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FOREWORD
You may be surprised to see the International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC) 

proposing guidance on prison planning and design. Allow me to explain.

While the ICRC is wholly convinced that deprivation of liberty should be resorted to 

only when strictly necessary, it is a fact that prisons exist and that new prisons will 

continue to be built in many places around the world. This publication is intended to 

help ensure that prison design, in its many contexts, empowers and enables prison 

staff to provide humane and dignified treatment and living conditions for detainees. 

More urgently, given the current global trends in increased prison populations giving 

rise to the potential expansion of prison estates, it is an attempt to prevent the 

shortcomings that we too often observe when countries build new prisons, where 

resources are wasted and opportunities for improvement are lost.

We believe that when a State feels the need to build a new prison, it must be seized 

upon as an opportunity to (1) assess the relevance and efficiency of criminal justice 

policies and practices, both in relation to international standards and norms and  

alternatives to detention; (2) review and rethink the state’s intentions with regard to 

imprisonment; (3) implement changes addressing gaps and weaknesses in the prison 

system; (4) modernize management policies and procedures; and (5) upgrade the 

prison estate and close sub-standard places of detention.

It is broadly recognized that prisons should not only ensure the dignity of persons 

deprived of their liberty, but also promote their rehabilitation and maintain their 

connection to society. These mandates need to be embodied not only in procedures 

and operations but also in the design of the prison itself. This requires creating 

some distance from models inherited from the past and engaging in more innovative 

thinking informed by a developing wealth of research about the impact of the built 

environment on detainees and staff. Good prison design should also provide features 

adapted to local cultures and climates. This is not a matter of indulgence or generosity, 

but rather an essential contribution to minimizing stress, violence and other harmful 

effects of imprisonment while promoting rehabilitation and social integration and 

reducing recidivism.  

This publication is informed by the observations and experiences of ICRC field teams 

in dozens of countries engaged in the construction of new prisons in the last decade. 

We do not claim to be an authority in prison design and architecture, but we argue 

that the operational experience we have accumulated gives us the legitimacy, from a 

humanitarian point of view, to call for improvement. 

This book does not promote any specific prison model and is neither academic nor 

technical. Rather, with input from experts from around the world, it proposes guiding 

principles and asks practical questions of everyone directly or indirectly involved in 

prison planning, design and building – including international organizations, donors 

and private companies – to stimulate context-based and focused discussions resulting 

in well-informed design decisions. I sincerely hope it will inspire new approaches to 

prison planning and design, encourage more inclusive and efficient processes and 

hence contribute to more humane prisons.

   
Peter Maurer
President, International Committee of the Red Cross
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PREFACE
Since 1870, the International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC) has worked to 

improve the humanitarian situation of people deprived of their liberty. In areas of 

armed conflict and political violence as well as other circumstances, we take action 

to secure humane treatment and living conditions for all detainees, regardless of the 

reasons for or stage of their detention.

Each year, our teams conduct thousands of visits to places of detention in about 90 

different countries across the globe, with 4,400 visits to approximately 1,430 places 

of detention in 2017 alone. At each visit, we speak with front-line staff and conduct 

interviews with detainees regarding their experience in custody. Our work therefore 

provides us with critical insight into the realities of detention and developing trends 

and concerns at local, regional and global levels. 

Prison infrastructure has always been an important area of intervention for the ICRC, 

as it is an essential element of providing fair treatment and dignified conditions for 

detainees and staff. In the last decade, we have seen many countries embark on 

ambitious projects to expand their prison capacity by enlarging existing facilities 

and building new places of detention. Through our visits to detention centres and 

constant dialogue with authorities and detainees, we have become increasingly aware 

of the complexities and challenges of planning and designing detention facilities, and 

we have seen first-hand the impact poor planning and design can have on the safety 

and well-being of detainees, staff and the surrounding community. 

An increasing number of national authorities have been asking for our advice on this 

matter, pushing us to develop our thinking and expand our expertise in this complex 

area. In response, and with the invaluable support of practitioners and experts from 

around the world, we have written this book. Practical and context-sensitive, this 

guide proposes a participatory approach rooted in humane principles and focused 

on asking the right questions to prevent the harm to detainees that derives from 

inadequate design. We aim to stimulate fresh thinking about how design can help 

create prison conditions that are as humane as possible.  

CURRENT PRACTICES IN  
PRISON EXPANSION
Considering the human, social and financial costs of detention, we believe that prison 

should only be used as a last resort and that alternatives to detention should be 

more seriously explored and developed. We are therefore concerned by the current 

trend of prison expansion – often without a critical assessment of criminal justice 

policies and practices – resulting in a steady increase in the number of people in 

detention worldwide. The above notwithstanding, prison expansion – done within a 

holistic framework of good criminal justice policies and practices – may be necessary, 

especially in countries where for decades, the growth in prison populations was never 

matched by a proportionate increase in prison capacity.
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If the expansion of an existing facility or construction of a new detention centre 

is deemed necessary, we believe authorities must use it as an opportunity to first 

evaluate and reform current detention policies and practices and then carefully plan 

and design a prison that supports these efforts and strives to hold detainees in humane 

and supportive conditions. In most of the countries where we are working, however, 

we have found that this is not the case, and a number of practices cause us serious 

concern. These practices, which often result in costly management and construction 

issues and unsafe and unsustainable conditions for detainees and staff, include:

• prisons designed without strategic planning at the national or regional level, 

therefore lacking a clear vision of how these prisons relate to the larger criminal 

justice system or what sort of prison is required, and for whom

• poor planning in how the significant capital investment required to build a prison 

is managed, resulting in poor construction, high maintenance costs, wasted 

resources and unsuitable and/or unsustainable conditions

• prisons designed without the benefit of national standards and/or good practices 

in prison design and management to guide project developers

• prisons designed without a thoughtful and inclusive planning and design process

• design choices that lead to excessive operating costs, fail to anticipate or budget 

for the cost of maintenance, or lead to a level and/or complexity of maintenance 

beyond local capacities

• prisons built based on designs from standardized models, with infrastructure, 

equipment and technology imported without regard to local realities, needs and 

capacities 

• locations chosen without regard to access to and availability of local infrastructure 

and services and without proper integration with the community

• prisons designed with the intention of minimizing contact between staff and 

detainees to reduce staffing costs

• prison designs copied from existing facilities without reviewing their effectiveness, 

therefore reproducing their defects and limitations

• new prisons built without assessing and accounting for the varied levels of risk 

posed by the projected detainee population, resulting in security infrastructure 

that does not match the security risk

• prisons built without regard to the specific needs of a diverse detainee population

• prisons designed without sufficient awareness of or regard to how the place will 

With over 10 million people in criminal justice detention worldwide, more than 30 

million people passing through such detention settings each year and both male and 

female prison populations on the rise, the quality of prison design – and the resulting 

impact on detainees – is a critical matter.
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be used and managed, thereby imposing unnecessary constraints on and risks to 

staff and detainees

• access to essential needs such as natural light, open air, exercise, activities, health 

care and visiting facilities hampered by, underestimated, or completely omitted in 

the design

• designs that assume significant use of solitary confinement cells, which by design 

entail substandard living conditions

• ad hoc additions to existing places of detention resulting in facilities that are 

poorly organized and difficult to use.

Such shortcomings in prison planning and design can have serious and costly 

consequences not only for individuals, but also for the community, the criminal 

justice system and society. Poor planning and design place the safety and physical 

and mental health of detainees and staff at risk. Badly designed buildings, instead 

of supporting the goals of detention, constrain them by hindering staff or denying 

access to basic needs. Each poorly conceived new prison structure is not only a missed 

opportunity for reform and improvement, but also a very expensive mistake that 

creates conditions that can cause long-term physical and psychological damage. The 

effects on operations, capacity and budget are often felt for decades.

CHALLENGING ASSUMPTIONS AND 
PROMOTING REFORM
Although this is a book about prison design, we do not want this initiative to be 

understood as encouraging incarceration or the expansion of the prison industry. 

Rather, we see this as an opportunity to promote criminal justice reforms, careful 

analysis of whether or not new places of detention are truly necessary, and the use of 

a participatory and evidence-based approach when engaging in prison design. 

Writing this book was not easy. It required us to question many assumptions and 

prejudices about prison design. For example, does a prison need to “look like a 

prison,” with watchtowers, blank and imposing walls, dark colours, high windows 

and bars? It also challenged us to think beyond predominant Western conceptions of 

crime and punishment and explore what else detention looks like (or could look like) 

and how else it is managed (or could be managed) in other continents, climates and 

cultures in the twenty-first century.

International laws and standards related to the treatment of detainees have largely 

been drafted without considering their meaning in terms of architecture and design. 

Writing this book required us to translate those laws and standards into prison 

planning and design without promoting any specific model. To that end, we have 

extracted from those laws and standards the fundamental principles that should 

inform how all prison spaces are shaped and designed. These principles form the 

foundation of this book.
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 CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION



The design of any built environment profoundly affects what we do and how we feel 

in that space. Indeed, an increasing wealth of scientific research shows that design 

impacts upon behaviour and emotions to a remarkable degree, influencing our moods, 

choices, relationships and physical and mental well-being.

Places of detention are no exception. In fact, the impact of design is even more 

important in places where people are sent, against their will, to spend long periods of 

time in small, tightly controlled spaces. It is therefore essential to give the necessary 

attention to the conditions and space in which this time is spent. Unfortunately, 

prisons are all too often designed without due consideration or understanding of the 

impact of design on detainees, staff and visitors – or designed with the belief that the 

prison environment itself should be part of the punishment. 

The rights and obligations related to detention are well defined at the international 

level, especially regarding criminal justice, security policies and prison management 

and procedures. But most of these developments have remained detached from the 

physical infrastructure in which they are implemented: the prison building itself. 

Further, while technical and operational manuals for prison design exist in some 

countries and at the international level, very little attention has been given to how 

it directly influences, positively or negatively, the ability of authorities to deliver the 

healthy and safe living conditions required by international laws and standards. 

Our aim in this book is to help bridge this gap by connecting the underlying values 

reflected in these legal instruments to practical matters of planning and design. 

Our approach rests on the understanding that planning and design matter and that 

thoughtful, intentional design has the power to dramatically affect outcomes in any 

institutional setting, especially a prison, where detainees are unable to escape the 

built environment. We make the case that design embeds and expresses values and 

beliefs and that it is crucial for everyone involved in planning, designing, building and 

operating a prison to understand the potential impact of design on detainees, staff, 

visitors, the local community and broader society.

DETAINEES & STAFF

PRISON DESIGN

SOCIETY

LOCAL COMMUNITY

VISITORS
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This book is not a technical or operational manual but rather a guide to the principles 

and practices we believe should precede and inform the technical design of any prison 

building project. To help readers think critically and creatively about prison planning 

and design, we:

• promote careful thought, before building schemes are initiated, about possible 

alternatives to constructing new prisons
• propose clear guidelines for a dynamic, participatory approach that includes 

everyone involved in and affected by the prison planning, design and construction 

processes
• present fundamental humanitarian principles that are applicable regardless of 

the level of resources or development of the prison system and should be respected 

by everyone involved to minimize human cost and maximize positive outcomes
• provide specific strategies for applying these principles and adapting them to local 

contexts.

Throughout the book, we connect architecture to outcomes by clearly identifying 

how design features can positively or negatively affect detention settings and ask 

readers how this can be applied in their contexts. For example, how can design inject 

a sense of hope, normality and autonomy in places primarily defined by boundaries 

and constraints? How can design strike the delicate balance between multiple needs, 

for example ensuring security against escape while providing opportunities for 

constructive activities, maintaining meaningful connection with the outside world 

and fulfilling the essential human needs of detainees and staff?

While we recognize that infrastructure, staff and procedures are the three inextricable 

axes of good prison management, we maintain a constant focus on design, mentioning 

management issues only to the extent that they are directly relevant to design issues.

This book focuses on prisons, defined here as places where individuals are deprived of 

their liberty because they are suspected or convicted of having committed a criminal 

offence. It does not address other types of detention facilities such as immigration 

detention centres, prisoner of war camps or other places of security or administrative 

detention; police stations; secure psychiatric hospitals; or secure children’s homes. 

Although the general principles related to humane treatment obviously also apply 

in these places, they follow other rules related to their specific roles and reasons for 

INFRASTRUCTURE 

PROCEDURES STAFF
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deprivation of liberty, which should be reflected in their design. For example, a police 

station where people would normally be detained for a matter of hours may offer only 

limited short-term accommodation while the design of secure psychiatric hospitals 

should reflect their primary medical function.

WHY USE THIS BOOK
Building a prison is a great responsibility. We believe that when it is deemed necessary 

to build a new prison, following the guidelines in this book will increase the likelihood 

that its design will help foster respect and dignity; health and well-being; humane, 

effective and efficient management; and positive interactions between detainees and 

staff that improve safety for all. 

Society clearly benefits when prisons work well. The vast majority of detainees will 

be released into society, and programmes and design that support their growth and 

integration with the community help to reduce crime, increase public safety and 

lower the financial and human costs of detention.

We aim to empower those responsible for prison planning and design and those 

affected by it to take an active role in the process and consider carefully the short- 

and long-term impact of their design decisions. After all, prisons are built to last for 

decades, and each design choice will affect thousands of human beings for generations 

to come. Everyone involved in the planning, design and construction of a prison 

therefore has a very real responsibility to the human beings who will be deprived of 

their liberty and to all those who will supervise, care for, or otherwise interact with 

them. They have a moral and legal obligation to create a prison that not only meets 

but also seeks to exceed the minimum requirements for the humane treatment of 

detainees in a way that also anticipates the future needs of the space. 

This book will help readers meet that obligation by empowering them to:

• explore the fundamental relationship between cultural values and context, criminal 

justice philosophy and prison design
• recognize the impact of design on the human experience of prison and the high 

human cost of poor design
• acknowledge that prisons are places in which people live and socialize, regardless 

of any intended criminal justice system outcomes
• recognize and rethink personal, professional and cultural assumptions about 

prison design
• recognize their accountability and responsibility to engage in the design process
• determine clear and specific goals for any prison development project
• develop thoughtful, inclusive and effective planning and design processes
• make decisions that honour principles of humane treatment and local context and 

culture
• think critically and creatively about how the detention experience can not only 

cause the least possible damage but also provide the most possible benefit for 

detainees, staff, the local community and broader society
• apply the general concepts and guidelines proposed throughout this book to their 

own unique contexts and specific projects.

 

Regardless of past history and current circumstances, prison design that breaks free 

from the status quo is possible. It requires a clear understanding of the purpose of 

the prison in the context of the local criminal justice system and the relationship 
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between this purpose, international laws and standards for the humane treatment of 

detainees, and the principles and practices we propose in this book.

WHO THIS BOOK IS FOR
This book is intended for a wide audience, as planning, designing and building a 

new prison is a complex undertaking that requires a variety of stakeholders to work 

together and consider multiple perspectives. It is meant for experienced teams as well 

as newcomers undertaking some of these tasks for the first time.  While readers may be 

interested in some matters more than others based on their roles and responsibilities, 

the fundamental principles of humane prison design concern everyone involved in the 

process. We are convinced that it is essential for all participants to develop a common 

understanding of what a prison is, what it should achieve, what it is to live and work 

in a prison and how all of this can be supported by effective design.

We believe each of the following groups can benefit in important ways and together 

create an inclusive, respectful and innovative design process that reinforces their 

commitment to – and accountability for – creating humane places of detention:

• Prison authorities. Prison management and staff can provide invaluable insight 

into what design options will help or hinder the success of their mission. The 

information in this book, coupled with their experience, will empower them 

to participate actively in the planning and design processes and advocate the 

design procedures and features that will promote the most humane and effective 

management and operations possible.
• Government officials and planners. This includes government officials not only 

in the criminal justice system, but also those in charge of finances, infrastructure, 

security, health, labour and education, as they all have important contributions to 

make in prison planning and design. 
• Donors and international organizations. Donors may initiate, promote or enable 

the building of a new prison. They need to be well equipped to understand the 

challenges and risks of such an undertaking to ensure the efficient use of their 

funding, especially regarding adaptation to local context and sustainability.  
• Architects, designers, engineers and contractors, including when they act as 

consultants. Their primary role is transforming ideas, principles, concepts and 

needs into concrete realities that must meet the moral and legal obligations of 

prison design.
• Detainees. As the primary users of prison spaces, current and former detainees 

provide important insight into the reality of prison culture and practices, which is 

essential for effective and humane prison design. 
• Visitors, including lawyers, detainee families, social workers and civil society 

organizations. As secondary users of prison spaces, visitors can also provide 

valuable insight to guide the design process based on their experience of prison 

culture and practices. 
• Surrounding communities. Members of the local community need to be consulted 

and their concerns need to be addressed. This book can help community members 

better understand issues related to prison design and contribute positively to the 

process while advocating for and preserving their interests.
• Inspection and monitoring bodies. This book may help inform these organizations 

of design issues that directly affect their areas of concern, such as the treatment of 

detainees, staff working conditions, or cost and budget matters. The guidance here 

can also help them make more effective recommendations and decisions. 
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• Academic prison experts. Prison design remains an underdeveloped area of 

research. We hope this book attracts attention to many issues that deserve further 

research and helps expand the body of evidence available to guide future projects.
• ICRC staff working in the field with people deprived of liberty. Last but not least, 

this book aims to better equip ICRC staff as they assess conditions and advise 

and support national and local prison authorities to secure humane treatment and 

conditions for detainees. 

HOW THIS BOOK IS ORGANIZED
Effective and humane prison design begins with a solid understanding of the impact 

of design and the fundamental principles that must inform design to create humane 

conditions for detainees. Part I: Foundations therefore begins by explaining why 

design matters, especially in a prison. We then define the principles of humane prison 

design reflected in, and derived from, international laws and standards and outline 

the basic human needs that must be met in any prison. We explore how understanding 

the historical context of prisons and using available research can support effective 

prison building today and assert the accountability of all participants in the process. 

Part II: Applying Principles to Process describes the essential strategic planning and 

design processes while Part III: Applying Principles to Prison Design explores how 

these principles and processes can be applied to specific issues in prison planning 

INTERNATIONAL
LAWS & STANDARDS

HUMANE FACE
OF DETENTION

HUMANE
PRINCIPLES

CONTEXT

STRATEGIC PLAN

DESIGN PROCESS

EVIDENCE BASED DESIGN

DESIGN
PRINCIPLES
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and design: adapting to local social and physical contexts, integration with society, 

diversity, meeting human needs, safety and containment.

All chapters conclude with a review of key concepts and a list of key questions. These 

concepts and questions are designed to be detached from the text for quick reference 

and used in discussions with all relevant participants to ensure that the planning and 

design processes remain inclusive and that all those involved maintain an appropriate 

level of engagement and accountability.

Some key concepts and considerations are repeated throughout this book. This is 

in part because of the integrative nature of planning and design; while safety, for 

example, is discussed in its own chapter, it is also an essential human need and 

relevant to designing for diversity, containment and integration with society. Further, 

while each section in this book builds on the sections prior, we have aimed to make 

each chapter as independent as possible so that the book can be read logically from 

start to finish or readers can pull out individual chapters or sections for discussion 

and activities.

Finally, while this book is research-based, it is not a research book. To be as concise 

and practical as possible, we have omitted footnotes and legal or scholarly references 

and instead provide references and sources for a few key international instruments, 

standards and principles at the end of this book. For almost every chapter in this 

book, volumes could be – and have been – written describing in great detail specific 

issues and approaches. We hope that readers engaged in the planning and design of 

detention facilities will seek and avail themselves of these additional resources to help 

further guide their efforts.
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CHAPTER OVERVIEW
This chapter discusses the impact of the built environment 
on people in general and in prisons in particular. We 
explore how prison design can affect the people living 
and working there and promote a collaborative planning 
and design process rooted in conscious design choices.

 CHAPTER 2 

WHY DESIGN 
MATTERS
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Prison environments have a profound impact on the people who live and work there as 

well as those who visit them. The design of detention facilities can create conditions 

that add to the suffering that comes with the loss of liberty, or it can create conditions 

that help people cope with that loss. It can support positive change in detainees by 

fostering respect, responsibility, connection and a sense of self-worth, or it can 

reinforce the worst aspects of detention and the feeling of being separated from 

society. The prison environment can be designed to make the humane treatment of 

detainees difficult and unlikely, or it can be designed to promote consistently decent 

and humane treatment.

Decisions made during the planning and design processes determine the quality of 

the built environment and the impact it will have on detainees, staff and the local 

community. Only by making these decisions consciously, and with the intention of 

producing both an effective and humane prison environment, can the mandates to 

protect society and reduce recidivism be achieved.

WHY DESIGN MATTERS
The design of any building – including a prison – involves making decisions about 

what it is intended to be and how it should operate. These decisions include who the 

building will house and serve and what services will be offered to them; its optimum 

size, shape, organization and materials; the appearance of its interior, exterior and 

landscape; and how these aspects of the building will function once it is constructed. 

Effective design considers very carefully how users will interact with these elements 

and how the design of the space can be used to enhance the goals and operation of 

the building. The result of this process – the physical manifestation of those decisions 

– is the built environment that will be experienced by those who will view, live and 

work in, and visit that space. 

While some might assume that the design of a place as utilitarian as a prison does not 

require much thought, in fact, everything about a prison’s design – from the nature 

of the materials to the organization of the space – reflects decisions that embody the 

criminal justice philosophy of that place of detention. Those decisions affect how well 

a prison meets its goals and how it affects detainees, staff and society for decades.

Of course, building design, especially in a prison, does not on its own determine the 

nature of the user experience. Management philosophy and approach, the quality 

and level of staffing, the kinds of programmes that are offered and the level of 

NELSON MANDELA RULE 4.1
The purposes of a sentence of imprisonment or similar measures deprivative 

of a person’s liberty are primarily to protect society against crime and to 

reduce recidivism. Those purposes can be achieved only if the period of 

imprisonment is used to ensure, so far as possible, the reintegration of such 

persons into society upon release so that they can lead a law-abiding and 

self-supporting life.

“We shape our buildings; thereafter they shape us.” 

- Winston Churchill
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connection with the community are directly responsible for the quality of treatment 

of those in the space. But the built environment provides a setting that can help or 

hinder management and operations and sets the stage for how the facility is run and 

experienced.

Indeed, design decisions have a profound impact on prison operations, on all of 

the people involved in those operations (detainees, staff and visitors) and on the 

surrounding community. Even the broader society is affected, since the prison 

environment influences detainees’ welfare and their ability to adapt to society upon 

release. Careful attention to design by the range of participants working with project 

planners and architects is essential to ensure that the facility serves its stated goals 

and meets the needs of its detainees and staff. 

Following a thoughtful and participatory planning and design process allows 

operations to be supported by the building, rather than forcing operations to adapt to 

what is built. For example, positive staff-detainee interaction (see Chapter 14, Safety) 

is facilitated by living spaces that encourage communication and provide direct, face-

to-face contact. A prison that is not designed for direct supervision, such as one 

where cells or dormitories are strung out along long corridors and where staff and 

detainees are physically separated with little contact or direct line of sight, impedes 

such interaction. 

Everything about a prison’s design – from the nature of the materials 
to the organization of the space – reflects decisions that embody the 
criminal justice philosophy of that place of detention and will affect 
detainees, staff and society for decades.

ENVIRONMENT
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PRINCIPLES
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Effective planning and design can also help avoid difficult and costly changes to a 

facility during the design process and/or after construction and occupancy. A decision, 

for example, made after the brief has been responded to by the architects that climate 

control features need to be added, or that the siting of the health-care facilities needs 

to be altered, means the design has to be changed, which increases the time and the 

cost of the design process.

IMPACT OF THE BUILT ENVIRONMENT
People are affected by many aspects of their physical environment, including its 

organization, colours, lighting, furnishings and accessibility to and from other areas. 

A supportive environment promotes health, positive social interaction, resilience, 

autonomy and productivity and helps people deal effectively with daily tasks, 

relationships and stressors. On the other hand, an environment that is not supportive 

We know from our experience around the world that:

• Prisons can be safe and secure while providing humane treatment.
• Prisons can offer treatment and programmes that successfully support re-entry 

into society post-detention.
• Making prisons safe, effective and humane need not add to construction and 

operational cost and can, in fact, reduce costs over time.
• Prisons can offer decent treatment for detainees while also providing a safe and 

supportive workplace for staff.
• Prisons can serve both the criminal justice system and the needs of the community 

in, near and well beyond the prison.

100%

0%

Brief Concept
Design

Detailed
Design

Construction Use

Ability to change design

Cost of changes to design

As inspired by UNOPS Technical Guidance for Prison Planning
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– or, even worse, is pathogenic – can cause or contribute to stress, frustration and 

ill health; make positive interaction difficult; encourage aggressive behaviour; and 

create situations that are unsafe. 

Behavioural research has shown important ways that the built environment affects 

how people feel, think and act. Understanding this impact and designing accordingly 

is critical for the safety of staff, visitors and detainees. Specifically, the design of 

spaces can:

• Affect the amount and quality of social interaction. Design can support or hinder 

people’s ability to control how much or how little they interact with others as well 

as the ability to choose with whom they interact. Spaces where people can be alone 

or with a small group of others when desired offer an element of control that can 

have a significant positive impact on behaviour and mental health. In contrast, 

being unable to choose when to open or close a door, for example, may make 

people feel isolated (too little social interaction) or crowded (forced to interact 

with too many others), often resulting in stress, anxiety, illness and potentially 

disruptive behaviour.  

• Reduce or increase stress. Small irritants can become major stressors when 

there is no way to avoid or control them. Noise or light, for example, can become 

significant problems when users cannot regulate them. Being able to modify the 

environment (leave a room, for example, or switch off a light) reduces a source 

of stress that could otherwise cause tension, anger, deprivation of sleep, or other 

problems in the tightly controlled environment of a prison.



TOWARDS HUMANE PRISONS28

• Affect how well the body functions. Our environment – particularly the level 

and source of light – affects our biological clock, which tells us when to go to 

sleep and when to wake up. Humans evolved to need bright light during the day 

and darkness at night to sleep well. Artificial interior environments, without 

appropriate lighting or access to sunlight during the day and with many lights 

on at night, as is common in prisons, can disrupt that internal clock and make it 

harder to sleep. This can lead to attitude and behaviour issues such as increased 

irritability and aggressiveness and affect physical and mental health. 

The negative effects of a physical environment are magnified in a setting that restricts 

access and freedom of movement. There is no greater example of that than a place of 

detention, where detainees live involuntarily, 24 hours a day, for days, weeks or much 

longer periods of time. As a result, what might be a minor issue in the outside world 

often assumes great importance for a detainee. The kinds of noise, for instance, that 

could be ignored, turned off or avoided elsewhere can, in a detention setting, become 

irritating, be disruptive, or even trigger hostility and conflict. Moreover, the effects 

of being exposed to multiple stressors are cumulative. For example, a prison may be 

noisy, too hot or cold, poorly lit and overcrowded all at once, magnifying the negative 

impact on detainees as well as staff. 

Poor planning and design can lead to prison environments that are unhealthy and 

dangerous. Building layout may make it difficult for staff to observe and interact 

with detainees, for example creating blind spots where hostile or illicit behaviours 

can occur. Small windows (or none at all) result in lack of natural light and a feeling 

of being cut off from nature and the rest of the world. Design that does not allow 

for social contact can lead to damaging isolation and hinder the ability to cope upon 

return to society.

Good prison design, on the other hand, can help avoid these problems, support 

humane principles, promote effective operation of the prison and help it fulfil its 

mandates. It requires a clearly defined, collaborative process and a strong vision 

with design choices that consciously and consistently support this vision. We believe 

prison design can and should:

• honour humane principles
• anticipate and be responsive to the needs of all the people who will inhabit it
• be contextual, taking into account the culture and social practices of the local 

community, detainees and staff
• communicate positive messages to detainees and staff about their inherent worth
• be sustainable in terms of its impact on local resources and the environment and, 

as much as possible, its ability to adapt to future needs
• be feasible – that is, able to be executed with the materials and means available 

in its setting 
• be judged by how well it functions in use in supporting operations and detainee 

and staff needs.

The negative effects of a physical environment are magnified in a 
setting that restricts access and freedom of movement. What might 
be a minor issue in the outside world can become a major stressor 
inside a prison.
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Our experience has shown that it is possible to create prisons that are safe, secure, 

decent and humane without adding construction time or cost, especially over the 

facility’s life cycle. To do so requires a commitment to the humane principles and a 

focus on the needs of those who live in, work at, visit or otherwise use the facility. 

The chapters that follow explore in more detail how to plan and design prisons that 

fulfil their operational mandates in humane, supportive settings.
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WHY DESIGN MATTERS

KEY CONCEPTS           
• Effective design of a building – including a prison – involves making conscious 

decisions about what it is intended to be and how it should operate.
• Design choices affect the amount and quality of social interaction, levels of stress 

and physiological functions of those living and working in the space.
• The impact of environmental stressors is magnified when individuals have little 

control over the setting, such as in a prison.
• A commitment to humane principles helps ensure that the needs of the detainees 

and staff are taken into account and reflected in the resulting design.
• Acknowledging the impact of design and making effective design choices through 

a clearly defined design process can result in a prison that is humane, safe, secure 

and cost effective over the life cycle of the facility.

KEY QUESTIONS                      
The following questions provide a foundation for discussion to help participants 

involved in prison planning and design recognize the impact of design and carefully 

consider how design can successfully support operations and the humane treatment 

of detainees:

• Are all participants similarly informed about the impact of design and committed 

to making informed and effective design decisions?
• In what ways will the design of the planned building serve the goals of the criminal 

justice system?
• What other goals and values will be reflected in the design?
• Who will the building serve and what services will be available to them? In what 

sort of facilities?
• How will the needs of users be determined and responded to?
• How will the prison be organized and managed, and how can design support the 

intended operations?
• How are detainees, staff and visitors intended to experience the prison?
• How will the design of the prison support detainee health and help detainees 

prepare for release? 
• What irritants and stressors can the design of the building mitigate or avoid? 
• How much control will the design give users over when and with whom they 

interact?
• How much control will the design give users over environmental aspects that they 

would normally control outside prison?
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 CHAPTER 3 

PRINCIPLES 
TO BUILD BY

CHAPTER OVERVIEW
In this chapter, we propose that any prison building 
project should be founded on four key principles:

1. Do no harm.
2. Maintain a maximum of normality.
3. Promote health and personal growth.
4. Maintain connection with society.
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Freedom from physical confinement is the normal state for human beings and 

essential for mental and physical health and well-being. The essence of detention is 

the deprivation of this freedom. 

Being physically contained in a narrowly bounded place that one is not authorized to 

leave is universally recognized as a severe punishment. Key international conventions 

ratified by nearly all States acknowledge that liberty is a fundamental human right 

and that deprivation of liberty must remain the exception. All aspects of detention, 

therefore, must be strictly regulated. 

The rights and obligations related to detention are well defined, and much effort has 

been invested in describing what they entail in terms of criminal justice, security 

policies, and prison management and procedures at regional and international levels, 

including through a wealth of international standards unanimously adopted by the 

United Nations General Assembly. Basic principles related to the humane treatment of 

detainees in particular were unanimously reaffirmed in December 2015 in the Nelson 

Mandela Rules.

However, the development of these international laws and standards has generally 

remained detached from the design of the physical infrastructure in which they 

should be implemented: the prison building itself. Too little attention has been given 

to the fact that prison planning and design directly influence, positively or negatively, 

the ability of authorities to deliver the healthy and safe living conditions required by 

international laws and standards. 

In addition to the legal and moral obligations of prison administrations to provide 

dignified living conditions for detainees, there are sound, pragmatic reasons for 

paying close attention to the impact that design elements may have on detainees and 

staff. People detained in prisons that have poor infrastructure, that do not meet basic 

needs including meaningful human interaction, and that do not support (or even 

International standards regarding the rights of detainees and the responsibilities of 

detaining authorities include:

• Universal Declaration of Human Rights, 1948
• International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, 1966
• Body of Principles for the Protection of All Persons under Any Form of Detention 

or Imprisonment,1988
• Convention against Torture and Other Cruel, Inhuman or Degrading Treatment or 

Punishment, 1984
• United Nations Standard Minimum Rules for the Administration of Juvenile Justice 

(the Beijing Rules), 1985
• United Nations Basic Principles for the Treatment of Prisoners, 1990
• United Nations Rules for the Treatment of Women Prisoners and Non-Custodial 

Measures for Women Offenders (the Bangkok Rules), 2010
• United Nations Standard Minimum Rules for the Treatment of Prisoners (the 

Nelson Mandela Rules), 2015 

See also, in times of war, the third and fourth Geneva Conventions (1949) and their 

Additional Protocols (1977).
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cause harm to) physical and mental health and personal growth are more likely to 

return to society as ill, disenfranchised and angry citizens. Detention in such places 

may seem to serve the purpose of protecting society from those deemed to be a risk to 

the public, but when detainees live out their sentences under such harmful conditions, 

the end result is often a downward spiral of lack of respect, exclusion, violence and 

recidivism, which ultimately increases the risk to society. 

THE DUAL PURPOSE OF PLACES OF 
DETENTION
Rule 4.1 of the Nelson Mandela Rules makes clear the dual mission of places of 

detention: “The purposes of a sentence of imprisonment or similar measures 

deprivative of a person’s liberty are primarily to protect society against crime and to 

reduce recidivism.” 

Depriving people of their liberty to protect society while simultaneously promoting 

their reform and social integration is a significant challenge. Prison staff and 

administrations all over the world are deeply aware of the complexity of this challenge 

and the paradox of separating people from society and depriving them of their liberty 

while simultaneously expecting them to become more responsible, self-supporting 

and better integrated into society. For places of detention to fulfil their mission, the 

maximum must be done – including through appropriate infrastructure and staff 

support – to provide the conditions, facilities, programmes and services that enable 

and encourage detainees to make positive changes. At a minimum, the ability of 

detainees to succeed in life after release must not be lessened by their experience of 

detention.

