
 

IF, WHAT, WHEN, WHY AND HOW IT IS IMPORTANT TO 
TELL CHILDREN ABOUT THEIR PARENT’S IMPRISONMENT: 

One of the most difficult challenges to face when your child’s parent 
goes to prison is the task of telling the child, and communication was 
considered to be of great importance by our focus group of parents 
and carers of children whose parent is in prison.  

The following Frequently Asked Questions are answered by the focus 
group, and by the children of the families: 

SHOULD I / SHOULDN’T I TELL MY CHILDREN? 

The overwhelming agreement was that children should be told, and 
some observations included:  

• If children are not informed about the situation they can become 
confused; they often sense something is not right 

• When they do not know they try and make sense and may 
imagine different scenarios that could be worse than the actual 
situation 

• If they know the truth, but have not been told, they may believe 
the parent/carer does not know and may feel the need to 
protect them 

• They may have to go along with ‘stories’ (e.g. Dad is at work/on 
holiday) even when they know they are untrue 

• If children cannot talk to anyone this is likely to cause worry and 
anxiety. They will have unanswered questions. 

• It is important and healthy for them to want to know and 
understand 

Children said they would all rather know (at an age-appropriate level). 
They will know in the future, and wanted to find out in a safe 
environment from loved ones, removing the risk they would find out via 
media/social media, at school, Googling parent’s name and so on. 

WHAT HAPPENS IF I DON’T TELL THEM? 

Our experience at Children Heard and Seen is that children and young 
people who have not been told at the time and have later discovered 
the truth, have experienced a profound impact affecting their trust of 
the parent or carer, feeling they have lived a lie. 

WHEN AND HOW DO I TELL THE CHILDREN? 

There is no absolute right or wrong time to tell a child, and it is important 
to remember that you are the one who knows your child. In most cases 
it is better to tell the children as soon as possible. 

• Choose a time and place where you won’t be interrupted, make 
the children feel safe 

• Think about their age, and their mental and emotional maturity, 
so you can tell them in a way they can best understand 

• Make sure they know they can ask questions (some of which 
may be hard to answer!) 

• You may like to do an activity (such as cooking), as some 
children may find it easier to talk. You know the child best! 

• Some people have found it helpful to have another trusted adult 
present, but this should only be if it is likely to help the children 



• Children should know the parent is not a bad person – they 
have made bad decisions or wrong choices. It is important that 
children don’t feel any sense of guilt 

• Make it clear that children can ask questions/talk about it 
another time – let them go at their own pace  

HOW DO I MANAGE MY CHILD’S FEELINGS/BEHAVIOUR? 

Children may experience a whole range of emotions, including loss, 
anger, upset, confusion, disbelief, numbness or anxiety as they process 
the information. Each child may react differently. 

• Offer reassurance that all their emotional reactions are okay, 
and help them feel safe   

• Adults make sure you find support to process your own feelings 
and take time for yourself, so you can support children to talk 
openly about theirs. 

• Remember you are the one who knows the child best – you are 
their primary carer 

• Children’s feelings towards their parent who has committed the 
offence may well be different to yours – it is important to allow 
children to decide how they feel. The parent is still their parent 
even though they are in prison. 

HOW WE CAN SUPPORT YOU TO TELL YOUR CHILD THEIR 
PARENT IS IN PRISON: 

At Children Heard And Seen, a large part of our work is in helping 
parent’s come up with a way to tell their children that their parent is in 
prison, and how to explain their crime in an age appropriate way.  

• We have a discussion with the parent to find out the family 
situation, type of offence and length of sentence and the age 
and emotional resilience of the children. 

• We will then write a bespoke ‘crib sheet’ of ways to explain 
about the law, prisons and offence type. This includes phrases to 
use or avoid and what reactions to prepare for from the 
children. 

• We then have a follow up conversation with the parent so they 
can run through the ‘crib sheet’ and ask any questions they may 
have and to get everything clear in their minds before having the 
conversation with the child. 

• We also offer a follow up session with the child and parent so 
that the child can ask a trained practitioner any questions about 
prisons and we can explain more about how we support 
children with a parent in prison. In our experience, it can be 
beneficial for the child to hear about our support as it helps 
them to realise they are not the only child with a parent in prison. 

If you would like support in telling your child that their parent is in prison, 
or would like to find out more about the support we offer to families 
impacted by parental imprisonment, please contact us on 07557 
339258 or email info@childrenheardandseen.co.uk


	IF, WHAT, WHEN, WHY AND HOW IT IS IMPORTANT TO TELL CHILDREN ABOUT THEIR PARENT’S IMPRISONMENT:
	SHOULD I / SHOULDN’T I TELL MY CHILDREN?
	WHAT HAPPENS IF I DON’T TELL THEM?
	WHEN AND HOW DO I TELL THE CHILDREN?
	HOW DO I MANAGE MY CHILD’S FEELINGS/BEHAVIOUR?
	HOW WE CAN SUPPORT YOU TO TELL YOUR CHILD THEIR PARENT IS IN PRISON:

