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The prevalence of mental disorders and substance use disorders among incarcerated populations
has called attention to the availability of mental health services in U.S. jails and prisons. Yet, struc-
tural factors, such as access to outdoor recreation, can also shape mental health in correctional
environments, and U.S. jails and prisons often restrict incarcerated people from going outside. This
article examines correctional policies on outdoor access, including mental health implications and
related litigation. Research supports the widely held view that outdoor access can be an important
determinant of mental health; nevertheless, U.S. courts have come to varying conclusions about the
rights of incarcerated people to such access, leading to a patchwork of legal precedents and institu-
tional practices with some striking inequities. For example, in California, pretrial detainees who have
not been convicted of any crimes may be denied outdoor access for years, whereas convicted indi-
viduals on death row typically have access to weekly outdoor time. By examining mental health liter-
ature and case law, the authors suggest general principles for the provision of outdoor access to
incarcerated individuals, as well as call for additional research on the adverse effects of the common
practice of restricting such access.
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Mental and substance use disorders are common
among incarcerated populations,1,2 and U.S. jails
and prisons oversee millions of incarcerations within
a given year.3 Ending mass incarceration in the
United States has rightfully been a major goal of
activists, public health experts, policymakers, and
others in recent decades. Even as decarceration has
drawn national attention, a pragmatic, human rights-
oriented view also demands that efforts must con-
tinue to address the mental health and wellbeing of
those who still face incarceration. In this vein, consid-
erable attention has been paid to the availability of
mental health services in correctional facilities, such as

screening for psychiatric illness and addiction, refer-
rals to mental health professionals, and medication
management.4 Structural factors related to incarceration
(such as building design, overcrowding, security meas-
ures, indoor temperatures, and natural light), as well as
social and educational programming, visitor poli-
cies, and access to reading and writing materials, can
also shape mental health-related outcomes.5 Access
to outdoor recreation is one such structural factor
that may influence someone’s mental health during
incarceration.
In a 1981 article, Barbee and Calloway examined

U.S. court cases on the topic, noting that there has
been “considerable controversy and discussion around
the issue of outdoor recreation for inmates” (Ref. 6, p
41). At that time, the authors also concluded that,
“outdoor recreation seemingly has not established itself
as an essential element in a constitutional jail” (Ref. 6,
p 42). In 1996, Lee published an article exploring the
rights of incarcerated people to recreation, including
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outdoor recreation. With regard to U.S. case law, Lee
wrote that, “a right to outdoor recreation as distin-
guished from other forms does not exist, but some fed-
eral courts have come close to requiring that inmates
have an opportunity to be outdoors and some state
courts have made such rulings” (Ref. 7, p 175).

During the intervening decades, new research find-
ings and more recent court cases have changed medi-
cal and legal understanding of the potential role of
outdoor access in the wellbeing of incarcerated peo-
ple. In addition, the COVID-19 pandemic has high-
lighted the risks of indoor infectious disease spread
among overcrowded correctional facilities and led to
widespread restrictions on the movement and activ-
ities of incarcerated populations to mitigate the risks
of contagion.8–11 These additional pandemic-related
restrictions on movement and activities have further
limited the degree to which incarcerated people
may access outdoor recreation,11 while simultane-
ously highlighting the utility of outdoor spaces as
potentially safer alternatives to indoor spaces, at least
where respiratory illnesses are concerned. This article
examines U.S. jail and prison policies related to out-
door recreation, potential mental health implications
of these policies, and litigation over access to the out-
doors in correctional settings.

