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Introduction 

It was a horrible time. I was sad a lot of the time and didn’t want to explain to my friends

what had happened. 

(Aliyah, 13)

I would say there is definitely more of a stigma when a mum goes to prison. In particular, young

people have seemed more embarrassed to talk about it or felt more shame when it is mum and

not dad. This could be due to the fact it is so much less common for a young person to have a

mum in prison, and as such [they] feel isolated, alone or like they may be judged.

SCOPE (Supporting Children and Siblings of Prisoners Every day) Project Worker, Niacro

The imprisonment of a household member is one of ten adverse childhood experiences (ACEs)

known to have a significant negative impact on children’s long-term health and wellbeing, their

school attainment, and later life experiences.1 Recent research suggests a link between parental

imprisonment and premature death.2 As most primary care givers are women, the imprisonment

of a mother is particularly devastating for children, affecting every aspect of life and generating a

wide range of emotions, including grief, trauma, and shame.  

I have provided direct support to children of prisoners for almost 10 years. All the children

have multiple challenges to face, but the children of imprisoned mothers endure much

greater hardships. Although the children share many of the same issues (misplaced guilt,

separation anxiety, bullying, etc.), it is clear that those with mothers in prison are the

‘marginalised’ within this marginalised group.  There is far more upheaval in their lives, and

they feel different because they are in the minority.

Senior Lecturer, Liverpool John Moores University

The number of children affected by maternal imprisonment each year is not known, as this•

information is not systematically recorded. The estimated annual number of children

affected is 17,240 in England and Wales,3 but it is likely to be significantly higher than this,

as the number of women in prison has increased.4 While there are no corresponding

statistics for Northern Ireland and Scotland, an estimated 65% of women in prison in

Scotland are mothers.5

The UK still has one of the highest rates of women’s imprisonment in Western Europe.6•

Women have been described as ‘correctional afterthoughts’ who are overlooked in policy,

planning, and services.7 This is even more true for their children.

Research about the effects of parental imprisonment on children rarely distinguishes•

between the parent as a father or a mother, and very few studies draw direct comparisons

between children’s experience of having a mother in prison compared to a father. However,

the research available shows that the absence of an imprisoned mother often has a greater

impact.8
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In a large-scale authoritative study, 61% of women in prison had children under the age of•

18.9 In a more recent small-scale study, 17 imprisoned women had a total of 50 children

between them.10

A fifth of women are lone parents before imprisonment.11•

A 2011 report estimated that up to 6,000 children a year are “being forgotten by the state•

when their mother is sent to prison.”12

Only 5% of children remain in their family home when a mother goes to prison.13 As well as•

a change of home and carer, many children encounter other significant changes such as

moving school and being separated from siblings.14

It is common for children with mothers in prison to be cared for by their grandparents, with•

grandmothers generally doing the majority of the care, yet grandparents are seldom

consulted or supported in this role.15

The last Criminal Justice Joint Inspection review of resettlement (England & Wales)•

recommended more focus on the specific needs of women as parents.16

A number of reviews and reports have commented on the social and economic costs of•

imprisoning mothers for non-violent offences, though few of these have included the

voices of children themselves. The nef (New Economic Foundation) report in 2008

estimated a cost of more than £17 million over a ten–year period to children themselves

and to the state – much of this due to the increased risk of poor educational and

employment outcomes.17

This report sets out the findings of the Transforming Lives “What about me?” project and makes

recommendations to ensure that the best interests of children are considered at all stages of the

criminal justice system if their primary carer, usually their mother, is in trouble with the law. Most of

the recommendations can be applied to improve outcomes for children whose fathers are in prison.

Overview of findings 

Five broad themes emerged from our research and conversations with young people, mothers,

and those working with families in a statutory or voluntary capacity:

4Children with a mother in prison are invisible within systems that should protect them

4Every aspect of a child’s life is disrupted when a mother goes to prison

4Children feel especially stigmatised as a result of their mother’s imprisonment

4Children affected by maternal imprisonment face many barriers to support

4With the right support, children can be resilient and develop the skills to thrive.

These themes both reflect and confirm the findings of other research in this area, and the material

presented here constitutes a compelling case for reform.
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Most importantly, children and young people identified that:

4The experience of having their mother sent to prison is particularly hard. A mother is

supposed to be there for her children, so her absence is more unusual and therefore difficult

to explain to others

4Feelings may change over time and will vary within sibling groups. Having opportunities to

revisit decisions (e.g. about contact with their mother) is crucial

4Their views, concerns, and best interests are rarely considered in criminal justice processes.   

Methodology

From June 2017 to May 2018, the Prison Reform Trust partnered with Families Outside to

research and identify the particular impacts on children of a mother’s involvement in the criminal

justice system. This included desk-based research, including a literature review, and extensive

consultations with women and children who have personal experience. Over the course of the

“What about me?” project, we facilitated:

four focus groups and several one-to-one conversations with 25 women in prison in•

England, Northern Ireland, and Scotland, who have a total of 65 children between them

a focus group with six mothers recently released from prison•

a focus group with six children who have experience of a mother in prison •

a call for evidence to which 19 young people with experience of a mother in prison•

responded. 

In addition, we engaged with statutory and voluntary organisations supporting women and

children and spoke to women who had completed a community sentence as well as

grandmothers left caring for children following maternal imprisonment. 

