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Executive Summary 
Past Time is a project which focuses on the history of prison food. Itis part of a 

broader Welcome Trust funded project titled ‘‘Prisoners, Medical Care and 
Entitlement to Health in England and Ireland, 1850-2000”. Past Time explores the 
changing nature of prison food and its effects on physical and mental health through 
a series of workshops using theatre techniques. The research aim was to explore 
whether there had been any improvement in participant’s coping skills, following the 
engagement in the project. 

Significant numbers of people in prison suffer with poor mental health 
(National Audit Office, 2017). Yet spending on prison healthcare is low in relative 
terms: only an estimated £400 million covering the costing of both mental and 
physical health across prisons in the financial years 2016 - 2017 (National Audit 
Office, 2017). Tackling mental health in prisons is not only beneficial for individual 
prisoners whilst incarcerated but improves their coping skills upon release back into 
the community, and ultimately has an impact on reducing reoffending.  

The participant sample included twenty-two prisoners who were at 
considerable risk of self-harm and/or suicidal thoughts, selected by HMP Hewell to 
take part in Past Time. These prisoners formed two groups: In group 1 there were 
eleven prisoners who were housed in general wings across the prison. In group 2 
there were eleven prisoners housed in the vulnerable prisoner (VP) wing; the latter 
group are segregated as they are considered at high-risk to be integrated with the 
rest of the prison population. Silvestri (2013) explains vulnerable prisoners are kept 
on special wings to ensure their safety and often with access to additional dedicated 
staff, to provide supportive plans to reduce the risk of self-harm or suicide. Some 
participants did not complete the project, leading to recruitment of additional 
prisoners.   

The project included participants completing training courses in food safety, 
first aid and nutrition. Due to trainer unavailability, group 2 were not provided first aid 
training. Participants from both groups engaged with the training courses, however 
some did not have the opportunity to sit their exams to gain a certificate of 
recognition, due requirements to attend legal visits. In group 2 whilst some 
completed the training, others did not pass the exams. The project sessions prior to 
the creation of the drama piece focused on build the groups confidence and team 
working skills. A mixed-methods approach was taken to review the coping skills of 
the prisoners. Questionnaire and interview questions were developed for this project 
and the COPE inventory was used.  Each participant completed a questionnaire and 
COPE inventory before taking part in Past Time.  Following completion of the project, 
each participant completed the COPE inventory a second time, and took part in a 
short one-to-one interview. 
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Group 1 findings suggested that: 

Ø The majority of participants used emotional support from their families, co-
prisoners and prison officers as a coping strategy   

Ø A high portion of participants used humour as a coping strategy  
Ø After the project participants showed decreased behavioural disengagement, 

as they felt encouraged to socialise 
Ø Post-project, participants decreased their reliance on instrumental social 

support (financial support from families and friends outside of prison) 
Ø Results suggest the participants had adapted new coping skills and relied 

upon positive strategies; positive thinking and social support following the 
completion of the project 

Ø Following the project, confidence levels in the group increased, with no 
participants stating they had no confidence, and one participant stating they 
were very confident 

 

Group 2 findings suggested that: 

Ø Participants adapted new coping skills and reduced their substance use 
Ø Participants decreased their mental disengagement suggesting they were 

more proactive in stimulating  their mind 
Ø Participants felt overwhelmed with the compliments they received from the 

audiences following the completion of the project 
Ø Participants decreased their dependence on emotional support and preferred 

to rely upon themselves 
Ø Financial dependence and time-planning within prison were the most popular 

coping strategy pre-project 
Ø Post-project the most popular coping strategy was positive reinterpretation 

and growth, and focusing on the positive opportunities available within prison 
Ø Denial levels remained the same through the project however there was an 

increase in acceptance of their current situation 
Ø Results show an increased focus on positive thinking following the completion 

of the project, and the willingness to engage in services and courses 
Ø There was a decrease in willingness to problem-solve with the preference to 

avoid problems rather than confrontation  
Ø Participants continue meet outside of the project to work on the singing 

elements of their project,  demonstrating a high level of commitment  
Ø One participant is at a greater risk of suffering further PTSD, following a 

diagnosis of cancer 
Ø Confidence level in the group had improved with no participant stating they 

had no confidence, and two participants stating they were very confident 
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Overall results from both groups combined suggested that: 

Ø Mental disengagement decreases, suggesting the participants mental health 
had improved 

Ø Participants reduced their focus upon venting their emotions through violent 
or aggressive methods 

Ø Decrease in relying upon families and friends for instrumental support 
(financial support) due to the availability of work placements following the 
completion of the project 

Ø Participants had developed new friendships which has assisted in their ability 
to cope with prison life 

Ø Participants were less focused on denying their situation and beginning to 
come to terms with their environment  

Ø There was an increase on depending upon religion as a coping skill, one of 
the reasons for this was the project end display being presented to an 
audience within the chapel; participants explained it felt as though this was a 
turning point for them  

Ø There was a decrease in using humor and emotional support as coping tools. 
Ø There was a dramatic decrease in the use of substances such as alcohol, 

and legal and illegal drug use, as participants began to focus on positively 
reinforced coping skills 

Ø There was an increase in acceptance of their situation and participants began 
to come to terms with their environment. 

Ø There was a decrease in desire for seeking active support services and 
seeking methods of problem solving. However, participants did explain they 
were attempting to refrain from engaging in negative or problematic 
behaviors within the prison  

Ø Overall there was a decrease in positive thinking but a dramatic decrease in 
avoidance of the situation, suggesting refocusing on positive aspects  

Ø Participants explained they had found a new supportive group, who they 
could engage with and felt they had developed new friendships with people 
they previously would not have engaged with  

Ø All participants expressed their desire to engage in future drama or musical 
projects if available 

 

Overall the results from each group may have differed due to whether they 
were awaiting to be sentenced and their age. Group 2 consisted of older 
participants, and a majority had already received their sentencing. This suggests 
they were coming to terms with a different situation to group 1. Group 1 
participants were considerably younger, with some participants in their early 
20’s, and still awaiting their sentencing. Participants did not discuss their crimes 
nor their potential or current sentences as they focused well on the project. This 
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was considered a positive escape for them, to build their confidence and reduce 
their risk of self -harming.  

Combining findings for the groups together does not highlight a dramatic 
positive impact, as the groups developed different coping skills. It shows the 
importance of reviewing each group separately, as they both experienced 
positive changes but in different ways.  

 

Author 
Natalie Quinn–Walker is a Research Assistant in the Institute for Community 

Research and Development at the University of Wolverhampton. Natalie also works 
as a Sexual Health Specialist (LGBTQ & MSM) and has a passion for and 
commitment to developing a varied range of skills within the public health sphere. 
Through Natalie’s academic studies she has never shied away from difficult topics or 
taboo areas. These include exploring sexual violence and the impact upon male 
victims, Chemsex, male domestic abuse victims, and critical analysis of policy 
around violence against Women and Girls, focusing upon the impact it has on the 
limited inclusion of male victims. Natalie has also analysed the Sexual Health 
Improvement Framework, discussing the limitations of support services for the 
elderly.   

Throughout Natalie’s career she has worked in a variety of health sectors; 
sexual health, health improvement, childhood development and sexual violence. Her 
academic development is still on-going, with pursuit of a PhD focusing on domestic 
violence, following the completion of a Master’s in Public Health and BSc Health 
Studies at the University of Wolverhampton. Natalie is currently a visitor lecturer at 
University of Wolverhampton and University of Chester, and a Fellow for the Royal 
Society of Public Health.  

 

Acknowledgements 
The author would like to thank HMP Hewell for supporting the project, and 

facilitating engagement with the prisoners. Thanks are due to the men who engaged 
with every aspect of the project, and their courage in speaking openly and honestly 
with the researcher. The author would like to thank the HMP staff members and 
project staff who assisted in the project development, success of the project and the 
access for data collection. The author would like to thank Past Time and Rideout for 
this opportunity.  



  

  6 | P a g e  
 

Figure List 
Figure 1: Participant Age Groups  

Figure 2: Does the Participant have any children? 

Figure 3: Participant’s Marital Status 

Figure 4: Participant’s Ethnicity 

Figure 5: Four-point structure of the COPE Inventory  

Figure 6: The Pre-project mean scores in table format: Group One 

Figure 7: The Post-project mean scores diagram: Group One 

Figure 8: The Pre-project mean scores in table format: Group Two 

Figure 9: The Post-project mean scores diagram: Group Two 

Figure 10: The Post Project scores diagram: Group combination’  

Figure 11: The pre and post tension results by both groups 

Figure 12:  Are you nervous about the project involvement of drama and cooking? 

Figure 13: Confidence level pre and post project for both groups 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



  

  7 | P a g e  
 

Contents 
Executive Summary……………………………..2 

Author & Acknowledgments.……………..……..5 

Figure List………………………………………...6 

Background……………………………………….10 

Methodology………………………………………12 

 Participants………………………………..12 

 Data Collection…………………………….16 

 Data Analysis……………………………...18 

Discussion of Findings……………………………19 

Group One: COPE Inventory…………….19 

 Group Two: COPE Inventory…………….21 

 COPE Inventory Comparison…………….24 

  Seeking Social Support……………25 

  Problem Solving……………………29 

  Avoidance…………………………..30 

  Positive Thinking …………………..33 

 Questionnaire & Interview Finding………..35 

Environment…………………………35 

Compliments………………………..37 

Challenges………………………….40 

Confidence Levels…………………44 

Supportive Networks……………….46 

Substance Use………………………48 

Pressure to demonstrate happiness..49 

Audience Feedback……………………………..…..50 

Improvements to the Project……………………….53 

Conclusion……………………………………............53 



  

  8 | P a g e  
 

Reference List……………………………………….55 

Appendixes………………………………………….63 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



  

  9 | P a g e  
 

Background  
Significant numbers of people in prison suffer with poor mental health 

(National Audit Office, 2017), yet spending on prison healthcare is low in relative 
terms with only an estimated £400 million covering the cost of both mental and 
physical health across prisons in the financial years 2016 - 2017 (National Audit 
Office, 2017). Tackling mental health in prisons is not only beneficial for individual 
prisoners whilst incarcerated, but also improves their coping skills upon release back 
into the community, and ultimately has an impact on reducing reoffending. 

Folkman (1984, in Ozturk and Ocaci, 2017) explains coping as the emotional, 
cognitive and behavioural responses to stressors, and the ability to use methods to 
eliminate any further distress. Everyone responds differently to daily stresses. 
Understanding the common stresses impacting on prisoners, and how they adjust, 
can assist in the development of support services in the future.  

HM Chief Inspectors of Prisoners for England and Wales (2016) explains the 
rising number of self-harming and suicide attempts in male prisons, which resulted in 
290 deaths in 2015/2016, increasing by 19.28% (51) deaths within a year. This is 
expected to rise due to the introduction of new psychoactive substances, negative 
coping strategies and bullying. 

Self-harming is often not an attempt to take life but a cry for attention and 
support, when someone is over-whelmed with anxious thoughts and feelings (Mental 
Health Foundation (2018). The World Health Organisation (2007, in Prisons and 
Probation Ombudsman for England and Wales, 2014) explains prisoners are at the 
highest risk of attempting suicide, often due to difficulty adjusting to their prison 
environment whist on remand. Five of the participants from group 1 were currently 
on remand awaiting sentencing, which is considered the most vulnerable time for a 
prisoner. Three participants from group 1, and two participants from group 2 
disclosed this was their first time in prison. The harsh reality of adapting to rigorous 
institutional routines, limited privacy and stigmatisation within the confinements of 
prison is difficult for someone upon their first entrance into the prison system (Haney, 
2001).  

The adaption to a new, controlled environment can be very challenging, 
without a supportive network within and/or outside of the prison. Indeed, the National 
Audit Office (2017) suggests prisoners on remand are considerably more likely to 
either self-harm or commit suicide in the early stages of custody. There are several 
explanations such as unfamiliar territory, guiltiness or/and the acknowledgement of 
the potential lengthy sentence. Brain, Haines and Williams (1998 in Mental Health 
Foundation, 2018) explains self-harmers feel cutting or scratching may provide a 
temporary release from their problems however often feels guilt afterwards. 
Prisoners often have high volumes of spare time, which can result in them revisiting 
their past. This could lead them to self-harm as a coping mechanism.  
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The research literature emphasises that prison affects the mental well-being 
of prisoners, with the physical constraints such as locking the doors acting as a 
symbol of loss of liberty, and loss of social interaction with family and friends (Sykes, 
1958 in Chu, 2017). Separation from families, in-particular children, can be 
devastating. Naser and La Vigne (2006, in Young 2016) explain children can assist 
in transition back into the community, upon release and assist in providing a positive 
reinforcement, reducing mental health issues.  However Chui (2015) explains that 
being a father in prison can result in the men struggling to feel they are meeting the 
needs of their children, missing out on important moments in their life, which could 
fray their relationship quality.  Healy et al. (2000 in Collins, Healy and Dunn 2017) 
explain prisons are often destructive settings for families. However, they can also 
motivate families to reflect and incorporate positive changes.  

McKay et al. (2018) suggests there is a positive correlation between 
relationships status and ex-prisoners not returning to custody.  There are positive 
association between families supporting prisoners throughout their imprisonment, 
and re-entry into the community, yet Naser and Le Vigne (2006 in Young 2016) 
explains the expectation may be too great. Imprisonment imposes additional strains 
upon the prisoners, worries of finance; relationships and guilt are often issues affect 
the family unit (The Scottish Centre for Crime and Justice Research, 2015).  

 Trebilcock (2011) explains prisoners find forms of communication, such as 
letters, telephone calls or/and visits with their family, a positive reinforcing coping 
skill. McKay et al. (2018) explains that imprisonment is a family experience, with co-
parenting struggling, whilst one parent is incarcerated. The family unit demonstrating 
a positive front can promote a positive attitude in the men, as they have someone 
they wish to return to.  

 

The Project  
 
‘Past Time’ focuses on the history of prison food. It is part of a welcome Trust 

funded project, titled ‘‘Prisoners, Medical Care and Entitlement to Health in England 
and Ireland, 1850-2000”, Past Time explores the changing nature of prison food and 
its effects on physical and mental health through a series of workshops using theatre 
techniques. 

Participants comprised two groups; those that were housed in general wings 
across the prison (group 1), and those that were housed in the vulnerable prisoner 
(VP) wing (group 2).  The project was run twice at HMP Hewell: once in March 2018; 
once in July 2018. HMP Hewell is a closed prison in the Midlands of England. Each 
iteration of the project ran over two weeks and included participants working together 
on various drama games to build their confidence, as well as get to know one 
another. As the men were selected from different houses (or wings) within the prison, 
some had no prior interactions with each other. The drama games provided the 
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ability to build on improvising for the project as their acting skills and creativity flow 
dramatically increased (Drama Toolkit, 2010).  

