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Who are we? 
The National Information Centre on Children of Offenders - NICCO (formerly 
i-HOP)  is a service that supports professionals to work effectively with offenders’ 
children and families. NICCO collates and promotes examples of services, 
interventions, resources, policy and research around this vulnerable group. 

Barnardo’s was originally commissioned by the Department for Education in 
2013 to develop this service as an online information hub with a focus on England 
(www.nicco.org.uk). The service is targeted at all professionals who come into 
contact with offenders’ children and their families, from various sectors including 
education, health and social care as well as the criminal justice system.



“We was there when he got locked up”  
– 7 year old girl

It is estimated that 200,000 children a year1  
experience the imprisonment of a parent in 
England and Wales. Research increasingly shows 
the impact that parental imprisonment can have 
on these children – poorer outcomes, stigma, 
isolation. However there is currently no routine 
identification of who these children are and 
therefore no way of ensuring their needs are met.

“He don’t even talk to no one anymore. 
He’s just a closed book.” – Mother on 11 year 
old son

 n Children of prisoners feature on the 
European Union’s list of ‘vulnerable children’2

 n Prisoners’ families are prone to poverty, debt, 
housing instability and physical illness3 

 n As a group, children with imprisoned parents 
are significantly more at risk of having 
mental health difficulties4 

 n Parental imprisonment is a risk factor for 
poor educational outcomes5  

 n A research study showed 65% of boys who 
experienced parental imprisonment before 
the age of 10 went on to offend themselves6 

Advocacy and the rights of offenders’ 
children
The United Nations Convention of the Rights  
of the Child (UNCRC) sets out the universal 
rights that all children are entitled to. 
The following five articles are negatively 
impacted upon by a parent or family member’s 
involvement in the criminal justice  
system (CJS):
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Article 2 (Non-discrimination)
The Convention applies to everyone: whatever their race, religion or abilities, whatever they 
think or say, whatever type of family they come from.

Article 3 (Best interests of the child)

The best interests of the child must be a top priority in all things that affect children. 

Article 9 (Separation from parents)
Children must not be separated from their parents unless it is in their best interests  
(for example, if a parent is hurting a child). Children whose parents have separated have  
the right to stay in contact with both parents, unless this might hurt the child.

Article 12 (Respect for the views of the child)
Every child has the right to have a say in all matters affecting them, and to have their views 
taken seriously.

Article 16 (Right to privacy)
Every child has the right to privacy. The law should protect the child’s private, family and home life.

               Articles from UNICEF ‘Our Rights’ – Child-friendly CRC summary.



Research shows that offenders’ children can 
experience stigma and discrimination as a 
result of their family situation7 such as bullying 
at school. In some cases stigma is exacerbated 
by media coverage of court cases. Consequently, 
many offenders’ families do not seek support to 
meet their increasing needs. Offenders’ children 
can be left isolated as a result: the ‘forgotten 
victims’ of the CJS8, with little support to protect 
their rights.

The best interests of offenders’ children 
and their right to private family life are 
frequently prioritised below public protection 
and justice, leading to their separation from 
family members. Courts do not always apply 
the balancing exercise to assess impact on 
children when sentencing parents with caring 
responsibilities9. For children of prisoners who 
go into care, their best interests are ultimately 
decided by their Local Authority, which 
may result in tensions around contact with 
imprisoned parents.

Factors influencing a child’s right to maintain 
contact after separation include prison 
restrictions on visits and phone calls, and 
the costs and distances involved in visiting a 
prison which can be hundreds of miles. Some 
children have no one to accompany them. Visits 
are currently tied to the Incentives and Earned 
Privileges scheme within the male prison 
estate, meaning a child’s ability to see their 
imprisoned father is dictated by his behaviour 
and motivation inside prison. 

The overall emphasis in policy-making is on 
contact as means of reducing reoffending rather 
than as a child’s right10. 

“It’s affecting you, not them; they have to 
know how you feel not how they think you 
feel” – Young Person

With their rights-based approach to practice, 
children’s advocates are uniquely placed 
to support offenders’ children. Advocates 
represent vulnerable children such as those 
who are Looked After, in need, or leaving 
care. Prisoners’ children will likely already 
be represented within these groups - when a 
mother is imprisoned only 5% of children remain 
in the family home, and 12% are looked after by 
the Local Authority or are adopted11.

Offenders’ children would benefit from advocacy 
throughout their family’s involvement with 
the CJS; for example during court proceedings 
where they may be separated from a parent, or if 
they have to move accommodation as a result of 
a parent’s imprisonment. As with Looked After 
children, highlighting what is in the best interests 
of offenders’ children, and keeping their views 

central in decisions that affect them, is vital. 

Research shows that contact with an imprisoned 
family member is usually in the best interests 
of children12, and advocates are well placed to 
promote offenders’ children’s right to family 
life. This can be done by representing children’s 
views to others, for example their Local 
Authority; providing information on prison 
regulations, what a prison visit will be like and 
how to fund it; and organising accompaniment 
for a child whose carer is not able to visit. 

Children’s rights advocates can combat the 
discrimination which impacts on offenders’ 
children’s universal rights through targeted 
work to engage them, for example at prison 
visitors’ centres, and by raising awareness of 
their needs within advocacy services. 

 ‘Children with a parent in prison should be 
able to talk to an adult in confidence who can 
help & support’ – Bristol’s Charter for Children 
of Prisoners

Offenders’ children are a potentially vulnerable 
and “hidden” group whose rights need particular 
consideration and international bodies have 
recognised this. In 2011, the UN Committee on 
the Rights of the Child held a day of general 
discussion on the rights of prisoners’ children, 
and the European Parliament’s 2014 resolution 
marking the 25th anniversary of the UNCRC 
makes specific reference to children of prisoners 
in Article 1313. 

How can NICCO support children’s 
rights advocates?

“Promotes awareness of a vitally important 
aspect of young people’s lives” – Connexions 
Worker, NICCO user survey

NICCO is a national one-stop information 
service for all professionals working with 
children and families of offenders. It brings 
together information that can support 
professionals, including developments in rights-
based policy and practice relevant to children 
affected by parental offending, and hosts:

 n resources for children and families and for 
professionals to use directly with children

 n details of local and national services to 
signpost families to, that work specifically 
with children and families of offenders 

 n details of local training for professionals

 n up to date, national and local policy 
frameworks, government guidance and 
recommendations about this group of families 



 n guidelines and toolkits to support 
professionals to work with these families, and 
to assist in developing setting-wide practice

 n research into the impact of imprisonment  
on children and families

NICCO recognises that children’s rights 
advocates work in a challenging role with 
demands on their time. NICCO puts all the 
resources in one place so help and information 
is there when it’s needed.

Existing rights-based practice
Barnardo’s have developed a charter with children and young people affected by imprisonment 
in Bristol. The Bristol Charter for Children of Prisoners promotes children’s best interests and 
makes recommendations for professionals.

Pact run youth group sessions for young people aged 12 – 17 who have a family member in 
prison. The Hear Our Voice project aims to empower young people to speak out and have their 
views on the Criminal Justice System heard.

Visit NICCO
Visit www.nicco.org.uk to discover resources to support you in your work  
with children and families of offenders and find out more. Sign up to become  
a member to receive free regular e-newsletters.
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