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Introduction

The prison environment is complex and governors often, understandably, prioritise safety and
security.? Yet, this can be at the expense of promoting positive activities that can support
rehabilitation.? There is a lack of empirical evidence around prison libraries and research is often
isolated to the field of librarianship, which does not appreciate the intersecting disciplines involved in
library practice.*®> However, there is a range of literature and public discourse emerging that
considers the broad reaching benefits and potential of prison libraries.®”#91° This article aims to add
to the empirical evidence of prison library research. Firstly, the article will discuss the purpose of
prison libraries and current practice in England and Wales. It will then explore the trends in access to
prison libraries and their resource materials using survey data collected by His Majesty’s Inspectorate
of Prisons (HMIP) from adults in prison over the last 20 years. This will support prison leaders on how
to optimise prison libraries for people in prison, prison establishments and wider society, and to
guide further research.

Purpose of prison libraries

Libraries are a unique space within prisons, offering a calming community hub.! They can
facilitate informal education that is more welcoming than formal classrooms in which people in
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prison have often had negative experiences.'? This can include supporting wellbeing, developing
agency and building social capital, in addition to facilitating academic qualifications. Healthcare
professionals in the community recognise the health and wellbeing benefits of community spaces,
such as libraries, and use ‘social prescribing’ to direct patients to these activities. There is work
currently underway by the Clinks charity to incorporate this practice into prisons and the wider
criminal justice system.?

Research conducted with prison library staff across the UK (which have similar operating
models across each jurisdiction) highlighted their top objectives were ‘meeting information needs’
and ‘supporting educational needs’.}* This includes enabling people in prison to work on their legal
cases, review prison rules, improve literacy and complete education courses.'® Further objectives
reported by prison library staff in the same study were ‘enabling reading for pleasure’ and ‘providing
a safe, neutral environment’. *® They viewed prison libraries as a space that supports desistance by
empowering people in prison.

The same study highlighted differing opinions from senior management on the purpose of
prison libraries.” Some staff reported Governors or Directors positively engaging with the library and
viewing the smooth running of the library as indicative of the whole prison. But some staff reported
their frustration that senior management viewed the library as just a “trolley of books”. This negative
perception then impacted prioritisation of time and investment in the library. The purpose described
by library staff overlaps with other departments with whom they work closely, such as education and
resettlement. But investment in these other departments is often at the expense of libraries rather
than a collaborative approach.® This is likely due to having clearer quantifiable targets, such as
graded courses and employment levels, that senior managers can quickly assess within the confines
of HMPPS practice and budgets.? Yet investment should focus on prison library outcomes in tandem
with other prison services to fully support their users.

Like their community counterparts, prison library users view libraries as a space that provides
holistic support and hope for the future.?’ For people in prison they can facilitate development of
pro-social identities, behaviours and attitudes.?! This can then support desistance journeys and
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better engagement across prison life and on release. For example, InsideTime shared a story from a
prison library orderly who now enjoyed books in a new way and felt “enthusiastic” about their future
employability.?2 There are additional challenges for prison libraries compared to public libraries, such
as security and access to technology (discussed in the current practice section below).? But the
overarching purpose is the same. Libraries are a community hub that provide a range of resources
that support education, wellbeing and personal development.?*

Legal provision and expectations of prison libraries in England and Wales

There have been significant developments in practice and funding, but the legal foundation for
adult prison libraries in England and Wales remains under the Prison Rules 1999/728, Section 33.%° It
places a legal requirement for adult prisons to have a library and provide access to the library, in line
with the Public Libraries and Museums Act of 1964. The ‘Prison Education and Library Services for
adult prisons in England Policy Framework’ stipulates the prison library should provide accessible
support for learning, literacy and resettlement. It should also “promote reading as a source of
pleasure and provide prisoners with opportunities for wider cultural engagement”.?® Further
operational guidance is provided under the prison service instruction (PSI) ‘02/2015 Prison service
library’.?’ This includes that people should have weekly access to the library for a minimum of thirty
minutes. However, the education elements of this PSI were replaced by the policy framework which
can be interpreted as removing the minimum access requirements.?

