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A guide for women in custody and preparing for release

This guide has been created by a team of women with lived experience of 
imprisonment. Many of us know first-hand how hard it can be to get the right 
support when you are struggling.

But we also know that understanding your rights can make a real difference in 
getting the help you need and affects how confident you feel asking for help. We 
put this guide together as a reflection of our shared concern for women’s 
wellbeing in prison because too often distress is missed or misunderstood. We 
want you to know that your experiences matter, your wellbeing matters, and you 
deserve care, dignity and support.

Our message is simple: 

 You are not alone and you have the right to healthcare and support.

This guide explains:

• how to recognise mental health challenges and experiences

• how to ask for help

• your legal rights

• how to complain

• where to get support inside prison and after release

Your Mental Health Matters

Understanding Mental Health?

Mental health includes your emotional, psychological and overall wellbeing.

In prison, mental health can be affected by:

• separation from children and family

• trauma or past experiences

• uncertainty and loss of control

• isolation or bullying

• withdrawal from drugs or alcohol

• worries about housing or release or relationships

• adjustment to new environment 

Illustration produced by the Lived Experience Advisory Group during a participatory workshop.
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Experiencing distress does not mean you are weak.
It means you may need support.

Signs You May Need Support

You might need support if you experience:

• feeling sad, low or hopeless

• anxiety or panic attacks

• trouble sleeping

• feeling overwhelmed

• withdrawing from others

• loss of interest in things

• flashbacks or trauma memories

• thoughts of self-harm or suicide

• frequent changes in your emotions

• difficulties managing your emotions

• intrusive thoughts or images

• flashbacks and/or nightmares

• feeling disconnected or dissociating 

If you feel unsafe, tell someone immediately. 
These feelings may be temporary, but help is available. 

Your Right to Healthcare in Prison
You have the same right to healthcare as people in the community.

This includes mental health care provided by NHS healthcare teams in prison.

Depending on your needs you may be able to access:

• mental health nurses

• general practitioners

• psychologists

• psychiatrists

• occupational therapists

• talking therapies or medication may be offered by these practitioners

If your mental health becomes more serious, you may be transferred to hospital 
under the Mental Health Act (2025).

Your Legal Protection

Human Rights Act (1998)

You have the right to:

• Article 2 – Right to life (staff must protect you from serious harm)

• Article 3 – Freedom from inhuman or degrading treatment

• Article 8 – Respect for your dignity and private life

Duty of Care

Prisons must take reasonable steps to protect your safety and wellbeing.

How to Ask for Help

Speak to staff 

You can speak to:

• a prison officer

• your key worker

• wing staff

Contact healthcare

You can:

• complete a healthcare application form

• ask to see a mental health nurse or doctor

• request a referral to mental health services

Talk to someone for support

You may also speak to:

• Listeners (Samaritans-trained prisoners)

• Chaplaincy

• Peer supporters

If you are in crisis, tell someone immediately.
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What Happens if You Are at Risk of Self-Harm

If staff believe you are at risk of self-harm, they should start an ACCT Plan 
(Assessment, Care in Custody and Teamwork).

This should include:

• a care plan

• regular check-ins

• support from staff and healthcare

• involvement in decisions about your care

ACCT is meant to support and protect you.

Complaining About Healthcare and Treatment

If you are not getting the help you need, you have the right to complain.

Step 1 – Speak to Staff

Try resolving the problems with:

• healthcare staff

• a prison officer

• the healthcare manager

Step 2 – Prison Complaint

Submit a:

• COMP1 form (complaint)

• COMP1A form (appeal if not satisfied)

Step 3 – Healthcare Complaint

You can complain directly to the NHS healthcare provider in the prison

Ask at healthcare who the provider is and ask for the address to complain to. 

If you don’t want to ask, contact any of the agencies below who will find out for 
you. 

