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Abstract
This paper offers a reflective account of delivering art workshops in women’s prisons in England, as one method in a larger,
qualitative study around the role of food in prisons. We present reflections around the role of art workshops in building
relationships and community between the researcher and the participants, and the participants themselves. We found that
building connection through art workshops, in a hostile and challenging environment like prison, enabled us to gather richer and
deeper data during the qualitive interviews that succeeded the art workshops. We propose that attention from researchers to
the ‘unintended consequences’ can contribute to research projects which are impactful for both the participants and re-
searchers. This paper addresses gaps in literature around the use of visual art as method in women’s prisons and the role of arts-
based methods in larger qualitative research projects in secure settings.

Keywords
arts based methods, methods in qualitative inquiry, social justice

Introduction

This paper reflects on our experiences of delivering arts
workshops in women’s prisons, as part of a larger qualitive
study examining the role of food in women’s prisons. Arts-
based research methods play a prominent part in qualitative
research that enable researchers to understand vulnerable
groups in an expressive manner (Harman et al., 2020). This
paper contributes to the discussion around the role of arts-
based methods in secure settings like prisons, with a particular
focus on the relationships built between researchers and
participants during our art workshops. By focusing on how art
can create connections in hostile and challenging environ-
ments we propose that it can play a part in resisting a culture of
individualism and mistrust that is central to the contemporary
prison (Crewe, 2011; Power, 2020). We draw reference to the
significance of women’s imprisonment –widely understood as
a site of considerable harm, where issues such as mental
illness, vulnerability and trauma pervade the lives of many
women (Baldwin, 2023). Through this gendered lens, we are
attentive to the ways in which art can feature as an important

expression of identity, recognizing the common narratives of
powerlessness, emotion, and trauma in the lives of women in
prison.

Qualitative prison research has amassed a detailed reper-
toire of the experiences, emotions, and spaces (Crewe et al.,
2013; Jewkes, 2014; Ugelvik, 2014) that are dovetailed to
those incarcerated as well as the position of the researcher
(Damsa & Ugelvik, 2017; Jewkes, 2014). However, there is
still a gap in literature on a reflective standpoint to under-
standing the process of art workshops as a contribution to data
and exploration of topics like food in prison -an essential
aspect of prison life that impacts on issues related to the
physical and mental well-being of those incarcerated. This
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paper addresses this gap by providing an account of how doing
visual arts in women’s prisons can improve the quality, rapport
and depth of the other qualitative methods we used as part of
this study. We explore art workshops as a creative way to
capture data with participants that are considered vulnerable
and in a harmful environment.

Therefore, the paper will explore how art workshops can
contribute to the discussions on the role of qualitative research
in prison discourse through the use of conversations, rela-
tionships and impacts and activities after the workshops had
finished.

Background

The paper contributes to arts-based research using conver-
sations, relationships and activities from during and following
data collection workshops, both within and beyond the field of
prison research. Arts-based research has considerable ability
to enable participants to share their life stories via creative
means of expression. In their review of arts-based research,
Coemans et al. (2015) borrowed from Austin and Forinash
(2005, pp. 458–459) to define arts-based research as: ‘a
research method in which the arts play a primary role in any
or all of the steps of the research method.’Arts-based research
can offer participants the opportunities to express thoughts and
ideas that may have otherwise been difficult to articulate,
especially for those with marginalised identities. The use of
arts-based research as a dissemination tool can increase the
accessibility of academic findings and encourage conversation
and engagement with audiences beyond the academy.

Coemans and Hannes (2017) suggest that arts-based
research is a useful tool for engaging academic and wider
audiences. They note that other benefits of this approach
include being participant driven, offering a safe space for
dialogue, discussion and expression, and producing inter-
esting, engaging, and often more personal data. The ‘fun’
aspect of the method entices people to participate (Fenge et al.,
2011) – an even more compelling argument when located in
hostile and mundane spaces such as prisons. Coemans and
Hannes (2017) argue that arts-based research has a transfor-
mative power (ibid, p. 41), borrowing fromMcKean (2006) to
divide this transformation into three ‘types’: personal, insti-
tutional and audience. While, as noted below, we are wary of
claims of total transformation within the context of prison,
these ‘types’ appear across literature on arts-based research,
recognising its potential to increase wellbeing and confidence
(Clover, 2011), develop participants’ skills (Clover, 2011;
Foster, 2007), and influence audience perspectives (Feldman
et al., 2013; McKean, 2006). Arts-based methods are also
described as transforming the imagination by allowing par-
ticipants to freely ask questions (Coemans & Hannes, 2017).

