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Summary  

Health research should be coproduced with people who have lived experience and nonsalaried 

Public Contributors should be offered a payment in recognition of their contribution1. The offer of 

funds is known as a Patient and Public Involvement (PPI) payment2. This paper investigates whether 

PPI payments can reach two groups of citizens who are at risk of being excluded from the process – 

asylum seekers and prisoners. Further groups may be added as this exploration continues. 

There are many other issues that arise in conducting research with these two groups of citizens, who 

may have difficulties in accessing the usual advertising3, live in such straitened circumstances that 

their ability to give free and informed consent may be doubted, and who may find staff acting as 

gatekeepers while opposing the principles of coproduction and payment. This paper focuses 

narrowly on the practice of making payments for coproducing research.  

 

Asylum seekers 
UK government guidance on what is included in the ‘no recourse to public funds’ list does not 

mention research4, so there appears to be no justification here for refusing to offer PPI payments to 
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people in the immigration system. However, in the absence of a clear statement granting 

permission, asylum seekers will be too afraid of jeopardising their asylum claim to participate.  

 

Prisoners 

Coproducing prison research  
While prisoners have few opportunities to contribute to decision-making5, several user-led 

organisations are promoting the democratisation of decision-making in prisons6 and consulting with 

people in custody7, so Patient and Public Involvement (PPI) is sometimes considered in UK prison 

research8. Most of this is done with ex-prisoners, so UK examples of PPI with serving prisoners are 

vanishingly rare9, due to several factors, including the following:  

• There has been a perceived decline in the overall amount of prison-based research as staff 

reductions in the early 2010s combined with rising demand to make it an increasingly 

challenging environment for researchers10.  

• Dually qualified researchers (i.e. fully qualified and employed academics who are also ex-

prisoners) can be locked out of the prison estate by the background checking process applied to 

all prison visitors11.  

• Involvement of ex-prisoners in research, consultations and other service improvement activities 

is often carried out by an independent, user-led organisation contracted for the role. The ex-

prisoners are therefore recruited, managed and remunerated by the independent organisation 

rather than by the prison or directly by the research institution.   

• National policy has shut down opportunities for making PPI payments to people in custody – of 

which more below. 

 

Neighbouring practices 
Participatory Action Research (PAR) provides a wider framework for considering how prisoners may 

get involved in coproducing research in collaboration with academics. UK examples of the use of PAR 

in a prison include Hill et al (2008)12, Ward & Bailey (2013)13 and Haarmans et al (2021)14, while PAR 

has been used in prisons15 and forensic mental health services16 elsewhere in the world.  

Another neighbouring field is that of payments for research participation, as opposed to research 

coproduction, and such payments will be discussed further below.  

   

Official guidance 
While the national policy prior to 2024 is unknown, a recent 

policy statement may have closed the door to future 

payments for prisoners who get involved in research. 

Applications for permission to conduct research in UK 

prisons are dealt with via a process17 managed by HM Prison and Probation Service National 

Question #1 

Was there a policy prior to 2024 
and where can it be found? 
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Research Committee (NRC) and support is provided by the Health and Justice Research Network18. 

NRC Guidance issued in 202419 is shown in the box below and The Ministry of Justice has explained 

that their use of the term ‘participation’ in this guidance covers both research participation and 

coproduction20. This means that future payments for Public Contributors will be confined to, as yet 

undefined, ‘very exceptional circumstances’. No exceptions have been found21.  

Published guidance on payments to prisoners 

Participation should not automatically lead to any financial benefits or losses for participants, nor 
should they feel that they will incur social benefits or losses due to their participation or non-
participation. For example, timing of prison-based interviews may result in a loss of earnings from 
spending time in an interview when participants would normally be in work or education. 
Researchers should address this issue in their research application. Offering incentives to 
supervised individuals for participation in research will only be considered in very exceptional 
circumstances where there is strong evidence that response rates have become problematic. 
Separate approval via the NRC must be sought prior to any payments. 

 

A request for clarification yielded the following from the NRC22: 

Offering incentives to defendants in criminal cases, people in prison, or people under probation 
supervision for participating in research is a particularly sensitive issue and has the potential to 
undermine public trust in government research more generally. Current MoJ policy is that financial 
incentives should not be offered to people while they are in custody. However, a prisoner should 
not lose pay by participating in research during working time. This should be agreed beforehand 
with prison staff and an assurance should be given to that effect.   

