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I spent a good part of 2013 riding buses to prisons and eating snack foods. I was conducting 

fieldwork for a qualitative study of the experiences of children of prisoners in Canada, and one 

way I recruited participants was to volunteer with charitable prison transportation services for 

families of prisoners. This involved spending long days on a bus, handing out juice boxes, 

chatting with mums, and creating elaborate play-dough pizzas with children. I learned about their 

experiences, built rapport, and distributed my study flyer to the parents. Those who trusted me 

enough (usually after sizing me up for several trips) gave me a call, and we arranged interviews 

with them and their children.1  

When I eventually interviewed these children and youth with a parent in prison, at their 

homes or a fast-food restaurant, I asked them about their perceptions and opinions about parental 

incarceration. They told me about their anger, fear, sadness, and frustration at having a parent 

‘inside’. Unexpectedly, they also spoke a great deal about crisps. They shared their excitement 

about getting crisps from the prison vending machines in the visiting room, their frustration at 

the high price of Cokes, and their disgust at the days-old, dried out hamburgers in the ‘hot’ 

machine. Though I had not set out to ask about food, my participants inevitably raised the topic, 

and it quickly became clear that food  (and specifically the options, prices, quality, limitations, 



and sharing of food) was a key element of these families’ experiences of visiting a loved one in 

prison. As families are prohibited from bring any food whatsoever into prison visits, they are 

constrained to the snack food offerings of the prison, offerings that have the worst aspects of 

‘portability’ and which were roundly criticized by my participants. 

This article explores the ways that food and family meals play a role in families’ 

experiences of the incarceration of a loved one, the subjugating power of the restrictions on food 

in prison visits, and how the poverty faced by most families of prisoners affected their 

experiences of meals ‘inside’. The foods available to most visitors to prisons are not home 

cooked and are so limited, restricted, expensive, and nutritionally poor that it is difficult to turn 

the sharing of food into a family meal during the visit. Given that family meals are important not 

just to family life but also to health and well-being, these limits are, I argue, a type of harm that 

reflects the dismissiveness and systemic invisibility that define social policy approaches to 

families of prisoners.  

 

Family Meals 

Food is more than caloric intake: sociologists and historians of food have developed a rich 

literature on its meanings, power and impact. Food practices can be social, caregiving, coercive, 

or even therapeutic, and food can be a site of socialization, regulation, learning, negotiation, 

intergenerational connections, and culture.2 Food within families is of specific interest; food is 

argued to be central to the constitution of family identity, and eating family meals found to be 

associated with a variety of benefits to health and well-being.3 Ochs and Shohet write that meals 

are ‘central to defining and sustaining the family as a social unit’.4  



Higher frequency of family meals in higher income countries is associated with both 

healthier and higher quality dietary intake, as well as with weight benefits and reductions in 

disordered eating.5 Parents consistently perceive family meals to benefit family connection and 

communication.6 However family meals are also deeply stratified by class, with children more 

likely to eat more family meals if they have high socioeconomic status and if their mother is not 

employed outside the home.7  

While most research into family meals defines them simply as meals occurring in the 

home and with family members present, a meta-analysis by Dallacker, Hertwig, and Mata found 

that it is these six elements that are associated with the benefits of family meals: parent 

modelling of healthy eating behaviour, high food quality, a positive atmosphere, involvement of 

children in meal preparation, not having the TV on, and longer meal duration.8  

 

Food in Prisons 

Food in prison tends to have none of these elements. While the ‘bread and water’ diet of some 

nineteenth-century gaols is no longer used as punishment, the food that prisoners around the 

world consume is often poor quality and implicitly part of the punitive systems of the prison. The 

meals at most Canadian prisons are industrially prepared in central ‘cook chill’ facilities and 

reheated in large bags at each prison, at a typical total cost per prisoner of around $6.00-$9.00 

per day (under £4-£6). A typical meal for a prisoner is as follows: 

Whole wheat toast/bread 2, margarine 7 g, chicken bologna 90 g, baked beef 

steakette 140 g, mashed potatoes 175 ml, canned pears 125 ml, enriched fruit 

drink crystals 1 each.9 



A 2019 audit by the federal Correctional Investigator in Canada found a variety of food 

