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Abstract

Prisoner suicide rates are consistently higher than rates among communities outside prisons.
Between 2012 and 2016, England and Wales’ prison suicide rates more than doubled, hitting
record numbers in 2016. Often those most invested in prison safety are those personally
impacted, and campaigns by prisoners’ families can have material effects on imprisonment. This
article critically reflects on a collaboration between an academic research team (who authored
this article), a bereaved mother and a theatre company, which aimed to raise awareness of prison
suicide through verbatim film. Drawing upon interviews with the filmmakers and audience surveys,
we examine the potentials and challenges of such collaborations. We conclude that film can engage
audiences within and beyond social science, making complex subjects accessible, humanising mar-
ginalised people and potentially inspiring social change, but a sustained ethic of care is required to
mitigate harms and manage expectations, which may involve difficult decisions for researchers.
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Introduction

Our aim is to critically reflect on an arts-criminology collaboration, which sought to raise awareness
of the hidden yet pervasive concern of prison suicide (Tomczak, 2022), using a verbatim film cen-
tring a bereaved mother. Across the world, prisoner suicide rates are consistently above those
outside prisons (Fazel et al., 2017). In 2022-2023, England and Wales recorded a 24% increase
of self-inflicted deaths in prisons (HMPPS, 2023). Self-harm incidents also increased, by 8% in
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male prisons and 65% in female prisons (HMPPS, 2023). Working in this area, we were concerned
by the devastating impacts of prison suicide (Tomeczak, 2022) and knowledge that England and
Wales’ dense prison oversight frameworks were not reducing persistently elevated rates
(Tomczak, 2018, 2022). As researchers, we have lost friends and family to suicide, so were also
personally motivated to work on preventing avoidable deaths and their associated harms and
costs (Banwell-Moore et al., 2022).

Our focus on an interdisciplinary arts-criminology collaboration encourages a re-evaluation of
established research and dissemination methods, consideration of complex ethical terrains and ana-
lysis of power dynamics and representation within socially responsible scholarship. Creative forms
of expression can help imagine new possibilities (Merrill and Frigon, 2015), aid collective
problem-solving and potentially transform society (Huss and Bos, 2018). Film-based research
can ‘question stale, tired ways of viewing the world and... interrogate the prevailing imaginary’
(Barone, 2003: 209). Such re-imagining is much needed to help tackle ‘intractable and complex’
social problems, from prison suicide to poverty and inequality (Quinn et al., 2022: 371). Indeed,
participatory filmmaking has challenged perceptions of prison. For example, Wiseman’s (1967)
Titicut Follies, whilst highly criticised for violating the (privacy) rights of subjects filmed, did
expose harsh conditions (Brown, 2012). Recently, Calls from Home (2023) used film to fight
prison expansion (Ryerson, 2023), focusing on alternative community justice efforts (Turner,
2014).

Our case study focuses on ‘verbatim’ film, which uses directly cited material to highlight experi-
ences, often seeking to be a force for social change (Paget, 2010: 173). However, sharing lived
experiences in a stigmatised setting such as criminal justice can create emotional costs and
ethical consequences, including significant risks of exclusion, shaming and tokenism (Brosnan,
2019; Buck et al., 2022). Although making and sharing this film has, overall, been a transformative,
joyful and educational experience, the social scientist authors were also unsettled and concerned
during commissioning, review and dissemination, and these diverging experiences stimulated
this article.

Films based on spoken narratives can have humanising potentials, helping to ‘validate’ lives
(Maruna and Liem, 2021: 126) and illuminate often-unseen experiences of people impacted by
criminal justice (Merrill and Frigon, 2015). Performances which centre and evoke emotion offer
an important counterpoint to the concealed emotional vulnerabilities which often accompany a pris-
oner’s death (Barry, 2020), producing knowledge that transcends official and scientific discourses
(Jarldorn, 2016) and engaging audiences in ways that traditional data presentations cannot
(Ogston-Tuck et al., 2016).

Creative arts hold methodological and educational potentials, offering inclusive methods for
co-creating material with participants (Kara et al., 2021) and consciousness raising (Freire,
1970). Collaborative performances can also enhance critical literacy and citizenship teaching
(Turner-King, 2019). For predominantly text-based social science, performative arts hold potential
for emotional translation to audiences (Rossiter et al., 2008), and film can be a tool for public schol-
arship, providing access to research for non-academic audiences (Franzen, 2013).

Creative expressions also offer socially transformative potentials (Merrill and Frigon, 2015): for
example, research-based theatre has offered a counternarrative to prejudicial attitudes related to
suicide (Silvén Hagstrom, 2020). Cross-disciplinary collaborations between academics and artists
can interrogate structural inequalities that foster injustices (Gray and Kontos, 2019). Indeed, a
visual criminology holds potential to reveal and challenge mass incarceration (Brown, 2014).
The Tamms ‘supermax’ prison in Illinois, USA, which held hundreds of men in solitary confinement
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for indefinite periods, closed in 2013, following a 5-year mixed media and public education campaign
by community activists and artist Laurie Jo Reynolds, which engaged audiences with the lasting
harms of solitary confinement (Jackson et al., 2023). Relatedly, in 2016, a BBC Panorama documen-
tary highlighted pain-inducing restraints of children by staff in England’s Medway Secure Training
Centre. The Serious Case Review (2019) which followed cited the documentary as its stimulus,
national policymakers recognised Secure Training Centres had made ‘inadequate provision for vul-
nerable children’, and two of England’s three Secure Training Centres closed (House of Commons
Committee, 2022: 9).

