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Abstract  

This child-centred case study, which explored the impact of parental imprisonment on 

children, developed from the European COPING research project (2010 - 2012).  

Qualitative methods and a thematic analysis were used to review data from 

interviews with children, their parents/carers and imprisoned parents, in   22   families,   

mainly from the north of England. My findings confirmed that t�K�H���T�X�D�O�L�W�\���R�I���F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�¶�V 

relationships   with their parent/carer and other relatives is the most important 

protective factors for �W�K�H�P�����&�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�¶�V���U�H�V�L�O�L�H�Q�F�H���L�V�������I�U�H�T�X�H�Q�W�O�\���F�K�D�U�D�F�W�H�U�L�V�H�G���E�\���D��

two-way   empathetic   process, children   being supported by their parents/carers 

and supporting them in return. Time is a crucial dimension in how children 

experience   parental imprisonment.   The experience of stigma was almost universal 

for families in   this   study.   Children   were   cautious   about   sharing information 

about parental imprisonment.  Paternal   and maternal   imprisonment impact 

differentially  on children.  Children seem more likely to experience emotional turmoil 

from the imprisonment of their same sex parent.  Girls   tend to be more resilient and 

boys more vulnerable.  Schools are most often the agencies best placed to help 

children of prisoners.  

 

Parents/carers frequently gained self-confidence from successfully fulfilling their 

responsibilities. They re-appraised their imprisoned �S�D�U�W�Q�H�U�¶�V���U�R�O�H���D�Q�G���V�W�D�W�X�V�����D�Q�G 

families developed either more open or more closed policies about handling parental 

imprisonment. Imprisoned parents can partially fulfil their parenting roles.  Alongside 

the harm caused to children by parental imprisonment, a majority of families 

experienced some benefits.   

 

Further research should explore the differential impact of parental imprisonment on 

girls and boys in more detail. 
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Chapter One 

 

Introduction  

 

1.1  Background: The COPING Research Project  

 

This thesis developed out of my involvement in the COPING1 Research project 

between 2010 and 2012, and in particular from my contribution to in-depth interviews 

with children of prisoners and their parents and carers, as part of this research.   

 

COPING was funded by the European Union (seventh framework programme, health 

�W�K�H�P�H���������7�K�H���3�U�R�M�H�F�W�¶�V���I�R�F�X�V���Z�D�V���H�[�S�O�R�U�L�Q�J���W�K�H���U�H�V�L�O�L�H�Q�F�H���R�I���F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q���Z�L�W�K���D���S�D�U�H�Q�W���L�Q��

prison. The research was carried out by a consortium2 comprising 6 non-

governmental organisations and 4 research institutions from England, Germany, 

Romania and Sweden, led by the University of Huddersfield.   COPING was a multi-

strand research project including a survey of children and care-givers, in-depth 

interviews with children and young people, parents/carers and imprisoned parents 

(on which the thesis is based), consultations with stakeholders, including service 

providers, schools, social workers and prison staff, and service mapping for the four 

countries.   Participants for in-depth interviews were mainly drawn from a wider 

                                                

1 Children of Prisoners, Interventions and Mitigations to Strengthen Mental Health. Jones & 

Wainaina-Wozna, Eds.2013. 

 

2   Research Institutions: University of Huddersfield, Dresden University of Technology, 

Universitatea Alexandru Ioan Cuza, and  Karolinska Institute. Non-Governmental 

Organisations: Partners of Prisoners Support Group, Treff-Punkt, Alternative Sociale 

Association, Bryggan, Quaker United Nations Office and  EUROCHIPS. 
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survey (part of the COPING research) designed to assess the mental health of 

children with parents in prison. 

 

The survey was based on three pre-tested and validated instruments (Kid Screen, 

The Goodman Strengths and Difficulties Questionnaire (SDQ), and the Rosenberg 

Self-Esteem Scale).  The survey was administered to a sample of 737 children, aged 

7-17 in Germany (n=145), Romania (n=251), Sweden (n=50) and the UK (n=291). 

Fifty-four percent of the sample was male and 46% was female. 

 

Figure 1: Map illustrating COPING Survey and Interviews 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Reproduced by kind permission of Professor Anne Berman, Karolinska Institute, from her presentation 

to the COPING dissemination conference in Brussels, 6 November 2012 

 

An important finding from the wider survey based on the SDQ scores was that 

children of prisoners had 25% increased vulnerability to mental health problems 

  

 

59 

 91 

 60 

139 

SWE 

9,415 m 

1 prisoner  

per 1000  

RO 

21,413 m 

1.3 per 1000  

DE 

81,751 m 

0.8 per 1000  

UK 

62,436 m 

1.3 per 1000  

88% of imprisoned parents were fathe rs 
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compared to country norms. (This figure rose to 50% higher than norms for children 

of prisoners in Romania). 

 

A purposive sample based on children with a range of SDQ scores was identified for 

a total of 349 in-depth interviews comprising 161 children, 123 non-imprisoned 

parents/carers, and 65 imprisoned parents/carers.  In the UK sample, 67 children 

were interviewed of whom 39 were boys and 28 were girls.  Their mean age was 

11.44 years.  Most of the sample was White3.  Stakeholder consultations about the 

needs of children with parents in prison were held with children, non-governmental 

organisation (NGO) staff, prison staff, prisoners, social workers and policy makers. 

Other strands of the COPING research included mapping of services and 

interventions across the four countries, overall evaluation, development of 

recommendations, and dissemination of findings. 

 

My responsibilities in the COPING project, in so far as they are connected to the 

thesis, are described in Chapter 3 (Methods) below. 

 

By the third year of the COPING research I was close to completing my overview of 

the qualitative data, for the UK and the other three countries. I had built up a data set 

of interviews with over twenty families whom I had interviewed myself, including both 

boys and girls, and children with mothers as well as others with fathers in prison, and 

interviews with parents/carers, and imprisoned parents, both fathers and mothers. I 

believed that   this gave me a unique opportunity to explore the factors impacting on 

                                                

3   In the UK 9/67 children, 6/67 non-imprisoned parents/carers and 9/67 imprisoned parents 

were Black, Asian or dual heritage.  In Romania 6/38 children, 7/38 non-imprisoned 

�S�D�U�H�Q�W�V���F�D�U�H�U�V���D�Q�G�������������L�P�S�U�L�V�R�Q�H�G���S�D�U�H�Q�W�V���Z�H�U�H���F�O�D�V�V�L�I�L�H�G���D�V���µ�2�W�K�H�U�¶, ie non -Romanian.  For 

legal reasons ethnic data was not recorded in Germany and Sweden. 
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�F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�¶�V���U�H�D�F�W�L�R�Q�V���W�R���S�D�U�H�Q�W�D�O���L�P�S�U�L�V�R�Q�P�H�Q�W���L�Q���P�X�F�K���J�U�H�D�W�H�U���G�H�S�W�K�����L�Q�F�O�X�G�L�Q�J���J�H�Q�G�H�U��

differences. This was how I came to embark on writing this thesis.   

 

1.2   The thesis  

 

The thesis took shape during 2012. It is based on   50   interviews which I completed 

with 21 families, including 20 children, 17 parents and other carers, and 13 

imprisoned parents.4  . The design of the thesis is a case study comprising a sample 

of 22 families (one interviewed by a colleague), using a qualitative methodology.  

 

The thesis focuses on the experiences of children as revealed through their 

interviews.. Its aim was broad: to explore the emotional impact of parental 

imprisonment   on   children,  based  on their experiences, and on the views of their 

parents/ carers and on those of their imprisoned parent. Its objectives included 

exploring �I�D�F�W�R�U�V�����E�R�W�K���S�R�V�L�W�L�Y�H���D�Q�G���Q�H�J�D�W�L�Y�H�����Z�K�L�F�K���K�H�O�S�H�G���W�R���D�F�F�R�X�Q�W���I�R�U���F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�¶�V��

reactions to their parent being in prison. The sample included children with either 

their father or their mother in prison; and a further aim was to explore differences 

between the impact of paternal and maternal imprisonment, on both boys and girls. I 

also wanted to  understand  how family relationships, between children, between 

children and parents, between parents,  and within the wider family and community, 

�D�Q�G���K�R�Z���F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q���D�Q�G���I�D�P�L�O�L�H�V���W�D�O�N�H�G���D�E�R�X�W���W�K�H�L�U���V�L�W�X�D�W�L�R�Q�����L�P�S�D�F�W�H�G���R�Q���F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�¶�V����

reactions to their parent being in prison; and how these children and families could 

obtain help when they needed to.  

 

                                                

4 Details about the interviews completed by myself and other research colleagues are 

included in Appendix 6. 
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The needs of children of prisoners have so far largely escaped the notice of policy 

makers in the UK.  Numbers of children who have experienced having a parent in 

prison,   estimated by the Ministry of Justice to be approximately  200,000 in any 

given year (Williams et al,2012), have not been accurately recorded: these numbers 

are similar to those for children experiencing parental divorce.  Although there has 

been a strong research interest in intergenerational crime in the UK (Murray & 

Farrington, 2005; Farrington et al, 2009) there have been fewer qualitative studies 

exploring the experiences of children of prisoners, both boys and girls. Qualitative 

studies in the USA will provide important context for the research. The thesis should 

help to guide professional practice in identifying and responding to the needs of 

children of prisoners and their families. 

 

My argument , based on previous research findings and on evidence from this study, 

is that children with a parent in prison experience a distinctive kind of loss.  For many 

this is unexpected and sudden, ambiguous, public, socially disapproved and 

stigmatised.  The thesis will explore the different kinds of loss experienced by 

children and their parents; and how children adapt to and recover from parental 

imprisonment. Children with a parent in prison may have lost parental guidance and 

discipline, their role model, companion, mentor and guide; their parents experience 

loss of a partner, provider, status and reputation.  Having a parent in prison may 

�L�P�S�D�F�W���R�Q���D�O�O���D�V�S�H�F�W�V���R�I���F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�¶�V���O�L�Y�H�V�����W�K�H�L�U���K�R�P�H�����W�K�H�L�U���H�[�W�H�Q�G�H�G���I�D�P�L�O�\�����D�Q�G��

contact with friends, school and the local community; and the length of the prison 

sentence and the nature of the offence are important variables. The loss of a parent 

in prison appears to me  to  have  similarities to, and important differences from, 

other losses experienced by children, such as divorce, or parental death or illness, 

and these will be explored throughout the thesis..   

 

1.3 Structure of the thesis   



 14 

 

The literature review  includes  relevant theory about childhood, attachment, 

resilience and stigma; and also previous research about gender differences for 

children of prisoners, inter-generational crime, parental imprisonment, other recent 

qualitative studies about children of prisoners,  and children experiencing other kinds 

of loss.  This is followed   by   the   methodology   chapter which includes relevant 

research literature; and as noted already, my contribution to the COPING research. I 

describe how children and families were recruited,   how interviews were structured, 

and   how safeguards for children and ethical standards were ensured. The rest of 

the chapter covers the development of my thematic analysis;   the importance of the 

timing of interviews, and the significance attaching to which family members were 

able to take part. Terms used in the thesis are explained. 

 

The first data chapter provides an initial ove�U�Y�L�H�Z���R�I���F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�¶�V���U�H�V�L�O�L�H�Q�F�H���D�Q�G��

�Y�X�O�Q�H�U�D�E�L�O�L�W�\�����D�Q�G���W�K�H�Q���H�[�S�O�R�U�H�V���F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�¶�V���H�[�S�H�U�L�H�Q�F�H�V���D�Q�G��the impacts of parental 

imprisonment �I�U�R�P���W�K�H�L�U���S�D�U�H�Q�W�V�¶���D�U�U�H�V�W���R�Q�Z�D�U�G�V; and the kind of factors which 

�H�Q�D�E�O�H�G���R�U���L�P�S�D�L�U�H�G���F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�¶�V���D�G�M�X�V�W�P�H�Q�W���W�R���W�K�H�L�U���V�L�W�X�D�W�Lon. The second chapter 

explores the impact of parenting styles and of parental relationships on children, and 

the kinds of support  available to them and their families, including from schools.  I 

describe   processes of family re-appraisal of the role and status of the imprisoned 

parent and   the emergence of family policy to deal with parental imprisonment; and 

changes in family relationships and dynamics. The third data chapter explores 

opportunities and   constraints experienced by imprisoned parents, both mothers and 

fathers,   in carrying out their parenting role; and also attempts to assess negative 

and some more positive impacts of parental imprisonment for families. 

 

In the discussion chapter  I reflect on learning  from the thesis, and on new findings 

about  children handling and struggling to cope with parental imprisonment, and on 
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the  contributions of both parents/carers and imprisoned parents.   This is followed by 

a final conclusions chapter which summarises the main findings, and covers practice 

implications, and �G�L�V�F�X�V�V�L�R�Q���R�I���W�K�H���W�K�H�V�L�V�¶���O�L�P�L�W�D�W�L�R�Q�V���� 

 

The first appendix provides Case Summaries for the 22 families. Other appendices 

include consent forms; the interview guide used with children;  background 

information provided for participants; a note clarifying my role in the COPING project; 

a Table showing which  participants I interviewed myself, and which  were 

undertaken by, or with, other research colleagues;  and Tables analysing  different 

aspects of the experiences of girls and boys interviewed.  
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Chapter Two  

 

Literature Review   

 

2.1 Childhood and the Family  

 

Children can be viewed as strong and resourceful and able to work with adults to 

solve problems; or as deprived or damaged or ignorant, and in need of services or 

education. (Alderson, 2005) The first concept was more influential in my study.  The 

idea that children can have expertise based on their experience is a relatively new 

concept.  Developmental psychology has placed most emphasis on defining stages 

�R�I���F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�¶�V���F�R�J�Q�L�W�L�Y�H��growth towards becoming competent adults, and has given 

�O�H�V�V���U�H�F�R�J�Q�L�W�L�R�Q���W�R���F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�¶�V���F�R�Q�W�U�L�E�X�W�L�R�Q���W�R���W�K�H���F�R�Q�V�W�U�X�F�W�L�R�Q���R�I���N�Q�R�Z�O�H�G�J�H�����.�H�O�O�H�W�W���H�W��

al, 2004).  Childhood has been seen as a stepping stone towards adulthood, and 

therefore an incomplete stage of development.  As a result, children could be 

overlooked as contributors to research as they were seen as lacking knowledge, 

dependent on adults, and as unreliable informants.  Developmental psychology has 

theorised childhood and children, but accorded them little status in theory 

development (Hogan, 2005���������&�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�¶�V���N�Q�R�Z�O�H�G�J�H���F�D�Q���E�H���G�L�V�U�H�J�D�U�G�H�G���D�Q�G��

controlled by adults (Robinson & Kellett, in Fraser S (Eds), 2004).  The pursuit of 

objective knowledge about children and childhood  left little space for child�U�H�Q�¶�V��

contributions (Hogan, 2005).   

 

Contemporary expectations about children being informed, involved and consulted 

about activities that affect them, as delineated in the 1989 UN Convention on the 

Rights of the Child, are associated with a sociology of childhood which recognised 

�W�K�D�W���F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�¶�V���D�F�W�L�R�Q�V���V�K�D�S�H���D�Q�G���F�K�D�Q�J�H���W�K�H�L�U���V�R�F�L�D�O���O�L�I�H�������7�K�H���I�R�F�X�V��has switched 
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�I�U�R�P���W�K�H���G�R�P�L�Q�D�Q�F�H���R�I���D�G�X�O�W���F�K�L�O�G���U�H�O�D�W�L�R�Q�V�K�L�S�V���W�R���F�K�L�O�G�¶�V���L�Q�W�H�U�U�H�O�D�W�L�R�Q�V�K�L�S�V���Z�L�W�K���R�W�K�H�U�V����

including peers (Christensen & Prout, 2005).  Concurrently, social constructionists 

have challenged previously stable, scientific and objective views of childhood, 

recognising multiple perspectives and perceiving concepts such as child 

development and even child abuse as socially constructed. (Kellett et al in Fraser S. 

et al (Eds) 2004)) 

 

�&�K�U�L�V�W�H�Q�V�R�Q���	���3�U�R�X�W�����������������K�D�Y�H���D�Q�D�O�\�V�H�G���F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�¶�V���F�R�Q�W�U�L�E�X�W�L�R�Q�V���W�R���U�H�V�H�D�U�F�K�����D�V��

either (i) being objects of research based on adult accounts and perspectives; or (ii) 

as research subjects, allowing a child-centred perspective, modified by judgements 

�D�E�R�X�W���F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�¶�V���P�D�W�X�U�L�W�\���D�Q�G���F�R�J�Q�L�W�L�Y�H���D�E�L�O�L�W�\�������&�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q���P�D�\���D�O�V�R�����L�L�L�����E�H���V�H�H�Q���D�V����

social actors, having an autonomous status, separate from the family, or from school; 

or (iv) they can be encouraged to take an active role in all aspects of the research 

process.  My study has been child-centred and has viewed children as experts in 

calling to mind and describing their experiences; and also as members of family units, 

with opportunities for mutual support and influence. 

 

Fro�P���W�K�L�V���U�H�Y�L�H�Z���W�H�Q�V�L�R�Q�V���D�U�H���H�Y�L�G�H�Q�W���E�H�W�Z�H�H�Q���F�R�Q�F�H�S�W�V���R�I���F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�¶�V���D�X�W�R�Q�R�P�\���D�Q�G��

(age-related) dependence on parents and care givers.  While current social research 

values children as individuals, anthropological studies have highlighted tensions 

between the individualist orientation in the west, (or the minority world), and the 

collectivist view of much of the rest of the world (the majority world) (Kellett et al, in 

Fraser S (Eds) 2004).  While notions of the child as an individual self underpin 

western psychology and sociology, the collective family has been valued above the 

individual rights of children in many other cultures. Miller (2007), for example, has 

highlighted the role of kinship care and of the extended family in enriching the lives of 

African-American children of prisoners brought up in families headed by mothers. 
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The attachment and resilience literature, considered below, provides strong evidence 

for the role and contribution of parents and other care givers in fortifying children 

encountering adversity.  Parents facing disasters can provide children with �³�«���V�D�I�H�W�\��

and sustenance; social and emotional support; stimulation; surveillance; structure; 

�D�Q�G���V�R�F�L�D�O���F�R�Q�Q�H�F�W�H�G�Q�H�V�V�´ (Bradley, 2007, p106).  This description could either be 

seen as the commonplace, taken for granted attributes of parenthood, or as an 

idealised set of unachievable expectations. 

 

�7�K�H���Q�R�W�L�R�Q���R�I���³�I�D�P�L�O�\�´���D�V���D���V�R�X�U�F�H���R�I���Q�X�U�W�X�U�H���D�Q�G���V�X�S�S�R�U�W���I�R�U���F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q���K�D�V���E�H�H�Q��

strongly contested.  Mullender et al (2002), for example, described the family as both 

the primary site for domination and subordination of women, and also their main 

source of support ( p146).  A positive and functionalist view of families socialising 

children and stabilising adults was proposed by traditional sociologists (Parsons, 

1949), cited in Cree, 2000).  In her overview of the sociology of the family, Cree  

recognised that, from a Marxist perspective, families perpetuate social inequality, and 

enabled men to protect property and to dominate women, and supported capitalist 

structures.  She also highlights a feminist critique of the realities of family life, 

including experiences of violence, child sexual abuse and the burden of responsibility 

for child care carried by women.  The family life of the poorest sections of society 

have been subjected to state surveillance, entrusting health and social services 

�S�U�R�I�H�V�V�L�R�Q�D�O�V���Z�L�W�K���W�K�H���S�R�O�L�F�L�Q�J���R�I���I�D�P�L�O�\���U�H�O�D�W�L�R�Q�V�K�L�S�V���D�Q�G���V�W�D�Q�G�D�U�G�V���R�I���³�J�R�R�G���H�Q�R�X�J�K�´��

parenting  (Parton, 1991).  

 

A more positive view is provided by Frost (2011, pp 35 & 36)) who embraces 

�*�L�G�G�H�Q�V�¶���F�R�Q�F�H�S�W���R�I���W�K�H���³�G�H�P�R�F�U�D�W�L�F���I�D�P�L�O�\�´ and a democracy of the emotions (1999, 

p 63), where women have more say and children have a voice and their rights are 

respected�����5�H�O�D�W�L�R�Q�V�K�L�S�V���Z�L�W�K�L�Q���W�K�H���³�L�G�H�D�O�´���G�H�P�R�F�U�D�W�L�F���I�D�P�L�O�\���D�U�H���Eased on equality, 
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mutual trust and communication, which Giddens contrasts with the traditional family, 

dominated by the father and where women and children were subjugated. The 

COPING �U�H�V�H�D�U�F�K�����H�P�S�K�D�V�L�V�L�Q�J���F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�¶�V���U�L�J�K�W�V��   children�¶s perspectives and 

child�U�H�Q�¶�V���Y�R�L�F�H�V, �Z�D�V���F�R�Q�F�H�L�Y�H�G���D�J�D�L�Q�V�W���W�K�H���E�D�F�N�J�U�R�X�Q�G���R�I���W�K�H���³�(�Y�H�U�\���&�K�L�O�G���0�D�W�W�H�U�V�´��

(DfES, 2003) programme and the 2004 Children Act. While these reforms gave rise 

to �Z�L�G�H�V�S�U�H�D�G���L�Q�W�H�U�Y�H�Q�W�L�R�Q���L�Q���F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�¶�V���O�L�Y�H�V�����)�U�R�V�W�����S�������������W�K�H�\���Y�L�J�R�U�R�X�V�O�\���S�U�R�P�R�W�H�G��

the rights of children,   including the most disadvantaged,    to enjoy productive health 

and education, to have their point of view heard by shapers of opinion and policy 

makers, and to contribute to research programmes. 

 

2.2   Relevance of a ttachment  theory for children of prisoners  

 

Attachment theory has been described as a theory of personality development (Howe 

�H�W���D�O���������������������%�R�Z�O�E�\���������������µ�V���F�H�Q�W�U�D�O���W�H�Q�H�W, based  on observing childhood trauma   

�I�R�O�O�R�Z�L�Q�J���F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�¶�V���V�H�S�D�U�D�W�L�R�Q���I�U�R�P���W�K�H�L�U���S�D�U�H�Q�W�V����was that parents provide a secure 

�E�D�V�H���I�R�U���F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�¶�V���V�R�U�W�L�H�V���L�Q�W�R���W�K�H���R�X�W�V�L�G�H���Z�R�U�O�G�����N�Q�R�Z�L�Q�J���W�K�D�W���W�K�H�\���Z�L�O�O���E�H���Z�H�O�F�R�P�H�G��

�E�D�F�N���D�Q�G���Q�X�U�W�X�U�H�G�������,�I���W�K�H���F�K�L�O�G�¶�V���D�W�W�D�F�K�P�H�Q�W���I�L�J�X�U�H���L�V���D�Y�D�L�O�D�E�O�H���D�Q�G���U�H�V�S�R�Q�V�L�Y�H�����V���K�H��

feels secure and values the relationship.  Threats of abandonment create intense 

anxiety and arouse anger, especially in older children and adolescents.  Bowlby 

�R�E�V�H�U�Y�H�G���W�K�D�W���F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q���E�H�F�R�P�H���µ�F�O�L�Q�J�\�¶���L�I���W�K�H�\���K�D�Y�H���H�[�S�H�U�L�H�Q�F�H�G���V�H�S�D�U�D�W�L�R�Q�����D�Q�G���D�U�H��

anxious about further loss.  Separation anxiety is a normal human disposition, a 

response to increased risk. 

 

�%�R�Z�O�E�\�¶�V���R�E�V�H�U�Y�D�W�L�R�Q�V���L�O�O�X�P�L�Q�D�W�H���W�K�H���H�[�S�H�U�L�H�Q�F�H�V���R�I���F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q���R�I���S�U�L�V�R�Q�H�U�V������

Attachment behaviours are characteristic of human nature throughout the lifespan.  

Mothers who have been abused expect care and attention from children, inverting 

their relationship, and this can lead to school refusal and agoraphobia.  Parent-child 

�U�H�O�D�W�L�R�Q�V�K�L�S�V���P�D�\���E�H�F�R�P�H���V�\�P�E�L�R�W�L�F���L�I���W�K�H���F�K�L�O�G�¶�V���U�H�O�D�W�L�R�Q�V�K�L�S���W�R���K�L�V���K�H�U���P�R�W�K�H�U���L�V���V�R��
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close that the child cannot develop an independent social life.  Free-flowing 

communication between parents and children AIDS attachment; secure children 

remain in communication with their mother when distressed as well as when content.  

�%�R�Z�O�E�\���D�F�F�H�S�W�H�G���5�X�W�W�H�U�¶�V���I�L�Q�G�L�Q�J�����������������W�K�D�W���W�K�H���U�L�V�N���R�I���S�V�\�F�K�R�O�R�J�L�F�D�O���G�L�V�W�X�Ubance for 

children increases where they face cumulative risks.  

 

Children maintain deep emotional bonds with their imprisoned mothers, and  can 

experience post-traumatic stress and sustained re-call of disturbing events, including 

arrest (Kampfner, 1995). Survivor guilt and displays of aggression amongst these 

children have also been evident (Johnston, 1995).  Poehlmann (2005) found that 

attachment problems of children of imprisoned mothers, aged up to 7, were mitigated 

by secure caregivers. While most children showed signs of insecurity, they were able 

to develop secure relationships when living in a stable care- giving situation.  Stability 

of caregiver contributed to children developing secure relationships which could help 

ameliorate the effects of parental loss.  Young children reacted to parental 

imprisonment with feelings of loneliness, fear, embarrassment, stigma and behaviour 

problems.    

 

Parke & Clarke-Stewart (2001), reviewing the effects of parental incarceration on 

young children, found that key predictors �R�I���F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�¶�V���D�G�M�X�V�W�P�H�Q�W���Zere the quality of 

the parent-child relationship, and relationships with their extended family and informal 

social networks, enhanced by opportunities to maintain contact with the absent 

parent.  Children were able to form multiple attachments, to fathers and other non-

maternal caregivers, as well as to mothers.  The authors found that problem 

behaviours of children of prisoners could be related to other adverse factors, for 

example, prior familial instability or parental conflict, or to poverty, child abuse, and 

neglect, or father absence.  Children with imprisoned parents tended to adjust well 

where parent-child and extended family relationships were of good quality, and 
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where children could access supportive informal social networks.  Opportunities to 

maintain contact with the imprisoned parent were also found to be crucial.  Nesmith & 

Ruhland (2008) found that stress experienced by children of prisoners was frequently 

linked to strain experienced by caregivers.  

 

Poehlmann (2005) found that, for two-thirds of children sampled, representations of 

attachment were characterised by intense ambivalence, and also disorganisation and 

violence, following prolonged separation from their imprisoned mothers and changes 

in caregivers.  Ambiguous loss (Boss, 2010), loss which is unclear, traumatic, 

confusing and unresolved, is relevant to the experience of children of prisoners, 

whose plight can be regarded equivocally by their communities. Disenfranchised grief 

(Doka, 1989) and self disenfranchising grief (Kauffman, 1989) are closely related 

concepts. Disenfranchised grief, a sociological phenomenon, can follow loss of 

meaningful attachment; such loss �³�������F�D�Q�Q�R�W���E�H���R�S�H�Q�O�\���D�F�N�Q�R�Z�O�H�G�J�H�G�����V�R�F�L�D�O�O�\��

�Y�D�O�L�G�D�W�H�G�����R�U���S�X�E�O�L�F�O�\���P�R�X�U�Q�H�G�´.  (Doka, 1989, p xv)  Self disenfranchising grief is an 

internal psychic phenomenon; incipient grief is not recognised, or is  covered over 

because of shame or embarrassment (Kauffman, 1989 p 25).  Bocknek et al (2009) 

elaborate concepts of loss for children of prisoners where loss of a family member 

results in ambiguity about family boundaries and family membership.  

 

2.3 Theorising r esilien t child ren and families  

 

Resilience has achieved a dominant position in research literature about how 

children and adults h�D�Q�G�O�H���M�X�V�W���D�E�R�X�W���H�Y�H�U�\�W�K�L�Q�J�����I�U�R�P���O�L�I�H�¶�V���R�U�G�L�Q�D�U�\���Y�L�F�L�V�V�L�W�X�G�H�V�����W�R��

coping with disasters.  The capacity for resilience may be innate; resilience combines 

personality traits, and individual responses may be facilitated or impaired by context 

and relationships (Zolkoski and Bulbock, 2012).  Masten (2001), focused on the 

�³�R�U�G�L�Q�D�U�L�Q�H�V�V�´ of resilience, arising from normative functions of human adaptational 
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systems (p227).  Resilience has been defined as �³�P�D�Q�L�I�H�V�W�H�G���F�R�P�S�H�W�H�Q�F�H���L�Q���W�K�H��

context of significant challenges to �D�G�D�S�W�D�W�L�R�Q�D�O���G�H�Y�H�O�R�S�P�H�Q�W�´ (Masten & Coatsworth, 

1998, p206). Competence requires relationships with caring adults, and children 

demonstrate self-regulation by gaining control over their emotions and behaviour, 

and demonstrating social competence with peers.  Resilient functioning may lead to 

the development of cognitive skills and an absence of aggressive tendencies (Kim-

Cohen et al, cited in Hinshaw (2007), p173).   

 

�3�U�H�Y�L�R�X�V���U�H�V�H�D�U�F�K���K�D�V���H�P�S�K�D�V�L�V�H�G���F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�¶�V���F�D�S�D�F�L�W�\���W�R���O�H�D�U�Q���I�U�R�P���D�G�Y�H�U�V�L�W�\������

Outcomes for children facing chronic adversity are improved through positive 

relationships with competent adults, enabling children to become good learners and 

problem solvers.  Protective factors include a robust constitution, an easy 

temperament and good parenting (Masten et al, 1990).  Older children and 

adolescents may be more impacted by disasters than very young children, as they 

have more understanding of the magnitude of these events and their implications (op. 

cit.,1990).   

 

Resilient children have been described as having temperamental characteristics that 

promote positive responses from family members and strangers (Werner,1984, cited 

in Zolkoski & Bullock, 2012).  More secure children demonstrate high esteem, self 

efficacy and emotional competence, and experience less anger over shorter periods 

of time (Howe et al, 1999, p48).  Girls have been found to be more resilient than boys 

in childhood, but more vulnerable in adolescence; younger girls may benefit from 

having mothers and female teachers as same sex competent role models (Masten et 

al,1990).  Rutter (1987) also found that girls and women had a slight edge on 

resiliency compared to boys and men.  Some children show sleeper effects, coping 

well initially, with problems developing later on (Landreth & Lobaugh, 1998). 
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Resilience has been observed to be an interaction between personality and 

environmental factors (Ungar, 2005).  Neenan highlighted the importance of self-

belief, humour, tolerance, perspective, and emotional control.  Norman (2000), 

emphasised the importance of a sense of direction or mission, which could be 

fostered by responsibility for dependent others.  Rutter (1987) placed resilience firmly 

in its social context: �³���U�H�V�L�O�L�H�Q�F�H�����G�R�H�V���Q�R�W���O�L�H���L�Q���W�K�H���S�V�\�F�K�R�O�R�J�L�F�D�O���F�K�H�P�L�V�W�U�\���R�I���W�K�H��

moment, but in ways people deal with life changes and what they do about stressful 

�R�U���G�L�V�D�G�Y�D�Q�W�D�J�H�R�X�V���F�L�U�F�X�P�V�W�D�Q�F�H�V�´ (1987, p321).  Foresight and planning which 

involve taking charge of events could ensure positive outcomes.  Rutter considered 

temperament, equable mood and mild/moderate emotional reactions to be key 

resilience factors. 

 

There has been a lack of consensus about the importance of intelligence for 

resilience. Intellectual functioning was found to be a moderator of risk for pro and 

anti-social behaviour by Masten & Coatsworth (1998).  Ungar (2005) has contended 

that access to education can enhance resilience. Other authors have concluded that 

resilience is not related to IQ (Rutter,1987) or cognitive ability (Dumont et al, 2007).  

Miller (2007) defines resilience as �µ�D���S�U�R�F�H�V�V���R�I���J�U�R�Z�L�Q�J���I�U�R�P���O�L�I�H���V�W�U�H�V�V�R�U�V�����R�U��(a) 

�U�H�F�R�Y�H�U�\���R�X�W�F�R�P�H���I�U�R�P���D���W�U�D�X�P�D�W�L�F���H�[�S�H�U�L�H�Q�F�H���R�U���U�L�V�N�¶���� Children may recognise their 

internal strengths, and experience a positive sense of self to help allay negative 

effects from exposure to adverse conditions.  According to Norman (2000) children   

can develop the ability to remove themselves psychologically and maintain a healthy 

separateness from the maladaptive situation. This is the concept of �µ�D�G�D�S�W�L�Y�H��

�G�L�V�W�D�Q�F�L�Q�J�¶: being able to put some emotional distance between themselves and their 

imprisoned parent is a necessary survival skill for children of imprisoned parents. 

 

Neenan (2009), from a cognitive behavioural standpoint, defines resilience as �³�«���D��

set of flexible cognitive, behavioural and emotional responses to acute or chronic 
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adversities�´�����S�������������+�H���G�Hscribes resilience as an individual response, facilitated or 

impaired by context and relationships. Masten & Obradovic (2006) observe that low 

risk and poor adaptation is much less common than cases of high risk and good 

adaptation; from this they affirm  �³....the adaptive and self-righting bias of 

�G�H�Y�H�O�R�S�P�H�Q�W���L�Q���D���V�S�H�F�L�H�V���V�K�D�S�H�G���E�\���H�R�Q�V���R�I���Q�D�W�X�U�D�O���D�Q�G���F�X�O�W�X�U�D�O���V�H�O�H�F�W�L�R�Q�´ (p20). 

This suggests that children are more likely to survive than to be overwhelmed by 

adversity.   Masten (2006) identifies three core protective factors for children, which 

seem apposite for children of prisoners: firstly, positive relationships and a capacity 

for recruiting and forming lasting bonds with parent figures, partners or mentors; 

secondly, agency - the capacity and confidence to steer their own lives; and thirdly, 

the ability to reflect, including optimism about the future and a belief that life has 

meaning.  Coping, according to Masten, involves both adapting to the external world 

of school and community while maintaining internal integration, psychological 

wellbeing and physical health.  �0�D�V�W�H�Q�¶�V���G�H�W�H�U�P�L�Q�H�G���R�S�W�L�P�L�V�P���P�D�\��  obscure the 

psychological damage children sustain in adapting to severe and challenging 

circumstances.  

�8�Q�J�D�U�����������������D�O�V�R���V�W�U�H�V�V�H�G���W�K�H���U�R�O�H���R�I���F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�¶�V���D�J�H�Q�F�\���L�Q���D�F�K�L�H�Y�L�Q�J���U�H�V�L�O�L�H�Q�F�H����

describing them as �³�W�K�H���D�U�F�K�L�W�H�F�W�V���R�I���W�K�H�L�U���R�Z�Q���H�[�S�H�U�L�H�Q�F�H�´ (p437).  Miller (2007) 

�H�P�S�K�D�V�L�V�H�G���F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�¶�V���X�Q�L�T�X�H�Q�H�V�V���L�Q���W�K�H���I�D�F�H���R�I���D�G�Y�H�U�V�L�W�\���K�H�O�S�H�G���E�\��temperament, 

intelligence, problem solving skills, humour and self-esteem.  Resilience theory is 

�V�W�U�H�Q�J�W�K�V���E�D�V�H�G�����D�Y�R�L�G�L�Q�J���D���I�R�F�X�V���R�Q���G�H�I�L�F�L�W�V�����+�L�Q�V�K�D�Z���������������������+�L�Q�V�K�D�Z�¶�V���N�H�\��

variables for resilience include: individual characteristics (positive self-esteem, easy 

temperament, high intelligence and humour); family relationships, including child 

rearing and positive relationships with adults outside the home; and the wider 

environment (schools and neighbourhoods) (p172).  
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For Neenan (2009), turning adversity into advantage, by developing positive attitudes 

rather than succumbing to negative consequences, is a key concept. This idea 

resonates with the challenges faced by children with imprisoned parents. What 

counts is less the harshness of their experience, which they cannot control, but rather 

their attitudes and how they handle their response, which they can try to determine 

for themselves. However, their lives may be complicated by other disadvantages.  

Johnson & Waldfogel (2002) identified cumulative risk, including severe 

maladjustment, low social status, overcrowding, large family size, paternal criminality, 

maternal psychiatric disorder and admission to local authority care as  more 

damaging than a single risk; and noted that children of prisoners are often exposed 

to multiple risk factors. 

 Rutter (2007) has described the inoculation effect of exposure to environmental 

hazards for children of prisoners: exposure to risks rather than risk avoidance can 

have a steeling effect.  Mullender et al (2002), in their study on the impact of 

domestic violence on children, found that some children were strengthened by very 

harsh experiences. For others, their experiences were so horrific that they could not 

talk about them, for example where violence had extended over a long period and 

the family had had multiple moves.  Masten & Obradovic (2006) also   recognised 

that there are levels of risk and adversity so overwhelming that resilience cannot 

occur and recovery is rare or impossible. 

Rutter (2007) refers to the �³hug�H���K�H�W�H�U�R�J�H�Q�H�L�W�\�´ in outcomes in all studies of physical 

and psychosocial adversity (p205) explained by individual differences.  He argues 

that a lifespan perspective is required to assess trauma impact. Children may cope 

well initially with the shock of parental imprisonment, but problems may emerge later. 
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Seccombe (2004),  from a structuralist  position,  suggests that resilience will be 

enhanced more by national economic policies tackling poverty than by focusing on 

individual personality characteristics, family attributes or unique community features, 

and  argues against the view that resilience is an individual disposition or family trait.  

 

2.4 Information and Stigma : crucial issues for children of prisoners  

 

Clear information and explanation can play a crucial role in helping children to 

survive difficult experiences.  Cooklin (2009), �Z�U�L�W�L�Q�J���D�E�R�X�W���F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�¶�V���H�[�S�H�U�L�H�Q�F�H���R�I��

parental mental illness, concluded: 

 

 �³�&�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q���F�D�Q���V�X�U�Y�L�Y�H���H�[�W�U�H�P�H���H�P�R�W�L�R�Q�D�O���D�G�Y�H�U�V�L�W�\���L�I���W�K�H�\���X�Q�G�H�U�V�W�D�Q�G���Z�K�D�W���L�V��

happening, and have at least one reliable and non-partisan adult with whom 

�W�K�H�\���F�D�Q���D�I�I�L�U�P���D���P�R�U�H���R�E�M�H�F�W�L�Y�H���S�H�U�F�H�S�W�L�R�Q���R�I���H�Y�H�Q�W�V���D�I�I�H�F�W�L�Q�J���W�K�H�P�´��(p108). 

 

This pertinent observation seems highly relevant to the problems faced by children of 

prisoners.  �&�R�R�N�O�L�Q�¶�V���Y�L�H�Z���Z�D�V���What clear information from a concerned adult was 

�P�R�U�H���L�P�S�R�U�W�D�Q�W���I�R�U���F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q���W�K�D�Q���F�R�X�Q�V�H�O�O�L�Q�J���R�U���W�K�H�U�D�S�\�����D�Q�G���F�R�X�O�G���U�H�G�X�F�H���F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�¶�V��

confusion and self-blame, and raise their self-esteem.  Mullender et al (2002) found 

that children who had experienced domestic violence needed clear information, 

especially at the point where they were required to leave home.   

 

Having an imprisoned parent may result in children experiencing stigma, 

discrimination and bullying which can affect their mental health or increase anti-social 

behaviour (Boswell and Wedge, 2002; Sack, 1977; Sack et al, 1976). This stigma 

�F�D�Q���E�H���³�V�W�L�F�N�\�´�����V�S�U�H�D�G�L�Q�J���D�Q�G���D�G�K�H�U�L�Q�J���W�R��family members (Braman, 2004, p173); or 

it can lead to peer hostility and rejection (Boswell, 2002).   �'�X�I�I�¶�V�����������������U�H�I�Hrence to 
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normative exclusion - individuals being treated as though they do not share a 

�F�R�P�P�X�Q�L�W�\�¶�V���Y�D�O�X�H�V-, appears   relevant to families with an imprisoned parent.   

 

Children with an imprisoned parent may experience a strong sense of shame, as 

though they were confessing their own crime or wrong-doing by announcing their 

�I�D�W�K�H�U�¶�V���F�R�Q�I�L�Q�H�P�H�Q�W�����6�D�F�N���������������������7�K�H�V�H���F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q���K�D�G���W�R���I�D�F�H���W�K�H���³���������E�U�X�L�V�L�Q�J���U�H�D�O�L�W�\��

that their fathers were considered as in need of punishment and potentially 

�G�D�Q�J�H�U�R�X�V�´ (p172).  T�K�L�V���H�[�S�H�U�L�H�Q�F�H���R�I���V�W�L�J�P�D���F�R�Q�W�U�L�E�X�W�H�G���W�R���E�R�\�V�¶���D�J�J�U�H�V�V�L�Y�H�����D�Q�W�L-

social identifications.  Miller (2007), found that youths could blame themselves for 

parental imprisonment, reinforced by stigmatisation processes.  Parental 

imprisonment can be seen as a family crisis in which social stigma plays a 

considerable part (Sack et al, 1976), although   previously  Morris (1965) had 

described the imprisonment of a husband as a crisis of family dismemberment, rather 

than one of demoralisation through stigma or shame.  Feelings of stigma may be 

experienced more acutely amongst children of prisoners than for other groups of 

children experiencing parental problems or loss (Steinhoff & Berman, 2012).  The 

more secrecy children felt required to engage in about their mother�¶s imprisonment, 

the more stigma   �W�K�H�\���I�H�O�W���D�E�R�X�W���W�K�H�L�U���P�R�W�K�H�U�¶�V���L�P�S�U�L�V�R�Q�P�H�Q�W�����+�D�J�H�Q���	���0�\�H�U�V���������������� 

 

Where imprisonment is extremely common in the home communities of offenders, 

experience of stigma and shame may be less.  Morris (1965) found evidence of 

shame and stigma amongst the wives and partners of first time offenders, but little 

amongst those of repeat offenders.  Baunach (1985) did not identify shame or stigma 

as problems for the children of imprisoned women in her study, and this may have 

been because it was a widely shared experience in their communities. 

 

NGOs supporting children and families of prisoners (see for instance the European 

Network for Children of Imprisoned Parents, Children of Prisoners Europe 
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(http://children of prisoners.eu)) have consistently emphasised the importance for 

children of receiving clear information about their imprisoned parent.  How much 

children are told about parental imprisonment appears closely connected to stigma 

about incarceration.  Caregivers may overestimate how much children know about 

parental offences, and the knowledge children have may be vague (Nesmith & 

Ruhland, 2008).  Poehlmann (2005) concluded that �³���������������W�H�O�O�L�Q�J���F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q���D�E�R�X�W��

difficult situations in honest, sens�L�W�L�Y�H���D�Q�G���G�H�Y�H�O�R�S�P�H�Q�W�D�O�O�\���D�S�S�U�R�S�U�L�D�W�H���Z�D�\�V�´��(p682) 

�D�I�I�L�U�P�H�G���F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�¶�V���W�U�X�V�W���L�Q���F�D�U�H�J�L�Y�H�U�V�����Z�K�H�U�H�D�V���K�L�G�G�H�Q���R�U���G�L�V�W�R�U�W�H�G���L�Q�I�R�U�P�D�W�L�R�Q���F�R�X�O�G��

result in distrust or mental health problems.  Bocknek et al (2009) found that children 

with a greater understanding o�I���W�K�H�L�U���L�P�S�U�L�V�R�Q�H�G���U�H�O�D�W�L�Y�H�¶�V���Z�K�H�U�H�D�E�R�X�W�V���D�S�S�H�D�U�H�G��

more comfortable when interviewed; and most children wished they knew more. 

However, they also recognised that children may be afraid of knowing that their 

parent is a criminal, and may feel that they themselves are to blame.  Blaming 

oneself appears closely related to self-stigma, which is associated with low self-

esteem,  and which has been defined as comprising awareness of a stereotype, 

agreement with it, and applying it oneself (Corrigan et al, 2009).  

 

Arditti (.2012) was reflective about the merits and demerits of truth telling, describing 

�³�S�D�V�V�L�Q�J�´�� not revealing the truth about parental imprisonment, as �³�O�L�N�H�O�\���L�Q�H�Y�L�W�D�E�O�H��

and in some cases adaptive, ...protecting caregivers and children from stigma and 

resulting marginalisation ....When truth equates to social pain, it is a hard pill to 

�V�Z�D�O�O�R�Z���´��(p.134). Arditti (2012) also highlights the significance of Fritsch & 

�%�X�U�N�K�H�D�G�¶�V finding (1981, see below p37)  that children who knew the truth about the 

whereabouts of their imprisoned parent had elevated post traumatic stress disorder 

symptoms compared to those who thought their parent was in a socially acceptable 

location such as a hospital.  
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Children and families have to decide with whom information about parental 

imprisonment can be shared.  Some children cho�R�V�H���W�R���O�L�H���D�E�R�X�W���W�K�H�L�U���S�D�U�H�Q�W�¶�V��

imprisonment, sometimes �X�V�L�Q�J���³�Z�R�U�N�L�Q�J���D�E�U�R�D�G�´5 as a cover story (Chui, 2010).  

Hagen & Myers (2003), exploring secrecy and social support issues for children of 

female prisoners, found that more socially skilled children experiencing higher levels 

of support were more likely to exercise caution about sharing information, restricting 

this to trusted friends. By contrast, children with less guidance from caregivers and 

less social support were  less discriminating,  and talked more freely about parental 

imprisonment.   

 

Wade & Smart (2002), exploring how young children handled parental separation 

and divorce, found that some children wished this to be kept private.  Children who 

confided in others were highly discriminating in deciding whom they would trust.  

Speaking to friends could leave children open to inquisitive or persistent questioning, 

and this is likely to be even more of a risk for children with imprisoned parents 

�E�H�F�D�X�V�H���R�I���F�X�U�L�R�V�L�W�\���D�E�R�X�W���W�K�H�L�U���S�D�U�H�Q�W�V�¶���R�I�I�H�Q�G�L�Q�J�� Children whose parents had 

separated were particularly concerned about talking to school friends, preferring to 

keep their family lives private in school; the �F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�¶�V��greatest anxiety was that 

personal information would become public knowledge.  Children appreciated 

kindness from teachers, although some younger children saw them as too busy or 

too impatient.   

 

 

 

                                                

5 Romanian families in the COPING research frequently referred to imprisoned fathers as 

�³�Z�R�U�N�L�Q�J���D�E�U�R�D�G�´. In Romania, many fathers had to find work abroad to support their families 

(Manby  et al, 2012). 
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2.5 Debates about Intergenerational crime  

 

The Cambridge Study in Delinquent Development (CSDD) (Murray & Farrington, 

2005; Farrington et al, 2009) has made a major contribution to research 

internationally about the impact of parental imprisonment on children. Its main 

emphasis has been on the increased vulnerability of sons and grandsons of 

prisoners to mental health problems and anti-social behaviour, based on evidence of 

�W�U�D�Q�V�P�L�V�V�L�R�Q���R�I���F�U�L�P�H���D�F�U�R�V�V���W�K�U�H�H���J�H�Q�H�U�D�W�L�R�Q�V�������������¶�V���R�Q�Z�D�U�G�V�����L�Q���W�K�H���8�.��������The 

authors argue convincingly that �³�«���R�I�I�H�Q�G�L�Q�J���U�X�Q�V���L�Q���I�D�P�L�O�L�H�V������Criminal parents tend 

to �K�D�Y�H���F�U�L�P�L�Q�D�O���F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q���´��(Farrington et al, 2009, p109).  Boys who experienced 

parental imprisonment during childhood tended to develop anti-social personalities in 

adulthood independently of other risk factors.  Having a convicted parent or a 

convicted older sibling by their 10th �E�L�U�W�K�G�D�\���Z�D�V���W�K�H���P�R�V�W���D�F�F�X�U�D�W�H���S�U�H�G�L�F�W�R�U���R�I���E�R�\�V�¶��

later offending and anti-social behaviour.  About twice as many (63%) males in their 

study with convicted fathers were themselves convicted, compared with those (33%) 

whose fathers had not been convicted. 

 

The authors acknowledge there are other possible explanations for their findings, 

including boys from criminal families being targeted by police and therefore more 

likely to be convicted.  P�U�L�V�R�Q�H�U�V�¶���F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q��may have been deviant before their 

parents were imprisoned, or unmeasured environmental differences may have 

accounted for their delinquent outcomes. Other risk factors included large family size, 

poor housing, poor parental supervision, disrupted family (usually involving loss of 

the father) or low school attainment.  �&�R�Q�Y�L�F�W�H�G���I�D�W�K�H�U�V���G�L�V�D�S�S�U�R�Y�H�G���R�I���W�K�H�L�U���V�R�Q�V�¶��

offending.  The authors refer to the possibility �³�«���W�K�D�W���F�R�Q�Y�L�F�W�H�G���S�D�U�H�Q�W�V���L�Q���V�R�P�H���Z�D�\��

caused poor socio-economic, family and individual conditions, which in turn caused 

�W�K�H���E�R�\�V�¶���R�I�I�H�Q�G�L�Q�J�´ (Farrington et al, 2009, p117).  In the most recent phase of the 
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study it was found that unemployment or not being a home owner could also be risk 

factors.  

 

One of the acknowledged limitations of the CSDD is that the numbers of pr�L�V�R�Q�H�U�V�¶��

children (N = 40) in their sample was fairly small.  As well, crime patterns, including 

the emergence of drug related crime, have changed markedly since data collection 

for the CSDD began in the 1960s. Changes in demography, including the current 

predominant role of the nuclear over the extended family, and increases in numbers 

of families headed by a single parent, may also have impacted recently on patterns 

of inter-generational crime.   

 

Nijhof et al (2009) found some confirmatory evidence of inter-generational 

transmission of offending in their research based in Holland.  This research found 

that both the frequency and seriousness of parental offending positively related to the 

frequency and seriousness of juvenile offending.    No similar links were found with 

maternal offending. The authors concluded that children with criminal parents were at 

higher risk of becoming involved in criminal activities. Hjalmarsson & Lindquist (2012), 

using evidence from the Stockholm Birth Cohort Survey going back to 1953, found 

that both sons and daughters had double the odds of having criminal convictions 

compared to children with non-criminal fathers, with the odds increasing fairly steeply 

for children  whose fathers had multiple sentences.  

 

Findings from these studies are directly relevant to the experiences of only a small 

minority of children whom I interviewed, few of whom were from families of 

professional or habitual criminals. The CSDD is important in other ways. The 

research is unique in the UK in studying crime patterns over three generations, and 

has achieved high international standing. Some of Its findings, particularly the 

oversimplified mantra that two thirds of sons of convicted fathers will be convicted 
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themselves,  have entered into professional and popular culture, and have influenced 

�S�X�E�O�L�F���S�H�U�F�H�S�W�L�R�Q�V���D�E�R�X�W���W�K�H���G�D�Q�J�H�U�R�X�V�Q�H�V�V���R�I���S�U�L�V�R�Q�H�U�V�¶���I�D�P�L�O�L�H�V�����7�K�H�U�H���L�V���H�Y�L�G�H�Q�F�H��

in my research that some of these attitudes and fears were shared by some of the 

children and families I interviewed, and also by a small minority of schools who were 

�D�I�U�D�L�G���R�I���U�H�S�X�W�D�W�L�R�Q�D�O���G�D�P�D�J�H���L�I���W�K�H�\���D�F�F�H�S�W�H�G���U�H�V�S�R�Q�V�L�E�L�O�L�W�\���I�R�U���S�U�L�V�R�Q�H�U�V�¶���F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q������

�7�K�H�V�H���Z�H�U�H���X�Q�L�Q�W�H�Q�G�H�G���F�R�Q�V�H�T�X�H�Q�F�H�V�����0�X�U�U�D�\���K�D�V���F�U�L�W�L�F�L�V�H�G���W�K�H���8�.���J�R�Y�H�U�Q�P�H�Q�W�¶�V��

punitive penal policies (Murray, 2007).  The authors�¶���D�Y�R�Z�H�G���L�Q�W�H�Q�W�L�R�Q���Z�D�V���W�R��

�D�G�Y�R�F�D�W�H���H�Y�L�G�H�Q�F�H�G���L�Q�W�H�U�Y�H�Q�W�L�R�Q�V���W�R���V�X�S�S�R�U�W���S�U�L�V�R�Q�H�U�V�¶���I�D�P�L�O�L�H�V   and to reduce 

intergenerational crime (Murray,2007;Farrington et al, 2009).   

 

The Texas intergenerational study (Foster & Hagan, 2007) found evidence of (rather 

different) adverse impacts of paternal imprisonment, on �F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�¶�V��transitions from 

adolescence to adulthood, educational detainment and social exclusion.   Their focus 

�L�Q�F�O�X�G�H�G���W�K�H���L�P�S�D�F�W���R�I���I�D�W�K�H�U�V�¶���L�P�S�U�L�V�R�Q�P�H�Q�W���R�Q���K�R�X�V�L�Q�J�����K�H�D�O�W�K���D�Q�G���F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�¶�V��

political participation.  �7�K�H���H�I�I�H�F�W�V���R�I���I�D�W�K�H�U�V�¶���L�P�S�U�L�V�R�Q�P�H�Q�W���Z�H�U�H���I�R�X�Q�G���W�R���E�H���J�H�Q�H�U�L�F��

for sons and daughters.   Daughters of imprisoned fathers were found to be at 

special risk of abuse and neglect by non-biological father figures and through 

homelessness.  The authors note that single parents with a partner in prison may 

simply have less money and less time for their children.  They emphasise that 

parental incarceration disrupts the process by which children master developmental 

tasks. 

 

Families with an imprisoned parent can be concerned that children may follow the 

�L�P�S�U�L�V�R�Q�H�G���S�D�U�H�Q�W�¶�V���H�[�D�P�S�O�H�����6�W�X�G�H�Q�W�V���W�D�N�L�Q�J���S�D�U�W���L�Q���V�X�S�S�R�U�W�L�Y�H���J�U�R�X�S���Z�R�U�N���I�R�U��

children of prisoners in Los Angeles (Lopez & Baht, 2007) raised fears about being 

�S�H�U�F�H�L�Y�H�G���D�V���³�E�D�G�´���O�L�N�H���W�K�H�L�U���S�D�U�H�Q�W���L�Q��jail.  Miller (2007) reported that incarceration 

could become an expectation and part of the experience of African American families 
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in the USA; and that youths with parents in the correctional system can potentially 

become desensitised to criminality.  These young people may feel that they are 

destined to follow the criminal paths of their parents, and can blame themselves for 

�W�K�H�L�U���S�D�U�H�Q�W�¶�V���L�Q�F�D�U�F�H�U�D�W�L�R�Q�����U�H�L�Q�I�R�U�F�H�G���E�\���V�W�L�J�P�D�W�L�V�D�W�L�R�Q���S�U�R�F�H�V�V�H�V������ 

 

Other longitudinal research, Phillips et al (2006),USA and Kinner et al (2007), 

Australia, both using large-scale samples, placed more weight on socio-economic 

factors than on parental imprisonment as probable causes of problem behaviours in 

children of prisoners.  Phillips et al (2006) noted the adverse economic repercussions 

of even brief arrests on families. They  identified children whose parents become 

�L�Q�Y�R�O�Y�H�G���L�Q���W�K�H���F�U�L�P�L�Q�D�O���M�X�V�W�L�F�H���V�H�U�Y�L�F�H���D�V���D�Q���µ�D�W���U�L�V�N�¶���J�U�R�X�S�����K�R�Z�H�Y�H�U���W�K�H���P�R�V�W��

prevalent risks impacting on these children were parental substance misuse (74%), 

mental ill health (42%) and lack of education. The authors emphasise that children of 

prisoners are at risk of economic adversity and family instability, leading to increased 

�O�L�N�H�O�L�K�R�R�G���R�I���F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�¶�V���H�P�R�W�L�R�Q�D�O���D�Q�G���E�H�K�D�Y�L�R�X�U�D�O���S�U�R�E�O�H�P�V�� 

 

�.�L�Q�Q�H�U���H�W���D�O�¶�V��(2007) study was based on a  large  Australian birth cohort  recruited in 

�W�K�H���H�D�U�O�\�����������¶�V������The authors found that paternal imprisonment was associated with 

maternal reports of increased child internalising and externalising behaviours, and 

alcohol and tobacco use at age 14.  However these factors were less significant than 

socio-economic status, maternal mental health and substance use, parenting style 

and family adjustment.  The authors conclude that the association between parental 

arrest and imprisonment and adverse outcomes in adolescence is accounted for by 

well established social and familial risk factors.   

 

The authors also identified some beneficial outcomes from paternal imprisonment.  A 

possible explanation based on their literature review was that paternal incarceration 

could be less problematic than exposure to paternal modelling of anti-social 
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behaviour during childhood, particularly for boys; so that for children whose father is 

regularly involved in anti-social behaviour, his imprisonment may be the lesser of two 

evils.  Arditti et al (2003) noted that about a third of the care-givers in their study, 

visiting an incarcerated family member, commented on the  benefits of imprisonment, 

including tackling drug or alcohol addiction, and a small number of families referred 

to improved family functioning related to enhanced communication through weekly 

visits.  

 

While the CSDD thoroughly explored the transmission of inter-generational crime, 

more recent studies, using larger population samples, have broadened the agenda to 

acknowledge the connections between parental imprisonment and societal 

disadvantage, mental health, substance misuse and educational deficits, and 

recognition of potential benefits for some children of the removal of delinquent role 

models through incarceration. These wider perspectives illuminate the challenges 

faced by many of the families whom I interviewed.  

      

2.6 Gender and gender differences  

 

Much the clearest difference between the impact of paternal and maternal 

imprisonment is that most children whose father is in prison, in the UK and also in the 

USA, are looked after by their mother, while only a small minority of children whose 

mothers are in prison are looked after by their fathers; most are cared for by 

grandparents, other relatives or in foster homes (see, for example, Dallaire, 2007). 

 

Previous research has found few definitive differences between the experiences of 

boys and girls. Parke & Clarke-Stewart (2001), reviewing research in the USA, 

conclude that evidence about differential impacts of imprisonment on boys and girls 

is unclear, although  boys appeared more likely to demonstrate externalising problem 



 35 

behaviours, and girls more internalising behaviours, such as depression and anxiety.  

�5�X�W�W�H�U�¶�V�����������������U�H�Y�L�H�Z���Rf resilience outcomes did not identify gender as a key 

variable. Main findings from the CSDD (Farrington et al, 2009; Murray & Farrington, 

2005) and some related studies, as noted above, highlighted the increased 

vulnerability of boys (rather than girls) with fathers in prison to anti-social behaviour 

and delinquency. However, Besemer et �D�O�¶�V����������������results in Holland revealed no 

significant difference between the  impact of maternal compared to paternal 

�L�P�S�U�L�V�R�Q�P�H�Q�W���R�Q���F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�¶�V���R�I�I�H�Q�G�L�Q�J.  

 

Attachment theory (Bowlby, 1980) has strongly asserted the damaging impact of 

children being separated from their mothers, with high risks for their future 

�G�H�Y�H�O�R�S�P�H�Q�W�����L�Q�F�O�X�G�L�Q�J���L�Q�Y�R�O�Y�H�P�H�Q�W���L�Q���F�U�L�P�L�Q�D�O���D�F�W�L�Y�L�W�L�H�V�����-�X�E�\���D�Q�G���)�D�U�U�L�Q�J�W�R�Q�¶�V��

(2001) research, using evidence from the CSDD cohort, reinforces the damaging 

impact of maternal imprisonment for children. They found that boys whose  mothers 

were in prison were more likely to be delinquent than boys with their  fathers in 

prison; and that boys from disrupted families living with their mothers had similar 

(low) delinquency rates compared to boys from intact harmonious families. Living 

�F�R�Q�W�L�Q�X�R�X�V�O�\���L�Q���D���O�R�Q�H���P�R�W�K�H�U���I�D�P�L�O�\���I�R�O�O�R�Z�L�Q�J���W�K�H���I�D�W�K�H�U�¶�V���G�H�D�W�K���S�U�H�G�L�F�W�H�G���O�R�Z�H�V�W��

delinquency rates.   They considered that their evidence supported �%�R�Z�O�E�\�¶�V 

emphasis on the damaging impact of maternal separation for children, and on their 

behaviour.  Their view was that paternal loss was less damaging than maternal loss. 

However, the authors noted that boys separated from a criminal parent, either a 

father or a mother, were more delinquent than boys not separated from a criminal 

parent.  Their evidence showed that delinquency rates for boys not with their mothers 

were very high, indicating that absence of a mother often led to family instability.   

 

Some c�D�X�W�L�R�Q���L�V���Q�H�H�G�H�G���L�Q���L�Q�W�H�U�S�U�H�W�L�Q�J���W�K�H�V�H���I�L�Q�G�L�Q�J�V�������,�Q���W�K�H�����������¶�V���Z�K�H�Q���W�K�H���E�R�\�V��

in the CSDD cohort were young, mothers would usually have taken the major role in 
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child-rearing.  Boys living continuously with their fathers were more than three times 

at greater risk of juvenile conviction, compared with those continuously cared for by 

mothers.  The level of involvement of fathers in caring for children has increased in 

the last twenty years, and it may be that contemporary fathers could provide more 

protection and more stability for children. Nonetheless, the lasting impact of Juby and 

�)�D�U�U�L�Q�J�W�R�Q�¶�V���U�H�V�H�D�U�F�K���L�V���W�R���U�H�L�Q�I�R�U�F�H���W�K�H���Y�X�O�Q�H�U�D�E�L�O�L�W�\���R�I���F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�����D�Q�G���S�D�U�W�L�F�X�O�D�U�O�\���E�R�\�V����

separated by imprisonment from their mothers.   

 

There is further supportive evidence.  Dallaire (2007) drawing on evidence about 

longer term outcomes of prisoners in USA prisons, found that incarcerated mothers 

were two and a half times more likely to have adult children  imprisoned than 

incarcerated fathers. She concluded that the key risk factor (out of many, including 

�W�K�H���P�R�W�K�H�U�V�¶���K�L�V�W�R�U�L�H�V���R�I���P�H�Q�W�D�O���L�O�O�Q�H�V�V�����V�H�[�X�D�O���D�E�X�V�H���D�Q�G���G�U�X�J���P�L�V�X�V�H�����I�R�U���F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q��

was disrupted attachment relationships with incarcerated mothers.  Dallaire & Wilson 

(2010), in a small scale study based in a medium security (USA) jail, found more 

severe impacts for children with a mother than for those with  a father in prison. 

�3�R�H�K�O�P�D�Q�Q�¶�V�����������������V�W�X�G�\���H�Y�L�G�H�Q�F�H�G���V�H�Y�H�U�H���W�U�D�X�P�D���R�I���\�R�X�Q�J�H�U���F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q���V�H�S�D�U�D�W�H�G��

from imprisoned mothers. 

