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The Impact of Parental Imprisonment 

on Children: Factors Influencing 

Resilience  

Kathryn Sharratt  

Applied Criminology Centre 

k.sharratt@hud.ac.uk, +44 (0)1484 472886 

The majority of research that has looked at the impact of a parent’s involvement in the CJS on their children, has focused on imprisonment.Most of this research is relatively recent, occurring over the past 5 years or so, and there is still quite a long way to go in terms of fully understanding the effects, and those factors that either increase or decrease the risk of adverse outcomes. Research concerning the impact of community orders on children is even less well-developed, with a handful of small scale exploratory studies, and some which have looked at related issues for example, the experiences of children with substance misusing parents. 



Invisible Children 

 

Every year, 

200,000 children 

affected by parental 

imprisonment  
 
    

    

 
 

 

At the moment there is an absence of precise figures about the number of children affected by parental imprisonmentAlthough many prisons do ask about parental status as part of reception procedures, prisoners are not obliged to disclose this information, and might be reluctant to do so for fear of opening their family up to scrutiny from agencies. The data that is gathered is rarely collated in any kind of systematic manner. My understanding is that agencies working with children and families also face a lot of difficulties in identifying those affected by imprisonment, not least because families are reluctant to disclose this information, but there are also few established protocols for sharing this information, and much debate about the appropriateness of this.Last summer, at Huddersfield, we held a workshop on parental imprisonment for local agencies, and it seems that these issues are affecting Kirklees too. What we do know is that over the past few decades prison populations have risen dramatically, and on average sentence lengths have got longerThis means that more children than ever before are separated from their parent due to imprisonment, and that separation also tends to be for longer periods of timeWe also know that re-offending rates are high, meaning that for many children, separation from their parent due to imprisonment is a repeat occurrence England & Wales, 1995-2009, increase of 32,500 (66%) and still rising (MOJ, 2009, 2011)England & Wales, 2000-2008, average time served in prison increased from 8.1 to 9.3 months (14%) (MOJ, 2009)Over half of all repeat offenders in England and Wales have 11 or more convictions, and around half of those released from prison are reconvicted within one year (Ministry of Justice, 2012)The best estimate that we have at the moment comes from a recent longitudinal survey of prisoners in England & Wales (Williams, Papadopoulou & Booth, 2012), which suggests that every year around 200,000 children have a parent in prison. Perhaps more importantly than lacking information about the “size of the problem”, is that in the absence of systematic data collection, we also lack information about the circumstances and needs of these children. Hopefully some of the research I will present next will shed some light on this. 



Mothers in Prison 

 
• 54% of prisoners have dependent children aged under 18 

 

• Male and female prisoners equally likely to have children 

 

• BUT women twice as likely to report problems concerning children 
and families 

 

• Women more likely than men to live alone with children before 
imprisonment (58% vs. 43%) 

 
  

 
 

The same survey of prisoners revealed that……



Caregiving Arrangements 

 

 

 

 

    

Children with a father in prison: 

 

94% live with mother/stepmother 

5% other family members 

1% in care 

  

Children with a mother in prison: 

 

27% live with father/stepfather 

69% other family members 

4% in care 
 

It follows that maternal imprisonment causes more disruption to children’s caregiving arrangements (also from the longitudinal survey; Williams, Papadopoulou & Booth, 2012)Moving home in itself is stressful for children, but it might also necessitate a change of schools and result in detachment from friendship groups, denying the child access to their established support networks when they might need them mostUnexpectedly having another child come to live with you, can present problems in terms of space, such as a lack of bedrooms, and also financial strainIt’s often grandparents that step in to care for children, but they aren’t always in the best of health and express regret that they can’t do more for the childAs a result children of prisoners might experience a succession of different carers, or might be more likely to be taken into care



Vulnerabilities 

 

• Family instability, financial hardship, 

domestic violence, substance misuse, 

mental health problems 

 

• Effects are profound and long-lasting 

 

• Poorer educational outcomes 

 

• Three times more likely to offend or 

display anti-social behaviour 

 

 
 

