
 

 

 

 
 

 
 

      
 

   
       

     
   

 
 
 

     
   

 
 

   
 
 

           
       

           
      

 
 

             
         
           

       
               
        

Collaborative Research: Working together to 
deliver land-based prison initiatives 

Brown, G. & Brady, G. 

Published PDF deposited in Coventry University’s Repository 

Original citation: 
Brown, G & Brady, G 2020, 'Collaborative Research: Working together to deliver land-based 
prison initiatives: Collaborative land based initiatives ', Methodological Innovations, vol. 
May - August 2020, pp. (In-press). 
https://dx.doi.org/10.1177/2059799120927333 

DOI 10.1177/2059799120927333 
ESSN 2059-7991 

Publisher: SAGE Publications 

This article is distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 License 
(https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/) which permits any use, reproduction and 
distribution of the work without further permission provided the original work is 
attributed as specified on the SAGE and Open Access pages (https://us.sagepub.com/en-
us/nam/open-access-at-sage). 

Copyright © and Moral Rights are retained by the author(s) and/ or other copyright 
owners. A copy can be downloaded for personal non-commercial research or study, 
without prior permission or charge. This item cannot be reproduced or quoted extensively 
from without first obtaining permission in writing from the copyright holder(s). The 
content must not be changed in any way or sold commercially in any format or medium 
without the formal permission of the copyright holders. 

https://us.sagepub.com/en-us/nam/open-access-at-sage
https://us.sagepub.com/en-us/nam/open-access-at-sage
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0
https://dx.doi.org/10.1177/2059799120927333


Creative Commons CC BY: This article is distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 License 
(https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/) which permits any use, reproduction and distribution of 

the work without further permission provided the original work is attributed as specified on the SAGE and Open Access pages 
(https://us.sagepub.com/en-us/nam/open-access-at-sage). 

  
  

  

 

 

 

 

 

https://doi.org/10.1177/2059799120927333

MIO0010.1177/2059799120927333Methodological InnovationsBrown and Brady
research-article2020
927333 

Creative and collaborative approaches to research and practice with a social and 
criminal justice focus - Original Article 

Methodological Innovations 
May-August 2020: 1–12 
© The Author(s) 2020 

DOI: 10.1177/2059799120927333 
journals.sagepub.com/home/mio 

Collaborative research: Working together 
to deliver land-based prison initiatives 

Geraldine Brown1  and Geraldine Brady2 

Abstract 
Collaborative research offers an opportunity to access experiential knowledge, rooted in a process that aims to move beyond 
traditional research relationships and boundaries. Collaborative research does not always change the power differential; 
nonetheless, it has the potential to lead to ethical relationships and for partnership working that supports ‘change’. Working 
in this way aids in understanding and advancing ideas for change, grounded in the views and experiences of all involved. 
In this article, we share our experiences of carrying out two collaborative land-based prison-based evaluations. These 
programmes, delivered by third sector organisations, have both worked with men in prison but differed in relation to focus, 
approach, timescale and the specific group of men targeted within the prison population. This work highlights how working 
collaboratively lends itself to a way of engaging, through building a range of relationships with key stakeholders, men in prison, 
prison staff and practitioners, a channel to ‘knowing differently’ and potential for creating humanising spaces within the prison 
environment. This article details the rewards, tensions and challenges we have encountered when carrying out land-based 
studies, illuminating additional dimensions for consideration when adopting this approach. 

Keywords 
Collaborative research, land-based, partnership, participatory methods, prison-based 

Introduction 

Brosens et al. (2015) highlight the potential benefits and 
challenges of conducting collaborative prison research, 
which they characterise as providing an opportunity for a 
range of stakeholders to work together, co-constructing 
research through partnership working and offering a unique 
opportunity for the researcher(s) to act as a facilitator 
throughout this process. Here our aim is to shed light on our 
research experiences of leading two prison land-based stud-
ies. Both studies were commissioned by third sector organi-
sations (TSO) using land-based activities as a rehabilitative 
tool and a means of transforming outdoor prison spaces. 
Both were charitable organisations governed by a board of 
trustees, aiming to work positively with those they engaged 
in their work. A shared ambition was their commitment to 
delivering programmes/projects that allowed for meaningful 
participation, working holistically with those they engaged 
(Mazzei et al., 2019) with an aim of supporting ‘change’. 
This article is an opportunity for us to share reflections and 

put our collaborative approach to land-based prison-based 
research under scrutiny, to highlight the gains and limitations 
of working in this way. The intention is to provide insight 
about what collaboration entails when delivering land-based 
prison programmes, which we see as being of relevance for 
researchers and TSO delivering land-based interventions in 
carceral spaces. We start by setting out how we conceptualise 
land-based interventions, locate our approach within collab-
orative prison research literature, detail our methodological 
approach and share experiences of the rewards, tensions and 
challenges of these collaborative endeavours. 
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2 Methodological Innovations 

How we conceptualise land-based 
interventions 

In order to understand what we mean when we use the term 
land-based it is useful to start with sharing undertakings lead-
ing to our conceptualisation. In 2015/2016, we carried out a 
pilot study examining the role of community and land-based 
interventions in supporting rehabilitation and the potential for 
those who access them (Bos et al., 2016).1 The impetus for 
this study was heavily influenced and shaped by our research 
experiences, including findings from an evaluation of a horti-
cultural intervention targeted at substance misusing prisoners 
(detailed later in this article). The decision to carry out this 
pilot study was also influenced by a number of conversations 
and meetings we had with organisations and individuals 
delivering land-based projects and working in the commu-
nity, with groups of men and women who are often labelled as 
marginalised and/or ‘hard to reach’. In this work, we identify 
that the term ‘land-based interventions’ covers a wide spec-
trum of programmes/projects and is used to encompass activi-
ties linked to nature and/or the built environment. So, it is a 
term associated with horticultural and gardening programmes/ 
projects (Elsey et al., 2014b; Grimshaw and King, 2002; Harris 
et al., 2014), social enterprise initiatives (Conahan, 2012; 
Cosgrove et al., 2011; Gilbert et al., 2013; Harley, 2014; 
Lysaght et al., 2012) and programmes connected to the land 
with a focus on offering social support and establishing thera-
peutic alliances (Dooris et al., 2013; Pettus-Davis et al., 
2011). Key learning from this work has led us to conceptual-
ise the term ‘land-based’ to capture a wide range of pursuits, 
such as activities connected to nature - gardening, food grow-
ing, landscaping, bee keeping, honey production, hive mak-
ing and also activities which are connected but extend beyond 
the natural environment, such as building green houses, poly-
tunnels, aviaries, composters, flower beds, foot paths and bee 
hives. However, alongside this, our usage of the term ‘land-
based’ goes beyond engagement in the activities listed, for us 
the concept ‘land-based’ encompasses how these activities 

