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Justice Committee 
 

Inquiry into purposeful activity in prisons 
 

Written submission from HMP Greenock Visiting Committee 
 
1. What is meant by ‘purposeful activity’ and how can this be measured 
 
Purposeful activity is any activity in which there is a goal to be achieved or a benefit 
to be derived, e.g. training for a trade which would stand a prisoner in good stead 
after release. 
 
This could be measured on the one hand by the number of prisoners attracted to 
pursuing specific opportunities and, on the other, by the outcome of training, e.g. 
qualifications gained. 
 
It is essential for a prisoner’s self-esteem and for rehabilitation after release that 
activities pursued while in prison have a meaningful purpose. The degree of purpose 
per se is perhaps less important. Some prisoners may opt to undertake a university 
degree programme, while others may choose to pursue a trade such as painting and 
decorating. What is vital is that prisoners can see that time spent in purposeful 
activity is worthwhile and will be of genuine help in their lives after release. 
 
2. The extent to which prisoners have an opportunity to engage in purposeful 

activity 
 
In HMP Greenock there is a wide range of activities in which prisoners can engage. 
There is an excellent and well-equipped Education Centre which offers study 
opportunities in a diverse ‘menu’, e.g. English language and literature, art, computer 
programmes etc. 
 
Within the Education Centre there is a fully equipped sound recording studio in which 
prisoners can create and present programmes for prison radio and, in so doing, learn 
skills in media technology. 
 
There is also a range of workshops which enables prisoners who wish to do so to 
learn and/or pursue a trade, e.g. hairdressing, painting and decorating, building, 
joinery, etc. 
 
In these comments there is perhaps a presumption that purposeful activities are 
those offered by the Prison Service. However, for some prisoners purposeful activity 
might lie in imparting their knowledge and/or skills to fellow prisoners. 
 
It is probably true to say that in most, if not all prisons, the prisoner population is 
drawn from a wide cross-section of society. Some prisoners may well possess 
professional qualifications and/or experience of working in a profession, a trade, or in 
commerce. 
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Such prisoners might well benefit hugely were there to be the opportunity to help 
teach or train others. The fellow prisoners whom they would help train would also 
derive substantial benefit.   A culture of ‘mutual assistance’ might well ensue. 
 
3. What are the perceived benefits of purposeful activity and whether there are any 

examples of best practice 
 
Perception is on the part of the prisoner. Benefits might be perceived as gaining 
qualifications in a trade or, in the case of a prisoner studying for a university degree, 
the opportunity to enter a profession. Another benefit may lie in a prisoner learning to 
change his or her behaviour and, by so doing, to make a positive contribution to 
family and community life. 
 
It may be, of course, that some prisoners might simply regard purposeful activity as 
an opportunity to develop what they regard as their own self-worth. 
 
Up to the time of their imprisonment many prisoners may have led aimless lives. 
Engaging in a purposeful activity while serving their sentence might therefore afford 
them the opportunity to begin seeing benefit in creating a worthwhile path (be it by 
way of career, or in their family life, or in their community involvement) for the years 
which lie in front of them. 
 
4. What barriers may exist to prevent prisoners engaging in such activities 
 
Prisoners’ own attitudes could in themselves be barriers, e.g. they might not see the 
benefits accruing from purposeful activity. Some prisoners might not hitherto ever 
have benefited from encouragement or motivation. 
 
Another barrier may well be the limitations imposed by staffing and funding levels in 
prisons. Available space within prisons might also be a limiting factor. 
 
It perhaps might also be said that various levels of skill and knowledge which 
prisoners themselves possess could create barriers. For example, a prisoner from a 
professional background may need mental stimulation or challenge which would 
exercise his or her mind. 
 
Whether access to purposeful activities is consistent across the prison estate and 
whether access to such activity can be improved 
 
Without detailed knowledge of the facilities in every individual establishment it is 
impossible to know whether there is consistency. Whether access can be improved 
is obviously a matter for the wishes and the resources available at these 
establishments. 
 
Improvement in any sphere is always desirable, of course, and is probably always 
possible too! 
 
One would hope that within the philosophy and policies of the Prison Service there is 
a consistency of approach which filter through to activities throughout the entire 
establishment. 
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