To help places of detention achieve these two goals in a humane and effective manner, 

we propose four fundamental principles to guide all decisions in the planning and 

design of new prisons:

• Do no harm.
• Maintain a maximum of normality.
• Promote health and personal growth.
• Maintain connection with society.

These four principles are derived from three sources:

• international law and standards related to detention
• research on how design influences human behaviour and relations

ACCOUNTABILITY
The planning, designing and building of prisons is a great responsibility (see Chapter 

6, Accountability). The ethical challenge of contributing to an undertaking that will 

have an impact for generations to come must be especially recognized and merits the 

necessary attention from legislators, prison authorities, relevant government units, 

inspecting bodies, professional associations and donors.
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• evidence from decades of visits to places of detention all over the world by ICRC 

staff who have witnessed first-hand how detention and the design of prisons affect 

detainees, their families, staff and management, local communities and broader 

segments of society.

These fundamental principles help debunk prevalent myths and prejudices about how 

a prison should look (ideas largely inherited from the past) and, if followed during 

the planning and design process, will help ensure that critical elements affecting 

living conditions are taken into account. Abiding by these principles will reduce the 

negative impacts of detention on those deprived of their liberty. How these principles 

can be applied in a variety of contexts, climates and cultures will be further explored 

throughout this book.

Applied to criminal justice policy, this principle means that detention is to be used 

only when necessary and as a last resort, and the building of new prisons should be 

considered only when all other options have been exhausted. 

Prison planning, design, policies and practices should reflect the fact that the 

deprivation of liberty is the sole punishment; no additional hardship should be 

inflicted upon detainees, and all planning and design decisions should be reviewed 

with their capacity to do harm in mind.

NELSON MANDELA RULE 3:
Imprisonment and other measures that result in cutting off persons from 

the outside world are afflictive by the very fact of taking from these persons 

the right of self-determination by depriving them of their liberty. Therefore 

the prison system shall not, except as incidental to justifiable separation or 

the maintenance of discipline, aggravate the suffering inherent in such a 

situation.

PRINCIPLE 1:  
DO NO HARM 
When detention is necessary, the prison 
environment should not add to the suffering 
inherent in the deprivation of liberty. It should not 
cause physical or mental harm to those who live 
in, work at or visit the prison, nor adversely affect 
the local community. Detainees’ living conditions 
should respect human dignity and preserve their 
physical and psychological integrity.
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Four of the most common causes of harm can be mitigated by design:

• Features or devices that entail cruel, inhumane or degrading treatment. This 

includes accommodation without light, incorporating physical restraints, or rooms 

equipped for torture and corporal punishment. These are unequivocally prohibited.

• Solitary confinement. Spaces designed for solitary confinement should be avoided 

or at least restricted to a bare minimum. It is well established that isolation can 

cause significant physical and mental harm. Deprivation of meaningful human 

contact is a form of ill treatment, especially if prolonged. When detainees need to 

be separated from others for their own or others’ safety, steps need to be taken, 

through design and operations, to minimize social isolation; provide decent living 

conditions, including natural light; maintain direct supervision by and contact 

with staff; and retain access to services.

• Assault and abuse. Detainees, staff and visitors must be protected from harm 

and allowed to live free of fear of physical, emotional and sexual assault or abuse 

in places of detention. Design that promotes direct supervision and positive 

staff interaction with detainees can create a safer environment that reduces the 

opportunities for and likelihood of such incidents. 

• Vulnerability to hazards. Design can minimize the impact of both man-made 

and natural and environmental hazards. Site selection is critical in reducing the 

likelihood of flood or earthquake damage, for example, and building design can 

reduce casualties and improve the effectiveness of operational procedures in the 

event of an emergency or evacuation.

In addition, doing no harm means that prisons must also:

• fulfil detainees’ basic physical and psychological needs, including housing, hygiene, 

food, health care, meaningful activities and social interaction, and access to courts 

and due process of law, as well as fulfil the professional needs of staff
• respond to the local environmental conditions to ensure that detainees’ health and 

mental well-being are not negatively affected by elements such as temperature, 

precipitation and insects and animals spreading disease 
• pay attention to and mitigate features known to trigger stress, anxiety, anger and 

aggressiveness, such as inescapable or excessive noise, offensive smells, lack of 

privacy, etc.
• recognize the diverse profiles and needs of detainees
• provide the minimum appropriate level of security based on each detainee’s level 

of risk

NELSON MANDELA RULE 1:
All prisoners shall be treated with the respect due to their inherent dignity and 

value as human beings. No prisoner shall be subjected to, and all prisoners 

shall be protected from, torture and other cruel, inhuman or degrading 

treatment or punishment, for which no circumstances whatsoever may be 

invoked as a justification. The safety and security of prisoners, staff, service 

providers and visitors shall be ensured at all times.
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• be built where there is ready access to and connections with public transportation 

and community services
• have the capacity and the ability to adequately meet the needs of detainees and 

staff.

Following this principle decreases tension and violence and improves the overall 

operation of the prison, thus benefitting both detainees and the staff who work with 

them.

Deprivation of liberty by definition implies restrictions, but it does not mean that the 

prison environment should be drastically different from the world outside. Constraints 

need not be hostile or oppressive, and daily life need not be altered beyond minimum 

adaptations for safety and security measures. 

Most detainees will eventually return to society. It is therefore essential that they 

spend their prison time in an environment that prepares them, to the maximum 

possible extent, for this return – an environment in which they are able to function, or 

learn to function more effectively, as members of society. This can never be achieved 

if detainees have to adapt to a prison environment that is radically different from life 

outside.

Creating a prison environment that promotes normality means that:

• Detainees are treated, and perceive themselves, as individual social beings, each 

with a unique and complex identity (having a unique personal history, occupation, 

family, responsibilities, future plans, etc.), and not merely as detainees.
• The level of security, and the constraints that level entails, are adapted to the risks 

posed and progress made by each detainee, and detainees experience increasingly 

fewer restrictions as they move towards release.
• Detainees are able to have meaningful human interactions with other detainees 

and staff as well as maintain relationships with people beyond prison walls.

NELSON MANDELA RULE 5.1:
The prison regime should seek to minimize any differences between prison 

life and life at liberty that tend to lessen the responsibility of the prisoners 

or the respect due to their dignity as human beings.

PRINCIPLE 2:  
MAINTAIN A MAXIMUM OF NORMALITY 
Life within the prison should be as close to life 
outside the prison as possible. Restrictions should 
not exceed what is reasonable and necessary to 
ensure safety and maintain order and security.



3. PRINCIPLES TO BUILD BY 39

• Detainees are allowed to maintain a sense of self-sufficiency, making choices and 

decisions for themselves and assuming daily tasks and responsibilities, with a fair 

and appropriate balance between privacy and socialization, security and freedom 

of movement, and supervision and autonomy.

The design of a prison building can contribute to a sense of normality in the following 

ways:

• Adapting to the local context – the environment, climate, and cultural and social 

practices of the society where the prison is built and of the people who will live and 

work there. As much as possible, core aspects of prison life should match life in the 

surrounding community. For example, if communal meals are the practice in the 

community outside prison, it is important to try to replicate that cultural approach 

inside. Adapting to the local context includes providing space for the kinds of daily 

activities that would normally take place in the community and working conditions 

for staff that mirror those in other, non-custodial workplaces.

• Supporting autonomy by giving detainees a reasonable and appropriate level of 

control over their actions and environment. For example, creating and providing 

access to sufficient public and private spaces gives detainees some control over 

where and with whom they interact, permitting social proximity while allowing 

as reasonable a level of privacy as possible. Design can also increase opportunities 

for detainees to control their environment, enabling them to make choices such 

as switching a light on or off, opening a door or a window, or personalizing their 

private living space. Further, it can facilitate the ability of detainees to choose how 

they will spend their time while incarcerated, as much as possible providing access 

to educational, recreational and other facilities. 

• Promoting responsibility and self-sufficiency by, as much as possible, giving 

detainees the chance to carry out the responsibilities they would have as free 

citizens, assuming tasks such as preparing food and maintaining the cleanliness of 

their living environment.

• Facilitating movement between the different parts of the prison in which detainees 

are allowed to circulate and creating ease of access to services, programmes and 

activities. When safe movement is allowed, detainees experience life more normally 

than when they are secured in one building or section and people and services are 

brought to them.

These and other approaches to normality described throughout this book help avoid 

the development of institutionalized behaviours and coping skills that may be required 

to adapt to life within a problematic place of detention but that are inappropriate, and 

even detrimental, in life outside. Furthermore, design that supports expectations of 

positive and pro-social behaviour, as well as trust in the potential of individuals, 

NELSON MANDELA RULE 36:
Discipline and order shall be maintained with no more restriction than is 

necessary to ensure safe custody, the secure operation of the prison and a 

well ordered community life.
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helps detainees exercise a greater sense of normality and creates safer, more secure 

and more orderly places of detention. Such approaches lessen the differences between 

prison and society and improve detainees’ prospects for successful integration upon 

release.

Detention deprives people of their right to move freely in society, but it does not 

deprive them of their other rights. Prison administrations therefore have a duty that 

goes well beyond maintaining a secure facility to protect society. They must also 

meet the basic needs of the detainees entrusted to their care and provide conditions, 

programmes and services that promote their overall health and well-being to 

encourage the positive change that will help reduce recidivism. 

Design can and should support prison authorities in delivering this duty of care by 

providing healthy living conditions, including ample facilities for health care and 

other necessary services, and by contributing to an atmosphere that fosters positive 

behaviours, a willingness to learn and grow, and a desire to develop and maintain 

positive relationships.  

The physical features of a place of detention have an impact on emotional health 

and affect the attitudes, expectations and behaviour of those who live and work 

there. People need to be treated with dignity and feel that they are valued, even – or 

especially – if they are in prison, and prison design needs to demonstrate in a very 

concrete way that people who live in the facility are not somehow “less than” or “less 

deserving” than those outside. This is equally true for staff, who fulfil a vital public 

service and deserve a safe and healthy work environment that reflects their value and 

the importance of their services. This in turn positively affects the overall atmosphere 

of the prison and relationships between staff and detainees.

 
PRINCIPLE 3:  
PROMOTE HEALTH AND PERSONAL GROWTH
Prisons should endeavour to promote health 
and personal growth, providing a positive and 
healthy living environment and opportunities 
for education and personal development. This 
goes beyond the obligation not to aggravate the 
suffering inherent in being deprived of liberty. It 
is also critical for the well-being of prison staff.

BASIC PRINCIPLES FOR THE TREATMENT OF PRISONERS, 4:
The responsibility of prisons for the custody of prisoners and for the 

protection of society against crime shall be discharged in keeping with a 

State’s other social objectives and its fundamental responsibilities for 

promoting the well-being and development of all members of society.
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Rates of physical and mental illness are notably higher among detainees than in the 

general population, and those who spend significant time in detention also have 

a lower life expectancy. Many design features can promote health and improve 

living and working conditions for detainees and staff, and it should be a priority to 

incorporate as many of these elements as possible. There is considerable evidence of 

the positive physical and mental benefits of providing views of and access to nature, 

for example, as well as exposure to natural light during the daytime. 

Planning and design must also take into consideration the diversity of prison 

populations and their personal, economic, cultural and social vulnerabilities, such 

as gender, disabilities, age and previous history of trauma or addictions. These 

vulnerabilities require specific design features and treatment if prisons are to succeed 

in protecting detainees and society and reducing recidivism. 

Detainees should be allowed to spend their time meaningfully, to grow by learning 

and working and to develop social and professional skills. This preserves their dignity 

as human beings, fosters a climate of respect and hope and benefits the society to 

which detainees return. It also facilitates their management during their time in 

prison. Ample spaces for such activities must therefore also be a priority in prison 

design.

Though they are physically separated, detainees remain members of society, and most 

of them will return to it. They should therefore remain connected with the outside 

NELSON MANDELA RULE 4.2:
Prison administrations and other competent authorities should offer 

education, vocational training and work, as well as other forms of assistance 

that are appropriate and available, including those of a remedial, moral, 

spiritual, social and health- and sports-based nature. All such programmes, 

activities and services should be delivered in line with the individual 

treatment needs of prisoners.

 
PRINCIPLE 4:  
MAINTAIN CONNECTION WITH SOCIETY
Deprivation of liberty should not equate to 
exclusion from society. Persons deprived of their 
liberty remain members of society and should 
be able – and encouraged – to keep meaningful 
connections and regular contact with the outside 
world.
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world as much as safety and containment allow. This contact enables detainees to:

• keep in touch with current events and the reality of life outside prison 
• maintain and develop their social skills
• maintain relationships with others outside the prison and continue to fulfil their 

responsibilities in those relationships (for example, as parents)
• benefit from positive interactions that may prepare them for their return to the 

society.

Maintaining connection with society helps detainees cope more effectively both while 

in detention and upon release and reduces the likelihood of recidivism. There is good 

evidence, for example, that strengthening family ties through regular contact reduces 

the likelihood of reoffending and is an essential element in helping people avoid 

criminal activity during the process of rehabilitation.

Exclusion and isolation, on the other hand, cause frustration, despair and anger, in 

turn further disenfranchising detainees, exacerbating mental disorders and feeding 

aggressiveness and anti-social behaviours. This not only compromises safety, order 

and security during detention but also increases the risk to the public upon detainees’ 

return to society. An appropriate balance must therefore be found between the 

imperatives of security and the need to keep detainees connected to the outside world. 

To maintain connection, prison planning and design must carefully consider the 

following:

• The location of the prison, which should offer adequate connection to public 

infrastructure, transportation and services to ensure easy access for staff, visitors, 

deliveries and other services to be provided inside the prison, as well as easy access 

to courts and services provided outside the prison. 

• How to allow for and promote positive interactions within the prison environment 

and facilitate connections with the outside world, bringing people and programmes 

in and sending detainees out, and, when possible, sharing facilities and services 

with the community. This can be aided by providing a welcoming entry area and 

inviting communal spaces for visits, meetings and activities with people from 

outside the prison. 

• How to be a “good neighbour” and integrate as harmoniously as possible with the 

local environment and community. This means, among other things:

 – projecting a positive image to the outside world

 – avoiding negative impacts on the neighbouring community 

 – having a positive impact upon and encouraging constructive engagement with 

the neighbouring community.

BASIC PRINCIPLES FOR THE TREATMENT OF PRISONERS, 10:
With the participation and help of the community and social institutions, 

and with due regard to the interests of victims, favourable conditions shall 

be created for the reintegration of the ex-prisoner into society under the 

best possible conditions.
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Prisons designed with these four principles in mind are likely to be more humane 

places in which to live and work and better able to fulfil their dual mission of protecting 

the public both during detention and after by preparing detainees for responsible 

citizenship and integration.
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PRINCIPLES TO BUILD BY

KEY CONCEPTS                                
• Liberty is a fundamental human right, and the deprivation of liberty must remain 

the exception.
• Many international conventions recognize that all aspects of detention must be 

strictly regulated, but few international laws and standards offer guidance on the 

physical design of prisons.
• Building places of detention around the following four humane principles leads 

to better design decisions and prisons that will be more likely to fulfil their key 

mandates successfully.

KEY QUESTIONS                    
The following questions provide a foundation for discussion to help participants 

involved in prison planning and design apply these humane principles to the wide 

range of decisions that must be made during the planning and design processes to 

support the humane treatment of detainees. They should be asked with regard to 

each decision:

• Will this cause harm to detainees and staff? What is its likely long-term impact on 

detainees? The local community? Broader society?
• Will this create conditions that resemble normal life outside the prison?
• Will this create a healthier environment and stimulate personal growth? 
• Will this improve detainees’ ability to maintain meaningful connection and 

contact with society? How will it affect the prison’s relationship with the local 

community?

MAINTAIN A MAXIMUM OF NORMALITY.
Life within prison should be as normal as possible within the 

minimum restrictions required for safety and security.

DO NO HARM.
The prison environment should not add to the suffering inherent in 

the deprivation of liberty. Living conditions should respect human 

dignity and preserve the physical and psychological integrity of 

detainees and staff.

PROMOTE HEALTH AND PERSONAL GROWTH.
Prisons should promote health and personal growth within as positive 

and healthy a living environment as possible.

MAINTAIN CONNECTION WITH SOCIETY.
Persons deprived of liberty remain members of society. Prisons 

should create and maintain meaningful connections and promote 

regular contact between detainees and the outside world.
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 CHAPTER 4 

DECENCY IN 
DETENTION

CHAPTER OVERVIEW
This chapter outlines the human needs any prison must 
ensure are met, including both detainee needs and those 
of the staff entrusted with their custody and care. Design 
choices impact upon how well those needs are met and 
can help ensure they are fulfilled not just to minimum 
standards, but with decency.
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Prisons are places where people, often of very different backgrounds and characters, 

are forced to live together, sharing a certain degree of intimacy and proximity with 

others without their choice or consent. Human relationships in prison are therefore 

complex and paradoxical. Staff must maintain detainees’ deprivation of liberty but 

also ensure that even their most basic needs are met and that their capacity to function 

autonomously is maintained. Detainees are expected to obey those depriving them of 

their liberty, on whom they also depend for so many aspects of their life.

In practice, this creates a symbiosis between the prison conditions for staff and for 

detainees. Beyond the fundamental ethical and legal obligation authorities have to 

meet detainees’ basic needs, the better detainee needs are fulfilled, the more likely 

they are to cooperate with staff and each other. Likewise, the better the working 

conditions for staff, the more likely they are to feel safe and valued, perform their 

duties effectively and engage in meaningful and positive ways with detainees.

There is also a close relationship between security infrastructure and procedures and 

the ability of staff to ensure detainee needs are adequately fulfilled. It is important 

that the restrictions imposed upon detainees are proportionate to the risks of escape 

or disorder that they pose so that they have the best possible access to programmes, 

services and movement within and, where appropriate, outside the place of detention 

(see Chapter 15, Containment).

THE NEED FOR DECENCY
Because building a prison is such a large-scale undertaking, and because budgets 

are often strained and detainees are frequently seen as the group least worthy of 

investment, prison design all too often settles on meeting basic needs at a minimum 

level of compliance with local, national and international laws and standards. We have 

seen, however, that minimum standards are not always or even frequently decent, 

and all too often the conditions of detention add to the punishment of imprisonment. 

By all standards, the deprivation of liberty itself is the intended punishment for 

convicted detainees, not the conditions of detention. The first of the Nelson Mandela 

Rules requires that detainees “be treated with the respect due to their inherent dignity 

and value as human beings” (Rule 1). Fulfilling this obligation from a prison design 

perspective therefore means not only meeting the basic human needs of detainees, 

but meeting them with decency.

We define decency in prison as treatment and conditions that are fair, reasonable, 

acceptable and ethical. Decency aims to maintain dignity, humanity and equality of 

access. This applies both to human interaction and the provision of services as well as 

to the quality and character of the facilities themselves.

Where prisons are decent, they conform to accepted legal, moral and ethical standards 

and deliver suitable and humane living and working conditions for detainees and 

staff. Incorporating decency in design requires careful planning and the use of design 

elements and features to help avoid causing any harm beyond the deprivation of 

liberty and, as much as possible, promote a healthy and supportive environment.

By all standards, the deprivation of liberty itself is the intended punishment, 

not the conditions of detention.
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What constitutes “decency” varies by context and culture and changes as notions 

of what is acceptable evolve. What is believed to be decent when a prison is built 

will need to be constantly revisited to ensure that detainees continue to be held in 

acceptable and humane conditions.

Meeting human needs with decency has many benefits:

• It ensures that the way people live in prison does not add to the punishment of 

deprivation of liberty. 
• It can help mitigate some of the damage that incarceration inflicts upon detainees.
• It demonstrates respect and is integral to maintaining the health and dignity of 

detainees and staff. 
• It facilitates the safe management of detention facilities.
• It supports personal growth, making it easier for detainees to integrate with society 

both throughout and after their detention experience.

A way of thinking about decency might be to ask, “Were I a detainee, would I be 

content to live in this prison?”

BASIC HUMAN NEEDS
While what is considered decent varies from culture to culture, the core needs of 

persons deprived of their liberty are largely the same. The longer the duration of 

detention, the broader and more diverse these needs are. Similarly, while the specific 

needs and expectations of staff may vary, they share the same fundamental need for 

a positive work environment where the unique combination of personal qualities and 

technical skills required for specialized prison work can be supported.

We define basic human needs in detention as not only those elements required to 

sustain life physically, but also those required to support mental health, personal 

growth and connection with society. No human need is purely physiological, and 

preserving human health and dignity takes much more than merely fulfilling such 

needs. Meaningful social interaction, exercise of religious beliefs and having personal 

space, for example, are not simply “nice to have” – they are essential to fulfilling 

the principles of doing no harm, maintaining a maximum of normality, promoting 

health and personal growth and maintaining connection with society. To ensure that 

places of detention do not increase suffering beyond the punishment of deprivation of 

liberty, therefore, their design must ensure that physical, emotional, legal and social 

needs for detainees and staff are met – and met decently.

NELSON MANDELA RULE 3:
Imprisonment and other measures that result in cutting off persons from 

the outside world are afflictive by the very fact of taking from these persons 

the right of self-determination by depriving them of their liberty. Therefore 

the prison system shall not, except as incidental to justifiable separation or 

the maintenance of discipline, aggravate the suffering inherent in such a 

situation.
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Specifically, the human needs that must be met for detainees and staff, and to which 

ample access must be provided, are:

• a safe environment

• respect

• adaptations for special needs

• meaningful interactions 

• privacy and personal space

• ability to exercise religious beliefs

• fresh air, access to outdoors and physical exercise

• sleep and rest in basic comfort

• a healthy and clean environment and adequate sanitation

• adequate food and drinking water

• preventive and curative health-care services.

Detainees also need:

• contact with family and the outside world

• legal advice, assistance and representation

• purposeful activities.
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Additionally, staff needs include affordable local housing, decent living conditions 

when housed on site and suitable work spaces.

There may be times when a prison will need to offer better conditions than those 

experienced in the local community because of detainees’ inability to seek alternatives 

for themselves. Such may be the case when there is inadequate access to potable 

water, food, sanitary toilet facilities, or health care in the community. The conditions 

in the community outside are not a reason to fall below minimum standards inside. 

While providing basic needs at a higher standard may be opposed politically, it is a 

primary responsibility taken on by authorities when placing people in detention. It 

is also an opportunity for prisons to work with local service providers to improve 

conditions in the community (see Chapter 9, Local Context: Sustainable Facilities).

Sometimes decency in a prison means considering something not normally included 

in minimum standards. For example, we talk about privacy and personal space in 

Chapter 13, Human Needs. In minimum standard terms, this would apply to simply 

ensuring searches of the person are done in private, but we extend the concept of 

privacy to maintaining normality, safety and decency in prison life.  More commonly, 

decency in prisons is more akin to “going the extra mile.” For example, ensuring 

a prison can provide enough food for its population meets minimum standards, 

but finding ways for detainees to prepare, cook and eat in ways that are culturally 

meaningful and respectful is decent.

The chapters in Part III: Applying Principles to Design explore in detail how to meet 

detainee needs with decency. A few aspects, however, including some staff needs, 

warrant further discussion here:

A SAFE ENVIRONMENT
In addition to the requirement for humane treatment described above, central to the 

first of the Nelson Mandela Rules is the provision of a safe environment: “The safety 

and security of prisoners, staff, service providers and visitors shall be ensured at all 

times.” Indeed, unless human needs are met in a safe environment, it is unlikely any 

of the four humane principles outlined in Chapter 3 can be achieved. (Despite this 

centrality, we’ve placed the detailed discussion of safety in the penultimate chapter of 

the book to help highlight issues like integration that generally receive less attention.)

RESPECT
Detainees have a right to be treated humanely and have their dignity respected. They 

must not be subjected to torture or other cruel, inhuman or degrading treatment or 

punishment, such as being held in rooms with chains or without ventilation, natural 

light or sufficient space to stand up or lie down in. Design choices should demonstrate 

that detainees are human beings whose lives and treatment matter.

Staff also need to feel that they are respected, both as individuals and as professionals. 

Design features such as ample workspace and fulfilment of other needs outlined in the 

book help demonstrate that their health and living and working conditions matter.

MEANINGFUL INTERACTIONS AND PURPOSEFUL ACTIVITIES
The provision of and access to spaces where people can engage in meaningful activities 

and social interaction develops and maintains cognitive and social skills and supports 

the mental and emotional health of detainees. It also promotes normality, dynamic 

security and positive relationships. 
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ABILITY TO EXERCISE RELIGIOUS BELIEFS
We cover the provision of facilities for detainees to perform personal and, where 

possible, collective religious rites in Chapter 12, Diverse Populations. Where State law 

allows, staff should also be provided the facilities and freedom to practice personal 

religious rites should their faith require such activities during work hours.

SUITABLE WORK SPACES
Staff need appropriate places to perform their various tasks, be they managerial (such 

as supervision and training duties), administrative (for example, procurement and 

archiving), or technical (such as maintenance and communication).

Appropriate spaces are also needed for other specialist and support staff who visit 

and work in the prison, including health-care providers, teachers, probation officers, 

administrators and others.

AFFORDABLE LOCAL HOUSING AND DECENT LIVING CONDITIONS FOR 
STAFF
Where and how staff live in relation to the prison directly affects their quality of life 

and their recruitment and retention. Prisons located in close proximity to a local 

community can offer easy access to housing, schools, health care, public transport 

and other public services, amenities and community activities. The affordability of 

local housing for staff is an important consideration.

If a prison is to be built in a remote location, planning and design considerations 

include provision of decent quarters for staff near or on site and as normal a life/work 

environment as possible for staff and their families. 
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DECENCY IN DETENTION

KEY CONCEPTS                                      
• Treating detainees with the respect due to their inherent dignity and value as 

human beings includes not simply meeting minimum standards, but meeting 

them in a way that fits standards of appropriateness and decency. 
• Notions of what is decent are not fixed but differ from place to place and evolve 

over time. 
• Planning and design decisions determine whether and how well prisons meet the 

basic human needs of detainees and staff. 
• Authorities are legally and ethically obliged to meet the basic needs of detainees 

and to keep those deprived of liberty in decent and humane conditions. 
• Meeting basic human needs decently includes providing meaningful social 

interaction, physical activity, access to outdoors and a hygienic environment as 

well as nutritious food, ample access to clean and safe water and sufficient access 

to sanitary facilities.
• People are sent to prison as punishment, not for punishment. Providing decent 

conditions ensures that the way people live in places of detention does not add to 

their punishment.
• Providing decent conditions helps staff feel valued and meet the challenges of 

their work more effectively.

KEY QUESTIONS                         
The following questions provide a foundation for discussion to help participants 

involved in prison planning and design determine how to best meet the human needs 

of detainees and staff and support the humane treatment of detainees:

• What constitutes “decency” in the culture and context in which the prison is or 

will be built? What are the expectations for what is fair, ethical and acceptable in 

terms of meeting each need? What do people expect in their daily lives?
• What implications do the answers to these questions have for infrastructure in 

terms of adequate space, access to that space and effective use of that space? 
• What specific facilities and design features are required to meet each need decently?
• How will specific facilities and design features promote a safe and respectful 

environment?
• What specific facilities and design features will promote meaningful interactions 

and purposeful activities?
• What specific facilities and design features will provide good working conditions 

for staff?
• How will ideas of what is considered decent be charted and reviewed? How can 

design features support future revisions as ideas about what is decent evolves?





 CHAPTER 5 

USING 
EVIDENCE IN 
DESIGN

CHAPTER OVERVIEW
This chapter discusses how using information from 
historical and social sciences research can improve the 
quality of design of new places of detention.
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Building humane prisons requires an understanding of complex design and 

operational issues. Taking into account how current prisons came to be, learning 

from the successes and challenges of existing facilities and applying information and 

conclusions from data and research about the impact of the built environment on 

people and organizations can help avoid preventable mistakes, shortcomings and 

failures and support humane design in the prisons of the future.

THE HISTORICAL CONTEXT OF PRISONS
Each region and country has its own unique history and perceptions of right and 

wrong, crime and punishment. Local approaches are also affected by global trends, 

such as the development and use of large prisons in Europe that were widely spread as 

part of the colonialism of the eighteenth, nineteenth, and early twentieth centuries. 

Many of the facilities built during this period remain in use today, long after the end 

of colonial rule. 

Knowing the historical context of prisons is key to understanding how they came to 

be, how to decide what to keep from the past and where to break from it and how 

people may respond to changes in design. Rationales and designs inherited from the 

past may not make sense as part of today’s criminal justice system. 
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Several points in particular merit special attention:

• The use of deprivation of liberty as a criminal justice sanction is a relatively 

recent concept and was initially seen as humane.

Using incarceration for specific periods of time as the primary mechanism of criminal 

justice punishment – and as a way to change or reform people and reduce crime – 

emerged in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries with the development of the 

first penitentiaries. The ability to measure sentences in months and years provided 

a seemingly rational approach to matching the harshness of the punishment with 

the severity of the crime. Previously, detention was largely used to hold people until 

their trial and punishment, which usually came in the form of fines, reconciliation or 

repayment, capital or corporal punishment, or exile. Replacing capital and corporal 

punishments with imprisonment was seen as a better, more positive choice, evolving 

from ideas of Enlightenment philosophers who suggested that since social conditions 

caused people to commit crimes, different conditions could help reform them. 

These penitentiaries intended to use extreme isolation to help detainees experience 

penitence, reflection, shame and remorse, in the belief that this would improve 

their behaviour. By most accounts, however, these conditions were experienced by 

detainees as a form of ill treatment.

The idea that an action by the state might not only punish but could even help 

criminals become better people was a startling proposition in the early nineteenth 

century and was widely viewed at the time as a more humane and civilized approach 

to criminal justice. The introduction of incarceration in penitentiaries as the primary 

form of punishment spread from Western Europe and North America around the 

world, driven by need to exert control over colonized peoples as well as a desire to 

modernize and civilize criminal justice systems. 

Modern prisons in Latin America often emerged as part of state-building projects of 

newly-independent nations as a symbol both of modernity and of a strong centralized 

government. In some places, Western-style prison systems were adopted willingly as 

a symbol of civilization and progress and under pressure from Western governments 

with whom they did business. 

Designing a new prison brings with it the opportunity to capture all that is successful 

from modern and progressive institutional design and make a break with outdated 

traditions of the past. To do this, it is necessary to understand and reflect upon what 

is accepted simply because that is the way society has historically experienced prison 

building and what past policies, philosophies and politics are worth embodying in 

future designs. 

• Prisons built to support specific beliefs and practices have not been adapted 

when emerging evidence indicated they should.

Prison buildings often outlast the credibility of the social and criminal justice theories 

that guided their creation. For instance, while the theory and practice of extreme 

isolation for solitary contemplation and reform fell into disrepute and disuse in the 

second half of the nineteenth century, the enormous penitentiaries remained in use 

for many years, often impeding implementation of new approaches, such as those that 

favour increased social interaction among detainees and between detainees and staff. 

These prisons often became more like human warehouses than buildings intended to 

support the rehabilitation of detainees. 
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Understanding how the use and governance of prisons has changed over time 

suggests that there is value in providing flexibility in new designs so that they can 

be functional beyond the implementation of any one approach to corrections. The 

expense and longevity of prisons further reinforce the need for great care in planning 

and design to lessen the likelihood of being left in the future with facilities that are 

both costly and unusable when criminal justice philosophies evolve.

• Eighteenth- and nineteenth-century imperialism and colonization often 

suppressed already strongly developed notions of justice and punishment in the 

places where they were imported.

Prisons were imported by colonizers into places with very different normative 

traditions. Approaches to criminal justice in pre-colonial Africa and Asia, for example, 

varied greatly in terms of how they defined crime, their types of punishment and 

where the authority to punish was vested. As in the West, customary systems in these 

places had been informed by local religious, historical, cultural and economic values. 

In some societies, the authority to punish rested with political or spiritual leaders; in 

others, the victim’s family or larger community might determine the penalty. The use 

of detention as punishment was rare in pre-colonial societies.

Local justice systems, forms of punishment and even what behaviours might be 

considered crimes were often very different from those imposed by colonial powers. 

But colonial-era prisons often remained in use in post-colonial times, serving 

different regimes with the same brutality and poor conditions. Prisons in colonial 

sites sometimes suffered from poor sanitation and overcrowding far beyond those 

tolerated in the West.

Criminal justice reform and consideration of new detention facilities present an 

opportunity to step away from a colonial inheritance of justice and facilities that 

often were not suited to local culture and historical context in favour of philosophies 

and models that better fit cultural traditions and current needs.

• The emergence of imprisonment on a large scale dates to the early twentieth 

century and grew as a method of controlling opponents to colonial and political 

power.

Although there was considerable variation in how prison systems were applied 

by colonial powers, prisons grew rapidly as a tool to support colonial control and 

maintain the desired racial, social, political, economic and labour dominance. This 

expansion was sometimes supported by local leaders who saw the penitentiary as 

a way to modernize or to serve personal interests. Many of these prisons are still 

being used today, although typically not operated according to early notions that 

have faded over time or in any case are ill-adapted to local customs and practices. In 

many places, it is still common to use imprisonment as a means to control political 

movements, often unlawfully depriving people of their liberty.  

