officers 
comprised of a 52 year old male with 16 years experience as his second career, a male aged 
39 with 17 years experience, and a 51 year old female with 15 years experience. The 
remaining four participants were probation service officers, two 39 year old females with 5 
years experience, a 51 year old female with 19 years experience and a 52 year old male with 
11 years experience, also as a second career. 

As the objective was to “To conduct semi-structured interviews with new and long serving 
staff of different grades within private probation to explore if, and to what extent, 
privatization has impacted their professional identity, resilience and career aspirations”, 
qualitative, interview based methods were considered the most appropriate but to limit 
unintentional bias a written auto-biographical account was also used (Weaver and Weaver, 
2013). When gathering in-depth data of this kind, fully structured interviews would have 
been too inhibiting for exploring the participant’s understanding and would limit their 
ability to give their experiences in an open and free-flowing way that narrative inquiry 
allows (Clandinin and Conelly, 2000). 

Using a small purposive sample and employing a method such as narrative inquiry inevitably 
invites criticism that the results are not open to generalisation and are thus unreliable. 
However, there have been large scale studies conducted previously (Kirton and Guillaume, 
2015; Robinson, Burke and Millings, 2017), and this research is seeking meaning and 
reasons, not patterns across a large number of participants. This means the study cannot 
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truly be replicated once re-unification occurs because this 6 year time frame of 
privatisation, which Dame Glenys Stacey, head of Her Majesty’s Inspectorate of Probation 
called ‘a failed social experiment’, will be replaced with something new again. 

Findings 

 
Experience, Practice and Self-Efficacy 
When discussing confidence in practice and internal impressions of competence, some 
respondents were more confident in their role than others and all reported difficulties in 
their practice and experience following TR. Dunlap (2005) found that professionals who 
developed a strong sense of self-efficacy through problem solving had greater confidence 
in their role, which Riddle (2016) found was integral to constructing professional identity. 
71% of respondents felt they were adequately trained to do the job and 86% felt they had 
relevant experience to complete their job well. 

Two respondents stated that service users disregarded their advice and their explanation of 
sanctions for disengagement with the service as they considered the officer’s authority to 
have diminished following TR (Robinson, Burke and Millings, 2016): 

R2. After TR we were seen as plastic Probation with no power or authority. 

R6. I recall several SU’s stating that ‘I am not real Probation but Mickey Mouse 
Probation and can’t do owt’. This has always been challenged by me and 
thankfully I have not had it quoted for some time.   

This can impact a professional’s sense of identity in that they had sought to belong to a 
professional group (Crossley and Vivekananda-Schmidt, 2009) and yet following TR this 
group was now perceived as having lost their gravitas. However, the other five respondents 
did not articulate this as a concern which they considered to impact on their professional 
identity. 

One factor that has been shown to have a positive impact on self-efficacy when staff are 
struggling, is confident management (Deering and Feilzer 2017). This was explored with 
subjects to see whether they felt they had a confident and supportive management team, 
including line management and the senior leadership team (SLT) within the organisation, 
and this was particularly pertinent to those respondents who were providing responses 
which suggested lower self-efficacy. Only 58% of respondents felt that their decisions would 
be supported by a manager or had confidence that managers would use ethics rather than 
targets to support decisions. Respondent 1 stated: 

R1. I have avoided running anything by previous managers as they would 
always sit on the fence, fail to back me or simply be interested in covering 
their own back. 

This meant that when she was wrestling with making correct decisions based on what she 
believed to be right for the good of the service user/offender, she did not feel she had the 
support of a strong leadership team who were capable of making strong forthright 
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decisions. She did clarify that there have been managers that she respected and trusted but 
they did not stay for long and the change of line managers was disruptive. Most respondents 
who found the high turnover of managers disruptive. 

