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Abstract 

This research thesis explores the effectiveness of embroidery practice as a means of 

social prescribing when working in a community context. I apply my ñinvented 

methodologyò (Lury & Wakeford, 2014) of óRethinking Embroideryô to embellish, 

connect, and transform in a social context while working with two case studies across 

Yorkshire from 2021-2023. All participants were referred to socially prescribed 

embroidery practice to support their wellbeing.  The methodology óRethinking 

Embroideryô views embroidery through three key words: 

Connecting: This refers to both the physical aspect of joining and linking thread and materials and the 

mental symbolic connection and bonding between community members and individuals. 

Embellishing: This refers to the decorative nature of embroidery, adorning not only fabric but also an 

individual's life. The individual gains a new skill, activity, or enhancement. 

Transforming: This describes the end of embroideryðthe satisfaction of transforming or changing the 

appearance of something using needle and thread. In a socially prescribed context, this is about the 

individual's empowerment, reflection, and the changes they have gone through on their journey with 

embroidery. 

This thesis aims to guide you as an instructor to work effectively with community 

members in a socially prescribed context. It seeks to educate and inform about the 

social values and limitations of this research, exploring a critical analysis of the 

practice within a community context. It explores embroidery as a tool that goes beyond 

the physical making practice. Throughout, I critically analyse the process of 

embroidery as a tool for social prescribing by exploring the influence my methodology 

has on the experiences of the people involved.  

My findings demonstrate the positive impacts and challenges of using embroidery as 

an educational tool beyond the aesthetic outcome. Using my methodology, óRethinking 

Embroideryô, I assess its ability to connect, embellish, and transform communities, 

concluding that it has the potential to heal and restore community spirit after 

challenging times and connect individuals. Through the dynamic use of the language 

of verbs it allows us to clarify and broaden our understanding of community building 

within a socially prescribed framework. 
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Introduction 

As an embroidery educator and artist, I am dedicated to sharing embroidery skills and 

promoting the value of embroidery as an art form in communities. My approach to 

teaching embroidery explores ways of transforming traditional embroidery techniques 

using unusual materials to attract a unique and diverse audience to the practice and 

its therapeutic possibilities. I combine upcycling and innovative techniques to 

embellish, connect, and transform materials.  

Through my work and teaching, I have developed an educational approach called 

'Rethinking Embroideryô. This approach enables us to connect, embellish, and 

transform communities through embroidery, demonstrating the positive impacts that 

go beyond just the aesthetic outcome. It emphasises creativity for all and facilitates 

learning and transformation for both the facilitator or educator and the participants in 

their daily lives. 'Rethinking Embroidery' draws from the radical pedagogical approach 

similar to Paulo Freireôs ñPedagogy of the oppressed, a pedagogy which must be 

forged with, not for the oppressedò (Freire,1993, p. 48), where he asserts that valuable 

educational approaches must be forged in collaboration with those you are working 

with for, not forced upon them. In óRethinking Embroideryô, I have designed a new 

pedagogical approach using embroidery as an educational tool. My approach focuses 

on the process, not the outcome. By emphasising the usefulness of learning a new 

skill together rather than prioritising the productivity of the outcome, this creates space 

for community connections, aesthetic embellishments, and personal transformations.  

This approach has allowed me to teach a range of individuals within primary, 

secondary, and higher education, as well as community groups located across West 

Yorkshire. Figure 1 is a piece of embroidery I created in lockdown during the pandemic 

in 2020, representing a time of poor personal mental health and wellbeing. I draw upon 

personal learning from this time throughout this research.  
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Figure 1 Experimental Goldwork Lockdown Embroidery 

  

This research explores a methodological approach to óRethinking Embroideryô to 

embellish, connect and transform communities. I conducted practical case studies with 

West Yorkshire community participants across 2021ï2023. I designed a community-

based embroidery education programme using my background as an embroidery artist 

and educator.  Using primary and secondary research, I have investigated and 

examined the metaphorical and physical meanings of embellishing, connecting, and 

transforming communities in the context of ósocially prescribedô embroidery in a 

community setting.  

 

After two years of lockdowns, business closures, illness, and isolation, communities 

need to creatively rehabilitate culturally and socially. Since the pandemic, ósocial 

prescribingô has been used more readily in community contexts to achieve this. óSocial 

prescribingô is a key component of ñuniversal personalised careò, an approach that 

connects people to activities, groups, and services in their community to meet the 

practical, social, and emotional needs that affect their health and wellbeing (NHS 

England, 2023).  

 

https://www.england.nhs.uk/personalisedcare/comprehensive-model/
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I combined qualitative community engagement research methods through embroidery 

workshops with my educational style of rethinking embroidery. These practices can be 

explored theoretically as well as practically. I have worked closely with the Stitching 

Together Good Practice Guidelines (Stitching Together, n.d.) to support this research 

to help develop the design of my workshops and explain key findings.  

 

My creative practice has shown me how embroidery and its education can improve 

community well-being and connect people through socially prescribed activities. 

However, there is a need to develop the evidence on the impact and value of 

embroidery on wellbeing and social connection, which this research aims to do. In this 

thesis, I have conducted my research in the following ways: 

 

ǒ Analysing and reflecting on my educational methodology of óRethinking 

Embroideryô as a tool for embellishment, connection, and transformation. 

ǒ Through literary and practise reviews throughout, I present existing work that 

engages in well-being and social connection through embroidery to help identify 

the distinctiveness of my contributions to this area of research.  

ǒ Facilitating and directing a series of case studies with community organisations, 

I have used participatory research and practical public engagement to inform 

the findings.  

 

The study's findings could be expanded upon over time through longitudinal research. 

However, my objectives are to: test my methodology in a community setting to find out 

how this influences the experiences of people participating; analyse the findings of 

qualitative and quantitative data collection drawing from embroidery case studies; and 

explore the effectiveness of embroidery as a means of social prescribing to reflect on 

how communities and practitioners might sustain this moving forward. 
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Literature Review 

Socially Prescribed Stitch  

The justification and rationale for my research project originates from my experience 

of the pandemic. I noticed a sudden interest in craft practices; John Lewis 

haberdashery sales reported an online boost, and outlets like Hobbycraft said the 

number of people visiting their website had tripled since lockdown began (Margolis, 

2020). An article in The Guardian in 2020 stated, "The mindfulness industry (which 

goes hand in hand with sewing) was already thriving before lockdown sent our levels 

of boredom and anxiety through the roof." (Margolis, 2020, para. 4). In June 2020, 

Geraldine Montgomerie, a workshop participant of mine and Leeds Arts Health and 

Wellbeing Network Coordinator, wrote an online article on ñSocial Cohesion in Social 

Isolation: Finding Work for Idle Hands to Doò. In the article, she states, "I experienced 

a similar sense of connectedness in workshops with embroidery lecturer Elnaz 

Yazdani, whose collaborations with Stitch-Up highlight the impact of "craft and 

creativity on improving everyday wellbeing" and their role in bringing people togetherò 

(ECRN, 2020). I explored how the isolation, illness, and lockdowns induced by the 

pandemic impacted community wellbeing. In March 2020, teaching crafting face-to-

face was no longer feasible, resulting in a loss of physical engagement in learning to 

craft, and "during the COVID-19 outbreak, when we were interacting remotely or 

online, we reflected on how many shared sensory experiences in the moment were 

lost" (ECRN, 2020). These findings highlighted the importance a craft like embroidery 

might have for people in the community to support people during times of anxiety and 

the importance of this in supporting their wellbeing.  

 

I explored evidence surrounding post-pandemic recovery and discovered a pattern of 

themes centred on community connection, the arts and creativity, and improving 

community health and wellbeing. The Grimsey Review Covid-19 supplement report, 

Build Back Better states that communities want change, especially after the pandemic 

- and ñexperiences over stuffò (2020). The Crafts Council report from 2020 also stated 

that ñexperience would be the new luxuryò (Mcintyre, n.d.), and ongoing themes of 

concerns around societal issues, such as public mental health, has urged us to see 

our high streets and town centres as more than just places for retail activities and 
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instead as community hubs that can provide education, culture, art, craft, and leisure 

(Grimsey Review, 2020). My findings indicate that people want to connect through 

culture, and so I sought to explore my method of óRethinking Embroideryô as a potential 

for community connection.  

 

Embroidery education can be beneficial. As a form of meditation and mindfulness, 

embroidery is often seen as a óslowô practice. The óSlow Movementô is a philosophy 

developed by Carlo Petrini and started with the slow food movement (LDN, 2023). It 

embraces distinctions and seasonal rhythms, encouraging thinking time and a slow 

approach to process (Wellesley Smith, 2015). Researcher Claire Wellesley Smith 

championed the idea of the 'slow movementô within textiles and sewing specifically. 

"To be a human is to be a maker. By sitting with our practice, we allow our rituals and 

rhythms to guide us, and we can make deeper connections with making" (Beck, 2019). 

Taking part in the process of embroidery can combat loneliness by bringing 

communities together. In 2018, the (then) Department for Digital, Culture, Media and 

Sport set out its óLoneliness Strategy, "A connected society: A strategy for tackling 

loneliness: Laying the foundations for change" which aims to change how the 

government, public, private, and voluntary sectors perceive and address community 

loneliness and isolation. The strategy aims to create communities that are stronger, 

more inclusive, resilient, and connected, embedding loneliness as a consideration 

across government policy (DCMS, 2018). The strategy stresses the need to recognise 

loneliness and community connection through social prescribing and working with 

local organisations. The DCMS Culture White Paper (2016) also states that "Our 

cultural sectors make a crucial contribution to the regeneration, health, and wellbeing 

of our regions, cities, towns, and villages", and "culture has the potential to transform 

communities". This government paper sets the path for the future: "We will work with 

Arts Council England, the Heritage Lottery Fund, Public Health England, and other 

partners to develop and promote the contribution of the cultural sectors to improving 

health and wellbeing" (The Culture White Paper, n.d., p. 9). This recognition of the 

significance of the relationship between culture and arts funding and community 

wellbeing is critical to comprehending the context in which my case studies and 

embroidery practice are situated. 

 



Elnaz Yazdani  

14 
 

More recently, Arts Council England (ACE) has responded in various ways to the 

Covid-19 crisis 2020/2021 report, which states that "throughout the last 16 months, 

cultural activity has enabled individuals and communities to express solidarity and to 

maintain a sense of collective wellbeing, despite the alienating effects of social 

distancing. Like never before, it is now acknowledged that artistic expression is urgent 

and essential and that ... artists will make a major contribution to our national recovery 

and renewal" (ACE, 2021). The role of the artist or educator involved in facilitating and 

contributing to community recovery and renewal is key within my research, as I am the 

embroidery facilitator and educator within my community settings and work with 

organisations that fund and employ these artistic individuals in community settings. 

 

The ACEôs Thriving Communities Fund connects communities and helps them cope 

with the impact of Covid-19. They worked with communities most affected by the 

pandemic on a range of projects to enhance collaboration, explore social prescribing, 

and connect people to creativity (Thriving Communities Fund, 2021). ACE has set up 

their óLetôs Createô strategy: "A country transformed by culture. Bring us together, 

happier, and healthier. To excite, inspire, and delight. To enrich our lives" (Letôs 

Create, 2022). Its vision for the future is that by 2023, England will be a country where 

everyoneôs creativity is valued and encouraged (Letôs Create, 2022). These 

government and Arts Council initiatives paved the way for conversations and action 

around connecting communities through creativity, and with this, exploring the benefits 

of culture and the arts on social and community wellbeing, isolation, loneliness, and 

connection, setting the scene for my research with community participants. In the 

current climate and social context, it is appropriate to analyse how people might be 

influenced by socially prescribed embroidery in a community context.  

 

The article óBuilding Communities in Tense Times: Fostering Connectedness Between 

Cultures and Generations through Community Artsô, also stressed the importance of 

reconnecting communities (Beauregard, 2020). According to Beauregard et al., 

ñcommunity arts can foster the creation of connections between people who would not 

have been in contact otherwise [and can be a] powerful [tool] to foster community 

resilienceò (Beauregard, 2020). Resilience connects communities, and ñsharing 

personal stories in these ways is a way for participants to build bridges and cross 

social divides.ò (Beauregard, 2020). This theme of community resilience and sharing 
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community stories has come up multiple times during my research case studies, often 

after periods of political instability, global trauma, or war. During my research, I read 

A Single Thread by Tracy Chevalier 2020, in which the character states, "Do you know, 

Miss Speedwell, sewing can be so therapeutic when one has had trauma? The bold 

colours and the repetition of simple stitches had such a soothing effect. There was 

something about creating a thing of beauty that worked wonders on their nerves" (     

p86). Although historical fiction, I found it to be highly relevant to the research subject 

of community connection and wellbeing through embroidery. Violet Speedwell, an 

ordinary member of a community in the UK after World War 1, is experiencing grief, 

loss, and trauma, but she finds solace by joining an embroidery group at her local 

church with the historic Worshipful Company of Borderers, a guild of embroiderers 

established in mediaeval times. Although she initially received some hostility, she 

quickly found her way and talent for this skilled craft, as well as its benefits for healing 

her grief and isolation. My thesis tests the assumption that community connection can 

be increased through my methodology of connection and embroidery. 

  

The Arts and Humanities Research Council (AHRC)-funded óStitching Together 

Networkô, founded by Emma Shercliff and Amy Twigger Holroyd, supports this thesis 

and its participatory research methods through its Stitching Together Good Practice 

Guidelines.  The research network highlights the relevance of this research project in 

current circumstances. After the pandemic restrictions were lifted and I was back 

working in the community. I became a óstitching togetherô network member to learn 

more about participatory textile making methods. The research network brings 

together researchers, professional textile practitioners, project commissioners, and 

textile enthusiasts to foster critical dialogue around participatory textile making with 

others in research and practise (Stitching Together, n.d.). My research draws from a 

large network of practitioner-led participatory research initiatives. I used the Stitching 

Together Good Practice Guidelines to record data from the community participants, 

using surveys, interviews, recordings, photographs of their visual making and verbal 

responses to the embroidery workshops for my case studies. This thesis will use the 

Stitching Together Good Practice Guidelines (see Appendix 6) throughout to provide 

an understanding of the ethical considerations and implications of my project. 
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Throughout this thesis, I use the term ósocial prescribingô in my case studies when 

talking about prescribed participant engagement in embroidery. Social prescribing is 

an approach that connects people to activities, groups, and services in their 

community to meet practical, social, and emotional needs that affect their health and 

wellbeing (NHS, 2023). It is a process where local agencies like charities, social care, 

and health services refer people to social prescribing link workers. From there, people 

offer time to focus on what matters to them and produce a personalised care and 

support plan to help people take care of and control their health and wellbeing (NHS, 

2023). Itôs an all-age, whole-population approach that works well for people who have 

long-term conditions, who need support with mental health issues, or who are lonely 

or isolated. According to the Joseph Rowntree Foundation (JRF) report óThe Place of 

Kindnessô combating loneliness and building stronger communities, what contributes 

to kinder communities are ówelcoming places, informal opportunities, and values of 

kindnessò, (JRF, 2019) all factors that are connected to the key elements of social 

prescribing. The NHS has a long-term plan to build social prescribing into primary care 

and community-based approaches across the NHS. Ensuring every person in England 

can access a social prescribing service through their GP (NHS England è Social 

Prescribing, n.d.). This is all part of the drive for universal personalised care, which 

should see 2.5 million people benefit from personalised care by 2023ï2024. Itôs the 

biggest investment in social prescribing in terms of community-based activities and 

holistic support (NHS England, Social Prescribing, n.d.). The NHS social prescribing 

team works with national partners, including the Department of Health and Social Care 

(DHSC), DCMS and the National Academy for Social Practice (NASP). These partners 

offer support programmes for voluntary, community, and faith groups to support vital 

work. The use of socially prescribed embroidery is yet to be explored within this 

context. My thesis will explore this by working with two case study groups who have 

been referred through social prescribing means, or self-referral set up through 

organisations I work with. 

 

Defining Community 

To define ócommunityô within the context of this research, community can mean ña 

group of people living in the same place or having a particular characteristic in 

commonò (Oxford Dictionary, 2020), however it is a contested term and can mean 
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different things in different contexts. Who I have directly collaborated with in my 

research will affect the kind of community I am referring to. My thesis defines a 

community as a place and its inhabitants, whether online or offline. A diverse 

community forms either context. The editors of Co-Producing Research, (Banks & 

Hart, 2018), define communities ñas a collective of people with some, but not 

necessarily all, characteristics in common who may (but do not always) come together 

for at least perceived mutual benefitò (2018, p. 3). This quote is a meaningful definition 

of what a community encompasses, as it presents a range of possibilities for what a 

community might be like. In my case, it will be based on who is referred or self-referred 

in the immediate community through West Yorkshire socially prescribing means.  

 

The AHRC-funded project óConnected Communitiesô 2019 helps us understand the 

changing nature of communities in their historical and cultural contexts and the role of 

communities in sustaining and enhancing our quality of life (Connected Communities, 

2019). The projectôs core themes were the creative economy, health and wellbeing, 

community engagement, sustainability, and division and disconnection. AHRC believe 

communities are vital to our lives and wellbeing, and we need to understand their 

changing roles in encouraging health, creativity, and their future. This project shaped 

an understanding and laid the groundwork for a holistic understanding of what 

community life is and what it can mean (Connected Communities, n.d.). Researcher 

Fiona Hackney was involved in an AHRC-funded project from 2016ï2018 exploring 

these themes. The project óMaker-centric: building place-based, co-making 

communitiesô (Maker-Centric, n.d.) was a material approach to engaging communities. 

It argued that 'making in placeô, with all the historical, geographical, cultural, political, 

and economic specificities that entails, and critically reimagining place through 

creative óplace-makingô, is vital to connecting communities and developing 

engagement (Hackney & Figueiredo, 2017). Although Hackney does not come from a 

practice-based knowledge of stitch, I found their understanding of shared community 

craft skills and their importance for connecting communities to align with the basis of 

my research. This helped me understand my community and my role as a skilled 

educator to effectively engage with participants in my case studies and pursue asset-

based community engagement through my role as a socially engaged practitioner. 
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Community members brought different circumstances and topics to each case study, 

including trauma, loneliness, grief, isolation, mental health issues, and domestic 

violence. This is often the case when working with participants in a socially prescribed 

context. This must be acknowledged throughout and will be clearly stated in each case 

study. ñCo-productioné people come to the research from different positions of status, 

power, wealth, ability, and confidenceò (Banks & Hart, 2018, p. 5). The co-production 

of community engagement is essential to my research. When working with 

communities, your participants become co-researchers, co-creating together using 

embroidery, and it is critical to be aware of the issues that everyone might bring to the 

research and the situation. My case studies were carefully designed with the needs of 

the individuals in mind, allowing room for change, flexibility in the direction of the 

project, and structure in each session. When working with communities with complex 

needs, I found that being flexible in this way allowed conversations to flow and 

community connections to happen more naturally. 

  

My thesis will not cover an in-depth analysis of the history of embroidery and its 

practice, but it will make some specific historical references to the craft that are 

relevant to the topic of community connection through embroidery. Embroidery has a 

long and complex history as a craft, with historic social craft practises often thought of 

as only practised by women ï who comprised most of my sample, with only 10% of 

participants identifying as male and 2% non-binary.  Although this is certainly not the 

case in many areas where embroidery is practised, as my case study attracted a high 

percentage of female participants it may highlight some historical connotations of 

embroidery still being considered as only ñwomenôs workò (Parker, 2010) and might 

say something about how our social community views the craft practise. The 

Subversive Stitch: Embroidery and the Making of the Feminine (Parker, 2010), Parker 

writes, ñThe art of embroidery has been the means of educating women into the 

feminine ideal and of proving that they have attained it, but it has also provided a 

weapon of resistance to the constraints of femininity. On the other hand, Joseph 

McBrinnôs Queering the Subversive Stitch: Men and the Culture of Needlework 

(McBrinn, 2021) critiques Rozsika Parkerôs original text, stating that the presence of 

men within the craft was not referenced. McBrinn argues that the centuries-old shame 

of men taking on feminine needlecrafts seems to be diminishing through 

acknowledging their historic presence within the craft. Men are now more visible within 
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this craft through representation on shows like the BBCôs Great British Sewing Bee 

and through their participation in organisations such as The Embroiderersô Guild. 

However, men who sew are still feminisedélike women, routinely ñinfantilizedò 

(McBrinn, 2021). ñSince Victorian times, there has been no perceptible shift in social 

perceptions of needlework as anything but feminineò (McBrinn, 2021). However, 

McBrinn argues that there has been an exclusion of men from its needlework history; 

this lack of visibility might still be contributing to the lack of uptake of crafts like 

embroidery during some of my case studies. Although I will not be conducting an in-

depth analysis of this, it is important to be aware of this and the historical boundaries 

that a craft like embroidery falls within. There is also a need to raise the visibility of 

needlework practices in different cultures, classes, identities, and situated/indigenous 

knowledge, especially when working with the community, to embrace different 

identities and represent the whole community. 

 

Defining Embroidery 

As well as defining community, I will now define óembroideryô. It is important to note 

that I am not looking at an historical analysis of each embroidery stitch or its 

applications in a wider context; I am focusing predominantly on the experience of hand 

stitching within the context of working with communities as a craft practice. I draw upon 

specific historical references to the history of embroidery where appropriate, but this 

research is an analysis of community connection through embroidery and how my 

methodology of rethinking embroidery can be reflected upon within my participant case 

studies. I am part of an evolving community of embroiderers, leading to an 

autobiographical element underpinning my definition, based on personal knowledge 

and references to secondary materials. 

 

Claire Hunterôs book Threads of Life defines embroidery in a simple, beautiful, and 

poetic way at the start of her novel: 

 

ñYou cut a length of thread, knot one end, and pull the other end through the 

eye of a needle. You take a piece of fabric and push your needle into one side 

of the cloth, then pull it out on the other until it reaches the knot. You leave a 

space. You push your needle back through the fabric and pull it out on the other 
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side. You continue until you have made a line, a curve, or a wave of stitches. 

That is all there is: thread, needle, fabric, and the patterns the thread makes. 

This is Sewingò (Hunter, 2019, Beginnings). 

 

Hunterôs book often refers to embroidery as sewing, but her explanation and definition 

are the essence of simple embroidery: passing thread through fabric to make a mark 

on cloth.  Hunter writes that sewing is used to express a sense of place and identity, 

stating that ósewing is a way to mark our existence on cloth: patterning our place in the 

world, voicing our identity, sharing something of ourselves with others, and leaving the 

indelible evidence of our presence in stitches held fast by our touchô (Hunter, 2019, p. 

1). This book clearly expresses the influence of embroidery on people and 

communities throughout.  

 

When I was a teenager and raiding my grandmotherôs old sewing things, I found a 

small stitch booklet titled ó29 embroidery stitchesô (Figure 2). It was small and pocket-

sized. I self-taught myself most of them, and I soon learned that once you know the 

basic 10-15 embroidery stitches, you have so much power bestowed upon you that 

the needle becomes a wand, and suddenly you are away, free to express yourself with 

stitch and thread in any way you like.  
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Figure 2 Grandmothersô pocketbook of stitches 

I studied textiles at the Manchester School of Art in 2011, I wanted to specialise in 

embroidery as a craft practice. At university, I was taught by experienced embroiderers 

such as Alice Kettle and Nigel Hurlstone; these individuals helped shape my 

understanding and definition of what embroidery is or has the potential to be, and, as 

one wrote, ñthe most beautiful sound in the world is that of a linen thread being pulled 

through a taut piece of cloth stretched on an embroidery frameò (Millar, 2012). In the 

book Hand Stitch Perspectives, written by a collective of Manchester School of Art 

academics within the textiles department, Millar states:  

 

ñEmbroidered thread is an additive mark, which could be a dynamic edge, a 

punctuation point, or an accumulation of lines, all of which have the potential to 

create a narrative plane. However, hand embroidery had potency far deeper 

than its decorative surface: it is a form of handwriting delineating the domestic, 

the social, and the political. It also contains the physical traces of the stitcherò 

(Millar, 2012).   
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This relationship and connection with embroidery have supported me to design my 

methodology of órethinking embroideryô. The influence of educators, past family 

history, and literature has helped shape and design the methodology I implement 

within this case study. 

