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A BST R ACT
The quality of nutrition in correctional facilities plays a crucial role in the health of incarcerated individuals. This review in-
vestigates dietary patterns within these institutions, examining their nutritional adequacy and compliance with established 
guidelines. The review aims to assess the nutritional content of meals provided in correctional settings and their impact on 
inmate health. A systematic literature review was conducted, analyzing studies that evaluate meal composition, adherence to 
nutritional standards, and associated health outcomes for inmates. Data was synthesized from diverse correctional facilities 
to highlight common trends and disparities. Findings reveal pervasive nutritional deficiencies across correctional facilities. 
Many meals lack adequate fresh fruits, vegetables, and whole grains, relying heavily on processed foods high in sodium and 
sugar. Such imbalances can lead to significant health issues, including obesity, hypertension, and metabolic disorders among 
the incarcerated population. The review also highlights disparities based on facility types, geographic locations, and budget-
ary constraints, which influence the nutritional quality of meals. Addressing the nutritional deficiencies in correctional facili-
ties is imperative for improving inmate health and facilitating rehabilitation. Implementing comprehensive meal planning, 
increasing access to fresh produce, and ensuring adherence to nutritional standards can enhance the dietary landscape in 
these settings. Future research should focus on effective interventions and policies aimed at improving nutritional offerings 
to support the health and well-being of incarcerated individuals.
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А ННОТА Ц И Я
Качество питания в исправительных учреждениях играет решающую роль в здоровье заключенных. В этом обзоре ис-
следуются режимы питания в таких учреждениях, изучается их адекватность и соответствие установленным нормам. 
Целью обзора является оценка питательной ценности блюд, предоставляемых в  исправительных учреждениях, и  их 
влияние на здоровье заключенных. Был проведен систематический обзор литературы, в котором анализировались ис-
следования, сосредоточенные на оценке состава пищи, соблюдении стандартов питания и связанных с этим результатах 
с точки зрения здоровья заключенных. Данные были получены из различных исправительных учреждений с целью оп-
ределения общих тенденций и различий. Результаты демонстрируют частый дефицит питательных веществ в исправи-
тельных учреждениях. Во многих блюдах не хватает свежих фруктов, овощей и цельных злаков. В значительной степени 
они основаны на обработанных пищевых продуктах с высоким содержанием натрия и сахара. Такой дисбаланс может 
привести к серьезным проблемам со здоровьем, включая ожирение, гипертонию и нарушения обмена веществ среди. 
В обзоре также подчеркиваются различия, основанные на типах учреждений, географическом положении и бюджет-
ных ограничениях, которые влияют на качество питания. Устранение дефицита питания в исправительных учрежде-
ниях является обязательным условием для улучшения здоровья заключенных и содействия реабилитации. Внедрение 
комплексного планирования питания, увеличение доступа к свежим продуктам и обеспечение соблюдения стандартов 
питания могут улучшить рационы в этих учреждениях. Будущие исследования должны будут сосредоточиться на эффек-
тивных мерах, направленных на улучшение питания для поддержки здоровья и благополучия заключенных.

1. Introduction
The state of nutrition within correctional facilities stands as a cru-

cial yet frequently overlooked feature of the criminal justice system. As 
society grapples with the multifaceted challenges of incarceration, the 
dietary patterns offered behind bars emerge as a critical determinant of 
inmate health, rehabilitation, and overall well-being [1]. In the article [2], 
the authors state that nutrition quality is one of the main factors deter-
mining the risk of non-communicable diseases, and changing the diet is 
the first approach used in primary health care to reduce the disease in-
cidence. Incarceration represents a unique intersection of public health, 
social justice, and human rights, wherein the provision of adequate nu-
trition assumes profound significance. The dietary choices available to 

inmates are profoundly impactful, not only shaping their physical health 
but also influencing their psychological state, behavior, and prospects for 
successful reintegration into society post-release [3]. However, the pre-
vailing narrative surrounding prison food often revolves around stereo-
types and misconceptions, obscuring the nuanced realities of the nutri-
tional landscape behind bars [4].