Most of what I am about to say is based on national research, but I just want to emphasise that all of this could quite easily apply to children in Kirklees. Parental imprisonment does not necessarily signal the onset of problems for children and families. Prisoners families’ represent a particularly vulnerable section of society, with the above factors being disproportionately common even before imprisonment (SEU, 2002).Bearing in mind things like domestic violence and substance misuse, in some instances, the removal of a parent due to imprisonment can actually present a welcome reprieve for childrenBUT without a shadow of doubt, for the majority of children, having a parent sent to prison has harmful effects Because of the difficult backgrounds of these families, when a parent is sent to prison, this child often has to deal with this in conjunction with a series of other problems. Imprisonment is not the only thing they have to contend with, so they are likely to have quite diverse support needs. Furthermore imprisonment can actually worsen the families’ situation, for example:The loss of income (through employment or entitlement to benefits) can exacerbate financial hardship, worsen the child’s living standards and increase the risk of debt. This means that the remaining parent might have to seek extra employment, making them less available to support the childWe also know that ex-prisoners can struggle to find employment, meaning that hopes of restoring financial stability once they are released might be slimRemoval of a parent from the home also disrupts roles and responsibilities within the family, and children of prisoners have been found to take on adult responsibilities to compensate for this, e.g. caring for younger siblings or undertaking household choresImprisonment is known to place great strain on the parents’ relationship, and indeed the risk of divorce or separation amongst prisoners’ families is greater than national averages.Even where parents do stay together, it can be very difficult for families to re-adjust following release, particularly with regards to re-establishing roles and parental authority. *In other words, the problems brought about by imprisonment aren’t solved when the parent is released, and the effects are much longer lasting. In comparison to their peers, children of prisoners have been found to have worse educational outcomes including poorer attendance, higher rates of drop-out, lower attainment levels, and a greater likelihood of becoming involved in disciplinary measures (Trice & Brewster, 2004)Perhaps some of the most frequently cited statistics are that children with a father in prison (aged 0-10) were three times as likely to offend or display anti-social behaviour, compared to those who were separated for other reasons. Children who had a parent in prison in the 60s, have been followed up, the effects persisted into adolescence, and they were tracked down in their 40s, and still the effects were there in adulthood. (Murray and Farrington, 2005).Interestingly this finding has not been replicated in the Netherlands (Besemer et al, 2011) or Sweden (Murray, Janson and Farrington, 2007)Possibly because of shorter prison sentences, more family orientated CJ policies, prison policies that are better at supporting contact, and a more advanced social welfare system



In relation to antisocial & 

offending outcomes…... 

Custodial sentences    

Longer periods of imprisonment 

Maternal imprisonment 

Boys 

Imprisonment since birth, and 
during adolescence 

In relation to offending and antisocial outcomes, these are some of the things that seem to exacerbate the risk (Meta-analysis of 16 studies; Murray, Farrington, Sekol and Olson, 2009)Custodial sentences (rather than community) – although it would be premature to dismiss community sentences as unimportant as we simply don’t have a great deal of research evidence pertaining to the impact of these on childrenLonger periods of imprisonmentFor boys (compared to girls)For maternal imprisonment (compared to paternal imprisonment)Parental imprisonment occurring during since birth (rather than before birth) – therefore actually being separated from the parent seems to be a factor, not just having a criminal parentParental imprisonment occurring during adolescence (rather than childhood) – critical period 



Vulnerabilities  

Internalising or “acting in” 

Sadness, loss, confusion, despair, depression, shame, guilt, worry, fear, social 

withdrawal, bed-wetting, nightmares, eating disorders, self-harm, PTSD symptoms 

Externalising or “acting out”  

