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Executive summary 

Introduction 

The Visiting Mum scheme is run by the Prison Advice and Care Trust (Pact), which is a national charity 

that provides practical and emotional support for prisoners and their families. These services include 

ǇǊƛǎƻƴ ǾƛǎƛǘƻǊǎΩ ŎŜƴǘǊŜǎΣ ŀ ƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ƘŜƭǇƭƛƴŜΣ ƳŜƴǘƻǊƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ōŜŦǊƛŜƴŘƛƴƎ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜǎΣ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇ ŀƴŘ 

parenting courses, advocacy and campaigning work (Pact, 2016). The charity focuses on ensuring 

children and families of prisoners have access to support which is tailored and responsive to their 

needs. Visiting Mum is operating at the female prison, HMP Eastwood Park, in Gloucestershire, the 

local prison for female offenders in the southern half of Wales as there is no ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ǇǊƛǎƻƴ ƛn Wales  

(female offenders in the northern half of Wales are sent to HMP Styal in Cheshire). On average women 

prisoners are held 60 miles from their home address, but at Eastwood Park, 20% of women are held 

over 150 miles from home (HMP/YOI Eastwood Park, 2011).  The Visiting Mum scheme works with 

Welsh female prisoners, to facilitate contact between them and their children during their period of 

incarceration.  

In WalesΣ ŘŜǎǇƛǘŜ ǘƘŜ ²ŜƭǎƘ DƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘΩǎ ŀŘƻǇǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ United Nations Convention on the Rights 

of the Child as the basis for policy making about children and young people, there is no national 

strategy for the children of prisoners, who thus receive little support. No routine data is collected by 

Local Authorities about children of prisoners (in either England or Wales), meaning that this small but 

vulnerable group of children are unknown. Justice is not a devolved function, and Welsh Government 

do not routinely disaggregate and publish data on prisoners or their children to enable estimates of 

this population to be made.  
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Visiting Mum is a 3-year partnership project funded by the Big Lottery Innovation Fund, which has 

been running since October 2014. It operates using volunteers who work with individual families in 

the community to prepare carers and children for visiting Eastwood Park and transport children and 

carers to the prison. It was designed specifically to address these issues and to support families to 

ƪŜŜǇ ƛƴ ŎƻƴǘŀŎǘ όǿƘŜǊŜ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ōŜǎǘ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘǎ ǘƻ Řƻ ǎƻύΣ ǊŜƳƻǾƛƴƎ ōŀǊǊƛŜǊǎ to contact and 

supporting the whole family through the process.  A well-designed and unique project, Visiting Mum 

currently supports and provides benefits to children living across south Wales when visiting their 

mothers at Eastwood Park.  

The volunteering organisation Sova, a charity that has been established for 40 years, working Ψǘƻ ƘŜƭǇ 

people steer clear of crime and to live healthier livesΩ ό{ƻǾŀΣ нлмнύΣ recruits, trains and supports the 

volunteers who furnish the Visiting Mum project. Volunteers support children to prepare for visits by 

talking about the prison regime, showing pictures of the establishment and letting children know what 

they can expect when they arrive. Volunteers also answer questions so that children are able to make 

an informed decision about whether and when to visit and provide transport for the visit. Where 

required, volunteers offer support to the carer and children after the visit has taken place and help to 

arrange future visits.  

The Visiting Mum scheme aims to reduce reoffending, and reduce the emotional distress caused to 

women incarcerated away from their children. The scheme also aims to reduce the impact of 

incarceration on children, and has the potential to improve the longer-term mental health of both 

mothers and their children. The relationship between mental health and offending is well-known 

(Chitsabesan et al. 2006). Incarceration may impact on ōƻǘƘ ǿƻƳŜƴ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ well-being, 

their propensity for holding down employment and avoiding offending in the future (Welsh Public 

Health Wales 2016). This evaluation of the Visiting Mum scheme, examines how it operates, captures 

the experiences of those involved, assesses its strengths and weaknesses and determines whether it 

has reached the objectives set out by Pact (below). 

Objectives of Visiting Mum Project 

The objectives of the Visiting Mum scheme based in HMP Eastwood Park are as follows: 

1.  The children of Welsh mothers imprisoned at HMP Eastwood Park experience improved mental 

and physical health through involvement with the project. 

2. There is increased community safety as a result of reduced offending by mothers taking part in 

the programme. 

3. Imprisoned mothers experience less anxiety about issues relating to children and families, leading 

to fewer incidents of self-harm. 

4. Learning from the project leads to improved policy and practice at both local authority Welsh 

Government and UK Government level. 

5. A review of the quality, efficiency and cost effectiveness of the scheme. 

 

To date, the Visiting Mum scheme has worked with 97 mothers (not all of these cases have 

necessitated the support of a volunteer (as some have been helped only from the prison) and 292 
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visits have taken place. In total, 164 children have utilised the Visiting Mum scheme in order to visit 

their mother in prison.  

The scheme is widely appreciated and highly valued by all of the key stakeholders, including staff 

within the prison. Children benefit hugely from the scheme and it is clear that it should continue to 

operate. Visiting Mum is now embedded within the prison establishment and can be regarded as a 

flagship project within HMP Eastwood Park, as was noted in the recent inspection (HMIP 2017). 

Findings 

1. The Visiting Mum scheme reduces the anxieties of children; most children worry about how 

their mother is coping.  

2. Children feel less intimidated by the prison environment, better supported and the Visiting 

Mum scheme improves the experience of visiting their mothers in prison.  

3. The quality of the first visit to the prison is significant for the child as a negative first experience 

can result in the child not wanting to go on subsequent visits.  

4. Visiting Mum does not always manage to intervene and access the child and family prior to 

the first visit 

5. Children hugely value the Visiting Mum service and believe that it has helped to preserve and 

in some cases strengthen their relationship with their mother and other family members.  

6. The less formal, longer visits that the Visiting Mum scheme provide facilitate a high quality, 

more intimate and nurturing environment for mothers, children and carers.  

7. Children receive little, if any support outside of the Visiting Mum Scheme. 

8. Children are very appreciative and comment favourably on the skills of both volunteers and 

Visiting Mum staff. Volunteers and staff provide a potential layer of support for the child.  

9. Consistency of volunteer is important for children and carers. 

10. Children generally enjoy meeting other young people in similar circumstances. 

11. Contact should be viewed as a right of the child, not as a reward for the mother. 

12. Women are very appreciative of the Visiting Mum scheme and comment favourably on the 

commitment and skill of the staff; the project goes some way to addressing and bridging a 

welfare gap within the prison.  

13. Women feel less anxious about the welfare of their children and most have a minimum of  

monthly visits and regular telephone contact. 

14. Women feel that their mental health is improved by accessing Visiting Mum services.  

15. Self-harm and adjudications are reduced for those accessing Visiting Mum. 

16. Most mothers maintain some of the parenting role from prison- this is seen to be helpful for 

family re-integration. 

17. Women feel that the scheme will help them to integrate back into family and community life 

upon release.  

18. Women feel well supported by Visiting Mum in the prison, but post-release services are 

minimal, particularly with regard to housing and employment support. 

19.  The volunteer is well-received and provides a good role model for both mothers and children. 

20. Most volunteers would like to be involved in more wrap around support and post release 

services. 
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21. The carers for the children believe that the Visiting Mum scheme helps to relieve the 

emotional and financial pressures on them, where little other support is available.  

22. The prison staff value the Vising Mum service and feel that it is embedded in the prion 

establishment. 

23. Schools in all cases have been helpful in giving permission for children to visit their mothers. 

24. There is little knowledge about the scheme across the social care spectrum. 

 

Further benefits of the work are that the project has designed and distributed resource packs for both 

schools and social workers, and is currently working on a training pack including a new film, which will 

be completed and launched before the end of the project in September 2017.  These resources will 

be available to local authorities. The Visiting Mum scheme would appear to be an innovative, far-

reaching programme, which improves well-being for both mothers and children; it is currently funded 

at £168, 216 per annum.  

Recommendations 

1. Preparation and support for ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ and ŎŀǊŜǊΩǎ first visits are vital and a review of how 

volunteers can become involved more quickly would be helpful. This could be via a duty rota 

where a volunteer is on daily stand-by and by the use of more specific Visiting Mum orderlies 

within the prison to pick up referrals.  

2. Developing a film that guides the child through the prison visit to accompany the Visiting Mum 

booklet, may be helpful for the carer and child where a first visit with a volunteer has not been 

possible. 

3. As children receive little or no support when their mother is in prison, the provision of peer 

group support meetings should be considered, to be held outside of the prison, where the 

child and family feel that it is appropriate. 

4. The preparation and training programme for volunteers could be tailored more specifically for 

the Visiting Mum scheme, covering attachment, child development and the impact of 

separation, with an on-going follow-up training programme (covering addiction, domestic 

abuse and mental health) to help keep volunteers engaged with the scheme and to extend 

their role. 

5. Having the volunteer co-ordinator co-located in the prison would be helpful for staff within 

the prison and for providing the co-ordinator with an understanding of the needs of the 

individual women. 

6. Visiting Mum staff within the prison may benefit from both specific child law training and 

clinical supervision given the complexity of the cases that they work with. 

7. More use of volunteers (possibly via the ²ƻƳŜƴΩǎ Institute) could be made within the prison 

for the story book CDs (which is time consuming) and provision of food, so that the time of 

skilled staff  is protected.  
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8. More thought could be given to food more generally and its importance as part of the Visiting 

Mum visit. 

9. More activities to engage older children could be developed, e.g. quizzes and games. 

10. The timings of the Visiting Mum visits could be reviewed with regard to a very early start, or 

indeed for those young people studying for examinations, so they do not miss any of their 

schooling. 

11. Visiting Mum could become involved in more wraparound support for those who would like 

it, and in particular in post release support (at least for a short transitional period) for those 

who require it, drawing on the expertise of both Sova and PACT in this area; a focus on both 

employment and housing would be helpful. 

12. More dissemination and engagement with social workers about the service that Visiting Mum 

provides is important. This might mean inviting social workers into the prison or going out in 

to the local authority teams. The annual conferences held are helpful and a specific 

conference for ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ social care practitioners may be a way to disseminate information 

about the scheme.  

13. Exploration of how Visiting Mum could have more of a role where social workers are involved 

with families. 

 

14.  Having a liaison social worker based partly in the prison might be a useful addition to the 

team to build bridges across services and better support women and children. Alternatively, 

having a designated social worker link for each south Wales local authority would facilitate 

communication between Visiting Mum and social workers.  

15. An exploration of whether the Mother and Baby Unit (when not fully occupied) could be 

utilised for the Visiting Mum visits. This would provide a more private space, which would not 

be subject to interruptions. 

16. Volunteers would like to be involved in booking the visits, which would increase contact, could 

help build trust and rapport with carers and would ease the ǎǘŀŦŦΩǎ workload. 

17. Visiting Mum could be replicated across Eastwood Park prison. 
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Background 

The exact numbers of children affected by maternal imprisonment are unknown but the Prison Reform 

Trust (2015) indicate that around 66% of women in prison have dependent children under the age of 

18 and at least a fifth were lone parents before entering custody. They also estimated that, in 2010, 

more than 17,240 children were separated from their mother through imprisonment (Prison Reform 

Trust, 2015) but only 9% of these children were cared for by their father while their mother was 

imprisoned. This is contrasted with 90% of mothers caring for children when fathers are imprisoned.  

Previous research suggests that mothers report that the separation from children is the worst and 

most difficult aspect of imprisonment (Carlen and Worrall, 2004), exacerbating mental health and 

substance misuse problems (Caddle and Crisp, 1997). Studies have also indicated that mothers in 

prison face additional strain compared with other female prisoners and lose confidence in their 

parenting ability during their imprisonment. Feelings of loss and rejection around losing their children 

motivate decisions to attempt suicide (Loper and Tuerk, 2006; Borrill et al. 2005). 

