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THE INCIDENCE 
OF F'r II R A survey of officers 

~H and prisoners 

'Fear is abstract but it's real. Fear in pn'son is when they bang the door. It can be 

so great that it sends you off your mind. After a whileJ you realise that they 
haven't thrown away the keYJ you accept privation. But, itJs still unnatural so you 
come to terms with things. ThatJs the position.' 

BACKGROUND 

Last autwnn, the Prison Service 

launched an anti-bullying campaign. The 

packs sent to prisons stated that levels of 

bullying and violence in gaol were not known. 

It is doubtful whether we can ever be sure of 

the actual level that exist in a prison. The 

stigma of being marked as a 'grass' is very 

real and ha tangible, often violent, 
repercussions. Tho e most at risk are also 
those who are least likely to articulate their 

fears to anyone connected with the prison 

ervice. Despite this, Walmsley, Howard and 

White (1992) 1 found that, when asked, 

eighteen per cent of prisoners said that they 

did not feel safe. Additional evidence of 

prisoner fear was obtained by Liebling and 

Krarup (1992) 2 as part of their suicide 

love tigation . They found that two thirds of 

vulnerable prisoners (and 43 per cent of 

pri oner who were not classified as 

vulnerable) reported difficulties when 

interacting with other prisoners. They found 

that younger pri oners and those 'on Rule 43' 

experienced the most problems3 • O ver one 

quarter of suicide attempts were related to 

pressure from other prisoners. 

Prisoner Participant. 

A SURVEY OF FEAR 

The current study was designed to 
provide a comprehensive overview of the 
incidence of fear. It was not intended to be a 
definitive piece of research. For the purposes 
of this study, it was predicted that fear is 
affected by: the age or race of the prisoners; 
whether they have been sentenced or 
remanded; the classification or structure of 
the prison; the type of offence committed 
and the relationship between staff and 
prisoners. There are many other variables 
that could be addressed but it was not 
possible to control for all of them in the 
available time. For this reason, the study was 
limited to category Band C male prisons. 

Over the summer of 1993, interviews 
were carried out on five wings in three 
prisons: a life sentence assessment centre at 
prison a. two wings at prison b: wing b .i. is a 
remand wing and wing b.ii. is made up of 
two spurs from a Vulnerable Prisoner Unit. 
Participants from prison c came from two 
wings. These wings are identical in structure 
but c.i. is for the most vulnerable prisoners 
and those who requested extra help in 
coping with imprisonment. (It is not 
officially classed as a Vulnerable Prisoner 
Unit.) Wing c.ii ., is a category C prisoner 

Walmsley, R.; Howard, . and White, S. (1992) The National Prison Survey 1991: Main Findings. London: 
HMSO. 

2 Liebling, A. and Krarup, H. (1992) Suicide Attempts in Male Prisons: A report submined to The Home Office. 
3 For the purposes of this study, rule 43 prisoners are those prisoners who have had to be segregated for their own 

protection. They include sexual offenders, informers, ex police officers and ex prison officers. 
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wing but it has a higher than normal 
proportion of prisoners who could be 
classified as 'Rule 43'. 

Over one hundred and fifty prisoners 
and fifty officers took part in the interviews. 
At least five officers (including one senior 
officer), fifteen prisoners under 30 and 
fifteen prisoners over 40 were interviewed 
on each wing. Thirty-two of the prisoners 
were on remand or were awaltmg 
deportation. Twenty-seven of them were 
serving sentences of under 3.5 years. Sixty­
three prisoners were serving sentences of 
between 3.5 and 17 years and forty-one 
were serving life sentences. The prisoner 
samples reflected the racial make up of each 
wing at each of the age groups. Of the 
officers, 4 were women and 49 were white. 
The time that they had been an officer 
ranged from 1 to 27 years but the most 
common length of service was about 18 
months. 

The first few questions in each 
interview were biographical but not 
necessarily contentious. (Questions about 
sentence length and type also served as a 
crude measure of validity as these could be 
checked from the prisoners' records. ) The 
next section of the interviews included 
questions about daily interactions and then 
built up to questions about others' fears 
before dealing with the possible worries and 
then fears of the participant himlherself. The 
last section was designed to ensure that the 
participant was not left feeling 
uncomfortable by the matters under 
discussion. 

FINDINGS 

When compared with the National 
Prison Survey, this study found a greater 
incidence of fear among prisoners and the 
fear was manifested in different ways. The 
National Prison Survey found that 18 per 
cent of prisoners were scared. This study 
found that 51 per cent of prisoners and 67 
per cent of officers expressed fear . The 
results indicate that both prisoners and 
officers experienced problems with their 
peers and with each other. However, the 
results of this study show a lower incidence 
of prisoner - prisoner problems than that 
reported by Liebling and Krarup (1992) . 
They found that 43 per cent of non­
vulnerable prisoners reported difficulties 
interacting with other prisoners. In the 
current study, 20 per cent of prisoners 
reported problems with other pri oners and 
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26 per cent reported problems with staff. 
Twenty-six per cent of staff reported 
problems with their colleagues and 72 per 
cent reported problems with prisoners. 