Outdoor Access during Incarceration

A number of existing standards for correctional
institutions indicate that jails and prisons should pro-
vide incarcerated people with access to outdoor recre-
ation. The American Correctional Association has
called for providing incarcerated people with access
to the outdoors; as of 2021, its standards for adult
correctional institutions recommended that “both
outdoor and covered/enclosed exercise areas for gen-
eral population inmates [should be] provided in suf-
ficient number to ensure that each inmate is offered
at least one hour of access daily” (Ref. 12, p 63), add-
ing that, “Use of outdoor areas is preferred” (Ref. 12,
p 63). Similarly, standards for the treatment of pris-
oners published by the American Bar Association
have referred to lack of outdoor recreation as a con-
tributor to conditions of extreme isolation,13 and
these standards noted that “conditions of extreme
isolation should not be allowed regardless of the
reasons for a prisoner’s separation from the general
population” (Ref. 13, p 95). Human Rights
Watch,14 as well as the United Nations Standard
Minimum Rules for the Treatment of Prisoners (i.e.,

“the NelsonMandela Rules”),15 have called for incar-
cerated people to have access to at least one hour of
outdoor time each day, weather permitting.
Despite standards from prominent organizations

recommending outdoor access for incarcerated popu-
lations, U.S. jails and prisons vary widely as to whether
and when to allow incarcerated people to go outside.
In recent decades, several surveys have sought to char-
acterize patterns of recreation opportunities and use
in U.S. correctional facilities.16–21 Evidence suggests
many U.S. correctional facilities have outdoor exercise
or recreation areas available for use by incarcerated
people. For example, a nationwide survey published in
1972 of approximately 25 correctional facilities that
offered psychiatric services to incarcerated people with
mental disorders found 88 percent provided opportu-
nities for outdoor sports.20 A 2019 national survey of
U.S. prison systems found 33 (97%) of 34 responding
jurisdictions had outdoor exercise areas for incarcer-
ated people in restrictive housing, even though restric-
tive housing areas typically permit less movement and
activities compared with general population and other
housing areas.17 Still, these types of surveys of U.S.
jails and prisons have often found inconsistent pat-
terns regarding the types and actual use of outdoor re-
creation spaces, as several factors may shape whether
facilities permit incarcerated people to go out-
doors.16–21

First, the type of correctional facility can influence
whether incarcerated people are permitted access to
outdoor settings. It is important to note that jails,
prisons, and other detention facilities may fall under
the broad category of correctional facilities, but these
various facilities can have considerable differences in
terms of size, location, intended purpose, and types of
incarcerated populations. For example, jails tend to
have rapid turnover of incarcerated populations, dur-
ing which time incarcerated people may be under-
going the various initial stages of criminal procee-
dings (e.g., booking, arraignment, legal visits, release).
Since correctional staff may just be gaining familiarity
with newly incarcerated people in jails, and because
these individuals may be clearing from substance use,
in need of medical attention, or called to repeated
court dates, coordinating regular access to outdoor re-
creation areas can be challenging in jail settings. In
contrast, prisons tend to have more long-term and
stable incarcerated populations, as individuals may
have been sentenced to years, if not decades. As a
result of more stable incarcerated populations,
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familiarity between staff and incarcerated people, and
daily routine schedules, regular access to outdoor
areas may be more practical to facilitate on an ongoing
basis in prison settings. These differences notwithstand-
ing, jails still frequently house people for prolonged
periods of time, including many pretrial detainees who
have not been convicted of crimes and those with men-
tal illness awaiting competency proceedings or transfer
to community-based treatment programs. Beyond the
general differences in jails and prisons, some correc-
tional facilities are designed to hold specific types of
incarcerated populations, which may also affect the
degree of outdoor access offered to those inside.20

Correctional facilities designed for therapeutic pur-
poses (e.g., managing and treating people with mental
disorders) may have a different emphasis on outdoor
access compared with facilities designed for high-risk
security purposes (e.g., supermax settings).

Second, regardless of facility type, security concerns
may lead correctional staff, justifiably or not, to restrict
incarcerated individuals or groups from accessing the
outdoors. For instance, in response to violent incidents
or threats of violence in correctional settings, correc-
tional staff may transfer incarcerated individuals to
more restrictive housing or even lock down entire
facilities. These types of restrictions may limit the
degree to which incarcerated individuals are allowed
access not only to the outdoors but even to out-of-cell
time. In supermax facilities, which are designed to hold
individuals deemed to pose high security risks in cor-
rectional settings, individuals may be kept in their cells
for as many as 23 to 24hours per day for months or
even years.22 Potential justifications for restricting out-
door access in these situations may include protecting
incarcerated people or staff from threatened or actual
violence, disrupting illicit activities (e.g., contraband
distribution), and punishment related to rules viola-
tions. Despite the real security concerns often present
in these institutions, some scholars have questioned the
degree to which these types of restrictions, such as pre-
venting people from going outdoors, is “rationally
related to the penological interest in reducing violence”
(Ref. 22, p 51).

