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Introduction

Research on COVID-19 in prisons emphasized the poten-
tial for the virus to spread rapidly in prison settings due to 
proximity among prisoners and recommended the speedy 
implementation of infectious diseases control protocols such 
as safe social distancing, surveillance and testing, isolation 
of individuals who tested positive from the general popula-
tion, limiting interactions by strict control of the prison envi-
ronment, increasing sanitization and disinfection practices 
including regular handwashing (Burki, 2020; Jones & Tull-
och, 2020; Okano & Blower, 2020; Solis et al., 2020; Wang 
et al., 2020). Other researchers argued for the development 
and implementation of rapid risk assessment tools to limit 
the import and export of infections between community and 
prisons (Kinner et al., 2020), early release of some prisoners 
due to their vulnerability to COVID-19, e.g. older prisoners 
and those with chronic health conditions (Simpson & Butler, 
2020), “decarcerating”, or releasing, as many people as pos-
sible, focusing on those who are least likely to commit addi-
tional crimes” to overcome overcrowding (Akiyama et al., 
2020: 2076; Brennan, 2020). Overall, the emerging research 
about COVID-19 in prisons underscores the need to adopt 
sound infection control practices and avoid or prevent prison 
overcrowding to curb the spread of the virus.

However, there is a paucity of literature on the impact of 
COVID-19 on the everyday life of prisoners and prison offic-
ers. The emerging literature broadly emphasizes the difficul-
ties and frustrations associated with prison officers’ work 
and prisoners’ lives. African prisons were not an exception 

to COVID-19 infections and their adverse consequences. 
Indeed, given the weak prison systems in Africa before the 
pandemic including limited surveillance, laboratory and 
testing capacity, and health resources, the adverse conse-
quences were predictably dire (Heard, 2020; Nkengasong 
& Mankoula, 2020). We have limited knowledge of the way 
COVID-19 is impacting everyday life in prisons. Our study 
is an attempt to address this gap by exploring prison officers’ 
assessments of the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on 
their work and the individuals in custody.

COVID‑19 and Frontline Criminal Justice Personnel

COVID-19 has impacted global criminal justice systems 
and frontline personnel who work in them in a variety of 
ways. Among police officers, the pandemic has increased 
depression, anxiety and stress (Frenkel et al., 2021; Laufs & 
Waseem, 2020; Mohammed et al., 2022). Operational issues 
such as the lack of resources, unequal sharing of work-
ing responsibilities and officers’ high-risk of contracting 
COVID-19 were directly related to officers’ mental health 
deterioration (Mohamed et al., 2022). In prisons, the inci-
dence of infectious diseases and the fear of infection affect 
prison officer stress, job satisfaction and organizational com-
mitment (Akoensi, 2014; Hartley et al., 2012; Lambert and 
Paoline, 2005). However, when prison staff perceives that 
the incidence of infectious diseases is handled properly, this 
curtails job stress and burnout (Lambert et al., 2018). In 
Ghana, Akoensi (2014) found that officers’ concerns about 
contracting infectious diseases and the risk of further trans-
mission of infections to their families and the public as dis-
tressing. Officers recounted that prison overcrowding, some 
specific and general officer routines, or duties particularly 
the morning unlock and the search for contrabands, the lack 
of personal protective equipment exposed them to infectious 
diseases (Akoensi, 2014). The lack of health provisions for 
prison officers in the form of vaccinations, lack of in-prison 
health facilities and lack of knowledge about prisoners’ 

 *	 Thomas D. Akoensi 
	 T.Akoensi@kent.ac.uk

1	 SSPSSR, University of Kent, 3‑10 Gillingham Building, 
Chatham Maritime, Medway, Kent ME4 4AG, UK

2	 Institute of Criminology, University of Cambridge, 
Cambridge, UK

http://orcid.org/0000-0002-5072-2576
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/s43576-023-00108-y&domain=pdf


329International Criminology (2023) 3:328–339	

1 3

health status were also cited as increasing officers’ anxieties 
about contracting infectious diseases. Together, these con-
cerns about infectious diseases further undermined officers’ 
job satisfaction and organizational commitment.

In England and Wales, the Prison Reform Trust (2021) 
observed that due to COVID-19, prison officers varied their 
way of work by limiting interactions with prisoners whilst 
others risk their safety to provide support to prisoners. One 
of the reasons that the job of being a prison officer might 
have become harder was related to the need to form trust-
ing relationships with prisoners. This was highlighted as 
an important factor by Lambert and Wilkinson (2021) in 
their analysis of testing protocols within prisons in England 
and Wales. This aspect of prison life has been discussed 
at greater length by Liebling (2011) and Crewe, Liebling 
and Hulley (2015) who found that staff–prisoner relation-
ships are at the heart of prison life and that staff–prisoner 
relationships deployed mainly through officers’ exercise of 
authority determined prisoners’ evaluation of the fairness of 
prison regimes and differentiated between prisons that were 
survivable and those that were not. Part of this relationship, 
for Liebling (2011), relates to the motivation officers have 
for their role. Indeed, Ikwukananne (2009) found that where 
prison officers are intrinsically motivated to perform their 
role (i.e. they gain some level of satisfaction from engaging 
with prisoners), they are less likely than officers who are 
extrinsically motivated (i.e. by financial reward) to leave the 
profession. Although we know a great deal about the impact 
of the COVID-19 on police officers from various jurisdic-
tions, our knowledge on how it affected prison officers is 
limited, and it is our aim to address this void in the literature.

