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The Effects of Prison  
 

Due to the current changes in the prison systems, and the problems that are arising, 

inmates are being forced to adapt in order to survive. Problems like overcrowding, and 

limited access to real world products force inmates to become accustomed to a life of 

deprivation and frustration. Hence the structure of prison is the cause for the maladaptive 

behaviors, and psychological issues that are affecting the lives of those who have been in the 

system. Despite this the prison system is focusing less and less on rehabilitation and more on 

punishment, overlooking the psychological help needed to correct the patterns inmates 

develop. Hence developing a system that makes inmates prone to a dependence on structure, 

suspicion of all others, PTSD, and many other mental illnesses.  

To begin it is important to understand the standard of living that these people  are 

guaranteed, and the number of rights that are restricted for an inmate. One very basic right 

that inmates are given in the system is the right to freely express themselves through a 

religion, and through speech. However this right is compromised by the reading of their 

writing and the censorship that occurs when communicating with others outside, and within 

the prison. In a similar form of invasion of privacy guards have the right to perform strip 

searches, and body cavity searches. However if a guard were to abuse this power, they would 

rarely be taken to trial or charged for the crime. 

In the terms of just prosecution, inmates hold the right to speak with a lawyer, and see 

legal papers. However it is difficult for inmates to understand the papers as they are not 
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guaranteed a legal library that would help them understand their case, and the court system. 

Not only compromising their understanding of the situation but compromising their 

education.In prison it is the education that most offenders seek that makes the number of 

returning offenders slimmer and slimmer. However most prisons fail to provide adequate 

education, because the focus is on punishment rather than rehabilitation. Therefore 

incarceration provides little opportunity for an inmate to come to terms with their situation, 

and their actions. 

In addition prisons are increasing at rapid numbers, forcing facilities to work under 

conditions of overcrowding. Most federal prisons are housing “35%  more than the 

maximum” capacity, and most state prison are operating in conditions of “97% of their 

highest capacity”(Prisons ). This has forced prisons to place inmates according to available 

space, and available staff. Inturn decreasing the distance between rival inmates and 

increasing the time spent in their cells. The combination of the two has caused high levels of 

stress and frustration in inmate’s to arise. 

The mixture of stress, frustration, and scrutiny of guards has lead to coping behaviors 

and mechanisms that are detrimental to mental health. As there is no way to escape the 

belittling treatment of guards and other inmates most cope by isolating themselves and 

withdrawing from society. By doing so the inmate begins to develop the symptoms and 

behavior of depression, and distrust. Inmates retreat from the population and do not seek the 

help needed to overcome the mental illness and it’s symptom. Rather they adapt to 

invisibility in a population, and develop a robotic personality that masks their deprivation. 
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In a similar way these psychological adaptations and illnesses may also appear as 

inmates are exposed to violence and are vulnerable for an attack on an everyday basis. In 

most prisons the danger arises from the hierarchy of inmates that is created by strength, race, 

and the gang the person belongs to. These factors combined make the chance of attack and 

the number of attacks on a daily basis high. Therefore this creates in prison an unsafe and 

unhealthy environment that has no escape for the inmate at risk. As a consequence of the 

constant fear inmates develop hypervigilance, stress, and  PTSD. 

The post traumatic stress in many cases is an effect of the stressful, and uncaring 

environment in the prison system. Inmates experience reactions and symptoms related to PTS 

because of the traumatizing violence, discipline, and victimization of prison. However for 

many prisoners the PTS is a cause of retraumatization, as many have had traumatic events as 

children. As explained in an article by the University of California a large amount of inmates 

have experienced “poverty, abusive and neglectful mistreatment, and other forms of 

victimization” (Haney, The Psychological Impact). Hence the cruel conditions of prison are 

similar to the traumatic events and circumstances of their childhood, retraumatizing and 

causing PTS to arise.  

Not only does the confinement make the escape from belittlement difficult but also 

halts   the development of morality and decision making skills. As inmates are stripped from 

the ability to make simple everyday decisions, they adjust by “muting self-initiative and 

independence.”  Inmates become accustomed to the lack of independence, and become 

dependant on a structure that decides for them (Haney, The Psychological Impact). The 

prison structure, makes the inmate dependant on the schedule and routine of the institution to 
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perform a daily routine. In some cases this becomes the complete loss of independence and 

morality after their incarceration. 

 As apparent through the data found in the Journal of Psychiatric & Mental Health 

Nursing these behavioral and physiological effects vary between men and women, but the 

mental health of both is negatively affected. For instance the isolation and lack of physical 

and mental activity led to anger, stress, and frustration in both. Most likely induced by the 23 

hours a day a class B female and male inmate (those who do not require high level security) 

spends in their cell. These symptoms, along with the feeling of boredom, make it difficult for 

both to regulate their behavior, and instead adopt the maladaptive behavior (like isolation, 

dependence on structure, and many others). 

However the cause of these negative effects, and their intensity vary between women 

and men in the prison system. For example in the hierarchy instilled by violence and bullying 

the root cause is more apparent in men. It is said that between men violence arises as a 

consequence of the lack of autonomy, enforced authority and a lack of common goods 

(Goomany and Dickinson 417). Therefore forcing inmates to rely on power and strength for a 

higher place in the hierarchy of prison. In result the victimization, and segregation of the 

hierarchy, encouraged by the structure of prison, have negative effects on mental health. 

As for women one of the most difficult aspects is a result of separation from loved 

ones, especially children. For most women in prison the disconnection from their children, 

for most the first time, makes the prison experience difficult mentally and emotionally. In 

most cases this stems from not knowing where their children are during their incarceration. 

As only 9% of fathers take care of these womens children they are left with the unknown of 
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what is occurring to their children on the outside (Goomany and Dickinson 418). Therefore 

causing stress, and frustration in women sentenced to prison, especially women with long 

sentences.. 

Overall the experience of a man and women are similar but have some differences 

between the factors that made the experience traumatic.Although the factors vary it is 

apparent that the similarities come from the structure of the prison system itself. As both 

female and male inmates endure isolation and little to no mental stimulation the system is 

causing their experiences to be filled with trauma and bad habits. Hence leading to an 

apparent negative effect on the mental health of both a female and a male inmate  

It is apparent that the harsh discipline, victimization, and violence of the prison 

system is doing nothing but causing negative physiological effects and maladaptive behavior. 

Instead of rehabilitating inmates, and releasing better citizens back into society prisons are 

creating behaviors that lead to crime. For instance prisons have caused a dependence on 

structure, hypervigilance and isolation, decreasing their ability to thrive in a free society. In 

addition it has created long lasting mental illnesses, like depression, PTS, fear and stress to 

arise in those have been through the system. Not only decreasing their ability to rebuild their 

lives, but making the traumatizing prison experience impossible to forget. 

Therefore the men and women that have been through the system, and are battling the 

effects of prison are fighting for prison reform. Many of the legal cases in push for reform are 

in search of cleaner buildings, better food, adequate health care, uncensored mail, and the end 

of physical abuse. In addition they ask  judges to remember there are many alternatives to 

sentencing an offender to prison time. For instance there are drug treatments, community 



 
 

6 

service, work and educational courses that would rehabilitate an offender instead of 

traumatizing them. This in turn would result in the release of a rehabilitated offender, and a 

better citizen amongst the rest of society.  
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