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Abstract 

Feminist research seeks to authenticate, substantiate and illuminate women's thoughts, feelings and 

experiences (Oakley, 2016; Renzetti, 2013; Maynard and Purvis, 1994). Trusting the memories, 

accounts and assimilated experiences of participants, and their authentic reproduction is an essential 

aspect to feminist research principles, whether those memories and experiences are recent or 

distant. This is particularly important concerning a population who are so often mistrusted, 

silenced, unheard or muted, i.e. prisoners, criminalised women, and children (Baldwin in 

Lockwood, forthcoming, Bozkurt and Aresti 2019, O'Malley 2018, Wahidin 2004). Aresti et al 

(2016), argue that lack of visibility and voice in academic criminological research results in 

prisoners and criminalised individuals often being excluded from the processes of research, 

furthermore, often being entirely invisible in the products of research, (i.e. research reports, theses, 

dissertations). Feminist researchers Oakley (1981, 2016), Finch (1984), and Maynard and Purvis 

(1994) highlight the importance of increased and evidenced reflexivity, alongside a minimisation 

of power imbalance. Which, they argue can be achieved at least in part, by not viewing research 

participants as simply being done to as opposed to researched with. Thus, in feminist research, 

reflexivity is essential, as are the presence and voices of research participants as evident in the 

process and products of research. This chapter explored the research dynamic between researcher 

and researched in feminist studies, highlighting and arguing for greater involvement of participants 

in research, and more creative means of generating knowledge and understanding. The chapter has 

a global reach in terms of its application.  It will identify examples of particularly interactive and 

creative research and conclude with recommendations for good practice internationally.  
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Introduction  

This chapter extends a presentation given by the author during the 2019 Women, Family Crime 

and Justice Seminar series. This was a reflexive presentation incorporating both personal and 

professional reflection and experience. Exploring reflexivity and creative research through a 

personal and professional lens, the chapter will alternate between the first and third-person where 

appropriate. The chapter first sets out what is understood by feminist research, emphasising that it 

is more than simply research undertaken by researchers who consider themselves feminist, but 

research informed by broader feminist principles via its topic, design, process, analysis and 

researcher reflexivity. Critically, feminist research advocates for the presence and voice of 

participants, and the reflexivity of the researcher to be visible in the final products of research 

(Oakley 2016; Maynard and Purvis 1994). Thereafter, will be a reflective discussion about my 

Doctoral research and research process, notably how mothers themselves assisted in shaping the 

research decisions, research tools and the methodology (i.e. for example where the interviews took 

place). It will then explore the researcher/research relationship and its significance. The final 

section will present the authors recent research project (jointly undertaken with Ben Raikes), which 

sought to generate knowledge and understanding about parental imprisonment. The project 

concluded with the production of a published collection of poetry1. We posit the collection 

constitutes a form of research which has produced a significant body of knowledge (see later 

discussion) and one which reveals much about the impact of parental imprisonment. Importantly, 

and in line with feminist principles (Doucet and Mauthner 2006), the project saw the participants’ 

words presented undiluted, in an accessible format, and via an inclusive project in which the 

participants/poets were able to retain power and control in the research process.  

 

What is meant by 'Feminist Research'? 

Historically, defining 'feminist research' has proved challenging, even to the point of reaching a 

consensus that feminist research has a distinct and separate identity (Gelsthorpe 1990, Letherby 

2003). Gelsthorpe (1990:105) suggests it is often difficult to differentiate between feminist research 

and 'good' research, asking if feminist research is simply ‘old wine in new bottles?’. Merriam 

(1983), similarly argued that feminist researchers simply employed good practice concerning their 

 
1 Please see reference list for Baldwin and Raikes, ‘Seen and Heard’ publication .  
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research design and methodology. However, Doucet and Mauthner (2006) state that whilst it may 

be difficult to argue that methods and methodology can be particularly and uniquely feminist, they 

posit that there are central and key underlying principles which should always be present in feminist 

research. Precisely, that feminist research ought to concern itself with giving voice to women who 

have traditionally been neglected in research and who may lack social power (ibid.). Oakley (1981), 

has presented a convincing and long-standing argument that interaction between the researched and 

researcher is imperative in feminist research, suggesting that an objective standardised and 

detached approach to interviewing is not the most effective means of finding out about people, or 

specifically, their thoughts and feelings. Rather, this is ‘best achieved when the relationship of 

interviewer and interviewee is non-hierarchical and when the interviewer is prepared to invest his 

or her own personal identity in the relationship’, thereby facilitating mutuality and reciprocity 

(Oakley 1981, 41). Oakley further suggests that where both share the same role identity and critical 

life-experiences, social distance can be minimal. 

 

Furthermore, when membership of the same minority group is shared, for example single 

motherhood, the basis for equality may impress itself even more urgently on the interviewer's 

consciousness (Oakley 1981:55; see also Finch 1984; Stanley and Wise [1983] 1993; Reinharz 

1992). Maynard and Purvis (1994:2) suggest that although there is "no clear consensus as to what 

feminist research definitionally might comprise", feminist research is undoubtedly, or ought to be, 

adaptive, flexible, interactive, and reflexive.  Thus, feminist research incorporates principles widely 

regarded as good ethical practice in research generally, but also includes an increased awareness 

of the significance of power, agency, reflexivity, and the facilitation of voice, specifically in 

relation to women (Maynard and Purvis 1994; Letherby, 2003). As suggested by Nencel (2014;75), 

a substantial group of feminist researchers, particularly those with an anthropological leaning will 

expect to be reflexive throughout their research, and thus, ‘writing oneself into the text comes 

virtually as second nature’. Indeed Finch (1984) posits the 'only morally defensible way to conduct 

research with women is to invest some of one's own identity' (Finch 1994: 81). However, striking 

a balance is vital (Doucet, 1998). Pillow (2003) cautions against reflexivity for reflexivity's sake 

but nonetheless accepts reflexivity as an essential component of good feminist research. Philip and 

Bell (2017:72), argue that the ‘complexities’ surrounding reflexivity and the researcher/researched 

relationship, are ‘all too often’ left out of the process of writing and the final products of research, 

and should be more visible. In keeping with my feminist, matricentric (i.e. mother focused) 

(O'Reilly 2006, 2016), ontological and epistemological standpoint, the aforementioned underlying 
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principles and considerations were central to my doctoral study. Thus,  informing the research study 

in its methodology, analysis,  design and presentation, as will now be discussed. 

