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Chapter 6 - Conclusions 

6.0 Conclusion 

The evidence presented in this study illustrates the progress of a prisoner who 

becomes involved in sport or exercise. The initiation into prison life, the feelings 

associated with incarceration such as fear, stress, identity loss and anger through to 

their first autonomous decision to go to the gym. The physical and psychological 

benefits discovered upon participating in various activities such as increased 

confidence, self-esteem and self belief contribute to the attraction and ultimately 

result in behaviour changes and a keen interest in nutrition and exercise. They 

recognise that exercise or sport can be used as a coping mechanism to handle 

stress and worry, and that it can be a reasonable way to release aggression. The 

gym becomes a healthy supportive place to learn social norms and so influences the 

life choices made by the prisoner.  Going to the gym is associated with enjoyment 

and ‘feeling good’. As an outcome the women direct their future towards a life of 

healthy living, armed with qualifications, experience and desire to lead a socially 

acceptable life and leave crime behind.  They have been given the opportunity to 

return to society with something to contribute, they have a desire to share, help and 

be part of the community. It is this process that evolved from the interviewees shared 

accounts that ultimately led to the theory. 

6.1 Research Questions 

Does access to physical education, sport and exercise change awareness of health 

and fitness in female inmates?  

There has been substancial evidence gained from the nine participants that they 

have developed a knowledge base around healthy living. Exercise and sport had 

become one of the main influences in the lives of the inmates and this interest lead 

to aquiring information on healthy lifestyles including nutrition, diet and quitting 

smoking. They had already made behavioural changes in their own lives and were 

sharing this knowledge with others both inside the prison and with their families 

outside.  
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Do female prisoners perceive physical education, exercise and sport as a tool which 

may be useful upon release?  

All nine of the interviewees agreed that their experiences at Drake Hall gym and 

other previous prison gyms had influenced their future. They all had an active 

interest in continuing to participate in sport and exercise upon release both in 

recreational time and as a career choice. Drake Hall had provided the interviewees 

with the qualifications and experience neccessary to pursue a career in this field. 

Others had made career choices around their experiences of coaching in the gym 

which were not directly related to exercise or sport but had fueled an interest to work 

with a specified population. In addition it was highlighted that experience of team 

work and the physical fitness gained at Drake Hall would be useful in the workplace.   

 

To what extent should physical education, exercise and sport be a part of a 

rehabilitation programme?  

The opinions provided by the interviewees on the use of sport and exercise as a 

rehabilitation tool was positive but varied. Some thought it would be advantageous to 

those detoxing from drugs and alcohol, providing a distraction while feeling the 

withdrawals. Post-detox the gym could help prisoners develop an interest in healthy 

living thereby increasing the awareness of the harm caused by substance misuse. 

Others stated that sport and exercise helped them to reduce stress and anxiety so 

they were able to have a clear rationale mind to think about their past and what they 

would like from the future. 

From the interviews it was evident that the processes that lead to increased self 

confidence, empowerment and self belief had been influenced greatly by the 

achievements of sport and exercise. In addition the gym atmosphere allowed a 

glimpse of the outside world, a place where everyone worked as a team and one 

was not constantly reminded that they were a prisoner. This permitted the inmates a 

chance to escape the feelings of being just a prisoner and so facilitated the ability to 

become autonomous in decision making. Stumbo and Little (1991) when discussing 

the delivery of leisure services for female prisoners suggested that services provided 

should be based on principles of rehabilitation and should promote choice, freedom 
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and control, while decreasing dependence. The healthy supportive environment 

depicted here of the gym seemed to contribute to all these factors.  

6.2 Further Research 

This study was conducted to further understand the consequences of female 

prisoners participating in sport and exercise and to develop a theory from grounded 

research. The flowing model which emerged from the data has allowed the 

construction of a theory. The theory proposes that through sport and exercise 

prisoners are given the chance to improve their lifestyles to become healthier 

individuals, physically and mentally, and to develop the skills and qualifications 

necessary to be successfully reintegrated back into society. The areas of further 

study would be to test the theory which has emerged from this study.  

In order to test the Progression Model of Behaviour Changes through Sport and 

Exercise in Female Inmates proposed here it would be advantageous to conduct 

longitudinal studies to follow a prisoner from incarceration, through their sentence 

and after release. To investigate the extent sport and exercise had influenced their 

lifestyle and career choices and to determine if the behaviour changes observed in 

the prison environment were maintained in their life outside. Prison is a very 

controlled environment with minimal outside influences which would not be the case 

in the community. The ex-prisoner would be exposed to advertising and promotions 

and have freedom of choice. The daily routines of family commitments and working 

may reduce the time available to focus on exercise or sport and other roles may take 

higher priority. In addition, the cost and convenience of participating in sport or 

exercise and eating healthier may have an impact on the dedication to lead a healthy 

lifestyle.  Follow up of the inmates would also allow a means to evaluate the 

proposed model to identify areas of weakness and provide female prisons with an 

insight into their provision and what works best.  

It would be beneficial to measure recidivism in ex prisoners who had participated in 

gym activities on a regular basis whilst in prison to compare with non gym users. 

This would serve to identify the impact physical exercise may have on re-offending.  
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As this study conducted the interviews in a female resettlement prison which is 

renowned for its opportunities to gain qualifications and experience, it would be 

advantageous to investigate the effects of providing extensive gym facilities and the 

chance to gain physical education qualifications in remand and closed prisons, as 

well as male and youth prisons. There may be very different outcomes when working 

with various populations within the prison system.  

As the prisoner moves through her sentence she is given a job, and in some prisons 

such as a semi-open, resettlement prison like Drake Hall she is offered different 

pathways depending on the length of her sentence. Occasionally an inmates’ job will 

correspond with education, training and qualifications such as beauty therapy, 

gardening and as seen here gym orderlies. This will enable them to be a type of 

apprentice where work experience and training are combined to gain a qualification. 

The benefit of this is to give the inmate an opportunity to further their chances of 

employment once released, however the lifestyle changes observed in this study 

such as the interest in diet and quitting smoking may not be adopted through 

gardening, beauty therapy and other disciplines. While it is recognised that inmates 

need qualifications and experience and not every individual will want to pursue a 

career in sport and exercise, the importance of lifestyle change should not be 

missed. It would be worth exploring the advantages of promoting gym 

facilities/classes to introduce health behaviour and improve physical and mental 

states of more female inmates. Participation rates in sport and exercise in Drake Hall 

(37%) and other prisons are low, if the model of progression proposed here has 

positive implications on rehabilitation it would be necessary to look at increasing 

participation rates for female inmates.  

The volume of literature and research surrounding female inmates and sport and 

exercise is very limited and any study investigating aspects of this would assist 

prisons to understand the effects of provision upon behaviour changes. Research 

supporting the use of sport and exercise as a rehabilitation tool in prisons tends to be 

focused on young offenders and male prisoners. The difference in both these 

populations compared with female prisoners is evident. As Female inmates are a 

minority within the penal system at only 6% of the total prison population in England 

and Wales, they are often left out of research (Eaton, 1993).  However it is clear from 
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this study that there are great physical and mental benefits to be gained by female 

inmates participating in sport and exercise. The opportunity to participate in sport 

and exercise and to learn physical education at Drake Hall has been in place for over 

ten years and provides a useful environment to learn from. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 