Third, the costs of constructing outdoor spaces
may also factor into whether or not correctional facili-
ties offer these types of areas. Correctional authorities
may focus more on the potential security risks rather
than the potential health and other benefits of build-
ing outdoor spaces for incarcerated people.23 As a
result, correctional authorities may not wish to

dedicate financial and other resources to building and
maintaining green spaces (e.g., trees, lawns) or even
to the security measures necessary to monitor incar-
cerated people outdoors (e.g., fenced enclosures, sally
ports, watch towers, staffing).23 Moreover, the geo-
graphic location of jails or prisons may affect the feasi-
bility and costs associated with building these types of
outdoor spaces. As examples, a jail in New York City
may face different challenges (e.g., clearing ice and
snow during frigid winters) than a prison in Arizona
(e.g., excessive heat during a summer day) in main-
taining and operating outdoor areas for incarcerated
people. Moreover, jails and prisons located in urban
settings may face additional costs and space con-
straints when seeking to develop outdoor spaces com-
pared with facilities located in rural areas, where open
spaces may be more available for these purposes.
Fourth, the political climate surrounding crime

and punishment may affect policy decisions regarding
access to the outdoors for incarcerated people.23 Poli-
tical environments favoring “law and order” or “tough
on crime” approaches may limit the incentives for pol-
icymakers to improve conditions of incarceration. By
comparison, when policymakers view incarceration
through a lens of rehabilitation, there may be more
political will for facilitating programs that allow
greater access to outdoor spaces as part of the rehabili-
tation process.23 Norway has attracted attention in
this regard, as a wider emphasis on rehabilitation in
recent years has shaped the design of its correctional
facilities, such as Halden Prison which includes access
to green spaces, large cell windows with views of na-
ture, and the ability to open grates in individual cells
to let in fresh air.24 Policy-makers might also view
access to outdoor spaces and activities from a prag-
matic standpoint as a way of relieving tension and
reducing violence among incarcerated populations.25

Finally, some jails and prisons may attempt to use
alternate methods for capturing the potential benefits
of outdoor time without allowing people to go outside
at all. As examples, some facilities may provide incar-
cerated people with indoor exercise areas that offer
natural light17 or design roof structures, such as sky-
lights, that can be opened to let in natural light and
outside air.26 It is questionable whether such alterna-
tives provide the same degree of benefits as actual time
outdoors and, as noted by Hitchcock in a 1990 dis-
cussion on this topic, “the greatest debate in the courts
to date has been whether the ‘time out of the cell’
should be indoors or outdoors” (Ref. 27, p 87).
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Mental Health Implications

Narrative accounts have long offered compelling
evidence that access to the outdoors can shape the
mental health of incarcerated people. Working at a
British prison in the mid-1800s, a resident surgeon,
“concluded that the move to increase outdoor exercise
in association had reduced the incidence of mental ill-
ness” (Ref. 28, p 106). Nearly two centuries later,
surveys of incarcerated people placed under strict
movement and activity restrictions amid the COVID-
19 pandemic offer similar findings, with one respond-
ent stating, “Have been given one yard time this last
month which is driving me crazy. Spend a lot of time
staring out of cell window trying to get fresh air” (Ref.
11, p 2). Another respondent replied, “It endangers
our mental health because it is not healthy for human
beings to only be allowed to go outside for only
90minutes every two weeks” (Ref. 11, p 7).

