
2023  Volume 7 | Issue 1 	

The Young Researcher

Recommended Citation
Habib, T. (2023). Mental healthcare provider’s perceptions on the effectiveness and viability of telepsychiatry in Allegheny 
County Jail. The Young Researcher, 7(1), 94-111. http://www.theyoungresearcher.com/papers/habib.pdf 

ISSN: 2560-9815 (Print) 2560-9823 (Online) Journal homepage: http://www.theyoungresearcher.com 

All articles appearing in The Young Researcher are licensed under CC BY-NC-ND 2.5 Canada License.

Mental Healthcare Provider’s 
Perceptions on the Effectiveness 
and Viability of Telepsychiatry in 

Allegheny County Jail
Tiffany Habib



94

Literature Review
Introduction

In the United States, the healthcare system in cor-
rectional facilities is notorious for being inadequate 
and unsuitable for the incarcerated. !e nationwide 
incarceration rate is found to be the highest in the 
world (Statista, 2021). To be speci"c, as of 2019, 2.1 
million people were in jails (Gramlich, 2021). Ad-
ditionally, over half of the inmates in these jails have 
been diagnosed with a mental illness (Collier, 2014). 
Due to the large number of incarcerated people in the 
United States, the mental healthcare services provided 
to the inmates are scarce, insu#cient, and has led to 
a lack of available mental healthcare sta$ (Gonzalez, 
2014). !us, to help prevent this high incarceration 
rate in the United States, improvements must be made 
to the mental health services provided to the inmates 
(Wilper et al., 2009). 

!e medical "eld has seen recent technological ad-

vancements that have bridged the gap between health-
care providers and the incarcerated. !e adoption of a 
medical system called telepsychiatry can provide jails 
with access to the necessary mental health services. 
Telepsychiatry is useful when providing mental health 
services to patients in isolated areas, where inmates 
reside (Hubley et al., 2016). However, there is a lack 
of research on the e#ciency and viability of telepsy-
chiatry in jails from the perspective of the provider, 
and no research done speci"cally in the Pennsylvania, 
Allegheny County jail. !is leads the researcher to 
question: What are local mental health care workers’ 
opinions on the e$ectiveness and viability of telepsy-
chiatry in Allegheny County Jail?

Key Terminology

Telemedicine- A remote medical system used to 
diagnose and treat patients through di$erent kinds of 
technology or video calls (Haleem et al., 2021). 
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Telepsychiatry- A speci"c branch of telemedicine 
which provides psychiatric services across long dis-
tances using technology (Iris telehealth). 

Jail- Houses “pretrial defendants” who are unable 
to make bail and shorter-term felonies (Schlanger, 
2003). 

Prison- Houses long term defendants (Schlanger, 
2003).

Correctional Facilities- A general term for prisons 
and jails.

Deinstitutionalization- Deinstitutionalization is 
a set of new policies and treatments that caused the 
number of mentally ill people to radically decrease in 
mental hospitals between 1955 and the present (Ra-
phael et al., 2014).  

Telepsychiatry Overview

Telepsychiatry "rst originated in the very late 
1950’s. It originated in order to increase access to 
medical resources for areas with isolated populations 
(Hyler S.E & Gangure, 2002). In recent years, telepsy-
chiatry has been used in various areas such as schools, 
clinics, and jails. While telemedicine is not a relatively 
new medical discipline, it has become a “necessity” af-
ter the Covid-19 pandemic (!e American Journal of 
Surgery). !e Covid-19 pandemic made this system 
a necessity due to the social distance needed between 
the patient and provider. Due to this pandemic, there 
has been increased research on the e$ect of this medi-
cal system on the patients. 

A series of advantages have been cited about the 
e$ectiveness of telepsychiatry for patients. For in-
stance, increased access to medical services is the 
main advantage when using telepsychiatry (Gutske et 
al., 2004). Other advantages include convenience and 
cost e$ectiveness for patients. !e World Journal of 
Psychiatry even claims that telehealth care is compa-
rable to in-person care (Hubley et al., 2016). In a study 
done by the O#ce Journal of the National Compre-
hensive Cancer Network, patients demonstrated that 
they had a high level of satisfaction with telehealth 
care, but preferred o#ce visits over telehealth care.

Disadvantages are also cited by patients about 
telehealth. A main disadvantage cited is the e$ect of 
the patient-provider relationship when using tech-
nology. One study found that there were challenges 
in building rapport and having therapeutic alliances. 

!e study also cited communication issues and lim-
ited provider attention (Andreadis, 2023). !is seems 
to be a common theme found by many patients and 
studies. Patient-provider relationships are essential 
for the provider to achieve in order to start treating 
the patient (Wampold, 2015). !is is why technology 
in%uencing the relationship between the patient and 
the provider is a major drawback when using tele-
health.

Although there is signi"cant research on the over-
all e$ectiveness of telepsychiatry, there is limited 
research on its potential to address healthcare chal-
lenges in jails. 

