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This report was produced by The Robertson Trust in partnership with: 

 
Families Outside 
Families Outside is a national charity that works solely to support families affected by imprisonment in 
Scotland.  It works to mitigate the effects of imprisonment on children and families – and consequently 
to reduce the likelihood of reoffending – through support and information for families and for the 
people who work with them.  
 

http://www.familiesoutside.org.uk/ 

 
Circle Scotland 
Circle is a Scottish charity working at the heart of deprived communities across central Scotland. Their 
aim is to support the most disadvantaged and difficult-to-engage children and families to improve 
their lives and promote their healthy potential and development. Through its FABI (Families Affected 
by Imprisonment) project, Circle provides pre-release support to mothers and fathers in prison and 
assertive outreach to whole families in the home and community which continues post release. 
 

http://www.circlescotland.org/home.aspx   

 
YCSA 
Youth Community Support Agency (YCSA) is a charitable organisation founded in 1995 by young 
people from diverse communities. The vision of the organisation then and now is to deliver services 
that empower young people to embrace their true potential. YCSA support families of BME young 
offenders from HM YOI Polmont, both during the young person’s time in prison and after their release. 
 

http://ycsa.org.uk/   

 
Crossreach 
Crossreach is the Social Care arm of the Church of Scotland. Crossreach operate the Perth Prison 
Visitors Support and Advice Centre at HMP Perth where it provides practical and emotional support to 
families of offenders. Through this work, Crossreach aim to maintain communications in the family 
unit, increase self-esteem, reduce social isolation and motivate and encourage visitors.  
 

http://www.crossreach.org.uk/ 

 
The Croft 
Setup by St Enoch’s Hogganfield Parish Church, the Croft provides support to families and friends of 
prisoners at HMP Barlinnie. The Croft offers practical information about what to expect during a 
prison visit and also offers emotional support for family members affected by imprisonment and helps 
them to engage with other services from whom they can receive support.   
 

http://croftbvc.wordpress.com/  

 
The Lighthouse Foundation 
The Lighthouse Foundation provides emotional and practical support to families affected by 
imprisonment, in North, East and South Ayrshire. It has a help desk in HMP Kilmarnock where it 
provides support and advice to people visiting family members in prison. Within the community, the 
Lighthouse Foundation also provides individual advocacy to people dealing with issues arising from 
their relative’s imprisonment, provides support during court trials, helps families to engage with other 
support services and supports prisoners to rebuild relationships with their family in the community. 
 

http://www.lighthouse-foundation.co.uk/  
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INTRODUCTION 
 
The Robertson Trust is the largest independent grant-making Trust in Scotland and funds and 
evaluates a wide range of third sector organisations that provide support to families affected by 
imprisonment. In 2009, the Trust published a short report on Good Practice in Projects Working with 
Prisoners’ Families which highlighted the learning from four of the key organisations working with 
families affected by imprisonment at the time and recommended a number of changes that were 
required in order to better meet the needs of this group.  
 
In the last four years, there have been significant developments in this area and many of the 
recommendations in the report have now been implemented. In particular, there is now a much 
greater recognition of the value of the work that third sector organisations provide for families 
affected by imprisonment and improved relationships between these organisations and prison staff. In 
the last year, there has also been a growing awareness of the value of Visitor Centres, with the Scottish 
Prison Service announcing their aim that every prison in Scotland should have this resource going 
forward.  
 
This updated report comes at an important time and aims to inform current discussions about the 
wider support that is needed in the community for families affected by imprisonment, as well as what 
the new Prison Visitor Centres should look like. Produced in partnership with a number of the key 
third sector organisations that are currently working with these families, this report provides updated 
information about the range of services that are currently available for families of prisoners and 
identifies examples of good practice. Importantly, it also highlights the challenges that these services 
are facing and makes a number of recommendations to help improve future work within this area. 
 
 
SUPPORTING FAMILIES AFFECTED BY IMPRISONMENT 
 
While there is a growing recognition of the value of including families in services that improve 
outcomes for offenders, there has traditionally been less awareness of the need and value of providing 
support to these families in their own right. Families of prisoners may face a number of challenges as 
result of their family member’s imprisonment, ranging from stigmatisation and social isolation to 
financial, childcare and housing difficulties. As a significant number of prisoners come from deprived 
backgrounds, their families may face many of the same issues including low levels of education, 
unemployment and poor physical and mental health. Conversely, a small number of prisoners come 
from more affluent backgrounds and particularly in the case of BME prisoners, their families may face 
a different range of challenges linked to their cultural and religious beliefs. There is also the need to 
recognise that in some cases, it may be in the families’ best interests that their family member is in 
prison and families may also need support in recognising this and planning for the future. 
 
