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Research Scoping Paper for the Public Petitions Committee 

Petition PE1073 
Title 
Catholics in Scottish Prisons 
 
Project Aims 
To investigate and establish the reasons for the apparently disproportionate number 
of Catholics in Scottish prisons. 
 
Research Customer 
The Scottish Parliament Public Petitions Committee and the Scottish Government 
 
Why this is an important area for research 
The question of a disproportionate number of Catholics in prison has been raised in 
the parts of the Scottish media on several occasions in the past twenty years.  
Having now reached the stage that it has in the Scottish Parliament via the public 
petitions committee, the willingness and desire of Scottish politicians to find a 
definitive answer to the relevant questions is itself being examined.  Recent 
administrations have shown an eagerness and desire to create a Scotland where 
social, racial and cultural equality exists: the ‘One Scotland Many Cultures’ campaign 
possibly being amongst the most obvious examples of this.   In this light, a serious 
enquiry into the petitioner’s request will be a concrete manifestation of Scotland’s 
aspiration to be a society where equality is regarded as the norm for all ethnic and 
religious groups and communities.     
 
The possibility of discrimination within the justice system and social and cultural 
disadvantage with regards any of its religious or ethnic groups is a major area of 
concern for any modern democracy.  What is required in the short term to make 
sense of the petitioner’s question is to engage in the research described here and 
uncover answers to key questions.  Only in this way might the apparent inequality be 
addressed.  The results will potentially serve as a vital document to researchers 
working on various aspects of this work in the future by providing key information 
that will not only be helpful towards finding an answer to relevant questions, but will 
also lay  groundwork that might be required to look at any other perceived similarly 
disadvantaged groups in Scottish society.  Nonetheless, the focus of the research 
requires to examine the possible existence of any disadvantage that renders 
Catholics as disproportionately inhabiting Scottish prisons.  In many societies, there 
is an established connection between economic disadvantage and receiving a 
custodial sentence.  However, there is much less evidence on the links between a 
custodial sentence and religion, ethnicity and social and cultural disadvantage and 
marginalisation.  This research requires to establish if there are any relevant 
connections in this instance.  The Scottish Prison Service already collects voluntary 
data on religious affiliation on entry to an establishment, so the proposed research 
has some initial data with which to proceed. 
 
Muslims in jail 
It is proposed that research on the proportion of Muslims in jail be conducted as a 
separate and discrete piece of research, though clearly there would be some 
overlap.  This is because far more is known about Muslim and other visible 
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ethnic/religious minority experiences of discrimination in the criminal justice system 
compared to what is known about Catholics in Scotland.  Whilst further research is 
certainly warranted on Muslims in jail and their experience of the criminal justice 
system in Scotland, it is felt by the authors that researching both groups 
simultaneously, risks undermining and downplaying any relevant experiences 
amongst those which might manifest in a minority white group such as Catholics.  
Maintaining the focus on Catholics at this stage will keep the research tightly focused 
and more potentially successful in the short term. 
 
Method 
This scoping paper proposes a mixed methods study to engage most fully with the 
project’s aims. It proposes a significant mapping element to identify evidence of 
areas where the issues of disproportionate representation are most widespread or 
significant. Quantitative research will therefore be needed to identify such 
components as raw numbers; trends over time; trends by jail and fiscal and court 
regions; geographical data on Catholic demographics in Scotland; offence types, and 
a range of other social data on Catholics in Scotland.  Statistics and mapping 
exercises only reveal part of the picture and it is also proposed that qualitative 
research would be undertaken with a sample of prisoners or ex prisoners.  
 
There is potentially much to be gained from interviewing a selection of Catholic 
prisoners and exploring their experiences and perceptions of prejudice and 
discrimination.  A control group would also be established out with the west of 
Scotland comprising a proportion of Catholics from other prisons, and where the 
main offence was committed, to measure for area impact. In other words this would 
help to establish whether or not disproportionate representation was a peculiarly 
Glasgow/west of Scotland based problem.  Interviews are recommended for a 
nuanced and in-depth understanding of the problem.  
 
Duration 
It is proposed that this research could be undertaken over a period of 12-18 months 
with a small research team. 
 