History of Healthcare in Jails

In the 1950’s, there was a surge of inmates with 
mental illnesses in correctional facilities. !is can be 
attributed to the deinstitutionalization of asylums, 
which caused an in%ux to the national incarceration 
rate (Raphael et al., 2014). !is surge of inmates with 
mental illnesses was a huge problem for the American 
healthcare system. Previously, jails were not equipped 
for such a massive amount of people. Also, healthcare 
in jails and prisons was not recognized as a human 
right until the 1970’s. !is led to the massive mis-
treatment of inmates in jails all across the U.S. How-
ever in 1976, the U.S Supreme Court acknowledged 
that improper healthcare in jails violates the Eighth 
Amendment, which states that no cruel and unusual 
punishment is warranted in correctional facilities 
(Cornell Law School). Following the acknowledge-
ment of inadequate healthcare in jails, providers and 
security guards had to balance between security of the 
inmates, and proper provision of healthcare (U.S De-
partment of Justice). 

Problems with the Healthcare system in 
Correctional Facilities

!e acknowledgement that the lack of healthcare 
services within jails violates the U.S constitution 
somewhat improved access to healthcare services 
to jails. However, even with this acknowledgement, 
there are still numerous issues with the healthcare 
system in the U.S. Jails function as health care pro-
viders for a large part of the population, due to the 
high incarceration rate in the U.S, meaning that the 
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issues in providing mental health services must be 
addressed (Butler 2014). While more than half of 
the inmates in jails have some sort of mental illness, 
about 10 to 25% of inmates su$er from severe mental 
illness (Collier, 2014).  !ere are many underlying 
reasons as to why many incarcerated people have 
mental health issues. For instance, underlying rea-
sons such as poverty, racism, and substance abuse 
can all trigger mental health disorders (Johnson, 
2020).  A large portion of the prison and jail popula-
tion do not receive mental health services because 
of the severe understa#ng of mental health workers 
(Gonzalez 2014). A research study by the National 
Library of Medicine reinforced this notion when in-
terviewing formerly incarcerated adults who stated 
that they struggled to access mental health services 
due to “cumbersome procedures” and “inadequate 
sta#ng” (Canada et al., 2022). !is survey reinforced 
prior research done on the inadequacy of mental 
health services in jails all over the country. 

Suicide is also a very prevalent issue and the lead-
ing cause of death in correctional facilities across the 
nation (US Department of Justice). !e rate of suicide 
among incarcerated people is known to be higher in 
jails then it is in prisons (!ornburn). Suicide in jails 
can again be attributed to a lack of mental health-
care sta$. For example, a study done in the New York 
City Department of Correction reveals that ninety-
one percent of inmates who committed suicide, did 
so when they were alone and without supervision 
(US Department of Justice). Another study in the 
Maryland prison system reveals that the suicide rate 
in the speci"c correctional facility studied is higher 
than that in the community as a whole (!ornburn). 
!erefore, consideration of the mental health sta#ng 
is necessary in order to prevent suicide in correctional 
facilities across the nation. 

Problems with the Allegheny County Jail

!e o#cial Allegheny County Jail website reports 
that 40% of its inmates are on some type of medica-
tion for mental illnesses (Allegheny County, 2022). 
However, the amount of people on medication is not 
an accurate representation of the amount of people 
experiencing mental health issues. Recently, the Uni-
versity of Pittsburgh published a survey about the 
Allegheny County Jail inmates which revealed many 

existing problems with the healthcare system in this 
local jail. !rough this survey, many respondents 
disclosed that they had a “high level of dissatisfaction 
with medical care in the jail” (Farmer, 2022). Other 
recent articles have made an appearance in the local 
media about the number of unnecessary deaths due 
to suicide Allegheny County Jail has experienced. 
!e Pittsburgh National Institute of Journalism con-
"rmed that 13 men have died since the Covid-19 
pandemic (Hailer, 2022). !ese deaths have shocked 
the Pittsburgh community, with a series of newspa-
pers reporting these deaths in detail, claiming that 
these deaths are due to mental health sta#ng short-
ages. Brittany Hailer, from the Pennsylvania Capitol 
Star News also reports that severe understa#ng has 
reduced the amount of mental health treatments in 
the jail, which has made suicide a very prevalent is-
sue (Hailer, 2022). !us, the suicide rate and the sur-
vey published by the University of Pittsburgh show 
the many existing issues in the healthcare system in 
the Allegheny County Jail. 

 Advantages of Telepsychiatry in 
Correctional Facilities

Telemedicine has been focused on providing 
healthcare to places that have sta#ng shortages or are 
in remote areas (Collins et al., 2019).  For example, 
the U.S Department of Justice states that an experi-
ment in the late 1990s demonstrated the feasibility 
of telemedicine in correctional facilities (Ashcro& et 
al., 2002). Telepsychiatry can “positively impact” the 
quality of mental health care in jails by providing ac-
cess to medical sta$ and increasing communication 
between the doctors and inmates (O#ce of Justice 
Programs, 1998). For example, a study by the Ohio 
State University in 1994 investigated the e$ects of 
telemedicine and implemented this system for Ohio 
prison inmates. !e University concluded that physi-
cians and inmates were generally satis"ed with health 
care through telemedicine (Mekhijian et al., 2009). 
Additionally, a semi-structured interview with a 
healthcare provider claimed that access to services is 
one of the main advantages of telepsychiatry (Hubley 
et al., 2016). A study by Deslich et al (2013) further 
found that access to services is a de"nite advantage 
of telepsychiatry. Already, jails are implementing this 
new system to provide better access to mental health 

THE EFFECTIVENESS OF TELEPSYCHIATRY IN ALLEGHENY COUNTY JAIL



97

services for their inmates. For example, in a study cit-
ed by Michelle Amartey, California began using tele-
psychiatry in its local jails to combat sta#ng short-
ages, which proved to be highly e$ective (Amartey, 
2022). !e local Pennsylvania, Allegheny County Jail 
has already begun implementing telepsychiatry in its 
healthcare system. It provides professional visits with 
mental health workers through the use of technology, 
in order to provide access to mental health services 
(Allegheny County). !ere has been an increased us-
age of telepsychiatry in numerous jails throughout the 
nation, demonstrating that this system may be a viable 
option for improving healthcare within jails (Batastini 
et al., 2016). 

