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This document has been designed in collaboration with our members to ensure it meets most accessibility 
standards. However, if this does not fit your requirements, please contact  
corporate.communications@rcn.org.uk

RCN Legal Disclaimer
This publication contains information, advice and guidance to help members of the RCN. It is intended for 
use within the UK but readers are advised that practices may vary in each country and outside the UK.
The information in this booklet has been compiled from professional sources, but its accuracy is not 

https://www.corporate.communications@rcn.org.uk
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Introduction

http://www.gov.uk/government/collections/prison-population-statistics
https://www.gov.scot/publications/scottish-prison-population-statistics-2022-23
https://www.justice-ni.gov.uk/topics/statistics-and-research/ni-prison-service-statistics
https://111.nhs.uk
https://www.nhs24.scot/111/
https://111.wales.nhs.uk/SelfAssessments/default.aspx?locale=en&term=A
https://111.wales.nhs.uk/SelfAssessments/default.aspx?locale=en&term=A
https://www.nidirect.gov.uk/campaigns/illnesses-and-conditions?_id=111Website
https://www.nidirect.gov.uk/campaigns/illnesses-and-conditions?_id=111Website
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How is prison health care delivered?
Understanding how care is provided and delivered enables a better understanding of what 
is possible and what is required.

Service provision is different across the UK:

•	 NHS England (NHSE) is responsible for commissioning high quality health care in 
prisons in England, ensuring individuals’ safety, equity and safeguarding. Find more 
information about commissioning at: england.nhs.uk/commissioning/health-just
Health care services in prison are provided by both NHS and independent providers.  
All are commissioned and funded by NHS England.

•	 In Wales, health provision for public sector prisons is managed by HM Prison and 
Probation Service, devolved to the Welsh Government, with health services provided 
by NHS Wales, delivered vial Health Boards local to the prison. HMP Parc is a privately 
run prison, where primary health care services are commissioned by HM Prison and 
Probation Service (HMPPS). For further information please visit:  
phw.nhs.wales/topics/prison-health-in-wales

•	 In Northern Ireland, prison health care services are provided by South Eastern Health 
and Social Care Trust. Further details are available at:  
setrust.hscni.net/service/healthcare-in-prison

•	

https://www.england.nhs.uk/commissioning/health-just/
https://phw.nhs.wales/topics/prison-health-in-wales/
https://setrust.hscni.net/service/healthcare-in-prison
http://www.prisonsinspectoratescotland.gov.uk/publications/inspecting-and-monitoring-standard-9-health-and-wellbeing
http://www.prisonsinspectoratescotland.gov.uk/publications/inspecting-and-monitoring-standard-9-health-and-wellbeing
https://www.gov.uk/government/collections/public-health-in-prisons
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Older women in prison

http://www.selfcareforum.org/menopause/
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Pregnancy and childbirth, midwives 
and health visitors
All women should be offered a pregnancy test on arrival to prison, with negative tests 
recommended to be repeated at day seven and 28. If a pregnancy test is declined, this 
should be clearly documented within the reception screening tool, alongside initiating 
any local policy follow-up that may be required. Women should be asked if they had any 
recent unprotected sex before they arrived in custody and, if appropriate, there should be 
a conversation about emergency contraception choices.

Identification of a pregnancy should be followed up and acknowledged through site 
specific policies/pathways and referred to a general medical practitioner or midwife.

In the history-taking, consideration should also be given to any pregnancy within the last 
12 months, including still birth, live birth, miscarriage, ectopic pregnancy, or a termination. 
Referrals should be made if appropriate including, for example, to the maternity services, 

/Professional-Development/publications/rcn-termination-of-pregnancy-and-abortion-care-uk-pub-011-285
/Professional-Development/publications/rcn-termination-of-pregnancy-and-abortion-care-uk-pub-011-285
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when needed. If no on-site midwifery care is available, the woman should be seen in the 
local maternity unit for antenatal care.

Any woman with a positive pregnancy test or birth within the last six weeks should ideally 
be referred to either the specialist midwife or community midwife attached to the prison 
and reviewed within 72 hours of identification.

Midwives book appointments within the prison environment, referring the woman to the 
local maternity unit for any obstetric consultations or scans. All women in prison are 
deemed as high risk due to the increased vulnerabilities of being pregnant in prison. 
Usually, pregnant women remain in shared care – between midwives and obstetricians 
-throughout pregnancy. The Royal College of Obstetricians and Gynaecologists (RCOG) 
Position statement on maternity care for women in prison in England and Wales (2021) was 
clear that the standards set out in the Birth Companions Birth Charter (2019), and the RCOG 
Maternity Standards should be used to provide high quality care and support to all women 
in prison, and be the basis of all policy and best practice for maternity care here.