 

 

 

 

Doing Feminist Research 

1. My Doctoral research- shaping the methodology 

 

My doctoral research investigates the lasting harm of maternal imprisonment, particularly in 

relation to maternal identity and role. It is a matricentric feminist study which reflects my 

ontological and epistemological position. From the outset, I was clear that the study would be 

guided by the aforementioned feminist research principles, which were central to my decision 

making and design of the study. For example, I had initially intended to interview mothers whilst 

still in custody. I wrote to the Head of research at the National Offender Manager Service, (NOMS), 

and the Scottish Prison Service, informing them about the study and enquiring as to the likelihood 

of being accepted to proceed. However, despite replies from both to say that my application would 

be 'very likely' to be accepted, (on the basis it would have 'fed nicely' into the then-forthcoming 

reviews of female offender management), I had concerns. After reflection, my instincts were telling 

me that interviewing mothers, arguably at their most vulnerable, and at a point of often great pain, 

(i.e. separation from their children), and without unrestricted access to support, and importantly 

comfort, was not without risks to the participants. I was concerned about adding to mothers' trauma 

when they were perhaps already struggling with their maternal emotions. In the interests of making 

as informed a decision as possible I therefore decided to seek the views of mothers who were so 

affected. At that time I was working with mothers in and after prison in a voluntary capacity, so 

with the permission of the relevant authorities, and after ethical approval,2 I ran several focus 

groups3, both in and outside of prison with mothers known to me, and who I knew had access to 

 
2 Ethical approval was given from De Montfort University Faculty Research Ethics Committee (DMU 

FREC) and also from Womens Breakout, the umberella organisation which oversaw 53 womens centres in 

the UK at that time. 

3 There were 6 participants in each focus group, the community focus group was recorded the in prison 

group was not, but copious notes were taken during and after the session, the participants were (in prison) 

Natacha, Diane, Adrienne, Zoe, Charlie and Fran, the community members were Dee, Cynthia, Tamika, 

Jaspreet, Connie, and Jenny. 
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both formal and informal support. Importantly, the mothers in the in-prison focus group were 

serving their sentence in an open4 prison and were, therefore, free to leave the group at any time 

because of their 'free movement' status5. The purpose of the focus groups was to 'test' out my 

concerns and seek the women's views about interviewing mothers in prison. The groups confirmed 

my concerns and felt it would be "safer" to interview mothers post-release. However, they 

suggested mothers in prison  could still be involved by letter given them more individual control 

over their participation. This, we (the group) decided, would facilitate a greater degree of control, 

and fewer risks for the in-prison mothers. Our collective concerns (mine and the mothers), were 

multiple, not least that in an interview situation in prison,  women may not necessarily be permitted 

the freedom to leave an interview should they become upset, thus meaning they may feel compelled 

to stay and continue. Furthermore, many of the women admitted they ‘avoided’ talking about their 

children to each other at all whilst in prison, because it was ‘too painful’. Additionally, ‘because 

we don't always know who has care of their children or not’ (Diane). As such mothers in prison 

can be wary of triggering painful and negative feelings in others, thus they stated they often didn't 

even speak to each other about their mothering routinely. The mothers were concerned that 

although mothers might seize the opportunity to talk about their children in an interview, ‘because 

as mothers, of course, we want to speak about children really, we often just choose not to’ 

(Natacha), they were concerned that this might 'spiral'. Meaning the mothers may be left in a highly 

emotional and vulnerable state, which because of the nature of the institutions, might mean them 

having to deal with the 'fall out' on their own later in their rooms/cells. Given that over 46% of 

women in custody have previously attempted suicide (Walker and Towl 2016), and the continued 

high level of self-harm in women's prisons (MoJ 2020), this caused me great concern. I, therefore, 

decided based on principles of ethical care not to interview mothers in prison and interview mother 

post-release only. Thus, the mothers contributed to the design and decision making about the study. 

Something Aresti et al. (2016) suggests occurs all too infrequently with 'convict' research 

participants, but which is an important part of feminist research (Oakley 2016), and significantly 

which also reflected my commitment to undertake a feminist approach.   

 

 
4 Women’s prisons are not categorised in the same way as the male estate, but they are simply ‘open’ or 

‘closed’. Women’s movement is much freer in open establishments with some prisons having free 

unescorted movement between blocks between certain times of the day.  

5 In many (closed) prisons’ women are escorted round the prison by officers and would not be allowed to 

simply return to their cells/rooms independently. 
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Further, I had intended to simply open the interview with one narrative inducing question, at the 

outset of unstructured interviews (Cresswell 1998). However, the mothers, (in the focus group), 

felt this would be too much, and ‘too hard’, stating they would feel more comfortable being asked 

questions. We worked together to devise a set of appropriate 'prompt' questions to use should the 

participants need more structure. Therefore, in several ways, and in line with feminist principles, 

as outlined by feminist research advocates (Renzetti 2013, Maynard and Purvis 1994), mothers and 

their views assisted in the shaping of the research methodology, design and its processes. Mothers 

in the focus groups described appreciating the opportunity to be in involved in research at an early 

stage and they valued having input or ‘a say’, in the shape of the project. Which Burgess-Proctor 

(2014:125) suggests can be 'empowering' and so illustrating the preferred feminist 'collaborative' 

approach to research design. Two of the in-prison focus group members later contributed to the 

study by letter, and four of the community focus group members became interviewee participants. 

