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Abstract 
 

 

Many individuals in prison experience sharing a cell with another prisoner (Prison Reform 

Trust, 2018a). Yet little is known about how cell-sharing can affect wellbeing during 

imprisonment or influence the use of coping styles. Using a mixed-methods approach 

consisting of a survey of 569 adult men imprisoned in Northern Ireland, and semi-structured 

interviews with staff (n= 15) and prisoners (n=37), this study aimed to address this gap in the 

research literature. The findings reveal that, whilst there were no significant differences 

observed between the wellbeing scores of those in single and shared cells, the nature of 

cellmate relationships was significantly associated with wellbeing. Good cellmate 

relationships promoted better wellbeing by reducing the pressure to conform to prison social 

norms and making individuals feel able to show their emotions in front of their cellmate. As a 

result, this facilitated the use of coping styles associated with higher wellbeing, such as seeking 

emotional support from others. This study also points to the helpfulness of Goffman (1959) in 

terms of furthering an understanding of how good cellmate relationships can enable 

individuals to engage in backstage activity that is important for individuals’ self-narratives and 

sense of wellbeing, such as the reflexive project of the self (Giddens, 1991). It is argued that 

in order to understand how people respond to cell-sharing and, consequently, its impact on 

wellbeing, it is necessary to examine how imported characteristics (such as predispositions to 

use certain coping styles, mental health issues and histories of addiction) can interact with the 

deprivations associated with a shared cell (such as the lack of privacy and reduced feelings of 

safety). This thesis offers some new insights into our theoretical understanding of cell-sharing 

and its impact on wellbeing. It puts forward an augmentation of Goffman’s (1959) 

conceptualisation of frontstage and backstage by arguing that in the context of a shared prison 

cell, frontstage and backstage exist on a continuum. The extent to which the cell can be 

regarded as frontstage or backstage is dependent on the relationships between cellmates. These 

findings also point to a gap in prison policy relating to how cell-sharing is managed. In 

particular, the findings are used to address this gap in prison policy by offering suggestions 

for improvements to the training and guidance staff receive on managing cell-sharing and 

making cell allocation decisions. In this way, staff should be better informed to use the 

knowledge gained from this research to balance the different factors that influence how 

individuals respond to cell-sharing in order to promote good cellmate relationships that 

enhance wellbeing and facilitate the use of more effective coping styles. 
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Overcrowding in prisons is an international issue, with many countries experiencing 

increased prison populations (Walmsley, 2018). When the number of prisoners exceeds 

the total occupancy levels of a prison or a prison system, this often leads to individuals 

having to share cells (Coyle, Heard and Fair, 2016). In the United Kingdom (UK), and in 

many western jurisdictions, cell-sharing is largely experienced as two individuals sharing 

a cell (Iftene and Manson, 2013; Beijersbergen, Dirkzwager and van der Laan, 2016). 

However, the international experience of cell-sharing can vary hugely, with some prison 

systems housing up to 120 people in shared cells and designed with dormitory cells used 

as the norm (Narag, Galehan and Jones, 2018). This can be contrasted with efforts to house 

individuals in single cells or cells shared with one other person in the UK. Most of the 

research literature pertaining to cell-sharing relates to instances where cells are shared 

due to population pressures and overcrowding in prisons. This research suggests that the 

impact of cell-sharing in these circumstances is largely negative, with overcrowding 

being linked to tense prison social climates, higher levels of assault, bullying and 

increased rates of suicide and self-harm (McCain, Cox and Paulus, 1980; Leger, 1988; 

Marshall, Simpson and Stevens, 2000; Lawrence and Andrews, 2004; Huey and McNulty, 

2005; Ireland, 2005; Haney, 2012). Yet, these studies tend to focus on the impact of cell-

sharing on a systemic level, rather than an individual level. As a result, far less is known 

about the individual lived experience of cell-sharing, especially how this experience may 

affect an individual’s wellbeing in prison and how they cope with  imprisonment.  

 

That is not to say that the shared cell has completely escaped the attention of prison 

researchers. It has been theorised to pose particular challenges to Goffman’s (1959) 

conceptualisation of frontstage spaces (where individuals feel obliged to conform to 

social norms in how they present themselves) and backstage spaces (where individuals 

feel respite from this pressure) (Crewe et al., 2014). Jewkes’ (2005, p. 54) has suggested 

that prison social norms relating to concealing vulnerability and maintaining a ‘front’ in 

line with masculine ideals can result in cellmates living in a state of “enforced frontstage” 

in a shared cell, where they may feel that they must continue to put on this ‘front’ because 

of their cellmate’s presence. In this way, existing research suggests that cell-sharing can 

make it difficult for individuals to access backstage spaces, where they can let down the 

‘front’ they may put on in other spaces and act in ways that are not necessarily in 

conformity with prison social norms (Faccio and Costa, 2013). However, a detailed 

examination of how individuals experience cell-sharing and the ways in which 

individuals may still be able to access backstage in a shared cell is lacking. This thesis 

aims to start addressing this gap in our knowledge by answering the following research 

questions: 
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1.  Are differences in wellbeing evident depending on cell type?  

2.  What role do individual variables, environmental factors, social norms and coping 

styles play in influencing wellbeing? 

3. Does the use of coping styles differ depending on cell type and what factors influence 

the use of coping styles associated with wellbeing? 

4.  How is cell-sharing managed and how are decisions about cell-sharing made? 

5.  How useful is Goffman’s (1959) conceptualisation of frontstage and backstage for 

helping us to understand cell-sharing and its possible influence on coping and 

wellbeing? 

 

This thesis is made up of six further chapters. In the next chapter, Chapter Two, the 

theoretical framework used to guide the research and a review of existing research 

literature in this area is presented. The chapter begins by providing an overview of 

Goffman’s theory as put forward in The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life (1959), 

outlining how individuals attempt to present themselves in certain ways in order to 

influence how others treat them. The chapter then moves on to outline the literature 

review which informed the development of the above research questions, examining the 

prison context, how individuals cope in prison and existing research on cell-sharing in 

prison. The chapter concludes by stating the objective of the present study, the research 

questions and describing the prison sites where the study was conducted. 

 

Chapter Three describes the mixed methods research design that was employed to conduct 

this study. This mixed methods research design consisted of both a quantitative 

component, involving the use of a survey, and a qualitative component, involving in-

depth semi-structured interviews with staff and prisoners. Chapter Three discusses the 

helpful adoption of pragmatism as a framework within which to reconcile the different 

ontological and epistemological beliefs associated with using quantitative and qualitative 

methods within the same study, before reflecting on the strengths and weaknesses of both 

of these approaches. The different phases of the present study are then outlined in detail, 

specifically the piloting process, the administration of the survey and the semi-structured 

interviews. This chapter then highlights some potential limitations to the research design 

and proceeds to discuss ways in which such limitations can be countered. A thorough 

examination of the ethical issues relating to this study is undertaken, before the chapter 

ends with a reflection on the experiences and role of the researcher.  
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The following three chapters present the findings of this study. Chapter Four outlines the 

quantitative findings emerging from the survey data, while Chapters Five and Six discuss 

the qualitative findings emerging from the interview data and how these relate to the 

quantitative findings presented in Chapter Four. Chapter Four begins by describing how 

common cell-sharing was during data collection and what kind of cellmate relationships 

were reported, before starting to consider whether cell-sharing was linked to wellbeing. 

Building on this, Chapter Four then presents a more in-depth look at how coping styles, 

individual variables, environmental factors and social norms might influence wellbeing 

in prison. It then examines what factors appeared to influence coping styles that were 

found to be associated with wellbeing. These quantitative findings suggest that it was not 

cell type that influenced wellbeing and coping, but rather cellmate relationships, in 

conjunction with individuals’ mental health history, whether or not they felt safe in their 

cell and the endorsement of certain Male Role Norms.  

 

Chapter Five draws on the qualitative data to provide an in-depth discussion of how 

individuals experienced cell-sharing. It unpicks the ways in which cellmate relationships 

were described as impacting on wellbeing in a shared cell, showing how levels of trust 

and respect between cellmates could either exacerbate or mitigate the challenges of 

sharing a cell. Chapter Five then focuses on one such challenge, namely the ways in which 

a shared cell could complicate access to a backstage space. The extent to which 

individuals were able to access backstage in a shared cell is explored and the role that 

social norms may play in this process is investigated. Issues such as spatial autonomy and 

personal space are also examined to explore how these are experienced by individuals in 

a shared cell.  

 

Having established the importance of cellmate relationships in the previous chapters, 

Chapter Six examines the challenges which staff face in deciding which individuals 

should share cells. It begins by revealing the specifics of how decisions are made in terms 

of cell allocation, before considering the implications of cell-sharing for staff’s 

management of a residential landing. Following on from this, the chapter provides details 

on the factors found to influence whether a cell-sharing arrangement worked (i.e. when 

the wellbeing of those sharing cells was not negatively affected). Moving on from how 

staff manage cell-sharing, this chapter also considers the tactics used by individuals to 

manage the cell as a space, with a specific focus on how they managed to access 

backstage, sometimes even in the presence of a cellmate that they did not trust.  
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Based on these three findings chapters, Chapter Seven describes the way in which this 

study has made an original theoretical contribution to our understanding of this topic. In 

particular, this chapter uses Goffman’s (1959) dramaturgical metaphor of frontstage and 

backstage to unpick the findings of the previous chapters and suggests some 

modifications based on the findings of this study. The helpfulness of drawing on the 

concept of spatial autonomy as a supplement to Goffman’s theory is outlined. It also 

draws attention to the benefits of using deprivation and importation models to understand 

cell-sharing and coping, as the findings suggest that this relationship is particularly 

complex. The chapter highlights where policy on cell-sharing is lacking and, based on 

the findings emerging from this research, offers a new framework for guiding cell 

allocation decision-making. This new framework aims to help staff make evidence-

informed decisions relating to cell-sharing, with a view to enhancing wellbeing and 

effective coping in prison through the facilitation of positive cellmate relationships. 

Finally, the implications of this research for policy and practice are outlined, before 

concluding the thesis. The conclusion pulls together the theoretical and practical strands 

of this study, emphasising the original contribution this study has made to enhancing our 

understanding of cell-sharing, wellbeing and coping in prison and how this knowledge 

can be used to improve policy, practice and outcomes for prisoners in this area.  
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According to Molleman and van Ginneken (2014, p. 2) “there is scant solid empirical research 

on the effects of cell-sharing, even though it is a common practice in many countries”. Cell-

sharing is still a relatively unexplored area (Knight, 2016). Consequently, a research-informed 

theoretical framework for understanding cell-sharing and how it may impact on an individual’s 

wellbeing in prison is also lacking. This study seeks to make an original contribution to 

knowledge in this area by examining whether Goffman’s (1959) theory of the presentation of 

self can be used to frame our understanding of how, or if, cell-sharing may affect wellbeing in 

prison, by influencing the ‘fronts’ and ‘performances’ prisoners put on in their social 

interactions within a shared cell. This chapter begins by outlining Goffman’s (1959) theory of 

the presentation of self, examining the self which lies behind these performances and the 

distinction drawn between frontstage and backstage activity. Following on from this, the 

prison context is discussed, drawing on previous research which has stressed the importance 

of putting on a ‘front’ as a means of coping with the stresses of prison life.  Goffman’s (1959) 

conceptualisation of frontstage and backstage is then applied to the prison context through a 

consideration of the challenges posed by sharing a prison cell. This specific theoretical 

framework has been selected because its emphasis on ‘fronts’ is highly relevant to prison social 

norms, and, as such, it may offer a way to understand the experience of cell-sharing and how 

this may influence individuals’ wellbeing and coping in prison. 

The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life 

Goffman (1959) argues that how we manage the impressions that we give to others is a matter 

that concerns us all, regardless of context. In ‘The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life’, 

Goffman (1959) explains that individuals attempt to influence how others view them in social 

interactions because they hope to influence how others will respond to them. Creating a more 

favourable impression is likely to bring about more favourable treatment. This may involve 

acting in a certain way in front of others that will be well-received by them because it fits with 

the social norms that are valued by that group; it may also involve concealing aspects of one’s 

self-identity that do not fit those social norms. Goffman (1959) uses a dramaturgical metaphor 

to distinguish between behaviour  that takes place ‘frontstage’ and behaviour that takes place 

‘backstage’. ‘Frontstage’ spaces are where individuals put on performances that reflect certain 

social norms whereas ‘backstage’ refers to spaces where individuals do not have to worry 

about acting in ways that are not necessarily in-keeping with their performances. Being unable 

to access backstage can affect individuals’ wellbeing, due to the pressures of maintaining these 

performances. The relevance of this theory extends to all variations of social interaction in 

everyday life but, as will be shown below, it has specific implications in prisons. This section 

will delve deeper into how Goffman (1959) views these aspects of social interaction. 
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When an individual enters into an interaction, there are two aspects of how they present 

themselves that give the other participants in the interaction information about the individual: 

“the expression that he1 gives and the expression that he gives off” (emphasis in original) 

(Goffman, 1959, p. 14). The expression that a person gives is based on a traditional 

understanding of communication, built on verbal cues which are consciously given by that 

individual. In contrast, the expression that a person gives off is a broader, subtler sense of 

communication, through actions and demeanour; this is harder for an individual to control.  

Goffman (1959) is interested in the techniques and strategies that individuals use to manage 

the impressions they give to others. An individual can attempt to influence how others react to 

them in an interaction by presenting a certain impression of oneself which enables others “to 

know in advance what he will expect of them and what they may expect of him” (Goffman, 

1959, p. 13).   Goffman (1959) employs a dramaturgical framework to discuss these 

techniques, speaking in terms of ‘performances’, referring to “all the activity of a given 

participant on a given occasion which serves to influence in any way any of the other 

participants”(Goffman, 1959, p. 26). These other participants in an interaction play the role of 

an audience. The performances that individuals give must be carefully managed to ensure that 

they do not ruin the impression that individual seeks to create. Failure to manage these 

performances successfully can discredit the individual and can cause embarrassment, 

undermining the very purpose of the performance and frustrating attempts to control how 

others react.  

 

Goffman (1959) distinguishes the sincere performer, who is taken in by the impression 

produced by his own performance and believes that impression to be real, from the cynical 

performer, who sees through his performance and is aware of its function as a means to an end 

(i.e. to influence the behaviour of others in response to them). That is not to say that a cynical 

performer has correspondingly cynical motives, their purpose may be altruistic – a doctor 

issuing a placebo to a patient, for example. However, Goffman (1959, p. 30) points out that 

the sincere performer and the cynic represent the extreme “ends of a continuum”. When an 

individual plays a role, presents a self or fosters an impression, even despite an initial lack of 

belief in that role, they can become recognisable by that role. After all, “in the end, our 

conception of our role becomes second nature and an integral part of our personality. We come 

into the world as individuals, achieve character, and become persons” (Park, 1964, p. 250). 

Goffman (1959) gives the example of a new army recruit who initially adheres to the required 

                                                      

1 Goffman (1959) uses the pronoun “he” to refer to the individual but the theory presented by Goffman 

is applicable to any individual, regardless of sex or gender. 
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codes of conduct to avoid punishment but eventually does so to gain the respect of his peers 

and preserve the integrity of the organisation. Similarly, an individual can move from a sincere 

performer to a cynical performer, as is the case with some student doctors who start their 

course of study with a desire to care for those suffering from diseases, yet must concentrate 

solely on studying the diseases until the conclusion of their studies (Goffman, 1959). The 

individual, therefore, can traverse the spectrum of sincere and cynical in regard to the 

performances he or she undertakes. They do so by employing different ‘fronts’ in order to 

create effective performances and successfully manage the impressions they give to others. 

Fronts 

A ‘front’ is an important aspect of an individual’s performance, consisting of “the expressive 

equipment of a standard kind intentionally or unwittingly employed by the individual during 

his performance” (Goffman, 1959, p. 32). A ‘front’ itself is composed of two elements: 

‘setting’ and ‘personal front’. ‘Setting’ refers to “furniture, décor, physical layout, and other 

background items which supply the scenery and stage props for the spate of human action 

played out before, within, or upon it” (Goffman, 1959, pp. 32–33). Settings tend to be 

geographically fixed locations which individuals may manipulate to bolster the credibility of 

their performance. For example, a lawyer or doctor may display their qualifications in their 

office to emphasise their professionalism. Similarly, a teenager may decorate their bedroom 

with posters of their respected musicians or interests to assert their identity. However, whilst 

a setting can function in this way as part of an individual’s performance, it can also exert a 

restrictive influence over the performance that the individual can present, particularly when 

the individual has little control over the setting; this will be discussed later in this chapter in 

reference to the prison environment. 

 

The ‘personal front’ can be broken into two further components, namely ‘appearance’ and 

‘manner’. Goffman (1959, p. 34) defines ‘appearance’ as “those stimuli which function at the 

time to tell us of the performer’s social statuses” whereas ‘manner’ is defined as “those stimuli 

which function at the time to warn us of the interaction role the performer will expect to play 

in the oncoming situation”.  There tends to be a consistency between appearance and manner, 

as an individual’s social status (as indicated by appearance) will usually match the role which 

that individual undertakes in the interaction. Yet, Goffman (1959, p. 35) does point out the 

existence of potential contradictions between appearance and manner such as “when a 

performer who appears to be of higher estate than his audience acts in a manner that is 

unexpectedly equalitarian, or intimate, or apologetic”. In general, though, consistency is 

expected between setting, appearance and manner.  
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Social roles tend to have already established fronts, i.e. pre-designated ways of acting, which 

allude to more abstract concepts, such as integrity, competence or professionalism, which 

underline the activities performed within that role (Goffman, 1959). When taking on an 

established social role, the individual is more likely to select a front than create it but, in doing 

so, the individual claims for him or herself the abstract concepts associated with that social 

role (Goffman, 1959). This claim is put forward through the performances that an individual 

gives in a social interaction. By associating oneself with these abstract concepts, moral 

demands are placed upon the co-participants in the social interaction in regard to how they 

treat the individual (Goffman, 1959). In this way, the performance that an individual projects 

in a social interaction can influence that interaction. For example, doctors, pharmacists and 

nurses may dress in uniforms resembling lab coats to reinforce their background of scientific 

knowledge. Nurses may also appear quite motherly in manner towards patients to emphasise 

their fulfilment of the care-giving role. In this way, the situation is influenced by the front 

required by the nurses’ social role, as the patient takes confidence in the standard and 

authenticity of care being provided to them.  

 

Presenting oneself to others in a way that influences the social interaction is very much an 

active rather than passive process and can be highly tactical or strategic in nature. Goffman 

(1959, p. 40) speaks of “dramatic realisation”, i.e. the need for an individual to manage the 

performance they give, through their appearance, manner and actions during interactions, to 

create the desired or required impression. Often what an individual wishes to convey is an 

impression aligned with the values which are highly regarded in that particular society. 

Goffman (1959, p. 45) regards this as key to understanding the mechanics of social mobility 

and comments that “in most stratified societies there is an idealization of the higher strata and 

some aspiration on the part of those in low places to move to higher ones”. Therefore, the 

performances that individuals give, and the way they manage the impressions they create, are 

often used to reinforce or improve their position within society. 

 

However, it is not simply a matter of achieving consistency between the performances given 

and desirable social characteristics: the individual must also “forgo or conceal action which is 

inconsistent with these standards” (Goffman, 1959, p. 50). The audience often assumes that 

the version of the individual that they encounter may be treated at face value as representative 

of the ‘true’ or ‘real’ individual – in the absence of evidence to the contrary. It takes effort on 

the part of the individual to ensure that such contrary evidence is not presented as this may 

undermine the performance that they are offering. Indeed, “many a youth who is demure 

enough before his parents and teachers swears and swaggers like a pirate among his “tough” 
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young friends. We do not show ourselves to our children as to our club companions, to our 

customers as to the labourers we employ, to our own masters and employers as to our intimate 

friends” (James, 1890, p. 294). This technique for protecting the legitimacy and coherence of 

an individual’s performance is termed ‘audience segregation’ by Goffman (1959, p. 57). As 

will be shown later in this chapter, audience segregation is of great significance for impression 

management in prisons. 

 

The concealment of individual behaviours which are not representative of approved social 

values in a particular setting may be a difficult task, especially when coupled with the need to 

ensure a coherent and consistent front. Elements of the front that an individual puts up may be 

misinterpreted by the audience, even if these elements were “accidental, inadvertent or 

incidental and not meant by the performer to carry any meaning whatsoever” (Goffman, 1959, 

p. 59).  There is a particular risk of this when faced with a somewhat sceptical audience as “a 

single note off key can disrupt the tone of an entire performance” (Goffman, 1959, p. 60). This 

can place a lot of pressure on the individual, particularly if he or she is trying to impress the 

audience in question. The individual then runs the risk of appearing too much or too little 

concerned with the audience’s perception of their performance, which can in turn damage the 

presentation they may have invested considerable effort into cultivating. 

 

Goffman (1967) deals with front management, using different terminology in ‘Interaction 

Ritual’. He speaks of ‘face’ rather than ‘front’: 

“The term face may be defined as the positive social value a person effectively 

claims for himself by the line others assume he has taken during a particular contact. 

Face is an image of self delineated in terms of approved social attributes” (Goffman, 

1967, p. 5). 

Goffman (1967) speaks of the act of preparing a face to put on as ‘face work’. He again uses 

a dramaturgical framework to categorise different regions in terms of the front region or 

frontstage (where an individual portrays a certain ‘face’ or ‘front’ by giving a performance 

that embodies certain social standards or norms) and the backstage (where an individual 

prepares a certain ‘face’ or ‘front’). A backstage area is not merely a place where an individual 

can prepare for a performance by constructing a ‘face’ or ‘front’. In such a region, individuals 

are able to relax and drop the front they have been putting on, without worrying about giving 

off impressions that contradict their performances. It is possible for an area to function as a 

frontstage region at one time, for the purpose of one or some performances, only to be treated 

as a backstage area in different circumstances. Goffman (1959) gives the example of an 

executive office which can operate as frontstage when an individual is negotiating a deal with 
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clients but also as backstage after the meeting when the individual is no longer in the presence 

of the audience they are seeking to impress and can relax.  

 

Individuals can drop their fronts backstage due to the expectation that audience members do 

not have access to these areas (Goffman, 1959). Backstage requires privacy if an individual is 

to be able to adequately engage in the preparatory stages of facework. However, privacy 

should not be conflated with solitude as an individual need not be alone to engage in backstage 

activity - merely segregated from the audience. An individual may share a backstage area or 

engage in backstage activity in the presence of trusted others, with whom the individual is 

particularly familiar or who are involved in putting on the same performance (Goffman, 1959). 

Even an area which is habitually experienced as a backstage area can become a frontstage area 

in the presence of an unfamiliar or less trusted individual. The deprivation of backstage 

opportunities for these preparatory stages of facework or performances can have acute 

implications for an individual’s sense of self and so their psychological wellbeing. 

The Self Behind the Performance 

One criticism of ‘The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life’ is that it generates a preoccupation 

with displays of self without giving much attention to the inner self that exists as more than a 

cynical actor concerned with what others think (Gauntlett, 2008). Giddens’ (1991) theorisation 

of the self provides a helpful contribution to understand the inner self in a more nuanced 

manner that can be tied into Goffman’s (1959) analysis. He observes that questioning how to 

act and how we appear to others is symptomatic of the pervading sense of uncertainty 

associated with late modernity (Giddens, 1991). Late modernity is a particular characterisation 

of society and its institutions, which notes the impact of technology and globalisation in 

eroding traditional structures of moral authority, such as religion and kinship, and 

disembedding relationships (Giddens, 1991; Beck, 1992). Late modern theorists suggest that 

such rapid social change has affected individuals by producing a culture of individualism, 

hyperawareness of risk and self-actualisation (Young, 1999; Olofsson and Öhman, 2007). 

Responsibility for one’s actions, and the potential risks associated with these actions, lies with 

the individual (Bauman, 2000). As a result, concerns regarding self-identity, how to act and 

how we are perceived by others are key features determining individuals’ experience of late 

modernity. 

 

Giddens (1991) suggests that in late modernity, self-identity is a continuously reflexive project 

due to the ever-shifting, less stable reference points, which individuals can use to orientate 

their life choices. An increased level of self-awareness and anxiety about how we appear to 



24 

 

others contributes to a constant scrutiny of our own self-identity. This has been conceptualised 

in the literature as the ‘reflexive project of the self’, the continuous effort to create and revise 

the biographical narratives that constitute one’s own self-identity (Giddens, 1991; Gauntlett, 

2008). These biographical narratives of the self should make sense to the individual as an 

interpretation and an explanation of their past experiences and performances (Habermas and 

Hatiboğlu, 2014). In this way, the performances which are given by individuals produce and 

reproduce the self.  Individuals are not just giving performances to others to influence how 

they interact with them but also to make sense of their own narratives. Accordingly, it is the 

reflexivity devoted to a previous performance, which produces the narrative of the self that, in 

turn, shapes the role that an individual plays in the next. This reflexive effort that is required 

to make sense of one’s narrative may be regarded as a type of backstage activity. 

 

Therefore, despite Gauntlett’s (2008) criticisms, questions of the inner self and self-identity 

lie at the heart of the techniques of Goffman’s performances, fronts and impression 

management. The time spent making sense of one’s own narrative in private is as important to 

an individual’s sense of self as the more public performances one gives to others. It is at this 

juncture that Goffman’s (1959)  and Giddens’ (1991)  theories could be said to intersect. The 

importance of the backstage area is accepted by Giddens (1984) as somewhere relatively 

private where the reflexive contemplation required for the project of the self can be performed.  

Giddens (1991) emphasises the importance of maintaining a coherent narrative of self, 

considering it a vital component of constructing a self-identity. A coherent and convincing 

narrative of the self requires continuous creative maintenance in a backstage environment. 

Indeed, Jewkes (2002) stresses the importance of backstage areas for this very reason, arguing 

that such places allow the individual to restore their sense of self and be relieved of the tensions 

associated with putting on a performance or front. In light of their ability to access backstage, 

individuals can produce a successful narrative, based on factual events which they then 

interpret and integrate into their own ‘story’ (Giddens, 1991). Whilst there is room for 

interpretation of external events, an individual who presents an obviously divergent, fictional 

or incoherent version of their own biographical narrative to others may suffer acute 

embarrassment and potential resentment or rejection by others (Gauntlett, 2008). As discussed 

above, Goffman would regard embarrassment suffered on such grounds as a disruption to the 

impression or performance that the individual was trying to create (Goffman, 1959). The 

individual could lose the ability to influence the audience’s treatment of him, as his narrative 

of self that underlies his performance is not convincing.  

 

Yet, the impact of an incoherent narrative of self extends beyond merely suffering social 

embarrassment or making a poor impression with others. Narrative research has demonstrated 
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that how an individual constructs their own self-narrative can influence an individual’s 

thoughts, reactions and behaviours. For instance, Copes and colleagues (2015) suggest that 

individuals involved with drug use and violence employ narrative techniques to explain, 

excuse and justify their actions and so reconcile harm-causing behaviour with their perception 

of the self. In regard to ex-offenders, there is evidence that establishing a positive narrative of 

one’s ‘true self’ is an essential part of the desistance process (Maruna, 2001; Giordano, 

Cernkovich and Rudolph, 2002; Hunter and Farrall, 2018). More generally, there is evidence 

that ‘forming a story’ about life experiences is associated with improved mental health 

(Pennebaker and Seagal, 1999; Moran, Almada and McHugh, 2018). The importance of a 

strong sense of self has also been found to be an important contributing factor relating to a 

person’s ability to overcome suicidality in prison (Reading and Bowen, 2014). Therefore, 

defining this sense of self is an important process which can have tangible impacts on an 

individual’s behaviour and their wellbeing. 

 

If an individual’s self-narrative is challenged or disrupted, due to its unconvincing nature in a 

performance, it can have significant implications for psychological wellbeing. Giddens (1991) 

regards the extent to which an individual views their self-narrative to be valid as crucial to 

their level of self-esteem. Challenges can be especially acute for those who are insecure in 

their identity. Baumeister and Vohs (2004) suggest that individuals who are deeply invested 

in a favourable self-image are most likely to lash out aggressively when that image was 

challenged or threatened. Fluctuating, insecure or unstable levels of self-esteem have also been 

related to hostility (Kernis, Grannemann and Barclay, 1989; Salmivalli, 2001; Boden, 

Fergusson and Horwood, 2007). Men faced with instances of disrespect in prison are more 

likely to respond aggressively if they are insecure in their identity (Butler, 2008). Gilligan 

(1996) attributes this insecure, weak sense of self to self-narratives built on feelings of shame 

and deep-seated inadequacy which can predispose individuals to respond aggressively in the 

defence of their ego. The literature also links low self-esteem to alcohol and drug use, as well 

as other risk-taking behaviours (Klein, Elifson and Sterk, 2010; Sharma, 2013). In this way, a 

weak sense of self or lack of confidence in the integrity of one’s self-narrative can have 

detrimental psychological repercussions that can influence behaviour and negatively impact 

wellbeing.  

 

A self-narrative interlaced with feelings of shame can also influence how an individual 

responds or copes when their identity is challenged. Nathanson (1992, 2009) has categorised 

defences against experiencing feelings of shame by describing ‘the compass of shame’, 

consisting of four ‘poles’: withdrawal, avoidance, attack self or attack others. Withdrawal can 

be characterised as isolating oneself, to allow oneself to have time and space to experience 
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feelings of shame. Avoidance techniques aim to reduce, shake off or distract oneself from 

feelings of shame – this can be through abuse of chemical substances or pursuit of hedonistic 

activities as a form of escapism. Others may turn their attention inwards and ‘attack self’ to 

bring the experience of feeling ashamed back under their own control, for example, by 

engaging in self-harm. Lastly, some individuals are thought to defend against shame by lashing 

out and attacking those who threaten their identity and/or self-narrative, perhaps physically in 

violent confrontations or through the use of ridicule or bullying. These responses to feelings 

of shame as a result of threats to one’s self-narrative are particularly relevant in a prison 

environment, where these strategies are frequently employed to adapt to the challenges to 

identity encountered during imprisonment (Zamble and Porporino, 1988; Harvey, 2007; 

Butler, 2008). 

The Prison Context 

Garfinkel (1967) and Gouldner (1970) have criticised Goffman for presenting social 

interactions as excessively oppositional and preoccupied with appearances (Raffel, 2013). 

Whilst this criticism may hold for general everyday interactions, it may be that Goffman’s 

oppositional characterisation of social life fits well in the context of the prison, where social 

interactions have a different texture. To understand this, an examination of prison culture is 

required. Goffman (1961) includes prison within his conceptualisation of a ‘total institution’ 

which he defines as  

“A place of residence and work where a large number of like-situated individuals, 

cut off from the wider society for an appreciable period of time, together lead an 

enclosed, formally administered round of life” (Goffman, 1961, p. 11). 

Total institutions have unique and potentially severe consequences for the self. According to 

Goffman (1961), an individual entering a total institution (such as a prison) will undergo a 

process of ‘mortification of the self’, a type of ‘civil death’. This process amounts to a 

symbolic loss of identity and may involve the confiscation of personal items and belongings, 

which are replaced by uniforms, the issue of an ID number, full body searches, and forced 

deference to staff. Gradually, individuals adapt to the prison environment through a process of 

‘prisonisation’, whereby individuals adjust and, to varying extents, subscribe to the social 

customs of the prison (Clemmer, 1958). This involves learning the routines, hierarchies and 

habits of the institution but also extends to acquiring a set of shared attitudes and beliefs held 

by those in prison. These attitudes and beliefs constitute social norms which are produced 

partly in response to the deprivations associated with the prison environment. Individuals must 

adjust to living with the ‘pains of imprisonment’ which Sykes (1958) identified as the 
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deprivation of liberty (restriction of movement and contact with family, friends and 

community), goods and services (loss of material possessions and access to amenities), 

heterosexual relationships2 (frustration of sexual desire and limited contact with females), 

autonomy (overriding authority of the regime which dictates activities, work and schedule) 

and security (anxiety regarding safety as a result of forced interactions with other potentially 

dangerous individuals).  

 

The experience of the pains of imprisonment is far from homogenous. For some, prison can 

represent an opportunity for reformation and rehabilitation, through participation in drug 

addiction programmes, cognitive skills training and educational programmes (Friendship et 

al., 2002; Gordon and Weldon, 2003; Olson and Lurigio, 2014). Prison can also operate as a 

stabilising force, especially for individuals who were homeless or had problems with substance 

misuse prior to imprisonment, as the prison routine provides access to regular meals, 

accommodation and healthcare (Durcan, 2008).  Nonetheless, generally the research literature 

suggests that a period of imprisonment and its associated pains can frustrate such rehabilitative 

efforts by weakening social bonds shown to be vital to desistance, such as employment and 

marriage (Laub and Sampson, 2003; LeBel et al., 2008). Within the research literature, it is 

argued that these pains of imprisonment can cause considerable harm, both physical and 

psychological (Toch, 1975, 1977; Irwin and Owen, 2005). The prison environment has been 

identified as contributing to poor mental health due to overcrowding, various forms of 

violence, enforced solitude, lack of privacy, lack of meaningful activity, isolation from social 

networks, inadequate healthcare and worry about the future (Durcan, 2008; World Health 

Organisation, 2014). Both the risk of assault and its actual occurrence form part of daily prison 

life, alongside bullying, intimidation and theft from one’s cell (Edgar, O’Donnell and Martin, 

2003; Ireland and Power, 2009). The high rates of suicide in prison present some indication of 

the acute psychological distress experienced by some of the individuals held there (Liebling, 

1999b; Medlicott, 1999; Shaw and Turnbull, 2009; MOJ, 2018b; Prison Reform Trust, 2018b). 

There are high levels of mental illness in prisons, with over 42% of men in prison reporting 

mental health issues (Prison Reform Trust, 2018b). Self-harm is also a chronic issue in prison 

and recently, rates of individuals harming themselves in English and Welsh prisons have 

reached record highs with 52,814  incidents recorded in the 12 months to September 2018 

(MOJ, 2019). Accordingly, the harm that can be caused as a result of the pains of imprisonment 

is extremely relevant to any examination of prison life. 

                                                      

2 It should be noted that this interpretation of the deprivation of heterosexual relationships does not take 

account of individuals in prison who are attracted to the same sex or who self-define as bisexual. Such 

individuals may experience this pain of imprisonment in a different manner due to their sexuality, e.g. 

the pressure to conceal this aspect of their identity (Sabo, Kupers and London, 2001). 
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The nature of prison regimes in the 21st century have also cast a different hue on the experience 

of such pains (Crewe, 2011). Contemporary prisons have mounted a different form of assault 

on identity which, whilst symbolic, has significant repercussions for individuals in prison.  For 

instance, individuals still suffer from a deprivation of autonomy but in recent times, there is 

increased scrutiny regarding the range of actions over which individuals in prison are 

permitted to exercise choice. Crewe (2011, p. 520) has characterised this as the “pain of self-

government”, suggesting that individuals in prison “are obliged to govern themselves 

appropriately or risk the consequences of ‘irresponsible’ behaviour”. Individuals in prison can 

struggle to assert their identity as autonomous adults, due to this pressure to govern themselves 

and their behaviour in a manner unlikely to be regarded as troublesome to prison officials3. 

Individuals who engage in ‘troublesome behaviour’ (e.g. passing drugs or other contraband, 

getting involved in fights or disobeying staff) are at risk of negative consequences such as 

being demoted from their regime level on the Progressive Regime and Earned Privileges 

Scheme  (PREPS) 4 , being placed in isolation, charged with prison misconduct or even having 

extra time added to their sentence.  However, these risks are not certain, in that individuals 

may not know for sure what the exact consequences of their behaviour could be or how likely 

it could be that they encounter these consequences. Yet the consequences have the potential 

to have a significant negative impact on the rest of their sentence and prospects for release. 

This operates as a constraint on the individual’s actions and consequently, their means of 

exercising autonomy and asserting their identity5.  

 

Furthermore, an individual’s risk classification within the prison system can not only 

determine their material experience of imprisonment but can also be an intangible, 

insurmountable hurdle to their release, particularly when paired with what Crewe (2011) refers 

to as the ‘pains of psychological assessment’. Crewe  (2011, p. 515) explains that “a prisoner 

might define himself principally as a committed father or a talented painter, but these self-

                                                      

3 Although some individuals in prison do not conform to this pressure and, to varying degrees and in 

varying ways, may oppose or frustrate the prison’s regime, rules and authority. Their behaviour can be 

characterised as ‘resistance’ or ‘friction’ in light of the highly controlled prison environment (Rubin, 

2015). 
4 The Progressive Regime and Earned Privileges Scheme (PREPS) operates in prisons in Northern 

Ireland and is similar to the Incentives and Earned Privileges Scheme (IEP) operating in England and 

Wales. It aims to encourage compliance with prison rules and consists of three levels: Basic, Standard 

and Enhanced. Individuals begin on Standard but may be demoted to Basic as a punishment for ‘poor’ 

behaviour or promoted to Enhanced as a reward for ‘good’ behaviour (Butler and Maruna, 2012). It 

should be noted that an important aspect of decisions regarding demotion/promotion from Basic, 

Standard or Enhanced is the requirement to pass drug tests. 
5 Individuals in prison are also under pressure to conduct themselves in line with prison social norms, 

particularly in front of others detained in prison, as will be discussed below (Gambetta, 2005; de 

Viggiani, 2012). 
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conceptions are over-written and rendered immaterial by psychological attributions”. In this 

way, classification in terms of dangerousness and psychological or personality disorders can 

rob the individual of aspects of their personal identity. An emphasis has been placed on the 

use of aggregate categories by prison officials and staff to make decisions based on risk, as 

part of an increasingly managerial approach to criminal justice (Feeley and Simon, 1994). 

These can materially impact the experience of imprisonment and the likelihood of early release 

(e.g. a diagnosis of a personality disorder or classification of dangerousness may determine to 

which house or landing an individual is assigned or restrict which programmes in which an 

individual can participate, consequently hindering rehabilitative efforts in pursuit of release) 

(Austin, 2003). Simultaneously, more technologically advanced surveillance greatly restricts 

privacy. Individuals in contemporary prisons must present themselves with care at all times, 

even creating “a kind of penal avatar” to survive (Crewe, 2011, p. 516). In these ways, the 

strain of maintaining a façade under constant judgment from peers and staff is a very real pain 

of imprisonment in the 21st century. 

 

Deprivation theory suggests that it is the pains of imprisonment which predominately shape 

prison culture.  These deprivations can mould the attitude and behaviour of individuals through 

the process of prisonisation (Clemmer, 1958). Yet, despite the physical barriers between the 

prison and the community, prison culture does not exist in a vacuum. Importation theory 

suggests that individuals carry elements of the cultural values, belief systems and social norms 

from the surrounding society into the prison environment (Irwin and Cressey, 1962; Wacquant, 

2001).  Personal characteristics, life experiences and traumas of individuals, are not only 

imported into prison but can determine how an individual reacts, adjusts and experiences 

imprisonment (Jacobs, 1974; Cohen and Taylor, 1981; Hughes and Huby, 2000; Rowe, 2011). 

Importation theory argues that the role of deprivations in shaping prison culture has been 

overemphasised and that prison culture is primarily the product of the characteristics of the 

individuals who reside there and the wider social norms to which they subscribe outside the 

prison environment (Farrington, 1992; Moran, 2013). Recognition that the boundary between 

the prison and the community is more permeable than Goffman’s (1961) conceptualisation of 

the total institution reflects the fact that prison does not exist in a vacuum (Farrington, 1992; 

Moran, 2013). More recent theorisation regarding prison culture acknowledges the relevance 

of both deprivation and importation models. A combined model, termed ‘integration theory’, 

is now regarded as a more appropriate depiction of how prison culture is a product of both the 

conditions of the prison and the characteristics of imprisoned individuals (Thomas, 1977; 

Grapendaal, 1990; Dye, 2010). 
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Having said that, it is important to acknowledge that to speak of one single ‘prison culture’ is 

to generalise and to overlook the cultural variances that exist from prison to prison. There are 

many factors which play a role in shaping the atmosphere of a prison institution and the tone 

of the social world that exists therein. High levels of overcrowding have been identified as 

contributing to tense, aggressive atmosphere in prisons, which can translate into high levels of 

assaults and incidences of bullying, as well as mental health issues amongst the prison 

population (Leger, 1988; Lawrence and Andrews, 2004; Ireland, 2005; Haney, 2012). The 

frequency and quality of interactions between staff and those imprisoned has also been shown 

to impact prison culture and how it is experienced by individuals, particularly in regard to 

levels of trust and anxiety (Liebling and Arnold, 2012; Molleman and van Ginneken, 2015). 

Staff cultures and attitudes can even vary between public and private prisons (Crewe, Liebling 

and Hulley, 2015). Moreover, the manner in which staff exercise their authority has been 

shown to be capable of tangibly influencing the quality of life experienced by individuals in 

prison, as well as the prison culture (Liebling, 2007; Crewe, Liebling and Hulley, 2015). A 

study comparing two maximum security prisons found vastly different rates and forms of 

violence, which could be explained by the contrasting policing styles in place at either 

institution (Sparks, Bottoms and Hay, 1996). The aims of a particular prison can also influence 

the nature of the regime and how it is experienced, for example, in the UK, HMP Grendon’s 

therapeutic focus may produce different social norms than a maximum-security facility, such 

as HMP Frankland. Prison culture can vary even within an institution, such as throughout 

wings dedicated to those serving a life sentence or those classified as sexual offenders (Crewe, 

2009). In addition, the culture of a particular institution can be influenced by the degree to 

which the individuals in that prison perceive it to be fair, safe or legitimate (Liebling, 2005; 

Sparks and Bottoms, 2008). Variations in culture between prisons can also be attributed to the 

different histories and legacies of both the institutions themselves and wider community 

(Sparks, Bottoms and Hay, 1996; Wahidin, Moore and Convery, 2012; Bird, 2017). 

 

Further, the composition of the prison population can partly explain prison culture and social 

norms. The individuals encountered in prison are some of the most vulnerable and socially 

excluded in society. Compared to the general population, individuals in prison are thirteen 

times as likely to have been in care as a child, thirteen times as likely to have been unemployed 

and fourteen times as likely to suffer from two or more mental disorders (Social Exclusion 

Unit, 2002). The Prison Reform Trust (2014) reports that 47% of individuals in prison have 

no qualifications compared to 15% of the general population of working age. Loucks (2007) 

found that 20-30% of the prison population have learning disabilities or difficulties that 

impede their ability to cope with and understand the criminal justice process. A high 

prevalence of personality disorder amongst individuals sentenced to prison has also been 
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reported (Stewart, 2008). The literature suggests that individuals in prison have complex 

mental health, social and emotional needs which can impact prison culture (HM Inspectorate 

of Prisons, 2007). The fact that prisons tend to be low-trust environments is unsurprising, given 

the high level of social exclusion and negative experiences of social services, law enforcement 

and other authorities that many individuals in prison have experienced prior to imprisonment, 

as a result of these characteristics (Liebling and Arnold, 2004; Durcan, 2008). These 

experiences and characteristics may impact the view of prison officers which many individuals 

in prison hold, making positive staff-prisoner relationships difficult to achieve and 

contributing to an ‘us and them’6 divide, which tends to underlie prison social norms 

(Dirkzwager and Kruttschnitt, 2012). There are many different characteristics that can 

influence the type of culture that exists in prisons but there are some general social norms that 

exist within these institutions which merit a closer examination; this is provided in the 

following section. 

Prison Social Norms 

The sociological literature suggests that the social norms in prisons tend to reinforce the values 

associated with traditional masculine ideology (Clemmer, 1958; Sykes, 1958; Goffman, 1961; 

Morris and Morris, 1963; King and Elliott, 1977; Cohen and Taylor, 1981; Fitzgerald and Sim, 

1982; Mathiesen, 1990; Newton, 1994; Sim, 1994). This is unsurprising, given the fact that 

the prison population is largely composed of adult males aged between 21 and 29 years old 

(Berman and Dar, 2013; Prison Reform Trust, 2014; Crone, 2018). This, alongside the fact 

that the majority of prison officers are male, somewhat explains why prison culture is 

described as hyper-masculine (Sim, 1994; Evans and Wallace, 2008; MOJ, 2018a). With a 

lesser female presence, prison social norms tend to be constructed in line with traditional 

masculine ideology. This can be summarised as the reification of power, control, and 

competition, the suppression of emotion and the rigid policing of relationships with other men 

(Evans and Wallace, 2008). Nevertheless, there is some variation as to the extent to which 

individuals subscribe to prison social norms and the extent to which their actions reinforce 

these ‘hyper-masculine’ social norms (Crewe, 2005a, 2009; Brown and Grant, 2018).  

 

The inherent deprivations encountered during imprisonment can result in prisons being 

experienced as emasculating environments by some individuals and this can influence how 

these individuals try to enact or perform a masculine identity (Sykes, 1958; Morey and Crewe, 

                                                      

6 However, whilst difficult to achieve, good staff-prisoner relationships are possible in prison and, whilst 

an underlying theme of prison social norms, the ‘us and them’ divide is nuanced and complex (Crawley, 

2006).  
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2018). Some conventional methods of establishing and enacting one’s masculinity, such as 

sexual conquest and wealth, can be somewhat frustrated in the prison environment (Sabo, 

Kupers and London, 2001). However, their pursuit is not impossible as individuals can find 

ways of subverting the prison regime and pursuing wealth by participating in the prison black 

market (e.g. trading drugs or mobile phones) and sexual relationships with other individuals 

in prison. These courses of actions show that there are some opportunities for individuals in 

prison to circumvent the prison regime by displaying or enacting resistance, although methods 

of doing so can be diverse and diffuse (Crewe, 2009). Engaging in resistance in prison need 

not involve any political motivation or agenda but can be a ‘frictional’ reaction to the prison 

regime (Rubin, 2015). Some individuals vocally complain against the regime, others engage 

in violent confrontation, or refuse to work. These displays of resistance construct a sense of 

agency in a situation which inherently attempts to deprive the individual of autonomy (Sykes, 

1958). Resistance as an enactment of agency can be seen as a method of demonstrating 

elements of power and control that are central to the concept of traditional masculinity (Simon 

and Sparks, 2013). In this way, masculinity can be asserted in a prison context by acquiring 

status and respect, often through displays of resistance in prison, physical prowess and 

emotional discipline (Phillips, 2001). 

 

In addition to social norms based on the demonstration of masculinity, prison social norms 

also feature what prison theorists have called ‘the inmate code’ (Sykes and Messinger, 

1960).The ‘inmate code’ is an idealised version of the values and behaviours expected of those 

imprisoned and forms an idealised guideline for how to behave in prison (Sykes and 

Messinger, 1960). It suggests that individuals in prison should display control over their 

emotions, opposition to prison authority, integrity, loyalty and solidarity towards their fellow 

peers, never ‘snitching’ or ‘grassing’7 on other individuals in prison, or portraying signs of 

vulnerability or weakness (Sykes and Messinger, 1960; Crewe, 2009). Compliance with the 

values that form the basis of the inmate code offers a way for individuals to gain respect and 

be regarded as a ‘stand-up guy’ (Sykes and Messinger, 1960; Cressey, 1969; Sabo, Kupers 

and London, 2001). By cultivating this kind of reputation, an individual in prison can increase 

their standing in the social hierarchy and minimise the need to prove oneself in a physical 

confrontation (Gambetta, 2005). Their reputation prior to imprisonment is also a relevant 

factor in gaining the respect of others in prison and indeed, how they behave in prison can 

affect their reputation and relationships on the outside because of the permeability of the prison 

walls (Farrington, 1992; Gambetta, 2005).  

                                                      

7 ‘Grassing’ or ‘snitching’ consists of informing prison staff of another prisoner’s involvement in 

misconduct. 
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Whereas previous research suggested that the ‘inmate code’ was treated with “almost universal 

allegiance” (Sykes and Messinger, 1960, p. 9), Crewe (2005a) suggests that the importance of 

these guidelines has declined in UK prisons. He attributes this largely to late modernity and 

three other key factors (Crewe, 2005a) . Firstly, there have been changes in the conditions of 

prison life which alleviate some of the traditional forms of deprivation (such as in-cell 

televisions and increased access to telephones). Secondly, hard drug use in prison and the rise 

of ‘powder power’ has eroded levels of trust amongst those imprisoned. Thirdly, new 

programmes such as the Incentives and Earned Privileges (IEP) scheme and PREPS motivate 

individuals to conform to the goals of the institution in order to advance through the system 

rather than subscribing to an absolutist version of the inmate code. The findings of Jewkes 

(2005) and Crewe (2005a) suggest a softening of the traditional staunch version of the inmate 

code. This has resulted in the diminishing existence of shared normative values in prison, 

which is accentuated and reinforced by the fact that prisons tend to be environments where 

there are low levels of trust (Liebling and Arnold, 2004; Crewe, 2005a).  Formerly absolute 

tenets such as automatic regional affiliation and never grassing or snitching have become more 

negotiable, even permissible in certain, exceptional circumstances. The circumstances in 

which informing prison officers of a peer’s activities can be acceptable are far from rigidly 

defined (Crewe, 2009). Doing so when collectively deemed inappropriate can have 

repercussions for an individual’s reputation in prison and, for those involved in criminal 

networks outside prison as there can be implications that extend beyond the prison walls 

(Crewe, 2005a, 2009). Therefore, a softening of the inmate code in these respects has certainly 

not alleviated the pains of imprisonment or produced a carefree environment. Without the 

relatively clear guidance of the inmate code that previously may have helped individuals to 

organise their behaviour, individuals in prison encounter less certain social norms which 

govern how to act and the consequences of their actions, a concern of central importance in 

the 21st century (Giddens, 1991; Harvey, 2007).    

 

Importation theorists argue that individuals do not arrive in prison as blank slates; instead they 

suggest that the  pre-existing beliefs or values they carry with them into prison can continue 

to shape or influence their behaviour while there  (Irwin and Cressey, 1962; Jacobs, 1974; 

Blevins et al., 2010). As a result, prison social norms based on masculinity are believed to 

reflect those found in the outside community, with the ‘inmate code’ said to be reflecting the 

values, attitudes and beliefs found in general criminal culture that exists beyond the prison 

walls (Irwin and Cressey, 1962). The deprivations of the prison environment may reinforce 

these beliefs, particularly for those who Goffman (1959) would refer to as ‘sincere’ 

performers, who genuinely ascribe to and identify with these values. Individuals who do not 
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hold traditional masculine values or the beliefs that form the basis of the ‘inmate code’ may 

encounter pressure to put on a front that corresponds with prison social norms in order to 

survive in prison. It is important that this study, which seeks to understand how cell-sharing 

impacts wellbeing, recognises and controls for the differences in the extent that individuals 

experience pressure to give performances that conform to prison social norms. In addition, 

there may also be differences in the extent to which the pressure to sustain these performances 

may impact the wellbeing of individuals, depending on their personal characteristics. The 

nature of these social norms and how they can shape the fronts that individuals present to 

others in prison is discussed in the subsequent section. 

Prison Performances, Fronts and Social Norms 

The relationship between prison social norms and the fronts presented by individuals in prison 

is complex. Following Goffman’s (1959) theory, the signals that an individual in prison sends 

through his appearance and demeanour are judged by others. This type of impression 

management is a particular issue in contemporary society, in which concerns about how we 

appear to and are perceived by others are prime considerations (Giddens, 1991). Individuals 

in prison can communicate their capacity for violence and ward off any attempt at 

victimisation or exploitation by putting on a front which reflects prison social norms 

(Gambetta, 2005). The social norms in prison advocate the necessity of appearing tough by 

responding aggressively to perceived threats. This facilitates a cycle of violence due to the 

belief that being exploited or disrespected warrants physical retaliation, resulting in a greater 

risk of assault (Edgar, O’Donnell and Martin, 2003). In turn, fear of assault psychologically 

prepares individuals for defensive reactions, making them more prone to perceiving a 

challenge, threat or accusation and reacting with violence (Edgar, O’Donnell and Martin, 

2003). Therefore, prison social norms both shape and are shaped by the fronts presented by 

individuals in prison and the values that they carry with them from wider society (Irwin and 

Cressey, 1962; Wacquant, 2001). This means that the repertoire of fronts available to 

individuals in prison is limited by the social norms associated with that institution.  

 

The fronts employed by individuals in prison are influenced by and therefore reflect the social 

norms of that particular prison and the society in which that prison exists (de Viggiani, 2012). 

The need to put on a front is often regarded as a method of maintaining masculine identity but 

is also founded on the need to mask vulnerabilities and avoid potential exploitation in prison. 

This partly explains why, despite a tendency to describe prison culture as masculine, elements 

of the social norms evident in male prisons also feature as part of the culture in women’s 

prisons (Diaz-Cotto, 1996).  The social norms that tend to be present in prison culture demand 
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that individuals held there, regardless of gender, must maintain a front by presenting 

themselves as unscathed and unperturbed by the pains of imprisonment (Sykes, 1958; Crewe, 

2009). Putting on a ‘tough’ front is an activity in which all individuals in prison must engage, 

to varying extents, dependent on their background, beliefs and the degree to which they ascribe 

to the inmate code and traditional masculine ideology (Sykes, 1958; Sim, 1994; Evans and 

Wallace, 2008; Crewe, 2009; de Viggiani, 2012). The extent to which individuals may 

sincerely endorse these prison social norms may depend on the nature of the beliefs and values 

that they import from the outside community. This can mean that individuals may undertake 

their performances with slightly different frames of mind. For those that do not endorse or 

identify with such views, they may feel the need to present a front that conforms with prison 

social norms as part of a necessity to survive in prison (Crewe, 2006a). In this way, these 

individuals can be said to be the ‘cynical’ performer that Goffman (1959) refers to. Other 

individuals may genuinely hold views akin to these prison social norms; they may not feel 

compelled to display these behaviours in the same way as individuals who do not share these 

beliefs but rather, motivated to do so due to their genuinely held beliefs and values. Such 

individuals can be regarded as ‘sincere’ performers, in light of Goffman’s (1959) theory. 

Receiving positive treatment for displaying behaviour that is in-keeping with prison social 

norms may validate their belief in masculine values and the ‘inmate code’.  In these ways, the 

prison environment can reinforce notions of hegemonic masculinity that individuals can carry 

into prison with them and this is reflected in the ‘tough’ fronts that shape behaviour there 

(Sabo, Kupers and London, 2001; de Viggiani, 2012). 

 

Prison social norms generated by the ‘inmate code’, traditional conceptualisations of 

masculinity and imported values from the wider community can be seen as key influences on 

the fronts that individuals in prison present to mask weakness, to avoid exploitation by others 

and to deal with the pains of imprisonment (Sykes and Messinger, 1960; Cressey, 1969; Sabo, 

Kupers and London, 2001; Gambetta, 2005; de Viggiani, 2012; Crewe et al., 2014). The 

performance of masculine identity can be used strategically to embody the social norms which 

are valued in prison, although this pursuit is not without challenges (Evans and Wallace, 2008; 

Ricciardelli, Maier and Hannah-Moffat, 2015a). The prison environment can be a 

disempowering and emasculating experience for some individuals, who may try to assert their 

personal agency through resistance to both the prison regime and the prison social norms 

(Sykes, 1958; Bandyopadhyay, 2006). The pressure to conform to the ‘inmate code’ to survive 

in prison can restrict opportunities for individuals in prison to express softer facets of their 

identity, particularly those related to more traditionally feminized concepts of empathy, caring 

and parenting (Evans and Wallace, 2008; Ricciardelli, Maier and Hannah-Moffat, 2015b). 

Consequently, these pressures to maintain a front can cause some individuals in prison to 
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struggle with the prison environment and can lead to issues such as suicide, self-harm, violent 

behaviour and drug use (Inch, Rowlands and Soliman, 1995; Liebling, 1999b; Edgar, 

O’Donnell and Martin, 2003; Crewe, 2005b). 

 

Some individuals in prison are almost completely unable to present a front that is in conformity 

with the ‘inmate code’ and wider prison social norms due to certain personal characteristics. 

For example, heroin users in prison are often stigmatised (Crewe, 2005b). Their dependence 

on drugs is not compatible with prison social norms that emphasise the importance of strength 

and independence. Activities such as stealing, manipulation and bullying to obtain heroin and 

other drugs in prison compound this stigmatisation (Crewe, 2005b). If individuals engaged in 

these behaviours were to attempt to present a front more in line with prison social norms, the 

credibility of their performance would be undermined as others would be aware of the 

discrepancies between this front and the individual’s actions relating to their drug use 

(Goffman, 1959). Goffman’s (1959) notion of audience segregation is relevant here, as 

individuals are limited in their ability to segregate their audience (i.e. others in prison) from 

any behaviours that they display which are not aligned with prison social norms. As such, 

audiences are often aware of the inconsistencies in individuals’ performances in prison. Such 

experiences can have negative consequences for the individual’s social interactions, as such 

individuals may come to be regarded as fake, insincere and dishonest, embodying an antithesis 

of prison social norms.  In this way, individuals who struggle to put forward performances and 

behaviours that correspond with prison social norms may find it difficult to gain the respect of 

their peers in prison, placing their “psychological and social survival” (de Viggiani, 2012, p. 

271) at risk. The subsequent section outlines other issues which are related to how individuals 

try to survive in the prison environment 

Coping in Prison  

The material deprivations of prison, alongside the psychological strains of navigating prison 

social norms and acclimatising to the regime, can create considerable distress for individuals 

in prison and so require individuals to adapt to such challenges (Sykes, 1958; Zamble and 

Porporino, 1988; Liebling, 1999b; Irwin and Owen, 2005). Coping theories offer a way of 

understanding such efforts. ‘To cope’ is widely understood as attempts ‘to master conditions 

of harm, threat or challenge when a routine or automatic response is not readily available’ 

(Monat and Lazarus, 1985, p. 5). Individuals tend to adopt certain ways of dealing with such 

conditions, by making use of different coping strategies. When successful or effective, coping 

strategies enable the individual to overcome the challenging situation, whether it presents as a 

threat to physical safety or psychological wellbeing (Zamble and Porporino, 1988). Coping is, 
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therefore, essential for mental health and wellbeing, although it is a complex and nuanced 

matter (Miller, Brody and Summerton, 1988; Ireland, Boustead and Ireland, 2005).  

 

The literature suggests that individuals appraise both the threat and the options available to 

them, before employing a coping strategy in response (Lazarus and Folkman, 1984). A range 

of coping strategies have been identified, including appraisal-focused strategies (such as using 

rational thinking and positive re-interpretation), problem-focused strategies (such as seeking 

social support or improving self-control and time management) or emotion-focused strategies 

(releasing pent up emotions, distracting oneself and exercise) (Baum and Singer, 1987; Carver 

and Scheier, 1989; Gilovich and Medvec, 1995; Rocheleau, 2015). The type of coping strategy 

used by an individual depends not only on the type of threat posed by the situation but also the 

situation itself and the individual’s personal characteristics, including gender, personality, 

mental health and age (Zamble and Porporino, 1988; Thoits, 1991; Lazarus, 1999; Garnefski 

et al., 2002; Reevy and Frydenberg, 2011). The way in which individuals respond to stress can 

have long-term implications for the development of mental health issues, such as depression 

and anxiety (Doron et al., 2013). This indicates that research examining wellbeing, such as the 

present study, should also consider the coping styles that individuals use as these may have an 

influence on wellbeing. 

 

Individuals import the coping styles they used before their imprisonment into prison with them 

(Harreveld et al., 2007). For example, some individuals may use poor or dysfunctional coping 

strategies before their imprisonment, which they then carry with them into the prison 

(Liebling, 1999b). These coping strategies can be regarded as individual characteristics which 

can influence how individuals adapt and respond to prison. For instance, whilst the ability to 

cope effectively has been found to ease feelings of psychological distress, poor copers are 

more likely to engage in self-harm or to commit suicide (Zamble and Porporino, 1988; 

Liebling, 1993, 1999b; Ireland, Boustead and Ireland, 2005). When in prison, individuals may 

use coping strategies to adapt practically, socially and psychologically (Harvey, 2007).  

Practical adaptation involves familiarising oneself with the rules, routines and procedures of 

the particular prison, as well as the appropriate times and places for particular actions (such as 

when to get up, how to make telephone calls, where to attend education classes and so forth). 

Individuals must also use coping strategies to adapt to the social norms of the institution which 

govern their interactions with staff and peers. For example, these strategies can be based on 

avoidance (such as withdrawing, keeping  your head down, minding your own business) or 

aggression (such as putting on a ‘tough’ front or aligning oneself with a certain group or gang) 

(McCorkle, 1992; Ricciardelli, 2014). Coping strategies are also required to adapt 

psychologically, in particular, the need to regulate one’s emotions and to use self-control to 
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manage behavioural responses (Zamble and Porporino, 1988; Snyder, 2001; Harvey, 2007). 

For instance, individuals in prison report using strategies such as disguising feelings of 

depression, hiding problems and fears, as well as repressing emotions and/or thoughts of 

family, friends and the future (Jamieson and Grounds, 2005). Drug use during their time in 

prison offers some individuals a form of escapism or relief from the stresses of prison life, 

whilst others may engage in self-harm (Liebling, 1999b; Crewe, 2006b; Harvey, 2007). The 

strain of prison life, particularly in overcrowded conditions, is beyond some individuals’ 

ability to cope, resulting in mental health problems, self-harm, suicide attempts and suicide 

(Liebling, 1999b; Huey and McNulty, 2005; Dye, 2010). 

 

Nevertheless, despite the challenges presented by the prison environment, some individuals 

do manage to cope adequately or even excel in prison. In particular, some of those who may 

have had an unstable or chaotic lifestyle prior to imprisonment, due to homelessness, substance 

misuse or mental health problems, can benefit from the routine experienced within prison, 

including regular meals, access to healthcare and secure accommodation (Durcan, 2008). 

Tackling issues that individuals may have struggled to deal with outside prison, such as mental 

health problems and drug or alcohol abuse, can encourage better psychological wellbeing both 

within the prison environment and after release (Patel, 2010). The literature suggests that the 

opportunity to participate in constructive, purposeful activity (such as work, training or 

educational programmes) plays an important role in regard to successfully surviving 

imprisonment (Toch, 1977; Liebling, 1999b; Borrill et al., 2005). Unfortunately opportunities 

for constructive activity are often limited by issues such as overcrowding, limited resources 

and budgetary restrictions, which can translate into lengthy periods of in-cell lock up 

(Birmingham, 2003; CJINI, 2012; Prison Reform Trust, 2018b). The role of positive emotional 

and social support has also been highlighted as an effective coping strategy in prison 

(Harreveld et al., 2007; Wulf-Ludden, 2013). However, often prison social norms regarding 

the concealment of emotion and strict policing of relationships with others operate so as to 

restrict the opportunities for seeking and/or receiving positive emotional and social support 

from others (Phillips, 2001; Liebling and Arnold, 2012). Thus, whilst some individuals in 

prison are able to employ effective coping strategies, the prison environment and prison social 

norms can often limit the opportunities and conditions conducive to successful coping. Given 

that individuals have different coping styles, this study recognises that these different ways of 

coping may have varying influences on wellbeing. It is therefore important that these 

differences in coping styles are controlled for when examining how cell-sharing influences 

wellbeing. To neglect a consideration of the role of different coping styles may obscure a true 

understanding of how individuals’ wellbeing may be influenced by cell-sharing.  
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Using Fronts as a Survival Strategy in Prison 

Putting on a front is not only a matter of fitting in with prison norms but is regarded as essential 

to ensuring emotional, psychological and social survival by the research literature (Jewkes, 

2005; de Viggiani, 2012). The techniques used to put on such fronts can be regarded as 

impression management techniques, following Goffman’s (1959) conceptualisation of how 

individuals create and sustain performances. In the prison context, these include the 

engagement in the one-upmanship of prison banter and machismo, adherence to prison social 

norms and the cultivation of emotional repression (de Viggiani, 2012). As previously 

discussed, setting can also be regarded as part of an individual’s front, i.e. part of the 

performance put on to convince others of its veracity. However, in prison, an individual does 

not have access to the same repertoire of settings. This is symptomatic of the deprivation of 

autonomy experienced by an individual in prison as there is a limit placed on the resources 

available which can be used to create impressions (Sykes, 1958). Individuals in prison are 

unable to furnish or decorate their cells in the same way as they would decorate their living 

rooms or bedrooms on the outside (Baer, 2005). Similarly, there are also restrictions in terms 

of the ‘appearance’ aspect of front which would otherwise indicate an individual’s social status 

(Goffman, 1959).  For example, it may be common in wider society for certain models of 

mobile phones to signify material wealth or social status (McGuirk, 2011). Possession of 

mobile phones and other such communicative devices and technologies is prohibited in prison 

and so individuals in prison are generally unable to use such props8. The same is true of flashy 

or expensive clothing. As they are restricted in terms of both setting and appearance, 

individuals in prison frequently have to construct their front/performance through their 

‘manner’, that is, by controlling the impression created by their demeanour, tone and body 

language (Goffman, 1959). 

 

Whilst it is acceptable and even the norm for individuals in prison to put on such fronts to 

mask weakness or vulnerabilities, claims of being something that you are not can be met with 

backlash from others. Information regarding an individual’s reputation can be communicated 

and spread throughout a prison (Gambetta, 2005). Those who betray the ideals they espoused 

to live by tend to be treated harshly by others who have learned that the individual’s reputation 

does not back up such claims (Crewe, 2005a). Front management, then, can be difficult to 

manage, as individuals must neither “show weakness nor bluff strength” (Crewe, 2005a, p. 

                                                      

8 Whilst illegal in under the Offender Management Act 2007, mobile phones are smuggled into prisons 

and do signify status amongst the prison population (Christie, 2010). Mobile phones and designer 

trainers are regarded as status symbols in some groups in wider society and this is reflected in prison 

social norms (McGuirk, 2011). 
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203). Using fronts to influence how others perceive and respond to you is not without its 

difficulties, then, as the impression one creates must be carefully managed. Crewe  (2005a, p. 

203) explains that “while prisoners who appeared to care too much about obtaining early 

release or home leave were derided, those who pretended not to be concerned about 

minimising their time inside were considered foolish and disloyal to their families outside”. 

Individuals must also manage the impressions they make with prison officers and 

psychologists who, by wielding ‘the power of the pen’ (Crewe, 2007, p. 261), can materially 

affect the experience of custody (for instance, by recommending the downgrading of security 

classification or eligibility for home leave). Therefore, whilst putting on a front can feel like 

something of a ‘balancing act’, in prison the pressure to do so can be great (Ricciardelli, Maier 

and Hannah-Moffat, 2015b). 

 

Maintaining a credible front requires a firm grasp of impression management techniques (de 

Viggiani, 2012). Recent scholarship suggests that these techniques which are employed to 

adapt to imprisonment can be categorised as ‘fronting’ or ‘masking’, especially in relation to 

how individuals regulate their emotions (Crewe et al., 2014; Laws and Crewe, 2016). 

Individuals engage in ‘fronting’ when they “cultivate a version of the emotional self that is 

inauthentic” but deploy ‘masking’ when that individual “stifles or contains traces of fear, pain, 

weakness and vulnerability” (Crewe et al., 2014, p. 64). Not every individual in prison has the 

ability to master these techniques and so some may be forced to withdraw socially and 

emotionally (Goffman, 1961; Cohen and Taylor, 1981; Jewkes, 2005). Moreover, those who 

attempt to present and sustain a front throughout their time in prison may struggle with the 

pressure to do so. Some individuals in prison may be ‘cynical performers’ in that they 

recognise that acting tough is a strategy of avoiding conflict and it is not a reflection of their 

true self (Goffman, 1959; Ricciardelli, Maier and Hannah-Moffat, 2015b). The effort of 

masking one’s ‘true self’ and putting on a front can pose a threat to the psychological wellbeing 

of these individuals (Jewkes, 2005). In contrast, the cost of this effort may not be as acute for 

‘sincere’ performers, who may genuinely endorse the values underlying prison social norms. 

One further difficulty relating to putting on a front in prison is the inability to segregate 

audiences the way in which individuals can do outside prison. In prison “there is one set of 

characters and one stage…There is little role segregation, little opportunity for the presentation 

of different selves in different contexts” (Cohen and Taylor, 1981, p. 86). In comparison, 

outside prison, individuals are able to cultivate impressions of themselves that are tailored for 

each particular social interaction - the ‘front’ put on for work differs from the ‘front’ put on at 

home. Given the spatial limitations and the deprivation of liberty inherent in the prison 

environment, these options are not available to individuals in prison. 
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There may be some degree of interaction or overlap between the use of certain coping styles 

and the extent to which individuals use fronts in prison or are successful at using fronts. For 

example, individuals who socially withdraw in prison as a way of responding to the demands 

of the environment may not need to devote great amounts of attention to cultivating a front, as 

they have withdrawn from social interactions. This in turn may have implications for their 

wellbeing though, as de Viggiani (2012) notes that embodying a passive and withdrawn 

persona in response to the prison environment can have a damaging effect on mental health. 

Furthermore, individuals who tend to seek emotional support may find themselves having to 

choose between sustaining a convincing front or engaging in a coping style that is contrary to 

the prison social norms of stoicism and the concealment of vulnerability. This highlights the 

need to acknowledge that whilst the ways individuals try to cope with imprisonment can be 

related to front management, coping styles and front management should not be conflated. 

Specifically, coping styles can be viewed as individual characteristics that influence how 

people react and respond to the prison environment, which they often have developed in their 

pre-prison lives and import into prison (for example, substance use or emotional support). In 

contrast, front management can be viewed as a way that individuals behave in the prison 

environment to influence how others respond to them, in the hopes of being treated more 

positively. 

 

That is not to say that front management does not play an important role in how individuals 

adapt to prison. Crewe’s (2009) ethnographic study identified a range of social roles that may 

be available to some individuals in prison. His typology consists of enthusiasts, pragmatists, 

stoics, retreatists and players. Enthusiasts embraced their situation, denounced their past 

identities and viewed prison as an opportunity for self-improvement (Crewe, 2009). 

Pragmatists did not tend to share the enthusiasts’ moral emphasis on self-renewal: rather, they 

“shared a perception that the prison held a virtual monopoly on power and that to resist it was 

either impossible or imprudent” (Crewe, 2009, p. 167). Stoics were equally resigned in regard 

to the power of the prison but displayed a far more cynical awareness about how this power 

was operated (Crewe, 2009). In light of this cynicism, stoics tended to suppress their 

frustration and comply with the regime in order to progress through their sentence (Crewe, 

2009). In contrast, players tend to be “normatively opposed to [the prison’s] practices and 

principles, and hostile to staff”, and so make efforts of subverting authority (Crewe, 2009, p. 

220). Many drug addicts adopted a retreatist role, resignedly accepting not only the prison’s 

dominance but their life course trajectory in general and disengaging with both (Crewe, 2009). 

This may also indicate that individual characteristics, including such coping styles as drug use, 

may shape the fronts that individuals display in prison. Consequently, these different social 

roles and their associated fronts offer a way for individuals in prison to adapt to imprisonment. 
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Despite the variation in the possible roles that individuals can adopt in prison, there are still 

broadly agreed prison social norms that are enacted and reinforced through these roles, as these 

fronts adhere to concepts of self-control, emotional regulation and strength of character. 

Recent scholarship suggests that the pressure to display behaviour in line with these values 

may not exist uniformly in every environment or context in prison (Crewe et al., 2014). 

Different spaces in prisons may permit different performances in what can be thought of as 

the “emotional geography of prison life” (Crewe et al., 2014, p. 56). 

Fronts and Spaces in Prison 

One of the key difficulties of front management in prison is the complexity of prison spaces 

which has received recent attention in the literature (Jewkes, 2005; Moran, 2013, 2015; Crewe 

et al., 2014). Researchers have recognised that a more nuanced understanding of the nature 

and purpose of prison spaces is necessary (Moran, 2015). Prison spaces are “complex, spatially 

differentiated emotional domains” and as a result, different spaces can demand or permit 

different performances (Crewe et al., 2014, p. 59). Individuals may act differently on the 

landings, putting on a ‘tough’ front in the presence of so many other individuals, than they act 

in an education class, where they may feel able to engage in a more genuine, authentic manner 

(Crewe et al., 2014). Similarly, the way individuals seek to appear to others on the landings 

may differ when receiving visits from their family (Butler et al., 2015). For some, such visits 

can temporarily alleviate the pains of imprisonment, re-establish their role as a father, son or 

partner outside prison, and re-engage a softer side of their character (Dixey and Woodall, 

2012). This once again relates to Goffman’s (1959) concept of audience segregation, as 

individuals keep their performances on the landing separate from their performances in the 

visits hall. As a result of this separation, individuals are not judged by one audience in light of 

the performance they have given to another audience, especially in relation to the different 

tones that these performances may take. Such a distinction is partially facilitated by the way 

in which these performances take place in different spaces, in front of different audiences. The 

degree of audience segregation is not total or absolute, though, as many other prisoners may 

also be present in the visits hall, receiving their visits. However, the effect of audience 

segregation is still generally achieved due to the prison social norms which surround such 

spaces, as “behaviour observed in the visits hall seemed to be disqualified information: barred 

from use in maliciously deriding other prisoners” (Crewe et al., 2014, p. 67). Spaces in prison 

and the social norms which are in place therein, then, can be said to impact the behaviour and 

performances of the individuals within them. 
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Prison spaces pose a challenge to any simplistic understanding of Goffman’s conceptualisation 

of frontstage and backstage regions (Goffman, 1959; Jewkes, 2005; Moran, Pallot and 

Piacentini, 2013a; Crewe et al., 2014; Moran, 2015). It is not so clear cut as treating ‘public 

areas’ as frontstage and ‘private areas’ as backstage, using the number of others present in an 

area as a means of categorisation (Moran, Pallot and Piacentini, 2013a). Instead, frontstage 

areas can be regarded as regions where an individual feels the necessity to put on a front. Areas 

in which an individual is comfortable relaxing and dropping such a front can be viewed as 

backstage areas. The boundaries between these areas can be permeable or negotiable 

(Goffman, 1959). For example, some individuals may feel comfortable venting their 

frustration and aggression in the prison gym, despite the presence of other individuals. Crewe 

and colleagues (2014, p. 67) put forward the concept of marginal spaces or intermediate zones 

which do not fit easily into the frontstage/backstage dichotomy but rather exist as areas where 

“many of the normal rules of the prisoner society were partially or temporarily suspended, 

permitting a broader emotional register than was possible in its main residential and most 

public areas”. Again, the example of the visits room was given, where enhanced access to the 

emotional spectrum is treated as permissible (Crewe et al., 2014; Butler et al., 2015). 