Two respondents also echoed the concern that the rotation of managers has affected their 
confidence. Instead of supervision to discuss professional development and identify training 
needs, this was instead replaced with daily check-ins with management to ensure staff had 
permission to continue their course of action with service users: 

R7. In my view, during all the changes we have undergone, I think there has 
been a lack of supervision and appraisal and training. There is also a lack of 
support for new staff in the latter years…We have to run everything by 
managers. We don’t have that capacity to make our own decisions in our role 
anymore. 

R5. I think some managers are more confident than others and it’s hard not 
to compare. It’s hard when you have to chase them for a decision and they 
are not confident in the decision. 

Other responses also suggest that staff are not completely confident with the regular 
changes of line managers, which impacts their confidence in the self-efficacy of that 
management team: 

R2. I feel that, whilst the team is combative we force managers to make better 
decisions and although I was furious with the changes, I feel we have finally 
settled. Now I’m worried it’s going to mess back up again. 

Another respondent felt that management had been reactive rather than pro-
active in their style of management and so had failed to provide guidance and 
leadership: 

R4. They are managing people’s emotional states at the minute and are just 
passing down messages from the SLT rather than managing the team. 

A key theme which emerged from this study was the change in underlying ideology from a 
belief in an offender’s ability to change and be rehabilitated, to a more business driven need 
to hit targets in order to limit financial penalties. This change in particular seems to have 
been resisted by most of the respondents, particularly long serving staff. Phillips (2010) 
warned that a change in institutional values cannot be imposed on staff by higher 
management, but has to be internalised for them to be effective. Probation staff resisted 
prioritizing finance over risk and responsivity to the needs of the service user over cost 
(Mawby and Worrall, 2009; Clare, 2015). Clare (2015) suggested that probation staff were 
driven by ethical decision making as a part of their professional identity and this appears to 
still be the case, as current findings show that officers cannot be swayed by financial targets 
and check lists, but instead are prepared to ‘go to war with managers’ as one respondent 
put it, or to circumvent management oversight which they believe will focus more on 
financial implications than risk and need.  
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Two respondents did feel that the picture was improving, however, and managers were 
finding their feet and developing their own style with growing confidence, but the fact that 
the majority of line manager in the CRC were new to the role was a concern for staff and 
hindered their ability to lead by example and thus improve resilience. 

Experience of change and self-efficacy 
Fitzgibbon (2009) found that continuous change in work practices had a detrimental impact 
on staff resilience and stress levels. This was demonstrated by a respondent who felt that 
recently her confidence in her decision making had decreased with the many changes 
(Fitzgibbon, 2009) and recalled: 

R1. I am also aware that I may make decisions different to a colleague and 
this can leave me feeling conflicted and uncomfortable, questioning whole 
processes and my decision making. 

A further respondent recalled how she became a PSO just after the TR split happened and 
her experience of support, in order to do her job affected not just her sense of professional 
identity but also her confidence: 

R7. From this point I was not managed at all very well.  Again very rarely has 
supervision and no appraisals.  Feedback from managers was non-existent.  I 
wasn’t given sufficient training only from other PSO but I had to assume they 
were training me with correct procedures…I have found that to progress from 
admin to PSO was a very difficult task. There was no training or support for 
shadowing PSO. This means I was competing with outside agencies who had 
the experience and I had no way of getting the experience apart from 
volunteering outside of work. This did not support internal staff development. 

Bandura’s (2009) definition of low self-efficacy and its correlation to increased stress and 
potential for sickness is, perhaps, the most interesting factor. Of all the respondents, the 
two who presented with the lowest self-efficacy were also the only respondents who had 
also been off work with stress related issues in the last twelve months, which again supports 
Bandura’s (2009) hypothesis. Two of the three respondents presenting with the lowest self-
efficacy also reported actively seeking new employment, and so this has clear implications 
for employers who would have the financial cost of having to redistribute their work and 
replace them. Although numbers were very small, this made up 29% of the respondents, 
which matched Kirton and Guillaume’s (2015) finding directly after the split in 2014 where 
29.2% of their interviewees stated they were actively seeking new employment. This 
suggests little movement in security or resilience in the last five years. 