Alongside operational guidance, HMIP sets out expectations for prisons. HMIP is an
independent body that inspects prisons, immigration removal centres and youth detention across
England and Wales. Their expectations vary marginally for different types of custody but broadly fit
into the same four healthy prison tests: safety, respect, purposeful activity and preparation for
release. Under purposeful activity there is an expectation that “Prisoners benefit from regular access
to a suitable library, library materials and additional learning resources that meet their needs”.* The
published guidance further details indicators on how prison libraries can meet this expectation. This
retains the expectation that adults have access to the prison library or library services at least once a
week and that available materials are relevant to their needs.
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Current practice in prison libraries

The standard operating model for prison libraries in England and Wales is to pay their local
community counterparts a fee to provide stock and information support.® The aim of this
partnership is to deliver on the legal requirements and expectations for prison libraries. However,
public libraries across England and Wales are experiencing reduced funding and closures, which
consequently impacts prison libraries.3! A study was conducted with prison library staff across the UK
(which have similar operating models across each jurisdiction) highlighted the challenges of
delivering library services within this model.?? Library staff said they felt isolated from the librarian
profession due to a physical and professional distance in prisons that limit access to technology and
development opportunities. This limits the ability of prison libraries to deliver a key function of their
community counterparts, digital inclusion.*

Since the Covid-19 pandemic there has been an increase in digital communication in personal
and professional relationships, but prisons are still limited.3* As society has rapidly deployed digital
solutions, prisons have struggled to keep up across all services.3> During the pandemic prison
libraries were closed completely and most only provided a small selection of books on residential
wings as there were limited digital alternatives, such as laptops.3® HMIP annual reports following the
Covid-19 pandemic reported that access to libraries remained limited and progress was slow and
uneven across the prison estate.3” Spurred by the Covid-19 pandemic, the prison estate is beginning
to introduce more digital solutions across all services.®® For prison libraries this can include better
delivery of digital education, streamlined borrowing systems and e-materials via in-cell technology.
But implementation does not match the pace of digitalisation in the community due to limitations in
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infrastructure, such as old buildings, and security procedures.®® Policies, infrastructure and staff need
to have flexibility to adapt with fast paced technological advancements. The ‘smart prisons’ being
introduced in England and Wales may create this foundation, but it is difficult yet to evaluate their
impact.*®

Alongside feeling isolated in their profession with limited access to development and
technology, prison library staff in the UK reported that dual management between local councils and
prison governors led to poor direction from leadership and limited understanding of library work.*
Staff reported the metrics of success were often limited and overly simplistic. They focused on
attendance numbers or book loans without acknowledging the broader impacts of the library around
literacy, employment and wellbeing. This meant library work was overlooked, and staff were often
excluded from strategy conversations. A standard approach to making quick resource decisions
within budget constraints is quantitative key performance indicators, but staff in this study suggested
supplementing data with qualitative user feedback would better reflect the library's impact.

Current structures make it difficult for prison libraries to deliver their purpose of supporting
education and reading.*? Ofsted and HMIP conducted a review of reading education in prisons and
found prison libraries were not fully utilised.*® This was due to lack of prioritisation, limited session
availability, schedule clashes and staff shortages. There were examples of passionate librarians
facilitating initiatives such as Storybook Dads** and book clubs, but this was not supported by wider
infrastructure or policy. In a 2023 review, Ofsted and HMIP found not much had changed and the
solution required investment and promotion for libraries from governors.*® Focus is often on other
departments, such as education and resettlement, but library work heavily overlaps with these
areas. Libraries need to be fully embedded in strategic and operational conversations to streamline
services within prisons. This can be achieved within the current system and the CILIP Prison Libraries
Group produced a framework for practice that includes positive case studies.*

The following research explores trends in people’s experience of using prison libraries. The aim
is to add to the evidence in this area and expand the conversation beyond librarianship research to
help inform practice decisions.
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Methods and ethics

Secondary analysis was conducted for this article using data from surveys conducted by HMIP
with people in prison since 2003.%” This was accessed through the UK Data Service and used in
accordance with their End User Licence Agreement.*® The original purpose of the surveys was to
inform each respective prison inspection. A self-completion questionnaire is distributed to a sample
of people held in the prison being inspected and the data is used to triangulate findings alongside a
range of other sources.”® The questionnaire asks a series of multiple-choice and open-ended
guestions about the person’s experience in their current prison and their demographic information.
Topics in the questionnaire are designed to follow the person’s ‘journey’ from reception through to
release and align with HMIP’s healthy prison tests.

Participant consent is obtained during the survey process but previously did not mention using
data for wider research beyond the inspection. Before the data was originally published by HMIP,
focus groups were conducted with people held in prison to gauge if they were happy for old survey
data to be used more broadly.>® During these focus groups they expressed they were content for
survey data to be used for wider research that had the same aim as inspections of bringing change to
prisons. One concern was access being too wide and enabling misrepresentation of their voice.
Therefore, data was shared via the UK Data Service at two levels of detail, the most in-depth
requiring an application to HMIP, and both requiring the user to agree to strict user guidelines. This
analysis aligns with the aim to bring change to prisons by discussing practice and proposing future
improvements. It discusses generalised groups using the aggregated version of this data to avoid
misinterpretation of individual voices.

