
Social Support,  

Trauma & Mental 

Wellbeing 

experiences of 

Imprisoned Men in 

Northern Ireland 

Dr Daniel McFadden

Assistant Professor of Social Work 

Maynooth University 



Review of the Literature 

 Social support has long been established as having a direct relationship to mental health 

and well being (Wang et al., 2018)

 It has been found to ‘buffer’ the negative impact of stressful life experiences (Hatch et. al, 

2020) 

 Trauma can negatively impact upon social support, reducing the extent of social networks 

and ability of some trauma experienced individuals to sustain extensive social support 

networks (Pettus-Davis, 2014) 

 This then reduces that ‘buffer’ when coping with stressful life experiences in the future 

(Cohen & Wills, 1985). 





What this study seeks to understand: 

 What are the pathways between different Trauma Events (TE; Crime related, General 

Disaster, Physical & Sexual Experiences) and the alterations in Social Support (SS)?

 How do certain demographic factors (age, ethnicity etc) impact upon this relationship? 

 What is the ultimate impact upon mental well being when trauma alters SS and when SS 

thus cannot buffer against the impact of TE? 



Limitations 

of Studies 

to Date 

US based
Quantitative 

only 

ACEs (Adverse 
Childhood 

Experiences) 
only 

Specific groups 
(i.e. older, 

depressed, low 
security etc) 

No details 
collected on 

types of trauma 
experienced 

Focus on one 
aspect of social 
support only i.e. 

emotional 



Study 

 Mixed methods

 Survey (Demographic 
Questions, Multi-
Dimensional Scale of 
Perceived Social Support, 
Trauma History 
Questionnaire & the 
Warwick Edinburgh Mental 
Well Being Scale; n= 384)

 Qualitative Interviews 
(n=18) 

 Across all three prison sites 
in NI (Maghaberry, 
Magilligan & Hydebank) 

 Data collection took place 
from November 2022 to 
January 2023 (n=384)

Measures

Age

Prison Site

No of times in prison 

Ethnicity

Country of Birth

Family Background 

Mental Health History 

Substance Use History 

Crime

Length of Sentence

Time Served

Community Background

Sexuality 



Sample Characteristics 

N = 384 % Mean (SD) Min/Max

Age 37.9 (12.53) 19/81

No times in prison 6.7 (12.22) 1/180

White 89.3

Born in Northern Ireland 79.9

Working Class Background 64.8

History of Drug & Alcohol 

Issues 

75.5

History of Mental Health 

Issues 

69.5

Remand 31.8

Violent Crime 29.7



Perceived 

Social 

Support 

Mean = 56.8 

(n=384)



Trauma Prevalence 

80.7%

19.3%

Experienced Trauma

Yes No



Mental Well-

Being 

Mean = 43.1 (n=384)



Age 



Substance Use History



Crime Related Trauma



Trauma and Mental Wellbeing



Social Support from Friends 

and Mental Wellbeing 



Any questions 

Feel free to email me: Daniel.mcfadden@mu.ie
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