A small but significant number of third sector organisations in Scotland currently provide support for 
families affected by imprisonment. The level and nature of support that these organisations provide is 
wide ranging and includes offering advice and information, acting as an advocate for families, 
providing practical and emotional support during prison visits, helping them to access other services 
and working intensively with families in the community both while the prisoner is in prison and after 
their release. Much of this work is undertaken by small organisations, with strong roots in the local 
community. 
 
The following section identifies areas of good practice from projects that work with families affected 
by imprisonment, both within prison and the wider community.  
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GOOD PRACTICE IN WORKING WITH FAMILIES AFFECTED BY IMPRISONMENT  
 

1. Supporting Families within Prisons 
 

Third sector organisations currently manage or deliver services from the Visitor Centres at 
Edinburgh, Perth, Barlinnie, Kilmarnock, Addiewell and Cornton Vale prisons. While each 
prison’s Visitor Centre follows a different model, all centres offer practical and emotional 
support to families who have relatives in prison and information and advice with a range of 
issues they may be facing.  
 
 
The following areas of good practice have been identified in supporting families within prison: 
 

 Providing Holistic Support for Families’ Needs 
Projects that provide opportunities for families to access support with a wide range of issues are 
seen as particularly valuable. This may be through raising families’ awareness of services where 
they can access support or providing specialist support within the prison setting. An example of 
good practice within this area is the Croft which brings in external agencies such as the Citizen 
Advice Bureau so families can access specialist support on welfare issues.  

 

 Taking a Whole Family Approach 
Projects that provide opportunities for the whole family to come together are highly effective and 
there are examples of projects facilitating bonding visits, offering mediation and running family fun 
days within the prison setting. Services that offer opportunities for prisoners to develop their 
relationship with their children through running parenting classes and after schools homework 
clubs are particularly valuable. An example of good practice in this area is Crossreach who facilitate 
Handling Children’s Behaviour courses, in partnership with Perth and Kinross Council Child Care 
Team.  
 

 
The following challenges have also been identified: 
 

 Ensuring Visitor Centres are in an Accessible Location 
The location of centres can impact on how they are perceived by families and people’s willingness 
to access support through them. Centres should ideally be in an accessible building that families do 
not have to pass through security to get to but should also be close enough to the prison that 
families are aware of them and can easily access them while they are visiting family members. The 
centres also need to have sufficient space to deliver meaningful work with families and include 
private areas to discuss sensitive issues with families on a 1 to 1 basis. 

 

 Engaging with Families 
Projects highlight that a significant number of families do not visit their family members while they 
are in prison and that inevitably, their ability to engage with families in this setting is limited to 
those that do. Projects also note the need for better referral processes to be put in place to ensure 
that all first time visitors are identified and referred to family support agencies.  Other challenges 
identified include the fact that families of prisoners may view project staff the same way they do 
prison staff if they are based within a prison and consequently it may take time for these families to 
trust them enough to engage with the support they offer.  

 

 Developing Relationships with Prison Staff 
While all of the projects note that their relationship with prison staff has improved significantly in 
recent years, they highlight that this relationship can take time to develop. Projects also highlight 
that some prison staff may not understand the issues that families of prisoners face or recognise the 
value of helping families to maintain a positive relationship with their family while they are in 
prison. 



4 

 

2. Supporting Families in the Community 
 
Third sector organisations offer a range of community based support for families affected by 
imprisonment. This support is wide ranging and includes providing information and advice on 
issues such as finance, housing and employment; providing support with childcare issues; 
delivering skills based training and acting as an advocate for families.  
 
 
The following areas of good practice have been identified in supporting families in the 
community: 
 
 Working in Partnership with other Organisations 

Projects that have strong links to local organisations and work with them to provide a joined-up 
package of support for families affected by imprisonment prove to be highly effective in addressing 
families’ multiple support needs. Through this approach, projects are able to raise the families’ 
awareness of the range of services that are available to them in their local community and ensure 
they are able to access sustainable support after they exit the project. Families Outside which co-
delivers support with a range of specialist agencies offers an example of good practice in this area.   