Individuals could drop their ‘tough’ front without fear of reprisal, due to the prison social 

norms surrounding this space, described above. In this way, the visits hall was “a sacred space 

of sorts” (Crewe et al., 2014, p. 67) as individuals could behave in ways that were contrary to 

prison social norms, perhaps displaying emotions or openly demonstrating affection. 

Similarly, Evans and Wallace (2008, p. 488) comment on the existence of “a deeper, more 

emotional, more complex private world, which must be kept “off the landing” but nevertheless 

exists”. 

 

Goffman’s (1959) conceptualisation of frontstage and backstage was not developed with a 

specific focus on shared cells or even prisons. Despite this, the research literature has largely 

treated the cell as a backstage area, with the potential for emotional release, restoring one’s 

sense of self and offering respite from presenting a front (Jewkes, 2002; de Viggiani, 2012). 

However, it is unknown whether the presence of a cellmate renders the cell another frontstage 

arena, inhibits ‘backstage’ activity, transforms the cell into one of intermediate zones, or even 

becomes a “sacred” space, like the visits room (Crewe et al., 2014, p. 67). Moran and 

colleagues’ (2013a) study, consisting of interviews with women held in dormitory cells and 

prison personnel in Russia, suggests some women were able to access a ‘backstage’ experience 

by retreating inwardly within themselves. Some sought out: 

“transient and precarious moments of spatial isolation, and others [chose] to 

disengage mentally as well as physically from the crowds around them. In this way, 

it seems that the relationships between the spaces themselves and the emplaced 
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emotions and experiences within them is not straightforward – although prisoners 

occupy the same spaces, they experience them differently, and respond using 

different tactics, enabling the creation of privacy in ways which satisfy their personal 

needs, and their own ability to tolerate the prison environment” (Moran, Pallot and 

Piacentini, 2013a, p. 143).  

Whilst for some individuals, complete isolation was required to remove their ‘frontstage’ mask 

(even purposely infringing rules to be punitively segregated), others found that they were able 

to retreat into their private selves in other places (Moran, Pallot and Piacentini, 2013a). This 

suggests that whilst some individuals are capable of engaging in backstage activity in the 

presence of others, some require complete privacy. Based on Moran and colleagues’ (2013a) 

work, it appears that individuals in prison may use different strategies (e.g. disengagement or 

withdrawal) to deal with the prison environment and different spaces; this could be due to the 

different coping styles that they import into prison that may impact how they experience 

different spaces. 

 

As such, the presence of others may impact an individual’s ability to access their own 

‘backstage’ experience (Jewkes, 2002; Moran, Pallot and Piacentini, 2013a). This poses 

particular challenges in a prison environment where many individuals have to share cells with 

relative strangers who they may not know or trust. Sykes (1958) identified the fear relating to 

associating with potentially untrustworthy or dangerous individuals as one of the pains of 

imprisonment. The fear of an unknown or untrustworthy cellmate remains a chief concern for 

some individuals (Medlicott, 2001). Faccio and Costa (2013) draw attention to the challenges 

that individuals in prison face as a result of restricted access to their own ‘backstage’ in their 

interviews, undertaken as part of their ethnography of Italian prisons. They particularly focus 

on the implications this has for achieving ‘role distance’ which can be described as playing a 

certain social role with an element of detachment, not fully identifying with the performance 

being put forward. It involves maintaining a distinction between the impression being fostered 

and the ‘true’ or ‘real’ self. They note that overcrowding in Italian prisons has resulted in 

individuals being deprived of a backstage, explaining that the “continuous visibility condition 

between inmates manipulates interactions” within the cell and makes it difficult for individuals 

to achieve ‘role distance’ (Faccio and Costa, 2013, p. 399). This may be less of an issue for 

the ‘sincere performer’ who imports beliefs similar to prison social norms into prison and for 

whom such beliefs form the basis of their self-identity (Goffman, 1959). However, for ‘cynical 

performers’ who bring different beliefs into prison, ‘role distance’ may be important for 

maintaining the distinction between their performances and their ‘true’ self (Goffman, 1959; 

Faccio and Costa, 2013). The presence of a cellmate or cellmates appears to maintain the 

pressure to sustain the performance of a role based on prison social norms, and therefore 
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requires that fronts be maintained, even in the cell. It may be the case that the extent to which 

individuals endorse certain prison social norms and their position as a sincere or cynical 

performer can influence the way in which pressures to sustain a certain performance affects 

individuals sharing cells. 

 

However, application of Goffman’s (1959) theory, in conjunction with Moran and colleagues’ 

(2013a)  findings, suggests that an individual can access backstage in the presence of a 

cellmate, if that cellmate is known or trusted. The extent to which a cellmate is trusted may 

determine whether an individual feels able to drop their tough front or have to maintain a 

performance in accordance with prison social norms. Questions regarding the nature of trust 

and friendship in a prison setting are yet another ‘balancing act’ faced by individuals in prison. 

Phillips (2001, p. 17) recognises that attempts to embody prison social norms of independence 

and self-sufficiency “can result in “associates” rather than “friendships”, as “friendship” is 

rejected as being too close for a prison relationship”. This is echoed by Liebling and Arnold 

(2012, p. 416) who note the “cautious” and “limited” tone of relationships in prison, which are 

often strategic in nature (Ricciardelli, 2014). The importance of trust is emphasised, as a 

“lubricant of social cooperation…but also necessary for individual mental health” (Liebling 

& Arnold 2004: 243). Lack of trust between individuals was explained by the context of prison 

culture which “was more individualistic than “solidarity” as a result of the emphasis on risk 

assessment and a desire to progress through the system” (Liebling and Arnold, 2012, p. 422). 

An individual in prison must therefore juggle their relationship with their self, with others and 

with the system at all times. The role that the cell environment and cellmate relationships may 

play in juggling these demands merits further investigation and forms the focus on this study. 

As such, this study aims to control for the influence of both the cell environment and the nature 

of these relationships to achieve a more nuanced view of how cell-sharing may influence 

wellbeing in prison. 

Experiencing the Prison Cell  

If we accept Goffman’s (1959) contention that merely shared presence produces a reciprocal 

influence between two persons’ actions, then the shared prison cell is undoubtedly of interest. 

It also occupies the intriguing position of serving as a potential backstage area for each 

individual; yet by accommodating more than one individual, it may also necessitate a 

frontstage performance. Crewe and colleagues (2014, p. 59) observe that cells are often 

described as ‘private areas’, “yet many individuals live in shared cells or are housed in 

dormitories, meaning that even in their most domestic environments, they may have to 

maintain public or quasi-public facades”. However, there is a lack of research investigating if 
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or how individuals in shared cells manage this shared space. Cell-sharing is a practical reality 

throughout prisons in the UK (Prison Reform Trust, 2014). This is particularly the case in light 

of levels of overcrowding, in an effort to accommodate an increasing prison population 

(Berman and Dar, 2013; MOJ, 2013; Prison Reform Trust, 2018b). In the UK, the number of 

people allocated to a cell frequently supersedes the number of people the cell was designed to 

accommodate.  The Prison Reform Trust (2018a) reports that almost a quarter of the prison 

population, nearly 20,700 people, in England and Wales were held in overcrowded 

accommodation in 2017-2018, the majority ‘doubling up’ in cells built for one. Sometimes 

overcrowding can means that ‘trebling up’ occurs, where three individuals shared a double 

cell (i.e. a cell built to accommodate two individuals) (Howard League, 2015). The European 

Prison Rules recommend that individuals in prison should normally be housed in single cells, 

except in instances where sharing is preferable and suitable (Council of Europe, 2006). In this 

vein, a Cell-Sharing Risk Assessment (discussed further below) is carried out prior to 

assigning an individual to a shared cell in UK prisons, with a view to ensuring that the 

cellmates are suitable and do not pose a risk of violence to one another. The European Prison 

Rules further recommend that, as far as possible, individuals in prison should be given a choice 

before being required to share a cell. This is not always achievable or realistic in UK prisons, 

given the pressure that a large prison population exerts on accommodation and resources 

(Council of Europe, 2006; Howard League, 2015). 

 

Sharing in overcrowded conditions can materially impact on how an individual experiences 

their cell. Prison Service Instruction 17/2012 sets out guidelines regarding Certified Prisoner 

Accommodation and states that a cell must provide sufficient space for furniture and normal 

in-cell activities. Normal in-cell activities include sleep, dressing and undressing, storage, 

personal pursuits such as reading, writing and music/television, taking meals, using the WC in 

private, using a washbasin and having a degree of space for movement/seating. In crowded 

conditions, there is a reduction in the number of in-cell activities which must be possible in 

the cell; these are limited to using the WC with some privacy via modesty screening, storage 

and personal pursuits. Whether individuals are entitled to enough space in the cell for these 

activities is then further qualified as being subject to space available (Silvestri, 2013). The 

cramped nature of these conditions and the lack of privacy involved are compounded by the 

fact that many individuals in prison are locked up in their cell for the majority of the day 

without purposeful activity (HM Chief Inspector of Prisons, 2013). 

 

Individuals may react differently to sharing spaces, especially in overcrowded conditions, 

depending on their personal characteristics such as age, ethnicity or cultural background. 

Overcrowding in prison has been found to influence the behaviour of individuals between the 
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ages of 18 and 25, increasing the rate of violence and misconduct within this age group 

(Franklin, Franklin and Pratt, 2006). Racial identity has also been found to have an impact on 

perceptions of crowdedness – individuals in prison who are white are more likely to perceive 

prison conditions as crowded, than those who are black (Leger, 1988; Wooldredge, 1998). 

Grant and Memmott (2007, p. 632) found that double bunking, i.e. “a practice whereby two 

prisoners are accommodated in a cell designed for single occupancy”, was particularly 

challenging for Australian Aboriginal people. This suggests that there may be a racial or 

cultural aspect to the subjective experience of prison accommodation which has not been fully 

addressed in the literature. As such, this research will attempt to control for the effect of age 

and ethnic background when examining how a shared cell may influence wellbeing. 

Invasions of Personal Space 

One aspect which anthropological theory suggests may be difficult for individuals sharing 

cells to contend with is the close physical proximity of cellmates (Hall, 1969). Anthropological 

work on how individuals interact with space can be applied to the scenario of a shared cell, 

helping to further an understanding of how cell-sharing experiences relate to wellbeing and 

coping in prison. Edward Hall’s (1969) work on experiences of space in his book ‘The Hidden 

Dimension’ is particularly instructive in this regard. He developed the concept of ‘proxemics’ 

- “the interrelated observations and theories of man’s use of space as a specialized elaboration 

of culture” (Hall, 1969, p. 1). Hall is credited with conceptualising the use of space as form of 

non-verbal communication between people. In particular, he posits that distances between 

individuals who are interacting can vary according to the relationship between these 

individuals. Hall categorised these distances into zones, specifically as intimate, personal, 

social and public distances, as shown below in Table 1. 

 

Table 1: Hall’s Interpersonal Distances and Types of Relationships (as adapted from 

(McLaughlin, Olson and White, 2008) 

Distance Measurement Relationship 

Intimate 0-18 inches Intimate contacts (e.g. sexual relations, comforting) 

Personal 18 inches – 4 ft At arm’s length (within touching distance); space of 

close friends 

Social  4 – 12 ft Impersonal business is done at this distance 

Public  12+ ft Formal distance of public with an individual (e.g. 

politician, actor) 
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Much of Hall’s work, which pointed out difference in how the use of space in social 

interactions can vary depending on an individual’s culture, has been criticised as 

methodologically problematic, given his tendency to rely on observation and stereotypes 

(Baldassare and Feller, 1975). However, from his theory of proxemics, the idea of territoriality 

and personal space have been developed and researched using much more robust methods. In 

environmental psychology, territoriality relates to how individuals or groups act to lay claim 

to an area and to defend it from others (Bell, 2001). Personal space is an individual’s personal 

territory, “the space in which one feels one must acknowledge another person and react if they 

enter” (McLaughlin, Olson and White, 2008, p. 143). Research indicates that when individuals 

feel that their personal space has been intruded upon, they can experience psychological and 

physiological discomfort and stress (Evans and Wener, 2007; Holmes, Cassidy and Yue, 

2014). Personal space, as quantified by Hall, can therefore be regarded as “a physical and 

psychological buffer zone” (Sardar et al., 2005, p. 1). 

 

Research shows that the amount of personal space that individuals require or prefer can vary 

depending on a number of factors (Schienle et al., 2017). Arguably, some of these factors are 

relevant to cell-sharing in prison. Sambo and Iannetti (2013) found that individuals with social 

anxiety preferred a larger degree of personal space. The prevalence rates of Generalised 

Anxiety Disorder amongst prisoners can be up to 37% in England and Wales; for such 

individuals, acquiring the preferred degree of personal space may be difficult within the small 

dimensions of the shared cell as they require a larger amount of personal space to feel safe 

(Sambo and Iannetti, 2013; Abracen et al., 2014). Furthermore, Schienle and colleagues (2017) 

point out that many early studies showed that individuals with antisocial personality disorder, 

particularly those who were violent offenders, appeared to also require a greater degree of 

personal space (Curran, Blatchley and Hanlon, 1978; Gilmour and Walkey, 1981; McGurk, 

Davis and Grehan, 1981). Schienle and colleagues’ (2017) study investigated whether 

personality characteristics were associated with how offenders and non-offenders reacted to 

intrusions into personal space. They found that violent offenders had enhanced sensitivity to 

instances where their personal space was intruded upon by men with facial expressions 

showing disgust (Schienle et al., 2017). This is particularly relevant to cell-sharing, as one or 

both cellmates may be violent offenders with this heightened sensitivity relating to their 

personal space. This may suggest that violent offenders may struggle to share a cell as a result 

of both their need for an enlarged domain of personal space, as well as their sensitivity to when 

their personal space is intruded upon. The nature of an individual’s offending may therefore 

be regarded as demonstrating one way in which an individual’s personal characteristics can 

influence the way they experience cell-sharing, due to heightened sensitivity to intrusions upon 

their personal space (Schienle et al., 2017). Nevertheless, it is not known how other individual 
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characteristics could influence this or could interact with each other to influence how cell-

sharing is experienced. Such individual characteristics could include the use of certain coping 

styles, age, cultural background or the beliefs and values held by that person. Difficulties in 

acquiring or maintaining one’s own personal space may be regarded as only one of many 

possible challenges or consequences of cell-sharing that has not been explored in the research 

literature. There are some issues examined in existing studies that may be tangentially related 

to the experience of cell-sharing; the next section will outline what may be gleaned from these 

studies. 

Consequences of Cell-Sharing 

Previous research hints at a number of potential positive and negative consequences associated 

with cell-sharing, although little research has actually been conducted into the individual lived 

experiences of cell-sharing and explaining what factors may influence whether someone 

responds positively or negatively to cell-sharing. Examples of some of the potential negative 

consequences that have been alluded to include the risk of violence occurring between 

cellmates. Research related to violence in prison indicates that when two individuals are placed 

in a shared cell, there is the potential for violence to occur (Keith, 2006; de Viggiani, 2007; 

Grant and Memmott, 2007). Indeed, in Sattar’s (2004) study of the 26 prisoner-on-prisoner 

homicides that occurred in English and Welsh prisons between 1990 and 2001, almost half of 

these were committed in a shared cell by the victim’s cellmate. It should be noted that 

homicides account for less than 1% of all deaths in prison custody (MoJ, 2014). As such, 

cellmate murders are relatively rare events, however, physical and verbal assaults may be far 

more frequent (O’Donnell and Edgar, 1999; MoJ, 2014). The importance of making 

appropriate decisions regarding which individuals to place in a cell is emphasised by this high 

rate of assault. Furthermore, cell-sharing may also be related to sexual assault in prison. The 

Howard League for Penal Reform’s Commission on Sex in Prison (2014, p. 4) notes that 

“placing prisoners together in a cell certainly increases the opportunity for sexual abuse to take 

place, out of sight of prison staff and CCTV cameras”. This emphasises the potential for 

individuals to be at risk from their cellmate and for their experience of cell-sharing to impact 

their wellbeing.  

 

It may also be the case that sharing a cell in especially overcrowded conditions may present 

particular challenges for individuals’ wellbeing. For instance, some studies suggest that prison 

overcrowding can have a negative impact on individuals’ physical health, contributing to 

higher blood pressure levels and higher rates of complaints of ill health (D’Atri et al., 1981; 

Paulus, 1988). De Viggiani (2007) argues that overcrowding can compound the health 
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conditions that individuals import into prison, as well as the deprivations associated with the 

prison regime. As such, overcrowding can take a toll on not only on physical health but also 

mental health in prison.  Huey and McNulty (2005) found overcrowding to be a significant 

predictor of suicide rates in prisons in the United States. There is also evidence to suggest that 

when two individuals are sharing a cell built for one in prison, the possible benefits (e.g. peer 

support or alleviation of boredom) that might be experienced due to cell-sharing may be 

outweighed by the negative impact of overcrowded conditions (Huey and McNulty, 2005). 

However, Molleman and van Ginneken (2015, p. 1030) comment that “cell-sharing and 

crowding cannot be treated interchangeably”, as not all experiences of cell-sharing take place 

in over-crowded prison conditions. Whilst these studies suggest there are specific issues for 

individuals sharing cells in such conditions, they do not further a detailed understanding of the 

individual lived experience of cell-sharing and how cell-sharing might impact individuals 

differently. 

 

It may also be possible for certain aspects of the cell environment and the nature of having to 

share a small space with another individual to influence wellbeing. Though there is a lack of 

research examining this, Laws and Crewe (2016, p. 535) identify a shared cell as an example 

of a situation in prison “in which prisoners cannot exercise control over space”. This particular 

aspect of cell-sharing may be keenly felt, as lower levels of perceived autonomy have been 

found to have a negative impact on wellbeing and coping  (Liebling and Arnold, 2004; van 

der Laan and Eichelsheim, 2013; Favril et al., 2017). Having a space, such as one’s own cell, 

over which individuals can exercise their personal autonomy may therefore be beneficial in 

terms of promoting wellbeing in prison.  Bird’s (2017) research points towards how ‘spatial 

autonomy’ may contribute to an understanding of the experience of cell-sharing. Bird (2017) 

developed the term ‘spatial autonomy’ which relates to the decision-making power of 

prisoners to decide how to make use of certain spaces. Using the Barlinnie Special Unit in 

Scotland as an example, Bird (2017) suggests that enabling prisoners to make decisions about 

how to use spaces, including their cells, could facilitate a positive change in self-perception. 

“By allowing prisoners to literally shape how the Unit was run, and how they would live within 

it, an environment and community was created in which each individual was expected to 

(re)create their own self-image” (Bird, 2017, p. 234). Fostering a positive identity has been 

shown to contribute towards better mental health, improved resilience after experiencing 

trauma and desistance from crime (Maruna, 2001; Vaughan, 2007; Noble-Carr et al., 2014; 

Hunter and Farrall, 2018; Vanhooren, Leijssen and Dezutter, 2018). Following Bird’s (2017) 

conceptualisation of spatial autonomy, the reduced ability to exercise autonomy over the use 

of space in a shared cell may impede an individual’s pursuit of these benefits. Yet, Bird (2017) 

did not explore or address how cell-sharing could impact spatial autonomy, or if cell-sharing 



51 

 

could impact wellbeing in prison; accordingly, this issue has thus far been unaddressed by the 

research literature. 

 

There are some possible positives of cell-sharing alluded to in existing research, including the 

potential for cell-sharing to combat feelings of loneliness and isolation in prison. The physical 

presence of another person in a cell may mitigate the impact of isolation that research suggests 

can be encountered in a single cell (Liebling, 1992; Knight, 2012). Most of the literature 

regarding isolation in prison refers to punitive isolation and its negative impact on inmates 

through the use of solitary confinement, segregation and sensory deprivation (Gendreau and 

Keyes, 2001; Metzer and Fellner, 2010; Bonner, 2011). The widespread consensus appears to 

be that solitary confinement can produce a vast range of severely negative effects (O’Donnell, 

2014). These include “anger, hatred, bitterness, boredom, stress, loss of the sense of reality, 

suicidal thoughts, trouble sleeping, impaired concentration, confusion, depression, and 

hallucinations” (Smith, 2006, p. 488). The issue of lengthy-lock ups may allow for parallels to 

be drawn from the literature on solitary confinement (HM Chief Inspector of Prisons, 2013). 

The pressure on staff to manage an inflated population can result in decreased opportunities 

for recreation and rehabilitation programmes and lead to more time being spent in lockdown 

conditions (Prison Reform Trust, 2018a). However, research is lacking regarding whether 

simply being alone in a cell can be experienced as a lesser strain of solitary confinement and, 

if so, if some of the effects of social isolation may be felt. 

 

Research has not explored how cell-sharing may have a potential positive impact on wellbeing 

by guarding against the loneliness and boredom experienced by inmates who are locked up for 

long periods of time in a single cell. These emotions are associated with increased risk of 

suicide (Liebling, 1992). Loneliness and boredom are key aspects of the deprivation of liberty 

that results from imprisonment (Sykes, 1958). There is evidence that loneliness, like isolation, 

can have negative implications for physical and psychological health (Blai, 1989; Fees, Martin 

and Poon, 1999; Pressman et al., 2005). Brown and Day (2008, p. 446) conducted a small scale 

survey of those imprisoned on remand in South Australia and concluded that “whilst specialist 

mental health services are needed to treat problems such as depression, loneliness is something 

that can be managed by staff, with no professional experience”. These authors do not explicitly 

consider cell-sharing as a protective strategy against loneliness and suicidal intent, but they do 

encourage strategies to facilitate positive relationships and social interactions to counter 

feelings of loneliness. This may point to cell-sharing as a possible way of reducing such 

feelings of loneliness, where a positive relationship between cellmates exists.  Brown and Day 

(2008) acknowledge the limitations of their study, namely the small sample size and low 

statistical power, but also call for the need to better understand the social support systems 
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available to those imprisoned. Consequently, there is the potential for cell-sharing to play a 

role in such social support systems, but this has not been explored in the literature.  

 

Similarly, the potential for social interaction with a cellmate to enhance wellbeing by helping 

to combat boredom has not been fully examined in the research literature. Enduring feelings 

of boredom during imprisonment can be detrimental to an individual’s psychological 

wellbeing. It has been reported that “common feelings of hopelessness, loneliness, isolation, 

depression and boredom are expressed by those who come close to the suicidal act” (Liebling, 

1992, p. 234)  . In Jones’ (2007) study of suicide and self-harm amongst young offenders, loss 

of stimulation featured alongside loss of social support and loss of communication as some of 

the most severe deprivations experienced whilst imprisoned. Given that Jones’ (2007) study 

investigated young offenders, the experience of loss of stimulation, social support and 

communication could vary depending on the prison regime and the characteristics of the 

individuals in that particular prison. These three deprivations identified by Jones (2007) may 

be most acutely experienced by a person in a single cell. The precise extent to which a shared 

cell may alleviate such pains of imprisonment, and even possibly have a positive impact on 

wellbeing, has not been explored in the research literature. 

 

Having said that, the potential protective value of cell-sharing for some suicidal individuals in 

prison has been noted in Prison Service policy documents (e.g. PSI 64/2011:44).  The fact that 

more suicides occur in single cells is well documented in the research literature (Anno, 1985; 

Lester, 1990; Kupers, 1999; Tatarelli and Mancinelli, 1999; Reeves and Tamburello, 2014). 

This may indicate that cell-sharing can function as a protective factor in regard to suicide. Dye 

(2010, p. 978) notes that “in some prisons, overcrowding provided inmates less opportunities 

for suicide. Inmates were in close proximity to one another, usually in multiple occupancy 

cells or dormitories, resulting in greater levels of peer supervision”. It is unclear whether it is 

the supportive companionship or the mere guardianship of a cellmate (i.e. that their mere 

presence can function as an inhibitor) which can prevent suicide. Furthermore, it is possible 

that cell-sharing may make it harder to identify which individuals are at risk of suicide. Rivlin 

(2013, p. 321)  suggests that cell-sharing can obscure signs of suicidal intent as “it may not be 

reasonable to expect a prisoner to isolate himself when he shares a cell”.  Research suggests 

that individualised care strategies are needed to respond to individuals experiencing despair 

and distress; these may include cell-sharing (McHugh, 2000). However, this may not always 

be an effective strategy, as being placed in a cell with an incompatible cellmate has also been 

reported as a reason for committing suicide (Rivlin et al., 2013). A small-scale study of 

imprisoned women who had engaged in self-harming behaviour suggested that cell-sharing 

could have a negative impact on their wellbeing by causing stress, even if the cellmate was a 
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good friend (Sharkey, 2010). The somewhat conflicting research on how cell-sharing may 

impact individuals experiencing distress points to a need to better understand the implications 

of using shared cells in such circumstances. It suggests that different individuals may respond 

differently to cell-sharing and that the compatibility of cellmates may be necessary to produce 

the desired protective effect. The literature therefore suggests that the interaction between the 

individual and the cell environment may affect the individual’s ability to cope in prison (Grant 

and Memmott, 2007; Grant, 2008; Molleman and van Ginneken, 2015) but this has not been 

examined in detail.  

 

Moreover, whilst locating a vulnerable individual in a shared cell has been viewed as a 

protective factor, little has been done to understand the cellmate as a player in their own right 

in the event of a suicide or an attempted suicide. Rivlin and colleagues’ (2013) study, 

consisting of semi-structured interviews with 60 imprisoned people who had made near-lethal 

suicide attempts, highlighted that 83% of the sample had been found following their attempt 

either by prison staff or another detainee, but does not break down this finding further to 

indicate if these detainees were cellmates. How this experience may have impacted these 

individuals has not been explored in detail in the literature. It must also be noted how one 

suicide can have an almost contagious effect amongst those imprisoned, leading to further 

attempts (Cox and Skegg, 1993). Recent research by the Howard League of Penal Reform 

(2016) found that, for some individuals, sharing a cell with a vulnerable person exacerbated 

their own feelings of vulnerability. In summary, whilst cell-sharing’s protective value for 

suicidal people should not be overlooked; it is an area which is more nuanced than what might 

be presumed. There is a gap in the literature regarding how non-suicidal and non-vulnerable 

individuals experience cell-sharing and how or if it affects their wellbeing during their 

imprisonment. 

 

Based on the literature discussed above, it is possible to speculate that, in some instances, cell-

sharing could enable a positive social and emotional support mechanism.  The literature 

suggests that positive social relationships, even intimate relationships, are possible and 

valuable for individuals in a prison environment (Propper, 1989; Jones, 1993; Kerley and 

Copes, 2009; Collica, 2010; Wulf-Ludden, 2013; Morey and Crewe, 2018). There is evidence 

that sharing emotions and feelings can have a positive effect on an individual, not only 

psychologically but physically as well (Spiegel et al., 1989; Uchino, Cacioppo and Kiecolt-

Glaser, 1996; Harreveld et al., 2007). Harreveld and colleagues (2007, p. 706) note that the 

existence of an emotional and social support mechanism can enhance people’s wellbeing and 

can begin with cell-sharing: 
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“Before one can blow off steam by sharing negative emotions, one does of course 

require some kind of social network. Sharing a cell with a fellow inmate could 

provide such a “network”, albeit a very small one… The results of the present study 

suggest that prisoners who are inclined to share their feelings might well benefit from 

a shared-cell approach.” 

This suggests that not only are positive social relationships possible and productive in prison 

but that the cell can function as a source of such social support. However, Harreveld and 

colleagues (2007) merely note the potential for a shared-cell approach to perhaps benefit 

certain individuals; more in-depth  research on whether there are other issues to be considered 

when using a shared-cell approach has not been carried out. It may be the case that other 

individual characteristics, environmental characteristics and prison social norms could 

influence how effective cell-sharing can be at enabling social and emotional support.  

 

The small amount of research which has examined how individual characteristics may interact 

with cell-sharing’s potential to facilitate social and emotional support suggests that cell-

sharing cannot be regarded as a one-size-fits-all strategy. Grant and Memmott (2007) 

examined the assumptions informing the policy of placing Australian Aboriginal people in 

double cells or dormitory cells. This approach intended to minimise social isolation which 

appeared to be a particular threat to the welfare of Aboriginal individuals in prison. However, 

cell-sharing did not preserve “the privacy, personal security or meet the cultural needs of the 

users and may increase the incidence of rape, the effects of passive smoking and the spread of 

contagious diseases among the Aboriginal prisoner population” (Grant and Memmott, 2007, 

p. 645). These findings suggest that an individuals’ background and culture may influence the 

likelihood that social support can be drawn from a cellmate. Beyond the context of Australian 

Aboriginal prisoners, little is known about how an individual’s culture, along with their other 

personal characteristics, and cell-sharing may interact and how this may impact on individuals’ 

wellbeing. However, despite the lack of focused research into the individual lived experiences 

of cell-sharing and the factors that can influence how people react to sharing a cell, there is an 

implicit acknowledgement that people can vary in their suitableness for cell-sharing by prison 

management. This is indicated by their use of a risk assessment tool to guide their decision-

making regarding who should share a cell. The particulars of this risk assessment are described 

in the subsequent section.  

Managing Cell-Sharing 

Internationally, many individuals are detained in overcrowded dormitory cells (Darke, 2013; 

Coyle, Heard and Fair, 2016). In England and Wales, it is more common for overcrowded 
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prisons to ‘double up’9 individuals than to hold individuals in overcrowded dormitory cells 

(Prison Reform Trust, 2018a).  It falls on staff to make decisions as to who to place in which 

cell. With so many individuals to consider, this can place a significant bureaucratic pressure 

on staff (Northland Region Corrections, 2015). The policy which governs these decisions is 

the Cell-Sharing Risk Assessment (CSRA). This process was introduced in order to fulfil the 

UK’s legal obligations to protect individuals’ right to life under European Court of Human 

Rights case law. It followed the murder of Zahid Mubarek, who was murdered by his cellmate 

at Feltham Young Offenders Institution in 2000 (Keith, 2006). The Zahid Mubarek Inquiry 

identified 186 failings across the prison system which contributed to the preventable death of 

Zahid Mubarek (Keith, 2006). This included a failure to conduct a risk assessment before 

placing him in a cell with an individual whose violent behaviour and racist beliefs were known 

(Keith, 2006).  CSRAs were introduced to prevent such an event from occurring again. 

 

The objective of the CSRA is to assess the risk that an individual may pose to a prospective 

cellmate, to ensure that individuals who present a danger to others are not placed in a cell 

where they may have the opportunity to harm their cellmate (HM Inspectorate of Prisons, 

2014). Staff must assess the evidence available to decide whether an individual should be 

regarded as Standard Risk or High Risk.  According to the Prison Service (PSI 09/2011), an 

individual can be regarded as High Risk if “there is a clear indication (from evidence) of a 

high level of risk that they may be severely violent to a cellmate, or that a cellmate may be 

severely violent to them”. High Risk individuals may be subject to certain restrictions in terms 

of who they can share cells with. For example, individuals who have been convicted of racially 

motivated or homophobic offences should not share cells with individuals from these groups. 

Some individuals may be classified as Mandatory High Risk which means that staff should 

initially not consider cell-sharing to be appropriate for them. This would apply to individuals 

who have murdered or attempted to murder another prisoner, assisted in another prisoner’s 

suicide, or committed a serious sexual assault on another adult.  Such individuals can be 

eligible for cell-sharing, though, if there is evidence that any risk that they would pose to a 

cellmate has been reduced. Individuals who, based on available evidence, do not present a risk 

are regarded as Standard Risk and are able to share a cell. Nonetheless, there may be other 

individual factors which are not included in the CSRA that can affect how someone behaves 

in a shared cell, such as mental health issues and the use of different coping styles.  

 

                                                      

9 ‘Doubling up’ refers to the placement of two individuals in a single cell designed for one individual 

(Criminal Justice Alliance, 2012) 
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It is clear, then, that the CSRA is focused on assessing the risk that individuals can pose to a 

cellmate. But beyond this, little is known about the best way to assign individuals to shared 

cells to promote wellbeing rather than merely to avoid violence. Considerably more research 

has been conducted on issues tangentially relevant to cell-sharing in comparison to the lived 

experience of sharing of a cell. What is still particularly lacking is a nuanced understanding of 

whether a shared cell is experienced as frontstage or backstage, and how this can impact 

wellbeing and coping styles in prison. A detailed understanding of which personal 

characteristics of individuals in prison allow them to experience cell sharing as a positive 

factor in coping with the pains of imprisonment (such as loneliness and boredom) has also not 

been established by the research literature. The physical intimacy of a shared cell or an 

overcrowded cell may be experienced in different ways by different people and may 

particularly interact with their ability to restore one’s sense of self and let down the ‘tough’ 

front that may be required in other areas of the prison.  

The Present Study  

This study aims to explore how cell-sharing may impact on wellbeing in prison. It also 

explores the role that individual variables, environmental factors and social norms may play 

in influencing individuals’ wellbeing. This will address a gap in the research knowledge 

relating to the individual lived experiences of cell-sharing and how this may impact the way 

in which different people respond and adapt to sharing a cell. Additionally, this study will 

investigate the extent to which Goffman’s (1959) conceptualisation of frontstage and 

backstage can help to further an understanding of how cell-sharing may impact on wellbeing.  

By exploring how cell-sharing may influence individuals’ ability to engage in essential 

backstage activity, this study addresses this particular gap in the literature. As such, this 

research provides an original theoretical contribution by addressing these gaps in knowledge 

and by answering the following research questions: 

1.  Are differences in wellbeing evident depending on cell type?  

2.  What role do individual variables, environmental factors, social norms and 

coping styles play in influencing wellbeing? 

3. Does the use of coping styles differ depending on cell type and what factors 

influence the use of coping styles associated with wellbeing? 

4.  How is cell-sharing managed and how are decisions about cell-sharing made? 

5.  How useful is Goffman’s (1959) conceptualisation of frontstage and 

backstage for helping us to understand cell-sharing and its possible influence 

on coping and wellbeing? 
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The study was conducted in Northern Ireland and focused on adult males. There are only two 

prisons in Northern Ireland which hold adult males, namely Maghaberry Prison and 

Magilligan; this study was conducted in both of these prisons. Whilst there are particular issues 

surrounding the legacy of the past and the Troubles, the Northern Ireland Prison Service 

(NIPS) faces similar issues to the rest of the UK in terms of suicide, self-harm, drug abuse and 

violence (CJINI, 2010). Overcrowding presents a challenge in prisons in Northern Ireland, as 

it does in British prisons and internationally (Institute of Criminal Policy Research, 2018). At 

the time of designing this study, the largest site, Maghaberry Prison held over 1000 

individuals, with approximately 500 individuals (50%) sharing cells built for one (CJINI, 

2014). However, that level of overcrowding had reduced by the time data collection had 

started, with the population dropping to around  850 men (Northern Ireland Prison Service, 

2017).  Maghaberry Prison is a high security prison which contains adult men serving varying 

lengths of sentence, fine defaulters and also those on remand. In comparison, Magilligan 

Prison is a medium security prison, containing adult men who have been sentenced. A high 

proportion of the prison population in Northern Ireland have mental health problems, learning 

difficulties and a need for prescription medication (CJINI, 2017, 2018a). These sites are 

suitable for this study as they feature both single and shared cells. The following section will 

describe the methodology used to conduct this research and answer the research questions 

outlined above. 
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Chapter Three: Research Methodology 
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This chapter outlines the research design and methodology which was undertaken to 

investigate the research questions identified as a result of the literature review. It considers the 

strengths and weaknesses of both the qualitative and quantitative strands of this mixed 

methods study, before describing the ways in which any weaknesses were countered. Next, 

the limitations of the research design are outlined, as well as the relevant ethical considerations 

associated with conducting this study. The strategy for data analysis is also presented before a 

short reflective account of the experiences and role of the researcher is put forward. 

Research Design 

A mixed methods approach has been used in this study. This can be described as a combination 

or integration of qualitative and quantitative research and data in a study (Creswell, 2014). It 

is a relatively new approach to social sciences but one that has the advantage of “drawing on 

both qualitative and quantitative research and minimizing the limitations of both approaches” 

(Creswell, 2014, p. 218). Such a design requires the integration of both qualitative and 

quantitative data to fully engage with and comprehensively address the research questions. 

Criticisms of using mixed methods include the argument that such an approach poses 

epistemological problems due to seemingly irreconcilable epistemological and ontological 

implications of combining different research methods (Tashakkori and Teddlie, 2003). Some 

researchers view quantitative and qualitative research as paradigms which are 

incommensurable, but such tensions can be resolved by adopting pragmatism as the paradigm 

for mixed methods research (Morgan, 2007). Pragmatism values both objective and subjective 

knowledge, recognising the need for methodological choices to be guided by a practical and 

applied research philosophy, which prioritises the research question over the method or 

paradigms underlying the method (Creswell, 2011). This allows qualitative and quantitative 

methods to be used within the same study, as the forced-choice between post-positivism and 

constructivism has been left aside, alongside the debate surrounding metaphysical concepts 

such as ‘truth’ and reality’ (Tashakkori and Teddlie, 2003; Creswell, 2011). There are still 

practical issues involved with mixed methods research, in particular the complexity of 

navigating and reconciling two strands of research methods in respect of both data collection 

and data analysis. Such practical issues can be handled by rigorous methodological planning, 

as outlined in the following sections.   

 

There are many advantages offered by a mixed methods research design that account for its 

selection as the research design of this study. Morse and Niehaus (2009, p. 9) consider that “a 

mixed method design makes the study more comprehensive or complete than if a single 

method was used”. A mixed methods approach allows for comparison between qualitative and 
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quantitative findings, with the potential of understanding each set of data more 

comprehensively in light of the other, particularly in the event of unexpected or surprising 

results (Alan Bryman, 2006). It is hoped that a more complete exploration of cell-sharing has 

been enabled by using a combination of quantitative and qualitative methods. This study 

adopted an explanatory sequential design, whereby the quantitative strand of data collection 

and analysis preceded and informed the qualitative strand (Creswell, 2011). This enabled the 

testing, exploration and explanation of the quantitative findings using qualitative methods.  

 

The quantitative strand of inquiry in the study took the form of a survey, specifically a cross-

sectional, self-completed survey. This enabled an examination of the potential differences in 

wellbeing for those in single and shared cells. It also facilitated an exploration of whether cell-

sharing could influence wellbeing when other factors, such as individual characteristics, 

environmental factors and social norms were controlled for. These results were compared to 

the findings of the subsequent qualitative strand, to help to triangulate the research findings. 

The survey is a useful, versatile tool as it can be tailored to investigate specific issues whilst 

also enabling a range of analysis of multiple variables (Bachman and Schutt, 2011). It is a 

relatively efficient method of data collection, as it tends to be a less time-consuming process 

than other methods, such as conducting interviews (Ponto, 2015). Surveys can be used to 

access a large sample and are capable of producing statistically significant findings, which 

may be generalised to the population being studied (Kelley et al., 2003). However, there may 

be some weaknesses that should be acknowledged when undertaking survey research. Once 

the survey process has begun, it is not possible to adapt the survey instrument (e.g. rephrasing 

a question) which makes the method quite inflexible (Gable, 1994). The validity of the findings 

may be threatened by social-desirability bias, that is, participants may have answered questions 

to present themselves in a favourable light, rather than represent their honest opinions or 

actions (van de Mortel, 2008). This is a particular issue if the survey aims to investigate 

controversial or sensitive topics (Weisberg, 2008). Self-completed surveys also pose a 

challenge to those with reading and writing difficulties as these individuals may struggle to 

understand and respond to the questions being asked (Cheema, Mehmood and Khan, 2018).  

 

The qualitative strand of inquiry consisted of semi-structured interviews, which were used to 

examine the participants’ opinion and experience of cell-sharing and its influence on wellbeing 

and coping. There are a number of strengths and weaknesses associated with using interviews. 

One of the greatest benefits of using interviews as a research method is the ability to explore 

issues in detail. This generates rich data and thick descriptions of social interactions, processes 

and customs (Ponterotto, 2006). By using interviews, the researcher can explore participant 

opinions and experiences more fully and with more freedom than a survey (Bachman and 
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Schutt, 2011). Participants can be probed with follow up questions to clarify their meanings, 

shedding light on the nuances and subtleties that may emerge (Edwards and Holland, 2013). 

In these ways, interviews represent an invaluable approach to understanding the perspectives 

and experiences of individuals that would not be accessible using quantitative methods. For 

example, the interview participants felt more comfortable sharing details about their 

experiences than some of the survey respondents as the interview process provided an 

opportunity for the participant to build rapport with the interviewer (Edwards and Holland, 

2013). Nevertheless, interviewees may be more easily influenced by the presence of the 

researcher (Hammersley, 2012). The information provided by interviews is also inherently 

filtered by the views and interpretations of the participants (Creswell, 2014). Nonetheless, such 

views and interpretations are essential for accessing and understanding how individuals 

experience different cell environments. A further potential limitation was the fact that not all 

participants may have been able to engage with the interview to the same degree, as this ability 

may depend on their individual level of articulateness and perceptiveness, although a skilled 

interviewer should be able to adapt in such situations (Creswell, 2014). In this way, the quality 

of the findings can rest on the communicative skills of the interviewer, who must also be 

mindful of the impact that their own personal experiences and bias may have on the 

participant’s responses (Anderson, 2010). This can make it difficult to achieve and maintain 

methodological rigour. These challenges can be navigated if the interviewer is able to be clear, 

open-minded, attentive, balanced and empathetic throughout the interview process (Kvale, 

1996; Bryman, 2012).  

 

In this way, the study sought to combine the use of both surveys and semi-structured interviews 

to provide a fuller, more comprehensive answer to the research questions as outlined in Table 

2. 

 

Table 2: Research Questions and Methods of Investigation 

Research Question  Method of Investigation 

1. Are differences in 

wellbeing evident 

depending on cell 

type? 

Research Question (RQ) 1 was examined by both methods. The 

survey was used to examine if a statistically significant difference 

was evident in participants’ self-reported wellbeing scores, 

depending on whether they were in single or shared cells.  The 

interviews provided an in-depth exploration of individual 

participants’ lived experiences of cell-sharing and their views of 

how sharing a cell may affect their wellbeing compared to a single 

cell.  
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Research Question  Method of Investigation 

2. What role do 

individual variables, 

environmental 

factors, social norms 

and coping styles 

play in influencing 

wellbeing? 

RQ2 was principally examined by investigating the participants’ 

survey responses. Detailed quantitative analysis was conducted 

on the survey responses to assess what role (if any) individual 

variables, environmental factors, social norms and coping styles 

played in influencing wellbeing. If cell-sharing played a 

significant role in influencing wellbeing, when these possible 

confounding variables were controlled for, was also investigated. 

These findings were then triangulated with the interview findings 

to provide a fuller, more contextualised insight into this 

phenomenon.  

3. Does the use of 

coping styles differ 

depending on cell 

type and what factors 

influence the use of 

coping styles 

associated with 

wellbeing? 

RQ3 was also principally explored by investigating the 

participants’ survey responses to assess if statistically significant 

differences in self-reported coping styles by cell type were 

evident, what coping styles (if any) were significantly related to 

wellbeing and what factors influenced the use of those coping 

styles found to be associated with wellbeing. Again, these 

findings were triangulated with the findings from the qualitative 

interviews to provide a fuller analysis of the use of coping styles 

and their relationship with wellbeing and cell type. 

 

4. How is cell-sharing 

managed and how 

are decisions about 

cell-sharing made? 

RQ4 was examined using the semi-structured interviews with 

both staff and prisoners. 

5. How useful is 

Goffman’s (1959) 

conceptualisation of 

frontstage and 

backstage for helping 

us to understand cell-

sharing and its 

possible influence on 

coping and 

wellbeing? 

RQ5 was examined through the use of both the survey and the 

interviews. In the survey, a measure of male role norms, relevant 

to prison social norms, was used to assess how endorsement of 

these social norms may influence their wellbeing.  The semi-

structured interviews were then used to investigate how these 

social norms may influence how people experienced being in a 

shared cell, in comparison to a single cell, and whether these 

social norms led people to feel under pressure to present a 

particular image/impression within a shared cell.   
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The following section will detail the content and structure of both quantitative and qualitative 

aspects of the study, as well as the sampling techniques and recruitment procedures used.  

Survey 

The purpose of the survey was to explore the influence of cell-sharing on wellbeing and what 

role individual variables, environmental factors, social norms and coping styles may also play 

in influencing wellbeing in prison. Given that there are high rates of illiteracy, reading and 

writing difficulties within the prison population, care was taken to ensure that the survey 

instrument was of a suitable reading level that enabled widespread participation (Durcan, 

2008).   

 

A piloting process was used to ensure that the layout and language of the research materials 

(i.e. the survey, information sheets, consent forms and posters) was suitable and fit for purpose. 

A draft survey was developed based on a systematic literature review and the research 

questions. Apart from the section regarding background information and cell information, the 

survey used standardised measures (discussed in more detail below). However, some items 

were adjusted to make their meaning clearer and more applicable to the prison context e.g. 

“I’ve been accepting the reality of the fact that it has happened” was changed to “I’ve been 

accepting what has happened”.  

 

Three adult imprisoned males were recruited to discuss the draft survey with the researcher. 

The participants were asked to read through the documents, in the presence of the researcher 

who invited them to give feedback regarding any concerns or difficulties they encountered. 

The researcher made it clear that their specific survey answers were not of interest but instead 

the focus was on their ability to comprehend the survey, and accompanying documents, and 

to obtain their views on how the accessibility of these documents could be improved to ensure 

that all those reading the documents would be able to understand them. Their feedback was 

considered, and several changes were made, including the wording of an item relating to the 

nature of the respondent’s relationship with their cellmate and the inclusion of an item 

regarding whether the respondent felt safe in their cell. Some changes to the survey design 

were also made based on their suggestions, such as featuring the University logo to a greater 

extent and ensuring that the words “Anonymous and Confidential” appeared on the front page.  

Beyond these points, no other comments regarding the comprehension of the materials were 

made by the pilot participants. A good level of readability was also evidenced by the fact that 

the survey was found to have a Flesch Reading Ease statistic of 80.7, indicating that it can be 
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read by 80% of the population. The Flesch-Kincaid Grade Level statistic for the survey was 

4.2, indicating that the reading level required to understand the survey was age 10. 

Measures 

 

The survey instrument was comprised of the following measures: items recording 

demographic information, the cell environment, the Warwick-Edinburgh Mental Wellbeing 

scale, the Brief COPE Inventory and two subscales from the Male Role Norms Inventory 

(Short Form).  

 

Demographic Information: 

The survey recorded participant demographic information to enable analysis involving 

personal characteristics of individuals. This included information on the participants’ age, 

ethnicity, sexual orientation and socio-economic status (SES), as well as whether they had a 

history of drug addiction or mental health issues. Participants were also asked to indicate the 

length of their current sentence, how long they have been in prison at the time of completing 

the survey, how long they had been in their current cell and whether they felt their mood had 

changed since moving to their current cell. 

 

Cell Environment Items: 

Participants were requested to indicate their current cell-sharing status (i.e. if they shared a 

cell and, if so, how many people they share a cell with), their PREPS regime level (Basic, 

Standard or Enhanced), their cell preference (single or shared cell), how well they got on with 

their cellmate and if they felt safe in their cell.  It was emphasised that this was an independent 

survey and their answers would not affect the type of accommodation that they had been 

assigned by NIPS. They were also asked to indicate if they had a toilet in their cell and if so, 

what type of toilet (i.e. a toilet in a cubicle/stall, a toilet with privacy screening or a toilet 

without privacy screening).  

 

The Warwick-Edinburgh Mental Wellbeing Scale (WEMWBS): 

The WEMWBS was used to assess wellbeing. This standardised questionnaire is commonly 

used to assess wellbeing and consists of 14 positively worded items with a five-point Likert 

scale. Each item consisted of a statement relating to a particular way of feeling (e.g. “I’ve been 

feeling relaxed”) and the response categories ranged from “none of the time” to “all of the 

time”. The WEMWBS appears to have good face validity, internal consistency and reliability 

(α = 0.91) (Tennant et al., 2007). Whilst the WEMWBS was designed as an instrument for 

measuring mental wellbeing of the general population, it has been used successfully with a 
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range of other populations (Bartram, Sinclair and Baldwin, 2013; Orgeta, Sterzo and Orrell, 

2013). For example, it has been previously used within Northern Ireland (Lloyd and Devine, 

2012) and in a prison environment (Tweed, Gounari and Graham, 2018) (although not in a 

prison in Northern Ireland). 

 

The Brief COPE:  

The Brief COPE was used in this study to assess individual coping styles. The Brief COPE is 

a condensed version of the full COPE Inventory and is a standardised questionnaire commonly 

used to measure coping styles (Carver, 1997). The instrument can be self-administered. A 

particular strength of the Brief COPE is the fact that it consists of merely 28 items, which 

helped to reduce the length of this survey so as not to deter potential respondents from 

successfully completing the survey. It is made up of 14 scales, each consisting of 2 items, 

which represent different coping styles. There are 4 response options, ranging from “I haven’t 

been doing this at all” to “I’ve been doing this a lot”. The responses are then scored from 1 to 

4 and a score for each subscale is summed.  The individual reliability coefficients of Carver’s 

(1997) 14 scales in the Brief COPE range from 0.54 to 0.90.10 Whilst Carver (1997) submits 

that the subscales with lower reliability coefficients are still above the minimally acceptable 

level identified by Nunnally (1978), other texts identify a higher threshold of acceptability, 

generally around 0.7 (Field, 2009; Bryman, 2012).  Cooper and colleagues (2008) made use 

of three separate subscales existing within the Brief COPE, based on previous work by 

Coolidge and colleagues (2000) on the full length COPE Inventory, namely emotion-focused, 

problem-focused and dysfunctional coping. The three subscales were found to have good 

reliability with Cronbach’s alphas of 0.72, 0.84 and 0.75 (Cooper, Katona and Livingstone, 

2008). Similar reliability coefficients are reported in several other studies (O’Dwyer et al., 

2013; Beijersbergen et al., 2014; del-Pino-Casado, Pérez-Cruz and Frias-Osuna, 2014). 

Initially, this study planned to make use of Cooper and colleagues (2008) three subscales 

which have a stronger reliability than Carver’s (1997) 14 scales. However, based on the 

observed values in this study, two of Cooper and colleagues’ (2008) three subscales did not 

reach the acceptable level of reliability. Emotion-focused strategies attained a Cronbach alpha 

value of 0.55 and dysfunctional strategies yielded a value of 0.54. Only problem-focused 

strategies met the reliability threshold, achieving a value of .74. Therefore, rather than employ 

Cooper and colleagues’ (2008) subscales, this study analysed only the Brief COPE coping 

styles which did attain satisfactory Cronbach alpha values. 

                                                      

10 These reliability coefficients are similar to the full COPE, which ranged from 0.45 to 0.92 (Carver 

and Scheier, 1989) . 
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Male Role Norms Inventory Short Form (MRNI - SF): 

The survey also contained two subscales of the MRNI-SF11 which is a short measure of 

traditional masculinity ideology, specifically ‘Restrictive Emotionality’ and ‘Toughness’ 

(Levant, Hall and Rankin, 2013). The scale author reports Cronbach alphas of 0.83 and 0.79 

respectively (Levant, Hall and Rankin, 2013). Whilst the entire MRNI-SF instrument is geared 

towards measuring the extent to which an individual subscribes to traditional masculine 

ideology, the two subscales which have been included in this survey relate not only to 

masculinity but also form core components of prison social norms (Sabo, Kupers and London, 

2001; de Viggiani, 2012) (Sabo, Kupers & London 2001, de Viggiani 2012). The concepts of 

‘Toughness’ and ‘Restrictive Emotionality’ can also be easily located in the context of 

Goffman’s (1959) theory of the presentation of the self.12 ‘Toughness’ relates to an 

individual’s frontstage performance and the extent to which an individual experiences 

‘Restrictive Emotionality’ is relevant to their ability to engage in backstage activity (Goffman, 

1959). The ‘Dominance’ subscale was considered for inclusion but as the MRNI-SF 

formulation of ‘Dominance’ was operationalised in terms of men’s dominance over women, 

rather than establishing dominance amongst men, it was deemed not to be sufficiently in line 

with prison social norms for inclusion.  Responses to items were made on a 7-point Likert-

type scale ranging from 1 = strongly disagree to7 = strongly agree).   

 

Sample 

 

The survey sample consisted of a representative sample of imprisoned adult males in 

Maghaberry Prison and Magilligan Prison. A random sampling technique was employed to 

avoid sampling bias. This allowed for more nuanced data analysis, enabling tests of statistical 

significance. However, for ethical reasons, those who were identified by NIPS as being 

extremely vulnerable or dangerous were excluded from the sampling frame.13 At data 

collection, Maghaberry Prison and Magilligan Prison had a population of 1336 combined (M. 

Holmes, personal communication,7th July 2016). Meaningful statistical analysis required a 

                                                      

11 The other subscales used in the MRNI-SF which have been excluded here are “Self-Reliance through 

Mechanical Skills”, “Negativity toward Sexual Minorities”, “Avoidance of Femininity”, “Importance 

of Sex” and “Dominance”. These subscales have been excluded because the content of the items made 

them not applicable to prison social norms or the research aims of the study.  
12 Throughout the remainder of this thesis, the terms ‘Restrictive Emotionality’ and ‘Toughness’ will 

be capitalised when these specific measures are being referred too. Instances where the more general 

social norms of restrictive emotionality and toughness are discussed will not see these words being 

capitalised. Similarly, when speaking specifically of these subscales as Male Role Norms as measured 

by the MRNI-SF, ‘Male Role Norms’ will be capitalised. However, when referring to general male role 

social norms, these words will not be capitalised.  
13 For more information, see details of the inclusion/exclusion criteria in the Ethical Considerations 

Section 
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minimum sample size of 305, allowing for a confidence level of 95% (Raosoft Inc., 2004). 

Survey research in prison can encounter response rates as low as 10%, although higher 

response rates have been recorded (Brooker, Fox and Callninan, 2009; Gojkovic, Meek and 

Mills, 2011). With this in mind, specific strategies were adopted to improve the survey 

response rate. These included using a larger sample size, with a view to increasing the 

likelihood of obtaining the required 305 responses. The researcher also made substantial 

efforts into promoting the profile of the study by posters, verbal announcements, information 

sessions and engaging in conversations with individuals in prison.  

 

Slightly different sampling procedures were used in Maghaberry Prison and Magilligan Prison. 

In Magilligan Prison, 315 respondents were selected randomly from an anonymised list of 

prison numbers. Senior Officers and landing staff identified individuals who were not eligible 

for inclusion in the study due to their dangerousness or vulnerability in accordance with the 

study’s inclusion/exclusion criteria. In this way, ineligible individuals were excluded after 

random sampling. Of those who were approached to take part, 196 voluntarily agreed to take 

part, resulting in a 62% response rate in Magilligan Prison. As a category C prison, Magilligan 

Prison was a relatively relaxed environment where it was possible to have the flexibility to use 

a list of randomly selected prison numbers. Maghaberry Prison is a high security prison so 

consultation with the staff at Maghaberry Prison brought about a slightly different sampling 

technique due to the more security-focused regime expected of a high-security prison. The 

researcher worked on a landing-by-landing basis, using an anonymised version of the class 

officer’s board – the record of who resides on the landing. Men were selected randomly from 

this list, after Senior Officers and landing staff identified individuals who were not eligible for 

inclusion in the study due to their dangerousness or vulnerability. This resulted in ineligible 

individuals being excluded prior to random sampling, maximising the potential response rate 

and decreasing the burden on staff. The changes in sampling strategy may have contributed to 

a satisfactory response rate in Maghaberry Prison (n = 373, 82%) from a total sample size of 

455. Response rates for each establishment and in total are summarised in the Table 3 below: 

 

Table 3: Survey Response Rates Per Establishment 
 

Maghaberry 

Prison 

Magilligan Prison Total 

Population 829 507 1336 

Sample 455 315 770 

Returned Surveys 373 196 569 

Response rate 81.98% 62.22% 73.9% 
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Procedure  

 

To recruit participants, the researcher advertised the study using posters, verbal 

announcements, and holding conversations with both staff and imprisoned men. The 

researcher approached individuals who had been selected and invited them to participate in 

the study by talking them through the study information sheet. The researcher emphasised the 

voluntary, independent nature of the research and that individuals were free to decide not to 

participate in the research without any negative consequences for them. The option to receive 

help with the completion of the survey was communicated to the participants. Participants 

were not required to sign the consent form as this would compromise anonymity. Instead, 

completion of the survey was treated as a demonstration of their consent. The researcher 

arranged to meet participants who required assistance and helped them to complete the survey 

in a safe, secure, private room, subject to logistical and security arrangements. Participants 

were instructed to place the completed survey in a sealable envelope that was provided with 

the survey and to pass it to the researcher or post it in the secure ‘post box’ that was made 

available on the landing specifically for survey responses. No-one other than the researcher 

had access to this ‘post box’. 

 

Throughout the project, the researcher liaised and consulted with NIPS in terms of logistics, 

ethics and security. The researcher tried to remain reflexively mindful throughout the process, 

ensuring that they were flexible enough to balance these concerns, yet mindful of the need to 

maintain methodological rigour.  

 

Survey Analysis 

 

The results of the survey were uploaded, coded and analysed using the Statistical Package for 

the Social Sciences (SPSS) software. This was used to perform bi-variate inferential tests, 

correlational tests, and multiple regression analysis to identify statistically significant 

relationships between the variables. 

 

As with most survey research, this study encountered an element of missing data, with 

complete data supplied from 58% of cases (n = 329). Examination of the proportion of missing 

data showed that most items had less than 5% missing data. Proportions of missing data of 5% 

or less can be considered as inconsequential, although greater than 10% may bias results 

(Schafer, 1999; Bennett, 2001; Dong and Peng, 2013). Whilst not an issue for the majority of 

items, proportions of missing data did exceed acceptable levels on several scales, specifically 

the scale totals. The WEMWBS totals exhibited a proportion of 16.3% missing data. Data for 
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the MRNI-SF scales of Restrictive Emotionality and Toughness was missing from 6.2% and 

5.6% of cases respectively. The proportion of missing data for the 14 subscales of the Brief 

COPE ranged between 5.8% and 8.4%. On the item level, only the items relating to ‘age’ and 

‘previous times in prison’ exhibited rates of missing data greater than 5% (5.8% and 8.8% 

respectively). It is thought that the ‘age’ item was omitted by so many due to the layout of the 

survey as it is believed that participants may have missed the age question when turning over 

the page (see Appendix D for a copy of the survey). The ‘previous times in prison’ item 

exhibited high levels of missing data partly because some respondents wrote “many” or 

“loads” as their answer rather than giving a specific value (n= 12). A detailed account of 

sample characteristics and proportions of missing data for variables and scales can be found 

in Appendix J and Appendix K. 

 

Since the rates of missing data for the scale totals and two other items were greater than 5%, 

it was decided that these could not be considered inconsequential and that a missing data 

strategy should be employed. Several steps were taken to deal with the proportion of missing 

data exhibited by the scale totals. Firstly, respondents who had not completed any items of the 

dependent variables (WEMWBS, the Brief COPE and the MRNI scales) were deleted (n= 10). 

Whilst listwise deletion risks loss of statistical power (Foster and Fang, 2004), there was a 

relatively low number of cases (n = 10) where individuals had responded only to items 

recording demographic and environmental information, providing no response to any of the 

scale items.  Secondly, the WEMWBS User Guide suggests using the person-mean to deal 

with missing variables, although it also anticipates that “estimations for more than three 

missing items are unlikely to be robust” (Taggart, Stewart-Brown and Parkinson, 2016, p. 39). 

Whilst the WEMWBS User Guide put forward other options, such as using the population 

mean or the midpoint to impute missing values, the person-mean was selected as the best way 

of preserving variance in the data where respondents had omitted no more than 3 of the scale 

items. For cases where respondents had omitted more than 3 variables (n = 15), the person-

mean was not calculated. Thirdly, the author of the Brief COPE scale suggests that where one 

of the two items had been completed, the same value should be imputed for the non-completed 

item due to the level of redundancy between each item pair (C. Carver, personal 

communication, 18 September 2017). Where both items were incomplete, a scale total was not 

calculated. Conducting these three steps reduced the proportions of missing data for all scale 

totals to a range of 2.1% to 4.5%.  

 

These steps brought the proportions of missing data for scale totals to under the threshold of 

5%. However, Tabachnick and Fidell (2013) argue that the amount of missing data is not the 

only consideration as researchers should assess patterns of missing data and missing data 
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mechanisms to understand how their results may be impacted by missing data. For this reason, 

it was necessary to determine if the missing data was missing completely at random (MCAR), 

missing at random (MAR) or missing not at random (MNAR) (Rubin, 1976). Little’s test for 

MCAR yielded a significant result (χ2 (3674) = 3871.484, p = .012), suggesting that the 

missing data was not MCAR but could be MAR or MNAR. Examination of separate variance 

t-tests indicated that MAR could be assumed (Tabachnick and Fidell, 2013). 

 

Given that the missing data has been identified as MAR and that the proportion of missing 

data for the scale totals exceeded 5%, multiple imputation (MI) was performed.  Garson (2015, 

para. 1) describes multiple imputation as “a method of generating multiple simulated values 

for each incomplete datum, then iteratively analysing datasets with each simulated value 

substituted in turn”. In essence, it is a flexible approach to dealing with missing data by 

creating a number of plausibly imputed datasets, whereby regression equations are used to 

impute the missing values, and then running analysis on these datasets before combining these 

results (Sterne et al., 2009). Recent research continues to demonstrate the benefits of MI when 

compared to alternatives such as pairwise or listwise deletion (Dong and Peng, 2013; Cox et 

al., 2014; Manly and Wells, 2015). Using the “Multiple Imputation” Function in SPSS (version 

24), 50 datasets were imputed. White and colleagues (2011, p. 388) suggest that the number 

of imputations “should be at least equal to the percentage of incomplete cases”. In the present 

study, only 29.5% of cases (n = 165) exhibited missing values and so 50 imputations are in 

line with White and colleagues’ (2011) recommendation. As recommended by Hayati Rezvan 

and colleagues (2015), the imputation model used all variables used in the analysis models, 

specifically wellbeing scores, scores for coping styles which had achieved sufficient 

reliability, age, ethnicity, previous times in prison, SES, sexuality, history of mental health 

issues, history of addiction, sentence length/type, establishment name, the Progressive Regime 

and Earned Privileges Scheme (PREPS) regime level, cellmate relationship, perception of 

safety in cell and scores for endorsement of Restrictive Emotionality and Toughness. Several 

auxiliary variables were also included, which were not used in the analysis models, but which 

can increase the accuracy of imputed values (Hayati Rezvan, Lee and Simpson, 2015). These 

auxiliary variables consisted of the amount of time an individual had served, whether or not 

they had a toilet in their cell, the nature of the provision of sanitation, whether they had 

occupied the cell for more than two weeks, their self-assessed mood since being assigned to 

that cell, and their preference for a single or shared cell. Whilst all the individual and 

environmental characteristic variables mentioned above were used in the model, only values 

for the scale totals were imputed rather than values for the scale items.  The analysis which 

had previously been run on the observed values was repeated and the results were pooled in 

accordance with Rubin’s (1987) rules. The imputed results were compared to the observed 
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values and found to be reasonably similar. Therefore, the imputed results are presented unless 

the analysis in question could not be performed on a MI dataset, in which instance it will be 

indicated that the results are based on the observed values. Pooled results will be presented, 

where SPSS supports this function. Where pooling is not supported, the mean of the results 

obtained from the 50 datasets will be given (Liu and De, 2015). 

Interviews 

The need for qualitative data that enables an in-depth understanding of how cell-sharing is 

experienced by individuals has been identified in the research literature (Molleman and van 

Ginneken, 2015; Knight, 2016). The qualitative strand of this mixed method design took the 

form of face-to-face, in-depth, semi-structured interviews. Interviews were selected as the 

most appropriate means of data collection as it would be excessively intrusive, and therefore 

unfeasible and unethical, to observe the participants in the privacy of their own cells. In 

addition, such observations would be limited in value as the researcher’s presence would 

hinder natural interactions and behaviour. Focus groups were also eliminated as a potential 

means of data collection as the presence of other individuals may increase the chance of social 

desirability bias and prevent participants from sharing relevant information. The aim of 

conducting interviews was to explore the experience of different cell environments based on 

individuals’ subjective perceptions and interpretations of these experiences. This approach 

flows from the Thomas Theorem which states that “if men define situations as real, they are 

real in their consequences” (Thomas and Thomas, 1928, p. 572)14. For individuals, then, their 

behaviour is determined not by the objective reality of the situation but their subjective 

interpretation of the situation. It is the behaviour and consequences of this subjective 

interpretation that make it real for the individual. These interviews hoped to tease out the 

participants’ subjective interpretations of different cell environments and cell-sharing 

experiences, as well as exploring the consequences of such situations that are experienced as 

real by the participants. 

 

The semi-structured nature of the interviews allowed the researcher to direct conversation 

towards the relevant topic, whilst maintaining flexibility within the interview to discuss the 

participant’s experience and opinions of different cell types (Creswell, 2014).  This involved 

adhering to an interview schedule which incorporated open-ended questions that facilitated 

discussion regarding cell environments but also allowed space for such discussion to develop. 

                                                      

14 Thomas & Thomas (1928) may have used “men” in this postulation of their theorem but the essence 

of what they propose is not a gendered statement and is applicable to all individuals (Merton, 1995).  
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Using an interview schedule helped to ensure consistency and thoroughness, with the goal of 

developing “a comprehensive picture of the interviewee’s background, attitudes, and actions, 

in their own terms” (Bachman and Schutt, 2011, p. 275). Throughout the study, the interview 

schedule was subject to reflexive review by the researcher. This reflexivity allowed later 

interviews to comprehensively explore emergent themes from earlier interviews. Questions 

focused on themes surrounding the cell environment, coping and wellbeing. The interviews 

were recorded using a Dictaphone to allow later transcription, having obtained the consent of 

the participants, NIPS and on-site security.  

 

Sample 

 

The researcher used a purposeful sampling technique by actively approaching individuals who 

resided in a certain type of cell or who had indicated their willingness to take part in an 

interview during the survey phase of the project. Participation in these interviews was also 

dependent on the individual meeting the inclusion criteria of this study, which is outlined in 

more detail in the Ethical Considerations section of this chapter.  A total of 37 interviews were 

undertaken with men in prison from a variety of cell types as indicated in Table 4 below. 

Interviews with individuals from a range of cell environments was undertaken to generate ‘rich 

and thick’ data that would help to explore the research questions concerning the experience of 

cell-sharing.  Interviews were also conducted with 15 staff members from a range of positions 

across both prisons. 

 

Table 4: Breakdown of Interviewees by Cell Type 

Type of cell in which participant resides Number of interviews 

Single cell 20 

Shared cell 12 

Double-bunked cell 5 

 

Procedure 

 

The researcher made substantial efforts to raise the profile of the research by holding 

information sessions, engaging in conversation with individuals, putting up posters and 

handing out information sheets. Once the individuals had been selected, approached in person 

and agreed to participate, the researcher liaised with landing staff and the participant to arrange 

a convenient time, date and place for the interview to take place. Interviews took place in a 

safe, secure and private environment, usually an interview room on the landing.  
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Prior to the commencement of the interview, the aims of the study and the format of the 

interview were explained to participants and they were asked to sign a consent form, indicating 

their willingness to consent to participation in the interviews and to allow the audio recording 

of interviews. All participants were reminded that their participation was voluntary, and they 

were free to withdraw from the study at any stage without any negative consequences. The 

researcher explained the limits of confidentiality and the distress protocol that would be 

activated, should the interview process appear to cause distress to the participant.15 The 

Dictaphone was then switched on and the interview commenced, in a semi-structured format 

to allow space for discussion stimulated by open-ended questions. When the interview 

schedule had been completed, the researcher asked the participant if there is anything further 

that they would like to express in regard to what had been discussed.  

 

Interview Analysis 

 

Following the transcription of the interview audio recordings, the transcriptions were uploaded 

to NVivo to enable analysis. Thematic analysis was undertaken to identify patterns within the 

data (Aronson, 1995; Braun and Clarke, 2006). This analysis focused on identifying themes 

relevant to Goffman’s (1959) theory of the presentation of the self but also left room for any 

emergent themes to be discussed. Thematic analysis has been selected as it is a flexible method 

of analysing qualitative data which allows this more inductive aspect of data analysis (Clarke 

and Braun, 2013). It also fits with the underlying pragmatic epistemology of this project as 

thematic analysis, in contrast to other approaches such as interpretative phenomenological 

analysis, represents an analytic method rather than a methodology in itself (Larkin, Watts and 

Clifton, 2006; Clarke and Braun, 2013). Thematic analysis has also been used in studies 

focusing on the lived experience of individuals, making it a suitable method for investigating 

the experience of different cell environments (Frith, Harcourt and Fussell, 2007; Chadwick et 

al., 2011). This project followed the six stages of thematic analysis suggested by Braun and 

Clarke (2006), which consist of researcher familiarisation with/immersion in data by repeated 

reading, coding, searching for themes, reviewing themes, defining and naming themes, and 

writing up. The researcher remained reflexive throughout the process of thematic analysis, 

particularly in regard to questioning the assumptions made while coding (Braun, Clarke and 

Terry, 2015). Whilst the coding was undertaken by the researcher, 20% of the interview 

transcripts were coded again by an independent coder and Cohen’s kappa was calculated to 

                                                      

15 This will be discussed in greater detail in the Ethical Considerations section later in this chapter. 
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ensure a sufficient level of agreement between both coders (Bryman, 2012; MacPhail et al., 

2016). A Cohen’s Kappa of .87 was obtained, suggesting that there was a high level of 

agreement between the researcher and the independent coder. Ascertaining the inter-rater 

agreement is a useful way of addressing the subjectivity of thematic coding that can be a 

criticism of qualitative analysis. The next section outlines other potential limitations of this 

study’s research design and ways in which such limitations could be countered.   

Limitations of Research Design 

Despite the strengths associated with using a mixed methods design, there are a number of 

possible limitations that may be associated with this research design which must be borne in 

mind.16 For instance, the findings emerging from this research design might have limited 

generalisability to other prison contexts, as the study was only conducted on two sites in 

Northern Ireland and the prison architecture and cell-sharing arrangements may be different 

from other jurisdictions internationally. Similarly, as the sample consisted solely of adult 

males, the findings may not be generalisable to younger males or females in prison. This study 

has also excluded individuals in prison who are classified as dangerous or vulnerable. This 

could have an impact on the findings, as such individuals, particularly those who are 

vulnerable, may be most affected by cell type and cell-sharing arrangements. 

 

A key limitation of this study relates to the cross-sectional research design and the consequent 

inability to make causal inferences. Cross-sectional research means that data is collected from 

participants at a single point in time (A. Bryman, 2006). In the context of this study, the cross-

sectional design provides a snapshot of the participants’ self-reported wellbeing levels and 

coping styles, along with individual factors and environmental variables.  However, such a 

snapshot is insufficient to establish causal connections between these variables. This is 

because “identifying the time order of effects – what happened first and so on – is critical for 

developing a causal analysis” (Bachman and Schutt, 2011, p. 157). Using a cross-sectional 

design provides only one data point which means that it is not possible to determine which 

variables are “causes” and which are “effects”, because the temporal ordering of the variables 

is not clear. This means that when exploring the association between cell-sharing and 

wellbeing or coping, it cannot be said that the association is due to cell-sharing. It cannot be 

determined whether cell-sharing is the cause of differences in wellbeing or coping, or if instead 

                                                      

16 The general challenges and limitations of qualitative interviews have been discussed above. This 

section deals solely with particular limitations of this research design. 
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there are selection processes related to wellbeing or coping that cause individuals to share 

cells.  

 

Moreover, the use of a self-completion survey is associated with some limitations, particularly 

given that the prison population tends to present higher rates of reading and writing difficulties 

than the general population (Durcan, 2008). Reading and writing difficulties may have 

deterred some potential participants from completing the survey. To address this, it was made 

clear by the researcher when advertising the study that help was available for anyone who 

needed assistance with completing the survey. Such advertising consisted of verbal 

announcements, information sessions and posters to reduce reliance on written 

communication. Flesch readability tests were performed on all the study materials and 

indicated that the materials were of an appropriate level for those with reading difficulties. The 

answers given in the survey may also have been distorted due to social desirability bias 

(Bryman, 2012). In addition, individuals may have mistakenly believed that their answers to 

the survey may have had an impact on the type of cell they were detained in, despite the 

information given to participants that this was not the case. These possible beliefs may have 

affected the accuracy of the survey responses.  To counter these potential biases, the researcher 

emphasised the anonymity and confidentiality of survey responses, as well as the 

independence of the study.  