However, there are also ethical and practical limitations to
arts-based research. Practically, accessibility is an issue for
both participants and researchers (Coemans & Hannes, 2017).
These sorts of projects can be inaccessible to researchers who

feel they lack time (Levy & Weber, 2011), resources
(Mampaso, 2010), or skills and training (Howard, 2004). The
idea of empowerment was also identified by Coemans and
Hannes (2017) as a limitation to arts-based research. Harman
et al. (2020) note that claims of empowering participants or
‘giving them voice’ through these methods can be problem-
atic, reflecting a hierarchal relationship through which the
researcher ‘gifts’ empowerment unto the ‘powerless’ partic-
ipants. This is particularly significant within a prison context,
where the incarcerated participants have many aspects of their
agency, identity and power stripped (Crewe et al., 2013).
However, a critical consideration of the social identities of
both the participants and the researcher, the power dynamics
that can be borne from these and from the environment in
which the research is undertaken, can encourage researchers to
create a research space in which collaboration and co-creation
can thrive and, as such, participants can undertake roles, make
choices and express ideas in a way that they could experience
as empowering.

While there is a substantial amount of literature on arts-
based research, there is still a gap regarding understandings of
the facilitation of art workshops as a research method in
prisons (Atherton et al., 2022). Therefore, it is important to
bring these methods to the forefront of the discussion when
exploring the value of arts-based methods within qualitative
research.Wewill do this by addressing the following question:
how do art workshops contribute to the depth of data collected
during qualitative research? To explore this, we will; (1)
identify existing debates on the role of art workshops in
qualitative research; (2) use reflexive accounts from the
research team to explore whether conversations can be a way
to facilitate creative expression and to capture data; (3) un-
derstand the types of relationships between researchers and
participants that occur during and after the art workshops; and
lastly, (4) examine the use of exhibitions after the workshops
as a vehicle to connect incarcerated women and their work to
the community.

Arts-Based Research, Prisons and
Qualitative Methods

We argue that art workshops are an emblem of connecting
practice and research to provide meaningful data, as well as an
authoritative voice for participants. Whilst there has been
some recognition of the application of arts-based methods in
secure settings (Atherton et al., 2022; Baybutt & Kelly-
Corless, 2022), much of prison research has fallen to tradi-
tional methodological approaches such as surveys, observa-
tions, and interviews. While these contribute to quality data,
they have limitations when engaging with sensitive subject
matter and with groups whose experiences can result in
challenges articulating certain emotions. Historically, Sykes’
work on ‘Society of Captives’ created a platform to discuss the
role of conducting ‘quality’ research in prisons by adopting a
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qualitative approach by using a range of documents, obser-
vations, and interviews. In this he captures micro issues about
the prison system including relationships, roles, language, and
dynamics of power which complement the macro structural
issues. His work enables more recent scholars (Crewe, 2011;
Crewe & Laws, 2018; Laws, 2018) to openly challenge the
system, and to form abolitionist ideas which have influenced
new ways of thinking about conducting prison research.

In response to debates about methodological enquiry in
prison research, Reiter (2014) has suggested that meaningful
research in prison can only be achieved if there is academic
investment to overcome bureaucratic demands from the
prison, to establish more emotional connections and collab-
oration with participants. There have been many testaments
from scholars arguing the prison environment places con-
siderable emotional burdens on researchers in the process of
engaging with people whose lives are often subject to con-
siderable pain and trauma (Jewkes, 2014; Liebling, 1999).
This can contribute to understanding the reflexive accounts by
researchers on how their experience, identity and roles in-
terplayed in the prison environment. The use of qualitative
approaches can provide opportunities to create powerful and
evocative data.

Researching in prison requires data that provides a degree
of autonomy for participants using alternative methods in-
cluding creative ones (Bove & Tryon, 2018) as well as re-
flexivity (Adams, 2021; Damsa & Ugelvik, 2017). These
methods have important utilization in gender sensitive ap-
proaches, including application within feminist frameworks
that embrace the sensitive, political, and emotive issues
around women’s lived experiences (Adams, 2021). There are
many synergies that cut across this paper with the project’s art
workshops and finding approaches to enable women to ex-
press themselves artistically.