The mothers would later refer to the study as ‘our’ project, indicating they felt a sense of equality 

and ownership over the study, which again is a valued aspect of feminist research (Renzetti 2013).   

 

Aresti et al (2016) suggested that participants often have no presence in the final products of 

research, instead are reduced to isolated quotes framed by the researchers' interpretations and 

analysis. However, it was important to me that the participants in my study were present in the final 

thesis in a more whole and visible way than a series of disembodied quotes, thanks in the 

acknowledgements, or a table in the methodology chapter, or worse still the appendix. Thus, I 

successfully argued for the mothers to be 'introduced' prior to the finding's chapters, via 'pen 

portraits' for each mother. These portraits, although brief, captured the essence of the women as 

mothers, as people, and not merely a pseudonym and a couple of static facts. Pseudonyms were 

something of a contentious issue for some of the women in my study, as also found by Lockwood 

(2013), and discussed in (insert Paula' s/Michaelas Chapter no). Several participants specifically 

requested to use that their real names and not pseudonyms, as one mother put it, ‘I'm not ashamed 

to be me’ (Kady). This presented a dilemma to me and my feminist standpoint. As someone 

passionate about ensuring women's 'voices' are heard via research, and wherever possible, allowing 

participants to influence the research (Maynard and Purvis, 1994). However, my ethical approval 

clearly stated the study would be anonymised, and that pseudonyms would be used so on this 

occasion this was non-negotiable (although something I will bear in mind for future ethical 

applications). Clarification and reassurance were given to the participants that anonymity was not 

intended to render them invisible, or to silence or hide them (they were free to disclose to 

whomsoever they wished that they had participated in this research); but more about protection 
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from any adverse consequences and/or exploitation. I was clear that explicit confidentiality was a 

requirement/condition of my University Ethics Committee. However, to facilitate participants in 

feeling heard and respected, participants were given the opportunity to choose their pseudonym. 

One participant who had questioned the requirement for anonymity was appeased, stating, ‘well at 

least if I've chose it, it's still my name, and I will know it's me if I see this written anywhere won't 

I?’ (Kady). 

 

Other researchers, interestingly in a similar field, have described facing a similar issue and call for 

additional consideration of this in future research, particularly in feminist research (Lockwood 

2013, Grinyer 2002). Lockwood described the use of pseudonyms, particularly for women in 

prison, as potentially akin to "being heard, but remaining silent" (2013;120). Burgess- Proctor 

(2014:125),  suggests, and I concur, that 'conventional' ethics boards and their 'conventional 

orientation' are often unfamiliar with the nuances of feminist research, and as such 'may actually 

serve to reinforce participants disempowerment'. Further, she suggests. 

 

‘Thus, feminist interview strategies that go beyond simply protecting participants and that instead 

create opportunities for participant empowerment may be especially welcome, especially for 

participants who are survivors of violent victimisation’ (2014:125). 

 

All the interviewed participants were offered a copy of their transcripts and will be alerted to the 

final publication of the thesis. I would have liked to have been able to hold a dissemination event 

to which the participants would have been invited to, however due to the wide geographical area 

of my participants this would not be practical, although again something I will bear in mind for 

future research projects. I have co-presented findings and recommendations from the research with 

some participants at academic, practitioner and user forums, and have plans to co-write with two 

mothers from the study. I have maintained and demonstrated a feminist standpoint throughout the 

analysis and in the presentation of the thesis and will continue to do so beyond submission. 

 

2. Reflexivity and my Doctoral Research  

 

As a qualified social worker and probation officer prior to becoming an academic in 2004, I had 

many years of experience working with mothers in social and criminal justice settings. Thus, when 

I chose to undertake doctoral study, I declared my chosen topic as 'obvious'. However, it was only 

on reading a paper written by Alison Liebling (1999), in which she stated her observation that, any 
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research is often driven by personal curiosity, conscious or unconscious interests, that I realised 

how just how 'obvious'. I have described this moment as a 'light bulb' moment in my thesis. It was 

the exact point I recognised my relationship with my research was much closer than I had realised. 

Like many mothers,  motherhood is central to my world (Rich 1989, Oakley 1979, O'Reilly 2008, 

2016), not least because I have been a mother since I was sixteen. Moreover, my own childhood 

experience of being mothered was not a terribly positive one. So almost without noticing mothers, 

motherhood and mothering have been an ever-present and dominant factor in my psyche and my 

physical reality. Motherhood, in many ways, consumes me, so in that context, it is perhaps not 

surprising it became the focus of my Doctoral research. I recognised that honest, open reflexive 

examination would be all the more critical because of this.  

