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1.0 Introduction  

This report presents the findings of a study that aimed to scope the needs 
of prisoners’ families living in West Sussex. The study was supported by the 
Safer West Sussex Partnership and conducted by Dr Carlie Goldsmith, an 
experienced researcher in crime and justice and lead at North RTD, and 
Denis Byrne from Sussex Prisoners’ Families – an organisation that 
provides services to support prisoners’ families and practitioners working 
with prisoners’ families in Sussex. The study ran for twelve months from 
March 2017.  

There is a commitment to ensuring positive outcomes for families in West 
Sussex and providing early help that aims to meet the needs of the most 
vulnerable children and families (West Sussex Partnership Families 
Strategic Plan 2020; West Sussex Early Help Action Plan). The study was 
commissioned because there is a gap in knowledge and understanding of 
the needs of prisoners’ families, a vulnerable and often overlooked group.  

The aim of the study was to explore the needs and help-seeking behaviour 
of prisoners’ families living in West Sussex. The primary research questions 
that underpinned the study were:  

 What needs do families have when a relative goes to prison?  

 What help, if any, do families seek in attempts to meet their needs? 

 How helpful is this support?  

 What are the barriers prisoners’ families face in seeking help in West 
Sussex?  

 What support do families think would be helpful to others in their 
situation?  
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To gain insight into these questions three research approaches were used:  

 Depth qualitative interviews with adults affected by familial 
imprisonment.  

 Interactive workshops for practitioners working with, or likely to be 
working with, people (adults, families and/or children) affected by 
familial imprisonment living in West Sussex.  

 Online surveys for practitioners. 

This is the first-time the Safer West Sussex Partnership has supported 
research that explores the needs of prisoners’ families living in West 
Sussex. It is a scoping study and so the findings presented in this report do 
not represent the lived experiences of all families affected by familial 
imprisonment living in the county. Nonetheless, we hope that it is a 
starting point for future work and the insights it offers into the lives of 
families and the work of professionals and practitioners are used to inform 
policy, practice and strategy in the areas of Children and Families, Public 
Health, Community Safety and Planning and Development. 

The report begins with an overview of the background and context to the 
study, moves on to look at study approach and methodology and then sets 
out the study findings. The report concludes with a series of practical 
recommendations.  
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2.0 Background and Context  

Sussex Prisoners’ Families (http://www.sussexprisonersfamilies.org.uk/) is 
an organisation that works across Sussex to provide a range of support 
services to prisoners’ families. Currently, it runs the First Stop Advice 
helpline, runs a series of regular Family Support Groups across Sussex and 
provides a list of West Sussex specific support services on its website 
(http://www.sussexprisonersfamilies.org.uk/family-support-west-sussex/). 
In addition, Sussex Prisoners’ Families run a Court Family Support project 
across courts in Sussex. Here trained volunteers meet families and offer 
them practical guidance and emotional support to deal with the 
immediate impact of imprisonment. 

Every family is different and so the impact of having a family member in 
prison varies widely and is shaped by a wide range of factors such:  

 The type of offence committed; 

 the length of the sentence; 

 family structure and the quality of pre-prison relationships; and 

 the extent to which families have the resources to cope, for example 
financial, social support and personal relationships, with the impact 
and consequences of the imprisonment. 

Research conducted in the UK has shown that despite the uniqueness of 
each individual family’s experience, there are important similarities to 
those experiences. Whatever the circumstances, families are greatly 
affected by the imprisonment of a relative (Condry, 2007; Codd, 2008; 
Condry, Kotova and Minson, 2016; Kotova 2018). Studies show, that: 

 Prisoners families, particularly where the offence committed is 
serious and/or sexual can be blamed and stigmatised by other family 
members, friends and the wider community (Condry, 2007).   

 Imprisonment can trigger acute feelings of loss and emotional 
distress akin to those felt by the bereaved, which can have a 
negative impact on mental and emotional health of family members 
(Codd, 2008).  
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 Families can face significant financial hardship due to a combination 
of loss of income and/or benefits and the cost of maintaining contact 
with prisoners and supporting them financially (Smith et al, 2007).  

 The family members providing most of the practical and emotional 
support to prisoners are usually women – wives, girlfriends, mothers 
and sisters, and they experience major disruption to their own lives 
and development (Kotova, 2018). 

 The impact of the imprisonment can change over time and some 
aspects of family life can improve whilst others are negatively 
affected, for example conflict within the family home may decrease 
but the family is more strained financially (Codd, 2008). 

 Having a parent in prison is a strong risk factor for a range of adverse 
outcomes for children, including higher levels of emotional distress, 
mental and physical health problems, lower levels of education 
attainment and involvement in the criminal justice system (Murray 
and Farrington, 2008; COPING,2013) 

 The children of offenders, of which there are an estimated 200,000, 
must cope with the trauma of parental separation and feelings of 
loss associated with imprisonment and are exposed to stigma 
associated with crime and offending (Gill, 2010).   

 Whilst it is true that any family can be affected by imprisonment, 
research on the backgrounds of offenders highlights that families 
already living in poverty and facing a range of challenges that could 
include mental ill health, debt, drug and alcohol issues and violence 
are more likely than others to experience the imprisonment of a 
relative (Ministry of Justice, 2012).  

The effects of imprisonment on families are often called the collateral or 
ripple effects of imprisonment (Condry, Kotova and Minson, 2016) and it 
has been argued that the families of people who offend are the invisible or 
forgotten victims of crime (Light and Campbell, 2007).
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Most national criminal justice policy attention on the families of offenders 
has concentrated on the role they can play in reducing reoffending1 and 
the prevention of inter-generational crime (Ministry of Justice, 2009). Most 
recently, Lord Farmer led a review for the Ministry of Justice which 
examined the importance of strengthening family relationship to reduce 
re-offending and inter-generational crime. The review, prompted by 
Ministry of justice research, showed that prisoners who receive visits from 
family members are 39% less likely to reoffend than those who do not, and 
that 63% of prisoners’ sons went on to offend. It concluded that 
relationships are fundamentally important if people are to change, and 
this must be the ‘golden thread’ that runs through the prison system and 
the agencies that surround it.   

The findings and recommendations of the Farmer Review are vital to 
raising awareness of the role families should play in the criminal justice 
system and how reform should be implemented to ensure families and 
prisoners relationships are supported. However, it is also true that families 
affected by familial imprisonment need support not only because they 
may play a role of reducing crime but because of the negative impact the 
experience has on them and other family members when a relative goes 
to prison. This means that assisting families must also be the responsibility 
of community-based institutions, organisations and services. We know, 
that currently the needs of prisoners’ families in the community are often 
overlooked. This is exacerbated by: 

 The traditionally limited (or non-existent) partnership working 
arrangements between prisons, probation and local authorities, both 
at strategic and operational level, that has resulted in a lack of clarity 
about who is responsible for work with prisoners’ families2. 

 Limited understanding of the needs of prisoners’ families at local 
government level and the absence of the needs of these families in 
local strategic planning.  

 

                                                
1 A prisoner who receives visits from a family member the odds of reoffending are 39% lower than for those who 
do not (MoJ, 2012).  

2 The addition of Community Interest Companies, private sector providers for the provision of Probation and 
Prison-based rehabilitative services for offenders in England and Wales, could further complicate partnership 
working arrangements as they are contracted to deliver specific services and receive payment by results and so 
could be reluctant to engage in, or commit resources to, areas of work they consider fall outside this remit. 
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 Limited understanding of the needs of prisoners’ families, including 
children, amongst professionals and practitioners in universal (such 
as education and health) and specialist services and a lack of 
knowledge about what resources are available to support them.  

