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Abstract 

The purpose of this research topic is to discover the extent of suicide and self-harm 

across male and female establishments although, the aim was to focus on establish-

ments in England and Wales.  

Also, to discover what techniques and procedures individual establishments use to 

combat issues surrounding suicide and self-harm.  A mixed-methods approach will be 

used by collating data from staff members working in prisons and literature which is 

readily available as well as reviewing the researcher's diary which provides examples 

of real-life situations.  

Suicide and self-harm in prisons have been widely studied previously but on the other 

hand, most studies are solely based on statistics compared to this research where it 

has focused on the personal experiences of officers and prison staff.  Overall, the 

findings have shown that self-harm is much higher in female establishments, but sui-

cide is higher in male establishments.  Prisons are currently doing all they can to sup-

port individuals at risk of suicide and self-harm nevertheless, it remains a complex 

issue. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

Contents 
Contents ................................................................................................................................................................. 6 

List of Figures .......................................................................................................................................................... 7 

Chapter 1 Introduction- .......................................................................................................................................... 8 

Mental Health .................................................................................................................................................. 10 

Purpose of Research......................................................................................................................................... 12 

Chapter 2 Literature Review ................................................................................................................................. 13 

Gender Difference in Self-Harm ....................................................................................................................... 13 

Suicides in Prison .............................................................................................................................................. 15 

The ACCT Document ........................................................................................................................................ 16 

Safer Custody Department ............................................................................................................................... 18 

Prison Service Instructions (PSI) ........................................................................................................................... 20 

Mental Health .................................................................................................................................................. 22 

Contributing Factors to Self-Harm ................................................................................................................... 25 

Involvement in purposeful activity................................................................................................................... 28 

Chapter 3 Methodology ........................................................................................................................................ 30 

Philosophy ........................................................................................................................................................ 31 

Pragmatism .................................................................................................................................................. 31 

Interpretivism .............................................................................................................................................. 32 

Positivism ..................................................................................................................................................... 32 

Type .................................................................................................................................................................. 33 

Qualitative.................................................................................................................................................... 33 

Quantitative ................................................................................................................................................. 34 

Approach .......................................................................................................................................................... 35 

Deductive ..................................................................................................................................................... 35 

Methodological Choice .................................................................................................................................... 35 

Triangulation ................................................................................................................................................ 35 

Strategies.......................................................................................................................................................... 36 

Surveys ......................................................................................................................................................... 36 

Interviews ......................................................................................................................................................... 37 

Ethnography ..................................................................................................................................................... 37 

Time Horizon .................................................................................................................................................... 38 

Cross-sectional ............................................................................................................................................. 38 

Techniques and Procedures ............................................................................................................................. 39 

Data Collection ............................................................................................................................................. 39 



Data Analysis .................................................................................................................................................... 39 

Research Design and Implementation ............................................................................................................. 40 

Sample .............................................................................................................................................................. 41 

Limitations ........................................................................................................................................................ 42 

Ethics ................................................................................................................................................................ 44 

Chapter 4 Data Analysis ........................................................................................................................................ 46 

Analysis of Questionnaire................................................................................................................................. 46 

Themes ............................................................................................................................................................. 51 

Continuity ......................................................................................................................................................... 51 

Distraction Material ......................................................................................................................................... 52 

To Feel Safe and Cared For ............................................................................................................................... 53 

Importance of Communication ........................................................................................................................ 54 

Importance of the ACCT Document ................................................................................................................. 55 

Analysis of Diary ............................................................................................................................................... 57 

Chapter 5 Conclusion & Recommendations..................................................................................................... 59 

Conclusion ........................................................................................................................................................ 59 

Recommendations: .......................................................................................................................................... 60 

References ............................................................................................................................................................ 62 

Appendix ............................................................................................................................................................... 73 

Appendix 1- Questionnaire .............................................................................................................................. 73 

 

List of Figures 
 

Figure 1 Self-harm rates per 1,000 prisoners by gender of establishments by Ministry of Justice, (2019) ......... 15 

Figure 2 Nature of calls to Safer Custody Helpline by The Prison Reform Trust, (2019). ..................................... 21 

Figure 3 Overcrowded Prisons in England and Wales by The Howard League of Legal Reform, (2020) .............. 26 

Figure 4 Number of Band 3-5 Operational staff in Post on a Full-time Basis, (ONS, 2018). ................................. 27 

Figure 5 The research Onion. Source: Saunders et al, (2019)............................................................................... 32 

Figure 6 Respondents working in a male or female establishment...................................................................... 46 

Figure 7 Length of service in the prison service ................................................................................................... 47 

Figure 8 Frequency of Self-harm in the respondents establishment. .................................................................. 49 

Figure 9 Suicide attempts in specific establishments ........................................................................................... 50 

Figure 10 Figure 10: Mental health problems prominent within a custodial environment ................................. 51 

file:///C:/Users/Elis/Desktop/FINA%20DISS%20CHANGES%20tia%20work.odt%23_Toc66190715
file:///C:/Users/Elis/Desktop/FINA%20DISS%20CHANGES%20tia%20work.odt%23_Toc66190716
file:///C:/Users/Elis/Desktop/FINA%20DISS%20CHANGES%20tia%20work.odt%23_Toc66190717
file:///C:/Users/Elis/Desktop/FINA%20DISS%20CHANGES%20tia%20work.odt%23_Toc66190718
file:///C:/Users/Elis/Desktop/FINA%20DISS%20CHANGES%20tia%20work.odt%23_Toc66190719
file:///C:/Users/Elis/Desktop/FINA%20DISS%20CHANGES%20tia%20work.odt%23_Toc66190720
file:///C:/Users/Elis/Desktop/FINA%20DISS%20CHANGES%20tia%20work.odt%23_Toc66190721
file:///C:/Users/Elis/Desktop/FINA%20DISS%20CHANGES%20tia%20work.odt%23_Toc66190722
file:///C:/Users/Elis/Desktop/FINA%20DISS%20CHANGES%20tia%20work.odt%23_Toc66190723
file:///C:/Users/Elis/Desktop/FINA%20DISS%20CHANGES%20tia%20work.odt%23_Toc66190724


 

Chapter 1 Introduction- 
Prisons in England and Wales serve the purpose of detaining offenders that have bro-

ken the law. Although this is correct, prisons also have other purposes. Justice Sec-

retary David Gauke explained that prisons have 3 purposes which are; 

1. To protect the public from the most dangerous individuals in society. 

2. Punishment through depriving offenders of the right to freedom. 

3. Another being rehabilitation which provides offenders the opportunity to reflect 

on their action and take responsibility for their wrongdoings as well as providing 

the support to assist them in living law-abiding lives on their release from prison. 

The purpose of prisons is maintained across all establishments whether that is in a 

female establishment, male establishment, or young offenders’ institutes (Home Of-

fice, 2020). 

In total there are 117 prisons across England and Wales, of which 104 are run by Her 

Majesty’s Prison and Probation Service (HMPPS), and the others are run by private 

companies such as; G4S, Sodexo, and Serco (The Institute for Government, 2020). 

The current prison population across England and Wales stands at 82,710 and the 

population difference is 74,010 (Women in Prison, 2020). Clarke, (2020) stated that 

between 2011 and 2020 there were approximately 77,420 men and 3,410 women in 

prison and as it stands there are currently 79,540 offenders in prison across England 

and Wales however the figures released are updated weekly (The Howard League of 

Legal Reform, (2020).   

The complexity of issues that are dealt with across prison establishments is extensive 

and very wide-ranged. Garside, (2018) stated in one of his reports that the prison crisis 

revolves around violence, self-harm, and unsafe conditions. Self-harm covers a wide 

range of factors and varies depending on the individual that self-harms however, 



HMPPS has described self-harm as ‘any act where a prisoner deliberately harms 

themselves irrespective of the method, intent or severity of any injury’ (Pope, 2018).  

Whereas, the NHSN, (2020) has defined self-harm as ‘the act of deliberately causing 

harm to oneself either by causing a physical injury, by putting oneself in dangerous 

situations and/or self-neglect'.  

When analysing both definitions it is clear to see that any individual who self-harms 

has to have the intention of hurting themselves for it be defined as self-harm. There 

are several reasons as to why individuals self-harm, the NHS, (2020) has stated the 

reason why individuals self-harm are; trying to feel in control, expressing or coping 

with emotional distress, a way of punishing themselves, relieving unbearable tension, 

a cry for help and response to intrusive thoughts. Although these reasons have been 

identified they are not the only contributing factors why prisoners self-harm and they 

can change depending on the current circumstances.  

Furthermore, self-harm can be linked to bad experiences from the past or that are 

happening now however, it becomes extremely complex when the reasoning for a 

prisoner self-harming is unknown because it becomes difficult to support the individual 

and to help them find better coping mechanisms.  

There are many forms of self-harm within a custodial environment such as; cutting, 

self-strangulation, headbanging, swallowing/inserting objects, wound aggravation, 

starving, fire setting, suffocation, self-poisoning, and restricting diet (Liebling, 1995).  

Although prisoners can find other ways to intentionally harm themselves though, in 

modern society the most common self-harm methods used are cutting or self-strangu-

lation which is also known as ligaturing (Liebling, 2002). 



Throughout early research, in the 1990s self-harm was recognised as being in the 

same category as suicide and it was believed to have been an indication that an indi-

vidual is in distress before attempting suicide (Liebling, 1999). Nevertheless, as re-

search has developed there is a strong argument that suggests that suicide and self-

harm are not in the same category and are different forms of punishing themselves 

because of the distinct behaviours between them. For example, not every prisoner 

that self-harms will later attempt suicide, there is only a minority of prisoners that follow 

through with this. Similarly, when prisoners self-harm it is not always intending to kill 

themselves, many prisoners self-harm as a coping mechanism and use it to release 

the stress and tension they have built up within them, especially when dealing with 

flashbacks from their previous trauma (Lohner and Konrad, 2006).  