Referral to hospital for medical review is undertaken by the prison-based midwife. This 
may include long-term conditions, for example, diabetes. Without a specialist midwife, 
or at times when they are not available, health care staff in prison should escalate any 
pregnancy-related concerns to the local maternity unit, where the woman is receiving 
advice and individualised care planning.

Routine antenatal care is provided by the midwife, following NICE guidelines (NICE, 2021) 
or equivalent standards across the UK. Where specialist midwives are on-site, weekly 
face-to-face meetings are held with the woman in preparation for labour, birth and the 
postnatal period, alongside building trust and a good working relationship. Access to 
information for pregnant women can be limited within a prison setting, therefore weekly 
contact allows women opportunities to discuss public health and pregnancy-related 
advice, tailoring care to be more individualised. Where community midwives provide 
antenatal care, women should also be seen weekly.

Women are transferred to the maternity unit when medical review or a fetal wellbeing 
assessment, such as ultrasound or cardiotocography (CTG) monitoring, is required. CTG 
monitoring is a continuous recording of the fetal heart rate via an ultrasound transducer 
placed on the mother’s abdomen. It may or may not be available in the prison setting. If 
a midwife is on site, they should perform the initial assessment, arranging any further 
reviews within a hospital setting. If the midwife is not available, prison health care staff 
should escalate any concerns to the maternity services, as soon as a concern is raised by 
the woman.

Intrapartum care is provided within a hospital setting.

Once the woman is considered well/fit for discharge from hospital following the birth, 
they will be cared for by either the specialist midwife or community midwife. Within 
the postnatal period, prison health care staff should escalate any concerns to the local 
maternity unit, if a midwife is not available.
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Babies in prison
Of the 12 female prisons in England, six have on-site mother and baby units (MBUs). There 
are no female prisons in Wales. Scotland has one female prison, which has a mother and 
baby unit, while Northern Ireland has one prison, with two mother and baby rooms.

Women in prison who have their baby with them are responsible for the care of the child 
throughout this period. They can be supported by agencies within detained settings, such 
as Action for Children, mother and baby liaison officers and visiting health visitors.

Women who are either pregnant or have a child are eligible to apply for a place on one 
of the units. This may mean women applying to a MBU that is not local to them, so they 
have a chance of remaining with their baby after the birth. Women are supported with 
this process by mother and baby liaison officers within the prison. Further information is 

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/64650161e14070000cb6e14a/mbu-pf.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/64650161e14070000cb6e14a/mbu-pf.pdf
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Sexual and reproductive health 
competencies for supporting women 
in prison
Focused on the sexual and reproductive health (SRH) needs of women in prisons, these 
competences have been designed for:

•	 health care support practitioners (HCPs), under the supervision of a registered nurse
•	 nursing associates (England only)
•	 registered nurses and midwives, both newly qualified, or new to the sector
•	 those with more enhanced/specialist skills and knowledge, including midwives.

The four pillars used to underpin this practice are (RCN Definition and Principles of nursing):

•	 Clinical knowledge and skills
•	 leadership
•	 education
•	 research.
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Table 1: Who the framework is for and how it can be used

Who is the framework for? What is the framework for?

Registered nurses, nursing 
support workers (including nursing 
associates), midwives

Standards of care
Career pathway

Non-health care custodial staff Information and developing understanding of health care 
professional roles

Managers including nurse leaders Workforce planning; professional performance review; training 
needs analysis; continued professional development

Employers Workforce planning; recruitment; standard job descriptions

Commissioners Background for monitoring fitness for purpose against key 
performance indicators (KPIs)

NMC and regulatory/ inspection 
bodies for Prison and Probation 
Ombudsman

Benchmark standards for care for quality assurance measure
Benchmark for measuring standards of care in fitness to practice 
hearings

Adapted from RCN Tuberculous Career Framework

How can the competencies be used?
The aim of this competency framework is to set the minimum standards of knowledge 
and skills required to provide safe and effective sexual and reproductive health care 
for women in prison. The framework explicitly states the expectations for each level of 
nursing and for midwifery staff, to distinguish between baseline requirements for nursing 
support staff, registered nurses, and specialist nurses and midwives.

