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Executive Summary

Art is about changing
what we see in our
everyday lives and
representing it in such a
way that it gives us hope.

KEHINDE WILEY

The Creative Roots Project was an arts project
funded by the Arts Council for Wales and

G4S and was delivered in Parc Prison from
September 2022 to May 2023. Creative Roots
was delivered through a multi-skilled arts team
under the performance, live art and dance
organisation Mr & Mrs Clark. The Creative
Roots project aimed to provide a safe space for
residents of Parc Prison to take time out of their
daily routine to engage in a range of activities
on the prison wing. Creative Roots offered an
introduction to yoga style mindfulness exercises
and different ways of creating art, including
printmaking, fine art and painting, and photo
journalism. Everyone who took part displayed
their artwork in an exhibition inside and outside
the prison in May 2023.

Higher Plain was responsible for measuring the
impact of the project and the research aim

was to explore if engaging with experiences of
art practices (that the Creative Roots project
offered) as well as yoga, mindfulness, had any
positive influence and effect on the well-being
and health of the men engaged with the project.
Informal focus groups were used to explore

the general experiences of the arts project but
also the five themes from the CHIME recover
model for mental health to better understand
the overall narratives and the well-being of the
men during and following their engagement
with the project. CHIME is an acronym for
Connectedness, Hope and Optimism, Identity
(changes to/of), Meaning (to self, mental health,
others, goals), and Empowerment, Choice, and
control (over one's life). Focus groups were also
facilitated with the prison staff involved with the

project and the artists that led the project, and
more of their experiences later.

Ultimately, the project did increase the feelings
and experiences of well-being where those who
engaged felt greater connectivity, hope, identity,
meaning, and empowerment. It gave those
involved an opportunity to take off the ‘prisoner
mask’ and be more relaxed, more open, and
creative, and in doing so the experiences and
outcomes were positive and to a degree could be
described as transformational.

Although this was a small-scale project in one
prison it does have some useful learning and
application to wider prison settings. Itis likely

that to support positive well-being for residents

in prison, and to support their desistance and
rehabilitation journey, that education provision
should provide an environment that supports

the development of informal discussion-based
learning where people feel respected, have
choice, have opportunity for creativity and
expression, feel safe, and ultimately feel they are
being treated as humans within a community and
not just criminals and prisoners. There were also
powerful experiences from engaging with and
then practising yoga and mindfulness by the men
who took part in the project with many explaining
how they would use it to support their well-being
and gaining a calmness, clarity, and control over
their thoughts and emotions when within their
rooms when ‘banged-up.’
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This project also illustrated that art projects in
prison can have powerful learning for artists
and that it can support their own creative
development, offer greater insights into the
human condition, and challenge pre-conceived
ideas of what a ‘prisoner’ is and acts like.
Practitioners that work in prison also found the
Creative Roots project and the approach to
delivery powerful and provided clear learning
on how art can support well-being of residents
in prison and how respectful, genuine, and
inclusive communication and relationships are a
foundation for supporting residents to feel hope,
connected, and empowered to want to change
and commit to personal growth.

Finally, it was also clear that projects like
Creative Roots, where there is so much genuine
care and commitment to residents in prison

as well as being within the prison, thatitis

an emotional, physical, and psychological
challenging environment and so those

involved in such work need to focus on their
own well-being and use reflective practice

and peer support to effectively manage these
experiences.

PN EAK
Laggypee

Learning and
Recommendations for
Future Practice

1) Artis a powerful well-being and human
experience when supported inclusively and
effectively and should be developed more
widely in prison settings.

2) There should be regular provision for
residents in prison to engage with informal
education that offers creative spaces and
opportunities that support pro-social peer
and non-prison practitioner engagement,
freedom of expression, choice, and the
development of new experiences and skills.

3) Yoga and mindfulness practice can be a
powerful tool for well-being, self-agency,

and emotional and psychological regulation

and control and could be an important
element to recovery, rehabilitation, and
desistance to residents in prison settings.

4) Human-centred relationships that focus
on developing trust, respect, compassion,
understanding, and genuineness should
be the approach to practice for all of the
workforce within prison environments.

5) The CHIME model is a useful framework for
understanding well-being of residents in
prison and could be used more extensively
within prison and community settings.

6) Reflective Practice should be used with all
practitioners that work and deliver projects
within prison settings to support their own
well-being and this should be practiced
individually and in group contexts to offer
peer support.

7) Training and induction for all practitioners
that deliver projects within prison settings
should include support for practitioner well-
being.

8) There needs to be longer term art projects in

prisons and research to explore the longer-
term potential for art being a significant
element for successful rehabilitation and
desistance
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Introduction

In 2021 who are more recently
called 'Das Clarks' comprising of a multi-skilled
arts team who create innovative and provocative
performance, dance, and live art ran a pilot
project with residents and staff at Parc prison.

The project evolved into ‘Creative Roots’ a unique
programme that inspired those living and working
in confinement to explore creative freedom. The
Creative Roots Project was funded by the Arts
Council for Wales and G4S and was delivered in
Parc prison from September 2022 to June 2023.
The Creative Roots project aimed to provide a
safe space for residents of Parc prison to take
time out of their daily routine to engage in a
range of activities on the prison wing. Creative
Roots offered an introduction to yoga style
mindfulness exercises with a main project focus of
supporting experiences of learning different ways
of creating art. Residents had the opportunity to
take partin sessions focussed on arts practices
such as printmaking, fine art and painting, photo
journalism, and some also created written pieces.
Art was also created from some of the Parc prison
staff and the artists that facilitated the project.
Everyone who took part displayed their artwork in
an exhibition inside Parc Prison in May 2023 where
there were visitors from people that work in the
Criminal Justice System and other residents from
Parc Prison, as well as the men who created the art
through the duration of the Creative Roots project.
There was also an exhibition at the Newport
Riverfront Theatre and Arts Centre where art from
the residents, staff and the artists involved in the
project was shown in June 2023 which was called
‘Freedom and Constraints.’

Das Clarks have experience of working within
prison settings and knew of the power of
supporting creative engagement with those that

live in such environments and that is what inspired
their on-going commitment to working in this
highly rewarding but challenging space. Despite
personal and professional experience of using
creative arts to engage and inspire none of the
Creative Roots team knew much of the academic
research literature relating to the use of art within
criminal justice settings and as part of the funding
for the Creative Roots project the project leads
knew having an independent researcher for the
project was a useful approach. The role of the
independent researcher from , who
has expertise of facilitating inclusive research
practice with vulnerable and marginalised
individuals and groups, was to support the
capture of the experiences of the residents, staff,
and indeed the artists from the Creative Roots
team. The main focus of the project however was
'measuring’ the well-being of the residents that
engaged with project to understand if their well-
being increased whilst engaging with art and to
better understand their future needs in respect
of art education. Higher Plain has captured the
research impact element of the Creative Roots
project in this report and as part of their work
they will also support wider dissemination of the
Creative Roots project and findings through a
professional blog with the

which is due to be published
in September 2023 and at their research network
forum in September 2023. The Creative Roots
project is also being shared at the

on the 28th of September

2023 at Liverpool Hope University. In autumn 2024
this work will also be shared through a peer review
journal publication and other national conferences
yet to be confirmed in 2024.
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Understanding
Desistance,
Well-Being and the
use of Art in Prison

There is a growing understanding of the power

of art as a transformational experience that can
support rehabilitation and the desistance journey
of those who have offended and are resident in
prison and that supporting
the development of positive overall well-being is
an important element of successful desistance

s &

Understanding Desistance

Desistance can be defined as a process of
abstaining and ultimately stopping criminal
behaviour as well as the theory base and practice
understandings of “how and why people stop and
refrain from offending” . P
95). The desistance journey is not a linear one with
usually a pattern of multiple relapses into criminal
activity. highlight how
there is a significant body of literature available
that explores the factors that are influential in
supporting desistance and there is not space to do
justice to this within this report; but a brief overview
is important to give context to this report and the
relevance and application of the findings of the
Creative Roots project in relation to desistance.