 

Whilst it was important that participation in this study was voluntary (for reasons outlined in 

the subsequent section), this highlighted another limitation in the research design. Certain 

individuals may have been less likely to volunteer to participate in the study and this could 

potentially have impacted on the results. This is an issue faced by survey research in general 

(Bachman and Schutt, 2011) but there are specific implications for this study due to its aim of 

measuring coping styles in order to control for how these might affect wellbeing. Individuals 

who used Behavioural Disengagement as a coping style may be under-represented in this study 

due to the nature of this coping style, that could decrease their inclination to take part as a 

result of their withdrawal from activities. To overcome this, the survey was kept as brief as 

possible whilst still collecting information of value so as to not deter individuals from 

completing it. However, it is still possible that disengaged individuals may not have 

volunteered to participate.  

 

Attempting to measure the extent to which individuals employ Substance Use to cope with 

imprisonment may also pose issues that are a limitation of this research design. Specifically, 

individuals who do use substances in prison may not have been willing to indicate this. The 

use of illicit drugs in prison is not permitted and individuals can encounter negative 
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consequences for doing so (for example, being demoted on the PREPS regime). This may have 

discouraged individuals from revealing the extent to which they use drugs in their survey 

responses. The researcher sought to counter this limitation by emphasising the anonymous and 

confidential nature of survey responses, as well as the independence of the study from the 

prison service. This may have assuaged the concerns that some individuals who use drugs may 

have held in relation to the negative consequences of revealing their drug use, but others may 

not have wished to engage in the research or have been completely honest about their substance 

use if they did decide to take part. 

 

The qualitative strand of this research design also had some limitations. The sample size per 

type of cell environment is relatively small, which may hinder the possibility of reaching 

research saturation point (Mason, 2010). However, this did not seem to be the case in this 

study as even though interviewees were currently being held in a certain type of cell (i.e. single 

or shared), it became clear that the vast majority of these interviewees had experienced both 

types of cell. This meant that a range of issues relating to experiences in single and shared 

cells were discussed, regardless of the type of cell the interviewee occupied at that time. It was 

still necessary to interview a certain number of individuals from both single and shared cells, 

though, as this was the only way of being sure that experiences of both single and shared cells 

were discussed.  A further limitation could have been the fact that only one interview was 

conducted with each interviewee so there was only a small amount of time in which the 

researcher could build rapport with each participant. Yet, this did not seem to be an issue for 

the majority of interviewees as many of the interviewees had expressed their willingness to 

take part in the interviews during the survey phase of the research. This meant that they were 

familiar with both the research project and the researcher, helping to facilitate good rapport. 

 

There may also have been limitations surrounding the content of the interviews. For example, 

individuals may have felt uncomfortable talking about their relationship with their cell mate 

in case this was viewed as ‘grassing’ or ‘snitching’ in some way, particularly if a negative 

relationship existed or if the cell mate was involved in some sort of illicit activity. However, 

Copes and colleagues’ (2013) study found that the prison social norm regarding not giving 

information to or cooperating with prison officials did not extend to the research interview 

scenario. This, alongside the researcher’s assurances of the independence of the study as well 

as the confidentiality of responses, may have countered the degree that such social norms 

impacted the research findings. Other social norms, which value emotional fortitude and 

toughness, may have made some individuals unwilling to engage with the concept of not 

coping well in certain cell environments in case it reflected poorly on them. In such situations, 

the researcher aimed to build sufficient rapport with the participant, in the hopes of gaining 
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their trust in the confidential, independent nature of the study. In general, interviewees were 

quite open about the difficulties they encountered in different cell environments. It may have 

been the case that the researcher’s position as a young female helped to overcome the influence 

of these social norms (discussed further in the next section).  Moreover, some individuals may 

have viewed the interview as an opportunity to vent their frustration in regard to their 

accommodation. This may have impeded exploration of the positive influence of certain types 

of cell environment. Nonetheless, the researcher aimed to overcome this by asking some 

questions in line with a mode of inquiry known as ‘appreciative inquiry’, where the focus is  

on “explor[ing] positive experiences and ‘best practices’ of various kinds” (Robinson, 2013, 

p. 5). This encouraged individuals to reflect on some of the best cellmates they had shared a 

cell with, or the best cell environments, to overcome this limitation.  

 

Nevertheless, despite these limitations, the study is not without strengths or value, particularly 

in regard to its mixed methods design. An important aspect of mixed methods research is the 

ability to ‘triangulate’ the findings (Bachman and Schutt, 2011). Torrance (2012, p. 113)  notes 

that “no single method is likely to afford a comprehensive account of the phenomenon under 

investigation, thus two or more methods are employed to bring to bear different intellectual 

tools on the task at hand”. By using two forms of data collection, the findings of both the 

quantitative and qualitative strand can be triangulated, thus generating a more complete 

understanding of the experience of different cell environments. Using the survey to test the 

findings of the interviews provided a way of corroborating the interview findings, whilst the 

data generated through the interviews enabled better contextualisation of the survey findings. 

For example, this helped to compare what individuals said in the interviews, which may have 

been impacted by the researcher’s presence or the fact that the interview represented an 

opportunity to vent about one’s cellmate, with what was reported in the questionnaires. In this 

way, the findings of each strand of the research design can be compared with the findings of 

the other, thus facilitating data triangulation. A mixed methods approach such as the method 

described above enables a fuller, more textured exploration of the experience of different cell 

environments. 

 

The limitations of both strands have been considered and steps were taken to ensure that the 

impact of these limitations was minimised.  In some instances, such steps that were designed 

to offset potential weaknesses of this study can also be regarded as strengths. For example, 

this study made use of random sampling in order to minimise potential sampling bias and to 

increase the generalisability of the quantitative findings. Significant effort was put in to 

maximising the participation in this study. Firstly, piloting was undertaken to ensure that the 

readability of the materials used in the study did not deter individuals from participating or 
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hinder their comprehension of the materials due to reading and writing difficulties. Secondly, 

the researcher explained to individuals that assistance was available to help them complete the 

materials if required. Thirdly, the researcher aimed to generate good rapport with participants 

at each stage of the research in order to promote response rates and to ensure individuals felt 

comfortable disclosing their experiences in interviews. This was achieved by spending time 

on the landings, explaining to individuals the purpose of the study and answering their 

questions before starting to approach potential participants in person to ask them to take part. 

These actions helped to promote greater engagement with the study and better rapport with the 

participants that have increased the strength of the research. 

Ethical Considerations 

This section will outline the ethical considerations which were relevant to this study. Access 

to Maghaberry Prison and Magilligan Prison was dependent on the research proposal 

successfully passing through the scrutiny of the School Research Ethics Committee (SREC) 

at Queen’s University Belfast School of Sociology, Social Policy and Social Work and also 

the NIPS Research Committee (see Appendix I). After ethical approval was granted, the study 

was registered on Queen’s University Belfast Human Subjects Database. The support of NIPS 

was essential, not just in terms of securing access but for the logistical arrangements 

throughout the project. In light of this, consultation with NIPS was an important part of the 

research design to ensure that the research proposal was both realistically achievable and 

ethically robust. A number of potential ethical concerns were raised by this research design 

which had to be addressed before ethical approval to conduct the research was obtained. The 

following sections describe these ethical concerns in more detail and the steps which were 

taken to address them.  

Minimising Harm 

Careful consideration of ethical issues is particularly pertinent in research which takes place 

in prison (Moser et al., 2004; Dugosh et al., 2010).  The individuals residing there can be 

regarded as a vulnerable, due to the high rates of mental illness, illiteracy, drug and alcohol 

problems (Mobley, Henry and Plemmons, 2007; Durcan, 2008). Given the degree of 

vulnerability present within the prison population, it was even more essential that care was 

taken to ensure that this study did not cause harm to the participants. This project took a broad 

definition of harm that includes not only physical harm but also psychological harm, such as 

stress, anxiety, or fear. As such, inclusion and exclusion criteria were applied to prevent certain 

individuals from participating (see Table 5). These criteria were used to decide if it was 
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appropriate for an individual to be invited to participate in the various parts of this study. 

Individuals were excluded if they were on a SPAR17 and so considered vulnerable at the time 

of the study. Similarly, individuals were excluded if they presented an immediate risk of 

physical harm to the researcher, if they did not meet the standard of competence18 to take part 

or if they did not provide full and informed consent. In addition, the small number of 

individuals who were held separated conditions (i.e. Republican and Loyalist paramilitary 

prisoners who are held separately from the rest of the prison population in Northern Ireland) 

were also excluded from the study. 

Table 5: Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria 

Inclusion criteria Exclusion criteria 

Not currently on a SPAR On a SPAR 

Does not present an immediate risk of 

physical harm to researcher 

Presents an immediate risk of physical harm 

to researcher 

Meets standard of competence Does not meet the standard of competence 

Not on the separated regime On the separated regime 

Provides full and informed consent Does not provide full and informed consent 

 

 

The advice of landing staff was sought in regard to making a decision as to whether to include 

or exclude an individual. NIPS held the most appropriate position from which to apply the 

exclusion criteria, in light of their familiarity with those detained. If the decision was made to 

exclude an individual from the study, the researcher recorded the reason for their exclusion. 

 

To minimise harm, the survey did not contain any extremely sensitive items which were likely 

to cause distress. However, as it did contain items that deal with current mental states and 

moods, it was possible that these could have triggered distress for some participants. Similarly, 

whilst the interview schedule did not contain explicitly distressing questions, the semi-

structured format of the interview meant that it was possible that a participant’s answer to the 

open-ended questions could lead to a discussion of events or experiences which could cause 

distress to the participant. To reduce the risk of this, individuals were advised about the content 

of the survey and what they were going to be asked before giving informed consent. They were 

advised not to take part if they thought that they would become distressed by participating. 

                                                      

17 ‘SPAR’ refers to the ‘Supporting Prisoners at Risk’ process which is invoked by prison staff when 

they are concerned about the wellbeing of an individual.  
18 The standard of competence that individuals were required to meet in order to participate for this 

study is discussed later in this chapter.  
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Furthermore, the information provided to participants contained details about who a 

participant should contact if they felt distressed as a result of participating in the study and 

participants were advised to keep the information sheet after returning their completed survey 

responses or finishing the interview.  

 

Despite these precautions, the possibility that some individuals may become distressed while 

participating could not be eliminated. As such, a distress protocol was developed and used to 

monitor people as they took part in the research for signs of distress so as to minimise any 

potential harm caused. The Distress Protocol was a pre-planned procedure which was to be 

activated in the event of a participant becoming distressed (see Appendix F for a summary of 

the Distress Protocol). As with the survey, none of the questions contained in the interview 

schedule were directly associated with a sensitive topic. A sensitive topic can be described as 

a topic which could lead to the stigmatisation of the participant, harm to a social group or if 

the discussion challenges sacred values (Lee and Renzetti, 1993). Interviews exploring 

sensitive topics may cause the participant to experience embarrassment, anxiety, depression 

or acute stress (Jorm, Kelly and Morgan, 2007). However, as the semi-structured interviews 

explored the participant’s experiences of wellbeing, coping and cell-sharing, it was 

conceivable that the discussion may cover distressing or difficult experiences. Further, given 

the lack of qualitative research into cell-sharing and the experience of different cell 

environments, the nature and direction which the interviews would take was not clear 

(Molleman and van Ginneken, 2015). Therefore, a distress protocol was adopted in the interest 

of minimising the risk of harm to the participant both during the research and afterwards. 

 

The Distress Protocol was based on the procedure designed by Draucker and colleagues 

(2009). It involved stopping the survey or interview if the participant exhibited signs of 

distress, offering support and allowing time for the participant to regroup before assessing 

whether the participant was able to continue. The researcher exercised careful judgment during 

such an assessment and bore in mind that the survey or interview may need to be terminated, 

even if the participant said they felt able to continue. If the participant was unable to continue 

or if there was such evidence to suggest that the participant should not continue with the survey 

or interview despite their view that they could, the survey or interview would have been 

terminated. At this point, the interviewer would ask the participant for their consent to contact 

an appropriate member of prison staff, member of the Samaritans or a Listener on their behalf. 

During consultation with NIPS prior to the research process, a range of staff members who 

were appropriate to contact if a participant was experiencing distress were identified. The 

participant would have been given options as to who they would prefer to speak to regarding 

their distress and whether they wanted to take a break or reschedule the interview. The 
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researcher would also have informed the participant that staff would be made aware that the 

participant may need extra support following the interview, although it would have been made 

clear that details of what had been discussed in the interview would remain confidential19 and 

anonymous. The independent nature of the study would also have been reiterated.  However, 

if the participant felt able to continue, the researcher continued to conduct the survey or 

interview, if there was no evidence to suggest that it needed to be terminated despite the 

participant’s opinion that they were able to continue. At the end of the survey or interview, the 

interviewer reminded the participant of the support available to them, such as the Samaritans 

or the Listener service20 and advised them to seek the help of a trusted member of staff if they 

feel distressed. In addition, if the Distress Protocol was activated during an interview, the 

researcher followed up with the participant to ensure that they were supported. There were 

several instances during the research where the Distress Protocol was used successfully to 

support individuals who had disclosed experiences that were upsetting.  

 

Steps to minimise the risk of harm should also consider the possibility that harm may be 

experienced after the research, due to the consequences of participating. This is particularly 

an issue in prison research as the information revealed by participants could fall under the 

bracket of ‘grassing’ or ‘snitching’, which has the potential to place the participant in danger 

after the research has been conducted. In this study, in which cellmates are discussed, it could 

have been the case that individuals were concerned about this. However, as explained above, 

according to Copes and colleagues’ (2013) study the prison social norm of not sharing 

information with prison staff didn’t apply to participation in research studies. To minimise the 

risk of participants feeling anxious as a result of what was discussed in the interview, the 

researcher reminded participants that they did not have to answer anything they did not want 

to discuss. Participants were also aware of the interview topics that were to be discussed prior 

to giving their informed consent to the interview component of the research. In addition, whilst 

advertising and recruiting for the study, the researcher took care to emphasise the independent, 

anonymous and confidential nature of the project so that even non-participants had an 

awareness of this, what topics were being discussed and the voluntary nature of the research.  

 

The issue of minimising harm does not solely apply to the research participants. Liebling 

(1999a) notes that interviewing individuals in prison can be an emotional experience for the 

                                                      

19 As discussed in more detail below, the exception to this was if the participant has revealed an intention 

to escape prison, to hurt themselves or someone else. 
20 The Listener service is a peer-support service which aims to reduce suicide and self-harm in prisons. 

Individuals in prison are trained to be ‘Listeners’ and to provide emotional support for others struggling 

to cope in prison. 
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researcher themselves. To safeguard the wellbeing of the researcher, regular de-briefing 

sessions between the researcher and project supervisors occurred throughout the research 

process (Wiles et al., 2008). It was also considered possible that the transcriber could 

experience distress in relation to the content of the interviews (Gregory, Russell and Phillips, 

1997). Prior to engaging a transcriber’s services, the nature of the research was explained to 

the transcriber. The researcher also alerted the transcriber to any particular interviews that 

contained challenging or difficult content which could cause distress. The transcriber was 

encouraged to contact the researcher to de-brief during the transcription process if they had 

any concerns or had become distressed. 

Security 

Moreover, conducting research in a prison environment presents certain issues in terms of 

safety and security (Liebling, 1999a). Prior to engaging in the research, the relevant security 

clearance was obtained from NIPS. Under The Criminal Justice (Northern Ireland) Order 

2008, it is an offence to bring a sound-recording device into prison without authorisation. 

Therefore, written permission was acquired to bring in a Dictaphone for recording the 

interviews. The researcher carried a copy of this document, and other evidence of security 

clearance during data collection at both prison sites. In terms of personal safety, the researcher 

wore an alarm during the research and took care to adhere to prison security procedures. Such 

procedures varied depending on the prison security categorisation and even within different 

areas of the prisons. It was therefore important for the researcher to liaise with staff to ensure 

that the research was carried out in a matter that was safe and secure. For example, this could 

mean ascertaining if staff were content for the researcher to be alone with groups of prisoners, 

or if they felt it was necessary for the researcher to conduct the research in a room monitored 

by camera. Constant reflexivity was required to balance the security demands of the institution 

with the need for methodological and ethical rigour.   

Voluntary Participation 

In prison research, there is a stark contrast between the position of the researcher and 

participant, due to the individual in prison’s relative powerlessness in the subject-researcher 

relationship (Bosworth et al., 2005). This can have a detrimental impact on their capacity for 

voluntary informed consent (Moser et al., 2004). A broad interpretation of ‘coercion’ could be 

used to argue that prisons are “inherently coercive” environments (Dubler and Levine, 1982, 

p. 9). Moser and colleagues (2004) report that individuals in prison often participated in 

research for reasons that may fall under a broad reading of coercion (such as to relieve 
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boredom, to meet someone new or to appear cooperative in the hopes of better treatment). 

However, whilst these reasons can somewhat influence the decision of individuals to 

participate in research, it does not automatically exclude the ability of individuals to provide 

consent due to ‘inherent coercion’ (Dubler and Levine, 1982; Moser et al., 2004). In fact, a 

recent study has found that individuals in prison who participate in interviews often find the 

process to be positive and rewarding (Copes, Hochstetler and Brown, 2013). 

 

This project aimed to ensure that participation is voluntary by emphasising the ability of the 

participant to choose whether or not to take part, without any negative consequences for them. 

Throughout the process, the researcher reminded participants that they had the right to choose 

to withdraw from the process, without any negative consequences, and they did not have to 

explain or justify their reasons for withdrawal. This information appeared in the consent forms 

and study information sheets (see Appendices B & C). The researcher also took care to 

emphasise the voluntary nature of the study, whilst raising awareness of the study and talking 

to potential participants. However, as discussed above, the nature of the prison setting can 

influence the decision to take part and this influence has the potential to erode the free choice 

of the individual (Moser et al., 2004). For example, individuals may have thought that 

participating in this study and giving feedback in regard to their cell preferences could be taken 

into account by prison staff when allocating their next cell. They may have felt as though they 

had to participate to achieve this. To mitigate this potential element of inducement that could 

have impinged upon the true voluntariness of participation (Colecchia, 2007), the researcher 

made it clear to participants that the project was independent from NIPS, who would not have 

access to their responses, and that participating would have no impact on the remainder of 

their sentence or cell allocation. This information was explained to participants face-to-face 

where possible but was also contained in the information sheets and consent forms. 

Informed Consent 

The decision to participate in this study must not only be voluntary but also informed. 

Informed consent requires the potential participant to be competent to consent, to have 

consented voluntarily, to be fully informed about the research and to have understood what 

they have been told about the research (Bachman and Schutt, 2011). Competency to consent 

requires evidence of the participant’s choice, their factual understanding of the issues, the 

ability to perform rational manipulation of information and their appreciation of the nature of 

the situation (Applebaum and Roth, 1982).  
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Firstly, in relation to evidence of the participant’s choice, evidence of the participant’s choice 

in the survey stage of this study was demonstrated by their completion and return of the survey. 

A signed consent form was not used for the survey as this would compromise their anonymity. 

This was communicated to individuals on the information sheet and the researcher explained 

this verbally to participants. Informed consent from the interviewees was acquired by requiring 

the participants to read an information sheet and sign a consent form (Bryman, 2012). 

Secondly, in terms of ensuring factual understanding of the issues, the researcher mitigated 

the impact of high rates of illiteracy in prisons by engaging in verbal discussions that informed 

potential participants of the details contained in the information sheet, as well as highlighting 

that there was assistance available to them, should they require it (Durcan, 2008). All written 

materials were tested using the Flesch-Kincaid Readability Tests to ensure that they were as 

simple as possible to understand. 

 

Thirdly, Applebaum and Roth (1982) regard an individual’s ability to perform rational 

manipulation of information as a further requirement to establish their competence to consent. 

This means that participants must be able to process and understand the information given to 

them about the project and their ability to use this information to arrive at a decision regarding 

participation. Individuals with acute mental health issues or psychiatric disorders which 

impede thinking skills or involve delusions or hallucinations were not regarded as meeting the 

standard of competency required (Sturman, 2005). Given that many individuals in prison 

suffer from such issues, the researcher consulted prison staff to ascertain which individuals 

should be excluded from the study for these reasons (Durcan, 2008). Finally, Applebaum and 

Roth (1982) considered the fourth requirement for attaining competency to consent, namely 

the participant’s appreciation of the nature of the situation, to be particularly significant. The 

participant should be able to understand the aims of the research, the actions which they will 

be required to perform (e.g. completing the survey, participating in interviews), and any impact 

that it may have on them. To ensure this degree of understanding, the information sheets, 

consent forms and survey were written in clear language. All materials distributed to 

participants were tested for their readability, using Flesch-Kincaid Readability Tests, to make 

sure they were easy to understand. Not only did this help to ensure that participants were 

informed as to what they were consenting to but this may also have helped to improve response 

rates, particularly in regard to the survey. 

Anonymity and Confidentiality 

Throughout this project, the researcher treated any personal data respectfully. This included 

protecting the anonymity of participants by ensuring identifiable information would not be 
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included in the write-up of the study. As explained above, survey respondents did not have to 

sign a consent form to take part in the study as their completion of the survey was treated as 

sufficient demonstration of consent. This also preserved their anonymity. The items contained 

in the survey were structured with a view to ensuring that respondents’ answers did not identify 

them. “For instance, rather than asking respondents to record their exact sentence length, the 

responses took the form of categories e.g. between 4 and 10 years”. This enabled variables 

such as age, sentence length and ethnic background to form part of analysis, without 

compromising the anonymity of participants (Bachman and Schutt, 2011). This is a particular 

concern in prison research, as many individuals in prison feel that their offence carries an 

element of stigma and so there may be increased anxiety surrounding the possibility that they 

will be identifiable (Moran, 2012). These answer formats were designed to assure the 

respondent of their anonymity. Similarly, the interview participants have not been named. A 

process of ‘data cleaning’ was performed before analysis took place, during which the 

researcher removed information that identified the participants to produce a ‘clean’ data set 

(Kaiser, 2009). Furthermore, participant numbers are used when it is necessary to attribute a 

quotation to someone. No personally identifying information has been included. 

 

The concepts of anonymity and confidentiality are of great importance in the conduct of 

ethically sound research projects. It should be noted that the issue of anonymity is related to 

but can be distinguished from the issue of confidentiality. “In a research context, 

confidentiality means (1) not discussing information provided by an individual with others, 

and (2) presenting findings in ways that ensure individuals cannot be identified (chiefly 

through anonymisation)” (Wiles et al., 2008, p. 418).  The researcher informed participants of 

the confidential nature of their responses in the information sheets. This included explaining 

that the completed survey would only be accessible by the researcher and the project 

supervisor. Independence from NIPS was also emphasised. The confidentiality of survey 

responses has been upheld as the findings generated from the completed survey focused on 

identifying general trends rather than individual responses.   

 

The interview stage of the research process posed some challenges to confidentiality 

(Ransome, 2013). Before each interview started, it was explained to the participant both 

through the information sheet, consent form and through conversation with the researcher that 

the information given during the interview was confidential (Pinta, 2009). However, the limits 

to this confidentiality were also outlined and stressed to ensure they were understood by all 

before giving their informed consent to participate. It was explained that the information will 

be analysed and may feature as part of the findings of the project, e.g. in the form of direct 

quotations. Participants were assured that their anonymity would be protected by excluding 
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identifiable information from the write up of the study. The researcher also clearly outlined 

the types of information which fell beyond the limits of confidentiality, specifically that the 

participant intends to make an escape attempt, hurt themselves or hurt someone else then the 

researcher had an ethical obligation to report this information to a relevant authority and could 

not guarantee confidentiality or anonymity in those circumstances (Pinta, 2009). If the 

researcher felt that the participant was going to reveal the type of information that was 

excluded by the confidentiality policy, the researcher would remind the participant of the 

nature of the confidentiality policy. There were instances during the study where the researcher 

did have to draw the participants’ attention to this policy. When this occurred, the participants 

understood why this was an issue and were able to make an informed choice about whether to 

continue to disclose such information.  

 

Maintaining confidentiality of the survey responses as well as the interview tapes and 

transcriptions was treated as an ongoing endeavour which extended beyond the data collection 

stage of the project. The storage of the data was managed in such a way as to protect 

confidentiality (Bryman, 2012). The researcher ensured that the data from both the surveys 

and the interviews was stored on a password protected hard drive, accessible only by the 

researcher and their supervisors (Holmes, 2004). A transcriber was employed to assist with 

the transcription of the interviews. That transcriber was asked to sign a letter stating their 

adherence to the Data Protection Act (1998) and a confidentiality agreement. When giving 

consent to participate in the study, participants were informed of the use of a transcriber and 

the fact that the transcriber would have signed a confidentiality agreement. Any hard copies 

of the interview transcripts or the completed surveys were kept in a locked cabinet (Holmes, 

2004), which only the researcher and project supervisors had access to. In addition, all data 

has been stored in accordance with the Queen’s University data protection policy. Throughout 

the study, the researcher took care to pay attention to these ethical considerations as described 

above. The next section provides a reflective account of the researcher’s experiences of 

conducting this study.  

The Experiences and Role of the Researcher 

My interest in cell-sharing started during my postgraduate study when I did not so much 

discover a gap in the literature as fall into it. I was trying to come up with a suitable topic for 

my postgraduate dissertation. My previous study had established a firm interest in prisons, and 

I was taking a module on the Sociology of Prison Life which fascinated me. A last-minute 

invitation to see a production of Sartre’s Huis Clos helped to nudge my attention towards cell-

sharing.  In this play, three individuals are locked in a chamber of Hell. Chained together for 
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eternity, they torment each other with no escape, leading to the famous line “L'enfer, c'est les 

autres” (Hell is other people). At that time, I was sharing a house with other postgraduates who 

I did not know. The house itself was beautiful, with period features, a fantastic garden and 

even an AGA in the kitchen. It would have been the perfect environment but for the 

housemates, who I struggled to build a good relationship with. Whilst I do not think that Sartre 

had cell-sharing in prison in mind, I think that this play, along with my own personal living 

arrangements, made me reflect on what it must be like to share a cell with someone in prison. 

When I turned to the research literature, curious to read about this particular aspect of 

imprisonment, I was struck by the lack of research and information in this area. I had questions 

and I wanted answers; so, I pursued a PhD on the topic. 

 

I was mindful of how my position as a relatively young female interviewing men in prison 

may have affected interactions during the research process and consequently the findings of 

the project (Huggins and Glebbeek, 2003). On reflection, there are several ways in which both 

my age and gender seemed to influence the extent to which interviewees wished to divulge 

details about certain experiences. On the whole, I think being female meant that the men were 

more relaxed and open in sharing their experiences, especially times in which they had 

struggled to cope with cell-sharing or where a cellmate had supported them through difficult 

personal problems. At times, during interviews, I saw a different, much more vulnerable side 

to the men I had encountered on the landings over the months I had spent doing the survey. I 

think that, in a way, the interview functioned as a sort of backstage, where the participants did 

not necessarily feel obligated to sustain performances based on traditional masculine values 

and prison social norms. That is not to say that I felt that these values had been left at the door. 

Some interviewees, who displayed vulnerability at some points of the interviews, seemed keen 

to reassert their masculine identity in the aftermath of this, speaking about their ability to 

provide for their family or their prowess at cage fighting. My gender did not seem to diminish 

what came across almost as a need to compensate for any loss in masculine status that they 

may have feared they had encountered as a result of sharing details of vulnerability.  

 

However, I think my age and gender played a key role in influencing whether the men spoke 

about their sexuality and the manner in which they talked about their opinions and experiences. 

It must be said that many individuals did not speak of their sexuality at all. I did not push for 

them to do so, given that it was not the focus of this study and I did not want to compromise 

the rapport that had been built by making them uncomfortable. Issues relating to sex in prison 

did arise in some interviews though. I felt that younger interviewees in particular were more 

open about ways in which cell-sharing restricted them in terms of having the opportunity to 

masturbate or how they liked to put up pictures of scantily clad women in their cell. They did 
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not seem to feel abashed or ashamed to speak of such things in front of a woman. I think being 

of a similar age to these interviewees helped them feel comfortable enough to talk about their 

sexuality, approaching it in a light-hearted manner. For younger individuals, being a woman 

did not stop some interviewees from sharing views about sex and I believe my age encouraged 

this. However, for older individuals, I felt that both my age and gender played a role in 

inhibiting them from discussing issues that concerned sex and cell-sharing. In fact, there were 

some older interviewees who seemed keen to set themselves apart from such issues by making 

their disapproving views on the display of pornographic pictures in cells clear. At times, I felt 

this was done for my benefit, to assure me of their moral standing. Both younger and older 

prisoners often asked, unprompted, if I was also conducting the research in parts of the prison 

which held sex offenders. When hearing the study was being conducted in all parts of the 

prison, they often expressed disapproval, in a protective and paternalistic manner. I attribute 

this largely to my gender but also perhaps to my age as well. 

 

 Being relatively young also seemed to prevent participants from being intimidated, as they 

may have been more self-conscious if this study was conducted by a more senior researcher. 

Similarly, I think this helped me to get on well with staff. This was my first piece of fieldwork 

as a prison researcher and staff showed great patience with my questions. It seemed that, as a 

result of my inexperience, they did not seem to feel as though I was there to scrutinize or judge 

their work. As a result, I was able to build good rapport with staff and prisoners alike. At times, 

I found it challenging to balance the pursuit of good rapport with staff and good rapport with 

the men who were imprisoned. I was always conscious of how staff viewed my interactions 

with prisoners and how prisoners perceived my interactions with staff. This was of particular 

importance as I intended to include both groups in this study; to be viewed as too friendly with 

staff could potentially jeopardise prisoners’ participation in the study and vice versa. In this 

way, audience segregation was difficult for me to manage in the prison environment. I found 

this to be an issue even if I was in conversation with a group made up solely of staff members. 

For example, I recall having a cup of coffee with staff in their break room when they began to 

speak about a prisoner in a manner that I did not feel comfortable with. To deal with this, I 

politely disengaged from the conversation and removed myself from the situation, in a similar 

fashion as Cowburn (2007) describes. The challenge was doing so in a way that did not alienate 

staff, who were not only the facilitators of the research but potential participants as well. 

Bosworth and colleagues (2005, p. 255) note that, for a researcher, “one of their most important 

tasks is to strike up sufficient rapport with those they hope to include in their study”.  I 

attempted to do this by being friendly and pleasant to everyone I came into contact with. No 

doubt this is partly why I found fieldwork to be so exhausting. I was acutely aware of the 

necessity of positive relationships with the people I met and often the importance of a good 
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first impression. However, as a result, I found myself grappling with whether I was pursuing 

good rapport or being almost duplicitous; my own efforts at front management caused me to 

put forward an endlessly positive and friendly demeanour when often at times I was incredibly 

frustrated at delays and periods of slow progress (for example, on one occasion I made the 150 

mile round trip to Magilligan Prison to complete one survey with a participant and was unable 

to achieve anything more that day due to staff shortages).   

 

I aimed to sustain this emphasis on reflexivity throughout the project. Reflexivity can be 

understood as continual reflection on the research questions and processes as well as the 

researcher’s own thoughts and behaviour (Watt, 2007). To facilitate such reflexivity, I kept a 

research journal to record my thoughts, paving the way for larger connections to be made 

between theory and practice. By recording these thoughts and enabling reflection upon them, 

this helped to ensure that there was a greater level of scrutiny, specifically relating to the 

minimisation of the impact of unintended biases or values which I may have inadvertently 

projected unto the research (Bryman, 2012). This applied to the analysis stage of the research 

as well. In terms of the qualitative analysis, this research journal was also helpful as a tool to 

reorient my thoughts by recalling my first impressions of conversations, as well as other 

elements of the interviews which were not caught by audio recording, such as facial 

expressions, and body language. I was aware of how value-laden and how subjective 

qualitative analysis could be, but I was surprised at how revealing I found writing up 

interpretations of the quantitative results to be. I found myself questioning the assumptions 

that were underlying my interpretations. Frank discussions with my supervisory team, 

combined with reviewing the relevant literature, has helped to minimise the impact of 

unintended bias in the interpretation of the statistical analysis, the results of which are 

presented in the next chapter. 
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Imprisonment may affect individuals’ wellbeing and how they cope in prison in different ways. 

This may be partially because individuals in prison have diverse backgrounds, complex needs 

and varying personal characteristics. Being in prison is also not a homogenous experience; 

individuals may face many challenges which can affect wellbeing and coping in different 

ways. Cell-sharing is one aspect of imprisonment which many individuals encounter, yet the 

way in which cell-sharing influences wellbeing and coping in prison has not been explored by 

research literature. This chapter aims to further our understanding of cell-sharing, wellbeing 

and coping by presenting findings from the quantitative analysis of the survey data. Firstly, an 

overview of the prevalence of cell-sharing and the individual characteristics of those most 

likely to be placed in a shared cell is presented. Secondly, the relationship between wellbeing 

and cell-sharing is examined, particularly in regard to the role played by cellmate relationships. 

This is followed by a discussion of the extent to which coping styles, individual variables, 

environmental factors and the endorsement of social norms can influence wellbeing. Fourthly, 

the use of coping styles and how these may be influenced by cell-sharing is explored. Finally, 

this chapter presents analysis investigating the factors which influence the use of those coping 

styles found to be significantly associated with wellbeing in prison.  

The Nature and Prevalence of Cell-Sharing 

This section provides an overview of how common cell-sharing was for the adult male prison 

population in Northern Ireland during the data collection period. In the sample population, 

68% of respondents were in single cells (n = 385) whereas 32% of respondents were in shared 

cells (n = 180).21 At the time of the research, cell-sharing was much more common in 

Maghaberry prison compared to Magilligan prison (see Figure 1). Approximately 43% of the 

prison population at Maghaberry prison were in shared cells (n = 159) compared to 11% of 

the prison population at Magilligan prison (n = 21). This reflects the proportion of individuals 

sharing cells normally in these establishments, as Maghaberry prison has the facilities to house 

more individuals in shared cells than Magilligan prison. The vast majority of individuals 

reported a preference for a single cell (90%, n = 498). This preference was mostly due to the 

potential negative effects that cell-sharing could have on their wellbeing and ability to cope 

during imprisonment that participants revealed during the interviews (see Chapter Five for a 

detailed discussion of these issues). 

 

                                                      

21 The level of missing data on this variable was 0.7% (n = 4).  
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Figure 1: Breakdown of Cell-Sharing by Prison Establishment 

Of those sharing cells, most respondents had a good relationship with their cellmate, with 78% 

(n = 137) reporting that they got on well with their cellmate most of the time or always (see 

Figure 2). Only 22% (n = 38) of respondents reported not getting on well with their cellmate 

at all, rarely getting on well with them or only sometimes getting on well with them.22 The 

high levels of good cellmate relationships reported here may be associated with a range of 

variables, including the way in which NIPS staff manage cell-sharing. How NIPS staff 

managed cell-sharing is explored in detail in Chapter Six. 

 

 

Figure 2: Respondents' Relationship with Cellmate 

To understand the nature of cell-sharing, analysis explored if there were certain types of 

individuals who were more likely to be in shared cells. A chi-square test showed that PREPS 

level was associated with cell type x2 (2, n = 559) = 50.8, p <.001), indicating that how people 

behaved in prison played a significant role in influencing what type of cell they were assigned. 

                                                      

22 The total numbers of respondents in shared cells as presented in Figure 1 and Figure 2 do not match 

due to different levels of missing data present in the two relevant variables (i.e. cell type and cellmate 

relationship). See Appendix K for details on the levels of missing data for each variable. 
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Individuals on the Enhanced regime were more likely to have a single cell (see Figure 3). In 

other words, individuals who did not engage in prison misconduct, did not use drugs, complied 

with prison rules and the orders of prison staff, as well as engaged constructively with the 

prison regime, were more likely to be placed in a single cell. This is due to single cells being 

treated as an informal ‘perk’ of being on the Enhanced regime.  

 

 

Figure 3: Percentage of Respondents in Single and Shared Cells by PREPS Level 

Importantly, descriptive statistics suggest that individuals with a history of addiction or mental 

health issues may be under-represented on the Enhanced regime levels (see Table 6). For 

example, the proportion of individuals with a history of addiction was 74% amongst those on 

the Basic regime but only 55% for those on the Enhanced regime. Similarly, individuals with 

mental health issues represent 68% of individuals on the Basic regime but 53% of those on the 

Enhanced regime. 

 

Table 6: History of Addiction or Mental Health Issues by PREPS Level 

Individual Characteristic 

Basic  

(%) 

 

Standard  

(%) 

 

Enhanced 

(%) 

History of Addiction   
 

       Yes 74 76 55 

        No 26 24 45 

History of Mental Health Issues   
 

        Yes 68 67 53 

         No 32 33 48 

 

Individuals with a history of addiction and/or mental health issues may struggle to advance to 

the Enhanced regime level, as often these individuals can fail to pass drug tests and experience 
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difficulties engaging constructively with the prison regime. These are key requirements for 

progression to the Enhanced regime level (IMB, 2010). Therefore, individuals with histories 

of addiction or mental ill-health are potentially more likely to be sharing a cell as a 

consequence of their PREPS status.23 For these individuals, cell-sharing may operate as a 

compounding difficulty, further exacerbating addiction or mental health issues, depending on 

their experience of cell-sharing (discussed in greater detail in Chapters Five and Six). This has 

particular implications for the management and safeguarding of individuals in shared cells 

who have mental ill-health. The qualitative findings, discussed in more detail in Chapter Five, 

suggest that whether such individuals experience cell-sharing as beneficial or detrimental to 

their wellbeing can depend on the nature of their relationship with their cellmate (see Chapter 

Five for more information).  

 

Individuals with certain personal characteristics were also more likely to be in a shared cell. 

Mann-Whitney U tests revealed a significant difference in the imprisonment histories of those 

in single cells (Md =3, n =380) and those in shared cells (Md = 4, n = 179) (see Table 7).24  

Those who have had many experiences of imprisonment were more likely to reside in a shared 

cell. Previous research shows that individuals who are more frequently in and out of prison 

are more likely to engage in prison misconduct, as well as to have mental ill-health and 

addiction issues (Breedvelt et al., 2014; Cochran and Mears, 2017). As discussed above, these 

issues may be linked to PREPS regime status, as they may impede these individuals from 

progressing to ‘Enhanced’ status and acquiring a single cell.  

 

Table 7: Mann-Whitney U Tests on Individual Characteristics and Cell Type  

Individual 

Characteristic 

Single Cell 

(Md) 

Shared Cell 

(Md) 

U Z 

Times in Prison 3 4 29435.30  -2.611* 

Age 34 30.83 26229.26 -4.374*** 

Note * p <0.05, ** p<0.01, *** p<0.001 

 

In addition, the results in Table 7 reveal that there was a significant difference in age between 

those in single cells (Md = 34, n =380) and those in shared cells (Md = 30.83, n = 179). This 

suggests that older prisoners are more likely to reside in a single cell compared to younger 

prisoners, potentially due to health and mobility issues that make sharing a cell with a bunk 

bed unsuitable for older prisoners (see Chapter Six for a more detailed discussion of this issue). 

Older prisoners are also less likely to be involved in prison misconduct (Walters and Crawford, 

                                                      

23 Although neither variable was itself associated with cell type. 
24 Values for age and imprisonment history were not normally distributed. 
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2014). This increases their chance of progressing to the Enhanced status and consequently, 

acquiring a single cell. 

 

Chi-square tests also revealed that ethnicity, socio-economic status (SES) and the amount of 

time an individual had served were significantly related to cell type. A higher proportion of 

Irish Travellers and those that were not white resided in shared cells (see Table 8). This finding 

seemed to reflect a tendency by prison staff to place individuals of the same ethnicity in a 

shared cell to reduce loneliness, especially if they spoke poor English and shared a common 

language. Moreover, some members of ethnic minority groups tended to have a preference to 

share cells with others of the same ethnicity and cultural background (see Chapter Six for a 

more detailed discussion of these issues).  

 

Table 8: Chi-square Tests on Individual Characteristics and Cell Type 

Individual Characteristic 

Single 

Cell (%) 

Shared 

Cell (%) 

Df x2 

Ethnicity   
1 3.904* 

       White excluding Irish Travellers 69 31   

        Not White including Irish Travellers 51 49   

SES   
1 4.450* 

        Working class/lower middle class 70 30   

         Middle/upper middle/upper class 60 40   

Time served   
5 28.461*** 

        Remand 53 47   

        Less than 1 year 65 35   

        1 - 2 years 66 34   

        2 - 4 years 81 19   

        4 - 10 years 84 16   

        Over 10 years 77 23   

Note * p <0.05, ** p<0.01, *** p<0.001 

 

SES was linked to cell type, with those reporting higher socio-economic status being more 

likely to share a cell than those reporting lower SES (see Table 8). It is not immediately clear 

why this association has been found. However, this finding could be explained by the wider 

criminal justice context in Northern Ireland and the operational constraints faced by NIPS. 

Northern Ireland has seen an increase in the number of convictions for sex offences, 

particularly in relation to non-recent child sexual abuse cases concerning perpetrators from 

higher socio-economic backgrounds (CJINI, 2018b; Peacock, Turner and Varey, 2018; PSNI, 

2018). Such offenders tend to be at risk of victimisation amongst the general prison population 

and so are mostly housed in one unit in Maghaberry Prison. During data collection, cell-

sharing was common in this unit to accommodate the increased population of child sex 
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offenders. This may explain the association between shared cells and SES, as many of these 

historic child sexual offenders were from higher socio-economic backgrounds. Child sex 

offenders are often at risk of assault by other prisoners, given prison social norms that view 

child sexual offending as particularly abhorrent and so permit or even encourage acts of 

violence towards them (Ricciardelli and Moir, 2013).  For this reason, child sex offenders are 

often housed together to reduce their risk of assault. In cases of overcrowding, these 

individuals may also prefer to share with another child sex offender to reduce their probability 

of being assaulted.   

 

The amount of time that an individual had served was also related to cell type (see Table 8). 

Remand prisoners were much more likely to be in a shared cell compared to sentenced 

prisoners. This could be due to the tendency for there to be more fluctuations in numbers of 

remand prisoners. Alongside this, the European prison rules require remand prisoners and 

sentenced prisoners to be held in separate cells (Council of Europe, 2006). With only two 

locations formally designated for holding remand prisoners in NIPS, this may explain why 

those on remand are more likely to share cells when there are increased numbers of remand 

prisoners. In these houses, more individuals may be required to share cells to absorb the 

fluctuations in the number of people being remanded to prison by the Northern Ireland courts. 

Furthermore, as remand prisoners face an increased risk of suicide (Liebling, 1995; Humber 

et al., 2013), interviews with staff revealed that remand prisoners were frequently placed in 

shared cells during the committal process as a mechanism for reducing the probability of 

suicide or self-harm. However, for individuals who have just arrived in prison and who may 

be experiencing custody for the first time, it is possible that having a cellmate can add to 

feelings of a lack of safety in the cell, contributing to a sense of unease, fear and distress during 

this vulnerable time (discussed further in Chapter Six). No other statistically significant 

differences between individual characteristics and cell type were observed.  

 

In the following section, the relationship between wellbeing and cell-sharing is examined, as 

well as whether variables, such as being on remand and feelings of safety in the cell, can 

influence this relationship. 

Wellbeing and Cell-Sharing 

RQ1 focuses on whether differences in wellbeing were evident depending on cell type. This 

section investigates the relationship between wellbeing and cell-sharing. Overall, scores for 

wellbeing ranged from 14 (the lowest possible score) and 70 (the highest possible score). The 

mean score for wellbeing was 45, with a standard deviation of 12.1 (see Figure 4). This is 
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lower than mean wellbeing scores reported for the general population within the UK, with a 

mean of 50 being reported in 2016 (Morris and Earl, 2017; Scottish Health Survey, 2017). It 

is unsurprising that the mean wellbeing score of individuals in prison is lower than the mean 

wellbeing scores of the general population, given the stressful nature of the prison environment 

and higher rates of mental ill-health and addiction issues amongst the prison population 

(Durcan, 2008; Prison Reform Trust, 2018b).  

 

 

Figure 4: Distribution of Wellbeing Scores 

To investigate the differences in wellbeing scores for those in single cells compared to those 

in shared cells, a t-test25 was conducted (see Figure 5). This t-test indicated that there was no 

statistically significant difference in self-reported wellbeing between those in single cells (M 

= 45.69, SD = 11.95) and those in shared cells (M = 43.6, SD = 12.34, t (37995) = 1.884, p = 

.06). In other words, whether respondents were in shared cells or single cells did not result in 

a statistically significant difference in their self-reported wellbeing. Therefore, in answer to 

RQ1, the finding indicates that there were no statistically significant differences in the self-

reported wellbeing scores between those in shared cells and those in single cells.  

 

                                                      

25 Whilst the distribution of wellbeing scores was slightly negatively skewed, t-tests are robust to these 

levels of non-normality. 
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Figure 5: Mean Wellbeing Scores by Cell Type 

One possible reason for this finding could be that an individual’s wellbeing is influenced more 

so by the nature of their relationship with their cellmate rather than the type of cell they are 

detained in. To examine if the nature of cellmate relationships played a role in influencing 

wellbeing, a one-way between subjects ANOVA was performed to compare self-reported 

wellbeing by cellmate relationship. This analysis revealed a statistically significant difference 

in wellbeing scores between different types of cellmate relationships, (F (2, 556) = 7.976, p 

<.01). Having no cellmate or reporting a good relationship with a cellmate was linked to higher 

wellbeing scores, while reporting a poor cellmate relationship was associated with lower 

wellbeing scores (see Figure 6).   

 

 

Figure 6: Mean Wellbeing Scores by Cellmate Relationship 

Based on this one-way between subjects ANOVA, there was little difference in wellbeing 

scores between having no cellmate or reporting a good relationship with a cellmate, suggesting 

that sharing a cell per se does not have a negative impact on wellbeing. Instead, the type of 
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relationship someone has with their cellmate may be more important factor in terms of 

understanding how cell-sharing influences their wellbeing. This furthers our understanding of 

how cell-sharing may impact on wellbeing by demonstrating that rather than wellbeing scores 

being solely influenced by cell type, it is the nature of the relationship between cellmates which 

can be key to determining what impact (if any) cell-sharing has on wellbeing. This finding has 

a bearing on the fourth research question concerning the management of cell-sharing. While 

making decisions about cell allocation, staff may need to consider the likelihood of two 

potential cellmates building a good cellmate relationship if the potential negative effects of 

cell-sharing on wellbeing are to be avoided. However, it is important to remember that there 

are a range of other factors that may also affect wellbeing. In order to truly understand how 

cell-sharing and cellmate relationships may affect wellbeing, the possible role of these other 

factors on wellbeing must also be considered and controlled for.   

Investigating the Factors Influencing Wellbeing in Prison 

When studying the effects of imprisonment on wellbeing, theorists often seek to understand 

how individual characteristics, pre-prison experiences, environmental conditions in prison and 

social norms can shape how people respond to and behave in prison  (Crewe, 2005a; Steiner, 

Butler and Ellison, 2014; Stoliker, 2018). Furthermore, individuals encounter ‘pains of 

imprisonment’ (Sykes, 1958) in the physical prison environment (e.g.  lack of security and 

lack of privacy) and social prison landscape (e.g. pressure to embody the social norms of 

toughness by hiding their vulnerabilities) which may influence wellbeing. This section seeks 

to answer the study’s second research question, by exploring what role (if any) a range of 

individual variables, environmental factors, coping styles and endorsement of prison male role 

norms may play in influencing the self-reported wellbeing of adult males in prison. In addition, 

the quantitative analysis presented in this section will investigate whether cellmate 

relationships continue to play a significant role in influencing wellbeing, when the possible 

influence of these other factors are considered and controlled for.  

 

A hierarchal Ordinary Least Squares (OLS) regression was performed, using wellbeing as the 

dependent variable.26 Prior to conducting this analysis, descriptive statistics were generated 

and tests for any violations of regression assumptions were performed to ensure that there were 

                                                      

26 Regression models presented are based on the pooled values for unstandardized betas, standard errors 

and p-values generated by MI. Regression models based on the observed values were also produced 

(and can be viewed in Appendix M). Unless otherwise stated, it should be assumed that there were no 

substantive differences between the regression parameter estimates based on imputed values and those 

based on the observed values. 
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no issues regarding low cell counts, multicollinearity, outliers, normality and 

homoscedasticity. Issues with multicollinearity were found when examining the variance 

inflation factor (VIF) and Tolerance values relating to variables for ‘cell type’ and ‘cellmate 

relationship’. In order to address this issue ‘cell type’ was excluded from the analysis and 

‘cellmate relationship’ was retained. This decision was made as it was more useful in the 

regression analysis to retain ‘cellmate relationship’.  The variable for ‘cell type’ measured only 

whether a respondent was in a single cell or a shared cell, while the variable for ‘cellmate 

relationship’ was coded into three response categories; ‘poor cellmate relationship’ or ‘good 

cellmate relationship’ and ‘N/A’, which represented individuals in single cells. Accordingly, 

the ‘cellmate relationship’ variable provided not only the information as to whether an 

individual was in a single or shared cell, but also information about the nature of the cellmate 

relationship, hence its retention in the model. This resolved the issues of multicollinearity in 

respect of these variables. 

 

A further issue of multicollinearity was encountered regarding variables that measured the 

length of a respondent’s sentence and the amount of time that they had served.  The decision 

was made to examine the amount of time that an individual had served rather than the length 

of their sentence as the variable for sentence length was less useful for the analysis than the 

variable for the amount of time served. For example, respondents with long prison sentences 

could have been recently sentenced or be at the end of their sentence; the sentence length 

variable would not distinguish between these individuals. However, using the variable that 

measured the amount of time that an individual had served avoided this confusion by focusing 

its measurement on how long an individual had been in prison. There was also a pragmatic 

element to this decision as the variable relating to the amount of time respondents had served 

did not have any issues with low cell counts that were present in the variable relating to 

sentence length (particularly concerning Imprisonment for Public Protection27 (IPP) prisoners 

and life sentence prisoners). Therefore, the variable measuring the amount of time served was 

incorporated into the regression models, whilst the variable relating to sentence length was 

excluded.  

 

Similarly, there were problems with multicollinearity between variables measuring whether 

an individual had a toilet in their cell, what type of toilet an individual had in their cell and 

which establishment an individual was detained in. The variable recording whether an 

                                                      

27 Imprisonment for Public Protection refers to where a prisoner must serve a minimum term in prison 

after which time the Parole Board will decide whether their risk to the public has been reduced 

sufficiently to allow release for supervision in the community. Whilst abolished in 2012, some IPP 

prisoners remain imprisoned (Beard, 2017). 



101 

 

individual had a toilet in their cell was excluded from analysis because there were vastly 

different experiences of toilet arrangements (e.g. a toilet in a cubicle or a toilet in the cell 

without privacy screening). This may have interfered with the reliability of conclusions drawn 

from the regression models. For this reason, the initial decision was to use the variable that 

recorded the specific type of toilet, which had response categories that captured the range of 

toilet arrangements experienced. However, further issues of multicollinearity were 

encountered when this variable and the variable for establishment type (i.e. Maghaberry prison 

or Magilligan prison) were incorporated into the same model. The variable recording the 

specific type of toilet was excluded from the analysis as there was a theoretical basis for 

including the variable relating to establishment type, as previous literature suggests that 

wellbeing can be influenced by the security category of different prison establishments (Favril 

et al., 2017). There were no further issues of multicollinearity. 

 

The OLS regression analysis consisted of four models, with wellbeing scores used as the 

dependent variable. Model 1 examined the influence of coping styles on wellbeing, while 

Model 2 examined the influence of coping styles, as well as age, ethnicity, previous times in 

prison, SES, sexuality, history of addiction, history of mental health issues and time served on 

wellbeing. Model 3 examined how the variables from Model 2, as well as related prison 

environmental factors, including the influence of prison establishment, PREPS regime level, 

cellmate relationship and feelings of safety in the cell, were related to wellbeing. Finally, 

Model 4 examined all of the variables in Model 3, as well as the influence of Male Role Norms 

of ‘Restrictive Emotionality’ and ‘Toughness’ on wellbeing (see Table 9). This gradual 

introduction of variables allowed comparison between models, to determine if the recently 

introduced variables had changed the relationship between the variables in the previous model 

and wellbeing. Coping styles which met the threshold of reliability28 were used as the primary 

independent variables in Model 1 (see Table 9). Three of the fourteen coping styles (Self-

distraction, Venting and Self-blame) measured by the Brief Cope Inventory did not 

demonstrate an acceptable measure of reliability and so were excluded from the analysis. This 

means that only eleven of the fourteen coping styles measured by the Brief Cope Inventory 

are included in the analysis. The remaining individual characteristics, environmental 

characteristics and Male Role Norm scores were incorporated into the analysis in Models 2, 3 

and 4 respectively (see Table 9). 

 

                                                      

28 This included coping styles which had Cronbach’s Alphas equalling or exceeding 0.7 when rounded 

to one decimal place. For further details see Appendix L for scale reliability tests. 
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Model 1 shows the association between wellbeing and different coping styles, without 

controlling for the other individual characteristics, environmental variables or Male Role 

Norms. This is a strong model which explained 35.1% of the variance in wellbeing scores (R2 

= 0.351, F (11) = 28.416, p = < .001). Several coping styles were significantly associated with 

higher wellbeing scores, specifically Active Coping (B = 1.167, p <.001), Emotional Support 

(B = 1.401, p < .001), Positive Reframing (B = 1.175, p < .001), Humour (B = .0561, p <.05) 

and Acceptance (B = 0.81, p < .01). Model 1 also reveals how some coping styles were 

significantly associated with lower wellbeing scores. These included Substance Use (B = -

1.045, p <.001), Behavioural Disengagement (B = -2.352, p < .001) and Planning (B = -1.191, 

p <.001).  

 

The remaining individual characteristics were incorporated into Model 2. This model 

investigated the relationship between coping styles and wellbeing when all individual 

variables measured in this study were controlled for. Model 2 explained 35.4% of the variance 

in wellbeing scores (R2 = 0.354, F (23) = 14.899, p = < .001). Coping styles which achieved 

significance in Model 1 remained significantly associated with wellbeing in Model 2 (see 

Table 9). Denial, Instrumental Support and Religion remained non-significant in this model. 

Having a history of mental health issues was also found to influence wellbeing, with those 

who reported having a history of mental health issues being significantly more likely to report 

lower wellbeing scores compared to those who did not have a history of mental health issues 

(B = - 3.583, p <.001) (see Table 9). No other individual variables were found to be statistically 

significant in Model 2. 

 

Next, environmental variables were added in Model 3. This model accounted for 38.9% of the 

variance in wellbeing scores (R2 = 0.389, F (29) = 13.231, p = < .001). Coping styles which 

reached significance in Models 1 and 2 remained significantly associated with wellbeing 

scores in Model 3 (see Table 9). Having a history of mental health issues also remained 

significantly related to lower wellbeing scores (B = -3.449, p < .001) (see Table 9). Not feeling 

safe in the cell was the only environmental control variable found to be significantly associated 

with wellbeing in Model 3 (B = -5.45, p <.001). Individuals who did not feel safe in their cell 

tended to have lower wellbeing scores (see Table 9). In this model, having a cellmate, 

regardless of whether there was a poor or good relationship with that cellmate, was not found 

to be significantly related with wellbeing (see Table 9).  
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Table 9: Hierarchal OLS Regression of Wellbeing Scores and Coping Styles, controlling for individual variables, environmental factors and Male Role Norms 

 

 Model 1  Model 2  Model 3  Model 4 

 B SE  B SE  B SE  B SE 

Coping Styles            

Active Coping 1.167 0.324***  1.051 0.325**  1.003 0.320**  0.983 0.320** 

Denial -0.024 0.300  -0.031 0.306  0.102 0.302  0.060 0.300 

Substance Usea -1.045 0.241***  -0.777 0.26**  -0.577 0.263*  -0.641 0.267* 

Emotional Support 1.401 0.300***  1.369 0.299***  1.408 0.295***  1.329 0.296*** 

Instrumental Support -0.261 0.328  -0.272 0.328  -0.292 0.324  -0.242 0.323 

Behavioural Disengagement -2.352 0.371***  -2.343 0.373***  -2.282 0.366***  -2.256 0.364*** 

Positive Reframing 1.175 0.308***  1.204 0.312***  1.312 0.307***  1.288 0.305*** 

Planning -1.191 0.312***  -1.092 0.312***  -1.073 0.308***  -1.059 0.307** 

Humourb 0.561 0.242*  0.568 0.241*  0.473 0.238*  0.435 0.238 

Acceptance 0.810 0.265**  0.797 0.274**  0.683 0.270*  0.668 0.269* 

Religion 0.162 0.230  0.231 0.238  0.206 0.236  0.203 0.236 

Individual Variables            

Age   
 -0.019 0.042  -0.026 0.042  -0.016 0.042 

Ethnicity (ref: not White including 

Travellers)   

 

  

 

  

 

  

White excluding Travellers   
 -0.763 1.836  -0.669 1.814  -0.583 1.807 

Previous times in prison   
 0.036 0.065  0.069 0.065  0.067 0.065 

SES (ref: middle/upper class)             

Working/lower middle class   
 -0.832 1.020  -0.927 1.004  -0.854 1.000 

Sexuality (ref: not straight)            

Straight   
 -0.583 2.180  -0.922 2.135  -1.092 2.123 

History of Addiction (ref: no)            
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Yes   
 -0.764 1.084  -0.797 1.074  -0.854 1.069 

History of Mental Health issues (ref: 

no)   

 

  

 

  

 

  

Yes   
 -3.583 0.977***  -3.449 0.964***  -3.529 0.959*** 

Time served (ref: less than one year)            

Remand    
 -0.301 1.219  -0.649 1.244  -0.727 1.237 

1 - 2 years   
 0.631 1.365  0.572 1.389  0.524 1.382 

2 - 4 years   
 0.387 1.322  0.235 1.343  0.172 1.335 

4 - 10 years   
 1.543 1.503  1.719 1.511  1.597 1.504 

Over 10 years   
 0.600 1.855  0.951 1.856  0.782 1.847 

Environmental Factors            

Establishment (Ref: Maghaberry)            

Magilligan   
 

  
 -0.355 1.043  -0.056 1.042 

PREPS (ref: Standard)            

Basic   
 

  
 -1.695 1.812  -1.921 1.805 

Enhanced   
 

  
 0.823 1.027  0.849 1.021 

Cellmate relationship (ref: no 

cellmate)   

 

  

 

  

 

  

Poor cellmate relationship    
 

  
 -2.621 1.802  -2.383 1.803 

Good cellmate relationshipc 
  

 
  

 1.999 1.096  2.142 1.093* 

Perceptions of Safety in Cell (ref: 

feeling safe in cell)   

 

  

 

  

 

  

Not feeling safe in cell   
 

  
 -5.450 1.421***  -5.416 1.418*** 

Male Role Norms            

Restrictive Emotionalityd 
  

 
  

 
  

 -0.587 0.265* 

Toughness   
 

  
 

  
 0.722 0.311* 

Intercept 37.341 2.446***  41.239 4.020***  41.270 4.078***  40.963 4.335*** 

R2 0.364  
 0.39  

 0.420  
 0.429  
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Adjusted R2 0.351  
 0.354  

 0.389  
 0.396  

N 559  
 559  

 559  
 559  

Note* p <0.05, ** p <0.01, *** p <0.001  
a For the observed values, Substance Use was not statistically significant in Models 2, 3 and 4. 

b Humour did not attain statistical significance in Models 1, 2 and 3 in the regression analysis based on the observed values. 

c The observed values showed that a good cellmate relationship was significantly associated with higher wellbeing scores in Model 3 (B = 3.392, p   

  <.05) and Model 4 (B = 3.574, p < .001). 

d For the observed values, Restrictive Emotionality was not statistically significant in Model 4.  
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In Model 4, the relationship between coping styles, the other individual characteristics, 

environmental factors and Male Role Norms of Restrictive Emotionality and Toughness in 

terms of wellbeing was examined. This explained 39.6% of the variance in wellbeing scores 

(R2 = 0.396, F (31) = 12.785, p = < .001). The coping styles which were significant in Models 

1, 2 and 3 remained significant in Model 4, apart from Humour which was no longer found to 

be significant (see Table 9).  Having a history of mental health issues also remained 

significantly associated with lower wellbeing scores (B = -3.529, p < .001) (see Table 9). 

Amongst the environmental characteristics, not feeling safe in one’s cell remained 

significantly related to lower wellbeing scores (B = -5.416, p <.001). Interestingly, in this 

model, having a good cellmate relationship became significantly associated with wellbeing 

when it had not been significant in Model 3 (see Table 9). This means that as the influence of 

Male Role Norms on wellbeing was considered in the analysis, the inclusion of these Male 

Role Norms changed the association observed between cellmate relationship and wellbeing. 

In other words, when the extent to which individuals endorsed Male Role Norms of Restrictive 

Emotionality or Toughness was considered in the analysis, cellmate relationships became 

significantly associated with wellbeing, with individuals claiming to have good cellmate 

relationships reporting a higher wellbeing score compared to those who did not have a cellmate  

(B = 2.142, p =.05) (see Table 9). Whilst having a poor cellmate relationship did not reach 

significance in this model, only a relatively small number of individuals reported having a 

poor relationship with their cellmate. Therefore, having a poor cellmate relationship may not 

have emerged as significant in this analysis because of the small number of individuals 

reporting a poor cellmate relationship rather than this variable being irrelevant in terms of 

influencing wellbeing. Lastly, when examining the role that Male Role Norms played in 

influencing wellbeing, both Male Role Norms were found to be significantly related to 

wellbeing (see Table 9). Endorsement of Restrictive Emotionality was significantly associated 

with lower wellbeing scores (B = -0.587, p < .05), while endorsement of Toughness was 

significantly related to higher wellbeing scores (B = 0.722, p < .05).   

 

The results of this OLS regression contribute to answering RQ1 and RQ2. In answer to RQ1, 

cellmate relationships appeared to be more important than cell type in influencing wellbeing. 

The OLS regression analysis results revealed that even when the influence of coping styles, 

other individual variables, environmental factors and Male Role Norms were controlled for, 

cellmate relationships continued to significantly influence wellbeing. These findings confirm 

the previous results emerging from the one-way between subjects ANOVA which examined 

the link between cell type, cellmate relationships and wellbeing.   
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With regards to RQ2, the findings from the OLS hierarchal regression analysis also reveal that 

a range of individual variables, environmental factors, social norms and coping styles 

influence wellbeing. Specifically, the following coping styles were found to be significantly 

associated with higher wellbeing scores: Active Coping, Emotional Support, Positive 

Reframing and Acceptance. In contrast, the coping styles of Substance Use, Behavioural 

Disengagement and Planning were found to be significantly associated with lower wellbeing 

scores. Having a history of mental health issues and not feeling safe in one’s cell were also 

found to be significantly associated with lower wellbeing scores. The relationship between 

mental ill-health, lower wellbeing and risk of suicide in prison has been well-established in 

the literature (Liebling, 1995; Birmingham, 2003; Humber et al., 2011; Favril et al., 2017). 

Previous research has also found that feeling unsafe in a prison environment is associated with 

lower quality of life, psychological distress and suicidal ideation (Liebling, Durie and Stiles, 

2005; Favril et al., 2017). It is worth noting that these previous research studies focused on 

feelings of safety more generally and did not focus specifically on feelings of safety in a cell.  

 

Male Role Norms of Restrictive Emotionality and Toughness were also found to influence 

wellbeing scores. Greater levels of endorsement of Restrictive Emotionality (i.e. believing that 

a man should not show his emotions) were associated with lower wellbeing scores while 

greater levels of endorsement of Toughness (i.e. believing that a man should present himself 

as strong and without vulnerability or weakness) were associated with higher wellbeing. In 

this way, endorsing the Male Role Norms of Toughness may have a protective function in 

relation to wellbeing in prison by deterring potential exploitation and victimisation, as well as 

granting social standing or respect from others who also endorse this norm within the prison. 

In contrast, the relationship between endorsement of Restrictive Emotionality and wellbeing 

may be best understood as conceptualising attempts to adhere to this Male Role Norm as a 

strain, whereby individuals struggle to contain and suppress emotions during their 

imprisonment. As such, this highlights the importance of backstage spaces in prison, where 

individuals may not feel that they have to mask emotions in this way. This may also help to 

explain why cellmate relationships became significantly associated with wellbeing when the 

extent to which participants endorsed Restrictive Emotionality and Toughness was considered 

in the regression analysis. Individuals who have good relationships with their cellmates may 

feel able to access backstage in the cell as they trust their cellmates. As such, they may feel 

able to display their true emotions in the shared cell without fear of negative repercussions for 

the management of their identity within the wider prison population. Moreover, these good 

cellmate relationships may provide positive peer emotional support that can help to explain 

why good cellmate relationships may be associated with higher wellbeing scores compared to 

those in single cells. Indeed, the regression results revealed that those who used Emotional 
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Support as a coping style were found to have higher wellbeing, indicating a link between 

wellbeing and seeking emotional support from others. These issues are discussed in more 

detail in Chapter Five.  

 

As significant associations were found between cellmate relationships and wellbeing and also 

between several coping styles and wellbeing in the above model (see Table 9), analysis was 

conducted to further investigate the potential associations between coping styles, cellmate 

relationships and wellbeing by introducing interaction terms into the model. This enabled 

testing of the hypothesis that cellmate relationship quality moderates the relationship between 

certain coping styles and wellbeing scores. These tests were performed on each of the coping 

styles that had been found to be significantly associated with wellbeing in the previous 

regression analysis presented in Table 9 (specifically Active Coping, Substance Use, 

Emotional Support, Behavioural Disengagement, Positive Reframing, Planning and 

Acceptance). To reduce the likelihood of encountering high levels of multicollinearity between 

the independent variables and the interaction term, the variables were centered, and an 

interaction term between cellmate relationship and coping style was created (Aiken and West, 

1991). For each coping style, two hierarchal multiple regression models were produced. The 

first model regressed the relevant coping style on wellbeing, controlling for individual 

variables, environmental factors and male role norms. The second model repeated this analysis 

but also incorporated the relevant interaction term between cellmate relationship and coping 

style. In each of these models, the introduction of the interaction term between cellmate 

relationship and relevant coping styles did not prove to be significant.29 This suggested that, 

based on this data, the quality of the relationship between cellmates does not enhance or detract 

from the association between these coping styles and wellbeing scores. However, it should be 

noted that there were a relatively small number of individuals in this sample who reported 

having a poor relationship with their cellmate and this may have influenced these findings. 

 

In the next section, how the use of coping styles may differ depending on cell type is 

investigated, as well as what factors influence the use of those coping styles found to be 

significantly associated with prisoners’ wellbeing scores.  

  

                                                      

29 These models can be found at Appendix N. 
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Coping and Cell-Sharing 

In order to answer RQ3, whether there were any statistically significant differences in the use 

of coping styles by cell type was examined next, as well as what factors influenced the use of 

those coping styles found to be significantly associated with wellbeing. Only those coping 

styles which were significantly associated with wellbeing (see Table 9) are explored in this 

section.  The most commonly employed coping style used by the adult imprisoned males in 

Northern Ireland was Acceptance (M = 6.18), followed by Active Coping (M = 5.78) and 

Planning (M = 5.15) (see Figure 7). The least commonly employed coping styles were 

Behavioural Disengagement (M = 3.11) and Substance Use (M = 3.22).30  

 

Having said this, it is important to note that individuals who employ Behavioural 

Disengagement and Substance Use as coping styles may be under-represented in the research 

due to the nature of these coping styles. For instance, participation in this research was 

voluntary so individuals who tended to use Behavioural Disengagement may have declined to 

take part due to the nature of this coping style, as this coping style tends to encourage social 

withdrawal and non-engagement rather than active participation in activities such as this. 

Furthermore, Substance Use as a coping style may be under-reported by the respondents as 

substance use in prison is against prison rules, resulting in disciplinary action and/or PREPS 

regime demotion. For this reason, participants who were using substances may have been 

reluctant to take part in the research or to report their substance use despite the anonymous 

nature of the survey.  

 

                                                      

30 Comparison between the use of different coping styles as found by this study and by other studies has 

not been possible as most published data has focused on grouping coping styles into positive/negative 

categories or maladaptive/adaptive, rather than examining each style separately. Such categorisations 

have not been used in this study as they did not meet the necessary threshold of reliability. 
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Figure 7: Use of Coping Styles by Respondents 

A comparison of the mean scores for the Brief COPE subscales of those in single cells and 

those in shared cells was undertaken, to explore if there were any differences evident in the 

coping styles used by those in different cells. This analysis highlighted small differences in 

the extent to which some coping styles were used. Mann-Whitney U Tests revealed a 

significant difference in the extent to which Active Coping, Substance Use and Behavioural 

Disengagement were used by people in single cells and shared cells (see Table 10).  

 

Table 10: Mann-Whitney U Tests for Coping Styles and Cell Type 

Coping Style N Md U z 

Active Coping 559  27828.14 -3.526*** 

Single Cell 380 6   

Shared Cell 179 5   

Substance Use 559  29327.08 -3,014** 

Single Cell 380 2   

Shared Cell 179 2   

Behavioural Disengagement 559  27793.91 -2.885** 

Single Cell 394.7 2   

Shared Cell 164.3 3   

Note * p <0.05, ** p<0.01, *** p<0.001 

 

Therefore, in answer to RQ3, statistically significant differences in the use of Active Coping, 

Substance Use and Behavioural Disengagement were found between cell types. Individuals in 
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single cells were slightly more likely to use Active Coping than individuals in shared cells (see  

Figure 8). Whilst the median scores for Substance Use were equal (see Table 10), there was a 

difference in means for Substance Use between those in single cells (M = 3.07) and those in 

shared cells (M = 3.56), as shown in Figure 8. This suggests that Substance Use as a coping 

style is employed slightly more by those in shared cells compared to those in single cells. 

Behavioural Disengagement was also employed slightly more often by those in shared cells 

compared to those in single cells (see Figure 8). Whilst it is important to acknowledge that the 

differences between the use of these coping styles by those in single and shared cells were 

small, the qualitative data supported this finding, as well as providing possible explanations 

for why such differences had been observed and how these were related to cell-sharing (see 

Chapter Five).  

 

 

Figure 8: Use of Coping Styles by Cell Type31 

In interpreting these results, it is necessary to consider how individuals may import these 

coping styles into prison, where they can influence their behaviour in prison and consequently 

their progression on the PREPS regime and likelihood of being allocated a single or shared 

cell. For instance, individuals who employ Substance Use and/or Behavioural Disengagement 

as a coping style are unlikely to progress to the Enhanced regime on PREPS due to the 

requirements to pass drug tests and proactively engage in rehabilitative programmes and 

                                                      

31 Where statistically significant differences were found, the relevant coping styles have been marked 

with an asterisk.  
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constructive activities. In contrast, those who employ Active Coping may be more inclined to 

participate in these activities and avoid using substances, facilitating a faster progression to 

the Enhanced regime level of PREPS. As accommodation is often used as a perk of the 

Enhanced PREPS regime level, this may explain why Active Coping is more common among 

those in single cells while Substance Use and Behavioural Disengagement is more common 

among those in shared cells. Of course, it is also possible that the experience of being placed 

in a single or shared cell may affect the extent to which an individual can use these coping 

styles. This issue is explored further in Chapter Five and Chapter Seven.   

 

Next, OLS regression models were used to examine if any of the individual variables, 

environmental factors and Male Role Norms measured in this research could influence the use 

of those coping styles found to be significantly related to wellbeing32, specifically Active 

Coping, Substance Use, Emotional Support, Behavioural Disengagement, Positive Reframing, 

Planning and Acceptance. Before generating the regression models, descriptive statistics were 

produced, and tests were performed to ensure that there were no issues regarding low cell 

counts, linearity, multicollinearity, outliers, normality and homoscedasticity.  As in the 

previous model, multicollinearity issues arose regarding the inclusion of both ‘cell type’ and 

‘cellmate relationship’ as well as ‘sentence length’ and ‘time served’, and ‘provision of in-cell 

sanitation’, ‘type of toilet’ and ‘establishment’. The same actions were taken to deal with these 

issues as outlined previously, based on the same rationale (see pages 99-100). No other issues 

regarding outliers, normality or homoscedasticity were encountered. 

Active Coping 

Active Coping refers to taking action to improve one’s situation. An OLS regression analysis 

was used to examine Active Coping as a coping style (see Table 11) and accounted for 7.8% 

of the variance in the use of Active Coping (R2 = .078, F (20) = 3.357, p < .001). In this model, 

none of the individual or environmental characteristics examined obtained statistical 

significance (see Table 11). Similarly, the extent to which an individual endorsed Toughness 

as a Male Role Norm did not achieve statistical significance, but endorsement of Restrictive 

Emotionality was highly significant (B = -.192, p <.001). This suggests that the more an 

individual endorses the Male Role Norm of Restrictive Emotionality, the less likely they are 

to use Active Coping. One explanation of this may be that men who believe that emotions 

should not be shown may be less likely to engage with their own feelings and so less likely to 

                                                      

32 Regression models for the coping styles which were not statistically significant in Table 9 have also 

been produced and examined. These models can be found at Appendix N. 
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employ Active Coping to deal with such emotions or even personal circumstances which cause 

them to feel these emotions.  

