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What is victimisation 
of prisoners?

Physical

Sexual

Economic

Psychological
Source: KES



Reading Belgian news 
…

“Leuven prisoner 
beaten to death by 
other prisoner”

“More and more eighty-year-olds in 
prison, which requires adjustments: 

"Young people force them to give 
away food and pills"



Problem statement
“Prisons are violent places”

• Institutional order

• Prisoner and society

o Mental health and wellbeing 
(Boxer et al., 2009; Listwan et al., 2010; McGrath et al., 2012; Zweig et al., 2015)

o Outcome after release 
(Boxer et al., 2009; Daquin et al., 2016; Zweig et al., 2015)

• Justice system
(Howard et al., 2020; Kuo, 2019; Kuo et al., 2021; Listwan et al., 2010, 2013)

1. What is the prevalence of prisoner-on-prisoner victimisation in Flemish prisons?

• Physical
• Sexual
• Economic
• Psychological

2. What are risk factors of prisoner-on-prisoner victimisation according to international 
research?

• What are prisoner related risk factors? [Background, detention status variables]
• What are prison related risk factors? [Contextual variables]
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1. Response and non-response challenges in 
prison



APA ET AL. (2012):
1. The key carrier as key person

• Physical access 
• Establishing rapport with prisoners
• Working hours

2. The prisoner
• Communication
• Co-researchers

3. The prison (unit)
• X Disrupt the routine 
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1.1. The impact of data collection on data-retrieval

ETHNOGRAPHIC DATA COLLECTION 
(Byrne, 2005: 226-228)

• Respectful participation
• Prisoners as study consultants
• Prisoners speak knowledgeably
• Early in the research
• Feedback on research instruments
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The Life in Custody Study (NL) 
(van Ginneken et al., 2018)

1. (Preparation and promotion
• Feasible meetings/contact moments
• Posters)

2. Researcher to prisoner recruitment
• Self-administered pen-and-paper surveys
• Group versus individual recruitment

- Negative vs. positive personalities
- Privacy and voluntary participation
- Time

3. Collection after two days
• Feelings of confidentiality



Response 
rates
PILOT

Table 1. Overview of response rates for each prison

Unit
Unit 

population sizea

Total 
surveys 

handed out

Total 
returned 
surveysb

% Response 
rate 

(RR on 
handed out)

Time between 
handing out 

and collecting

Women 49 27 17 34,69 (62,96) TOMORROW

Preventive 
quarantine

43 22 3 6,98 (13,64) 1 WEEK

Violence free 44 32 15 34,09 (46,88) 1 WEEK

Drugs free 25 20 20 80 (100) TOMORROW

Regular 1 25 22 12 48 (54,55) 1 WEEK

Regular 2 56 36 18 32,14 (50) 1 WEEK

Regular 3 55 38 13 23,64 (34,21) 1 WEEK

Regular 4 42 21 13 30,59 (61,90) 2 DAYS

Regular 5 43 11 9 20,93 (81,82) 2 DAYS

Regular 6 43 29 23 53,48 (79,31) 2 DAYS

Regular 7 44 28 7 15,91 (25) TOMORROW

Regular 8 44 22 17 38,64 (77,27) TOMORROW

Regular 9 48 47 28 58,33 (59,57) TOMORROW

 TOTAL  561 355 195 34,76 (54,93)
a Population size during the time of data-collection
b Number of surveys with completed informed consentelien.goossens@kuleuven.be

25% - 69%
(Wolff & Shi, 2009: 804)

Full victim survey?
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Response 
rates

OFFICIAL

Table 2. Overview of response rates for each prison (official)

Prison
Start 

data-collecti
on

End 
data-collecti

on

Population 
sizea

Returned 
surveysb

Response 
rate (%)