Many of those who are resident in prison have
offended several times and feel that their cycle
or pattern of offending is difficult to stop (Jones
and Jones, 2021). The prison environment can
be for many a challenging one where stigma,
labelling, and discrimination from staff and
the prison culture and institution are common
experiences and feelings. This reality often makes
it difficult to find positivity within daily life and
therefore residents in prison often lack motivation
to think, feel, and act positively and or engage
with opportunities for personal growth and change
towards desistance ;

;and

Best et al. (2021) argues that where the structures,
culture, and staff do not support and rather
suppress positive opportunities to gain positive
forms of ‘capital’ then desistance in much less
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likely, especially for marginalised groups who

face further challenges. Kemshall and McCartan
(2022) suggest that negative justice capital is
present when the institution stigmatises, has
discriminatory practices, doesn’t offer pro-social
opportunities to develop social capital, and does
not support access to rehabilitative resources and
community acceptance which causes isolation.
Best et al. (2021: p209) defines institutional justice
capital as the ‘structures, systems, processes, and
relationships within institutions that create the
conditions for access to social and community
capital, which in turn can nurture or hinder the
development of personal skills and resources.” This
is an important distinction as it shapes successful
desistance as not simply an ‘offending’ individuals
responsibility, want or capacity to change but also
how desistance is dependent on institutional and
workforce provision of appropriate opportunity
and equitable access to necessary capital
opportunities to support positive desistance
change. Therefore, prison environments (and other
justice institutions) need to remove negative justice
capital and improve opportunities and support
that increases justice capital ;
and and develop positive values, ethos,
and practice through education, training, and
leadership that is aligned to supporting effective
justice capital needed for desistance (Kemshall
and McCartan, 2022).

Indeed, Jones and Jones (2021) found that
desistance is best supported when there are
positive opportunities for pro-social relations
where positive relational goods’ are available
within group socialisation contexts that create
an environment of mutual positive social
conditioning (Weaver & McNeill, 2015). Indeed,
consistent positive relationships that inspire
personal and external motivations and controls
are found to support desistance by creating the
formation of new identities and positive adult
social ties Jones and
Jones (2021) conclude that the development of
positive social capital, greater social mobility,
and an alternative 'new self’ where new pro-
social relationships are built with trust, solidarity,
and loyalty, are all foundational for successful
desistance (Weaver & McNeill, 2015).

There are many other challenges that people on
this journey face and it is common that most who
are engaged with the criminal justice system also


chrome-extension://efaidnbmnnnibpcajpcglclefindmkaj/https://eprints.glos.ac.uk/10828/9/10828-Atherton-%282022%29-Penal-arts-interventions-and-hope-outcomes-of-arts-based-projects-in-prisons.pdf
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/1745-9125.12213
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S2352827319302228?via%3Dihub
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/0093854814550031
https://scholarscompass.vcu.edu/jper/vol7/iss1/2/
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/02645505211005018
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/0306624X13509781
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/0306624X13509781
chrome-extension://efaidnbmnnnibpcajpcglclefindmkaj/https://www.justiceinspectorates.gov.uk/hmiprobation/wp-content/uploads/sites/5/2022/10/Academic-Insights-Kemshall-and-McCartan-Oct-22.pdf
chrome-extension://efaidnbmnnnibpcajpcglclefindmkaj/https://www.justiceinspectorates.gov.uk/hmiprobation/wp-content/uploads/sites/5/2022/01/Academic-Insights-McCartan-v1.1.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/guidance/offending-behaviour-programmes-and-interventions
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/1462474511404334

experience poor mental health and substance
use . Jones and Jones (2021)
found this within their research and stress that the
path to desistance is rocky, often fragmented, and
requires an integrated approach that requires a
personal transition, relational stability, as well as
support at a structural societal level (Dufour et al.,
2015). Indeed, agree
and found the challenges of desistance are multi-
faceted and complex and coined the phrase of
the ‘pains of desistance’ which result in negative
feelings of isolation, loneliness, and lack of hope
(Jones and Jones, 2021).

Jones and Jones (2021) highlight how Dufour et al.
(2015) provide a useful framework to explore three
stages of desistance. In the first stage ‘structural
openings’ such as an opportunity to study, to find
employment or build personal relationships with
family and life partners provide 'hooks for change!
Second, to effectively flourish and be accepted
within new structural opportunities new social
identities must be developed and old identities
discarded or as termit, a
replacement self’ In the final stage, an individual
must recognise their contribution to society and to
the group(s)/community they now want to belong
to. Therefore, it is important to support desistance
through facilitating individuals to create a new
‘'map of society’ and transform their identity
positively and not as a ‘criminal” anymore (Dufour
etal., 2015 p 495).

Jones and Jones (2021) found that some literature
(Giordano et al., 2002; and place
signhificance on an initial need for the individual
to have an openness to change before cognitive
transformation can be successful whilst others
found that desistance often occurs with no
intention and that people can desist simply from
reacting to events and turning points which offer
positive opportunities
. Therefore, whilst there appears to
be a lack of agreement about whether the desire
to desist stems from a thought-out cognitive shift
or is indeed stimulated by opportunist events or
tuning points, there appears to be support for
the argument that the need for an opportunity
to visualise or perceive a future alternative self is
important to achieving desistance ;
and

. Indeed, Nugent and Schinkel

(2016) add that having feelings of hope were a

foundation from which all positive change could
develop and therefore having strong positive
recognition within the relationships that a person
has is central to desistance and that this needs to
be in the relationships at a personal level (micro
level) but also at the community (meso level) and
larger structural (macro) levels so that the person
who is at risk of re-offending feels accepted and
respected and can heal from often present effects
of significant trauma and stigma.

McNeill develops the idea of support
across the ‘levels’ of society further and offers a
useful understanding of how to effectively support
desistance and suggest it is only possible through
mutual recognition and respect of the individual,
the citizen, civil society, and the state. Therefore,
there is a need of authentic and meaningful
liberation and integration into the community for
a person who is at risk of re-offending. Integration
is reliant on four interconnected dimensions of
rehabilitation - personal, social, judicial and
moral and political. McNeill (2019) states that the
personal relates to personal agency, values and
beliefs that support the transformation to a new
identity and self. The social dimension refers to the
need for a positive and expanded social network
to support the development of positive social
capital. The judicial element states a need for the
structural ‘de-labelling’ of and from the previous
crime. Finally, the fourth area relates to the need
for moral and political rehabilitation and societal
integration at all levels of society often seen as the
most difficult (adapted from Jones and Jones,
2021).

Well-being and Desistance

It is not surprising that feeling positive well-being
and health is central to a person being able to
desist from criminal behaviour (Link et al, 2019; &
Wallace & Wang, 2020) because feeling 'healthy’
and 'well” are needs for all people to be able to
function well in daily life

Well-being and accurately defining it is still
subject to debate within the academic literature
offering differing understandings and elements
that contribute to what well-being ‘is’

;and .Due
to this there is significant research in this area and
the pursuit of better understanding and measuring
well-being and to discuss all of this is out of the
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scope of this report. However, the WHO (2021) offer
a range of characteristics of what health is and
state that health "“is a state of complete physical,
mental and social well-being and not merely
the absence of disease or infirmity.”

offer one of
perhaps the most accepted definitions of well-
being (according to Jardin and Roache, 2023)
and state that: “Well-being can be understood as
how people feel and how they function, both on a
personal and a social level, and how they evaluate
their lives as a whole.” The three central elements
to this definition is that well-being relates to how
a person feels and their emotions, how a person
functions day to day and their competence and
connection to others, and finally how a person
evaluates and how satisfied they are with their
life. Therefore, using this definition and three core
elements of well-being someone who has a high
level of well-being will generally feel positive and
their emotions will be balanced and appropriate
for the context they are experiencing, they will
also believe they function well day to day and be
able to engage with the activities they want to and
take good care of themselves and have positive
social connections, finally they will also positively
evaluate their lives and feel satisfied with their life.

Despite the contention of what well-being is

and how to best measure it there is a growing
body of literature that suggests that positive
well-being is important for a positive desistance
journey and that inner well-being, focusing on

the development of mindfulness and making
conscious and intentional choices needs a lifelong
commitment

Indeed, the need for feeling positive and having
balanced and appropriate emotions for a good
level of well-being and the need for positive
connections to others aligns strongly to the
desistance literature discussed above. Jones and
Jones (2021) capture how pro-social relationships
offer many opportunities for positive change
through positive social conditioning and Weaver
and McNeil (2015) add that such relationships can
inspire personal and external motivations to be
different and become as Shapland and Bottoms
(201) coined a 'new self!’