are utilised as a tool and an approach targeted at specific 
groups. Land-based programmes/projects are ways of using 
the land or wider land related activities to holistically support 
individuals, proactively build group relationships, offer a 
therapeutic alliance and bring people together to use and/or 
develop communal spaces. The land-based interventions 
examined in our research are partnership endeavours, encom-
passing the following features: 

•• A Programme that works with individuals with life 
challenging issues (targeted at those involved in the 
criminal justice system), experiencing substance mis-
use or mental health issues or targeted at repeat 
offenders; 

•• Projects that use the land, this includes activities such 
as working outside, working with nature, horticulture, 
construction; 

•• A programme delivered by the public, voluntary and 
community sector; 

•• Projects that focus on utilising a group or communal 
space. 

We suggest that the multi-dimensional aspects of land-
based interventions place an additional onus on working col-
laboratively. We are mindful that our focus on how these 
interventions operate, within a carceral space in which main-
taining the safe operation of the prison, security and regimes 
remains a priority, poses additional dimensions for collabo-
rative relationships. It is for these reasons that we see the 
effective delivery of land-based programmes/projects as 
requiring good partnership working as they entail recruiting 
practitioners with relevant expertise, harnessing additional 
prison resources, such as staff and materials, and accessing 
outdoor space for a large proportion of the day often offering 
something new and different to what are normally very struc-
tured environments. Land-based prison programmes need to 
operate within existing prison management responsibilities 
and the imperative to ensure the safety of prisoners, prison 
staff and other key workers. Consequently, land-based inter-
ventions may require establishing additional security pro-
cesses for around the use of certain tools and necessitate 
negotiating access to outdoor spaces, alongside buy-in from 
prison staff and prisoners. They may push prisons to consider 
new ways of working. Our research shows that collaborative 
working can aid the successful implementation and delivery 
of land-based programmes, working together makes possible 
a process of negotiation that aims to be inclusive, informs 
programme/project development, implementation and deliv-
ery, it also illuminates the tensions and challenges encoun-
tered in establishing and managing these relationships. 

We recognise that our work is situated within a context in 
which there are ongoing and important debates about the role 
of prison (Scott, 2008; Scott and Codd, 2010) and the extent to 
which prisons can be rehabilitative spaces (Jewkes and 



 

 

 

 
 

 

  
 

 
 
 

 
 

   

 

 
  

 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

  
 

3 Brown and Brady 

Johnson, 2006). This is in conjunction with critical questions 
associated with the construction of a political and cultural 
hegemony in how a ‘green’ agenda is being positioned within 
the criminal justice arena and the dangers this poses (Jewkes 
and Moran, 2015). Our work operates in a context in which 
the criminal justice system and prisons are characterised as 
in crisis (Chamberlen, 2019; Garside, 2019). Indeed, our 
follow-up work (Brown et al., 2018a) has highlighted that, 
irrespective of the findings setting out the key features that 
contribute to the effectiveness of land-based programmes, 
these can be subject to change because of local and national 
penal policy and practice, negatively affecting those invo-
lved. Notwithstanding this, we see the potential for land-
based programmes in carceral spaces as a way of addressing 
some immediate concerns and pressing needs. Land-based 
programmes, we believe, can serve not merely as a rehabili-
tative tool with the potential to contribute to environmental 
concerns, but offer a tool to engage with the increasing poor 
health and well-being of some of the most vulnerable men 
and women in our communities who disproportionately 
come to the attention of the criminal justice system. Indeed, 
there is a growing body of work with indigenous communi-
ties across the social sciences examining people’s connec-
tion to the land (see Mashford-Pringle and Stewart, 2019; 
Sherwood and Kendall, 2013; West et al., 2012). This work 
points to the significance of land and a role for land-based 
programmes in supporting the health and well-being of 
indigenous communities who often experience marginalisa-
tion and who too are subject to disproportionality within 
their respective criminal justice systems. We suggest that, for 
us in the United Kingdom, there remains much to learn about 
the implication for policy and practice in carceral settings in 
relation to land-based initiatives. 

Situating our work within what 
researchers tell us about their 
collaborative research experiences 

The value of collaborative research within carceral settings is 
increasingly acknowledged and literature in this area sets out 
the strengths and barriers when working in this way (Brosens 
et al., 2015; Johnson et al., 2003; Mattessich and Monsey, 
1992). Mattessich and Monsey (1992) define collaboration 
as something that is mutually beneficial, demarked by rela-
tionships that are well defined and consist of two or more 
organisations working in partnership to achieve common 
goals. Johnson et al. (2003) describe collaborative working 
as a process, bringing parties with a mutual commitment 
to work together; they describe a key element in guiding 
this relationship is its construction of a shared and com-
mon vision. Consequently, evidence shows benefits in estab-
lishing positive relationships; characterised by openness, 
trust, good channels of communication and a preparedn-
ess to develop an understanding of each other’s culture. 

For Brosens et al. (2015), the added benefit of collaborative 
working in a prison context is that it has the potential for 
incarcerated men and women to be active participants in 
prison life, having a role in the design, development and 
delivery of prison interventions. 