¢ƘŜ ƛƳǇŀŎǘ ƻƴ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƛƳǇǊƛǎƻƴƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǇǊƛƳŀǊȅ ŎŀǊŜǊ ƛǎ ΨƻŦǘŜƴ ƴƻǘƘƛƴƎ ǎƘƻǊǘ ƻŦ 

ŎŀǘŀǎǘǊƻǇƘƛŎΩ ό.ŀǊƻƴŜǎǎ /ƻǊǎǘƻƴ 2007). Human rights legislation and case law has a role to play in 

relation to the imprisonment of mothers. When a mother is sentenced to custody, they are separated 

from their child which deprives the child of parental care and thus interferes with their Article 8 rights 

όǊƛƎƘǘ ǘƻ ǊŜǎǇŜŎǘ ŦƻǊ ŦŀƳƛƭȅ ŀƴŘ ǇǊƛǾŀǘŜ ƭƛŦŜύΦ ! ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ !ǊǘƛŎƭŜ у ǊƛƎƘǘǎ ŀǊŜ ŜƴƎŀƎŜŘ ƻƴŎŜ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƳƻǘƘŜǊ ƛǎ 

imprisoned, (supported by the case of R (on the application of P and Q) v Secretary of State for the 

Home Department (2001). As a result sentencers should obtain information about any dependent 

children the woman may have and balance the Article 8 rights of the child with the seriousness of the 

ǿƻƳŀƴΩǎ ƻŦŦŜƴŎŜΦ wŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ Ƙŀǎ ƛƴŘƛŎŀǘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘƛǎ ŘƻŜǎ ƴƻǘ ǊƻǳǘƛƴŜƭȅ ƘŀǇǇŜƴ ό9ǇǎǘŜƛƴ, 2012) and 

more research in this area is needed to understand how decisions are made about sentencing of 

ǿƻƳŜƴ ǿƛǘƘ ŘŜǇŜƴŘŜƴǘ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ŀƴŘ ǿƘŜǘƘŜǊ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ !ǊǘƛŎƭŜ у ǊƛƎƘǘǎ ŀǊŜ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ 

sentencing process. In addition, in 2010 the UN General Assembly approved the UN Rules for the 

Treatment of Women Prisoners and Non-custodial Measures for Women Offenders (known as the 

Ψ.ŀƴƎƪƻƪ wǳƭŜǎΩύΣ ŦǳǊǘƘŜǊ ŜƳōŜŘŘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǉǳƛǊŜƳŜƴǘ ǘƘŀǘ ƎŜƴŘŜǊ ǎŜƴǎƛǘƛǾŜ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘŜǎ ŀǊŜ ǘŀƪŜƴ ƛƴ 

policy and practice in relation to the imprisonment of women, including taking into account children 

living with mothers in prison and outside in the community. Despite the legal requirements for women 

to be able to maintain contact and the recognition that contact with children can reduce reoffending 

ŀƴŘ ŀǎǎƛǎǘ ǿƛǘƘ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ǊŜǎŜǘǘƭŜƳŜƴǘ ό/ŀŘŘƭŜ ŀƴŘ /ǊƛǎǇ, 2005) upon release, in one study, only half 

of the women who had lived, or were in contact with their children before being imprisoned had 

received a visit from their children since going to prison (SEU, 2002).  

The effects on children of parental imprisonment have been explored in a number of studies and a 

large review of the effects of imprisonment on children, undertaken under the New Labour 

Government found that there were no systems in place or consistent support offered to the children 

of prisoners (Ministry of Justice/DCSF 2007). The risk of anti-social behaviour is trebled (Murray and 

Farrington, 2008) and other long-term negative outcomes such as poor educational performance and 

an increase in substance misuse have been identified (Murry et al. 2012) as a result of parental 

imprisonment. Various other health and social disadvantages also impact children including increased 

levels of poverty, family breakdown, higher risks of substance abuse and mental health issues 



 

Page | 10 
 

(Convery and Moore, 2011; Welsh Adverse Childhood Experiences, 2016).  Findings have shown an 

increased risk of the children becoming Not in Employment, Education or Training (NEET) (New 

Economics Foundation, 2008) if mothers are imprisoned and adult children of imprisoned mothers 

have been found to be more likely to be convicted of an offence than adult children from imprisoned 

fathers (Ministry of Justice, 2012). Further, maternal imprisonment has been shown to have more 

negative effects upon attachment and psychological functioning than paternal imprisonment, 

indicating that the impact of maternal imprisonment is more pronounced upon children (Murray and 

Murray, 2010).  

A small-scale evaluation of a project which facilitates overnight stays between women and their 

ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ Ǌǳƴ ŀǘ !ǎƪƘŀƳ DǊŀƴƎŜ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ƻǇŜƴ ǇǊƛǎƻƴ ǊŜǇƻǊǘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘ ŜƴŀōƭŜŘ ƳŜŀƴƛƴƎŦǳƭ 

contact to take place and this was valued by mothers, children and carers (Raikes and Kelly, 2011). 

¢ƘŜ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘ ŀƭƭƻǿǎ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ŀƴŘ ƳƻǘƘŜǊǎ ǘƻ ǎǘŀȅ ƛƴ Ψ!ŎƻǊƴ ƘƻǳǎŜΩ ŦƻǊ ǳǇ ǘƻ пу ƘƻǳǊǎΣ ǘƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ƴƻ ǎŜǘ 

criteria for inclusion but all visits are approved by the Local Safeguarding Children Boards (LSCB). The 

visit is largely uninterrupted by prison staff apart from the provision of meals. Children felt that, in 

comparison to visits to closed prisons, Askham Grange was much more relaxed and informal and that 

the overnight contact at Acorn House allowed them to have valuable private time, time to hug their 

mothers and talk properly without regulating the topic of conversation which would normally happen 

due to the presence of prison guards at ΨƻǊŘƛƴŀǊȅΩ visits. Mothers reported that they were able to 

ΨƳƻǘƘŜǊΩ ǘƘŜir children in Acorn house, and felt more confident about doing this mothering work. They 

also felt more able to spend time solely with their child, whereas at normal visits they recognised the 

sacrifices that family/friends who were caring for their children had made in getting the children there 

and felt obliged to talk to them as well. Carers reflected that the additional contact allowed mothers 

ǘƻ Ƴŀƛƴǘŀƛƴ ŀ ƪŜȅ ǊƻƭŜ ƛƴ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ƭƛves and that longer, ƭŜǎǎ ŦǊŜǉǳŜƴǘ ŎƻƴǘŀŎǘ ƘŜƭǇŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ 

moods and behaviour after visits. The prison staff interviewed in the study were also very positive and 

committed to the scheme and were happy to offer their support to women after the visit was over. 

The scheme was clearly valued by all, though it should be recognised that it was situated in an open 

prison, and a similar scheme may not be acceptable or practicable in a closed institution such as HMP 

Eastwood Park.  

Over the past 15 years, there has been mounting evidence that maintaining positive family contact is 

not only crucial for reducing the likelihood of reoffending on release, reducing anxiety in prisons, 

reducing self-harm and contributing to good order and discipline, but is also a significant protective 

factor in reducing the risk of children developing mental health problems.  This has also been recently 

highlighted by the Adverse Childhood Experiences report in Wales (2016), which recognises that 

having a parent in prison has a great impact on future life chances. 

Despite this growing body of evidence, many children of imprisoned mothers are prevented from 

making contact with their parent because of practical considerations such as the cost of travel, lack of 

transport or the availability of a suitable adult to take them. Visiting Mum was designed specifically to 

ŀŘŘǊŜǎǎ ǘƘŜǎŜ ƛǎǎǳŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƻ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ ŦŀƳƛƭƛŜǎ ǘƻ ƪŜŜǇ ƛƴ ŎƻƴǘŀŎǘ ǿƘŜǊŜ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ōŜǎǘ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘǎ 

to do so.   
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Current Practice Model 

Visiting Mum currently consists of two prison-based Family Engagement Workers employed by Pact, 

and overseen by the Family Services Manager at the prison.  The team identify women upon reception 

into custody, (usually this is done via a prison orderly) who are at risk of losing contact with their 

families in Wales and would like to avail themselves of the support.  They work with those prisoners 

who require a service to establish contact with their family, to provide reassurance and to offer 

support.  Alongside this brokering of contact, they offer parenting and relationship programmes and 

courses, and one to one casework support to the mother. This includes support with maintaining 

positive relationships with social workers, where there are child protection, fostering or adoption 

issues. 

{ƻǾŀΩǎ ±ƻƭǳƴǘŜŜǊ /ƻ-ordinator works to match a local volunteer who aims to provide emotional 

support to the family, and who prepares children and carers for the visit.  This may include a session 

with the children and carers before a visit is arranged to ensure that it is in the chiƭŘΩǎ ōŜǎǘ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘΣ 

that no pressure is being applied to visit, and that they understand what to expect from the 

experience.  The volunteers are trained by Sova in the community and at the prison, so they are able 

to answer questions and provide reassurance as well as book the visit for the family.  They then offer 

transport and accompaniment, based on the needs of the family, and potential support, which 

includes debriefing after the visit, assisting the carer in effective management of emotional reactions 

and preparing for the next visit. They can also be instrumental in encouraging families to engage with 

schools and other local services. 

Families utilising this scheme do not need to attend usual social visits at the prison, unless they choose 

to do so.  The regular, usual visiting model involves being in a crowded and often noisy room of 

prisoners, with each prisoner seated at a small table with their visitor/s; the mother is not allowed to 

get up or move about. The visits are time limited and scheduled for one hour. Using a partnership 

approach, Visiting Mum visits are private, of better quality due to the low numbers on a visit (one or 

two families at a time), the work undertaken preparing each party for the visit (helping the mother to 

prepare appropriate activities for the children), the space allocated for the visit in a large, airy room 

with access to play equipment,  relaxed visiting rules (mothers are able to leave the formal visits table, 

interact with their children, eat and drink together, cuddle and provide reassurance, undertake 

activities and play together). 

Current Service Levels 

From the start of the project to June 2017, Visiting Mum had supported 197 individual carers and 

children from 69 different families from 12 different local authorities. The project had also supported 

97 women in prison, who will be resettling back to the given local authorities.  This differs from the 

number of families supported as some mothers require in-prison support but do not require the 

assistance of a volunteer. 
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Local Authority 
Families Supported 

with volunteers 

Individuals Supported 

in the community 
Mums supported in 

prison 

Blaenau Gwent 1 4 2 

Bridgend 5 15 5 

Caerphilly 7 16 13 

Cardiff 21 57 23 

Merthyr Tydfil 2 6 2 

Monmouthshire 
 

1 4 3 

Neath and Port 

Talbot 
1 7 3 

Newport 17 32 17 

Pembrokeshire 2 5 3 

Powys 1 2  1 

Rhondda Cynon Taff  9 17  11 

Swansea 11 22 11 

The Vale 3 10 3 

TOTAL 81  197 97  

Table 1: Services provided by local authority 

Budget 

Visiting Mum was awarded a £504,649 grant by the Big Lottery for activities for a period of 3 years, 

equating to an average of £168,216 per annum, with a 2% annual increase.   

The methodology and design of the study  

A group of 5 female researchers from Cascade research centre based at Cardiff University have been 

involved in the planning and data gathering process. We initially observed a Family Fun Day organised 

by Pact for a large group of children to visit their mothers, where a range of activities were undertaken 

with children and young people. Informal observations of Pact staff and visiting families at the prison 

have also taken place. In line with the requirements of ethical research, all participants were assured 

of anonymity, as outlined in the information provided to participants and also in the consent forms, 

noting that  Ψ9ǾŜǊȅ effort will be made to protect your identity in all published material, including the 

changing of names, locations and anything else that we feel might possibly identiŦȅ ȅƻǳΩ.  
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Ethical Approval and Access 

Researchers from /ŀǎŎŀŘŜ ό/ƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ŎŀǊŜ ŀƴŘ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ ŎŜƴǘǊŜύΣ ōŀǎŜŘ ŀǘ /ŀǊŘƛŦŦ ¦ƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ 

were commissioned in February 2016 to complete an evaluation of the Visiting Mum scheme.  An 

application was submitted to Cardiff University Research Ethics Committee in March 2016 and 

approval granted; an application for ethical approval was made to NOMs in April 2016, this was 

granted in July 2016 when data collection commenced. 

Children and young people 

We interviewed and consulted with children at the prison to gain their views and experiences of the 

Visiting Mum scheme. We facilitated activity based focus groups (Bagnoli, 2009) with young people 

visiting their mothers in prison and have undertaken events with 3 different age groups: 7-11, 12-15, 

16-18 years (the latter group took place outside of prison) , during which we provided age appropriate 

activities. We utilised creative activities with the 7-11, 12-15 and 16-18 age range, asking the children 

to undertake a timeline collage, used miniature sandboxes for them to create a tableau representing 

visiting their mother in prison and the drawing of eco maps. Such a mosaic approach has previously 

been described as best practice in participatory research with children and young people (Clark and 

Moss, 2001) and the range of visual and creative methods have aimed to aid and maximise 

participation. We have talked to the young people as they actively created their work and asked for 

permission to be able to record discussions about what they were making at the table. When consent 

was given, we put the recorder on the table in plain sight. Once the young person had finished we 

asked them to talk to us about their collages, structuring discussion using some key questions. All of 

these focus groups and activities with the young people were transcribed. Where young people did 

not feel comfortable discussing these things in a group a researcher was on hand to conduct individual 

interviews. With the 16-18 age group, we utilised some of the same creative exercises but also 

conducted a more traditional focus group session (McLaughlin, 2007). We have explored the 

experiences and views of the young people and their involvement in the scheme, and whether they 

perceive that it has helped to improve their family relationships and their physical and mental health. 

We structured these discussions using these group activities and tasks.   

We ensured that all of the young people who were approached to take part in a focus group/  activity 

had already visited their mother in prison at least once (so it was not their first visit to the prison). We 

firstly gained consent from mothers and once given, we contacted the children to let them know about 

the project and ask whether they would like to be involved. Once an expression of interest had been 

made we requested consent from the children themselves using age appropriate information and 

consent forms.  Their mothers, workers from PACT and volunteers from Sova already known to the 

children were present during the events and were thus on hand to support children should any upset 

have been caused. In total, we ran groups with the following children:  5 young people age 7-11, plus 

two older children who also attended age 12 and 15 who completed a survey (n=7); 3 young people 

age 11-15 (n=3). The group with the older children age 16-18 was held in the community, in the SOVA 

offices in Cardiff; two people attended (n=2). The total number of children involved in the research 

was 12.  
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Women in prison 

We have utilised semi-structured interviews with women serving a sentence in HMP Eastwood Park 

to discuss their experiences of the Visiting Mum scheme. We asked whether they were less anxious 

about their children and families as a result of accessing the service, and any associated changes to 

their perceived well-being in prison and whether they anticipated that the scheme would have an 

impact on them on release. The underpinning epistemology of this research was that offenders are 

well placed to act as informants for the development of rehabilitation services. This derives from 

ǎǘŀƴŘǇƻƛƴǘ ǘƘŜƻǊȅΣ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǘƘŜ ǇŜǊǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜǎ ƻŦ ƳŀǊƎƛƴŀƭƛǎŜŘ ƎǊƻǳǇǎ ŀǊŜ ŜƭŜǾŀǘŜŘ ǘƻ ΨŜȄǇŜǊǘΩ ǎǘŀǘǳǎ 

(Wylie and Sismondo, 2015). We interviewed 17 women whilst in custody. 

