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CHILDREN



OF IMPRISONED PARENTS


When a person is imprisoned, it has repercussions for society at large. Not least for 
 the prisoners’ children – a group often neglected and on whom the impact can be 
 colossal. Estimates indicate that on any given day about 800,000 children in the 
 European Union are separated from a parent who is behind bars.


Relatively little is known, however, about the consequences for children who have a 
 parent in prison – except that, on the whole, it can be detrimental to the children’s 
 well-being. Whilst several examples of positive initiatives exist, little has been 
 done in a systematic manner by authorities in European States to mitigate these 
 consequences. This is despite the fact that children have rights articulated in the UN 
 Convention on the Rights of the Child and the European Convention on Human Rights, 
 which should guide the manner in which they are treated when their parents are 
 imprisoned.


The focus of the report is primary research conducted in four European countries: 


Denmark, Italy, Northern Ireland (the United Kingdom) and Poland. Through 
 interviews with police officers, prison staff, social workers, prisoners’ children and 
 parents, the consequences for children of having one or more of their parents 
 incarcerated are explored. A number of positive initiatives around Europe are also 
 identified and described.


Based on the individual national case studies and the relevant human rights 
 framework, a number of recommendations are proposed to European policy and 
 decision-makers. Recommendations that, if implemented, could significantly 
 improve the situation of children of imprisoned parents.
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Chapter 1: Introduction 



By Elizabeth Ayre, Lucy Gampell and Peter Scharff Smith 


The officer said that we had to leave the room so he could check it for drugs. When 
 we were on the way out of the room, he opened my drawers and began throwing 
 my underwear, among other things, all over the place. It was so insulting I felt as if I 
 was a criminal. 


Carina (Denmark), 16 at the time of arrest of her father 


I cannot blame her for wanting to protect me, but I could just have used the truth for 
 a number of things. Then I wouldn’t have to tell lies at school and perhaps it might 
 have been easier to talk about it at home ... When she tells me something, I 
 automatically think: Is that really true? I will always have a feeling that she let me 
 down by not answering the questions that were so deep inside me. It was really 
 about my father and not some distant uncle or other.


Diana (Denmark) about her mother not telling the truth of her father’s 
 imprisonment 


I remember going out to see a girl one time and she had seven children, and the 
 police came out and arrested her husband at half-five, teatime with all her kids in the 
 house. All the police cars in the driveway – came out, took him and away they went 
 and she hadn’t a clue where he was going, where he was away to. There was 
 hardly any communication. The children were stood out the front in their sock soles 
 while they [the police] searched the house, no support whatsoever. She hadn’t a 
 clue where he was ... and that really affected that whole family. 


An NGO-worker (Northen Ireland) about the insufficient information at 
 the time of arrest 


You hear prisoners saying to their children, ‘I’m at work’, the children being at their 
 granny’s house or their aunt’s house, also the cousin’s – they hear the adults 
 talking, you know, so I was aware that, you know that they may pick up on wee 
 things. So what I done was, I told them I was in prison, although I told them I was in 
 for driving offences, I says, “Daddy doesn’t have his licence”. Obviously when they 
 get older and I’ll maybe have to sit down and tell them. 


A prisoner in Magilligan (Northern Ireland) about how to inform his 
 child about imprisonment 


Every visitor feels they’re being treated as drug smugglers. 


A prisoner focus group in Maghaberry (Northern Ireland) about 
 search procedures for visitors 


When the mother refused to bring our child to visit me in prison, the prison governor 
 agreed to three one-day releases so I can see my five-year-old daughter at home. 


The first time I was only able to see her because my Mum paid my former partner to 
be there. When I went out the second time, she took our daughter out of the city so I 
wasn’t able to see her at all. After that, I just gave up and said to the governor that I 
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1. Introduction 


According to historians, prisons have existed as separate institutions in Europe for 
 more than 400 years, and imprisonment has been a key sanction in the range of 
 punishments of modern European states since the 19th century. Experts, policy makers 
 and many others have discussed the effects of imprisonment for decades and even 
 centuries, addressing issues such as the purpose of imprisonment as a punishment 
 and its effects on recidivism, rehabilitation and prevention. These discussions have 
 typically focused on the impact of imprisonment upon the individual prisoner and to a 
 certain degree on the possible deterrent effect that incarcerating criminals can have 
 upon the rest of society. However, it is of course inevitable that the use of 
 imprisonment will also affect prisoners’ families and perhaps, most especially, their 
 children.  


Yet, children of imprisoned parents have, up until the later decades of the 20th century, 
 attracted scarce attention, either politically or as a topic for research. As recently as 
 2005, two prominent criminology editors of a volume on “The effects of imprisonment” 


concluded that the impact of imprisonment on the prisoner’s family was still one of the 
 less studied fields within criminology, despite the obvious importance of this area.1 As a 
 consequence, children of imprisoned parents as a specific group have been labelled 
 the ‘forgotten victims’ of our system of punishment.2 This seems hard to understand 
 given the extent of the problems many of these children face, the potentially long-term 
 damage to their emotional and psychological development and the sheer scale of the 
 problem: on any given day there are millions of children who experience parental 
 imprisonment all over the world and an estimated 800,000 in the European Union 
 alone. This figure is not only likely to be a conservative estimate but also only relates to 
 children with a parent in prison. There are of course many, many more children who 
 are affected by imprisonment of their siblings, grandparents, uncles and aunts and 
 other family members with whom they have a close relationship. The effects of such 
 imprisonment on those children will often be similar to those experienced by children 
 whose parent goes to prison, and many of the rights and issues identified within this 
 report still apply. The recommendations that follow should therefore be considered with 
 this in mind. 



2. Why punish the children? 


When a parent is imprisoned it can affect the children in numerous and important ways. 


For a minority of children it is in their best interest when contact with a parent ceases 
 (for example, if the imprisoned parent has been abusive within the home); for the vast 
 majority of these children affected, this is not the case. Yet the issue for consideration 
 is how best to support a child with an imprisoned parent, regardless of the actions or 
 behaviour of their parent. Children need to be able to maintain and develop meaningful 
 relationships with their imprisoned parent and this can often be extremely difficult given 
 the typical rules and regulations regarding prison visits, visiting times, limited telephone 
 contact, etc. Maintaining contact with their children and retaining a level of parental 
 responsibility is also important to the parent in prison, enabling them to be actively 
 engaged and involved in their child’s development and thereby contributing to their 
 wellbeing, self-esteem and rehabilitation. 