Many prisoners will suffer from Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) from past 

trauma in their lives and the list is extensive. Likewise, prisoners use self-harm as a 

coping mechanism when they are angry which results in them self-harming because 

it releases the anger within and prevents them from taking their anger out on staff or 

other prisoners. In contrast to this Garin et al, (2003) argued that multiple self-harm 

attempts are related to lead up of suicide especially if it involves hanging, self-stran-

gulation or suffocation because prisoners are more likely to die using these methods 

compared to others. Despite this, these methods can result in a higher risk of acci-

dental deaths because prisoners may use this method as a cry for help and unfortu-

nately could result in death if the staff has not been alerted to the prisoner that has 

used one of the methods. 

Mental Health 
Mental health issues contribute towards a lot of self-harm that takes place in the cus-

todial environment because many prisoners are not diagnosed with a mental health 



disorder up until their arrival into prison due to them not being able to seek the correct 

support in the community. 

Mental health in itself is a very complex subject but, when prisoners suffer from major 

mental health and are secured in their rooms for a long period it can have a detrimental 

effect on prisoner’s mental health because it intensifies the severity of their mental 

health.  Several mental health issues are present in prisons that contribute to prisoners 

attempting suicide and carrying out acts of self-harm, they are; schizophrenia, person-

ality disorder (PD), and substance misuse disorder (House of Commons, 2017).   Men-

tal health issues can cause prisoners to relive their past traumas which will trigger 

Prost Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD).  Bennett, (2012) identified the most common 

traumas are; childhood abuse, adverse childhood experiences, rape, assault, domes-

tic violence, terminal illness, or bereavement. Also, hallucinations may occur which 

leads to them reliving their past traumas which becomes a struggle and prisoners re-

sort to self-harm to cope with their feelings.  Reliving their experiences can cause 

major outbursts in anger, chronic depression, emotional breakdowns, and even sui-

cidal thoughts which emphasises how prisoners suffer from multiple mental health is-

sues and one mental health issue can trigger many others which they are not aware 

of (Haney, 2003).  It is argued by Palmer et al, (2010) that women suffer more from 

mental health compared to men however, this could be argued that evidence shows 

more women suffer because they are more likely to seek help and receive a diagnosis 

compared to men.  The Prison Reform Trust, (2020) released figures which show that 

26% of women and 16% of men received treatment for mental health issues in the 

year before entering prison.  Also, self-inflicted deaths are 8.6 times more likely within 

a prison environment compared to the general population. 



Purpose of Research 

The purpose of carrying out research into this topic was to enable others in this par-

ticular field of work as well as, the general public who have an interest in the topic to 

gain more knowledge surrounding suicide and self-harm and how frequently self-harm 

takes place in a custodial environment.  Alongside, showing what support is available 

to prisoners compared to in the community and the procedures that are in place to 

allow prisons to provide relevant and effective support to each individual in crisis.  Alt-

hough there is an extensive amount of literature available relating to suicide and self-

harm in prisons, especially statistical data, this research will provide an insight into the 

challenges faced daily for both prisoners and prison staff and gain information on the 

crisis the prison service is currently facing.  This will be accessible because of the 

researcher's access to the prison service.  

The primary research gathered will enable the researcher to identify issues first-hand 

because the respondents work in the custodial environment every day which gives 

valuable information.  

As well as providing real-life examples of the issues prison staff face daily compared 

to the statistical data outlining the current crisis.  The researcher has a hypothesis that 

‘suicide and self-harm are worse in the female estate compared to the male estate’.  

The research carried out will either confirm or deny this statement. 

 

 

 



Chapter 2 Literature Review 
The literature review will cover topics such as gender differences in self-harm, mental 

health issues in the custodial environment, the Assessment Care in Custody and 

Teamwork (ACCT) document, and how the prison crisis negatively impacts prisoners 

at risk of suicide and self-harm.  The literature review will cover existing research sur-

rounding suicide and self-harm, identifying the common issues which provide a spring-

board for the researcher to carry out primary research, which will provide more clarity 

on suicide and self-harm in a custodial environment. There is also a large amount of 

literature available regarding suicide and self-harm which focuses on the policies used 

to provide guidance when dealing with suicide and self-harm. 

Gender Difference in Self-Harm 
There is an extensive amount of literature available which shows the difference in self-

harm between genders over the past few decades, the rate of suicide and self-harm 

have plummeted within Her Majesty’s Prison establishments across England and 

Wales nonetheless, suicide and self-harm is an extremely complex issue within pris-

ons because the contributing factors and reasoning for self-harm/suicide attempts are 

widespread (Perry and Olason, 2009).  Evidence demonstrates the issues prisons are 

facing and that there is a direct correlation between the suicide and self-harm rates 

increasing and the prison crisis becoming much more difficult. Self-harm in prison set-

tings is much higher compared to within the community. Garbutt and Casey, (2015) 

have released figures which supports this statement and shows that between 2.7 and 

4% of individuals have engaged in self-harm in the community compared to 7 and 17% 

of males in male establishments and between 10 and 30% of females within female 

establishments which indicates prisoners are much more likely to engage in self-harm 



for numerous reasons and the statistics indicate that self-harm is much more prevalent 

in females compared to males in prison. 

As shown in figure 1, self-harm incidents in both male and female prisoners have am-

plified over the years especially from December 2012 to December 2018 and it is clear 

to see that self-harm trends differ considerably by gender, and female incidents involv-

ing self-harm are extremely higher compared to males.  In December 2012, the rate 

of self-harm in males was 250 per 1,000 prisoners compared to 600 per 1,000 prison-

ers in December 2018 which shows an increase of 350 per 1,000 prisoners within 6 

years.  Whereas, in December 2012 the rate of self-harm in females was 1,550 per 

1000 prisoners compared to 2,600 per 1,000 prisoners in 2018 indicating an astonish-

ing increase of 1,050 within 6 years.  The statistics show that self-harm incidents are 

considerably higher in females and the figures suggest that self-harm in women hap-

pens much more frequently due to the statistics per 1000 women which suggests that 

many females self-harm on more than one instance within these periods for the figures 

to reach the level they are at (Ministry of Justice, 2019).  Although there are fewer 

women in prison compared to men, women account for the largest proportion of self-

harm yearly even though there is a considerable difference in the number of men and 

women currently in prison.  There are currently 79,563 individuals in prison across 

FIGURE 1 SELF-HARM RATES PER 1,000 PRISONERS BY GENDER OF ESTABLISHMENTS BY MINISTRY OF JUSTICE,(2019) 



England and Wales and of this figure, there are 76,328 men and 3,235 women impris-

oned which emphasises the difference between men and women in custody.  Although 

women account for a small proportion of this number the self-harm instances surge 

compared to men which indicate that women in custody struggle and need a lot of 

support if the figures are to reduce in the future (The Howard League for Penal Reform, 

2020).  When looking at the year when self-harm began to increase in 2012 which was 

when the prison officer numbers reduced dramatically, and the prison crisis amplified.  

December 2015 shows a large spike in self-harm incidents which emphasises the se-

verity of the prison crisis and it shows that prison officers reached the lowest number 

they have ever had which was 18.2 thousand because of austerity measures pursued 

by the government (Clark, 2020). 

Suicides in Prison 
Suicide whilst in custody is extremely concerning and figures continue to increase year 

on year which raises further concerns because it indicates that there is a need for 

improvement on how prisoners are supported which will reduce the numbers of suicide 

in prisons.  The rate of suicide in prisons is four times more than in the general popu-

lation which indicates being detained has a detrimental effect on prisoner's mental 

health (Dooley, 1990). The most common method used for suicide in prisons is hang-

ing and it usually carried out at night because there is less interaction with staff and 

the prisoners are unlikely to be discovered.  

However, there are several other strategies used to commit suicide in prison such as; 

hanging, cutting neck, other cutting, drug overdose, and in extreme circumstances 

burning (Home Office, 1984).  Between 1972 and 1987 suicide rates were monitored 

in three yearly sections.  In every three years between these periods, suicide rates 

increased dramatically and increased by 121%.  This indicates that suicides in prisons 



have always been prevalent and an issue that needs addressing by individual estab-

lishments because there is still a long way to improve support networks for prisoners 

which will prevent them from wanting to commit suicide (McClure, 1987).  Current fig-

ures show that suicides in prison are still an ongoing issue that prevailed in the 1970s 

up until now.  The Howard League of Legal Reform, (2020) released figures which 

have shown in 2013 there were 76 suicides across England and Wales and in 2016 

there were 119 suicides which indicate over decades the suicide rates across England 

and Wales are continuously increasing which shows that although prisons are making 

adjustments they are not pursuing their goals because there is no proof of suicide 

rated decreasing.   Due to higher rates of suicide within prisons, it has resulted in 

several inquiries that investigate each death which provides individual establishments 

with the opportunity to improve their procedures in dealing with suicide or attempted 

suicide.  The inquiries are not to criticise the establishment but to provide them with 

constructive criticism for them to identify areas that need to be improved or where they 

reacted in the correct manner (Hankoff, 1980). 