The participants were also required to complete training courses in food 
safety, first aid and nutrition.  All participants were invited to engage with the 
courses, as these certificates could be used in assisting them to secure employment 
upon release. Due to circumstances beyond their control some participants were 
unable to complete or sit the exams for these courses, as legal visits took 
precedence over the courses. Some of the participants from group 2 failed their 
exams and were unsuccessful in receiving a certificate.  

All of group 1 completed and successfully passed a basic first aid course. This 
course included CPR, recovery position and how to apply bandages. Unfortunately, 
group 2 were unable to obtain this qualification as the first aid staff member left HMP 
Hewell prior to them starting the course.  

The research aim was to explore whether there had been any improvement in 
participant’s coping skills, following involvement in the project. The results from each 
group will be compared to explore whether experiences and coping skills differed. 
There were some key differences in demographics between the groups: the age 
profile was different, and a majority of group 1 participants were awaiting sentencing, 
whilst group 2 consisted of a majority of sentenced prisoners serving sentences of 
varying lengths of lengths. The analysis will include consideration of how these 
differences affected the findings.  
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Methodology 

Participants 
Twenty-two male participants were selected by HMP Hewell to participate in 

Past Time. Those selected were considered to be high risk of self-harm or/and 
suicidal. Participants comprised two groups; those that were housed in general 
wings across the prison (group 1), and those that were housed in the vulnerable 
prisoner (VP) wing (group 2).  Group 2 did not engage with other prisoners from 
other wings as a safety precaution. 

Due to an unforeseen timetable clash with his educational development 
programme, one participant from group 1 had to excuse himself from the project, 
whilst another participant from group 1 decided not to take part in the research. He 
stated that he felt overwhelmed by the presence of a female researcher, which 
reminded him of his estranged family. Participants openly discussed their 
involvement on the project with fellow prisoners, resulting in other suitable 
candidates coming forward to join the project.  

Three participants were excused from the project in group 2. One of these 
was early in the process, resulting in new additions being recruited immediately. This 
participant left on the first day, as he felt the project was not appealing to him. 
Another participant left at the beginning of group 2, due to feeling anxious regarding 
his personal situation, whilst on remand. He had completed the training courses, and 
was presented with the certificates at a later date. Following an altercation one day 
prior to the production, one participant was excluded from this group. This was to 
ensure no further altercations took place and due to the timing he was unable to be 
replaced.  

Data were collected on participant’s age, marital status and ethnicity. In group 
1, participant age ranged from 18–44 years with a mean age of 28.45 years. Three 
participants were within the young adult bracket (18-24 years old) 2011). Seven 
participants from group 1 were aged 25 – 34 years, with the remainder participants 
aged 35 – 44 years. The age profile was different in group 2, with a majority of 
participants in the late 30’s. A majority stated they had only recently begun their 
sentence. The figure below shows the age breakdown of all participants involved in 
the project. The charts show that the group 2 has an older age profile than group 1, 
with seven participants aged 35 or over in group 2 compared to one participant aged 
over 35 in group 1.   

Group 1 age categories: 

18-24 25 – 34 35 – 44 
3  7  1  
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Group 2 age categories: 

18-24 25 – 34 35 – 44 45-54 55-64 
2 2 4 2 1 

 

Figure 1: Participant’s Age Groups 

 

 

Over half of participants (6) in group 1 stated they have children, whilst all in 
group 2 stated they had children. One explained he had step-children as well which 
was included in the overall figures as shown in ‘Figure2. Do the participants have 
children?’’  

Figure 2: Does the Participant have any children? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

23%

41%

23%

9%
4%

Participant Age Groups
18-24 25-34 35-44 45-54 55-64

Yes -
72.7
3%

No -
27.2
7%

16

6

Does the Participant have any children?
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Group 1: 

Yes No 
5 6 

Group 2: 

Yes No 
11 0 

In group 1, nine participants described their status as single (as shown in 
Figure3). Most participants were currently not in a relationship, whilst one stated they 
were in an on-going causal relationship. Three of the participants in group 1 had not 
served time in other prisons, whilst four in group 1 stated they had previously served 
time at various prison locations.  

In group two, only one participant vocalised he had previously served time. 
Two participants explained they had not previously served time, and wished never to 
return following the end of their current sentence. A majority of the participants in 
group two had already received their sentence, with two awaiting further information 
on upcoming trial dates.  

  In relation to family units, it was important to review the participant’s marital 
status to see whether the participants have another source of support. A long-term 
partner may be more inclined to visit the prisoner or update them on current family 
affairs. Engagement with a partner could enrich their time, as they begin to look 
forward to returning to them. One participant (group 2) explained he was looking 
forward to returning to his partner, reconnecting and returning to their normal life.  

  The relationship statuses varied between the two groups, as nine men from 
group 1 stated they were single, whilst only six from group two. Only one participant 
from group 2 was currently still married. Age may reflect upon the marital status of 
the participants, as group 1 were considerably younger than group 2. However only 
one participant from group 1 stated they were currently in a casual, non-committed 
relationship. Whilst in group 2 there were two currently in a casual relation. Of the 
participants who stated they were divorced (3), none stated this was a recent 
change. Another participant who labelled himself single explained he was divorced 
‘donkeys-years ago’.  

Group 1, participant marital status: 

 

Group 2, participant marital status: 

 

 

Single Casual Divorced 
9 1 1 

Single Casual Divorced Married 
6 2 2 1 
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Figure 3: Participant’s Marital Status 

 

  Participants were invited to state which ethnic group they felt represented 
them.  Eight of the eleven participants in group 1 described themselves as White 
(British, Irish, Gypsy/Traveller, Polish Other). The remaining two participants stated 
other, with one stating he was 'Human' and the other stating he was a 'Meaty 
Earthling' demonstrating their personality and sense of humour. Ten of the eleven 
participants in group 2 described themselves as White British, with one stating 
Gypsy/Traveller.  
  Overall nineteen prisoners identified as White (British, Irish, Gypsy/Traveller, 
Polish Other) as shown in 'Figure 4: Participant’s Ethnicity’’. Two stated they 
described themselves as Asian (Pakistani, Indian, Bangladeshi, Chinese).  
 

Group 1 participant ethnicity: 

White > British, Irish, 
Gypsy/Traveller, Polish Other 

 

Asian > Pakistani, 
Indian, Bangladeshi, 

Chinese 
 

Other 

8 1 2 
 

Group 2 participant ethnicity: 

White > British 
 

White> Gypsy / 
Traveller 

Other 

68%

14%

4% 14%

Participants Marital Status

Single

Casual

Co-habiting

Married

Divorced
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10 1 0 
 

Figure 4: Participant’s Ethnicity 

 
Data Collection 

The pre-project questionnaire was presented to the group, with the COPE 
inventory list, and a time-scale of approximately 20 minutes to complete. Participants 
were able to engage with one another and ask the researchers questions regarding 
the project or the questionnaires (see Appendix 2-3).  

The questions focused upon whether participants felt they were tense within 
the prison, compliments they had received whilst in prison, and the relationships 
between themselves and the prison officers. Participants were asked who they felt 
supported by, and how that person/people supported them with coping with prison 
life. Pre-project participants were asked how confident they felt on their involvement 
in the project, and to describe their current coping skills. Post-project, participants 
were asked to revisit these questions, as well as answering whether they felt there 
had been an improvement within the prison environment following the project. 

The total number of completed COPE Inventories pre-project from group 1 
was nine, due to two participants not willing to complete the exercise. Out of group 1, 
only eight completed the post-project questionnaires, as one participant was not able 
to complete these due to ‘prisoner movement’ back to their wing/house. All 
participants in group 2 completed a pre and post COPE and questionnaire.  

The COPE Inventory was designed to assess a broad range of coping 
responses (Lazarus and Folkman, 2000 in Baumstarck et al. 2017) and was used 

White > British, Irish, Gypsy/Traveller, Polish Other -
86.36%

Asian > Pakinsani, Indian, Bangladeshi, Chinese -
4.54%

Other (please state) - 4.54%

19

1

1

Participants Ethnicity 
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here to measure how the prisoners adapt to the stressors of their current 
environment before and after taking part in Past Time. The traditional method of 
administering the COPE inventory is a multiple choice response for each of the 60 
statements in the inventory. However, this would have taken a significant amount of 
time, limiting the questionnaire and interview time. The removal of the multiple-
choice scale allowed them to select which statements related to them as a simple 
tick-box (as shown in Appendix1). The COPE Inventory was presented pre and post 
project, to assess whether any new coping skills had been developed through 
participation in Past Time.  

Following the completion of the project, the men were invited back to discuss 
with the researcher their thoughts on the project and the overall programme. 
Questions were adapted from the first questionnaire, and developed into an interview 
process, to discuss in-depth whether their coping skills had changed, and whether 
the project had improved their confidence or wellbeing within the prison.  

It was important to review the audience’s thoughts on the project. Fellow 
researchers provided the audience with evaluation forms to complete. An evaluation 
of the audience’s thoughts on the project will provide an insight into the participant’s 
characters and whether they have grown in confidence. The project was completed 
in front of two audiences, one consisting of a private audience including inmates not 
involved in the project, various HMP Hewell staff including education staff and drama 
therapy and art therapy staff. The second audience was a public audience consisting 
of participants families and guests, prisoners who had not been involved in the 
project, theatre students from Warwick and Birmingham, various HMP Hewell staff 
including the Governor and Deputy Governor, the catering tutor and academic and 
research support staff from Warwick. 

13 evaluation forms were completed and handed in for group 1’s 
performance. for the private audience members (65 total members) There were also 
65 people present in the public audience, and 31 completed an evaluation form for 
the group 1 performance. For group 2, no evaluation forms were returned.  
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Data Analysis 
  The data was analysed by applying Lazarus and Folkman’s (1984) Stress 
Coping Model, focusing upon how the current environment increases the pressure 
on prisoners to adapt. The interview and questionnaire data was analysed through a 
thematic analysis to create insightful and rich findings (Nowell et al. 2017). Answers 
were compiled and coded, developing themes around coping skills and on-going 
issues the prisoners are having. Braun and Clarke (2006, in Nowell et al. 2017) 
describe thematic analysis as providing a unique insight into the research data.  

 

The COPE Inventory Findings: 

  The COPE Inventory represents coping skills in 14 coding scales; positive re-
interpretation and growth, mental disengagement, focus on and venting emotions, 
use of instrumental social support, substance use, denial, religious coping, humour, 
restraint, use of emotional support, acceptance, suppression and planning. The 
COPE results can also be distilled into four overarching scales; avoidance, problem 
solving, seeking social support and positive thinking. The four point structure scale 
was developed by Lazaruz and Folkman (1984), as shown in ‘Four point structure of 
the COPE Inventory’.  

‘Figure 5: Four point structure of the COPE Inventory’ 

 

 

 

 

Questionnaire and Interview Findings: 

The questionnaire and interview results will be separated into themes, which will 
criteria identify the coping skills the men have adopted, as well as provide an 
understanding of the common stressors which can onset negative feelings, which 
could increase the risk of self-harming.  

The themes consisted of: 

Ø Environment 
Ø Compliments 
Ø Challenges 
Ø Confidence levels 
Ø Supportive networks 
Ø Substance use 

 Seeking Social Support 

Problem Solving Positive Thinking  

Avoidance 
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Ø Pressure to demonstrate happiness 
 

The Transactional Model of Stress and Coping framework will evaluate the 
methods of addressing stressful situations. Not every individual reacts equally to 
stressors, as some participants may have personal traits which assist in their 
adaption process, whilst others may struggle due to the pressures of prison life. The 
Transactional Model of Stress and Coping Framework suggests there are stages of 
feelings each individual goes through before the situation becomes a stressful 
environment. Folkman and Lazarus (1984) address coping strategies with the 
transactional stress framework, explaining the adaptation of an individual to their 
new surrounding is critical to how they cope. The personal traits of the individual or 
how they process these feelings is how the participants will demonstrate if the coping 
skills provide them with a positive or negative outlook. 

 

Discussion of Findings 

The COPE Inventory Findings: 

Due to the small number of participants, the analysis is limited to the mean 
scores from the sub-sections of the COPE inventory for pre and post project.  
Findings are presented and discussed for each group, for the total sample, and for 
how the two groups compare.  

Group 1:  

’Figures 6 -7 show the pre- and post- mean scores for group 1, broken down 
by the four scales. Figure 8 is colour coded to show whether there had been a 
positive or negative affect on the coping strategy the participants had adapted to. 
Orange represents an insignificant change, which is shown in two coping methods: 
religion and humour. Positive changes are highlighted in green, whilst negative 
changes are shown in red. Both acceptance and positive reinterpretation are coded 
in red, showing a negative change, where the pre-project mean results are higher in 
value than the post project values., This suggests participants in group 1 begun to 
focus on other methods of coping. The results show group one began to focus on 
active coping, planning and decreased their substance abuse.  
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‘Figure 7: The Pre-project mean scores in table format: group one’ 

Positive Thinking – 9.2 

Humour Positive 
reinterpretation 
and growth  

Acceptance  Restraint  

4.4 2.5 5 3.1 

Seeking Social Support – 6.7 
Focus on 
and 
venting 
emotions 

Use of 
emotional 
support 

Use of 
instrumental 
support 

Religious 
coping  

3.3 3.1 4.3 0.8 

Avoidance – 5.5 

Substance 
Use 

Mental 
Disengagement 

Suppression 
of 
completing 
activities  

Denial Behavioural 
Disengagement 

1.4 2 2.8 1.1 1.0 

Problem Solving – 4.1 
 

Active 
coping 

Planning 

2.7 2.3 

 

 

 



  

  21 | P a g e  
 

 ‘Figure7: The Post Project scores diagram: Group one’ 

Group 2:  

Group 2 results show the participants become less dependent upon seeking 
social support yet increased their use of faith / religion as a coping skill. The pre-
project results are shown in Figure 8. The project used the religion hall to practise 
their drama piece, which may explain participants using religious coping as a 
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technique. Whilst practising their drama, numerous religions were discussed openly. 
The participants may have therefore felt more comfortable disclosing their religious 
beliefs as a coping technique, after these discussions.  

