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Disproportionality within 
the prison population and 
the extent of undiagnosed 
MH issues
Ruth McFarlane, Dan Whyte, 
Tamar Whyte

Mental Health in prisons is huge problem
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According to research from the US :
• One third of adults in prison are mentally ill. 
• One quarter have a co-occurring mental illness and substance abuse 

disorder. 
• People in prison are seven times more likely than others in their 

community to have a substance abuse disorder.
• People who are mentally ill are not only more likely to return to 

prison after release and more likely to be a danger to others, they 
also pose a greater financial burden on the criminal justice system. 

• Pew Trusts, State Prison Health Care Spending Report (2014) 
https://www.equivant.com/on-the-rise-the-cost-of-mental-health-care/
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“Prison officers expect most people in prison to have some mental health condition”
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http://leaders-unlocked.org/publication/young-
justice-advisors-2022/

Mental health and the CJS (from Leaders Unlocked)

Young people reported :
• that they had been traumatised by their interactions with the police and 
their time in prison. 
• not being taken seriously when they told prison staff about their 
mental health conditions and needs. 
• having to be in crisis in order to get help, especially during lockdowns.

• Young people who had had mental health support before imprisonment, 
were very positive about that support, saying that it had increased their 
ability to cope with life in prison.

• http://leaders-unlocked.org/publication/young-justice-advisors-2022/
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Mental health and the CJS (from Leaders Unlocked)

• http://leaders-unlocked.org/publication/young-justice-advisors-2022/
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Disproportionality in the prison population 
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Ethnic group general 
population

prison 
population 

White 86% 72%

Black 3.3% 13%

Asian 7.5% 8%

Mixed 2.2% 5%

Other 1% 2%

2011 Census, population of England and Wales : 56.1 million

https://www.ethnicity-facts-figures.service.gov.uk/uk-population-by-ethnicity/national-and-regional-
populations/population-of-england-and-wales/latest

Non-white people make up:
• 14% of the general population

• 28% of the prison population
• 40% of young people in custody.
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Disproportionality in the prison population 
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Lammy Review (2017) paints a stark picture. 

• Black people 6 times more likely to experience “Stop and Search” than white people
• Arrest rates are higher for BME people 
• BME people are more likely to plead not guilty
• Joint Enterprise prosecutions disproportionately affect BME people
• BME people are 240% more likely to receive prison sentences for drugs offences
• BME people report poor experience of prison

More proportionate representation in our CJS would mean 9,000 fewer prisoners, the 
equivalent of 12 average-sized prisons. 
The economic cost of this overrepresentation to our courts, prisons and probation 
service is estimated to be £309 million a year (Clinks Briefing, 2017).

Disproportionality applies to staff too
Lammy Review 2017 
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https://www.russellwebster.com/lammy-review-final/
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Disproportionality within universities
https://www.officeforstudents.org.uk/advice-and-guidance/promoting-equal-opportunities/effective-practice/black-asian-and-minority-ethnic-students/ 
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Office for Students have 
highlighted their concerns 

about the ongoing attainment 
gap. 

“There is a significant 
difference in the proportions of 

black, Asian and minority 
ethnic students awarded a 

good (first or 2:1) 
undergraduate degree when 

compared to white students.”

“Black students were less likely 
than white students to gain a 
good degree at 96 of the 97 

universities and colleges 
considered in the analysis.” 

“At some, the gap in attainment 
was more than 20 percentage 

points. The overall gap in 
attainment has closed from 

24.7 percentage points in 
2015-16 to 18.3 percentage 

points in 2019-20.”

Some thoughts 
on labelling

BME 
Ex-offender 
Convict
Addict
Hard to Reach
Risk 
Rehabilitation
ACEs
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• http://leaders-unlocked.org/publication/young-justice-advisors-2022/
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We recommend that every young adult (18-25) is offered a face-to-face mental health
assessment with a professional healthcare worker on their first day in prison, or if they are
transferred, on their first day in a new prison.

Embedding a 
culture of 
education
Purpose of 
Prison 
Education

13. The purpose of education and training 
in prisons should be to get prisoners onto 
the ladder of opportunity. It must play a 
key role in improving the employability of 
prisoners and therefore in reducing 
reoffending. However, prison education 
must be understood in broader terms than 
just improving the employability of a 
prisoner.

Education allows a prisoner to gain self-
confidence and provides mental health 
benefits in isolating conditions, while 
improving their behaviour in prison. 
Education has a value in itself, developing 
the person as a whole. The Ministry of 
Justice must develop prison education 
policy accordingly.
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DWRM 
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• Doing What Really 
Matters

• Education and 
Employability support 
for people in prison and 
on release

• Expertise and relevant experience of 
studying in prison and on release. 

• Well-established reputation for providing 
excellent support to students through 
advocacy, skills training and coaching.

• Unique blend of lived experience combined 
with professional and academic expertise 
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Doing What Really Matters
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Creating a Culture of Acceptance
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The education situation
• 80,000 people in prison in England and Wales
• Fewer than 1500 studying at Level 3 or above
• Tuition fees paid by student loan (subject to 6 year rule)
• Studying at higher levels proven to reduce reoffending
• High demand from people in prison, but additional study support required
• Universities keen to “widen participation” 

We have responded to a clear gap in provision with a people focused solution.
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Our Working 
Practices 

• The lived experience and voice of 
prisoners informs and drives our work

• We work with Unlock to help 
universities to develop inclusive 
admissions policies, willing to admit 
students with convictions

• We provide specialist administrative 
work to facilitate study, adhere to 
university requirements, and ensure 
compliance with complex HMPPS 
regulations

• We work closely with prison education 
departments and with other 
organisations in the field (eg Circles UK)
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Developing 
Digital

We are working on 
solutions to address 
the digital divide.
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Plans for 2022
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• Bridging module “From 
Adversity to University” for 
men and women in prison -
seeking funding to cover the 
tuition costs.

• From September 2022 we are offering 
courses and degrees from 10 FE and HE 
providers to students in prison across 
England and Wales.

• Combination of student loan and grant 
funding

Our post release menu of services
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A support network

Be part of a learning community and 
share experiences with others who 

have been on this path.

Advocacy

Support with applications and 
overcoming barriers.

Study and 
Employability Skills

Develop key skills to support your 
study and get you ready for the 

workplace.

Coaching

One to one support at a time, place 
and medium that works for you.
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Post Release 
Referrals
• We take referrals for our post release support 

from Probation Officers or DWP Advisors via 
our online form on the Maximus Portal

• We book an initial Advice and Guidance 
session to plan the individual support

• We schedule support to fit the participants 
needs

• We hold regular sessions and provide 
feedback on outcomes

21

Our social impact – Creating a Culture of Acceptance
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• promote wide range of degree 
courses

• guidance offered by peers with 
direct experience of study

• comprehensive Through the 
Gate support ensures study 
continuity on release

Our activities

• students feel a sense of choice 
and ownership

• enjoy and engage positively in 
study

• recognise and feel proud of 
progress and achievement

Change 
process • increased appreciation of 

strengths
• increased confidence and self 

esteem leads to higher 
aspirations

• develop plans for future career 

Outcomes 

•higher education attainment of 
prison population

•greater diversity and  integration 
in university communities

•higher levels of employment on 
release

Impact
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Contact us :

Ruth McFarlane / Dan Whyte 

info@dwrm.org.uk

0800 987 5953 

PO Box 6741, Warwick, CV34 9SF

www.dwrm.org.uk
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