The ACCT Document 
The Assessment, Care in Custody and Teamwork (ACCT) document is extremely im-

portant, and a key feature used when monitoring offenders who are most at risk of 

suicide and self-harm. An ACCT document in the planning process when an individual 

has been identified as being at risk and it requires any member of staff that works in a 

prison to open if they have immediate concerns regarding an offender. It ensures spe-

cific actions are taken to safeguard an offender and processes are put in place to help 

reduce the offender’s risk of suicide and self-harm (Pike and George, 2019). The doc-

ument is an essential source of information because it allows all prison staff to docu-

ment any key information regarding the offender and maintains a strong connection of 



communication daily which allows staff to understand the current issues and how often 

the offender has self-harmed or attempted suicide each day. Without this document, 

staff would not be able to identify trends in the offender’s self-harm and many staff 

members would not be aware of the current issues the offender is facing alongside the 

reasoning behind their self-harm. Although this is an essential document in prison es-

tablishments going forward, the ACCT document was only introduced in 2009 when 

merging Suicide Prevention and Self Harm Management and Managing Deaths in 

Custody to create ‘one risk-based audit’ (Ministry of Justice, 2011). When an offender 

has been identified as at risk of suicide or self-harm an ACCT must be opened for the 

following reasons: 

• Made statements of suicide/self-harm 

• Low in mood 

• Attempted suicide/Act of self-harm 

• Entered custody and has previously self-harmed. 

Once the ACCT has been opened the offender will have an assessment by a trained 

assessor who determines whether the ACCT should stay open and how many obser-

vations an hour should be carried out alongside a meaningful conversation three times 

per day. When the observations have been noted these can increase or decrease 

depending on whether the offender has stopped self-harming or if their self-harm es-

calates (Her Majesty’s Prison Service, 2005).  

The ACCT document has allowed staff to be held accountable through their documen-

tation and provided all prison staff whether that is managers, healthcare, substance 

misuse, mental health, officers, or probation workers with the correct training and tools 

to help support and manage individuals at risk of suicide and self-harm. Also, without 

these documents and the set observations offenders would have time to be successful 



in their attempts however, being checked within the hour has enabled staff to prevent 

the offender's self-harm attempts and even save the lives of offenders who can carry 

out the action before their next check. Without these documents, there would be a 

higher death rate in custody. Although the ACCT document is a powerful tool there is 

a small percentage of offenders that do not portray any cause for concern to staff and 

unexpectedly carry out an act of suicide or self-harm and unfortunately results in a 

death in custody which is followed by an investigation into the offender's death. 

 

Safer Custody Department 
The Prison Advice Bureau has provided the importance of safer custody departments 

in establishments for prisoners, staff, and family members.  The prison advice provides 

vital information for families on how their family members are supported whilst in prison 

and how to contact prisons if they have any concerns.  

If the Prison Advice did not exist, families and staff would not have the vital information 

needed regarding safer custody.  Most prisons have a Safer Custody department 

which has staff who are trained to a highly skilled level to help prisoners that self-harm 

or attempt suicide.  The purpose of the safer custody team is to manage prisoners 

who actively self-harm and collectively discover ways of supporting the prisoners and 

finding ways to reduce their self-harm.  For example, they will provide prisoners will 

multiple distraction items such as colouring, word puzzles, drawing/writing material, 

fidget cubes, puzzles, and scratch arts.  The purpose of these items is to act as a 

deterrent when prisoners feel the need to self-harm and the items provided should 

help them become distracted with their impulsive thoughts and encourage them that 

they can control the impulsive thoughts.  As well as supporting prisoners, the Safer 



Custody teams provide support to family members if they have severe concerns re-

garding the prisoner’s welfare by having a phone line that can be accessed, and con-

cerns can be raised.  Following this, the Safer Custody team reassures family mem-

bers and contacts relevant residential units to ensure wing staff monitors the prisoner 

and therefore allows the Safer Custody team to feedback reassuring information to 

concerned family members or friends (Prison Advice, 2020).  Without the safer custody 

team prisons would not be able to maintain family connections and would not be able 

to combat suicide and self-harm without specialist trained teams that know how to 

manage and support prisoners who are most at risk of suicide and self-harm.   

However, of all the prisons across England and Wales, there are only 35 prisons that 

have to release their safer custody line which means there are a substantial amount 

of family concerns not shared with prison staff because the family is unable to contact 

the prisons safety line (Shaw, 2019).  

During an experiment to discover how useful the safer custody lines were across pris-

ons in England and Wales, of the 97 numbers that were identified, only 75 of them 

went through to the safer custody line, and only 13 of those calls were answered by 

staff, 66 of them went to the answering machine.  Of these figures, a much lower 

percentage of calls were successful in reaching the safer custody line in the female 

estate. Using the safer custody numbers for the female estate, only 60% of calls suc-

cessfully went through to safer custody compared to 81% in the male estate and 84% 

in the YOI estate.  This is massively concerning considering there are much fewer 

female establishments across England & Wales which results in women being placed 

in establishments that are a significant distance from where they reside, making it 

much harder for families to visit and emphasises the importance of safer custody lines 

for families who are unable to visit to raise their concerns.  The numbers of self-harm 



in female estates are significantly higher compared to the male estate which empha-

sises family connections and the need for safer custody lines are vital (The Prison 

Reform Trust, 2019). 

Figure 2 indicates there are many reasons as to why families contact the safer custody 

lines which range from suicide and self-harm to concerns for their general wellbeing. 

However, when looking closely the most common calls are for concerns of the pris-

oner’s mental health or emotional wellbeing and suicide and self-harm.  Self-harm and 

suicide equate for 14% of the total calls and 38% of those requiring urgent action due 

to the severity of information received. These figures emphasise the correlation be-

tween mental health and suicide and self-harm. 

Prison Service Instructions (PSI) 
All establishments have many policies they have to abide by in all aspects of prisoners' 

safety and well-being, there is a large quantity of literature available that shows what 

PSIs are to be followed with regards to suicide and self-harm. Before PSI’s were in-

troduced prisons followed Prison Service Orders (PSO) however, these have now 

changed to PSIs. 

FIGURE 2 NATURE OF CALLS TO SAFER CUSTODY HELPLINE BY THE PRISON REFORM TRUST, (2019). 



In the past there were three main PSOs that were followed with suicide and self-harm, 

they were:  

• PSO 2700 Suicide Prevention and Self-harm Management,  

• PSO 2750 Violence Reduction,  

• PSO 2710 Follow Up to Deaths in Custody. 

Each policy was separate to provide in-depth guidance on the management of suicide 

and self-harm across all establishments however, management in prisons discovered 

that three separate policies which had to be followed and provided guidance on severe 

incidents within the prison environment could be condensed into a larger policy which 

outlines guidance for all areas. 

The most up to date PSI that is currently followed is PSI 64/2011 which sets out guid-

ance on how to manage prisoners that are at risk of harm to themselves, others, and 

others and this policy has replaced several other policies which were known as Prison 

Service Orders (PSO) due to policies needing to be updated regularly to move with 

the current climate. Ministry of Justice, (2012) indicates the purpose of PSI 64/2011 is 

to provide a framework for delivering safer custody procedures and practices to ensure 

prisons are a safe environment for individuals who live and work there, both staff and 

prisoners. PSI’s are extremely important because they provide step-by-step guidance 

on every aspect of the prison which allows staff to have a full understanding of how to 

manage and deal with instances of self-harm or suicide. Without the current PSI in 

place, staff would not know how to support vulnerable prisoners correctly. For exam-

ple, PSI 64/2011 sets out how family engagement is essential in supporting prisoners 

that are likely to self-harm. Alongside identifying their risks and triggers which is im-

perative because it allows staff to become prepared for specific dates and provide 



more support when the prisoner needs it most which could help result in the prevention 

of self-harm through being made aware of triggers and risks (HMPPS, 2020).  

PSI 64/2011 outlines the staff’s responsibility to distinguish differences in prisoner’s 

behaviour which is in an instant indication of an increased risk to themselves and how 

these differences are relayed to managers and ensuring these concerns are docu-

mented.  

Without having this framework to follow prisons would not be able to improve the prison 

environment by reducing the incidents of suicide and self-harm in custody, prisons 

would not be able to identify and manage prisoners at risk of suicide and self-harm 

and prisons would not be able to learn from past incidents which provide an insight on 

how to manage future incidents more effectively. 

 

Mental Health 
Literature from Her Majesty’s Inspectorate of Prisons, (1996) shows that many years 

ago the support available to individuals when detained in prison was very poor be-

cause it was the responsibility of prisons to provide health care to their detainees and 

the health care was provided by the Prison Health Service which was labelled as the 

Prison Medical Service.  

However, the support available for prisoners was not at an adequate level and sug-

gestions were made for the prison's health service to be taken over by the National 

Health Service (NHS) around 1948.  Although the NHS provided a health service for 

everyone in England, Wales, Scotland, and Northern Ireland, they were not obliged to 

consider the needs of individuals in prison.   

From 1996, reports were written by the Health Advisory Committee for the Prison Ser-

vice (1997) which indicated the weaknesses in the prison’s health service, especially 



highlighting the quality of care provided to detainees and suggesting that the NHS 

should take over the health care for prisons alongside recommendations on how the 

NHS could achieve this.  It was not until 1997 the mental health of prisoners was con-

sidered through the Health Advisory Committee who highlighted that there was a need 

for thorough aftercare arrangements and promoted the concept of equivalence of care.  

The next step in the reform for the NHS was ground-breaking because it involved 

prison establishments and the NHS working in partnership to provide adequate care 

to detainees which is adequate to the health care provided to the general public.  All 

of these recommendations were eventually accepted in 2000 and developments be-

gan to take place in the delivery of health care in prisons.  From April 2003, the funding 

responsibility for health care in prisons was given to the department of health whereas 

before this it was funded by the Home Office (Birmingham, 2003). 

Mental health issues cause the most problematic situations in prisons which create a 

huge challenge across the Prison Service. Gunn et al, (1991) indicated the most com-

mon diagnosis in sentenced prisoners by mental health professionals were Psycho-

ses, Neuroses, Personality Disorder, Substance misuse/abuse, and organic disorders.  

Studies on mental health in prisons revealed that mental health issues were much 

more prevalent in prisons compared to the general public (Meltzer et al, 1995). 