We held a roundtable with a wide range of experts and stakeholders in December 2017, including

a young person with experience of a mother in prison; a mother currently serving a prison

sentence who was released on temporary licence (ROTL) to attend; and a mother who had

received a community sentence. 

Four nations, one issue

Statutory and policy frameworks differ in England, Wales, Scotland, and Northern Ireland,

particularly in relation to child protection, as does terminology, but the problems identified in this

report, and the underlying principles are similar. Where possible, we have included equivalent

references to corresponding terms. The NSPCC has a useful section on its website, setting out

the key aspects of the child protection system in each nation.18
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Recommendations to increase recognition of children:

UK Governments should: •

4 Establish a national framework for identifying and safeguarding children affected by

maternal imprisonment, including improved data collection and tackling barriers to

disclosure.

4 Consider implementing child impact assessments to ensure that a child’s needs are

identified and addressed when a mother is in contact with the criminal justice system. 

Local Authority children’s services should:•

4 Include the children of prisoners as a vulnerable group in their strategic planning

especially children affected by maternal imprisonment.

Children’s Commissioners should:•

4Recognise and protect children affected by imprisonment, especially maternal

imprisonment, as a distinct vulnerable group. 

4Promote initiatives that support children with a mother in prison.

4Promote use of child rights & wellbeing impact assessments (CRWIA) in adult criminal

justice processes.

Probation (England & Wales, Northern Ireland) and Criminal Justice Social Work•

(Scotland) should:

4 Ensure that a child impact assessment, highlighting the needs of (and links to support

for) any dependent children, is submitted to the court in all cases where a mother is

being sentenced or remanded.

4 Liaise with partner agencies (e.g. social work, voluntary sector organisations) with

regard to early intervention support for any children affected by the imprisonment of a

mother.

Sentencers should:•

4 Be proactive in seeking information about whether an offender has caring

responsibilities.

4 Request an impact assessment on any children affected to ensure that they are

recognised within court processes and their best interests are taken into account.

Prison services (HMPPS, SPS, and NIPS) should:•

4 Collect accurate data on the children of women in prison, and ensure it is sensitively

used to support children affected, in accordance with Rule 7 of the 2015 UN Standard

Minimum Rules for the Treatment of Prisoners (Nelson Mandela Rules) and the UN

Bangkok Rules.

Prison governors should:•

4 Seek information about children affected when a mother enters prison, and routinely

throughout her sentence, to ensure appropriate support for both the woman and her

children.
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Devastation 

Mothers said that their imprisonment has been devastating for their children and that it will

continue to have a long-term impact on every area of their children’s lives:

It’s ripped our family apart.

My daughter has developed serious depression.

The children saw me being arrested. It still affects them to this day.

My son started drawing sad pictures in school.

The separation is huge.

It’s mashed their heads – they don’t know how to express their anger.

All of the women in prison we spoke to reported being worried about their children and felt that it

is especially hard for children to have a mother in prison.

Some women talked about their teenage children (16- and 17-year olds) being left to cope alone

at home, with several having been left to look after younger siblings with little or no support from

social services. 

My family ceased contact with my children when I came to prison; they no longer see any

extended family. My son lost his love for life and has attempted suicide twice as a result of

me being in here. My daughter had to leave school to care for her brother. They had issues

getting along as siblings, and I was not there to help them work it out. My son stopped

taking any interest in school and refused to eat. My children were left to starve due to lack of

financial help because the benefits stopped. 

(Imprisoned mother)

In some cases, maternal imprisonment may put unsupported children at greater risk of offending

behaviour: 

As soon as I went to prison, my daughter’s life spiralled down – she’s been in and out of

trouble ever since and ended up in prison herself. There’s no addressing the issue, no help.

(Imprisoned mother)

I was in and out of care, and when I was 4 my mum went to prison. Knowing that I couldn’t

see my mum when I was adopted had a massive impact on me ... I ended up in jail myself. 

(Imprisoned mother)
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Judicial and legal education is helpful for those representing or sentencing parents of dependent

children. Sentencing Council Guidelines in England and Wales do provide for primary care

responsibilities to be considered, but research has found that sentencing decisions are also

affected by a judge’s own experience and attitudes and their knowledge and understanding of

the effects of imprisonment.68

In an innovative partnership supported by the Economic and Social Research Council, Oxford

University Centre for Criminology, and the Prison Reform Trust came together to create new

resources for criminal justice professionals to help improve their understanding of the impacts of

maternal imprisonment.69 Dr Shona Minson won an ‘impact award’ for her series of short films

and briefing papers for sentencers, legal professionals, probation staff, and women awaiting

sentence. The briefing paper Safeguarding Children when Sentencing Parents and accompanying

film have been designed for women to give to their legal representative to ensure that the needs

of any dependent children are fully considered.70

Challenges for grandparent carers 

Almost all the children who took part in the “What about me?” project were looked after by

grandparents during their mothers’ imprisonment. The children were very appreciative of their

grandparents but also acknowledged that there were challenges such as grandparents’ age and

health making it hard for them to engage fully in the children’s lives.

My nan and grandad are great, and I love living with them, but I get jealous when people at

school talk about their parents doing things with them like playing football or running around

– grandad can’t really do that anymore. 