However, despite clear potentials, arts-collaborations should not be idealised, and the limitations
of research-informed art, including films, must be taken seriously by social scientists. Dramatic
representations can cause emotional harm, including re-traumatisation (Bradford, 2016). Lived
experience campaigning can be energising and reaffirm citizenship but also lead to fatigue and
oppression (Bartlett, 2014). Exposure and audience reception can also create harms (Roy et al.,
2021). Mobilising ‘epistemic injustice’, Fricker (2013) illustrates how speakers can be wronged
by audience perceptions: speakers’ credibility can be limited by hearers’ judgements and speakers’
marginalised positions can impact how their sensemaking is received. Regarding our film involving
a mother speaking about her child’s death in prison, epistemic injustice highlights that we must ser-
iously consider hearers’ potential prejudices and our mother’s societal marginalisation, which could
impact the reception of her message, including audiences’ potential lack of care and sympathy for
prisoners (Marzano et al., 2015) and their families (Peters, 2012). Although silence in the face of
depersonalisation and discrimination is problematic (Lorde, 1977), academic-artistic collaborators
should openly discuss risks of judgement, disregard and abuse (Buck et al., 2022) to facilitate
informed decisions, and remain mindful of these risks at all stages. In our case, these risks informed
our much-deliberated decision to limit screening to selected audiences, as we discuss later. Using
our short film as a case study, we critically reflect on the potentials and challenges of artistic col-
laboration, which may assist decision making by other prison researchers using participatory arts.

Our collaboration

From 2020 to 2024, the authors worked on a large research study of prison regulation (Tomczak,
2020). Simply put, ‘regulation’ includes sanctioning and supportive activities aimed at influencing
conditions (Braithwaite et al., 2007). There is a duty upon States to protect the right to life under
Article 2 of the European Convention on Human Rights and extensive prison regulatory appara-
tuses monitor compliance with this duty inter alia across local, national and international scales
(van Zyl Smit, 2010). Prison regulators include, for example, Independent Monitoring Boards,
Inspectorates, Ombudsmen, Coroners, European and United Nations committees. However,
prison overseers have not been effective at preventing prisoner deaths (Tomczak, 2022).

As part of our project, we interviewed prison death investigators, prison staff, and family
members to understand how regulators’ harm reduction potentials could be more fully harnessed
(Tomczak, 2022). At the end of 2021, amidst COVID lockdowns, we hosted a large webinar to
share emerging findings. Our passion for the topic, sadness at enduring suicide numbers, and frus-
tration at prisoner death investigations’ lack of impact, meant we were eager to engage stakeholders
and move beyond traditional academic presentations, which can reduce the people at their centre to
data and statistics (Ricchiardi, 2021). As a project aim was to explore the (potential) participatory
roles of prisoners and their families in regulation, we also wanted to include lived experiences in the
webinar but were keen to avoid the tokenism and distress that can too often hamper participation
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efforts (Buck et al., 2022). We considered creating a short film as a means of including lived experi-
ences and emotionally engaging and educating attendees, but were keen to attempt inclusion in a
meaningful, safe and collaborative way.

As researchers, we had been approached by a campaign-led theatre company who wanted to
illuminate prison suicide through verbatim theatre. We asked if the company might be interested
in creating a film to represent experiences of prison suicide to professional and academic audi-
ences, which they were very motivated to do. The company co-create scripts for live perfor-
mances from individuals’ spoken words and were already in touch with legal actors and
families who had been seeking redress following increased suicides in one particular prison.
The theatre company asked one mother from this group if she would like to share her story for
an educational film and she agreed. For the purposes of this reflection, this mother would like
to be called ‘Jo’.

The company’s creative director and Jo met informally, built a strong rapport, and worked
together to co-create her ‘verbatim’ account of losing her child. The director turned Jo’s words
into a film script and checked drafts with Jo throughout. The academics reviewed the script at a
later stage and proposed minor edits. In scripting a film from Jo’s ideas, the director adopted the
role of a ‘creative associate’ (Turner-King, 2019: 102): listening to Jo, working with her to represent
her narrative and checking that she was happy with the production and the process. Professional
choreographers and musicians working for the theatre company added dramatic interpretations.
These included filmic portraits of Jo in different environments (including her home, a forest, a
park and dancing on a rooftop). These settings illustrated parts of Jo’s narrative, which were
screened as she read her script. Whilst Jo did not shape the visual art, beyond providing words
to inspire creators, she did have editorial power and was encouraged to veto elements she was
unhappy with.

As academic collaborators, we commissioned and funded the film and sessions for Jo with a
trained counsellor (who was engaged by the theatre company and experienced in socially
engaged theatre). This was an attempt to mitigate the potential for dramatic representations
re-traumatise (Bradford, 2016), and provide safety and connectedness (de Smet et al., 2019). We
also shared research ethics resources. For example, we encouraged informed consideration of self-
disclosure (revealing identity), including mental health survivors’ warnings about the discrimin-
atory impact that anti-stigma campaigns based on personal stories can have on individuals
(Tyler, 2020). These ‘hands off our stories’ messages (Costa et al., 2012: 93, Figure 1) alert partners

« Participation is voluntary. You can always say no.

» Ask yourself, who profits from you telling your story?

» What purpose does personal story sharing serve?

» How do large organizations use stories to make material change?

* Story telling as an exercise of labour/work. Do you get paid?

» The internet lasts forever. Because of the technology available today, your
mterview or story will likely be accessible to the public for a very long time.
That includes future employers and landlords.