So clearly, positive well-being is important for
supporting desistance and that both need an
environment where there is opportunity to feel
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connected to others and form positive pro-social
relationships and feel positive and balanced
emotions. Weaver and McNeill (2015) offer further
consideration that to achieve such pro-social
relationships there is a need to do so through a
foundation of building trust, solidarity, and loyalty
within such relationships and that a person must
feel and believe this to be present for desistance
to be possible. Nugent and Schinker (2016) add a
slightly different dimension and found that there
needs to be 'hope’ for people on their desistance
journey and when reflecting on the elements of
well-being it is not surprising that hope is also
viewed as a key element for positive well-being

. Murphy (2023) found that hope
is essential in supporting how people evaluate
their own well-being in terms of life satisfaction,
psychological well-being in relation to feeling
a person is able to function and feel well and
emotionally stable and appropriate, and also that
hope is central to social well-being and means
that higher levels of hope mean healthier social
relationships that are supportive and meaningful.

It is obvious therefore that the interconnection
between well-being and desistance are significant
and therefore any desistance approaches and
interventions should include a strong focus on
increasing the well-being of people who are
engaged with it.

Within a criminal justice context

highlights the cruel irony that “much of
the agency—the will to change—compromised
by precisely the physical and mental difficulties
that places them at risk of incarceration in
the first place. The people we ask to make the
largest changes in their lives often have the least
capacity to do so.” However, there are projects
and approaches that can and do support the
development of positive well-being within prison
environments and thus in turn can support
desistance and rehabilitation.


chrome-extension://efaidnbmnnnibpcajpcglclefindmkaj/https://neweconomics.org/uploads/files/measuring-wellbeing.pdf
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https://books.google.co.uk/books/about/Homeward.html?id=oDBUDwAAQBAJ&redir_esc=y
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Art, Well-Being, and Desistance

It is well known of the therapeutic and positive
experiences that art can provide in supporting
better mental health and overall well-being.

completed an in-depth
global scoping review of over 900 sources of
literature covering over 3000 studies of the use
and impact of art on well-being for the World
Health Organisation and the Health Evidence
Network. They found that engagement with art
can potentially positively affect both mental and
physical health and could be viewed as being used
as both a preventative and promotion approach
to stop the onset of poor mental and or physical
health or as a form of management and treatment
to alleviate poor mental and physical health and
support recovery.

Interestingly, Fancourt and Finn (2019: p vii-

viii) found that art when used as a prevention

can; "affect the social determinants of health...
encourage health-promoting behaviours.. (and)
help to prevent ill health.” They identified in the
expansive literature that not only did engagement
art support overall development of social cohesion
and positive social relationships but that art
supported enhanced well-being and mental
health and reduced the effects of trauma and
was particularly useful in engaging vulnerable
and marginalised groups. In relation to how art
can be useful when used in a treatment approach
the literature indicated that art supports recovery
in people who are experiencing mental illness,
those with neurodevelopmental and neurological
disorders such as autism, as well as those who had
experienced trauma and abuse.

Fancourt and Finn (2019: p3) capture the literature
they reviewed in a logic model’ captured below in
Fig.l. of how experiencing the ‘components’ of art
can create health and well-being responses for the
person engaging with art.

ltis strongly evident how the engagement with
art can support significant positive outcomes that
are the core elements of positive well-being and
health and these such impacts are also found
when exploring the literature on the use of art
within criminal justice settings too. Indeed, within
a prison setting art has been found to support

the creation of positive social relationships on
many levels. captured an

increase in the positive relationships that people

that live in prison had within their community.

also found that art can support
better professional relationships between people
that live in prison and the prison staff that are there
to support them. The positive influence of art within
prison also extended to creating stronger and
more positive relationships between those that live
in prison and their families .As
discussed previously in this report the opportunity
to create and maintain positive relationships with
others and have positive social connections is
key to supporting positive well-being and also for
supporting desistance.
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Components

Aesthetic engagement Social interaction

Involvement of the imagination Physical activity

Sensory activation Engagement with themes of health
Evocation of emotion Interaction with health-care settings

Cognitive stimulation

Responses

e Psychological (e.g. enhanced self-efficacy,
coping and emotional regulation)

Physiological (e.g. lower stress hormone
response, enhanced immune function and
higher cardiovascular reactivity)

Social (e.g. reduced loneliness and isolation,
enhanced social support and improved
social behaviours)

Behavioural (e.g. increased exercise,
adoption and healthier behaviours, skills
development)

Outcomes

e Prevention e Management

e Promotion e TJreatment
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Art within prison settings has also been
documented to support the development of
positive self-esteem and self-confidence (Littman
& Sliva, 2020) and so relates well to the clear need
for supporting positivity within daily life for those

in prison (Best at al, 2021; Dufour et al., 2015; and
Kemshall and McCartan, 2022) and can be viewed
as a useful opportunity to support personal growth
and change towards desistance.

Through engagement with art there is also
positive enhancement and development of better
communication and social skills

and of group skills (Palidofsky, 2010) and
again this aligns so well to the desistance literature
and the need to have opportunity and develop
positive and pro-social relationships that help to
form new versions of self and new non-criminal
identities and ultimately positive social and
community capital which are all key to successful
desistance (Best et al, 2021; Jones and Jones, 2021;
Kemshalll and McCartan, 2022; Shapland and
Bottoms, 2011; and Weaver and McNeil, 2015).

Indeed, Atherton et al (2022) found recently that
their art project (called the 'Soft Touch Arts project’
which was facilitated at HMP Leicester and within
the community) had significant positive effects on
those who engaged with it in relation to well-being
and supporting the desistance journey. The project
found that engagement with art triggered feelings
of hope and resilience and supported the building
of trust and social skills which are all agreed to be
so central to desistance as discussed earlier and
so important for recovery and supporting people
who are about to re-enter the community from a
prison environment. Another central element to
the success and impact of the project was how the
project was delivered by the practitioners and the
intentional development of human relationships
that were non-judgemental, supportive and
motivational, and where ‘artists’ (as those that
were engaged with project were called to de-
label and de-stigmatise) were given the freedom
to be creative and empowered and felt listened

to, respected, seen, and heard; again all of which
are important elements and conditions to have to
better support desistance (Atherton et al , 2022;
Weaver and McNeil, 2015).

Another useful consideration when discussing
the potential for art as an experience to support
desistance is the need for the art engagement

to have a sustained approach to be able to
have longer term impact on personal change
and growth and desist from criminal behaviour
.Nugent and
Schinker (2016) have pointed out that the
desistance journey is not linear and is a difficult
journey hence the coining of the phrase 'the pains
of desistance. It therefore makes sense that to
effectively support desistance for people who have
committed crime and or are at risk of doing so
there must be consistent provision that provides
support through the difficulty and pains within the
journey of desistance or there is likely risk of relapse
and returning to criminal behaviour.

Ultimately, it is obvious from the literature
discussed above that art can offer powerful
transformation that supports positive well-being
and desistance (Atherton et al, 2022). There is
perhaps even a human need to engage with art
and the creativity, expression, and freedom that
it can provide and that this should be available to
those that live in prison too.

agree and propose that:

“For prisoners, just as for everyone else, art is first
and foremost an opportunity to engage with our
own humanity and with our potential for growth
and development. In this sense, access to artistic
expression in prison is, in some senses, as much a
human rights issue as a pragmatic or instrumental
one about best how to engage people in changing
their lives for the better.”
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Project Approach
& Design

The Creative Roots project aimed to provide

an important opportunity to engage with art
within a prison setting and wanted to offer the
men involved a chance to create, to express
themselves, and to have the sense of freedom
that art can provide. The hope was that such
art experiences alongside elements of play

and mindfulness would support better well-
being for the men, even if it was for the duration
of the project. The whole project was based

on the foundation of principles of creating an
environment where the men felt able to speak and
create and ultimately be listened to, heard, and
respected.

It is not surprising therefore that there was a strong
need to create and develop a research design
that captured the impact of the project in a similar
inclusive way that supported the inclusion and
voice of the men involved. In fact, it was an ethical
necessity that this was achieved. The ethical
considerations for the Creative Roots project were
submitted through the HMPPS ethical process and
were agreed through an ethics panel and went
through an appropriate and robust consideration
and scrutiny. The ethical guidelines used to
inform this research were from the

which are well respected
and widely used within criminology research
in the UK. Ultimately, the research approach
ensured that there was no risk of causing harm
and made sure there was clear informed consent
and that all participants remained anonymous
and were aware of the right to withdraw from
being a participant in the research at any time. All
participants where possible will be engaged with
following the publication of this report and the
impact, findings, and recommendations for future
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practice will be shared both verbally with the men
and in writing with printed copies of this report
being available to them.

