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Chapter 1 - Introduction 

1.0 - Introduction and Background 

Historically formal and informal sport and exercise programmes in prison were 

discouraged and most forms of play were prohibited as prisoners were incarcerated 

for punishment not play. However, in 1973 the National Advisory Commission on 

Criminal Justice Standards and Goals recommended that every institution employ a 

Director of Recreation. Since then activity in prisons has been taken into account 

when considering the rights of inmates. However, the extent of sport and exercise 

provision varies between prisons, genders and ages. It is sometimes limited and 

often not part of the rehabilitation process. In fact there is no longer a statutory right 

for inmates to receive exercise daily (Prison Rules, 1999). The prison service is 

encouraged by the Department of Health to provide one hour of exercise per day but 

this is only if circumstances permit. Therefore staff shortage or prison overload can 

lead to only one hour per week for inmate exercise, which is the statutory right for 

exercise provision (Prison Rules, 1999). On the 26th March 2008 all amendments to 

the Prison Rules 1999 were consolidated but there was no change to PE allowances 

(HM Prison Service, 2008).  

A study conducted by the National Audit Office (NAO) for HM Prison Service (2006) 

identified that there were large variations in sport and exercise participation between 

prisons. Ranging from 11% of prisoners in Bristol Prison (Male, Category B, high 

security) to 87% in Huntercombe Prison (juvenile prison), average participation level 

was 2.4 hours per week. However it must be noted that only two female prisons out 

of a total 16 participated in the study. This research found that female prisoners felt 

that facilities were not tailored to their gender and provision was focused on free 

weights and gym equipment which tended to be less interesting to women than it is 

to men.   

Over the last decade the health needs of women prisoners has increasingly gained 

attention in the UK (Plugge, Douglas & Fitzpatrick, 2006). The health needs of 

prisoners in the past were controlled and evaluated within the prison system. In 1999 

the Prison Health Service and National Health Service (NHS) reviewed prison health 

care and identified that the prison service alone did not have the capacity to ensure 
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that the health needs of prisoners was equal to that in the community (Joint Prison 

Service and National Health Service Executive Working Group, 1999). There were 

concerns regarding equity, standards and professional isolation. However some five 

years later in April 2006 there was a transfer of responsibility to the NHS Primary 

Care trusts (PCT’s) to provide and commission for health care needs (Plugge et al., 

2006). Due to this change in responsibility sport and exercise provision has been 

highlighted by authors as an area of inequality between the female prison population 

and the outside female community (Plugge et al., 2006).  

The main responsibility for exercise provision lies with prison governors and their 

management team. In 2006 there were five physical education area advisors which 

monitor the provision of physical exercise and provide technical advice to prison PE 

managers (National Audit Office, 2006). It is important that those in charge of making 

decisions on sport and exercise facilities, staff and physical education do so with an 

understanding of the needs of female inmates and the advantages and 

disadvantages of different styles of provision. This investigation will look at the 

opinions and views of female inmates who participate in some form of sport and/or 

exercise, how it has affected their time in prison and their outlook on their futures.  

1.1 - Research Aims 

The aim of this investigation is to look at the role that sport and exercise plays within 

one female prison which considers the health of prisoners to be a high priority in the 

rehabilitation process. This study will attempt to tie in existing research and generate 

a new theory through grounded research on the perceived views of inmates and their 

gym involvement during their time in a prison environment.  

At the time of this research Drake Hall prison was chosen due to its policies on the 

provision of physical education, sport and exercise. The independent board of 

inspectors in 2007 praised Drake Hall for its successful promotion of healthy living 

and reported some prisoners claiming to have gained a sense of achievement and 

purpose through training in the gym.  

At the time of interviews twenty inmates were on accredited physical education 

programmes, 17 inmates on a taster trial for an assistant fitness instructor course 

and five learners acting as orderlies to assist the team of five PE officers. The prison 
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has a purposely built physical education hall and classroom facilities above the gym. 

In addition Drake Hall provides sport and exercise facilities to those inmates not 

directly involved in the physical education programmes.  

1.2 - Research Questions 

This research highlights the effects of providing physical education, sport and 

exercise opportunities to female inmates in a semi open prison institution.  It 

investigates three research questions:  

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

health and fitness in female inmates?  