Table 11: OLS Regression Results for Active Coping 

  Model 1 

 
 B SE 

Individual Variables  
  

Age  0.005 0.007 

Ethnicity (ref: not White including Travellers)    

White excluding Travellers  -0.331 0.319 

Previous times in prison  -0.016 0.011 

SES (ref: middle/upper class)    

Working/lower middle class  0.003 0.182 

Sexualitya (ref: not straight)    

Straight  0.695 0.381 

History of Addiction (ref: no)  0.303 0.186 

Yes    

History of Mental Health issuesb (ref: no)  -0.258 0.170 

Yes    

Time served (ref: less than 1 year)    

Remand  0.025 0.222 

1 - 2 years  0.165 0.247 

2 - 4 years  0.121 0.242 

4 - 10 years  -0.258 0.268 

Over 10 years  0.070 0.335 

Environmental Factors  
  

Establishment (ref: Maghaberry)  0.106 0.190 

Magilligan    

PREPS (ref: Standard)    

Basic  0.322 0.321 

Enhanced  0.310 0.181 

Cellmate Relationship (ref: no cellmate)    

Poor cellmate relationshipc  -0.441 0.322 

Good cellmate relationshipd  -0.311 0.191 

Perceptions of Safety in cell (ref: feeling safe in 

cell) 

   

Not feeling safe in cell  -0.005 0.247 

Male Role Norms  
  

Restrictive Emotionality  -0.192 0.047*** 

Toughness  -0.081 0.055 

Intercept  6.287 0.640*** 

R2  0.111  
Adjusted R2  0.078  
N  559  

Note * p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01; *** p < .001 (two tailed) 
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a Regression analysis on the observed values found sexual orientation to be significantly associated of 

the use of Active Coping, with those identifying as straight being more likely to make use of Active 

Coping (B = 1.204, p <.01). 

b Amongst the observed values, having a history of mental health issues reached significance with those 

reporting a history of mental health issues being less likely to use Active Coping compared to those 

with no such history (B = -3.87, p <.05). 

c Analysis on the observed values indicated that having a poor cellmate relationship was significantly 

associated with a lesser use of Active Coping (B = -1.009, p <.05) compared to being in a single cell. 

d Analysis on the observed values also found that having a good cellmate relationship was significantly 

associated with a lesser use of Active Coping (B = -0.480, p <.05) compared to being in a single cell. 

This suggests that those in single cells tended to use Active Coping more often than those in shared 

cells, in line with the Mann-Whitney U tests conducted earlier in this chapter, which found that those 

in single cells reporting a statistically significant greater use of Active Coping compared to those in 

shared cells.    

Substance Use 

This section discusses the results of the OLS regression analysis performed on scores relating 

to Substance Use as a coping style (see Table 12). This model explained 25.3% of the variance 

in scores for Substance Use (R2 = .253, F (20) = 10.463, p = <.001). Some individual 

characteristics were significantly associated with Substance Use as a coping style, including 

the number of previous times a person had been in prison (B =0.044, p <.001), having a history 

of addiction (B = 0.747, p <.001) and having a history of mental health issues (B = .388, p 

<.01) (see Table 12). It is perhaps unsurprising that these three individual characteristics were 

related to Substance Use as a coping style. Often an individual’s use of substances can result 

in their imprisonment (Håkansson and Berglund, 2012). Moreover, it is unsurprising that a 

history of addiction is related to Substance Use as a coping style, as the use of substances as a 

coping style may increase the probability of addiction and contribute to a history of mental 

health issues. Some individuals may also use substances as a means of self-medicating to deal 

with their mental health issues. Individuals who import this coping style into prison may find 

it difficult to progress on the PREPS regime and, as a result, to be more likely to find 

themselves in a shared cell. As allocation to a single cell was generally associated with being 

a perk of the Enhanced PREPS regime level, individuals had to pass prison drug tests in order 

to achieve Enhanced status. Individuals who use Substance Use as a coping style may struggle 

to do this, resulting in these individuals being more likely to be in shared cells. This reflects 

the findings of the previous Mann-Whitney U tests which found that Substance Use was more 

frequently reported as a coping style amongst those in shared cells compared to single cells. 

Being in a shared cell may also encourage substance use for individuals who struggle to cope 
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with the strains of cell-sharing or individuals who engage in drug-taking behaviours with their 

cellmate. These issues, as well as their implications for wellbeing, addiction and desistance, 

are unpacked further by the qualitative findings presented in Chapters Five and Six. Therefore, 

whilst having a cellmate, regardless of the nature of the relationship, did not emerge as being 

significantly related to Substance Use in this model, it is important to note that some of the 

individual characteristics which influenced Substance Use have implications for an 

individuals’ progression on the PREPS regime and so for the type of cell they are placed in. 

 

Indeed, in terms of environmental characteristics, being on the Enhanced level of the PREPS 

regime was significantly associated with being less likely to use Substance Use as a coping 

style (B = -0.508, p <.01). This can be explained by the PREPS system, which as previously 

outlined requires individuals to pass drug tests to progress through the regime levels to 

Enhanced. Accordingly, those who use substances are unlikely to pass the drug tests required 

to become Enhanced. Moreover, not feeling safe in the cell was significantly associated with 

Substance Use, resulting in individuals being more likely to use Substance Use as a coping 

style if they did not feel safe in their cell compared to those who did feel safe in their cell (B 

= .739, p < .01). The qualitative interview data suggests that individuals may use drugs to help 

them deal with the stresses and strains of having to share a cell with someone they do not feel 

safe with, as well as to help them sleep, as their fear and unease around their cellmate could 

contribute to insomnia (see Chapter Five for further information).  

 

Lastly, while Restrictive Emotionality was not significantly related to Substance Use, 

subscribing to Toughness was significant (B = .211, p < .001) (see Table 12). This suggests 

that the greater the extent to which an individual believes that a man should act in accordance 

with the Male Role Norm of Toughness, the more likely they are to report using Substance 

Use as a coping style. Such a finding may suggest that using substances can be a way of 

achieving escapism from the pressure to display toughness in prison and this interpretation 

corresponds with the interview data discussed in Chapter Five. 
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Table 12: OLS Regression Results for Substance Use  

  Model 1 

 
 B SE 

Individual Variables  
  

Age  -0.013 0.007 

Ethnicity (ref: not White including Travellers)    

White excluding Travellers  -0.409 0.306 

Previous times in prison  0.044 0.011*** 

SES (ref: middle/upper class)    

Working/lower middle class  0.084 0.172 

Sexuality (ref: not straight)    

Straight  0.117 0.354 

History of Addiction (ref: no)  
  

Yes  0.747 0.175*** 

History of Mental Health issues (ref: no)  
  

Yes    

Time served (ref: less than 1 year)    

Remand  -0.117 0.207 

1 - 2 years  0.077 0.236 

2 - 4 years  0.113 0.227 

4 - 10 years  -0.009 0.251 

Over 10 years  -0.082 0.309 

Environmental Factors  
  

Establishment (ref: Maghaberry)  
  

Magilligan  0.143 0.178 

PREPS (ref: Standard)    

Basic  0.330 0.307 

Enhanced  -0.508 0.171** 

Cellmate Relationship (ref: no cellmate)    

Poor cellmate relationship  0.114 0.315 

Good cellmate relationship  0.042 0.181 

Perceptions of Safety in cella (ref: feeling safe in 

cell) 

   

Not feeling safe in cell  0.739 0.235** 

Male Role Norms  
  

Restrictive Emotionality  0.047 0.045 

Toughness  0.211 0.052*** 

Intercept  1.860 0.606*** 

R2  0.280  
Adjusted R2  0.253  
N  559  

Note * p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01; *** p < .001 (two tailed) 

a In the analysis of the observed values, not feeling safe in the cell did not achieve statistical significance. 
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Emotional Support 

The OLS regression model conducted on Emotional Support as a coping style revealed that 

none of the individual or environmental variables were significantly associated with the use of 

this particular coping style (see Table 13). However, Restrictive Emotionality was shown to 

be highly significant (B = -0.049, p < .001) (see Table 13). This suggests that the more an 

individual endorses Restrictive Emotionality, the less likely they are to use Emotional Support 

as a coping style. This can be understood by viewing the expression of emotions as necessary 

if an individual is to make use of Emotional Support. Accordingly, individuals who believe 

they should not or cannot show their emotions may find it difficult to access Emotional Support 

as a coping style. Toughness was not found to be significant. This model explained 4.8% of 

the variance in scores for Emotional Support (R2 = .048, F (20) = 2.411, p <.01). Most relevant 

to the focus of this study, the nature of cellmate relationships was not significantly related to 

the use of Emotional Support in this model. This may be because individuals in prison who 

use Emotional Support as a coping style are not limited to a cellmate as the only source of this 

support. Trusted staff members, other prisoners and one’s family and friends can also provide 

positive social and emotional support to those in prison (Harreveld et al., 2007).  
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Table 13: OLS Regression Results for Emotional Support 

  Model 1 

 
 B SE 

Individual Variables  
  

Age  <.001 0.008 

Ethnicity (ref: not White including Travellers)    

White excluding Travellers  -0.083 0.336 

Previous times in prison  -0.016 0.012 

SES (ref: middle/upper class)    

Working/lower middle class  0.008 0.192 

Sexuality (ref: not straight)    

Straight  -0.559 0.392 

History of Addiction (ref: no)  
  

Yes  -0.061 0.194 

History of Mental Health issues (ref: no)  
  

Yes  0.057 0.178 

Time served (ref: less than 1 year)    

Remand  0.007 0.229 

1 - 2 years  0.050 0.261 

2 - 4 years  0.056 0.252 

4 - 10 years  -0.196 0.278 

Over 10 years  -0.081 0.343 

Environmental Factors  
  

Establishment (ref: Maghaberry)  
  

 Magilligan  0.011 0.197 

PREPS (ref: Standard)    

Basic  0.025 0.339 

Enhanced  0.330 0.187 

Cellmate Relationship (ref: no cellmate)    

Poor cellmate relationship  0.005 0.340 

Good cellmate relationship  -0.177 0.203 

Perceptions of Safety in cell (ref: feeling safe in 

cell) 

   

Not feeling safe in cell  0.331 0.259 

Male Role Norms  
  

Restrictive Emotionality  -0.233 0.049*** 

Toughness  -0.018 0.058 

Intercept  5.576 0.677*** 

R2  0.082  
Adjusted R2  0.048  
N  559  

Note * p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01; *** p < .001 (two tailed) 
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Behavioural Disengagement 

An OLS regression was also performed on the use of Behavioural Disengagement as a coping 

style (see Table 14). This model incorporated variables measuring Male Role Norms, as well 

as controlling for individual and environmental factors. It explained 9% of the variance in 

scores for Behavioural Disengagement (R2 = .09, F (20) = 3.756, p < .001).  Having a history 

of mental health issues was significantly associated with Behavioural Disengagement, 

increasing the use of Behavioural Disengagement as a coping style compared to those without 

a history of mental health issues (B = 0.439, p < .01) (see Table 14). Individuals with 

experiences of mental ill health may have lower resilience when faced with challenges posed 

by the prison environment, making them less likely to pursue other coping styles and/or 

withdraw when they feel overwhelmed. Sexual orientation also obtained statistical 

significance in this model, suggesting that individuals who did not identify as straight were 

more likely to employ Behavioural Disengagement as a coping style (B = -0.634, p < .05) (see 

Table 14). Individuals who do not identify as straight may be less likely to feel comfortable or 

safe mixing with the general prison population as the prison social context can tend to view 

homosexuality as inconsistent with the cultural ideal of masculinity (Haney, 2011; Dunn, 

2013). As a result, they may be more likely to withdraw from the prison population and to 

disengage from activities associated with more positive coping styles (e.g. attending courses, 

going to the gym or even turning to someone for support). 

 

In terms of environmental characteristics, having a poor cellmate relationship was linked to a 

greater likelihood of using Behavioural Disengagement as a coping style compared to having 

no cellmate (B = 0.529, p < .05). Having to share a cell with a cellmate with whom you have 

a poor relationship may cause an individual to disengage and to socially withdraw in order to 

deal with this poor relationship. However, individuals may also import their use of 

Behavioural Disengagement as a coping style into prison with them, contributing to a failure 

to develop good cellmate relationships. These individuals may experience poor cellmate 

relationships due to their tendency to disengage. Moreover, individuals may use Behavioural 

Disengagement as a means of coping with a cellmate who they perceive as dangerous and/or 

unpredictable, explaining why perceptions of feeling safe in the cell were significantly 

associated with the use of Behavioural Disengagement. Individuals who did not feel safe in 

their cell were more likely to report a greater use of Behavioural Disengagement compared to 

those who did feel safe in their cell (B = 0.603, p < .01). When individuals do not feel safe in 

their cell, due to the perceived unpredictability or dangerousness of their cellmate, they may 

be more likely to seek to minimise their interactions with this cellmate. Consequently, 
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effective management of cell allocation decisions could potentially help to reduce the use of 

Behavioural Disengagement as a coping style for some in prison.  

 

Neither the Male Role Norm of Restrictive Emotionality nor Toughness obtained statistical 

significance and so cannot be regarded as influencing the use of Behavioural Disengagement. 

Such social norms which are mostly concerned with how an individual is perceived by others, 

may be irrelevant to determining levels of Behavioural Disengagement when individuals using 

this coping style have withdrawn from interacting socially with others. 
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Table 14: OLS Regression Results for Behavioural Disengagement 

  Model 1 

 
 B SE 

Individual Variables  
  

Age  0.007 0.006 

Ethnicity (ref: not White including Travellers)    

White excluding Travellers  -0.471 0.260 

Previous times in prison  0.016 0.009 

SES (ref: middle/upper class)    

Working/lower middle class  -0.030 0.149 

Sexualitya  (ref: not straight)    

Straight  -0.634 0.306* 

History of Addiction (ref: no)  
  

Yes  -0.097 0.153 

History of Mental Health issues (ref: no)  
  

Yes  0.439 0.139** 

Time served (ref: less than 1 year)    

Remand  0.120 0.180 

1 - 2 years  0.126 0.202 

2 - 4 years  0.132 0.196 

4 - 10 years  0.123 0.218 

Over 10 years  0.414 0.269 

Environmental Factors  
  

Establishment (ref: Maghaberry)  
  

Magilligan  -0.051 0.154 

PREPS (ref: Standard)    

Basic  0.041 0.264 

Enhanced  -0.164 0.148 

Cellmate Relationship (ref: no cellmate)    

Poor cellmate relationshipb  0.529 0.268* 

Good cellmate relationship  0.142 0.160 

Perceptions of Safety in cell (ref: feeling safe in 

cell) 

   

Not feeling safe in cell  0.603 0.203** 

Male Role Norms  
  

Restrictive Emotionality  0.044 0.039 

Toughness  0.069 0.045 

Intercept  3.005 0.515*** 

R2  0.122  
Adjusted R2  0.090  
N  559  

Note * p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01; *** p < .001 (two tailed) 

a For the observed values, being straight was not statistically significant. 

b Analysis based on the observed values did not find poor cellmate relationships to be statistically 

significant. 
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Positive Reframing 

Results of the OLS regression performed for the use of Positive Reframing as a coping style 

are presented in Table 15. This model explained 8% of the total variance in scores for the use 

of Positive Reframing (R2 = .080, F (20) = 3.442, p = < .001). Having a history of addiction 

(B = 0.469, p < .05) was significantly associated with greater use of Positive Reframing as a 

coping style. It is not immediately clear why this association was found. One possible 

explanation is the potential relevancy of ‘false hope syndrome’, which Polivy and Herman 

(2002, p. 678)  explain as “the cycle of failure, interpretation, and renewed effort” often 

undertaken when individuals attempt to change habits or addictive behaviour. Part of this 

process involves initial optimism that one can change one’s behaviour. It is this optimism 

which individuals who are challenging their addiction issues may draw upon, which could 

explain why such individuals appear to use Positive Reframing. Having served 4-10 years was 

also significantly related to Positive Reframing (B = -1.057, p < .001), with individuals having 

served 4-10 years being significantly less likely to use Positive Reframing as a coping style. 

Again, it is not clear why this association has been found but it may be that individuals who 

have spent this amount of time in prison struggle to view their future in a positive light. They 

may find it difficult to think positively about the situation that they are in, having neither the 

brevity of a relatively short sentence to help them shrug off negative thoughts or the imminent 

end of their sentence on which to focus on.  

 

In terms of environmental characteristics, being on the Enhanced level of the PREPS regime 

was significant (B = 0.408, p < .05), suggesting a greater use of Positive Reframing amongst 

those on the Enhanced level than those who resided on the Standard level of the PREPS 

regime. This could suggest that the ability of these individuals to utilise Positive Reframing to 

cope with imprisonment aided their progression through PREPS to the Enhanced regime.  

 

The Male Role Norm of Toughness did not reach significance, but Restrictive Emotionality 

proved to be highly significant (B = -0.177, p < .001). Those who are more likely to endorse 

Restrictive Emotionality were less likely to use Positive Reframing as a coping style. Perhaps 

a preoccupation with hiding one’s emotions in prison prevents some men from properly 

processing their feelings, impeding the emotional engagement that may be required to manage 

their thoughts in a positive manner. The qualitative data supports this, as many spoke of the 

negative repercussions of suppressing one’s emotions as they argued that ‘bottling up’ their 

emotions often resulted in violent outbursts and self-harm (see Chapter Five). 
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Table 15: OLS Regression Results for Positive Reframing 

  Model 1 

 
 B SE 

Individual Variables  
  

Age  <.001 0.007 

Ethnicity (ref: not White including Travellers)    

White excluding Travellers  -0.571 0.321 

Previous times in prison  -0.020 0.011 

SES (ref: middle/upper class)    

Working/lower middle class  0.017 0.184 

Sexuality (ref: not straight)    

Straight  -0.133 0.382 

History of Addictiona (ref: no)  
  

Yes  0.469 0.189* 

History of Mental Health issues (ref: no)  
  

Yes  -0.105 0.172 

Time served (ref: less than 1 year)    

Remand  -0.277 0.220 

1 - 2 years  0.120 0.253 

2 - 4 years  -0.308 0.244 

4 - 10 years  -1.057 0.270*** 

Over 10 years  -0.622 0.335 

Environmental Factors  
  

Establishment (ref: Maghaberry)  
  

Magilligan  -0.016 0.191 

PREPS (ref: Standard)    

Basic  0.467 0.325 

Enhancedb  0.408 0.183* 

Cellmate Relationship (ref: no cellmate)    

Poor cellmate relationship  0.035 0.331 

Good cellmate relationship  -0.334 0.198 

Perceptions of Safety in cell (ref: feeling safe in 

cell) 

   

Not feeling safe in cell  0.308 0.252 

Male Role Norms  
  

Restrictive Emotionality  -0.177 0.047*** 

Toughness  -0.030 0.055 

Intercept  6.353 0.640 

R2  0.113  
Adjusted R2  0.080  
N  559  

Note * p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01; *** p < .001 (two tailed) 

a Analysis on the observed values did not find history of addiction to be significant. 

b Analysis on the observed values did not find being on the Enhanced level of the PREPS regime to be 

statistically significant.  
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Planning 

The OLS regression performed for Planning as a coping style explained 2.6% of the variance 

(R2 = .026, F (20) = 1.742, p <.05). Only one of the individual characteristics proved to be 

significant: having a history of addiction (B = 0.456, p < .05). This suggests that individuals 

who have a history of addiction are more likely to use Planning to cope with imprisonment 

compared to those that do not report a history of addiction (see Table 16). An explanation for 

this association is not immediately obvious. However, one possible interpretation is that a 

degree of planning is often required for individuals to be able to acquire access to the drugs 

that fuel their addictions while they are imprisoned. None of the environmental characteristics 

were found to be significant (see Table 16). In terms of the Male Role Norms, Toughness did 

not achieve significance, but Restrictive Emotionality was significantly associated with 

Planning (B = -0.118, p < .05). This suggests that the more an individual endorses Restrictive 

Emotionality, the less likely they are to employ Planning as a coping style (see Table 16). 

Again, reasons for this finding are not immediately clear. It is possible that the restrictions 

experienced during imprisonment discourage the use of Planning as these individuals do not 

wish to display emotions of frustration, disappointment, sadness, etc. that may be associated 

with the failure to achieve their plans. However, further research is required to understand this 

observed relationship.   
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Table 16: OLS Regression Results for Planning 

  Model 1 

 
 B SE 

Individual Variables  
  

Age  0.014 0.008 

Ethnicity (ref: not White including Travellers)    

White excluding Travellers  -0.235 0.343 

Previous times in prison  -0.019 0.012 

SES (ref: middle/upper class)    

Working/lower middle class  -0.092 0.196 

Sexuality (ref: not straight)    

Straight  0.252 0.407 

History of Addiction (ref: no)  
  

Yes  0.456 0.201* 

History of Mental Health issues (ref: no)  
  

Yes  0.086 0.184 

Time served (ref: less than 1 year)    

Remand  0.057 0.237 

1 - 2 years  0.164 0.267 

2 - 4 years  0.075 0.259 

4 - 10 years  -0.504 0.287 

Over 10 years  0.074 0.355 

Environmental Factors  
  

Establishment (ref: Maghaberry)  
  

Magilligan  -0.263 0.204 

PREPS (ref: Standard)    

Basic  0.443 0.348 

Enhanced  0.344 0.196 

Cellmate Relationship (ref: no cellmate)    

Poor cellmate relationship  0.410 0.356 

Good cellmate relationship  -0.346 0.208 

Perceptions of Safety in cell (ref: feeling safe in 

cell) 

   

Not feeling safe in cell  0.087 0.264 

Male Role Norms  
  

Restrictive Emotionality  -0.118 0.051* 

Toughness  -0.042 0.059 

Intercept  5.065 0.680*** 

R2  0.061  
Adjusted R2  0.026  
N  559  

Note * p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01; *** p < .001 (two tailed) 
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Acceptance 

Table 17 presents the OLS regression model for the use of Acceptance as a coping style. It 

accounts for 11.7% of the variance in scores for Acceptance (R2 = .117, F (20) = 4.682, p = < 

.001). Two variables were significantly associated with greater use of Acceptance: being 

white, excluding Irish Travellers, (B = 0.77, p < .05) and having a history of addiction (B = 

0.892, p < .001) (see Table 17). Conversations with participants (not solely Irish Travellers) 

suggested that the items measuring Acceptance were understood by many participants as 

measuring the level of acceptance of one’s guilt rather than more generally as a coping style.  

This, combined with cultural social norms in the Traveller community that discourage 

admission of guilt, may partly explain the association between ethnicity and Acceptance. 

Furthermore, a perception that their sentence is indicative of anti-Traveller discrimination also 

exists in some instances (Cottrell-Boyce, 2014). Research by Power (2003) suggests that some 

aspects of the criminal justice system are not well understood by Irish Travellers, which may 

influence how much Irish Travellers engage with Acceptance as a coping style. This may also 

ring true for individuals from other ethnicities who may not have a clear understanding of their 

imprisonment due to language barriers, resulting in a lower use of Acceptance as a coping 

style. These explanations help to explain why those who were white, excluding Irish 

Travellers, were more likely to report using Acceptance as a coping style. In addition, 

individuals with a history of addiction may be more likely to use Acceptance as a coping style 

due to their participation in drug treatment or addiction programmes, which may encourage 

the use of this coping style.  

 

Several variables were also found to be significantly related to a lesser use of Acceptance. 

Those who had a history of mental health issues were less likely to use Acceptance (B = -

0.596, p <. 001) compared to those who did not have a history of mental health issues. Such 

individuals may struggle to come to terms with their situation and therefore may be less likely 

to use Acceptance as a coping style. Compared to those who had served less than 1 year of 

their sentence, those on remand were also less likely to use Acceptance as a coping style (B = 

-0.508, p < .01), as were those who had served between 4 and 10 years (B = -0.896, p < .01), 

and over 10 years (B = -.962, p < .01) (see Table 17). It is logical to suggest that those on 

remand may not ‘accept’ their situation as they have not been convicted of an offence at that 

point in the trial process and so they are perhaps more likely to assert their innocence. 

Individuals serving longer sentences may also employ Acceptance less if they are pursuing 

appeals. The reference category for this variable was individuals serving less than one year 

who may be more likely to serve these shorter sentences, rather than invest time and money 
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into an appeal process. Conversely, individuals serving between 4 and 10 years or over 10 

years may be more likely to pursue appeals relating to their convictions. 

 

Amongst the environmental characteristics, being on the Enhanced level of the PREPS regime 

was significantly linked to Acceptance (B = 0.387. p < .05). Individuals on the Enhanced level 

were more likely to use Acceptance as a coping style. As explained above, some respondents 

may have understood the items relating to Acceptance to be acceptance not of one’s situation 

but instead of one’s sentence and guilt in terms of their offences. To progress to the Enhanced 

level, individuals may need to participate in programmes which address their offending 

behaviour if this is a requirement of their sentence plan. In some instances, this may necessitate 

individuals accepting their guilt. Individuals who maintain their innocence would potentially 

be unable to meet this specific aspect of their sentence plan and may therefore remain on the 

lower PREPS regime levels. In addition, not feeling safe in the cell was found to be 

significantly associated with the use of Acceptance, with those who felt unsafe in their cell 

being less likely to use Acceptance (B = -0.809, p < .01) (see Table 17). It is possible that 

individuals may feel less able to accept their situation whilst feeling unsafe in their cell. 

However, cellmate relationships were not found to be significantly associated with the use of 

Acceptance (see Table 17). Toughness was also not significantly related to the use of 

Acceptance. Yet, Restrictive Emotionality was found to be significant (B = -0.103, p < .05), 

with individuals who believed that they must not show their emotions being less likely to use 

Acceptance as a coping style (see Table 17).  This may be because fully accepting the reality 

of one’s situation may require an individual to work through their situation on an emotional 

level, which those who do not believe in showing their emotions may find hard to do. 
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Table 17: OLS Regression Results for Acceptance 

  Model 1 

 
 B SE 

Individual Variables  
  

Age  -0.010 0.008 

Ethnicitya (ref: not White including Travellers)    

White excluding Travellers  0.770 0.329* 

Previous times in prison  -0.002 0.012 

SES (ref: middle/upper class)    

Working/lower middle class  0.052 0.189 

Sexuality (ref: not straight)    

Straight  -0.433 0.392 

History of Addiction (ref: no)  
  

Yes  0.892 0.192*** 

History of Mental Health issues (ref: no)  
  

Yes  -0.596 0.175** 

Time served (ref: less than 1 year)    

Remandb  -0.508 0.228* 

1 - 2 years  -0.081 0.258 

2 - 4 years  -0.246 0.249 

4 - 10 years  -0.896 0.277** 

Over 10 years  -0.962 0.349** 

Environmental Factors  
  

Establishment (ref: Maghaberry)  
  

Magilligan  0.019 0.195 

PREPS (ref: Standard)    

Basic  0.481 0.331 

Enhanced  0.387 0.186* 

Cellmate Relationship (ref: no cellmate)    

Poor Cellmate relationship  -0.220 0.336 

Good Cellmate relationship  -0.161 0.201 

Perceptions of Safety in cell (ref: feeling safe in 

cell) 

   

Not feeling safe in cell  -0.809 0.259** 

Male Role Norms  
  

Restrictive Emotionality  -0.103 0.048* 

Toughness  -0.030 0.057 

Intercept  6.795 0.651*** 

R2  0.148  
Adjusted R2  0.117  
N  559  

Note * p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01; *** p < .001 (two tailed) 

a. Analysis based on the observed values did not find ethnicity to be statistically significant. 

b. For the observed values, being on remand was not statistically significant. 

c Being on the Enhanced level of the PREPS regime was not statistically significant in the analysis of 

the observed variables. 
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d Restrictive Emotionality was also found to be non-significant in the regression model based on 

observed variables. 

Chapter Summary 

The findings of this chapter indicate that wellbeing does not appear to be influenced by cell-

sharing per se, but rather that the nature of the relationship between cellmates is more 

important in influencing self-reported wellbeing. The findings also point to the importance of 

coping styles in influencing wellbeing. These coping styles are imported into prison, where 

they can influence how individuals behave while in prison and respond to the situations they 

find themselves facing. In this way, the individual characteristics that individuals import into 

prison with them (such as their coping styles, history of addiction, mental health issues, 

sexuality, etc.) may not only directly affect their wellbeing in prison but also their ability to 

progress through the PREPS regime and consequently the material conditions of their 

imprisonment, including whether they are in a single or shared cell. In this way, the 

importation model is relevant to understanding how coping styles can impact an individual’s 

experience of imprisonment. However, the deprivation model also has relevance. Individuals 

who struggle to advance through the PREPS regime levels are more likely to be sharing a cell. 

As such, they are exposed to the greater deprivations associated with being detained in a shared 

prison cell, including the lack of privacy and lack of safety due to the potential mistrust or 

even fear of a cellmate that they may experience (explored further in Chapter Five). Exposure 

to these greater deprivations can worsen their wellbeing, as demonstrated through the finding 

that feelings of safety in a cell was associated with wellbeing, with those who did not feel safe 

reporting a lower wellbeing score. In this way, how imported characteristics interact with the 

deprivations of the prison environment needs to be considered if we are to truly to understand 

wellbeing in prison and how it may be impacted by issues specifically related to cell-sharing.  

 

Moreover, these findings highlight the importance of cellmate relationships in influencing 

wellbeing and, as such, suggest that the extent to which deprivations are experienced in a 

shared cell may be influenced by the nature of the relationship between cellmates. It may be 

the case that positive cellmate relationships can help to alleviate some of the challenges of 

sharing a cell, especially relating to the degree to which individuals feel they have to sustain a 

‘front’ and avoid displaying emotions. By releasing individuals from the pressure to act in 

conformity with prison social norms, good cellmate relationships can facilitate access to 

backstage and engagement with backstage activity, including the reflexive project of the self, 

as well as enabling the use of Emotional Support. Conversely, individuals with poor cellmate 
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relationships may find the opposite to be true, and in this way, the use of negative coping styles 

may be reinforced. 

 

In addition, the findings that Male Role Norms appeared to significantly influence wellbeing 

and that cellmate relationships only became significant once the role of  Male Role Norms was 

considered in the regression analysis offers suggestive support for the  relevance of using 

Goffman’s (1959) theory to understand how cell-sharing may influence wellbeing. The 

findings support the idea that restricting one’s emotions can take its toll on an individual’s 

wellbeing and impede the use of coping styles, particularly coping styles associated with 

higher wellbeing. However, the findings also confirm that acting in accordance of the Male 

Role Norm of ‘Toughness’ can have a protective effect on individuals’ wellbeing in prison. 

These findings can be understood by drawing on Goffman’s (1959) theory to understand the 

strain of concealing emotions and the benefits of putting on a ‘tough’ front in prison. It also 

reinforces the importance of having access to backstage space in prison, if individuals are to 

feel able to relax these fronts and gain a reprieve from this strain. The potential appropriateness 

of using Goffman’s (1959) theory to understand these findings, the realities of cell-sharing and 

its impact on wellbeing, coping styles and the presentation of self is examined next in Chapter 

Five. In Chapter Five, the qualitative data emerging from the semi-structured interviews is 

used to explore the lived experiences of cell-sharing and its impact on wellbeing, coping styles 

and the presentation of self. In addition, the findings from the quantitative analysis presented 

in this chapter are triangulated with the interview findings to provide a more holistic answer 

to RQ5, which seeks to understand how useful Goffman’s (1959) conceptualisation of 

frontstage and backstage is for helping us to understand cell-sharing and its possible influence 

on coping and wellbeing in prison.    
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Sykes (1958) ‘pains of imprisonment’ summarise the deprivations that individuals encounter 

in the prison environment. A shared cell can perhaps be regarded as the site where several of 

these pains can be felt most acutely, particularly the loss of liberty, autonomy and security. 

The findings in the previous chapter reveal that the relationship between cellmates can 

influence wellbeing in prison, although many other factors can also play a role. This chapter 

builds on these findings, aiming to further our understanding of how cell-sharing and cellmate 

relationships may impact on wellbeing and the coping styles people use in prison. It begins by 

providing an overview of individuals’ experiences of cell-sharing and how cell-sharing can 

impact on wellbeing, as well as their ability to use certain coping styles. This is followed by a 

consideration of how Goffman’s (1959) work on impression management and his 

conceptualisation of frontstage and backstage spaces can help us understand how cell-sharing 

can affect wellbeing. The chapter will then apply Bird’s (2017) concept of spatial autonomy 

and anthropological theory regarding personal space as a way of looking beyond Goffman for 

a more complete understanding of cell-sharing.  

Wellbeing, Coping and Experiences of Cell-Sharing  

RQ1 asked if differences in wellbeing were evident depending on cell type. Most interviewees 

spoke of how cell-sharing had impacted their wellbeing negatively. This appears to contradict 

the quantitative findings which did not find a statistically significant difference between self-

reported wellbeing and cell type. Yet, this apparent contradiction can be contextualised by 

participants recalling previous negative experiences of cell-sharing in their interviews, even 

though the majority of respondents of the cross-sectional survey reported having good cellmate 

relationships during the data collection. These previous negative experiences of cell-sharing 

and poor cellmate relationships led the majority of participants, across both the survey and 

interview components of the research, to express a preference for a single cell. They explained 

that their preference for a single cell was based on a desire to avoid having to repeat these 

negative experiences. In particular, the following features of poor cellmate relationships and 

past negative experiences of cell-sharing were viewed as having an especially adverse impact 

on wellbeing: lack of trust between cellmates, lack of privacy in shared cells, lack of one’s 

‘own space’, and feeling unsafe due to the unpredictable and/or violent behaviour of cellmates 

as a result of mental health issues or the use of drugs. Each of these issues are explored in more 

detail to examine how they may impact on wellbeing.  

 

Often, interviewees reported that it was difficult to share a cell with someone who they did not 

know or trust. Much of the wariness was based on a suspicion surrounding the offence that 
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their cellmate might have been charged with or convicted of. Without knowledge of this, 

individuals tended to be suspicious that their new cellmate might be a sex offender or a ‘tout’.33  

“He could be telling you he is in for drugs or anything, but he could be in for rooting.” 

(P01) 

“You have to always realise that you are in prison and you are with other inmates 

that have been sent here by the courts for doing wrong. So you don’t maybe know 

what everybody’s in for. But you have to really switch on to it.” (P04) 

There were concerns that their own social standing would be at risk due to sharing a cell with 

such an individual. Moreover, individuals struggled to trust their cellmate with their personal 

belongings and documents, worrying that these would be stolen or damaged. 

“Because people worry that if you go on a visit or you go out to the exercise yard, 

the guy you are sharing a cell with, what’s he doing in the cell? Is he going through 

your locker and looking at your private mail? Is he going through paperwork? You 

don’t know.” (P16) 

Many interviewees explained that a key concern with an untrusted cellmate was the potential 

for that cellmate to gossip with other prisoners about their behaviour in the cell, especially if 

this behaviour was not in line with prison social norms. The implications for this lack of trust 

are discussed throughout this chapter and the following chapter. 

 

A lack of privacy was also a concern, with one participant describing their cellmate as an 

“invader” of their privacy (P13). However, it should be noted that individuals may have 

different expectations of privacy and different levels of tolerance when experiencing a lack of 

privacy in their cells. Despite this, many individuals struggled with the lack of privacy when 

undertaking certain activities in a shared cell, especially when using the toilet in the presence 

of a cellmate.  

“You have to forget about dignity and privacy when you are shared. There isn’t any. 

I mean if you are in the top bunk, the guy’s bottom bunk, his feet are there, and you 

are sitting on the toilet there, facing him.” (P06) 

“…Arriving in a house like the square houses, where you have the toilet in the cell, 

but some of the cells don’t even have a screen between the beds and the toilet. 

Imagine you lying on the bottom bunk and somebody is going to the toilet, taking a 

shit, and then you have to sit there and watch him having a shit. I know we are here 

for punishment, but that’s… from my point of view, is over punishment.” (P09) 

                                                      

33‘Tout’ is a slang word which refers to an individual who breaches prison social norms by informing 

staff of other prisoner’s activities, akin to ‘snitching’ or ‘grassing’. 
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“It can traumatise you, believe it or not. It can traumatise you, because you are aware 

somebody is watching you. And some of them do, do that there, and some of them 

get a kick out of it.” (P16) 

This lack of privacy contributed to a loss of dignity in an acutely visceral sense. Experiencing 

a loss of dignity in prison has been described as “psychologically painful”, with negative 

consequences for individuals’ wellbeing (Liebling, 2011, p. 534). These concerns also 

extended to a lack of privacy when changing clothes, writing letters, masturbating or 

expressing emotions. A cellmate’s ability to access private possessions, documents and 

information that were stored in the cell could also cause anxiety. In these ways, a lack of 

privacy could affect wellbeing, particularly in cells where the cell design did not facilitate the 

private use of a toilet or the secure storage of personal possessions and documents. 

 

Others spoke of how a shared cell interfered with their need to feel a sense of ‘having their 

own space’. The level of this need could vary between individuals. Some individuals were not 

fazed by a lack of ‘own space’ and even preferred to share a cell (for reasons discussed in more 

detail later in this chapter). Yet, these individuals were in the minority. For most, a shared cell 

could impede the fulfilment of this need in a physical sense, due to the small dimensions of 

the cells, as well as in a psychological sense. Some interviewees explained that cell-sharing 

can be a stressful experience due to the sense of claustrophobia encountered when two adult 

men shared a small space. Sharing a small cell could make moving around the cell a challenge, 

causing friction between cellmates, due to the difficulties involved in manoeuvring round each 

other to perform simple tasks like making cups of tea, washing or getting dressed. 

“When I am in a cell and somebody else is in the cell, they are already invading your 

personal space because these cells weren’t built to be double cells. So, like even just 

if I am sitting on my bed watching TV, the TV is literally less than two feet from my 

face. So, if the other person actually got up off their chair to go to the toilet, they 

have to walk straight through my view. They have to walk sideways. So that’s alright 

the first couple of times. But then it becomes irritating, so it does. And I am sure it 

is the same for them when you are doing it. It is an absolute nightmare.” (P13) 

 As a result, cellmates can feel “closed in” (P05) and this can increase levels of stress and 

anxiety. In addition, for some, having their own space was important for helping them survive 

their imprisonment, as it provided them with an opportunity to process their situation and 

express their emotions privately. Being deprived of this sense of having one’s own space could 

cause distress: 
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“My head was wrecked in the other cells, but whenever I was able to get to Braid (a 

house with single cells), I was able to prioritise things outside, get my thoughts 

together, know what I had to do, try to get my sentence planned.” (P07) 

“Because as I said there, I don’t like being doubled up. It used to get me down all 

the time, like. Just because… maybe because I am used to being independent, on my 

own, having my own space on the outside and stuff.” (P26) 

A number of interviewees stressed the psychological importance of having their own space, 

with one individual likening his cell to his “sanctuary” (P11). Some even spoke of their 

preference to go to the Care and Supervision Unit (CSU)34 and have their own space there 

rather than share a cell.  

 

Interviewees explained that the presence of a cellmate who is not known well or trusted can 

prevent them from being able to process problems, issues and emotions properly. Some 

individuals wanted to avoid burdening a cellmate with their issues: 

“Because I don’t bring my problems onto somebody that I am in a cell with. I would 

say nothing about it and deal with it myself, so I would.” (P25) 

However, it was more common for cellmates to prevent access to the peace and quiet required 

by some to reflect on their thoughts, feelings and emotions. In this way, individuals may not 

have the opportunity to undertake important identity work, such as the reflexive project of the 

self (Giddens, 1991), when sharing a cell: 

“Your own cell to go to, where it is just you and your thoughts, peace and quiet to 

think something through, like a problem. You can’t do that if you are in a cell with 

somebody else, because right in the middle of it he could come bouncing in and say, 

ah, what about ye? Stick the TV on or something.” (P06) 

“If you’ve got someone in your cell and you are trying to … if you are feeling down 

and there is something annoying you, the last thing you want is somebody chirping 

in your ear.” (P10) 

 Individuals who are deprived of opportunities to build their own self-narrative can lack a 

strong sense of self that can contribute to lower wellbeing (Reading and Bowen, 2014). 

Furthermore, constructing a positive identity has been found to be key to an individual’s 

desistance journey (Maruna, 2001; Hunter and Farrall, 2018). Consequently, individuals may 

struggle to have the opportunity to contemplate and interpret their biographical narrative in 

the presence of a cellmate. This could also have implications for how comfortable individuals 

                                                      

34 The CSU is where individuals are held in solitary confinement, usually for breaching prison rules. 
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felt using certain coping styles. For example, some individuals engaged in Active Coping by 

taking part in Cognitive Behavioural Therapy (CBT), but the reflective tasks set as part of 

these programmes required more privacy than a shared cell could provide. Individuals felt that 

the presence of a cellmate hindered their ability to think about personal issues and past 

behaviour that CBT programmes were targeting: 

“Like the CBT work, I wouldn’t really want anybody to see me doing that, because 

you are talking about hard things in your life. Do you know what I mean? About 

where the anxiety came from and low self-esteem and all, and stuff like that there I 

would kind of try and do as much as possible while they were away. I might wait till 

they go to the yard and then I would take it out, probably.” (P21) 

In this way, their impeded ability to reflect on their own biographical narrative could impede 

a form of coping which this study had found to be significantly associated with higher 

wellbeing. 

 

Engagement in the reflexive project of the self could be an emotional undertaking and many 

individuals were reluctant to show such emotions in front of cellmates, particularly cellmates 

with whom they had a poor relationship. This was further exacerbated by the prison social 

norms which encourage limited displays of emotions. Generally, such norms caused displays 

of emotions to be perceived as signs of weakness. Many individuals were reluctant to show 

emotions in front of others, in case this was interpreted as vulnerability and so could cause a 

loss of social status or even put individuals at risk of exploitation: 

“But if you are showing an emotion of vulnerability where you’ve broke down and 

cried, or you can’t cope, people are like lions. They’ll attack. And they zoom in on 

that. I have heard it and seen it with my own eyes where guys are feeling really, 

really vulnerable and down and they show their emotions, and they are shouting out 

their doors at them and shouting out their windows at them – go and cut yourself and 

all.” (P16) 

“Because if you let somebody know that they hurt your feelings, then somebody else 

will pick up on it and do the same thing. One is out to better the other person. So if 

he can do it, then I will do it better. And then I will do it better again. So it is like a 

conveyor belt.” (P22) 

 As such, individuals spoke of the tendency to bottle up their feelings in front of their cellmate, 

which had a negative impact on their wellbeing: 

“Because if I want to be emotional, I want to do it on my own in a cell. But if you 

are not on your own in a cell then you can’t go and be emotional.” (P02) 
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“You want your own space to be able to think about what’s going on, instead of 

trying to keep a front in front of your cellmate. It is nice to have a cry to yourself, 

you know.” (P18) 

This also increased the risk of them “snapping” (P01) at their cellmate or another individual. 

One individual likened this to being “a ticking time bomb ready to explode” (P22). 

Additionally, this emotional non-engagement could be a barrier to dealing with personal 

problems that individuals found upsetting, for example, problems relating to family or loved 

ones outside prison, and thus could hinder wellbeing. The quantitative findings support this, 

as believing that a man should not display his emotions was significantly associated with lower 

wellbeing scores. Feeling unable to display emotions in front of one’s cellmate may also 

impede individuals from being able to receive comfort from their cellmate and so to make use 

of Emotional Support as a coping style:  

“If that guy had felt like he could talk to people, if his culture hadn’t ingrained it into 

him that being upset and talking to people about your problems is a sign of weakness, 

he’d probably still be alive right now.” (P13) 

This may have a negative impact on their wellbeing, as the quantitative findings of this study 

suggest. Therefore, not having one’s own space could result in a lack of peace and quiet to 

undertake identity work and deal with emotions, contributing to lower wellbeing. 

 

Further, having a routine was important to many interviewees. A sense of managing their own 

time was embedded in the need to have one’s own space. This included television preferences, 

which were often the cause of conflicts between cellmates. Sleeping habits were another key 

concern as a cellmate’s different sleeping patterns and snoring could be disruptive.  

“Say he didn’t watch the soaps, for talk’s sake. He would have come in and as soon 

as the soaps came on he would have done this. He’d have went (sighs). And this 

went on for days. He started putting on stuff that wouldn’t interest me. For instance 

it was like car documentaries, right. I just basically… I got fed up with it” (P20) 

“If we had been working and sharing a cell together for another six months, one of 

us would have snapped. Because it was literally… it was like the odd couple in that 

sense. I wanted an early night, needed silence. He couldn’t sleep if you paid him, 

just because of his medical condition” (P28) 

Being able to make decisions regarding their own use of time, such as what to watch on 

television and when to sleep, provided individuals with a feeling of autonomy and agency 

(discussed in more detail later in this chapter). It was clear that having a cellmate interfered 

with an individual’s ability to conduct their own routine in their own space. This was 
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particularly difficult for those with longer sentences who have become accustomed to their 

own routine and their own space. Such individuals held very strong opinions in terms of the 

undesirability of cell-sharing. Moreover, many individuals shared cells with cellmates who 

did not share their same standard of personal hygiene. Strong feelings were expressed 

regarding bad habits, such as cellmates who picked their nose, who did not wash their clothes 

or who had other strange behaviours. 

“I used to watch him out of the corner of my eye when he thought I wasn’t watching 

him. I used to watch him picking hard bits of skin off the bottom of his feet and 

eating them.” (P05) 

“In Bann a boy came into the cell, took off his jumper and the smell of BO35 would 

have fucking choked a bishop […] I says to him, I says you may get yourself 

showered, you smelly cunt. Away and get out and get showered. And then he went 

and he must have just dipped his head and jumped back out, because when he came 

out he was still stinking.” (P22) 

As such, the importance of a clean cell and a cellmate with good personal hygiene was 

repeatedly and strongly stated as a reason for preferring a single cell.  

 

Not being able to conduct one’s own routine in a shared cell could also have an impact on 

individuals’ abilities to use Active Coping as a coping style. Active Coping involves taking 

steps to improve one’s situation. Some individuals engaged in Active Coping by taking part 

in educational programmes such as Open University Courses. Having a cellmate could act as 

an impediment to the use of these forms of Active Coping. Individuals undertaking educational 

programmes struggled to complete their studies in a shared cell due to difficulties 

concentrating or disturbing their cellmate’s sleep when working late: 

“Respondent (R) But it was always I had a good justification [to have a single 

cell] because I was doing my Open University studies at 

night. You are working during the day and then you go back 

and you study at night. And I would be maybe sitting up to 

three and four in the morning writing essays, because it is 

hard in here because you don’t have access to the internet. So 

you really only have your books and that’s it.  

Interviewer (I)  Yeah. I guess that wouldn’t have worked with a cellmate at 

all, really. 

                                                      

35 A slang term referring to a person’s body odour. 
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R  No, it would have been terrible. It would have caused an 

awful lot of friction.” (P05) 

 

 Some individuals also tried to use exercise or music in their cell to help them to cope with 

imprisonment. These activities could be viewed as Active Coping, as they may help 

individuals to feel relief from the stress of imprisonment and so to improve their situation.36  

Research indicates that both exercise and music can help individuals to experience better 

wellbeing in prison (Chen et al., 2016; Woods, Breslin and Hassan, 2017).  For those that used 

exercise in the cell as a coping strategy, a non-understanding cellmate could make individuals 

feel self-conscious and so less likely to make use of this coping style: 

“It is hard to do it whenever you are in with somebody that’s not interested in it. If I 

can’t get to the gym I am going to exercise in the cell. I do sit ups, press ups, things 

like that there. But if you are in with somebody who is not interested in things like 

that, they look at you as if you’ve… !!!” (P11) 

 Music therapy was also difficult to engage in if a cellmate wished to watch television, as both 

forms of media could not be used at the same time. Similarly, individuals who wished to play 

instruments may be unable to do so without disrupting their cellmate: 

“I want to learn to play the guitar. I wouldn’t be able to do that if I had a cellmate 

because they wouldn’t be able to watch TV or hear the TV with me trying to learn, 

basically.” (P28) 

In these ways, having a cellmate could hold an individual back from progressing with 

beneficial activities that help them to cope with imprisonment and which could improve their 

wellbeing. The quantitative findings of this study suggest that Active Coping was used less by 

individuals in shared cells than individuals in single cells and it was also found to be 

significantly associated with higher wellbeing. The findings from the interviews described 

here triangulate the findings from the survey and provide contextualisation as to why Active 

Coping may not have been reported to be used as much by individuals in shared cells. 

 

Fears for safety can also underlie feelings of distrust and unease, exacerbating the stresses and 

strains associated with cell-sharing, as well as existing mental health conditions. Safety 

concerns were often mentioned in relation to negative experiences of cell-sharing. Indeed, the 

                                                      

36 Music therapy and exercise could be viewed as efforts to use Self-Distraction (e.g. “I've been turning 

to work or other activities to take my mind off things.”  The relationship between Self-Distraction and 

Wellbeing was not examined in this study as the scores for Self-Distraction did meet the required 

thresholds for reliability (see Appendix L). Research is somewhat inconclusive in terms of the 

relationship between Self-Distraction and wellbeing but Phillips and Lindsay (2011) suggest that Self-

distraction can be a beneficial coping style in some situations. 
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quantitative findings showed that feeling unsafe in one’s cell was associated with lower 

wellbeing. Some interviewees explained that their cellmate could be the source of this feeling. 

 “He was supposed to be getting about four or five different types of antipsychotics 

and the day he got into prison, like most other prisoners, the doctor just stopped all 

his medication. So he could have literally stabbed me in my sleep at any point or 

started hurting himself.” (P28) 

“You had to be on edge, because you don’t know what way he is going to react, 

especially doing drugs all day every day, you know. You don’t know what mood he 

is going to be in if he doesn’t have them. So it can be a wee bit disturbing, like.” 

(P26) 

Whilst the Cell Sharing Risk Assessment (CSRA) aims to ensure that individuals who are 

sharing a cell are not at risk of violence or harm from each other (discussed in more detail in 

Chapter Six), this does not prevent individuals feeling unsafe with a cellmate.  Some feared 

that they were at risk of violence from a cellmate, that their medication may be stolen or that 

their personal property could be interfered with. This could result in individuals having 

difficulty sleeping due to this anxiety. In addition, interviewees expressed concerns that 

bullying could occur in a shared cell and that individuals could be manipulated or exploited 

by their cellmates. 

“The doubling up of the cells is a fair contributing factor, in my opinion, to some 

violence that goes on in here. And bullying […]. If you are the biggest guy in the 

cell, that’s your cell and he does what he is told. Now not for everybody. If you are 

a guy who has that mentality, like you are my bitch, you will do what I tell you, and 

you decide to exercise that, well who is going to stop you? So, I mean that’s bullying, 

pure and simple.” (P06) 

Out of the thirty-seven imprisoned men who were interviewed, two reported experiences of 

being sexually assaulted by their cellmates. The nature and severity of sexual assault 

experienced by the interviewees ranged from non-consensual sexual touching to cellmates 

behaving voyeuristically, exposing themselves and masturbating in front of them: 

“He did a lot of stuff in the cell and then he had to be moved out of the cell. Well he 

was… what do you call it? Sexual, sort of stripping off and all, playing with himself 

and all.” (P31) 

“I could hear what he was doing to himself, and I was on the top bunk, and then I 

just felt like my blanket move and then his hand touching my leg, where he could 

have then touched my private parts. Where I freaked out and jumped out of bed and 
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says, what the fuck are you doing? I hit the bell and got the staff and they opened the 

door. Get me out of here.” (P08) 

 

Where this had occurred, staff were aware of the allegations and had taken steps to separate 

the individuals. Experiencing sexual assault by a cellmate could lead to a sense of 

powerlessness or being on edge in a shared cell. Such experiences could also have other 

negative impacts on an individuals’ wellbeing, including increased anxiety and other mental 

health issues associated with the experience of trauma.  

 

Mental health conditions played a role in shaping preferences for being in a single or shared 

cell. It could be difficult for individuals who suffered from mental ill health to share a cell. 

The quantitative findings of this study found having a history of mental health issues to be 

significantly associated with lower wellbeing. However, sharing a cell could exacerbate these 

issues. For instance, for those individuals with mental health issues relating to previous trauma, 

such as Post Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) as a result of sexual abuse or certain adverse 

childhood experiences (ACEs), sharing a cell could further worsen their wellbeing as being in 

such close proximity to a stranger could further heighten their anxiety or cause individuals to 

relive these traumatic experiences.   

“He would come into my space. I got abused when I was a child, when I was five, 

and I told him about this. I says look, you are making me feel awkward here. And I 

told him, enough is enough. But he still does it. He still does.” (P16) 

“Just scared … couldn’t deal with it. I needed to be on my own, sleeping at night on 

my own. Knowing that no one could do anything like that again.” (P08) 

Obsessive Compulsive Disorder (OCD) could also make coping with a shared cell stressful. 

A cellmate’s presence may impede an individual’s ability to engage in compulsive behaviours, 

especially compulsions relating to cleanliness or arranging one’s belongings in an orderly 

manner. 

“But if you go into someone that has OCD, my roll-ons would be facing every bit of 

the writing from small too big. And then the TV would be symmetrical. If the ash 

ever fell I would clean it.” (P33) 

 In addition, many individuals did not want to share a cell with someone who suffered from 

mental ill-health. Some behaviours associated with mental ill-health, such as unpredictability 

or volatility, increased concerns for safety. Furthermore, it could be distressing for individuals 

to have to share a cell with a cellmate who was engaging in self-harm or at risk of suicide. 
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Individuals spoke of having a sense of responsibility to ensure the safety of such a cellmate 

and of how traumatic it was to witness the act or aftermath of self-harm or suicide attempts: 

“I don’t know what happened. Just got up, turned the light on, blood everywhere. 

Hit the bell. That wasn’t nice. There have been boys that have woke up and their 

cellmates have been hanging and all, too, and they never had an inkling.” (P32) 

For others though, sharing a cell with cellmates who were suffering from depression or who 

were socially withdrawn could impact their own sense of wellbeing and their own level of 

motivation.   

“He was making it harder because I was wakening up happy and he’s lying there and 

then I’m going, fuck it, another boring day. Waking up the next morning and he’s 

fucking the same routine again.” (P08) 

The quantitative findings suggested that Behavioural Disengagement was used more by 

individuals in shared cells than individuals in single cells. There was support for this in the 

interview data, with individuals commenting on difficulties maintaining their own motivation 

for purposeful activities, such as work, if a cellmate lacked motivation or enthusiasm.  As a 

result, both individuals were more likely to disengage and to withdraw, with negative 

consequences for their wellbeing. Again, this is supported by the quantitative findings of this 

study that found a significant association between the use of Behavioural Disengagement as a 

coping style and lower wellbeing. These experiences of both having mental health conditions 

while cell-sharing and also having a cellmate who had poor mental health led many to prefer 

to be detained in a single cell.  

 

Similarly, sharing a cell with a cellmate who was addicted to drugs could cause an individual 

to worry and feel stressed because of the behaviour of their cellmate. The behaviour of these 

individuals could be volatile due to their drug-taking, sometimes resulting in behaviour that 

would otherwise not have occurred: 

“If you get two cellmates that’s full of blues37 they will probably batter each other 

like, but they will be best mates again the next morning.” (P24) 

“I have heard of people being in adjudications where the people have been, listen, 

you are going to have to tell me what happened here, because I was on that much 

fucking drugs I can’t remember.” (P02) 

 

 

 

                                                      

37 “Blues” is a slang term for diazepam tablets, so named because of their blue colour. 
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 As a consequence, individuals could fear for their safety and this could negatively impact on 

their wellbeing. This contextualises the quantitative finding which showed that lower 

wellbeing was associated with feeling unsafe in the cell. There were also other ways in which 

wellbeing could be negatively affected by the presence and use of drugs in a shared cell. Some 

interviewees had witnessed and/or intervened when a cellmate had overdosed, even 

performing medical interventions. Such interventions could be stressful and traumatic for 

those involved. Dealing with a cellmate’s drug withdrawal symptoms could also be an 

unpleasant experience. Moreover, for those who were trying to tackle their own addiction 

issues, sharing a cell with someone who was using drugs could be extremely challenging, 

potentially leading them to relapse due to their greater proximity and exposure to drugs: 

“It is like a party anyway, I may as well just take it. You have locked me in a box 

with somebody who takes drugs, I may as well take it myself” (P05) 

“I first stopped taking drugs and then I relapsed again. And it was a similar thing. 

The other person in [the cell] was sniffing drugs off the table. Do you want some? 

Do you want some? And I’m going no, no, no. and then after a couple of weeks I 

just give in again. I was back to square one.” (P20) 

Exposure to a cellmate’s drug supply could test an individual’s willpower, especially as a 

social expectation to share drugs with one’s cellmate may lead to a cellmate offering access to 

their supply. This could be the case not only for individuals who were trying to abstain from 

drug use due to addiction issues but also for those who were struggling to cope with sharing a 

cell or imprisonment more generally. It could explain why the quantitative findings found that 

Substance Use as a coping style was employed slightly more by those in shared cells compared 

to those in single cells. Higher Substance Use in shared cells is a particularly important finding, 

considering the quantitative analysis which found that Substance Use as a coping style was 

significantly associated with lower wellbeing.  

 

Many individuals also preferred not to share a cell if their cellmate was using substances as 

both cellmates could come under increased staff scrutiny. This could increase the likelihood 

that they would face sanctions that could jeopardise their PREPS level, parole board decisions 

and opportunities for home leave. However, prison social norms against ‘touting’ often meant 

that individuals felt unable to report their cellmate’s drug use or misconduct without suffering 

social reprisal. They reported asking staff if they could be moved from their shared cell but 

explained that this request may not be actioned by staff if they did not supply a valid reason: 

“I will go to the staff ... not tell the staff he is partying, but tell the staff, here, is there 

any chance of getting me moved? … But if you want to be on the tout side, you just 

tell them exactly as it is.” (P09) 
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“I’d be smashing… I’d be breaking windows and the screws are probably saying, 

what the fuck … he’s crazy this man. I am not really crazy. I am doing it to get away 

from all the drugs. I don’t want to be in round these people. I want to be on my own.” 

(P27) 

If a request to move cell is not successful, individuals face a difficult choice about whether to 

remain in their cell and tolerate their cellmate’s behaviour or whether to pursue other options. 

Some interviewees recalled purposefully wrecking their cell or threatening their cellmate in 

order to be removed from a shared cell in which drugs were present. In an effort to distance 

themselves from opportunities to get involved with drugs, these individuals could face 

disciplinary action for damaging prison property or removal to the CSU. However, some 

individuals felt that this could be one of the only ways to achieve a cell move as it was hard 

for individuals to be granted a cell move without giving staff a reason for their request that 

would be perceived as valid by staff.  

 

 Drugs could also have other social implications for individuals sharing cells that could lower 

wellbeing by causing stress and anxiety. This included getting caught up with issues relating 

to drug use that might otherwise be avoidable, such as confrontations with others involved in 

passing drugs and drug debts.  

“I wouldn’t want to be in a cell with anybody dealing because you cannot avoid 

being sucked into it. Because you will hear and see things that you are then expected 

to be quiet about, that you know is doing people harm. That would be difficult.” 

(P06) 

Many individuals spoke of how a cellmate could steal or pressure them into sharing their ‘tuck 

shop’ and property to finance their addiction, if the cellmate was unable to pay for their drug 

use themselves. This could make it difficult for individuals to trust their cellmates or feel safe 

in the cell, lowering their wellbeing, as supported by the quantitative findings that linked not 

feeling safe in the cell to reduced wellbeing (see Chapter Four). For some, a sense of loyalty 

to one’s cellmate could also produce an obligation to “watch out” for him (P15). As a result, 

individuals could become embroiled in their cellmate’s conflicts with others, which were often 

related to drugs and drug debts. Yet, some individuals preferred to share a cell if they used 

drugs due to the potential opportunities cell-sharing provided to access their cellmates drug 

supply, to ‘split the bill’ over their drug use and the enjoyment of taking drugs together. 

Several interviewees spoke of the social expectation to share their supply of drugs with a 

cellmate.  

“You would share with your cellmate. That’s kind of an unwritten rule.” (P07) 
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“You would share with your cellmate. So the two of you are on a kind of level, you 

know. There would be an expectation to help your cellmate out, like.” (P18) 

Other reasons why individuals expressed a preference for a shared cell included when they 

were struggling to cope and/or were lonely. Cellmates are well-positioned to offer support, 

particularly over periods of lock up or overnight when individuals may not be able to access 

phones to call family members or other services. 

 “He was cutting himself real bad, real deep. So then one of the fellas, he is actually 

on the landing now still, sort of doubled up with him to try and keep him right, you 

know, at night and stuff.” (P03) 

“Yeah, my aunt died, she was my godmother. And I was in a single cell. I actually 

deselected myself from a single cell to be doubled up with a fella I knew on the 

landing, because I didn’t want time on my own.” (P32) 

Sometimes this was a short-term, voluntary arrangement to help an individual cope with 

distress or sadness, perhaps due to missing birthdays of loved ones or receiving upsetting news. 

Many individuals found they were facing similar issues or had similar experiences that they 

were able to draw on and thus to offer social and emotional support to others. This can have a 

positive impact on individuals wellbeing, as suggested by the quantitative findings of this 

study, which found a significant association between the use of Emotional Support as a coping 

style and higher wellbeing. Whilst there were instances where cellmates who were previously 

strangers or acquaintances were able to develop good friendships and to provide each other 

with social and emotional support, generally such an arrangement and outcome was often 

predicated on there being a good relationship between the cellmates in the first place. The next 

section outlines how cellmate relationships could impact the ways in which a shared cell 

influenced individuals’ wellbeing and how it may also have implications for certain coping 

styles.  

Cellmate Relationships and Their Effect on Wellbeing and 

Coping 

As with the quantitative findings outlined in Chapter Four, the interview findings confirmed 

that the nature of cellmate relationships played a key role in influencing how cell-sharing 

impacted on wellbeing. The interviewees explained that a good cellmate relationship could 

promote wellbeing. Good cellmate relationships were described as being based on respect and 

trust between cellmates. Research shows that interactions based on trust and respect are 

beneficial for individual wellbeing in prison (Miller, 2001; Edgar, O’Donnell and Martin, 

2003; Liebling and Arnold, 2004; Butler and Drake, 2007).  A good cellmate relationship 
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could facilitate better wellbeing by alleviating the strains associated with a lack of privacy. 

For example, in the interviewees’ accounts of good cellmate relationships, cellmates would 

try to provide a degree of privacy to each other when washing, dressing or using the toilet in 

the cell and in this way attempt to combat the deprivations associated with imprisonment. 

Individuals with good cellmate relationships also experienced fewer concerns for their safety, 

as they trusted each other enough to relax and to not feel at risk of assault.  

 

Respect was an important feature of good cellmate relationships. There were many ways in 

which individuals could show respect to their cellmate. For instance, many interviewees spoke 

of how a good cellmate would share the responsibility of keeping the cell clean. 

“You have to pull your weight. Both of you have to do… if I clean it one day, you 

clean it the next day. Things like that.” (P11) 

In doing so, individuals could create and/or maintain a good cellmate relationship. Other 

demonstrations of respect that facilitated a good cellmate relationship included not touching 

their property, refraining from masturbating in their presence or on their bed and standing up 

for each other. Additionally, respectful cellmate relationships could be demonstrated through 

behaving in a thoughtful and considerate manner towards cellmates. Interviewees spoke of 

modifying their behaviour in cells to take account of their cellmate’s preferences and comfort 

– for example, in terms of negotiating television and toilet usage. 

“But even TV shows like if I watch stuff like Penny Dreadful. I like a lot of horror 

and weird, freaky stuff. A lot of people won’t like that and I’ll feel sort of pressured 

not to watch it, because they don’t want to. Even though they might say, oh don’t 

worry about it, watch it.” (P02) 

“We arranged that if somebody has to do a number two, one looks out the window” 

(P31) 

 Respectful interactions between cellmates were described as helping to diffuse tension that 

might otherwise exist in the cell and negatively impact wellbeing.  

 

In contrast, instances of perceived disrespect could cause conflict between cellmates. Incidents 

of disrespect involved stealing from a cellmate, interfering with their property or refusing to 

compromise on behaviour in the cell:  

“And then just you do your both bits, brush and mop the cell together. That’s just… 

anybody that’s been in jail knows that. But there will be boys come in and just test 

it out. Aye, he can brush that out every day. And then your man will just pull him 

and beat the head off him once, like, but if he doesn’t listen he will beat the head off 
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him and throw him out. Get out the fuck, you are doing nothing in this cell. You are 

making me do it. I am not your mother, you know.” (P33) 

 Previous research in prison has found a link between feeling disrespected and the negative 

impact this feeling of disrespect can have on an individual’s sense of self, as well as their 

involvement in prison misconduct or violence (Butler & Drake, 2007b; Edgar et al., 2003; 

Miller, 2001). Butler and Drake (2007) argue that being treated with a basic level of respect 

by others in prison is important as it influences an individual’s perception of themselves and 

their psychological wellbeing, as being treated with respect helps individuals to perceive 

themselves as being worthy of this respect (Butler and Drake, 2007).  Unfortunately, prison is 

not an environment which is conducive to being treated with respect due to the deprivations 

experienced in prison, reduced autonomy and the stigma of being a prisoner (Sykes, 1958; 

Sennett, 2004; Butler and Drake, 2007; Moore et al., 2018). All of these issues can result in a 

fragile sense of self and as such, having the time and space to engage in the reflexive project 

of the self and to build one’s own self-narrative is all the more important to overcome these 

challenges. Disrespectful treatment by a cellmate can therefore exacerbate the deprivations 

encountered in a shared cell, further threaten one’s sense of self and impede an individual’s 

ability to engage with the reflexive project of the self.  

 

Along with respect, trust between cellmates was important to establish a good cellmate 

relationship that promoted wellbeing in a shared cell. Several interviewees mentioned trust 

when asked to describe a good cellmate relationship.  They emphasised that it was easier to 

trust a cellmate if the individual had previous knowledge of them, perhaps from a previous 

sentence or from the outside community. Alternatively, a person who the individual knew and 

trusted could ‘vouch’ for the cellmate and their trustworthiness: 

“Aye, it takes time to build that relationship. Unless you know somebody from 

outside. That’s different.” (P09) 

“Even though it is the first time of meeting them and that. but if you know them 

through somebody else, and you know that person is sound, well sound as you can 

get in here, well then they’ve got to be a half decent person if that person knows 

them and they speak highly of them.” (P21) 

Otherwise, it was hard to trust someone who was a stranger prior to being allocated to the cell. 

However, by behaving respectfully towards each other in the ways discussed above, cellmates 

could grow to trust one another and to cultivate a good cellmate relationship that promoted 

wellbeing.  
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Trust also played a significant role in terms of influencing the extent to which individuals felt 

comfortable expressing emotions in front of their cellmate without fear of negative 

consequences. 

“Because when you are in with a cellmate twenty-four hours, every day of the week, 

then they kind of feel that sometimes you can let your guard down.” (P18) 

Goffman’s (1959) conceptualisation of frontstage and backstage can explain this. In prison, 

individuals present ‘performances’ that align with prison social norms of stoicism and, as a 

result, interviewees described limiting emotional displays in frontstage spaces, in other words, 

in front of individuals they do not know or trust. Doing so limited the risk of losing social 

status or being bullied and exploited. When an individual was placed in a cell with a cellmate 

that they did not trust, this could render the cell a frontstage space, as the individual did not 

trust their cellmate sufficiently to display their emotions without risking being bullied, 

exploited or losing status. 

“I So what happens if you are in that kind of mood, or you are feeling emotional 

and there’s a cellmate there? 

R You would have to get on well with him. 

I So if you got on well with him you could. 

R Aye, you could talk to him. But if you didn’t you’d have to sit and try and 

hold it in.” (P01)  

 To access a backstage space, privacy or trust in the individuals present is required (Goffman, 

1959). As such, trust between cellmates was key for individuals to be able to engage in 

backstage activity, including the display of emotions. Indeed, feeling able to display emotions 

in front of a cellmate could pave the way for receiving emotional support and in this way, 

facilitate this particular coping style. On the other hand, ‘bottling up’ emotions can have a 

negative impact on individuals’ wellbeing in prison as discussed above and as supported by 

the quantitative findings of this study.  

 

Being able to access backstage is even more important in prison, as the research literature 

explains that prisons are low-trust environments (Ross, Liebling and Tait, 2011). As such, 

opportunities to access backstage may be limited, especially for those who share cells with 

cellmates who they do not trust. However, a good cellmate relationship, based on trust and 

respect could facilitate access to backstage, as well as enabling the use of Emotional Support, 

which could promote wellbeing. 
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Those with poor cellmate relationships that lacked a foundation in trust and respect found 

sharing a cell a stressful experience. Such individuals were unable to trust one another or to 

relax in each other’s presence. Fears for safety underlined these feelings of distrust and unease. 

This had a negative effect on wellbeing, with some interviewees remarking that they felt 

unable to sleep due to worrying about what their cellmate might do while they were sleeping.  

In this way, a poor cellmate relationship caused stress and anxiety which negatively impacted 

on wellbeing: 

“Like if you are in with someone and you are not getting on with that person, and it 

is aggravating you, it affects your mental health a hundred percent. It drives you 

insane, to be honest with you.” (P14) 

“I used to sleep like that. One eye open. That’s why I am on the sleepers, because a 

few times I couldn’t sleep because I was stressed out.” (P09) 

“You wouldn’t be able to sleep or nothing in case they try and stab you or do 

something to you when you were sleeping.” (P29) 

This was a particular issue for individuals who suffered from anxiety disorders as they found 

that their mental health condition was exacerbated by the stresses of a poor cellmate 

relationship, especially if they were concerned for their safety. In contrast, individuals with 

good cellmate relationships did not experience the same degree of stress and anxiety caused 

by sharing a cell. These findings confirm the quantitative regression results which found 

significantly lower wellbeing scores among those with a history of mental health issues and 

who felt unsafe in their cell. While poor cellmate relationships were not found to significantly 

influence wellbeing in the regression analysis, as previously explained, this result is probably 

due to the low number of people in the sample reporting poor cellmate relationships rather 

than there being no association between poor cellmate relationships and wellbeing. Indeed, the 

interview findings reinforce this argument, suggesting that the absence of any significant 

relationship in the quantitative analysis is probably due to the low number of people reporting 

poor cellmate relationships as interviewee accounts emphasise how poor cellmate 

relationships can hinder wellbeing.   

 

While having a poor cellmate relationship could be stressful in itself and result in poorer 

wellbeing, it could also intensify some of the challenges associated with sharing a cell that 

were difficult even for those with good cellmate relationships to manage. In particular, poor 

cellmate relationships exacerbated issues relating to having one’s own space/routine, the lack 

of privacy and difficulties accessing backstage.  Sharing a cell often required a certain degree 

of negotiation to reach compromises on appropriate behaviours in the cell: 
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“It is give and take. Ah well you have the TV for your programmes and whatever. 

You mark them out and then I’ll mark mine out. Because the slightest wee thing 

could knock the balance out.” (P37) 

“So you would have to compromise. And that’s when then conflict can happen. So 

say they wanted to watch Big Brother and you wanted to watch Love Island…do you 

know what I mean? No, I want to watch this…. and then all hell can break loose.” 

(P04) 

The effort of negotiating behaviour in the cell could itself act as a strain on individuals’ 

wellbeing but having a poor cellmate relationship complicated this already challenging task 

by increasing friction between cellmates.  Therefore, a poor cellmate relationship greatly 

diminished the chances of successful negotiation of conduct in the cell, whereas those with 

good cellmate relationships were able to resolve disagreements by communicating more 

effectively and being receptive to the other cellmate’s point of view. 

“He is into all that science fiction shit. That’s not my kind of stuff, like. He is into 

all that alien shit and all! But he was alright, I knew the guy and he was alright. Do 

you know what I mean? And he knew… like I watched what I want and he just 

watched what he wanted, so we had to balance it out, like” (P14) 

 In this way, poor cellmate relationships could impact on the ability of individuals to manage 

the space in a way that would allow them to engage in backstage activity, by rendering them 

less likely to ask the other cellmate to move so that they could write letters or to be quiet so 

that they could have some peace to think and reflect.  

 

On top of the intensified strain of a lack of privacy and a lack of one’s own space or routine, 

another potential result of a poor cellmate relationship was confrontation and conflict. 

Interviewees spoke of how minor disagreements could often escalate rapidly in a shared cell. 

The amount of time spent together each day in close proximity, sometimes for weeks or 

months, could test both the patience and tolerance of cellmates, as “wee small things after a 

while start getting under the skin” (P20). A shared cell seemed to act almost like a magnifying 

glass, intensifying individuals’ reactions to seemingly minor issues like a cellmate’s fidgeting 

or snoring.  For some cellmates, such arguments do not necessarily indicate that the individuals 

are not managing the shared cell well, as often they compromised after the disagreement, 

especially if they have a good cellmate relationship. However, sometimes disputes can have 

severe consequences that can be considered a failure to manage cell-sharing. For instance, 

acute arguments can result in physical violence between cellmates, as this interviewee 

explains: 
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“I watch [soaps] every night. Don’t talk through them. Then I became very impolite 

about it and I said, you better stop talking through this stuff, because you are really 

starting to irritate me now. And that led to a few niggly arguments and stuff, where 

I really had to restrain myself. Seven months of this went on and I just made the 

decision I was going to kill him.” (P13) 

This reaction may seem to be extreme, but it serves to highlight that individuals with different 

personalities under different pressures, who may also have issues with emotion regulation and 

mental health issues, may find it particularly difficult to manage to share a cell. In addition, 

the tendency for cellmates to clash over seemingly minor arguments can be understood as an 

example of how the influence of prison social norms extends into the shared cell. When a 

cellmate dispute occurs, individuals may still feel that they must maintain a ‘tough’ front 

which aligns with the prison social norms of standing up for oneself and not backing down 

from confrontation, as this would suggest vulnerability. In the context of a poor cellmate 

relationship, individuals may continue to feel the pressure to conform to these prison social 

norms in the shared cell to conceal signs of vulnerability, which can have the effect of 

escalating disagreements into major arguments and conflicts. 