 

Turning to the impact pf paternal imprisonment on children, Boswell (2002) found that 

�P�R�V�W���F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q���H�[�S�U�H�V�V�H�G���I�H�H�O�L�Q�J�V���R�I���V�D�G�Q�H�V�V���R�U���G�L�V�W�U�H�V�V���D�E�R�X�W���W�K�H�L�U���I�D�W�K�H�U�¶�V��

imprisonment.  (One five year old girl said, poignantly: I feel sad, my mum does the 

shouting now.  My dad used to do it. (p19)).  Fahmy and Berman (2012), analysing 

the Swedish cohort in the COPING study, found that girls who had had close prior 

relationships with their fathers experienced severe loss when their fathers were 

imprisoned. 
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In their seminal research based in a Kentucky prison, Fritsch & Burkhead (1981) 

�F�R�Q�F�O�X�G�H�G���W�K�D�W���W�K�H���D�E�V�H�Q�F�H���R�I���D���I�D�W�K�H�U���L�Q���S�U�L�V�R�Q���F�R�U�U�H�O�D�W�H�G���Z�L�W�K���F�K�L�O�G���µ�D�F�W�L�Q�J���R�X�W�¶��

�E�H�K�D�Y�L�R�X�U�����Z�K�L�O�H���W�K�H���D�E�V�H�Q�F�H���R�I���D���P�R�W�K�H�U���L�Q���S�U�L�V�R�Q���F�R�U�U�H�O�D�W�H�G���Z�L�W�K���F�K�L�O�G���µ�D�F�W�L�Q�J���L�Q�¶��

behaviour. �&�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�¶�V���E�H�K�D�Y�L�R�X�U���I�R�O�O�R�Z�Hd this pattern only for children who had been 

told their parents were in prison. From the survey, children with a father in prison 

displayed more discipline problems, while children with a mother in prison had more 

emotional problems, including nightmares.  The logical link is that the absent father 

was not available to discipline the children; and the absent mother was not available 

to nurture and provide emotional support. The authors state that sex, age and race of 

the children made little difference to their findings; most of the imprisoned parents 

(64/91, 70%) were African American. 

 

�)�U�L�W�V�F�K���D�Q�G���%�X�U�N�K�H�D�G�¶�V��findings are plausible, and subsequent researchers, including 

Joyce Arditti in her generally impressive recent review of the impact of parental 

incarceration on family life (Arditti, 2012), have broadly endorsed the differential 

impacts of paternal and maternal imprisonment asserted by the authors. However, 

they themselves acknowledge that fathers and mothers in their sample report 

problems in those areas where they traditionally accept major responsibility for child 

rearing: behaviour and discipline for fathers, and emotional development for mothers. 

Fathers may not have been looking for signs of emotional disturbance, such as 

nightmares or day dreaming, and mothers may   have been less inquisitive about 

�F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�¶�V���E�H�K�D�Y�L�R�X�U���S�U�R�E�O�H�P�V����and these factors may partly account for differences 

in their perceptions. The authors noted that parents reported more problems when 

they were in closer contact with their children, including by telephone. Here again, 

parents may have asked more questions about their traditional areas of responsibility, 

and found �³�H�Y�L�G�H�Q�F�H�´���W�R���U�H�L�Q�I�R�U�F�H���W�K�H�L�U���F�R�Q�F�H�U�Q�V�����7�K�H�U�H��was no independent 

�H�Y�L�G�H�Q�F�H���I�U�R�P���W�K�H���F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�¶�V���K�R�P�H�V���W�R���Y�H�U�L�I�\���What that the problems imprisoned 
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parents reported actually existed; and these quantitative findings were not subjected 

to statistical significance testing.   

 

�)�U�L�W�V�F�K���D�Q�G���%�X�U�N�K�H�D�G�¶�V��findings were based solely on the views of imprisoned 

parents, and were not confirmed by evidence from care giving parents or by their 

children.  Fahmy & Berman (2012), drew on evidence from children, parents/carers 

�D�Q�G���L�P�S�U�L�V�R�Q�H�G���S�D�U�H�Q�W�V�����D�Q�G���I�R�X�Q�G���W�K�D�W���F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�¶�V�����P�D�L�Q�O�\���J�L�U�O�V�¶�����U�H�D�F�W�L�R�Q�V���W�R���S�D�W�H�U�Q�D�O��

imprisonment included both �µ�D�F�W�L�Q�J���L�Q�¶���D�Q�G���µ�D�F�W�L�Q�J���R�X�W�¶���E�H�K�D�Y�L�R�X�U.  This suggests that 

the dichotomy between the two types of behaviour �L�Q���)�U�L�W�V�F�K���D�Q�G���%�X�U�N�K�H�D�G�¶�V��

research may have been over-emphasised, and that children may be more likely to 

demonstrate a range of behaviours at different times.   

 

Kroll (1994) speculated that boys whose parents had divorced or separated may be 

more vulnerable to the effects of separation, and more likely to hide their feelings or 

express them in physically dramatic ways.  Children may stay closer to their mothers 

because they continue to live with them, as is usually the case for children with 

imprisoned parents.   For boys, loss of the same sex parent may have a greater 

impact.  Kroll considered that girls were better at expressing their feelings and talking 

to people about them, although problems could re-emerge for older girls in adult 

relationships. 

 

Mullender et al (2002) found that gender was not a significant variable for the impact 

of domestic violence on children.  They found no evidence that �µ�D�F�W�L�Q�J���L�Q�¶�����Z�L�W�K�G�U�D�Z�Q��

�E�H�K�D�Y�L�R�X�U�����D�Q�G���µ�D�F�W�L�Q�J���R�X�W�¶�����E�H�K�D�Y�L�R�X�U���S�U�R�E�O�H�P�V�����Z�H�U�H���J�H�Q�G�H�U���V�S�H�F�L�I�L�F�������+�R�Z�H�Y�H�U�����W�K�H��

authors did find that while girls grew to appreciate the dangers and complexities of 

�G�R�P�H�V�W�L�F���Y�L�R�O�H�Q�F�H�����E�R�\�V�¶���D�W�W�L�W�X�G�H�V���W�R�Z�D�U�G�V���P�D�O�H���Y�L�R�O�H�Q�F�H���V�H�H�P�Hd to harden 

throughout secondary school.   
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2.7 Parenting styles and family support  

 

�7�K�H�����F�R�Q�F�H�S�W���R�I���³�J�R�R�G���H�Q�R�X�J�K�´���S�D�U�H�Q�W�L�Q�J�����D�W�W�U�L�E�X�W�H�G���W�R���:�L�Q�Q�L�F�R�W�W�������������������K�D�V��

�H�P�S�K�D�V�L�V�H�G���S�D�U�H�Q�W�V���P�H�H�W�L�Q�J���D�O�O���F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�¶�V���E�D�V�L�F���Q�H�H�G�V�����D�Q�G�����S�U�R�Y�L�G�L�Q�J�����H�P�R�W�L�R�Q�D�O��

warmth, consistency and commitment, while recognising that expecting perfection of 

parents is unrealistic (Harris & White, 2013). Achieving a clear definition �R�I���³�J�R�R�G��

�H�Q�R�X�J�K���S�D�U�H�Q�W�L�Q�J�´��has proved difficult:  professionals have found it easier to 

�U�H�F�R�J�Q�L�V�H���³�J�R�R�G�´���D�Q�G���³�S�R�R�U�´���S�D�U�H�Q�W�L�Q�J (Taylor et al, 2009).  Authoritative parenting  

(Baumrind, 1991, and Darling,1999, both cited in Frost (2011, pp.84 & 85)) combines 

control and boundary setting, �D�Q�G���U�H�V�S�R�Q�V�L�Y�H�Q�H�V�V���W�R���F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�¶�V���Q�H�H�G�V����(Baumrind)  

and  expecting children to be assertive, socially responsible and co-operative 

(Darling).   

 

Parenting cannot be viewed in isolation from environmental contexts of poverty and 

disadvantage (Ghate & Neal, 2002). Poor parents, including single parents and 

parents with large families, experience more physical and mental health problems 

than adults in the wider population, associated with multiple stress factors and 

cumulative disadvantage. Most of them are resourceful and self sufficient, and 

positive about their local community and support networks. Family support services 

need to ensure that parents feel respected, listened to, and in control (p. 251). 

Support can be a negative concept if  it involves  interference, or loss of privacy and 

confidentiality (p. 257).    

 

2.8 Families wit h imprisoned parents  

 

A lack of reciprocity and dependency frequently characterises �L�P�S�U�L�V�R�Q�H�G���S�D�U�H�Q�W�V�¶��

relationships with their partners. Because of their enhanced responsibilities 

parents/carers have less opportunity to develop other social networks (Christian et al, 
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2006). Families with an imprisoned parent frequently experience financial hardship 

and poverty, both through loss of income and increased costs (Phillips et al, 2006; 

Chui, 2010; Arditti et al, 2003).  Arditti et al (2003) conceptualised parental 

imprisonment as an outcome of poverty and as a contributor to financial adversity. 

Most participants in their study were financially worse off following imprisonment and 

many regularly sent considerable sums of money to their imprisoned partner.   

Deteriorating health following �W�K�H�L�U���S�D�U�W�Q�H�U�¶�V���L�Q�F�D�U�F�H�U�D�W�L�R�Q was reported by nearly half 

of them, and a quarter reported that their �F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�¶�V���K�H�D�O�W�K���K�D�G���G�H�F�O�L�Q�H�G���D�V���Z�H�O�O������

Prison related family difficulties included emotional stress, parenting strain, 

work/f�D�P�L�O�\���F�R�Q�I�O�L�F�W���D�Q�G���F�R�Q�F�H�U�Q�V���D�E�R�X�W���F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�����W�\�S�L�I�L�H�G���D�V���³�«���Q�R���S�H�D�F�H�����Q�R���E�U�H�D�N����

�Q�R���S�D�W�L�H�Q�F�H�����D�Q�G���Q�R���K�H�O�S�´ (p. 200). Prison visiting could be psychologically and 

physically demanding for both children and adults.   

 

Codd (2007) argued that families of prisoners should be supported in their own right, 

not because of their role in reintegrating and resettling the imprisoned parent, 

important though this is. (Prisoners in the UK receiving a single visit family have been 

found to be far less (39%)  likely  to re-offend than those who received no visits  (May 

et al, 2008)).  Codd has  highlighted  the costs of maintaining contact with imprisoned 

parents in the UK, and the likelihood of families experiencing social stigma and 

hostility.  During visits families enter �³liminal space� ́(Codd, p. 257), in which they are 

not entirely prisoners, but not entirely free either; a concept developed by Comfort 

(2008, p. �����������6�K�H���R�E�V�H�U�Y�H�G���K�R�Z���P�R�W�K�H�U�V�¶���S�H�U�V�R�Q�D�O���D�O�O�H�J�L�D�Q�F�H��to  their partner  

sullied women with the stigma of the offender leading to  �³�����������W�K�H���V�H�F�R�Q�G�D�U�\��

�S�U�L�V�R�Q�L�V�D�W�L�R�Q�����R�I���S�U�L�V�R�Q�H�U�V�¶���I�D�P�L�O�L�H�V....  affecting their social lives, routines, priorities,... 

deprivation of liberty, goods, services, heterosexual relationships, autonomy and 

�V�H�F�X�U�L�W�\�´ (p.29). Prison could also provide women with a safe haven, and a respite 

�I�U�R�P���P�H�Q�¶�V���G�H�V�W�U�X�F�W�L�Y�H���D�Q�G���D�E�X�V�L�Y�H���E�H�K�D�Y�L�R�X�U�V����Arditti (2012) characterised prison 

visitation as, paradoxically, providing  a  �³...context for (both) connection and 
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emotional �S�D�L�Q�´ (p.119), awakening traumatic memories and coming with  �³�������K�L�J�K��

economic emotional, and  �V�R�F�L�D�O���R�S�S�R�U�W�X�Q�L�W�\���F�R�V�W�V�´ (p. 139). 

 

Clopton & East (2008) found that children were excitable or hyperactive before prison 

visits; they adjusted fairly quickly and most children were reassured about the 

�L�P�S�U�L�V�R�Q�H�G���S�D�U�H�Q�W�¶�V���Z�H�O�O-being.  The benefits for families from well organised visits in 

the UK, including Family Days where children can spend much more time with their 

imprisoned parent in a relaxed atmosphere, are unmistakeable.  Family Days proved 

particularly valuable �L�Q���Z�R�P�H�Q�¶�V���S�U�L�V�R�Q�V���Z�K�L�F�K���P�D�\���E�H���D���O�R�Q�J���G�L�V�W�D�Q�F�H���Irom 

�S�U�L�V�R�Q�H�U�V�¶���I�D�P�L�O�L�H�V���K�R�P�H�V��(Manby et al, 2013).    .  

 

Fahmy & Berman (2012) describe the important role of the free parent as gatekeeper 

for their children to access their imprisoned parent.  Nesmith & Ruhland (2008) found 

that female care-�J�L�Y�H�U�V���H�L�W�K�H�U���Q�X�U�W�X�U�H�G���R�U���L�Q�K�L�E�L�W�H�G���F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�¶�V���U�H�O�D�W�L�R�Q�V�K�L�S�V���Z�L�W�K���W�K�H��

imprisoned parent; and that gate-keeping could be protective of �F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�¶�V���L�Q�W�H�U�H�V�W�V.  

Caregivers had to interpret the impris�R�Q�H�G���S�D�U�H�Q�W�V�¶���E�H�K�D�Y�L�R�X�U�����R�U���K�H�O�S���W�K�H���F�K�L�O�G��

communicate with them. 

 

I have argued elsewhere (Manby et al, 2014) that children of prisoners�¶ ability to cope 

�Z�L�W�K���W�K�H�L�U���S�D�U�H�Q�W�¶�V���D�E�V�H�Q�F�H���L�V���L�Q�I�O�X�H�Q�F�H�G���E�\���K�R�Z���W�K�L�V���L�V���W�D�O�N�H�G���D�E�R�X�W���L�Q���W�K�H�L�U���I�D�P�L�O�L�H�V����

Parents/carers have to re-appraise the role and status of the imprisoned parent, 

which may stay the same or, more frequently,   be reduced. They then have to 

develop a policy, which may be more open or more closed, about how to deal with 

parental imprisonment outside their family. Children benefit from open discussion 

within their family; and they face additional dilemmas where parents/carers struggle 

to deal with the stigma of their partner being in prison.  
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2.9 Imprisoned mothers  

 

The tone of much research about imprisoned mothers has been fairly optimistic. 

Their experiences have been explored in depth by Kathy Boudin (USA, 1998), a 

trained therapist who had been imprisoned for many years herself.  Imprisoned 

mothers needed to recognise their own emotions, including their guilt, shame and 

�J�U�L�H�I�����E�H�I�R�U�H���W�K�H�\���F�R�X�O�G���F�R�Q�V�L�G�H�U���D�Q�G���U�H�V�S�R�Q�G���W�R���W�K�H�L�U���F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�¶�V���I�H�H�O�L�Q�J�V�������&�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q��

needed to be able to learn that their imprisoned mother was capable of both good 

and bad actions.  Boudin reflected that women were able to redirect their lives from 

prison, and that being able to be truthful with children helped build trust. 

 

Motherhood can carry high status in prison (Sharmai & Kochal, 2008; Moe & Ferraro, 

2006).  Sharmai & Kochnal found that motherhood provided imprisoned women with 

a defence against insanity, although one of their interviewees explained: �³�,���G�L�G�Q�¶�W���I�H�H�O��

�O�L�N�H���D���P�R�W�K�H�U���«���,���F�R�X�O�G�Q�¶�W���G�R���W�K�H���W�K�L�Q�J�V���P�R�W�K�H�U�V���G�R�´��    Motherhood could be a 

source of hope and change, but also of guilt and self blame.  Prison could provide 

imprisoned mothers with a nurturing experience of positive parenting and of gaining 

control.  Women studied by Moe & Ferraro were mainly poor, from ethnic minority 

backgrounds and at high risk of violence, drug addiction and prostitution. 

Nonetheless, they saw themselves as devoted to their children, and in their role as 

mothers,  valued members of society.  Like Sharmai & Kochal, Moe et al described 

motherhood as a motivating factor helping imprisoned mothers to tackle their drug 

addictions.  Prison provided time for future planning (Moe et al), and prison regimes 

could enable change (Sharmai & Kochal). 

 

Imprisoned mothers experience stress related to loss of maternal identity, separation 

from their children, and about  how to guide and discipline them; and, importantly,  

they may find it easier to maintain models of themselves as loving and attached 
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parents than as responsible and competent ones (Houck & Loper, 2002).  In a five 

year follow up study of female imprisoned parents, most of whom had either 

committed crimes against persons or homicide, Martin (1997) found evidence of 

�P�R�W�K�H�U�V�¶���W�H�Q�D�F�L�R�X�V���F�R�Q�W�D�F�W���Z�L�W�K���W�K�H�L�U���F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q. Five years after release from prison, 

two-thirds of them were the primary and highly involved parents of at least one of 

their children; while others longed to be mothers but found the difficulties too great.  

 

Separation from their children has been seen as the most damaging aspect of 

�Z�R�P�H�Q�¶�V imprisonment (Arditti, 2012). Most imprisoned mothers demonstrate a high 

degree of maternal behaviours, and concern about the effect of imprisonment on 

�W�K�H�L�U���F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�¶�V���V�R�F�L�D�O���D�Q�G���H�P�R�W�L�R�Q�D�O���G�H�Y�H�O�R�S�P�H�Q�W�����.�D�]�X�U�D������������). Baunach (1985) 

had found that imprisoned mothers experienced guilt about their drug use and a 

tendency to be dependant on their children, a characteristic noted also by Boudin 

�������������������%�D�X�Q�D�F�K�¶�V���P�R�W�K�H�U�V���Z�H�U�H���R�Y�H�U-protective of their children, and very accepting 

of their behaviours.  

 

Some evidence has been found that enhanced levels of contact between mothers 

and children is associated with children displaying less anger, fewer behaviour 

problems and lower levels of frustration and anxiety.  (Snyder et al, 2002).  Contact 

visits can provide opportunities for imprisoned mothers to develop positive 

relationships with their children (Snyder, 2009). Higher levels of contact can also 

reduce parenting stress (Tuerk & Loper, 2006).  The same authors also found 

evidence that imprisoned parents writing letters to children improves attachment and 

enhances a sense of parental competence.  Kazura (2000) found that mothers 

showed more concerns than fathers about how to parent from a distance, improve 

their communication skills, and receive post release counselling. The support needs 

of imprisoned mothers in the UK have been found to be very high, including ensuring 
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their inclusion in future plans for their children, maintaining contact with their families 

and liaising with statutory agencies  (Manby et al, 2013). 

 

2.10 Imprisoned fathers  

 

Although Hairston (1998) observed that neither imprisonment nor engagement in 

�L�O�O�H�J�D�O���D�F�W�L�Y�L�W�L�H�V���L�V���V�\�Q�R�Q�\�P�R�X�V���Z�L�W�K���E�H�L�Q�J���D���E�D�G���S�D�U�H�Q�W���L�Q���W�K�H���H�\�H�V���R�I���S�U�L�V�R�Q�H�U�V�¶��

children and families, and asserted (2002) that imprisoned fathers can contribute to 

�W�K�H�L�U���F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�¶�V���O�L�Y�H�V�����W�K�H���W�R�Q�H���R�I��much  research about imprisoned fathers has been 

more pessimistic. Children may fear that their imprisoned fathers are lost, or dead; 

and fatherhood becomes displaced or routinised, and fathers �³������ face a type of social 

�D�Q�G���F�X�O�W�X�U�D�O���O�L�P�E�R�´ (Roy, 2005). Fatherhood  during imprisonment has been 

described as �³�G�R�U�P�D�Q�W�´ and associated with powerlessness and dependence (on 

�F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�¶�V���P�R�W�K�H�U�V�������$�U�G�L�W�W�L���H�W���D�O�������������������)�D�W�K�H�U�V���E�H�F�R�P�H���³�S�U�L�V�R�Q�L�V�H�G�´ and mirror the 

norms and values of the prison environment. The authors found evidence of mothers 

discouraging �I�D�W�K�H�U�V�¶���F�R�Q�W�D�F�W���Z�L�W�K���W�K�H�L�U���F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�����D�V���W�K�L�V���F�R�X�O�G���E�H���D�V�V�R�F�L�D�W�H�G���Z�L�W�K��

stigma, emotional pain and ambiguity.  Although fathers could provide emotional 

support for their children, they could play little role in disciplining them. 

 

Clarke et al (2005), whose research was in English prisons, also found that prison 

overwhelmed active fathering and diminished paternal identity.  Some fathers 

distanced themselves from their children because of the punishment and shame of 

being in prison, and couple relationships deteriorated.  Men could feel outsiders in 

their relations with their families, and experienced the strain of �³�W�D�N�L�Q�J���D�Q�G���Q�R�W���J�L�Y�L�Q�J�´ 

(p. ���������������$���S�R�V�L�W�L�Y�H���U�H�O�D�W�L�R�Q�V�K�L�S���Z�L�W�K���W�K�H���F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�¶�V���P�R�W�K�H�U���Z�D�V���F�U�L�W�L�F�D�O���I�R�U���I�D�W�K�H�U�V�¶��

access to children.  Nonetheless, about a third of the fathers interviewed felt that they 

were good fathers, benefitting from a respite from drug and alcohol abuse, and with 

time for reflection.  Young fathers in the UK have shown positive attitudes towards 
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parent education training; and considered that contact with their children helped them 

most in their role as parents (Meek, 2007). 

 

Tripp (2009), cited in Arditti (2012, pp74 & 75), provides a compelling analysis of 

changes in the identity of fathers in prison. Their pre-prison identities fade, and are 

replaced by inmate identities, characterised by criminal thinking and ideation and 

exaggerated   masculinity.   Imprisoned fathers experience �³�I�H�H�O�L�Q�J�V���R�I���G�L�V�W�U�H�V�V����

�K�H�O�S�O�H�V�V�Q�H�V�V���D�Q�G���D���S�U�R�I�R�X�Q�G���O�D�F�N���R�I���F�R�Q�W�U�R�O�´ (p.76). They can lose confidence in their 

role and shift to the margins of their family, although face to face contact with their 

children and co-operative relations with their �F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�¶�V mothers can help them to stay 

involved as fathers. Some mothers may be reluctant to relinquish familial 

responsibility and may validate their own parenting identity as more important than 

the role of fathers (Arditti, p. 86). Imprisoned fathers  may think of themselves, either 

in the past or the future, as �³�G�H�G�L�F�D�W�H�G���I�D�P�L�O�\���P�H�Q�´ (p. 79) and may adopt a 

�³�U�H�G�H�P�S�W�L�Y�H���V�F�U�L�S�W (�L�Q�Y�R�O�Y�L�Q�J�����D���Z�L�O�I�X�O���G�H�F�L�V�L�R�Q���W�R���E�U�H�D�N���Z�L�W�K���W�K�H���S�D�V�W�´��(p.91).  Arditti 

posits that imprisoned fathers may frequently have had histories of authoritarian 

parenting themselves, and that this, combined with hyper-masculine inmate identities 

may it difficult for them to find a new civic identity and acceptable ways of resuming 

fatherhood on their release (pp 90 & 91).  

 

2.11 Recent studies f ocussing on  �F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q���R�I���S�U�L�V�R�Q�H�U�V�¶���H�[�S�H�U�L�H�Q�F�H�V 

 

�&�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�¶�V���H�[�S�H�U�L�H�Q�F�H���R�I���K�D�Y�L�Q�J���D���S�D�U�H�Q�W���L�Q���S�U�L�V�R�Q���K�Ds been explored in previous 

qualitative research studies (Nesmith & Ruhland, 2008; Bocknek et al, 2009; Lösel et 

al, 2011; and Steinhoff & Berman, 2012).  Steinhoff & Berman found that mothers of 

�F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q���Z�L�W�K���L�P�S�U�L�V�R�Q�H�G���I�D�W�K�H�U�V���F�R�P�P�H�Q�W�H�G���R�Q���F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�¶�V���V�D�Gness, introversion and 

aggression. Those with close relationships with their fathers before their    

imprisonment felt abandoned and insecure and experienced disturbance in 
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�D�W�W�D�F�K�P�H�Q�W���V�X�E�V�H�T�X�H�Q�W�O�\�����7�K�H���D�X�W�K�R�U�V���F�R�Q�W�U�D�V�W�H�G���F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�¶�V���V�W�U�H�V�V�I�X�O���H�[�S�H�U�L�H�Q�F�H�V����

which included sleep disturbances, depression and sadness, with the maturing 

aspects of parental imprisonment for children through gaining new insights.  Children 

coped with parental imprisonment particularly through talking to friends and family, 

and receiving support from school, viewing the future positively, and perceiving 

parental imprisonment as a transient problem.  

 

Children interviewed by Nesmith & Ruhland were mainly African/American or 

Native/American; nearly all of them had their father in prison and most never visited 

them. They appeared resilient at interview and spoke positively about their lives and 

their families; they seemed to be doing well at school with few reports of behaviour 

�S�U�R�E�O�H�P�V���R�U���G�H�O�L�Q�T�X�H�Q�F�\�������7�K�H���D�X�W�K�R�U�V�������I�R�X�Q�G���W�K�D�W���F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�¶�V resilience was evident 

through their participation in sports or theatre, which improved their self-confidence.  

Lösel et al, in their research in East Anglia, found that older young people who 

played a supportive role looking after younger siblings in their families experienced 

less anxiety; and that high frequency of contact and quality of communication 

between father and family during imprisonment predicted positive resettlement 

outcomes.  

 

�2�Y�H�U�D�O�O�����W�K�H�V�H���V�W�X�G�L�H�V���U�H�L�Q�I�R�U�F�H�G���I�L�Q�G�L�Q�J�V���D�E�R�X�W���F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�¶�V���Y�X�O�Qerability.  Lösel et al 

described �³�«���D���V�H�Q�V�H���R�I���I�U�D�J�L�O�L�W�\���D�E�R�X�W���W�K�H���Z�H�O�O-being of most of the children and 

young people interviewed.  Their fathers often represented security and safety in 

their lives and their absence provoked feelings of anxiety, confusi�R�Q���D�Q�G���D�Q�J�H�U�´ (p. 

57).  The absence of a father figure coincided with �³���������D���S�U�H�F�D�U�L�R�X�V�Q�H�V�V���D�E�R�X�W���W�K�H��

�G�L�U�H�F�W�L�R�Q���R�I���W�K�H�L�U���O�L�Y�H�V�´ (p. 52); their school experiences were unsettled and their 

behaviour volatile.   
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C�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q���L�Q���1�H�V�P�L�W�K���	���5�X�K�O�D�Q�G�¶�V��study demonstrated awareness of the needs of both 

their care giving and imprisoned parents.  These children wanted to protect and 

support their imprisoned parent and to be assured that their needs were being met. 

They wanted active relationships with them, although they had conflicting emotions 

about violent fathers.  They struggled with isolation, anger and worry, related directly 

�R�U���L�Q�G�L�U�H�F�W�O�\���W�R���W�K�H�L�U���I�D�W�K�H�U�¶�V���L�P�S�U�L�V�R�Q�P�H�Q�W�������&�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q���L�Q���%�R�F�N�Q�H�N���H�W���D�O�¶�V���V�W�X�G�\�����Z�K�R��

were mainly African American or Hispanic, also seemed isolated, and described 

troubled relationships with other children.  A few were successful at school, but most 

were not. They   avoided other people and preferred keeping things to themselves, 

even where they had close relationships with their siblings or their mother. Some felt 

to blame for not stopping violence leading to imprisonment, and some imagined 

having someone to talk to at a deep level about their situation. The  children  had 

survived ambiguous loss, and were more likely to internalise stress because of lack 

of clear social support for grief (Bocknek et al, 2009, p330). 

 

Two USA studies of older children of prisoners confirmed the prevalence of school 

and behaviour problems. Amongst the 9-14 year old, mainly African-American, 

children of incarcerated addict mothers studied by Hanlon et al (2004), while most 

had coped well, avoiding substance use and deviant lifestyles, a large majority had 

experienced school problems.  Half of them had been suspended and a third had 

been involved in multiple fights.  Risk factors included absence of fathers and father 

figures, and delinquency prone peer associates. Girls had better outcomes than boys 

as regards delinquent activity and school problems.  For most of the children, mother 

surrogates (usually grandmothers or other family members) had functioned for many 

years as primary care givers prior to the incarceration of birth mothers. 

  

Trice & Brewster (2004) found that both boys and girls were equally damaged, in 

their study of adolescents (aged 13-20) with mothers in prison. The authors found 
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that these adolescents were much more likely to be out of school than their best 

friends, and also more likely to be suspended and failing classes.  Maternal drug use 

was a negative indicator for school problems and delinquent behaviour. On the other 

hand, frequent communication with their imprisoned mothers predicted better 

outcomes for these children. The intellectual ability and educational attainment of 

incarcerated mothers appeared to be protective factors for them. 

 

Th�H���V�W�D�Q�G�S�R�L�Q�W���R�I���S�D�U�W�L�F�L�S�D�Q�W�V���L�Q�I�O�X�H�Q�F�H�V���U�H�V�H�D�U�F�K���I�L�Q�G�L�Q�J�V�����+�D�Q�O�R�Q���H�W���D�O�¶�V���U�H�V�H�D�U�F�K���L�V��

�P�R�U�H���R�S�W�L�P�L�V�W�L�F���D�Q�G���7�U�L�F�H���D�Q�G���%�U�H�Z�V�W�H�U�¶�V���P�R�U�H���S�H�V�V�L�P�L�V�W�L�F�����+�D�Q�O�R�Q���H�W���D�O���E�D�V�H�G���W�K�H�L�U��

�F�R�Q�F�O�X�V�L�R�Q�V���H�[�F�O�X�V�L�Y�H�O�\���R�Q���F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�¶�V���U�H�S�R�U�W�V�����Dnd children may have been more 

likely to understate their delinquent behaviour and school based problems.  Trice and 

�%�U�H�Z�V�W�H�U�¶�V���G�D�W�D���F�R�P�S�U�L�V�H�G���V�X�U�Y�H�\�V���F�R�P�S�O�H�W�H�G���E�\���L�P�S�U�L�V�R�Q�H�G���P�R�W�K�H�U�V���D�Q�G���F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�¶�V��

�J�X�D�U�G�L�D�Q�V�����D�Q�G���W�K�H�V�H���S�D�U�H�Q�W�D�O���I�L�J�X�U�H�V���P�D�\���K�D�Y�H���E�H�H�Q���P�R�U�H���O�L�N�H�O�\���W�R���Y�L�H�Z���F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�¶�V��

behaviour more critically. 

 

The tone of these research studies varied widely.  Nesmith and Ruhland and Hanlon 

et al were more positive about the resilience of children of prisoners.  Hanlon et al 

acknowledged that their stereotypes and expectations that the children would be 

especially vulnerable were not borne out by their findings. Fahmy and Berman, 

Bocknek et al, and Losel et al placed more emphasis on trauma and psychological 

problems experienced by children of   prisoners. Differences in the impact of parental 

imprisonment on boys and girls are mentioned only fleetingly (Hanlon et al, Losel et 

al, and Trice and Brewster), or not at all (Fahmy and Berman, Nesmith and Ruhland,   

and Bocknek et al). In another recent USA   qualitative study of more than a hundred 

children of imprisoned mothers, the author makes no attempt to probe the different 

reactions of boys and girls to maternal incarceration (Siegel, 2011).  Losel et al noted 

that a small number of children found respite and �U�H�G�X�F�W�L�R�Q���L�Q���V�W�U�H�V�V���L�Q���W�K�H�L�U���I�D�W�K�H�U�V�¶��

absence.  



 49 

 

2.12 COPING research  

 

Most children surveyed (n =737) across the four countries (Germany, Romania, 

Sweden and the UK) had some contact with their imprisoned parent. About half of 

these children identified bad effects, related for example to feelings, behaviour and 

money, of parental imprisonment. This compared to one fifth of these children who 

identified good effects from parental imprisonment, related to feelings, spare time, 

family relations and home.  Around three-quarters of the children said they had 

received some kind of help, related to feelings, school, behaviour, family relations 

and home.  Children rated money, school and their homes as their highest needs, 

whereas parents rated prison visits, strengthening family relationships, and help with 

homework as most important (Jones & Wainaina-Wozna, 2013, p. 443).  

 

The four countries conceptualised needs differently (p. 450).  Money was a higher 

concern for Romanian and German children than for those in Sweden and the UK.  

For Romanian children, their highest need was eating well enough (80%), and then 

basic body care (77.6%).  Information and support needs for children were rated as 

more important by parents in Sweden.  Needing help with how they were feeling was 

rated highest for Swedish children (72%), followed by Germany (56%), the UK (44%) 

and then Romania (19%) (p. 450).   

 

Less  stigma is attached to services for children of prisoners and families in Sweden.  

A linked finding was that Sweden seemed more at ease about identifying and 

responding to a wider range of needs of children of prisoners than the other countries.  

Most children with imprisoned parents in Sweden received some form of support 

from school (except where the school had not been informed), from their class 

teacher for younger children, and from a school counsellor or school nurse for older 
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children.  The  highest  number of reports about bullying were for the UK, and the 

lowest in Sweden. Self-stigma was a concern for families in Germany. 

   

More services for families of prisoners were provided, mainly by NGOs, in Germany, 

Sweden and the UK than in Romania.  In the UK most services were provided by 

unqualified support workers (44%) and volunteers (52%).  Professionals, including 

social workers, psychologists and social pedagogues, played a greater role in service 

provision in Germany and Sweden. More children (two thirds) surveyed   in Germany 

and Sweden had spoken to or contacted someone about their situation than in the 

UK (one third) and Romania (one fifth). 

 

COPING had a child centred and child focused approach and recognised the role of 

�L�P�S�U�L�V�R�Q�H�G���S�D�U�H�Q�W�V�����L�Q�F�O�X�G�L�Q�J���I�D�W�K�H�U�V�����D�V���D�F�W�L�Y�H���D�J�H�Q�W�V���L�Q���S�U�R�P�R�W�L�Q�J���F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�¶�V��

welfare.  Parents/carers and extended family members were able to provide good 

enough care for children. Children demonstrated much resilience, although many 

were shocked and traumatised when their parent was imprisoned.  Protective factors 

included children having a stable and continuing relationship with a parent or carer; 

and children being given enough information to understand what was happening.  

Early contact with the imprisoned parent was usually of critical importance for 

�F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�¶�V���Z�H�O�O-being.  School gave children opportunities to achieve, social contact 

with peers, and for some, support from trusted staff.  Parents recognised how 

parental imprisonment impacted differently on children in their families.  Conflict 

within families frequently stemmed from discovery of the offence; from drug and 

alcohol issues, and from loss of income following imprisonment.  Parents/carers 

developed a wide range of strategies regarding information sharing.  Disclosure 

about the imprisoned parent could be �³�F�R�P�S�O�H�W�H�����S�D�U�W�L�D�O�����P�L�V�O�H�D�G�L�Q�J�����F�R�Q�I�X�V�H�G���R�U��

�V�R�P�H�W�L�P�H�V���X�Q�W�U�X�W�K�I�X�O�´ (Jones & Wainaina-Wozna, p. 318).  
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2.13 Capacity of s chools to support children o f prisoners   

 

Research findings about school support and the impact of parental imprisonment on 

school performance for  children of prisoners have been divergent.  Parental   

imprisonment   is known to be linked to enhanced risks for children (Murray & 

�)�D�U�U�L�Q�J�W�R�Q�����������������3�K�L�O�O�L�S�V���H�W���D�O�������������������L�Q�F�O�X�G�L�Q�J���U�L�V�N�V���W�R���F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�¶�V���H�G�X�F�D�W�L�R�Q���D�Q�G��

academic performance (Dallaire et al, 2010; Chui, 2010).  A high proportion of 

�F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q���Z�L�W�K���L�P�S�U�L�V�R�Q�H�G���P�R�W�K�H�U�V���L�Q�����6�L�H�J�H�O�¶�V�����������������V�W�X�G�\���V�W�R�S�S�H�G��attending school, 

and more than a quarter fell back at least one grade. However, Nesmith & Ruhland 

(2008) found that most children in their study did well at school; and Cho (2009) 

identified positive grade retention  and educational progress amongst elementary 

school children whose mothers were in prison in Chicago, possibly attributable to 

teacher or  caregiver (mostly grandparent) encouragement for these children.  In  

�'�D�O�O�D�L�U�H���H�W���D�O�¶�V�����������������U�H�V�H�D�U�F�K�����W�H�D�F�K�H�U�V���Z�H�U�H���U�H�S�R�U�W�H�G���W�R���K�D�Y�H���I�R�X�Q�G���W�K�D�W���F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q���Rf 

imprisoned parents showed more  academic related problem behaviours than other 

students, and teachers  had higher expectations for competency for female than 

male students. Gabel and Shindeldecker (1993) found that boys whose fathers had 

been incarcerated received higher teacher ratings than other children for delinquency 

�D�Q�G���D�J�J�U�H�V�V�L�Y�H���E�H�K�D�Y�L�R�X�U�����7�K�H���S�R�V�V�L�E�L�O�L�W�\���W�K�D�W���W�H�D�F�K�H�U�V�¶���Y�L�H�Z�V���U�H�S�R�U�W�H�G���L�Q���W�K�H�V�H���W�Z�R��

studies, strongly criticized by Arditti (2012), may have been prejudiced against 

�S�U�L�V�R�Q�H�U�V�¶���F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q��should not be discounted. 

 

Previous research has found differing views about the potential for schools to support 

children of prisoners, who are one group amongst many who may need additional 

support. Lopez & Baht (2007) describe well developed group work support for 

children of prisoners in middle grade schools in Los Angeles. In the UK, Action for 

Children (Frankel, 2006), has urged teachers to support children of prisoners, and 

school-based training has been provided by the Ormiston Trust in East Anglia.  
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Frankel quotes a head teacher in East London whose school had a significant 

proportion of children with a parent in prison, who stressed that teachers are 

educators first and social workers a distant second.  Her philosophy was to 

encourage children to leave their problems at the school gate, although counselling 

was available where needed. 

 

Morgan et al  (2011) in their small scale study, about school support for children aged 

9-13 with a father in prison in the South-West of England, commended support 

provided by primary schools but had concerns about the level of support available 

from secondary schools, and �I�R�X�Q�G�����W�K�D�W���S�U�L�V�R�Q�H�U�V�¶���F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q���Q�H�H�G�H�G���P�R�U�H���V�X�S�S�R�U�W��at 

the point of transition between the two.  Children of prisoners were often hidden at 

school; they displayed behavioural problems; their caring responsibilities increased at 

�K�R�P�H�����D�Q�G���W�K�H�L�U���S�U�R�E�O�H�P�V���F�R�Q�W�L�Q�X�H�G���D�I�W�H�U���W�K�H�L�U���I�D�W�K�H�U�¶�V���U�H�O�H�D�V�H������ Schools generally 

had little access to information about the impact of parental imprisonment on children. 

The authors argued from �D���F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�¶�V���U�L�J�K�W�V���S�H�U�V�S�H�F�W�L�Y�H���W�K�D�W���F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q���R�I���S�U�L�V�R�Q�H�U�V��

should be offered school support whether or not they appeared to be at risk.  Their 

�S�U�R�S�R�V�D�O�V���L�Q�F�O�X�G�H�G���H�[�W�H�Q�G�L�Q�J���V�F�K�R�R�O�V�¶���U�H�V�S�R�Q�V�L�E�L�O�L�W�L�H�V���W�R���V�X�S�S�R�U�W���F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q���R�I���S�U�L�V�R�Q�H�U�V��

to the same level required as looked after children, including more help being 

provided for children of prisoners who had to take on additional care responsibilities, 

and after their parent was released from prison. 

 

�2�¶�.�H�H�I�I�H�����������������I�R�X�Q�G���H�Y�L�G�H�Q�F�H���I�U�R�P���+�H�D�G���Weachers of primary schools in the North 

West of England  that  schools were well placed to help children of male prisoners to 

adjust while still encouraging their academic and social development,  if they were 

trusted by families to help, and if school  staff had sufficient training. Some children 

needed more specialist counselling than schools could provide.  Referral routes to 

schools were unclear, and children could remain invisible. Parents had less 

compunction about talking to schools in areas where parental imprisonment was not 
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uncommon, and more concerns in schools serving smaller communities where their 

�V�L�W�X�D�W�L�R�Q���F�R�X�O�G���V�W�D�Q�G���R�X�W���D�Q�G���D�W�W�U�D�F�W���P�R�U�H���F�R�P�P�H�Q�W�����7�K�H���+�H�D�G���W�H�D�F�K�H�U�V�¶���Y�L�H�Z���Z�D�V��

�W�K�D�W���F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�¶�V���E�H�K�D�Y�L�R�X�U���Y�L�V�L�E�O�\���F�K�D�Q�J�H�G���Z�K�H�Q���W�K�H�L�U���I�D�W�K�H�U�V���Z�H�U�H���L�P�Srisoned: some 

became worried or withdrawn;  others became more respectful to their mothers and 

other adults.  

      

�%�D�U�Q�D�U�G�R�¶�V�����*�L�O�O���	���0�R�U�J�D�Q�����(�G�V�����������������K�D�Y�H���D�U�J�X�H�G���V�W�U�R�Q�J�O�\���I�R�U���V�F�K�R�R�O�V���W�R��

understand the impact of parental imprisonment on children and to provide children 

of prisoners with as much support as possible, encouraging parents to share 

information about parental imprisonment with schools.  Schools cannot help children 

of prisoners unless they are informed, and they may face difficult dilemmas if they 

are aware of children with a parent in prison, but have not been notified or asked for 

�V�X�S�S�R�U�W���E�\���S�D�U�H�Q�W�V�����&�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�¶�V���U�L�J�K�W�V���W�R���F�R�Q�V�H�Q�W���W�R���V�F�K�R�R�O�V���E�H�L�Q�J���Q�R�W�L�I�L�H�G���D�G�G���D��

�I�X�U�W�K�H�U���O�D�\�H�U���R�I���F�R�P�S�O�H�[�L�W�\�����F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q���P�D�\���K�D�Y�H���F�R�Q�F�H�U�Q�V���W�K�D�W���W�H�D�F�K�H�U�V�¶���U�H�D�F�W�L�R�Q�V���W�R 

them may be prejudiced because of parental criminality. 

 

2.14 Children experiencing other kinds of loss  

 

Children of prisoners are a discrete group with shared experiences which span 

diverse cultures. In this last section the research viewpoint is broadened to include 

�F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�¶�V���U�H�D�F�W�L�R�Q to other kinds of loss and trauma, including parental separation 

and divorce, domestic violence, and coping with HIV/AIDS, in their family. These 

groups of children   provide valuable comparisons with the experiences of children of 

prisoners. Children facing other unwelcome and harsh experiences have to adjust 

and find sources of support within and outside their families. The stigma attaching to 

children of prisoners, for example, is not unique and not necessarily more severe 

than stigma experienced by children whose parents have HIV/AIDS. Children of 

�S�U�L�V�R�Q�H�U�V�¶��exposure to violence may be less extreme than that experienced by 
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children facing domestic violence. As well, children of prisoners may face multiple 

losses including parental violence, relationship breakdown and divorce. 

 

Wade & Smart (2002), exploring the experiences of children who had experienced 

parental separation or divorce, found that children appreciated sympathy and advice 

and comfort from other children. Many children valued talking to a friend as this could 

help cheer them up and forget their worries. Being able to choose the person they 

confided in was particularly important for them.  The authors recommended that 

teachers could do more to offer a listening ear and emotional support for these 

children, opening up access to welfare services outside school.  Their research 

suggested that children can often handle family transitions without outside 

intervention:  �³�7�K�H���V�X�S�S�R�U�W���R�I���S�D�U�H�Q�W�V�����F�O�R�V�H���I�D�P�L�O�\���D�Q�G���I�U�L�H�Qds can be all they need to 

�P�D�Q�D�J�H���W�K�H�L�U���L�Q�L�W�L�D�O���X�S�V�H�W�´. Children are able to adjust, �H�[�H�P�S�O�L�I�\�L�Q�J���0�D�V�W�H�Q�¶�V����������������

�F�R�Q�F�H�S�W���R�I���W�K�H���³�R�U�G�L�Q�D�U�L�Q�H�V�V���R�I���U�H�V�L�O�L�H�Q�F�H�´�� 

 

Kroll (1994) found that parental conflict rather than their separation impacted crucially 

on children whose parents divorced.  These children worried about the welfare of the 

departed parent. Disciplining children could become muddled and inconsistent. 

Children of imprisoned parents may also find that feuds between parents are equally 

distressing as parental imprisonment. These children frequently demonstrate 

heightened concern about their absent parent; and they can lose direction, 

particularly boys looked after by their mothers, because their imprisoned father is not 

available to provide guidance and control.    

 

Like Wade & Smart (2002), Mullender et al (2002), found that in families experiencing 

domestic violence children preferred informal to formal support; friends were the 

most likely confidants for both sexes (more so for girls), especially teenagers.  

Parents and grandparents came next.  Some children were strengthened by their 
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very harsh experiences, echoing Rutter (1987).  Children needed clear explanations 

when they were forced to move home.  They needed to experience safety and to 

have someone to talk to.  Older children seemed to have sustained less damage, 

and had a greater sense of responsibility towards their mother and their siblings.  

Statutory services seemed less helpful to children than family, friends and specialist 

projects.  Families who coped least well had experienced multiple moves, violence in 

their families had been long lasting, and mothers had been worn down.  Siblings and 

grandparents provided crucial support.  Many children demonstrated resilience and 

recovered once away from the scene of violence.  

 

Although the authors found important differences between groups of children, for 

example girls were more likely to condemn and boys more likely to condone their 

�I�D�W�K�H�U�¶�V���Y�L�R�O�H�Q�F�H, they emphasised the uniqueness of �H�D�F�K���F�K�L�O�G�¶�V experience. Their 

observation �W�K�D�W�����³��������the richness and detail of qualitative data provides us with 

windows into the experiences of others, (but) it also warns us against creating 

models and stereotypes that flatten out the complexity of lived experienc�H�´��(p.92) 

resonates strongly with my experience of listening to and analysing the accounts of 

�S�U�L�V�R�Q�H�U�V�¶���F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q������ 

 

In her study of children living with mentally ill parents, Aldridge (2006) found that 

caring (for parents) could reinforce bonds between children and parents; and  that 

�F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�¶�V���V�X�S�S�R�U�W���Q�H�H�G�V���Z�H�U�H���U�H�O�D�W�L�Y�H�O�\���P�R�G�H�V�W�����D�Q�G���F�D�S�D�E�O�H���R�I���E�H�L�Q�J���P�H�W���E�\���\�R�X�Q�J��

�F�D�U�H�U�V�¶ projects. Her insights are relevant to children with similar responsibilities in 

my sample. 

  

Children with parents with HIV+ and AIDS are arguably exposed to even greater 

stigma than children of prisoners. This  may  be because AIDS, compared to parental 

imprisonment, is a relatively new phenomenon;  because, until fairly recently, 
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treatment options have been limited and terminal outcomes probable, and because 

�R�I���S�U�H�M�X�G�L�F�L�D�O���Y�L�H�Z�V���D�E�R�X�W���S�D�W�L�H�Q�W�V�¶���O�L�I�H�V�W�\�O�H���F�K�R�L�F�H�V�����&�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q���R�I���S�U�L�V�R�Q�H�U�V���H�Q�F�R�X�Q�W�H�U��

some similar prejudices. There are parallels and differences between the 

experiences of children in both groups.   

 

AIDS can become a toxic family secret.  Even when parents become very ill, stigma 

and concerns to ensure privacy may cause families not to allow children to discuss 

the disease openly (Gossart-Walker & Murphy, USA, 2005).  Stigma can �³�H�[�S�D�Q�G��

from the infected person, attaching itself to those closely associated with him or her, 

�H�V�S�H�F�L�D�O�O�\���I�D�P�L�O�\�´��(p. 290). Children may assume that their actions have caused their 

�S�D�U�H�Q�W�V�¶���L�O�O�Q�H�V�V�����L�Q���W�K�H���V�D�P�H���Z�D�\���W�K�D�W���F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q���R�I���S�U�L�V�R�Q�H�U�V���F�D�Q���L�P�D�J�L�Q�H���W�K�H�\���D�U�H��

�U�H�V�S�R�Q�V�L�E�O�H���I�R�U���W�K�H�L�U���S�D�U�H�Q�W�¶�V���L�P�S�U�L�V�R�Q�P�Hnt.  

 

Disclosure about AIDS has been described as a process, not a one-off event, and 

knowledge needs to be shared gradually throughout childhood (Saunders, 2012).  

While disclosure may cause children distress, guilt and shame, non-disclosure may 

reinforce stigma and required secrecy. Blasini et al (2004) found that most young 

people whose parents had HIV/AIDS, and almost all care-givers, considered 

disclosure to be a positive event.  Gossart-Walker & Murphy (2005) found that losses 

children experienced due to HIV AIDS often came on top of violence, poverty and 

substance abuse, an egregious example of cumulative risk (Johnson and Waldfogel,  

2002).  

 

Stigma can dominate the lives of children in families with HIV/AIDS (Tisdall et al, 

2004).  Children respecte�G���W�K�H�L�U���S�D�U�H�Q�W�V�¶���Z�L�V�K�H�V���D�E�R�X�W���G�L�V�F�O�R�V�X�U�H���D�Q�G���U�H�T�X�L�U�H�G��

secrecy.  Those who were caretakers for their parents showed no evidence of 

resentment.    Few children experienced support during periods of bereavement.  

The children (mainly teenagers) wanted to be t�U�H�D�W�H�G���D�V���µ�Q�R�U�P�D�O�¶���S�H�R�S�O�H���Z�L�W�K���µ�Q�R�U�P�D�O�¶��
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parents and not to be criticised or discriminated against.  They could be extremely 

cautious about sharing information with friends, although they appreciated 

opportunities to talk to other children with HIV+ parents.  Few children in this study 

�Z�D�Q�W�H�G���W�K�H�L�U���V�F�K�R�R�O�V���W�R���N�Q�R�Z���D�E�R�X�W���W�K�H�L�U���S�D�U�H�Q�W�¶�V���+�,�9���L�O�O�Q�H�V�V���R�U���W�R���W�D�O�N���W�R���W�H�D�F�K�H�U�V����

C�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�¶�V���D�Q�[�L�H�W�\���D�E�R�X�W���W�K�H�L�U���S�D�U�H�Q�W���P�D�G�H���L�W���G�L�I�I�L�F�X�O�W���W�R���F�R�Q�F�H�Q�W�U�D�W�H���R�Q���V�F�K�R�R�O���Z�R�U�N�� 

 

Improved treatment options for HIV/AIDS sufferers and more inclusive recent 

legislation give grounds for some hope that the levels stigma overshadowing these 

children, facing daunting risks, may gradually wane. The needs of children, of both 

HIV/AIDS sufferers and children of prisoners, have only slowly and partially been 

recognised in their own right, separately from critical public views of the actions of 

parents. My experience suggests that schools may be one area where more 

progress has been made in understanding the needs of children of prisoners than for 

children of HIV/AIDS parents.     

 

Children experiencing different kinds of loss have been found to be circumspect 

about accessing formal counselling support.  Tisdall et al (2004) found that children 

with HIV/AIDS parents preferred social workers who provided consistency and who 

did not change job, who  gave  young people time, and talked about things of general 

interest, leaving the young person to decide whether to talk about worrying issues.  

The few children in  �0�X�O�O�H�Q�G�H�U���H�W���D�O�¶�V�����������������V�W�X�G�\, which focussed on the impact of 

domestic violence, who accessed counselling found it helpful, although it carried a 

risk of the young person being negatively labelled; and professionals came low on 

the list of people whom children wished to confide in.  Rutter (1984) was cautious 

about the benefits of counselling, and thought that support from teachers could work 

best �³�������D�W���O�H�D�V�W���I�R�U���F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q���Z�L�W�K .the �R�U�G�L�Q�D�U�\�����U�X�Q���R�I���S�U�R�E�O�H�P�V�´ (p. 65).  Wade & 

Smart (2002) considered that children needed to decide for themselves whether they 

�Q�H�H�G�H�G���D���F�R�X�Q�V�H�O�O�R�U�¶�V���K�H�O�S�������7�K�H�\���H�Q�M�R�\�H�G���H�[�S�U�H�V�V�L�Q�J���I�H�H�O�L�Q�J�V���W�K�U�R�X�J�K���D�F�W�L�Y�L�W�L�H�V���D�Q�G��
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games, but were more ambivalent about talking, which could be demanding, and 

sometimes intensified rather than alleviated emotional pressure.  The range of 

attitudes of children towards counselling in these studies paralleled those of children 

of prisoners in my sample. 

 

2.15 Research issues arising from the review  

 

The research literature from the USA, the UK and elsewhere relating to children of 

prisoners is already extensive. I have identified the following issues from the 

literature which can be explored further in my study.:  

 

�x F�D�F�W�R�U�V���O�L�Q�N�H�G���W�R���F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�¶�V���U�H�V�L�O�L�H�Q�F�H���D�Q�G���Y�X�O�Q�H�U�D�E�L�O�L�W�\. 

�x Gender issues, both as regards the impact of paternal and maternal 

imprisonment; and the impact on boys and girls, which have received less 

attention in the literature.  

�x Consideration of the role and contribution of parents/carers, parenting styles 

and parental relationships. 

�x  Reviewing how parental imprisonment and   associated stigma   is discussed 

with children and within families; and how families view   the imprisoned 

parent and deal with their situation.  

�x Reviewing how children and families experience responses and support from 

schools and other agencies. 

�x Exploring the capacity of imprisoned parents to function as parents.  

�x Re-appraising the benefits alongside the damage associated with parental 

imprisonment 

.  
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2.17 Research Questions  

 

The main research question for the thesis has had a broad focus throughout: what  is  

�W�K�H���L�P�S�D�F�W�����R�I���S�D�U�H�Q�W�D�O�����E�R�W�K���I�D�W�K�H�U�V�¶���D�Q�G���P�R�W�K�H�U�V�¶�����L�P�S�U�L�V�R�Q�P�H�Q�W���R�Q���F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q���D�Q�G��

young people, both boys and girls?.  Dimensions of the main question, closely 

related to research issues arising from the literature review (see immediately above)   

include: 

 

�x How do children react and adjust, both   individually and within their families, 

to parental imprisonment?   How do children talk about parental imprisonment 

with their friends and at school? 

 

�x How do relationships between imprisoned parents and parents/carers and 

between family members impact on children? 

 

�x How do families adapt to and deal with parental imprisonment; and how is this 

perceived by the outside world? 

 

�x What are the roles and contributions of informal and formal networks and 

agencies, including schools, in supporting children and families? 

 

The focus of the research questions has been on impacts on children, on their 

actions and behaviours as well as their emotions.  Responses of parents to their 

situation have been relevant in so far as these have affected children. The research 

questions have also developed as interview data has been analysed, as anticipated 
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by Willig (2008). For example,   I have become more aware of the importance of 

�V�L�E�O�L�Q�J���V�X�S�S�R�U�W���I�R�U���F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�¶�V���Z�H�O�O-being as the research has progressed. 
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Chapter  Three 

 

Method ology  

 

In this chapter I first review aspects of the research methodology literature which 

have influenced me: including realist, constructivist and narrative approaches; case 

study research; the role of interviews; and the importance of reflexivity. The section 

then explores issues arising in involving children in research and my reflections on 

this. Next, I describe my reflexive position, and my philosophical standpoint about 

what can be learned from interview data. I explore the links between the COPING 

research project and the COPING interview framework, and the thesis.  I go on to 

describe the research design   and   the conceptual   framework  for  the thesis; and 

characteristics of the sample of children interviewed. 

 

The chapter includes the development of a thematic analysis for analysing the 

interview data, covering analysis, triangulation, interpretation, and the development 

of key themes. Ethical approval and practice issues are covered. A section on the 

�³�5�H�V�H�D�U�F�K�H�U�¶�V���*�D�]�H�´���F�R�Q�V�L�G�H�U�V���W�K�H���V�L�J�Q�L�I�L�F�D�Q�F�H���R�I���Z�K�L�F�K���I�D�P�L�O�\���P�H�P�E�H�U�V���Z�H�U�H��

available to be interviewed, and the importance of the timing of the interviews.  A 

note on terms used in the thesis ends the chapter.   

  

3.1 Debates about research method ology  

 

My approach to research methodology is eclectic. I have drawn on a broad range of 

ideas about how to derive meaning from interview data, and these are explored 

below.   
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3.1.1 Realist, constructivist and narrative approaches 

 

I broadly share Miles & Huberman�¶�V����������������orientation towards qualitative research. 

Importantly, they argue for an integrated research methodology, including both 

quantitative and qualitative approaches which combine  counting where need be as 

well as using text data, in order to aid triangulation. The authors adopt a realist 

(although my own position is closer to a �³�F�U�L�W�L�F�D�O���U�H�D�O�L�V�W�´��perspective) stance, 

describing social phenomena as existing not only in the mind but in the objective 

world.  Their other helpful ideas include: qualitativ�H���G�D�W�D���I�R�F�X�V�H�V���R�Q���S�H�R�S�O�H�¶�V���O�L�Y�H�G��

experiences; and analysis can identify regularities, connections and patterns which 

can contribute towards causal descriptions of forces at work (p.4).  They find no clear 

boundary between description, explanation and causality. Their view is that 

qualitative analysis can go beyond exploration towards an understanding of causes; 

and their advice that patterns should take precedence over individual case 

descriptions is worth heeding. They also counsel that caution is required against 

interpreting events as more patterned or congruous than they are. They emphasise 

the importance of data display and the construction of matrices. Developing matrices 

depends on researcher judgements, and tables require analytic text to make their 

significance and meaning clear.  I have been influenced by this view and have used 

tables to illustrate trends and patterns in my evidence.  

 

Grieg et al (2007) identify deduction, testing a theory or hypothesis by analysing data, 

as the defining characteristic of a positivist/quantitative approach; whereas induction, 

starting by analysing data and then building theory, characterises the constructivist 

/qualitative stance.  Their argument is that the positivist viewpoint seeks explanation, 

while the constructivist approach seeks understanding.   From a social constructivist 

perspective, objectivity in research is unachievable, and research is co-constructed 

between interviewer and participant (Burr, 1995).   Maykut & Morehouse (1994) 
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considered that a qualitative or phenomenological approach assumes multiple 

realities, and that these are socio-psychological constructions; the knower and the 

known are interdependent; values are intrinsic to shaping findings; and tentative 

explanations are possible rather than generalisations (p. 12).  Interpretation is 

delayed during the data collection process until the researcher is able to derive 

arguments from an accumulation of positive examples.  Discovery rather than proof 

characterises the qualitative approach. Their approach cautions against adopting a 

position of undue confidence or certainty in relation to findings from analysing 

qualitative data. 

 

In approaching the task of analysing qualitative data I have also been influenced by 

narrative and social constructionist theories. Maykut & Morehouse (1994, p. 38) 

describe the narratives or stories which come out of interviews as �³lived experiences�.́  

Willig (2008) argues that story telling provides coherence and meaning to otherwise 

confusing and disorganised events.  Stories are based on memories and can aim 

�³....to persuade, to excuse, justify or entertain�´�����S. 134).  Social constructionists 

believe that the person is constructed through language, and that personality traits 

are a function of social relationships (Burr, 1995).  Human nature is socially 

constructed, and identity emerges from those discourses which are culturally 

available to the individual (Burr, p. 51).  Social constructivism and narrative 

psychology are closely allied; language has a central role in the formulation of 

concepts of self and identity (Crossley, 2000).  Crossley asserts that human 

experience and behaviour are meaningful, and that lives contain order and 

coherence which can be threatened by trauma.  Normalising narratives, which play 

down the impact of traumatic events, can be viewed as a responsible approach to 

ensuring continuity of family life.  Narrative tone can be optimistic or pessimistic 

(Crossley, p. 89).  (Crossley argues, perhaps somewhat speculatively, that there is a 

close relationship between secure and insecure attachment of individuals and 
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optimistic or pessimistic narrative tone).  Riessman (1994) describes narrating about 

the past as a universal human activity, and contends that respondents organise 

replies to questions into stories (p.. 68).  .  Riessman cites Arendt who claimed that 

�³�«���D�O�O���V�R�U�U�R�Z�V���F�D�Q���E�H���E�R�U�Q�H���L�I���Z�H���F�D�Q���S�X�W���W�K�H�P���L�Q�W�R���D���V�W�R�U�\�´ (Arendt, 1958, p175). 

Stories help to make sense of past experiences: restitution (improvement), chaos 

(overwhelming pessimism), and quest (developing and learning from experience) 

narratives, concepts derived from research exploring experience of illness, described 

by Gibbs (2007), have relevance to the stories and experiences of families of 

prisoners. 

 

Glaser & Strauss (1967) in their formulation of grounded theory saw their data as 

separate from the scientific observer.  More persuasively,   Charmaz (2006) argued 

that the researcher and the research subject jointly construct a version of reality.  

She assumed that neither data nor theories are discovered, rather that�³���������Z�H���D�U�H���S�D�U�W��

�R�I���W�K�H���Z�R�U�O�G���Z�H���V�W�X�G�\���D�Q�G���W�K�H���G�D�W�D���Z�H���F�R�O�O�H�F�W���«���O�H�D�G�L�Q�J���W�R���D�Q���L�Q�W�H�U�S�U�H�W�D�W�L�Y�H���S�R�U�W�U�D�\�D�O��

�R�I���W�K�H���V�W�X�G�L�H�G���Z�R�U�O�G�����Q�R�W���D�Q���H�[�D�F�W���S�L�F�W�X�U�H���R�I���L�W�´ (2006, p.10).  Her version of grounded 

theory offered  �³�«���S�O�D�X�V�L�E�O�H���D�F�F�R�X�Q�W�V�����U�D�W�K�H�U���W�K�D�Q���F�R�Q�W�U�L�E�X�W�L�Q�J���Y�H�U�L�I�L�H�G���N�Q�R�Z�O�H�G�J�H�´ (p. 

149).  

 

Willig (2008), agreeing with Charmaz, argues that category discovery depends on 

what the researcher is looking for.  Glaser & Strauss (1967) encourage researchers 

to remain sensitive to theories emerging from the data, generating sufficient evidence 

to formulate hypotheses rather than piling up evidence to establish a proof (p. 40).  

They highlight the importance of producing codified procedures for analysis so that 

the process is transparent. Braun & Clarke (2006) argue  that thematic analysis, 

which I used to analyse interview data, is a foundational qualitative research method 

which is both descriptive and interpretive. The authors describe the analytical 

process as recursive, moving backwards and forwards through the whole data set, 
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which chimes with my experience.  They emphasize �W�K�H���U�H�V�H�D�U�F�K�H�U�¶�V���D�F�W�L�Y�H���U�R�O�H���L�Q��  

identifying patterns in data, and discount the possibility of themes emerging, or being 

discovered.  