 The child and risk centred lens that drives much intervention and 
support for families delivered locally, although vital in securing the 
safety and wellbeing of children, can lead to families without 
children, or families without children considered ‘at risk’ being 
absent from policy and strategy.3 

 A lack of financial and other support for organisations that assist the 
families of offenders, that are often small-scale and operated by the 
voluntary or not-for-profit sector, which can result in a lack of 
continuity and limited provision.  

Despite the challenges, and the increased demand for services provided 
by local government and the reductions to local authority funding, it 
should be recognised that supporting prisoners’ families in the community 
is vital because:  

 More families are going to be affected by familial imprisonment as 
the prison population continues to rise, for example the Ministry of 
Justice (2017) project that the prison population in 2022 will be 
88,000.   

 Children of prisoners are named in the Working Together guidance 
as children requiring a section 17 assessment of need (HM 
Government, 2015).  

 The UK is a signatory to the UN Convention on the Rights of the 
Child and must ensure that the human rights of children are 
recognised and upheld (as set out in Box 1). 

 The imprisonment of a family member can place pressure on 
families already struggling with a range of adversities and make 
poorer outcomes more likely for adults as well as children.  

                                                
3 In Ministry of Justice research (2012) 53% of offenders disclosed having children under 18, whilst this is 
considered an under-estimate of the number of prisoners who have children, it also shows that many offenders 
have adult children and/or no children.  
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 A lack of support for families can affect the level of assistance they 
give to the prisoner as they go through the criminal justice system 
and resettlement process. 

 Analysis conducted by the House of Commons library (Keen and 
Cracknell, 2017) shows that women, who are more likely to provide 
emotional and practical (including financial) support for relatives in 
prison, have borne 86% of the burden of changes to tax and 
spending since 2010 so their capacity to provide support has been, 
and will continue to be, eroded.  

 

 

  

Box 1 

The UN Convention on the Rights of the Child outlines basic rights 
that all children should enjoy.  

• Children who have been separated from their parents have the 
right to maintain personal relations and personal contact, unless 
this is contrary to their best interests (Article 9:3); 

• In all actions concerning children their best interests should be a 
primary consideration (Article 3:1); 

• It should be recognised that both parents have common 
responsibilities for the upbringing and development of the child 
(Article 18:1); 

• Children have the right to express and have their views 
considered in all matters affecting them (Article 12:1); 

• All the rights in the Convention apply to all children without 
discrimination, irrespective of their parent’s status (Article 2:2). 

 



 

11 

2.1 How many families are affected by 
imprisonment in West Sussex?  

Prisoners’ families are a hidden group in the population because 
information about them is not routinely recorded or collected, and no 
single national or local government agency or service have responsibility 
for supporting them. This makes it very difficult to know with any certainty 
how many families are affected by familial imprisonment. What is known 
is that:  

 If the population of West Sussex were imprisoned at the national 
rate4, 1196.6 residents would be in prison.  

 The Ministry of Justice provided Sussex Prisoners’ Families with local 
sentencing information and from this it was extrapolated around 
2,500 children being affected by parental imprisonment in Sussex. 

 

                                                
4 The rate of imprisonment in England and Wales is 148.3 prisoners per 100,000 of the population. For every 
person in England and Wales there are 0.001483 prisoners. The population of West Sussex multiplied by this per 
person rate gives us: 806900 * 0.001483 = 1196.6 prisoners from West Sussex. 

Table 1. Support provided to West Sussex based prisoners’ families by Sussex 
Prisoners’ Families April 2017 – March 2018. 

Form of support or contact  Number 

Long term one-to-one family support  14 

Advice and signposting for professionals  7 

Families engaged in West Sussex criminal courts  200 

Visits to the Family Support West Sussex pages of the SPF 
website 

499 
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 As Table 1 shows in the year from April 2017 Sussex Prisoners’ 
Families has provided support for families in court, through one-to-
one long-term support, via its West Sussex website pages and by 
giving advice and signposting information to professionals.  

 Professionals were asked to give an estimate or actual figure of the 
numbers of prisoners’ families they had supported in the previous 12 
months and the total was 91 families.  

 Figures provided by the Kent, Surrey and Sussex Community 
Rehabilitation Company show that between January 2017 and 
December 2017 278 individuals were released to the West Sussex 
area. This excludes releases on temporary licence.  

 Professionals were asked in the survey to provide an actual or 
estimated figure for the number of those worked with in the past 12 
months who were affected by familial imprisonment. 25/45 
responded to this question. Three respondents reported working 
with high numbers of families. The highest number from a single 
professional was 40 cases involving 40 adults and 80 children. Two 
other professionals reported working with 20 families over the same 
period. The other 22 professionals reported working with between 1-
10 others (mainly children and families) over the twelve-month 
period; an average of 4.6 families per professional and a total of 91.  
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3.0 Methodology  

The study aim was to investigate the key research questions from i) the 
perspective of families living in West Sussex who had experienced a 
relative going to prison and ii) the perspective of professionals and 
practitioners delivering services and supporting families in the region. 

The study utilised both qualitative and quantitative research approaches.  

 Depth qualitative interviews with family members affected by 
imprisonment (n16 interviewees)  

 Seven interactive workshops for professionals held in each district in 
West Sussex (n71 participants) 

 Online practitioners survey (n45 respondents)  

 Single practitioner focus group in Crawley (n4 participants)  

An online survey for families was distributed with a limited number of 
questions. It was used to recruit participants to the study, so the data has 
not been included in this report.   

3.1 Qualitative interviews with families  

In total, 16 family members were interviewed over the telephone for this 
study. Participants were asked to give a short account of their experience 
of familial imprisonment and then asked a range of questions about the 
impact of the experience on them, whether they accessed support and 
who they sought support from. Participants were asked how helpful the 
support was that they received and what could be done in future to help 
families in the same situation. Interviews ranged from 30 to 90 minutes in 
length and were audio recorded and transcribed.  

Interestingly, another four women contacted the research team with a 
specific prison related question. These questions were answered, and the 
women were given the details of further support available from Sussex 
Prisoners’ Families. All the women were asked if they would be willing to 
take part in the survey, but they declined because they wanted to protect 
their anonymity and did not want to risk being identified. This is evidence 
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of the reluctance of families to disclose having a family member in prison 
or be identified as a family who is related to an offender.  

3.2 Online survey for practitioners  

45 practitioners responded to the online survey. It explored the ways they 
worked with people affected by familial imprisonment and what, in their 
view, were the primary needs of adults and children in this situation and 
how are they best supported.  

3.3 Practitioner focus group  

One focus group with four participants was conducted in Crawley early in 
the study. The focus groups topic guide mirrored the online survey and 
focused on practitioners’ experiences of working with prisoners’ families, 
what they considered their needs to be and the best ways to support 
them.  

3.4 Interactive workshops  

These were designed and delivered because of the difficulties the research 
team faced engaging practitioners and professionals in the study. Offering 
professionals an opportunity to learn and engage with other professionals 
on this topic proved a more successful recruitment strategy. All workshops 
followed the same format and started with an overview of what research 
shows about the number of families affected by imprisonment, how they 
are affected and a discussion of the implications of this for families. In the 
second half of the workshop participants were asked to complete three 
tasks.  