 

Rather than being able to reach compromises or to tolerate each other’s activities, cellmates 

who had a poor relationship were less able to overcome friction when they each held different 

ideas as to what they wanted to do in the cell. As such, they were more likely to become 

confrontational or even violent, with the result that wellbeing suffered due to the tense 

environment in the cell, where individuals felt unable to move freely or accomplish even 

simple tasks without arguments:  

“Two people can’t stand up in the cell at the same time because you can’t move. So 

if one person is up doing something and you feel like you want to, you can’t just get 

up and do it […]. You can’t do what you want. And you sometimes end up arguing 

with your cellmate” (P18). 

Moreover, due to mental health issues, difficulty with emotion regulation or inter-personal 

skills, it may not be realistic to expect all individuals in prison to have the ability to 

communicate and to adapt their behaviour in this way (Moore et al., 2018). Therefore, as a 

result of the interaction between imported characteristics and environmental deprivations 

associated with imprisonment, poor cellmate relationships can exacerbate the feeling of being 

unable to have one’s own space and to conduct one’s own routine. This had repercussions on 

perceived levels of autonomy within the cell as individuals were not able to freely exercise 

autonomy over the cell space in the way that they could in a single cell. 
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“And he was doing my head in. He used to want to turn the TV off at half eight at 

night, because he couldn’t understand it. And I’m sitting there thinking, well it’s half 

eight at night. What do you want me to do? Just lie in the dark? So my temper was 

starting to get a bit… I was starting to get a bit agitated” (P05)  

In this way, poor relationships between cellmates could reduce levels of autonomy which 

could amplify feelings of stress and frustration. 

 

The research literature suggests that autonomy in prison, and particularly autonomy over one’s 

environment, can influence levels of self-respect and mental health (discussed in more detail 

later in this chapter) (Shaw and Elger, 2015; Favril et al., 2017). Being unable to exercise 

autonomy in the context of a shared cell was described as having a negative impact on the 

interviewees’ wellbeing. Furthermore, a poor cellmate relationship and consequent reduced 

levels of autonomy impacted on an individual’s ability to access backstage and engage in the 

reflexive project of the self. Individuals who were unable to trust their cellmate were less likely 

to feel as though they could conduct backstage activity, such as reading and writing letters or 

looking through photographs of loved ones, that was important for processing their personal 

circumstances and constructing a self-narrative. A poor cellmate relationship meant that an 

individual could not have the privacy or peace required to do these activities and so 

individuals’ autonomy over the space was impeded.  

 

Additionally, a poor cellmate relationship could exacerbate some issues relating to drugs in a 

shared cell. Whilst it was common for cellmates with good relationships to share resources 

like food or tobacco, often the drug use of one cellmate could result in the exploitation of the 

other. As previously described, interviewees reported instances where their cellmate had used 

their tuckshop to fund a drug habit. This could fuel resentment between the cellmates and 

result in a breakdown of trust in the cell which could negatively impact wellbeing. Poor 

cellmate relationships may also affect the wellbeing of individuals who are permitted to store 

medication in their cell. Such individuals described feeling anxious due to a fear that their 

cellmate might take their medication; 

“If you are getting your meds, you have more chance with somebody in the cell… 

I’ll have those, thank you. Say anything and you are getting it.” (P06) 

“My mental health is probably the best that it has been, because I get to relax and 

have time on my own. I don’t have to worry about somebody looking over my 

shoulder to see what medication is in my box or anything like that there.” (P07) 
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This had negative consequences for their wellbeing as when others took their medication it 

could result in unpleasant physical or mental health symptoms and disciplinary sanctions due 

to an assumption by staff that they have traded their medication to others as they resisted 

‘touting’ on those who had stolen their medication. 

 

Furthermore, many interviewees explained that they had struggled with the lack of privacy 

they had encountered in shared cells. The negative impact of a lack of privacy on wellbeing 

was particularly felt when individuals were carrying out behaviours that generally required 

privacy, such as toilet use, washing, dressing and masturbating, making such activities 

stressful. 

“Going to the toilet is a private thing and literally in Maghaberry you’ve got 

someone… if you are on the toilet and they are at the other end of the cell maybe 

five foot away, and it’s not as if they can look anywhere. They haven’t got a massive 

window you can look out. They can look at the opposite wall, outside the window, 

or you, essentially.” (P28) 

“I had to wait till he was away on a visit or away getting a shower or something. 

Know what I mean? […] Danger wank they call it.” (P08) 

 Individuals with good relationships were generally able to accommodate a degree of privacy 

to the other cellmate, even simply in the form of exiting the cell or looking out the window. 

However, as with the experience of negotiating other behaviours discussed above, the 

facilitation of these activities was complicated by a poor cellmate relationship where 

individuals did not communicate or compromise effectively. For example, some individuals 

reported their cellmate behaving voyeuristically and their poor cellmate relationship made this 

difficult to resolve. The experience of a lack of privacy and a poor cellmate relationship was 

linked to a lack of trust between cellmates. This was demonstrated by individuals’ experiences 

of cellmates interfering with personal belongings, individuals’ private letters or documents: 

“But I have had my experiences with cellmate and… there was a cellmate who went 

through my phonebook and stuff and took my girl’s details and all from it” (P12) 

“My girl went mad at me, my ex. And I’m like, I didn’t give him your fucking 

number. Why would I give him it? She says, well how did he get it? So he has 

obviously went into my phone book, lying in my locker with the key in it” (P33) 

Moreover, both this lack of trust and the lack of privacy made it harder for individuals to 

engage in backstage activity in front of such cellmates. As noted above, Goffman (1959) 

explains that accessing backstage requires privacy or trust in those present – often individuals 
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with poor cellmate relationships have neither, which can explain why many regarded cell-

sharing in such circumstances as having a negative impact on their wellbeing. 

 

Yet, when cellmates trust each other this can allow the shared cell to become a backstage 

space. This can pave the way for cellmates to not only display emotions but to discuss these 

emotions without fearing the repercussions for their reputation. In this way, good cellmate 

relationships could promote better wellbeing by facilitating the use of the coping style 

Emotional Support, which the findings of this study found to be significantly associated with 

higher wellbeing scores. This interviewee explains the value of such support when sharing 

with a friend: 

“I was still stuck with my mate over there. I found that alright because my head was 

going and he was there to talk to me, like. I actually was going to cut myself and all. 

If it hadn’t been for him I would have cut myself. […] Aye, he was able to talk me 

down from it.” (P01) 

There were some key implications for individuals who took on the role of a supportive 

cellmate. For these individuals, providing emotional support can take a toll on their own 

wellbeing. Lower wellbeing may be caused by sharing a cell with an individual who is 

struggling to cope due to the weight of the responsibility that the supportive cellmate may feel. 

Helping a cellmate talk through their problems can be emotionally draining and can weigh on 

someone’s mind, having a negative impact on their wellbeing. Sometimes individuals found 

dealing with a cellmate’s problems difficult, especially if they were struggling with their own 

personal issues or if their cellmate’s problems caused difficult memories to resurface. This 

could have a negative impact on wellbeing and could also erode what was perhaps a previously 

positive relationship: 

“It bears an awful lot on your shoulders. It can make your time heavier.” (P04)  

“On my last sentence I lost my son to foster care, and all. And then he was going 

through the same shit. So it was difficult for me because I went through all those 

steps that he is going through now. That brings back all the bad memories about 

that.”(P09)  

“I would just try and talk him through it, but if he didn’t listen, like, it would drive 

me mad. Because I am doing so long, I am not doing months. I’d just say look, pack 

your bags there and get out. I don’t want to fall out with you here, but I’ve tried to 

help you mate and you are not listening.” (P33) 

Therefore, it was important that staff were aware of and attentive to this risk, as well as being 

prepared to intervene if the supporting cellmate was under too much pressure. 



155 

 

 

In summary, poor cellmate relationships can intensify many of the challenges associated with 

successfully managing cell-sharing and increase the probability that cell-sharing will 

negatively impact on wellbeing. In contrast, good cellmate relationships helped to smooth out 

the navigation of these challenges, helping to minimise the negative impact of cell-sharing on 

wellbeing, as well as improve wellbeing through the potential for cellmates to provide positive 

emotional support to each other. Cellmate relationships can also play a large role in 

determining how readily individuals can access backstage and engage in backstage activity. 

Where individuals do not trust their cellmates, access to backstage is difficult to achieve as the 

pressures to sustain a front that aligns with prison social norms of stoicism, toughness and 

restrictive emotionality may still be felt. The next section delves deeper into these social norms 

and explores the relationship between cell-sharing, backstage access and the implications for 

wellbeing in more detail. 

Goffman, Backstage Spaces and Wellbeing 

Goffman’s theory (1959) was of clear relevance in terms of how the interviewees used 

impression management in prison. Many interviewees spoke of the pressure they felt to 

manage how they appeared to others in prison. There were specific areas in prison which were 

experienced as ‘frontstage’ spaces such as landings or yards. These spaces often required 

individuals to put more effort into impression management. In such spaces, individuals tended 

to engage in ‘fronting’, which Crewe and colleagues (2014, p. 9) describe as the “cultivation 

of a version of the (emotional) self that is inauthentic”. This could be an example of Goffman’s 

(1959) cynical performers, who are aware of the discrepancy between the performances they 

give and their ‘true self’ that lies beneath.  In line with Goffman’s (1959) work and with other 

prison research literature (Jewkes, 2005; de Viggiani, 2012; Crewe et al., 2014), interviewees 

spoke of the need to put on a ‘tough’ front to cope with being in prison. Toughness could be 

evidenced by a willingness to engage in confrontations, fighting and standing up for yourself 

or for a more vulnerable individual. Many of the interviewees spoke of purposefully 

cultivating a front to influence how others perceived them in the hopes of avoiding exploitation 

or bullying: 

“[I’ll] walk into a fight again knowing I am going to get beat up, just to prove a point. 

I am not going to stay down. I am not going to let you treat me whatever way you 

want.” (P02) 
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“It is just about how you conduct yourself. If you are big and muscly and send out 

the right messages or beat up enough people, people will leave you alone, unless 

they know you can win.” (P06) 

“You can’t fully be yourself because you are always sort of protecting yourself. Do 

you know what I mean? Like I sort of have the jungle… the jungle face on in here, 

and the survival face on.” (P36) 

This could be linked to the quantitative findings of this study, which found that greater 

endorsement of Toughness as a social norm was associated with increased wellbeing, 

suggesting that appearing ‘tough’ to others may improve wellbeing by avoiding exploitation 

or bullying and gaining social status from others who similarly endorse the use of Toughness. 

 

Comments from some interviewees suggested that sometimes social connections could be 

managed in such a way as to form part of a front. This could be through cultivating 

relationships with individuals regarded as ‘tough’ in prison or in the outside community, 

particularly those with links to paramilitary organisations: 

“There’s a fella on the wing at the minute and oh to listen to him, every member of 

his family is connected to some sort of paramilitary or shadowy government 

agency.” (P28) 

“And then some of them are related to family paramilitaries and they act hard men, 

throwing their cousin’s name about. Your cousin is not in here, mate.” (P33) 

However, some interviewees reported that fronting was not something they felt like they had 

to engage in. Some individuals who behaved in this way were doing so because it was truly 

consistent with their internal values and beliefs, as with Goffman’s (1959) sincere performers. 

Interviewees also expressed respect for individuals who did not feel the need to put on a front:  

“I don’t have enough balls to show weakness in front of people. That’s what that is. 

Because I remember thinking about the guy in my class and thinking, do you know, 

he is so camp and so blatantly camp and so weak in front of everyone. But he just 

doesn’t care. It’s who he is. And he just doesn’t care. And I remember thinking, it 

takes a lot of balls to be yourself.” (P02) 

Nonetheless, it is worth noting that perhaps cultivating the appearance of being above the 

pressures to put on a front was itself a form of fronting. This could be linked to the counter-

norm that emerged, which suggested that quieter individuals were sometimes viewed as being 

more of a threat or of a higher social status than more traditionally dominant personalities, 

who were seen by some to be over-compensating in their performances:  



157 

 

“It is the ones who don’t talk about things like that that you need to worry about, not 

the ones that do talk about it.” (P07) 

Therefore, there were a variety of ways in which a tough front could be created such as through 

confrontation, standing up for oneself, social connections and appearing to be above the 

pressure to act ‘tough’ in a more traditional manner. 

 

Fronting was not the only way in which impression management was undertaken in prison. 

Masking has been differentiated from fronting in prison research literature (Crewe et al., 

2014). Whilst fronting relates to the cultivation of a version of the emotional self that is 

inauthentic, masking relates to a defensive strategy that requires that “one stifles or contains 

traces of fear, pain, weakness and vulnerability” (Crewe et al., 2014, p. 9). Many interviewees 

confirmed that it was advisable to mask emotions that were associated with weakness to avoid 

bullying or exploitation – “It’s just you can’t really show them that they’ll get the best of you, 

so you can’t” (P01).  However, it was treated as permissible to show emotions normally 

associated with weakness, if these feelings were in response to an event deemed sufficiently 

serious e.g. family bereavement: 

“But if there is a death in the family or something, aye, show your emotions. But 

other than that, you don’t show your emotions in jail. Because it shows you are weak 

or something.” (P22) 

Research literature also suggests that this may be permissible in spaces, such as the visits hall 

where audience segregation is possible as one audience (one’s family or friends perhaps) can 

remain separate from most of the wider prison population (Butler et al., 2015). Otherwise 

individuals felt that they had to mask signs of struggling when going through personal 

challenges, such as worrying about family problems, financial issues or health concerns. In 

this way, masking was a strategy used to survive in prison, enabling individuals to hide signs 

of vulnerability and protect themselves from being mocked, bullied or exploited.  

 

Nevertheless, fronting and masking were not always easy or possible to perform.  Fronting 

could be challenging; it was not necessarily easy to portray oneself as tougher than one actually 

was. One of the potential pitfalls was a tendency to ‘over-egg’ the front, which could have the 

opposite effect of highlighting that an individual was putting on a performance rather than 

acting authentically. 

“It was like watching a Jack Russell barking at a lion on the TV, literally. That’s 

gospel like. That’s honestly what it was like. But it was overkill, like. It was a chicken 

flapping its wings, you know, just to try and act tough, like.” (P03) 
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“That’s mostly all why they do, do it, to look big. As if they want to be something 

that they are not. Do you know what I mean? And people laugh at people like that, 

to be honest with you.” (P14) 

Goffman (1959) highlights how this is a risk when individuals deliver unconvincing 

performances, especially in front of sceptical audiences; after all,  “a single note off key can 

disrupt the tone of an entire performance” (Goffman, 1959, p. 60).  Another concern for those 

engaging with front management was the consequences of delivering inconsistent 

performances, for example, putting on a tough front in the yard and yet not acting in 

accordance with this front before a different audience or in a different space. Individuals in 

prison were very perceptive when it came to the detection of inconsistent performances.  Even 

past behaviour from communities outside prison could catch up with an individual putting on 

a ‘tough’ front in prison, if it was inconsistent with how an individual presented themselves in 

prison. This was a particular risk among the small prison population in Northern Ireland, where 

many individuals come from the same communities and held a detailed knowledge of the 

behaviour of others in and outside of prison: 

“Well they can’t let their guard down, so they can’t. Listen, you hear them talking 

about they do this here and they’ve done that there, and then the next week they’ve 

forgot what they’ve said and they just make an idiot out of themselves! They have 

to keep it up. Once they’ve started, they have to try and keep it up the whole time.” 

(P11) 

“You don’t know who is ever going to walk through that gate from that street. It 

could be your next door neighbour and you could be telling them all these lies, and 

you are this and you are that, and then like I say, your neighbour could walk into the 

jail.” (P32) 

 Goffman (1959) would regard this as an example of the difficulties posed when audience 

segregation is not possible, as in these circumstances it is hard for individuals to keep their 

performances in front of one audience (e.g. a pre-prison audience) separate from another 

audience (their peers in prison).  

 

Masking also presented difficulties for individuals in prison. It was not always possible to 

contain emotions that others in prison may associate with weakness or vulnerability.  This was 

especially the case when intense emotions were experienced in response to difficult events, 

such as phone calls with bad news. Interviewees acknowledged that masking or ‘bottling up’ 

their emotions could have harmful consequences. They were particularly aware of the risk of 

“snapping” (P01), potentially at the wrong person in the wrong situation, or the risk that they 

could end up feeling overwhelmed and desperate as a result:   
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“Bottling it up is dangerous. Too many people have killed themselves in jail over the 

stupidest wee things, where they could have talked to somebody about it” (P32) 

“Aye, there’s only so long anybody can hold anything in.  And then they will snap. 

And when they snap… if they do, do that there like, it’s a lot worse. Because I do 

that myself. I build everything up and then it just flips, and then when it does it is a 

lot worse than what it would have been at the start.” (P01) 

Therefore, individuals were acutely aware of the impact that masking could have on mental 

wellbeing. The quantitative findings reaffirm these views, as endorsing Restrictive 

Emotionality (in other words, believing that men should not show emotion in prison) was 

found to negatively impact on wellbeing, contributing lower wellbeing scores. However, 

despite the awareness of the negative consequences associated with masking their emotions, 

many interviewees continued to engage in this activity to conform to prison social norms so 

as to gain status and/or avoid being exploited or bullied. In this way, individuals experienced 

the pressure exerted by prison social norms that emphasised aspects of hegemonic masculinity, 

such as refraining from displaying emotions characterised as ‘weak’ (Sykes, 1958; Sim, 1994; 

Evans and Wallace, 2008; Crewe, 2009; de Viggiani, 2012). These prison-specific findings 

correlate with Goffman’s (1959) theory on how and why individuals use fronts to manage the 

impressions they give to others and to influence the way in which others treat them. In light of 

Goffman’s (1959)  relevance to the prison context, then, the next section will explore if his 

work can help in terms of understanding how individuals experience cell-sharing, focusing on 

its impact on their wellbeing as well as the role cellmate relationships may play in influencing 

wellbeing and the coping styles individuals use in shared cells. 

Backstage Access in the Cell 

Interviewees explained that backstage spaces were valuable in prison and needed for 

wellbeing.  Such spaces were free from the pressures of social norms that required individuals 

to manage one’s appearance that were experienced in more public, frontstage spaces 

(Goffman, 1959; Jewkes, 2005; Crewe et al., 2014). Backstage spaces could also promote 

wellbeing by enabling relaxation, the expression of emotion and preventing an individual 

lashing out as a result of bottling up emotions and feelings that they felt otherwise compelled 

to mask.  

 

The interview data showed that a single cell can be a place regarded as a backstage space 

which many individuals valued. For many, being able to access backstage in prison was 

contingent on being on their own, in a single cell. In this way, a single cell provided a space 

where individuals did not have to worry about appearances and front management as they were 
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on their own in the cell, separate from an audience. Whilst concerns about front management 

could still exist when they were on the landings or other public spaces, interviewees spoke of 

their own cell as a space where emotions could be expressed and processed: 

“Oh aye, there’s different men behind doors, like. They crumble. They can put on 

fronts. They can act hard and go to the gym and all and pump up. You fucking… 

behind that door like… breadcrumb. Just crumble in your hand.” (P33) 

“You’ve got behind the door to let your emotions out, you know what I mean.” (P01) 

Having a space where an individual can relax and express emotions without worrying about 

the social ramifications of not acting in accordance with prison social norms was therefore 

important for wellbeing. In contrast to this, having a cellmate, particularly a cellmate with 

whom one has a poor relationship, could impede access to a backstage space. Goffman (1959) 

theorises that backstage activity requires privacy or trust in those present. It follows that if an 

individual does not trust their cellmate or has a poor relationship with their cellmate, it is 

harder for them to access backstage: 

“If you have a cellmate, it is harder. But if you have a single cell, your emotions, you 

keep it for behind the door, so nobody sees it. Because if somebody sees it, somebody 

is going to talk about it, and then all the jail are going to know about it.  And they 

will go, oh look at you, you’re a pussy.” (P09) 

In such circumstances, individuals may maintain their frontstage performances as they cannot 

trust their cellmate to refrain from telling others about their behaviour in the cell that may not 

necessarily correspond with their frontstage performances in other spaces in the prison. As this 

interviewee explains, this “enforced frontstage” (Jewkes, 2005, p. 54) was difficult to cope 

with but individuals often persevered with maintaining a front due to concerns that their 

reputation could be damaged by the information their cellmate may disclose to others in the 

prison. 

 

In shared cells, individuals must deal with the strain of acting in a certain way in the cell, 

combined with the fear that a cellmate may gossip about perceived signs of ‘weakness’ they 

witnessed in the cell. This can be stressful and anxiety-provoking for individuals, negatively 

impacting their wellbeing.  Therefore, whilst maintaining a front in a cell is used to control the 

impression a cellmate forms of an individual, it also acts as a strain on one’s wellbeing and 

mental health. Some interviewees spoke of the extremely draining nature of trying to act a 

certain way or suppressing emotions for long periods of time: 

“If you have to keep up a front whenever people are in the cell with you, then it gets 

back to the whole… is it tiring? Yes. Unbelievably tiring, because you are 
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constantly… you are not acting, you are reacting. You are reacting to the way they 

are rather than acting as who you are.” (P02) 

They spoke of waiting until their cellmate left or fell asleep before being able to engage with 

their emotions. The degree of mental calculation required to maintain a convincing front was 

also exhausting. Contrastingly, others remarked that their cellmates were able to get to know 

them to such a degree that it made putting on a front an almost futile activity as their 

performance was then easily detected by cellmates: 

“Because you live with him and he knows what way you really are.” (P17) 

“Your cellmate knows you. If you are living with someone 24/7, you couldn’t just 

put a front on anyway. He is going to know you inside out.” (P24) 

Goffman (1959) would view this as a potential pitfall of attempting to put on a performance, 

for if the audience does not believe the performance, individuals may suffer embarrassment 

and this may frustrate their purpose in putting on the performance in the first place i.e. to 

influence others into treating them positively. Being hyperaware that an audience may detect 

inconsistencies in one’s performance may also increase the pressure to deliver a convincing 

performance (Goffman, 1959).  This could pose problems in terms of their behaviours outside 

the cell, as a cellmate could observe inconsistent performances and may point this out to others, 

resulting in insults, mockery or even bullying.  In this way, a cellmate could make audience 

segregation, as described by Goffman (1959), difficult for individuals to achieve in prison if 

their behaviour in the cell conflicted with their behaviour on the landings.   

 

These difficulties with audience segregation could be overcome if individuals felt that they 

did not have to sustain fronts in the cell. During the research, interviewees did describe 

circumstances in which they could access backstage in a shared cell. Individuals who had 

experienced cell-sharing with a cellmate that they trusted found that they did not feel the same 

pressure to maintain a front. Sharing a cell with a trusted cellmate allowed these individuals 

to share their thoughts, feelings and emotions with their cellmate and, in some instances, 

receive emotional support from their cellmate:  

“R Like I had to cry there during the week because I’ve lost my granny, my aunt 

and my uncle in a year. And I miss them. Do you know what I mean? So … 

but if you have a good cellmate that’s good laugh he’ll go, look at the state of 

you! I didn’t know what to do there. You were crying, and I was going, what 

am I going to do? 

I Lighten the mood a wee bit. 
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R Oh aye. So, he starts comforting you and helping you and supporting you. 

And he says, I’m here for you. My shoulders are yours” (P36) 

This finding confirms the regression results in Chapter Four which firstly found that a good 

cellmate relationship was significantly associated with higher wellbeing scores even when 

compared to those in a single cell and, secondly, that the use of Emotional Support as a coping 

style increased wellbeing. However, a good relationship between cellmates can take time to 

build and may be difficult to develop, particularly if the cellmates are strangers when they first 

begin to share a cell. Interviewees cautioned against sharing too much or letting down a front 

in a shared cell without having a solid relationship with one’s cellmate. Otherwise, there was 

a significant risk of damage to one’s reputation if a cellmate told others of displays of emotion 

and vulnerability. This could influence the way that others in prison behaved towards this 

individual, running the risk that they would be mocked, bullied or exploited, with negative 

consequences for their wellbeing.  

 

Whilst the cell was perhaps the most obvious and most common example of a space where 

backstage could be accessed, some interviewees did allude to other spaces where backstage 

could be experienced. Examples of such spaces included the gardens and the gym. 

“There’s no other place where you have your own time. Unless if you go down to 

the gym and there is nobody in the gym. You can go for a run and you are away 

somewhere else. Running on a beach!” (P10) 

Consequently, even when individuals were unable to access backstage while sharing a cell 

with a cellmate that they do not trust, there were other spaces in prison where individuals can 

still potentially let down their fronts and engage in backstage activity, including the reflexive 

project of the self.  

The Reflexive Project of the Self  

The reflexive project of the self can be summarised as the reflective effort to make sense of 

one’s biographical narrative, interpreting one’s own experiences to construct one’s own 

identity (Giddens, 1991). Having to engage in the reflexive project of the self and to work on 

one’s self-narrative is important for a coherent sense of self and wellbeing (Pennebaker and 

Seagal, 1999). It can be viewed as part of backstage behaviour and, for many of the 

interviewees in this study, often required a feeling of having one’s own space – something that 

could frequently be complicated by cell-sharing. Interviewees spoke of engaging in a variety 

of activities that can be viewed as efforts to undertake the reflexive project of the self. For 

some interviewees, it could include picking over and interpreting past events and memories. 



163 

 

For others, it was looking ahead and planning their future, while some individuals spoke of 

their attempts to process their present situation: 

R There’s times I think about bad things. There’s times I lie on the bed and my 

whole body is shaking thinking about things.  

I About bad things? 

R Aye. And my whole body starts shaking about what could have went wrong. 

There’s been three attempts on my life. 

I Outside? 

R Aye. There’s been three attempts on my life, trying to kill me, so. And  them 

car crashes I’ve been in, I’ve thought back like, Jesus I was lucky. I should 

have been dead, like.” (P01) 

“Once I get into my cell then I just switch off, then, and just relax. Plan my future 

and all.” (P05) 

“See when that door slams and you are letting your sentence sink in, it could even 

take you till Maghaberry like. Mine was Hydebank.38 You realise how isolated you 

are, what mistake you’ve maybe done. Fuck. I’ve to do ten years of this.” (P33) 

Such efforts did not lend themselves to frontstage spaces but instead required access to 

backstage. Working on the reflexive project of the self was often described as being an 

emotional undertaking as individuals dwell on memories or current situations which may be 

upsetting. 

“I’ve heard plenty of stories of guys all bravado and gusto and verve during the day 

and then sobbing like a baby at night in their cell because the reality of where they 

are has hit them.” (P06) 

As such, individuals were less likely to be able to perform such activities in public frontstage 

spaces, as displays of emotion could breach prison social norms of stoicism and have 

implications for their impression management and how others treated them. This made 

engagement with the reflexive project of the self an activity that required access to backstage.  

For many, their single cell provided the privacy needed to engage in this particular backstage 

activity. Indeed, interviewees commented that individuals who needed time and space to think 

often locked themselves away in their cells to achieve the privacy and the backstage space 

they required.  

                                                      

38 Hydebank Wood College is a secure college for imprisoned males aged 18-21 in Northern Ireland. 



164 

 

 “Everybody has all these issues going on. And I think everybody needs somewhere 

where they can just go and sit and think and be quiet.” (P06) 

“Certain boys, if they are in a bad place you can tell they are in a bad place. Most of 

them would just lock themselves to make sure they get peace and quiet, like.” (P03) 

 

Having a cellmate could impact the ability of individuals to engage in the reflexive project of 

the self. Firstly, in the manner discussed in the previous section, individuals may not feel able 

to access backstage in front of their cellmate if they have a poor cellmate relationship. 

Secondly, a cellmate may simply be too distracting or disruptive for individuals to have peace 

in the cell to process their own thoughts. Efforts to undertake the reflexive project of the self 

can be frustrated by a combination of both these situations, as these interviewees explain:  

“Definitely it is being in the single cell, because … I am a better off person… I like 

getting my own time. I can get my head together and my thoughts together, than if I 

had somebody else going on at me.” (P07) 

“Because there’s days in here you are going to get it … certain things maybe on the 

outside, family problems and all, and you want a bit of space. If you are doubled up 

with somebody and they are constantly talking to you and you feel like just saying, 

look, be quiet. But you don’t want to be ignorant, you know.” (P26) 

“Sometimes it can be annoying but like see when you have a bad day, or you get a 

bad phone call or a bad visit, whatever, you know all you want to do is come into 

your cell and lock the door. And then he is in the cell. And I sort of have to put on a 

brave face. I can’t go and sit and think about things and he is sitting trying to have a 

conversation with you and you are in no mood to be talking, like.” (P37) 

While undertaking the reflexive project of the self, often an individual’s demeanour can be 

contrasted with the image they may attempt to project in other situations in prison. For 

instance, the interviewee above speaks of putting “on a brave face” (P37) which is more in 

line with prison social norms of Toughness and Restrictive Emotionality. This perceived need 

to put on “a brave face” (P37) can function as a barrier to engagement with efforts to construct 

and revise one’s own self-narrative. As such, individuals require access to backstage to 

constructively engage in identity work and may need to be free from the pressure to act a 

certain way that is exerted by prison social norms. A cellmate can often prevent such access if 

they are not trusted or if they are disruptive in the shared cell.  

 

Impeding the reflexive project of the self can have significant consequences, as individuals 

may not achieve a coherent, consistent narrative of the self (Giddens, 1991). Such a narrative 
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is important for a strong sense of self, which has been found to influence an individual’s 

behaviour in prison in several ways. Firstly, a strong sense of self contributes to an individual’s 

ability to cope with adversity, even helping individuals to overcome suicidality in prison 

(Sadeh and Karniol, 2012; Reading and Bowen, 2014). Furthermore, incoherent self-narratives 

and correspondingly insecure self-identities can also increase hostility and aggression in how 

individuals respond to others, which in prison can amount to PREPS regime demotions and 

disciplinary proceedings (Boden, Fergusson and Horwood, 2007; Butler, 2008). If an 

individual is unable to have the time and space necessary to engage in the reflexive process of 

the self, they may struggle to build a positive self-narrative, which has been shown to be 

important for the desistance process (Maruna, 2001; Hunter and Farrall, 2018). As Hunter and 

Farrell (2018, p. 292) suggest, “reconciling a deviant past with a non-offending future is 

therefore an important part of constructing an identity as an ex-offender”. Being able to access 

backstage is important to allow individuals to attempt this reconciliation process. If one’s 

cellmate relationship has the result of depriving them of opportunities to engage in backstage 

activity, an individual may be unable to access the benefits that a strong, positive sense of self 

can provide in terms of individual coping and wellbeing, as well as the desistance process.  

    

Goffman’s (1959) theory is also helpful in terms of understanding cell-sharing’s impact on 

coping and wellbeing. Individuals’ wellbeing suffered when they were unable to access 

backstage in a shared cell where they did not trust their cellmate. In line with Goffman’s  

(1959) work, this impacted their wellbeing because it impeded their ability to gain reprieve 

from the pressure of putting on a front, as well as restricting the display of emotions, the receipt 

of emotional support from a cellmate and the engagement in the reflexive project of the self. 

Goffman (1959) helps us understand that individuals were, however, able to access backstage 

and accomplish these pursuits if they trusted their cellmate. Nonetheless, there are aspects of 

cell-sharing which Goffman (1959) does not address. For example, Goffman (1959) does not 

help us to understand how individuals might access backstage when they have neither privacy 

nor trust in their cellmate. There are also ways in which the experience of cell-sharing impacts 

individuals’ ability to exercise autonomy that are important to understand so as to have a fuller 

appreciation for how and when cell-sharing can negatively impact on wellbeing. This next 

section will introduce the concepts of spatial autonomy and proxemics to provide a fuller 

understanding of cell-sharing, wellbeing and coping.  
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Spatial Autonomy and Personal Space 

According to the interviewees, a shared cell reduced the opportunities for individuals to make 

decisions and exercise their own choices: 

 “I am used to being single. I am used to doing things at my own pace. When my 

door is closed at night I have got a routine when I am in a single cell. And I’ll just 

doddle about. If there’s nothing on the TV I’ll just strip my bed down and turn the 

mattress over, just to make it a wee bit more comfortable, and tighten the sheet in or 

whatever. Empty your locker. You know, get stuff out that you haven’t worn for a 

couple of weeks. Get it out and freshen it up or get it washed again. I mean there’s a 

lot to do. You can switch the light off and on whenever you want. As I say, you can 

go to the toilet whenever you want.” (P16) 

“Every aspect of your life is controlled. So I think your living area you should be in 

control of, even if it just means when you choose to turn the TV on or off or what to 

watch on the TV. And when you are sharing a cell you don’t really have that option.” 

(P28) 

 Perceptions of lower autonomy in prison can have a negative impact on individuals’ 

wellbeing, as established by previous research (Favril et al., 2017). Whilst Goffman (1961) 

acknowledges the reduced levels of autonomy experienced by individuals held in ‘total 

institutions’ such as mental hospitals and prisons, the way in which two individuals sharing a 

cell encounter a loss of autonomy is beyond the scope of his work. Bird (2017) has developed 

the term ‘spatial autonomy’ which relates to the decision-making power of prisoners to 

determine how to use certain spaces. Bird (2017) comments that, in the context of individuals’ 

cells, this could mean having control over who has access to their cell, which activities are 

carried out in the cell and how the cell is organised. Sharing a cell interfered with an 

individual’s ability to exercise spatial autonomy within their cell. 

“Imagine if somebody just came and went, here, I am moving somebody into your 

bedroom. And see all your stuff, move it all to the side because they’ve to have half 

of your space and all. And you are coming in here to do all these interviews and that 

person is there in the bedroom, somebody you don’t’ know, somebody you don’t 

trust and somebody that you probably don’t like. Know what I mean? It is not nice. 

It is not natural.” (P05) 

 The impact of this was keenly felt by interviewees and could have implications beyond mere 

frustration towards one’s cellmate. Bird (2017, p. 135) suggests that spatial autonomy can 

enable “a rebuilding of the dignity some prisoners [may feel has] been dismantled in typically 

restrictive segregation settings”. By valuing and promoting personal autonomy, positive 
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identities can be fostered in prison. Building a positive identity can be important for wellbeing 

and coping, particularly for vulnerable populations facing trauma or mental illness (Noble-

Carr et al., 2014).  Vanhooren and colleagues (2018) report that searching for meaning and 

rebuilding a new identity can predict increased posttraumatic growth amongst prisoners.  

Research literature also shows that developing a positive identity is an important part of the 

desistance process (Maruna, 2001; Vaughan, 2007; Hunter and Farrall, 2018). Therefore, the 

reduced opportunities for the exercise of spatial autonomy in shared cells could obstruct the 

development of positive identities. This can put individuals’ wellbeing at risk, as well as 

potentially hampering engagement with building a positive identity that is an important part 

of the desistance process. Furthermore, reduced autonomy in relation to how the space of the 

cell was used could influence the use of certain coping styles. As discussed above, efforts to 

engage in Active Coping, through the like of engaging in educational programmes, music 

therapy or exercise in the cell, were often hindered by having a cellmate and this could have a 

corresponding impact on an individual’s wellbeing. 

 

Being allocated to a shared cell, often without being consulted on who one’s cellmate will be, 

can be viewed as an example of loss of spatial autonomy under Bird’s (2017) 

conceptualisation. An individual’s ability to enact spatial autonomy by deciding who gets to 

enter their cell and share their space was reduced when staff allocated them a cellmate. In 

general, interviewees expressed a sense of powerlessness upon hearing that they had been 

allocated a shared cell: 

“But in the square houses, don’t even go there. Because they tell you, go to cell 

seven. I don’t like him. Beat it. You go into cell seven. Simple as that.” (P09) 

“Well you don’t really get a choice, when you are getting doubled, who you are 

doubled up with. You are just put in there.” (P26) 

“Well cause in Maghaberry you would have been in a cell, and then depending on 

who else came in, you might have got moved. You weren’t asked. You weren’t given 

warning. The door was opened and you were told to pack your stuff and move. So 

you never knew” (P28) 

This can be contrasted with the sense of autonomy and agency that interviewees reported 

experiencing when they were able to request to be doubled up or given the opportunity to 

choose a cellmate: 

“There is a big difference between you asking, can I move to a different cell? 

Because you can say, well I sort of got on with your man there. He’s on his own, 

could I move in with him? Aye, alright. Whatever. Or someone else coming to be 
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with you. You know, because that’s who the staff send. You may or may not get on 

with that person.” (P06) 

“Sometimes you get the oul wanker who comes in and goes, oh, no, you are where 

you are and that’s it. But normally you get the good staff that says yes, I’m happy 

with that if he’s happy with it. And then sorts that out, then.” (P08) 

 The ability to make such requests was valued by interviewees, particularly if the reason 

underlying such a request was to enable an individual to receive support from a trusted friend 

to help them cope with a distressing event. Respecting these requests could have positive 

impacts on wellbeing for individuals experiencing distress, as well as facilitating the use of 

coping styles found to increase wellbeing. Constructive staff-prisoner dialogue could promote 

a sense of receiving procedural justice as individuals are more likely to feel treated with dignity 

and fairness in these circumstances if their request to share a cell to access support is met with 

staff sincerity, empathy and compassion. Perceptions of procedural justice have been found to 

have a number of positive consequences in prison, including, reducing prison misconduct and 

violence, increasing perceptions of legitimacy, reducing levels of re-offending and improving 

wellbeing (Liebling, Durie and Stiles, 2005; Listwan et al., 2013; Beijersbergen et al., 2014; 

Beijersbergen, Dirkzwager and Nieuwbeerta, 2016; Brunton-Smith and McCarthy, 2016; 

Wallace et al., 2016). 

 

When individuals were not able to engage with staff in such a dialogue about their cell 

allocation, they were still able to exercise spatial autonomy due to the number of ways in which 

they can oppose or resist such an allocation. As such, they can be viewed as making their own 

decisions as to who entered their cell and shared their space. Some individuals may request or 

demand that they are allocated a single cell, using means such as threats or violence towards 

cellmates, staff and even themselves. Self-harm and cell wrecks were used to express 

opposition to allocation to a shared cell.  

“But he was just like… are you two alright? And I’m like no, I want him out. I want 

him out. And he said, we’ve nowhere to put him. So then I upped the ante and I just 

said, well it’s like this. That door shuts at two o’clock. I am going to leave him a 

fucking mess by the time you open it again.” (P20) 

“Yeah, people refuse to lock up. I actually witnessed a member of staff get very 

badly assaulted over in Roe house because they tried to double up a prisoner who 

didn’t want to get doubled up” (P02) 

“He picked a brush up and started smashing windows, just to get moved. But he 

didn’t get moved. He got put back into his cell. And he didn’t get moved. So… he 

got took out and charged for criminal damage. So he just made his time even worse. 
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And I could see where he was coming from. He was going to the extremes to try and 

get moved, but it backfired on him, because the jail knew exactly what he was doing 

and they kept him there.” (P04) 

“Because when I tried to kill myself in Bann, in January, when I was in here, and 

that’s part of the reason… that’s why I said to mental health, like, listen, I cut my 

own wrists and all. I said, so picture if I had a cellmate and my head goes again and 

I try and do that. What would I do to him if he tried to stop me? I says if I am willing 

to cut the life out of myself and somebody is trying to stop me from doing it when I 

want to do it, I says, I am not going to need them.” (P01) 

Such resistance could be viewed as the exercise of spatial autonomy, as individuals’ attempt 

to control who they would willingly share cells with.  This feeds into an opinion that some 

interviewees held: that individuals do have the capacity to exercise spatial autonomy regarding 

who they share a cell with and how they act towards their cellmates. 

“People say you don’t have a choice, but you always have a choice. Now that choice 

might have consequences, bad consequences for you, but you still have a choice, 

like. You just do something and get yourself put on the Block, you know what I 

mean? You can just keep escalating till you get put on the Block. You get a single 

cell over there.” (P05) 

 Under this perception, it was seen as a matter of whether individuals were prepared to face 

the consequences of exercising spatial autonomy in this way (e.g. disciplinary action or PREPs 

regime demotion). 

 

This manner of exercising autonomy in terms of resisting cell allocation was not viable for all 

individuals. Some lacked the confidence to do so and others struggled to deal with the 

consequences of defying staff (e.g. being taken to the CSU could be difficult to deal with and 

could have a negative impact on wellbeing). For instance, one interviewee spoke of not 

wanting to share a cell with a sex offender, not just because of the nature of that person’s 

offence but because he felt that other prisoners would expect him to assault that cellmate. Sex 

offenders encounter high degrees of stigmatisation, victimisation and low social status in 

prison, due to extremely negative opinions regarding the nature of their offences (Åkerström, 

1986; Blagden and Pemberton, 2010). This is strongly embedded in prison social norms which 

“indicate to other prisoners that [sex offenders] are acceptable targets for robberies, 

victimization and harassment” (Ricciardelli and Moir, 2013, p. 358). As such, non-sex 

offenders in prison may feel pressured to act in accordance with these social norms by verbally 

or physically assaulting sex offenders. This could be difficult for individuals who experienced 

tension between their preference to abide more peacefully with other prisoners, avoiding 
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disciplinary consequences or physical harm, and the pressure to behave in a way that 

conformed to these prison social norms: 

“It is not a position that you would put yourself in. People would be expecting you 

to react to that. […] That you would react and there would be violence, you know.” 

(P18) 

There remained a sense that this individual would be able to exercise spatial autonomy in two 

ways if he had found himself sharing a cell with sex offender; he could choose to refuse to 

share a cell, or he could make the decision to harm his cellmate. However, both of these actions 

could run the risk of ending up in the CSU as punishment for this behaviour. If an individual 

did not conform with prison social norms and instead refrained from assaulting a sex offender, 

they could themselves become a victim of bullying, as they would be perceived as condoning 

or tolerating sexual offending. This shows that there could be very real social consequences as 

a result of the perception that individuals ultimately were in control of which cell or cellmate 

they were assigned and so able to exercise spatial autonomy in this way.  

 

Once an individual finds themselves in a shared cell, there are several ways in which this can 

impact their sense of autonomy. As previously described, individuals may experience a loss 

of autonomy in terms of a reduced ability to safeguard their personal documents, property and 

medication. The importance of being able to keep one’s cell clean and the acute frustration 

experienced when sharing a cell with an unhygienic or messy cellmate was repeatedly stressed 

by interviewees. 

“He wasn’t clean enough. I seen him one time and he didn’t have a plate. So he made 

toast and set his toast on his bed and ate the toast off the bed. And then he would lie 

on the bed with dirty trainers on and then he would get into the bed with toast crumbs 

and bits of dirt all over the bed. And I was like, oh my God, the filth of him.” (P02) 

“You know, leaving dishes just lying about the place. Not cleaning the place. Making 

the place messy. Just anything like that there can build up after a while. Especially 

if you are a person yourself who likes cleanliness and things that are nice and tidy 

and all that, and your cellmate is… you are constantly coming back from work or 

the gym or wherever, and the place is a mess. You are going to end up cracking up.” 

(P26) 

“I have had dirty cellmates that don’t want to wash and all. I’m like, look, I’ve 

shower gel there. And then started to fall out with them going look mate, you are just 

dirty. You don’t want to wash. Oh, I had one the other day. Here’s me mate, you 

haven’t left the cell in three days. Get out the fuck and get one. So I’ve said to the 

staff, look, get him moved the fuck.” (P33) 
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 Being able to clean and tidy one’s cell functioned as way to control the cell by exercising 

autonomy over the space; a cellmate with different standards of hygiene could diminish the 

control an individual could exert over a space (Sloan, 2016). Interviewees spoke of the value 

of behaving as they wished within their own cell. Being able to set their own routine was a 

particularly valued aspect of spatial autonomy, as the ability to manage one’s time is not 

possible in other areas of the prison, where activities are governed by rules, procedures and 

schedules . 

“You know, half of your plans have just been destroyed by them putting somebody 

else in the cell.” (P13) 

“I would think a lot of people would prefer to be going back at night to their own 

single cell, so you can sit down at the end of the day and you can do what you want 

to do.” (P21) 

“You have time to think and you can do your own thing in your own time. You can 

write a wee letter in your own time or you can write a wee card or you can read a 

book or you can read the papers or whatever.” (P27) 

 As such, the loss of this ability to organise their own time and space in a shared cell was 

keenly felt (Sloan, 2016). An important repercussion of this reduced autonomy in the shared 

cell was the interference with activities which helped individuals to engage with the reflexive 

project of the self. As discussed earlier in this chapter, the presence of a cellmate can hinder 

these efforts; individuals’ capacities to decide to engage in behaviours that supplement the 

reflexive project of the self (e.g. looking at photographs, reading and writing letters) may be 

reduced by the presence of a cellmate, particularly a cellmate with whom the individual had a 

poor relationship.  

“Where I prefer being on my own because from I’ve been doubled up again, from 

Braid, I haven’t been able to write my letters or… you can’t express yourself 

properly.” (P01) 

“But I won’t put photographs up of children or nephews or nieces, because you don’t 

know who you are sharing a cell with. You don’t know what he is in for. You know 

what I mean? You never know, he could be perving over your photos.” (P16) 

A cellmate could even hinder an individual’s ability to decorate their cell with photographs, 

posters and their own artwork, as they would have to share the wall space with another 

individual and may be reluctant to put up photographs of loved ones (Baer, 2005). This 

impeded not only a sense of spatial autonomy but also the expression of one’s identity. 

Combined with reduced opportunities to undertake the reflexive project of the self, the 

diminished ability to decorate the cell can impede individual’s identity work, which has been 
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shown to be so important for the desistance process (Maruna, 2001; Baer, 2005). However, 

there were instances in which cellmates carved out a routine that worked for them both. Often 

these were cellmates with good cellmate relationships, who respected each other and who had 

similar priorities, such as work or education. In this way, a good cellmate relationship may 

allow individuals to manage the cell together in a way that did not impinge upon feelings of 

autonomy.  

 

In the same way that individuals may be prevented from exercising spatial autonomy to stop 

others from entering their cells when they are assigned a cellmate, they may also struggle to 

exclude their cellmate from their personal space.   

 

Figure 9: Hall’s Proxemic Zones (from Marquardt, 2011) 

Hall’s (1969) categorisations of interpersonal distances (shown above in Figure 9), combined 

with the associated concepts of territoriality and personal space, can help to further an 

understanding of the experience of cell-sharing and spatial autonomy. Typically, the 

dimensions of a shared cell in Northern Ireland were small, between 6.8m2 and 7m2  (Silvestri, 

2013).  Cellmates were almost constantly co-existing within the sphere of each other’s 

personal space, according to Hall’s (1969) categorisations. This could produce a great deal of 

stress, as this interviewee describes: 

“It makes my skin crawl or something. It just makes me so stressed. It is just cortisol, 

it is a stress hormone that… you are too close to me.” (P05) 

“If I could choose, I would love a single cell. But because … a double cell is too 

claustrophobic. You don’t … that’s why you kind of leave the door open, my door 

open, is so I don’t get myself into a panic.” (P18) 

Some interviewees reported being unable to move around the cell at the same time as their 

cellmate. In some shared cells, if both cellmates were on their feet at the same time, they were 

unable to move past each other without making physical contact. This means that cellmates 

can find themselves within each other’s intimate distance zones, as conceptualised by Hall 
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(1969) (see Table 1 above). In this way, a loss of spatial autonomy is encountered as 

individuals are unable to exclude their cellmate from their personal space if they simply want 

to move around the cell. 

 

Whether or not an individual experiences reduced spatial autonomy as a result of an invasion 

of their personal space is dependent on their relationship with their cellmate. According to 

Hall (1969), intimate distance is generally preserved for loved ones and family whilst personal 

distance is where interactions with close friends occur (McLaughlin, Olson and White, 2008). 

Many interviewees reported sharing a cell with individuals that they would not consider loved 

ones, family or close friends; often cellmates were strangers to each other when they began to 

share a cell. To have to admit a cellmate who is little more than an acquaintance or even a total 

stranger to one’s personal and intimate distance zones can be considered an invasion of one’s 

personal space (Evans and Wener, 2007). This sense of having one’s personal space invaded 

was experienced by interviewees as difficult and problematic: 

“You are so in a confined space. You are so close to that other person. You are almost 

sitting on their knee, you know.” (P04) 

“Last night I had a wee bit of a tiff with him last night and said to him, look, knock 

this on the fucking head… you know, you are getting into my space. It is a small 

enough environment anyway, with a double bunk bed in it, and then you’ve got the 

sink and toilet and cupboards. So you’ve only got a wee bit of space” (P16) 

This can partly explain why some individuals struggled to deal with cellmates being in such 

close proximity. Individuals have been found to encounter feelings of physical and 

psychological stress when an invasion of personal space occurs (Evans and Wener, 2007).  

This work helps to explain how and when cell-sharing can negatively affect wellbeing, as the 

nature of cellmate relationships and feelings of safety are important for contextualising how 

people respond to sharing their space with another.  

 

Drawing on both anthropological theory on proxemics and Bird’s (2017) conceptualisation of 

spatial autonomy can help to address some of the aspects of cell-sharing which Goffman’s 

(1959) theory does not address, thus helping to overcome the limits of how helpful Goffman 

can be in this context. When viewed in conjunction with Goffman’s (1959) concepts of 

frontstage and backstage, this body of research can provide a fuller understanding of how and 

why cell-sharing may sometimes have a negative impact on wellbeing and coping, while at 

other times it may help to improve wellbeing and coping.   
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Chapter Summary 

At first glance, the qualitative findings presented above appear to conflict with the quantitative 

findings which suggested that there were no significant differences in self-reported wellbeing 

scores between those in single and shared cells. Many interviewees spoke of negative cell-

sharing experiences and how this had a detrimental impact on their wellbeing in comparison 

to their experiences of single cells. However, the differences in the qualitative and quantitative 

findings can be reconciled by noting that the quantitative findings are based on a cross-

sectional survey which would have captured a snapshot of the wellbeing and cell type of the 

respondents at one point in time. Staff may have sought to manage cell-sharing by ensuring 

that those whose wellbeing was adversely impacted by cell-sharing did not share cells for 

longer than necessary. As a result, those who were sharing cells at the time of the survey may 

be individuals whose wellbeing did not appear to be negatively impacted by cell-sharing. If 

staff are managing cell-sharing in this way, this may explain why no significant difference in 

self-reported wellbeing between those in single and shared cells was found. This can be 

compared to the qualitative findings, where individuals could reflect on a multitude of 

experiences in different types of cells and who perhaps would have been moved out of shared 

cells by staff if their wellbeing was adversely affected by the negative experiences they 

referred to during the interviews. Using a mixed methods design has enabled this 

contextualisation of the quantitative findings that could otherwise have been misleading. On 

the whole, the qualitative and quantitative findings appear to complement each other, 

particularly in regard to the protective influence exerted on wellbeing by having a good 

cellmate.  

 

In terms of understanding the relationship between cell-sharing, coping and wellbeing, these 

findings suggest that cell-sharing often had a negative impact on individuals’ wellbeing, as 

they could experience fears for their safety, a lack of privacy and a lack of having their own 

space or routine. This could also reduce their ability to use certain coping styles associated 

with better wellbeing, especially Active Coping, as a cellmate could prevent individuals from 

undertaking activities such as music therapy and educational programmes. Cell-sharing was 

particularly challenging where the individual or their cellmate suffered from mental health 

issues, drug addiction or other complex social needs. However, the nature of the relationship 

between cellmates played a key role in determining the extent to which individuals’ wellbeing 

was affected and, in some ways, what coping styles they tended to use. Poor cellmate 

relationships could exacerbate the inherent challenges of cell-sharing and could even 

sometimes lead to confrontations, worsening individuals’ wellbeing. Good cellmate 

relationships appeared to offset the negative impact that difficulties of sharing a cell could 
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have on individuals’ wellbeing, as individuals were able to compromise and overcome issues 

that caused friction. Such good relationships meant that cellmates felt that they could display 

emotion and at times even receive positive peer emotional support, to the benefit of their 

wellbeing. This could facilitate the use of Emotional Support as a coping style, which the 

quantitative findings found to be significantly associated with better wellbeing. These findings 

also point to the manner in which imported characteristics can interact with the deprivations 

of the cell environment to influence individuals’ experiences of cell-sharing and the way in 

these experiences can impact their wellbeing. Imported characteristics such as tendencies to 

use coping styles like Substance Use and Behavioural Disengagement, mental health issues, 

addiction problems and other complex needs can amplify the negative impact that the 

deprivations associated with cell-sharing can have on wellbeing. This must be viewed in 

conjunction with the quantitative findings (see Chapter Four), which suggested that the use of 

single cells as informal ‘perks’ associated with the higher levels of the PREPS regime meant 

that individuals with these imported characteristics were more likely to remain on the lower 

levels of PREPS, where cell-sharing was more likely. Some of these imported characteristics 

are already associated with lower wellbeing (see Chapter Four) but remaining on landings 

where cell-sharing is more likely to be encountered means that individuals possessing these 

characteristics may be disproportionately affected by cell-sharing and therefore exposed to its 

potential negative consequences for wellbeing. 

 

These findings help to provide insight into RQ5 which concerned the extent to which 

Goffman’s (1959) conceptualisation of frontstage and backstage is useful for helping us to 

understand cell-sharing and its possible influence on coping and wellbeing. Goffman (1959) 

helps us to understand how cell-sharing can influence wellbeing by highlighting the negative 

consequences that individuals in prison face when their access to backstage is compromised 

by a shared cell.  The findings reveal that cellmate relationships can play a significant role in 

mediating the extent to which individuals feel able to access backstage. This finding can be 

framed by Goffman’s (1959) conceptualisation of backstage, which implies that where trust 

between cellmates exists, it is more likely than individuals will feel that they can engage in 

backstage activity and be less concerned about keeping up a front in line with prison social 

norms. The effort in sustaining both ‘fronts’ and ‘masks’ that demonstrated toughness and hid 

signs of vulnerability could be draining for individuals and, as a consequence, their wellbeing 

could suffer without the opportunity to access backstage. It could also inhibit the display of 

emotion and prevent individuals from being able to use Emotional Support from their cellmate 

to cope with imprisonment. In addition, access to backstage was important if individuals were 

to be able to conduct the reflexive project of the self. By undertaking this reflexive identity 

work, individuals could creatively maintain their biographical narrative, which has been found 
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to be important for a strong sense of self, mental wellbeing and desistance from crime 

(Pennebaker and Seagal, 1999; Maruna, 2001; Vaughan, 2007; Reading and Bowen, 2014; 

Hunter and Farrall, 2018). These findings illustrate how Goffman’s (1959) conceptualisation 

of backstage can help to frame our understanding of how cell-sharing may influence wellbeing 

and coping in prison. 

 

Nevertheless, the findings also raise questions as to whether a consideration of Goffman 

(1959) is sufficient in terms of understanding cell-sharing’s impact on wellbeing and coping. 

Whilst Goffman (1959) helps to a degree, the applicability of his work is more limited in terms 

of explaining when different coping styles may be encouraged or impeded by cell-sharing. 

Beyond the implications of individuals feeling unable to display emotions and how this can 

hinder the pursuit of Emotional Support from a cellmate, Goffman does not seem to be as 

clearly relevant to explaining the use of different coping styles in a shared cell – although it 

must be noted that such an explanation was never one of Goffman’s intended objectives. To 

overcome this limitation of Goffman’s theory,  Bird’s (2017) conceptualisation of spatial 

autonomy can be applied to the shared cell as a way of illustrating the importance of enabling 

individuals to make decisions regarding the use of space in prison and how this can impact on 

their ability to use certain coping styles. Cell-sharing can greatly impede individuals’ spatial 

autonomy in the cell, as a cellmate can prevent individuals from being able to make decisions 

about how to act in the cell and how the space is used. This can be particularly problematic for 

the use of certain coping styles associated with higher wellbeing, such as Active Coping. 

Cellmates may even struggle to enforce their own physical boundaries in terms of personal 

space, which can have a negative impact on their wellbeing (Hall, 1969; Evans and Wener, 

2007) . Following Bird (2017), this reduced spatial autonomy impedes individuals’ efforts to 

build up their own sense of dignity and positive identities. This argument is strengthened when 

viewed in conjunction with this study’s application of Goffman’s (1959) backstage and 

Giddens’ (1991) reflexive project of the self. Being able to enact spatial autonomy by making 

decisions as to whether to have a cellmate or who that cellmate is can enable individuals to 

access backstage, as they could either ensure that they had privacy or only permit individuals 

that they trust to share their cell. This fuller understanding of how and when cell-sharing 

influences wellbeing and the use of coping styles associated with wellbeing may help staff to 

better manage cell-sharing. The next section outlines the challenges that staff face when 

managing cell-sharing and the range of factors that they seek to balance when allocating 

individuals to cells.  
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As demonstrated in the previous chapter, the nature of the relationship between cellmates can 

influence the experience of cell-sharing, as well as their wellbeing and use of coping styles. 

As such, it is important that staff manage cell-sharing appropriately to ensure that a suitable 

combination of individuals are allocated to shared cells where necessary, due to lack of 

available space on landings, or when individuals require peer support. This chapter will 

examine the decision-making processes undertaken by staff and the information used when 

allocating individuals to single or shared cells, before considering the challenges that cell-

sharing poses for staff. It will then identify the operational and individual factors which 

determine the extent to which a cell-sharing arrangement can be said to work. Finally, it will 

explore how individuals who are cell-sharing manage the cell as a space. As established in 

Chapter Five, one of the challenges of sharing a cell is managing the difficulty in accessing 

backstage. According to Goffman (1959), individuals require privacy or trust in those around 

them if they are to be able to engage in backstage activity. This chapter will pay particular 

attention to ways in which strategic behaviours or ‘tactics’ are used to try to enable individuals 

to engage in backstage activity, even when sharing a cell with a cellmate that they do not trust. 

Management of Cell-Sharing 

This section examines RQ4 on how cell-sharing is managed by staff and how decisions about 

cell-sharing are made. The manner in which cell-sharing decisions are made by staff and how 

such decisions are communicated to prisoners can not only influence wellbeing and the coping 

styles used, but it can also perceptions of procedural justice, which is important for maintaining 

order and legitimacy as well as reduced re-offending (Reisig and Mesko, 2009; Beijersbergen, 

Dirkzwager and Nieuwbeerta, 2016; Brunton-Smith and McCarthy, 2016). Staff who make 

decisions on cell allocation should not only conduct such processes in a professional, unbiased 

and competent manner but also give prisoners the opportunity to express their opinions on cell 

allocation. With this in mind, this chapter explores the role Security Officers and landing staff 

play in making decisions on cell-sharing and some of the tensions which are involved in this 

process. It then outlines the operational and individual factors which must be considered when 

deciding whether to place two individuals in a cell together, before summarising key 

challenges which staff face when individuals are sharing a cell. 

Cell Allocation Decision-Making Processes 

Decisions relating to cell allocation involved several parties and processes. To begin with, an 

individual’s ability to share a cell was usually determined by Reception staff. Upon arrival in 

prison, individuals are interviewed by Reception staff. One of the purposes of this interview 
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is to gather information about an individual’s eligibility for cell-sharing by carrying out a 

CSRA. From Reception, individuals move on to the Committal unit to complete the induction 

process. In the Committal unit, individuals whose CSRA categorisation indicates that they 

would not pose a risk to a cellmate are generally placed in shared cells as a means of reducing 

the risk of self-harm or suicide, given previous research which has found that people are at an 

increased risk of suicide during the first few days of custody (Liebling, 1992; Shaw et al., 

2004; van Ginneken, Sutherland and Molleman, 2017). Yet, it was unclear if this was always 

the best approach. A number of the interviewees reported finding cell-sharing on their first 

few nights in prison to be particularly stressful, fearing that their cellmate may attack or rob 

them at a time when they felt especially vulnerable. Individuals who have recently arrived in 

prison and who are allocated to a shared cell may not spend long amounts of time in this 

position. Once the committal process is complete, individuals are usually moved on to another 

house (see Figure 10).  

 

 

Figure 10: Flow Chart Outlining Cell Allocation Decision-Making Processes 

 

In Maghaberry prison, the Security Department oversee the relocation of prisoners in terms of 

moving them between different houses. However, when it comes to the cell allocation, the 

Security Department do not have much involvement. This decision is led by landing staff, 

based on the rationale that they are more likely to know the personalities of the individuals 

involved. Landing staff in Maghaberry prison viewed this as entirely appropriate for that 

reason. In some ways, this did promote the delivery of procedural justice as often this 

facilitated a degree of dialogue between prisoners and staff, thus enabling prisoners to have a 

Commital •Reception staff conduct interview and set
CSRA level

House
movement

•Security approve house move

•Landing staff assign cell

•This is repeated throughout sentence.
CSRA reviewed periodically by
Residential Senior Officers

Prison
transfer

•Security officers at
new prison review
CSRA and assign
house and/or cell.
This is repeated
throughout sentence.
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voice in these proceedings. In contrast to the processes at Maghaberry prison, the Security 

Department in Magilligan prison had a much greater role in not only overseeing moves 

between houses but also cell allocations. This difference in approach may be explained by the 

greater occurrence of cell-sharing in Maghaberry prison where approximately 43% of 

individuals were sharing cells compared to 12% of individuals in Magilligan prison. Fewer 

decisions relating to cell allocation may make it feasible for this task to fall within Security’s 

remit. Furthermore, Maghaberry prison is a Category A establishment where the complex 

needs of the prison population and the greater number of movements in and out of the prison 

may have resulted in Security resources being best put to other uses. Unlike staff at 

Maghaberry prison, staff at Magilligan prison thought it was much more appropriate for the 

Security Department to be the lead on cell allocation decisions, although this appeared to 

reduce the ability of individuals who are the subject of these decisions to have a voice in the 

decision-making process. Yet, this does not necessarily automatically bar access to procedural 

justice. Generally, individuals in Magilligan prison had good relationships with staff and, as a 

consequence of these relationships, individuals were more likely to feel able to express their 

opinions on cell-sharing to these staff who could then relay these to Security (CJINI, 2017). 

Lower proportions of shared cells in Magilligan prison also meant that other arrangements 

could be made e.g. other prisoners who would be happier to share a cell may be found. This 

dialogue between staff and Security, as well as staff and prisoners, was important if prisoners 

were to have a voice in the decision-making process. 

 

Indeed, in both prisons, landing staff and security staff spoke of the communication which 

occurred between them. This could take the form of information seeking, getting approval for 

cell moves or for communicating that certain cell allocations had not been successful:  

“The landing staff work with them day and daily and you have to take on board their 

experience and their recommendations as well. And certainly [Security] will make a 

recommendation but if [Landing staff] come back and say to [Security], you know, 

I don’t think that’s a good idea. […] It is a two-way feed of information. It is not 

simply Security telling them.” (S06) 

Communication between departments, houses and outside agencies often played a role in the 

decision-making process. For instance, the Security department may pass on important 

information about individuals who are being transferred between houses that relates to their 

risk level e.g. details of their behaviour in prison or the nature of their offence. There may be 

communication between houses where individuals had previously resided and the houses 

which individuals were to be assigned, to find out their character or personality to decide what 

cell to put them in. Even communication from support agencies like ADEPT (Alcohol and 
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Drugs: Empowering People through Therapy) or healthcare staff can inform the decision to 

cell share. 

 

Information-sharing with healthcare staff was particularly important as sometimes the 

Healthcare Team advised that some individuals should not share a cell. Despite this, medical 

and healthcare staff were unable to access the computer system to update records with medical 

markers to indicate whether an individual is suitable to share a cell. Instead, officers described 

having to check the wing file in case there were any medical notes detailed there or else seeking 

verification from medical staff. This gap in information-sharing meant that staff often relied 

on prisoners mentioning the relevant information to the landing staff when these checks were 

being made or indeed, divulging this information to medical staff in the first place. 

Furthermore, there were issues relating to staff knowledge and training as to how to complete 

CSRA reviews, as well as concern about how often risk assessments were to be conducted:  

“I would need to go down to Maghaberry and watch how they do it. I have never 

seen them do one or how they carry one out. I don’t know if it is a sheet of paper or 

going into a prisoner and ticking off tick boxes, or if it is a multi-party meeting that 

they have on him.” (S13) 

A lack of understanding of how to complete and review CSRAs could have significant 

consequences for individuals sharing cells. It could lead to an inaccurate assessment of the risk 

that an individual could pose to their cellmate, leading to an inappropriate cell-sharing 

arrangement where one or both cellmates could be in danger. The purpose of the CSRA is to 

safeguard individuals from risks that cellmates can present to each other and so it is important 

that staff understand how to assess these risks to keep individuals safe in custody. 

 

Furthermore, staff were often frustrated by a sense of suspicion that individuals were 

manipulating the CSRA to acquire a single cell. There were several ways which individuals 

attempted to influence the type of cell they were assigned to. This included refusing to share, 

threatening their cellmate, violent acts or hostage taking. Self-harm was also utilised as a way 

of communicating the strength of desire to avoid cell-sharing. Often staff perceived this 

behaviour as an attempt to ensure allocation to a single cell:  

“Sometimes we would find that, if they say that they need a single cell because their 

mental health is being affected, and then they are going to cut if they don’t get a 

single cell… that is how much manipulation was being used. So a lot of people were 

threatening that they were going to cut or self-harm if they didn’t get a single cell.” 

(S10)  
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Recently, the unit which housed mostly sex offenders had encountered individuals seeking 

single cells for a different reason. These individuals were reporting that they were having 

“uncontrollable sexual desire for other prisoners as their reason to get single cells” (S02). As 

a result, they were considered to no longer be eligible for cell-sharing, in the interests of 

safeguarding other individuals. Despite this, staff were often cynical, believing this to be 

another strategy employed to acquire a single cell. Staff were also suspicious when individuals 

requested to share a cell. They did recognise that, in some instances, individuals requested to 

share a cell in order to help them get through difficult situations. Nonetheless, cynicism about 

the motives behind requests to share remained, with many staff believing that requests to share 

cells may be more so based on a desire to engage in drug use or the potential for bullying and 

exploitation of a vulnerable cellmate to occur. Because of this cynicism, many officers were 

quite “hard line” (S03) or rigidly authoritarian in their responses to such behaviours, often 

perceiving these behaviours as efforts to manipulate the system to acquire a single cell and 

denying such requests as a result. 

 

Moreover, the adoption of a “hard line” (S03) approach may be partly explained by some 

staff’s belief that “giving in” to what they viewed as efforts by prisoners to influence cell 

allocation decisions undermined staff authority.  Attempts to resist one’s allocation to a certain 

cell were resented by staff, who perceived this as prisoners dictating which cell they were 

assigned. For some, it was not seen as acceptable for a prisoner to be seen to influence staff 

decisions as this was viewed as undermining their authority. However, some staff questioned 

whether this was an appropriate mindset when the overall goal was the wellbeing of 

individuals and the good management of a landing: 

“Staff will say to me, but you are only letting them get what they want. But what’s 

wrong with letting them get what they want sometimes, if it protects them and 

protects me in the job that I have to do.” (S11) 

In response to individuals refusing to share or wrecking cells to be relocated, staff frequently 

charged the individual with breaking prison rules, demoted them from their PREPS regime 

level or simply enforced the decision to make them share.  

 

These divergent attitudes towards dealing with individuals’ requests, preferences and 

objections relating to cell type have important connotations in terms of staff-prisoner 

relationships and how staff use authority. In prison, staff must exercise judgment to deal with 

these requests. Often the outcome and the way in which their judgment or authority is 

exercised is based on their relationships with the prisoner(s)  (Liebling, 2000).  If staff impose 

certain cell allocation decisions on prisoners instead of considering and discussing their 



183 

 

objections, it highlights that their priority is not achieving or maintaining ‘right relationships’ 

based on respect and fairness but instead exerting their authority.  Paradoxically, the literature 

suggests that such authority is established by appearing just, impartial, honest and respectful 

to prisoners rather than acting coercively (Sparks and Bottoms, 1995; Kolind, 2015; 

Wooldredge and Steiner, 2016). Furthermore, the way in which staff exercise authority can 

have significant implications for legitimacy, maintaining order, reducing violence, prison 

misconduct and distress, as well as re-offending (Liebling and Arnold, 2004; Beijersbergen et 

al., 2014; Crewe, Liebling and Hulley, 2015; Beijersbergen, Dirkzwager and Nieuwbeerta, 

2016; Brunton-Smith and McCarthy, 2016).  

 

Staff interviewees explained that cell allocation decisions had to be based on evidence. They 

spoke of the difficulty they faced when they encountered individuals who claimed that they 

could not share a cell as they presented a risk to a potential cellmate, perhaps due to racist or 

homophobic beliefs. Staff required evidence of these beliefs, such as previous incidents 

relating to racism or homophobia, before they could decide that these individuals should not 

share. Without evidence to verify an individual’s claims, it was challenging for staff to decide 

if it was appropriate for these individuals to share a cell. This was exacerbated by staff’s 

awareness that prisoners were familiar with the duty of care under which staff operated and 

may report that they posed a risk to their cellmate to acquire a single cell. Some prisoners 

viewed this as “a wee game you have to play” (P37). As such, staff used ‘positive risk taking’ 

by placing individuals in a shared cell and monitoring the situation, when they lacked evidence 

to justify placing an individual in a single cell. Nonetheless, some staff were hesitant to engage 

in ‘positive risk taking’ because:  

“Well it relates to the fear culture of in here and it relates to the fact that we can be 

prosecuted for corporate manslaughter if somebody in our care dies and we are found 

to be at fault and we didn’t do what we should have done.” (S07) 

 

Often staff were fearful that they would be held personally responsible for any negative 

consequences that may emerge, with the result that ‘positive risk taking’ opportunities were 

not always pursued, or when they were pursued, it was with the increased anxiety and fear of 

the staff member responsible. Risk management has become a central feature of criminal 

justice bodies and prisons are not exceptions to this (Garland, 2001; McNeill et al., 2009). 

Within UK prisons, prison staff are responsible for the risk assessment and management of 

prisoners (NOMS, 2016). However, intense focus on risk management has produced the myth 

that organisations, such as prisons, have control over uncertainty (Power, 2004). Felton and 

colleagues (2017, p. 85) argue that, in the context of therapeutic risk taking, “organisational 
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processes that are committed to supporting rather than blaming professionals and to facilitating 

learning in the context of adverse events are essential”. In the context of prisons, fear of being 

held personally responsible for decisions can make staff particularly risk averse. Therefore, it 

is important, that if ‘positive risk-taking’ is to be employed by prison officers when allocating 

shared cells, prison officers are supported in making these decisions and facing the 

consequences of these decisions. The findings of this study suggest that there is a lack of 

organisational support and guidance in the form of policy to support staff who are undertaking 

cell allocation decisions. In the absence of specific training on how to make these decisions, 

staff often must learn on the job or through trial and error as to how they might balance a range 

of different considerations (discussed in more detail later in this chapter). This makes 

managing cell-sharing a difficult and challenging task for staff who must fulfil their duty of 

care to safeguard the individuals held in custody, whilst maintaining good order and discipline. 

Cell-sharing could cause other issues for staff in relation to maintaining discipline and order 

on a residential landing, which are explored by the next section. 

Challenges of Cell-Sharing for Discipline and Order 

Cell-sharing poses several challenges for staff managing a residential unit beyond making 

decisions on which cell to place individuals and in which combinations. Generally, staff 

expressed preferences to have individuals in single cells, as far as possible. Their reasons for 

this preference were largely based on the difficulties that cell-sharing presented in terms of 

good order and discipline on landings. These included the potential for increased drug use, 

difficulties with discipline and increased health and safety risks.  

 

Staff were aware of the issues surrounding shared cells and drug use. Some viewed cell-sharing 

as inherently linked to increased drug use, as if one cellmate is involved in using substances, 

it can increase the opportunities for the other cellmate to also engage in such behaviour:  

“I think by being in a cell with that person, they just automatically become involved 

in it” (S01) 

For staff, there were also particular issues relating to cell-sharing and prescription medication. 

The abuse of prescription medication is a significant issue in prisons and wider society in 

Northern Ireland (Randall and Crane, 2014; ACMD, 2016; CJINI, 2018a). In Maghaberry and 

Magilligan prisons, some individuals were responsible for their own prescribed medication. 

These individuals were provided with a lockable storage box in their cells and were subject to 

spot checks to ensure that they had the correct quantity of medication, indicating that they 

were not diverting their medication to others. Some prison officers regarded this as an effective 

method of reducing the diversion of prescription medication to other prisoners, as 
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responsibility for ensuring that they had the correct amount of medication was placed on the 

individuals to whom the medication was prescribed.  Yet, this approach did not make these 

individuals immune to being bullied by others who wished to acquire their medication, 

particularly cellmates. Prisoners commented that cellmates would have the means and 

opportunity to pressure an individual to hand over their medication, potentially without this 

being detected by spot checks. Prison social norms against ‘touting’ made it difficult for 

individuals to report their victimisation to staff or to give a valid justification for requesting to 

move cell without breaching this prison social norm.  Whilst in some circumstances, including 

when an individual found themselves being bullied, ‘touting’ can be  more acceptable (Crewe, 

2005a; Garland and Wilson, 2013), many prisoner interviewees were still averse to the idea of 

telling staff that they were being bullied for their medication due to the fear of social reprisal 

from the other prisoners.    