The framework may be used as a baseline to undertake a training needs analysis to 
identify any additional education needs. For ease of use, the competencies are linked to 
the relevant national guidance, and to the RCN Sexual and Reproductive Health Education 
Directory that provides details of nationally recognised training programmes and online 
resources, available at: rcnlearn.rcn.org.uk/Search/Sexual-health-education-directory

Access to continuing professional development is essential for all nursing teams and is 
often best achieved through a self-assessment of needs, which can then be discussed 
with managers. The competences can be used as a basis for self-assessment.

All registered nurses, nursing associates and midwives are required, as part of their 
continuing registration, to demonstrate competence through the process of revalidation 
with the NMC, which should include evidence of their ability to continue to practise safely 
and competently. More detail is available at: nmc.org.uk/revalidation

Part of the process of ensuring competence is an individual’s reflection on their own 

https://rcnlearn.rcn.org.uk/Search/Sexual-health-education-directory
https://www.nmc.org.uk/revalidation/
/Professional-Development/Revalidation/Reflection-and-reflective-discussion
/Professional-Development/Revalidation/Reflection-and-reflective-discussion
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The framework also highlights areas for audit and research that may be used by 
organisations to assess training and development needs.

The project team has not identified separate standards for midwives, as the NMC 
Standards of Proficiency for Midwives (NMC, 2019) and the My Future, My Midwife NMC 
programme (NMC, 2020) apply in all settings. However, it is recognised that some 
midwives may wish to extend their practice to include the following competencies as well.

 
Table 2: Sexual and reproductive health competencies for supporting 
women in prison
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History-taking/risk assessment/reception screening

Completion of initial reception 
screen, which includes history 
of pregnancy within the last 12 
months, identifying any possibility 
of pregnancy etc.

C  *    nice.org.uk/guidance/ng57/
chapter/Recommendations
gov.uk/government/
publications/womens-
policy-framework
* HCP to be deemed 
competent and practice 
under the supervision of a 
registered nurse

Completion of secondary 
assessment to identify any 
ongoing fertility treatment, more 
detailed obstetric history and 
sexual health history

C  *    gov.uk/government/
publications/womens-
policy-framework
* HCP to be deemed 
competent and practice 
under the supervision of a 
registered nurse

Completion of clinical observations 
including NEWS2 (National Early 
Warning Score2), COWS (Clinical 
fňĉÃŚêȎ°ĉŚąåŋÃŷÃĞȏ�ßÃĞêǴǣȎ�F°�Ȏ
-A/B (Clinical Institute Withdrawal 
Assessment for Alcohol scale)

C    

Pregnancy testing C    

http://nice.org.uk/guidance/ng57/chapter/Recommendations
http://nice.org.uk/guidance/ng57/chapter/Recommendations
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/womens-policy-framework
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/womens-policy-framework
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/womens-policy-framework
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/womens-policy-framework
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/womens-policy-framework
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/womens-policy-framework
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https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/sexual-and-reproductive-health-and-hiv-applying-all-our-health
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/sexual-and-reproductive-health-and-hiv-applying-all-our-health
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/sexual-and-reproductive-health-and-hiv-applying-all-our-health
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/sexual-and-reproductive-health-and-hiv-applying-all-our-health
http://rcn.org.uk/clinical-topics/public-health/sexual-health
http://rcn.org.uk/clinical-topics/public-health/sexual-health
https://ukhsa.blog.gov.uk/2018/01/08/its-good-to-talk-making-the-most-of-our-conversations/
https://ukhsa.blog.gov.uk/2018/01/08/its-good-to-talk-making-the-most-of-our-conversations/
https://ukhsa.blog.gov.uk/2018/01/08/its-good-to-talk-making-the-most-of-our-conversations/
https://ukhsa.blog.gov.uk/2018/01/08/its-good-to-talk-making-the-most-of-our-conversations/
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/inclusion-health-applying-all-our-health/inclusion-health-applying-all-our-health
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/inclusion-health-applying-all-our-health/inclusion-health-applying-all-our-health
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/inclusion-health-applying-all-our-health/inclusion-health-applying-all-our-health
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/inclusion-health-applying-all-our-health/inclusion-health-applying-all-our-health
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/inclusion-health-applying-all-our-health/inclusion-health-applying-all-our-health
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/inclusion-health-applying-all-our-health/inclusion-health-applying-all-our-health
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/health-disparities-and-health-inequalities-applying-all-our-health/health-disparities-and-health-inequalities-applying-all-our-health
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/health-disparities-and-health-inequalities-applying-all-our-health/health-disparities-and-health-inequalities-applying-all-our-health
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/health-disparities-and-health-inequalities-applying-all-our-health/health-disparities-and-health-inequalities-applying-all-our-health
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/health-disparities-and-health-inequalities-applying-all-our-health/health-disparities-and-health-inequalities-applying-all-our-health
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/health-disparities-and-health-inequalities-applying-all-our-health/health-disparities-and-health-inequalities-applying-all-our-health
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/health-disparities-and-health-inequalities-applying-all-our-health/health-disparities-and-health-inequalities-applying-all-our-health
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/health-disparities-and-health-inequalities-applying-all-our-health/health-disparities-and-health-inequalities-applying-all-our-health
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/health-disparities-and-health-inequalities-applying-all-our-health/health-disparities-and-health-inequalities-applying-all-our-health
https://portal.e-lfh.org.uk/Catalogue/Index?HierarchyId=0_41737_42670&programmeId=41737
https://portal.e-lfh.org.uk/Catalogue/Index?HierarchyId=0_41737_42670&programmeId=41737
https://portal.e-lfh.org.uk/Catalogue/Index?HierarchyId=0_41737_42670&programmeId=41737
https://portal.e-lfh.org.uk/Catalogue/Index?HierarchyId=0_41737_42670&programmeId=41737
https://elearning.ncsct.co.uk/
https://elearning.ncsct.co.uk/
/Log-In?returnUrl=https%3a%2f%2fwww.rcn.org.uk%2fclinical-topics%2fSafeguarding
/Log-In?returnUrl=https%3a%2f%2fwww.rcn.org.uk%2fclinical-topics%2fSafeguarding
/Log-In?returnUrl=https%3a%2f%2fwww.rcn.org.uk%2fclinical-topics%2fSafeguarding
/Log-In?returnUrl=https%3a%2f%2fwww.rcn.org.uk%2fclinical-topics%2fSafeguarding
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Menstrual health

