
1 

Justice Committee 

Remand 

Written submission from the Prison Reform Trust 

“What about me?” project 

The Prison Reform Trust (PRT) is currently engaged in a major three-year 
Transforming Lives programme, supported by the Big Lottery Fund, with the overall 
aim of reducing the number of women sent to prison across the UK. As part of this 
work, we have partnered with Families Outside for the “What about me?” project, 
which focuses on the impact on children of a mother’s involvement in the criminal 
justice system.  
 
Since the launch of the “What about me?” project in June 2017, we have been 
gathering the views of children and young people with experience of a mother in 
prison (through a call for evidence and focus group) and those of imprisoned and 
recently released mothers (through focus groups and one-to-one interviews). In 
addition, we have spoken with a wide range of practitioners as well as academics 
with experience in this field. In November 2017, we compiled a literature review 
summarising the available research and a set of draft recommendations for the final 
report of the project.  

 

We agreed that a roundtable event with academics, policy makers, practitioners, and 
those with lived experience would be a useful forum to discuss how the best 
interests of children are recognised and protected at key stages of the criminal 
justice process and to consider the project report’s priority recommendations. The 
roundtable was held on December 5 2017.  
 

Interim findings of the “What about me?” project 
 

 There is mounting evidence of the damaging effects on children following the 
imprisonment of mothers. This is a recognised Adverse Childhood Experience 
(ACE) as acknowledged in the Scottish Governments strategy Justice in 
Scotland: Vision and Priorities (2017). 
  

 Since June 2017, the “What about me?” project has: facilitated a focus group 
of 6 young people with experience of a mother in prison; from our call for 
evidence gathered the views of 19 children and young people across the UK 
who have had experience of a mother in prison; held focus groups with 
mothers both in prisons and in communities across the UK and held one-to-
one interviews with women recently released m prison. We have also spoken 
to a range of practitioners and academics and have produced a literature 
review and draft recommendations. 
  

 Key issues raised by mothers – the need for early intervention (to prevent 
imprisonment); the importance of trust (both from agencies such as social 
work and prison staff towards the women, as well as women’s own trust in the 
systems and services that are there to support them); concerns around clunky 
systems and processes (e.g. Release on Temporary Licence and contact 
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supervision); concerns around the recall system; concerns that child and 
family social workers decide what is best for their children without speaking to 
them as their mothers.  
 

 Key issues raised by children and young people – range of emotions when a 
mother goes to prison and that not all children (even in sibling groups) feel the 
same; children feeling that it is harder to explain the absence of a mother 
(than, for example, a father) and the additional stigma experienced; wanting to 
be listened to at key stages (and to be able to change their minds, e.g. about 
contact); the importance of grandparents as carers but also the challenges 
(e.g. grandparents not being able to play football or drive long distances); the 
importance of peer support groups. 
  

 Key issues from practitioners – importance of consistency in approach; 
children with a mother in prison are at a double disadvantage (because of the 
change in carer and other changes that incurs); importance of an integrated 
and coordinated approach that includes mothers in all communications about 
their children. 
 

 Priority recommendations will feature diversion from custody; the importance 
of Child Impact Assessments; sensitive and appropriate data collection; 
training for police, sentencers, social workers, prison staff, teachers, and 
probation staff; children’s needs to be listened to and considered at all stages 
of the criminal justice process. It is intended that specific recommendations 
will be made for each of Scottish Government, Police, Local Government, 
Scottish Sentencing Council and Sentencers, Prisons, Probation and Criminal 
Justice Social Work Services, Children & Families Social Work Services, 
Schools etc 

 
Final report 
 
We expect to publish the “What about mean?” report in June 2018. We will 
provide members of the Justice Committee with copies 
 
A copy of the “What about me?” project overview and the Literature review are 
enclosed for information 
 
Additional information 
 
New resources to highlight the impact of maternal imprisonment  
 
In January 2018. Oxford University, Economic and Social Research Council 
(ESRC) and the Prison Reform Trust have come together to create new 
resources, including films and briefings, for criminal justice professionals, 
including sentencers.  To help improve their understanding of the impacts of 
maternal imprisonment. While the focus is on England and Wales, the issues 
raised relate equally to Scotland. More information and links to the films are 
available at 
http://www.prisonreformtrust.org.uk/PressPolicy/News/vw/1/ItemID/507  
 

http://www.prisonreformtrust.org.uk/PressPolicy/News/vw/1/ItemID/507
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Reducing the imprisonment of mothers  
  

“What about me?” – The impact on her child when a woman goes to prison   
  

This project will consider the impact on a child when a mother goes to prison. It will make 

recommendations for good practice such that the best interests of children are considered 

at all stages of the criminal justice system. The project will be based around the following 

questions:  

  

 
  

The project will:  

- be child-centered;  

- have UK-wide applicability; and  

  

Underlying principles:   

My mum is in  

prison   
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- draw on existing PRT publications (e.g. Sentencing of Mothers, Fair Cop?) and          

other relevant research.  

  

The report will:  

- contain models of good practice (case studies) from across the UK – these will    

be threaded throughout the report; and  

- highlight key, concrete cross-sector recommendations  

Project activities:  

  

a) Collating and assimilating existing research / reports;  

b) Reviewing and evaluating existing focus group information;  

c) Gathering the views of relevant voluntary sector organisations (e.g. Families 

Outside,  

POPS, PACT, Barnardo’s, NIACRO);  

d) Liaising with relevant women’s prisons (e.g. HMPs Styal, Cornton Vale, 

Hydebank Wood);  

e) Facilitating a focus group with children who have (or have had) a mother in 

prison;  

f) Facilitating a focus group with women who have been in prison (including 
those who had custody of their children prior to going to prison and those who did 
not); and  

g) Determining the views of relevant statutory organisations (e.g. social work, 

judiciary, sentencing council, etc.).      
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The Effect on Children of Maternal Imprisonment – key findings from Literar 

 
The imprisonment of a household member is one of ten Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs) 

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

school attainment and later life experiences.i Very little of the research on the effects of parental 

imprisonment on children distinguishes between the parent as a father or a mother, and there are 

very few studies which draw direct comparisons between children’s experience of having a mother 

in prison compared to a father.  