 

The embroidery researcher Anne Morrell has been a great influence over the past 

seven years of my teaching career. Her way of approaching embroidery as a beginner 

has proven very useful when working with members of the community who have no 

prior background knowledge of stitch or embroidery. Morrell (1986) emphasised using 

simple stitches in different combinations rather than complicating things too early on 

in learning the craft. She taught her students the importance of movement and how 

simple stitches could be worked from one another rather than separately, for example, 

passing a chain stitch right through to a herringbone stitch just by focusing on the slight 

change in movement (Morrell, 1986). She stressed the importance of focusing on the 

possibilities of just one stitch rather than learning many stitches. Her method of 

teaching embroidery stands out in its time as progressive in the field of embroidery as 

it had a less restrictive nature, allowing for individuality in work. Her method is 

something I have examined in my research and adopted elements of when designing 

my own practice-based studies. Throughout my case studies, I have focused on the 

exploration of simple stitches rather than the aesthetic dimension of the stitches Morrel 

refers to. I am considering the social possibilities of simple stitches with my community 

groups to provide a more focused analysis of how the process of embroidery can 

connect, embellish, and transform communities. 
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Methodology 

As stated in my introduction section, my methodology for this thesis is to test and trial 

the concept of órethinking embroideryô. I call it óRethinking Embroideryô because I want 

to encourage the reader and participants in my case studies to forego any 

preconceived notions about embroidery. This can be challenging because we all have 

preconceived notions about a craft based on childhood memories, which is crucial to 

acknowledge as it serves to shape my identity as an embroiderer today. I do, however, 

encourage participants to approach the craft process with fresh eyes. I use the idea of 

óRethinking Embroideryô to connect, embellish, and transform. I have been working 

with these three verbs to define embroidery in educational settings for many years; 

they have been tried and tested, and I am still evolving them as my role as an educator 

develops. I have used them with students for many years when delivering embroidery 

education. These words help to capture all that embroidery as a process has to offer. 

 

My methodology is an óinvented methodologyô (Lury & Wakeford, 2014) designed by 

myself. I have used it as a teaching methodology and aid for many years in educational 

contexts; however, in this thesis, I apply it for the first time in a community context. 

The methodology is called órethinking embroidery: Connecting, Embellishing and 

Transforming Community through Embroidery. The Methodology views embroidery as 

defined by three words: 

 

Connecting: ñjoining or linking things together, especially so as to provide 

access and communicationò (Oxford Dictionary, 2023). This refers to the 

obvious joining and linking of thread and material. In a socially prescribed 

context, it is about the physical and mental connection between community 

members and individuals.  

Embellishing: ñmake (something) more attractive by the addition of decorative 

details or featuresò (Oxford Dictionary, 2023). This refers to the decorative 

nature that embroidery has to offer, as at the end of the day, it is a craft practice 

where the process involves decorating the surface of the fabric with thread or 

embellishing it. In a socially prescribed context, it is about the adornment or 

addition to someoneôs life, the added skill, activity, or refreshing addition to the 

individual.  
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Transforming: ñmake a marked change in the form, nature, or appearance of, 

undergo a marked change;ò (Oxford Dictionary, 2023). This is a great way of 

describing the end of embroideryðthe satisfaction of transforming or making a 

change in the appearance of something using needle and thread through fabric. 

In a socially prescribed context, this is about the empowerment of the individual, 

reflection, and the change the individual has gone through on their journey with 

embroidery.  

 

Throughout, I have rethought these terms, so they are relevant in a community context 

and an embroidery context. I have explored them physically and poetically throughout, 

using it as a methodology to critically analyse the process of embroidery as a means 

of social prescribing. I have also explored the social values of embroidery in a 

community context and how this plays a role in the design of my workshops and 

working with others as an instructor and educator.  The use of an invented 

methodology in this way is something researchers Fiona Hackney and Lynn 

Setterington explore the óworkô of the workshop and how it promotes and embodies 

well-being (Hackney & Setterington, 2022). They refer to the óworkshopô as a structural 

relationship between people, processes, materials, and place, while the óworkô is the 

knowledge and research that emerges from these interactions (Hackney & 

Setterington, 2022). In designing my methodology, I hope it can be implemented and 

improved upon within the óworkshopô context and setting.  

 

When used in the realm of teaching embroidery, these three seemingly simple words 

can open many possibilities, inviting us to explore them both politically and physically. 

In my research, I have broken down this methodology, devoting each chapter to an in-

depth exploration of these words and how their meanings manifest in a community 

context through the use of case studies.  

I use carefully designed case studies and analyse the valuable insights provided by 

participants to understand the personal impact beyond its visual aesthetics. I began 

my project by conducting an online survey with my workshop attendees. I received 42 

responses: Full Survey Responses, which provided the background knowledge for my 

thesis. 

https://forms.office.com/Pages/AnalysisPage.aspx?AnalyzerToken=u9dUfsf6JZvsdaNhDwcxQapOTxmPcY1e&id=DQSIkWdsW0yxEjajBLZtrQAAAAAAAAAAAAZ__pBGfohUQ1Q5OElTRzJBS1pGMzJBSzZYWEY0SEtFVS4u
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I conducted Case Study 1 in collaboration with Stitch-Up CIC's óCreative Embroidery 

Courseô at Meanwood Community Centre (Leeds). For this, I designed a 6-week 

course in 2022, with each session lasting 2 hours. This group turned into a weekly 

ongoing group called the óMindful Making Groupô, which consisted of 15 participants 

from diverse backgrounds. Participants were referred through social prescribing. 

Case Study 2 involved working with the Shantona Womenôs Group, based at the 

Bangladeshi Community Centre in Leeds. I delivered a 6-week óMindfulness 

Embroideryô class to a group of 25 women from diverse backgrounds in 2022, each 

session lasting 2 hours. Most of the women in this group had a range of complex 

mental health issues and associated needs and joined via the referral process. We 

worked together to create an embroidered wall hanging for their community room. 

To support the evaluation of my findings from Case Study 1, I conducted a recorded 

interview with the participants one year later (2023) to compare my findings from the 

project's start. All workshops and activities throughout my study involved basic hand 

embroidery techniques and stitches. 

My research questionnaires and responses can be found in full, in the appendices. All 

research data during case studies were collected through photographs, surveys, and 

interviews with the organisation and participants (see Appendices).  

Practitioners have been working with verbs in relation to making practical work in 

various ways over many years. Architect Richard Serra famously said, ñDrawing is a 

verbò (Serra, 1967). He compiled a list of ñactions to relate to oneself, material place, 

and processò (Serra, 1967) and used them as tools and language to help develop his 

early sculptural practice. These actions or doing words consisted of words like ñto roll, 

to connect, to gatherò all relating to physical actions one can make with their body to 

create a mark or action within the space, on paper or with material. His work and theory 

on verbs helped shape my early teaching in embroidery, relating my own selected 

verbs of óembellishô, óconnectô, and ótransformô to embroidery directly.  

 

Designing my own methodology was an important process to understand and develop, 

proving a more meaningful and impactful approach to my research thesis. Celia Lury 

and Nina Wakeford founded the term ñinventive methodsò, a word I use to describe 
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my methodology of óRethinking Embroideryô (Lury & Wakeford, 2014). The aim of their 

approach was to ódevelop devices or new methods that may be used to conduct 

research that is orientated towards an investigation of the open-endedness of the 

social worldô (p2). I also explored the work of Carole Gray and Julian Malins in their 

text, Visualising Research. They have been pioneering new methodologies that place 

creative practice at the centre of the research process (Gray & Malins, 2008). They 

have worked to refine ways in which creative art and design practices become 

research methodologies themselves, exploring and mapping research territories and 

proving sources for knowledge that can only be gained through practice (Gray & 

Malins, 2008). This is what I aim to do with my research, design a new methodology 

for embroidery that can be used by others in the field moving forward.  

 

I explore the plethora of ways in which embroidery contributes to the connection of 

communities through socially prescribed embroidery in a community context. I also 

looked at how embroidery is failing in this context and how we could óRethink 

Embroideryô to sustain its practice. This project has open-ended potential for other 

researchers or community organisations to develop these findings further. I critique 

my invented methodology of óRethinking Embroideryô, exploring what encounters and 

experiences of individuals involved can be reflected upon to better understand the 

effectiveness of this methodology, and analysing the qualitative data collected 

throughout and capturing the experiences of those involved. I explore the 

effectiveness of embroidery as a means of socially prescribed embroidery and reflect 

on how communities or practitioners may sustain this in a community context. 
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Chapter 1: Connect 

Connecting: ñjoining or linking things together, especially so as to provide access and 

communicationò (Oxford Dictionary, 2023). This refers to the obvious joining and 

linking of thread to material. In a socially prescribed context, it is about the physical 

and mental connection between community members and individuals.  

 

Chapter one of my research focuses on the method of óconnectô, the first of the three 

elements of the órethinking Embroideryô methodology. Exploring the understanding of 

connection within the context of embroidery and communities. Connection, as defined 

by the Oxford Dictionary (2023), refers to ña relationship in which a person or thing is 

linked or associated with something elseò, characterised by ñthe action of linking one 

thing with anotherò. In the context of embroidery, you are repeatedly connecting or 

linking materials by pushing thread through fabric in order to make a mark and join 

materials together. This profound connection between the embroidery process and the 

theme of connection serves as the driving force behind this chapter.  

 

One text that stood out to me when exploring the idea of connection was David 

Gauntletôs (2011) óMaking is Connectingô. Gauntlet delves deeply into the social 

implications of creativity. He emphasises the importance of making and individualsô 

ability to connect with one another. He writes, ñMaking is connecting because you have 

to connect things together (materials, ideas, or both) to make something new; making 

is connecting because acts of creativity usually involve, at some point, a social 

dimension and connect us with other people; and making is connecting because 

through making things and sharing them in the world, we increase our engagement 

and connection with our social and physical environmentsò (Gauntlett, 2011, p. 2). 

Gauntlettôs text was essential in laying the foundations for developing my own 

methodology for teaching embroidery within a community setting; he defines the 

relationship between connecting and creativity in a rational and accessible manner 

that made sense in the context of my own research, essentially laying out why making 

with oneôs hand and connecting in person go hand in hand. The text made me think 

differently about my work as an embroidery educator and how the social aspect of 

stitching could be linked to Gauntletôs ideas around making and connecting both 

physically and poetically.  
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Online Survey: Lockdown Embroidery, Connection During 

Isolation  

 

Now that we have explored the definition of óConnectô in this chapter, I want to begin 

by exploring my findings from my initial online research survey. This survey took place 

during the pandemic 2020-2021, when I was unable to hold my usual face-to-face 

community embroidery workshops and disconnected from my community groups. I 

combated this by conducting my community teaching online, encouraging community 

participants to learn the craft of embroidery and stay connected with others digitally. 

Throughout the pandemic, my audience grew by 50%, and my online network was 

able to connect with a much wider global audience while also fostering a unique online 

embroidery educational community. This experience of delivering community 

embroidery workshops online during the pandemic encouraged me to draw upon some 

of my practical findings, which resulted in the formation of the background knowledge 

of my thesis in the form of participatory research evidence through responses.  

 

I began by conducting an online research survey with my workshop attendees, and I 

received 42 responses: Full Survey Responses. Based on participant responses, the 

survey revealed some key recurring themes around embroidery and individual 

wellbeing, connection through embroidery during a time of isolation, conversations and 

feelings around embroidery, and favourite stitches. 

 

 I started by asking participants why they signed up for an embroidery workshop during 

lockdown.  

https://forms.office.com/Pages/AnalysisPage.aspx?AnalyzerToken=u9dUfsf6JZvsdaNhDwcxQapOTxmPcY1e&id=DQSIkWdsW0yxEjajBLZtrQAAAAAAAAAAAAZ__pBGfohUQ1Q5OElTRzJBS1pGMzJBSzZYWEY0SEtFVS4u
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Table 1: Table of Quotes from Online Survey 

 

The responses from participants 2, 26, 31, and 19 all mention the benefit of the 

workshop being online during the pandemic, opening and connecting opportunities for 

people to attend who may not have been close to Yorkshire. Because it was online, 

anyone from anywhere in the world participated. The concept of community 

connection in this context broadens its meaning to a wider online international 

audience; an online community was formed through shared interest in embroidery. To 

gain a better understanding of the people who attended my workshops, I looked at 

which workshops were the most popular. During this time, I ran several workshops, 

ranging from introduction classes to more experienced workshops on goldwork or 

experimental beadwork.  
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Figure 3: A bar chart displaying the number of participants 

 

The participants attended a range of different embroidery workshops, which varied in 

skill level, interest, and technique. The most popular and well-attended session was 

an introduction to embroidery workshop (Figure 8), demonstrating that the sessions 

were mostly attended by beginners or entry-level (blue bar) community members. This 

highlighted  a rebirth of peopleôs interest in craft activities such as embroidery. In the 

article óGetting through a pandemic with old-fashioned craftsô, it states, ñLike many 

others in these times, Iôve turned to arts such as embroidery to make sense of the 

chaos around meéIôve turned to old-fashioned crafts in recent weeks to calm my 

anxieties, to hold something tangible in my hands and my thoughts while uncertainty 

swirls around me. I donôt know how long the pandemic will lastò (Smith, 2020, para 2). 

This also helped shape the design of my in-person case studies later in my research. 

Quotes from participants 4,5,6,38 and 21 demonstrate this desire to learn something 

new, like embroidery, during Lockdown. 

 

 

https://www.theatlantic.com/family/archive/2020/03/coronavirus-social-distancing-over-back-to-normal/608752/
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Table 2: Quotes from Online Survey 

According to the survey, lockdown allowed people the time for craft activities like 

embroidery workshops, encouraging people to value these crafts and make time for 

their wellbeing. ñThe British love affair with home crafting shows no sign of abating, 

according to Hobbycraft, which has reported a 200% boom in online sales since the 

Covid-19 pandemic beganò (Brignall, 2020). Accounts of people being confined to their 

homes and having the time to find their inner craftsperson (Brignall, 2020). Individual 

wellbeing during a time of intense isolation became a popular topic for discussion; 

people began to appreciate their time and learn about the wellbeing benefits of craft. 

ñFor some, the hands-on activities are a way to pass the time in isolation or a form of 

self-care to practise mindfulnessò (University of North Texas, 2022), and ñCrafting can 

help as it requires focused attention and forces us to be completely immersed in the 

momentò (McKeever, 2020). Evidence of this can be seen in my online survey of 

participants; they mentioned feelings of respite, meditation, and wellbeing in some of 

their responses for wanting to attend an embroidery workshop: 

 

Table 3: Quotes from Online Survey 
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I also asked participants if the embroidery workshops improved their wellbeing during 

lockdown; 90% said yes, 5% said they were not sure, and 5% said it remained the 

same. This demonstrated a clear connection between wellbeing and participating in 

the embroidery process. 

 

Figure 4: A pie chart displaying survey participantsô responses. 

 

The survey also shed light on the idea of maintaining community connections and relationship 

maintenance during lockdown.  

 

Table 4: Quotes from Online Survey 

 

Many participants mentioned wanting to connect with others, form new relationships, 

and gain a distraction from what was happening in the world at that time. Although 

some participants interacted with one another; only 26% of the survey respondents 

said that they engaged with others during these sessions, while 74% stated they did 

not connect with or make friends with anyone (Figure 3). Even though interest in the 

process of embroidery was high, connecting with others during these online sessions 

proved difficult. A large part of what defines community connection is the act of coming 

together physically. Community artist Jen Hewett writes, ñI miss interacting with my 

communities in person. I missed the casual back and forth in my print studio through 

watching others work. I miss walking around my classroom encouraging students and 
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walking them through their technical problems. If thereôs one thing that writing this 

book has driven home is the fact that we need each other to learn, to critique, to praise, 

to guide. Crafting and community go hand in hand. Our experiences inform our work 

and our communitiesò (Hewett, 2021, p. 358-359). Like Hewett, I too saw the 

disadvantages of making alone, and from my survey, my participants also found it 

difficult to connect with others over a screen: ñsharing an experience, there can be no 

living art without a living communityò (DeMunch & Gielen, 2020, p. 40). However, one 

of the limitations of using qualitative methods of research online is not being able to 

fully gauge the personal responses you would collect in an in-person context, making 

these findings more difficult to gauge at this stage. Another limiting factor could be that 

people may be wishing to provide answers in order not to offend me or perhaps limit 

me, so I am able to offer courses like this online again in the future. This can be a 

danger when asking for feedback from any free engagement activity online or in 

person due to the fact participants may want it to happen again so they can engage 

further with the activity.  

 

Figure 5: Pie chart displaying participants connecting 

 

The Covid-19 pandemic and the subsequent lockdowns affected community 

participants in both positive and negative ways. In the survey, I asked how COVID-19 

had affected their wellbeing and to share any lockdown stories they thought were 

relevant to get a sense of how they felt at the time. The issue of feeling disconnected 

and having no means of community connection came up several times with various 

participants. 
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Table 5: Quotes from Online Survey 

Although participants 8, 24, 25, 29, and 3 all mentioned feelings of anxiety, stress, and 

isolation, they all also mentioned how embroidery helped to ease those feelings. This 

revealed a clear pattern of using embroidery to help oneself during a difficult time, 

establishing a key avenue of exploration I want to investigate throughout this thesis. 

Other participants reported a more positive impact on their wellbeing during this time.  
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Table 6: Quotes from Online Survey 

 

These comments relate to my previous point about people finding solace in crafts like 

embroidery during the pandemic, sparking a new interest in a slower, more mindful 

approach to addressing issues of wellbeing through craft and creativity. According to 

the text Mend yourself by making things Craftfulness (2019), ñneuroscientists are 

beginning to recognise that studies that focus on cognitive ability activities, such as 

completing word puzzles, might also apply to complex crafts such as quilting, knitting, 

or embroideryò (Tahsin & Davidson, 2019, p. 57-58). Another recent publication 

highlighting the benefits of processes such as embroidery was Craft in Art Therapy, in 

which Leone states that ñthe slow meditative process of stitching and the comforting 

nature of the materials captivated me. Process provided a sense of control, and the 

slow tempo allowed for reflectionò (Leone, 2021, p. 1).  

 

During this survey, I wanted to understand how embroidery made my online 

participants feel and their reason for choosing embroidery over other crafts or art 

practices.  
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Table 7: Quotes from Online Survey 

Words mentioned by participants include absorption, calm, relaxed, escapism, and 

engrossing. All these words seem to imply a state of mindfulness, or a state in which 

they can feel completely immersed in their practice, focusing on what they are doing. 

These therapeutic properties of crafts have not gone unnoticed. Philosopher 

Csikszentmihalyi (1990) referred to these feelings as óFlow Stateô, which are relaxed 

activities that individuals feel when engaged in a task that balances focus with a sense 

of mastery. Health psychologists have studied the therapeutic potential of crafts, 

specifically textiles, noting that textile crafts and the rhythm of the repetitive motion, 

involved mood improvement due to the state of flow provided (Leone, 2021, p. 7).  
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As stated earlier when defining embroidery, we know that embroidery has many 

different processes within the craft. Throughout this survey, I taught a range of skills 

to participants; however, it is important to note that I only taught hand embroidery and 

therefore the participants are mainly referring to hand embroidery techniques. The 

types of stitches taught seemed to influence how participants felt about the craft. This 

is when I noticed a pattern between the process of embroidery and connection with 

community participants, and it is where I started to design my methodology of 

óRethinking Embroideryô to óembellish, connect, and transform both metaphorically and 

physicallyô (see Appendix 1).  

 

Participants described certain stitches, like a running stitch or seed stitch, as 

dependable, reliant, and simple. These appear to be favourites, or perhaps the easier 

stitches, as they induce states of flow and calm while being done. They also mentioned 

seeing this blossom and grow, as well as the joy of achieving something with their 

hands, giving them a sense of purpose. These all stem from the process and not 

necessarily the result, a key finding in this survey that emphasises the importance of 

the process of embroidery. Designer and author Ingrid Fetell Lee discussed in her 

book óAesthetics of Joyô how the accumulation of one form many times makes us feel 

joyful; this could be applied to the repetitive nature of stitching and the repetition of the 

same stitched marks (Fetell Lee, n.d.). Could this be why many of my participants were 

drawn to repeated stitches like the seed stitch as opposed to something more complex 

like a chain stitch? Participants also talked about times when stitches were too hard 

or took too long, triggering feelings of frustration and failure, which made sense 

because they had lost their state of flow or mindfulness. In the text Craftfulness: Mend 

Yourself by Making Things, the writers discuss this as ñthe fear of failure" or ñthe fear 

of not getting it right the first timeéadmittedly, some crafts are trickier than others, but 

you may also find that the fiddlier aspects are themselves part of the appealò (Davidson 

& Arzu, 2019, P94).  

 

During this survey, I wanted to explore the kinds of conversations people were having 

while they were stitching online to document the ways people were communicating 

and connecting online while stitching:  
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Table 8: Quotes from Online Survey 

Participants 27 and 9 both mention again how conversation provokes a state of flow, 

allowing for opportunities to open and explore peopleôs inner thoughts. Participant 7 

mentions that doing a task to keep your hands busy makes it easier to open and talk 

about a variety of topics, perhaps even difficult topics; it makes you feel less awkward 

and helps you loosen up. Textile artist Catherine Rinehart is one of the Stitching 

Together Network members who ran a series of sessions called óThe Collective 

Mending Sessionsô. These were a series of socially engaged workshops focused on 

collaboratively mending items using embroidery. She used the project to socially repair 
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by asking, ñHow do we MEND our communities?ò (óStudy Day Session 2ô, 2021). Her 

aim was to cultivate care for cloth while, in turn, caring for her community. Rinehartôs 

method of exploring connection through mending both metaphorically and physically 

through stitch is like my designed methodology of exploring embroidery to connect, 

embellish, and transform communities. Rainhartôs research discussed how her 

community was being physically mended and healed through, working with the 

mending stitches, allowing for conversation to flow and connections to happen more 

naturally. Although there is some similarity, I am not working with a literal connection 

between mending stitches in this context. The Bradford based textile artist Claire 

Wellesley Smith also mentions how ñconversations flowed between participants but 

also felt like conversation with the materials used tooò (Wellesley-Smith, 2015, p. 112). 

The overall takeaway from this online survey found that both embroidery and the 

theme of óconnectionô linked the nature of the craft, allowing for opportunities to 

connect with one another. This initial survey helped shape my first in-person case 

study when lockdown restrictions were lifted, which I explore below.  

Case Study 1: Creative Embroidery Course at Meanwood 

Community Centre (Leeds) with Organisation Stitch-Up  

 

In this chapter, we have explored the definition of óconnectô and the initial findings from 

my online research survey on embroidery in lockdown. I will now explore my findings 

from Case Study 1. Since 2017, I have worked at the Leeds-based craft social 

enterprise Stitch-Up, where I have seen firsthand how arts and crafts can connect 

communities. Stitch-Up describes itself as óa modern craft school with a social 

purposeô (Stitch-Up, 2019). Their purpose and specialist knowledge are in textiles and 

craft in general, and they emphasise the power of craft to bring people together with a 

specific focus on mental health and wellbeing. I am currently working on a weekly 

community project with Stitch-Up as part of their óMindful Making Seriesô designed to 

combat loneliness after isolation. I designed a course for this called óCreative 

Embroidery Courseô which is designed to óimprove wellbeing and connect with others 

through craft and creativityô (Sharp, 2021). Participants on the course often have a 

socially prescribed referral to the group via an organisation, GP, or personal referral 

process. ñSocial prescribing is a key component of Universal Personalised Care. It is 

an approach that connects people to activities, groups, and services in their 

https://www.england.nhs.uk/personalisedcare/comprehensive-model/
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community to meet the practical, social, and emotional needs that affect their health 

and wellbeingò (NHS England, n.d.). The participants in this group were or are still 

suffering mentally or physically in other aspects of their lives, so the course aims to 

provide social and emotional support through embroidery and prescribing stitch. The 

course is free to attend and accessible to a wide range of community members. After 

lockdown, I established the óCreative Embroidery Courseô. Participants in case study 

1 were part of this course. It has since developed into a weekly session and has run 

from 2021-2023.  This has been further funded for another three years (2023-2026) 

through National Lottery funding. 

 

Stitch-Up is a community interest company (CIC). It is based at Meanwood Community 

Centre in Leeds and has been running since 2014. I interviewed the Director of Stitch-

Up, Jen Sharp, during my research online, ñDuring the Covid-19 lockdown, the studio 

closed, and income streams were severely impacted and still recovering from the 

pandemicò (Sharp, 2022).  However, Sharp stated that ñonce safe to do so, we decided 

to concentrate more on regular weekly craft groups to support people throughout and 

post lockdown to get back out into the community, improve wellbeing, and build 

meaningful relationships with people through craft and creativityò, and added that 

overall they now have a higher community impact but are more reliant on funding in 

order to keep up with the demand for creative activity.  

 

Sharp also noticed a change in community participants before and after the pandemic. 