Disadvantages of Telepsychiatry in 
Correctional Facilities

While many studies in the "eld cited advantages 
to telepsychiatry use in jails, this medical system can 
pose signi"cant disadvantages. For example, a study 
on patient and provider perspectives on telehealth 
revealed that most providers were dissatis"ed with 
telehealth. A possible reason could be the lack of 
professional relationships between the provider and 
inmate (Angus et al., 2005). In correctional facilities 
speci"cally, a strong patient and provider relation-
ship is essential in order to ensure that the inmates 
receive the best quality of care (SAMHSA). Already 
many studies about telehealth in general have proven 
that the quality of the patient-provider relationship is 
a$ected through the use of technology for treatment 
(Andreadis, 2023; Angus el al., 2005). !us, these 
"ndings pose severe drawbacks to the telepsychiatry 
system and its use in correctional facilities.

Another study by the American Psychological As-
sociation demonstrates that patients largely preferred 
in-person care over telepsychiatry (Batastini et al., 
2016). !is could be due to possible concerns over a 
lack of security for patient data when using technol-
ogy (Watson, 2020). In a semi-structured interview 
done by Deslich et al (2013), !istlewaithe, a mental 
healthcare provider, cited that one of the main draw-
backs of telepsychiatry is technological limitations 
(Deslich et al., 2013). !us, while telepsychiatry does 
provide bene"ts on correctional facilities, there are 
also many severe drawbacks in this system. 

Assumptions 

To e$ectively continue the study of the impact of tele-
psychiatry in correctional facilities, the researcher must 
assume that mental health is a prevalent issue for the in-
mates in correctional facilities (Collier 2014). !e United 
States has the highest incarceration rate in the world, and 
the majority of inmates have mental illnesses, validating 
this assumption (Statista, 2021; !ornburn, 1995). 

!e researcher must also assume that the health-
care system in jails is not e#cient, nor provides ad-
equate mental healthcare services. Jails have long re-
ceived substandard mental healthcare services due to 
severe understa#ng, and this impacts the healthcare 
system of the jail as a whole (Gonzalez 2014). !is 
may be due to a lack of human health resources which 
would lead to challenges with local recruitment and 
retention of mental health sta$. 

Lastly, the researcher must "nally assume that tele-
psychiatry has already been implemented within the 
Allegheny County Jail in order to be able to research 
the e$ectiveness of this system within the jail. 

Justi"cation

Healthcare is a human right and due to the many re-
cent news stories and surveys exposing the healthcare 
system in Allegheny County Jail, this issue is now re-
ceiving new light on mainstream media. Healthcare and 
speci"cally mental health services should be provided 
to all humans regardless of the punishment. If health-
care services are not provided, then this is a violation 
of the Eighth Amendment which demands that there 
be no cruel or unusual punishment towards inmates 
(Cornell Law School). Inmates have a right to care and 
increasing access to such care should be a priority. Also, 
telepsychiatry has become a necessity in recent years 
(!e American Journal of Surgery). Telepsychiatry has 
been found to provide healthcare to otherwise remote 
areas; however, there is a lack of research on provider 
comfort levels and willingness to engage with inmates, 
speci"cally in the Allegheny County Jail. !erefore, due 
to the recent inquiries into the healthcare system in Al-
legheny County Jail, and the recent addition of telepsy-
chiatry in this local jail, this leads the researcher to the 
question: What are local mental health workers’ opin-
ions on the e$ectiveness and viability of telepsychiatry 
in Allegheny County Jail?
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Method
Purpose

!e purpose of this study was to collect data on the 
perceptions of local mental healthcare providers on 
the e$ectiveness and viability of telepsychiatry in Al-
legheny County Jail. Analyzing these responses aided 
the researcher to understand the advantages and dis-
advantages of the implementation of telepsychiatry in 
this local jail.  

!e method chosen was to use an online Google 
Forms survey to collect data. !is is a convergent par-
allel, mixed method. !is type of method was chosen 
to gain access to a large population of mental health-
care providers while also understanding the motives 
behind each of their answers. Also, both the survey 
multiple choice questions and the open-ended ques-
tions led to analysis in comparing the two sections 
which made a convergent parallel mixed method the 
most e$ective. !is method also provided a larger va-
riety of mental health workers who were able to an-
swer the survey. For example, there were responses 
from mental healthcare providers who worked in Al-
legheny County Jail and providers who had no a#li-
ation with the jail. !is allowed for a wider range of 
data to be collected and allowed the researcher to gain 
statistically signi"cant "ndings (see Appendix A for 
survey).                                           

Sample Procedure and 
Characteristics

Participants 

In order to participate in this study, respondents 
must have been a mental healthcare provider that lives 
or works in the Allegheny County area. Participants 
were limited to Allegheny County because this study 
asked questions directly about Allegheny County Jail, 
and widening the participant pool would not be prac-
tical. !ey were also limited to this area to ensure that 
the participants were able to answer speci"c questions 
related to the Allegheny County Jail. While the use of 
telepsychiatry is important to the study, the goal of 
this study was mainly to explore the e$ectiveness and 

viability of telepsychiatry. In order to do this, provider 
willingness to use this system must be gauged. !us, 
the use of telepsychiatry was not an essential require-
ment for participation.  Participants were recruited 
through the use of texts, emails, word of mouth, QR 
codes, phone calls, and personal contacts who worked 
with the jail.

