
Prison Health:  A  Guide for  Healthcare 

Professionals

Introduction

The  American  prison  system  is  facing  a  crisis. 

Overcrowding,  underfunding,  and a lack of  access to 

adequate  healthcare have created a  perfect  storm of 

conditions  that  are  detrimental  to  the  health  of 

prisoners.

Prisons are  breeding grounds for  infectious  diseases, 

such  as  tuberculosis,  HIV/AIDS,  and  hepatitis  C.  In 

addition, prisoners are at an increased risk for chronic 

diseases, such as cardiovascular disease, diabetes, and 

cancer.  Mental  illness  is  also  a  major  problem  in 

prisons,  with  rates  of  depression,  anxiety,  and  post-

traumatic  stress  disorder significantly  higher than in 

the general population.
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The  lack  of  adequate  healthcare  in  prisons  is  a 

violation of human rights. Prisoners are entitled to the 

same  standard  of  care  as  anyone  else  in  society. 

However,  the  reality  is  that  they  often  receive 

substandard care, if any at all. This is due to a number 

of factors, including:

 A lack of funding for prison healthcare

 A shortage of healthcare professionals who are 

willing to work in prisons

 A lack of training for prison staff on how to deal 

with prisoners with health problems

 A culture of indifference towards the health of 

prisoners

The consequences of the lack of adequate healthcare in 

prisons are devastating. Prisoners who do not receive 

proper  care  are  more  likely  to  suffer  from  serious 

health problems, both during their incarceration and 

after their release. They are also more likely to die in 

prison.
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The United States spends more money on corrections 

than  any  other  country  in  the  world.  However,  this 

investment  has  not  resulted  in  a  safer  or  more  just 

society. In fact, the mass incarceration of people with 

mental  illness  and  substance  use  disorders  has  only 

served  to  exacerbate  the  problems  that  plague  our 

prisons.

It is time for a new approach to prison healthcare. We 

need to invest in programs that provide prisoners with 

access  to  quality  healthcare,  both  during  their 

incarceration and after their release. We also need to 

address  the  root  causes  of  crime,  such  as  poverty, 

inequality, and lack of opportunity.

Only by taking these steps can we create a more just 

and humane society.
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Book Description

Prisons are supposed to be places of punishment, not 

places where people go to die. But the reality is that the 

American  prison  system  is  a  breeding  ground  for 

disease, both physical and mental.

In this groundbreaking book, Pasquale De Marco takes 

an  unflinching  look  at  the  health  crisis  in  prisons. 

Pasquale  De  Marco  draws  on  years  of  research  and 

interviews with prisoners, prison staff, and healthcare 

professionals  to  expose  the  shocking  conditions  that 

exist in many prisons and jails.

Pasquale  De  Marco  reveals  that  prisoners  are  often 

denied  basic  medical  care,  including  access  to  life-

saving  medications.  They  are  also  subjected  to 

unsanitary conditions, overcrowding, and violence. As 

a  result,  prisoners  are  more  likely  to  suffer  from 

chronic diseases, infectious diseases, and mental illness 

than the general population.
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The health crisis  in  prisons  is  a  human rights  crisis. 

Prisoners are entitled to the same standard of care as 

anyone else in society. However, the reality is that they 

often receive substandard care, if any at all.

This book is a call to action. It is time for the United 

States to invest in prison healthcare and to ensure that 

prisoners have access to the same quality of healthcare 

as everyone else.

Prison Health: A Guide for Healthcare Professionals is a 

must-read for  anyone who cares  about  the health of 

our  communities.  It  is  a  powerful  indictment  of  the 

American prison system and a call for change.
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Chapter  1:  Understanding  Prison 

Health

Definition and Scope of Prison Health

Prison health is a specialized branch of healthcare that 

focuses  on  the  unique  health  needs  of  incarcerated 

individuals.  It  encompasses a wide range of services, 

including  medical,  dental,  mental  health,  and 

substance abuse treatment. Prison health professionals 

work  to  ensure  that  prisoners  receive  the  same 

standard of care as the general population, despite the 

challenges of the prison environment.

The  scope  of  prison  health  is  broad  and  includes  a 

variety of health conditions and concerns. Some of the 

most common health problems seen in prisons include 

infectious diseases, such as tuberculosis and HIV/AIDS; 

chronic  diseases,  such as  heart  disease and diabetes; 

mental  illness,  such  as  depression  and  anxiety;  and 

substance  use  disorders.  Prison  health  professionals 
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also provide care for pregnant women, inmates with 

disabilities, and elderly prisoners.

In  addition  to  providing  direct  medical  care,  prison 

health  professionals  also  play  an  important  role  in 

promoting public health within the prison system. This 

includes  conducting  health  screenings,  providing 

health  education,  and  developing  policies  and 

procedures  to  prevent  the  spread  of  disease.  Prison 

health professionals also work to ensure that prisoners 

have access to healthy food, clean water, and adequate 

exercise.