 

The biggest change to the way in which probation work has been conducted is related to 
the new element of profit as a driver for change. As employees of a large company, staff 
had to acclimatize to the fact that decisions were now linked closely to profit and financial 
penalties for missed targets. In this area, staff appeared to be most resistant, and this can 
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be seen by some of the responses from staff interviewed about the changes they found 
most challenging in the way decisions are being made; 

R1. Currently it feels like decisions are made according to targets rather than 
risk or need. 

A respondent found the need to hit targets and tick boxes impacted on his ability to exercise 
professional discretion in managing the risks of the case: 

R3. I don’t agree with ticking all the boxes when, as a professional, you can 
see where a case is heading. Whether or not you have done a home visit won’t 
change the fact that risk has gone up. 

Another respondent felt that these new metrics for payment which affected the ability of 
officers to make decisions was also damaging to staff as well as service users. 

R7. I feel like (the values of the organisation) it’s target driven, by money and 
finances. It doesn’t feel like it’s set with the best interests of the staff or 
service users. I think the core values are good but it is still finance related. 

Respondents felt that the decisions they once used to make were driven by evidence in a 
bid to reduce the risk presented by the service users and were made in order to protect the 
public, but now decisions had to be made based on a set of criteria which was linked to 
perceived success or failure and had financial penalties attached. 

Other respondents were more capable of articulating how uncomfortable the changes 
made them feel in their professional role: 

R2. When we had a period when we couldn’t recall due to targets and money 
and I went to war with seniors. Say he is on remand, but if we don’t recall him 
he will go to judge in chambers and get released, which did happen. It took 
someone running to the court with paperwork to stop the release. I don’t like 
the profit and cost implications of making decisions because metrics will 
always clash with what is right…TR did bring chaos and impacted on me being 
able to do my job. 

One respondent recognised the frustration he felt when his own values of service and 
protecting the public clashed with the new payment by results conditions: 

R4. Sometimes they (company values) do conflict at times (with personal 
values). I can’t really manage it. I just get anxious and frustrated. I get upset 
if managers use performance indicators to decide recalls when it should be 
about risk. 

The main areas which respondents felt impacted on their ability to do their job, their 
confidence in decision making and their overall sense of self efficacy can be seen in table 1 
below.  
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The findings also suggest a move away from social work value which previously saw 
offenders as victims of circumstance who simply needed help (Phillips, 2010) to a more 
punitive, ‘compliance’ based practice, driven by public protection (Mawby and Worrall, 
2009). However, this is still seen in terms of supporting a service user to change their 
behaviour including helping them to improve their social circumstances when necessary. 
Respondents were willing to take punitive action where they could still justify it as being a 
means of protecting the public, but they drew a line at changing practice for profits’ sake. 

Discussion 

 

Change of Values and Decision Making 
When considering what influences professional decision making there now appears to be 
greater focus on gaining experience and qualifications for the newer staff members (Mawby 
and Worrall, 2009), with development opportunities and the chance to use their degrees 
playing a larger part in new staff joining probation, rather than longer serving staff seeking 
a vocation as a second or third career change (Mawby and Worrall, 2009).  

Along with this move to seeking greater use of qualifications, respondents noted that they 
had lost their professional voice (Kirton and Guillaume, 2015) with decisions having to now 
be verified by managers. This appeared to be resented by experienced staff most as they 
saw it as a challenge to their training, experience and integrity, and this loss of autonomy 
has been linked to increased stress levels for professionals in the service (Fitzgibbon, 2009). 