Ethicality and IRB Approval

!is study was approved by the Institutional Re-
view Board. All personal information-collecting fea-
tures on the Google Forms survey were turned o$, 
to maintain anonymity. On the survey, a consent and 
debrie"ng form was attached. All responses were 
anonymous and kept in a Google Folder that only the 
researcher and the project director had access to. Af-
ter one year, all personal records will be destroyed to 
ensure participant anonymity. 

Survey Design

!e survey began with informed consent and de-
mographics for the researcher to gauge the provider’s 
age di$erences, and what type of mental healthcare 
worker they are. A&er this, they were asked about 
di$erent work habits such as where and when they 
use telepsychiatry or their knowledge of Allegheny 
County Jail. A&er these questions, there was a section 
provided only to participants who answered that they 
had a#liation with the Allegheny County Jail. !is 
section was about the speci"cs of the mental health-
care services provided and the medical system used in 
the jail. A&er this, participants were asked about the 
advantages and disadvantages of implementing tele-
psychiatry in Allegheny County Jail. !ey were then 
debriefed about the survey, and o$ered a link to send 
the survey to any others that "t the description (See 
Appendix A for the survey). 

!e survey questions were adapted from two dif-
ferent peer reviewed research studies to maintain the 
validity and credibility of the questions. One of the 
sources was a study by Deslich et al., (2013). Some 
of the questions in the survey were adapted from the 
semi-structured interview provided in this study. 
Some of the questions were paraphrased and multi-
ple-choice answers were added. Also, some questions 
were used in the open-ended section; however, they 
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were used to ask speci"c questions about Allegheny 
County Jail. !e other study was by the Mayo Clinic 
in Florida (Malou$ et al., 2021). !is study researched 
physician satisfaction with telemedicine in general. 
While this study has no relation to telepsychiatry in 
correctional facilities, the questions were adapted 
from this survey because the structure of this survey 
was somewhat similar to the survey questions made 
by the researcher. !is furthered the credibility of the 
questions asked by the researcher. !e questions were 
then reviewed by the Institutional Review in order to 
ensure that the wording of the questions was unbiased 
and clear. 

Findings and Analysis
General Findings 

In total, there were 23 respondents; however, 
one participant did not consent to participate in the 
study. Another participant was not a mental health-
care worker, which was a requirement to participate 
in this study. !erefore, only 21 responses could be 
used for research purposes. Of the 21 responses, only 
3 participants worked in the Allegheny County Jail. 

!e survey contained a section speci"cally for mental 
health workers who worked in Allegheny County Jail; 
however, it was excluded due to the lack of respon-
dents that worked in the Jail. !is caused the primary 
objective of this study to be revised to learning gen-
erally about mental health provider attitudes toward 
telepsychiatry, with a secondary objective of learning 
perceptions within the jail. 

A series of multiple-choice questions were asked to 
gauge the di$erent perceptions of the mental health 
workers. !e questions primarily consisted of multi-
ple-choice answers to gain a clear understanding of 
each participant’s perceptions.

    As shown in Figure 1, therapists were the most 
common type of mental healthcare worker in this 
study; six therapists participated. Other types of men-
tal health workers that participated included psychia-
trists, school counselors, clinical psychologists, etc. 
All participants either worked or lived in Allegheny 
County, which was a requirement of participation.

As shown in Figure 2, the majority of participants 
never use telepsychiatry while working, and only two 
participants always use telepsychiatry. As seen in Fig-
ure 3, of the 21 participants, only three (14.3%) work 
with the Allegheny County Jail. !e other 18 partici-
pants have no a#liation with the jail. !is "gure dem-

Figure 1
Types of Mental Healthcare Workers
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onstrates the lack of mental health workers who utilize 
telepsychiatry and that most mental health workers 
surveyed have no a#liation with Allegheny County 
Jail. !e lack of mental health workers that use tele-

psychiatry in Allegheny County limits this study be-
cause it may cause unreliable and inaccurate opinions 
regarding telepsychiatry use in Allegheny County Jail. 
Also, the majority of mental healthcare workers did 

Figure 2
Demographics/Work Habits of Participants
Note: One participant refrained from answering this particular question

Figure 3 
Percentage of Participants who have provided Mental Healthcare Services to Allegheny County Jail
Note: !e lack of mental healthcare workers that provide services to inmates is a limitation that will later be 

addressed in this paper.
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not work with Allegheny County, which also could ac-
count for inaccurate data. !ese inaccurate opinions 
could take place since the mental healthcare work-
ers who are not a#liated with the jail may base their 
opinions from word of mouth or the mainstream me-

dia. A section of the survey asking about the speci"c 
conditions in Allegheny County Jail was excluded due 
to this limitation. 