Research collaborations with TSO are not unusual, Meek 
et al. (2010) detail how TSO provide multiple services and 
play an important role in providing core rehabilitative and 
resettlement services, most prominently in drug and alcohol 
treatment, employment and training, housing aid and finan-
cial advice, but also in providing support and advice for 
offenders’ families (p. 3). Our approach aims to move 
beyond and extend traditional research boundaries, charac-
terised by generating evidence and consciously working to 
have an impact (see Letherby and Bywaters, 2007). Our 
intention is to work with partners to embed evidence in 
order to support ‘change’. In a policy and practice culture 
dominated by calls for evidence-based research, it is widely 
accepted that there is mutual value and benefit for research-
ers to build and work in partnership with TSOs. Our research 
experiences would be very different if we did not see our 
work as a collaborative endeavour, characterised by work-
ing closely with the two organisations, prison staff and pris-
oners. Those we conceptualise as ‘stakeholders’ have 
performed different roles in terms of how the programmes 
are embedded within each prison. This approach allows us 
as researchers to act as facilitators bringing together key 
stakeholders (Mackenzie et al., 2012). In doing so, it encour-
ages those involved to develop their own understanding of 
the research process, understanding of the programme being 
evaluated and measures to improve their practices (Clark 
et al., 2009). Consequently, it offers an in-depth insight 
about the process and the varying ways in which key actors 
experience it. 

Our research, evaluation and 
development work 

The two land-based programmes discussed here have dif-
fered in relation to focus, the approach partners have used, 
timescale and the specific groups targeted within the prison 
population (substance misusing men, men with poor recidi-
vism rates, men coming to the end of their sentence). 

Our research team is interdisciplinary (with disciplinary 
backgrounds of Sociology/Social Policy, Human Geography, 
Forensic Psychology and Criminology). As feminist 
researchers we work within a paradigm in which there is a 
commitment that requires explicit recognition of the rela-
tionship between the process and the product, the knowing 
and doing relationships (Letherby, 2003, 2013). We designed 
both studies within an interpretative framework and consist-
ent across all our projects is our use of a Participatory Action 
Research (PAR) model. Meyer (2010) describes action 
research as an approach to research rather than a specific 



 

 

 
 

  

 

4 Methodological Innovations 

Table 1. Research Methods. 

Participant observation: This method enabled the research team to spend time with the participants and staff and to familiarise 
themselves with the environment at the prison. The purpose of participant observation is to observe the delivery of interventions in a 
prison setting and to capture first-hand participants’ views, behaviour and interactions. 
Semi-structured interviews: The research team have used semi- and unstructured-interviews with key stakeholders. Interviews 
allow the research team to explore issues arising from participant observations and other methods used in more detail and are an 
opportunity to engage participants on an individual basis. 
Focus groups: Focus groups are used a means of bringing people together and creating a space for sharing views and experiences. 
Portfolio of work: Where appropriate, the research team has carried out an analysis of written work completed. A portfolio 
may contain information related to personal development – practical, factual and transferable skills learnt or developed as part of 
interventions. 
Reflective diaries: A reflective diary is a qualitative tool used to capture individual participants’ feelings and experiences about 
engaging in an intervention. Participants are asked to consider sharing their experiences, feelings about the intervention support, learning 
and its impact on their thoughts and/or behaviour. 
Circle of change: The circle of change is a qualitative tool shared with participants to record their perceptions about how they feel 
the programme has encouraged and/or supported them to make or want to make changes in their behaviour. 
Prison data: Where appropriate, the research team has conducted analyses of data that is routinely captured as part of the prison 
management regime. These data include adjudications, earned privilege level and category. 
Demographic survey: For each project, the team has administered a survey to gather socio-economic data when participants on the 
programme consent to take part in the evaluation. 
Staff survey: This survey was used as a way of gaining an insight as to the perceptions of changes observed by members of staff who 
are not directly involved in the intervention but who have contact with intervention participants as part of their role. The survey uses a 
combination of closed and open questions. 
Family survey: This survey was designed to gain an insight about the perceptions of family members about the changes they observed 
in their family member in prison. The survey used closed and open-ended questions. 
Warwick and Edinburgh Mental Well-being Scale (WEMWBS) is a tool developed to monitor mental well-being in the general 
population and used in evaluation of projects, programmes and policies, which aim to improve mental well-being. Participants are asked 
to describe their feelings at different points throughout the project (see https://www.corc.uk.net/outcome-experience-measures/short-
warwick-edinburgh-mental-wellbeing-scale/). 

method of data collection. For Meyer, this approach is cycli-
cal and goes through phases of planning, acting, observing, 
reflecting and re-planning. Action research is an ongoing and 
iterative process which Meyer suggests, ‘blurs the bounda-
ries between education, practice and research’ (p. 258). As 
such, it opens the way for key stakeholders to work closely 
together to innovate, develop and manage changes as they 
occur in practice. We concur and our experience is that PAR 
offers an approach that allows us to engage with our partners 
throughout the process. An iterative process of ongoing 
learning informing the knowledge produced has enabled us 
to engage from the outset in a process of sharing ideas that 
has supported the development, implementation and delivery 
of the programmes. Moreover, it has allowed us to embed 
continuous reflection and in line with Brosens et al. (2015) 
encouraged us to engage in different ways in building par-
ticipation, collaboration and inclusion into our way of 
working. 

Research methods and tools 

In conjunction with our endeavour to work collaboratively 
and in using PAR, we use a range of methods and take time 
to consider their adaptability and appropriateness for the task 
in hand and context we are working within. 

Early stage the Master Gardener Programme (MGP). 

The increasing involvement of TSO in the criminal justice 
arena is an acknowledgement that the prison service cannot 
do everything by themselves (Mills et al., 2012). Hence, 

https://www.corc.uk.net/outcome-experience-measures/short-warwick-edinburgh-mental-wellbeing-scale/
https://www.corc.uk.net/outcome-experience-measures/short-warwick-edinburgh-mental-wellbeing-scale/


 

 

 

 
 
 

 

 

  

  

  
  

 
 
 
 
 

  

5 Brown and Brady 

working collaboratively with university researchers in an 
attempt to identify what works, why and how has the poten-
tial to not only support the prison but to make a difference to 
incarcerated men and women both in custody, in the commu-
nity on their release and contribute to evidence-based policy-
making and practice. The section below introduces the two 
land-based projects and discusses three key themes arising 
from our collaborative research journey; partnership working, 
collaborative fieldwork and explaining and sharing findings. 