Figure |. Hands off our stories tips.
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to the dangers of storytelling, including the potential appropriation of personal stories for organisa-
tional interests.

Remuneration for Jo as an artist-collaborator was handled by the theatre company. She also
chose how her story was represented, from options of (i) an actor appearing in the film and speaking
her words, (ii) an actor performing to Jo’s voice narrating or (iii) Jo appearing in and narrating the
film. Jo made the informed choice of option (iii). As this means the film is deeply personal and dir-
ectly identifies people involved, it is screened only in organised research and training events, which
Jo is always given the choice to collaborate on. It has not been made publicly available to mitigate
prejudice, misuse and abuse.

As academic collaborators, we also shared evidence of how prisoners’ families, working in part-
nership with others, can be influential advocates. For example, threats of litigation from the volun-
tary sector and bereaved families following six suicides at HMP Styal in 2002-2003, triggered the
Corston Report on women in the criminal justice system (Tomczak, 2022). Corston’s conclusion
that jail was not the right place for women who had experienced harm and disadvantage
(Corston, 2007: 69) influenced the government to abandon plans to build more, larger women’s
prisons, and the number of women in prison trended downwards for more than a decade after its
2008 high (PRT, 2019: 35). Tomczak (2022: 502) argued that these important effects ‘could
provide a springboard for further activism’, which provided some of the impetus for making this
film, particularly as (women’s) imprisonment rates have since risen again and prisoners still dispro-
portionately die by suicide (Howard League, 2024). Finally, as academics, we shared evidence
about prison deaths in the featured prison and nationally (see e.g. Tomczak, 2018, 2022) for the
film’s postscript and accompanying booklet, placing Jo’s family’s tragedy in broader context and
preventing it being seen as an individual aberration. Whilst Jo’s experiences do not represent the
diverse needs of those who have lost loved ones in prison, hers is not an isolated case. In a
3-year period, between 2013 and 2016, 18 prisoners took their own lives at the prison the film fea-
tures (Tomczak, 2018). During this period, the prison combined multiple complex functions, and
serious staff cuts and shortages had led to boredom and isolation, which are major contributing
factors for self-harm. Furthermore, suicide prevention policies were designed when there were sig-
nificantly more prison staff and significantly fewer prisoners (Tomczak, 2022). In providing these
resources and contexts, we became critical friends to the filmmakers, strengthening safeguarding
considerations and awareness of general and particular penal contexts. In exchange, the filmmakers
became artisanal ‘ethnographic educators’ (Vannini and Vannini, 2020: 865), sensitising us to
(film-based) ethnography as a craft.

In collaborating on this film, our aims as researchers were to engage and motivate a multi-
disciplinary audience, ethically represent lived experiences, and explore an innovative dissemination
medium for research findings, in an area where innovation is sorely needed. The aims of the theatre
company were to raise awareness of bereaved prisoners’ families’ experiences and produce a
performance-based tool for social change. Jo’s aims were to humanise prisoners and their families,
challenge prejudicial attitudes and improve prison conditions. As researchers, our aim in writing
this article is to critically reflect on our multi-stakeholder partnership and the extent to which we
achieved our aims, along with providing an illuminative case study for the benefit of (prison) scholars
more broadly. Our reflections on this single production are not representative of research-informed
filmmaking, nor is our account detached, given we funded and collaborated on this production.
However, we do offer valuable situated insight into the process, complexities, and possible
impacts of such collaborations. In doing so we hope to assist the practical, ethical and safeguarding
planning of other researchers using participatory arts-based dissemination.
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Our paper is structured as follows. First, we describe the research methods we employed to
evaluate the film partnership. We then include a short reflection on the subjective nature of artistic
‘quality’, before presenting our findings, which highlight that films informed by lived experience
and social research can generate an emotional learning experience, create stories for social
change and generate (potential) harms, which must be considered and mitigated.

Methods

Mixed qualitative methods underpinned our analysis, including semi-structured interviews with
filmmakers (n=2), open-ended surveys of audience members (n =27 over three screenings) and
researcher reflexivity. The interviews and survey responses counterbalanced our ‘insider’ reflexiv-
ity (Greene, 2014): opening ourselves to scrutiny through critical reflection on research roles, rela-
tionships and artefacts (Corlett and Mavin, 2017). Our approach to reflexivity was ‘positional’
(Macbeth, 2001: 38) as we undertook self-referential, at times autobiographical analytic reflections,
using reflective conversations and research diaries to enhance methodological rigour through crit-
ically disciplined subjectivity (Macbeth, 2001). Sampling of interview participants and survey
respondents was purposive, as people were ‘hand-picked” based on their knowledge
(Denscombe, 2021: 79), that is, we invited the creative director and Jo to be interviewed and all
trainees and professionals who watched the film (in 2022) to complete a survey anonymously.
Organised screenings of the film were targeted at groups working (or training) in criminal
justice. For more details about survey respondents, see Table 1.

The study design was approved by the University of Nottingham research ethics committee. All
participants were informed of aims and proposed use of findings. Participation was voluntary and
respondents were informed orally and in writing of their right to withdraw or decline to answer any
questions (Kara et al., 2021). Survey respondents were invited to take part at the end of screenings,
via a Quick Response (QR) code link to information and an online survey, including an opt-out
option. Surveys were completed anonymously to encourage open reflections (see Tartaro, 2021).
Interview participants were given a choice of whether to take part and where to be interviewed.
One person chose a telephone interview, another an online video interview (via MS Teams).
Both agreed that their names would be anonymised in this publication to protect their identities
to some extent, although we openly discussed the potential for ‘jigsaw identification’, or the

Table I. Survey respondents.”