       


1 See, among others, Liebling, A. and Maruna, S. (2005) The Effects of Imprisonment  Cullompton: Willan 


2 Murray (2006) p. 208 



(9)It is very clear from the available research that prisoners’ children comprise a 
 vulnerable group. For example, prisoners’ children are identified as an ‘at risk group’ in 
 relation to developing criminal and anti-social behaviour later in life; to failing to reach 
 their potential at school; and to developing mental and emotional problems3. Qualitative 
 research has also shown how parental imprisonment can affect children individually 
 and in many different ways. Many are not told the truth about what has happened to 
 their parent, for example, resulting in some children fearing that the parent who has 


‘disappeared’ has died. Some lose focus in school and think of their imprisoned parent 
 all the time. Many children experience stigmatisation following parental imprisonment: 


some are bullied at school and their families become ostracised by their local 
 community, even resulting in them having to move area. For children with mothers in 
 prison the effects are generally even more acute. Many were living in single-parent 
 households and ended up having to move home to live with other relatives or being 
 taken in to the care of social services. Much of this research will be reviewed and 
 described later in this report. Taken together with the new data and analysis supplied 
 with this study, one is left with one overarching question, which is in need of an answer: 


How can we transform our system of justice so that we deal appropriately and 


effectively with those responsible for committing crimes but at the same time remove or 
 ameliorate the negative effects experienced by their innocent children? 



3. Children of imprisoned parents and their human rights 


The focus of this study and a key perspective on this issue is the rights of the child and 
 more specifically the rights of children of imprisoned parents. Exactly what rights do 
 these children have and how should they be interpreted in the context of parental 
 imprisonment? This is indeed a question in need of examination since the rights of 
 children are in principle far-reaching and enjoy considerable international support, yet 
 they have only in very general and limited ways been discussed and applied with a 
 view to children of imprisoned parents. This study is based on the assertion that many 
 of the problems faced by children of imprisoned parents – both, children separated 
 from an imprisoned parent and young infants living with imprisoned mothers – can and 
 should be approached through addressing their rights. But this demands work in terms 
 of figuring out what their rights actually mean in the context of imprisonment and in 
 terms of highlighting and discussing this with international, regional, and national law 
 and policy makers. 


All member states of the European Union and the Council of Europe are signatories to 
 the UN Convention of the Rights of the Child (CRC) and are therefore required to give 
 practical effect to the rights included in the Convention. Of particular relevance to the 
 situation of children whose parents are in prison are: 


•  the right to be free from discrimination;4  


•  protection of the best interest of the child;5


•  the right to have direct and frequent contact with parents from whom the 
 child is separated;6


       


3 Children, Schools and Families & Department of Ministry of Justice (2007)  Children of Offenders Review 
 London:  Ministry of Justice 


4 CRC Article 2 


5 CRC Article 3 


6 CRC Article 9 



(10)•  the right of the child to express his or her views and to be heard in matters 
 affecting their situation;7


•  the child’s right to protection of their family life and their privacy;8  


•  the right of the child to protection from any physical or psychological harm or 
 violence.9


To take one of these, the requirement in Article 3 of the CRC is fundamental and 
 potentially far reaching: ’In all actions concerning children, whether undertaken by 
 public or private social welfare institutions, courts of law, administrative authorities or 
 legislative bodies, the best interests of the child shall be a primary consideration’.10
 Children’s rights are also protected by the European Convention on Human Rights and 
 Fundamental Freedoms (ECHR), in particular by the provisions of Article 8 
 guaranteeing enjoyment of the right to family life without unjustified and 
 disproportionate interference. The right of the imprisoned parent to family life is equally 
 protected by this provision.  


This potentially demands a great deal of the relevant public authorities when 
 considering its relevance and application to children of prisoners, especially where the 
 accused person before the courts is a mother or primary carer. What, for example, is 
 done when children of imprisoned parents display serious problems and miss the 
 contact with the imprisoned parent or parents? Are the relevant considerations taken 
 into account in relation to, for example, considering alternatives to custody; choosing 
 appropriate prisons where visits can be easily facilitated; permitting more child-friendly 
 visits and visiting times; granting temporary release for imprisoned parents, etc? 


Another pivotal human right is the child’s right to frequent and regular contact with his 
 or her parents when in the child’s best interest (Art 9.3). In addition, children have a 
 right not to be discriminated against because of the activities of their parents. Yet, 
 children of prisoners often feel ashamed, unsupported and stigmatised because their 
 parent is in prison. They may experience bullying and harassment from their peers or 
 the whole community in which they live – especially if the crime is of a serious nature 
 and has been reported in the media; they may experience difficulties in school or have 
 to move area; and they may find themselves judged by the deeds of their parents.  


But to what degree are these rights merely abstract principles and what do – or should 
 – they in fact entail in order to ensure the just treatment of children of imprisoned 
 parents? This and many other issues will be discussed in the course of this report – 
 partly in a specific background chapter on the rights of these children but also in 
 connection with the various country studies and recommendations. 



4. A European study on children of imprisoned parents –  methodology and participants 


The present study is based on the model of a study on children of imprisoned parents 
 conducted in Denmark by the Danish Institute for Human Rights (DIHR). It has 
 attempted to combine academic research with knowledge and information drawn from 
 practical national work by statutory bodies and NGOs with children of prisoners and 
        


7 CRC Article 12 


8 CRC Article 16 


9 CRC Article 19 


10 CRC Article 3.1 



(11)from dialogue with all relevant professionals working in the field. This was to ensure 
 that the recommendations are derived from both quantitative and qualitative research-
 based evidence, as well as from practical experience gathered from people related to, 
 or working with and around, children of imprisoned parents – that is, prison staff in 
 prison visiting areas, police officers doing arrests, social workers involved with 
 prisoners’ families, education workers in prison, psychologists, prisoners’ relatives and 
 children, etc.11