Project 1: evaluation of the Master 
Gardener Programme: a horticultural 
intervention with substance misusing 
offenders 

The evaluation of Garden Organic’s MGP was commis-
sioned in 2013.2 This was the first time GO had delivered a 
prison-based horticultural programme. Prior to this, their 
work had been conducted in local communities with the aim 
to ‘provide local support and advice for growing food’ (see 
Bos and Kneafsey, 2014). The research team commissioned 
to carry out GO’s prison-based evaluation had a range of 
experience; working in prisons, working with groups identi-
fied as marginalised and experiences of community food 
growing. Prior to the programme delivery, the team worked 
with GO, a representative from Public Health and the prison 
in developing the approach to the evaluation. 

Project 2: evaluation of the Unlocking 
Nature programme 

Our involvement in the Conservation Foundation’s3 project 
was by invitation and as a result of CF’s appreciation of the 
work we had carried out with GO and our collaborative way 
of working. Unlike GO, CF had an ongoing relationship with 
the prison in which their intervention was delivered. CF had 
prior experience of delivering a land-based prison pro-
gramme (albeit, a very different programme). Our work with 
CF started a little further into the process, this was largely 
due to University internal systems, delays in our application 
to National Offender Management System (NOMs) and 
security and safety concerns at the prison. In so saying, the 
initial approach proposed was the outcome of a process of 
negotiation, between CF, the research team, prison lead. 

Our experience points to a conceptualisation of collabora-
tive working as a continuum in which our relationships may 
start at different points, it may involve stakeholders choosing 
to have various levels of involvement and performing diverse 
roles. However, what is common is that all parties share a 
commitment to a common goal and work together to engage 
in a process that is person centred, underpinned by an ambi-
tion to lead to change: 

. . . from a charity perspective, we help people and it spoke to 
our values, that is very important in terms of justifying our time 

and energy, so from a charity commission perspective we have 
to keep to our aim. Also GO need to bring in an income, it’s an 
extremely competitive and difficult market and a lot of charities 
are failing, GO must bring in more income from selling services 
and make a profit on them – profit is not a dirty word, surplus is 
re-invested in other new activities or programmes so this project 
speaks to our values and we are delivering a profitable 
programme. (TSO Project Lead) 

Both organisations were keen to deliver a programme that 
reflected the ethos of their organisation and their values. 
However, they also recognised that they needed to bring their 
potential partners with them for their programmes to be 
effective: 

Whether launching in a prison or a geographical area you still 
have to convince people that you are credible and that you can 
make a difference in their lives . . . I think it’s worth a thank you 
to G4S for that confidence to give it a go – [names senior 
management team] to have the confidence to give it a go and say 
we help people with substance misuse and one of the tools we 
will use is the GO MG programme And a particular note of 
thanks for the vision of the substance misuse team . . . from my 
perspective . . . The project has had, it’s challenges, but got 
through the initial hurdles and kept going and will be fine. [TSO 
Project Lead] 

In each project, the time invested by the TSO in trying to 
build relationships meant there was support offered by prison 
management in terms of allocation of a named person with a 
level of seniority who was a key contact for the TSO, pro-
vided logistic support to the programme and aided communi-
cation and project delivery through attending meetings. As 
previously noted, prisons can be challenging places to con-
duct research; as such, efforts were also made to ensure that 
prison staff (involved and with no involvement) were kept 
informed about the work and that a research team would be 
carrying out an evaluation. However, this is not to suggest 
that raising awareness about the programme was always suc-
cessful as during the fieldwork we encountered staff who had 
little or no knowledge about the programme being delivered. 
Land-based interventions set out with the direct intention to 
make a noticeable change to the prison outdoor environment, 
both programmes involved building flower beds, learning 
about and engaging in bee keeping so the legacy of these 
programmes are there for all to see. Developing outdoor 
spaces, keeping bees, building flowerbeds are things that 
often require support from a wide range of stakeholders so 
how you communicate and involve staff is important: 

Hundred percent yeah. They [TSO] were spot on with the 
consultation with us. We had them in. They engaged well with us. 
So they said, what’s the best way to consult with the staff? And 
so we said come to the morning briefings and afternoon briefing 
and show your plans to the staff. Give them the opportunity to 
answer questions. You won’t always get all the stage so some 
staff felt they weren’t consulted with [Prison Staff] 



 

 

  

 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 

 

  

 

 
 
 

 
 
 

 

6 Methodological Innovations 

Image of MGP at the latter stages of the study. 

Both organisations were keen to work with a local univer-
sity. They wanted to carry out research that would detail their 
approach and the impact of their work, they also wanted the 
research to help to support their foray into working in a 
prison and development of a rehabilitative programme, but 
also to have evidence that they could share with future com-
missioners to access funding. As part of our ongoing rela-
tionship with the organisations, the research team recorded a 
series of podcasts4 to capture factors implicated in our col-
laborative relationship: when asked what their expectation 
was when tendering for researchers and engaging with 
universities, our partner shared that 

. . . when I am tendering for business opportunities whether I 
will build in a set amount for an evaluation, right back at the 
start. For me, where I can, I will offer a self-evaluation because 
it validates our work and have that external view. I know it 
works I can tell the commissioners that it works but having 
independent researchers that can tell the external commissioners 
that it works is far more powerful. (TSO, Coordinator) 

Hence, when working in collaboration with TSO, we are 
conscious of the potential of our work to be used to influ-
ence practice and policy, access funding and support each 
organisations’ continued delivery. This places additional 
responsibility on us as researchers to communicate clearly 
our ethical research boundaries in order to build relation-
ships of trust in which our role is clearly defined, support-
ive but also ensures the integrity, transparency, quality and 
validity of our work (Hammersley and Trainou, 2012). Our 
experience demonstrates the challenges that arise from 
working in this way, but key to our use of PAR is to share 
learning through identification of what works and areas for 
development. We return to the challenges of collaborative 
working later in this article. 