W HERE ARE PARTICIPANTS 
CONCERNED? 

Some participants reported worries 
and or fears. When asked where they were 
worried and or scared, 25 per cent of such 
prisoners said that they thought that other 
prisoners would be scared in their cells; 14 
per cent reported fear in recesses; 9 per cent 
of those who reported fear were scared to go 
in to the main prison (when they came from 
a Vulnerable Prisoner Unit) and 10 per cent 
were fearful whilst moving through the 
prison. This was largely an artefact of the 
unaccompanied movement that is standard 
for prisoners from both c wings. For 
example, prisoners on wing c.i. were 
tannoyed by the hospital for them to collect 
their medication. Such messages told the 
entire prison that people would be coming 
down isolated, enclosed walkways and w uld 
be ripe for muggings. It also became clear 
that officers did not feel safe in the same 
corridors that concerned the prisoners. 

When taken as a whole, the study 
shows that there is some discrepancy 
between the areas identified by prisoners 
and those identified by staff. Forty-eight per 
cent of the officers and 6 per cent f 
prisoners who felt unsafe did not define their 
fear in spatial terms. Rather, they defined 
their fear in the context of specific situations 
such as when an alarm bell rang. Nine per 
cent of officers were scared when they were 
out of the sight of their colleagues and 3 per 
cent of prisoners were concerned when away 
from the officers. The place in which the 
most participants felt worried or fearful wa 
prisoners' cells. It is worth noting that 23 
per cent of officers interviewed felt that the 
prisoners would be w rried or fearful in 
their cells. This is the area of c ncern ~ r 
the most number f prisoner and it is that 
most consistently identified by the staff. 

WHAT ARE THE PARTICIPANTS' 
CONCERNS? 

Here too, there is a discrepancy 
between officer and prisoner w rries and 
fears. ixty-five per cent of fficers and 9 
per cent of pri oner were afraid f 
situations of which they felt they were n t in 
control. Seventeen per-cent of the officers 
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and 4 per cent of the prisoners were worried 
about unpredictable or 'mental' cases. 
Overall, some officers were aware of some of 
the prisoner ' concerns with one main 
qualification . Twenty-two per cent of 
officers thought that prisoners may be 
worried by bullying and 7 per cent thought 
that they may have problems with debt. 
None of the prisoners identified either 
buLlying or debt as a problem although 7 per 
cent of prisoners feared assault. 

INDIVIDUAL DIFFERENCES 

Prisoners seemed to orgaruse their 
routines in ways that attempted to avoid 
confrontation . For example a number of 
prisoners sa id that they had no problems 
because 'I don 't mix' or 'I just talk to one or 
two people'. Also, the officers seemed to take 
precautions and organise their behaviour and 
that of prisoners in ways that attempted to 
avoid confrontation. For example in prison 
b, remand prisoners could onJ y attend the 
gym if their name was called from a roster. 
As well as allocating scarce facilities 
effi ciently, this should help to prevent 
intimidati n fr m orne prisoners keen to use 
the gym to the exclusion of others. 

Neither pre-custodial experience, nor 
the age of the offender, nor the type of 

ffence committed were related to the 
amou nt of prisoners who reported fear. The 
pr portion f prisoners who were fearful did 
vary between prisons. The greatest number 

f fearful prisoners was found in Prison a 
(73 per cent) then in Prison c (54 per cent) 
and tllen in I rison b (37 per cent). 

ta tisti cally significant differences were 
£ und between the different wings in each 
pri on. On wing c. i. , 70 per cent of prisoners 
reported fear while 40 per cent of prisoners 

n c. ii . wing aid that they were scared . In 
b.i. wing, 45 per cent of prisoners reported 
fear and 30 per ent on b.ii .. The high 
in idence f fear on a wing may be 
explained by the nature of the offenders in 
that wing. They arc at the beginning f long 
senten es, during a time of assessment and 
hange. 1 he wing profile it elf has changed 

in re ent years and there arc increasing 
numb rs f young, v latile ' lifers' who are 
in arcerated ther . 

he differenc that is hardest t 
explain is that found between wings c.i . (70 
per cent) and b.ii . (30 per cent) . B th wing 
arc f r the m st vulnerable prisoners. 
H wever wing .i. prides itself n not being 

an official 'VPU' and is not segregated from 
the rest of the prison. The aim is to integrate 
the prisoners more fu lly into normal 
routines. These findings suggest tl1at, 
unpalatable and impracticable as it may 
seem, the prisoners would feel far more 
secure if they could be kept completely 
segregated . 