Women released from prison  

We also utilised semi-structured interviews with women who had accessed the Visiting Mum scheme 

and had been released, in order for them to reflect retrospectively on their experiences of the service, 

and they were able to consider whether the scheme impacted on their emotional well-being. We 

asked about their ability to settle back in to the family, build trusting relationships and reintegrate in 

the local community. This provided a longitudinal perspective (Ritchie et al. 2013) to the qualitative 

data collected by exploring the lasting effects of the Visiting Mum scheme. These interviews were 

conducted both in the Sova offices and over the telephone. We interviewed 8 women who had been 

released from custody. 

Carers  

We further utilised a semi-structured interview schedule (Alston and Bowles, 2003) with carers who 

looked after children whilst the mother was serving a prison sentence. We explored the support that 

the Visiting Mum scheme offered to them, as well as their perceptions of whether the children they 

cared for experienced any improved mental or physical health due to being facilitated to visit their 

mother. We also observed some carers whilst they accompanied the children to the data collection 

events. These interviews took place in the SOVA offices in the community and over the telephone. We 

interviewed 4 carers in total. 

Volunteers 

We conducted semi-structured interviews with SOVA volunteers to discuss the operationalisation of 

the scheme, their experiences of it and to consider and explore any suggested improvements to make 

it more effective or efficient. We have interviewed 4 volunteers in the Sova offices.  

Social workers 

¢ŜƭŜǇƘƻƴŜ ƛƴǘŜǊǾƛŜǿǎ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ǳƴŘŜǊǘŀƪŜƴ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ƳƻǘƘŜǊΩǎ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ǿƻǊƪŜǊǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƭƻŎŀƭ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅ 

(where there is one). We have asked about their perception of how the woman has settled back into 

the family and community, whether they have any knowledge of the physical and mental health of 

the children, about any contact they have had with Visiting Mum scheme  and about their current 

involvement with the woman. We have interviewed 5 social workers.  
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Case studies 

We have created two case studies (Baxter and Jack, 2006; Stake, 1978 ) in the latter stages of the 

evaluation to demonstrate how the service has been experienced by specific families and its perceived 

impact. Gill (2009) developed similar case studies regarding the impact of fathersΩ incarceration on 

their children. This has aimed to illuminate the lived experiences of particular families - mothers and 

children. Caution has been taken in the presentation of the case studies, ensuring that none of the 

families are recognisable - names, ages and demographic details have been changed to preserve 

confidentiality.  

Visiting Mum staff 

We ran a focus group ( Silverman, 2014) with the Visiting Mum staff in the prison to elicit their views 

of the scheme, how it is operationalised, gaps in provision and areas for improvement and further 

development of the project. 

Sova Coordinator 

We have interviewed the Sova volunteer coordinator to explore her views of the project and any 

suggested areas for improvement.   

Survey of practitioners 

We have surveyed practitioners by creating an on-line survey which was disseminated by PACT. The 

survey was open from 15 November 2016 - 26 January 2017.  

Quantitative data 

We have collated and analysed Assessment, Care in Custody and Teamwork (ACCT self-harm) data for 

women who have utilised the Visiting Mum scheme. This will allow us to assess whether self-harm 

reduced during the course of the sentence. This was further triangulated (Walliman, 2011) by the 

qualitative data regarding how women felt the Visiting Mum scheme impacted on their well-being 

during the course of their sentence. We have also collated information regarding re-offending post 

release.  We had intended to utilise the RADAR well-being forms (completed at the beginning and end 

of sentence) but as others have found (Dominey et al.  2016) these are rarely filled out and are difficult 

to complete, requiring deeply personal information to be taken from the woman at the very beginning 

of her period of incarceration. 

We have also asked for information from the Visiting Mum project regarding the involvement of 

schools directly with PACT (and as a minimum whether the school granted permission for the child to 

be absent in order to visit the prison).  

Prison personnel 

We have interviewed an assistant prison governor about their experiences and perceptions of the 

usefulness of the scheme and how in their view the services provided to Welsh mothers have been 
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enhanced or otherwise. We have also interviewed a member of the re-settlement team based in the 

prison and a member of the chaplaincy (n=3).  

Analysis 

We have analysed all of the transcribed data. We have been guided by the transcripts of the interviews 

and focus groups in constructing a coding frame with which to analyse the data (Walliman, 2011). 

Themes have been cross checked between researchers undertaking the analysis. We have used 

inductive, qualitative, thematic analysis (Seale, 2012). Codes, categories and themes used in our 

analysis and written-up have been ΨƎǊƻǳƴŘŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŘŀǘŀΩ ό.ǊȅƳŀƴ, 2012). The visual materials, which 

were photographed at the point of data production, and these acted as tools of elicitation, rather than 

objects of analysis per se, they were however drawn upon to illuminate and extend the relevant 

interview transcripts and have been used to contextualise the analysis of the transcripts.   

In total, we have interviewed/consulted/surveyed 70 people for their views on the Visiting Mum 

project (see table 2). 
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* Denotes additional research activity not outlined in the original research tender. 

Table 2: Data collection 

Data Collection  Completed   

Visit one family day 
December 2015 

Observational 
Completed December 2015 

Transcribed Analysed 

INTERVIEWS 

Women in prison x 17 17 Completed July- Nov 2016  Transcribed Analysed 

Women released x 8 8 Completed- Sept -Nov 2016 Transcribed Analysed 

Carers x 4 Completed Nov - Jan 2017 Transcribed Analysed 

Volunteers x 4 
Completed October 2016- 
Jan 2017 

Transcribed Analysed 

/ƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ƎǊƻǳǇ т-11 Completed July 2016 Transcribed Analysed 

/ƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ƎǊƻǳǇ мм-15 Completed October 2016 Transcribed Analysed 

/ƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ƎǊƻǳǇ мс-18 Completed March 2017 Transcribed Analysed  

Assistant prison governor Completed June 2017 Transcribed Analysed 

Telephone interviews 
with  social workers 

 Completed November 2107-
February 2018 

Transcribed Analysed 

SOVA staff*  
Interview with Co-ordinator- 
Sova ςJanuary 2018 

Transcribed Analysed 

Prison staff*  

Resettlement worker April 
2017 

Transcribed Analysed 

Chaplaincy department April 
2017 

Transcribed 
Analysed 

FOCUS GROUP 

Visiting  Mum staff*   
Visiting Mum staff in HMP 
Eastwood Park  April 2017 

Transcribed Analysed 

SURVEY 

Survey of network 
practitioners 

Completed January 2017 Completed Analysed 

SECONDARY DATA ANALYSIS 

Re-offending data and 
ACCT 

Collected  Analysed 

CASE STUDIES 

Detailed case studies Completed  Completed 

CONFERENCE ATTENDANCE 

*Visiting  Mum 
conference 2015 

Attended   

*Visiting Mum 
conference 2016 

Attended and presented 
early interim findings 

  

ϝaŜŜǘƛƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ {ƻǾŀΩǎ 
chief operating officer 
November 2016 

Attended   
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Literature Review  

In order to provide some context for the evaluation, a literature review has been undertaken to 

provide key information about mothers in prison, their children and contact between them. The first 

part provides numbers and characteristics of women in prison in England and Wales, including detail 

about the challenging circumstances and complex and multiple needs that many women in prison 

experience. Part one also looks at what is known about mothers in prison, and the legal framework 

around sentencing mothers to custody in England and Wales. The second part maps what is known 

about the children of female prisoners in England and Wales and the effects of maternal 

imprisonment, both on mothers and children. Part three presents the research evidence around 

maintaining mother-child contact in prison, examining how the quality of the visit matters and benefits 

of contact for children and mothers. The concluding section sets out the contention that, the wellbeing 

and rights of imprisoned mothers and children are so intrinsically linked that quality visitation benefits 

both of them.  

As Visiting Mum is focused specifically on facilitating and supporting contact between children and 

their imprisoned mothers, the literature review does not focus on research evidence pertaining to the 

children of imprisoned fathers or contact between imprisoned fathers and their children. However, 

there is a dearth of research on women as mothers in prison and even less is known about their 

children (Codd, 2008; Condry, 2006). As such, some of the studies include samples of both imprisoned 

mothers and fathers and these instances are clearly stated. 

PART 1: Women and mothers in prison 

Characteristics of female offenders:  

The number of female prisoners is significantly smaller than the male prison population in England 

and Wales. In the week of 12th May 2017 the female prison population in England and Wales was 

3,945. This is to be contrasted with 81,248 male prisoners in the same week (Ministry of Justice, 2017). 

The number of female prisoners has slowly decreased in recent years (for example, in 2005 the female 

prison population was 4,467), however, the figure nearly trebled between 1993 and 2005 (Ministry of 

Justice, 2105c). While the total number of women in prison in England and Wales appears relatively 

modest, in contrast with other European countries, it is much higher. In England and Wales 6.4 women 

per 100,000 of the population were imprisoned in 2017, contrasted with 2.6 in Northern Ireland, 2.6 

in Denmark, 3.1 in the Republic of Ireland, 3.3 in France and 4.3 in Germany (World Prison Brief, 2017).  

Data about Welsh male and female prisoners is not routinely disaggregated and published, making it 

difficult to ascertain how many Welsh women are in prison each year. However, in the year 2012-13, 

510 Welsh women had been given a custodial sentence and 1,234 women started a community order 

(Prison Reform Trust, 2014). 

Women on remand in England and Wales make up around 16% of the female prison population (Prison 

Reform Trust, 2015). However, only 45% of women who enter prison on remand and are subsequently 

convicted receive a custodial sentence (Ministry of Justice, 2016a). Even when sentenced to custody, 

these sentences are often very short. A 2012 freedom of information request found that Ψin 2008 3,000 

women were sentenced to custody for 3 months or less of whom 176 were sentenced to 10 days or 
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lessΩ (Epstein, 2012:уύΦ ¢ƘŜ ¦Y DƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘΩǎ ƻǿƴ Řŀǘŀ ǎƘƻǿǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƛn the year 2015-2016, of 6,068 

custodial receptions for women, almost 70% were for sentences of 6 months or less (Ministry of 

Justice, 2016b). The frequent use of short custodial sentences indicates that large numbers of women 

are sentenced for very minor offences, whilst the high numbers of women who are remanded but not 

given custodial sentences indicates that remand is used too frequently. For women with dependent 

children who are held on remand and subsequently not sentenced to custody or who receive short 

sentences, massive disruption is caused to their caretaking responsibilities for the sake of a short time 

in prison. {ƘƻǊǘ ǎŜƴǘŜƴŎŜǎ ŀƭǎƻ ŎŀǳǎŜ ŀ ŘƛǎǇǊƻǇƻǊǘƛƻƴŀǘŜ ŀƳƻǳƴǘ ƻŦ ŘƛǎǊǳǇǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ƭƛǾŜǎΣ 

causing feelings of loss, confusion and the experience of stigma. Custodial sentences jeopardise 

womeƴΩǎ ŜƳǇƭƻȅƳŜƴǘ ŀƴŘ ƘƻǳǎƛƴƎ ƻǇǇƻǊǘǳƴƛǘƛŜǎ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŘƛǊŜŎǘƭȅ ƛƳǇŀŎǘ ǳǇƻƴ ƛƳǇǊƛǎƻƴŜŘ ƳƻǘƘŜǊǎΩ 

ability to provide for their children (Prison Reform Trust 2015c, 2016). This is to be considered in 

relation to the fact that many women who offend report that their offending is motivated by being 

able to provide for their children (Prison Reform Trust, 2015a; Liverpool Mental Health Consortium, 

2016). 

The use of short sentences is not surprising given that the nature of offences committed by female 

prisoners are overwhelmingly non-violent. The large majority of women enter prison for a non-violent 

offence, in 2015 this figure stood at 85%, with 42% entering custody under sentence for theft and 

handling stolen goods (Ministry of Justice, 2016a). In terms of reoffending, some research shows that 

56% of female prisoners will be reconvicted within a year of release (Hedderman and Joliffe, 2015) 

while the Prison Reform Trust states this figure is 48% (Prison Reform Trust, 2015a).  

Needs and vulnerabilities of women in prison: 

Despite significant numbers of women being imprisoned on the basis of non-violent and less serious 

property offences, a large number of women in prison have multiple, complex needs and 

vulnerabilities, having suffered significant hardships, including violence and harm perpetrated against 

them.  

Between a half and two thirds of female prisoners have depression, with 48% having attempted 

suicide at some point (Department of Health, 2015). In 2014 female prisoners made up 23% of all self-

harm incidents despite representing only 5% of the total prison population (Prison Reform Trust, 

2016a). In 2015, 87 incidents were male and 292 were female (Ministry of Justice 2015b). A public 

health study of 500 female prisoners found that they were Ψfive times more likely to have a mental 

health concern than women in the general population, with 78% exhibiting some level of psychological 

disturbance when measured on reception to prisonΩ (Plugge et al. 2006). In a study conducted in 2013, 

it was reported that 49% of women in prison suffer from anxiety and depression while 25% reported 

symptoms that indicate psychosis (Light et al. 2013). Drug and alcohol misuse is also a significant 

problem amongst female offenders, with the majority of women (70%) entering prison requiring some 

form of clinical detoxification support (Prison Reform Trust, 2014). 

! ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊƭȅ ŎƻƴŎŜǊƴƛƴƎ ǊŜŎŜƴǘ ǘǊŜƴŘ ƛƴ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ǇǊƛǎƻƴǎ Ƙŀǎ ōŜŜƴ ǘƘŜ ǎƘŀǊǇ ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎŜ ƛƴ ǎǳƛŎƛŘŜ ǊŀǘŜǎΦ 

The Prisons and Probation Ombudsman (PPO) reported in April 2017 on what it described as the 

Ψrecent dramatic and depressing rise in self-inflicted deaths of women in prisonsΩ (PPO, 2017). The 

ƻƳōǳŘǎƳŀƴ ǊŜǇƻǊǘǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƛƴ нлмрΣ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ǎǳƛŎƛŘŜ ǊŀǘŜǎ ƛƴ ǇǊƛǎƻƴ ōŜŎŀƳŜ ƘƛƎƘŜǊ ǇŜǊ мΣллл ǘƘŀƴ ƳŜƴ 
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and that: Ψoverall, deaths of female prisoners more than doubled in 2016 compared to the previous 

calendar year, and this rise shows little sign of abatingΩ. The report makes several recommendations 

to prisons, including better use of the ACCT process, having better emergency responses and 

identifying and dealing with mental health and bullying risks quicker and more effectively.  

A very high number of female prisoners have suffered violence against them. The Corston review into 

female imprisonment found that half of women in prison reported suffering domestic violence and 

one in three experienced sexual abuse (Corston, 2007). The Prison Reform Trust (2015b) echoes these 

findings, reporting that 46% have suffered domestic violence and 53% have experienced physical or 

sexual abuse as a child. Over a quarter of women in prison report being in local authority care as child 

(Prison Reform Trust, 2016a).   

In terms of women resisting crime, a study conducted in the Liverpool area found that women often 

do not have the right support networks, social capital, or financial resources to avoid engaging in crime 

particularly where they are attempting to support and provide for children (Liverpool Mental Health 

Consortium, 2016). Despite the complex needs of these women, and the high social and economic 

costs of imprisonment, many do not meet individual community service thresholds for support and as 

a result end up coming into contact with criminal justice services and prison (Prison Reform 

Trust/ADASS, 2016). 

Mothers in prison: 

Ascertaining exact figures of mothers in prison is problematic. Some women do not disclose 

information about their children due to fear of social care intervention. However, a large study has 

shown that around two thirds of women in prison are mothers of children under the age of 18 (Prison 

Reform Trust, 2015b). Of those women, a third had children under 5 years old and a further 40% had 

children aged between 5 and 10 years old. The Ministry of Justice carried out research to estimate the 

numbers of mothers on prison by matching the PNC (police national computer) with Department of 

Work and Pensions databases. It was estimated that 96% of the female prison population is eligible 

for a child benefit claim and matching this data to the PNC which holds a record of all convictions it 

was estimated that between 24% and 31% of female prisoners have one or more dependent children 

(Ministry of Justice, 2015e). For the vast majority of mothers (85%), imprisonment is the first time 

they are separated from children (Home Office, 1997).  

Around 38% of women report that their offending behaviour stems from a need to support and 

provide for their children (Prison Reform Trust, 2015a). Women are more likely than men to be 

primary caretakers of children meaning that maternal imprisonment has a much more significant and 

far reaching effect on children than paternal imprisonment. Maruschal et al. (2010) found that most 

(75%) of incarcerated mothers were primary caregiver as compared 25% of fathers. At least a fifth of 

women are lone parents before entering custody (Prison Reform Trust, 2015). Many mothers will 

return to parenting on their release, and ŜǾŜƴ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ŦŀǘƘŜǊ ƛǎ ƛƴǾƻƭǾŜŘ ƳƻǘƘŜǊǎ ƳƻǊŜ ƭƛƪŜƭȅ 

to be responsible for daily care. Indeed, only 9% of children are cared for by their father in cases of 

maternal imprisonment, compared with 90% of children in cases of paternal imprisonment (Prison 

Reform Trust, 2015b).  
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Given the primacy of the mother-child relationship, mothers report that the separation from their 

children is the worst, most difficult aspect of imprisonment (Carlen and Worrall, 2004; Walker and 

Worrall, 2000). Aligned to this is the fact that there are particular professional and social judgements 

made about mothers going to prison because it demonstrates a ΨŦŀƛƭǳǊŜΩ ƻŦ ǿƘŀǘ ǿŜ ŜȄǇŜŎǘ ŦǊƻƳ 

women as mothers.  Baldwin notes that feelings of Ψloss, shame, bewilderment and devastationΩ are 

common among mothers in prison and feelings of guilt and shame are partly related to their perceived 

transgressions of expected maternal behaviour (2015:165).  

Being a mother in prison also exacerbates mental health and substance misuse problems (Caddle and 

Crisp, 1997). James and Glaze (2006) found that incarcerated mothers are more likely to have mental 

health problems than incarcerated fathers. Studies have also indicated that mothers in prison face 

additional strain compared with other female prisoners and lose confidence in their parenting ability 

during their imprisonment. Feelings of loss and rejection around losing their children have been found 

to be motivating factors in decisions of imprisoned mothers to attempt suicide (Loper and Tuerk, 2006; 

Borrill et al. 2005).  

The preceding section detailed the complex and multiple problems that many women in prison suffer. 

A significant number of these women are mothers, for whom maintaining contact with children is 

likely to have a significant bearing on mental wellbeing.  

Sentencing mothers: 

Human rights legislation and case law has a role to play in relation to the imprisonment of mothers. 

In 2010, the UN General Assembly approved the UN Rules for the Treatment of Women Prisoners and 

Non-ŎǳǎǘƻŘƛŀƭ aŜŀǎǳǊŜǎ ŦƻǊ ²ƻƳŜƴ hŦŦŜƴŘŜǊǎ όƪƴƻǿƴ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ Ψ.ŀƴƎƪƻƪ wǳƭŜǎΩύΣ ŦǳǊǘƘŜǊ ŜƳōŜŘŘƛƴƎ 

the requirement that gender sensitive approaches are taken in policy and practice in relation to the 

imprisonment of women. This includes taking into account children living with mothers in prison and 

in the community. Further, section 10 of the Offender Rehabilitation Act 2014 specifiŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ 

needs must be identified in arrangements for the supervision and rehabilitation of offenders. In 

addition, when a mother is sentenced to custody, they are separated from their child, depriving the 

child of parental care. This interferes with ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ Article 8 rights (the right to respect for family and 

private life) and has been the subject of two important recent legal authorities: R (on the application 

of P and Q) v Secretary of State for the Home Department EWCA Civ 1151 and R v Rosie Lee Petherick 

[2012] EWCA Crim 2214. Human rights legislation and case law does not mean that mothers cannot 

be sentenced to custody because of a breach to ǘƘŜƛǊ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ !ǊǘƛŎƭŜ у ǊƛƎƘǘǎΦ LƴǎǘŜŀŘΣ judgeǎΩ sentences 

Ƴǳǎǘ ōŀƭŀƴŎŜ ǘƘŜ ǊƛƎƘǘǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ƳƻǘƘŜǊΩǎ ƻŦŦŜƴŎŜΣ ǘŀƪƛƴƎ ƛƴǘƻ ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘ ǘƘŜ ŘƻƳŜǎǘƛŎ 

circumstances of the mother and the effect imprisonment would have on the child/ren.  

Custodial sentences for mothers must be proportionate to the offence committed but despite changes 

to sentencing guidelines, the Prison Reform Trust argues Ψthere is still an overuse of short custodial 

sentences for womenΩ of whom a large proportion are mothers with dependant children (Prison 

Reform Trust 2015b:5). Section 152 (2) Criminal Justice Act 2003 states that prison must only be used 

in cases where an offence justifies more than a fine or community sentence. However, in 2009 1,052 

women were sentenced to custody for breaching a court order, with an average sentence length for 

ǘƘƛǎ ōŜƛƴƎ ƭŜǎǎ ǘƘŀƴ ǘǿƻ ƳƻƴǘƘǎ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘǎ ǘƘŜ tǊƛǎƻƴ wŜŦƻǊƳ ¢ǊǳǎǘΩǎ ŎƻƴǘŜƴǘƛƻƴΦ CǳǊǘƘŜǊΣ 
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9ǇǎǘŜƛƴΩǎ нлмн ǎǘǳŘȅ ƻŦ ŎŀǎŜ ǘǊŀƴǎŎǊƛǇǘǎ ǿƘŜǊŜ ƳƻǘƘŜǊǎ ǿŜǊŜ ǎŜƴǘŜƴŎŜŘ ǘƻ ŎǳǎǘƻŘȅ ŦƻǳƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ Ψin the 

51 cases of immediate custody that were studied there were 7 cases where the sentencers made no 

mention at all of the defendant's dependent children. There was no express reference to the Article 8 

rights of the child in any of the 75 cases studiedΩ (Epstein, 2012,:4). Minson also notes that sentencers 

often misunderstand the gender specific and detrimental effect that maternal imprisonment has on 

women and children, and that there is inconsistency in using motherhood as a mitigating factor when 

handing down a custodial sentence (Minson, 2014). This brings into question whether, or how often, 

mothers are being sentenced against Sentencing Council guidance to the disproportionate detriment 

of their children.  

In WalesΣ ŘŜǎǇƛǘŜ ǘƘŜ ²ŜƭǎƘ DƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘΩǎ ŀŘƻǇǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ United Nations Convention on the Rights 

of the Child (UNCRC) as the basis for policy making about children and young people, there is no 

national strategy for the children of prisoners, and no routine data collected by Local Authorities about 

children of prisoners (in either England or Wales), meaning that this small but vulnerable group of 

children are unknown. 

PART 2: Children of women in prison 

Children of mothers in prison: 

The exact numbers of children in England and Wales affected by maternal imprisonment are unknown 

as many women are reluctant to disclose information about their children in case of intervention by 

ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ŎŀǊŜΦ ¢he Howard League for Penal Reform has estimated that in 2010, more than 

17,240 children in England and Wales were separated from their mother through imprisonment 

(Wilkes-Wiffen, 2011). Of these children only 5% remain in the family home (Crisp and Caddle, 1997). 

Another study has estimated that around 3000 babies and toddlers under the age of two have their 

mothers imprisoned each year (Galloway et al. 2014). Due the lack of routine data collected about 

mothers and their children in relation to the criminal justice system, many children of imprisoned 

mothers do not become known to social care or community services (Social Care Institute for 

Excellence, 2008). Given that the vast majority are not cared for in the family home or by their father, 

they will suffer the disruption of moving home and the stigma of maternal imprisonment on top of 

the absence of their mother so for some children the input of community and social services could be 

vital for their wellbeing.  

Understanding how many children of imprisoned mothers are Welsh or living in Wales is a further 

difficulty. Justice is not a devolved function, and Welsh Government do not routinely disaggregate and 

publish data on prisoners or their children to enable estimates to be made.  

Effects of imprisonment on children:  

The effects on children of parental imprisonment have been explored in a number of studies in the US 

and some from the UK. However, there have been calls for more insight into the impact of 

imprisonment on families (Loucks, 2004, Browne, 2005, Murray, 2005, Loureiro 2009) as a large 

proportion of research on prisoners looks at reoffending with the families of offenders being 

ΨŦƻǊƎƻǘǘŜƴ ǾƛŎǘƛƳǎΩ (Light and Campbell, 2011).  
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IǳŜōƴŜǊ ŀƴŘ DǳǎǘŀŦǎƻƴΩǎ όнллтύ ƭƻƴƎƛǘǳŘƛƴŀƭ ǎǘǳŘȅ ŦƻǳƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ нс҈ ƻŦ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ǿƘƻ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜŘ their 

motherΩǎ incarceration were convicted of crimes in adulthood compared to 10% of their peers. 

Further, adult children of imprisoned mothers have been found to be more likely to be convicted of 

an offence than adult children from imprisoned fathers (Ministry of Justice, 2012). Further, statistically 

children of imprisoned mothers are more likely to be placed in local authority care, be victims of crime 

and offend themselves (Reed, 2014). The risk of anti-social behaviour is trebled (Murray and 

Farrington, 2008) and other long term negative outcomes such as poor educational performance, poor 

emotional wellbeing and an increase in substance misuse have been identified (Murray et al, 2009; 

2012) as a result of parental imprisonment. There has also been found to be an increased risk of the 

children of imprisoned mothers becoming NEET, and the risk of anti-social behaviour is trebled (NEF, 

2008). Various other health and social disadvantages also impact children including increased levels 

of poverty, family breakdown, higher risks of substance abuse and mental health issues to the extent 

that Convery and Moore describe maternal imprisonment as wreaking Ψhavoc on family stability and 

children's well-beingΩ (2011:12).  

Because mothers are almost always the primary caretakers of children, they often experience at least 

one transition away from their mother to another caregiver. As such, children of an incarcerated 

mother are at an increased risk of attachment problems than children of incarcerated fathers 

(Poehlmann, 2005). Further, maternal imprisonment has been shown to have more negative effects 

upon attachment and psychological functioning than paternal imprisonment, indicating that the 

impact of maternal imprisonment is more pronounced upon children (Murray and Murray, 2010). In 

ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ŎŀǊŜ ƛƴǾƻƭǾŜƳŜƴǘΣ aŀǊǳǎŎƘŀƪ et al. (2010) found that children of 

incarcerated mothers are five times more likely to be placed in foster care than those of incarcerated 

fathers.  