COVID‑19 and the Pains of Imprisonment

Since his seminal work, Sykes (1958) outlined what he 
called the  “pains of imprisonment”; that is, a set of frus-
trations experienced by prisoners, including deprivation of 
liberty, goods and services, security, and autonomy. Crewe 
(2011) observes that, despite the transformation of prisons 
since Sykes’ (1958) work, the concept of “pains” is still felt 
although generated differently by the reconfiguration of 
prisons with increasing emphasis placed on psychological 
power. Three additional pains have been identified: self-gov-
ernance (where self-regulation and taking responsibilities 
for determining their futures), uncertainty and indetermi-
nacy (experienced as anxieties and despair due to increasing 
indeterminate sentences by the courts), and psychological 
assessment (where psychological assessments of risk by 
psychologists supersedes prisoners everyday welfare provi-
sions) (Crewe, 2011). As noted by Crewe (2011: p. 509), 
“modern penal practices have created some new burdens 
and frustrations that differ from other pains in their causes, 
nature, and effects”. COVID-19 has resulted in new penal 

practices through the promulgation of prison policies to 
prevent and control the virus (Brennan, 2020; Byrne et al., 
2020). This has resulted in significant changes to prison life 
resulting in the experience of existing pains in new ways and 
the potential creation of new pains.

Despite these developments, there is limited research 
assessing the impact of COVID-19 on prison culture and 
penal practices (for notable exceptions, see  Maycock, 
2022; Suhomlinova et al., 2022). Strict measures adopted 
during the pandemic limited researchers’ ability to access 
prisons. Thus, innovative research methods were expedient 
in addressing this research gap. Both Maycock and Dick-
son (2021) and Suhomlinova et al., (2022) adopt a corre-
spondence participatory action methodology to ascertain 
the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on prisoners in the 
Scottish prisons and English and Welsh prisons respectively. 
Both studies found that lockdown restrictions and prison 
rule changes brought on by the pandemic mainly affected 
prisoners’ family relationships where prisoners were una-
ble to get in touch with their families leading to feelings 
of detachment and isolation in prison. This also affected 
prisoners' communication as they were unable to write let-
ters due to their confinement over lengthy periods in cells. 
Interpersonal relationships among prisoners and prison-staff 
relationships were also strained. Overall, lockdown measures 
were experienced as further punishment, exacerbating the 
‘pains of imprisonment’. In a further analysis of their find-
ings, Maycock (2022) emphasizes the importance of innova-
tive approaches to understanding the impact of COVID-19 
on prison life and provides important context to the extent 
of the transformation of everyday prison life via the ampli-
fication of existing “pains” and causing significant issues 
to prisoners.

In England and Wales, HM Inspectorate of Prisons (2021) 
conducted in-depth interviews with men, women and chil-
dren held in prisons in Autumn 2020 including those sen-
tenced, unconvicted and those due for release. They found 
that whilst prisoners questioned the fairness and legitimacy 
of the very strict lockdown measures that confined them to 
their cells for almost 23 h a day, they acknowledged that such 
measures were necessary. Although violence, intimidation 
and bullying were reduced due to limited opportunities for 
interactions, prisoner debts persisted, and others resorted to 
increased drug taking to cope with the boredom and isola-
tion these measures imposed. Prisoners also reported a lack 
of support from other prisoners, staff, family and friends 
from beyond the prison. Nonetheless, the introduction of free 
video calls and in-cell telephones was valued by prisoners. 
Overall, prisoners reported decreased emotional, psycho-
logical and physical wellbeing due to the strict restrictions 
with some prisoners comparing their situation with caged 
animals. However, Hewson et al., (2021) observe that the 
number of reported self-harm during lockdown decreased 
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in English prisons. Hewson et al., (2021) observe that this 
decrease occasioned by reduced threats of bullying, threats 
and violence due to prisoners spending significant amount 
of time in their cells, it is not a true reflection of the number 
of self-harm incidents. They argued that minor acts of self-
harm going unreported and prisoners’ inability to seek medi-
cal assistance for self-harm during lockdown were important 
reasons. Analysis of journals authored by a special group of 
prisoners known as “cocooners” who were isolating due to 
advanced age or medical vulnerability in the Republic of 
Ireland reported experiencing lockdown restrictions as fur-
ther punishment and solitary confinement. Similar to their 
counterparts in the United Kingdom, prisoners (i.e. cocoon-
ers) reported decreased communications, relationships and 
social engagements with prison officers and other prisoners 
which had knock on effects on their mental health (Garrihy, 
et al., 2023). In the spirit of adopting sound but innovative 
approaches to research prisons during the pandemic (e.g. 
Maycock, 2022 and Suhomlinova et al., 2022), we examine 
the extent to which prison life has changed in Ghana’s pris-
ons using prison officers as a lens.