 

There is often a discomfort about detailed reflexivity. However, feminist researchers like Burgess-

Proctor (2014), argue that often that discomfort is informed by conventional and boundaried views 

on the researcher/researched relationship, and arguably the accepted and expected inevitable power 

imbalance this can assist to prevail, and that detailed reflexivity is in fact essential.  Nonetheless, 

Philip and Bell (2017:72) have suggested that the in-depth honest reflexivity encouraged by 

feminist researchers can feel 'unsettling' to some researchers and wider audiences. Indeed, when I 

shared some of my lived experiences of physical and sexual abuse, violence and rape (which are 

also known to be common life experiences of criminalised women) as part of the live presentation 

session which informs this chapter, I sensed an element of that discomfort in the room. But whose 

discomfort was it and why? Was it out of concern for me, even though I have long since come to 

terms with my abusive past and was relatively comfortable disclosing this as part of my reflexivity 

discussion? Or was it because the 'audience' was uncomfortable due to concerns about the 

appropriateness of 'professionals' being so candid about lived experiences and shared 

characteristics with participants? Or the sharing of lived experience per se? (particularly from 

someone not specifically commissioned to do so, i.e. not a recognised 'speaker' with lived 

experience, rather an academic speaking about her life). Perhaps, reflexively pushing through and 

examining that discomfort is something that can contribute to positive change. It is essential, as 

researchers and more generally, to think about and question our feelings around disclosure and the 

reactions of others.  I like many, if not most other survivors (Moore 2007), have experienced years 

of shame and self-blame, so the reactions of others are always important.  

 

It is essential to consider how the reactions of others can perpetuate silence, especially to survivors 

of abuse, and importantly, how do we enable voice and choice instead? Why is it sometimes 
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differently 'unsettling' or uncomfortable to hear about such experiences from 'professionals', 

compared with service users, invited lived experience 'speakers' or participants? The experience of 

sharing my experiences publicly, and perhaps, especially to professional peers, made me feel 

vulnerable. It reminded me of my deeply embedded, long-held internal shame at having 

experienced them, which in turn reminded me of the inequalities and blame culture in broader 

society towards women as victims of all forms of abuse, i.e. why didn't she just leave, why didn't 

she fight, why did she wear that?. It also powerfully reminded me of the vulnerability and bravery 

of participants who volunteer to speak about traumatic and painful event in the name of 'research'. 

It made me think about what a huge ask it is and what an honour it is to hear peoples stories. Stories 

that however sensitively they are responded to, will in their telling, leave participants at the least 

with resurfaced feelings and potentially difficult emotions that they must quash after the interview. 

It also reminded me how important our immediate reactions are, how vital compassion, genuineness 

and kindness are which somehow seems at odds with the often encouraged stance of 'professional 

distance'. After my disclosures, I needed someone at that meeting to say something positive to me, 

to acknowledge the pain of my story and my experience, to say it was ok. That affirmation didn't 

come from the places/people in the meeting I expected it to, but thankfully it did come, and it 

helped. Interestingly it came mainly from others in the room with similar lived experience (i.e. 

those that were also 'othered'). I am very aware of how awful and empty I would have felt if no one 

in that room had acknowledged what a painful and risky experience it had felt to me to share my 

story.  

 

From my reflections, I draw obvious comparisons with research interviews and the importance of 

explicitly and immediately acknowledging participants contributions and emotions following 

research interviews. These were all-powerful lessons for me that I will ensure I take into my future 

research, and I hope that by sharing them here, they will inform others pursuing similar research.  

 

Feminist researchers suggest unconscious 'othering' is often a feature of researcher/researched 

relationships, and that somehow there is perceived distance, on both 'sides', that goes beyond 

merely their individual roles. Yet I was very conscious throughout my research of the higher 

number of similarities between my participants and me than the differences, and I remember 

thinking that was about more than just shared experiences. Maxey (1999: 203) regards ‘critical 

reflexivity’ as an essential process by which we as researchers examine not only our relationship 

to the research (as is a standard requirement of all research) but a deeper more nuanced and honest 
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critical reflection of our thoughts and feelings about all aspects of the research, i.e. the topic we 

chose, the participants, our research relationships, power, identity and the purpose of our research.  

 

Philip and Bell (2017:71) encourage the acceptance of the ‘messy boundaries of research 

relationships’ and challenge binary thinking about the researcher/researched relationship. It is of  

course always  important to consider (ie not only in feminist research) potential harm to participants 

and how to mitigate any such harms that may occure, furthermore and ensure that decisions are 

made sensitively and ethically.  

 

 

There must be an honourable mindfulness applied to research and working with people who may 

be vulnerable, but also a recognition and acknowledgement of individual strength. It must be an 

honest, open non-oppressive relationship where our own and the participants’ expectations are 

understood and spoken about. As researchers, particularly in feminist research, we need to be less 

afraid of sharing aspects of ourselves in the research exchange, and shying away from 'doing' out 

of fear of crossing boundaries (Renzetti, 2013).  For example, in my research, I connected several 

participants with potential volunteering opportunities (one of which led eventually to employment 

in prison in a therapeutic peer support role). Furthermore, my work around my research expanded 

to the point that I became actively engaged in the pursuit of positive change, parallel to my research. 

Maxey (1999) recognises this as as 'research activism', which he feels is often feared and 

underexplored in academia, resulting in a maintenance of an academic/activist binary. Maxey 

(1999), aligning himself to feminist methodology, advocates for research to become an ‘ongoing 

process of reflection, action and reaction’, thereby encouraging both reflexivity and activism in 

research, at individual and macro levels. Nonetheless, given that reflexivity is an essential aspect 

of feminist research, and arguably, all research, it remains crucial to be mindful of researcher 

welfare and appropriate boundaries, however flexible those boundaries may be. 

 

Given the focus of my study was to facilitate the voices of the mothers, not my own, it would not 

have been appropriate to share in-depth details deeply personal details of my abusive experiences 

in the interviews with the mothers. However, I did share my personal self  (as opposed to only my 

professional self) and spoke about mothering and my children and my excitement at being a new 

grandmother. I also answered any personal questions openly and honestly if asked, recognising that 

this is what I was asking of my participants. One of my supervisors commented that on listening to 

one recorded transcript, it felt very much 'more like a conversation than an interview'. My 
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supervisor meant this as a negative, but I viewed it as a positive. I laughed, and I cried with the 

mothers from the research and have remained in touch with many of them, it is their stories that 

continue to drive me for the positive change that I have been actively seeking alongside my study. 