Prison 1 11/11/2021 21/01/2022 403 104 25,81

Prison 2 20/11/2021 22/11/2021 299 65 21,74

Prison 3 07/01/2022 13/01/2022 288 39 13,54

Prison 4 27/11/2021 29/11/2021 183 64 34,97

Prison 5 12/12/2021 13/12/2021 230 90 39,13

Prison 6 13/02/2022 13/02/2022 56 27 48,21

Prison 7 23/02/2022 03/03/2022 227 14 6,17

Prison 8 06/03/2022 31/03/2022 717 202 28,17
   TOTAL 605 23,64

a Population size during the time of data-collection
b Number of surveys with completed informed consent25% - 69%

(Wolff & Shi, 2009: 804)
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34,67 (pilot)



1.2. Informed consent: Essential good or ethical stumbling block?
GUPTA (2013):

1. Voluntary consent
2. Informed consent 
3. Adequate decision-making capacity 
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“Obtaining a signature on a form does 
not fit well within a research process 

based on the relationship between 
researcher and participant and can 
appear very official and discordant” 

(Vander Laenen & O’Gorman, 2018: 565)

Written and 
complete 

information

Quality of 
being 

informed

“Suspicions derived from negative 
experience with the media, medical 

personnel, and system politics”
(Byrne, 2005: 226)
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2. A victim survey for offenders

Let’s… Think aloud
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• Ericsson and Simon (1980)

• Cognition research, human thought processes studies (Hy & Gao, 2007; Trenor et al., 2011)

• Verbal [and written] report technique (Charters, 2003)

• Empowering the victim

Cognitive validity (Trenor et al., 2011)

Think Aloud: Background

• Literature
• Existing material

Survey 
development

• Think Aloud
• Pilot study

Pre-test
• Interview results
• Pilot study 

observations

Correcting 
survey

1. Probing

• Generic probing
 e.g. ‘Continue thinking aloud’, ‘What are you 
thinking now?’

• Specific probing
e.g. ‘What do you think of the response 
categories here?’, ‘What would you change 
here?’, ‘What do you think this question wants 
to ask?’

2. Paraphrasing

3. Observing



CONTENT/SUBJECT
• “We are in Belgium. Rape etc. does not seem to be an issue”

• “Then I think more about outside the cell.(…) If this is about internally in prison, that question is 
irrelevant.” 
[RESPONSE TO: A fellow inmate did not respect my privacy.]

CONTENT/LANGUAGE INTERPRETATION
• “That's too wide, ‘forbidden’. Every prison has its own rules. So that is prohibited under the law of 

Belgium, or prohibited under the law of the prison?” 
[RESPONSE TO: I have had prohibited items or substances in my possession.]

MISSING CONTENT
• “Maybe you can add something like uh that last question. (…) You might add, uh, that it can also 

be related to drugs or medication. (…) Not unimportant.”

Think Aloud: Lessons from a victim survey for offenders
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• Personal recruitment at the prison cell

• Self-report survey (confidentiality)

o Recall period: past 2 months, current prison

o DV: psychological, economic, physical and sexual victimisation

✔ Behavioural items

o IV: socio-demographic, detention situation (+ contextual)

1. Survey and sample information
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• 510 (93%) male, 41 (7%) female

• 19-82 year, Mean=41 (SD=13)

• 138 (25%) foreigner, 409 (75%) Belgian

• 420 (79%) convicted, 111 (21%) pretrial
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1. Survey and sample information

• 8 prisons
• 551 prisoners



2. Preliminary findings



2.1. Prevalence rates
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Table 1. Overall victimisationa

 

Frequency Percent

No victimisation 163 30
Victimisation 388 70

aBased on 551 complete cases



Frequencies
Item Never 1-2 

times
3-5 times 6 times or more % of all 

physical 
victims (n=94)

% of all 
physical items 

(n=138)
A fellow inmate attacked me 
without a weapon or object.

465 65 15 6 91,49% 62,32%

A fellow inmate held me against 
my will or restrained me, locked 
me up or tried to do so.

530 15 3 3 22,34% 15,22%

A fellow inmate attacked me with 
a weapon or object.