Aggression, conduct problems, underage smoking, drug or alcohol consumption, 

sexual promiscuity, anti-social/criminal behaviour 

Three times more likely to experience mental health problems in 

adulthood, and disproportionally represented in clinical populations 

In terms of the impact on mental health, parental imprisonment can be incredibly traumatic for children, and this demonstrated by the multiple and profound emotional reactions that they experience The effects are often categorised as internalising or externalising problems, and whilst the second group might be considered as more of “nuisance” and might be more likely to attract the attention of teachers/agencies, they are likely to be a manifestation of the internalising problemsEvidence suggests that these reactions can be intensified by repeated parental imprisonment, and also things like actually witnessing the offence or the arrest of the parent, especially if the arrest is quite aggressive in natureIn fact, witnessing the arrest is actually predictive of the likelihood that the child will suffer symptoms of PTSD (Phillips and Zhao, 2010)Something that is important to remember is that the remaining parent/carer is also likely to be experiencing emotional turmoil (a sense of loss for the parent in prison, resentment at their involvement in criminal activity, stress associated with involvement in the CJS and additional responsibility around the home). As they are struggling themselves it means that they have reduced emotional capacity to support the child. Perhaps it is not surprising then that children who have experienced parental imprisonment are three times as likely to be diagnosed with a mental health condition in adulthood, and are also disproportionately represented in clinical populations (meta-analysis of 16 studies; Murray, Farrington, Sekol and Olson, 2009)Just as a note of caution, although we have some information about the factors that increase the risk of offending outcomes, at the moment we lack comparable information on mental health. Therefore it could be quite premature to dismiss paternal imprisonment or girls, for example, as less of a cause for concern. 



Prison Visiting 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 

 

Maintaining frequent contact associated 

with: 
 

• more satisfying parent-child relationships 

during imprisonment and upon release 
 

• better emotional adjustment and more 

effective coping skills on behalf of the 

child 
 

• better outcomes for the imprisoned 

parent 

One of the factors that is most frequently investigated as a mediator of the harmful effects of parental imprisonment, is prison visitingAlthough for a minority of children, it is in their best interests that they do not have contact with the imprisoned parent, for the vast majority this is not the caseChildren need to be able to develop and maintain meaningful relationships with their parent, this is crucial for their emotional wellbeingThey need opportunity to receive emotional support from their parent, not least with regards to asking questions about their imprisonmentOther benefits of contact include things like receiving confirmation that their parent is safe and well, therefore reducing any anxieties about the dangers of prisonsIndeed, research evidence indicates that sustaining frequent contact with the imprisoned parent is associated with more satisfying parent-child relationships both during imprisonment and upon release (Lösel et al, 2012; Poehlmann, 2005) and also better emotional adjustment and more effective coping skills on behalf of the child (Murray, 2005) Maintaining contact with children is also equally important for the parent in prison, enabling them to be actively involved in their child’s upbringing and retain a degree of parental responsibility, which is important for their wellbeing, self-esteem and not least their rehabilitation Prisoners who had received at least one visit were 39% less likely to re-offend than those who had not received any visits (May, Sharma & Stuart, 2008)Prisoners who had received at least one visit, were significantly more likely to have accommodation and education, training or employment arranged for release (Niven & Stewart, 2005)Children’s opportunities to maintain relationships with their imprisoned parent are of course very limited when they do not attend visitsBUT unfortunately it is estimated that around 43% of sentenced prisoners lose touch with their families (NOMS, 2005)Also, only half of women who live with, or have contact with their children before prison, actually receive a visit (SEU, 2002)This is probably due to the severe practical and financial challenges associated with visitingSometimes there is nobody to accompany the child to visits, this might be because the child’s carer is unwilling to have contact with the imprisoned parent, or perhaps physical heath or a lack of transport means visiting is unfeasible Given that male prisoners are on average located 50 miles from home, and even further for women, journeys can be long and stressful and there is a high cost associated with themAny potential benefits of visiting are also mediated by the suitability of prison visiting environmentsResearch evidence shows that environments that are more child-friendly (less harsh security measures, fewer restrictions on physical interaction, and meaningful activities that support interaction) are associated with better scores on measures of parent-child attachments and also emotional wellbeing of the child, such as self-esteemInterviews conducted with children offer further insights into their experience of visiting, they often reveal that they have very mixed opinions about visiting their parent, whilst they desperately want to see their parent, sometimes the prison environment is perceived to be intimidating, and some talk about enduring the discomfort just to see their parent.Also, for virtually all children saying goodbye to their parent at the end of the visit is very difficult. It can be accompanied by a sense that they are leaving the parent behind or bring to the forefront of their mind that their parent has gone. Some children suffer the effects days afterwards, and these effects are not dissimilar to those reported for imprisonment per se, with enhanced emotional and behavioral problems in the days following visits.Therefore, is important that children are properly prepared for visits so they know what to expect, and also have access to support post-visits



