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Abstract

Introduction: The prison population is considered a target audience for the medicalization process.
Objective: To conduct a systematic bibliographic survey of the literature on clinical practices involving
psychotropic drugs applied to this target audience. Methods: Integrative literature review based on
the application of the descriptors “prisons,” “psychotropic drugs,” and “mental health care,” both in
Brazilian Portuguese and English languages, to the Scopus, Science Direct, NCBI (via PubMed),
and Google Scholar databases, considering as the starting point the research question “What are
the strategies used in the context of the prison system regarding clinical practices involving the use
of psychotropic drugs?” Results: A total of 18 articles were selected, from which it can be inferred
that the reformulation of prison health policies should include harm reduction programs, increased
access to mental health services, strengthening of support networks inside and outside prisons,
and compliance with the social determinants of psychotropic drug use. Conclusions: The results
of this study can support educators, health professionals, managers, and policymakers to develop
more assertive, directive, effective, and safe strategies for the health care of this population.
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Psychotropic drugs in the prison context

Resumo

Introducao: A populagdo privada de liberdade é considerada publico-alvo do processo de medicalizacdo. Objetivo: Realizar levantamento
bibliografico sistematizado da literatura acerca das praticas clinicas envolvendo medicamentos psicotropicos aplicadas a este publico-alvo.
Métodos: Reviséo integrativa da literatura baseada na aplicagdo dos descritores “prisdes; “psicotrépicos” e “assisténcia a saude mental” — e
seus respectivos descritores em inglés — as bases de dados Scopus, Science Direct, National Center for Biotechnology Information (NCBI, via
PubMed) e Google Scholar, tendo como ponto de partida a pergunta de pesquisa “Quais as estratégias utilizadas no contexto do sistema prisional
acerca das praticas clinicas envolvendo o uso de psicotrépicos?” Resultados: Foram selecionados 18 artigos, por meio dos quais depreende-
se que a reformulagédo das politicas de saude prisional deve incluir programas de redugéo de danos, ampliagédo do acesso a servigos de saude
mental, fortalecimento das redes de apoio dentro e fora das prisdes e observancia aos determinantes sociais do consumo de psicofarmacos.
Conclusao: Os resultados deste estudo contribuem como subsidio para que educadores, profissionais de salde, gestores e formuladores de
politicas publicas desenvolvam estratégias mais assertivas, diretivas, efetivas e seguras para assisténcia a saude desta populagéo.

Palavras-chave: Prisdes; Psicotrépicos; Assisténcia a saude mental.

Resumen

Introduccion: La poblacién penitenciaria se considera un publico objetivo para el proceso de medicalizacién. Objetivo: Realizar una revision
bibliografica sistematica de la literatura sobre practicas clinicas con psicofarmacos aplicadas a esta poblacién objetivo. Metodos: Se realizé una

»

revision bibliografica integradora utilizando los descriptores “prisiones’, “psicotropicos” y “atencion de salud mental” y sus respectivos descriptores
en inglés en las bases de datos Scopus, Science Direct, NCBI (via PubMed) y Google Académico. A partir de la pregunta de investigacion “;,Qué
estrategias se utilizan en el sistema penitenciario respecto a las practicas clinicas con el uso de psicofarmacos?’ Resultados: Se seleccionaron
dieciocho articulos, de los cuales se infiere que la reformulacién de las politicas de salud penitenciaria debe incluir programas de reduccion
de dafos, la ampliacién del acceso a servicios de salud mental, el fortalecimiento de las redes de apoyo dentro y fuera de las prisiones, y el
cumplimiento de los determinantes sociales del consumo de psicofarmacos. Conclusién: Los resultados de este estudio contribuyen a que
educadores, profesionales de la salud, gestores y formuladores de politicas publicas desarrollen estrategias mas asertivas, directivas, eficaces y
seguras para la atencién de la salud de esta poblacion.

Palabras clave: Prisiones; Psicotropicos; Atencion a la Salud Mental.

INTRODUCTION

Currently, approximately 11 million people are detained in criminal institutions around the world,
either as preventive prisoners/provisional prisoners or convicted/sentenced prisoners. In this scenario,
Brazil has the 3rd largest prison population. This represents 390 prisoners/100 thousand inhabitants,
with Brazil ranking 15th in the World Prison Population List.’

Although penitentiaries have been conceived as instruments of crime control and prevention, in
practice, they intensify health problems among inmates.? From this perspective, biopower is manifested
through practices that regulate bodies and populations, through mechanisms such as psychiatry and
normalization of conducts to exercise authority over individuals.?

In the prison context, this logic is evidenced in the medicalization of the incarcerated offenders.
Exposure to violence, waiting for trial in overcrowded and unhealthy spaces, and uncertainty about the
future generate profound impacts on mental health. Thus, the use of psychotropic drugs exceeds its
therapeutic function and becomes an instrument of behavioral management, in which biomedical practices
act in line with the control of the prison system, which raises important ethical and clinical reflections and
requires careful analysis of individual needs and institutional specificities.*®

The prison population is one of the main target audiences for the medicalization process, particularly
with psychotropic drugs. In addition to medicalizing political, economic, social, and cultural issues,
psychotropic drugs become a currency of exchange or mechanism of survival, reinforcing the vulnerability
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of inmates and perpetuating disruptive behaviors. Thus, instead of promoting rehabilitation, these drugs,
most often, suppress symptoms without treating their primary causes.”?®

Therefore, it is paramount to know how the medication/medicalization process unfolds in the prison
context, particularly regarding the use of psychotropic drugs. This will support the establishment of more
effective and safe medication processes, better implementation and remodeling of what is provided for in
public policies to qualify health care for incarcerated people.