At the start of the project, three primary partners were identified: the DIHR, the 
 University of Ulster and the European NGO, EUROCHIPS12. The study has involved 
 four newly commissioned national studies on the treatment of children of imprisoned 
 parents which have been conducted in Northern Ireland, Denmark, Italy and Poland, 
 and consists also of separate analysis of the relevant human rights instruments and a 
 review of the previously existing research on children of imprisoned parents. Through 
 the partnership with EUROCHIPS, knowledge from many other European countries 
 has also been incorporated into this study. Initially just two research studies were 
 planned - in Denmark and Northern Ireland - but it was then agreed to include two 
 more country studies to cover four jurisdictions within the EU. Western and Northern 
 Europe were already covered and, following consultation between the primary partners, 
 partner organisations were identified to join the project and carry out research in Italy 
 (Bambinisenzabarre in Milan) and Poland (Second Chance Foundation in Torun) so as 
 to cover Southern and Eastern Europe. As the available funds were limited and the 
 organisations selected were small not-for-profit service providers without academic 
 support, the two additional studies were intended to be smaller in scale. In each 
 country, prison staff, prison/justice directorates, police academies, police officers, 
 social services, relevant NGOs and others have been directly involved to varying 
 degrees depending on the depth of the studies and existing contacts. 


The studies concerning Northern Ireland and Denmark have been conducted by 
 researchers (PhD level) and were national in coverage. The Italian and Polish studies 
 had less funding allocated and therefore were more limited in their focus, with a greater 
 emphasis placed on collecting relevant data and less on analysing these. Due to the 
 high regard with which Bambinisenzasbarre is held by the Italian Justice Ministry, 
 however, the national prisons department endorsed the research questionnaires and 
 sent them out to every prison in Italy, resulting in a far wider evidence base than had 
 been anticipated. Due to organisational difficulties with Second Chance Foundation, 
 the Polish study had to be reorganised partway through the project and was conducted 
 on a regional basis by EUROCHIPS consultants working with Polish NGOs.  


In all countries, research, dialogue, fieldwork and knowledge drawn from the expertise 
 of those conducting the studies has been combined in order to achieve an optimal 
 basis for making not only theoretical but also practical recommendations based on 
 examples of good practice, and with a strong foundation in children’s rights.  



5. The number of children with imprisoned parents 


       


11 The Danish study was published in 2010, in Danish, and is currently undergoing translation. It includes a 
 detailed analysis of the rights of children of imprisoned parents 


12 EUROCHIPS is a European-wide network of organisations working with and on behalf of children with an 
imprisoned parent; it seeks to raise awareness and achieve new ways of thinking, acting and interacting on 
issues concerning prisoners’ children  



(12)Prison populations have risen rapidly in Europe during the last two decades. In 
 seventeen European Union member states (EU-27) the number of offenders per 
 100,000 inhabitants currently exceeds 100; in five EU countries, the number exceeds 
 200 per 100,000.13 The prison population in the UK, long the leader in Western Europe 
 with an imprisonment rate of 154 per 100,000 of the population – and now second only 
 to Spain, with 166 – has doubled since 1993.14 This is in comparison to rates in France 
 and Germany, respectively 96 and 88 per 100,000 inhabitants for the same period. Yet 
 the prison population in France rose 9.1 per cent in one year, from 2006 to 2007; in 
 Italy, the increase that year was 20.4 per cent. The consequence of this rise in prison 
 populations is a significant increase in the number of children experiencing parental 
 imprisonment. In 2007, there were 615,000 prisoners in the European Union (UE-27), 
 including 590,000 male and 25,000 female prisoners (the average rate of female 
 imprisonment ranges from 4.5 to 5 per cent in most EU countries, with such exceptions 
 as Spain (8 per cent) and the Netherlands (with over 7 per cent)). 


Source: COE Annual Penal Statistics — SPACE 1 — 2007 (random sample of EU 
 countries) 


One of the major challenges for those concerned with children of prisoners is knowing 
 just how many children are involved. The Parliamentary Assembly of the Council of 
 Europe calls on states to record the number, ages and location of a prisoner’s offspring 
 when he or she arrives at the prison.15 Yet few statistical records are kept on the 
 parental status of prisoners. NGOs across Europe have long highlighted the need to 
 develop systems for collecting and recording information on parental status and, in 
 turn, to systematise this information; Sweden and Latvia being the rare exceptions of 
 countries which routinely record and systematise information on prisoners’ children. In 
 2004, following extensive lobbying, the UK government announced plans to record 
 information on prisoners’ children, with data being recorded on the newly introduced 
 National Offender Management Information System, but the plan has been beset by 
 delays and budget difficulties, and this information will not now be mandatory once the 
 system is implemented. Generally speaking, authorities can enquire if a prisoner has 
 children, but prisoners cannot be obliged to respond since that would constitute a 
 violation of their human rights and, even if they do, nothing is systematically done with 
 the information.  


       


13 Source: EUROCHIPS, based on Council of Europe Annual Penal Statistics SPACE 1: Survey 2007, Council of 
 Europe 


14 Bromley Briefings: Prison Factlife, Prison Reform Trust, November 2009 


15 Parliamentary Assembly of the Council of Europe (2009) Women in Prison Parliamentary Assembly of the 
Council of Europe’s Resolution 1663 of 28 April 2009 pt. 8.3 



(13)To compensate for this lack of systematised data, some countries have calculated 


‘parenting rates’ for prison populations, used to carry out extrapolations. France uses a 
 demographic parenting rate of 1.3 offspring per offender, based on the results of a 
 study conducted by France’s national statistics institute, INSEE, in 1999 as part of a 
 national census, which included 1,700 male offenders. The UK Ministry of Justice uses 
 a rate of 0.87 children per offender for England and Wales, while the Center for the 
 Children of Imprisoned Parents in the United States uses the following formulae to 
 estimate the number of children with imprisoned parents: # male offenders x 0.56 x 2 
 and # female offenders x 0.67 x 2.4. The formulae are based on findings from several 
 studies that determined the average percentages of imprisoned women and imprisoned 
 men with dependent children, and the mean number of dependent children per 
 imprisoned mother and per imprisoned father.16 The Northern Ireland Prison Service 
 estimates that some 1,500 children are impacted by parental imprisonment on a given 
 day,17 basing extrapolations on figures recorded for visits to prison establishments 
 during a given period of time.  