Perhaps not surprisingly, the importance of outdoor
recreation for the wellbeing of incarcerated people has
frequently been assumed. A 2003 paper on the topic of
recreation rights for prisoners noted, for example, that
“recreation, especially outdoor recreation, enables indi-
viduals to maintain or enhance their physical condi-
tioning or slow the deterioration of their physical
bodies. Exercise, movement, fresh air and sunlight all
promote the health of persons . . . access to outdoor re-
creation is a vital antidote to long hours spent in cells
that are often cramped, artificially lit and filled with
stale air” (Ref. 29, p 35). Nevertheless, controlled
experiments and other systematic efforts to understand
these matters have been limited given the potential
methodological, logistical, and ethics-related barriers to
research seeking to specifically examine outdoor access
among incarcerated people.

In community samples, some research has exam-
ined the relationship between outdoor access and
mental health, though here too there are limitations,
including variable study quality and the fact that, out-
side of correctional settings, it can be difficult to find
individuals deprived of time outdoors for such pro-
longed periods and likely unethical to reproduce such
conditions experimentally. Much of the existing liter-
ature, accordingly, examines factors like exposure to
natural environments and green spaces, the amount
of time spent outdoors voluntarily, or tangentially-
related phenomena such as light and noise pollution
in urban environments.30–34 Still, while limited, exist-
ing data point to a salutary role for the outdoors. A
recent review found evidence supporting relationships

between exposure to nature and improved cognitive
function, mental health, and sleep, as well as certain
physical parameters such as blood pressure and brain
activity.30 Another meta-analysis focusing on the rela-
tionship between green space exposure and physical
health outcomes found evidence of benefit across a
number of parameters, including diastolic blood pres-
sure, heart rate, and, importantly, salivary cortisol, a
potential indicator of physiologic response to stress
that has been associated with range of health out-
comes including mental health concerns.31,33 A 2019
study of more than 19,000 people in the United
Kingdom indicated that at least 120minutes of expo-
sure to nature per week was the threshold at which
participants became significantly more likely to report
better health or wellbeing compared with no nature
contact.34

A number of potential mechanisms have been pro-
posed for why outdoor exposure might support mental
health and alleviate psychiatric symptoms. For exam-
ple, exposure to outdoor sunlight may facilitate regula-
tion of circadian rhythms, which has been associated
with improvements in circadian-related outcomes such
as mood and sleep.35 Seeing or experiencing outdoor
environments may reduce subjective experiences of
stress, including activating the parasympathetic nerv-
ous system and physiologic pathways associated with
relaxation.36,37 Confounding variables, such as socioe-
conomic status or physical activity in the outdoors
leading to salutary effects as opposed to exposure to the
outdoors alone, could also play a role.38

Of note, vitamin D deficiency has drawn consider-
able attention as a possible mediator between outdoor
exposure and mental health outcomes. In 2015,
researchers in Maricopa County, Arizona, one of the
sunniest regions in the United States, found wide-
spread deficiency in vitamin D among incarcerated
individuals in a jail.39 Evidence suggests vitamin D
deficiency may be linked with various health prob-
lems,40 though data specific to mental health outcomes
remain mixed. While low vitamin D levels have been
correlated with various psychiatric concerns, such as
depressive symptoms, repleting vitamin D levels may
not necessarily alleviate these symptoms.41,42 In addi-
tion, research suggests approximately 40 percent of
U.S. adults may meet criteria for vitamin D deficiency,
indicating these health concerns, although important,
are not limited to jail and prison settings alone.43

As noted earlier, rigorous studies examining the
relationship between outdoors exposure and mental
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health in incarcerated populations are limited. In a
small survey of incarcerated people in the United
Kingdom, the majority of respondents reported feel-
ings of calm or finding a sense of peace when asked
about green spaces or images of nature.44 One small
qualitative study comparing experiences in the United
Kingdom and the Nordic region found that incarcer-
ated people often reported desiring contact with na-
ture and benefitting from it psychologically, although
some noted disappointment when provided merely
with views of nature rather than being able to actually
access it.23 A 2021 study reported prisons in the
United Kingdom with higher proportions of green
space within their perimeters were associated with
decreased rates of self-harm and violence, even after
controlling for variables such as prison size, prison
type, and degree of crowding.45