Step 4 – NHS England

Contact NHS England if your complaint is not resolved:

NHS England Complaints
 0300 311 2233
 england.contactus@nhs.net
 NHS England, PO Box 16738, Redditch, B97 9PT

Step 5 – Independent Ombudsman

Contact the Ombudsman if you are not happy with the response you receive 
from the prison:

Prisons and Probation Ombudsman (PPO)
Independent investigations into complaints

 0300 061 4287
 www.ppo.gov.uk

Parliamentary and Health Service Ombudsman (PHSO)
For NHS complaints

 0345 015 4033
 www.ombudsman.org.uk

Organisations That Can Help You

Prison Reform Trust
Advice and information for prisoners

 Prison Reform Trust, Freepost ND 6125, 
    London, EC1B 1PN

 0808 802006

www.prisonreformtrust.org.uk

Prisoners' Advice Service
Free legal advice for prisoners

 PO Box 46199, London EC1M 4XA

 0207 2533323

 www.prisonersadvice.org.uk

https://www.prisonreformtrust.org.uk
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Rethink Mental Illness
Mental health advice

 0300 5000927

 www.rethink.org

Women in Prison
Support for women affected by the criminal justice system

 Women in Prison, 2 Patshull Road, London, NW5 2LB

 0800 9530125
 www.womeninprison.org.uk

Samaritans
Someone to talk to for emotional support

 116 123 (free)

 https://www.samaritans.org/

Unlock
Information, advice and support on criminal records

 Unlock, Maidstone Community Support Centre,
     39-48 Marsham Street, Kent, ME14 1HH

 01634 247350

 www.unlock.org.uk

Preparing for Release (Through the Gate)

Leaving prison can be overwhelming. Planning ahead can help protect your mental 
health. Even small steps can make a big difference.

Before You Leave

Ask about:

• registering with a GP

• mental health referrals

• medication arrangements

• support services – secondary support services (e.g. housing, employment, 
domestic violence, benefits)

• recovery services, including for substance and alcohol misuse

• substance and recovery services

After Release

You can get support from:

• GP and NHS services (e.g. talking therapies, substance and alcohol recovery 
service)

• women’s centres (providing information, advice, support and training or 
education in safe, women-only spaces)

• community organisations (e.g. local charities providing support for health, 
education, social inclusion)

If You Feel Overwhelmed

• contact NHS 111

• contact your general practice

• contact a helpline/crisis line locally

• reach out to a support worker (if you have one)

Many women in prison have experienced trauma, loss and hardship.

Asking for help is a strong and positive step.

You deserve:

• care

• dignity

• respect

• support

You are not alone.

References

• Mental Health Act 2025 https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2025/33/contents/
enacted

https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2025/33/contents/enacted
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2025/33/contents/enacted
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Final Message

To close this handbook, we have written a collective poem:

We are a team of strong compassionate women. 

We have formed a sisterhood, championing each other, 
supporting each other. 

We all have space to bring something to the table, and we all 
bring our superpowers. 

We inspire each other, getting each other through the darkness 
and building unity and family as a team together.

Being part of this group has made me feel seen, valued and 
appreciated, despite what I’ve done or what I’ve been through.

It’s being part of a family that understand you. A family that 
does not judge you and will fight for you.

To share our lived experience on a platform that doesn’t judge 
or condemn is invaluable.

We are helping women navigate managing thoughts and 
emotions inside of those prison walls. The bonus is having a 
space where we connect with each other in a place where we 
can safely be vulnerable.

Never have I been part of something so genuine and beneficial 
to not just the group, but to progression and change for women 
within a system not built for us.

I am proud to be more than just a voice, changing lives for the 
better for the future.

We hoped we could create something that holds a little magic 
for the reader in their darker times and I think we really formed 
a big hug from us to them. And that feels amazing.

Illustration produced by the Lived Experience Advisory Group during a participatory workshop.



This guide has been designed to support women in prison to 
understand their mental health rights and access the help they need.

It has been developed by a team of women with lived experience of 
imprisonment, working together to share knowledge and improve 
support for others.

We know that getting the right help can be difficult, and that distress 
is too often missed or misunderstood. This guide reflects our shared 
commitment to ensuring that women feel informed, supported and 
valued.

The guide covers:
• recognising mental health challenges and experiences
• how to ask for help
• your legal rights
• how to make a complaint
• where to find support in prison and after release

This work is grounded in the belief that your experiences matter, your 
wellbeing matters, and you deserve care, dignity and support.

This project was funded by the NIHR Three Schools Mental Health 
Programme (RF010326). The views expressed are those of the 
author(s) and not necessarily those of the NIHR or the Department of 
Health and Social Care.
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