connecting inmates with their families
and friends through participatory design

Written Summary
How Might We...?

Problem

.There is a lack of support in correctional facilities for an inmate’s relationship
with his or her family, together with other meaningful relationships.

Process

The starting point is acknowledging the scope and complexity of the prison system
and identifying inmate’s family as an integral force for change in that landscape.
The key insights for CoFood project were delivered through the carefully planned
inmates’ interviewing process and the feedback of past-employees’ experiences of
working with inmates and their families, friends. Those insights include benefits of
participatory design, possible constraints and long-lasting impact on recidivism.

Proposal

Contributing to the cultivation of family in correctional institutions could be defined as
the solution to the problem. It is addressed through the application of participatory
design formed from two collating systems (inmates and volunteers) and the effort to
bridge it with the medium of food (cooking & gardening classes).

The ‘CoFood’ project was announced as
a winner of RSA Student Design Awards

Target Audience
Family and Community
Offenders who maintain family
relationships and receive visits
while in custody are

38%

Two-thirds
of women prisoners are mothers.

There are approximately

of offenders have children under
18 when they enter custody.

TOMAS KAZLAUSKAS (a father and inmate in Vilnius correctional institution)
DEMOGRAPHICS
Used to rent a 4 bedroom apartment in Vilnius
Old Town, where he lived with his wife and two
young daughters.

BEHAVIORAL IDENTIFIERS

200,000

children in England and
Wales with a parent in prison.

The research collected for the brief provided a clear direction when
defining a target audience - inmates and their families. According
to one of the interviewed volunteers, who has been working in a
correctional institution based in Eastern Europe, Lithuania* for three
years, ‘inmates are discouraged by facilitators who come intending
to provide a sense of purpose to people in the facility’. Inmates
already have a sense of purpose - it may be learning something
new, planning dream holidays or meeting their family next week.
Having purpose or reasons provides stability and operates as a
motivation to improve one’s behaviour. That applies to every society
member.
The key question is: what could be done to improve the well-being of
the communities in the mentioned facilities and why does it matter?
FAMILY
The relative’s conviction often brings embarrassment and stigma
to the family, leading to rejection by neighbours and friends. If the
situation deteriorates and the loved-one is sent to a correctional facility
or jail, adding the lack of support from friends, the family may fall
into loneliness and isolation. These may be followed up by financial
worries. And so the loop is endless, coming back to the same starting
point - an absence of support. Consequently, support is a key to wellbeing for both: inmates and the ones close to them.

3.

TOMAS’ USER JOURNEY
1.
Sees posters of the program in prison,
signs up through institution personal,
and lets his wife know of the program
through a letter.

2.

Develops relationships with diverse inmates
involved in the program, he would otherwise
unlikely have contact with.

Experiences his first workshop session
and finds it to be exciting and innovative in structure rather than his hierarchical expectations.

5.
Refers other inmates from his network in institution to the program.

INMATES

*the location was chosen due to accessibility factor

Was a lazy Business Management student
but got a high degree grade. Went to work
in a large finance company gaining a
manager’s position.

Has a passion for reading. Had recently finished ‘Sapiens’ by Y. Harari.

less likely to reoffend than those
who do not receive visits.

54%
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4.
Meets his wife and children on the first family
gardening day and feels ‘himself’ and free for
the first time since his incarceration.

JUSTINA KAZLAUSKIENE (a wife of Tomas)
DEMOGRAPHICS
Lives in a 4 bedroom apartment in Vilnius
Old Town.

Has a degree in Journalism and was planning
to do a Master’s degree, but got pregnant.

BEHAVIORAL IDENTIFIERS
Justina is a talented artist and has a passion
for Modern Art. Her favorite painting is Cossacks (1910) by W. Kandinsky.

JUSTINA’S USER JOURNEY
1.
Finds out about the program
through a letter from her husband and searches for more
information online.

3.

2.
Finds all of the relative information and opportunities along with the project purpose, goals,
and values, and applies to participate so she
can bring her two daughters and meet her
husband in a different environment.

5.
Notices herself and her children leave the
correctional institution in a much more positive attitude compared to previous visits.

Meets her husband on the first family gardening day and notices that the interaction
between him and their daughters is much
more light-hearted and playful, compared to
the rather dull and gloomy past experiences.