Oakley (1979, 2016) and Abbott and Scott (2019) warn against creating 'false' friendships or 

making promises of ongoing contact that cannot or will not be kept. Therefore it is vital to be 

reflexive and genuine about our position and what we are prepared and able to commit to 

concerning contact after the study has completed. Nevertheless, Abbott and Scott (2019) reiterate 

the importance of withdrawing from research relationships needs to be given careful and 

compassionate consideration. It was important to be fully open, honest and reflexive in the final 

product of the research. Hence, I have included in my final thesis a chapter which situates myself 

to the study and the mothers and explores the relationship between my lived experience, my 

feminist methodology and to the mothers themselves as participants, presented alongside the 

chapter containing the mothers' pen portraits.  

 

My research was undertaken in the context of me having a multi-layered identity as a social worker, 

probation officer and academic; but also a mother and a grandmother. Furthermore, I shared many 

lived experiences and characteristics with my participants; all of which bore some relationship to 

the research. By way of illustration, I remember only too well what it feels like to be judged and 

othered, especially concerning motherhood. As a single teenage mother, living in poverty and on 

benefits, in the eighties, Margaret Thatcher and her 'Tory' followers saw single mothers as the 

'scourge' of society6 (Kieman et al 1998). The media of the time was very often full of how single 

mothers were 'breeding' a generation of delinquents and deeming our very existence to be 

undermining 'traditional family values'. In true patriarchal, misogynistic style the fault was laid 

squarely at the feet of the mothers, with little attention paid to the role of fathers. This period of my 

life had a profound effect on me. I had been married at the time of my son's birth but unable to wear 

my wedding ring due to pregnancy swelling. On admission to the labour ward, aged sixteen, I was 

offered a wedding ring by a nurse who told me ‘we keep a box of spare rings on the ward for girls 

like you’ (!!). As a new mother, I vividly remember trying to look older to escape the judgment I 

 
6 For example see http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/uk/197963.stm ‘’ Mrs Thatcher said: "It is far better to put these children 

in the hands of a very good religious organisation, and the mother as well, so that they will be brought up with family 

values." She told an audience in the Commonwealth Convention Centre in Louisville the spread of illegitimacy 

"devalues our values, our community". 

 

http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/uk/197963.stm
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felt surround me, and later wearing a wedding ring long after my divorce with the same aim in 

mind. I remember all too well the comments, the stares and the assumptions which accompanied 

my single teenage mother status. Moreover, I was embarrassed the next time I became pregnant (at 

eighteen), despite it being a planned pregnancy, and hid my pregnancy for as long as I was able.  

 

With the benefit of hindsight, wisdom and maturity, I now recognise I was feeling 'stigmatised', 

also a key finding in previous research with mothers in and after prison (Baldwin 2017, Booth 

2018, Masson 2019), and just one of many feelings I had in common with the mothers in the 

research. It was vital for me to enter into reflexive discussions with colleagues and supervisors 

about my relationship with the research and the mother participants; to explore my thoughts and 

feelings honestly in a research journal, and importantly also in the thesis, as a product of research. 

These conversations did not relate to methodology necessarily but to my own lived experiences 

and how undertaking this research had brought many past experiences to the fore, particularly my 

complicated relationship with my mother, which involved separation and emotional and physical 

absence. I was also troubled by parallels between the mothers in prison being 'unavailable' to their 

children and my guilt at sometimes being 'unavailable' to my own children and grandchildren 

because I was consumed by the Doctorate. This raises important questions regarding researcher 

welfare, something I discussed with colleagues and my fellow editors as something we don't feel 

is given enough consideration by the supervising institutions and perhaps researchers themselves 

when they embark on studies around potentially painful topics (or perhaps any study). Although 

perhaps not always directly related to the study itself, these conversations were important. Not least 

to ensure that as far as possible, my own beliefs and experiences did not unconsciously influence 

or shape my interviews, responses and analysis - and if it did, that I would be able to recognise and 

acknowledge this.  

 

The reflexive discussions I held with friends, colleagues (to include my fellow editors) and my 

supervisors were important in assisting the 'critical reflexivity' encouraged by Maxey (1999). 

However, also significant was the public presentation of my research and aspects of my personal 

reflexive journey at the WFCJ seminar. Together they facilitated a much more comprehensive 

understanding and appreciation of the importance of reflexivity, especially in qualitative research. 

I would encourage all researchers, but especially feminist researchers to engage in such activities 

and conversations (formally and informally) not only to hone and shape their reflexive skills but 

also to appreciate more fully what we are asking of our participants.   
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3. Feminist Principles, Creative research and the Children Seen and Heard Book Project 

 

Understanding more about the thoughts, feelings and experiences of participants is a key element 

of qualitative research. Traditionally, qualitative research is undertaken via a range of widely 

accepted data collection methodologies, for example, interviews, ethnography, action research, 

which is then interpreted and analysed accordingly (Bryman 2012, Braun and Clarke 2006). 

However, there are many more creative and diverse means of conducting research and producing 

knowledge that increases understanding of an issue or experience. For example, the work of the 

Koestler Trust7, who in nurturing and producing the creative outputs of criminalised people in a 

variety of forms (e.g. poetry, pictures and sculptures), generate a level of understanding of the 

experiences those in the criminal justice system to a broad audience, through galleries and 

exhibitions open to the public. Smith and Dean (2009:01) suggest that adopting creative 

methodologies in research can 'revolutionise academic research'. Smith and Dean also state that in 

the humanities, theory, critique and traditional forms of investigation have been prioritised. 

However, they posit that in recent decades exploring more creative, arts or practice-based means 

of generating knowledge and understanding has become more acceptable to Universities, arguing  

‘…they are as important to the generation of knowledge as more theoretically, critically or 

empirically based methods’ (2009: 02). 