1. Discuss and identify needs they saw in families affected by 
imprisonment – flip charts and post-it notes were used.  

2. Discuss and prioritise (using a Pyramid 6 template) the six things 
professionals need to better support families affected by 
imprisonment.   

3. Discuss and record what they consider to be three characteristics of 
best practice when working with prisoners’ families.  
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Workshop participants were encouraged to talk about their experiences of 
working with families affected by imprisonment and to share what they 
had recorded. In some workshops, there was space to display their 
contributions and participants were given time and space to look at other 
groups contributions. Data from all the workshops was collected, stored 
and analysed.  

3.5 Study recruitment  

3.5.1 Families affected by imprisonment  

It was recognised at the beginning of the study that recruiting families 
would be a significant challenge, and this did prove to be the case. Various 
recruitment strategies were used across the lifetime of the study, 
including:  

 Families living in West Sussex who had used Sussex Prisoners’ 
Families were contacted by the organisation and asked if they would 
be willing to take part in the study.  

 Information about the study was uploaded to the Sussex Prisoners’ 
Families Website and promoted through various social media 
channels.  

 A press release about the study, with a link to the online survey and 
contact details of the research team, was sent to West Sussex media 
outlets; the study was featured on the BBC Sussex Radio website 
and online at the Crawley Observer and Mid Sussex Times.  

 Information about the study was featured on the Crawley Borough 
Council and West Sussex County Council intranet.  

 Practitioners and professionals working in the statutory and 
voluntary sector were informed about the study (in-person and 
electronically) and asked to pass a leaflet and project information on 
to families they were working with who were affected by the 
imprisonment of a relative.  

 Information about the study was provided in multiple formats to 
practitioners and professionals in the statutory and voluntary sector 
for inclusion in newsletters, emails, social media and other 
communication.  
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 Posters, leaflets and other study material was made available to 
prisoners at HMP Lewes in the visits area for family members.   

 Study leaflets were distributed to probationers with a West Sussex 
address by staff at Kent, Surrey and Sussex Community 
Rehabilitation Company.  

 An event titled ‘The Impact of Prison on Families’ was held in 
Horsham and targeted at professionals and practitioners across the 
community and voluntary sector. Data was gathered at the event, 
but it was primarily an opportunity to promote the study.   

 Research team members attended the Safer West Sussex 
Partnership Conference and the Victim Support Conference in 2017 
to promote the study.  

The most successful recruitment strategies were the online survey, 
contacting families who had worked with Sussex Prisoners’ Families and 
coverage in local media (news websites and social media). None of the 
families who participated said they had heard about the study, or had 
been referred to the study, by a practitioner or professional they were 
currently working with.  

3.5.2 Professionals 

Initially, professionals were contacted with information about the study 
with an invitation to take part through completing the online survey or 
participating in a focus group. Due to limited response, this strategy was 
reviewed, and an event was held in Mid-Sussex that gave practitioners the 
opportunity to learn about the impact of imprisonment on families and 
meet other professionals. The research team also used the event to 
promote the study and gather some data from the delegates.  The event 
was a success, with over forty people in attendance, and so this model of 
engagement was rolled out across West Sussex, with a version of the event 
run in all seven districts. 

3.6 Data analysis 

 A basic statistical analysis was conducted on all online survey and 
some workshop data.  

 All qualitative data was transcribed and analysed thematically.  



 

17 

3.7 Research ethics  

This research was designed and conducted in adherence with the British 
Sociological Associations Statement of Ethical Practice.5 

Qualitative data  

 Informed consent was obtained from all research participants before 
any data was gathered. 

 Participants were made aware that their involvement was voluntary, 
and they could withdraw from the research at any point without the 
need to provide a reason.  

 All participants were informed of the purpose of the study and how 
the data they provided would be used, e.g. inform the report? 

 All information provided by the participants remained confidential 
and was only used for the purposes of the research.  

 The privacy of participants was protected through strict data 
management processes and the removal of all identifiable 
information at the reporting stage.  

Quantitative data  

 Both the practitioners survey, and the recruitment survey for families 
were on a platform that is compliant with UK data protection 
legislation.  

 Survey respondents were required to indicate they had read and 
understood the information about the study and confirm they were 
willing to take part at the start of the survey.  

  

                                                
5 https://www.britsoc.co.uk/ethics 
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3.8 Profile of research participants  

This section of the report gives details on the study participants.  

3.8.1 Families 

All 16 interviewees were women.  

 Four mothers with adult sons who were currently serving or had 
served a prison sentence.  

 A mother whose adult son had been in prison but had been 
transferred to a secure hospital.  

 A mother with an adult daughter in prison.  

 Seven wives, partners or girlfriends of adult men who were currently 
serving or had served a prison sentence.  

 Two sisters whose adult brothers were serving or had served a prison 
sentence.  

 An adult step-daughter of a male adult prisoner.  

3.8.2 Children under 18  

 No children were interviewed or involved in this research. Any 
findings related to children in this report have been developed from 
talking to families with children or the professionals and 
practitioners who work with them.  

 Five (31%) interviewees disclosed having children under the age of 18 
in the family who were also affected by the imprisonment.  

 In four families the person in prison was the parent of the children 
(three fathers and one mother).  

 Where dad was in prison all the children were looked after by mum 
but where mum was in prison the two children were being cared for 
by their grandmother.   

 In one family the mother of a young adult prisoner also had children 
under the age of 18.  
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3.8.3 Professionals  

 45 professionals responded to the survey.  

 Professionals working in every district in West Sussex responded and 
Crawley (n13, 29%), Arun (n9) and Worthing (n7) were the most 
represented. 

 Professionals working in Children’s Service made up just over half 
(51%) of all respondents.  

 87% of respondents worked in a statutory service and 7% were from 
the voluntary sector.  

 Professionals mostly worked with children and young people related 
to or caused by the imprisonment of a family member, followed by 
work with families.   

 Working with adults affected by the imprisonment of a family 
member was the least frequent activity amongst respondents.  

3.9 Reflections on the study 

 No men with a relative in prison took part in this scoping study and 
whilst this reflects other studies conducted on prisoners’ families it 
does mean that the experiences of male partners, fathers, brothers 
and other relatives are missing.  

 Recruiting families through practitioners and professionals was a 
challenge and if this study, or a similar research project, were to be 
conducted again other recruitment strategies would be prioritised.  
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4.0 Study findings  

This section of the report sets out the key study findings.  

4.1 The impact of familial imprisonment on 
families  

Each of the participants who took part in this study had a unique story to 
tell about their experience of familial imprisonment, the impact this had 
on them and their family. Analysis of the data shows that all the families 
were seriously affected by the imprisonment of their relative, but that this 
differed according to the nature of the offence and prior involvement with 
the criminal justice system. 

For half of the families involved in the study familial imprisonment was 
experienced as an emotionally overwhelming, disorientating and stressful 
experience that had wholly negative repercussions for them and for family 
life.  

 For these families, the involvement of their relative in a crime came 
as a complete shock, even if there had been prior concerns about 
the persons behaviour. 

 Their previous involvement in the criminal justice system and 
knowledge of its systems and processes was either non-existent or 
extremely limited before this and they struggled to know where or 
how to access the information they needed to understand what was 
happening or was going to happen in the future.  

 The crimes committed by the relatives of this group of families were 
usually, although not always, more serious or they were lesser 
offences connected to serious crimes perpetrated by others, so 
attracted longer sentences and more publicity.  