She mentioned that it took people a long time to gain trust in attending community 

spaces again, so she adapted to smaller, more regular focused groups to help build 

trust. Relationships and ease people back in. Sharp states, ñI think a lot of people are 

still wary of attending classes and workshops with lots of people in them, so we keep 

class sizes small. In terms of mental health, it is obvious that Covid-19 has increased 

anxiety, and people need much more support. We also have several people attending 

who have suffered with long Covid which they have been physically and mentally 

affected by. Coupled with the cost-of-living crisis, we have also noticed that people 

donôt have as much money to spend on crafts and creativity, so we must make our 

weekly groups free or pay what you canò (Sharp, 2022). Sharp adds that the main 

reason people want to attend classes at Stitch-Up is to help improve their wellbeing 

and mental health, and be creative in a safe, nonjudgmental, and welcoming 
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environment. ñProviding the opportunity to meet like minded people and be part of a 

communityò, Sharp goes on to say, ñElnazôs embroidery course was part of our wider 

mindful making project, which was going to be a series of different courses across the 

year, but because of the success of her first course, we decided to run it again and 

turn it into a regular weekly group, which is now still running. This is a great outcome, 

and Elnaz provided a brilliant course with great feedback from attendees, and we 

developed the project in response to the needs and wants of the attendees, which is 

always the best outcomeò (Sharp, 2023). This resulted in a longer-term group forming 

case study 1 of this research.  

 

Sharp founded Stitch-Up to highlight the importance of textile crafts and their 

therapeutic and mindful nature. She believes it is a powerful tool to bring people 

together, ñI have been so happy to have Elnaz involved in this project as we share the 

same values and beliefs in the value of craft and creativity to support peopleò, and 

ñThe Mindful Making group has had a lasting impact on our organisationò (Sharp 

2023).  

 

Case study one at Stitch-Up ran for 9 weeks in 2022. It was my first in person course 

since the UK lockdowns, designed to evaluate participatory data knowledge of the 

benefits of embroidery education to connect communities after isolation. I delivered 

embroidery hand stitch techniques through a series of workshops; the group then used 

this knowledge to produce collaborative embroidery artwork for the community centre, 

using simple hand stitch embroidery techniques. This participatory research data was 

collected through photographs, surveys, and interviews with the organisation and 

participants throughout teaching. This case study examines the relationship between 

embroidery and the community connection of five original participants through socially 

prescribed embroidery.  
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Figure 6: Stitch-Up, Mindful Making Group, 2021 

Case study one started with five adult members of the Leeds community who had all 

been referred by various support organisations (see Table 9). The course was 

designed to support general well-being through craft and creativity. The course grew 

over time, with 18 participants intermittently engaging with the group throughout the 

years of 2021-2023.  

 

To understand the support needs and reasons for attending the group, I asked all 

participants what support needs they had and why they chose to self-refer or be 

referred to an embroidery workshop like this:  
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Table 9: Quotes from Stitch-Up Group 

 

All participants in this case study said that this course helped improve their general 

health and wellbeing. What came out most throughout this study was the idea of 

community connection. I explored how the process of hand embroidery supported 

individual connections between participants. In the early stages of the project, 

participants mentioned that one of the key reasons for signing up for a course like this 

was for individual connection to simply get out and meet others:  
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Table 10: Quotes from Stitch-Up Group 

As well as seeking human connection, participants made specific references to 

embroidery skills and the process of embroidery. Specific stitches were mentioned as 

favourites, just like the original online survey conducted before starting in-person case 

studies.   
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Table 11: Quotes from Stitch-Up Group 

 

Some similarities can be drawn here, with a pattern emerging in favourite stitches and 

participantsô relationships with them; stitches like the French knot were mentioned 

during this case study as being preferable. In the previous online study, participants 

described certain stitches, like a running stitch or seed stitch, as ódependableô, óreliantô, 

and ósimpleô. These appear to be the preferred, or perhaps the easier stitches, as they 

induce a state of repetition, flow, and calm while being done. With a French knot, 

however, is a more challenging stitch to master.  Teaching the complexities of 

embroidery online, particularly through platforms such as Zoom, poses a significant 

challenge. There is a genuine need for in-person interaction to effectively convey the 

nuances of stitches, such as twisting thread and working knots. This was my first face-

to-face case study after the pandemic, and seeing the noticeable change in peopleôs 

favourite stitch from simple and dependable options like the seed stitch to more 

complex and challenging techniques such as the French Knot gave me as the 

educator and the participant a profound sense of achievement. In her book Resilient 

Stitch: Wellbeing and Connection in Textile Art, Claire Wellesley Smith explores a key 

theme of community resilience and believes that the word resilience has a strong link 

to materiality, emphasising how resilience and its ability to bounce back are vital for 

individuals and communities alike (Wellesley-Smith, 2021, p. 7). During the pandemic, 

the word óresilientô gained prominence, particularly regarding communities enduring 

the difficult lockdown periods. A strong sense of resilience was documented at the 

start of this case study and manifested in a variety of ways.  Participantsô demonstrated 

perseverance and learned new and intricate stitch techniques. In addition, there was 

resilience through the challenge of meeting new people, learning new names, and 

forging new relationships after a long period of isolation. This all relates to the 

methodology I am trying to employ through óembellishô, óconnectô, and ótransformô, 
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creating resilient communities enables stronger connections, bonds, and 

transformations throughout challenging times.  

 

 

Figure 7: Close-up stitched text, Case Study 1. 

Throughout this case study, the idea of rethinking embroidery as a means of 

connecting communities became apparent. Multiple conversations, physical acts, 

makings, and discussions took place around this topic. Participant 5 made specific 

reference to the way in which we were working and how this contributed to the notion 

of connection, ñI really enjoyed working on a corner of the tablecloth.  The sense of 

togetherness with us working on different corners was very powerful.ò Watching the 

group grow together and work on the same piece of collective cloth was very powerful 

to watch as the facilitator of the group as well. These women had never met before, 

but their friendships and collective efforts around embroidery were growing throughout 

the course of the group. In the text Radical Happiness: Moments of Collective Joy, 

Segal writes, ñAs the world becomes an ever-lonelier place, it is sustaining 

relationships, in whatever form they take, which must become ever more important. 

An act of defiance, evenò (Segal, 2018, p. 2). Segal argues that moments of collective 

joy are radical acts in themselves and naturally very powerful to be a part of and 

observe. She states that ñpleasurable states often occurred when we were fully 

absorbed in our experience of the momentéwe do not worry about whether we are 

happy or notò (Segal, 2018, p. 4-5). This is like the idea of inducing a state of óflowô 
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when stitching. Segal, however, suggests that during these absorbed moments of 

ñfulfilment, resilience, even moments of shared joyò can happen as we are engaging 

in these absorbed moments with others and so sharing the experience, ñthe 

miraculous revolutionary power of joyò (Segal, 2018, p. 7). Joy on your own can be 

powerful, but joy shared with others can be even stronger. She goes on to say that 

ñshared laughter or joy with one another that ówe-modeô is certainly one way of 

overcoming the doom that can threaten to engulf usò (Segal, 2018, p. 25). At this stage 

of the case study, it was clear to see that not only the act of embroidery was important, 

but the act of coming together around one central piece of embroideryð"The ñsewing 

group brought us together.ò (Stitch-Up. Participant 4, 2022).  Sharing the collective 

efforts and outcome of the work was just as important to observe as the act of 

physically coming together and the joy reciprocated back to me as the facilitator as 

well.       

 

 

Figure 8: Case Study 1, World Peace Flame 

During one session, participant 2 brought in a tea light project of The World Peace 

Flame for everyone to burn collectively (The World Peace Flame Foundation, n.d.). 
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The participants distributed tea lights to each group member and explained the project 

to the group. The participants emailed me after the session, including the following 

information: ñIn July 1999, seven live flames, lit on five different continents, were flown 

by military and commercial aircraft to the UK, where they were united into one flameð

the World Peace Flame. It now resides in North Wales. It has been burning since then 

and is passed from person to person and lit daily as a dedication to peaceò. By sharing 

the flame symbol with the group, the group began that session by lighting their tea 

light candle from one another. The ceremonial approach around the piece of 

embroidery they had all collectively been working on was a key moment of bonding, 

connecting, and togetherness. It was a kinetic representation of connectedness. 

Figure 9 shows all participants gathered around their shared embroidery, each with a 

candle lit for their piece. I connected with the ceremonial aspect of this unprompted 

moment; starting the session with this activity then moving onto the sewing practice 

bonded us . This participation helped develop a deeper appreciation of the verb 

óconnectô in relation to embroidery, and it made me reflect upon it here. The ritual of 

lighting the candle before stitching was another action to sewing; the literal act of 

coming together allowed people to connect in this instance.  

 

This quote by participant 2 reflected the idea of a ritual: "Elnaz, we can all light our 

candles and continue the energetic link, much needed at this time.  I love coming to 

your classes; thank you. As Buddha said, óRather light a candle than curse the 

darkness!ò This ritual and form of connection made me think of the Buddhist word 

óSanghaô, which in Indian languages can translate roughly as ñassociationò or 

ñassemblyò (Sangha, n.d.).  Sangha can mean the assembly of all beings possessing 

some degree of enlightenment; in a western context, it is used loosely to refer to any 

group of Buddhist people meaning to ñcongregateò, as per óparticipant 2ô specific 

reference to Buddha, responding to the direct link. During the sessions, it felt 

appropriate to use the word Sangha and its meanings of enlightenment, community, 

and assembly. A sangha is a community of people who come together to meditate.  
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Figure 9: Case Study 1, lighting the shared peace flame. 

 

Creative Embroidery Course (Week 1)  

Throughout this course, I asked participants a range of questions each week informally 

while they were stitching on the collective cloth. I asked questions relating to how they 

were feeling on a personal level, questions regarding what they have learned, how the 

process of embroidery makes them feel, and what they thought and were reflecting 

upon about my designed methodology of óRethinking Embroideryô to connect, 

embellish, and transform. I collected these responses on paper throughout the 

session. Due to the complex needs of the group and personal responses, it was not 

appropriate to capture face-to-face interviews or video recordings. All identities and 

responses from the group have been kept anonymous to respect the communityôs 

personal preferences and identity. 
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Figure 10: Case Study 1, Feedback Sheet 1 

During this week, I asked participants to note down their thoughts about óRethinking 

Embroideryô and include meanings or their own definitions:  

 

 

Figure 11: Case Study 1, Feedback Sheet 1 Close up 

It was useful to learn what community participants thought and felt about my designed 

methodology, whether they understood it, and if they could apply it to their own making 

and embroidery processes. Their responses to each word were enlightening and 
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unprompted. To focus on óConnectô, participants in this group saw it as a means of 

helping one another as well as the more obvious representation of connecting with 

others more generally through conversation. They saw it to help process what they 

were learning together, share ideas, and really see their embroidery project as a 

collaborative endeavour, shifting my viewpoint to not only community connection but 

community support, help, and sharing through the experience of learning embroidery.  

 

 

Figure 12: Case Study 1, feedback sheet 6 close up. 

 

On the week viewed in figure 12, we talked about the ófive steps to wellbeingô and how 

we could incorporate them into our sessions. The ófive steps to wellbeingô are to ñlearn, 

pay attention, connect, give, and be physically activeò (NHS, 2022). NHS England 

suggests these 5 steps can improve mental health and wellbeing, helping us feel more 

positive and able to get the most out of life.  I asked participants to tick off each of the 

five ways to wellbeing if they thought they had achieved any of them during that day's 

session. Links were assigned to the first four ways to well-being: learn, take notice, 

connect, and give. óConnectô stood out as the main point for discussion, implying that 

they all felt that through embroidery they could engage with this wellbeing step most 

effectively. Being physically active seems to be the most debatable... ñOnly when 
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stretching towards the biscuits!ò one participant noted; another suggested that the 

point be changed to ómentally activeô as opposed to óphysically activeô as we were 

doing a different type of activity and using our hands and minds to connect with one 

another. The issue of not being physically active while sewing has come up several 

times in my case studies, with participants complaining of back pain from sitting still 

too long and being frustrated if not able to move around and be active in the space. 

Even though embroidery is not the most physically demanding process, it can still 

cause guilt. As an embroiderer myself, I am due for an operation on my hand at the 

age of 30 due to a lump that developed because of my line of work. Embroidery artist 

Paddy Killer talks about the óphysical tollô her embroidery practice has taken on her 

body over the years; Killer now has arthritis everywhere, and her hands are particularly 

badô (Killer, n.d.). So, embroidery practice might not always be the most praised for 

promoting good physical health; this could create difficult and challenging 

circumstances for communities to engage for this reason and affect their ability to 

connect with others through this craft. Musculoskeletal symptoms among handicraft 

workers engaged in hand sewing tasks have been recognised by the National Library 

of Medicine (Dianat & Karimi, 2016) and organisations, businesses, and sewing 

groups, as well as those benefits of making communities aware of the hazards of long-

term sewing, including repetitive strain injuries (RSI), poor posture, improper 

equipment positioning, and eye strain (Sewing My Place, 2015).  

 

Reflecting on this note, I interviewed embroidery artist and past colleague Melissa 

Fletcher from the University of Huddersfield. Fletcher has worked as an embroidery 

technician at the University of Huddersfield for the past 22 years. During this time, she 

has taught a wide range of embroidery processes to undergraduate and postgraduate 

students. As well as this, she has her own projects and has taught embroidery in a 

variety of contexts.  Fletcher feels confident with the process and context of 

embroidery; she feels comfortable with the materials and needle, and she knows how 

to create her aesthetic desires with stitch. I asked Fletcher, as an experienced stitcher, 

what her relationship between embroidery and physical health is. Does any of this 

affect her physical wellbeing? She stated: 
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Table 12: Interview with Melissa Fletcher 

This point is not something widely discussed. When we talk about the well-being 

benefits of a craft like embroidery, we often talk about how it affects our mind, but we 

rarely discuss how it affects our physical health over the long term. To continue to 

connect community audiences to this craft, this must be acknowledged moving forward 

and recognised by health professionals when socially prescribing stitch to their 

patients. I went on to ask Fletcher how she felt about the idea of stitching in a group 

and what she preferred. She stated:  

 

Table 13: Interview with Melissa Fletcher 

This was another important point to acknowledge. Even the most experienced 

stitchers can struggle with stitching around strangers; in Fletchers case, she feels 

much more at ease with people she knows, close friends, and connections.  The idea 

of connecting through her craft does not come easily to her, and this is another 

important consideration when attempting to use this methodology to connect 

communities through the craft; in some cases, it may do the opposite. I also asked 

Fletcher describes what her relationship between anxiety and embroidery was like and 

how, as an experienced stitcher, this affected her wellbeing:  
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Table 14: Interview with Melissa Fletcher 

I found Fletchers point of being familiar with a craft and so not having the same level 

of ability to be absorbed in the craft so intriguing, as it is not something I had 

considered before, even as the facilitator of community sessions. What happens after 

you have mastered the craft and your mind is able to wander more freely while 

stitching? In my case, I have not come across this yet, as I am mainly working with 

inexperienced or beginner embroiderers. For an experienced stitcher like Fletcher, she 

states it leaves room for her mind to focus on the anxieties rather than take them away. 

The fact that this can happen means community connection through the craft may 

prove difficult over time, or perhaps the effects of the craft on mental wellbeing will 

wane over time as the participant grows in confidence with their stitching, or perhaps 

this is just to be considered in some cases.  I also asked Fletcher, as an experienced 

stitcher, what she thought about hand embroidery as a means to óconnect, embellish, 

or transformô someone personally:   
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Table 15: Interview with Melissa Fletcher 

This was another interesting contribution from Fletcher and something I have 

considered throughout the design of my case study. In many cases, I have been 

working with the method of social prescribing to aim to combat social isolation and 

community connection through embroidery, but other options are provided to 

participants, for example, sport, gardening, or perhaps another craft. The aim of social 

prescribing in the first place is to encourage participants to try something new. As 

Fletcher states, perhaps itôs the act of simply learning any new skill or collectively 

taking part in something with others that creates the connection rather than the 

process itself. David Gauntlettôs Making is Connecting draws upon this perfectly 

through his title, ñMaking is Connecting because acts of creativity usually involve, at 

some point, a social dimension and connect us with other peopleò (2011). This is 

something I will evaluate in my final chapter, Transform, where I interview my 

participants at the end of their journey with this research after a year of experience 

with embroidery.  
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Creative Embroidery Course (Week 7)  

 

 

Figure 13 Case Study 1, feedback sheet 7 

 

Questions Week 7: 

 

Table 16: Quotes from Stitch-Up Group 

Something that stood out to me during session seven was our open discussion around 

what everyoneôs first memory of embroidery was. Participant 4 mentioned ñbeing told 

off by my teacher for stitching wronglyò. This negative association with the education 

of embroidery is not uncommon. A few years ago, I taught embroidery on a popup 

stand at a local community festival in Morecambe, and a community member passed 

by, and I asked if she would like to join in. She said, ñNo, I can never pick up a needle 

again; I was caned as a young girl for not sewing in a straight line.ò  This comment has 

stayed with me ever since. I am ashamed of the relationships that some individuals 

have had with the craft from a historical perspective. This association with embroidery 
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is not uncommon, and you can see why attracting a new audience to the craft itself 

can be difficult. This, combined with the fear of failure, anxiety, and imposter syndrome 

around taking part in the first place, can hold participants back. These themes came 

up a lot in the historic fiction novel A Single Thread by Tracy Chevalier. When the main 

character Violet is trying to join The Winchester Cathedral Broderers group, a local 

embroidererôs guild, she is met with a difficult and judgemental response from the guild 

group lead: óñWell, you young people are far too quick to give upò.  

ñNow do you know how to embroider? We do canvas embroidery for the cushions and 

kneelers. Do you know what this is?ò  

ñNoò  

ñOf course, you donôt. Why do we attract so many volunteers who have never held a 

needle? It makes our work so much more time-consumingòé. ñCome on Wednesday 

but you wonôt be much use to usò (Chevalier, 2020, p. 34-39). This response did not 

dissuade the main character, as she ñwanted to make her mark on the worldò 

(Chevalier, 2020, p. 36), using embroidery.  As the story went on, comical encounters 

during her early stages of the group played to this stereotype of the strict embroidery 

teacher: ñHave you mixed two stitches here? Is that cross-stitch and long-armed cross 

alternate? Oh, my dear, no! Miss Pesel is encouraging us to become more 

adventurous with the stitches we use, but never on Godôs green earth should you 

alternate those two. Start Again!ò. This story is based on a historical account of one 

guild group, and it does play into a stereotype. The Embroiderersô Guild in the UK now 

exists to ñraise awareness of stitch and to educate, encourage, inspire, and promote 

the achievement of embroidery excellenceò (Godfrey, 2021). It is a charity dedicated 

to educating people of all ages about the world of embroidery. Although it has good 

intentions and priorities for community service, it has received some criticism in recent 

years. It was often accused of being óstuffyô based on stereotypes like that within A 

Single Thread. In the Stitchery Stories podcast (2021), Penny Hill states, ñNumbers 

have been falling since the 1960s, and we have had to acknowledge the changes in 

technology, changes in culture, and how people worké the difficulty is when you have 

a branch thatôs been established and used to the way things are done, it makes it a lot 

harder for new members of the community to come along and be welcomed as part of 

that branch communityò (Hill, 2021). These connotations make it very difficult to 

support people to connect with the craft of embroidery itself; however, individuals and 

organisations like myself and the Embroiderersô Guild are working hard to aim to 
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combat these historic preconceptions and support new communities to connect with 

the craft, moving the guild forward and modernising its approach to connect 

communities together. As part of my research thesis, I interviewed Anthea Godfrey, 

Artistic Director of the Embroiderersô Guild, to find out more about where the guild is 

at now, what its vision is for embroidery, and its connection with community members:  

 

     ñdoing my bit to really change our thought processes and a vision of the 

future because I feel that what weôve been doing in the past, really it fulfilled a 

need time but it we are in different times nowé my love is to get to other people,  

itôs all very well coping with those who are interested and just want to learn 

more éI feel the people out there that donôt understand how important it is and 

how joyous it is and what you were saying earlier about refugees, disabled 

people who have come out of lockdown, people who are living in isolation now 

because of the loss of family and their restrictions of the physical restricted and 

I think those are very importantò. 

 

I also interviewed the trustee of the Embroiderersô Guild, Helen Miler, to find out more. 

The Embroiderersô Guild collection is based at the Discover Bucks Museum in 

Aylesbury, founded in 1906. According to Miller, ñduring the pandemic and lockdown, 

the guild had a significant loss of income.ò  She mentioned that many more people are 

now embracing online learning than they were before the pandemic. She believes that 

embroidery can support participants suffering from wellbeing issues after the 

pandemic. Helen mentioned that the motivation for people signing up for online guild 

classes ranged from individuals wanting to improve their skills, meet new people 

virtually, and enhance their wellbeing through creativity. She believes that embroidery 

has the potential to bring communities together because ñitôs an interest and passion 

that crosses ages and social and cultural dividesò. 

 

Table 17: Quotes from Stitch-Up Group 
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During case study 1, I asked participants about what they think about or talk about 

when stitching. Participant 4 stated, ñI love chatting or being quiet; it is so easy to have 

companyò. The choice to join in or stay silent, with embroidery, gives you the option. 

Often your hands are busy sewing away, and sometimes you chat naturally and 

openly, but it is also perfect for those who choose not to talk; the distracted hands help 

to fill the silences, allowing people to not have to awkwardly fill them. This is something 

that is drawn upon more closely in Dr Emma Shercliffôs article, óJoining in and dropping 

out: Hand-Stitching in Spaces of Social Interactionô (Shercliff, 2015). Shercliff states, 

ñThe slow rhythms of hand-stitching allow an individual to carve out time and space 

for introspective reflection. A collective stitching practice, on the other hand, with 

fragmented tasks of short duration and frequent changes of colour, structures a very 

different spaceò (Shercliff, 2015, p. 187). Throughout the text, Shercliff draws on her 

experience of joining an embroidery group and explores the dynamics of stitching, 

practice, speech patterns, and group exchange. She is proposing that ñhand-stitching 

practices can suggest alternative ways of thinking about how we create and occupy 

personal and social spacesò (Shercliff, 2015, p. 187). Shercliffôs work helped me reflect 

on the way this case study was set up and how the shared embroidery creates a 

communal atmosphere, allowing for this choice around participating or not during each 

session.  

 

Creative Embroidery Course (Week 8 & 9)  
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Figure 14 Case study 1, Feedback sheet 8. 

 

 

Table 18: Quotes from Stitch-Up Group 

Participant 2 spoke of having imposter syndrome before attending these sessions. 

According to Bupa UK (n.d.), ñImposter syndrome is a form of óintellectual self-doubtô, 



Elnaz Yazdani  

61 
 

when you donôt believe your achievements are realò. During the session, the 

participant opened more about this, stating she felt nervous about attending, not 

feeling good enough, or not knowing enough about embroidery. They then went on to 

state how glad they were to have attended and overcome this fear, as they do not feel 

it anymore. Others in the group also shared their feelings about óimposter syndromeô 

in life. As the session went on, the same participant was learning a French Knot stitch, 

which ended up turning into something elseðan unknown stitchðstill creating a mark. 

It was still, in fact, a stitch with no name and was unintended or unwanted on the area 

of cloth where it had been sewn. The participant said, ñI call it my imposter stitchò. I 

thought this connection between stitch and self-doubt was an incredibly powerful tool 

for connecting embroidery physically, potentially representing a state of mind or 

feeling.  

 

Figure 15: Case Study 1, Embroidery Group Wall Hanging (2022) 
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ñTeas & coffees are made and suddenly we are back thrown together again in our 

safe, diverse space, sewing around one communal clothò. Throwntogetherness is a 

term used by cultural geographer Doreen Massey (Oliver, 2020). She used it as a term 

for thinking about (and with) place: as a time-space of community encounters, open 

and progressive, full of potential, and of the eventfulness of place (Gawlewicz & 

Yiftachel, 2022). I resonated with this term in relation to this case study and still do 

every time I meet with the group. The space has developed and become a space of 

Thrown-together encounters involving sewing activity, shared making, and shared 

storytelling, and the more the built environment grows, the more accessible, diverse, 

inclusive, and open the space and group feel. There is something about the idea of 

óthrown togethernessô that works well in conjunction of using embroidery to connect 

one another. Connecting with each other by physically sitting and stitching together or 

by being thrown in a group of individuals into a space with an activity might force 

people to naturally connect with one another; however, they come back week after 

week forging new connections with both stitch and community. I will revisit this case 

study with a final closing interview one year later in Chapter 3: Transform to evaluate 

where the groups are now and how their relationship and experience with embroidery 

have evolved.  
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Chapter 2: Embellish 

Embellishing: ñmake (something) more attractive by the addition of decorative details 

or featuresò (Oxford Dictionary, 2023) This refers to the decorative nature that 

embroidery has to offer; it is a craft practice where the process involves decorating the 

surface of the fabric with thread or embellishing it. In a socially prescribed context, it 

is about the adornment or addition to someoneôs life, the added skill, activity, or 

refreshing óadditionô to the individual. Chapter two of my research will focus on the 

method of óembellishô. This section explores the understanding of embellishment within 

the context of embroidery and communities.  

 

According to The Royal School of Needlework History of Embroidery Book, for 

centuries embroidery has been used as a form of currency, evidencing wealth and 

culture, and a means of education, relaxation, and pleasure (McDonald & Royal 

School of Needlework, 2018, p. 356). Within this context, the word embellishments in 

embroidery is often referred to as items that can be stitched onto the surface or 

embedded within the cloth by hand; embellishments include sequins, beads, imitation 

gemstones, silver/gold charms, stones, shells, jewellery findings, buttons, etc. 