 

Additionally, staff explained that they could experience difficulties when attempted to charge 

individuals for disciplinary infractions where contraband, such as drug paraphernalia, was 

found in a shared cell. As it could not be proven which cellmate was responsible for the illicit 

items, often it was not possible to charge either:  

“You are not going to attribute it to the individual who is responsible. So, a shared 

cell gives them shared responsibility, which means that there’s no responsibility 

when it comes to it.” (S11) 

Moreover, in instances whereby an individual had caused a disturbance on the landing (e.g. 

threatening or assaulting a staff member or another prisoner), staff may decide to confine that 

individual to their cell for the purposes of ensuring good order and discipline. Yet, the presence 

of a cellmate in the cell could complicate this process for staff. The reasons for this are twofold; 

firstly, the reprimanded individual is not given time to cool off from the confrontation they 

may have been involved in and secondly, the unlocking of the cell to allow their cellmate in 

and out gives the reprimanded individual another opportunity to confront staff. This also 

presented health and safety risks to staff, particularly when trying to engage with an individual 

who might react in a volatile or aggressive manner. If staff must enter a cell occupied by two 

people to restrain an individual, there is a more limited amount of space in which to do so, 

which increases the risk of injury to all parties. There was also the risk to staff that both 

cellmates may decide to confront them.  

 

Some of these issues could be and were avoided by making well-informed decisions relating 

to cell allocation. For instance, staff could perhaps reduce the likelihood of increased drug use 

in a shared cell by not allocating two individuals known to be using substances to the same 
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cell.39 Nevertheless, there are many factors which must also be considered when making cell 

allocation decisions. The next section will explore operational and individual factors that can 

influence whether or not cell-sharing is deemed to ‘work’.  

Understanding When Cell-Sharing Works 

For the purpose of this discussion, cell-sharing can be considered to be working well if the 

wellbeing of both individuals in the cell is not negatively impacted by being placed in that 

shared cell or indeed, if wellbeing is improved by virtue of cell-sharing. There are many factors 

relevant to whether a cell-sharing arrangement works. These can be grouped into operational 

and individual factors. Operational factors relate to the logistical rationales behind placing 

individuals in certain cells, as well as the legal requirements that staff must keep in mind when 

making such decisions.  

Operational Factors 

Staff needed to carefully consider a range of operational factors including: the CSRA 

categorisation of both individuals, their status as remand or sentenced prisoners, their smoking 

status, their preferences regarding sharing, how decisions should be communicated, whether 

it was a short-term or long-term arrangement and the degree of available space on the landing 

(see Figure 11). Factors relating to the risk an individual posed to their cellmate were among 

the most pertinent considerations. CSRA categorisations are used to indicate the level of this 

risk. The CSRA process is therefore an important operational factor to be considered to enable 

the safeguarding of individuals and to produce cell-sharing arrangements that work well. 

However, solely considering risk is not an accurate reflection of the practices undertaken by 

staff when considering cell allocations. As this section will show, there are many other factors 

which are not covered by policy or training that staff must consider if they are to manage cell-

sharing effectively. Consequently, a change in policy may be required to adequately train, 

support and guide staff in their cell allocation decision-making processes. 

 

                                                      

39 It is important to note that earlier findings in this chapter suggest that being in a shared cell can itself 

play a role in increasing drug use, due to the stressful nature of this experience, particularly where a 

good cellmate relationship is not present. 
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Figure 11: Operational Factors Determining Successful Cell-Sharing 

As per the European Prison Rules (Council of Europe, 2006) and Criminal Justice Inspectorate 

Northern Ireland (CJINI) (2015) recommendations, individuals who are on remand should not  

share cells with individuals who are sentenced. However, staff saw this as a somewhat artificial 

distinction, which was not always operationally achievable. They were prepared to be flexible 

in their approach to cell allocation, particularly if a remand prisoner and a sentenced prisoner 

were already on good terms or closer in terms of age and background: 

“If you are sitting with a 56-year-old man on the landing, who is sentenced, and a 

22-year-old man on remand, and you get the opposite over. To us it makes more 

sense to double the people who have the similar age, similar background and it makes 

a better match regardless of whether they are sentenced or remand” (S02) 

In such situations, staff made decisions based on their experience and knowledge of the 

individuals concerned rather than strictly adhering to policies that suggested remand and 

sentenced prisoners should not share cells. Their experiences had led them to conclude that 

better cell-sharing arrangements were achieved when they matched individuals who were of 

similar ages and backgrounds than using the distinction between remand and sentenced 

prisoners. In this way, staff discretion was at odds with the official policy on avoiding placing 

remand and sentenced prisoners in the same cell, as this distinction was perceived as almost 

artificial for staff aiming to facilitate successful cell-sharing arrangements  
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Smoking status was another one of the factors staff prioritised when considering what cell-

sharing arrangements may work well (see Figure 11).  European Union case law indicates that 

individuals who were non-smokers should only share cells with other non-smokers. This 

distinction is aimed at ensuring that a non-smoker is not exposed to second-hand smoke and 

the health implications of this by sharing a cell with a smoker. However, on previous occasions 

when Maghaberry prison was experiencing population pressures, smokers and non-smokers 

had been placed in cells together out of necessity. This was not only due to the number of 

individuals residing on a landing but also due to the CSRA categorisations which required 

some individuals to be placed in a single cell due to the risk they posed to others. As a result, 

the remainder of those on the landing were required to cell share, irrespective of their smoking 

status, due to population pressures. This made juggling the competing requirements of CSRAs 

and smoking status difficult, with the result that at times, smokers and non-smokers may have 

to double up – though this was usually a short-term arrangement. Yet, it is important to 

recognise the implications of placing a non-smoker in a cell with a smoker, particularly in 

relation to the Healthy Prisons Agenda. The Healthy Prisons Agenda “prioritises the health of 

prisoners […] and promotes an environment conducive for health to thrive” (Ismail and de 

Viggiani, 2018, p. 92). Ismail and de Viggiani (2018) found that competing operational 

demands on resources often impeded the extent to which fulfilment of the Healthy Prison 

Agenda was successful. This is precisely the case when a non-smoker is placed in a cell with 

a smoker and thereby exposed to second-hand smoke.  

 

Cell-sharing arrangements also tended to work better if the individuals were part of the 

decision-making process in regard to their cell allocation or consulted about their cell-sharing 

preferences (e.g. who they would share with and for how long). When individuals knew each 

other or were consulted in choosing their cellmate, this often alleviated some of the wariness 

associated with sharing a cell. Some prisoner interviewees spoke of scoping out the wing to 

see if there was someone preferable to share with, in the event of being allocated a cell with a 

stranger or someone they did not want to share with. Having an opportunity to have their voice 

heard in the cell allocation decisions was believed by prisoners to increase the likelihood that 

cell-sharing would work well:   

“And you can’t always pick your cellmate, but if you can… down here they would 

let you, not like Maghaberry. It is a bit better.” (P32) 

“We were in the same terrapin. We were in Foyleview and stuff and we had been 

getting along. So when they came in and asked… told us you are moving, some of 

you are going to have to double up, but you can choose who you are doubled up 
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with. So he came to me and said listen, do you want to double up. And I says, aye, 

why not?” (P34) 

Interviewees expressed a sense of empowerment when they were able to exercise autonomy 

and agency by choosing a cellmate. This could increase the likelihood of the cell-sharing 

arrangement working well, and simultaneously provide individuals with an opportunity to 

exercise individual agency, associated with higher wellbeing in prison (Favril et al., 2017). 

 

The way staff communicated decisions to allocate or move an individual to a shared cell could 

also be influential in terms of how that decision was received by the relevant individuals. It 

set the tone and context of the cell-sharing arrangement, even influencing how it progressed. 

Prisoner interviewees spoke of how conversations with staff and efforts to understand their 

perspective were valued, particularly by those who struggled in shared cells. Higher quality 

staff-prisoner relationships enabled these conversations, especially if they were based on the 

form of respect which Butler and Drake (2007) characterise as ‘respect-as-consideration’. This 

form of respect requires “officers to treat inmates with courtesy by being considerate and polite 

and avoiding insulting and degrading treatment” (Butler and Drake, 2007, p. 125). Hulley and 

colleagues (2012) emphasise that not only is treating individuals in prison fairly and with 

respect fundamental to the delivery of procedural justice but it can have important implications 

for how decisions are received by individuals. When these decisions are made according to 

the principles of procedural justice (i.e. fairness, competence and considering the individual’s 

voice), the nature of the decision-making process can be more important than the particular 

outcome. In terms of cell-sharing allocations, this may suggest that conducting these decisions 

with fairness and respect could ensure that individuals accept the decision to place them in a 

certain type of cell, even if it is not the outcome they wanted. This can be contrasted with 

situations where individuals felt powerless rather than empowered as a result of an enforced 

cell allocation decision, with which individuals were unhappy and with which they had not 

had an opportunity to voice their concerns to staff. Such feelings could mean that sharing a 

cell with someone got off to a bad start and made refusals to share or violent outbursts towards 

staff more likely.  

 

Similarly, the timing of the delivery of decisions to allocate someone a cellmate could be 

important.  

“They came to me at twenty past five at the weekend; this is twenty past five is their 

lock up and they said you are getting a cellmate for the night. And I goes… right 

[…] And at that time, as well, you don’t really have a choice to go and make a case, 

do you know? You can’t go to a senior officer or a member of staff and say listen, I 
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don’t want this to happen for X, Y and Z, because it’s that time, you are not allowed 

out of your cell again. So stay there and deal with it.”  (P02) 

In this instance, the decision was communicated to the individual after lock-up on a weekend 

and was somewhat sprung upon him. Being deprived of the ability to voice his concerns meant 

that he experienced a great degree of frustration.  Nevertheless, it is important to remember 

the pressures staff face in terms of running the landing generally meant that sometimes staff 

encountered the sudden arrival of individuals who needed to be allocated cells quickly.  

“Whenever I was in residential it was frustrating whenever security would just phone 

you and go, you are getting two. And you are going, well could you not have phoned 

me first thing this morning and said there’s a couple here in Bann (the committal 

house for individuals who have just arrived in the prison) who need to progress on? 

So at least you could be thinking about it throughout the day. Whereas it would have 

literally just been a phone call a couple of minutes before they came over.” (S07) 

Given these pressures, it was not always possible for staff to have time to converse and discuss 

issues relating to cell allocation with individuals. 

 

In addition, sharing a cell for a short period of time could influence the success of the cell-

sharing arrangement. Individuals were sometimes told that their allocation to a shared cell was 

temporary and this meant that the situation was more tolerable to them. Sometimes an 

individual requested to share with a cellmate for a few nights, particularly if they were feeling 

distressed. Such arrangements could provide emotional support without the potential stresses 

related to a prolonged period of cell-sharing. Interviewees were greatly appreciative of 

occasions when staff had facilitated this arrangement. This was indicative of respectful staff-

prisoner relationships, which engendered a sense of the officer acting fairly towards the 

individual and so enabling the delivery of procedural justice, as discussed above. On a more 

fundamental level, it demonstrated empathy on the officer’s part and the desire to treat the 

individual with dignity. These are characteristics of ‘good’ officers, according to Liebling and 

colleagues (2011). However, for some individuals, a short-term cell-sharing arrangement was 

sought to gain access to drugs that one or the other may have acquired. These arrangements 

‘work’ in the sense that individuals may be keen to share but clearly carry the risks associated 

with drug-taking behaviour, such as overdose, infection or volatile behaviour:  

“When it comes to the weekend, the boys get a wee bit of hooch on the go or 

something like that, a wee bit of dope or something, you want doubled up. But there’s 

boys in here will tell you, on Monday morning get him out the fuck. I want my own 

space again.” (P33) 
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It is important that staff found a balance between pragmatically offering the option of cell-

sharing to those who required short-term emotional support and not permitting individuals to 

share a cell if the underlying motivation to do so is to share a drug supply. Being able to 

distinguish between these instances requires a certain degree of ‘jail craft’, practices exercised 

by experienced staff that combine treating individuals with compassion with being able to 

uphold order and discipline in a penal establishment (Peacock, Turner and Varey, 2018). This 

raises questions as to whether it is appropriate for staff to rely almost solely on ‘jail craft’ when 

making these decisions, in the absence of clear policy or training that could guide these 

decisions. 

 

On top of these operational constraints, officers often were restricted by the amount of 

available space on the landing, which was one of the most pressing factors to consider.  

Population pressures required more individuals to share, in opposition to the general 

preference of having a single cell. Given that self-selection or a preference to share was found 

to be an important determinant of a cell-sharing arrangement that works well, population 

pressures make successful cell-sharing less likely. In this way, a lack of available space on a 

landing can determine whether staff had the flexibility to make cell allocation decisions that 

are likely to work well. This flexibility was impeded to a greater degree if there were many 

individuals with High Risk CSRAs, which meant they had to have a single cell. Whilst the 

CSRA policy provided guidance on individuals who should not share cells, policy is lacking 

in terms of providing guidance on how to allocate cells to individuals who are deemed eligible 

for cell-sharing, with a view to facilitating optimal cell-sharing arrangements that promote 

good cellmate relationships and consequently better wellbeing and coping. Indeed, there were 

other relevant considerations which related to how well cell-sharing arrangements worked and 

how cell-sharing might impact on an individual’s wellbeing and behaviour in prison more 

generally. These have been conceptualised as ‘individual factors’ which are discussed in the 

next section.  

Individual Factors 

Individual factors could play a role in determining whether or not a cell-sharing arrangement 

worked. These factors included physical health, specific individual behaviours and habits, the 

combination of individual personalities, ethnicity and language barriers, experiences of 

distress, pre-existing relationships, mental health needs and drug usage (see Figure 12). Staff 

could only consider such factors if they had knowledge of this information. Different forms of 

record-keeping and different levels of access to the Prison Record and Information System 

(PRISM) meant that not all staff could access information that could be relevant to deciding 
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whether an individual should share a cell or with whom they should share a cell with. For 

instance, healthcare staff were often unable to record information on PRISM. This highlights 

potential problems with interagency and interdepartmental communication which can affect 

the ability of staff to make well informed cell-sharing allocation decisions. Right staff-prisoner 

relationships can help to overcome some of these communication shortcomings as prisoners 

may disclose potentially relevant information to staff if they are informed and involved in cell 

allocation decisions.  

 

 

Figure 12: Individual Factors Determining Successful Cell-Sharing 

Based on the interviews, a range of physical health conditions could have an impact on whether 

a cell-sharing arrangement was workable, and whether cell-sharing affected wellbeing. Some 

individuals with physical mobility issues required a bottom bunk due to limited mobility. This 

requirement did not automatically mean that cell-sharing was not going to work out. However, 

it did pose issues to staff on landings where many individuals require bottom bunks. In 

addition, many individuals were worried about the risk of infection if they shared a cell with 

a cellmate suffering from Hepatitis or HIV. Staff had to manage these concerns by allocating 

individuals who were infectious to a single cell. Cell-sharing could also be used by staff to 
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manage individuals with epilepsy, which was not uncommon amongst the prison population. 

Individuals with epilepsy were often placed in a shared cell so that in the event of a seizure, 

their cellmate could alert staff. Interviewees with epilepsy spoke of how injuries had been 

averted by their cellmate’s intervention or how having a cellmate could be reassuring but 

others were embarrassed that a cellmate witnessed their seizures. A few interviewees with 

epilepsy felt it was unfair that they were unable to have their own cell due to their condition. 

Some cellmates of individuals with epilepsy experienced anxiety and resentment at being 

placed in such a position of responsibility by prison staff. This could be avoided if staff 

consulted both the epileptic cellmate (to ensure that they are comfortable having another 

individual in the cell with them in the event of a seizure and to ascertain who this could be) 

and the non-epileptic cellmate (to check if they are willing to take on the responsibility of 

alerting staff).  This reinforces the value of giving individuals a voice in the decision-making 

process, which can increase the perception of being treated fairly, in accordance with the 

principles of  procedural justice (Jackson et al., 2010; Brunton-Smith and McCarthy, 2016). 

Therefore, whilst cell-sharing can work as a way of ensuring the safety of epilepsy sufferers, 

the relationship with the non-epileptic cellmate is important if the arrangement is to work well.   

 

Moreover, conditions like Irritable Bowel Syndrome (IBS) could present issues in terms of 

hygiene and feelings of embarrassment or even humiliation. Individuals with IBS can suffer 

symptoms, such as abdominal pain, diarrhoea, constipation and flatulence. The lack of privacy 

when using the toilet in a shared cell when experiencing these symptoms led to feelings of 

degradation and a loss of dignity, which can be deeply felt in prison. According to Shultziner 

and Rabinovici (2012), violations of dignity can injure or threaten an individual’s sense of 

self-worth. In the context of imprisonment,  higher levels of self-worth are important not only 

for wellbeing and coping during incarceration but also for an individual’s likelihood of 

desistance (Maruna, 2001; Vanhooren, Leijssen and Dezutter, 2016). As such, it was 

problematic where individuals with specific health issues experienced degradation and lack of 

dignity when sharing a cell. Nonetheless, if well-managed, cell-sharing had the propensity to 

work well not only by improving wellbeing but by also providing a support mechanism for 

individuals with other physical health conditions, especially mobility issues or epilepsy.  

 

Furthermore, as previously explained, cell-sharing can be particularly effective when an 

individual is experiencing distress or having problems. Vulnerable individuals could receive 

emotional support from their cellmate, who could alert staff if they were concerned about the 

vulnerable individual’s behaviour (discussed in more detail in Chapter Five). In most 

instances, there needed to be a pre-existing relationship between the cellmates to facilitate the 

giving and receipt of emotional support. Such support can be given when individuals have a 
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cellmate that they trust, as this provides an opportunity for them to engage in backstage activity 

in front of that cellmate, revealing their true emotions without fear of negative consequences. 

This cannot only improve wellbeing but also facilitate the opportunity to use Emotional 

Support as a coping style, which is itself also associated with higher wellbeing. Cellmates 

could provide support over periods of lock up or overnight, when access to other services may 

be limited. Nevertheless, as mentioned previously, it is necessary to monitor the supporting 

cellmate’s own wellbeing. Staff recognised the value of the peer support that a cellmate could 

provide but were also mindful of potential ulterior motives underlying requests to share with 

certain individuals, including bullying or drug use. Therefore, staff considered not only 

whether there was a pre-existing relationship between prospective cellmates but also the nature 

of that relationship, to ensure that vulnerable individuals were not at risk.  

 

Mental health issues and/or addiction issues can also potentially put an individual in a position 

of vulnerability in a shared cell. It was important that staff considered the mental health and/or 

addiction issues that individuals may have, if they were to achieve cell-sharing arrangements 

which worked well. Mental health issues experienced by one or both cellmates could influence 

how well cell-sharing worked. Depending on the nature of the mental health condition, 

individuals could be at risk sharing a cell with someone suffering from mental health issues, 

due to the potential for unpredictable or volatile behaviour. Cell-sharing may also not work 

for individuals who have a history of physical or sexual abuse. Mental health issues such as 

Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder, Obsessive Compulsive Disorder or those related to previous 

trauma and ACEs could make it difficult for individuals to share a cell, especially if the 

cellmate was not aware or understanding of their personal history. Taking a trauma-informed 

approach would require staff “to be aware of the impact of trauma, minimizing 

retraumatization, and [promote] a fundamental “do no harm” approach that is sensitive to how 

institutions may inadvertently re-enact traumatic dynamics” (Miller and Najavits, 2012, p. 1). 

In the context of undertaking cell allocation decisions that work well, it may involve ensuring 

that individuals who have experienced trauma do not share cells so that they feel safe and 

supported. Further, the success of cell-sharing arrangements could be influenced in several 

ways by issues relating to a cellmate’s addiction and/or drug-taking behaviour. As previously 

discussed, individuals could be fearful or anxious due to the behaviour of a cellmate under the 

influence of drugs and may struggle to deal with their physical withdrawal symptoms. These 

experiences could render the cell-sharing arrangement unworkable due to the negative impact 

on the wellbeing of the non-drug using cellmate. The integration of importation/deprivation 

models can help to understand why these factors influence whether cell-sharing works 

(Thomas, 1977; Grapendaal, 1990; Dye, 2010). Individuals bring personal characteristics such 

as mental health issues, ACEs or substance abuse problems with them into prison, whereby 



195 

 

the deprivations of the prison environment can exacerbate these issues. In other words, the 

individual factors which shape how an individual deals with cell-sharing can also in turn be 

worsened by a shared cell.  

 

Other individual factors, such as the habits and behaviours of the two individuals in the shared 

cell, can influence whether a cell-sharing arrangement is going to work well. For instance, 

many individuals expressed a preference for a single cell due to an unwillingness to share with 

individuals they considered to be unhygienic. Whilst not covered formally by prison policy, 

staff recognised that there were certain individuals who would not be suitable for cell-sharing 

because of their poor hygiene: 

“I mean there is someone here who is Standard, but he covered his room in poo and 

food and other bodily fluids. So, you just wouldn’t put anyone in with him. You 

could, but you just wouldn’t.” (S01) 

Silvestri (2013) points out that prisoners on dirty protest40 are usually moved to segregation 

units to be managed there but policy on what kind of cell an individual with poor hygiene, 

rather than an individual engaged in a dirty protest, should be placed in is lacking. A cell-

sharing arrangement which featured an individual who had good standards of personal hygiene 

and an individual who had poor personal hygiene was unlikely to be successful. The 

importance of a clean cell and a cellmate with good personal hygiene was repeatedly and 

strongly stated by interviewees. Similarly, strong feelings were expressed regarding bad 

habits, such as cellmates who picked their nose or who did not wash their clothes. Interviewees 

spoke of the strength of feeling relating to an unhygienic cellmate or a cellmate with bad habits. 

Being assigned such a cellmate could result in a refusal to share a cell, with some preferring 

to be sent to the CSU rather than to remain in the shared cell with an unhygienic individual. 

This has direct relevance to the strategic priorities put forward by NIPS as part of its Strategic 

Efficiency and Effectiveness (SEE) programme; one of these priorities was ‘decency’ (Prison 

Review Team, 2011). Liebling (2004, p. 331) regards “the extent to which prisoners can keep 

themselves and their living area clean” as one aspect of ‘decency’. Sharing a cell with a 

cellmate who is unhygienic can diminish the extent to which an individual is treated with 

decency in prison. As a result, if cell-sharing is going to work, generally it would require two 

individuals who have similar standards and practices of hygiene. 

 

                                                      

40 Dirty protests involve prisoners smearing excrement on the walls of their cells in protest at the 

conditions or nature of their imprisonment and are usually engaged in by politically motivated prisoners 

in Northern Ireland (House of Commons, Northern Ireland Affairs Committee, 2004) 
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Additionally, the personalities of individuals can play a role in determining the interactions 

between the two cellmates, and so how likely it is that cell-sharing will work. Some 

combinations of individuals seemed to be more compatible than others. For a successful 

cellmate relationship, often individuals spoke of wanting to have similar mindsets or outlooks 

on life. For example, extroverts and introverts are often allocated cells with individuals with 

similar personalities. This increased the likelihood that the cellmates would get on with each 

other and be able to tolerate, or even to enjoy, sharing a cell.  In particular, individuals did not 

want to share with cellmates who did not share a positive mindset. Interviewees spoke of how 

a cellmate’s lack of motivation or despondency made it difficult for them to maintain a positive 

outlook. This could put a strain on cellmate relationships and also increase the likelihood that 

both individuals would suffer from a lack of motivation, disengaging from work or education 

opportunities. This reaffirmed the findings from the quantitative analysis presented in Chapter 

Four which found an association between poor cellmate relationships and the use of 

Behavioural Disengagement as a coping style.  Similar interests and backgrounds, whilst not 

strictly personality characteristics, were nonetheless very important in terms of forging a good 

relationship with a cellmate. The personalities of both cellmates can intersect to influence the 

relationship they form. One of the qualities that an individual can possess that can help them 

to be more likely to respond well to a cellmate is being laid back. Individuals who were more 

easy-going were less likely to be negatively impacted by their cellmate’s behaviour (e.g. a 

cellmate’s fidgeting, snoring or television habits) that may have bothered less easy-going 

cellmates. Another important personality attribute that could influence how well a cell-sharing 

arrangement worked was how domineering individuals were. Interviewees spoke of the 

difficulties sharing a cell when there was a power differential between cellmates that could 

leave the more vulnerable cellmate at risk of being manipulated: 

“Hardest thing about cell-sharing? Just putting two people in a cell that clash. Their 

personalities clash. Or putting two complete opposites in a room too, that could be 

… because then you are going to get one person that’s going to manipulate the other 

person.” (P07) 

 

Within the context of this study’s focus and its methodological limitations, it was difficult to 

determine which precise personality traits were most likely to clash. However, a few 

combinations of personalities did seem to cause problems for cellmates. One personality trait 

which could influence a cellmate relationship was talkativeness. For some, sharing a cell with 

individuals who talk too much (or who do not have the awareness to be quiet at certain key 

times, such as during favourite television shows) was very testing. Some individuals also 

identified outgoingness as a personality trait which they would not necessarily desire in a 
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cellmate. They found that sharing a cell with such an individual made the cell a space where 

they could not properly relax. This suggests that clashing personalities can influence the 

success of a cell-sharing arrangement. However, it is difficult to pinpoint the exact 

combinations of personalities which produce poor cell-sharing arrangements as it is beyond 

the scope and methods of this study.  

 

Further, the ethnicity of the individuals sharing a cell could influence whether the cell-sharing 

arrangement worked. A language barrier between cellmates could put a strain on the cellmate 

relationship and result in an unsuccessful cell-sharing arrangement. The inability or difficulty 

to converse made sharing the cell harder. Staff tended to put foreign nationals who spoke the 

same language in a cell together, to ensure that they were not socially isolated. Indeed, this 

was a preference expressed by members of the Irish Travelling community who stated that 

they would not wish to share with non-Travellers. This was explained in reference to their 

“rough and ready” (P27) attitude which interviewees found that non-Travellers did not 

understand. Members of the Travelling community also expressed a preference to be able to 

share with family as they felt that this helped them to deal with imprisonment, although some 

non-Travellers similarly expressed this desire. Another reason for members of the Travelling 

community’s preference to share cells solely with other Travellers was the automatic suspicion 

and prejudice they felt they came under when sharing with a non-Traveller:  

“I just don’t like people… you know, fellas looking down on me or something like 

that there. They would look down on you straight away and they wouldn’t leave 

tobacco sitting or nothing sitting around the place. They would think we were going 

to steal it.” (P27) 

High levels of discrimination against Irish Travellers, both in the criminal justice system and 

wider society, are well documented (Cromarty, 2018). Importation theory helps to explain how 

prison social norms reflect the stereotypes and prejudices present in the communities of which 

they are a part, having been brought into prison by the individuals now imprisoned there (Irwin 

and Cressey, 1962; Wacquant, 2001). In these ways, stereotypes and prejudices can cause 

issues in a shared cell and produce an unsuccessful cell-sharing arrangement.  

 

Racial prejudices, although rarely expressed by interviewees, did exist and could predicate an 

unsuccessful cell-sharing arrangement. The strength of these prejudices could result in 

violence within the context of a shared cell.  

“Aye, well they put me in with a Chinese man over in Quoile (a residential house in 

Maghaberry Prison). That’s what I was moved out of Quoile for, because I was going 

to beat the head off him.” (P23) 
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Staff may not always be able to spot such hostile underlying attitudes when conducting the 

CSRAs (particularly given the evidence-based nature of these assessments discussed above). 

It is possible that such prejudice could become exacerbated in a shared cell, if there are other 

strains on the cellmate relationship, such as clashing personalities. An individual’s beliefs, 

stereotypes and prejudices could have an impact on the nature of their relationship with a 

cellmate who possessed attributes or was part of the group towards which such feelings were 

directed.  Such a combination was likely to produce an unsuccessful cell-sharing arrangement.  

 

Lastly, as previously stated, a pre-existing (and positive) relationship between the individuals 

sharing a cell could make a successful cell-sharing arrangement more likely. This was often a 

result of prior knowledge of an individual on the landing. Such knowledge could be through a 

family member or a friend (even co-accused) from their community outside prison. As a result 

of having a positive pre-existing relationship, some individuals even requested to share a cell 

together. The benefits of sharing a cell with someone with whom an individual is already 

familiar were clear. An individual could feel safer in their cell and less wary of their cellmate. 

There was also more scope for conversation which could be a welcome distraction during lock-

up periods: 

“If you get doubled up with somebody from your own area, you’ve got a lot to talk 

about. You’ve got a lot to talk about. Old times. Just talking about… reminiscing. 

Just reminiscing.” (P07) 

The general consensus was that it was beneficial for an individual’s wellbeing to share a cell 

with someone familiar, if they were going to have to share a cell at all. This was largely due 

to the increased likelihood of a good cellmate relationship and ability to trust that individual 

more readily. The quantitative results in Chapter Four showed that when an individual had a 

good relationship with their cellmate, they had even better wellbeing than individuals who 

were in single cells. In these situations, cell-sharing is more likely to work as trust between 

cellmates can not only alleviate concerns for personal safety but enable individuals to access 

backstage in front of their cellmate, to display emotions and even potentially make use of 

Emotional Support as a coping style as a result of this good cellmate relationship. This can 

help individuals to engage with and process their emotions and the personal issues they may 

face.  

 

In summary, there are many factors which influence whether cell-sharing works or not. The 

findings indicate that the operational and individual factors, summarised in Figure 11 and 

Figure 12, are important considerations when deciding which combination of potential 

cellmates may result in a cell-sharing arrangement which works well. This section then 



199 

 

contributes to our understanding of RQ4, examining how cell-sharing is managed. As the 

quantitative findings indicated that most individuals sharing cells reported having a good 

relationship with their cellmates (see Chapter Four), this suggests that generally NIPS staff are 

balancing these operational and individual factors appropriately, to make effective decisions 

on cell allocation. However, at times, these findings also indicate that NIPS staff are making 

these decisions in the absence of policy and training on how to balance these different factors. 

The next section explores how individuals use different tactics to cope with being in a shared 

cell and to manage their relationship with their cellmate when cell allocation decisions have 

not resulted in a cell-sharing arrangement that works. Such tactics are especially important if 

individuals are placed in cells with cellmates they do not know or trust, as the use of tactics 

can help to build up a good relationship between cellmates and even to enable them to 

negotiate a degree of access to backstage as a result. 

Tactics 

Cellmates often adopted different strategic behaviours to help them to manage the cell as a 

space; these can be thought of as tactics. Tactics could be physical, social or emotional in 

nature. The main rationale behind such tactics was to simply survive in a shared cell with as 

little friction between cellmates as possible. In this way, they could be viewed as part of 

individuals’ efforts to use Active Coping to cope with imprisonment, as this coping style 

relates to ‘doing something’ to improve one’s situation. Some of these tactics had a latent 

objective or function which related to achieving a space in which backstage could be accessed. 

Following Goffman’s (1959) conceptualisation of backstage, individuals required privacy or 

trust in those around them to engage in backstage activity. Such privacy or trust in one’s 

cellmate is not guaranteed in prison. However, as the interviews revealed, certain behaviours 

could help individuals to engage in backstage activity even in the company of a cellmate who 

was not trusted.  This section will explore the physical, social and emotional tactics individuals 

used, focusing firstly on how they managed the cell as a space before considering how the use 

of these tactics could facilitate some backstage access, even in the company of an untrusted 

cellmate. 

 

To manage a shared cell, some individuals used a social tactic that focused on establishing 

themselves as a more dominant force in the cell: 

“Maybe just being able to manipulate him a bit better because he is a weaker 

prisoner.” (P07) 
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“And I’ve just went like that and looked at them. That very look there. And as I am 

sure you can tell that isn’t really a friendly look. You stare right into their eyes. You 

don’t have to say anything” (P13) 

 This could be achieved by virtue of their reputation and social connections with other 

individuals, such as members of paramilitary groups or individuals who were well-known and 

held in high regard in the prison or outside community. Another way of using this social tactic 

was to emphasise the nature of the offence that they were convicted or charged for: 

“He was more accommodating and more… but I think it’s because of the charge I 

was in for, he might have been a bit scared. You know what I mean? He was maybe 

thinking I am a bit violent” (P05) 

 Lifers or those convicted of more serious or violent offences were “to some degree feared and 

were certainly seen as a different category of ‘more serious’ prisoner” (Crewe, 2009, p. 294). 

Having renowned social connections or a conviction of a serious/violent offence was 

consistent with valued prison social norms such as assertiveness, power and toughness 

(Ricciardelli, Maier and Hannah-Moffat, 2015b). Acting in accordance with these social ideals 

in a cell could lead to one cellmate to “rule the roost” (P01), e.g. deciding what is watched on 

television and when or taking up most of the storage space. Nonetheless, there was a fine line 

between acting in a manner which was extremely domineering and bullying or exploitation:  

“There were people who would take all their cellmate’s stuff and not touch their 

own, and then when it was time to use theirs, they wouldn’t share. You know, just 

completely selfish and greedy.” (P28) 

 

The use of establishing oneself as the dominant cellmate as a social tactic was not necessarily 

malicious. For instance, some individuals described the good intentions that were underlying 

their imperiousness, including helping their cellmate to adapt to imprisonment: 

“I’ve got him into a routine now. Do you know what I mean? He kind of stayed up 

all night and just lazed about, but I’ve got him into his training and going to bed 

early, you know.” (P10) 

“It was his first time in prison so me, having been in and out of the system for years, 

I was able to immediately school him in the dos and don’ts of prison life. So he took 

that as like a rule book and ran with it.” (P13) 

The success of this social tactic, establishing oneself as the ‘dominant’ cellmate, may hinge 

on the personality of the other cellmate and whether or not the cellmates had a good 

relationship to start with. If the ‘non-dominant’ cellmate acted in accordance with prison social 
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norms of toughness, acting in an overtly assertive and domineering fashion could backfire and 

result in conflict between cellmates, regardless of the ‘dominant’ cellmate’s good intentions.  

 

Standing up for oneself was viewed positively as it was associated with prison social norms 

of toughness, strength and masculinity but it could also function as a social tactic that helped 

individuals to manage the cell and their relationship with their cellmate. Not only did it help 

individuals to establish boundaries about the appropriate way to act in a shared cell, but 

individuals could find themselves treated with more respect as a result. It may, then, be seen 

as a way that individuals used Active Coping in a shared cell, by ensuring that they were 

treated well by their cellmate. Interviewees reported having more respect for their cellmates 

who stood up for themselves.  

“If I am in the wrong about something, [name of his cellmate] will be the first one 

to stand up and shout it at me, know what I mean? Where some cellmates I’ve been 

in with, they will sit there and just let you treat them like a dick.” (P24) 

“The last thing you want is to be doubled up with somebody and … do you want to 

do this? Do you want to do that? Do you want to watch this? Yes, yes, yes, yes. And 

then you go out to work, come back, and then you hear from somebody down the 

landing, oh he’s turning round and saying that you are making him watch this and 

you are doing that. And you’d be put down as a bully. That happens all the time.” 

(P32) 

These interviewees spoke of the frustration of sharing with a cellmate who did not stand up 

for themselves. They were less likely to respect such an individual and so less likely to have a 

good relationship with that cellmate.  Yet, standing up for oneself, acting assertively and being 

willing to demand respect from a cellmate could be difficult for some individuals, especially 

those who had poor levels of self-worth and self-esteem. This may be particularly challenging 

for individuals who suffered from depression or who had ACEs, as these have been linked to 

low self-esteem (Matsuura, Hashimoto and Toichi, 2009) and are highly prevalent amongst 

the prison population (Reavis et al., 2013; Fazel et al., 2016). Individuals’ wellbeing may be 

impacted by failing to stand up for oneself as these individuals were not regarded as living up 

to the social norm of toughness and may find themselves struggling to attain social status 

whilst also being at risk of bullying and victimisation. The quantitative findings of this study 

support this, indicating that lower levels of endorsement of Toughness were associated with 

lower wellbeing scores.  

 

Another key social tactic that was used to manage the cell as a shared space was the 

development of a good relationship between cellmates. Managing the cell was much easier if 
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there was a positive pre-existing relationship but some individuals were able to cultivate a 

friendship with a cellmate who was initially a stranger. Often individuals built on common 

interests and social connections from their respective communities to grow this relationship. 

“Aye, because if you are in a cell with someone you don’t know, they mightn’t talk 

much. Like see me and him, we would sit and talk about the good times we had and 

things we did outside. Things that … like he is having a new wean, born this week 

or something.” (P30) 

 This was an important social tactic as often it meant that conflicts were easier to resolve, 

individuals were more comfortable with each other and less on edge. As a result, they were 

more likely to reach compromises in regard to their behaviour in the cell (e.g. television 

viewing habits or general hygiene practices). Individuals who were predisposed to use Active 

Coping to cope with imprisonment may make use of this social tactic to alleviate awkwardness 

in a cell with a cellmate and instead build a relationship that could make cell-sharing easier. 

Yet, while developing a good cellmate relationship was an important social tactic, it was not 

a simple social tactic to manage successfully. Interviewees spoke of a vast range of social 

calculations which had to be made in terms of regulating one’s own behaviour in the cell so as 

not to unbalance the cellmate relationship. Some mentioned being careful about which 

conversation topics they brought up with their cellmate, e.g. not mentioning one’s own family 

too much if they knew their cellmate was feeling particularly homesick: 

“You just have to… you have to know what to say … you have to think about what 

you are saying, when you are saying it. You can’t talk about your family because 

they are missing their family. He is probably in a different country. In fact I think 

they were in a different country. So you just have to watch… be careful what you 

are saying, so it doesn’t make things harder for them.” (P07) 

Other social tactics could involve changing how individuals used space, due to the 

consequences their behaviour had for their social relationship with their cellmate. For instance, 

toilet use could be negotiated, with individuals refraining from using the toilet in the cell out 

of consideration for their cellmate. Television viewing habits were sometimes changed out of 

consideration for one’s cellmate, for instance, being mindful of programmes that one’s 

cellmate did not enjoy and not viewing them. Interviewees also spoke of being extremely 

careful in terms of the noise they produced while watching TV or moving round the cell while 

their cellmate was sleeping: 

“Like I would feel bad sometimes if someone has come into a cell that I have been 

into for a long time and they want to watch something on TV, but I don’t want to 

feel uncomfortable in my own cell as well.” (P20) 
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“Because if you get up, you’ve to sort of tip-toe about. Not tip-toe about but to try 

and be a wee bit courteous. Be a wee bit quiet. And you don’t want to slap about the 

cell in case you wake him up. Do you know what I mean?” (P25) 

 

These careful considerations can be thought of as social tactics, aimed at preserving a carefully 

balanced cellmate relationship. In this way, this particular social tactic can help to achieve a 

social environment in a shared cell that can enable an individual to trust one’s cellmate and so 

feel more comfortable accessing backstage, increasing wellbeing. 

 

Developing a good relationship with one’s cellmate was a particularly valuable tactic to use, 

if individuals were to be able to access backstage in a shared cell. A good cellmate relationship 

made it more likely that the degree of trust between cellmates required for backstage access 

could be established. A high level of comfort and trust was far easier to attain if cellmates were 

familiar with each other already: 

“Sometimes it’s easier because you don’t need to fucking go through all that getting 

to know someone.” (P19) 

“I was doubled up with a guy who I know years, you know, and me and him get on 

well. So you had a good laugh and whatever, you know, so it made it a lot easier. 

Because I knew him from prison the last time. And got on well with him. So that 

was half the battle, like.” (P26) 

Interestingly, one interviewee described a social tactic he used to ascertain if a cellmate was 

trustworthy when they began to share a cell:  

“Just tell them something and say look, keep that to yourself. And someone on the 

yard will always say to you, aye, yer man or whatever. And then you know then.” 

(P14) 

In this way, trust was key to developing good cellmate relationships, with important 

implications for backstage access in accordance with Goffman’s (1959) theory. In the 

company of a trusted cellmate, individuals may feel comfortable enough to be able to express 

and engage with their emotions (as discussed in Chapter Five). In this way, they could access 

backstage and engage in backstage activity. Therefore, developing that relationship was a 

social tactic that made accessing backstage more likely. This social tactic was particularly 

important, as building such a relationship could pave the way for giving and/or receiving 

emotional support from one’s cellmate with the associated psychological benefits for 

wellbeing.  
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Physical tactics were also used to foster a good cellmate relationship. As previously discussed, 

cellmates had to negotiate certain behaviours in the cell, such as television viewing, sleep 

schedules and using the toilet. These compromises were necessary for cellmates to get by in a 

shared cell, but they were also important to cultivate a good cellmate relationship. On a much 

more fundamental level, individuals had to negotiate their movement around the cell. Often 

individuals had to take it in turns to be on their feet as there was not space in these cells for 

two men to move around at the same time. Even simple tasks like making a cup of tea or 

getting washed and dressed could require communicating an intention to move to one’s 

cellmate:  

“If I am going to make a cup of tea and I am in a double cell, I am the kind of guy 

that will… I am going to make a wee cup of tea here. Do you want a cup? But that’s 

not just to be polite and offer them a cup. It’s to let them know you are going to move 

about the cell. And then they are aware of what’s about to happen.” (P13) 

“Even if… to make a cup of tea, one person has to do it. Two people can’t… one 

person has to go and sit down while the other person does what it is they have to do. 

And then he will have to sit down. Because you are not…” (P35) 

The tactic of managing physical movement around a small space helped to diffuse any tension 

between cellmates, who can quickly become irritated by the other person’s frequent 

movement. This can help to preserve a good cellmate relationship, demonstrating 

consideration of a cellmate’s feelings and treating them with respect. 

 

Individuals could also use physical tactics to prevent cell-sharing in the first place. These 

tactics could be used to defend the borders of one’s cell by influencing whether they shared a 

cell or who that cellmate was. This could be achieved by requesting a cell move away from a 

particular cellmate or requesting to share with a different cellmate. This allowed individuals 

to influence who they shared a cell with, maximising the likelihood of sharing a cell with a 

person they liked or trusted. However, individuals also used physical tactics as a means of 

defending the territory of their own cell from a cellmate that they did not want. These could 

consist of making threats towards their cellmate or staff, wrecking the cell in protest, taking 

their cellmate hostage and engaging in actual violence towards their cellmate or staff: 

“So, when they tried to put me in with him, I just went to him and I says, listen, see 

that stuff there; that belongs to me. See if you are not out by the time I come back, I 

am going to slice your throat.” (P07) 
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“Tell them there’s two ways. The easy way and the hard way of doing things. Phone 

the search team there and tell them to get the riot gear on, they’re going to need it” 

(P24) 

 By undertaking these actions, individuals attempted to control the physical borders of the cell, 

acting in a defensive manner. Prison social norms may encourage individuals to act in this 

way, due to the view that standing up for oneself was a way of demonstrating toughness – a 

key component of traditionally masculine performance (Gooch and Treadwell, 2015). To fail 

to do so would signal weakness; as such, prison social norms may encourage the use of these 

aggressive physical tactics to simultaneously gain social status whilst deterring other 

individuals from bullying and victimising them. Furthermore, these attempts to influence who 

had access to their cell can be seen as an enactment of spatial autonomy. Bird (2017) explains 

how having control over spaces such as one’s own cell was an important aspect of spatial 

autonomy, that could contribute to individuals’ efforts to build a positive identity (discussed 

in more detail above in Chapter Five). It should be acknowledged that the use of physical 

tactics to defend the territory of the cell and to influence the identity of one’s cellmate were 

not performed with the manifest reason of ensuring access to a backstage space. Nonetheless, 

these actions were often carried out with the intention of ensuring that one was allocated to a 

single cell or to a shared cell with a desirable cellmate who was known or trusted. This could 

increase the probability that an individual would be able to access backstage. Taking such 

actions may also represent an engagement with Active Coping, as individuals who tried to 

influence whether they shared a cell or who they shared a cell with were responding to a change 

in their circumstances and taking steps to improve their situation. 

 

When individuals were in a cell with a cellmate who was not trusted, they tended to use 

physical tactics to safeguard personal property, especially belongings which were of emotional 

value. This included letters and photographs of family and loved ones. For instance, 

individuals placed these belongings in hidden places in the cell to prevent a cellmate from 

finding them. Hiding personal effects was based on more than a mere desire to keep one’s 

property private. Many individuals spoke of the almost sacrosanct nature of letters and 

photographs, viewing it to be entirely inappropriate for another prisoner to touch or view these 

items without express permission. This can also be an issue when staff are searching cells and 

come into contact with such possessions, if these belongings are not handled in a respectful 

manner that maintains the dignity of their owner (Coyle, 2003). For individuals sharing cells, 

a lack of trust in one’s cellmate often resulted in the fear that these belongings were at risk in 

terms of how cellmate may handle or treat them. As this interviewee explains:  
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“He could be telling you he is in for drugs or anything, but he could be in for rooting. 

41 So you have to be wary. And if you have pictures of your kids. Like I put mine 

under the mattress again from I’ve been doubled up, like.” (P01) 

Therefore, the physical tactic of hiding personal possessions was employed. Using this tactic 

helped individuals to keep belongings of intensely sentimental value safe from a cellmate’s 

gaze or touch. This was important as letters from home and pictures of partners and children 

often supplemented engagement with backstage activity. For example, looking at photographs 

was often a painful and emotional activity which individuals struggled to perform in front of 

a cellmate. In addition, reading letters from loved ones and writing letters could form part of 

the reflexive project of the self. Photographs and letters could serve as ‘props’, facilitating 

deeper engagement with emotions and helping with the construction of one’s own biographical 

narrative. By facilitating this identity work, such props can promote desistance as they enable 

individuals to cast their future self in pro-social roles, especially as partners and fathers 

(Søgaard et al., 2016). It was important, therefore, that photographs and props were kept safe 

and, in some cases, secret from cellmates. To ensure this, when sharing a cell with an untrusted 

cellmate, individuals used physical tactics by hiding these private letters and photographs so 

that they could later use them to supplement backstage activity.  

 

Moreover, individuals used physical tactics to manage the territory of the shared cell, 

particularly by using their bed to access backstage when sharing a cell with an untrusted 

cellmate. One’s own bed was used to achieve a feeling of ‘having their own space’ in what 

could be a very small cell. As such, several interviewees spoke of being very defensive of their 

bed, seeing it as “the only space you have” (P32) in a shared cell. Individuals reported treating 

their own bed as a space that was exclusively theirs, and enforceable as such: 

“If you are being doubled up, you are being doubled up. So… It is like, this is mine. 

My space. This mattress right here. You are not allowed on it no more.” (P03) 

“Just don’t be on my bed at all. There’s no excuse for you to be on my bed. Know 

what I mean.” (P08) 

This seemed generally accepted by cellmates – that one’s bed was one’s own space. One 

individual (P08) described making his bed before leaving the cell and taking careful note of 

the position of the creases on the sheet. This enabled him to be sure if anyone had been on his 

bed in his absence. Because of the accepted expectation that one’s bed was one’s own space, 

it could provide an individual with a degree of privacy. Individuals were not expected to 

                                                      

41 Slang was often used in prison to refer to sex offenders as ‘roots’ and sexual offences as ‘rooting’.   
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interact with their cellmate when they were lying down on their bed and so they were not 

disrupted from their thoughts.  

“Just lying on the bed and he is lying on his bed and just lying thinking about it. 

Things go through your head” (P01) 

Interviewees spoke of lying on their beds, sometimes pretending to be asleep or rolling over 

and facing the wall so that they could engage with their emotions without their cellmate seeing. 

The defence of one’s bed as a personal and private space was important for individuals to be 

able to access backstage. The privacy attributed to one’s bed meant that individuals could 

pretend to be asleep while their cellmate was present, when they were actually reflecting on 

experiences and processing emotions. This supports the idea of one’s bed being an important 

piece of territory in the shared cell. By enforcing the idea that one’s own bed was a piece of 

one’s own space in the cell, individuals could achieve access to a backstage area.  Therefore, 

the bed could sometimes be a place where individuals could let down a ‘front’ as it could 

provide an element of privacy for quiet, subtle displays of emotion, even with the presence of 

an untrusted cellmate in the cell. 

 

Emotional tactics could also be used to manage the cell, relating to the way in which emotions 

are dealt with in the context of a shared cell. Some individuals were able to suppress outward 

displays of emotion.  

“You just have to go quiet then, just take it all in on yourself. Don’t let him know 

nothing.” (P27) 

For many, the use of this tactic was informed by endorsement of social norms that encourage 

men not to show emotions associated with vulnerability in prison. The quantitative findings of 

this study showed that endorsing the Male Role Norm of Restrictive Emotionality predicted 

lower wellbeing scores, suggesting that suppressing displays of emotion could take its toll on 

an individual’s wellbeing. Despite this, the pressure to suppress emotion extended into the 

shared cell. Many individuals did not wish for their cellmate to see them experiencing what 

were viewed as the “weak emotions” (P07), such as fear, grief and despair. They feared losing 

the respect of their cellmate or that other individuals in prison would find out about their 

emotional displays, making them vulnerable to victimisation and perhaps causing loss of social 

status. An alternative emotional tactic was to refrain from showing emotions in the presence 

of a cellmate until they were able to achieve an element of privacy, especially if that cellmate 

was not trusted: 

“If there’s a cellmate you just hope he goes to the yard, like.” (P21) 
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This could alleviate the negative impact of Restrictive Emotionality on one’s wellbeing, as 

suggested by this study’s quantitative findings. Individuals may allow themselves to 

experience emotions but quietly, without a cellmate’s knowledge while they were sleeping.  

“Because if you and your cellmate don’t get along very well, you just have to hold 

on a bit longer until he falls asleep and then just have your own space […] If he 

wakens, you just have to turn on your side and pretend you are sleeping.” (P09)  

“If he doesn’t go to the yard, well then they would probably turn their back and go 

to sleep or something” (P21) 

This demonstrates that emotional tactics (suppression of emotion until able to engage with 

emotions) and physical tactics (use of the bed as one’s own private space, as discussed above) 

can be used in conjunction with each other to achieve access to backstage. Individuals are 

more likely to use these emotional tactics if they do not trust their cellmate. By taking 

advantage of the opportunities when a cellmate would not witness displays of emotion (e.g. 

while a cellmate is asleep or who has briefly left the cell), individuals can avoid risking the 

potential loss of social status and accompanying potential for victimisation or bullying.  

 

These emotional tactics, therefore, show how individuals who share a cell with an untrusted 

cellmate may still access backstage; yet such tactics are not provided for by Goffman’s (1959) 

conceptualisation of backstage. The way in which the social norms that shape these tactics and 

cellmate relationships are related is highlighted by the quantitative findings of this study. The 

regression analysis showed that the impact of cellmate relationships on wellbeing only became 

significant when social norms were considered. When this finding is viewed in conjunction 

with the above qualitative findings, it demonstrates that cellmate relationships and their impact 

on wellbeing are connected to these social norms of Restrictive Emotionality and Toughness, 

which can in turn shape individuals’ behaviour in prison, perhaps including the use of these 

tactics. 

 

However, it should be recognised that individuals’ relationships with others do not fall into 

binary categories of ‘trusted’ and ‘untrusted’. Rather trust can exist on a continuum of ‘high’ 

to ‘low’ (Decremer, Snyder and Dewitte, 2001; Hoff, 2016). This is reflected within the 

context of cell-sharing and cellmate relationships, with implications for access to backstage 

and the emotional tactics available to individuals. Individuals who already trust their cellmate 

to an extent can ask a cellmate to leave them be for a while, so that they can have time, space 

and peace to engage in backstage activity. This option may not be open to cellmates who do 

not trust each other, as revealing that one needs some time alone to process difficult thoughts 

and feelings may be perceived as vulnerability, in breach of prison social norms. Yet, this 
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emotional tactic may be a feasible option for individuals who trust their cellmate enough to 

signal that they need some time to engage with their emotions, even if they do not trust the 

cellmate enough to display these emotions in front of them: 

“Just basically look, come in and do your own thing over lunchtime, but don’t talk 

to me. Do you know what I mean? Just let me have a bit of peace. About two or three 

o’clock I sort of came back to myself. And just said look, sorry for earlier.” (P37) 

“That’s where there is no escape. That’s where, if you are having a bad time of it, 

you need to be on your own. Unless you have a really understanding cellmate that 

sort of gets the hint and sort of goes, right, I’ll go out to the yard here and give you 

some time…” (P20) 

This interviewee also spoke of asking their cellmate to leave the cell so that they could collect 

their thoughts, process feelings or engage with their emotions: 

“You can just say… Like if you get a bad phone call, fuck off and leave me alone 

for ten minutes, boys. I need time to myself. I need to regroup.” (P37) 

 Using this particular emotional tactic requires at least a degree of trust between cellmates; the 

individual in question may not trust their cellmate enough to openly display emotions. 

Nevertheless, the individual is still revealing to their cellmate that they require time to deal 

with their emotions, which could still signal to a cellmate that they are struggling. Therefore, 

trust in that cellmate is required because, as per prison social norms, this could be perceived 

as weakness and so increase the risk that the individual could be exploited or victimised. This 

tactic is not always viable as instances when an individual may wish to be left alone may not 

always align with the regime of the landing. A cellmate may not be free to give the individual 

the space they require due to periods of lock up. In these instances, the individual may use 

other tactics, perhaps such as those discussed above. Indeed, by using social and physical 

tactics to develop the cellmate relationship and to increase the level of trust between cellmates, 

this emotional tactic may become available. Ascertaining the degree that one trusts a cellmate 

and matching one’s emotional displays to that level accordingly has implications for 

Goffman’s (1959) conceptualisation of backstage. It suggests that, just as individuals’ 

relationships with their cellmates may not fall into neat, dichotomous categories of ‘trusted’ 

or ‘untrusted’, the cell may not necessarily be easily categorised as either frontstage or 

backstage. The degree to which a shared cell can be considered to be frontstage or backstage 

is dependent on the extent to which an individual trusts their cellmate. In this way, the 

frontstage/backstage distinction operates more as a spectrum or a continuum rather than binary 

categories.  
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Chapter Summary 

These findings highlight a large range of operational and individual issues that factor into 

whether cell-sharing works. The issues raised by staff interviewees correspond with many of 

the concerns raised by interviewees who were prisoners. The mixed methods approach of this 

study helps to triangulate these findings, showing that these qualitative findings correspond 

with the quantitative findings of this study, which confirmed the important role that factors 

such as having a history of mental ill health, how safe an individual feels in their cell and their 

relationship with their cellmate can play in influencing wellbeing. Given that the quantitative 

findings also found good cellmate relationships were associated with better wellbeing than 

being in a single cell, these findings suggest that it is important that staff make the most of the 

information available to them to help ensure cell allocations decisions foster better wellbeing, 

as far as is possible. To ensure that decisions are based on accurate information, good 

information sharing practices between staff in different roles and departments is necessary. 

However, there appears to be gaps in policy and the training given to staff surrounding how to 

balance the range of factors that can influence whether cell-sharing arrangements are 

successful. Furthermore, changes to policy may be required to facilitate a greater emphasis on 

giving individuals a voice in these decision-making processes as this was greatly valued by 

individuals in prison. This could instil a sense of agency and promote procedural justice which 

is known to have positive effects on individuals’ wellbeing, identity and relationships with 

staff. Despite these potential positive consequences, the idea of consulting with individuals 

about their cell preferences was often viewed dismissively or cynically by staff who were 

resentful of what they perceived to be efforts to undermine their authority or to manipulate the 

system. This raises questions about some staff perspectives and their appreciation of negative 

experiences of cell-sharing that could perhaps be improved by training on the issues 

surrounding the use of shared cells and how policy governing decision-making processes could 

be improved.  

 

Cell-sharing was not only challenging for staff to manage but for the cellmates themselves. It 

was particularly difficult if there was a poor relationship between cellmates. In these 

circumstances, social, physical and emotional tactics could be used by individuals in order to 

manage the cell space, to develop the relationship with their cellmate and even to attempt to 

access backstage, despite not trusting their cellmate. Successful use of these tactics can grant 

individuals a reprieve from putting on a front, allowing them to process emotions and engage 

with the reflexive project of the self. In some ways, the use of certain tactics can be seen as an 

example of Active Coping. Implementing tactics such as standing up for oneself or even trying 

to influence the identity of a cellmate can be regarded as attempts to improve one’s situation. 
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Accordingly, individuals who are predisposed to use Active Coping may be particularly likely 

to make use of such tactics. However, the tactics described above were not necessarily easy to 

deploy and, for some, may be beyond their interpersonal skills. Mental health issues, complex 

needs and challenging personal social circumstances could compromise an individual’s ability 

to manage these tactics successfully. This is demonstrated by this study’s quantitative findings, 

which showed that having a history of mental health issues was associated with lower levels 

of wellbeing. For individuals who are already suffering from lower wellbeing levels, efforts 

to use tactics could potentially become as stressful as the pressure to maintain a front – the 

very relief from which individuals are trying to achieve when using tactics to access backstage.  

The integration model applies in this situation; individuals import their inter-personal skills, 

personalities, complex needs and other life experiences into prison. In such an environment, 

these imported characteristics can make it difficult for individuals to use social, physical and 

emotional tactics successfully. When faced with the deprivations and challenges associated 

with a shared cell, these imported factors further exacerbate the difficulty individuals may face 

in managing to use these tactics with success. Individuals may then fall back on simply existing 

in an enforced state of frontstage, with the negative consequences for their wellbeing that have 

been established earlier in this thesis. It can also cement their greater likelihood of remaining 

in a shared cell by reducing their ability and opportunity to engage in positive coping styles 

rewarded by the PREPS regime by the provision of a single cell. This reinforces the need for 

policy to adequately address how to balance individual characteristics with environmental 

factors when making cell allocation decisions, in light of the way in which these factors 

interact to influence how individuals’ wellbeing and use of coping styles is affected. 

 

Furthermore, these findings point to possible limitations in regard to how helpful Goffman’s 

(1959) conceptualisation of backstage is for understanding cell-sharing and its influence on 

wellbeing and coping. They suggest that just as trust between individuals exists on a spectrum, 

so does the nature of the space that one shares with different individuals in terms of the extent 

that it can be regarded as backstage or frontstage. As such, it may be inaccurate to think of 

spaces in such binary terms but instead to view them as existing on a continuum. This may 

more accurately reflect how cellmate relationships and prison social norms can govern the way 

individuals respond to cell-sharing, especially in terms of the tactics they may employ to 

access backstage. The next chapter will make an original theoretical contribution to the 

literature by discussing the benefits of viewing the shared cell from this perspective. 
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Based on these findings, cell-sharing can influence the wellbeing of individuals in prison and 

how they cope with imprisonment. To understand why this is the case, it must be recognised 

that cellmate relationships play an important role in determining how individuals experience 

cell-sharing and the impact that these experiences can have on wellbeing and coping. 

However, there are a range of individual characteristics, environmental factors and prison 

social norms which also impact on how individuals experience cell-sharing that must be 

managed by staff and the cellmates themselves. This chapter discusses the implications of 

these findings. It begins by outlining the original contributions made by this study, before 

putting forward a framework for how cell-sharing might be managed and how decisions 

relating to cell-sharing could be made. It concludes by highlighting the implications of these 

findings for policy and practice, as well as suggesting possible next steps for future research.   

Research Questions and Findings 

The findings of this thesis make an original contribution to knowledge in this area in four main 

ways. Firstly, this study is the first to quantitatively examine the relationship between 

individuals’ wellbeing and cell-sharing. Secondly, it is the first study to use Goffman’s (1959) 

model of frontstage and backstage to frame an exploration of cell-sharing in prison, by 

examining the specifics of how cellmates navigate and gain reprieve from the strain of 

impression management in detail. In particular, it demonstrates that it may be more helpful to 

view the shared prison cell as existing on a continuum of frontstage or backstage, depending 

on the relationship and level of trust between cellmates.  Thirdly, this is the first study to use 

a mixed method approach to quantify and explore the use of coping styles by individuals in 

different types of cells. It provides a valuable theoretical perspective on how coping styles and 

cell-sharing can be related, demonstrating that the coping styles individuals import into prison 

can influence their wellbeing there, but that these coping styles may also interact with the 

deprivations of the prison environment. Lastly, this research makes an original theoretical 

contribution by highlighting the way that cell-sharing decisions can affect individuals’ 

wellbeing, their perceptions of procedural justice and their potential involvement in violence, 

as they attempt to avoid cell-sharing. The following sections proceed to delve into these 

original contributions in more detail, discussing their implications and situating them in the 

relevant research literature. 

Cell-Sharing’s Influence on Wellbeing 

The findings of this research indicate that the ways in which cell-sharing can impact an 

individual’s wellbeing cannot be understood without considering cellmate relationships. This 
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is an important finding that provides an original contribution to research knowledge. It answers 

RQ1, in relation to whether there were differences evident in wellbeing depending on cell type, 

and RQ2 relating to the role that individual variables, environmental factors, social norms and 

coping styles play in influencing wellbeing. In regard to RQ1, despite interview participants 

reporting many negative effects of cell-sharing on their wellbeing, the survey results revealed 

no statistically significant differences in the wellbeing between those in single cells and those 

in shared cells. Instead, when the role of other possible individual characteristics, 

environmental factors, social norms and coping styles were controlled for, positive cellmate 

relationships were found to be related to a statistically significant wellbeing score that was 

higher than the wellbeing scores of those in single cells. These findings reveal that cellmate 

relationships play a more important role in shaping individuals’ experiences of cell-sharing 

than the simple fact that they are sharing their cell with another person. Put simply, individuals 

with positive cellmate relationships have better experiences of cell-sharing than individuals 

with poor cellmate relationships and so have better wellbeing. Moreover, these findings 

suggest that individuals with good cellmate relationships are able to access peer support from 

their cellmate, improving their wellbeing beyond that of individuals in single cells. 

Accordingly, these results suggest that good cellmate relationships can yield psychological 

benefits. Previous literature has largely overlooked these potential positive consequences of 

cell-sharing by not examining the finer details of the lived experience of cell-sharing. For 

instance, many studies on overcrowding tend to examine the negative impact of having too 

many individuals housed in prisons, focusing on how overcrowding on a systemic or 

institutional level relates to  suicide rates, committals to psychiatric institutions, self-harm 

rates, assault rates, misconduct and perceived levels of aggression (McCain, Cox and Paulus, 

1980; Paulus and McCain, 1983; Marshall, Simpson and Stevens, 2000; Lawrence and 

Andrews, 2004; Huey and McNulty, 2005).  However, these studies do not account for the 

impact of different natures and qualities of relationships between cellmates, as well as the 

ways in which these relationships can influence the experience of cell-sharing and its 

association with wellbeing. Consequently, there has been a lack of recognition of the 

psychological and social benefits of cell-sharing, where a good relationship exists between 

cellmates.  This study provides an original contribution to the literature by starting to address 

the lack of attention that cellmate relationships have received, by quantifying the relationship 

between good cellmate relationships and wellbeing scores.  

 

In jurisdictions where prison overcrowding is common and where participants are frequently 

required to share with large numbers of cellmates or cellmates that they do not know, the 

ability to be able to develop and maintain good cellmate relationships may become more 

complicated and less achievable. In these conditions, the potential for cell-sharing to have a 
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negative impact on wellbeing may be increased. For example, for those individuals housed in 

dormitory cells or in overcrowded and under-resourced prisons, having an increased number 

of cellmates equates to an increased number of relationships to manage. This complicates the 

challenges involved in managing cellmate relationships due to the need to navigate a greater 

breadth of social dynamics and group hierarchies. With greater numbers of cellmates, there 

may be a larger range of personalities and so a greater potential for conflict between these 

individuals to occur, which presents issues not encountered to the same extent by two 

individuals sharing a cell. Where large numbers of individuals share a cell, conflict amongst 

two of the cellmates may have consequences for the social relationships between others. For 

instance, individuals who were not originally involved in a conflict may feel pressured to pick 

a side or otherwise deal with a tense environment in the aftermath of an argument. This can be 

the case where individuals held in dormitory cells have complex, pre-existing social 

relationships with their cellmates or their cellmates’ friends and family. Grant and Memmott 

(2007, p. 641) note that this can be “very problematic in terms of intra- and inter-family and 

kin divisions”. The challenge of managing a high number of cellmate relationships may 

present a greater likelihood of experiencing poor cellmate relationships with at least some of 

the others in a large shared cell, due to the difficulty of navigating so many relationships and 

social interactions successfully. This could have a negative impact on wellbeing and 

potentially decrease the extent to which individuals feel safe in their cell.  

 

Moreover, increasing the number of cellmates can exacerbate a lack of privacy and ability to 

have one’s own space or routine, which were key concerns for individuals sharing a cell and, 

based on the results of this research, found to influence wellbeing. Previous studies of 

overcrowding have found that individuals who share cells with large numbers of other people 

tend to report feeling unsafe in such conditions (Franklin, Franklin and Pratt, 2006; Grant and 

Memmott, 2007; Northland Region Corrections, 2015; Woods, 2016). The results of this 

research reveal that feeling safe in one’s cell, as well as good cellmate relationships, was 

important for wellbeing. Participants who felt safe in their cell reported significantly higher 

wellbeing scores compared to individuals who did not feel safe in their cell. In addition, 

experiencing good cellmate relationships, as well as feeling safe, further increased feelings of 

wellbeing. Conversely, having a poor cellmate relationship and feeling unsafe in one’s cell 

was associated with lower levels of wellbeing. 

 

Based on the findings emerging from this research, Maslow’s (1943) hierarchy of needs offers 

one possible way to conceptualise how the different experiences of cell-sharing internationally 

may impact on an individual’s wellbeing. Maslow (1943) argues that individuals primarily 

focus on achieving their basic needs (i.e. physiological needs like food, shelter and warmth) 
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and safety needs (relating to security). Only once these basic needs are met do individuals start 

to pursue psychological needs (such as a sense of belonging, self-esteem and feeling respected 

by others). Similarly, until individuals have met these psychological needs, they will not 

pursue their self-fulfilment needs (through self-actualisation, i.e. striving to reach their full 

potential) which occupy the uppermost level of Maslow’s (1943) hierarchy of needs. In some 

jurisdictions with high levels of overcrowding, inadequate levels of resources can mean that 

the basic needs of the individuals detained there are not met (International Committee of the 

Red Cross, 2012; Dores, Pontes and Loureiro, 2013; Home Office, 2016b, 2016a). For 

individuals imprisoned in these circumstances, their primary focus may well be on satisfying 

their basic needs, such as ensuring they have sufficient warmth, shelter and food. The presence 

of cellmates may increase competition over these resources, hindering feelings of safety and 

wellbeing. In particular, the greater the number of cellmates that an individual is expected to 

share a cell with, the more unsafe they may feel.  Based on this study’s findings, individuals 

can fear cellmates who behave in an aggressive or volatile manner, particularly when under 

the influence of drugs. Other risks which originate from one’s cellmate relate to the risk of 

verbal, physical or sexual assault and other forms of bullying, exploitation or victimisation, 

which some interviewees in this study reported experiencing. In this way, individuals who 

share cells in extremely overcrowded conditions may be deprived of a feeling of safety.  

 

This may be particularly acute in jurisdictions with high numbers of prisoners but low numbers 

of staff (Penal Reform International, 2016; Steiner and Wooldredge, 2018). It is partly as a 

result of these conditions that jurisdictions (for example, Brazil) encounter the emergence of 

prison gangs, as prisoners attempt to impose order amongst themselves, to feel safer and to 

control access to restricted goods (Dias and Salla, 2013; Butler, Slade and Dias, 2018). Indeed, 

increased gang membership has been documented as possibly being associated with cell-

sharing in overcrowded conditions (Skarbek, 2011; Northland Region Corrections, 2015).  In 

such conditions, individuals may seek to join prison gangs in order to help them meet this 

basic need for safety and to impose an order and structure within their interpersonal 

interactions with their peers in these shared spaces. Consequently, until this basic need for 

safety is fulfilled, there may be a limit to the extent to which individuals are concerned with 

attaining psychological needs, such as positive social relationships or ensuring that they are 

respected by their peers (Maslow, 1943). This may have implications for how relevant 

Goffman’s (1959) theory of the presentation of the self is for understanding how cell-sharing 

may affect wellbeing in prison systems internationally. In overcrowded conditions where 

individuals feel unsafe, individuals may be more concerned with addressing their need to feel 

safe and to survive rather than concentrating their efforts on impression management. That 

being said, the nature of cellmate relationships and how they are managed by individuals are 
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still relevant to the pursuit of basic needs, such as safety. A cellmate can be part of why an 

individual does not feel safe in their cell and often this is why some cell-sharing arrangements 

are not successful. Until this need for safety is met in a shared cell, individuals are unlikely to 

have a positive cellmate relationship and so more likely to experience lower wellbeing.  

 

In addition, while impression management may not be the primary focus of individuals whose 

basic needs (such as safety and access to food, shelter and water) are not met, how they are 

perceived by others may nonetheless affect the fulfilment of these basic needs. A key reason 

that individuals act in accordance with prison social norms, such as toughness and restrictive 

emotionality, identified by other studies and confirmed herein, is to gain the respect of their 

peers, and to conceal evidence of vulnerability (Gambetta, 2005; Jewkes, 2005; de Viggiani, 

2012; Laws and Crewe, 2016). As Goffman’s (1959) work suggests, fostering such an 

impression can influence the treatment an individual receives in prison, by reducing the risk 

of them being perceived as weak by others and consequently the risk of being bullied, 

exploited or victimised. Putting on a ‘tough’ front can contribute to the fulfilment of both the 

basic need of safety (by reducing the risk of being victimised) as well as psychological needs 

relating to belongingness and esteem (as acting in accordance with valued social norms may 

increase respect amongst one’s peers). For example, the finding that endorsing the prison 

social norm of Toughness was associated with higher wellbeing scores can be explained by 

the higher status that individuals could gain in the prison population by presenting this image 

to others. In contrast, endorsing Restrictive Emotionality was associated with lower wellbeing 

scores due to the negative psychological toll that efforts to conceal these emotions from others 

had on the men’s psychological health. Consequently, issues relating to cell-sharing, wellbeing 

and prison social norms can and do intersect and overlap. That is not to say that the 

development of good cellmate relationships is impossible in situations where basic needs such 

as safety are not met and where individuals may be initially fearful of their cellmate or 

cellmates. Incremental steps towards building a positive relationship may be taken, which can 

alleviate this feeling of a lack of safety. As cellmates spend more time in each other’s company 

without the materialisation of whatever threats they may fear, they may feel less unsafe. This 

can help a better relationship with their cellmate to develop, which then feeds into a further 

increase in their feeling of safety. Whilst this may be possible in a cell shared by only two 

individuals, this situation is perhaps less likely to occur in larger shared cells, due to the greater 

number and variety of individuals in those cells and the greater potential for change in who is 

detained in that cell as individuals are moved around the prison. 

 

In prison systems in which basic needs are met, impression management can become a more 

pressing concern as individuals seek to fulfil psychological needs, such as positive social 



218 

 

relationships and/or ensuring that they are respected by their peers. In relatively better 

resourced, less overcrowded prisons, where cell-sharing still occurs, individuals’ basic needs 

are more likely to be met and so individuals can proceed to pursuing their psychological needs. 

Maslow (1943) specifies that these needs relate to a sense of belongingness (that can be 

achieved by cultivating friendships) and esteem needs (including feeling respected by one’s 

peers). Where a positive cellmate relationship is formed, cellmates can help individuals to 

fulfil these needs. However, based on these findings, the pressure of prison social norms can 

shape how individuals present themselves in a shared cell; this can decrease likelihood of such 

positive cellmate relationships forming. Many individuals can feel compelled to act in 

accordance with prison social norms in front of their cellmate to sustain a reputation or mask 

their own insecurities and vulnerabilities. The self that an individual presents to this cellmate 

may not be a reflection of their ‘true self’.  This would be the case for Goffman’s  (1959) 

cynical performers who recognise that such performances are not an expression of their true 

self but instead are designed to achieve a specific objective – i.e. to influence how their 

cellmate views them and consequently how their cellmate treats them. In comparison, for 

Goffman’s (1959) sincere performers, this distinction between their performances and true 

‘identity’ may not be as clear cut.  

 

Regardless of whether an individual is a cynical or sincere performer, acting in accordance 

with prison social norms in an attempt to garner respect from peers or to cement one’s social 

standing may stifle the potential for positive cellmate relationships to develop (Sabo, Kupers 

and London, 2001; Gambetta, 2005).  Displays of ‘toughness’ may result in behaviour which 

can be perceived by their cellmate as overly assertive or even aggressive, amplifying that 

cellmate’s feeling of being unsafe in their shared cell. In this way, individuals acting ‘tough’ 

in accordance with prison social norms because they feel unsafe or because they wish to 

minimise the risk of victimisation, may impede the development of positive cellmate 

relationships. Somewhat ironically, developing positive cellmate relationships would not only 

help individuals to feel safer but good cellmate relationships can also enable them to access 

other benefits as well, such as better wellbeing, backstage access, opportunities to engage in 

the reflexive project of the self and even the possibility of using Emotional Support to cope 

with imprisonment.  In addition, as mentioned above, a good cellmate relationship can 

contribute to a sense of belonging and a sense of being respected by a peer that can help 

individuals to fulfil these psychological needs (Maslow, 1943). Once these psychological 

needs are fulfilled, individuals can pursue self-fulfilment needs (Maslow, 1943). However, as 

the next section will argue, this can depend on whether the nature of their relationship with 

their cellmate allows individuals to access backstage and engage in the reflexive project of the 
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self. In this way, Goffman (1959) can help us to understand how cell-sharing can impact not 

only individuals’ wellbeing but their pursuit of these needs. 