Collaborative land-based fieldwork 

As researchers who are carrying out fieldwork within a prison 
setting we are reliant on the good will and co-operation of 

stakeholders and staff at all levels; staff need to know what 
any new intervention entails as being uncertain can raise sus-
picion, leading to projects and those delivering them being 
regarded as a risk: 

GO had very little influence in that area so we had to persuade 
people to join and in the prison they have an awful lot of politics 
and an awful lot of people to convince and in those early days 
Robin (GO Project Lead) and me, almost anybody we would 
bump into we told about it . . . regardless of their role, regardless 
of their responsibility, regardless of their involvement we told 
them about it because it starts to infiltrate the culture, ‘have you 
heard about this’? No, I didn’t know about that, ‘oh go and speak 
to him, he’s a really lovely guy’ and it begins to spread. (TSO 
Practitioner) 

The quote above draws attention to a range factors for 
consideration when conducting both project work and field-
work. Our experience is that land-based interventions 
require the buy-in from a diverse range of prison staff. While 
the GO project was delivered in a specific location in the 
prison, the work necessitated input from maintenance, secu-
rity, healthcare, personal officers and managers. The image 
below is an example of an area developed as part of the 
MGP. In conjunction with the labour involved, it required a 
range of materials to be delivered to the prison, meet secu-
rity clearance, for the material to be delivered to the relevant 
area in the prison and a range of tools to carry out the work. 

MGP Bridge and pond area designed and built by 
participants 

The aim of the Unlocking Nature CF programme was to 
green the communal areas of the prison. One area is normally 
only accessible to staff, the plan was to build an area that 
included an outdoor bar-b-que, herb bed and seating. For this 
work to be carried out required men working in a restricted 
part of the prison and time restraints meant that this work 
was carried out over lunchtime, so outside of the normal 
prison regime. 



 

 
 
 
 

 
 

 

 

 
 

 

 
 
 

  

  

  

 

7 Brown and Brady 

UN Staff outdoor area. 

The fieldwork itself was the outcome of a process of ongoing 
negotiations with all stakeholders. In consultation with the 
project team, GO fieldwork was initially organised to take 
place on the last Thursday each month over a 12-month 
period. This gave prison staff an opportunity to support field-
work activity, organise for the men to be available, arrange a 
room to conduct interviews when required and update the 
researchers about any issues that may affect fieldwork activ-
ity. The fieldwork for CF included six visits to the prison and 
resulted in being carried out over a longer period than origi-
nally anticipated, from June 2017 to July 2018. This exten-
sion was partly due to delays in starting the project relating to 
receiving NOMS approval and the cancellation of two field-
work visits. However, the extension also provided an oppor-
tunity to collect data over a longer period, capturing seasonal 
changes and supporting our understanding of how this 
affected activities and the development of the outdoor space: 

You have to understand that, particularly in prisons, things 
change, you go in with one expectation and you have to do 
another. (TSO Practitioner) 

Consequently, the approach is a very fluid and iterative 
process, impacted by practical issues and specific issues 
related to working in prisons often reported by researchers 
conducting prison-based studies (security clearance, staffing, 
prisoner attendance, availability, prison regime, sentence 
requirement). However, land-based interventions are 
impacted by the time of year, weather, organisation of the 
regime, availability of material, security processes, staffing 
levels, access to outdoor spaces and seasonal factors. An 
illustration of this is the re rolling of the prison in the middle 
of the GO evaluation: Part way through the GO project staff 
and offenders became aware that there was a possibility that 
there would be changes at the prison, which would impact on 
them all. The potential changes were major rather than minor, 

affecting where the participants would serve the rest of their 
sentence. The uncertainty associated with the potential 
changes to the prison population influenced the mood of the 
participants their engagement in the programme and during 
our visits often came up in conversations and, therefore, the 
data collected. When talking about the potential changes, one 
participant said that he was ‘devastated’, another that it was 
‘so disheartening’ to lose the chance to ‘see through what we 
started’. Another said that having been introduced to the idea 
of the gardening project, they waited a long time for it to start 
and that they ‘felt buzzing to be chosen’ and that it was like 
‘a bombshell had been dropped’ to think that they would be 
moving on, not part of the project and that the ‘garden is 
going to be given to another group of prisoners’. They 
strongly felt that the garden that they had worked to create 
was being taken away and that ‘we’ve done all the hard work 
and they will get all the glory’. ‘All we will have is a folder’. 

Similarly, in introducing interventions to prison, both GO 
and CF were implicitly changing the culture of the prisons. 
In a research interview with a senior member of prison man-
agement, she explained how concerns were raised by Security 
following an initial risk assessment of a potential participant. 
The participant was very anxious when he moved wings, ‘he 
felt like he couldn’t cope’. In order for him to be included in 
the programme, she was willing to ‘take on the risk’, as she 
felt the programme would be beneficial to his health and 
well-being; ‘it was worth a shot with him’. The officer noted 
how she saw him on the second day and ‘he looked like a 
different man, looked younger, just different, less stressed, 
and I can’t explain it. He’d been digging’. She had been hav-
ing daily conversations with him and, after his involvement 
in the GO project, he started to feel more positive. 