‘deficiencies’ in federal prisons, including: failure to meet national Food Guide requirements 

regarding nutritional content of meals 21% of the time, inadequate inventory and inspection 

controls that directly affect the quality and quantity of food service delivery, and inconsistent or 

substandard meal portion sizes.10 The Investigator found that prisoners were purchasing food 

from the canteen to ‘supplement or substitute for meals or portion sizes that are unappetizing, 

inadequate, poor or inconsistent quality’.11  

Food is, unsurprisingly, also constitutive and defining to the experience of the prison for 

incarcerated people. Scholars have shown the ways in which prisoners use licit and illicit food 

preparation as a practice of taking back agency and power, building solidarity, undertaking 

coercion, and asserting race and gender.12 So central is food to prisoners’ agency and experience 

of the institution that prisoners, in Canada and elsewhere, have rioted and held hunger strikes to 

protest poor food quality.13 Ugelvik argues that food in prison allows prisoners to transcend the 

prison and connect to their ‘outside’ lives because of the way it serves as a reminder of home, 

culture, and connection with friends and family.14 

Combined with the context and the importance of the family meal, it is little wonder that 

prisoners and their visitors value the opportunity to eat meals together. Prisoners describe family 

visits as a ‘reprieve’ from prison and an opportunity to transcend the institution and be included 

in the family, in part through visiting activities like sharing food.15 The topic of food experiences 

of prison visitors has been little studied by scholars, with the exception of Johnna Christian and 

Megan Comfort, the latter of whom describes women visitors as seeking to create a ‘domestic 

satellite’ in the visiting room.16 

 



Findings from a Study of Families of Prisoners in Canada 

In my study of the self-reported experiences of Canadian children and their mothers on the 

‘outside’, most held deep ambivalence about prison visits, both relishing the opportunity to see 

their loved one, but also criticizing the many barriers to doing so. It was clear that achieving that 

home-like ‘domestic satellite’ was the result of a long, difficult journey. 

Before their loved one is ever incarcerated, these families are more likely to face a variety 

of challenges. Like prisoners, they are more likely to be living in poverty and to experience 

racism due to being racialized or Indigenous.17 Almost all of my study participants were living 

on general assistance benefits. Children of prisoners are more likely to have parents who are 

unemployed or experiencing substance use disorder.18  

Once the person is incarcerated, families face a number of additional challenges as a 

result. Parental incarceration itself appears to have negative impacts on children, including 

mental health concerns, and unsurprisingly increases the chance of caregiving instability, 

changes to family structure, and entry into the foster care system.19 Having a parent in prison has 

been added to the list of Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs) which predict health concerns 

in adulthood.20 For families, having a loved one in prison can have a variety of direct and 

indirect costs, from the emotional impacts, time spent navigating the court and prison systems, 

stigma from their communities, as well as the financial costs of lost income, expensive phone 

systems, sending money in for canteen, and travelling to visits.21  

Maintaining contact with a loved one in prison is rife with the challenges of regulation, 

precarity, expense, and frustration. Visitors to prisons must meet a long list of detailed 

requirements that they may find confusing, unclear, or arbitrary, such as rules about their 

clothing and items that can be brought in. For example, straps on tank tops must be over a certain 



width. Up to $40 may be brought inside each visit, but only in coins and contained in large clear 

plastic bags (not provided).22 Brien, a Canadian scholar who herself experienced familial 

incarceration, writes about the perseverance and resourcefulness that is needed for families to 

‘navigate the criminal (in)justice system’.23 

Prison visits are deeply precarious, and visitors must brace for uncertainty: they might be 

turned away, after hours of travel, for issues that are difficult to predict or control, such having 

booked improperly, the prison being on lockdown, or the notoriously imperfect ion-scanning 

technology detecting traces of drugs.24 On the buses I rode, an intricate cleansing ritual would 

begin as we approached the prison: hands, glasses, watches, jewellery, identification cards, and 

shoes would be wiped in sanitizer to keep the scanner from detecting microscopic particles of 

drugs that might have brushed on them in transit. Items needed for the long journey but 

prohibited from the visit (such as water bottles, lip balm, snacks, money, phones, and cigarettes) 

would be stored on the bus to avoid using the waiting room storage lockers, which cost money 

and were sometimes unreliable. All of the participants in my study, including children, described 

fear and frustration about being turned away from a visit. Here, Sue described the time invested 

in: 