(Joe, 10)

Caring for children due to the imprisonment of a mother is stressful for grandparents; there is little

emotional or financial support, and many feel very isolated.71 Furthermore, the relationship to the

children changes from one which was playful to carrying the responsibilities of main carer. This

adjustment can be difficult for grandparents and confusing for children.72 The grandmothers we

spoke to raised several concerns:

If the prison sentence is not anticipated, grandparents may not find out until after children•

have already been passed around several temporary carers or, in some cases, been left

alone to cope.

Grandparents may find it hard to disclose to social services that they are caring for•

children, and any challenges they face, for fear that the children might be removed into the

formal care system. 

Some grandparents move into the children’s house in order to offer stability and continuity•

(staying at the same school, for example), which can cause complications with their own

housing and any housing benefit arrangements. 

All the grandmothers spoke about the financial strain of caring for children.  Many local•

authorities encourage informal care arrangements, as these avoid the financial support

which foster carers are entitled to. kinship care or guardian’s allowances may alleviate

some of the financial burden; readily available advice about eligibility is key. 

19



4

4

4

4



4 Ensure that health, education, and social care providers are aware of the impact on

children of having a mother in prison.

4 Ensure that advice for kinship carers of children affected by imprisonment is routinely

available.

Police should:•

4 Receive training about the impact on children of witnessing their mother’s arrest.

4 Develop protocols for arrest when children are present in accordance with the Council of

Europe directions.

4 Ensure, particularly in cases where a mother is a sole carer, the safeguarding of any

children affected by an arrest. 

Sentencers should:•

4 Be made aware of the serious impact on children when a mother is remanded or

sentenced to custody, and of specific consequences in each case.

4 Avoid remanding a woman to prison when a custodial sentence is unlikely. 

4 Make every effort to divert women away from prison. 

4 Provide the opportunity for a mother to make necessary care arrangements for her

children before entering prison.

Prison services HMPPS, SPS, and NIPS should:•

4 Ensure that all staff receive training about the specific impacts on children of having a

mother in prison and the impacts of separation on the mothers themselves.

4 Take account of the location of imprisonment in relation to the child’s place of residence. 

Prison governors should:•

4 Foster links with services in the community and in-prison initiatives that offer support to

children.

Child and Family social workers should:•

4 Ensure that children affected by maternal imprisonment receive consistent support

throughout a mother’s sentence.

4 Take children’s ages and circumstances into account, without assuming that a child is

able to look after themselves because they are legally an adult (18 in England, Wales, and

Northern Ireland; 16 in Scotland). 

4 Ensure that they liaise effectively with the mother’s criminal justice social worker (Scotland)

or probation officer / offender manager (England, Northern Ireland, and Wales).

Schools should:•

4 Ensure that all staff are aware and trained in how to deal with issues around parental

imprisonment, and that children with a mother in prison receive appropriate support.

Organisations working with children and families affected by imprisonment should:•

4 Recognise the particular needs of children with a mother in prison and offer specific

support services.

Other organisations working with children should:•

4 Recognise that children with a mother in prison are particularly vulnerable and may require

referral to specialist organisations where available and appropriate.  
21



Stigma and secrecy

Many of the children we consulted expressed strong feelings of shame about their mother’s

imprisonment and felt judged by others, including friends, teachers, social workers, and prison staff. 

I felt ashamed and didn’t want to tell anyone. 

(Declan, 13)

Some children felt that this judgement had led to decisions being made without due consideration

of their own views. For example, in some cases social workers had decided that it was ‘not right’

for children to visit their mother in prison, but the children concerned felt that they had not been

listened to.

He’s only 14, and his head’s in limbo; he’s not allowed to see me. 

(Imprisoned mother)

Media treatment of women in the criminal justice system can be particularly harsh,73 and the

negative language used to describe them74 can be very upsetting for their children. Several

children had experienced their mother’s case being highlighted on social media, which caused

considerable distress and led to bullying at school and social isolation. Children and carers found it

particularly distressing – and frightening - when stories were published with names and addresses.

Grandmother carers were worried about the family being judged by the community, and many had

for this reason initially decided not to tell children the truth about their mother’s imprisonment. This

secrecy, or ‘forced silence’, can lead to a greater sense of shame and stigma for children.75 It is

notable that, for example, the media in Norway has a code of ethics which includes the protection

of children through such measures as not publishing addresses in any reporting.76

Schools could speak to children and explain about prison so that they understand, so those

affected don’t get bullied. These issues affect lots of people. 

(Resident of Adelaide House, Female Approved Premises)

I would have liked someone to explain things to me and to people at school that it wasn’t my

fault. 

(Hailey, 9)

Mothers themselves reported that their children experience “massive stigma, especially at school.”

They talked about the embarrassment and shame felt by their children, and many said that their

children had been “tarred with the same brush.” They also spoke about their own sense of shame

as mothers. Mothers in prison can internalise societal stigma and come to see themselves as a

‘bad mother’, which can have a negative impact on their children.77

Education and understanding around having a parent in prison is needed so I didn’t have to

hide it from people in my year… as I feared how they would treat me. There was some

bullying, and this shouldn’t happen.  