 

3.1.2 Case study research 

 

I have also drawn on theories about case study research, which applies directly to 

my thesis. Grieg et al (2007) note that three perspectives (triangulation) are 

commonly required in case study research to improve the validity of inductive 

models; and that ecological validity can be enhanced by naturalistic research settings 

such as homes and schools. Case studies, drawing on a range of methodological 

approaches, are   useful for obtain�L�Q�J���U�L�F�K���D�F�F�R�X�Q�W�V���R�I���V�X�E�M�H�F�W�V�¶��experiences (op. cit., 

2007).  Willig notes that case studies are not representative, although they may yield 

explanations which may potentially apply to other cases.   Instrumental case studies 

may be exemplars of a group of participants with shared issues and problems:  

families of prisoners could be one of these.  She argues that case studies are likely 

to have a realist orientation, aiming to improve understanding of the subject.  The 

researcher has a critical realist view, assuming that the focus of study is complex; 

�S�D�U�W�L�F�L�S�D�Q�W�V�¶���H�[�S�H�U�L�H�Q�F�H���D�Qd behaviour are unlikely to be predictable or uniform.  In 

case study research the focus is on producing an accurate account and the 

�U�H�V�H�D�U�F�K�H�U�¶�V���U�R�O�H���V�K�R�X�O�G���Q�R�W���E�H���R�Y�H�U�V�W�D�W�H�G�� 

 

�:�L�O�O�L�J�¶�V���R�E�V�H�U�Y�D�W�L�R�Q���W�K�D�W��case studies aim to improve understanding of the 

phenomena being investigated accurately describes my objectives in this thesis.  I 

would share the hope that the study may yield explanations relevant to other cases: 

�³�R�W�K�H�U��case�V�´���E�H�L�Q�J���R�W�K�H�U���J�U�R�X�S�V���R�I���F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q���R�I��prisoners with broadly similar 

characteristics, particularly children being in contact with their imprisoned parents.  

Children who had lost contact would need to be the subject of another case study.  
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The social phenomena being investigated are the effects of parental imprisonment on 

children.  I would travel a step further than Willig, with Miles & Huberman, and 

suggest that one of the aims of investigation is to seek to account for events where 

this is possible, including providing causal descriptions where these are convincing. 

 

Willig refers to both realist and critical realist perspectives as being characteristic of 

case studies.  Mansoor Kazi, with whom I have worked closely, stated that: �³�U�H�D�O�L�V�P��

�D�L�P�V���W�R���D�G�G�U�H�V�V���D�O�O���W�K�H���V�L�J�Q�L�I�L�F�D�Q�W���Y�D�U�L�D�E�O�H�V���L�Q���V�R�F�L�D�O���Z�R�U�N���S�U�D�F�W�L�F�H�´ (Kazi, 2003, p5).  

This seems laudable, but over ambitious.  Significant variables must include the 

richness and variety of human perspectives, experiences, attitudes and social 

contexts, which are not easily reduced to measurable variables.  From a qualitative 

perspective these experiences should be the object of study.  Kazi focused on causal 

connections and finding out what works, for whom and under what conditions.  

Houston (2001) argued, as a critical realist, that the impact of interventions cannot be 

predicted with accuracy because of the range of social forces operating, including 

poverty, class and racism.  Reality is multi-faceted and complex (p. 852).  Post-

modern constructionism regards relativities, uncertainties and contingencies as 

central and pervasive, undermining human agency (Houston, p848).  Critical realism 

retains its focus on human emancipation, the root causes of social exclusion and the 

potential for human agency.   Context, history and time shape the realist view of the 

world (Braun & Clarke, 2013).  However, aiming to achieve an accurate 

understanding of events is not a hopeless task.  The case study approach may be 

able to provide sufficiently convincing explanations to reduce the need for 

equivocation. 

 

 3.1.3 Interviews 
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Interviews have been described as �³�D �F�R�Q�Y�H�U�V�D�W�L�R�Q���Z�L�W�K���D���S�X�U�S�R�V�H�´ (Maykut & 

Morehouse, 1994, p77). Researchers can use either a single key question to frame 

the interview or a more detailed interview guide/schedule.  A more detailed interview 

guide is likely to be desirable where a number of researchers are involved, as was 

the case for the COPING interviews.  Maykut & Morehouse argue that a more 

structured interview does not replace the person as the instrument of study; 

respondents can express their own meanings and understandings within the 

framework provided. There is a consensus that interviews should start with less 

threatening questions, focusing on experiences and behaviour, and moving on to 

more sensitive topics, as the person interviewed gains confidence (Maykut & 

Morehouse, 1994; Patton, 1990; Price, 2002); and this approach seems particularly 

relevant to introducing children gradually to the core research topics.  Price considers 

that the management of intrusive questions is the key to successful interviewing. In 

my view, while manoeuvring the interviewee through the research topics is clearly 

possible, this technique relies on the dominant position of the interviewer, and seems 

to leave open the possibility that the interviewee may have been persuaded to reveal 

more personal information and opinion than they might have wished or anticipated. 

The key is ensuring that the interviewee fully understands the hardest - or most 

intrusive - questions they will be asked before consenting to take part.  

 

Jordan (2006) suggests that researchers �L�Q�W�H�U�Y�L�H�Z�L�Q�J���L�Q���D���S�D�U�W�L�F�L�S�D�Q�W�¶�V���K�R�P�H���D�U�H��

entering a private space. Their role is as an invited guest, and this may limit the 

�D�P�R�X�Q�W���R�I���U�H�Y�H�O�D�W�L�R�Q���D�E�R�X�W���W�K�H���S�D�U�W�L�F�L�S�D�Q�W�¶�V���F�L�U�F�X�P�V�W�D�Q�F�H�V���Z�K�L�F�K���L�V���S�R�V�V�L�E�O�H���R�U��

appropriate.  Also, there may be less conflict within families who invite researchers 

into their families than amongst those who decline to be involved. 

 

Rapley (2001) describes interviews as �³�L�Q�K�H�U�H�Q�W�O�\���V�R�F�L�D�O���H�Q�F�R�X�Q�W�H�U�V�´ (p303); 

interviewees aim to present themselves  in a morally adequate light; and language is 
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performative, never merely a neutral means of communication.  Rapley maintains 

that the researcher plays a key role in producing what is said during the interview.  

The researcher and the interviewee imbue the topic under discussion with their own 

meanings and perspectives. King et al (2002), drawing on an interpretive 

phenomenological perspective,  perceive  research participants as constructing  a 

presentation of the self in the context of the interview, rather than providing simple 

descriptions of true experience.   

 

3.1.4 Reflexivity in research literature 

 

The role and contribution of the researcher in shaping and producing findings has 

been strongly attested (Charmaz, 2006; Finlay, 2008).  Researchers bring their own 

understandings, knowledge and assumptions to the phenomenon under 

investigation; s/he chooses the research question, and constructs the collection, 

selection and interpretation of data (Finlay, 2008).  Researchers should examine their 

reasons for choosing research questions and their attitude towards their topic (Maso, 

2008).  The researcher may be powerfully influenced by her/his own experience of 

the subject being investigated.  Willig (2008) distinguishes between personal 

reflexivity, - �K�R�Z���W�K�H���U�H�V�H�D�U�F�K�H�U�¶�V���R�Z�Q���V�W�D�Q�G�S�R�L�Q�W���L�Q�I�O�X�Hnces the research -, and 

epistemological reflexivity, which relates to how research questions, design, and 

methods of analysis influence what is discovered. 

 

The significance of transference in research interviews has been highlighted (Finlay, 

2008).  Rese�D�U�F�K���S�D�U�W�L�F�L�S�D�Q�W�V�¶�����E�R�W�K���F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�¶�V��and adults�¶, views of the researcher 

may be influenced by previous relationships. Awareness of counter-transference 

(Gough, 2008) enables the researcher to take account of her/his feelings about 

participants, and these may also be influenced by past experience and relationships.  

Gough notes that the researcher cannot uncover the essential or private self of 
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research subjects, who may present different aspects of themselves in the context of 

research interviews.  Boundaries between research and active interventions need to 

be carefully   patrolled.  Although research interviews are clearly focused on 

obtaining data relevant to the topic under investigation, they have similarities to more 

therapeutic encounters.  Parton & O�¶�%�\�U�Q�H�����������������R�E�V�H�U�Y�H�G���W�K�D�W���W�H�O�O�L�Q�J���R�Q�H�¶�V���V�W�R�U�\��

and having it heard respectfully (p. 21), which can form a part of a research interview, 

are a necessary ingredient for change to happen in people being helped by social 

workers.  Nicholson (2008), who undertook multiple interviews with women with post- 

natal depression, was aware of the possibility that research encounters could have 

close parallels with therapeutic interventions. Interviews allow expression of feelings 

and ideas in confidence, without fear of being diagnosed (p. 139), or assessed. 

 

3.2 Developing an approach to r esearch with children  

 

My research is child-centred. This section analyses some of the main principles and   

methods identified in the literature for undertaking research with children.  

 

3.2.1 �&�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�¶�V���U�L�J�K�W�V  

 

Research with children aims to balance the rights of children to contribute and make 

their views known, with the risks involved in adult researchers encouraging children 

to share their experiences and opinions.  The United Nations Convention on 

�&�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�¶�V���5�L�J�K�W�V�¶  assertion (1989, Article 12) that children should be able to express 

their views on all  matters concerning them  has been understood to apply to 

�F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�¶�V���U�L�J�K�W�V���W�R���F�R�Q�W�U�L�E�X�W�H���W�R���U�H�V�H�D�U�F�K�����*�U�L�H�J���H�W���D�O�������������������L�Q�F�O�Xding social work 

research (Cousins & Milner, 2007).  The U.K. Children Act 1989 established the right 
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of children to be consulted on all matters affecting them6 .  �,�Q���W�K�H���8�.�����F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�¶�V���U�L�J�K�W��

to consent has been based on the Gillick (1985) competency test, which determined 

that a competent child is one who fully understands what is proposed, with a 

presumption that a child can reach decisions on their own, and without parental 

involvement (Morrow & Richards, 1996). The Gillick ruling referred to issues related 

to health which could have life or death consequences.  

 

Social researchers have referred to the Gillick principle to support arguments for 

children to have the right to consent on their own behalf to being involved in research, 

where hoped for benefits for children may not be realised, or only much later. Most 

researchers have adopted the safer position of seeking consent from children and 

also from parents. Risks for children involved in medical research may be justified by 

anticipated benefits (Knudson, 2012), but these may be much harder to predict in 

social research. 

 

Research dilemmas with children arise because of unequal power relationships 

between children and adults, and because adults may not easily understand 

�F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�¶�V���S�H�U�V�S�H�F�W�L�Y�H�V�������7�K�H���J�D�S between children and adults in research studies is 

unsurprising: research topics are chosen mainly by adults; most research is 

conducted by adults; and evidence produced by children is analysed by adults. Hood 

et al (1996) argued for a more developmental �V�W�D�Q�F�H�����H�[�S�O�R�U�L�Q�J���F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�¶�V���Z�R�U�O�G�V��

from their own point of view.  Grieg et al (2007) note that caring professionals seeing 

children as objects of concern, or objects of study, may disempower them, and that 

                                                

6 A telling example is provided by Bosisio (2012) undertaking research in secondary schools 

in Italy in 2002, who found that children wished to assert their right to express their view about 

which parent they should live with, in cases of separation and divorce 
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children should be given active rather than passive roles in the development of 

knowledge.   

 

3.2.2 Consent 

 

Alderson (1995), cited in Cousins & Milner (2007), has suggested, controversially, 

that all school age children should be assumed to be competent to consent to 

participate in research (with the onus being on proof of incompetence).  The basic 

requirement is that children should be given full information about what the interview 

will entail.  Danby and Farrell (Farrell, Ed., 2005, p.52) observed that signing their 

own consent for research gave children aged 5 �± 11 a greater sense of responsibility.  

C�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�¶�V���F�D�S�D�F�L�W�\���W�R���S�U�R�W�H�F�W���W�K�H�P�V�H�O�Y�H�V���I�U�R�P���G�L�V�F�O�R�V�L�Q�J���L�Q�I�R�U�P�D�W�L�R�Q���W�K�H�\���P�L�J�K�W���Q�R�W��

otherwise have intended to share may be reduced where researchers seek to 

develop a therapeutic alliance with them (Mishna et al, 2004).  Mahon et al (1996) 

advise that �³�����������L�W���L�V���F�U�X�F�L�D�O���W�R���P�D�U�N���W�K�H���E�R�X�Q�G�D�U�\���E�H�W�Z�H�H�Q���U�H�V�H�D�U�F�K���D�Q�G���W�K�H�U�D�S�\���Y�H�U�\��

�F�O�H�D�U�O�\�´ (p. 151).  Ireland & Holloway (1996), interviewing children suffering from 

asthma, advised that if children seemed uncertain about taking part, despite their 

parents having given permission, then interviews should not take place.  The authors 

found evidence of parents gently coercing children to take part.  Cousins & Milner 

(2007) also assert that children should be free to decline consent, even if this has 

been granted by their parent.  

  

3.2.3 Safety 

 

Consent issues are closely intertwined with considerations regarding child�U�H�Q�¶�V���V�D�I�H�W�\����

and these can be amplified in qualitative research settings. Obtaining qualitative data 

requires probing into the private thoughts and lives of the respondent.(Price, 2002).  

The open-ended nature of qualitative research methods gives rise to more risks for 
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children (MIshna et al, 2004)�������&�R�Q�V�H�Q�W���S�U�R�F�H�G�X�U�H�V���U�H�J�X�O�D�U�O�\���L�Q�F�O�X�G�H���F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�¶�V���U�L�J�K�W��

to decline to answer a particular question, or to withdraw from the interview.  Children 

may not know how to exercise these rights unless they are helped to do so. 

 

Consent procedures usually stipulate that researchers may be unable to maintain 

participant confidentiality and anonymity if evidence of harm comes to their notice, an 

issue particularly relevant when children are research subjects.  Where information 

about harm is disclosed, discussion with the children about the strategy they would 

like to be pursued is advised (Morrow & Richards,1996).  

 

3.2.4 Good Practice 

 

Kortesluoma et al (2003) emphasised the importance of researchers getting to know 

children prior to interviews, for example by inter-acting informally with them to start 

with.  Children need reassurance that there are no right or wrong answers to 

interview questions. Interview settings require careful consideration.  School based or 

�K�R�V�S�L�W�D�O���V�H�W�W�L�Q�J�V���F�D�Q���D�G�G���W�R���W�K�H���U�H�V�H�D�U�F�K�H�U�¶�V���S�R�Z�H�U���D�Q�G���V�W�D�W�X�V�����0�L�V�K�Q�D���H�W���D�O�������������������� 

Mahon et al (1996) in their  young   �F�D�U�H�U�V�¶�� study, found that adult researcher 

authority presented more acute problems in one to one interviews, which seemed 

more appropriate for older children.  Interview responses were generally less rich 

from younger children, and with boys.  Hill et al (1996), carrying out research with 

primary school aged children about their emotions and well-being, found that focus 

groups enabled more spontaneous discussion, and allowed children to choose their 

level of disclosure.  Hood et al (1996) observed that children were more confident 

being seen in pairs or groups when interviewed by adults; and also that  that being 

interviewed in their own home could present risks for children if they felt trapped into 

revealing matters relating to their parents, and this could make children suspicious 

about the research process.  They found that some parents and children preferred to 
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maintain their home as a private place.  The authors had a sociological approach, 

�V�H�H�L�Q�J���F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�¶�V���S�H�U�V�S�H�F�W�L�Y�H�V���D�V���Y�D�O�L�G���L�Q���W�K�H�Lr own right, and avoiding perceiving 

children as either potential victims (requiring rescue or support) or as threats 

(because of their behaviour). 

 

3.2.5 Personal reflections on interviewing children 

 

My experience leads me to confirm  �0�R�U�U�R�Z�¶�V���U�H�I�H�U�H�Q�F�H��to overwhelming evidence 

that children involved in research are �³�������U�H�V�S�R�Q�V�L�Y�H�����F�U�H�D�W�L�Y�H���D�Q�G���P�H�D�V�X�U�H�G���³  when 

asked for their views (Morrow, p162, in Farrell (Ed.), 2005); and that children become 

actively involved in making sense of research encounters, as previously suggested 

(Westcott & Littleton, in Greene & Hogan, (Eds.), 2005). I have found that   where 

children are treated respectfully and seriously and understand that their contribution 

is important, they usually enjoy taking part in research interviews.  While research 

has been developed as an adult process, children seem happy to use their 

�H�[�S�H�U�L�H�Q�F�H���W�R���F�R�Q�W�U�L�E�X�W�H���W�R�Z�D�U�G�V���V�R�F�L�D�O�O�\���G�H�V�L�U�D�E�O�H���R�X�W�F�R�P�H�V�����0�D�K�R�Q�¶�V���R�E�V�H�U�Y�D�W�L�R�Q��

�D�E�R�X�W���E�R�\�V�¶���P�R�U�H���O�L�P�L�W�H�G���U�H�V�S�R�Q�V�H�V���V�H�H�P�V���V�X�S�H�U�I�L�F�L�D�O�����E�R�\�V���P�D�\���H�[�S�U�H�V�V���W�K�H�P�V�H�O�Yes 

more succinctly or less fluently, but their viewpoint is equally valid.  I agree that the 

novelty and unfamiliarity of the interview process can motivate children and they can 

�H�Q�M�R�\���K�D�Y�L�Q�J���W�K�H���L�Q�W�H�U�Y�L�H�Z�H�U�¶�V���X�Q�G�L�Y�L�G�H�G���D�W�W�H�Q�W�L�R�Q�����.�R�U�W�H�V�O�X�R�P�D���H�W���D�O���������������� and that 

�O�D�F�N���R�I���R�U���G�H�F�O�L�Q�L�Q�J���P�R�W�L�Y�D�W�L�R�Q���G�X�U�L�Q�J���L�Q�W�H�U�Y�L�H�Z�V���P�D�\���V�L�J�Q�D�O���F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�¶�V���Z�L�W�K�K�R�O�G�L�Q�J���R�U��

withdrawing consent (Mahon et al, 2006).  

 

My strongest convictions throughout the interviews for this research have been, (i) 

that children needed to understand clearly that interviews would focus on the 

sensitive issue of how having their parent in prison had impacted on them, 

emotionally as well as practically; and (ii) about the importance of power imbalances 

between myself and children being interviewed, not least children with learning 
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disabilities.7   Children usually �W�U�X�V�W���W�K�H���U�H�V�H�D�U�F�K�H�U�¶�V���L�Q�W�H�J�U�L�W�\�������2�O�G�H�U���F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q���D�U�H��

curious about the process and outcomes of the research.  Children need help to 

assert their right not to answer particularly sensitive questions, and interviewers need 

to pay attention for signs of discomfort or stress during interviews.   

 

3.3 Methodology for the thesis   

 

3.3.1 Reflexive position 

 

My position as a researcher is influenced by my background as a social worker.  I try 

to maintain an attitude of Rogerian (Hough, 2006) unconditional positive regard for 

research participants; and I am influenced by the transactional analysis construct of 

�µ�D�G�X�O�W���W�R���D�G�X�O�W�¶���U�H�O�D�W�L�R�Q�V�K�L�S�V�����%�H�U�Q�H�� 1964).  While I am very much aware of power 

imbalances between researcher and participants, the researcher and the participant 

approach each other on a basis of equality,   each bringing different areas of 

�N�Q�R�Z�O�H�G�J�H���D�Q�G���H�[�S�H�U�W�L�V�H�����,�G�H�D�V���R�I���H�T�X�D�O�L�W�\���D�Q�G���U�H�V�S�H�F�W�L�Q�J���H�D�F�K���R�W�K�H�U�¶�V���H�[�S�H�U�L�H�Q�F�H�V��

and knowledge are equally relevant for interviews with children, although here power 

imbalances are strikingly obvious.  I am conscious of having a very privileged 

�S�R�V�L�W�L�R�Q���D�V���U�H�J�D�U�G�V���D�F�F�H�V�V���W�R���L�Q�F�R�P�H���D�Q�G���H�G�X�F�D�W�L�R�Q�����0�D�Q�\���S�U�L�V�R�Q�H�U�V�¶���I�D�P�L�O�L�H�V���K�D�Y�H��

                                                

7 One  example  of tackling power imbalances was that when interviewing a 13 year old boy I 

decided  to sit on the floor while the boy sat on the only chair in an otherwise unfurnished 

room in  the house which �K�H���D�Q�G���K�L�V���J�X�D�U�G�L�D�Q�����K�L�V���P�R�W�K�H�U�¶�V���S�D�U�W�Q�H�U�����K�D�G���M�X�V�W���P�R�Y�H�G���L�Q�W�R�����W�K�L�V��

seemed to help the boy feel at ease. When interviewing another 13 year old boy with serious 

learning disabilities, my approach was to assume that he had equally as much insight into his 

thoughts and feelings as other children, and, although he spoke more slowly, this proved to 

be the case.  Although he agreed to the interview being recorded I turned the tape-recorder 

off after a few minutes as it seemed unnecessarily intrusive.    
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experiences of poverty, chaos and violence.  Sadness, loss and trauma are a 

�I�X�Q�G�D�P�H�Q�W�D�O���S�D�U�W���R�I���S�H�R�S�O�H�¶�V experience. I am, however, optimistic about the 

possibility of people being able to help each other.  As a researcher with a 

background in social work I try to keep a clear distinction between the role of the 

helping professions and the contribution of compassionate research.  

 

As a researcher I am conscious of power, age and gender issues; and try to keep in 

mind how being a parent (and a grandparent) impacts on my contact and 

relationships with research participants.  

 

3.3.2 Philosophical Standpoint 

 

My philosophical standpoint, like my position on research methodology, is eclectic, 

and in flux, and is perhaps closest to an existential position, but also drawing on 

other traditions and perspectives. 

 

Existentialism has been described as �³a philosophical theory emphasising the 

existence of the individual person as a free and responsible agent, determining his 

(sic) own development�  ́(Concise Oxford Dictionary, 1988, p.338).  I believe that 

people can take responsibility for their lives and make plans for the future: they have 

�³�L�Q�W�H�Q�W�L�R�Q�D�O�L�W�\�´�����7�K�R�P�V�R�Q���������������������:�H���F�R�Q�V�W�U�X�F�W���R�X�U���R�Z�Q���Y�D�O�X�H�V���D�Q�G���P�R�U�D�O�L�W�\�������$�V��

human beings we are essentially alone, but yearn to be connected to others (Yalom, 

1980).  Relationships between individuals and within families matter; children are 

nurtured by their parents or other adults who are expected to provide conditions 

which encourage their growth and development. 

 

Although I owe much to the Christian pastoral tradition in which I was brought up,  I 

am sceptical about ideology and belief and recognise that much of the world as we 
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know it is socially constructed, and that language plays a significant role in this.  

Social constructionism, from my standpoint, understates the potential for human 

agency and responsibility, although George Mead acknowledged that a person, 

although socially constructed, could be a reflexive agentic being (Mead, 1934 cited in 

Smith, J, 2008) and therefore potentially capable of moral action.  Although power, 

money and influence are grossly inequitably distributed, in my view a determinist 

Marxist perspective underplays the significance of individual mental processes and 

human capacity for resilience.  Much learning is possible from literature, philosophy, 

religion and the study of psychology which pre-dated post-modernism, a position 

articulated by Yalom (1980, p12):   

  

 �³�������W�K�H���P�D�M�R�U���H�[�L�V�W�H�Q�W�L�D�O���F�R�Q�F�H�U�Q�V���K�D�Y�H���E�H�H�Q���U�H�F�R�J�Q�L�V�H�G���V�L�Q�F�H���W�K�H���E�H�J�L�Q�Q�L�Q�J������������������

of written thought.....Their primacy has been recognised by an unbroken 

�V�W�U�H�D�P���R�I���S�K�L�O�R�V�R�S�K�H�U�V�����W�K�H�R�O�R�J�L�D�Q�V���D�Q�G���S�R�H�W�V�´ 

 

�,�Q���W�K�H���S�D�U�O�R�X�U���J�D�P�H���µ�7�Z�H�Q�W�\���4�X�H�V�W�L�R�Q�V�¶���W�K�H���S�O�D�\�H�U���L�V���D�O�O�R�Z�H�G���W�R���L�G�H�Q�W�L�I�\���D���G�R�P�L�Q�D�Q�W��

and a subsidiary mode for his chosen subject.   My orientation towards my research 

topic is primarily realist, from a critical perspective, but with constructivist 

connections: or as critically realist as possible, and as constructionist as necessary.  

The quest to understand the world is worthwhile, and   through  qualitative  methods 

the researcher can gain access to valuable and meaningful information about the 

lived experience of participants which, in my study, can improve understanding of the 

impact of parental imprisonment on children.  While research �S�D�U�W�L�F�L�S�D�Q�W�V�¶���D�F�F�R�X�Q�W�V��

are always influenced by social contexts and may sometimes be self serving, my 

view is that they are also capable of providing information which bears directly on the 

research question. ���+�R�X�V�W�R�Q�¶�V���D�G�Y�L�F�H���W�R���V�R�F�L�D�O���Z�R�U�N�H�U�V�����W�R���S�D�\���D�W�W�H�Q�W�L�R�Q���W�R���S�H�R�S�O�H�¶�V��

accounts while being alert to the effects of cognitive bias, defence mechanisms and 

ideology, is pertinent here (Houston, 2001).  Also, while I appreciate how my own 
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experience and attitudes influence my relationship with the research topic, I also 

believe that as a researcher I am able to make a disciplined attempt to be objective 

and to analyse data from participants without being unduly biased by my own 

experience. �3�D�U�W�R�Q���D�Q�G���2�¶�%�\�U�Q�H��(2000) wrote  about the importance of the therapist 

�P�D�L�Q�W�D�L�Q�L�Q�J���³�F�X�U�L�R�V�L�W�\�´�����D�Q�G���W�K�Ls seems important also for the qualitative researcher, 

�E�R�W�K���D�E�R�X�W���K�H�U���K�L�V���R�Z�Q���D�Q�G���S�D�U�W�L�F�L�S�D�Q�W�V�¶���P�R�W�L�Y�D�W�L�R�Q�� 

 

 3.3.3 Links between the thesis and the COPING project 

 

I have already outlined the remit of the COPING research in the Introduction 

(Chapter 1).  My role in the COPING Research is described in detail in Appendix 5, 

including interviews which I completed with children and parents/carers on which this 

thesis is based.  The appendix describes the sampling process, which aimed to 

achieve a balance between children with normal, borderline and abnormal scores on 

the Goodman Strengths and Difficulties Questionnaire (SDQ), which they completed 

as part of the initial COPING survey 

Appendix 6 provides a table indicating those participants interviewed by myself, and 

those interviewed by colleagues.  As recorded in the table, I interviewed 20 of the 28 

children, 16 boys and 4 girls; 17 of the 22 parents/carers; and all 13 of the 

imprisoned parents interviewed in the 22 families.  I also met 7 of the 8 children 

interviewed by other colleagues.  In two families (Cases 2 and  10), I was invited to 

meet the child as part of the interview, at the child�U�H�Q�¶�V request, to be shown objects 

of significance to them; and in other cases I met children with other members of the  

family at the start or end of interviews.  For parents/carers interviewed by other 

researchers, I was present throughout the interview for Cases 3 and 4, and met the 

parent/carer in Cases 7 and 15. 

 

3.3.4 COPING Interview Framework 
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Interviews for the 22 families followed the Interview Guides which I developed for the 

COPING project.  This included clarification of the purpose of the interview, focusing 

on the impact of parental imprisonment and how this had affected the child and 

her/his family, and their school and social life.  Consent procedures were explained, 

�D�Q�G���W�K�H���F�K�L�O�G�¶�V���U�L�J�K�W���Q�R�W���W�R���D�Q�V�Z�H�U  specific  questions, or to stop the interview 

altogether, were emphasised.  The child���U�H�Q�¶�V���D�Q�G���W�K�H���S�D�U�H�Q�W���F�D�U�H�U�¶�V���F�R�Q�V�H�Q�W�V���Z�H�U�H��

obtained prior to interviews, including consent for tape recording. 8 Initial questions 

focused on family, school and social life;  and then moved on to changes which had 

�W�D�N�H�Q���S�O�D�F�H���V�L�Q�F�H���W�K�H���F�K�L�O�G�¶�V���S�D�U�H�Q�W���Z�D�V���L�P�S�U�L�V�R�Q�H�G�������&�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q���Z�H�U�H���D�V�N�H�G���Z�K�R�P��

they had talked to about their parent being in prison, and whether or not this was a 

secret.  The interview also covered visits to prison and other forms of contact, and 

issues of support from Partners of Prisoners and from other agencies.  At the end of 

the interview the child was asked about when their parent might be released and for 

their views about this; and also about their responses to the experience of being 

interviewed.  Interviews with parents/carers and imprisoned parents also focused on 

the impact of parental imprisonment on children, and the interview guides used for 

them were based on the one used with children. 

 

The interview guides included questions with scaled responses, for example 

identifying whether the �F�K�L�O�G�¶�V���O�L�I�H��had been worse, the same or better since their 

parent had been in prison.  Interviewer experiences of these questions varied.  Some, 

including myself, found that they enabled children to think about and position their 

feelings and responses.  Others found that they repeated questions already explored.  

They were used to help analyse individual interviews.   

 

                                                

8 �)�R�U���D�O�O���F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�����E�R�W�K���W�K�H�L�U���R�Z�Q���D�Q�G���W�K�H�L�U���S�D�U�H�Q�W���F�D�U�H�U�¶�V���F�R�Q�V�H�Q�W�V���Z�H�U�H���R�E�W�D�L�Q�H�G�� 
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The interview guide for children contained 43 questions.  This amount of detail was 

included to try to ensure consistency between researchers, and between the four 

different countries.  (The interview guides were translated into German, Romanian 

and Swedish).  Advice to researchers at the start of the interview guide  (see 

Appendix 3) was that it should be used flexibly, aiming to cover the key issues, but 

allowing children to discuss issues in their own way and to focus on the areas which 

concerned them most, or about which they had most experience.  Children had the 

opportunity to be interviewed on their own, or to be accompanied by their 

parent/carer or another adult or a sibling. 

 

In constructing the interview guide, particularly careful  thought was given to the 

inclusion of Question 14, asking whether the child knew why their parent was in 

prison, and for how long this would be.  There was concern that the question could 

be intrusive.  I eventually decided, in consultation with colleagues, that it was 

important to ask �Z�K�H�W�K�H�U���W�K�H���F�K�L�O�G���N�Q�H�Z���W�K�H���U�H�D�V�R�Q���I�R�U���W�K�H�L�U���S�D�U�H�Q�W�¶�V���L�P�S�U�L�V�R�Q�P�H�Q�W, 

as this would be likely to impact on how they dealt with their situation. My experience 

was that children usually knew abo�X�W���W�K�H�L�U���S�D�U�H�Q�W�V�¶���R�I�I�H�Q�F�H�V���Z�K�H�U�H���W�K�H�V�H���L�Q�Y�R�O�Y�H�G��

violence  or notoriety. In other cases children were sometimes vague or did not show 

much interest.  A small number of imprisoned parents whom I interviewed declined to 

say what their offences had been. 

 

Interviews were targeted with individual children identified with reference to their 

SDQ scores.  We anticipated, correctly, that in some families other children would 

wish to take part, out of interest, or to support their siblings.  We decided to include 

these additional children as this would provide a wider participant group; and also 

because we wished to avoid children feeling excluded.  Children in two families 

whom I interviewed (Eleanor, Case 2 and Alex, Case 19), included in the sample for 

the thesis, �Z�H�U�H���U�H�F�U�X�L�W�H�G���D�W���D���)�D�P�L�O�\���'�D�\���K�H�O�G���L�Q���D���Z�R�P�H�Q�¶�V���S�U�L�V�R�Q������I met these 
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children there, and arranged to interview them  subsequently at home.  The  other  

families were mainly recruited from prison visitor centres, with the assistance of 

Partners of Prisoners and other prison based NGOs, following   their completion of 

their initial questionnaires, in which they were asked if they would like to be included 

in the in-depth interviews. Their families were contacted by telephone to ask if the 

children still wished to be interviewed. If they confirmed this, interviews were 

arranged.  

 

Single (ie - not repeated) interviews provided an opportunity to explore relevant 

issues, and important additional data was obtained from interviews with 

parents/carers and imprisoned parents.  Interviews were all held after the initial shock 

of arrest and imprisonment was over.  A single interview meant that there was no 

�R�S�S�R�U�W�X�Q�L�W�\���W�R���F�R�P�S�D�U�H���F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�¶�V���U�H�D�F�W�L�R�Q�V���D�W���G�L�I�I�H�U�H�Q�W���S�R�L�Q�W�V���L�Q���W�L�P�H�������7�K�H�V�H���L�V�V�X�H�V��

are considered in more detail in the section on �³The �5�H�V�H�D�U�F�K�H�U�¶�V���*�D�]�H� ́below. 

 

3.3.5 Research Design 

 

The research design for the thesis is a case study using multiple cases. In each case 

triangulation of data was achieved through interviews with children, their 

parents/carers, and imprisoned parents where possible.   A case study design was 

chosen as this allows maximum flexibility for analysing qualitative data.  A case study 

approach relies on the trustworthiness of the researcher (Robson, 1993, p160).  The 

researcher needs to develop familiarity with the phenomenon studied and its setting 

and a multi-disciplinary approach (Miles & Huberman, 1984, cited in Robson, 1993). I 

learned a good deal about the prison context during the project; and had support 

from colleagues with   psychology, criminology and social work experience. Robson 

notes that in multiple case studies the focus is on analytical (not statistical) 

generalisations. 
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The case study approach for the thesis is similar to that described by Maykut & 

Morehouse (1994, p48) analysing qualitative research. 

 

Figure 2  �³Beginning Qualitative Research� ́

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The focus of enquiry was the impact of parental imprisonment on children, using a 

purposive sample (Robson, 1993, p141) of children, both boys and girls with fathers 

and mothers in prison.  The �L�Q�W�H�U�Y�L�H�Z�V���Z�H�U�H���K�H�O�G���P�D�L�Q�O�\���L�Q���F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�¶�V���R�Z�Q���K�R�P�H�V 

(Maykut �D�Q�G���0�R�U�H�K�R�X�V�H�¶�V���³�Q�D�W�X�U�D�O���V�H�W�W�L�Q�J�V�´��.  Interviews were designed to be as 

flexible as possible to encourage expression of  �F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�¶�V  views.  A more open 
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interview structure could have been possible, asking children to talk about their 

experiences from their own point of view without specific questions or prompts.  

 

The interview guide included some a priori assumptions, closely related to the 

conceptual framework (see below, p.67). I assumed when developing this that the 

�F�L�U�F�X�P�V�W�D�Q�F�H�V���R�I���W�K�H���S�D�U�H�Q�W�¶�V���D�U�U�H�V�W�����W�K�H���Q�D�W�X�U�H���R�I���W�K�H�L�U���R�I�I�H�Q�F�H, and support from 

family and friends would all have a bearing on how the child responded to their 

�S�D�U�H�Q�W�¶�V���L�P�S�U�L�V�R�Q�P�H�Q�W.   The interview guide attempted to adopt a position of 

neutrality regarding the impact of parental imprisonment, although I, and other 

researchers, were influenced by previous literature emphasising the mainly harmful 

effects of parental imprisonment and associated stigma.  Children were given the 

opportunity to describe their reaction in either positive or negative terms: so, for 

example, they may have experienced parental imprisonment as either upsetting or 

helpful for them.  At the stage of analysing interview data my approach was inductive, 

allowing the children's ���D�Q�G���W�K�H�L�U���S�D�U�H�Q�W�V���F�D�U�H�U�V�¶����evidence to guide analysis.  In my 

view, the case study design for the thesis included a balance between a priori 

assumptions and inductive analysis. 

 

3.3.6 Conceptual Framework 

 

The conceptual framework for the thesis is described in Figure 3 below. 
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Figure 3   Conceptual  framework for the thesis 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Concepts in this framework included the main a priori assumptions which shaped the 

�F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�¶�V���L�Q�W�H�Uview guide. I developed them from previous research and literature 

and from earlier experience of working with children and families.  Earlier   family 

history impacts on the child after their parent is imprisoned. �7�K�H���F�K�L�O�G�¶�V���S�H�U�V�R�Q�D�O�L�W�\, 

including their temperament, their interests and achievements, is important, as are 

the forces impacting on him/her, the circumstances of the offence(s), and 

engagement with family, friends, school and agencies. How family, friends and 

�V�F�K�R�R�O�V���U�H�D�F�W���W�R���W�K�H���S�D�U�H�Q�W�¶�V���L�P�S�U�L�Vonment impact on the child. This conceptual 

framework has remained fairly constant throughout the research. 

 

3.3.7 Appropriateness of methodology 

 

COPING used both quantitative and qualitative methods, including semi-structured 

interviews to explore the me�D�Q�L�Q�J���R�I���F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�¶�V���H�[�S�H�U�L�H�Q�F�H�V�����7�K�H���T�X�D�O�L�W�D�W�Lve 

Events: 
 
arrest/ sentence/ 

imprisonment 

Offence: 
 
shame/ stigma; 
or respite/relief 

�&�K�L�O�G�¶�V���L�Q�G�L�Y�L�G�X�D�O��
response to parental 

imprisonment 
 

Views of 
Parents /carers/ 

Imprisoned  parents/ 

siblings/family members 

Informal  (friends�¶)  support; 
Formal  support networks �±  

schools/ agencies 

 

 

  

The concepts in the four outside boxes are related to each other,  
as   well as related to individual children. 
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methodology adopted by COPING was appropriate for addressing my research 

questions. It was child-centred. Interviews with children were the most crucial 

element. Interviews with parents were also vital, but supplementary, facilitating 

triangulation of data. Interviews encouraged children to talk about parental 

imprisonment in the broader context of their family, their school and their social lives. 

The methodology aimed to be flexible and inclusive, allowing other children in 

families targeted to take part, and enabling recognition of the value of sibling support. 

It  was ethically sound, allowing children to contribute in their own way, saying as 

much or as little as they wished to, and with support from adults and other family 

members where children wanted this. The methodology could also be empowering, 

enabling more and less intelligent children, and children with learning disabilities, to 

contribute equally to learning and to developing new insights. 

 

The methodology also had significant limitations which are discussed at the end of 

the thesis (p.304) of which the most important was that children were interviewed just 

once, which meant that there was only a single opportunity to develop a rapport with 

them, and no opportunity to explore the issues of parental imprisonment at different 

points in time. 

   

3.3.8 Sample 

 

The 22 families were mainly recruited by Partners of Prisoners and other NGOs 

running visitor centres in prisons in the north of England while children were visiting 

their imprisoned parent.  Family 5 was recruited following a focus group run as part of 

�W�K�H���&�2�3�,�1�*���U�H�V�H�D�U�F�K���D�W���D���Z�R�P�H�Q�¶�V���S�U�L�V�R�Q. The consent of research colleagues was 

sought for transcriptions of interviews they had conducted to be included in the 

research. As noted in Appendix 5, interview and transcript data were coded by 
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researchers undertaking the interviews, except for interviews carried out by Partners 

of Prisoners staff, and Case 22, where the data were coded by  myself. 

 

Further information about research participants in the 22 families is included in Table 

1, below. 

 

Table 1:   Research Participants (22 families) 

Case 
No. 

Pseudonym  �&�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�¶�V���*�H�Q�G�H�U���	���$�J�H Parent/Carer  Imprisoned Parent  

1 Joe B/17 M F 
2 Eleanor G/10 F M 
3 Luke B/12 M * 
4 Declan B/13  

M 
 
* Natalie G/14 

5 Nasreen G/13 F M 
6 Caleb B/13 M * 
7 Jack B/9  

M 
 
* Kirsty G/11 

8 Grant B/13  
M 

 
F Amelia G/7 

9 Becky G/12 M * 
10 Daniel B/9 M F 
11 Mark B/13 SF F 
12 Anthony B/11 F M 
13 Harry B/14 M F 
14 Ethan B/9  

OS (23yr) 
 

M Samantha G/17 
15 Piers B/13 MMP M 
16 Gareth B/11 MGP x 2 M 
17 Jamie B/10  

M 
 
* Oliver B/11 

18 Kyle B/11 F M 
19 Alex B/16 F M 
20 Sameera G/8  

M 
 
* Abida G/14 

21 Ben B/12 M * 
22 Matthew B/15 M * 

 
 

TOTAL 

 
B = 19 
G = 9 

 

F=5;SF=1  
MMP=1 
M=13 

MGP=2 
OS=1 

 
F=5 
M=8 
*=9 

 
KEY 
 

Gender: B=Boy   G=Girl   
Relationship: F=Father   M=Mother  SF=Step-Father  OS=Older Sister  MGP=Maternal 

�*�U�D�Q�G�S�D�U�H�Q�W�V�������0�0�3� �0�R�W�K�H�U�¶�V���0�D�O�H���3�D�U�W�Q�H�U 
Imprisoned 
Parent 

* = Imprisoned parent not interviewed 
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Out of the 28 children, 19 were boys and 9 were girls. The �E�R�\�V�¶���D�Q�G���W�K�H���J�L�U�O�V�¶ age 

distributions were similar.  Four of the boys and 2 of the girls were under 11.  Twelve 

of the boys and 6 of the girls were aged 11-14.  Three of the boys and 1 of the girls 

were aged 15 or over. The mean age for both boys and girls was 11.7 years. 

Thirteen of the boys had a father (1 of these was a step-father) in prison; and 6 of the 

boys had a mother in prison.  For the girls, 6 had a father in prison (2 of these were 

step-fathers), and 3 had their mother in prison. 

 

Out of the 22 parents/carers, 12 were mothers; 4 were fathers, and one was the male 

partner of an imprisoned mother; 3 were grandparents (from 2 families); and 2 were 

adult siblings caring for younger children (from 2 families).  There were 13 

imprisoned parents: 4 fathers, a step/father and 8 mothers. 

 

Ethnicity is not recorded in Table 2. All except 2 of the families were White British. 

�%�R�W�K���1�D�V�U�H�H�Q�¶�V   parents (case 5) were British Asian, and this was culturally 

significant for her. Her parents had previously enjoyed a   comfortable  standard of 

living,   sending Nasreen to a private school with high standards. Their religious 

community was close-knit, and her father was determined that they should not know 

that his wife was in prison.  Sameera and Abida (case 20) were dual heritage 

children: their mother described herself as Black African Caribbean, and I understood 

�W�K�D�W���6�D�P�H�H�U�D�¶�V���I�D�W�K�H�U��9 �Z�D�V���I�U�R�P���,�U�H�O�D�Q�G�����,���G�L�G���Q�R�W���G�H�W�H�F�W���W�K�D�W���W�K�H���F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�¶�V���H�W�K�Qicity 

impacted on their reaction to his imprisonment.   

 

Case summaries  describing the circumstances of the 22 families are included in 

Appendix 1. 

 

                                                

9 �6�D�P�H�H�U�D�¶�V���I�D�W�K�H�U���G�H�F�O�L�Q�H�G���W�R���E�H���L�Q�W�H�U�Y�L�H�Z�H�G�� 
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Recruiting via visiting centres skewed the sample for the thesis towards children in 

contact with their imprisoned parents.   The COPING research target to recruit 

children with a broad spread of Strengths and Difficulties scores was also achieved 

for the thesis sample.  SDQ scores are available for 26 of the 28 children.  Eleven 

were in the normal band; seven were borderline; and eight were abnormal.  (Two 

children (case 17)   were interviewed during piloting of the methodology; they did not 

complete either the initial survey or the SDQ questionnaire). I was able to include a 

higher proportion of children with imprisoned mothers than for the prison population 

overall.  The two families whom I interviewed  from Black or Ethnic Minority groups 

constituted a low proportion compared to the over-representation of people from 

these groups in the UK prison population (Ministry of Justice, 2013).10  

 

The parent/carer looking after the child, and the child/ren themselves were asked 

whether it would be appropriate for the imprisoned parent to be interviewed, as  I 

wished to avoid interviewing them  if this could have adverse repercussions for their 

family.  I stressed that it would be valuable where possible to find out the imprisoned 

�S�D�U�H�Q�W�¶�V���Y�L�H�Z about the impact of imprisonment on the child/ren.  Where the family 

agreed, contact was made with the prison asking for the consent of the prison for 

interview to take place, and enclosing a consent form for the imprisoned parent to 

sign.  Once this had been completed an appointment was made for the interview.  In 

all except one case (case 1), where transport logistics led to the interview with the 

imprisoned parent taking place immediately before the visit to the family, interviews 

with imprisoned parents were held after family interviews.  One imprisoned parent 

(case 8) was transferred to a prison outside the North-West of England (and 

                                                

10 Ministry of Justice statistics published in 2013 recorded that in 2012  26% of residents in 

UK prisons were from black, Asian and other ethnic minorities, twice the proportion in the 

general population.   
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therefore outside the NOMS agreement, (see Appendix 5)), and because of this she 

was interviewed at home after she had been released.  In one case (20) the family 

�D�J�U�H�H�G���W�R���W�K�H���F�K�L�O�G�¶�V���I�D�W�K�H�U���E�H�L�Q�J���L�Q�W�H�U�Y�L�H�Z�H�G�����E�X�W���K�H���U�H�I�X�V�H�G���K�L�V���F�R�Q�V�H�Q�W���Z�K�H�Q��

approached by the prison.  In two cases (6 and 7) it was decided not to approach the 

imprisoned parent as there had been serious domestic violence within the family.  In 

another case (22) it seemed inappropriate to contact the imprisoned father because 

the family were distressed about his offence (child sexual assault).  Other cases 

where the imprisoned parent was not approached were ones where parents were 

divorced (14 and 19); where distance was a factor (9 and 21); or where the 

imprisoned parent was on remand (3), or where his/her release was expected shortly 

(4), and where �W�K�H���I�D�P�L�O�\�¶�V���S�U�L�R�U�L�Wies were either on conviction and sentencing (3); or 

on the family getting back together (4). 

 

For interviews with all   22 families, these started with a general information sharing 

session with children and parents together Participants agreed to all interviews being 

�W�D�S�H���U�H�F�R�U�G�H�G�����H�[�F�H�S�W���I�R�U���W�Z�R���L�P�S�U�L�V�R�Q�H�G���S�D�U�H�Q�W�V�������2�Q�H���Z�D�V���-�R�H�¶�V���I�D�W�K�H�U����case 1), 

who was reluctant to be interviewed and refused permission for tape recording.  The 

�R�W�K�H�U���Z�D�V���$�Q�W�K�R�Q�\�¶�V���P�R�W�K�H�U����case 12), who was interviewed in prison and where 

there was insufficient time to request authorisation to take a tape recorder into the 

interview.  I decided to switch the tape recorder off in the interview with Caleb (case 

16), whose speech was limited, and where the tape recorder seemed an 

unnecessary distraction (see footnote 6, p. 71). I dictated summaries of all the 

interviews immediately following completion, including details about the interview 

setting, impressions �R�I���W�K�H���I�D�P�L�O�L�H�V�¶���D�Q�G���W�K�H���F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�¶�V���U�H�V�L�O�L�H�Q�F�H���D�Q�G���Q�R�Q-verbal 

behaviour which may not have been picked up by the tape recording. 
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3.3.9 �&�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�¶�V���F�R�Q�V�H�Q�W 

 

�3�D�U�H�Q�W�V���F�D�U�H�U�V���K�D�G���U�H�V�S�R�Q�V�L�E�L�O�L�W�\���I�R�U���H�[�S�O�R�U�L�Q�J���F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�¶�V���F�R�Q�W�L�Q�X�H�G���Z�L�O�O�L�Q�J�Q�H�V�V���W�R���E�H��

interviewed following telephone contact, and I had no opportunity to observe this part 

of the process.  Most children were prepared for the interviews and seemed to look 

forward to them.  In Case 4, the mother decided not to tell the children about the 

interviews until I and my co-researcher arrived.  She thought that they would not co-

operate if they knew about the interview in advance, and was probably right.  Both 

the children, Natalie and Declan, seemed to enjoy the experience. The child (Eleanor, 

G10/2), in one of the two families whom I had met previously in prison, was 

particularly well prepared.  She and her father had discussed the interviews on their 

way home from prison and Eleanor clearly looked forward to the opportunity of being 

interviewed.  

 

3.3.10 Children interviewed alone; with siblings; or with parents/carers 

 

�$�V���D�F�N�Q�R�Z�O�H�G�J�H�G���L�Q���W�K�H���L�Q�W�H�U�Y�L�H�Z���J�X�L�G�H�����K�D�Y�L�Q�J���D�Q���D�G�X�O�W���S�U�H�V�H�Q�W���G�X�U�L�Q�J���W�K�H���F�K�L�O�G�¶�V��

interview was likely to have a significant impact on the conversation.  On balance, 

offering this choice seemed appropriate, as children could have additional support 

during the interview with an adult researcher whom they had not met previously.  

Children were asked for their preferences about this, usually with their parent present.  

The arrangements for the interviews are summarised in Table 2 below. 
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Table 2: Children interviewed alone; with siblings; or with parents/carers 

 

Case 
No. 

 

Name of 
Child  

Interviewed 
alone  

Interviewed 
jointly  

with sibling  

Interviewed 
with older 

sibling  

Interviewed 
with 

parent/ca rer  
1 Joe    �9 
2 Eleanor �9    
3 Luke    �9 
4 Natalie  �9 

�9 
  

Declan    
5 Nasreen �9    
6 Caleb �9    
7 Jack �9    

Kirsty   �9  
8 Amelia �9    

Grant �9    
9 Becky �9    
10 Daniel �9    
11 Mark �9    
12 Anthony    �9 
13 Harry    �9 
14 Ethan  �9 

�9 
  

Samantha    
15 Piers �9    
16 Gareth    �9 
17 Oliver    �9 

�9 Jamie    
18 Kyle    �9 
19 Alex �9    
20 Sameera   �9  

Abida �9    
21 Ben �9    
22 Matthew �9    

 
TOTAL 

 
14 

 
4 

 
2 

 
8 

 

The children interviewed alone, aged between 8 and 16 included one boy, Caleb, 

with serious learning disabilities. (I checked particularly carefully with both Caleb and 

his mother that he was happy to be interviewed on his own). Two of them, Daniel and 

Mark, had met the POPS staff member who interviewed them at an earlier prison visit.  

All the 14 children seemed comfortable being interviewed on their own and seemed 

able to express their views without inhibition.   
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Two sibling pairs were interviewed together.  Declan, aged 13, and Natalie, aged 14, 

(Case 4) chose to be interviewed together and supported each other.  Samantha, 

aged 17, protected and supported her younger brother, Ethan, aged 9 (Case 14) 

during the interview; he was not feeling particularly well at the time.  Kirsty, aged 11, 

(Case 7) and  Sameera, aged 8, (Case 20) were both interviewed with  their older 

sisters present to support them.  This also seemed to work well. 

 

Children interviewed with a parent/carer present mainly needed their support.  The 

interview for Luke was at an anxious time, shortly before his father was due to be 

sentenced.  Harry found the interview difficult and would have struggled without his 

�P�R�W�K�H�U�¶�V���V�X�S�S�R�U�W�������.�\�O�H���Z�D�V���Y�H�U�\���U�H�O�X�F�W�D�Q�W���W�R���E�H interviewed, but managed this with 

patient help from his father.  Gareth was pleased to have his gran�G�I�D�W�K�H�U�¶�V���V�X�S�S�R�U�W����

�D�Q�G���K�L�V���J�U�D�Q�G�I�D�W�K�H�U���F�R�U�U�H�F�W�H�G���K�L�P���R�Q���V�R�P�H���P�D�W�W�H�U�V���R�I���I�D�F�W�������-�R�H�¶�V���P�R�W�K�H�U���Z�D�V���U�D�W�K�H�U��

over-protective of her son (aged 17) who had learning disabilities, and interrupted 

�K�L�P���V�H�Y�H�U�D�O���W�L�P�H�V���G�X�U�L�Q�J���W�K�H���L�Q�W�H�U�Y�L�H�Z�������2�O�L�Y�H�U���D�Q�G���-�D�P�L�H�¶�V���P�R�W�K�H�U���F�Rmmented after 

the interview that her sons had not really needed her presence, and would have been 

less inhibited in responses to questions about impact on the family if she had not 

been there. 

 

3.3.11 Reflections on Interviews 

 

I emphasised that children (and parents/carers) were in charge of deciding which 

questions they would answer and which they would decline.  Children rarely used the 

option of declining questions, but on the occasions they chose to do so this was 

clearly important for them. Joe said that he did not wish to talk about the time when 

he lived with his paternal grandmother who maltreated him. Gareth did not want to 

re-call the night when his mother attacked his father with a knife, which was still a 

painful and confusing memory for him. Two boys (Grant and Gareth) asked when the 
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interview was due to finish several times, indicating either fatigue (Gareth), or that 

�W�K�H�L�U���P�R�W�L�Y�D�W�L�R�Q���W�R���W�D�N�H���S�D�U�W���Z�D�V���O�L�P�L�W�H�G�����*�U�D�Q�W�������&�D�O�H�E�¶�V mother said that she was 

running out of time before I had completed t�K�H���L�Q�W�H�U�Y�L�H�Z�����6�D�P�H�H�U�D���D�Q�G���$�E�L�G�D�¶�V��

mother complained to Partners of Prisoners that my interview with her (one of the 

longest) had gone on too long, and I think she was right.  

 

However, nearly all the children and all the adults expressed satisfaction with the 

�L�Q�W�H�U�Y�L�H�Z�V�����D�Q�G���V�R�P�H���V�D�L�G���W�K�D�W���W�K�H�\���K�D�G���I�R�X�Q�G���W�K�H�P���E�H�Q�H�I�L�F�L�D�O�����*�D�U�H�W�K�¶�V��

grandparents (Case 16) said that it had been particularly helpful to talk to an 

�L�Q�G�H�S�H�Q�G�H�Q�W���S�H�U�V�R�Q�����*�U�D�Q�W���D�Q�G���$�P�H�O�L�D�¶�V���I�D�W�K�H�U����Case 8), in prison, said that the 

interview had helped him to take stock of his situation. Some participants, including 

�%�H�F�N�\�¶�V���P�R�W�K�H�U�����Z�K�R�V�H���S�D�U�W�Q�H�U���Z�D�V���H�[�S�H�F�W�L�Q�J���D���Y�H�U�\���O�R�Q�J���V�H�Q�W�H�Q�F�H�����D�Q�G���0�D�W�W�K�H�Z�¶�V��

�P�R�W�K�H�U�����Z�K�R���Z�D�V���V�W�L�O�O���G�H�H�S�O�\���G�L�V�W�U�H�V�V�H�G���E�\���K�H�U���S�D�U�W�Q�H�U�¶�V���F�R�Q�Y�L�F�W�L�R�Q�����I�R�U���F�K�L�O�G���V�H�[�X�D�O��

assault), and several imprisoned mothers found talking about their circumstances 

upsetting. None of them said they found the process unhelpful.  Some children gave 

short answers, not elaborating on the questions, perhaps because the subject was 

difficult for them, or because they did not feel comfortable.  Various ways of helping 

them to feel more at ease were tried, such as offering to have a break during the 

interview for refreshments.  Imprisoned parents were also mainly positive and 

welcomed being given the opportunity to contribute to the research. 

 

With hindsight, it may be that a less structured format, with prompts for discussion of 

key themes, or framing the interviews with an invitation to participants to respond to 

an open question (eg �³Can you tell me how things have been for you since your 

mother/father was in prison? Whatever you say will be important for me to hear�´�� 

could have worked well, perhaps better for some participants.  All interviews were 

one to one, or with children supported by adults or siblings.  This had the advantage 
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of keeping a clear focus on family issues and ensured privacy11   and confidentiality.  

Some children may have welcomed discussions with peers who had had similar 

experiences, which was only achieved at an early pilot session at the POPS�¶ office in 

Manchester. 

 

3.4 Developing a thematic analysis  

 

3.4.1 Analysing interview data  

 

My first reading of the transcripts involved coding interview data preparatory to 

writing the Coping report in 2012. I re-read and reanalysed the transcripts twelve 

months later for this thesis, and I have re-read and re-analysed the data continuously 

since then. 

 

My focus was initially on familiarising myself with the detail of each transcript; and  on 

searching for and reviewing themes from the data.   I began by undertaking an 

analysis of the 22 cases, drawing on all available interview data.  To start with I 

hesitated to generalise beyond the boundaries of single cases.  A next stage was to 

focus on interpretive commentaries of individual cases, and searching for themes 

across groups of families.  I looked for patterns in the evidence, following Miles & 

Huberman, which would assist the development of theory and the process of drawing 

conclusions.  I was also influenced by a narrative approach, and explored the data 

for dominant narrative themes from families, including children and parents.  

 

                                                

11 �&�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�¶�V���U�L�J�K�W���W�R���S�U�L�Y�D�F�\���L�V���S�U�R�W�H�F�W�H�G���L�Q���$�U�W�L�F�O�H���������R�I���W�K�H���8�1���&�R�Q�Y�H�Q�W�L�R�Q���R�Q���W�K�H���5�L�J�K�W�V���R�I��

the Child, as emphasised by Woodhead, in Percy-Smith & Thomas (Eds), 2010. 
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I then re-read and re-analysed the transcripts for the children; then for the 

parents/carers; and then for the imprisoned parents, and decided that this sequence 

would set the pattern for presentation of the findings for the thesis. I embarked on a 

thematic analysis which involved a  thorough  (and  repeated) review of each 

transcript identifying key factors relevant to my central research question (the impact 

of parental imprisonment on children)  including establishing categories and patterns 

within the data and between cases; and assessments of the narrative content of 

interviews.  The analytical process and the process of discovery of theories and 

findings fused and were frequently indistinguishable.   

 

3.4.2 Triangulation 

 

Triangulation of data from children and young people, parents/carers and imprisoned 

parents was an important first stage in data analysis.  Triangulation helps reduce 

inappropriate certainty (Robson, 1993, p���������������&�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�¶�V���S�H�U�V�S�H�F�W�L�Y�H�V���D�E�R�X�W���K�R�Z��

they had been affected by parental imprisonment were either confirmed or modified 

by evidence from their parents/carers. Children frequently down-played  how upset 

they had been when their parents had been arrested or imprisoned, or preferred not 

to have to recall harrowing experiences. Evidence from parents/carers filled in some 

of these gaps.  

 

My evidence �³�I�H�O�W�´���V�W�U�R�Q�J�H�U���D�Q�G���P�R�U�H reliable for the 13 families where I was able to 

interview the imprisoned parent as well as the parent/carer and the child/ren, than for 

the other 11 families where this was not possible.  Several parents/carers whose 

imprisoned partners I was unable to meet provided detailed descriptions of their 

�S�D�U�W�Q�H�U�V�¶���L�Q�Y�R�O�Y�H�P�H�Q�W���Z�L�W�K���W�K�H�L�U���F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�� as well as full accounts of the impact of 

parental imprisonment on family relationships: enough for me to have a clear 

impression of the level of the imprisoned parent�¶�V���F�R�P�P�L�W�P�H�Q�W���W�R���W�K�H�L�U���F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q, in 



 95 

some cases. This said, in these families my sense of knowing  the  family was more 

uncertain and  sometimes more shadowy.  I missed having the opportunity to meet 

them, (and also two of the divorced parents/carers), and being able to talk to them 

directly about their relationship with their child/ren, and how they felt their 

imprisonment had affected them. 

     

3.4.3 Interpretation of interview data 

 

Interpreting the data and theory building based on the dominant perspectives of 

children, parents/carers and imprisoned parents came next. Much of this process 

�L�Q�Y�R�O�Y�H�G���H�[�S�O�R�U�L�Q�J���S�D�U�W�L�F�L�S�D�Q�W�V�¶���I�H�H�O�L�Q�J�V���R�I���O�R�V�V���D�Q�G���E�H�U�H�D�Y�H�P�H�Q�W, which children, 

parents/carers and imprisoned parents experienced in different ways. My focus was 

on dynamic change processes. Over time most children managed to make some 

adjustment to their loss. Family relationships changed,   and parents/carers�¶ and 

�L�P�S�U�L�V�R�Q�H�G���S�D�U�H�Q�W�V�¶���O�L�Y�H�V���W�R�R�N���R�Q���Q�H�Z���G�L�P�H�Q�V�L�R�Q�V�����7�K�H�V�H���F�K�D�Q�J�H�V���D�U�H���H�[�S�O�R�U�H�G���L�Q��

the next three chapters of the thesis.  

 

�7�K�H���&�R�Q�F�L�V�H���2�[�I�R�U�G���G�H�I�L�Q�L�W�L�R�Q���R�I���L�Q�W�H�U�S�U�H�W�D�W�L�R�Q���U�H�I�H�U�V���W�R���³�H�[�S�R�X�Q�G�L�Q�J�´ �R�U���³�E�U�L�Q�J�L�Q�J��

�R�X�W�´���P�H�D�Q�L�Q�J�����D�Q�G���D�O�V�R���W�R���³�U�H�Q�G�H�U�L�Q�J���E�\���D�U�W�L�V�W�L�F���L�P�S�U�H�V�V�L�R�Q�´ (1988, p.525). 

Interpretation is analytic, subjective and artistic. My approach when analysing 

�F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�¶�V���G�D�W�D���K�D�V���E�H�H�Q���W�R��try to focus  on what children said, and on what I could 

infer from this about their lives, and about how having a parent in prison had 

impacted on them and their lives; and whether  they felt able to talk about their 

situation with family and friends. Interviews were both retrospective and   prospective. 

I wanted to learn how children felt now, and how this compared with how they felt 

closer to the time their parent was imprisoned; and how they thought things would be 

for them in the future.  I also thought about the tone of the interview�����W�K�H���F�K�L�O�G�¶�V���O�H�Y�H�O��

of engagement, the level of detail of the answers provided, and what the child had 



 96 

omitted or chosen not to talk about; and I took into account information provided by 

his or her parents. In most cases I considered that I had enough information to have 

some understanding of how parental imprisonment had impacted on them. 

 

The process of reflection and interpretation started with writing the interview 

summary straight after completing interviews. Reviewing transcripts allowed much 

more time to take account of what participants had actually said, and to compare this 

data with my impressions and recollections.  A next stage involved comparing 

impacts of parental imprisonment amongst groups of children, and seeking to 

understand what accounted for differences between them. 

 

3.4.4 Categories and Patterns 

 

The sample of 22 families provided an internal reference point for confirming and 

�F�R�P�S�D�U�L�Q�J���F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�¶�V���U�H�V�S�R�Q�V�H�V���W�R���S�D�U�H�Q�W�D�O���L�P�S�U�L�V�R�Q�P�H�Q�W�������7�K�U�R�X�J�K�R�X�W�����,���I�R�F�X�V�H�G���R�Q��

�F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�¶�V���U�H�V�L�O�L�H�Q�F�H���D�Q�G���Y�X�O�Q�H�U�D�E�L�O�L�W�\�����L�Q�F�O�X�G�L�Q�J���Kome stability, school progress, 

emotional intelligence and help required, and on how children changed and adapted 

�W�K�U�R�X�J�K���W�K�H�L�U���S�D�U�H�Q�W�¶�V���V�H�Q�W�H�Q�F�H�������,���H�[�S�O�R�U�H�G���W�K�H��level of emotional harm children 

experienced and their recovery processes, and considered parenting styles and how 

these and relationships between parents impacted on children.  Gender differences 

�S�U�R�Y�L�G�H�G���D���I�H�U�W�L�O�H���V�R�X�U�F�H���R�I���D�Q�D�O�\�V�L�V���R�I���G�L�I�I�H�U�H�Q�F�H���E�H�W�Z�H�H�Q���F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�¶�V���H�P�R�W�L�R�Q�D�O��

adjustment and behavioural patterns.  Searching for patterns included how families 

developed a policy for survival, how this related to the reappraisal and standing of the 

imprisoned parent, and how families conceptualised their need for support, either 

from within their extended family or from the wider community. 
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3.4.5 Narratives and Key Themes 

 

Concurrently, I   reviewed  the main narratives emerging from families in the study.  