The Ghana Prison Context

Ghana has 43 prisons most of which were established during 
British colonial rule. These prisons are of different security 
categorizations, including a maximum-security prison, a 
medium-security prison and agricultural settlement camps. 
As of 6 June 2022, there were 14,444 individuals in cus-
tody; of these, 166 being females and 229 juveniles held 
at the Senior Correctional Centre for young persons. For-
eign national prisoners mainly from neighbouring countries 
constitute 6 percent (870) of the population (Ghana Prison 
Service, 2022). These prisons face various challenges, 
including limited rehabilitation opportunities and over-
crowding (Boakye et al., 2022). Overcrowding has been a 
persistent problem in Ghana’s prisons but with successive 
improvements, the current overcrowding rate is 45 per cent 
above capacity. Malnutrition and the poor diet of prisoners 
make prisoners vulnerable to infectious diseases including 
COVID-19.1

Several strategies to prevent the spread of COVID-19 in 
Ghana’s penal system were adopted (Egyiri & Acheampong, 
2020). Besides health education flyers and workshops on 
COVID-19 held in all prisons for prisoners and officers to 
promote awareness of the virus, concrete measures were also 
implemented. Upon recommendations of non-governmental 
organizations (NGOs) to decongest the prisons, 808 pris-
oners convicted for petty crimes and misdemeanours were 

granted Presidential pardons in March 2020 and another 794 
prisoners comprising first-time offenders, seriously ill and 
aged prisoners over 70 years were pardoned in July 2020 
on the recommendations of the GPS to decrease congestion 
and avoid the spread of COVID-19 (Ghanaian Times, 2020; 
Egyiri & Acheampong, 2020). Other measures included a 
total ban on prison visits from religious organizations and 
individuals and non-governmental organizations, but prison-
ers were allowed one non-face-to-face visit per week. Visi-
tors were required to wash their hands, apply hand sanitizer, 
have their temperature monitored, their history of travel doc-
umented and the wearing of facemasks. Visitors were not 
allowed to enter into prison but were allowed to leave provi-
sions or supplies with prison officers at designated sites who 
sanitized the items and later, presented them to the prisoners.

Some selected prisons (7 in total out of the existing 43 
prisons) were designated for receiving new prisoners. Thus, 
prisons were not admitting prisoners directly and “densely 
populated prisons put on partial lockdown for new admis-
sions” (Egyiri & Acheampong, 2020: p. 3). Newly admit-
ted prisoners were required to go through the same process 
as visitors and further screened for COVID-19 symptoms 
by nurses before completing prison reception procedures. 
Following this, newly admitted prisoners were monitored 
daily in an observation centre for between 14 and 28 days 
for COVID-19 symptoms and were only allowed to associ-
ate with resident inmates until declared medically fit by a 
medical officer. During this period, the transfer of prisoners 
to court sittings as well as the transfer of remand prisoners, 
educational and vocational programmes, and external labour 
activities including work on farms were suspended in all 
prisons (Egyiri & Acheampong, 2020).

Prison officers were also required to undergo the same 
procedures as prisoner visitors daily, always wore facemasks 
and were mandated to carry personal hand sanitizers. The 
majority of prison officers lived in a barracks-styled accom-
modation adjacent to the prisons whilst others lived in com-
munities and towns where prisons were located. Prison offic-
ers residing in towns and communities were asked to take 
compulsory medical leave to reduce community-to-prison 
infection. All prison officers were further entreated to avoid 
associating in large gatherings and avoid crowded places to 
prevent the spread of the disease among officers and prison-
ers (Egyiri & Acheampong, 2020).

It is refreshing to learn that these protocols were suc-
cessful as only one case of COVID-19 imported by a newly 
admitted prisoner was recorded in Ghana’s prisons on 15 
June 2020 (Egyiri & Acheampong, 2020). This prisoner 
whose who showed no discernible symptoms of COVID-
19 was isolated but infected 6 other prison officers who 
tested positive and were also identified and isolated upon 
successful contact tracing (Egyiri & Acheampong, 2020). 
What we do not know, however, is how prison officers and 

1  Ghana currently spends 1.80 cedis, the equivalent of 0.20 cents, to 
feed a prison per day.
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prisoners experienced the change in the penal system fol-
lowing the implementation of these protocols and how they 
impacted prison officers’ work and prisoners’ experiences 
of confinement.

Data and Methods

The data for the study came from an open-ended electronic 
survey of prison officers between August 2020 and Decem-
ber 2020. During this period, the Government of Ghana 
introduced a zero-contact policy. This precluded in-person 
interviews with both prison officers and prisoners to pre-
vent potential infections between researchers and partici-
pants. The crafted open-ended survey questions enabled the 
exploration of the lived experiences of prison officers and 
prisoners during COVID-19 pandemic. They included the 
following: How has COVID-19 affected the way you interact 
with prisoners?; How has COVID-19 affected the support 
this prison provides for prisoners?; What are some of the 
things prisoners have told you about COVID-19?; How do 
you think COVID-19 is affecting prisoners in your establish-
ment?; How do you think prisoners feel about COVID-19?; 
How has COVID-19 affected the way you interact with fel-
low officers?

The questions were hosted on Qualtrics, web-based 
research platform. Qualtrics allows researchers to design 
surveys and generate a link which is then shared with pro-
spective research participants. We did a test run of the sur-
vey on Qualtrics to ensure that it worked as it was intended. 
Following the test run, we then contacted the Officers-in-
charge (OIC) of the various prisons with the approval letter 
from the headquarters of the Ghana Prisons Service who 
then held virtual meetings with us and instructed their Staff 
Officers to assist us. Since these prisons hosted WhatsApp 
groups for prison officers where various announcements and 
news were distributed to officers, we agreed that the survey 
link is shared on the WhatsApp group pages to enable offic-
ers to respond on their phones or computers. In some prisons 
where officers had access to internet-connected computers, 
officers managed to complete their surveys on site whilst 
others completed the survey at home. All officers including 
those who used their personal internet service provider to 
complete the survey were reimbursed with the cost of data 
of GHS5 (equivalent to £0.35, the equivalent of 0.44 USD). 
WhatsApp administrators administered the reimbursement 
of funds.