(McDonald & Royal School of Needlework, 2018, p. 360).  Items are added to make 

something more attractive or decorative. Although I explore this physical process of 

embellishment in embroidery in my own practice all the time, in this chapter I am 

focusing more on the metaphoric representation that defining embroidery through 

embellishment can have in the context of working with communities through shared 

hand stitching. For example, embellishments make patterns on cloth; whether a 

component or stitch is added, it is creating a pattern by hand. Patterns of behaviour 

can also be measured and reflected upon under óEmbellishô, chapter 9. In Inventive 

Methods: The Happening of the Social, Pattern, and Patterning by Janis Jefferies 

shared some interesting insights on how this way of thinking might be explored. 

 

ñPeople need patterns as a means of creative expression across time and space, and 

as such, patterns become devices and methods of investigating personal and social 

worlds. Pattern is both a noun and a verb, but as a verb, it is an active way of seeing 

the world, a process by which to take in and make coherent the random and often 

chaotic information the world has to offerò (Steward, 1998; Lury & Wakeford, 2014). 
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Like Jefferies, I intend to explore the verb óembellishô similarly in the context of using 

it like a metaphor to the way she explores ópatternô, as a metaphor within the context 

of hand stitching: ñpattern provides a way of seeing the world as if for the first time and 

can open our eyes to new and unsuspected regularitiesò (Lury & Wakeford, 2014, p. 

125), and ñPatterns can be a system of thought, a mode of operation or a means of 

understanding rulesò (Lury & Wakeford, 2014). When we embellish or embroider 

something, we are constantly creating patterns and rhythmic movements to make a 

mark on the cloth. Much like embellishment, we can use this process as a device to 

connect more deeply, thinking through embellishment and forming a new kind of 

knowledge production.  

 

In this chapter, I explore these themes of embellishment through hand stitching with 

the Shantona Womenôs Group in Leeds, forming Case Study 2. Together, we explored 

basic hand sewing and embellishment techniques, including Shisha Mirror Work and 

hand stitches, to embellish a collaborative piece of artwork for their community centre.  

 

Case Study 2: Mindfulness Embroidery Course with the 

Organisation the Shantona Womenôs Group at the Bangladeshi 

Community Centre (Leeds) 

 

Case Study 2 involved working with the Shantona Womenôs Group. They are located 

at the Bangladeshi Community Centre in Leeds. This organisation asked me to deliver 

a 6-week mindfulness embroidery class to a group of 25 women. This diverse group 

of women is made up of a range of ages, ethnicities, faiths, and beliefs. Most of the 

women in this group have a range of complex mental health issues and associated 

needs. The work that the Shantona Womenôs Centre does is aimed at supporting the 

group's wellbeing; ñinspiring women, strengthening families, and building 

communitiesò (Shantona Womenôs Centre, n.d.) is their mission. Their aim is to 

empower women and encourage them through a range of free educational and 

wellbeing support programmes. My 6-week embroidery course sought to educate the 

participants with the process of embroidery and consider how it can support their 
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general wellbeing while also enriching and embellishing their lives. This research data 

was collected through photographs, surveys, and interviews with the organisation and 

participants. We worked together to create an embroidered wall hanging for their 

community room. This case study will examine the ongoing research theme of 

connecting communities through embroidery, but it will focus specifically on the idea 

of embellishing as a means of óRethinking Embroideryô within this methodology in a 

socially prescribed context.  

 

The centre has been running for over 20 years. I interviewed Zubeda Patel, the 

complex mental health needs officer and manager of the womenôs group. She had 

never considered using embroidery with the group until she saw some of the previous 

embroidery work I had done with community groups. She mentioned that since the 

pandemic, ñmental health issues have become much more prevalentò, with a 

noticeable rise in ñanxiety, depression, and some hesitation about coming out and 

accessing servicesò. She thought embroidery might help some of her participants 

suffering from isolation and wellbeing issues after the lockdown periods.  

 

Zubeda mentioned that the group is a social group, and the space offers a confidential 

space where they can share feelings and thoughts free of judgement. That peer 

support from others is there to encourage each other and converse with like-minded 

individuals.  When the course was complete, Zubeda said that ñthe ladies thoroughly 

enjoyed the stitches that they learned and had a wonderful time doing this activity in 

their social environmentò, and ñconversations flowed while the ladies were stitching, 

and they discussed their shared experiences and found common groundò. This was 

interesting as for many of the participants, English was not their first language, and 

sometimes these conversations were happening in two or three different languages 

across the table. Sometimes the language barriers created a different dynamic 

throughout the group, allowing the needle and embellishment process to become the 

shared language throughout this course. This is something embroidery artist Lynn 

Setterington talks about in her practice. For this research, I interviewed Lynn about 

her work to gain further perspective on stitch as a language: 

 

      ñI also did some work with a womenôs group in Oldham and a lot of the 

women didnôt speak English; I mean, I canôt speak very much Bengali ébut we 
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communicated through stitch; that was the key thing éthis is really important, 

this is really powerful and soò (Setterington, 2023).  

 

The theme of stitch as language and the word embellishment felt interconnected 

during this case study. Seeing stitch as a shared language is not something I had 

considered before, but it helped us cross boundaries and bring people together.  

 

Groups of women stitching together have a long history within embroidery; pre-

industrial revolution production of textiles took up a lot of time and energy.  The act of 

preparing or embellishing a textile together was and still is an important way for 

communities to create a sense of social cohesion; ñpeople bond easily with each other 

when they are engaged in shared work... furthering a sense of group cohesionò 

(Gordon, 2013, p. 131). Although I am not focusing on the shared production of textiles 

for income through groups of women weaving or stitching together, I am still interested 

in the social cohesion element of this way of working and making. Historically, these 

textile workplaces became social gathering spots and community fellowships, bonding 

communities together; they would talk while working and their children would play 

together (Gordon, 2013, p. 131). There were many similarities to this in the group 

dynamics of Shantona Womenôs Group: women with children, drinking tea, sharing 

food and stories in their first languages; the activity was merely an embellishment to 

the situation, an added extra to pass the time, allowing and creating a space, deeper 

connections, communication, and gossip.  
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Figure 16:.Case Study 2, Shantona Womenôs Group (2022) 

With this case study, I observed the group and documented it to tailor the course to 

the needs of all community participants. For most of the group, English was not their 

first language, meaning multiple methods of communication, some through visual 

observation, recording of visual findings through photographs, note-taking, and video 

recordings. For others, I managed to record words through feedback forms within the 

session, and my notetaking from dictation. From the general feedback received 

throughout these sessions, 80% of participants said ñyesò to this course improving 

their health and wellbeing and ñyesò to supporting them to connect with others in their 

community. However, 20% said they were ñnot sureò. So, a similar response to case 

study 1 with regards to the general wellbeing outcomes of this case study. When 

working with this case study, I looked at the work of ethnographic researcher Sarah 
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Pink (Centre for Global ethnography, n.d.) to inform my approach to collecting 

research data through video, photography, and notetaking of the sessions. I found 

ethnographic research more fruitful for this case study as English was not the first 

language of many who attended this session, resulting in a more observational 

approach to collecting data.  

 

Embellishments or embellishing can often mean óto add somethingô, ómake something 

fancierô, or óimprove the surface of clothô; it is not necessary, but it is an embellishment 

and an addition to our lives. I asked participants what difference this course had made 

to their lives. Has it changed or improved? Had anything been added to it that they felt 

was important to mention? Participants mentioned that ñit has taught me new skills 

that I didnôt know beforeò; ñBeing more creativeò (Shantona, Participant 2, 2022); ñYes, 

I now do embroidery in the evenings, to help manage stress, and destress after a long 

day. Reflective time as opposed to watching TVò; ñLearning something new, seeing 

new people, it calms you, helps you forget about your worry/stress for a whileò. They 

mention skills, creativity, and alternatives to TV, using the process as a new way to 

manage stress or worry. It could be argued that embellishment to their lives through 

embroidery skills was adding something different to their usual routines or approaches 

to life. This idea of making ósmallô differences is something Jessica Hemmings writes 

about in her article Acknowledging the Smallness (sometimes) of Craft (Hemmings, 

2018), noting that the smallness itself can have more of an impact than we think, 

crafting power to have an impact on the bigger contact of working within the community 

(Hemmings, 2018). 

 

Participants also spoke about their favourite embellishments or stitches, noting, ñback 

stitch was my most favourite and blanket stitchò, ñHow to thread a needle properlyò, 

ñfocus concentrating, discipline, and organisation of stitchesò.  When Shisha Mirror 

Work was taught, participants began to unlock memories of embellishments passed 

down through generations or evoke memories of garments, South Asian textile 

traditions, and embellishments. One participant noted, ñI learned a new stitch and I 

remembered a bead stitch after 45 yearsò. This participant remembered a stitch her 

mother had shown her in Pakistan 45 years ago; it was a bead stitch. I recorded the 

stitch, and together we gathered around, watching the steps carefully so we could all 

learn from each other. This participant showed the rest of the group this complex 
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embellishment stitch, sharing knowledge that she had tapped into after many years of 

not sewing.  

 

 

 

 

Figure 17 Case Study 2, Shantona Womenôs Group (2022) 

One participant simply mentioned the words ñthe gatheringò.  English was not her first 

language, but using this word made me realise how important the processðthe act of 

coming togetherðis in these situations for these participants. In similarity to Case 

Study 1, both cases note the importance of social cohesion and stitching together. In 

the text Stitching a Social Fabric, places and people, individuals and communities are 

discussed,  and in the text Hand Stitch Perspectives (Kettle, 2012), Bletcher (2012, p. 

56) writes, ñWorking together offers the opportunity for individuals to develop a sense 

of inclusion, a space to contribute... people come together to stitchðthe chatting, the 

exchange of ideas and techniques, and the telling of stories and asking what it is about 

textiles and hand stitch in particular that allows people to engage so readilyò. The 

author states that sometimes it is the desire to ñcommemorate, to celebrate, to 

decorate, and to express individual and collective cultural identitiesò. I find the word 

decorate key here, and there is a direct correlation with the word embellish in a poetic 

context.  Claire Hunterôs book Threads of Life (2019) also explores many examples of 

how embroidery has been used to ñexpress identity, protest, memory, power, and 
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politics told through the stories of men and women over centuries and across 

continents who have used the language of sewing to make their voices heardò (Hunter, 

2019). The book explores sewing as a tool to express a sense of place and identity, 

stating that ñsewing is a way to mark our existence on cloth: patterning our place in 

the world, voicing our identity, sharing something of ourselves with others, and leaving 

the indelible evidence of our presence in stitches held fast by our touchò (Hunter, 2019, 

p. 1). This concept of patterning our place through stitching or using it to create or 

embed a memory also relates to the theme of embroidery to óembellishô community, 

as it creates a lasting physical legacy in the embellishment itself. This is not the only 

embellished outcome I explore in this thesis; I also explore the metaphorical approach 

to embellishment as well.  

 

One well-known example of an embroidery educator who has worked within the 

boundaries of embroidery and community engagement would be Alice Kettle, a 

contemporary textile and fibre artist. She is known for her intricate, large-scale 

machine embroidery pieces, but in 2018, she embarked on a project that was 

community-focused. óThread Bearing Witnessô was a project that focused on 

connecting communities and individuals across the UK, inviting them to get stitching 

and show solidarity for refugees and asylum seekers while also raising funds for 

displaced people around the world. Participants were asked to engage with the óStitch 

a Treeô aspect of the project; these were small, stitched tree samplers stitched by over 

5000 contributors, made up of refugee groups and the extended community. As 

Mitchison (2018) put it, ñThis is an exhibition of many parts using embroidery as the 

catalyst for the telling of refugee stories... the project reflects a willingness to listen, to 

be led, and to be changed by the events and people who surround us. Creativity and 

stitch are used as a common language to actively welcome and support people in our 

communities who have fled dangerò.  Reflecting on this has prompted me to think 

about how communities have felt during times of societal danger. The pandemic that 

began this research with my óonline case studyô has brought with it this sense of loss, 

disconnection, and isolation. With the community group I worked with at the Shantona 

Centre, I explored the idea of welcome and connection through embellishments and 

creativity, similar to what Kettle has done during the óThread Bearing Witnessô project. 

Each participant was given a section of cloth from my past to embroider and pass 



Elnaz Yazdani  

71 
 

along to others in the group, for me to later piece together and turn into a wall hanging 

for their centre. This was their first embroidery project, and they wanted something 

simple to follow, easy to achieve, and easy to learn from while also creating 

embellishments that held meaning or had a connection to the original maker. In this 

case, the piece was my grandmotherôs embroidered tablecloth, unfinished and sitting 

lonely in my studio for years. The act of taking something so personal to a community 

group with no prior knowledge was my way of sharing, caring for, and encouraging 

shared embellishment and connection through embroidery practice. As participants in 

this case study point out, it ñhas brought the women together with a common aimò, 

ñconversations flowed while the participants stitched, and they discussed their shared 

experiences and found common ground." My process in this case study compares to 

Kettleôs thread-bearing witness project, as each participant was stitching onto a 

separate piece to be stitched together at the end. In my case, however, the ground 

cloth was part of my family inheritance that I shared with the group before bringing it 

back into its new form through collective stitching.  

 

Figure 18 Case Study 2, Shantona Womenôs Group (2022) 

During this case study, I took notes from workshops, documenting a disjointed 

atmosphere at the start of the course and ñdropping in and out of sessionsò (Shercliff, 

2015). There was space for food, which came first, and then the embroidery was 
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simply embellished on top for activity. Friendships and bonds have already formed in 

some cases, as the group has been running for some time. The space is clearly carved 

out just for them. They do not have to worry about family, work, stresses, or other 

commitments. I overheard one participant say, ñThe only thing to get stressed about 

here is my thread getting untangledò, which is rather stressful for some, but for others, 

the act of untangling can be relaxing. When documenting social community events like 

embroidery workshops, it enables you, as the facilitator, to be creative in your 

approach to collecting and documenting responses. This can be a challenge in 

creative-making contexts with communities for research purposes. This is covered in 

óInventive Methods: The Happening of the Socialô (Lury & Wakeford, 2014). The 

collection ñaims to provide a resource, an inventory of methods or devices that may 

be used to conduct research that is explicitly orientated towards an investigation of the 

open-endedness of the social worldò (Lury & Wakeford, 2014, p. 2). The writer also 

discusses methods being introduced as a ñVerb: to probe, to pattern, to recordò (Lury 

& Wakeford, 2014, p. 3). This directly correlates to and links to what I am aiming to 

design with my methodology of redefining embroidery, essentially using verbs as 

probes for social interaction and connection. The verbs óembellish, connect, and 

transformô seek to invent a new method of knowledge production within the field of 

embroidery.  

 

Figure 19 Case Study 2, Shantona Womenôs Group (2022) 

The group shared stories of their lived experience of domestic violence and mental 

health issues while embroidering, as well as how they got through times of hardship. 
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Others shared their previous sewing experience, some sat quietly, displaying a 

ñstrange sense of calm and focusò, according to the leader of the group. I asked one 

of the women what she had done this week. She said, ñNothing. This is the only thing 

I do each weekò and ñI come Mon caf® and sewò. This feedback was significant; for 

some, this was the only interaction with others they have all week; the only 

embellishment or added extra to their week; and the embroidery was an 

embellishment of this. This triggered a sense of sadness but also reassurance that the 

methodology of connection and embellishment through embroidery together might be 

working. There was a sense of sadness in this group, as I felt that the stitches were 

enabling them to open up and share with others, pleased that it was working but 

sometimes forgetting the impact that it could have on the group atmosphere and 

facilitator. Some weeks, the group felt unsettled, as though their personal hardships 

were being quietly stitched into the cloth. This can be hard to capture and document 

through textiles; it is possible to feel and experience othersô trauma through 

embellishment practice. The text, óHow Do You Footnote a Smile? One Dialog about 

Two Extremes of Textile Research (Hemmings & Nordström, 2020) covers some 

themes of this. They explore three central themes: ñwhat communication may be 

possible through the textile for experience when met with silence; how lived 

experiences that do not conform to óvalidô research data can be brought to academic 

discourse (how do you footnote a smile); and... anxiety that our research could be 

misconstrued as ñbenefiting from anotherôs traumaò. Their truthfulness resonated with 

this case study. When working with groups that have experienced trauma and 

providing positive experiences in a supportive and constructive setting, it is easy to 

forget until the flow of conversations starts. Sharing stories and moving away from the 

stitching can be triggering and difficult for all involved. Textile artist Lynn Setterington 

draws upon this in my interview with her for this research:  

 

ñWhen I was doing my PhD, there was a woman doing hers on a fabulous study... it 

was with menôs mental health; she was not a stitcher but she was doing stitchingé 

she was conscious she was getting told stuff [from the group], [so] where are the 

boundaries? é itôs something to be mindful of; with my groups, itôs like a regular drop-

in so less likely, but yeah, you have to... have somewhere to go to speak to someone. 

I did a project a while ago for a refugee group. Years ago, people were drawing maps 

of where home is, and of course this woman burst into tears. This woman was from 
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Georgia, it brought back all sorts of emotions. Another woman in another session had 

to leave her children behind; it was just like, óOh my godô, that is hard to hear and what 

do you do with this information? I think it should be built into projects, always 

somewhere for the lead person or facility to go and raise issues. Thatôs what I mean 

about me getting burnt out... not so much from those sorts of things but the things you 

take on your shoulders are huge, and it needs to be plannedîäý 

 

The above quote led me to conclude that sometimes the impact we intend our research 

to have on the community can end up resulting in a completely different outcome. This 

is how knowledge is produced, but when working with case studies where trauma and 

mental wellbeing are involved, it is important to remember that embroidery cannot 

simply ñfixò all issues or change peopleôs lives completely; it is merely an 

embellishment in the moment and a means for ongoing or temporary support. In this 

context, we need to consider the wellbeing of all involved in the research, including 

the practitioner, group, facilitator, and any support needs that might be considered 

throughout, including aftercare. In funded bids and projects, often the emphasis is on 

supporting the group, participants only, but funders, researchers, and others must 

recognise the importance of supporting the facilitator and artist too, particularly when 

working in these contexts. This enables them to better support and cater to those 

groupsô needs. The International Journal of Art Therapy has covered some of these 

key findings in recent examples. For example, in the journal óWorking with Trauma: 

Expanding, Examining, and Evidencing the Value of Art Therapy,ô it covers the 

importance of the art therapist or facilitator's own reflectivity when working with people 

or groups who have experienced trauma and navigating the mental impact this can 

have on both parties (2024).  It offers some useful insights on working with people, for 

example, ñworking gently at a pace that matches the clientôs capability... offering 

communication when words or memories failò (Coles, 2024, p1), and it recognises the 

importance of the dual experience of both the therapist and the participants and how 

these two relationships interplay.  

 

Recognising the above helps to expand my educational pedagogy of óRethinking 

Embroideryô and learn from it better as an educator under the context of óEmbellishô. It 

can act as a tool for affective community education when óRethinking Embroideryô finds 

that when we óEmbellishô in this context, it can allow room for difficult participant 
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conversations to flow as it clearly helps people to open up while embellishment is in 

action. It is important to raise the question here: is embellishment in this methodology 

temporary in the context of this research, or is it just the connection ongoing and 

embellishment more uncertain in the context of this methodology?  In the next chapter, 

I will explore the concluding verb 'transform,ô where I aim to conclude this thesis and 

draw upon what we have learned in chapters 1 (connect) and 2 (embellish).  
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Chapter 3: Transform 

Transforming: ñmake a marked change in the form, nature, or appearance of, undergo 

a marked changeò (Oxford Dictionary, 2023): This is a way of describing the end of 

embroideryðthe satisfaction of transforming or making a change in the appearance 

of something using needle and thread through fabric. This chapter is an investigation 

into the third verb of my methodology of óRethinking Embroideryô; this is óTransformô. 

The transformative element of this methodology covers some of the results, the 

findings, and what transformations have happened to the individuals involved in the 

original case study, one year on. To support the evaluation of my findings from Case 

Study 1, I held a recorded interview with the participants one year later to find out how 

they felt about the group and how this had influenced their experience of participating 

in community socially prescribed embroidery. The full interview can be found in 

Appendix 5. 

Mindful making group, Stitch-Up closing interview. 

 

The group began at Stitch-Up as part of their mindful making series, and then the 

participants chose to take part in my research to support the documentation of the 

groupôs journey and experience of using embroidery as a means of social prescribing. 

Due to its success, it ended up continuing through the duration of my MA and 

continues to run as a socially prescribed group today. Sustaining community groups 

like this one can be hard to maintain. The longevity of this group is rare in a community 

workshop setting of this kind, often due to funding or changes in group dynamics. The 

uncertainty of this type of work is something artist Claire Wellesley-Smith reflected 

upon in a 2023 talk at the Growing Colour Together Symposium at the University of 

Huddersfield, noting the precarity of community projects and how this can be 

concerning for community members if longer-term initiatives and approaches are not 

set (Wellesley-Smith, 2023). I began the interview by asking the participants if they felt 

the group had changed from when we had first started. Table 19 shows two participant 

responses noting the benefits of a successful long-term group, to get to know people 

and make strong connections. 
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Table 19: Quotes from Closing Interview 

I then asked the group if they felt differently about themselves, the community, or even 

the process of stitching in a group since we first started.  Table 20 shows the replies 

of participants 4 and 3. It is apparent that very strong bonds and friendships have 

already emerged because of the groupôs establishment and continuation. The 

comment from participant 4 on ñcoming for the embroidery but I stayed for the peopleò 

suggests that community connections are now a stronger foundation than the activity 

itself.  

 

Table 20: Quotes from Closing Interview 

Due to my findings in chapter one on the physical constraints of embroidery and the 

inability to connect to the full NHS 5 ways to wellbeing, I asked the participants how 

they felt physically after doing embroidery as a means of social prescribing for over a 

year now. The responses in table 21 highlight the lack of pressure to produce or meet 

a deadline, how they value mental progress over physical progress, and how group 

members' acceptance and acknowledgement of this makes accessing overall positive 

effects on wellbeing more likely. Some of the group members are still struggling in 

their lives with physical health anyway, so attending a low-level physical activity like 

embroidery over a more physical activity like gardening is more appropriate for some. 

The comments from participant 1 made a small breakthrough in my findings. When 

measuring wellbeing levels and accessing the ó5 steps to wellbeingô through socially 

prescribed embroidery, the process of getting to the class in the morning is a physical 
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activity, taking people out of isolation within their homes and supporting them to 

access a physical space. 

 

Table 21: Quotes from Closing Interview 

We went on to discuss what it was like for them to see their creations displayed at the 

community centre after one year. The group had created three different embroidered 

hangings for the centre, including the one produced in Case Study 1 of Chapter 1. The 

feedback presented in Table 22 highlights that these experiences span outside of the 

workshop settings and into the practical work the group has created. The participants 

have made their mark with embroidery within the work they have created collectively. 

Sharing it and showcasing it at the centre has created a sense of belonging for the 

participants, establishing their connection to the centre and not just during the 

workshop settings.  

 

Table 22: Quotes from Closing Interview 



Elnaz Yazdani  

79 
 

I then asked if the group had embarked on anything else creative since. The comments 

in figure 23 demonstrate how the experiences of participating in socially prescribed 

embroidery extend beyond the workshop setting itself and into the everyday lives of 

the participants, encouraging their confidence and empowerment in other tasks. 

Participant 4 mentions finding their ómojoô again; the definition of ómojoô is ña magic 

charm, talisman, or spellò (Oxford Dictionary, 2023) I found this use of language in 

relation to their experience of the group, connected to the methodology I am trying to 

put in place for teaching embroidery in these contexts. óMojoô can also be referred to 

as óinfluence, through a magic powerô, and I found this connection to and use of 

language related to the transformation element of my methodology. Participant 4 also 

stated, ñItôs oddly re-energising here as wellò. The energy created in the sessions 

impacts the experiences of the participants outside of the sessions. Participant 1 also 

made note of the groupôs transformative power. For some, the idea of transformation 

has not been through choice; it's been due to ill health or poor mental wellbeing, so in 

some ways, the group has been there to support this unwanted transition and turn it 

into a supportive experience for the individual using embroidery practice. This is 

important to acknowledge in the context of the research question, as it might not be 

the course that created a transformation but the act of implementing socially 

prescribed embroidery; the embroidery might be accompanying an already ongoing 

transition. 
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Table 23 Quotes from Closing Interview 

From feedback, itôs clear that this group had a rare ecology, with a safe, ónon-

judgementalô environment for participants to experience socially prescribed 

embroidery. The feedback presented in table 23 shows that the overall experiences of 

participants in Case Study 1 are increasingly positive. This could be due to the 

participants' built and trusted relationships with each other over time. I went on to ask 

if they enjoyed the stitching more or the act of being together as a group.  Participant 

3 stated, ñFor me, itôs both,ò and Participant 4 said, "combination." The continued 

recognition of both the socially prescribed embroidery activity and the connection of 

the group is important to note at this stage and to recognise that the two are still 

working together to reflect the experiences of those involved. Participant 2ôs response 

spoke volumes to community connection through the group; they have been going 

through chemotherapy while attending the group and went on to say they would not 

have even gone into their garden until they had come to this group first. This level of 
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trust, comfort, and support thatôs been built within this group should be noted and 

signified as a positive outcome of this research. 

