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There is growing understanding of the power 
of art as a transformational experience that can 
support rehabilitation and the desistance journey 
of those who reside in prison.2 There is also 
evidence art can support the development of 
positive overall well-being, which is also 
important for desistance.3 4 This article shares the 
research of the impact felt by all stakeholders 

who engaged with an arts project called ‘Creative 
Roots’ that was facilitated in HMP/YOI Parc, 
Wales, UK from September 2022 to May 2023 by 
‘Das Clarks’.5 The research used the CHIME 
(Connected, Hope, Identity, Meaning, and 
Empowerment) recovery model for mental health 
as a lens to understand the narratives and the 
well-being of the men during and following their 
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‘Art is about changing what we see in our everyday lives and representing it in such a way that it gives 
us hope.’1 
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engagement with the project.6 Recent research 
has evaluated how inclusive and transferrable the 
CHIME framework is for substance use, addiction, 
and a variety of mental health conditions and has 
high relevance across a high variety of recovery 
contexts.7 The CHIME framework also has high 
relatedness to important factors needed for 
positive well-being and desistance and has 
recently been used within an arts project in a 
prison setting.8 This research therefore chose to 
use the CHIME framework as a lens for analysis 
and discussion because it related well to previous 
use and the residents engaging with the project 

experienced poor mental health and used 
substances. Additionally, the CHIME elements 
relate well to the needed conditions of not only 
recovery, but desistance and rehabilitation as will 
be discussed in this article.9 

Ultimately, all residents who engaged described 
increased feelings and experiences of connectivity, 
hope, identity, meaning, and empowerment. It has 
given those involved an opportunity to take off the 
‘prisoner mask’ and be more relaxed, more open, and 
creative, and in doing so they felt more human and 
reported enhanced well-being. 
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Understanding the connection between 
desistance, well-being and the use 

of art in prison 

Desistance can be defined as a process of stopping 
criminal behaviour and includes theory and practice 
understandings of ‘how and why people stop and 
refrain from offending’ (p.95).10 The desistance journey 

is not a linear one but one usually with a pattern of 
multiple relapses due to the ‘pains of desistance’. The 
pains of desistance are described as the multiple 
challenges and needs that are faced in this difficult 
transition, commonly including substance use and poor 
mental health.11  

Central to much of the literature on desistance is 
the need for structural opportunities that provide 

6. Leamy, M., Bird, V., Le Boutillier, C., Williams, J. & Slade, M. (2011). Conceptual framework for personal recovery in mental health: 
systematic review and narrative synthesis, British Journal of Psychiatry, 199(6), 445-52. 
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‘hooks for change’ (p. 992) such as employment, 
education, and family relationships. These can support 
the development of new positive social identities that 
discard the old criminal identity and provide hope and 
increased self-esteem and confidence in a new self.12 13 

The cycle of returning to prison is a common 
struggle and the prison environment has its own 
challenges due to a culture of stigma, labelling, 
discrimination, and often a lack of positive 
opportunities.14 15 It is often difficult to feel positive and 
have hope and motivation for personal growth within 
prison settings.16 Ultimately, this contributes to negative 
justice capital where lack of resources, positive 
opportunities, and a stigmatising and discriminatory 
culture do not offer pro-social opportunities to develop 
positive social capital and rehabilitation towards 
desistance.17 This is important as it shapes successful 
desistance as not simply an individual’s responsibility 
but also dependent on institutional and workforce 
provision. Therefore, appropriate and equitable access 
to social and justice capital opportunities is the 
responsibility of the institution and they should be 
accountable for providing such a culture and 
environment.18 19  

It is not surprising that positive well-being is central to 
desistance, as feeling healthy is a need for all people to be 
able to function effectively in daily life.20 21 22 

Well-being and accurately defining and measuring 
it is still subject to debate within the academic 
literature.23 Michaelson, Mahony, and Schifferes offer a 
definition 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.’ (p. 6) 24 

Art, well-being, and desistance 

Art can support positive physical and mental 
health and can be used as a preventative and 
promotional approach to well-being.25 Art has also 
been found to support well-being when supporting 
people with neurodivergent conditions and in their 
recovery from substance use and mental health. 
Indeed, Fancourt and Finn found that art can support 
the development of social cohesion, positive social 
relationships, and reduce effects of trauma and abuse, 
and was particularly useful in engaging vulnerable and 
marginalised groups.26 

Art engagement within prison has been found to 
support the creation of positive communication and 
social skills, more positive social relationships with 
peers, between prison staff and residents, and with 
residents and their families.27 28 29 30 Art within prison 
settings also supports the development of positive self-
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esteem and self-confidence.31 All of these attributes 
support positive personal and pro-social development 
aligned to facilitating positive experiences and 
desistance, as outlined earlier. 