… getting money together, cleaning your ID, making sure you wipe down your, 

washing all your clothes because yeah, ion-scan sets off and does whatever. Then 

you come three hours and you get turned away. First visit I ever went to, the dogs 

sat on me. And then I started crying, I’d come all the way from [several hours 

away], I had her and she was just a little baby and then I said ‘well, what am I 

gonna do?’25 



Once inside the visit, families face another challenge in the equally precarious task of 

creating home-like family meals out of the offerings in the visiting room vending machines, 

which is the only food available to them. One part of this problem is the selection, usually 

limited to tea and coffee, fizzy drinks, traditional snack foods, milk, and occasionally sandwiches 

in refrigerated vending machines; sometimes warm vending machines offer foods like hot dogs 

or hamburgers.    

The vending machines are run by private, for-profit companies that the prison service 

contracts (but does not pay) to provide the machine, supply the food therein, and to pay that 

prison’s ‘Inmate Committee’ a commission of their earnings.26 The vending machine prices are 

high because, though they are paid by disproportionately poor people who have no choice but to 

buy this food, they must cover not only the cost of the food, but also that of the machines, the 

labour for their upkeep, the profit for the providers, and the commission. The prison service 

places no upper limits on pricing.  

In all, only one of the ‘elements of the family meal’ identified by Dallacker, Hertwig, and 

Mata can be met with the food options in the visiting room: longer meal duration. While the 

visits were cherished family connections to participants in my study, most meals during visits 

consisted of nutritionally poor snack foods, with no fresh or home-cooked foods, eaten in an 

atmosphere that none considered positive.  

Meals in this context – of prisoners and visitors craving ‘family’ and ‘home’ – thus 

contain the seeming worst elements of portability. Their ability to be eaten without utensils or 

plates underscored the non-‘home-ness’ of the prison. Their non-perishability and durability 

reinforced that they are neither freshly made nor home cooked, and contribute to their poor 

quality.  



Four themes about food and prison visits emerged from my interviews. 

 

Food as a Key Element of the Visiting Experience 

Food (and in particular cost, options, and quality) was the first and key element that participants 

mentioned about their visits to the prison, and food appears to define many of their experiences. 

For example, seven-year-old Rob reports: 

What do you like about your visits [to the prison]? 

I gets lots of treats from my daddy.. 

You get lots of what from your daddy? 

I get lots of treats from my daddy. 

You get lots of treats from your daddy! what kind of treats? 

Um I got, I get pop, [//you get pop] chips, and popcorns. 

Okay. And what do you like best about visits with daddy? 

The stuff he gives me. 

Likewise, Grace, also seven, identified food when asked both about what she liked about visiting 

her father in prison, and even about having an incarcerated parent itself: 

Anything you like about the day visits? 

Uhm that we get to have food and we get to play and I get to talk to my daddy and 

get to talk to my mommy. 

[…] 

Okay is there anything good about having dad in jail? 

Uhm that he gives me candies. 



Similarly, when asked about the difference between the two different prisons her father had lived 

in, ten-year-old Darcy used the food offerings to assess her experience: 

And is there one [of the prisons] you liked better or where they about the same? 

Uhm … the one that he’s in now, there’s like TV and stuff. [Okay] And the 

vending machines, they have better stuff. 

Oh. What was it like in the first place? 

They had like chips and sandwiches and drinks that I don’t really like ... 

Okay gotcha. But how is the food in this one he is in now? 

They taste good. 

 

Food as Prohibitively Expensive 

The poverty that families of prisoners are more likely to face was often evident in participants’ 

relationship with food in the prison. For example, ten-year-old Phoebe was so keenly aware of 

the financial burden of buying food at visits that when I asked her what changes she would make 

at the prison if she were in charge, she suggested:  

Change the prices on the food. … Because everything is almost like $3.50, they 

should change about, to like $2.00.  

Okay. How does it affect families?  

With their money? Because they need money for groceries … and bills. 