       


16 Studies include Baunauch, P. J. (1979) Mothering from Behind Prison Walls  Paper presented at the Annual 
 meeting of the American Society of Criminology, Philadelphia, PA; Bloom, B. and Steinhart, D. (1993) Why 
 Punish the Children? A Reappraisal of the Children of Incarcerated Mothers in America San Francisco CA: 


National Council on Crime and Delinquency; Bureau of Justice Statistics; Gibbs, C. (1971) ‘The Effect of the 
 Imprisonment of Women Upon Their Children’ British Journal of Criminology, Vol. 11, No. 2, pp. 113–130; 


Johnston, D. (1991) Jailed mothers Pasadena, CA: Pacific Oaks Center for Children of Incarcerated Parents; 


Koban, L. (1983) ‘Parents in prison: A comparative analysis of the effects of incarceration on the families of 
 men and women’ Research in Law, Deviance and Social Control, Vol 5:171–183; Stanton, A.M. (1980) When 
 Mothers Go to Jail Lexington, MA: Lexington Books; American Correctional Association (1990) The Female 
 Offender: What Does the Future Hold? Washington, D.C.: St. Mary’s Press ;   Zalba, S. (1964) Women prisoners 
 and their families  Sacramento, CA: Department of Corrections ; Sack, W.; Seidler, J. and Thomas, S. (1976) ‘The 
 children of imprisoned parents: A psychosocial exploration’ American Journal of Orthopsychiatry Vol 46, No. 4, 
 pp. 618–627; U.S. Department of Justice (1993) Survey of state prison inmates, 1991  (NCJ-136949) 


Washington, D.C: Bureau of Justice Statistics Done, all cited in Gabel, K. and Johnston, D. (eds) (1995) Children 
 of Incarcerated Parents New York: Lexington Books 


17  Northern Ireland Prison Service (NIPS)  (2010) Safeguarding Children Framework and Guidance p. 48 



(14)Using the French INSEE parenting rate, we can extrapolate that some 800,000 children 
 in the European Union are separated from an imprisoned parent on a given day. Using 
 Council of Europe statistics from 2007 (SPACE I), this gives the following figures: 


Separated on a given day; annual figures for the number of children separated from 
 an imprisoned parent would result in higher figure. Source: EUROCHIPS (based on 
 COE Penal Statistics — SPACE 1 — 2007 (random selection of EU countries) 



6. Research and reforms – a new agenda 


So what can be done to address the problems that these children face and to make 
 sure that the ‘forgotten victims’ of our system of punishment are no longer forgotten? 


Encouragingly, there are now some signs that these children are receiving increased 
 attention. The UN Committee on the Rights of the Child is organising a Day of General 
 Discussion in 2011 focusing on children with imprisoned parents – the first time that a 
 UN body is focusing on the issue in depth. A non-legislative European Parliament 
 resolution on the impact of parental detention on social life and family life voted 
 unanimously in 2008 will help steer future European policy on family ties and 
 imprisoned mothers.18 Research on children of imprisoned parents is surfacing in 
 various countries and their problems and rights are being more widely discussed.19  
 With this study we hope to inform and strengthen these discussions greatly by 
 providing robust data and research from several countries in the European Union and 
 by supplying European and national policy makers with concrete, research based, and 
 practically useful recommendations. Our recommendations are not the result of 
 theoretical desk top research, but the product of a combination of academic research 
        


18 Resolution on the situation of women in prison and the impact of detention of a parent on social life and 
 family life 2007/2116 (INI), the Committee of Women's Rights and Gender Equality (Rapporteur: Marie 
 Cassioutou Panayotopoulos) 


19 See, for example, ‘Children of Prisoners, Interventions, and Mitigations to Strengthen Mental Health’ 


(COPING), a transnational consortium involving Sweden, Germany, Romania, the UK and umbrella groups in 
France and Switzerland. The FP7 Framework study, relying on a sample of 1,000 children, aims to enhance the 
understanding of mental health needs of prisoners’ children and explore childhood resilience and coping 
strategies. 



(15)and the knowledge drawn from the experiences of practical national work with children 
 of imprisoned parents, involving prison staff, police officers, social workers, prisoners’ 


families, NGO’s and many others. Furthermore, they are based on the premise that all 
countries within the EU are signatories to the UN CRC and European Convention on 
Human Rights and therefore have a duty to ensure that these rights are upheld in 
respect to children of imprisoned parents. We hope and believe that this has 
strengthened both the relevance and applicability of our work and recommendations, 
which, with this report, now lie open for policy makers, researchers, and other 
interested parties in Europe and elsewhere. 
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Chapter 2: Children of imprisoned parents and their  problems 



By Una Convery and Linda Moore  1. Introduction 


The aim of this chapter is to highlight the problems experienced by children as a result 
 of the imprisonment of their parent(s). It draws upon the literature which focuses on the 
 impact of parental imprisonment and literature relating to the impact of imprisonment 
 on families and siblings. The latter is included because the impact of imprisonment on 
 a family as a whole is inevitably related to children’s experiences, and provides a 
 broader perspective of the experiences of children with siblings in prison. The literature 
 review highlights the complex and multiple problems experienced by many children and 
 the need for criminal justice and wider health, education and social care policies and 
 practices to address the serious and wide-ranging implications of parental 
 imprisonment. The subsequent sections outline the complex problems which the 
 literature demonstrates prisoners’ families and children may experience from arrest 
 through to release.  



2. Complex and multiple problems 


The literature recognises that the problems experienced by prisoners’ families and 
 children are multiple and complex. The ‘multiple difficulties and predicaments’ they 
 frequently experience and the severity of the impact of imprisonment on them, as noted 
 by the European Committee for Children of Imprisoned Parents (EUROCHIPS),1 are 
 evidenced in research from across Europe. This research and wider international 
 literature on parental imprisonment identify complex health, social and welfare 
 disadvantages, including the impact of poverty, family discord, substance abuse and 
 mental health issues.2 The imprisonment of mothers, for example, has been described 
 as having ‘wreaked havoc on family stability and children’s well-being’.3 Similarly, 
 Rosenberg4 emphasises the detrimental impact that paternal imprisonment often has 
 on children.  