As shown in table 1, around 50% of participants 
who do not work in Allegheny County Jail know little 

Table 1 
Participants Knowledge of the Mental Healthcare Services provided in Allegheny County Jail
Note: !is Figure does not include responses from participants who worked in Allegheny County Jail.

Knowledge of Mental 
Healthcare Services

Frequency of 
Occurrence

Percent of 
Occurrence

Sample Quote(s)

Participants have an aver-
age amount of knowledge

1 5.5% “Average Amount”

Participants used to be 
familiar with the services 

2 11% “I used to be familiar with the services, but 
have not been in that "eld for many years.”

“A little. I was more familiar 10 years ago.”

Participants have a negative 
perception of the services 

2 11% “I have heard that it is not necessarily their 
main priority and that services are some-
times provided by those not technically 

working in the mental health "eld.”

“I do not know a lot, but I do not hear many 
good remarks about it. I hear that it is poor 

and limited.”

Participants have little to 
no knowledge about the 

services

9 50% “I don’t know anything about it.”

“Little to none speci"c to the Allegheny 
County Jail.”

Participants have “some” 
knowledge of the services 

3 16.6% “Some”

Participants have speci"c 
knowledge of the services 

provided at Allegheny 
County Jail

3 16.6% “I know the intake process for mental health 
screenings.”

“I have provided therapy to patients upon 
release from prison and collaborated with a 
psychiatrist who provided medication man-
agement to patients while incarcerated at the 

Allegheny County Jail”
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to nothing about the mental health services provided 
there. Only 16.6% of participants had speci"c knowl-
edge regarding the jail and the mental health services 
provided in this local jail. !is demonstrates that 
there may be a lack of awareness in this population 
surrounding the mental health treatment of inmates, 
which is one of the main reasons for increasing men-
tal health disorders in jails (Flegel & Stanbrook, 2010). 
Also, some mental health care workers remarked on 
negative perceptions of the mental health services 
provided in Allegheny County, demonstrating the 
participants’ existing negative biases of the services 
provided in Allegheny County Jail. !ese negative 
perceptions could be due to several things, such as 
word of mouth and media coverage. 

Figure 4a shows that most participants (65%) do 
not believe that telepsychiatry provides the same qual-
ity of care as in-person care. In contrast, the rest of 
the participants believe that telepsychiatry o$ers the 
same level of care. Similarly, in "gure 4b, about the 
same percentage of participants who have used tele-
psychiatry at least once (66.7%) do not believe that 
telepsychiatry provides that same quality of care as in-
person care. !is demonstrates that most participants 
generally believe that in-person services provide a 
better quality of care, regardless of whether they have 
used telepsychiatry or not. !ese results demonstrate 
that there could be a lack of willingness to use tele-
psychiatry by mental health workers which supports 
the results of a study claiming that many healthcare 

providers were not as satis"ed with telepsychiatry, a 
reason being lack of professional relationships (An-
gus et al., 2005). !e lack of willingness by healthcare 
providers in this study also matches the participant’s 
responses in the open-ended part of the survey, with 
many of them citing a lack of relationship with the pa-
tient as a disadvantage in using telepsychiatry. Figure 
5 shows that the vast majority of participants (80%) 
prefer in-person care over telepsychiatry, negating re-

Figure 4a                                                       
All Participants’ Opinions on the Quality of Patient 
Care when using Telepsychiatry

Note: !is "gure showcases all participants’  responses.

Figure 4b         
Participants with Experience in Telepsychiatry Opin-
ions on the Quality of Patient Care when using Tele-
psychiatry

Note: !is "gure showcases responses only from partici-
pants who have experience with telepsychiatry.

Figure 5 
Number of Participants that prefer in-person care 
over telepsychiatry.

Figure 6
Provider Willingness to work with Allegheny County 
Jail using Telepsychiatry Visits
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search done in the "eld that most physicians seemed 
primarily satis"ed with the usage of telepsychiatry 
(Ho$ & Rim, 2022).

Figure 6 shows that the majority of participants 
(95.2%) believe using telepsychiatry visits in Allegh-
eny County Jail would increase the willingness of 
mental health workers to work with the jail. Only one 
respondent negated this. !is chart contrasts the re-
sponses shown in Figure 5, where most participants 
preferred in-person care over telepsychiatry. !is 
demonstrates that while most participants prefer in-

person care over telepsychiatry, they concur that this 
system may be necessary to use regarding the inmates. 
!e participants’ responses show that telepsychiatry 
may positively a$ect the willingness of mental health 
workers to work with the jail.

Table 2 depicts that the most common advantage 
cited by participants is that access to services for pa-
tients would increase. !is seems to be a common 
advantage in most studies on telepsychiatry within 
correctional facilities (Hubley et al., 2016; Canada et 
al., 2022). Following this, in order of most frequent 

Table 2
Open- Ended Responses (Notable Advantages of Telepsychiatry in Allegheny County Jail)

Advantages of 
Telepsychiatry in 

Allegheny County 
Jail

Number of 
Occurrences

Percent of 
Occurrences

Sample Quote(s)

Access to care for 
patients would 

increase

9 50% “More access to care for patients”

“!e main advantage would be the number of 
inmates able to access services”

“Telepsychiatry can help address the need for ac-
cess. You can have a therapist in Arizona work-

ing with a person in Allegheny County.”