A feminist perspective within research encourages the
consideration of hierarchy, power dynamics and intersectional
identities, allowing for thoughtful and meaningful relation-
ships to be built between researchers and participants. This is
particularly significant within a prison context, in which the
flow of power can be one directional and relational solidarity
is discouraged (Power, 2020). Within a prison setting, re-
searchers often hold keys, and enjoy freedoms such as being
able to choose their meals at the prison canteen and, crucially,
leave when they are finished. These freedoms serve to il-
lustrate significant inequalities between the researcher and the
researched in a manner that would be less visible in other
settings. Undertaking a feminist standpoint does not mitigate
these disparities, but it encourages the researcher to be cog-
nisant of them, and to be sensitive to the ways the relationships
they build with participants can reproduce this power im-
balance or attempt to mitigate it through the creation of
collaborative and respectful relationships. Thus, the team
embraced a feminist standpoint, shaping the art workshops
and an intersectional approach that was adopted in the wider
study on food in prison.

Drawing on art methods provides a further insight into
defining ‘quality’ when conducting prison research, and im-
portantly, how we can capture both sensitive and evocative
issues that can be a challenge when appropriating traditional
methods. The use of arts-based methods enables participants
to freely express themselves and for them to experience a
sense of agency. Theoretically, feminism has been a way to
centre the voices of women through a creative expression that
gives women autonomy that helps with tackling wider gender-
related issues like social inequalities, oppression, adversity,
and male-dominated institutions (Clover, 2011; Harman et al.,
2020; Oliveira, 2019). It also challenges traditional scientific
knowledge that upholds ‘oppressive features’ (Clover, 2011)
by embracing ‘practicing inclusionary and respecting dif-
ferences’ (Butterwick & Selman, 2000, p. 1). Harman et al.
(2020) adopted a feminist approach to theorise the importance
of art workshops with survivors of domestic abuse. In this, the
authors speak describe how art workshops can bring forth
women’s voices to artistically express past and current events,
with many applications for the experiences of women in
prison, whose lives commonly involve trauma and victimi-
zation (Baldwin, 2023). Arts-based research provides a col-
laborative approach that enables participants to express their
ideas as well as open opportunities to contribute to the
research (Clover, 2011). This approach is also beneficial to
working with vulnerable groups, in which some topics can be
emotionally demanding to discuss (Scott, 2022).

Tarr et al. (2018) argue that art workshops are a part of the
process rather than the outcome and are an evolving journey
for both the researcher and participant. The use of art
workshops enables the exploration of data in an alternative
way, thus contributing new understandings to researchers
(Harman et al., 2020; Tarr et al., 2018). Previously, we spoke
about the importance of ‘space’ to mediate the practice of art,
and we can further this argument by identifying those arts that
enable participants to be imaginative in a ‘safe enough’ space
and to feel able to speak about dangerous topics (Butterwick &
Selman, 2000; Coemans & Hannes, 2017).

While we acknowledge the risks of claiming a ‘safe space’
within a prison context which is inherently ‘unsafe’ (Prison
Reform Trust, 2022), we also observed that the creation of an
artistic space can break down barriers for researchers to ob-
serve participants narrate stories that are socially transfor-
mative. Clover (2011) argues that this blurs the boundaries
between ‘us’ and ‘them’. Collectivity has been key in many of
the art workshops described here - the use of art enables
individuals to hold meaningful conversations (Atherton et al.,
2022) and empower one another collectively (Clover, 2011)
that shapes a sense of a shared identity (however temporary).

The Study

The art workshops explored in this paper were part of a study
funded by the ESRC, entitled ‘Doing Porridge: Understanding
Women’s Experiences of Food in Prison’. The aims of this
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project were to understand the eating practices experienced by
women in prison. In this, we drew on issues related to social
identities, spaces to eat, opportunities to show agency in their
food choices, in order to identify policy and practice rec-
ommendations to improve food in prison.

As a part of this two-year project, we carried out a qual-
itative study using focus groups, observations, diaries, in-
terviews and art workshops between April 2021 and October
2023 across four women’s prisons in England (these prisons
have been anonymized and assigned pseudonyms). This
multidisciplinary approach was intended to offer participants a
variety of ways to engage with the research.

Overall, 108 women participated in the study (between 26
and 29 women per prison, aged 18 to 65). Some participants
opted to participate in a select few methods, while others
engaged with every stage of the research. We worked with a
racially diverse population with women from white, Black
Caribbean, African, and South Asian descent.

Within this paper we draw on reflective notes from one
researcher who attended the art workshops. These notes were
written immediately after each workshop and were shared and
discussed amongst the research team.

