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Plain English summary

In prisons, mental illnesses such as depression and schizophrenia are more common than in the general
population. Therefore, the level of need for mental health treatment is high, which may include

prescribed medicines such as antidepressants. Currently, there are no data on the frequency or types of
medicines prescribed to prisoners for mental health problems. However, researchers and patients have
questioned the reasons for, and suitability and safety of, prescribing mental health drugs in prison.

In a national survey of 11 prisons, prescription and clinical data were extracted from patient health-care
records. Overall, 17% of men and 48% of women in prison were prescribed at least one mental health
medicine. Prescribing rates in prison were four times higher among men and six times higher among
women than among patients in the community. Prisoners were more likely than community patients to
receive certain medicines associated with sedation and weight gain. One-third of mental health medicines
were prescribed for conditions not approved by current guidelines.

Patients attending general practitioner appointments in prison rated the acceptability of prescribing
decisions. One in four patients identified a mental health issue as their main problem. These individuals
were more likely to receive a new prescription, but less likely to be satisfied overall with consultation
outcomes than those presenting with other health problems.

The evidence from this study shows very high rates of mental health medication prescribing in prisons,
particularly among women. Further work is necessary to determine the optimum balance between
medication and alternative treatments for mentally ill prisoners.
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