COPING Project 

 

Consultations with 
NGOs, prison staff, 

social workers & 
policy makers 

 

 
Children aged 7- 17 

with a parent in prison  

 

 

Over 700 questionnaire 
surveys 

 

 

 In-depth interviews 
with 135 families 

 

 

Mapping of 
services and 
interventions 

 

Kathryn Sharratt – July 2013 

 
UK, Germany, Sweden, 

Romania 

 

This is a project that was led by the university, and I was involved in for 3 yearsIt is one of the largest studies of children of prisoners, spanning four European countriesChildren from the UK were mostly recruited from the North West and Yorkshire, including some from Kirklees, and so the findings have direct relevance to the children that you work with. I will mostly talk about results from the questionnaire survey and interviews, but I would just like to quickly draw your attention the exercise to map services for children and familiesIn terms of specialised support for children and families, most regions had quite a sizeable NGO dedicated to supporting families, but not West YorkshireThere were some small services available, but I suspect they are quite limited in capacity and reache.g. Jigsaw visitors centre at Leeds prison, a family project at New Hall prison, and a charity that supports children through bereavement but has since reached out to children of prisoners



Questionnaire Survey 

Kathryn Sharratt – July 2013 

 

• 25% of children at heightened risk of 

mental health problems 

 

• Considerably more difficulties in 

terms of emotions and peer 

relations (in particular) and conduct 

and hyperactivity 

 
 

As part of the questionnaire, participants were asked to complete something called the Strengths and Difficulties Questionnaire, which gives an indication that the child will suffer mental health difficultiesOne quarter of the sample were in the “risky” or “very risky” rangeWhereas previous studies have tended to look at either behavioral or emotional outcomes, COPING was quite unique in that it did bothWhen questionnaire scores were compared with those produced by children in the general population, children of prisoners reported significantly more difficulties in terms of emotions, peer relations and behaviour, but this was particularly pronounced for emotions and peersThis is quite interesting because in the history of the literature, more attention has been paid to behavioural outcomes, and it is those statistics around intergenerational offending that are most often cited in policy documentsI think that mental health outcomes haven’t received enough recognition, and so the effects have been underestimated*Strengths and Difficulties Questionnaire (SDQ) parents reports of  children aged 11+*Caution with Swedish findings – low numbers* approx. 50% Romania



5.4% 

9.8% 

12.9% 

15.2% 

16.2% 

16.7% 

16.9% 

17.7% 

21.2% 

21.7% 

23.9% 

24.8% 

25.4% 

26.1% 

27.0% 

27.6% 

30.8% 

32.0% 

32.2% 

36.7% 

37.0% 

37.0% 

38.3% 

38.5% 

38.9% 

40.0% 

40.3% 

43.1% 

44.4% 

44.7% 

45.8% 

53.7% 

61.2% 

61.8% 

Reducing alcohol/dug use

Dealing with mental health authorities

Reducing self-harm

Reducing harm caused to others

Dealing with general health authorities

Contraception

Dealing with social welfare authorities

Information about mental health care system

Physical health problems

Dealing with school authorities

Information about general healthcare system

Exposure to bullying or harrassment

Getting a place in school or a job

Using the internet

Managing own money

Getting to school/work

Going on holiday

Spending time with children – school time  

Having a place to live

Using telephones

Spending time with children – outside school  

Basic body care

Visiting child or family doctor

Playing sports

Following rules at school/work

Eating well enough

Visiting dentist

Psychological problems (general)

