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Across European correctional jurisdictions, the prospects for systemic reform 
remain severely constrained. Overcrowding, understaffing, and insufficient 
resources exert persistent pressure on these environments, resulting in tangible 
consequences for those in custody and the personnel working alongside them. 
However, meaningful change is occurring daily within individual detention 
facilities. Hence, practitioners dedicated to humane correctional practices are 
developing small-scale, values-driven initiatives that change the conditions of 
confinement from within existing frameworks, without awaiting political 
mandates or legislative amendments. Drawing on expert interviews conducted 
across various European jurisdictions and analysed through reflexive thematic 
analysis, this article investigates the factors enabling such change and the 
mechanisms by which it disseminates across national borders.  The findings 
identify three foundational values (the inherent dignity of every incarcerated 
individual, the principle that deprivation of liberty constitutes the full measure 
of punishment, and the principle of normality). These values are cultivated and 
sustained through recruitment, leadership, and co-creation, and travel across 
borders through active adaptation within cross-national communities of 
practice. Its central argument is that these foundational values, rather than 
programmes or institutional models, cross national boundaries. Recognising 
this has significant implications for practice: recruitment and leadership 
function as levers of cultural change, and cross-national exchange requires 
ongoing engagement within these communities of practice.  
 
 
Keywords: cross-national exchange, detention facilities, foundational values, 
organisational change, relational practice, small-scale initiatives 
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INTRODUCTION 
 
Correctional systems across Europe and beyond are in a state of sustained 
organisational crisis (Moraro, 2025, p. 900; van Ginneken et al., p. 183). Prison 
populations continue to rise even as crime rates in many countries decline 
(Hackett & Deniel, 2024, p. 18; Moraro, 2025, pp. 900 – 901). Overcrowding, 
staff shortages, and chronic under-resourcing are not incidental features of this 
crisis (Greberman et al., 2025, p. 2; van Ginneken et al., 2020, pp. 183-185). 
They are structural conditions that place sustained pressure on detention 
facilities, undermining the relational factors upon which humane correctional 
practice depends and, in turn, the standards that practice is meant to uphold 
(Angelis, 2022, pp. 3, 10 - 16; Hackett & Deniel, 2024, pp. 18-19; Stern, 1997, 
p. 156). Where those relational conditions are eroded, the consequences are 
real and measurable, including psychological harm to those in custody and 
staff who work alongside them (Auty & Liebling, 2020, p. 361).  
 
What makes this crisis particularly difficult to address is that its harms remain 
largely invisible beyond the institution's walls. While criminologists have 
documented the limitations of prevailing correctional models for decades 
(Moraro, 2025, pp. 900–904), public discourse has remained largely detached 
from the realities of confinement (Stern, 1997, p. 147). However, meaningful 
systemic reform would necessitate two demanding prerequisites: sustained 
public awareness of the conditions within detention facilities and genuine 
political commitment to translate that awareness into tangible change. Both 
are challenging to obtain, and across most European jurisdictions, they are 
predominantly absent. Thus, the prospects for comprehensive systemic reform 
remain significantly limited (Viglione et al., 2015, p. 115).  
 
Yet the scarcity of systemic reform does not mean the absence of change, a 
distinction central to this article. Reform, as used throughout, refers to large-
scale structural or legislative transformation (Kubrin & Tublitz, 2022, p. 1051). 
Change, in contrast, refers to the small-scale, practitioner-driven initiatives 
that alter the daily conditions of confinement from within existing structures 
(Weick, 1984, p. 43). This distinction redefines what constitutes meaningful 
progress. When change is no longer measured solely against the benchmark of 
large-scale reform, the value of what practitioners achieve within existing 
organisational structures becomes visible on its own terms. Thus, small-scale 
initiatives are not merely a substitute for reform. They represent the primary 
site where the daily experience of incarceration is shaped and where the 
relational conditions for humane correctional practice are restored. Where 
systemic reform is blocked, such initiatives should be regarded as the most 
pragmatic and achievable course of action. Individual initiatives and their local 
outcomes have been documented and evaluated in isolation. However, to the 
researcher’s knowledge, no study has yet conducted a comparative analysis of 
such initiatives across different jurisdictions to identify the shared features 
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underlying them, regardless of the specific national context in which they 
occur.  
 
Hence, the purpose of the study is to examine how organisational-level, 
practitioner-driven initiatives generate positive change in everyday practice 
across a range of European correctional contexts. This inquiry is structured 
around a set of four subquestions: What kind of initiatives are perceived as 
having contributed to positive change within detention facilities? How do such 
initiatives unfold and emerge in practice? What factors hinder or support their 
implementation and sustainability? And which insights and mechanisms are 
transferable across direct correctional contexts?  