 
 Providing support to Children  of Prisoners  

Projects that provide support to children of prisoners play a valuable role in both improving 
outcomes for these children and breaking cycles of offending within families. A parent’s 
imprisonment may result in significant changes to a child’s life that they need appropriate support 
to understand and cope with.  Circle provides an example of good practice in this area by working 
to address attachment issues between children affected by imprisonment and the adults in their 
lives, providing direct support in school and addressing any issues in the home to ensure it is as 
child friendly as possible.  

 
 
The following challenges have also been identified: 
 

 Engaging with Public Sector Services 
Projects highlight the challenges that many families face in engaging with mainstream services. 
Chaotic families in particular may find it difficult to engage with universal services such as 
healthcare and education, and as a result do not benefit from the support they offer. A particular 
challenge families encounter is that many public sector organisations can only support families who 
live in specific geographies or have specific needs. These organisations may also have complicated 
registration processes in place and families who struggle to comply with them, may fall through the 
gap. There is a need for all public sector staff who come into contact with families affected by 
imprisonment to undertake training to become more aware of the issues that the families face and 
how they can better engage with them. GPs and teachers may particularly benefit from this training. 

 

 Competition amongst Service Providers 
The challenging funding environment that projects operate in can lead to competition and 
territorialism in the sector. This can seriously hinder partnership working and may act as a barrier 
to projects sharing resources and best practice with each other. As a result, it may also negatively 
impact on the quality of support that families receive. The majority of projects that work with 
families of prisoners are currently delivered by local community groups and there is also a concern 
that if these organisations are to be replaced by large, national groups in the future then their 
expertise and strong links with the local community will be lost. 
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3. Engaging with Families Affected by Imprisonment 
 
A firm commitment to developing strong relationships with families built on mutual respect 
and trust, is key to engaging with families affected by imprisonment.   
 
 
The following areas of good practice have been identified in developing strong relationships with 
families of prisoners: 
 

 Having a Skilled Team of Staff 
Ensuring projects are staffed by people with a strong understanding of the needs of families of 
prisoners is integral to a project’s ability to engage with families. These staff should have the skills 
and training required to support families with the range of issues they face and a strong knowledge 
of other agencies they can refer families to for specialist support. Projects such as Circle that take a 
non-judgemental, solution based approach have proven particularly effective at engaging 
vulnerable families that otherwise would be unlikely to access any other support.       

 

 Providing End to End Support 
Projects that offer support to families from the point of arrest and continue to work with them 
throughout sentencing, imprisonment and after the prisoner’s release are highlighted as being 
highly effective in developing a relationship of trust with families. The Lighthouse Foundation, 
which provides support to families during the court process onwards, offers an example of good 
practice within this area.    

 

 Having Strong Roots in Local Communities 
Projects that are delivered by community groups that have a strong knowledge of the local area in 
which families live, have proven to be particularly effective in engaging with families affected by 
imprisonment. YCSA offers an example of good practice in this area. Providing support to BME 
young people and their families within Glasgow over the last 18 years, they have developed close 
relationships with the range of partners that are most relevant for these families, including 
religious institutions, parent support groups and youth clubs.  

 
 
The following challenges have also been identified: 
 

 Overcoming Negative Experiences with other Agencies 
Projects highlight that many of the families they work with have had negative experiences with 
agencies in the past and as a consequence, they may be resistant to engaging with other support 
services. A significant strength of third sector organisations is their independence from public 
sector agencies such as criminal justice social work, the police and the prison service but despite 
this it may still take these agencies considerable time and effort to earn families’ trust. 

 

 Developing Positive Relationships with the Prisoners 
Projects note that in some cases prisoners are not comfortable with the idea of their family 
discussing personal issues with support staff and may try to persuade them not to engage with 
their services. In this circumstance, projects highlight the importance of developing a relationship 
of trust with the prisoner as well as the family and where appropriate, taking a full family approach 
to the support they provide. 
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4. Service Flexibility 
 

Putting the needs of families at the centre of the service and tailoring the support offered 
around these needs, is key to providing flexible services for families affected by imprisonment.   
 

The following areas of good practice have been identified in providing a flexible service: 
 

 Ability to work with all Families 
Projects that have no restrictions on which families they can work with are identified as being 
particularly valuable. Specifically, families should be able to access high quality support regardless 
of the area they live or the characteristics of the prisoner, such as their age, gender or length of 
sentence. An example of good practice in this area is Families Outside who offer support to families 
across the whole of Scotland through their Freephone Helpline and also provide face-to-face 
support to families in a number of Community Justice Authority areas through their Family Support 
Work programme. 