There is a wide range of academic literature surrounding mental health in prisons and 

the severity of mental health across all establishments.  HMPPS is responsible for 

making sure that the prison environment remains safe, secure, and decent for all pris-

oners across England and Wales. Alongside this prisons deal with a mass number of 

prisoners that face several mental health issues.  

Statistics show that between 10-90% of the prison population suffers from mental 

health issues which results in an increased demand of the NHS, in 2016 approximately 



£150 million was spent on substance misuse and mental health services in prisons 

(House of Commons, 2017).  

It is extremely difficult to monitor the figures of prisoners suffering from mental health 

issues because there is such a high turnaround in prisons and not every prisoner’s 

mental health problems are identified by staff.  When identified as mentally unwell in 

prison the individual should be transferred and admitted to a secure hospital within 14 

days to receive the correct care they require.  Though, only 34% are admitted within 

this period, where 7% of prisoners waited more than 140 days to be transferred in 

2016-2017 (Morse, 2017).  The process of transferring prisoners is extremely complex 

and on occasions are placed on a waiting list for a bed to become available which is 

why many of the transfers are not completed in 14 days.  

Nevertheless, holding mentally ill prisoners in a prison environment will only exacer-

bate their mental health problems and cause the individual to decline rapidly (National 

Audit Office, 2017). 

Literature suggests that mental health problems are overrepresented in the criminal 

justice system with studies showing that compared to the general population of the 

world, prisoners have an increased risk of developing mental health/psychiatric prob-

lems whilst being in prison.  In a previous study carried out by Dirkzwager & Nieu-

wbeerta, (2018) it was identified that several mental health problems are prevalent in 

prisons such as; Anxiety, Depression, Paranoid Ideation, and Psychoticism.   



Contributing Factors to Self-Harm 
Prisons in England and Wales have been in crisis since 2012 due to austerity which 

has impacted how prisons can run effectively.  

There are several factors of the crisis which contribute to suicide and self-harm such 

as overcrowding in each establishment. 

As shown in Figure 3, there are several prisons across England and Wales that are 

overcrowded and beyond their capacity limits especially Wandsworth and Doncaster.  

Wandsworth has a capacity of 957 and currently has a population of 1447 and Don-

caster have a capacity of 738 and currently has a population of 1077, indicating they 

are massively overcrowded which has a detrimental effect on the prisoners within 

these establishments (The Howard League for Legal Reform, 2020).  Overcrowded 

prisons negatively impact prisoners and their mental health because it results in their 

needs not being met and valuable time that should be spent with them cannot be fa-

cilitated due to the pressures which could lead to prisoners self-harming as a way of 

coping or feeling as though they are not important.  

FIGURE 3 OVERCROWDED PRISONS IN ENGLAND AND WALES BY THE HOWARD LEAGUE OF LEGAL REFORM, (2020) 



Self-harm figures have dramatically increased and with staff not investing time into 

each individual they are not getting the correct support to help them reduce their self-

harm. 

Staffing levels across prisons in England and Wales are extremely low which makes 

it difficult for prisons to run a normal regime and more often than not they run a re-

stricted regime to maintain the security of their establishment. 

Figure 4 indicates how staffing levels decreased dramatically in 2015 despite this, 

through the recruitment drive prisons have nearly the same amount of staff in June 

2018 as they did in June 2010.  

On the other hand, this has a detrimental effect on prisoner’s mental health because 

the staff is less likely to identify prisoners with mental health issues therefore, it will 

take longer for the prisoner's needs to be managed.  The proportion of band 3-5 prison 

officers with less than 3 years’ service on 30 June 2018 rose to 37.8% compared to 

36.4% on 31 March 2018. In contrast, the proportion of officers in the post with 10 

years or more experience decreased by 2.2 percentage points from 51.3% on 31 

March 2018 to 49.1% on 30 June 2018 (The Office of National Statistics, 2018).   

FIGURE 4 NUMBER OF BAND 3-5 OPERATIONAL STAFF IN POST ON A FULL-TIME BASIS, (ONS, 2018). 



Although the current recruitment drive is positive for the prison service because they 

can provide a normal regime with safe staffing levels with new recruits to meet the 

demand of operational needs (Travis, 2016).  

It does come with several downfalls, one being the ratio between experienced staff 

and new recruits appointed to a designated work area,  which means it is difficult for 

new staff members to learn how to run regimes effectively and how to identify triggers 

of suicide and self-harm with the most complex prisoners on the unit.  More than half 

of new staff recruited have less than a years’ experience which complicates how pris-

oners are dealt with and the lack of boundaries set by the new staff, resulting in the 

staff having a lack of control over prisoners.  Also, resulting in mental health issues 

spiralling out of control leading to self-harm instances increasing because prisoners 

feel as though they are not getting the correct support which they should be having 

due to not having built a good rapport with the staff to express the issues they are 

struggling with (Garside et al, 2018). 

Due to low staffing levels, on occasion, it results in around 15% of prisoners missing 

outside medical appointments which could be detrimental to their recovery (House of 

Commons, 2017).  However, to improve this situation HMPPS has started a recruit-

ment campaign to improve staffing levels and throughout their training, they will be 

provided enhanced mental health training, especially suicide awareness.  Also, the 

prisons are implementing the role of ‘key workers’ which will allow prisoners to have a 

dedicated staff member to rely on and talk through their issues and state what they 

are struggling with.  By doing this the prisoners will get the help they need to rehabili-

tate and signposted to the correct services which can provide them with the relevant 

support within the prison and on their release.  This indicates that HMPPS are moving 

in the right direction when supporting prisoners (POA, 2020). 



Low levels of staffing result in establishments running restricted regimes and cancel-

ling purposeful activities such as education and work.  Carrying out these activities 

make prisoners feel as though they have a purpose because they are bettering their 

selves which helps them prepare for their release and a brighter future (Home Office, 

2013).  Not only do activities help them rebuild hope, it ensures prisoners are busy 

which gives them less time to think about their traumatic ordeals and personal issues.  

When staffing levels reduce and these activities are put on hold or cancelled it results 

in prisoners having to spend a lot more time in their cells which triggers their memories 

of bad experiences and are unable to deal with their emotions alone in their room 

which results in flashbacks and their mental health deteriorating (Justice Inspec-

torates, 2020).  Though, when this continues over a long period and not being able to 

release the negative feelings inside it leads to prisoners resorting to self-harm because 

it is the only way they know how to release the stress and pressures they feel and the 

longer the regimes are restricted it is more likely to increase the levels of self-harm 

and the extent of self-harm inflicted on themselves (Cohen & Taylor, 2006).  This In-

dicates that prisoners are impacted tremendously when regimes are restricted, and 

they cannot access the services which help them deal with their trauma.  This proves 

that prisoners need to remain distracted and involved in activities that make them feel 

as though they have a purpose because it will reduce self-harm levels and change 

their mindsets to look at life more positively. 

Involvement in purposeful activity 
Prisoners have the opportunity to be involved in activities to better themselves and 

provide them with a better future by accepting these opportunities helps prisoners feel 

more positive about their future.  Through these activities, supports prisoners and pre-

vents them from harming themselves due to them not spending a lot of time in their 



room.  The purposeful activity in prisons covers a wide range of skills such as work, 

education which provides them with valuable life skills (The Prison Reform Trust, 

2020).  Through working in prison, it allows prisoners to regain a sense of responsibility 

and routine in their life because they have to attend work for certain times and through 

their work, many others rely on them such as when working in the kitchens and laun-

dry.  As well as attending education which allows them to gain qualifications and learn 

essential life skills which prepare them for their release and potentially get a job to gain 

financial security on release (Home Office, 2020).  When involving themselves in a 

purposeful activity it allows prisoners to leave their life of negativity and poor choices 

of coping mechanisms such as self-harm and look forward to a positive future by bet-

tering themselves (Bunce, 2020). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 



Chapter 3 Methodology 
When constructing research, the researcher needs to invest time in deciding how the 

research will be carried out and discovering the most appropriate methods to follow 

which will help readers understand why the researcher has chosen their topic along-

side their strategies behind carrying out relevant research.  The researcher will be 

collecting their own data because of their ability to access information which is imper-

ative to the chosen research topic. 

Collis and Hussey, (2013) explain how there is no consensus on how research should 

be defined because research can mean several things to different people due to eve-

ryone’s perception of research being different.  Nevertheless, the overall agreement 

of research is a process of enquiry and systematic and methodical.  Although there is 

no definitive definition, Collis and Hussey have described the research as a systematic 

and methodical process of enquiry and investigation, intending to increase 

knowledge’.  Every individual’s view of research differs because of their perspective 

but, Saunders et al, (2019) produced a diagram which is known as the ‘research onion’ 

which is shown in Figure 1, research is described as an onion because onions have 

layers.  Saunders et al, (2019) believe that research has to be carried out in layers 

and each layer has to be explored before moving onto the next and reaching the centre 

which allows researchers to provide an answer to their chosen topic. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

As shown in the diagram above, when researching several areas need to be covered 

to produce a valid research project.  To start the process of researching, researchers 

will need to decide on the philosophies they wish to use before moving onto their ap-

proach to theory development and will then move onto the methodological choice for 

their research.  

Once these have been chosen researchers will move onto the strategies which will 

help them form answers to their research question followed by the length of time the 

research will be carried out over.  Finally, the techniques and procedures will be cho-

sen to further their research before being able to describe their findings and recom-

mendations on their chosen research topic (Saunders et al, 2019). 