 Families reported being treated with hostility and suspicion by a 
range of people such as friends and family, the community, the 
public (because of media coverage), the media (traditional and social 
media) and the police because they were related to the suspect or 
offender before, during and/or after the prison sentence.  
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 Families reported being shocked by the process of visiting the prison 
and the indignities they experienced when visiting, for example 
being searched by prison officers and being treated with hostility 
and suspicion by prison staff.  

 Families were more likely to question whether prison was an 
appropriate place for their relative and report that their relative was 
not given access to the support they felt they needed.  

 They were also more likely to be critical of the prison system and 
disclose that their relative had been negatively affected by their 
experiences inside prison.  

 Many expressed the sense that they, or other family members, were 
also victims of the crime and that this victimisation went unnoticed. 

 

 

 

 

Linda and her daughter were ‘floored’ and ‘distraught’ when her son 
was arrested and later sentenced to prison for a serious crime. ‘We 
were grieving,’ said Linda ‘we lost our son. I know he is still alive but 

we lost him.’ Linda and her family went through ‘hell’ and were 
forced into hiding by the media. Despite her son being seriously 
mentally ill, it was six weeks before Linda saw her son and three 

months before he saw a doctor. Linda felt treated like the ‘scum of 
the earth’ when she visited her son, ‘it was a nightmare really,’ she 
said ‘being thrown into something we would never envisage ever 

happening.’  Linda’s son was later transferred from prison to a 
hospital where he is now getting treatment but she is deeply 

scarred by events. ‘I don’t trust services, how can I when they are the 
same ones that failed to diagnose my son’s mental illness.’ 
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The other half of the families involved in the study reported feeling 
distressed, and in some cases surprised that their relative was in prison but 
were not shocked to the same extent as the first group. This was due to 
the offences committed by their family member were related to an 
addiction to drugs and/or alcohol and they had spent time in custody for 
offences related to this in the past.  

 For these families’ imprisonment was understood to be inextricably 
connected to their relatives often long-term struggle with addiction.  

 Families in this situation articulated a deep sense of frustration, 
anger and sadness at what they perceived were the failure of 
community services to act and support their relative with their 
addiction, or to address the mental and emotional issues that often 
stretched back to childhood and adolescence that they felt were at 
the core of the offending.  

 Some participants expressed hope that the prison sentence would 
provide the treatment and setting necessary for their relative to get 
clean and were critical of previous, often short, sentences that had 
not been sufficient to create the necessary change.  

Amanda supported her elderly mother after her step-father was 
convicted of a crime and given a custodial sentence. His conviction 

was a shock and because he was well known in the local 
community events were covered in the national and local news 
media. After the sentence ‘there was nobody, nobody there that 
said we can help you, there was no leaflet, she was just left, it was 
horrendous for her, nobody thought about her.’ Her mother does 

not live in the ‘digital world’ and had no knowledge of the criminal 
justice system, she did not know where her husband had been 
taken and had no idea how to find out. Amanda’s mother was 

suicidal and needed medical attention. Amanda’s mother had her 
income halved overnight and is now going to have to sell her house 
to cover legal costs. She found visiting her husband in prison hugely 

distressing, but did get some support from other families and 
volunteers at the visit. Amanda’s mum did not seek any help, she 

was ‘too terrified to leave her door’ and was excluded by some 
members of the local community. The situation has ‘split the family 
completely, it’s shattered it.’ Amanda has had to be relocated, her 
daughter is now relocating and younger members of the family 

have been severely affected by social media content. 
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 All felt that prison was not the right place for their relative, but some 
hoped that it might be the only opportunity they have to access 
treatment for addiction and mental health issues, which had been so 
hard to access in the community. Some families hoped that their 
relative was at less risk of overdose in prison than they were on the 
street.  

 Families reported that having a relative in prison in these 
circumstances was an emotionally overwhelming experience with 
negative consequences.  

 Added to this, families were extremely apprehensive about what 
might happen when their loved one was released, this was 
exacerbated by feelings of powerlessness over whether treatment 
for the addiction would continue or any progress made in prison 
would be sustained.  

 Because of their prior experiences, this group of families were 
generally more knowledgeable about the criminal justice system 
and the types of support someone in prison might need.  

 Despite this, supporting and maintaining contact could still be 
difficult due to the cost and distances some needed to travel to visit, 
although correspondence by letter was highly valued.  

 Three members of this group disclosed being concerned about their 
personal safety because money for the repayment of drug debt had 
been demanded from them; they did not report this to the police for 
fear this would have repercussions for them or their relative in 
prison. 

Gina’s son has been ‘in and out’ of prison on short sentences for the 
last decade after becoming  involved with drugs as a teenager. The 

first sentence was ‘awful’ but her son left a Young Offenders 
Institution in recovery. After his release, Gina’s son was placed in a 

‘violent, awful place’ and started to use again. Gina feels that 
services do not talk to one another, ignore the needs of young 
adults and ignore families. The situation has had a ‘huge and 

devastating impact’ on the family and on her. Gina puts herself 
‘secondary’ to the needs of her son. Gina described herself as a 
‘victim’ of this situation and has received support from friends 
because other options are not accessible to her. Gina’s son is 

homeless and trapped in a ‘cycle of drugs’ and when he cannot 
cope he ‘kicks off’ and ends up back in custody. ‘He doesn’t think 

he’s worth saving.’  
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Shared experiences  

Despite their different circumstances, the data shows that families in both 
groups shared many common experiences.  

 15/16 families experienced feelings of loss after the imprisonment of 
their relative.  

 Most reported feelings of shame and stigma and felt negatively 
judged by others.  

 Around two thirds reported that their own mental health was 
negatively affected by the imprisonment, with anxiety and 
depression the most commonly cited impact.  

 All families reported that having a relative in prison had a negative 
financial impact – either through loss of or changes to income or 
benefits, in one case this lead to bankruptcy, or because of the costs 
incurred by supporting and maintaining contact with their relative. 
In a single case this included paying off the drug debts of the 
imprisoned relative, which had a big financial impact.  

 Just under a third of families had to cope with serious physical ill 
health during the imprisonment, in a single case the condition was 
diagnosed after the imprisonment and the rest pre-dated the 
imprisonment.  

 Ten families reported that the imprisonment of their relative caused 
serious and sustained conflict in the family, which did in some 
circumstances result in complete family breakdown. 

Melanie’s son has just been released after serving time for drug 
related offences. When he was sentenced, Melanie’s son was 

addicted to cocaine and gambling. Melanie has cancer and she was 
unable to visit him during he sentence because she was unable to 

travel to the North of England where he served much of his 
sentence. Melanie provided emotional and practical support to her 
son’s family but did not access support herself and felt unable to go 
to the police despite being pressured to pay her son’s debts whilst 
he was in prison. Now he is back in the community and in recovery, 
Melanie is very apprehensive about the future and feels the stress of 

the imprisonment has had a very negative impact on her and her 
whole family.  
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 Imprisonment had a real and sustained impact on the children of 
the families, whether they were aware their parent was in prison or 
not. Children, for example, had to move homes, cope emotionally 
with the loss of a parents and cope with the impact of the 
imprisonment on the remaining parent or carer.  

 All the families whose relative had been released felt that probation 
did not provide the support needed for them to resettle back into 
the community and re-establish their lives.  

 Participants put their own needs on hold and prioritised those of the 
prisoner or other family members. Participants, for example, 
reported not talking to their relative in prison about the problems 
they were having in the community. 