Number of Number of Response
Date Event participants responses rate
March 2022 Social Work students preparing for 25 14 56%
end-of-life practice (UK)
July 2022 Criminal justice voluntary sector staff 20 7 35%
working on penal reform (UK)
November 2022 International conference attendees 20 6 30%
(from academia, practice, and policy)
Totals 65 27 42%

?Response rates may have been lower in professional than classroom settings because classroom power dynamics may have
resulted in greater compliance with requests.
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piecing together of sources to reveal identifying information (MRC 2021: 1), for example, if people
who had seen the film read this article and recognise people involved.

Interviews were transcribed verbatim and analysed thematically alongside survey data. Thematic
analysis involves descriptive coding of transcripts and responses, interpretation, and the construc-
tion of overarching themes (Braun and Clarke, 2006). For example, we read and re-read interview
transcripts and attached descriptive codes (such as ‘fun’; ‘holding steady’). We then interpreted
meaning from these, using interpretive codes (such as ‘emotionally aligned’; ‘emotional process-
ing’). Finally, we constructed ‘overarching themes’ from the data. For example, varied the emo-
tional experiences of all collaborators were analysed in relation to relationship-based research
(Bion, 1967; Booth and Harriott, 2021) and grouped into the theme of ‘an emotional experience’.
Interviews were additionally analysed using ‘I poems’ (Gilligan in Kiegelmann, 2009: 39) which
are created by taking each ‘I phrase’ in interview transcripts and listing them in sequence (e.g. ‘I
want... [ know ...”). These poems can ‘be remarkably revealing... capturing what people know
about themselves, often without being aware of communicating it’ (Gilligan in Kiegelmann,
2009, p. 39). We include extracts of individual ‘I poems’ below. Prosaic data can be impersonal
and leave readers unmoved (Furman et al., 2006: 24) but poetic forms can enhance (emotional)
engagement, so that readers develop a deep, personal understanding of subjects, and while
extract-based poetry can strip context, data selection decisions are explicit (Furman et al., 2006;
Kiegelmann, 2009). Whilst our collaboration (and this methodology) focused on film for dissemin-
ation, there is also potential for film as a data collection method. For example, verbatim filmmaking
has, as its core, a methodology where material is generated by interviews with people, converting
traditional methods into something more participatory and fit for wider dissemination (Loots, 2016).
Indeed, the data from film methods can depict harm in ways that written texts cannot (Redmon,
2018).

Findings

Filmmakers, audiences and researchers reflected that connecting research with lived experience-
informed film can: (i) generate an emotional (learning) experience, (ii) create stories to encourage
social change and (iii) entail harms. We begin by considering artistic quality, before exploring these
themes in turn.

A note on artistic quality

We were amazed and delighted by how beautiful an artwork the film turned out to be, but this
caused us to reflect: what if this had not been the case? How would we have responded if the
film we had commissioned was lacking in production quality or insensitive in its representation?'
As Bartlett (2015: 765) argues:

The process of artistic creation takes both the researcher and researched into a different kind of practice
and meaning making; one in which artful (rather than scientific) knowledge prevails. This in turn can
lead to tensions especially when the values of the artist and research do not ‘harmonise’ (Finley,
2008: 72), and the researcher has to relinquish control over how the data are interpreted and reused
(Wiles et al., 2011). Researchers should therefore think carefully about what art can offer and what it
cannot offer, before engaging with artists to communicate research findings.
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Artists’ aims to represent the interests of marginalised communities can sometimes lead to poor
artistic quality (Johanson and Glow, 2019). Defenders of participatory arts argue that there can be
no failed or unsuccessful ‘works of collaborative art because all are equally essential to the task of
strengthening the social bond’ (Bishop, 2005: 2). However, quality is subjective, and it is possible
that creators and researchers may disagree. Moreover, as researchers (particularly funded research-
ers) we need to have regard for our external reputations. We were commissioning a film for a
national event near the beginning of our project. In hindsight, we were naive expecting high
quality, inclusive work with a relatively low budget and short deadline. Whilst we were fortunate
to have highly skilled and committed collaborators whose ability matched their enthusiasm and we
could have not screened the film at the event, if necessary, on reflection we did not fully consider the
ways our burgeoning collaboration could have gone wrong, nor leave enough time for collaborator
negotiations and revisions, which are aspects we encourage others to think about:

Good work, good art and good relationships take time... sometimes there’s a real value in getting it done
quite quickly, but I think... breathing space is really important to ensure that the right stories are being
told in the right way... I think we got it right in this case, but it reinforced to me that time is a very
important part of this kind of work. (Creative director)

The filmmaker’s reflections align with the philosophy of ‘slow scholarship’ (Douglas and
Carless, 2020), which recognises that ‘good stories’ take considerable time to distil and amplify.
Not only did we risk setting collaborators up to fail by being prepared to experiment with develop-
ing a film for a large event in a relatively short time scale, but had we decided not to use the work,
for example, due to disagreements about quality, we would have fallen into the paternalist type of
participation relationship that we were seeking to avoid, risking harming the creatives and the
bereaved mother who had invested their time and energy.