In the United States, much of the literature exam-
ining the experiences of those denied access to the
outdoors has focused on restrictive housing, which
can include prolonged segregation and isolation of
incarcerated individuals, often in small single-person
cells, for disciplinary or ostensible security reasons.
Here, the data clearly point to profound and harmful
effects of restrictive housing on mental health includ-
ing increased risks of suicide and other self-injurious
behaviors.46–48 In one study of New York City jails,
for example, seven percent of incarcerations involved
solitary confinement, and yet this relatively small
proportion accounted for 53 percent of acts of self-
harm during the study period.48 Restrictive housing
may or may not preclude outdoor access; however,
given the many forms of deprivation involved (e.g.,
restrictions in social interaction, movement, pro-
gramming), it can be difficult to determine the
degree to which lack of time outdoors alone may
contribute to the harms involved. In contrast, a 2017
study found exposure to nature videos among people
held in solitary confinement in Oregon was associ-
ated with fewer violent infractions, as well as reduced
stress and irritability among many respondents.49 A
2021 study reported virtual nature experiences led to
similar findings with regard to decreased stress and
increased feelings of calm among men incarcerated
in the general population of a Utah prison.50

Notwithstanding the dearth of research on outdoor
access for incarcerated people and its effect on their
mental health, a small body of literature has arisen fo-
cusing specifically on horticultural programming in
jail and prison settings. Over the last several decades,

several published studies and program evaluations
have examined horticultural or other similar “green”
rehabilitation programs in jails and prisons, indicating
benefits to mood and other general improvements in
psychological wellbeing.51–56 These data remain lim-
ited by the size of the programs being studied and
lack, in many cases, of experimental study design. It
also remains unclear to what extent the potential ben-
efits of these interventions might occur through expo-
sure to nature and outdoor spaces, as opposed to
other therapeutic means, such as vocational fulfill-
ment, attention from staff, and participation in a de-
sirable program while in custody. Despite these
limitations, the positive experiences typically described
by incarcerated people in horticultural programming
point to possible benefits of outdoor access, particu-
larly when it involves natural or green spaces, as
opposed to, for example, a concrete yard.

Legal Implications

There is considerable case law regarding the right
of incarcerated people to recreation of various kinds,
including in many instances outdoor access specifi-
cally.6,7,27 According to a 1981 article, court cases
addressing outdoor access during incarceration had
already emerged in numerous states, including
California, Georgia, Michigan, Mississippi, Missouri,
Montana, New Hampshire, New York, and Virginia.6

Litigation, commonly pursued by incarcerated people
through civil rights actions (e.g., under 42 U.S. Code
§ 1983), has played a notable role in shaping access to
the outdoors in U.S. jails and prisons.6,7,27 Outcomes
of these court cases have often been mixed and fre-
quently differ across jurisdictions and with respect to
different types of incarcerated populations, for exam-
ple pretrial detainees as opposed to those convicted of
a crime.6,7,27

A number of cases have reinforced the importance
of access to the outdoors for incarcerated people.6,7

For instance, in 1977, the U.S. Court of Appeals for
the Fifth Circuit held in Miller v. Carson that “pre-
sumably innocent pretrial detainees who are not clas-
sified as security risks and who have not been shown
to have violated the disciplinary rules of the jail have a
[F]ourteenth [A]mendment and 1983 right to regular
access to the outdoors” (Ref. 57, p 750). In 1979, the
U.S. Court of Appeals for the Ninth Circuit decided
Spain v. Procunier, which is another commonly cited
case in this area.6,7,27,58 The court reviewed case law
from across the country, writing, “there is substantial
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agreement among the cases in this area that some
form of regular outdoor exercise is extremely impor-
tant to the psychological and physical well being of
the inmates” (Ref. 58, p 199). In this decision, the
court noted that it was cruel and unusual punish-
ment to confine the convicted plaintiffs held in harsh
segregation conditions for “a period of years without
opportunity to go outside except for occasional court
appearances, attorney interviews, and hospital ap-
pointments” (Ref. 58, p 200). Several courts have
since indicated that prolonged confinement without
outdoor access may violate the constitutional rights
of incarcerated individuals, typically through the
Fourteenth Amendment for pretrial detainees or the
Eighth Amendment for convicted individuals.6,7