Figure 8: The Pre-project mean scores in table format’ 

Positive Thinking – 6.5 

Humour Positive 
reinterpretation 
and growth  

Acceptance  Restraint  

1.8 1.6 1.2 1.7 

Seeking Social Support – 7.5 
Focus on 
and 
venting 
emotions 

Use of 
emotional 
support 

Use of 
instrumental 
support 

Religious 
coping  

2.1 2.1 2.3 0.8 

Avoidance – 7.6 

Substance 
Use 

Mental 
Disengagement 

Suppression 
of 
completing 
activities  

Denial Behavioural 
Disengagement 

1.3 2.2 1.7 1.1 1.1 

Problem Solving – 5.5 
Active 
coping 

Planning 

2.2 3.2 

 

Figure 9 shows some of the results remained consistent, such as denial 
where the –pre and –post mean scores are the same. Denial is a common coping 
skill for several reasons. Prisoners may feel it could benefit them if they remain in 
denial, if they are currently awaiting trial/ sentencing. Another reason is the prisoners 
may misunderstand their crime and not believe they have broken the law. Prison 
Reform Trust (2018) explains prisoners tend to focus on denial to maintain their 
innocence, refusing to admit their guilt. This is often an issue in severe crimes such 
as sexual and/or violence crimes (Prison Reform Trust 2018).  
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Figure 9: The Post Project scores diagram: group two’ 

Total sample findings: 

 The results were combined to see the overall impact of the project. Figure 10 
suggests an overall negative result, with each of the coping scales showing an 
overall decrease in mean scores after the project. The results suggest there was 
some positive influence with participant decreasing their use of humour, with a 
decrease of denying their situation. By the participants not denying their situation, it 
could assist in their ability to adapt and focus on some of the positive opportunities 
available within the prison, for example, courses available, including English and 
Maths.  
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Figure 10: The Post Project scores diagram: Group combination’  

 

 

 Brief comparison between the groups: 

 How participants from each group reacted differently to the project, suggests 
the project affected the two groups differently. Each group consisted of participants 
housed in different ways, and who had engaged in different crimes, and were 
expecting or had received varying lengths of sentencing. For example, one 
participant from group 1 was expecting a life sentence, whilst another from group 2 
had received several months. These factors need to be considered when reviewing 
and understanding their different coping skills. This may explain why the total sample 
results show negative changes in mean scores, whilst the individual group results 
showed positive change.  

 Both groups showed adoption of new coping skills following the completion of 
the project. Both groups results show there was a more acceptance of their current 
situation and a decrease in denying where they were. This is important, as 
understanding and coming to terms with their prison life, could make it easier to 



  

  25 | P a g e  
 

transfer their negative thoughts into positive-growth. Prisoners will be more willing to 
engage with educational programmes and wish to better themselves for their release 
once they have accepted their crimes and sentencing.  

 Group 1 represented more positive coping skills upon completion, compared 
to group 2. Group 2 were highly focused on accepting their situation, whilst group 1 
seemed focused on planning their next steps. This may be due to a majority awaiting 
sentencing, and not knowing the outcome resulted in them focusing on the potential 
of release, rather than come to terms with the potential lengthy sentencing.  

 Both groups used similar techniques such as humour to get through their 
experiences. This shows even though there were many differences, there were 
similar traits between the groups. Humour can be a positive and negative trait. It can 
result in the prisoners finding important information or events and addressing them 
with inappropriate behaviour. This could place them in danger with other prisoners if 
the matter is not found funny with others. It could also place them in future trouble 
with prisoner staff resulting in strikes and comforts removed.  

 One of the main differences between the groups is their dependence on 
emotional support. Group 1 began to engage more in emotional support, and 
depending on one another, whilst group 2 decreased their engagement in emotional 
support. Group 2, who are from a VP wing are expected to have more supportive 
staff, which may be why they were unengaging with other forms of emotional 
support. Whilst group 1, had a majority of first time offenders who may be wishing to 
seek more support of this nature.  Another noticeable difference from the groups is 
their focus upon active coping. Following the completion of the project, group 1 was 
actively seeking out new coping skills and learning new skills to improve their 
strategies. Whilst group 2, did not. Group 2 results show a decrease in engaging with 
seeking out active coping skills.  

 

Sub-scale analysis 

1)Seeking Social Support: 

 Seeking social support is broken into four categories: focus on and venting 
emotion, use of emotional support, instrumental support and religious coping. Prior 
to involvement in the project, participants stated they were engaging in seeking 
social support. The COPE Inventory shows that the mean pre-project score for group 
1was 6.7 which decreased to 5.4 after completing the project, whilst the mean score 
reduced from 7.5 to 6.5 in group 2, and for the total sample decreased from 7.1 to 
5.9. The decrease could demonstrate a negative effect; however, it could also be 
interpreted as a positive step forward for becoming more independent and confident 
in dealing with stressors.  
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A decrease of engaging in seeking social support may be due to the 
participant no longer requiring additional support. The participants were able to 
interact with other prisoners, who they previously had not met, assisting in the 
development of new friendships.  In addition to this, the participant developed 
confidence, which contributed to improving their self-esteem, which may have 
resulted in the participants feeling more comfortable to tackle problems and cope 
without additional support. The Marbella International University Centre (2017) 
explains experiences involving being listened to and respected, and the 
acknowledgement of achievement, as methods of improving someone’s self-esteem, 
which were demonstrated in the project. An explanation of the decrease in seeking 
social support in prisoner populations is given by Poulin, Dishion and Burraston 
(2001) who suggest the effect of social interactions with other prisoners may be to 
increase their risk of misbehaving, resulting in serious consequences. Poulin, 
Dishion and Burraston (2001) explain this is particularly common with younger 
prisoners, due to the desire to engage. 

 

Use of Emotional Social Support: 

  The results show an increase in participants willing to use emotional social 
support for group 1; Pre-project the mean score for group 1 was 3.1 and post-project 
it had increased to 3.3. Group 2 showed a decrease, the mean decreased from 2.12 
to 2.0 following the completion of the project. Total sample results show a slight 
decrease of engagement in actively seeking out emotional support, from 1.9 to 1.8. 
This is not a dramatic decrease. It suggests the results from group 2 outweighed the 
positive engagement from group 1. 
 The Prisons and Probation Ombudsman (2014) recommends the inclusion of 
peer support, such as listeners or insiders, as they are considerably effective in 
addressing prisoner’s anxieties, which they may feel unable to disclose to prison 
staff.   Following the completion of the project several of the participants from group 
1 were selected to become insiders. This allowed them to invest their time in 
engaging with someone who had recently been sent to prison either awaiting 
sentencing or already having been sentenced. The insider project provides new 
arrivals a friendly, approachable person to support them within the critical first 24 
hours and throughout their sentencing.  HM Chief Inspectors of Prisoners for 
England and Wales (2016) explains the first 24 hours in custody, is the most 
distressing time for a new prisoner increasing their risks of self-harming or suicide. 
The provision of a new supportive person can improve the well-being of the prisoner 
and encourage them to speak up if they feel intimidated or concerned about their 
well-being. 
 Group 1 consisted of majority of prisoners on remand, which may explain 
being more open to depend on emotional support, as this could assist in them better 
adapting to their potential sentencing. The majority of group 2 had already received 
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their sentencing, which may be why they are less dependent on emotional support, 
as they have already previously received this when they were originally sentenced.  

 Some group 1 participants were unfamiliar with one another, whilst group 2 
were aware of one another due to their closed VP wing. This suggests emotional 
support networks had developed within group 1, whilst group 2may have already had 
a good supportive network and not needed to seek additional emotional supporters.  

 

Focus on and venting of emotions: 

 Being provided with the opportunity to vent emotions can allow someone to 
de-stress, as their anger or pain can be released.  Pre-project the mean score for 
group 1 for this sub-scale was 3.3, decreasing to 2.6 following the completion of the 
project.  Group 2 mean score also decreased from 2.1 to 1.2. Total sample results 
decreased from 2.0 to 1. 2. Through the theatre production, participants began to be 
aware of others, and this may have resulted in their withdrawal of focusing on 
venting their emotions and moving towards a more positive outlook.  

Venting emotions may be both a positive and negative coping skill. Not having 
the ability to vent emotions such as anger could build up resulting in them exploding 
over small matters. An example may be someone accidently bumping into them, 
which could result in escalating into a disagreement, argument or even a fight if the 
tensions are high. However, the coping strategy could be used more positively, as 
prisoners may become less aggressive over time if they are able to express 
emotions openly.  

 

Religious Coping: 

 The results show a decreasing reliance on using religion as a coping strategy, 
following the completion of the project. The mean pre-project score for group 1 was 
0.87 and post project was 0.62.  Group 2 mean results were 0.87 increasing to 1.50.  
Age may be a contributing factor in the decline for group 1, in the use of religious 
coping strategies following the completion of the project. As Koenig (1995) found 
mature prisoners are more likely to engage with religious coping, to adjust to the 
environment, compared to younger prisoners. In contrast, younger prisoners are 
expected to be physically healthier and more likely to engage in other coping 
activities such as exercise which could improve their mental health.  
 
 
Use of instrumental social support: 

The results show the participants relied upon using instrumental supports both 
pre and post project, however this decreased for both groups after the project. The 
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Pre-project mean for instrument social support from group 1 was 4.3 and post project 
was 3.7. Group 2 decreased from 2.3 to 1.7.  

Prisoners may have their spending restricted due to their behaviour, or level 
of privileges within the prison. As HM Inspectors of Prisons (2016a) explain, most 
prisoners are limited to £15.50 a week. The majority of participants in this study were 
held on remand, and so had an increased allowance subject to their families’ ability 
to supply additional financial support (HM Inspectors in Prisons, 2016a).  An 
explanation for the decrease is the increased employment which resulted from 
involvement in the project. Due to their ability to work together as a team and act in a 
professional manner, the prison officer noted these achievements and found 
employment for the prisoners. This resulted in the prisoners becoming less 
dependent upon family members or friends for money or transfer of good into the 
prison.   

Following the completion of the project, one participant secured a work-
placement, whilst a further two gained volunteer roles. This may reflect on why a 
small decrease has occurred, as the prisoners will become more financially 
independent, as they progress in their work programme. Following the completion of 
the project, the prisoners were encouraged to learn new skills such as drama or 
singing. These could improve their emotional well-being and provide them with an 
activity to pass the time. Some participants from group 1 were given the opportunity 
to join the insider project. The insider project would improve their communication, 
social and supportive skills. All these skills would be easily transferable into paid 
work upon release. The role shows the prisoner is willing to improve themselves 
whilst in their current situation, and could benefit them in upcoming parole meetings. 

Instrumental support is expected to be provided by the prisoner’s families, and 
prisoners may wish to decline additional funding. University of Glasgow - The 
Scottish Centre for Crime and Justice Research (2015) explains prison places 
immense pressure upon families of prisoners and prisoners themselves. Prison can 
be costly for families with the addition of telephone calls, travel to visits, taking time 
off work and provision of money for the prisoner (University of Glasgow - The 
Scottish Centre for Crime and Justice Research, 2015). 

  Smith, Grimshaw, Romeo and Knapp (2007) explain maintaining a family 
relationship with a finance support whilst in prison is considered draining and 
particularly difficult if children are involved. As all participants have children, they 
may feel guilty for depending on their loved ones as the family dynamic has had to 
change due to their father’s imprisonment. None of the prisoners expressed their 
guilt in relation to their children. However one participant explained he felt ashamed 
upon his dependence on his parents, as he felt he should be taking care of them. 
Smith, Grimshaw, Romeo and Knapp (2007) estimated a weekly amount sent into 
prisoners per week as £5-£10 for essentials.  
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2) Problem Solving: 

  Efforts to problem solve focuses upon the participants actively responding to 
stressful situations, with the intension to diffuse a situation.  The mean score pre-
project for group 1 was 4.1, with a decline to 3.7 following the completion of the 
project. Group 2 mean results also decreased from 5.5 to 3.7.  Perry (2015) 
explains poor problem-solving skills can result in rash decision making, and the 
inability to review a situation can result in violence. This can result in serious harm or 
additional time in prison, and if on remand can delay sentencing, if required to seek 
medical attention or isolation.  

Schotte and Clum (1987, in Perry, 2015) suggest there may be a connection 
between failure of the ability to problem solve and the increased the risk of 
attempting suicide or self-harming.    

One reason for a decrease in problem-solving which was suggested by a 
participant is the disengagement with illegal or troublesome behaviour which occurs 
within the prison. Disengaging with these could result in the prisoners not facing up 
to any additional problems which may need them to review their situations or 
activities.  

 

Active Coping: 

 Active coping is defined as the person seeking out how to overcome an issue. 
This may include asking for assistance from fellow prisoners or prison officers, to 
address the problem. The results suggest there was a positive increase in the use of 
active coping in group 1, with the mean increasing from 2.7 to 3.3. However, in group 
2 there was a decrease in mean from 2.25 to 1.7. The total sample results showed a 
slight decrease from 1.8 to 1.7. The mean results suggest the prisoners in group 1 
increasingly focused on proactive coping strategies. Group 1 participants sought 
advice from prisoners who had lengthy sentences or long-term prison officers. Whilst 
group 2 did not seek advice and were more guarded.    
 

Planning: 

   There are various ways that planning can assist prisoners in coping; one 
method is the availability of contact details of support workers who may be able to 
assist when the person feels at risk of self-harming. Carver, Weintraub and Scheiet 
(1989) describe planning as the thinking process of individuals creating steps to take 
to reduce stress. When an individual feels confident, they will feel more encouraged 
to plan.  Carver, Weintraub and Scheiet (1989) describe planning as an optimistic 
approach, as the individual will be able to see themselves overcoming their struggles 
and challenges.  
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The results show the participants increasingly began to plan to follow the 
completion of the project. The mean planning score for group 1 increased from 2.3 
pre-project to 2.5 post-project. This suggests that the participants focused on 
planning how to address their stressors, rather than reacting immediately. Some of 
the common planning methods used were writing down what had occurred and 
arranging a meeting with a supportive worker or friend to discuss any issues. 

For group 2 mean scores decreased, from3.2 pre-project to 2.0 post-project. 
This may be explained by the majority of group 2 already having been sentenced, 
meaning that they were not currently in the planning stage, with release as the goal 
of focus.  

 

3) Avoidance:  

  Avoidance methods of coping are broken down into; denial, behaviour 
disengagement, behavioural disengagement, suppression of competing in activities 
and substance use. Avoidance techniques tend to result in people abusing drugs 
and alcohol as a way of removing themselves from the situation (The Regents of the 
University of California, 2008). Holohan and Moos (1987, in The Regents of 
University of California, 2008) explains avoidance strategies, tend to have 
associations with high psychological risk, with the potential of increasing the risk of 
suicidal tendencies.  
  The results show that pre-project in group 1 the mean was 5.5, and following 
the completion of the project, the mean had reduced to 3.5 showing a positive 
impact. A positive impact was also made on group 2, with a dramatic decrease from 
4.1 from 7.6. This suggests the participants were beginning to engage in activities 
and focus upon more positive coping skills.  
 