520 24 4 3 34,07% 22,46%
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Table 2. Frequencies and proportions of physical victimisation items

Proportions per item



Table 3. Frequencies and proportions of sexual victimisation items
Frequencies

Item Never 1-2 
times

3-5 
times

6 times or 
more

% of all sexual victims 
(n=95)

% of all sexual items 
(n=176)

A fellow inmate made sexual 
comments, jokes or notes that made 
me feel uncomfortable. 

483 48 12 8 71,58% 38,64%

A fellow inmate put pressure on me to 
perform sexual acts, or I did so in 
return for protection. 

546 2 3 0 5,26% 2,84%

A fellow inmate exposed their body or 
genitals against my wishes, or forced 
me to watch nude images.

529 13 4 5 23,16% 12,5%

A fellow inmate looked at me or 
whistled at me in a way that made me 
feel uncomfortable.

511 28 6 6 42,11% 22,73%

A fellow inmate raped me (orally, 
anally or vaginally). 

549 1 1 0 2,11% 1,14%

A fellow inmate touched me in a way 
that made me feel uncomfortable.

512 33 3 3 41,05% 22,15%
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Table 4. Frequencies and proportions of economic victimisation items

Frequencies
Item Never 1-2 

times
3-5 

times
6 times or 

more
% of all economic 

victims (n=164)
% of all economic 

items (n=339)
A fellow inmate put pressure on me 
to give away my personal 
belongings, medication or other 
items, or I did so in return for 
protection. 

498 38 9 6 32,32% 15,63%

A fellow inmate stole my personal 
belongings, medication or other 
items while I was not there.

442 78 20 11 66,46% 32,15%

A fellow inmate lied to me, causing 
me to lose my personal belongings, 
medication or other items.

463 63 16 9 53,66% 25,96%

A fellow inmate destroyed my 
personal belongings, medication or 
other items.

507 33 7 4 26,83% 12,98%

A fellow inmate stole my personal 
belongings, medication or other 
items while I was there.

506 36 3 6 27,44% 13,27%
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Table 5. Frequencies and proportions of psychological victimisation items
Frequencies

Item Never 1-2 
times

3-5 
times

6 times or 
more

% of all 
psychological 

victims (n=360)

% of all 
psychological items 

(n=1269)
A fellow inmate pretended to be my 
friend and took advantage of this.

340 146 46 19 58,61% 16,63%

A fellow inmate threatened me, 
frightened me or tried to do so.

378 126 27 20 48,06% 13,63%

A fellow inmate insulted me, mocked 
me, humiliated me or spread gossip 
about me.

310 157 38 46 66,94% 18,99%

A fellow inmate put pressure on me to 
make me do something I did not want to 
do, or I did so in return for protection.

494 37 12 8 15,83% 4,49%

A fellow inmate excluded me, ignored me 
and/or encouraged others to turn against 
me.

403 85 34 29 41,11% 11,66%

A fellow inmate made me angry, 
challenged me or tried to do so.

284 183 46 38 74,17% 21,04%

A fellow inmate lied about me to the staff 
to get me into trouble.

379 110 34 28 47,78% 13,55%
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Numbers, numbers, 
numbers …

POLYVICTIMISATION

53% of imprisoned victims report psychological 
victimisation and another type of violence, 

which is 37% of prisoners



2.2. Correlates 
(Caution! Preliminary results!)

•Preliminary predictors/correlates
• Physical victimisation
• Psychological victimisation
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• Method: Enter
• Parsimony principle > Bivariate correlations

o Psychological victimisation, unsafety, victim identity in prison (M1), misconduct (M2), reaction towards 
hypothetical victimisation (M3)

✔ No social-demographic, no contextual variables
✔ Vulnerable background
✔ Behaviour variables related to misbehaviour (e.g. perpetration, rule violations …)
✔  ‘Attitude of toughness’

PHYSICAL VICTIMISATION
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Model 1 Model 2 Model 3
 B Wald Exp(B) B Wald Exp(B) B Wald Exp(B) 