The MoJ will consider the use of incentives on a case-by-case basis and incentives may in some 
circumstances be offered to people who are under supervision of the CJS, or to defendantsa. This 
option should only be considered when a research study is at risk of not being able to answer the 
research question of interest due to lack of participants for example. Clear and compelling reasons 
will have to be provided on the benefits of using incentives in this particular context. 

In relation to the use of incentives or payment to lived experienced researchers who are no longer 
under the supervision of HMPPS – they would be outside of the remit of MoJ policy and therefore 
NRC approval for their use would not be required.  

The MoJ policy on the use of incentives in research is currently under review. Whilst there is no 
publication date yet, we hope to know the outcome of the review early in 2026.  

 

Historic precedents 
A systematic review of peer-reviewed literature published by Treacy and colleagues in 202123 found 

only two examples24 where PPI payments appeared to have been made, and closer examination 

revealed that neither offered payments to people in custody: 

• Awenat and colleagues studied suicidal thoughts and behaviour in prisoners in the north of 

England. A Service User Reference Group (SURG) advised the academic team, comprising 

 
a Author’s note: The phrase ‘under the supervision of the CJS or defendants’ excludes anyone in custody, as 
they are denied payments by the policy mentioned in the previous paragraph. 
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four ex-prisoners who had been suicidal during their own imprisonment. All members of the 

SURG were then interviewed individually about their experiences in the group and the 

results analysed25. This study, therefore, made payments to ex-prisoners rather than people 

currently in custody.  

• MacInnes and colleagues conducted research in forensic mental health settings, rather than 

prisons. Whilst there will be many similarities between a locked forensic psychiatric unit, the 

differences mean that this cannot be considered a precedent for making PPI payments to 

people in prison. 

  

Payments for research participation 
PPI payments for research coproduction are separate from but adjacent to payments for research 

participation. In research participation, the prisoner provides the data which is analysed and 

reported by the research team while in coproduction, the prisoner is part of the team and so helps 

to design the research, collect and analyse the data, and publish the results.  

Mambro’s team found 426 prisoner studies across 53 countries that were published in English or 

French26 and published before 30/09/2022. Two thirds of them (68%) were from just four countries - 

the United States, Australia, the United Kingdom and Canada. Almost a third of them (131 out of 426 

studies or 31%) paid prisoners for research participation, although only 14 of them explicitly stated 

the reason for making a payment.  In the UK, 34 studies were conducted, of which three27 made a 

payment to the prisoners. Internationally, whilst only a third of studies offered payment, the 

practice was more common in 2013-2022 than in the previous decade (see Appendix 2). 

The three UK studies that did compensate prisoners for research participation comprised: 

• Sheard et al (2009)28 added credit worth £5 to prisoner’s phones for participation in a drug 

trial that gathered data from medical records and a urine sample from each prisoner.  

• In the study by Hayes et al published in 2013, prisoners were not directly compensated for 

participation in research but rather carried out the participation in the time they would 

otherwise be in the classroom and were compensated as if they had engaged in the lesson29. 

A similar approach was taken in a Canadian study, except that research participation was 

completed in the prisoner’s usual work time and so compensation was provided as if the 

prisoner had been at their usual workplace30. This depends upon research activity being of 

sufficient duration, as one-step consultations would not easily fit into the working regime.  

Hayes published well before the launch of the UK policy guidance noted above, through 

which there must be no financial incentive or penalty for participating in, or declining to 

participate in the research. Practice elsewhere such as the USA31 and Canada32 contrasts 

with the UK’s parsimonious approach.  

• Young et al (2019)33 paid Scottish prisoners £20, but we note that policy and practice in 

Scotland differs from that in England.  

So, none of these three studies added money directly to the account accessed by English prisoners.  

Treacy and colleagues (2019) hoped to arrange payments to prisoners for coproduction activities but 

were obliged to scale back their ambitions due to the administrative delays in obtaining 
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permission34, so, instead of paying individual prisoners, they made a donation to the prison library. 

