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Abstract 

Background: Prison inmates, a deprived community are a part of general population. Understanding of their 
health characteristics, psychological stress and living environment is important to upgrade the existing 
situation.  
Objectives: To describe sociodemographic data, general health characteristics, psychological stress of prison 
inmates and living environment of a main prison in Sri Lanka.  
Methods: This was a descriptive cross-sectional study conducted among prison inmates of a main prison in 
Southern Sri Lanka. A self-administered questionnaire, K10 psychological distress scale and a checklist 
formulated by International Committee of Red Cross for evaluating the living environment and medical records 
were used to collect data.  
Results: There were 845 inmates with a median age of 33 years and 576/845(68.1%) were below 40 years. 
Majority of them had received school education 816/845(96.6%) and 401/845(47.4%) were skilled workers. 
There were inmates with a past history of being 560/845(66.2%) smokers, 525/845(62.1%) alcohol, 
107/845(12.6%) heroin and 143/845(16.9%) cannabis users. Diabetes mellitus, hypertension, ischemic heart 
disease, psychiatric disorders, asthma and trauma were reported in 72/845(8.5%), 60/845(7.1%), 
27/845(3.2%), 148/845(17.5%), 46/845(5.4%) and 33/845(3.9%) inmates respectively and psychological stress 
was experienced by 265/845(31.3%). Less number of inmates had communicable diseases. Score of standards 
for living environment was 50. 
Conclusions: Inmates were from young working group of the community. Past history of psychoactive 
substance use was high. The proportion of inmates with non-communicable diseases was higher than 
communicable diseases. Living environment of the prison was at an acceptable level. 
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INTRODUCTION
 
Prison population has increased in recent past and 
annual turnover of prison population is closer to 30 
million worldwide [1]. Total prison population 
shows steady increase recently according to the 
Ministry of Justice and Law Reforms, Sri Lanka [2]. 
Prison population experiences marginalization and 
health inequality and social deprivation [3, 4]. As a 
result, they are at a higher risk of communicable 
[5] and non-communicable diseases [6]. The 
prevalence of history of addiction to alcohol and 
psychoactive or narcotic drugs [7] and 
psychological disorders [8] are at a higher rate 
among prison inmates compared to general 
population [9]. 

Prisoners are a group of members from the general 
community. Hence, the identification of their 
health problems is important to improve the public 
health in long term. Assessment of prevailing 
health characteristics is critical to understand how 
best to develop appropriate health interventions 
for prisoners in view of providing a better care 
during the stay in the prison. Therefore, our 
objectives were to find out the basic 
sociodemographic and health characteristics, 
psychological stress among prison inmates and 
living standards of a main prison in Sri Lanka. 
 
MATERIALS AND METHODS 
 
It was an institution-based, descriptive, cross-
sectional study conducted in a main prison, in 
Southern Sri Lanka. All consecutive inmates 
imprisoned during one year (May 2015 to May 
2016) was recruited.  Inmates who were released 
within three days after the imprisonment were 
excluded from the study.  
A questionnaire was designed to collect the basic 
data and was pretested in a group of inmates who 
were not included in the main study. It was a self-
administered questionnaire to collect the 
sociodemographic data and general health 
information anonymously to maintain the 
confidentiality. However, the questionnaire was 
read out for the illiterate inmates and was 
completed by one of the investigators (medical 
doctor) who were not attached to the Prison 
Hospital. Medical records were used to extract 
data on health characteristics in a manner by 
which identity of the individual was not revealed. 