The prison environment can be a challenging place to 

provide healthcare.  Prisoners are often crowded into 

unsanitary  conditions,  and  they  may  have  limited 

access to medical care. In addition, prisoners may be 

reluctant to seek care due to fear of being stigmatized 

or retaliated against.  Despite these challenges,  prison 

health professionals are committed to providing high-

quality care to all prisoners.
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Prison health is an essential component of a just and 

humane  prison  system.  By  providing  comprehensive 

healthcare services, prison health professionals help to 

ensure that prisoners remain healthy and productive 

members of society.
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Chapter  1:  Understanding  Prison 

Health

Historical Perspectives on Prison Health

The history of prison health in the United States is a 

long and complex one. The first prisons in the United 

States were established in the 18th century, and they 

were often little more than dungeons where prisoners 

were  held  in  squalid  conditions.  There  was  little 

concern  for  the  health  of  prisoners,  and  they  were 

often subjected to harsh treatment and abuse.

In the 19th century, there was a growing movement for 

prison reform. Reformers argued that prisoners were 

human beings who deserved to be treated with dignity 

and respect.  They also argued that it  was in the best 

interests of society to provide prisoners with adequate 

healthcare.

As  a  result  of  these  reforms,  conditions  in  prisons 

began  to  improve.  Prisoners  were  given  better  food 
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and housing,  and they were allowed to  exercise  and 

receive  visitors.  However,  healthcare  in  prisons 

remained inadequate.

In the 20th century, there was a growing awareness of 

the importance of prison healthcare. This was due in 

part  to  the  work  of  prison  doctors  and  nurses,  who 

documented  the  poor  health  of  prisoners  and 

advocated for better care. It was also due to the work of 

activists,  who  argued  that  the  lack  of  adequate 

healthcare in prisons was a violation of human rights.

As  a  result  of  these  efforts,  prison  healthcare  has 

improved  significantly  in  recent  decades.  Prisoners 

now have access to a wide range of healthcare services, 

including  medical,  dental,  and  mental  health  care. 

However, there are still many challenges facing prison 

healthcare.

One of the biggest challenges is the high rate of chronic 

diseases among prisoners. Prisoners are more likely to 

have  heart  disease,  diabetes,  and  cancer  than  the 
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general population. This is due to a number of factors, 

including  poverty,  lack  of  access  to  healthcare,  and 

unhealthy lifestyle choices.

Another  challenge  is  the  high  rate  of  mental  illness 

among  prisoners.  Prisoners  are  more  likely  to  have 

depression, anxiety, and post-traumatic stress disorder 

than the general population. This is due to a number of 

factors, including trauma, abuse, and neglect.

The challenges  facing  prison healthcare  are  complex 

and  difficult  to  solve.  However,  it  is  important  to 

remember  that  prisoners  are  human  beings  who 

deserve to  be treated with dignity  and respect.  They 

also deserve to have access to quality healthcare.
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Chapter  1:  Understanding  Prison 

Health

Ethical Considerations in Prison Health Care

The  provision  of  health  care  to  prisoners  raises  a 

number of ethical considerations. These include:

 The right to health care: Prisoners are human 

beings and, as such, they have a right to access to 

health  care.  This  right  is  enshrined  in 

international  human  rights  law,  including  the 

Universal Declaration of Human Rights and the 

International Covenant on Economic, Social and 

Cultural Rights.

 The duty of the state to provide health care: 

The state has a duty to protect the health of its 

citizens,  including  those  who  are  incarcerated. 

This  duty  is  based  on  the  principle  of 

beneficence,  which requires us to do good and 

prevent harm.
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 The  need  to  balance  the  rights  of  prisoners 

with the rights of other citizens: The state also 

has  a  duty  to  protect  the  health  of  its  citizens 

who  are  not  incarcerated.  This  means  that  it 

must  balance  the  rights  of  prisoners  to  access 

health care with the rights  of  other citizens to 

have access to scarce resources.

 The  need  to  respect  the  autonomy  of 

prisoners: Prisoners  have  the  right  to  make 

decisions  about  their  own  health  care.  This 

includes the right to refuse treatment. However, 

this  right  may  be  limited  in  certain 

circumstances,  such  as  when  a  prisoner  is  a 

danger to themselves or others.

These are just some of the ethical considerations that 

arise in the provision of health care to prisoners. There 

are no easy answers to these questions, and the best 

approach  may  vary  depending  on  the  specific 

circumstances. However, it is important to be aware of 
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these  ethical  considerations  and  to  strive  to  find  a 

balance between the rights of prisoners and the rights 

of other citizens.