Art Workshops

The art workshops were intended to offer women the op-
portunity to creatively engage with the topic of food in prisons.
In collecting artistic outputs, we hoped to ‘notice what we
have learned not to see’ (Eisner, 1995, p. 3). We ran two days
of workshops at each of the four establishments, which were
deliberately loose in design to ensure that they were re-
sponsive to the needs and ideas of the participants. On day one
of each workshop, we started with an ice breaker exercise in
which we all doodled to prompts such as ‘favourite/worst meal
in prison’, ‘food I miss’ and ‘food on canteen’ in order to
demonstrate that art does not need to be ‘good’ and to evoke
conversation about prison food. The lead artist then demon-
strated the tools available to the participants and we would
begin to create art, while continuing the conversation. The
focus of the first day was to create a relaxed atmosphere in
which food could be discussed and art created. It was im-
portant that the researchers also took part in the workshops so
that participants did not feel pressure to make ‘good art’ and to
create a space in they did not feel ‘watched’ or exposed. The
second day was spent refining art ready for the public exhi-
bition. This exhibition was held in January 2023 and the
artwork was displayed alongside other pieces made by women
from secure institutions including forensic hospitals, young
offender institutions and immigration detention centres.

Each workshop was attended by four to six participants.
These were recruited from women on our prison advisory
board (a board in which two representatives from each prison
helped to inform the research design), women we had met
during our observations, and women who had already par-
ticipated in the diary or interview stages of the research. We

had no criteria for the selection of these women beyond them
expecting to be incarcerated in that prison for the length of the
workshops and being approved by security to attend.

Initially, we had intended that each art workshop would
host around 12 women and, although we were able to recruit
this number with ease, there were challenges that involved
clashes with activities and appointments, alongside women
being moved between prisons or released. This often caused a
lower attendance than we anticipated. Nevertheless, we found
positive benefits of hosting a smaller group including wit-
nessing meaningful conversations, that the group was easier to
manage, and the researchers were able to get to know each of
the women better.

‘Doing Art in Prisons’

We title this section ‘Doing Art’ which is complementary to
the title of our study, ‘Doing Porridge’. We suggest that the
‘Doing’ can encompass the experiences, feelings and rela-
tionships that evolve during the art workshops. Furthermore,
the spaces in which the workshops were delivered also
contributed to the type of data captured. We argue that the
artwork became transient from the walls of the prison and
beyond in a public space. Therefore, it is important to see all of
these attributes that contribute to the journeys women expe-
rienced to express the role of food in prison. In this section, we
present a range of fieldnotes to narrate these experiences that
were produced during the workshops, and document this
through the subsections of ‘conversations’, ‘relationships’,
and ‘after the workshops’.

Conversations

Art-based methods provide resources for participants to be
creative and document their experiences. However, we also
found another aspect in doing this type of research was the art
of conversations. Our initial intention was to use art as a tool to
facilitate conversations around prison food. We came into the
first workshop with a wealth of creative activities we could use
to spark and guide these conversations but found that con-
versation itself was a useful tool to facilitate the creation of art
around prison food. We found that these conversations were
often provocative and emotive, which enabled women to work
collaboratively and to unintendedly produce meaningful data
(Atherton et al., 2022; Clover, 2011). The extract below
demonstrates how conversations informed artwork:

The women were seated on a table that spread across the room,
and with the women, there was the art teacher as well as the two
researchers from the project. The art teacher instructed the women
to doodle their initial thoughts about whatever comes to mind
when they think about food in prison which spurred conversations
about the experiences women had in eating in prisons and the
different spaces they occupied when it came to consuming food
with many referring to past experiences for example, one woman
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focused on the eating in the cells near toilets. This then spurred on
conversations about eating practices during COVID times, in
which women were largely segregated and locked up. The women
were vocal about how food was presented and delivered in their
cells, in which, some described the idea of that the prison officers
treated them like they had an illness. Interestingly, this led to
wider conversation about how women felt about the purpose of
punishment in the UK, with one woman speaking about the ideas
that punishment should be only about the sentence and not how
you are treated in prison. Much of the artwork reflected this with
one woman doodling a person wearing a COVID mask with
references to food on the mask. (Researcher’s Fieldnotes, HMP
Larkhall)

We can also argue that the space used to facilitate art
workshops is exceptional (Jewkes & Laws, 2021), as it has
provided a degree of comfort and safety for women to speak
about topics not easily facilitated in the rest of the prison estate
(Butterwick & Selman, 2000; Coemans & Hannes, 2017).

