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Abstract
Huge cultural changes are underway in probation. At the heart of those changes lie the
frontline practitioners who have the daily task of working with offenders. Yet, amidst the
plethora of research on probation practice, much of it officially sponsored, the life
experiences and motivations of practitioners seem on occasion to be virtually invisible.
Some research has been carried out on practitioners’ experience of specific areas (for
example, OASys), but very little broad ethnographic research has been undertaken on UK
probation practitioners. While much of our academic and criminological knowledge about
probation is filtered through officially funded research on particular types of intervention,
little is known of probation’s occupational culture. It is argued that ethnographic research
with practitioners would substantially enhance our understanding of that occupational
culture and help develop our understanding of probation.
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Introduction
‘Earlier this year, I was expected to spend eighty percent of my day entering data into the
computer. After 22 years in the Service, that became an enormous problem for me, because
I wasn’t being allowed to spend time with clients, which is my strength, to work with
people and to do all the things I’ve been doing for the best part of my career. Suddenly I
was told that there were now other priorities - data entry using the OASys programme.
That requires and demands a massive amount of data on each individual client to be
entered into the computer. For a while it made me ill, and I had to have some time off
work. It was enormously frustrating. I couldn’t do the job I’d been trained to do.’Maingrade probation officer with 22 years practice experience (Interview with author,
2006):
'Top-heavy with middle management, lots of people with important titles,
putting nice suits on, going to meetings with coffee and biscuits, setting these
ludicrous targets - but because they've cut back so much, not enough infantry
to do the frontline work...’
(Retired maingrade probation officer with 30 years practice experience
(Spence 2002)).
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