Self-Efficacy and Resilience 
Versland and Ericson (2017) did find that for staff who are experiencing low self-efficacy, 
managers with high levels of self-efficacy did help to build confidence and strong leadership 
and positively influenced staff resilience and group identity overall (Goddard et al., 2015). 
This paper found that whilst respondents respected managers and most felt supported, the 
fact the overall management compliment was quite inexperienced meant that not all 
managers were confident in decision making. This lack of confidence and self-efficacy 
affected the new staff more, as they looked for guidance and approval of decision making 
more frequently than the experienced staff who were more adept at defending their 
reasoning. 

Recommendations 

One of the main themes which emerged from the interviews was a decrease in self-efficacy 
and a belief in the capacity to carry out their duties effectively. When professionals begin 
to doubt their abilities, and begin to feel isolated from other colleagues they become prone 
to stress and anxiety and begin to consider looking for alternative employment (Kirton and 
Guillaume, 2015). However, as discussed  above, helping staff to practice and develop 
problem solving skills within their role in a safe environment can lead to an increased sense 
of efficacy (Dunlap 2005). 

Another theme which arose was a lack of confidence in the overall management structure, 
due to the high number of new managers who have not yet developed a strong sense of 
direction and who occasionally struggle with providing guidance and leadership. Strong 



Cooper 

60 
 

leadership with managers who have high self-efficacy have been shown to positively affect 
staff resilience and sense of group identity (McCormick, 2001; Goddard et al., 2015) and so 
this may also be an area of focus for the employer. 

The remaining themes were related to the fact that the provision of probation had been 
sold to a private company, which impacted on other people’s attitude to the delivery of the 
service and financial targets, which staff did not agree with or support. Due to the fact that 
both sides of probation are now to be re-unified these two issues will, to some extent, be 
rectified in time. 

However, when it came to one respondent feeling under trained and another questioning 
whether she make decisions in the same as colleagues, training which not only teaches skills 
but provided specific feedback to staff could help build confidence. 

Three respondents also vocalised concerns about the experience and confidence of 
managers which has been shown to affect overall staff confidence (Deering and Feilzer, 
2017). In such a small group of respondents this made up nearly half of the group and so 
was also considered worth addressing. 

Therefore, based on the main findings of this research the following actions could be 
considered by the current employer in order to increase resilience and self-efficacy and 
attempt to reduce stress, sickness and potential loss of staff to new employment: 

1. Develop a training package which provide specific feedback to staff about their 
capabilities and in particular their strengths. Areas for development can then be discussed 
in detail in supervision. 

2. Develop a training package for new managers which focusses on projecting 
confidence and fostering group self-efficacy. 

Developing Training for Staff 
Employers may choose to outsource the provision of this training or provide it in house, 
using the Quality and Assurance (QA) team to design and deliver a package, which may be 
the more cost effective option. 

Staff from the QA team deliver PDF (Professional Development Framework) courses every 
three weeks on a rotational basis and cover areas of practice which are linked to financial 
targets. However, if they were to develop a package to increase self-efficacy of staff, this 
could be embedded in the PDFs, which would be the most cost-effective option.  

The main purpose of the training, as outlined by Dunlap (2005) would be the opportunity 
for staff to experientially work through problem scenarios based on work practice in order 
to build confidence. A part of this requires receipt of feedback, which is not available during 
PDF training, and unless a staff member is very vocal they would not get the non-verbal 
recognition of correct answers through nods or smiles. Therefore, it would be most effective 
if, during supervision, line managers identify areas for development, which are then passed 
on to the QA staff who will deliver training. This gives them relevant information to target 
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specific areas and give specific praise and feedback to staff who are in need of 
encouragement. QA feedback could then be re-visited in supervision in order to re-enforce 
staff ability in their role (London and Larsen, 1999; London and Smither, 2002; Clynes and 
Raftery, 2008). 

The rota could include extra training sessions which allows for evidence of good practice to 
be reviewed, and for the QA team facilitating it to provide contemporaneous feedback and 
praise to staff. This may then help staff to recognise the work they do well and build on this, 
as well as allowing them to learn from colleagues. This new training rota can then be 
reviewed after 6 months as well as managers reviewing it in individual supervision with staff 
to explore their thoughts regarding how useful they found it. 