Many of the effects of imprisonment highlighted below are common to children regardless of which 

parent in prison. For the purposes of this report, the key findings listed here are from relevant 

research which has specifically focused on children affected by maternal imprisonment: 

 

 It is estimated that maternal imprisonment affects 17,000 children in England and Wales every 
year.ii For the majority of these children, it is the first time they have been separated from their 
mothers for more than a day or so.iii 

 

 In a recent study of 17 imprisoned women, 51 children were directly affected.iv 
 

 Children who witness their mother’s arrest often experienced nightmares and flashbacks.v If a 
mother is arrested whilst children are at school, coming home to an empty house is also very 
confusing and traumatic.vi  

 

 The Equal Treatment Bench Book emphasises that sentencers must be aware of the differential 
impact sentencing decisions have on mothers and the disproportionately punitive impact on 
those with caring responsibilities.vii In reality, decisions depend on a judge’s own experience, 
personal feelings and their knowledge and understanding of the effects of imprisonment.viii  

 

 Many women in prison have pre-existing disadvantages (e.g. domestic abuse, mental health 
issues, substance abuse). The imprisonment of a mother compounds, rather than mitigates, pre-
existing family problems for children.ix  

 

 Black women are also more likely to be sole parents, so their imprisonment has particular 
implications for children.x 

 

 Women are far more likely than men to be sole or primary carers of children.xi Imprisoning a 
mother often results in the loss of parental care and the break-up of the family.xii  
 

 Only 5% of children remain in their family home when a mother goes to prison.xiii 9% are cared 
for by their father.xiv Children have on average 4 different carers during a mother's sentence.xv  

 

 In a study of 20 young people living with their fathers whilst their mothers were imprisoned, 
none of the young people (and only one mother) expressed satisfaction with the arrangement.xvi  
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 One study in HMP Holloway reported that 42 women being held there had no idea who was 
looking after their children and that 19 children under the age of 16 were looking after 
themselves.xvii 

 

 Maternal imprisonment may cause greater disruption to a child’s life than paternal 
imprisonment as it is more likely to involve other changes (e.g. carer, home and school).xviii  

 

 Children with a mother in prison may experience stigmatisation, isolation, and discrimination as 
well as ‘confounding grief’, which is expressed in angry and aggressive behaviours.xix 

 

 Separation from mothers can be deeply traumatic for children. Secure attachment with their 
care giver is recognised as being essential for positive child development and behaviour.xx The 
threshold at which the absence of an imprisoned mother has an impact on her child is lower 
than that of an imprisoned father.xxi 

 

 Maternal imprisonment can have a negative impact on educational attainment.xxii  
 

 Mothers in prison can internalise societal stigma and come to see themselves as a bad mother. 
This can have a negative impact on their children.xxiii  
 

 Many caregivers do not want to tell children the truth about their mother’s imprisonment. This 
secrecy, or ‘forced silence’, can lead to a greater sense of stigma for children.xxiv  

 

 Even when mothers serve very short sentences, this has a profoundly devastating impact on 
children, including insecurity, bedwetting, nightmares and bullying.xxv 

 

 I in 5 women in England and Wales is held more than 100 miles away from homexxvi, making 
visiting for children difficult (e.g. due to the restrictions of school hours) and often unaffordable 
for carers.xxvii 

 

 Regular contact between mothers and their children increases the likelihood of positive 
outcomes for children.xxviii Around 50% of imprisoned mothers do not receive visits from their 
children during their sentence.xxix 

 

 The lack of privacy and the visiting rules (e.g. restrictions on physical contact and time limits) can 
make it difficult for children to connect and interact with their mother during a visit.xxx  

 

 Children report that they would like one-on-one time with their mother on prison visits and 
appreciate facilities that allow extended visits, including overnight provision.xxxi  

 

 Initiatives such as PACT’s ‘Visiting Mum’ programme in HMP Eastwood Park, which offers 
intensive pre- and post-visit support for children, alleviate confusion, fear and intimidation 
amongst children visiting prisons.xxxii  

 

 Approximately 600 pregnant women are held in prisons in England and Wales each year and 
some 100 babies are born to women prisoners.xxxiii The number of women being granted places 
on Mother and Baby Units has decreased in recent years.xxxiv 

 



8 

 Women are more likely than men to lose housing when they go into prisonxxxv, and more than 
60% of women do not have homes to go to on release, making it difficult to regain custody of 
their children.xxxvi  

 

 The number of women recalled to prison in England and Wales has risen dramatically since the 
commencement of the Offender Rehabilitation Act 2014.xxxvii This may result in ongoing 
disruption for children.  

 

 Whilst the COPING study found no significant differences between the resilience and well-being 
of children of imprisoned mothers and those of imprisoned fathersxxxviii, there are studies which 
suggest that children may have worse reactions to parental imprisonment when it is their 
mother in prison.xxxix What is agreed is that further research is needed.   

 

 
In summary, the imprisonment of a mother has a devastating impact on children, regardless of the 
age of the child and the length of sentence the mother receives. Further child-centered research, 
which considers all stages of the criminal justice system, is essential in order to determine the short- 
and long-term impact of maternal imprisonment on children.  
 
23rd November 2017  
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