
Inside Out: What can we 

learn from studying NPS 

use in custodial settings? 
Dr Rob Ralphs (Dr Oliver Sutcliffe, Anna Ykhlef & Dr Rebecca Askew) 

Substance Use and Addictive Behaviours (SUAB) Research Group

Manchester Metropolitan University

Paper presented at the BASW and SUAB NPS Conference

Novel Psychoactive Substances: What Do We Know And What Do We Do?

Monday 22nd February 2016

MMU, Birley Fields Campus, Hulme, Manchester 

1



Presentation Outline

1. Research Context

- Type of NPS use

- Methodology

- NPS Prevalence  

2. Research Findings

- Impact on Mental Health

- Impact on Families 

2



What types of NPS are being used in 

Custody?

Synthetic Cannabinoids

 Generically referred to as:

 ‘Spice’  or ‘Mamba’

 Other brands mentioned e.g. 
‘clockwork orange’, ‘annihilation’ 
‘exodus damnation’ ‘cherry bomb’

 Most recent ‘vertex’ – significant
because it comes in white powder form. 
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The effects of ‘Spice’ – not so nice  . . .

Recent national prison findings 

Increase in NPS
HMP Inspectorate Nick Hardwick: 

Adult male prisoners are becoming more

violent each year. The number of serious
assaults in adult male prisons dramatically
rose by 38% in 2012-13 from 979 cases to
1,351 in 2013-14, the steepest increase
reported. (HMIP 2014)

Increase in Violence
“As we reported in 2013–14, the
increase in the use of new
psychoactive substances was a

significant factor in the increase in
violent incidents in many prisons –
either directly as a result of prisoners
being under the influence of these
drugs or in increased bullying due to
drug debts.” (HMIP 2015:34)

Increase in Self-

harm and suicides
19 prison suicides directly linked to NPS 
use between 2012 and 2014 (Prisons and 
Probations Ombudsman, July 2015).
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Research Overview

Data Collection

 17 x 1-2-1 Staff interviews

 27 prisoners - 7 x 1-2-1 Prisoners 

interviews and 20 prisoners via 4 

x Prisoner focus groups 

 Observations – e.g.  NPS focused 

group work (e.g. Restorative 

Justice circles, NPS awareness), 

visitor area, video footage

Chemical Analysis
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What type of person uses NPS in custody?

 Cannabis Users: . . . because when they’re on the outside and they’re smoking cannabis 
here and there, and all of a sudden they’ve not got anything and they know they can’t get 
cannabis or its very expensive or hard to get, and then this NPS is introduced.(FG 3: Prisoner 
3)

 Heroin Users: It’s always been heroin with me but erm, but not many people bring heroin in 
anymore, it’s not about heroin now it’s about mamba you know what I mean that’s where 
the money is. (Prisoner 2)

 Non Drug Users: We had a guy here, he’s not here anymore, and when he came on [the 
wing], he went off and then came back, I said ‘why you back?’ and [he said]‘I’ve got a 
problem’ he said, ‘I’d never ever smoked any drug until I came in here in prison, and now 
I’m addicted to this mamba, I need help’ .(Prison Staff 10)
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How many are using? 

An Epidemic? 

 “In the last 3 years, I’ve noticed the NPS, you know, creeping 

in… it has evolved to a disease within the prison, it’s a massive 

disease within the prison”. (Prison Staff 3)

 “With regards to people trying it or using it every now again or 

weekly, I think that all the [prison] population, I think that young 

people, I think that middle aged people, erm, not relevant 

really on areas, it’s just widespread now” (Prison Staff 4).

 “It’s not just one particular wing it seems to be all across”.
(Prison staff 7)

 A  recovery worker in the prison, stated “It just started off with 

the odd few, but now it’s the whole jail, the whole jail” (Prison 

staff 5)

Estimates 60% – 90%

 “. . . there’s only a few lads on the 

wing who don’t smoke it, I can 

name, well not name, but I can 

count on two hands, about 7 lads 
who don’t smoke it on our wing . . . 

98 lads on the wing, do you know 
what I mean… it is 90% of the jail 

who’ll be on it, there’s only a few 

lads on every wing that don’t do 
it”(Peer Mentor 1, Focus Group 3). 
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How many are using? Mambamatics: The 

prison  population and NPS Use

 Consistent with national estimates 
of between 60 to 90% (see HMIP 
2015, RAPt 2015)

 1,460 prisoners

 Potential number of NPS users = 876  
to 1,314

 * Treatment services report less than 1% of 
clients reporting any form of NPS use. 
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Why are synthetic cannabinoids so 

popular in custodial settings?