Taking this into consideration, the objective of this study was to carry out an integrative literature
review on clinical practices involving psychotropic drugs applied to the prison population.

METHODS

This is an integrative literature review, a method that provides the synthesis of knowledge and
the incorporation of the applicability of results of significant studies in practice,® whose steps are
presented next.

Step 1: Elaboration of the guiding question

In order to achieve the objective of this study, the starting point was the guiding question: “What are
the strategies used in the context of the prison system regarding clinical practices involving the use of
psychotropic drugs?”.

Step 2: Literature search

To this end, the descriptors “prisbées,” “psicotropicos,” and “assisténcia a saude mental,” in Brazilian
Portuguese — together with the respective descriptors in English, “prisons,” “psychotropic drugs,” and
“‘mental health care,” which were intersected by the Boolean operator “AND”— were applied to the Scopus,
Science Direct, National Center for Biotechnology Information (NCBI, via PubMed), and Google Scholar
databases, more specifically through the combinations “prisons and psychotropic drugs” and “prisons and
mental health care,” in both languages. This search strategy was applied throughout the year 2024.

In addition, articles written in Brazilian Portuguese, English, and Spanish and that answered the
research question were included. There was no time-frame restriction. Consequently, articles that did not
meet these criteria were excluded.

Initially, titles and abstracts of the 2,588 articles initially found were skimmed, in order to exclude
duplicate articles and/or those that did not fit the research question. Subsequently, 24 articles were selected
for reading in full. Afterward, 18 articles were selected to integrate the study for answering the research
question indeed. In Figure 1, the search strategy is presented in a flowchart.

Step 3: Data collection
After the previous step, data were extracted from the selected articles, which included title, authors,
publication year, and findings (clinical interventions related to the use of psychotropic drugs, effectiveness

of these interventions, and challenges faced in the implementation of clinical practices in prisons), which
are presented in Chart 1.
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STUDIES IDENTIFIED
Scopus=13
Google Scholar=472
NCBI=626
Science Direct=1477

SKIMMING

Studies selected after Studies excluded for being duplicates or
reading titles and abstracts not fitting the inclusion criteria
(n=23) (n=2589)

READING IN FULL

Studies excluded for

| not answering the

research question
(n=5)

nova aos autores e estamos aguardando.

Imagem em baixa resolugédo. Solicitamos uma

Studies selected for
the research
(n=18)

Source: prepared by the authors.
Figure 1. Flowchart of the search strategy for the selection of articles.

Step 4: Critical analysis of the included studies

The data extracted from the selected articles were organized in an increasing chronological order of
publication, seeking to highlight the historical itinerary of scientific production on the subject, and in such a
way to enable comparison between different studies, aiming to identify convergent and divergent aspects
in clinical practices related to the use of psychotropic drugs in the prison context.

This allowed us to identify areas that demand greater attention and to produce recommendations for
clinical practice, in this case: 1) Use of psychotropic drugs and aggressive behaviors in the prison setting; 2)
Ethical and legal standards in the use of psychotropic drugs; 3) Mental health in the prison system and access
to health services; 4) Mental health of incarcerated women; 5) Use of psychotropic drugs and biopolitical
control; and 6) Use of psychoactive substances in the prison setting: a public health issue.

Step 5: Discussion of the results

Based on the interpretation and synthesis of the results, possible knowledge gaps are identified and
priorities are defined for future studies, including conclusions and researcher’s inferences.

Step 6: Presentation of the integrative review

The very integrative review is presented, according to the five steps previously mentioned.
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RESULTS

According to the analysis of the 18 selected articles, we identified different perspectives on the use
of psychotropic drugs in the prison setting, as per Chart 1. For a better understanding of the findings,
the studies were organized into six thematic blocks, in which articles on similar aspects were gathered.
This strategy allowed us to deepen the interpretation of the data, highlighting the various dimensions
involved in the prescription and use of psychotropic drugs among the incarcerated population.

Chart 1. Synthesis of the selected articles.

Authors

Title

Publication year

Findings

A10

B11

Effect of
psychotropic drugs
on aggression in a
prison setting

The violation

of psychiatric
standards of care in
prisons

The administration
of psychotropic
drugs to prisoners:
state of the law and
beyond

1975

1980

1990

Study conducted in a maximum-security prison in the United
States, with the objective of evaluating the relationship between
the use of psychotropic drugs and the frequency of aggressive
behaviors among inmates. The authors found a significantly
higher frequency of violent incidents among prisoners under
treatment with psychotropic drugs, compared to the periods
when these same inmates did not use these drugs. Anxiolytics,
especially Diazepam (present in 81% of cases), were associated
with a higher number of aggressive behaviors (3.6 times higher
during its use). Other psychotropic drug classes resulted in a
rate of aggressive incidents 2 times higher than prisoners who
did not use them.

Study conducted in three prison systems in the United States,
aiming to evaluate violations of psychiatric care standards in

these settings. Problems, such as inadequate architecture, lack

of qualified personnel, prescription and distribution of drugs by
professionals without training, and punitive instead of therapy
approach, were verified. The authors warn psychiatrists to avoid
unnecessary prescription of drugs, especially tranquilizers, and
highlight the need to address conditions that aggravate mental
health issues, such as overcrowding, solitary confinement, and lack
of adequate programs for inmates with mental disorders. Minimum
standards of personnel and transfer of prisoners with mental illness
to psychiatric hospitals are recommended.

