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THE PURPOSE OF THE STUDY AND RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

In England and Wales, a whole life sentence or whole life order - a court order whereby a 

transgressor is condemned to remain incarcerated for the remainder of their natural life, 

without any possibility of release - is the harshest sanction that any court can impose upon 

a person; it is the ‘permanent removal of an individual from society with no possible hope 

of redemption, no hope of release’ (Appleton, 2015, p.1). Recently, whole life sentences 

have received considerable criticism; indeed, they were described as ‘inhuman’ and 

‘degrading’ in Vinter and Others v The UK [2013] ECHR 645 contrary to The European 

Convention on Human Rights which prohibits ‘inhuman and degrading treatment or 

punishment’ (art. 3). Nevertheless, the imposition of whole life sentences within England 

and Wales has increased considerably within recent years (see Figure 1) which has - 

somewhat predictably - resulted in an almost unprecedented number of persons serving 

whole life sentences within England and Wales (see Figure 2). Nevertheless, very little is 

known about why the imposition of whole life sentences has increased so considerably 

within England and Wales and no scholar has - as of yet - considered the effects of whole 

life imprisonment upon whole life prisoners within England and Wales, nor whether whole 

life sentences within England and Wales are employed in a manner which is consistent 

with international human rights standards. Thus, this study endeavours to address the 

deficit of knowledge surrounding these particular aspects of whole life sentences and 

whole life imprisonment within England and Wales by means of a mixed-methods 

approach involving secondary data analysis alongside primary research comprising 

qualitative interviews with former prison staff members so as to consider 

 1. the way(s) in which whole life sentences have been and are being used within England 

and Wales, and why the imposition of whole life sentences within England and Wales has 

changed so considerably within recent years 

2. the perceived experiences of whole life prisoners within England and Wales, and 

particularly if and or how whole life prisoners navigate and experience their whole life 

sentence, and 

3. whether whole life sentences are a legitimate sanction, or whether they constitute a 

breach of Article 3 of The European Convention on Human Rights. 

PRELIMINARY FINDINGS 

My preliminary findings suggest that the imposition of whole life sentences within England 

and Wales has increased considerably within recent years - particularly following the 

enactment of the Criminal Justice Act 2003 (sch.21, para.4) - and further suggests that the 

number of persons serving whole life sentences within England and Wales has likewise 

increased considerably in conjunction with the number of imposed whole life sentences. 

Whilst this may have been somewhat anticipated, it nevertheless demonstrates that - in the 

vast majority of cases - whole life sentences are exactly that; remarkably few offenders 

within England and Wales have successfully appealed against the imposition of their whole 

life sentence despite Vinter [2013] determining that it is a violation of ‘human dignity’ to 

deny whole life prisoners any possibility of release or review of their sentence. Similarly, 

my preliminary findings also suggest that the variety of offences for which whole life 

sentences and whole life orders have been imposed within England and Wales has 

progressively broadened within the past fifty-or-so years, despite a lack evidence to 

suggest that crime is currently any worse than it has previously been (Furedi, 2009).  

METHODOLOGY 

POTENTIAL CONTRIBUTIONS 

Research surrounding whole life sentences and whole life imprisonment has been somewhat neglected by scholars across the globe; indeed, only a handful of academic studies and 

articles have been published internationally within recent years. Thus, this study will make a unique and significant contribution to research, knowledge and literature pertaining to whole 

life sentences and whole life imprisonment within England and Wales (and internationally) and within the field of criminology as a whole. There is a significant body of research 

concerning adaptation to imprisonment and the effects of imprisonment and the institutional environment upon long-term and life sentence prisoners. Thus, by providing an insight into 

how an admittedly small yet seemingly ever-increasing subgroup of transgressors adapt (or struggle to adapt) to lifelong imprisonment, this study will build upon and further existing 

theories of adaptation to imprisonment and the effects of imprisonment and the institutional environment. 
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FIGURE 1. THE NUMBER OF PERSONS TO RECEIVE A WHOLE LIFE SENTENCE PER ANNUM WITHIN 

ENGLAND AND WALES  

Pre-1965 - 31st March 2021 

FIGURE 2. THE NUMBER OF PERSONS SERVING WHOLE LIFE SENTENCES WITHIN ENGLAND AND 

WALES 

31st March 1960 - 31st March 2021 

FIGURE 3. THE NUMBER OF PERSONS TO RECEIVE A WHOLE LIFE SENTENCE PER ANNUM WITHIN 

ENGLAND AND WALES AND THE OFFENCES FOR WHICH THEY WERE RECEIVED  

Pre-1965 - 31st March 2021 