Ethical approval for the study came from the second 
author’s institution. We also ensured consent was obtained 
from each participant. The front page of the survey con-
tained information about the nature of the research and the 
commitment required if participants agreed to take part. We 
provided assurances of confidentiality of their responses and 
anonymity for participants. Participants understood that only 

the information for which we expressed their responses 
would be used in our study. In honour of that commitment, 
we deleted all IP addresses prior to the analysis of the data. 
Participants were informed that they had the right to decline 
participation at any stage even when they had commenced 
completing the survey. The front page contained a manda-
tory question for participants to answer Yes or No to agree to 
take part in the study. If they answered no, a message popped 
up to thank them, and they could not proceed any further. 
Only those who affirmed consent proceeded to complete the 
open-ended survey.

Overall, 553 prison officers based at 12 prisons responded 
to our survey. However, after removing all missing cases, 
394 valid responses were retained for further analysis. Of 
those who completed the survey, 56.8% were males, 41.6% 
were females and 1.5% preferred not to indicate their gender. 
In terms of marital status, 41.5% were single, 56.3% were 
married and the rest were separated or divorced. There was 
a wide variation in level of experience on the job, rang-
ing from 2 months to 38 years. The median experience was 
8 years.

All the responses were imported to NVIVO version 1.7.1. 
and analysed following an inductive approach. Data units 
were then assigned into various categories and themes. 
When a data unit fitted into multiple themes or categories, 
we ensured that this was assigned to the category or theme 
that was most suitable. For example, if a respondent referred 
to three different impacts of COVID-19 on their work, these 
were separated into three subthemes under the officer impact 
theme/category. Overall, five overarching themes and their 
corresponding subthemes were created (see Tables 1, 2, 3, 
4, 5).

Findings

We have organized this section under five broad themes 
or categories relating to how officers believed COVID-19 
affected their work, (2) their interactions with prisoners, (3) 
the effects of COVID-19 on the support systems available to 
prisoners and (4) on prisoners, and (5) prisoners’ perceptions 
about the COVID-19 virus.

COVID‑19 and Prison Officer Work

Overall, 308 codes were generated from the responses 
in relation to the impact of COVID-19 on officers’ work. 
Whilst a significant majority of officers (234) indicated a 
negative impact, 72 indicated no impact, and 2 indicated a 
positive impact of COVID-19 on their work. The breakdown 
of themes categorized as negative are clustered in Table 1.

The responses from the prison officers show that their 
work has been negatively affected by the pandemic. By 
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far, the most dominant theme is work performance. Offic-
ers indicated that they were unable to perform their work 
as they did pre-pandemic and described that their ‘work 
has slowed down’ and ‘performance was poor’. Related 
to performance is officers’ recognition that the virus had 
affected their work in a bad way. Others cited the fear 
of contracting the disease, discomfort in using the PPEs 
(e.g. wearing face masks), especially in the hot tropical 
climate, ‘not comfortable wearing face masks’, limits to 
their interaction with prisoners, restrictions on prison-
ers’ movements, changes to the usual shift system with its 
attendant impact on juggling work and family roles, and an 
overall increase in officers’ workloads. Other themes cited 
by prison officers include a reduction in officers’ numbers 
due to increased sickness absence, commuting stress asso-
ciated with difficulties in securing transport to work (the 
lockdown decreased the availability of public transport 
systems e.g. taxis and buses which were mainly privately 
owned), limiting physical interactions between prison 
officers, ‘because of social distancing we don’t get close 
[to each other]’, affecting general activities within the 
prison, among a host of other themes outlined in Table 1.

Prison Officers’ Interactions with Prisoners

Most officers indicated that the impact of the disease had 
been bad in relation to their interactions with prisoners (see 
Table 2), ‘it has had a negative impact with interactions 
with the inmates’; and on their lives in general, ‘Covid-19 
has caused a lot of harm to our lives and jobs’. Where offic-
ers indicated that Covid-19 had made no difference, often 
the (more elaborate) responses mentioned the role of safety 
protocols, ‘nothing significant has changed in our interac-
tions just that we try to maintain the distance between us so 
to observe the protocols’. Of course, it is possible that some 
respondents had not been as affected by Covid-19 due to 

Table 1   Themes showing the 
negative Impact of COVID-19 
on officers’ work

Theme N %

Performance ‘poor performance’; ‘work has slowed down’ 55 23.5
Bad ‘very bad’; it is affecting our work’ 47 20.09
Fear of contracting the disease ‘loss of concentration and fear’ 42 17.95
Safety protocols ‘not comfortable wearing nose mask’ 31 13.25
Interactions with prisoners ‘it has made people not come to me’ 28 11.97
Restrictions on movement ‘restrictions on movement’ 23 9.83
Changes in shift pattern ‘it has changed our shift system’ 18 7.69
Workload has increased ‘Covid-19 has brought additional responsibility’ 11 4.7
External support (NGO’s) ‘reduction in the support received from…’ 9 3.85
Reduction in officers resulting in more pressure ‘cutting down on staff’ 8 3.42
Relationships ‘poor human relations has created a barrier for work’ 7 2.99
Education and training of prisoners ‘formal education program suspended’ 7 2.99
Exercising caution ‘very cautious’ 6 2.56
Commuting to prison ‘lack of transports to work’ 6 2.56
Social distancing ‘because of social distancing we don’t get close’ 5 2.14
Activities ‘it has really affected daily activities’ 4 1.71
Loss of support ‘we don’t get enough support to do our work’ 3 1.28
Education and training of officers ‘training […] also affected 3 1.28
Unable to complete work ‘certain work continues to pile up’ 2 0.85
Security compromised ‘it can cause security threat’ 2 0.85
Increase in prisoners ‘we are getting more inmates’ 1 0.43
Prisoners make complaints ‘it made prisoners complain’ 1 0.43
Inspections ‘cut down on inspections’ 1 0.43
Total 234 100