Comfortably initiate a conversation 
about menstrual wellbeing and 
provide sanitary products and 
issue a menstrual diary if required

C     rcn.org.uk/Professional-
Development/publications/
promoting-menstrual-

/Professional-Development/publications/promoting-menstrual-wellbeing-uk-pub-010-375
/Professional-Development/publications/promoting-menstrual-wellbeing-uk-pub-010-375
/Professional-Development/publications/promoting-menstrual-wellbeing-uk-pub-010-375
/Professional-Development/publications/promoting-menstrual-wellbeing-uk-pub-010-375
/clinical-topics/Womens-health/Promoting-menstrual-wellbeing
/clinical-topics/Womens-health/Promoting-menstrual-wellbeing
/clinical-topics/Womens-health/Promoting-menstrual-wellbeing
https://www.nice.org.uk/guidance/ng88
/professional-development/publications/what-are-pms-and-pmdd-uk-pub-010-006
/professional-development/publications/what-are-pms-and-pmdd-uk-pub-010-006
/professional-development/publications/what-are-pms-and-pmdd-uk-pub-010-006
/professional-development/publications/what-are-pms-and-pmdd-uk-pub-010-006
https://elearning.rcgp.org.uk/mod/book/view.php?id=12534
https://elearning.rcgp.org.uk/mod/book/view.php?id=12534
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Sexual health
1 Communication

Practitioner can recognise an 
appropriate location to discuss any 
sexual health concerns, for example, 
sexually transmitted infections 
(STIs), in a confidential setting

C     BASHH (2023) Standards 
for the Management of 
Sexual Health in UK Prisons
bashh.org/professionals/
special_interest_groups/ 
28/prison_sig/public
BASHH guidelines for those 
working in sex industry 
bashh.
org/news/1408/invitation_
to_respond_to_a_
consultation_on_clinical_
standards_for_the_sexual_
health_management_of_
people_involved_in_sex_
work
Making Every Contact 
Count 
e-lfh.org.uk/programmes/
making-every-contact-
count
Specialist Pharmacy 
Service 
sps.nhs.uk/?cat%5B0%5D
=2995&cat%5B1%5D=36
39&s=
eLfH e-lfh.org.uk
Sexual health education 
directory
rcn.org.uk/Log-In?return 
Url=https%3a%2f%2frcn.
org.uk%2fclinical-topics% 
2fPublic-health%2fSexual 
-health%2fSexual-health-
education-directory
Integrated Sexual Health 
Service Specification 
2023 assets.publishing.
service.gov.uk/government/
uploads/system/uploads/
attachment_data/
file/1143246/Integrated-
sexual-health-service-
specification-2023.pdf