Brown (2005), and Pugh (2004) report harmful externalising behaviours of children of imprisoned 

mothers such as aggression or tantrums, as well as harmful internalising behaviours such as insomnia, 

crying and sadness, or children blaming themselves. Boswell (2002) reports that children describe 

feelings of loss, stigma, and emotional trauma, as well as having worries about finances when their 

mothers go to prison. Loucks (2004) also reports significant mental and emotional health detriments 

to children with mothers in prison.  

A large review of the effects of imprisonment on children, undertaken under the New Labour 

Government found that there were no systems in place or consistent support offered to the children 

of prisoners (MoJ/Department for Children, Schools and Families 2007). There have been no 

significant policy developments to suggest that this has changed in the past decade. Indeed prisons 

have becoƳŜ ǎƻƳŜǿƘŀǘ ƻŦ ŀ ΨŎǊƛǎƛǎ ƛǎǎǳŜΩ ǊŜŎŜƴǘƭȅΣ ǇŀǊǘƭȅ ŘǳŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƭŀǊƎŜ ŘŜŎǊŜŀǎŜ ƛƴ ŦǊƻƴǘƭƛƴŜ ǇǊƛǎƻƴ 

officers employed in England and Wales which dropped by 30% between 2010 and 2013 (Howard 

League for Penal Reform, 2014). This strain on prison resources coupled ǿƛǘƘ Ŏǳǘǎ ǘƻ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ 

care budgets is not conducive to providing better support to mothers and children affected by 

ƛƳǇǊƛǎƻƴƳŜƴǘ ό¢ƘŜ /ƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ {ƻŎƛŜǘȅ, 2016). 

Overall, the studies that have been undertaken which look at the effects of maternal imprisonment 

on children demonstrate that the disruption that maternal imprisonment causes means that those 

children are at a higher risk of many negative social and psychological outcomes than their peers.  



 

Page | 24 
 

 

PART 3: Mother-child contact in prison 

The largŜ ƎŜƻƎǊŀǇƘƛŎŀƭ ǎǇǊŜŀŘ ƻŦ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ǇǊƛǎƻƴǎ ƳŜŀƴ ǘƘŀǘ ƳŀƛƴǘŀƛƴƛƴƎ ŦŀŎŜ ǘƻ ŦŀŎŜ ŎƻƴǘŀŎǘ ǿƛǘƘ 

children can be challenging, and in one study only half of women had received a visit from their 

children whilst incarcerated (SEU, 2002). In terms of the evidence about children visiting their mothers 

in prison, contact has been found to have mixed effects. In some cases frequent contact has been 

found to mitigate against negative outcomes for incarcerated mothers and their children but some 

studies have reported less positive outcomes (Dallaire et al. 2009).  

Mothers who have frequent contact with their children have been shown to be less likely to report 

low self-esteem compared with mothers who have no contact (Thompson and Harm, 2000). In terms 

of mental health benefits, less depression is experienced by mothers who have frequent visitation 

(Poehlmann, 2005b) and lower levels of depression, anxiety, and somatisation (physical ailments that 

have a psychological cause) have been reported in mothers who had sustained contact with their 

children (Houck and Loper 2002). Further, lower levels of parenting stress, including stress specific to 

their child visiting them in prison, and fewer depressive symptoms have been experienced by women 

who have frequent visits from their children (Loper et al. 2009). 

However, the nature of the separation and the environment of the prison in which visits occur mean 

that mothers feelings about visits are complex and sometimes ambivalent. Mothers have reported 

mixed feelings about visitation with their children, describing visits as Ψuncertain,Ω Ψbittersweet,Ω and 

ΨoverwhelmingΩ (Arditti and Few, 2008). This is exacerbated by the limited physical contact permitted 

with most prison visits, which can be acutely painful for both mothers and their children (Allen et al., 

2010). Linked to this, the limited time allowed in typical visitation can also be upsetting, with many 

mothers reporting that visits are too short to connect with their children on an emotional level (Arditti 

and Few, нллсύΦ CǳǊǘƘŜǊΣ ƳƻǘƘŜǊǎ ƳƻǊŜ ǘƘŀƴ ŦŀǘƘŜǊǎ ǘŜƴŘ ǘƻ ōŜ ƳƻǊŜ ǎŜƴǎƛǘƛǾŜ ǘƻ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ǇƻǘŜƴǘƛŀƭ 

distress during visitation, thereby increasing their own feelings of guilt, embarrassment, and shame 

(e.g., Loper et al. 2009).  

There have been some findings relating to the impact of visiting parents in prison on children, again 

with mixed results. One study which looked at a sample of both imprisoned mothers and fathers 

reported that children visiting more frequently showed more indications of attachment insecurity 

than children who visited less frequently (Dallaire et al. 2009). In addition, some studies report that 

children exhibited increased attention problems in school and behavioural issues both before and 

after visits to parents in prison (Poehlmann et al, 2006; Dallaire et al. 2010). Contrasted against this 

however, a study looking specifically at contact between imprisoned mothers and children show that 

ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳ ōŜƘŀǾƛƻǳǊǎ ŘŜŎǊŜŀǎŜŘ ŀǘ ƘƻƳŜ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜȅ ǿŜǊŜ ƭŜǎǎ ƭƛƪŜƭȅ ǘƻ ŘǊƻǇ ƻǳǘ ƻŦ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ƛŦ 

they frequently visited their mothers (Trice and Brewer, 2004). 

Enhanced or special prison visitation: 

One explanation about the variation in findings about children visiting their mothers in prison is that 

very few studies actually examine the quality ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǾƛǎƛǘΦ tƻŜƘƭƳŀƴƴ Ŝǘ ŀƭΩǎΦ όнлмлύ ƭƛǘŜǊŀǘǳǊŜ ǊŜǾƛŜǿ 
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suggests that only enhanced or specially tailored visitation schemes show benefits for mothers and 

children, as whether a visit is child friendly or very stressful will affect their attachment security.   

The COPING study (Sharratt and Cheung, 2014) was a large multi-national study which examined the 

effect of parental imprisonment on children across Europe. Findings from this research suggest that 

special family visit days are important for the emotional wellbeing of children of prisoners. In this 

ǎǘǳŘȅΣ ǘƘŜ ƛƳǇǊƛǎƻƴŜŘ ǇŀǊŜƴǘ ǿŀǎ Ƴƻǎǘ ƻŦǘŜƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ōƛƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ ŦŀǘƘŜǊΣ ǎǘŜp-ŦŀǘƘŜǊ ƻǊ ƳƻǘƘŜǊΩǎ 

partner (n=50), but there were also a reasonable proportion of children with a biological mother in 

prison (n=16). This study revealed that the first visit was very important as it dispelled myths about 

prison and demonstrated to children and young people that their parent was safe and well. The 

importance of continuing contact was also evidenced and this was equally important for both fathers 

ŀƴŘ ƳƻǘƘŜǊǎ ǘƻ ǎŀǘƛǎŦȅ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ƴŜŜŘ ŦƻǊ ŦŀŎŜ-to-face contact. Physical visits were found to be preferable 

to telephone contact because they provided a more of an emotional connection and ongoing visits 

ŀƭǎƻ ǎƘƻǿŜŘ ŀ ǇŀǊŜƴǘΩǎ ǿŜƭƭōŜƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘ ƻǊ ȅƻǳƴƎ ǇŜǊǎƻƴΦ IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ǿƘƛƭǎǘ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ƭƻƻƪŜŘ 

forward to visiting it also caused them to feel anxious and nervous and a small number did not visit 

often because it caused them undue distress. In these cases the parent-child relationship was often 

fraught prior to or as a result of imprisonment or the prison environment.  

One of the main features of enhanced or special family visits is that they eliminate non-contact visiting. 

In England and Wales this means that rather than the standard initial and parting hug allowed on 

ƴƻǊƳŀƭ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ǾƛǎƛǘǎΣ ƳƻǘƘŜǊǎ ŀǊŜ ŀƭƭƻǿŜŘ ǘƻ ƘƻƭŘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ƘŀƴŘǎΣ ƘǳƎ ǘƘŜƳΣ sit their children on 

their knees, pick them up when they fall etc. and children and young people are similarly able to reach 

for and hold their mothers without limitations. It has been reported that young children find the lack 

of touch allowed difficult to understand, and therefore upsetting. Arguably older children and young 

people and others themselves may understand the reason for the lack of touch, but nevertheless find 

it very hard to process emotionally (Poehlman, 2005a). The centrality of touch is clear in studies which 

ǳǎŜ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ŀƴŘ ȅƻǳƴƎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘǎ ŀƴŘ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǘƘŜǊŜ ǿŜǊŜ ǊŜǎǘǊƛŎǘƛƻƴǎ ƻƴ ǇƘȅǎƛŎŀƭ ŎƻƴǘŀŎǘ όōƻǘƘ 

for imprisoned mothers and fathers) children and young people felt distress and anger and young 

children found it hard to understand (Sharratt and Cheung, 2014). The compulsion to touch your 

mother being denied could itself be a traumatic experience. Indeed, some mothers have been 

reported as stopping visits with their children as without physical contact it is too painful for them and 

ǘƘŜƛǊ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ό!ƭƭŜƴ Ŝǘ ŀƭΦ нлмлύΦ aŀƴȅ ƳƻǘƘŜǊǎ ǊŜǇƻǊǘ ŘƛǎǘǊŜǎǎ ŀǘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ŘƛǎŎƻƳŦƻǊǘ ό!ǊŘƛǘǘƛ 

and Few, 2008).  

Special visits also attempt to mitigate against the un-family friendly prison environment which can be 

loud, sterile, hostile and alien. Standard prison procedures include walking through metal detectors, 

waiting around outside large gates, being patted down and sniffed by dogs. Prisons are certainly not 

designed for children and standard visits involve being surrounded by other inmates. All of these 

factors can cause children and young people fear and anxiety (Murray, 2007). Because of the 

connected nature of the mother-ŎƘƛƭŘ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇΣ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ŀƴȄƛŜǘȅ ƛǎ ƻŦǘŜƴ ǎŜŎƻƴŘ-guessed by 

mothers, the effect being that mothers are anxious aōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ǊŜŀƭ ƻǊ ǇŜǊŎŜƛǾŜŘ ŀƴȄƛŜǘȅ ŀǘ 

being in the prison environment. Perhaps unsurprisingly, the more secure the prison the more 

intimidating visits have been found to be for children and young people. Attempts to mediate some 

of the severe aspects of prison surroundings included reducing security restrictions on family visit days 
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haven been found to be appreciated by families and resulted in better quality interactions between 

children and parent (Sharratt and Cheung, 2014). 

In addition, the format and activities available during the visit is important. Standard visits are not 

child-friendly offering little or nothing in the way of opportunities to play. It is a widely understood 

concept in child development that emotional and behavioural regulation is a process that begins to 

develop in a rudimentary way in toddlerhood but is still being refined in adolescence (Zeman et al. 

2006). As such, it is unsurprising that children find it difficult to sit still for an hour or more across a 

table from their mothers (who they are unable to touch, in itself requiring a great deal of emotional 

regulation). The provision of meaningful activities, which prisoners are also allowed to take part in, 

has been found to be an important factor in making a quality vƛǎƛǘ ŀƴŘ ōŜ ōŜƴŜŦƛŎƛŀƭ ŦƻǊ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ 

emotional wellbeing, and supporting the parent-child interaction (Sharratt and Cheung, 2014). 

Further, the length of visit in enhanced visiting is important as longer visits allow mothers and children 

to go beyond the initial reaction which can be stilted, shy or awkward or indeed, overwhelmingly 

emotional and gain more from the experience (Sharratt and Cheung, 2014). Linked to this, a final 

important aspect of visiting prison to see a parent which has been highlighted by children, young 

people and families related to endings. Saying goodbye was challenging for children and young people 

but family visit days offered a less rushed goodbye and the chance for a long hug or more than one 

embrace.  

Our findings also indicate that mothers and children value opportunities for play, entertainment or to 

do practical things, like make each other a hot drink. They also value the ability to show and receive 

affect and do this over an extended period of time.  

Evaluations of enhanced contact schemes for imprisoned mothers in England and Wales: 

A small number of projects set up in England and Wales to support mother-child contact when a 

mother is in prison have been evaluated. A small-scale evaluation of a project which facilitates 

overƴƛƎƘǘ ǎǘŀȅǎ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǿƻƳŜƴ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ Ǌǳƴ ŀǘ Iat !ǎƪƘŀƳ DǊŀƴƎŜ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ǇǊƛǎƻƴ 

reported that the provision facilitated meaningful mother-child contact and this was valued by 

mothers, children and carers (Raikes and Underwood, 2011) (see page7).  

In another evaluation, in the USA the pilot of the Extended Visiting (EV) prison-visiting programme for 

imprisoned mothers and their children was evaluated (Schubert et al. 2016). Both mothers and 

children preferred the EV. The pilot programme was based in one prison and provided highly 

structured, extended length child-centred visits on Saturday afternoons for around 4 hours. Children 

and young people were divided into two age groups (infant-9 years old and 10-17 years old) with one 

weekend for older children and other weekends for younger children. The extended visit included 

lunch, play in the gym and an activity organised by the mothers. These visits were purely for mothers 

and children, caregivers did not take part but they did arrange the visits and transport children. This 

was partly for security reasons but also to allow the mother-child relationship to be the focus of the 

visit.  