(Gabi, 18)
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Lack of trust in systems of care and support 

All the women talked about the importance of trust when it comes to disclosing information about

their children, and their reluctance to do so if they fear a punitive response. Although some

prisons may ask women on reception about any children, this is not routinely done in all women’s

prisons. Many women felt that reception is not the best time to be questioned about children, as

they were often feeling shocked and fearful of what disclosing that information might mean for

their children. Who, how, when, and what women are asked about their children need careful

consideration so that mothers are reassured about the consequences of disclosure and the fact

that their children will receive appropriate support. 

Awareness is a barrier – if agencies don’t know about your kids, they can’t help you.

Lack of trust ... it’s all text book and rules, like we’re not human. We need more compassion. 

(Imprisoned mothers)

Women said that they wanted to feel confident in the systems that are there to provide support,

but many felt their own negative childhood experience of social services was a barrier to

engagement. Many told us that it would help if their own, and their children’s, social workers

recognised the dread many mothers have of their children being taken away.  

Social services are there to bring families together, but there is often too much fear and poor

communication. 

(Imprisoned mother)

It’s so important to have consistency in approach, whether that is from social workers, prison

staff, judges – all the women here deserve respect, and they want to be included in the care

of their children. 

Family Engagement Worker, POPS

Whilst some women reported a positive relationship with social workers, frustration was

expressed with frequent staff changes and inconsistencies in approach.  Whereas a child’s social

worker is rightly focused on the needs of the child, there is often no-one to advocate and provide

support for the mother in relation to contact with her children. 

Most of the women said that they felt some social workers assume too readily that children

should not visit a prison, which is a barrier to maintaining contact and to women’s rehabilitation.

Mothers felt that it was important to be given the opportunity to meet their children’s social

worker as part of the process of establishing the best interests of each child.

Just because I’m in prison, shouldn’t mean I lose my supervised contact with my kids. I saw

them once a week before…. Why should that change just because I’m in here? 

(Imprisoned mother)
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All the women we spoke to felt that children need to see their mother to know that she is safe and

that it is imperative that social workers understand this. It is important that social workers ask

children how they feel rather than make assumptions, particularly about contact. This was also

reflected in responses from children themselves, who said they wanted to be able to change their

minds about contact. Many said they felt angry at first and did not want to visit, but later changed

their minds and felt they were not given the opportunity to revisit their decision.

I don’t think that social workers should be the only ones to decide what’s best for the kids. I

wanted to tell my daughter myself that I’d been sent to jail, but her social worker ended up

showing her a picture of a woman in handcuffs and telling her I was in here because I’d ‘been

naughty like that woman.’ I wish [the social worker] had spoken to me first.

(Imprisoned mother)

Women also said that effective and timely communication was essential when it came to the

welfare of their children. Many complained of being the last person to know what was happening

to their children. One woman told us that she was devastated to receive papers for a looked-after

child (LAC) review, asking for her input, after the review meeting had taken place. 

When social workers come into the prison, come and listen to the women, it makes all the

difference. 

Family Engagement Worker, POPS

As well as the importance of their own trust in systems of support, women spoke about the lack of

trust that some prison staff, social workers, and others have in them and in their potential to

change. Women and children reported that judgemental attitudes are particularly unhelpful and

make it less likely that they will disclose problems.

When you’re in jail, no one trusts you. A lot of them think we deserve to be there. We don’t.

(Imprisoned mother)

A lot of women here have been through the care system themselves so they are really

reluctant to have contact with social workers.  

Family Engagement Worker, POPS

Unwieldy systems and processes  

With longer sentences, it can be beneficial for children to be able to spend extended periods of

time with their mothers. Each justice system has a process to enable this: release on temporary

licence and child resettlement (England & Wales); temporary release and extended home leave

(Scotland); and temporary release and home leave schemes (Northern Ireland). Mothers we talked

to reported that the systems for such arrangements are often unwieldy and slow and that it would

be helpful to have greater clarity about decision making processes. In addition, many women felt

that these arrangements should be child-centred and considered for special occasions related to

the child (children’s birthdays or their first day at school, for example), rather than dependant on

the mother’s behaviour or engagement. 

Decisions are made for them, without listening to them.

Family Engagement Worker, POPS

26



http://www.birthcompanions.org.uk


The impact of remand and short sentences 

Nearly half of women entering custody in England and Wales do so on remand (i.e. not convicted

of an offence and therefore presumed innocent), and the majority of them do not go on to receive a

custodial sentence.88 In Scotland, almost two thirds of women enter custody on remand.89 If

convicted, women are likely to receive a short sentence of 6 months or less.90 89% of women sent

to prison in Scotland in 2015/16 received a sentence of 12 months or less;91 in England and Wales

in 2017, it was 78% of sentenced women.92 A recent report highlighted the devastating effects on

children of separation through short custodial sentences and remand, including insecurity,

bedwetting, nightmares, and bullying.93 Care arrangements were mostly informal and without

support, and in some cases older children disrupted their own education in order to look after

younger siblings.94 The families we spoke to for this project reported similar experiences. 

There is growing recognition across the UK that short prison sentences can do more harm than

good. The Scottish Government has committed to introducing a presumption against custodial

sentences of under 12 months. This is a step in the right direction and should see the numbers of

women in Scotland receiving prison sentences reduced significantly.