Table 2   Officers perceptions of COVID-19’s impact on prison inter-
actions

Themes N %

… have reduced 76 48.41
… are still possible following safety protocols 36 22.93
… are much harder due to safety protocols 23 14.65
Reduced communication 20 12.74
… are still possible ignoring safety protocols 2 1.27
Total 157 100
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their role or the geography of the establishment they worked 
in. Very few, but some, officers indicated that the pandemic 
had a good impact on interactions, ‘the Covid-19 has cre-
ated an avenue to have more one-to-one interaction by way 
of health education’. 

Most responses were about the impact of the disease and 
about interactions. Taking interactions as a subtheme, we 
look in more detail at the responses.

Where officers indicated that their interactions with pris-
oners had reduced because of Covid-19, they described how 
safety protocols meant that any interactions were ‘based on 
necessity’. One officer elaborated, thus,

[… it has really affected the way I interact with prison-
ers […] because they know how deadly the virus is and 
at times, they get scared when you get close to them, 
even with the appropriate [PPE].

Whereas some officers stated that interactions were still 
possible following safety protocols, ‘my interaction with 
them hasn’t changed from the normal routine apart from 
wearing a nose mask and frequently washing my hands’; 
others described how interaction had been made much more 
difficult due to adherence to safety protocols, ‘due to the 
social and physical distance protocols, direct and face to 
face interaction with prisoners was almost impossible since 
everyone was trying to protect himself’. Very few, but some 
officers, described how they ignored safety protocols to 
interact with prisoners, ‘I interacted with them with care, 
with no mask on’. When officers described a reduction in 
communication they stated, ‘it has brought about a lack of 
proper interpersonal communication’; ‘communication has 
become difficult for the officers, and the inmates’.

Fear was a major subtheme in officers’ responses 
(Table 3).

Officers stated ‘We don’t have personal relationships with 
[inmates] because we are afraid, we might get the virus’. 
Officers stated that this fear meant they were exercising cau-
tion when interacting with prisoners, ‘we are careful when 
interacting with prisoners and are easily alarmed at the least 
report of an illness which exhibits similar signs of Covid’. A 
couple of officers suggested they were fearful of transmit-
ting the disease to inmates: ‘… we don’t want to pose any 

danger to them by accidentally infecting them with it since 
we go out and come in daily’. Other officers stated that the 
pandemic had impacted the way they interacted, ‘especially 
[with] the newly admitted’. Some officers described how 
they had become ‘suspicious and distanced’.

Support for Prisoners

In total, there were 394 respondents (see Table 4). Some 
respondents provided no response, and others provided 
responses that were coded more than once. In total, the 
number of codes produced in relation to support for prison-
ers was 397.

Many officers believed that the support that the prison 
provides remains unchanged, ‘it has no effect on the sup-
port we give to inmates’. Nevertheless, some officers stated, 
‘support for the prisoners has reduced drastically’, and 
some specifically about a reduction in support from faith 
groups and NGOs. Some officers believed that support had 
increased, about healthcare, ‘Prison authorities are now, 
more than ever, supportive to inmates with regards to health-
care’. Nine officers stated that the pandemic had negatively 
impacted relationships between prisoners and officers, ‘it 
has affected the support by limiting the number of interac-
tions with the inmates’. Again, fear was mentioned, by four 
officers. Two officers described how delays had been intro-
duced in the court system, hurting prisoners, ‘sometimes 
remand prisoners could not go to court’.

Thirty-two (32) responses related to visits, ‘restrictions 
on visits’; ‘they don’t get visitors the way they used to’. 
Twenty-one (21) responses mentioned faith groups, and 
other NGO’s:

Table 3   Officers perceptions of fear associated with COVID-19

Fear N %

… of contracting the disease 38 67.86
… meant that officers were exercising caution 12 21.43
… of transmitting the disease to prisoners 2 3.57
… of new prisoners 2 3.57
… were suspicious of inmates 2 3.57
Total 56 100

Table 4   Areas of support provisions for prisoners affected by 
COVID-19

Theme N %

No change from pre-pandemic 131 33
Finances 68 17.13
Support has reduced 65 16.37
Visits 32 8.06
Support has increased 21 5.3
Faith Groups and NGO’s 21 5.3
Healthcare 19 4.8
Interactions with officers 9 2.27
Fear 4 1.01
Education 4 1.01
Safety protocols 4 1.01
Daily activities 3 0.76
Movement around the prison 3 0.76
Delays 2 0.05
Total 397 100
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Due to Covid-19 pandemic, support groups such as 
the churches, groups and individuals that come to 
support, socialize, and fellowship with inmates have 
been truncated. Such supports are not forthcoming 
due to the fear of contracting and spreading the virus.