 Hard to detect e.g. Ineffective 
Mandatory Drug Tests

 Replaces functionality of both 
cannabis and opiate based drugs 

 ‘Head shift’ ‘It takes away the bars’

 Availability
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Why? . . . Availability

 There’s not that much gear [heroin] about anymore you know what I mean, or weed, I’ve 
had one joint since I’ve been here, I’ve been here 2 and a half month and had one proper 

spliff, you don’t see weed, you don’t see much of anything else but mamba. (Prisoner 2)

 If someone’s come in and they’ve been using a fair few substances at a high quantity in 

the community, and then they now find themselves withdrawing, people throw it [synthetic 

cannabinoids] at them and know that they’ll take it. (FG 1: P 5)
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Synthetic Cannabinoids  - The New 

Heroin?

Replacing Opioid Markets

 ‘Spice’ is now the dominant drug of 
choice: It always used to be subbie and 
like gear [heroin] and subutex and that 
but that’s all gone now aint it, it’s all 
spice. (Prisoner 4)

 It’s swapped over to mamba now, do 
you know what I mean, I reckon mamba 
is more dangerous than the gear, 
definitely more dangerous, definitely 
more dangerous than heroin yeah, so 
there’s no gear is there, it’s just all that 
legal high. (Prisoner 1)

Replacing Opioid Addictions

 I’m 30 now, and I was addicted to 

mamba as well on the outside, 
and that erm overtook a heroin 

addiction, that’s how addictive it 

is, it’s bad. . . . I was on £80 worth 

of heroin and 60ml of methadone 
and it overtook that addiction, just 

overtook it. (Prisoner 2)
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Are Synthetic Cannabinoids Addictive? 

Staff Views

 “It is addictive, you know and the lads tell me, 

you know it is chronically addictive”. (Prison 

Staff 1)

 “ . . . we’re hearing that it’s more addictive 

than crack”. (Prison Staff 9)

 People said they get cramps and sweating 
and all that off it. (Recovery Peer Mentor)

Prisoner Views

 “Spice is very very addictive, you can run up 

debt and debt and debts and debts and it’s 

just addictive” (Prisoner 6). 

 “Yeah it is addictive, physically it is addictive, it 

is addictive, I’ve done it where I’ve been off it a 

few days and I’ve been sweating shaking 
getting twitches and everything, when I’ve 

been smoking really bad in jail and stuff”.

(Prisoner 1)

 “Physical withdrawals, there is definitely 

physical withdrawals…sweats erm” (Prisoner 4) 
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Are Synthetic Cannabinoids Addictive? 

 . . . and its quite addictive as well. You don’t think it is but it is very addictive

 Interviewer: So what makes you say it’s addictive? What would happen if you 

didn’t get any for say for a day or two? 

 You can feel it … I think you can feel it physically and mentally. I’d say physically 

you become like your appetite goes… you feel like you’ve been up for days, you 

know you’re like quiet, your eyes and become snappy. You could probably, like if 

you didn’t have it and somebody else did and you’ve not had it for that long you 
can easily do something to someone for what has cost less than a fiver on the 

outside and easily end with more jail or people hurting themselves and so on and 

so on… (Prisoner 7)

13



Impact of NPS Use: Anxiety & Depression 

 “Anxiety and that” (Prisoner 1)

 “Yeah depressed and anxiety yeah” (Prisoner 4)

 . . . it’s affected my mental [state] an awful lot more now, definitely 

Interviewer: In what ways?