This review endeavors to delve beneath the surface, exploring the 
myriad factors that shape dietary patterns within correctional facilities. 
The tension between fiscal constraints and nutritional adequacy lies at 
the forefront of these considerations. Correctional institutions must 
navigate tight budgets and logistical challenges while striving to pro-
vide meals that meet basic nutritional requirements. This balancing act 
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 between cost-effectiveness and health outcomes underscores the need 
for a nuanced understanding of the complexities inherent in prison food 
provisioning [5]. Institutional policies and practices play a significant 
role in shaping the nutritional landscape of correctional facilities. From 
menu planning and meal preparation to procurement and distribution, 
a myriad of decisions influences the quality, variety, and accessibility of 
food served to inmates. Cultural considerations further compound this 
dynamic, as diverse inmate populations bring unique dietary preferences, 
religious observances, and health needs to the table [6].

Beyond the confines of correctional facilities, the repercussions of in-
adequate nutrition reverberate through communities, exacerbating health 
disparities and perpetuating cycles of incarceration [7]. Individuals enter-
ing the criminal justice system often hail from marginalized backgrounds, 
where food insecurity, limited access to nutritious foods, and chronic 
health conditions are prevalent. Thus, the nutritional interventions imple-
mented within correctional settings carry far-reaching implications, not 
only for inmates but for broader public health outcomes [8]. Against this 
backdrop, the present review endeavors to fill a critical gap in the litera-
ture, synthesizing existing research to provide a comprehensive assess-
ment of dietary patterns within correctional facilities. By examining the 
intersection of policy, budgetary constraints, cultural considerations, and 
health outcomes, this review aims to elucidate the complexities of prison 
food provisioning and highlight avenues for improvement [9].

Ultimately, this review aspires to catalyze informed discourse and 
evidence-based interventions aimed at enhancing the nutritional land-
scape behind bars. By advocating for a holistic approach to correctional 
nutrition that prioritizes health, dignity, and rehabilitation, we endeavor 
to contribute to the promotion of equitable and humane practices within 
the criminal justice system [10]. Through concerted efforts to know the nu-
tritional needs of incarcerated individuals, we may forge pathways towards 
healthier, more resilient communities and foster a system that upholds the 
inherent worth and dignity of all individuals, even those behind bars [11].

2. Objects and methods
The literature search strategy employed in this study involves utiliz-

ing multiple databases to gather relevant information on the dietary pat-
terns, food systems, and lifestyle of prisoners. Table 1 outlines the specif-
ic keywords used for searching each database. ScienceDirect was searched 
using keywords such as “Dietary pattern of prisoners,” “Prisoners food 
system,” “Prisoners food,” and “Prisoners lifestyle and dietary pattern.” 
Similarly, the Cochrane Library was explored with terms like “Dietary 
pattern of prisoners,” “Prisoners lifestyle and dietary pattern,” “Prison 
Food system,” and “Prisoners Food.” The database Medicine was queried 
using identical keywords as ScienceDirect to ensure consistency in cap-
turing relevant literature. Lastly, PubMed was searched with keywords 
such as “Prisoners’ lifestyle and dietary pattern,” “Prison Food system,” 
“Prisoners Food,” and “Dietary pattern of prisoners.” This comprehensive 
strategy ensures a thorough review of existing literature across multiple 
sources to support the research objectives effectively.

Table 1. Literature search strategy
Таблица 1. Стратегия поиска литературы

Database Search keywords

ScienceDirect Dietary pattern of prisoners + Prisoners food system+ 
Prisoners food+ Prisoners lifestyle and dietary pattern

Cochrane Library Dietary pattern of prisoners+ Prisoners lifestyle and 
dietary pattern+ Prison Food system+ Prisoners Food

Medicine Dietary pattern of prisoners+ Prisoners food system+ 
Prisoners food+ Prisoners lifestyle and dietary pattern

PubMed Prisoners’ lifestyle and dietary pattern+ Prison Food 
system+ Prisoners Food+ Dietary pattern of prisoners

2.1. Selection criteria
This review includes articles that provide data on dietary pattern and 

lifestyle of prisoners during incarceration. The articles include those pub-
lished over a period of last 5 years (2020–2024). The exclusion criteria for 
the selected article include incomplete and insufficient data on dietary 
pattern and lifestyle of prisoners and articles older than 5 years. The ar-
ticles that have not been published or the articles of conferences were 
also covered by the exclusion criteria (Figure 1).

