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Abstract 

Implementation of group therapy in Malaysian prison through Cognitive Behavioural Therapy (CBT) approach is deemed 
important to improve the psychological well-being of the inmates. Numerous studies had been conducted but most of 
them provide statistical data based on cross-sectional studies but findings on effect of psychological treatment is still very 
scarce. This preliminary study aimed to examine the impacts of group therapy on psychological well-being of women 
prisoners, particularly in Malaysia. Sixteen women inmates from Women Prison in Selangor, Malaysia were chosen and 
assigned by the prison authority to receive eight group therapy sessions. The respondents in this study were of different 
race/ethnic groups, different faiths, socio-economical and criminal backgrounds, aged between 27 to 56 years old. Self-
report measures DASS21 was utilized to examine their psychological well-being before and after eight sessions of group 
therapy in a duration of four months. This study employed a pre- and post-test design study without a control group. 
Statistical analyses used were descriptive statistics and paired-samples t-test. The results of this study revealed that 
there were significant differences in psychological variables as indicated by significant decrease level of depression and 
stress. Although not significant, their level of anxiety has also reduced. The findings of this study the self-belief and 
psychological well-being of the inmates. The findings could be used to add knowledge and to better understand the 
inmates and the rehabilitation methods that work for them. It also give some insights if group therapy can be considered 
as one of the programs that can support the rehabilitation process of the inmates 

Keywords: Prison, women inmates, group therapy, Cognitive-Behavioural Therapy, intervention, treatment, psychological 
well-being, depression, anxiety, stress. 

 

1. Introduction 

Life of marginalized people such as prison can challenge anyone. Being in custody with rigid structure can be an 
extremely harsh reality for someone who had never been to prison before. When prisoners were asked about what 
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is it like to serve a sentence in prison? These were some of their responses (as cited  in Quora, 2013): “The toughest part about serving 
a prison sentence is not being able to tell your loved ones when you would see them at home (Schuhmacher, 
2013)”; “Prison is a lonely place. I wake up every day knowing that there is no person there for me to lean on, no 
one to share my secrets with, no one I can completely trust” (Winfrey, 2014); “Serving a life sentence for some 
could create mental compensatory mechanisms which serve to soften the impact of the possibility you may never 
go home” (Griffin, 2013). Other inmate was quoted as saying that "I was scared every day of my life in there" 
(Brooks n.d. in Stein, 2007).  

So, how can an inmate cope or even experience happiness and with the monotonous daily routine, lack of privacy and loss 
of freedom? While some inmates need help coping with the length of their incarceration, dealing with being separated from 
loved ones and friends or accepting that the prison is going to be their home for a period of time or forever. Others need to 
be taught how to live and survive in the prison environment (Crawford, 2003).  

Group psychotherapy has always been suggested as part or prison inmates’ rehabilitation. An abundant of studies had 
been carried out to examine the benefits of art therapy and cognitive behaviour therapy with prison inmates in many 
countries (Kendall, 1993; Gussak, 2004; 2007; 2009, Clark, 2010; Kobayashi,  Matsumoto, Imamura, Wada, Ozaki, 
Takeuchi, Hasegawa, Imamura, Tania & Adachi, 2011; Akpama, 2013). Meta-analytical studies (Khodayarifard & Shokoohi-
Yekta, 2010) have revealed that cognitive–behavioural intervention methods have good impact on inmates. These studies 
demonstrated that there were apparent improvement in mood, behaviour, and problem-solving, an increase in 
independence, a decrease in depressive symptoms, and also appropriate identity within the group dynamic (Gussak, 2004; 
2007; 2009 in Ismail, Abd. Manaf & Jaafar, 2016).  

“Cognitive behavioural therapy (CBT) builds a set of skills that enables an individual to be aware of thoughts and emotions; 
identify how situations, thoughts, and behaviours influence emotions; and improve feelings by changing dysfunctional 
thoughts and behaviours” (Cully & Teten, 2008, p.6). In other words, CBT works by changing people’s attitudes and their 
behaviour by focusing on the thoughts, images, beliefs and attitudes (cognitive processes) and how this relates to the way 
they behave, as a way of dealing with emotional problems. The therapies also facilitated disclosures of previously 
suppressed feelings, increased self-insight, and improved ability to deal with the stressful prison environment, and also 
helps to treat inmates who suffer from anxiety and depression (Johnson, 2008).  