Practical barriers   

I in 5 women in England and Wales is held more than 100 miles away from home,95 making•

visiting for children difficult (e.g. due to the restrictions of school hours) and often

unaffordable for carers.96

Whilst the Assisted Prison Visits scheme provides financial support for up to two visits per•

month for families in receipt of benefits who are visiting prisons,97 families are not routinely

made aware of this. Access to this support has been made more difficult for many since the

process went on-line.98

The lack of privacy and the visiting rules (e.g. restrictions on physical contact and time limits)•

constrain children’s interaction with their mother during a visit.99

Regular contact between mothers and their children increases the likelihood of positive•

outcomes for children.100 Despite this, around 50% of imprisoned mothers do not receive

visits from their children during their sentence.101

Women on remand and serving short sentences may be less likely to be considered for•

enhanced child-centred visits (e.g. Family Day visits).

Women and children we spoke to also reported:

Family Day visits to prison are beneficial, but demand often far outweighs availability. •

It is confusing for children to understand and manage the difference between family day•

visits (where mothers and children can interact more freely) and standard visits (during which

mothers must remain seated). All visits should be centred on the needs of the child. 

Visits should be allowed at times more suitable for children (e.g. to fit in with schooling).•

‘Virtual visits’ using video technology would be a helpful addition to contact, not a•

substitute. 

Prisons rarely have age-appropriate activities for older children and teenagers.•

The cost of phone calls from prison is prohibitively high, particularly calls to mobile phones.•

It is hard for a mother to engage fully in a phone call if its cost is a worry. 
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It would have been helpful if someone had been there for me when she first came out.

(Bethany, 17)

Mothers we spoke to who had been recently released from prison in England were frustrated that

approved premises for women are not deemed safe places for supervised contact with children.

This is a regulation which has been adopted from men’s premises. With appropriate safeguarding

measures, women’s approved premises could be suitable for supervised contact between

children and their mothers which would facilitate the rebuilding of relationships. 

Women need much more support on release; that’s when they are really vulnerable.

Action for Children staff member

Lord Farmer’s recent report106 on the importance of family ties in helping reduce reoffending

among men in prison contains recommendations which will mitigate many of the barriers to

support highlighted here. The findings of this report provide a compelling case for government to

review these recommendations for women in prison as well as men. 

Recommendations to mitigate barriers to support

Government should:•

4 Ensure that legislation and policy recognise and mitigate impacts on children of a

primary carer’s contact with the criminal justice system.

4 End the post-custody mandatory supervision for people on short sentences introduced

by the Offender Rehabilitation Act 2014 which has dramatically increased the number of

women being recalled to prison in England and Wales.

4 Ensure that contractual arrangements for the support and supervision of offenders

address the needs and circumstances of mothers, in accordance with s.10 Offender

Rehabilitation Act 2014. 

4 Review the recommendations of the Farmer Review to include the women’s prison

population and children affected by a mother’s imprisonment.  

Probation (England & Wales, and Northern Ireland) and Criminal Justice Social Work•

(Scotland) should: 

4 Ask about the existence of children and other dependents and what support is in place

for them.

4 Be aware of, and address, women’s fears and other barriers to disclosure regarding

whether they have children.

Child and Family social workers should:•

4 Take children’s own views into consideration when making decisions around

safeguarding and provide opportunities for decisions about contact to be reviewed.

4 Meet with a child’s imprisoned mother when considering contact arrangements.

4 Ensure that the same contact conditions are adhered to when a mother is in prison as

were in place in the community, unless this is against the best interest of the child.

4 Ensure that mothers in prison receive all relevant paperwork and a timely invitation to

supervision and care proceedings concerning their children. 
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Prison services HMPPS, SPS, and NIPS should: •

4 Ensure that the rights and wellbeing of children are considered in decisions about

release on temporary licence for child resettlement (England & Wales); temporary

release and extended home leave (Scotland); and temporary release and home leave

schemes (Northern Ireland). The policies and prison instructions should be clear about

the benefits of, and entitlement to apply for, this leave.

Prison governors should: •

4 Mitigate as many practical barriers as possible to children having contact with their

imprisoned mother, e.g. affordable outgoing calls from prison and the option of

mothers receive incoming calls directly from their children; and the use of video links. 

4 Ensure that search procedures are carried out in a manner which causes minimum

distress to children.

4 Ensure that visits are recognised as the right of the child, as is the case in Scottish

prisons, rather than as a privilege for their mother’s good behaviour or the length or

status of her sentence.

4 Expand the availability of child-centred visits (or family days) and ensure that these

are at times that are suitable for children and young people.

4 Ensure that video links are available to supplement face to face visits, particularly

where children are separated from their mothers by considerable distances. 

4 Encourage and facilitate access to ROTL and child resettlement (England & Wales);

temporary release and extended home leave (Scotland); and temporary release and

home leave schemes (Northern Ireland). 

4 Ensure that women are informed about mother and baby units at the earliest

opportunity and that applications are considered expeditiously.

4 Facilitate the provision of family law clinics, such as those being run by Prisoners’

Advice Service and Rights of Women in some women’s prisons.  

4 Provide parenting support as a core element of support available to women in

prison.

National Probation Service and Community Rehabilitation Companies (England &•

Wales), Throughcare Support Officers and Criminal Justice Social Workers

(Scotland), and Probation Board Northern Ireland should:

4 Consider the needs of the child in supporting a mother prior to, and on, release.

4 Liaise with agencies supporting the children when a mother is approaching release,

including organisations that can help with housing. 