We have previously written about the factors which con-
tribute to creating environments within prisons that are ame-
nable to supporting men and women, who often present with 
a range of health and social issues. Working collaboratively 
with key stakeholders can be an opportunity to create 
humanising spaces that promote health, well-being and self-
worth (Brown et al., 2015). A member of the prison staff 
described it as, 

A good idea! . . . A way of getting people out of a bad 
environment [prison wings] where drugs are present. ‘If you’re 
out here, you’re not using drugs’. It takes your mind off things. 
It was mentioned a couple of times that fresh air also helps with 
sleep, and is important especially when ‘most of them have been 
putting toxins into their system’. The work is more varied than 
producing hair nets, as they do in the ‘industry’ workshop. ‘It’s 
fantastic . . .’. (Prison Staff) 

Our experience is that partnership working can be creative, 
innovative and bring a fresh approach to responding to com-
plex and multiple needs within prison populations (Brown 
et al., 2020). This kind of approach to research was explicitly 
sought by some of our partners and, by others, found to be 
not what they initially expected from ‘research’. For some it 
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was imperative that we had the confidence and previous 
experience to work with individuals with complex needs and 
that we had experience of prison-based research, understand-
ing some of the institutional limitations imposed by the 
structure of prison. For others, it was important that we had 
the ‘cultural competence’ to ‘convince men that their voices 
are important’ and could create a ‘safe space for sharing’ 
(CF). Charities also felt that ‘academic researchers can get 
to places in prisons that project deliverers can’t’ (GO) and 
gave examples of the research team being able to secure an 
‘audience with decision makers’. 

We identify many common features and differences in 
carrying out the fieldwork on these projects. Both projects 
worked in partnership with a range of key stakeholders, held 
regular meetings and developed a project in which all parties 
had an input. However, variations in the level of collabora-
tion can be understood as being influenced by the duration of 
the project, the category of the prison and prisoners involved, 
the type of intervention being delivered and a range of fac-
tors associated with the prison regime and changes in man-
agement, staffing levels and access to outdoor areas. As such, 
our fieldwork experiences are an example of a collaborative 
continuum, which sees different levels of engagement: 

So far, we’ve only been able to get twice into the yard since the 
timetable clashes with the exercise group: the yard has been 
used at the same time (5Participant) 

It’s getting the timescale basically, because I think 6-8 months or 
10 or 12 months’ timescale for a project like this was never 
going to be realistic. (Prison staff) 

In addition, the research team relied on the TSO and/or 
prison to collect photographic images, documenting the 
activities and the development of green spaces. During both 
projects, we encouraged the prisoners to share additional 
information, this could be in written or visual form, about 
their experiences of being involved that they felt was impor-
tant to include but not captured by the research tools used. 

A positive aspect of land-based intervention is that often 
the research team is able to speak on a one to one basis with 
participants in outdoor spaces. In both projects, we collected 
data while sitting outside in the sun in the areas in which the 
men were working. This appeared to aid confidentiality and 
being outside added something to these encounters: 

I find the whole experience extremely positive and helpful in 
lots of ways. The most prominent factor is the freedom. It’s 
fantastic for me to get off the wing, it feels to me as though I’m 
working outside of jail. (Participant) 

Across the data for both projects, there is evidence of the 
land-based programmes building the self- perception and 
confidence of those involved. The men made links between 
what they learnt in the gardens and their achievements in the 
garden and their personal development. Engaging in a 

programme in which they developed and/or gained new 
skills facilitated opportunities for co-learning and peer men-
toring. Hence, the data show that sharing responsibilities in 
how the programme unfolded encouraged a sense of owner-
ship and pride. 

The management of this process fell to the prison, how-
ever it impacted significantly on the TSO; this was where 
the investment at the outset in building strong relationships 
with prison staff really became significant, the research 
team was also part of discussions relating to the implications 
for the project delivery and evaluation. We were all clear 
that we wished to hold onto the person-centred goal of the 
project, as it was clear that it was leading to positive and 
personal change. 

Explaining and sharing findings 

The analysis of the data is an ongoing process throughout the 
duration of each project. Applying a thematic analysis themes 
emerged from our interactions and the data collected and 
they were further explored informally with stakeholders and/ 
or sometimes led to more formal data collection activities. 
This helped to support the research teams’ understanding of 
the issues raised and the inclusion of stakeholders in its inter-
pretation. Alongside this, research meetings were also a val-
uable opportunity to gain further insight and clarification. 
Routine meetings were held with representatives from the 
TSO and the prison, which provided an ongoing opportunity 
for them to capture at the earliest opportunity ideas about 
what was and was not working, how each party felt about the 
work and areas for ongoing development. During our evalu-
ation of the MGP, meetings were also held with the men on 
the programme on a monthly basis, this was a positive mech-
anism to ensure their continuous engagement, input and a 
means in which we shared preliminary findings. 

The report writing phase created an opportunity for part-
ners to feed back their views about recommendations and 
key learning points stemming from the work carried out. The 
process included producing a draft report that we shared with 
TSO and Prison representative and an opportunity to elicit 
observations and comments. The report was finalised and the 
research team worked with the TSO in designing the final 
output. The MGP also captured the views from the men 
involved about the most appropriate way to feed back the 
evaluation findings and the research team produced a short 
briefing paper. Our collaboration with both organisations has 
continued beyond the duration of the project to varying 
degrees. To date, we have collaborated on a range of sharing 
and cascading activities where we have presented our work 
and facilitated Impact Events in which learning stemming 
from the research has been shared with practitioners working 
in the criminal justice arena. These events have allowed us to 
present alongside our key stakeholders and created spaces 
for them to share their learning with others, which has been 
well-received by participants: 
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The day was informative stimulating and very thought provoking 
. . . It is apparent that there is a significant amount of work was 
done. Carried out by different agencies . . . Collaboration is a 
crucial element for the success of any project (TSO practitioner) 

Overall a great day to sway [gain] a lot of information that will 
help our clients. (TSO practitioner) 

Great event, has started to look at collective approach to join 
together and move the agenda forward. Thank you to the whole 
team. (Public Sector Participant) 

As referred to above, we have also created a series of pod-
casts in which we have invited partners to share their experi-
ences and perceptions of these collaborations. The podcasts 
included contributions from practitioners, coordinators and 
operation managers who candidly spoke about the rewards 
but also the challenges, such as recruitment and access, delays 
in project delivery time, working in secure settings, issues 
encountered at different stages of the collaborative process. 
Alongside this, we have collaborated on funding bids to 
examine a key finding arising from our work or to support the 
sustainability of being delivered. These activities are an 
important aspect of our collaborative endeavour, to recognise 
that our relationship goes beyond the duration of a project and 
the attempt to find ways to maximise the impact of our work. 
One important outcome has been that through maintaining 
collaboration, we have remained informed about how the 
research evidence is having an influence in the wider world. 