Study conducted in the United States to assess the legal framework
and ethical challenges involved in the administration of psychotropic
drugs for prisoners, especially in contexts of involuntary
prescription. The authors demonstrated that the administration of
psychotropic drugs involves conflicts between the need for medical
treatment, individual rights of inmates, and demands for institutional
security. They pointed out that involuntary prescription, in particular,
raises questions about informed consent, abuse of power, and

the role of drugs as behavioral control tools. They emphasize the
importance of ensuring that the use of psychotropic drugs is guided
by clear clinical diagnoses and respects ethical and legal principles,
to avoid coercive practices that compromise the human rights of
incarcerated offenders.

it continues...
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Chart 1. Continuation.

Authors Title Findings

Publication year

D13

E14

G16

Prisonomics

and the use of
psychotropic drugs
on incarcerated
offenders: ethical
considerations

2000

Mental health
performance
measurement in
corrections

2008

Prescription in
prison: minimizing
psychotropic

drug diversion in
correctional practice

2014

Accounting for
psychotropic
medication
changes in prisons:
patient and doctor
perspectives

2015

Study conducted in prison systems in the United States aiming to
investigate ethical implications of the use of psychotropic drugs in
prison populations. The authors sought to identify inappropriate
practices in the administration of these substances and propose
ethical guidelines to ensure that their use respects the human rights
and autonomy of inmates. They verified the following inadequate
practices: administration of psychotropic drugs by professionals
without proper training; use of these substances as behavioral
control tools or silencing of inmates, or to justify overcrowding; and
absence of informed consent in prescription processes. It should be
noted that these drugs should not be used as a tool of oppression,
to justify overcrowding or silencing prisoners, and that they should
be administered exclusively by licensed health professionals,
ensuring the informed consent of inmates.

Study conducted in correctional facilities in the United States aiming to
evaluate the performance of prisons in providing mental health care to
incarcerated offenders with severe mental illness. The authors verified
that correctional facilities became, by necessity, great providers of
mental health care for these patients, although most of these facilities
do not offer quality care nor follow national guidelines for mental health
screening and treatment. To improve care, strategies were developed
for adherence to drug therapy, suicide prevention, planning of mental
health treatments, and controlled use of sleeping drugs.

Study conducted in correctional facilities in the United States aimed
at investigating the diversion, use, and abuse of psychotropic drugs
prescribed in the prison setting. In addition, the authors sought

to identify clinical practices that can minimize risks associated

with drug prescription and promote more effective and ethical
mental health care. Among the clinical practices, the following

were highlighted: implementation of strict drug tracking systems,
laboratory monitoring to detect diversions, continued education

of health professionals on ethical standards of prescriptions, and
prioritization of non-pharmacological therapeutic alternatives

when possible. Use, abuse, and diversion of prescribed drugs are
frequent issues in correctional facilities, involving aspects such as
prescription practice, most commonly prescribed drugs, motivation
for abuse, and detection methods, including laboratory monitoring.

Study conducted in prison institutions in the United Kingdom

to investigate perspectives of patients and physicians on

changes in psychotropic drug prescriptions. The authors found

that psychotropic drugs are widely used in the treatment of

mental iliness, but prisoners report that their prescriptions are

often altered or withdrawn upon entering prison, increasing

their suffering. Patients claimed the right to psychotropic drugs,
questioned the clinical reasoning of prison physicians, pointed out
communication failures, and attributed health worsening to changes
in pharmacological therapy. Clinical needs in the prison setting were
prioritized in relation to previous treatments.
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Chart 1. Continuation.

[Health and
psychotropic drugs
in the prison system]

Authors Title Publication year Findings
Prevalencia
y predictores
del consumo
de sustancias L o L . _—
. . Study conducted in prison units in Spain aimed at investigating the
psicoactivas . .
prevalence of psychoactive substance use among incarcerated
entre varones en .
H L 2015 men. The authors observed that drug use represents a serious
prision [Prevalence ) . I Lo
) public health issue due to its high prevalence and negative impacts
and predictors .
) on the health of inmates.
of psychoactive
substance use
among incarcerated
men]
Implicaciones
del consumo
de sustancias Study conducted in prisons in Latin America aiming at
psicoactivas sobre investigating the relationship between psychoactive substance
la salud de hombres use and victimization in the prison setting. The authors found that
I8 privados de libertad 2015 victimization and consumption of these substances are strongly
[Implications of associated, which emphasizes the need for in-depth studies to
psychoactive develop effective preventive measures and improve living conditions
substance use in this setting.
on the health of
incarcerated men]
Study conducted in a women’s prison unit in Northeastern
Consumo de o .
L Brazil, aiming to understand the factors that influence the use of
medicagéo . o
. . psychotropic drugs among these women. The authors verified
psicotropica em e . ) )
o . that everyday life in prison, difficulty accessing medical care,
J® uma prisdo feminina 2015 )
. and lack of family contact are key factors to understand the
[Psychotropic drug . . .
. , use of psychotropic drugs among inmates. The importance of
use in a women’s ) T . o )
ison] interdisciplinary political psychology is highlighted, oriented toward
rison
P promoting a fairer society.
Incarcerated Study conducted in women’s prisons in the United States to
women’s investigate experiences and beliefs of incarcerated women
experiences and regarding the use of psychotropic drugs. The authors found that
K20 beliefs about 2017 the use of psychotropic drugs in incarceration involves complex
psychotropic interaction between therapeutic effects of these drugs and factors
medication: an such as psychological impact, personal agency, locus of control,
empirical study stigma, and perceived biological vulnerability.
3 Study conducted in Brazilian prisons aiming to analyze the
A saude e o . . . :
. . relationship between health practices and the use of psychotropic
psicotropico no . . o
. . drugs in the prison system. The authors verified that health
sistema prisional . . I
L2 2017 practices and psychotropic drug use consist in a paradox: they

can strengthen control and cause mortification, but also generate
resistance to biopolitical power. Precarious confinement conditions
increase the prevalence of infectious diseases among inmates.