 

METHODOLOGY 
The following section outlines the methodological approach adopted in the study, 
from the underlying research philosophy to the chosen methods for data collection 
and analysis. It further addresses research quality, the management of subjectivity 
and bias inherent in interpretive research, and ethical considerations, providing a 
transparent account of how the study was designed and conducted.  

Research Philosophy  
The study adopts a relativist ontology, which posits that multiple, locally 
constructed realities exist rather than a single, fixed reality that can be directly 
observed (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005a, as cited in Lee, 2012, p. 407). This stance 
aligns with the study’s object of inquiry. Organisational-level initiatives are 
not regarded as uniform interventions whose effects are independent of the 
environment in which they occur, but rather as practices whose significance is 
continuously reconstructed within each of the multiple, locally constructed 
realities in which practitioners interpret and implement them.  
 
Aligned with this ontology, the study adopts a social constructionist 
epistemology, which holds that social phenomena and their meanings arise 
through ongoing interaction between the researcher and the respondent rather 
than existing as an objective or fixed reality (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005a, as cited 
in Lee, 2012, p. 407). In other words, participants’ accounts are regarded not as 
pre-existing knowledge to be extracted but as understandings co-constructed 
between the researcher and the interviewee during the interview process.  
 
Furthermore, the study employs a hybrid abductive methodology 
(Timmerman & Tavory, 2012, p. 167), integrating inductive sensitivity to 
patterns within the data, alongside a deductive engagement with established 
literature on organisational change and correctional practices. This approach 
was selected to elucidate participants' implicit theories of change, revealing the 
assumptions and rationales underlying their described initiatives, rather than 
to test a predetermined theoretical framework (Timmermans & Tavory, 2012, 
p. 180). 
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Research Design  
A qualitative research design was selected to investigate how correctional 
practitioners describe and perceive the organisational-level initiatives that 
foster positive change within detention facilities. Because such interpretations 
are context-dependent, the qualitative inquiry enables an in-depth description 
and analysis of the phenomenon from the perspective of those involved 
(Yilmaz, 2023, p. 313). This approach also aligns with the study’s comparative 
objectives across various national contexts, as a qualitative methodology 
enables the uncovering of detailed local contexts, explanations, and cultural 
nuances (Gómez & Kuronen, 2011, p. 694; Mangen, 1999, p. 110).  

 
Data Collection Procedure 
This section describes how the empirical material was collected, including 
participant recruitment, sampling strategy and the conduct of semi-structured 
interviews across organisational contexts.  

 
Participants 
Participants were selected employing a purposive, criterion-based sampling 
strategy (Etikan et al., 2016, p. 2; Nyimbili & Nyimbili, 2024, p. 97; Palinkas et 
al., 2015, p. 2), which was extended through snowball sampling to expand 
beyond the researcher’s initial network (Biernacki & Waldorf, 1981, pp. 141, 
146-147). The sampling process further emphasised maximum variation across 
jurisdictions, aiming to ensure representation from a diverse range of Western 
European correctional systems (Nyimbili & Nyimbili, 2024, p. 95).  
 
Selection was guided by two inclusion criteria. The first criterion was 
demonstrable knowledge of Western European correctional settings. The 
second criterion was either direct involvement in successfully implementing 
or supporting the implementation of change-oriented initiatives within 
detention facilities, or a research focus on their effectiveness. Correspondingly, 
individuals without direct or research-based engagement with Western 
European correctional systems were excluded from consideration. An initial 
list of eight potential interviewees meeting these criteria was identified 
through the researcher’s professional network. Each was contacted via email or 
LinkedIn direct message, accompanied by written information about the 
study’s objectives, methodology, and ethical procedures. Screening for 
availability resulted in five confirmed participants. The remaining participants 
were subsequently recruited via referrals, with each referred candidate being 
screened against the same inclusion criteria. This snowball procedure resulted 
in a total of eleven interviews. Written informed consent was sought from 
each participant prior to their interview. Notably, one participant did not 
provide written informed consent and was excluded from the analysis. Hence, 
the final sample comprises ten professionals whose backgrounds span 
correctional and probation practitioners, criminologists, penologists, and 
professionals involved in cross-national policy transfers. Their expertise 
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primarily focuses on correctional practice in Norway, Sweden, Belgium, the 
Netherlands, Switzerland, England, and Austria.  

 
Interview Design 
To ensure systematic coverage of the study’s core analytical themes while 
remaining flexible for participants’ interactions, a semi-structured interview 
guide was developed (Appendix 1). The guide was organised around six core 
themes: the identification of a concrete initiative or change process; the 
implementation of such an initiative; the process of change; the mechanisms 
enabling that change; its sustainability; and its transferability, along with 
associated preconditions. Depending on each participant’s role and expertise, 
minor adaptations were made to the guide. The interviews were conducted 
online via Microsoft Teams in English between January and April 2026. 
Interview durations varied from 35 to 75 minutes. Audio recordings were 
captured offline, utilising a recording device positioned adjacent to the 
moderator’s computer to ensure greater control over the data. The recordings 
were subsequently transcribed employing TheGoodTape, a GDPR-compliant 
transcription service.  
 