The delay they experienced may be similar in some ways to the delays facing nonsalaried Public 

Contributors who seek permission to collect research data from NHS patients35, although it is not 

known whether the delay was caused by restrictive policies or ignorance of a permissive policy, 

uncertainty about the best way to respond, diffused responsibility for decision-making or distraction 

by other priorities. 

  

Motivation and ethics 
Contributing to research may be recorded as a positive case-note, thus impacting parole reports, but 

it is unclear whether the NRC Policy statement quoted above would consider such advantages a 

prohibited ‘social benefit. Within the prison, a visibly fair incentives system can contribute to the 

belief in procedural justice, thereby promoting a pro-social attitude toward authority and 

internalisation of good behaviour.  

Dilemmas around payment for prisoners have been explored by Ward & Bailey36 and Callaghan and 

colleagues are working on the related issue of payments for people living in secure psychiatric 

settings37.  The following concerns may have influenced the Ministry of Justice when the decision 

was taken to deny payments to prisoners for engagement in research: 

• Many prisoners have mental health challenges or intellectual disabilities, making it more 

difficult to ensure that consent is meaningful. 

• Constraints upon prisoner autonomy may invalidate informed consent38.  

• The low level of payments for work inside the prison (see Appendix 1) amplifies the power of 

payments which are made. PPI payment rates could match those offered in the community 

or match prison rates of pay for other activities39. Mambro and colleagues advocate for 

payments to be made for research participation within the prison and show that such 

payments are not coercive, while steps should be taken to minimise the risk of exploitation 

and undue influence.  

• Excessive payments to one prisoner could trigger intimidation from others inside the prison 

• Within the prison, denying prisoners a payment is viewed as part of the punishment. 

• Beyond the prison gates, making a payment may be perceived as making prison more 

pleasant or enabling offenders to profit from their crimes.  

• It may be reminiscent of unethical research where prisoners were used as disposable 

subjects to test dangerous interventions40 

• Responding to an individual application to conduct research in the light of unfamiliar and 

complex policy guidance is too demanding for Governors, so it is less burdensome to simply 

reject all requests. 

• Creating and utilising procedures for authorising and administering payments is 

disproportionately burdensome for the prison.  
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• Researchers themselves may have varying opinion about the ethics or practicality of making 

payments.  

The case for offering payments includes the following: 

• Justice requires equitable access to healthcare, whether one is incarcerated or not. To treat 

prisoners less well than other citizens is discriminatory, especially when other vulnerable 

groups are offered payment, including drug misusers.  

• Payment can raise the level of engagement, commitment and truth-telling by the recipient 

who will take the task more seriously as part of the informal transaction in exchange for the 

payment. This improves the quality of the research.  

• It is exploitative to take the knowledge and labour of prisoners without compensating them.  

 

Conclusion  
In practice, making payment to these two groups of citizens appears problematic. There appears to 

be few pioneers willing to discuss the inequalities between these groups and the general public.  

 

How this paper is being written 
The investigation that generated this paper is driven by simple curiosity. The work is unfunded and is 

conducted as a piece of citizen science rather than under the control of any organisation. 

Accountability is achieved by following the Writing in Public framework41. Many people have been 

approached for advice42, and I am grateful to the people43 who have contributed to this evolving 

resource44. Please send me your suggestions for further improvements. 

  

Appendix 1: Money and UK prisoners  

Where do prisoners get money from? 
The following arrangements may apply to England only as other nations within the UK may have 

their own rules.  

Friends, relatives, government departments and agencies, local authorities and charities may all 

send money to a prisoner’s account45. There are particular arrangements to regulate the publication 

of writing or art created by prisoners46. 

Convicted prisoners may not conduct business transactions, apply for loans or gamble for financial 

gain. Some prisoners are eligible for a Release on Temporary Licence (ROTL)47, enabling them to 

carry out activities outside the prison. ROTL provisions permitted an average of just over 1,000 

prisoners to work in the community in the year to March 202548.  