Behavioural Disengagement: 

The results suggest that behavioural disengagement decreased following the 
completion of the project, as participants were required to engage with one another 
over the course of three weeks. For group 1, the pre-project mean was 1, decreasing 
to 0.2 following the completion of the project. Group 2 results show a decrease in the 
mean from 1.1 to 0.12. The results suggest the participants disengaged with 
negative coping and focused instead upon positive coping skills. The decrease of 
behavioural disengagement could be related to a variety of reasons. One could be 
the significant impact of the prisoners focusing on something new. Prior to being 
selected, participants would have been aware of the gang-culture that is currently 
within UK prisons. Distancing from this culture or hierarchy, would have allowed 
them to focus upon the positivity of the project.  
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 Mental Disengagement: 

  The mean results for mental disengagement showed a decrease in group 1 
from 2.0 pre-project to 1.7 on completion. The decrease is small, however it 
suggests a positive effect, as participants engaged with the project. Group 2 had a 
dramatic decrease from 2.25 to 1.25. The results suggest a positive reaction, as they 
were willing to be more engaging in the project, and likely to be more engaging in 
other projects. Mental disengagement is important to decrease, as the mental well-
being of the prisoner could lead them to engage in self-harming or lead to 
depression. It is also known as ‘switching off’, as the person may appear with a blank 
expression and be unable to repeat a discussion that they had recently.  
  
Substance Use: 

There are many ways in which prisoners may attempt to suppress their 
emotions; however, one of the most common methods is the use of drugs. Drugs 
and alcohol are banned in prisons, however as O'Hagan and Hardwick (2017) 
explains there are sophisticated methods to successfully transport illicit drugs into a 
prison environment. This form of coping places prisoners at further risk of self-harm, 
due to the build-up of emotions which are enhanced with drugs use.  

The use of contraband drugs and alcohol are common methods of coping, 
and likely to be a coping mechanism adopted outside of prison. Binswanger et al. 
(2012) explains there is an increased risk of drug use in former prisoners returning to 
prison. Some of the participants had disclosed they had served time prior. Prisoners 
tend to relapse, with using these substances as a coping strategy as they may find 
themselves in a new prison they are unfamiliar with. Upon release prisoners may 
also struggle with rehabilitation into society resulting in further relapse (Chander, 
Fletcher and Volkow, 2009). 

The mean results suggested a decrease of substance use as a coping 
strategy. Pre-project the mean result from group 1 was 1.4 decreasing to 0.8.  Group 
2 mean also decreased from 1.37 to 0.8. These figures are low considering the 
dependence of substance abuse occurring in UK prisons today.  

Participants may have been fearful of disclosing their substance use, as it 
could result in punishments such as removal of privileges or removal from their 
house (or wing) to another. The decline in substance use may result in the 
participant using their time to focus upon the project, rather than engaging with other 
prisoners who may be using contraband drugs and alcohol. Not engaging with these 
individuals may have reduced the dependence for participants.  

 

Denial:  
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Both pre and post project, the COPE Inventory suggested denial was not a 
coping strategy strongly adopted by the participants. It is as though the prisoners 
may have already come to terms with their situation and their surroundings. The 
results show the mean pre-project for group 1was 1.1, and post project had 
decreased to 0.44, whilst the results for group 2 did not alter following the completion 
of the project with the mean remaining 1.1. Total sample decrease was from 0.8 to 
0.6. 

The results suggest the participants have gone through the five steps of 
incarceration, and are likely to be at the acceptance stage. The five stages of 
incarceration are; denial, anger, bargaining, depression and acceptance, and is 
associated with the traditional process of grieving (Prison Fellowship, 2017), as 
though the prisoners are grieving their previous life. Group 2 results suggest some 
participants have not changed their view on their denial. This may be due to them 
pleading innocent or unwilling to accept their sentence. Denial can result in the 
withdrawal of emotions and engagement, resulting in the prisoner becoming isolated 
(Prison Fellowship, 2017), as other prisoners may be at different stages of the 
incarceration process, and be unwilling to support or communicate with a prisoner in 
denial.  

 

Suppression of Competing Activities:  

A suppression coping technique which prisoners engage in is withdrawing 
from competing in activities and withdrawal from social environments, including the 
completion of activities such as this project. For this type of coping, pre-project the 
mean score for group 1 was 2.88, and following the completion of the project the 
mean had decreased to 2.44. This indicates a decrease in suppression of activities.  
The results from group 2 show a decrease from 1.75 to 0.87. The discussion with the 
participants identified that they had increased their attendance at the gym and 
engaged in sporting activities following the project. Post-project, participants 
explained that they felt comfortable with one another, and would be able to 
communicate comfortably, as well as attend gym sessions together, which created a 
friendly atmosphere. Total sample results showed a decrease from 1.6 to 1.0.  

Vulnerable prisoners are excluded from some tasks, training courses or prison 
employment for their own protection. This may result in them adopting a suppression 
coping technique, as they begin to be accustomed to not engaging with others. 
Group 2 results indicated they were beginning to participate in activities rather they 
avoid engagement. The use of group work such as games and discussion, would 
have built their confidence. Youth Employment UK (2018) explains the importance of 
team work, as it enables the participant to identify their own skills, build 
communication skills and feel accomplished when completing a task.  
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4) Positive Thinking: 

 Pre-project the mean results from group 1 were 9.2 and following the 
completion of the post-project the results were decreased to 7.4.  Positive thinking 
increased in group 2 from a mean of 6.5 to 7.5. Presenting a positive attitude can 
assist in the participants seeing their situation in a different light, embracing the 
opportunities which may be available to them. The total sample results show a 
decrease in positive thinking; however, this reflects group 1 results. This may be 
linked to the potential upcoming sentencing, which may result in them remaining in 
prison for a lengthy sentence. Whilst prisoners from group 2 had already begun 
sentencing their time and can look forward to their release. Prisoners demonstrating 
a positive attitude will show their capacity of creating a positive change upon release. 
However prison officers can be wary of a sudden change in a prisoner’s attitude and 
be considerably cynical. Prison officers engage with this prisoner on a regular basis 
may result in the officer being cautious, as negative attitudes are more common 
within prison settings (Kjelseberg, Skoglund and Rustad, 2007). 

 

Positive Reinterpretation and Growth: 

 The results show a negative relationship with positive reinterpretation and 
growth following the completion of the project. The mean pre-project score for group 
1 was 4.7, and after completing the project the mean was 3.7. Group 2 results show 
an increase from 1.6 to 2.2.  This coping skill focuses upon growth of the person in 
their situation, as they are using their time to develop new skills, which may be 
beneficial upon release.  

The overall results from the total sample suggested a slight decrease from 2.1 
to 2.0. One of the reasons this may demonstrate a decrease is most of the 
participants in group 1 had previously been involved in work placement and 
education training. Participants may feel content with their achievements. Three of 
the participants were successful in securing work placements, however may not feel 
the project nor their new range of skills contributed to their employment. These 
participants may have preferred to remain in their current roles. Disturbing the 
prisoner’s routine could upset their well-being balance.  

The increased mean for group 2 shows the prisoners from the VP wing 
embraced the project and felt they have learnt new skills. As VP participants have 
limited chances to engage with projects, due to ensuring they are safeguarded from 
other prisoners, they may have seen more benefits of being involved in this project.  
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Humour: 

Humour is an effective method of placing a positive outlook on the current 
environment. However if humour is used as the main stressor outlet, a person’s real 
concerns may be overlooked, as others may not take the concerns seriously. This 
could place a negative impact upon the person’s health, when wishing to seek 
support. The results suggest there is a slight decrease in the use of humour in both 
groups as a coping strategy following the completion of the project.  

There was a decrease from a pre-project mean score of 4.4 to a post-project 
mean of 4.2 in group 1. In group 2 there was a decrease from 1.8 to 1.6. This 
suggests the participant may have adopted healthier coping skills such as active 
coping or emotional social support. Wanzer, Booth-Butterfield and Booth-Butterfield 
(2006) explain humour assists in reliving job tensions and improving satisfaction of a 
completed task. Whilst observing it was noticeable prison officers engaged in 
humorous moments with the prisoners.  

Humour was favoured by the participants, as a way of dealing with not only 
their environment but any serious issues which had occurred within prison. The 
participants explained their ability to laugh at troubles as a way of deflecting the 
truth. The overall (total sample) results suggested there had been a decrease from 
2.1 to 1.8. This is not considered a substantial change; however, it does show the 
participants wishing to focus on more positive reinforcing coping skills. Even though 
humour could present a positive coping skill, other prisoners may response to their 
humour negativity. For example, if they are laughing or making fun of a situation 
which is serious to another prisoner it could result in conflict or aggressive behaviour.  

 

Restraint: 

Roos et al (2015) explains that restraint coping is when a person refrains from 
acting to resolve a stressful situation. Participants were confined in an environment 
which is consistently stressful, with the possibility of violence. Restraint coping can 
be considered both a positive and negative coping skill. A person may rethink their 
actions before immediately engaging in a potentially dangerous situation; however, 
they may still act negatively and take part.   

The results show a decrease in restraint coping, suggesting that if the 
participants were unhappy with a situation, they are more likely to engage in the 
activity or act out. This decrease is positive, as acting out in stressful situation such 
as the involvement of violence, could place the individual at harm both physically and 
mentally. The results show the score decreased from a pre-project mean of 3.1 to 
2.4 post project for group 1. Group 2 results show a smaller decrease from 1.7 to 
1.6. This shows they may still be struggling with removing themselves from negative 
situations such as fighting.  
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The overall results from the both groups combined showed a decrease, in-line 
with each group results. Relying upon high restraint coping methods, can increase a 
person’s cortisol response to stress (Roos et al. 2015). This is due to them rethinking 
over and over before acting. However with use of other coping skills, such as 
acceptance, positive reinterpretation and planning, a good balance can be 
discovered. It is important for the prisoners to reconsider their actions and the 
consequences which may occur such as solidity confinement or removal of their 
privileges.   

 
Acceptance: 

Acceptance is an important journey for prisoners, as it can be a difficult 
transition to live in a confined area.  Prison Fellowship (2017) explains how prisoners 
adopt new routines, and begin to focus on improving their skills to assist upon their 
release. These skills can include their English, Maths or work-related skills. The 
results show a negative response following the completion of the project. The mean 
score for group 1 decreased from 5 pre-projects to 4.4 after the project. However, for 
group 2 there was an increase from 1.25 to 2.0 suggesting some of the participants 
had begun accepting their situation.  

The overall results show a slight rise from 2.0 to 2.1 when the results were 
combined. This reflects the decrease from group 1, even though there was a positive 
increase from group 2. This may be due to participants using other coping skills to 
adapt to their situation. There is no increase in using denial as a coping strategy, 
suggesting participants may be still going through the five stages of incarceration 
(Prison Fellowship, 2017).  Whilst group 2 participants may have already been going 
through this process, as they were serving their sentence.  
 

Questionnaire and Interview Findings: 

Environment:  

Upon entrance to prison, many are stripped of their ability to socially 
communicate, as they are imprisoned in facilities miles away from family and friends 
(Bulduk and Ardic, 2011).  Many prisoners struggle to adapt to the lifestyle change, 
placing them at high risk of physical and psychological decline (Bulduk and Ardic, 
2011). Participants were asked to discuss whether they felt the prison was a tense 
environment, and whether this impacted on their ability to cope. As shown in ‘Figure 
11, when asked to describe whether the atmosphere was tense within the prison, 
only one from group 1 defined it as very tense pre-project, whilst no one described it 
as very tense post-project.   

More participants in group 2 described the atmosphere as tense / very tense 
pre-project. Participants explained they would feel extremely tense if they were 
mixed within the general prison population due to fear of violence or abuse. The 
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results show one participant did not state the tension level within prison, however 
one explained it varied day to day depending on whether violence had occurred 
overnight.  

 

Figure 11: The pre and post tension results by both groups. 

 1 (not tense 
at all) 

2 (little 
tense) 

3 (so-so) 4 (tense) 5 (very 
tense) 

Not 
stated  

Group 1: 
Pre Project 

0 4 5 1 1 0 

Group 1: 
Post 
Project 

3 3 1 1 0 1 

Group 2: 
Pre Project 

2 2 1 3 2 1 

Group 2: 
Post 
Project 

3 0 3 3 0 2 

 

One individual from group 1 explained he was nervous about returning to 
normality as he had enjoyed the inclusive environment, whilst others explained they 
were returning to reality. Whilst another from group 1 explained that prison is always 
tense, as it would be unnerving if the environment was calm, as a calm environment 
could trigger a stressful event or possibly violence. This on-going fear of a situation 
erupting can lead to prolonged stress, resulting in an increased risk of contributing to 
mental health issues (Orzechowska, et al. 2013).  Prisons are continuous stressful 
environments with limited privacy, isolation from social support and increased risks 
of depression (World Health Organization, 2005).  Johnson, Rocheleua and Martin 
(2016) support the theory that the environment, the regime, and culture of the prison 
are factors in determining which coping skills a prisoner adopts. 

Ireland et al. (2005 in Ozturk and Ocakci, 2017) explain that prisoners have a 
higher risk of mental health issues, due to lack of controlled stressed management, 
which can have a negative impact on them in the long-term,  even after  release. 
Prison Reform Trust (2017) explains that incidents of self-harm amongst male 
prisoners have increased significantly over recent years - 17% within five years 
(2011 - 2016). The expectation is that rates will continue to increase, due to 
overcrowding, reduction in budgets and mental health issues.  
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Forward Trust (2015) suggests that a majority of prisoners struggle to cope 
with their own problems within a hostile environment, without a supportive network. 
However participants explained that they felt supported by the prison officers, who 
assisted with seeking work placements, and acknowledged them. The inclusion of 
productivity, such as education, work or other activities assist in the rehabilitation 
process within prisons (Prison Reform Trust, 2017).   

 

Compliments: 

Compliments are an effective way to assist in someone’s coping strategies. In 
the short-term compliments can build confidence, increase self-esteem and reduce 
the risk of engaging with challenging behaviour (NHS Choices, 2017).Participants 
was asked to comment on compliments they had received pre and post-project. All 
participants stated that they received positive feedback, post-project, 'well done', 
'good acting', 'hard workers' and 'worked well in a team'. Some of the participants 
demonstrated uneasiness when describing the comments, and Jucker (2009) 
explains that compliments can be difficult to accept, and cause a dilemma for the 
recipient who may struggle with agreement.  

A majority of the compliments referred to the participants demonstrating the 
ideals of a model prisoner. A model prisoner refrains from engaging in any anti-social 
behaviour, violence and focusing on following the rules and guidance from the prison 
officers. Prison Officers provide feedback to the prisoners on a regular basis, 
reinforcing positive comments, to reduce tension within the prison. Prisoners have to 
have a presentable ‘house’, and several of them had received positive feedback on 
the presentation of their cell.  