Data Analysis  
Data were analysed using a six-phase framework for reflexive thematic analysis 
(Braun & Clarke, 2006, pp. 86 – 93). During the first phase, the researcher 
became thoroughly acquainted with the data set through repeated, close 
readings of each transcript. Simultaneously, the researcher documented 
preliminary observations that would later inform the coding process. 
Subsequently, the second phase involved manually generating initial codes by 
systematically working through the entire data set to identify recurring 
features of interest. In the third phase, related codes were grouped and re-
examined for overlap, allowing broader patterns to surface as candidate 
themes. During the fourth phase, each candidate theme was reviewed in 
relation to its supporting extracts to establish internal coherence, and against 
the entire data set to verify that the emerging thematic structure accurately 
captured the material's overall meaning. In the fifth phase, any remaining 
refinement of the themes was conducted before each theme was clearly 
defined and named. The final phase involved writing up the analysis, using 
illustrative extracts to present a coherent and compelling account of the 
findings (Braun & Clarke, 2006, pp. 86 – 93).  
 
Applying this process across the entire data set, the analysis identified five 
themes, which this study explores in two interconnected dimensions: the 
fundamental values and facilitating conditions that enable organisational 
change within individual detention facilities, and the mechanisms through 
which these values transcend national borders and are cultivated in novel 
contexts.  
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Researcher Reflexivity and Analytical Integrity 
The trustworthiness of this analytical process was addressed through several 
complementary strategies. Credibility, understood as the alignment between 
participants’ accounts and the researcher’s representation of those (Nowell et 
al., 2017, p. 3), was strengthened through synthesised member checking (Birt 
et al., 2016, p. 13). Thus, participants were supplied with their original 
quotations alongside the contextual analysis. This approach allowed them to 
evaluate not only the accuracy of their statements but also the trustworthiness 
of the interpretation applied to their words. Additionally, the findings were 
informally validated through data source triangulation by consulting two 
correctional officers outside the original sample to obtain multiple perspectives 
on the analysis. This convergence of independent professional accounts 
enhanced the validity of the findings (Carter et al., 2014, p. 545). 
 
In addition to these procedural safeguarding measures, the author’s 
positionality as an insider within the network of reform-minded correctional 
practitioners influenced the research process. Insider positionality offers 
advantages recognised in the literature, including easier access to participants 
(Holmes, 2020, pp. 5–6), but it also presents risks: an overly sympathetic view 
of the culture under study and a diminished capacity to provide an external or 
critical perspective (Berger, 2015, p. 6). The purposive sampling strategy 
amplifies this risk, as participants were specifically selected for their 
engagement in positive change. The risk of bias was addressed, though not 
eliminated, by maintaining reflexive notes throughout data collection and 
coding to actively monitor and document the influence of the researcher’s 
position on emerging interpretations (Berger, 2015, p. 3). Consequently, the 
findings should be regarded as an account of the beliefs and practices of 
reform-minded practitioners, rather than as a comprehensive or critical 
evaluation of correctional practices more broadly.   

 
Ethical Considerations 
The study was conducted in accordance with established ethical standards for 
qualitative research involving human participants (Swedish Research Council, 
2025). Prior to each interview, participants received a formal consent form 
providing detailed information about the study’s aims, procedures, and their 
rights as participants. Written informed consent was obtained from ten 
participants before the interview. Participants were informed that 
participation was entirely voluntary, that they were free to withdraw at any 
time without providing a reason, and that their contributions would be 
handled with confidentiality. To minimise potential harm during data 
collection, interview questions were designed to avoid pressuring participants 
into disclosing confidential information. No separate review by the Ethics 
Board of Malmö University was required for this non-invasive research design.  
 
All participants are anonymised in the research outputs. To preserve 
participants’ continued autonomy regarding their contributions and to 
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strengthen the credibility of the findings, a member-checking procedure has 
been conducted. Each participant has received the anonymised quotes 
attributed to them and had the opportunity to review, edit, or withdraw their 
statements before the manuscript was finalised (Birt et al., 2016, pp. 15-16).  
 
Transcripts and audio files were stored securely on an encrypted, GDPR-
compliant local drive accessible only to the researcher.  