3. Importance of evaluating dietary patterns  
in correctional facilities
Behind bars, the food choices and preparation methods have a huge 

impact on the overall health and well-being of inmates. It is crucial to 
know whether these facilities offer healthful meals that suit the dietary 
requirements of the incarcerated population [12]. The analysis of dietary 

patterns in correctional facilities allows us to assess the nutritional value 
and adequacy of meals provided to inmates. By analyzing the types of 
foods offered, portion sizes, and nutrient content, we can gain insights 
into the effectiveness of current practices [13]. This assessment is critical 
for identifying areas that require improvement and developing strategies 
ensuring improved health outcomes for inmates [14]. Table 2 clearly de-
fines the importance of dietary pattern provided in prison.

4. Challenges and limitations of providing nutritious meals 
in correctional facilities
Providing nutritious meals in correctional facilities comes with their 

own set of challenges and limitations. One major challenge is the limited 
budget allocated for food services in prisons [15]. This often leads to cost-
cutting measures that compromise the quality and variety of ingredients 
used in meal preparation. Additionally, logistical constraints such as 
storage limitations and security concerns can further hinder the ability to 
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Figure 1. Flow diagram for outlining the process of PRISMA 
for inclusion in the systematic review

Рисунок 1. Технологическая схема, описывающая процесс разработки 
PRISMA для включения в систематический обзор



587

Санджит К. и др.  |  ПИЩЕВЫЕ СИСТЕМЫ  |  Том 7 № 4  |  2024  |  С. 585–589

provide fresh and wholesome meals [16]. Another limitation is the diverse 
dietary needs and preferences of the inmate population. Some inmates 
may have specific medical conditions or cultural/religious dietary restric-
tions that need to be accommodated. Balancing these individual require-
ments with the need to provide a standardized menu can be a complex 
task for correctional facilities [17,18].

5. Common dietary patterns provided in correctional facilities
Let's now take a closer look at the common dietary patterns provid-

ed in correctional facilities. These patterns often revolve around cost-
effective options that can be mass-produced and distributed efficiently. 
Unfortunately, this can result in meals that are high in processed foods, 
unhealthy fats, and empty calories [19,20]. One prevalent dietary pat-
tern is the “cafeteria-style” approach, where inmates have the freedom to 
choose their own meals from a selection of options. While this may offer 
some level of autonomy, it can also lead to poor food choices and imbal-
anced diets. Another common pattern is the use of pre-packaged meals 
or “heat-and-serve” trays, which prioritize convenience over freshness 
and nutritional quality [21,22]. Furthermore, many correctional facilities 
rely heavily on carbohydrates to meet calorie requirements, often serving 
excessive amounts of refined grains and sugary desserts. This can con-
tribute to weight gain, increased risk of chronic diseases, and poor overall 
health [23]. Dietary patterns in correctional facilities often reflect a bal-
ance between cost-efficiency and meeting basic nutritional needs. These 
patterns are influenced by budget constraints, logistical challenges, and 
regulatory requirements [24].

6. Impact of dietary patterns on inmate health  
and rehabilitation
The dietary patterns provided in correctional facilities have a direct 

impact on inmate health and rehabilitation. A diet lacking in essential 
nutrients can lead to various health issues, including vitamin deficien-
cies, weakened immune systems, and increased susceptibility to dis-
eases [25]. Moreover, poor nutrition (Figure 2) can negatively affect an 
inmate's mental well-being and cognitive function. Research has shown 
that a diet high in processed foods and low in nutrients can contribute to 
mood disorders, decreased focus, and impaired decision-making abilities. 
These factors can hinder an inmate's ability to engage in rehabilitation 
programs and increase the risk of recidivism [26]. The dietary patterns 
in correctional facilities have a significant impact on inmate health and 
rehabilitation. Nutrition plays a crucial role in overall well-being and can 
influence various aspects of physical and mental health, as well as the 
success of rehabilitation efforts [27,28]. Here’s a detailed exploration of 
these impact: Dietary patterns in correctional facilities have a profound 
impact on inmate health and rehabilitation. Addressing these patterns 

through improved nutrition, education, and innovative programs can 
enhance physical health, support mental well-being, and facilitate suc-
cessful rehabilitation and reintegration. By overcoming challenges and 
implementing effective solutions, facilities can contribute to better out-
comes for inmates and support their journey towards reintegration into 
society [29,30].