EV was only offered to women who had been at that prison for 60 days and who had demonstrated 

exemplary behaviour so as to reside in a privileged living unit. Women had to submit a formal 
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ŀǇǇƭƛŎŀǘƛƻƴΦ ²ƻƳŜƴΣ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ŀƴŘ ŎŀǊŜƎƛǾŜǊǎ ƘŀŘ ǘƻ ŎƻƴŦƻǊƳ ǘƻ ǇƻƭƛŎȅ ƛƴŎƭǳŘƛƴƎ ŀ ΨǇǊŜǾƛǎƛǘΩΣ ŀǇǇǊƻǾŀƭ 

by staff, drop off and pick up, appropriate attire, physical contact and healthcare of visiting children.  

Mothers (n=24) and caregivers (n=19) were interviewed regarding their experiences. Benefits of the 

scheme included maintaining the relationship, having physical contact, motivation for mothers to 

adhere to prison rules and gain release as quickly as possible, privacy, peer support and personal 

growth. Caregivers also cited the relationship maintenance and physical contact as important. 

Mothers expressed a desire for overnight stays and more age-appropriate activities whilst caregivers 

ǇŜǊŎŜƛǾŜŘ ǘǊŀǾŜƭ ǘƛƳŜ ŀƴŘ Ŏƻǎǘǎ ŀƴŘ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ŀŘǾŜǊǎŜ reactions as barriers. Children were not 

interviewed about their experienced so we do not know how they found the EV scheme and how it 

ōŜƴŜŦƛǘǘŜŘ ǘƘŜƳΣ ƻƴƭȅ ǘƘŀǘ ƳƻǘƘŜǊ ŀƴŘ ŎŀǊŜƎƛǾŜǊ ǇŜǊŎŜǇǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ǊŜŀŎǘƛƻƴǎ ǿŜǊŜ ǇƻǎƛǘƛǾŜΦ 

The EV scheme is not dissimilar to Visiting Mum and our findings in relation to children and young 

ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ǾƛŜǿǎ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ŦƻǳƴŘ ƻƴ ǇŀƎŜ 28. 

In addition to these evaluations, in November 2016 an unannounced inspection by HM Chief Inspector 

of Prisons took place at HMP EastwoƻŘ tŀǊƪΦ t!/¢Ωǎ Visiting Mum scheme was highly rated as part of 

the review of how the prison deals with children, families and contact with the outside world, 

identifying the scheme as an example of good practice under this thematic heading. It called the 

ǎŎƘŜƳŜ ΨŜȄŎŜƭƭŜƴǘΩ ŀƴŘ ǎǘŀǘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ΨThe Visiting Mum project helped women from South Wales 

maintain their family links in a supportive and supervised environmentΩ (2016:58). Visiting Mum was 

clearly valued by the Inspectorate and provides HMP Eastwood Park with a good practice example of 

how the prison supports children and families of its inmates.  

PART 4: ConclusionΥ wŜŎƻƴŎƛƭƛƴƎ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ŀƴŘ ƳƻǘƘŜǊΩǎ ǊƛƎƘǘǎ ŀƴŘ ǿŜƭƭōŜƛƴƎ 

The disruption caused by maternal imprisonment on the lives of women and children is significant, 

carrying with it an increased risk of negative psychological and social outcomes for both, often for 

short sentences resulting from minor offences. The provision of good quality, family-friendly visits 

have been shown to mitigate some of these effects and our findings of the Visiting Mum evaluation 

echo this.  

Findings from the COPING study which examined the effects of parental imprisonment on children 

across Europe have been used by Sharatt and Cheung (2014) to make an argument that the rights of 

the child enshrined in the UNCRC are being violated by using family visits as a form of reward for male 

prisoners. The Incentives and Earned Privileges (IEP) Scheme for adult male prisoners was introduced 

ƛƴ мффр ŀǎ ŀ ǘƻƻƭ ƻŦ ǇǊƛǎƻƴ ƳŀƴŀƎŜƳŜƴǘΣ ŀƴŘ ƛǘ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜǎ ŦŀƳƛƭȅ Ǿƛǎƛǘǎ ŀǎ ΨǊŜǿŀǊŘΩ ŦƻǊ ŀŘƘŜǊƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǇǊƛǎƻƴ 

rules. The Ministry of Justice has stated that there is no intention to remove family visits from the IEP 

because they are highly effective at controlling behaviour of male inmates.  

Currently female prisoners are detached from the IEP in recognition that incentivising family visits 

does not meet the needs of children (and indeed, would violate their Article 8 rights). Including 

mothers in the IEP would also, as reflected in our findings, be more detrimental to mothers and their 

children if the significance of the mother-child dyad is considered. The Visiting Mum scheme is able to 

work more flexibly with mothers who struggle at certain points to adhere to prison rules but for whom 

contact with their child would be beneficial to both child and maternal wellbeing. The case study on 

page  reflects this exact point. It also emphasises the point that while the use of family visits as a 
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ǊŜǿŀǊŘ ŦƻǊ ƳƻǘƘŜǊǎ ƛƴ ǇǊƛǎƻƴ ǿƻǳƭŘ ǉǳƛǘŜ ŎƭŜŀǊƭȅ ŎƻƴǘǊŀǾŜƴŜ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ǊƛƎƘǘǎΣ ǘƘŜ ŘŜŎƻǳǇƭƛƴƎ ƻŦ 

ƳƻǘƘŜǊ ŀƴŘ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ǿŜƭƭōŜƛƴƎ ƛǎ ƻǾŜǊƭȅ ǎƛƳǇƭƛǎǘƛŎΦ ²ƻƳŜƴ ŀƴŘ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ŀƴȄƛŜǘȅ ŀōƻǳǘ ƛƳǇǊƛǎƻƴƳŜƴǘ 

is often relational and co-constructed, as our findings demonstrate. A good quality visit can mitigate 

some of this anxiety and reassure women and children about ŜŀŎƘ ƻǘƘŜǊΩǎ wellbeing. Rather than 

being justified as being either good for maternal wellbeing/behaviour or to uphold ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ǊƛƎƘǘǎΣ 

the benefits and the basis of visits such as those facilitated by the Visiting Mum scheme should be 

understood in terms of the unique and intrinsically connected relationship between mother and child.  

Findings 

Themes from focus groups, activities and questionnaires with children 

 

Permission to use this photograph granted by all participants  

We have chosen to start with the views of children in order to privilege these often unheard voices. 

All of the children who took part in our research very much appreciated the Visiting Mum scheme and 

are keen that it should continue, given that they themselves have benefitted from it so much: 

ΨL ŘƻƴΩǘ ǘƘƛƴƪ ǘƘŜ ŦǳƴŘƛƴƎ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ǎǘƻǇΧǿƛǘƘƻǳǘ t!/¢ ǾƛǎƛǘǎΣ ǿŜ ǿƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ȅƻǳ ƪƴƻǿ ǿŜ 

ǿƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ƘŀǾŜ ƎƻǘǘŜƴ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ Ƴȅ ƳŀƳ ōŜƛƴƎ ƛƴǎƛŘŜΩ ό¸ƻǳƴƎ ǿƻƳŀƴ ŀƎŜ мсύ. 
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Impact on children- ΨǿŜ ǿŀǎ ǇǊƛǎƻƴŜǊǎ ƛƴ ƻǳǊ ƻǿƴ ƘƻƳŜΩ 

The young people made the point that children suffer as much, if not more than their mothers from 

both secondary prisonisation and secondary stigmatisation (Minson 2017), the following excerpt is 

taken from a focus group where two young women discuss how they both suffered and were 

ǎǘƛƎƳŀǘƛǎŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƳƻǘƘŜǊΩǎ ƛƴŎŀǊŎŜǊŀǘƛƻƴ:  

Ψhƴƭȅ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƛǘΩǎ ƴƻǘ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǊŜƴǘǎ ǿƘƻ ŀǊŜ ǎǳŦŦŜǊƛƴƎ- as well it is the kidsΧ[She was asked if 

she thought that her mother suffered] ..̧ŜŀƘ ōǳǘ ǎƘŜ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ƎŜǘ ǘƘŜ ōŀŎƪƭŀǎƘ ƻŦ ƛǘ ŀƭƭΣ ƳŜ ŀƴŘ 

ƘŜǊ ŘƛŘΦ ¢ƘŀǘΩǎ ƻǳǊ ǘƘƛƴƎΧ²Ŝ ǿŀǎ ƭƛƪŜ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƛǎƻƴŜǊǎ ƛƴ ƻǳǊ ƻǿƴ ƘƻƳŜΧΦYeah, we 

ŎƻǳƭŘƴΩǘΧǿƘŜƴ ƛǘ ŀƭƭ ŦƛǊǎǘ ƪƛŎƪŜŘ ƻŦŦ- L ŎƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ Ǝƻ ƻǳǘǎƛŘŜΧΦBecause ƭƛƪŜ ŜǾŜǊȅǿƘŜǊŜ ȅƻǳΩŘ Ǝƻ 

ƭƛƪŜ ŜǾŜƴ ǘƘƻǳƎƘ ƛǘ ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ȅƻǳ ǘƘŀǘ ŘƛŘ ƛǘΣ ȅƻǳΩŘ ǎǘƛƭƭ ƎŜǘ ǘŀǊƎŜǘŜŘ ŦƻǊ ƛǘΧΦΦ¸ƻǳΩŘ ōŜ ǿŀƭƪƛƴƎ 

down the street, Ψoh your mother is a scumΩΧΦBut it was like more the fact of like it being on 

the news and at one point in the newspapers, it was the street in which they lived in and the 

area, personal details when children was residing thereΩ ό¸ƻǳƴƎ ǿƻƳŜƴ ŀƎŜ мс ŀƴŘ мтύ.  

These young women felt very vulnerable as a result of their mother being in prison, they felt judged 

by others, and very visible within their close community;  this had a huge negative impact on them 

(Boswell 2002). It is vital that sentencers are made aware of whether a woman has children and this 

information is factored in to decision making (Minson et al. 2015).   

When a parent goes to prison children have to undergo huge changes, not only do they have to adapt 

to the loss of their mother, but in 95% of cases have to move out of the family home (Caddle and Crisp, 

1997) and therefore lose the support networks of their locality.  They may have to move school and 

also have to adjust to the parenting regime and expectations of their new carer, whether this be a 

sibling, relative, foster carer or friend. Children are also keenly aware of the additional burden that 

the cost of travelling places on their carers (some of whom are elderly) and who are already under 

financial pressure as a result of having to look after them. Thus, young people felt both guilty and 

responsible for the pressures placed on carers (Pugh, 2004). 

It is difficult to imagine how much upheaval the child has to cope with. In addition, they are left in a 

state of flux without any means of contacting their mother. For some children several members of 

their family went to prison, siblings had to be separated and  cared for by extended family out of area, 

creating even more uncertainty and distress.    

Worrying about their mothers 

Many of the children described worrying about how their mother was and how she was coping with 

being in pǊƛǎƻƴ ΨŀƭƻƴŜΩΦ In some of the exercises the children described how they felt when waiting for 

a visit and reported the following: ΨbŜŜŘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ƪƴƻǿ Ƙƻǿ ƳǳƳ ƛǎ ŀƴŘ Ƨǳǎǘ ǿŀƴǘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǎŜŜ ƘŜǊŜ ŀƎŀƛƴΩ, 

Ψ!ƴȄƛƻǳǎ ǘƻ ǎŜŜ ƛŦ ƳǳƳ ƛǎ hYΩ, Ψ²ƻǊǊƛŜŘ ƛŦ ƳǳƳ ƛǎ hY ŀƴŘ ƴƻǘ ǎŜŜƛƴƎ ƘŜǊ ƳŀƪŜǎ ƳŜ ǎŀŘΩ (Children age 

11-15). There was a real sense that the young people were relieved as a result of seeing their mothers, 

as they spent much of their time at home worrying about them. Clearly not seeing their mothers can 

be damaging and create separation anxiety, particularly for younger children. bƻǘ ǎŜŜƛƴƎ ƻƴŜΩǎ ƳƻǘƘŜǊ 

causes a lot of anxiety for children who could only imagine how their mother is coping. One young 

person age 17 noted: 
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Ψ!ƴŘ ǘƘŜƴ ǿƘŜƴ ǘƘŜ (Visiting Mum) visits started up and then she was like Ψhave a photoΩ and 

ǿŜΩǊŜ ŀƭƭ ǘƘŜǊŜ ƭŀǳƎƘƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ǎƳƛƭƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŀǎ ŀ ƭƻǘ ƻŦ ǎǘǊŜǎǎ ƻŦŦ ƳŜ, because I know that 

she ƛǎ ƘŀǇǇȅ ǘƘŀǘ ǎƘŜ Ƙŀǎ ǎŜŜƴ ǳǎΩΦ 

First visits 

The first visit to the prison was difficult and made the children feel anxious and nervous. A bad first 

visit can dissuade children from continuing to visit their mother. Unfortunately, the volunteers had 

not always been able to visit young people in advance of their first visit or accompany them because 

of the time it takes for the prison orderly to take a referral, allocate a volunteer and co-ordinate a 

Visiting Mum visit at a time when child, carer and volunteer are all available. Whilst the Visiting Mum 

project have created booklets about what it is like to visit the prison, it could be helpful to make a 

short film of the mechanics of a visit- the main gate, the inside of the prison, the visiting room, with 

staff introducing themselves which could be sent out to carers via an email early after sentence and 

before the first visit. This could accompany the booklet and would allow carers to discuss with the 

child whether they would like to visit, which may further help to prepare children for whom a prior 

meeting with a volunteer had not been possible. It is important to consider how the volunteers could 

become involved more quickly , whether this be by having more orderlies in the prison working on the 

ǎŎƘŜƳŜ ƻǊ ŀ ǾƻƭǳƴǘŜŜǊ ΨŘǳǘȅΩ Ǌƻǘŀ ǎƻ ǘƘŀǘ ŀǊǊŀƴƎŜƳŜƴǘǎ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ Ǉǳǘ ƛƴ ǇƭŀŎŜ ǾŜǊȅ ǉǳƛŎƪƭȅΦ 

The Quality of the visit- space and time  

Studies have shown that the quality of the visit is vital (Poehlmann et al. 2006) and the lived  

experience of the child has rarely been investigated. Having both space and time was seen as vital for 

children to bond with their mothers and enabled mothers to become re-attuned to their children.  