it continues...
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Chart 1. Continuation.

medicalization in
three Brazilian
women'’s prisons:
an ethnographic
approach to the
itineraries of
criminalization,
pathologization, and
pharmacologization]

Authors Title Publication year Findings
Caracterizagé@o
dos diagndsticos e
psicotropicos das Study carried out in a prison unit in Mossor6 (State of Rio
pessoas privadas Grande do Norte), Brazil, aiming at characterizing mental health
M2 de liberdade 2019 diagnoses and the use of psychotropic drugs among incarcerated
[Characterization of offenders. The authors verified that most mental health diagnoses,
the diagnoses and both among men and among women, are linked to chemical
psychotropic drugs dependence on illicit drugs.
of incarcerated
offenders]
Study carried out in prison systems in Europe aiming at analyzing
pharmacological approaches to managing violence and aggression
Pharmacological in incarcerated offenders. The authors showed that violence and
approaches to aggression in prisons are often associated with psychiatric and
managing violence personality disorders, and require clinical interventions. The use of
N23 and aggression 2020 psychotropic drugs is recommended only in cases of diagnosed
in incarcerated disorders or situations of imminent risk of harms without urgent
populations: clinical intervention. Initial priority should be given to environmental and
and ethical issues behavioral de-escalation strategies. Physicians should consider
issues of capacity and consent, ensuring the rights of prisoners and
guiding care ethically.
Sociodemographic, Study conducted in prisons in Spain aiming at analyzing
clinical, and sociodemographic, clinical, and therapeutic aspects related to
therapeutic aspects psychiatric consultations. The authors report that mental disorders
of penitentiary and deficiencies in prison treatment should be objectively defined,
o psychiatric 2020 as mental health care provided to inmates does not reach the same
consultation: toward level of quantity and quality as those provided to the community.
integration into the The need to improve the planning of mental health care for the
general mental prison population is suggested, focusing on more common profiles
health services of patients and equal access to services.
Medicalizacion
psiquidtrica en tres
prisiones femeninas
brasileras: un Study conducted in three women’s prisons in Brazil with the
abordaje etnogréfico objective of analyzing the process of psychiatric medicalization as
sobre los itinerarios a device of State power, investigating how this process is related
de criminalizacion, to criminalization, pathologization, and pharmacologization of
patologizacion y incarcerated women. The authors demonstrated that this process
farmacologizacion operates as a device of State power, characterized by mass
P [Psychiatric 2020 criminalization, pathologization of female crimes, and use of

psychotropic drugs. This cycle perpetuates the very disorders that
psychiatry aims to treat and sustain the use of drugs in an illicit-licit-
illicit chain linked to the illegal drug market. Gender, in interaction
with other forms of inequality, influences the mental health of
women, suggesting that such conditions should be addressed as a
public health issue that transcends prison limits.
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Chart 1. Continuation.
Authors Title

Publication year Findings

O uso de
psicofdrmacos no
sistema prisional:
um trabalho de

Literature review with the objective of investigating factors related

to the use of psychotropic drugs in the prison system and which

are the most commonly prescribed in this context, based on

articles published between 2015 and 2019. The authors evidenced
that anxiolytics, tranquilizers, and sedative-hypnotic drugs were

the most commonly prescribed and used in prisons, followed

by antidepressants and antipsychotics. Most studies specifically
discussed opioid replacement therapy (58.7%) for the treatment of
illicit opioid abuse disorder, treatment of attention deficit hyperactivity

Q¢ o 2020 . . .
revisgo [The use of disorder, and alcohol and tobacco use disorders. There is a lack
psychotropic drugs of studies, especially national, related to the use of psychotropic
in the prison system: drugs in prison systems, most of which are related to the treatment
A review study] of human immunodeficiency virus (HIV), viral hepatitis, and
tuberculosis. Use of psychotropic drugs in these settings involves
issues that go beyond therapeutic use such as those related to
suicide risk, individuals’ autonomy, and exchange currency purposes.
Pharmaceutical care is precarious and, although recommended by
the Ministry of Health, it is currently a distant reality.
Acesso equitativo
a cuidadzs de Study conducted in Brazilian prisons aiming at analyzing barriers
i to equitable access to mental health treatments with psychotropic
saude mental com i
, drugs. The authors found that the access of inmates to these
medicamentos . ) o
. . treatments is impacted by factors such as financial limitations,
psicotropicos stigmatization, and racial discrimination, in addition to the lack
Re2e em ambientes 2023 9 ’ '

of training of health professionals, which can lead to incorrect
diagnoses and undertreatment. These barriers highlight the need
for reforms in prison health policies, including professional training
and resource allocation to improve the quality of pharmacological
treatments provided.

prisionais [Equitable
access to mental
health care with
psychotropic drugs
in prison settings]

Source: prepared by the authors.

Use of psychotropic drugs and aggressive behaviors in the prison setting

The management of aggressive behaviors in this setting represents a significant challenge, especially
due to the prevalence of psychiatric disorders among inmates. Psychotropic drugs are often used as
a strategy to contain episodes of aggressiveness and to emotionally stabilize individuals. However, its
use requires caution, considering that the use of anxiolytics, for example, may be associated with an
increase in the frequency of aggressive behaviors, evidencing the complexity of the relationship between
psychotropic drugs and behavioral dynamics in this setting.

