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Community engagement, which leads to individual and community empowerment, means acknowledging the power imbalance and being explicit about relinquishing power. 

What does this case study explain?
Case study


The subject of this case study is a peer research project carried out in HMP Parc, Wales. This case study explains why the methodology of engaging imprisoned men as peer researchers was a factor which effected the acknowledgement and distribution of power within that prison community.
Background – about peer research methodology in prison communities
The peer research project[footnoteRef:1] aimed to determine the feasibility of engaging imprisoned men in peer research to identify health and wellbeing concerns of inmates.  [1:  L.C.G., D.C.E., S E Perrett. 2017. A peer-research exploration of well-being amongst older and younger men at HMP Parc, Wales, UK] 

There is an increasing use of peer roles within prison communities, demonstrating positive outcomes (South et al, 2014; Bagnall et al, 2015). However the concept of peer researcher roles within the prison environment is still in early development. Learning from a project to develop participatory health research among incarcerated women in a Canadian prison (Elwood-Martin et al, 2009) was drawn upon to inform the peer research project in Wales. This intentionally collaborative approach explored the opportunity to develop understanding of health and well-being concerns in prison, directly from those for whom it is their lived experience; whilst providing skills, confidence and sense of purpose to those in the peer researcher role.
Why did the methodology of engaging imprisoned men as peer researchers effect the creation of new configurations of power within the prison community?
“Men were empowered to be listened to and help implement positive change”
(Peer-researcher, HMP Parc)
Peer researchers from the HMP Parc study experienced a change in power dynamics during the research project. ‘Power within’ increased as men felt an increased sense of group efficacy through collaborative working and setting common goals. ‘Power with’ increased as dialogue led to more positive relationships developing between the men and with prison staff. ’Power to’ increased as peer researcher recommendations influenced actions taken by prison staff, resulting in improvements to the environment, relationships and the health and wellbeing of men in the prison. 

A number of features are apparent that may explain the reconfigurations of power that were felt by the men as a result of the peer research approach. 

Explicitly acknowledging the power imbalance, and responding to this 
The prison environment is intentionally designed to disempower. The authoritarian environment means that acknowledging and relinquishing power in this context is challenging. Peer researchers felt that prisons  ‘power over’ the community, demonstrated by the various permissions required, processes and orders to follow at discretion of the prison staff; impacted upon their ability to carry out the project. One peer researcher reflected that “the majority of inmates don’t get the chance to express their feelings, issues and concerns within an ‘authoritarian’ environment” (Peer-researcher, HMP Parc). 
The participatory research approach recognises, respects and challenges power relationships between all participants. Elwood-Martin, R. 2009 talks about the Canadian experience as “silence traditionally held by women in the system [being] broken”. This suggests the importance of letting go of something that normally prevented the voice from being spoken and heard. 
In the HMP project, the prison responded to the power dynamics and found ways to work with the peer researchers which enabled the men to adapt research processes to achieve better outcomes. Peer researchers were given the space to discuss and identify potential solutions to barriers faced by the project. They were supported by the prison to establish themselves in a visible role within the prison community by wearing t-shirts that distinguished their peer-researcher position. There was also prison support for the use of language, intended to challenge power configurations, i.e. promoting participation as an opportunity to “be heard” on project awareness raising material. Academic publication of peer researchers’ work is rare, and is in its own right an indication of shifting power configurations. 

The prison and peer researchers working together to accept the institution leadership’s  ‘power over’ and respond to the power imbalance in project delivery, enabled new configurations of power within the prison community for the duration of the project.  

Commitment to take action 
The backing from prison management and their continued active support for the project contributed to creating the conditions where the men felt empowered. Peer researchers were able to make formal recommendations for positive change in the prison community from their findings. Furthermore, management support to implement some of these changes gave the peer researchers a strong sense of achievement; which contributed to their experience of empowerment. 

Women involved in the earlier research project in Canada expressed views on the importance of prison management attitude and support. "What a feeling it is to be and feel empowered. It was hoped that this research project would help not only our prison but others as well to be managed with a healing hand and not an iron fist." (Peer researcher, Elwood-Martin, R. 2009) These sentiments are echoed in the context of HMP Parc; where peer researchers reflected upon the positive reaction from senior prison management and external organisations to all of their findings – “the director took all of the information positively, even the negative comments.  A few of the recommendations we made were implemented.” (Peer researcher, HMP Parc). 
In terms of implementing recommendations, whilst the men in prison were keen to share information about their health and wellbeing it was often accompanied by a presumption that nothing would change within their environment. Whilst some positive action was taken it must be acknowledged that any change in this community remains under the tight control of the prison despite genuine intention to facilitate community empowerment.  
Learning and working together – facilitators to empowerment.
Peer research methodology facilitates the exposure of the empowered voice of a group, which may not have been captured using other approaches.  In HMP Parc, peer researchers reflected upon the collaborative nature of the project; which involved discussion, combining skills and working together. This experience of setting common goals and being part of a team contributed to development of relationships, which increased a sense of collective identity and common cause. “They were men who I didn’t really know and the project brought us closer together. We worked as a team with the common goal of identifying the health and well-being concerns.”  (Peer researcher, HMP Parc). 
Positional power exists within all communities and effects how people act and behave towards each other. The participatory and collaborative approach acknowledged the power dynamics between the men in the prison community and facilitated trust, contributing to an increase of ‘power within’ felt by the men. “I feel that they trusted us as researchers to take their information and use it to improve the conditions the men were currently living in.” (Peer researcher, HMP Parc). 

The research project also provided opportunities for peer researchers to engage in knowledge and skills development, for example being able to communicate more effectively and to advocate for change motivated the men involved and raised their self-esteem which lead to setting personal objectives and collective actions for the whole prison community. 

What does this case study demonstrate?
This case study has presented learning from a particular project to explain power in practice. It has provided suggested explanations about why the methodology of engaging imprisoned men as peer researchers influenced the power balance within the prison community.
Acknowledging power dynamics within communities, and being honest about working together to enable new configurations of power that increase community ‘power within’,  ‘power with’  and ‘power to’, is crucial to creating the conditions for meaningful engagement that leads to empowerment.
In order to bring about change organisations need to be willing to listen to communities, taking direct action and/or influencing the actions of others. The importance of positive and trusting relationships and their contribution to self and group efficacy cannot be underestimated. 
Producing this case study
This case was selected through conversation with the project lead, following presentation of the findings from the study at a research showcase conference. It was agreed that the peer research methodology had an impact upon the configurations of power within the prison, and that an explanatory case study would be an appropriate way to investigate why this may have been so, explaining the presumed causal links in this complex situation. 
Existing material generated by the peer research project was reviewed. Key documents were identified and shared by the project lead, with the necessary appropriate permissions. These included reflections from peer researchers and research reports. A database was created to organise and document the information gathered. Through explanation building analysis techniques, an interpretation of lived experience has been produced which aims to provide; insight into how this prison community made sense of power within the project, and a narrative explanation of why power configurations changed within the community. This case study has been reviewed by the peer research project lead.
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