Occupational categories were defined according to 
the Baker & Hall guidelines [10]. Addiction was 
defined according to the ICD -11 classifications as 
repeated failure to resist an impulse, drive, or urge 
to perform an act that is rewarding to the person 
(at least in short-term), despite longer term harm 
either to the individual or to others[11]. A checklist 
formulated by International Committee of Red 
Cross (ICRC) for evaluating environmental and 
engineering problems assess the prison premises 
was used [12]. This checklist provides rapid 
visualization of the situation in a prison and there 
were five domains, each of which accounts for 15 
marks; detainees hygiene and health, water 
supply, sanitation, space and quarters, kitchen and 
meals. Sinhala version of K10 psychological 
distress scale (validated for Sri Lankans) was 
pretested and was used in the assessment of 
anxiety and depressive symptoms during the most 
recent four weeks [13, 14].  
The ethical clearance was obtained from the Ethics 
Review Committee, Faculty of Medicine, 
University of Ruhuna. It was conducted according 
to the ethical guidelines outlined in the Declaration 
of Helsinki. Permission was obtained from the 
prison authorities to conduct the study. Informed 
written consent was obtained from all the 
participants using a consent form. Voluntary 
participation and the freedom to withdraw from 
the study irrespective of the consent given were 
emphasized. Data were anonymous and strict 
confidentiality was maintained. After the history 
and clinical examination inmates who found to 
have health problems were referred for 
appropriate treatments.  
Categorical data were displayed as frequencies and 
percentages. Numerical data were examined for 
normality and presented as mean ± SD or median. 
Chi squared test was used to compare the 
categorical variables. 
 
RESULTS 
 
Basic characteristics 
 
Total of 845 inmates were imprisoned during the 
period. They were in the age range of 17-79 years 
with a median age of 33 years. Among them 
576/845(68.1%) were below the age of 40 years. 
There were 828/845(97.9%) males and 
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17/845(2.1%) females. Most of the inmates 
758/845(89.7%) were from the same district 
where the prison was located. There was only one 
female with a past history of addiction to heroin, 
but not for any other psychoactive agents 
including alcohol and cigarettes at the time of 
imprisonment. They had been directed to 
rehabilitation programmes appropriately. Further, 
there were only five females with non-
communicable diseases. Hence, gender-based 
comparison was not performed. 
Sociodemographic characteristics are shown in 
Table 1. and health characteristics are displayed in 
Table 2.  
 
Table 1. Sociodemographic characteristics of 
inmates in the prison 
 

Characteristic Frequency (%) 
(n=845) 

Ethnicity  

Sinhalese 796(94.2%) 

Muslims 26(3.0%) 

Tamils 23(2.7%) 

Religion  

Buddhists 775(91.7%) 

Islamic 48(5.7%) 

Hindus 22(2.9%) 

Education  

Not schooled 29(3.4%) 

Grade1-10 495(58.6 %) 

GCE O/L completed  249(28.9%) 

GCE A/L completed 64 (7.6%) 

Higher education 08(0.9%) 

Marital status   

Single 266(31.4%) 

Married 531(62.8%) 

Divorced 12(1.4%) 

Separated 36(4.2%) 

Occupation category  

Professional 01(0.1%) 

Skilled workers 401(47.4%) 

Unskilled workers 396(46.8%) 

Unemployed 47(5.6%) 

 
GCE O/L= General Certificate of Education 
Ordinary Level 
GCE A/L = General Certificate of Education 
Advances Level 
 

Table 2. Health characteristics of prison inmates  

Characteristic Frequency (%) 
(n=845) 

Addictions †  

Smoking 560(66.2%) 

Alcohol 525(62.1%). 

Heroin 107(12.6%) 

Cannabis 143(16.9%) 

Non-communicable diseases  

Diabetes mellitus 72(8.5%) 

Hypertension 60(7.1%) 

Asthma 46(5.4%) 

Psychiatric illnesses 148(17.5%) 

Skin diseases 15(1.8%) 

Ischemic heart disease 27(3.2%) 

Communicable diseases  

Smear positive tuberculosis 05(0.6%) 

Past surgical history  

Herniotomy and repair 7(0.8%) 

Chronic leg wounds and 
varicose veins 

5(0.6%) 

¶Trauma 33(3.9%) 

 
†Addiction = past history of psychoactive 
substances use prison.   
¶ Trauma includes cut injuries, head injuries, 
trauma to eye, road traffic accidents and gunshot 
injuries 
 
Past surgical history showed a high rate of trauma 
among the prisoners. We did not observe 
significant association between substance abuse 
and the presence of non-communicable diseases 
(p = 0.748) or trauma (p=0.085) in this group.   
 