Spending time with family

Help with homework

Psychological problems because parent/carer is in prison

Information about support for children of prisoners

Information about having parent/carer in prisons

Visitng parent/carer in prison

Also in the questionnaire, families were presented with a list of 35 potential support needs. Drawing your attention to some of the top ones: As you might expect about two thirds said they needed help visiting the parent in prison, and information about imprisonmentAbout half said they needed information about support for children of prisonersAbout half said they needed psychological help specifically regarding imprisonment, and only slightly less than this said they needed psychological help more generally45% said they needed help with homework, 39% help following rules at school, which ties in with earlier findings about poorer education performance45% said they needed help with regards to spending time with their family, which again echoes my earlier comments about strains placed on the remaining parent/carerAll in all, most of the sample reported multiple support needs. 



Interviews 

Kathryn Sharratt – July 2013 

Initial period of destabilisation and 

trauma, followed by children and 

families adjusting  and emphasising 

being ‘normal’. 

 

“For me coping has meant getting 

through a tough time in life. The  

tough time has been from the 

moment my Father was sentenced, 

I’ve had to continually adapt to 

changes in my life.” Young Person 

Two dominant narratives emerged from the interviews. For most children, the immediate aftermath of parental imprisonment was characterised shock, disbelief, denial, confusion, anxiety, withdrawal, anger. This confirmed much of what had been found in previous literature – the internalising an external problems I mentioned.In contrast to previous literature that suggests maternal imprisonment is more harmful, we found that mothers and fathers were missed to an equal degree, and it had similarly devastating effects for emotional wellbeing. For a lot of children, after a while, these experiences tended to subside, and they bounced back reasonably well.However, for other children there was severe destabilisation and trauma with the adverse outcomes seeming more profound and enduring.This lead us to question why some children and families seem to do better than others. One factor seemed to be a determination amongst families to not let imprisonment get the better of them, and they strived to achieve some kind of normality and put a lot of emphasis on getting on with life. Achieving some kind of stability and a normal routine seemed to contribute significantly to the child’s ability to cope, a so the strength of the remaining parent/carer and their ability to do this was a key factor in influencing children’s wellbeing.  



Resiliency Factors 

1. Caregiving arrangement 

2. Extended family 

3. School & peer support 

4. NGOs and agencies 

 

 

Honesty and 

openness 

Early, continuing, good 

quality contact with 

imprisoned parent 

Family violence, drugs, 

alcohol, caregiver 

stress and depression 

Contact with 

imprisoned parent 

sporadic, awkward, 

future uncertain 

Communication 

delayed, less open, 

secrecy 

Effective coping 

strategies 

Maladaptive coping 

strategies 

Aside from confirming the importance of maintaining a relationship with the parent in prison, there were lots of other factors that influenced resilience, these are just some of the most prominent. Those children who fell in the heightened risk of mental health problems, as measured by the questionnaire, and those who showed the more enduring destabilisation during the interviews tended to have fewer of the green protective factors and more of the red risk factors. 1 and 2. As I’ve already touched upon, the support of caregivers and extended family members (especially grandparents) were crucial for children’s resilience – those that were living in caring an nurturing environments coped considerably better than those that lived in families troubled by family violence, drugs, alcohol, or where the non-imprisoned parent themselves were not coping well with the imprisonment 3. Schools and peers were the most important resource after family4. Enhanced support from NGOs and agencies where appropriate was also incredibly valuableChildren who were offered timely, age-appropriate explanations faired better than those who were not, as did those who were supported to develop effective coping strategies. 



Communication 

 

 

“Children are good at imagining 

things when we are not told the 

truth. The grown ups always say 

that they don’t know, but they 

know more than we do, and that 

is what we want to know.” 