Stress, anxiety and depression are two common issues in prison population and these psychological states are often 
associated with imprisonment experiences among inmates, especially female inmates (Ahmad & Mazlan, 2014). In support, 
prison researchers (e.g. Castellano & Soderstrom, 1997; Unver, Yuce, Bayram & Bilgel, 2013) noted that prisoners were 
found to be depressive, anxious, and stressed. In Malaysia, a descriptive analysis by Ahmad and Mazlan (2014) 
demonstrates that as compared to their male counterpart, the female inmates had higher inclination to struggle from stress 
and depression. Empirical evidence (Wooldredge, 1999 in Picken, 2012) has also shown that inmates who participate in 
prison-sanctioned activities experience less depression, anxiety and stress than those who do not participate in such 
activities.  

Particular characteristics in the prison environment might have lessen their coping mechanisms but experience in some 
psychological-related intervention could probably minimise some of the adverse psychological effects. Training in these 
areas will support inmates to think positively and improve positive changes in them and most likely heighten their coping 
mechanisms. This study was meant to shed light on the efficacy of psychological intervention using cognitive-behavioural 
therapy approach on women prison inmates in improving their mental well-being as indicated by reduction of depression, 
anxiety and stress levels that could eventually enhance their coping skills. The term inmates and prisoners are used 
interchangeably to refer to the imprisoned people. 

 

2. Method 
Prisoners are regarded as a vulnerable population for research study purposes (Bulman, Garcia & Hernon, 
2012) and hence, access is limited. As it did not meet the four requirements of true experiments which are 
manipulation, control, random assign and random selection, the research design of this study could not be 
treated as a true experimental study. To fit the condition, the present study (Ismail, Abdul Manaf, Hashim & 
Jaafar), followed a pretest–post-test quasi experimental design involving a control group quasi-experimental as 
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the design may or may not include control groups (Stone, 2010). Also known as one group study design, data 
was collected from study participants’ before the intervention (pre-), and the same instruments were again used 
to collect data after the intervention (post-). Inferences on the effect of the intervention were made by observing 
the statistical difference in the pre-test and post-test results. This approach enables the researchers to determine 
if the participants experience outcomes of psychological well-being as a result of this program.  

 

2.1 Sample 

Restrictions with data collection and recruitment of participants in correctional settings - a prison in this study was out of 
the researchers’ control. In the present study, such condition has limited the researchers to collect a larger target sample 
size to increase the reliability, validity and causality of the intervention. Selection of participants was made via purposive-
sampling method by the women prison authority based on three main criteria outlined by the researchers which were: (i) 
Malaysian; (ii) able to read and write either in Malay or English language; and (iii) still serving their term in prison until the 
intervention ended (approximately in a period of four months). 

The respondents in this study were of different race/ethnic groups, faiths, socio-economical and criminal backgrounds, 
respectively, aged between 35 to 56 years old. Thirty-seven inmates attended the initial or forming stage but some did not 
stay until the termination stage of the eight sessions for several reported reasons, among which were release from prison, 
transfer to other prison, and involved in other activities organized by the prison authority.  

 

2.2 Data collection 

Self-report measures utilized to obtain the psychological well-being data from the participants were the Malay DASS 21 
version (Ramli, Salmiah & Nurul Ain, 2009. The scale which comprises of 21 items – seven items for each respective sub-
scales i.e. depression, anxiety and stress, was reported to have excellent psychometric properties (Ramli, Salmiah & Nurul 
Ain, 2009) and have been used in various educational and health service settings in Malaysia. The participants in the group 
therapy were given tests once before the intervention and once immediately after. The duration between the two data 
collections was approximately four months (eight sessions). Since only 16 participants stayed until the end of the therapy 
session, only their data of their pre- and post-intervention was retained and analysed.  