Philosophy 
Pragmatism 
Pragmatism is a philosophical tradition that uses words and thoughts as a tool and an 

instrument for prediction and problem solving and rejects the idea that the function of 

thought is to describe and mirror reality. According to Morgan, (2014), it is known as 

a practical approach to solving problems and pragmatists attempt to find a balance 

FIGURE 5 THE RESEARCH ONION. SOURCE: SAUNDERS ET AL, (2019). 



between principles. A pragmatist will always consider the practical side and does not 

worry about the theory or ideology behind a subject. Goldkuhl, (2012) stated pragma-

tism is an important paradigm for researchers that carry out qualitative research.  

Pragmatism provides a different account of knowledge and a different understanding 

of the way human beings can acquire knowledge (Biesta and Burbles, 2003). A ten-

dency of philosophy to conform to the needs and utilities of life in its fundamental prin-

ciples. When thought about an object has found its rest in belief, only then their action 

on the subject can firmly and safely begin (Bawden, 1904). 

 

Interpretivism 
Interpretivism is opposite to positivism. After all, interpretivist believe that every indi-

vidual is intricate and complex because everyone experiences the same ‘objective 

reality’ in very different ways and have their own reasoning behind the way they have 

interpreted and understood the information (Thomas, 2015).  Interpretivism requires 

researchers to grasp the meaning of others' research to make gain their own under-

standing of what they have researched (Blaxter et al, 2010).  

Interpretivism is an extremely important methodology tool during research because it 

gathers others' opinions on a chosen topic which allows the researcher to analyse their 

chosen topic in further detail (Williams, 2000). 

Positivism 
Positivism is a contrasting philosophy to Interpretivism because it promotes the appli-

cation of methods used in natural science to social reality (Bryman, 2016). Positivism 

is a philosophical system that is deeply rooted in science and mathematics because it 

is based on views that what exists can be verified through experiments, observations, 

and mathematical proof. Positivists believe that everything else is non-existent and 



only believe in the objective truth which can be discovered through science and math-

ematics (Hammersley, 1992). Alongside this, a positivist approach will be based on 

examining statistics from previous studies which will support carrying out investiga-

tions into their chosen research topic. Positivism is known as a descriptive category 

because it allows researchers to gather factual information in controlled environments 

and research can be measured more accurately within the controlled environment 

(Chandler and Munday, 2011). 

Although the philosophies stated above will be highlighted throughout the research 

carried out, the main philosophy that was followed was Pragmatism. The reasoning 

for focusing on a pragmatist approach is because it is also known as a halfway ap-

proach where the researcher understands that there were statistics available to imple-

ment a picture regarding suicide and self-harm, on the other hand, the researcher 

understands that situations change over time and therefore the outlook on specific 

situations vary dependant on the time the previous research has taken place. Prag-

matism is the most appropriate philosophy because it allowed the researcher to find a 

balance between factual evidence and information gathered through primary research. 

Type 
Qualitative 
Qualitative research involves collecting and analysing non-numerical data to gain an 

understanding of concepts or experiences and it can be used to gather in-depth in-

sights into a problem or generate new ideas for current or future research.  Qualitative 

research is used in the humanities and social sciences (Hennink, 2020).  It is also 

used to understand how individuals view the world and although there are many ap-

proaches to this sort of research, it tends to be flexible with a focus on retaining rich 

meaning when interpreting data.  Researchers that follow a qualitative approach are 



often considered as instruments because all observations, analyses, and interpreta-

tions are filtered through their own personal views (Janis et al, 2020).  The advantages 

of qualitative research are that it provides meaningful insights within a natural setting, 

provides flexibility, and generates new ideas, and does not require direct observation.  

The disadvantages to qualitative research are that it becomes very subjective and 

potentially unreliable as well as limited generalisability (McBurney, 1998). 

Quantitative 
Quantitative research allows researchers to deal with numbers and statistics which 

can be used to test a hypothesis by systematically collecting and analysing data.  

Quantitative research is expressed through numbers and graphs to test or confirm 

assumptions or theories.  Gomm, (2004) states that the most common approach used 

when carrying out quantitative research is surveys because they contain closed-ended 

questions although, the researcher can use case studies to aid their research (Pole 

and Lampard, 2002). To carry out quantitative research requires a large number of 

participants.  

Black, (1998) explains the strengths of quantitative research are that it allows the re-

searcher to reach a higher sample size to gain greater credibility, information can be 

collected quickly and the participants can remain anonymous which provides reassur-

ance for the participants and their willingness to engage.  The weaknesses of quanti-

tative research are it sometimes creates unnatural environments and resulting in false 

answers being provides and there is no access to specific feedback or explanation to 

the answers discovered throughout the research (Corbin and Strauss, 2008). 

An emphasis on both qualitative and quantitative was essential during the researcher’s 

primary research because the researcher gathered information that provided statistical 



evidence alongside, opinions and informative evidence which was collated to form the 

analysis. 

Approach 
Deductive 
When following the deductive approach individuals set out with a generalisation/hy-

pothesis which follows a process to reach a specific and logical conclusion.  From this 

process, researchers will make a prediction from their hypothesis.  According to Bry-

man, (2016) deduction uses more common information to arrive at a specific conclu-

sion.  Yet, a conclusion is reached based on the validity of the original hypothesis, and 

the conclusion is strongly based on the hypothesis for a deductive approach to be 

used within a research project (O’Leary, 2014). The process involves a theory which 

then the researcher can decide a hypothesis, then move onto the research and obser-

vation and finalise results in a conclusion of their hypothesis.  

The researcher has decided to follow a deductive approach because they have a hy-

pothesis in mind which is ‘suicide and self-harm appears worse within female prisons 

compared to male prisons’. 

Methodological Choice 
Triangulation 
According to Flick, (2007) triangulation implies that there is more than one source of 

information or more than one way of collecting data to ensure the researcher exhausts 

all avenues of research and interpretation of the data collected. McNeil and Chapman, 

(2005) suggest by doing this it allows the opportunity for the information gathered from 

individual sources to be cross-checked by another source which helps make the re-

search more reliable (Noble and Heale, 2019).  The researcher has chosen the trian-

gulation method because the information they gathered came from a wide variety of 

sources both through primary and secondary research.  Also, the researcher aimed to 



gather an extensive amount of research which enabled them to provide a full picture 

of the research topic before deciding on recommendations and forming an opinion. 

Strategies 
Surveys 
Surveys are one of the main ways to gain information from individuals for a particular 

research topic as well as the most popular strategy because they can be conducted in 

many ways and have many purposes.  

Surveys allow researchers to ask minimal participants however, they can ask a large 

number of individuals depending on their target group. Surveys are a popular choice 

when conducting research because they can be distributed as questionnaires online, 

over the phone, via mail, or in-person says Biggam, (2011) supporting this argument, 

Caes, et al, (2018) suggests that surveys can be used as a tool via social media to 

reach larger target groups.  The information is gathered using a standardized proce-

dure that allows all participants to be asked the same questions, in the same way, to 

ensure the research is reliable and to avoid any biased opinions to impact the outcome 

of the research.  

Surveys provide researchers with the opportunity to conduct the research in several 

ways depending on the methodological approach used for the topic (Bourque and 

Fielder, 2003).  Choosing to carry out a survey comes with many benefits such as, it 

is easy and quick to analyse, provides accuracy, respondents can be honest and flex-

ible and it allows more people to participate due to the variety of ways surveys can be 

distributed.  In contrast to this, surveys come with disadvantages such as, close-ended 

questions have lower validity rates, errors in the data due to not all the questions being 

answered and respondents may not be honest in their answers which produces a bias 

in the data. 



Interviews 
Bell, (2014) expressed how interviews are an excellent way in gathering extensive 

information because researchers can ask their interviewees to expand on the answers 

they have given as well as read their body language.  Interviews are much more per-

sonal than other research strategies yet, it is one of the best ways to gather information 

to reach a conclusion from research (Rapley, 2016). There are many advantages to 

interviews which are, they enable researchers to gather detailed information and per-

ceptions of a specific topic and they allow more detailed questions to be asked com-

pared to a survey.  The disadvantages to interviews are that they are very time-con-

suming and transcribing what has been said can be difficult because not all the infor-

mation may be gathered.  Also, when interviewing each interviewer will understand 

and transcribe in different ways (Denscombe, 2014).  During the current pandemic, 

interviews are much harder to conduct due to the risk of infection. Despite this, the 

researcher is fortunate to work within a prison environment and is therefore near to 

their target group.  Although interviews have been advised not to take place due to the 

pandemic, the researcher was fortunate to be able to use this form of strategy to assist 

in gathering valuable information because of their occupation. 

Ethnography 
Ethnographic research is a strategy that is not used as often as other strategy options 

and falls into qualitative research yet, using this strategy allows researchers to observe 

and interact with the study participants in their real-life environment. Ethnography was 

made more popular through anthropology but is now used across a wide range of 

social sciences (Popescu, 2018).  The aim behind ethnographic research is to gain 

insights into how users interact in their natural environment because it provides an in-

depth insight into participants and their actions when responding to specific encoun-



ters during the day.  Mariampolski, (2005) explains that ethnography allows the re-

searcher to understand exactly what happens within the environment and how partic-

ipants interact with everyone around them. Ethnographic research can be carried out 

in several ways such as diary studies, video recordings, direct observation, and pho-

tography.  The length of research for this approach can vary depending on how much 

information is gained from the researcher’s observations.  

Ethnography comes with many benefits such as providing a deeper understanding of 

experiences and practices, it can provide a voice to practices that have been over-

looked and it can uncover experiences and knowledge that other methods miss out on 

due to it being in a real-life setting.  In contrast to this, it also has disadvantages be-

cause it involves extensive work which is time-consuming, and it could take longer 

than the researcher has planned.  Also, it is very difficult to negotiate access to the 

setting from external companies and may not be allowed to carry out this sort of re-

search due to sensitivity reasons (Home Office, 2020). 