Payments to prisoners sit within Rule 8 of the Prison Rules 1999 and are regulated by PSO4460 

Prisoner’s Pay49. Unconvicted prisoners are not obliged to take part in paid activities.  
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Prisoners are eligible for standard rate of pay (£4 per week) if they complete the full working week 

and demonstrate the required level of performance and effort required.  The full working week in 

prison is normally ten morning, afternoon, or evening sessions, or five night shifts50. Activities that 

attract pay in the prison include some which, beyond the prison gates, would be called education, 

volunteering, leisure and therapy. Guidance is provided on the provision of education51. The 

Governor may authorise financial bonuses for productivity, achievement or progress by prisoners, 

while poor behaviour may result in deductions. Prisoners found guilty of disciplinary offences may 

be punished by losing up to 84 days full pay (less the cost of phone calls or postage, so that the 

prisoner may maintain family contact)52. 

Whilst such opportunities may be theoretically available, the 

UK prison population has grown, whilst behaviour has 

deteriorated and the workforce has shrunk in both numbers 

and experience, leading to nearly half of male prisoners 

spending less than two hours out of their cells during 

weekdays. The number of starts on education programmes 

has plummeted53.  

 

How do prisoners store their money? 
Prisoners may hold three accounts inside the prison, as well 

as holding one or more bank accounts in the community. 

The accounts within the prison are called private, spend and 

save. Money earned within the prison is credited to the 

prisoner’s individual spend account54. 

The combined value for a prisoner is not permitted to rise 

beyond £900 – insufficient for the downpayment on rented 

accommodation in some parts of England.  

 

How do prisoners access their money? 
The Incentives Policy Framework55 regulates how prisoners can access their money and it offers four 

incentive levels, called Basic, Standard, Enhanced Initial and Enhanced Extended56. In the year to 

March 2024, prisoners typically started on Standard (45% of the prison population) and those who 

did well progressed to Enhanced Initial (49%). Poor behaviour led to 5% being downgraded to Basic 

whilst fewer than 1% of prisoners rose to the highest level, called Enhanced Extended. The Enhanced 

Extended level is available at the discretion of the Prison Governor57.  

A prisoner’s assigned incentive level is unaffected by conviction or by transfer from one prison to 

another58. Access to private cash is governed by a policy59 that sets spending limits which are revised 

each year, with 2025 figures shown in the table below. Unconvicted prisoners are not obliged to take 

part in paid activities and their spending limits are higher.  

The incentives system includes access to money but also includes a range of other privileges, ranging 

from permission to wear one’s own clothes to time out of one’s cell and access to the gym. Detailed 

Question #2 

How are contradictory messages 
reconciled – most prisoners receive 
pay for their involvement in work 
or education, but most are in their 
cells? 

Question #3 

How does the spend account 
work? The save account? What 
money goes in and out of these 
two accounts?  Has the combined 
value threshold been increased 
over time? Why is it so much lower 
that the cost of setting up a home 
after release?  
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and local implementation arrangements are reviewed by an Incentives Forum made up of staff and 

prisoners60. 

Weekly spending limits in 2025 

Level Unconvicted prisoners Convicted prisoners 

Basic  £30.25 £6.00 

Standard £66.50 £21.75 

Enhanced (both initial and enhanced) £72.50 £36.25 

 

How do prisoners use their money? 
Prisoners may buy food and toiletries from the Prison Shop 

or other items via approved mail order businesses as well as 

add credit to their phone. They may send their money to 

family members or others, but there are defined limits to 

these transactions61. Funds may be saved in preparation for 

release from prison. 

Where prisoners gain permission to work for an ordinary employer outside the prison under the 

ROTL rules, the prison service insists that the employer matches or exceeds the national minimum 

wage levels62. The prisoner is provided with a payslip, but the money is sent to the prison.  The 

employee’s net earnings are then significantly reduced by a levy63 in compliance with the Prisoners 

Earnings Act 1996 and those funds are transferred to a voluntary organisation that provides victim 

support. The balance is placed into the prisoner’s account.  

Rumours suggest that some Governors have permitted 

payments to be made into a prisoner’s account which 

cannot be accessed until they leave, thus avoiding any 

interference with the prison culture whilst helping with 

resettlement. 

 

Appendix 2: Countries that have undertaken relevant research.  
Mambro et al (2024) reviewed 426 prison research studies, looking for information about payments 

being made to research participants. 

Country  No. of studies that 
included payments 

for participation 

No. of studies that 
did not pay for 
participation  

Total 

United States 84 116 200 
Australia  19 17 36 
United Kingdom 3 31 34 
Canada  4 17 21 
Spain 2 15 17 
Brazil   8 8 
Italy  6 6 

Question #4 

Do staffing or discipline problems 
result in some prisoners being 
denied access to the shop?   