Resilience

With the right support, children can develop the resilience they need to thrive, and many of the

children who participated in the “What about me?” project displayed a remarkable capacity to

cope with extremely difficult situations related to their mothers’ imprisonment. 

Whenever you think something’s impossible, you just need to remember to put an

apostrophe between the ‘i’ and the ‘m’ so it becomes, ‘I’m possible!’

(Bethany, 17)
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Recommendations to increase children’s resilience

UK Governments should: •

4 Invest in women’s centres to provide a ‘one-stop’ place of safety where women can

receive emotional support and practical help with childcare and parenting.

4 Acknowledge the benefits to children of prison visitor centres and invest in funding these

effectively. 

4 Recognise the important role of voluntary sector organisations in providing services to

children impacted by maternal imprisonment. 

Police should:•

4 Adopt a problem-solving approach with a focus on early intervention and diversion,

recognising the likelihood of impacts on children if a woman is arrested. 

Local Authority children’s services should:•

4 Link with local and regional children’s and women’s organisations to develop and improve

local service provision for children affected by maternal imprisonment.

Prison services HMPPS, SPS, and NIPS should:•

4 Support the development of programmes such as HMP Eastwood Park’s ‘Visiting Mum’

programme that alleviate the impact of visiting a prison on children.

Prison governors should:•

4 Offer induction visits whereby children are able to see where their mother is living and ask

questions about her daily routine.

4 Consider overnight facilities to enhance visiting opportunities for children.

4 Support imprisoned mothers to be involved in their children’s daily lives and facilitate this

where possible, e.g. through enabling contact with the child’s school. 

Child and Family social workers should:•

4 Ensure that children are offered the opportunity of visiting their mother in prison as soon

as possible.  

Schools should:•

4 Support teachers in encouraging imprisoned mothers to be involved in their children’s

education (e.g. sending copies of school reports, telephone or video links for parents’

evenings, etc.).

4 Support ongoing contact between mothers in prison and their children where appropriate

(e.g. sending copies of school work, authorising visits to prison and offering support to

children following these visits).

4 Refer children experiencing severe anxiety or trauma resulting from maternal

imprisonment to appropriate support.

Organisations already working with children and families affected by imprisonment•

should:

4 Ensure that their support services are effectively advertised within women’s prisons and to

statutory and voluntary organisations working with children. 
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Conclusions

It is over than 10 years since Baroness Corston described the impact of maternal imprisonment

on children as “nothing short of catastrophic”,122 yet little has changed to address this. Whilst

Lord Farmer’s recent and welcome report123 highlighted the importance of family relationships in

reducing reoffending, the review did not consider women in prison and the specific impact on

children who lose a main care giver to the criminal justice system. 

The imprisonment of a mother has a potentially devastating impact on children, regardless of the

age of the child and the length of sentence the mother receives. A child’s feelings may vary

greatly throughout the mother’s sentence, and they should be given opportunities to revisit

decisions; differences within sibling groups should also be recognised. A child-centred approach

will ensure that each individual child receives the care and support he or she needs at the time it

is needed.

There is compelling evidence provided in this report, and in the academic research that underpins

it, that action is needed now to reduce and mitigate the harm caused by maternal

imprisonment.124 As a priority:

4 Women with dependent children should be diverted from custody wherever possible;

4 Child impact assessments should be introduced to ensure that children are listened to,

and considered in their own right, at all stages of the criminal justice process;

4 Accurate data on the number of children affected by maternal imprisonment should be

sensitively gathered and appropriately shared; and  

4 Training to improve awareness and understanding of the impact of maternal

imprisonment on children should be delivered to all who engage with women and / or

their children throughout the criminal justice process. 

The recommendations outlined in this report are intended as a spur to action. If the measures

proposed are not put in place, children will continue to be overlooked and unsupported through

one of the most challenging life experiences. Too many children affected by maternal

imprisonment have been left asking, “What about me?” Now is the time to to show their voices

have been heard and to end the neglect.

It was heart-breaking when mum went to prison. I wish I’d had more support. 

(Aliyah, 13)
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Appendix 1: Summary of recommendations

UK Governments should: 

4 Establish a national framework for identifying and safeguarding children affected by maternal

imprisonment, including improved data collection and tackling barriers to disclosure.

4 Consider implementing child impact assessments to ensure that a child’s needs are identified

and addressed when a mother is in contact with the criminal justice system.

4 Implement a presumption against the use of custodial sentences of under 12 months, as the

Scottish Government has committed to do.

4 Ensure measures are in place to minimise the use of imprisonment for primary carers,

recognising that this is usually the mother.

4 Ensure financial and practical support is available to kinship carers where children are looked

after by other family members as a result of a mother’s imprisonment.

4 Ensure that legislation and policy recognise and mitigate impacts on children of a primary

carer’s contact with the criminal justice system.

4 End the post-custody mandatory supervision for people on short sentences introduced by

the Offender Rehabilitation Act 2014 which has dramatically increased the number of women

being recalled to prison in England and Wales.

4 Ensure that contractual arrangements for the support and supervision of offenders address

the needs and circumstances of mothers, in accordance with s.10 Offender Rehabilitation Act

2014.

4 Review the recommendations of the Farmer Review to include the women’s prison population

and children affected by a mother’s imprisonment.

4 Invest in women’s centres to provide a ‘one-stop’ place of safety where women can receive

emotional support and practical help with childcare and parenting.