An emotional experience

All parties reported that engagement with the film was an emotional experience. Jo stated ‘it’s gonna
sound a bit mad this but to actually do it was great fun, even though it was about such a sensitive and
sad subject’. This was in part due to the artistic process but also the creative team’s approach:

Jo: T had to have these dancing lessons, which were hilarious. Because I can’t dance... And then when
we went to the recording studios to do the soundtrack, the guy was really nice and friendly... it is a weird
thing to say that I had great fun doing it. And everyone was totally mindful through every stage of it, that
I was okay. And, obviously, I had counselling sessions as well.

Jo’s emotional experience was positive overall because she had the opportunity to learn new, cre-
ative skills and because the artistic team engaged with an ethic of care: having regard for those
silenced or devalued and taking responsibilities to people seriously (Brannelly and Barnes, 2022).
The filmmakers’ relational engagement went beyond researcher-guided provisions of informed story-
sharing, wellbeing checks, and therapeutic support, as indicated by these extracts of Jo’s ‘T poem’:

I was a bit of a rabbit in the headlights, but... the people that
I was working with... they gauged how they were with me with how
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I was. So, had

I wanted to feel sad. There would have been that, because

I was quite upbeat about it all. We were all very upbeat. But

I think everyone involved was led by my emotions.

I think that was why

I kind of sailed through it and when it came to the end, it’s why

I didn’t have one of my sudden nosedives into miserable depression,
I was able, because

I had been held steady throughout the whole thing...

I think, the people... They were the ones that made it not easy, but not painful.
I knew always that the support was there,

I knew always that

I can talk to [film maker].

I knew always that all

I had to do was reach out and ask for help. And it would be given...

Jo reflected how, by matching her energy, collaborators provided a form of emotional contain-
ment (Bion, 1967), so that she was ‘held steady’ to tell her story, rather than becoming over-
whelmed and taking a ‘nosedive’. The artistic collaborators were emotionally aligned and
available, which offered vital grounding. We had not included an ethics of care statement in our
planning process, but it would be valuable for other social scientists employing film as a method
to consider emotional safety and containment strategies in their ethical planning and discuss this
robustly with artistic collaborators, including talking through potential adverse experiences and
management strategies.

Whilst we are pleased that Jo did not have a ‘sudden nosedives into miserable depression’, we
were aware that this could have been a consequence of our work. Whilst alignment and care can
steady people, these approaches may not be enough, and it is important to have additional strategies
outside of the working relationship and to discuss safeguarding with collaborators. In this project,
Jo was offered and accepted funded confidential sessions with a counsellor experienced in socially
engaged theatre, which worked well in this case.

The film also proved an emotional experience for filmmakers:

[Jo] has borne her soul in that film, and it shows and... It’s given me an opportunity to process and rec-
ognise the way that grief has invested itself in my own life. And I think that’s been a really powerful
thing, and I’ve never — to be clear — ever put that on the families, but I think in my own time, it’s
led to me being more open and allowed me to process what’s gone on in my life as well. And I
think sometimes it takes someone as brave as [Jo] to take the plunge and do that, but then kind of encour-
age other people (Creative director).

The director describes feeling encouraged to experience and process their own grief. Emotional
experiences, learning and processing were also reported by audiences, who described the film as
‘moving, powerful, impactful, emotive but educational, and inspirational’ (Survey respondent,
2022). One viewer reflected:

As a person with lived experience of prison and a passionate supporter of prison reform, I always find a
large degree of catharsis in hearing such issues being spoken about (Survey respondent, 2022).
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These reflections demonstrate how socially engaged films can carry an affective charge with
potential to ignite dialogic emotional learning (Schulz et al., 2024). Our film provided a tool for
increased self-awareness and emotional processing (Patton et al., 2023), for those who created
and viewed the production. However, the filmmaker’s reflections also reveal how this highly per-
sonal, emotional form of learning is frequently seen as something to be hidden away within profes-
sional collaboration. Suppression of emotion was also discussed in conversations between the
researchers involved:

Researcher: Do we need to talk about ourselves and our experiences here? Obviously, I don’t want you
to have to out yourself [as bereaved by suicide] if you don’t want to, and I can’t believe I’'m saying this
‘cos I’'m not sure I even like that confessional research stuff, but also, is that one of the reasons we’re
here doing this work? Is it fair if we have Jo laying out her life and we don’t even acknowledge that
we’ve both lost people to suicide?

Co-researcher: I think you’re right, maybe we do need to. It’s interesting that we haven’t really done it
much up to this point.

During our collaboration, both the artist and the two researchers reflected independently on the
interconnectedness of our emotional lives with the film’s subject, but these connections were with-
held or concealed, only being tentatively explored in private ‘backstage’ discussions with one other
team member. When I (first author) reflected on why I had not talked about my own bereavement
by suicide and emotional vulnerability within this project, it is because I was trained in professional
boundaries (including withholding emotion and personal experiences at work) both as a social
worker and a researcher (see e.g. Cooper, 2012; Kelly and Potter, 2023). Yet, as researchers, we
were troubled by whether shielding and bracketing our own lives, whilst facilitating such extensive
exposure by Jo, our protagonist, was fair? Booth and Harriott (2021: 211), women with experience
of participating in research whilst imprisoned, contend:

Researchers must take part in the relationship with participants with a deep consideration of the self; the
self they are bringing to the relationship. If you want real from us, then you must lead with real... How
ready are you to learn from us and change your practice and thought process? How will this aid us? In
healthy relationships, would we not share of ourselves freely, if we did not have an idea of the person to
whom we are speaking?