The high cost of food was particularly raised in relation to the Private Family Visit 

(PFV), a system by which families can occasionally visit prisoners in a private bungalow inside 

the prison grounds for a weekend, after everyone meets a variety of conditions. While visitors 

bring clothes and personal care products in, they are not allowed to bring food; the prisoner must 



purchase the food with money from their account (which family members can contribute to) and 

families told me prices were inflated. Further, the PFV trailers are empty before families arrive, 

so basic staples like salt, ketchup, or oil must be purchased in this food order. Egregiously, to 

several of my participants, food may not be taken home after the visit by the prisoner or their 

families, meaning that a whole bottle of ketchup is purchased, used for two days and then 

discarded.  

Sue explains that she spent up to $300 (£185) on food for a two day visit (none of which 

could be used after that visit) while her entire monthly income from benefits was under $2000 

(£1200). In this way, food was one medium through which poverty defined the prison family 

experience: 

Sometimes you can spend $40 on condiments going in on the [PFV] trailer. So 

sometimes we’re guessing it’s gonna be like a $300 bill because you need to make 

sure you get enough milk, to make the food. ‘Cause you can’t go out again once 

they have cereal or whatever, you’re done. So, that’s cause, we’re spending 

almost 200 when me and [daughter] and [prisoner husband] were there. And just 

me and him last time and we did $124 and we made it just by the skin of our 

teeth.  

 

Poor Quality Food  

Another key issue raised by families was the poor and inconsistent quality of the food in the 

vending machines. For example, twelve-year-old Summer and her mother Cathy explained: 

What about the food in the visits? 

Summer: it’s usually gone bad. 



It’s usually gone bad? All this $40 you spend? 

Cathy: We spent almost $20 in milk trying to get cold chocolate milk. And it was 

all gone bad. And my husband’s sitting there tasting each one of them, like they 

were disgusting.  

And you paid for it and they didn’t ...? 

Cathy: And the food, my husband almost puked in the garbage can from the food, 

it was … 

Summer: and they force me to eat it. 

They did?  

Cathy: we have to eat it in there. 

Yeah, there’s nothing else, right? Some of the institutions, like the, I know they 

have the traditional vending machines with the chips and pop and whatever, but 

they also have the ones with the sandwiches and stuff like that. 

Cathy: That’s the one that’s always bad. 

And is it ever empty, like do you ever not have any food except … 

Cathy: There’s days we’ve gone in on the Saturday and it’s been empty, and 

people have had to go out and say ‘look, you have a full’ [room full of kids] room 

full, get them in here’ So they did end up coming in. But there’s days we go in it’s 

very … 

[…] 

Summer: They got rid of the Whistle Dogs, the only good thing in there 

Cathy: I think we should be allowed to bring food in. I honestly, that’s the way I 

feel.  



Another mother did not mind the food but had inconsistent experiences, with fruit 

sometimes being available in the vending machines but more often not. When asked what she 

thought the prison should do to support families, Bree argued:  

There should have somewhere you can get actual food, not these, just 

vending machines. … [The food in the prison visiting areas is] chips and 

chocolate and pop. People are going to be in there with kids from 9:30 to 

3:30, no food? No kind of food? Just rubbish? Garbage? 

 

Limited, Non-Home Food Choices 

Many families visiting prisons sought to (re)create a type of ‘home life’ at the visiting table, but 

the highly regulated and limited choices of the food available prevented this. Being prohibited 

from bringing food in meant that many important family-constituting meals were missed; 

families are prevented from sharing meals cooked specifically for the loved one, special foods to 

mark family celebrations or holidays, favourite family items, or culturally-specific items. The 

provision of only processed, non-perishable, and portable foods can thus be seen as prohibiting 

partners and children from creating or ‘doing’ family and culture at the visit.  

The limited food choice was a particular hardship to families with any less normative 

food needs. One parent and advocate, Nathalie, noted that her vegetarian family had difficulty 

finding anything at all to eat: 

I don’t think you realise it but I think so much of our emotions are tied to, like, 

hunger or, like, the quality food we need and stuff, never mind children, right? 

[…] We’re vegetarian so they have vending machines with, like, the salami 

sandwiches and whatever. But there’s nothing vegetarian except for chips. […] 



You know you’re hungry, it’s all day long. Like, an all-day visit, like, you need to 

eat. 