 
 

RESULTS 
 
The findings outlined in this section trace a process of organisational culture 
change. Organisational culture encompasses the assumptions and values 
collectively held by an institution’s employees. Values are understood as the 
deeply ingrained beliefs and motivations that shape practitioners’ perception of 
optimal practice and their judgments of what is appropriate or describable 
within their professional environment (Rokeach, 1973, p. 5; Schwartz, 1992, p. 
4). Such values are acquired gradually and taught to new members as the 
correct way to perceive, consider, and respond to the challenges the institution 
encounters. Altering such an organisational culture is therefore often 
described as requiring a deliberate process of reshaping and re-establishing 
these core values and beliefs (Schein, 2010, pp. 236; Schneider et al., 2013, p. 
371). Therefore, the following section delineates this progression across five 
key themes: the foundational values that shall constitute the organisational 
culture of correctional environments, the mechanisms (recruitment, 
leadership, and co-creation) through which these values take hold and are 
sustained, and the ways in which they circulate across national borders and 
take root in new settings. Collectively, the findings imply specific 
responsibilities for practitioners, leaders, and policymakers.  
 
Theme 1: Foundational values and their expression in practice 
Throughout the interviews, participants emphasised a coherent relational 
philosophy grounded in a set of foundational values as the origin of small-scale 
change within detention facilities. These values were described as the ethical 
premises that precede and shape correctional practice. Three recurred 
consistently across jurisdictions and professional roles. 
 
The most fundamental of these is the recognition that every incarcerated 
individual possesses inherent human dignity. Participants framed this as the 
non-negotiable starting point from which all correctional practice must 
proceed, in line with Rule 1 of the United Nations Standard Minimum Rules 
for the Treatment of Prisoners (UNODC, 2015). As one participant articulated:  

 
"That’s the simple philosophy about to treat [sic!] people well, 
to treat people like human beings." 
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Building upon this premise, a second value emerges concerning the nature and 
purpose of punishment. Participants articulated the principle of non-
retribution, holding that the deprivation of liberty imposed by the court 
constitutes the full measure of punishment. Correctional practice should 
therefore be oriented toward care and support. This principle is exemplified in 
Rule 3 of the United Nations Standard Minimum Rules for the Treatment of 
Prisoners, which asserts that the prison system shall not exacerbate the 
suffering inherently associated with deprivation of liberty (UNODC, 2015). As 
one participant explained:  

 
“We are here to execute the sentence as such and not make it 
harsher or limiting it more than the court already decided. If 
the court decides, it should be two years of imprisonment, that 
is the punishment. Then we are not there to punish them 
further.“ 

 
The third value emphasises that life inside a detention facility should mirror 
life outside as closely as possible, as reflected in “the principle of normality”. 
This principle is reflected in Rule 5 of the United Nations Standard Minimum 
Rules for the Treatment of Prisoners, which stipulates that the prison regime 
should aspire to minimise the differences between life in detention and life 
outside of incarceration. (UNODC, 2015). One participant articulated the 
implementation of the principle as follows: 

 
“(…), the inmates were more involved in their own weekly, 
daily routines, including making food, planning, because many 
prisons otherwise become just an industry.” 

 
Participants regarded this as a prerequisite for (re-)integration. When 
incarcerated individuals share responsibility for routine daily tasks, they 
exercise and uphold the cooperative and social skills that will be essential after 
their release.  
 
Taken together, these values constitute a philosophy in which correctional 
work is understood as fundamentally relational rather than custodial. 
Relational practice describes an approach to correctional work rooted in the 
quality and consistency of the relationship between staff and incarcerated 
individuals. Authority is exercised through legitimacy and fairness rather than 
through distance and control (Crewe et al., 2011, pp. 94, 111). This philosophy 
does not express itself through large-scale structural or legislative reform. It is 
enacted through the small-scale, practitioner-driven changes that alter the 
daily conditions of confinement from within existing structures (Tushman et 
al., 1986, p. 587; Weick, 1984, p. 43). Thus, the philosophy directly translates 
into a redefinition of the correctional officer's role, transitioning from a 
custodian enforcing institutional order to a relational agent of change (Halsey 
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& Deegan, 2017, pp. 52-54; Viglione et al., 2015, p. 110). As reflected in the 
words of one participant:  

 
"We hear that a lot inside prisons, where the staff will say, well, 
I can't change the locks, I can't change the building, I can't fix 
the windows, but I can do one small thing every day to connect 
with a human being to try and improve their day." 
 

Theme 2: The correctional officer as relational agent of change  
Correctional work has conventionally been organised around custodial 
function, namely surveillance, rule enforcement, and the maintenance of 
institutional order (Halsey & Deegan, 2017, pp. 52-54; van Ginneken et al., 
2020, p. 185; Viglione et al., 2015, p. 110). The redefinition described above 
does not eliminate these responsibilities. Rather, it subordinates them to a 
relational purpose. The officer’s principal responsibility becomes proactive 
engagement with those under their care, with safety and security being 
attained through the quality of that relationship. As one participant put it:  

 
"We're not just locking people behind their doors and 
unlocking them. That's not your job. Your job is to interact 
with all the people."  
 