Less risk/more 
safety is provided 

for the mental 
health workers

5 27% “Advantages, mainly access without risk.”

“Advantages would be less risk to the individuals 
providing the service physically”

“!ere are also risks associated with an outsider 
coming into the jail through manipulation by the 

inmates, threat of harm, potential for abuse.”

Convenience for 
mental health 

workers providing 
telepsychiatry

4 22% “An advantage would be allowing more %exibility 
and availability for the therapist to work with the 

inmates.”

“Less travel time to and from appointments for 
the psychiatrists.”

Lower costs for the 
services provided at 

the Jail

2 11% “Decreases the cost of services to the jail. 
!rough an independent contractor, the jail 

saves money while being able to provide services 
to their inmates.”

Note: !ree participants refrained from answering this question. 
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Table 3
Open- Ended Responses (Notable Disadvantages of Telepsychiatry in Allegheny County Jail)

Disadvantages of 
Telepsychiatry in 

Allegheny County Jail

Number of 
Occurrences

Percent of 
Occurrences

Sample Quote(s)

Lack of patient-doctor 
relationships/ possible 

Misreading of body lan-
guage

9 50% “I do think that for the bene"t of the 
inmates, face to face contact is more ben-
e"cial for the rehabilitation and treatment 

of said inmate.”

“Not being able to full read and react to 
body language,”

“With this population I think there is so 
much to be gained from in-person obser-

vation that would be missed. !at said, less 
than ideal is better than no treatment!”  

Technological limitations 2 11% “Technological limitations of a user inter-
face”

“Disadvantages also include service inter-
ruptions that may occur over Telehealth.”

Misuse of services 2 11% “Disadvantage, potential misuse of ser-
vices.”

“Disadvantages include breaches of con"-
dentiality”

Inmates are more isolated 3 16.6% “Disadvantages- lack of human contact, 
more isolated”

“Having an outsider come into the hospital 
allows the inmates a di$erent break in their 

monotonous day.”

“Especially within the jails, I think that safe 
space with another human is crucial.”

advantage to least would be: (2) telepsychiatry reduces 
the risk for psychiatrists and provides more safety to 
them, (3) it provides more convenience for the mental 
health workers, and (4) it reduces the costs for the ser-
vices provided in the jail. !ese "ndings further sup-
port the idea made by mental health practitioners that 
the usage of telepsychiatry lowers the costs of services 
and also increases access to the care provided to the 

inmates (Deslich at el., 2013).
As shown in Table 3, the main disadvantage cited 

by participants is that it a$ects the professional re-
lationships able to be made between a doctor and a 
patient. It also can lead to di#culty and the possibility 
of misreading body cues. However, the Journal of Tele-
medicine and Telecare contradicts these statements 
and "nds that telehealth usually does not a$ect doc-
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tor-patient relationships (Miller, 2003). Nevertheless, 
this was one of the main concerns of mental health-
care workers in Allegheny County. Following this, 
three participants cited that inmates are more isolat-
ed, two cited potential misuse of services, and another 
two cited technological limitations as disadvantages 
of the telepsychiatry system in Allegheny County Jail. 
However, as one participant stated, “less than ideal 
[treatment] is better than no treatment!” Another 
participant shared this view saying, “Telehealth is bet-
ter than no mental health support at all.” Most partici-
pants concur that while telepsychiatry is not an ideal 
system of medicine, it is a viable and necessary system 
to use in jail systems. !is also relates to Figures 4 and 
6. While most participants selected that they have a 
preference for face-to-face care rather than telepsy-
chiatry, it was almost a consensus in Figure 6 that the 
use of telepsychiatry would increase the amount of 
mental health workers willing to work with the jail. 
Also, out of the 18 participants, eight participants only 
cited advantages of telepsychiatry, six cited advantages 
and disadvantages, and four participants only cited 
disadvantages. !is also further demonstrates that 
while most participants expressed a preference for in-
person care, they viewed telepsychiatry as necessary 
for the inmates and believed that it conveyed more 
advantages than disadvantages. !ese statements and 
the charts suggest that most mental health workers in 
the Allegheny County area view telepsychiatry as a 
non-ideal but necessary system.

Limitations
!e method chosen by the researcher did pose a 

few limitations. First, while there was some qualitative 
data on the Google Forms survey, most questions were 
multiple choice, which limits the understanding of 
the mental health workers’ motives for choosing each 
answer. Additionally, many mental health workers 
working in Allegheny County were not willing to take 
the time to complete the survey, leading to a medio-
cre sample size. However, in order to maintain valid-
ity, the researcher based the survey questions o$ of a 
similar study addressing telemedicine, but not speci"-
cally in jails (Malou$ et al., 2021). !e researcher also 
based some other questions in the survey o$ Deslich 
et al., (2013), which used a semi-structured interview 

in order to understand the e$ects of telepsychiatry in 
jails. More studies about the usage of telepsychiatry 
with incarcerated people are needed in order to cor-
roborate these "ndings nationwide. 