 

Table 24: Quotes from Closing Interview 

I then asked if they would continue a group like this in the future, and I was immediately 

met with the comments in Table 25:  

 

Table 25: Quotes from Closing Interview 
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Their concern for the group's future did highlight the dynamics and level of attachment 

the group had formed to each other, myself, and the space. When participant 1 said, 

'Oh, please donôt tell me you donôt have funding for next term', it struck me that funding 

is key to the continuation and development of these groups, but in the event of no 

funding, the aftercare of these groups becomes a concerning issue, as is the self-

sustaining nature of these groups. In the óStitching Together Good Practice 

Guidelinesô, the term óaftercareô is used to ñconsider what will happen to the 

participants, the work they have created, the equipment, data, and themselves once 

the project finishesò (Stitching Together, 2020). 

 

During this interview, participant 1 surprised me with a question: ñAs a question to you, 

then, as a facilitator, do you feel anything about the group? What do you feel about 

the group?ò It reminded me of the importance of recognising my impact on the group 

and my role as the facilitator over the past few years. My response was: 

 

ñI love this group and it has grown so much over the last year. I get so much 

from it; I feel your support and there is no hierarchy. I have learnt a lot from 

being a facilitator in doing mental health and safeguarding coursesé and it has 

been really helpful for me. I now know how to support people alongside socially 

prescribed embroidery, and I love your creations, seeing you grow in 

confidence and your stitching skills as well. I was an embroidery technician 

before so that has always stayed with me. At the start of this course, you 

commented that you canôt sew, but actually all of you are really good sewers... 

thatôs been really nice for me to see. you develop confidence in your technique 

as wellò. 

 

Allowing myself the time during this interview to sit and reflect on my thoughts on the 

group was useful for myself and the group members. I realised that the open nature 

of this group and the atmosphere that has been created by myself and the group 

members is a rare thing. This is something artist Lynn Setterington spoke about during 

our interview. 

 

ñShe said to me, maybe youôre not as famous or well-known as you should be 

because... the way you work is inclusive and not hierarchical... you bring so 
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many other skills... empathy is a really important method and ingredient; you 

have to be on board and listen to those involved. I donôt think everybody can do 

that; thatôs an underrated skill and is important and you do need people to gel 

and feel comfortable. Making is good for people but if they are not feeling very 

confident, having a go and being hands-on is harder.ò  

 

This point by Lynn and being interviewed so confidently by one of the participants 

made me value and acknowledge the hard work I have put in. I created a space in 

which there is no hierarchy between participants and facilitators, communities feel safe 

and valued, and work is still created to a high quality and with enthusiasm. Creating 

this environment has, in turn, directly influenced the experiences of people who 

participated in my embroidery workshops in a very positive way.  

 

Another important factor that came out of this closing interview was the importance of 

acquiring a new skill. The responses in Table 26 highlight that the experience of 

learning a new skill is so much greater than I anticipated. These embroidery skills are 

not something my participants would have come across in everyday circumstances or 

even thought they would be able to acquire. Now they are free to empower others, 

teach, share, and pass them on. There is something very powerful and confidence-

boosting about acquiring a skill and being able to show someone else that skill. The 

fact that embroidery is less well-known gives uniqueness to the craft process and 

helps sustain it in this community context. 

   

 

Table 26: Quotes from Closing Interview 
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Participants also mention there is no pressure on the group with regards to speed or 

the making of work; the responses can be seen in table 27. This was part of my 

designed methodology of teaching; the tasks I set up were achievable but challenging, 

and the 6-week blocks helped to provide enough time for participants to complete a 

piece. As pieces were collective, we were all working towards a joint goal, so there 

was never any pressure upon one person to make or meet a deadline. The participants 

then go on to self-identify this as a unique group trait compared to other groups they 

have attended, highlighting the organic environment this group has created. 

 

 

 

Table 27 Quotes from Closing Interview 
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We also reflected on the use of stitch as a form of language, as over the course of the 

year we have had many participants in the group where English has not been the first 

language, or they donôt speak English at all. Responses can be seen in Table 28; 

participants refer to stitches as words and an ñinternational languageò able to cross 

boundaries.  I reflected back to the original case study when participant 1 coined her 

stitch, the óimposter stitchô (Participant 1). The óimposter stitchô was the participant's 

learned stitchða stitch that went wrong when trying to implement it, thus inventing a 

new stitch. At the time, a correlation was made between imposter syndrome and 

imposter stitch. This led participant 3 to reflect on stitches as imperfections in 

personality; not all stitches are perfect, and neither are we. 

 

Table 28: Quotes from Closing Interview 
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Table 29: Quotes from Closing Interview 

I closed my interview with the participants by asking if they had found the course 

helped their individual circumstances of grief, illness, loneliness, or isolation. I was met 

with a collective "yes." In table 29, a participant also mentioned the specific example 

of going through chemotherapy while taking part in this group and the fact that the 

group is a support group as well as a space to learn from each other, make friends, 

and be creative. I continued by asking if they ever experience mind wandering while 

stitching, if this causes any anxiety or if it triggers them. I asked if the novelty of the 

group had worn off now that they are more seasoned stitchers and familiar with the 

process. Participant 4 said, "No, because you switch off, and I love the switch offô and 

participant 3 then said, ñOne thing that does trigger me is if this group ever folded, we 

have become attached!ò My concerns around this were highlighted above; however, 

participant 1 ended with a self-identified solution: ñWe can keep in touch, and we would 

just find a coffee house somewhere with a room we can use and a kettleò. Noting that 

the community connection can exist long after the group's existence.  

 

Rethinking Embroidery as an educational tool under the context of óTransformô in this 

section led me to explore The Journal of Arts & Communities, ñCreative arts and 

resilient communitiesò. The piece explores the commitment of the creative arts as a 

means of connecting communities, exploring how it impacts social cohesion, change, 

and challenges faced by individuals and communitiesò (Afolabi, 2024), much like I 

have done above in the óTransformô Chapter, by understanding the impact the group 

has had on individuals and their community over a longer period of time. The article 

ñprioritises engagement in process over the outcomeò through its own pedagogical 

styles, enabling communities to ñfind their own voices through creativity and be worked 

ówithô rather than ótoô ñ(Afolabi, 2024, P6). This is similar to my own educational 

approach of rethinking embroidery and the transform element; as mentioned above, 
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by engaging in this educational approach, it has enabled transformation of individuals 

and communities to take place, making a more resilient group. The transformative 

approach has enabled the group to sustain itself through the development of a strong 

community network. The journal argues that the power of creative practice within 

communities can forge new relationships, challenge cultural norms, and build 

resilience by creating space for collective action, suggesting that ñthe embodied and 

sensory knowledge produced through creative practice has the potential to reshape 

our worlds in ways that foreground expertise and aspirations that have traditionally 

been suppressedò (Afolabi, 2024). Evidence ongoing throughout this chapter suggest 

that this is the case, as the group has grown over time, providing stronger bonds and 

connections by giving voice to community members through stitching. It has also 

provided a safe space for individuals to express themselves, resulting in an ongoing 

transformation.  
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Evaluation  

To evaluate my data findings, I used a coded method for compiling qualitative data to 

organise my findings against my four objectives (Robson & McCartan, 2016). The 

objectives of my study were to test my methodology in a community setting to find out 

how this influences the experiences of people participating; analyse these findings 

through qualitative and quantitative data collation through in-person embroidery case 

studies; and explore the effectiveness of embroidery as a means of social prescribing 

to reflect on how communities and practitioners might sustain socially prescribed 

embroidery as a community practice. 

 

Code 1: Testing the Method  

Objective one of my research was to test my invented methodology in a community 

setting through X2-designed case studies measured through qualitative data collection 

captured during embroidery workshops. This objective is coded as ótesting the 

methodô. I found that each verb of my methodology brought with it a new understanding 

of ways we can connect, embellish, or transform community. To reflect on chapter 

one, I explored the work and theory of David Gauntlet (2011), Csikszentmihalyi (n.d.), 

Ingrid Fetell Lee (n.d.), Claire Wellesley Smith (2021), Catherine Rinehart (2021), 

Lauren Leone (2021), Rosemary Davidson, and Arzu Tahsin (2019), to explore my 

methodology in the context of others and find out where my methodology sits as an 

educator working with embroidery in a social community context. By reflecting on this 

new research methodology, I found direct links to theory around making and 

connecting through craft for the purpose of community connection. The results of both 

my online survey and case study 1 showed that this verb referred to the obvious joining 

and linking of thread to material but also the linking and joining of people in a socially 

prescribed context. Both studies proved that it was about the physical and mental 

connection between community members and individuals and not just the stitching 

itself.  

 

Chapter two explored the verb óEmbellishô for óTesting the Methodô. Embroidery is ñthe 

art or pastime of embroidering clothò, an ñembellishment or exaggerationò (Oxford 

Dictionary, 2023). To remind ourselves, this case study explored the theme of 

'Embellish', the second verb of my methodology, óRethinking Embroideryô. I explored 
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the adornment or addition to someoneôs life through the added skill or activity of 

embellishment. This case study focused on the poetic representation that defining 

embroidery through an embellishment can have in the context of working with 

communities through shared hand stitching. I explored the  methodology of Janis 

Jefferies The Happening of the Social and her themes around inventive methods to 

ground my own method. I found out that embroidery skills and community acquiring a 

new skill can be developed further under this verb; itôs about embellishing the fabrics 

and lives of those involved in the activity, an addition or adornment to someoneôs life. 

 

Chapter three explored the third verb of my new methodology: Transform, ñmake a 

marked change in the form, nature, or appearance of, undergo a marked change". In 

a socially prescribed context, this is about the empowerment of the individual, 

reflection, and the change the individual has gone through on their journey with 

embroidery. This chapter sheds light on most of my evaluative findings from Case 

Study 1. In designing my methodology, this was my intention because óto transformô is 

to find something new or make a change. Through this verb and chapter, I found that 

showcasing the work of participants at the centre brought with it a sense of belonging 

and connection, expanding outside of the workshop setting. This created a sense of 

purpose and pride in place, transforming the location and atmosphere at the centre. 

The transformations were also documented throughout, showing that the overall 

experiences of participants in Case Study 1 are increasingly positive. This could be 

down to the participants building trusting relationships with each other over time. They 

noted that both stitching and the act of being together were just as important; the 

continued recognition of both the socially prescribed embroidery activity and the 

connection of the group is important to note as the two are still working together to 

reflect the experiences of those involved. 

 

The methodology also increased the transformation and importance of acquiring a new 

skill. It is unlikely that these skills of embroidery are not something the participants 

would have come across in everyday circumstances or even thought they would be 

able to acquire. Now they are free to empower others, teach, share, and pass those 

skills on. There is something very powerful about acquiring a skill that boosts 

confidence, especially when being able to demonstrate and teach that to someone 

else. Embroidery may be less well-known, but this gives a uniqueness to the craft 
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process and helps sustain it in this community context. To design this methodology 

and develop embroidery skills throughout, I explored the work of Claire Hunter (2019) 

and Anne Morrell (1986). Their relationship and connection with embroidery supported 

the design of my methodology, 'Rethinking Embroideryô, through the influence of 

educators, past family history, and literature. I found that by focusing on the exploration 

of simple stitches rather than the aesthetic dimension of the stitches, as Morrel refers 

to, I considered the social possibilities of simple stitches with my groups, providing a 

more focused analysis of how the process of embroidery can connect communities. 

 

Overall, in óTesting the Methodô, when used in the realm of teaching, adopting a 

óRethinking Embroideryô approach allows us to connect, embellish, and transform 

communities through the transformative power, demonstrating the positive impacts 

beyond the aesthetic outcome. It also allows for learning and transformation to happen 

for the facilitator or educator as well as within the daily lives of the participants. 

 

Code 2: Analysing People's Experiences:  

 

Objective two analysed the way that people experienced embroidery in a community 

setting from the start of the research during the pandemic in 2021 until now, in 2023. 

The initial online survey revealed recurring themes around embroidery and individual 

wellbeing, connection through embroidery during a time of isolation, conversations and 

feelings around embroidery, and favourite stitches. All surrounding the idea of 

community connection and the connection through embroidery. The initial survey was 

held online during the pandemic, opening, and connecting opportunities for people to 

attend who may not have been close to Yorkshire. The lockdown period allowed time 

for people to engage with crafts like embroidery, a time many people did not have 

before the pandemic. However, even though interest in embroidery was high, 

connecting with others during these online sessions proved difficult. I discovered a 

large part of what defines community connection is the act of coming together 

physically. I too saw the disadvantages of being alone, and from my survey, the 

participants also found it difficult to connect with others over a screen. The issue of 

feeling disconnected and having no means of community connection came up several 

times with various participants. Although participants mentioned feelings of anxiety, 

stress, and isolation, they also mentioned how embroidery helped to combat or ease 
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these feelings. This revealed a clear pattern of using embroidery to help oneself during 

a difficult time. I therefore found out that the process, not necessarily the physical 

creative outcome, was a more important factor in this research. It shed light on the 

importance of embroidery practice and the experiences of people who participated in 

courses based within this community setting. 

 

In the online survey, I found that a limitation of using qualitative methods of research 

online is not being able to fully gauge the personal responses you would collect in an 

in-person context, making these findings more difficult to gauge and quantify. The 

ability to connect through embroidery online was fragmented, and the style of data 

collected was too organised and calculated compared to the in-person courses. 

Another factor to note is that most participants self-referred to these online sessions 

through word of mouth, online social media platforms, and events, making it difficult to 

gauge the reasons for attending the online courses. However, one key finding from 

this survey was the newfound interest or rebirth of peopleôs interest in craft activities 

such as embroidery. I ascertained that both embroidery and the theme of community 

connection contained a direct link, allowing for opportunities and experiences for 

participants to connect with one another through stitch online. 

 

When the project moved onto my in-person case studies, when pandemic restrictions 

were lifted, I began running my first socially prescribed embroidery sessions to groups. 

At the Stitch-Up CIC Mindful Making group (Case Study 1), the study examined the 

relationship between embroidery and community. I discovered that the participantsô 

main reason for signing up was to find individual connection after isolation during the 

pandemic or simply put, to get out of the house. I discovered the importance of 

developing a sense of togetherness and explored the connection to relevant theories 

such as Radical Happiness: Moments of Collective Joy by Lynne Segal (2018) and 

Resilient Stitch: Wellbeing and Connection in Textile Art by Claire Wellesley Smith 

(2021) and Joining in and dropping out: Hand-stitching in Spaces of Social Interaction 

by Emma Shercliff (2015). The study showed that the act of coming together around 

one central piece of embroidery and sharing the collective efforts and outcome of the 

work created a stronger element of social connectedness: ñI really enjoyed working on 

a corner of the tablecloth. The sense of togetherness with us working on different 

corners was very powerfulò.  
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The second case study with Shantona Womenôs Group saw much support for 

participants suffering from mental health issues, anxiety, and depression; the group 

was my second socially prescribed group. The group leader noticed that embroidery 

might be able to support some of the participants suffering from isolation after 

lockdown. Social connectedness through embroidery was of similar findings to Case 

Study 1. I discovered that embroidery creates strong connections between multiple 

languages. Many participants did not speak English, or English was not their first 

language, meaning connection through conversation was not always possible. The 

study explored the idea of stitch as a language, acting as another social mechanism 

to help increase social connectedness and analyse the impact on people. Exploring 

the work of Sarah Pink and Lynn Setterington, ethnographic research in this context 

can help cross boundaries, bring people together, and connect through stitch rather 

than other ónormalô means of interaction. 

 

I discovered that many participants in Case Study 2 saw the workshops as an 

óembellishmentô to the situation, an extra activity to pass the time, which in turn did 

create space for deeper connections. However, you could argue that this could have 

been any activity to embellish the situation and not just embroidery. Participants did 

mention that the craft could be seen as an alternative to TV and a way to manage 

stress or worry, a distraction from everyday mundane activities. It could be argued that 

embroidery was making a small difference or óembellishingô/ their usual routines or 

approaches to life. 

 

Through my research and literature reviews, I discovered that craft and care go hand 

in hand, thus increasing social connectedness, as embroidery helps to add to the 

social mechanisms in which it can then help to create an impact on people. John Lewis 

haberdashery sales reported an online boost, and outlets like Hobbycraft said the 

number of people visiting their website tripled since lockdown began (Margolis, 2020). 

An article in The Guardian in 2020 stated, ñThe mindfulness industry (which goes hand 

in hand with sewing) was already thriving before lockdown sent our levels of boredom 

and anxiety through the roof.ò (Margolis, 2020). ñTo be a human is to be a maker. By 

sitting with our practice, we allow our rituals and rhythms to guide us, and we can 

make deeper connections with makingò (Beck, 2019). I discovered that craft and care 
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go hand in hand through my case studyôs analysis of peopleôs experiences and the 

positive impact they had on people throughout all my groups. 

 

Code 3: Socially Prescribed Embroidery  

Objective three of my research was to explore the effectiveness of embroidery as a 

means of social prescribing, measured through qualitative and quantitative data 

collection and interviews with community organisations and embroidery practitioners. 

I used the NHS 5 ways to wellbeing: ñlearn, pay attention, connect, give, and be 

physically activeò (5 Steps to Mental Wellbeing, 2021) to help measure embroidery as 

an effective means of social prescribing. Although participants were able to access 4 

out of the 5 ways to wellbeing, being physically active was not achieved, with some 

participants reporting backache from sitting still for too long, frustration if not able to 

move around and be active in the space. Feelings of guilt can be associated with sitting 

in one place for two hours; embroidery is not the most physically active of processes; 

this could create difficult and challenging circumstances for communities and affect 

their ability to connect with others through this craft. When discussing the wellbeing 

benefits of a craft like embroidery, text and theory focused on the mental impact, but 

physical health was rarely discussed or acknowledged in this context. If we need to 

access the NHS's full 5 ways to wellbeing, using embroidery to do so will not achieve 

all 5 elements of this. To support communities and participant wellbeing, this point 

must be acknowledged and not overlooked moving forward. Through my interview with 

experienced stitcher Melissa Fletcher, she reflected that not everyone enjoys or 

connects when stitching in groups; connecting through her craft does not come easily, 

and in some cases, it can do the opposite, leading to a further increase in social anxiety 

and isolation. This might be due to familiarity with the craft and less absorption, but it's 

something to acknowledge moving forward as socially prescribed groups become 

more experienced. My research highlighted that there are many negative historical 

connotations with embroidery being seen as ñstuffy or outdated,ò making it difficult for 

some individuals to connect with the craft of embroidery. I explored the text A Single 

Thread by Tracy Chevalier and interviewed members of the Embroidererôs Guild and 

individual participants about their experiences of interacting with the craft. I found out 

that these stereotypes are not uncommon, but that artists and organisations are 

working hard to combat these preconceptions and support new groups to connect with 
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the craft. These points are key when measuring the effectiveness of embroidery as a 

form of social prescribing. 

 

During the case study, participants demonstrated how community connection was 

important in supporting the effectiveness of embroidery as a means of social 

prescribing, sharing knowledge with other group members of complex and challenging 

embroidery techniques. This created a lasting physical legacy through embellishments 

and a sense of pride in place, encouraging shared embellishment and connection 

through embroidery practice. This ñhas brought the women together with a common 

aimò, ñConversations flowed while the ladies stitched, and they discussed their shared 

experiences and found common groundò. These connections and experiences, in turn, 

benefit the effectiveness of embroidery as a means of social prescribing. 

 

This was also evident in the case study's closing interview a year after starting. Itôs 

clear that because the group has established and continued, very strong relationships 

and friendships have now formed; even participant 4 mentions, "I came for the 

embroidery, but I stayed for the peopleò, suggesting that community connections are 

now a stronger foundation than the activity itself. The acceptance of this by the group 

members makes accessing overall positive effects on wellbeing more likely amongst 

the group. Some of the group members are still struggling with physical health anyway, 

so attending a low-level physical activity like embroidery over a more physical activity 

like gardening is more appropriate for some. Participant 1 went on to state, ñYeah, itôs 

like I say, sometimes I struggle to come because of my levels of fatigue or mentally I 

am done in, but I never feel like I have wasted a morning; I come away, I feel happier, 

like I have been productive... Iôm doing something and with a group of likeminded 

people who I have formed friendship bonds withé I probably talk to them more about 

certain things than... I would [with] people I know in my lifeò. This comment made a 

small breakthrough in my findings when measuring participant wellbeing levels and 

accessing the NHS 5 ways to wellbeing through socially prescribed embroidery, 

realising that simply the act of getting to the class in the morning is the physical activity 

and supporting them to access a physical space. This is important to acknowledge in 

the context of the research question, as it might not be the course thatôs created a 

transformation, but the act of implementing socially prescribed embroidery; the 

embroidery might be accompanying an already ongoing transition.  
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It's also noted through both case studies the importance of embroidery practice as a 

means of communication and language; participants mention, ñItôs like words really 

stitchingò and ñAn international language isnôt it; it crosses the boundaries of cultures, 

ages, and experiences, and it crosses allò. The fact that the embroidery itself supports 

social connections clearly evidences its positive use in the context of socially 

prescribed embroidery. However, in an interview with embroidery artist Melissa 

Fletcher in chapter 1, she stated otherwise.  

 

My theory showed that social prescribing in general was on the rise after the pandemic; 

however, there was not much research published on socially prescribed embroidery 

specifically, making it difficult to measure against other projects. I discovered that 

social prescribing is a key component of the NHSô Universal Personalised Care. It is 

an approach that connects people to activities, groups, and services in their 

community to meet the practical, social, and emotional needs that affect their health 

and wellbeing (NHS England Social Prescribing, n.d.). I found that creativity and 

community connection were being recognised as contributing factors in their role of 

ñcraft and creativity on improving everyday wellbeingò and in ñbringing people togetherò 

(ECRN, 2020). I uncovered that after the pandemic communities were wanting more 

óExperiences over Stuffô (Grimsey Review, 2020), workshops, or creative opportunities 

to meet others and engage in something to improve wellbeing. The pandemic was the 

most recent example in my community of recovering from a period of collective trauma. 

I found that this was also justified in other contexts. According to Beauregard et al., 

ñbecause community arts can foster the creation of connections between people that 

would not have been in contact otherwise, they are often perceived as powerful tools 

to foster community resilienceò (Beauregard, Tremblay, Pomerleau, Simard, 

Bourgeois-Guérin et al., 2020). Resilience connects communities, and 'sharing 

personal stories in these ways is a way for participants to build bridges and cross 

social divides.ô 

 

The theme of community resilience and sharing community stories has come up 

multiple times during my research case studies, often after periods of political 

hardship, global trauma, or war. During my research, I read the historical fiction novel 

A Single Thread by óTracy Chevalierô, in which the character states, ñDo you know, 
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Miss Speedwell, sewing can be so therapeutic when one has had trauma?ò (Chevalier, 

2020) Throughout my research, I feel that I have evidenced the positive impact that 

socially prescribed embroidery has had on my community and case study participants, 

but I think that in order to affect its success as a means of social prescribing moving 

forward, it would need to be measured over a longer period of time. Aftercare, 

continuation of support, and funding will all determine its effectiveness for the groups 

I have worked with. This is something I will reflect on in Code 4 and explain how the 

research might progress or be taken forward by others. 

 

Code 4: Sustaining in a community context. 

Objective 4 of my research is about reflecting on how communities and practitioners 

can sustain socially prescribed embroidery in a community context moving forward. 

The case studies prompted me to think about the impact the work might have on the 

facilitator as well as the communities. Sometimes, when working with groups that have 

experienced trauma and aiming to do something positive, supportive, and constructive 

in this context, it is important to note that you as the facilitator are also affected by the 

sharing, connections, and discussions that take place. The sewing allowed 

participants to feel comfortable and open; it showed the practice methods were 

working. However, sharing difficult stories and moving away from the stitching can be 

triggering for some and difficult for all involved. Shifting the role of the textile facilitator 

to a ósupporterô role.  Textile artist Lynn Setterington draws upon this in my full interview 

with her (Appendix 4). When working with case studies where trauma and mental 

wellbeing are involved, it is important to remember that embroidery cannot simply ñfixò 

all issues or change peopleôs lives completely. Facilitators are not trained mental 

health workers, not all practice-based practitioners will have mental health support 

training, and I do think both artists and arts organisations need to be mindful of this 

moving forward to best serve and support communities if working creatively in these 

contexts. In this context, we need to consider the wellbeing of all involved in the 

research, including the practitioner. 