4.
Encourages her friend (who has a background in psychology) to participate in
the program.
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The Landscape of Initiatives
FIELD RESEARCH
Gardening and System-Thinking Initiatives
Involving Inamtes (based in the UK)

Food Initiatives Involving Inmates
(based in the UK)

HMP Parc (South Wales,UK)
HMP Parc’s gardening scheme has won an award
from the Royal Horticultural Society. The project is
in line with the prison education and employment
strategy launched last year by the then prisons
minister, David Gauke, which focused on the benefits
of work and training in reducing reoffending.

Nacro helps people in custody with
the reintegration into society by supporting them with mental health issues,
drug abuse, housing and in the reintegration into society.

The list of existing gardening or food initiatives for inmates
could be extended, however, there is a gap in the market.
That gap could be filled in with the workshops connected
with a medium of food and based on volunteers (relatives,
friends, people from society) participation. The concept
of the programme mentioned is simple in its structure,
allowing to frame the impact most efficiently and clearly.
The programme components are:
1. Gardening workshops;
2. Cooking classes.

Garden Organic (programme)
The gardening program by the UK based
Charity “Garden Organic” drastically reduced
drug and alcohol use from 30% to almost 0% in
Northamptonshire. The program works by giving
inmates educational, rehabilitative, occupational
and life skills.

USP

Good nutrition can be linked to
better behaviour and well-being. The
campaign “Food behind bars” aims to
improve food standards in UK-based
correctional institutions and jails in
hope to solve the prison crisis.

KEY INSIGHTS

CONTRIBUTE

INMATES

Learning (skills)
Bridging
Bonding
Well-being

VOLUNTEERS

BENEFIT
Mirroring the two systems
in value and procedure is
essential to its success.
This should create a

garden space

symbiosis of engagement and support.

The framework application is pri-

correctional
institutions due to the

oritised for

accessibility factor. Such institutions usually have less restricted
access to different workshops
and equipment, as
discovered in the research.

The
may be limited or inaccessible. In that case, the system
design for food practices
should be limited to cooking
classes only.

As a particular country’s government oversees the processes happening in correctional

funding
limitations should be

institutions, the

taken into account, and therefore the application process to
workshops for inmates should
be implemented.

‘Imprisonment is a family experience <...> for prisoners, separation from loved ones is one of the most
painful consequences of incarceration <...> family
contact such as letters, telephone calls, and visits are
enormously important to prisoners.’
(Prison Reform Trust, 2005)
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Participatory Design
Participatory Design (PD) stands for a creative approach to engaging and co-creating with relatives to
address certain issues or improve relationships.

Reasons fort participation (volunteers)

1. A need to escape reality and take one’s mind of the problems;

INTRODUCTION

Intergrating an understanding of system
thinking, in action.
The role of the participatory design is to produce a path
where inmates could exercise their soft skills and develop
hard skills. It is essential for building stronger families and
connecting inmates with society in a broader sense while
accelerating personal growth through cooking / gardening
workshops.
Initiative

Growth

Interdependence

Reasons fort participation (inmates)
The three main reasons for participation have been identified after
interviews with the inmates:

Bonding through learning.

Knowledge

Intrinsic and Extrinsic Motivation

2. A need to learn new skills, although some existing facilities
are already tailored to meet various skill requirements, for example, cooking. Therefore, emphasizing skill development
instead of general cooking classes would be more efficient
when targeting this community.

3. They are genuinely interested in a subject and want to
find out more.
KEY INSIGHT: inmates are fond of participating in workshops on
their terms, according to individual needs. This is due to the lack
of authority and inability to apply decision-making in their daily
lives, as ‘every decision every day has been made for them’
(TEDxTalks, 2017).

Emotional gratification
Social engagement
Knowledge
Co-working
Passion
Developing new skills
Improving job prospects
Reducing time sentence

Remember Tomas?
He’s a father of two daughters. He dreams about learning
how to cook vegan dishes so he could apply those skills
when opening a community cafe where inmates would cook
nutritious dishes that cost less. This idea sprang up after he
talked with his 11-year-old daughter while they were planting roses in the garden of the correctional facility.