Evaluating and understanding the relationship of the prison estate with the purpose 

of the criminal justice system, chiefly through strategic planning (see Chapter 7), 

allows the value and continued use of imprisonment to be questioned. Opportunities 

for criminal justice reform and modernizing the prison estate can help create effective 

alternatives to detention and detention facilities that better serve current trends and 

needs.  
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• The current state of places of detention is marked by differences and 

contradictions. Progress is slow and uneven.

All prisons are local. They follow regional, state, or national laws and policies and fit 

within the social and historical context and rules and mores of a community.  Many 

countries have a range of prison types that vary widely in form and function. These 

differences reflect changes in criminological theories, differing needs of detainees who 

vary in category and stage of incarceration, and the impact of social and demographic 

trends. Some emphasize humane treatment to facilitate detainees’ successful return 

to society, while some resemble warehouses or continue to enforce extreme isolation.  

Concepts of crime, punishment, incarceration and reform come and go and 

technologies that are initially innovative become obsolete, but the legacy of these 

approaches endure in prison buildings. 

Even very recent prison construction reflects contradictory theories of criminal 

justice. In the wave of prison construction in the second half of the twentieth 

century, there have been moves towards more personal and humane treatment based 

on communication, self-reliance and social interaction (as with, for instance, direct 

supervision models). But there has also been an increase in the use of extreme high-

security models including long-term solitary confinement, most vividly displayed 

in the development of so-called Supermax facilities, despite research showing its 

negative impact on detainee health and well-being. 

A review of the history of detention suggests no simple solutions or generic designs 

can be universally applied. Importing prison plans is a shortcut to the planning and 

design process that brings with it the risk of creating facilities that are foreign and 

disconnected from local needs and concerns. Designs need to take local context and 

history into account if they are to fit the system they intend to serve. 

EVIDENCE-BASED DESIGN
Evidence-based design is the careful use of the best available findings from reliable, 

relevant data and research to inform the design process. It seeks to understand the 

challenges faced and solutions found in existing prisons and other relevant projects 

and thoughtfully apply that knowledge in appropriate ways to help avoid costly 

mistakes and significantly improve the outcome of a prison building project. An 

evidence-based approach supports planners and designers in making the best design 

decisions possible, given the current information and understanding, across the full 

range of issues, from spatial relationships and organization to fixtures and colours.

While new technologies can support effective prison operations, technical know-how, 

on its own, is not enough to assure the creation of humane prisons. Design must also 

be informed by an understanding of basic principles of individual and social behaviour 

and the various ways humans respond to their environment. Using available research 

can support prison planning and design at its various stages, and incorporating 

further evaluation and research into future building programmes extends the process 

of continual learning to improve both existing and future facilities. Research is not a 

luxury to be discarded when resources are scarce but an important tool ensuring the 

best possible future outcomes.
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USING RESEARCH AND INFORMATION  
IN PRISON DESIGN
Decades of research in environmental psychology have shown how much physical 

settings can affect the behaviour of staff and detainees. Reviewing and applying this 

knowledge to the design of detention centres can help institutions meet individual 

needs and positively influence behaviour in ways that support management and 

operational systems. Evidence-based design also reduces the need to rely on 

assumptions and limited personal experience and gives participants a basis from 

which to express opinions and preferences to designers as critical decisions are made. 

It can also help identify gaps in the information that need to be addressed.

Useful, insightful and relevant information can come from a wide range of people and 

disciplines, including those closest to the setting – prison staff, detainees and their 

families – as well as professionals and academics such as architects, environmental 

psychologists, anthropologists, clinicians and educators.

While much more work needs to be done, there is a sufficient breadth and depth of 

research in prison design to help prison design teams make more effective design 

choices. Policy-makers, planners and designers need to seek, understand and apply 

what is relevant from this existing information. Where possible, they may also be able 

to collaborate with existing resources such as local universities to bring in expertise 

that can help generate useful new information, such as by evaluating the quality of 

new facilities through post-occupancy evaluation as described in Chapter 8, Design 

Process.

Operational logs and databases. Evidence that supports prison design draws on a 

variety of sources, including those that prison administrators and staff themselves 

produce in the course of their daily work. Valuable information can be found in logs 

and databases that are part of daily prison operation, including finance and case 

management information that is often maintained over several years. For instance, 

data from such sources is part of extensive studies that have shown significant impact 

of crowded conditions on use of prison medical services. Logs can help identify 

patterns in where assaults happen as well as the flow of people through intake and 

discharge areas.

User surveys. Information is often gathered directly from detainees and staff in order 

to support the design process. This typically includes collecting opinions, observations 

and experiences through individual or focus group interviews or through self-

administered surveys delivered on paper or electronic device. Such queries provide 

insight into the unique social, cultural and historical issues and needs that affect 

the way long-term, involuntary confinement affects every aspect of detainees’ lives. 

In addition, systematic observation of how staff and detainees behave and interact 

can be valuable in understanding how people are affected by design. Where and how 

guard stations are located in living areas, for instance, plays a big role in how easily 

and often detainees and staff will interact.

Prison studies. Research findings have shown the impact of prison conditions, 

such as overcrowding and the use of isolation cells, on detainee behaviour, stress 

levels and health and have resulted in reforms that alleviate and reduce problems 

arising from these conditions. In other cases, studies have addressed the impact of  

overall management/design systems, producing evidence, for example, that systems  
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providing open contact and direct supervision of detainees can reduce tension and 

levels of assault.

Research in other settings. No other kind of building is exactly like a place of 

detention, and information collected in detention facilities is crucial for providing 

the most humane, sustainable and operationally efficient prisons. Nonetheless, some 

issues are universal, and relevant information can come from assessments of other 

settings that share characteristics of the proposed design project. Information from 

other sources can be especially helpful where data from detention facilities themselves 

is missing.

Research on settings that have similar functions can complement data from research 

in prisons. For example, the design of infirmaries in prisons might use information 

from available studies of health-care settings.

Experimental studies that attempt to reduce outside influences on the phenomenon 

being investigated can improve understanding of the impact of common environmental 

stressors. For instance, noise is a common complaint among prison staff and 

detainees. Despite little research on the impact of noise in detention facilities, there is 

empirically and theoretically sound data from many studies of noise in other settings, 

such as schools, including how and when noise is a stressor that has significant 

effects on behaviour. Similarly, research from health-care settings and laboratories 

on the impact of lighting, particularly access to daylight, has led to lighting design 

strategies that reduce stress and support coping behaviours.

Security needs of the institution and privacy rights of detainees, staff and their 

families create unique challenges for research in detention facilities. Such research 

can be critical, however, in helping make any system a learning organization that 

gains insights from its mistakes and confidence from its successes for its own benefit 

and growth and for the benefit of other institutions.

PROGRAMME/
BRIEF PROCESS

DESIGN

CONSTRUCTION

OCCUPANCY –
OPERATIONAL USE

POST-OCCUPANCY
EVALUATION

GENERAL KNOWLEDGE ,
EVIDENCE
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FEEDBACK

EVIDENCE FROM
POST-OCCUPANCY

EVALUATION
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USING EVIDENCE IN DESIGN

KEY CONCEPTS                                      
• Learning the local and global history of detention, evaluating the successes and 

challenges in existing places of detention and using relevant data and research 

can help avoid preventable mistakes, shortcomings and failures in the prisons of 

the future.
• The use of deprivation of liberty as a sanction is a relatively recent concept 

that replaced some inhumane practices such as corporal punishment as well as 

practices such as reconciliation that may be more appropriate.
• Eighteenth and nineteenth century imperialism and colonization greatly altered 

notions of justice and punishment in the places they were imported to, and prison 

designs were often ill-adapted to local customs and practices.
• Prison buildings often outlive the ideas behind their initial development, and 

many older designs are still being used today for new building projects, even 

though they are poorly suited to the local context and ideas about how they were 

intended to operate were not transferred with them or have been lost over time.
• Imprisonment on a large scale only began to be used in the early twentieth century.
• In the late twentieth century, there have been moves towards more personal 

and humane treatment but also an increase in the use of extreme high-security 

models.
• Understanding and considering the lessons of the past allows new designs to fit 

the rules and mores of the contemporary society they serve, in line with recognized 

international laws and standards.
• Obtaining available information, judging its relevance and appropriateness to local 

conditions and projects, and applying what fits results in better design decisions. 

There are no pre-existing or “one size fits all” answers.
• Reviewing the available information as part of the planning and design process 

helps to identify gaps in knowledge which can then be addressed by future 

research. Evaluating the outcome of projects is vital in ensuring that new buildings 

capitalize on designs and features shown to be positive and avoid repeating 

mistakes of the past.

KEY QUESTIONS                         
The following questions provide a foundation for discussion to help participants 

involved in prison planning and design give due consideration to historical influences 

and relevant and available research to make design decisions that support operations 

and ensure the humane treatment of detainees:

• What is the history of punishment and prisons in the place the prison is to be 

built?
• What, in terms of what has been inherited in criminal justice philosophy and 

prison operations and design, is still appropriate today?
• What is out of place and time?
• What else could be imagined?
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• What else might be accepted and acceptable?
• What information is available and relevant (from studies, research 

in prisons and other settings, and post-occupancy evaluations)?
• What additional information might it be useful to gather?
• How will the prison be evaluated after it is occupied?
• What can be done to use existing resources and create new 

opportunities to support evaluation research that can inform prison 

design and policy?





 CHAPTER 6 

ACCOUNTABILITY

CHAPTER OVERVIEW
This chapter explains the responsibility of participants 
in a prison-building project to make conscious design 
decisions, hold each other accountable and avoid 
preventable mistakes.
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To build a prison is to shape the life of generations of detainees, visitors and staff. 

Failure to deliver the most manageable, decent and sustainable building possible has 

severe consequences for everyone living or working in or near the prison, affecting 

detainees, visitors, staff, the local community, the public budget and society at large 

for decades. Such a level of impact means that all those who contribute to the funding, 

planning, design and building of a place in which human beings will be deprived of 

their liberty must be held accountable for what they do – or do not do – in line with 

their roles and responsibilities.

DEFINITION
To be accountable means to accept responsibility for one’s actions (or lack of action) 

and to be able to explain or justify those actions. In the context of prison planning and 

design, the source of this accountability is manifold:

• legal, under the conditions to engage one’s civil or criminal liability, including in 

relation to legislation prohibiting torture and other cruel, inhuman or degrading 

treatment
• contractual, requiring respect of the terms of any contract
• professional, in line with professional codes and regulations
• fiscal, for those who are responsible for the appropriate use of public funding
• ethical, possibly sanctioned by professional codes of ethics
• moral, upholding humane principles to create decent conditions that meet the 

basic human needs of detainees and staff. 

Design is, of course, not the only factor to take into consideration when assessing 

whether a prison is successfully and humanely fulfilling its mission, but it has a 

significant influence on how prison life and operations are organized and experienced. 

Therefore, every effort must be made to take into account the developing wealth 

of research about the impact of the built environment, problems with existing 

facilities, and best practices in prison planning and design to avoid preventable 

mistakes, shortcomings and failures and create facilities that support effective and 

humane operation and design. Features that by design will cause harm to detainees 

or staff must be excluded, as well as those that prevent prisons from fulfilling their 

obligations, hamper the operation of the prison or make it excessively complicated or 

costly. Features that enable and support humane treatment, positive relations with 

the community and sustainability, on the other hand, must be promoted, with every 

reasonable effort made to seek out and adapt best practices from other institutions.

Creating a prison is a complex and multidisciplinary undertaking, and all parties 

involved also hold a measure of accountability to each other. To ensure a satisfactory 

outcome overall, each participant must understand not only his or her own roles and 

responsibilities but also the roles and responsibilities of the others. Parties should 

All those who are involved in any capacity in the funding, planning, design or 

building of a prison, including in the private sector and as international donors, are 

accountable for appropriately and effectively fulfilling their roles and responsibilities 

in creating a humane prison.
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participate throughout the planning process, respect each other’s input and as much 

as possible facilitate each other’s tasks. 

In practical terms, accountability in prison planning and design implies taking all 

possible measures to ensure that:

• strategic planning exists, is sound and is adapted to the needs and realities of the 

context
• the process is transparent, open to internal and external scrutiny and subject to 

independent review 
• the whole process, from the decision to build a prison to its construction and 

commission, is well organized, inclusive and thoughtful
• the proposed design is adapted to the context and the needs of those who will live 

in, work in and visit the prison, in line with the fundamental principles of humane 

prison design outlined in Chapter 3
• due consideration is given to the sustainability of the project, in all the dimensions 

of this term as described throughout this book
• legal, contractual, professional, fiscal, ethical and moral obligations are fulfilled.

LEARN FROM THE PAST TO IMPROVE 
THE FUTURE
Accountability – in particular the responsibility to avoid reproducing past mistakes 

– also requires regularly assessing existing prisons for possible gaps between their 

intended and actual outcomes.

Unfortunately, the reality we more often observe is that those who are responsible for 

the prisons of the future rarely take stock of the problems of the past. This absence 

is a fundamental gap in prison building today. Some basic mistakes are repeatedly 
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reproduced, even sometimes in the same country, by the same contractors, funded by 

the same donors. These entirely avoidable mistakes include:

• logistical and managerial problems linked to the fact that the prison has been 

located in the middle of nowhere and little or nothing has been done to connect it 

to the necessary public infrastructure
• absence of essential services or difficulty accessing services because movement 

within the facility has not been properly considered
• heavy and expensive security features not adapted to the level of risk actually 

posed by the detainees
• existence of spaces where staff supervision is impossible or so inconveniently 

designed that supervision does not take place in practice
• cells with insufficient space, light and/or air
• imported features not compatible with the climate or cultural habits of the country 

or region
• imported technologies not compatible with what is locally available, manageable 

or sustainable
• large operational and maintenance costs caused by inappropriate or ineffective 

design choices
• negative impact of having underestimated the importance of connections with the 

outside world
• lack of or inadequate spaces for activities, education and meaningful social 

interaction.

For humane, ethical, moral, professional, financial and, when applicable, legal 

reasons, we urge all those who contribute to a prison planning, design and building 

project to be fully aware of and accountable for their responsibilities. All contributors 

must, to the fullest extent possible within the scope of their specific roles and duties, 

prevent any foreseeable damage caused by their actions or omissions and be held 

accountable accordingly.

The legal, professional and ethical challenges of contributing to creating a prison 

should also attract the necessary attention from legislators, inspection bodies, 

professional associations and donors. Indeed, States in particular are required to 

establish effective measures to enforce the obligations they have accepted by depriving 

human beings of liberty, including recognizing the rights of detainees and ensuring 

compliance with internationally recognized standards and good practices. Assuring 

proper prison planning and design is an essential part of meeting this obligation.

The principles and questions we present throughout this book offer concrete, 

collaborative ways to approach these challenges and use the planning and design 

processes to successfully establish and uphold accountability.
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ACCOUNTABILITY

KEY CONCEPTS                                      
• Every effort must be made to avoid preventable mistakes, excessive costs and 

design features that will harm users or hinder intended operation. 
• Funding, planning and designing humane prisons involves a range of participants 

who each hold a certain measure of responsibility for the resulting prison and its 

impact on detainees, staff and society.
• The level of accountability varies according to each contributor’s role and 

responsibilities.
• All participants are accountable for meeting their own responsibilities as well as 

supporting the work of fellow participants; collaborating and holding each other 

accountable is vital to planning and designing humane prisons.
• All participants have a legal, moral and professional obligation to learn from the 

past to avoid preventable mistakes in the future.

KEY QUESTIONS                         
The following questions provide a foundation for discussion to help participants 

involved in prison planning and design consider how to hold themselves and each 

other accountable to successfully support effective prison operations and the humane 

treatment of detainees:

• What responsibilities do each of the participants in a prison planning and design 

project have? 
• How will those participants be made aware of their accountability? 
• What mechanisms are in place to ensure participants fulfil their responsibilities?
• How will participants understand the roles and responsibilities of others, provide 

and incorporate feedback and facilitate each other’s work? 
• How can participants make the best use of lessons learned from past projects?
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 CHAPTER 7 

STRATEGIC 
PLANNING

CHAPTER OVERVIEW
This chapter outlines the strategic planning process. 
We explain the critical role strategic planning plays in 
determining whether a prison is actually needed, the type 
and number of detainees to be housed, the specific needs 
of the projected population and how design will help 
meet those needs to ensure safe and humane conditions 
that meet local and international standards and fulfil the 
intended function of the prison.
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Strategic planning is the first stage at which all stakeholders will have the opportunity 

to begin applying the principles outlined in Chapter 3 to the potential prison building 

project. These principles will only be realized in the final design if participants 

commit to incorporating them from the beginning of the planning process and hold 

themselves and each other accountable for their application through all stages of 

planning, design, construction and occupancy.

Prisons do not exist in a vacuum. As one part of the larger criminal justice system 

that includes courts, policing and sanctions other than detention, prisons affect and 

are affected by the way the rest of the system works, as well as by community values, 

international standards and humane principles, and demographic and other long-

term trends. In order to create humane prisons, it is essential to understand this 

broader criminal justice system and how prisons fit within it.

There are many reasons why authorities consider building places of detention. These 

can include poor and aging infrastructure, overcrowding and changes in criminal 

justice philosophy and practice. Whatever the initial impetus, it is important to take 

into account the needs of the larger criminal justice system before going ahead with 

a building plan. Through strategic planning, the possibility of engaging in the time-

consuming and expensive enterprise of prison construction can become an opportunity 

to review the functioning of the criminal justice system, including its broader needs, 

resources, and policy and social goals to be sure that prison construction is really 

required. Strategic planning can also provide clear information that can help create 

consensus among everyone involved in making these decisions.

DEFINITION 
Strategic planning is a process of defining a set of goals and determining what 

actions to take and resources to use to achieve those goals. It involves envisioning 

a desired future, understanding the external and internal influences that affect that 

future and translating this vision into broadly defined goals or objectives with a 

sequence of steps to achieve them. Strategic planning, with prisons as well as with 

any other kind of public infrastructure, involves understanding the current status of 

the institution or system, articulating a clear vision for its future and creating a clear 

plan for realizing that future.

FACILITY PROGRAMME
DEVELOPMENT

STRATEGIC PLANNING
– DECISION TO BUILD

FACILITY DESIGN
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Strategic planning for prisons encourages asking questions and seeking thoughtful 

answers about the criminal justice system as a whole and the role of prisons within it 

in particular. This includes asking how the criminal justice and prison systems can be 

improved, how the number of people who must be held in detention can be reduced, 

how much detention space is needed (where, for whom, in what kinds of facilities) 

and, therefore, if and how many new prisons are needed. 

Strategic planning is ideally a participatory process in which representatives of all 

the groups who have information about the system, who can make policy or design 

decisions and who will be affected by those decisions play a role. This helps ensure 

that critical issues and potential problems are addressed, that opportunities are 

discussed and seized and that all groups acknowledge and accept an appropriate level 

of accountability for the final product, making acceptance of the plan more likely.

Strategic planning may determine the need for measures ranging from the 

decriminalization of some offences to alternatives to detention, extension or 

renovation of a single prison, the optimization of existing facilities, or proposals 

for a full programme of prison estate construction. Detention may be viewed as 

necessary in some cases, but it is almost always the most expensive alternative 

among possible sanctions for crime and the one that has the most adverse impact on 

detainees, families and communities. The principles described in Chapter 3 require 

systems to do no harm, provide normalized settings, promote health and growth and 

maintain contact with society – all of which are much more difficult to accomplish 

once someone is in a detention facility. Using incarceration as the last option makes 

sense from a humane and criminal justice policy perspective as well as from social 

and economic points of view.

Using incarceration as the last option makes sense from a humane and 

criminal justice policy perspective as well as from social and economic 

points of view.
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Strategic plans for criminal justice systems benefit from looking as far into the future 

as possible, since short-term plans have little chance to be implemented, considering 

how long it takes to get funding, change systems, build large institutions and 

evaluate the consequences. Of course, the farther one projects into the future, the less 

certain things are – trends, policies and approaches change. Good strategic plans are 

regularly revisited so that they can be revised as such changes occur. Furthermore, 

the evaluation of previous strategic plans ensures that lessons from previously 

implemented strategies can be applied.

Managing the criminal justice system – overseeing policing, running courts, imposing 

sanctions and operating prisons – is demanding, complex and often overwhelming. 

The people involved are often so busy keeping systems operating that they have little 

time to look at the bigger picture and consider alternative ways of operating. Strategic 

planning can provide an opportunity to step back from daily duties to consider reforms 

to all or parts of the criminal justice system and apply evidence-based practices that 

better support accepted values and standards. Social, legal, economic and operational 

changes can have an enormous impact on the prison system (including determining 

who and how many people are placed there and how the prison treats them), and how 

these prisons function can, in turn, affect the rest of the system.

Specifically, strategic planning:

• Offers an opportunity to consider the nature of social problems and the use of 

detention, answering questions such as: 

 – How does society perceive the relation of social problems (such as addiction) to 

crime and treatment or punishment? 

 – What punishments are likely to achieve the best outcomes and, where detention 

is included, what are its purposes and goals, how are detainees to be treated and 

what programmes and services are to be made available?

 – How are reforms to the criminal justice system likely to affect the prison system?

• Provides a re-evaluation of the financial cost of imprisonment, including the 

expense of building, maintaining and staffing places of detention.

• Presents an opportunity to consider how incarceration is used and the possibility 

of alternatives to detention. The number and categories of people who are 

eventually incarcerated is determined by:

 – How well the police, prosecutors and courts function. Sometimes relatively 

modest changes in how the police and court systems process individuals, use 

alternative ways to resolve disputes, or apply other alternatives to detention can 

significantly reduce the need for costly detention space and keep people from 

being separated from their family, jobs and community. 

 – The availability and effectiveness of sanctions, treatments and other options as 

alternatives to incarceration. Someone who is convicted on drug charges, for 

instance, may have an addiction problem and could conceivably be sentenced to 

a community-based addiction prevention and treatment programme rather than 

prison. Expanding alternatives to incarceration reduces the cost of constructing 

and operating prisons and helps keep people in their community, eliminating 

the need to integrate them into society after release from prison.



7. STRATEGIC PLANNING 77

• Is essential in determining how many people are likely to be detained in the 

future. This will help make clear:

 – how future needs fit with currently available prison space

 – whether additional prisons will be needed

 – what purpose they will serve.

Too often, the decision to build one or several new prisons is made without benefit 

of a broader assessment or planning process that incorporates available information 

and evidence from experience, research and best practices (discussed in more detail in 

Chapter 5, Using Evidence in Design). Many countries lack resources and professionals 

(e.g. demographers, statisticians, criminologists, sociologists, anthropologists, etc.) 

to collect, analyse and use data that could help them better anticipate future needs. 

This increases the risk that a rush to build will lead to prisons that are simply not 

necessary, larger than they need to be, built in the wrong place, or built with designs 

that do not support the needed programmes and modes of operation.

This risk can be mitigated, however, even if a prison estate construction programme is 

already underway. Even without the benefit of a full strategic plan, it is often not too 

late for high-level decision makers to address some aspects of the planning process to 

consider broader criminal justice system needs and alternatives to incarceration that 

can lower use of detention in the mid to longer term. It is not too late at any stage of 

planning to ask questions about how the criminal justice systems works, how it can 

be improved to reduce the need to build further expensive prison space and how the 

prisons can better embody humane principles. 

HOW TO CREATE A STRATEGIC PLAN
The steps below describe the basic process of a strategic plan, but approaches will 

vary based on legal, historical and political contexts as well as available budgets and 

expertise. Some countries have long-term national strategic plans while others have 

shorter planning time frames corresponding to local electoral cycles and economics. 

The strategic plan determines whether there is a need for new prisons, and, if so, leads 

directly to a comprehensive design process. This is a cyclical process: the evaluation 

of previous strategic plans will inform the next cycle. Designers and architects can 

best aid the creation of a humane and effective prison when they understand the 

overall vision for the prison estate as clearly articulated in a strategic plan.  

BUILDING NEW PRISONS DOES NOT OF ITSELF RESOLVE OVERCROWDING
When the number of people to be detained exceeds the capacity of existing prisons, 

building a new prison should not be the first and only solution considered. Prison 

populations are often capacity-driven – beds that are available tend to be filled – so 

new building programmes alone do not solve overcrowding problems. A strategic 

plan can propose adjustments to the criminal justice system that are more timely 

and less expensive, for example by enforcing more efficient court proceedings and 

promoting alternatives to imprisonment.
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The following steps can support any country in adopting a strategic planning approach 

that serves their needs:

STEP 1: DETERMINE WHO SHOULD BE INVOLVED IN THE PROCESS
A participatory strategic planning process looks to engage people with a variety of 

expertise to help:

• collect and analyse relevant data  
• prepare the plan
• communicate findings and propose options to decision makers and the public 
• advocate for the plan.

Engaging all the relevant stakeholders from the start is essential. It helps to ensure 

that different views and options are considered and debated early in the process 

and contributes to agreement on methods and objectives. It can lead to a common 

understanding about the need for improving or reforming the detention system 

and increases the chances that those who are initially sceptical will come to “own” 

and support the results and even become powerful advocates for its adoption and 

implementation.

Leadership and buy-in are critical to a successful outcome. The people chosen to lead 

the development of the strategic plan must have a strong commitment to the whole 

process, its principles and goals and must communicate that commitment to the team 

members who will engage with those principles throughout the plan’s development. 

An open process in which people feel able to voice their ideas and concerns and feel 

that they have been heard is critical to establish belief in and support for the process.

A steering committee composed of high-level representatives and led by a respected 

public figure can be helpful in gaining public support. The committee can champion 

the strategic plan by exposing it to a wider audience and serving as the plan’s public 

voice.

STEP 2: DESCRIBE CURRENT AND PROJECTED NEEDS OF THE 
CRIMINAL JUSTICE SYSTEM
This step creates a profile of the current system, including trends and changes over 

time, costs of components and current and future needs. At best, it addresses social 

inequities in the justice system, effectiveness in balancing underlying contributory 

factors in perpetrator offences with victim needs for protection and justice, and the 

degree to which rights are respected. The information that is gathered considers:

• demographic trends
• social trends, such as poverty and its consequences or approaches to health and 

substance abuse issues 
• legal framework for arrests and sentencing, such as how laws that require 

mandatory prison sentencing for drug offences affect prison populations and how 

changes to laws might provide options for alternative sentencing
• trends in the criminal justice system (recidivism, numbers and patterns of people 

passing through the criminal justice system, use of alternatives to detention where 

possible)  
• possibilities for efficient collaboration among institutions within the criminal 

justice system
• possible applications of research on best practices in detention and to reduce 

recidivism
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• services (community-based, NGO or other) available for the general population, 

detainees and those at risk of entering the criminal justice system.

Useful data can include:

• crime and arrests by charge or other reason for detention 
• court capacity and average time from arrest to trial
• average annual prison admissions, average length of stay and average daily prison 

opulation 
• future projections of the total detainee capacity.

This analysis, along with the current state of detention facilities (Step 4), is compared 

to current needs to identify existing gaps between the current state and vision (Step 

5) and determine the best course of action to fill those gaps.

STEP 3: DEVELOP A CLEAR VISION AND OBJECTIVES FOR THE 
CRIMINAL JUSTICE SYSTEM
The information from Step 2 should lead to a vision for the overall criminal justice 

system that takes into account international laws and standards, describes how the 

principles will be realized and commits to a prison system that provides humane 

conditions and an environment that promotes positive change in detainees.

The vision may describe and identify:

• the ideal goals for the criminal justice and detention system
• the desired outcome of the criminal justice system, including alternatives to 

detention and places of detention
• what the experience of people within that system should be
• connections and relations between detention facilities and society 
• timing and the markers along the way that will indicate how well progress is being 

made toward realizing that vision.

STEP 4: EVALUATE THE CURRENT STATE OF THE EXISTING  
DETENTION FACILITIES
An essential part of a strategic plan is the assessment of the current state of existing 

detention facilities. This assessment addresses questions such as:

• How well do they function and support the system as it operates now? 
• How well do they deliver the four principles?
• How much space is available and how suitable is that space for the numbers and 

kinds of detainees currently held in detention?
• Are the risks and needs of new detainees being assessed and addressed? 
• Can current facilities support desired programmes and operational systems? Do 

they support interaction and communication, or do they separate and isolate?  
• Are they addressing the needs of detainees to achieve successful integration into 

the community?   Do they meet, or can they be brought up to, acceptable standards 

of health, safety and humane treatment? 

Many prison spaces fall well below international guidelines for 
safety and humane conditions and require urgent action.



TOWARDS HUMANE PRISONS80

Many prison spaces fall well below international standards for safety and humane 

conditions and require urgent action. States are legally and ethically obligated to 

address and materially improve those conditions. In cases where it is too difficult or 

costly to do so, facilities need to be closed and replaced with alternative sanctions or 

new facilities.

STEP 5: IDENTIFY GAPS AND MEASURES NEEDED TO MOVE TOWARD 
THE VISION
At this point, enough information should be available to identify the gaps between 

where the system is currently (Step 4) and the vision for the future (Step 3) and to 

determine measures needed to close those gaps. Questions that need to be answered 

include:

• How does the projected prison population compare with the current detention 

capacity?
• If the status quo is maintained, what is the likely need for new place(s) of detention? 
• What changes will improve or modify the current state of facilities and the operation 

of the system to move toward the proposed vision and reduce the projected prison 

population? Such changes may include: 

 – improving criminal justice processes 

 – providing new or expanded court resources

 – changing laws or sentencing practices 

 – implementing schemes to divert people from custody into programmes, such as 

for those with mental health or substance misuse issues 

 – creating new or additional community-based corrections programmes  

 – developing other alternatives to detention.
• What are the expectations for detainee classification and categorization for 

necessary separations by gender, age, medical status and other assessments of 

vulnerability or risk?

STEP 6: CREATE THE PLAN AND GET IT APPROVED
Based on this analysis, the strategic plan can be assembled. The plan can include a 

prison system population capacity plan for a defined period, describing whether, what 

kind of, and how many new facilities should be built and/or older ones closed down 

or rehabilitated.

An effective strategic plan identifies factors necessary to success, explains the strategy 

for accomplishing each success factor, identifies risks that may be encountered and 

prioritizes the activities. 

Once ready and approved, the strategic plan can be presented to authorities, decision 

makers and the public for validation and acceptance. A successful participatory 

process makes it more likely that the plan will have useful recommendations, with 

evidence to back them up, and the support of key participants. The plan may include:

• descriptions and evidence showing why the proposed measures are needed
• short-, medium- and long-term measures to move towards the proposed vision
• various options, detailing the advantages, disadvantage and costs of each
• markers to measure progress toward goals
• communication strategies.

The completed strategic plan should be considered a living document, to be modified 

as policies change, new evidence is presented and important information emerges. 

Regular reviews of the strategic plan will ensure its continued accuracy and relevance.
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STRATEGIC PLANNING

KEY CONCEPTS                                      
• Strategic planning creates an opportunity to envision and articulate a desired 

future.
• The four humane principles will only be realized in the final build if they are 

incorporated in the strategic planning process.
• Effective strategic planning is a participatory process.
• All groups must acknowledge and accept an appropriate level of accountability for 

the plan and process.
• Strategic plans need to be revised regularly in the light of changing information 

and an evaluation of their outcomes.
• Prisons are affected by the way the rest of the criminal justice system works and 

cannot be planned for in isolation.
• The strategic planning process offers a vehicle for reviewing the whole criminal 

justice system to look at what other measures can avoid the expansion of prison 

capacity.
• Strategic planning is the means to identify and rectify gaps both in the prison 

estate and in the wider criminal justice system.
• Improving outcomes for detainees might require prison estate reform even where 

additional detention facilities are not required. 
• Understanding demographic and social trends is critical for predicting likely 

demands on the criminal justice system and the need for prison beds.
• Even if prison planning and design has begun without the benefit of a strategic 

plan, it is not too late to consider broader issues about how the criminal justice 

system works, affects decisions to build new prisons and impacts the design of 

prison building projects.

KEY QUESTIONS                         
The following questions provide a foundation for discussion to help participants 

involved in prison planning and design use strategic planning to support effective 

prison operations and the humane treatment of detainees:

• Who should be involved in the strategic planning process?
• What methodology for strategic planning exists with the relevant authority or can 

be implemented?
• What are the financial resources needed to complete the strategic planning 

process?
• What time frame does the plan cover?
• How can current judicial practices and other aspects of the criminal justice system 

be improved to reduce the use of detention and promote alternatives?
• What indicators will be used to measure progress towards achieving the desired 

objectives?
• How will plans and progress be communicated and to whom?
• What means are available (e.g. specialists, information systems) to gather the data 
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needed to support strategic planning?
• What is the current state of the existing detention facilities? Consider:

 – available capacity versus current and projected population
 – ability to meet detainees’ needs and local and international standards for safe 

and humane treatment
 – level of resources necessary to maintain and run facilities.

• How big is the gap between the current reality of the criminal justice system and 

detention facilities and the proposed vision?
• What are the short-, medium- and long-term measures to move towards the 

vision and close that gap? 
• Is there a need to build new prisons and/or renovate existing prisons? If so, where 

should they be, and what kinds of spaces and programmes should they offer?
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 CHAPTER 8 

THE DESIGN 
PROCESS

CHAPTER OVERVIEW
This chapter describes the steps in an effective prison 
design process, from determining the operational 
framework to post-occupancy evaluation. We emphasize 
the participatory and cyclical nature of the process and 
the ongoing need for accountability at each stage to 
ensure the design supports humane principles.
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Designing a prison that realizes the principles outlined in Chapter 3 requires careful 

planning throughout multiple stages. This chapter assumes that strategic planning 

(described in the previous chapter) will precede the design process. However, even 

where a decision has been made to build a prison without the benefit of a strategic 

plan, following the process described below is critical to creating an effective and 

humane facility.  