The Usefulness of a Dramaturgical Approach 

As previously stated, a key original theoretical contribution made by this study is use of 

Goffman’s (1959) metaphor of frontstage and backstage to frame a detailed examination of 

how cell-sharing may affect wellbeing and coping in prison. Based on these findings, it is the 

nature of an individual’s relationship with their cellmate that determines their ability to access 

backstage in a shared cell and as a result, influence their ability to use coping styles such as 

Emotional Support that can improve their wellbeing. The qualitative findings show that 

individuals who trust their cellmate are able to access backstage and consequently, to benefit 

from the release from prison societal pressures to maintain a front. This finding supports the 

use of Goffman (1959) as a theoretical framework in this particular context, even though 

Goffman’s motivations were not specifically directed at enabling an understanding of cell-

sharing. Goffman (1959) states that individuals who have privacy or who have trust in those 

around them are able to access backstage. It is not the case that there is an unspoken 

understanding that prison social norms relating to toughness and restrictive emotionality are 

suspended in a shared cell automatically. The shared cell cannot be seen as a marginal space 

or intermediate zone, of the type described by Crewe and colleagues (2014). Marginal spaces 

or intermediate zones are spaces which partially or temporarily suspend prison social norms, 

such as restrictive emotionality, and instead allow for more diverse displays of emotion to be 

experienced without social reprisal (Crewe et al., 2014; Butler et al., 2015). Based on these 

findings, it is not the nature of the shared cell as a space which suspends prison social norms 

to enable backstage access. Instead, the extent to which an individual can access backstage in 

a shared cell is determined by the nature of the relationship that individual has with their 

cellmate and the degree of trust underlying that relationship. In the absence of such trust, the 

shared cell can remain as a type of enforced frontstage, as suggested by previous research 

(Jewkes, 2005; Faccio and Costa, 2013). Nevertheless, as evidenced by this research, positive 

cellmate relationships in which the cellmates trust each other can enable individuals to avoid 

remaining in an enforced frontstage and instead facilitate backstage access and improved 

wellbeing.  

 

This study makes a further original theoretical contribution to the literature by expanding the 

remit of what can be classified as backstage activity to incorporate the reflexive project of the 

self (Giddens, 1991). Goffman (1959) describes backstage activity in terms of the release from 

having to put on a front and as an opportunity to prepare for future performances.  This study 
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shows that the reflexive project of the self can also be considered as a form of backstage 

activity. Often individuals felt unable to conduct the project of the self in the presence of an 

untrusted cellmate, due to the pressure to act in accordance with prison social norms. In 

contrast, individuals who trusted their cellmate were able to engage in the reflexive project of 

the self with greater ease.  The reflexive project of the self involves individuals conducting 

important creative maintenance of their biographical narratives, which develops the strength 

of their sense of self and self-identity. This could take the form of reflecting and interpreting 

past events through contemplation, often supplemented by reading letters or looking at 

photographs. It could even be linked to some forms of Active Coping, for example, 

undertaking reflective tasks as part of CBT therapy or dealing with personal issues by writing 

letters to loved ones. It was often a challenging, emotional pursuit for individuals in prison. 

For this reason, it was difficult for individuals with poor cellmate relationships to fully engage 

with, in case this led to their cellmate perceiving them as weak for expressing emotion while 

grappling with identity work. Individuals who had positive cellmate relationships were able to 

pursue the highest level of Maslow’s (1943) hierarchy of needs,  self-fulfilment needs, because 

their needs from the lower level of Maslow’s hierarchy (e.g. safety, belongingness and esteem 

needs) had been met. In addition, the pursuit of self-actualisation could be viewed as linked to 

engagement with the reflexive project of the self, as constructing one’s biographical narrative 

may form part of one’s efforts to achieve one’s potential. As established above, the relationship 

that an individual has with their cellmate can influence the degree to which they are able to 

engage with the reflexive project of the self and potentially, then, the pursuit of self-

actualisation.  Previous literature has criticised Goffman’s (1959) description of backstage as 

being a limited view of backstage activity (Gauntlett, 2008). In showing how the engagement 

with the reflexive project of the self required backstage access, this study makes a case for a 

wider understanding of backstage activity that synthesizes Goffman’s (1959) description of 

backstage activity with Giddens’ (1991) conceptualisation of the reflexive project of the self. 

By doing so, it maximises the helpfulness of Goffman’s (1959) view of backstage to the 

context of a shared cell.  

 

Whilst the findings of this study indicate that Goffman’s (1959) theory of the presentation of 

the self is relevant to understanding cell-sharing and its impact on wellbeing and coping, an 

exact application of his dramaturgical metaphor is limited in its helpfulness in some respects. 

This study makes an original theoretical contribution by proposing an adjustment to the way 

in which frontstage and backstage are viewed. Treating frontstage and backstage as binary 

concepts limits our ability to use Goffman’s (1959) metaphor to frame the discussion of a 

shared prison cell. Based on the findings of this study, a shared cell challenges the treatment 

of frontstage and backstage as a strict dichotomy and makes a case for replacing this binary 
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distinction with an understanding based on a continuum. This study therefore provides an 

original contribution to the literature by putting forward an updated model of Goffman’s 

(1959) conceptualisation of backstage. Such a model would more explicitly acknowledge the 

non-binary nature of frontstage and backstage spaces and instead treat frontstage and 

backstage as a continuum or spectrum. This would reflect that it is the degree of trust between 

individuals that determines the extent to which that space is experienced as frontstage or 

backstage. Individuals who completely trust their cellmate may experience unfettered access 

to backstage in a shared cell, feeling comfortable enough to behave in a manner inconsistent 

with prison social norms of toughness and restrictive emotionality if they wish. This can be 

contrasted with individuals who do not trust their cellmates at all; such individuals may find 

themselves in the type of “enforced frontstage” as suggested by previous research and 

discussed above (Jewkes, 2005, p. 54). However, for some individuals, their relationship with 

their cellmate could not be classified as simply as complete trust or lack of trust. The amount 

that they trusted their cellmate was a matter of degree rather than falling into two neat 

categories. They may trust their cellmate to a degree and consequently, feel able to access 

backstage to a degree. For example, they may be comfortable enough to show vulnerability by 

talking to a cellmate about personal problems they were facing but not enough to display 

emotions that were linked to those problems. Moran and colleagues (2013b, p. 139) make a 

similar point relating to the complexity of the boundary between public and private in penal 

settings, observing that the two concepts do “not represent a single paired opposition, but a 

complex arrangement of binaries”. In contrast to Moran and colleagues’ (2013b) study, this 

study focuses on the distinction between frontstage/backstage rather than the distinction 

between public/private.  It puts forward a new theoretical contribution by showing that this 

adjustment to the way that the concepts of frontstage and backstage are viewed can maximise 

the helpfulness of Goffman’s (1959)  theory in the context of a shared cell. 

 

The helpfulness of Goffman’s (1959) theory is also limited as he does not offer ways in which, 

even in the presences of cellmates that they do not trust, individuals may access backstage. 

This study makes an original theoretical contribution to the literature by showing that 

individuals in shared cells could use tactics both to manage the cell as a space and to facilitate 

backstage access. It may be the case that individuals who use certain coping styles are 

predisposed to make use of these tactics. In particular, individuals with a tendency to use 

Active Coping, whereby they take steps to try to improve their situation, may employ tactics 

to manage the shared cell in a way that produces the best environment for them. Based on 

these findings, strategic behaviours that enabled backstage access could be categorised as 

physical, social and emotional tactics. Social tactics could be developing a cellmate 

relationship to the point where there is sufficient trust to access backstage. Physical tactics 
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involved behaving territorially in the cell, particularly in regard to one’s bed as one’s own 

space or being defensive of personal items like photographs and letters that could be used to 

supplement backstage activity. Emotional tactics related to the way in which emotions were 

suppressed, expressed or otherwise dealt with in the shared cell, including only showing 

certain emotions to one’s cellmate, or waiting for opportunities to engage in emotional 

expression, such as when a cellmate had left the cell or by pretending to be asleep. Identifying 

the ways in which individuals are able to use these tactics in a shared cell has made an original 

contribution to research knowledge.  

 

Moran and colleagues (2013, p. 143) put forward the idea that women in Russian prison 

dormitories were able to “[use] differing tactics, enabling the creation of privacy in ways which 

satisfy their personal needs and their own ability to tolerate the prison environment”. The 

original theoretical contribution of this study can be distinguished from Moran and colleagues’ 

(2013b) work due to significant differences in subject matter. Firstly, the present study 

examines the sharing of a cell by two cellmates rather than the type of dormitory cell studied 

by Moran and colleagues (2013b). As such, it has found evidence of different tactics which 

are available to individuals in these different settings. This can be explained by the fact that 

when cells are shared by two individuals, there is one key social relationship in the cell which 

can influence whether or not backstage can be accessed. In contrast, the subjects of Moran and 

colleagues’ (2013b) study shared a dormitory cell with many cellmates with whom they may 

have had different relationships. This may have been more complicated to manage, as a poor 

relationship with one of these cellmates may have prevented backstage access, and so some of 

the tactics described here may not have been viable options. Secondly, it may also be relevant 

that Moran and colleagues (2013b) studied female prisoners, whereas this study has focused 

on men in prison. Whilst the pressures of front management are not exclusive to male 

prisoners, different gendered social norms may influence the types of tactics which male and 

female prisoners employ to achieve privacy and backstage access (Diaz-Cotto, 1996). Given 

that social norms in society outside prison tend to view stoicism and restrictive emotionality 

as essentially masculine values, men in prison may be more acutely impacted by these 

pressures than women in prison (Sabo, Kupers and London, 2001; de Viggiani, 2012). For 

instance, this research quantitatively demonstrates that greater endorsement of the Male Role 

Norm of Restrictive Emotionality was associated with lower wellbeing amongst men in prison. 

This shows that prison social norms exert pressure on men to display behaviour related to this 

male role norm. This study also provides an original theoretical contribution beyond that of 

Moran and colleagues (2013b), by showing how male prisoners access backstage. Based on 

these findings and in answer to RQ5, Goffman’s (1959) conceptualisation of backstage in the 

context of a shared cell has limitations, as Goffman (1959) does not cover the tactics that 
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enable access to backstage in the company of others who are not trusted (Goffman, 1959). 

These tactics can be regarded as extending Goffman’s (1959)  theory, rather than contradicting 

it. 

 

Yet, this study demonstrates that these tactics were not necessarily easy to implement. Trying 

to be strategic about one’s behaviour and interaction in a cell can be seen as another pressure 

related to front management experienced by individuals in prison. This can be experienced as 

another drain on individuals’ coping resources and wellbeing, especially given the stressful 

nature of imprisonment, as well as any mental health issues, addiction issues or personal 

problems that many individuals in prison face (Prison Reform Trust, 2018a). Indeed, this study 

found a significant association between having a history of mental health issues and lower 

wellbeing scores, showing that for such individuals, this can already operate as a negative 

influence on their wellbeing even before considering the pressures of front management.   

 

Moreover, given that Goffman’s (1959) theory was not directed specifically towards cell-

sharing or even the prison context, it is understandable that this study makes some original 

theoretical contributions which go beyond Goffman’s remit. In particular, Goffman (1959) 

does not help us understand how individuals develop and manage positive relationships with 

their cellmate, although it would be inaccurate to say that front management does not play a 

role in influencing how cellmates interact with each other, as demonstrated above. Based on 

these findings, positive cellmate relationships tend to be built on respect and trust. Having a 

cellmate relationship that features these qualities can materially impact on the experience of 

cell-sharing and individuals’ wellbeing. For instance, respectful interactions between 

cellmates helped to alleviate some of the challenges and deprivations associated with being 

detained in a shared cell. Cellmates who respect each other are more likely to compromise and 

to listen to each other’s opinions.  In addition, being treated with respect by a cellmate brought 

benefits on a more fundamental level. When an individual is treated respectfully by others, it 

implies that others have a positive opinion of them, which helps to bolster and validate positive 

self-conceptions (Butler and Drake, 2007). If a cellmate is the source of these respectful 

interactions then individuals can acquire a benefit from this, as such respectful treatment can 

have positive repercussions on their levels of self-worth and wellbeing  (Butler and Drake, 

2007).  

 

Even for cellmates who do not have prior knowledge of each other, often such respectful 

interactions can pave the way for a positive relationship, wherein individuals could trust each 

other. The qualitative findings suggested that trust played an important role in establishing and 

developing positive relationships between cellmates. Trust, as outlined above, was important 
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for facilitating backstage access in addition to helping to reduce fears relating to personal 

safety or the safety of belongings in a shared cell. However, the presence of trust and respect 

alone does not explain why the quantitative findings found that good cellmate relationships 

were associated with higher wellbeing scores, even compared to individuals in single cells. 

Whilst trust between cellmates who had a good relationship would alleviate fears for safety, 

being in a single cell would also reduce these fears. To understand the association between 

better wellbeing and good cellmate relationships, it must be viewed in conjunction with the 

impact of respectful treatment by a cellmate as well as the potential to receive peer emotional 

support from a cellmate with whom one has a positive relationship. This could facilitate the 

use of Emotional Support as a coping style, which the quantitative findings showed to be 

significantly associated with better wellbeing. The present study has established the 

importance of good cellmate relationships for wellbeing and identified trust and respect as key 

components of these relationships. These findings can be viewed in tandem with Goffman’s 

(1959) theory, as applying his conceptualisation of backstage suggests that backstage access 

can be facilitated by a positive relationship, even if Goffman (1959) does not discuss the ways 

in which individuals can develop these relationships or how these relationships may affect 

coping. 

 

Goffman (1959) is also of limited help when it comes to understanding the challenges faced 

by cellmates in terms of managing the cell as a space. This study makes an original theoretical 

contribution by showing that these challenges are often caused by a deficit in spatial autonomy, 

which can be experienced by individuals who are cell-sharing. Individuals often have no input 

and so no decision-making power over who they share this space with and for what period of 

time. They may have to accommodate another individual’s behaviour and belongings, which 

may impact on the way in which they would rather use the space. This can erode their sense 

of spatial autonomy, as individuals are unable to control not only who they share with but how 

the space in the cell is used by that person. Bird’s (2017) recent scholarship on spatial 

autonomy underscores the importance of individuals in prison being able to exercise agency 

and decision-making capacity over spaces. This reduction of spatial autonomy bars access to 

the benefits that increased autonomy in prison has been associated with in the literature, 

especially relating to greater wellbeing, reduced levels of distress and suicide ideation, as well 

as promoting positive identity construction and desistance (Liebling, Durie and Stiles, 2005; 

van der Laan and Eichelsheim, 2013; Bird, 2017; Favril et al., 2017). Based on the findings of 

this study, such a deficit in spatial autonomy can be exacerbated by the close proximity of a 

cellmate due to the small dimensions of cells in Northern Ireland (Silvestri, 2013), which 

results in individuals experiencing intrusions on their personal space. Recent research that 

builds on Hall’s theory of proxemics and his interpersonal distances highlights the negative 
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impact of intrusions on one’s personal space by individuals who are not close friends (Hall, 

1969; Evans and Wener, 2007; Holmes, Cassidy and Yue, 2014). The idea that different 

categories of tolerable physical distance between individuals depends on the nature of the 

relationship that exists between them bears a certain symmetry with the application of 

Goffman’s (1959) theory; just as an untrusted or unknown cellmate can intrude on an 

individual’s access to ‘backstage’ with negative consequences for wellbeing, if such a cellmate 

intrudes on an individual’s personal space in a physical sense, this can also cause stress and 

anxiety. As such, this study makes an original contribution to work in this area by using the 

concept of spatial autonomy and the theory of proxemics to explain why managing the shared 

cell as a space is difficult and how this can impact individuals in deeper ways than mere 

frustration at a cellmate or one’s situation. 

 

In summary, there are key theoretical issues relating to cell-sharing and how it can influence 

wellbeing and the use of coping styles which can also improve or diminish wellbeing, to which 

Goffman’s (1959) theory, as it stands, does not lend itself. This study makes an original 

theoretical contribution by addressing these limitations, showing how frontstage and backstage 

can be more appropriately viewed as a continuum in the context of the shared cell and how 

cellmates use tactics to access backstage, even if they do not trust each other. It also highlights 

the gaps in Goffman’s theory in the context of cell-sharing, relating to the management of 

cellmate relationships and of the cell as a space. This research makes an original theoretical 

contribution by filling these gaps, demonstrating the importance of trust and respect for 

positive cellmate relationships and drawing on the concepts of spatial autonomy and 

proxemics to understand the experience of a shared cell as a space and how this can influence 

both wellbeing and the use of coping styles which affect wellbeing. As such, this study puts 

forward an original theoretical contribution by suggesting adjustments and extensions to 

Goffman’s (1959) theory which can enhance its utility in furthering an understanding of cell-

sharing and wellbeing. This adapted version of Goffman’s (1959) theory forms the backdrop 

for the examination of how individuals cope with sharing a cell that is presented in the next 

section.  

Understanding Cell-Sharing and Coping 

These findings reveal that the relationship between cell-sharing and coping is complex. This 

study offers an original theoretical contribution to the literature by explaining the bi-directional 

relationships between coping styles and cell-sharing, using the deprivation and importation 

models as a theoretical framework to understand these results. In doing so, it provides an 

answer to RQ3, which sought to examine how coping styles may differ depending on cell type 
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and what factors influence the use of coping styles associated with wellbeing. Coping styles 

are one of many imported characteristics that individuals bring into prison with them. Some 

of these imported characteristics, such as having histories of mental ill health or trauma, could 

make experiencing cell-sharing particularly challenging. Simultaneously, the deprivations 

encountered when cell-sharing (e.g. lack of privacy, and potential distrust, even fear, of a 

cellmate) could help or hinder the use of coping styles.  

 

Many individuals reported negative experiences of cell-sharing relating to the lack of privacy 

in a shared cell, a diminished ability to have their own space and conduct their own routine, as 

well as the distrust of their cellmate and fears for safety. These negative aspects of sharing a 

cell relate to some of Sykes’ (1958) pains of imprisonment, such as the deprivations of 

autonomy, liberty and security. Deprivation models build on Sykes’ (1958) pains of 

imprisonment to argue that deprivations encountered in the prison environment can influence 

individuals’ behaviour, including the ways in which individuals cope with imprisonment 

(Sykes, 1958; Zamble and Porporino, 1988; Dye, 2010). The qualitative findings of this study 

revealed that individuals were able to engage in some strategies associated with Active Coping 

(such as CBT tasks, music therapy and exercise) more readily in single cells, due to the 

privacy, peace and space that they experienced there without being disrupted by a cellmate. 

Similarly, interviewees reported that a cellmate’s lack of motivation or malaise could 

contribute to their own lack of engagement in programmes and work opportunities. The 

quantitative findings suggested that, compared to their peers in single cells, individuals in 

shared cells reported lesser usage of Active Coping, a coping style significantly associated 

with higher wellbeing. In contrast, individuals in shared cells reported higher rates of 

Behavioural Disengagement or Substance Use than those in single cells. Importantly both of 

these coping styles were significantly associated with lower wellbeing scores.  Sharing a cell 

could be a strain on individuals, encouraging them to use drugs to achieve an element of 

escapism from their situation. Individuals who are exposed to a cellmate’s drug use may also 

be more likely to use drugs themselves, especially if they have a history of substance abuse. 

In these ways, this research makes an original theoretical contribution by illustrating how the 

deprivation model can be applied to the experience of cell-sharing, and how the cell 

environment may influence coping styles.  

 

However, the findings of this study suggest that an understanding of cell-sharing and coping 

cannot be gained from focusing solely on the deprivations associated with cell-sharing. Whilst 

these are important, it is also necessary to consider how individuals’ imported characteristics 

can influence the way that individuals cope with cell-sharing.  Importation models have been 

applied to how individuals adapt to imprisonment, as well as prison suicide and violence in 
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prison (Zamble and Porporino, 1988; Murray, 2005; Blevins et al., 2010; Dye, 2010). Central 

to this theory is the idea that people do “not arrive at the prison gates as blank slates to be 

moulded by the institutional conditions” (Blevins et al., 2010, p. 149). Instead, they carry with 

them cultural values, social norms and beliefs that are shaped by their communities. Applying 

importation models to coping and cell-sharing shows that individuals bring personal 

characteristics (such as personalities, mental health conditions or problems with addiction) and 

experiences (such as trauma or prejudice) with them into prison cells. This can mean that the 

experience of cell-sharing is more difficult for individuals who bring certain characteristics 

into a cell. For example, these findings highlight how individuals may struggle to cope with 

cell-sharing if they suffer from OCD, as a cellmate can interfere with the compulsive behaviour 

that OCD sufferers carry out to alleviate anxiety caused by obsessive thoughts. More generally 

speaking, having a history of mental health issues was shown to be significantly associated 

with poorer wellbeing by the quantitative analysis in this study.  For such individuals, having 

to manage cell-sharing may be more difficult or may interact with mental ill-health so as to 

further impact their wellbeing. As such, this study shows that certain imported individual 

characteristics can accentuate the challenges encountered in a shared cell and the use of coping 

styles found to be significantly associated with wellbeing.  

 

Furthermore, this research indicates that whether or not an individual is allocated to a shared 

cell can be influenced by the coping styles which they import into prison. This is due to the 

use of single cells as one of the ‘perks’ of the progressive regime in prisons in Northern Ireland. 

Possessing certain characteristics can increase the likelihood that individuals will progress 

successfully through the PREPS system to Enhanced regime levels, where they stand a better 

chance of acquiring a single cell. Based on these findings, the use of certain coping styles can 

influence the PREPS regime level which individuals may be able to achieve. This study found 

that Active Coping was used to a slightly greater extent by individuals in single cells, whereas 

Behavioural Disengagement and Substance Use were employed more by individuals in shared 

cells. Individuals who use Active Coping may be more likely to engage with work placements, 

educational programmes or rehabilitative opportunities that may aid their advancement 

through the regime levels. In a similar way, individuals who employed Behavioural 

Disengagement to cope with imprisonment would be less likely to get involved in such 

opportunities and consequently, their progress through PREPS regime levels may be 

hampered. Likewise, individuals who used substances to cope may struggle to progress given 

the requirement that individuals pass mandatory drug test to reach the higher regime levels. 

As single cells were treated as a perk of the Enhanced levels, in this way the predispositions 

to use certain coping styles which individuals import into prison can influence the type of cell 

they reside in. However, other imported characteristics such as complex needs, mental ill 
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health and substance abuse issues may also make it more difficult for individuals to advance 

through PREPS regime levels. For example, individuals suffering from depression may lack 

the motivation to engage with educational programmes and work placements, yet involvement 

with these is necessary to progress through PREPS. Individuals with addiction issues may 

struggle to pass mandatory drug tests, as required by PREPS conditions, due to their drug use. 

This makes it more likely that these individuals will remain in the lower levels of PREPS. 

They are then more likely to be placed in a shared cell, where the challenges of cell-sharing 

may represent a compounding factor on top of personal issues with which they may already 

be struggling.    

 

Based on these findings, this study advocates for an integration of both the deprivation and 

importation models to enable an understanding of cell-sharing and coping. In other areas of 

prison research, such as the study of misconduct in prison or suicide in prison, an integrated 

model is deemed to be the most helpful in understanding how both imported factors and the 

deprivations of the prison environment can interact to play a role in influencing the experience 

of imprisonment (Thomas, 1977; Grapendaal, 1990; Liebling, 1999b; Blevins et al., 2010; 

Dye, 2010). In the context of this study, an integrated approach acknowledges that the extent 

to which wellbeing is impacted by cell-sharing is a result of their imported characteristics 

(including pre-established coping styles, personalities, socio-economic backgrounds, mental 

health and addiction issues), the degree of deprivation encountered in the cell environment 

(such as levels of privacy, the amount of space and the nature of the cellmate relationship) 

and, importantly, the interaction between these. Therefore, the answer to RQ3 is that the 

relationship between cell type and coping styles is not simple; they each exert an influence on 

the other. Future research is needed to disentangle how coping styles and cell type may interact 

with each other as the cross-sectional nature of this study makes it difficult to ascertain the 

causal relationships between these two variables. Due to this complexity between cell type and 

coping, it is important that the decision-making processes that govern which type of cell 

individuals are allocated to are carried out effectively, as discussed in the next section.  

Cell Allocation Decision-Making and the Role of Procedural Justice 

This study makes a further original contribution to the literature by highlighting where gaps 

exist in policy and staff training relating to cell-sharing and showing how cell allocation 

decision-making can impact on the delivery of procedural justice. In particular, the way in 

which cell allocation decisions are conducted and communicated can have implications for the 

extent to which individuals feel that they been treated fairly by prison staff. Individuals greatly 

value the opportunity to make their views on cell-sharing or prospective cellmates heard. 
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Giving individuals a voice and engaging with their concerns respectfully is central to the 

delivery of procedural justice, which this study has shown to be relevant to the way in which 

staff make decisions about cell allocation. In the context of imprisonment, the principles of 

procedural justice can be understood as “when authorities treat people respectfully, without 

discrimination or bias, with transparent and fair procedures and allow all parties a voice” 

(Beijersbergen et al., 2014, p. 101). This can be achieved by including individuals in the 

conversation regarding their cell allocation. Hulley and colleagues (2012) suggest that the 

nature of decision-making processes can be experienced as more important than the outcome 

if decisions are made in accordance with the principles of procedural justice. This is of 

particular importance for cell allocation decisions as population pressures in prison may 

necessitate placing individuals in shared cells, even though they have a preference to reside in 

single cells. Based on the findings of this study, some individuals behave violently in response 

to cell allocation decisions that they do not agree with, threatening or assaulting staff and other 

individuals in prison. Treating individuals fairly and with respect, by allowing them to express 

their concerns and opinions, even unpopular decisions (e.g. allocation to a shared cell) can 

deliver a sense of procedural justice and dignity to that individual (Hulley, Liebling and Crewe, 

2012). The impact of such treatment cannot be underestimated as the research literature shows 

that individuals who feel that they have been treated decently and justly in prison have better 

wellbeing and lower levels of re-offending upon release (Gover et al., 2000; Liebling, Durie 

and Stiles, 2005; Slotboom et al., 2011; Listwan et al., 2013; Beijersbergen et al., 2014; 

Beijersbergen, Dirkzwager and Nieuwbeerta, 2016; Brunton-Smith and McCarthy, 2016; 

Wallace et al., 2016). It can also have positive consequences for the extent to which individuals 

regard the use of authority in prisons as legitimate. Greater levels of legitimacy have been 

shown to be associated with reduced levels of misconduct in prisons and increased levels of 

safety (Sparks and Bottoms, 1995; Reisig and Mesko, 2009). These findings speak to RQ4, 

regarding how cell-sharing is managed. They show the value of conducting cell allocation 

decisions consistently and in accordance with the principles of procedural justice (fairness, 

inclusion and respect), to help achieve positive impacts on individuals and the wider 

institution.  

 

One of the key contributions to knowledge supplied by this study is the identification of the 

range of factors that can influence cellmate relationships and which staff attempt to balance 

when allocating cells. Individuals’ backgrounds, previous experiences of trauma, 

personalities, behaviours (such as hygiene practices and sleeping patterns), as well as the type 

of offence they are convicted of or charged with, can all impact the type of relationship that 

exists or develops between cellmates. The findings of this study suggest that, where possible, 

NIPS staff try to make efforts to match cellmates who they think will have a positive 
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relationship. Interestingly, in some instances staff did not follow European Prison Rules and 

CJINI Inspection recommendations that remand and sentenced prisoners were not to share 

cells (Council of Europe, 2006; Silvestri, 2013; CJINI, 2015). They took a more pragmatic 

approach, prioritising placing individuals who already had a positive relationship or who were 

likely to develop a positive relationship together in shared cells, even if this meant placing 

remand and sentenced prisoners together. This may call into question the purpose of rigidly 

applying this aspect of the European Prison Rules (Council of Europe, 2006), if the 

unsentenced prisoner and the sentenced prisoner both were willing to share a cell with each 

other and staff were satisfied that neither cellmate presented a risk to the other. In practice, 

this may promote wellbeing for individuals who may otherwise end up sharing a cell with a 

prisoner who may match them in terms of being sentenced or unsentenced but with whom they 

may not have a good relationship.  

 

Ultimately, being able to facilitate good cellmate relationships can depend on staff having 

knowledge of the relevant information to make such efforts. This may be prevented if there 

are ineffectual information sharing mechanisms between departments. However, it may also 

be prevented if individuals have not shared this information to any prison staff in the first 

place. This has two key implications for decision-making on cell allocation. Firstly, it speaks 

to the importance of cultivating good staff-prisoner relationships. This can increase the 

probability of individuals divulging sensitive, personal yet relevant information that may 

indicate that they pose a risk to a potential cellmate (e.g. an individual with a family member 

who had been the victim of a sexual assault may represent an increased risk to cellmates who 

are sex offenders) or that they themselves would be at risk (e.g. details of their religion, 

sexuality or previous experience of trauma). If individuals in prison have relationships with 

staff that are of sufficient quality, this can increase the likelihood that staff will be equipped 

with the relevant details that they can base their cell allocation decisions on. Secondly, it 

emphasises the value of giving individuals a voice in the decision-making process relating to 

cell allocation, as this opportunity for meaningful dialogue provides a chance for individuals 

to share such information.  This would enable staff to make the most appropriate cell allocation 

decisions on an individual basis that can promote rather than diminish wellbeing. 

 

Having said this, there are a number of constraints which impact upon staff’s ability to make 

cell allocation decisions that promote wellbeing. In particular, it was difficult for staff to be 

flexible in terms of cell allocation decision-making when they encountered increases in the 

number of individuals to be housed on their landings. This required greater numbers of 

individuals to share a cell and made reaching a decision as to who would be the most 

appropriate cellmate more complicated. The challenge of assigning individuals to shared cells 
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in a way so as not to negatively impact their wellbeing must be viewed in light of the 

overwhelming preference for a single cell that many individuals in prison held due to previous 

negative experiences of cell-sharing. Moreover, overcrowding also created a greater workload 

for staff in terms of making decisions about which cells individuals should be placed in.  If the 

number of individuals on a landing exceeded the number of single cells available, staff had to 

decide which individuals should share cells. When population pressures are particularly acute, 

many individuals may have to share cells. For staff, this necessitated an assessment of a large 

number of variables relating to a greater number of people. This complicated the decision-

making process by bringing more information and more variables into consideration. It took 

time for staff to review the spaces in cells that were available, which could involve examining 

individual case files and phoning other departments, such as Security or Healthcare, for more 

information. Staff also had to consider possible moves and combinations, as well as to sort out 

the practicalities and logistics of the move (i.e. the relocation of individuals and their 

belongings into their new cell allocations). In these ways, decisions relating to cell allocation 

represent an operational burden for staff who have many other tasks and demands to 

accomplish when running a landing.  

 

Staff shortages further exacerbate these issues, as staff may not be in a position to thoroughly 

consider all the relevant information and possible solutions. Furthermore, when staff are under 

such pressure, it makes it less likely that they would be in a position to engage in dialogue 

with each individual involved in cell moves, concerning their thoughts and opinions on 

proposed cell allocations. In this way, the pressures under which prison officers operate, 

including staff shortages, can preclude the facilitation of this element of procedural justice 

when making cell allocation decisions. These findings help to answer RQ4 by showing the 

way cell-sharing is managed and the challenges that this can pose for staff. Moreover, these 

findings suggest that a new framework for managing cell-sharing may be required to better 

help and guide prison staff when they are making cell allocation decisions.  

A New Framework for Managing Cell-Sharing 

The current policy governing cell allocation decisions in Northern Ireland is the Cell Sharing 

Risk Assessment (CSRA) policy, which guides such decisions by ascertaining the risk which 

individuals may pose to their cellmates. Yet, the CSRA policy does not formally incorporate 

a consideration of many factors which this study has found to be relevant to influencing the 

experience of cell-sharing, cellmate relationships and individuals’ wellbeing and coping. 

While the CSRA policy focuses primarily on the risk that cellmates may pose to each other, 

in reality the findings of this study indicate that staff consider not only if individuals pose risks 
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to their prospective cellmates under the CSRA but also how individuals may be impacted by 

sharing a cell, due to their personal histories, backgrounds and complex needs. This research 

shows that staff are right to consider these factors as they are important for promoting 

wellbeing and coping ability amongst individuals who are sharing cells. Yet, the findings also 

indicate that many staff required guidance as to how to weigh up these factors, but such 

guidance was not currently available to them through policy and training.  This section seeks 

to address this need by outlining a framework of the relevant factors that should be considered 

by staff when managing cell-sharing and making decisions on cell allocation. 

 

It is important to preface the exploration of this framework with an acknowledgment that many 

of the individual and/or operational factors relevant to cell allocation decision making are often 

dynamic, highly individualised and in flux.  Any framework which is offered must conserve 

staff’s ability to be flexible and pragmatic when attempting to facilitate good cellmate 

relationships. This flexibility and pragmatism is crucial due to the large range of important 

factors which must be considered when allocating an individual to a single or shared cell. A 

strict formal policy would make it difficult for staff to balance these factors, especially when 

population pressures can impede the flexibility of decision-making by limiting the options 

available to staff.  Despite this, it is still important that policy and training exists to provide 

staff with guidance on how to make these decisions, if the aim of promoting individuals’ 

wellbeing and use of coping styles found to increase wellbeing is to be achieved, and if the 

development of good cellmate relationships is to be encouraged.  

 

Nevertheless, in any proposed framework designed to manage cell-sharing, a risk assessment 

mechanism, such as the CSRA, must still feature as an important component and a primary 

consideration. The findings of this study stress that the risks involved in cell-sharing can 

complicate the objective of safeguarding individuals in custody.  They highlight the extent to 

which cellmates could be regarded as ideally placed to bully, manipulate or attack the 

individual with whom they share a cell. This demonstrates the value of properly conducted 

risk assessments before allocating two individuals to the same cell.  Having said that, it is 

difficult to ascertain the extent to which the current CSRA process is effective based on the 

numbers of individuals who encounter violence, bullying or victimisation during previous 

experiences of cell-sharing. This is not only due to the fact that such victimisation takes place 

behind the cell door and so may be hard for staff to observe, but also the operation of prison 

social norms that discouraged informing staff of other prisoners’ wrong doings.  Therefore, 

whilst assessing the risk that individuals pose to their cellmates is undoubtedly important, 

solely considering this risk is insufficient to ensure the safety and wellbeing of individuals 

who are sharing cells. A more effective framework for managing cell-sharing would examine 



233 

 

individual characteristics that may make an individual unsuitable for sharing a cell – not 

merely because of the risk that they pose to their cellmate but also because of particular 

vulnerabilities or complex needs that would place them at risk from a cellmate or which make 

it likely that their wellbeing would be negatively impacted by cell-sharing. 

 

Consequently, while levels of risk need to be considered, risk assessments alone are 

insufficient to make evidence informed decisions about cell-sharing that will enhance 

wellbeing in prison. This study advocates for a more holistic consideration of whether it is 

appropriate for an individual to share a cell, which considers the operational and individual 

factors outlined in Chapter Six. Furthermore, it is important that when staff are making cell 

allocation decisions, their approach is specific to each individual; there should be a focus on 

assessing the needs, characteristics and/or vulnerabilities of the individual in question. In order 

to implement the required individualised approach, staff should endeavour to consult 

individuals as to their preference on having a single or shared cell, as well as potential 

cellmates that they would be happy to share with, and then take this into consideration when 

making decisions regarding cell allocation. Therefore, based on these findings, it is beneficial 

to build a consideration of individual factors, such as drug use, previous experiences of trauma, 

mental health issues, current levels of distress and whether individuals have recently arrived 

in custody, into a framework for managing cell-sharing. This new framework, based on the 

findings emerging from this study regarding what factors were found to influence when cell-

sharing worked, offers guidance for staff on how to manage cell-sharing. It acknowledges the 

role that different factors play in influencing wellbeing and the use of coping styles, equipping 

staff with a means of assessing these factors and providing guidance for their decisions. 

 

Based on these findings, a new framework for managing cell-sharing necessitates a 

consideration of individual needs, such as current or past drug use or addiction. When making 

cell allocation decisions, staff should be aware of the number of issues that can arise when an 

individual is exposed to a cellmate’s drug use. Firstly, volatile and unpredictable behaviour of 

one cellmate who is under the influence of drugs can cause the other cellmate to fear for their 

safety or to experience physical violence. It can be difficult for staff to detect this due to the 

operation of social norms that prevent or discourage individuals from reporting victimisation 

as a result of such behaviour. Behaving in this volatile fashion presents a risk to one’s cellmate 

but this may not be caught as part of the current CSRA policy, as this risk may only arise when 

they are under the influence of drugs. Secondly, cell-sharing can increase individuals’ access 

to drugs. At times, this may be due to in-possession medication, for which a cellmate may 

bully or extort an individual.  As a result of a cellmate’s interference, individuals are deprived 

of the prescription medication they may need for physical or mental health conditions. It also 
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causes issues as the cellmate has not been legitimately prescribed this medication, running the 

risk that it may impact them adversely by interacting with any medication they have been 

legitimately prescribed or any other illicit drugs they may have taken. Furthermore, access to 

illicit drugs can be increased by cell-sharing, largely due to the social expectation for cellmates 

to share their supply of drugs. With increased access to drugs and sometimes a cellmate’s role 

in encouraging drug use by ‘egging’ an individual on, there may be a greater risk of overdose. 

This poses a clear challenge to safeguarding individuals in shared cells. Thirdly, as a result of 

exposure to a cellmate’s drug use and this potentially increased ease of access to drugs in a 

shared cell, individuals who are attempting to address addiction issues can struggle to abstain 

from drug use. This can be due to being tempted to engage with drug taking behaviour with a 

cellmate as a more pleasurable means of passing the time in a shared cell but can also be as a 

response to the challenges of sharing a cell. As a result, this could further impede their efforts 

to address their drug use, thus threatening their engagement with the desistance process. For 

these reasons, when allocating two individuals to a cell, ideally neither individual would be 

involved or have a history of being involved with drug abuse. However, given the high rates 

of substance misuse in prisons, this may not be achievable in practice (CJINI, 2018a). Instead, 

perhaps staff should endeavour to refrain from allocating an individual who is currently 

attempting to address addiction issues to shared cells with individuals who are known to be 

active drug users at that time. 

 

Individuals’ experiences of trauma should also feature as an important factor to be considered 

when managing cell-sharing. Generally, this research suggests that individuals who have 

experienced trauma (such as attempts on their life or sexual assault) or multiple ACEs may 

struggle with aspects of cell-sharing. As such, it may be inappropriate for many of these 

individuals to share cells. For instance, individuals who have been violently or sexually 

assaulted in the past found it difficult to trust a cellmate and to share their personal space with 

an individual they may not know or trust, causing stress, anxiety and even fear. For individuals 

who had been sexually assaulted, it could be especially distressing to wash, dress and use the 

toilet in the presence of a cellmate who was a stranger to them. Research literature points to 

high levels of both ACEs and trauma in prison populations (Sarchiapone et al., 2009; Reavis 

et al., 2013; Baranyi et al., 2018). Levels of trauma are particularly high in post-conflict 

societies such as Northern Ireland (Ferry et al., 2014), with Bunting and colleagues (2013) 

suggesting that levels of PTSD in Northern Ireland are amongst the highest in the world. In 

line with a trauma-informed model of care, it is important to ensure that individuals who have 

experienced trauma are supported in prison by ensuring that they feel safe and that they are 

not retraumatised (Hopper, Bassuk and Olivet, 2010). Cell-sharing can potentially contribute 

to such re-traumatisation, with negative consequences for individuals’ wellbeing and welfare 



235 

 

that could extend beyond imprisonment. Yet, if managed well, cell-sharing could be used in a 

way that might help to ensure that individuals who have experienced trauma feel safe. Sharing 

a cell with an individual who is known and trusted may help individuals who have experienced 

trauma to feel supported. A good relationship with a trusted cellmate may help individuals 

who are attempting to overcome trauma to use Emotional Support as a coping style; this may 

help them to deal with their traumatic experiences and have a positive impact on their 

wellbeing. In particular, it would be beneficial for such individuals to be consulted in regard 

to the identity of their cellmate, to ensure that they feel safe in whichever cell or with 

whichever cellmate they are assigned. 

 

The mental health of the individuals being allocated to shared cells is another factor that needs 

to be considered when deciding on cell-sharing arrangements. Some mental health conditions 

may cause individuals to be unsuitable for cell-sharing. For example, individuals suffering 

from psychosis or certain personality disorders could pose a risk to their cellmate as a result 

of their mental health conditions. Generally, this should be caught by the current CSRA policy 

that would categorise such individuals as ineligible for cell-sharing. However, these findings 

indicate that mental health conditions can factor into whether individuals’ wellbeing is 

positively or negatively impacted by cell-sharing in more nuanced ways. Certain mental health 

conditions can make cell-sharing particularly difficult for individuals. As discussed above, 

individuals with OCD may find it hard to tolerate the habits of a cellmate where they conflicted 

with their own behaviours and routines. Individuals who suffer from anxiety may find it 

challenging to share a cell, especially if they feel unable to relax in the company of their 

cellmate. Nevertheless, that is not to say that individuals with mental health conditions should 

not share cells. Cellmates can provide valuable peer support for individuals who may be 

suffering from mental ill health, for example, those suffering from depression may benefit 

from having someone to talk to or individuals suffering from anxiety may find that a cellmate 

helps to distract them from their own thoughts.  It is important for staff who are allocating 

individuals to cells to be aware of the potential for cell-sharing to impact individuals with 

mental health conditions in these ways, but it is not possible to definitively outline how 

precisely individuals suffering from specific mental health conditions will respond to cell-

sharing. This is due to the fact that mental ill health can be experienced very differently by 

individuals, who may have more than one condition. Based on the findings of this study, the 

most appropriate guidance for considering mental ill health as a factor in cell allocation 

decisions is to recognise the importance of individuals’ preferences to have a single or shared 

cell, as well as who they share a cell with. For individuals with mental ill health, good cellmate 

relationships can play a key role in making cell-sharing an easier and even beneficial 

experience for them. 
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Often the decision to allocate two individuals to a cell is in response to a lack of available 

single cells but this study shows that cell-sharing can play a significant role in facilitating peer 

support for individuals who experiencing distress, low mood or personal problems. When the 

facilitation of support is the motivation underlying allocating an individual to a shared cell, 

there are several specific factors which can influence whether this arrangement is successful. 

First and foremost, such an arrangement will only be successful if the individual who is 

experiencing distress wants to share a cell. An individual who is experiencing distress may 

have a preference to remain in a single cell as this can enable them to have privacy, to feel 

able to express emotion without social reprisal due to prison social norms and to process their 

situation without having to worry about their cellmate. Secondly, using cell-sharing to enable 

an individual to access peer support is much more likely to be successful if the individual in 

question is consulted as to who their cellmate should be. It would be problematic to assign 

such an individual a cellmate that they do not wish to share with; far from providing effective 

support, this may make sharing a cell more difficult during a time of distress. If an individual 

is going to be supported through a difficult or emotional time by a cellmate, it should be 

someone that they want to share with, as a good cellmate relationship will maximise the 

effectiveness of that support.  It is also important that the cellmate who is to be acting as a 

support for the individual in distress is willing to do so. These issues must be considered if 

cell-sharing is going to serve as an effective mechanism for peer support and to encourage the 

use of coping styles which can promote wellbeing, such as Active Coping, Emotional Support 

and Positive Reframing. Thirdly, in these circumstances, another factor which should be 

considered is the intensity of the distress that the individual is experiencing. The provision of 

peer emotional support when individuals are experiencing low to medium levels of distress 

could be effective in curbing negative thoughts and helping individuals to cope with low mood. 

Nonetheless, it would not be appropriate for individuals who are in states of acute distress or 

identified as being a high risk of suicide to be sharing cells. If an individual is sharing a cell 

with a cellmate who is in an acute stage of distress, it may be difficult for that individual to 

remember that they themselves are not responsible for their cellmate’s wellbeing. Such a 

situation could also be distressing for a cellmate to witness and to be involved in.  This point 

of view is supported by previous literature on the trauma of witnessing a cellmate’s acts of 

self-harm or suicide attempts (Freyne and O’Connor, 1992; Boothby, 2011). As such, the 

intensity of an individual’s distress is a relevant consideration that should guide the 

management of cell-sharing in terms of when shared cells are used as a mechanism for 

enabling peer support, in order to protect the wellbeing of the supporting cellmate. 
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For individuals who are allocated to shared cells in the early stages of their imprisonment, 

there are specific factors which influence whether this is a positive or negative experience. 

This study found that staff regularly used cell-sharing as a mechanism to safeguard individuals 

who had recently arrived in prison.  When individuals first arrive in prison, they can experience 

and exhibit high levels of vulnerability and distress as a result of the change in their situation, 

which can put them at high risk of suicide (Liebling, 1992, 1995; Favril et al., 2017; van 

Ginneken, Sutherland and Molleman, 2017). In light of this, this research raises questions as 

to whether it is appropriate to allocate individuals to shared cells during the early stages of 

custody. The rationale for doubling up individuals upon their arrival in prison (unless their 

CSRA suggested it would be inappropriate to do so) was centred on the cellmate being ideally 

placed to alert staff if the other individual required medical attention or was exhibiting 

behaviour that suggested they may engage in self-harm or attempt suicide. However, some 

individuals found it difficult to have to cope with a cellmate on top of the stresses of being 

newly imprisoned, as worries about family outside and their immediate future can already be 

having a negative impact on their wellbeing. This is particularly true for individuals who were 

experiencing imprisonment for the first time, which is shown by the research literature to be 

particularly stressful (Maccio et al., 2015). This study suggests that these individuals were 

often very fearful of being allocated a cellmate and as a result, being doubled up made their 

first days and nights in prison much more stressful. Accordingly, this research cautions against 

the use of cell-sharing as a blanket approach to dealing with this increased level of 

vulnerability amongst individuals in the early stages of imprisonment. For some individuals, 

using cell-sharing as a mechanism to reduce the likelihood of an individual engaging in self-

harm or completing suicide can act as another stressor on that individual. It is therefore 

important that staff do not default to placing individuals in shared cells upon their arrival in 

prison but instead engage in meaningful dialogue with the individual in question to ascertain 

which type of cell would be most appropriate. For individuals who staff are concerned may be 

medically at risk or distressed by their arrival in prison, cell-sharing may still be a viable and 

useful option for ensuring their wellbeing. However, the factors outlined above in relation to 

using cell-sharing as a support system should still be observed; the individual should be willing 

to share a cell, should be consulted in regard to their cellmate’s identity and the individual 

should not be experiencing acute distress or suicidality.  

 

In summary, the findings of this study have provided the basis for a new framework that can 

be used to guide evidence-informed decisions on cell-sharing. This framework is more 

nuanced than current policy as it involves assessing the potential impact of cell-sharing on 

individuals in terms of their wellbeing and coping, rather than merely focusing on the risk that 

individuals pose to their prospective cellmates. By taking these factors into account, it is 
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possible to spot when individuals are likely to benefit from cell-sharing. A recurrent theme 

underlying these factors, in terms of whether they exerted a positive or negative influence on 

the experience and effect of cell-sharing, is the importance of individuals either choosing to 

share cells or at least being consulted in relation to who their cellmate is. Enabling individuals 

to have a choice in who they share a cell with can pave the way for good cellmate relationships 

that can facilitate a release from prison social norms, provide peer emotional support and, 

ultimately, contribute to better wellbeing. The factors outlined above form a framework that 

can guide the management of cell-sharing to promote greater wellbeing in prison and can be 

used to inform the development of prison policy and practice.  

Implications for Policy and Practice 

Considering the findings of this study, there are several recommended changes to policy that 

can be made. Ideally there would be changes to sentencing policy and practice that have a 

direct impact on how many individuals are held in prison, reducing levels of overcrowding 

and consequently the number of individuals sharing cells. Such changes to sentencing policy 

could include the greater use of community sentences to reduce the number of individuals who 

are in prison on short-term sentences. By reducing the population pressures, this would 

enhance staff flexibility to make appropriate decisions on cell allocation. Furthermore, it could 

even lead to the situation where the only individuals who share cells are the individuals who 

choose to do so. This would promote a greater sense of spatial autonomy and increase the 

likelihood of positive cellmate relationships, contributing to better wellbeing in prison.  

However, without such wider changes to sentencing policy and practice, the prison service 

may experience population pressures which force staff to increase the use of cell-sharing and 

may even require them to place more people in shared cells.  

 

The potential positive benefits associated with cell-sharing may become particularly difficult 

to access when individuals are placed in shared cells with a large number of cellmates. 

Dormitory cells are used in many jurisdictions worldwide, such as the USA, El Salvador, 

Brazil and Russia (Moran, Pallot and Piacentini, 2013b; Coyle, Heard and Fair, 2016). This 

study has been unable to examine the experience of cell-sharing in dormitory settings. 

Nevertheless, based on these findings, it is likely that increasing the number of cellmates may 

amplify the negative impacts of cell-sharing on an individuals’ wellbeing. In such conditions, 

the sense of a lack of privacy and a lack of ability to have one’s own space or routine may be 

exacerbated, making cell-sharing more challenging. It may increase the potential for 

individuals to engage in coping styles associated with poorer wellbeing, especially Substance 

Use as there is a greater chance that an individual may be exposed to one of their cellmates’ 
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drug use. In addition, this study has highlighted the complexity of managing the relationship 

with one cellmate; increasing the number of cellmate relationships to be managed may further 

complicate the social dynamics to be navigated, resulting in a greater challenge for individuals 

in prison and increasing the probability of cell-sharing negatively influencing wellbeing. This 

too may impact on individuals’ abilities to use coping styles such as Emotional Support, as 

displaying or discussing emotions may be inhibited in a shared cell with many cellmates. Even 

if an individual has a positive relationship with one or some of these cellmates, individuals 

may not feel able to use Emotional Support unless a positive relationship exists between all of 

those in the cell, which may be unlikely. As such, based on the findings of this study, the use 

of dormitory cells for detaining individuals in prison is not recommended. 

 

More generally, it is important that prison systems are adequately resourced in terms of 

staffing levels to ensure that the management of cell-sharing can contribute to higher levels of 

wellbeing in custody. Addressing staff shortages would help to ensure that staff can implement 

effective information sharing, as well as having the time to make considered and measured 

decisions in terms of cell-sharing. The findings of this study highlight the vast amount of 

information that can be relevant to making these decisions; it is therefore important that staff 

have time to properly consider the best course of action when assigning individuals to single 

or shared cells. Moreover, increasing the number of operational staff on landings would help 

to ensure that staff have the time to engage in dialogue with individuals about their cell 

placement when making cell allocation decisions, thus delivering a sense of procedural justice.  

It would also alleviate the pressures on other members of landing staff who can then channel 

more energy and time into building respectful relationships with individuals. This can 

encourage individuals in prison to share personal experiences with staff, which staff can then 

consider when allocating cells. Such positive staff-prisoner relationships are important if staff 

are to have knowledge of crucial information that can then be used in line with the framework 

outlined above to decide whether sharing a cell is in an individual’s best interests. Key to 

achieving this is also ensuring that good communication protocols exist between the different 

departments and teams within the prison, such as security staff, landing staff and mental 

healthcare staff. These different staff members may encounter information that is relevant to 

whether an individual should share a cell; it is important that this is accessible for the staff 

who are deciding on cell allocation. 

 

With that in mind, these findings suggest that prisons should have the capacity to make use of 

shared cells when it is in the best interests of individuals in terms of promoting their wellbeing. 

The value of cell-sharing as a support mechanism for individuals experiencing distress has 

been demonstrated by the findings of this study. Therefore, the use of this practice is to be 
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encouraged, where individuals are willing to support cellmates through times of loneliness, 

distress or low mood. Yet, this study illustrates that the supportive cellmate can often feel 

burdened or even overwhelmed by feeling responsible for the wellbeing of their cellmate. As 

such, it is recommended that when doubling individuals up for emotional support or as part of 

a carer role, informed consent to act this capacity should be sought. Staff should check in 

regularly with the supporting cellmate to ensure that this role is not negatively impacting on 

their own wellbeing. If the supporting cellmate appears to be negatively affected, perhaps 

experiencing anxiety or burnout, staff should be proactive in meeting their duty of care to this 

individual. They should consider moving them from the shared cell and seeking other forms 

of support for the individual they were sharing with. Furthermore, where any individual 

witnesses the self-harm or suicide attempt of a cellmate, staff should ensure that this individual 

receives appropriate support to deal with the trauma of such an experience. Consequently, if 

cell-sharing is going to feature as a means of facilitating peer support and promoting the use 

of Emotional Support as a coping style in prison, it must be managed in a way that enhances 

rather than diminishes wellbeing.  

 

Changes to the decision-making process are also necessary to ensure that individuals who are 

the subject of a cell allocation decision have a voice in the decision-making process. One of 

the key findings from this study is the potential for being allocated to a certain cell to be 

experienced as disempowering for individuals in prison. The way in which such decisions are 

made can diminish a sense of spatial autonomy, which is linked to individual’s wellbeing and 

ability to construct positive identities in prison. When individuals are excluded from 

discussions relating to which cell they are to be assigned, they experience a lack of procedural 

justice. In order to address this, staff should give individuals opportunities to express their 

opinions on what type of cell or which cellmate they would prefer. Staff should be trained in 

how to listen to individuals’ concerns relating to their cell allocation but also how to 

communicate in a fair, reasonable and respectful manner that the operational requirements of 

the prison may make it difficult to meet that individual’s preferences. It may be beneficial for 

staff to be trained in conflict resolution, with specific reference to cell allocation. 

Communicating non-combatively and respectfully with individuals, in accordance with the 

principles of procedural justice, can help to ensure that even if an individual does not receive 

the outcome that they wished for, they may respond positively to the decision as they have 

been treated fairly and given a voice in the decision-making process. This in turn can promote 

staff safety, given the potential for individuals to react violently when resisting allocation to a 

shared cell, particularly as a result of how the decision was undertaken without their 

involvement, and the manner in which the decision was communicated to them. 
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A further recommendation for the management of cell-sharing relates to the adoption of the 

new framework proposed for guiding staff cell allocation decisions based on the study’s 

findings. Adoption of this framework does not mean that the CSRA is abandoned but rather, 

that it is considered alongside the other factors listed in the new framework so that a more 

holistic approach to assessing suitability for cell-sharing is adopted. All staff who are involved 

in making cell-sharing decisions should be adequately trained in this. Training should be 

provided to staff to help empower them to competently undertake cell allocation decisions, in 

line with the framework put forward by this study. Furthermore, staff should be advised on the 

complications that arise as a result of the CSRA requirement that any risk should be evidence-

based. In particular, staff should be trained on what to do when individuals claim to pose a risk 

to their cellmate but where there is a lack of corresponding supporting evidence to indicate the 

existence of this risk. More explicit policy may need to be developed in this area and if staff 

are encouraged to use ‘positive risk-taking’, they should be guided and supported by 

management in this undertaking.  

 

In addition, staff training should include training on managing the requests to share cells, in 

terms of how to ascertain the motivations that underlie such a request. This training should 

instil an attitude in staff that views granting these requests as part of promoting wellbeing in 

custody, rather than perceiving this to be an erosion of their authority. Such training 

programmes present an opportunity to discuss these issues with staff, in the hope of reorienting 

staff attitudes to requests from individuals in prison to share a cell.  Tackling negative staff 

attitudes in relation to cell-sharing as a mechanism for peer support is important as the 

facilitation of this support can be impeded by the way in which staff perceive individual’s 

requests to share a cell. Staff suspicion that such individuals are simply trying to move to a 

cell with a friend for the purpose of shared drug use can stand in the way of facilitating this 

support. Similarly, resentment among staff due to perceptions that granting such requests 

amounted to a loss of their authority could hinder the extent to which staff were willing to 

permit these cell moves. It is therefore important that staff recognise the value of cell-sharing 

if individuals are seeking support – even if levels of distress are not severe. There may be a 

difficult balance to strike between facilitating requests, even repeated requests, to move and 

ensuring this does not undermine staff or create problematic disruption. The potential benefits 

of good cellmate relationships and the negative impacts of problematic relationships do 

suggest though that moves should be facilitated wherever possible.    

 

Additionally, the findings of this study make a case for changes in how prisons are designed, 

specifically the layout of cells that are used for sharing. The design of such cells can influence 

the wellbeing of individuals residing there; not only by impacting the experience of sharing 
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the space with another person but also the relationship between cellmates. Certain features and 

layouts in shared cells could influence how difficult it was to have a cellmate. In particular, 

one of the most difficult aspects of this was coping with the lack of privacy when using the 

toilet, which was often experienced as degrading. This lack of privacy and consequent loss of 

dignity in a shared cell when using the toilet can often put strain on a cellmate relationship. As 

such, this study recommends that prison cells should be designed in a way that ensures as 

much privacy as possible when individuals are using the toilet (e.g. contained in a cubicle). 

This would provide individuals with a heightened sense of dignity as they would not be in 

view of their cellmate whilst using the toilet. A cubicle is preferable to a privacy screen as it 

allows the toilet to be contained and separated from the rest of the cell.  As a result, individuals 

may not feel in such close proximity to the toilet, which is unpleasant - especially when many 

individuals in prison eat their meals in their cell. This would contribute to combating the loss 

of dignity that individuals reported experiencing in shared cells. Liebling (2011, p. 534) refers 

to the loss of dignity in prison as “psychologically painful”. The findings of this study showed 

that many individuals found the loss of dignity in a shared cell to be extremely difficult to cope 

with. In this way, cell-sharing can contribute to a prison environment which is not conducive 

to being treated with respect and dignity. This can be damaging for individual’s sense of self 

as they may not perceive themselves as being worthy of respect due to the way that they are 

treated. 

 

Prison authorities should also review the dimensions of the cells in which they hold two or 

more individuals. A larger floorspace in cells could reduce the health and safety risks that 

cramped shared cells present to staff and prisoners. If a prisoner should have a seizure, a larger 

cell may reduce the likelihood that they will be injured as a result of the seizure. For staff who 

may enter a cell to perform a medical intervention or to restrain a cellmate, the greater amount 

of floorspace reduces the risk of staff becoming injured because of being in a cramped 

environment. Currently, assessments as to whether cells are of sufficient size to house two 

individuals are based on whether individuals are able to conduct certain tasks such as washing 

and dressing (Silvestri, 2013). If individuals are able to carry out such tasks, the cell is deemed 

to be large enough. Based on the findings of this study, it is suggested that these assessments 

look not only at whether these activities can be carried out but the manner in which these 

activities are carried out. If a lack of floor space makes carrying out these tasks difficult when 

there are two individuals in the cell, this cell may not be of a sufficient size for two individuals 

to share. For example, if one individual must remain seated on the bed to allow another 

individual to wash, dress or use the bathroom, the floorspace of such a cell is inadequate. 

Ensuring that individuals can have room to walk around and to carry out basic tasks without 

suffering intrusions on their personal space could reduce stress and anxiety. This could help 
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to diminish tension between cellmates and so have a protective influence on good cellmate 

relationships. For individuals who have past experiences of trauma, this is of particular 

importance as such invasions of personal space may be distressing and even re-traumatising.  

 

Moreover, the findings of this study suggest that efforts should be made to increase 

individuals’ sense of spatial autonomy in prison cells, given its potential benefits  (Bird, 2017). 

Allocating individuals to single cells as a general rule is perhaps the simplest way of increasing 

levels of spatial autonomy. This may not be feasible given current prison architecture and 

design, but this should be factored into any plans to build or renovate prisons or 

accommodation blocks. Other ways to enhance spatial autonomy in cells include facilitating 

requests to share cells (subject to considering the framework outlined above), as well as 

engaging in a dialogue with individuals to consult them on their cell and cellmate preferences 

which can be taken into account when making cell allocation decisions. In addition, prisons 

should support individuals who wish to decorate their cells through the provision of paints and 

the purchase of bedspreads and curtains from tuckshop. However, it is important that items 

such as paints, bedclothes and curtains are affordable for all prisoners so that individuals who 

do not have much money are still able to make use of these items, and so able to exercise their 

spatial autonomy in this way. Baer (2005) suggests that altering the appearance of the cell 

through decoration could be important for an individual’s sense of wellbeing and construction 

of identity. In tandem with spatial autonomy, facilitating the expression of self-identity can 

help to foster a secure sense of self that research links to improved wellbeing, resilience and 

likelihood of desistance from crime upon release (Giddens, 1991; Pennebaker and Seagal, 

1999; Maruna, 2001; Reading and Bowen, 2014). Given the reduced levels of spatial 

autonomy encountered in shared cells and its implications for identity construction and 

desistance, it may be all the more important that individuals are equipped with some means of 

making decisions relating to their cell. This may mean providing ample noticeboard space for 

two individuals to display posters, photographs and sufficient wardrobe space for clothes. 

 

Additionally, there are aspects of cell design which can help to promote better cellmate 

relationships by addressing some common issues that caused tension between cellmates. For 

instance, providing more storage would prevent individuals from arguing over shelf space. If 

such storage could be lockable, this could allay fears that one’s cellmate could interfere with, 

damage or steal one’s personal possessions. Lockable boxes are often used by NIPS for 

prisoners who hold their prescription medication in their own possession. Extending the use 

of such lockable boxes not only for prescription medication but also for personal documents, 

including legal documents, could help individuals feel less stressed about the security of 

personal possessions, private documents and sentimental items. It should be noted that this in 
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itself would not prevent a vulnerable individual from being bullied for their key to these boxes 

by a cellmate. Nevertheless, it would reduce the opportunity for a nosy, bored or malicious 

individual interfering with their cellmate’s personal property when their cellmate was out of 

the cell. In this way, prison cell design could alleviate one of the key challenges that can cause 

tension or conflict between cellmates, thus facilitating better cellmate relationships and 

consequently, higher wellbeing. In addition, it may increase individual’s sense of spatial 

autonomy, as they feel as though they are capable of keeping items safe in their cell.  However, 

it may not be realistic to expect that large scale renovations will be undertaken, given the extent 

of recent budgetary cuts experienced by prison services in the UK (HM Prison & Probation 

Service, 2018). A more realistic way of alleviating tensions between cellmates without 

renovating or reconstructing prison accommodation would be to ensure that individuals 

sharing cells are able to spend sufficient amounts of time out of the cell. This facilitates a 

‘break’ from their cellmate that can help individuals to deal with the irritation or frustration 

that they may feel towards their cellmate. In this way, allowing individuals to spend time 

outside their cell can promote positive cellmate relationships and contribute towards better 

wellbeing. 

 

Finally, it is essential that prison authorities consider whether it is appropriate to use single 

cells as an informal perk associated with incentivised regimes, such as PREPS and IEP. Based 

on the findings of this study, individuals who tend to use positive coping styles (such as Active 

Coping) are able to advance to the higher levels of these regimes and so to acquire single cells. 

Conversely, individuals who tend to use negative coping styles (such as Substance Use and 

Behavioural Disengagement) and who have complex needs (such as mental ill health or 

addiction issues) may struggle to progress to the Enhanced levels of these regimes. Instead, 

they tend to linger in the lower levels, where cell-sharing is much more commonplace. They 

must then deal with the many issues relating to cell-sharing, such as the lack of privacy, 

potential fear and distrust of a cellmate and navigating cellmate relationships, on top of their 

complex needs.  The strain of cell-sharing, in conjunction with these complex needs, can 

contribute to lower wellbeing, as well as potentially encouraging the use of negative coping 

styles to cope with this situation. As such, these findings raise serious questions as to whether 

treating single cells as a reward for individuals who manage to progress to higher regime levels 

is appropriate. For individuals on the lower levels of PREPS or IEP who have complex needs, 

it is equally important that they can reside in a single cell if this will enhance their wellbeing. 
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Conclusion 

The findings of this study make an original contribution by exploring how cell-sharing can 

impact on wellbeing and the use of different coping styles in prison. It has demonstrated, 

quantitatively and qualitatively, that it is not simply the fact that an individual is detained in a 

cell with another person that can impact their wellbeing and coping but rather, it is their 

relationship with their cellmate that is most influential. This study explains this through a 

synthesis of research on prison social norms, which suggest that individuals frequently use 

‘fronts’ in prison to demonstrate their toughness and mask emotional vulnerabilities (Jewkes, 

2005; de Viggiani, 2012; Crewe et al., 2014; Laws and Crewe, 2016), and through the use of 

Goffman’s (1959) dramaturgical metaphor of frontstage and backstage. The findings show 

that prison social norms can restrict individuals’ access to backstage in a shared cell, 

compromising their ability to gain relief from the pressure of ‘putting on a front’ in prison and 

their engagement with backstage activity. This can have implications for individuals’ 

wellbeing, as such restrictions on backstage access can prevent individuals from displaying, 

releasing and processing emotions in front of a cellmate. An important caveat to this, 

previously underacknowledged by the research literature, is the instance where cellmates enjoy 

a positive relationship and trust each other sufficiently to engage in backstage activity in each 

other’s presence. This can facilitate the provision of peer emotional support and encourage 

individuals to use Emotional Support as a coping style, which can have a positive impact on 

their wellbeing. However, these findings also suggest that it was possible for the shared prison 

cell to exist somewhere on a continuum between frontstage and backstage. Its precise location 

on such a continuum was dependent on the degree to which individuals trusted their cellmate 

and had a good relationship. Good cellmate relationships can also enable individuals to 

undertake important identity work, such as the reflexive project of the self, wherein they 

conduct creative maintenance on their own self-narrative. These findings suggest that the 

opportunity to engage in this type of identity work was important for individuals’ ability to 

process their thoughts and emotions in prison. This can be viewed in light of research that 

points to how this reflection can be key for a stronger sense of self, better mental health and 

even could contribute to an individual’s path to desistance from crime (Pennebaker and Seagal, 

1999; Maruna, 2001; Reading and Bowen, 2014). 

 

These findings also indicate that there is a previously unexplored, complex relationship 

between cell-sharing, wellbeing and the use of certain coping styles. Even if a good cellmate 

relationship exists, sharing a cell can be a challenging experience as individuals may have to 

deal with a lack of privacy, intrusions on their personal space and a reduced ability to conduct 

their own routine. For individuals with poor cellmate relationships, these challenges can be all 
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the more acute as it can be difficult to reach a compromise with one’s cellmate in the absence 

of a good relationship. These findings suggest that cellmate relationships are part of the 

explanation of how cell-sharing, wellbeing and coping are related but importation and 

deprivation models can provide greater insight in this regard. The coping styles individuals 

import into prison, such as a tendency to use substances, to disengage or to make use of 

emotional support, can influence their wellbeing in prison, along with other individual 

characteristics such as mental health issues. Yet, these coping styles and individual 

characteristics can also interact with the deprivations of the prison environment, impacting the 

way these deprivations, such as cell-sharing, are experienced.  In addition, these imported 

coping styles can play a role in determining whether an individual is allocated to a single or 

shared cell, by either helping or hindering their progression through incentivised regimes. 

Single cells can be more common on the upper tiers of such regimes, treated as informal perks, 

whereas shared cells are more common in the lower levels. Individuals who employ Active 

Coping during their imprisonment are more likely to constructively engage with these 

incentivised programmes and therefore to progress to these upper levels, where a single cell is 

more likely. For individuals who use coping styles that are not rewarded by incentivised 

regimes (such as Substance Use or Behavioural Disengagement), they are more likely to 

remain in the lower levels and so to find themselves sharing a cell, exposed to the challenges 

of coping in such an environment. 

 

The findings also raise important questions for policy on the use of shared cells. The majority 

of respondents in this study expressed a strong preference in favour of having a single cell. 

Given the findings outlined above that highlight the impact that cell-sharing can have on 

wellbeing, ideally individuals would not have to share cells unless they wish to do so.  For 

most jurisdictions, this would involve reducing the prison population, perhaps through 

sentencing reform and the greater use of community sentences. This would mean that 

individuals would not have to share cells out of operational necessity (i.e. because of 

population pressures) but rather, would be allocated to a shared cell because of its potential to 

improve wellbeing. In the short-term and in a political climate of punitive populism, such 

sentencing reform that would lead to a reduction in prison population and, consequently the 

lesser need to use cell-sharing in prisons, may be unlikely. More realistically, it may be 

achievable to place a greater emphasis on consulting individuals in regard to who they are 

willing to share a cell with, as this will increase the likelihood that there will be a positive 

cellmate relationship and so that individuals can access the benefits associated with this, as 

described above. Indeed, this study has revealed the benefits of cell-sharing where individuals 

wish to do so. Given these benefits, it is important that prisons retain the capacity for cell-

sharing to be used in such circumstances, to promote wellbeing in prison. To address the gap 
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in policy and practice in this area which this research has revealed, this study has put forward 

a new framework that can guide staff who are making decisions on cell allocation. By 

following this evidence-informed framework, allocations to shared cells can be made with a 

view to promoting wellbeing through the facilitation of good cellmate relationships. 

 

As with all research, there are some limitations associated with the design and methodology 

of this study which should be kept in mind when applying these findings to other contexts. 

Firstly, this study was conducted in two prison sites in Northern Ireland that held adult men. 

As a result, the findings may not hold for institutions that detain young people or women and 

they may have limited generalisability for other jurisdictions. Despite this, prisons in Northern 

Ireland face similar challenges to many other western prison systems, such as high rates of 

mental health issues, substance abuse and population pressures (CJINI, 2018a). It is therefore 

possible that many of the findings of this study will have relevance to other prison systems. 

Secondly, this study has focused on cells that are shared by two individuals. Jurisdictions 

where the use of dormitory cells or where extreme levels of overcrowding are encountered 

may experience different issues than what is outlined here. However, this difference may be 

one of degree; for example, more extreme experiences of a lack of privacy, fears for safety 

and complexity of managing multiple cellmate relationships. Thirdly, this study has employed 

a cross-sectional survey which has yielded valuable findings that further our understanding of 

the relationship between cell-sharing, wellbeing and coping. One of the key limitations of such 

a cross-sectional design is that more concrete inferences about causality cannot be drawn. As 

a consequence, it is not possible to determine conclusively whether cell-sharing influences 

wellbeing levels/coping styles in prison or if wellbeing levels and coping styles used influence 

an individual’s likelihood of being allocated a shared cell. Given that this study has highlighted 

the statistically significant association between cellmate relationships, wellbeing and certain 

coping styles, future research could employ longitudinal designs to investigate this further. 

 

Despite these limitations, this study still offers valuable insights for theory, policy and practice. 

The reliability of its findings is bolstered by its mixed methods approach, that featured a survey 

using a stratified random sample, and interviews with both staff and prisoners. It has provided 

an in-depth exploration of the lived experience of cell-sharing and how having a cellmate can 

influence levels of wellbeing and the use of different coping styles. This study also raises 

questions for the management of shared cells, making an original contribution to knowledge 

in this area by both highlighting and addressing the gaps which exist in policy and practice, 

particularly in relation to the cell allocation decision-making process. It puts forward a new 

framework to govern such decisions in a manner that would enhance, rather than detract from, 

wellbeing and coping in prison. 
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Appendix A: Literature Search Strategy 
 

The following search terms were used to systematically search 6 databases for articles and 

documents in which the search terms appeared, including title, abstract and full text:  

Cell sharing Cell mate Prison Coping 

“Cell shar*” “Cellmat*” “prison*” “cop*” 

“Cellshar*” “Cell mat*” “jail*” “surviv*” 

“Cell-shar*” “Cell-mat*” “detent*”  

“double bunk*” “padmat*” “penitentiar*”  

“double-bunk* “pad-mat*” “gaol*”  

“doublebunk*” “pad mat*”   

“doubling” “cellie”   

 

A search was of the QUB library catalogue was undertaken which produced 430 results 

although less than 10 were relevant to prison research. A further search was performed on the 

following databases: 

- International Bibliography of the Social Sciences 

- Periodicals Archive Online 

- ProQuest Dissertations & Theses: UK & Ireland 

- Social Services Abstracts 

- Sociological Abstracts 

- Web of Science 

- Psych Info 

- Google Scholar 

 

These produced 3963 results. The search results were then filtered by subject, excluding 

blatantly irrelevant subjects such as stem cell research, toxicology or soil studies and including 

criminology, social psychology, cultural anthropology and mental health which left 56 

relevant results. Perusal of these found very few to be relevant to the research questions of this 

study. There was, therefore, a lack of research material specifically covering this search area, 

as stated by Molleman and van Ginneken (2014). A purposive, immersive approach was taken, 

reviewing the themes relevant to cell-sharing within the prison sociology literature such as: 

loneliness, boredom, privacy, overcrowding, suicide and social support. 
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Appendix B: Participant Information Sheets 
 

Prison Cells and Well-Being Study 

Questionnaire Information Sheet 

 

Hello,  
 
My name is Aimee Muirhead and I am a research student at Queen’s 
University Belfast. I am doing a research project about how different types of 
cells affect people and how they cope in prison. I am hoping that you would be 
interested in helping me with my project by taking part in a questionnaire. It 
will take 15-20 minutes to complete and I can help you to fill in your answers if 
you would like help. The questionnaire will ask questions about: 

- Your background (e.g. age, gender, etc.) 

- Your cell 

- Your well-being and how you cope with prison 

- Prison social norms 

This study is completely independent from the Prison Service and so the 
Prison Service will not see your answers if you decide to take part. Your 
answers will be confidential. What you tell me will not have any effect on your 
PREPS position, sentence or accommodation. For example, if you tell me you 
do not like the cell that you are in, I cannot do anything to change your cell. 
However, if you choose to take part in this questionnaire, you will be helping 
people to understand what living in a prison cell is like which will be used to 
attempt to improve how decisions about cell sharing are made by the Prison 
Service. It is my aim to use the findings from this study to improve conditions 
for people in prison and their experience of sharing a cell. 