Challenges and tensions and lessons 
learnt about land-based prison 
programmes and collaborative working 

In their work, Brosens et al. (2015) detail a range of chal-
lenges encountered when engaged in collaborative prison-
based research, pointing to the practical, methodological, 
emotional and ethical challenges that can arise when using 
this approach. They call for researchers to share their experi-
ence when engaged in this process too. Here, we share three 
key challenges that we have encountered, where we perceive 
that land-based programmes/projects add an additional 
dimension. 

Our collaborative approach, which included working 
closely with a key member of prison staff, helped to mediate 
issues associated with access and gatekeeping, which are 
recognisable barriers to prison-based research (Field et al., 
2019; Watson and Van Der Meulen, 2019). However, a key 
challenge identified in both studies was primarily related to 
‘time’ and the repeated delays which impacted the work of 
each stakeholder at various stages of their work. For TSO, 
who receive funding based on applications that set out what, 
when and how they plan to deliver projects, delays led to 
challenges in setting up projects and in project delivery. 
While time was allocated for potential slippage, delays led to 
losing out on some of the growing season, having to 

accommodate poor weather and periods in which they had to 
find alternative activities for the participants. Land-based 
programmes/projects necessitate allowing time for pro-
grammes/projects to be integrated into the prison environ-
ment and this is subject to internal and external pressures and 
security needs. Delivery of both programmes/projects was 
impacted by the time taken to gain personnel security clear-
ance to be able to access the individual prisons, a loss of time 
allocated to setting up and project delivery due to TSOs hav-
ing to await clearance for required tools, access to specific 
outdoor areas, health and safety checks, prison staffing issues 
and recruitment of participants to the respective programme/ 
project: 

I was interviewed by [Named Manager] the first week in March 
and they offered me the job on the first day. I was absolutely 
over the moon because I really wanted it and I had done a lot of 
work on the run up to it. I had spoken to a lot of people . . .. They 
offered me the job but it was subject to my security clearance. I 
started going down, ad hoc, in March, April at the grace of the 
Director, walking in as a visitor because I was not cleared. And, 
it got to the point where I said ‘I’m not cleared yet but we needed 
to get cracking on and get this project started because we are 
going to leave the lads hanging’. (TSO Practitioner) 

Programme/Project delivery delays also impacted the 
overall research and evaluation process. Prison-based studies 
necessitate not only making an institutional application for 
ethical approval but also, at the time of the study, gaining 
permission to carry out the study from the National Offender 
Management Service (NOMS), in conjunction with gaining 
clearance from individual prisons. This is alongside clear-
ance for the wide range of research tools referred earlier, 
booked research visits, methods used to record the data col-
lected, the security of data gathered and mechanisms for 
research staff to orientate to working in a prison and, ideally, 
capture data across the full growing season. Inevitably, 
delays led to revisiting the planned fieldwork activities. 
While understanding that using PAR requires flexibility this 
can be at odds with institutional systems, other work-related 
demands and expectations and the needs of the TSO to meet 
their own programme/project deadlines. 

The body of literature examining participatory approaches 
comprehensively details power dynamics and the myriad of 
ways that power navigates throughout the research process 
(Cornwall and Jewkes, 1995; Krieger et al., 2002). Our col-
laborative approach sets out to build positive working rela-
tionships with a range of stakeholders and to work inclusively 
with all involved (TSOs, prison staff, participants). But, as 
stated by one of our TSO partners, ‘prison is not like any 
other institution’. Hence, irrespective of the shared values 
shaping and informing the collaborative approach, the way 
that ‘power’ mediated the process inevitably meant that con-
tribution and engagement in the process varied among stake-
holders. For example, during the early stages of our work, we 
experienced how, having not previously worked together, 
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there existed some uncertainty and a suspicion of the 
unknown among the collaborators, uncertainty can invoke 
concerns and anxiety regarding a potential loss of control. 
Indeed, we have reflected and written about aspects of this 
(Brown and Bos, 2017). However, over time, we built a level 
of trust with partners and this has created supportive relation-
ships in which we each feel open to discussing issues that 
may arise, concerns and frustrations. Notwithstanding this, 
the very nature of the context in which these collaborative 
relationships operate, in conjunction with the institutional or 
organisational goals, the respective parties have to achieve, 
can lead to frustrations and tensions between partners. For 
example, we noted tension in relation to who was permitted 
to participate in projects – in prison working outside is often 
highly regarded, there were situations in which participants 
were removed and prevented from participating, for reasons 
that it was felt by some to be unfair. As researchers and TSO, 
this meant having to acknowledge that ultimately the prison 
staff had the power, and working in a secure setting which is 
subject to security measures and guidelines took priority, 
governing who, where and how we were able to engage with 
the men on the respective programmes. Consequently, a 
challenge, which is not unique to land-based programmes, is 
how such constraints impact the agency and challenge the 
values underpinning PAR and our conceptualisation of part-
nership working and collaboration (see Brosens et al., 2015). 

However, what is important to note, land-based pro-
grammes/projects can lead to establishing relationships of 
trust between those involved. Working outside, in close 
proximity with participants, opening up opportunities for 
participants to influence project development and the activi-
ties carried out offers a sense of agency and freedom. This 
opened up channels of communication in which participants 
who do not always have the opportunity to contribute their 
views and experiences on aspects of prison life raised prison 
related issues which lay outside the remit of the projects, 
raising concerns for the TSOs and the research team. As pre-
viously noted, these programmes are delivered at a time 
when prisons and prisoners are impacted by issues associ-
ated with levels of staffing, increase in the prison population, 
mental health and substance misuse issues and wider prison 
conditions, such issues arising from these factors were raised. 