Indeed, Atherton and colleagues found that their 
art project had significant positive effects on those who 
engaged with it in relation to well-being and 
supporting the desistance journey both within prison 
and within the community.32 The project found that 
engagement with art triggered feelings of hope and 
resilience and supported the building of trust and social 
skills. Another central element to the success and 
impact of the project was how the project was 
delivered by practitioners focused on developing 
respectful humanistic relationships that were non-
judgmental, supportive and 
motivational, and where 
residents were called ‘artists’ to 
de-label and de-stigmatise.  

Overview of the Creative 
Roots project 

The Creative Roots Project 
aimed to provide a safe space for 
residents to take time out of their 
daily routine to engage in a range 
of mindfulness and creative 
activities. The main focus of the 
project was to provide 
opportunity to take part in 
printmaking, fine art and 
painting, photo journalism, and 
creative writing. There were additional activities which 
included an introduction to yoga, with a focus on 
mindfulness and breathing exercises. Art was also 
created from some of the HMP/YOI Parc prison staff 
and the artists that facilitated the project. Everyone 
who took part displayed their artwork in an exhibition 
inside HMP/YOI Parc in May 2023. Visitors to the 
exhibition were people that work in the Criminal Justice 
System such as prison officers, probation officers, and 
those that provide support services, other residents 
from HMP/YOI Parc, as well as the men who created 
the art. There was also an exhibition at the Newport 
Riverfront Theatre and Arts Centre in June 2023 called 
‘Freedom and Constraints’ which ran for ten days. 

Methodology and approach to research 

Approval for the research was gained via the 
Partnership In Research and Interventions Panel at HM 
Prison Parc and the HMPPS National Research 
Committee. The ethical guidelines used to inform this 
research were from the British Society of Criminology 
(2015).33  

One of the core ethical considerations for this 
research was the need to share power, and support real 
and non-tokenistic participation with a ‘story-telling’ 
approach so all involved felt listened to and heard. 
‘Pictorial Narrative Mapping’ was used to capture the 
focus group narratives which are hand drawn art 
graphics of the discussions and stories being shared.34  

During the project a total of 
ten focus groups were facilitated; 
eight with 33 residents who 
engaged with the project, one 
with four people from the 
rehabilitation prison staff team, 
and one focus group with the 
Creative Roots project team 
which had six participants. Focus 
groups all lasted for between one 
hour and one hour thirty minutes 
and all were audio recorded. 
Notes were taken during all focus 
groups. A final set of focus group 
narratives were developed using 
the audio recordings and the 
focus group notes and these 
were then analysed.  

Focus groups were informally structured primarily 
using the CHIME framework as a basis to discuss well-
being and how the residents had experienced their 
well-being throughout the project.35 Participants were 
also asked for their reflections on what had gone well 
with the project, and what they thought should be 
changed.  

The approach to analyse and thematically code 
the focus groups was using deductive coding with 
the CHIME framework as the themes.36 The CHIME 
framework has been used in research within prisons 
as a lens for analysing well-being and in relation to 
the experience of art education and learning.37 
Therefore, using a deductive approach with 
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It is often difficult to 
feel positive and 
have hope and 
motivation for 

personal growth 
within prison 

settings.

31. See Footnote 26: Littman & Sliva (2020). 
32. See footnote 2: Atherton et al (2022). 
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37. See Footnote 30: Atherton et al. (2022).
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the CHIME themes as a lens for analysis seemed 
wholly appropriate.  