Criminology research has a growing commitment
to more ethically supporting those that are
involved in research as participants so that the
research is ‘with’ participants and not simply
done ‘on’ them or 'to’ them and creates a much
more ‘storytelling’ process which respects the
participant and gives them the space to be
listened to and heard ;

. The core element of importance
here is about the ethical need to share power and
support real and non-tokenistic participation in
prison settings where there is focus on the building
of relationships, sharing an understanding of
why and how the research is being done, and
empowering participants to better understand
their situation, lives, and reflect on how to act
on such information for personal growth

. Indeed, such approaches are often
associated with transformational learning,
where through the telling of their experiences
participants identify their own learning, new
goals, and new identities and future directions

. This approach therefore

has been seen as a methodology that can build
‘strength’ in the participants and due to this could
be coined as a ‘strength-based approach’ to
research

add further credibility to the need
for a storytelling approach for this project and they
assert that when working alongside vulnerable
groups and communities story telling is a powerful
tool for listening and supporting such groups
as it builds rapport and allows people to feel
comfortable.

What is quite clear when reflecting on the use of
storytelling as a methodology is that the process
and impact of supporting a space for participants
to speak and be listened to achieves significant
positive experiences and development. Storytelling
can support increased social opportunities,
reflection that can support positive personal
growth and new identities and life goals, and
feelings of shared power and empowerment

that all contributes in developing the ‘strength’

of that person. All of these positive changes in

the person relate directly to the key elements of
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https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/1090198113493782
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1606/1044-3894.4132
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what is needed to support desistance and support
the transformation to new positive identities and
positive life aspirations. In this sense, the approach
to the research for the Creative Roots project was
part of the learning experience of the project and
supported the aims, purposes and outcomes of
the project. It was therefore part of the desistance
and well-being ‘intervention” and experience.

The method for listening to the experiences of the
project were through the use of informal focus
groups and these were facilitated with the men
who engaged with the project, the prison staff,
and the Creative Roots project artists. The ‘main’
focus of the project was however the impact on
the men who live in prison. As is often the case
with such vulnerable groups they often do not
have opportunity or support in having their voices
to be heard and so informal focus groups are a
useful method that really supports the opportunity
to listen to the experiences of vulnerable people
and for them to feel listened to and heard (Sim &
Waterfield, 2019).

The focus groups were informally structured

using the aforementioned CHIME framework as

a basis to discuss well-being and how they had
experienced their well-being throughout the art
project. The CHIME framework was chosen due

to its relatedness to important factors needed for
desistance and that it had been used successfully
recently by Atherton et al (2022) within a, arts
project in a prison setting and so clearly ‘'worked
well The components of CHIME are viewed as

the key elements that every person needs to feel

a whole healthy person and therefore these being
present in a positive way in someone’s life are
essential for recovery, whether that be for mental
health as first envisaged, or now as widely used, for
recovery and rehabilitation from criminal activity
and the experiences of being engaged within the
criminal justice system. The CHIME framework
developed by Leamy et al (2011) as stated earlier is
acronym for Connectedness, Hope and Optimism,
Identity (changes to/of), Meaning (to self, mental
health, others, goals), and Empowerment, Choice,
and control (over one’s life) and this is captured
visually below.

Hope &
Connectedness optimism Identity Empowerment
e Peer support « Beliefin * Rebuilding e Personal

and social
groups

Relationships

Support from
others

Community

recovery

Motivation to
change

Hope-inspiring
relationships
Having

dreams and
aspirations

positive sense
of identity

¢ Overcoming

stigma
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Essentially, the research aim was to explore if
engaging with experiences of yoga, mindfulness,
and art practices (that the Creative Roots project
offered) had any positive influence and effect on
the well-being and health of the men engaged
with the project. Focus groups were also facilitated
with the prison staff involved with the project

and the artists that led the project to gain their
insights and experiences and to explore their ideas
and learning for future work of this kind in prison
settings.

As well as using focus groups the lead researcher
was also drawn to an emerging method of
capturing the narratives and stories of participants
that they used previously called ‘Pictorial Narrative
Mapping’ which uses the focus group narratives to
guide hand drawn art graphics of the discussions

and stories being shared within focus groups

. It seemed fitting that an arts
project utilised an art-based method within its
design and just added to the overall value and
visual impact of the project and this report (as will
be illustrated in the analysis section).

During the project eight focus groups were
facilitated with the men who engaged with the
project with 33 men who lived in prison taking
part. One focus group was facilitated with prison
staff comprising of four people and the focus
group with Creative Roots project team had six
participants.
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Analysis of Well-Being
and the Project

Being treated as and feeling fully
human

The conversations with the men who engaged
with the project over the nine months illustrated
the challenging reality of living in prison. However,
these conversations also gave clear and powerful
insights into the humanity that exists in prison

and how, when treating those who live in prison
with respect, dignity, and as fully human, it can
create an environment for change and personal
growth. The impact of this project must be stated
with balance and caution, so as to not making
too grand a claim of the outcomes for this project
and to ensure that the narratives shared within
this report are accurate, realistic, and trustworthy.
Despite this, it is not over-stating the impact of
this project to propose that it provided excellent
opportunities for personal growth and greater
self-respect and hope and belief that change was
possible. It was clear to all involved in facilitating
this project that there were overall improvements
in well-being for all the participants. The narratives
listened to through using the CHIME model as a
reference for conversation captured this powerfully
and these are discussed and illustrated below
using direct quotes from the men who engaged
with the Creative Roots project and using the
Narrative Map graphics drawn by the narrative
artist.

Feeling connected and sense of
community

All the men who engaged with the project started
to feel greater connection to each other and the
artists from Creative Roots. The men during the
focus groups said that the project had ‘helped me
make friends & feel comfortable’ and that we are
‘all different but it's brought us all together.” Indeed,
it was clear that positive social connections with
peers and ‘being with different people that are not
from here is positive’ has supported the men to
build ‘positive relationships and | can be myself.
I'm relaxed here.” Almost all the men stated that
they 'feel respected here and treated as a human’
within the project and many stated they didn't feel
valued or respected in the prison most of the time.

So, clearly the experience of feeling part of a
community and connected to others in meaningful
and positive pro-social relationships with a shared
purpose was enjoyed and appreciated. The
relationships that were created were based on
mutual respect, support, and a sense of equality
and non-judgment, and perhaps the main theme
here is that such relationships impact on the

men with a feeling that they were being treated
as human and not a criminal or prisoner and
therefore connecting with others as a human
stripped of negative stigma and labelling.

A

| feel respected
here & | feel

Positive
human

relationships &
| can be myself.
I'm relaxed here.

/—\f

RE LAXED ENVIROMNYENT
WITHIN A
NOT RELAXED ENVIRONMENT

lCONNEtTEDNESS ]

PEOPLE SHOWED
INTEREST
IN ME AND MY

CREATIVE ROOTS OCTOBER 2023 PROJECT REPORT



Weekly Hope and Optimism

The men also spoke of increased hope and
optimism during and following the project with
many explaining that they had ‘opened up and
want to try new things' and how because they had
been ‘treated differently, that's given me hope,
hope we can be seen and treated differently

to how we normally are’ and that 'l don't feel

like a prisoner and | feel that | won't always be
Behaviour change during the project was also
noted with many stating that 'l just feel more
optimistic for the week’ and that ‘it gave new
meaning and hope to an otherwise quite negative
world” and so 'l made sure | kept my behaviour
tidy as I didn't want anyone to take this away from
me." During the exhibition in prison many of the
men who had engaged talked about how since the
project ended they were feeling 'Fucking buzzing
this morning. I'm so happy, proud, & | feel full’
about their time on it and how they were proud

of what they had achieved looking at all the work
in the exhibition. The project had given the men
hope and optimism that they could achieve and
complete a programme of activity and create art
work; one person stated: 'Knowing | can and have
done this when they tell you that you can't so often.
Well look at me now!’