Ethical Dilemmas in Prison Health Care

In  addition  to  the  general  ethical  considerations 

outlined above, there are a number of specific ethical 

dilemmas that can arise in the provision of health care 

to prisoners. These include:

 The use of force to administer treatment: In 

some cases, it may be necessary to use force to 

administer  treatment  to  a  prisoner  who  is 

refusing care. This can be a controversial issue, 

as  it  raises concerns about the use of  coercion 

and the potential for abuse.

 The  provision  of  experimental  treatments: 

Prisoners  may  be  offered  the  opportunity  to 

participate in experimental treatments. This can 

be a difficult decision for prisoners to make, as 
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they may be unsure of the risks and benefits of 

the treatment.

 The  release  of  prisoners  with  infectious 

diseases: Prisoners with infectious diseases may 

be  released  from  prison  before  they  are  fully 

cured. This can pose a risk to the public health, 

as it can lead to the spread of disease.

These are just some of the ethical dilemmas that can 

arise in the provision of health care to prisoners. There 

are no easy answers to these questions, and the best 

approach  may  vary  depending  on  the  specific 

circumstances. However, it is important to be aware of 

these dilemmas and to strive to find a balance between 

the rights of prisoners and the rights of other citizens.
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This extract presents the opening three 

sections of the first chapter.

Discover the complete 10 chapters and 

50  sections  by  purchasing  the  book, 

now available in various formats.

16



Table of Contents

Chapter 1: Understanding Prison Health - Definition 

and Scope of Prison Health - Historical Perspectives on 

Prison Health - Ethical Considerations in Prison Health 

- The Legal Framework for Prison Health - Challenges 

and Barriers to Providing Prison Health Care

Chapter  2:  Physical  Health  in  Prisons -  Common 

Health  Conditions  Among  Prisoners  -  Infectious 

Diseases  in  Prisons  -  Chronic  Diseases  in  Prisons  - 

Mental  Health  Care  in  Prisons  -  Substance  Use 

Disorders in Prisons

Chapter 3: Mental Health in Prisons - The Prevalence 

of Mental  Illness in Prisons -  Types of  Mental  Illness 

Seen  in  Prisons  -  Risk  Factors  for  Mental  Illness  in 

Prisons - The Impact of Mental Illness on Incarceration 

-  Treatment  and  Management  of  Mental  Illness  in 

Prisons

17



Chapter  4:  Infectious  Diseases  in  Prisons - 

Tuberculosis in Prisons - HIV/AIDS in Prisons - Hepatitis 

C  in  Prisons  -  Sexually  Transmitted  Infections  in 

Prisons - Other Infectious Diseases in Prisons

Chapter  5:  Chronic  Diseases  in  Prisons - 

Cardiovascular Disease in Prisons - Diabetes in Prisons 

- Cancer in Prisons - Respiratory Diseases in Prisons - 

Other Chronic Diseases in Prisons

Chapter 6: Substance Use Disorders in Prisons - The 

Prevalence  of  Substance  Use  Disorders  in  Prisons  - 

Types of Substance Use Disorders Seen in Prisons - Risk 

Factors  for  Substance Use Disorders  in Prisons -  The 

Impact of Substance Use Disorders on Incarceration - 

Treatment  and  Management  of  Substance  Use 

Disorders in Prisons

Chapter  7:  Women's  Health  in  Prisons -  Unique 

Health  Needs  of  Women  Prisoners  -  Reproductive 

Health Care in Prisons - Mental Health Care for Women 

Prisoners  -  Substance  Use  Disorders  in  Women 

18



Prisoners  -  The Impact  of  Incarceration on Women's 

Health

Chapter 8: Health Care Services in Prisons - The Role 

of  Health  Care  Professionals  in  Prisons  -  The  Prison 

Health Care System - Access to Health Care in Prisons - 

Quality  of  Health  Care  in  Prisons  -  Challenges  and 

Barriers to Providing Health Care in Prisons

Chapter 9: The Health of Prisoners After Release - 

Health  Problems  Experienced  by  Prisoners  After 

Release - The Impact of Incarceration on Health After 

Release - Access to Health Care After Release - The Role 

of Community-Based Organizations in Providing Health 

Care to Former Prisoners - Policy and Advocacy Efforts 

to Improve the Health of Prisoners After Release

Chapter  10:  Reforming  Prison  Health  Care -  The 

Need  for  Prison  Health  Care  Reform  -  Proposed 

Reforms to Prison Health Care - The Role of Advocacy 

in Prison Health Care Reform - The Role of Research in 

19



Prison  Health  Care  Reform  -  The  Future  of  Prison 

Health Care 

20



This extract presents the opening three 

sections of the first chapter.

Discover the complete 10 chapters and 

50  sections  by  purchasing  the  book, 

now available in various formats.
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