Just really depressed, if I can’t get it, if I can’t get it, if there’s none about which sometimes over here 
it’s the case . . . you end up being depressed because you haven’t got it, your withdrawn from 
people, you don’t want to have a laugh with your mates but then as soon as stuff comes on you end 
up hammering it and then owing more money which puts you in a bad situation. (Prisoner 5)

 But then people who’ve got addictive personalities like I have, I’ll end up smoking it all the time so it’s 
not helping, doesn’t help, puts you quite in a low mood definitely. (Prisoner 2)
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Impact of NPS Use: Self-Harm

 I slashed myself all over.  I though my veins were snakes wrapping themselves 
around me so I sat there in my cell slashing them all. (Prisoner 5)

 I won’t mention the name but it was a cleaner who was due to go out, he had 
two kids, he was only in his early 30’s maybe late 20’s, he had two young kids, 
only had 3 months left on his sentence erm, and it was his birthday so someone 
had give [sic] him some psychoactive substances to smoke in his pad at night 
time, it was a Sunday night, and erm he ended up slicing every major artery in 
his body because he thought that it was snakes going around him, wrapping, so 
apparently someone said he ended up slicing his wrist that bad that he wrist 
could just bend completely back, erm, he also from the last time we heard, he 
was living in a mental institution now he’s completely lost his head, so his kids will 
never know the dad that they had because of this one incident. (Prison Officer) 
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Impact of NPS Use: Paranoia 

 “Probably paranoia can be involved there int it, people paranoid on mamba and that thinking 
someone’s looking at me” (FG 1: Prisoner 1) 

 We had a guy that ended up being on constant obs for a week, . . . and he just turned 
paranoid but for about a week, maybe even two weeks, and if you wanted to open his cell 
door, there had to be a minimum of 3 officers there, we managed to get him out of exercise 
one day, and he was just there on the yard, and there was a gate between us and he was like 
‘your all here to kill me, I know what you’re going to do your going to murder me, you’re going 
to leave me to rot away. You’re going to throw my bones in a skip’, ‘we’re not’ and we 
managed to talk him around to having a shower when he came back in, and because one of 
the orderlies cleaned the floor, there was a wet square ‘no not getting in the shower, that’s why 
it’s wet so you can put me on the floor and kill me’ he just went back in his cell but like 4 or 5 
weeks later when he was ready to come back into normal location, he fully admitted that that 
was fully down to mamba because that put him like that. (Prison Officer)
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Impact of NPS Use: Suicidal Thoughts

“Do you know what I’m surprised at what’s not a 

regular occurrence about mamba is suicides”, “a 

few times when I’ve gone under I’ve started 

thinking proper negative thoughts about myself 
like ‘why have I turned out this way’, ‘why am I 

here’, ‘why am I in jail again’, but magnified do 

you know what I mean times ten, like do you know 

what I mean, I’m not worthy to be here kind of 

thing do you know what I mean erm, ‘what have I 

done to my family’ and it just runs over and over in 

my head and that’s when I know I’m going under, 

and it gets worse and worse and you can’t control 

it, horrible horrible” (Prisoner 1, Focus Group 3). 

“I’ve always known you know that I’m a bit of a 

bad lad but when you’ve had that, it’s like a bit 

of a bad lad yeah but ‘I don’t deserve to be 

here’ kind of thing do you know what I mean, 

I’ve felt like that off it before, just thinking about 

it now gives me the shudders” (Prisoner 3)
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Impact of NPS Use: From ‘Psychoactive’ to 

‘Active Psycho’ 

 A prison officer was stabbed in the face with a key, because there was 

someone who had taken NPS and was in the middle of the yard, he’s 

gone out to see him, and this guy was hallucinating thinking that erm

the rest on the inmates on the yard were ants trying to get away from 

him, but he was a monster going to him, so as he’s gone to him and said 
‘are you alrite’, he’s just got his key out and stabbed him. (Prison Staff 

12)
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Impact of NPS Use: From ‘Psychoactive’ to 

‘Active Psycho’ 

“We’ve had like violent prisoners 

who have become even more 

violent” (Prison Staff 13)

“. . .it sort of almost like enhances 

how they think and with a lot of 
people 90% of the time, the 

outcome has sort of led them to 

become more violent and more 
aggressive”.  (Prison Staff 8).

It ended up giving me psychosis, the 

doctors said ‘that mamba’s give you 

psychosis its messing your head up’ 

so I was hearing voices and all sorts 

and I thought it was normal, I 

thought it was my mental health and 

not my drug use . . . (FG 1: Prisoner 5)
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*A Caveat: High levels of mental health 

issues in the UK prison population 

 Dual Diagnosis: 70% 

 Previous psychiatric admission: 

10% male/ 30% female

 Reported symptoms indicative of 

psychosis: 25% female /15% male 

(general public 4%)

 Received treatment for a mental 

health problem in the year 

before custody: 26% female /16% 

male 

 Personality Disorders: 62% male / 
57% female 

 Anxiety and Depression: 49% 
female/ 23% male (gen 
public,16% -12% male /19% 
female)

 Previous attempted Suicide: 46% 
female / 21% male (gen public 
6%)
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‘You're going home in a Mambulance’: 
Hospitalisation as a result of NPS use

 “It’s becoming more of a daily 

occurrence… a while ago an incident 

on the unit where we had 3 or 4 

people coming off the exercise yard”.