Therefore, providing opportunities for engagement
with art created hope in the immediacy and
within the short-term duration of the project but
interestingly it also provided hope and optimism

in the longer term where those who engaged

knew they could achieve in the future if they

were committed and there was a clear ‘after-
glow’ effect from their participation. This has
obvious implications for how informal art-based
opportunities can increase positive behaviour of
men who live in prison in the short term and longer
term where it could be argued it not only creates
hope and optimism but aspiration to learn more
and as discussed earlier, aspiration for education
can be a key 'hook’ for change towards desistance
and ‘non-criminal’ identities.

You treat us differently, that's
given me hope, hope we can
be seen & treated differently
to how we normally are
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Developing elements of new
identities & re-engaging with

vulnerability Iiﬂ
The way that the men viewed themselves and BE(.N’HNG
their identity changed throughout the project. DIFFERENT

Many spoke of how they could see themselves
in more a positive light and that 'l can be more HND

myself here and I'm not just a criminal” and others DE"ELOP'NG
clearly enjoyed being a learner and stated that AS ﬂ PERSON"_
‘I'm treated as a pupil and as an equal not a
prisoner.’ Indeed, not being seen as a criminal and
almost needing to actin a certain way in prison

to survive is captured well by one man who said ‘|
can take my mask off once I'm here. | don't have
to look tough or kind of, you know, you have to be
a certain way out there. You can't be vulnerable
out there.’ So, for many letting go of a prisoner
identity in the daily life of prison was very positive
and many stated how the project had supported
greater freedom and that 'It's about exploring and
trying new things and not feeling embarrassed or
defensive. I've just let my guard down’

Some of those that engaged also spoke
passionately about developing current identities
as fathers, and before the project some men

felt they couldn’t do much with their children

but following learning about art techniques and
creating their own art they could 'be a better dad
now and do this with my kids. | never thought I'd do
this sort of thing. It's great’

AVE LOVEP IT AND
I'P love To
TEACH :
OTHERS'

You could see the confidence grow within the
groups and some of the men really took on / /
supporting roles to their peers and some of those

felt that they could progress with a peer support I b # dad
ole in the future as 'I've loved this, I've loved can be a better dad now
roe! L ve oV 1S TVe 1oV & do this with my kids. |

supporting people, I'd love to teach others.” So, for never thought I'd do this
some, the experience of learning and supporting sort of thing. It's great.
others in the project created an opportunity to
develop and aspire to a new potential identity, of
being a peer mentor and teacher. The formation
of new prosocial and positive identities are closely
aligned to successful desistance journeys and
illustrates some of the potential of offering informal
art-based projects within prison & community

| can take my mask off once I'm
‘ here. | don’t have to look tough
settings. or kind of, you know, you have to
be a certain way out there. You
can’t be vulnerable out there
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It's like a health
pill. | feel better
about myself. | feel
calmer. | feel more
human. | feel alive.

I’'m bettering
myself with this.
It's become more
than the art.
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Developing new meaning to self,
socialisation, and better mental
health

The arts experiences also gave greater meaning
to the people who took part and many felt that ‘I'm
bettering myself with this. It's become more than
the art’ Some of the men expanded on this and
explained that they felt they had "been challenged
to think differently’ and that ‘It's helped my mental
health. I'm less anxious. | can calm myself down
with breathing.” The support it gave to the men to
feel mentally more positive was clear and one of
the men stated that the project has been ‘like a
health pill. | feel better about myself. | feel calmer. |
feel more human. | feel alive.” All the men engaged
spoke of how positive it was to do something new
and different and that it had ignited something in
them and they were 'hungry to learn more and do
other projects. It feels so good to learn and to do
new things.

Greater Choice, Control, and
Freedom

The experiences over the course of the project

all contributed to the men feeling they had

more choice and control over their lives whilst
engaging in it and that this had a positive impact
on behaviour and commitment to the learning.
One resident who openly talked of how anti-
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establishment he was said, that 'l had choice and
respect so | didn't rebel. | had control over my
learning’ whilst another stated ‘We have choice
here, I'm free to decide. | love that freedom. There
were other elements to the project that included
breathing, meditation, yoga, and mindfulness and
many found this really useful for self-control and
that 'the breathing and calming mind stuff. I've
new skills to help my mental health and anger’ and
another person agreed and said that ‘It's helped
my ADHD, slowed me down, helped my focus, my
self-control.

(S SOMETNING
T tAN DO
AS IM

DYSLEXIC

}

NEi ' /
CONFIDENCE!

)
TS OPENED £ WANT 10 DO MORE THINGS LIKE THIS

ME UP AND

The breathing and calming
mind stuff. I’ve new skills to
help my mental health & anger

It’s helped my ADHD,
slowed me down, helped
my focus, my self-control

Choice & respect so | didn't rebel.
I had control over my learning

Therefore, providing educational opportunities
that offer choice and freedom as well as those
that have a therapeutic element can be useful in
supporting those who engage to feel generally
more empowered and gain greater self-agency in
terms of general life experiences and those related
to overall well-being and mental health.
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Artist Experiences of the Project

The artist team for Creative Roots all had a
variety and deep mix of expertise and creative
experiences and within the team there were
specific elements they all brought to the project.
The team had creative teaching expertise in
terms of the project in fine art, print making,
photography, performance art, theatre and
spoken word, as well as yoga, meditation, and
mindfulness. The two co-project leads also had
significant experience in managing, leading,

and delivering projects with some experience

of working within prison contexts. Many of the
Creative Roots team had not worked within or
been within a prison environment previous to the
start of the project. Itis important to note that
across the diverse expertise and identities of the
Creative Roots team there were obviously some
individual and unique experiences but there were
also some clear, strong, and common experiences
and narratives to emerge during focus group
discussions and within the project facilitation more
generally.

Overall Feelings, Evaluation, and
learning from the project

Many of the team had not worked within a prison
environment before and so were quite nervous
about entering such an environment and were
worried what effects it might have on their ability
and skill to teach, engage, and do the project
justice. One artist said "-Initially | was quite scared
and apprehensive as the environment feels so
strange but | got used to it, sort of, and realised
we were not part of that order and disorder but
we were offering something else and we created
choice, a safe space for expression and non-
judgement.” Another artist agreed and stated that
‘it is one of the hardest places I've ever worked
and absolutely terrified me at the start and | was
worried about working with residents but deeply
wanted to see them as people, and | did, and it
was powerful. | realise | had a lot of misconceptions
and stereotypes of what people are like who live in
prison and yeah, what criminals are like, but they
are more than that it you create spaces for the to
be more than that!
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The impact that the project had on the artists was
powerful and there was a real sense and depth to
their attachment to the project, the men involved,
and the whole power for positive change that had
been created by the project. One artist felt that 'l
don't feel it's over and the men and the staff need
to have it back’ whilst another said ‘It is clear that
there is smouldering humanitarian crisis in our
prisons and | can't let it go' and this clear human
connectivity is captured well when one artist felt
that ‘boundaries blurred in some ways and it was
a strength and gave power to the project, the
experience, it was real, we were real’ whilst another
artist responded and agreed 'l don’t know, | want
more, and how it will evolve I'm not sure but there
is more to come’

The environment for all the artists was clearly
challenging and there was a psychological and
emotional toll from the project and one artist
explained that 'the environment feels chaotic
and so much noise, movement, thoughts, and

it was intense and | worried | wouldn't cope but

| did and despite all of this | have an immense
amount of love for colleagues, residents, staff
and boundary-less love and feelings, and this

is positive in my opinion." Another stated that
‘getting close to residents and showing my own self
and vulnerability was powerful and emotionally
exhausting, but worth it" and another agreed and
was thankful that 'there was space to debrief and
reflect after each session as | was psychologically
and emotionally challenged every day.’