 

  

Debbie had to get two jobs when her husband was in prison. Her 
main employer was supportive and she received help from friends 
and family but even so she struggled to cope. When she received 

calls from her husband from prison Debbie felt torn. ‘I wanted to tell 
him what was going on, that I was finding everything really hard but 
he was the one behind bars so how could I? He was coping with so 
much and so I didn’t tell him, couldn’t tell him. That made it harder 
for me…I was constantly worried about him, how would he react, 
what could I tell him,  when he got out would he think I’d lied to 

him?’  
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4.2 Needs of prisoners’ families  

It was very difficult to get participants to talk about their own needs as 
they were focused on the needs of the prisoner, criminal justice failure 
and/or the impact the sentence had had on the wider family. It was clear in 
the data that participants lives were often dominated by the 
imprisonment as they spent time reacting to events, arranging support for 
the prisoner, coping with the consequences of the imprisonment and 
trying to process and understand events. Analysis of their accounts, 
however, show that families had a range of different needs that resulted 
from the imprisonment of the relative and that their needs changed over 
time.   

To be treated fairly and with respect: Participants recalled experiences 
where they, or other members of the family, were treated with suspicion 
and hostility because they were related to an offender by agents of the 
criminal justice system (the police, the courts, the prison service), by the 
media, and in some circumstances, by members of their own community. 
This was deeply distressing and added to the feelings of shame and guilt 
that participants reported were a core part of their experience. 
Participants whose family member was charged with very serious offence 
were particularly distressed at the way in which they were treated 
throughout the criminal justice process, and particularly at trial, and felt it 
was crucial that the impact of the crime on them was understood and 
acknowledged.  

About a third of participants did have examples of being treated fairly and 
respectfully by either individual police or prison officers or by an employer 
or other organisation or institution in the community, such as the Church. 
What was clear from these accounts was the positive difference this 
made to participants levels of emotional distress and the way in which it 
helped counter feelings of shame and stigma.   

Non-judgemental emotional support: Participants reported feeling very 
alone and isolated because of their relative’s imprisonment and expressed 
that having access to non-judgemental emotional support, preferably 
from someone who had the same experience, for themselves and other 
family member would help them cope. Crucially, this support must be 
accessible to those who work and have caring responsibilities and be 
available when families are ready to access it – this could be before, during 
or after the imprisonment. The data showed that families needed 
emotional support throughout the process, but that it was crucial at the 
point of sentencing and in the first few weeks and months of the sentence.  
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Information, Advice and Guidance: All participants needed support with 
a range of practical issues related to the imprisonment of their relative. 
This included help understanding the criminal justice system and its 
processes, practical guidance on supporting and maintaining contact 
with their relative, for example how to find out where their relative was 
imprisoned, how to book a visit, how to send money and clothes into 
prison, how to ensure the physical and mental health needs of their 
relative were being met in prison and what to do if they had concerns 
about this. This was most important at the point of sentencing but would 
have been helpful for many participants earlier in the process, preferably 
at arrest or from legal teams before court and sentencing. In addition, 
participants needed advice on their own financial, housing, employment 
issues. Again, it was important that advice was accessible and non-
judgemental.  

Help to maintain contact with their relative: As stated above, families 
needed support understanding how to find and maintain contact with 
their relative in prison. They also needed insight into the visiting process, 
emotional support to cope with visits (families reported finding the visits 
emotionally distressing), and financial help with the cost of visits.  

Support for children: For children who knew about the imprisonment 
families wanted support to help them cope emotionally and access to 
therapeutic interventions when needed. There was also a desire for 
children to have opportunities to access peer support from other children 
in the same situation. It was acknowledged that other families might 
need support to tell children about the imprisonment in an age 
appropriate way.  

Families whose children were not aware that their relative was in prison 
said they would nonetheless have benefitted from having emotional and 
parenting support themselves and that this would have had a positive 
impact on the child or children in the family.  

Older or adult children of offenders were affected by the imprisonment 
but felt that their needs went unnoticed. This was because they were 
actively supporting the other parent, and so got missed, or because they 
lived away from the family, at University for example, and were coping 
alone.  
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Support with mental health: Participants who reported that the 
imprisonment triggered a deterioration in their mental health wanted 
support that recognised and took account of the stress and emotional 
challenges they faced. In particular, participants wanted access to talking 
therapies.  

Media guidance: Participants whose relatives offending was of interest to 
the media because of the seriousness or profile of the crime or their status 
in the community, needed help to manage the media response. Those in 
that situation felt that the intrusion of the media and the aggressive way 
they were treated compounded their distress and the negative situation 
they faced. Participants also needed support and guidance on how to 
cope with negative messages and abusive contact on social media.  
 

Carole is the special guardian to two of her daughters three 
children. Her daughter is currently in prison for offences related to 

her drug addiction, she has been in prison before. The first time her 
daughter went to prison Carole was ‘absolutely devastated’ and 
‘knocked for six.’ This sentence, she believes institutionalised her 

daughter but since then Carole has had to come to terms with her 
daughter’s addiction and she now feels ‘incredibly sad’ for all that 

her daughter is missing out on. Being the primary carer has 
‘fundamentally changed the relationship’ between Carole and her 
grandchildren, which should be about ‘taking them out, spoiling 
them, having a nice time and then giving them back.’ Carole was 
diagnosed with cancer a year into having the children. Carole and 

her granddaughter have phone and letter contact and her 
grandson speaks to mum over the phone. The letter contact has 
been very helpful to maintaining Carole’s relationship with her 

daughter. The children have not visited mum for over a year. Carole 
was initially ‘a bit scared’ to ask for support because she was 

worried it would be interpreted as her not being able to cope. 
Carole had to ask to be made special guardian to her grandchildren 
and has had to push for the support the children now receive. She 

has found the whole process very reactive, ‘if there’s a problem 
someone will come and fix it but no-one’s going to ask if you need 
any help.’ Carole recognises that she has suffered ‘a huge trauma, 
like a bereavement with feelings of shame and humiliation.’ She 

feels that the children would benefit from being able to spend time 
informally with other children who have had a parent in prison.  
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Support with resettlement: Families whose relatives had been released 
from prison, or who had served multiple prison sentences wanted 
communication and connection with the prison service and probation 
staff to better manage and support the resettlement process. They also 
need probation to provide meaningful support to people leaving prison.  
 
Assistance with addressing or resolving family conflict: Over half of the 
interviewees reported that the imprisonment of their relative had 
triggered or worsened difficult family relationships that in some 
circumstance resulted in complete family breakdown. Most participants 
felt powerless to resolve these issues themselves and said they would have 
benefitted from mediation or another type of family therapy. Participants 
reported that family conflict could continue even when the family 
member in prison was released and so the need for this support extended 
beyond the prison sentence.  
 
Support with recovery from addiction: Participants whose family 
members were serving sentences for drug related offences were 
desperate to know how they could best help and support them in 
recovery. They wanted families to be considered as part of the recovery 
process by drug treatment and mental health services, to have the role 
they played in the recovery process recognised and be communicated 
with.  
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4.3 Help-seeking amongst families  

The help-seeking reported by participants was very limited given the level 
of trauma and difficulty they faced.  

Table 2: Help-seeking amongst prisoners’ families  

 

As Table 2 shows help and support was sought from:  

Friends: All but one of the participants sought emotional and/or practical 
support from friends. This was the most frequently cited source of support 
in the study. It was clear that this support was vital and in most 
circumstances was the thing participants said helped them get through 
their experience.  