 

Another important point that came up was about the longevity of groups in this context. 

Often, due to funding or group dynamics, sustaining community groups like this one 

can be hard to maintain. The precarity and nature of this type of work are something 

artist Claire Wellesley-Smith reflected upon in Chapter 3. It was also noted by 
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participants in Case Study 1: ñOh, please donôt tell me you donôt have funding for next 

termò. Funding is key to the continuation and development of these groups, but in the 

event of no funding, the aftercare of these groups becomes a concerning issue, as is 

the self-sustaining nature of these groups. In the Stitching Together Good Practice 

Guidelines, the term óaftercareô is used to ñconsider what will happen to the 

participants, the work they have created, the equipment, data, and themselves once 

the project finishesò (Stitching Together, n.d.). 

  

In the interview with Lynn Setterington, her conversation made me value and 

acknowledge the hard work I have put in as the facilitator and artist to create a space 

in which participants and facilitators have no hierarchy. In this context, communities 

feel safe and valued, and work is still created to a high quality and with enthusiasm. 

Creating this environment has, in turn, directly influenced the experiences of people 

who participated in my embroidery workshops in a very positive way. Participants self-

identify this as a unique group, with participant 3 saying, ñReally, I have never been to 

a group like this one, where it is unique in the fact that there is no pressure, but you 

are still learning. This is a good model for how a community group should be. I have 

become more enthusiastic about sewing because we have made things. I take things 

home, finish them, and get excitedò. I considered that with this feedback participants 

were trying to be nice to me as the facilitator, and could I challenge this in any way? I 

developed the sense, however, that they truly meant the positive feedback and that 

this is a good model for future community groups. The level of attachment to this group, 

however, does concern me, with participants mentioning, ñOne thing that does trigger 

me is if this group ever folds, we have become attached!ò I didn't want to create a 

setting where this could only take place if I ran it; instead, I wanted to develop a model 

that anyone could use and access, move forward with, or build upon in other contexts. 

However, participant 1 solved the concern by stating, ñWe can keep in touch, and we 

would just find a coffee house somewhere with a room we can use and a kettle,ò 

showing that through the connections they have made, they can continue projects like 

these on their own and create spaces to enable socially engaged activity to happen 

self-directed with the knowledge, understanding, and learning they have taken from 

this research. 
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Engaging with the literature, I discovered that sustaining this way of working in a 

community context is becoming more prevalent. With the current vision and 

development of funding within the sector, as outlined in the introduction, continuing 

this way of working is possible in the context of working with communities. It is 

important to make sure this is done in a way that truly benefits the socially prescribed 

context of those community members taking part. Creative solutions such as 

embroidery isnôt the answer to everything, but ensuring methods and approaches are 

considered, evaluated, and planned accordingly to best benefit the needs of the 

community is something I think funders and practitioners could learn from within this 

context.    
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Conclusion 

To conclude, the aim of my study was to óRethink Embroideryô and to develop a new 

methodology, meaning, and understanding of the ways in which it can óEmbellish, 

Connect, or Transformô people. I explored how the methodology of óRethinking 

Embroideryô can influence the experiences of people who participate in socially 

prescribed embroidery in a community setting. The research findings are comprised 

of four themes: óTesting the Methodô, óAnalysing People's Experiencesô, óSocially 

Prescribed Embroidery', and óSustaining in a Community Context'. 

 

The theme of óTesting the Methodô analysed how the adoption of a óRethinking 

Embroideryô approach enables communities to connect, embellish, and transform 

through the transformative power of this craft. This thesis has demonstrated the 

positive impacts beyond the aesthetic outcome of embroidery itself; it also allows for 

learning and transformation to happen for the facilitator or educator as well as the daily 

lives of the participants involved. The use of verbs and language allows us to explain 

and expand our thinking around making with communities in a socially prescribed 

context. 

 

Through analysing peopleôs experiences, this thesis explored how the research 

participants viewed craft and ócareô as initially synonymous/inseparable. The data 

demonstrates the positive impact on general wellbeing and people throughout each 

case study. However, feedback from experienced embroiderers warns that this effect 

can wane. This indicates that community connection and the resulting improvements 

in mental wellbeing may be less significant in a longitudinal context. 

 

This research has highlighted that óSocially Prescribed Embroideryô has been a 

positive intervention across the participants. However, to make substantive claims 

about the long term (in)significance of socially prescribed embroidery in the everyday 

lives of participants, a longitudinal study would need to be undertaken. Further 

research would benefit from focussing on aftercare, continuation of support, and 

funding provision. This research also highlighted the need for healthcare professionals 

to refrain from adopting a one-size-fits-all approach when prescribing embroidery in a 
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community context. Issues such as the long-term health risks associated with 

embroidery, like arthritis, can impact the effectiveness of embroidery as a means of 

social prescribing. 

 

This research established that sustaining embroidery could now be financially viable 

in what is becoming an increasingly favourable funding climate. However, this 

research has highlighted that it is imperative that it benefit the needs of those who 

have been socially prescribed. There is a danger that taken-for-granted assumptions 

about the creativity of embroidery lead to the significance of craft interventions being 

overstated and potentially used when not appropriate. Therefore, all methods and 

approaches must be considered, evaluated, and planned accordingly in order to best 

benefit the needs of the community audience. 

 

Policymakers and funders must recognise that embroidery cannot simply ñfixò all 

issues or change peopleôs lives completely; it is merely an embellishment in the 

moment and a means for ongoing or temporary support. Furthermore, this research 

advocates that funders and practitioners must recognise and understand the 

importance of supporting the facilitator and artist when working in these contexts in 

reflection of individual and collective needs. 

 

This research has demonstrated that rethinking embroidery and assessing its potential 

to connect, embellish, and transform communities has the power to heal and restore 

communities after challenging times. Although transformation is an ongoing process, 

the study demonstrated an awareness of behaviours and changes taking place by 

embracing a methodology of rethinking embroidery, helping to demonstrate the non-

material yet socially significant outcomes of embellishing and connecting. Let us come 

together to build a new creative society, one stitch at a time. 
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Appendices: 

Appendix 1:  

Reflections On Stitches from Online Survey, Lockdown Embroidery 

Connection during Isolation: 

 

Quote Participant 

ñI like running stitch, simple and dependable. I also like 

the stitch that make flowers, you start it like a spider Webò  

(Participant 1, 2021). 

ñIôve loved getting into a more mindful approach and just 

responding to how Iôm feeling or my printed fabric. Nice 

to not be neat and tidy! I like French knots and just simple 

seed or running stitch. I donôt like cross stitchò  

(Participant 2, 2021). 

ñI love it. Itôs focused, creative. Being able to see the 

result feels wonderful. My favourites are satin and seed 

stitch. I am not a fan of chain stitch at allò  

(Participant 3, 2021). 

óIt makes me calm and in the moment. I love seeding 

stitches and I love tiny beads!ò  

(Participant 6, 2021). 

ñRelaxed, watching something emerge, being consumed 

by it, not thinking about all the things on my to do list! Iôm 

just a beginner but enjoyed learning a few different 

stitches. I loved seeing Elnazôs examples of weaving 

recycled items into embroideryò  

(Participant 8, 2021). 

ñHelps me feel present and grounded. I really enjoy 

canvas work. I find gold work the most tricky to doò  

(Participant 11, 2021). 

ñI liked the concentration and making a mark on 

something. I liked how it made me focus. I enjoyed 

changing colours of threadsò  

(Participant 13, 2021). 

ñEmbroidery makes me feel calm. My favourite 

techniques are hand stitch techniques to create patterns 

and textures. Gold work is my least favourite as it needs 

precision and neatnessò  

(Participant 17, 2021). 

ñIt makes me feel good, creative and believing a bit more 

in myself and that Iôm capable of doing beautiful things. 

My favourites nowadays are punch needle and satin 

stitch; least favourite would have to be bouillon, since I 

still struggle to make itò  

(Participant 19, 2021). 

ñEmbroidery makes me peaceful and quiet, I can think of 

very different things, itôs soothing to me. I try different 

techniques depending on the mood. I really like the 

bullion stitch, I find it fun with these little caterpillars! My 

(Participant 26, 2021).   
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least favourite would be satin stitch because Iôm terrible 

at it I guess, so not the stitchôs fault!ò  

ñItôs calming, keeping my hands busy. Favourite new 

stitch is the wheel stitch. Find tricky to get the neatness 

of satin stitchò  

(Participant 29, 2021). 

ñIt can be calming/soothing to see stitches build up but I 

can get frustrated when I stitch in the wrong place or 

make mistakesò  

(Participant 30, 2021).   

ñCalm, focused, relaxed. Stem stitch, daisy chain. I 

struggle to do a neat satin stitch as my eyesight isnôt 

good. A key element for me is the tactility on the materials 

Iôm usingò  

(Participant 32, 2021). 

ñI loved listening to the process, needle and thread 

through the fabric, I enjoyed all techniques, especially 

gold workò  

(Participant 34, 2021). 

ñI find it calming and enjoy being inspired by seeing other 

artistsô work which gives me ideas to explore. I feel a 

sense of Contentment when I sew. Time is never wasted 

when you are creating something. A sense of purposeò  

(Participant 37).   

ñI love seeing something blossom across my fabric. I 

donôt need to have a plan, I can just stitch and create 

marks to unwind. I love all the techniques!ò  

(Participant 39, 2021).  
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Appendix 2: 

Reflections from Case Study 1 with Stitch-Up 

 

Questions Week 1 

(Stitch-Up participants): 

   

How are you feeling 

today? 

How does 

embroidery make 

you feel? 

What have you learnt?  

ñStressed with the 

journey, when I arrived, I 

was made very 

welcome, I now feel very 

calm and content. Very 

friendly staff & studentsò 

ñI have become ñlostò 

in the process, so this 

has been very 

relaxing for me, and I 

managed to do more 

than I expected.ò 

ñA refresh of some new 

skills, nice to sit with 

strangers and not think 

about the pressure of 

being around people 

who know me and my 

óeventsô.ò 

 

ñIt is good to be back 

after Easter, I love being 

here and everyone is so 

kind and friendly.ò 

ñIt helps me relax and 

focus moreò ñrelaxed, 

empowered, and able 

to use my focus 

positive energy.ò 

ñLearned a new wheel 

stitch. I also learnt about 

other community 

groups.ò 

 

ñGood-Iôve enjoyed 

coming back it was 

something I was looking 

forward toò  

ñRelaxed, positive, 

feel included with a 

groupò  

ñWheel stitchesò   

Questions Week 2 

(Stitch-Up Participants): 

   

How are you feeling 

today? 

Highlights from 

todayôs session? 

What embroidery skills 

would you like to 

develop? 

Did anything come up 

today that you would 

like to share? 

ñFeel relaxed at the 

session. It has lifted my 

mood.ò 

ñGood to work on the 

big tablecloth.ò 

ñFlowers, beadingò ñTime went too quickly.ò 

ñHappy, relaxedò (Stitch-

Up participants) 

ñLearning how to 

startò (Stitch-Up 

participants) 

ñeverythingò ñI canôt wait to keep 

coming.ò 

Questions Week 3 

(Stitch-Up Participants)  
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How are you feeling 

today? 

How does 

embroidery make 

you feel? 

What does Community 

mean to you? 

Ideas for our 

embroidery piece: 

ñTired but so glad to be 

here.ò 

ñit helps me relax & 

concentrate instead 

of keep thinkingò 

ñit helps with loneliness, 

good to be with other 

people, great 

camaraderieò 

ñbeadworkò ñsequinsò 

ñUpset, tiredò ñRelaxed, mindful as 

Iôm concentrating, Iôm 

not thinking of 

external stressors.ò 

ñFriendship and relaxedò  

ñSlightly agitatedò ñHappy with 

confidenceò 

ñBETTERò 

  

Questions Week 4 

(Stitch-Up Participants)  

   

How are you feeling 

today? 

What kind of 

conversations do 

you have while 

stitching? 

Ideas for our 

embroidery piece: 

 

ñBeen feeling sadness, 

better now I am here, 

started good but felt 

tearful.ò 

ñFamily, gardening, 

walking, books, films, 

exchanging ideas.ò 

ñRibbon workò  

 ñAbout familyò ñsatin & weaving 

stitchesò 

 

Questions week 5 

(Stitch-Up 

Participants): 

What have you 

learnt? 

Ideas for piece: What have you 

enjoyed most about 

today? 

How are you feeling 

today? 

ñMore patienceò ñEmbroider in 

everyoneôs language.ò 

ñfriendshipò 

ñGood, now I am here.ò ñflowersò   

ñSlightly happyò    

Questions Week 6 

(Stitch-Up 

Participants): 

   

How are you feeling 

today? 

What have you 

learnt? 
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ñItôs good to be with such 

a lovely diverse group 

from different cultural 

backgrounds and 

experiences and ages.ò 

ñSatin stitchò   

ñVery happyò ñUnravelling a threadò   

ñProductive but 

stressedò 

ñWhipped stitchò   

ñanxiousò ñHow to make a hoop 

frame.ò 

  

ñWith everything going 

on in the world, war, 

illnessé itôs so nice that 

we can all come together 

as one from different 

backgrounds.ò 
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Appendix 3:  

Interview With Embroiderersô Guild 

 

 

Elnaz: Thank you Anthea and Diana for offering to be a part of this interview process, it is extremely 

supportive for young researchers to speak to people who have a wealth of experience with embroidery 

as well. So, I appreciate your time and energy in todayôs session so Iôm going to be conducting the 

interview for my rethinking embroidery research which is connected communities through embroidery 

education post isolation or illness, and we will be starting just with simple question if you could just both 

introduce yourself and tell me a bit about your background in embroidery, So Anthea letôs start with you.   

 

Anthea: Okay my life has been in education since I graduated from Goldsmith College University of 

London. Iôve covered everything from primary, secondary, adult, mental health, prisons, further 

education, and higher education. Iôve been a course leader, an external examiner, and an interviewer 

of overseas students for the UAL. My own practice has evolved over the years due to my own interests 

and my full-time work. My interests have been in Fine Art embroidery, fashion, ecclesiastical and 

theatrical embroidery. Specialising in metal thread work, machine embroidery. Surface stitchery and 

silk screen print  

Now, retired, I am Artistic Director of the Embroiderersô Guild which is an education charity.   

We have been doing our bit to really change our thought processes and vision of the future. What weôve 

been doing in the past fulfilled the needs for time, but we are in a different place now and we think we 

can probably lead in a different way. We had no aspiration in terms of contributing to formal education, 

but the playing field is different now. Many of the progression routes have gone but there is a need for 

new supplementary education routes.  

Since Covid and the rise of social media there is a plethora of opportunities for aspiring embroiderers 

to learn the technical basics, however, there is very little out there for students who want to progress 

with their creativity, experimentation, and design skills.    

The public donôt understand how important creative subjects like embroidery are for general wellbeing 

and this is a big growth area. However, minority groups are not being catered for either such as 

refugees, the disabled, ethnic minorities. People who have come out of lockdown, people who are living 

in isolation now because of the loss of family.  

I think those are very important but Iôm also very worried about the fact that creativity has been pulled 

out of education generally in the national curriculum and Higher Education provision has been reduced.   

 

Elnaz: Thank you Anthea that was a good overview, some points I will up later, Iôm sure. Diane, would 

you like to introduce yourself and give a little background?   
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Diana: I studied painting at Goldsmiths, my background is painting but when it came to the fifth year 

you had to actually do some craft and become a good teacher so embroidery was being run by Diane 

and at the time and it was natural to go and study embroidery and then I realised this was more than a 

craft it was an art a fine art. So thatôs really been my career either helping people to draw and create 

an embroidery as a fine art which I still do and it is a wonderful community craft art because you donôt 

need very much material you donôt need posh space so I have connections with fine cell, people who 

actually embroidery in prison so itôs extremely important and when Iôve met some of the volunteers who 

done their time and are out they told me what it meant to them to be able to do this and to be appreciated 

and have their work bought or commissioned, so fine cell is very much a connection for me itôs incredibly 

important, communities have always been important Iôve lost count of the number of community projects 

I have done, people love to join into a project to embroider but they love to feel that there will be a 

proper end you know a designed end to it, so that's you know ôy first really big one was the Townhall in 

Chester there are enormous pieces that fill the townhall, so basically community and community groups 

and Iôm very well aware all the localized groups of embroiderers, we have a very good group here in 

near Seven oaks who  where a branch of the embroiderers guild but they reformed and they have the 

most amazing exhibition last Saturday and party its all the locals are really doing really well as a 

community there are many who are professionals my goodness can they embroidery and beautifully 

better than I can do. So itôs a life, I learnt to embroiderer as a child because I didn't go to school, I was 

nine in India we didn't have school and my mother taught me how to embroider tablecloths and how to 

knit and that skill stayed with me I always loved to sew and it was something that carried on at the back 

of my mind when I went to art school and then it blossomed out the other end.  

 

Elnaz: Moving on Could you tell me a little bit about the Embroiderersô Guild and its purpose and vision 

in terms of engaging the community?   

 

Anthea: In the past we had 165 branches. The head office managed the collection, exhibitions 

competitions, the regions and general admin. The branches would have their meetings with lecturers, 

demonstrations and classes and they also arranged exhibitions, their main aim was to continue using 

embroidery as a craft. However, we have had to revamp ourselves over the last 2 or 3 years and the 

branches have become Independent Stitch Groups some of whom are affiliated to The Embroiderersô 

Guild. They all continue to do what they do well.  

 We are looking after the collection now at the trustee level and are working towards becoming a national 

organisation that supports and helps wherever necessary. We have just digitised the whole of the 

Embroideress and EMBROIDERY magazine collection, which we feel is going to be a very important 

research tool for students. We are now getting global interest which is just what we hoped for. Working 

on the back of that, we are now looking at digitising the collection which has over 6000 pieces.  We 

have a database, but we need to make it much more 21st-century and more accessible to members. It 

is a huge project, so we need to get sponsorship.    It will be an amazing research tool.  

 During Covid the Trustees conducted all their business meetings on zoom and like everyone else they 

realised how useful this medium of communication would become. They set up a full programme of 
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talks and workshops online, which have proved to be very popular much as other people have done. 

We have engaged with members and gained more. I am not saying that we will continue way into the 

future, as people really do prefer face-to-face experiences, but we intend to add new ideas as and when 

members feel comfortable. Zoom is not totally reliable, so this frustrates an audience.  

   The public wonôt wait around-there are too many distractions. However, we have been developing our 

online courses which have gone through two phases of redevelopment, and we think weôve got the right 

provision now. They are based on City and Guild creative studies which have been discontinued. We 

are slowly getting people involved in them, but it is difficult as many want instant gratification. Creative 

craft courses need engagement and commitment over a period.  

 Iôm not terribly happy with one day workshops. I think they give you a taste but, where do you go from 

there? There must be provision there for people to move onwards and upwards.  If that is not in-built 

students will wander off to dentistry or gardening. We want to have people who are encouraged into 

our world and want more. There is a gap between that and degree level. We used to get people to 

degrees from City and Guild courses, that progression has gone. We need to provide that bridge.   

I mean Diana and I and our Team go and select the graduates and scholars for the E.G Graduate 

Showcase and weôre finding that there are less and less brilliant students coming through, less courses 

and less students. However, the quality is good, we must also try to fill the gap that is developing at 

secondary school level.  

Students are not getting the grounding from home or school. So We are thinking now about provision 

at different levels. The money to do this will have to come from external funding and grants, not from 

the members.  

 I think Covid was catastrophic, but it gave us the time to rethink the way forward.  

Without that enforced stop, how would we have had the time or courage to reinvent ourselves. We need 

to provide something that better suits the needs of the nation now.  

It may be that the past was better served than now, but we must rethink the provision for a very different 

future.  

 

Elnaz: Working in the community comes hand-in-hand with this practice and is probably due to  its 

history the social history as well but  how do you feel about stitching in a group personally and is it 

something that the  Guild encourages, you have just covered there Anthea, we have gone through this 

pandemic we developed the online, the collection and so itôs almost like where next with it then? How 

do we then go back to stitching together and encouraging groups to stitch together so that people 

coming to the communities can get something different from it on the ground? How do you feel about 

stitching in a group personally or do you prefer stitching alone?   

 

Diana: Well, I have not actually been a stitcher in a group other than the lead maker on a project. I have 

always contributed to stitching but overall, I have been the leader and the designer and then helped 

them carry out the bit that is theirs and then ultimately put it all together. Their complete commitment is 

because there will be a proper result so often not the case. If itôs not a controlled project, itôs very 

haphazard as to whether it will all go together and have somebody setting the theme and be in control 
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of the rules really and then it works if you have a leader there and then itôs very good. But as a subject 

it can be used by anybody I think thatôs why I started my embroidery collection of contemporary art of 

embroidery because I just felt as a teacher it was incredibly important to buy students work, and from 

my friendôs colleagues work and actually take it to groups and into schools and say this is what I mean 

this is what you could do and so the collection grew as a teaching aid and has just continued to grow 

for the same reason because it expresses what we mean by the art of embroidery and not talking about 

fashion which I of course admire respect but itôs not fashion its art  so thatôs been my main theme really 

to build this collection.  

Anthea: That is important,   

 Dorothy Allsopp who was the head of The Needlework Development Scheme, an organisation set up 

by Coates to inspire and support teachers. She became the lead district inspector in London I.L.E.A 

when the NDS was terminated in the 60s. She was an amazing ótour de forceô because she insisted 

that anybody could draw and design, but they needed to be taught. She insisted that teaching aids had 

to be of the best as she felt that if the students were going to copy as they probably would, they needed 

to have the right examples. She also advocated excellent presentation.  

She wanted to improve the design skills of her craft tutors, and this was one way of doing it. She 

recognized that upholsterers, florists, cake decorating tutors etc could teach skills but not aesthetics 

design principles. Once these tutors had been encouraged to teach design and skills in tandem, they 

became far more useful to the education scene.   

She also insisted that visual research and cultural knowledge would enrich the lives of her tutors, their 

students and the lives and wellbeing of their families. This was a huge aspiration and proved to be very 

successful.  

 

 Elnaz: Thatôs something that has come up quite a bit in my research. I think anybody can run a 

community craft experience, a group or quick thing, but the one thing Iôm trying to do with this is with 

the specific knowledge base and the knowledge is inspiring and learning a skill is not just about how 

much better you feel now because you enjoyed it and improve your wellbeing but that fact that learning 

a craft like embroidery skill, by putting out embellishment, goldwork techniques that are tricky they feel 

empowered, they feel like no one else I know has that skill, you donôt need to dumb skill down just 

because youôre working in the community, if anything its more fruitful experiences.   

 

Elnaz: There is a fine balance I have noticed working with vulnerable people of putting too much 

pressure on them yes and getting that balance that they still got that sense of self-worth  that they see 

it end and that the facilitator or artist role to bring it together but i noticed with some of the groups I have 

been working with its getting that balance I donôt think they would have liked the sound of being thrown 

into the deep end.  

 

Diana: I have a connection with Sonia, she is the lead tutor with East End Textile Arts., they are mostly 

from other countries with mental health issues, she brings together communities that have arrived in 

the UK and often works in poor districts in the east end of London. She recently sent me her little book. 
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It came last week and that was nice. I think what we still struggle to achieve is that embroidery is not 

recognized as an art form nationally. There should be a big celebratory exhibition on the art of 

embroidery; there has never been one, the only embroidery ever shown was in 2010 Opus Anglicanum 

at the V& A; there has never been a celebration of embroidery on a major scale anywhere in Britain. 

There has never been one and I never give up. I am always banging my drum but until itôs recognized 

on a major scale, we are going to struggle to get it to really be recognized as a very valuable artform. 

A few pieces get into the Royal Academy Summer exhibition each year, there were not as many this 

year but itôs a great shame and Iôve tried getting an exhibition at the Royal Academy because they have 

a large gallery at the back as you know. I contacted its new president, the first female president. I wrote 

to her, and she wrote back straight away when she said Well ñI will put it to my curators but Iôm not in 

charge of what exhibitions we have, so itôs very difficultò. 

   

Anthea: I mean look at that quilting exhibition at the V and A. The head textile curator at the time took 

years to get the powers that be, to accept that this type of exhibition would be a great success. They 

were very sceptical. They were absolutely blown away by the fact that visitor numbers were higher than 

any previous special exhibition and based on that fact there have been several, textile related main 

exhibitions since  

 

Diana: It was the biggest pre bookings of any exhibition at the V&A in its history and that was just quilts. 

She said when she put her idea to men in suits she said: they looked at her and said will there be an 

audience. I will always remember her telling me that.   

 

Elnaz: This is what happened when I had to leave my role as Embroidery Technician, I was told by a 

member of the staff at the top óEmbroidery does not fit with the future vision of the schoolô, well what is 

the future vision of the school?   