In response to these reflections and challenges, we now share more of our lives and histories with
collaborators and audiences, but this grew towards the end of our collaboration, after several years
had passed. In so doing, despite our discomfort, we seek to facilitate more open and ethical relation-
ships and contribute to levelling relationships, rather than propagating the othering ‘us and them’
distinctions which are common in the context of suicide (Zou et al., 2022). We have begun to
see a need to not disingenuously present ourselves as ‘us’ researchers, untouched by suicide and
‘them’, the researched, impacted by suicide (although we acknowledge that bereavement by
prison suicide has different aspects to bereavement by suicide when the deceased person was not
incarcerated). Revealing something of ourselves in this way may foster ethical, relationship-based
research above one-sided extraction, potentially producing a form of resistance to othering (Amitay,
2021), creating less-hierarchical, more reciprocal research, as advocated by feminist principles
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(Katila et al., 2023: 8), and working to counter the cool, rational, standardisation of emotional lives,
which can be common to administrative justice (Karstedt et al., 2011).

Stories for social change

There was also evidence that the process of creating the film produced changes for Jo, the filmmaker
and audiences. Jo, for example, reflected:

I used to do a lot more moping than I do now. I think because I’ve been encouraged, because I’ve done
something outside of the home... as the time has gone on from start to finish, I’ve got much more out-
going than before.

Jo describes the invitation to act in a public arena as something positive, which improved her
confidence and distracted her from ruminating. Similarly, the filmmaker spoke of personal changes:

I think about how much I’ve grown and changed, and my worldview has been shaped by the people |
worked with... I think people [are] sometimes made to feel they are really powerless by the establish-
ment and art is a really powerful form, an act of resistance... you can actually put on something that can
change people’s minds, but also mutually benefit everyone along the way.

The filmmaker describes a change in personal perception through community endeavour:
emphasising benefits for the team, protagonist and audiences. When asked if there is anything
they will do differently having watched the film, audience responses included:

i. I will remember [Jo] and encourage others to understand the stories of people in prison.
ii. Have empathy, speak up for those in prison.
iii. Consult families, not lose sight of families, be more aware of emotions and difficulties
relatives face, think about the experience of families in social policy work.
iv. Do more research on remand and mental health assessments, educate myself.
v. Drive campaigns, promote and circulate the film with a view to affecting reform (Survey
respondents, 2022).

Audiences described raised awareness, a determinedness to advocate for others and motivation
to educate themselves. The film therefore stimulated change, increasing individual confidence, chal-
lenging worldviews, and cultivating a determination in viewers to advocate for prisoners and fam-
ilies, and campaign for penal reforms. To capitalise on and advance this determination, we
developed a broader campaign. For example, the film — originally developed for a webinar —
was embedded annually in a professional degree course. This session, co-delivered with Jo,
focuses on preventing suicide in secure settings. The film was also screened at an event in
England’s parliament, hosted by the academics, filmmakers and families, which supplemented
Jo’s story with an evidence-based ‘policy brief’, highlighting the need for prison death investiga-
tions to highlight systemic hazards and provide the evidence base for judgments and recommenda-
tions. The theatre company also continued to work with Jo, connecting her with other bereaved
families to develop a play about prison suicide. The play, which toured England and Scotland —
and was acclaimed by reviewers in the United Kingdom and United States — included an invitation
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for audiences to sign a letter to the Justice Secretary and join a national campaign to prevent deaths
in prison. The success of the campaign enabled the theatre company to secure meetings with gov-
ernment ministers regarding prison conditions. These follow-on collaborations illustrated ways that
film can have impacts beyond individualistic changes, making visible and addressing institutional
and systemic forms of power.

However, it is important to note that these continued efforts and qualitative changes, while valu-
able, may not directly reduce the motivating phenomena significantly, which has implications for
everyone involved, as researcher and artist reflected:

Researcher: work in this area comes up against the fact that people keep dying and we probably can’t
directly stop that any time soon, so expectations going in and during are another big thing to manage.

Creative director: A concern of mine with any project is people saying “I shared my story and nothing
changed”.

These reflections on the limitations of arts-research collaborations introduce the need to consider
the potential pitfalls of such collaborations.

Harms to be mitigated

Whilst film collaborations can engage audiences and advance social justice, there are also potential
harms to consider, including emotional harm (to collaborators, researchers and audiences), the iso-
lation and responsibility of activism, and negative audience responses. Indeed, there may be situa-
tions when the potential harms are, or become, too great for a project to be feasible. In our
collaboration, there was potential for harm to Jo (in particular) to consider. For example, she
reflected:

I do have my black days, don’t get me wrong. The involvement of everyone else who has come along
since the film has made a hell of a difference because I don’t feel so, everything’s on my shoulders... it’s
nice to know that there’s other people [advocating]. And I think [name] feels the same, because they
were battling on with the press and that all on their own... And I think it’s taken a bit of a toll.

Jo highlights that speaking up for loved ones who have died in prison, as an individual, can feel
like a heavy and lonely responsibility and take an emotional toll, but working alongside others who
have had similar experiences lightened this. For Jo, this was facilitated by joining a prisoners’ fam-
ilies” group and contributing to the theatre show, which grew out of our film. This follow-on pro-
duction, conveying the experiences of three families who lost loved ones to prison suicide, took the
subject to a national UK audience and gained significant media attention, shining another spotlight
on the prisons’ crisis. Whilst joining her experiences with others provided a protective factor for Jo
(which may not always be the case, e.g., if people did not build rapport), it also introduced her to
others’ painful losses. For example, the theatre production included reference to a mother who lost
her baby in prison:

Jo: I’ve been okay, I’ve had the counselling, I’ve had a friend to talk to... But there was a bit of extra
stuff put into the [theatre] script that I hadn’t known about... [the company] had spoken to some



Buck and Tomczak 13

ex-prisoners who, this is where I just went, I couldn’t stop crying... I might go again, actually! [voice
halters] It was their stories, they were pregnant. And they went into labour. And they were ringing their
[cell] bells, and nobody came, one of them, she gave birth to her baby, and had to cut the umbilical cord
so she actually bit through it, but the baby still died... And nobody came.