Another finding that may be 
unpalatable is that tl1ere were racial 
differences in the proportion of prisoners 
who are concerned. This was tested at the 
broadest level of non white compared with 
white because of the size of the sample set. 
When tested on a wing basis, a statistically 
significant race effect was found. On b.i . 
(remand) wing, 5 per cent of the white 
prisoners were worried whereas 34 per cent 
of the non-white prisoners who were 
interviewed were worried. On tl1e lifer unit, 
tl1e effect was reversed . Thirty-six per cent 
of the whites reported worry but no non­
whites reported feeling worried . When 
specifically asked about 'fear' rather than 
'worry', significant racial differences showed 
up on wing b.ii., the Vulnerable Prisoner 
Unit. Seventeen per cent of the white 
prisoners interviewed reported fear whereas 
71 per cent of the non-white prisoners 
interviewed reported fear. 

The interviews raised another so 
called 'minority' issue, that of the role of 
female officers in male prisons. The issue 
surrounding both this and the ' race effects' 
are too complex to examine here but there 
arc some points that should be made. It is 
h ped that with local recruiting, prisons will 
be more able to have a mix of staff tl1at 
reflects the diversity in tl1eir catchment area . 

ometl1ing tl1at came through from tl1e 
women in this study and from some 
interviewed in ongoing research at anotl1er 
prison, was that they found tlle paternalistic 
pr tection f their male colleagues to be 
oppressive and c unter productive. At the 
same time, they found that tl1e seruor 
officers could be insensitive towards issues 
that can n t be avoided . In one case, 
tl1rough trying to protect a female officer, 
tl1e male officers did not tell their female 
colleague that a threat had been made 
against her. Thi meant tl1at she walked int 
a situation unprepared and was assaulted . 

Little seems to be known about how 
tl1e offi cers feel about the way that they 
spend their day. ne of the most common 
comments made by officers related to 
management's seeming disinterest in what 
they had to ay or· in what tl1ey felt. A 
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typical remark was 'I've been an officer 14 
years and no one has ever asked me what I 
feel about the job ... after riots, the only 
person I could talk to is my wife.' The 
introduction of post incident care teams for 
officers seems to be a good innovation. 
Unfortunately, some officers said that they 
were unwilling to take up the service as they 
felt that it was seen to count against them 
and they found the members of the team to 
be too distant from them. 

It is an almost mearungless cliche to 
call for more research at the end of a paper. 
In this case, the research needs to be carried 
out not just by the professional inquirers but 
also by the managers of the prisons. Nearly 
all the officers and many prisoners felt that 
governors were out of touch with what went 
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on on the wings. The result here sugge t 
that not enough of the officers are aware of 
the problems faced by the prisoners. The 
prisoners and officers interviewed felt that 
their experiences were being neither listened 
to nor heard. If the prison service is serious 
about improving conditions in prisons and 
dealing with intimidation, then it has to 
commit itself to carrying out the kind of 
research that it suggested is needed in its 
bullying information pack. It also needs to 
take heed of the kinds and levels of fears 
that prisoners and officers have. Without 
improved communication berween 
management and staff and prisoners, the 
situation on the wings will be hard t assess 
and even harder to change, where change is 
needed • 

DIRECT A D INDIRECT MEDIATION AT STO KEN: 

PRISONERS 
MEET WITH VICTIMS 

In the past 12 months, tocken Prison has 
had three separate encounters inv Iving a 
total of 9 victim and 10 prisoners. Prison 
officer Terry Green and Senior Probation 
Officer Alan Gray have been the key figures 
in this pioneering scheme working closely 
with Leicester Victims of rime Scheme. 

The idea came initially from a 
prisoner serving four years for grievous 
bodily harm. When entenced in court he 
heard how the victim, who was seri usly 
affected by the attack, wa receivIng 
coun elling from her local victims of crime 
cherne. Many months after the event she 

was still very distressed, blamed her elf had 
suicidal thoughts and fclt life was n t worth 
living. Both expressed a wish for a meeting 
and this took place with Alan Gray the 
Deputy Director of the Victims of rime 

cherne present as facilitator. 
Not surprisingly it wa a ten e and 

anxiou meeting. The pri oner' ap logy and 
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reassuranc s were n t a kn wledged a he 
had hop d. However the victim wa 
eventualJy able t ventilate her anger and 
shar the lng-term n equ n s n her 
life. 

Wh was achi v d? ~l he feedback 
many month I ter was that the vi tim was 
n w fini hed with uns lling n Inger 
blamed her elf or feared f r a repeat atta k 
and wa due t go t niver ity. By han e, 
I met the pri ner in th middle [ Leic t r. 
He had mpleted hi parol su e fulJy, 
was working and living with hi family . 
Whilst he was very di app int d n t t have 
received any redit fr m the vi tim 
what ver he rec gni ed that hcJping her 
t m ve n p sitively in her life was reward 
in itself. 

The ec nd meeting f cu ed 
principally on house burglary with five 
vlcnms nd four ffenders pre ent. They 
were not the actual victims. 

Terry (,rcell, Prisoll Officer 

ami A/1lI1 Gray, Sellior 

Probaliol1 (ifficer, If A/!' 

Slocken 
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