Due to security restrictions in some prisons, we were
unable to have a role in the recruitment of women to the art
workshops. This impacted on the initial enthusiasm for and
engagement in the workshops:

The first prison we delivered the art workshops in was, in many
ways, the most difficult prison for us to navigate. Due to security
restrictions, we were unable to move around the prison ourselves,
despite holding keys and, especially in the early stages of the
project, this restricted us from developing strong relationships
with our research participants, as we were always accompanied by
a prison officer and were limited in our abilities to be responsive to
what the women told us (for example, in other prisons, we could
stay in communal areas for long periods of time if women had
questions, or could go to visit specific wings that women informed
us has interesting facilities etc.). This meant that most women
attending the art workshops in this prison were unknown to us and
had been referred to the project by prison staff. As such, there
were some initial tensions and confusion as the women were
unsure what they were attending or why had they been selected.
(Researcher’s Fieldnotes, HMP Blakedown)

Power (2020) notes that this sort of recruitment results in
ethical issues around consent and risks attendance feeling
mandatory or punitive, as well as practical issues, such as
people being enrolled onto courses that do not align with their
interests or schedules. In this instance, only one of our par-
ticipants had a preexisting interest in art, and she had a work
schedule that meant attendance at these workshops would
result in a loss of pay (therefore, we provided her with ma-
terials and stimulus and she created art in her own time). These
ethical and practical issues do not align with our research
values, thus we had to be responsive in our workshop plan,
particularly because none of the participants, except the
woman mentioned above, had any confidence in their artistic
ability. As such we began with a more detailed explanation of

the project which led to conversations around prison food.
Everybody had sketchbooks and pens and were encouraged to
doodle as we chatted, and we focused on the conversations
rather than the creation of art. These conversations lasted
about 20 min before we began to introduce the participants to
the art materials. By this point, the talk about prison food had
borne inspiration for some art pieces. As well as acting as
stimulus for the creation of artwork, the informal conversa-
tions helped us to develop friendly relationships with the
women which aided both the workshops and the subsequent
stages of the research (as will be explored in the below
section). Subsequently, we adopted the conversation model
across the other prisons to ease women into the arts work-
shops. This proved successful across all four establishments.
However, it is important to note that the relationship between
conversation and the creation of art was not straightforward.
While initially conversation informed the creation of artwork,
once we began creating art the conversations became more
personal. We suggest that the act of ’Doing Art’ (which the
researchers also participated in) enabled participants to share
parts of themselves in an environment where nobody’s eyes,
or focus was upon them. This led to conversations about
identity, femininity, values and self-esteem, some of which
went on to inform the artwork created. An example of this is a
conversation in HMP Dickens where a woman explained that
her treatment in prison, particularly in relation to the food she
was provided with to meet her dietary needs, made her feel less
than human:

Diane told me that kitchen’s resistance to providing her with
adequate nutrition led her to feeling that her body was unworthy
of love or care. She explained that not being able to access food
that she was able to eat took such a toll on her physical and mental
health that it had previously led to her feeling suicidal, something
she had never felt before prison. This informed the art she created
(see supplemental material, Figure 1) in which she depicted
herself sat next to a cardboard box of food which did not meet her
dietary needs, with prominent self-harm scars on her arms (Re-
searcher’s Fieldnotes, HMP Dickens)

As such, we can see that the act of creating art also enabled
deeper conversations which then informed the art. We were
careful not to probe around these more exposing topics as it
was important to consider the vulnerability of our participants,
both in terms of their current living conditions and the cir-
cumstances that had brought them there (Cappellini et al.,
2023). However, it was important to us that the art created was
truly representative of women’s experiences, and we felt that
creating an informal environment where the focus was on
connection rather than output helped to achieve this. This
example reinforces that art workshops create a space that has
the potential to tackle issues of adversity, and most impor-
tantly, can open issues intersected with social identities and
social inequalities (Clover, 2011; Harman et al., 2020;
Oliveira, 2019). We suggest that understanding this potential
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enables us to recognise how art workshops can strengthen a
wider qualitative study. Furthermore, this is also another
example of the need to appreciate feminist values (Harman
et al., 2020) when curating arts-based methods in women-
centred settings. Below we explore how these conversations
led to us developing deeper and more honest relationships
with the participants, which informed other aspects of our
qualitative study.

