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The children of offenders in Wales 
 
Parental imprisonment impacts on the opportunities for children and young 
people to access their rights and entitlements, increases the risks of poor 
outcomes and is strongly associated with child poverty. 
 

• Estimates of the number of children and young people with a parent in 
prison in England and Wales vary between 125,000 and 150,000.1  Most 
recently the literature suggests a figure of 150,000 .2 

 
• Approximately 7 per cent of the school population will experience the 

imprisonment of a parent during their time in school.3 
 
 
Recognising the children of offenders as vulnerable children in Wales 
 
Welsh Assembly Government has adopted the United Nations Convention of the 
Rights of the Child (UNCRC) (1989).4  Article 2 and 9 of the UNCRC set out the 
ways in which children must be able to access their rights irrespective of their 
parent's status. 
 
Children with parents in prison are included as children and young people ‘in 
special circumstances’ in the National Service Framework for Children, Young 
People and Maternity Services in Wales (NSF).5  The NSF includes a standard for 
organisations to provide inclusive services, and additional targeted services for all 
children in special circumstances and their families (6.4) and that peer-support 
groups for children in special circumstances are jointly funded and facilitated in 
each locality (6.2.). 
 
The children and young people of families in difficult circumstances including 
families of offenders are identified as in need of additional support in ‘Shared 
Planning for Better Outcomes’ (2007) – statutory Guidance on Children and Young 
People's Plans. The Guidance also includes the need to give the highest priority to 
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those in greatest need including those who have offended and young people at 
risk of offending. Prisoners' children are two and half times as likely to become 
prisoners themselves. 
 
In 2006 the National Offender Management Service in Wales published a strategy 
for joint work to reduce re-offending and create stronger and safer communities 
in Wales.6  The strategy is clear that ‘all criminal justice system agencies and their 
partners have a responsibility to help children, young people and the families of 
offenders’. Nearly half of all prisoners loose contact with their families whilst in 
prison.7  For women, difficulties in maintaining contact with their families are 
exacerbated by being held further away from home. Research shows that 
prisoners who maintain contact with their families are six times less likely to re-
offend.8  Reducing offending is central to reducing the number of children and 
young people experiencing poor outcomes as a result of parental imprisonment. 
 
 
Evidence about the impact of parental imprisonment on children and 
young people 
 
Children with a prisoner in the family are likely to experience a range of issues 
including: 
• poor emotional well-being; 
• disruptive behaviour; 
• low self-esteem; 
• significant mental heath difficulties; 
• poor educational attainment;9 
• increased risk of offending .10 

 
Parental imprisonment is associated with family economic strain, and instability in 
children's care and living arrangements, even after controlling for parental 
substance misuse and mental health problems.11  A recent study suggests that 
criminal justice and social welfare policies combine to impoverish, disadvantage 
and exclude prisoners' families and their children in particular.12 
 
The children of women prisoners are most likely to be cared for outside the home 
while their mothers are in prison with only 5% of children of female prisoners 
remaining in the family home.13  One survey found that 11% of imprisoned mothers 
had one or more of their children taken into care, fostered or adopted.14 
 
The longer term impact of the imprisonment of a parent and a range of linked 
issues contribute and reinforce the propensity for poverty and social exclusion 
through the life-course.15 
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Responding to the needs of the children of offenders 
 

1. Communication: Give children's caregivers advice and information on 
providing clear and honest explanations about parental absence to children.16 

2. Placement: Children need stable care arrangements during parental 
imprisonment, ideally with families and friends.17 

3. Contact: Increase children's opportunities to maintain contact with their 
imprisoned parent, in particular through child-centred visiting arrangements 
in prisons.18 

4. Therapy: Offer counselling and therapeutic services of children of prisoners 
to help them cope with separation.19 

5. Financial assistance: Ensure that prisoners' families receive adequate 
benefits to overcome loss of income.20 

6. Reduce costs: Provide free transport or financial assistance for prison visits. 
Reduce the cost of telephone calls between home and prison.21 

7. Prisoner employment: provide prisoners with paid work while in custody 
and increase work schemes that employ former prisoners.22 

8. Parenting interventions: parenting styles are important predictors of child 
development and parenting interventions have been shown to be effective.23 

9. Family support: Support to assist families affected by offending reduces the 
risks of poor outcomes for children and young people. Supporting families 
with a member in prison reduces the risks of family breakdown which in turn 
reduces the risks of re-offending. 

 
Young people with a parent in prison have identified the need for someone to 
talk to, help with visits and practical issues, to be kept informed and to have 
access to information.24 
 
 
Education: Schools are not presently well equipped to recognise the needs of 
children who have a parent in prison.25  There is evidence that children feel the 
need to play a supportive role in the family upon imprisonment of a parent. At the 
same time children may feel the need to hide their family circumstances from 
others, this isolates them from support. In this way children who have a parent in 
prison may experience many of the stresses and barriers to education associated 
with the young carer role. 
 
Gloucestershire Local Education Authority has developed a policy for the 
education of children with a parent or close relative in prison. The policy aims to 
raise awareness of the needs of children and young people affected by family 
imprisonment, secure their educational achievement and attendance and 
promote social inclusion.26 
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The children of offenders are vulnerable children and are at risk of poor 
outcomes. This group of children and young people require additional support 
in order to access their rights and entitlements. There is established evidence in 
relation to needs of the children of offenders and appropriate responses. 
 
Responding to the needs of these children and young people requires commitment 
public and voluntary sector organisations working with children and young 
people in their community and agencies within the criminal justice system. 
 
This document has been produced as part of the work of a multi-agency National 
Offender Management Service (Wales) Children and Families Pathway group. The 
group is taking forward action to deliver on the Children and Families Pathway 
of the NOMS (Wales) Strategy to Reduce Re-offending (2006). The group is also 
supporting those working in prisons and the wider criminal justice system in 
developing practice to meet the needs of the children of offenders and their 
families. 
 
Copies of both ‘Stronger Partnerships for Better Outcomes: Guidance’ and ‘Shared 
Planning for Better Outcomes: Planning Guidance’ are available on the Assembly 
Government Website at: 
http://new.wales.gov.uk/topics/educationandskills/publications/guidance/sharedp
lanningforbetteroutcomes?lang=en 
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