Narratives were either mainly positive or negative (following Crossley, 2000).  Some 

of the main narrative themes identified are summarised in the box below. 

Family Data Themes 

Vulnerability 
(pessimistic) 

Resilience 
(optimistic) 

 

Uncertainty 

Being made to suffer 

Labelling/being labelled 

Disruption/confusion 

Submissiveness 

Isolation 

 

 

Normalising tendency 

Life to be enjoyed 

Adaptive distancing 

Getting organised 

Assertiveness 

Family support and sibling support 

 

Family data themes were developed from interview transcripts.  Overall, narrative 

tone was more optimistic than pessimistic. Participants frequently asserted the 

importance of normal life, and that life was to be enjoyed.  An element of adaptive 

distancing, a concept developed by Norman (2000), appeared to be an effective 

mechanism by which children were able to separate themselves from problems 

surrounding parental imprisonment.  

 

�³�*�H�W�W�L�Q�J���R�U�J�D�Q�L�V�H�G�´���Z�D�V���Q�H�F�H�V�V�D�U�\���I�R�U���S�D�U�H�Q�W�V���F�D�U�H�U�V���D�Q�G���I�R�U���F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q���W�R���N�H�H�S���L�Q��

control of family life and prison contact.  More resilient children were able to 

demonstrate a degree of assertiveness about aspects of their lives and relationships.  

�%�\���F�R�Q�W�U�D�V�W�����³�X�Q�F�H�U�W�D�L�Q�W�\�´�����O�L�Q�N�H�G���W�R���G�L�V�U�X�S�W�L�R�Q���D�Q�G���F�R�Q�I�X�V�L�R�Q�����Z�D�V���D�Q���L�Q�G�L�F�D�W�R�U���R�I��

�F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q���D�Q�G���I�D�P�L�O�L�H�V���E�H�L�Q�J���O�H�V�V���L�Q���F�R�Q�W�U�R�O���R�I���H�Y�H�Q�W�V�������³�%�H�L�Q�J���P�D�G�H���W�R���V�X�I�I�H�U�´���Z�D�V���D��

theme articulated by a minority of parents/carers, either insistently or more faintly, 

although some overcame this by demonstrating competence and by becoming more 
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independent.  Imprisoned parents had a strong concept that their children, and often 

their partners, were suffering because of their imprisonment.  Feelings of 

�³�V�X�E�P�L�V�V�L�Y�H�Q�H�V�V�´���F�K�D�U�D�F�W�H�U�L�V�H�G���D���P�L�Q�Rrity of parents/carers, including those 

�S�D�U�W�L�F�X�O�D�U�O�\���O�R�\�D�O���W�R���W�K�H�L�U���L�P�S�U�L�V�R�Q�H�G���S�D�U�W�Q�H�U�������$���V�H�Q�V�H���R�I���V�K�D�P�H���D�Q�G���R�I���³�E�H�L�Q�J��

�O�D�E�H�O�O�H�G�´���Z�D�V���Z�L�G�H�O�\���H�[�S�H�U�L�H�Q�F�H�G���E�\���F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q���D�Q�G���W�K�H�L�U���S�D�U�H�Q�W�V���F�D�U�H�U�V�����D�O�W�K�R�X�J�K���P�R�V�W��

families were able to handle this with a degree of dignity.  Family support and sibling 

support characterised more resilient families, while separation and isolation were 

characteristics of more vulnerable families. 

 

The process of analysis focused on individual cases, which were then compared with 

the exp�H�U�L�H�Q�F�H�V���R�I���R�W�K�H�U���I�D�P�L�O�L�H�V�������)�R�U���H�[�D�P�S�O�H�����W�K�H�����F�R�Q�F�H�S�W���R�I���³�J�H�W�W�L�Q�J���R�U�J�D�Q�L�V�H�G�´��

derived from the account of one 11 year old boy (Anthony, Case 12), as he described 

the changes he had had to make to cope with school work, housework, looking after 

his father a�Q�G���O�R�R�N�L�Q�J���D�I�W�H�U���K�L�V���S�H�W���D�Q�L�P�D�O�V���F�R�Q�V�H�T�X�H�Q�W���R�Q���K�L�V���P�R�W�K�H�U�¶�V���L�P�S�U�L�V�R�Q�P�H�Q�W������

His experience was then compared with that of other children who had had to make 

similar adaptations.  The notion of mothers providing a first line of defence for their 

children, particularly daughters, against the risks and threats of parental 

imprisonment, was drawn from  evidence about the situation of the  two sisters, 

Abida and Sameera in  case 20, and was then explored  for other children.  

Reviewing the case of another child (Becky, aged 12, Case 9), led to the proposition 

that children need sufficient basic security to survive the impact of parental 

imprisonment; or, put another way, protective factors need to outweigh risk factors.  

Again, this was compared with the experiences of other children in the study.  

Themes emerging from the evidence were reviewed frequently and then, later on, 

summarised as illustrated in Figure 4 below. 
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Responsibility 

Helpfulness 

Careful/ 
Restrained 

Articulate Anger 

Denial of 
feelings 

Communication 
skills 

Behaviour 
problems 

School progress/ 
problems 

Separation/ 
Anxiety 

Normal 
life 

Figure 4: Key Themes - Children 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Four key themes are included: vulnerability; resilience; power/influence; and 

language.  School progress and problems, and emotional intelligence are included as 

�Q�H�X�W�U�D�O���F�R�Q�F�H�S�W�V�����F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�¶�V���S�U�R�J�U�H�V�V���D�W���V�F�K�R�R�O��can be an indicator of vulnerability or 

resilience, and their level of emotional intelligence influenced their ability to adapt to 

their circumstances. The main direction of travel reflected movement from initial 

POWER/ 
INFLUENCE 

RESILIENCE VULNERABILITY  

LANGUAGE  

Dependence 

Assertiveness Immaturity 

Achievements 

Confusion 

Shame/ 
stigma 

Cumulative 
risk 

Abuse 

Emotional 
intelligence 

Independence 
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vulnerability following their parents�¶ arrest and imprisonment, towards more resilient 

and successful adaptations. 

 

�&�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�¶�V���X�V�H���R�I���O�D�Q�J�X�D�J�H���D�Q�G���O�L�Q�J�X�L�V�W�L�F���V�N�L�O�O�V���K�D�G���D�Q���L�P�S�R�U�W�D�Q�W���E�H�D�U�L�Q�J���R�Q their well- 

being.  Some less articulate children who suppressed feelings of grief, anger and 

anxiety were more likely to exhibit behaviour problems.  Some children with learning 

disabilities demonstrated emotional intelligence and understanding of how they had 

been adversely affected by their parent being in prison.  Careful and restrained use 

of language could prevent children being overwhelmed by their feelings and could be 

a marker for resilience. Children able to communicate and articulate their feelings 

seemed to have more understanding of how parental imprisonment had affected 

them. 

 

Concepts of power and influence, and authority and control, emerged later in the 

analytical process. Some children seemed to become more powerful and more 

influential in their families as they began to adapt to parental imprisonment. They 

could be strengthened by their experience and gain the respect of their imprisoned 

parent (Harry, aged 14, Case ���������Z�D�V���R�Q�H���H�[�D�P�S�O�H���������&�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�¶�V���U�H�O�D�W�L�R�Q�V�K�L�S�V���Z�L�W�K��

their parent/carer could become more equal and more adult, including families where 

the parent/carer was physically or emotionally disabled.  Parents/carers were 

sometimes surprised by their success in handling their enhanced responsibilities and 

enjoyed �R�U���H�Y�H�Q�����O�L�N�H���*�D�U�H�W�K�¶�V��(case 16) grandparents, relished the time they could 

spend with the children.  Relationships between parents/carers and imprisoned 

parents were unbalanced.  Imprisoned parents, no longer able to make financial 

provision for their families or to exercise parental authority, tended to lose power and 

influence.  Parents like �'�D�Q�L�H�O�¶�V���I�D�W�K�H�U����Case 10, or �.�\�O�H�¶�V���P�R�W�K�H�U����Case 18, who 

retained powerful influence and control over their families from their prison cells, 

were unusual.  Parents/carers with younger or more disabled children exercised 
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more control and influence.  Power and influence could be shared between 

parents/carers and children, particularly where children were confident or more 

mature. A small number of children (Matthew, Case 22, was the clearest example) 

were very influential in their families and able to take on almost adult levels of 

responsibility.  

 

3.5 Ethical and practice i ssues  

 

3.5.1 Ethical approval 

 

Research instruments for the COPING project, including the interview guides and 

consent forms for the in-depth interviews, were approved by the University of 

Huddersfield School Research Ethics Panel (SREP) in 2010.  Consent forms are 

reproduced in Appendix 2.  Consent forms aimed to ensure that participants 

understood the remit and focus of the research. The interview guide (Appendix3)   

covered issues of confidentiality and anonymity, the rights of interviewees and 

reasons for tape- recording. Participants were advised that researchers might have to 

notify statutory authorities if information about harm to children, or threats to prison 

security came to light, and that in these cases confidentiality might have to be 

breached.  They were assured that their names and identifying details would be 

excluded from research reports, although permission was sought for their views to be 

included.  Participants were also provided with details about agencies which could 

offer support if they required follow up assistance subsequently. .  Written information 

was provided ( Appendix 4) explaining how the survey (questionnaires) and the in 

depth interviews fitted together. 

 

I   was very aware of ethical dimensions at all stages of the research: partly because 

of the sensitivity of the topic, and the stigmatising connotations of parental 
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imprisonment for many families; and partly because of the central role of children in 

the research. These concerns were modified by the timing of the interviews,   long 

enough after th�H���S�D�U�H�Q�W�¶�V���L�P�S�U�L�V�R�Q�P�H�Q�W���I�R�U���S�D�U�W�L�F�L�S�D�Q�W�V���W�R���K�D�Y�H���U�H�F�R�Y�H�U�H�G���I�U�R�P���W�K�H��

initial shock; and also by �E�R�W�K���S�D�U�H�Q�W�V���F�D�U�H�U�V���D�Q�G���F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�¶�V��positive responses to 

taking part, described below (p102).     

 

Appendix 5 (�³My role in the COPING Project�)́ refers to the availability of shopping 

vouchers for children taking part, and this was described in the Information Leaflet 

( Appendix 4).   Shopping vouchers provided encouragement for children to be 

interviewed and to give up the time required.  Several of the families in the study 

were living in poor or reduced circumstances, and the vouchers were welcomed as 

an opportunity to make a special purchase for children. Their availability was a 

motivating factor for some of them.  Although I did not detect that they influenced 

�F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�¶�V���F�R�Q�W�U�L�E�X�W�L�R�Q�V��in their interviews, the possibility   that  they  felt under a 

degree of pressure to view the research more positively cannot be ruled out. 

 

3.5.2 Practice issues arising from the interviews 

 

The COPING research was well resourced and time was available for sensitive 

issues to be followed up.  One child showed the interviewer scars on her face, 

allegedly from injuries caused by a relative caring for her.  The scars were clearly 

visible, although the incidents referred to had apparently taken place some years 

previously.  I organised a consultation with a very experienced social worker, and the 

merits and demerits of referral to child protection authorities were considered 

carefully.  I decided that, after such a long delay, the upset which an investigation 

could cause the child and her family, and the fact that the relative against whom the 

allegation was made was no longer involved in her care, meant that the risks of 

referral to the child protection authorities outweighed possible benefits.   
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In another case, the mother of a child interviewed for the research agreed that I could 

refer his teenage sister to a specialist �\�R�X�Q�J���S�H�R�S�O�H�¶�V��support project which I knew 

well in the town where she was living, apart from her mother.  Partners of Prisoners�¶ 

���3�2�3�6�¶�� involvement enabled some follow up support to be offered to the child 

interviewed in this family after he and his parents had been interviewed. 

 

3.5.3 �3�D�U�W�L�F�L�S�D�Q�W�V�¶���U�H�D�F�W�L�R�Q���W�R���L�Q�W�H�U�Y�L�H�Z�V 

 

�&�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�¶�V���Y�L�H�Z�V���D�E�R�X�W���W�K�H���L�P�S�D�F�W���R�I���S�D�U�H�Qtal imprisonment were central to the study.  

Safeguards for children included: a requirement for both themselves and their 

parents to consent to take part; children being able to request the presence of an 

adult during their interviews; and the emphasis placed on their right to refuse to 

answer any question, or to end the interview.  Most children seemed to enjoy the 

experience.  Some may have felt under pressure to take part, and being interviewed 

by previously unknown researchers could be daunting.  One boy (Kyle, B11/18) 

needed active encouragement, by his father, to meet me; he gained confidence as 

the interview progressed.  

 

Parents/carers generally welcomed the opportunity to be involved in the research. 

They recognised its potential value for other families. Interviews provided some 

recognition of their crucial role supporting their child/ren.  Imprisoned parents were 

also mainly pleased to be interviewed. Interviews recognised their continuing 

involvement with their children notwithstanding their convictions.  One imprisoned 

father (case 20) refused permission to be interviewed, probably conscious that by his 

behaviour, as well as by his offences, he had let his children down.  One other 

imprisoned father (case 1) was reluctant to take part, but eventually agreed to do so;   
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he also probably felt guilty about his past behaviour and about having lost touch with 

his sons. 

 

3.6 �5�H�V�H�D�U�F�K�H�U�¶�V���*�D�]�H�����S�D�U�W�L�F�L�S�D�Q�W�V���V�H�H�Q�����D�Q�G���W�L�P�L�Q�J���R�I���L�Q�W�H�U�Y�L�H�Z�V 

 

This section explores further the significance of decisions about which children were 

included and not included in the research, and of missing interviews with parents; 

and also explores the importance of the timing of interviews, from remand in custody 

through to the end of sentence.  

 

3.6.1 Participants seen; and   other  children  and  relatives not seen 

 

My focus was inevitably on the children who were interviewed whose stories and 

perspectives shaped the research. Interviews targeted children who had completed 

the prison based COPING survey. Had other children in the same families been 

interviewed I would have formed rather different impressions. 

 

Interviews were targeted at children with a range of needs based on their SDQ 

scores.  In some cases I learned that other children in these families had high levels 

of need.  For example, in Case 1, Joe (B17) had an older brother, aged 18, who had 

a diagnosis of autism.  In Case 16, Gareth (B11) had younger 8 year old twin sisters, 

one of whom had been severely traumatised, very probably by witnessing her father 

assault her mother. She was considered too vulnerable to be interviewed.  Interviews 

provided glimpses of family life.  Parents/carers and imprisoned parents talked about 

all their children, not just those who were interviewed.  In Case 20, where girls aged 

8 and 14 were interviewed, their mother had higher levels of concern about her 12 

year old son who was not interviewed, and who was missing school and whose 
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behaviour there was worrying her.  In Case 22, Matthew, aged 15,   a mature and 

confident young man, was interviewed while his less confident younger brother, who 

�P�D�\���K�D�Y�H���E�H�H�Q���P�R�U�H���D�G�Y�H�U�V�H�O�\���D�I�I�H�F�W�H�G���E�\���W�K�H�L�U���I�D�W�K�H�U�¶�V���L�P�S�U�L�V�R�Q�P�H�Q�W�����G�H�F�O�L�Q�H�G���W�R��

take part.  In Case 9�����Z�K�L�O�H���%�H�F�N�\�¶�V�����P�R�R�G���Z�K�H�Q���L�Q�W�H�U�Y�L�H�Z�H�G���Z�D�V���I�D�L�U�O�\���E�X�R�\�D�Q�W�����K�H�U��

older brother and sister, aged 17 and 19, were both described by their mother as 

�Y�H�U�\���D�Q�J�U�\���D�E�R�X�W���W�K�H�L�U���I�D�W�K�H�U�¶�V���D�O�O�H�J�H�G���R�I�I�H�Q�F�H�V���D�Q�G���U�H�P�D�Q�G���L�Q���F�X�V�W�R�G�\�� Had these 

other children been interviewed, my overall impression of a predominantly resilient 

sample of children could have been modified  

 

I met all the parents/carers of the children I interviewed with the exception of Ethan 

�D�Q�G���6�D�P�D�Q�W�K�D�¶�V���I�D�W�K�H�U����case ���������D�Q�G���$�O�H�[�¶���I�D�W�K�H�U������case 19), both of whom were 

�G�L�Y�R�U�F�H�G���I�U�R�P���W�K�H�L�U���F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�¶�V���L�P�S�U�L�V�R�Q�H�G���P�R�W�K�H�U�V���D�Q�G���W�K�H�U�H�I�R�U�H���P�R�U�H���G�L�I�I�L�F�X�O�W���W�R��

contact. In the nine families where interviews with the �F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�¶�V���L�P�S�U�L�V�R�Q�H�G���S�D�U�H�Q�W��

were not achieved  (8 fathers and 1 step-father)  it is likely that, had the fathers been 

interviewed, they would have added valuable data about the impact of their 

imprisonment on their children and on the family.  My impressions of these families 

would again have been different, contributing to stronger perceptions of family life in 

some cases, and of conflict and upheavals in others 

 

Opportunities to meet other siblings, available in some families and not in others, 

�S�U�R�Y�L�G�H�G���X�V�H�I�X�O���D�G�G�L�W�L�R�Q�D�O���G�D�W�D���D�E�R�X�W���W�K�H���F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�¶�V���I�D�P�L�O�\���O�L�I�H�������,�Q��Case 18, I briefly 

interviewed �.�\�O�H�¶�V�����%���������R�O�G�H�U���K�D�O�I���E�U�R�W�K�H�U���D�Q�G���K�D�O�I���V�L�V�W�H�U�����D�J�H�G���������D�Q�G������, and  they 

helped provide a fuller picture of the im�S�D�F�W���R�I���.�\�O�H�¶�V���P�R�W�K�H�U�¶�V���L�P�S�U�L�V�R�Q�P�H�Q�W���R�Q��Kyle 

and on the family. In Case 14�����,���P�H�W���(�W�K�D�Q�����%�������D�Q�G���6�D�P�D�Q�W�K�D�¶�V�����*���������\�R�X�Q�J�H�U��

siblings (girls aged 5 and 6) and also their older sisters (aged 20 and 23).  This 

provided a vivid impression of the way this family functioned with their mother in 

prison.  In Case 7�����P�H�H�W�L�Q�J���-�D�F�N�����%�������D�Q�G���.�L�U�V�W�\�¶�V�����*���������R�O�G�H�U���D�G�X�O�W���V�L�E�O�L�Q�J�V�����D���P�D�O�H��
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aged 20, and females aged 18 and 16) provided a glimpse of additional support 

available to these children. 

 

3.6.2 Timing of interviews 

 

The point during the prison sentence at which I interviewed children also made a 

difference  to the kind of data obtained. The timing of interviews for the 22 families is 

illustrated in Figure 5. 

 

Figure 5: �5�H�V�H�D�U�F�K�H�U�¶�V���*�D�]�H: Timing of Interviews  

 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Previous 
Family 

Life 

Arrest 
Court 

Remand 
Sentence 

Start 
of 

Sentence 

Mid 
Sentence 
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R = remand uncertainty; possible denial 
 

M = mid sentence turbulence; reflection; adjustment; 
psychological impact 
 

�ÆE = nearing end of sentence period of decision making; looking to the 
future; family reunification possible, 
hopefulness; recovery 

 

 

Figure 5 describes the point in the process from arrest to release at which interviews 

took place.  Three interviews were carried out while the parent was on remand; nine 

in mid-sentence; and ten towards the end of the sentence. Themes characterising 

each phase are suggested below. 

 

3R 
9M 

10E 
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The point during the process at which interviews took place inevitably influenced the 

information provided, an illustration of �:�L�O�O�L�J�¶�V��(2008) notion of epistemological 

reflexivity, which encourages reflection about how the research has questioned, 

defined and limited  what can be found, and how the design of the study and method 

of analysis helped  to  construct  the data and the findings. Remand tended to be 

characterised by uncertainty, including in one case the probability of a long prison 

sentence (case 9); and in another (case ���������G�H�Q�L�D�O���R�I���K�L�V���I�D�W�K�H�U�¶�V���Z�U�R�Q�J���G�R�L�Q�J���E�\��his 

son, Ben (B12).   During mid-sentence it was more likely that the family had made 

�V�R�P�H���D�G�M�X�V�W�P�H�Q�W�V���W�R���W�K�H���S�D�U�H�Q�W�¶�V���L�P�S�U�L�V�R�Q�P�H�Q�W�����E�X�W���V�W�L�O�O���K�D�G���W�R���G�H�D�O���Z�L�W�K���O�R�Q�J-

standing issues of loss and separation, and changed family relationships.  Nearer the 

end of the sentence more contact and home leaves were possible. Families were 

looking towards the future, and decisions were needed about where the imprisoned 

parent would live following release from prison; this period could be characterised by 

mixed feelings about the release; and by a mixture of hopefulness and caution 

regarding the future. 

 

The timing of interviews impacted on children in different ways.  Luke (B12/3) and his 

mother were both noticeably anxious during their interviews, almost certainly 

�E�H�F�D�X�V�H���/�X�N�H�¶�V���I�D�W�K�H�U���Z�D�V���G�X�H���W�R���E�H���V�H�Q�Wenced the following week.  Oliver (B11/17) 

and his younger brother Jamie�¶�V���E�X�R�\�Dncy during their interview was partly because 

�W�K�H�\���Z�H�U�H���O�R�R�N�L�Q�J���I�R�U�Z�D�U�G���W�R���W�K�H�L�U���I�D�W�K�H�U�¶�V���U�H�O�H�D�V�H���L�Q���D���I�H�Z���Z�H�H�N�V���W�L�P�H��  

�'�H�F�O�D�Q�����%���������D�Q�G���1�D�W�D�O�L�H�¶�V (G14) father was also due for release in a few weeks, but 

their perspective seemed to have been  influenced  more by the cumulative impact  

�R�I���W�K�H�L�U���I�D�W�K�H�U�¶�V���W�K�U�H�H���F�R�Q�V�H�F�X�W�L�Y�H���S�U�L�V�R�Q���V�H�Q�W�H�Q�F�H�V���I�R�U���D�O�F�R�K�R�O���U�H�O�D�W�H�G���R�I�I�H�Q�F�H�V. 

�(�O�H�D�Q�R�U�����*�����������¶�V���L�Q�W�H�U�Y�L�H�Z���F�D�P�H���U�L�J�K�W���L�Q���W�K�H���P�L�G�G�O�H���R�I���K�H�U���Y�Hry long (14 year) 

sentence: so that looking forward or back were both equally difficult. But other 

children  whose parents were serving much shorter sentences, - Kyle (B11/18), 
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interviewed in the middle of the eight months his mother was in prison, was the 

clearest example �± found it equally difficult to see an end to their difficulties.  

 

I return to the significance of time for children in a later chapter (Chapter 7: 

Discussion).  

 

3.7 Notes on pseudonyms and terms used  

 

(i) All the 28 children are referred to by pseudonyms. The pseudonyms are first 

listed in Table 1 on p 82. Their relatives are referred to by their relationship to 

the child. 

(ii) Children have also been referred to by their case number: for example Joe is 

referred to as B17/1, i.e. a seventeen year old boy, case 1; and Eleanor is 

referred to as G10/2, i.e. a ten year old girl, case 2.  Case numbers have 

�E�H�H�Q���X�V�H�G���D�W���W�K�H���V�W�D�U�W���R�I���H�D�F�K���V�H�F�W�L�R�Q�����&�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�¶�V���D�J�H�V���Z�H�U�H���D�W���W�K�H���W�L�P�H���R�I��

interviews, in   2010 and 2011. Reference to place names has been avoided 

to pr�R�W�H�F�W���F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�¶�V���D�Q�G���I�D�P�L�O�L�H�V�¶ anonymity. 

(iii) Parents/carers is the term used to describe adults looking after children while 

their parent was in prison, including  parents, step/parents, grandparents, 

older siblings and other guardians.  I have used child/ren,  usually  when 

referring  to either a single child or to more than one child in the same family.   

(iv) As the sample size was small I have avoided using percentages, preferring 

reference to actual numbers, for example 17/28 children; or  to fractions, such 

as two thirds, or 14/21 families. I have indicated actual numbers, for example 

eight or 8 children, or (n = 8) where this is clearer.  

(v) �,���K�D�Y�H���I�R�F�X�V�V�H�G���R�Q���F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�¶���H�P�R�W�L�R�Q�D�O���U�H�D�F�W�L�R�Q�V�����Z�K�L�F�K���,���D�P���P�R�U�H���F�R�P�S�H�W�H�Q�W��

to comment on than their psychological responses. I have tried to avoid the 

use of the term �³�R�X�W�F�R�P�H�V�´���I�R�U���F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q���L�Q���P�\���V�D�P�S�O�H�����D�V���W�K�L�V���L�P�S�O�L�H�V���U�H�V�X�O�W�V��
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�R�U���P�H�D�V�X�U�H�P�H�Q�W�V�����D�Q�G���K�D�Y�H���U�H�I�H�U�U�H�G���L�Q�V�W�H�D�G���W�R���F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�¶�V���S�U�R�J�U�H�V�V���R�U��

wellbeing. 

(vi) Colour coding (traffic lights) has been used to identify patterns in the Tables. 

   

Chapter Four  

 

�&�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�¶�V���H�[�S�H�U�L�H�Q�F�H�V of parental imprisonment : resilience, trauma and 

recovery .  

 

I attempt to define concepts of resilience and vulnerability at the start of this chapter; 

and then provide a preliminary sketch of how the twenty eight children in the study 

fared in relation to these two variables. Subsequent sections review the trauma of 

�F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�¶s separation from their imprisoned parent; their re-call of �W�K�H�L�U���S�D�U�H�Q�W�¶�V���D�U�U�H�V�W��

and imprisonment; the significance for them of the kind of offences their parent had 

committed; and their experiences of stigma, and other stress factors. Factors 

associated with the level of emotional harm children experienced, and with their 

recovery, are considered. 

 

Remaining sections consider evidence about how children handled their feelings 

about their imprisoned parent, including the importance for them of privacy and 

caution. Some children grew stronger and matured. The quality of their contact with 

their imprisoned parent  was an important variable. I explore differential impacts of 

maternal and paternal imprisonment on girls and boys; and the relevance of theories 

of intergenerational crime for my sample. The chapter ends with some thoughts 

�D�E�R�X�W���I�D�P�L�O�\���V�W�U�X�F�W�X�U�H���D�Q�G���F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�¶�V���D�J�H�V�����D�Q�G with discussion about dominant 

�W�K�H�P�H�V���I�U�R�P���F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�¶s interviews.       
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4.1 �&�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�¶�V Resilience and Vulnerability : a preliminary  overview  

 

�&�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�¶�V���U�H�V�L�O�L�H�Q�F�H���D�Q�G���Y�X�O�Q�H�U�D�E�L�O�L�W�\���D�U�H   important concepts in understanding their 

reactions to parental imprisonment. Dictionary definitions of resilience include 

�³�V�S�U�L�Q�J�L�Q�J���E�D�F�N�´�����&�R�Q�F�L�V�H���2�[�I�R�U�G����������8 p. 886�����D�Q�G���³�U�H�W�X�U�Q�L�Q�J���W�R���Q�R�U�P�D�O�´���D�Q�G��

�³�U�H�F�R�Y�H�U�L�Q�J���T�X�L�F�N�O�\���I�U�R�P���V�K�R�F�N�´�����&�R�O�O�L�Q�V����������9 p.449), and these imply the capacity to 

bounce back after an ordeal. Signs of resilience for children whose parent has been 

imprisoned are likely to include adjusting to changes in family life, including changes 

in care givers; and resuming school life, friendships and social activities. Definitions 

of vulnerability include �³susceptibility to injury�  ́and �³exposure to damage�������´(Oxford, 

p.1205), while Collins (p. 581) refers to capacity for being �³emotionally wounded or 

hurt�����H�[�S�R�V�H�G���������R�S�H�Q���W�R���D�W�W�D�F�N�´.  Signs of vulnerability may include disruption of 

relationships, activities and progress at home or school; and changes in mood, 

behaviour and sleep patterns.  

 

This section refers to findings from previous research. This is followed by a 

preliminary analysis in tabular form of resilience and vulnerability for children in the 

study, and by a commentary on the table, providing an introduction to some of the 

main themes covered in the thesis, including differences in how boys and girls have 

been affected by parental imprisonment. 

 

Rutter (1987) described vulnerability and protection as the negative and positive 

poles of the same concept. Resilient families are characterised by warmth, affection, 

cohesion and commitment (Seccombe, 2004). Many children of prisoners show 

resilience and function well despite disadvantages faced; and they benefit from 

secure relationships with sensitive and nurturing care givers (Poehlmann, 2005; 

Parke & Clarke-Stewart, 2001). Children who experience lower warmth and 
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acceptance from care givers display more internalising and externalising behaviours 

(Mackintosh et al, 2006) 

 

Table 3 provides a preliminary overview of the resilience and vulnerability of children 

in the study. Variables have been grouped together.  Stability/prospects  includes 

�+�R�P�H���6�W�D�E�L�O�L�W�\�����Z�K�L�F�K���L�V���W�K�H���I�D�F�W�R�U���P�R�V�W���F�O�R�V�H�O�\���U�H�O�D�W�H�G���W�R���F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�¶�V��welfare; 

Domestic Violence�����Z�K�L�F�K�����S�U�H�V�H�Q�W�V���D���Y�H�U�\���F�O�H�D�U���W�K�U�H�D�W���W�R���F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�¶�V���V�W�D�E�L�O�L�W�\; .and 

Future Prospects;  School progress  combines Intelligence, Progress at School, and 

Behaviour Problems.  Emotional Intelligence  comprises Sociability/Friends; Helps 

Others, and Understands Own Feelings.  Help Required  combines Needs Help; 

School Helpful?; and Receiving Agency Support. Colour coding has been used to 

highlight patterns and differences.  
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Table 3: �&�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�¶�V���5�H�V�L�O�L�H�Q�F�H���D�Q�G���9�X�O�Q�H�U�D�E�L�O�L�W�\ 
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S
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Resilience High, Vulnerability Low  

4 Natalie G 14 F �Q  �Q �Q �Q  �Q �Q �Q  �Q  
5 Nasreen G 14 M �Q  �Q �Q �Q  �Q  �Q  NHR  
9 Becky G 12 F �Q  �Q �Q �Q  �Q �Q �Q  NHR  
12 Anthony B 11 M �Q  �Q �Q �Q  �Q �Q �Q  �Q  
14 Samantha G 17 M �Q  �Q �Q N/A  �Q �Q �Q  N/A  
17 Oliver B 11 F �Q  �Q �Q �Q  �Q  �Q  �Q  
17 Jamie B 10 F �Q  �Q �Q �Q  �Q  �Q  �Q  
19 Alex B 16 M �Q  �Q �Q �Q  �Q  NK  �Q   
20 Abida G 14 S/F �Q �Q �Q �Q �Q  �Q �Q �Q  NK  
21 Ben B 12 F �Q  �Q �Q �Q  �Q  �Q  �Q  
22 Matthew B 15 F �Q  �Q �Q �Q  �Q �Q �Q  �Q y 
 
n = 11 

 
6B 
5G 

 
Mean 
13.3 

 
6F 
1S/F 
4M 

 
�Q=9 
�Q=2 

 
�Q=1 

 
�Q=10 
�Q=1 

 
�Q=7 
�Q=4 

 
�Q=7 
�Q=3 
N/A=1 

  
�Q=11 
 

 
�Q=6 

 
�Q=8 
�Q=2 
NK =1 

 �Q=6 
�Q=1 
NHR=2 
N/A=1 
NK=1 

 
y=1 

 
Resilience and Vulnerability Medium  

2 Eleanor G 10 M �Q  �Q �Q �Q  �Q  �Q �Q �Q  

3 Luke B 12 F �Q  �Q �Q �Q �Q �Q  �Q �Q �Q y 

4 Declan B 13 F �Q  �Q �Q �Q �Q �Q �Q �Q  NHR  

7 Kirsty G 11 S/F �Q �Q �Q �Q �Q  �Q  �Q  NHR Yy 

8 Amelia G 7 F �Q  �Q �Q �Q  �Q  �Q  �Q  

13 Harry B 14 F �Q  �Q �Q �Q �Q �Q �Q �Q  �Q Y 

14 Ethan B 9 M �Q  �Q �Q �Q �Q �Q  �Q �Q NK  

16 Gareth B 11 M �Q �Q �Q �Q �Q  �Q �Q �Q �Q �Q  

20 Sameera G 8 F �Q �Q �Q �Q �Q  �Q  �Q  �Q  
 
n = 9 

 
5B 
4G 

 
Mean 
10.6 

 
5F 
1S/F 
3M 

 
�Q=7 
�Q=2 

 
�Q=2 
�Q=1 

 
�Q=5 
�Q=4 

 
�Q=5 
�Q=4 

 
�Q=6 
�Q=3 
 

 
�Q=3 
�Q=1 

 
�Q=8 
�Q=1 
 

 
�Q=3 
 

 
�Q=4 
�Q=4 
�Q=1 

 
�Q=4 
 

 
�Q=6 
NHR=2 
NK=1 

 
y=2 
yy=1 

 
Resilience Lower, Vulnerability Higher  

1 Joe B 17 F �Q �Q �Q �Q �Q �Q �Q  �Q �Q �Q Y 

6 Caleb B 13 F �Q �Q �Q �Q �Q �Q �Q  �Q �Q �Q Y 

7 Jack B 9 S/F �Q �Q �Q �Q �Q �Q �Q  �Q �Q �Q Yy 

8 Grant B 12 F �Q  �Q �Q �Q �Q �Q  �Q �Q �Q  

10 Daniel B 8 F �Q  �Q �Q �Q  �Q  �Q �Q �Q  

11 Mark B 13 S/F �Q  �Q �Q �Q  �Q  �Q �Q NHR  

15 Piers B 13 M �Q  �Q �Q �Q �Q �Q �Q �Q �Q �Q Y 

18 Kyle B 11 M �Q  �Q �Q �Q �Q �Q  �Q �Q �Q Y 
 
n = 8 

 
8B 
 

 
Mean 
12.0 

 
4F 
2S/F 
2M 

 
�Q=2 
�Q=6 

 
�Q=3 

 
�Q=7 
�Q=1 

 
�Q=1 
�Q=3 
�Q=4 
 

 
�Q=3 
�Q=5 
 

 
�Q=5 
�Q=1 

 
�Q=3 
�Q=4 
�Q=1 
 

 
�Q=1 

 
�Q=1 
�Q=3 
�Q=4 

 
�Q=8 
 

 
�Q=4 
�Q=3 
NHR=1 

 
y=4 
yy=1 

 
KEY:  

 
B = Boys 
G = Girls 
S/F = Stepfather 

 
�Q = positive or high (intelligence) 
�Q = concerns or medium (intelligence) 
�Q = negative or low  (intelligence) 

 
N/A = Not Applicable 
NK = Not Known 
NHR = No Help Requested 

 
y = yes 
yy = yes (two agencies) 

 

 



 113 

Colour coding indicates mainly positive findings (predominantly green) for the high 

resilience group; mixed results for the medium resilience group; and less positive 

findings (mainly amber and red) for the low resilience group.  

 

Variables in Table 3 are explained in the box below. 

 

Variables: definitions and data sources 

  
Variable  

 
Definition  

 
How assessed / data source  

S
ta

bi
lit

y/
P

ro
sp

ec
ts

 Home stability Continuity of care during period 
of parental imprisonment by 
parent/carer. 

Interviews with children and 
parents/carers. 

Domestic violence Violence between parents; 
perpetrator male in these 
examples. 

Evidence from parents/carers and 
children. 

Future prospects �± welfare �,�V���F�K�L�O�G�¶�V���Z�H�O�I�D�U�H���V�H�F�X�U�H���I�R�U��
future? 

�5�H�V�H�D�U�F�K�H�U�¶�V���W�H�Q�W�D�W�L�Y�H��
assessment based on interview 
data. 

S
ch

oo
l 

P
ro

gr
es

s
 

Intelligence �&�K�L�O�G�¶�V���D�O�O round ability, including 
verbal and reasoning skills. 

�5�H�V�H�D�U�F�K�H�U�¶�V���R�E�V�H�U�Y�D�W�L�R�Q���D�Q�G��
assessment based on interview 
data. 

Progress at school Academic and other 
achievements. 

�5�H�V�H�D�U�F�K�H�U�¶�V���D�V�V�H�V�V�P�H�Q�W, based 
on interviews. 

Behaviour problems Provocative or other unwanted 
behaviour at school or home. 

Interview data. 

E
m

ot
io

na
l 

In
te

lli
ge

nc
e

 Sociability/friends Child talks about enjoying 
company of friends. 

�&�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�¶�V���L�Q�W�H�U�Y�L�H�Z�V����
�S�D�U�H�Q�W���F�D�U�H�U�V�¶���L�Q�W�H�U�Y�L�H�Z�V�� 

Helps others Child helpful/caring to 
family/others. 

R�H�V�H�D�U�F�K�H�U�¶�V���R�E�V�H�U�Y�D�W�L�R�Q����
interview data. 

Understands own feelings Child able to talk about 
feelings/impact on behaviour. 

�5�H�V�H�D�U�F�K�H�U�¶�V���D�V�V�H�V�V�P�H�Q�W����
interview data. 

H
el

p 
R

eq
ui

re
d

 

Needs help Needs help managing situation, 
�L�Q�F�O�X�G�L�Q�J���S�D�U�H�Q�W�¶�V���L�P�S�U�L�V�R�Q�P�H�Q�W����
beyond what family can provide. 

�5�H�V�H�D�U�F�K�H�U�¶�V���D�V�V�H�V�V�P�H�Q�W����
interview data. 

School helpful? School providing support related 
to parental imprisonment. 

Interview data. 

Receiving agency support Child in active contact with 
statutory or voluntary sector 
agency. 

Interview data. 

 

Note 

 

�-�X�G�J�H�P�H�Q�W�V���D�E�R�X�W���F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�¶�V���U�H�V�L�O�L�H�Q�F�H���D�Q�G���Y�X�O�Q�H�U�D�E�L�O�L�W�\���D�U�H���P�\���R�Z�Q�����D�Q�G���W�K�H�U�H�I�R�U�H��

subjective, based on interview data. 
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The rest of this section draws out characteristics of the children with high, medium 

and low resilience in more detail. 

 

4.1.1 Demographic Analysis 

 

The high resilience group comprised 11 children, 6 boys and 5 girls.  More than half 

the girls (5/9) and less than a third of the boys (6/19) were in this group.  In the 

medium resilience group there were 5 boys and 4 girls.  Just over a quarter of the 

boys in the study (5/19) and nearly half of the girls (4/9) were in this group 

 

Girls were over-represented and boys were under-represented in the high and 

medium resilience groups.  Strikingly, all the children in the high vulnerability group 

were boys.  Overall, boys seemed more vulnerable than girls.   

 

The mean age of the children in the high resilience group was 13.3 years; for the 

medium group 10.6 years; and for the high vulnerability group 12 years.  None of the 

children under 10 were in the high resilience group.  More of the children aged 14 or 

over were in the high resilience group (n=6), than in the medium group (n=1) or the 

high vulnerability group (n=1).  Children seemed more vulnerable between the ages 

of 7 and 13.  Most of the older children seemed more resilient.  

 

Children with a mother in prison were included in all three groups: 4 out of 11 in the 

high resilience group; 3 out of 9 in the medium group; and 2 out of 8 in the high 

vulnerability group.  Children with either a mother or a father in prison could be 

equally exposed to heightened vulnerability. 
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4.1.2 Home Stability and Domestic Violence 

 

Home stability was very closely linked to children  being able to deal with parental 

imprisonment.  The most resilient of them could rely on parents/carers and extended 

family for consistent support.  By contrast, some of the most vulnerable children had 

experienced or witnessed abusive or violent relationships at home. 

 

4.1.3 �&�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�¶�V���:�H�O�I�D�U�H�����)�X�W�X�U�H���3�U�R�V�S�H�Fts 

 

Prospects for nearly all (7/8) children in the high resilience group seemed positive.  

They were well looked after, at least fairly intelligent, and making some progress at 

school.  They were sociable and had some understanding of their situation and 

feelings.  Prospects for children in the medium group seemed either positive (5/9) or 

fairly positive (4/9).  In the high vulnerability group, two children were a cause for 

concern, while prospects for the other six were fairly positive. 

 

4.1.4 Intelligence, School Progress and Behaviour Problems 

 

Intelligence and positive progress at school were also linked to children being able to 

handle parental imprisonment; and the converse was also true.  Behaviour problems 

signalled heightened vulnerability.  All the children (n=8) with behaviour problems 

were boys: three in the medium group and five in the high vulnerability group.  Their 

situation is explored further in Table 4 below. 
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Table 4: Boys with behaviour problems 

 
Age / 

Case No.  
P

se
ud

on
ym

  
M or F  

in Pri son  

 
Experienced 

Domestic 
Violence  

 
Understan
ds feelings  

 
Needs 
help  

 
Emotional Response  

B17/1 Joe F �Q �Q �Q Self-hatred/self-harm, 
partially recovering 

B13/4 Declan F �Q �Q �Q Sometimes angry; problem 
behaviour at school 

B13/6 Caleb F �Q �Q �Q Angry and thoughtful; 
behaviour at school needs 
control 

B9/7 Jack S/F �Q �Q �Q Problem behaviour at school 
B12/8 Grant F �Q �Q �Q Angry; distressed; grieving; 

aggressive behaviour at 
school 

B14/13 Harry F �Q �Q �Q Self-hatred/self-harm; 
recovering 

B9/14 Ethan M N/K �Q �Q Bewildered, perplexed 
B13/15 Piers M N/K �Q �Q Angry, grieving, bewildered 
B11/18 Kyle M �Q �Q �Q Bewildered, distressed, 

aggressive behaviour at 
school 

TOTALS 
 

M = 3 
F = 5 

S/F =1 

Yes �Q = 3 
No  �Q = 4 

N/K = 2 

Yes  �Q = 3 
Partly  �Q = 4 

No  �Q = 2 

Yes �Q = 8 
No  �Q = 1 

 

KEY 
 

B = Boy 
M = Mother 

F = Father 
S/F = Step-Father 

N/K = Not Known 

 

Notes on Table 4 

 

All the boys with behaviour problems (externalising behaviour) also showed signs of 

emotional problems (internalising behaviour).  Boys with either their mother or their 

father in prison had behaviour problems.  Domestic violence was a factor for three of 

the boys.  The �E�R�\�V�¶ level of understanding about their feelings varied widely.  With 

the exception of Declan (B12/4), all these boys seemed to need help from outside the 

family. 

 

4.1.5 Emotional intelligence  

 

�&�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�¶�V���V�R�F�L�D�E�L�O�L�W�\���V�H�H�P�H�G���W�R���E�H a positive indicator. Some of them just enjoyed 

�W�K�H�L�U���I�U�L�H�Q�G�V�¶���F�R�P�S�D�Q�\�����Z�K�L�O�H���R�W�K�H�U�V���U�H�O�L�H�G���R�Q���W�K�H�P���I�R�U���V�X�S�S�R�U�W������The most resilient 
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children had empathetic and supportive relationships with parents/carers, siblings or 

other children. 

 

Most of the more resilient children had a good understanding of how they had been 

�D�I�I�H�F�W�H�G���E�\���W�K�H�L�U���S�D�U�H�Q�W�V�¶���L�P�S�U�L�V�R�Q�P�H�Q�W�����L�Q�F�O�X�G�L�Q�J���K�R�Z���P�X�F�K���W�K�H�\���P�L�V�V�H�G���W�K�H�L�U��

imprisoned parent, how this had affected them, and how they had been helped by 

close relatives and friends.  Some children who were rather less intelligent or who 

had learning disabilities showed an intuitive grasp of their feelings of loss.  Children 

with less ability to articulate feelings of loss were more likely to be perplexed and 

overawed by their situation. 

 

4.1.6 Needing and receiving help 

 

The needs of the most resilient and least vulnerable children were largely met by 

their parents/carers and other close relatives.  None of the children in the high 

resilience group needed external help.  About half of those in the medium group (4/9) 

needed external support.  All the eight boys in the high vulnerability group needed 

some external help such as school mentoring, as well as family support.   

 

4.1.7 Schools and Agency Support 

 

Schools were described by half the families (n=11) as having provided support for 

children.  In nine of these families parents described in detail how schools had 

worked positively with their children on issues related to their parent being in prison. 

 

All the children receiving agency support were in the medium (n=3) or low (n=5) 

vulnerability groups, apart from Matthew (B15/22).  They had had mainly positive 

experiences of help from health services and voluntary organisations, and more 
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mixed experiences of statutory social services.  Children described more intrusive 

interventions, where they were put under pressure to answer questions or provide 

information, as less welcome and less helpful. 

 

4.1.8 Main findings from Table 3 

 

Unsurprisingly, a clear link is evident between the stability provided by parents/carers 

�D�Q�G���F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�¶�V���Z�H�O�O���E�H�L�Q�J�������&�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�¶�V���Z�H�O�O���E�H�L�Q�J���Z�D�V���W�K�U�H�D�W�H�Q�H�G���E�\���H�[�S�R�V�X�U�H���W�R��

domestic violence.  The needs of more resilient children were largely met within their 

extended families.  School was a main source of support for children, and three-fifths 

�R�I���W�K�H���F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q���L�Q���W�K�H���V�W�X�G�\���I�R�X�Q�G���V�F�K�R�R�O�V�¶���U�H�V�S�R�Q�V�H�V���K�H�O�S�I�X�O�������1�H�J�D�W�L�Y�H���U�H�V�S�R�Q�V�H�V��

�I�U�R�P���V�F�K�R�R�O���K�H�L�J�K�W�H�Q�H�G���F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�¶�V���Y�X�O�Q�H�U�D�E�L�O�L�W�\�������,�Q�W�H�O�O�L�J�H�Q�F�H���D�Q�G���S�R�V�L�W�L�Ye 

engagement at school were protective factors for more resilient children, as were 

enjoying the company and support of friends, and having a helpful disposition.   

 

�&�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�¶�V���D�E�L�O�L�W�\���W�R���X�Q�G�H�U�V�W�D�Q�G���D�Q�G���D�U�W�L�F�X�O�D�W�H���W�K�H�L�U���I�H�H�O�L�Q�J�V���Z�D�V���O�L�Q�N�H�G���W�R���W�K�H�L�U��

successful handling of issues arising from having a parent in prison.  Behavioural 

problems were concentrated almost exclusively amongst boys who also experienced 

emotional problems.  More vulnerable boys needed more help from outside their 

family. 

 

4.2 The traum a of separation; and survival  

 

Trauma is an emotional shock, or a  morbid condition produced by a wound or 

external violence (Oxford Concise Dictionary, 1988, p1140). Parental imprisonment is 

deeply wounding for many children (Baunach, (1985); Kampfner (1995); Bocknek 

(2009)); and children may react to parental imprisonment with feelings of loneliness 

and embarrassment and display behaviour problems and aggression (Poehlmann, 
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2005).  The process may start with the sudden and unexpected arrest of one or both 

parents at the family home with children present.  Very serious offences have more 

adverse impacts on children, reinforced by stigma associated with involvement in the 

criminal justice system.  Separation from the imprisoned parent is a major source of 

distress for children; and this may be compounded by other adverse events, 

including loss of income, parents splitting up and families being forced to move home. 

 

�$�O�O���W�K�H���F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q���L�Q���W�K�L�V���U�H�V�H�D�U�F�K���Z�H�U�H���H�P�R�W�L�R�Q�D�O�O�\���V�K�R�F�N�H�G���E�\���W�K�H�L�U���S�D�U�H�Q�W�V�¶��

imprisonment.  The level of harm they experienced varied widely.  Competing themes 

emerged from the interviews.  The first emphasised children (and parents) adjusting 

to having a parent in prison; trying to get on with their lives and make them as normal 

as possible: asserting their independence and trying not to take responsibility for their 

�L�P�S�U�L�V�R�Q�H�G���S�D�U�H�Q�W�¶�V���R�U���S�D�U�W�Q�H�U�¶�V���Z�U�R�Q�J���G�R�L�Q�J�����D�Q�G���I�L�Q�G�L�Q�J���V�X�S�S�R�U�W���Z�K�H�U�H���W�K�H�\���F�R�X�O�G����

from family and friends, schools and elsewhere.  The second  was about children 

being shocked, confused and traumatised; some managing with support from parents 

or school; some already receiving counselling or psychiatric help; and some children 

needing emotional help or help with behaviour; and about families whose lives had 

been turned upside down by th�H���L�P�S�U�L�V�R�Q�H�G���S�D�U�H�Q�W�¶�V���R�I�I�H�Q�F�H�V�����I�U�H�T�X�H�Q�W�O�\���D�J�D�L�Q�V�W���D��

background of serious drug and alcohol misuse, by their experiences of the criminal 

justice system, and by having to re-frame every aspect of their lives, with their 

extended families, schools and jobs. 

 

These themes with their different emphases will be evident throughout the analysis, 

and will be reviewed at the end of this chapter.  At different points during the study 

one or other seemed to be dominant.  There is an acknowledged skew in my 

research towards children who had managed to �V�X�U�Y�L�Y�H���W�K�H�L�U���S�D�U�H�Q�W�¶�V���L�P�S�U�L�V�R�Q�P�H�Q�W��

and who were mainly in contact with their imprisoned parent.  By the time interviews 

took place most families had been able to re-establish some degree of stability; some 
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felt that they had survived the worst part of their ordeal; and some could see an end 

to their parent or partner being in prison.  The passage of time provided a kind of lens 

through which children and parents recalled experiences of family life and of the 

crises they had endured.  

 

4.3 Recalling Arrest  and Imprisonment  

 

The arrest of a parent can be a sudden, shocking and bewildering event for children 

for which they are usually totally unprepared. It involves invasion of the family home, 

violation of private space, humiliation of parents, and sudden and unexplained 

separation and loss.  Witnessing arrest can have traumatic consequences for 

children (Bocknek, 2009) including sustained recall long afterwards (Kampfner, 

(1995). While it has been argued that witnessing the arrest of a mother may be more 

detrimental than that of a father (Dallaire and Wilson (2010), children in this research 

were hit equally �K�D�U�G���E�\���W�K�H�L�U���I�D�W�K�H�U�¶�V���D�U�U�H�V�W����Where children were present when their 

parent was arrested their memories of the event were indelible. For example, thinking 

�E�D�F�N���W�R���K�L�V���I�D�W�K�H�U�¶�V���D�U�U�H�V�W���H�L�J�K�W���\�H�D�U�V���H�D�U�O�L�H�U�����-�R�H�����%���������� said�����³�,���Z�D�V���J�X�W�W�H�G�����Z�D�V�Q�¶�W��

�,�"�´    

 

Parental arrest can affect children in the same family very differently. Amelia (G7/8), 

aged just seven, vividly recalled the morning of the police raid at her home nearly two 

years previously:  

 

 �³�,���Z�D�V���L�Q���P�\���P�X�P�¶�V���E�H�G���Z�L�W�K���P�\���G�D�G���D�Q�G���P�\���P�X�P���D�Q�G���,���K�H�D�U�G���D���E�L�J���E�D�Q�J����

because all the police car doors kept getting shut.  So I looked out of the 

window and loads of police was in th�H���J�D�U�G�H�Q���«���W�K�H�\���W�R�R�N���G�D�G�G�\���D�Z�D�\���L�Q���D��

�E�L�J���Y�D�Q���«���,�W���P�D�G�H���*�U�D�Q�W�����$�P�H�O�L�D�¶�V���E�U�R�W�K�H�U�����V�D�G���D�V���Z�H�O�O�����D�Q�G���P�\���P�X�P�����«��

They busted the door so Uncle (name) had to come in the morning and he 
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�K�D�G���W�R���S�X�W���W�K�H���G�R�R�U���X�S���D�Q�G���O�R�D�G�V���R�I���Z�R�R�G�H�Q���S�L�H�F�H�V���X�S���E�H�K�L�Q�G���W�K�H���G�R�R�U�����«���0�\��

mum �G�L�G�Q�¶�W���J�H�W���D�Q�\���V�O�H�H�S�������6�K�H���M�X�V�W���X�V�H�G���W�R���V�L�W���D�W���W�K�H���E�R�W�W�R�P���R�I���W�K�H���V�W�D�L�U�V���Z�L�W�K��

�W�K�H���G�R�J�����«���,���P�L�V�V���K�L�P�����K�H�U���I�D�W�K�H�U�����V�W�L�O�O�������,���P�L�V�V���K�L�P���O�R�D�G�V���D�Q�G���O�R�D�G�V���D�Q�G���O�R�D�G�V�.́ 

   

Amelia knew that she was �³�Y�H�U�\���X�S�V�H�W�´ when her father was taken away �³�E�H�F�D�X�V�H���,��

knew I wouldn�¶�W���E�H���D�E�O�H���W�R���V�H�H���K�L�P���I�R�U���D�J�H�V�´. Although she was one of the youngest 

children she was able to re-call the impact of the event not just for its impact on 

herself, but on the whole family.  

 

�$�F�F�R�U�G�L�Q�J���W�R���K�L�V���P�R�W�K�H�U�����*�U�D�Q�W�����%���������������$�P�H�O�L�D�¶�V���R�O�G�H�U���E�U�R�W�K�H�U�����K�Dd never recovered 

�I�U�R�P���K�L�V���I�D�W�K�H�U�¶�V���D�U�U�H�V�W���D�Q�G���L�P�S�U�L�V�R�Q�P�H�Q�W������She particularly regretted that she had not 

been allowed to be with the children, and that they were not allowed to speak to their 

father.   �³�«�7�K�H���N�L�G�V���Z�H�U�H�Q�¶�W���D�O�O�R�Z�H�G���W�R���J�H�W���R�X�W���R�I���E�H�G�������7�K�H���S�Rlice had got in their 

�U�R�R�P���D�Q�G���,���Z�D�V�Q�¶�W���D�O�O�R�Z�H�G���W�R���J�R���L�Q���W�R���F�R�P�I�R�U�W���W�K�H�P�������,���F�R�X�O�G���K�H�D�U them crying and we 

�D�O�O���K�D�G���W�R���J�R���G�R�Z�Q�V�W�D�L�U�V���D�Q�G���W�K�H���S�R�O�L�F�H���E�U�R�X�J�K�W���W�K�H���N�L�G�V���G�R�Z�Q���D�Q�G���W�K�D�W�¶�V���Z�K�H�U�H���Z�H��

sat and they took (name of husband) �V�W�U�D�L�J�K�W���D�Z�D�\�������7�K�H�\���G�L�G�Q�¶�W���O�H�W him come in, just 

took him straight away.  It was horrible for the kids.  I think more so it affected Grant.  

�+�H���Z�D�V���F�R�Q�V�W�D�Q�W�O�\���F�U�\�L�Q�J�´������ 

 

Unlike her brother, Amelia was able to talk about how much she missed her father to 

her mother: �³�,���G�R�Q�¶�W���Y�H�U�\���R�I�W�H�Q �V�S�H�D�N���D�E�R�X�W���L�W���«���L�W���X�S�V�H�W�V���\�R�X�.́ She was also able to 

talk about happier and more ordinary parts of her life. She had been severely 

�G�D�P�D�J�H�G���E�\���K�H�U���I�D�W�K�H�U�¶�V���D�U�U�H�V�W���D�Q�G���L�P�S�U�L�V�R�Q�P�H�Q�W�����E�X�W���V�K�H���Z�D�V���D�O�V�R���D�E�O�H�����H�Y�H�Q�W�X�D�O�O�\����

to recover and enjoy the normal life of a small child.  

 

Where both parents were arrested the initial impact could be even more bewildering. 

No adult was available to support the children. Ben (B12/21)�¶�V��parents were both 

arrested early in the morning without warning.  His mother decided to send Ben to 
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school, where senior staff comforted him until his aunt and grandmother, who were  

both close to him, looked after him. His insecurity, mostly concealed, was evident in 

his continuing to sleep with his mother throughout the six months his father was 

remanded in custody.  Both Nasreen�¶�V (G14/5) parents were also arrested after a 

police raid and several hours of interrogation, and Nasreen had to be taken to her 

�S�D�W�H�U�Q�D�O���J�U�D�Q�G�P�R�W�K�H�U�¶�V���K�R�P�H.  Although she mainly kept her feelings to herself, 

when her father was released a few days later, he heard her crying herself to sleep at 

night and was in no doubt about the psychological damage she had experienced.  

 

Without information and explanation children could make little sense of what was 

happening. If their other parent was at home, s/he may have been too numbed to 

help much, as was the case for Mark (B13/11). He was only nine when his step-

father, to whom he was very close, was arrested at his home, an event which was 

unexpected for him and unexplained: 

 

 �³�, remember seeing him with handcuffs on and I told my mum, but she said 

�W�K�D�W���W�K�H�\���G�L�G�Q�¶�W���«���,���Z�H�Q�W���R�X�W�V�L�G�H���«���,���G�L�G�Q�¶�W���X�Q�G�H�U�V�W�D�Q�G���L�W�´�� 

 

Mark was alone and uncomprehending and there was no adult on hand to guide him, 

a pattern which would continue through his step-�I�D�W�K�H�U�¶�V���L�P�S�U�L�V�R�Q�P�H�Q�W�� His sudden 

separation from his step/father made him anxious and detached. Bowlby (1988) 

described how patterns of attachment  (and detachment) once established, tend to 

persist, as happened for Mark over the four years of his �V�W�H�S���I�D�W�K�H�U�¶�V���L�P�S�U�L�V�R�Q�P�H�Q�W����

and how free flowing communication, which was not available to Mark, between the 

care giver and the child, when s/he was distressed as well as when content, could 

aid attachment. 
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While children experienced the humiliation of parental arrest acutely, it was 

separation from their imprisoned parent which was most disturbing for them, 

particularly where their prior relationship had been close. The parents of four of the 

boys (Gareth, (B11/16), Kyle, (B11/18), Harry, (B14/13); and Piers, (B13/15)) who 

suffered most had been sentenced to prison after extended periods on bail, a year in 

the case of �+�D�U�U�\�¶�V father�����D�Q�G���H�Y�H�Q���O�R�Q�J�H�U���I�R�U���*�D�U�H�W�K�¶�V���P�R�W�K�H�U. Three of the boys 

(Kyle, Harry and Piers) had extremely been close to their parent. None of them had 

been prepared for the prison sentences. Their parents were reluctant and hesitant to 

speak openly and honestly to their children, perhaps hoping that the worst would not 

happen, and knowing how distressed their children would be.  

 

The four boys were harmed by being �X�Q�S�U�H�S�D�U�H�G���I�R�U���W�K�H�L�U���S�D�U�H�Q�W�V�¶���S�U�L�V�R�Q���V�H�Q�W�H�Q�F�H�V����

Having to talk about an imminent prison sentence is demanding for parents, requiring 

them to acknowledge their responsibility and guilt; for children, this is an imposition 

requiring them to confront their distress and to take part in an extremely adult 

conversation. Had these boys been better prepared they may well have recovered 

sooner.  

 

Two other parents used their bail period to talk to their children (Becky, G12/9, and 

Anthony, B11/12), to good effect. Becky had a relaxed relationship with her father. 

He had been on bail at home for more than two years and helped to prepare her for 

his remand in custody. Anthony and his mother were both articulate and intelligent. 

She thought it was her duty while she was at home on bail to be extremely clear with 

her son, then aged nine, about her offences and her unavoidable prison sentence. 

Their conversations were detailed and required much maturity from Anthony. He was 

as well prepared as he could be for her long sentence and benefitted from her 

honesty.  
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4.4 Impact of parental offences  

 

Sack et al (1976)  found that few children wanted to know why their parent (fathers in 

�6�D�F�N�¶�V���U�H�V�H�D�U�F�K�� was in prison and most wanted to know why they could not stay 

with them and when they would be coming home. This is in marked contrast to 

findings in this study�����7�K�H�L�U���S�D�U�H�Q�W�V�¶���R�I�I�H�Q�F�H�V, particularly where these were viewed 

as serious, mattered very much to the children. Children could be repelled by their 

p�D�U�H�Q�W�V�¶��crimes where these involved violence or harming others, or violence within 

their family. Children whose parents had been involved in seriously violent offences 

were the most  profoundly affected, illustrated by the examples of Eleanor (G10/2), 

whose mother was serving a life sentence for murder, and Daniel (B8/10), whose 

father had been convicted of manslaughter. 

 

Eleanor knew why her mother was in prison serving a minimum fourteen year 

sentence.  She had lived with her until she was 2½, and she believed that she could 

�U�H�P�H�P�E�H�U���S�D�U�W�O�\���Z�L�W�Q�H�V�V�L�Q�J���K�H�U���P�R�W�K�H�U�¶�V���R�I�I�H�Q�F�H�����D�V���V�K�H���G�H�V�F�U�L�E�H�G���L�Q���K�H�U���L�Q�W�H�U�Y�L�H�Z�� 

 

�³�,���Z�D�V���O�R�R�N�L�Q�J���R�X�W���R�I���W�K�H���Z�L�Q�G�R�Z���D�Q�G���W�K�H�Q���,���V�D�Z���K�H�U���R�X�W�V�L�G�H���D�Q�G���W�K�H�U�H���Z�D�V���D��

�P�D�Q���Z�D�O�N�L�Q�J���G�R�Z�Q���W�K�H���V�W�U�H�H�W�����E�X�W���,���G�L�G�Q�¶�W���V�H�H���W�K�H���G�H�D�W�K�����������,���F�R�X�O�G���V�H�H���W�Kese 

dark figures because it was really dark. It was weird. It was from like the 

�R�X�W�O�L�Q�H���R�I���W�K�U�H�H���E�R�G�L�H�V�����,���F�D�Q�¶�W���U�H�P�H�P�E�H�U���Z�K�D�W���Z�D�V���L�Q���K�H�U���K�D�Q�G�����,���U�H�P�H�P�E�H�U��

like everyone used to be scared of her in our street because she used to be in 

loads of fights. I reckon she must have started a fight and like pushed it too 

hard and ended up killing the person. I know that he was like in his teens. 

Then I heard police cars a couple of minutes later. Then I went to live with 

dad and step-�P�X�P���D�Q�G���V�K�H���J�R�W���W�R�R�N���D�Z�D�\�����7�K�D�W�¶�V all I remember ... (it was) 8 

�\�H�D�U�V���D�J�R���D�Q�G���D�Q�R�W�K�H�U�������\�H�D�U�V���W�R���J�R���´ 
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Eleanor seemed sure that she could remember these events, although she was very 

young when they happened.  Her father also believed she had witnessed the assault 

as a result of Eleanor jumping on him a year or so later and saying that this was how 

her mother had killed her victim.  Her recollections were detailed. (Eleanor was later 

able to describe which seat she sat in, in the police car that drove her away).  She 

could remember and did not try to disguise �K�H�U���P�R�W�K�H�U�¶�V���U�H�S�X�W�D�W�L�R�Q���I�R�U���Y�L�R�O�H�Q�F�H, 

something she must have thought about and seemed to have been able to accept.  