 

2.3 Intervention Procedures 

Eight 90-minutes sessions of CBT were conducted. The therapy group was trained once in every two weeks. The group 
members were kept small i.e. between six to seven participants in the earlier sessions, and eventually left with four to five 
per group upon closure at the end of the therapy sessions. As the fundamental principle of CBT is that thoughts (cognitions) 
cause peoples’ feelings and behaviours, the direction of the therapy conducted for the women prison inmates focus on 
knowledge/thinking, emotion and behaviour enhancement through discussion, lectures, role playing and assignments. 
Thus, the activities were designed to undertake several aims as follows: 

i. self-exploration and self-awareness;  
ii. group relationship building and cohesiveness;  
iii. development of sense of gratitude and self-appreciation;  
iv. identifying core beliefs and altering false beliefs;  
v. combating negative distortions by rational positive thinking in navigating challenges  and 

threats;  
vi. understanding the skills involved in establishing, maintaining positive self-belief and  positive 

emotion in a constructive ways; and  
vii. goal-setting and plan of action (development of pro-social behaviour and healthy  lifestyle) 

At the end of each session, all groups were gathered for 10 minutes for reflection and reviewing the different cognitive and 
behavioural skills they have learned using Socratic questioning to prompt (Briggs, 2014; Padesky, 1993) responses such 
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as “What have you learned as a result of our time together?”; “Is there anything that was particularly meaningful to you 
about your time in therapy?” 

2.4 Data Analysis 

Paired samples t-tests was specifically chosen to analyse the data as this study typically consist of a sample of one group 
of participants that has been tested twice (a "repeated measures" t-test). This test is used to determine whether there is a 
significant difference between the average values of the same measurement made under two different conditions, before 
and after treatment. Another reason was the scores are for the same people which suggest there is an underlying 
relationship between the scores. In sum, this statistical analysis was utilized to compare two means that are repeated 
measures for the same participants - scores might be repeated across different measures or across time.  

3.0 Findings  

All participants (n=16) in this study were females aged between 26 to 57 years old with different religious and 
various academic background ranging from lower certificate of education to professional diploma and bachelor’s 
degree. Majority of them (56.25%) were Muslims and the rest were Christian, Hindu and Buddhist. Prior to their 
imprisonment they were company director, account manager, religious teacher, nurse, clerk, beautician, 
boutique manager, music instructor and also house makers. 

The DASS measure (overall) and its sub-scales - depression, anxiety and stress utilized used in this study 
reported high reliability indices of between alpha coefficients (α) .809 to .954.   

As demonstrated in Table 1 below, the the results of t-test inferred that the participants in this study experienced 
a significant improvements in their overall mental well-being after taking part in the group therapy. In details, the 
post-test results implied that the participants were significantly less depressed and less stressed at the end of 
the therapy. As for anxiety, although there was no significant difference in the score, the participants reported 
lower level of anxiety after participating in the eight sessions of therapy when compared to the condition before 
the therapy four months before.  

 

Table 1 

T-Test Findings of Mean Changes of Participants’ Scores on the DASS after Eight Group Therapy Interventions (N 
= 16) 

 Scale & Subscales Pre-test Post-test 

i. Depression, anxiety & stress 
(overall DASS) 

(M = 1.04, SD = .71) (M = .55, SD = .44),              t(15) = 3.85, 
p .> .005,           d = 0.83  

ii. Depression (M = 1.12, SD = .82) 
 

(M = .52, SD = .48),                t(15) = 
3.90, p ≥ .001,             d = 0.89 

iii. Anxiety (M = .89, SD = .67) (M = .53, SD = .42),              t(15) = 2.97, 
p ≤ .01,              d = 0.66 

iv. Stress (M = 1.10, SD = .73) (M = .61, SD = .47),              t(15) = 3.54, 
p .> .005,           d = 0.80 

 

 4.0 Discussion and Conclusion 

The purpose of the present study was to investigate if group therapy using CBT approach can help women inmates cope 
with their life behind bars by improving the psychological well-being.  The results of this one group (pre- and post) study 
design revealed improvement in psychological well-being and was effective in lowering the means of DASS i.e. depression, 
anxiety and stress. The therapy experienced by the women inmates enable them to adjust better psychologically as 
exhibited by the results of t-test that their depression and stress indicated significant reduction. Although not significant, the 
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result also demonstrated a decrease of anxiety after participating in the group therapy. These discoveries were in tandem 
with earlier studies in other countries (Apkama, 2014; Khodayarifard & Shokoohi-Yekta, 2010; Cully & Teten, 2008; Bully, 
2008) which suggest that CBT adjusts the individuals’ life for healthier psychological and mental well-being.  