This was a significant loss given that the Ghana Prisons 
Service was heavily reliant on these organizations for sup-
porting the welfare of prisoners, and in shaping the moral, 
spiritual and religious life of inmates through the organiza-
tion of religious services and counselling. These organiza-
tions further provided material (e.g. food and clothing) and 
infrastructure support (e.g. constructing boreholes, and 
other critical prison infrastructure e.g. prisons) (Boakye 
et al., 2022).

Eleven responses discussed the impact of the pandemic 
on the ability of prisoners to go to work outside the prison, 
‘We don’t send them on outside labour anymore’. This 
is again another significant loss as “outside or external 
labour” provided prisoners with opportunities to exer-
cise, enjoy some fresh breeze, fraternize with members of 
the community within the prison enclave and facilitates 
their eventual reintegration to society after serving their 
sentences.

Four responses mentioned education, ‘it affected most 
of the intervention programs such as formal education, 
technical and vocational skills came to a halt due to the 
limit in human interaction during this period’. Given the 
relatively limited rehabilitation provisions in Ghana’s pris-
ons, the inability for these educational, vocational, and 
technical workshops to run normally will place a signifi-
cant strain and anxiety on prisoners who have enrolled on 
these programs especially those due for imminent release 
who would not have completed their programs. Not know-
ing when these rehabilitative programs were going to be 

restarted would add to their pain of uncertainty for the 
future among prisoners (Crewe, 2011).

Four responses focused on the role of safety protocols in 
ensuring support was still available, ‘all the supports are 
provided by strict observation the covid 19 protocols’. Three 
responses referred to daily activities, ‘it has affected the sup-
port because the daily activities are restricted’ and three 
responses discussed restrictions in movement around the 
prison, ‘the movement of the prisoners has been restricted’.

Perceived Impact of Covid‑19 on Prisoners

We asked officers what they believed had been the impact on 
Covid-19 on prisoners. Most responses (85.7%) described 
the impact as ‘bad’. Details of the perceived impact are pre-
sented in Table 5.

The reduction in visits is concerning mainly because 
besides relieving prisoners of boredom and updating them 
with family developments, prisoners largely rely on visits 
from friends and family to replenish their depleted food 
stock and other provisions. Prison food has received very 
poor rating among prisoners for their quality and quantity 
and are not relied upon by prisoners for their daily nourish-
ment. Visits are not limited to family and friends but also 
from charitable organizations who donate food items and 
other items to support prisoners. However, this attrition in 
visits is due mainly to the “no visit” policy introduced by the 
Ghana Prisons Service, to prevent potential transmission of 
the virus in prisons.

We also asked the officers about what prisoners told them 
about the virus. Details about prisoners’ perceptions about 
the virus are provided in Table 6. Most responses fell within 
the category, ‘the virus is real’. Some responses suggested 
prisoners did not believe the virus existed, ‘some prisoners 
did not believe in the convid-19, others said it would soon go 

Table 5   Practical issues affected 
by COVID-19 in prison

Type of practical issue N %

Visits ‘visits have been restricted’ 91 33.09
Activities ‘it is really affecting their daily activities’ 39 14.18
Finances ‘it has affected donations’ 29 10.55
Safety protocols ‘they find it difficult to go by protocols’ 27 9.82
Movement around the prison ‘restrictions on movement’ 21 7.64
Court ‘they don’t get access to court and their legal team’ 16 5.82
Loss of interaction ‘they can’t interact freely’ 16 5.82
Prison conditions ‘over-crowding’ 14 5.09
External support ‘they are not visited by support groups/philanthropists’ 13 4.73
Rehabilitation ‘making rehabilitation […] challenging’ 6 2.18
Reduction in disobedience ‘has reduced disobedience’ 1 0.36
Staff illness ‘some officers fell ill’ 1 0.36
Prisoner healthcare ‘we are not able to send them to the main hospital’ 1 0.36
Total 275 100
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away’. Others suggested that the virus had a negative effect, 
particularly in relation to visits, ‘relatives don’t visit them’; 
safety protocols, ‘they spoke of the difficulties of adhering 
to the protocols’ and relationships, ‘their way of living in 
the prison has been affected due to this pandemic especially 
how they interact with each other’. Some responses sug-
gested that prisoners wanted to find out more about Covid-
19, ‘prisoners have inquired more about Covid-19 from us 
because we are out there’. A number of responses mentioned 
conspiracy theories including ‘some feel blacks are immune 
to the disease’; ‘they think Covid-19 is a curse from God’; 
Covid is a ‘Manmade virus to reduce population’ and ‘some 
feel it’s a biological weapon’. 

Where responses fell into the category, ‘the virus is real’ 
the responses varied. Most responses indicated that prison-
ers believed the virus to be very dangerous, ‘it's infectious, 
kills very fast, easily transmissible etc.’. Fear as a theme 
was again present, responses suggested that prisoners were 
frightened of contracting the disease, ‘it is deadly, and they 
are afraid they might get it’. Some responses indicated that 
prison officers had been told they, alongside new inmates, 
posed a threat, ‘they believe it’s real and that officers are 
more likely to import it into the prison because they do not 
go out, unlike the officers’. Some responses discussed the 
conditions within the prison and that prisoners felt this posed 
a risk, ‘scary because of lack of practical social distancing. 
The rapid spread should there be a recorded case due to 
congestion’; ‘Some think it's deadly and are afraid that the 
mortality will be high if it gets into prison’.