Eleanor did not make excuses for her mother�¶�V���E�H�K�D�Y�L�R�X�U, although she kept open 

the possibility that she might not have been intent on �P�X�U�G�H�U�������+�H�U���P�R�W�K�H�U�¶�V���V�H�Q�W�H�Q�F�H��

was very long and Eleanor had had many years living with these memories.  Her 

father described terrifying nightmares which his daughter frequently experienced.  

 

Eleanor was remarkable in being able to share her recollections in an interview in 

which she also described parts of her life which she enjoyed; including being with her 

aunt, who spoiled her, and her much loved grandfather, and being with her friends, 

and sporting activities (she was a faster runner than most of the boys in her class).  

 

�(�O�H�D�Q�R�U�¶�V���L�Q�W�H�U�Y�L�H�Z�����D�Q�G���$�P�H�O�L�D�¶�V�����D�O�W�K�R�X�J�K���K�H�U���P�H�P�R�U�L�H�V���Z�H�U�H���O�H�V�V���Y�L�R�O�H�Q�W��, were 

characterised by a combination of horrific memories, and accounts of every day, 

normal activities. These �F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�¶�V resilience seemed to stem partly from their ability 

to recollect and integrate their profoundly troubling experiences, with support from 

their carers, and still to enjoy ordinary parts of their family and social and school lives. 

These abilities were shared by other children, for example   Anthony (B11/12), and 

Matthew (B15/22), who were able to make a positive adjustment following their 

�S�D�U�H�Q�W�V�¶���L�P�S�U�L�V�R�Q�P�H�Q�W��  

 

Daniel (B8/10�¶�V�����H�[�S�H�U�L�H�Q�F�H���K�D�G���E�H�H�Q���Y�H�U�\���G�L�I�I�H�U�H�Q�W�����+�H had learned about his 

�I�D�W�K�H�U�¶�V���R�I�I�H�Q�F�H���D�E�R�X�W���D���P�R�Q�W�K���D�I�W�H�U��it had happened when he was taken to visit him 
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in prison.  His father was serving a five year sentence for manslaughter.  Daniel 

recounted: �³�,���W�K�L�Q�N���,���D�F�W�X�D�O�O�\���N�Q�R�Z���D���U�H�D�O���V�W�R�U�\�������+�H�����'�D�Q�L�H�O�¶�V���I�D�W�K�H�U�� said to me that 

some man shouted at him and that they g�U�D�E�E�H�G���H�D�F�K���R�W�K�H�U���«Then my father 

�S�X�Q�F�K�H�G���K�L�P���L�Q���W�K�H���I�D�F�H�����D�Q�G���W�K�H�Q���K�H���G�L�H�G�´.  This had apparently been the only time 

his father had talked about the incident, about fifteen months before I met Daniel.  He 

said that he had bad dreams sometimes: �³�,���M�X�V�W���Z�D�N�H���X�S���L�Q���W�K�H���Q�L�J�K�W���D�Q�G���,���V�F�U�H�D�P�´.  

He had slept worse since his father was in prison.  His father said he did not know 

�Z�K�D�W���Z�D�V���J�R�L�Q�J���R�Q���L�Q���'�D�Q�L�H�O�¶�V���P�L�Q�G�������7�K�H�U�H���K�D�G���E�H�H�Q��few if any opportunities for 

Daniel to talk about the incident with an adult.  He had had one very brief counselling 

session (a missed opportunity), �D�Q�G���Q�R���P�R�U�H���K�D�G���E�H�H�Q���D�U�U�D�Q�J�H�G�������+�L�V���I�D�W�K�H�U�¶�V��

offence had been notorious and widely publicised in his home town, something of 

which Daniel must have been aware.    

 

�'�D�Q�L�H�O�¶�V feelings about his f�D�W�K�H�U�¶�V���R�I�I�H�Q�F�H���U�H�P�D�L�Q�H�G���X�Q�U�H�V�R�O�Y�H�G���Z�K�H�Q��he was 

interviewed. �+�L�V���I�D�W�K�H�U�¶�V���F�U�L�P�H���Z�D�V���L�Q�H�[�S�O�L�F�D�E�O�H��  His mother showed little capacity to 

encourage him to express his confused thoughts, and he was living a long way from 

older siblings and grandparents who could have supported him. These factors may 

explain why he demonstrated none of the resilience shown by Eleanor and Amelia. 

 

Parents�¶ violent offences distressed children.  Gareth (B11/16) had almost certainly 

�Z�L�W�Q�H�V�V�H�G���K�L�V���S�D�U�H�Q�W�V�¶���Y�L�R�O�H�Q�W���U�H�O�D�W�L�R�Q�V�K�L�S�������:�Kat he could not understand was why 

his mother had retaliated by attacking his father with a knife, an offence which she 

admitted and for which she  eventually received a twelve month prison sentence.  

Joe (B17/1) had not been over-concerned about his fathe�U�¶�V���H�D�U�O�L�H�U���S�U�R�S�H�U�W�\���R�I�I�H�Q�F�H�V����

but he was deeply troubled by the knowledge that the offences for which he had 

been sent to prison for eight years had involved serious violence.  Caleb (B13/6), 

who had serious learning disabilities, had to live with the knowledge that his father 

had first been sent to prison for violent offences against his mother, and that his 
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subsequent offence�V���L�Q�Y�R�O�Y�H�G���V�H�U�L�R�X�V���Y�L�R�O�H�Q�F�H���D�J�D�L�Q�V�W���K�L�V���P�R�W�K�H�U�¶�V���S�D�U�W�Q�H�U�������-�D�F�N��

���%�����������D�Q�G���.�L�U�V�W�\�¶�V�����*�������������V�W�H�S-father was serving a prison sentence for assaulting 

their mother.  The children were only too aware of his offence.  Jack had liked his 

step-father �³... �D���O�R�W�����Z�K�H�Q���K�H���Z�H�U�H�Q�¶�W���K�X�U�W�L�Q�J���P�\���P�X�P�´�������7�K�H���F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�¶�V���P�R�W�K�H�U���K�D�G��

no doubt that witnessing domestic violence had seriously affected them�����³�«���7�K�H�\�¶�Y�H��

�R�Q�O�\���V�H�H�Q���L�W���R�Q�F�H�����E�X�W���W�K�H�\�¶�Y�H���V�H�H�Q���P�H���F�R�Y�H�U�H�G���L�Q���E�U�X�L�V�H�V���D�I�W�H�U�Z�D�U�G�V�´. The harm 

these offences caused was mitigated, in these four cases, by patient support from 

their parents/carers (grandparents for Gareth) and their families.    

 

Some children had known about their parents�¶ offences since they were imprisoned, 

for example Nasreen (G14/5) and Anthony (B11/12), whose mothers were both 

convicted of fraud and embezzlement, or Piers (B13/15), whose mother was 

sentenced for affray; but they were much more affected by their  separation from 

their parents than by  �W�K�H�L�U���R�I�I�H�Q�F�H�V�����$�O�H�[�¶�V���P�R�W�K�H�U�¶�V (B16/19) conviction for murder 

held less potency for him more than three years after her conviction.  

Other children (Luke, B12/3; Amelia, G7/8; Mark, B13/11; Harry, B14/13; Ethan, 

�%�������������D�Q�G���.�\�O�H�����%���������������D�O�O���R�I���W�K�H�P���V�H�U�L�R�X�V�O�\���L�P�S�D�F�W�H�G���E�\���W�K�H�L�U���S�D�U�H�Q�W�V�¶��

�L�P�S�U�L�V�R�Q�P�H�Q�W�������G�L�G���Q�R�W���U�H�I�H�U���W�R���W�K�H�L�U���S�D�U�H�Q�W�V�¶���R�I�I�H�Q�F�H�V���L�Q���W�K�H�L�U���L�Q�W�H�U�Y�L�H�Z�V�����D�Q�G��their 

concerns were mainly about trying to manage in their parents�¶ enforced absence. 

�7�K�H�V�H���F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�����Z�L�W�K���W�K�H���H�[�F�H�S�W�L�R�Q���R�I���+�D�U�U�\�¶�V���I�D�W�K�H�U�����K�D�G���D�O�O���E�H�H�Q���F�R�Q�Y�L�F�W�H�G���R�I���G�U�X�J��

related offences, and it may be that these troubled children less. Altogether, half 

�����������������W�K�H���F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�¶�V���S�D�U�H�Q�W�V���K�D�G���E�H�H�Q���L�P�S�U�L�V�R�Q�H�G���I�R�U���G�U�X�J���R�U���D�O�F�R�K�R�O���U�H�O�D�W�H�G 

offences, and none of these children  gave any indication of being acutely distressed 

�D�E�R�X�W���W�K�H�V�H���F�U�L�P�H�V�����D�O�W�K�R�X�J�K���%�H�F�N�\�¶�V�����*�����������¶�V���R�O�G�H�U���E�U�R�W�K�H�U�����D�J�H�G�����������Z�D�V���Y�H�U�\��

�D�Q�J�U�\���D�Q�G���D�V�K�D�P�H�G���D�E�R�X�W���K�L�V���I�D�W�K�H�U�¶�V�����U�H�P�D�Q�G�����L�Q���F�X�V�W�R�G�\���I�R�U���D�O�O�H�J�H�G���V�H�U�L�R�X�V���G�U�X�J��

dealing.  
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4.5 �&�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�¶�V���H�[�S�H�U�L�H�Q�F�H���R�I���V�W�L�J�P�D 

 

Morris (1965), in her �V�X�U�Y�H�\���R�I���S�U�L�V�R�Q�H�U�V�¶���I�D�P�L�O�L�H�V�����I�R�X�Q�G���O�L�W�W�O�H���H�Y�L�G�H�Q�F�H���R�I���I�D�P�L�O�L�H�V��

experiencing stigma, as noted above (p27), with the exception of first time offenders.  

She found that stigma was less of a factor in communities where prison sentences 

were very common.  Few of the families in this study were habitual offenders, and 

handling stigma presented severe challenges for most of the families and children 

involved.  Parents and children had little idea how their own extended family and 

community would react, and many feared the worst. Stigma has been described as 

�³�V�W�L�F�N�\�´�����D�W�W�D�F�K�L�Q�J���L�W�V�H�O�I���W�R���I�D�P�L�O�L�H�V���D�V���Z�H�O�O���D�V���S�U�L�V�R�Q�H�U�V�����D�Q�G���W�K�H���V�K�D�P�H���R�I��

imprisonment can result in whole families being in mourning (Arditti, 2003; Arditti et al 

2003). Sometimes families could blame themselves, a kind of self-stigma, (Corrigan 

et al, 2009) accepting negative stereotypes, and feeling that the imprisoned parent�V�¶��

offences may be their fault or reflect badly on them. 

 

Even where parents/carers were not unduly troubled, children still had to handle their 

�R�Z�Q���I�H�H�O�L�Q�J�V���R�I���V�K�D�P�H���D�Q�G���G�H�D�O���Z�L�W�K���W�K�H�L�U���I�U�L�H�Q�G�V�¶���U�H�D�F�W�L�R�Qs�������'�H�F�O�D�Q���D�Q�G���1�D�W�D�O�L�H�¶�V��

mother (B13 and G14, Case �������Z�D�V���R�Q�H���S�D�U�H�Q�W���Z�K�R���P�D�G�H���O�L�J�K�W���R�I���K�H�U���S�D�U�W�Q�H�U�¶�V��

offences.   She had lived in the same community, where her family was well known 

and well liked, all her life and she was well supported by her own parents.  Declan 

and  Natalie  were more thoughtful �D�E�R�X�W���W�K�H�L�U���I�D�W�K�H�U�¶�V���E�H�K�D�Y�L�R�X�U���D�Q�G���Q�H�H�G�H�G���P�R�U�H��

reassurance.  

 

Shame and stigma could result in families limiting their contact with the outside world.  

�0�D�U�N�¶�V���P�R�W�K�H�U����Case 11) cut herself off from the local community and had little 

�V�X�S�S�R�U�W���H�[�F�H�S�W���I�U�R�P���K�H�U���I�D�W�K�H�U�������+�D�U�U�\�¶�V���P�R�W�K�H�U����Case 13) closed down virtually all 

contact with p�U�H�Y�L�R�X�V���I�U�L�H�Q�G�V�����D�Q�G���K�L�V���I�D�W�K�H�U�¶�V���I�D�P�L�O�\���G�H�V�H�U�W�H�G���W�K�H�P�������2�O�L�Y�H�U���D�Q�G��

�-�D�P�L�H�¶�V���P�R�W�K�H�U����Case ���������I�R�X�Q�G���W�K�D�W���K�H�U���I�D�W�K�H�U�¶�V���I�D�P�L�O�\���Z�D�Q�W�H�G���O�L�W�W�O�H���F�R�Q�W�D�F�W���E�H�F�D�X�V�H��
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�R�I���K�H�U���S�D�U�W�Q�H�U�¶�V���L�P�S�U�L�V�R�Q�P�H�Q�W�����D�Q�G���I�H�Z���I�U�L�H�Q�G�V���U�H�P�D�L�Q�H�G���O�R�\�D�O�������$�Q�W�K�R�Q�\�¶�V���I�D�W�K�H�U��

(Case 12) felt the di�V�J�U�D�F�H���R�I���K�L�V���Z�L�I�H�¶�V���F�R�Q�Y�L�F�W�L�R�Q���S�U�R�I�R�X�Q�G�O�\�����D�O�W�K�R�X�J�K���K�H���V�K�L�H�O�G�H�G��

his son, emphasising that he had done nothing wrong.   A sympathetic response from 

�F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�¶�V    schools   helped   a large number of families start to adjust to the stigma 

of imprisonment.  Where schools were hostile, as for Kyle (Case 18) and Grant 

(Case ���������I�D�P�L�O�L�H�V�¶���I�H�H�O�L�Q�J�V���R�I���V�W�L�J�P�D���Z�H�U�H���V�W�U�R�Q�J�O�\���U�H�L�Q�I�R�U�F�H�G�������/�X�N�H�¶�V���P�R�W�K�H�U����Case 

3) felt isolated and unsupported after her partner was remanded in custody; she was 

helped by a consistently sympathetic response from her employer. 

 

As well as dealing with the shock of imprisonment, children have to cope with its 

consequences.  Natalie (G14/4) and Becky (G12/9) had both had to adjust to a steep 

reduction in family income, having less to spend on their social life than their peers.  

Becky complained that �³�«��w�H�¶�U�H���Q�R�W���D�O�O�R�Z�H�G���W�R���G�R���K�D�O�I���W�K�H���V�W�X�I�I���Z�H���X�V�H�G���W�R���E�H���D�E�O�H���W�R��

�G�R�����E�H�F�D�X�V�H���Z�H���G�R�Q�¶�W���K�D�Y�H���H�Q�R�X�J�K���P�R�Q�H�\�´.  She was conscious that her friends 

would be likely to think that her family was really �³�U�R�X�J�K�´ because her father was in 

prison.  Eleanor (G10/2) was only five when her father had to change her school after 

�V�K�H���L�Q�Q�R�F�H�Q�W�O�\���V�S�R�N�H���L�Q���F�O�D�V�V���D�E�R�X�W���K�H�U���P�R�W�K�H�U���E�H�L�Q�J���L�Q���S�U�L�V�R�Q�������1�D�V�U�H�H�Q�¶�V�����*������������

�I�D�W�K�H�U���Z�D�V���G�H�W�H�U�P�L�Q�H�G���W�R���N�H�H�S���K�L�V���Z�L�I�H�¶�V���G�L�V�J�U�D�F�H���D�Q�G���L�Pprisonment a secret from 

acquaintances in his community.  Nasreen followed his example: her school had 

been her life since she was three, but she told none of her friends and none of her 

teachers about her mother, pretending that she was working abroad.  Piers (B13/15)  

�Z�D�V���O�R�R�N�H�G���D�I�W�H�U���E�\���K�L�V���P�R�W�K�H�U�¶�V���S�D�U�W�Q�H�U�����Z�K�R��described him as being profoundly 

affected by the stigma of his mother�¶�V���L�P�S�U�L�V�R�Q�P�H�Q�W�� 

 

Sack (1977) found that the boys in his study had a strong sense of shame, as though 

they were confessing th�H�L�U���R�Z�Q���Z�U�R�Q�J���G�R�L�Q�J���E�\���D�Q�Q�R�X�Q�F�L�Q�J���W�K�H�L�U���I�D�W�K�H�U�¶�V���F�R�Q�I�L�Q�H�P�H�Q�W������

Children faced �³....the bruising reality that their fathers were considered in need of 

punishment and as potentially dangerous� ́(p172).  Such stigma contributed to the 
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�E�R�\�V�¶���D�J�J�U�H�V�V�L�Y�H���D�Q�W�L-social identifications.  Nearly two years after his father was 

imprisoned, Grant (B12/8) was still severely traumatised, partly by his separation 

from his father, and partly by the shame and stigma involved.  He had only visited 

him  a few  times: �³�,�W���Z�D�V���Q�L�F�H���W�R���V�H�H���P�\���G�D�G�����E�X�W���,���G�L�G�Q�¶�W���O�L�N�H���V�H�H�L�Q�J���K�L�P���L�Q���W�K�H�U�H�´.  

His distress about telling his best friend about his father was evident: �³�,���Z�D�V�Q�¶�W���J�O�D�G���W�R��

tell him about it,   �E�H�F�D�X�V�H���,���G�R�Q�¶�W���W�K�L�Q�N���D�Q�\�R�Q�H���Z�R�X�O�G���E�H���J�O�D�G���W�R���W�H�O�O���D�Q�\�R�Q�H���D�E�R�X�W��

your dad going to pris�R�Q�´: a clear example of disenfranchised grief (Doka, 1989).  His 

mother decided to stop his visits because of �*�U�D�Q�W�¶�V wildly aggressive behaviour 

immediately afterwards at school. Experiencing stigma and shame was not confined 

to boys; about half the girls were conscious of their families feeling uncomfortably 

different, and were extremely circumspect about discussing parental imprisonment, 

although none were as seriously damaged by these experiences as were Grant and 

other boys, including Joe and Harry.    

 

 Adult sexual offences against children violate societal norms of acceptable 

behaviour, and �F�R�Q�I�U�R�Q�W���F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�����S�D�U�W�L�F�X�O�D�U�O�\���D�G�R�O�H�V�F�H�Q�W�V�����Z�L�W�K���W�K�H�L�U���S�D�U�H�Q�W�V�¶��

sexuality, needs and aggression. Matthew (B15/22) was the only child in this study 

whose father had been convicted of sexually assaulting another child, a fifteen year 

�R�O�G���J�L�U�O���L�Q���0�D�W�W�K�H�Z�¶�V���F�O�D�V�V���D�W���V�F�K�R�R�O�������0�D�W�W�K�H�Z���K�D�G���P�X�F�K���W�R���F�R�Q�W�H�Q�G���Z�L�W�K�����K�L�V���I�D�W�K�H�U��

attempted to commit suicide before he gave himself up to the police, and his mother 

had long-term incapacitating physical disabilities.   When the offence became public, 

previous friends cut themselves off from the family intensifying their feelings of 

shame and isolation in a remote rural location.  Social workers set up a child 

protection investigation �D�Q�G���W�K�H���D�X�W�K�R�U�L�W�L�H�V�¶���V�\�P�S�D�W�K�L�H�V���Z�H�U�H���H�[�F�O�X�V�L�Y�H�O�\���Z�L�W�K���W�K�H��

�Y�L�F�W�L�P�¶�V���I�D�P�L�O�\. M�D�W�W�K�H�Z�¶�V���P�R�W�K�H�U���Z�D�V���D�F�F�X�V�H�G���E�\���V�R�F�L�D�O���Z�R�U�N�H�U�V�����X�Q�M�X�V�W�O�\���L�Q��

�0�D�W�W�K�H�Z�¶�V���R�S�L�Q�L�R�Q�����R�I���Q�H�J�O�H�F�W�L�Q�J���K�H�U���F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q���D�Q�G��putting her own needs first.  Acute 

prejudice and stigma stemmed direc�W�O�\���I�U�R�P���W�K�H���Q�D�W�X�U�H���R�I���0�D�W�W�K�H�Z�¶�V���I�D�W�K�H�U�¶�V���R�I�I�H�Q�F�H, 

and disrupted �D�Q�G���K�R�E�E�O�H�G���W�K�H���I�D�P�L�O�\�¶�V��functioning and social life 
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Almost all the parents and children ���1�D�W�D�O�L�H���D�Q�G���'�H�F�O�D�Q�¶�V���P�R�W�K�H�U���Z�D�V��an exception) 

felt diminished and demeaned by their involvement with prison and by the ripple 

�H�I�I�H�F�W�V���R�I���W�K�H���L�P�S�U�L�V�R�Q�H�G���S�D�U�H�Q�W�¶�V���R�I�I�H�Q�F�H�V�����3�U�L�V�R�Q���Y�L�V�L�W�V���W�R�R�N���X�S���W�K�H�L�U���I�U�H�H���W�L�P�H 

leaving less time for other pursuits, and depleting parents���F�D�U�H�U�V�¶���H�Q�H�U�J�\. Families 

were more isolated with fewer links with previous friends. Relationships with 

employers could be fragile. House moves were frequent. Previous contacts were 

severed and family life became more anonymous. Families became more reliant on 

their own resources, and achievements and successes were celebrated more mutely. 

There was evidence in two thirds (14/21) of the families of their turning in on 

themselves, losing confidence, and closing their face to some relatives and to former 

friends and acquaintances. When they took the risk of seeking help, particularly from 

schools, most were encouraged by the support they received.  

 

4.6 Multiple loss; multiple problems  

 

For families of children of prisoners�¶ cumulative risks convey greater hazards 

(Johnson and Waldfogel, 2002; Miller, 2007). Cumulative disadvantage can lead to 

harsh or inconsistent parenting for children of prisoners (Arditti et al, 2011).  These 

children are more likely to experience parental substance abuse, maltreatment or 

abuse (Gabel & Shindeldecker, 1993). Adversity is additive over time: more stress 

factors lead to maladaptive rather than resilient outcomes (Norman, 2000).  

 

While having a parent in prison presents children with formidable challenges, these 

can be exacerbated by other unwelcome experiences or crises, including child abuse, 

family violence an�G���W�K�H���E�U�H�D�N�G�R�Z�Q���R�I���W�K�H�L�U���S�D�U�H�Q�W�V�¶���U�H�O�D�W�L�R�Q�V�K�L�S�������7�K�L�V���F�R�P�E�L�Q�D�W�L�R�Q���R�I��

�S�U�R�E�O�H�P�V���K�H�L�J�K�W�H�Q�V���F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�¶�V���Y�X�O�Q�H�U�D�E�L�O�L�W�\�����D�Q�G���L�Q���V�R�P�H��cases such experiences can 

impact on children more severely than having their parent in prison. 
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Three children had been victims of child abuse.  Jack (B9/7) had been sexually 

assaulted by his grandmother a few years previously.  His mother was unsure 

whether his reported behaviour problems at school had been caused by this rather 

than his step-�I�D�W�K�H�U�¶�V���L�P�S�U�L�V�R�Q�P�H�Q�W�������-�R�H�����%�������������K�D�G been abandoned by his mother 

as a small child and had been left to be looked after by his father and his paternal 

grandmother.  He had been physically abused by his grandmother and his mother 

believed that he had also been sexually abused by an uncle.  After his father was 

imprisoned and his mother had resumed caring for him, Joe turned his anger on 

himself,  desperately cutting out several of his own teeth and trying to hang himself.  

His prolonged trauma had multiple causes.  Eleanor (G10/2) fared no better when 

she lived with her father and her step-mother for several years after her mother was 

imprisoned.  She had been repeatedly physically abused by her step-mother, 

including being pushed downstairs by her once. She drew attention to the resultant 

scar on her chin, which had required hospital attention, during her interview12, and 

said that her step-mother was kind to her only when her father was present.   

�(�O�H�D�Q�R�U�¶�V���H�[�S�H�U�L�H�Q�F�H���R�I���E�H�L�Q�J���O�R�R�N�H�G���D�I�W�H�U�����I�L�U�V�W���E�\���K�H�U��sometimes violent and 

unpredictable mother, and then by her step-mother, must have been doubly 

confusing. 

 

In some cases parental relationships broke down acrimoniously, and this  was  

particularly upsetting for Sameera (G8/20) and Gareth (B11/16).  Sameera can have 

seen little of her father in the year before he was convicted (for drug offences), when 

he left the family and set up home with another woman and her children.  He 

continued this relationship after he was imprisoned, putting seeing his new girlfriend 

and her children first and preventing Sameera from visiting him.  Her maternal 

                                                

12 See p 102, above, for a review of how the interviewers responded to these allegations. 
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grandmother sent Sameera hostile messages that her father had abandoned her.  

�6�D�P�H�H�U�D�¶�V���P�R�W�K�H�U���F�R�Q�I�U�R�Q�W�H�G���K�H�U���I�D�W�K�H�U and succeeded in reinstating   �6�D�P�H�H�U�D�¶�V��

prison visits. These events are likely to have  distressed Sameera equally as much 

�D�V���W�K�H���I�D�F�W���R�I���K�H�U���I�D�W�K�H�U�¶�V��imprisonment. 

 

Gareth talked about his distress when his mother received her (unexpected) prison 

sentence:  �³�����������,���Z�D�V���F�U�\�L�Q�J���P�\���H�\�H�V���R�X�W���R�Q���W�K�D�W���F�K�D�L�U���R�Y�H�U���W�K�H�U�H�´�� His grandparents 

confirmed that he cried for hours.  Managing access visits to see his father added to 

�*�D�U�H�W�K�¶�V���S�U�R�E�O�H�P�V�����D�F�F�R�U�G�L�Q�J���W�R���K�L�V���J�U�D�Q�G�S�D�U�H�Q�W�V���K�L�V���I�D�W�K�H�U told his children to 

expect their mother to receive a twenty-five year prison sentence, and his family 

celebrated when she was convicted.  Other family members made noisy 

contributions at the children's school.  Gareth had to deal with a family war at the 

same time that his mother was in prison. 

 

Two children, Daniel (B8/10) and Piers (B13/15), were both uprooted from their home 

town and had to move away as a �F�R�Q�G�L�W�L�R�Q���R�I���W�K�H�L�U���S�D�U�H�Q�W�V�¶���O�L�F�H�Q�F�H���S�U�L�R�U���W�R���W�K�H�L�U��

release from prison.  Daniel moved with his mother away from his adult brothers and 

sister and grandparents �D�V���D���F�R�Q�G�L�W�L�R�Q���R�I���K�L�V���I�D�W�K�H�U�¶�V���O�L�F�H�Q�F�H from his open prison.  

He had been particularly close to an older brother (and his dog) who had spent much 

time with him, and he also had to make a new start at a new school, upheavals which 

he found confusing and upsetting. �3�L�H�U�V���K�D�G���E�H�H�Q���Z�H�O�O���O�R�R�N�H�G���D�I�W�H�U���E�\���K�L�V���P�R�W�K�H�U�¶�V��

partner, his full-time carer, following her imprisonment, and with his support had 

made some progress at school.  Then he too was required to move away so that his 

mother could begin home leaves.  Piers had a cheerful disposition and did not want 

to dwell on his problems.  However, his feelings had been clear when he phoned his 

mother and asked: �³�:�K�\���D�U�H���W�K�H�\���N�H�H�S�L�Q�J���\�R�X�����Z�H�¶�Y�H���P�R�Y�H�G�"�����:�H���V�K�R�X�O�G�Q�¶�W���K�D�Y�H��

�P�R�Y�H�G���K�R�X�V�H�������,�¶�Y�H���O�R�V�W���H�Y�H�U�\�W�K�L�Q�J���± �,�¶�Y�H���O�R�V�W���P�\���P�X�P�����P�\���E�U�R�W�K�H�U���D�Q�G���D�O�O���P�\���I�U�L�H�Q�G�V�´.  
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For Daniel and Piers, these upheavals must have been equally as upsetting as their 

�S�D�U�H�Q�W�¶�V���L�P�S�U�L�V�R�Q�P�H�Q�W�� 

 

Six of these seven children seemed to have withstood the multiple challenges they 

faced, with determined support from their parents and carers. The exception was 

Daniel whose �S�D�U�H�Q�W�V�¶ commitment to him was more doubtful.   

 

4.7 Impact  of separation  on children  

 

The impact of imprisonment of a parent has been described as similar to loss for 

children as a result of death or divorce (Bocknek, 2009), but also as conveying 

greater ambiguity, and with no prospect of closure (Boss, 2010). Attachment figures 

need to be physically and also psychologically present for children (Howe et al, 1999), 

and this can be impossible for imprisoned parents.  Children with close relationships 

to fathers prior to imprisonment are particularly likely to experience attachment 

disturbance (Fahmy & Berman, 2012).   

 

With the partial exception of Jack and Kirsty (Case 7), who seemed to be relieved  

when their violent  step-father  was imprisoned, all the other children missed their 

imprisoned parents, and most of them missed them very much.  These included 

children who had been dismayed or repelled by the offences their parent committed; 

and also those who had been most conscious of stigma attaching to imprisonment.  

While most of the children missed their parent as much as when they had first been 

imprisoned, some, mainly older, children changed their attitude over time, and as 

they matured.  Anthony (B11/12) said that his mother had been in prison for so long 

that he had adjusted to his situation, although he very much looked forward to her 

eventual release.  Joe (B17/1) had had very little contact with his father in recent 

years and did not want to resume a relationship with him now he was due for release.  
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Samantha (G17/14) had developed a new life for herself.  Alex (B16/19) had grown 

apart from his mother as the years passed; and Matthew (B15/22) had decided to put 

his relationship with his father on hold while he concentrated on his school work and 

supporting his mother. 

 

Three boys (Harry, B14/13; Grant, B12/8; and Kyle, B11/18) were particularly 

severely damaged �D�V���D���G�L�U�H�F�W���U�H�V�X�O�W���R�I���W�K�H�L�U���S�D�U�H�Q�W�¶�V���L�P�S�U�L�V�R�Q�P�H�Q�W�������$�O�O���W�K�U�H�H���R�I���W�K�H�P��

had been particularly close to their parent prior to their imprisonment.  The depth of 

�W�K�H���E�R�\�V�¶��anger and distress was vividly described by their parents. Harry and his 

father had been inseparable.  When he was sent to prison his mother described 

�+�D�U�U�\�¶�V��anger and agoraphobia, and his fear that he would lose his mother as well. 

He was: �³�«���I�X�O�O���R�I���K�D�W�U�H�G�������+�L�V���G�D�G���Z�D�V�Q�¶�W���W�K�H�U�H���V�R���K�H���Z�D�Q�W�H�G���W�R���N�L�O�O���K�L�P�V�H�O�I�����«���$�Q�G��

�K�H���K�D�G���D���J�R���D�W���V�O�L�W�W�L�Q�J���K�L�V���Z�U�L�V�W�V�������+�H���Z�D�V���Y�H�U�\���D�Q�J�U�\�����«���,���K�D�Y�H���J�R�W���D���I�H�Z���K�R�O�H�V���L�Q���P�\��

�G�R�R�U���D�Q�G���W�K�H���Z�D�O�O���Z�K�H�U�H���K�H���K�D�V���N�L�F�N�H�G���D�Q�G���S�X�Q�F�K�H�G���W�K�H���G�R�R�U�����«���+�H���G�L�G�Q�¶�W���Z�D�Q�W���W�R���Jo 

�W�R���V�F�K�R�R�O�������+�H���G�L�G�Q�¶�W���Z�D�Q�W���W�R���O�H�D�Y�H���W�K�H���K�R�X�V�H���L�Q��case �V�R�P�H�W�K�L�Q�J���K�D�S�S�H�Q�H�G���W�R���P�H�´.  

Grant was devastated, according to his mother, and unable to handle his aggression 

when his father was arrested: �³�,���W�K�L�Q�N���K�H���L�V���D�Q�J�U�\���Z�L�W�K���P�H���D�V���Z�H�O�O�������,���F�R�X�O�G�Q�¶�W���W�H�O�O���\�R�X��

�Z�K�\�����E�X�W���K�H���L�V���D�Q�J�U�\���Z�L�W�K���E�R�W�K���R�I���X�V�´�� He was unable to manage the transition to high 

school.  It was: �³...t�H�U�U�L�E�O�H���I�R�U���K�L�P�������+�H���M�X�V�W���F�R�X�O�G�Q�¶�W���W�D�N�H���W�R���W�K�H���K�L�J�K���V�F�K�R�R�O�����V�R���K�H���L�V��

�I�R�U�H�Y�H�U���L�Q���W�U�R�X�E�O�H�´.  Grant  was excluded and then suspended from school after 

assaulting a teacher.  Kyle was completely lost when his mother was sent to prison; 

they had been everywhere and done everything together previously and, like Grant, 

he was quite unable to manage moving to high school at the same time that his 

mother was imprisoned.  His distress was apparent on his first visits to see her.  He 

was: �³�«��heartbroken when they were going home and they literally had to drag him 

off me.  It  was  �K�R�U�U�L�E�O�H�����W�K�H�U�H���Z�D�V���Q�R�W�K�L�Q�J���,���F�R�X�O�G���G�R�´.  Kyle had hardly attended 

school at all for the two school terms his mother was in prison, and his behaviour had 

changed for the worse. 
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None of these boys appeared to be  �F�X�U�L�R�X�V���D�E�R�X�W���W�K�H�L�U���S�D�U�H�Q�W�¶�V���F�U�L�P�H�V�����D�O�W�K�R�X�J�K��

contact with prison could be terrifying.  Each of them had committed support from 

their parent looking after them at home.  These parents could do little initially to 

assuage their children�¶�V���J�U�L�H�I�� Sack et al (1976) aptly described the isolation of 

children of prisoners with �³���������Q�R   means of rationalising or justifying their loss, no 

honourable way out�.́ (p623). 

 

The degree of emotional harm experienced by children as a result of separation 

varied widely (see Summary in Table 5 below).  Length of sentence was clearly an 

important, but not necessarily a crucial, �I�D�F�W�R�U�������.�\�O�H�¶�V���P�R�W�K�Hr was in prison for just 

eight months, but this could not have come at a worse time for him.  Two or three 

years could be an interminable sentence for younger children.  Where the imprisoned 

parent was nearing the end of their sentence, children could start to look forward to 

their homecoming, like Oliver (B11/17) and his brother, Jamie (aged 10), who were 

marking off the days on the calendar as their father approached the end of his six 

months in jail. 

 

The mothers of three of the children, Natalie (G14/4), Becky (G12/9), and Ben 

(B12/21), all commented that these children had not been too adversely affected by 

�W�K�H�L�U���I�D�W�K�H�U�¶�V���L�P�S�U�L�V�R�Q�P�H�Q�W�������7�K�H�\���S�U�R�Y�L�G�H���D���F�R�Q�W�U�D�V�W���W�R���W�K�H���W�K�U�H�H���E�R�\�V���P�R�V�W��badly 

affected.  Natalie, Becky and Ben all missed their fathers; Ben, particularly, as he had 

been very close to his father and spent much time with him.  The three of them 

derived much security from their strong relationships with their mother,  all of whom 

had jobs, which may have contributed to the children feeling that normal life was still 

possible. They were all sociable, fully engaged with their life at school, and each of 

them had experienced some success: Natalie in sports and performing arts; Becky in 

dance and gymnastics; and Ben in sporting activities.  All of them were in good 
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contact with their parent in prison, although Becky prioritised her social life over 

prison visits.  Although family income had fallen for all of them, the children had 

experienced continuity in their lives as well as disruption.  Parts of their lives were 

able to progress as normal.  �7�K�H���H�[�S�H�F�W�H�G���O�H�Q�J�W�K���R�I���W�K�H�L�U���I�D�W�K�H�U�V�¶���L�P�S�U�L�V�R�Q�P�H�Q�W��

varied. �1�D�W�D�O�L�H�¶�V���I�D�W�K�H�U���Z�D�V���V�H�U�Y�L�Q�J���D���V�K�R�U�Wer sentence (7½ months, half of his fifteen 

month sentence�������%�H�Q�¶�V���I�D�W�K�H�U���K�D�G���E�H�H�Q���U�H�P�D�Q�G�H�G���L�Q���F�X�V�W�R�G�\���I�R�U���V�L�[���P�R�Q�W�Ks; while 

�%�H�F�N�\�¶�V���I�D�W�K�H�U�����V�Will on remand, was expecting a long term of imprisonment. 

 

4.8 Factors linked to emotional harm experienced by children  

 

In this section I try to assess the level of emotional harm experienced by children in 

the study. The emotional impact of parental imprisonment on children is central to the 

focus of my thesis. This kind of assessment may be hazardous and has obvious 

limitations. I am able to draw on interview data from children  and  their  parents  

which goes some way to indicating their emotional reactions: inevitably the quality of 

the data is variable, detailed and compelling for some children, and less so for others. 

The process of assessment depends on my reading, assimilating and reviewing the 

data for each child.  As such it differs from assessments undertaken by professionals 

(for example social workers) in various respects; notably no other professional 

contributed, and I had no access to advice from other professional disciplines, such 

as clinical psychology or education. No standardised psychological measures were 

used. 

 

 What I mean by emotional harm covers negative impacts of parental imprisonment, 

including lack of confidence and self-esteem, frequently linked to feelings of 

embarrassment, shame and stigma; and sometimes a tendency towards 

introspection. Emotional harm may be manifested  in children not being able to talk 

about their feelings, or evident from angry or unpredictable behaviour; or in reduced 
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capacity to be aware of the needs of others, or being pre-occupied with their feelings 

about their imprisoned parent, and less able to enjoy their family, school or social life.  

Emotional harm may also be linked to �F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�¶�V��lack of capacity to learn from 

experience, to move on, and to distance themselves from turmoil. 

 

I approach this with a mixture of trepidation and confidence. External validation about 

�F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�¶�V���Z�H�O�O���E�H�L�Q�J, for example from teachers, would undoubtedly have been 

valuable.  However, many children were able to convey how they felt, and their 

behaviour during interviews gave further important clues. Most parents/carers (they 

rather more than imprisoned parents who had less contact with their children) were 

�D�E�O�H���W�R���D�V�V�H�V�V���W�K�H�L�U���F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�¶�V���V�W�D�W�H���R�I���P�L�Q�G�����%�R�W�K���W�U�D�Q�V�F�U�L�S�W�H�G���D�Q�G���V�X�P�P�D�U�L�V�H�G��

interview data provided a source of detailed information.   

 

My attempt to make this assessment is summarised in Table 5 below. 
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Table 5: Level of emotional harm experienced by children 

Most emotionally 
harmed  

Medium level of 
emotional harm  

Least emotionally 
harmed  

Not harmed  
(by parental 

imprisonment)  
 

 
Joe B17/1 (F) 
Daniel B8/10 (F) 
Ethan B9/14 (M) 
Eleanor G10/2 (M) 
Kyle B11/18 (M) 
Grant B12/8 (F) 
Mark B13/11 (S/F) 
Piers B13/15 (M) 
Harry B14/13 (F) 

 
Amelia G7/8 (F) 
Sameera G8/20 (F) 
Gareth B11/16 (M) 
Luke B12/3 (F) 
Caleb B13/6 (F) 
Nasreen G14/5 (M) 
 

 
Oliver B11/17 & 
Jamie B10/17 (F) 
Anthony B11/12 (M) 
Becky G12/9 (F) 
Ben B12/21 (F) 
Declan B13/4 & 
Natalie B14/4 (F) 
Abida G14/20 (S/F) 
 
Matthew B15/22 (F) 
Alex B16/19 (M) 
Samantha G17/14 (M) 
 

 
Jack B9/7 &  
Kirsty G11/7 (S/F) 

 4 (M) 
4 (F) 

   1 (S/F) 

2 (M) 
4 (F) 

3 (M) 
7 (F) 

  1 (S/F) 

2 (S/F) 

 
KEY: 

M = Mother in prison 
F = Father in prison 
S/F = Step-father in prison 

 

 

Jack and Kirsty (Case 7) were not directly harmed by their step-parent being in 

prison, although Jack had clearly been troubled by his �V�W�H�S���I�D�W�K�H�U�¶�V��violence towards 

his mother, and possibly by his experience of abuse within his family. 

 

A first point to note from Table 5 is the lack of evidence that the gender of the 

imprisoned parent was a significant factor impacting on the level of emotional harm 

they experienced. Out of the eight most damaged children about half (4/9) had their 

mother in prison, and about half (5/9) their father or step/father. Whilst children with 

their mother in prison can be seen as over-represented in this group, my view is that 

the level of damage experienced was equally severe for children with either their 

mother or their father in prison. In the medium and least damaged groups the 

numbers of children with their father or mother in prison was roughly proportionate to 

numbers in the full sample, and no link with levels of damage experienced is 

apparent. 
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Of the nine most emotionally harmed children all but one  were boys.  Eleanor was a 

resilient child, but her memories of her mother�¶�V���K�R�U�U�L�I�L�F���F�U�L�P�H�����D�Q�G���K�H�U���Y�H�U�\���O�R�Q�J��

prison sentence, presented her with formidable challenges.  Three factors stand out 

as being particularly characteristic of these children. 

 

The first is the intensity of their relationship with the imprisoned parent.  Five of the 

boys, Kyle, Grant, Mark, Piers and Harry, had all been extremely close to their 

imprisoned parent, and Joe had also, much earlier, been close to his father.  Kyle 

and his mother and Harry and his father had been inseparable.  Grant had been 

par�W�L�F�X�O�D�U�O�\���F�O�R�V�H���W�R���K�L�V���I�D�W�K�H�U�����D�Q�G���0�D�U�N�¶�V���U�H�O�D�W�L�R�Q�V�K�L�S���Z�L�W�K���K�L�V���V�W�H�S-father had also 

�E�H�H�Q���Y�H�U�\���F�O�R�V�H�������3�L�H�U�V�¶���P�R�W�K�H�U���K�D�G���E�H�H�Q���F�O�R�V�H���W�R���D�O�O���K�H�U���W�K�U�H�H���V�R�Q�V�������(�O�H�D�Q�R�U���K�D�G���Q�R�W��

�O�L�Y�H�G���Z�L�W�K���K�H�U���P�R�W�K�H�U���I�R�U���P�R�U�H���W�K�D�Q���V�H�Y�H�Q���\�H�D�U�V�����E�X�W���V�K�H���U�H�F�L�S�U�R�F�D�W�H�G���K�H�U���P�R�W�K�H�U�¶�V��

intense relationship with her.  

 

�$���V�H�F�R�Q�G���I�D�F�W�R�U���F�R�Q�W�U�L�E�X�W�L�Q�J���W�R���W�K�H���F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�¶�V���S�U�R�E�O�H�P�V���Z�D�V���W�K�H���O�D�F�N���R�I��adequate 

�H�[�S�O�D�Q�D�W�L�R�Q���S�U�R�Y�L�G�H�G���D�E�R�X�W���W�K�H�L�U���L�P�S�U�L�V�R�Q�H�G���S�D�U�H�Q�W�V�¶���V�L�W�X�D�W�L�R�Q�������'�D�Q�L�H�O�¶�V���I�D�W�K�H�U���K�D�G��

talked to his son once about his conviction for manslaughter sixteen months before, 

at the start of his sentence, and he had rather vague intentions to re-open the subject 

following his release from prison.  His mother had made some comparison between 

�W�K�H���I�D�P�L�O�\�¶�V���V�L�W�X�D�W�L�R�Q���D�Q�G���D���V�W�R�U�\-line in a well known television drama series as a 

partial explanation for Daniel, but there was no sense that either of his parents were 

available to help Daniel, an intelligent boy, to reason out and understand what had 

happened in his family, and how it had affected him.  Daniel was disappointed that 

his father spent �O�L�W�W�O�H���W�L�P�H���Z�L�W�K���K�L�P���Z�K�H�Q���K�H���Z�D�V���R�Q���K�R�P�H���O�H�D�Y�H�������(�O�H�D�Q�R�U�¶�V���I�D�W�K�H�U��

�Z�D�V���Q�H�U�Y�R�X�V���D�E�R�X�W���R�S�H�Q�L�Q�J���G�L�V�F�X�V�V�L�R�Q�V���D�E�R�X�W���K�H�U���P�R�W�K�H�U�¶�V���V�L�W�X�D�W�L�R�Q�����D�V��he feared 

this would distress her. Harry had been totally unprepared for the impact which his 

�I�D�W�K�H�U�¶�V���S�U�L�V�R�Q���V�H�Q�W�H�Q�F�H��would have on him, and he was numbed with grief and 
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�D�Q�[�L�H�W�\���D�E�R�X�W���K�L�V���I�D�W�K�H�U���X�Q�W�L�O���K�L�V���H�Y�H�Q�W�X�D�O���D�Q�G���G�H�O�D�\�H�G���I�L�U�V�W���Y�L�V�L�W���W�R���S�U�L�V�R�Q�������0�D�U�N�¶�V��

�P�R�W�K�H�U���Z�D�V���G�L�V�L�Q�F�O�L�Q�H�G���W�R���G�L�V�F�X�V�V���K�H�U���S�D�U�W�Q�H�U�¶�V���L�P�S�U�L�V�R�Q�P�H�Q�W���Z�L�W�K���D�Q�\�R�Q�H���R�X�W�V�L�Ge 

the family, and she conveyed this cautious and closed attitude to her son.  Ethan 

seemed bewildered about his situation, and opportunities to visit his mother were 

very restricted after her move to an open prison. 

 

Lack of explanation and lack of underst�D�Q�G�L�Q�J���D�E�R�X�W���W�K�H�L�U���S�D�U�H�Q�W�V�¶���V�L�W�X�D�W�L�R�Q���F�D�X�V�H�G��

these boys anger and frustration (Grant and Piers, for example).  Kyle was equally 

dismayed, but he was at least able to articulate clearly how much he had missed his 

mother while she had been in prison, and how this had affected his behaviour and his 

school attendance. 

 

The third factor was the extent to which these children felt uprooted and displaced 

from their families and communities.  This was most evident for Daniel and Piers, 

who had been forced to move with their carer away from their home town, as already 

noted.  This meant loss of extended family, school and friends, compounding the loss 

of their imprisoned parent, and stripping away such security as they had left.  Being 

uprooted was an experience shared by other children.  Eleanor had been shunted 

between different carers. Kyle, Grant and Ethan had all had to move home and had 

had changes of school.  The family life which all the children had known had changed 

dramatically, requiring adjustments which they found difficult to manage.   

 

These three factors account for much of the emotional harm experienced by these 

children, and although they were mainly well cared for, support from their carers 

could only partially redress the harm they had experienced. 

 

The children assessed as having experienced a medium level of emotional harm had 

all also previously been close to their imprisoned parent.  All of them had been 



 142 

shocked and upset by the imprisonment.  A number of factors limited the harm to 

which they were exposed.  The clearest of these was unconditional positive support 

�I�U�R�P���W�K�H�L�U���F�D�U�H�U�V�������)�R�U���H�[�D�P�S�O�H�����6�D�P�H�H�U�D�¶�V���P�R�W�K�H�U���Z�D�V���D���G�H�W�H�U�P�L�Q�H�G���D�G�Y�R�F�D�W�H���I�R�U��

�K�H�U���G�D�X�J�K�W�H�U�����V�X�F�F�H�V�V�I�X�O�O�\���U�H�L�Q�V�W�D�W�L�Q�J���K�H�U���L�Q���K�H�U���I�D�W�K�H�U�¶�V���D�I�I�H�F�W�L�R�Q�V so that she could 

visit him in prison�������*�D�U�H�W�K�¶�V���J�U�D�Q�G�S�D�U�H�Q�W�V�¶���F�R�Q�V�L�V�W�H�Q�W���D�Q�G���V�H�Q�V�L�W�L�Y�H���F�D�U�H���H�Q�D�E�O�H�G��him 

�W�R���U�L�G�H���R�X�W���W�K�H���W�U�D�X�P�D���R�I���K�L�V���S�D�U�H�Q�W�V�¶���Y�L�R�O�H�Q�W���U�H�O�D�W�L�R�Q�V�K�L�S���D�Q�G���K�L�V���P�R�W�K�H�U�¶�V��

�L�P�S�U�L�V�R�Q�P�H�Q�W�������-�R�H�¶�V���P�R�W�K�H�U���Z�D�V���Q�R�Z���G�R�L�Q�J���D�O�O���V�K�H���F�R�X�O�G���W�R���V�D�I�H�J�X�D�U�G���K�H�U���V�R�Q����

although she had left him to be cared for by his father and his family for several years 

when he was younger.  These children seemed more in control of events, with more 

understanding of what had happened.  They were more able to understand their 

feelings, demonstrating emotional intelligence; this included both Joe and Caleb, 

both with severe learning difficulties, but with some ability to appreciate the impact of 

the loss of their fathers on themselves, �D�Q�G���W�K�H���D�G�G�H�G���F�R�P�S�O�L�F�D�W�L�R�Q�V���R�I���W�K�H�L�U���I�D�W�K�H�U�V�¶��

violent criminal tendencies.  The children were helped by being able to share their 

feelings with their carers.  Nasreen was a private person, but she had frequent 

opportunities to talk to her mother in prison, as well as to her father looking after her. 

 

While all the children in the least harmed group missed their parent in prison, they 

were less seriously affected.  Relevant factors again included committed support 

from their carers.  This was clearly the case for the first eight of the children listed, 

and the quality of carer support for them was unmistakeable.  The other three 

children (Matthew, B15/22; Alex, B16/19; and Samantha, G17/14), were older and 

�P�R�U�H���L�Q�G�H�S�H�Q�G�H�Q�W�������$�Q�W�K�R�Q�\�¶�V���I�D�W�K�H�U���Z�D�V���Y�H�U�\���F�O�H�D�U���D�E�R�X�W���W�K�H���L�P�S�R�U�W�D�Q�F�H���R�I���K�L�V���V�R�Q��

knowing that he was loved.  Matthew had been close to both his parents, and his 

relationship with his mother was still strong.  Open communications were encouraged 

in these �I�D�P�L�O�L�H�V�������%�H�F�N�\�¶�V���P�R�W�K�H�U�����I�R�U���H�[�D�P�S�O�H�����V�D�L�G���W�K�D�W���K�H�U���G�D�X�J�K�W�H�U���N�Q�H�Z���W�K�D�W���V�K�H��

�F�R�X�O�G���D�V�N���D�Q�\�W�K�L�Q�J���V�K�H���Z�D�Q�W�H�G���W�R���D�E�R�X�W���W�K�H���I�D�P�L�O�\�¶�V���V�L�W�X�D�W�Lon.  Several of the children, 

including Oliver and Jamie, Becky, Ben, Declan and Natalie, and Abida and 
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Samantha, had a happy disposition.  As well, most of the children demonstrated a 

degree of maturity, and most of them were able to speak clearly about their lives at 

home and at school (although Alex was a young man of few words).  Oliver and 

Jamie were two of the younger children, but they were articulate about family life 

since their father had been in prison. 

 

There was a clear sense for these children that although parental imprisonment had 

been unwelcome, their lives had not been altogether destabilised.  Alex had moved 

�R�Q���I�U�R�P���W�K�H���L�Q�L�W�L�D�O���V�K�R�F�N���R�I���K�L�V���P�R�W�K�H�U�¶�V���L�P�S�U�L�V�R�Q�P�H�Q�W���I�R�U���P�X�U�G�H�U�������0�D�W�W�K�H�Z���K�D�G��

shown unusual independence of judgement in deciding to discontinue contact with 

his father after his conviction for child sexual assault, and to concentrate on 

improving his school grades.  Most of these children had been able to focus on their 

own lives and to separate themselves to some degree from the complications caused 

�E�\���W�K�H�L�U���S�D�U�H�Q�W�V�¶���L�P�S�U�L�V�R�Q�P�H�Q�W�����V�R�P�H�Z�K�D�W���D�N�L�Q���W�R���W�K�H���µ�D�G�D�S�W�L�Y�H���G�L�V�W�D�Q�F�L�Q�J�¶���G�H�V�F�U�L�E�H�G��

by Norman (2000) as a feature of resilience.   

 

4.9 �&�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�¶�V���Uecovery  from the impact of parental imprisonment  

 

Trauma symptoms abate over time.  Supportive families are associated with better 

recovery (Masten et al, 1990).  There is compelling evidence for the power of the 

family environment for improving individual resilience (Masten & Obradovic, 2006).  

For children of prisoners, continuing contact with the imprisoned parent is the most 

significant factor related to successful family reunion post release (Gabel & Johnston, 

1995).   

 

�³�5�H�F�R�Y�H�U�\�´�����O�L�N�H���H�P�R�W�L�R�Q�D�O harm, is challenging to assess.  The caveats and 

limitations described in relation to assessing emotional harm apply with similar force 
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to trying to gauge �W�K�H���S�U�R�F�H�V�V���R�I���F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�¶�V���U�H�F�R�Y�H�U�\����The extent to which the children 

�K�D�G���U�H�F�R�Y�H�U�H�G���I�U�R�P���W�K�H�L�U���S�D�U�H�Q�W�¶�V���L�P�S�U�L�V�R�Q�P�H�Q�W���L�V��assessed in Table 6 below. 

 

Table 6: Process of Recovery 

 
Minimal Recovery  

 

 
Medium Recovery  

 
Maximum Recovery  

 

 
Less Impacted  

 
 

 
Joe B17/1 (F) 
Grant B12/8 (F) 
Daniel B8/10 (F) 
Mark B13/11 (S/F) 
Ethan B9/14 (M) 
 

 
Eleanor G10/2 (M) 
Luke B12/3 (F) 
Caleb B13/6 (F) 
Harry B14/13 (F)  
Piers B13/15 (M) 
Gareth B11/16 (M) 
Kyle B11/18 (M) 
Sameera G8/20 (F) 
Matthew B15/22 (F) 
Declan B13/4 (F) 
 

 
Oliver B11/17 (F) 
Jamie B10/17 (F) 
Nasreen G14/5 (M) 
Amelia G7/8 (F) 
Anthony B11/12 (M) 
Samantha G17/14 (M) 
Alex B16/19 (M) 
Ben B12/21 (F) 
 
 
 

 
Natalie B14/4 (F) 
Jack B9/7 (S/F)  
Kirsty G11/7 (S/F) 
Abida G14/20 (S/F) 
Becky G12/9 (F) 
 

 

With the passage of time, for all the children, except the five boys whom I have 

assessed as having made a minimal recovery from their trauma, their symptoms had 

receded. All of them except Matthew, (and Jack and Kirsty) were in close contact 

with their imprisoned parent. 

 

�7�K�H���V�L�W�X�D�W�L�R�Q���R�I���W�K�H���I�L�Y�H���E�R�\�V���Z�K�R���K�D�G���U�H�F�R�Y�H�U�H�G���O�H�D�V�W���I�U�R�P���W�K�H�L�U���S�D�U�H�Q�W�V�¶��

imprisonment is described in the box below. 

 

 

 
Joe 

The most damaged young person, educationally, socially and 
psychologically; and also the least independent. His attachment to his 
mother had been disrupted early in life. He had, however, received effective 
psychiatric intervention and medication.  
  
Achievements: 
 
Caring for animals. 
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Daniel Daniel had been uprooted from his older siblings and grandparents; his 
attachment bonds were not strong towards either parent. Daniel seemed 
emotionally detached; he experienced sleep disturbance and night terrors 
and his imagination was peopled by monsters. He  seemed to be in a world 
of his own at school. 
 
Achievements: 
 
Creative imagination. 

Ethan �(�W�K�D�Q�¶�V���Dttachment bond to his mother had been disrupted and he had few 
opportunities for contact and visits. 
 
Hope for the future:   
 
�(�W�K�D�Q�¶�V���P�R�W�K�H�U���K�Dd started having home leaves. 
 

Grant Grant was deeply traumatised; he had low feelings of self-worth and was 
scarred by the stigma �R�I���K�L�V���I�D�W�K�H�U�¶�V���L�P�S�U�L�V�R�Q�P�H�Q�W. His anger seemed to be 
directed towards his mother, while he idealised his father. His behaviour at 
school was aggressive and provocative. 
 
Achievements: 
 
Obsessed with football. 
 
Hope for the future: 
 
Support from both parents, and his �I�D�W�K�H�U�¶�V���U�H�O�H�D�V�H��was less than a year 
away. 
 

Mark Mark seemed depressed after his step-�I�D�W�K�H�U�¶�V���I�R�X�U���\�H�D�U�V���L�Q���S�U�L�V�R�Q���D�Q�G���K�H��
had low feelings of self-worth. His mother looked after him well but did not 
appear to engage closely with him. His progress at school had been 
delayed. Mark seemed  under-stimulated and emotionally detached 
 
Hope for the future 
 
His father had started home leaves and his release was fairly imminent. 
 

 

These five boys showed the least signs of recovery.  They lacked a secure base 

(Bowlby, 1988), and attachment bonds with their imprisoned parent had been 

severed.  Three of them (Daniel, Grant and Mark) had been buffeted by moves to 

unfamiliar environments. None of them seemed to be in control of events.  
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The children who had made a medium level of recovery still demonstrated 

considerable trauma (Eleanor, Harry, Piers, Gareth and Kyle); or anxiety (Luke); or 

anger and behaviour problems (Caleb, Kyle and Declan).  Sameera had made some 

positive adjustment following the shock of being abandoned by her father.  Matthew 

was resigned, and somewhat bitter, about the desertion of previous friends. 

 

Positive family support was helping all the children in this group to make a positive 

adjustment to parental imprisonment.  Most of them (although not Kyle and not 

Matthew) had had some positive school experiences or support from school.  

Counselling had been effective for Luke and Harry.  Emotional intelligence, humour, 

sports and other achievements were positive characteristics for several children 

(Eleanor, Luke, Caleb, Matthew and Declan).  Harry had experienced exemplary 

�P�H�Q�W�R�U�L�Q�J���V�X�S�S�R�U�W���I�U�R�P���V�F�K�R�R�O�������.�\�O�H�¶�V���P�R�W�K�H�U���K�D�G���U�H�W�X�U�Q�H�G���K�R�P�H�����L�P�S�U�R�Y�L�Q�J���K�L�V 

prospects. 

 

All the children who had made a maximum recovery continued to miss their 

imprisoned parent.  Four of the five had had positive support from both their parents; 

the fifth, Samantha, now 17, was independent and mature.  These children were able 

to enjoy their lives and achievements; and their social lives and friends had played an 

important part in their recovery. 

 

4.10 �&�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�¶�V�� emotional   intelligence  : and handling feelings about 

imprisonment  

 

4.10.1 Children trying to handle their feelings 

 

�&�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q���G�L�V�S�O�D�\�H�G���P�X�F�K���D�P�E�L�Y�D�O�H�Q�F�H���D�E�R�X�W���W�K�H�L�U���S�D�U�H�Q�W�¶�V���L�P�S�U�L�V�R�Q�P�H�Q�W�����)�H�H�O�L�Q�J�V���R�I��

shame were particularly prevalent amongst boys and some (Joe and Grant were 
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examples) had kept their emotions bottled down. Other boys with learning disabilities 

showed much self-awareness.  Some children had too little help with understanding 

their situation and their reactions. Others had more open and more helpful 

relationships with their parents/carers. Children commonly used guarded or 

restrained language to express their feelings, and almost all exercised considerable 

caution, or even secrecy, in talking about their situation to friends and acquaintances.  

 

�*�U�D�Q�W�¶�V�����%�������������R�E�V�H�U�Y�D�W�L�R�Q���W�K�D�W���Q�R�E�R�G�\���Z�R�X�O�G���O�L�N�H���W�H�O�O�L�Q�J���D���I�U�L�H�Q�G���D�E�R�X�W���W�K�H�L�U���I�D�W�K�H�U��

being in prison highlights the difficulty faced by all children of prisoners in handling 

and sharing their feelings about their situation, about which most of them 

experienced feelings of shame. Children needed information appropriate to their age 

about what had happened, and help with understanding how the family would adjust.  

Having lost one parent, children would worry (like Harry, B14/13) that their 

parent/carer might not be reliable, and that further losses could follow.  Findings from 

this study are that most children had made some progress towards understanding 

and handling their feelings by the time they were interviewed, although a small 

number, all of them boys, were still in a state of confusion.  All these children needed 

help from their carers and close families; and some needed help from outside the 

family as well. Children were more successful handling their feelings where they 

were encouraged to be open and enquiring by their carers.  

 

4.10.2 The significance of parents�¶ example �I�R�U���F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�¶�V���D�G�M�X�V�W�P�H�Q�W 

 

Children lear�Q�H�G���I�U�R�P���W�K�H�L�U���S�D�U�H�Q�W�V�¶���H�[�D�P�S�O�H�������,�I���W�K�H�L�U���S�D�U�H�Q�W�V���D�Y�R�L�G�H�G���W�D�O�N�L�Q�J���D�E�R�X�W��

prison, their children would be reluctant or fearful to ask questions or to request help.  

�3�D�U�H�Q�W�V�¶���U�H�O�X�F�W�D�Q�F�H���W�R���W�D�O�N���R�S�H�Q�O�\���F�R�X�O�G���E�H���K�D�U�P�I�X�O.  �.�\�O�H�¶�V�����%���������������P�R�W�K�H�U���Z�D�V���R�Q��

bail at her home for several months before her conviction.  She told Kyle that she 

expected to be going away, but could not bring herself to say that she was going to 



 148 

prison, leaving Kyle to work this out for himself.  Her reticence compounded the 

impact of her separation for her son, who had no idea how to manage without her.  

�+�D�U�U�\�¶�V�����%���������������I�D�W�K�H�U���Z�D�V���R�Q���E�D�L�O���I�R�U���D���\�H�D�U���E�H�I�R�U�H���K�L�V���V�H�Q�W�H�Q�F�H�����E�X�W���K�H���V�H�H�P�H�G���Q�R�W��

to have been able to help his son consider the possibility of losing him.  Four years 

later, his Christmas presents for the years since his father was imprisoned had been 

stowed away, unopened, where they would remain until his father was released: a 

telling image of the emotional distress which his son experienced.  None of the 

parents were closer to their �F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q���W�K�D�Q���.�\�O�H�¶�V���P�R�W�K�H�U���D�Q�G���+�D�U�U�\�¶�V���I�D�W�K�H�U�������7�K�H�\��

knew exactly how badly their sons would be affected.  Had they tried to prepare them 

better, they could hardly have made things worse.  Children needed patient 

explanations and the opportunity to ask any questions whenever they needed to.  