2) Do female prisoners perceive physical education, exercise and sport as a tool 

which may be useful upon release?  

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

rehabilitation programme?  

1.3 - Justification / Rationale 

Although the importance of physical education, sport and exercise in prisons is well 

recognised (Council of Europe, 1989, Plugge et al., 2006, Williams, Walker & Strean, 

2005, Frey & Delaney, 1996), the extent at which these should be provided without 

hindering the retributive effects of this institution has not been established (Lippke, 

2003).  

Research from North America has highlighted the benefits of providing PE, sport and 

exercise to inmates (Carter & Russell, 2005) however research in the UK on such 

matters is still limited. Research which has been conducted has mainly been from a 

government perspective such as ‘The Health of Women in Prison Study’ (Plugge et 

al., 2006) by the Department of Health, and the National Audit Office produced a 

report entitled ‘Serving Time: Prisoner Diet and Exercise’ (Lingard, Webb, McCarthy, 

Warner, Coles, Murphie, 2006) for presentation in the House of Commons.   

Furthermore, research which has been published on physical education, sport and 

exercise within prisons has focused mainly on young male offenders. This was 

highlighted in the ‘Women in Prison Report’ (HM Inspectorate of Prisons, 2005) 

which stated that ; 
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“….we still have a prison system which is primarily geared towards young 

adult men; it moves only slowly, and inconsistently, to recognise the needs of 

minorities, including women.” 

As young offenders are recognised as an important population to target rehabilitation 

through recreation, it should not be ignored that even prisoners over 21 years of age 

have often not matured from adolescence because of inadequate social interactions 

and would benefit by education through the avenue of sport and exercise. Hultsman 

(1996) administered 384 questionnaires to adolescent students in the Southwestern 

parts of the United States to investigate the benefits of recreation participation 

among this group and identified four benefits of recreational experiences;  

1) finding identity 

2) relating to others 

3) improving talents 

4) filling time (cited in Williams et al, 2002). 

There appears to be no reason why these benefits would not also be of advantage to 

an adult female prisoner. Frey and Delaney (1996) stated that “…more research is 

needed to determine the role of recreation and leisure in correctional settings” , 

Williams (2002) confirmed this six years later by citing Frey and Delaney (1996) in 

his study entitled ‘Understanding Recreation and sport as a rehabilitative tool within 

juvenile justice programs’  

Research into the benefits of providing sport and exercise to inmates has been 

hindered by the public view that the role of prisons is to punish and that leisure time 

and facilities is something which they do not deserve (Carter & Russell, 2005, 

Lippke, 2003, Hubbard, 2003, Roberts & Hough, 2005). Roberts and Hough (2005) 

investigated  public knowledge and opinion on prisons and found that the public sees 

prisons as institutions that should punish and reform offenders, and that the prison 

service was failing on both counts.  Carter & Russell (2005) state that this debate 

between punishment and rehabilitation has left a void in the literature and research 

on the benefits of recreation and theraputic recreation in the prison setting.  This 

opinion is supported by Williams, Walker and Strean (2005) who comment that the 

“us versus them” mentality by the public and profesionals is serving as a barrier to 
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further research in this area. The authors add that few empirical studies exsist 

examining leisure and recreation within any adult prisons.  

Plugge and Fitzpatrick (2005) conducted a quantitaive assessment on the health of 

women in prison, they stated that there is little research on  the health and well being 

of this specific population. 

Many theories have been developed in a attempt to explain criminal behaviour which 

are summarised by Robertson (2000). Robertson discusses how leisure education 

can address the underlying factors which may lead to delinquent behaviour identified 

in existing theories of crime, from filling free time in a more acceptable manner to 

being in the company of individuals who enforce acceptable values and norms. She 

concludes that further research is needed in order to better understand the causes 

and cures for delinquent behaviour.  However this review has been applied to young 

offenders and not to adult prisoners.  

This investigation aims to add to the body of research on exercise provision in 

prisons and to close the gap in literature surrounding female inmates.  

1.4 - Limitations 

• Actor’s honesty 

• Scope of study 

• Sample Size 

• Selection of participants 

1.5 - Delimitations 

Participants are: 

• Aged between 21-40 

• Female 

• Have been in Drake Hall for two or more months 

• Have attended gym sessions either for sport, physical education or sport more 

than three times a week 

 

 