Jo refers here to the well-publicised case of an 18-year-old imprisoned mother who repeatedly
tried to summon help when her baby daughter was sadly born in her prison cell, showing no
signs of life (Taylor, 2023). Maternal suffering is evocative and powerful, making bereaved
mothers’ experiences persuasive and potentially prompting policy change (Cook, 2021).
However, Jo had already experienced significant maternal trauma and, through campaigning,
learnt about the suffering of others. Whilst Jo had experienced her own loss several years before,
was committed to using her pain for awareness and activism and had access to therapeutic
support, had her commitment changed, or the pain become too great, the project would have
needed to be terminated, with potential emotional, reputational and financial implications for col-
laborators. Researchers needing to make such decisions may benefit from planning safe closure
strategies, including signposts to after-care, for example, local and national mental health
support teams and free distress helplines.

In our collaboration, our arts colleagues practiced with a strong ethic of care, prioritising Jo’s
wellbeing. However, they also learned to strengthen their approach to practitioner care, expanding
wellbeing provision to theatre company staff for the play which followed the film. For example,
they worked with a counsellor to shape the play’s emotional wellbeing package, which included
counselling for collaborators (or a discretionary budget for their chosen wellbeing activity: e.g., a
sport or health spa). All staff attended workshops at the beginning and end of the project to plan
emotional wellbeing strategies and counselling was available to the artistic team throughout. This
included staff who moved on, to recognise that needs may arise for support once a contract ends.

As researchers, we had planned check-ins and employee assistance from the outset to acknow-
ledge the need for research practice that protects researchers from harm (Bashir, 2020). However,
these were not always sufficient to mitigate feelings of distress and a weight of responsibility:

Co-researcher: I came home from one [session] and spent a day crying. It was just so sad hearing about
the lives that had been lost and the impact on the families and it took me back to grieving losses in my
own life. I think I also underestimated how being in the company of people who have lost sons and
brothers to suicide would weigh on me. I know from my training that bereavement by suicide is a
risk factor for suicide attempts (see Pitman et al., 2014), so I already carry a fear for the health of my
own family members bereaved by suicide. Through this work I also came to care for, and worry
about, the bereaved activists I worked with.

It is recognised that suicide research can be draining, even a risk to health, but that therapeutic
support for researchers can be transformative (O’Connor, 2021). Reflective supervision can help
researchers make informed decisions about care for themselves and others. However, whilst
access to reflection is integral practice in caring professions, it can be rare within (criminology
and social work) research settings (Moncur, 2013). Indeed, there are concerns that institutional
ethics reviews across social sciences do not adequately address the psychological wellbeing of
researchers (Fenge et al., 2019). This is a structural omission — particularly in areas of social
science that examine trauma — as supervision can help researchers make sense of personal responses
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to data, improve analysis and validity (Moncur, 2013: 1885), mitigate vicarious trauma and protect

researchers from overwhelm (Isobel, 2021). To address this omission, improved awareness of the

emotional nature of research is needed — particularly for those focused-on death and trauma. Indeed,

universities have a duty of care to researchers, for example, through improved supervision and men-

toring (Fenge et al., 2019). We would also advocate that funding bodies recognise the value of

supervision and facilitate the use of research funds for this important safeguard as required.
Finally, audience members reported painful emotions:

i. It made me cry.
ii. Heart-breaking and frustrated at the lack of care.
iii. Sadness, rage, upset.
iv. Disbelief, shock.
v. Such sadness after watching it, but it needs to be watched.
vi. Sadness and anger, but also admiration and hope.
vii. A sense that something needs to be done about this (Survey respondents, 2022).

Whilst these responses from audiences do not necessarily present harmful emotions, and in fact
appear to spur people to want to act, it is important to prepare people for the distressing nature of
material and signpost supports that may be required. Screening emotionally powerful films is risky
work that could provoke unpredictable audience reactions. It is important that researchers prepare as
much as possible, for example, for audience members becoming upset and have people on hand for
support. There is also a need to consider if some audiences should nof see the film, such as children
or young people who can be susceptible to the contagion effects of suicide depicted on screen
(Gould et al., 2003).

This data on emotional pain raises short- and long-term ethical considerations. Firstly, in relation
to Jo’s emotions as a lived experience collaborator:

Creative director’s I poem:

I will always worry that like, you know, [Jo] still loves it.

I really hope that she can look back in five- or ten-years’ time and be so really proud of the work that she
made. And

I just fear that her relationship with that film might change. But that’s the gig.

I guess my fear will always be that she permanently has any regrets around it.

I think it’s important to sit in that discomfort. And

I would rather sit in that discomfort and take that risk. And that story be told...

I also hope that we have infrastructures in place where [if she felt] that the film was no longer serving a
purpose or she did have any regrets, we’d be able to talk it out and figure out why and see if it could be
resolved. And

I think always... we work quite hard to make sure that we maintain those relationships.