The design of a building is only effective if it serves and supports the operations of 

that building. Therefore, before the design process begins, it is essential to have the 

operational framework for the building. The vision developed in the strategic plan will 

be funnelled through this framework into a concrete design that can meet the goals 

of the prison and criminal justice system within the legal and moral parameters for a 

prison-building project.

THE IMPORTANCE OF THE  
DESIGN PROCESS
Once the decision to build a new facility has been made, the next step is to create 

a process to design the prison. This process includes a series of steps that progress 

from initial ideas, to a detailed description of operational and user needs (the brief), 

to architectural and landscape plans (design), followed by construction, transition, 

occupancy and evaluation.  

As with strategic planning, creating a good design process, with broad participation, 

is essential for making design decisions that are robust, reflect appropriate principles 

and values, gain broad support and lead to a design that will serve immediate needs 

while also being durable and responsive to the inevitable changes that occur over 

time.

A good design process ensures the right people are involved and that the necessary 

information is collected at the appropriate time. This helps avoid the likelihood of 
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mistakes that are expensive to rectify and the kinds of shortcomings that we have 

seen in practice, such as:

• sites that turned out to be inappropriate in size, location or configuration because 

they were selected and acquired before there was clear knowledge of the size of the 

prison that was needed or the services to be located there 
• architectural designs developed without consulting people familiar with the 

needs of the anticipated prison users (for example, staff and detainees of other 

institutions or detainee advocates)
• unrealistic funding requests that were based on inaccurate budgets produced 

before having complete information about size, staffing and operational needs of 

the facilities.

DEVELOPING DESIGN THROUGH A 
CYCLICAL, PARTICIPATORY PROCESS
An effective design process is dynamic, iterative and inclusive. As planning 

progresses, the discussion, which begins with more abstract and general issues, 

becomes increasingly more specific and detailed. The steps and tasks in the process 

should be thought of as cyclical, involving a variety of feedback loops that provide 

the opportunity to review and improve the project, assess how well the initial designs 

fit the needs described in the brief and review and revise designs along the way. 

Assessing success after a project is completed (including through post-occupancy 

evaluation, described below) provides the ability to learn from the experience and 

improve design for future projects. 
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DESCRIBING THE OPERATIONAL AND 
MANAGEMENT FRAMEWORK
Before the process of designing a prison can begin, the operational framework for the 

prison needs to be described and understood in detail.

Ideally, this operational framework covers the management strategy, the legal 

framework and national standards applicable to the project and the expected 

maintenance plan. The form and scope of this framework and any constraints will 

vary depending on the local context. The operational framework critically influences 

the planning process as it may impose certain design requirements. Furthermore, 

it might mean that some desired outcomes cannot be achieved unless there are 

changes to the legal framework or national standards (for example, a vision focused 

on maintaining regular family contact might have to negotiate its way around 

operational requirements that allow conjugal visits for men but not for women, 

despite international standard minimum rules requiring non-discrimination in 

conjugal visiting rights). It is critical for the participants in the process to know how 

the outcomes they envision might be affected by the pre-existing parameters as this 

may affect the kind of prison that is possible.

The management strategy describes how the prison regime will be regulated and 

administered, the various classifications required (by need, gender, age, vulnerability, 

legal status, security, etc.) and the level of access each group has to programmes and 

services. It details the staff organizational structure, intended staff-detainee ratios 

and expected levels of interaction. All these in turn influence how the building might 

be designed to support these approaches and activities. 

Planning and design need to adhere to the legal framework and standards that cover 

the spectrum of national norms and technical specifications for public health and 

safety, public building regulations, engineering and architectural guidelines, hygiene, 

working conditions, security and safety, interior design, ratios, etc. These offer a 

baseline of minimum conditions and standards to be met and can indicate which 

professional groups need to be included in discussions about the layout and the 

design of the prison. 

In tandem with the design process, it is important to develop a maintenance plan 

for key facility systems and materials, addressing planned preventive servicing and 

repair and immediate response to bring things back into working order after a crisis 

(see Chapter 14, Safety). Such a plan should also address training appropriate staff 

members for system maintenance. 

Ensuring all these elements are understood and taken account of in the design 

process is a key responsibility to be met by the various relevant practitioners. For 

example, maintenance team input will ensure the design proposals meet maintenance 

regulations and practicalities, health professional input will ensure the design 

proposals meet relevant minimum and national standards and ensure a conducive 

environment in which these responsibilities can be carried out, and so on.

STEP 1: LAY OUT THE STAGES OF THE DESIGN PROCESS 
The first step is to identify the stages of the design process, apply a project 

management cycle approach, work out what each stage will cost and how long the 

process is expected to take. The elements of a prison project delivery plan will vary 

depending on the scope of the activity and the experience of those undertaking it. 
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Good practice in project management ensures as a minimum:

• a plan for managing the human resources on the team, both in terms of availability 

and skills
• a plan for managing budgeting and costs, including any procurements or existing 

supplier engagements
• a communications plan that identifies a clear and efficient method by which 

information about the project and process will be shared among the many 

participants involved
• a plan for dealing with project risk, including the processes for logging and tracking 

risks
• a plan that specifies the targets for the project and their timing.

STEP 2: DETERMINE WHO SHOULD BE INVOLVED IN THE PROCESS
A prison is a complex organizational, social and physical entity, and there are broad 

decisions about management approach and philosophy that must be made as well as 

innumerable details that must be accounted for in order to provide safe, effective and 

humane operation. An effective design process brings in people who have experience 

and knowledge about these systems and facilitates their input at the appropriate 

time. These may include high-level decision makers (early on for strategic decisions 

and during the detailed planning to review and approve other decisions) as well as 

those who work and live in prisons. In areas as varied as supervising family visiting, 

maintaining safety in living areas, or providing healthy and culturally appropriate 

meals, discussions should include professionals with technical expertise as well as 

representatives who can speak from experience about how these services are used. 

The experiences and results from other prison design and construction efforts and 

related research (evidence-based design) can support and facilitate efforts to involve 

key participants in the planning and design process and make the most appropriate 

and effective design decisions. Relevant information from other projects helps to 

engage stakeholders, especially end-users, in the current project and gives them a 

basis from which to express opinions and preferences to designers as critical decisions 

are made. 

Range of participants:

• Decision makers (e.g., state authorities)
• Implementing agencies (e.g., prison authorities, public works/capital projects 

agencies)
• People who have a stake in how prisons are run (e.g., community advocates, 

detainee rights groups, detainee families)
• Project managers (e.g., individuals and/or a project oversight committee appointed 

by decision makers)
• People with special expertise, such as in medical care, food service, counselling, 

education, etc.
• End users (e.g., staff and supervisors who understand prison operation, detainees, 

justice agency representatives)
• Project implementers (e.g., core planning team, architect)
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STEP 3: PREPARE THE PRISON BRIEF
Under the broad direction and guidance of the strategic plan, the next step is to 

develop a brief (also sometimes called a facility  programme). The brief explores and 

describes both operational and physical requirements for the prison, with specific 

details of how the facility will be run, what services will be provided, the spaces 

that will be included, circulation in and through spaces, security provisions and what 

values the prison should embody. It is this brief that architects use as a guide to create 

the conceptual drawings and final plans for the building.

A well-prepared prison brief describes uses, needs and desired outcomes. It will state 

project requirements clearly, differentiate between mandatory requirements and 

those that are desirable, focus on desired performance and outcomes in order to give 

designers enough freedom to be creative in their solutions (thus, being prescriptive 

only when necessary) and be detailed enough to cover all important topics. 

The feedback loop at this stage allows participants in the process to review the brief 

to see how well it reflects the operation and needs that have been presented and 

discussed and how well it embodies the principles of humane prison design.

STEP 4: CREATE A FEASIBILITY STUDY 
This step enables the relevant authorities to decide whether or not to continue with 

a project. The feasibility study, including the concept design and cost assessment, 

are usually prepared by an architectural firm in accordance with the requirements 

and limitations specified in the brief. They provide initial estimates of the costs to 

construct and operate the facility and a construction time schedule. If construction 

costs exceed the available funding, ways to review and reduce costs without violating 

the guiding design philosophy and principles have to be built into the planning and 

design process. More precise estimates of cost come, of course, after initial designs 

have been completed.

It is important to note that while construction funding may be the first and most 

obvious hurdle to feasibility, operating costs outstrip capital costs many-fold over the 

life of the building. Assessing how much the facility will cost to staff and operate may 

be much more important in understanding the impact on long-term budgets and the 

ultimate sustainability of the prison. 

The feasibility study also includes a possible handover strategy, an assessment of 

any risks to project implementation and how they might be managed, a project 

execution plan (including who will take on which tasks), technological considerations, 

communication strategies and consideration of common standards to be used.

A well-prepared prison brief describes uses, needs and desired outcomes 

for the proposed facility. 

Operating costs outstrip capital costs many-fold over the life of the building. 

Understanding how much the facility will cost to staff and operate is more 

important than initial construction funding in understanding the impact on 

long-term budgets and the ultimate sustainability of the prison.
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SITE SELECTION
Site selection ideally takes place after the feasibility study as the fifth step of the 

process, when everything relevant to the building and its fit with a potential site 

is well understood. In reality, site selection is often done at various stages in the 

process, sometimes even before the project initiation. In these cases, the feasibility 

study can raise some difficult questions about whether or not the project should 

proceed. 

Location, as noted in Chapter 11, Integration, is an important part of maintaining 

connections between the prison and the community. Prisons are sometimes placed 

in remote or undesirable locations because of local community concerns. Involving 

representatives of local communities in the planning process is important in avoiding 

rejection of the prison project and enabling it to be located close to, and accepted by, 

a community.

Distant and hard-to-reach sites may lead to staffing recruitment and retention 

problems and reduce family visits, affecting the ability of detainees to maintain 

family ties. Proximity to cities and towns can enhance connection to jobs and support 

from governmental services and civil society. 

Good design takes into account the physical elements of the site, including 

its proximity to services, elevations, orientation, vegetation and underground 

conditions. In addition to technical elements involved in working with any site, 

such as availability of water, waste and power services, transportation options are 

essential for access by staff, professionals, legal counsel and detainee visitors.

DEFINE
OPERATIONS

DESIGNED
OBJECTS

AND PLACES

DESIGN
PROCESS
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STEP 5: DESIGN THE FACILITY  
Once the brief is prepared and a site is selected, the process becomes one of creating 

layouts, images and details showing how the spaces will look. The architects begin to 

give form to how the principles will be reflected in the site plan, buildings, perimeters 

and technical and mechanical details that comprise the prison facility. Typically, 

architects provide initial drawings of design concepts and schematic layouts – 

sometimes offering more than one possible design solution for a desired outcome 

– which allows for feedback and change before too much time has been invested into 

the details of the design. This is often the first chance for participants to see how 

parts of the facility may actually look including the layout, size and adjacency of 

spaces so they can consider how they will work and how well they will embody the 

principles of humane design. 

These early plans should be reviewed by as many participants as possible to see 

how well they meet the overarching principles and fit the needs described in the 

prison brief and to identify potential problems. As plans are reviewed, modified and 

approved, designs become increasingly more detailed as they progress toward the 

final documents that will be used in construction.

STEP 6: PROCURE AND CONSTRUCT
Not every authority will want or have the capability to undertake every aspect of the 

prison planning and design process and may need to turn to outside specialists for 

help. Procurement is the process of selecting and contracting with a service provider, 

usually through a bidding process. Any contractual agreement needs to be explicitly  

clear that the provider accepts, supports and will engage with the principle-based 

participatory process outlined here. 

Both the design process and construction processes can be procured. Procurement 

includes:

• preparation of a description of required service and draft contractual documents 

(this often requires the support of legal advisers to make sure that the contractual 

documents contain all the necessary requirements and guaranties for efficient 

implementation and optimal use of public resources)
• request for an offer from various potential services providers
• comparison and evaluation of the offers received against pre-established criteria 

(such as timing, quality, reputation and cost)
• selection of a preferred bidder
• confirmation that the preferred bidder is suitable and available
• signature of the contract.

Project management during construction includes awarding and review of contracts, 

procurement of materials and services and oversight of construction to assure the 

quality of work and materials and compliance with the construction documents. 

Before the contractors leave the site, a final check that all the contractual requirements 

have been met must be undertaken. Materials, systems and equipment are tested to 

ensure that they function as intended.

STEP 7: HANDOVER 
This is the step at which the builders formally finish their work and hand the site 

over to the prison authority. The essential information needed to keep the building 

operational is transmitted at this stage and may include the training of staff in 

the use of specialized equipment and maintenance techniques. Any changes to the 

construction agreed to and executed during the process need to result in “as built” 



8. THE DESIGN PROCESS 93

drawings which give the contracting authority and the staff operating the prison the 

final layout.

The formal act of delivering the completed construction should include the handover 

of the full set of relevant documents. This may be formalized by a handover certificate. 

Commissioning and transition. Commissioning is the point at which those 

responsible for running the prison begin to operate it. It is difficult to maintain 

a safe and humane operation through the transition of use from one facility to 

another. Learning how to staff, manage and operate all the spaces of a new facility 

requires considerable time and effort – especially if management and operational 

approaches have changed. Moving staff and detainees into a prison – often in a 

short period of time – can be logistically intricate and difficult. Detailed transition 

planning and training for all staff and managers, well in advance of occupancy, is 

important to make the move and subsequent operation go smoothly.

STEP 8: CONDUCT POST-OCCUPANCY EVALUATIONS
Designing, building and operating a large and complex facility to ensure that basic 

needs are met, even with the best use of available information, inevitably involves 

some uncertainties and assumptions about how elements and systems will work – 

things only learned about after occupancy. Keeping running records of issues and 

necessary adjustments, fixes and changes and conducting a formal post-occupancy 

evaluation (POE) of operation, user experience and technical performance (usually 

after the settling-in period) can provide valuable information that can resolve 

uncertainties and improve design decisions in the future.

POEs commonly evaluate the performance of a building against the design programme 

requirements, original intent, and user needs. They can be used to benchmark the 

performance of many facilities or look closely at the design and operation of a specific 

place within a place (such as visiting areas) or an issue (such as lighting). POEs can 

examine how well a facility as a whole is working or focus on specific issues, features, 

or kinds of spaces in one setting or across multiple settings. The information that 

comes from a POE can suggest changes to physical elements of the facility or how 

that facility is used. It also can become part of the evidence base used in planning 

future prisons. 

WHY DO A POST-OCCUPANCY EVALUATION?
• It provides a means to determine if the original vision, mission and operational 

intent were satisfied through the end design.
• It provides prison managers and other stakeholders with a quantitative and 

qualitative assessement of whether the building is used as the design intended. 
• It shows how operational and design elements affect the experience of people 

living in, working in and visiting the facilities.
• It provides a basis for examining and altering, if necessary, policies, operational 

procedures and staff training to match the design intent and/or remove negative 

impacts on detainees and staff.
• It serves to inform future design decisions for prisons, ensuring that future 

projects capitalize on successful design features and avoid those that are likely to 

be problematic.
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THE DESIGN PROCESS

KEY CONCEPTS                                       
• The four humane principles will only be embodied in the built prison if included 

in the steps of the design process. 
• The steps of the design process should be highly participatory, drawing on many 

sources of experience and expertise, including facility users.
• The design process itself is critical to the success of the overall project and should 

be properly prepared for and budgeted.
• The process should allow multiple opportunities for review and feedback for the 

brief and design, including its ability to deliver the four humane principles.
• Each step is necessary and contributes to a successful outcome.
• Site selection should take into account availability of resources, accessibility for all 

users and possible community connections.
• Moving into the new place of detention provides an opportunity to learn from 

problems and successes to guide future facility development and continually 

improve conditions for detainees, visitors and staff.

KEY QUESTIONS                         
The following questions provide a foundation for discussion to help participants 

involved in prison planning and design successfully support delivery of a prison 

project that ensures the humane treatment of detainees:

• How will the strategic plan inform the prison brief?
• How will the operational and management strategy inform the design brief? 
• How does the brief meet humane principles?
• What relevant legal frameworks and national standards need to be taken into 

account?
• How will quality assurance be managed to ensure that materials and construction 

meet relevant building codes and respond to the plans?
• What range of people and expertise should be included in the participatory brief 

preparation process?
• How will both technical and user expertise be included?
• How thoroughly do the initial designs respond to the agreed-upon brief?
• What procurement is needed?
• What transition planning and staff training arrangements are needed?
• Does the proposed site allow connection to community while meeting the 

requirements in the brief?
• What arrangements are in place to collect data to allow learning from both 

successes and problems in the new place of detention, including post-occupancy 

evaluation?
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 CHAPTER 9 

LOCAL 
CONTEXT: 
SOCIAL 
PRACTICES

CHAPTER OVERVIEW
In this chapter, we propose that understanding and 
incorporating the local context – the social and cultural 
values and practices of the community – is a critical 
foundation of humane prison design.
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All detention facilities are local. That is, they are located in a specific place and 

situated within and staffed by people from a particular community. Prisons, like other 

types of buildings such as schools, houses, hospitals or shops, relate to and reflect 

the particular social, cultural, physical and economic conditions of the place within 

which they are built. Considering local social practices and the physical environment 

is critical to making effective and principle-based design decisions. In fact, unless 

this is the starting point of any decision making, it will be impossible to provide an 

environment that promotes normality, does no harm, promotes health and personal 

growth and connects detainees with society. 

DEFINITION
By the local context of a detention facility, we mean the people, social and cultural 

values and practices, physical landscape, environment and natural resources of the 

society in which the facility is situated. 

Social and cultural values and practices – the focus of this chapter – are the rules, 

norms, beliefs, values, traditions, rituals and inheritance (shared ways of doing 

something within a society or group) and the expectations about what is normal and 

acceptable that people develop over time in their society. Examples include:

• the design of housing and facilities
• traditional beliefs, including the spiritual
• the role of family, including the extended family
• what is done communally and what is done individually
• how and what people cook and eat
• typical daily rhythms and routines
• kinds of sleeping arrangements
• acceptable, profitable and taboo employment
• the level of existing education and relevant education and skills
• attitudes towards prisons and those held there.

There may be times when the local social and cultural values and practices of the 

place chosen for a prison project do not meet internationally recognized standards for 

humane and decent treatment. Exploration of the gap and the reasons for it are then 

needed to find an acceptable way forward.

BENEFITS OF DESIGNING FOR  
LOCAL SOCIAL PRACTICES
The benefits of taking local social and cultural values and practices (hereafter “social 

practices”) into account are many and varied. 

It brings a sense of normality into the place of detention. Many staff, 

detainees and visitors alike will come from the local community and will therefore 

be familiar with the social practices reflected in the design. While life in prison will 

never be wholly “normal” and can only approximate being at home, the sense of 

normality and balance can be increased by more attention to the local context.
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Daily activities and interactions define much of the detention experience and therefore 

have a significant impact on detainees. When these closely mirror familiar values and 

practices, this impact is less problematic and can even be beneficial.

It facilitates effective operations. The sense of normality in day-to-day 

activities that incorporating local social practices creates improves daily operations 

and reduces the potential for conflict. In contrast, externally imposed or atypical 

practices are likely to be experienced as more burdensome and can lead to rejection 

or conflict when insisting on their practice. 

It encourages a sense of ownership. People tend to take better care of a place 

that they recognize as familiar and perceive as facilitating, as much as possible, 

“normal” life. A place that feels more like a home than an institution designed for 

punishment supports detainee health, daily operations and sustainability.

It supports autonomy. Allowing detainees to choose between a range of options 

that they consider culturally acceptable supports building and retaining their 

autonomy. The more meaningful and reflective of reality these options are, the more 

likely detainees will want to make decisions for themselves.

It supports a sense of identity and connection with the broader society. 
Detainees are far more likely to engage with what is familiar to them. This positively 

reinforces their sense of identity as well as their connection with the broader 

society, thus helping to avoid alienation and promoting integration throughout the 

detention experience.

There are many examples of how the local social practices have been successfully 

incorporated into the design of detention facilities. In one context where the local 

practice is to experience and interact with nature, a maximum-security prison 

included parts of a forest and exercise trails within its perimeter, allowing detainees 

to maintain this meaningful connection. Some facilities reflect cultural values for 

NON-PLACES
Sometimes prison designs are very disconnected from the outside world. We have 

seen spaces designed for activities that are so unlike anything detainees would 

recognize in their culture that those spaces are either unused or damaged by the 

detainees they were intended to benefit. 

Spaces that are sterile and without context are unattractive to people and 

inadvertently create problematic “non-places.” These non-places provide no 

recognizable reference to what reality is like outside the prison walls and to what 

detainees consider familiar. This in turn disrupts the relationship between detainees 

and staff as well as prison operations.

This is a particular risk when off-the-shelf prison designs that do not relate 

meaningfully to the local context are used. We have seen prisons with elements of 

imported models that bear no relation to the environment in which they have been 

built, creating unnecessary operational challenges for detainees and staff.
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the care and nurturing of children by providing, for instance, visiting areas designed 

with children’s safety and welfare in mind or replicating nursery and play facilities in 

the community so children and their caregivers have no sense of being within prison 

walls.

DESIGNING TO INCORPORATE 
LOCAL SOCIAL PRACTICES
Designing in the local context requires a clear understanding of the local social and 

cultural values and practices. This in turn requires engaging local stakeholders to 

acquire that understanding, develop ways to integrate them with internationally 

recognized standards for humane and decent treatment, make it contextually relevant 

and challenge assumptions and stereotypes the design team may have about the 

local culture. This discussion should be part of the development of the prison brief, 

discussed in more detail in Chapter 8, Design Process.

Places of detention, of course, often host people of diverse origins for whom the local 

social practices and environment, even when incorporated, are alien. These may be 

detainees from other countries or groups from within the country who have their 

own distinct culture. As discussed in Chapter 7, Strategic Planning, knowing as much 

as possible about who will be detained, including their origin, allows for a realistic 

approach that takes individual backgrounds and needs into account (see Chapter 12, 

Diverse Populations). 

Understanding and incorporating local context in prison design is a complex process, 

and it can be difficult to know where to begin. Conversations around social practices 

are a logical starting point, as they offer a rich opportunity for learning and provide 

valuable cues for decision makers and designers. We propose some steps below that 

might support such a process. Each step is intended to be fully participatory, and the 

wider the engagement, the richer the information gathered. The earlier this starts 

in the design process, the better, and plans can be re-evaluated and adjusted as 

understanding of the local context deepens.

Step 1. Determine who can help identify the relevant social practices.

Learning about local social practices and important cultural traditions by consulting 

with local leaders, reviewing studies of the culture, and/or commissioning new 

ethnographic research can offer preliminary knowledge about which practices are 

important and who might be best to advise on them further.

Determining who participates in this discussion is an important decision. It is useful 

to involve people who can contribute to learning about formal and informal social 

practices that:

• help define local identity (the particular form and quality of these practices can 

vary, despite the types of practice themselves being common across societies)
• have developed within specific places of detention, including responses that derive 

from local criminal justice system philosophy and practices.
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Step 2. Find contextually and culturally acceptable and meaningful ways 
of engaging those identified for consultation.

When gathering information, social, political and religious hierarchies and boundaries 

must be taken into account, or the information gleaned will only be partial. For 

example, a prison guard might not be comfortable expressing his or her opinion if 

it differs from the opinion expressed by a senior member of staff, even if that staff 

member is not present. Culturally appropriate ways to facilitate the conversation and 

respect hierarchical relationships have to be found and used so that a variety of voices 

can be heard.

Step 3. Find common social and cultural themes and values and identify 
what currently happens within prisons.

In certain cultures, some social practices are more significant than others. Within 

prisons themselves, common coping mechanisms suggest the need for further 

research into what is culturally important and relevant to detainees. Even though 

imprisonment might impose constraints compared with life in the community, the 

things detainees adapt and work around are often indicators of what matters most 

to them.

Criminal justice systems and prisons have their own established practices, cultural 

values and design approaches rooted in their unique historical context and current 

philosophies regarding crime and punishment (see Chapter 5, Using Evidence in 

Design). These practices may be functional or outdated and dysfunctional. In the 

latter case, discussions within the broader framework of the humane principles offer 

an opportunity to rethink harmful or obsolete practices, identify desirable values and 

design approaches and consider innovative ways to reflect the outside culture in the 

prison design.

Step 4. Identify the social practices that people agree are most important 
to incorporate and agree upon a social and cultural framework to guide 
operation and design decisions.

Once there is a shared understanding of the critical social practices to incorporate, a 

clear vision of what life within the new prison might be like can be developed. This 

vision is a vital reference point for all decisions made throughout the planning and 

design process.
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Step 5. Articulate desired activities, interactions and behaviour.

Guided by a clear vision, the specific activities, interactions and behaviours the design 

needs to accommodate can be articulated, adapting as needed to the constraints 

intrinsic to a place of detention.

This might involve relevant people from the community, such as teachers, health-care 

workers and tradespeople as well as people who work at nearby detention facilities or 

who will work in or live near the prison.

Considering local social practices is critical to making effective and principle-based 

design decisions. Paying attention to what is traditional and expected in a culture 

reduces the break with the community that people experience when they become 

detainees and helps them gain a sense of normality and balance in their lives, in so 

doing supporting effective prison operations.

CASE STUDY: PHILIPPINES
Identifying social practices in the Philippines was an essential step in the planning of 

a new prison. While exploring the existing practices in relation to food and cooking, 

it became clear that preparing traditional Filipino foods is considered culturally and 

emotionally significant. In existing places of detention, this had not been recognized 

or planned for, and detainees had no places in which to cook for themselves and each 

other. This meant that historically detainees had organized themselves informally 

and cooked in groups on homemade facilities, taking the food provided by authorities 

and customizing it to recreate the taste of food made at home. This cultural practice 

had been adopted despite institutional constraints, allowing tasty traditional food to 

be prepared and shared communally.

To determine contextual needs for the new prison, role play around a given topic such 

as “the social practices related to cooking and eating” worked successfully for the 

team, which included staff members, ex-detainees and maintenance team members. 

They found it both a relevant and enjoyable way of exploring the subject and a good 

starting point for the detailed design discussion that followed. It was critical that 

the people engaged in the role play were not fettered by the presence of more senior 

staff, whose views they would naturally have deferred to. Therefore, people were 

divided into groups to encourage honest engagement and feedback, then given the 

findings of the other groups for their response.

As there were no legislative or procedural reasons that cooking facilities for detainees 

were not included in other prisons, and recognizing the value detainees placed 

on preparing food in a way that resonated with their lives outside of detention, 

authorities asked designers to modify the typical prison design to include unit-based 

kitchen facilities, allowing detainees to adapt the food provided by the communal 

kitchens into more palatable and familiar dishes.

The prison authorities recognized that providing detainees with the capacity to cook 

for themselves would help increase the sense of normality, improve the mood of 

detainees and aid the smooth operation of the prison.
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LOCAL CONTEXT: SOCIAL PRACTICES

KEY CONCEPTS                                      
• Considering local cultural and social values and practices is critical to delivering 

places of detention that meet the four humane principles.
• Local practices do not always meet international standards, and this needs to be 

addressed properly in the planning process.
• Ensuring that a place of detention reflects local values and practices means 

understanding these values and practices and ensuring they can be incorporated 

in the built environment.
• Reflecting local context in design is a highly participatory process that leads to 

better relationships between staff and detainees, which results in smoother prison 

operations, and between the prison and the community.

KEY QUESTIONS                         
The following questions provide a foundation for discussion to help participants 

involved in prison planning and design reflect the local context in the prison design 

to support operations and the humane treatment of detainees:

• Who can help identify the local cultural values and social practices, both in the 

community and in existing places of detention? 
• What are the appropriate ways of engaging the identified persons meaningfully?
• What are the common societal themes and values, both in the general community 

and that have been developed in places of detention, including those deriving from 

the local criminal justice system and those detainees have themselves adopted and 

adapted?
• Where are the projected detainees and staff from? Who can speak with knowledge 

and authority about cultural values and practices in these varied places?
• What social practices do people agree are the most important to apply to the 

proposed place of detention? How do they help to deliver the overarching humane 

principles?
• Can social practices from the local community replace some established 

institutional practices?
• How is the social and cultural vision for the new prison to be determined and 

agreed upon?
• What specific activities, interactions and behaviour can be accommodated in the 

prison design to support the vision of cultural life inside the prison?





 CHAPTER 10 

LOCAL 
CONTEXT: 
SUSTAINABLE 
FACILITIES

CHAPTER OVERVIEW
In this chapter, we look at how responding to the 
physical context – the local landscape, environment, and 
resources – is vital to the sustainability of the facility. 
We address both physical and operational sustainability.
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All detention facilities, as previously noted, are local, situated in a specific place and 

environment. To be sustainable both physically and operationally, a prison must work 

with and respect the physical context, taking account of landscape, climate, local 

resources and how the community has adapted to and engaged those features through 

local building practices.

DEFINITION
Physical sustainability, as defined in the UN Environment Programme’s 1987 

Bruntland Report, refers to “development that meets the needs of the present without 

compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs.” It is design 

that minimizes the use of scarce resources (energy, water, materials) in construction 

and operation and reduces or avoids contamination of air, water and ground. This is 

particularly relevant to resource-intensive places like prison estates, which need to 

be designed and built so that they minimize negative local impacts and can afford to 

be run as intended in future years. 

Sustainable detention facilities can go farther than simply reducing negative impacts. 

They can – and, we believe, should – find ways to have a positive effect on surrounding 

communities and support the health of those who live and work inside.

Operational sustainability refers to the appropriateness of features and therefore the 

likelihood that they will be used and maintained properly to allow the facility to meet 

its goal of providing a safe and humane place of detention and to be able to continue to 

do so in the foreseeable future. This means establishing systems that work well for the 

people operating them and that can be managed within likely budgetary constraints 

as well as creating a setting that can function smoothly and safely, providing intended 

services, programmes and maintenance within the planned budget. 

While sustainable design can involve sophisticated technologies that come with 

significant initial costs (such as the use of photovoltaic collectors, geothermal 

systems, or devices that carefully monitor and adjust heating, ventilation and air 

conditioning systems for facility usage), they do not always need to do so. The kind of 

sustainable design that is appropriate for a particular site is closely connected to local 

context, including its physical setting, climactic conditions and cultural traditions. 

Traditional vernacular architecture typically evolved to be responsive to local 

conditions, maximizing the comfort of the inhabitants with minimal expenditure of 

resources or negative impact on the environment before access to modern technology. 

This way of building used cultural knowledge and practices that were handed down 

from one generation to the next and have often been forgotten in the modern era, 

only to be more recently rediscovered as “sustainable.”  

THE VALUE OF SUSTAINABLE DESIGN
Sustainable design benefits detainees and staff, the local community and environment, 

and prison operations and budget in numerous important ways:

It supports the physical and mental health of detainees, staff and visitors by 

improving the quality of the built environment. Sustainable design choices, such as 

the use of nontoxic materials to reduce harmful chemicals and noxious off-gassing, 
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improves indoor air quality which can reduce respiratory problems. Ample daylight 

improves mood and supports the body’s natural rhythms and sleep cycles. 

It minimizes the negative impact of the prison on the environment. Buildings 

– especially large, institutional ones – inevitably alter the place in which they are 

constructed. They use energy and local resources, create waste and often pollute 

groundwater. Building sustainably and in concert with climate and the topography 

of the site reduces these impacts during construction and throughout the building’s 

operational lifecycle.

It reduces running costs. The initial expense of constructing a prison is typically a 

small percentage of total life-cycle costs. The largest expense is for operational costs, 

such as for staff, maintenance and energy, paid out regularly for the entirety of the 

facility’s time in use. Design decisions can lead to significant operational savings, 

such as through features that reduce energy use, water use and waste. Design choices 

that make better and more efficient use of staff while maximizing staff interaction 

with detainees can pay for themselves many times over, even if they add initial costs. 

Minimizing running costs also increases the likelihood that operational budgets 

will be adequately funded and can reduce the perception that prisons overuse local 

resources.

It makes prisons better neighbours by reducing their negative impact on nearby 

communities. In many areas, for example, potable water is precious, and excessive 

use by the prison or waste discharge that threatens water supplies can negatively 

affect those living around the prison. Building in ways that minimize water use, 

coordinate with existing water management systems, or even use the construction of 

the prison as an opportunity to improve local infrastructure can improve the standing 

of the prison with its neighbours. 

A prison’s relationship with its physical site and local climate is the foundation of its 

environmental and operational sustainability, allowing human needs to be met over 

the life span of the facility. Design decisions that respond to what occurs naturally in 

the landscape and use local building knowledge, materials and skill in managing the 

climate will reduce short- and long-term costs and provide an environment that is 

more conducive for living and working. Sustainable design not only makes a prison a 

better neighbour to its surrounding communities, but can also help it to be resilient 

in the face of natural or man-made disasters.

In order for a design to be responsive to the physical environment, it has to take into 

account the topography of the site; its climate and resources; and local practices for 

design, construction, procurement of building materials and disposal of construction 

and operational waste. 

“There is much to learn from architecture before it became an expert’s art. The 

untutored builders in space and time demonstrate an admirable talent for fitting 

their buildings into the natural surroundings. Instead of trying to “conquer” nature, 

as we do, they welcome the vagaries of climate and the challenge of topography.”

Bernard Rudofsky, Architecture without Architects (1964)
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Design that incorporates elements of the local environment also contributes to 

maintaining a sense of normality in the institution, in part by connecting detainees 

and staff to the setting and to the natural world. For example, using the path of the 

sun to orient the building and determine window placement has multiple benefits: 

it can improve the quality of interior light, reduce use of electricity and other energy 

sources for light and heat and provide views that support a connection with nature and 

that allow detainees a sense of geographical place during their period of detention.