Relationships

The relationship and power hierarchies that exist between
researchers and research participants is a much-explored topic
in qualitative research (Adams, 2021; Clover, 2011). It is not
uncommon for prison researchers to have experienced these
challenges while still trying to maintain a level of autonomy to
mitigate the power imbalances between researcher and par-
ticipant (Adams, 2021; Damsa & Ugelvik, 2017; Earle, 2014).
While it would be naı̈ve to suppose that a series of art
workshops could flatten these hierarchies, we suggest that they
did aid the development of friendly and open relationships in
which participants and researchers were able to connect. In
their research on doing art workshops with women in refuges,
Cappellini et al. (2023) identified that the experience of
creating art alongside other participants can engender a
closeness. They explained that while the researcher has the
option to only engage in the art-making in a superficial
manner, not sharing much of themselves with the participants,
none of the researchers on their project did so. Our experience
was reflective of this and while security considerations meant
that we perhaps had to be more considered in the information
we chose to share, as mentioned above, focusing on the
creation of art as we spoke helped to cultivate richer con-
versations around more personal topics. Participation in these
conversations allowed all involved to connect around shared
experiences and perspectives, thus developing more trusting
and authentic relationships.

Clover (2011) identified this as creating a sense of com-
munity through art, and as many participants were able to
freely express themselves, they started to create a ‘collective
empowerment’, in which they came to the workshops as
individuals but through conversations developed a collective
sense of ‘we’. It also enabled us as researchers to gain a deeper
understanding of the context of our participants’ lives, both
inside and outside of prison. This meant that the interviews
which took place after these workshops were richer in terms of
what the women chose to share with us, and their engagement
with the subject. Not only were we able to discuss the art they
had created during their interviews but having engaged cre-
atively with the research topic prior to the interviews meant
that the women were generally more thoughtful about their
experiences of food in prison.

The art workshops also meant that we could be responsive
to individual women in our interviewing. For example,
knowing who had children, what ages they were, and whether

the participant has been their primary carer helped us to be
sensitive and thoughtful with our questioning about pre-prison
eating habits. Within the higher security prison, HMP Bla-
kedown, our interviews were carried out in private rooms with
officers standing directly outside. Having delivered our art
workshops in the more relaxed space of the art room in the
education building prior to the interviews, we had been able to
build more informal relationships with the women which
meant that the interviews felt more informal than they perhaps
otherwise would have.

Similarly, knowing who had complex or disordered rela-
tionships with food, (as many women did) enable us to be
responsive to that. These conversations cultivated trusting
relationships which led to more personal interactions. The
trust developed also helped to create a space for silliness,
playfulness and joy. In the first prison we ran the workshops
in, the final session had the feel of a ‘girls’ night’ according to
one participant:

In this session, while we put the finishing touches on our pieces,
we joked about romantic relationships and one woman gave a
dramatic reading a love letter she had recently received. These
comfortable, friendly relationships not only impacted on the feel
and content of our subsequent interviews, but also significantly
aided recruitment. Because many of the women trusted and liked
us, they were able to introduce us to women that they thought we
would be interested in talking to. These included women who
were on ‘canteen only’ diets1, or had previously been chefs, or did
most of the microwave cooking for their group of friends, whom
our prison staff contact may not have necessarily been aware of.
(Researcher’s Fieldnotes, HMP Blakedown)

These art workshops cultivated positive relationships be-
tween the researchers and participants and also between the
participants themselves. Some of the shyer or ‘newer to
prison’members of the group were able to ask for advice about
negotiating prison from more prison-experienced or confident
group members. Women who had not previously known one
another were able to make connections which acted as ad-
ditional support. While these were unintended consequences
of the workshops, we consider them of particular importance
within the prison, in which experiences of relational solidarity
and mutual regard are often discounted, or even discouraged.

After the workshops

There was a series of gains from the art workshops that were
significant for the women. Literature tends to only delve into
the actual event and not so much the aftermath, thus it is
important to highlight some of the small yet memorable
changes for women that carried their experiences and feelings
further When writing the proposal for this project, we wanted
the art workshops to lead to an exhibition, where we could
showcase the women’s artwork to highlight issues about
prison in a public space, and to celebrate the voices of women.
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However, we also found other aspects that were consequential
to the workshops: for example, some of the women developed
an interest in art and wanted to pursue it further:

During one workshop Naomi told me that she loved art, but this
was the first time she was able to access it. During a meeting with
the education manager, I was able to raise this and she explained
that there were arts programmes, but it tended to be the same
womenwho attended them, as they were known to education staff.
The education manager promised that she would advertise these
programmes more widely and, when I last visited Naomi, four
months after the initial workshops, she had taken part in a number
of creative courses including crafts and creative writing. (Re-
searcher Fieldnotes, HMP Dickens)

Indeed, a number of women across the four establishments
went on to attend other creative classes and groups after
participating in our workshops. For the women who were
already involved or interested in art, the use of high-quality
materials also had an impact beyond the workshops. During
the workshops’ design, we decided it was important to provide
participants with high quality materials as we felt that this
could link to the ways in which the women felt valued or
respected within the prison. In HMP Blakedown, one woman
used the materials provided to create an ‘under the sea’ mural
on her wing:

At the end of the workshops, we divided left over materials
between the women who had participated. When I came back the
women were keen to show me what they made with these ma-
terials. These included artworks to decorate their rooms and art
works and cards to be sent as gifts for friends, family, or other
women in the prison. Samantha, who had recently been assigned
the role of wing painter had used her paint and brushes to create an
under the sea themed mural on a large wall of the wing association
room. (Researcher Fieldnotes, HMP Blakedown)

This was not only impactful for the woman who made the
mural, it may also have a wider impact for the other woman on
the wing in relation to improving the environment in which
they lived (McGrath & Reavey, 2018). This is testament to the
women being inspired to pursue art further or to demonstrate
other forms of expression. When we visited the wing many of
the women engaged us in conversation about the mural and we
spent time examining its different elements.

Power (2020) suggests that it is important, when exploring
the impacts of arts on individuals in prisons, to be cautious of
allowing these impacts to act as a ‘varnish’ which covers over
or distracts from the harms of imprisonment. In this way, it
was important to us that the art workshops also considered
structural changes by opening conversations about the harms
of imprisonment with those who have influence. As such, the
art created was shown in an exhibition hosted by Koestler Arts
and South Hill Park Arts Centre. The intention of this exhi-
bition was to use art to stimulate debates about prison food

among the general public as well as an invited audience of
prison and charity leaders. In this, Atherton et al. (2022) argue
that the movement of art from the prison to the public can be
seen as an ‘extending hope-transference’, in which their
participants were able to attend the exhibition to celebrate the
work in the community. Unfortunately, we were unable to do
this as most of the women were still in prison at the time of the
exhibition and were not eligible for Release on Temporary
License. However, we could still apply this concept to ex-
ploring the gap between prison art and the community, and to
share a range of messages on the role of food in prison. We
tried to address this by taking photographs of the exhibition
and postcards that had been made of their work to the women.

Another ethical issue around the workshop was the
translation of the art from the prisons to the gallery. Cappellini
et al. (2023) suggest that, when part of research projects, art
exhibitions function similarly to academic publications in that
the researchers select and organises the material to exhibit. As
a research team, we wanted to include all pieces of art made
during the workshops. However, because we were displaying
in a public gallery, our project partners made the decision that
the artwork made by Diane, described in the ‘Conversations’
section, was too graphic for public display. While we were
able to display other art by Diane, this was an example of the
ways in which the voices of vulnerable or marginalised people
can be sanitised for public consumption.

Our inclusion of a number of voices involved in impris-
onment went some way to trying to address this. At the ex-
hibition opening keynote speakers included people who had
worked within the field of arts and criminal justice and who
had experienced imprisonment. They referred to structural
issues that prevented incarcerated people accessing quality
food. One senior member of prison staff, looking at a piece of
work entitled ‘All I Want is Some Fresh Milk’ (see
supplemental material, Figure 2) commented on ‘how this
reminder that women on long sentences cannot access fresh
milk for years had been really shocking to her’. Whilst we do
not have the ability to make significant changes within the
prison system, this exhibition worked alongside other inter-
ventions (our art workshops and the charity Food Behind
Bars) to develop better food practices in each prison.

Conversations around the ownership of artwork can also
raise ethical concerns, especially as, due to Her Majesty’s
Prisons and Probation restrictions, the work we displayed was
completely anonymous. Therefore, while we were unable to
put the women’s names on their work, we were conscious that
they had ownership over what happened to it after the ex-
hibition. Once the exhibition closed, we offered to return the
work to the women. A few took us up on this, but the majority
preferred to have copies (through postcards, photographs and
photocopies) and that we continue to display the work in our
university department. All the women gave permission for
their work to be reproduced in our publications as there was an
implicit understanding that having this work seen by as many
people as possible was beneficial. While the women involved
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in other parts our study had questions around the purpose of
our overall project, largely centred around how the study could
tangibly impact prison food, there was a notable lack of
scepticism over the ‘point’ of the art workshops. In part, we
suggest that this is due to the break in routine they offered the
women, and the opportunity to make connections and access a
‘fun’ and relaxed space within the prison. However, as the
women also seemed enthusiastic and interested in their work
being viewed by large and varied audiences, we also note a
shared and implicit understanding of the power of art to
communicate and influence perspectives.