 

 Providing Assertive Outreach 
Many families affected by imprisonment are reluctant to disclose that they have a family member in 
prison and consequently, may not be accessing any support for the issues they are facing. Therefore 
services that provide assertive outreach are vital in ensuring hard to reach families are able to 
access the support they need. Circle provides an example of good practice in this area by using a 
wide range of sources to access families, such as schools, social work and prisons and then engaging 
families at the times and locations that are most suitable for them, including in their homes. 

 
The following challenges have also been identified:  
 

 Meeting Demand for Services 
Projects note that adequate levels of support are not available for families across all of Scotland and 
highlight that there are areas outside of the Central Belt where there are significant gaps in 
services. While Families Outside is notable in that it is able to offer some level of support to families 
across the whole of Scotland, the ability for families to access more intensive or tailored support is 
currently largely dependent on where their family member is imprisoned or the area in which they 
live.  
 

Projects also note that they are often limited in the times they are able to offer support to families 
of prisoners, with many projects only able to offer a part-time service. This has the negative effect 
that some families may not be able to access support during times of crisis and may also impact on 
families’ relationships with services if they feel that the organisation is not there at the times they 
need them. 
 

CHALLENGES IN WORKING WITH FAMILIES AFFECTED BY IMPRISONMENT  
 

 Securing Sustainable Funding for Services 
Projects report significant challenges in securing sustainable funding to cover the revenue costs of 
their services. Projects note that they currently have to dedicate a significant amount of time and 
resources to securing future funding for their services and that this negatively impacts on the time 
they have to work with families. The lack of multi-year, public sector funding available for services 
that work with families affected by imprisonment is a particular challenge which inhibits delivery 
organisations’ ability to plan ahead and also puts the future of some services in an uncertain 
position.  

 

 Evidencing Impact of Services 
Many projects lack the skills and resources required to evidence the impact that their support has 
for families. Increasing project’s self-evaluation skills will help them to better measure, understand 
and demonstrate the quality of the work they deliver.   
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RECOMMENDATIONS 

 
For Third Sector service providers: 
 

1. Work together to develop links with universal services to improve the knowledge and awareness 
that these services have of the needs of families affected by imprisonment and help develop their 
skills in how they can engage with these groups. 

 

2. Adopt consistent language to describe the type and level of support that third sector organisations 
offer families of prisoners to help develop an accurate picture of the range of support that is 
currently available to families across Scotland and identify where gaps exist.  

 

3. Large voluntary organisations should recognise the specialist skills, expertise and strong links to 
community groups that many smaller, locally-based organisations have and work in partnership – 
not competition - with these providers to ensure families receive the range of support required. 

 

4. Use volunteers and mentors from the local community to maximise the resources available to 
support families affected by imprisonment and help families to develop positive social networks.    

 

5. Share learning and resources with other service providers and participate in opportunities to 
develop their self-evaluation skills.  

 
For The Robertson Trust: 
 

6. Provide increased opportunities for service providers to come together to share knowledge, skills 
and resources. 

 

7. Work in partnership with Evaluation Support Scotland, to develop a self-evaluation programme 
for third sector service providers to equip them with the skills and tools to better measure, 
understand and demonstrate the impact of their work. 

 

8. Work with the Criminal Justice Voluntary Sector Forum (CJVSF) to develop a workforce 
development programme for third sector service providers where they can access accredited 
training programmes and academic courses.  

 
For Public Sector agencies: 
 

9. Conduct a comprehensive scoping exercise to map the level and nature of support that currently 
exists for families across Scotland to identify gaps and potential duplication.  

 

10. Develop an increased awareness of the range of issues and challenges that families of prisoners 
face and a recognition that these issues cross over multiple departments including justice, social 
work, early years, health, education and employment. 

 

11. Appropriate training should be delivered for all agencies that have contact with families of 
prisoners including health professionals and teachers. All prison staff should receive advanced 
training in how to support families.   

 

12. SPS should ensure that all prisons have a high quality visitor centre facilitated by third sector 
staff, where families can receive information, support and advice. Families Outside has produced a 
useful briefing paper outlining the basic standards that these centres should seek to adhere to1.  

 

13.  Develop a long term strategy for supporting families affected by imprisonment that identifies the 
activities that are required over the next 10 years to ensure that families’ needs are met and 
assigns specific organisations with responsibilities for ensuring these activities take place. This 
strategy should also identify adequate funding for this programme of work.  

                                                           
1
 Families Outside, ‘Planning Your Visitors’ Resource Centre’ (December 2012) 


