Project title
Research Proposal: Attitudes towards mental illness in prison officers responsible for the welfare of male and female adult offenders in England and Wales.
Background
The Prison Reform Trust (2005) outlines many of the mental health issues facing prisoners, including mental illness, personality disorder, neurotic disorders, self-harm, suicide, and the effect of the prison regime on mental health.  The Office of National Statistics study by Singleton, Meltzer & Gatward (1997) found that 9 out of 10 prisoners met their criteria for having at least one mental disorder. According to The Prison Reform Trust (2020), self inflicted deaths are 8.6 times more likely in prison than in the general population with 70% of inmates who died of self inflicted means in prison having already being identified as having mental health needs. Despite this, an investigation by The Prison & Probation Ombudsman (referenced by The Prison Reform Trust 2020) revealed that nearly 1 in 5 inmates diagnosed with a mental health problem received no care from a mental health professional whilst in prison and 40% of prisons inspected in 2016-2017 had inadequate or no training for prison officers to know when to refer a person for mental health support. 
These statistics clearly indicate that there is a great need to develop mental health support in a prison setting. The importance of  the role of the prison officer in the treatment of mental illness has been recognized (Applebaum, Hickey & Packer 2001; Dvoskin & Spiers 2004) therefore I feel it is important to understand the attitudes of the prison officers dealing with prisoners who may have a mental illness. Pope, Vancieri & Gostin (2007) agree that research has the potential to improve the health and wellbeing of prisoners therefore I feel that there is a strong argument for conducting this proposed study.
The aim of my research is to examine whether existing prison officers possess positive or negative attitudes towards prisoners with a mental illness. Research by Short et al (2009) indicates that prison officers have a negative attitude towards mental illness as this study found that officers in a female UK prison described self harming behavior as “non genuine” and “rationally manipulative”. This study was limited to female participants only.  Another study conducted by Walsh & Farewater (2009) found that prior to sufficient training many prison officers possessed a low tolerance to prisoners with schizophrenia. Prisoners with schizophrenia were often accused of ‘seeking attention through falsifying visual or auditory hallucinations. 
I propose to gather information by a form of quantitative research known as survey research. I have decided to use a survey to gather information from my target population. Survey research is defined as ‘the collection of information from a sample of individuals through their responses to questions’ (Check & Schutt, 2012).  The reason that I have chosen a survey is that it allows for a wide range of methods to collect a specific amount of data from a specific population (Ponto, 2015).
Methods
Within survey research the goal is to represent the population of interest by obtaining a sufficient sample (Ponto, 2015). It would be difficult to include every prison officer in every UK prison and so my participants will include individuals who I anticipate will reflect the intended population. My intended participants would be prison officers who work in ten UK adult prisons. There are twelve women’s prisons in England and Wales in comparison to a total of one hundred and seventeen men’s prisons in England and Wales. (Institute of Government, 2020; Women in Prison 2020).  This equates roughly to a ratio of 1:10 and so I would select one women’s prison at random and ten men’s prisons at random. I would do this to give a fair cross sample of results from men and women’s prisons. 
A diverse recruitment strategy can help improve the size of the sample and help ensure adequate coverage of the intended population (Ponto, 2015). I propose that I would recruit participants by attending each of the selected prisons and holding a seminar to discuss the purpose of the research and then asking for volunteers to participate. The reason that I would prefer face to face recruitment as opposed to email recruitment is that previous studies have concluded that face to face recruitment has a higher response rate than unsolicited emails (Heerman et al 2017; Szolnoki & Hoffmann, 2013). The difference in response rate is as much as 94.3% for face to face compared to just 6.1% for unsolicited emails (Heerman et al 2017). The inclusion criteria would be that individuals must be employed as a prison officer and were willing to share their experiences and opinions on mental health.  
I propose to collect data within subject as I intend to show differences in opinion among participants who are in the same group as opposed to between subject differences.
I propose that confirmed participants would receive their survey as a direct survey, in the form of a quantitative questionnaire. I would provide participants with a paper copy together with an emailed version so that they can complete whichever, depending on their own personal preference. I would use the findings of research by Digman, Smyth & Christian (2014) who described and tested a tailored design method for survey research. They concluded that improving the visual appeal and graphics of surveys by using a font size appropriate for the respondents, ordering items logically without creating unintended response bias, and arranging items clearly on each page can increase the response rate to questionnaires. I propose to use the CAMI (Community Attitudes to Mental illness) questionnaire (Taylor & Dear, 1981). The CAMI questionnaire consists of forty positive and negative statements about mental illness and requires subjects to rate each statement on a five-point scale (strongly agree, agree, neutral, disagree, and strongly disagree).
Ethical Considerations
Pope et al (2007) state that it is critically important to adhere to the highest ethical values when designing and conducting research involving prisoners. 
To ensure that my proposed survey is ethical it is firstly important to ensure that the participants have received and understood all the information related to the research and can voluntarily provide their agreement to participate. This is otherwise known as informed consent (Manti & Licari, 2018). I would also ensure that I obtain informed consent and approval from The Management board of the Prisons.
I would also ensure that participants understand that they have the right to withdraw from the study at any time. This ensures that they understand that their participation is entirely voluntary.
I propose to ensure that participants confidentiality is always protected and would suggest that no identifying features are recorded on the questionnaire in order the maintain confidentiality. This is important to ensure that the participants can confidently answer the questionnaire truthfully and accurately without the worry of potential repercussions from colleagues or management. 
I would provide the participants with an outline of the risks and benefits involved to participants of the proposed study. My study is intended to bring about change in the treatment of prisoners with mental illness therefore it is imperative that the participants understand that the process could initially lead to criticism which might be challenging and uncomfortable to begin with. 
Study outcomes
I would firstly be interested in gathering strong evidence that would confirm the attitudes of prison officers towards mental illness. Based on previous research I would expect this to confirm that the attitude in general is negative.
I would propose to repeat the study following the rollout of training in prison officers. I would expect this training to educate participants on mental illness and provide them with more education and insight into mental illness and thus create a more positive attitude. Walsh & Freshwater (2009) conducted a similar study in which twenty four prison staff from eight UK Prisons received basic mental health training over three days which resulted in the majority of attendees confirming that they would do things differently once they returned to work. I think that it is important to note that one prison officer stated, “I will have a better understanding of mental illness rather than just being a ‘nutter’”. I would propose to rollout training on a much larger scale and ensure that each prison officer who participated on the study received adequate mental health training. 
In the future I would also propose to roll this study to every adult prison in adult and wales and, following its predicted success, to juvenile prisons in England and Wales. 
I feel that this proposed study is vital to tackle the mental health crisis in the UK which is statistically proven to be a huge issue within the criminal justice system. By improving the attitudes of front line prison staff, I would hope to bring about change that would benefit both prisoners and staff alike. 
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