Although a primarily deductive approach was 
used, the researcher was open to inductive themes 
presenting themselves within the focus groups. This 
open-minded grounded theory approach supported the 
inclusion of all narratives within the CHIME themes.38 

At the conclusion of the focus groups the audio 
recordings, focus group notes, and the narrative 
mapping illustrations were all reviewed and coded within 
the themes of the CHIME framework. This approach led 
to the immediate triangulation of the data analysis, 
which is something that has been identified as bringing 
about increased trustworthiness of the findings.39  
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Analysis and discussion of how Creative Roots 
supported positive well-being  

The conversations during the focus groups with 
residents who engaged with the project illustrated the 
challenging reality of living in prison. The narratives are 

captured below within the CHIME model themes 
with illustrative support from the Narrative Map 
graphics. Focus group analysis from both the 
rehabilitation staff and the Creative Roots arts team are 
also captured to illustrate their experiences 
and observations. 
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Feeling connected and sense of community 

All the residents who engaged believed that they 
felt greater connection to each other and the artists. 
The residents said the project had ‘helped me make 
friends and feel comfortable’ and that we are ‘all 
different but it’s brought us all together.’ It was clear 
that positive social connections with peers and ‘being 
with different people that are not from here is positive’ 
supported the residents to build ‘positive relationships 
and I can be myself. I’m relaxed here.’ Almost all the 
residents stated that they ‘feel respected here and 
treated as a human’’ within the project and many 
stated they did not feel valued or respected in the 
prison most of the time.  

The experience of feeling part of a community and 
connected to others in meaningful and pro-social 
relationships with a shared purpose was enjoyed and 
appreciated. The relationships were based on mutual 
respect, support, and a sense of equality and non-
judgment. The main theme is that the relationships 
developed were impactful because the residents felt 
they were being treated as fully human and stripped of 
the stigma of being seen as a criminal or prisoner.  

The Creative Roots team felt the same and one 
artist said in relation to discussing the connectedness 

and building of community during the project, 
‘boundaries blurred in some ways, and it was a strength 
and gave power to the project, the experience, it was 
real, we were real.’ Another nodded and reflected, ‘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.’ The 
development of connection was further supported by 
the rehabilitation team with one member stating, ‘a 
focus on positive relationships using an informal 
approach with credible and real practitioners that 
treated people that live in prison as fully human with 
respect and have genuine interest in them. This 
project did that and it clearly worked very well.’ 
Another member added that residents needed to be 
‘treated as real people, full humans, not criminals and 
then they can experience the possibilities of what they 
could become.’ 

Weekly Hope and Optimism 

The residents spoke of increased hope and 
optimism during and following the project with many 
explaining that they ‘opened up and want to try new 
things’ and how because they had been ‘treated 
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differently, that’s given me hope, hope we can be seen 
and treated differently to how we normally are’ and that 
‘I don’t feel like a prisoner and I feel that I won’t always 
be.’ Some residents said, ‘I just feel more optimistic for 
the week’ and that ‘it gave new meaning and hope to 
an otherwise quite negative world.’ These feelings 
created the motivation for positive behaviour change 
and ‘I made sure I kept my behaviour tidy as I didn’t 
want anyone to take this away from me.’ These 
perceptions were further supported by the rehabilitation 
staff and the Creative Roots artists; one artist said, ‘well, 
they’ve all told us that it gives them hope from week to 
week, something to look forward to, they get nothing in 
here really. It can be a dark place to live.’ 

During the exhibition in prison many of the 
residents who participated in the project said they were 
‘buzzing this morning. I’m so happy, proud, and I feel 
full.’ The project had given the residents hope and 
optimism that they could achieve and complete a 
programme of activity and create art work; one person 
stated: ‘Knowing I can and have done this when they 
tell you that you can’t so often. Well look at me now!’ 

Providing opportunities for engagement with art 
created hope in the immediacy and within the short-
term duration of the project. Interestingly, it also 
provided hope and optimism for the longer term with 
a belief they could achieve in the future if they 
were committed. 40 
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Developing elements of new identities and re-
engaging with vulnerability  

The way residents viewed themselves appeared to 
change throughout the project. Many spoke about how 
they could see themselves in more a positive light, ‘I can 
be more myself here and I’m not just a criminal’ others 
clearly enjoyed learning and stated, ‘I’m treated as a 
pupil and as an equal not a prisoner.’ Indeed, not being 
seen as a criminal and almost needing to act in a certain 
way in prison to survive is captured well by one man 
who said ‘I can take my mask off once I’m here. I 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.’ For many, letting go of a prisoner identity was 
positive and many stated that 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 
could not do much with their children. However, 

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

One Creative roots artists adds weight to the 
change in personal identities when they shared that, 
‘once they trusted us they really let go and dared to 
create, to really express themselves, it opened up doors 
I feel, in them, in how they saw themselves.’ 