The survey data is published in separate yearly files and since 2003, there have been multiple
iterations with new questions introduced in 2012, 2017 and 2021. For this secondary analysis the
data was therefore first cleaned using R Studio to combine data from each inspection year into a
singular comparable dataset. The current survey iteration has three questions related to the library:

e How often are you able to go to the library? (asked since 2003)

e Does the library have a wide enough range of materials to meet your needs? (asked since
2012)

e How often are you able to have library materials delivered to you? (asked since 2021)

Each inspection year includes different prisons of different types and therefore yearly
comparisons should be drawn with caution. This applies especially to the year 2020/21 in which only
a small number of full surveys took place before the Covid-19 pandemic. During this time the
inspection process changed and did not include survey questions about the library. While there are
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caveats for this analysis, it provides a valuable overview of prison libraries in England and Wales that
can inform practice improvement.

The following analysis includes summary statistics of trends for the three library questions
across each year that has comparable data. It then provides comparison based on aggregated data of
respondent’s ethnicity, age and the type of prison in which they were held. Note that all NA
responses (meaning the question was either not asked or not answered) were removed from
calculating percentages. The latter element of analysis will only include data since 2017 due to the
comparability of question responses. This also focuses the discourse on the most relevant practice.

Findings
Trends in prison libraries over the past 20 years

According to the responses in the survey, over the last 20 years, there has been consistently
low access to prison libraries (see Chart 1). Less than 20% of survey respondents each year state they
can go to the library more than once a week, except for 2020/21 (21%). In the first year of surveys
following the Covid-19 pandemic, 2021/22, responses of ‘Never’ being able to attend the library
peaked at 71%. Response in the following year, 2022/23, show access rates beginning to return, but
people are still reporting less access than the already low levels pre-pandemic.
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Chart 1

Each year around 60% of respondents that use the library reported having enough materials to
meet their needs, since the question was introduced in 2012. There was a slight dip in 2015/16 to
53%, but levels returned to around 60% in subsequent years which suggests this year was an
anomaly rather than a point of change. The question does not expand on what needs are not being



met. But this could relate to a limited range of genres, types of materials, language options or
outdated legal information.

The survey question regarding materials being delivered to people on residential wings from
the prison library was introduced in 2021/22. This reflected the change in practice during and after
the Covid-19 pandemic as libraries adapted but limits the data available for analysis. The proportion
of people reporting library materials being delivered ‘Twice a week or more’ reduced from 19% in
2021/22 to 9% in 2022/23. This may be due to increased access to the library space lowering the
need for delivery to residential wings. But some people will always have limited access to the library
for mobility or personal security reasons and should continue to benefit from this adaptation.

Access to prison libraries by demographics (since 2017)

People held in Category D prisons reported the most frequent access to prison libraries, with
43% stating they were able to go to the library ‘Twice a week or more’. This is understandable given
the freedom of movement permitted within Category D prisons. Survey responses suggest Category
A prisons were the next best at providing frequent access. Of those in Category A prisons, 53%
reported having access to the prison library ‘About once a week’. The worst access appeared to be in
local prisons and those for young adults, with 48% and 49% respectively reporting they ‘Never go to
the library’. This could be a result of Category A prisons having more stable populations and people
new to prison or young adults not knowing what activities are available. However, there may be
replicable practice from Category D and Category A prisons that could be applied across the secure
estate.

Responses on access appeared largely consistent between ethnicities. Though the proportion
of Black people in prison answering ‘Never go to the library’ was the highest (47%) for all ethnicity
groups and lowest for White people in prison (39%). There may be clearer variation if the data were
broken down into ethnicity subsets. This was not feasible for this study but warrants future
exploration using the disaggregated HMIP survey data.

The youngest people in prison reported the lowest access to prison libraries. Of those aged 25
and under, 62% reported they ‘Never go to the library’. When people did go to the library, the
frequency of access appeared consistent across age groups. This could be due to younger people
having less interest in using a library that does not have the same technology they are used to
outside prison or being less familiar with what is available and how to request access. It is important
for all people in prison to fully understand the resources available and for those resources to meet
everyone’s access needs.

The range of materials available from prison libraries by demographics (since 2017)

Similarly to access, people held in Category A and Category D prisons were more likely to
report the library having enough materials to meet their needs (67% and 73% respectively). This is
again likely due to them having more stable populations where librarians can better learn the needs
of individuals. The next highest were women’s and young adult prisons, with 63% in both reporting
that the library carried a wide enough range of materials. This is a broad overview, and conclusions
must be drawn with caution. However, there could be management differences within these types of
prisons that could be beneficial across the estate. This could include processes that facilitate regular
communication with prison populations to ensure their needs are met.