Question #5 

Is there any truth in these 
rumours?   
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Country  No. of studies that 
included payments 

for participation 

No. of studies that 
did not pay for 
participation  

Total 

Switzerland  5 5 
Ethiopia  4 4 
France  4 4 
Iran  4 4 
Norway  4 4 
Taiwan  4 4 
Germany 3  3 
Greece  3 3 
Nigeria  3 3 
Portugal  3 3 
Sweden  3 3 
2-nation studies in the 
countries named in the 
footnote  

2b 2 

4-nation study covering the 
countries named in the 
footnote  

1c  1 

One study in each of the 
countries named in the 
footnote 

11d 20e 31 

Two studies in each of the 
countries named in the 
footnote 

4f 26g 30 

Total  131 295 426 
 

 

 

 
1 Payment guidance for researchers and professionals | NIHR 

2 See Payment-guidance-for-members-of-the-public-considering-involvement-in-research.pdf. Also 
https://peterbates.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2017/04/how_to_make_sense_of_our_payments_offer.pdf  

3 Home - People in Research. For an evaluation of the adverts found on this site, see 
https://peterbates.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2024/12/Going-cheap-on-expenses.pdf.  

 

 
b One study was in Denmark & Estonia; the other study was in Italy & Brazil 
c Belgium and France, Germany and Portugal. 
d China, Ethiopia, Kyrgyzstan, Malaysia, Mexico, Nigeria, Norway, Philippines, Sweden, Switzerland, Taiwan. 
e Belgium, Belize, Bolivia, China, Cyprus, Fiji, French Guiana, Georgia, Ghana, Iceland, India, Indonesia, Israel, 
Lebanon, Luxemburg, Pakistan, Philippinnes, Russia, Singapore, Togo. 
f Indonesia, Netherlands. 
g Chile, Colombia, Germany, Ireland, Malaysia, Malawi, Mexico, Netherlands, New Zealand, Peru, Saudi Arabia, 
South Africa, Tajikistan. 
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prison transfers have disrupted relationships with staff and so behaviour has deteriorated. Vacancy levels in the 
workforce have risen. As a result, obtaining approval for research may be delayed, prisoners are more likely to 
be unable to leave their cell, staff may not be available to escort prisoners to meetings and prisoners may be 
less amenable to help anyone in authority.  
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13 Ward, J., & Bailey, D. (2013). A participatory action research methodology in the management of self-harm in 
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Participatory Action Research in Prison: A Contradiction in Terms? – Phase 1. International Journal of Forensic 
Mental Health, 20(3), pp.238-252. 

15 PAR has been used in prisons in the USA. See Crabtree JL, Wall JM & Ohm D (2016). Critical reflections on 
participatory action research in a prison setting: Toward occupational justice. OTJR: Occupation, Participation 
and Health, 36(4), 244–252. https://doi.org/10.1177/1539449216669132. Also Fine, M., & Torre, M. E. (2006). 
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59 PRISONERS EARNINGS ACT 1996  

60 [Insert title of document] Annex B.  

61 [Insert title of document] para 5.36 
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62 PSO 4460 Prisoners’ Pay, Paragraph 2.7.3 and 2.7.4 indicates that prisoners are not formally included in the 
National Minimum Wage Act 1998. However, the prison service is unwilling to give businesses which employ 
prisoners a commercial advantage, so insists on equal pay and conditions for prisoners and other employees.  

63 When a prisoner has permission to work for an ordinary employer outside the prison, their net pay consists 
of earnings after removing tax, national insurance contributions, court-ordered deductions and child support 
payments. The employer provides the employee with a payslip but must transfer the net pay to the prison 
service. The prison service takes a levy and transfers it to an approved victim support charity before 
transferring the balance into the prisoner’s private bank account held in the community. Prisoners receive the 
first £20 of their net pay along with 60% or more of their net earnings above this figure. Governors are required 
to set the usual levy rate at 40%, but may, in exceptional circumstances, reduce it to any figure between 0% 
and 40%. See PRISONERS’ EARNINGS ACT 1996. 
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