Exhibiting at South Hill Park Arts Centre has also allowed
the women who exhibited art to be provided with positive
feedback on their work from the public, which would have
been difficult to produce in a qualitative study that did not
include arts. We can understand the art workshops as a
mechanism including the women in the ongoing conversation
about prison food. By including arts workshops in our study
we were able to act upon our feminist and anti-oppressive
values, ensuring that the work not only benefited us as re-
searchers but also has tangible short-term and (we hope), long-
term impacts for women in prison.

Conclusion

We have illustrated that art workshops contributed to an
understanding of the experiences of women in prison. We
suggest that art workshops are also a vehicle that connects the
spaces of prison to the community. In this paper, we have
discussed how considering the often-unseen aspects of art
workshops can contribute to the value of qualitative research.
The principles of the art workshops were to ensure women had
a space where they feel creatively safe to develop art around
food in prison. However, we also found that capturing data can
be informed by the unseen and often uncaptured nuances of art
workshops including conversations, relationships and impacts
and experiences after the workshop, which all contributed
significantly to our learning about the broader issues related to
women in prison.

Our observations highlight that the process of art work-
shops contribute to capturing data as much as the outcome
(Tarr et al., 2018), and we documented many examples around
the conversations that emerged in the art workshops which
were both ‘provocative and evocative’ (Coemans & Hannes,
2017). The value of these conversations both informed the
artwork and helped to build a collective in the space, and
therefore we argue that this contributes to the value of
qualitative research. The evolving conversations demon-
strated that women were able to freely speak, and as such, that
art workshops can create spaces to empower those partici-
pating. These conversations enabled us as researchers to
develop further insights into the prison system which did not
necessarily focus on food but connected loosely to it, like the
conversations about ‘punishment’. These conversations en-
abled women to form as a collective, something especially

important in the context of the hostile prison environment
which promotes individualism over mutual solidarity. We can
understand this as a form of ‘collective empowerment’, where
the work produced has been individual, however, many
women shared similar sentiments about food in prison which
were reproduced in their artwork.

We continue this discussion on collectivity by highlighting
that the relationships documented in this process contribute to
the value of qualitative research. The relationships identified
included friendships, allies or supporters, like the art teacher or
even the researchers, and therefore these art workshops cre-
ated pockets of communities that forged and strengthened
connections that may have not existed before. We see these as
vitally contributing to the overarching purpose of this study,
which is about sharing messages on the complex nature of
food in prison, by providing a narrative as to how the artwork
emerged.

Lastly, this paper identified that events after the workshop
are important factors to consider when understanding the
process. We suggest that this is a ‘transference of hope’
(Atherton et al., 2022), as art can make perspectives from
prison visible in the community. This can provoke a range of
emotions and discussions as the public are able to experience
the messages that are created by the women. Whilst the ex-
hibition has continued the dialogue about food in prison, we
have also documented the small changes for women after
participating, including feeling inspired to continue devel-
oping their art skills. These may not have been the initial
intention of the art workshops, but we found that these were
impactful changes for women due to them being able to access
artistic resources, which may not be available to them before.

In this way, we suggest that, when planning arts-based
research projects, consideration is given to building connec-
tions, as well as to the output of the project. Much planning
around prison-based research projects focuses on risk and
potentially negative consequences. We propose that ac-
knowledgment and celebration of unintended, or difficult to
quantify positive consequences is key to creating work that is
in line with our feminist values, and to resist a culture of
mistrust endemic in the contemporary prison. Overall, this
paper has demonstrated that the process of the art workshops
in prisons is an exemplary to using creative means to un-
derstand the role of food in women’s prisons. We suggest that
the conversations had, and relationships formed during these
art workshops were significantly aided by the act of creating
art- a communal and un-hierarchal activity (Cappellini et al.,
2023), which itself provoked conversations about both the
research topic, and the shared interests and experiences of
participants and researchers. These conversations helped to
produce rich data, both during the workshops and in the wider
qualitative study and contributed an additional perspective
from which to examine women’s experiences of prison food.
As such, it is an important way to tackle issues that could be
sensitive, evocative and, as some may not be able to verbalize
their experiences via interviews, adopting art workshops
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should be seen as an added value to qualitative research, not
only within prisons, but in a wider research context.
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Note

1. ‘Canteen’ is an ordering system in which women can purchase
additional food and hygiene products using money from their
prison wages or sent in by family and friends. The women place
the order on a ‘canteen sheet’ and get weekly deliveries of their
orders. A ‘canteen-only’ diet is when the women do not eat the
food provided by the prison kitchens but survive solely on food
they purchase on canteen. These sorts of diets often include tinned
fish, instant noodles and wraps.
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