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Background 

The University of Exeter and Towson University conducted a research survey to quantify the 

mental health outcomes and social experiences of sub-postmasters and sub-postmistresses 

involved in the British Post Office Scandal.1 The harms caused to victims of the Post Office 

Scandal have been revealed in the recent Human Impact Hearings in the Post Office Horizon IT 

Inquiry – including financial stress, unemployment, ongoing mental health problems, and social 

and relationship breakdowns. In this survey, we sought to quantify these mental health 

outcomes and social experiences of victims of the Post Office Scandal using standardised 

measures to investigate the scale of the issues. 

 

Findings and Conclusions 

Informed by previous research investigating the mental health outcomes of exonerees 

wrongfully convicted of crimes they did not commit,2 we surveyed 101 sub-postmasters and 

subpostmistresses to quantify the harms they had experienced. These individuals completed 

measures of posttraumatic stress symptoms,3 depressive symptoms4, posttraumatic cognitions,5 

and perceived social support,6 as well as provided information about their involvement with the 

Post Office Scandal, their demographic information, employment status, any guilty pleas or 
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admissions of liability, length of incarceration (if any), and amount of financial compensation 

received. 

Our results suggest that victims of the Post Office Scandal experience mental illness 

symptoms at worryingly high levels – compared to the general population, and also other high-

risk populations. We found that the majority of respondents (67.3%) met the clinical cut-off for 

post-traumatic stress symptoms (67%) and depressive symptoms (60.4%), and also reported 

high levels of posttraumatic negative cognitions (e.g., ‘people can’t be trusted’ or ‘I have no 

future’).7 Importantly, these outcomes did not differ between those who were or were not 

criminally convicted. These estimates of posttraumatic stress and depressive symptoms are 

similar – and in some cases higher – than those found in studies investigating the mental health 

outcomes of exonerees internationally (e.g., the USA and Canada),2,8 and are far higher than 

estimates for depression and posttraumatic stress disorder in the UK general population.9 For 

comparison, it is estimated that 4.8% and 3.7% of UK Armed Forces personnel experience 

PTSD and major depressive disorder10 and 22% and 47% respectively of frontline health 

workers in the UK during the Covid-19 pandemic.11  

Additional analyses revealed levels of mental health harms did not differ appreciably 

between individuals who had a criminal conviction and individuals who had been investigated 

but never convicted or found liable, nor between individuals who had and had not received 

financial compensation for the injustice they experienced, nor between those with full-time 

employment or those employed part-time or unemployed. 

Overall, these results suggest that all respondents in our study involved in the Post Office 

Scandal face significant consequences in terms of mental health and social experiences and 

that these harms may be just as severe in those who have not received a criminal conviction as 

those who have. These results are particularly concerning given the high rates of posttraumatic 

stress and depressive symptoms seen in this population and highlight the clear need for victims 

of the Post Office Scandal to be provided with adequate support to address the harms they 

have experienced. 
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