4 Acknowledge the benefits to children of prison visitor centres and invest in funding these

effectively.

4 Recognise the important role of voluntary sector organisations in providing services to

children impacted by maternal imprisonment. 

Media organisations should:

4 Develop and adhere to a code of conduct, similar to the Norwegian model, that seeks to

protect children rather than stigmatise them.

4 Assess whether the reporting of certain details (especially identifying information) is

necessary, in the public interest, and compatible with the child’s rights and wellbeing.

Children’s Commissioners should:

4 Recognise and protect children affected by imprisonment, especially maternal imprisonment,

as a distinct vulnerable group.

4 Promote initiatives that support children with a mother in prison.

4 Promote use of child rights & wellbeing impact assessments (CRWIA) in adult criminal justice

processes.

Local Authority children’s services should:

4 Include the children of prisoners as a vulnerable group in their strategic planning especially

children affected by maternal imprisonment.
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4 Recognise that children with a mother in prison may have multiple carers and ensure that

their ‘looked after’ status, whether formal or informal, is acknowledged and supported.

4 Ensure that health, education, and social care providers are aware of the impact on children

of having a mother in prison.

4 Ensure that advice for kinship carers of children affected by imprisonment is routinely

available.

4 Link with local and regional children’s and women’s organisations to develop and improve

local service provision for children affected by maternal imprisonment.

Police should:

4 Receive training about the impact on children of witnessing their mother’s arrest.

4 Develop protocols for arrest when children are present in accordance with the Council of

Europe directions.

4 Ensure, particularly in cases where a mother is a sole carer, the safeguarding of any children

affected by an arrest.

4 Adopt a problem-solving approach with a focus on early intervention and diversion,

recognising the likelihood of impacts on children if a woman is arrested.

Probation (England & Wales, Northern Ireland) and Criminal Justice Social Work (Scotland)

should:

4 Ensure that a child impact assessment, highlighting the needs of (and links to support for) any

dependent children, is submitted to the court in all cases where a mother is being sentenced

or remanded.

4 Liaise with partner agencies (e.g. social work, voluntary sector organisations) with regard to

early intervention support for any children affected by the imprisonment of a mother.

4 Ask about the existence of children and other dependents and what support is in place for

them.

4 Be aware of, and address, women’s fears and other barriers to disclosure regarding whether

they have children.

Sentencers should:

4 Be proactive in seeking information about whether an offender has caring responsibilities.

4 Request an impact assessment on any children affected to ensure that they are recognised

within court processes and their best interests are taken into account.

4 Be made aware of the serious impact on children when a mother is remanded or sentenced

to custody, and of specific consequences in each case.

4 Avoid remanding a woman to prison when a custodial sentence is unlikely. 

4 Make every effort to divert women away from prison. 

4 Provide the opportunity for a mother to make necessary care arrangements for her children

before entering prison.

Prison services (HMPPS, SPS, and NIPS) should:

4 Collect accurate data on the children of women in prison, and ensure it is sensitively used to

support children affected, in accordance with Rule 7 of the 2015 UN Standard Minimum

Rules for the Treatment of Prisoners (Nelson Mandela Rules) and the UN Bangkok Rules.

4 Ensure that all staff receive training about the specific impacts on children of having a mother

in prison and the impacts of separation on the mothers themselves.

4 Take account of the location of imprisonment in relation to the child’s place of residence.
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4 Ensure that the rights and wellbeing of children are considered in decisions about release on

temporary licence for child resettlement (England & Wales); temporary release and extended

home leave (Scotland); and temporary release and home leave schemes (Northern Ireland).

The policies and prison instructions should be clear about the benefits of, and entitlement to

apply for, this leave.

4 Support the development of programmes such as HMP Eastwood Park’s ‘Visiting Mum’

programme that alleviate the impact of visiting a prison on children.

Prison governors should:

4 Seek information about children affected when a mother enters prison, and routinely

throughout her sentence, to ensure appropriate support for both the woman and her children.

4 Foster links with services in the community and in-prison initiatives that offer support to

children.

4 Mitigate as many practical barriers as possible to children having contact with their

imprisoned mother, e.g. affordable outgoing calls from prison and the option of mothers

receive incoming calls directly from their children; and the use of video links. 

4 Ensure that search procedures are carried out in a manner which causes minimum distress to

children.

4 Ensure that visits are recognised as the right of the child, as is the case in Scottish prisons,

rather than as a privilege for their mother’s good behaviour or the length or status of her

sentence.

4 Expand the availability of child-centred visits (or family days) and ensure that these are at

times that are suitable for children and young people.

4 Ensure that video links are available to supplement face to face visits, particularly where

children are separated from their mothers by considerable distances. 

4 Encourage and facilitate access to ROTL and child resettlement (England & Wales);

temporary release and extended home leave (Scotland); and temporary release and home

leave schemes (Northern Ireland). 

4 Ensure that women are informed about mother and baby units at the earliest opportunity and

that applications are considered expeditiously.

4 Facilitate the provision of family law clinics, such as those being run by Prisoners’ Advice

Service and Rights of Women in some women’s prisons.  

4 Provide parenting support as a core element of support available to women in prison.

4 Offer induction visits whereby children are able to see where their mother is living and ask

questions about her daily routine.