Prison officers complementing participants on their engagement with other 
prisoners can assist in strengthening relationships. The compliments or supportive 
comments can be placed on the participants permanent records which can assist in 
their cases whilst they are waiting in custody. Positive compliments can lead to the 
participants being trained as a mentor or ‘insiders’ who can assist with first time or 
new prisoners may struggle with coping with the social withdrawal of prison; however 
support from current prisoners can assist in these stresses. Some prisoners become 
disconnected upon entering prison, and through support they may be willing to 
engage, reducing the isolation prison presents (Haney, 2001). Training as a mentor, 
is an honour, as it is a developmental process which holds a responsibility.  

  Several of the participants from both groups had been complimented on their 
ability to work together as a team and helping each other. Engaging with new 
prisoners was identified, in-particular with group 1. Group 2 were selected from the 
VP and were more familiar with one another compared to group 1. Following the 
completion of the product, two of the participants from group 1 were selected to 
engage in the ‘Insiders’ scheme. Both participants were keen on engaging in such a 
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specialist scheme, one stated he would be able to approach people who needed 
listeners” whilst the other explained he could ”communicate with staff for fellow 
prisoners about their problems, and assist in solving these”. This role was not 
available for prisoners from group 2, to ensure safeguarding their well-being. The 
‘Insiders’ aim is to relay important information to prisoners and reduce anxiety within 
the prison, in particular for those new to the prison system (HM Prison Service, 
2002).  

  Participants explained the benefits of being able to engage with new people: 
as a way of developing new friendships, as well as developing new skills which could 
enhance their employability in the future. Insiders are required to meet essential 
criteria; good communication skills, ability to work successfully in a team, reliable, 
literate and caring (HM Prison Service, 2002). The candidates selected 
demonstrated these criteria though the project, and had received numerous positive 
feedback from prison officers. The men explained that being selected as an Insider 
promotes a good environment, as fellow prisoners feel they have someone they can 
rely upon, trustworthy, empowering the men to have a positive outlook.  

  All participants explained they had received positive feedback after the project 
from audience members and their fellow prisoners. One person’s compliments from 
group two were non-related to the project, whilst the others received were all related 
to the project. This participant explained he had been praised for his life experiences, 
his willingness to support other prisoners and desires to help others. Even though he 
had completed the project, people focused upon his other achievements, as he 
continued to support prisoners whilst engaging in the project, which stood out more.  

  Some comments focused on the overall production rather than a tailored 
comment suggesting they worked well as a team and the production was well 
thought though. Other comments included ‘outspoken’, ‘good singer’ ‘confident’, 
‘bright’ and ‘good memory’. Participants did not rely upon a script showing they have 
rehearsed their parts well. In group two, there was singing throughout, which the 
group developed and attended the library together on several occasions to improve 
their harmonies. It demonstrated their level of commitment.  

  One participant from group 2 explained he felt the singing has brought back 
memories and being praised on his voice meant a lot to him.  He explained singing 
had been a positive tool for him to focus on, and felt it had ‘brought me back to life’. 
He desires to do this upon his release and had requested Past Time to provide 
information on organisations and drama companies he could contact to assist him. 
Canterbury Christ Church University (2015) explains how singing groups impact on 
reducing stress, improving memory and the sense of inclusion which would improve 
the mental well-being of the prisoners. Following the positive reactions to group 2 
singing, the group wished to continue singing together with the development of a 
choir. This would need to be agreed with the prison officers, however it was 
suggested this could provide a positive reinforcement and improve the mental well-
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being of the prisoners. Singing groups are a cost-effort tool to tackle mental health 
with limited requirements needed and with healthcare budgets being squeezed in 
prisons, this may be a good strategy to adopt (Canterbury Christ Church University, 
2015).  

Compliments improve self-esteem, reducing levels of depression, and the risk 
of self-harming. Coopersmith (1967, in Suls 2014) views self-esteem is a judgmental 
process, which the individual examines and makes decisions upon their worth. 
However, positive reinforcement, when believed, can break the self-doubting cycle of 
insecurity. Marigold, Holmes and Ross (2010) explains compliments need to be 
expressed in a meaningful way, to promote a positive intervention.  However, when 
describing compliments they had received, some participants saw  them as enforced 
by others to state their work was 'great' or they were a 'hard worker'. The description 
of these compliments suggested they were unbelieved or felt they were generalised, 
rather than tailored to their success.  Whilst others felt their compliments were 
tailored to their achievements, such as 'good at football' or 'well done on your 
training'.  

Tailored compliments were empowering, and remembered in detail, including 
when they were given and who had stated it. Suls (2014) believes compliments are a 
target of miscommunication, as they may draw attention to factors which have not 
been as successful. Complimenting one individual in-front of another could cause 
upset or a feeling that they have not achieved in comparison. Some of participants 
from group 2 did receive compliments which were unique to them. One participant 
explained he receives many congratulating comments on his guitar playing and is 
thanked for providing a musical backdrop within prison. He explained other prisoners 
‘enjoy me playing my guitar’, as this may escape from their current surroundings.   

One participant from group 1 explained he had been described as ‘not a 
normal prisoner’; he expanded on this, explaining he is supportive and helpful. 
Another from group 1 explained he ‘is not like the rest’ along with another 
compliment stating he is a ‘hard worker’, following the completion of the project. This 
suggests there is an expectation of how the prisoners present themselves. By these 
participants acting out of the norm, they have demonstrated themselves to be hard-
working individuals, which could benefit them in finding employment within the 
prison.  

Group 1 presented a range of compliments they had received prior to the 
project however group 2 struggled to list many. One participant explained he did not 
feel the need to rely upon compliments as there may be a motive behind them. He 
explained compliments from fellow prisoners may be to encourage the prisoner to 
engage in illegal activities within the prison. By doing so, the prisoner may feel 
protected by the gangs.  
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Group 2 explained they felt overwhelmed by the compliments they received 
after the project.  Even though some participants from group 2 struggled to list their 
compliments prior to the project, others had received compliments showing their kind 
and helpful nature. These included thank you notes for being kind to new prisoners, 
showing prisoners the ‘ropes’ to their environment. Another prisoner had been 
compliments upon his weight loss, which may be a sign of healthy activities. As the 
prisoners explained they had recently begun attending the gym more regular to keep 
their mind active. Other positive comments were how fun, creative and engaging 
they are prior to the project, which was injected into the project.  

The project focused on supporting prisoners who were engaging in self-
harming. One participant from group two explained he received compliments on 
‘doing well by not self-harming’. This shows the prisoners and staff is praising the 
prisoner and he is aware that he is self-harming. It is important the participant 
identified they are self-harming and openly discusses it staff, as Mental Health 
Foundation (2006) explains it’s the beginning journey to recover and provide the 
person with a source of support.  

Another comment was how well a prisoner had done on saying no. No further 
details were included however it shows there is a potential of corruption within 
prison, which prisoners are encouraged to remain away from. This could present 
further complications when meeting with the patrol board. Other compliments 
focused on their ability to work hard, clean their cells and their personality. One 
explained his friend ‘likes the way I am’. This suggests the prisoner has a close 
friendship and good supportive network.  

 

Challenges: 

 New challenges can emotionally affect someone, and lead to an overburden 
of stress. This can result in participants withdrawing from social interactions. 
Participants were asked to discuss three challenges they are overcoming, pre and 
post-project. The majority of participants focused upon the challenges they faced 
prior to engaging in a group activity, such as ‘talking in front of a group’, ‘openly 
talking’ and taking a lead in discussions’. These were all challenges they were 
required to face when engaging in the project. The use of games and drama 
techniques were used throughout the sessions to build confidence and overcome 
these challenge.  

 There were personal challenges as well, as one participant from group 2 
stated his ongoing cancer battle and being in prison. There were no further details 
mentioned regarding his diagnosis. It is important this participant felt supported as 
his diagnosis could affect his mental health and wellbeing. Cancer can result in 
people opting to display a' happy face' which is a front to protect their loved ones 
resulting in them harbouring all their negative thoughts and thinking which can affect 
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their mental health (American Cancer Society, 2018). Depression is common in 
cancer sufferers, as they begin to grieve their life, as they may become dependent 
on medical care as well as struggle to complete daily tasks due to tiredness 
(American Cancer Society, 2018). This can lead to frustration resulting in self-
harming to have temporary release.  

Marie Curie (2018) explains regardless of whether a cancer patient is 
currently in prison, they are entitled to the same medical care and support as the 
general public.  This participant would have been focusing on different challenges he 
was up against, however he remained professional and presented well throughout 
the project.   

The same participant was attempting to overcome his post trauma stress 
disorder (PTSD) which was related to his prior employment in the armed forces. 
There was little discussed regarding his PTSD. However the participant explained 
this was one of his greatest challenges to overcome, explaining it as a long road to 
recovery. The participant is currently living with cancer which could also impact his 
PTSD. As American Society of Clinical Oncology (2016) explains cancer can trigger 
PTSD following diagnosis or treatment, as the person may become anxious over 
their prognosis.  

Participants explained one of their greatest challenges they have to overcome 
is missing their family and children. Even though prisoners have the opportunity to 
visits and make telephone calls it is difficult to adapt to not being surrounded by their 
family on a regular basis. However not all families engage. University of Glasgow - 
The Scottish Centre for Crime and Justice Research (2015) explains prisoners often 
feel guilty in missing family event such as Christmas, birthdays or even simple 
activities such as attending the park and playing on the swings.  

Prison Reform Trust (2010) explains in the Bromley Briefings Report an 
estimated 45% of prisoners loss contact with their families. One of the reasons may 
be the prisons location, as some prisoners can be sent to other ends of the country. 
For example one participant explained his family live in another country, resulting in 
him not receiving regular visits. Parenting UK (2011) explains prisoners may find it 
difficult to engage with their relatives and push them away. This is to reduce their 
families’ pain and suffering as University of Glasgow - The Scottish Centre for Crime 
and Justice Research (2015) explains families are often seen by the public as guilty 
by association. This is even if they had no acknowledgement of the crime and were 
innocent parties. Imprisonment with the separation of families is one of the most 
painful experiences a prisoner has to endure (Parenting UK, 2011).  

Other challenges faced were dealing with threats and abuse whilst in prison. 
Only one participant mentioned the risk of abuse or bullying. He did not disclose 
whether he has been threatened or was at any risk of danger. The UK prison service 
takes a no tolerance response to discrimination, harassment and/or bullying 
(Silverstri, 2013). However Gooch and Treadwell (2015) explain abuse still occurs 
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within prisons in six forms: physical violence, verbal abuse, threats, intimidation, theft 
and bullying. Prisoners often attract predators/abusers if they are unable to stand up 
for themselves physically (Gooch and Treadwell, 2015). Prisoners often lie "about 
their injuries from fear of further repercussions" Scott (2015). This results in 
statistical data being unrepresentative of the true problem, as "prisoner on prisoner 
physical violence goes undetected and unreported" Scott (2015).  

Another challenge was the ability to enhance themselves, as one participant 
explained he struggled to see how he can improve himself and ensure he does not 
return to prison. This shows the participant is rethinking his current life choices and 
desiring to make a change, even though it may be considerably challenging. This 
participant explained he had difficulty in finding a positive coping mechanism, 
however expressed his willingness to engage with others to learn new skills.  

 Other challenges which the participants had overcome were their ability to find 
themselves and focus upon their own well-being. Kjelsberg, Skogulnd and Rustad 
(2007) explain it’s important for prisoners to adopt a positive attitude and engage 
with rehabilitation programmes if available to reduce the risks of re-offending and 
prepare them for entering back into society. 

As shown in ‘Figure 12the participants from group 1 felt the project itself, and 
the cooking and drama elements, were going to be very challenging. This was due to 
nervousness about what was to be expected of them, and the expectation of 
performing in-front of their family and friends. A participant from group 2 also 
expressed his nervousness of performing in front of a crowd. As he worried people 
would be looking at him, as he suffers with anxiety but wished to overcome this.  

Figure 12: Are you nervous about the project involvement of drama and cooking?’ 

 Are you nervous about the project involvement of 
drama and cooking? 

 (Pre Project Questionnaire) 
Group 1 Yes – 8 (72.73%) No – 3 (27.27%) 
Group 2 Yes – 4 (36.36%) No – 7 (63.63%) 

 

However, group 2 were less nervous about the project’s involvement of 
cooking and drama. A majority of the participants in group 2 had previously engaged 
in public speaking. Several explained in their previous employment they were team 
leaders and had to voice commands. As well as having lived with their partner and/or 
alone prior to their sentencing, they had acquired the ability to cook. Some 
participants from group 1 had not engaged in such level of cooking or drama prior. 
One participant explained he has some apprehensions regarding facing the 
unknown, as he knew little about the project. Another explained he felt nervous due 
to having to remember his lines and the part he is playing. He stated he would need 
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to ensure he was listening carefully, as he sometimes struggled with memory 
relapses.  

Participants were invited to discuss challenges post project. One of the 
challenges faced in group 2 was an alternation which occurred between two of the 
participants. The other prisoners explained this caused a negative impact, as one 
member of the team was removed from the project one day prior to the show. The 
men had adjusted the roles and one of the members from Past Time filled in the role. 
This was to ensure the project ran smoothly and the men did not begin to disengage.  

Participants explained there were challenges throughout the show, as they 
were required to maintain eye contact and remember their lines without a cue card. 
However, as they had practised well they succeeded in overcoming these 
challenges. Learning the words and remembering the order of the script was 
challenging for one participant from group 2. He explained as they arranged 
meetings outside of the project to practise their lines, acting and singing his 
confidence grew.  

Another post-project challenge was making new friends. Even though some of 
the participants were from the same wings, they had very limited interaction. Two 
participants were cell-mates and encouraged one another to participate in the group 
work. On the day of the show one of the men was overcome with nerves and his 
friend encouraged him to attend as he was aware his family were attending. This 
shows the importance of the bond of these two men, as without it the group may 
have struggled with the overall show.  

Making friends can be difficult and in-particular in prison. As one participant 
explained the concern of making friends with the wrong people which can result in a 
longer-sentence, due to the increasing risk of being encouraged to be involved in 
illegal or violent situations. Participants explained the importance of ‘keeping your 
head down’ and speak casually to people ensuring they refrain from making 
enemies. One participant from group 2 explained working together as a team 
required trust and in prison this is difficult. There would be an expectation of favours 
in return.  

One participant from group 2 explained he was not nervous however felt it 
was challenging to perform in front of others, as he had not done so in years. He 
explained he used to perform drama pieces as a young adult. Another participant 
from group 2 explained he felt unnerved by the challenge of doing something out of 
the ordinary, as the VP wing do not normally have access to drama classes.  

One of the challenges mentioned was ‘not eating my canteen all at once’. This 
challenge is an adaption of behaviour; they need to adapt to ensure they have 
enough food to last them throughout their evenings. People’s eating habits vary, and 
it may be difficult for this participant to physically be content with the food portion 
which is presented. HM Inspectorate of Prisons (2016b) report showed that there 
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was no variety in portion size for young offenders (under 21 years old) and adult 
prisoners. This is concerning, as the portion size may not be adequate to fulfil the 
needs of the adult male prisoner. Another challenge which could face this prisoner is 
the availability of unhealthier alternatives with high salt, fat and sugar content 
(Ramsbotham and Gesch, 2009 in HM Inspectorate of Prisons, 2016b). Eating these 
on a regular basis could result in health complications such as diabetes, strokes and 
heart attacks.  