 

�*�U�D�Q�W�¶�V�����%�������������I�D�W�K�H�U���G�R�Z�Q�S�O�D�\�H�G���W�K�H���L�P�S�D�F�W���R�I���K�L�V���L�P�S�U�L�V�R�Q�P�H�Q�W���R�Q���K�L�V���V�R�Q�����³�,���J�R�W��

�U�H�P�D�Q�G�H�G���V�W�U�D�L�J�K�W���L�Q�W�R���F�X�V�W�R�G�\���V�R���,���G�R�Q�¶�W���N�Q�R�Z���K�R�Z���W�K�H���N�L�G�V���W�R�R�N���L�W�´.  According to 

�*�U�D�Q�W�¶�V���P�R�W�K�H�U�����K�L�V���I�D�W�K�H�U���Z�D�V���W�K�H���R�Q�O�\���S�H�U�V�R�Q���Z�Ko could have helped him, and from 

within prison he felt powerless to support his son.  His mother described how Grant 

bottled down his feelings: �³�*�U�D�Q�W���G�R�H�V�Q�¶�W���V�S�H�D�N���W�R���D�Q�\�E�R�G�\�������+�H���G�R�H�V�Q�¶�W���R�S�H�Q���X�S���«��

�D�Q�G���W�H�O�O���\�R�X���Z�K�D�W�¶�V���Z�U�R�Q�J���Z�L�W�K���K�L�P���«���W�K�D�W�¶�V���Z�K�D�W���K�H���X�V�H�G �W�R���G�R���Z�L�W�K���K�L�V���G�D�G�����«���,��

�F�D�Q�¶�W���J�H�W���D�Q�\�W�K�L�Q�J���R�X�W���R�I���K�L�P���«���,���W�K�L�Q�N���K�H���L�V���D�Q�J�U�\���Z�L�W�K���P�H���D�V���Z�H�O�O�����«���+�H���L�V���D�Q�J�U�\��

�Z�L�W�K���E�R�W�K���R�I���X�V�´.  Grant had very few words to express his feelings about his father 

being in prison, not able to get beyond describing prison visits, school and family life 

as �³�«���U�X�E�E�L�V�K���«���E�R�U�L�Q�J���«���F�U�D�S�´��  

 

Two other children seemed not to have started to be able to handle their feelings.  

One was Mark (B13/11), whose emotional development seemed to have been 

stunted in the four years his step-father had been in prison.  His lack of self-

�F�R�Q�I�L�G�H�Q�F�H���V�H�H�P�H�G���W�R���P�L�U�U�R�U���K�L�V���P�R�W�K�H�U�¶�V���G�H�S�U�H�V�V�L�R�Q�����D�Q�G���W�K�H�U�H���K�D�G���E�H�H�Q���Q�R��

opportunities for him to seek the support of a teacher or other helpful adult.  Daniel 
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(B8/10) seemed the most insecure of all the children.  He had a vivid imagination and 

his sleep was disturbed. �+�H���N�Q�H�Z���V�R�P�H�W�K�L�Q�J���D�E�R�X�W���K�L�V���I�D�W�K�H�U�¶�V���R�I�I�H�Q�F�H��

(manslaughter), but had had no opportunities to explore his feelings about this. 

 

4.10.3 �&�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�¶�V��ambivalent responses 

 

When children began to explore their feelings, intense ambivalence was a likely 

reaction.  Piers (B13/15) had the security of a developing and supportive relationship 

�Z�L�W�K���K�L�V���P�R�W�K�H�U�¶�V���S�D�U�W�Q�H�U�������+�H���Z�D�V���D�E�O�H���W�R���D�F�N�Q�R�Z�O�H�G�J�H���W�K�D�W���K�L�V���P�R�W�K�H�U���E�H�L�Q�J���V�H�Q�W���W�R��

prison was �³....q�X�L�W�H���X�S�V�H�W�W�L�Q�J���«���H�Y�H�U�\�W�K�L�Q�J���E�D�G���K�D�V���K�D�S�S�H�Q�H�G���W�K�L�V���\�H�D�U�´.  Talking 

did not come easily to him: �³�,���G�R�Q�¶�W���U�H�D�O�O�\���W�D�O�N���W�R���P�\���P�X�P�����Q�R�W���O�L�N�H���L�I���,���Q�H�H�G���V�R�P�H�W�K�L�Q�J������

�,���Z�R�X�O�G�Q�¶�W���J�R���W�D�O�N���W�R���Q�R-�R�Q�H�´�������+�L�V���I�U�L�H�Q�G�V���K�D�G���V�H�H�Q���Q�H�Z�V���U�H�S�R�U�W�V���D�E�R�X�W���K�L�V���P�R�W�K�H�U�¶�V��

offence: �³�,���Z�R�X�O�G�Q�¶�W���Z�D�Q�W���W�R���W�D�O�N���W�R���W�K�H�P���D�E�R�X�W���L�W�������,���M�X�V�W���G�R�Q�¶�W���O�L�N�H���W�D�O�N�L�Q�J�������,���G�L�G�Q�¶�W���H�Y�H�Q��

�W�D�O�N���W�R���D�Q�\���R�I���P�\���R�O�G���W�H�D�F�K�H�U�V�´��  Piers revealed himself as a boy who wanted to keep 

his feelings firmly pushed down and out of reach, preferring not to put the loss he had 

experienced into words.  His talk was rich in contradictions.  He said that his mother 

was the person closest to him, but that he would not talk to her, perhaps meaning 

that he could not talk to her because she was not there.  His response to a social 

�Z�R�U�N�H�U�¶�V���Y�L�V�L�W�V���Z�D�V���³�«���,���G�R�Q�¶�W���Q�H�H�G���D�Q�\���K�H�O�S�������,���V�D�\���³�Q�R�����Q�R�����Q�R�´���D�Q�G���V�K�H���M�X�V�W���J�R�H�V�´, 

thereby powerfully  repelling such professional concern.  He acknowledged that he 

easily became angry at school: it only took a little to make him explode.  His advice to 

other young people in a similar situation - �³�'�R�Q�¶�W���Z�R�U�U�\���«���,���G�R�Q�¶�W���Z�R�U�U�\�´ - , was at 

odds with his blast of feelings about losing his mother, his family and his friends.  

Nonetheless, his ambivalence could have been a starting point: his carer was looking 

after him well, and his mother was determined to rebuild her relationship with him. 
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4.10.4 Learning disabilities and emotional intelligence 

 

Three of the boys with  learning  disabilities  demonstrated  considerable  emotional 

intelligence.  Caleb (B13/6) was described by his mother as having complex learning 

difficulties and his speech capacity was limited.  He had received much help from his 

special school and recalled a lesson in which children had talked about loss.  He had 

spoken about his grandmother dying and he seemed to understand that his father 

being in prison was a kind of loss, which seemed a remarkable insight.  He had 

chosen not to talk about his father being in prison in this lesson, as he did not want to 

seem different from other young people.  He conveyed much meaning and feeling in 

his single word answers to interview questions.  Life had been �³�K�D�U�G�´, because his 

father had been away.  Prison visiting was �³�V�F�D�U�\�´.  He would be �³�K�D�S�S�\�´ when his 

father came home.  Crucially, his mother recognised that both she and her son 

needed help, and a voluntary agency had organised visits to his father for Caleb and 

�K�H�O�S�H�G���K�L�P���W�D�O�N���D�E�R�X�W���K�L�V���I�H�H�O�L�Q�J�V�������+�L�V���P�R�W�K�H�U�¶�V���D�V�V�H�V�V�P�H�Q�W���D�E�R�X�W���W�K�H���L�P�S�D�F�W���R�I���K�L�V��

�I�D�W�K�H�U�¶�V���L�P�S�U�L�V�R�Q�P�H�Q�W���V�H�H�P�H�G���F�U�H�G�L�E�O�H�������6�K�H���W�K�R�X�J�K�W it �³....�K�D�V�Q�¶�W���D�I�I�H�F�W�H�G���Kim too 

�E�D�G�O�\�������,�W���F�R�X�O�G���K�D�Y�H���D�I�I�H�F�W�H�G���K�L�P���Z�R�U�V�H���E�\���K�L�P���J�R�L�Q�J���P�R�U�H���Z�L�W�K�G�U�D�Z�Q���«���E�X�W���K�H��

�V�H�H�P�V���W�R���K�D�Y�H���K�D�Q�G�O�H�G���«���W�K�H���Y�L�V�L�W�V���D�Q�G���W�K�H���S�U�L�V�R�Q���V�L�W�X�D�W�L�R�Q���«���T�X�L�W�H���Z�H�O�O�������+�H���F�R�P�H�V��

�D�Z�D�\���R�E�Y�L�R�X�V�O�\���K�D�S�S�\���W�K�D�W���K�H���K�D�V���E�H�H�Q�´.   

 

�-�R�H�¶�V�����%�������������O�H�D�U�Q�L�Q�J���G�L�I�I�L�F�X�O�W�L�H�V���D�Q�G���S�V�\�Fhological problems were equally profound.  

�+�L�V���G�L�V�U�X�S�W�H�G���F�K�L�O�G�K�R�R�G�����R�Y�H�U�V�K�D�G�R�Z�H�G���E�\���K�L�V���I�D�W�K�H�U�¶�V���R�I�I�H�Q�F�H�V���D�Q�G���O�R�Q�J term  of  

imprisonment and a long period of separation from his mother, had seriously harmed 

him.  He had been ill-treated by his grandmother, a subject he did not wish to talk 

about.  But there were signs of Joe beginning to understand what had happened.  

Asked about his father being in prison Joe said (with understatement): �³�,���Z�D�V�Q�¶�W���W�R�R��

�K�D�S�S�\���D�E�R�X�W���L�W���W�K�H�Q�����E�X�W���,�¶�Y�H���J�U�R�Z�Q���X�S���D�Q�G���J�R�W���X�V�H�G���W�R��it now, �U�H�D�O�O�\�´.  He recognised 

that �³...i�W�¶�V���E�H�H�Q���Z�R�U�V�H���Z�K�L�O�H���K�H��(his father) �K�D�V���E�H�H�Q���D�Z�D�\�����«���,���U�H�D�O�O�\���G�R�Q�¶�W���N�Q�R�Z��
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�Z�K�D�W���L�W���Z�R�X�O�G���E�H���O�L�N�H���L�I���K�H���Z�D�V���R�X�W���R�I���S�U�L�V�R�Q���«��It has obviously made a big difference 

�E�H�F�D�X�V�H���,���K�D�Y�H�Q�¶�W���J�R�W���P�\���P�X�P���D�Q�G���P�\���G�D�G�´��  His father, when interviewed, thought 

that Joe would have little to say about him, as he had been in prison for so long.  He 

was wrong.  Joe said: �³�,���Q�H�Y�H�U���I�R�U�J�R�W���D�E�R�X�W���K�L�P�´.  His mother added: �³�7�K�H�U�H���Z�R�X�O�G�Q�¶�W��

have been a week gone by when he ���-�R�H�¶�V���I�D�W�K�H�U�� �Z�D�V�Q�¶�W���W�D�O�N�H�G���D�E�R�X�W�´.  His mother 

�Z�D�V���V�W�U�H�Q�X�R�X�V�O�\���D�Q�G���W�L�U�H�O�H�V�V�O�\���F�R�P�P�L�W�W�H�G���W�R���O�R�R�N�L�Q�J���D�I�W�H�U���K�L�P�����D�Q�G���-�R�H�¶�V��

understanding of his situation had improved. 

 

Kyle (B11/18) was interviewed four months after his mother was imprisoned. He had 

fallen behind at school.  He also conveyed understanding and insight into his 

situation in his interview.  He knew that his problems at school were caused by �³�������� 

m�\���P�X�P���E�H�L�Q�J���D�Z�D�\�´.   

 

Interviewer:  Has it got better? 

 

Kyle: �,�W�¶�V���V�W�L�O�O���D���E�L�W���X�S�V�H�W�W�L�Q�J�� 

 

He recognised how much he had �E�H�H�Q���D�I�I�H�F�W�H�G���E�\���K�L�V���P�R�W�K�H�U�¶�V���D�E�V�H�Q�F�H�����D�Q�G���K�H���Z�D�V��

able to be honest that the effects were continuing.  His advice to other young people 

coping with a similar situation was: �³�«���7�D�O�N���W�R���V�R�P�H�R�Q�H���D�E�R�X�W���L�W�´.  He said that the 

most helpful thing for   himself was to �³....t�D�O�N���W�R���P�\���P�X�P�´.  He described how his 

friends were �³�«l�L�N�H���K�H�O�S�L�Q�J���P�H�����F�K�H�H�U�L�Q�J���P�H���X�S���D�Q�G���V�W�X�I�I���O�L�N�H���W�K�D�W�´.  This was �³...a 

good thing �± they did help me�,́ confirming previous findings that younger children 

prefer informal support from friends to more structured interventions or counselling 

(Wade & Smart, 2002).  Kyle had been reluctant to be interviewed and was 

eventually persuaded to by his quietly supportive father.  He knew that he needed 

time to talk to his mother, and he was able to recognise helpfulness in his friends.  

These were hopeful signs. 
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4.10.5 Holding feelings in check; and the use of understatement. 

 

Kyle was one of a number of children who used understatement to describe difficult 

experiences.  He acknowledged that prison visits were �³�X�S�V�H�W�W�L�Q�J, the first couple of 

times, but after (that), �R�N�´��  His mother confirmed that Kyle eventually started to enjoy 

prison routines; after the first few visits �³�������K�H���Z�D�V���E�R�X�Q�F�L�Q�J�´.  �-�R�H�¶�V�����%�������������P�R�W�K�H�U��

�K�D�G���J�U�D�S�K�L�F�D�O�O�\���G�H�V�F�U�L�E�H�G���K�H�U���V�R�Q�¶�V���V�H�O�I-harming after his return to live with her.  By 

contrast, when Joe was asked about his reaction to his father being in prison, his 

response was: �³�,���Z�D�V�Q�¶�W���W�R�R���K�D�S�S�\���D�E�R�X�W���L�W���W�K�H�Q�����E�X�W���,���K�D�Y�H���J�U�R�Z�Q���X�S���D�Q�G���,���K�D�Y�H���J�R�W��

�X�V�H�G���W�R���L�W���Q�R�Z�����U�H�D�O�O�\�´.  The passage of time was a significant factor, but like Kyle, 

Joe understated his distress.  Nasreen (G14/5) described how she went upstairs 

when the police arrived to interview her parents: �³...And then I came down a bit later 

�E�H�F�D�X�V�H���,���Z�D�V���D���O�L�W�W�O�H���E�L�W���F�X�U�L�R�X�V�´.  Her mother being sent to prison was: �³�«��hard in 

�W�K�H���E�H�J�L�Q�Q�L�Q�J�����E�X�W���,���J�R�W���G�L�V�W�U�D�F�W�H�G���E�\���V�F�K�R�R�O�´.  Nasreen seemed deliberately to 

choose language which played down the intensity of her feelings. 

 

�7�K�H���W�K�U�H�H���F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�¶�V���G�H�F�L�V�L�R�Q���W�R���X�V�H���U�H�V�W�U�D�L�Q�H�G���O�D�Q�J�X�D�J�H���W�R���G�H�V�F�U�L�E�H some of their 

hardest experiences was a deliberate choice.  Kyle and Joe may have experienced 

highly charged and very emotional encounters and exchanges with adults, and may 

�K�D�Y�H���Z�D�Q�W�H�G���W�R���D�Y�R�L�G���D�Q�\���U�H�S�H�W�L�W�L�R�Q�������1�D�V�U�H�H�Q�¶�V���I�D�W�K�H�U���D�Y�R�L�G�H�G���V�W�U�R�Q�J���V�W�D�W�H�P�H�Q�Ws 

about his own emotions during his interview, and Nasreen seems to have decided to 

follow his example.  Understatement may have served other useful purposes.  

Revisiting painful experiences was avoided.  Feelings can be powerful and 

frightening, and, if understated, may be easier to control. Also, use of restrained 

language could be dignified.  The children may also have been indicating, quite 

properly, that their feelings were private and  not  too much on display to an unknown 

researcher;  that they could deal with them, and did not need help at that time. 
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4.10.6 Importance of privacy and caution in handling parental imprisonment 

 

An important finding from previous research is that more secure children with 

imprisoned mothers exercised caution about sharing information about imprisonment; 

and most children kept maternal imprisonment a secret sometimes (Hagan & Myers, 

2003).  Children interviewed in this study had worked out for themselves that there 

was good reason to exercise caution about sharing information about imprisonment.  

Several of them had talked to their best friends, but not more widely.  Jack (B/7) was 

concerned that he might fall out with children in whom he had confided, and that they 

might break confidences.  Children were fearful about being the subject of gossip.  

�+�D�U�U�\�����%�����������������J�U�L�H�Y�R�X�V�O�\���D�I�I�H�F�W�H�G���E�\���K�L�V���I�D�W�K�H�U�¶�V���L�P�S�U�L�V�R�Q�P�H�Q�W�����W�D�O�N�H�G���W�R���W�U�X�V�W�H�G��

staff at school, but to none of his friends.  Ben (B12/21) confided only in his best 

�I�U�L�H�Q�G�����K�L�V���I�D�W�K�H�U�¶�V���L�P�S�U�L�V�R�Q�P�H�Q�W���Z�D�V���Q�R�W���G�L�V�F�X�V�V�H�G���Z�L�W�K��his wider circle of 

acquaintances, at weekend football for example, although his mother was heartened 

�E�\���R�W�K�H�U���I�D�P�L�O�L�H�V�¶���F�R�Q�F�H�U�Q�H�G���D�Q�G���V�H�Q�V�L�W�L�Y�H���V�X�S�S�R�U�W���I�R�U���K�H�U���V�R�Q�� 

 

�%�H�Q�¶�V���P�R�W�K�H�U���Z�D�Q�W�H�G���I�D�P�L�O�\���O�L�I�H���W�R���E�H���D�V���Q�R�U�P�D�O���D�V���S�R�V�V�L�E�O�H�����W�K�H�L�U�V���Z�D�V���³������a normal 

family, �G�H�D�O�L�Q�J���Z�L�W�K���D�Q���D�E�Q�R�U�P�D�O���V�L�W�X�D�W�L�R�Q�´��  Caution about sharing their situation and 

dignified privacy helped the family cope.  Samantha (G17/14) said that hers was �³�«��

j�X�V�W���D���Q�R�U�P�D�O���I�D�P�L�O�\�����U�H�D�O�O�\�����V�W�L�O�O�������:�H�O�O�����Q�R�W���Q�R�U�P�D�O�����E�X�W���«���:�H���M�X�V�W���J�H�W���R�Q���Z�L�W�K���W�K�L�Q�J�V��

�«���D�Qd we cope with these lot (her younger siblings and nephew)�����M�X�V�W���D�E�R�X�W�´��  

Privacy had not been possible �I�R�U���6�D�P�D�Q�W�K�D�¶�V���I�D�P�L�O�\, because there had been much 

�O�R�F�D�O���S�X�E�O�L�F�L�W�\���D�E�R�X�W���K�H�U���P�R�W�K�H�U�¶�V���R�I�I�H�Q�F�H�V���L�Q�L�W�L�D�O�O�\�������(�Y�H�Q�W�X�D�O�O�\���W�K�H���O�H�Y�H�O���R�I���F�X�U�L�R�V�L�W�\��

reduced �³�«���,�W�¶�V���M�X�V�W���O�L�N�H���I�D�G�H�G���R�X�W���«���L�W�¶�V���Q�R�W���W�R�S���R�I��(the) �W�D�O�N�L�Q�J���O�L�V�W���D�Q�\���P�R�U�H�´.  She 

provided information about her mother when asked, but did nothing to encourage 

such interest. 
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�&�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q���F�R�X�O�G���E�H���U�H�T�X�L�U�H�G���W�R���N�H�H�S���W�K�H�L�U���S�D�U�H�Q�W�V�¶���L�P�S�U�L�V�R�Q�P�H�Q�W���D�V���D���S�U�L�Y�Dte matter, or 

a secret, which could be stressful�������1�D�V�U�H�H�Q�¶�V���P�R�W�K�H�U����Case 5) warned her daughter 

about talking to people at her school: �³....�*�L�U�O�V���F�D�Q���E�H���Y�H�U�\���Y�L�F�L�R�X�V���D�W���W�K�D�W���D�J�H�´.  

Nasreen may have preferred this approach.  Her mother described her as �³�«��a very 

pri�Y�D�W�H���J�L�U�O���«���V�K�H���G�R�H�V�Q�¶�W���R�S�H�Q���X�S���H�D�V�L�O�\�«�����0�D�\�E�H���V�K�H���L�V���H�P�E�D�U�U�D�V�V�H�G�����P�D�\�E�H���V�K�H��

�L�V���D�V�K�D�P�H�G�´������Nasreen must also have been strongly influenced by her father who 

was determined that none of his extended family or his religious community should 

learn about his w�L�I�H�¶�V���I�D�O�O���I�U�R�P���J�U�D�F�H�����L�Q���K�L�V���Y�L�H�Z�����L�W���Z�D�V���³������������absolutely none of their 

business.� ́ Even though Nasreen had attended her much loved school all her life, 

she confided in neither teachers nor friends, maintaining the fiction that her mother 

was working abroad. 

 

Other children found this more difficult.  Eleanor (G10/2) eventually talked to her 

friends on a bad day at school (she had just learned that a planned visit to see her 

mother had been cancelled); they were sympathetic and supportive.  Becky (G12/9), 

also feeling under strain, eventually told a wider group of her friends about her 

�I�D�W�K�H�U�¶�V���L�P�S�U�L�V�R�Q�P�H�Q�W���W�K�D�Q���V�K�H���K�D�G���L�Q�W�H�Q�G�H�G�������.�L�U�V�W�\�����*�������������G�H�V�S�H�U�D�W�H�O�\���Z�D�Q�W�H�G���W�R��

talk to her school friends about her situation, but thought this would be wrong. 

 

4.10.7  More open approaches to handling parental imprisonment 

 

A majority of the children were close enough to their parent/carer to be able to 

discuss their concerns about their imprisoned parents with them. In eleven families 

this relationship was with the chi�O�G�U�H�Q�¶�V���P�R�W�K�H�U����Cases 1, 3, 4, 6, 8, 9, 17, 18, 20, 21, 

22); in three case�V���Z�L�W�K���W�K�H���F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�¶�V���I�D�W�K�H�U���R�U���V�W�H�S-father (Cases 12, 15 and 18); 

and for Gareth, B11/16, with his grandparents.  These relationships provided 

opportunities for children to talk with their parents/carers when, and as much as they 

needed to.  Becky (G12/9) had a very open relationship with her mother; and she 
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could also talk to her father.  Amongst  the younger children,  Amelia (G7/8), and 

Oliver (B11/17) and Jamie (B10/17), enjoyed warm and open relationships with their 

mothers.  

 

T�H�Q���R�I���W�K�H���S�D�U�H�Q�W�V���F�D�U�H�U�V���K�D�G���W�D�N�H�Q���W�K�H���L�P�S�R�U�W�D�Q�W���V�W�H�S���R�I���W�D�O�N�L�Q�J���W�R���W�K�H���F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�¶�V��

schools and had thereby opened up opportunities for further support from them 

(Cases 3, 4, 6, B9/7, 10, 12, 13, 15, 16, 17).  Luke (B12/3) described the benefits of 

support from a school counsellor �³�«���,�W�¶�V���H�D�V�L�H�U���W�R���O�L�N�H���O�H�W���R�X�W���\�R�X�U���I�H�H�O�L�Q�J�V�������,�W�¶�V���M�X�V�W��

�O�L�N�H���V�R�P�H�W�L�P�H�V���L�W�¶�V���X�S�V�H�W�W�L�Q�J���Z�K�H�Q���,���W�K�L�Q�N���D�E�R�X�W���L�W�����K�L�V���I�D�W�K�H�U���E�H�L�Q�J���L�Q���S�U�L�V�R�Q�����«�����,�W�¶�V�� 

upsetting when you are going there, (to see the counsellor) �E�X�W���L�W�¶�V���I�L�Q�H���Z�K�H�Q���\�R�X���D�U�H��

�V�S�H�D�N�L�Q�J���W�R���K�L�P�´������Luke was one of the few children to talk about the value of openly 

sharing his feelings with a supportive adult.  

 

4.11 T�K�H���³�V�W�H�H�O�L�Q�J���H�I�I�H�F�W�´�� and adaptive distancing  

 

4.11.1 The steeling effect 

 

The resilience literature includes descriptions of the capacity demonstrated by some 

children to emerge stronger from challenging and traumatic experiences, described 

as the �³steeling�  ́or inoculation effect by Rutter (1987). Several children reflected on 

how their relationships with their imprisoned parents had affected them. Declan 

(B13/4) said that his relationship to his father had been close and that his anger 

�S�U�R�E�O�H�P�V���K�D�G���P�X�F�K���W�R���G�R���Z�L�W�K���K�L�V���I�D�W�K�H�U�¶�V���D�E�V�H�Q�F�H������His sister, Natalie, (G14/4) 

regretted that her father was not able to share in some of her recent sporting 

successes and that her family had been, to some extent, fractured.  Samantha 

(G17/14) had worked out her own way of absorbing and integrating the impact of her 

�P�R�W�K�H�U�¶�V���L�P�S�U�L�V�R�Qment.  She would advise other young people in a similar situation 

to �³�«���-�X�V�W���W�D�N�H���L�W���R�Q���W�K�H���F�K�L�Q�����-�X�V�W���J�H�W���R�Q���Z�L�W�K���L�W���U�H�D�O�O�\�������,���K�D�Y�H���D���F�U�\���H�Y�H�U�\���R�Q�F�H���L�Q���D��
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�Z�K�L�O�H�������,���D�P���D���S�U�D�F�W�L�F�D�O���S�H�U�V�R�Q�����,�W�¶�V���K�D�S�S�H�Q�H�G�����Z�H���F�D�Q�¶�W���F�K�D�Q�J�H���L�W���� so we just get on 

with it.  Jus�W���S�O�R�G���D�O�R�Q�J�´��  Samantha briefly acknowledged the emotional impact of 

�K�H�U���P�R�W�K�H�U�¶�V���L�P�S�U�L�V�R�Q�P�H�Q�W�����E�X�W���U�H�I�X�V�H�G���W�R���G�Z�H�O�O���R�Q���L�W�����6�K�H��would have preferred 

things to be different, but was making the best of her life. 

 

The clearest example of the steeling effect was provided by Nasreen (G14/5).  She 

�Z�D�V���V�L�Q�J�O�H���P�L�Q�G�H�G���L�Q���K�H�U���G�H�W�H�U�P�L�Q�D�W�L�R�Q���W�K�D�W���K�H�U���P�R�W�K�H�U�¶�V���L�P�S�U�L�V�R�Q�P�H�Q�W���V�K�R�X�O�G���Q�R�W��

damage her education.  She made sure she did not miss a day at school when her 

mother was arrested: �³�7�K�H�\���V�D�L�G���\�R�X���F�D�Q���K�D�Y�H���D���G�D�\���R�I�I�����E�X�W���,���V�D�L�G���³�Q�R�´ �³.  She 

thought the experience had made her stronger: �³....I think I can withstand a lot more 

�Q�R�Z�´�������³�7�K�L�Q�J�V�´�����K�H�U���P�R�W�K�H�U�¶�V���L�P�S�U�L�V�R�Q�P�H�Q�W �D�Q�G���K�H�U���I�D�W�K�H�U�¶�V���U�H�G�X�Q�G�D�Q�F�\�����K�D�G���E�H�H�Q��

�³�K�D�U�G�´������Nasreen thought she was harder and stronger because of experiences which 

her peers had not had to face.  She thought hard about the emotional impact of her 

�P�R�W�K�H�U�¶�V���L�P�S�U�L�V�R�Q�P�H�Q�W���Z�K�H�Q���V�K�H���Z�D�V���L�Q�W�H�U�Y�L�H�Z�H�G�����Q�R�W���I�L�Q�G�L�Q�J���W�K�H���T�X�H�V�W�L�R�Q���L�Q�W�U�X�V�L�Y�H. 

�³�,���F�D�Q���F�R�S�H���Z�L�W�K more �K�D�U�G�H�U���W�K�L�Q�J�V���«���K�D�U�G�H�U���D�V���L�Q���H�P�R�W�L�R�Q�D�O�O�\���K�D�U�G�H�U���«���,��can cope 

�E�H�W�W�H�U�´.  Nasreen could still be hurt, and this was evident from �K�H�U���P�R�W�K�H�U�¶�V���D�F�F�R�X�Q�W��

�R�I���K�H�U���G�D�X�J�K�W�H�U�¶�V���G�L�V�W�U�H�V�V���Z�K�H�Q���V�K�H���K�D�G���W�R���U�H�W�X�U�Q���W�R���S�U�L�V�R�Q���D�I�W�H�U��a weekend on home 

leave (something for which Nasreen could see neither justification nor logic).  If she 

was angry with her mother she did not say so.  Overall, Nasreen felt she had 

benefitted from her harsh experiences.  She took responsibility in an adult way for 

moving her life forward, and seemed not to blame her parents or anyone else for her 

situation. 

 

4.11.2 Adaptive distancing   

 

�7�K�H�U�H���L�V���V�R�P�H���R�Y�H�U�O�D�S���E�H�W�Z�H�H�Q���W�K�H���V�W�H�H�O�L�Q�J���H�I�I�H�F�W���D�Q�G���W�K�H���F�R�Q�F�H�S�W���R�I���µadaptive 

distancing�¶ described by Norman (2000).  Norman describes adaptive distancing as 

part of a repertoire of coping skills.  �³Steeling�  ́implies strengthening; while �³adaptive 
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distancing�  ́indicates the capacity to move away from and beyond harmful 

experiences to a new phase. �$�Q���D�E�L�O�L�W�\���W�R���G�L�V�W�D�Q�F�H���W�K�H�P�V�H�O�Y�H�V���I�U�R�P���W�K�H�L�U���S�D�U�H�Q�W�V�¶��

problems was clearly demonstrated by a quarter (8/28) of the children (Natalie, 

G14/4; Nasreen, G14/5; Becky G12/9; Anthony, B11/12; Samantha, G17/14; Alex, 

B16/19; Abida, G14/20; and Matthew, B15/22), all of them in the high resilience 

group (see p111 above). This was in most cases combined with concern for, and 

continued involvement with, their imprisoned parent. Five out of the eight were girls 

and six were teenagers. They were some of the most mature young people in the 

study.  

 

Adaptive distancing in this study was possible only where children were no longer 

overwhelmed by the impact of parental imprisonment.  The next step was for children 

to be able to focus on other areas of their lives which provided opportunities for 

success and enhanced self-esteem and self-confidence. This was out of the reach of 

children still struggling to adjust to parental imprisonment.  Children like Anthony 

(B11/12), Natalie, (G14/4), to a lesser extent her brother Declan (B13/4), and Becky 

(G12/9)   had successfully moved on and adapted to their parent being in prison. 

Anthony was demonstrating responsibility beyond his years caring for his father. 

 

Some of the older children had made most progress in distancing themselves from 

the impact of parental imprisonment.  Nasreen (G14/5) and Samantha (G17/14), 

although still preoccupied with adjus�W�L�Q�J���W�R���W�K�H�L�U���P�R�W�K�H�U�V�¶���L�P�S�U�L�V�R�Q�P�H�Q�W�����K�D�G���W�K�H��

ability to focus clearly on their education and career prospects and their social lives.  

Abida (G14/20) had adjusted to her step-�I�D�W�K�H�U�¶�V���L�P�S�U�L�V�R�Q�P�H�Q�W���D�Q�G���K�D�G���G�H�W�H�U�P�L�Q�H�G��

on her career pathway as a dance teacher.   

 

The clearest examples of adaptive distancing were provided by two of the older boys.  

For Alex (B16/19), whose relationship with his mother had reached a more 
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dispassionate phase, this seemed to be a result of both his increasing physical 

maturity and independence, and of the passage of time.  For Matthew (B15/22), his 

decision to disentangle himself from involvement with his father had been a more 

deliberate decision.  His own assessment was that despite his feelings for his father, 

he could not allow himself to be distracted by the turmoil of further involvement with 

him, and he was focusing instead on achievable targets: improving his school 

performance, and supporting his mother. 

 

While most of the other children showed some signs of being able to distance 

themselves from the problems caused by parental imprisonment, a smaller number 

of boys including  Joe( B17/1); Grant (B12/8), Daniel( B8/10); and Mark (B13/11), 

remained enmeshed in these problems, and had not been able to move on to a more 

independent developmental stage.  

 

 4.12 �&�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�¶�V���F�R�Q�W�D�F�W���Z�L�W�K���W�K�H�L�U���L�P�S�U�L�V�R�Q�H�G���S�D�U�H�Q�W  

Bowlby (1988) recognised that free flowing communication when children are 

distressed as well as content aids secure attachment. For most children, contact with 

their imprisoned parent was essential for their peace of mind and well-being and 

gave them the opportunity to keep their imprisoned parent informed about daily 

activities at home and at school. Parents/carers felt strongly that they had a duty and 

responsibility to ensure that their children had regular opportunities to see their 

imprisoned parent. They were gatekeepers with the power to facilitate or to 

discourage contact, as Arditti (2005) had noted. Visits were the nearest to ordinary 

family life possible for families of prisoners, often  eagerly anticipated but leaving a 

sense of feeling fatigued and deflated afterwards. Visits needed planning and 

organisation and included strong elements of ritual, including transport arrangements 
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and search procedures. Visits are symbols of family connectedness, undertaken with 

a mixture of cheerfulness, optimism, loyalty, stoicism and resentment.  

Prompt contact with their imprisoned parent was particularly important following their 

imprisonment.  For Harry (B14/13), completely devastated when his father was sent 

to prison, the recovery process began nine weeks later when he made his first visit to 

see his father in prison.  Children have understandable fears about prison being a 

dangerous place where their parent may be harmed, as emphasised by Roy (2005). 

Children were re-assured to see that their parent was safe and in good health, and in 

some cases (�I�R�U���H�[�D�P�S�O�H���%�H�Q�¶�V���I�D�W�K�H�U����case 21)), actually benefitting from the prison 

diet and regime.  Most children adapted fairly quickly to prison security requirements, 

and some were intrigued by them (Declan (B12/4), for example).  Anthony (B11/12) 

described how he had become inured to prison regimes, about which he became 

knowledgeable, for example about procedures to detect illicit transfers of harmful 

substances between visitors and prisoners 

The process of adapting to the prison regime is best illustrated by Kyle (Case 18).  

He initially found visits to see his mother in prison unbearable; but both he and his 

mother remarked on how quickly he adapted. However, terminating visits and 

contacts was gravely upsetting for several children.  Kyle could not bear to be 

separated from his mother when the time came for her to return to prison after a day 

long town visit.  Nasreen (Case 5) and Piers (Case 15) also found   parting from their 

mothers after they had been on home leaves unbearable; and �W�K�H�V�H���F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�¶�V��

experiences called into question whether the benefits of home leaves outweighed the 

�F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�¶�V���G�L�V�W�U�H�V�V�� 

 

Prison visits were essential for most families.  Declan and Natalie (Case 4) had 

almost as much face to face contact time with their father when he was in prison as 

when he was at home but  working away for most of the week.  For Amelia (G7/8) 
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and Sameera (G8/20), the two youngest children, very frequent prison visits were still 

special occasions, and gave them the time they needed with their fathers.  Mark 

(B13/11) needed the physical contact and time to cling on to his step/father which 

regular visits provided.  Prison visits became part of family life for Oliver and Jamie 

(Case 17) in the six months their father was in prison, although organising them was 

burdensome for their mother, with responsibility as well for her two very young 

�F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�������(�W�K�D�Q�¶�V���P�R�W�K�H�U����Case 14) was in prison on remand near enough the 

�I�D�P�L�O�\�¶�V���K�R�P�H���I�R�U���(�W�K�D�Q���W�R���E�H���W�D�N�H�Q���W�R���V�H�H���K�H�U���Y�H�U�\���I�U�H�T�X�H�Q�W�O�\�����V�H�Y�H�U�D�O���W�L�P�H�V���D���Z�H�H�N������

She served the latter part of her sentence in an open prison several hours�¶ journey 

away from the family home and visits became infrequent. A cancelled visit proved 

extremely upsetting for Ethan who could not understand why he was not able to see 

his mother, and his behaviour at school suffered as a result.   

Distance, and the associated higher costs of organising visits, was a serious factor 

for many families as noted in previous research (Arditti et al, 2003; Codd, 2007). 

�1�D�V�U�H�H�Q�¶�V���I�D�W�K�H�U����Case 5) resented the additional cost and time involved in visiting 

his wife after she had been transferred away from a local �S�U�L�V�R�Q�������'�D�Q�L�H�O�¶�V���P�R�W�K�H�U��

(Case 10) had organised weekly visits to three prisons spanning the north of England 

for about a year, demanding for Daniel as  well as  for  �K�H�U�V�H�O�I�������$�Q�W�K�R�Q�\�¶�V���I�D�W�K�H�U��

(B11/12) campaigned vigorously and eventually successfully after his wife was 

transferred to a prison several hours journey away, and after six weeks she was 

�U�H�W�X�U�Q�H�G���W�R���D���O�R�F�D�O���S�U�L�V�R�Q���Z�K�H�U�H���Y�L�V�L�W�L�Q�J���Z�D�V���P�X�F�K���P�R�U�H���P�D�Q�D�J�H�D�E�O�H�������%�H�Q�¶�V���P�R�W�K�H�U��

(B12/ 21) was able to visit the local prison where her husband was initially remanded 

several times each week.  She was exceptional in still managing fortnightly visits by 

car with her son when her husband was transferred to a prison at the other end of the 

country.  Distance and cost were prohibitive factors for Harry and his mother (Case 

13), and they were only able to visit �+�D�U�U�\�¶�V���I�D�W�K�H�U���R�Q�F�H���H�D�F�K���P�R�Q�W�K�����D���E�D�U�H�O�\��

adequate lifeline for Harry.  �%�R�W�K���+�D�U�U�\�¶�V��and �*�U�D�Q�W���D�Q�G���$�P�H�O�L�D�¶�V��(Case 8) fathers 
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achieved Category D (minimum security)   status, and eligibility for transfer to an 

open prison.  With their families�¶���Z�Hlfare in mind, both of them refused these 

transfers so that their families did not have to undertake much longer journeys and 

incur increased costs to see them. 

 

For some children, visits mattered less.  Joe (B17/1) had had little contact with his 

father f�R�U���\�H�D�U�V���D�Q�G���U�H�V�L�V�W�H�G���K�L�V���I�D�W�K�H�U�¶�V���U�H�T�X�H�V�W�V���W�R���U�H�E�X�L�O�G���W�K�H�L�U���U�H�O�D�W�L�R�Q�V�K�L�S������

Matthew (B15/22) decided that for the time being at least he would not take on 

visiting his father in prison; distance was one factor, but Matthew also was not 

prepared for face to face contact with his father, whose offence had damaged his 

�I�D�P�L�O�\�¶�V���U�H�S�X�W�D�W�L�R�Q�������9�L�V�L�W�V���W�R���V�H�H���K�H�U���I�D�W�K�H�U���L�Q���S�U�L�V�R�Q���Z�H�U�H���D���O�R�Z���S�U�L�R�U�L�W�\���I�R�U���%�H�F�N�\��

(Case 9); her younger brothers monopolised his attention, and Becky had a busy 

social life which filled her free time.  For Alex (Case 19) occasional visits to see his 

mother, serving a life sentence, were a compassionate duty; he recognised that 

these were an important reminder of family life for her.   

 

One of the closest contacts between an imprisoned parent and their child was 

�1�D�V�U�H�H�Q�¶�V���P�R�W�K�H�U�¶�V����Case 5) who made very frequent telephone calls, three times 

�H�D�F�K���G�D�\�����S�O�D�Q�Q�L�Q�J���D�Q�G���U�H�Y�L�H�Z�L�Q�J���1�D�V�U�H�H�Q�¶�V���G�D�\���D�W���V�F�K�R�R�O�����D�Q�G���W�K�H�Q���W�D�O�N�L�Q�J���W�R���K�H�U��

again in the evening.  Daily or very frequent telephone contact was managed by 

�*�U�D�Q�W���D�Q�G���$�P�H�O�L�D�¶�V���I�D�W�K�H�U����Case ���������%�H�F�N�\�¶�V���I�D�W�K�H�U����Case ���������D�Q�G���*�D�U�H�W�K�¶�V���P�R�W�K�H�U��

(Case 16); and there were several others.  

 

While these contacts provided considerable reassurance for children, their 

relationships with their imprisoned parent mainly remained �³�R�Q���K�R�O�G�´���G�X�U�L�Q�J���W�K�H��

sentence.  Neither telephone contact nor visits necessarily provided opportunities for 

depth and continuity of communication between children and their imprisoned parent.  

The prison environment was generally not conducive to relaxed and meaningful 
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conversation. �,�P�S�R�U�W�D�Q�W���H�[�F�K�D�Q�J�H�V���V�X�F�K���D�V���'�D�Q�L�H�O�¶�V���I�D�W�K�H�U�¶�V���G�H�V�F�U�L�S�W�L�R�Q���R�I���W�K�H���I�L�J�K�W��

which led to his conviction for manslaughter left his son with unanswered questions.   

 

�7�K�H�U�H���Z�H�U�H���V�R�P�H���H�[�F�H�S�W�L�R�Q�V�������1�D�V�U�H�H�Q�¶�V���P�R�W�K�H�U����Case 5) found an opportunity to 

apologise to her daughter for her conviction early in her sentence.  Family days 

provided bonding opportunities for Eleanor (Case 2) with her mother; her father had 

stopped booking ordinary visits where opportunities for closer contact were not 

available.  Caleb (Case 6) was pleased that his father had told him that he often 

�O�R�R�N�H�G���D�W���&�D�O�H�E�¶�V���S�K�R�W�R�J�U�D�S�K�����N�H�H�S�L�Q�J���K�L�V���P�H�P�R�U�\���R�I���K�L�V���V�R�Q���D�O�L�Y�H�����-�X�V�W���V�H�H�L�Q�J���W�K�H�L�U��

parent in prison was sometimes enough for children, like Piers (B13/15) and Gareth 

(B11/16), both of whom visibly brightened when they talked about visiting their 

mother and finding her well. 

 

4.13 Parental imprisonment and the  significance of gender  

 

From the preliminary overview at the start of this chapter (pp 108�±113) analysing 

vulnerability and resilience amongst children of prisoners, girls showed more signs of 

resilience, �D�Q�G���I�H�Z�H�U���R�I���W�K�H�P���V�H�H�P�H�G���G�L�V�W�U�H�V�V�H�G���E�\���W�K�H�L�U���S�D�U�H�Q�W�¶�V���L�P�S�U�L�V�R�Q�P�H�Q�W��

when interviewed.  Boys�¶���S�U�R�J�U�H�V�V��was more varied: some adapted well, while others 

showed clear signs of either externalising (acting out or delinquent) or internalising 

(acting in, for example anxiety, depression or self-harm)   behaviours.  Some trends 

stand out.  All the children in the high vulnerability group (n=8) were boys; as were all 

the children with behaviour problems. Most of the children who had needed external 

help were boys. In the four families (Cases 4; 7; 8; and 14) where a brother and 

sister were both interviewed, the boys were struggling more than the girls. 

 

The purpose of this section is to explore how far these differences are attributable to 

the gender of the children or the gender of the imprisoned parent; and how far  other 
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factors, including the quality of care provided by parents/carers, cumulative risks, 

length of sentence�����V�H�U�L�R�X�V�Q�H�V�V���R�I���R�I�I�H�Q�F�H�V�����R�U���F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�¶�V���L�Q�G�L�Y�L�G�X�D�O���F�K�D�U�D�F�W�H�U�L�V�W�L�F�V, 

account for them. Relevant research findings include evidence of children adjusting 

over time to parental imprisonment (Miller, 2007; Jones & Wainaina-Wozna, 2013); 

children with closer prior relationships with fathers experiencing greater attachment 

disturbance post imprisonment (Fahmy & Berman, 2012); and strong arguments that 

maternal imprisonment is linked to internalising behaviour patterns and paternal 

imprisonment to externalising behaviour patterns by children (Fritsch and Burkhead, 

1981).  Girls have been found to have the edge over boys in relation to resilience 

(Rutter, 1987). 

 

The section will review evidence from this study for the three girls with their mother in 

prison; for girls with their father in prison (n = 6); for boys with their mother in prison 

(n = 6); and then for the larger group of boys with their father in prison (n = 13). The 

relevance of research about inter-generational crime (Like father, like son?) for my 

sample is then reviewed13.  

 

4.13.1 Girls with their mother in prison 

 

Three girls had their mother in prison: Eleanor, G10/2; Nasreen G14/5; and 

Samantha G17/14, serving long (for Eleanor and Samantha�¶�V���P�R�W�K�H�U�V) or fairly long 

(3 years for Nasreen�¶�V���P�R�W�K�H�U) sentences. These had been life changing experiences 

for them. The effects had been most profound for Eleanor, linked to the nature of her 

                                                

13 Tables summarising the situation of the four groups of children covered below (girls with 

their mother, and their father, and boys with their mother, and their father, in prison), are in 

Appendix 7 
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�P�R�W�K�H�U�¶�V���R�I�I�H�Q�F�H��(gang murder) seven and a half years previously, the length of her 

sentence (minimum 14 years) and her enforced moves to live with her father and her 

step-mother, and then just with her father. �1�D�V�U�H�H�Q�¶�V���I�D�P�L�O�\���O�L�I�H���K�D�G���E�H�H�Q���G�L�V�U�X�S�W�H�G��

and she had had to cope with perceived antagonism from her ethnic and religious 

community. Like Nasreen, Samantha had had to adjust to losing her mother, and she 

also shared responsibility for looking after her three much younger siblings, with her 

two older sisters.   For all of them it had been a long time since their mother was 

imprisoned; and all of them had adjusted to their new lives.  Each of them had parts 

of their lives which they could enjoy, including their friends and school (work for 

Samantha).  Eleanor was having to cope with the emotional impact of her renewed 

relationship with her mother; and she had been the m�R�V�W���V�F�D�U�U�H�G���E�\���K�H�U���P�R�W�K�H�U�¶�V��

imprisonment as a result of her (almost certainly) having witnessed part of her 

�P�R�W�K�H�U�¶�V���D�V�V�D�X�O�W���R�Q���K�H�U��victim.  Nasreen had dealt well with the punishing impact of 

�K�H�U���P�R�W�K�H�U�¶�V���V�X�G�G�H�Q���D�U�U�H�V�W���D�Q�G���L�P�S�U�L�V�R�Q�P�H�Q�W, as was evident from her outstanding 

academic success at school.  Samantha had matured over the two years her mother 

had been imprisoned and was now a confident young adult with her own independent 

work and social life.   

 

These three young people did not display the level of vulnerability suggested in 

previous research.  None of them showed signs of depression.  One reason for this 

may be that they had all experienced a degree of stability from their families (Eleanor 

in the period since she moved back to live with her father) and extended families in 

the care they had received since their mother was imprisoned.  They were all 

intelligent in different ways (as were their mothers), with a strong sense of self, able 

to determine their own priorities and to exert a positive influence on those around 

them.  All of them had achieved respect from their family and peers.  Each of them 

had worked out a strategy for dealing with the stigma of imprisonment which had 

worked for them.  Eleanor needed support from her friends.  Nasreen handled the 
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issue privately and secretively, taking none of her friends into her confidence and 

pretending that her mother was working abroad.  Samantha dealt with questions 

�D�E�R�X�W���K�H�U���P�R�W�K�H�U�¶�V���L�P�S�U�L�V�R�Q�P�H�Q�W���Z�K�H�Q need be and waited until interest tailed off.  

 

The girls had not been overwhelmed by the challenges they had experienced.  They 

demonstrated strength of character; they also drew on the support of grandparents, 

and the two younger girls had reliable support from aunts and support from friends 

and school.  The idea of life carrying on as normally as possible was important to all 

of them. Samantha had been successful, and Nasreen  partially successful, in 

distancing herself �I�U�R�P���W�K�H�L�U���P�R�W�K�H�U�V�¶���S�U�R�E�O�H�P�V; while Eleanor remained involved in 

handling a new and more intense phase of her relationship with her mother with 

support from her father, her family and her friends.  

 

�7�K�H�U�H���L�V���D���F�O�H�D�U���V�H�Q�V�H���I�U�R�P���W�K�H���J�L�U�O�V�¶���L�Q�W�H�U�Y�L�H�Z�V���R�I���W�K�H�L�U���P�D�N�L�Q�J���W�K�H���E�H�V�W���R�I���W�K�H���K�D�Q�G 

that fate had dealt them; and not dwelling too much on past events which they could 

not change.  Each of them drew on support from their families and from their own 

�L�Q�W�H�U�Q�D�O���U�H�V�R�X�U�F�H�V�����D�Q�G���H�D�F�K���R�I���W�K�H�P���K�D�G���K�D�G���W�L�P�H���W�R���D�G�M�X�V�W���W�R���W�K�H�L�U���P�R�W�K�H�U�¶�V��

imprisonment.  Their gender appeared to be an important factor contributing towards 

their resilience: in the way they handled their issues as young women; in their level of 

emotional intelligence; and in the supportive relationships which they developed with 

their female friends and relations. 

 

4.13.2 Girls with their father in prison 

 

Overall the challenges faced by the six girls in this group (Amelia, G7/8; Sameera, 

G8/20 and Abida, her 14 year old sister; Kirsty, G11/7; Becky, G12/9; and Natalie, 

G14/4) appear to  have  been  somewhat less demanding  than for the girls with their 

mother in prison, due particularly to the support available to them from their mothers. 
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Amelia and Sameera, the two youngest children, had initially been severely affected 

�E�\���W�K�H�L�U���I�D�W�K�H�U�V�¶���L�P�S�U�L�V�R�Q�P�H�Q�W�����7�K�H�L�U���V�L�W�X�D�W�L�R�Q���L�P�S�U�R�Y�H�G���Z�K�H�Q���W�K�H�\���Z�H�Ue able to 

establish regular contact with them, including frequent visits. All the girls had been 

close to their fathers (step-father for Abida) prior to their imprisonment (with the 

exception of Kirsty who had lost sympathy for her step-father following his violence 

towards her mother), and they maintained close contact with them in prison.  The 

�O�H�Q�J�W�K���R�I���W�K�H�L�U���I�D�W�K�H�U�V�¶���S�U�L�V�R�Q���V�H�Q�W�H�Q�F�H���G�L�G���Q�R�W���D�S�S�H�D�U���W�R���E�H���D���G�H�F�L�V�L�Y�H���I�D�F�W�R�U�����D�V���L�W��

was for boys with their father in prison: see below, p168): the four   girls (Amelia, 

Sameera and Abida, and Becky) whose fathers were serving or expecting longer 

sentences seemed to have adjusted fairly well. Their school lives were not adversely 

affected. Kirsty was making a successful transition to a large secondary school. 

School and friends were important for all of them. Abida, Becky and Natalie enjoyed 

success in demanding and disciplined physical activities from which they gained 

much self-confidence.  A clear finding from this research is that girls with a father in 

prison (compared to girls with their mother in prison or either group of boys) were the 

least impacted by parental imprisonment. This is partly explained by their individual 

circumstances in their families.  

 

All the girls lived with and were well supported by their mothers. Their relationships 

with them were close. They had experienced continuity of care and no disruption in 

their primary attachment relationships with them. The mothers enjoyed their 

�G�D�X�J�K�W�H�U�V�¶���F�R�P�S�D�Q�\���D�Q�G���Z�H�U�H���W�K�H�L�U��feminine role models. They spent time with their 

daughters and, importantly, were available to provide information and explanations 

�D�E�R�X�W���W�K�H�L�U���I�D�W�K�H�U�V�¶���E�H�K�D�Y�L�R�X�U���� With the partial �H�[�F�H�S�W�L�R�Q���R�I���.�L�U�V�W�\�¶�V���P�R�W�K�H�U����herself a 

victim of   domestic violence, their mothers had borne the brunt �R�I���W�K�H�L�U���S�D�U�W�Q�H�U�¶�V��

imprisonment, provided the first line of defence for their daughters, and afforded 

them considerable protection. This was particularly vital for the two youngest girls 
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(Sameera and Amelia). All the mothers had facilitated as much contact between their 

daughters and their fathers as they wished for. Their �P�R�W�K�H�U�¶�V���V�X�S�S�R�U�W�����L�Q���P�\���Y�L�H�Z����

was the key protective factor for these girls. 

 

Although they mainly missed their fathers, by the time of their interviews none of 

these girls showed signs of acute psychological distress.   All of them   had siblings 

who had shared their experiences; this appears to have been particularly important 

for Kirsty, who had two supportive older sisters, as her mother was still recovering 

�I�U�R�P���K�H�U���S�D�U�W�Q�H�U�¶�V���D�V�V�D�X�O�Ws.  There were two other important factors. For  four of the 

families (not for Amelia), the girls had had a good deal of �H�[�S�H�U�L�H�Q�F�H���R�I���W�K�H�L�U���I�D�W�K�H�U�V�¶��

problems before they were imprisoned, giving them time to adjust. All of them had 

also had clear and honest explanations from their mothers about what had happened.  

These factors �F�R�Q�W�U�L�E�X�W�H�G���W�R���W�K�H���J�L�U�O�V�¶���S�R�V�L�W�L�R�Q���Z�L�W�K�L�Q���W�K�H�L�U���I�D�P�L�O�\���E�H�L�Q�J���O�H�V�V���D�I�I�H�F�W�H�G��

�E�\���W�K�H�L�U���I�D�W�K�H�U�V�¶���L�P�S�U�L�V�R�Q�P�H�Q�W���W�K�D�Q���V�R�P�H���R�W�K�H�U���S�D�U�W�L�F�L�S�D�Q�W�V�� 

 

This group included three of the girls who had been able to put some distance 

between themselves and their imprisoned parent (Natalie, Becky and Abida); and 

Kirsty had started to do so as well. Intelligence and sociability were also protective 

factors for these young people.    

 

4.13.3 Boys with their mother in prison 

 

Care arrangements for the six boys with their mother in prison (Ethan, B9/14; 

Anthony, B11/12; Gareth, B11/16; Kyle, B11/18; Piers, B13/15; and Alex, B16/19) 

were diverse. Three of them were looked after by their father (Anthony and Kyle) or 

�W�K�H�L�U���P�R�W�K�H�U�¶�V���S�D�U�W�Q�H�U (Piers); one was supported by his father and his older sister 

(Alex); one by his grandparents (Gareth); and one mainly by his older sisters (Ethan). 

Five of them had experienced reliable and consistent support from their families, 
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although Piers had been uprooted from his home town and extended family.  Three 

of them, Ethan, Kyle and Piers, were bewildered and distressed by their separation 

from their mothers, Kyle being perhaps the most grievously affected. Kyle and Piers 

had been particularly close to their mothers before their imprisonment.  Anthony and 

Gareth, the two most intelligent of these boys, were mature for their years; they were 

more resilient and both handled their transition to secondary school successfully.  

Alex had grown up and become less close to his mother since her imprisonment.  

 

Alex and Anthony had had much longer than the other boys to adjust, and they had 

�E�H�H�Q���D�E�O�H���W�R���S�X�W���V�R�P�H���G�L�V�W�D�Q�F�H���E�H�W�Z�H�H�Q���W�K�H�P�V�H�O�Y�H�V���D�Q�G���W�K�H�L�U���P�R�W�K�H�U�V�¶��

imprisonment. Sentence length appears to have had less impact on this group than 

for boys with their father in prison (see below, p169). Ethan was certainly very 

seriously   �L�P�S�D�F�W�H�G���E�\���K�L�V���P�R�W�K�H�U�¶�V���O�R�Q�J���D�E�V�H�Q�F�H�����D�O�W�K�R�X�J�K���K�L�V���\�R�X�Q�J���D�J�H�����R�Q�O�\�������R�U��

8 when his mother was imprisoned) may have accounted for more of the damage he 

experienced.  Piers, Gareth and Kyle were all very seriously affected by their 

�P�R�W�K�H�U�V�¶���V�K�R�U�W�H�U���V�H�Q�W�H�Q�F�H�V��  

 

Maternal imprisonment exerted a profound psychological impact on this group of 

boys.  Except for Alex, the boys were bereaved by their loss: which was unexplained 

for Ethan; particularly grievous for Kyle who had been inseparable from his mother, 

and only a little less so for Piers, who was two years older. Gareth and Anthony also 

missed their mothers very much, although they had had more time to prepare during 

�W�K�H�L�U���P�R�W�K�H�U�V�¶���S�H�U�L�R�G���R�Q���E�D�L�O���D�Q�G���Z�H�U�H���Z�H�O�O���V�X�S�S�R�U�W�H�G���D�I�W�H�U���W�K�H�\���Z�H�U�H���V�H�Q�W���W�R���S�U�L�V�R�Q�� 

���3�L�H�U�V�¶���D�Q�G���.�\�O�H�¶�V���P�R�W�K�H�U�V���K�D�G���E�H�H�Q��much less pro-active while on bail in preparing 

their sons for their imprisonment).  There is more evidence of attachment disruption 

and separation anxiety for these boys than for the smaller group of girls (with their 

mother in prison).  Gender was clearly �D���V�L�J�Q�L�I�L�F�D�Q�W���I�D�F�W�R�U���L�Q���U�H�O�D�W�L�R�Q���W�R���W�K�H���E�R�\�V�¶��

difficulties in adjusting to their �P�R�W�K�H�U�V�¶���L�P�S�U�L�V�R�Q�P�H�Q�W�����D�O�W�K�R�X�J�K���D�J�H�����W�K�H�L�U���S�U�L�R�U��
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relationships with their mother, �K�R�Z���Z�H�O�O���W�K�H�\���K�D�G���E�H�H�Q���S�U�H�S�D�U�H�G���I�R�U���W�K�H�L�U���P�R�W�K�H�U�V�¶��

prison sentences, and their diverse care arrangements, were also important.  

 

4.13.4 Boys with their father in prison 

 

This was much the largest group (n=13), comprising nearly half the children 

interviewed (see Appendix 7).  All the boys were being looked after by their mothers 

when interviewed, and all of them, with the partial exception of Daniel, had good 

relationships with them.  Their basic needs were being well met.  The two youngest 

boys, Daniel (B8/10) and Jack (B9/7), were particularly vulnerable.  Of the two eldest, 

Matthew (B15/22), was exceptionally mature, while Joe (17/1) was the most 

damaged. 

 

The length of thei�U���I�D�W�K�H�U�V�¶���V�H�Q�W�H�Q�F�H��and the seriousness of their offences were the 

clearest factors impacting on outcomes for these boys.  Sentence impact was much 

more serious and imposed a much heavier burden for the seven boys whose fathers 

were serving longer sentences, between 16 months and 8 years. For these boys their 

�P�R�W�K�H�U�V�¶���V�X�S�S�R�U�W���Z�D�V���R�Q�O�\���D���S�D�U�W�L�D�O���S�U�R�W�H�F�W�L�Y�H���I�D�F�W�R�U���� Shorter sentences, or periods 

in custody, were generally more manageable and the boys were able to survive 

these with the high quality support they received from their mothers. 

 

Nine of the boys exhibited behaviour problems at some level.  Six of them 

demonstrated externalising behaviour (Jack; Luke; Grant; Declan; Caleb and Mark).  

Daniel and Harry showed clear evidence of internalising behaviour, while Grant and 

Joe displayed both internalising and externalising behaviour.  Four of the �E�R�\�V�¶��

behaviour was especially �W�U�R�X�E�O�L�Q�J�����-�R�H�¶�V���D�Q�G���+�D�U�U�\�¶�V�����V�H�O�I-�K�D�U�P�L�Q�J�������*�U�D�Q�W�¶�V��

(aggressive and out of control)�����D�Q�G���'�D�Q�L�H�O�¶�V�����V�H�U�L�R�X�V�O�\���G�L�V�W�U�D�F�W�H�G���D�Q�G���I�D�L�O�X�U�H��of 

concentration). 
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The degree of risk experienced and the quality of the relationship between the boys 

and their fathers were two other key variables.  Following �5�X�W�W�H�U�¶�V���I�L�Q�G�L�Q�J�V������������), 

the boys exposed to the single risk of paternal imprisonment mainly managed fairly 

well (Luke; Declan; Jamie and Oliver; Ben; and Matthew).  Boys facing multiple or 

cumulative risks (Joe; Caleb; Jack; Daniel; Grant; Mark and Harry) had faced more 

serious challenges and their prospects for the future were more uncertain.  The 

�F�O�R�V�H�Q�H�V�V���R�I���W�K�H���E�R�\�V�¶���U�H�O�D�W�L�R�Q�V�K�L�S�V���W�R���W�K�H�L�U���I�D�W�K�H�U�V���E�H�I�R�U�H���W�K�H�L�U���L�P�S�U�L�V�R�Q�P�H�Q�W���Z�D�V��

clearly linked to the level of distress they experienced.  The clearest examples are 

Grant, Mark and Harry, all of whom had been particularly close to their fathers (step-

father for Mark), and found it extremely difficult or impossible to manage without them.  

Several other boys had also been close to their fathers and felt their loss keenly, 

although for  them  the harm  �Z�D�V���P�L�W�L�J�D�W�H�G���E�\���W�K�H�L�U���I�D�P�L�O�L�H�V�¶���V�X�S�S�R�U�W�� 

 

The b�R�\�V���Z�K�R�V�H���I�D�W�K�H�U�V���Z�H�U�H���L�Q���S�U�L�V�R�Q���Z�H�U�H���D���Y�X�O�Q�H�U�D�E�O�H���J�U�R�X�S�������6�H�Y�H�U�D�O���R�I���W�K�H���E�R�\�V�¶��

�S�U�R�J�U�H�V�V���D�W���V�F�K�R�R�O���Z�D�V���L�P�S�D�L�U�H�G�����L�Q�F�O�X�G�L�Q�J���/�X�N�H�¶�V�����%���������������'�H�F�O�D�Q�¶�V�����%���������������-�D�F�N�¶�V��

���%�������������*�U�D�Q�W�¶�V�����%���������������'�D�Q�L�H�O�¶�V�����%�������������D�Q�G���0�D�U�N�¶�V�����%�������������������7�K�H���E�R�\�V���K�D�G���O�R�V�W��

their role model, and several of them their mentor and close companion, and they 

�P�L�V�V�H�G���W�K�H�L�U���I�D�W�K�H�U�V�¶���H�[�D�P�S�O�H���R�I���K�R�Z���W�R���E�H�K�D�Y�H���D�S�S�U�R�S�U�L�D�W�H�O�\���G�X�U�L�Q�J���W�K�H�L�U���D�E�V�H�Q�F�H�� 

 

Age and increasing maturity were protective factors, as was intelligence.  However, 

hardly any of the boys, with the exception of Matthew ((B15/22), had the ability or the 

maturity  to  distance  �W�K�H�P�V�H�O�Y�H�V���I�U�R�P���W�K�H�L�U���I�D�W�K�H�U�V�¶���L�P�S�U�L�V�R�Q�P�H�Q�W.  Effective school 

�V�X�S�S�R�U�W���F�R�Q�W�U�L�E�X�W�H�G���W�R���W�K�H���E�R�\�V�¶���V�X�F�F�H�V�V�I�X�O���D�G�M�X�V�W�P�H�Q�W�����Z�K�L�O�H���Q�H�J�D�W�L�Y�H���V�F�K�R�R�O��

experiences compounded their problems.  
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4.13.5 Main themes emerging about gender 

 

�7�K�L�V���V�W�X�G�\���K�D�V���F�R�Q�I�L�U�P�H�G���6�D�F�N�¶�V��  observation (1976) about children experiencing 

�V�D�G�Q�H�V�V���D�Q�G���V�H�S�D�U�D�W�L�R�Q���D�Q�[�L�H�W�\���U�H�O�D�W�H�G���W�R���W�K�H�L�U���I�D�W�K�H�U�V�¶���L�P�S�U�L�V�R�Q�P�H�Q�W�����D�Q�G��Fahmy & 

Berman�¶�V  comment (2012)  that children with close relationships with fathers before 

imprisonment can experience subsequent attachment disturbance.  Juby & 

�)�D�U�U�L�Q�J�W�R�Q�¶�V�����������������F�R�Q�F�O�X�V�L�R�Q���W�K�D�W���S�D�W�H�U�Q�D�O���O�R�V�V���L�V���O�H�V�V���G�D�P�D�J�L�Q�J���W�K�D�Q���P�D�W�H�U�Q�D�O���O�R�V�V��

for children of prisoners is tantalising.  This study has found that maternal loss does 

have profound psychological consequences for children of prisoners, for both boys 

and girls. The boys seemed to experience their loss more acutely. This included boys 

whose mothers were serving shorter prison sentences. Sentence length emerges as 

a key factor for boys with their father in prison; but seemed to count for less for girls 

in the same situation. 