ELEMENTS OF PHYSICAL 
SUSTAINABILITY 
A sustainable building provides a setting that serves its intended purpose while 

meeting the needs of its users. It minimizes the use of resources and its negative 

impact on the environment and gives back to the community where possible. Net zero 

buildings, for example, use no more power than they create, such as through solar or 

wind generators. Water and waste treatment facilities created for a prison may be of 

value to surrounding communities. These kinds of benefits cannot be achieved with 

generic plans that are intended for any site but, rather, by designs that are developed 

specifically to fit into a unique and particular setting, climate and local community. 

Sustainable design therefore requires a thorough analysis of the site and its climate. 

This includes analysing:

• air temperature and pressure
• wind direction and speed
• rainfall
• solar radiation
• air quality
• surface, ground water and drainage conditions
• subsoil
• proximity to contaminated sites
• environmental noise
• availability of local building materials
• availability of renewable energies.

Design can substantially and meaningfully integrate with the site and the local climate 

in the following ways:

• By using distinctive aspects of the site to situate the building as harmoniously as 

possible within the landscape.

• By ensuring that the building’s orientation, shape, distribution of spaces and use 

of windows take into account such features as the predominant winds to maximize 

natural ventilation and reduce the need for additional heating and cooling.

• By making thoughtful use of construction materials, choosing, for example, those 

that are not dangerous for health or polluting to the environment and that are 

available locally, thus reducing the environmental impact of transporting materials 

long distances. Building materials also play a role in efficient heating and cooling, 

such as by providing insulation against heat loss or supporting passive heating 

with materials that absorb heat during the day and release it during the night. Use  
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of such passive materials can reduce the size, usage and expense of active heating 

and cooling systems. 
• By limiting, containing and reducing ambient noise from environmental sources. 

For example, mechanical ventilation systems can be very loud, but noise can be 

reduced with high quality systems and careful design. Natural ventilation systems 

can reduce the use of mechanical ventilation, saving energy and reducing pollution 

as well as reducing noise, in turn reducing stress, irritability and aggressiveness 

among building users. 

• By using available renewable energies, such as solar cells and wind turbines, 

rather than relying wholly on fossil fuels, thus saving money and reducing air 

pollution. 

• By reducing waste of water, such as by recycling waste water, capturing rainwater 

and using native plants that require little watering in the landscape.

• By managing the disposal of solid and liquid waste to prevent contamination of 

the environment.

SITE SELECTION
Site selection (see Chapter 8, Design Process) is also critical to sustainability. The 

conditions on the ground significantly affect safety, management, investment 

and maintenance costs and therefore sustainability. Often, less desirable or even 

contaminated parcels of land and/or sites far removed from important population 

centres are made available for places of detention. Abandoned buildings such 

as military barracks or hospitals that are considered for conversion into places of 

detention commonly have design, infrastructure or contamination problems. 

EFFICIENT ENERGY USE THROUGH
THE RIGHT MATERIALS

BUILDING MATERIALS AND PRACTICES
FROM LOCAL ENVIRONMENT

USING AVAILABLE SOURCES
OF RENEWABLE ENERGY

APPROPRIATE ORIENTATION

OPTIMUM VENTILATION

AMPLE SHADE

ADAPTED TO LOCAL
CLIMACTIC CONDITIONS

MAXIMIZING NATURAL LIGHT

ADAPTED TO LIKELY
WEATHER SCENARIOS
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A sustainable facility has the following site requirements:

It is accessible. A wide range of people need safe and easy access to detention centres, 

including staff, family and friends of detainees, criminal justice personnel, consular 

and social services representatives, service providers such as teachers and medical 

staff, and volunteers. Likewise, prisons need to be accessible to regular, secure 

deliveries of all the supplies that enable prisons to meet basic needs and support daily 

operations.

Accessibility requires good connections with urban centres, roadways and options for 

affordable public transport with easy pedestrian access from transit stops. These can 

ensure the easy transport of staff, supplies and services as well as access by emergency 

service vehicles such as ambulances and fire engines. A site close to urban areas also 

helps reduce the time, cost and security concerns involved in the transfer of detainees 

to court, hospital, or other places of detention. We see prisons that have been situated 

in remote locations, making access by professionals and visitors difficult, and that 

are subsequently so poorly funded that there is no fuel to get people and goods to or 

from them.

It is suitable. The site needs sufficient buildable surface and available free space to 

deliver the planned facility. It should meet specific requirements such as:

• sufficiently rugged ground capacity to guarantee the stability of the structure 

during its useful life.
• suitable topography according to the type of buildings to be built. A uniform and 

regular surface with little slope facilitates direct vision and allows less investment 

in security, avoids expensive movement of soil and supports environmental 

sustainability.
• an absence of natural hazards such as potential for flooding, seismic activity, 

landslides and proximity to man-made hazards such as landfills or sites polluted 

with toxic chemicals or nuclear material. 

TOO SMALL

LIMITED CONNECTION
TO COMMUNITY & SERVICES

INADEQUATE 
WASTE MANAGEMENT

ROCKY OR STEEP
TERRAIN



10. LOCAL CONTEXT: SUSTAINABLE FACILITIES 113

It maximizes the benefits of local climatic conditions, supporting an efficient 

environmental configuration of spaces that take account of the available natural 

resources (lighting, ventilation, temperature, wind, humidity, etc.). The design is 

then able to take advantage of favourable conditions and minimize adverse ones. This 

includes, for example, balancing shade and protection against rain, wind, excessive 

heat and cold with designs that maximize energy and light yields to improve comfort 

and lower operational costs.

It has access to and utilizes public services such as drinking water, wastewater 

disposal, energy, communications networks, solid waste disposal and public roads 

(pedestrian and vehicular). This reduces costs, increases reliability and supports 

public facilities. In countries where basic resources such as water and energy are 

scarce, the design of these systems needs to be appropriate to the cultural and social 

standards of the wider population. In some cases, it may be possible to improve the 

services for the surrounding community, for example by making use of the prison 

construction budget to build a waste disposal system that serves local residents as 

well as the prison population.

It has the potential for expansion to meet possible future needs. However careful the 

strategic planning and design processes, it may be difficult to predict the needs and 

uses of a detention facility accurately throughout its lifespan. Population levels, types 

of detainees, technologies, social needs, programmes and treatment possibilities 

may change. A site that allows expansion or adaptation provides greater flexibility to 

ensure that the prison remains operational and functions efficiently and effectively 

for many years. Building a new facility can be more expensive and depletes resources 

more than modifying existing facilities for continued use. 

It is able to maximize social and economic integration with the community by 

generating local jobs and economic activity in its construction and operation. 

Facilitating collaboration with local businesses in the construction and maintenance 

of the prison can also improve the acceptance of the institution by the community, 

thereby improving its longer-term viability.

It is integrated as much as possible with the local environment. The natural 

context, including landscape, geology, flora and fauna, should be respected during 

construction and its distinctive elements incorporated and enhanced within the design 

to create a building that reflects and supports the environment and contributes to its 

sustainability. This includes taking account of and minimizing impacts on existing 

cultural or historical assets as well as horticultural and agricultural activities. Prisons, 

especially in rural areas, might include space and facilities that allow them to become 

more self-sufficient in food production, for example, to reduce operating costs, 

increase availability of fresh produce and create meaningful integration-oriented 

activities for detainees.  

 

It is available. The land must be legally available by the time the project starts. At 

the same time, all necessary basic services should be feasible and all prior permits 

obtained. The land’s ownership should be fiscally and administratively resolved 

in order to avoid unnecessary delays and expenses. Some projects have had to be 

cancelled because of legal or administrative problems that were not foreseen. Others 

have been continued despite these problems, which later caused significant additional 

costs, affecting the overall affordability and economic sustainability of the project.

These issues all have to be considered at the earliest stages of the design process 

because of their impact on the feasibility and sustainability of the prison project and 

its environmental viability.
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ELEMENTS OF OPERATIONAL 
SUSTAINABILITY
The ability of a prison to be sustained for the long term is largely determined by the 

degree to which its design, materials, systems, fixtures and intended use fit the social 

and cultural needs of its intended users – managers, staff, visitors and detainees.  

So often we observe built spaces, systems (heating, water supply, etc.), fixtures and 

fittings (taps, devices to flush the toilets, door and window handles, etc.) that are out 

of order after a very short time or not used at all because they are not suitable for the 

climate or are inconsistent with the habits and expectations of users.

An appropriate, sustainable building is the result of a design that considers:

• Local customs and habits. Learning about local and cultural behaviours, as well as 

observing the ways in which people engage with their built environment, can provide 

useful information about what constitutes normal use, as well as which designs work 

and why. Local residents and staff and detainees from existing prisons are usually 

the best sources for explanations of what kinds of spaces, utilities and fixtures are 

needed and how they are used, helping designers avoid features and aspects of design 

that are mismatched with user needs, leading to disuse or misuse and breakage.  

 

We have seen examples of inappropriate designs based on wrong assumptions 

and lack of consultation with users, such as water taps, showers, toilet bowls and 

sinks that have been damaged or beaten into a different shape because their design 

conflicts with local expectations and desired use. This leads to poorer functionality 

and shorter life span of fixtures, increasing maintenance and replacement costs.

• Studies done in other places of detention in the same or similar contexts where 

solutions have been adapted to the users and been found to work in the longer term 

(see Chapter 5, Using Evidence in Design).

• The prison’s capacity to keep the building operational, in relation to: 

 – Types of technology, which have to be suitable to be run by the prison 

system, which in some cases might have little capacity to provide support and 

maintenance. Technologies with which the system and users are familiar offer 

a better chance of success. This does not imply that new technologies should be 

avoided, but their feasibility, usability and manageability both short- and long-

term should be carefully evaluated. 

 

We have seen inappropriate technologies imported from different climates, such 

as sliding doors which, when used in hot and humid areas, often stuck and 

broke down and were disliked by both staff and detainees. 

 

Similarly, the success of biogas digesters in prisons varies considerably, 

depending on local factors such as the number of detainees, availability of 

continuous maintenance and willingness to cook on gas derived from these 

sources. Local inquiry is needed to determine if such an investment is warranted 

and likely to be successful.

 – The availability of dedicated human and financial resources. Skilled human 

resources, such as maintenance staff, are critical to a well-functioning and 
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sustainable institution. This includes having enough qualified individuals who 

are provided with the necessary resources and information (such as maintenance 

guides and schedules, as-built drawings, and training) to do their job. Projected 

operating costs need to include funds for regularly scheduled maintenance and 

replacements of fixtures and fittings.

 – Running cost. Prisons need to be run for many years after their construction. 

Their short- and long-term running costs have to be considered before 

the design is completed and approved by prison management. When it 

is not, the basic duties of detainee safety and care can be compromised.  

For example, we witnessed at one prison a sudden decrease in the food available 

for detainees following the unexpectedly high water bill after a new water 

connection had been made. In order to pay the water bill, the authorities took 

money from the food budget. In another prison, a new kitchen designed to use 

liquid petroleum gas was not used because the gas supply was too expensive for 

the prison. The prison went back to using a locally available combustible system 

that was much cheaper.

 – The importance given to maintenance. With regular preventive maintenance, 

materials will last longer and wear better. Without such a culture or practice, 

the materials have to be even more robust and/or budgets will have to account 

for higher repair and replacement costs.

 – The intensity of the use. This is also linked to the choice of materials and 

technology, as low-quality devices will wear out or break down quickly. 

Although cheaper in the short term, they may lead to greatly increased costs in 

the long term.

 – Staff and detainee ease in adopting the building and using it as intended. Good 

design focuses on making it easy for users to find their way in and through 

facilities and makes operation of technical systems intuitive. This is more likely 

when designs and systems fit culturally expected norms. Newer or different 

systems need to be tested for ease of understanding and use.

A thoughtful design that conserves and minimizes resource use, reduces waste output 

and maintains air and water quality is not just beneficial to the physical environment.  

It can also reduce both short- and long-term costs, benefit staff and detainee health, 

improve staff morale and productivity and support better relations with the local 

community, all of which make the facility and its funding easier to maintain. Creating 

facilities that are designed to operate within existing ways of managing and using 

prisons, as well as within likely funding limits, increases the likelihood that the 

facility will operate smoothly and that staff and detainees will interact well. It also 

reduces the risk that unexpected sudden cutbacks will restrict operations and the 

effectiveness of services and programmes.
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LOCAL CONTEXT: SUSTAINABLE FACILITIES

KEY CONCEPTS                                      
• Studying local architecture and incorporating local building techniques is likely to 

be more sustainable and cost effective than importing solutions.
• Ensuring sustainability is cost effective. What may appear cheap during 

construction may be very costly in human and financial terms during operational 

use. What may appear expensive during construction may be a wise investment 

that reduces maintenance costs over the short and/or long term.
• A broad range of issues affect sustainability, including location, choice of 

technology and quality and local availability of materials, equipment and human 

resources. 
• Sustainability is not only about minimizing the prison’s negative impact on 

the physical environment. It is also about maximizing the prison’s operational 

effectiveness and ability to meet human needs over the long term.
• Sustainability requires appropriate adaptation to the local context, climate and 

cultural practices as well as current and future financial and human resources.
• Lack of sustainability directly affects the living conditions of detainees and staff 

and the ability of staff to properly manage a place of detention.  
• Building sustainably contributes to the physical and mental health of detainees 

and staff, to their sense of connection with the natural environment and to the 

sense of normality within the prison environment.
• Appropriate design utilizes research and user feedback.
• Long-term durability relies on anticipating maintenance and repair requirements.

KEY QUESTIONS                         
The following questions provide a foundation for discussion to help participants 

involved in prison planning and design make sustainable design decisions that 

successfully support operations and the humane treatment of detainees:

• What information exists or can be collected about:
 – the climate? 
 – the site and its orientation?
 – the availability of sources of energy? 
 – the state of pollution of the soil and the air? 
 – the availability of resources?

• How can this information support sustainable decisions in the building design in 

relation to:
 – minimizing the environmental impact? 
 – minimizing running costs?
 – choosing appropriate features and suitable building materials?

• How will the building contribute to the sense of connection to the natural world 

and local context? 
• What planning and building legislation exists and needs to be taken into 

consideration?
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• Who will be consulted to study the appropriateness of systems and built spaces 

(including bathrooms, kitchens, accommodation, heating and water systems, 

etc.), fixtures and fittings (taps, devices to flush the toilets, door and window 

handles, etc.) and how will this information be factored in?
• What is the likely capacity and budget for maintenance, and how can designs, 

materials and systems be chosen to stay within that budget?
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INTEGRATION 
WITH SOCIETY

CHAPTER OVERVIEW
This chapter discusses the moral and legal obligation 
to maintain strong and meaningful connections with 
society throughout detention. We outline the benefits 
of integration and recommend approaches that can help 
minimize separation and maximize integration through 
design.
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Integrating detainees into society is generally considered a task to be fulfilled by 

programmes and services offered throughout incarceration to help detainees prepare 

for life after release. The built environment of a prison has a significant impact 

on the success of such programmes and services. But the successful integration of 

detainees with society goes far beyond designing for and providing such programmes 

and services, which are often limited to a small portion of a detainee’s experience. 

Successful integration requires:

• finding ways to support a broad range of useful connections between the prison 

and society
• fostering positive relationships between detainees and society from the moment 

detainees enter custody to the day of their release. 

All people need to engage in meaningful social interaction with other human beings. 

In a prison context, this means the sort of social contact that helps people develop 

and maintain cognitive and social skills and supports mental and emotional health. 

These interactions ideally mirror the same socialization opportunities that exist in the 

community. When detainees are more closely connected with society throughout the 

whole of their time in detention, they are likely to feel less removed and separated 

and are better able to build and maintain the strategies and skills they need to be law-

abiding, self-supporting citizens upon release. 

INTEGRATION RATHER THAN 
REINTEGRATION
Prison design must therefore enable and support the ability to establish and maintain 

meaningful connections with society throughout the period of detention. This allows 

a shift from the current focus on reintegration – because detainees are separated 

from society during detention – to integration, where detainees remain connected 

throughout their prison experience.

Of course, as detainees are moved from their place in society into detention, they 

become part of the community within the prison. Forging and maintaining positive 

The successful integration of detainees into society requires finding ways to 

support a broad range of useful connections between the prison and society 

and fostering positive relationships between detainees and society from the 

moment detainees enter custody to the day of their release.
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relationships among detainees and between detainees and staff is essential for 

safe and humane prison conditions. How the built environment can support these 

relationships is a fundamental question of prison planning and design and discussed 

throughout this book. In this chapter, we focus on using planning and design to 

maximize connection with people, places and programmes outside the prison walls. 

DEFINITION
We define integration with society as the process of creating, facilitating and 

maintaining mutually beneficial relationships between the prison as an institution, its 

detainees and staff, and the rest of society, despite the boundaries that imprisonment 

erects between them. The successful integration of detainees upon release is rooted 

in this concept of integrating the prison into the community and the community 

into the prison.

WHY INTEGRATION WITH SOCIETY 
MATTERS
Integration is a necessary and, in many places, legal obligation of prison systems. 

Various international and national laws and standards require prison systems to:

• safeguard whatever degree of integration into society people have upon entry into 

detention
• reinforce or repair it as necessary 
• ensure that, upon release, detainees can successfully integrate with society, 

contributing to and benefiting from it, in order to reduce the likelihood of 

reoffending and re-incarceration.

Criminal justice and prison authorities also have a moral responsibility to the people 

they incarcerate. Removing someone’s liberty is a significant sanction with significant 

consequences for detainees and society. Humane principles therefore require prison 

design and operations to promote integration, allowing and encouraging detainees to 

maintain contact with family, the local community and broader society. This ethical 

imperative is supported by research, which shows a clear correlation between effective 

integration during detention and reduced rates of recidivism. 

Integration helps detainees understand, even during incarceration, that they remain 

members of society. If detainees are kept separate and outside, they do not benefit 

from society, nor does society benefit from them. Any sense of citizenship and 

responsibility between the detainee and society is fractured. Designing for integration 

NELSON MANDELA RULE 4.1
The purposes of a sentence of imprisonment or similar measures deprivative 

of a person’s liberty are primarily to protect society against crime and to 

reduce recidivism. Those purposes can be achieved only if the period of 

imprisonment is used to ensure, so far as possible, the reintegration of such 

persons into society upon release so that they can lead a law-abiding and 

self-supporting life.
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should promote positive perceptions of prison and the people inside by those outside 

the prison walls. This in turn can help staff and detainees view themselves and their 

roles more positively. 

It is a common practice across the globe to place prisons where they are rarely 

seen, much less entered, by the public. It is likewise the norm for prison designs to 

emphasize separateness from society. But separation from society during detention is 

rarely total or permanent. The vast majority of detainees have at least minimal contact 

with the outside world through visitors, staff and programmes and are released back 

to that world. 

Whether set in remote locations or on the margins of communities, prisons designed 

to be geographically and/or architecturally isolated create practical and ethical 

problems by hindering integration:

• They deprive detainees of contact. Detainees want and need to maintain regular 

and meaningful contact with family, friends, employers, spiritual leaders and other 

members of society throughout their incarceration. 
• They fail to fulfil mandates. Isolation from society reduces opportunities for 

detainees to prepare themselves to live again in society lawfully and successfully, 

increasing the risk of a cycle of release and re-incarceration that is harmful both 

to the individual and society. 
• They hinder access to the facility. Prisons depend on the society that surrounds 

them for employees, collaborators and suppliers, all of whom need to frequently 

enter and exit the facility. 
• They hinder access to the criminal justice system. Prisons that house pre-

trial detainees (in many countries a significant proportion of the overall prison 

population) are required by law and policy to facilitate frequent access to lawyers, 

courts and judges.
• They have a negative impact on the local community. Except in cases of extreme 

geographical isolation, prisons share utilities and resources with local populations 

– including water, energy, waste disposal and transport. They need to engage and 

negotiate with nearby people, governments and businesses and develop mutually 

supportive arrangements in order to be a good neighbour.

Some States believe so strongly in their obligation to support the integration of 

detainees into society that they have enshrined it in their constitution. Italy’s Article 

27, for example, states, “Punishments shall tend to offenders’ rehabilitation.” This 

duty is elaborated upon in Italy’s Penitentiary Act, which declares, “Prisoners shall 

receive treatment which aims at reintegrating them into society, through opportune 

contacts with the community outside the prison.” 



11. INTEGRATION WITH SOCIETY 123

WHAT THE OBLIGATION OF  
SOCIAL INTEGRATION MEANS 
FOR FACILITY DESIGN
Integration with society is supported when:

• the prison is meaningfully linked to the local community and broader society in as 

many ways as possible 
• multiple, repeated and varied social interactions are facilitated throughout the 

period of incarceration
• free and close contact with family and friends is prioritized. 

The following elements should therefore be carefully considered throughout the 

planning and design processes:

Location. As discussed in Chapter 8, The Design Process and Chapter 10, Local 

Context: Sustainable Facilities, site location is absolutely critical in determining 

beneficial outcomes for both detainees and society. When prisons are located in 

or near communities, the chances of developing mutually beneficial relationships 

between staff, detainees and local people are greater. Judges are also better able to 

sentence detainees to serve their time in facilities near their families and workplaces, 

facilitating visits and other personal connections as well as access to educational, 

vocational and social services. Where prisons are in remote locations, staff needs for 

contact with and access to people and information beyond prison walls must also be 

met.

Movement in and out of the facility. Many of the services that are essential to 

integration involve movement of detainees and service providers in and out of the 

prison. In some instances, detainees may only need to access the place of detention 

to sleep at night and on weekends because the majority of their time is spent outside, 

such as in part-time sentences and work-release programmes. Designing for 

integration makes this kind of movement as easy as possible.

Space for activities and services. Effective prison design provides sufficient and 

appropriate space for activities and services associated with integration, such as 

vocational training and educational, cultural and leisure activities, and ensures as 

much personal and face-to-face contact as possible. Thoughtful planning and design 

can ensure that detainees can access these services and activities as easily as possible, 

such as by facilitating autonomy of movement. Similarly, appropriately located spaces 

help service providers enter, exit and conduct their business as easily as possible.

In addition, private and confidential spaces, especially for medical and legal 

consultations, are indispensable, as is ease of access for judges, lawyers and others 

who provide necessary services to detainees. Detainees need to be able to access all 

relevant legal information, including their case papers, legislation, information about 

the charges against them, their sentence start and end dates, and procedures for 

appeal or early release. Space where this can happen is an essential consideration in 

the design process. While telephone and video conferencing are not substitutes for 

in-person visits, offering private spaces for this kind of remote contact can be useful 

in helping detainees maintain personal relationships and access such services when 

distance makes personal visits difficult. 



TOWARDS HUMANE PRISONS124

Staff members who deliver services closely associated with successful integration 

such as needs assessment and sentence and release planning equally need sufficient 

workspace that affords them access to detainees within the secure perimeter as well 

as to service providers who come from outside the facility.  

Promoting normality. Design can make the outside world visible and audible, directly 

and through media, increasing, among other things, the likelihood that the way of 

living and working in the prison is in step with contemporary society. Not all detainees 

can be held close to their own homes, but placing prisons within cities or towns can 

increase the sense of being connected to the rhythms of normal life while making 

access to work and community services and programmes more feasible. 

Providing services to society. Facility design can also support activities that provide 

marketable skills for detainees and make a visible contribution to the local population. 

By meeting local needs in a way that neither harms local resources nor sets up 

unfair competition, the prison and its detainees are more likely to be supported and 

appreciated by the people living near the detention facility. Activities such as farming, 

recycling, maintenance and equipment repairs on or near prison grounds can create 

a positive bond with the local community. Each of these activities has specific facility 

requirements, such as the provision of space, equipment and ventilation that must be 

taken into account in the design process. Similarly, the prison itself can reduce public 

expenditure, improve relations with the outside world and promote integration by 

providing resources for the local population, such as public utilities or shared spaces 

for activities.

Avoiding stigmatization. Facility design can also help reduce the stigma associated 

with those who live and work in the prison, improving how detainees and staff view 

themselves as well as how they are viewed by those outside prison walls. It can 

do this by appearing less daunting or set-apart from the community, for example 

by adopting visual characteristics of other public buildings, such as hospitals and 

schools, to emphasise their common social service mission and reflect the fact that 

not all detainees present a high risk to society.

Encouraging visitors. Humane prisons recognize the important benefits of visitors. 

They use design to enable as much personal and face-to-face contact as possible and 

make visitors feel welcome, thus encouraging frequent visits from members of the 

community. This can be achieved through several strategies, including:

• making access to and entry into the facility and through security as easy and pleasant 

as possible. This is achieved in part by locating the prison near communities and 

transportation options. 
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• providing a comfortable, welcoming visitors centre that accommodates visitors’ 

basic needs by providing toilets, food and drink, storage for belongings, and 

protection from rain, sun and cold during visits and while waiting for entry or 

transport home. 
• offering as normal as possible acoustics, lighting and furnishings, which promote 

normality, make detainees and visitors more comfortable and further maintain 

integration with society.
• providing spaces for interaction that reflect similar spaces and normal relationships 

in society, such as areas where a child can play and bond with a parent or where 

partners can share a meal, continue their conjugal life and discuss family matters. 

Open air visiting spaces, where appropriate for custom and climate, can be 

conducive to comfortable visits and promote normality. 
• using local volunteers, such as to staff the visitors centre, to further destigmatize 

the prison and strengthen connection with the community.

Family members are not the only ones whose visits are important to supporting the 

integration of detainees. Others who need space and ease of access include employers, 

educators, health-care workers, spiritual leaders and those who run programmes 

and activities that help detainees develop and maintain possibilities for education, 

employment and mental and physical well-being.

Connection with broader society. In addition to visits, maintaining contact with the 

outside world includes calls and other forms of correspondence with family, friends 

and other members of their community; access to external sources of information 

such as newspapers and the internet; and access to social or community services and 

cultural and educational institutions. Essential planning and design considerations 

for enabling such contact include infrastructure and equipment for communication 

and suitable and pleasant spaces for interaction.

Designing for integration requires remembering the thread of connection with society 

at every stage of the planning and design process. This includes when choosing the 

location of the site; planning spaces for and access to shared amenities and services; 

and designing spaces, features and procedures that allow safe, efficient movement 

into and out of the facility for detainees, visitors and service providers.



TOWARDS HUMANE PRISONS126

INTEGRATION WITH SOCIETY

KEY CONCEPTS                                      
• Detainees should remain meaningfully connected with society throughout their 

incarceration.
• Maintaining integration with society throughout their time in prison helps 

detainees during detention and upon release and is a major factor in reducing the 

likelihood of reoffending and re-incarceration.
• The choice of prison location is critical for the prison’s connection to society and 

ease of access for visitors, workers and volunteers. 
• Prisons are part of the society within which they are located, as they share utilities, 

infrastructure and human and natural resources. They can support integration by 

designing infrastructure or features that can be shared with the community. 
• Designing the prison to fit in locally and actively sharing specific facilities and 

services with the local population can further promote integration.
• Integration is facilitated by sufficient and normalized spaces and efficient access 

to those spaces.
• Effective prison design makes visitors feel welcome and focuses on personal and 

face-to-face contact between detainees and their families, friends and service 

providers.

KEY QUESTIONS                         
The following questions provide a foundation for discussion to help participants 

involved in prison planning and design use design to support successful integration 

into society and ensure the humane treatment of detainees:

• Who will need to enter and exit the perimeter of the prison regularly?
• How will location and design support access to the prison?
• What spaces and resources will support activities and services aimed at integration?
• How will design facilitate detainees’ access to those activities and services? 
• How can normal life outside the prison be reflected in the design of these spaces?
• What specific facilities and services will be shared with the surrounding population?
• How will prison design facilitate communication and interaction between detainees 

and society, particularly in person, and avoid stigmatization?
• How can prison design allow detainees to stay connected to the outside world and 

the outside world to connect to the prison?
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 CHAPTER 12 

DIVERSE 
POPULATIONS

CHAPTER OVERVIEW
This chapter describes the diversity of detainee needs, 
from those based on the most obvious distinctions, such 
as physical or cultural differences, to the less obvious, 
such as those brought about specifically by virtue of the 
individual being in prison. We also consider how each 
group or category of detainees is characterized in turn 
by diversity and how design can support prisons in 
effectively meeting the diverse needs of their populations.



TOWARDS HUMANE PRISONS130

Communities are naturally diverse, and prisons reflect that diversity in their detainee, 

staff and visitor populations. Effective prisons are designed to accommodate both 

the individual needs of detainees as well as their commonality, creating spaces and 

features that, as much as possible, serve both their shared and unique needs. This is 

an important part of assuring that detainees are treated humanely, that they are kept 

safe and that their positive potential is developed as much as possible while they are 

in custody.

DEFINITION 
In this publication, we use the term diversity to describe the many differences that 

exist between human beings deprived of their liberty. These include (but are not 

limited to) differences in:

• age
• gender
• nationality
• ethnicity
• sexual orientation or identity 
• education
• socio-economic status
• language
• culture
• religious or political beliefs
• mental and physical state of health
• substance addiction
• physical abilities
• distance from family or community. 

Detainees also differ in their individual history, their character and behaviour, the 

reasons for their detention and the stage of judicial process they are in. Together, 

these differences make each detainee and his or her needs unique. Thus within a 

group of detainees separated by gender, age and sentence, for example, individuals 

will remain remarkably diverse, with various special needs that must be met within 

that population through procedures, programmes and design features.

While some individual characteristics may help detainees cope with their time in 

detention, others may be the source of an increased vulnerability. This is especially 

true because detainees live in an environment where they are deprived of their usual 
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support networks, exposed to risks against which they cannot defend themselves, and 

experience a range of restrictions and constraints as part of their detention.

WHY TAKING DIVERSITY INTO ACCOUNT 
IN PRISONS MATTERS
Physically and operationally accommodating the diversity of detainee needs is 

beneficial on many levels:

• It shows respect for detainees as human beings and as individuals and supports the 

kind of change that can help them return to society successfully.
• It prevents certain categories or groups of people from being placed at a 

disadvantage.
• It supports the safety of vulnerable detainees.
• It supports prisons in delivering fair, equitable and appropriate treatment and 

complying with non-discriminatory laws and standards.
• It supports prisons in upholding the four humane principles.

DIVERSITY AND NON-DISCRIMINATION
Both national and international laws and standards emphasize the principle of non-

discrimination in detention. There should be no adverse distinction made on grounds 

such as race, colour, sex, language, religion or religious belief, political or other 

opinion, nationality, ethnic or social origin, property, birth or other status.

We have seen differences in the accommodation and treatment of detainees that are 

clear cases of discrimination and violate basic principles of equal treatment under the 

law, such as access to privileged cells or blocks that offer more space and comfort to 

moneyed and/or powerful detainees.

NELSON MANDELA RULE 2.2
In order for the principle of non-discrimination to be put into practice, prison 

administrations shall take account of the individual needs of prisoners, in 

particular the most vulnerable categories in prison settings. Measures to 

protect and promote the rights of prisoners with special needs are required 

and shall not be regarded as discriminatory.
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HOW TO PLAN FOR DIVERSITY
Prison planning can only be effective in taking diverse needs into account if such 

thinking is incorporated at every stage of the process, from early strategic planning 

to the detailed design phase. Key elements include:

• Knowing the prison population and its specific needs as early as possible 

(preferably at the strategic planning stage).
• Understanding as early as possible the cultural expectations for safe incarceration 

and equality of treatment within the local context and how this can be translated 

into safe and equal treatment for detainees within places of detention.
• Involving a variety of detainees in consultations, which can provide valuable 

insights into their needs, for example with regard to accommodation, daily 

activities, routine, etc., including what facilities are necessary to meet these needs. 

This can be especially helpful in developing alternative solutions to separation of 

individuals with special needs, thus avoiding isolation from other detainees and 

lack of access to activities, programmes and services.

Unfortunately, we frequently see facilities designed without such an approach. Due to 

lack of planning, lack of or unfair classification and categorization, and/or perceived 

budgetary obstacles, many prisons are designed without taking diversity into account, 

assuming an average male population as its standard inhabitants. Standardized designs 

such as identical housing units may be replicated in all areas, limiting the ability to 

tailor use for specific populations. In some cases, all or most housing areas are built 

so that they might, at some point, be used for male high-security detainees, limiting 

their appropriate use for most others who will be housed there. Some categories of 

detainees, because of their relatively small numbers (women, juveniles, or the elderly, 

for example), are at a distinct disadvantage, often gathered at a central facility, far 

from home communities and families or in isolated areas within larger facilities, 

where separation may mean they get little use of common spaces or resources. Other 

at-risk detainees may spend an inordinate amount of time isolated in cells and in 

poorer conditions based on their perceived difference or vulnerability.

The following sections detail the specific needs of diverse categories of detainees and 

how those needs might be addressed through planning and design.

The principle of equality and non-discrimination guarantees that those in equal 

circumstances are dealt with equally in law and practice, but it does not mean that 

authorities are obliged to, or should, treat everyone exactly the same.

Prison employees might be expected to adhere to the same work practices and 

regulations, for example, but each employee would also be treated as an individual 

according to his or her particular roles and characteristics. This is not discrimination 

but rather fair and humane treatment.

Prison authorities must likewise take into account the diversity of the detainees 

under their control and their associated needs and vulnerabilities. They have a dual 

obligation to protect detainees from harm through discrimination and to see that the 

specific needs of people in different categories within their population are effectively 

met.
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POPULATIONS REQUIRING SPECIAL 
DESIGN NEEDS
At a minimum, planning and designing for diversity means ensuring that the prison 

allows for the basic group separations enshrined in international law and standards:

  
• men from women
• adults from juveniles
• those incarcerated for civil from those incarcerated for criminal offences
• pre-trial from sentenced detainees 

This requires separate facilities or distinct spaces within a facility for each group, with 

each space or facility adapted to the profile and needs of the intended population.