Both projects worked with small numbers of participants, 
so for those not involved, the need to prioritise areas in the 
prison they perceived to be more of a priority was raised: 

I understand that, don’t get me wrong because it is good what 
you’ve done and I am not taking it away from it, but as a prisoner 
there is other things that could be done as well. My cell ain’t got 
a toilet seat for months, my cell ain’t got a fucking one of those 
windows for months. (Focus groups participant, not involved in 
the programme) 

In addition, there is the potential for land-based programmes 
to create therapeutic alliances between TSO, researchers and 
participants. During one field trip, a participant shared his 

experience of attending a mandatory programme for men who 
have committed a sex related crime. He spoke about feeling 
traumatised by the stories that had been shared and being una-
ble to talk about it with others as this was against the rules and 
he could be removed from the course, which would have seri-
ous ramifications for his consideration for parole. TSO practi-
tioners and researchers are not divorced from the ethical and 
emotional labour that can ensue from hearing such accounts: 

Yeah. It is very mentally draining, you are always thinking that 
you have got that invisible line where you don’t want to go too 
far. I guess it was starting to get like [programme participants] 
said, we can talk to you but then we can talk to you but we never 
see the [names worker], [names worker] never comes on the 
unit. I passed this information back to [names worker] and then 
the workers were seen on [the wing] for a week after . . . He 
said, ‘oh fucking hell’, they are only doing this because you told 
them to. So it was getting to the point where it was us and them 
and I was getting caught up in the middle of the prisoners, prison 
staff and I’m there in the middle. The lads are moaning and 
telling me things and I couldn’t really defend . . .! (TSO 
Practitioner) 

Such instances where prisoners raise issues that fall out-
side the remit of the direct work of the TSO or research pro-
ject raise ethical questions of what we should do with the 
information that is imparted. Issues which concern safe-
guarding of prisoners, shared because an affinity has been 
created, also raise questions of the limits of confidentiality 
and the adoption of an advocacy role if we overstep the 
‘invisible line’ or get ‘caught up in the middle’. To reflect on 
such fundamental questions when collaborating in prison-
based research is crucial when aiming to positively improve 
the lives of participants and to embed an approach that aims 
to create humanising spaces. 

Doucet and Mauthner (2002) describe a wide and robust 
concept of reflexivity as considering and being accountable 
of the personal, interpersonal, institutional, pragmatic, emo-
tional, theoretical, epistemological and ontological influ-
ences on our research and this lies at the very heart of our 
reflective practice as researchers. We see the learning we 
share here as a culmination of such factors and as having 
relevance far beyond our research team and those we have 
collaborated with. Our prison-based research, similarly to 
other areas of our work, has brought together people who 
have a common interest in wanting their work to have a 
direct impact on service provision, practice and policy mak-
ing (see Letherby and Bywaters, 2007). 

Conclusion 

Our aim in this article is not to produce a blueprint for col-
laborative research, each partnership will be different; we 
hope that by reflecting on the process of collaborating on 
land-based prison programme/projects that we are able to 
share our experiences and learning. Our experience points to 
how working collaboratively can raise questions about the 



 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 

 

 

 
 

  
 

 

 

 

11 Brown and Brady 

challenges of external and internal factors and how they are 
also implicated in rehabilitative programmes and, in so doing, 
influence programme/project delivery and effectiveness. 

As two women who define themselves as feminists (one a 
Black feminist), we believe that research is inalienably and 
inevitably political. We see research as involving three intersect-
ing interests; those of the researchers, of participants and those 
individual groups, institutions, organisations with the power to 
influence research priorities through funding, policy making 
and who are best placed to advocate and/or support change for 
the groups they work with. Our approach to researching in car-
ceral spaces builds on a tradition we have adopted throughout 
our research careers. As we have highlighted, there exists a 
growing body of researchers sharing their experiences of work-
ing in collaborative and participatory ways of working. 
Liamputtong and Rumbold (2008) argue that even if collabora-
tive research does not equate to change in the power differential, 
it has the potential for establishing ethical relationships based on 
trust and mutual respect. As such, our work examining land-
based interventions sets out to ‘make a difference’ supporting 
‘change’ and creating more humanising outdoor spaces rooted 
in the views and experiences of all involved. In prison, such 
spaces are able to offer some respite, we see collaboration as an 
effective mechanism to disrupt the status quo, create space for 
alternative ways of knowing and doing, build alliances and rela-
tionships based on mutual respect, shared goals, and desire to 
effect change that has longevity beyond the duration of projects. 
We see a much-needed role for collaborative research working 
from the outset and throughout each stage of the research pro-
cess. Such collaboration aids programme/project development 
through generating a more holistic understanding grounded in 
the views and experiences of those involved. 

Declaration of conflicting interests 

The author(s) declared no potential conflicts of interest with respect 
to the research, authorship, and/or publication of this article. 

Funding 

The author(s) disclosed receipt of the following financial support 
for the research, authorship, and/or publication of this article: This 
paper is based on data collected from three research studies which 
were funded by: Garden Organic; Conservation Foundation; and 
Coventry University Pump Priming Fund. 

ORCID iD 

Geraldine Brown https://orcid.org/0000-0002-8917-8192 

Notes 

1. (Access report) https://www.coventry.ac.uk/globalassets/ 
media/global/08-new-research-section/cbis/supporting-reha-
bilitation-report.pdf 

2. (Access report) https://www.coventry.ac.uk/research/ 
research-directories/current-projects/2015/evaluation-of-
the-master-gardener-programme-at-rye-hill-prison-an-horti-
cultural-intervention-with-substance-misusing-offenders/ 

3. (Access report) https://conservationfoundation.co.uk/wp-content/ 
uploads/2018/08/Unlocking-Nature-DIGITAL2.pdf 

4. Here we share a link to a Podcast in which representatives 
from both projects share their views and experiences of engag-
ing in research, collaborative working and research impact. 
https://soundcloud.com/user-596793433-285614708/3-ian-
and-simon/s-L6AfS?in=user-596793433-285614708/sets/ 
prison-podcasts//s-wDOLI 

5. We use the term ‘Participant’ to refer to the men engaged in the 
land-based programme/project. 
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