Another limitation is the minimal amount of data 
collected by the researcher for people a#liated with 
Allegheny County Jail.  Although the researcher dis-
tributed the survey to contacts at the jail and emailed 
people who worked with the jail, only three responses 
were received from participants who work at the jail. 
!is discredited a substantial section of the survey 
since a representative sample was not surveyed. Also, 
this limited the understanding of the technology of-
fered, the amount of mental health sta#ng in the jail, 
and the types of mental healthcare services provided 
there. Consequently, the conclusions derived from the 
data are more general toward the mental health com-
munity in Allegheny County as a whole, rather than 
a speci"c section geared towards people who work in 
the jail. !is could skew data speci"cally for questions 
regarding the Allegheny County jail since participants 
were answering based on secondary knowledge and 
not prior experience. In future studies, to avoid this 
limitation, there must be a representative sample in-
cluding a greater number of mental health workers 
who work with the Allegheny County jail. 

Conclusions and Real-World 
Implications

!is study sought to explore the e$ectiveness and 
viability of telepsychiatry in Allegheny County Jail. 
Overall, the "ndings suggest that while the majority 
of mental health providers prefer in-person care over 
telepsychiatry, they mostly concur that using telepsy-
chiatry is necessary within the jail. Also, participants 
demonstrated that willingness to work in the jail may 
increase if telepsychiatry was generally used in jails.

From a societal standpoint, this implication is ben-
e"cial for the incarcerated. If mental health providers 
have increased willingness to work with jails, this may 
be able to alleviate the severe understa#ng of men-
tal health providers in jails. With more mental health 
providers willing to work with the incarcerated, tele-
psychiatry may allow the healthcare systems in the 
jails across the nation to improve. It may also allow for 
more access to healthcare services for inmates, which 
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is one of the main advantages mental health care pro-
viders cited. 

However, more research is needed in order to gain 
an e$ective understanding of the e#ciency of telepsy-
chiatry, not only in Allegheny County, but across the 
nation. Along with mental health workers’ percep-
tions of telepsychiatry, it would be bene"cial to exam-
ine the e$ectiveness of telepsychiatry within the jail 
system with providers who speci"cally work with the 
local jail, rather than general mental health providers. 
!e perspective of the inmates themselves is also criti-
cal to understanding the e$ectiveness and viability of 
this system within jails across the nation. Also, with 
a larger sample size, researchers could take into ac-
count how the age of the provider or the location of 
the jail impacts the willingness of the provider to use 
telepsychiatry. 

Overall, these suggestions aim to further research 
in the "eld and to help grow the understanding of the 
factors that allows telepsychiatry to be an e#cient and 
viable system in jails. !ese suggestions also o$er ex-
planations on what factors contribute to a provider’s 
willingness to use this system as a whole. Using this 
information could help to alleviate the grave issues 
in this nation’s mental health policies for inmates and 
contribute to the improvement of mental health ser-
vices in correctional facilities across the nation. 
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Appendix A: Survey

Opinions on Telepsychiatry in the 
Allegheny County Jail
Opinions on Telepsychiatry in Allegheny 
County Jail Consent Form

You are being asked to take part in a research study 
of the opinions of local mental health workers on tele-
psychiatry in Allegheny County Jail.  We are asking 
you to take part because you provide psychological 
service in the Allegheny County area. Please read this 
form carefully and ask any questions you may have 
before agreeing to take part in the study.

What the study is about: !e purpose of this study 
is to learn the opinions of local mental health workers 
on telepsychiatry in Allegheny County Jail. You must 
be a mental health worker who has lived or worked 
in the Allegheny County area, in order to complete 
this survey. 

What we will ask you to do: If you agree to be in 
this study, a Google Form will be utilized.  !is Google 
Form will include questions about the e$ectiveness 
and viability of telepsychiatry, your work habits, and 
your personal experiences with telepsychiatry and the 
Allegheny County Jail. !is interview will take about 
10 minutes to complete. With your permission, we 
would like to keep your responses on a Google Folder 
only accessible by the researcher and the advisor. 

Risks and bene!ts:
!ere is a risk that you may "nd some of the ques-

tions about your work conditions and the healthcare 
of inmates to be sensitive. !ere are no bene"ts to you 
other than understanding the newer technologies in 
medicine. !e researcher hopes to gain insight on 
your opinions about the viability and e$ectiveness of 
telepsychiatry in Allegheny County Jail. Overall, this 
research may be used to understand mental health 
workers opinions on this topic and possibly "nding 
improvements that can be made based on these opin-
ions.

Compensation: !ere will be no compensation 
provided upon the completion of this survey.

Your answers will be con"dential. !e records of 
this study will be kept private. In any sort of report, we 
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make public we will not include any information that 
will make it possible to identify you. Research records 
will be kept in a Google Folder, accessible only by the 
researcher and the advisor. A&er one year, any records 
will be deleted.

Taking part is voluntary: Taking part in this study 
is completely voluntary. You may skip any questions 
that you do not want to answer. None of the questions 
are mandatory to answer, and you are allowed to skip 
any questions you do not wish to answer. If you decide 
to take part in this survey, you are free to withdraw at 
any time.

If you have questions: !e researcher conduct-
ing this study is Ti$any Habib. If you have questions 
upon completion of this survey, you may contact Tif-
fany Habib at hti075@hamptontalbots.org. If you have 
any questions or concerns regarding your rights as a 
subject in this study, you may contact the Institutional 
Review Board (IRB) at Roos@ht-sd.org

You may return to this page at any time while tak-
ing this survey.

Have you understood the above information and 
consent to participate in this study?