Prison design also needs to provide the flexibility to consider the diversity of needs 

within groups. For instance, within a separated female population, there will be older 

and younger detainees, those with specific physical and mental health concerns and 

the whole variety of differences noted above.

However, not all differences can or should be addressed with separate spaces. In 

some cases, separation can lead to harmful isolation. Putting transgender detainees 

in protective custody to prevent verbal abuse or assault, for example, may lead to 

long periods of social isolation. Simply subdividing all prisons into sectors in order to 

restrict the interactions between multiple groups of detainees can prove inefficient and 

costly if each becomes a mini-prison in itself. It is also problematic as the individual 

needs of those entering custody cannot be predicted in such a way as to match exactly 

the bed spaces available. For example, in prisons that hold high-security detainees, 

high-security conditions are often imposed on the majority of the population, even 

if most are not high risk. Prisons that hold detainees they categorize as vulnerable in 

different housing units either hold accommodation empty to meet potential need or 

risk detainees mixing more closely to maximize the available space. 

With strategic planning and creative design, prisons can build flexible, adaptable 

spaces that meet the needs of the groups within the expected population. Should 

populations or needs change, spaces can then be adapted for new populations and 

their needs. Prisons with a few large areas of accommodation can have empty beds in 

one area and overcrowding in the next because of the inability to mix certain groups 

NELSON MANDELA RULE 11
The different categories of prisoners shall be kept in separate institutions 

or parts of institutions, taking account of their sex, age, criminal record, the 

legal reason for their detention and the necessities of their treatment; thus: 

a) Men and women shall so far as possible be detained in separate 

institutions; in an institution which receives both men and women, the 

whole of the premises allocated to women shall be entirely separate;

b) Untried prisoners shall be kept separate from convicted prisoners;

c) Persons imprisoned for debt and other civil prisoners shall be kept 

separate from persons imprisoned by reason of a criminal offence;

d) Young prisoners shall be kept separate from adults.
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of detainees. A large number of smaller areas makes it easier to separate groups as 

needed, and the ability to subdivide areas offers even more flexibility to accommodate 

different mixes of population.

CONSIDERATIONS WHERE SEPARATION 
IS REQUIRED BY INTERNATIONAL LAW 
AND STANDARDS
SPECIFIC NEEDS OF FEMALE DETAINEES
Women in custody represent a minority within the world prison population (about 

7% of detainees). This means that detention systems are rarely gender sensitive, and 

most places of detention are planned, designed and run by and for men, often leaving 

inadequate facilities for female detainees and staff. As a result, the ICRC often sees 

women detained far from their family and community in the limited facilities that 

house women or detained in predominantly male prisons with limited access to the 

services and programmes that are available to the men. When this is the case, they 

also usually lack essential programmes and services such as gynaecological care or 

decent conditions for raising children who may be with them in prison, though they 

themselves are not legally deprived of their liberty. In some cases, women are not 

sufficiently separated from men, raising the risk of unwanted sexual contact or, when 

critical resources are scarce, transactional sex to survive.

Women have specific needs and vulnerabilities that must be met and acknowledged 

if places of detention are to meet national and international laws and standards and 

provide decent and humane treatment. 

The United Nations Rules for the Treatment of Women Prisoners and Non-custodial 

Measures for Women Offenders (the Bangkok Rules) were approved unanimously 

by the 193 members of the United Nations in December 2010. They provide long-

absent standards regarding provisions for the specific needs and treatment of female 

detainees. The rules recognize that “treating women offenders in the same way as 

men will not achieve gender equality” because of the different circumstances and 

needs of female prisoners, including in health care, child care and education.

STRATEGIC PLANNING
Strategic planning may determine the need for separate facilities in some instances 

and separation within a single facility in others. In the latter case, it is essential to 

provide fair and equitable access to services and activities, such as to visits, health 

care, education, recreation, etc.
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These needs and vulnerabilities include:

• gender-based needs, including feminine hygiene and gynaecological care; pre- 

and post-natal care if they are pregnant, nursing, or have recently given birth; and 

reproductive health care
• protection against all forms of ill treatment, including gender-based violence and 

sexual violence
• means of coping with stress related to family responsibilities, especially for women 

playing a primary role in caring for dependents
• providing for the needs and well-being of their children if detained together
• psychological support and mental health-care needs, especially since a history of 

abuse and trauma is common among female detainees.

In practice, accommodating these needs means, at a minimum:

• Conditions of containment that are adapted to the real level of risk. Women are 

generally at less risk of escape or assault than male detainees. This means spaces 

designed for women can significantly depart from standard high-security designs, 

allowing for spaces and features that approach normality for women, especially 

when they are incarcerated with their children. 
• Separate sleeping and living accommodation and facilities for personal hygiene 

in detention centres that house both men and women. Where shared spaces and 

activities are considered to encourage normalization, additional precautions are 

necessary to ensure men and women interact safely.
• Consideration of the specific needs of women with regard to work, education 

and training. Facilities and services should be designed with the aim of building 

self-sufficiency and employability for better work opportunities and self-reliance 

upon release.

WOMEN

Assisted
mobility

Education
pathways

Emotional
support

Rehabilitation
programmes
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• Adequate space for and access to health-care services. There is substantive 

evidence that female detainees need and access health-care services more than 

their male counterparts, so these facilities may have a correspondingly larger part 

in the overall design.
• Ability to maintain as frequent and normal contact as possible with their children, 

family and community. This includes allowing access to appropriate visiting and 

meeting spaces, telephones and other types of communication and interaction.
• Minimal institutional and security features and maximum normality for 

detainees raising children. This includes spaces where the mother-child bond can 

be supported and where the children have no direct contact with physical security 

elements such as bars and cameras. There should also be spaces for babies and 

children to spend regular time in the open with minimal physical boundaries. 

Facilities must also address other specific needs for these children to grow and 

thrive normally. Their world has to be as they would experience it were they not in 

prison, and understanding how long children will be allowed to remain with their 

mother is critical in envisioning the kind of environment that will be required.

Many prisons for women across the world include day care and schooling facilities 

for the children incarcerated with their mothers. Good design ensures children do 

not pass through security areas as they attend nursery or paediatric appointments. 

One high-security Latin American prison recently constructed a small home separate 

from other cellblocks for mothers to live in with their small children. The space is 

modelled after homes in the community and includes an equipped kitchen, play areas 

and green space outside.

BANGKOK RULE 49
Children in prison with their mothers shall never be treated as prisoners.
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SPECIFIC NEEDS OF JUVENILES
By nature, detention is not an environment conducive to normal childhood development. 

Children’s particular vulnerability derives from the fact that they are still maturing 

physically and psychologically and are often still dependent on adults for protection 

and/or fulfilment of fundamental needs. International standards therefore state that 

children should only be detained as a last resort and for the shortest possible period, 

and they should be held in separate facilities that can best meet the needs as outlined 

in the 1985 UN Standard Minimum Rules for the Administration of Juvenile Justice 

(The Beijing Rules), which specify design standards to provide for the specific needs 

of juvenile detainees.

However, in reality, we often see children detained in the same institutions as adults, 

leaving them to compete for attention and services designed for adults and in places 

that lack appropriate facilities, services and programmes for their age. Such an 

environment fails to recognize the inherent vulnerability and special needs of children, 

leaving them more exposed to the possibility of assault and abuse. Children are often 

disconnected from age-appropriate educational and social services and are far from 

judicial or public scrutiny. Even if they are in separate facilities, many are detained 

in austere, highly secure buildings where strict discipline and containment are the 

primary objectives and where they are less likely to have access to age-appropriate 

recreation, support services or contact with family and friends. They may also be at 

additional risk from their peers because the population of detained children often 

covers a large range of ages, life experiences and disparities in maturity and strength.

Careful consideration of the specific needs of children in detention is therefore 

essential in prison planning and design and will have a significant impact on the way 

children experience their detention and how well detention facilities are able to meet 

their specific physical and psychological needs. These needs include:

• normalized living conditions and environment, preferably within small living 

units with minimal harsh physical security measures (for example, using wire 

mesh fencing instead of walls, anti-climb devices rather than razor wire, etc.) 

and conducive to their physical, mental, spiritual, moral and social development, 

stimulating their potential and promoting a sense of dignity and worth, 

responsibility, and respect for others
• decent material living conditions including food, hygiene and health care 

appropriate for their age and stage of development
• access to and opportunities for education, recreation, and socialization as similar 

as possible to what they would experience outside detention with optimal learning 

and study spaces and both indoor and outdoor recreational areas
• access to adequate and appropriate physical and mental health-care services 
• access to open areas for physical exercise and recreation

THE UNITED NATIONS STANDARD MINIMUM RULES FOR THE 
ADMINISTRATION OF JUVENILE JUSTICE (THE BEIJING RULES) 13.5
While in custody, juveniles shall receive care, protection and all necessary 

individual assistance – social, educational, vocational, psychological, 

medical and physical – that they may require in view of their age, sex and 

personality.
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• access to spaces that allow informal and frequent interactions with family and 

the surrounding community, allowing the maintenance of links with normal 

life outside detention (including family and community, children of similar age, 

teachers and other positive mentors).

Planners and designers can successfully incorporate innovative design ideas and best 

practices from other public facilities for children to develop appropriate and effective 

spaces and design features in detention.

CONSIDERATIONS OF DETAINEES 
FALLING WITHIN BROADER CATEGORIES
SPECIFIC NEEDS OF YOUNG ADULTS
Although legally considered adults, young adults (generally 18 to 21 years of age) 

have very specific needs and challenges. They are less mature than adults and 

their neurological development is not yet complete, often leading more impulsive 

and aggressive behaviour and making them more susceptible to peer pressure and 

conflict with other detainees and prison staff. Losing these formative adult years 

to incarceration affects their future economic and social success as education, work 

prospects and relationships are disrupted in a way that has an even greater impact 

than it would if they were incarcerated later in life. They often react more strongly to 

imprisonment than older detainees, and their mental health may be more at risk from 

incarceration and especially solitary confinement. 

Facilities for this age group should therefore be designed to provide:

• access to a variety of open areas for physical exercise and recreation, both indoors 

and out
• educational and vocational spaces in which key literacy, numeracy and information 

technology skills can be developed at the same level of their peers outside prison 
• living areas for younger detainees that allow a higher number of staff to be present 

to improve interaction, supervision and support
• a calming, nurturing physical environment that fosters respect, encourages positive 

behaviours and minimizes stressors
• access to mental health care and social support services and staff.

SPECIFIC NEEDS OF DETAINEES WITH DISABILITIES, HEALTH 
PROBLEMS AND THE ELDERLY
Incarceration may disproportionately affect the elderly or those with physical 

disabilities or physical or mental health problems. Older prisoners – especially those 

who have already spent a long time in detention – are generally less fit and able than 

people of the same age in the community. In detention, they usually have less access 

to mobility aids, adapted furniture and living space, social and community support 

and appropriate and accessible activities. They may not be able to avoid crowded, 

noisy or other stressful situations as they could in the community, resulting in a 

greater impact from these stressors (see Chapter 2, Why Design Matters).

The detention experience can be significantly worse for detainees with physical and 

mental health problems when a lack of suitable facilities and treatment options as 

well as space constraints result in decisions to isolate them, preventing their contact 

with other detainees and limiting their interaction with the outside world. Extended 

periods cut off from social contact are known to worsen mental health. 
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Careful consideration should therefore be given to how and where to accommodate 

these individuals to provide the most humane and rehabilitative conditions. Suitable 

design elements and features include:

• physical accessibility to services and activities, including alternatives to stairs and 

proximity to vital services such as medical care
• private spaces and design elements to attenuate noise levels in highly populated 

areas
• support for self-care, such as accessible toilets and showers and personal access 

to medicines
• accessibility for those with sight and hearing impairments 
• reduction of the risk of self-harm, for example by facilitating direct observation 

so that staff and other detainees can positively engage with at-risk detainees, 

avoiding isolation (see Chapter 14, Safety)
• facilities for detainees undergoing medical treatment, either in the prison or 

outside, or for those suffering terminal diseases, with ease of access for visiting 

family members and emergency medical services
• an ergonomic workplace designed to support staff with physical impairments.

SPECIFIC NEEDS OF DETAINEES FROM MINORITY OR MARGINALIZED 
CULTURES, LANGUAGES OR RELIGIONS
Incarceration exacerbates the level of dislocation and isolation and therefore creates 

specific needs for those detainees who are already marginalized outside prison.  This 

is frequently the case for foreign detainees and ethnic or indigenous minorities who 

are often disproportionately represented among prison populations. Those from 

minority faith groups can also find it difficult to practice their faith once incarcerated. 

Facility design can provide ways to support important cultural activities for 

marginalized detainees (see Chapter 9, Local Context: Social Practices). This may 

range from socializing, eating and sleeping habits to cultural, sporting and worship 

activities. It also implies including facilities or equipment for detainees to maintain 

contact with distant family members and meet with their consular authorities. 

Flexible, multi-purpose spaces can accommodate a variety of kinds of worship. How 

NELSON MANDELA RULE 5.2
Prison administrations shall make all reasonable accommodation and 

adjustments to ensure that prisoners with physical, mental or other 

disabilities have full and effective access to prison life on an equitable basis.
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that space can be accessed and used as flexibly as possible by different groups has to 

be part of design considerations.

CONSIDERATIONS WHERE DIFFERENCES 
ARE UNIQUELY BROUGHT ABOUT BY 
BEING IN PRISON
SPECIFIC NEEDS OF THOSE AWAITING TRIAL
International standards require pre-trial detainees to be separated from convicted 

detainees. Where feasible, design should reflect that pre-trial detainees should be 

presumed innocent, providing a highly normalized detention experience that allows 

them, for example, to be able to continue business or education interests; store, care 

for and wear their own clothes; buy, store and eat their own food; etc. In addition, of 

course, they also generally share the same needs as convicted populations, including 

the right to spend their time meaningfully, especially if they spend a long time in pre-

trial detention, and to maintain regular contact with their family. Design of facilities 

must therefore accommodate these special needs.  

In addition, the specific needs of detainees awaiting trial are strongly connected with 

their judicial process. They need to be able to meet with investigating officers, to be 

present at court for all the hearings concerning them, to meet confidentially with 

their lawyers and to have all the resources necessary to prepare their defence. To that 

end, facilities should be located close to the relevant court(s) (a decision which will 

be unalterable after the site has been selected) and equipped to ensure transportation, 

easy access by lawyers and confidential meeting rooms that keep legal discussions 

and documents private.   

GOOD PRACTICES
Detainees need to be allowed to perform personal and, where possible, collective 

religious rites and meet with religious representatives. Accommodating multiple 

religions in prison need not be complex or costly. We have seen places for worship 

as varied as simple external wide-open spaces where people can observe their faith 

in the open air as they would in the community and large, airy internal spaces with 

no specific religious features where artefacts can be brought in and used according to 

the faith being practiced and where non-faith activities can also take place.
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The legitimate purpose of pre-trial detention – when it is necessary – is to prevent a 

person from absconding, committing another offence or interfering with the course 

of justice during pending procedures. To that end, pre-trial detention should always 

be a last resort and only for those who present a significant risk to the public if they 

are not detained. 

SPECIFIC NEEDS OF THOSE NEEDING SPECIAL PROTECTION FROM 
OTHER DETAINEES
Detainees accused of or sentenced for offences considered particularly unacceptable 

by members of society (including other detainees), such as murdering a child or 

certain sexual offences, may need special protection while in detention.

Special protection may also be required for some detainees whose role in the 

community makes them vulnerable in prison, such as politicians and law enforcement 

officers as well as detainees who are attempting to sever a criminal group affiliation.

Imprisonment also brings particular dangers and risks for lesbian, gay, bisexual, 

transgender and intergender detainees who may be marginalized or even criminalized 

within their society. Transgender and intergender detainees bring challenges for the 

prison administration even in applying the traditional separation between men and 

women. Specific conversations during the planning and design stages about how these 

detainees will experience prison can help create conditions of safety and normality 

for all populations.

If safety cannot otherwise be assured, these detainees may need to be isolated or 

to isolate themselves for protection from harm. In these circumstances, their 

integration into prison life and access to facilities can be challenging. Even where 

separated for protection, physical separation should not mean isolation or deprivation 

of meaningful social contact. Design considerations include how these detainees will 

have equal access to programmes and services.

SPECIFIC NEEDS OF HIGH-RISK DETAINEES
Detainees who have been assessed either as having a high risk of escape or presenting 

a high risk to other detainees may be particularly affected by prison conditions. Design 

plays an important part in preventing them from experiencing solitary confinement. 

Although they may be likely to be placed in more restrictive living areas, they might 

be safer placed with fewer (and risk assessed) people rather than on their own. If they 

are restricted to their living space more than other detainees, they may require larger 

spaces with toilets and sinks. Smaller living units with higher staff-detainee ratios 

may mitigate the risk of resorting to isolation. 

Where a decision is made to place detainees under highly restrictive conditions, the 

cells they inhabit should be as similar as possible to normal cells which, in turn, 

emulate as far as possible life in the community. An appropriate level of control over 

their environment – such as the ability to switch a light on or off or personalize their 

cells – gives detainees a sense of normality that is vital to their mental health. In 

addition, using colours and furnishings that echo everyday life outside detention can 

help reinforce normal patterns of behaviour and even reduce aggression. 

Wherever possible, decisions around in-cell materials, colours and fixtures should 

not be made on security grounds alone. Instead, the aim should be to communicate 

positive expectations and create a more personal environment for detainees who 

cannot be housed with the general detainee population. Individuals who cannot join 

in group events still need access to materials and activities to lessen the impact of 

isolation and provide a purposeful way of passing time. Even with decent in-cell 
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conditions, effective design will incorporate ways of ensuring detainees leave their 

cells regularly for meaningful human contact and an opportunity to experience 

different settings, such as for exercise and food.

SPECIFIC NEEDS OF THOSE SERVING A LONG-TERM OR LIFE SENTENCE 
OR UNDER SENTENCE OF DEATH
For detainees who must serve a life or long-term sentence, the prison is their world. 

Inconveniences or deficiencies that are temporary for others are more permanent 

factors. These detainees are therefore affected more than most not only by their 

personal circumstances, but also by the conditions in which they serve their prison 

sentences.

Although often placed in high-security settings, these detainees cannot automatically 

be assumed to be high-risk by simple virtue of their sentence. Their risk must be 

assessed regularly and conditions adjusted accordingly.

Long-term and life-sentence detainees might be best served by individual living 

accommodation or by sharing with only a few risk-assessed people. Their need to 

access the full range of facilities is as great as any detainee’s. The extremely long 

time they spend in custody may even warrant more generously proportioned sleeping 

accommodation or more inclusive facilities.

High-risk, long-term, life-sentenced detainees and those under sentence of death 

are especially at risk of having excessively restrictive measures as the defining 

feature of their detention. Controlling and monitoring all aspects of life can be highly 

damaging to their sense of self and future ability to integrate into society. They are 

often segregated and confined out of sight from others, leaving them particularly 

vulnerable to ill-treatment and abuse; to being “forgotten” by the legal process; 

and to losing access to educational, vocational and employment programmes, which 

foster a positive environment and facilitate integration. In addition, excluding these 

detainees from social interaction over time violates humane principles, goes against 

widely accepted good practice, risks damaging their ability to integrate safely within 

the prison community and makes it unlikely that those who can return to society will 

be able to do so at low risk of reoffending. 

The thinking invested in the design to meet the needs of this group of detainees 

can make the difference between people who can function effectively during lengthy 

periods of incarceration and those who cannot. Their special needs, like the needs of 

all detainees, deserve to be met as decently and effectively as possible.
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DIVERSE POPULATIONS

KEY CONCEPTS                                      
• Detainees are a diverse group of people with different needs. Design should provide 

features, options and flexibility to accommodate those unique needs.
• Separation by gender, age (juveniles and adults) and sentence (pre-trial and 

sentenced, civil and criminal) is a minimum requirement.
• Such separation is only a starting point and does not mean the diversity of need 

is met. Other groups may also require special attention to meet their particular 

needs.
• Where physical separation is implemented, this separation should not result in 

less access to important resources, spaces or services. Restricting regimes as a way 

to address diversity of need is ultimately harmful.
• Recognizing the diversity of detainee needs early in the planning process is 

important in creating the spaces and options ultimately required to address both 

predictable and less predictable specific needs.

KEY QUESTIONS                         
The following questions provide a foundation for discussion to help participants 

involved in prison planning and design consider how design can successfully support 

the individual and diverse needs of detainees to help ensure their fair and humane 

treatment:

• What will the diversity of the projected population be, and what proportions of 

categories are anticipated within this diversity (numeric data)?
• How will the specific needs of each category be identified and met? 
• How will data be used to understand trends and anticipate future needs? (See also 

Chapter 7, Strategic Planning.)
• Who will represent detainees with different needs during the participatory 

processes of the planning and design?
• What relevant equalities legislation is there and how will it be taken into 

consideration during planning and design?
• How will the planning and design meet the required separation between men 

and women, adults and juveniles, civil and criminal offences, and pre-trial and 

sentenced detainees as well as any other required separations?
• How will the planning and design meet the diversity of needs among the elderly, 

ill, disabled, young, etc.? 
• How is equality of access for all detainees assured with regard to:

 – programmes?
 – services?
 – health-care facilities?
 – work?
 – leisure?
 – contact with the outside world?

• How will the building reflect the diversity of cultures and social practices of its 
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anticipated detainees? (See also Chapter 9, Local Context: Social Practices.)
• How will services and facilities be adapted for the variety of detainees to be held, 

and what will the options be for accommodation, access and suitability for their 

specific needs?
• How will design cater to the need for separate spaces – not isolation – where 

individuals require temporary or long-term distance from each other?
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 CHAPTER 13 

HUMAN NEEDS

CHAPTER OVERVIEW
This chapter details the design response to the basic 
needs outlined in Chapter 4, Decency in Detention. We 
provide guidance on how design can help ensure those 
needs are fairly and adequately met in various contexts.
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Deprived of their liberty, detainees rely on prison authorities to meet their most 

fundamental needs:

 
• food and water 
• a healthy living environment
• sleep
• privacy and personal space
• physical exercise
• access to sanitary facilities for personal hygiene
• health care
• meaningful social interaction and activities

The careful planning of spaces and infrastructure to meet these needs in a decent 

manner is therefore essential. But designing prisons that do no harm and meet 

human needs is a significant challenge, and creating environments that do so while 

maintaining dignity, fairness and humanity is an even greater task. 

DESIGN FOR HUMAN NEEDS PROMOTES 
POSITIVE OUTCOMES
Designs that promote decency in meeting human needs, coupled with a commitment 

to fair and humane treatment, create a healthier and more easily managed prison 

environment. This in turn leads to more positive outcomes for detainees, prison staff 

and society.

Meeting these fundamental needs safeguards the health and safety of detainees and 

staff and is a critical part of fulfilling the moral and legal obligations States take on 

when depriving others of liberty. Yet it is unfortunately common to find situations in 

which decent conditions are lacking because of common design flaws.

We frequently see failures to address practical issues around water supply, sanitation 

and/or waste disposal, leading to significant problems such as a lack of access to 

toilets and showers, inadequate infrastructure to deal with human and other waste, 

the overloading of community waste and water services, and even the spread of 

illness and disease. We also find facilities with poorly designed kitchens that have 

been built with inadequate capacity or without proper distribution methods, leaving 

detainees without access to healthy and sufficient food and resulting in scarcity that 

undermines their health as well as detainee and staff safety. We often see designs that 

focus purely on accommodation for detainees, resulting in prisons without facilities 

for physical exercise, work or education. The mental and physical health of detainees 

suffers when they are deprived of access to the open air and constructive ways of 

spending their time, making it harder for staff to maintain a safe prison environment 

and harder for detainees to integrate into society upon release.

Designs that promote decency in meeting human needs, coupled with a 

commitment to fair and humane treatment, create a healthier and more 

easily managed prison environment.
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Ethical imperatives also require that prison planners and designers refuse to design 

inhumane features such as cells that are too small for decent habitation or have no 

light, places of extreme isolation or other spaces that do not meet minimum decent 

standards of detention.

DESIGNING TO MEET HUMAN NEEDS
As discussed in the following sections, participants must review the human needs 

of both detainees and staff at every stage of the design process to ensure that they 

are met decently and effectively. Doing so supports physical and mental health and 

effective prison operation and management. 

ENABLE FULL-TIME ACCESS TO POTABLE WATER
Ensuring sufficient and uninterrupted access to clean and safe drinking water is 

one of the most basic and fundamental requirements of prison planning and design. 

Selecting a site that enables an effective supply of water and designing to maximize 

access and provide sufficient storage are essential. The maintenance and reliability of 

water supply infrastructure are also fundamental design considerations.

The location of drinking water sources within places of detention is a critical 

engineering and design issue. Even the most restrictive operation of the prison (such 

as emergency lockdown) must not deny individuals at any security level access to 

drinking water. All prison staff must also have access to safe and clean water.

ENSURE RELIABLE ACCESS TO NUTRITIOUS FOOD AT REASONABLY 
SPACED INTERVALS THROUGHOUT THE DAY
Providing wholesome, nutritional food in sufficient variety and quantity to maintain 

health and strength is a basic responsibility assumed when depriving someone of 

liberty. 

Meals must be provided at proper times and intervals, adapted to the cultural habits 

of detainees, of reasonable quality and well prepared and served. Arrangements 

should take into account the fact that preparing and eating food is often an important 

social interaction, and care should be taken to meet individual dietary and religious 

requirements. 

The design of food chain management facilities (food storage, preparation, 

distribution, consumption and waste disposal) directly affects the nutritional quality, 

temperature, hygiene and edibility of food and therefore the health of detainees and 

staff. Where a facility has not been carefully planned to meet the nutritional needs of 

its population, problems can vary from food being served cold to detainees becoming 

sick or malnourished. Where facilities have been thoughtfully designed, there is little 

delay between cooking, serving and eating, maintaining maximum nutritional benefit 
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and making food more appetizing. Scarcity or perceived scarcity of food is a threat 

to detainee and staff safety, making reliable and fair access to food critical to the 

effective management of prisons.

In addition to providing sufficient food and drink, the planning and design of food 

management needs to address hygiene issues, including the handling of raw food 

products and waste disposal as well as all steps in between, including preparation, 

distribution, consumption and movement in and out of all food service areas. Practical, 

hygienic and easy-to-use institutional kitchens should be built from materials that 

are as easy to clean and maintain as possible and fully provide for the following 

required activities:

• administration 
• food storage (cold and dry)
• equipment storage
• food preparation 
• cooking 
• cleaning
• food distribution.  

Good design allows all detainees to eat well-prepared meals at culturally appropriate 

times. Dining facilities should consider the requirements of the disabled and 

other groups with special needs in the prison population (see Chapter 12, Diverse 

Populations). Cultural variation in terms of timing, the kind and number of meals 

and the way in which people choose to eat them in the community also need to be 

accommodated (see Chapter 9, Local Context: Social Practices).

Many prisons provide a step towards normalization by allowing detainees to cook for 

themselves and each other, much as they would at home in their local culture. Where 

such food service is possible, good design needs to ensure adequate space, hygiene and 

energy supply. When local cooking practices are not adequately addressed in prison 

design, safety can be at risk as detainees often find ingenious ways to compensate, 

which can result in dangerous wiring and, in the worst cases, loss of life through fire.

Staff must likewise have the time and facilities to prepare and eat food during their 

shift if prepared meals are not provided by their employer. Design of staff kitchens 

and cafeterias should take into account local expectations; the most effective design 

decision for staff may be to provide them with space to cook and eat food they provide 

for themselves or to provide staff kitchens, canteens and/or restaurants. Design 

decisions will depend upon whether or not staff and detainees are intended to share 

food communally and whether detainees are to be involved in food preparation, as 

these factors will determine what spaces might be needed and how movement of 

both detainees and staff can easily be facilitated. For example, an intention to have 

detainees run a restaurant for staff, perhaps even members of the public, will either 

require providing detainees with the ability to exit secure areas easily or allowing 

access for the intended clients to the designated space inside the secure perimeter. 
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A HEALTHY LIVING ENVIRONMENT
Detainees and staff must be ensured a living and working environment that at a 

minimum does not damage their physical and mental health, that promotes physical 

and mental health and that reflects normal life outside prison walls. Clean air, 

adequate space and adequate natural and electric lighting are foundations for a 

healthy built environment. 

Air and ventilation
Good ventilation is critical for maintaining the health and safety of everyone within 

detention facilities. Where spaces are too hot, detainees may seek relief by breaking or 

damaging windows, which can cause security concerns and increase problems when 

cold weather comes. If living spaces are too cold, detainees may block ventilation 

systems, leading to environmental, mechanical and air quality problems.

 

Planning for proper air quality and ventilation should ensure that there is a sufficient 

exchange of air volume to eliminate body and other odours and noxious fumes, 

maintain oxygen levels and bring in fresh air, which provides the added benefit of 

giving detainees and staff contact with the outdoors. However, where the presence of 

bugs, especially mosquitoes, is an issue, it is important that all entry points for air are 

protected by mosquito netting.

 

Local design practices and construction methods for ventilation often offer 

inexpensive and efficient solutions that can be adapted to the prison building project. 

For example, we have seen prisons in hot climates use louvres or grills on outside 

walls as an inexpensive way to give detainees access to fresh air.  

Light and view
There is now a considerable body of evidence supporting the health benefits of 

natural light and views to the outside world. Using natural light reduces power use 

and supports mental and physical well-being, particularly by improving sleep and 

regulating biorhythms. As much as possible, therefore, natural light should be the 

primary source of illumination during the day, creating a space visually connected to 

the outside world, with appropriate levels of electric light when it is dark.

Research in a variety of settings, including prisons, offices, hospitals, schools and 

psychology laboratories, has found that the experience of nature and exposure to 

“The sun is the master of life. To introduce the sun is the new and most imperative 

duty of the architect.” - Le Corbusier, The Athens Charter, 1943
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natural light has numerous positive effects on behaviour and health. Exposure to 

strong natural light:

• improves mood
• leads to better medical outcomes
• supports regular cycles of circadian rhythms which, among other things, promotes 

good quality sleep
• promotes the body’s production of vitamin D, with many positive health benefits
• reduces the symptoms of depressive disorders, including (but not limited to) 

seasonal affective disorder.

Time spent in or viewing natural settings including vegetation, trees and bodies of 

water has been associated with:

• improved cognitive performance
• restoration from mental fatigue
• reduced irritability and aggressiveness
• reduced levels of stress.

Yet we often visit prisons where detainees live in accommodation without windows 

and staff spend their shift in places devoid of natural light. Prisons are public buildings 

and as such must meet the requirements of local building codes, which commonly 

require windows and access to natural light and often prescribe window surfaces to 

be proportionate to the floor area.

Lighting is another critical factor that enables – or hinders – optimum sleep. Exposure 

to strong light during the day and real darkness at night promotes good quality sleep. 

Too little light in the day and too much light at night can hurt sleep quality for 

detainees and night shift staff with resultant negative physical, social and behavioural 

impacts. Exposure to artificial light at night should be kept to a minimum, and night-

time lights should be as dim and warm as possible. 

Detainees may, for a variety of reasons, be confined to their living accommodation 

day and night. The source and quality of light in this accommodation is therefore 

critical to their health and to effective prison management. It is also important for 

detainees to be able to control the artificial light in their living space, allowing, of 

course, for staff to be able to override the lighting controls as needed to maintain 

safety and security.

Windows and apertures providing natural light must use sufficiently robust materials 

as suit the local context and open in a way that discourages improper use, such 

as escape attempts, self-harm, or exchange of items between detainees. Overly 

engineered windows are not appropriate in many contexts and are expensive and 

potentially harmful. We have seen, for example, unopenable glass windows in 

extremely hot climates in prisons that also lacked mechanical cooling. It is important 

to understand the key risks of window misuse and design the lighting as near to what 

might be normally experienced in the community as possible.

“A room is not a room without natural light.” - Louis Kahn
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Thermal comfort and climate
Thermal comfort depends on many factors including temperature, humidity, 

air movement, the construction materials and detainee and staff clothing and 

expectations. That said, temperatures within the detention facility must be kept 

within an acceptable range to maintain the health and comfort of detainees and staff. 

That range will vary depending on context, local climate, and cultural expectations. 

Keeping temperatures within a comfortable range supports normal daily activities 

and can reduce tension and irritability for both detainees and staff while also aiding 

good sleep. As much as possible, therefore, individuals should have the ability to 

adjust the humidity, temperature and air movement in their living and work spaces.

Incorporating local construction materials and methods for air conditioning and 

heating wherever practical is likely to provide tried and tested ways of optimizing 

comfort, energy efficiency and climate regulation and reduce the cost of heating and 

cooling (see Chapter 10, Local Context: Sustainable Facilities).

Space
Many problems in prison living come from placing too many people in an 

accommodation area in response to overpopulation of detainees, resulting in poor 

hygienic conditions, the spread of illness, inactivity and friction among detainees and 

between detainees and staff.  

Research has shown that, while having a minimum amount of space per person 

(spatial density) is important, the number of people per room or cell (social density) 

is the most important factor in determining satisfaction and acceptability of the 

accommodation. The higher the social density, the greater the perceived crowding, 

levels of stress, negative emotional responses and impact on sleep. High social 

density can also negatively affect task performance and increase health complaints 

and illness, including the spread of contagious illness and disease.

Detainees must be ensured enough unencumbered space for sleeping and daily 

living, including room for dining, movement and exercise, privacy and engaging in 

meaningful activities. In some cases, having communal spaces that are larger and 

more varied along with culturally appropriate facilities for privacy, recreation or 

individual activities that take up the largest part of the day can help compensate for 

limited sleeping accommodation.