This interaction is grounded in understanding the individual, including their 
history, personal circumstances, and needs, to facilitate support in developing 
the capacities and stability required for life after release. Relational 
engagement of this kind is what distinguishes humane correctional practice 
from mere custody (Greberman et al., 2025, p. 6; van Ginneken et al., 2020, pp. 
185-187). Importantly, such engagement also constitutes a distinct form of 
security. Hence, relational security refers to the capacity of staff to establish 
safety through genuine knowledge of each individual in their care, the ability 
to translate that understanding into appropriate action, and the overall quality 
of the relationships they build (Council of Europe, 2018, p. 9; Souverein et al., 
2023, p. 2). Realising this potential depends on staff possessing specific 
competencies, including trauma-informed practice, conflict resolution, and de-
escalation, through which the foundational values are translated into daily 
practice.  

 
Theme 3: Recruitment as a cultural mechanism  
If relational practice depends on staff who genuinely hold these foundational 
values, then the question of how such staff come to occupy the role becomes 
central. Participants consistently identified recruitment as the mechanism 
through which an organisation either cultivates or diminishes a relational 
culture, functioning on two distinct levels. 
 
The initial concern relates to how correctional roles are presented to 
prospective applicants. Participants observed that recruitment campaigns have 
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predominantly highlighted resilience, security, and institutional authority, 
thereby promoting a custodial conception of the role that increasingly diverges 
from the actual requirements of the position. Participants recommend that role 
advertisements should instead highlight their relational and (re-)integrative 
aspects, thereby clearly communicating both the nature of the work and the 
qualities of the individuals suitable for the position.  
 
Apart from the manner in which the role is advertised, the second level 
pertains to the procedures through which applicants are evaluated. 
Interviewees consistently recommended a values-based approach, which 
prioritises a candidate’s dispositions and underlying values over their existing 
skills or experiences. Values are shaped through personal development rather 
than through professional curricula, and while training can reinforce existing 
values, it cannot supply them in their absence (Luu et al., 2017, p. 329; 
Patterson et al., 2026, p. 860). As one participant explained:  

 
"When we're recruiting, we have more of a value-based 
approach, because you can always add skills. But it is much 
harder to change somebody's values, because if you don't have 
those core values and a belief in what you are doing, it's much 
harder to change that." 
 

Therefore, recruitment carries a significance beyond its operational function. 
When the values of incoming staff align with those of the organisation, 
commitment deepens, and the conditions for sustained cultural change are 
established. Conversely, when alignment is lacking, it results in frustration and 
attrition (Patterson et al., 2016, p. 866; Tushman et al., 1986, p. 592). Thus, a 
relational culture cannot be established by personnel who do not already 
uphold the fundamental values on which it depends. In this context, every 
recruitment decision also represents a choice about the culture of the 
organisation that the workforce will develop.  
 
Theme 4: The enabling architecture: leadership and co-creation  
The values described above do not remain at the level of professional 
conviction, as bottom-up conviction alone is insufficient. Staff require an 
institutional environment in which their values can take hold, and their 
initiatives can survive beyond their initial impulse. Two enabling conditions 
emerged consistently across the interviews. The first is leadership support. 
Participants consistently emphasised that senior leadership, and the prison 
governor in particular, must actively permit and protect small-scale initiatives 
for them to transition from conception to sustained practice. It is leadership 
that shares these foundational values that grants such permission in the first 
place. At the level of the individual facility, supportive leadership can sustain 
such change even when the wider political climate is hostile to reform, 
reinforcing the argument that the facility constitutes a genuinely autonomous 
site of small-scale change.  
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The second enabling condition pertains to co-creation with incarcerated 
individuals. This principle extends the relational logic of correctional work 
beyond staff and into the design of change itself. The initiatives participants 
described, which ranged from communal runs held inside a facility during a 
city marathon to winter markets selling goods made by those in custody to 
theatre groups and charity events, shared a common feature. Each succeeded 
because the people it involved, both staff and those in custody, helped to shape 
it. Participants stressed that this is not a matter of brief consultation but of 
genuine, time-intensive collaboration, and that the cost of bypassing is not 
merely a weaker initiative but the active disengagement of the very people it 
depends on. As one participant put it:  

 
"So you do need to have the clarity and vision and direction, 
but then speaking to people and showing them that they can be 
involved. That is how you need to do it.“ 

 
Co-creation also reflects the foundational values directly. To involve those in 
custody in shaping the life of the facility is to treat them with dignity and to 
resist the logic of pure containment. The process itself builds the cooperative 
and social capacities that the principle of normality holds to be essential for life 
after release (Høidal & Hanssen, 2022, pp. 30–35; Hyatt et al., 2021, p. 1733; 
Ugelvik, 2016, pp. 8-9).  
 