Novisky et al., (2021: p. 1) argue that “incarceration is 
a potent structural driver of health inequalities that must be 
considered as a fundamental social cause of disease […] 
[and] both currently and formerly incarcerated populations 
are likely to face heightened vulnerabilities to pandemics, 
including COVID-19, further exacerbating health dispari-
ties among incarceration-exposed groups”. Whilst responses 
were varied, the responses give us some indication as to why 
prisoners were worried. These included that they perceived 

themselves to be at greater risk from prison officers that were 
leaving the prison and returning as part of their shift pat-
tern (see Maycock, 2021; HMIP, 2021 for similar findings). 
Furthermore, prisoners believed they were at a greater risk 
of contracting the disease whilst in prisons that were con-
sidered to be overcrowded. Coker (2020: p. 15) states that 
“over-crowding, unsanitary conditions, poor ventilation in 
a prison will likely increase the speed at which an epidemic 
unfolded” (see also Burki, 2020).

Muntingh (2020) argues that such conditions are prevalent 
in prisons throughout Africa (see also Nweze et al., 2021). 
Several studies found that prison conditions exacerbated the 
spread of Tuberculosis within African prisons, which much 
like Covid-19 is a respiratory disease, spread from person 
to person through the air via close contact (O’Grady et al., 
2011; Reid et al., 2012; Telisinghe et al., 2016). Certainly, 
overcrowding and general prison conditions were the cause 
of much concern raised by prisoners in Ghana when asked 
by officers about the virus (see Sylverken et al., 2019). Con-
cerns about such conditions gave rise to calls from experts 
in the academic community for early release policies (Simp-
son & Butler, 2020); or ‘empirically informed […] targeted 
release’ (Vose et al., 2020). These sentiments were echoed 
by some officers who stated that older prisoners serving sen-
tences for non-violent offences should have been released, 
alongside introducing more diversionary measures available 
to the courts.

Discussion

The COVID-19 pandemic has had significant effects on 
global prison systems. Although there is an emerging lit-
erature on the impact, they are limited mainly to Western 
jurisdictions without recourse to prison institutions in the 
global South. The present study addresses this gap in our 
knowledge by utilizing data obtained from prison officers 
in Ghana. Our aim was to document the extent to which the 
COVID-19 pandemic is affecting the work of prison officers 
and impacting prisoners’ lives. Our research reveals various 
frustrations experienced by prison officers in their work and 
various pains experienced by prisoners—the discovery of 
new pains and the amplification of existing pains. Indeed, 
the pandemic had impacted several facets of prison life 
including the way prison officers did their work, interactions 
between staff and prisoners, support available to prisoners, 
prisoners developing emotional and practical reactions to the 
pandemic and affecting prisoners’ fears and anxiety about 
the virus.

Among prison officers, the most common sentiment 
expressed was that Covid-19 had impacted their work in a 
negative way. Not only were officers just as fearful as pris-
oners about contracting the virus, but they also considered 

Table 6   Prisoners perceptions of COVID-19 realities

Issues of concern N %

The virus is dangerous 84 31.11
Fear of contracting the disease 81 30
Officers and new prisoners pose a threat 61 22.6
Is dangerous because of conditions in the prison 17 6.3
And prisoners are worried about losing loved ones 11 4.07
Air borne disease 9 3.33
And delaying release 3 1.11
The government is not doing enough 2 0.74
The virus is not dangerous 2 0.74
Total 270 100
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themselves to be at greater risk of exposure due to conditions 
within the prison. Hartley et al., (2012) found a relationship 
between exposure to infectious diseases (including respira-
tory viruses such as TB) and job stress/satisfaction. This 
relationship was found to be curtailed somewhat when the 
officer believed they had the support of their supervisors. 
The responses from the prison officers in this study suggest 
that some believed the virus was being handled appropri-
ately, while others did not. This may be due to the level of 
risk individual officers were exposed to because of the loca-
tion and overcrowding rate of the prison they were working 
in.

There were interesting similarities between officers in 
Ghana and UK reaction to the pandemic. In England, some 
officers were noted for going above and beyond to support 
prisoners and ensure that their needs were met—much like 
some of the responses gathered in this study. Other officers 
were perceived by prisoners as relishing the opportunity to 
lock individuals down, treating certain prisoners more/less 
favourably and not taking necessary precautions in relation 
to wearing PPE or social distancing. Again, responses from 
our study indicate that some officers were prepared to ignore 
safety protocols and that the majority had distanced them-
selves from prisoners in order to maintain their own personal 
safety, where this was experienced as a conscious attempt to 
withhold information from prisoners in Scotland (Maycock, 
2022). Whether intended to inflict further punishment on 
prisoners or not, responses did indicate that communication 
channels between prisoners and officers had deteriorated 
because of the virus, with the unintended consequence of 
making the job of forming relationships and maintaining 
security harder (see Maycock, 2022).