 Others explained they had to overcome personality traits, such as what one 
participant described as ‘using mouth and ear ratio’ correctly. Afshar et al. (2015) 
explains that personality traits influence coping strategies, with some traits 
increasing the risks of stress, whilst other personality traits presenting protective 
properties. Maladaptive traits are considered to contribute to higher stress levels, 
resulting in the response of critical prevention to reduce any risk to the individual or 
others (Afshar et al. 2015). A majority of prisoners present a maladaptive response 
in their early stages of incarceration, and as 60 percent of participants involved in 
this project are currently on remand in custody, it is expected for them to represent 
some of these qualities (Adams, 1992).  Adams (1992) notes that maladaptive 
responses often involve suicidal tendencies, self-mutilation, aggression and 
emotional disorders.  

Prisoners have to adapt to reality of being locked up every evening, and some 
of the participants found this very challenging. This is extremely challenging as the 
prisoner is removed from the family unit. One participant from group 2 explained he 
struggled with being enclosed every evening. The physical locking of the doors is a 
constant reminder of their current situation and can affect their mental health. 
Participants explained they struggle dealing with the locking of an evening as it’s a 
symbol of their loss of freedom.  

Others referred to their training, such as wallpapering, construction, tiling and 
plastering as a challenge. One participant from group 2 explained a challenge he 
had successfully overcome was achieving his Level 2 Maths prior to the project. This 
could assist in a goal to seek employment upon release. Developing these skills may 
have been challenging, however there is assistance with employability upon release. 
However despite their challenging nature, participants stated that they enjoyed the 
ability to learn new skills and improve their job prospects upon release.  

 

Confidence levels: 

Performing in a dramatic piece can be nerve-racking even for a professional, and a 
majority of the participants described their anxieties regarding performing in-front of 
fellow prisoners and their families. The flow of the week, focused upon building their 
relationships with one another to build confidence. Pre-project, participants were 
asked to rate their confidence engaging in the project. Seven from group 1 stated 
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they felt fairly confident’ whilst two stated they felt ‘no confidence’ as shown in Figure 
13. Participants from group 1 also were confident in their involvement in the project. 
However, whilst observing their actions and how they interacted with one another 
prior to the project, nerves were visibly present.  

Stankovs (1999, in Burns, Burns and Ward, 2016) explains that confidence is 
a combination of an ability and personality trait and demonstrating confidence, 
developing a self-belief of the person’s ability to successfully succeed in a task. The 
research finding suggests that the confidence of the participants grew following the 
completion of the project. Participants from group two increased   

‘Figure 13: Confidence level pre and post project for both groups 

 

Not all participants had engaged in drama prior to the project. Only two stated 
that they had played minor drama roles as children, whilst others could not recall. 
Having no history of drama may have affected their confidence. One participant who 
had previously starred in school plays said: ‘I know I will enjoy this project, especially 
the drama’ whilst stated that they were ‘nervous about the drama’. One participant 
from group 2 explained it was a unique project, which enabled the prisoners to build 
their confidence in tasks they normally would not have the opportunity to do. He 
explained it was enjoyable to be involved in a positive project and enabled prisoners 
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to feel no longer incarnated. Participants who selected low confidences scales 
explained they were nervous when engaging in the project, which made them wary.  

 

Supportive networks: 

The participants have a range of supportive networks available to them, 
including family, friends, co-prisoners and Prison Officers. Development of 
friendships with co-prisoners creates a unique bond, as it is someone who is 
experiencing the same issues, and there is no fear of judgement. One participant 
from group 1 explained that his cell ‘pad’ mate was his greatest supporter and was 
able to discuss any concerns of worries without fear of judgement. He explained he 
had developed trust for his cell-pad mate, due to the length of time they spend 
together in a confined space. Another prisoner from group 2 stated his greatest 
supporter was his cell neighbour as he felt he was always there to keep him 
company and to talk to when problems arise.  

Another participant from group 2 explained to gain a good supportive network, 
it is important to demonstrate an exchange of support. The prisoner stated by 
showing support to other prisoners it will be reflected back. He explained the 
prisoners he associates with are there for him and often prepared to listen to him.  

HM Chief Inspectors of Prisoners for England and Wales (2016) explains the 
importance of effective communication between officers and prisoners can build 
empowerment and confidence prisoners to seek support when required. Prison 
officers offer worthy advice, positive praise and structured feedback to the prisoners. 
Personal officers are assigned to prisoners, and are expected to provide a point of 
communication between the prison staff and the prisoner. One participant from group 
1 felt that his greatest support was his Personal Officer, who had assisted his 
placement for work and encouraged him with good behaviour. A role of Personal 
Officers is to provide opportunities, and participants explained that their Personal 
Officer ‘gives me work’. For prisoners to be offered work, they have to gain the trust 
of their Personal Officer, by maintaining good behaviour. The offering of a workplace 
is an effective tool of social support as the prisoners are able to engage with others 
who may not be placed upon their wings/ departments as well as a sense of pride 
upon completion of tasks.  

One of the participants from group 2 explained a prisoner officer supports him, 
by placing his trust in the prisoner. He explained he felt the prison officer listens to 
him and feels that he keeps his word. Trust is important as the prisoner will be able 
to seek advice when they are worried or to report any bullying or abuse they may 
have witnessed. When questioned on examples of how prison officers have 
presented supportive behaviour, participants explained that they sensed they were 
being listened to, that Personal Officers felt human and demonstrated a non-
judgmental approach.  
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 Several of the participants stated that their greatest supporter was themselves 
as they feel they are unable to depend on others and have a limited supportive 
network. One explained he relies upon himself, as he is always there. He also 
explained that he thinks deeply before he acts, and became reliant upon himself to 
ensure he knows procedure and acts accordingly. Prisoners solely relying upon 
themselves can cause difficulties, as they will absent themselves from activities or 
limited engagement with others on a regular basis.  

A participant from group 2 stated he believed no-one was his greatest 
supporter and preferred to rely upon himself. This was to ensure he was not 
disappointed when someone was not there when he needed support. Another 
participant explained he finds strength within himself to be his greatest supporter by 
remaining strong in his current surrounding. He also stated he does rely upon 
medical support due to his diagnosis of cancer. He believes the use of medication 
and talking therapies is methods of his coping strategies.  

One prisoner explained he does not receive visits which can be upsetting, as 
he feels he has to reply upon his own strength to support him through. He explained 
he is mental strong due to his past working in the armed forces, which has enabled 
him to develop strong coping strategies. The prisoner has previously worked in 
welfare, social work and teaching which have assisted in his coping adaption.  

  Support from families and relationships outside the prison promote a positive 
outlook, and the men understood the effort family members make to maintain the 
relationship and to engage in face to face visits (McKay et al. 2018). Parents tended 
to explain their hopes and dreams for their children, and one participant explained 
that their children ‘talk to me and show me the right way’ whilst another highlighted 
their children’s ‘honest words and kindness’. This suggests a supportive family, and 
parents were a particularly effective way of promoting good mental health and 
positive thinking. After the completion of the project, parents who attended stated 
they were proud of their sons, and this encouraged them to engage in positive 
activities such as work-placements.  

Another participant explained his mum was his greatest support as she tries 
to ensure he remains out of trouble and he does what she asks. Families are a 
powerful influence for prisoners to wish to remain out of trouble as they fear 
disappointing the family.  

Visitors present a window into the prisoners into their families’ lives. One of 
the participants explained his greatest support was his wife. His wife assists with 
supporting him financially whilst in prison and visits on a regular basis. This provides 
him the capability to purchase basis items and receive emotional support. He 
explained the support from his wife benefits him on the days he struggles with 
coping. One participant explained his brother supports him by posting letters and 
visiting. Another participant explained his father was his greatest supporter due to 
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financially supporting him. Not many of the participants declared they financially 
relied upon their families however many receive regular deposits into their prison 
bank account. The participant explained his father always asks how he is and talks 
regularly on the telephone.  

Participants felt that visits and telephone calls with their families were an 
important method of coping. However one participant explained his family lived in 
another country. Their main communication method was the telephone, however 
international costs can be quite expensive, which could limit the availability for him to 
reach his supportive network. Families provided financially, and through emotional 
support through telephone calls and visits. The use of instrumental social contact 
was significant, as a majority of participants had family or friends as a financial aid. 
Prisoners were able to purchase various items including toiletries, additional snacks 
and drinks. One participant recommended a change of service provider to assist in 
reducing costs for prisoners contacting their family. BT (2018) state their standard 
landline international can cost up to 50p per minute, suggesting there may be an 
excessive expense for this participant to contact his loved ones.  

 

Substance Use: 

Substance use is a concern, for new or first-time prisoners in particular, as it 
provides them a method of mentally removing themselves from their current 
situation. Two of the greatest issues of substance use, are dependence and 
withdrawal. Prisons and Probation Ombudsman (2014) identifies that research has 
shown a significant relationship between prisoners withdrawing from drugs or alcohol 
and suicide. Withdrawal from substance abuse may be voluntarily, or enforced, 
however it places a continued risk to the prisoner’s mental health. 

The groups stated they felt supported through the project by one another, and 
positive attitudes within the group assisted in reducing substance use. They relied 
upon each other to ensure the project was successful, and substance use would 
have affected the performance quality. The establishment of a supportive peer group 
demonstrated that the project was a successful pathway of reducing substance 
dependence. The results suggest there was limited engagement with contraband 
drugs and alcohol prior to the project. Although there was no direct identification by 
participants of the reason for this, it may suggest participant focus upon positive 
coping strategies.  

 

Pressure to demonstrate happiness: 

 People are known to present a happy external self, even though they are 
suffering depression or are unhappy. Prisoners often demonstrate happiness when 
their family visit or telephone; this is to ensure they do not worry about them. Some 
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of the prisoners explained they do feel they are pressured into maintaining a happy 
persona when attending visits or contacting by telephone. Prisoners hope for positive 
news when they speak with their families and wish to delve into hearing the stories of 
what has been happening. This allows them to feel involved in the activities even 
though physically they were not present.  

Dwelling on negativity may be upsetting for the family members which could 
result in the visit are cut short due to emotional outbursts or present an 
uncomfortable environment. One participant explained he has children and does not 
want them to see him upset, as it could be distressing for them. They are aware he is 
in prison however he does not want to demonstrate any weakness in front of his 
children. Another participant explained by presenting a ‘happy face’ this was an 
effective tool to cope, whilst another explained he had always felt pressured to 
display happiness.  

Some participants explained they did not feel any pressure in to remaining 
happy. Majority of these participants did not declared why they felt no pressure or 
whether they acted normally without presenting a ‘happy face’ approach. However, 
one participant from group 2explained he does not feel pressure as he knows his 
mother understands he is ok.  
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Audience Feedback 
All feedback recorded from both the private and public audiences was 

positive. This suggests overall the project was well received by the families of the 
prisoners, fellow prisoners, HMP Hewell and invited professionals from drama 
companies.  

Following the project, all participants were congratulated on their success, 
and were presented with a certificate which was stored in their permanent file. The 
synthesis of comments shows the audience were proud of the prisoner’s level of 
engagement and felt a sense of achievement for the men. The first project was 
showcased in front of invited guests including; participant’s families, guest prisoners 
(who participants wished to attend, and were not involved in the course project), 
theatre students from the Universities of Warwick and Birmingham, a variety of HMP 
Hewell staff members including the Governor and Deputy Governor, catering tutors 
and research and academics supportive staff members from Warwick. 48 percent of 
audience members provided feedback.  

The project was presented to two audiences. One was a private audience 
which consisted of HMP Hewell staff members and prisoners. The other was a public 
audience, with invitations sent out by had been selected by HMP Hewell and Past-
Time. This ensured the audience was targeted and there would be no safety 
breaches. Invites for the public audience went to University of Warwick staff, drama 
therapy teams, art therapy teams, students from varies Universities across the UK. 
The participant’s families also received an invite to attend the production, which 
encouraged the men to present the project in a professional manner to impress their 
family. From the private audience, only 20% provided feedback. All the feedback 
was later discussed with the participants as well as discussing the overall project. 
Throughout the project a photographer had been present, and taken a number of 
pictures. These were showcased to the men, and they were given the opportunity to 
select five images they wished to keep. 

Group 1 feedback: 

Guests from both the private and invited performances commented on how 
fun and imaginative the project was and seemed surprised it was developed within a 
short space of time. One remarked that ‘I thought it was very good and well-
rehearsed’, whilst another stated ‘I thought it was brilliant. Well done!’ One audience 
member stated they ‘can’t believe you put it together in three weeks – hilariously 
funny, shows incredible commitment’.  

The men incorporated their own personalities into the project, creating 
interesting ways to tell the historical tales of prison food. The men individually formed 
their parts of the play, adding amusing lines to capture the audience without losing 
the soul of the story. A member of the audience stated it was ‘very informative, 
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thought provoking and engaging’, whilst another stated it ‘very interesting piece on 
the history of prison food…clear to see the value of theatre as recreation as the joy 
of the actors shone through the performance’.  

When they were presenting in front of their families and friends participants 
were extremely focused upon the project, and maintained a professional approach 
throughout. When presenting to their co-inmates, the men were more creative in 
their humour, tailoring to the audience’s needs.  Co-inmates ‘enjoyed the education 
side’ of the project, and felt they had ‘showed their personalities’. One member of the 
audience, who may be participating in the follow up course, stated he ‘can’t wait to 
be on the next course’ as the project was both ‘interesting’ and ‘fun’.  

The project entailed audience involvement in trying different food, which was 
mentioned in the project such as gruel, soup and bread. The food element of the 
project was very successful, the spectators ‘loved the audience participation’, and 
felt that ‘food was [an] excellent bonus’. The food project was described as ‘a really 
clever and tasty way to look at really important issues’.  

The majority of the feedback at both shows emphasised how the men had 
developed strong team work skills, and were not being aggressive or attempting to 
address one another’s roles. They acted in a supportive manner. One member of the 
audience stated ‘I’m sure the men enjoyed working together, as you could see a 
great sense of community and team work’, whilst another stated ‘it was lovely to see 
each member of the cast so engaged’. 

The production of the performance demonstrates the focus and dedication the 
men presented throughout the sessions. They excelled in, ‘showing extreme 
teamwork and dedication, great achievement’. The audience was ‘impressed with 
the professionalism of the performance…thoroughly enjoyed it’. Another audience 
member explained that: 

 ‘I’ve learnt lots of new information about the historical and 
contemporary prison system. And experiencing this in a working prison makes 
this so much more compelling and engaging. Seeing the inmates working 
together, supporting each other through the performance, encouraging and 
prompting when necessary was really heart-warming.’ 