Stringent rules around packaging further ensured that the food that prisoners and their 

families share during visits were less family meal-like. For example, Cathy raised her frustration 

at security rules around food that she deemed unreasonable:  

[My husband] tried to bring down an open thing of cookies [from his cell, 

to a visit], all there was, was like 3 cookies out of the package, but because 

it was opened, they threw the whole container in the garbage. He was just 

bringing them down for the kids, this was his treat to give for the kids and 

they threw it in the trash. 

While ostensibly based on concerns about drugs and other contraband being passed, Ugelvik 

argues that such strict regulations on food in prisons are the ‘continuation of the more general 

attacks on [prisoners’] identity’ by the carceral space through their inability to enact agency over 

their meals.27 Extending this analysis to families of prisoners helps make sense of the frustration 

that many participants reported around food options during visits.  

 

Discussion 

That visitors to Canadian prisons found the food to be expensive, limited, poor quality, and 

unlike home-cooked food would surprise no criminologist. While the conditions of the prison 

should not be in themselves punitive, it is common to find explicitly punitive staff attitudes and 

conditions in prisons.28 The challenges that the food systems in the visiting rooms pose to 

families are arguably punitive in their effect; they are certainly perceived as punishing and unfair 

by some families.  



These findings support the theoretical argument that families of prisoners become de 

facto ‘subjects’ of the prison themselves when their loved one is sentenced. For example, several 

child participants showed a detailed orientation to the prison environment and its practices, 

becoming attuned to the regulations and functioning of the institution. In this way, children and 

families are also affected by ‘secondary prisonization’, a term that describes the ways in which 

partners become quasi-inmates, adapting to the practices and cultural life of the prison.29 

Through processes that include the food systems in the visiting room, they become governed and 

regulated by the carceral power, constituted as its subjects by its ‘mentalities of rule’, after 

Foucault.30  

Insofar as the food on offer at visits is so roundly criticized by families and fails to meet 

their desire to create a family meal at the visit, these findings also support the argument that 

families of prisoners are ignored at all aspects of criminal justice policy, as part of a process I 

have termed ‘systemic invisibility’.31 As subjects of the policies of the prison visiting room, one 

might expect the prison system to consider the needs, barriers, and best interests of prisoners’ 

families when designing these policies. However, there is virtually no evidence of this in the 

design of the food systems in visiting rooms. For example, in the tender process for a vending 

machine contractor at one federal prison, minute details about the requirements for the machine 

are included, but there is no mention of the food preferences of visitors, the need for child-

friendly foods, or any requirements about the cost of items.32 

 

Recommendations 



Human-rights-based solutions to these problems would begin by asking visitors themselves what 

they need. When asked how she would improve the experience of prison visitors, Casey pointed 

to the role of true family meals: 

If [families] could even bring a picnic lunch or something. Okay, no utensils or 

whatever [which might raise a safety concern]. Sandwiches or whatever, and even 

if it means we get the pop from [the prison staff] so it’s not glasses coming out, 

you know. Whatever the issues.  

So you’re there for that length of time, the person can enjoy eating a 

cooked meal just for that one time that they see you. So they know what they’re 

looking forward to.  

As Casey notes, there is much that could be done to allow families to have true family meals 

during visits, with all their associated benefits. For example, family visitors could be offered 

meals freshly cooked in the prison kitchens from high quality ingredients, at low or no cost. 

Indeed, international models exist for programs in which prisoners cook for or with their visitors 

and then share the meal.33  

Another promising model is seen prisons in the US and UK that host a visiting centre, run 

by charities and located just outside the gates, to support families before and after their visits. 

These centres have friendly staff to receive travellers after long journeys, restrooms, places for 

children to play while rules are explained and paperwork is filled out, and free or low-cost 

coffee, healthy snacks, and sometimes meals.34  

While such programs would come at a cost to the state, the social policy, legal, and 

therapeutic justifications are manifold. Legal scholars Donson and Parke note that the UN 

Convention on the Rights of the Child requires signatory states to develop and implement child-



sensitive approach to prison visitation, and they argue that this entitles children to specialized 

family visits during which they can play and eat a meal together with their incarcerated parent.35 

In line with elements of the positive family meal, prisoners and visitors would be able to model 

healthy eating behaviour by having fresh, cooked foods available, and they could connect in a 

more positive, family-focused environment.36 Eating together during visits to the prison could 

shift from consuming portable foods to engaging in family meals.  
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