The confidence of the participating residents also 
seemed to grow and some men started to develop new 
identities through acting in supporting roles with their 
peers. Some of the men felt that they could progress 
with a peer support role in the future as ‘I’ve loved this, 
I’ve loved supporting people, I’d love to teach others.’ 
So, for some, the experience of learning and supporting 
others created opportunity to develop and aspire to a 
new potential pro-social identity. The development of 
such positive identities are important to desistance as 
discussed earlier and illustrates some of the potential 
of art-based projects within prison and community 
settings. 41 
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Developing new meaning to self, socialisation, 
and better mental health 

The project appeared to give greater meaning to 
the residents who took part and many felt that ‘I‘m 
bettering myself with this. It’s become more than the 
art’. Some of the men explained that they felt they had 
‘been challenged to think differently’’ and that the yoga 
and mindfulness exercises ‘helped my mental health. 
I’m less anxious. I can calm myself down with 
breathing.’ The development of breathing techniques 
supported the men to feel mentally more positive and 
one resident stated that the yoga and breathing 
practice has been ‘like a health pill. I feel better about 
myself. I feel calmer. I feel more human. I feel alive.’’ All 
residents who engaged spoke of how positive it was to 
do something new and that the creative process 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.’ The want to engage with 
education has been found to be important to the 
desistance journey and the experiences of residents on 
this project support the wider literature.42 

The development of deeper meaning was also 
witnessed by the Creative roots team. An artist 
explained that ‘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.’ Another artist agreed adding, ‘so many of the men 
told me how the yogic breathing had helped them to 
calm down and be more present and be less reactive 
and a few even said it helped their ADHD and 
substance use.’ The rehabilitation team offered similar 
narratives and believed that ‘it was so clear that many 
of the men had developed positive social relationships, 
and the breathing and yoga stuff just helped their 
mental health and self-control.’ 
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Greater Choice, Control, and Freedom 

The experiences during the project contributed to 
residents describing they felt they had choice and 
control over their learning and so felt more committed 
to the learning. One resident openly talked of how anti-
establishment he was, ‘I had choice and respect so I 
didn’t rebel. I had control over my learning’ whilst 
another stated ‘We have choice here, I’m free to 
decide. I love that freedom.’  

Although linked to mental health the men who 
lived in prison talked of greater self-agency and 
control with their mental health. The learning related 
to breathing, meditation, yoga, and mindfulness and 
many stated that they found this 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.’ 

42. See footnote 11: Jones & Jones (2021). 
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The Creative Roots team felt the project had real 
impact because, ‘we treated them with respect and 
gave opportunity of choice and a process of decision 
making’ and so ‘we worked with them, not on them or 
to them, they were partners in learning, it was a 
different relationship to what they are used to. Dare I 
say they felt empowered.’ 

Educational opportunities offering choice and 
freedom as well as a therapeutic element can be useful 
in supporting well-being in prison. Residents who 
engaged with this project stated they felt more 
empowered and felt greater self-agency and control in 
their lives. These themes align well to the needed 
elements and outcomes for positive desistance where 
empowerment, choice, and self-agency are all central 
to successful desistance.43 The Creative Roots team 
concluded 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.’  

The rehabilitation team also supported the need 
for change, ‘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 and that 
is high quality education and learning opportunities 
are not consistently available in prison settings.’ 
However, as one staff member reflected, ‘the prison 
system was often seen as a blocker to such 
opportunities and that there is a real nervousness 
about supporting any type 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.’ Another member 
agreed and suggested ‘a complete rethink about what 
prisons should be doing to actually support 
rehabilitation because it currently isn’t working.’ 
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Final Thoughts and Recommendations for Future 
Practice 

      Ultimately, everyone involved in the project felt 
that it supported an increase in well-being, greater 
connectivity, hope, identity, meaning, and 
empowerment. It gave those residents who engaged 
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. 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. 

Although this was a small-scale project in one 
prison it does have some useful learning and 
application to wider prison settings. To support positive 
well-being for residents in prison, and to support their 
desistance and rehabilitation journey, education 
provision should provide an environment that supports 
the development of informal learning. 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 residents who took part in the 
project, with many explaining how they would use it to 
support their well-being, neurodiversity, and substance 
use.  

This project also illustrated that art projects in 
prison can have powerful learning for artists and that it 
can support 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. The 
approach of being respectful, genuine, with inclusive 
communication and the building of relationships were a 
foundation for supporting residents to feel hope, 
connected, and empowered to want to change. 
Ultimately the project supported the residents who 
engaged to feel fully human and to be ‘humanised.’ 
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