 “I’ve known times when there’s been 

two or three at the end of a shift going 
out to hospital . . .”
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Why is the prison experiencing so many 

negative user experiences?

Inexperience Harm Reduction Advice

 You only need a little bit.  These guys that are 

new to it, they build one the same way they 

would a normal spliff and bang! There gone.  
Even me yeh, I’ve been smoking and using all 

sorts for years but sometimes two drags now yeh

and I’m gone, have to stub it and lie down in my 
pad for a couple of hours. (Prisoner 6)

 You only need like a match head, size of a 
match head so a gram you’re making loads out 

of it. . .  you only need a tiny little bit that’s why 

people end up going over on it. (Prisoner 1)

22



Medication  - Another source?  NPS and 

interaction with medications  

 I’m on anti-psychotics and erm sedatives, when I haven’t 
had it [Spice] the sedatives work and you know I’ll sleep 
and stuff but when I’ve had it, I’m waking up at 2, 3 in the 
morning wanting a spliff and it’s not good, not good at all. 
(Prisoner 1)

 Interviewer: What was your mental health like before you 
started smoking it? 

 It was bad but it wasn’t this bad, now I get more mood 
swings and stuff, I’m up and down, where my medications 
used to keep me level now I’m up down up down up down 
and it seems to block the medication out. When I don’t 
have it the medication works a lot better and I feel lot 
calmer. (Prisoner 6)

 It reacts with the medication I’m taking.  I’m on a 
meth[adone] script and when I smoke the mamba it brings 
it on, brings on the gouching and that.  (Prisoner 2)
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Is ‘Spice’ a ‘prison drug’ or does use continue 

when released back in the community?

 Main stated reasons for continued use 

beyond prison gates:

1. ‘Addictiveness’

2. Supported Housing Regulations, MDTs

3. Potency - “Once you’ve had Mamba 

then skunk don’t touch the sides.  It’s 

like smoking burn [tobacco]”. (FG 2: 

Prisoner 4)
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Prison drug markets, debt and the impact 

on families

 “You can run up debt and debt 
and debts and debts...getting in 
debt over buying legal highs”. 
(Prisoner 6)

 . .  had a £500 a day habit in 
here and you know within a 
matter of no time he had run up 
£10,000 worth of debt on NPS”.
(Prison Staff 10)

 Someone’s mother who wrote into here, 

whose son was in here and erm, was buying 

NPS and the amount of debt that you know, 

the amount of debt that had occurred was 

deep and the amount of phone calls, nasty 

phone calls she was getting from someone on 

the outside regarding money that her son 
owed in here, . . . just started bullying her for 

money and she paid up because she was so 

scared about her son from in here, but it all 

stemmed from not paying an NPS debt, and it 
just spiralled.

25



How does NPS use in custody impact 

beyond the prison? : Impact on families

 “. . . gets hooked on NPS, he then ends up potentially, 

holding a mobile phone for somebody or getting himself 

into debt with NPS, he then will be writing to his family 

saying, ‘can you put this in such a bodies bank’. . . it 

escalates and it gets completely out of control and 

that’s then getting the family members involved” (Prison 

Staff 4).

 . . . and they’ll say, ‘I’m dreading getting out, because 

they’ve been visiting my family, I owe then £10,000’, 

how longs this been going on – ‘the past 2 or 3 months’ 

– why didn’t you tell us… so they’re coming out to it, but 

their families have had the harassment for 2 or 3 months.
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Summary of findings   

 ‘Spice’/ ‘Mamba’ much more than just a ‘legal high’ form of cannabis

 More potent (up to 100 x more)

 Wider range of reported effects than cannabis

 Linked to a wide range of mental health issues

 Linked to violence

 PDUs discuss SCs as more addictive and worse withdrawals than heroin 

or crack

 ‘Addictiveness’ and build-up of tolerance can result in debt and 

offending 
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