When preparing to visit their mothers through the Visiting Mum scheme, children noted that they felt 

Ψ9ȄŎƛǘŜŘΩΣ Ψ/ŀƴΩǘ ǿŀƛǘ ǘƻ ǎŜŜ ƳǳƳΩǎ ōŜŀǳǘƛŦǳƭ ŦŀŎŜΩ όŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ŀƎŜ мм-мрύΣ ΨL ŦŜƭǘ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ Ǝƻƻd when I was 

ƎƻƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǎŜŜ ƳǳƳΦ {ƘŜ ŀƭǿŀȅǎ ǳǎŜŘ ǘƻ Ŏŀƭƭ ƳŜ ŀ ǎǘŀǊΩ ό/ƘƛƭŘ ŀƎŜ т-11). One child noted how much she 

enjoyed this private space: 

The ΨordinaryΩ visits by comparison were experienced as very confining for both children and mothers 

as: 

Ψ¸ƻǳ ŎƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ƭŜŀǾŜ ȅƻǳǊ ŎƘŀƛǊ ƻǊ ŀƴȅǘƘƛƴƎ ƭƛƪŜ ǘƘŀǘΣ ƭƛƪŜ ȅƻǳ ŎƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ƎƛǾŜ ƘŜǊ ŀ ŎǿǘŎƘ ό²ŜƭǎƘ 

ǿƻǊŘ ŦƻǊ ŎǳŘŘƭŜύ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŀǘΩ (Young woman age 17) 

ΨLike the PACT ǾƛǎƛǘΧis like more homely. And like you can like run and play and do what you 

want, more like you can then cwtch each other like we was doing, free-spirited really like Mam 

ŎƻǳƭŘ ƳƻǾŜ ŀƴȅǿƘŜǊŜ ǎƘŜ ǿŀƴǘǎΣ Řƻ ǿƘŀǘ ǎƘŜ ǿŀƴǘǎΣ ƳŀƪŜ ŀ ŎǳǇ ƻŦ ǘŜŀ ǿƘŜƴ ǎƘŜ ǿŀƴǘǎΩ 

(Young woman age 16). 

Young people noted that the impact of a mother not being able to move around was far greater on 

younger children (Allen et al. 2010): 

ΨIŜ ǿŀǎ three or four at the time, and did not really understand the situation and was told 

that hiǎ ƳƻǘƘŜǊ ΨƘŀŘ ŀ ōŀŘ ƭŜƎΧΦōŀŘ ŦƻƻǘΣ ǎƻ ŎƻǳƭŘ not walk around..And that was a big thing 
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for Josh, my mother bŜƛƴƎ ŀōƭŜ ǘƻ ǿŀƭƪ ŀǊƻǳƴŘΧ It eŦŦŜŎǘŜŘ ƘƛƳ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ōŀŘΩ ό¸ƻǳƴƎ ǿƻƳŀƴ ŀƎŜ 

16) 

Being able to move around, touch and hug their mother in the Visiting Mum scheme was seen as 

essential by the children, and this was evidenced when the young people arrived at the prison to take 

part in the focus groups all of whom immediately ran to hug their mothers on arrival.  ΨI love how 

ƛƴǘƛƳŀǘŜ ǘƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ ŀƴŘ Ƙƻǿ ƳǳŎƘ ŦǊŜŜŘƻƳ ǿŜ ƘŀǾŜΧΦƛǘΩǎ ǎƻ ƳǳŎƘ ƳƻǊŜ ǊŜƭŀȄŜŘΩ ό¸ƻǳƴƎ ǿƻƳŀƴ ŀƎŜ 

14). Being able to move around allowed mothers the opportunity to respond to the needs of their 

children and comfort them as required and as expected of a nurturing parent. One young girl noted: 

 Ψ[ƛƪŜ L Ƨǳǎǘ ǎǇŜƴŘ ǘƛƳŜ ǿƛǘƘ aŀƳƳȅ ƻƴ Ƴȅ ƻǿƴΩ. (Girl age 7-11) 

 

The visiting room used for the Visiting Mum visits is airy and spacious, and the range of toys and 

activities available extensive. The children appeared comfortable and familiar with the family visiting 

room environment and we observed that they knew the layout of the room and ran to get the toys 

and craft materials from the cupboards and drawers; this increased their sense of being valued and 

their ŎƻƴŦƛŘŜƴŎŜ ƛƴ ŀƴ ŀƭƛŜƴ ǎŜǘǘƛƴƎΦ ¢ƘŜ ȅƻǳƴƎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜŘ ŦŜŜƭƛƴƎ ŀǎ ƛŦ ǘƘŜȅ ǿŜǊŜ ƛƴ ŀ ΨǎŀŦŜΩ 

environment. TƛƳŜΣ ǎǇŀŎŜ ŀƴŘ ΨƛƴǘƛƳŀŎȅΩ ǿŜǊŜ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ŜƭŜƳŜƴǘǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ Visiting Mum family visits 

(Sharratt and Cheung, 2014). Both the space and availability of activities was seen as child/young 

person friendly which made the visit more ΨrelaxingΩ ŀƴŘ ΨƴƻǊƳŀƭΩΦ 5ƻƛƴƎ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǘƛŜǎ ƳŀŘŜ ǘƘŜ Ǿƛǎƛǘǎ 

ƳƻǊŜ ƴŀǘǳǊŀƭ ŀƴŘ ƭŜǎǎ ǎǘǊŜǎǎŦǳƭ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ΨL ƭƛƪŜ ŘƻƛƴƎ ŎǊŀŦǘ ŀƴŘ ƳŀƪƛƴƎ ǘƘƛƴƎǎ ǿƛǘƘ ƳǳƳΩ (Girl 

age 7). This is in direct contrast to the ΨƻǊŘƛƴŀǊȅΩ visits, as is well illustrated by a young woman age 13 

when describing her sand box tableau overleaf: 
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(Children were asked to use the sand boxes to demonstrate how they felt about both the Visiting Mum 

Ǿƛǎƛǘǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ΨordinaryΩ Ǿƛǎƛǘǎ, noting the differences between them- their explanation was recorded 

and transcribed) : 

Ψ¢ƘŜ ƻƴŜ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ left, the fire engine is the bus that takes us up which is really calm and which 

ƛǎ ǿƘȅ L ƭŜŦǘ ǘƘƛǎ Řƻǿƴ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƛǘΩǎ ŎŀƭƳΣ ƛŦ ƛǘ ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ŎŀƭƳ LΩŘ Ǉǳǘ ƛǘ ǳǇ (ladder on top of 

vehicle)Χ!ƴŘ ǘƘŜƴ ǘƘƛǎ ƛǎ ƭƛƪŜ ǳǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ Ǿƛǎƛǘ ǿƘere the people and the like hammers and things 

like which shows us doing activities and moving about. And freedom as here is nobody around 

ǳǎ ŀƴŘ ƛǘΩǎ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ŎŀƭƳ ŀƴŘ ƭƛƪŜ ƛǘΩǎ ƭƛƪŜ ŦǊŜŜŘƻƳΦ  

And then on the right one then represents the normal visits and the car which we have to take 

ǳǇ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜƴ ǿŜΩǊŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ Ǿƛǎƛǘǎ ǘƘŜƴ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜƴ Ƴȅ ƳǳƳ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ŀƭƭƻǿŜŘ ǘƻ ƳƻǾŜ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛǎ ǿƘȅ L 

ŘƛŘ ǘƘŜ ǎǘƛŎƪȅ ǘƘƛƴƎ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƛǘΩǎ ǎǘǳŎƪ ŀƴŘ ƛǘΩǎ ƴƻǘ ŀƭƭƻǿŜŘ ǘƻ ƳƻǾŜΦ !ƴŘ ǘƘŜƴ L ŘƛŘ ƭƻŀŘǎΣ ǘƘŜǊŜΩǎ 

loads of people around which is what the animals (being herded) and all the things represent 

ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǘƘŜǊŜΩǎ ƭƛƪŜ ƴƻ ǎǇŀŎŜ ƭƛƪŜ ŦƻǊ Ƴȅ ƳǳƳ ǘƻ ƎŜǘ ǳǇ ŀƴŘ Řƻ ǘƘƛƴƎǎ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ŜǾŜǊȅƻƴŜ ƛǎ 

just talking and talking so there is no freedom at all by thereΧ !ƴŘ ȅŜŀƘ ǘƘŀǘΩǎ ƛǘΩ όƎƛǊƭ ŀƎŜ моύΦ 
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Similarly, a young man age 13 utilises the sand box tableau to describe how he feels about being 

watched by guards and subject to intense scrutiny: 

 

Ψ¢Ƙƛǎ ƛǎ Ƨǳǎǘ ƭƛƪŜ ŀƴ ΨƻǊŘƛƴŀǊȅΩ visit (on the right). The big orange thing in this corner is the guard, 

hŜΩǎ ǿŀǘŎƘƛƴƎ ƻǾŜǊ ȅƻǳ ƭƛƪŜ ŀ ŎƻƴǘǊƻƭΦ ¢ƘŜ ǇǘŜǊƻŘŀŎǘȅƭ Ƨǳǎǘ ŦŜŜƭǎ ƭƛƪŜ ȅƻǳΩǊŜ ŀƭǿŀȅǎ ōŜƛƴƎ 

ǿŀǘŎƘŜŘ ŀƴŘ ƛŦ ȅƻǳ ǎŜŜ ǘƘŜ ƭƛƪŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǊƴŜǊ ǘƘŀǘΩǎ Ƨǳǎǘ ǳǎ ǘƘǊŜŜ ŀƭƭ ŎƭƻǎŜ ǘƻƎŜǘƘŜǊ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǿŜ 

ŎŀƴΩǘ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ƳƻǾŜ ŀǊƻǳƴŘ ƛƴ ƘŜǊŜΣ ǿŜΩǊŜ ǎǘǳŎƪ ƛƴ ƻƴŜ ŎƻǊƴŜǊΦ !ƴŘ ǘƘŜƴ all the people that are, 

ŀƭƭ ǘƘŜǎŜ ƭƛǘǘƭŜ ŦƛƎǳǊŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŀǊŜ ƭƻƻƪƛƴƎ ŀǘ ǳǎ ŀǊŜ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǘƘŜǊŜΩǎ Ƨǳǎǘ ǎƻ Ƴŀƴȅ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ŀǊƻǳƴŘ 

ŀƴŘ ȅƻǳ ŀƭǿŀȅǎ ŦŜŜƭ ƭƛƪŜ ȅƻǳΩǊŜ ōŜƛƴƎ ǿŀǘŎƘŜŘ ōȅ ŜǾŜǊȅōƻŘȅΦ !ƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǎǇƛŘŜǊ ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘǎ ŀǎ ǿŜƭƭ 

ƭƛƪŜ ȅƻǳ ŘƻƴΩǘ ŦŜŜƭ ŀǎ ǎŀŦŜ ŀǎ you would ǿƛǘƘ ŀ t!/¢ ǾƛǎƛǘΩΦ  

 

Feeling safe 

The sense of not feeling safe in an ΨƻǊŘƛƴŀǊȅΩ visit reverberated throughout the interviews, as the noise, 

crowds and the lack of space was experienced as frightening and intimidating. One young man aged 

13 noted that he appreciated the Visiting Mum visit because ƻŦ ΨǘƘŜ freedom to walk around and feel 

safe. .. L ŘƻƴΩǘ ƭƛƪŜ ƛǘ ǿƘŜƴ ǘƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǳƴƛŦƻǊƳǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜǊŜ- ƛǘΩǎ ƘƻǊǊƛōƭŜΣ ƛǘΩǎ ƭƛƪŜ ǘƘŜ ǇƻƭƛŎŜΧ ǘƘŜ Ƴŀƴ 

ǎƛǘǘƛƴƎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜǊŜΣ ǘƘŜ ǇƻƭƛŎŜΩΦ Other young people referred to the frightening atmosphere in the prison 

on an ΨƻǊŘƛƴŀǊȅΩ ǾƛǎƛǘΩ as a young woman age 16 notes: 