If you would like to take part, please fill in the questionnaire attached then place 
it in the sealable envelope provided and post it in the secure box on the 
landing. At this point, it is not possible to withdraw from the study because I 
will not be able to identify which questionnaire is the one that you completed – 
it is completely anonymous! If anything in the questionnaire upsets you or if 
you feel like you need support, please tell me, a Listener or a member of staff 
that you trust. If you think that taking part in this study is likely to upset you, it 
is advised that you do not take part. Please keep this sheet for your information 
and contact me at the address below if you have any questions. Your help is 
much appreciated! 

Thank you! 

Aimee 

  
School of Sociology, Social Policy and Social Work 

Queen’s University of Belfast 

6 College Park 

Belfast, BT1 7LP 

Tel: 028 9097 5117 
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Prison Cells and Well-Being Study 

Interview Information Sheet 

Hello,  
 
My name is Aimee Muirhead and I am a research student at Queen’s 
University Belfast. I am doing a research project about how different types of 
cells affect people and how they cope in prison. I am hoping that you will be 
interested in helping me with my project by taking part in an interview. In the 
interview, I will ask you questions about what prison life is like and what it is 
like living in different types of cells. The interview will take between 30 mins 
and 1 hour depending on how much you have to say during the interview.  

This study is independent from the Prison Service and the Prison Service will 
not see your answers unless you tell me that you plan to harm yourself, 
someone else, to escape from the prison or information about abuse by 
staff. Under such circumstances, I am obliged to report this to a relevant 
authority. However, all other information will remain confidential. Because this 
study is separate from the Prison Service, it means that what you tell me will 
not have any effect on your PREPS position, sentence or accommodation. For 
example, if you tell me you do not like the cell that you are in, I cannot do 
anything to change your cell. However, if you choose to take part in this 
interview, you will be helping people to understand what living in a prison cell 
is like which will be used to attempt to improve how decisions about cell sharing 
are made by the Prison Service. It is my aim to use the findings from this study 
to improve conditions for people in prison and their experience of sharing a 
cell. 

If you would like to take part in this interview, please let me know or tell a 
member of staff. Then I will be in touch with you to arrange a time to meet. If 
anything in the interview upsets you or if you feel like you need support, please 
tell me, a Listener or a member of staff that you trust. If you think that taking 
part in this study is likely to upset you, it is advised that you do not take part. 

Please keep this sheet for your information and contact me at the address 
below if you have any questions. Your help is much appreciated! 

 

Thank you! 

Aimee 

 

 

 

  

School of Sociology, Social Policy and Social Work 

Queen’s University of Belfast 

6 College Park 

Belfast, BT1 7LP 

Tel: 028 9097 5117 
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Appendix C: Participant Consent Forms 
 

Prison Cells and Well-Being Study 

Pilot Consent Form 
 

This interview is part of an independent study that wants to understand how different 
prison cells affect the people living in them. Please tick the boxes to show that you 
have read the information below and that you understand what will happen if you take 
part in the piloting process. Feel free to ask the researcher for more information if you 
do not understand something. 

 Taking part in this pilot is your choice. 

 You can decide to stop taking part at any time and you do not need to explain 
why.  

 You can ask the researcher questions about the process. 

 You do not have to answer any questions that you do not want to answer. 

  With your permission, the discussion will be tape-recorded. Your name will not 
be recorded on the tape and no-one other than the researcher, their 
supervisors and a transcriber will have access to the tape. The transcriber will 
have signed a confidentiality agreement. This is to make sure that what you 
say is confidential and that you are anonymous. All information will remain 
anonymous and confidential EXCEPT if you tell me that you are planning 
to harm yourself, someone else or information about abuse by staff or 
an escape from prison. I am obliged to report this information to a 
relevant authority and cannot guarantee anonymity or confidentiality in 
these situations.  

 Only anonymised quotes will be used in the write up and publication of the 
study. 

 The discussion will last between 30 minutes to 1 hour depending on how much 
you have to say during the interview. 

 You can withdraw from the study at any stage, without any negative 
consequences to you. 

 

Please sign your name below to show that you have decided to volunteer to take part 
in the pilot process. 

 

Participant’s name:  ____________________________________ 
  

Signed:   ____________________________________  

Date:    ____________________________________ 

Participant’s number:  ____________________________________ 
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Prison Cells and Well-Being Study 

Interview Consent Form 
 

This interview is part of an independent study that wants to understand how different 
prison cells affect the people living in them. Please tick the boxes to show that you 
have read the information below and that you understand what will happen if you take 
part in this interview. Feel free to ask the researcher for more information if you do 
not understand something. 

 This interview is voluntary. Taking part in it is your choice. 

 You can decide to stop taking part at any time and you do not need to explain 
why.  

 You can ask the interviewer questions about the interview. 

 You do not have to answer any questions that you do not want to answer. 

  With your permission, the interview will be tape-recorded. Your name will not 
be recorded on the tape and no-one other than the researcher, their 
supervisors and a transcriber will have access to the tape. The transcriber will 
have signed a confidentiality agreement. This is to make sure that what you 
say is confidential and that you are anonymous. All information will remain 
anonymous and confidential EXCEPT if you tell me that you are planning 
to harm yourself, someone else, or information about abuse by staff or 
an escape from prison. I am obliged to report this information to a 
relevant authority and cannot guarantee anonymity or confidentiality in 
these situations.  

 Only anonymised quotes will be used in the write up and publication of the 
study. 

 The interview will last between 30 minutes to 1 hour depending on how much 
you have to say during the interview. 

 You can withdraw from the study at any stage, without any negative 
consequences to you. 

 

Please sign your name below to show that you have decided to volunteer to take part 
in this interview. 

 

Participant’s name:  ____________________________________ 
  

Signed:   ____________________________________  

Date:    ____________________________________ 

Participant’s number:  ____________________________________ 
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Prison Cells and 
Well-being Questionnaire 

 

 

CONFIDENTIAL 

AND 

ANONYMOUS 

 

 

Appendix D: Questionnaire 
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Prison Cells and Male Well-being Questionnaire 

 

This questionnaire is part of an independent study that wants to understand 
how different prison cells affect different people.  It should take around 20 
minutes to complete. 

Please tick the boxes to show that you have read the information below and 
that you understand what will happen if you take part in this questionnaire. Feel 
free to ask the researcher for more information if you do not understand 
something. The researcher can help you to fill in the questionnaire if you need 
help. 

 

 This questionnaire is voluntary. Taking part in it is your choice. 

 You can decide to stop taking part at any time and you do not need to 
explain why.  

 You can ask the researcher questions about the questionnaire. 

 You do not have to answer any questions that you don’t want to answer. 

  You do not have to write your name on the questionnaire. This is to 
make sure that what you say is confidential and that you are 
anonymous.  

 Only the researcher and supervisors have access to your completed 
questionnaire. 

  None of the information you put down in this questionnaire will go into 
your Prison Service records.  

 

Thank you! 

 

  

If anything in this questionnaire makes 

you feel upset, please tell the researcher, 

a Listener or a member of staff that you 

trust.  
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Background Information 

This section aims to find out about your background.  

Please tick the box that you feel applies to you. 

 

1. How old are you?      _____________ 
 

2. Are you male or female? 
 

 

Male      

Female    

Prefer not to say   
Other     
 

3. What is your ethnic group? 
 

White      
Irish Traveller    

Black     

Asian     

Mixed     

Other     
 
 

4. How many times have you been in prison?   _____________ 
 

 
5. How would you describe your family background? 

 

Working class    
Lower Middle class   
Middle class    
Upper Middle class    
Upper class      

 
 

6. Have you ever had problems with drugs and/or alcohol? 
 

Yes      
No     

 

 

7. Have you ever had mental health problems? 
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Yes      
No     

 
8. How long is your current sentence? 

 

I am on remand   
Less than 1 year    
Between 1 and 2 years  
Between 2 and 4 years  
Between 4 and 10 years  

Over 10 years    
Life sentence     
IPP     
 
 
 

9. How much of your current sentence have you served? 
 

I am on remand   
Less than 1 year    
Between 1 and 2 years  
Between 2 and 4 years  
Between 4 and 10 years  

Over 10 years    
 

 
10. Who are you sexually attracted to? 

 

Prefer not to say   
Women only    
Men only    
Men and women    
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Your current accommodation 

 

This section aims to find out more about the kind of cell you live in. Your answers will 
not change the kind of cell you are in. 

 
11. What is your current regime level? 

 

Basic         
Standard     
Enhanced     

 
 

12. How many people are in your cell, including you? 
 

1       
2       
3       
More than 3      
 

 
13. A) Do you have a toilet in your cell? 

 

Yes (go to 13B)    
No (go to 14)    
 

13. B) Please tick the box that best describes your toilet: 

     Toilet with no privacy screening  
     Toilet with privacy screening   
     Toilet in its own cubicle/stall    
  

 
14. Have you been in your current cell for more than 2 weeks? 

 

Yes       
No      
 

15.  Since being in your current cell, how have you been feeling? 

 

Better      
Worse       
The same      
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16. If you currently share a cell, how well do you get on with your cellmate? 

 

We don’t get on well at all    

We rarely get on well     

We sometimes get on well    

We get on well most of the time   

We get on well all of the time    
 

17. Please explain why: 

 

 

 

 
 

18. If you had a choice, which would you prefer? 
 

A single cell     
A shared cell      
 
 

19. Why would you prefer that type of cell? 
 
 

 

 

 
 

20. Do you feel safe when you are locked in your cell? 
 

Yes      
No      
 

21. Please explain why: 
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Your Well-Being 

This section looks at your mental well-being and how you’ve been feeling lately. Below 
are some statements about feelings and thoughts. Please tick the box that best 
describes your experience of each over the last 2 weeks. 

 

 None of 
the time 

Rarely Some of 
the time 

Often All of 
the time 

I’ve been feeling 

optimistic or good about 

the future 

     

I’ve been feeling useful      

I’ve been feeling relaxed 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

I’ve been feeling 

interested in other people 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

I’ve had energy to spare      

I’ve been dealing with 

problems well 

     

I’ve been thinking clearly 

 

     

I’ve been feeling good 

about myself 

     

I’ve been feeling close to 

other people 

     

I’ve been feeling 

confident or sure of 

myself 

     

I’ve been able to make up 

my own mind about 

things 

     

I’ve been feeling loved 

 

     

I’ve been interested in 

new things 

     

I’ve been feeling cheerful 
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Coping in Prison 

This section deals with ways you've been coping in prison.  Different people deal with 
things in different ways, but I'm interested in how you've tried to deal with being in 
prison.  

Each item says something about a particular way of coping.  I want to know how much 
or how often you've been doing what the item says.  

It doesn’t matter if the method of coping that you’re using seems to be working or 
not—just whether or not you have been doing it in the last 2 weeks.  Try to rate each 
item separately in your mind from the others.  Make your answers as true for you as 
you can. 

 

 
 

I have been doing this… 

 
 

Not at all A little bit A medium 
amount 

A lot 

I’ve been turning to work 

or other activities to take 

my mind off things 

    

I’ve been concentrating or 

focusing my efforts on 

doing something about the 

situation I’m in 

    

I’ve been saying to myself 

“this isn’t real” 

 

    

I’ve been using alcohol or 

other drugs to make 

myself feel better 

    

I’ve been getting 
emotional support from 
others 
 

 
 

   

I’ve been giving up trying 
to deal with it 
 

    

I’ve been taking action to 
try to make the situation 
better 
 

    

I’ve been refusing to 
believe that it has 
happened 
 

    

I’ve been saying things to 

let my unpleasant feelings 

escape 

    

I’ve been getting help and 

advice from other people 
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 I have been doing this… 
 

 Not at all 
 

A little bit A medium 
amount 

A lot 

I’ve been using alcohol or 
other drugs to help me get 
through it 

    

I’ve been trying to see it in 

a different light, to make it 

seem more positive 

    

I’ve been criticizing myself 

 

 

    

I’ve been trying to come 

up with a strategy or plan 

about what to do 

    

I’ve been getting comfort 

and understanding from 

someone 

 

    

I’ve been giving up trying 

to cope 

 

    

I’ve been looking for 

something good in what is 

happening 

    

I’ve been making jokes 

about it 

 

    

I’ve been doing something 

to think about it less, such 

as watching TV, reading, 

daydreaming or sleeping 

    

I’ve been accepting what 
has happened 
 

    

I’ve been expressing my 
negative feelings 
 

    

I’ve been trying to find 

comfort in my religion or 

spiritual beliefs 

    

I’ve been trying to get 

advice or help from other 

people about what to do 

    

I’ve been learning to live 

with it 
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I have been doing this… 
 

 Not at all 
 

A little bit A medium 
amount 

A lot 

I’ve been thinking hard 

about what steps to take 

to cope 

    

I’ve been blaming myself 

for things that happened 

    

I’ve been praying or 

meditating 

 

    

I’ve been making fun of 

the situation 

 

    

 

Prison Social Norms 

This section looks at how you believe that men should act. Please tick the box which 
shows how much or how little you agree with each statement. 

 

1. In prison, a man should never admit when others hurt his feelings. 

 

2. In very emotional situations, men in prison should not show their emotions. 

 

3. In prison, men should not be too quick to tell others that they care about them. 

 

  

Strongly agree Agree Agree a bit  Undecided Disagree a bit Disagree Strongly disagree 

              

Strongly agree Agree Agree a bit  Undecided Disagree a bit Disagree Strongly disagree 

              

Strongly agree Agree Agree a bit  Undecided Disagree a bit Disagree Strongly disagree 
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4. It is important for a man in prison to take risks, even though he might get hurt. 

 

5. When things are tough in prison, men should be tough. 

 

6. A young man in prison should try to be physically tough, even if he’s not big. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

     

END OF QUESTIONNAIRE 

THANK YOU! 

 

 

Strongly agree Agree Agree a bit  Undecided Disagree a bit Disagree Strongly disagree 

              

Strongly agree Agree Agree a bit  Undecided Disagree a bit Disagree Strongly disagree 

              

Strongly agree Agree Agree a bit  Undecided Disagree a bit Disagree Strongly disagree 
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Appendix E: Interview Schedules 
  

Prisoner Interview Schedule 

 

Start 

In this interview, I’m going to ask you questions about what prison life is like and what 

it is like living in different types of cells.  

As you know, this study is completely independent from the Prison Service and so the 

Prison Service will not see your answers unless you tell me that you plan on 

harming yourself, someone else, escaping from the prison or information about 

abuse by staff.  Under such circumstances, I am obliged to report this to a relevant 

authority. However, all other information will remain confidential. 

I’m now going to turn on the tape recorder and to start the interview. 

State Participant number. 

 

Section 1: Cell 

- Can you tell me about the different cell types available in NIPS? What do you 

think about these? Why? 

 

- Do you think the type of cell makes a difference to how you feel? 

 

- What kind of cell are you in at the minute? Tell me about what it’s like to be 

in that cell. 

 

- If you had a choice, what kind of cell would you be in? Why? 

 

- What do you think about how staff make decisions about cell placement? 

 

- Do you decorate your cell or do anything to make it your own?  How? 

Why/why not? 

 

- Do you have anything to keep you busy when you’re in your cell? How do 

you kill time? 

 

- Have you ever shared a cell? 

 

o What was it like? 

o How would you describe your relationship with your cellmate? Could 

you trust them? Why? 
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o Do you think it’s good having a cellmate? Can you think of a specific 

time you were glad you had a cellmate? 

o Can you think of a time when you wished you didn’t have a cellmate? 

o Can you tell me what a good cellmate would be like? 

o If you were told you were getting a new cellmate, how would you 

react/ what would you think? Would you be worried? 

o Can you describe a bad cellmate? 

o Are there certain expectations about how to act when you’re sharing a 

cell? 

 

Section 2: Fronts and coping 

- Are you able to be yourself in prison? 

 

- Do you ever feel like you have to put on a front? 

 

- How would you describe the atmosphere on the landing? Is it different from 

being in your cell? 

 

- Do you think you act differently on the landings compared to the cell? 

 

- Are you able to be yourself in your cell? Why/why not? 

 

- Do you think having a cellmate affects the extent to which people can be 

themselves in their cell? Why? If yes, what effect do you think this can have 

on people? Have you ever felt like that? Why?  

- Do you think it would be easier or harder to cope with being in prison in a 

certain type of cell? Why? 

- Have you ever shared a cell with someone who was struggling to cope? What 

was it like? 

 

- Is there anything else that you feel is important and want to say which we 

have not already covered? 

 

Closing 

 

That’s the end of the questions I have for you. Thank you for taking the time to talk to 

me and for sharing your experiences, it’s really helpful. Is there anything else you want 

to say or ask me?  
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Staff Interview Schedule 

 

Start 

In this interview, I’m going to ask you questions about your experiences of how 

individuals in prison cope in different cells and how decisions about cell allocation are 

made. 

As you know, this study is completely independent from the Prison Service and so the 

Prison Service will not see your answers unless you tell me that you plan on 

harming yourself, someone else, assisting an escape from prison or information 

regarding abuse by staff.  Under such circumstances, I am obliged to report this to a 

relevant authority. However, all other information will remain confidential. 

I’m now going to turn on the tape recorder and to start the interview. 

State Participant number. 

1. Can you please describe the different types of cells available to people in 

NIPS? 

 

2. What do you think about these different cell types? 

 

3. How are decisions made about who goes in what cell? What information is 

used to make that decision? Why? What do you think of this process? 

 

4. Do you think different kinds of cells have different effects on people? Why? 

 

5. Are there certain types of people who don’t cope well in certain cells (single, 

shared, dormitory etc)? If so, why? Are you able to give me any examples 

(without names obviously)?  

 

6. Similarly, are there certain types of people who do particularly well in certain 

cells? Why is that, do you think? Are you able to give me any examples 

(without names obviously)? 

 

7. Do you see any patterns in how people respond to different cell 

environments? Why do you think this is the case? 

 

8. Would you often encounter tension or even aggression between cell mates or 

is that rare? 

 

9. Is it common for individuals to be moved cell frequently? How frequently? 

Do you think this has any impact on their well-being?  

 

10. Has overcrowding impacted the decisions about cell allocation? If so, how? 
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11. What changes (if any) would you like to see made in the provision of cells 

within NIPS? Why? 

 

12. What changes (if any) would you like to see made in how people are 

allocated to cells? Why? 

 

13. What changes (if any) would you like to see made in the policy in this area? 

Why? 

 

14. Are there any other points that you think are important that we have not 

already covered?  

 

 

Closing 

 

That’s the end of the questions I have for you. Thank you for taking the time to talk to 

me and for sharing your experiences, it’s really helpful. Is there anything else you want 

to say or ask me?  
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Appendix F: Distress Protocol 
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Appendix G: Confidentiality Agreement 
 

Confidentiality Agreement Relating to Transcription Services 

 
I, ______________________________, agree to maintain full confidentiality in 

regards to any and all audiotapes and documentations received from Aimée Muirhead 

related to her research study on the researcher study titled “Behind Closed Doors: A 

Study of Cell-sharing and Coping in Prison”.  

Furthermore, I agree: 

 

1. To hold in strictest confidence the identification of any individual that may 

be inadvertently revealed during the transcription of audio-taped interviews, 

or in any associated documents. 

 

2. To not make copies of any audiotapes or computerized titles of the 

transcribed interviews texts, unless specifically requested to do so by the 

researcher, Aimée Muirhead. 

 

3.  To store all study-related audiotapes and materials in a safe, secure location 

as long   as they are in my possession. 

 

4. To return all audiotapes and study-related materials to Aimée Muirhead in a 

complete and timely manner. 

 

5. To delete all electronic files containing study-related documents from my 

computer hard drive and any back-up devices. 

 

I am aware that I can be held legally responsible for any breach of this confidentiality 

agreement, and for any harm incurred by individuals if I disclose identifiable 

information contained in the audiotapes and/or files to which I will have access. 

 

Transcriber’s name (printed) ____________________________________________ 

Transcriber's signature  ____________________________________________ 

Date    __________________________ 
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Appendix H: Flesch-Kincaid Readability Statistics 
 

Document Flesch Kincaid Score Reading age 

Pilot consent form* 9.4 14 years old 

Interview consent form* 9.2 14 years old 

Interview information 

sheet* 

9.1 14 years old 

Questionnaire information 

sheet* 

8.8 13 years old 

Questionnaire 4.5 9 years old 

 

*Whilst these documents require a higher reading ability, they will be verbally explained to 

the participants by the researcher to ensure the participant fully understands the contents. 
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Appendix I: Ethical Approval Forms 
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Appendix J: Sample Characteristics 
 

Table 18: Sample Characteristics of Prison Cell and Wellbeing Questionnaire Respondents 

Characteristics Mean SD N % 

Individual Characteristics     

Age 36.26 11.82 536  

Gender     

Male   563 98.9 

Female   2 0.4 

Other   1 0.2 

Prefer not to say   1 0.2 

Ethnicity     

Asian   8 1.4 

Black   3 0.5 

Irish Traveller   15 2.6 

Mixed   5 0.9 

Other   5 0.9 

White   531 93.3 

Previous times in prison 4.19 7.17 519  

Socio-economic status     

Working Class   354 62.2 

Lower Middle Class   75 13.2 

Middle Class   100 17.6 

Upper Middle Class   16 2.8 

Upper Class   12 2.1 

History of Addiction     

Yes   374 65.7 

No   192 33.7 

History of Mental Health Issues     

Yes   339 59.6 

No   223 39.2 

Sentence Length     

On remand   141 24.8 

Less than 1 year   83 14.6 

1-2 years   64 11.2 

2 - 4 years   84 14.8 

4 - 10 years   94 16.5 

Over 10 years   35 6.2 

Life Sentence   56 9.8 

IPP   8 1.4 
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Characteristics Mean SD N % 

Time Served     

On remand   125 22 

Less than 1 year   171 30.1 

1 -2 years   81 14.2 

2 - 4 years   86 15.1 

4 - 10 years   63 11.1 

Over 10 years   38 6.7 

Sexual Orientation     

Men and Women   5 0.9 

Men only   14 2.5 

Women only   542 95.3 

Prefer not to say   4 0.7 

     

Environmental Characteristics     

Establishment     

Maghaberry   373 65.6 

Magilligan   196 34.4 

PREPS regime level     

Basic   35 6.2 

Standard   277 48.7 

Enhanced   253 44.5 

Cell Type     

Single   398 69.9 

Shared   162 28.5 

In-cell sanitation     

Toilet in Cell   416 73.1 

No toilet in Cell   148 26 

Description of sanitation     

Toilet in its own stall   137 24.1 

Toilet with privacy screening   183 32.2 

Toilet without privacy screening   98 17.2 

N/A   143 25.1 

Duration of cell occupancy     

More than 2 weeks   470 82.6 

Less than 2 weeks   94 16.5 

Mood since cell move     

Worse   68 12 

The same   259 45.5 

Better   239 42 

Cellmate relationship     



302 

 

Characteristics Mean SD N % 

We don't get on well at all   7 1.2 

We rarely get on well   14 2.5 

We sometimes get on well   15 2.6 

We get on well most of the time   42 7.4 

We get on well all of the time   93 16.3 

N/A   384 67.5 

Cell preference     

Single   502 88.2 

Shared   41 7.2 

"Either"   6 1.1 

"Depends"   6 1.1 

Safety in Cell     

Feel Safe   57 10 

Don't Feel Safe   494 86.8 

     

Scale Scores     

Warwick Edinburgh Mental Wellbeing Scale 45.6 12.56 476  

Brief COPE Scales     

Self-distraction 5.7 1.72 536  

Active Coping 5.71 1.8 536  

Denial 3.32 1.79 530  

Substance Use 3.2 1.88 534  

Emotional Support 3.94 1.84 529  

Instrumental Support 4.24 1.82 533  

Behavioural Disengagement 3.09 1.45 527  

Venting 3.71 1.57 526  

Positive Reframing 4.87 1.82 529  

Planning 5.12 1.88 528  

Humour 3.68 1.82 531  

Acceptance 6.27 1.84 523  

Religion 3.65 2.01 530  

Self-blame 4.91 1.83 521  

Male Role Norm Inventory Scales     

Restrictive Emotionality 4.15 1.74 534  

Toughness 4.4 1.54 537  
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Appendix K: Proportion of Missing Data 
 

Table 19: Missing Data for Individual/Environmental Characteristics and Total Scale Scores 

Characteristics/Scale Totals  Missing 

  N % 

Individual    
 Age 33 5.8 

 Gender 2 0.4 

 Ethnicity 2 0.4 

 Previous times in prison 50 8.8 

 Socio-economic status 12 2.1 

 History of Addiction 3 0.5 

 History of Mental Health Issues 7 1.2 

 Sentence Length 4 0.7 

 Time Served 5 0.9 

 Sexual Orientation 4 0.7 

Environmental    
 Establishment 0 0 

 PREPS regime level 4 0.7 

 Cell Occupancy 9 1.6 

 In-cell sanitation 5 0.9 

 Description of sanitation 8 1.4 

 Duration of cell occupancy 5 0.9 

 Mood since cell move 3 0.5 

 Cellmate relationship 14 2.5 

 Cell preference 14 2.5 

 Safety in Cell 18 3.2 

WEMWBS  93 16.3 

Brief COPE Scales Self-distraction 33 5.8 

 Active Coping 33 5.8 

 Denial 39 6.9 

 Substance Use 35 6.2 

 Emotional Support 40 7.0 

 Instrumental Support 36 6.3 

 Behavioural Disengagement 42 7.4 

 Venting 43 7.6 

 Positive Reframing 40 7.0 

 Planning 41 7.2 

 Humour 38 6.7 

 Acceptance 46 8.1 

 Religion 39 6.9 

 Self-blame 48 8.4 

MRNI-SF Scales Restrictive Emotionality 35 6.2 

 Toughness 32 5.6 
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Appendix L: Scale Reliability Coefficients 
 

To assess the internal reliability of the scales, Cronbach’s alphas were computed for the 

WEMWBS, the Brief COPE subscales and the selected MRNI-SF subscales using SPSS. This 

function cannot be run on multiple imputation datasets, so these tests were performed on the 

observed values with values imputed following the scale authors’ guidance.  

Table 20: Scale Reliability Tests 

Scale Cronbach’s Alphas 

WEMWBS 0.93 

Brief COPE Scales  

Self-Distraction 0.38 

Active Coping 0.73 

Denial 0.71 

Substance Use 0.93 

Emotional Support 0.74 

Instrumental Support 0.73 

Behavioural Disengagement 0.65 

Venting 0.65 

Positive Reframing 0.66 

Planning 0.66 

Humour 0.76 

Acceptance 0.70 

Religion 0.83 

Self-Blame 0.56 

MRNI-SF Scales  

Restrictive Emotionality 0.77 

Toughness 0.67 

  

Reliability coefficients of greater than .7 are deemed to be acceptable (Field, 2009: Bryman, 

2012). Accordingly, analysis has not proceeded on the Brief COPE subscales for Self-

distraction, Venting and Self-blame. Coefficients for some coping styles (Behavioural 

Disengagement, Venting, Positive Reframing and Planning) and the MRNI-SF subscale 

Toughness have been rounded to one decimal place and so can be treated as meeting the .7 

threshold of acceptable reliability.  
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Appendix M: OLS Regression Analysis on Observed Values 
 

Table 21: Hierarchal OLS Regression of Wellbeing Scores and Coping Styles, controlling for individual variables, environmental factors and Male Role 

Norms (Observed Values) 
 

 Model 1  Model 2  Model 3  Model 4 

 B SE  B SE  B SE  B SE 

Coping Styles            

Active Coping 1.512 0.404***  1.308 0.405**  1.272 0.396**  1.240 0.396** 

Denial -0.176 0.366  -0.097 0.366  0.129 0.359  0.033 0.360 

Substance use -0.729 0.302*  -0.227 0.327  -0.027 0.324  -0.147 0.329 

Emotional Support 1.644 0.372***  1.462 0.372***  1.470 0.360***  1.425 0.361*** 

Instrumental Support -0.521 0.433  -0.345 0.431  -0.452 0.421  -0.420 0.420 

Behavioural Disengagement -2.331 0.458***  -2.244 0.460***  -2.287 0.447***  -2.226 0.446*** 

Positive Reframing 1.015 0.377**  1.182 0.379**  1.248 0.367**  1.272 0.367** 

Planning -1.437 0.386***  -1.479 0.381***  -1.451 0.373***  -1.442 0.374*** 

Humour 0.490 0.295  0.456 0.292  0.423 0.288  0.376 0.289 

Acceptance 0.873 0.336*  0.852 0.349*  0.703 0.341*  0.710 0.339* 

Religion -0.039 0.272  0.131 0.282  0.096 0.279  0.132 0.281 

            

Individual Variables            

Age   
 -0.045 0.053  -0.042 0.052  -0.029 0.052 

Ethnicity (ref: not White including 

Travellers)   

 

  

 

  

 

  

White excluding Travellers   
 1.332 2.229  1.500 2.193  1.462 2.184 

Previous times in prison   
 -0.040 0.094  -0.027 0.092  -0.028 0.092 
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SES (ref: middle/upper class)             

Working/lower middle class   
 -1.231 1.271  -1.318 1.236  -1.231 1.240 

Sexuality (ref: not straight)            

Straight   
 0.905 2.919  0.638 2.838  0.581 2.825 

History of Addiction (ref: no)            

Yes   
 -1.143 1.331  -1.180 1.299  -1.293 1.294 

History of Mental Health issues (ref: 

no) 

 

 

 
 

 

  

 

  

 

  

Yes   
 -4.669 1.209***  -4.269 1.178***  -4.410 1.175*** 

Time served (ref: less than one year)            

Remand    
 -0.664 1.518  -1.812 1.541  -1.945 1.535 

1 - 2 years   
 -0.328 1.700  -0.655 1.696  -0.744 1.689 

2 - 4 years   
 0.536 1.644  0.343 1.634  0.430 1.627 

4 - 10 years   
 1.926 1.815  1.524 1.792  1.311 1.789 

Over 10 years   
 1.452 2.221  1.443 2.242  1.299 2.234 

            

Environmental Factors            

Establishment (Ref: Maghaberry)            

Magilligan   
    -0.085 1.261  0.158 1.261 

PREPS (ref: Standard)            

Basic   
    -0.659 2.113  -0.951 2.109 

Enhanced   
    0.559 1.270  0.619 1.265 

Cellmate relationship (ref: no 

cellmate)   

 

  

 

  

 

  

Poor cellmate relationship    
    -2.664 2.367  -2.425 2.375 

Good cellmate relationship 
  

    3.392 1.308*  3.574 1.305** 
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Perceptions of Safety in Cell (ref: 

feeling safe in cell)   

 

  

 

  

 

  

Not feeling safe in cell   
    -8.048 1.903***  -7.976 1.906*** 

            

Male Role Norms            

Restrictive Emotionality 
  

       -0.446 0.324 

Toughness          0.794 0.374* 

Intercept 37.403 2.978***  39.352 5.011***  39.359 5.036***  37.922 5.288*** 

R2 0.387   0.432   0.479   0.487  

Adjusted R2 0.367   0.392   0.432   0.437  
Note * p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01; *** p < .001 (two tailed)  
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Table 22: OLS Regression Results for Active Coping (Observed Values) 

  Model 1 

  B SE 

Individual Variables    

Age  0.003 0.008 

Ethnicity (ref: not White including Travellers)    

White excluding Travellers  -0.212 0.376 

Previous times in prison  -0.015 0.012 

SES (ref: middle/upper class    

Working/lower middle class  0.031 0.206 

Sexuality (ref: not Straight)    

Straight  1.204 0.447** 

History of Addiction (ref: no)    

Yes  0.242 0.209 

History of Mental Health issues (ref: no)    

Yes  -0.387 0.192* 

Time served (ref: less than 1 year)    

Remand  -0.055 0.252 

1 - 2 years  0.340 0.285 

2 - 4 years  0.063 0.267 

4 - 10 years  -0.228 0.298 

Over 10 years  0.312 0.369 

Environmental Factors    

Establishment (ref: Maghaberry)    

Magilligan  0.074 0.212 

PREPS (ref: Standard)    

Basic  0.328 0.367 

Enhanced  0.240 0.204 

Cellmate Relationship (ref: no cellmate)    

Poor cellmate relationship  -1.009 0.393* 

Good cellmate relationship  -0.480 0.219* 

Perceptions of Safety in cell (ref: feeling safe 

in cell) 

   

Not feeling safe in cell  -0.016 0.305 

Male Role Norms    

Restrictive Emotionality  -0.184 0.053** 

Toughness  -0.056 0.061 

Intercept  5.786 0.738*** 

R2  .140  

Adjusted R2  .097  

Note * p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01; *** p < .001 (two tailed) 
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Table 23: OLS Regression Results for Denial (Observed Values) 

  Model 1 

  B SE 

Individual Variables    

Age  0.034 0.008*** 

Ethnicity (ref: not White including Travellers)    

White excluding Travellers  -0.643 0.368 

Previous times in prison  -0.009 0.012 

SES (ref: middle/upper class    

Working/lower middle class  0.019 0.203 

Sexuality (ref: not Straight)    

Straight  0.617 0.463 

History of Addiction (ref: no)    

Yes  -0.219 0.205 

History of Mental Health issues (ref: no)    

Yes  0.254 0.187 

Time served (ref: less than 1 year)    

Remand  0.705 0.246** 

1 - 2 years  0.524 0.283 

2 - 4 years  0.329 0.261 

4 - 10 years  0.282 0.294 

Over 10 years  0.481 0.364 

Environmental Factors    

Establishment (ref: Maghaberry)    

Magilligan  0.088 0.208 

PREPS (ref: Standard)    

Basic  -0.040 0.365 

Enhanced  -0.267 0.200 

Cellmate Relationship (ref: no cellmate)    

Poor cellmate relationship  -0.050 0.391 

Good cellmate relationship  -0.124 0.216 

Perceptions of Safety in cell (ref: feeling safe 

in cell) 

   

Not feeling safe in cell  1.028 0.305** 

Male Role Norms    

Restrictive Emotionality  -0.069 0.052 

Toughness  0.128 0.060 

Intercept  1.446 0.743*** 

R2  0.124  

Adjusted R2  0.08  

Note * p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01; *** p < .001 (two tailed) 
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Table 24: OLS Regression Results for Substance Use (Observed Values) 

  Model 1 

  B SE 

Individual Variables    

Age  -0.011 0.008 

Ethnicity (ref: not White including Travellers)    

White excluding Travellers  -0.569 0.354 

Previous times in prison  0.047 0.011*** 

SES (ref: middle/upper class    

Working/lower middle class  0.137 0.192 

Sexuality (ref: not Straight)    

Straight  -0.167 0.441 

History of Addiction (ref: no)    

Yes  0.801 0.195*** 

History of Mental Health issues (ref: no)    

Yes  0.511 0.181** 

Time served (ref: less than 1 year)    

Remand  -0.071 0.235 

1 - 2 years  -0.054 0.267 

2 - 4 years  0.017 0.249 

4 - 10 years  0.049 0.276 

Over 10 years  0.104 0.351 

Environmental Factors    

Establishment (ref: Maghaberry)    

Magilligan  0.005 0.197 

PREPS (ref: Standard)    

Basic  0.453 0.341 

Enhanced  -0.431 0.192* 

Cellmate Relationship (ref: no cellmate)    

Poor cellmate relationship  -0.042 0.365 

Good cellmate relationship  0.024 0.206 

Perceptions of Safety in cell (ref: feeling safe 

in cell) 

   

Not feeling safe in cell  0.377 0.297 

Male Role Norms    

Restrictive Emotionality  0.045 0.050 

Toughness  0.221 0.056*** 

Intercept  2.087 0.693*** 

R2  .305  

Adjusted R2 
 

.270 
 

Note * p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01; *** p < .001 (two tailed) 
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Table 25: OLS Regression Results on Emotional Support (Observed Values) 

  Model 1 

  B SE 

Individual Variables    

Age  -0.001 0.009 

Ethnicity (ref: not White including Travellers)    

White excluding Travellers  -0.199 0.398 

Previous times in prison  -0.011 0.013 

SES (ref: middle/upper class    

Working/lower middle class  -0.083 0.219 

Sexuality (ref: not Straight)    

Straight  -0.942 0.489 

History of Addiction (ref: no)    

Yes  -0.044 0.221 

History of Mental Health issues (ref: no)    

Yes  0.031 0.203 

Time served (ref: less than 1 year)    

Remand  -0.294 0.268 

1 - 2 years  -0.029 0.305 

2 - 4 years  -0.035 0.288 

4 - 10 years  -0.111 0.315 

Over 10 years  -0.076 0.392 

Environmental Factors    

Establishment (ref: Maghaberry)    

Magilligan  -0.002 0.228 

PREPS (ref: Standard)    

Basic  0.057 0.388 

Enhanced  0.281 0.218 

Cellmate Relationship (ref: no cellmate)    

Poor cellmate relationship  -0.076 0.416 

Good cellmate relationship  -0.042 0.235 

Perceptions of Safety in cell (ref: feeling safe 

in cell) 

   

Not feeling safe in cell  0.286 0.326 

Male Role Norms    

Restrictive Emotionality  -0.235 0.056*** 

Toughness  -0.028 0.064 

Intercept  6.304 0.783*** 

R2  .089  

Adjusted R2  .044  

Note * p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01; *** p < .001 (two tailed) 
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Table 26: OLS Regression Results on Instrumental Support (Observed Values) 

  Model 1 

  B SE 

Individual Variables    

Age  0.009 0.008 

Ethnicity (ref: not White including Travellers)    

White excluding Travellers  -0.524 0.381 

Previous times in prison  -0.009 0.012 

SES (ref: middle/upper class    

Working/lower middle class  -0.156 0.209 

Sexuality (ref: not Straight)    

Straight  -0.831 0.468 

History of Addiction (ref: no)    

Yes  0.148 0.212 

History of Mental Health issues (ref: no)    

Yes  0.135 0.195 

Time served (ref: less than 1 year)    

Remand  0.036 0.254 

1 - 2 years  0.184 0.293 

2 - 4 years  0.234 0.273 

4 - 10 years  -0.123 0.301 

Over 10 years  0.054 0.374 

Environmental Factors    

Establishment (ref: Maghaberry)    

Magilligan  -0.004 0.216 

PREPS (ref: Standard)    

Basic  0.061 0.372 

Enhanced  0.256 0.207 

Cellmate Relationship (ref: no cellmate)    

Poor cellmate relationship  -0.459 0.397 

Good cellmate relationship  0.190 0.223 

Perceptions of Safety in cell (ref: feeling safe 

in cell) 

   

Not feeling safe in cell  0.370 0.312 

Male Role Norms    

Restrictive Emotionality  -0.184 0.054*** 

Toughness  -0.101 0.061 

Intercept  6.181 0.749*** 

R2  .105  

Adjusted R2  0.06  

Note * p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01; *** p < .001 (two tailed) 

  



313 

 

Table 27: OLS Regression Results for Behavioural Disengagement (Observed Values) 

  Model 1 

  B SE 

Individual Variables    

Age  0.006 0.007 

Ethnicity (ref: not White including Travellers)    

White excluding Travellers  -0.307 0.298 

Previous times in prison  0.016 0.009 

SES (ref: middle/upper class    

Working/lower middle class  -0.161 0.164 

Sexuality (ref: not Straight)    

Straight  -0.495 0.365 

History of Addiction (ref: no)    

Yes  -0.225 0.166 

History of Mental Health issues (ref: no)    

Yes  0.552 0.152*** 

Time served (ref: less than 1 year)    

Remand  0.199 0.200 

1 - 2 years  0.020 0.228 

2 - 4 years  0.051 0.215 

4 - 10 years  0.089 0.235 

Over 10 years  0.531 0.293 

Environmental Factors    

Establishment (ref: Maghaberry)    

Magilligan  -0.117 0.168 

PREPS (ref: Standard)    

Basic  -0.137 0.290 

Enhanced  -0.078 0.162 

Cellmate Relationship (ref: no cellmate)    

Poor cellmate relationship  0.303 0.315 

Good cellmate relationship  0.145 0.175 

Perceptions of Safety in cell (ref: feeling safe 

in cell) 

   

Not feeling safe in cell  0.479 0.243* 

Male Role Norms    

Restrictive Emotionality  0.025 0.042 

Toughness  0.069 0.048 

Intercept  2.917 0.587*** 

R2  .117  

Adjusted R2  0.072  

Note * p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01; *** p < .001 (two tailed) 
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Table 28: OLS Regression Results for Positive Reframing (Observed Values) 

  Model 1 

  B SE 

Individual Variables    

Age  0.006 0.009 

Ethnicity (ref: not White including Travellers)    

White excluding Travellers  -0.267 0.391 

Previous times in prison  -0.012 0.012 

SES (ref: middle/upper class    

Working/lower middle class  -0.007 0.214 

Sexuality (ref: not Straight)    

Straight  -0.128 0.480 

History of Addiction (ref: no)    

Yes  0.417 0.218 

History of Mental Health issues (ref: no)    

Yes  -0.079 0.200 

Time served (ref: less than 1 year)    

Remand  -0.503 0.265 

1 - 2 years  0.241 0.300 

2 - 4 years  -0.456 0.280 

4 - 10 years  -0.967 0.310** 

Over 10 years  -0.492 0.385 

Environmental Factors    

Establishment (ref: Maghaberry)    

Magilligan  0.042 0.221 

PREPS (ref: Standard)    

Basic  0.347 0.382 

Enhanced  0.303 0.215 

Cellmate Relationship (ref: no cellmate)    

Poor cellmate relationship  -0.252 0.408 

Good cellmate relationship  -0.315 0.231 

Perceptions of Safety in cell (ref: feeling safe 

in cell) 

   

Not feeling safe in cell  0.227 0.320 

Male Role Norms    

Restrictive Emotionality  -0.170 0.056** 

Toughness  -0.030 0.063 

Intercept  5.939 0.771*** 

R2  .103  

Adjusted R2  0.058  

Note * p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01; *** p < .001 (two tailed) 
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Table 29: OLS Regression Results for Acceptance (Observed Values) 

  Model 1 

  B SE 

Individual Variables    

Age  -0.014 0.008 

Ethnicity (ref: not White including Travellers)    

White excluding Travellers  0.453 0.381 

Previous times in prison  -0.011 0.012 

SES (ref: middle/upper class    

Working/lower middle class  -0.010 0.209 

Sexuality (ref: not Straight)    

Straight  -0.149 0.469 

History of Addiction (ref: no)    

Yes  0.884 0.213*** 

History of Mental Health issues (ref: no)    

Yes  -0.562 0.196** 

Time served (ref: less than 1 year)    

Remand  -0.463 0.256 

1 - 2 years  -0.099 0.293 

2 - 4 years  -0.181 0.272 

4 - 10 years  -0.967 0.299** 

Over 10 years  -0.985 0.379* 

Environmental Factors    

Establishment (ref: Maghaberry)    

Magilligan  0.158 0.215 

PREPS (ref: Standard)    

Basic  0.565 0.372 

Enhanced  0.345 0.208 

Cellmate Relationship (ref: no cellmate)    

Poor cellmate relationship  -0.252 0.398 

Good cellmate relationship  -0.186 0.224 

Perceptions of Safety in cell (ref: feeling safe 

in cell) 

   

Not feeling safe in cell  -0.913 0.312** 

Male Role Norms    

Restrictive Emotionality  -0.083 0.054 

Toughness  -0.003 0.061 

Intercept  6.910 0.751*** 

R2  .158  

Adjusted R2  0.116  

Note * p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01; *** p < .001 (two tailed) 
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Table 30: OLS Regression Results for Religion (Observed Values) 

  Model 1 

  B SE 

Individual Variables    

Age  0.032 0.009** 

Ethnicity (ref: not White including Travellers)    

White excluding Travellers  -1.559 0.433*** 

Previous times in prison  -0.038 0.014** 

SES (ref: middle/upper class    

Working/lower middle class  0.065 0.238 

Sexuality (ref: not Straight)    

Straight  -0.448 0.533 

History of Addiction (ref: no)    

Yes  -0.113 0.241 

History of Mental Health issues (ref: no)    

Yes  0.508 0.222* 

Time served (ref: less than 1 year)    

Remand  0.258 0.289 

1 - 2 years  0.148 0.335 

2 - 4 years  0.470 0.309 

4 - 10 years  0.023 0.342 

Over 10 years  -0.379 0.425 

Environmental Factors    

Establishment (ref: Maghaberry)    

Magilligan  0.008 0.245 

PREPS (ref: Standard)    

Basic  1.283 0.423** 

Enhanced  -0.250 0.236 

Cellmate Relationship (ref: no cellmate)    

Poor cellmate relationship  -0.218 0.452 

Good cellmate relationship  -0.237 0.255 

Perceptions of Safety in cell (ref: feeling safe 

in cell) 

   

Not feeling safe in cell  -0.091 0.355 

Male Role Norms    

Restrictive Emotionality  -0.171 0.061** 

Toughness  -0.079 0.070 

Intercept  5.426 0.853*** 

R2  .148  

Adjusted R2  0.105  

Note * p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01; *** p < .001 (two tailed)  
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Appendix N: Investigating Potential Moderated Relationships 

Between Coping Styles, Quality of Cellmate Relationships and 

Wellbeing 

 
Table 31: Effect of Interaction Between Active Coping and Quality of Cellmate Relationship 

on Wellbeing Scores 

 
 Model 1  Model 2 

 
 B SE  B SE 

Coping Styles       

Active Coping  1.552 0.579**  1.904 0.612** 

Denial  0.435 0.604  0.476 0.603 

Substance Use  -0.262 0.502  -0.136 0.504 

Emotional Support  2.292 0.575***  2.338 0.574*** 

Instrumental Support  -0.528 0.598  -0.497 0.596 

Behavioural Disengagement  -2.151 0.711**  -2.221 0.709** 

Positive Reframing  1.221 0.631  1.152 0.630 

Planning  -1.522 0.593*  -1.526 0.591* 

Humour  0.189 0.465  0.217 0.465 

Acceptance  0.375 0.482  0.407 0.479 

Religion  0.873 0.435*  0.937 0.435* 

Individual Variables       

Age  -0.019 0.092  -0.020 0.092 

Ethnicity (ref: not White including 

Travellers) 

      

White excluding Travellers  -0.087 3.053  0.052 3.049 

Previous times in prison  0.103 0.088  0.090 0.088 

SES (ref: middle/upper class)       

Working/lower middle class  1.756 1.784  1.751 1.778 

Sexuality (ref: not Straight)       

Straight  -4.790 4.451  -5.643 4.456 

History of Addiction (ref: no)       

Yes  -0.256 2.074  -0.237 2.071 

History of Mental Health issues (ref: 

no) 

      

Yes  -3.615 1.895  -3.755 1.891* 

Time served (ref: less than 1 year)       

Remand  0.797 1.983  0.350 1.997 

1 - 2 years  -0.379 2.570  -0.745 2.573 

2 - 4 years  -1.150 3.131  -1.568 3.133 

4 - 10 years  -2.057 3.678  -2.056 3.661 

Over 10 years  0.530 4.479  -0.505 4.479 

Environmental Factors       

Establishment (ref: Maghaberry)       

Magilligan  1.177 2.828  1.351 2.815 

PREPS (ref: Standard)       
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Basic  -2.675 2.749  -3.089 2.752 

Enhanced  1.979 2.146  2.303 2.153 

Cellmate Relationship (ref: good 

cellmate relationship) 

      

Poor cellmate relationship  -4.791 2.144*  -5.844 2.275* 

Perceptions of Safety in cell (ref: 

feeling safe in cell) 

      

Not feeling safe in cell  -3.818 2.561  -3.558 2.573 

Male Role Norms       

Restrictive Emotionality  -0.454 0.584  -0.542 0.583 

Toughness  0.604 0.608  0.630 0.605 

Interaction Term (ref: Active Coping x good 

cellmate relationship) 

      

Active Coping x poor cellmate 

relationship 

    -1.810 1.144 

Intercept  37.822 8.519***  36.409 8.529*** 

R2  0.501     

Adjusted R2  0.397     

Note * p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01; *** p < .001 (two tailed) 
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Table 32: Effect of Interaction Between Substance Use and Quality of Cellmate Relationship 

on Wellbeing Scores 

 
 Model 1  Model 2 

 
 B SE  B SE 

Coping Styles       

Active Coping  1.552 0.579**  1.610 0.583*** 

Denial  0.435 0.604  0.421 0.605 

Substance Use  -0.262 0.502  -0.035 0.537 

Emotional Support  2.292 0.575***  2.309 0.575*** 

Instrumental Support  -0.528 0.598  -0.518 0.598 

Behavioural Disengagement  -2.151 0.711**  -2.031 0.719** 

Positive Reframing  1.221 0.631  1.202 0.632 

Planning  -1.522 0.593*  -1.516 0.593* 

Humour  0.189 0.465  0.086 0.474 

Acceptance  0.375 0.482  0.404 0.482 

Religion  0.873 0.435*  0.862 0.435* 

Individual Variables       

Age  -0.019 0.092  -0.035 0.093 

Ethnicity (ref: not White including 

Travellers) 

      

White excluding Travellers  -0.087 3.053  -0.368 3.062 

Previous times in prison  0.103 0.088  0.130 0.092 

SES (ref: middle/upper class)       

Working/lower middle class  1.756 1.784  1.619 1.788 

Sexuality (ref: not Straight)       

Straight  -4.790 4.451  -4.988 4.441 

History of Addiction (ref: no)       

Yes  -0.256 2.074  -0.376 2.070 

History of Mental Health issues (ref: 

no) 

      

Yes  -3.615 1.895  -3.515 1.898 

Time served (ref: less than 1 year)       

Remand  0.797 1.983  0.724 1.984 

1 - 2 years  -0.379 2.570  -0.448 2.568 

2 - 4 years  -1.150 3.131  -1.548 3.153 

4 - 10 years  -2.057 3.678  -2.018 3.676 

Over 10 years  0.530 4.479  0.379 4.473 

Environmental Factors       

Establishment (ref: Maghaberry)       

Magilligan  1.177 2.828  1.207 2.816 

PREPS (ref: Standard)       

Basic  -2.675 2.749  -2.631 2.745 

Enhanced  1.979 2.146  2.282 2.159 

Cellmate Relationship (ref: good 

cellmate relationship) 

      

Poor cellmate relationship  -4.791 2.144*  -4.314 2.200* 
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Perceptions of Safety in cell (ref: 

feeling safe in cell) 

      

Not feeling safe in cell  -3.818 2.561  -4.128 2.577 

Male Role Norms       

Restrictive Emotionality  -0.454 0.584  -0.507 0.585 

Toughness  0.604 0.608  0.671 0.610 

Interaction Term (ref: Substance Use x good 

cellmate relationship) 

      

Substance Use x poor cellmate 

relationship 

    -1.086 1.028 

Intercept  37.822 8.519***  37.469 8.503*** 

R2  0.501   0.506  

Adjusted R2  0.397   0.397  

Note * p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01; *** p < .001 (two tailed) 
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Table 33: Effect of Interaction Between Emotional Support and Quality of Cellmate 

Relationship on Wellbeing Scores 

 
 Model 1  Model 2 

  B SE  B SE 

Coping Styles       

Active Coping  1.552 0.579**  1.535 0.580** 

Denial  0.435 0.604  0.438 0.604 

Substance Use  -0.262 0.502  -0.288 0.504 

Emotional Support  2.292 0.575***  2.137 0.630** 

Instrumental Support  -0.528 0.598  -0.498 0.601 

Behavioural Disengagement  -2.151 0.711**  -2.093 0.719** 

Positive Reframing  1.221 0.631  1.255 0.632 

Planning  -1.522 0.593*  -1.573 0.599** 

Humour  0.189 0.465  0.160 0.468 

Acceptance  0.375 0.482  0.376 0.483 

Religion  0.873 0.435*  0.869 0.435* 

Individual Variables       

Age  -0.019 0.092  -0.020 0.092 

Ethnicity (ref: not White including 

Travellers) 

      

White excluding Travellers  -0.087 3.053  -0.140 3.061 

Previous times in prison  0.103 0.088  0.103 0.088 

SES (ref: middle/upper class)       

Working/lower middle class  1.756 1.784  1.798 1.786 

Sexuality (ref: not Straight)       

Straight  -4.790 4.451  -4.404 4.479 

History of Addiction (ref: no)       

Yes  -0.256 2.074  -0.249 2.073 

History of Mental Health issues (ref: 

no) 

      

Yes  -3.615 1.895  -3.578 1.895 

Time served (ref: less than 1 year)       

Remand  0.797 1.983  0.716 1.992 

1 - 2 years  -0.379 2.570  -0.490 2.575 

2 - 4 years  -1.150 3.131  -1.342 3.157 

4 - 10 years  -2.057 3.678  -2.003 3.684 

Over 10 years  0.530 4.479  0.676 4.481 

Environmental Factors       

Establishment (ref: Maghaberry)       

Magilligan  1.177 2.828  1.331 2.846 

PREPS (ref: Standard)       

Basic  -2.675 2.749  -2.752 2.754 

Enhanced  1.979 2.146  1.858 2.163 

Cellmate Relationship (ref: good 

cellmate relationship) 

      

Poor cellmate relationship  -4.791 2.144*  -4.630 2.170* 
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Perceptions of Safety in cell (ref: 

feeling safe in cell) 

      

Not feeling safe in cell  -3.818 2.561  -3.875 2.561 

Male Role Norms       

Restrictive Emotionality  -0.454 0.584  -0.433 0.586 

Toughness  0.604 0.608  0.564 0.616 

Interaction Term (ref: Emotional Support x 

good cellmate relationship) 

      

Emotional Support x poor cellmate 

relationship 

    0.734 1.245 

Intercept  37.822 8.519***  38.295 8.594*** 

R2  0.501   0.502  

Adjusted R2  0.397   0.394  

Note * p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01; *** p < .001 (two tailed) 
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Table 34: Effect of Interaction Between Behavioural Disengagement and Quality of 

Cellmate Relationship on Wellbeing Scores 

 
 Model 1  Model 2 

 
 B SE  B SE 

Coping Styles       

Active Coping  1.552 0.579**  1.539 0.581** 

Denial  0.435 0.604  0.442 0.604 

Substance Use  -0.262 0.502  -0.267 0.503 

Emotional Support  2.292 0.575***  2.315 0.584*** 

Instrumental Support  -0.528 0.598  -0.536 0.600 

Behavioural Disengagement  -2.151 0.711**  -2.282 0.805** 

Positive Reframing  1.221 0.631  1.224 0.632 

Planning  -1.522 0.593*  -1.515 0.594* 

Humour  0.189 0.465  0.208 0.468 

Acceptance  0.375 0.482  0.356 0.487 

Religion  0.873 0.435*  0.876 0.436* 

Individual Variables       

Age  -0.019 0.092  -0.017 0.092 

Ethnicity (ref: not White including 

Travellers) 

      

White excluding Travellers  -0.087 3.053  -0.017 3.060 

Previous times in prison  0.103 0.088  0.099 0.090 

SES (ref: middle/upper class)       

Working/lower middle class  1.756 1.784  1.823 1.797 

Sexuality (ref: not Straight)       

Straight  -4.790 4.451  -4.695 4.445 

History of Addiction (ref: no)       

Yes  -0.256 2.074  -0.216 2.083 

History of Mental Health issues (ref: 

no) 

      

Yes  -3.615 1.895  -3.672 1.913 

Time served (ref: less than 1 year)       

Remand  0.797 1.983  0.815 1.989 

1 - 2 years  -0.379 2.570  -0.371 2.575 

2 - 4 years  -1.150 3.131  -1.096 3.148 

4 - 10 years  -2.057 3.678  -1.990 3.703 

Over 10 years  0.530 4.479  0.651 4.504 

Environmental Factors       

Establishment (ref: Maghaberry)       

Magilligan  1.177 2.828  1.106 2.856 

PREPS (ref: Standard)       

Basic  -2.675 2.749  -2.636 2.759 

Enhanced  1.979 2.146  1.980 2.151 

Cellmate Relationship (ref: good 

cellmate relationship) 

      

Poor cellmate relationship  -4.791 2.144*  -4.983 2.191* 
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Perceptions of Safety in cell (ref: 

feeling safe in cell) 

      

Not feeling safe in cell  -3.818 2.561  -3.774 2.570 

Male Role Norms       

Restrictive Emotionality  -0.454 0.584  -0.444 0.585 

Toughness  0.604 0.608  0.611 0.610 

Interaction Term (ref: Behavioural 

Disengagement x good cellmate relationship) 

      

Behavioural Disengagement x poor 

cellmate relationship 

    0.386 1.240 

Intercept  37.822 8.519***  37.945 8.552*** 

R2  0.501   0.502  

Adjusted R2  0.397   0.393  

Note * p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01; *** p < .001 (two tailed) 
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Table 35: Effect of Interaction Between Positive Reframing and Quality of Cellmate 

Relationship on Wellbeing Scores 

 
 Model 1  Model 2 

 
 B SE  B SE 

Coping Styles       

Active Coping  1.552 0.579**  1.533 0.581** 

Denial  0.435 0.604  0.438 0.605 

Substance Use  -0.262 0.502  -0.238 0.504 

Emotional Support  2.292 0.575***  2.282 0.577*** 

Instrumental Support  -0.528 0.598  -0.498 0.600 

Behavioural Disengagement  -2.151 0.711**  -2.191 0.715** 

Positive Reframing  1.221 0.631  1.437 0.699* 

Planning  -1.522 0.593*  -1.515 0.594* 

Humour  0.189 0.465  0.196 0.466 

Acceptance  0.375 0.482  0.316 0.492 

Religion  0.873 0.435*  0.868 0.435* 

Individual Variables       

Age  -0.019 0.092  -0.020 0.092 

Ethnicity (ref: not White including 

Travellers) 

      

White excluding Travellers  -0.087 3.053  0.125 3.079 

Previous times in prison  0.103 0.088  0.106 0.088 

SES (ref: middle/upper class)       

Working/lower middle class  1.756 1.784  1.606 1.794 

Sexuality (ref: not Straight)       

Straight  -4.790 4.451  -5.081 4.455 

History of Addiction (ref: no)       

Yes  -0.256 2.074  -0.379 2.089 

History of Mental Health issues (ref: 

no) 

      

Yes  -3.615 1.895  -3.518 1.902 

Time served (ref: less than 1 year)       

Remand  0.797 1.983  0.938 1.996 

1 - 2 years  -0.379 2.570  -0.329 2.573 

2 - 4 years  -1.150 3.131  -1.127 3.140 

4 - 10 years  -2.057 3.678  -1.799 3.700 

Over 10 years  0.530 4.479  0.126 4.482 

Environmental Factors       

Establishment (ref: Maghaberry)       

Magilligan  1.177 2.828  1.062 2.835 

PREPS (ref: Standard)       

Basic  -2.675 2.749  -2.751 2.757 

Enhanced  1.979 2.146  2.180 2.173 

Cellmate Relationship (ref: good 

cellmate relationship) 

      

Poor cellmate relationship  -4.791 2.144*  -4.954 2.161* 
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Perceptions of Safety in cell (ref: 

feeling safe in cell) 

      

Not feeling safe in cell  -3.818 2.561  -3.637 2.581 

Male Role Norms       

Restrictive Emotionality  -0.454 0.584  -0.465 0.583 

Toughness  0.604 0.608  0.610 0.609 

Interaction Term (ref: Positive Reframing x 

good cellmate relationship) 

      

Positive Reframing x poor cellmate 

relationship 

    -0.818 1.090 

Intercept  37.822 8.519***  37.346 8.555*** 

R2  0.501   0.503  

Adjusted R2  0.397   0.396  

Note * p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01; *** p < .001 (two tailed) 
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Table 36: Effect of Interaction Between Planning and Quality of Cellmate Relationship on 

Wellbeing Scores 

 
 Model 1  Model 2 

 
 B SE  B SE 

Coping Styles       

Active Coping  1.552 0.579**  1.555 0.580** 

Denial  0.435 0.604  0.478 0.607 

Substance Use  -0.262 0.502  -0.227 0.507 

Emotional Support  2.292 0.575***  2.331 0.579*** 

Instrumental Support  -0.528 0.598  -0.551 0.601 

Behavioural Disengagement  -2.151 0.711**  -2.185 0.715** 

Positive Reframing  1.221 0.631  1.247 0.634* 

Planning  -1.522 0.593*  -1.386 0.625* 

Humour  0.189 0.465  0.189 0.467 

Acceptance  0.375 0.482  0.353 0.484 

Religion  0.873 0.435*  0.860 0.436* 

Individual Variables       

Age  -0.019 0.092  -0.018 0.092 

Ethnicity (ref: not White including 

Travellers) 

      

White excluding Travellers  -0.087 3.053  0.014 3.064 

Previous times in prison  0.103 0.088  0.103 0.088 

SES (ref: middle/upper class)       

Working/lower middle class  1.756 1.784  1.669 1.790 

Sexuality (ref: not Straight)       

Straight  -4.790 4.451  -5.065 4.475 

History of Addiction (ref: no)       

Yes  -0.256 2.074  -0.292 2.083 

History of Mental Health issues (ref: 

no) 

      

Yes  -3.615 1.895  -3.511 1.902 

Time served (ref: less than 1 year)       

Remand  0.797 1.983  0.900 1.989 

1 - 2 years  -0.379 2.570  -0.298 2.570 

2 - 4 years  -1.150 3.131  -0.993 3.150 

4 - 10 years  -2.057 3.678  -1.906 3.692 

Over 10 years  0.530 4.479  0.421 4.475 

Environmental Factors       

Establishment (ref: Maghaberry)       

Magilligan  1.177 2.828  0.976 2.849 

PREPS (ref: Standard)       

Basic  -2.675 2.749  -2.734 2.755 

Enhanced  1.979 2.146  2.171 2.174 

Cellmate Relationship (ref: good 

cellmate relationship) 

      

Poor cellmate relationship  -4.791 2.144*  -4.656 2.145* 
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Perceptions of Safety in cell (ref: 

feeling safe in cell) 

      

Not feeling safe in cell  -3.818 2.561  -3.761 2.571 

Male Role Norms       

Restrictive Emotionality  -0.454 0.584  -0.488 0.586 

Toughness  0.604 0.608  0.604 0.609 

Interaction Term (ref: Planning x good 

cellmate relationship) 

      

Planning x poor cellmate relationship     -0.791 1.121 

Intercept  37.822 8.519***  37.248 8.582*** 

R2  0.501   0.503  

Adjusted R2  0.397   0.395  

Note * p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01; *** p < .001 (two tailed) 
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Table 37: Effect of Interaction Between Acceptance and Quality of Cellmate Relationship on 

Wellbeing Scores 

 
 Model 1  Model 2 

 
 B SE  B SE 

Coping Styles       

Active Coping  1.552 0.579**  1.493 0.584* 

Denial  0.435 0.604  0.444 0.604 

Substance Use  -0.262 0.502  -0.269 0.503 

Emotional Support  2.292 0.575***  2.240 0.581*** 

Instrumental Support  -0.528 0.598  -0.517 0.599 

Behavioural Disengagement  -2.151 0.711**  -2.199 0.714** 

Positive Reframing  1.221 0.631  1.350 0.658* 

Planning  -1.522 0.593*  -1.520 0.595* 

Humour  0.189 0.465  0.192 0.466 

Acceptance  0.375 0.482  0.214 0.528 

Religion  0.873 0.435*  0.874 0.435* 

Individual Variables       

Age  -0.019 0.092  -0.019 0.092 

Ethnicity (ref: not White including 

Travellers) 

 
 

    

White excluding Travellers  -0.087 3.053  0.162 3.074 

Previous times in prison  0.103 0.088  0.115 0.090 

SES (ref: middle/upper class)       

Working/lower middle class  1.756 1.784  1.670 1.791 

Sexuality (ref: not Straight)       

Straight  -4.790 4.451  -4.522 4.480 

History of Addiction (ref: no)       

Yes  -0.256 2.074  -0.546 2.110 

History of Mental Health issues (ref: 

no) 

      

Yes  -3.615 1.895  -3.512 1.903 

Time served (ref: less than 1 year)       

Remand  0.797 1.983  0.941 1.996 

1 - 2 years  -0.379 2.570  -0.490 2.575 

2 - 4 years  -1.150 3.131  -1.161 3.137 

4 - 10 years  -2.057 3.678  -1.717 3.716 

Over 10 years  0.530 4.479  0.567 4.492 

Environmental Factors       

Establishment (ref: Maghaberry)       

Magilligan  1.177 2.828  1.277 2.829 

PREPS (ref: Standard)       

Basic  -2.675 2.749  -2.618 2.752 

Enhanced  1.979 2.146  2.141 2.159 

Cellmate Relationship (ref: good 

cellmate relationship) 

 
 

    

Poor cellmate relationship  -4.791 2.144*  -4.576 2.170* 
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Perceptions of Safety in cell (ref: 

feeling safe in cell) 

 
 

    

Not feeling safe in cell  -3.818 2.561  -3.884 2.569 

Male Role Norms       

Restrictive Emotionality  -0.454 0.584  -0.402 0.588 

Toughness  0.604 0.608  0.610 0.610 

Interaction Term (ref: Acceptance x good 

cellmate relationship) 

      

Acceptance x poor cellmate relationship 

    0.799 1.072 

Intercept  37.822 8.519***  38.111 8.539*** 

R2  0.501   0.502  

Adjusted R2  0.397   0.395  

Note * p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01; *** p < .001 (two tailed) 
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Appendix O: Factors Influencing the Use of Coping Styles Not 

Significantly Related to Wellbeing 
 

Table 38: OLS Regression Results for Denial 

  Model 1 

  B SE 

Individual Variables    
Age  0.031 0.008*** 

Ethnicity (ref: not White including Travellers)    

White excluding Travellers  -0.845 0.323** 

Previous times in prison  -0.014 0.012 

SES (ref: middle/upper class    

Working/lower middle class  0.009 0.185 

Sexuality (ref: not Straight)    

Straight  0.177 0.382 

History of Addiction (ref: no)  
  

Yes  -0.167 0.189 

History of Mental Health issues (ref: no)  
  

Yes  0.247 0.175 

Time served (ref: less than 1 year)    

Remand  0.696 0.224** 

1 - 2 years  0.504 0.252* 

2 - 4 years  0.420 0.243 

4 - 10 years  0.018 0.272 

Over 10 years  0.163 0.334 

Environmental Factors  
  

Establishment (ref: Maghaberry)  
  

Magilligan  0.147 0.191 

PREPS (ref: Standard)    

Basic  0.113 0.326 

Enhanced  -0.190 0.182 

Cellmate Relationship (ref: no cellmate)    

Poor cellmate relationship  0.395 0.329 

Good cellmate relationship  -0.067 0.196 

Perceptions of Safety in cell (ref: feeling safe 

in cell) 

   

Not feeling safe in cell  0.903 0.250*** 

Male Role Norms  
  

Restrictive Emotionality  -0.027 0.048 

Toughness  0.086 0.056 

Intercept  2.227 0.64** 

R2  0.110  
Adjusted R2  0.077  
N  559  

  Note * p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01; *** p < .001 (two tailed)    
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Table 39: OLS Regression Results for Instrumental Support 

  Model 1 

  B SE 

Individual Variables    
Age  0.006  0.008 

Ethnicity (ref: not White including Travellers)    

White excluding Travellers  -0.332  0.328 

Previous times in prison  -0.010  0.012 

SES (ref: middle/upper class    

Working/lower middle class  -0.103  0.188 

Sexuality (ref: not Straight)    

Straight  -0.509  0.383 

History of Addiction (ref: no)  
  

Yes  0.223  0.191 

History of Mental Health issues (ref: no)  
  

Yes  0.124  0.175 

Time served (ref: less than 1 year)    

Remand  0.040  0.225 

1 - 2 years  0.231  0.255 

2 - 4 years  0.366  0.247 

4 - 10 years  0.002  0.275 

Over 10 years  0.120  0.338 

Environmental Factors  
  

Establishment (ref: Maghaberry)  
  

Magilligan  0.030  0.194 

PREPS (ref: Standard)    

Basic  0.275  0.331 

Enhanced  0.336  0.185 

Cellmate Relationship (ref: no cellmate)    

Poor cellmate relationship  -0.109  0.333 

Good cellmate relationship  0.159  0.199 

Perceptions of Safety in cell (ref: feeling safe in 

cell) 

   

Not feeling safe in cell  0.457  0.259 

Male Role Norms  
  

Restrictive Emotionality  -0.177  0.049*** 

Toughness  -0.112  0.057* 

Intercept  5.604  0.650*** 

R2  0.092  
Adjusted R2  0.058  
N  559  

Note * p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01; *** p < .001 (two tailed) 
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Table 40:OLS Regression Results for Religion 

  Model 1 

  B SE 

Individual Variables    
Age  0.028 0.008*** 

Ethnicity (ref: not White including Travellers)    

White excluding Travellers  -1.722 0.355*** 

Previous times in prison  -0.046 0.012*** 

SES (ref: middle/upper class    

Working/lower middle class  0.119 0.203 

Sexuality (ref: not Straight)    

Straight  -0.518 0.418 

History of Addiction (ref: no)  
  

Yes  -0.126 0.206 

History of Mental Health issues (ref: no)  
  

Yes  0.531 0.188** 

Time served (ref: less than 1 year)    

Remand  0.310 0.243 

1 - 2 years  0.208 0.275 

2 - 4 years  0.466 0.267 

4 - 10 years  0.039 0.297 

Over 10 years  -0.373 0.366 

Environmental Factors  
  

Establishment (ref: Maghaberry)  
  

Magilligan  -0.072 0.209 

PREPS (ref: standard)    

Basic  1.146 0.357** 

Enhanced  -0.203 0.200 

Cellmate Relationship (ref: no cellmate)    

Poor cellmate relationship  -0.190 0.356 

Good cellmate relationship  -0.249 0.212 

Perceptions of Safety in cell (ref: feeling safe in 

cell) 

   

Not feeling safe in cell  -0.098 0.276 

Male Role Norms  
  

Restrictive Emotionality  -0.153 0.052** 

Toughness  -0.095 0.062 

Intercept  5.744 0.704*** 

R2  0.156  
Adjusted R2  0.125  
N  559  

Note * p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01; *** p < .001 (two tailed)
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Appendix P: Correlation Matrix 
 

The correlation matrix for the scales used in this study is displayed on the following page. 
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Age - -.03 .03 .03 .05 .16*** -.22*** .02 .03 .01 -.02 -.04 .05 -.10* -.01* .15*** .01 -.01 -.16*** 

Imprisonment 

History 

-.03 - -.12** -.12** -.09* .02 .27*** -.08 -.03 .16*** .04 -.07 -.04 .03 -.05 -.11*** .02 .01 .07 

WEMWBS .03 -.12** - .13** .34*** -.17*** -.28*** .28*** .18** -.41*** -.09* .28*** .06 .15*** .27*** .08 -.22*** -.23*** -.12** 

Self-

Distraction 

.03 -.12** .13** - .44*** .08 -.02 .24*** .29*** -.05 .16*** .44*** .40*** .18*** .29*** .15** .20*** -.05 .00 

Active Coping .05 -.09* .34*** .44*** - .87* -.11** .32*** .43*** -.21*** .21*** .53*** .54*** .06 .28*** .23*** .13** -.24*** -.17*** 

Denial .16*** .02 -.17*** .08 .09* - .05 .12** .13** .46** .30** .14** .22** -.05 -.33*** .22*** .14** .02 .06 

Substance Use -.22*** .27*** -.28*** -.02 -.11** .05 - -.06 -.04 .32*** .11* .00 .01 .07 .00 -.08 .13** .14** .29*** 

Emotional 

Support 

.02 -.08 .28*** .24*** .32*** .12** -.06 - .63*** .03 .27*** .36*** .34*** .12** .16*** .24*** .11* -.23*** -.12** 

Instrumental 

Support 

.03 -.03 .18*** .29*** .43*** .13** -.04 .63*** - .07 .36*** .42*** .46*** .13** .16*** .31*** .21*** -.22*** -.17** 

Behavioural 

Disengagement 

.01 .16*** -.41*** -.05 -.21*** .46*** .32*** .03 .07 - .29*** .02 .10* .04 -.18*** .12** .28*** .10* .13** 

Venting -.02 .04 -.09* .16*** .21*** .30*** .11* .27*** .36*** .29*** - .31*** .35*** .14** -.01 .23*** .27*** -.10* .06 

Positive 

Reframing 

-.04 -.07 .28*** .44*** .53*** .14** .00 .36*** .42*** .02 .31*** - .53*** .20*** .27*** .28*** .21*** -.20*** -.10* 

Planning .05 -.04 .06 .4*** .54*** .22*** .01 .34*** .46*** .10* .35*** .53*** - -.02 .24*** .32*** .38*** -.12** -.07 

Humour -.10* .03 .15*** .18*** .06 -.05 .07 .12** .13** .04 .14** .20*** -.02 - .15*** .05 -.03 -.04 .06 

Acceptance -.10* -.05 .27*** .29*** .28*** -.33*** .00 .16*** .16*** -.18*** -.01 .27*** .24*** .15*** - .03 .22*** -.12** -.08 

Religion .15*** -.11* .08 .15** .23*** .22*** -.08 .24*** .31*** .12** .23*** .28*** .32*** .05 .03 - .15*** -.18*** -.14** 

Self-Blame .01 .02 -.22*** .2*** .13** .14** .13** .11* .21*** .28*** .27*** .21*** .38*** -.03 .22*** .15*** - .01 .03 

Restrictive 

Emotionality 

-.01 .01 -.23*** -.05 -.24*** .02 .14** -.23*** -.22*** .10* -.10* -.20*** -.12** -.04 -.12** -.18*** .01 - .40** 

Toughness -.16*** .07 -.12** .00 -.17*** .06 .29*** -.12** -.17*** .13** .06 -.10* -.07 .06 -.08 -.14** .03 .40*** - 
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