 

Anthea: I instigated an exhibition when I was chairman of E.G., some years back. Based on a directive 

from parliament in 1987 that all new civic/public buildings should include in their designs an element of 

surface decoration, I decided to deal with two issues at the time. The EG wanted to encourage 

professional embroiderersô to become members and the RIBA didnôt appear to consider textiles in their 

designs. This was our moment. We launched a juried competition for embroiderersô to submit a large 

piece of embroidery more than 1m in one direction, to fit into a large internal space. We presented the 

exhibition at the Royal Institute of British Architects, and I asked the head of the Craft Council to open 

it. After the opening he apologised for knowing nothing about embroidery and asked if there was 

anything he could do to raise the profile of the area. I asked him to insist that the editor of CRAFT 

magazine include the area in her planning. Embroidery didnôt feature at all, He was true to his word and 

since then embroidery has appeared  

Anthea: Whatever we do we have to keep shouting.   
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Elnaz: I know, itôs sometimes like how much fight do you have left in you and we are in the early stages 

of our career, but Iôm surrounded by young educators, artists,  designers and technical staff who are 

facing redundancy or who have or who have been pushed out of the field or who are on zero hours 

contracts or who are just stressed because some of the academics who have been in the field for a 

long time are just fed up. So, itôs a really tricky time. Particularly in the world of embroidery.  I have just 

been managing a project which was funded by the Arts Council however it had nothing to do with 

embroidery, it was a well-funded project though, however I also helped the Embroiderersô Guild with 

their application for Arts Council funding which we did not get, I was thinking how its interested how arts 

council are pouring money into some projects but not others. I have been trying to figure out why this 

was about embroidery as a craft, why is it seen as lesser.   

 

Anthea: Itôs about ticking boxing, they told us sustainability is the thing at the moment, but what is 

sustainability, itôs not just about not filling the water with bits of plastic, itôs also about sustaining a craft 

and keeping things that we value rather than this throws away mentality.  

  

Elnaz: I mean embroidery can tick that box as well, you use items and materials around you, which is 

something I certainly do, but I think itôs also sustaining human connections which brings me on to my 

next question quite nicely. My new methodology is Iôm trying to define embroidery as a means to 

connect, embellish and transform, so my question is what do you think about this approach and these 

specific verbs, words and how do these words connect with you personally in terms of your embroidery 

practice, basically what do you think about this approach to embellishing, connecting and transforming 

communities? And I suppose what you were saying before is sustaining the industry and sustaining the 

interest in an important craft as well?   

 

Diana: Well, it connects, there is no question about that, it connects a great number of people across 

the land and across the world. It is a very easy method of bringing people together because you donôt 

have to be skilled but if you are skilled, you are not out of place.   

 

Anthea: I think that good teachers have been doing this forever. Itôs just that they are not recognized 

as being useful or responding to what society requires. So many teachers teach the basics, which is so 

easy. They are unable to take the student on to the creation of their own unique body of work. They 

tend not to be practising textile artists and therefore are unaware and unable to prepare their students 

for the design process and as a result students miss out on the joy and excitement of creating their own 

work. It is so easy to teach a group the same thing. It is not so easy to teach mixed ability to a whole 

group of individuals. The teacher also must know their subject inside out to take each student on their 

own individual journey.    

 I mean Dianne and I are on the Beryl Dean award committee, and we do see the very best people 

coming through. It is a great privilege to find people who are mentally engaged in the whole process of 

education, creativity, and craft, they have a vision for the future.  
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A good teacher learns their craft and continues to learn for the rest of their life. They must be aware of 

all the new developments in their craft, society, and education. Examining bodies also must be willing 

to change so that they reflect changes in society and industry.    

 

Elnaz: What might the future role of the Guild be in connecting communities and working to encourage 

embroidery education within the community context.  I know I  have had conversations with the Guild 

about how we might use artists to connect communities with that guided collection and I saw some 

really fruitful things that we could  push forward there, it would be a really interesting project to work off 

the back of this research with that collection but Iôm still interested in pushing that bringing people 

together to engage with that collection and respond to it and perhaps produce and working community 

groups from it but yeah  what would your ideas be in connecting communities moving forward?   

 

Anthea: Itôs a difficult one, because were actually formulating this approach now but I think itôs 

necessary, I think there any many groups of people out there that we should be reaching our handout 

to but we have to have some kind of package some kind of way of doing, it will take years to get it get 

it off the ground again now because the rugs been pulled from underneath us really and we have to 

start thinking about perhaps a whole new educational approach.   

I think the country probably has to do that, Iôm hearing things on the grapevine that there are thoughts 

of the whole  educations system and  presentation and delivery and outcome is going to be changed 

and I hear on the grapevine that they are considering creativity again in the timetable in the curriculum 

which is shocking to me because how do you throw it out with the bathwater and expect it all to happen 

because youôve just lost all your teachers lost all of your facilities   

To create an underbelly of wonderful craftspeople and Iôm not only talking about our craft and talking 

about people who do woodwork metalwork look at look at the repair shop look at those skilled people 

on the repair shop who spent a lifetime one learning how to rebuild clock, that is creative now that 

transference of skill isnôt it. All those skills have gone, you can buy it all now quicker from AMAZON. But 

the knowledge you get from making something yourself you canôt quantify it itôs magic.   

 I donôt know all Iôm saying is that I with identified lot of  groups, genres,  tastes whatever but itôs how 

you get hold of them now because at one time we had our branches all over the country and we could 

spend our tentacles out but we donôt have those anymore so how do we get hold of these people who 

we know are just waiting, I have a friend who is very unskilled in a way she just wants to do she wants 

to do something with a hands but she canôt find anywhere nearby her to support her she wants support 

she wants to be within a group go to a gallery with somebody.   

 

Elnaz: That relates to what you were saying before thinking how itôs all gone, however Iôm finding  that 

Like your friend people are coming to the group who have been socially prescribed the go-go to stitch 

group discussed the local community centre,  they turn up and say I donôt know what I am after but I 

need something and I think that what  you are saying about people hitting either retirement or not having 

the knowledge to know what to do with their hands is coming back and people are understanding 

whether it be through gardening or sewing all or any kind of social their thinking they need to find that 
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thing. For some of these people who have come through they did not know it was stitch and now they 

have found it they are developing that interest and that purpose, now 2 years in they are now interested 

in the industry and the skill and now one of them wants to quit their role and move into the textile 

industry.   

Appendix 4:  

Interview With Artist Lynn Setterington 

 

Elnaz: óSo, as you know I am Elnaz Yazdani, an X student from the University so we do have that 

relationship, but yea, so I have been embarking on some research after the pandemic which was around 

rethinking embroidery. But it came out of a summer school that I did, called embroider your future with 

the embroidererôs guild a couple of years ago. Erm and I was trying to define embroidery using verbs, 

so thinking about erm embellishment, connection and transformation but really looking at embellishment 

processes, goldwork and you know my style of embroidery where itôs been quite 3D and textural. But 

since the pandemic I have noticed an increase in people wanting to access embroidery for some sort 

of community, or in groups of, working in groups, stitching together, so it was less about that kind of 

finished outcome, but they were enjoying those repetitive processes. Iôm quite conscious that the 

aesthetics of the work is very different in terms of some of the work that out for there in terms of slow 

stitch methods and mindfulness, continuous and hand embroidery techniques but more focused on my 

practice, erm  so that I have ended up calling it  rethinking embroidery connecting communities through 

embroidery and I had a series of different case studies that have worked with across Leeds for the last 

2 or 3 years so different community groups produced different outcomes for their centres so weôve done 

a lot of embellishment we have done  shisha mirror work, gold work, beadwork and they have all 

developed a sort of outcome 

 for their community centre but itôs been less about the outcome more about the conversations and so 

within that journey I have been looking at other researchers out there as well, you were one of them 

and I wondered if it would yet be okay just to do a short interview with you, Lynn about your practice, 

so Iôll just start with just asking you to introduce yourself, what is your practice and how do you work 

with embroidery in community?ô  

 

Lynn: óSo yeah, I am Lynn Setterington, I am a maker, practitioner, academic, community artist, the list 

is long term I remember when I started doing my PhD my supervisor was like so are you a facilitator, 

are you an activist, are you this. So anyway, itôs a little bit of all sorts. My practice is stitch principally, 

mostly hand stitch but I do use technologies to, I guess my area of interest is around kind of social 

issues, maybe social injustices kind of communities together to share and give voice and particularly I  

work with underserved communities so more people on the margins, less privileged communities, I feel 

they can on the whole are sort of, quite vocal and quite visible so it can raise awareness of groups of 

people and things that are less sort of known in society and also I think one of the things I've sort of 
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again been doing funding applications unsuccessfully but is around the tactile the sort of quilt or the 

textile as a kind of commemorative tool as a record of people you know in a different way, archives can 

tend to be paper-based but a lot of knowledge in tactile objects as well so I have always been interested 

in archives and history so thatôs part of my practice. 

 

I work mostly in the north-west but I have done stuff with India and Bangladesh and in America and my 

practice can be involved really into the collaborative  because I worked with kantha embroidery which 

originates in Bengal and that was a link to Asian womenôs groups and this was back in the 90s, and I 

had a solo exhibition in Oldham and there is a big Bangladeshi population there so when I did my 

exhibition I showed my work I showed some traditional Kantha work and I also did some work with a 

womenôs group in Oldham and a lot of the women didnôt speak English, I mean I canôt  speak very much 

Bengali I have to say but we communicated through stitch that was the key thing that was like this is 

really important, this is really powerful and so to that then led onto me working with lots of other sorts 

of groups and communities mostly in that early stage it was largely Asian womenôs groups but yeah that 

was where it kind of began reallyô 

 

 

Elnaz: óSo how do you use stitch to connect with communities, you noted there about language barrier, 

but is there anything about the process that you use with communities,  

 

 

Lynn: óYeah, well I think yeah there has been such a global interest in it as well, because I think about 

it a lot as well, you know I did it partly because I did like the outsider status, I liked the fact that it was 

on the margins, and it wasnôt popular. You know I did a degree in embroidery at Goldsmiths University 

London and it was like oh my god you have a degree in embroidery from a London University and that 

was really unusual and now itôs like sort of everywhere so I do find that quite difficult because I quite 

like being and Iôm not a very  gregarious persons I quite like the fact that it was different but anyway 

there you go, its good itôs getting its air time.  

 

So, things that Iôve realised and noted about its popularity, is its accessibility, itôs flexible, its inclusive, 

you donôt need to have prior knowledge necessarily. I think the tactility as well as key to me that I think 

there is so much digital, there is so much distance and things online that I think people are really wanting 

to reconnect with making and hands-on skills. You know whether thatôs sewing bees or pottery. To me 

that sort of engagement with real stuff is important. I think that is also part of the kind of well-being thing 

that I think is good and positive. So, what I do, which is maybe slightly different, on the whole work and 

finish a finished piece, I donôt just go and do a workshop. I like to have something resolved and going 

to have a meaning for whether itôs community or about an issue,  so that also brings hurdles and 

problems because you then have to finish it as you will be well aware peopleôs commitment levels can 

vary enormously and skills and so thatôs also a challenge for yourself when you set that up so trying to 

have strategies, I try to build those in. Whether thatôs bringing in students to help, or having ways to 
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make something easier if it does become problematic not having enough people involved, tends not to 

be the case but you know does vary.  

 

I did a project 10 or 12 years ago with a refugee group in Manchester and it was around the signature 

ideas which I did a lot of projects on and it was great, really nice and I was in this place and it was very 

busy,  people were in quite a lot of stress and has come in for help with filling in forms and staying in 

the country and you know lots of things and I was  this oasis of calm so to speak stitching in a corner 

and it was great, people came and said oh yeah I want to do this and started doing stuff and said yeah 

I will be back next week and then you never saw them again, then you have these half started pieces 

and of course I had to resolve things so I ended up, there was a core group of women who were great 

and wanted to be involved and were really good and did it but you know if they had not have been... 

well how would I have resolved that? I mean I have done things where I have left bits unfinished because 

that is a reality as well, it is not always this perfect finished thing. One of the people I liked a cited quite 

a lot while I was doing my PHD was a guy called Grant Hester, who is an art historian, one of his things 

I remember a quote was ówhat transgressions matterô and itôs like sort of the whole ethical thing about 

making with groups and sharing and where does, a lot of things are uncertain in some of the big 

biennials you think there is a lot of our sourcing and people doing stuff and people asking you for groups, 

and itôs like well no Iôm not giving you away some of my groups, I have worked hard to build them, make 

connections and there is trust there and that takes time. There is an arrogance of people doing that and 

they are issues within themselves. One of Hesterôs terms is also óDialogical exchangeô and I know you 

sort of talk about conversations that happen so I guess the other thing I have learnt it isn't just one thing, 

and also somebody else whose PHD I read Paul Harper as a craft practitioner he was like 'it's the 

journey not just the end product and that's very much part of it, itôs all those incidental things that happen 

along the way that you as the artist or coordinator or linchpin can take on board so I am also interested 

in that. You know also as I get older and Iôm not going to be making forever and ever so how do I share 

those stories, the pieces are there but all those details and memories are not so visible, thatôs one of 

the things Iôm working out and figuring out at the minute. How to share or document that in some way 

to make it visible. But there are lots of people in the pieces and thatôs great and important. They are 

there in stitches.  

 

Elnaz: We spoke about language but just based on where that language barrier isnôt there, what kinds 

of conversations do you find that your groups have when stitching? Less about kind of what they are 

producing or weather they turn up but what do you talk about when you are stitching? What do you 

hear? 

 

 

Lynn: All sorts, its very sort of on the whole kind of ordinary and mundane but I like that, I think thatôs 

kind of important, something else I have noticed is maybe say towards the end of the class you know 

some people are leaving some people hang behind and have a  chat with you tell you and tell you 

important things you know whether their lonely or their husbands in hospital or their daughter something 
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happened, you know some people want to share things and I think what I also like about that way of 

working of trying to get different sorts people together, cause sometimes I do ones where it is just a 

drop in and I tend not to do things where itôs like you have to sign up for it because you sort of know 

you are going to get people who are experienced stitchers and they will be a certain sort of person, 

actually when I did the one at the Bronte project it was just whoever was walking by and I like that and 

also thatôs challenging but I like that having to think on your feet and get different sorts of people 

involved, so it really varies people will have conversations about their local area.  I did a project in 

Blackpool years ago and it was again with hard to reach communities and there was one session a was 

woman was there and it turned out her nephew was in the group and havenôt spoken for 10 years and 

it was like oh my god and that was really surreal. I like that chance thing that you donôt know, but I also 

think Iôm aware or interested in that now with social media, people look for like-minded voices or follow 

people who have the same interests as them and Iôm interested in bringing people together with different 

voices and viewpoint because I think that in society is really important that we hear different voices we 

hear different experiences and so  you know that can be by chance. But I talk about family, things i have 

been doing whatôs been happening. People have different experiences and come from different 

backgrounds, it tends not to be much about the stitch, more about where we are and whatôs going on 

in the news.  

 

I did a project with the boyôs school in Manchester a few years ago. It happened to be around the time 

of the elections in American, they were like is he going to get in is trump going to get in is it going to 

Clinton, also a few students came to help on that project one was from northern Ireland and she was 

interested in Gaelic football and the boys had no idea what that was their was conversations around 

different cultures and it was an all-boys school, the fact I had brought girls was like oh my god! So just 

things like that you donôt plan. But the rewards varied in interesting conversations.  

 

Elnaz: Going on more personally as the facilitator, this is something I have been thinking about a lot, 

about our role or even if we call ourselves a facilitator, a socially engaged practitioner or whatever word 

you want to give yourself.  How does the process of teaching make you feel and where do you see 

yourself in that role, I think to get this right the hierarchical thing does need to go or become a level 

playing field personally, but how do you manage your sessions and how do you present yourself in a 

way that makes it feel less like the teacher the instructor?  

 

Lynn: Its interested because I also had a conversation with someone else and she said to me, maybe 

youôre not as famous or well-known as you should be because you have this persona of the way you 

work is inclusive and not hierarchical sola artist but you bring so many other skills, Gaynor who I cited 

in my PHD said empathy is a real important method and ingredient, you have to be on board and listen 

to those involved. I donôt think everybody can do that, thatôs an underrated skill that is kind of important 

and you do need people to gel and feel comfortable. Making is good for people if they are not feeling 

very confident having a go and being hands on.  
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 I tend not to do a lot of technical stitching I have to say I tend to keep things simple so people come, 

and I will just show a basic stitch but itôs not a complicated processes that people wonôt know, itôs more, 

cross stitches running stitches, I let people sort of develop. I have had a few people who are not very 

skilful, but I think thatôs ok as well. So thatôs the whole thing, when you present a finished piece, itôs not 

going to be this technically finished piece but thatôs ok. So, what I build into my sessions is a method 

that allows that inclusivity to be there, so when I did my signatures, just showing basic stitches, linear, 

stem stitch, running stitch, chain. So, I might also have a handout to give to people if unclear. People 

also share their skills, Iôm not as technical as maybe you do as much. I create the idea and theme and 

people become part of that through contribution, so it is sort of my idea, I am originating it, that is also 

difficult because there is so much around co design now, and I think yeah thatôs good but I think 

sometimes things end up not being very good because its co designed and no one has an overall 

authority over it. Design aesthetic, you can end up with things you know are not very nice. If it is going 

to be seen it needs to look nice, that is also part of my role of problem-solving, designing. I donôt see 

myself as a designer but in a way it is. I provide needles and threads and a range of stuff, arranging the 

room needs to be done in a sympathetic way, this is something I took for granted but thatôs important.  

 

 

Elnaz: So my other point on that, what I have found working with the community, creating those 

boundaries and time for yourself on your own practice but also I find that sometimes and especially with 

some of these new funding bids, that to be the facilitator you canôt be a therapist and embroidery artist 

and do everything in one session, how do you find that and keeping your boundaries safe and yourself 

safe because we are exposed to vulnerable situation and that can be hard on us as well?  

 

Lynn: Thatôs a good point, I went to a conference in Belgium in November and Iôm going to something 

tomorrow for a care and wellbeing session. This woman at the conference is in tropical medicine at UCL 

and she is from a public health background, her PHD as she realised there was a gap in knowledge, all 

this stuff on wellbeing of groups and communities in art projects but nothing about the actual facilitators 

of the people running the sessions. So, her PHD is all around that, working with groups in the southwest. 

Itôs really interesting and important stuff, when I was doing my PHD there was woman doing hers on a 

fabulous study, really interesting in Loughborough, Leicestershire and it was with menôs mental health, 

she was not a stitcher  but she was doing stitching, she was conscious she was getting told stuff, where 

are the boundaries like you say, itôs something to be mindful of, with my groups its like regular drop in 

so less likely but yeah you have to I know you need to build into things so you have somewhere to go 

to speak to someone. I did a project a while ago for a refugee group. Years ago, people were drawing 

maps of where home is, and of course this woman burst into tears, this woman was from Georgia it 

brought back all sorts of emotions. Another woman in another session had to leave her children behind, 

it was just like oh my god that is hard to hear and what do you do with this information. I think it should 

be built into projects, always somewhere for the lead person or facility to go and raise issues. Thatôs 

what I mean about me getting burnt out not so much from those sorts of things but the things you take 

on your shoulders are huge, and it needs to be planned.  
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Elnaz: Yeah, I think itôs an important thing that Iôm going to write about in my thesis. This brings me 

onto my next point nicely, one of the reasons I wanted to explore this was after I recovered from COVID-

19. I caught covid and got long covid, a lot of the groups I have been working with have experienced 

chronic health issues and long covid as well. Embroidery has ended up as an accessible craft for this 

group, their lives have changed massively itôs a less physical craft, but we are often sat for long period 

of time, repeating the same action, and also having potential it can trigger our brain fog, our grip and 

other issues we have been having with our chronic health issues. I wonder if you have ever encountered 

that or how have you overcome that?  

 

Lynn: I have not, itôs not something I have experienced, I wrote a paper recently that you might want 

to look at with Fiona Hackney, about the craft or workshop as a space of gloom, she talks about that, 

that was interesting it is that thing, you donôt know all the things that will come out of it, she talks about 

a few different project but I just talk about one I did with an Asian womenôs group, legitimising coming 

out of the house, having a positive reason to be there. But I think now there is a lot more around social 

prescribing and stuff. I link it for people to come together and then I can identify stuff to pass on to 

people in the healthcare profession. Well, this is an issue, the problem is funding. I know there is a 

whole thing around repetition of stitch, thatôs not really my or where I am coming from, I always shied 

away from therapeutic stitch, itôs not why I did it, I found it a bit derogatory as its therapy. I think it can 

be, but I think the way I explore it is slightly different. Iôm thinking mostly about the Kantha stuff I have 

done with women. Itôs not one repetitive thing, they look at history, they look at stitches and develop a 

piece of their own. I know you are sitting and doing things but itôs ónot just one thing, I suppose that 

more sort of Claire Wellesley Smith practice. Thatôs not really where Iôm coming from. But itôs interesting 

as I was going to do a project with a friend who taught esol classes in Oldham working with Asian 

women, she was aware of health issues and being, the idea was to do a project around story writing 

and walking and stitching as a different strategy and keeping people active.  

 

Elnaz: Yeah, thatôs one thing I have struggled to find information on, there is a lot out there on stitch is 

repetitive, flow state stitch is a mindful craft. But itôs not like that for all the groups I have been working 

with. Sometimes the repetition is challenging and draining for the group who canôt sit for a very long 

time, or who get brain fog or struggle with their hands. So, itôs been trying to get those sessions access 

needs, so we factor in breaks and breathing and short walks around the garden. So mixing things with 

gardening has been nice, as I look that up for my health. But there is not much out there on the bad sad 

of stitch, yeah, it's just an interesting point.  

 

So, I am trying to design a new methodology of rethinking embroidery to Embellish, Connect and 

Transform. I have basically split my chapters up and looking at these verbs politically and physically, I 

wondered if you had any comments or contributions around this potential methodology that others can 

take from? I wondered if you have ever used words or verbs in this way?  
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Lynn: Yeah, I suppose, empower is the one I would say, for me itôs giving people a sense of self, 

identity, belonging and seeing people work in a piece is really empowering. I did a project in Burnley 

with two schools, and they said oh the mayors going to come in and we want the mayor to come in but 

what was nice we had these women with these fantastic stitch skills, and they were showing the mayor 

how to stitch, this was a fantastic reverse of power thing which was great to see, stitch being a positive. 

Embellish is not a term I tend to use, but a lot of the stuff I have done is around changing the surface 

and adding, quilting, layers of meaning. I think they are good and interesting and in terms of the practice 

of what you are doing I suppose thatôs the embellishment is it? I donôt know whether you have done it. 

When you go on a fly on the wall in the exhibition and see what people think about their contribution to 

the work they have done, that can be transformative, despite all the things I have had to deal with we 

have something there and we have achieved this. We have something there thatôs an important 

contribution to the community. But now I think thatôs interesting and itôs good to see how you will 

progress this.  

Elnaz: Thank you so much Lynn.  

Appendix 5:  

Mindful making group (Formally Creative Embroidery Course), 

Stitch-Up interview 1 year on.  

 

10am-12pm 13th June 2023 (43.51) 

 

Elnaz: óWhen you try and get along with anything itôs hard.ô 

 

Participant 1: óLet alone when you feel like crapô. 

 

Elnaz: óSo my first question is, you have all been attending the group for over a year now, is that right?ô 

 

Participant 2: óA year in Septemberô  

 

Elnaz: óBut you two have, and basically how has it changed from when you first started, like your 

expectations of it? How do you feel like itôs changed, has it changed? It might not have.  

 

Participant 1: óit hasnôt changed, if it had changed, I donôt think Iôd be comingô.  

 

Participant 3: óSame really, itôs been good to get to know peopleô.  

 

Elnaz: óRather than just a three-week course or a one-off sessionô  
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Participant 3: óMore continuityô  

 

Centre Manager: óLook at these, just showing what you are doing in here, have you seen these portraits 

they are all doing? These are amazing ó  

 

Elnaz: óWe need to get you two to do one, because itôs everybody in the centreô  

 

Centre Manager: óright come on then, we will give ourselves some time and we will do oneô  

 

Elnaz: óI will give you some stuff, thatôs one of the kidsô ones.ô It just needs some holes drilling and 

some strings like the other onesô.  

 

Centre Manager: óthatôs perfect, thatôs brilliant, we are going to fill that wall up with colourô óThat purple 

is good it matches your top as well, itôs so niceô  

 

 

Participant 3: óLook at that one with the buttons.  

 

Centre Manager: óI love it, Iôm not creative I would have to write a sign who it is....ô óMine would be say 

someone 7ft tall, really slim with lashing lochs.ô  

 

Group: óLaughterô  

 

Participant 3: óWell mine has really long eyelashes,  

 

Centre Manager: óYeah but I can see that in you, yeah definitely, the detail is fantastic, you can see 

something of everyone in themô  

 

Elnaz: óYeah, look at the highlights she has done on her hair using yarn, its exact to her hair colourô  

 

Centre Manager: óAmazingô 

 

Participant 1: óI normally wear a headband you see,ô  

 

Participant 2: óJust done my eye lashes on mine,ô  

 

Participant 3: óLove itô  

 

Centre Manager: óIôm well impressedô  



Elnaz Yazdani  

126 
 

 

Elnaz: óI love your super long lochs for your hairô  

 

Participant 2: óWell.... next weekô 

 

Centre Manager: óIs that what you have gone for? Are you going for a wig then? ó  

 

Participant 2: óYeah, itôs just being dyed my hair colourô.  