The project was facilitated over nine months and
so there was also self-acknowledgement for all of
the team that they needed to detach and have a
break from the intensity of creating and facilitating
such a project, one artist captured the pull of the
work but the need to move away when they said
‘I'm ready to detach and not ready for it to be

over either and although it's the end of the project
in one way, this has left residue, and | have a
relationship with residents and staff’ whilst another
explained that ‘I need a break, | need to not be

in that environment for a while, | can feel it still in
me, | want to do more, but for now | just need to
completely detach for a while, for my own health
and head space’’

The impact of the project for everyone involved
within the team was clear and during reflective
discussion during the focus group, which was
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facilitated in the Newport exhibition space,

this was powerfully evident. One artist looked
around at the art on the walls and some leaning
up against a wall and pointed around ‘These
paintings, the art here, they are people, they
represent more than the art’ and another artist
joined in ‘it was an experience that goes beyond
representation in the painting” and another
agreed "Yes, creativity held the space and it is

why they trusted us and our expertise and this
allowed for deeper conversations, all whilst doing
the art. We gained their trust’ the team all agreed
and another added '‘Our status, in the lion's den

as it were, allowed us to use a needed flexible
approach and it was clear we were not part of G4S
or the education team, we were seen as artists
asking if they wanted to engage, there was real
choice in every session, and they loved and thrived
with that. The art was agreed to be the medium
that unlocked the person and an artist felt that ‘'we
focused on the art and the artist identity and not
the criminal identity and it worked, you could see
them relax, and be themselves' and 'So, despite
their crime I love the person and | understood
them and respected them, and | felt that they felt
that, they felt human again’

There was a sense in the discussion that there was
an unlocking or releasing the men to feel they
could trust and talk and simply be themselves
devoid of a criminal identity or prisoner stigma
and that this was one of the main outcomes of the
project and it's process and approach. There were
many points raised in relation to this but one artist
seemed to capture all that was expressed when
they made the conclusion that:

“The whole culture of lock them up and make

it safe needs to be challenged and all people
working in this space need to know that
rehabilitation and supporting positive change
doesn’t work like that. There needs to be a change
to focusing on positive opportunities that offer
social interactions, trying new things, talking in
groups, and being treated with respect and as a
full human and not just a criminal who is a risk.”

There was also a realisation and observation that
many of the prison officers and some of the more
senior prison staff didn't really understand and or
fully support the project and it's way of working.
One artist commented that 'the system is hard
and itis intense and so | understand why the staff



were d bit closed off to this’ and another felt that
‘the whole system is about control and stopping
movement and perceived risk and harm and you
can see, and we've heard that a lot of the prison
staff just see their role like this and that the men
are perhaps not worthy or in need of opportunities
like art and having fun. It worrying as how do you
support rehabilitation if you don’t do things like
this.

The team reflected on the exhibition in the prison
and one explained how during the project and in
getting the work ready for the exhibition 'we all
felt a commitment to protecting their work and
making sure it was not edited or censored and
this was our ethical and moral obligation and this
was hard at times with the safeguarding and risk
management in the prison, but we did it” Another
artist agreed and said ‘it's so important that the
integrity of the residents’ work was protected and
this was an extension of the respect for them and
their hard work, so they were involved in photo
editing and cropping.’ The discussion relating to
the exhibition day was emotional and one artist
shared that ‘we did the exhibition and it was so
powerful and you could see the impact on those
that took part and their peers were all so proud of
them, it just didn't feel like a prison that day, it felt
like a gallery or something.

Finally, there was one element of the project that
didn't really fulfil its potential from the perspective
of the Creative Roots team and that was relating
to the mentoring element within the project. All of
the team felt that it perhaps was not supported

as well as it could have been from the prison staff
but there was also a feeling that the role of mentor
on-top of the already challenging environment

of prison was too much for some of the mentors,
especially as some were dealing with recovery
from substance use and addiction and mental
health challenges. One artist reflected that 'the
desistance journey is complex, difficult and
challenging - we had residents who are amazing
and were going to be mentors and they had not
taken substances for 8 weeks and then week 9
they did and it feel apart for them a bit and they
couldn’t be a mentor, and it just gutted them, it
was upsetting.” There was general agreement that
mentors needed significant support to be able to
carry out their roles effectively, and safely for them
and their own health and well-being. It was also
discussed how ‘falling down and messing up, is

part of recovery, part of rehabilitation, it's part of
life and so, they shouldn't be so hard on themselves
nor should the prison’ and again many felt that ‘'we
just needed more time, more time to be with them
and support them'’

Reflections and narratives relating
to well-being

All of the Creative Roots team believed and
shared their reflections and observations of

how well-being was enhanced for the men over
the duration of the project and that all men in
some way felt greater human connection, hope,
positive developments to their identity, greater
meaning in some aspects of their life and in terms
of their mental health, and that all this meant
that there were the ‘roots’ of what could be called
empowerment.

Indeed, the team felt a great sense of
connectedness to the men and some of the staff
and could see that there were positive social
connections made in the same way with the men
who engaged with project. One artist reflected
that 'the space became a forum for more than
the art, we discussed life and aspirations and
challenges, it was really quite therapeutic’ whilst
another found that 'there was a real sense of
community throughout the project and everyone
really did get on” and also that there were ‘just
such lovely human interactions and connections.’
All of the team agreed that ‘it's clear more of this
is needed and education or experiences that help
social connection and it is starting too late in their
journey, it's needed from the beginning’

There was also an interesting experience and
narrative from one of the artists relating to

gender identities and sexualities who stated

that 'l think that our team, being really mixed in
terms of gender, binary and post-binary, as well
as the neurodivergence was interesting and |
never felt that the sessions with residents were
heteronormative and although there was a little
‘blokeyness’ it was never an issue and my identities
never felt threatened.’ It was also commmented
that a transgender-person took part in the project
and never experienced discrimination whilst
participating in the project despite believing and
being told by prison staff that such discrimination
was common place in prison. When asked why
they thought this happened the response was that
‘the project supported all of us to just get to know
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each other as people, as humans, and this was
front and centre above all other identities.

The Creative Roots team also witnessed increased
hope and optimism amongst the men who
engaged with the project, where 'you could feel
the buzz in the prison the days we were in and
‘within’ the men and the excitement they felt and
their peers would pop in and say hi and showed
areal interest’ and that ‘It was a highlight in their
week for sure, something to focus on in their world.
The arts team felt the project offered a different
experience to the normal, where ‘prison feels a
hopeless place, it eats itself and makes everything
worse, this project offered a bit of light and hope
to this world" and that ‘'we had chats about how
the presentis temporary and that there can be
positive futures, the men opened up about getting
out and living a better life.” Ultimately, though
there was the understanding from the arts team
that the project had ‘created short term hope and
optimism but now they are back with nothing or
very little, it's sad, you can tell they need it’ and
that 'they need more opportunities, not just art, to
create and maintain hope, and where are any of
us if we don't have hope!

Within the focus group with the Creative Roots

team, we also discussed the idea of the identity and
identities of the men who took part in the project.
The team all believed and saw that the ‘art was a
gateway to self and it supported them to peel of their
shell and armour that they wore out there to protect
themselves but it also was still the criminal identity.
The art meant they could not be the criminal for a
few hours each week." It was acknowledged that
‘most did not become artists but everyone expanded
themselves and grew in self-esteem, confidence,
and this might contribute to their future life decisions
and pathways’ and ‘the way we talked about life

and how they opened up about their lives it seemed
like by doing this they created new versions and
narratives of their past and for some this meant that
they could see new futures.’ So, although the project
didn't create new artists it did start something within
the residents, new ideas, new experiences of possible
new parts of old and future selves and all of the
project team believed strongly that 'you need more
positive social opportunities to build new ways, new
identities, it should be core first steps not just the odd
nine week add on. This isn't fluffy stuff this is the key
to human-ness and it's very important for positive
change and the rehabilitation to new selves’
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New meanings to self, others, and own mental
health and well-being were also seen to develop
with the men who engaged with project. The
project took place across a number of different
wings and one of the artists pointed out that ‘on
the hardest wing, where it felt very heavy and
hopeless when we started we were told that during
the project mental health was better with lower
rates of self-harm and substance use. That hit
hard. It made a difference to the pain they were
feeling and how they dealt with it

The artist team also found that because ‘we
treated them with respect and gave opportunity
of choice and a process of decision making’ and
so ‘we worked with not on them or too them,
they were partners in learning, it was a different
relationship to what they are used to.' The artist
team concluded that the way and approach of
working with and alongside the residents was
powerful to how they developed meaning within
the project, meaning to how they were being
treated, how they were equal partners in the
process, and the effects this had were powerful
and as one artist evaluated ‘it may have been a
short-term motivation or experience that made
mental health lessen and people to feel more
positive, but it was powerful, imagine if there was
more of this in all prisons, what could it do for
longer term mental health!