Other family members: Were the second most commonly cited sources 
of support for participants, with ten out of sixteen participants disclosing 
that other close family members where there for them during the 
imprisonment of their relative. Husbands or partners, adult children, aunts, 
grandparents and other close family members gave emotional and 
practical support, for example giving financial assistance, help with 
childcare, visiting the person in prison or helping with transport to prison. 

Support groups, either community or prison based: Six participants 
reported attending a support group for people with a family member in 
prison.  
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Primary care: Five participants went to the doctor for help with their 
mental health, the majority for depression and/or anxiety and one in a 
suicidal crisis after sentencing.  

Sussex Prisoners’ Families: Five participants had accessed support from 
Sussex Prisoners’ Families by attending a support group, calling the 
helpline and/or using the resources on their website.  

Prison Chaplain: Three families contacted prison chaplains for help, this 
was mainly in the early days and weeks of the sentence and/or when 
families were concerned about the emotional and mental health of their 
relative.  

Other specialist support: Two participants received support from the 
Prison Advice and Care Trust (both used resources on their website) and 
one used Firstnightinprison.com for information purposes.  

Church: Three participants approached their church congregation for 
support during the imprisonment of their family member.  

Citizens Advice Bureau: Two participants went to the Citizens Advice 
Bureau for advice on income and benefit issues. Both found them very 
helpful and sympathetic to their circumstances, however, another family 
did not approach the organisation because they were worried about 
confidentiality.  

Prisoners support team: Two participants contacted the prisoners 
support team for help with concerns they had about the emotional and 
mental health of their relative.  
 
Schools: Two participants had approached schools for help with children 
affected by imprisonment, in this case a mother approached the school for 
help with the younger siblings of a prisoner and a grandmother caring for 
her grandchildren after the imprisonment of her daughter.  
 
Around a third of families got help from friends and family only. The other 
two thirds got help from friends and family and at least one other source.  
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4.4 How helpful was the help? 

Friends and other family members were identified as offering the most 
consistent and helpful form of emotional and practical support. Many 
reported that the impact of events on them would have been far greater 
had this not been available. This suggests that families who may be more 
isolated and do not have a network of friends and family are more 
vulnerable and could have worse outcomes. Having the support of friends 
and family was not without its challenges, for example, participants 
reported being anxious because they did not want to over-burden busy 
loved ones with their problems. This was also complicated for participants 
who had experienced family conflict because of the imprisonment.  
 
Religious institutions were considered very helpful by the two families 
who had approached their church because they provided non-
judgemental practical, emotional and spiritual support and guidance 
before, during and after the sentence. Participants were supported by 
other members of the congregation, by other members of the church 
visiting their relative in prison for example and were made to feel included 
in the wider church community.  
 

  

Jay was newly-wed and new to the UK when her husband was 
arrested and charged with a criminal offence. A year later he was 

sentenced to eighteen months in prison. Jay and her husband 
found the year before the trial incredibly stressful. They didn’t know 
who to turn to or who to get help from. Jay felt ‘utterly powerless,’ 
and with no family and friends in the country they approached a 
church in West Sussex and asked for support. The church sought 

advice from a church in South Africa and received a series of 
counselling sessions to prepare them for the emotional and 

practical consequences of imprisonment. Jay believes that this 
preparation was invaluable and that her marriage might not have 

survived had they not gone through the process. After the sentence 
Jay and her husband continued to receive support from the church 
and members of the congregation. Jay’s husband was visited by the 
family vicar early in his imprisonment, an announcement was made 

in church and people offered their support and members of the 
congregation visited Jay’s during his sentence.  
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The third family did not feel supported by their local church and instead 
felt rejected by other members of the congregation. This was an acutely 
painful experience as they had been a member of the congregation for 
many years.  
 
When used, support groups were valued by participants because they 
were a source of emotional support and members of the group were all 
affected by the imprisonment of a relative. There were some barriers to 
access, however, and these are discussed below.  
 
Support and resources offered by Sussex Prisoners’ Families were judged 
as professional and very helpful by those who used the organisation. It was 
noted that there was an extensive list of resources available on the website 
that were easy to find and use. The specialist knowledge and non-
judgemental nature of the advice, guidance and support provided by staff 
were highly valued by participants.  
 
Other specialist prisoners’ families’ information and services were 
judged to be helpful by the small number of participants who had used 
them because they provided accessible specialist information about prison 
and imprisonment.  
 
Prison chaplains were a lifeline to families with serious concerns about 
the mental and emotional health of prisoners because they were 
accessible and could visit prisoners and report back to families. It was 
noted, however, that the chaplaincy could not provide support to families 
once their relative had been released and in these circumstances, 
participants struggled to know where to turn.  
 
GPs helped participants through prescribing medication for depression 
and anxiety but were considered less helpful when participants wanted 
access to talking therapy. In these circumstances, waiting lists were long 
and the provision, such as group session via IAPT or online support were 
not felt to be suitable.  
 
Families found contacting and accessing help from prison staff very 
difficult. Staff were hard to speak to and did not return calls or messages.  
 
Schools were places where families could access support for children, 
however, the help received was reactive rather than proactive and families 
were reluctant to ask for help because they were concerned that this 
would be interpreted as a sign that they were not coping.  
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4.5 Barriers to help seeking  

The data shows that the low level of help-seeking amongst participants is 
a result of the barriers participants faced to accessing the support they 
needed.  

The biggest barrier was, quite simply, that participants do not know who 
to turn to for help, where the help they needed could be accessed and 
what questions to ask. There was very limited awareness of specialist 
prisoners’ families’ services amongst participants. Many of the participants 
felt frustrated that they had not or did not know that there were local and 
national organisations that could provide specialist advice and support.  

 

 
 
The shock of events and the stress participants faced coping with their 
own and the prisoner’s immediate practical needs meant that participants 
did not always feel ready or able to access support. Being in a place 
where they acknowledged that they needed support and then seeking 
help was a long process for some families, even when their needs were 
acute.   

Limited Internet access or computer skills were a barrier for older family 
members, who often relied on others to use technology for them. This was 
also difficult for families who did not have Internet access at home.  

Emma’s partner and the father of her two young children was 
sentenced to prison for his involvement in a violent offence. Emma 
was not expecting him to go to prison and knew ‘next to nothing’ 

about what to do when he was sentenced. Emma, who was at 
home looking after their children, lost her income and she was 
threatened with eviction from her home. Emma did not tell her 
children about their father’s imprisonment because she did not 
know how. His absence caused them a lot of distress, but Emma 

had ‘no idea where I could get help. I was on my own, coping with 
everything, with the kids, the house, our families.’ The stress caused 
by the financial problems and difficulties visiting her partner, he was 

located over a hundred miles away for most of his sentence, 
resulted in the breakdown of their relationship. ‘I know he had to be 
punished,’ she said ‘but we’ve been punished too. The kids have lost 

their dad, I’m a single parent now and our lives will never be the 
same again.’  

 



 

35 

Some participants found that support just was not accessible to them. 
For example, not being able to benefit from online resources because they 
could not use or had limited access to the Internet; accessing support 
groups that were held during work hours and there being nothing after 
work, at weekends or online; accessing support groups at the prison but 
having to leave after their relative was moved; not being able to join 
support groups at prisons because they were only open to people who 
lived in the local area and not all prisoners’ families; and long waiting lists 
for talking therapy and other services.  