Together, leadership support and co-creation constitute the institutional 
architecture within which values-driven change becomes possible. Neither is a 
supplementary feature of successful correctional management. Importantly, 
both are prerequisites yet not guarantees. Even when leadership is motivated, 
staff genuinely uphold the foundational values, and recruitment adheres to the 
values-based approach, this combination is not always sufficient. Correctional 
officers consulted during triangulation reported that budget limitations have 
restricted previous initiatives of the nature described above, including theatre 
groups and organised sports. They characterised this pressure as an ongoing 
issue rather than a historical one. Furthermore, the interviewees highlighted 
an equally enduring challenge: staff shortages. One participant articulated that, 
in circumstances where staffing levels are insufficient and the remaining staff 
are overworked, they lack the mental capacity to generate ideas for small-scale 
initiatives and find it difficult to maintain the relational practices upon which 
these initiatives rely. These accounts show that even such a foundation can, at 
times, be eroded by resource pressures beyond the control of staff and 
leadership. 

 
Theme 5: Cross-national learning and transfer 
The final aspect pertains to the manner in which change transcends national 
boundaries, specifically what is transferred between jurisdictions when 
practitioners engage in mutual learning. Reform-minded practitioners 
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routinely look beyond their own jurisdictions for ideas, as one Norwegian 
participant put it:  

 
"We ‘steal‘ it from England. We travel around the world to find 
good ideas." 
 

Yet what moves between jurisdictions are not institutional models or programs 
but the foundational values beneath them. This is not to suggest that these 
values are unknown or absent in the settings they reach. What travels is the 
practical recognition and operational commitment required to translate them 
into daily correctional practice. Practitioners observe effective practice 
elsewhere, identify the principles behind it, and reintroduce those principles 
in forms suited to their own institutional, cultural, and political contexts. The 
initiative that results is the local expression of that value, shaped by the 
context in which it takes root. Thus, cross-national learning works through 
active adaptation rather than direct replication (Jones & Newburn, 2021, p. 4). 
The dissemination of the principle of normality exemplifies this. Participants 
described how practices first associated with Norwegian facilities have, over 
the past decade, influenced values-driven change well beyond Scandinavia, 
shaping practice elsewhere in Europe, in the United States, and beyond. One 
such adaptation is the establishment of a Scandinavian-inspired unit in a 
Pennsylvania correctional facility, developed in collaboration with Nordic 
correctional services and universities (Hyatt et al., 2021, pp. 1735-1738). 
Practitioners from the Pennsylvania facility had travelled to Norway and were 
inspired by everyday practices embodying the principle of normality, 
including providing individuals in custody with the opportunity to shop for 
and prepare their own food. They endeavoured to incorporate this practice 
into their own unit. However, a self-catering kitchen was not permitted, and 
establishing a Norwegian-style shop within the detention facility was 
incompatible with the existing commissary system. Instead of abandoning 
their goal, the participant explained that they operated within these 
constraints to develop a program that allowed incarcerated individuals to order 
groceries from a local supermarket for delivery to the unit. Although the form 
of this practice differed significantly from the Norwegian original, the 
fundamental value, participation in the routine activities of daily life, was 
maintained. Importantly, those involved did not attempt to replicate the 
Norwegian model verbatim. Instead, they identified the core values and 
devised their own methods to realise them.  
 
Importantly, cross-national transfer does not occur in isolation. It relies on 
sustained relationships among practitioners, researchers, and policy 
professionals connected across institutional and national boundaries through a 
shared commitment to humane correctional practices. These relationships 
operate as a community of practice: a group that forms around recurring, real-
world problems its members genuinely care about, and that interacts regularly 
to learn together (Pyrko et al., 2017, p. 390). Such communities serve as the 
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resource through which practitioners develop and share the capacity to create 
knowledge. This community is maintained through three interconnected 
elements (Wenger, 1999, p. 4). The first element is mutual engagement, which 
participants characterised as a continual active form of contact involving 
reciprocal visits to each other’s facilities and the exchange of current practices 
and initiatives. The second is shared purpose, with interviewees describing the 
network as united by a common commitment to advancing humane and 
values-driven correctional practice. The third element is collective learning, a 
process whereby practitioners observe, adapt, and refine each other’s methods, 
as exemplified by the cross-border adaptation discussed previously. While 
certain jurisdictions, notably the Nordic countries, are frequently seen as a 
source of inspiration, participants were clear that learning is not confined to a 
single direction. Furthermore, these elements represent a continuous rather 
than occasional or transactional form of connection, serving as the channel 
through which both ideas and encouragement circulate among practitioners 
working in different jurisdictions.  
 