Psych. victim
Ref = no

1,883 9,124** 6,571 1,596 6,367** 4,935 1,573 6,016** 6,463

Feeling unsafe
Ref = no

1,460 20,727*** 4,307 1,604 22,918*** 4,973 1,657 23,749*** 8,553

Victim identity
(sumscale)

0,358 24,500*** 1,431 0,372 25,343*** 1,451 0,362 21,468*** 1,000

Misconduct
(sumscale)

0,189 12,173*** 1,208 0,192 10,873*** 1,237

Reaction towards 
hypothetical 
victimisation
Ref = Passive reaction 
(escape, wait)

4,028

(1)Active-aggressive 
(fight, deter offender)

-0,554 1,376 0,575

(2)Active-non 
aggressive (make a 
deal, seek help from 
inmates)

-0,387 0,544 0,679

(3)Seek help from staff -0,894 2,855 0,409

(4)Other 0,295 0,111 1,343

PHYSICAL
VICTIMISATION

• Model 1: R2=0,408 
(Nagelkerke), p<0,001, 
86,1%

• Model 2: R2=0,438 
(Nagelkerke), p<0,001, 
86,8%

• Model 3: R2=0,448 
(Nagelkerke), 
87,2%

***p ≤ 0,001; ** p ≤ 0,01; 
*p ≤ 0,05

p=0,405,
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• Method: Enter
• Parsimony principle > Bivariate correlations

o Abuse youth (M1), unsafety, victim identity in prison (M2), drug use, misconduct (M3), total time in current 
prison, conviction status, number of cellmates (M4), reaction towards hypothetical victimisation (M5)

✔ No social-demographic variables
✔ Vulnerable background
✔ Behaviour variables related to misbehaviour
✔ Detention variables
✔ ‘Attitude of toughness’

PSYCHOLOGICAL VICTIMISATION
• Model 1: R2=0,058 (Nagelkerke), p<0,001, 69%; Model 2: R2=0,266 (Nagelkerke), p<0,001, 71,9%; 

Model 3: R2=0,321 (Nagelkerke), p<0,001, 71,1%; Model 4: R2=0,359 (Nagelkerke), p=0,018, 75,9%; 
Model 5: R2=0,393 (Nagelkerke), p=0,015, 75,3%

PSYCHOLOGICAL VICTIMISATION



Model 5
 B Wald Exp (B) 

Abuse youth
(sumscale)

0,129 5,182* 1,138

Feeling unsafe
Ref = no

1,932 21,867*** 6,904

Victim identity
(Sumscale)

0,382 4,068* 1,466

Drug use
Ref = no

-0,273 0,461 0,761

Misconduct
(Sumscale)

0,375 10,973*** 1,456

Conviction status
Ref = Pre-trial detention

0,371 0,796 1,373

#Cellmates 0,023 3,217 1,023

Time in current prison
Ref = ≤ 1 year

5,118

(1) +1 – 5 years 0,428 1,908 1,534

(2) +5 – 10 years 1,360 4,234* 3,896
(3) +10 years 0,267 0,184 1,306
Reaction towards hypothetical 
victimisation
Ref = Passive reaction 
(escape, wait)

11,569*

(1)Active-aggressive 
(fight, deter)

-0,694 1,693 0,500

(2)Active-non aggressive
 (make a deal, seek help from 
inmates)

0,028 0,002 1,028

(3)Seek help from staff -1,011 3,500 0,364

(4)Other (never happened or will 
never be in that situation, don’t 
know, no contact)

-2,034 6,635* 0,131

***p ≤ 0,001; ** p ≤ 
0,01; *p ≤ 0,05
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Unsafety

Misconduct

Victim-of
fender

Psychological violent prison culture? 
(+ feeling/being vulnerable) 
(direct and/or indirect victimisation)

Adapting tough attitudes/personalities?

Hypothesis …



To be continued …
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