 

Centre Manager, óIôd be tempted to go rogue and get something totally differentô.  

 

Elnaz: What? Blue hair or something, we did talk about that when we first found out.ô  

 

Centre Manager: óMy mum did that and kept her hair like the new style when it started growing back. 

So, there was a positiveô.  

 

Participant 2: óWell I cut mine short, and I regretted it as short hair is not me, I have been looking back 

at pictures of me and itôs just always been the same.ô  

 

Centre manager: óright you are having too much fun in here we must go do work. This is just too nice; 

we could stay here all dayô.  

 

Elnaz: Well, you are welcome to come and stitch with us and stay, I will make you both do one.  

 

Centre manager: óI know you will as well ó 

 

Elnaz: óWe are going into nursery as well to do one, everyone in the centre, we went in to show them 

last week, it was very cuteô  

 

Centre Manager: óYeah and I know you are doing it on another day as well, someone was asking me 

about it and they had signed up for it.ô  

 

Elnaz: óWe are hoping everyone in the community does one or at least comes along to get involvedô  

 

Centre Manager: óYeah, this lady was booking on herself and her two kids. So thatôs nice, she does 

drama group and she signed up to thatô Yeah it would be nice to represent each groupô.  

 

Participant 3: óYeah, I will take a picture to show the Tichi group next week and I will tell them and 

show them what we have doneô.  
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Centre Manager: óYeah because then itôs a representation of everyone who uses the centre, oh gosh 

I have walked away with a job now, see you all soon, byeô  

 

Group: Bye 

 

Elnaz: Forgot to stop our interview recording there, never mind I recorded that whole exchange. ó  

 

Elnaz: óright so that was how it changed from when you first started the group but then, my other 

question was do you feel differently about yourself, the community, or the process of stitching in a 

group? 

 

Participant 4: óI know I have not been here for very long, but I came for the embroidery, but I stayed 

for the peopleô Although Iôm not a very good embroiderer but I did come for the embroidery ha-haô I just 

stayed for the people, it truly is a really lovely group of peopleô.  

 

Participant 3: óCamaraderieô  

 

Participant 4: óYeah, itôs lovelyô.  

 

Elnaz: óI think it comes back to the idea of us as a group being going for so long now, Itôs not like a 

short thing where you come to learn something and leave.ô 

 

Participant 4: óIt establishes friendships in a really good wayô.  

 

Elnaz: óI bet you have not enjoyed every single project we have done, maybe some you have liked 

better than others? ó 

 

Participant 3: óItôs good that people can drop in and not have to stay if they have other things, they can 

come and go but itôs nice to have the consistency of people that do stay as well.ô óitôs flexibleô I like the 

flexibilityô.  

 

Participant 2: óItôs good that there is not pressured to produce, whereas if you went to... when I was 

teaching at the college it spoilt it, most the people were there for similar reasons we are all here, 

however there was a pressure on them to make things or progress,  

 

Participant 3: óThat is a really good point that, you have summed up there what I have not thought 

about but yeah that is our thingô.  

 

Participant 4: óYeah whereas the progress here could be your mental progress, physical progress 

rather than something academic.ô  
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Participant 1: óYeah itôs like I say, sometimes I struggle to come because of my levels of fatigue or 

mentally I am done in, but I never feel like I have wasted a morning, I come away, I feel happier, like I 

have been productive, Iôm doing something and with a group of  likeminded people who I have formed 

friendship bonds with that I probably talk to them more about certain things than what I would people I 

know in my lifeô  

 

Elnaz: óyeah itôs less about producing a thing , you are all coming to learn a new skill which is an added 

bonus, less about oh I need to produce this finished beautiful thing and more about the process and 

stitching together.ô   

 

Participant 1: óyeah and having a laugh, like this project on making faces, I was like do we really have 

to, ha-ha but you know Iôm actually really enjoying it now and its all like everybody, for some people it 

might have been a bit cathartic,ô 

 

Elnaz: óThere is something about stitching yourself, youôre working through a lot of things there, we 

donôt all like photographs of ourselves, our identity is being represented, itôs nice that you are all in a 

way forced to stare at yourselves, well a cartoon stitched version of yourselfô  

 

Participant 1: óYeah thatôs why I thought to myself, oh my god Elnaz why do we have to do this?ô 

 

Participant 2: óI mean I came because I did have things going on, I had fallen out with textiles though, 

I am a textile teacher, so I donôt need to learn loads of new stuff. I came because I had lost the enjoyment 

of it, part of it was because I was a teacher I was teaching at a school where everything had to be 

perfect, neat, and tidy and actually it does not, I enjoy it more now because of thatô óBecause I have lost 

the idea that it needs to be perfect.  

 

Participant 3: óIts good when you rediscover something that you enjoy it again,ô  

 

Elnaz: ótakes the rules away as well, sometimes if you have ended up teaching the same skills for so 

long you see it in a different way, however you have come for you and to explore your skillsô.  

 

Participant 3: óI like we have done different things not just the same thing, but you know we did the big 

embroidery one we did together, we have done weaving and learning lots of different things. 

 

Participant 4: óyeah, itôs something I would never have done by myself, Iôm not really a crafter at all, so 

I would never have thought of doing this on my ownô.  

 

Participant 3: ólike threading a needle or tying a knot I would never have done!ô 
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Participant 1: óI can do a French knotô.  

 

Elnaz: óWhatôs it like to see your work up in the community centre?  When you come in and obviously, 

we are only just getting to the stage where we are starting to put work up. We have one piece up that 

we did last year, and we will have a second piece up soon. How does it make you feel when you come 

in and see your work?  

 

Participant 4: óIt makes us feel part of the community centre, it really doesô.  

 

Participant 3: óYeah a feeling of belongingô  

 

Elnaz: Yeah, because itôs your work, itôs not the artistôs work, some community projects the artists take 

the work and thatôs it, Iôve never really liked that I like that its gifted or given to the community that makes 

itô óitôs your work and itôs your thingô óBut yeah, itôs nice to see it upô  

 

Elnaz: Have you worked on anything else like creative wise outside of the group? Do you find yourself 

leaning towards any needles or do you just do work in the group?  

 

Participant 3: óI do a little bit more now its line of inspired me to do other things like crochet, knittingô.  

 

Participant 1: óI think itôs helped me get my creativity back, what I lost and also, I am doing new things, 

like embroidery but I bought a sewing machine and I have used that, erm yeah.  

 

Participant 4: óI think I lost my mojo, because my creativity was so down. I lost my mojo and I kind of 

got my mojo back here, I tend to upcycle things and move things and plant things, I kind of feel it coming 

back. When I lose it I donôt do anything. I donôt sew much but I go home and do other things, started 

gardening a little bit more and recycling, I didnôt realise how much I have lost.  

 

Participant 3: óSo it helps with your confidence in a way, as well as if you are feeling lonely as, it gives 

you a little bit of company you know on that day that you have someone to speak with, you might not 

see anyone for the rest of the week or a few days. You have to speak to make some friends and boost 

your confidence and creativity a bit. ó  

 

Participant 4: óItôs my selfish class I call this, where it does not involve my kids, my husband, I have to 

show them pictures of what I do because they think I just come, and chat and they donôt believe me.ô  

 

Elnaz: óInteresting you call it that though, because itôs your timeô  

 

Participant 4: óComing here is for totally and utterly myself and nothing to do with anyone else.ô 
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Participant 3: óWe need thatô.   

 

Participant 4: óI donôt do much of that to be honestô.  

 

Participant 1: ómy husband says if youôre tired why do you drive all the way to Meanwood to do your 

sewing class, I say you donôt understand that itôs me time and I enjoy it and if I donôt do something I 

enjoy then you know what is there?ô  

 

Participant 4: óIts oddly re energising here as wellô. 

 

Participant 1: óBecause I lost so much of myself, Iôm trying, itôs helping me find who I was and create 

a new version of me. Because the old me is gone through the long covid and my whole personality has 

changed, itôs kind of like Iôm morphing into something new, this is helping me but itôs also fetching bits 

of the old me with me, because I donôt want to lose bits of who I was, I was a creative person. But now 

you know this is probably the only thing that I can say yeah, Iôm still creative.ô  

 

Elnaz: óI hope you donôt mind me asking but because you mentioned about the long covid, do you think 

because of the craft  and the sewing it is quite accessible for people with chronic illness because itôs 

not as physically taxing once you are here you and here and you can control how much  you do and I 

think personally manage your energy levels around this sort of thing a bit more, what do you think and 

howôs your experience been having chronic health stuff?  

 

Participant 1: óWith sewing I do find it quite tiring sometimes. So sometimes I must go to bed after this 

class but at home if I want to be a bit creative, Iôm not scared of picking something up because Iôm tired. 

Because I know I can always put it back down, I feel like I have a lot more control and itôs not as 

overwhelming. Its helped me in that respect, from the long covid phycology point of view, she is really 

all for me coming here and reengaging with people because sometimes you donôt see people all week 

but like I said itôs nice people and none of us would judge anyone, we are all non-judgmentally, we are 

all very kind and kind to each other and we respect each other.  Whereas I have been to groups before 

and just thought no this is not for me because these people are not kind and I donôt think they get it, so 

yeah.ô  

 

Participant 3: óIn this group people are from different backgrounds, different cultures, different problems 

they have had in their lives, but they all get on and nobody judges like you said, so we have had different 

religions the is no judgement of anyone we are just all accepting and thatôs a great way to be, pity the 

world outside is not like thatô.   

 

Elnaz: óWe need to take this energy outsideô  

 

Participant 3: ólook, the glasses where a struggleô  
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Elnaz: óWow they are so goodô  

 

Participant 1: óThatôs so good, are you finished now?ô 

 

Participant 3: óYeah I think I have finishedô.  

 

Elnaz: óYeah looked finishedô  

 

Participant 3: óCanôt think of anything else to add to her... maybe a bar of chocolate? ó  

 

Elnaz: óYeah do a bar of chocolateô  

 

Group: óChatterô 

 

Elnaz: óThats nice you could put things around you that represent your characterô  

 

Elnaz: óI think you have already Answered this question, what do you enjoy more the stitching or the 

act of being in a group?ô  

 

Participant 3: ófor me itôs bothô.  

 

Participant 2: óyeahô  

 

Participant 4: ócombinationô  

 

Participant 2: ógoing back to what ... was saying, about being part of a group. Today is the first day 

and only day that I have left the house since all of this has started without hair. I thought I would choose 

this group because I know there wonôt be any judgement and I know I will be fine, and I know I will be 

safe and I can go out and I can leave the house without hair.  

 

Participant 3: óBecause you are among friends thenô.  

 

Participant 2: óI mean I wonôt go in my garden, but I will walk across the garden, get in the can and 

come here.... I have a very judge neighbourô.  

 

Elnaz: óWell done for coming and choosing to come here first, I mean I hope this give you the confidence 

to go to other groups and get in your gardenô  

 

Participant 3: óyou bump into other people as well, like... and ... and in the car park.ô  
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Elnaz: óYou know you are coming to a safe space, building up confidenceô  

 

Participant 3: óits building up and pushing the boundariesô 

 

Elnaz: óWill you continue attending something like this in the future? And why?ô 

 

Participant 2: óYeah definitelyô  

 

Participant 1: óitôs like I said to... oh please donôt tell me you have not got funding for next term because 

I think I will cryô. 

 

Participant 3: óoh it would be such a loss.  

 

Participant 4: óitôs such a positive experienceô.  

 

Elnaz: óWell no plans to stop, I had started this group as MA research but because itôs been good and 

we have had positive feedback it now enables us to aim for funding and continue long term, originally 

this was only ever designed as 5 weeks but because you all came and gave those initial points of 

feedback, we were able to continueô  

 

Participant 1: óAs a question to you then, as a facilitator do you feel anything about, what do you feel 

about the group? ó  

 

Elnaz: óI love the group and itôs become over the year, well nearly two years now, I get as much from 

it, itôs almost like there is no hierarchy, well there was never in my head Iôm not a hierarchical person 

so I like to give the tools and the techniques to let people grow so that  if I was never not here you could 

sustain this as a group yourself.  I feel at some points once you know what you are doing, I feel the 

support as well which has been helpful for me having such a challenging year as well. So, itôs become 

a friendship for all of us. However, some of my other sessions might be different because I donôt know 

that group as well or the atmosphere is different, trust has not built yet. But obviously Iôm still here for 

support and safeguarding, I have learnt a lot as I have done a mental health training course, 

safeguarding course and its been really helpful for me to know to support people a bit better, and I love 

what you all create, I have loved seeing you all grow in confidence, like in your stitching as well I was 

an embroidery technician before so there is still that in me like the fact that at the start you were like óI 

canôt sew I canôt sewô but actually all of you are really good sewers, thatôs been really nice to see that 

you feel confidence in your technique as wellô  

 

Participant 3: ó Yeah I feel like I have learnt a lot of things I would never have actually even tried, there 

was no way I would have gone and done it and there was no one around me to learn from, so coming 
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here there are lots of little things I have learnt, which is great skills to pass on to other people that you 

come across. So, you can help them because they are community things and skills that...ô  

 

Participant 1: óWell they are skills that are dying outô.  

 

Participant 3: óWell thatôs another aspect to itô.  

 

Elnaz: óEspecially Embroideryô 

 

Participant 3: óI like the tea and biscuits, you get fedô.  

 

Participant 1: óI feel like itôs something i could do with my children, my little boy if he is half interested, 

well he wanted me to make him a new bookmark and I know I can make it better now.ô  

 

Elnaz: óso itôs given you that increased confidence, to be like I can do that for you, or I know how to do 

thatô 

 

Elnaz: óI have written that embroidery does not always result in good physically wellbeing, some of the 

other groups have mentioned headaches, back pain, wrist pain, repetitive strain, not being active, sat 

still for too long, feeling anxious that they canôt do it, or imposter syndrome, have you experienced any 

of this? Or anything that has made you feel triggered while stitching, has anybody experienced anything 

where the stitching has not helped them? And you donôt have to share if you donôt want to.  

 

 

Participant 3: No because if there is something I canôt do I leave that bit and do something else or I 

ask you and you help again and again. 

 

Participant 4: óItôs the fact there is no pressure, if there was pressure my god I would have left.ô  

 

Participant 3: óI think if there was pressure that you have to create something or you have to do it this 

way then you would feel negative you would feel stressed and pressured and like oh, I canôt do this.ô  

 

Participant 4: óItôs very loose when you have given us something to do, the way you can make it your 

ownô.  

 

Participant 1: óItôs like if Iôm fatigued, I donôt feel pressured into stitching, I will just sit back for a bitô.  

 

Elnaz: óno one there saying quick like in a classroomô  
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Participant 4: óMy personality would not cope with that, to be honest with you, I would completely shut 

down, I could do something if you left me alone.ô  

 

Elnaz: óthat has happened in other groups where people come in and think that thatôs going to be their 

experience so they have projected that experience and then had quite a difficult time because there but 

obviously sometimes that can come from the facilitators as well to put that pressure on somebody .... 

obviously, I try not to that but that could come back as feedback you see soô  

 

Participant 3: óItôs just going at your own pace which is a good thing isnôt itô.  

 

Elnaz: óWhat about the physical side of it because I know some of us struggle with the physical 

headaches, back pain, wrist pain, and respective strain of brain fog like does stitching make any of it 

worse? ó 

 

Participant 3: óbecause there is no pressure that you must stitch you can just sit and be in the group 

and chat, you stitch when you feel like you can stitch. If you did two stitches its fineô  

 

Participant 1: So yeah, sometimes stitching it can be quite hard if you have chronic fatigue or pain if I 

have a headache or buy them weeks, I can just take it slowô  

 

Participant 3: óDonôt you think that the uniqueness of this particular group, not a group I have known 

as this where you can just pick upô  

 

Participant4: ófor my itôs wonderful to be able to sit down because I have perimenopausal, Iôm so absent 

minded and I waste a lot of days just wandering around aimlessly, I must do this then I must do this, so 

this is really nice for me to be here to some and sit down and focus, because Iôm very foggy headed, I 

wonder off, so this has been nice to say you just sit down and you just do this, Iôm doing really well by 

just sitting down, I would not normally do that as Iôm not a sitting down kind of personô  

 

Participant 3:ô Really, I have never been to a group like this one, where it is unique in the fact there is 

no pressure, but you are still learningô.  

 

Participant 4: óOh one negative, Iôm really judge when I go to other groups, Iôm like why are they no 

behaving themselvesô.  

 

Elnaz: óyou find yourself comparing?ô 

 

Participant 4: óYeah because the standard is so good and so lovely and so laid back, no when I go to 

other groups, Iôm like this should be more like thatô.  
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Participant 1: óYeah well thatôs why I dropped that stitch and bitch classes.  

 

Elnaz: óso you have chosen to drop groups like that and cut them out of your lifeô  

 

Participant 1: óYesh because if I am going to use my time and my energy, and itôs given me more 

boundaries to put my time and energy into groups I enjoy rather than just going to groups of the sake 

of itô.  

 

Participant 3: óthis is actually a good model for how a community group should be, I have become 

more enthusiastic of sewing because we have made things, I take things home and finish them and get 

excitedô 

 

Elnaz: óYes you do like homework, there is never pressure to do that by the wayô 

 

Participant 3: óNo there is not itôs just because I want to, I like if I get into it, I think I want to carry on 

with it and do a bit moreô  

 

Elnaz: óin the beginning if people missed sessions they would email or text and say I canôt catch up but 

there was never any pressure however I could tell maybe in some groups you had had that pressure to 

keep up but I guess this is not workô  

 

Participant 1: óYeahô  

 

Participant 4: óI struggle with commitment; I canôt commit to anything but with this I am really 

committedô.  

 

Participant 3: ódonôt you think itôs because you come to the group because you want to rather than you 

have to, you want to be there for the whole and everything that we do in this groupô.  

 

Elnaz: óAlso right now we donôt have anyone in the group where they canôt speak much English, but we 

have and I think stitching does help doesnôt it if you canôt communicate? ó  

 

Participant 3: óThere has been people like that hear before and we have all got on really wellô.  

 

Participant 4: óItôs like words really stitchingô.  

 

Participant 3: óAn international language isnôt it; it crosses the boundaries of cultures and ages and 

experiences, and it crosses allô.  
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Participant 1: óYeah, we all end up learning from each other, like with the eyes I did not know some 

cultures like Islam you could not draw eyes openô.  

 

Participant 4: óI remember thinking oh no what am I going to tell Elnaz but I thought I would just tell her 

the truth but then I thought I can just stitch my eyes closedô  

 

Group: óChatterô  

 

Elnaz: óAlways a way around something with stitch and art, you could have done no eyes if you wanted, 

that would have been fineô  

 

Participant 1: óWell me and ... made up a stitch, an imposter stitch. Oh god thatôs the right state is that 

what am I doing Elnaz? Thatôs meant to be a blanket stitch around ó  

 

Elnaz: óI love it, it just looks like you are wearing trendy fabrics with a raw edge linen vibe. ó  

 

Participant 1: óThey are meant to be my lucy and yack dungareesô.  

 

Participant 2: óI find one of the reasons I came was I wanted to find enjoyment again and part of that 

was not being a perfectionist and getting things right. And recently because of my treatment I canôt feel 

very well in my fingers, so I have neurorrhaphy now and Iôm a little bit shaky, so all my stitches are 

wonky but itôs fine, Iôm not overthinking them, they are not perfect and itôs alright.ô  

 

Participant 3: óDonôt you think in life itôs the imperfections that make people interesting, if we were all 

the same, we would be like robots and there would be nothing interesting, itôs all the different looks, 

shapes, sizes and characters that makes life interesting like the different stitches so now all my wonky 

stitches are ok now! Iôm happy with themô.  

 

Elnaz: óStitch is like handwriting, everyoneôs going to be different.ô  

 

Group: óChatterô  

 

Elnaz: óThe last thing is not really a question, itôs more of a comment, there is obviously illness, grief, 

loneliness, isolation have all come up as themes in the group because they want to attend to maybe 

collectively use stitch to try and combat what they are going through. Have you found that this has 

helped your individual circumstances or not?  

 

Collective: Yes 
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Participant 2: óespecially now. Because Iôm having chemo my body is going through a lot of physical 

and mental changes and itôs just nice to come here where I donôt feel judgedô  

 

Participant 3: óItôs like an extra support group as well as learning and friendship and creativityô.  

 

Participant 1: óIt helped get my concentration back, because itôs got my creative flare back which has 

helped my concentration because now, I feel able to do more however it does sometimes make me 

tired ó  

 

Elnaz: óSometimes when you are stitching and you are on your own in your head a little bit, do you ever 

feel triggered by that? ó  

 

Participant 4: óNo because you switch off and I love the switch offô.  

 

Participant 3: óThatôs mindfulness, isnôt it?ô  

 

Elnaz: óSo you think the stitching triggered that response rather than anxiety? Flow stateô  

 

Participant 1: óa lot of what we have been doing is slow stitching because we have had no pressureô.  

 

Participant 4: óIôm surprised how much we have got done thoughô. 

 

Elnaz: óYeah I was going to say we have been very productive despite slow stitchingô  

 

Elnaz óThat was all really helpful, thank you. I just wanted to do a closing interview with the group, it 

does not mean the group is closing it just means my MA is coming to an end and it does mean. 

 

Participant 3: óOne thing that does trigger me is if this group ever folded, we have become attached! ó  

 

Participant 1: óWe can keep in touch, and we would just find a coffee house somewhere with a room 

we can use and a kettleô.   

 

Elnaz: óWell itôs nice you have all exchanged details and keep things going if needed, this was just a 

focus group really to see where we are all at now from when we first started the group. But this group 

seems happy and still moving forwardô. 

 

Participant 3: óeven the people that have been and left I think itôs still workedô.  

 

Participant 4: óLovely sense of humour in the group, lovely itôs like a comedy club, really nice, I donôt 

think I laugh that much anymore, I thought I have become really cold and boring, but this is niceô. 
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Participant 3: óitôs because we can laugh at ourselves and we know no one is being mean, there are 

not many groups like this, I have not been to another group like this before where itôs so relaxed as a 

group with each other, itôs just greatô.  

 

Elnaz:ô Well thank you, I hope you all continue to come, thatôs great I will stop the recording.ô 

Appendix 6: Stitching Together Good Practice Guidelines  

 

 

Appendix 7: Ethics Forms  

 

Ethical Review ï Form B 

Limited or Significant Risk 
 

APPLICABLE  FOR ALL RESEARCH REQUIRING SPECIFIC ETHICAL APPROVAL  
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Before completing this form please refer to the School Research Ethics web pages which 

can be found using this link. 

 

Ethical Approval is needed for all research involving any of the following: 

direct contact with human participants (e.g. interviews or questionnaires) 

direct contact with animal participants 

access to identifiable personal data for living individuals not already in the public domain 

increased danger of physical or psychological harm for researcher(s) or subject(s) 

research into potentially sensitive areas 

use of students as research assistants 

joint responsibility for the project with researchers external to the University. 

 

Taught students and PGR should consult the appropriate ethical guidelines. The respective 

academic supervisor should assist with advising you on appropriate professional judgement 

in this review prior to final submission to the Ethics Committee. 

 

You cannot proceed with your active research until ethical sign off is notified 

to you by the ADA Ethics Committee. 

 

 

Please tick one of the following options and then complete your individual details and ethical 

information. 

Module Approval  Academic Staff Research Bid/Project  
 

 

Undergraduate  Postgraduate Researcher x 

Postgraduate 

Taught 

 Is this a resubmission?    Y/N  

 

SUBMISSION GUIDANCE 

 

Undergraduate, taught postgraduate and postgraduate research; please complete in 

conjunction with your module leader, supervisor for review and for them to sign off this form 

prior to final submission for ethical approval. Email all relevant documentation/forms to: 

sah.research@hud.ac.uk  

 

PGR ethical review submission is at the same time as your PM1 report submission date. 

You can submit your ethical review request at any time prior to this deadline.   

  

Academic Research: once fully completed please email sah.research@hud.ac.uk  

 

Before completing please refer to the School Research Ethics web pages which can be 

found using this link. 
 

SECTION A: APPLICANT DETAIL (complete sections as appropriate) 

 

Surname (all) Yazdani-Kohneh-Shahri First name (all) Elnaz  

Student number 2180666 

https://research.hud.ac.uk/strategy/concordat-research-integrity/ada-ethics/
mailto:sah.research@hud.ac.uk
mailto:sah.research@hud.ac.uk
https://research.hud.ac.uk/strategy/concordat-research-integrity/ada-ethics/

