The wide-ranging and detrimental impact of imprisonment of any family member 
 includes the strain it places on relationships within the family and wider community, and 
 families experiencing social exclusion, financial difficulties, stigma and victimisation.5
 The separation of children from their parents due to parental imprisonment ‘can be a 
 very traumatic experience’,6 and poses ‘profound and long-lasting’7 effects on children 
        


1 Ayre, L., Philbrick, K. and Reiss, M. (2006) Children of Imprisoned Parents: European Perspectives on Good 
 Practice Paris: EUROCHIPS p. 8 


2 Johnson, E. and Waldfogel, J. (2002) ‘Parental incarceration: Recent trends and implications for child welfare’ 


The Social Service Review Vol. 76 No.3; Sheehan, R. and Levine, G. (2006) Parents as Prisoners: Maintaining the 
 parent-child relationship Canberra: Criminology Research Council 


3 The Rebecca Project for Human Rights and National Women’s Law Centre (2010) Mothers Behind Bars: A 
 state-by-state report card and analysis of federal policies on conditions of confinement for pregnant and 
 parenting women and the effect on their children Washington: National Women’s Law Centre p. 9 


4 Rosenberg, J. (2009) Children Need Dads Too: Children with Fathers in Prison  Geneva: Quaker United Nations 
 Office 


5 Nesmith, A. and Ruhland, E. (2008) ‘Children of incarcerated parents: Challenges and resiliency, in their own 
 words’ Children and Youth Services Review Vol. 30 No. 10 pp. 1119-1130 


6 King, D. (2002) Parents, Children and Prison: Effects of Parental Imprisonment on Children Dublin: Dublin 
Institute of Technology p. 10 



(17)‘over and above separation experiences and the concomitant risks’.8 The 
 consequences for children may be emotional, physical and developmental, whereby 
 the imprisonment of a parent may impact on children’s health, education, leisure, 
 housing, material goods, and relationships with their imprisoned parent(s), other family 
 members, friends, peers and teachers. In addition to the potential effects of ‘stigma and 
 reduced family income’ caused by imprisonment, EUROCHIPS9 notes concerns about 
 the impact of ‘inadequate explanations of the imprisoned parent’s circumstances’, and 
 the risk that children will replicate their parent’s behaviour.  


The problems experienced by children of imprisoned parents are compounded further 
 by the fact that their lives, prior to parental imprisonment, tend to be characterised by 
 social, economic, health and educational disadvantage. King,10 for example, highlights 
 the issues of child poverty and educational disadvantage among children prior to 
 parental imprisonment and Murray et al11 emphasise the need to acknowledge the 
 existence of disadvantages in children’s lives before parental imprisonment occurred. 


As argued by Murray:12


[Prisoners’ children] are vulnerable to multiple types of social exclusion, including: pre-
 existing deprivation; loss of material and social capital following imprisonment; stigma; 


‘linguistic exclusion’; political exclusion; poor future prospects; and administrative 
 invisibility. 


In addition, as noted by EUROCHIPS,13 ‘children of imprisoned parents are confronted 
 [with] migration problems, drug or alcohol addicted parents, or violent or abusive 
 parents more often than other children’. 


The multiple disadvantages experienced by prisoners’ families and their children are 
 discussed in further detail in the sections below. Whilst the influence of a diverse range 
 of variables, such as pre-existing deprivation, age, gender, race, relationships, support, 
 the number of previous separations and the length of separation, on children’s 
 experiences of parental imprisonment is acknowledged, the discussion focuses on 
 highlighting key themes relating to the specific problems experienced by children of 
 imprisoned parents. As indicated in the literature,14 further research in to, and 
 consideration of, children’s experiences of parental imprisonment in relation to the 
 range of variables which influence the impact of parental imprisonment requires further 
 attention to enhance the understanding of the impact of parental imprisonment and the 
 responses required to adequately address the needs of prisoners’ children. 


       


7 Robertson, O. (2007) The Impact of Parental Imprisonment on Children Geneva: Quaker United Nations Office 
 p. 9 


8 Ayre, L., Philbrick, K. and Reiss, M. (2006) as above p. 8 


9 As above p. 8 


10 King, D. (2002) as above 


11Murray, J., Farrington, D. P. and Sekol, I. and Olsen, R. (2009) Effects of parental imprisonment on child 
 antisocial behaviour and mental health: a systematic review Norway: The Campbell Collaboration p.  6 


12 Murray, J. (2007) ‘The Cycle of Punishment: Social exclusion of prisoners and their children’ Criminology and 
 Criminal Justice Vol. 7 No. 1 pp. 55- 81 p. 55 


13 Ayre, L., Philbrick, K. and Reiss, M. (2006) as above p. 13 


14 Ministry of Justice and Department of Children, Schools and Families (2007) Children of Offenders Review 
London: Ministry of Justice 
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3. Invisible victims and inadequate official support 


The literature identifies the unique vulnerabilities of prisoners’ children and need for 


‘specific forms of assistance’ for children and families of prisoners.15 However, as noted 
 by EUROCHIPS, children with imprisoned parents ‘are frequently overlooked as 
 comprising a group in its own right, let alone one with special needs’.16  This lack of 
 attention prevails despite concerns raised in 1996 by the European Action Research 
 Committee that ‘the children of prisoners do not benefit from any specific rights or 
 benefits’.17 Where increases in official interest in prisoners’ families have occurred, they 
 have been deemed by Mills and Codd,18 among others, to stem from the recognition of 
 the positive impact of family support on recidivism, as opposed to concerns about 
 addressing the particular needs of prisoners’ children. Marshall,19 for example, 
 describes children with imprisoned parents as ‘the invisible victims of crime and the 
 penal system’.20 She recognises that ‘they suffer the stigma of criminality’ and explains 
 that their rights to nurture are affected by their parents’ actions and the state’s 
 response, whereby the laws and rules that shape the penal system fail to take account 
 of children as persons in their own right and merely recognise them ‘as aids to the 
 rehabilitation of their parent’. Glover also raises concerns that policy responses tend to 


‘focus on how children can contribute to the prisoner’s rehabilitation, rather than how 
 they are coping, or whether their rights, as children, are upheld’.21  