Around a quarter of participants said they did not ask for help because 
they felt ashamed of what had happened and worried about how others 
would react to them. Concerns about negative judgements from 
professionals and practitioners was an issue particularly for those families 
with young children. They did not want to be labelled as unable to care for 
the children or judged negatively because of the circumstances.  

Living in a small place and knowing the people who run, work or 
volunteer in services was a real barrier to accessing all kinds of support for 
some families. 

Around a quarter of participants said that their previous experiences of 
asking for help and not receiving it or being taken seriously did put them 
off asking for help. This group had very low trust in practitioners and 
professionals because they perceived them to have failed their relative in 
the past. One participant would not access the GP with her own mental 
health issues that were triggered by the trauma of her son’s imprisonment 
because she knew she would have been referred to the same mental 
health team who had let her son down in the past.  

Ruby’s brother is currently on remand for drug related offences. As 
well as his addiction to drugs, Ruby’s brother has been diagnosed 

with depression and anxiety and has made two attempts to take his 
own life in the past three years. Ruby and her family have been 
trying to access help for her brother since he was at school, and 
have recently tried to get him into residential rehabilitation. All 

attempts to get help for him have failed. Ruby is devastated by her 
brother’s imprisonment, but now believes it might be the only place 

where he can get the help he needs. Ruby and her mother are 
struggling to sleep and are very distressed but will not seek help. ‘I 
don’t see the point, we’ve spent years not being listened to so why 

would I ask anyone for help now?’  
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4.6 What would help prisoners’ families?   

 Being treated with humanity, with professionalism and by non-
judgemental professionals who have a good understanding of the 
impact that imprisonment has on families.  

 Not being blamed for the offending behaviour of their family 
member or punished for it and to have their status as the hidden 
victims of the crime recognised and understood.  

 Access to appropriate therapeutic and psychological support. 

 The opportunity to get support from others who have been through 
the experience, the support needs to be accessible.   

 To have their concerns listened to and taken seriously by 
professionals and not to be disregarded or excluded from key parts 
of the process, including resettlement.  

 Access to information about the criminal justice system and its 
processes as early as possible, preferably at arrest or from legal 
teams before court and sentencing.  

 Access to information that helps them understand how they might 
be feeling and that gives practical advice on what they could or 
should do to cope with the financial, emotional and social impacts of 
familial imprisonment. Again, families wanted this as early as 
possible.  

 Support to help understand and cope with traditional and social 
media.  

 A more proactive and less reactive approach from services and other 
organisations that could help support them. 
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4.7 Professionals and practitioners  

This section presents the findings from the survey and the data gathered 
at the events held around West Sussex.  

4.7.1 Levels of understanding  

At the professionals’ events it was clear that a minority of practitioners had 
a good understanding of the criminal justice system. This was often 
because they had worked in the criminal justice system or with people 
involved in the system at some point in their professional career. These 
practitioners felt they had the language and confidence to ask people they 
were working with whether they had a relative who was in prison or 
involved in the criminal justice system, were confident that they could 
answer any practical questions about prison (or would know where to 
access the information) and were able to identify the various needs 
individuals and families might have if they were affected by familial 
imprisonment.   

Most practitioners, however, reported that they had very little or limited 
knowledge about the system and the impact of prison on families and 
that this left them feeling less confident they had the language or the 
training to have those conversations.  

 

When asked what professionals and practitioners need to be able to work 
with prisoners’ families effectively, being trained was the third most 
frequent response.  

This lack of understanding and knowledge was also reflected in the survey 
findings. Here 69% (n31) of practitioners disagreed and under 30% agreed 

“I think I don’t ask [about whether a family member is in prison] 
because if they said yes I don’t know where the conversation would 
go from there. Would they ask me questions that I couldn’t answer? 

If I was asked how would I go about visiting someone in prison or 
how can I help my children to visit a prison, the reality is I don’t 

know. I don’t know what they need to do or how visiting a prison 
could impact on a child. I could guess, I suppose but I’ve never been 

trained, and I’ve never been in a prison.” 
 

(Practitioner) 
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with the statement ‘Services have a good understanding of the needs of 
prisoners’ families.’  

This did not mean that professionals and practitioners did not recognise 
the importance of supporting families affected by imprisonment. Indeed, 
96% (n43) of survey respondents said that more should be done to 
support people with a relative in prison. Discussions at the events 
showed that many professionals felt they were already working beyond 
capacity. There was also some concern that a focus on prisoners’ families 
would result in them being given more responsibility. 

 

 

Barriers identified by practitioners in the research were:  

Need for a specialist service or provision for prisoners’ families: this was 
the most frequent answer given at events to the question, ‘What support 
or development do you need to meet the needs of prisoners’ families?’ This 
is understandable because it would mean that professionals and 
practitioners would have a service to refer to, there would be additional 
capacity in the system and someone would have the responsibility for this 
area of work. However, any family could be affected by familial 
imprisonment and it is likely that all professionals and practitioners have 
worked, are working or will work with an adult, family or child with a 
relative in prison at some point. This is even more true for services who 
work with people who face a range of challenges and disadvantages, so it 
may be better that all professionals are supported to develop the 
knowledge and skills needed to do this effectively.  

“We need to stop being a yes service as staff are being totally burnt 
out.” 

 
(Professional) 

“We’re already working beyond our limit as a service, but we’re 
being asked to do more. It’s hard not to think you’re not just asking 

us to do more. Honestly, there’s no way we can.” 
 

(Practitioner)  
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Need for better communication between professionals: it was 
mentioned repeatedly that professionals and practitioners had 
communication issues. High workloads and increasing demand are 
exacerbating this. Community-based services said they struggled to 
communicate with criminal justice agencies, the police, probation service 
and community rehabilitation company.  

Lack of established referral processes or pathways: if imprisonment was 
identified as an issue, professionals and practitioners felt that the absence 
of an established referral pathway meant they could struggle to know 
what to do.  

Difficulty finding resources they could use to support families: 80% of 
survey respondents felt that finding resources to help support families was 
difficult. During the events it was apparent that few professionals were 
aware of Sussex Prisoners’ Families or the services and resources it 
provides to both families and professionals. There was also limited 
knowledge of the large national charities that deal with prisoners’ families 
and the support available to professionals by Barnardo’s NICCO.  

4.7.2 Understanding the needs of prisoners’ families 

Despite the lack of training and the view that they lacked understanding 
of the issues, professionals and practitioners did show an understanding of 
the needs of families when asked. Given time and space at the events all 
groups were able to identify what they felt were the emotional, social and 
financial implications of having a family member in prison.  

In addition, survey respondents were able to use their own experiences to 
identify the three most important effects on adults and children of familial 
imprisonment. 
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Table 3. Impact of familial imprisonment on adults 

Research shows that the issues below can affect adults with a relative in 
prison. Please tick the three issues that you think have the most impact 
on the adults you work with. 

Responses Responses % Percentage of total 
respondents 

Coping emotionally with 
the separation from their 
family member 

26 57.78%  

Coping emotionally with 
the stigma of having a 
family member in prison 

12 26.67%  

Coping emotionally with 
the offence committed 
by their family member 

14 31.11%  

Managing stress 11 24.44%  

Maintaining relationships 
with friends and family 7 15.56%  

Helping children cope 
with having a parent in 
prison 

29 64.44%  

Managing day to day 
tasks without their family 
member 

3 6.67%  

Managing the financial 
impact of having a family 
member in prison 

14 31.11%  

Maintaining contact with 
the person in prison 7 15.56%  

Resolving issues with the 
prison that are related to 
the prisoner (for example, 
sending money or clothes 
into the prison or 
resolving any health 
issues) 

2 4.44%  

Other (Please specify)* 1 2.22%  

(Did not answer) 3 6.67%  

Total Responses 129    
Multiple answers per participant possible. Percentages added may exceed 
100 since a participant may select more than one answer for this question. 
 