Environment assessment 
The environment and engineering status of the 
prison were displayed in Table 3. Prison with the 
highest score has the fewest problems in terms of 
environment and engineering according to this 
score.  
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Table 3. Data related to environment and 
engineering of the prison. 
 

Domain Score 

Detainees hygiene and health 12/15 

Water supply  12/15 

Sanitation 7/15 

Space and quarters 6/15 

Kitchen and meals 13/15 

Total score for prison 50/75 

 
Maximum number of points obtained by each 
domain = 15 
Total for 5 domains = 75 
 
The overall score for this prison was 50. It was 
above 40, an arbitrary value if below that an 
immediate action is necessary to prevent the 
deterioration of the health of detainees [12]. This 
score assessed the quality of the space and the 
living surrounding of the premises, not the 
overcrowding.  
 
Psychological stress 
 Among the inmates 265/845(31.4) % experienced 
psychological stress (total score > 20) according 
K10 psychological distress scale (Figure 1). The 
number of inmates with psychological stress 
according to the K10 scale was higher than the 
number of inmates reported with psychiatric 
illnesses (based on the medical records) who were 
already on treatment. 
 
According to this study majority of the inmates 
were young, Sinhalese, Buddhist males. The 
proportions of Sinhalese, Sri Lankan Tamils, Indian 
Tamils and Sri Lankan Moors are 74.9%, 11.2%, 
4.2% and 9.2% respectively according to the ethnic 
distribution of Sri Lankan population. The 
distribution of country population according to the 
religion shows that there are 70.2% Buddhists 
(official), 12.6% Hindus, 9.7% Muslims and 6.1% 
Roman Catholics etc [15]. The prison is located in 
an area where the majority is Sinhalese Buddhists. 
Most of them were from the locality where the 
prison is situated. Further, country population 
statistics on age structure indicates that majority 
(41.58 %) are in the age group of 25-54 years [15]. 
Hence, the demographic characteristics of prison 

inmates are in line with the population 
demographics in the country.  
 
Prison population has low educational 
achievements compared to the general population 
according to previous literature [16]. Hence, 
occupational and social deprivation have been 
reported and are associated with economic 
burden [17]. However, according to the present 
study majority of them had received school 
education and most were skilled-workers and 
were married. Hence, incarceration may lead to 
more economic loss and cause more social impact 
especially if the parent or the bread winners of the 
family get imprisoned [18].  
 Prisoner community is generally younger males in 
many settings. This is probably, because young 
adulthood is the prime age during which crime, 
substance use, and imprisonment are at their 
peaks. Age is a predictor of self-harm which is 
commoner among young [19]. However, it has 
been evident that the age distribution of the prison 
population in USA has shifted upward dramatically 
probably due to the cohort effect [20].  
We found that past history of tobacco, alcohol, 
heroin and cannabis use is high among the 
inmates. According to the existing literature, use of 
heroin or non-heroin illicit drugs by the individuals 
who get imprisoned is high all over the world [21]. 
It is evident that use of heroin itself impairs the 
cessation of smoking [22]. Hence, use of other 
psychoactive substances including nicotine and 
alcohol has been prevalent among them. 
Nevertheless, incarceration provides an 
opportunity to encourage cessation and 
rehabilitation [23]. The prevalence of psychoactive 
substance use is higher among prisoners who 
suffer with self-inflicted injuries compared to 
others [24]. However, significant associations 
between substance use and history of trauma and 
non-communicable diseases were not observed 
among the prison inmates of the current study.   
 