13 year old girl 

“I know she’s done wrong, and she 

needs to be in there, but she’s still 

my mum.” 9 year old girl 

“My sister and me – we are 

real masters at suppressing 

things.” 14 year old girl 

Initial communicationIt was a pre-cursor to being involved in our study that children actually understood that their parent was in prison, although we do know that many children, especially the younger ones, are not told the truth about their parent’s absence, such as being told that Dad has joined the army. The literature for parents and practitioners is almost unanimous in that children should be told the truth. The task of explaining things to the child is one that is invariably left to the remaining parent/carer. Children in our sample had different experiences of communication, whilst some were told relatively quickly, for others there were considerable delays. There was also a lot of variation in the amount of information they had been given. Where there were delayed or inadequate explanations, children either imagined the worst, or tried to find out things for themselves. This sometimes meant going online, or looking at newspapers to find out about their parent’s case, but we know that the media doesn’t provide fair representations. Inevitably children find out somehow, and if they feel like they have been lied to, this can lead to a sense of distrust for their parent/carer when they most need a close bond with them. The one thing that children wanted to know was what the parent had done wrong to deserve them being taken away. Of course this is one of the hardest things for parents to talk about, and quite often is avoided altogether, or a best fleetingly mentioned and painfully discussed. Saying something like “Daddy has been cheeky to the police” can be enough for younger children to be happy with that explanation, but of course as they get older they increasingly need fuller explanations. Children are far better able to to come to terms with and handle separation once they have understood what has happened. Providing this is done in an appropriate way, as giving too much information can be equally damaging.  Handling ambivalencePerhaps one of the most common reactions to imprisonment was ambivalence. Children often experienced mixed or conflicting feelings about their parent. On one hand, the child loves their parent, desperately misses them, and lives for the days when they visit their parent.On the other hand, by being involved in criminal activity the parent has done wrong and has broken moral codes, which can be associated with feelings of shame and embarrassment. So the child is quite confused in terms of how to feel about their parent.To avoid these conflicting emotions they avoid thinking about their situation, and do not allow themselves to share sad or bad feelings. As one child said, they “whitewash” their situation. Ongoing communication But burying things under the carpet is only a temporary solution, and the emotions will surface eventually.So aside from an initial conversation with the child about what has happened, they need ongoing opportunities to talk, ask questions….In particular, they need help to cope with the sense of loss, mixed with a sense of shame



Stigma & Secrecy 

“There is stigma, and we women 

and children suddenly have a flaw, 

for which we are not responsible.  

We can’t go into public with this 

flaw. And that’s bad. Really bad”. 

Non-imprisoned mother 

“I was nervous telling them. I told 

them and the head teacher said ‘I 

am glad you came straight away 

and didn’t leave it for ages…we 

care about what’s happened, and 

we are there for your kids…”. Non-

imprisoned mother 

“Say if I wanted my mum, the 

teachers would say ‘Calm down 

and go and wash your face 

because you have been 

crying…there is nothing to worry 

about’. The teachers, they aren’t 

nasty, they are nice.” Girl aged 9 

This relates to my next point, children, even the younger ones, are acutely aware of the shame associated with having a parent in prison This can mean they are reluctant to reveal their situation to friends and teachers, for fear that it will be gossiped about and lead to bullying etc.Sometimes parents make an insistence on secrecy, which only reinforces the fact that imprisonment is something to be ashamed of, and that the child should be ashamed tooOf course this denies the opportunity for the child to receive supportWe generally found that moderate degrees of sharing were most helpful, i.e. telling a few friends who they could trust, and selected teachers with the expectation of confidentiality amongst the wider staff groupWhere schools had been told, most of the time, they were considered to be very supportive, although there were a few notable exceptionsConclusions Lack of systematic data about children affected, but the number is far from insignificant, including in KirkleesParental imprisonment has profound and long-lasting effects for behaviour and mental health, and these effects are very variedThe effects are compounded by complex and disadvantaged backgroundsSome of the vulnerabilities experienced by COPs are more unique, with regards to shame, embarrassment and secrecyBut there is the potential for the effects to be moderated by positive family and social environmentsRecommendationsFor more systematic data collection, and enhanced information sharing practices, so that these children and their support needs can be identifiedNeed for joined-up service provision including health, welfare, education and criminal justice That we should not overlook the unique vulnerabilities of children of prisoners, they should be recognized as a group in their own right, with dedicated support provisionFurther research = risk and protective factors, especially for mental health, and community sentences
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