Given this scenario, the management of aggressiveness in prisons should go beyond the
administration of medicines, considering strategies that take into account institutional factors and social
determinants that influence such behaviors. Although psychotropic drugs play a relevant role in situations
of imminent risk, their use should be accompanied by regular evaluations and inserted into an integrated
therapeutic plan, which includes psychological support and psychosocial interventions.?*

Therefore, the use of psychotropic drugs should be restricted to cases of clear psychiatric
diagnosis and imminent risk of harm without such intervention. In addition, their prescription should be
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associated with complementary strategies to reduce behavioral conflicts and improve the environmental
conditions of prisons. This approach seeks to ensure that this use is aligned with strict clinical criteria,
respecting the autonomy of the inmates and ethical and legal principles of health care in the prison
system. In situations of severe mental disorders, the most appropriate recommendation would be the
transfer of inmates to psychiatric hospitals, rather than maintaining the continuous administration of
psychotropic drugs in prison units."

The most commonly used drugs in the prison system include anxiolytics, sedative-hypnotic drugs,
antidepressants, and antipsychotics. However, its use extrapolates the therapeutic objective, becoming a
risk factor for suicide, affecting the individuals’ autonomy and, in some cases, being used as a currency of
exchange in the very prison dynamics. This scenario highlights the complexity of the use of psychotropic
drugs in this setting, requiring strict control and adoption of more ethical and safe practices.®

Ethical and legal standards in the use of psychotropic drugs

The prescription of psychotropic drugs in prisons often occurs under inadequate conditions, violating
ethical guidelines and compromising the quality of the inmates’ mental health care. Lack of skilled
professionals and the precarious infrastructure of these units creates an environment where the psychiatric
approach often takes on a punitive rather than a therapeutic character. There are cases in which their use
does not follow strict diagnostic and monitoring criteria, which compromises the safety of inmates.

When entering the prison system, many incarcerated offenders face abrupt changes in their
psychiatric treatments, generating mistrust and worsening of their mental health conditions. These
changes are largely due to the prioritization of institutional protocols to the detriment of the continuity
of individual treatments. Dissatisfaction with this practice is reported by the inmates, who claim greater
transparency and participation in the definition of their treatments, pointing out failures in communication
with health professionals.'®

Moreover, the coercive prescription of psychotropic drugs, justified by institutional security reasons,
raises concerns about informed consent and abuse of power. For prescription to be ethical, it is essential
that all medical decisions are based on clear diagnoses and respect the rights of the incarcerated offenders.
The use of these drugs as a behavioral control tool is widely criticized, as it compromises the autonomy of
individuals and reinforces oppression dynamics.?

In addition to inadequate prescription, failures in monitoring and control of medicines favor their
misuse, both by the inmates and by irregular practices in these institutions. Lack of supervision in the
use of psychotropic drugs can result in diversions, self-medication, and drug exchange among inmates,
increasing the risks of chemical dependence and other adverse effects. In this sense, the strengthening of
laboratory monitoring and the implementation of strict supervision of prescription practices are essential to
reduce abuse and ensure the integrity of psychiatric care in prisons.®

Mental health in the prison system and access to health services
The mental health of inmates faces significant challenges regarding the quality of care and equity
of access to services, highlighting sociodemographic inequalities and failures in formulating/implementing

public policies aimed at this population. Prison institutions, by necessity, have taken on the role of mental
health care providers, especially for individuals with severe psychiatric disorders. However, most do not
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follow national screening and treatment guidelines, resulting in fragmented and ineffective care. Strategies,
such as adherence to drug therapy, suicide prevention, and planning of specific interventions, are pointed
out as fundamental for improving care. Nevertheless, these practices remain underutilized, reinforcing the
vulnerability of inmates and compromising their rehabilitation.

Therefore, another obstacle to effective mental health care is the lack of integration between prison
services and community health systems. Incarcerated offenders do not receive the same level of care
provided to the general population, which highlights a situation of institutional negligence and reinforces
the need for reforms aimed at equity in health care. The implementation of policies that favor the articulation
between prison systems and public health services is essential to ensure greater access and quality in
psychiatric care in these units.?*

Furthermore, stigmatization, racial discrimination, financial limitations, and lack of training of
professionals working in the prison system aggravate the difficulties in accessing psychiatric treatments.
This not only reduces the quality of care, but also results in inaccurate diagnosis and inadequate
treatment of mental disorders. The lack of technical preparation of the health team compromises the early
identification of psychiatric disorders and restricts the adoption of more effective therapeutic approaches.
Hence, structural reforms are indispensable, such as allocation of resources for the expansion of the
multiprofessional team and improvement of the training of health professionals who work in prison units.?

Mental health of incarcerated women

The mental health of these women is directly associated with the adverse conditions of the prison
setting, in which social isolation, lack of family contact, and precarious access to psychiatric care emerge
as determining factors for the high demand for psychotropic drugs. In many cases, their use reflects
not only clinical necessity, but also a strategy for coping with the emotional suffering exacerbated by
incarceration. Thus, it is paramount to adopt more comprehensive therapeutic approaches that consider
not only pharmacological treatment, but also the social and cultural determinants involved.

As per the perception of incarcerated women about the use of psychotropic drugs, we verify an
ambiguous scenario. On the one hand, these drugs provide relief of psychic symptoms; on the other
hand, they generate feelings of stigmatization and loss of autonomy. Psychological impact, locus of
control, and stigma associated with their use significantly influence the relationship of women with their
psychiatric treatments. These findings reinforce the need for mental health care beyond medicalization, by
incorporating psychological support and strategies that promote their autonomy and well-being.?°

Thus, the phenomenon of criminalization/pathologization/pharmacologization of inmates contributes
to perpetuating an institutional control cycle that reinforces structural and gender inequalities. The excessive
use of psychotropic drugs operates as a mechanism of silencing and social repression. Within this context,
the gender category becomes an essential element to understand the intersections between mental health,
vulnerability, and oppression in the prison system.?