Detailed guidance on ventilation and climate control in prisons can be found in the 

following publications:

• the 2015 International Building Code, section 1203.5.1, which outlines specific 

building requirements for ventilation
• the ICRC’s Water, Sanitation, Hygiene and Habitat in Prisons (2013), pages 23-24, 

which offers specific guidance on calculating ventilation infrastructure
• the UNOPS Technical Guidance for Prison Planning (2016), page 90, which offers 

practical options for ventilation where electricity is and is not available; helpful 

insights into prison orientation and design for natural heat control; and 

environmentally appropriate heating methods and designs that help reduce heat 

loss.
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PRIVACY AND PERSONAL SPACE
Loss of privacy is one of the most striking differences between life within and outside 

a detention facility. Although prisons may appear to be places where detainees 

are always being watched, as a matter of limiting the harm inflicted by detention, 

promoting normality and preserving dignity, detainees need a reasonable measure 

of privacy. 

The ability of detainees to have privacy – some level of control over contact with 

or observation by other people – is necessary for maintaining mental and physical 

health. The need for privacy is relevant to every aspect of prison design, from eating, 

sleeping and washing to worship and activities – in short, every aspect of life. Design 

features can provide appropriate limitations on when, where and how detainees are 

observed or required to be in the presence of others. They can also promote respect 

and decency in any required searches of body or property. Design that allows detainees 

to exercise an element of personal privacy without imposing segregation is critical in 

helping detainees cope with incarceration and integrate with society.

 

How privacy is expressed and design features that are considered necessary for privacy 

vary greatly from culture to culture. Design must provide culturally appropriate 

provisions for privacy and give detainees the ability to make choices about the kind, 

level and locations of their social interactions, balancing these needs with policies and 

procedures required for safety and security. 

Prison design must also incorporate privacy options for staff, such as break rooms 

and eating areas, exercise and recreation facilities, and indoor or outdoor quiet space. 

What private spaces for staff will be offered, what they will look like, whether they 

will be located inside or outside the perimeter and how staff will access them are all 

important questions to be answered.  

Many prisons allow detainees to keep a number of personal belongings, which 

provides another way of normalizing the prison environment. This brings special 

challenges and has implications for design with regard to safe-keeping, reception of 

goods and storage facilities. Planning and design considerations include how personal 

property will enter the prison, what will be allowed, which items are likely to need to 

be retained by the authorities, how these will be stored safely in order to be returned 

to the detainee upon release and how detainees can secure items kept with them to 

avoid damage or theft.

Staff, too, often bring personal items to work that need to be stored safely during 

their shift. Thought needs to be given to whether this storage will be inside or outside 

the secure perimeter and how it fits with other staff facilities. Some property, such 

as personal protective equipment, will need to be stored safely but within easy reach 

when needed.
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CONDITIONS FOR SUFFICIENT AND QUALITY SLEEP
Sleep is vital for physical and emotional health. Providing sufficient and appropriate 

accommodation that optimizes the ability to sleep in relative comfort, peace, privacy 

and safety must be a planning and design priority. 

Effective design for sleeping space recognizes that:

• quality sleep is necessary for physical and mental health
• design will affect the quality of sleep
• appropriate sleeping accommodation will vary according to climate and context 
• appropriate sleeping time of day/night and duration of sleep will also vary according 

to climate and context.

The importance of quality sleep for detainees is often either ignored or underestimated. 

But detainee sleep problems quickly become management problems. Sleep issues – 

including insufficient sleep, lack of quality sleep and too much sleep – affect behaviour 

and health, making detainees more likely to be irritable and aggressive, more easily 

frustrated and less successful in educational or work programmes. They also reflect 

a missed opportunity to mirror life outside prison walls, making integration with 

society more challenging. 

Poor sleep has been linked with significant medical problems, including diabetes, 

heart disease and increased risk of death. It can exacerbate psychiatric problems, 

including depression, mood disorders and attention deficit disorder. Abnormal 

SLEEP DISORDERS
Many prisons have conditions that make quality sleep difficult, sometimes nearly 

impossible. These conditions are made worse by the lack of control detainees have 

over their environment. In such settings, detainees may experience:

• too little physical and mental activity during the day 
• anxiety, stress and/or fear about their circumstances
• lack of privacy for sleeping
• night-time noise (movement, talking, equipment sounds, door and lock noise, 

intercoms and loudspeakers), light and odours
• out-of-rhythm body clock, in part from too much light at night and too little light 

during the day 
• fluctuating temperatures.

As a result, detainees may experience sleep disorders that lead to aggressive, 

disruptive behaviour and poor physical and mental health.
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sleeping patterns can also create management challenges in the night if detainees are 

not sleeping because they have slept during the day.

To maximize sufficient and quality sleep in prisons:

• Sleep routines and accommodation must be culturally and environmentally 

appropriate.
• Detainees must feel sufficiently safe and comfortable to sleep.
• Environmental elements such as noise, light and temperature fluctuations that can 

disturb sleep must be minimized or eliminated.
• Detainees must be given an appropriate level of autonomy to meet their personal 

needs for sleep, balancing these needs with policies and procedures required for 

daily operations, safety and security.

Effective and appropriate designs for sleeping arrangements depend on local context 

and culture and responses to several critical questions: 

Will detainees sleep alone, in small groups, or in large groups?

The preference for individual versus shared sleeping space varies from culture to 

culture, such as whether local practices call for sleeping alone, with a partner, with 

the entire immediate family or in community groups. In some countries, people are 

attached to individual privacy and single cells will be preferred. Even here, design 

should allow for shared accommodation when it is necessary or desired. Additional 

bunks are often added to cells to accommodate overcrowding, and where this is likely, 

it should be factored into the shape and size of the cell. In other contexts, people’s 

experience of communal living is such that dormitories would be expected, and single 

cells would be an additional burden to the loss of liberty and could cause or increase 

distress. It also adds to the administrative burden, as to ensure that those sharing 

accommodation do not present a risk to each other involves assessment, classification 

and categorization (see Chapter 15, Containment).

It is therefore necessary to decide in strategic planning or the prison brief stage 

whether the occupancy will be single, shared or a mixture; if shared, how many 

persons to each accommodation; and how detainees will be assigned to shared spaces. 

Single or small group cells may add cost and operational challenges, but if culturally 

and contextually appropriate, will benefit detainees and staff by avoiding the sleep 

issues common in shared accommodation. In shared accommodation, the challenge is 

still to provide sleeping conditions where individuals are safe, provided opportunities 

for privacy and free from noise and distraction so that they may be able to sleep as 

soundly as imprisonment allows. 

What are the bedding materials and arrangements? 

In some places, it is standard practice to sleep on the ground; in others, sleeping 

on communal platforms, in hammocks, or in individual beds is the norm. Prison 

accommodation tends to be standardized, often using double or triple decker bunk 

beds to save floor space. The impact of sleep arrangements on the anticipated detainee 

population and staff must be carefully considered to determine the arrangements that 

offer the most normal and culturally appropriate living experience.  

In all cases, each detainee must have enough individual sleeping space in a clean and 

well-ventilated area. Where it is customary to sleep on a mat on the floor, design must 

help support cleanliness and good hygiene. Where conjugal family visits are allowed, 

suitable private space should be provided. This includes accounting for multiple-day 
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conjugal visits where all the usual aspects of life need to be met, including fresh 

air, food and access to activities or programmes (things to do beyond just being in 

a room with a bed). It involves thinking about how quality time will be spent with 

family (sometimes extended families including grandparents as well as children).  We 

have seen provision where families were confined to a single internal space for the 

duration of days-long visits and where solitary confinement cells were transformed 

into conjugal visit areas with the entire space filled with a double bed.

Access to sleeping accommodation and the ability to exit quickly in an emergency 

also needs to be taken into account, and detainees with special needs must be able to 

safely access and exit accommodation in daily use and emergencies. 

When will detainees sleep?

In some countries, particularly those in hotter climates, daytime sleep is part of 

the tapestry of everyday life, and detainees are able to access their bed in order to 

sleep during the day. This affects night-time sleeping habits and requires careful 

consideration of temperature regulation throughout the day and sufficient access to 

exercise and natural light to help regulate circadian rhythms.

Will sleeping quarters also be the place detainees spend their time during the 
day?

In many contexts, sleeping accommodation also doubles as living accommodation. If 

sleep space is also used as living space during the day, it is essential that detainees 

have ample access to other spaces to carry out daytime activities.  

Sleeping areas for staff are sometimes needed because of the organization of their 

duties and shifts or the remoteness of the site. Staff sleeping arrangements require 

the same careful consideration to create conditions appropriate for good quality sleep.
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DAILY ACCESS TO PHYSICAL EXERCISE, OPEN SPACE AND  
TIME OUTDOORS
Detainees require regular physical activity to remain fit and healthy, especially given 

the limited range of spaces and activities they have access to in prison. Whenever 

feasible, there should be opportunities for exercise outdoors as well as in sports 

facilities designed in line with local sporting customs. Design needs to account for 

how and where detainees will access open air; what physical exercise, sports and other 

forms of physical activity are normal in the local context; what spaces and facilities 

are needed for those activities; and where and how these spaces and facilities will be 

located and accessed. Multiple outdoor and exercise areas located in close proximity 

to living accommodation might be smaller and have fewer facilities but  are easier to 

access without staff escort and hence used more often.

Staff likewise need to remain fit and active. In some cases, it may be appropriate 

for them to share the same exercise and sporting facilities and outdoor spaces as 

detainees – and perhaps participate in sporting and other activities with detainees – 

or it may be necessary to provide separate spaces for staff.

Access to nature and fresh air helps minimize the stress of being confined in a small, 

contained area and in forced proximity to unchosen others. It builds directly on the 

fundamental principles that prisons should offer as “normal” a life as possible. This 

means ensuring that detainees are able to use all their senses fully in ample outdoor 

spaces such as sports courts and fields, gardens, vegetable plots, open spaces, etc.  

The design of open spaces affects how and how well they are used. Bare, concrete 

spaces holding hundreds of people with little or nothing to do often give rise to anti-

social behaviour. Well-designed landscapes can offer opportunities for varied uses by 

detainees, including for rest and restoration, access to nature and recreation.
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Provisions need to be made for the prevailing climate, a step that is often overlooked, 

especially when prison designs are imported from other contexts, resulting in outdoor 

spaces that do not work in the local climate. Shade is needed where open spaces 

are hot and dusty; cover is needed where rain and snow otherwise prevent access 

to the open air. Local designs will often demonstrate tried and tested ways to deal 

with the climate and provide good inspiration for coping with local conditions if 

climate control technology such as mechanically conditioned air is unavailable or 

inappropriate.

ACCESS TO SANITARY FACILITIES FOR PERSONAL HYGIENE
Designs that help detainees keep themselves and their accommodation clean are vital 

for their health and self-esteem. These include sufficient access to sanitary facilities 

for personal hygiene and using building materials that are hygienic and easy to keep 

clean to help reduce health problems and long-term maintenance costs. Planning 

and design must also factor in the water and equipment needed for the number of 

detainees being held to keep themselves and their environment (including bedding 

and clothing) clean. We have seen outbreaks of bedbugs and scabies, for example, 

which could have easily been prevented by good laundry and hygiene practices. 

The number and type of toilets is a fundamental design consideration. The 

international recommendation is one toilet for 20 people, but in any group, there 

will be times (such as upon waking) when most people will need the facilities at the 

same time. This ratio is a minimum specification that does not necessarily represent 

a decent or most efficient configuration. 

The location of the toilets, how they are accessed and what privacy is allowed in their 

use are also critical design decisions that must take into consideration local context. 

When toilets are not within the sleeping area, detainees must be able to access them 

overnight or at other times when doors may be locked.
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The type of toilet is a critical choice that should be determined by both community 

practice and the reality of the particular prison environment. Dry pit latrines – if 

regularly emptied – may be best in areas where water is in short supply or sewage 

infrastructures are poor or non-existent. Toilets using water to wash away excrement 

will be the choice where water availability is not an issue and where sewage systems 

are reliable. Whether the toilet is designed for sitting or squatting will depend on local 

cultural preference.  

Staff also need easy, around-the-clock access to sufficient clean and private toilets 

and wash rooms as part of their working life.

Poor waste and waste water disposal can lead to serious health problems and 

operational issues. Effective disposal of waste and waste water are therefore critical 

to decent conditions and the effective management of places of detention. Proper 

consideration of the maintenance requirements of preferred sewage options is also 

vital. Excessive use of water, for example, presents significant challenges, particularly 

for disposal systems based on percolation into the soil. 

Every aspect of prison operation and management affects the health of 

detainees.

Health is first and foremost preserved by ensuring that basic needs are decently and 

consistently met, including a clean environment, proper food and water, adequate 

sleep, personal hygiene, fresh air and physical exercise. Preventive health care helps 

people maintain health while curative health care – the most costly element – is at 

the apex of the health care pyramid and dependent upon maintenance of the first 

two levels.  

The deprivation of liberty in and of itself poses special health challenges and is likely 

to worsen some mental and physical conditions due to stress and limited physical 

exercise. Prison planning and design can support detainee health by minimizing 

stress through design features such as lighting and connection to outdoors and by 

providing access to ample facilities for exercise.

CURATIVE CARE

PREVENTATIVE CARE PSYCHOSOCIAL
FACTORS

HABITAT
HYGIENE

SANITATION

FOOD
NUTRITION

WATER
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ACCESS TO PREVENTIVE HEALTH CARE AND HEALTH TREATMENT
As every aspect of the prison experience affects detainees’ physical and mental health, 

consideration must specifically be given to health care, including access to health-

care facilities, both preventive and curative. Being in prison should not mean having 

to compromise access to or quality of medical care. Detainees, like all people, need 

decent and relevant physical and mental health care, and prisons should provide 

access to health care for all detainees, within or outside the facility, of at least the 

same standard of services (including record management and confidentiality) as 

those available in the community.

Planning and designing for the provision of and access to decent, comprehensive 

health-care services requires a holistic approach because every aspect of prison 

operation and management affects the health of detainees. Beyond designing dedicated 

health-care service areas, planning for detainee health care must include the entire 

detainee experience from arrival to release, must guarantee detainees timely access 

to health-care treatment and facilities and must connect detainees to health-care 

resources in the community. This includes providing facilities and resources for:

• effective health screening on arrival
• an effective public health programme, including prevention measures and health 

education (hygiene and vector control, detection and control of infectious or other 

diseases, vaccination, etc.)
• access to treatment and medication
• out- and in-patient facilities to offer consultation, diagnosis, treatment and 

medication (dispensary, clinics, laboratory, pharmacies) for both physical and 

mental illness
• effective continuity of care upon release.  

An analysis of the population needs must precede any prison building programme 

(see Chapter 7, Strategic Planning). The size and specific features of the health-care 

facility must be planned according to the data available about the health needs of 

the anticipated population gathered during strategic planning. This includes their 

number, ages and gender as well as disease prevalence and what this indicates about 

the various functions needed and types of spaces required. For example, prisons in 

communities where tuberculosis is prevalent need to provide adequate isolation and 

treatment spaces. Imported models from countries where tuberculosis is not an issue 

are unlikely to take this into account. Depending on the population(s) at hand, special 

attention must also be given to specific health issues (for example, gynaecology and 

reproductive health, paediatric or geriatric care, addiction treatment, etc.).

To provide adequate health care, design must provide easy access to on- or off-site 

facilities that include office space, laboratories, treatment rooms, waiting areas and 

spaces to isolate and treat infectious diseases. Each of the following types of care 
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require designated facilities, including but not limited to:

• primary care services, including medical, dental and pharmaceutical
• assistive health-care services, including clinics to assess the need for and provide 

physical therapy, mobility aids and hearing and vision care
• health education and prevention services, including space for classes in disease 

prevention and vaccinations 
• mental health-care services, including individual and group therapy meeting 

areas
• secondary care, including in-patient beds where identified as necessary.

Direct access to health-care services increases detainee self-reliance and dignity and 

reduces situations where that access can be blocked for arbitrary reasons. Good design 

should therefore aim to minimize the number of physical barriers a detainee must 

pass through before accessing health professionals, perhaps through facilities located 

in or near living units. 

We have seen medical facilities that are placed close to the main gate and apart from 

detainee living quarters, which works well if a speedy transfer to a hospital is required 

and where in-patients benefit from peace and quiet, away from noisier living areas. 

It also allows the easiest evacuation in the case of emergency. From a mental health 

perspective especially, there are times when a space away from social contact is 

vital for the patient. In some cases, though, we have seen detainees unable to access 

health facilities because they are unable to exit their living accommodation or because 

escorts are not available to take them outside the prison perimeter.  

Planning and design should consider the feasibility and benefits of linking with local 

external health-care systems and, indeed, possible use of the internal system by the 

community. Where detainees are trusted with access to the community, external 

facilities may be all that is needed, depending upon their distance from the place of 

detention.  

Staff too need and deserve quality mental and physical health care. Where State laws 

allow, staff should have equal access to health-care facilities and services to support 

and maintain mental and physical health.
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SPENDING TIME MEANINGFULLY
As part of the duty of care, prisons must provide those deprived of liberty with 

opportunities to engage in meaningful pursuits that promote mental health and 

personal growth. This basic human need can and should be met by offering physical, 

social, spiritual, cultural, civic, recreational, educational and vocational activities. 

Staff also need places where they can socialize, exercise, train and learn, and design 

should provide sufficient space for staff to socialize with each other during breaks 

and before and after their shift. To be useful and effective, design must begin by first 

understanding what activities are considered meaningful in the local context, what 

sort of space they require, how many people will be expected to access the space at 

any one time and how they will be accessed.

Spaces for individual and communal activities need to be ample and designed to work 

well with the local context, climate and expected population. Understanding what 

might be most useful for detainees during and after their period in custody should 

inform the discussion about the kind of work, training and educational spaces to 

include in the design. Too often, communal areas are sacrificed early in the process 

because of security or budget considerations. The challenge is for prison design to 

allow for activities that promote normal human activity while offering facilities that 

are available to and will benefit everyone. 

For example, in many detention facilities, detainees have access to cultural activities 

such as film viewing, dance or theatre. Such activities help support normalization of 

the correctional environment, and the planning and design process needs to ensure 

adequate access, space, hygiene and energy supply for these activities.  

Many aspects of daily prison life, such as cooking, cleaning and laundry, provide 

opportunities for detainees to engage in meaningful, normalizing activities while 

gaining skills that can be beneficial upon release.

In designing the actual spaces within which people will undertake such activities, it is 

critical that designers build places that people want to use. Large, empty communal 

spaces that offer no shade, no points of interest and no activities are unpleasant to be 

in and may become places where fights are picked and feuds settled. Landscape and 

interior design can provide attractive areas that support meaningful group activities 

as well as opportunities for individual endeavours or quiet reflection.

Ease of access to these spaces, especially in resource-poor contexts, is critical to 

ensure use without being over-reliant on staff, especially during staff shortages, 

emergencies and other circumstances that might otherwise prevent detainees from 

attending meaningful activities.

Flexible spaces maximize their possible use and allow for evolution over time as 

programmes, work and employment patterns change. Adequate spaces should be 

provided for detainees interested in participating in collective religious rites. Some of 
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these spaces might be able to be used flexibly when different religions coexist within 

a prison, but local circumstances will determine when separate facilities are required.

However obvious it may seem, providing decent conditions for detainees and the staff 

who work with them is often contentious. In some places, conditions for people in 

communities near detention facilities are so poor that it makes it politically difficult 

to spend scarce funds to provide decent conditions for detainees and detention 

staff. In such cases, the prison project can garner powerful political and community 

support, meet community needs and support the principle of maintaining connection 

to society by developing infrastructure or facilities that also serve the local population 

(see Chapter 11, Integration into Society). In any case, the best opportunity to ensure 

decent and appropriate conditions comes during the planning and design processes, 

as such facilities are likely to be far more costly and difficult to fund later in the 

process.  
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HUMAN NEEDS

KEY CONCEPTS                                      
• Meeting the human needs of detainees and staff is the very minimum required of 

the authorities when depriving people of their liberty. Prisons should aim not only 

to meet these needs, but to do so decently. 
• Effectively meeting basic human needs has a major impact on preserving the 

physical and mental health of detainees, staff and those who visit the prison. It 

also plays a huge role in supporting staff in delivering their duties.
• Done well, effectively meeting human needs gives suitable levels of autonomy to 

detainees and helps normalize the prison environment.
• Poor conditions in the community are not a justification for poor conditions inside 

the prison. Basic standards of decency must still be met.
• Meeting identified needs includes careful consideration of what is contextually 

appropriate for the anticipated population and how detainees and staff will be able 

to access the facilities provided.

KEY QUESTIONS                         
The following questions provide a foundation for discussion to help participants 

involved in prison planning and design use design to successfully meet basic human 

needs and ensure the humane treatment of detainees:

• What are the minimum standards for each basic need? How can those standards be 

met decently to ensure dignified, fair and humane treatment?
• Considering a typical detainee’s day, how will the design allow for adequate space 

for all planned services and activities?
• How will the physical design replicate normality in providing these basic needs?
• How will the design be adapted to the climate and culture?
• How will access to natural light, fresh air, individual bed and sleep, physical 

exercise, privacy, social interactions and meaningful activities be delivered?
• How will appropriate communal and individual space be provided, taking cultural 

expectations into account?
• How will access to personal hygiene be ensured?





 CHAPTER 14 

SAFETY

CHAPTER OVERVIEW
This chapter explores how design can help to create a safe 
environment for those living in, working at and visiting 
prisons.  We discuss the basic conditions that need to be 
met for people to feel and be safe, ways to support those 
at risk of self-harm or assault from others and ways to 
reduce stressors and promote positive behaviour.
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Keeping people from harm is an essential duty of humane detention. Any entity that 

is legally empowered to deprive individuals of freedom by placing them in a detention 

facility has a fundamental responsibility to ensure their safety and well-being for the 

duration of their detention. Physical and mental injury, or the fear of such, can long 

outlive the period of detention itself.

A prison’s design can and should help ensure that detainees and staff live and work 

in a safe environment where they are protected from: 

• any form of violence or physical or psychological abuse
• hazards related to infrastructure, climate and natural or other disasters, such as 

fire
• the dangers of armed hostilities, public antagonism and mob vengeance.

DEFINITION
We define safety in detention as protection of the physical and mental well-being of 

people who are within the detention setting. This means taking all reasonable and 

humane measures to provide safeguards from abuse, assault, illness, stress and other 

preventable harm. 

All detainees, staff and visitors (both personal and professional) have a right to be 

and feel safe. The issues that affect safety can vary among places and peoples, as do 

individual perceptions of what brings feelings of safety. It is therefore important to 

consult and engage detainees and staff when defining the measures that will make 

them feel safe.  

THE IMPORTANCE OF MAINTAINING A 
SAFE DETENTION ENVIRONMENT
Prisons and their managers bear the responsibility for maintaining a safe environment 

because detainees have limited ability to remove or protect themselves in the case of 

an incident that might cause harm, including physical, sexual or emotional assault 

or abuse; disease; or natural disaster. Safety is further at risk when detainees are 

not confident that their safety from assault or abuse is guaranteed by the institution 

or staff members and they feel the need to protect themselves, leading them to use 

whatever means they have at hand. Often that means they may act aggressively and 

intimidate others, find ways to make or obtain weapons for self-protection, or seek 

protection by allying with other detainees, sometimes becoming part of groups or 

gangs.  
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STAFF SAFETY
While working in a prison may bring some inevitable risk, staff and external 

professionals also have a right to work in an environment that is as safe as possible. 

When staff members feel safe, they can be more effective in carrying out their 

duties and their work is more satisfying. A safe work environment can also reduce 

absenteeism and staff turnover.

Where staff feel afraid, however, they may feel the need to resort to violence or an 

abuse of their power. This of course violates the principle of doing no harm and 

undermines the obligation to promote health and personal growth and maintain 

connection, as people who are frightened cannot fully engage in positive activities 

and programmes. Further, these frightened staff members then fail to fulfil their duty 

to model responsible and ethical behaviour.

Staff safety, therefore, is crucial, and it is best supported by creating a setting in 

which detainees feel protected and safe. The starting point for this is meeting basic 

needs, including appropriate nutrition, a clean and healthy environment and health-

care services (see Chapter 4, Decency in Detention and Chapter 13, Human Needs). 

This then allows detainees to make the most of opportunities for positive change and 

personal growth, including maintaining contact with families and society.

Maintaining a safe environment:

• reduces the risk that detainees will suffer from physical injuries or mental trauma
• reduces fear and anxiety for detainees, staff and visitors, making it a better living 

and working environment and one more supportive of integrating detainees with 

the community
• allows both staff and detainees to focus time and energy on positive activities and 

programmes, rather than on protecting themselves or being constantly alert for 

the next incident  
• facilitates connection between detainees and the community, as local individuals 

and organizations are more willing and able to visit and work inside a safe facility.

HOW DESIGN CAN HELP MAKE  
PRISONS SAFE
There are a number of elements in prison design and operation that help detainees 

feel safe and reduce the actual risk of being harmed. 

ENABLING EFFECTIVE SUPERVISION
Effective supervision requires continual contact and interaction between staff and 

detainees. This approach – sometimes called direct supervision – makes it possible 

for staff to be aware of detainee concerns, fears and problems and be present to 

intervene before potential arguments or altercations escalate.

Staff safety is best supported by creating a setting in which detainees feel 

protected and safe. The starting point for this is meeting detainees’ basic 

needs.
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Good design facilitates direct supervision by supporting contact and interaction and 

increasing the effectiveness of staff efforts. In contrast, hard barriers and observation 

from a distance, which may require fewer staff, work against maintaining order and 

safety by reducing the level and quality of contact between staff and detainees.

Effective supervision requires managerial oversight and staff training to ensure staff 

members have the skills to effectively communicate with detainees in living areas 

designed to provide easy, open, visible and regular contact with detainees in an 

atmosphere that is as close to a normal residential setting as possible. This helps to 

reduce perceived tensions and the real risk of aggressive and dangerous behaviour. 

The removal of hard physical barriers increases the accessibility of spaces and makes 

it easier for staff to intervene when necessary. It also creates opportunities and spaces 

where staff can interact with detainees in a way that promotes normality, dynamic 

security (see Chapter 15, Containment) and positive relationships.

Early in the design stage, participants must determine how staff members will 

supervise detainees effectively at night and/or when detainees are locked in their 

sleeping accommodation. For secured sleeping environments, this includes 

determining a safe proximity of staff to detainees, the size and location of windows 

and openings in the cells or doors, and placement of furniture to maintain effective 

sight lines and an appropriate balance between privacy and safety.

AVOIDING SOLITARY CONFINEMENT
Not every detainee may be able to safely function in an open, direct supervision 

living situation. Some, perhaps because of anger or mental health issues, may pose 

a particular danger to themselves or others. Other detainees may be particularly at 

risk of assault (see Chapter 12, Diverse Populations). Identifying those individuals 

through careful use of classification and categorization systems (see Chapter 15, 

Containment) based on information and observation can ensure they are placed in 

the most appropriate accommodation with the most appropriate level of supervision.

Effective supervision requires continual contact and interaction between 

staff and detainees. Direct supervision makes it possible for staff to be 

aware of detainee concerns, fears and problems and be present to intervene 

before situations escalate.
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Well-designed facilities provide staff with options for dealing with difficult and 

potentially dangerous situations without having to resort to use of isolation. This may 

include ways to put distance between aggrieved parties when dialogue and mediation 

initially fail and offering “time out” spaces where a detainee can calm down from a 

tense situation before working on a longer-term resolution.

Alternative housing with closer supervision for people removed from the general 

population should meet the same minimum standards as general housing for size, 

light, ventilation and access to visits, food, water and sanitary hygiene facilities. Units 

should be designed to avoid social and sensory isolation. Segregation and isolation 

spaces, where detainees are kept alone from others, should be used only in extreme 

situations and for very short periods of time (hours or days, not weeks or months).

MAINTAINING APPROPRIATE CATEGORIZATION AND SEPARATION
Safety is improved and fear of assault or abuse is reduced when the prison maintains 

the levels of separation between detainee groups that are required by international 

standards, such as between pre-trial and sentenced detainees and between adults and 

children (see Chapter 12, Diverse Populations and Chapter 15, Containment). Facilities 

SOLITARY CONFINEMENT
Whatever the reasons behind the use of solitary confinement, it is widely recognized 

that it has a harmful effect on physical and mental health. Impacts are especially 

strong for people with pre-existing mental health problems, who are often the 

most likely to be placed in solitary confinement. In solitary confinement, access to 

programmes and activities is likely to be limited or even prohibited and the benefits 

of social contact lost entirely. Negative effects can occur for some after only a few 

hours of isolation, and problems can be severe or even irreversible after longer 

periods of solitary confinement.

In addition to the affect on health, detainees in isolation may be particularly 

vulnerable because they are confined out of sight from others and excluded from any 

protective framework available in the detention centre. They may be more vulnerable 

to enforced disappearance, ill-treatment and abuse and to being forgotten by the 

legal process, with restricted access to complaint and appeal mechanisms.
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should therefore be designed to provide sufficient and sufficiently separate space and 

access for all anticipated detainee groups without depriving minority or otherwise 

vulnerable populations.

USING A NORMALIZED, RESIDENTIAL DESIGN TO PROMOTE 
EXPECTATIONS FOR POSITIVE BEHAVIOUR
The appearance of the detention facility, including its layout, materials, colours and 

fixtures, can significantly influence how detainees and staff view themselves and their 

situation and what kind of behaviours they see as expected from them. A respectful 

and normalized setting is more likely to evoke respectful and normal behaviour and 

also result in less environmental damage and vandalism.

MITIGATING SCARCITY
Detainees in any detention setting have regulated and restricted access to the various 

amenities and services provided by the detaining authority, such as food, television 

and radio, telephones, and reading matter, making these controlled, sometimes 

scarce, and therefore precious commodities. This can result in competition that leads 

to conflict between detainees. Prison design can mitigate this scarcity by providing 

sufficient infrastructure to meet the identified need (e.g., sufficient catering space 

or cabling infrastructure for telephones) and by allowing detainee access to those 

resources without depending upon staff members (e.g., by providing the resource 

in multiple accommodation areas). The ability to do this depends in large part upon 

knowledge about the anticipated detainees and their needs.

SEXUAL VIOLENCE
There has been an increased awareness in recent years about the prevalence of sexual 

harassment and assaults in detention and a corresponding focus on how to prevent it. 

Sexual violence can have a particularly long-lasting impact, but responses are similar 

to those used for preventing many other kinds of violence and aggressive behaviour. 

In addition to the use of effective policies and procedures including maintaining 

required levels of separation, identification of detainee needs and training and 

supervision of staff, the physical environment can help prevent sexual violence by 

facilitating constant and active supervision in detainee areas and eliminating hidden, 

unobservable spaces.
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PREVENTING THE FORMATION OR EXPANSION OF GANGS AND GROUPS
Pre-existing groups are often seen as a threat to safety inside a prison, and it is 

important for such issues to be addressed directly. Many detainees, as noted above, 

affiliate with a group in a prison as a means to ensure their safety when such assurance 

is not provided by staff. Therefore, providing a setting that continues to be made 

safe through design, operations and the active engagement of staff can reduce this 

perceived need for affiliation. Moreover, not all large gatherings of detainees should 

be seen as a potential threat to safety. Sometimes detainees group together to be 

heard in order to have their rights respected; sometimes they group simply to create 

or maintain human relationships.

REDUCING ENVIRONMENTAL STRESSORS
Places of detention have many sources of psychological stress beyond the fact of 

deprivation of liberty, such as noise, poor lighting, crowding or isolation, very high or 

low levels of heat, strong or offensive smells and fear. They also typically offer limited 

access to means of coping with environmental stress, such as control over lighting, 

physical activities or access to nature. The result is often increased irritability, 

lower frustration tolerance and reduced ability to solve problems – all increasing 

the likelihood of aggressive responses to social situations and greater chances of 

harm. Reducing stressors, for example by lowering noise levels through use of better 

acoustic materials and design, and providing means of coping, such as by increasing 

privacy options and access to outdoors, can help make prisons safer.

PROTECTING FROM SELF-HARM
Detainees may be at risk of harming themselves because of pre-existing mental illness 

or acute levels of despair and hopelessness caused or exacerbated by the nature of 

confinement (including separation from home, family, friends, work and community 

and the shame of confinement). It is an obligation of prison management and staff to 

protect these detainees from self-harm.

“Suicide-proof” cells with no ligature points or with specific furniture might help 

in a crisis, but they are at best temporary solutions. Further, the lack of stimulation 

and social contact in such cells may increase stress and depression. Suicidal detainees 

may do better in an environment that focuses on a positive social climate, human 

contact and culturally suitable ways of reinforcing feelings of safety. Placing such 

detainees in settings where they are seen and in touch with other people (suicide 

attempts are more likely when the individual is visually isolated) offers a longer-term 

solution that supports detainee recovery.

A detainee’s risk of self-harm can change and occur at any stage of his or her time 

in prison and in any part of the facility, making it important to apply design and 

operational approaches to reducing self-harm everywhere a detainee may be, such as 

on reception, in the health-care facilities, or at work.