Time Horizon 
Cross-sectional 
Cross-sectional research is also known as cross-sectional analysis and is a type of 

observational study that analyses data from a set population or a representative sub-

set, at a specific point in time.  Researchers will choose their participants based on 

particular variables of interest and is likely to be used during social science, education, 

and developmental psychology (Sarantakos, 1998). Cross-sectional research has 

been described as descriptive research and not relational which means you cannot 

use the variables to determine the cause of something.  Researchers record the infor-

mation, however, will not change the variables set in the study.  This method is used 

to make inferences about possible relationships and to gather data which will be used 



to support further research and experiments (Buchanan, 2009).  Cross-sectional re-

search has many advantages such as, being fast and inexpensive, prompts further 

study by providing a springboard to research further.  However, it does have several 

disadvantages because it cannot differentiate between cause and affect which means 

a conclusion cannot be found.  Also, it can result in biases because surveys are based 

on individuals lives and may result in reporting being inaccurate due to the information 

not being verified. 

Techniques and Procedures 
Data Collection 
Data collection is a process used to collect and measure data on specific variables 

through established systems which allow researchers to evaluate the outcome by an-

swering the questions designed.  Data can be collected through many avenues such 

as via the internet, using previously collected data, or reusing someone else’s data 

(Punch, 1998).  The relevant data is collected by carrying out surveys, interviews, 

polls, and focus groups which are known as primary data collection.  Other techniques 

of collecting data are by using government reports, sale reports, mission statements, 

or financial reports, this form of data collection is known as secondary data collection.  

This emphasises how there is a vast majority of ways for researchers to collect data 

to produce a good quality project (Sapsford and Jupp, 2006). 

Data Analysis 
Data analysis is a process that involves moulded data to be examined for the re-

searcher to interpret and discover relevant information, propose conclusions, and aid 

decision-making of issues that arise in the research.  According to the University of 

Minnesota, (2019) data analysis provides the opportunity for the researcher to dis-

cover links between primary research carried out and statistical research.  Following 

on, the analysis of data allows the researcher to determine the impact of the work 



carried out, communicate results found and assess the quality of their findings (Kumar, 

2014). 

Research Design and Implementation 
The researcher had invested a lot of time in making decisions regarding the best way 

to gather up-to-date and reliable information for suicide and self-harm in prisons.  The 

main aspect which has proven to be a huge advantage for the researcher is the fact 

they work as a prison officer and have many contacts in the other establishments and 

the correct field to assist in their primary research if their colleagues and associates 

are willing to participate.  Also, working as a prison officer has given the researcher 

the passion and interest to pursue research in their chosen field because the re-

searcher would like others to understand the extent and issues revolving around sui-

cide and self-harm in prisons.  The researcher gathered data through carefully select-

ing relevant questions which supported them in answering the overall dissertation 

question and enabled the researcher to produce an accurate analysis of the data gath-

ered.  The data was gathered through using the researcher’s personal diary and ob-

servations they carried out throughout their working day as well as, making a ques-

tionnaire and interviewing individuals with a wealth of knowledge in the topic area.  

By doing this the researcher gathered an extensive amount of data to work from which 

enabled them to draw conclusions and emphasise the issues regarding suicide and 

self-harm by making valuable recommendations on how to improve the current prison 

crisis.  

The researcher chose their target group as associates and individual that work in pris-

ons because they have a clear understanding of how difficult the situations surround-

ing suicide and self-harm and it was the suitable option to gather the correct infor-

mation in a statistical and opinionated manner. 



The data gathered was analysed and formed using Google Forms because it provided 

the researcher with graphs and statistics from the questionnaire.  The researcher has 

chosen Google Forms to formulate all the data because it provided statistical evidence 

such as percentages which helped to articulate the answers and provided a clearer 

overview for specific questions.  It also provided the researcher the opportunity to de-

sign questions in different ways such as; open-ended questions, one-worded answers, 

multiple-choice and enabled the researcher to highlight the questions that needed to 

be answered and made a priority.  Google Forms was an efficient way to gather infor-

mation and is not as time extensive as formulating the graphs manually and grouping 

all the information gathered. 

 

Sample 
When carrying out the research, a sample group was chosen which supported gath-

ering relevant information to answer the dissertation question.  The researcher had 

chosen a sample of 21 participants that have a range of experience within the prison 

environment, whether that is through being an existing officer, non-operational staff, 

or prison officers that have retired recently.  

The small sample size was chosen because it was difficult to access other prisons due 

to Covid-19, but it would have increased if accessibility was easier.  The prison staff 

was chosen at close proximity because the researcher had decided to focus on prisons 

across England and Wales.  Therefore, the researcher chose a maximum of six pris-

ons which are located across England and Wales and both male and female estab-

lishments in order to distinguish differences between them.  The target group had been 

chosen to carry out primary research because they provided the researcher with ex-



tremely valuable information through their experience of working in prisons.  The par-

ticipants were able to provide first-hand information based on real-life situations which 

are essential for the researcher because they were able to ascertain accurate and 

credible information.  Alongside, providing the most up-to-date evidence of the difficul-

ties when dealing with instances of suicide and self-harm currently and over previous 

years.  The researcher had chosen this type of sample group because it provided them 

with valuable data because it was based on first-hand experiences also, it allowed the 

researcher to carefully choose individuals with specialist expertise and knowledge in 

the subject chosen and the information provided can provide insight to the topic. 

Limitations 
There There were an extensive amount of limitations for the researcher when carrying 

out their primary research because the topic they have chosen is an extremely sensi-

tive topic that has to be spoken about correctly in order for the general public to gain 

an accurate view of suicide and self-harm in prisons.  The main difficulty the researcher 

had was gaining access to the appropriate participants to retrieve the most reliable 

information to ensure the dissertation has the most beneficial data to work from.  How-

ever, alongside accessing the participants the researcher had another hurdle to sur-

pass which was entering the establishments to talk to prison staff.  

This in itself posed a huge limitation because many prisons did not allow visitors into 

their establishments, especially when asking for such sensitive information which 

could lead back to their establishment.  The researcher had to go through several 

security checks to ensure they were allowed entry into the establishment as well as 

providing the governors an oversight on what they wished to research when interview-

ing their prison staff.  



Still, this could have been stopped if a governor refused to allow the researcher to use 

their staff as participants and would have resulted in the researcher having to re-think 

their strategy and where they will gain the information form to complete the research 

on suicide and self-harm.   

Another limitation the researcher faced was whether the participants are willing to take 

part in surveys or interviews because they may become hostile when providing infor-

mation that is essential to the dissertation.  The participants may have become distant 

and not want to have continued with the interview which causes an issue for the re-

searcher because they have not been able to gain as much information as they would 

have liked to add to their data collection.  Finally, the most difficult limitation the re-

searcher was faced with was asking the participants extremely sensitive questions to 

gain appropriate data but, this could have caused a lot of distress to the participants 

because they will have had to re-live many of their traumatic experiences due to some 

of the questions being personal and the participant may have become hostile towards 

the researcher because they are having to talk about their personal experiences which 

they may find extremely difficult. 

Data protection was one of the most common limitations in this sort of topic because 

the data that was provided will be based on individuals' lives.  It also involved statistics 

that are specific to the establishment and they may not want the public to know about 

these and the participants may have become reluctant to provide valuable information.  

Alongside this, the information provided was regarding individuals and their complex 

needs which many organisations are reluctant to provide because of the General Data 

Protection Regulations. 



Ethics 
Ethics will play an extremely important role in the researcher's chosen topic because 

of the sensitivity and the information that will be acquired through primary research.  

When carrying out the research, the researcher had to consider the severity of main-

taining the anonymity of the establishments chosen as well as its participants remain-

ing anonymous throughout the whole process of primary data collecting.  Anonymity 

was imperative throughout this topic because the information given was specifically 

targeted for the individual establishment which could have posed a risk of readers 

discovering which establishment provided specific information therefore, anonymity 

had to be a priority throughout.  Also, the integrity of establishments needed to be 

maintained throughout the whole process, and this was done by ensuring anonymity 

was upheld.  

This was done by not using the names of the establishments and labelling them as 

numbers as well as not using names or genders of participants to prevent bias and 

ensuring their identity was not revealed to others, participants were as labelled as 

numbers to prevent any issues arising for the participant and their current working 

establishment. 

Validity was maintained throughout the data collection process by using credible and 

reliable sources to gather information.  

It was important to use reliable sources because it indicated that the information gath-

ered by the researcher shows accuracy as well as factual information to base the 

thought process behind the entire topic. 

In order for the researcher to carry out their primary research, they ensured consent 

was given from the participants and establishment managers and emphasised that the 



participants are assisting with the research voluntarily.  Before allowing the partici-

pants to voluntarily take part in the research the project was explained in depth to 

ensure they were comfortable with taking part as well as throughout the interviewing 

process.  The researcher highlighted that the participants could stop the process 

whenever they felt uncomfortable or if they wanted to withdraw their participation in 

the interview whenever they felt was necessary and the researcher reassured the par-

ticipant that the information gathered will be treated with respect and will remain con-

fidential throughout. 

 
  



Chapter 4 Data Analysis 

Analysis of Questionnaire 
The main focus of the research carried out was to discover what types of self-harm 

are prominent across male and female prisons in England and wales, and how estab-

lishments support individuals in crisis. An important factor to consider was to ensure 

questionnaires and interviews were carried out with staff that work in a male or female 

establishment or that have had experience working in both.   

The graphs were formed from statistical data gathered from close-ended questions 

within the questionnaire and the themes discovered were formed from the open-ended 

questions from the researcher's questionnaire as well as the interviews.   Figure 6 

indicates that 45.5% of respondents have worked in male and female establishments. 