Participants characterised the significance of this community of practice as 
twofold. Practically, it serves as the conduit through which values and ideas 
move between contexts. Just as importantly, they described it as supporting the 
individuals responsible for implementing that change. Pursuing value-driven 
change is challenging to sustain on its own, particularly considering the 
established routines, competing demands, and structural constraints that 
characterise numerous correctional environments. Participants described the 
community as a reminder that change is possible and that the efforts form part 
of something larger than any single individual. As one participant reflected:  

 
"I feel that the people who are on that boat know that they 
can't do it on their own. This movement needs to be the 
limelight kind of thing."  

 
It is through this communal approach that the foundational values at the heart 
of correctional practice are able to travel, take root in new contexts, and 
endure. Isolated local efforts, each modest on its own, are drawn together into 
a recognisable movement toward cultural transformation in corrections, bound 
not by any shared model or mandate but by a shared set of values. 

 
 

DISCUSSION 
 
This study examined how organisational-level, practitioner-driven initiatives 
generate positive change in detention facilities across a range of European 
correctional environments. Several patterns emerged in response to the study's 
guiding research questions. Initiatives perceived as generating positive change 
varied widely in form, from sporting events to Christmas markets and 
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communal kitchens. Yet each expressed the same foundational values: the 
inherent dignity of every incarcerated individual, the principle that 
deprivation of liberty is the full measure of punishment, and the commitment 
to preserving normality. Their implementation was enabled by frontline 
practitioners who genuinely hold these values, the active recruitment of such 
staff members, supportive leadership, and co-creation with incarcerated 
individuals. This bottom-up, values-led process aligns with existing accounts of 
organisational culture change, which similarly hold that altering an 
organisation’s culture requires recognising the importance of its members’ 
foundational values. Thus, changing the organisational culture is contingent 
upon the organisation comprising individuals who inherently possess such 
values, whether through strategic recruitment or by empowering existing 
personnel (Kotter, 2007, p. 67; Schein, 2010, p. 236; Schneider et al., 2013, p. 
371). 
 
It is the same values, rather than any particular programme or institutional 
model, that travel across national borders, serving as the foundation from 
which meaningful change originates. Hence, the cross-national transfer is 
described as a process of adaptation rather than replication (Jones & Newburn, 
2021, pp. 4, 8–11). Recognising this distinction redefines both the prerequisites 
for change and the true purpose of international exchange. The latter is 
accomplished through participation in communities of practice, which extend 
Wenger’s (1999) concept beyond its emphasis on the dissemination of 
knowledge and skills (p. 11). These communities also serve as channels 
through which values themselves are recognised, reinterpreted, and put into 
practice across borders.  
 
The findings highlight a distinction that bears significant practical implications for 
how corrections approach change and cross-national exchange. Hence, the 
findings propose three concrete responsibilities for those working in and around 
corrections. 
  
The first responsibility relates to recruitment. Values cannot be instilled in staff 
after recruitment; they must be embedded during the selection process. Therefore, 
leadership's role is to regard recruitment not merely as an operational task but as a 
cultural one. The choice of who joins the workforce is also a decision about the 
kind of organisation it will become and the type of change it can sustain. 
 
The second responsibility is to create the institutional environment in which 
values-aligned staff is empowered to act. Small-scale initiatives originate at the 
frontline, but they require leadership that actively permits and protects them, and 
the involvement of those detained in shaping the changes that affect them. A 
values-aligned governor or senior leadership team is not a supplementary feature 
of effective correctional management but a prerequisite for moving from 
conviction to sustained practice. Co-creation, in turn, ensures that those in custody 
help shape the changes that affect them rather than merely receiving them 
passively.  
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The third responsibility is to connect and to remain connected. Meaningful global 
change depends on these relationships that span institutional and national 
boundaries and which serve as a catalyst for learning from each other’s 
experiences. The community of practice in this article is among the primary 
channels through which foundational values travel and take root in other 
jurisdictions. Far from a peripheral feature of the correctional landscape, the 
community is a central building block. Thus, contributing to it and sustaining it 
over time cannot be separated from sustaining the change it carries.   
 
However, the value of this exchange ultimately depends on its focus. The element 
that shall be carried across borders is not the models of any initiative, but the 
values that give it meaning. Encountering effective practice elsewhere is an 
invitation to understand those foundational values and to embed them within 
one’s own context. Only then can genuine adaptation follow. To replicate the 
initiative risks losing the very essence that contributed to its success. 
 
Underlying all three responsibilities is a singular premise. While large-scale 
structural reform may still be beyond reach, meaningful change often originates 
from practitioners who uphold a consistent set of foundational values and from the 
conditions that enable them to act accordingly. Each small change holds 
significance in its own right, and together they transform daily experiences and 
practices within the correctional sector. The task is not to await the creation of 
top-down conditions for change, but to acknowledge that the capacity to initiate 
change already exists within their own facilities, staff, and the relationships they 
maintain across borders. 