Ultimately, everyone in the Creative Roots team
felt and thought that the project was empowering
and achieved this through treating people with
respect, by giving people choice and the freedom
to create, and by creating a non-judgemental
community of learners where people could talk
openly and reflect on their lives, both past and
future. One artist stated that there were 'some
real moments of self-reflection and openness and
honesty and had life affirming and self-awareness
of past mistakes and decisions’ whilst another
reflected that ‘a human will find it where they can
and sometimes this cannot be a positive choice,
this project gave them a positive choice to engage
and take some empowerment in their lives. They
did, it worked, you could see them become more
empowered and confident in their choices. The
consensus was that ‘they need more opportunities
like this and more time where they are treated as
real people, full humans, not criminals and they
can experience the possibilities of what they could
become’ and that ‘it's not beyond projects like this
to change people’s lives but it needs longevity to
have any chance to do this. This was so positive
but it was a patch on a much bigger problem and
issue.’

The prison system was often seen a blocker to such
empowerment and the artists found that ‘there
is a real nervousness about supporting any type
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of freedom like with this project where residents
could move around as it's easier to rule by lock
and key and make things secure but that's not
rehabilitation is it" and suggested that what was
needed was ‘a complete rethink about what prions
should be doing to actually support rehabilitation
because it currently isn't working.’

In summary, there was a cautious, balanced

and weighted belief for all artists that the project
achieved deep, positive and powerful experiences
for the men who engaged and supported the
increase of their well-being. However, there was
also the strong belief that despite such powerful
impact it was only a short term ‘outcome’ that
was present for the duration of the project, and
for some a short-term after the project had
ended. Ultimately, the artists believe that the
project gave some respite from a restrictive and
demanding world where the men could feel safe
and not be seen as a criminal or a prisoner and
find opportunities to connect with others and just
seen as a human, to be listened to, heard, and
have choice, and learn new ways of being and just
be creative and play; ultimately it perhaps gave
everyone some hope for the future and for positive
future selves. All of the artists felt and experienced
the men who engaged as highly creative, capable,
and willing to learn and take chances in their
learning journey; it inspired all of the artists and
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impacted on their future work as an artist and on
the want to continue working within this space and
that more opportunities like this were a necessity
within prison environments.

Prison Support Staff Experiences of
the Project

The prison support staff that were involved in the
focus group was not a full representation of the
overall support staff involved in the project, and

it also did not include any of the prison officers
that were present and managing the various
wings of the prison when the project was running
its art sessions. Therefore, the narratives and
experiences captured here are not a full reflection
of the experiences of all staff involved or who
supported he project in some way. The four staff
memlbers who took part in the focus group all

had a strong rehabilitation focus to their role. The
overarching narrative from the staff involved was
that the Creative Roots project was a powerful
experience for the men who engaged and offered
positive development of well-being aligned to the
CHIME framework and that such opportunities
are needed more frequently within prison settings
to support longer term health, well-being, and
rehabilitation and desistance.

Overall Feelings, Evaluation, and
learning from the project

The staff involved in the focus group were ‘blown
away by the Creative Roots team’ and stated that
‘vou need high quality, interested, and an invested
project team as the Creative Roots team were,
they were so positive with us, prison officers, wing
managers, and most importantly the residents.
When discussing what high quality meant for
those who facilitate projects like the Creative
Roots project it was offered that practitioners
‘need a focus on positive relationships and strong
collaboration across all involved’ and that there
was a need for an ‘informal approach and credible
‘real’ practitioners’ who 'showed genuine interest in
residents and treated them as fully human'

It wass clear that the project had impacted on the
staff involved in the focus group and they stated
that ‘'we need more of this and more investment
needed as there is not enough’ and anyone can
see it makes a huge difference, the project and
the exhibition were such a success and so positive
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and seeing all the smiles, happiness, and impact
on people was immense.’ The staff spoke about
how challenging and at times depressing, working
within a prison environment can be and that work
like this ‘makes you realise why you work in this
space as it's hard but these projects make it worth
it and you know you are supporting and part of
positive change.’ Indeed, the project was discussed
as having essential experiences for supporting
desistance and that ‘'we need more of this as itis so
important for rehabilitation the opportunity to try
and learn new talents’ and that ‘the system needs
to focus more on this approach and recognise its
need as core for rehabilitation.” There was strong
agreement that the ‘leadership and management
within prisons need to see and understand this
type of work more and education and training is
needed to achieve this’ and that ‘prison staff need
to buy into this more and support the residents and
show interest during such projects as they should
be part of the rehabilitation journey and approach
too.’ To achieve such learning the suggestion was
that ‘'we need to create a community of this type of
work and support staff across prison to understand
the work and approach’’

Much like the evaluation and experiences of

the Creative Roots team, the staff felt that the
mentoring element of the project could have gone
more successfully and that there was some clear
learning from this. One member of staff suggested
that there 'needed to be more buy-in from the
prison in terms of resident mentor freedom so
they felt like a mentor and were trusted in their
roles’ and another agreed and stated they also
needed ‘more support, training, staff contact

and increased wider service support that helped
them deal with their well-being, like for substance
issues.” Another staff member reflected and stated
that 'the mentors did so well and it was positive
but they felt the pressure perhaps of the role and it
was near Christmas, so a hard time for many, and
so two out of three relapsed in their substance use
and so this needs greater thought for future work.

Finally, the staff team commented on how the
project had been ‘such a breath of fresh air for
everyone' and that more of this was needed but
that it was also a challenging time for the Creative
Roots team and so it was essential to build into
future work more of a ‘checking in and making
sure everyone is healthy and well and supporting
reflective spaces for debrief and learning’



Reflections and narratives relating
to well-being

The staff team also talked passionately about how
the project had created positive impact on the
men involved in respect of their well-being and

as with the previous focus group, to shape the
discussion, the CHIME model themes were used to
facilitate conversation.

Interestingly, some of the team felt that some

of the men had previously struggled to form
positive relationships with other residents ‘due to
trauma but most did with the creative roots team
and each other but not so much with the prison
officers but then that is more usual.” All the team
commented on how the residents could ‘feel a
real sense of community and that there was such
genuine rapport with residents and the arts team’
The power of the connections also seemed to last
for some and support ongoing positive behaviour
with one member of staff reflecting that ‘the
human connection developed over the project
meant that residents remembered and felt it
during and after the project and so they carried
this with them and they acted differently and more
positively within the prison, even with punitive
measures they could discuss it and not just react
negatively.’

The positivity and energy of the project also
carried through to those not involved in the
project and all the team agreed that ‘even those
outside the project within the various wings all got
closer as everyone was taking about the project
and it supported new friendships’ suggesting

that projects such as this, once heard through
those who experienced it, can create aspiration
and motivation to want to be engaged in future
opportunities, and in this was create hope for the
future even when not directly involved; of course
as one member of staff pointed out, ‘'now we have
to make sure we run more projects like this to not
let people down and we must act when people feel
inspired as itis rare in prison.

One staff member joined in with the discussion
and added that 'so many are so tired of being let
down but this project made them start to believe
and hope again. The hope and optimism the men
felt meant that they ‘felt lighter, they were just
more positive and they were told they were good
at something, they felt valued’ and "there was such
positive praise of them that they started to believe

in themselves and you could see real growth.” And
as previously highlighted, the staff team all noticed
that 'they behaved more appropriately during

the week so they could do the project and that
sounds bad in a way but they enjoyed it so much
they knew they couldn’t be seen to being disruptive
of they might have lost their participation’ and
that the positive effects of the project and the
exhibition lasted for weeks with so much discussion
about it, residents were so proud and positive’
illustrating that when there is hope, human
connection, and positive social engagement
positive behaviour change is possible within prison.

Through the engagement with the project the staff
team saw behavioural changes as captured above
and together with this were small changes to the
men’s identities and how they saw themselves.
One staff member said that ‘most of the people
hadn't experienced art or culture before and so

it really impacted on them’ and another that
‘these opportunities are so important for growth
and being someone different, trying on a new or
different self for a while’ and 'they recognised they
had talents and it built new ways of being, maybe
not new identities, but new skills and self-belief
and esteem, so important in any positive identity.’
There was strong agreement across the team

that ‘it certainly changed people and they were
proud’ and everyone agreed that some of the most
impactful conversations they heard or had with
the men who participated were 'the conversations
we had about how they could see themselves
doing art with their kids, or doing music more and
maybe even becoming a musician, others loved
supporting their peers and realised that they could
help people and maybe even teach others’ and
the essence of this was how they started to be able
to realise and aspire to new positive identities and
lives, which as discussed earlier is so central to
desistance and rehabilitation.