 

Further, they argue that what is traditionally considered 'research' is boundaried by conventional 

definitions about what constitutes 'research' and what constitutes 'knowledge'. It is certainly clear 

that anyone reading the poetry presented in 'Seen and Heard', (discussed shortly), would gain 

insight,  knowledge, and understanding about what it feels like to experience imprisonment as a 

parent or as a child with a parent in prison, even if only vicariously. Thus, Smith and Dean, 

(2009:03) argue simply that research 'is a process which generates knowledge', further that 

'research needs to be treated, not monolithically, but as an activity which can appear in a variety 

of guises across the spectrum of practice and research" (ibid). 

 

Utilising creative research can often involve broader 'audiences' into both the research experience 

and dissemination of knowledge. Traditionally academic research seeks to explore and theoretically 

 
7 The Koestler Trust, a UK based charity working with those in the criminal justice system to produce art with a view to supporting 

those affected by the CJS to lead more positive lives and to generate understanding of their experiences 

https://www.koestlerarts.org.uk/ 

https://www.koestlerarts.org.uk/
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analyse the significance of experiences and to contextualise this in broader society. However,  

different kinds of 'knowledge' can be produced or co-produced with research 'participants' or 

contributors, such as the collection described below, which is just as valuable and effective, 

sometimes more so, and which can often be shared with a broader, not necessarily academic, 

'audience', for example the general public, practitioners, service users.  

 

Through a joint project with Ben Raikes8, underpinned by the aforementioned feminist standpoint, 

and principles, we sought to creatively explore and understand more about the experiences of 

parents and children affected by imprisonment. Rather than investigate this via traditional research 

methods, we decided to produce a collection of poetry. The rationale behind this collection and its 

methodology was that we wanted the voices of the children and parents affected by imprisonment 

to be loud, and undiluted. As, Diane Curry OBE, stated in the foreword of the final product of the 

research, a published book.  

 

 "This book is important because it gives voice to those who so often go unheard. Voices that are 

muffled or disguised in academic papers, policy documents or reports. Whereas this book provides 

a rare opportunity for voices to be heard in their purest form, untampered, raw and powerful" 

(Curry in Baldwin and Raikes 2019:xi).  

 

We wanted to ensure that parents who were currently incarcerated as well as post-release parents 

were represented in the final collection.  We were able to capture such experiences, and they are 

presented alongside poetry written by children who were having or had experienced the 

imprisonment of a parent. In order to achieve this,  we utilised our contacts in the United Kingdom 

(UK), and internationally and were able to invite contributors directly to contribute to the collection 

from several prisons from England, Wales, Scotland, Ireland, the USA and Canada. Submissions 

were also received via post/email, following poster invitations to contribute in a  range of settings 

such as prison vising places, prison wings and education sites, and probation offices. Our only 

criteria were that contributors were either parent who was experiencing or had experienced 

imprisonment and in relation to the children, that they were experiencing or had experienced a 

parent in prison. We also placed advertisements inviting contributions in prison newspapers (Inside 

Time and Jail Mail). We felt it was important to be physically present during the poetry collection 

where possible, so one or both of us travelled to several UK based prisons, women's centres, and 

 
8 Senior Lecturer in Social Work at the University of Huddersfield 
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children's support groups to run 'poetry workshops. In line with good ethical and feminist practice 

(Maynard and Purvis 1994), we took time to create a safe learning space by taking time to explain 

the purpose of the project and to get to know our poets. We described the publication that would 

result from the project, and how it had come about9. Group members signed release forms for their 

poetry, which gave permission for the poems to be published in the book and/or other resources in 

the future10. The group members were free to leave at any point or were welcome to attend but not 

contribute. We asked all contributors if they would prefer to use their own names (first name only), 

or choose a pseudonym to be published against their poem in the final publication.11 Concerning 

the child contributors we sought confirmation from parents if the children chose their own first 

names. Most contributors chose to use their own names, (see earlier discussion and footnote 7). We 

had a prepared 'script' (slightly adapted to each group), which we went through prior to the poets 

signing their release forms. This script explained the project and its aims and goals and deadlines 

for withdrawal of poems. Each session evolved organically according to its context and we were 

responsive to this. Thus, each poetry collection session was unique but followed an essentially 

similar structure. We did not stipulate the age of the 'child', and so we had several submissions from 

young adults who were writing retrospectively through the lens of their childhood self. Poetry was 

collected from children under 16 during sessions also attended by staff and volunteers of the two 

organisations supporting them (Children Heard and Seen12 and My Time13). The staff were well 

known to the children, and as such, the children felt comfortable with them. Contributors were 

encouraged to write individual poems, either alone or with one to one support. Group poems were 

created by asking contributors to supply 'one line each' under a given heading, for example ‘what 

does it feel like to be a father in prison?’. The lines were then collated and arranged into a poem, 

importantly, without any further words added or words deleted. Thus, all the poems are the pure, 

undiluted words of the poets. Collectively, the poetry reveals much about what it feels like to 

experience imprisonment either from the perspective of a child at home or a parent in prison. The 

'voices' and 'presence' of the contributors are presented 'centre-stage', not embedded in a research 

 
9 The project was kindly part funded by Lady Edwina Grosvenor and Waterside Publications following a request made by Lucy 

Baldwin. 

10 We were advised that ethical approval was not required for a ‘poetry’ book, but Ben and I are both qualified Social Workers and so 

are bound by  Social Work codes of ethics and consider ourselves to be ethical researchers/practitioners. 

11 As we were not bound by an ethics board we were able to facilitate the use of first names only (in line  with our Social Work and 

feminist ethical principles), we ensured there would be ‘no harm’ caused by using own names and that confidentiality was still 

preserved with no additional identifying factors present.  