Rather than making sweeping or universal rulings,
courts have usually examined the specific conditions
of confinement when deciding these types of cases,
with input from expert witnesses or statutory require-
ments laid out by state legislatures also providing
guidance.6,7,59,60 The length of time in which some-
one is kept from outdoor access is often a key consid-
eration in these cases, with some courts finding that
periods of years, months, or even weeks without out-
door exercise could support constitutional claims.61,62

Courts may be less likely, moreover, to permit restric-
tions on outdoor access for incarcerated people if
these restrictions are for indefinite periods, as opposed
to determinable time frames for specific reasons.7,63

In a 2012 example, the U.S. District Court for the
District of Colorado considered the case of a con-
victed man in the Colorado prison system who had
been “deprived of any form of outdoor exercise, and
virtually any meaningful exposure to fresh air, for
12 years,” writing, “this prolonged deprivation is a
paradigm of inhumane treatment” (Ref. 61, p 1140).

Beyond the length of time restricted from the out-
doors, additional circumstances of confinement can
influence judicial decision-making in these cases.7

For example, courts have held that indoor facilities
can offer comparable or sufficient exposure to the
natural elements of the outdoors, such as a skylight
that can be opened to allow in fresh air in exercise
areas26 or windows in cells that let in natural light.64

If incarcerated people decline to utilize outdoor re-
creation when offered to do so, these behaviors may
undercut claims in court regarding being deprived
access to the outdoors.62 If people engage in threat-
ening or unpredictable behaviors during incarcera-
tion (e.g., violence, escape attempts), courts may

determine that restrictions on outdoor access may be
permissible if these restrictions are reasonably related
to promoting the safety and security of the facility.65

Protecting incarcerated people from infectious disease
transmission, such as confining individuals to their
cells for prolonged periods during the COVID-19
pandemic, may also serve as a justification for limited
out-of-cell time or even access to the outdoors.64 As a
result, not all courts have found that incarcerated people
must have access to the outdoors,6,7 and, even when
courts have recommended or required certain frequen-
cies of outdoor time during incarceration, these frequen-
cies have varied considerably, such as at least one hour
daily, one hour five times per week, one hour three
times per week, and two hours per week, among
others.6,27,59–61

Recent policies in California further highlight the
confusing mix of approaches to outdoor access in
jails and prisons. A number of jails in California do
not provide access to outdoor recreation spaces,
which has led to litigation over wider access to the
outdoors.60,64,66,67 By comparison, convicted indi-
viduals condemned to death in California have been
allowed as much as five hours of outdoor exercise
time every day of the week.68 In other words, in
California, pretrial detainees who have not been con-
victed of crimes may be denied access to any outdoor
recreation for months or even years, whereas individ-
uals convicted of crimes warranting the death penalty
are typically afforded weekly access to outdoor recre-
ation.64,67,68 Some of these discrepancies may be due
to varying degrees of oversight over different incar-
cerated populations; for example, condemned indi-
viduals may attract more public and legal attention
than individuals incarcerated for reasons unrelated to
the death penalty, which may shape the extent to
which these individuals are provided with outdoor
access. Still, given the patchwork of court decisions
and correctional policies in this area, as well as the
degree of litigation over these matters, it is possible
the U.S. Supreme Court could at some point provide
further guidance regarding the rights of incarcerated
people to access the outdoors.60

Future Directions

The COVID-19 pandemic led to severe lockdowns
both in U.S. correctional facilities and community set-
tings, calling attention to the experience of being con-
fined indoors for prolonged periods and its potential
role in shaping mental health outcomes.8–11,69 Growing
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evidence suggests access to the outdoors can have pos-
itive effects on mental health and other health-related
outcomes, although research remains limited with
regard to incarcerated populations. Meanwhile, incarcerated
individuals continue to pursue considerable litigation
over access to the outdoors, and U.S. courts have
come to varying conclusions about the degreeto
which incarcerated people require such access.
Relying on the mental health literature and case law
reviewed in this article, the authors suggest general
principles for the provision of outdoor access to incar-
cerated people, guided by the principle that the harms
of depriving someone of access to the outdoors are
potentially significant, even if they are understudied
because of logistics and ethics challenges.

