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• How are prisons commissioned and what factors determine 

the site and design of a new prison?; 

• what level of creativity (humanity) can a prison architect 

bring to a new commission?;

• who is the ‘client’?;

• does ‘good’ design necessarily cost more than ‘bad’ design?

• What ‘effects’ does design have on prisoners’ and staff?

• can architecture and design help to deliver rehabilitation, or 

is a prison a prison, regardless of what it looks like?

Some of the questions we are asking:



‘Prisons represent more than just warehouses of  bed space…They 

are more complicated environments than just good or bad, 

comfortable or not. The design of  a prison is critically related to the 

philosophy of  the institution, or maybe even of  the entire criminal 

justice system. It is the physical manifestation of  a society’s goals 

and approaches for dealing with arrested and/or convicted men and 

women, and it is a stage for acting out plans and programs for their 

addressing their future’ (p. 7).

‘The design process is the wedge that forces the system to think through its 

approach and review, restate, or redevelop its philosophy of  criminal 

justice’ (p. 7). 

Wener, R. (2012) The Environmental Psychology of  Prisons Jails: Creating 

Humane Spaces in Secure Settings, Cambridge U Press.



Recent prison builds in England – Oakwood & Thameside

“value engineering” and “future proofing”



Maggie’s Centres: an architecture of hope? 



Maggie’s Centre, Nottingham

From architect’s vision…

…to realisation



Unsuccessful design for new women’s prison in Iceland

In designing a new women’s prison in Iceland, the project team from 

OOIIO Architecture explicitly set out to design a prison that doesn’t look 

like a prison, forgetting about dark spaces, small cells, and ugly grey 

concrete walls…we based the building design on natural light, open 

spaces, and natural green materials like peat, grass and flowers. 
http://plusmood.com/2012/06/female-prison-in-iceland-ooiio-architecture/

http://plusmood.com/2012/06/female-prison-in-iceland-ooiio-architecture/


Unsuccessful design for new prison in Haeren, 

Belgium
Sodexo/Strabag/AS Architecture/Conix



Successful bid for Greenland’s first ‘closed’ 

prison  (Schmidt Hammer Lassen and Friis & Moltke)



Entry Buildings 

HMP Inverclyde and

HMP Grampian 

Scotland – “doing prisons differently”



HMP & YOI Inverclyde Design Illustrations 

View to North-West: Horticulture and Animal Husbandry









Accommodation - association



Work, training











Falster, Denmark 

(C F Møller)

all wings have a view of  the landscape 

within the walls, but none have visual 

contact with each other



Maggie’s Centres in Hong Kong, 

Oxford, Aberdeen and Fife

Architecture of hope enabling 

the person to flourish?



Architecture of  despair causing people to be 

broken?

Albion “looks and feels like it can actually work as a 

rehabilitative prison, but in fact it is the least effective 

prison of  all…” 

…It is a dysfunctional, mean-spirited facility that callously steeps you in despair while it lavishes 

you with physical comfort.  Albion provides the inmate a sterile environment with faceless bells 

and voices precisely controlling time and movement for no apparent purpose other than order.  It 

is a place where everyone is suspicious of  each other and superficial friendliness is all that can 

exist…This manufactured effect is comparable to that of  a store-bought ant farm. The visible 

order, regularity, and routine of  the seemingly content ant farm fails to expose the violence and 

crushing hopelessness the trapped ants are 

actually forced to endure. Albion is a 

crowded and violent place and, in many 

ways, paradoxically more hopeless and 

indifferent than any prison that had ever 

housed me.  
(Hassine, 2010)



lipstick on 

a pig…?

…or a vital component for enabling 

discussions about far-reaching justice 

system reform, including 

decarceration?