12 Children Heard and Seen A charity supporting children and families affected by  parental imprisonment  

https://childrenheardandseen.co.uk/ 

13 My Time, a Liverpool based organisation supporting children with a parent in prison https://www.themytimeproject.com/ 

https://childrenheardandseen.co.uk/
https://www.themytimeproject.com/
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report where they may have been reduced to a series of extracted and disembodied quotes. That is 

not to say that other more traditional forms of data/knowledge presentation are not valuable sources 

of knowledge and understanding,  of course they are. Still, this project simply demonstrates that 

there are also alternative and creative means of generating knowledge, awareness and 

understanding.  

 

The finished book or 'product of research' is now an adopted text on a number of undergraduate 

criminology programmes and vocational professional programmes (for example social work, 

midwifery, and probation) and is therefore used a means of illustrating the impact of parental 

imprisonment, importantly through the direct lens of those most deeply affected. An additional, 

important but not necessarily expected, use of the publication, is that it is now being used in prisons 

in group settings as a way of encouraging other prisoners to express their feelings/emotions via 

poetry and/or storytelling. Some examples of the poetry collection are as follows14. 

 

Poems from children affected by parental imprisonment . 

Prison I hate you, by Conrad aged 8.  

Prison you keep my mum from me 

You stop her from being free 

I need her home I miss her so 

Why can't you just let her go 

I hate you  prison with all your bars 

I'd like to blow you up to Mars 

 

So, tell me prison what I want to know 

When oh when will you let my mum go?  

 

Alone, by Millie aged 11 

I don't know if I love him 

He made my mummy very very sad 

He made me cry a lot 

I was worried he would come back again 

 
14 Permission to reproduce the poems from the original publication was sought and granted by Waterside Press, (see 

also 1). 
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So, I didn't want to leave my mum 

I couldn't do my work at school 

I didn't want to go out 

I was upset I was worried 

I was worried all the time 

I didn't like to speak to my friends 

Because they didn't know how I felt 

I felt very very alone.  

 

 I Miss My Mum, by Annie aged 5 

I miss my mum 

that's it 

The End 

 

Poem by Mum in Prison  

That Dreaded Night, by Inistar a post-prison mum  

The night I was arrested you bounced up and down on my knee 

With my fingers ticking your belly you laughed in glee 

That wonderful moment was brought abruptly to a halt 

And I now I can't blame anyone because it's all my fault 

They knew you were there, but they broke down the door 

Snatching you from my arms and throwing me to the floor 

I was helpless when you cried and screamed in fear 

They ransacked the house and did nothing but shout and sneer 

 

Poem by a Dad in Prison 

The Key by Neil 

I arrive at a wall 

Walls that hold my future and the future of missing 

Of missing my little girl 

A little girl whose smile I will never forget. 

To never forgetting the key to unlock my loving memories. 

For all that is now all that I have within these walls. 

A future of remembered pasts, but with a key. 
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A truly special key, my little girls smile. 

 

First verse of a group poem written by children aged 5-16 

Rainbows and Unicorns 

My mind is carefree and fun 

Filled with rainbows and unicorns 

And wonderful things 

No worrying just playing and dreaming 

Of life will bring 

What could change this 

And make it so bad? 

Well I'll tell you 

The imprisonment of my mum and dad! 

 

 One extracted verse of a  group poem by the MIO15 group mums from HMP Downview 

*The group contributors were asked to write one line each under the verse heading, these are 

then collated into a poetic order, with no words added or removed. 

 

Being a Mum in Prison 

I'm broken, I'm helpless, I have no control 

I'm sad. 

Desperately trying to be part of their lives 

There's pain, there's worry 

I feel lost, I feel I've lost my heart 

I feel I've failed, I feel alone 

I'm broken, I'm fighting, I realise my family is important 

I'm working hard, I'm improving 

I'm wiser, I'm forgiving 

I'll think twice 

  

 
15 Mothers Inside Out, (MIO) a prison-based mothers’ program, designed to support maternal identity and emotion ad help prepare for 

release, developed by the author, now delivered by PACT across the female estate, (see also chapter?  I.e.. Erins)  
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The poems reveal so much about what it feels like to experience parental imprisonment. Arguably 

the contributors have more power and control over the creation of their own poems than perhaps 

they might in an interview led by the researcher. The contributors all described feeling positive 

after the sessions, despite the sensitivity of the topic. Many described it as ‘cathartic’, ‘a release’, 

‘a good thing’ or as something they ‘needed’ to do; but especially as something that had made them 

feel 'heard'. Such comments illustrate the success in achieving core principles of feminist research 

which is to '…cause no harm' to its research participants, and to ensure wherever possible that 

participants also actually benefit from taking part (McCormack 2012:24). Several studies have 

demonstrated that arts-based projects can have a positive impact on criminalised individuals, 

especially in relation to mental health and empowerment, and can be a useful and innovative way 

to explore their experiences. Taking part in such projects can be a means of building social capital 

(Williams 1997), something widely accepted as a factor in the process of desistance from crime 

(Maruna and Toch 2005). Similarly, Nellis (2010) found in his arts-based research with women in 

prison that the women found it liberating to allow their imaginations to run free, even for a short 

space of time, and found that whilst engaged in the research one women refrained from her usual 

prolific self-harm. It makes sense that the evidence for the usefulness and effectiveness of arts-

based activities in prison can be transferred to arts-based research. Perfectly illustrated by one 

woman in Caulfield and Wilsons (2010), music-based study who stated. 