Between 40-50% of people from Asian, Black, Mixed and Other ethnic backgrounds in prison
reported the library having a wide enough range of materials, compared to 63% of White people in
prison. This suggests that prison libraries are not stocked for culturally diverse populations. Prison
libraries are predominantly stocked through local public libraries which cater for the local people. But
there is a disparity in prison populations, and it is unlikely to match local demographics due to
movement across the secure estate. Therefore, this highlights the importance of understanding the
diversity within prisons and across the secure estate and collaborative working between prison
libraries.

The age of respondents appeared to correlate with reporting the prison library had a wide
enough range to meet their needs. In the group of people aged 25 and under, 53% reported the
range of materials being wide enough, compared to 72% aged 70 and over. This suggests that prison
library materials are more catered towards older people in prison. This could be due to older people
being more likely to access the library (as seen in the responses to the access question discussed
above) and librarians therefore knowing their needs better. But could also be due to limited access to
the technology that young people are used to, and materials not being regularly refreshed. This
could be an area of investment to improve engagement with wider demographics.

Materials delivered from prison libraries by demographics (since 2021)

The pattern of most positive responses continued for Category A and Category D prisons for
library materials being delivered. Out of respondents held in Category D prisons, 42% reported being
able to have library materials delivered ‘Twice a week or more’. In Category A prisons, 69% reported
being able to have library materials delivered ‘About once a week’. The higher frequency of library
materials being delivered could be due to these populations being less able to collect materials from
the library. For example, people in Category D prisons may be out at work and those in Category A
prisons may have more movement restrictions for security. However, when viewed alongside
responses to the library access question, it suggests libraries in these prisons provide a range of
engagement opportunities to meet the different needs across their populations.

There was a generally consistent response across all ethnicity groups for being able to get
library materials delivered. Though, notably over half (56%) of people of Other ethnic backgrounds
reported being able to have materials delivered ‘Less than once a week'’. It is difficult to draw
conclusions from such broad ethnicity groups, but it would be an area of interest for further research
using the disaggregated HMIP survey data.

Responses for the question of materials being delivered were similar across age groups.
However, the lowest engagement appeared to be from the youngest and oldest groups. Of those
aged 25 and under, 46% reported being able to have materials delivered to them ‘Less than once a
week’ and 45% of those aged 70 and over. Young people may not know delivery is an option and
older people could need more support accessing materials that is only available in the library. Or
these age groups may simply prefer going to the library if they want materials. This data does not
provide a conclusive reason but does suggest different age groups have different engagement styles
that should be catered for and acknowledged.

Conclusion



This article aims to elevate prison library research within the criminology field that is relevant
to those in practice. There is emerging research into prison libraries that incorporates the disciplines
for desistance, informal learning and critical librarianship.®! It highlights the wide-reaching benefits
of prison libraries for people in prison, prison establishments and wider society. People in prison can
learn pro-social skills that set them up to succeed in prison and on release.>? To achieve these
benefits people in prison need to have access to library spaces and library materials. But this does
not consistently happen as libraries are not prioritised within prison regimes.>

This article highlights that people in prison are often unable to go to library spaces or get
materials regularly delivered to residential wings. The range of available materials also does not
meet everyone’s needs. Libraries appear to function better in Category A and Category D prisons,
while young adults and those from Black or Other ethnic backgrounds appear to have the worst
engagement and experience with prison libraries. This research is limited to a board overview of
opinions on prison libraries from people in prison. The survey questions do not delve into why
people engage with the library or how they want to engage with the library or what library materials
would meet the needs of people in prison.

There needs to be clear policy-driven direction that incorporates the voice of people in prison
alongside prison librarians, staff and management.>* Policy should centre on the purpose of prison
libraries and consider the holistic benefits for people in prison, prison establishments and wider
society. Within a system-wide context of austerity, limited funding is a large barrier to achieving
change, but the positive outcomes achieved by prison libraries warrant investment. Budget
discussions should utilise a combination of quantitative and qualitative measures for prison libraries
to make the best decisions. This will allow libraries to evolve with the reading interests and preferred
reading approaches of people in prison. There have been previous funding models set by
government that provide promising examples of how this could be achieved.>

Further research should be conducted within establishments alongside system-wide overviews
to guide more targeted improvements. This should incorporate the views of people in prison
alongside prison librarians, staff and management. Research should consider the changing nature of
how people in prison engage with services through technology and how this can be optimised. This
will facilitate a realistic discussion on how prison libraries can fulfil their purpose and achieve positive
outcomes for people in prison, the prison estate and wider society.
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