Comparing the attention given to other life-changing events that impact on children’s 
 wellbeing, Browne22 highlights the lack of attention given to the needs of children when 
 their parents are imprisoned and criticises the lack of statutory and co-ordinated 
 support for prisoners’ families. Despite acknowledging the limited awareness of the 
 needs of children with imprisoned parents and the absence of systematic support, state 
 responses remain limited. For example, in relation to the United Kingdom (UK), 
 Glover23 documents how the government recognises poor outcomes for children of 
 prisoners and that they are a vulnerable group requiring additional support, but does 
 not recognise them as ‘children in need’ or as a priority group. Consequently, prisoners’ 


children ‘come very low down the list of priorities and are unlikely to be offered any 
 targeted support’ and are ‘denied the protection and support’ required by child-welfare 
 legislation.24 Indeed, throughout the literature concerns are raised in relation to 
 services for children of imprisoned parents, and the fragmented and uncoordinated 
 response by state agents, including health, welfare, education and criminal justice 
 providers.25 Concerns raised include the lack of inter-service information sharing about 
        


15 King, D. (2002) as above p. 5 


16 Ayre, L., Philbrick, K. and Reiss, M. (2006) as above p. 8 


17 Brown, K., Dibb, L., Shenton, F. and Elson, N. (2001) No-one's Ever Asked Me: Young People with a Prisoner in 
 the Family London: Action for Prisoners’ Families p. 4 


18 Mills, A. and Codd, H. (2008) ‘Prisoners’ Families and Offender Management: Mobilising Social Capital’ The 
 Journal of Community and Criminal Justice Vol. 55 No. 1 pp. 9-24 


19 Marshall (2008) Not Seen. Not Heard. Not Guilty: The Rights and Status of the Children of Prisoners in Scotland 
 Edinburgh: Scotland's Commissioner for Children and Young People p. 8 


20 One exception is the European Parliament resolution of 13 March 2008 on the particular situation of women 
 in prison and the impact of the imprisonment of parents on social and family life (2007/2116 (INI)), drafted by 
 the Committee on Women's Rights and Gender Equality (Rapporteur: Marie Panayotopoulos-Cassiotou). 


Although the resolution is non-legislative, it will inform future European policy on family ties and imprisoned 
 parents 


21 Glover (2009) Every night you cry: the realities of having a parent in prison Essex: Barnardos p. 2 


22 Browne (2007) Research on Prisoners’ Families: An Update, Addendum to Doctor Browne’s Paper of 2005 
 London: Action for Prisoners’ Families 


23 Glover (2009) as above 


24 Glover (2009) as above  p. 10 


25 Sheehan, R. and Levine, G. (2006) as above; Loureiro, T. (2010) Perspectives of Children and Young People 
with a Parent in Prison Edinburgh: Scotland’s Commissioner for Children and Young People; Scharff Smith, P. 



(19)the circumstances of prisoners’ children and the resulting lack of knowledge which 
 social services and schools, for example, have about the problems children may be 
 experiencing, and their needs. A further, related concern is the lack of service 
 providers’ awareness training on how to address the needs of prisoners’ children.26 In s 
 the UK-based study by Smith et al,27 where social services were approached for 
 support, or interventions were made against the wishes of the family, perceptions were 
 of either inadequacy and lack of support, or a damaging experience. Drawing upon a 
 further UK-based study, EUROCHIPS28 notes that Pugh’s research found a limited 
 proportion of carers (about a fifth) may have contact with social services and social 
 workers may be viewed with suspicion or hostility; however, at least half of the women 
 in the study who did have contacts found them supportive. 


An additional concern about the lack of recognition of prisoners’ children is raised in the 
 literature in relation to research. Children are described throughout the literature as 
 being neglected, ignored or overlooked in research as well as in policy and the 
 provision of support. Despite ‘a surge of research interest’ in children of prisoners since 
 2000,29 calls are reiterated for more extensive and robust research in to the impact of 
 parental imprisonment on children and their needs. Murray,30 for example, argues that 


‘children experiencing parental imprisonment ... need political recognition, research 
 attention and evidence-based support’. He calls for large-scale research projects which 
 calculate the costs of imprisonment for children, families and the community, and 
 identify effective interventions. The need for longitudinal studies is raised, for example 
 by EUROCHIPS, ‘to identify and better understand the mechanisms by which parental 
 imprisonment affects children’.31 In addition, attention is drawn to the need to provide 
 children of prisoners with greater opportunities to tell their own stories,32 given the lack 
 of children’s involvement in research, as summarised by Nesmith and Ruhland:33  


In the realm of research… the vast majority of studies have garnered information about 
 children from adult sources…with little if any emphasis on the feelings, thoughts, and 
 ideas formulated by the children themselves.  


Rosenberg34 notes that due to large research gaps regarding the needs of children of 
 incarcerated fathers, information is also lacking on how children may maintain a 
 healthy relationship with imprisoned fathers, positive parenting by men in prisons and 
 how to deliver and evaluate family strengthening and child support programmes aimed 
 at this group. In addition to the children of imprisoned fathers being neglected in 
 research, she strongly criticises their neglect in policy and support programmes.35
 Roberston36 also draws attention to the fact that the failure to consider or consult 
 children of imprisoned parents from arrest, to trial, to imprisonment, to release, to 
        


and Jakobsen, J. (2009) ‘The children pay the price’ in A. Molbech Children of Prisoners: A Story about the 
 Englesborg Family House Denmark: Engelsborg Halfway House and  Danish Prison and Probation Service 


26 Social Exclusion Unit (SEU) (2002) Reducing Re-Offending by Ex-Prisoners London: Social Exclusion Unit 


27 Smith, R., Grimshaw, R., Romeo, R. and Knapp, M. (2007) Poverty and Disadvantage among Prisoners’ Families  
 York: Joseph Rowntree Foundation 


28 Ayre, L., Philbrick, K. and Reiss, M. (2006) as above 


29 Murray, J., Farrington, D. P. and Sekol, I. and Olsen, R. (2009) as above p. 19 


30 Murray, J. (2007) as above p. 73 


31 Ayre, L., Philbrick, K. and Reiss, M. (2006) as above 


32 Cúnamh (2001) Déagóirí Le Chéile - Research Report Derry: Cúnamh; Loureiro, T. (2010) as above; 


Poehlmann, J. (2005) ‘Representations of attachment relationships in children of incarcerated mothers’ Child 
 Development Vol. 76 No. 3 pp. 679-696 


33 Nesmith, A. and Ruhland, E. (2008) as above p. 1119 


34 Rosenberg, J. (2009) as above  


35 As above p. 1 


36 Robertson, O. (2007) as above p. 7 



(20)rehabilitation in the community ‘can result in their rights, needs and best interests being 
 overlooked or actively damaged’. An EU-funded transnational consortium study 
 currently being carried out in Romania, Sweden, Germany and the UK, will help bridge 
 this research gap. ‘COPING – Children of Prisoners, Interventions and Mitigations to 
 Strengthen Mental Health’,37 which aims to enhance the understanding of mental 
 health needs of prisoners’ children and explore childhood resilience and coping 
 strategies, includes the participation of children of imprisoned parents (n=1,000) in the 
 four countries. 