*  Safety on release  
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As Table 3 shows, professionals consider the top five challenges adults 
face when affected by familial imprisonment to be: Helping children cope 
with having a parent in prison; Coping emotionally with the separation 
from their family member; Coping emotionally with the offence; Managing 
the financial impact; and Managing stress.  

This reflects the over-representation of Children’s Services and the under-
representation of Adult services in the survey, but it is interesting that 
when querying the needs of adults over 64%, the highest collective answer 
was that they would need help in supporting the children deal emotionally 
with impact of familial imprisonment. Indeed, it is higher than the 57% 
that recognised that the adult would need help in dealing with their own 
emotional response. 

Furthermore, only 4% of respondents felt that resolving issues with the 
prison that are related to the prisoner are a priority when the qualitative 
interviews highlight this is one of the biggest needs families have.  
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Table 4. Impact of familial imprisonment on children 

Research shows that the issues below can affect adults with a relative in 
prison. Please tick the three issues that you think have the most impact 
on the adults you work with. 

Responses Responses % Percentage of total 
respondents 

Coping emotionally with 
the separation from their 
family member 

35 77.78%  

Coping emotionally with 
the stigma of having a 
family member in prison 

16 35.56%  

Coping emotionally with 
the offence committed 
by their family member 

12 26.67%  

Maintaining relationships 
with other family 
member 

12 26.67%  

Maintaining contact with 
the family member in 
prison 

26 57.78%  

Dealing with friendship 
issues 5 11.11%  

Help with school 
attendance, school work 
and other school related 
issues 

20 44.44%  

Other (Please specify)* 3 6.67%  

(Did not answer) 2 4.44%  

Total Responses 131    
Multiple answers per participant possible. Percentages added may exceed 
100 since a participant may select more than one answer for this question. 
 

*  Other: Not understanding what ha s ha ppened; understanding the impact o f imprisonment 
on thei r remaining carer and ri sk of homelessness due to fina nces.  
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As Table 4 shows when asked to consider what issues would most impact 
a child an overwhelming 77% believed that one of the main concerns 
would be helping the child cope emotionally with having a family member 
in prison. It was also felt that the child would be more impacted by the 
perceived stigma than adults and that enabling children to have contact 
with their family member in prison rated highly with nearly 58% of 
respondents feeling that contact was an important issue for children 
compared to only 15% who considered adults may need help with it. In 
some ways this was not reflected in the findings from prisoners’ families 
who discussed the importance of contact with the family member either 
by visits, letters or phone calls and how a lack of contact often engendered 
feelings of anxiety as to how that person was coping. 

4.7.3 Identifying families  

The majority of professionals who responded to the survey felt that more 
should be done to identify people affected by familial imprisonment. 76% 
(n34) of respondents disagreed with the statement: ‘Services do all they 
can to identify people affected by familial imprisonment.  

One of the most significant findings from the survey was that 60% (n27) of 
respondents reported they do not record or do not routinely record 
information on whether the adult, family or child they are working with 
has been affected by familial imprisonment. 36% (n16) of respondents do 
record that information.   

Furthermore, only 9% (n4) of respondents routinely ask about familial 
imprisonment as part of their referral or assessment process. 36% (n16) 
reported that this information was disclosed by the family member and 
another 36% (n16) said they were made aware that an individual or family 
was affected by familial imprisonment by another professional or 
practitioner.  
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4.7.4 What more could be done to support those affected by 
familial imprisonment?  

At the events, professionals were asked in groups to identify what could be 
done to support those affected by familial imprisonment.  

  
Table 5. Practioners views on what families need 

Additional support services (help maintain contact with 
prisoner/children’s support group, specialist service/link or 
support worker)  

10 

Better communication between professionals  6 

More training for professionals  5 

Better psychological support  3 

Better identification  3 

Better promotion of existing support services to individuals 
and families  

3 

Support earlier in the process (arrest/court stage)  3 

Financial support for families  1 

Helping children understand the system  1 
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5.0 Conclusion and 
recommendations  

The scoping study has illustrated that families living in West Sussex face 
multiple difficulties and challenges when a relative goes to prison. It has 
shown that families are devastated by imprisonment and are traumatised 
themselves by events. Families face emotional and mental distress, find it 
difficult to maintain relationships with their relative in prison, experience 
family conflict and family breakdown and struggle to cope with the impact 
on children. This is all made worse by feeling isolated, judged and being 
stigmatised and poorly treated by members of the community and the 
criminal justice system. In addition, families who have asked for help in the 
past that they think could have prevented the offending felt let down and 
a lack of trust for services.  

Families do not know where to turn to access relevant and good quality 
information and support. Given the adversity they faced levels of help-
seeking were low, with some seeking and getting support from friends 
and family only. This was not because families didn’t want help, on the 
contrary many reported that they were desperate for information and 
support, but because they did not know who to turn to for help.  

Professionals feel that more should be done to support families but are 
wary because they already feel stretched to capacity. For them, provision 
of a specialist service and established referral pathways combined with 
better communication are part of the response to this. Helping all 
professionals and practitioners to develop the confidence, knowledge and 
skills plus access to resources they could use to support families would 
likely be a more effective approach.  

What is clear, however, is that much of what families want to help them 
cope is quite simple and is about the attitudes of those who have contact 
with prisoners’ families and their understanding of the issues. They want 
ready and timely available information that helps families understand the 
system and the impact of events on them and being considered a central 
part of the process of imprisonment and resettlement.  
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We make the following recommendations.  

 Prisoners families are the forgotten victims of crime and this 
understanding should be reflected in all policy and strategy that 
involves them.  

 A mini-communications campaign is run in West Sussex that 
challenges the stigma of having a relative in prison and gives people 
information on where they can get help.  

 Families are listened to and their concerns taken seriously by 
professionals and practitioners when they are supporting a relative 
in prison.  

 An information booklet for families is produced detailing the 
criminal justice process and giving key information about prison (for 
example, ways to contact a prisoner and what to expect on a visit) 
support for families available in courts, legal offices, through the 
police and probation and made available to all professionals to 
distribute as needed.  

 Dedicated support sessions are made available to children and 
adults affected by familial imprisonment and opportunities to get 
online support from other prisoners’ families for adults are explored.  

 Information is developed and made available for adults on dealing 
with media (both traditional and social media) and other areas, for 
example, how to support a child with a parent in prison or how an 
older child could support a parent.  

 Information is developed for children and made available for coping 
with the media (including social media) and to help them deal with 
the issues they face, such as the loss of a parent, the stigma of the 
offence and coping emotionally.  

 Frontline staff in social care, IPEH, housing, health, education and 
other relevant services should be trained on i) the needs of prisoners’ 
families ii) the best ways to support families and iii) local and national 
sources of support for families affected by imprisonment.  

 All agencies should routinely record whether the adult, family or 
child they are working with has been affected by familial 
imprisonment. 
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 More effective data sharing processes should be developed to 
ensure that information is shared effectively between agencies and 
partners.  

 Probation services to be more aligned with children, family and 
community services to identify a family affected by imprisonment 
and communicate offer of support. 

 Probation services and other partners should contact families and 
better support them during the resettlement and reintegration 
process.   
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