Participants came from different background, ethnicity, age, educational level and socio-economic status. The similarities 
were, they were female and they were put into prison because of their criminal behaviours, either deliberately or 
inadvertently. Nevertheless, the types of crime they have done were different and the jail term imposed on them also varied. 
Interestingly however, they shared similar goals in life that is to walk out free and get involved in life activities outside the 
high concrete wall. In discussing the findings of this study, some verbal expressions of the participants are included as the 
researchers believed that their words were important to support the empirical data.    

In the earlier part of the group therapy there was less communication between participants. Clear enough, they did not 
know why they were chosen; whether the issues that they share would be kept confidential; what would happen after each 
session and what they could get from their participation. As the researchers interacted freely with the participants throughout 
the session as a means of creating an enabling environment for the participants, trust gradually developed. Initial stage is 
somewhat difficult due to the challenges of life experience in prison and probably the caution of showing emotion or 
appearing weak/vulnerable (Hatcher & Noakes, 2010) but once group cohesion was established the inmates become much 
more playful and relaxed. Group feedback was always welcomed and obtained. “We are counting the days for the next 
session and looking forward to do the activities and assignments in the therapy,” conveyed the participants.  

In one of the sessions which was aimed to help the participants contest negative distortions by rising rational positive 
thinking, they talked about anxiety that they have. For instance, Participant A expressed that she was very apprehensive 
when she arrived in the prison compound to serve her sentence and did not know much on what to expect. In support, 
other participants revealed that they were very nervous and anxious but after sometimes when they started to follow the 
rehabilitation program they overcame their anxiety and began to accept the fact that nothing much that they can do to 
change the decision. But Participant A said that when she heard talks that she might be released on parole in a near future 
she shared, “I am getting more anxious now. I wait for the day to come – everyday…when I met a fellow prisoner or bumped 
into prison officers who knew me…they always ask why I am still here as they thought that I was already released. My 
disappointment also become stronger….but I must stay strong for my children and grandchildren who are waiting for me to 
come back home. But I don’t know when the day will finally arrive.” This condition is in fact in agreement with DeRosia 
(1998, p. 36) who acknowledges Wheeler’s (1961) conception about the typical “U-shaped curve”, that is inmates 
experience stress upon initial entry into prison, resume more usual functioning as they adjust and become acclimated to 
the situation and environment, an again experience anxiety problems when nearing release.  

Findings of this study demonstrate that cognitive behavioural therapies were effective in reducing clients’ mental health 
problems. Through replacing the unfavourable patterns with adaptive cognitive and behavioural ones, these interventions 
enable the individual to make use of a richer behavioural range in dealing with their issues and to plan their actions 
(Khodayarifard & Shokoohi-Yekta, 2010).  

Participant B on the other hand hoped to be granted parole. At the end of this session she conveyed that she would work 
hard to maintain good behaviour, obeyed prison rules and follow all instructions given by the prison authority as violation 
of any of those rules could reduce the chance of parole. “I have to be apprehensive about being on parole because that is 
what will keep me functional,” she said. Taking a broad view the ability of practising and utilizing it in various situations 
helps reduce tension and impulsiveness throughout life (Khodayarifard & Shokoohi-Yekta, 2010). The outcome of the 
therapy received by the inmates involved in this study support appropriate decision-making, which eventually lead to 
evasion of criminal behaviour. 