4 Consider overnight facilities to enhance visiting opportunities for children with their mothers.

4 Support imprisoned mothers to be involved in their children’s daily lives and facilitate this

where possible, e.g. through enabling contact with the child’s school. 

Child and Family social workers should:

4 Ensure that children affected by maternal imprisonment receive consistent support

throughout a mother’s sentence.

4 Take children’s ages and circumstances into account, without assuming that a child is able to

look after themselves because they are legally an adult (18 in England, Wales, and Northern

Ireland; 16 in Scotland).

4 Ensure that they liaise effectively with the mother’s criminal justice social worker (Scotland) or

probation officer / offender manager (England, Northern Ireland, and Wales).
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4 Take children’s own views into consideration when making decisions around safeguarding

and provide opportunities for decisions about contact to be reviewed.

4 Meet with a child’s imprisoned mother when considering contact arrangements.

4 Ensure that the same contact conditions are adhered to when a mother is in prison as were

in place in the community, unless this is against the best interest of the child.

4 Ensure that mothers in prison receive all relevant paperwork and a timely invitation to

supervision and care proceedings concerning their children.

4 Ensure that children are offered the opportunity of visiting their mother in prison as soon as

possible.  

Schools should:

4 Ensure that all staff are aware and trained in how to deal with issues around parental

imprisonment, and that children with a mother in prison receive appropriate support.

4 Actively seek to reduce the stigma, shame, and bullying commonly experienced by children

with a mother in prison, e.g. by raising awareness through the curriculum or assemblies,

having school ‘champions’ who are trained in how to support children affected, etc. 

4 Support teachers in encouraging imprisoned mothers to be involved in their children’s

education (e.g. sending copies of school reports, telephone or video links for parents’

evenings, etc.).

4 Support ongoing contact between mothers in prison and their children where appropriate

(e.g. sending copies of school work, authorising visits to prison and offering support to

children following these visits).

4 Refer children experiencing severe anxiety or trauma resulting from maternal imprisonment to

appropriate support. 

Organisations working with children and families affected by imprisonment should:

4 Recognise the particular needs of children with a mother in prison and offer specific support

services.

4 Ensure that their support services are effectively advertised within women’s prisons and to

statutory and voluntary organisations working with children.

Other organisations working with children should:

4 Recognise that children with a mother in prison are particularly vulnerable and may require

referral to specialist organisations where available and appropriate.   

Criminal Justice inspectorates and regulators should:

4 Monitor and report on support for children affected by maternal imprisonment,

highlighting models of good practice.

National Probation Service and Community Rehabilitation Companies (England & Wales),

Throughcare Support Officers and Criminal Justice Social Workers (Scotland), and Probation

Board Northern Ireland should:

4 Consider the needs of the child in supporting a mother prior to, and on, release.

4 Liaise with agencies supporting the children when a mother is approaching release,

including organisations that can help with housing. 
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Appendix 2:  Useful organisations 

Children Heard and Seen www.childrenheardandseen.co.uk

Families Outside www.familiesoutside.org.uk

Nepacs www.nepacs.co.uk

NIACRO www.niacro.co.uk

Pact www.prisonadvice.org.uk

POPS www.partnersofprisoners.co.uk

Prison Visitor Centre providers for women’s prisons (as of May 2018):

England

Action for Children (HMP & YOI New Hall)

Pact (visitor centre provider for HMPs Downview and Send; runs family services in HMP   

Eastwood Park and in HMP & YOIs Askham Grange and East Sutton Park; provides 

information to families at HMP Drake Hall)

HMPPS (HMP Foston Hall)

Nepacs (HMP Low Newton)

Phoenix Futures (HMP & YOI Styal)

Sodexo Justice Services (HMP & YOI Bronzefield and HMP Peterborough) 

Northern Ireland

People Plus (Hydebank Wood College and Women’s Prison)

Scotland

Action for Children (HMP Grampian)

Barnardo’s Scotland (HMP Edinburgh)

Crossreach (HMP & YOI Polmont)

Stirling Interfaith (HMP & YOI Cornton Vale)

Other useful organisations:

Birth Companions www.birthcompanions.org.uk/

Childline www.childline.org.uk

Children 1st www.children1st.org.uk

Family Lives www.familylives.org.uk

Family Rights Group www.frg.org.uk/

Grandparents Plus www.grandparentsplus.org.uk

National Information Centreon Children of Offenders www.nicco.org.uk

NSPCC www.nspcc.org.uk

Ormiston Families www.ormistonfamilies.org.uk

Prisoners Advice Service www.prisonersadvice.org.uk

Rights of Women http://rightsofwomen.org.uk/

Women in Prison www.womeninprison.org.uk

http://www.childrenheardandseen.co.uk
http://www.familiesoutside.org.uk
http://www.nepacs.co.uk
http://www.niacro.co.uk
http://www.prisonadvice.org.uk
http://www.partnersofprisoners.co.uk
www.birthcompanions.org.uk
http://www.childline.org.uk
http://www.children1st.org.uk
http://www.familylives.org.uk
www.frg.org.uk/
http://www.grandparentsplus.org.uk
http://www.nicco.org.uk
http://www.nspcc.org.uk
http://www.ormistonfamilies.org.uk
www.prisonersadvice.org.uk
http://rightsofwomen.org.uk/
http://www.womeninprison.org.uk
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