 

Some evidence was found to support the link asserted by Fritsch & Burkhead (1981) 

between maternal imprisonment and internalising behaviour consequent on lack of 

nurturing, and between paternal imprisonment and externalising behaviour 

consequent on lack of control and discipline. However, the children most severely 

impacted by parental imprisonment showed clear signs of psychological distress as 

well as behavioural problems, regardless of whether it was their mother or father who 

was in prison. 

  

My evidence indicates differential impacts of paternal imprisonment on boys and girls. 

The link between paternal i�P�S�U�L�V�R�Q�P�H�Q�W���D�Q�G���E�R�\�V�¶���E�H�K�D�Y�L�R�X�U���S�U�R�E�O�H�P�V���L�V���Z�H�O�O���E�R�U�Q�H��

out. Continuity of support by their mothers as care givers is crucial for their children. 

My findings are �W�K�D�W���W�K�H�L�U���P�R�W�K�H�U�V�¶���V�X�S�S�R�U�W���F�D�Q���S�U�R�Y�L�G�H���J�L�U�O�V���Z�L�W�K���W�K�H���O�H�Y�H�O���R�I��

protection they need to limit damage caused by paternal imprisonment. For boys who 
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have been close to their fathers, the loss of their role model and authority figure can 

have severe consequences.   

 

Overall, gender has emerged as one of the key factors impacting on children of 

prisoners in this study alongside: effective parental care and family support, sentence 

�O�H�Q�J�W�K�����F�X�P�X�O�D�W�L�Y�H���U�L�V�N�����D�Q�G���F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�¶�V individual personality traits.  Girls tended to 

adapt better than boys. Boys were more prone to display externalising or internalising 

behaviours.  For girls with their father in prison, support from their mothers, who 

provided their role models, appeared to be the crucial factor in their successful 

adaptation. For boys with a father in prison, the stability and support they 

experienced from their mothers was frequently not sufficient to compensate for their 

�I�D�W�K�H�U�V�¶���D�E�V�H�Q�F�H, and to enable them to deal with the impacts of their imprisonment. 

 

4.13.6 Like  father, like son? 

 

The Cambridge Study of Delinquent Development (CSDD) established a link 

between paternal imprisonment and the�L�U���V�R�Q�V�¶���V�X�E�V�H�T�X�H�Q�W���F�R�Q�Y�L�F�W�L�R�Q�V��(Murray, 

2006). The authors have carefully analysed how far other factors, for example social 

deprivation, may account for this finding.  Research in Australia and the USA has 

concluded that other factors such as parental substance misuse and maternal mental 

health are more closely related to delinquency and anti-social behaviour than 

parental imprisonment (Phillips et al, 2006; Kinner et al, 2007). One way for children 

to hold on to a lost parent (in prison) is to take on some of their characteristics, even 

if these are anti-social (Sack et al, 1976). Young men can blame themselves for their 

�S�D�U�H�Q�W�V�¶���L�P�S�U�L�V�R�Q�P�H�Q�W�����0�L�O�O�H�U���������������� 

  

Evidence that boys tried �W�R���H�P�X�O�D�W�H���W�K�H�L�U���I�D�W�K�H�U�¶�V���F�U�Lminal behaviour is limited to two 

cases in this study, perhaps less than might have been expected.  This may be a 
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reflection of the sample of families involved in the study.  In five (Cases 3, 4, 8, 11 

and 17) of the twelve families where sons had a father �L�Q���S�U�L�V�R�Q�����W�K�H���I�D�W�K�H�U�V�¶���R�I�I�H�Q�F�H�V��

were drug or alcohol related and sons may not have wished to emulate these. One 

�E�R�\�����%�H�Q���%���������������I�L�U�P�O�\���E�H�O�L�H�Y�H�G���L�Q���K�L�V���I�D�W�K�H�U�¶�V���L�Q�Q�R�F�H�Q�F�H�� Jack (B9/7) was repelled 

by his step-�I�D�W�K�H�U�¶�V���Y�L�R�O�H�Q�F�H���� As has been noted, children in the study were mainly 

well cared for, and in contact with their imprisoned father, both of which are 

recognised protective factors.  Had the sample included more children in local 

authority care system, or who had been subject to higher levels of risk, the pattern is 

likely to  have been different. 

 

The two cases (Jo, B17/1 and Grant, B12/8) where there was some reference to 

�V�R�Q�V���Z�L�V�K�L�Q�J���W�R���H�P�X�O�D�W�H���W�K�H�L�U���I�D�W�K�H�U�¶�V���F�U�L�P�L�Q�D�O���E�H�K�D�Y�L�R�X�U���Z�H�U�H���E�R�W�K���F�R�P�S�O�H�[�����D�Q�G���W�K�H��

�E�R�\�V�¶���U�H�D�F�W�L�R�Q�V���W�R���W�K�H�L�U���I�D�W�K�H�U�V�¶���F�U�L�P�L�Q�D�O��behaviour ambivalent.  Joe�¶�V mother was 

very clear in her interview that Joe had modelled his provocative behaviour, for 

�H�[�D�P�S�O�H���D�W���V�F�K�R�R�O�����R�Q���K�L�V���I�D�W�K�H�U�����D�Q�G���W�K�D�W���K�H���G�L�G���V�R���L�Q���R�U�G�H�U���W�R���J�D�L�Q���K�L�V���I�D�W�K�H�U�¶�V��

approval. (Notwithstanding this, Joe, in his interview, stated his objection to the 

�Y�L�R�O�H�Q�W���H�O�H�P�H�Q�W���L�Q���K�L�V���I�D�W�K�H�U�¶�V���F�U�L�P�H�V���������-�R�H�¶�V���D�J�J�U�H�V�V�L�R�Q���Z�D�V���³�«���E�H�F�D�X�V�H���K�H���Z�D�Q�W�H�G��

to be like (his father)�.́  He had got into a lot of fights: �³�«���Q�R�E�R�G�\���Z�R�X�O�G���K�D�Y�H���V�D�L�G��

anything to his dad, �D�Q�G���K�H���Z�D�Q�W�H�G���W�R���E�H���O�L�N�H���W�K�D�W�����«��He thought he had to be hard 

�D�Q�G���K�H���W�K�R�X�J�K�W���I�L�J�K�W�L�Q�J���D�O�O���W�K�H�V�H���S�H�R�S�O�H�����W�K�H�Q���K�L�V���G�D�G���Z�R�X�O�G���O�R�Y�H���K�L�P���P�R�U�H�´��  She 

�Z�D�V���F�O�H�D�U���W�K�D�W���-�R�H���F�U�D�Y�H�G���K�L�V���I�D�W�K�H�U�¶�V���D�W�W�H�Q�W�L�R�Q�����D�O�W�K�R�X�J�K���K�H���K�D�G���K�D�G���O�L�W�W�O�H���F�R�Q�W�D�F�W��

with him in recent years.   

 

�5�H�S�R�U�W�V���D�E�R�X�W���*�U�D�Q�W�¶�V��showing off to his friends about his father being a �³gang�V�W�H�U�´, if 

true, were further evidence of his confusion, as he was also ashamed of his father 

�E�H�L�Q�J���L�Q���S�U�L�V�R�Q�������*�U�D�Q�W�¶�V���I�D�W�K�H�U���Z�D�V���F�R�Q�F�H�U�Q�H�G���D�E�R�X�W���K�L�V���V�R�Q�¶�V���D�W�W�L�W�X�G�H���³�«���+�H���W�K�L�Q�N�V��

�L�W�¶�V���J�U�H�D�W��(his father being in prison)�����Z�K�H�Q���L�W�¶�V���Q�R�W�����«���,���G�R�Q�¶�W���Z�D�Q�W���K�L�P���W�R���W�K�L�Q�N���³�P�\��

�G�D�G�¶�V���D���F�U�L�P�L�Q�D�O�´���³. He would have preferred his son to think of him as an ordinary 
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tradesman.  His father saw it as his responsibility to rein his son in: �³�,�¶�P���K�R�S�L�Q�J���W�K�D�W���,��

can get him back on the �V�W�U�D�L�J�K�W���D�Q�G���Q�D�U�U�R�Z���D���E�L�W���Z�K�H�Q���,���J�H�W���R�X�W�´��   

 

Their imprisoned father was still a powerful role model for several boys, including 

Luke (B12/3); Declan (B13/4); Mark (B13/11); Harry (B14/13); Oliver (B11/17) and 

Jamie (B10/17); and Ben (B12/21).  These boy�V���K�D�G���O�L�W�W�O�H���W�R���V�D�\���D�E�R�X�W���W�K�H�L�U���I�D�W�K�H�U�¶�V��

crimes and appeared to look up to them in spite of, not because of, their offences.  

All of them wanted their fathers back at home, and wanted to spend time with them.  

Only Declan expressed hesitant disapproval of �K�L�V���I�D�W�K�H�U�¶�V���G�U�L�Q�N�L�Q�J�� 

 

�2�W�K�H�U���E�R�\�V���Z�L�W�K���D���I�D�W�K�H�U���L�Q���S�U�L�V�R�Q���Z�H�U�H���H�L�W�K�H�U���S�X�]�]�O�H�G���R�U���E�H�Z�L�O�G�H�U�H�G���E�\���W�K�H�L�U���I�D�W�K�H�U�¶�V��

�E�H�K�D�Y�L�R�X�U�����R�U���F�O�H�D�U�O�\���G�L�V�D�S�S�U�R�Y�H�G���R�I���Z�K�D�W���W�K�H�\���K�D�G���G�R�Q�H�������7�K�H�L�U���I�D�W�K�H�U�V�¶���H�[�D�P�S�O�H���Z�D�V��

seriously flawed.  Caleb (B13/6) must have had conflicted feelings about his father, 

who had assaulted both his mother and her partner.  Daniel (B8/10) appeared to be  

�W�U�R�X�E�O�H�G���D�E�R�X�W���K�D�Y�L�Q�J���D���I�D�W�K�H�U���Z�K�R���K�D�G���N�L�O�O�H�G���D�Q�R�W�K�H�U���P�D�Q�������%�H�F�N�\�����*�����������¶�V���E�U�R�W�K�H�U, 

aged ���������Z�D�V���D�Q�J�U�\���D�E�R�X�W���K�L�V���I�D�W�K�H�U�¶�V���G�U�X�J���G�H�D�O�L�Q�J���D�Q�G���U�H�I�X�V�H�G��to speak to him or to 

visit him in prison.  His mother commented: �³�,���G�R�Q�¶�W���W�K�L�Q�N���K�H���O�L�N�H�V���W�R���V�H�H���K�L�P���O�H�V�V���R�I���D��

�P�D�Q���W�K�D�Q���K�H���Z�D�V���K�H�U�H�´, and he would not listen to his father admonishing him: �³�«��

�+�H���K�D�V���O�R�V�W���U�H�V�S�H�F�W���I�R�U���K�L�P�����G�H�I�L�Q�L�W�H�O�\�´������ Matthew (B15/22) had taken a considered 

�G�H�F�L�V�L�R�Q���W�R���G�L�V�W�D�Q�F�H���K�L�P�V�H�O�I���I�U�R�P���K�L�V���I�D�W�K�H�U�¶�V���F�U�L�P�L�Q�D�O��sexually abusive behaviour. 

 

The clearest conclusion here is that there is nothing inevitable about the CSDD 

finding that�����³�������R�I�I�H�Q�G�L�Q�J���U�X�Q�V���L�Q���I�D�P�L�O�L�H�V.....Criminal parents tend to have criminal 

�F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�´ (Farrington et al, 2009). Children of prisoners are at risk of being labelled.   

More generally, boys in   my  study found having their father in prison confusing and 

troubling; they were vulnerable and they were damaged by losing their role model; 

but their cause was far from hopeless. Many were effectively supported by their 
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parents/carers; some were successfully counselled and mentored at school; and a 

few were strengthened by their experiences.  

 

4.14 Family Structure: implica tions for children of prisoners  

 

4.14.1 Findings from previous research 

 

�7�K�H���I�H�Z���G�L�I�I�H�U�H�Q�F�H�V���Z�K�L�F�K���K�D�Y�H���E�H�H�Q���I�R�X�Q�G���E�H�W�Z�H�H�Q���µ�R�Q�O�\�¶���F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q���D�Q�G���F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q���Z�L�W�K��

�V�L�E�O�L�Q�J�V���D�U�H���F�R�Q�F�H�Q�W�U�D�W�H�G���L�Q���D�F�D�G�H�P�L�F���D�U�H�D�V�����Z�K�H�U�H���µ�R�Q�O�\�¶���F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q���K�D�Y�H���W�K�H��

advantage and attain higher levels of education (Poston & Falbo, 1990; Gee, 1992; 

Falbo & Poston, 1993).  They have been found to score significantly better than other 

groups on achievement motivation and personal adjustment (Polit & Falbo, 1987).  

Chinese research has found th�D�W���µ�R�Q�O�\�¶���F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q���Z�H�U�H���P�R�U�H���H�J�R�F�H�Q�W�U�L�F�����Z�K�H�U�H�D�V��

sibling children possessed qualities of persistence, co-operation and peer prestige 

(Shulan et al, 1986). Children from larger families have the advantage of growing up 

developing a wider range of relationships with siblings, which can make establishing 

friendships and relationships outside the family easier (Winnicott, 1964). 

 

 4.14.2 Experiences of �µonly�¶ children 

 

�7�K�H�U�H���Z�H�U�H���V�L�[���µ�R�Q�O�\�¶���F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q���L�Q���W�K�H���V�D�P�S�O�H�����(�O�H�D�Q�R�U�����*���������������$�Q�W�K�R�Q�\�����%�����������������%�H�Q��

(B12/21); Caleb (B13/6); Nasreen (G14/5) and Harry (B14/13).  Their circumstances 

and abilities varied widely.  For example, Nasreen was gifted, intellectually and 

musically, while Caleb had learning disabilities. (Caleb had a younger cousin, a girl 

aged 8, living with him).  These children had the potential disadvantage of not having 

siblings with whom they could share issues associated with having a parent in prison.  

This seems to be have been outweighed by having the focused and undiluted 

attention of the parent looking after them.  Three of these children, Anthony, Ben and 
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�&�D�O�H�E�����V�H�H�P�H�G���W�R���K�D�Y�H���E�H�Q�H�I�L�W�W�H�G���I�U�R�P���W�K�H�L�U���S�D�U�H�Q�W���F�D�U�H�U�¶�V���I�R�F�X�V�H�G���F�R�P�P�L�W�P�H�Q�W���D�Q�G��

�V�X�S�S�R�U�W�������(�O�H�D�Q�R�U���H�[�S�U�H�V�V�H�G���V�R�P�H���G�R�X�E�W�V���D�E�R�X�W���K�H�U���I�D�W�K�H�U�¶�V���F�R�P�P�L�W�P�H�Q�W���W�R��

maintaining contact with her mother.  Nonetheless, as a single parent he was 

committed   to looking after her, and he had additional support from his sister and 

father.  Nasreen also had consistent support from her father, looking after her, and 

also from her paternal aunt and grandmother, and she remained in close contact with 

her mother in prison.  Harry had been deeply upset when his father was imprisoned.  

His mother, in spite of her disabilities, gave him her full attention and ensured access 

to specialist mental health support; and his father in prison was equally committed to 

�V�X�S�S�R�U�W�L�Q�J���K�L�V���V�R�Q�������µ�2�Q�O�\�¶���F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q���Z�K�H�Q���Y�L�V�L�W�L�Q�J���W�K�H�L�U���S�D�U�H�Q�W���L�Q���S�U�L�V�R�Q���K�D�G���W�K�H�L�U���I�X�O�O��

and undivided attention which did not have to be shared with siblings. 

 

4.14.3 Experiences of siblings 

 

Siblings could be a source of support, there to talk to when needed and sharing the 

experience of parental imprisonment.  Becky (G12/9) could talk to her older sisters 

when she needed to.  Jack and Kirsty (Case 7) both said in their interviews that they 

were close to older same sex siblings.  Natalie and Declan (Case 4) looked out for 

each other when they were interviewed together, and had an older brother available 

as well.  Oliver and Jamie (Case 17), with only a year separating them, had shared 

the experience of their father�¶�V���L�P�S�U�L�V�R�Q�P�H�Q�W�������%�H�L�Q�J���S�D�U�W���R�I���D���O�D�U�J�H���I�D�P�L�O�\���V�H�H�P�H�G���W�R��

have given Sameera and Abida (Case ���������V�R�P�H���S�U�R�W�H�F�W�L�R�Q���D�Q�G���V�X�S�S�R�U�W�������(�W�K�D�Q�¶�V��

(Case 14) older sisters had been his substitute carers �V�L�Q�F�H���K�L�V���P�R�W�K�H�U�¶�V��

imprisonment. 

 

Having younger sisters had given Gareth (Case 16) added responsibility.  His 

grandparents had had to contrive opportunities for him to spend time with his mother 

on prison visits when his younger �V�L�V�W�H�U�V���P�R�Q�R�S�R�O�L�V�H�G���K�H�U���D�W�W�H�Q�W�L�R�Q�������%�H�F�N�\�¶�V����Case 
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9) enthusiasm for visiting her father diminished as her much younger brothers took 

up most of his attention; and Ethan, with two younger sisters, may have had less of 

�K�L�V���P�R�W�K�H�U�¶�V���D�W�W�H�Q�W�L�R�Q���W�K�D�Q���K�H���Q�H�H�G�H�G�������$�P�H�O�L�D����Case 8), aged only 7, was conscious 

of how much visiting his father had upset her older brother. �*�U�D�Q�W�����$�P�H�O�L�D�¶�V���E�U�R�W�K�H�U��, 

Mark (Case 11), and Kyle (Case �����������D�O�O���G�D�P�D�J�H�G���E�\���W�K�H�L�U���S�D�U�H�Q�W�¶�V���L�P�S�U�L�V�R�Q�P�H�Q�W����

�Z�H�U�H���P�R�U�H���R�E�O�L�Y�L�R�X�V���R�I���W�K�H�L�U���V�L�E�O�L�Q�J�V�¶���I�H�H�O�L�Q�J�V���� 

 

4.14.4 �5�H�O�D�W�L�R�Q�V�K�L�S���E�H�W�Z�H�H�Q���F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�¶�V���Dge and their vulnerability 

 

From a slightly different perspective, a review of family structure indicates that 

children of prisoners in this sample seemed more vulnerable between the ages of 7 

and 13. Children at different points within this age band appeared equally likely to be 

vulnerable.   In four families, children participating had much younger siblings who 

seemed less vulnerable, and less affected by having a parent in prison.  Becky 

(G12/9) had younger brothers aged 4 and 5, and according to their mother they were 

cheerfully unperturbed about t�K�H�L�U���I�D�W�K�H�U�¶�V���L�P�S�U�L�V�R�Q�P�H�Q�W���D�Q�G���H�Q�M�R�\�H�G���W�K�H�L�U���W�L�P�H��

�Y�L�V�L�W�L�Q�J���K�L�P���L�Q���S�U�L�V�R�Q�������(�W�K�D�Q�¶�V�����%�������������W�Z�R���\�R�X�Q�J�H�U���V�L�V�W�H�U�V���D�J�H�G�������D�Q�G��������appeared  

lively and happy children, seemingly not too much affected by their mother being in 

prison, and happy to be looked after by their three adult sisters.  Jamie (B10) and 

Oliver (B11) had two siblings aged 1 and 2, and although one of them had fairly 

serious health problems, they were too young to be much aware of their father being 

in prison (although all the children visited him).  Mark (B13/11) had a younger brother 

aged 4 who seemed much less troubled than Mark by his father being in prison and 

�H�Q�W�K�X�V�L�D�V�W�L�F���D�E�R�X�W���R�S�S�R�U�W�X�Q�L�W�L�H�V���I�R�U���Y�L�V�L�W�L�Q�J���K�L�P�������*�D�U�H�W�K�¶�V�����%������������ situation was 

slightly different. One of his younger twin sisters, aged 8, was probably the most 

perturbed of the three children in the family, probably as a result of witnessing their 

father assaulting their mother. 
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Out of the four 14 year olds in the sample, the three girls (Natalie, Nasreen and 

Abida) were all resilient; Harry was much more vulnerable, but starting to recover. Of 

the three older children, Samantha and Matthew were mature, while Joe had been 

very troubled, but thought he was now more grown-up.  

 

There are some indications that older siblings of children interviewed had been  less 

severely impacted by parental imprisonment.  Declan and Natalie (Case 4) had an 

older brother aged 16 (not interviewed) who they said was now focusing on his 

education and career plans.  Jack and Kirsty (Case 7) and Daniel (Case 10) both had 

older, adult �V�L�E�O�L�Q�J�V���V�X�I�I�L�F�L�H�Q�W�O�\���P�D�W�X�U�H���W�R���E�H���D�E�O�H���W�R���K�D�Q�G�O�H���W�K�H�L�U���S�D�U�H�Q�W�¶�V��

imprisonment (step/father for Case 7).   Mark (B13/11) had an older sister aged 16, 

more adult, completing her GCSEs and planning further training.  Kyle (B11/18) had 

an older (half) brother (16) and (half) sister (14); and   although neither of them had 

prospered at school, they seemed less traumatised �E�\���.�\�O�H�¶�V���P�R�W�K�H�U�¶�V���L�P�S�U�L�V�R�Q�P�H�Q�W��

�W�K�D�Q���K�H���Z�D�V�������$�F�F�R�U�G�L�Q�J���W�R���3�L�H�U�V�¶���P�R�W�K�H�U��(case 15) his older brothers, one of them in 

prison, missed her a lot, although Piers seemed particularly distraught. 

 

�%�H�F�N�\�¶�V����Case 9) situation was again rather different.  As the middle child in her 

family (the fourth out of six children), Becky derived much security from her close 

relationship with her mother.  Her older brother aged 17, and her 19 year old sister 

now at University, were both reportedly much more angry with their father than Becky, 

and her older �E�U�R�W�K�H�U�¶�V���S�U�R�J�U�H�V�V���D�Q�G���E�H�K�D�Y�L�R�X�U���D�W���V�F�K�R�R�O���K�D�G���E�H�H�Q���D���F�D�X�V�H���I�R�U��

concern: as yo�X�Q�J���D�G�X�O�W�V���W�K�H�\���V�R�X�Q�G�H�G���P�X�F�K���O�H�V�V���W�R�O�H�U�D�Q�W���R�I���W�K�H�L�U���I�D�W�K�H�U�¶�V���F�U�L�P�L�Q�D�O��

behaviour than their younger sister.  
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4.14.5 Themes emerging relating to Family Structure 

 

In summary, only children benefited from being the exclusive focus of parental 

attention, and also from the full time attention of grandparents and other close 

relatives.  Although some children from larger families had less focused support from 

parents/carers than they needed, other children derived valuable support from older 

siblings.  Children aged between 7 and 13 were the most vulnerable group; older 

�F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q���Z�H�U�H���S�U�R�W�H�F�W�H�G���E�\���W�K�H�L�U���H�Q�K�D�Q�F�H�G���P�D�W�X�U�L�W�\�����S�D�U�W�L�F�L�S�D�Q�W�V�¶���R�O�G�H�U�����W�H�H�Q�D�J�H����

siblings were mostly less severely impacted by parental imprisonment.   Some much 

younger siblings of children �L�Q���W�K�H���V�W�X�G�\���V�H�H�P�H�G���O�H�V�V���D�I�I�H�F�W�H�G���E�\���W�K�H�L�U���S�D�U�H�Q�W�¶�V��

imprisonment. 

 

4.15 Dominant  themes  in this chapter  

 

I have suggested (see p118 �D�E�R�Y�H�����W�K�D�W���F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�¶�V���L�Q�W�H�U�Y�L�H�Z�V���S�U�R�G�X�F�H�G���F�R�P�S�H�W�L�Q�J��

themes  about the traumatic impact of parental imprisonment, and about children 

trying hard to make sense of their lives, enjoying them where possible and 

emphasising normal aspects of their experience.  There is an ebb and flow between 

these two accounts, or stories. �0�R�V�W���F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�¶�V���L�Q�W�H�U�Y�L�H�Z�V���F�R�Q�W�D�L�Q�H�G���H�O�H�P�H�Q�W�V���R�I���K�X�U�W��

and trauma, and also accounts of ordinary family, school and social life.  �³�1�R�Z�´ 

tended to be  �E�H�W�W�H�U���W�K�D�Q���³�E�H�I�R�U�H�´.  Narratives emerge from the social and time-bound 

context in which they are produced, as Crossley (2000) observed. What children said 

was partly determined by the timing of interviews. Nearly all of them would have been 

too distraught to be interviewed at the point where their parents were sentenced. 

Things usually seemed better looking back, months or years later, and after they had 

had time to adjust. 
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In perhaps twelve interviews hurt or trauma is the more dominant theme (Cases 1, 2, 

�������������������������������������������������������������������D�Q�G�������������I�U�R�P���W�K�H���F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�¶�V���S�R�L�Q�W���R�I���Y�L�H�Z�������7�K�H��

normalising theme is more evident in the other ten cases (4, 5, 6, 9, 12, 17, 19, 20, 

21, and 22).  The theme of trauma and tragedy is particularly marked for Joe (B17/1), 

Daniel (B9/10) and Grant (B12/8).  At the other end of the spectrum, the emphasis on 

life carrying on as normal is particularly clear for Amelia (G7/8), Becky (G12/9) and 

Samantha (G17/14).  Perhaps it would be more accurate to have an in-between 

category for Case�V�������������D�Q�G�����������L�Q���H�D�F�K���R�I���Z�K�L�F�K���W�K�H���E�R�\�V�¶���H�[�S�H�U�L�H�Q�F�H�V were more 

troubled�����D�Q�G���W�K�H�L�U���V�L�V�W�H�U�V�¶���P�R�U�H��positive. 

 

I suggested at the start of this chapter that the passage of time had been significant 

in enabling families to re-establish some degree of stability.  For several of the 

children whose accounts reflected their harsh experiences there were signs of 

recovery, notably for Joe (B17/1); and Eleanor (G10/2), whose fluent account dipped 

between tragedy and enjoyment of normal life.  �0�D�U�N�¶�V�����%��������������prospects were 

�E�U�L�J�K�W�H�Q�L�Q�J���D�V���K�L�V���I�D�W�K�H�U�¶�V���U�H�O�H�D�V�H��date drew nearer, and   Harry (B14/13) was being 

helped by consistent support from his school.  �*�D�U�H�W�K�¶�V�����%���������������P�R�W�K�H�U�¶�V���U�H�O�H�D�V�H��

�Z�D�V���L�P�P�L�Q�H�Q�W���D�Q�G���.�\�O�H�¶�V�����%���������������P�R�W�K�H�U���Z�D�V���E�D�F�N���D�W���K�R�P�H���E�\���W�K�H���W�L�P�H��she was 

�L�Q�W�H�U�Y�L�H�Z�H�G�����K�R�S�H�I�X�O���L�Q�G�L�F�D�W�R�U�V���I�R�U���E�R�W�K���R�I���W�K�H�P�������,�Q���W�K�H���³�Q�R�U�P�D�O�´���J�U�R�X�S, Caleb (B13/6) 

�Z�D�V���M�X�V�W���E�H�J�L�Q�Q�L�Q�J���W�R���J�D�L�Q���V�R�P�H���L�Q�V�L�J�K�W���L�Q�W�R���W�K�H���L�P�S�D�F�W���R�I���K�L�V���I�D�W�K�H�U�¶�V���L�Pprisonment; 

while Matthew (B15/22) was determined �Q�R�W���W�R���E�H���V�X�E�P�H�U�J�H�G���E�\���K�L�V���I�D�P�L�O�\�¶�V���U�H�F�H�Q�W��

traumatic experiences. 

 

Crossley asserts that language is crucial in the framing of narratives, and that 

narrative tone can be optimistic or pessimistic (2000, pp 10 and 89).   Analysing the 

�F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�¶�V���L�Q�W�H�U�Y�L�H�Z�V���D�F�F�R�U�G�L�Q�J���W�R���W�K�H�L�U���S�H�V�V�L�P�L�V�W�L�F���R�U���R�S�W�L�P�L�V�W�L�F���W�R�Q�H���S�U�R�G�X�F�H�V���D��

slightly more positive picture, with about three fifths (17/28) displaying hopefulness. 

The rest (11/28) are more uncertain and pessimistic in tone.  In Case 8, Amelia is 
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engagingly optimistic and Grant hopelessly pessimistic; while in Case 13, Harry is on 

the brink, starting to emerge from a deeply wounding experience.  

 

Other themes to emerge included   �³life being there to be enjoyed�,́ in spite of the 

unwelcome implications of parental imprisonment; this is unmistakable for Amelia 

(G7/8), Kirsty (G11/7); Oliver (B11/17) and Jamie (B10/17); Becky (G12/9); Ben 

(B12/21); and De�F�O�D�Q���D�Q�G���1�D�W�D�O�L�H�����%�������	���*�����������������$���Q�D�U�U�D�W�L�Y�H���D�E�R�X�W���F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�¶�V���V�W�U�R�Q�J��

sense of responsibility for themselves and their parents/carers is strongly evident for 

another group of mainly older children: Anthony (B11/12), Gareth (B11/16), Nasreen 

(G14/5), Harry (B14/13), Abida (G14/20) and Matthew (B15/22).  By contrast 

narrative accounts from seven of the boys reveal their confused state of mind: Daniel 

B8/10; Ethan, B9/14; Jack, B9/7; Grant, B12/8; Mark B13/11; Piers B13/15; and Joe, 

B17/1.  

 

C�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�¶�V���H�[�S�H�U�L�H�Q�F�H�V���Z�H�U�H��also individual and not easily categorised.  �1�D�V�U�H�H�Q�¶�V��

(G14/5) interview was about being toughened by experiences not shared by her 

peers. Declan (B12/4) empathetically and un-intrusively connected with a girl in his 

class who was in care, and whose parents were in prison. Sameera (G8/20) made 

sure she guarded her privacy: her father being in prison was a private and a family 

matter. Gareth (B11/16) took charge of his interview, declining to answer questions 

which he would find upsetting, as he had taken charge of his sisters while his mother 

was in prison. Matthew (B15/22) combined controlled anger, determination, and 

�V�H�Q�V�L�W�L�Y�L�W�\���W�R���K�L�V���P�R�W�K�H�U�¶�V���S�U�H�G�L�F�D�P�H�Q�W�����$�Q�W�K�R�Q�\�����%�������������¶�V���L�Q�W�H�U�Y�Lew was about 

learning from experience, adjustment, responsibility, thoughtfulness and 

assertiveness�����Z�K�L�O�H���'�D�Q�L�H�O�¶�V���U�H�I�O�H�F�W�H�G���L�V�R�O�D�W�L�R�Q�����Fonfusion, disturbance  and  

ambivalence  . �%�H�Q�¶�V�����%12/21) interview was driven by his conviction that his father 

had done nothing wrong.  �6�D�P�D�Q�W�K�D�¶�V�����*���������Z�D�V���D�E�R�X�W���W�K�H���J�U�R�Z�L�Q�J���X�S���Z�L�W�K���K�H�U��

mother in prison: things were just normal; ...but not quite.  Children shared the 
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experience of parental imprisonment, but they reacted  in. uniquely different ways, as 

Mullender et al (2002) had observed in their research into the impact of domestic 

violence. 
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Chapter Five   

 

 Care giving parents: roles, support and fam ily policy . 

 

This chapter starts by considering the experiences of parents and carers interviewed,  

and then reviews  �K�R�Z���S�D�U�H�Q�W�L�Q�J���V�W�\�O�H�V���D�Q�G���S�D�U�H�Q�W�V�¶���U�H�O�D�W�L�R�Q�V�K�L�S�V, whether  

conflictual  or co-operative, impact on children. Evidence of dynamic changes in 

�I�D�P�L�O�\���U�H�O�D�W�L�R�Q�V�K�L�S�V���D�Q�G���F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�¶�V���U�H�V�S�R�Q�V�L�E�L�O�L�W�L�H�V��are discussed. Family processes, 

including re-appraisal of the role and status of imprisoned parents, and the 

emergence of different kinds of family policy for dealing with parental imprisonment 

are examined. Finally, the meaning of Family Support and the accessibility of 

external help for participants, including from schools, is explored.  

 

 5.1 Experiences of Parenting: parents/carers  

 

A number of findings from previous research have been confirmed in this study. For 

example: relationships between imprisoned parents and parents/carers are 

characterised by a lack of reciprocity; and parents/carers have less opportunity to 

develop other social networks (Christian et al, 2006). Prison visiting is psychologically 

and physically demanding for both children and adults (Arditti, 2003).  Parents/carers 

have to meet high costs of supporting imprisoned parents.  Stigma may be 

experienced particularly by mothers whose partners are imprisoned for the first time 

(Morris, 1965).  Shame and stigma distinguish parental imprisonment from parental 

absence caused by other factors such as divorce, leading to hostility and ostracism 

(Kinner et al, 2007). 
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Most parents/carers in this research lived busy, action filled   lives while their partners 

were in prison.  Without exception, all of them took on the role of home-maker for 

�W�K�H�L�U���F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�������7�K�L�V���L�Q�F�O�X�G�H�G���0�D�W�W�K�H�Z�¶�V�����%���������������P�R�W�K�H�U�����Z�K�R���Z�D�V���S�K�\�V�L�F�D�O�O�\��

�G�L�V�D�E�O�H�G�����D�Q�G���H�P�R�W�L�R�Q�D�O�O�\���G�L�V�D�E�O�H�G���E�\���K�H�U���K�X�V�E�D�Q�G�¶�V���R�I�I�H�Q�F�H���D�Q�G���L�W�V���F�R�Q�V�H�T�Xences; 

�D�Q�G���-�D�F�N�����%�����������D�Q�G���.�L�U�V�W�\�¶�V�����*�������������P�R�W�K�H�U�����V�W�L�O�O���U�H�F�R�Y�H�U�L�Q�J���I�U�R�P���W�K�H���H�I�I�H�F�W�V���R�I��

domestic violence.  Ten of them (Cases 3, 4, 5, 8, 9, 14, 15, 18, 19 and 21) 

combined their caring responsibilities with full-time or part-time work.  Their role 

included advocacy for their child/ren.  For most (n=16) parents/carers this involved 

�D�F�W�L�Y�H���O�L�D�L�V�R�Q���Z�L�W�K���W�K�H�L�U���F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�¶�V���V�F�K�R�R�O���U�H�O�D�W�L�Q�J���W�R���L�V�V�X�H�V���D�U�L�V�L�Q�J���I�U�R�P���W�K�H�L�U���S�D�U�W�Q�H�U�¶�V��

imprisonment (Cases 2, 3, 6, 7, 8, 10, 12, 13, 14, 15, 16, 17, 18, 20, 21 and 22).  

Some parents/carers were aware of, and in some cases had to actively intervene to 

deal with, bullying (Case�V���������������D�Q�G�����������������-�R�H�¶�V�����%������������and  �+�D�U�U�\�¶�V�����%��������������

mothers �E�R�W�K���K�D�G���W�R���R�E�W�D�L�Q���V�S�H�F�L�D�O�L�V�W���K�H�D�O�W�K�F�D�U�H���W�R���K�H�O�S���D�G�G�U�H�V�V���W�K�H�L�U���V�R�Q�V�¶��

psychological problems and self-harming behaviour.   

 

Almost all the parents/carers also had responsibility for ensuring regular visits for 

their children, and for themselves, to see their partner in prison.  The exceptions 

�Z�H�U�H���0�D�W�W�K�H�Z�¶�V�����%���������������P�R�W�K�H�U��-  neither she nor her sons were visiting their father 

at the time they were interviewed - �����D�Q�G���&�D�O�H�E�¶�V�����%�������������P�R�W�K�H�U�����Z�K�R���K�D�G entrusted  

organising prison visits for her son to see his father, from whom she was divorced, to 

a charitable organisation.  Parents had to overcome their own anxieties and practical 

problems associated with prison visits.  This could be no easy task, especially where 

there were several children to transport, including cases 9, 14, 17 and 20.  Visits 

�L�Q�Y�R�O�Y�H�G���V�W�U�D�L�Q�������2�O�L�Y�H�U�����%���������������D�Q�G���-�D�P�L�H�¶�V����B10/17) mother described �³�«���M�X�V�W��

waiting at the gates, and the little one starts crying, and Oliver   will grab her.  I just 

�Z�D�Q�W���W�R���J�H�W���L�Q���W�K�H�P���J�D�W�H�V���D�Q�G���J�R���W�K�U�R�X�J�K���D�Q�G���V�H�H���K�L�P�������<�R�X���D�U�H���I�L�Q�H���W�K�H�Q�������,�W�¶�V���K�D�U�G����

�E�X�W���,�¶�Y�H���J�R�W���W�R���G�R���L�W�´.  Parents/carers described how they became accustomed to 
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security and search procedures whilst visiting prisons, and their children learned from 

their example. 

 

Some parents/carers took on particularly heavy visiting commitments: these included 

the mother of Sameera (G8/20) and Abida (G14/20), who visited her partner both 

�G�D�\�V���D�W���W�K�H���Z�H�H�N�H�Q�G���Z�L�W�K���K�H�U���F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�����D�Q�G���'�D�Q�L�H�O�¶�V�����%�������������P�R�W�K�H�U visiting her 

former husband every weekend for over a year.  Many parents/carers sent money to 

their partners in prison to fund their telephone calls home and other expenses; and 

�W�K�H�\���K�D�G���W�R���I�L�Q�G���W�L�P�H���W�R���U�H�V�S�R�Q�G���W�R���W�K�H�L�U���S�D�U�W�Q�H�U�V�¶���S�K�R�Q�H���F�D�O�O�V�����V�R�P�H���R�I���W�K�H�P���V�H�Y�H�U�D�O��

�W�L�P�H�V���H�D�F�K���G�D�\�����I�R�U���H�[�D�P�S�O�H�����*�U�D�Q�W�����%�������������D�Q�G���$�P�H�O�L�D�¶�V�����*�����������I�D�W�K�H�U�������%�H�F�N�\�¶�V��

(G12/9) father �D�Q�G���*�D�U�H�W�K�¶�V�����%���������������P�R�W�K�H�U��   

 

Parents/carers and imprisoned parents were better able to maintain relationships 

where distances were manageable.  Several (10) imprisoned parents were in local 

prisons (Cases 3, 4, 8, 9, 10, 11, 12, 13, 17 and 20).  Transfers to prisons further 

afield put extra strain on �I�D�P�L�O�\�¶�V���U�H�V�R�X�U�F�H�V�� for example for  �$�Q�W�K�R�Q�\�¶�V�����%������������   

disabled father, �D�Q�G���I�R�U���(�W�K�D�Q�¶�V�����%�����������¶�V���R�O�G�H�U���V�L�V�W�H�U�V�����.�\�O�H�¶�V�����%���������������I�D�P�L�O�\���I�R�X�Q�G���L�W��

more  difficult to maintain contact after �K�L�V���P�R�W�K�H�U�¶�V transfer away from a local to a 

more distan�W���S�U�L�V�R�Q�������1�D�V�U�H�H�Q�¶�V�����*�������������I�D�W�K�H�U���I�R�X�Q�G���Y�L�V�L�W�V���X�Q�D�I�I�R�U�G�D�E�O�\���H�[�S�H�Q�V�L�Y�H��

�D�Q�G���K�D�U�G�H�U���W�R���N�H�H�S���X�S���I�R�O�O�R�Z�L�Q�J���K�L�V���Z�L�I�H�¶�V transfer to a more distant open prison.  

�0�D�W�W�K�H�Z�¶�V�����%���������������P�R�W�K�H�U���U�H�J�D�U�G�H�G���Y�L�V�L�W�V���W�R���K�H�U���K�X�V�E�D�Q�G���L�P�S�R�V�V�L�E�O�H���D�I�W�H�U���K�L�V��

transfer to a prison in the South Midlands, with no opportunities for face-to-face 

meetings to resolve their relationship difficulties 

 

There was much �H�Y�L�G�H�Q�F�H���L�Q���P�\���V�D�P�S�O�H���R�I���S�D�U�H�Q�W�V���F�D�U�H�U�V�����I�R�U���H�[�D�P�S�O�H���*�D�U�H�W�K�¶�V��

(B11/16) grandparents, thriving on their additional responsibilities and, for some, 

�D�F�K�L�H�Y�L�Q�J���P�R�U�H���L�Q�G�H�S�H�Q�G�H�Q�F�H�������(�W�K�D�Q�����%�������������D�Q�G���6�D�P�D�Q�W�K�D�¶�V�����*���������������R�O�G�H�V�W���V�L�V�W�H�U��

�P�D�Q�D�J�H�G���W�R���F�R�P�E�L�Q�H���D���U�H�V�S�R�Q�V�L�E�O�H���M�R�E���Z�L�W�K���R�U�J�D�Q�L�V�L�Q�J���W�K�H���F�D�U�H���R�I���K�H�U���P�R�W�K�H�U�¶�V���W�K�U�H�H��
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younger children (Ethan and his two younger sisters), with help from her next oldest 

sister who was 20, and Samantha, while also looking after her own 3 year old son.  

�&�D�O�H�E�¶�V�����%�������������P�R�W�K�H�U���Z�D�V���Q�R���O�R�Q�J�H�U���H�P�R�W�L�R�Q�D�O�O�\���L�Q�Y�R�O�Y�H�G���Z�L�W�K���K�H�U���H�[-husband, but 

seemed to have gained confidence as a parent with help from family support 

organisations and from social services.  The mothers of Jack and Kirsty (Case 7) and 

of  Abida and Sameera (Case 20), the first of whom had been physically and 

emotionally abused, and the second of whom had had to put up with a very jealous 

partner, both enjoyed greater freedom with their part�Q�H�U�V���L�Q���S�U�L�V�R�Q�������%�H�Q�¶�V�����%������������ 

mother managed to  enjoy being with her son even during her h�X�V�E�D�Q�G�¶�V���U�H�P�D�Q�G���L�Q��

custody. Several parents/carers said that they felt stronger as a result of their 

experiences (Cases 5, 8, 17, 20 and 21).    

 

As well as managing their busy lives, parents/carers had to contend with upheavals, 

�D�Q�G���Z�L�W�K���W�K�H�L�U���R�Z�Q���H�P�R�W�L�R�Q�D�O���D�Q�G���P�H�Q�W�D�O���K�H�D�O�W�K���L�V�V�X�H�V�������'�D�Q�L�H�O�¶�V���P�R�W�K�H�U����Case 10) 

�D�Q�G���3�L�H�U�V�¶���P�R�W�K�H�U�¶�V���S�D�U�W�Q�H�U (Case 15) both had to move some distance away from 

�W�K�H�L�U���K�R�P�H���W�R�Z�Q�����D�V���D���F�R�Q�G�L�W�L�R�Q���R�I���W�K�H�L�U���S�D�U�W�Q�H�U�¶�V���U�H�O�H�D�V�H���I�U�R�P���S�U�L�V�R�Q�����D�Q�G���D�W�W�H�P�S�W���W�R��

�V�H�W�W�O�H���L�Q���D���Q�H�Z���F�R�P�P�X�Q�L�W�\�����*�U�D�Q�W���D�Q�G���$�P�H�O�L�D�¶�V���P�R�W�K�H�U����Case ���������D�Q�G���0�D�U�N�¶�V���P�R�W�K�H�U��

(Case 11) both had to cope with moving house with their children without their 

�S�D�U�W�Q�H�U�¶�V���V�X�S�S�R�U�W�������$�Q�W�K�R�Q�\�¶�V�����%���������������I�D�W�K�H�U���D�Q�G���K�L�V���V�R�Q���K�D�G���W�R���P�R�Y�H���W�R���V�R�F�L�D�O��

housing as the family could no longer afford their previous mortgage.  Mothers in six 

of the families (Cases 3, 7, 8, 10, 20 and 21) spoke about needing medical advice 

and mental health �V�X�S�S�R�U�W���D�I�W�H�U���W�K�H�L�U���S�D�U�W�Q�H�U�V���K�D�G���E�H�H�Q���L�P�S�U�L�V�R�Q�H�G�������(�O�H�D�Q�R�U�¶�V��

���*�������������I�D�W�K�H�U���D�Q�G���1�D�V�U�H�H�Q�¶�V�����*�������������I�D�W�K�H�U���E�R�W�K���G�H�V�F�U�L�E�H�G���W�K�H�L�U���Y�H�U�\���U�H�V�W�U�L�F�W�H�G��

�V�R�F�L�D�O���O�L�Y�H�V���Z�K�L�O�H���W�K�H�L�U���G�D�X�J�K�W�H�U�V�¶���P�R�W�K�H�U���Z�D�V���L�Q���S�U�L�V�R�Q�����D�Q�G���%�H�F�N�\�¶�V�����*�������������P�R�W�K�H�U��

felt that she was �³�«���M�X�V�W���H�[�L�V�W�L�Q�J�´, �D�Q�G���E�H�L�Q�J���S�X�Q�L�V�K�H�G���I�R�U���K�H�U���S�D�U�W�Q�H�U�¶�V���Z�U�R�Q�J-doing. 

�0�D�W�W�K�H�Z�¶�V�����%���������������P�R�W�K�H�U���F�R�X�O�G���Q�R�W���F�R�Q�W�H�P�S�O�D�W�H���D���I�X�W�X�U�H���L�Q���Z�K�L�F�K���K�H�U���K�X�V�E�D�Q�G��

�Z�R�X�O�G���Q�R�W���E�H���D�O�O�R�Z�H�G���W�R���U�H�W�X�U�Q���K�R�P�H���Z�K�L�O�H���K�L�V���V�R�Q�V���Z�H�U�H���W�K�H�U�H�������-�R�H�¶�V�����%������������
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�P�R�W�K�H�U�¶�V���O�L�I�H���Z�D�V���G�R�P�L�Q�D�W�H�G���E�\���Whe care needs of her two sons, Joe and his 18 year 

old brother, one with attention deficit hyperactivity disorder, and the other with autism. 

 

5.2 Parenting styles   

 

Parenting style is   �D���F�U�X�F�L�D�O���G�H�W�H�U�P�L�Q�D�Q�W���L�P�S�D�F�W�L�Q�J���R�Q���F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�¶�V���Z�H�O�O���E�H�L�Q�J������

Reviewing the characteristics of parents/carers taking part, I have identified three 

distinct parenting styles: �µ�X�Q�F�R�Q�G�L�W�L�R�Q�D�O���S�R�V�L�W�L�Y�H���V�X�S�S�R�U�W�¶�����µgood enough�¶���S�D�U�H�Q�W�L�Q�J����

�D�Q�G���µ�F�R�P�S�U�R�P�L�V�H�G�¶ parenting, all of them adaptations of earlier concepts.   

 

Figure 6: Parents: �)�R�F�X�V�L�Q�J���R�Q���F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�¶�V���Q�H�H�G�V 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The size of the segments is proportional to the numbers of parents 

with these characteristics in Table 7 below. 

 

�,�Q���)�L�J�X�U�H���������Z�K�H�U�H���S�D�U�H�Q�W�V���S�U�R�Y�L�G�H���³�8�Q�F�R�Q�G�L�W�L�R�Q�D�O���S�R�V�L�W�L�Y�H���V�X�S�S�R�U�W�´���F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�¶�V���Q�H�H�G�V��

are seen �F�O�H�D�U�O�\�����W�U�D�Q�V�S�D�U�H�Q�W�O�\�������:�K�H�U�H���S�D�U�H�Q�W�V���S�U�R�Y�L�G�H���³Good enough parenting�´��

their�����Y�L�H�Z���R�I���F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�¶�V���Q�H�H�G�V may be opaque, or slightly obscured. In families 

 

 

Unconditional positive support 
 

Good enough parenting 
 

Compromised parenting 
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�F�K�D�U�D�F�W�H�U�L�V�H�G���E�\���³�Fompromised parenting�´�����S�D�U�H�Q�W�V�¶��  �Y�L�H�Z���R�I���F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�¶�V���Q�H�H�G�V���L�V likely 

to be clouded or distorted. 

 

Unconditional positive support is a term adapted from Rogerian counselling (Hough, 

2006). �&�D�U�O���5�R�J�H�U�V���L�G�H�Q�W�L�I�L�H�G���³�X�Q�F�R�Q�G�L�W�L�R�Q�D�O���S�R�V�L�W�L�Y�H���U�H�J�D�U�G�´ (p 122) towards clients 

�D�V���W�K�H���I�R�X�Q�G�D�W�L�R�Q���R�I���W�K�H���F�R�X�Q�V�H�O�O�R�U�¶�V���U�H�O�D�W�L�R�Q�V�K�L�S���Z�L�W�K���W�K�R�V�H���V���K�H���Z�D�V���W�Uying to help.  

Rogers combined optimism,  -  that individuals have sufficient innate resources to 

deal wit�K���O�L�I�H�¶�V���L�V�V�X�H�V���D�Q�G���F�K�D�O�O�H�Q�J�H�V -, with a belief that individuals strive to develop 

to their maximum potential, described by Rogers �D�V���W�K�H���³�D�F�W�X�D�O�L�V�L�Q�J �W�H�Q�G�H�Q�F�\�´  (p 

121). 

 

Unconditional positive support, as a characteristic of parenting, combines optimism 

�D�Q�G���D���E�H�O�L�H�I���L�Q���F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�¶�V���D�E�L�O�L�W�\���W�R���D�F�K�L�H�Y�H���W�K�H�L�U���S�R�W�H�Q�W�L�D�O, with a taken for granted 

�S�R�V�L�W�L�R�Q���W�K�D�W���F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�¶�V���Q�H�H�G�V���Z�L�O�O���D�O�Z�D�\�V���F�R�P�H���I�L�U�V�W, regardless of  parents�¶���R�W�K�H�U���S�U�H-

occupations and commitments; and that �F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�¶�V���Q�H�H�G�V���Z�L�O�O���E�H���S�U�L�R�U�L�W�L�V�H�G���D�E�R�Y�H��

those of the parent/carer and those of the imprisoned parent.  This concept implies 

parents/carers intervening forcefully where necessary to protec�W���W�K�H�L�U���F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�¶�V��

interests, and adopting a position of determined advocacy on their behalf.  Equally, 

unconditional positive support requires parents to set appropriate boundaries for their 

children so that they understand the limits of acceptable behaviour. 

 

Table 7 below categorises parents/carers according to their dominant parenting style. 

Only parents interviewed are included in the Table, with �W�K�H���H�[�F�H�S�W�L�R�Q���R�I���6�D�P�H�H�U�D�¶�V��

and �$�O�H�[�¶���I�D�W�K�H�U�V�����W�K�H�V�H���D�U�H���L�Q�F�O�X�G�H�G���D�V���,���F�R�Q�V�L�G�H�U�H�G���W�K�D�W���,���K�D�G���H�Q�R�X�J�K���L�Q�I�R�U�P�D�Wion 

about them to form a view about their parenting styles. The parents not included in 

the Table were all fathers (one step-father) of children whom I did not interview: 

Declan and Natalie (case 4); Caleb (6); Jack and Kirsty, step father (7); Becky (9); 

Gareth (16); Oliver and Jamie (17); Ben (21); and Matthew (22).    
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Table 7: Parenting Styles 

 
Unconditional positive support 

 
�µ�*ood enough�¶���S�D�U�H�Q�W�L�Q�J 

 
�µ�&�R�P�S�Uomised�¶��

parenting 
 

 
Parents/Carers 

 
 
Declan & Natalie (M) 
Amelia & Grant (M) 
Becky (M) 
Piers ���0�¶�V partner) 
Gareth (grandparents) 
Oliver & Jamie (M) 
Anthony (F) 
Sameera & Abida (M) 
Ben (M) 
 
 

 
Joe (M) 
Luke (M) 
Eleanor (F) 
Nasreen (F) 
Caleb (M) 
Jack & Kirsty (M) 
Mark (M) 
Harry (M)  
Ethan & Samantha (older 
sisters) 
Kyle (F) 
Alex (F)* 
Matthew (M) 
 

 
Daniel (M) 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Imprisoned Parents 

 
 
Nasreen (M) 
Harry (F) 
Anthony (M) 
Mark (S/F) 
Kyle (M) 

Amelia & Grant (F) 
Piers (M) 
Gareth (M) 
Ethan & Samantha (M) 

Daniel (F) 
Eleanor (M) 
Joe (F) 
Alex (M) 
Sameera (F)* 

 
Key: M= mother;  F=father; S/F= step-father 
* Not interviewed 
 

�7�K�H�L�U���G�H�W�H�U�P�L�Q�D�W�L�R�Q���W�R���S�X�W���W�K�H�L�U���F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�¶�V���Q�H�H�G�V���I�L�U�V�W���Z�D�V���F�O�H�D�U�O�\���H�Y�L�G�H�Q�W���I�U�R�P���D�O�O���W�K�H��

parents/carers who demonstrated unconditional positive support.  Declan and 

�1�D�W�D�O�L�H�¶�V���P�R�W�K�H�U���Z�D�V���H�T�X�L�Y�R�F�D�O���D�E�R�X�W���K�H�U���U�H�O�D�W�L�R�Q�V�K�L�S���Z�L�W�K���K�H�U���S�D�U�W�Q�H�U, and 

unsentimental about the impact of his imprisonment on Declan and Natalie.  But she 

was in no doubt that the children needed to see their father every week and she 

�P�D�G�H���V�X�U�H���W�K�D�W���W�K�L�V���K�D�S�S�H�Q�H�G�������,�Q���V�S�L�W�H���R�I���K�H�U���S�D�U�W�Q�H�U�¶�V���I�U�D�L�O�W�L�H�V�����³�Z�K�H�Q���K�H���L�V���G�U�X�Q�N��

�K�H�¶�V���D���S�O�D�Q�N�´) she recognised that he was a good father, a good provider and a good 

�Z�R�U�N�H�U�����D�Q�G���E�R�W�K���S�D�U�H�Q�W�V���S�X�W���W�K�H�L�U���F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�¶�V���Q�H�H�G�V���I�L�U�V�W�������6�D�P�H�H�U�D���D�Q�G���$�E�L�G�D�¶�V��

mother combined determined advocacy for her children with setting clear boundaries, 
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with clearly visible written instructions in their home about required behaviour. She 

confronted her partner in prison when he put �K�L�V���S�D�U�W�Q�H�U�¶�V���F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�¶�V���Q�H�H�G�V��before his 

�G�D�X�J�K�W�H�U�¶�V�����6�D�P�H�H�U�D���������2�O�L�Y�H�U���D�Q�G���-�D�P�L�H�¶�V���P�R�W�K�H�U��challenged and faced down older 

boys who were bullying her sons.  (The boys were apologetic when they learned that 

�W�K�H���F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�¶�V���I�D�W�K�H�U���Z�D�V���L�Q���S�U�L�V�R�Q���� 

 

These parents were pro-active in �O�L�D�L�V�L�Q�J���Z�L�W�K���W�K�H�L�U���F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�¶�V���V�F�K�R�R�O�V���V�R���W�K�D�W��staff 

could support them when they were upset.  �*�D�U�H�W�K�¶�V���J�U�D�Q�G�S�D�U�H�Q�W�V���J�D�Y�H��him and his 

�V�L�V�W�H�U�V���W�K�H���V�H�F�X�U�L�W�\���W�K�H�\���U�H�T�X�L�U�H�G�������3�L�H�U�V�¶���P�R�W�K�H�U�¶�V���S�D�U�W�Q�H�U���G�H�D�O�W���H�I�I�H�F�W�L�Y�H�O�\���Z�L�W�K���3�L�H�U�V�¶��

initial aggression and testing of boundaries, and helped him improve his school work: 

�K�H���Z�D�Q�W�H�G���W�R���3�L�H�U�V���W�R���K�D�Y�H���³�D���O�R�Y�H�O�\���O�L�I�H�´ after all he had been through, including 

�H�[�S�R�V�X�U�H���W�R���K�L�V���I�D�W�K�H�U�¶�V���L�Q�Y�R�O�Y�H�P�H�Q�W���Z�L�W�K���G�U�X�J�V and police raids.  Mainly, these 

�F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q���W�K�U�L�Y�H�G�����L�Q�F�O�X�G�L�Q�J���$�P�H�O�L�D�����Z�K�R���H�Y�H�Q�W�X�D�O�O�\���D�G�M�X�V�W�H�G���W�R���K�H�U���I�D�W�K�H�U�¶�V��

imprisonment.  Her brother, Grant, however, was unable to do so, in spite of his 

m�R�W�K�H�U�¶�V���G�H�W�H�U�P�L�Q�H�G���D�Q�G���S�D�W�L�H�Q�W���V�X�S�S�R�U�W�������%�H�Q�¶�V���P�R�W�K�H�U���K�D�G���I�R�F�X�V�H�G���R�Q���V�W�H�H�U�L�Q�J���K�H�U��

�V�R�Q���W�K�U�R�X�J�K���W�K�H���F�U�L�V�L�V���R�I���K�L�V���I�D�W�K�H�U�¶�V���U�H�P�D�Q�G���L�Q���F�X�V�W�R�G�\, dealing with his insecurities 

without fuss; and her assessment that Ben had not been too badly affected by recent 

events carried conviction. 

 

�µ�*�R�R�G���H�Q�R�X�J�K�¶���S�D�U�H�Q�W�L�Q�J, as noted above (p.37) is a concept attributed to Winnicott 

(1964) to describe mothers who were  able to look after children properly and provide 

them with a secure base. �:�L�Q�Q�L�F�R�W�W�¶�V���Y�L�H�Z���Z�D�V���W�K�D�W�����P�R�W�K�H�U�V�� �Z�H�U�H�����W�K�H�L�U���F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�¶�V��

primary carer,  �0�\���F�R�Q�F�H�S�W���R�I���³�J�R�R�G���H�Q�R�X�J�K�´���S�D�U�H�Q�W�L�Q�J���U�H�F�R�J�Q�L�V�H�V���W�K�D�W��parents have 

frailties and needs of their own and that these may dim the clarity of their perception 

�R�I���W�K�H�L�U���F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�¶�V���Q�H�H�G�V.  There was evidence of turmoil, anxiety or depression 

amongst this group of parents in my study, and also anger directed towards their 

partner in prison. They had to contend with multiple problems and were frequently 
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under considerable strain.  Most of them recognised their limitations and turned 

either to their families or to external agencies where more help was needed.   

 

Three parents,  �$�Q�W�K�R�Q�\�¶�V  �I�D�W�K�H�U���D�Q�G���+�D�U�U�\�¶�V���D�Q�G���0�D�W�W�K�H�Z�¶�V���P�R�W�K�H�U�V�����D�O�V�R���V�W�U�X�J�J�O�H�G  

with physical disabilities, and relied to varying degrees on their children for day to day 

support.   (This led to a kind of  inversion  of the parent-child relationship, a process 

observed by Bowlby (1988)).  Their commitment to their children was not, however, 

�L�P�S�D�L�U�H�G�������$�Q�W�K�R�Q�\�¶�V���I�D�W�K�H�U��put his son first and was a determined advocate for him. 

�+�D�U�U�\�¶�V���P�R�W�K�H�U���Z�D�V���L�P�P�R�E�L�O�L�V�H�G���E�\���W�K�H���V�K�R�F�N���R�I���K�H�U���I�R�U�P�H�U���S�D�U�W�Q�H�U�¶�V���L�P�S�U�L�V�R�Q�P�H�Q�W����

�E�X�W���V�K�H���U�H�D�O�L�V�H�G���W�K�H���H�[�W�H�Q�W���R�I���K�H�U���V�R�Q�¶�V���G�H�V�S�D�L�U���D�Q�G���V�X�F�F�H�V�V�I�X�O�O�\���O�L�D�L�V�H�G���Z�L�W�K���K�H�U���*�3��

to obtain the mental health counselling which he needed.  �0�D�W�W�K�H�Z�¶�V���P�R�W�K�H�U��was 

completely distraught when she was interviewed, but her sons could still rely on her 

commitment and support. 

 

Other parents were able to support their children in spite of being under severe strain 

themselves. �-�R�H�¶�V���P�R�W�K�H�U���Z�D�V���V�H�Y�H�U�H�O�\���V�W�Uetched by the demands of caring for her 

two sons, both of whom had complex learning disabilities, and whose behaviour was 

often violent; but she succeeded in securing effective psychiatric intervention for Joe, 

and her commitment to him was unwavering�������&�D�O�H�E�¶�V���P�R�W�K�H�U���R�Q�O�\ told her son as 

�P�X�F�K���D�V���V�K�H���W�K�R�X�J�K�W���K�H���Q�H�H�G�H�G���W�R���N�Q�R�Z���D�E�R�X�W���K�L�V���I�D�W�K�H�U�¶�V���Y�L�R�O�H�Q�W���S�D�V�W�����E�X�W���V�K�H���D�O�V�R��

made sure that both she and Caleb were able to access the support they needed 

from school and other agencies.  Nasreen�¶�V �D�Q�G���(�O�H�D�Q�R�U�¶�V���I�D�W�K�H�U�V���Z�H�U�H���E�R�W�K���D�Qgry 

about the demands placed on them as a result of  �W�K�H�L�U���S�D�U�W�Q�H�U�V�¶���R�I�I�H�Q�F�H�V���D�Q�G��

imprisonment.  They both recognised their limitations as fathers looking after their 

daughters.  Both of them were aware of the psychological damage their daughters 

had experienced; and, crucially, both of them were able to provide security for their 

daughters who, with support from grandparents and other close relatives, were 

managing their lives successfully.  
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Jack and Kirsty ���D�J�H�G�������D�Q�G���������¶�V mother had not fully recovered from her divorced 

�K�X�V�E�D�Q�G�¶�V���Y�L�R�O�H�Q�F�H���Z�K�H�Q���L�Q�W�H�U�Y�L�H�Z�H�G�����+�H�U���F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q���Z�H�U�H���W�R�W�D�O�O�\���R�Q���K�H�U���V�L�G�H�����7�K�H��

family struggled, but managed to function well enough with support from the 

�F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�¶�V���R�O�G�H�U���V�L�E�O�L�Q�J�V�����.�\�O�H�¶�V���I�D�W�K�H�U���I�R�X�Q�G��taking responsibility for his family and 

�G�H�D�O�L�Q�J���Z�L�W�K���K�L�V���V�R�Q�¶�V���V�F�K�R�R�O�¶�V���S�X�Q�L�W�L�Y�H���D�S�S�U�R�D�F�K��daunting; he succeeded through his 

own industry and by being able to rely �K�H�D�Y�L�O�\���R�Q���K�L�V���P�R�W�K�H�U�¶�V��help. �0�D�U�N�¶�V���P�R�W�K�H�U��

managed to care for her three children on her own during the four years her partner 

had been in prison; this was a considerable achievement, although her own loss of 

confidence made it difficult for her to give Mark the stimulation and support he 

needed.  Ethan had been well cared for by his older sisters, who made light work of 

their responsibilities although he needed more individual support than they were able 

to provide.   