Developing Mentoring for Managers new to a Joined-Up Service 
It was recognised that some managers projected confidence and self-efficacy, but the 
overall findings from this research suggest that confidence was lacking within some 
members of the management team, assumed to be related to lack of experience.  

One option for the employer would be to develop a mentoring project in order for managers 
from the senior leadership team (SLT) to mentor new managers in order to develop the 
confidence needed to support staff (Allen et al., 2004; Dougherty and Dreher, 2007). Each 
deputy director could be responsible for a manager from each of the four hubs within South 
Yorkshire and set time aside during supervision to specifically address presentation, 
presence and confidence. They may even consider setting targets for the length of time it 
takes to respond to staff requests for oversight decisions which are not already time-bound. 
This would assist managers to become accustomed to making decisions under pressure, 
would provide staff with answers more quickly and build confidence in the whole 
management team. It could then be reviewed after six months and discussed in the team 
meeting to allow staff to consider their impressions of managers confidence based on the 
mentoring (Allen et al., 2004; Dougherty and Dreher, 2007).  

It would require co-operation and monitoring by the SLT, in order to support the new 
managers in their development and ensure decisions are accurate and not rushed, but this 
concentrated focus in the short term would go a long way to increasing confidence in 
managers. This in turn would build a stronger team efficacy and sense of group identity, 
which Goddard et al. (2015) state will then improve individual self-efficacy and reduce stress 
within the team. If staff feel capable of doing their job well, they are proactive and resilient 
(Bandura, 2009). 

Feedback following this new approach to responding to decision requests could then be 
discussed in team meetings to explore the views of staff and again foster a sense of group 
identity, and would provide a sense that the SLT are listening and attempting to put method 
in place to support staff and improve resilience (Allen et al., 2004; Dougherty and Dreher, 
2007). 

Conclusion 

Whilst this study was small in scale, the data was rich in meaning (Clandinin and Conelly, 
2000) and as such is able to build on what knowledge was gained in the initial aftermath of 
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TR (Kirton and Guillaume, 2015). This new data suggests that the damage to practitioner 
confidence and professional identity continued far beyond the initial split and has, in some 
cases, had a profound affect on staff.  

This paper also identified the impact that management have on the experiences of staff in 
the private sector, demonstrating a symbiotic relationship between management 
confidence and strong leadership and the emotional and internal constructs of staff in the 
CRCs (Deering and Feilzer, 2017). This discovery logically led to recommendations made at 
the end of the paper, and whilst these suggestions may appear basic, the results of the 
changes to practice may be significant. 

If staff who have a high sense of self-efficacy are more productive, resilient and less prone 
to stress and sickness (De Boer, Janssen and Van Driel, 2016), this will reduce loss of work 
hours and decrease stress on staff who have to cover cases when others are off sick. A 
productive, confident and settled staff team is less likely to look for employment elsewhere 
and will save the employer the cost of advertisement and recruitment as a result of this. 

With the knowledge that CRC staff are still feeling de-valued, de-skilled and experiencing 
low morale, managers can start to put plans in place to support staff as they transition once 
more into a new world. This process will inevitably take time, but as long as staff feel 
supported and valued, integrated within the organisation and mentored, they have the 
opportunity to once again thrive (Allen et al., 2004; Dougherty and Dreher, 2007; De Boer, 
Janssen and Van Driel, 2016) 

Sam Cooper worked for South Yorkshire Probation from 2004 to 2020, qualifying as a 
Probation Officer in 2015. She lectured in Criminology for a year at Grimsby Institute of 
Further and Higher Education before joining North Lincolnshire Council.  She has been 
conducting research into Probation best practice since 2014, although Cooper is longer a 
practicing Probation Officer she is still passionate about continuing to develop a greater 
understanding in this area. 
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