On the other hand, implementing nutritious dietary patterns can have 
a positive impact on inmate health and well-being. A balanced diet can 
improve physical and mental health, enhance cognitive function, and 
boost energy levels. By providing inmates with the necessary nutrients, 
correctional facilities can contribute to their overall rehabilitation and 
successful reintegration into society [31,32].

7. Strategies for improving the nutritional landscape 
in correctional facilities
To improve the nutritional landscape in correctional facilities, several 

strategies can be implemented. Firstly, correctional facilities should pri-
oritize increasing their food budgets to allow for the purchase of higher 
quality ingredients. This would enable the inclusion of fresh fruits and 
vegetables, lean proteins, and whole grains in meals, improving their nu-
tritional profile [33]. In addition, collaboration with nutrition experts and 
dietitians can help develop menus that meet the specific dietary needs of 
inmates while adhering to health guidelines. These professionals can also 
provide education and counseling to inmates, promoting healthy eating 
habits and empowering them to make informed food choices [34]. Further-
more, implementing sustainable food production practices within correc-
tional facilities, such as rooftop gardens or on-site farms, can enhance 
the availability of fresh produce and reduce reliance on processed foods. 
This not only improves the nutritional quality of meals but also promotes 
vocational training and valuable skills development among inmates 
[35,36]. Improving the nutritional landscape in correctional facilities in-
volves implementing strategies that address budget constraints, logisti-
cal challenges, and nutritional deficiencies [37]. Here’s a comprehensive 
overview of effective strategies for enhancing the nutritional quality of 
meals served in these facilities: Improving the nutritional landscape in 
correctional facilities requires a multifaceted approach that includes 
enhancing meal quality, managing costs, improving logistics, providing 
education and training, integrating health and wellness programs, foster-
ing community partnerships, leveraging technology, and advocating for 
policy changes [38]. By addressing these areas, correctional facilities can 
make significant strides in providing healthier, more balanced meals that 
support the overall well-being and rehabilitation of inmates [39].

8. The role of education and training in promoting  
healthy eating in prisons
Education and training play an important role in promoting healthy 

eating habits in prisons. By providing inmates with nutrition education, 
they can develop a better information of the importance of a balanced 
diet and make informed choices about their food intake [40]. Incorpo-
rating cooking classes and vocational training programs within prison 
facilities can also be beneficial. These programs equip inmates with the 
knowledge and skills to prepare healthy meals, empowering them to 
make healthier choices both during their incarceration and upon release 
[41]. Furthermore, education on portion control and mindful eating can 
help inmates develop healthier relationships with food and avoid over-
eating. By promoting self-awareness and encouraging moderation, cor-
rectional facilities can contribute to the long-term health and well-being 
of inmates [42]. Education and training play a critical role in promoting 

Table 2. Importance of dietary pattern provided in prison
Таблица 2. Важность рациона питания в тюрьме

Importance Description

Impact on Health Evaluating dietary patterns in prisons is essential for understanding their effects on inmates' physical and mental health. 
Poor nutrition can lead to issues like disease and disorders.

Rehabilitation and Recidivism Research indicates a link between diet quality and recidivism rates, underscoring the need for healthy food options to 
support successful reintegration.

Legal and Ethical Obligations Correctional facilities must provide adequate nutrition to uphold inmates' human rights and dignity. Evaluating dietary 
patterns ensures compliance with legal and ethical standards for inmate welfare and treatment.

Cost Savings Investing in nutritious meals can reduce long-term healthcare costs linked to diet-related diseases and enhance inmate 
well-being.

Public Health Impact Evaluating prison dietary patterns offers insights into population health trends and informs of interventions for vulnerable 
groups, including incarcerated individuals.

Preventive Health Measures Understanding dietary patterns helps identify risk factors for nutritional deficiencies, allowing for preventive measures like 
nutrition education, supplementation, or menu modifications to meet specific needs.