 

�µ�&�R�P�S�U�R�P�L�V�H�G���S�D�U�H�Q�W�L�Q�J�¶���L�V���D���F�R�Q�F�H�S�W���G�H�U�L�Y�H�G���I�U�R�P���F�K�L�Od protection literature. (See, 

for example Beeber et al, 2014).  Here, �S�D�U�H�Q�W�V�¶���R�Z�Q���Q�H�H�G�V���W�D�N�H���S�U�H�F�H�G�H�Q�F�H����

obscuring �W�K�H�L�U���F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�¶�V���Q�H�H�G�V���I�R�U���V�H�F�X�U�L�W�\���D�Q�G���V�X�S�S�R�U�W�������'�D�Q�L�H�O�¶�V���P�R�W�K�H�U���S�X�W���K�H�U��

loyalty �W�R���K�H�U���I�R�U�P�H�U���S�D�U�W�Q�H�U���E�H�I�R�U�H���K�H�U���F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�¶�V���Q�H�H�G�V���D�I�W�H�U���K�L�V���F�R�Q�Y�L�F�W�L�R�Q, and her 

decision to  �P�R�Y�H���Q�H�D�U�H�U���W�R���K�H�U���S�D�U�W�Q�H�U�¶�V���S�U�L�V�R�Q��and uproot Daniel from other close 

�P�H�P�E�H�U�V���R�I���K�L�V���I�D�P�L�O�\���G�L�V�R�U�L�H�Q�W�D�W�H�G���D�Q�G���F�R�Q�I�X�V�H�G���K�L�P�������'�D�Q�L�H�O�¶�V���I�D�W�K�H�U�¶�V��priority was 

serving out his prison sentence. Daniel needed more help than his father gave him 

during his sentence to �P�D�N�H���V�H�Q�V�H���R�I���K�L�V���I�D�W�K�H�U�¶�V���I�D�W�D�O���D�V�V�D�X�O�W���R�Q���K�L�V���Y�L�F�W�L�P����and his 

son doubted his commitment to him�������(�O�H�D�Q�R�U�¶�V���P�R�W�K�H�U���K�D�G���E�H�H�Q���G�H�S�U�L�Y�H�G���R�I��

maternal love and care herself, and her intense feelings for her daughter reflected 

her own needs more than �K�H�U���G�D�X�J�K�W�H�U�¶�V. �6�D�P�H�H�U�D�¶�V���D�Q�G���-�R�H�¶�V��fathers abandoned 

them when they started new relationships with women with children of their own. 

�$�O�H�[�¶���P�R�W�K�H�U���Z�D�V���R�Y�H�U�Z�K�H�O�P�H�G���E�\���L�O�O���K�H�D�O�W�K�����J�X�L�O�W���D�Q�G���J�U�L�H�I���I�R�O�O�R�Z�L�Q�J���K�H�U���F�R�Q�Y�L�F�W�L�R�Q��

and could not relate to her children for a long time afterwards.  
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5.3 �3�D�U�H�Q�W�V�¶���U�H�O�D�W�L�R�Q�V�K�L�S�V���D�Q�G���F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�¶�V���Z�H�Ol-being  

 

Parenting style was of crucial importance for the well-being of children in this study.  

�7�K�H���S�X�U�S�R�V�H���R�I���W�K�L�V���V�H�F�W�L�R�Q���L�V���W�R���H�[�S�O�R�U�H���W�K�H���L�P�S�D�F�W���R�I���S�D�U�H�Q�W�V�¶���U�H�O�D�W�L�R�Q�V�K�L�S�V���R�Q��

children, including evidence about the stability of �S�D�U�H�Q�W�V�¶���U�H�O�D�W�L�R�Q�V�K�L�S�V���Zith them 

prior to imprisonment, and �F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�¶�V���H�[�S�H�Uience of conflict or significant tension. 

�)�X�U�W�K�H�U���D�Q�D�O�\�V�L�V���F�R�Y�H�U�V���K�R�Z���S�D�U�H�Q�W�V�¶���U�H�O�D�W�L�R�Q�V�K�L�S�V���F�K�D�Q�J�H�G���D�Q�G���V�R�P�H�W�L�P�H�V���L�P�S�U�R�Y�H�G��

during parental imprisonment; �F�K�D�Q�J�H�V���L�Q���F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�¶�V���U�H�O�D�W�L�R�Q�V�K�L�S�V���Z�L�W�K���S�D�U�H�Q�W�V���Farers; 

and increases in the level of responsibility taken on by children for family members. 

A preliminary �D�Q�D�O�\�V�L�V���R�I���S�D�U�H�Q�W�V�¶���U�H�O�D�W�L�R�Q�V�K�L�S�V���D�Q�G���F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�¶�V���Z�H�O�O-being is in Table 8 

below.  �&�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�¶�V���S�R�V�L�W�L�Y�H���S�U�R�J�U�H�V�V�����S�D�U�H�Q�W�V���F�R-operating, and absence of conflict 

are signalled in green (�Q); c�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�¶�V���S�U�R�J�U�H�V�V��being impaired, their parents not co-

operating and conflict between parents, are signalled in red (�Q).   Amber (�Q) is a 

warning light in all columns.  

 

Children making clearest progress are listed first, and those whose progress was 

most impaired, last, in Table 6. The Table indicates that children usually progressed 

well where their parents were co-operating and there was an absence of conflict 

between them; and also that children could still make progress where there was 

more evidence of parental conflict. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 194 

Table 8�����3�D�U�H�Q�W�V���5�H�O�D�W�L�R�Q�V�K�L�S�V���D�Q�G���&�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�¶�V���:�H�O�O-Being 

 
 

Case 

 
 

Relationship  
 
 
 

 
�&�K�L�O�G�¶�V 

Well -being  

 
Evidence of 
prior stable 
relationship 

between 
parents and 

children  

 
Parents co-

operati ng for 
children at time 

of interview  

 
 

Conflict at 
time of 

interview  

G
en

de
r/

A
ge

 

  
P

se
ud

on
ym

 

P
ro

gr
es

s 

3 T RR B12 Luke �Q M �Q �Q 
4 S LTR B13 Declan �Q Both �Q �Q 

4 S LTR G14 Natalie �Q Both �Q �Q 

8 T LTR G7 Amelia �Q Both �Q �Q 
9 T LTR G12 Becky �Q Both �Q �Q 

17 T LTR B10 Jamie �Q Both �Q �Q 

17 T LTR B11 Oliver �Q Both �Q �Q 

20 T LTR G14 Abida �Q M �Q �Q 

21 T LTR B12 Ben �Q Both �Q �Q 
5 T LTR G14 Nasreen �Q Both �Q �Q 

12 T LTR B11 Anthony �Q Both �Q �Q 
19 S LTS/D B16 Alex �Q F �Q �Q 
6 S REDV B13 Caleb �Q M �Q �Q 

14 S LTS/D G17 Samantha �Q M �Q �Q 
22 N/C N/C B15 Matthew �Q Both �Q �Q 
7 S REDV G11 Kirsty �Q M �Q �Q 

16 S REDV B11 Gareth �Q M(+mgps) �Q �Q 
2 S LTS/D G10 Eleanor �Q F (for 7yrs) �Q �Q 

11 T LTR B13 Mark �Q M �Q �Q 
13 S LTS/D B14 Harry �Q Both �Q �Q 
15 T RR B13 Piers �Q M(+p) �Q �Q 
18 T LTR B11 Kyle �Q Both �Q �Q 
20 T LTR G8 Sameera �Q M �Q �Q 

7 S REDV B9 Jack �Q M �Q �Q 
14 S LTS/D B9 Ethan �Q M �Q �Q 
8 T LTR B12 Grant �Q Both �Q �Q 

10 T O/O/R B8 Daniel �Q M �Q �Q 
1 S LTS/D B17 Joe �Q M (for 5yrs) �Q �Q 
 

T 
O 
T 
A 
L 
 

 
S = 12 
T = 15 
N/C =1 

 
LTS/D = 6 
RR = 2 
LTR =14 
REDV = 4 
O/O/R = 1 
N/C =1 

 
N = 28 
�Q = 17 
�Q = 8 
�Q = 3 

 
M = 13 
F = 2 

Both = 13 

 
�Q = 19 
�Q=1 
�Q = 8 

 
�Q = 16 
�Q = 8 
�Q = 4 

 

 
 

K 
E 
Y 

 
S = Separated 
T = Together 
N/C = Not Clear 

 
�Q = positive progress 
�Q = fairly positive progress 
�Q = cause for concern 

  
�Q=Yes 
�Q=No 

 

 
�Q = no conflict 
�Q = tension 
�Q = conflict 

 
LTS/D  
RR 
LTR 
REDV 
O/O/R 
N/C 

 

 
= long term separated or divorced 
= recent relationship 
= long term relationship 
= relationship ended by domestic violence 
= on/off relationship 
= not clear 

 
M = Mother 
F = Father 
B = Both 
p = partner 
mgps = maternal grandparents 
pgm = paternal grandmother 
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Notes on Table 8 

 

(i) �&�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�¶�V���Z�H�O�O-being is described as either positive (�Q); fairly positive (�Q) or 

  as a cause for concern (�Q).  I assessed this; as positive where children had 

been able to adjust as well as possible to the upheavals associated with 

parental imprisonment; and as fairly positive where they had been able to 

make some adjustment to their situation, but where there were some issues 

of concern; and   as a cause for concern where they had not been able to 

adjust to the upheavals of parental imprisonment, and where this was 

reflected in their behaviour or their attitudes. 

 

These assessments are, again, subjective.  They are based on interviews 

with children and young people and on interview transcripts, supplemented by 

data from interviews with parents/carers and imprisoned parents. 

 

(ii) Parents in 12 families were together; they were separated in 9 families; and 

the position was not clear in 1 family.  (�0�D�W�W�K�H�Z�¶�V��mother (Case 22) doubted 

that her husband would be allowed to live at home with their children after his 

release from prison).  Parents are described as being in a long term 

relationship; in a more recent relationship (about 2 years for these 2 families); 

as long term separated or divorced; in a relationship ended by domestic 

violence; or in an on-off relationship. 

 

5.3.1 Stability of parent/child relationships prior to imprisonment 

 

Table 6  records  evidence about the stability of parent/child relationships prior to 

imprisonment.   In most families (20/22) children had experienced continuity of care 

for most of their lives from one or both parents.  
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Two children had experienced far more disruption and discontinuity. These were Joe 

(B17/1) and Eleanor (G10/2). �-�R�H�¶�V��mother had looked after him for the past 5 years. 

�(�O�H�D�Q�R�U�¶�V father had looked after her for 7 years.  In all the other cases the children 

had been cared for by one or both of their parents from birth up until the point where 

their parent was arrested or imprisoned; and all these  children had had some 

experience of a stable parental relationship. None of them had needed extra - familial 

care. 

 

Joe (B17/1) had been looked after by his paternal grandmother for much of his early 

life, a period which he recalled as being unhappy.  Eleanor (G10/2) had been mainly 

looked after by her  father, and for some years jointly by her father and her step-

mother, since her mother had been arrested and imprisoned when she was two. 

Eleanor had disliked being looked after by her step mother and she also described 

this as an unhappy time. There is evidence that both Joe and Eleanor were 

physically abused, Joe by his grand-mother and Eleanor by her step mother; and that 

Joe may have been sexually abused by an uncle.   These two children experienced 

significantly more serious disruption in their early years than other children in the 

study; and the psychological problems they faced were amongst the most 

challenging of any of the children. 

 

As regards the other (26) children, their progress may have been better slightly more 

often for those looked after by both parents (10/13 positive) than for those looked 

after by their mother (6/11 positive).  However, for the whole group of children, 

whether their parents were single (6/11 positive) or together (9/14 positive) did not 

make much difference.  
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5.3.2 Parents co-operating for their children 

 

Table 6 includes information about whether or not parents/carers and imprisoned 

parents were co-operating to support their children.  This support involved the 

parent/carer and the imprisoned parent ensuring that contact arrangements worked 

as well as possible; and �D�O�V�R���L�Q�F�O�X�G�H�G���S�D�U�H�Q�W�V���G�L�V�F�X�V�V�L�Q�J���W�K�H�L�U���F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�¶�V���S�U�R�J�U�H�V�V��

together.  Parents were co-operating in this way in two-thirds of the families (15/22); 

and this was not evident in the other third (7/22).   In the fifteen cases where parents 

were co-operating this proved beneficial for most children. Even  in  those families 

where their children faced serious challenges ���(�O�H�D�Q�R�U�¶�V�����*���������������*�U�D�Q�W�¶�V (B12/8) and 

�'�D�Q�L�H�O�¶�V�����%����������, a degree of co-operation between their parents was overall helpful 

to them.  Out of the seven cases where parents were not co-operating, this was most 

damaging for Joe (B17/1); and for Gareth (B11/16), where serious family conflict was 

continuing. 

 

However, children could still make positive progress where their parents were not co-

operating. Some parents/carers were managing well enough on their own, for 

�H�[�D�P�S�O�H�����.�L�U�V�W�\���D�Q�G���-�D�F�N�¶�V���P�R�W�K�H�U����Case 7) with support from her older children; or 

�&�D�O�H�E�¶�V���P�R�W�K�H�U��with the help of her new partner (Case 6�������R�U���(�W�K�D�Q�¶�V���W�K�U�H�H���R�O�G�H�U��

sisters, whose parents were divorced (Case 14).  The parents of Alex (Case 19) and 

Matthew (Case 22) were not actively co-operating at the point of interview, but had 

done so in the past. 

Parents did not need to be together (in a continuing relationship) to safeguard their 

�F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�¶�V���Z�H�O�I�D�U�H. There were three cases (Eleanor, Case 2; Declan and Natalie, 

Case 4; and Harry, Case 13) where parents were working together for their children 

and where they had already separated. In Case 13,  �+�D�U�U�\�¶�V�����%���������P�R�W�K�H�U���D�Q�G���K�L�V��

imprisoned father had co-operated throughout his fa�W�K�H�U�¶�V���I�R�X�U���\�H�D�U�V���L�Q���S�U�L�V�R�Q���W�R��
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make sure that Harry had regular contact with his father, including planning a 

possible future together.  The two parents had separated two years before the 

�I�D�W�K�H�U�¶�V���L�P�S�U�L�V�R�Q�P�H�Q�W�������+�R�Z�H�Y�H�U, �+�D�U�U�\�¶�V father had maintained daily contact, and 

had taken full financial responsibility for his family.  In Case 4, (Declan, B12 and 

Natalie, G14) the two parents, whether or not they were together, would both put 

�W�K�H�L�U���F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�¶�V���Q�H�H�G�V���I�L�U�V�W�����D�Q�G���Z�R�X�O�G���Z�R�U�N���W�R�J�H�W�K�H�U���W�R���H�Q�V�X�U�H���W�K�H�L�U���Z�H�O�O-being. 

 

5.3.3 Impact of parental conflict on children 

 

In four families whe�U�H���W�K�H���S�D�U�H�Q�W�V�¶���U�H�O�D�W�L�R�Q�V�K�L�S���K�D�G���E�H�H�Q���H�Q�G�H�G���E�\���G�R�P�H�V�W�L�F���Y�L�R�O�H�Q�F�H����

the children had directly witnessed their mother being assaulted (Joe, B17/1; Caleb, 

B13/6; and Jack, B9/7 and Kirsty, G11/7), or had lived with parents whose 

relationship was very strained (Gareth, B11/16).  Gareth (B11/16) had been 

steadfastly supported by his grandparents. These children had been harmed by 

�W�K�H�V�H���F�R�Q�I�O�L�F�W�V���D�V���P�X�F�K���D�V���E�\���W�K�H�L�U���S�D�U�H�Q�W�V�¶���V�X�E�V�H�T�X�H�Q�W���L�P�S�U�L�V�R�Q�P�H�Q�W�����)�R�U���&�D�O�H�E��

(13/6), and Jack (B9/7) and Kirsty (G11/7), the violence was no longer current, 

although witnessing his step-father assaulting his mother may have partly accounted 

�I�R�U���-�D�F�N�¶�V���E�H�K�D�Y�L�R�X�U�D�O���S�U�R�E�O�H�P�V�������-�R�H�����%�������������K�D�G���S�D�U�W�L�D�O�O�\���U�H�F�R�Y�H�U�H�G���I�U�R�P���K�L�V��

unstable upbringing, but he remained a troubled young man. �6�D�P�H�H�U�D�¶�V (G8/20) and 

�$�E�L�G�D�¶�V�����*�������������P�R�W�K�H�U���K�D�G���E�H�H�Q���H�P�R�W�L�R�Q�D�O�O�\���D�E�X�V�H�G���E�\���K�H�U���S�D�U�W�Q�H�U���E�H�I�R�U�H���K�L�V��

imprisonment. The most damaging aspect �I�R�U���6�D�P�H�H�U�D���K�D�G���E�H�H�Q���K�H�U���I�D�W�K�H�U�¶�V��

rejecting her in favour of his new girl-friend and her two children.   

 

5.3.4 Significant ten�V�L�R�Q�V���L�Q���S�D�U�H�Q�W�V�¶���U�H�O�D�W�L�R�Q�V�K�L�S�V 

 

There were significant tensions in the relationship between parents in five families.  

In three of them the children had been aware of long-standing arguments between 

their parents before their imprisonment: about money in Case 5 (Nasreen (G14)); 



 199 

�D�E�R�X�W���$�Q�W�K�R�Q�\�¶�V�����%���������������P�R�W�K�H�U�¶�V���I�U�D�X�G�X�O�H�Q�W���D�F�W�L�Y�L�W�L�H�V�����D�Q�G���D�E�R�X�W���W�K�H���U�H�Y�H�O�D�W�L�R�Q�V���R�I��

�0�D�W�W�K�H�Z�¶�V�����0���������������I�D�W�K�H�U�¶�V���D�V�V�D�X�O�W�L�Q�J���D���W�H�H�Q�D�J�H���J�L�U�O����These three young people 

succeeded in distancing �W�K�H�P�V�H�O�Y�H�V���I�U�R�P���W�K�H�L�U���S�D�U�H�Q�W�V�¶���D�U�J�X�P�H�Q�W�V.  

 

�+�R�Z�H�Y�H�U�����W�H�Q�V�L�R�Q�V���L�Q���W�K�H�L�U���S�D�U�H�Q�W�V�¶���U�H�O�D�W�L�R�Q�V�K�L�S���F�R�X�O�G���L�P�S�D�F�W���P�X�F�K���P�R�U�H���V�H�Y�H�U�H�O�\���R�Q��

children, as for Eleanor and Daniel. �(�O�H�D�Q�R�U�¶�V�����*�������������I�D�W�K�H�U�¶�V���U�H�O�D�W�L�R�Q�V�K�L�S���Z�L�W�K���K�L�V��

former partner in prison remained tense and he resented having to deal with the 

upset which Eleanor often experienced after contact with her mother. Eleanor was 

�D�Z�D�U�H���R�I���K�H�U���S�D�U�H�Q�W�V�¶���X�Q�H�D�V�\���U�H�O�D�W�L�R�Q�V�K�L�S���D�Q�G���Z�D�V���F�D�X�J�K�W���E�H�W�Z�H�H�Q���W�K�H�P�����Z�D�Q�W�L�Q�J���W�R��

be as close to her mother as possible, but knowing that her father could barely 

tolerate this.  Her mother was desperate for contact with Eleanor and for their 

�U�H�O�D�W�L�R�Q�V�K�L�S���W�R���V�X�U�Y�L�Y�H���L�Q�W�R���W�K�H���I�X�W�X�U�H�������(�O�H�D�Q�R�U�¶�V���I�D�W�K�H�U���Z�D�V���H�[�W�U�H�P�H�O�\���D�P�E�L�Y�D�O�H�Q�W��

�D�E�R�X�W���K�H�U���P�R�W�K�H�U�¶�V���F�R�Q�W�L�Q�X�L�Q�J���F�R�Q�W�D�F�W�� 

 

 �³�%�O�X�Q�W�O�\�����,���G�R�Q�¶�W���F�D�U�H���D�E�R�X�W�����K�H�U�����E�X�W�����D�J�D�L�Q�����V�K�H���L�V���K�H�U���P�R�W�K�H�U���V�R���«���(�O�H�D�Q�R�U���L�V��

clinging on to the hope that when she (her mother) does get out she has got a 

chance to become part of the family again.  Which, if I told her that she 

�K�D�V�Q�¶�W��.... she  �L�V���R�Q���V�X�L�F�L�G�H���Z�D�W�F�K���D�V���L�W���L�V�������,���G�R�Q�¶�W���Z�D�Q�W���W�R���E�H���J�X�L�O�W�\���R�I���W�R�S�S�L�Q�J��

her of�I�����«���7�K�H�U�H���L�V���O�R�W��of hatred there as well, though....obviously I keep that 

�E�H�K�L�Q�G���F�O�R�V�H�G���G�R�R�U�V���«���E�H�F�D�X�V�H���R�I���Z�K�D�W�¶�V���K�D�S�S�H�Q�H�G�´�� 

 

�(�O�H�D�Q�R�U�¶�V���I�D�W�K�H�U still had residual positive feelings for her mother as well as 

�V�X�S�S�U�H�V�V�H�G���D�Q�J�H�U���D�Q�G���K�D�W�U�H�G�������(�O�H�D�Q�R�U�¶�V���P�R�W�K�H�U�¶�V��feelings were concentrated on her 

daughter �³�«���(�Y�H�Q���L�I���,�¶�P���R�Q�O�\���I�U�L�H�Q�G�V�����L�W���Z�L�O�O���W�D�N�H���K�H�O�O���I�U�H�H�]�L�Q�J���R�Y�H�U���I�R�U���P�H���W�R���H�Y�H�U���V�W�R�S��

�E�H�L�Q�J���L�Q���F�R�Q�W�D�F�W�´�������6�K�H���N�Q�H�Z���W�K�D�W���(�O�H�D�Q�R�U�¶�V���I�D�W�K�H�U�¶�V���I�D�P�L�O�\���Kad little time for her.  Her 

father acknowledged how Eleanor felt: �³�����������,���N�Q�R�Z���L�W�¶�V���K�D�U�G���I�R�U���K�H�U���Q�R�W���E�H�L�Q�J���Z�L�W�K���K�H�U��

�P�D�P���«���E�X�W���V�K�H���K�D�V���J�R�W���D���E�H�W�W�H�U���O�L�I�H�V�W�\�O�H���Q�R�Z���W�K�D�Q���V�K�H���Z�R�X�O�G���K�D�Y�H���K�D�G���Z�L�W�K���K�H�U������

�'�R�Q�¶�W���J�H�W���P�H���Z�U�R�Q�J�����K�H�U���P�R�W�K�H�U���O�R�Y�H�V���K�H�U���W�R���E�L�W�V�����E�X�W���V�K�H���K�D�V�Q�¶�W���J�R�W���W�K�H���V�X�S�S�R�U�W���R�I��
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�K�H�U���I�D�P�L�O�\�´��  �(�O�H�D�Q�R�U�¶�V���P�R�W�K�H�U���U�H�V�S�H�F�W�H�G���K�H�U���Iather for having provided Eleanor with a 

home and preventing her from having to go into the care system.  Eleanor was 

caught up in a triangle of emotions between herself and her parents.  Remarkably, 

she had managed to remain buoyant and poised, and seemed to have learnt how to 

manage complicated relationships. 

 

�7�K�H���W�H�Q�V�L�R�Q���E�H�W�Z�H�H�Q���'�D�Q�L�H�O�¶�V�����%�������������S�D�U�H�Q�W�V���Z�D�V���O�H�V�V���R�S�H�Q�O�\���D�F�N�Q�R�Z�O�H�G�J�H�G������

�'�D�Q�L�H�O���K�D�G���O�L�Y�H�G���W�K�U�R�X�J�K���K�L�V���S�D�U�H�Q�W�V�¶��on-off relationship for several years.  His mother 

referred to his father going back �W�R���K�L�V���P�R�W�K�H�U�¶�V�����W�K�H�Q���³�E�D�F�N���W�R�J�H�W�K�H�U�����Q�R�W���W�R�J�H�W�K�H�U����

back together, not together; then divorced�´����Her feelings combined conflicted loyalty 

and resentment.  She  was  doing all she could to support �'�D�Q�L�H�O�¶�V�� father in prison, 

but had been upset that she had been required to leave all her family and move with 

Daniel to a new home, closer to �'�D�Q�L�H�O�¶�V���I�D�W�K�H�U�¶�V��prison..  Daniel had experienced 

�P�X�F�K���L�Q�V�W�D�E�L�O�L�W�\���F�D�X�V�H�G���E�\���W�K�H���X�S�V���D�Q�G���G�R�Z�Q�V���L�Q���K�L�V���S�D�U�H�Q�W�V�¶���U�H�O�D�W�L�R�Q�V�K�L�S�����D�Q�G���E�\���K�L�V��

�I�D�W�K�H�U�¶�V���L�P�S�U�L�V�R�Q�P�H�Q�W�� 

 

Other chil�G�U�H�Q���Z�H�U�H���K�D�U�P�H�G���O�H�V�V���E�\���W�H�Q�V�L�R�Q�V���L�Q���W�K�H�L�U���S�D�U�H�Q�W�V�¶���U�H�O�D�W�L�R�Q�V�K�L�S�V�����$�O�H�[�¶�V��

parents (Case 19) had divorced before his mother was convicted; her husband had 

been supportive during her trial �D�Q�G���W�K�H�\���K�D�G���U�H�P�D�L�Q�H�G���R�Q���I�U�L�H�Q�G�O�\���W�H�U�P�V�������%�H�F�N�\�¶�V��

mother (Case 9) described serious conflict with her partner during the two years of 

police investigations while he was on bail.  The rift between them had been healed: 

�³�����������1�R�Z���K�H���L�V���L�Q���W�K�H�U�H���,���I�H�H�O���V�R�U�U�\���I�R�U���K�L�P�������%�H�I�R�U�H���,���Z�D�V���D�Q�J�U�\�����U�H�D�O�O�\�����U�H�D�O�O�\���D�Q�J�U�\�����«��

�,���F�D�Q�¶�W���L�P�D�J�L�Q�H �O�L�Y�L�Q�J���Z�L�W�K�R�X�W���K�L�P�´��  Becky seemed to have no concerns about their 

relationship.  In Case 4, �'�H�F�O�D�Q���D�Q�G���1�D�W�D�O�L�H�¶�V���S�D�U�H�Q�W�V���K�D�G���K�D�G���D�Q���H�D�U�O�L�H�U���S�H�U�L�R�G���R�I��

separation; the children had disliked but had to live with their arguing; Declan in 

particular found this upsetting and unhelpful. 
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Absence of conflict between parents of children in the study seemed positively 

helpful to children.  There were eleven families where the parents were working 

together to support their children and where there was no evidence of conflict at the 

time of the interviews:  Cases 3, 4, 8, 9, 11, 13, 15, 17, 18, 20 and 21.  All of the 

children in these families were faring well, or fairly well, with the exception of Grant 

(B12/8).  In this case his parents hoped �W�K�D�W���*�U�D�Q�W�¶�V���I�D�W�K�H�U�¶�V���Ueturn home would help 

�W�R���P�L�W�L�J�D�W�H���K�L�V���V�R�Q�¶�V���G�L�V�W�U�H�V�V���� 

 

 This group of parents were still coping with significant issues with their children.  For 

�H�[�D�P�S�O�H�����.�\�O�H�����%���������������K�D�G���E�H�H�Q���G�H�Y�D�V�W�D�W�H�G���E�\���K�L�V���P�R�W�K�H�U�¶�V���L�P�S�U�L�V�R�Q�P�H�Q�W�����E�X�W���P�D�\��

have been over the worst by the time she was interviewed, following her release from 

prison.  Both his parents wanted and were trying to achieve the best outcome for him.   

Piers (B13/15�����U�H�P�D�L�Q�H�G���W�U�R�X�E�O�H�G���E�\���K�L�V���P�R�W�K�H�U�¶�V���L�P�S�U�L�V�R�Q�P�H�Q�W�����E�X�W���K�D�G���U�H�F�H�L�Y�H�G��

valuable guidance from his moth�H�U�¶�V���S�D�U�W�Q�H�U�����Z�K�R���Z�D�V���F�R-operating positively with 

her town leaves and plans for rehabilitation.  Oliver (B11/17) and Jamie (B10/17), 

and Ben (B12/21), clearly loved their fathers, and their mothers had both been 

unstinting in supporting their partners and facilitating regular contact.  

 

5.3.5 Trends 

 

Parental imprisonment removed a key adult from the �F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�¶�V��families. Changes in 

the immediate aftermath were damaging for them; but in the longer term these were 

�Q�R�W���Q�H�F�H�V�V�D�U�L�O�\���Z�K�R�O�O�\���Q�H�J�D�W�L�Y�H�����7�K�H���S�D�U�H�Q�W�¶s imprisonment and absence significantly 

altered family dynamics. There was space for relationships to find a new level, and 

opportunities for more resilient family members to take on new responsibilities.      
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5.3.6 Improvements �L�Q���S�D�U�H�Q�W�V�¶���U�H�O�D�W�L�R�Q�V�K�L�Ss 

 

�$�Q���X�Q�H�[�S�H�F�W�H�G���D�Q�G���S�R�V�L�W�L�Y�H���I�L�Q�G�L�Q�J���Z�D�V���W�K�D�W���S�D�U�H�Q�W�V�¶���U�H�O�D�W�L�R�Q�V�K�L�S�V���F�R�X�O�G���L�P�S�U�R�Y�H��

while one of them was in prison.  �3�D�U�H�Q�W�V�¶ relationships are bound to change when 

one of them is imprisoned and the other has to take on new responsibilities. Where 

the imprisoned parent had been the stronger partner, changes  were  inevitable.  

�1�D�V�U�H�H�Q�¶�V���P�R�W�K�H�U����Case �������D�Q�G���.�\�O�H�¶�V���P�R�W�K�H�U����Case 18) had both been the dominant 

partner prior to their imprisonment, taking full responsibility for running their families.  

�1�D�V�U�H�H�Q�¶s father was pleased that he had the chance to wrest back responsibility for 

money matters to ensure bankruptcy was avoided�������.�\�O�H�¶�V���P�R�W�K�H�U��was impressed by 

how well her partner had taken responsibility for running the family, looking after the 

house and d�H�D�O�L�Q�J���Z�L�W�K���I�L�Q�D�Q�F�H�V�������7�K�H�V�H���S�D�U�H�Q�W�V�¶���U�H�O�D�W�L�R�Q�V�K�L�S�V���Q�R�Z���V�H�H�P�H�G���P�R�U�H��

equal, and the parents expected these arrangements to continue following the 

�L�P�S�U�L�V�R�Q�H�G���S�D�U�H�Q�W�V���U�H�W�X�U�Q���K�R�P�H�����������1�D�V�U�H�H�Q�¶�V���P�R�W�K�H�U���Z�D�V���D�O�V�R���L�P�S�U�H�V�V�H�G���E�\���K�R�Z���K�H�U��

husband had risen to the challenge of being the sole carer for his daughter, 

displaying a talent for organisation and fitting in housework and caring for his 

daughter, with the demands of his busy job.  She knew that things had been hard for 

him: �³......Not only has he had to have a full time job, but he has had to be a mother 

and a father and cope with all the financial pressures on his own, and then cope with 

having to visit �P�H���Q�R�Z���D�Q�G���D�J�D�L�Q�����«���+�H���L�V�� very �R�U�J�D�Q�L�V�H�G�´��   

 

In some cases requirements for parents/carers to take more responsibility and 

become more independent strengthened �W�K�H���S�D�U�H�Q�W�V�¶���U�H�O�D�W�L�R�Q�V�K�L�S and increased 

respect between them.  Three mothers (Cases 8, 17 and 21) described their growing 

confidence.  �*�U�D�Q�W���D�Q�G���$�P�H�O�L�D�¶�V���P�R�W�K�H�U����Case 8) felt:  �³�,�W�¶�V���M�X�V�W���P�D�G�H���P�H���D���V�W�U�R�Q�Jer 

�S�H�U�V�R�Q�´������She seemed stoically independent:  �³�7�K�H�\�¶�Y�H���D�V�N�H�G���P�H���W�R���V�H�H���F�R�X�Q�V�H�O�O�R�U�V��

�D�Q�G���V�W�X�I�I���D�W���W�K�H���G�R�F�W�R�U�¶�V�����E�X�W���,���F�D�Q�¶�W���V�L�W���W�K�H�U�H���D�Q�G���W�D�O�N���W�R���S�H�R�S�O�H�������:�H�O�O�����Q�R�W���W�H�O�O���W�K�H�P���D�O�O��

�P�\���S�U�R�E�O�H�P�V���«���,���M�X�V�W���G�H�D�O���Z�L�W�K���L�W���P�\�V�H�O�I�´���������2�O�L�Y�H�U���D�Q�G���-�D�P�L�H�¶�V���P�R�W�K�H�U����Case 17) felt 
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proud of her achievements �³�«���$���O�R�W���R�I���S�H�R�S�O�H���W�K�R�X�J�K�W���,���Z�D�V���J�R�L�Q�J���W�R���E�U�H�D�N���G�R�Z�Q�����E�X�W��

�,���K�D�Y�H���S�U�R�Y�H�G���W�K�H�P���Z�U�R�Q�J�´.  Her husband had told her: �³......�,���F�D�Q�¶�W���E�H�O�L�H�Y�H���K�R�Z��

�V�W�U�R�Q�J���\�R�X�¶�Y�H���E�H�H�Q�´���������%�H�Q�¶�V���P�R�W�K�H�U����Case 21) had told his father: �³�:�H�O�O���\�R�X���G�R�Q�¶�W 

�K�D�Y�H���W�R���Z�R�U�U�\���D�E�R�X�W���X�V���E�H�F�D�X�V�H���Z�H���F�R�S�H���T�X�L�W�H���Z�H�O�O�����«���,�W���M�X�V�W���V�H�H�P�V���Q�R�U�P�D�O�����«���$�W��

�W�K�H���H�Q�G���R�I���W�K�H���G�D�\���Z�H�¶�Y�H���M�X�V�W���J�R�W���W�R���J�H�W���R�Q���Z�L�W�K���L�W�´.  All three fathers were impressed 

�Z�L�W�K���W�K�H�L�U���S�D�U�W�Q�H�U�¶�V���F�R�P�S�H�W�H�Q�F�H���D�Q�G���L�Q�G�H�S�H�Q�G�H�Q�F�H�������$�Q�W�K�R�Q�\�¶�V���I�D�W�K�H�U����Case 12) had 

shown similar determination �D�Q�G���K�D�G���H�D�U�Q�H�G���K�L�V���Z�L�I�H�¶�V���U�H�V�S�H�F�W: �³�«���,���K�D�Y�H���F�R�S�H�G��

�E�H�F�D�X�V�H���L�W�¶�V���H�L�W�K�H�U���V�L�Q�N���R�U���V�Z�L�P�����\�R�X���K�D�Y�H���W�R���N�H�H�S���P�D�Q�D�J�L�Q�J�´. 

 

5.3.7 �,�P�S�U�R�Y�H�P�H�Q�W�V���L�Q���F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�¶�V���U�H�O�D�W�L�R�Q�V�K�L�S�V���Z�L�W�K���S�D�U�H�Q�W�V���F�D�U�H�U�V  

 

�&�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�¶�V���U�H�O�D�W�L�R�Q�V�K�L�S�V���Z�L�W�K���W�K�H�L�U���S�D�U�H�Q�W�V���F�D�U�H�U�V frequently improved during their 

�S�D�U�H�Q�W�¶�V���L�P�S�U�L�V�R�Q�P�H�Q�W.  Harry (B14/13)�¶�V��relationship with his mother is a clear 

example. Their initial �U�H�D�F�W�L�R�Q���W�R���K�L�V���I�D�W�K�H�U�¶�V���L�P�S�U�L�V�R�Q�P�H�Q�W���K�D�G���E�H�H�Q���W�R���O�R�F�N��

themselves in the house together, closing down outside contacts. Their relationship 

became almost symbiotic. Harry seemed terrified of losing his mother as well as his 

father.  His mother commented: �³�+�H���G�L�G�Q�¶�W���Z�D�Q�W���W�R���O�H�D�Y�H���W�K�H���K�R�X�V�H���L�Q��case something 

�K�D�S�S�H�Q�H�G���W�R���P�H�����«���,�W���M�X�V�W���I�H�O�W���O�L�N�H���H�Y�H�U�\�W�K�L�Q�J���Z�D�V���F�O�R�V�L�Q�J���L�Q�´��  Harry matured, dealing 

with his grief and anger, and started to help his mother with her personal care needs 

and taking responsibility for practical household tasks and finances.  With some 

justification, his mother called Harry her �³���������V�H�F�R�Q�G���K�X�V�E�D�Q�G�����«���+�H �P�D�N�H�V���V�X�U�H���,�¶�P��

�R�Q���W�R�S���R�I���H�Y�H�U�\�W�K�L�Q�J�´��  His parents had divorced but this had had no long term 

adverse consequences for him.   Harry said that things had improved �³�«���µ�F�R�V���P�H��

�D�Q�G���P�\���P�X�P���J�R�W���D���E�L�W���P�R�U�H���F�O�R�V�H�U�´. His father thought that his imprisonment had 

made Harry �³�«���D���E�L�W���W�R�X�J�K�H�U�������+�H���K�D�V realised that he has got to toughen up a little 

bit and accept life as it is�.́  �+�L�V���S�D�U�H�Q�W�V�¶ relationship and their commitment to Harry 

remained strong.  
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Other �F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�¶�V���U�H�O�D�W�L�R�Q�V�K�L�S�V���Z�L�W�K���W�K�H�L�U���S�D�U�H�Q�W���F�D�U�H�U���O�R�R�N�L�Q�J���D�I�Wer them were also 

�V�W�U�H�Q�J�W�K�H�Q�H�G���������3�L�H�U�V�¶���U�H�O�D�W�L�R�Q�V�K�L�S���Z�L�W�K���K�L�V���P�R�W�K�H�U�¶�V���S�D�U�W�Q�H�U����Case 15) was a case in 

�S�R�L�Q�W�������+�L�V���P�R�W�K�H�U�¶�V���S�D�U�W�Q�H�U���V�D�L�G���W�K�D�W���O�L�Y�L�Q�J���Z�L�W�K���3�L�H�U�V���K�D�G���³.....brought us a lot, lot 

closer, more than if ���Q�D�P�H���R�I���3�L�H�U�V�¶���P�R�W�K�H�U�����K�D�G�Q�¶�W���E�H�H�Q���L�Q�V�L�G�H.  We do pretty much 

�H�Y�H�U�\�W�K�L�Q�J���W�R�J�H�W�K�H�U�´.  Nasreen (Case 5) had grown closer to her father, and 

�$�Q�W�K�R�Q�\�¶�V���U�H�O�D�W�L�R�Q�V�K�L�S��with his father (Case 12) had also been strengthened.  Kyle 

(Case 18) had previously been extremely close to his mother, but during her 

imprisonment he had become closer to his father. In other cases children became 

more independent, and there is evidence of their increasing maturity while their 

parents were in prison, for example Anthony (Case 12), Gareth (Case 16), Alex 

(Case 19), and Matthew (Case 21). 

 

5.3.8 The impact of increased responsibility on children 

 

Children matured and several took on more responsibility while their parent was in 

prison.  Samantha (G17/14) had been at school when her mother was first 

imprisoned: she had asserted her independence, moved out of her home, been to 

college, dropped out, and obtained a job and a boyfriend, while still taking much 

responsibility in helping to care for her younger siblings.  She had become an 

independent, family minded and responsible young adult.  Abida (G14/20) and 

�1�D�V�U�H�H�Q�����*�������������K�D�G���E�R�W�K���G�H�Y�H�O�R�S�H�G���S�R�L�V�H���D�Q�G���P�D�W�X�U�L�W�\���G�X�U�L�Q�J���W�K�H�L�U���S�D�U�H�Q�W�V�¶��

imprisonment, and Nasreen had become self-reliant in the two years her mother had 

been away. 

 

Changes in relationships with their parents were most marked for two of the boys 

who had previously been part of close family units (Anthony (B11/12) and Matthew 

(B15/22)), and for Gareth (B11/16) who had had to adapt to the breakdown in his 

�S�D�U�H�Q�W�V�¶���U�H�O�D�W�L�R�Q�V�K�L�S������ 
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Both �$�Q�W�K�R�Q�\�¶�V��parents had fully involved him in church and missionary and cultural 

activities.  He was well supported by his father, but was now his unofficial carer.  His 

relationship with his mother had changed subtly during her long term of imprisonment.  

He had to manage without her support during his transition to secondary school.  

Anthony missed his mother, but over time had adjusted to his new life, combining 

caring for his father with his successful school life.  He had talked to his mother about 

starting a business with her, and had stressed to her that �³...you would be working for 

�P�H�´.  This assured comment suggests that the power balance in their relationship 

had shifted; he was no longer dependent on her and seemed to be gaining the upper 

hand. 

 

Matthew (B15/22) also took on much responsibility for his mother, who was 

sufficiently disabled to need full time carers.  His was the voice of reason and calm 

when his mother became hysterical about criticisms from external agencies about her 

parenting abilities.  Like Alex (B16/19), Matthew was physically mature, a brown belt 

in karate �³...�V�R���,�¶�P���Q�R�W���R�Q�H���W�R���P�H�V�V���Z�L�W�K�´.  He had taken on the adult role in the 

absence of his disgraced father, while maintaining a respectful and supportive 

relationship with his mother.  He could handle her paranoid psychological distress, 

and the benefits from their relationship were two-way.  Although his mother was 

going through such a difficult time, he could still talk to her: �³�,���F�D�Q���W�D�O�N���R�X�W���Z�L�W�K���K�H�U������

�6�K�H���I�H�H�O�V���K�R�Z���,���I�H�H�O�����V�R���L�W�¶�V���D���O�R�W���H�D�V�L�H�U�´.  

 

Gareth (B11/16) took on an almost adult level of responsibility for himself and his 

younger twin sisters (aged 8), at some strain to himself, while looked after by his 

maternal grandparents.  His mother had been convicted of assaulting his father, the 

latest episode in their violent relationship. She had been criticised by her solicitor for 

telling Gareth that he would have to take on the role of �³�P�D�Q���R�I���W�K�H���I�D�P�L�O�\�´. He took 
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her request to heart.  Most demanding for Gareth was supporting one of his sisters 

during access visits to their father. He said: �³�*�U�D�Q�G�G�D�G, �,�¶�P���L�Q���F�K�D�U�J�H�����,���Z�L�O�O���V�R�U�W���L�W���R�X�W�´��  

He could be assertive with his father.  He confronted him when his father complained 

about failed contact arrangements, threatening �W�R���³����. phone the police and go and 

see the judge, �D�Q�G���W�H�O�O���K�L�P���,���Z�D�Q�W���D�O�O���F�R�Q�W�D�F�W���V�W�R�S�S�H�G�´.  His father had walked away.  

His grandparents described Gareth as �³�«��very much his own man, with an old head 

�R�Q���K�L�V���V�K�R�X�O�G�H�U�V�´, hard for an eleven year old boy to live up to.  Like Anthony 

(B11/12), Gar�H�W�K�¶�V���S�R�V�L�W�L�R�Q���L�Q���K�L�V���I�D�P�L�O�\���K�D�G���E�H�F�R�P�H���P�R�U�H���S�R�Z�H�U�I�X�O���D�V���K�L�V���S�D�U�H�Q�W�V�¶��

frailties were revealed.  His mother had let him down, but he would be delighted 

when she came home.  His father had failed him, but Gareth avoided voicing anger 

or lack of respect towards him. Much had been demanded of him, and so far he had 

met the expectations placed on him. 

The maturity displayed by these children included taking responsibility for other 

family members as well as for themselves. Their exposure to crisis strengthened 

them (Aguilera, 1998; Rutter, 1987.) Their personalities developed; they became 

more influential within their families and they took on adult characteristics. While they 

had been severely shocked initially �E�\���W�K�H�L�U���S�D�U�H�Q�W�¶�V���L�P�S�U�L�V�R�Q�P�H�Q�W����they had also 

been strengthened by their experience. 

 

5.3.9 Impact of relationships between parents on families: main themes emerging  

 

�7�K�H���V�W�D�W�X�V���R�I���S�D�U�H�Q�W�V�¶���U�H�O�D�W�L�R�Q�V�K�L�S�V��- whether they were together or separated or 

divorced - �Z�D�V���Q�R�W���F�O�R�V�H�O�\���O�L�Q�N�H�G���W�R���F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�¶�V���Z�H�O�O-being. Children benefitted where 

their parents co-operated to secure their best interests. Violence between parents 

was harmful for children and conflict between them was difficult for children to 

�P�D�Q�D�J�H�����6�R�P�H���S�D�U�H�Q�W�V�¶���U�H�O�D�W�L�R�Q�V�K�L�S�V���L�P�S�U�R�Y�H�G���G�X�U�L�Q�J���W�K�H���S�U�L�V�R�Q��sentence. 
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�3�D�U�H�Q�W���F�D�U�H�U�V�¶���F�R�Q�I�L�G�H�Q�F�H���L�Q�F�U�H�D�V�H�G���Z�L�W�K���W�K�H�L�U���L�Q�F�U�H�D�V�H�G���U�H�V�S�R�Q�V�L�E�L�O�L�W�L�H�V, and they 

gained enhanced respect from their imprisoned partners. Children could become 

closer to the parent/carer looking after them; several provided them with more 

support; and about a quarter of them (7/28) matured and took on increased 

responsibility for family members and siblings. 

 

5.4 Reappraisal of the Imprisoned Parent , and the  Emergence of Family 

Policy  

 

This section further explores changes in family relationships change consequent on 

parental imprisonment.  Families reappraise the status of the imprisoned parent. In 

tandem with this, families develop a policy for handling the impact of parental 

imprisonment.  Families may have sufficient resources to handle these issues and 

changes themselves; or they may need to look to external agencies for additional 

support or intervention. 

 

5.4.1 Reappraisal  

 

Reappraisal of the imprisoned parent has emerged in this study as a key process 

which takes part in the context of changes in family relationships following parental 

imprisonment.  All aspects of family relationships, between parents, and also 

between both parents/carers and imprisoned parents and children, are bound to 

change when a parent is in prison.  The only likely exceptions are where the 

imprisoned parent had been absent for long periods prior to his/her imprisonment; or 

where the parent had been imprisoned repeatedly and the family had adjusted to this 

pattern.  (This was not the case in my sample, with the exception of Joe (B17/1), 

whose father had been in prison for much of his life).   
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The changing pattern of family relationships is illustrated in Figure 7 below. 

 

Figure 7:  Parental Imprisonment: Changing relationships within families 
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parent, and managing feelings of abandonment and the stigma involved; the 

parent/carer to the loss of their partner, possible loss of income, their changed 

position in the family, and stigma; and the imprisoned parent to the loss of family, 

loss of freedom, and to the prison regime.  These are major life changes. 

 

Parental imprisonment invariably imposed strains on relationships between parents. 

Relationships between parents changed, and some ended.  Other  relationships 

changed as parents/carers took on enhanced responsibilities.  In a small number of 

families, relationships between parents improved; and in others they remained 

uncertain. Relationships between parents/carers and children tended to strengthen.    

Although most children were also close to their imprisoned parent, these 

relationships also changed   as children adjusted to their new lives.  Approaching half 

of the children managed to retain or develop good relationships with their imprisoned 

�S�D�U�H�Q�W���W�K�U�R�X�J�K���W�K�H���F�R�Q�W�D�F�W�V���D�Y�D�L�O�D�E�O�H���I�R�U���W�K�H�P�����������2�W�K�H�U���F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�¶�V���U�H�O�D�W�L�R�Q�V�K�L�S�V���Z�L�W�K��

their imprisoned parent seemed to be on hold: contact was maintained, but there was 

little opportunity for relationships to develop.   

 

An important element impacting on these changing relationships was the standing of 

the imprisoned parent in the eyes of his/her family.  When a parent is arrested and 

eventually sentenced to prison his/her family has to reappraise the regard in which 

the imprisoned parent is held.  This process seems invariably to take place.  The 

family cannot continue to regard the imprisoned parent in the same light as 

previously.  He or she may retain his/her prior status more or less intact; or they may 

be downgraded or demoted in the eyes of their family, involving a loss of moral or 

familial authority.  Parents/carers usually take the lead role in this process.  

Children�¶�V��contribution is more limited, but they are  likely to feel the consequences of 

this reappraisal, which may impact on their well-being. 
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Previous research has identified factors associated with this reappraisal process.  

Prison visiting is demanding (Arditti, 2003), and costly (Codd, 2007) Families 

frequently experience hardship and poverty (Phillips et al, 2006); and the health of 

partners of prisoners can be adversely affected (Arditti, 2003).  Parents with a partner 

in prison may have less time and less money for their children (Foster & Hagan, 

2007).  Relationships between imprisoned parents and their partners are unbalanced. 

Parents/carers   make greater contributions, providing financial support to their 

imprisoned partner, looking after children and organising visits. (Christian et al, 2006).  

Children of prisoners and their carers experience secondary stigma (Hagan & 

Dinovitzer, 1999; Condry, 2007).  Shame and stigma are hallmarks of parental 

imprisonment and can lead to hostility and ostracism (Kinner et al, 2007).   

 

The pressures on families identified in previous research were keenly experienced by 

families in this study.  The key factor was the impossibility of relationships between 

parents/carers and imprisoned parents being reciprocal.  Parents/carers who had 

done nothing wrong themselves had to turn their lives upside-down to fit in with 

demanding prison requirements  Funds were in scarce supply; families struggled to 

make ends meet.  Parents/carers and children bore the brunt of stigma and hostility 

�W�D�U�J�H�W�H�G���W�R�Z�D�U�G�V���S�U�L�V�R�Q�H�U�V�¶���I�D�P�L�O�L�H�V�������3�D�U�H�Q�W�V���F�D�U�H�U�V�¶���D�Q�G���W�K�H�L�U���F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�¶�V��

psychological and physical health was threatened.  Imprisoned parents frequently 

needed financial support from their families; and their capacity to contribute to their 

�I�D�P�L�O�L�H�V�¶���Z�H�O�O-being was limited.  While most parents/carers generously supported 

their imprisoned partner (or other relative) with little complaint, most of them also 

showed a degree of resentment about the extra responsibilities which they had to 

sustain. 

 

The status of the imprisoned parents following the reappraisal process is 

summarised in Table 9 below. 
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Table 9: Summary of Reappraisal Process for Imprisoned Parents 

 Reappraisal of Imprisoned Parent 
 

Case No. 
Status 

 
Same Lower 

1 Joe  �9 
2 Eleanor  �9 
3 Luke �9  
4 Declan & Natalie  �9 
5 Nasreen  �9 
6 Caleb  �9 
7 Jack & Kirsty  �9 

8 Grant & Amelia �9  
9 Becky  �9 

10 Daniel �9  
11 Mark �9  
12 Anthony  �9 
13 Harry �9  
14 Ethan & Samantha  �9 
15 Piers  �9 
16 Gareth  �9 
17 Oliver & Jamie  �9 
18 Kyle �9  
19 Alex  �9 
20 Sameera & Abida  �9 
21 Ben �9  
22 Matthew  �9 

 

TOTAL 
 

7 
 

15 

 

 

Table 9 indicates that in a third of the families (n=7) the status of the imprisoned 

parent remained about the same as before the conviction.  In the other two-thirds of 

families (n=15) the status of the imprisoned parent was reduced, in some cases 

slightly, and in others more clearly. 

 

5.4.1.1 �,�P�S�U�L�V�R�Q�H�G���S�D�U�H�Q�W�V�¶���V�W�D�W�X�V���X�Q�D�O�W�H�U�H�G 

 

In the families where the status of the imprisoned parent stayed much the same as 

before the conviction this may have been related to the nature of the offence not 
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being perceived by the parent/carer as very serious, in some cases.  Examples 

include families where the imprisoned parent had been convicted for drug dealing 

(Cases 3, 8, 11 and 18).  In Case 8, �*�U�D�Q�W���D�Q�G���$�P�H�O�L�D�¶�V�� mother acknowledged that 

she had been aware �R�I���K�H�U���S�D�U�W�Q�H�U�¶�V���L�Q�Y�R�O�Y�H�P�H�Q�W���L�Q���G�U�X�J���G�H�D�O�L�Q�J�����G�L�G���Q�R�W���F�K�D�O�O�H�Q�J�H���L�W, 

and pushed it to the back of her mind; she was aware that income from drug dealing 

was essential for the family. In Case 3, �/�X�N�H�¶�V mother was preoccupied with surviving 

the period during which her partner was remanded in custody.  In Case 11, �0�D�U�N�¶�V��

�P�R�W�K�H�U���Z�D�V���D�Z�D�U�H���R�I���K�H�U���S�D�U�W�Q�H�U�¶�V���S�U�R�E�O�H�P�V�����L�Q�F�O�X�G�L�Q�J���U�H�M�H�F�W�L�R�Q���E�\���K�L�V���R�Z�Q���I�D�P�L�O�\��

and recent bereavements, and her view seemed to be that these explained his 

addictions and involvement with drugs.  

 

In  families where imprisoned parents  retained their previous status, their partners 

showed a high degree of loyalty towards them, and they (the imprisoned parents) 

seemed to retain a kind of protected status as the head of their family:  �+�D�U�U�\�¶�V��

(B1�������������I�D�W�K�H�U���D�Q�G���.�\�O�H�¶�V�����%���������������P�R�W�K�H�U���D�U�H���H�[�D�P�S�O�H�V�����V�H�H�P�L�Q�J���W�R���E�H���H�[�H�P�S�W��

�I�U�R�P���F�U�L�W�L�F�L�V�P�����'�D�Q�L�H�O�¶�V���P�R�W�K�H�U���J�D�Y�H���K�L�V���I�D�W�K�H�U���X�Q�T�X�H�V�W�L�R�Q�L�Q�J���O�R�\�D�O�W�\���D�I�W�H�U���K�L�V���D�U�U�H�V�W��

and conviction for manslaughter. 

 

In five of the six of these families where the father was in prison, the families 

experienced loss of paternal authority over their sons (Cases 3, 8, 10, 11, and 13).  

The boys lost ground at school (Cases 3, 8, 10 and 11), and their mothers were less 

well placed to supervise their behaviour.   In these families, even though the 

assessment of the imprisoned parent remained about the same, some reduction in 

their authority was evident, because of their absence from home in prison. 
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5.4.1.2 �,�P�S�U�L�V�R�Q�H�G���S�D�U�H�Q�W�V�¶���V�W�D�W�X�V���U�H�G�X�F�H�G 

 

Reduction in the status of the imprisoned parent was clearly evidenced where 

partners had been abused by the imprisoned parent, and was usually the case where 

offences had involved violence or been particularly serious.  Three partners had been 

physically abused (Cases 1, 6 and 7); their relationships with the imprisoned parent 

had ended; and these fathers had neither deserved nor been shown loyalty by their 

partners�����H�Y�H�Q���W�K�R�X�J�K���-�R�H�¶�V���P�R�W�K�H�U���K�D�G���U�H�V�X�P�H�G���Y�L�V�L�W�L�Q�J���K�L�V���I�D�W�K�H�U���G�X�U�L�Q�J the latter 

part of his sentence.  �6�D�P�H�H�U�D���D�Q�G���$�E�L�G�D�¶�V��mother (Case 20) had been emotionally 

abused (and her daughter had been abandoned) by her partner; she was more 

forgiving and their relationship had been partially restored when she was interviewed.  

Parents whose offences had involved violence lost respect and status, with the 

�H�[�F�H�S�W�L�R�Q���R�I���'�D�Q�L�H�O�¶�V���P�R�W�K�H�U����Case �����������Z�K�R���V�H�H�P�H�G���W�R���U�H�J�D�U�G���K�H�U���S�D�U�W�Q�H�U�¶�V��

conviction for manslaughter as almost accidental and not particularly blameworthy. 

(He had been involved in a fight and killed his opponent with a single blow).  

Offences involving violence (Cases 1, 2, 16 and 19, or sexual assault (Case 22)) 

were seen as blameworthy and incompatible with appropriate parental behaviour.  

 

�2�W�K�H�U���L�P�S�U�L�V�R�Q�H�G���S�D�U�H�Q�W�V�¶����Cases 4, 5, 9, 12, 14 and 17) status was reduced and 

their authority as parents came into question.  None of their partners or family had 

been involved in criminal activities; they were shocked by their wrong-doing and their 

loyalty was not unconditional.  These families were seriously troubled by the crimes 

the imprisoned parents had committed, which diminished their status and authority as 

�S�D�U�H�Q�W�V�������)�D�P�L�O�L�H�V�¶���W�U�X�V�W���K�D�G���E�H�H�Q���E�H�W�U�D�\�H�G���D�Q�G���W�K�H�L�U���U�H�S�X�W�D�W�L�R�Q���K�D�G���E�H�H�Q���G�D�P�D�J�H�G��

within their wider families and communities.  Families felt abandoned and struggled 

to regain self respect and esteem. 
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5.4.1.3 Revised status: permanent or changeable? 

 

Where families regarded the status of the imprisoned parent as unchanged, there 

was little sign that this assessment altered during the period of imprisonment. Where 

families accorded lower status to the imprisoned parent, this did not change for the 

two imprisoned parents serving life sentences. Three imprisoned parents seemed to 

�E�H���R�X�W���R�I���Y�L�H�Z���I�R�U���W�K�H�L�U���I�D�P�L�O�L�H�V�������$�O�H�[�����������¶�V���P�R�W�K�H�U�����Z�K�H�U�H���F�R�Q�W�D�F�W���Z�L�W�K���K�H�U���F�K�L�Odren 

had become less frequent; Mat�W�K�H�Z�����������¶�V���I�D�W�K�H�U�����I�R�U���Z�K�R�P���I�D�P�L�O�\���Y�L�V�L�W�V���Z�H�U�H���Q�R�W��

authorised; and, to a lesser extent �(�W�K�D�Q���D�Q�G���6�D�P�D�Q�W�K�D�����������¶�V���P�R�W�K�H�U�����Z�K�H�U�H���F�R�Q�W�D�F�W��

was more difficult after her transfer to a more distant open prison.   �3�L�H�U�V�¶������������

�P�R�W�K�H�U�¶�V���V�W�D�W�X�V���K�D�G���U�H�G�X�F�H�G�����D�Q�G���V�H�H�Ps to have lowered slightly further, as her 

partner realised that she had become institutionalised and lost confidence during her 

period of imprisonment. 

 

However, the standing of imprisoned parents in the eyes of their family could recover. 

For five imprisoned parents, whose status had been reduced in the perception of 

their families, some modification or improvement was evident where they were 

making the best of their situation�������1�D�V�U�H�H�Q���������¶�V���P�R�W�K�H�U���K�D�G���I�R�X�Q�G���H�P�S�O�R�\�P�H�Q�W�����D�Q�G��

was starting to contribute to �W�K�H���I�D�P�L�O�\�¶�V���L�Q�F�R�P�H�������%�H�F�N�\���������¶�V���I�D�W�K�H�U�¶�V���S�D�U�W�Q�H�U��

acknowledged that he had obtained one of the best jobs in the prison during his 

�S�H�U�L�R�G���R�Q���U�H�P�D�Q�G�����D���P�D�U�N���R�I���V�W�D�W�X�V�������$�Q�W�K�R�Q�\�����������¶�V���P�R�W�K�H�U���P�Dde positive use of her 

time in prison, and managed contact visits carefully, including follow up telephone 

calls, to reduce tensions in her family.  Oliver and Jamie (17)�¶�V���P�R�W�K�H�U���Z�D�V���R�S�W�L�P�L�V�W�L�F��

�D�E�R�X�W���K�H�U���S�D�U�W�Q�H�U�¶�V���U�H�O�H�D�V�H���D�V���O�R�Q�J���D�V���K�H���G�L�G���Q�R�W���U�H-offend.  Sameera and Abida 

���������¶�V���P�R�W�K�H�U���W�R�R�N���D��more positive view of her partner in prison once visits for the 

children had been reinstated. 
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5.4.1.4 �&�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�¶�V���Y�L�H�Z�V���D�E�R�X�W���W�K�H�L�U���L�P�S�U�L�V�R�Q�H�G���S�D�U�H�Q�W 

 

Parents/carers set the tone and usually took the lead in reappraising the role and 

status of the imprisoned parent.  In most families a consensus emerged between the 

views of parents/carers and children.  For example, Natalie and Declan (Case 4) 

agreed with their mother that their father provided well for his family, but was a 

liability under the influence of alcohol.  Harry (Case ���������V�K�D�U�H�G���K�L�V���P�R�W�K�H�U�¶�V���Y�L�H�Z���W�K�D�W��

his father remained authoritative and influential throughout his long prison sentence.   

�&�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�¶�V���O�H�Y�H�O���R�I���P�D�W�X�U�L�W�\��(being able to form a reasoned view) and independence 

in their assessment of their imprisoned parent is summarised in Table 10 below. 

 

�7�D�E�O�H�����������&�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�¶�V���O�H�Y�H�O���R�I���P�D�W�X�U�L�W�\���D�Q�G���L�Q�G�H�S�H�Q�G�H�Q�F�H 

More mature /more  
independent 

Fairly mature / fairly 
independent 

More conflicted and 
confused 

 
Eleanor G10/2 
Declan B13/4 
Natalie G14/4 
Nasreen G14/5 
Becky G12/9 
Anthony B11/12 
Samantha G17/14 
Gareth B11/16 
Alex B16/19 
Abida G14/20 
Matthew B15/22 
 

 
Joe B17/1 
Luke B12/3 
Jack B9/7 
Kirsty G11/7 
Amelia G7/8  
Mark B13/11 
Harry B14/13 
Jamie B10/17 
Oliver B11/17 
Sameera G8/20  
Ben B12/21 
 
 

 
Caleb B13/6  
Grant B12/8 
Daniel B8/10 
Ethan B9/14 
Piers B13/15 
Kyle B11/18 
 
 

n=11 n=11 n=6 
 

 

Table 10 shows that the more mature group comprised both girls (6) and boys (5), 

with an age spread from 10 to 17. The fairly mature group comprised more boys (8) 

than girls (3) of differing ages (8 �± 17).  The more conflicted and confused group (n = 

6) were all boys, aged between 8 and 13. 

 






































































































































































































































































