This is extremely important because it prevents any bias and the participants are able 

to identify the main differences which are essential for the findings 

.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Alongside ensuring 

the correct target group was selected it was vital to consider participants that work in 

different areas of the prison and not just officers as well as selecting individuals that 

FIGURE 6 RESPONDENTS WORKING IN A MALE OR FEMALE ESTABLISHMENT  



have various years’ service because the prison service is evolving and procedures are 

changing due to advancements in the service.  

Figure 7 highlights that the respondents have had various lengths of service, however, 

emphasises the lack of experience in prisons with 50% of respondents only having 1-

5 years. This in itself poses problems because as stated by participant 12 “it takes 

several years to be a competent officer”. However, it is contradicted by interviewee 3 

who stated, “new staff can bring a lot to the service due to their drive and enthusiasm 

“compared to longer-serving staff that “desensitise to issues that arise”.  Garside et al, 

(2018) supports the view of participant 12 because they expressed how it takes a 

period of time to be able to learn the regime and how to deal with complex prisoners 

which indicate it will take a while to become competent in the role.  The researcher's 

diary confirms the lack of experience within the prison whereby each residential unit 

has at least 4 members of staff with under 3 years of experience in the job role. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

When carrying out research surrounding male and female self-harm in prisons, Gar-

butt & Casey (2015) released figures showing between 7 & 17% of men self-harm in 

prisons compared to 10 & 17% of females self-harm which indicates self-harm is much 

FIGURE 7 LENGTH OF SERVICE IN THE PRISON SERVICE 



more prominent in the female estate. This literature is corroborated with the data col-

lected in Figure 8, 95.5% of participants have said self-harm is worse in the female 

estate. However, this leads to querying what the literature and respondents mean by 

self-harm being worse. Participant 15 stated, “the frequency of self-harm in the female 

estate is much worse with a lot of superficial self-harm whereas, in the male estate it 

doesn’t happen as often but when someone self-harms it is more severe”. This is also 

shown in figure 3 which indicates the frequency of self-harm in prisons.  Not only does 

literature support the self-harm figures across the female estate, the researcher's diary 

indicates that there was at least 1 act of self-harm on every unit each day from the 

period the diary was undertaken.  The researcher's observations support the state-

ment of increased escalation of self-harm in the female estate where on one occasion 

‘an individual self-harmed in excess of seven times in the space of four hours with 

each instance escalating and results in the prisoner needing outside hospital attention.  

The self-harm started as superficial cuts and resulted in a deep laceration which re-

quired suturing as well as the individual attempting to drown themselves.  It is alarming 

to discover that women account for the majority of self-harm in prisons when according 

to the Howard League for Penal Reform, (2020) there are 76,320 men in custody 

across England and wales and 3235 women, indicating the population difference be-

tween male and females is enormous. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Also, figure 9 indicates how often a suicide attempt takes place across different estab-

lishments in England and Wales.  

Suicides in prisons have become an ever-growing concern with figures increasing 

each year, the Howard League for legal reform 2020, released figures showing be-

tween 2013-2016 suicide attempts rose by 43%. Though, it is difficult to indicate from 

these figures whether there were more in male or female prisons. But from an interview 

carried out with interviewee 2, having experience in both establishments whose role 

covers prisoners welfare stated: “suicide is much worse in the male estate because 

they bottle up their feelings, therefore, do not have the correct support networks in 

place which leads them to act on impulse because they feel they cannot cope any 

longer whereas women are more likely to express how their feeling and receive inter-

vention from the correct departments before acting on suicidal thoughts”.  The re-

sponse from interviewee 2 and the figures from the research is confirmed by Dooley, 

(1990) which indicates that suicide is higher in the male estate compared to the female 

estate. 

FIGURE 8 FREQUENCY OF SELF-HARM IN THE RESPONDENTS ESTABLISHMENT. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

Issues in prisons can vary however, one of the main problems that make managing 

prisoners is mental health. There is a massive percentage of prisoners that suffer from 

mental health issues at different levels and there are many that have not been identi-

fied because they have never sought support. Gunn et al, (1991) indicate the most 

common mental health issues diagnosed by mental health professionals were: psy-

choses, personality disorder, and substance misuse/abuse. Some of these were cor-

roborated with participants who stated that personality disorder is prominent at their 

place of work, with 100% of participants highlighted this as most common. Yet, 95.5% 

of participants indicated that anxiety and depression are apparent at their establish-

ment. This is concerning that outside mental health professionals have not recognised 

anxiety and depression as being a mental health issue in prisons especially when most 

prisoners are under the mental health team which was revealed in the researcher's 

diary.  More than 75% of prisoners the researcher observed had a visit from the mental 

health team or asked staff to contact them because they were struggling with anxiety 

and the research logged that most prisoners stated they suffered from anxiety, de-

pression, personality disorder, and PTSD.   Figure 10 identifies the mental health is-

sues prison staff are aware of and deal with daily. 

FIGURE 9 SUICIDE ATTEMPTS IN SPECIFIC ESTABLISHMENTS 



 

 

 

 

Themes 
When analysing the data gathered through the questionnaires and interviews 5 clear 

themes were identified in the answers, they are: need continuity, lack of time, activities 

are important, communication is important, and prisoners need to know someone 

cares. These were common themes that staff identified were needed to better support 

prisoners during their time in custody. 

Continuity 
When reviewing these themes, needing continuity is absolutely essential within a cus-

todial environment because prisoners form a relationship and trust with their desig-

nated wing staff which allows them to confide in staff which de-escalates their intense 

emotions.  For example, participant 12 stated “the majority don’t like change, and 

some don’t like to confide in new staff. Also, participant 14 states” majority of prisoners 

done like change”. Most of all this is supported by interviewee 1 who stated, “both staff 

and prisoners need consistency which would benefit both”. Garside et al, (2018) also 

emphasise the need of prisoners needing a good rapport with the staff to confide in 

them. Whereas, if several staff members are changing the location of work this causes 

FIGURE 10 FIGURE 10: MENTAL HEALTH PROBLEMS PROMINENT WITHIN A CUSTODIAL ENVIRONMENT  



uncertainty for the prisoners because they have not built bonds with other staff and 

makes it extremely difficult for other staff to notice when a prisoner is acting definitely 

or becoming very withdrawn. This was documented by the researcher because on 

several days where there was no regular staff on a specific unit self-harm increased 

and, on several occasions, staff assistance was required to de-escalate volatile situa-

tions. Therefore, it is evident that continuity is key within a custodial environment to 

assist with rehabilitation because prisoners need to be surrounded by people they trust 

and feel safe whilst in custody. Without continuity, it will have a drastic effect on pris-

oners' rehabilitation. 

Distraction Material 
Another extremely prominent theme is the accessibility to distraction materials. Dis-

traction items are vital for prisoners because it enables them to remain busy and oc-

cupied which can potentially prevent prisoners from self-harming out of boredom which 

was highlighted throughout the questionnaire response. Prisoners need to be bust and 

involved in the purposeful activity because it gives them the motivation to continue 

their journey with bettering themselves. For example, several participants listed activ-

ities available to prisoners in their establishment, such as gym, education, work, family 

visits, multi-faith rooms, and in-room activities. Each activity provides a vital role in 

keeping prisoners distracted. However, more recently there is a strong focus on 

providing ample in cell activities due to prison regimes becoming extremely restricted 

due to the global pandemic the country is facing. Due to COVID-19, all activities have 

been suspended and only a short amount of time is allocated to be out of their cells. 

Therefore, distraction items are essential for prisoners especially when suffering from 

mental health. This was supported by participant 24 who stated in their interview “we 

provide items such as card making, material, writing, material to stay in contact with 



families, arts & crafts, fidget cubes, puzzles and more recently video calls to the family 

due to face to face visits being suspended” without any of these activities or items 

prisoners would struggle massively due to having a lot of time to think about their past 

and traumatic experiences, emphasising the importance of distracting prisoners. The 

argument for distraction material was supported by literature from Prison Advice, 

(2020) which stated that distraction materials such as word search puzzles are pro-

vided to keep prisoners occupied and reduce their self-harm. 

To Feel Safe and Cared For 
The main focus when in prison is for prisoners to feel safe, comforted, and cared for. 

Many prisoners come from extremely traumatic backgrounds or have no support net-

works in the communities which makes it important for them to feel cared for this be-

comes a highlighted theme during research. Participant 1 stated prisoners need “at-

tention”, participant 14 said “ staff provide support and makes prisoners feel safe”, 

interviewee 5 emphasised “prison makes them feel like they aren’t alone” and inter-

viewee 4 emphasises how staff showing compassion allows prisoners to “voice more 

of their concerns and feel listened to as well as feeling as if they have a voice which 

helps build trust”, indicating both questionnaire participants and interviewees share 

the same vision. Many prisoners have been through horrific childhoods and involved 

with a lot of abuse whether that being physical, emotional, mental, or sexual abuse 

which makes it extremely difficult for them to trust staff because everyone they have 

trusted previously has caused them a great deal of trauma. Therefore, being in prison 

is a safe place for them, but, makes it extremely difficult for prisoners to build relation-

ships with staff and to trust them without doubting staff. However, once this barrier has 

been overcome it allows prisoners to be open and honest with staff, resulting in staff 



providing the emotional support they need and show empathy which prisoners are 

grateful for.  

Prison becomes an environment where prisoners feel cared for and supported be-

cause of the multiple agencies that are offered to them with specialised skills to assist 

prisoners when dealing with trauma, which is one of the stages towards rehabilitation. 

Participant 25 shows the agencies available in prisons are: mental health, substance 

misuse, drug, and alcohol rehabilitation schemes, specialise in personality disorder, 

and key workers. Supported by interviewee 1 who states, ‘prisoners having one-to-

one sessions with their keywork helps relieve pressures and feel as though they are 

understood because they build an extremely strong rapport with their key worker’.  