Itis not a surprise that like the men involved and
the Creative Roots team, the staff involved could
see the men develop new meaning to themselves,
the friendships they had, and to their own well-
being and mental health. One staff member
believed that the men realised that people

do care about them and this meant they had
meaning and values to others, so many asked if
we could say thank you to those that attended
the exhibition” and that during the project ‘it
really gave many residents purpose and focus
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and this helped for mental health and substance
use too. The staff team could see a developing
understanding from the men that by being
engaged in the art project and doing something
positive ‘it started new aspirations maybe not for
art but to be a better dad or engage with positive
experiences as it helped their mental health and
develop deeper friendships.

Finally, the staff team also concluded that the
whole experience of the project was one that
offered empowerment and that participants felt
greater choice, freedom, and self-worth during
the project. The believed that the man felt greater
control over their immediate environment within
the project but also outside the project in being
able to look forward to the project and use

some of the mindfulness, yoga, and breathing
technigues to support their own anger, anxiety,
neurodiversity and mental health experiences.
One team member stated that 'you could see
the changes and people becoming proud of their
work, for example, one resident invited his mum to
the exhibition and this was the first time he asked
her to visit him in prison because before he was so
ashamed of himself’ whilst another commented
that 'you could see and the men said that they
felt trusted and respected and this was powerful,
you could see that their behaviours changes,
they acted more appropriately’ and another
joined in stating that * the respect element was
huge and that residents often stating that they
felt more human.' There was a consensus in the
team that ‘people started to believe they could
change and everyone wanted to keep going and
to keep having this experience.’ Towards the end
of this focus group one of the team captured
perhaps the whole essence and value of the
Creative Roots project in that ‘the whole project
was humanisation” and that such opportunities
are needed within a prison environment that de-
humanises and disempowers people.
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Conclusion and
Recommendations
for Future Practice

The Creative Roots Project was an arts project
funded by the Arts Council for Wales and G4S and
was delivered in Parc Prison from September 2022
to May 2023. Creative Roots was delivered through
a multi-skilled arts team under the performance,
live art and dance organisation Mr & Mrs Clark.
The Creative Roots project aimed to provide a
safe space for residents of Parc Prison to take time
out of their daily routine to engage in a range of

activities on the prison wing. Creative Roots offered
an introduction to yoga style mindfulness exercises

and different ways of creating art, including
printmaking, fine art and painting, and photo
journalism. Everyone who took part displayed their
artwork in an exhibition inside and outside the
prison in May 2023,

Higher Plain was responsible for measuring the
impact of the project and the research aim

was to explore if engaging with experiences of
art practices (that the Creative Roots project
offered) as well as yoga, mindfulness, had any
positive influence and effect on the well-being
and health of the men engaged with the project.
Informal focus groups were used to explore the
general experiences of the arts project but also
the five themes from the CHIME recovery model
for mental health to better understand the overall
narratives and the well-being of the men during
and following their engagement with the project.
As highlighted earlier, CHIME is an acronym for
Connectedness, Hope and Optimism, Identity
(changes to/of), Meaning (to self, mental health,
others, goals), and Empowerment, Choice, and
control (over one's life). Focus groups were also
facilitated with the prison staff involved with the
project and the artists that led the project.

Ultimately, the project did increase the feelings
and experiences of well-being where those who
engaged felt greater connectivity, hope, identity,
meaning, and empowerment. It gave those
involved an opportunity to take off the ‘prisoner
mask’ and be more relaxed, more open, and
creative, and in doing so the experiences and
outcomes were positive and to a degree could be
described as transformational.
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Although this was a small-scale projectin
one prison it does have some useful learning
and application to wider prison settings. It

is likely that to support positive well-being
for residents in prison, and to support their
desistance and rehabilitation journey, that
education provision should provide an
environment that supports the development
of informal discussion-based learning. These
such environments support people to feel
respected, have choice, have opportunity
for creativity and expression, feel safe, and
ultimately feel they are being treated as
humans within a community and not just
criminals and prisoners. There were also
powerful experiences from engaging with and
then practising yoga and mindfulness by the
men who took part in the project, with many
explaining how they would use it to support
their well-being and gaining a calmness,
clarity, and control over their thoughts and
emotions when within their rooms when
‘banged-up.’

This project also illustrated that art projects
in prison can have powerful learning for
artists and that it can support their own
creative development, offer greater insights
into the human condition, and challenge
pre-conceived ideas of what a ‘prisoner’

is and acts like. Practitioners that work in
prison also found the Creative Roots project
and the approach to delivery powerful and
provided clear learning on how art can
support well-being of residents in prison
and how respectful, genuine, and inclusive
communication and relationships are a
foundation for supporting residents to feel
hope, connected, and empowered to want
to change and commit to personal growth;
essentially to feel fully human and to be
'humanised.’

Finally, it was also clear that projects like
Creative Roots, where there is so much
genuine care and commitment to residents in
prison, as well as being within the prison, that
itis an emotional, physical, and psychological
challenging environment and so those
involved in such work need to focus on their
own well-being and use reflective practice
and peer support to effectively manage these
experiences.
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Learning and
Recommendations
for Future Practice

1) Artis a powerful well-being and human
experience when supported inclusively and
effectively and should be developed more
widely in prison settings.

2) There should be regular provision for
residents in prison to engage with informal
education that offers creative spaces and
opportunities that support pro-social peer and
non-prison practitioner engagement, freedom
of expression, choice, and the development of
new experiences and skills.

3) Yoga and mindfulness practice can be a
powerful tool for well-being, self-agency, and
emotional and psychological regulation and
control and could be an important element
to recovery, rehabilitation, and desistance to
residents in prison settings.

4) Human-centred relationships that focus

on developing trust, respect, compassion,
understanding, and genuineness should be the
approach to practice for all of the workforce
within prison environments.

5) The CHIME model is a useful framework for
understanding well-being of residents in prison
and could be used more extensively within
prison and community settings.

6) Reflective Practice should be used with all
practitioners that work and deliver projects
within prison settings to support their own well-
being and this should be practiced individually
and in group contexts to offer peer support.

7) Training and induction for all practitioners
that deliver projects within prison settings
should include support for practitioner well-
being.

8) There needs to be longer term art projects in
prisons and research to explore the longer-term
potential for art being a significant element for
successful rehabilitation and desistance.
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Appendix I: Pictorial Narrative Map for Residents who engaged with project

[ Bﬂm ﬂsu- fa’j
ANP .No? FEEL JupGeD [

@@SUFW E 6 IVE BN 3‘13 .-

g meu hsour nr 1 wue ir!

@ESUIQETS e 2 &

PO f OCUS Group AN P y
HOI’E MORE ‘“‘:‘;‘;:2
Pt m.nxev ENVIROMVENT OYTI MISM 2:5 é
i ml THE R, DEVELOPING
CONNECTEDNESS | NoT: RELAXED ENVIRNMENT
. . LER#” -
wﬁur MoLE
Nou"

LIKE A PRISoNER.
£ T FecLTHAT T

PEOPLE SHOWED
INTEREST
IN ME AND MY

IDERS
w
";::a‘é?é’!ff"f:f, ) A %@@ AEE

EVERYONE 1S
A‘g‘ EQUAL 4 <)
~ HERE ~— %

WE ALL
TAKE FARY,

Hﬂ nNE ARG UES

Ve LOVED IT AND

%

=5 f\ DIFFERy, I'D LovE TO
". ATH gﬂ‘»"‘“ : Nr f"Masp;& TeACH :
ﬂ = s (_/;* ' - OTHERS!
= I5 SOMETRING
&2 "- T tANDO
- T o
4 v |
£e gen MEANING il O sz'}}ﬂgﬂ
B 7 ® ) : f‘
o aeo Z:;jf, New

CONFIDENCE!

I
ﬂé lnil;L:EJDD 1 WANT 10 DO MoRE THINGS UKE fms

# Wy viorto’

TN Y w '
@ﬂﬁﬁ[ﬁﬁ?@ﬂﬂ’ﬂ’mf |

OF LIFE
POING THIS

VISUAL BY ELEANORBEER.COM 2023

CREATIVE ROOTS OCTOBER 2023 PROJECT REPORT n



Appendix II: Pictorial Narrative Map for Project leads & Staff
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