Yes, I do consent to participate in this study.
No, I do not consent to participate in this study.
Demographics
What is your age?
18-29
30-49
50-64
65 and above
What type of Mental Health Worker are you?
Psychologist
Psychiatrist
Clinical psychologist
Mental Health Counselor
!erapist
Other…
De!nitions 
For the Purpose of this study:
Telemedicine is the remote treatment of patients 

usually through di"erent kinds of technology or 
video calls (Haleem et al., 2021).

Telepsychiatry is a more speci!c branch of tele-
medicine which provides psychiatric services across 
long distances through the use of technology (Iris 
Health). 

Work Habits

#e following should be based on your own per-
sonal experiences in treating patients.

Do you provide telepsychiatry during work?
Yes, I do utilize telepsychiatry during work.
No, I do not utilize telepsychiatry during work.
How o$en do you provide telepsychiatry while 

working?
Never
Rarely
Sometimes
O&en
Always
Where do you work when providing telepsychia-

try?
At home
At the clinic
In the o#ce
I do not use telepsychiatry.
Other…
Have you provided mental health services to peo-

ple who are incarcerated?
Yes, I have provided mental health services to peo-

ple who are incarcerated.
No, I have not provided mental health services to 

people who are incarcerated.
If you answered no to the previous question, how 

much do you know about the mental health services 
in Allegheny County Jail?

-----------------------------------------------------------
--------------------------------------------------------------
------------------------------------------

If you answered yes to the previous question, 
what kind of work do you do with people who are 
incarcerated?

-----------------------------------------------------------
--------------------------------------------------------------
-----------------------------------------

Have you worked with the Allegheny County jail? 
Yes, I have.
No, I have not.
Mental Health Services provided in Allegheny 

County Jail
#ese questions should be answered based on 

experience. 
What types of mental health services are provid-

ed at Allegheny County Jail?
Telehealth visits
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Counseling
Prescribing Medication
Medical supervision
Other…
Do most inmates have access to technology in or-

der to do telepsychiatry?
Yes, they do have access to the technology needed 

to do telepsychiatry.
No, they do not have access to the technology 

needed to do telepsychiatry.
Are there enough mental health workers sta"ed 

at Allegheny County Jail?
Yes, there are enough mental health workers sta$ed 

at this jail.
No, there are not enough mental health workers 

sta$ed at this jail.
Since its implementation, has telepsychiatry in-

creased the number of mental health services pro-
vided at Allegheny County Jail?

Yes, it has increased the mental health services at 
the jail.

No, it has not increased the mental health services 
at the jail.

!ere were no notable di$erences in the mental 
health services provided at the jail.

I do not know.
Usage of Telepsychiatry
Has telepsychiatry saved time when meeting with 

your patients?
Yes, it has.
No, it has not.
Do you feel as though telepsychiatry provides the 

same quality of care given to patients when they are 
face to face?

Yes, I do.
No, I do not.
Do you prefer telepsychiatry or traditional face 

to face care?
I prefer telepsychiatry over face-to-face care.
I do not prefer telepsychiatry over face-to-face care
Telepsychiatry in Allegheny County Jail
Do you feel as though there are enough mental 

health services provided to the inmates?
Yes, I do feel like there are enough mental health 

services provided.
No, I do not feel like there is enough mental health 

services provided.
Do you feel as though there are enough mental 

health services provided to the inmates?
Yes, I do feel like there are enough mental health 

services provided.
No, I do not feel like there is enough mental health 

services provided.
Do you believe that if telepsychiatry visits were 

used in the jail, it would increase the number of 
people willing to work with the Allegheny County 
Jail?

Yes, it will increase the number of people willing to 
work with Allegheny County Jail.

No, it would not increase the number of people 
willing to work with Allegheny County Jail.

Are there any notable advantages or disadvan-
tages of using telepsychiatry in Allegheny County 
Jail?

--------------------------------------------------------
-----------------------------------------------------------
--------------------------------------------------------

Debrie"ng 
Project Title: Opinions on Telepsychiatry in Al-

legheny County Jail 
Principal Investigator: Ti$any Habib
Department/Course:  AP Research 
Contact Information:  hti075@hamptontalbots.org

!ank you for participating in this study.
Taking part is voluntary. 
Although you have already completed this Google 

Form survey, your involvement is still voluntary, and 
you may choose to withdraw the data you provided 
prior to debrie"ng, without any penalty. Withdrawing 
your submission will not adversely a$ect your rela-
tionship with Hampton High School, the researchers, 
or any of our a#liates. 

Privacy/Con!dentiality 
If you agree to allow us to use your data, here is 

how we will maintain con"dentiality of the informa-
tion. Your response will be kept in a Google Folder 
accessible only by the researcher and the advisor.  

!e main researcher conducting this study is Ti$a-
ny Habib at Hampton High School. If you have ques-
tions later or would like to know about the results of 
the study, you may contact Ti$any Habib at hti075@
hamptontalbots.org. Or contact their faculty advisor 
Shannon Roos at Roos@ht-sd. 

If you have any questions or concerns regarding 
your rights as a subject in this study, you may contact 
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the Institutional Review Board (IRB) for Human Par-
ticipants at Hampton High School.

I understand the purpose of my participation in 
this study, and I give consent that my responses may 
be used in this study. 

Yes, I do give you permission.
No, I do not give you permission.
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