Emphasising the need for a multi-agency approach is essential when supporting pris-

oners through trauma because of the number of resources invested into each individ-

ual. Not only having a multi-agency approach but overall having staff that care is vital 

to the prisoners when reliving their past. If prisoners didn’t feel cared for or listened to 

whilst in custody it would make their journey much more difficult and would not want 

to change because they feel they cannot go through these changes alone. Therefore, 

having a support network from staff is imperative. 

Importance of Communication 
Finally, another theme that becomes apparent within the questionnaire answers was 

the importance of communication with a custodial environment, especially when refer-

ring to prisoners at risk of suicide and self-harm. Communication is vital especially with 

the vast amount of shift changes on a given unit because all staff needs to be aware 

of prisoners that are more at risk and what their risk factors are, without knowing this 

staff is not able to pass important information onto the next shift change over. Several 



respondents stated that staff needs to “communicate more” and “feedback vital” infor-

mation because it allows staff to become more effective when dealing with a prisoner 

who is struggling. On the other hand, prisoners need to be a part of the communication 

because they can inform staff of others who are struggling and have been confided in. 

If staff and prisoners communicate effectively it will help build stronger relationships 

and enable prisoners to feel as though they have a support network behind them and 

therefore, reducing the impulse of prisoners wanting to self-harm because staff have 

provided them with a piece of valuable information and not feeling as though they are 

forgotten about. Communication is the most important skill needed in custodial envi-

ronments whether that is written, verbal, or listening to others. Because multiple agen-

cies within a prison work together to support and formulate new strategies in reducing 

suicide and self-harm. Regardless of the form of communication that takes place, eve-

rything must be documented in a prisoners case file just in case the unfortunate hap-

pens and that individual ends their life, emphasising the importance because the es-

tablishment will be required to show evidence of the communication and support they 

have provided that prisoner to ensure it was sufficient to show everything was done to 

support them.  This statement is supported by Her Majesty’s Prison Service (2005) 

which outlined the importance of communication via an ACCT especially recording the 

conversations has with specific prisoners’. 

Importance of the ACCT Document 
The Assessment care in Custody Teamwork (ACCT) document is one of the most 

important documents that are filled out daily when prisoners are at risk of suicide and 

self-harm and overall becomes a safeguarding document. Staff members across es-

tablishments across Wales and England identified that an ACCT will be opened when 

there is a “Change in the mood”, “act of self-harm or attempt suicide” Or thoughts of 



self-harm, these responses are supported and literature from Her Majesty’s prison 

service (2005). This document highlights individuals that need further support and re-

assurance compared to others. The ACCT document is vital because if a prisoner 

soberly self-harm or attempt suicide, it is likely they will be found during their ACCT 

due to their checks and potentially stops the prisoner from ending their life. From the 

questionnaires, participants have highlighted ACCT documents as a way of “support 

for prisoners” with 90% of participants stating it provides “necessary support”. An indi-

vidual’s risk to themselves is graded by their level of observation which ranges from 1 

per hour to 5 per hour and a constant watch according to participants to participant 19. 

This indicates that the risk is tailored to each individual and that a prisoner or 1 obser-

vation poses less risk of suicide and self-harm however, a prisoner that has been 

placed on a constant watch poses a severe risk where they cannot be left alone and 

is under constant supervision 24 hours a day. Although the ACCT document becomes 

the most important document that must be completed by staff when managing risk, it 

does cause a lot of controversy amongst staff. For example, participant 1 has high-

lighted that ACCT documents in the male and female establishments are completely 

different, they expressed in a female establishment prisoners on an ACCT are 

checked every hour a 4 conversations need to be recorded throughout the day such 

as AM, PM, EVENING and NIGHT. However, in male establishments, a conversation 

has to be recorded within a specified time frame. This causes a lot of concern and 

raises many questions because all establishments follow HMPPS protocols which 

should be the same across male and female establishments however, there must be 

an apparent reason why female establishments follow a separate ACCT document. 

Participant 9 stated how “self-harm is less frequent in the male estate and self-harm 



in the female estate is so high and requires the checks per hour to ensure no irreversi-

ble damage has been caused”. This statement corroborates with several pieces of 

literature that self-harm is more prominent in the female establishment and happens 

more frequently compared to the male establishment. Finally, it confirms the hypothe-

sis that “suicide and self-harm are worse in the female estate”. Not only does the liter-

ature suggest this but the primary research carried out has allowed the researches 

hypothesis to be proven. Although proven as an essential document participants ex-

pressed their concerns regarding the ACCT, participant 13 argued that they are “very 

time and resource-intensive” and the “quality is often questionable” which appears 

alarming when these are used to support a prisoner in crisis. 

Analysis of Diary 
When reviewing the questionnaire relating to policies staff follow concerning suicide 

and self-harm it was extremely alarming to discover that a small percentage of staff 

feel that the policy does not provide them with enough guidance for dealing with sui-

cide and self-harm incidents. This creates worry because the policy is the care docu-

ment that staff refers to and it could cause staff to question their ability. However, in 

these instances, it can become extremely dangerous very quickly and staff should feel 

confident when faced with difficult circumstances. If staff doubt their ability it could 

potentially result in them not effectively dealing with the situation at hand. Although, in 

defence of the current PSI, it is extremely difficult to provide guidance covering every 

scenario because each self-harm or suicide because each incident will be unique and 

have different contributing factors which led to the incident machining it extremely dif-

ficult for HPPS to deliver a policy which covers all situations. Also, given the environ-

ment, it means staff learns as the instances happen because improvements will be 

made from the previous instance.  



Another being staff who responded to the questionnaire feel as though they do not get 

enough training to deal with the challenges working in a prison involves, 13 respond-

ents, share the same view. This appears concerning because all staff should feel con-

fident in their abilities and should feel competent to fulfill their role once completing 

training, indicating the current training that is being delivered to staff may need review-

ing to improve the way staff feels. During an interview, respondent 4 stated “we are 

given the basic tools to perform the role, but not current regime low staffing levels do 

not allow the establishment to deliver training or refresher courses. Also, staff only 

have access to certain tool when supporting prisoners” however an argument against 

this would be if the staff does not feel competent and they want to have further training 

it is their responsibility to ask and reach out for help because establishments have 

hundreds of staff and cannot ask everyone individually, staff need to take responsibility 

and ownership in asking for more training in the areas they feel less competent. By 

doing this it improves staff morale and confidence in one another’s the ability when 

working together. This argument is supported by respondent 16 who argued “staff 

need to request refreshers; however, more workshops need to be put in place to help 

staff when talking to prisoners in crisis or in the act of self-harming.” 

The most alarming concern was during an interview with respondent 20 who stated, 

“if a prisoner/person wants to end their life then they will find a way regardless of all 

the support and resources available”. This statement was the most distressing state-

ment discover throughout the primary and secondary research. After all, it emphasises 

the reality of the mindset individuals are in when they cannot see a way forward and 

make the most awful decision to want to end their life because they cannot deal with 

the pain that they feel every day. 



Chapter 5 Conclusion & Recommendations  

Conclusion  
To conclude, from the extensive research carried out it is clear to see that suicide and 

self-harm is are many issues across prison establishments in England and Wales how-

ever, the research carried out only accounts for a small sample because there are 

prisons across the UK which have not been included in this research.  Although a 

small sample has been chosen it was large enough to gain valuable knowledge and 

information to answer the hypothesis designed by the researcher.  If the opportunity 

arises to research this topic in the future, a larger sample group should be chosen and 

a focus on all prisons should be considered to enable a more accurate representation 

of suicide and self-harm in prisons. From the secondary research and responses from 

the primary research it has been confirmed that self-harm is more prominent across 

the female estate in England and Wales compared to the male estate but in contrast 

to this suicide was much higher across male establishments which indicates that only 

part of the researcher's hypothesis was correct.   

There is an extensive amount of literature available regarding suicide and self-harm 

across prison establishments which indicates it is a common topic when researching 

prisons however, it signifies that suicide and self-harm rates are continuously increas-

ing and becoming higher each year.  The procedures and protocols in place to reduce 

self-harm and suicide are not sufficient enough and need reviewing to improve the 

figures.  For this to be successful it cannot be done by prison officers alone, it has to 

be done using a multi-agency approach because it allows individuals with valuable 

knowledge to come together and share their views and experiences on what would 

work best for each prisoner that has self-harm or attempted to take their own life. 



Finally, the researcher carried out indicates that there is a lot more work to be done to 

support prisoners in crisis and to reduce the self-harm and suicide figures however, it 

is difficult to do so due to the complexity of individuals within a custodial environment 

and each case is unique to the individual, therefore, making it extremely difficult to 

provide a generalisation of guidance.  Unfortunately, it is the situation that prison staff 

learns from each time they deal with an incident because they will all differ from one 

another. 

Future research on this topic would be beneficial, especially focusing on wider prisons 

rather than narrowing it to prisons in England and Wales as this would provide a much 

clearer picture across the whole prison estates, including young offender institutes.  

Also, if this topic was to be explored further it would benefit from more qualitative re-

search such as focus groups because it allows an opportunity for an open-ended dis-

cussion rather than select questions.  However, this was not able to be carried out 

during this research due to being in a global pandemic and accessibility into establish-

ments and to carry out focus groups where prohibited making the research available 

to be carried out extremely limited for the safety of the researcher and participants. 

Recommendations:  
• Review current PSI relating to suicide and self-harm to ensure staff feels confi-

dent in their ability. 

• Offer more training and refreshers for staff to improve their skills often. 

• Provide workshops relating to mental health for officers to be able to have a 

better understanding especially because of the complexity surrounding mental 

health. 

• Have a closer multi-agency approach to all prisoners not just individuals on an 

open ACCT. 



• Ensure the welfare of staff is a priority as well as the welfare of prisons because 

the challenging environment affects staff differently. 
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