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People leaving prison face 
immense health and social 
inequalities



The context

This is about how you see 
things grow. Something 
grows from a tiny seed. You 
just need sunshine and 
water…. But out there [on 
the streets], you don’t have 
food and water, and warmth 
and safety.



People leaving prison annually

Annual ‘churn’ 
250,000

13,296 releases 
Jan-Mar 2025

Over half serve 
sentences under 

12 months

87,334 prisoners in England 
& Wales (30 June 2025)

4% women



Health inequalities

7% learning disability
25% learning difficulty
45% mental health problems

30-40% report problematic drug use

Higher rates of physical health problems 
compared to the general population



Social inequalities

15% homeless66% unemployed~25% have been in care

50% of under 21s



Project Phoenix and Project 
Athena



Project Phoenix

I really wanted to stay clean, but 
I couldn’t, I couldn’t do it, not on 
me own, not on the streets, and 
so I’d probably be dead if I 
didn’t come here, do you 
know? Yeah, I would probably 
be dead, that’s what I’d be.

If it wasn’t for this company I 
would be probably... I’d be on 
the streets <...> and I’ll be back 
on prison as well, you know 
what I mean? So they have 
really, really helped me out.



Project Phoenix and Project Athena

• Can self-refer
• Referral by agency not necessary

• Personalised support and planning
• Allocate ‘recovery navigator’ with lived 

experience 
• Meet in prison, collect at the gate on 

release

• Funded by NE Lincolnshire Council 
• Delivered by Wizer CIC

• Few eligibility criteria 
• Aimed at ‘revolving door’ and those 

at risk of substance use or overdose

• No key performance indicators
• No limit on length of support or 

number of sessions
• Multiple chances

• Mentoring, emotional and practical 
support with e.g. housing, drug/alcohol 
recovery, mental health

• Interagency meetings with housing, 
probation, police, recovery services



Reasonable adjustments 
for research with   
under-served groups



How it feels to leave prison…

When you get out of jail 
you’re a nobody, do you know 
what I mean?  That’s why I 
got the lad to have his back to 
us, because you’re just a tiny 
speck in the bigger world. 
You’re of no importance. 
You’re of no relevance.

1st week of release = high risk of death



Strategies

…for people leaving prison
• Ignored
• Disbelieved
• Not understood
• Disempowered & excluded

…for researchers
• Literacy and cognition
• Making contact /arrangements
• Establishing trust & rapport

…for everyone
• Consent & coercion
• Safeguarding 
• Confidentiality

Prescriptive
Rigid
Assume preferences & abilities

Challenges
Approach data collection:

• Flexible
• Responsive
• Sensitive
• Empathetic
• Non-judgemental
• Ask, don’t assume-provide 

choices
• Go to (potential) participants
• Listen & communicate value
• Use a distress protocol
• Clarity around disclosure

Capture impact by:

• Focusing on trajectories
• Adjusting expectations 
• Highlighting processes & ‘active 

ingredients’

Health & social inequalities

Past trauma
Stigma
Distrust authority

Detecting impact

Difficult if modest, inconsistent, 
personalised



Interviews 

Informal chats

Photovoice

+ interviews

Notebook

]

PostcardText message

Social Network 
Analysis 
Questionnaires

Choice of data collection methods



Capturing impact

This is the first achievement I’ve 
had since primary school. It’s the 
certificate that I completed the 12-
step programme. I’ve got that on 
my wall in my bedroom and I look 
at that and remind myself that if I 
can achieve that, I can achieve 
many more things.
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