 
Limitations 
Several limitations should be acknowledged when interpreting these findings. 
Firstly, expert sampling cannot fulfil the criteria of representative sampling, as 
an expert is ultimately defined by the researcher in accordance with the 
study’s objectives (Mohammadi et al., 2026, p. 3). Furthermore, this issue is 
compounded by the study’s dependence on snowball sampling, as access was 
contingent upon referrals within the researcher’s personal professional 
network. This methodology may have excluded practitioners with differing or 
dissenting perspectives, thereby introducing additional bias into the results 
(Mohammadi et al., 2026, p. 1). In other words, given that participants were 
predominantly recruited from a particular reform-oriented community of 
practice, the consensus observed in the findings may mirror the shared 
perspective of this professional network rather than that of the wider 
population of correctional practitioners. 
 
Moreover, the researcher’s insider positionality, previously discussed, entails 
risks beyond those already identified. Familiarity with the field may obscure 
the boundaries between the researcher and the study’s objectives, allowing the 
researcher’s perspective to influence the interpretation of the data (Berger, 
2015, p. 6). Maintaining reflexive notes throughout data collection and analysis 
helped to reduce the risk (Holmes, 2020, p. 4).  
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Lastly, the study was limited to Western jurisdictions. Hence, whether the 
same findings extend to correctional systems elsewhere remains unexamined.  

 
Future Research  
These limitations suggest multiple avenues for future research. It is 
recommended that future studies expand the sample base for these findings in 
several dimensions. One such dimension is geographical diversification, 
extending the investigation to correctional settings in non-Western regions to 
assess the universal applicability of the foundational values and transfer 
mechanisms. Additionally, expanding the professional scope to systematically 
include practitioners beyond the sample at hand of reform-minded 
communities of practice will help determine if these findings are generalisable 
across the broader correctional field. Moreover, integrating independent 
outcome metrics, such as statistical assessments of well-being among 
incarcerated individuals and staff across various facilities, would serve to 
complement the qualitative, interview-driven evaluative narratives. 

 
 

CONCLUSION 
 
This research aims to examine how organisational-level, practitioner-driven 
initiatives generate positive change within European detention facilities. Across 
the findings, a single relational philosophy emerges: correctional practice 
rooted not in custody and control but in the foundational values of human 
dignity, non-retribution, and normality. This philosophy is not merely a 
matter of individual conviction. It is embedded through values-based 
recruitment, protected by leadership willing to permit and defend small-scale 
initiatives, and enacted through co-creation with those in custody. Such 
values, rather than any particular programme or institutional model, are what 
cross borders. Practitioners share them through an international community of 
practice, adapting them to their own context.  
 
Thus, systemic reform may still be beyond reach, but that does not mean the 
absence of change. These small-scale, values-driven initiatives remain the most 
pragmatic and achievable course of action, and the capacity to carry them out 
already exists within practitioners' own facilities, among their staff, and in the 
relationships they maintain across borders. 
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APPENDIX 1 
 
Interview Guide 
 
Purpose of the Interview 
I am exploring how initiatives or processes implemented have brought positive 
change in detention facilities, particularly in relation to leadership, staff practices, 
institutional culture, incarcerated individuals, and the detention facility ecosystem.  
 
Section 1: Identifying a Concrete Initiative or Change Process  

• Can you describe a specific initiative, practice, or change that you consider 
having brought about positive change in the correctional environment? 

o What was the main focus of this initiative, such as staff 
development, leadership, inmates, environment, policy, 
relationships, or something else I did not mention so far? 

o Would you describe it as small-scale or systematic? 
 

Section 2: The Situation before the Implementation  
• What was the situation before this initiative was implemented? 

o What problems, needs, or opportunities led to its development? 
• What triggered its introduction?  

o Was this internally driven, externally supported, or mandated? 
o Who were the key actors? 

 
Section 3: Process of Change 

• How did the initiative unfold in practice? 
o What did implementation actually look like? 

• How did different actors respond or react?  
o Where did resistance emerge? 

 
Section 4: Mechanisms of Change  

• What actually made the initiative work? Which factors were most important 
in enabling change? 

o Was leadership/participation/trust/ etc. crucial? 
o Was environmental design relevant? 
o Was training important? 

• What changed in everyday practice?  
• What changed in the institutional climate? 
• Why do you think these changes occurred? 

 
Section 5: Sustainability 

• Is the change still visible today? 
• What helped sustain it?  
• What threatens its sustainability? 

 
Section 6: Transferability and Preconditions  

• Under what conditions would this initiative succeed elsewhere? 
• What preconditions are necessary? 
• What usually prevents similar initiatives from succeeding? 
• What do institutions often underestimate when trying to implement change? 

Is there something you’d like to add? 