Use of psychotropic drugs and biopolitical control
The use of psychotropic drugs in prisons assumes a containment character, rather than a therapeutic

practice based on individual needs. This approach reinforces the depersonalization of individuals,
reducing them to objects of chemical intervention and subordinating their subjectivity to the institutional
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order. Paradoxically, their use may represent a space of resistance to the power dynamics of the prison
system, either by refusal to drug therapy or by the appropriation of these substances in informal dynamics
within the prison context. This phenomenon illustrates the ambivalent character of medicalization in the
prison system, that is, while operating as a control mechanism, it can generate precedents for debate and
individual agency.?’

In addition, the relationship between mental disorders and chemical dependence is an important
axis in prison health in Brazil. In this population, psychiatric diagnoses are often associated with a history
of illicit substance use, reflecting the social vulnerability of these individuals before being incarcerated and
the way in which the prison system responds to mental health demands. In many cases, medicalization
is the primary strategy to deal with chemical dependence and psychic suffering, without considering
underlying structural causes — such as precarious confinement situation and social exclusion —, which
aggravate these conditions.?

Use of psychoactive substances in the prison setting: a public health issue

The high prevalence of psychotropic drug use among inmates in Spain illustrates the complexity of
this problem. In addition to generating impacts on physical and mental health, the use of these substances
can aggravate preexisting conditions and favor the emergence of new psychiatric problems. In this context,
substance use directly interferes with the organization of the environment, increasing tensions between
inmates, producing additional vulnerabilities, and hindering the management of the units."”

In addition to individual harms to health, the use of such substances intensifies the exposure of
inmates to exploitation and violence in prisons. Individuals who make frequent use become potential
targets of coercion, reinforcing a cycle of vulnerability that compromises their chances of social recovery
and reintegration. In this sense, treating the use of psychoactive substances as a public health issue
requires interventions that consider the specificities of the prison setting and the social and structural
factors that drive this behavior.®

DISCUSSION

The use of psychotropic drugs in the prison system transcends the therapeutic sphere, becoming
a device of biopolitical control and reflection of structural inequalities that permeate the inmates’ access
to mental health. The selected studies evidence how these substances can be used both as a tool for
surveillance and discipline and as a reflection of the precariousness of the health services provided.

The analyzed studies converge to indicate that the prescription of psychotropic drugs in the prison
system should be judicious and contextualized, avoiding their use as an indiscriminate tool of chemical
containment. Itis essential that such interventions are guided by precise diagnoses, ensuring that therapeutic
benefits are prioritized over behavioral control. Moreover, the insertion of non-pharmacological strategies,
such as strengthening psychological support and actions aimed at the well-being of this population, should
be a fundamental guideline for building a safer and more humanized prison setting.

Thus, the management of aggressive behaviors in the prison system should be understood
as a multidimensional challenge, which requires integration between pharmacological and non-
pharmacological approaches. The balance between the need to control aggressiveness and the
guarantee of humanized care is paramount, so that the use of psychotropic drugs in prisons does not
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become a tool of oppression, but a therapeutic strategy based on solid clinical criteria and aligned with
guidelines on prison health care.

That being said, we infer that the use of psychotropic drugs in the prison system represents a
complex intersection between ethics, legislation, and human rights. Criticism of coercive prescription and
the indiscriminate use of these drugs as a containment tool reinforce the need to reformulate prison health
policies. The alignment of these practices with the principles of humanization and equity of care should
be a priority, ensuring that inmates have access to qualified psychiatric care and consistent with their
fundamental rights.

Therefore, as per the analyzed studies, the use of psychotropic drugs in the prison system is
aligned with a biopolitical control model, reinforcing surveillance and discipline dynamics. The excessive
prescription of such substances, detached from a broader therapeutic approach, highlights the lack of
integrated strategies for mental health care. Hence, we observed that the precariousness of mental health
care in prisons is a reflection of historical marginalization of this population and lack of investments in
the sector. The implementation of effective public policies should prioritize the humanization of care,
continuous training of the involved professionals, and integration of prison services to the Brazilian Unified
Health System (SUS).

In this integrative review, only five (27.7%) studies were conducted in Brazil, from 2015 onward,
which can be partly explained by the publication of the National Policy on Comprehensive Health Care for
People Deprived of Liberty in the Prison System, in 2014, which provides for health services in the prison
system to become the point of attention of the SUS Healthcare Network.?”

Furthermore, according to a scoping review for the analysis of competences related to family
and community medicine, necessary for graduating in Medicine, the prison context was not found to
be a formative environment,? although the recent Brazilian Curriculum Guidelines for Undergraduate
Programs in Medicine recommend the development of competences to recognize and value the needs
of vulnerable, invisible, or historically-neglected populations such as the incarcerated population.?®
In addition, an integrative review on educational strategies for teaching health care aimed at incarcerated
people evidenced only six studies, and none of them covered the Brazilian context.®® This highlights a
gap in the professional qualification process as an integral part of the strategies for improving health
care to this population.

Taking this into consideration, we can infer that the use of psychotropic drugs in the prison setting
represents a significant challenge for public health, which affects both the health of the inmates and the
institutional dynamics of prison units. The analyzed studies demonstrate that this phenomenon cannot be
understood alone, as it is inserted in a broader context of social vulnerability, precariousness of access to
mental health care, and absence of effective public policies on prevention and treatment.

Thus, the structural reformulation of psychiatric care in the prison system should prioritize approaches
that go beyond medicalization as a unique response to mental disorders. Intersectoral strategies that
involve psychological support, strengthening social assistance networks, and implementing alternative
therapeutic practices are paramount for the prison system to cease to be a space of exclusion and
mortification and to promote health, dignity, and social reintegration.