     After the project, the audience was invited to talk to the participants about 
their journeys. Participants were invited to discuss with University students about 
how they overcame their challenges, the project development and any questions 
regarding the research. The project had built their confidence, and those who 
showed signs of shyness in their first week, were engaging in flowing conversations 
without hesitation after the performance. The participants explained to the audience 
they felt proud of their achievements and had enjoyed the project. The audience 
feedback stated they felt proud watching the men interactive with one another and 
were delighted at their success. On completion of the project, the group embraced 
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their links by congratulating one another, showing the bond which had swiftly 
developed over the three weeks. 

 

Group 2 feedback: 

 Group 2 received similar comments to group 1, with no negative comments 
stated. This suggests the positive impact the project had not only on the participants 
but also the audience. Each group’s presentation of the project was different, and 
they focused upon different elements of the food availability for prisoners. Group 2 
used to sing throughout to tell their stories and engage the audience. To engage the 
audience, the participants gave each audience member a piece of paper stating the 
grade of prisoner they were. Each paper explained the crime the prisoner had done. 
One of the participants was dressed as a judge and as he called each grade the 
audience members had to stand and be addressed by the court. The judge stated 
what their food intake would be whilst serving their sentence. The audience praised 
this technique, to ensure the audience felt involved. With several comments referring 
to how fun and creative this technique was.  

“I found the performance really interesting, funny and entertaining. I 
liked the way the audience interaction was done – felt included but not 
cringe.” 

 “An excellent experience for the audience and clearly for the participants”. 

 Another positive feedback focused upon how informative it was even though it 
was humorous throughout. This suggests the participants did a good job explaining 
historical facts without losing the interest of the audience.  

“The energy and humour of the production whilst remaining us of the 
times gone by and the prison/judicial history was wonderful” 

“I learned a great deal about the history of prison food” 

“Great combination of humour, learning and team work to discuss an 
issue that had always been central to prison life” 

Overall the projects had positive feedback with the demand for future projects. 

  “Very good entertaining” 

  “Was very good, wold like to see a lot more” 

  “A real advert for projects like this to continue to be supported” 
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Improvements to the Project 
One improvement recommended by a participant was the social 

characteristics; in relation to the ethnicity boxes he wished there would have been 
further choices, with a suggestion to include Vietnamese as an option. This is an 
improvement which could be included in further projects to ensure all participants 
feel they are included.  

One of the improvements recommended by the participants is more time to 
develop new cooking skills, and learning about the historical food preparations.  
Even though all the men stated they enjoyed the project, the cooking element was 
the preferred task for the majority of the group. One of the reasons is that many have 
no access to working in the kitchens, and so have not been able to cook meals from 
scratch. One participant explained he wished to cook other foods such as pizzas.  

Anther improvement which was mentioned by the participants was the length 
of the course, specifically that it should have been longer. They felt they needed 
more time to rehearse to make the end show more creative. One participant 
explained he wished the course was longer as it enabled him to escape his cell and 
not be only identified as a prisoner.   

Another improvement mentioned by the participants is the ability to complete 
another project similar or the same thing months later. This is to see whether they 
had improved their coping skills and ensure they focused on positive coping skills. 
One participant explained he felt it would be helpful to repeat to ensure he doesn’t 
return to self-harming or reflect upon negative coping skills, as he deals with his 
sentencing. One participant suggested a repeat for new prisoners, who may be 
struggling with lengthy sentencing (10 years plus).  

Another improvement to the project to have wider impact, would be an 
increase in participant numbers. This would allow testing whether the project could 
work on a larger scale and improve prisoners’ wellbeing and coping.  

 

Conclusion 
In conclusion, the results show that the project did impact the participants 

coping strategies, however not all can be considered a positive effect. The results 
show that the most dramatic positive impact was on participants decreasing their 
avoidance coping strategies, and accepting their situation, through engaging with 
others. It suggests the workshops in the project built confidence, and assisted 
participants in finding new a supportive network group. This is illustrated by the fact 
that participants had begun to see and engage with one another outside of the 
project.  
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 All the participants are living within the same confined environment, yet had 
different strategies to adapt to their situation. The results show how their personality 
traits and previous stressors that they had to address contribute to their developed 
coping strategy. Results show participants felt they had learned new skills from one 
another, and were pleased to have had the opportunity to engage with the project.  

  The most limiting aspect of this research is the sample size, and this suggests 
that this research could valuably be repeated in other prisons, to determine whether 
the findings are transferrable to other settings. To understand whether this could 
have a long-term impact or a positive impact on prisoners, it would be recommended 
to complete this project again with a larger scale of participants.  

  Coping strategies can assist in defusing or igniting further psychological 
distress (The Regents of the University of California, 2008).  As a majority of the 
participants were currently on remand, the consideration of additional worries and 
anxieties may have impacted on their coping strategies. To reduce prisoner self-
harm and suicide rates, prisons would be recommended to assist in reducing 
potential stressors. However prisons will be unable to reduce all stressors, as the 
removal from society is itself the main cause of prisoners’ stress. It is crucial for the 
well-being of prisoners, that actions addressing coping strategies are developed to 
reduce potential harmful physical and psychological stressors (Dijkstra and Homan, 
2016). 

 The results suggested both groups reacted to the project differently and 
suggested their coping skills may have differed due to their current or potential 
sentencing. As group 1 were awaiting their sentencing they seemed more focused 
on seeking emotional support and adapting to their environment quickly, as they may 
have been unsure of their upcoming sentencing. The prisoners focusing on planning 
and positive coping skills could assist in them accepting their sentencing better.  

 Group 2 had improved their ability to use avoidance skills, which resulted in them 
decreasing their dependence on substance use and begin to engage with activities. 
Prior to the project group 2 were less willing to engage in the project. Participants did 
explain, as they are considered VP prisoners, they are closed off from some courses 
or activities to ensure their safety. This has resulted in them accepting the limited 
availability of activities rather than question what is accessible. There were some 
similarities between the groups. Both groups opted to use humour as technique, and 
decreased their desire to disengage with activities.  

 

 

 

 



  

  55 | P a g e  
 

Reference List 
Adams, K. (1992) Adjusting to Prison Life. Crime and Justice [online]. 16. pp. 275 – 
359. [Accessed 22 May 2018]. Available at: <http://www.jstor.org/stable/1147565>. 

 

Afshar, H. , Roohafza, H-A. , Hassanzadeh Keshteli, A. , Mazaheri, M. , Feizi, A. and 
Adibi, P. (2015) The association of personality traits and coping styles according to 
stress levels. Journal of Research Medical Science, [online]. 20(4), pp. 353 – 358. 
[Accessed 25 May 2018]. Available at: 
<https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4468450/>. 

 

American Cancer Society (2018) Anxiety, fear and depression - having cancer 
affects your emotional health. [online]. [Accessed 26 August 2018]. Available at: 
<https://www.cancer.org/treatment/treatments-and-side-effects/emotional-side-
effects/anxiety-fear-depression.html>. 

 

American Society of Clinical Oncology (2016) Post-traumatic stress disorder and 
cancer. [online]. [Accessed 18 July 2018]. Available at: 
<https://www.cancer.net/survivorship/life-after-cancer/post-traumatic-stress-disorder-
and-cancer>. 

 

Binswanger, I. , Nowels, C. , Corsi, K. , Glanz, J. , Long, J. , Booth, R. and Steiner, J. 
(2012) Return to drug use and overdose after release from prison: a qualitative study 
of rish and proective factors. Addiction Science and Clinical Practise. 7, (1). [online]. 
[Accessed 18 July 2018]. Available at: 
<https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3414824/>. 
 

Baumstarck, K. , Alessandrini, M. , Hamidou, Z. , Auquier, P. , Leroy, T. and Boyer, 
L. (2017) Assessment of coping: a new French four-factor structure of the brief 
COPE inventory. Health Qual-Life Outcomes Biomed Central [online]. 15(8). 
[Accessed 18 May 2018]. Available at: 
<https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC5225566/>. 

 

BT (2018) Call costs. [online]. [Accessed 1 June 2018]. Available at: 
<https://www.productsandservices.bt.com/landline/calling-costs/>. 
 



  

  56 | P a g e  
 

Bulduk, S. and Ardic, E. (2011) Roles of nurses in health promotion of prison 
population: Review. Journal of Forensic Medicine. 8, pp. 92 – 97 

 

Burns, K. , M. , Burns, N. , R. and Ward, L. (2016) Confidence - More a personality 
or ability trait? It depends on how it is measured: A comparison of young and older 
adults. Frontiers in Psychology, 7. [online]. [Accessed 29 May 2018]. Available at: 
<https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4834661/>. 

 

Canterbury Christ Church University (2015) Research shows singing improves 
mental health and wellbeing. [online]. [Accessed 27 August 2018]. Available at: 
<https://www.canterbury.ac.uk/news-centre/press-releases/2015/research-shows-
singing-improves-mental-health-and-wellbeing.aspx>. 
 

Carver, C. , S. , Weintraub, J. , K. and Scheier, M. , F. (1989) Assessing coping 
strategies: A theoreticaly based approach Journal of Personality and Social 
Psychology 56(2) pp. 267 - 283[online]. [Accessed 11 June 2018]. Available at: 
<https://pdfs.semanticscholar.org/5a8c/2bceefede7391164c9d45ff01f1d4619ba46.p
df>. 
 

Chander, R. , Fletcher, B. and Volkow, N. (2009) Treating drug abuse and addiction 
in the criminal justice system: improving public health and safety. JAMA. 302,(2), pp. 
183 -190 

 

Chu, V. (2017) Greying Behind Bars: The older male offender's experience of prison 
life and preparation for resettlement [online]. [Accessed 18 April 2018]. Available at: 
<https://howardleague.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/02/Greying-Behind-Bars.pdf>. 

 

Chui, W.H. (2015) Voice of the incarcerated father: struggling to live up to fatherhood 
Criminology and Criminal Justice 16(1).  [online]. [Accessed 18 May 2018]. Available 
at: <http://journals.sagepub.com/doi/pdf/10.1177/1748895815590201> 

 

Collins, K. , Healy, J. and Dunn, H. (2017) Barnardo’s When a parent goes to prison 
[online]. [Accessed 17 May 2018]. Available at: 
<http://www.barnardos.org.uk/pp_no_8_when_a_parent_goes_to_prison.pdf>. 

 



  

  57 | P a g e  
 

Drama Toolkit (2010) Improvisation [online]. [Accessed 19 April 2018]. Available at: 
<http://www.dramatoolkit.co.uk/drama-games/category/improvisation>. 

 

Forward Trust (2015) Forward research and policy series, number 2: Substance 
misuse and mental health in prison [online]. [Accessed 28 May 2018]. Available at: 
<https://www.forwardtrust.org.uk/media/1416/00040-web.pdf>. 

 

Haney, C. (2001) From prison to home: the effect of incarceration and re-entry on 
children, families and communities. The psychological impact of incarceration: 
implications for post-prison adjustment [online]. [Accessed 19 April 2018]. Available 
at: <https://aspe.hhs.gov/basic-report/psychological-impact-incarceration-
implications-post-prison-adjustment>. 

 

HM Chief Inspectors of Prisoners for England and Wales (2016) HM Chief Inspectors 
of Prisoners for England and Wales Annual Report 2015- 2016. [online]. [Accessed 
20 July 2018]. Available at: <https://www.justiceinspectorates.gov.uk/hmiprisons/wp-
content/uploads/sites/4/2016/07/HMIP-AR_2015-16_web-1.pdf>. 

 

HM Inspectorate of Prisons (2016a) Life in prison: Earning and spending money. 
[online]. [Accessed 1 May 2018]. Available at: 
<https://www.justiceinspectorates.gov.uk/hmiprisons/wp-
content/uploads/sites/4/2016/01/Earning-and-spending-money-findings-paper-final-
draft.pdf>. 

 

HM Inspectorate of Prisons (2016b) Life in prison: food [online]. [Accessed 31 May 
2018]. Available at: <https://www.justiceinspectorates.gov.uk/hmiprisons/wp-
content/uploads/sites/4/2016/09/Life-in-prison-Food-Web-2016.pdf>. 

 

HM Prison Service (2002) Prisoner Peer Support: Good guide for insiders peer 
support schemes [online]. [Accessed 30 May 2018]. Available at: 
<https://lemosandcrane.co.uk/resources/MOJ%20-
%20Good%20practice%20for%20Insiders%20peer%20support%20schemes.pdf>. 

 

Jucker, A. , H. (2009) Speech art research between armchair, field and laboratory. 
Journals of Pragmatics 41(8), pp. 1611 - 1635 



  

  58 | P a g e  
 

 

Johnson, R. , Rocheleau, A. , M. and Martin, A. B. (2016) Hard time: A fresh look at 
understanding and reforming the prison.4ed. New York: John Wiley and Sons  
 

Kjelseberg, E. , Skoglund, T. and Rustad, A-B. (2007) Attitudes towards prisoners, 
as reported by prison inmates, prison employees and college students. BMC Public 
Health. 4. [online]. [Accessed 27 August 2018]. Available at: 
<https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC1891097/>. 

 

Lazarus, R. , S. and Folkman, S. (1984) Stress, appraisal and coping. New York: 
Springer 

 

Li, M, H. (2014) The pathway linking stress to active coping: motivation and the trait 
of resilience ACA Knowledge Counselling 16 [online]. [Accessed 17 May 2018]. 
Available at: <https://www.counseling.org/docs/default-source/vistas/article_16.pdf>. 

 

Marbella International University Centre (2017) The importance of positive self-
esteem [online]. [Accessed 9 June 2018]. Available at: 
<https://www.miuc.org/importance-of-positive-self-esteem/>. 

 

Marie Curie (2018) Living with a terminal illness in prison. [online].[Accessed 27 
August 2018]. Available at: <https://www.mariecurie.org.uk/help/support/terminal-
illness/rights/prisoners>. 

 

Marigold, D. , C. , Holmes, J. , G. and Ross, M. (2010) Fostering relationship 
resilience: An intervention for low self-esteem individuals. Journal of Experimental 
Social Psychology, 46(4), pp. 624 – 630 

 

McKay, T. , Lindquist, C. , Feinberg, R. , Landwehr, J. , and Bir, A. (2018) Family life 
before and during incarceration. Journals of Offender Rehabilitation, 52(2), pp. 96 - 
114 [online]. [Accessed 30 May 2018]. Available at: 
<https://www.tandfonline.com/eprint/jmvhr6AyayzdCQsGqjqV/full>. 