ΨΧȅƻǳ ƪƴƻǿ ǘƘŜǊŜΩǎ ǇǊƛǎƻƴ ƎǳŀǊŘǎ ƛƴ ŜǾŜǊȅ ŎƻǊƴŜǊΣ ǿŀǘŎƘƛƴƎ ŜȄŀŎǘƭȅ ǿƘŀǘ ǿŜ ŀǊŜ ŘƻƛƴƎΧΦƛǘ 

ǿƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ƭƛƪŜ ǉǳƛǘŜ ǳƴŎƻƳŦƻǊǘŀōƭŜ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƻōǾƛƻǳǎƭȅ ǘƘŜȅΩŘ ōŜ ŘǊŜǎǎŜŘ up in their uniform 

and they just stare at you. [She goes on to say] Nobody is in uniform on PACT visitsΧΦ¢ƘŜȅΩǊŜ 

ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƻŦŦƛŎŜ ƛŦ ǘƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ ǎƻ ȅƻǳ ŘƻƴΩǘ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ǎŜŜ ǘƘŜƳΧ!ƴŘ ƭƛƪŜ ƛŦ ǘƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ŀƴ ƛƴŎƛŘŜƴǘ ǘƘŜȅ ǿƻǳƭŘ 

ŀƭƭ ōŜ ƭƛƪŜ ǊǳƴƴƛƴƎ ŀǿŀȅ ƭƛƪŜ ǘƘŜȅΩŘ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƻ ŀƭƭ Ǌǳƴ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǿƛƴƎǎΧ¢ƘŜ ŀƭŀǊƳ ǿƻǳƭŘ Ǝƻ ƻŦŦ 

ǿƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ƛǘΚ !ƴŘ ŜǾŜǊȅƻƴŜ ǿƛƭƭ ōŜ ƭƛƪŜ ώƎŀǎǇǎϐΦ [There have been a lot of incidents happening 

during the time that young people have visited ǘƘŜƛǊ ƳƻǘƘŜǊǎ ƻƴ ŀƴ ΨΨƻǊŘƛƴŀǊȅΩΩ visit.  
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The ȅƻǳƴƎ ǿƻƳŀƴΩǎ sister continues with the story: 

Ψ¢ƘŜǊŜ ǿŀǎ ƛƴŎƛŘŜƴǘǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǿƛƴƎǎ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƎǳŀǊŘǎ ǿƻǳƭŘ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǘƘŜȅ ǿƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ 

short-staffed, the guards would have to clear the visiting hall. Sometimes the visits would be 

ŎŀƴŎŜƭƭŜŘΩΧώLǘ ǿŀǎ ǾŜǊȅ ǳǇǎŜǘǘƛƴƎϐ Ψbƻǘ ǎƻ much for us but Josh would be questioning it then, 

Josh would get scared from the alarmΧ IŜ ǿŀǎ ǘƘǊŜŜ ƻǊ ŦƻǳǊ ǘƘŜƴΩΦ (Young woman age 17) 

An incident occurred in the professional visiting rooms whilst we were running a group with the 

children which was quite a frightening experience for the young people, as there were a lot of raised 

voices and swearing. The professional visiting rooms are situated on the side of the family room. 

Ideally, family visits should occur when no one is using the professional visiting rooms, but given the 

physical space available in the prison this may not be logistically possible.  

Some of the young people talked about visiting their mother whilst she was based in the mother and 

baby unit (MBU) (as their mother had a young baby whilst in prison) and they noted the opportunity 

to use the outdoor space and that it was further removed from the main body of the prison: 

Ψ¸ŜǎΣ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ Ƴƻǎǘƭȅ ƻǾŜǊ ǘƘŜ ƳƻǘƘŜǊ ŀƴŘ ōŀōȅ ǳƴƛǘΧΦLǘ ǿŀǎ ƳƻǊŜ ƭƛƪŜ ǘƘƛƴƎǎ ŦƻǊ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΣ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ 

closed off from the rest of the prison. It was more homely, you could walk around there, you 

could sit in the garden with all toys it was, they used to have like ǎǿƛƴƎ ōŀƭƭΩΦ ό¸ƻǳƴƎ ǿƻƳŀƴ 

age 14) 

It may be that the MBU could be considered as a facility for visiting children when it is not fully 

occupied, as has been the case for the past 9-10 months. a.¦Ωǎ ŀǊŜ often under occupied and 

underutilised (Abbott 2015:203). 

When asked what they would change about Visiting Mum few children were able to suggest 

improvements, but those that did noted that they would like access to outdoor space as is provided 

in the MBU and said as follows: 

 Ψ¢ƘŜ ƭƻŎŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ǎƻƳŜǿƘŜǊŜ ǿƛǘƘ ǎŜǘǘŜŜǎΣ ŀƴŘ ōŜ ŀōƭŜ ǘƻ Ǝƻ ƻǳǘǎƛŘŜ ǘƻ ǇƭŀȅΩ. 

 (Young man age 12) 

 Ψ.ŀƭƭ ƎŀƳŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘƛƴƎǎΩ. (Girl age 13) 

All of the children described the actual Visiting Mum visits as ΨcalmingΩ and ΨrelaxingΩ. The privacy of 

not being in a busy hall was much appreciated, as was the opportunity to meet with others: 

  Ψ!ƴŘ ƛǘΩǎ ŀ ƭƻǘ ƳƻǊŜ ǇǊƛǾŀǘŜ ŀǎ ǿŜƭƭ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ L ŘƻƴΩǘ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ƭƛƪŜ ƛǘ ǿƘŜƴ ȅƻǳΩǊŜ ǎƛǘǘƛƴƎ ƘŜǊŜ ŀƴŘ 

 ǘƘŜǊŜΩǎ ƭƛƪŜ олΣ пл ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ŀǊƻǳƴŘ ȅƻǳ, but I like it because you can get used to people on the 

 ōǳǎΣ ǘƘŜȅΩǊŜ ǎƛǘǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜǊŜ ŀǎ ǿŜƭƭ ŀƴŘ ƛǘΩǎ ƭƛƪŜ ōŜǘǘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ ǎƛǘǘƛƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ ƭƛƪŜ ƭƻŀŘǎ ƻŦ ŎƻƳǇƭŜǘŜ 

 ǊŀƴŘƻƳŜǊǎΩΦ (Young man age 14). 
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Exercise with 11-15 year olds about what it feels like Visiting Mum 

The young people also commented favourably on the joint visits which often occurred with one other 

family and where the children travelled together as Ψ¸ƻǳ ƳŀƪŜ ŀ ƭƻǘ ƻŦ ŦǊƛŜƴŘǎ ŀǎ ǿŜƭƭΩ (Children age 

11-15). The visiting room is big enough to allow two family visits to take place and still provide a degree 

of privacy.  The young people found it very helpful and supportive to spend time with others in the 

same situation and their mothers also noted the benefits of this: 

 Ψ¢ƘŜȅ όt!/¢ύ ŀǊǊŀƴƎŜ ŦƻǊ ŀ ǾƻƭǳƴǘŜŜǊ ŘǊƛǾŜǊ ǘƻ Ǝƻ ǇƛŎƪ ǳǇ Ƴȅ ƳǳƳ ŀƴŘ Ƴȅ ǘƘǊŜŜ ƎƛǊƭǎ ŀƴŘ 

 ǘƘŜȅ ŎƻƳŜ ǳǇ ƛƴ ŀ Ƴƛƴƛ ōǳǎ ǿƛǘƘ ƻǘƘŜǊ ŦŀƳƛƭƛŜǎΦ {ƻ ƛǘΩǎ ƴƛŎŜ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ǎƻ ǘƘŜȅ ƪƴƻǿ ǘƘŀǘ ƻǘƘŜǊ 

 people are having to go through what theyΩǊŜ ƎƻƛƴƎ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ŀǎ ǿŜƭƭ, ǎƻ ǘƘŜȅ ŘƻƴΩǘ ŦŜŜƭ ǘƘŜȅ 

 ŀǊŜ ƭƛƪŜ ƻƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƻǿƴΩΦ (Mother in Prison 1) 

Children whose mothers are incarcerated feel very isolated and having other children who they could 

share their experiences with was seen to be de-stigmatising and supportive. Many of the children 

described feeling less isolated by being with other young people in a similar situation, when for 

example, undertaking a visit with another family or by attending Family Fun Days. In one of the focus 

groups the childreƴ ƳŜƴǘƛƻƴŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ȅƻǳƴƎ ƎƛǊƭΩǎ ƘŀŘ ŀ ōŜŀǳǘƛŦǳƭ ǾƻƛŎŜ ŀƴŘ ǎƘŜ promised to 

sing for the others in the bus on the way home- travelling together seemed to be a bonding 

experience. As has been noted in the literature review there are no systems are in place, nor is there 

any form of consistent support available to the children of prisoners (MoJ/DCSF, 2007). It may be that 
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peer support groups could be facilitated by PACT outside of the prison visits for those children who 

would like to take part. 

After the visit 

 

Children age 11-15 

!ŦǘŜǊ ǘƘŜ Ǿƛǎƛǘǎ ŀƭƭ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜŘ ΨŦŜŜƭƛƴƎ ǎŀŘΣ ōǳǘ ƘŀǇǇȅ ǘƘŀǘ L ǎŀǿ ƘŜǊΩ (Child 11-15)Σ Ψ!ŦǘŜǊ ǘƘŜ 

visit I go home and wait until Mum rings and says when the next visitsΩ (Child age 11-15). Ψ9ǾŜǊȅ ǘƛƳŜ 

LΩƳ ƘŀǇǇȅ ŀŦǘŜǊ ǎŜŜƛƴƎ ƘŜǊΣ ƎƻƛƴƎ ƘƻƳŜΩ ό/ƘƛƭŘ т-11). The children coped with their sadness at leaving 

their mother, and this did not detract from the pleasure and reassurance they had from seeing her. 

Having time for the young people to say a proper good bye was important, as a one hour visit would 

not allow for this, and for some their mother was able to walk them to the gate which children 

experienced as a more civilised and reassuring departure. 
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Girl age 16 

Repairing relationships/bonding 

The Visiting Mum scheme has not only strengthened and maintained relationships but has helped to 

heal rifts and helped to build bridges between mothers and children. Two young women talked about 

their anger towards their mother and how they managed to overcome this and indeed the project 

helped bring them closer together: 

ΨL ŘƻƴΩǘ ǘƘƛƴƪ ǿŜΩŘ ƘŀǾŜ ŀ ǎǘǊƻƴƎ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇ ǿƛǘƘ ƳŀƳΦ ΦΦL ŘǊƛŦǘŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ ƳŀƳ ŀ ƭƻǘΣ ōǳǘ ǘƘŜƴΧL 

still blame maƳ ƴƻǿ ŦƻǊ ƎƻƛƴƎ ŘƻǿƴΣ ƛǘ ŎƻǳƭŘ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ǇǊŜǾŜƴǘŜŘΧΦ¸ŜŀƘΦ L ŘƻƴΩǘ ƘŀǘŜ ǘƘŜƳΣ 

L ƘŀǘŜ ǿƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ ŘƛŘΦ ΧΦ¢ƘŜȅ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ Ǉǳǘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ŦƛǊǎǘΦ ¢ƘŜȅ Ƨǳǎǘ ǘƘƻǳƎƘǘΧ.ǳǘ ǘƘŜȅ Ƨǳǎǘ 

ǘƘƻǳƎƘǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƳƻƴŜȅ ŀƴŘ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ǘƘƛƴƪ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŦŀƳƛƭȅΦ ΧbƻΦ L ǇǊƻōŀōƭȅ ǿƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ǎǇŜŀƪ ǘƻ 

ƘŜǊ ƴƻǿΦ LǘΩǎ ƻƴƭȅ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜ t!/¢ Ǿƛǎƛǘǎ ǘƘŀǘ L ǎǘŀǊǘŜŘ ǎǇŜŀƪƛƴƎ ǘƻ ƘŜǊΧ Yeah. Well it brought 

ƳŜ ŀƴŘ ȅƻǳ ŎƭƻǎŜǊ ǘƘƻǳƎƘ ƘŀǾŜƴΩǘ ƛǘΚΩ  (Discussion between 2 young women age 16 and 17) 

Thus, not only did Visiting Mum bring mother and child closer together it also increased bonds 

between siblings. Other  children too believed that their relationships with their mother had been 

preserved and in some cases strengthened as a result of the opportunity for longer, more personal, 

ǉǳŀƭƛǘȅ ǾƛǎƛǘǎΣ ŀǎ ŀ мп ȅŜŀǊ ƻƭŘ ƎƛǊƭ ŜȄǇƭŀƛƴǎΥ  ΨL ƭƻǾŜ tŀŎǘ Ǿƛǎƛǘǎ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƛǘ ƳŜŀƴǎ L Ŏŀƴ ƪŜep the 

relationship with my mum. ..L ƭƻǾŜ Ƴȅ ƳǳƳ ǳƴŎƻƴŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭƭȅΦ {ƘŜ ƳŜŀƴǎ ǎƻ ƳǳŎƘ ǘƻ ƳŜΩΦ hǘƘŜǊǎ ƴƻǘŜŘ 

ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǎŎƘŜƳŜ ǿŀǎ ŀ ΨDǊŜŀǘ ƘŜƭǇ- alloweŘ ƳŜ ǘƻ ƎŜǘ ŀ ǎǘǊƻƴƎŜǊ ōƻƴŘΩ όмр ȅŜŀǊ ƻƭŘ ƳŀƭŜύΩΣ Ψ²ƛǘƘƻǳǘ 












































































