Gatekeepers and Permission 
Permission to access data and cooperation would be required from a number of 
sources including Crown Office and Procurator Fiscal Office, Scottish Police 
Services Authority, Scottish Courts Service and the Scottish Government and 
Scottish Prison Service. The main difficulties would be time since applications for 
access might be lengthy. Given the current administration’s very recent commitment 
to tackle religious discrimination, it is hoped that the Scottish Government would fully 
endorse and support research in this area and assist with access procedures and 
ethical considerations. 
 
Governance Structure 
A research advisory group would be required to help gain access to relevant 
sources, consider ethical issues and to discuss any challenges which may present 
during the research process. The project team would convene an inception meeting 
to start this study and would inform all project team members of project timescales 
and indicative input at this point. 
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Key Sources & Existing Research 
 
Resource Data contained Usage 
Existing Scottish 
Government Research  

Research on anti sectarian 
legislation and policy; 
sport and parades; 
education and faith. 
Evaluation of Section 74s. 
Criminal Justice data, inc 
SCVS. 
‘No Place for Racism’ and 
‘One Scotland, many 
Cultures’ campaigns. 

Background and context; 
research findings and 
evaluation of policies, 
strategies and local and 
national initiatives. 

SPSA Data Police data Charge data by force; 
identify trends; S74s. 
 

COPFS Data Data on prosecutions Areas most likely to 
prosecute against data on 
areas where most 
Catholics live. 
 
 

SCS Data Data on court records Sentence outcomes and 
selection of particular 
prison establishment. 
 

SPS data (PR2) 
 
 
 

Data on religious 
affiliation, criminal record 
history; demographic and 
personal history. 

To build up profile of 
offenders who are 
Catholic.  Aggregate level 
data on numbers by jail. 

 
Existing academic/other  
relevant research 
 

Cochrane 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Houchin 
 
 
 
 
 

A large corpus of work 
suggests that at the end of 
the twentieth century the 
employment and housing 
circumstances of the Irish 
and their descendents in 
Britain remain distinct.  
There is evidence of 
workplace discrimination 
against ‘Irish Catholics’ in 
Glasgow in particular, and 
that Irish born and their 
descendents suffer poorer 
health. 
 
One of the key questions 
that Houchin draws to the 
readers’ attention is 
around the 
disproportionality of 
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Pacione 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Walls and Williams 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
McVeigh 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Hickman and Walter; 
Hickman and Morgan 
 

prisoners drawn from 
particular local 
government wards, and 
not others.  The author 
seems to suggest 
discrimination in Scottish 
criminal justice practises. 
 
The concentration of 
religious discrimination in 
the West of Scotland is 
most likely one historical 
consequence of earlier 
patterns of Irish 
immigration and 
settlement. 
 
Irish-Catholics 
experienced racialisation 
from at least as far back 
as the 19th century, and 
there is strong academic 
evidence that this 
continues to be a feature 
of contemporary Britain 
across distinct terrains. 
Walls and Williams’ series 
of studies conclude that 
religious discrimination is 
an enduring feature of 
Scottish life across a 
range of indicators.   Their 
research confirmed the 
continuing existence of 
anti-Catholic 
discrimination in 
employment, poorer health 
trajectories and 
overcrowded living 
conditions. 
 
Religious discrimination 
and cleavage may also 
have ethnic origins which 
continue to pervade 
Scottish society in various 
discriminatory guises and 
exclusionary practices. 
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The criminal justice 
system discriminates 
against people of Irish 
origin. 
 

 
Authors 
 
Dr Joseph Bradley is senior lecturer at the Department of Sports Studies at the 
University of Stirling.  His peer reviewed academic work includes research published 
in journals that focus on questions and issues of national and cultural identities, 
ethnicity, racism and religious cleavage.  He is author of, editor, and contributor to 
over two dozen books.  His journal publications include articles in ‘Patterns of 
Prejudice’, ‘Ethnicities’, ‘Social Identities’ and ‘Immigrants and Minorities’.    
 
Dr. Susan Wiltshire is a lecturer at the University of Leeds in Criminology/Criminal 
Justice.  She lives in Scotland and has worked in criminology at the University of 
Glasgow and the Scottish Government.  She is the co-coordinator of the 
Sectarianism Working Group at the University of Strathclyde, has been an invited 
panel member in public debates on sectarianism, and has recently completed a CPD 
for teachers on anti-sectarian teaching practice.  Her research interests include hate 
crimes, religious discrimination and criminal justice processes and Muslim 
radicalisation. 
 