PRESERVING LIFE IN EMERGENCY 
SITUATIONS
Like all public buildings, and even more so because of restricted access and movement, 

places of detention need design and operational measures to ensure preservation of 

life in emergency situations. At a minimum, all standard safety measures expected 

in any public building also need to be present in prisons. Emergency safety begins 
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with choosing a site at minimal risk for natural hazards and is supported by designing, 

planning and testing for a wide range of potential emergency situations, including both 

natural and man-made emergencies. Such contingency planning should consider:

 
• Detection systems and means to raise the alarm. Some alarm systems rely on 

staff being present to pick up on a visible signal; others rely on electrical power to 

raise the alarm. Design can adopt what works for the local context by planning in 

conjunction with the people who will be operating the system. 
• How and where people can be evacuated swiftly during an emergency. Opening 

a number of doors having different locks wastes precious time; only having one 

entrance and exit creates a bottleneck. Preserving life in emergencies is especially 

problematic for facilities with many levels.
• The availability and speed of response of local authority emergency services. If 

non-existent or slow, how will this be compensated for?
• Forecasting scenarios of natural or man-made emergencies and contingency 

planning. In particular, these should ensure that health-care facilities are built in 

such a way that they are protected, capable of dealing with injuries and provide 

spaces that can support the containment of outbreaks of diseases. 
• How to ensure rapid and full access and exit of vehicles to and from the area 

where they are needed. We have often seen prisons built without a gate big enough 

to allow firefighting vehicles and equipment to pass through. 
• How to ensure that facilities fit detainee needs so that they don’t attempt 

modifications that may be dangerous. We often see places of detention where lack 

of attention to detainee needs (such as in lighting or food preparation) has led to 

detainees making potentially dangerous adaptations, such as wiring into electrical 

connections, that have led to serious fires and loss of life. 

Safety is a key requirement of any place of detention. It is an obligation for authorities 

who make decisions to deprive people of liberty and a critical issue affecting quality 

of life and level of stress for detainees and staff. Safety, along with containment 

(see Chapter 15), drives many daily operational decisions and can dominate staff 

and detainee choices. Experience shows that with careful planning and design, it is 

possible to operate detention facilities that are safe and provide necessary services 

and programmes.
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SAFETY

KEY CONCEPTS                                       
• States that deprive people of liberty have an obligation to provide for the safety of 

those they house. 
• Prison design, along with effective policies and procedures carried out by 

motivated, well-trained and supervised staff, can make the difference between a 

safe and an unsafe detention experience.
• Prison design can promote effective supervision by providing settings that support 

contact between staff and detainees and facilitate the ability to defuse incidents 

when they occur.
• A respectful and normalized setting is more likely to evoke respectful and normal 

behaviour and result in less environmental damage and vandalism.
• Detainees who feel unprotected, such as when staff are at a distance or in enclosed 

stations, are likely to take steps to protect themselves, resulting in increased 

tension and perceived risk for all.
• Staff who feel unprotected may resort to abuse of power, increasing fear in 

detainees and reducing engagement in positive activities and programmes.
• Prison design can mitigate scarcity by providing sufficient infrastructure to meet 

the identified needs of detainees.
• Design must be flexible enough to adjust to the reality of the prison population and 

its changes over time without isolating or depriving specific groups of detainees.
• Alternative housing with closer supervision for people removed from the general 

population should meet the same minimum standards of size, light, ventilation 

and access to visits, food, water and sanitary hygiene facilities as ones in regular 

housing. 
• Reducing environmental stress can reduce levels of aggressive behaviour. 
• Design can help prevent detainees from harming themselves or committing suicide 

by, for example, keeping detainees in contact with other detainees and staff.
• Places of detention must have the same safe building standards as any other 

public building. 
• Safe prisons plan and prepare for safe evacuation of all detainees and staff in the 

event of an emergency.

KEY QUESTIONS                             
The following questions provide a foundation for discussion to help participants 

involved in prison planning and design use design to keep detainees, staff and 

visitors safe and ensure the humane treatment of those deprived of their liberty:

• What will contribute to people’s feeling of safety in the place of detention?
• How can living areas increase connection and contact between staff and detainees?
• What measures will minimize environmental stressors and provide means to cope 

with stress?
• What options will there be for reducing the risk of physical harm and facilitating 

conflict resolution without resorting to isolation of detainees? 
• How will design support those at risk of harming themselves?
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• How will equal and fair access to resources be facilitated?
• How will the design reflect a normal environment and communicate expectations 

of positive behaviour?
• How will the design optimize emergency preparedness and response?
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 CHAPTER 15 

CONTAINMENT

CHAPTER OVERVIEW
This chapter discusses the elements of humane and 
effective containment. We recommend a balanced 
approach in which containment is maintained without 
limiting the other functions of a humane prison and 
containment measures are proportionate to the risk 
presented by each detainee.
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We come to containment at the end of this publication because for a prison to be 

humane, containment measures must support principled operational and design 

decisions. These decisions, based on providing decent treatment, creating a safe 

environment, meeting detainees’ basic needs and providing access to and delivery 

of services, programmes and activities that promote rehabilitation and effective 

integration with society, can too often be unnecessarily inhibited by containment 

measures.

We are often told that the role of a prison is to receive detainees into custody and keep 

them there – and nothing more. When a detainee escapes, staff and administrators are 

at risk of job loss or even criminal prosecution. They are not usually held accountable 

in the same way if a detainee does not have access to basic services or integrate 

successfully into society upon release. This understandable preoccupation with 

containment plays itself out in prison buildings around the world, where the focus is 

on preventing escapes and often other considerations are either secondary or absent.

Containment, as with any other aspect of prison design, needs to uphold the four 

humane principles of detention. Like safety (see Chapter 14), effective containment is 

best provided by well-trained staff working within a prison designed to support and 

maintain effective supervision over staff, detainee and visitor movement. Designing 

for effective containment also requires providing space and facilities for critical 

activities, including the classification and categorization of detainees. 

DEFINITION 
Containment refers to the lawful set of measures carried out by prison authorities 

to keep detainees within certain specified boundaries and prevent information, 

individuals and objects from breaching these boundaries or entering and leaving 

specified areas without permission. (The word “security” is often used to refer to 

these measures, but as “security” and “safety” are sometimes synonymous in other 

languages, we have chosen to use “containment” as a less ambiguous term.)

As part of the prison’s duty to protect society, containment measures are fully within 

the prerogative of the authorities and are matters about which detainees and their 

visitors have no say. Containment addresses who and what can go where and when, 

especially for preventing escape, and how those parameters are maintained and 

enforced. Involuntary confinement differentiates prisons from other institutions. 

When the defined boundaries are transgressed, some design and/or staff-maintained 

operational element has failed, and the prison has failed in one of its key functions. 

WHY EFFECTIVE CONTAINMENT  
IS IMPORTANT 
Prisons in which movement and access are not managed and controlled may be chaotic 

and reduce the likelihood that staff can reasonably and humanely maintain order and 

protect their safety and the safety of detainees, visitors and society. Clear and well-

controlled perimeter boundaries, on the other hand, often make it possible to allow 

increased freedom of movement and improved sense of normality for detainees within 

that envelope, such as between housing accommodation and programme areas. This 

can save effort and costs by reducing the need for staff positions at many interior 

doors.
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Effective perimeter security helps ensure that:

• the community is protected
• the court order to keep detainees in custody is met
• unauthorized people, information and goods are blocked from entering or exiting
• staff will not have to seek alternative and undesirable measures to keep detainees 

in custody, such as shackling, use of isolation or preventing access to basic services
• staff and administrators are less subject to the stresses and penalties occasioned 

by escapes and can focus on meeting detainee needs and providing a humane and 

supportive detention experience.

Detainees are not the only ones affected by containment. Anyone who needs access to a 

prison poses a potential risk to effective containment. This includes staff, contractors, 

professional and personal visitors and volunteers. Detainees have a right to visits 

by lawyers, family members and others who provide essential services (health care, 

education, maintenance, etc.). The requirement to screen those who pass through 

the perimeter for contraband should be balanced with the desire to encourage visits 

and community connections by reducing the time and difficulty of the process. Entry 

and egress, therefore, should be swift and respectful, not intimidating, frightening or 

demeaning. 

ELEMENTS OF EFFECTIVE CONTAINMENT
There are three complementary elements of effective containment:

• dynamic security: using the interactions and relationships between staff and 

detainees to help ensure that risks are understood and pre-empted
• procedural security: using training and supervision to support staff in effectively 

carrying out institutional policies and practices designed to ensure secure 

containment
• physical security: creating an infrastructure – including the design of prison 

space and supportive technologies such as locking control systems, cameras, 

monitors, intercoms, “panic” buttons, radios and lighting – that supports staff in 

maintaining specified boundaries.

DYNAMIC

PHYSICAL PROCEDURAL
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Effective containment first and foremost enables dynamic security by reducing barriers 

and facilitating interaction between staff and detainees and offering open sight lines. 

Adequate provision of space, equipment and training further enable staff to carry out 

the procedures expected of them. Finally, effective containment is supported by the 

physical infrastructure that establishes the boundaries and movement patterns within 

which all of these activities can take place.

Design and, where appropriate, technology provide the context and the tools that staff 

use to maintain safety and containment. Advanced technology is not the right design 

solution everywhere, but in the right context, it can provide valuable additional physical 

assistance, such as through the use of motion-sensitive cameras in areas where there 

should be no unescorted activity. The use of technology, however, can also encourage 

overreliance on it, thereby reducing its effectiveness. Electronic monitoring is only as 

effective as the staff operating it and the procedures governing its use.

Effective containment uses dynamic, procedural, and physical systems to deny, 

detect, assess and respond to potential breaches of boundaries: 

• Denial: Unauthorized access – both by detainees inside the facility and by those 

outside seeking access within – needs to be denied. This includes features that can 

limit or delay movement, such walls, doors, locks, fences and no-go zones. Spaces 

for detainees assessed as being at low risk for escape will need fewer physical 

barriers than those assessed as being at high risk. 

• Detection: Failures or breaches that do occur need to be detected as quickly 

as possible. Many detection measures are procedural and predicated on staff 

responses (detainee roll checks, regular maintenance of locks, procedures to raise 

the alarm and rectify key compromises, etc.), but some can be technological, 

such as perimeter-sensing devices that pick up attempts at escape or intrusion. 

Expensive design solutions for perimeter security are not likely to be indicated 

for detainees assessed as low risk.  

 

Understanding the intended detection procedures is critical to choosing the 

most effective and appropriate design solutions. It is necessary to know how roll 

checks will be carried out, for example, to design the space, doors and muster 

areas to best support this function. 

FACILITY DESIGN

TECHNOLOGY

OPERATIONS
& STAFF
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• Assessment: Staff need to be able to quickly assess the breach that has been 

detected. This includes determining the nature and size of the problem and 

vulnerability of the location in which the problem has occurred. This relies mainly 

on staff but may be assisted by design and technology, such as cameras where 

suitable and feasible in the context and a physical layout that allows staff good 

visibility and access. The investment in the possible design solutions should be 

proportionate to the risk presented by the detainees concerned.

• Response: Staff need to be able to address the assessed problem. Responses 

are typically procedural, initiated by staff and often supported by physical and 

technological actions, such as triggering alarms, closing off areas, lighting 

particular areas, “freezing” access in and out of the gate, etc. Development of 

suitable design solutions requires a thorough understanding of procedures for and 

likely responses to containment problems. For example, if staff are required to 

assess or attend potential incidents without being observed, designs may include 

features such as alternative stairways and passages. Understanding the likely 

level of required response in line with the risk posed by the detainees allows an 

evaluation of how much to invest in this area.

• Deterrence: Attempts to trespass or implement a threat need to be discouraged. 

Such acts are most likely to be deterred when systems are working well and the 

procedures are adequate, respected and thoroughly adhered to by staff. An orderly 

and well-managed prison is already itself a strong component of deterrence, and 

a built environment that supports procedures plays a part in making it less likely 

that anyone will have the motivation and the ability to breach specified boundaries.

The form these elements take in the design of a prison depends upon and should vary 

according to the assessed level of detainee risk.

THE CONSEQUENCES OF EXCESSIVE 
CONTAINMENT MEASURES 
The kinds and levels of restriction should be proportionate to the risk posed by detainees 

as determined by careful and objective assessment of need and risk and subsequent 

classification and categorization. Containment measures should be sufficient to 

mitigate the risk of escape or other inappropriate movement of information, objects 

or individuals, but not more so. 

It is, however, common for prison designs to focus too much on containment and 

include more elements than the assessed risk warrants. We have seen excessive levels 

of restriction caused by:

• pressure from outside the institution
• use of imported high-security designs without consideration of the context or 

nature of the population being contained
• inadequate or no classification and categorization systems, leaving officials unclear 

of the level of risk posed by the anticipated detainee population
• concerns that detainees will pose greater security risks in the future. 

The most efficient and humane containment system is one that uses the least 

restrictive setting appropriate for the risk posed by the detainees. Use of excessive 

measures of containment comes at a significant cost – to the system and its budget, 
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to detainees and to others involved in prison operation and management. It adds 

expense to building construction costs (stronger doors, harder walls, vandal-proof 

fixtures are more expensive) and to operational budgets by requiring more staff, 

for instance to provide escorts and maintain control over doors and passages, while 

reducing access to, and use of, important programmes and services.

Tighter measures of containment also make it more difficult to provide normalized 

settings to support rehabilitation and integration with the community (see Chapter 

11, Integration with Society) and increase the stigma already experienced by those 

deprived of their liberty. They make it more difficult for detainees to access services 

and programmes and for people outside the facility to come in to provide those 

services. Excessive security measures, for instance, may limit direct contact between 

detainees and families, which increases the trauma of separation due to incarceration 

and hinders rehabilitation.

Especially in resource-poor contexts, providing easier and more autonomous access to 

spaces ensures that staff shortages will not then result in reduced use of programmes 

and services or force detainees to spend a disproportionate amount of time inside 

their living accommodation.   

Further, over-reliance on physical and technical systems can hamper staff interaction 

with detainees and limit the staff’s ability to understand issues and address problems 

before major disturbances occur.

Excessive containment measures can reduce, rather than aid, overall security by:

• increasing the stress on staff and detainees.
• reducing detainee access to activities that are meaningful for them, which in turn 

increases their motivation to escape.
• negatively affecting detainee behaviour, which often deteriorates in the harsher 

environment of high-security prisons. These settings can increase violence and 

medical and mental health challenges, causing, in turn, further increases in 

containment measures. 

The most efficient and humane containment system is one that uses the 

least restrictive setting appropriate for the risk posed by detainees. Use 

of excessive measures of containment comes at a significant cost and can 

reduce, rather than aid, overall security.
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MAINTAINING APPROPRIATE AND 
EFFECTIVE CONTAINMENT
Providing appropriate security and containment measures that fit the levels of risk 

posed by detainees requires understanding the anticipated detainee population. As 

described in Chapter 7, that process begins with strategic planning, which projects 

trends and policies to predict how many people are likely to require incarceration and 

the potential need for new prison space to accommodate them. The design process 

(see Chapter 8) then works out in detail how detainees will be housed, choosing 

the elements of containment that will be needed based on the kinds and levels of 

risks and needs for the anticipated population as determined by classification and 

categorization. 

CLASSIFICATION AND CATEGORIZATION 
Classification refers to institutional methods for assessing risk, usually in terms of 

the risk individual detainees pose to themselves, staff, other detainees and the wider 

community. Categorization uses that assessment to determine where and how to 

house the detainee to best meet his or her needs and ensure both the safety and 

security of detainees and staff. The detainee is then typically assigned a security 

category ranging from low to high, which helps determine which facility or where 

within a facility the detainee will be housed.  

The classification and categorization process offers authorities the best possible 

objective basis for decision-making from a prison planning and design perspective. It 

helps to ensure that prisons are planned and built to meet the needs of the populations 

they will serve, matching prison buildings to the population profile and the required 

programmes, facilities and levels of supervision. 

Where there is no such knowledge about the individuals who form the prison 

population, designs tend towards “one size to fit all” facilities sufficient for the 

highest security needs. Successful classification and categorization assigns detainees 

to the lowest security level design necessary and can therefore reduce construction 

and operating costs and provide the facilities, services and programmes best suited 

for each category.  

Detainee needs and risk profiles may change over time, which means assignment to 

accommodation and containment level needs to be reviewed regularly and adjusted 

accordingly. 

Pre-trial detainees are less likely to be subject to thorough risk classification and 

categorization. Pre-trial detention (see Chapter 12, Diverse Populations) should 

always be considered only as a last resort for those who present a significant risk to 

the public. 

Effective design takes into account the kinds of spaces and operations needed to 

assess, classify and categorize incoming detainees. Even where classification 

indicates the need for higher security levels that reduce the access of detainees to 

some spaces, design decisions should maximize constant and continual visibility 

and contact between detainees and staff, rather than isolating them in high-security 

accommodation.
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USING TECHNOLOGICAL SYSTEMS
While electronic and digital systems such as CCTV, audio monitoring and remote 

control of movement, locks, lights and alarms may support appropriate and effective 

containment, they are not sufficient in and of themselves. In some prison systems, 

these technologies may be problematic because of unreliable electricity supplies or 

inadequate technology and maintenance budgets to keep them operational. Where 

used, prison authorities need to be confident that the technology is in fact contributing 

to the effectiveness of appropriate levels of containment and that it complements, 

rather than replaces, human interaction.

In making decisions about the use of electronic and digital monitoring systems, it is 

important to consider:

• their capabilities and why they will be used
• where they will be used 
• how data protection will be guaranteed
• how they might replace the use of physical barriers
• whether the necessary resources (reliable electricity, staff available and trained in 

their use, etc.) are in place
• how to minimize the risk of staff over-relying on the technology and becoming 

complacent
• how the technologies might affect meaningful human interaction
• how they will be adequately maintained
• detainees’ knowledge of and response to them.

Regardless of the choices made, it is essential that any technologies used are not 

“bolt-ons” or stand-alone elements within the design but an integral part of the 

overall containment system.

THE ADVANTAGES OF VARIED LEVELS OF CONTAINMENT WITHIN A FACILITY
In many prisons, especially in regions where there are few places of detention and 

detainees are likely to spend their entire period of incarceration in one facility, it 

is useful to have several different levels of containment. This makes it possible for 

individuals to be placed in housing areas that are in line with their classification and 

where containment measures are proportionate to actual risks posed, such as:

• low-security housing for detainees who are classified as minimum-security 

risks with access to all activities, including risk-assessed, community-based 

employment 
• higher-security housing for detainees who are classified as medium- or high-

security risks with access to low-risk activities.
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BALANCING CONTAINMENT WITH 
ACCESS AND CONTACT
As noted earlier, containment measures too often inhibit detainee access to services, 

programmes and activities. Risk of passing contraband, escape or inappropriate 

movement is often cited as the reason why a detainee may not access workshops or 

receives visitors in stressful or unpleasant circumstances.

Effective containment design enables rather than inhibits access to programmes and 

services and contact with the outside world. For example, family visits sometimes 

create tension between legitimate containment restrictions, such as preventing 

restricted information or items coming into secure areas, and the positive effects of 

maintaining family contact, but this risk can be mitigated with proper procedures and 

appropriate physical security measures.  

In many prisons, however, visiting areas are unwelcoming to visitors and inefficient 

in processing them into the facility for their visits. This space may be, for instance, 

too small for the number of people wishing to visit, which can lead to uncomfortable 

crowding and excessive waiting times that are stressful for visitors and staff and 

reduce the time available for the visit. Areas where visitors are searched may lack 

privacy, creating a difficult or even humiliating process. Perceived risks may lead 

to the reduction or elimination of contact visits, instead forcing detainees to visit 

through mesh or glass or through video systems, reducing the intimacy and value 

of the visit. Effective design, therefore, might consider spaces outside the secure 

perimeter of the prison where visitors can be welcomed on their arrival and handle 

necessary administrative procedures and spaces inside where there is direct contact 

with visitors. Such design scales these areas to the likely number of visitors to ease 

congestion and waiting times and incorporates sufficient private spaces for searches.  

In many cases, design can provide effective supervision as the key containment 

element, supporting humane procedures and ensuring access to activities, programmes 

and services that is proportionate to the risk posed.

DESIGN DECISIONS AND THEIR IMPACT 
The decisions made about containment have important implications for prison 

operations, including staffing, maintenance and other operating costs, that often 

lead to difficult trade-offs. For example, choosing clear sight lines throughout the 

residential accommodation improves supervision but simultaneously diminishes the 

privacy of the occupants. Creating small housing units improves the quality of life for 

detainees but also creates the need for more staff to maintain effective supervision. 

Smaller units may also increase construction costs as well as the subsequent running 

costs.

Effective containment design enables rather than inhibits access to 
programmes and services and contact with the outside world. 
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There are no “right” answers for most decisions, and cost is far from being the 

only criteria to consider when building a prison. The challenge is to strike a balance 

between managing risk with proportionate containment measures and meeting 

detainee needs, making decisions throughout the planning and design processes that 

are consistent with the fundamental principles of humane prison design.
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CONTAINMENT

KEY CONCEPTS                                      
• Good planning and design ensures containment measures that support the four 

humane principles and decent treatment of detainees.  
• Good prison design supports the three mutually supportive elements of effective 

containment: dynamic, procedural and physical security.
• Effective containment supports the ongoing operation of a safe and humane 

prison. 
• Containment measures should be proportionate to the assessed level of detainee 

risk.
• The cheaper and more humane system is one that uses the least restrictive setting 

appropriate for detainee risk.
• Containment affects all users of the prison, including detainees, staff, family, 

professional visitors and service providers.
• Effective containment is best achieved with effective supervision by trained and 

alert staff who are in constant contact and communication with detainees and 

supported by thoughtful facility design and appropriate technology. 

KEY QUESTIONS                         
The following questions provide a foundation for discussion to help participants 

involved in prison planning and design use design to successfully support 

proportionate containment and ensure the humane treatment of detainees:

• What information is available about the needs and risk profile of the anticipated 

prison population, and how does this affect the need for containment measures?
• What role does classification and categorization of detainees play in the prison 

system and within each place of detention?
• What facilities and spaces for classification and categorization will be provided?
• What varying levels of physical containment will support humane containment of 

the expected population?
• How will the technology choices match the staffing, operational approaches and 

available resources?
• How will the choices of physical security measures support the operating climate 

and available resources?
• How will the proposed containment measures enable access to services, 

programmes and activities? 
• How will the proposed containment measures enable contact between detainees 

and staff and visitors?
• How will the physical containment measures support procedural and dynamic 

security?





 CHAPTER 16 

CONCLUSION
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Writing this book has been both challenging and inspirational for everyone involved. 

Looking back at our original intention to create a practical tool for all possible readers 

– including prison users, planners, donors, architects and engineers in countries all 

around the world – we now realize how ambitious we were and what a complex 

project we embarked on.

Our intent was not to replicate or reframe existing publications. There are many 

good technical guides that readers of this book will still need to use to plan, design 

and operate prisons that meet minimum legal standards. The more interesting and 

relevant role for a humanitarian organization, we felt, was to combine the collective 

experience and intelligence of people who address prison issues in their practice, 

academics and ICRC field delegates to support those who want to plan, design and 

operate prisons that provide humane conditions and treatment. Rather than technical 

specifications for design, then, we offer a framework for a participatory planning and 

design process rooted in clearly defined humanitarian principles that place the needs 

of the end users – detainees, staff and visitors – at the centre. 

After many animated debates, questions and doubts about how to proceed, we are 

convinced that this book offers users some practical advice on building decent prisons. 

If and when deprivation of liberty is deemed necessary, a prison that is humane in 

both its design and operation is an absolute prerequisite to maintaining the physical 

and mental health of detainees and staff, maintaining connections with society and 

reducing recidivism to help keep society safe.  

The chapters in this book were written and reviewed by experts with different 

backgrounds located all over the world. These contributors have given generously 

of their time and knowledge to identify, define and communicate principles of a 

non-technical nature that, if applied in the various stages of planning and designing 

prisons, should increase the likelihood of building and operating more humane 

prisons. 

We hope that the lists of questions at the end of each chapter are helpful in 

stimulating a principled discussion and debate among those involved in the planning 

and designing process. Our intention is that readers of this book will use them as a 

catalyst for collaborative discussions and multidisciplinary explorations of possible 

answers and actions.    

While working on this book, we have continued to see inhumane prisons being planned, 

financed and opened. We have seen situations in which services were delivered 

insufficiently or not at all; building outcomes constrained by inadequate planning; 

and staff hampered in their work by ill-conceived prisons with negative consequences 

for the detainees. During this same period, however, and in several countries, we 

have seen prison-building programmes applying humane principles, improvements 

in conditions of detention and expanded use of alternatives to detention based on 

evidence-based research and evaluation – all with the objective of minimizing the 

individual and social cost of imprisonment. 

A couple of centuries ago, the mechanics of punishment evolved from corporal 

punishment to deprivation of liberty. More recently, fines and community penalties 

have been added to many criminal justice systems as an alternative to detention, 

although these generally remain underused. Today, there is a great deal of creative 

thinking, local knowledge and willingness to pilot-test projects that can lead to a 

new era in humane criminal justice practices and treatment of people deprived of 

liberty. Societies need to provide adequate resources both for prison systems and 

alternatives to imprisonment as well as to recognize their importance in a well-
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functioning society.  Like other public buildings and services, prisons can and should 

benefit from progress in the social and physical sciences and in law that have given 

us a better understanding of societies and how humans interact with each other and 

with their environment.

As part of the national criminal justice system, prisons are intimately linked to the 

local context in the way they are – or should be – built, managed and experienced 

and, critically, in what they are seeking to achieve. Working in detention in over 90 

countries, we are often asked about the ideal prison, the best features or practices. 

There are, we believe, no “best prisons” – and only good practices. 

This simple conclusion, inherited from a century of experiences across the world, 

convinced us that prison designs that are imported, copied or even inspired by models 

in other places are less effective than those developed locally. Indeed, prisons that 

are humane and function well for detainees, staff and others come from the careful, 

thoughtful efforts of local teams committed to understanding and meeting detainee, 

staff and community needs for the foreseeable future. Recognizing their ultimate 

responsibility for meeting national and international laws and standards and for 

the short- and long-term success of the prisons, these teams invest the time in 

the inclusive and multidisciplinary processes needed to develop strategic plans and 

design humane facilities.  Following these processes allows prisons and programmes 

to grow and change as the societies they serve evolve. 

We originally anticipated that this publication would include many examples of good 

practices from around the world. We realized, however, that focusing on such examples 

would be in contradiction to a prime focus of this book, which is to encourage people 

to work together to come up with locally appropriate solutions. Our hope is that, as 

the suggestions in this publication are implemented, they will result in case studies 

that we can then make available as good practices – case studies that seek to inspire 

rather than to be copied. As new approaches and methodologies in planning and 

design develop and are seen as helpful, we intend to disseminate them too, along with 

any practical tools or templates.  

We believe this publication is a small but critical step forward in the quest for humane 

prisons. Prison buildings are made better or worse by the people who staff them and 

the policies they are required to follow. While the prison building is only the shell 

in which staff carry out their work and detainees live their lives, its features and 

atmosphere have an undeniable impact on detainee and staff health and behaviour, 

delivery of services and efficiency of prison operations. Every planning and design 

decision has the potential to support or hinder a humane prison experience.  

With this book, we hope that, when and where authorities decide to expand their 

prison estate or rehabilitate existing prisons, they pay careful and timely attention to 

applying the humane principles outlined here and that all involved are empowered to 

contribute to the planning and design processes and acknowledge their accountability 

for what they build and the impact it will have on detainees, staff, visitors, the local 

community and broader society.

A fundamental mission of the ICRC is to protect and assist people deprived of their 

liberty. We stand ready to support, wherever we can, those authorities who seek 

to follow the principles, processes and practices outlined here, and, in so doing, to 

contribute to the development of good practices in the way prisons are planned and 

designed for humane treatment and principled outcomes.
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There are many international, regional, national and sometimes local legal and 

technical instruments that can support and guide the process of planning and 

designing a prison. In addition, academic books and publications, professional codes, 

handbooks, articles, contextual analysis and local resources are key to consider when 

applying the principles described in this book.   

The following list of international instruments, standards and principles only refers 

to those cited in the book:

• Body of Principles for the Protection of All Persons under Any Form of Detention 

or Imprisonment, 1988 http://www.un.org/documents/ga/res/43/a43r173.htm 

• Convention against Torture and Other Cruel, Inhuman or Degrading Treatment or 

Punishment, 1984 http://www.ohchr.org/EN/ProfessionalInterest/Pages/CAT.aspx 

• International Code Council, International Building Code (2015) 1203.5.1   

https://codes.iccsafe.org/public/document/IBC2015/chapter-12-interior-

environment 

• International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, 1966  

http://www.ohchr.org/en/professionalinterest/pages/ccpr.aspx 

• International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, Article 10.3:  

http://www.ohchr.org/en/professionalinterest/pages/ccpr.aspx

• In times of war: The Third and Fourth Geneva Conventions (1949) and their 

Additional Protocols (1977) https://www.icrc.org/eng/war-and-law/treaties-

customary-law/geneva-conventions/overview-geneva-conventions.htm 

• United Nations Basic Principles for the Treatment of Prisoners, 1990  

http://www.ohchr.org/EN/ProfessionalInterest/Pages/

BasicPrinciplesTreatmentOfPrisoners.aspx

• United Nations Rules for the Treatment of Women Prisoners and Non-custodial 

Measures for Women Offenders (the Bangkok Rules, 2010)  

http://www.un.org/en/ecosoc/docs/2010/res%202010-16.pdf

• United Nations Standards Minimum Rules for the Administration of Juvenile 

Justice (the Beijing Rules), 1985

• United Nations Standard Minimum Rules for the Treatment of Prisoners (the 

Nelson Mandela Rules), 2015 https://www.unodc.org/pdf/criminal_justice/UN_

Standard_Minimum_Rules_for_the_Treatment_of_Prisoners.pdf

• United Nations Standard Minimum Rules for Non-Custodial Measures (the Tokyo 

Rules), 1990 http://www.ohchr.org/Documents/ProfessionalInterest/tokyorules.

pdf

• Universal Declaration of Human Rights, 1948 http://www.un.org/en/universal-

declaration-human-rights/

http://www.un.org/documents/ga/res/43/a43r173.htm
http://www.ohchr.org/EN/ProfessionalInterest/Pages/CAT.aspx
http://www.ohchr.org/EN/ProfessionalInterest/Pages/CAT.aspx
https://codes.iccsafe.org/public/document/IBC2015/chapter-12-interior-environment
https://codes.iccsafe.org/public/document/IBC2015/chapter-12-interior-environment
http://www.ohchr.org/en/professionalinterest/pages/ccpr.aspx
http://www.ohchr.org/en/professionalinterest/pages/ccpr.aspx
https://www.icrc.org/eng/war-and-law/treaties-customary-law/geneva-conventions/overview-geneva-conventions.htm
https://www.icrc.org/eng/war-and-law/treaties-customary-law/geneva-conventions/overview-geneva-conventions.htm
http://www.ohchr.org/EN/ProfessionalInterest/Pages/BasicPrinciplesTreatmentOfPrisoners.aspx
http://www.ohchr.org/EN/ProfessionalInterest/Pages/BasicPrinciplesTreatmentOfPrisoners.aspx
http://www.un.org/en/ecosoc/docs/2010/res%202010-16.pdf
https://www.unodc.org/pdf/criminal_justice/UN_Standard_Minimum_Rules_for_the_Treatment_of_Prisoners.pdf
https://www.unodc.org/pdf/criminal_justice/UN_Standard_Minimum_Rules_for_the_Treatment_of_Prisoners.pdf
http://www.ohchr.org/Documents/ProfessionalInterest/tokyorules.pdf
http://www.ohchr.org/Documents/ProfessionalInterest/tokyorules.pdf
http://www.un.org/en/universal-declaration-human-rights/
http://www.un.org/en/universal-declaration-human-rights/
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• UNOPS Technical Guidance for Prison Planning (2016)  

https://content.unops.org/publications/Technical-guidance-Prison-

Planning-2016_EN.pdf?mtime=20171215190045

• Water, Sanitation, Hygiene and Habitat in Prisons https://www.icrc.org/en/

publication/0823-water-sanitation-hygiene-and-habitat-prisons

• Water, Sanitation, Hygiene and Habitat in Prisons Supplementary Guidance 

https://www.icrc.org/en/publication/4083-water-sanitation-hygiene-and-

habitat-prisons-supplementary-guidance

 

https://content.unops.org/publications/Technical-guidance-Prison-Planning-2016_EN.pdf?mtime=20171215190045
https://content.unops.org/publications/Technical-guidance-Prison-Planning-2016_EN.pdf?mtime=20171215190045
https://www.icrc.org/en/publication/0823-water-sanitation-hygiene-and-habitat-prisons
https://www.icrc.org/en/publication/0823-water-sanitation-hygiene-and-habitat-prisons
https://www.icrc.org/en/publication/4083-water-sanitation-hygiene-and-habitat-prisons-supplementary-guidance
https://www.icrc.org/en/publication/4083-water-sanitation-hygiene-and-habitat-prisons-supplementary-guidance
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We help people around the world affected by armed conflict and other violence, doing everything we 

can to protect their dignity and relieve their suffering, often with our Red Cross and Red Crescent 

partners. We also seek to prevent hardship by promoting and strengthening humanitarian law and 

championing universal humanitarian principles. As the authority on international humanitarian law, 

we help develop this body of law and work for its implementation.

People know they can count on us to carry out a range of life-saving activities in conflict zones, 

including: supplying food, safe drinking water, sanitation and shelter; providing health care; and 

helping to reduce the danger of landmines and unexploded ordnance. We also reunite family members 

separated by conflict, and visit people who are detained to ensure they are treated properly. We work 

closely with communities to understand and meet their needs, using our experience and expertise to 

respond quickly, effectively and without taking sides.

https://www.facebook.com/ICRC/
https://twitter.com/ICRC
https://www.instagram.com/icrc/
https://shop.icrc.org
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