Participant C who was serving a long sentence shared about her misery and her plan when walked out of the prison: “I felt 
miserable when I first come here…even now I still feel it. After serving my sentence for two years here, I still miss my 
family… so much. Even though I look forward to my family visit, I feel more stressful when they left. I’m not able to touch 
them and hug my son. When I’m released from this prison I want to be a better person. I’ll do cosmetic surgery on my face, 
get dental treatment and colour my hair. I want to have good meals with my family and take care of my boy who was two 
years old when I left him to serve the prison sentence. We’ll go for holiday. I want to be a better wife to my husband who 
visits me every week with my children.” Her expression was in agreement with findings of earlier research works (Castellano 
& Soderstrom, 1997; Unver, Yuce, Bayram & Bilgel, 2013) that prison inmates experience depression, anxiety, and stress. 
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In fact Crites (1976 in Sobel, 2006) has noted that the most difficult and painful aspect of imprisonment for women is 
separation from their children. In a more extreme situation, some long term inmates cut themselves off from these 
relationships as a means of avoiding the anxiety and despair that accompany separation (John Howard Society of Alberta, 
1999). 

Inmates subjected to any form of therapy differ significantly from those who did not pass through any form of therapy in 
their psychological adjustment (Crocker, 2002; Loucks & Zamble, 2000; Melgosa, 2008; Akinade, 2012 in Akpama, 2013).  
However they also voiced out their worries and concerns about their life after release. They get nervous. They were afraid 
if they would not fit in the outside world and if their family members and friends would accept them like before. Another 
crucial aspect was if they could get jobs to support themselves and their family and whether they can get employment upon 
release. These apprehension and anxieties were indeed valid. “Employment is an important component of the re-entry 
process. Even more than a steady source of income, jobs can provide a sense of structure and responsibility to former 
prisoners as they struggle to reintegrate after release. Unfortunately, many will face a difficult path toward finding and 
keeping employment” (Visher, Debus & Yahner, 2008, p. 6). Nonetheless, interestingly Participant D gave her suggestion 
to combat this thought, “I think we can use the knowledge and skills that we have acquired in our vocational training here 
first like sewing, cooking and baking, to start small business. May be we start on-line business.”   

Religious belief and practice were their root of strength (Mohamad Jodi, Mohamad, Mohd. Radzi, Che’ Seman, A. Rahman, 
Senin, Ramlan & Johari, 2014). They also have good relationship with the care takers like the prison warders and officers. 
Some reported that they have some trusted friends that they shared their emotions and feelings with. This is in fact another 
aspect of development of pro-social behaviour and healthy lifestyle that they were practising as a coping mechanism and 
that perhaps they need to be aware of.  

The results of this study indicates that psychological interventions through CBT group therapy, can help to improve 
psychological well-being of the women inmates by reducing their depression, stress and anxiety. As noted in previous 
research works, the fundamental nature of CBT is to help prisoners to better comprehend their problems and to cultivate 
new strategies for tackling them. It is consequently suggested that to improve inmates’ psychological health, counselling 
and psychotherapy, individually or in group need to be provided in all prisons throughout this country. Although counselling 
is a rather new service and not all prison have the opportunity to have trained and experience counsellors or psychology 
officers (term used in Malaysian prisons), as suggested by Ismail, Abd. Manaf and Jaafar (2016) prison authorities should 
employ the services of sessional or locum counselling/psychotherapy practitioner or work with local universities to design 
and conduct programmes to train the new prison staff to value add the rehabilitation process in the prison and ultimately 
help the inmates eliminate learned thoughts and behaviours that are undesirable. 

The interventions designed for this preliminary intervention work with women prison inmate in this study might work better 
if prison counsellor were involved as they were expected to know the prison systems better. Follow-up on the psychological 
progress of these inmates need to be done to establish that those affected are fully adjusted and psychological intervention 
can be specially designed to help them cope in life, inside and outside the prison.   

“Prison is a self-contained environment in which everyone's activity is tightly regulated and monitored” (Bulman, Garcia & 
Hernon, 2012, p.1). The women inmates have no choice but to participate in the rehabilitation activities designed for them. 
Undeniably, they gained a lot of knowledge and skills to the inmates especially through suitable vocational trainings for the 
Group psychotherapy could be bridge the gap of physical and psychological development much needed by them to teach 
the women prisoners how to live and survive in the prison environment and help them to cope with the length of their 
incarceration.   
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