 



  

  59 | P a g e  
 

Mental Health Foundation (2006) Truth hurts –report of the National inquiry into self-
harm among young people. London: Mental Health Foundation 

 

Mental Health Foundation (2018) The truth about self-harm. [online]. [Accessed 18 
July 2018]. Available at: <https://www.mentalhealth.org.uk/publications/truth-about-
self-harm>. 

 

National Audit Office (2017) Her Majesty's Prison and Probation Service, NHS 
England and Public Health England Mental Health in Prisons [online]. [Accessed 19 
May 2018].  Available at: <https://www.nao.org.uk/wp-
content/uploads/2017/06/Mental-health-in-prisons.pdf>. 

 

NHS Choices (2017) Raising Low Self-Esteem [online]. [Accessed 10 May 2018]. 
Available at: <https://www.nhs.uk/conditions/stress-anxiety-depression/raising-low-
self-esteem/>. 

 

Nowell, L. , S. , Norris, J. , M. , White. , D. E. and Moules, N. , J. (2017) Thematic 
Analysis: Striving to Meet The Trustworthiness Criteria. International Journal of 
Qualitative Methods 16, pp.1-13 [online]. [Accessed 10 April 2018]. Available at: 
<http://journals.sagepub.com/doi/pdf/10.1177/1609406917733847>. 

 

O'Hagan, A. and Hardwick, R. (2017) Behind Bars: The Truth about Drugs in 
Prisons. Forensic Research and Criminology International Journal 5(3), pp. 1-12 

 

Orzechowska, A. , Zajaczkowski, M. , Talarowska, M. and Galecki, P. (2013) 
Depression and ways of coping with stress: A preliminary study. Medical Science 
Monitor, 19, pp. 1050 - 1056. [online]. [Accessed 29 May 2018]. Available at: 
<https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3852369/>. 

 

Ozturk, O. and Ocakci, A. (2017) The effect of stress management training program 
on stress coping styles among the adolescents in prison in Turkey. Stress and 
Health [online] 33, pp. 278 – 287. [Accessed 17 May 2018]. Available at: < 
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/pdf/10.1002/smi.2707>. 

 



  

  60 | P a g e  
 

Parenting UK (2011) Working with prisoners families. [online]. [Accessed 18 July 
2018]. Available at: 
<https://app.pelorous.com/public/cms/115/237/85/101/Working%20with%20prisoners
%20families.pdf?realName=gd0YJP.pdf>. 

 

Perry, A. (2015) Problem solving training for suicidal prisoners Research Gate 5, pp. 
69 - 84  [online]. [Accessed 10 June 2018]. Available at: 
<https://www.researchgate.net/publication/282858118_Problem-
Solving_training_for_suicidal_prisoners>. 

 

Prison Fellowship (2017) Five stages of incarceration. [online]. [Accessed 1 June 
2018]. Available at: <https://www.prisonfellowship.org/site/wp-
content/uploads/2018/01/Five-Stages-of-Incarceration-2017.pdf>. 

 

Prisons and Probation Ombudsman for England and Wales (2014) Learning from the 
PPO investigations: Risk factors in self-inflicted deaths in prisons [online]. [Accessed 
19 may 2018]. Available at: 
<http://www.ppo.gov.uk/app/uploads/2014/07/Risk_thematic_final_web.pdf>. 

 

Prison Reform Trust (2010) Bromley Briefings Prison Fact file. [online]. [Accessed 18 
July 2018]. Available at: 
<http://www.prisonreformtrust.org.uk/uploads/documents/FactfileDec10small.pdf?dm
_i=47L%2CBFU2%2C26JNM3%2CW5V8%2C1>. 

 

Prison Reform Trust (2017) Prison: the facts Bromley Briefings Summer 2017 
[online]. [Accessed 19 April 2018]. Available at: 
<http://www.prisonreformtrust.org.uk/portals/0/documents/bromley%20briefings/sum
mer%202017%20factfile.pdf>. 

 

Prison Reform Trust (2018) Information sheet for people maintaining innocence. 
[online]. [Accessed 18 July 2018]. Available at: 
<http://www.prisonreformtrust.org.uk/Portals/0/Documents/Maintaining%20innocenc
e%20information%20sheet.pdf> 
 



  

  61 | P a g e  
 

Poulin F, Dishion, T. , J, Burraston , B. (2001) 3-year iatrogenic effects associated 
with aggregating high-risk adolescents in cognitive–behavioural preventive 
interventions. Applied Developmental Science. 5, pp.214–224. 
 

Roos, L. , G. , Adams, Z. , W. , Amstadter, A. , Thomas, S. and Danielson, C. , K. 
(2015) Restraint coping predicts cortisol response but not subjective distress 
following a standardized social stressor Brain, Behaviour and Immunity. 49, 
p.e15[online]. [Accessed 10 June 2018]. Available at: 
<https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0889159115002895>. 

 

Smith, R. , Grimshaw, R. , Romeo, R. and Knapp, M. (2007) Poverty and 
disadvantage among prisoner families. [online]. [Accessed 18 July 2018]. Available 
at: <https://www.jrf.org.uk/report/poverty-and-disadvantage-among-prisoners-
families>. 
 

Suls, J. (2014) Psychological Perspectives of the Self, Volume 4: The self in social 
perspective. Hove: Psychology Press 

 

The Regents of University of California (2008) Research Network on SES and 
Health: Research psychosocial notebook [online]. [Accessed 10 June 2018]. 
Available at: <http://www.macses.ucsf.edu/research/psychosocial/coping.php#top>. 
 
The Scottish Centre for Crime and Justice Research (2015) Impact of punishment: 
families of people in prison [online]. [Accessed 18 May 2018]. Available at: 
<http://www.sccjr.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/2015/10/SCCJR-Impact-of-crime-
prisoners-families.pdf>. 

 

Trebilcock, J. (2011) The Howard League for Penal Reform: No winners: The reality 
of short term prison sentences [online]. [Accessed 30 May 2018]. Available at: 
<https://howardleague.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/03/No-Winners.pdf>. 

 

University of Glasgow - The Scottish Centre for Crime and Justice Research (2015) 
Impact of punishment: families of people in prison. [online]. [Accessed 1 August 
2018]. Available at: <http://www.sccjr.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/2015/10/SCCJR-
Impact-of-crime-prisoners-families.pdf> 

 



  

  62 | P a g e  
 

Wanzer, M. , Booth-Butterfiled, M. and Booth-Butterfield, S. (2006) If we did not use 
humour, we'd cry: humorous coping communication in health care settings. Journal 
of Health Communications, International Perspectives. 10,(2), pp. 105 -125 

 

World Health Organization (2005) Mental Health and Prisons Information Sheet 
[online]. [Accessed 19 April 2018]. Available at: 
<http://www.who.int/mental_health/policy/mh_in_prison.pdf>. 

 

Young, E. (2016) The experience of fatherhood post-imprisonment [online]. 
[Accessed 1 May 2018]. Available at: <https://howardleague.org/wp-
content/uploads/2016/06/The-experience-of-fatherhood-post-imprisonment.pdf>. 

 

Youth Employment UK (2018) Build your teamwork skills. [online]. [Accessed 1 
August 2018]. Available at: <https://www.youthemployment.org.uk/young-
professional-training/teamwork-skills-young-professional/>.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



  

  63 | P a g e  
 

Appendixes  
Appendix 1: The COPE Inventory  

Scales: 

Positive reinterpretation and growth:  1, 29, 38, 59  
Mental disengagement:  2, 16, 31, 43  
Focus on and venting of emotions:  3, 17, 28, 46  
Use of instrumental social support:  4, 14, 30, 45  
Active coping:  5, 25, 47, 58  
Denial:  6, 27, 40, 57  
Religious coping:  7, 18, 48, 60  
Humor:  8, 20, 36, 50  
Behavioral disengagement:  9, 24, 37, 51  
Restraint:  10, 22, 41, 49  
Use of emotional social support:  11, 23, 34, 52  
Substance use:  12, 26, 35, 53  
Acceptance:  13, 21, 44, 54  
Suppression of competing activities:  15, 33, 42, 55  
Planning:  19, 32, 39, 56  

 

1.  I try to grow as a person as a result of the experience.  
2.  I turn to work or other substitute activities to take my mind off things.  
3.  I get upset and let my emotions out.  
4.  I try to get advice from someone about what to do.  
5.  I concentrate my efforts on doing something about it.  
6.  I say to myself "this isn't real."  
7.  I put my trust in God.  
8.  I laugh about the situation.  
9.  I admit to myself that I can't deal with it, and quit trying.  
10.  I restrain myself from doing anything too quickly.  

11.  I discuss my feelings with someone.  
12.  I use alcohol or drugs to make myself feel better.  
13.  I get used to the idea that it happened.  
14.  I talk to someone to find out more about the situation.  
15.  I keep myself from getting distracted by other thoughts or activities.  
16.  I daydream about things other than this.  
17.  I get upset, and am really aware of it.  
18.  I seek God's help.  
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19.  I make a plan of action.  
20.  I make jokes about it.  

21.  I accept that this has happened and that it can't be changed.  
22.  I hold off doing anything about it until the situation permits.  
23.  I try to get emotional support from friends or relatives.  
24.  I just give up trying to reach my goal.  
25.  I take additional action to try to get rid of the problem.  
26.  I try to lose myself for a while by drinking alcohol or taking drugs.  
27.  I refuse to believe that it has happened.  
28.  I let my feelings out.  
29.  I try to see it in a different light, to make it seem more positive.  
30.  I talk to someone who could do something concrete about the problem.  

31.  I sleep more than usual.  
32.  I try to come up with a strategy about what to do.  
33.  I focus on dealing with this problem, and if necessary let other things slide a 
little.  
34.  I get sympathy and understanding from someone.  
35.  I drink alcohol or take drugs, in order to think about it less.  
36.  I kid around about it.  
37.  I give up the attempt to get what I want.  
38.  I look for something good in what is happening.  
39.  I think about how I might best handle the problem.  
40.  I pretend that it hasn't really happened.  

41.  I make sure not to make matters worse by acting too soon.  
42.  I try hard to prevent other things from interfering with my efforts at dealing with 
this.  
43.  I go to movies or watch TV, to think about it less.  
44.  I accept the reality of the fact that it happened.  
45.  I ask people who have had similar experiences what they did.  
46.  I feel a lot of emotional distress and I find myself expressing those feelings a lot.  
47.  I take direct action to get around the problem.  
48.  I try to find comfort in my religion.  
49.  I force myself to wait for the right time to do something.  
50.  I make fun of the situation.  

51.  I reduce the amount of effort I'm putting into solving the problem.  
52.  I talk to someone about how I feel.  
53.  I use alcohol or drugs to help me get through it.  
54.  I learn to live with it.  
55.  I put aside other activities in order to concentrate on this.  
56.  I think hard about what steps to take.  
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57.  I act as though it hasn't even happened.  
58.  I do what has to be done, one step at a time.  
59.  I learn something from the experience.  
60.  I pray more than usual.  

 

Appendix 2: The Pre-project questionnaire 

Individual – social characteristics of participants 

1. Please circle the age bracket you fit in to: 
 
18 – 24  25 – 34  35 – 44  45 – 54 
 
55 – 64  65 – 74  75 and over Rather not state 

 

2. How would you describe your marital status? (Please circle which applies) 
 Single   Casual   Cohabiting   

 Married  Divorced Widowed Rather not state 

 

3.   Do you have any children? (Please circle which applies) 
Yes   No  Rather not state 

 

4. Please circle which best describes your ethnicity (please circle all that applies) 
White >  British   Irish  Gypsy/Traveller Polish 
 Other 

Asian > Pakistani Indian  Bangladeshi  Chinse  
 Other 

African> African  Other   Caribbean or Black>
 Caribbean Black  

Other (please state) _______________  Prefer not to say 

 

Pre-Production: 

Please state three answers per question, focusing on achievements whilst serving 
your sentence.  
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Name three compliments you have received: 

Name three challenges you have overcome:  

I. Describe how tense you currently feel in prison? (Please circle which 
applies) 
 
1  (not tense at all)   2 ( little tense)  3 (so-so) 
4(tense)    5 (very tense) 

II. Who do you consider to be your greatest supporter? 
III. How do you feel they support you, what is there methods of support? 
IV. Do you feel pressured by family or friends to display happiness persona 

when they attend visit or contact via telephone? 
Yes   No 
If yes details: 

V. Do you feel there is a sufficient communicate between yourself and prison 
staff? 
Yes   No 
Please expand why: 

VI. Do you feel there are any challenges upcoming with the theatrical 
production and cookery? (E.g. nerves, rehearsals etc.). 
Yes   No 

Please detail (if yes): 

VII. Do you feel the project can assist you in relating to others, if so how? 
VIII.      How would you describe your relationship with the following? 

      Fellow participants  

      Prison Staff: 

IX. How would you describe your coping skills for dealing with your current 
environment? 

X. How do you feel regarding the completion of this questionnaire? 
 

XI.  How you would describe your confidence levels? (Pre-production) 
0 (no confidence)  3(very little confidence) 5 (here or nor there) 

7 (fairly confident)  10  (confident) 
 

XII. Please state any recommends you may have which could assist in 
reducing tension, improve communicate and decrease the stress levels 
within the prison: 

XIII. Any further comments: 
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Appendix 3: The Post-project questionnaire 

Please state three answers per question, focusing on achievements whilst serving 
your sentence.  

Name three compliments you have received through production: 

Name three challenges you have overcome:  

I. Describe how tense you currently feel in prison? (Please circle which 
applies) 
 
1 (not tense at all)  2 ( little tense)  3 (so-so 

4(tense)              5 (very tense) 
 

II.       Have you developed new supportive connections from the production? 
III. How have they demonstrated their support? 
IV. Do you feel you overcome the challenges stated prior to the production? 

              Yes   No 

V. Please comment on any positive or negative experiences you felt during 
the production or after production: 

VI.      How would you describe your relationship with the following? (After 
production, any             improvements in communication) 

Fellow participants: 

Prison Staff: 

VII. Do you feel communicate between yourself and prison staff has improved? 
(Please circle) 
Yes   No 
 
Please expand why: 

VIII. How you would describe your confidence levels? (Post-production) 
0 (no confidence)  3(very little confidence)  5 (here or nor there) 

 
7 (fairly confident) 10 (confident) 

 
IX. Do did you feel regarding the challenges of involvement in the theatrical 

production and cookery? (E.g. nerves, rehearsals etc.) 
Yes   No 

Please detail (if yes): 



  

  68 | P a g e  
 

X. Following involvement in the activities (cookery) and production, would you 
consider being involved in another in the future: (Please explain your answer) 

 

XI. Do you feel you have adopted new coping skills for dealing with your current 
environment? 

XII. How do you feel regarding the completion of this questionnaire? 
XIII. Please state any recommends you may have which could assist in reducing 

tension, improve communicate and decrease the stress levels within the 
prison: 

XIV. Any further comments: 

 

 