4. Disruption to care 


The literature demonstrates the significant disruption that parental imprisonment has on 
 children’s care, and the resulting emotional and financial costs of the separation of 
 children from their parent(s). It impacts on the maintenance of family ties, carers’ 


finances, health and time, and consequently on the support available for children.38
 Changes in care arrangements may also mean that children have to cope with 
 additional stressful situations such as moving house and school.39 Children’s care may 
 be further disrupted due to multiple placements with different relatives.40 The disruption 
 to their care is all the more severe where children are separated from their natural 
 family and taken in to care, fostered or adopted. In addition, ‘enormous pressures’ may 
 be placed on children if they have to take on a caring role for younger siblings and 
 other household responsibilities.41 Care arrangements may also result in difficulties for 
 children visiting their parents in prison, in particular when children are taken in to 
 care.42  


Where children are cared for by both parents, the imprisonment of either their mother 
 or father increases the likelihood that their parents will live separately post-release. 


This is demonstrated by research which has found that maternal imprisonment, even 
 for short periods, following release increases the likelihood of divorce and decreases 
 the likelihood that mothers will reside with the father of at least one of their biological 
 children.43 In relation to paternal imprisonment, Rosenberg44 notes that in some prisons 
 the divorce rate is estimated to be as much as seven times the national average. 


Notwithstanding the disruption to children’s care following paternal imprisonment, 
 research suggests that the extent of the disruption is greater following maternal 
 imprisonment. Children are more likely to live with their mother following paternal 
 imprisonment than they are to live with their father following maternal imprisonment 
 and are more likely to be taken in to care following maternal imprisonment.45 The 
 Rebecca Project for Human Rights and the National Women’s Law Centre46 notes that, 
        


37 COPING (2010-2013) is funded by the EU Seventh Framework Programme. 


38 Sheehan, R. and Levine, G. (2006) as above; Social Exclusion Unit (SEU) (2002) as above; Poehlmann, J.  


(2005) as above 


39 Social Exclusion Unit (SEU)  (2002) as above; Loureiro, T. (2010) as above 


40 Poehlmann, J. (2005) as above 


41 Social Exclusion Unit (SEU) (2002) as above p. 117; Rosenberg, J. (2009) as above; Nesmith and Ruhland 
 (2008) as above p. 1119 


42 Social Exclusion Unit (SEU)  (2002) as above 


43Arditti, J. and Few, A. (2006) ‘Mothers’ Reentry into Family Life Following Incarceration’ Criminal Justice 
 Policy Review Vol. 17 No. 1 pp. 103-123 


44 Rosenberg, J. (2009) as above 


45 Bloom, B., Owen, B. and Covington, S. (2003) Gender Responsive Strategies: Research, Practice and Guiding 
 Principles for Women Offenders Washington DC: US Department of Justice, National Institute of Corrections; 


The Rebecca Project for Human Rights and National Women’s Law Centre (2010) as above 


46 The Rebecca Project for Human Rights and National Women’s Law Centre (2010) as above 



(21)following paternal imprisonment, 90 percent of the time the child will live with their 
 mother, compared with children living with their father 25 per cent of the time when a 
 mother is imprisoned. As a consequence, children ‘may experience a succession of 
 different carers and be less likely to be reunited with their mothers on return’.47  


Reporting to the European Parliament, Panayotopoulos-Cassiotou noted the complete 
 disruption to family life that can result from a mother’s imprisonment. She noted that 
 the average age of the majority of imprisoned women in Europe is between 20 and 40 
 years and as a consequence they are likely to be, or become, mothers. In addition, she 
 noted that mothers at the time of their arrest are often the primary or the only carers of 
 their children, citing UK-based research which found that the majority of females in 
 prison were mothers (66 per cent) and had at least one child under 16 (55 per cent), 
 over a third of mothers had one or more children under the age of 5 and were single 
 parents before prison, with the proportion rising for those who expected to be single 
 post-release.  


The imprisonment of mothers, compared with fathers, is associated with placing a 
 greater strain on extended family networks, with grandparents and siblings adopting 
 carer responsibilities. King48 notes the upheaval this causes for children and the strain 
 placed on grandparents who find it difficult to resume the role of primary carer. In 
 addition, research indicates that carers experience difficulties in providing support to 
 children following parental imprisonment due to health and financial difficulties. 


Poehlmann,49 for example, points to literature which documents the presence of mental 
 health risks in grandparents raising their grandchildren and found that ‘more than 40 
 per cent of carergivers experienced depressive symptoms in the clinical range’. 


Concerns about the difficulties carers of prisoners’ children experience, discussed in 
 more detail below, include accessing financial support.50 The extent of these concerns 
 is highlighted by Rosenberg’s51 description of the difficulties experienced by children’s 
 mothers or other carers and the potential negative effects for children following paternal 
 imprisonment: 


The potential emotional stress, parenting strain, work-family conflict, financial hardship 
 and social stigma faced by the mother or other carers can result in poverty, fragile 
 parenting, declining family health and the onset of changes in children’s behaviour. 


Many parents/carers specifically report declining health for themselves and the 
 children in these cases. 


The strain on mothers caused by paternal imprisonment, as noted by Smith et al,52 is 
 emphasised by concerns that the pressures are greater than those where separation is 
 caused by divorce or death. In their study, partners of prisoners described symptoms of 
 a grief reaction where manifestations of loss and distress included strong feelings of 
 depression, psychosomatic illness, eating disorders and self-harm. The impact of 
 pressures experienced by carers on children’s health and behaviour is discussed 
 further below. As noted by Smith et al,53 behavioural manifestations of developmental 
 difficulties have been linked to the strain of imprisonment on carers due to reduced 
        


47 Cited in Scraton, P. and Moore, L. (2007) The Prison Within: The Imprisonment of Women at Hydebank Wood 
 2004-2006 Belfast: NIHRC p. 104 


48 King, D. (2002) as above 


49 Poehlmann, J. (2005) as above p. 691 


50 Social Exclusion Unit (SEU) (2002); Rosenberg, J. (2009) as above 


51 Rosenberg, J. (2009) as above p. 12 


52 Smith, R., Grimshaw, R., Romeo, R. and Knapp, M. (2007) as above 


53 As above 



(22)finances, disruption to accommodation and education, depression and poor-quality 
 parenting.  