Prison officers further observed that the pandemic had 
affected prisoners in their establishments in various ways. 
Whilst officers felt that COVID-19 had limited available sup-
port to prisoners, interestingly, other officers indicated that 
they did not believe the support provided to prisoners had 
been affected by Covid-19. Maycock (2022) suggests that 
Covid-19 has extended the ‘pains of imprisonment’ (Sykes, 
1958; Goffman, 1961). The prisoner letters used in May-
cock’s (2022) study form the basis from which the author 
describes how certain constraints are further exacerbated 
by the impact of the pandemic, ‘deepening’ the experience 
of imprisonment (Crewe, 2011). They suggest that in par-
ticular, a prisoner’s personal autonomy is further reduced 
within the prison as a result of Covid-19. Furthermore, that 
prisoners experience an increased sense of isolation, and 
a breakdown in communication with both staff and fellow 
prisoners is very evident among prisoners in Ghana which 
chimes with findings from Western jurisdictions especially 
Scotland, England and Wales and the Republic of Ireland 
(Garrihy et al., 2023; Hewson, et al., 2021; Maycock, 2022; 
Suhomlinova et al., 2022). Despite important contextual 

differences between Ghana and prisons in the United King-
dom, there is no doubt that the pains of imprisonment expe-
rienced by prisoners in Ghana during the pandemic has been 
further exacerbated.

However, some prison officers described how the pan-
demic had resulted in delays to some prisoners’ sentences as 
a result of backlogs in the courts. These findings are echoed 
by reports from prisons within England and Wales (HMIP, 
2021; Prison Reform Trust, 2021). Not only were convicted 
prisoners experiencing delays to their sentence planning and 
parole hearings, but the number of prisoners awaiting trial 
in prisons across the UK had by September 2020 risen to its 
highest peak since 2014 (HMIP, 2021). Furthermore, the 
extent to which prisoners could engage in rehabilitative pro-
grammes or relationships was described by officers as being 
reduced. The Prison Reform Trust (2021) report emphasized 
the potential consequences associated with suspending both 
visits and activities such as work and other vocational pro-
grammes designed with rehabilitative ideals in mind (see 
also Penal Reform International, 2020).

Research suggests that people in prison are at an increased 
risk of returning to prison post-release (Durose et al., 2014). 
Dallaire et al., (2021) posit that one potential explanation 
for this relationship could be related to the lack of support 
available to prisoners upon release (La Vigne et al., 2005; 
Maruna & Toch, 2005; Morenoff & Harding, 2014; Baer 
et al., 2006). Visits have been identified as an essential ele-
ment in maintaining the types of social bonds necessary 
for prisoners to be successful once they leave prison (see 
Balers and Mears, 2008; Duwe and Clark, 2013 in Dallaire 
et al., 2021). Prison officers indicated that visits were sus-
pended; restricted or that family members were reluctant 
to visit based on concerns about the increased level of risk 
associated with the prison conditions and the transmissibil-
ity of the virus. Further to the reduction in visits of family 
members to prisoners, officers indicated that visits by NGOs 
and other support groups had also decreased having a drastic 
impact on the amount of donations the prison was receiving.

Furthermore, responses signalled that the pandemic had 
impacted daily activities throughout the prison including 
work. The extent to which employment whilst imprisoned 
influences rehabilitation is contested. Several studies have 
explored the role of prison work programmes on recidivism 
(see Chen & Shapiro, 2007; Cook et al., 2015; Mueller-
Smith, 2016). More recently Zanella (2020) attempted to 
prove a causal link between employment whilst imprisoned 
and reduced recidivism, finding that the impact of unskilled 
jobs was associated with a reduction in recidivism for pris-
oners on longer sentences; but increased recidivism for those 
on shorter sentences. Whilst the evidence on the effect of 
employment on rehabilitation is a mixed bag, meaning-
ful activity encompassing work is experienced as having 
a positive impact by prisoners in terms of making their 
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sentence more ‘tolerable’ (see PRT, 2021). Issues of bore-
dom were raised in the responses prison officers provided, 
alongside the fact that communication between prisoners 
had decreased and a total suspension of inmate vocational 
and educational activities (see Maycock, 2022 for similar 
findings).

Our research is not without limitations. First, we relied on 
prison officers for the assessment of the impact of COVID-
19 on prisoners instead of speaking or contacting prisoners 
directly. It was not possible to speak to prisoners directly 
because access to prisons by the public was banned in Ghana 
and prisoners were not allowed access to the internet except 
for educational purposes under supervision from officers. 
We, therefore, entreat caution in the interpretation of our 
findings in relation to prisoners. Second, because we did 
not have a list of prison officers who worked at the various 
prisons to send the electronic surveys directly, we relied on 
WhatsApp platforms administered by prison officers them-
selves to distribute the surveys. As observed by Ameen and 
Praharaj (2020), it is not possible to establish response rate 
in surveys administered via WhatsApp. Again, because it 
is not possible to identify the socio-demographic profile of 
non-respondents in electronic surveys, this poses issues for 
the generalizability for our findings to the entire population 
of prison officers in Ghana. Despite these limitations, the 
responses from prison officers indicate that the Covid-19 
pandemic has had a very negative impact on the lives of 
prisoners. Although most prison officers were reluctant to 
suggest that the support prisoners receive has diminished, 
responses did suggest that both prison officers and prisoners 
were fearful of contracting the disease due to conditions in 
the prison. Furthermore, the suspension of visits and activi-
ties including work also had a detrimental impact on prison 
life. Maycock (2021) uses the ‘pains of imprisonment’ to 
underscore the impact of the pandemic on prisoners, and 
in particular, on their personal autonomy – a subject which 
was discussed by prison officers in relation to restrictions on 
movement around the prison in Ghana.
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