Therefore, we can understand the need for reformulation of public policies on prison health, which
should include harm reduction programs, expansion of access to mental health services, and strengthening
of support networks inside and outside prisons. This scenario also permeates the process of qualification of
vocational training at technical, undergraduate, graduate, and permanent education levels, in addition
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to teaching qualification — which also requires the promotion of public policies on education both at
institutional and national levels.

This study has limitations. The fact that the search has been restricted to articles written in Brazilian
Portuguese, English, and Spanish may have resulted in the exclusion of relevant studies on the subject,
published in other languages. Moreover, the research question focuses on the identification of strategies
used in the prison context about clinical practices involving the use of psychotropic drugs, which makes
it difficult to analyze the impact of these interventions on the health care of the incarcerated population.
Thus, the evaluation of this impact is worth of future studies.

CONCLUSION

The use of psychotropic drugs in the prison context transcends the treatment of mental health
conditions, that is, it is extended to the diligence of issues of a political, economic, social, cultural, and
structural nature — which configures, in this case, the process of medicalization.

Taking this into consideration, the results of this study contribute to support educators, health
professionals, managers, and policymakers, so that each of these actors, considering their sphere
of action, develop more assertive, directive, effective, and safe strategies for the health care of the
prison population.

CONFLICT OF INTERESTS
Nothing to declare.

AUTHORS’ CONTRIBUTIONS

DHBM: Data curation, Formal analysis, Investigation, Project administration, Validation, Writing —
original draft. AMB: Data curation, Methodology, Project administration, Supervision, Validation, Writing —
review & editing.

REFERENCES

1. Institute for Crime & Justice Policy Research (ICPR). World Prison Population List: fourteenth edition [Internet]. 2024
[cited on June 13, 2025]. Available at: https://www.prisonstudies.org/sites/default/files/resources/downloads/world_prison_
population_list_14th_edition.pdf

2.  Machado NO, Guimarées IS. A realidade do sistema prisional brasileiro e o principio da dignidade da pessoa humana. RICC.
2014;5(1):566-81.

3. Foucault M. Vigiar e punir: nascimento da prisdo. Traduzido por Raquel Ramalhete. 42. ed. Petrépolis: Editora Vozes; 2014.

4. Rosa SM, Nunes FC. Instituigdes prisionais: atengao psicossocial, saide mental e reinsergao social. FRAG. 2014; 24(1):125-
38. https://doi.org/10.18224/frag.v24i1.3393

5. Rose N. A politica da prépria vida: biomedicina, poder e subjetividade no século XXI. Sdo Paulo: Editora Paulus; 2013.

6. Marega G, Shima VTB, Teston APM. O uso de psicofarmacos no sistema prisional: um trabalho de revisédo. Braz J Develop.
2020;6(10):1-18. https://doi.org/10.34117/bjdv6n10-422

7. Ministério da Saude. Uso de medicamentos e medicalizagido da vida: recomendagdes e estratégias [Internet]. 2018 [cited on
June 17, 2025]. Available at: https://bvsms.saude.gov.br/bvs/publicacoes/medicamentos_medicalizacao_recomendacoes_
estrategia_1ed.pdf

8. Conrad P. The medicalization of society: on the transformation of human conditions into treatable disorders. Baltimore: Johns
Hopkins University Press; 2007.

9. Souza MT, Silva MD, Carvalho R. Revisao integrativa: o que é e como fazer. Einstein. 2010;8(1):102-6. https://doi.org/10.1590/
S1679-45082010RW1134

Rev Bras Med Fam Comunidade. Rio de Jangiro, 2026 Jan-Dez; 21(48):4933


https://www.prisonstudies.org/sites/default/files/resources/downloads/world_prison_population_list_14th_edition.pdf
https://www.prisonstudies.org/sites/default/files/resources/downloads/world_prison_population_list_14th_edition.pdf
https://doi.org/10.18224/frag.v24i1.3393
https://doi.org/10.34117/bjdv6n10-422
https://bvsms.saude.gov.br/bvs/publicacoes/medicamentos_medicalizacao_recomendacoes_estrategia_1ed.pdf
https://bvsms.saude.gov.br/bvs/publicacoes/medicamentos_medicalizacao_recomendacoes_estrategia_1ed.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1590/S1679-45082010RW1134
https://doi.org/10.1590/S1679-45082010RW1134

Medeiros DHB, Batista AM

10.

1.

12.

13.

14.

15.

16.

17.

18.

19.

20.

21.
22.

23.

24.

25.

26.

27.

28.

29.

30.

Workman DG, Cunningham DG. Effect of psychotropic drugs on aggression in a prison setting. Can Fam Physician.
1975;21(11):63-6. PMID: 20469256

Kaufman E. The violation of psychiatric standards of care in prisons. Am J Psychiatry. 1980;137(5):566-70. https://doi.
org/10.1176/ajp.137.5.566

Floyd J. The administration of psychotropic drugs to prisoners: state of the law and beyond. Calif Law Rev. 1990;78(5):1243-
85. PMID: 11659407

Marsh ME, Snell JC, Wakefield W. Prisonomics and the use of psychotropic drugs on incarcerated offenders: ethical
considerations. Psychology. 2000;37(1):9-12. PMID: 14509294

Hoge SK, Greifinger RB, Lundquist T, Mellow J. Mental health performance measurement in corrections. Int J Offender Ther
Comp Criminol. 2009;53(6):634-47. https://doi.org/10.1177/0306624X08322692

Pilkinton PD, Pilkinton JC. Prescribing in prison: minimizing psychotropic drug diversion in correctional practice. J Correct
Health Care. 2014;20(2):95-104. https://doi.org/10.1177/1078345813518629