Quality of Life Access to nutritious meals can improve inmates' quality of life by enhancing energy, mood, and satisfaction with living 
conditions.

Moreover, poor nutrition (Figure 2) can negatively affect an inmate's mental well-being and 
cognitive function. Research has shown that a diet high in processed foods and low in nutrients 
can contribute to mood disorders, decreased focus, and impaired decision-making abilities. These 
factors can hinder an inmate's ability to engage in rehabilitation programs and increase the risk of 
recidivism [26]. The dietary patterns in correctional facilities have a significant impact on inmate 
health and rehabilitation. Nutrition plays a crucial role in overall well-being and can influence 
various aspects of physical and mental health, as well as the success of rehabilitation efforts 
[27,28]. Here’s a detailed exploration of these impact: Dietary patterns in correctional facilities 
have a profound impact on inmate health and rehabilitation. Addressing these patterns through 
improved nutrition, education, and innovative programs can enhance physical health, support 
mental well-being, and facilitate successful rehabilitation and reintegration. By overcoming 
challenges and implementing effective solutions, facilities can contribute to better outcomes for 
inmates and support their journey towards reintegration into society [29,30]. 
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healthy  eating in correctional facilities. By enhancing knowledge and 
skills among both inmates and staff, facilities can foster healthier dietary 
habits, improve overall well-being, and support rehabilitation efforts [43]. 
Education and training are pivotal in promoting healthy eating in cor-
rectional facilities. By providing inmates with knowledge about nutrition, 
practical cooking skills, and behavioral strategies, and by training food 
service staff in healthy meal preparation and food safety, facilities can 
enhance the nutritional quality of meals and support inmates’ health and 
rehabilitation [44]. Implementing comprehensive education programs, 
fostering a supportive environment, and evaluating the effectiveness of 
these initiatives are essential steps toward achieving lasting improve-
ments in dietary habits within correctional settings [45].

9. Advocacy and policy recommendations for improving  
nutrition in correctional facilities
Advocacy and policy efforts are essential for driving significant change 

in the nutritional landscape of correctional facilities. Organizations and 
individuals can work together to raise awareness about the importance 
of nutritious meals in prisons and advocate for increased funding and 
resources for food services [46].

Policy recommendations should focus on improving the nutritional 
standards and guidelines for correctional facilities. These standards 
should align with national health guidelines and prioritize the provision 
of fresh, wholesome foods. Additionally, policies can promote transpar-
ency and accountability (Figure 3)  in the food procurement and prepa-
ration processes, ensuring that inmates obtain meals that satisfy their 
dietary needs [47]. Advocacy and policy recommendations are essential 
for improving nutrition in correctional facilities. Effective advocacy and 
well-designed policies can lead to systemic changes that enhance the 
quality of food, support inmate health, and promote rehabilitation [48]. 
Advocacy and policy recommendations play a crucial role in improving 
nutrition in correctional facilities. By raising awareness, building coali-
tions, advocating for legislative changes, and implementing compre-
hensive policies, stakeholders can drive systemic improvements in meal 
quality and inmate health. Effective advocacy and well-designed policies 
not only enhance the nutritional landscape of correctional facilities but 
also support broader goals of health, rehabilitation, and successful rein-
tegration [49].

Collaboration with policymakers, health professionals, and commu-
nity organizations is critical for executing effective changes and ensuring 
the long-term success of nutrition programs in correctional facilities [50].

10.  Conclusion
The evaluation of dietary patterns in correctional facilities is essential 

for assessing the nutritional landscape behind bars. By understanding 
the challenges and limitations faced in providing nutritious meals, we 
can identify strategies to improve the health and well-being of inmates. 
Through the review of common dietary patterns, we have seen the impact 
they can have on inmate health and rehabilitation. However, with the 
implementation of effective strategies, such as increasing food budgets, 
promoting education and training, and advocating for policy changes, 
we can create a healthier nutritional landscape in correctional facilities. 
It is crucial to recognize that ongoing evaluation and improvement are 
necessary to ensure that correctional facility food services meet the di-
etary needs of inmates and contribute to their successful rehabilitation 
and reintegration into society. By prioritizing nutrition, we can create a 
system that not only supports inmate health but also promotes positive 
behavioral changes and reduces recidivism rates.
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