Proportion of prisoners with self-reported non-
communicable diseases was higher than 
communicable diseases in this group. Psychiatric 
illnesses, diabetes mellitus, hypertension, asthma 
and ischaemic heart disease were found among 
considerable number of inmates. It has been 
revealed that the prevalence of non-
communicable diseases and their risk factors were 
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on the rise among the general population as well 
as among prison population in the world [6, 23, 
25]. There is a considerable proportion of inmates 
with psychiatric illnesses according to the findings 
of this study. The lifetime prevalence of mental 
disorders (such as depression, psychotic illnesses, 
drug and alcohol misuse) and liability to mental 
illnesses are high among the imprisoned 
population compared to general population [26]. 
Depressive illnesses of older prisoners are possibly 
due to their unmet health and social needs [27] 
and the mental disorders are common among 
criminal offenders who are being poorly attended 
[28].  
 

We found a significant number of inmates with 
psychological stress according to the K10 scale. 
Prevalence of psychological stress is higher among 
the young prisoners according to the available 
literature [29]. There is an increased risk of self-
harm and trauma or accidents among the 
prisoners probably due to their low emotional 
intelligence and inability in anger management 
[30]. Literature revealed that the offences of 
considerable number of inmates were an act to 
cause an injury or violence [31]. Hence, the 
prevalence of all forms of trauma is high and 
trauma stands as a significant health related issue 
in prison inmates. Therefore, easily accessible, 
expanded services to detect the presence of 
psychological disorders/stress among this 
vulnerable category are required.   
 

Prevalence of communicable diseases was low in 
the group. This is possibly due to the fact that the 
accessibility to healthcare facilities/services was 
satisfactory. The availability of a Prison Hospital 
was important in reducing the spread of the 
common communicable diseases among the 
detainees.  
 
The standards of available space and quarters and 
their maintenance were not reasonable inferred 
from the score of 6/15 for the domain assessing 
the space and quarters. It was the lowest score in 
the checklist to assess the environment and 
engineering standards [12]. However, the overall 
environment and engineering of the prison seems 
to be reasonable to keep the health of the 
detainees. Prisons are considered to be reservoirs 
of tuberculosis (TB) transmission due to various 

limitations related to diagnosis, treatment and 
infection control measures. Therefore, the 
prevalence of TB is generally high among the 
detainees [32]. However, reported cases of smear-
positive pulmonary tuberculosis (TB) were low in 
this prison. The strong infection control measures 
such as routine screening of contacts, patient 
isolation and direct observed treatment practice 
for TB may have led to the reduced rates. Existing 
survey findings have shown that the prevalence of 
communicable diseases such as human 
immunodeficiency virus (HIV), hepatitis B and 
parasitic infections are high among the prisoners 
compared to the general community [33, 34]. 
However, a recent Sri Lankan study has discovered 
that the prevalence of hepatitis B and C is low 
among prison inmates in two prisons in the 
country [35].  
 
CONCLUSIONS 
 
 Majority of the inmates were young, male skilled 
workers. There were significant numbers of 
inmates with a past history of tobacco, alcohol, 
heroin and cannabis use. The proportion of 
inmates with non-communicable diseases was 
higher compared to the proportion of inmates with 
communicable diseases. Prevalence of 
psychological stress and psychiatric illness was 
higher compared to other non-communicable 
illnesses. Living environment of the prison was at 
an acceptable level. 
 
RECOMMENDATIONS 
 
A more comprehensive, multi-centered study is 
recommended to confirm the findings. Facilities 
for regular health screening and health education 
for behavioral change are important to improve 
the health of this disadvantaged population. A 
special attention is required to control the 
occurrence of non-communicable diseases among 
the inmates. It highlights the need of easily 
accessible counselling service within the prison 
premises. Regular screening of all inmates for 
psychological stress and psychiatric illnesses would 
be of benefit in the rehabilitation process.   
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