These reflections indicate that there is an ethical imperative for artists to make all efforts to main-
tain relationships with collaborators, particularly those whose lived experiences are being centred,
beyond the period of research dissemination. This is very different to the short term, boundaried
relationships that often characterise prisons research (Booth and Harriott, 2021). To ensure Jo main-
tains long-term control over the uses of her story, we decided to only share the film in co-planned
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training events, but this introduces its own dilemma, as there is a risk of not sharing the film
expansively:

Creative director: I think, actually, my bigger concern is that we’ve been quite targeted with [screenings]
... It’s areally delicate thing. Being able to manage and control it where it isn’t just slapped on the inter-
net and people comment on it. That could be quite damaging for Jo and the creative team... But I do
think there’s also a risk of it still being shown in quite closed circles... Jo wants the film to be
seen... we have a responsibility to [reach] the widest audience possible so it’s having that impact...
there’s stuff isn’t there about: “I shared my story, and nothing changed”. And I think we have more
work to do in terms of making sure that the film reaches the widest audience possible.

Jo concurred that she would like the film to reach a broad audience to maximise awareness-
raising and advocacy. This would perform a kind of resistance to forms of marginalisation which
cast some lives as dispensable (Butler, 2021: 24). However, the filmmaker’s reflection that ‘slap-
ping the film on the internet’ could be damaging, acknowledges the ‘subaltern’ position of prisoners
and their families, and the dominant demonising discourse, which can limit prisoners’ stories being
heard beyond stereotypes and voyeurism (Warr, 2012). These complexities make issues like iden-
tifying storytellers and deciding the breadth of dissemination ethical tightropes, with multiple
potential causes of distress in the short-and-long-term.

Conclusion

When somebody dies in prison, families can experience ‘disenfranchised’ grief (Abbott et al.,
2023), particularly common to complicated losses (e.g. suicide or adoption), where grief may not
be openly acknowledged or supported. Such trauma is embodied, difficult to express in words
(Murray et al., 2019) and not always possible to convey through textual representations alone
(Lenette and Boddy, 2013). Collaborative film offers a powerful form of visual representation
which can centre and validate lived experiences, emotionally engage audiences, influence under-
standing, and potentially instigate social change. These effects are especially valuable when repre-
senting areas hidden from view, such as prisons, or where people’s highly emotional lived
experiences are otherwise publicly represented by the ‘cool rationality’ of official death reports
(Aitken, 2022: 490). Our reflection has shared some ‘insider’ perspectives of such partnerships,
seeking to inform arts-social science collaborations more broadly. Verbatim film can valuably high-
light emotional elements of traumatic experiences, creating knowledge outside of official means and
inspiring participants and audiences to collectively (re)consider solutions. In turn, this film gener-
ated emotional experiences for people producing and watching. The protagonist experienced joy
and fun, despite the painful topic, as she was learning new skills and working with people who
matched her energy and showed her genuine care and commitment. She also experienced
sadness in relation to hers and others’ experiences, but joining other bereaved families meant
that she no longer felt a ‘lone crusader’. The filmmaker and academics processed and (re)experi-
enced grief in their own lives, and audiences experienced a range of emotions from sadness and
rage to hope and catharsis. These emotional experiences were often hidden away by professionals,
revealed only in ‘backstage’ discussions, due to an understanding that professional boundaries
include degrees of ‘bracketing’ of our own lives. Considering this bracketing critically, as poten-
tially disingenuous and othering, enabled us to gradually practice a more open approach to collegial
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and research relationships, which included sharing more of our personal connection to the research,
in pursuit of more transparent, equitable and sensitive forms of engagement. For us, the effort of
collaborating on the film (and the inherent uncertainty about the effect it would have) was, in
this case, justified by enduring high prison suicide rates, the limited efficacy of prison oversight fra-
meworks, and the outcome of a beautiful film which emotionally engaged broader audiences with
the focus of our research, and which was valued by all collaborators.

This film also became a story for activating social change, inspiring audiences to have empathy,
advocate for people in prison, be more aware of families and educate themselves and others. Less
expectedly it also activated changes in collaborators who gained confidence, skills, (emotional)
insights and changed perspectives. These messages hold value for social science researchers inter-
ested in creative forms of research (dissemination) and for social workers attracted to creative arts-
based methods.

However, none of these positive impacts can be considered without attention to the (potential)
harms of partnerships such as these, including the need to consider the viability of projects and the
safety of people involved throughout. As a minimum, ethical collaborations should openly explore
and plan to mitigate potential for emotional pain, anticipate the possibility that nothing might
change, work with sensitivity to participants’ needs, and facilitate wellbeing supports for all part-
ners. This latter point may require challenging the practical reality that therapeutic supports are
often structurally unavailable. Additionally, the creative team in this project maintained good rela-
tionships and committed to a long-term co-planning of the film’s use. This relational commitment
offered a refreshing counter to the extraction from, or invisiblisation of, marginalised people that
can often occur within (social scientific) knowledge creation (Booth and Harriott, 2021). As a
final safeguard, we were mindful of and open about the risk of ‘epistemic injustice’ or testimonies
being undermined within a broader culture which can be unsympathetic to prisoners and their fam-
ilies. Jo was given choices about involvement at every stage, and consultations continue in planning
where and how the film is screened. In addition, there was a need to prepare and signpost audiences
about the distressing nature of the film’s focus, which we did throughout. Provided the potential
harms of such partnerships are considered and collaboratively addressed, and social scientists well-
prepared for all eventualities and have the resilience to make bold decisions, co-produced verbatim
film offers a valuable tool for research dissemination, engaging audiences in new ways and poten-
tially influencing more humane and constructive responses to entrenched social problems.
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