5. Financial difficulties 


The economic and social costs of imprisonment for prisoners’ families and children, 
 whereby it creates and exacerbates poverty, are clearly documented in the literature. 


For example, based on their UK study Smith et al54 note that: 


[W]hile the premise of criminal justice policy is to punish the offender, the effect of the 
 criminal justice system as it currently operates, and in conjunction with other branches 
 of social policy, is a significant economic punishment for the family. 


Imprisonment is shown to have a detrimental impact on families’ financial situations 
 and the literature documents the extended effects of reduced income and poverty on 
 children’s lives, including a negative impact on their living standards, housing, health 
 and development. Imprisonment places a financial strain on families where the income 
 of the family may be affected due to changes in employment circumstances and benefit 
 provision, and the expense incurred by families through the provision of money and 
 clothing for prisoners, and visiting costs. It therefore destabilises families’ financial 
 situation and puts children at risk of relative poverty or exacerbates pre-existing poverty 
 which, as noted above, tends to characterise the lives of prisoners’ families prior to 
 imprisonment. The imprisonment of both resident and non-resident parents has been 
 found to have an effect on contributions to families’ financial resources and Smith et 
 al55 found that families are adversely affected by imprisonment irrespective of family 
 structure and employment status prior to imprisonment. 


The negative effects of imprisonment on children’s economic status in King’s56 review 
 of the international literature concerning children of prisoners and his Republic of 
 Ireland-based research, reveal the financial pressures, as noted above, experienced by 
 children’s extended families and impact on participation in activities, such as days out 
 and holidays. Children’s comments included in Hall’s57 Northern Ireland-based study 
 provide an insight in to the impact of reduced income and curtailed activities: 


With my daddy in jail there was less money, and not very much pocket money. Mummy 
 was hard on you because you always asked for money and she didn’t have it. You 
 weren’t allowed to stay out late because your mummy was too overprotective. 


What I hated most was not being able to do what other children did with their daddies – 
 like playing football and going places – you felt left out and lonely.


As outlined by King,58 children and their carers may be adversely affected by the 
 imprisonment of a parent who contributed financially to the family prior to 
 imprisonment. Due to difficulties finding employment post-release, the loss of income 
 may extend beyond the period of imprisonment. In addition, King notes that carers may 
 have to take up or change their employment in order to provide for children and this 
        


54 Smith, R., Grimshaw, R., Romeo, R. and Knapp, M. (2007) as above p. 1 


55 As above 


56 King, D. (2002) as above 


57 Hall, M. (2000) Left In Limbo: The Experiences of Republican Prisoners’ Children Island Pamphlets No 31. 


Newtownabbey: Island Publications p. 10 


58 King, D. (2002) as above 



(23)may reduce the amount of attention children receive. Conversely, Smith et al59 note 
 that carers may be forced to prioritise caring responsibilities above economic gain and 
 carers, including extended family members such as grandparents, may have to leave 
 employment to care for children within the context of reduced income.   


Rosenberg,60 drawing upon research from the UK and USA, also notes the increased 
 risk of debt for families due to financial disruption caused by loss of income and 
 pressure on inadequate incomes, and explains that financial difficulties experienced by 
 prisoners’ families are compounded by the new expenses they incur, including sending 
 money to prisoners, phone calls and visiting prisoners. In a British study, Smith et al61
 calculated that such costs over six months for prisoners’ families no longer in receipt of 
 benefit incomes covering the prisoner, included an average of £208 for the imprisoned 
 family member, an average of £62 for clothing and an average of £388 in visiting costs. 


Where financial schemes do exist, for example to assist with visiting costs, there are 
 concerns that children tend not to be eligible to avail of the assistance. This is the case 
 in relation to the Assisted Prison Visits Scheme in England and Wales, which excludes 
 children from the eligibility criteria for assistance.  


Smith et al62 suggest that further costs may be experienced by families due to the 
 imprisonment of resident or non-resident parents who provided unpaid childcare and 
 household repairs prior to their imprisonment. Attention is also drawn to the inadequacy 
 of benefit entitlements to alleviate economic hardships experienced by prisoners’ 


families and children, and policies such as those which aim to tackle poverty through 
 employment, despite the fact that prisoners’ families often prioritise caring 
 responsibilities over employment.63 King64 notes the possibility that parental 
 imprisonment could result in social welfare payments providing families with a more 
 stable income. The potential benefits of social welfare are also noted by Murray et al in 
 relation to their Swedish study. They suggest that the effects of parental imprisonment 
 might have been mitigated due to Sweden’s social welfare system protecting prisoners’ 


children, in particular working-class children, from economic and social diversities. 


However, as Smith et al indicate in relation to their British study, families may be faced 
 with additional anxieties as the time taken to process welfare benefit transitions may 
 cause income disruption, debt, rent arrears and eviction threats.65 They found that 
 prisoners’ families and children living in privately rented housing are at particular risk of 
 housing disruption if benefit claims are delayed. They also note that housing disruption 
 is caused by threats of violence and revenge attacks, and provide an insight in to the 
 risk of homelessness for families of prisoners, citing two examples of families that lost 
 their homes and acknowledging that others in their research ‘came perilously close’.66
 Furthermore, they draw attention to the fact that families of foreign nationals convicted 
 of an offence are at particular risk of catastrophic financial and social consequences, 
 due to the potential permanent loss of a parent through deportation. 


       


59 Smith, R., Grimshaw, R., Romeo, R. and Knapp, M. (2007) as above 


60 Rosenberg, J. (2009) as above 


61 Smith, R., Grimshaw, R., Romeo, R. and Knapp, M. (2003) as above 


62 As above 


63 Rosenberg, J. (2009) as above; Smith, R., Grimshaw, R., Romeo, R. and Knapp, M. (2003) as above 


64 King, D. (2002) as above 


65 Smith, R., Grimshaw, R., Romeo, R. and Knapp, M. (2003) as above p. 32 


66 as above  
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