 

"it might not help  many people long term, but for me, it was one of the best experiences of my life, 

and I have not had many of them" 

 

In our project, the mothers and fathers made similar comments during and after the workshop, with 

several saying they had 'loved' the experience of writing and producing poetry, and that they 

'couldn't wait' to share them with their children. Where possible and permitted poet, contributors 

were offered a copy of the finished book, sometimes given personally by us. Seeing their poems 

published in the final product was a source of great pride and promoted a sense of accomplishment, 

as illustrated by one young woman who had written retrospectively about her experience of parental 

imprisonment when she was a child. 

 

‘Who would have thought it me? A published author, I'm so proud of myself’ (Toni) 

 

Hughes (2005) suggests that arts-based projects can help disaffected young people re-engage with 

education and facilitate emotional and psychological development. This was something borne out 
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in our research project. Indeed, feedback from the poetry workshops ran with the children who took 

part was extremely positive, for example.  

 

‘Daniel and James found the poetry workshop extremely helpful, they both said it was a good way 

to get their emotions out and they have continued to write poems since that day, in fact Daniel used 

one for his school assignment and got an A*, he never normally even does his homework!’ 

(Grandparent carer of boys with parents in prison).  

 

We had the honour and pleasure of seeing some of the poets reading their own published poems, 

sometimes privately just between us, but also at public events. For example, some of the child poets 

were latterly involved in a Children's Voice event at Westminster, hosted jointly by the charity, 

'Children Heard and Seen' and the 'My Time' organisation. As part of the conference children read 

out their own published poems from the book and spoke about what this meant to them. Alongside 

generating knowledge and understanding about their situation, the children felt 'listened to'. Giving 

them a sense of accomplishment and pride at their involvement in the project, and importantly in 

the finished product. Feedback from other organisations and individuals who had supported service 

users to send in poetry, informed us and shared on social media just how pleased and gratified poets 

were, not only to have contributed to the book but to see it published and to have the opportunity 

to read their words to an invited audience. Similarly, we had letters from contributors who had used 

their poems and the book to open conversations with their children about the experience. One 

mother and daughter who had never spoken about the mother's imprisonment when the daughter 

was a young child, yet each wrote a poem or the collection and shared their poems with each other. 

They both attended the launch of the book and both now speak at user forums about the harmful 

effects of maternal imprisonment. The examples described above illustrate our feminist research 

principles in action (Renzetti 2013), which when combined with the commitment of feminist 

colleagues to involve service users/participants/contributors in the active pursuit of change, was 

extremely powerful, not least for the individuals themselves.  

 

What is clear from the examples provided, again, in harmony with feminist principles (Oakley 

2016), is that striving to reduce power imbalance ensures voices are present and heard in processes 

and products of research, alongside creativity and reflexivity. This can not only generate knowledge 

and understanding, but can facilitate inclusion and beneficence to participants, often beyond the 

originally intended scope of the research. Therefore, recommendations for undertaking ethical 

feminist research globally, as a minimum, would include. 
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1. Consider risks to participants by actively seek ways to mitigate these being mindful of the  

research principle of 'do no harm'. 

2. Consider for whose benefit are you undertaking the research – actively consider how your 

research will benefit your particpants and/or those with shared characteristics. 

3. Wherever possible, involve your participants in the process and design of the research. 

4. Ensure your participants are 'visible' in the final product of research and are considered in 

its dissemination (for example conferences and co presenting/publishing).  

5. Engage in honest critical reflection that involves questioning your motivations for 

undertaking the research, practice reflexivity throughout the process, demonstrating this in 

the final product of research. 

6. Consider creative means of generating knowledge and understanding, and how your work 

can reach wider and different audiences. 

7. Reflexively explore your positionality and privilege, and explore opportunities for research 

activism both within and beyond your study. 

 

Summary and Conclusion 

 

This chapter has argued that broadly speaking, feminist research perspectives advocate that 

research, particularly into womens’ lives, but also with other vulnerable populations (for example, 

prisoners and children) should only be undertaken with mindfulness of reflexivity, power 

imbalance, recognition, acknowledgement of differences and similarities. Further, that attention is 

paid to the relationship between the research(er) and research(ed), any insider/outsider status 

(Walkerdene et al. 2001), and the potential for activism (Maxey 1999). The chapter echoes the 

arguments of Letherby (2004), Finch (1984), and Oakley (2016), who maintain that the presence 

of the 'personal' story of the researcher is an essential factor to consider in the accurate 

understanding and viewing of research, particularly in research with women. Moreover, in good 

feminist research, participants should be as involved as possible in the design and process of 

research, with full access to, and visibility in, the final products of research. The chapter's 

arguments have international reach and application. Finally, it is advocated herein that knowledge, 

insight and understanding of a particular topic, especially those around thoughts, feelings and 

emotions, can be gained internationally (across cultures and language barriers) from utilising 

creative research. Traditional qualitative research methods, such as interviews and questionnaires, 

are not the only means of gaining insight into the experiences of others. The poetry highlighted in 
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this chapter is only one form of creative research, but one which revealed much about the 

experiences of children and parents affected by imprisonment. Other creative research outputs like 

pictorial art, sculpture and music and theatre, can equally generate insight, understanding and new 

knowledge about human experiences, arguably often in a more accessible way, and to a broader 

audience, than traditional academic research reports. Thus, this chapter advocates for increased 

acceptance in academia universally for more creative research methodologies and a move to 

broader definitions of what constitutes knowledge.   

 

 

Reflection Points   

• As a researcher and/or practitioner, how can you facilitate greater participants/service user 

involvement, particularly in dissemination/processes of change? 

 

• As a researcher/practitioner, how could you actively seek to reduce power imbalance with 

your participants/service users?  

 

• As a researcher/practitioner, how do you demonstrate reflexivity?  

 

• What creative means could you utilise to find out more about your particular areas of 

interest/practice?  
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