Practitioner can outline limitations 
of confidentiality discussed with 
patient, providing reassurance 
about confidential nature of the 
conversation where appropriate

C    

Practitioner can raise the subject 
of sexual health/STIs in an 
appropriate and sensitive manner

C    

Practitioner can discuss sexual 
risk and ensure that relevant 
interventions are made when 
starting time in prison, in particular 
if they are time-dependent 
for example, post-exposure 
prophylaxis for HIV after sexual 
exposure/emergency contraception

C - -  

Confidently provide education on 
sexual health topics, including 
safer sex practices and STIs, 
in preparation for release from 
prison, as a part of the release plan

http://www.bashh.org/professionals/special_interest_groups/28/prison_sig/public
http://www.bashh.org/professionals/special_interest_groups/28/prison_sig/public
http://www.bashh.org/professionals/special_interest_groups/28/prison_sig/public
https://www.bashh.org/news/1408/invitation_to_respond_to_a_consultation_on_clinical_standards_for_the_sexual_health_management_of_people_involved_in_sex_work
https://www.bashh.org/news/1408/invitation_to_respond_to_a_consultation_on_clinical_standards_for_the_sexual_health_management_of_people_involved_in_sex_work
https://www.bashh.org/news/1408/invitation_to_respond_to_a_consultation_on_clinical_standards_for_the_sexual_health_management_of_people_involved_in_sex_work
https://www.bashh.org/news/1408/invitation_to_respond_to_a_consultation_on_clinical_standards_for_the_sexual_health_management_of_people_involved_in_sex_work
https://www.bashh.org/news/1408/invitation_to_respond_to_a_consultation_on_clinical_standards_for_the_sexual_health_management_of_people_involved_in_sex_work
https://www.bashh.org/news/1408/invitation_to_respond_to_a_consultation_on_clinical_standards_for_the_sexual_health_management_of_people_involved_in_sex_work
https://www.bashh.org/news/1408/invitation_to_respond_to_a_consultation_on_clinical_standards_for_the_sexual_health_management_of_people_involved_in_sex_work
https://www.bashh.org/news/1408/invitation_to_respond_to_a_consultation_on_clinical_standards_for_the_sexual_health_management_of_people_involved_in_sex_work
https://www.e-lfh.org.uk/programmes/making-every-contact-count/
https://www.e-lfh.org.uk/programmes/making-every-contact-count/
https://www.e-lfh.org.uk/programmes/making-every-contact-count/
https://www.sps.nhs.uk/?cat%5B0%5D=2995&cat%5B1%5D=3639&s=
https://www.sps.nhs.uk/?cat%5B0%5D=2995&cat%5B1%5D=3639&s=
https://www.sps.nhs.uk/?cat%5B0%5D=2995&cat%5B1%5D=3639&s=
https://www.e-lfh.org.uk/
/Log-In?returnUrl=https%3a%2f%2fwww.rcn.org.uk%2fclinical-topics%2fPublic-health%2fSexual-health%2fSexual-health-education-directory
/Log-In?returnUrl=https%3a%2f%2fwww.rcn.org.uk%2fclinical-topics%2fPublic-health%2fSexual-health%2fSexual-health-education-directory
/Log-In?returnUrl=https%3a%2f%2fwww.rcn.org.uk%2fclinical-topics%2fPublic-health%2fSexual-health%2fSexual-health-education-directory
/Log-In?returnUrl=https%3a%2f%2fwww.rcn.org.uk%2fclinical-topics%2fPublic-health%2fSexual-health%2fSexual-health-education-directory
/Log-In?returnUrl=https%3a%2f%2fwww.rcn.org.uk%2fclinical-topics%2fPublic-health%2fSexual-health%2fSexual-health-education-directory
/Log-In?returnUrl=https%3a%2f%2fwww.rcn.org.uk%2fclinical-topics%2fPublic-health%2fSexual-health%2fSexual-health-education-directory
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/1143246/Integrated-sexual-health-service-specification-2023.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/1143246/Integrated-sexual-health-service-specification-2023.pdf
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3 Provision of physical care to support general health and wellbeing, as well as that which is 
specific to sexual health:

An effective triage process should 
be in place, so those with clinically 
urgent needs, those who can be 
managed by non-specialists within 
the prison health care setting and 
those who require specialist care 
(Level 3) can be assessed and 
referred to most appropriate care 
setting

C and L -    england.nhs.uk/long-read/
a-review-of-health-and-
social-care-in-womens-
prisons

Able to offer routine screen for 
chlamydia as part of the chlamydia 
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