Hassan L, Edge D, Senior J, Shaw J. Accounting for psychotropic medication changes in prisons: patient and doctor
perspectives. Qual Health Res. 2015;25(7):954-65. https://doi.org/10.1177/1049732314554094

Caravaca-Sanchez F, Falcon RM, Luna A. Prevalencia y predictores del consumo de sustancias psicoactivas entre varones
en prision. Gac Sanit. 2015;29(5):358-63. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.gaceta.2015.06.005

Caravaca-Sanchez F, Sanchez-Alcaraz MC, Osuna E, Falcon RM, Luna A. Implicaciones del consumo de sustancias
psicoactivas sobre la salud de hombres privados de libertad. Gac Sanit. 2015;29(4):292-5. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.
gaceta.2015.01.001

Figueir6é RA, Dimenstein M, Alves D, Medeiros G. Consumo de medicagao psicotrépica em uma prisédo feminina. Rev Psicol
Polit. 2015;15(34):531-46.

Bentley KJ, Casey RC. Incarcerated women’s experiences and beliefs about psychotropic medication: an empirical study.
Psychiatr Serv. 2017;68(4):384-9. https://doi.org/10.1176/appi.ps.201600078

Freitas MMB, Caliman LV. A saude e o psicotrépico no sistema prisional. Rev Polis Psique. 2017;7(3):61-83.

Feitosa RMM, Vieira VVG, Cabral SAR, Andrade DS, Freitas LHM. Caracterizagédo dos diagnésticos e psicotropicos das pessoas
privadas de liberdade. Rev Enferm Atual In Derme. 2019;87(25):1-8. https://doi.org/10.31011/reaid-2019-v.87-n.25-art.202
Weightman M, Kini R, Parker R, Das M. Pharmacological approaches to managing violence and aggression in prison
populations: clinical and ethical issues. Drugs. 2020;80(16):1635-47. https://doi.org/10.1007/s40265-020-01372-2

Arnau F, Garcia-Guerrero J, Benito A, Vera-Remartinez EJ, Baquero A, Haro G. Sociodemographic, clinical, and therapeutic
aspects of penitentiary psychiatric consultation: toward integration into the general mental health services. J Forensic Sci.
2020;65(1):160-5. https://doi.org/10.1111/1556-4029.14137

Ordofiez-Vargas L, Cortés-Garcia CM. Medicalizacién psiquiatrica en tres prisiones femeninas brasileras: un abordaje
etnografico sobre los itinerarios de criminalizacion, patologizacion y farmacologizacién. Salud Colect. 2020;16:€2507. https://
doi.org/10.18294/s¢.2020.2507

Queiroz CCSF. Acesso equitativo a cuidados de saude mental com medicamentos psicotrépicos em ambientes prisionais.
REASE. 2023;9(8):1019-29. https://doi.org/10.51891/rease.v9i8.10863

Brasil. Ministério da Saude. Portaria Interministerial n° 1, de 02 de janeiro de 2014. Institui a Politica Nacional de Atencéo
Integral & Salide das Pessoas Privadas de Liberdade no Sistema Prisional (PNAISP) no ambito do Sistema Unico de
Saude (SUS) [Internet]. 2014 [cited on Oct. 03, 2025]. Available at: https://bvsms.saude.gov.br/bvs/saudelegis/gm/2014/
pri0001_02_01_2014.html

D’Abreu NB, Rizzetto JHS, Matos BP de, Braganca JF. Competéncias essenciais em medicina de familia e comunidade para
a graduagdo médica: uma revisdo de escopo. Rev Bras Med Fam Comunidade. 2026;20(47):1-15. https://doi.org/10.5712/
rbmfc20(47)4849

Brasil. Ministério da Educagéo. Conselho Nacional de Educacgéo. Resolugdo CNE/CES n° 3, de 30 de setembro de 2025.
Institui Diretrizes Curriculares Nacionais do Curso de Graduagdo em Medicina [Internet]. 2025 [cited on Jan. 22, 2026].
Available at: https://www.gov.br/mec/pt-br/cne/2025/outubro-2025/rces003_25.pdf

Medeiros DHB, Batista AM. Estratégias educacionais para o ensino da assisténcia a saude de pessoas privadas de liberdade.
Saberes. 2025;25(2):1-14. https://doi.org/10.21680/1984-3879.2025v25n2ID40986

Rev Bras Med Fam Comunidade. Rio de Janeiro, 2026 Jan-Dez; 21(48):4933

15


https://doi.org/10.1176/ajp.137.5.566
https://doi.org/10.1176/ajp.137.5.566
https://doi.org/10.1177/0306624X08322692
https://doi.org/10.1177/1078345813518629
https://doi.org/10.1177/1049732314554094
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.gaceta.2015.06.005
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.gaceta.2015.01.001
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.gaceta.2015.01.001
https://doi.org/10.1176/appi.ps.201600078
https://doi.org/10.31011/reaid-2019-v.87-n.25-art.202
https://doi.org/10.1007/s40265-020-01372-2
https://doi.org/10.1111/1556-4029.14137
https://doi.org/10.18294/sc.2020.2507
https://doi.org/10.18294/sc.2020.2507
https://doi.org/10.51891/rease.v9i8.10863
https://bvsms.saude.gov.br/bvs/saudelegis/gm/2014/pri0001_02_01_2014.html
https://bvsms.saude.gov.br/bvs/saudelegis/gm/2014/pri0001_02_01_2014.html
https://doi.org/10.5712/rbmfc20(47)4849
https://doi.org/10.5712/rbmfc20(47)4849
https://www.gov.br/mec/pt-br/cne/2025/outubro-2025/rces003_25.pdf
https://doi.org/10.21680/1984-3879.2025v25n2ID40986