Family
friends and
relatives

Gained and developed skills = bonus for the future

Confidence

Authority

Education
skilled
volunteers

Participation
non-skilled
volunteers

INTRINSIC GOALS

EXTRINSIC GOALS

Skilled Participants

Non-skilled Participants
CO-CREATION

Participatory design would attract not only family members, but
also different audiences, creating an opportunity for bridging
social capital.
The co-creation factor of the workshops stands for people
contributing and benefiting in a single action. That’s how it is
different compared to other charities or representative models
where effort often comes from one group to provide directions
to another one, taking their needs into account. A mutual system
model creates a platform that avoids labelling and stigmatisation
(Participatory City Foundation, no date), especially regarding
inmates and their families.

‘Today’s inmate is tomorrow’s
neighbour.’
(TEDXTalks, 2016)
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Prison System Research
Court

Employers
personnel
Defendants

Families
CRIME SUSPECTS
&
CRIME CONVICTS

Community
groups (from
offenders)

Witnesses

Lawyers

Recidivism

Food is fundamental to prisoners in a variety of ways, offering
not only nutrition but also opportunities for connection with
other inmates or visitors and something to look forward
to throughout what can be a difficult day. Although many
institutions make commendable attempts with the available
resources, quite often the quantity and quality of the food
supplied are inadequate, and the conditions under which it is
prepared and consumed lack respect for the integrity of the
prisoners (HM Inspectorate of Prisons, 2016).

Victims of
crime

Police
officers

Judges
Correctional
Industries
Employees

Probation &
parole officers

Food Trends in
Correctional Facilities (UK)

Society
in general
Correctional
officers

The media
Stakeholders Map
Criminal Justice System

2013-2014
2012-2013

The primary research conducted is based upon the operating
system of a correctional institution situated in Vilnius, Lithuania.
Therefore, it is relevant to highlight the difference between institutions since ‘<...> places which hold persons who are awaiting
trial at minor courts or who have been sentenced to short sentences are usually described as jails; those holding convicted
prisoners are often called correctional institutions.’ (Coyle and
Fair, 2018). As any other human-made social institution, jails
have their functions and their limitations <...>’ (Cullen, Jonson
and Nagin, 2011). Therefore the concept of inner integration
proposed should be adjusted to each facility accordingly, by
taking its functions, limits, culture and most importantly, politics,
into account.
The secondary research validates the insights through various
statistics and initiatives implemented in the UK, exploring the
diversity of opportunities in the country. As there are none
resembling initiatives in the Lithuania, where the primary
research was carried out, the program of workshops suggested
could be fulfilled there first and scaled from that point.

Following that, the impact metrics of such workshops should be
delivered through a deep observation of the process and participants’ (inmates and volunteers) feedback collection.

Year
2014-2015

One of the critical insights made on recidivism was that the ‘risk
can be effectively reduced through evidence-based programming
that targets criminogenic needs, such as courses in cognitive
behavioural therapy and other topics.’ (U.S. Department of
Justice, 2017). The proposal suggested could decrease the
rate of recidivism in the long-run as the reintegration process
would start within the institutions and would be based on the
co-creation, inviting family members and other stakeholders to
join. Consequently, the inmates would develop specific skills and
strenghten relationships with beloved ones, resulting in improved
social capabilities influencing the overall well-being. After all, the
rehabilitated inmate is the one who succeeds in the world outside
the correctional institution or jail.

Suggested metrics for experience evaluation
(participants’ journey):

£54.1 million

£55.1 million

1

£59.6 million

£

In addition to the statistics above, the decision-making factor
that influences a sense of authority is also diminished in the
process, since the majority of what inmates eat in the facilities is determined for them. Inmates do not have a right to
decide when they eat the meals, what or how much they are
eager to eat, unlike in the communities outside the correctional institution’s boundaries, where choosing the meal isn’t
even considered to be a constraint in anyw way.
However, although a landscape of various food and gardening initiatives is apparent in the UK, the opposite case could
be identified in Lithuania, where there is a major lack for even
the most basic workshops.

2

Experiencing friendship and social
connection in the workshop (1-10)

Experiencing a sense of community OR
a positive family dynamics (1-10)

3

Experiencing an increased sense of
confidence (1-10)

4

Experiencing a sense of happiness (1-10)

5

Experiencing creativity and
idea-sharing in workshop (1-10)

6

Experiencing learning (1-10)

The implementation of impact metrics would be extremely
beneficial in terms of mapping the inmates’ journey and
skills development.
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