First, if correctional facilities restrict outdoor access
for incarcerated individuals, these restrictions should
be justified with specific reasons, and these reasons
should be examined critically. Reasons for restricting
outdoor access might apply at the individual level,
such as someone posing an acute violence risk to
others in the facility, or at the population level, such as
the impracticality of offering outdoor recreation to
certain groups (e.g., people just booked into jail, given
the frequency of court visits and releases). If a correc-
tional facility relies on indoor accommodations (e.g.,
windows with indirect sunlight or a skylight that
opens to outdoor air) as a replacement for outdoor
access, the facility should justify why outdoor access
cannot be feasibly provided under present circumstan-
ces, as well as the nature of the outdoor exposures
(e.g., light, fresh air) provided by indoor accommoda-
tions. Policymakers overseeing the funding, design,
and construction of future jails and prisons should
question why any planned facility would not incorpo-
rate outdoor space from its inception and should con-
sider requiring these features through legislation,
agency regulations, or funding guidelines.

Second, restrictions on outdoor access during incar-
ceration should be time limited. For example, if a
prison were to restrict an individual’s outdoor access
due to violence risk, prison staff should continue to
reassess this violence risk at regular intervals and lift
the restriction at the earliest possible time. Similarly,
if a jail’s policy were to restrict outdoor access for
new bookings because of the rapid turnover of peo-
ple at intake and release, the policy should still
describe timelines by which people incarcerated in
that facility might become eligible for outdoor
access.

Third, jails and prisons should have clearly written
policies regarding outdoor access that describe the
potential reasons and time periods for restricting out-
door access, as well as protocols to be followed by
correctional staff for implementing or lifting these
restrictions. Absent these defined policies, custody
and health staff, as well as incarcerated people, may
be left with ambiguous guidance about when, or
whether at all, incarcerated people may be permitted
access to the outdoors, potentially fostering disagree-
ments and conflicts between staff and incarcerated
individuals. These types of defined policies can pro-
vide guidance for custody and health staff to follow
and provide a sense of expectations for incarcerated
people who may be subjected to these restrictions, as
well as a basis upon which to appeal prolonged or
undue restriction.
Fourth, additional research is needed to better

understand the mental health and other health-related
effects of restricting outdoor access or of providing
alternate outdoor exposures (e.g., small windows,
enclosed gyms) that correctional authorities claim,
generally with limited or no evidence, to be sufficient
replacements. Gathering data about the availability
and utilization of outdoor access during incarceration
can help characterize the types of outdoor recreation
afforded in different settings, as well as the ways in
which incarcerated people use and respond to different
availabilities of outdoor settings.70,71 Such data collec-
tion may not only enhance understanding about the
relationships between outdoor exposure and the men-
tal health needs of incarcerated people but may also
help determine how outdoor access relates to use of
correctional mental health services, including referrals
for care, frequency of appointments, and medication
prescribing (e.g., antidepressants, sleep medications).
Fundamentally, U.S. jail and prison authorities

should strive to expand access to outdoor recrea-
tion wherever and whenever possible, not only
because of research indicating its role in support-
ing mental health and other health-related out-
comes, but also in recognition of outdoor access as
a basic human right. In a 1996 article, Lee wrote, “a
plausible argument can be made that being outdoors
is a fundamental aspect of life and that prisoners
should be guaranteed some opportunity to see the
outdoors and, specifically, to see the outdoors in the
daytime” (Ref. 7, p 175). Through litigation and
other writings, incarcerated people have understand-
ably lamented going for months, years, or decades
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without access to fresh air, direct sunlight, nature, or
even the feeling of grass under their feet.11,61,72 In
recent years, advocates, policymakers, public health
experts, and others in the United States have sought
to begin unraveling mass incarceration and mitigating
its profound and inequitable impacts. While much
attention is rightfully being paid to efforts to reduce
and eliminate imprisonment wherever possible, the
frequently appalling conditions of life in jails and pris-
ons, including restrictions on outdoor access, must
not be forgotten and require urgent action.
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