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‘They should have 
thought about their 
children before they 
committed the crime’ 
 
 
Invariably, whenever an article appears in the media with a focus on children impacted by 
parental imprisonment many of the responses will be along the lines of the quote at the top 
of the page. Families have come to expect it, brace themselves for it, hide it from children 
who are old enough to read ill-informed comments. The comment above isn’t the only one, 
indulge me whilst I run you through a few more; 
 
 

‘Can’t do the time, don’t do the crime’ 
 

‘No sympathy for them’ 
 

‘Prisons are like holiday camps anyway’ 
 

‘They don’t think of the consequences of their actions’ 
 

‘Why would anyone take a child to a prison?’ 
 
 
The immediate response from the ill-informed is to talk about the prisoner, their 
responsibilities, their lack of concern for their children, that they made bad choices and why 
should they expect anything when they are prisoners. 
 
This spectacularly misses the point. 
 
It isn’t about the prisoner. 
 
It is about the children. 
 
We need to shift the narrative away from the prisoner to focus on the children impacted by 
parental imprisonment. Even if all the things the commentariat say are true, it’s irrelevant to 
the needs of the children. They have not committed any crime, they are completely innocent 
(as are many prisoners, but let’s not lose the focus. You see how easily it can happen!) When 
we talk about children having contact with a parent in prison, it isn’t about making things 
better for the prisoner, it is about ensuring that a child’s right to a family life is maintained. 
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That they can have a relationship with their parent, to keep the bond between a parent and 
a child alive, that is where the focus should be. 
 
When families make their first contact with Children Heard and Seen, 73% have not spoken 
to anyone outside of their family about the fact they have a loved one in prison. The 
parent/carer on the outside can worry about children telling their friends for fear they will be 
ostracised, isolated, socially excluded. We supported a family where the little boy was the 
only child in class not invited to a birthday party because his dad was in prison.  
 
Forty five percent of the children we work with have a parent serving a sentence of over 3 
years, where there is contact, maintaining a meaningful bond over such a long period of time 
takes hard work. Babies become toddlers, toddlers become young children, young children 
become pre-teens, pre-teens become teenagers and it continues. Children struggling to 
maintain a meaningful relationship with their parent. 
 
While we allow the narrative to focus on the ‘undeserving prisoner’, we make it easier to 
ignore the needs of the children. It allows for their children to be viewed through the same 
lens. But where does that lead us? 
 
To exactly where we are now.  
 
The last estimate for numbers of children who experience parental imprisonment each year 
in England and Wales was published here https://www.crestadvisory.com/post/children-
of-prisoners-fixing-a-broken-system. You can see the figure, 312,000 children, you could fill 
Wembley three and a half times with those children. We have to rely on estimates because 
there is no statutory identification for who or where children with a parent in prison are. You 
see, the children of prisoners aren’t counted anywhere and if you’re not counted, you don’t 
count. There is no government department that takes responsibility for children with a parent 
in prison and although parental imprisonment is recognised as an ACE it does not trigger any 
interventions from statutory services. Children with a parent in prison don’t fit under statutory 
services or Children’s Services. They are not ‘at risk’ in the way Children’s Services describe 
‘at risk’ children, they may be vulnerable to being stigmatised, bullied and judged but if we 
categorise them as ‘children in need’ are we at risk of reinforcing the stigma. 
 
There are alternatives. Children who have a parent serving in the military are identified as a 
matter of course in schools. It is irrelevant if the parent is a humble squaddie or a 
commissioned officer. Why can’t we do this for children with a parent in prison? If schools 
were asking the question of every family wouldn’t it help to reduce the stigma and shame? 
If every school had a policy that provided for training for all staff so they would know what 
to do, with kindness and sensitivity if the question were asked and received a positive answer 
it would improve the situation for children and their families. 
 
Children should never experience stigma, shame and social isolation. It really is that simple 
isn’t it.  
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We can do better for children experiencing parental imprisonment. Think of them as children 
first, not about the choices their parent made. Even those who write these comments, if 
pushed, would not want any child to suffer and at the moment they are. The pandemic and 
restricted regimes in our prisons that led to a suspension of prison visits has had a huge 
impact on children who ordinarily would have contact with their parent. We know, from the 
families who engage with us, that children’s mental health has suffered, there have been 
changes in behaviour, one little one thinks her daddy is the telephone. There are small children 
who can no longer remember their parent and others who just don’t understand why they 
cannot see them, believing they don’t love them anymore. 
 
We urgently need a roadmap that will let children and families know when social visits will 
resume. All of our prisons need to plan and prepare for increased numbers of family days to 
help to facilitate relationships being rebuilt between children and their parent. The Ministry of 
Justice and HMPPS should allow prisons to provide additional visits over and above those 
that were allocated prior to lockdown. And one thing we must not do when visits resume is 
to assume that everything is fine now. Everything wasn’t fine before lockdown. All of the 
same issues children and families faced before will still exist, so we must continue to do all 
we can to improve the situation for children impacted by parental imprisonment.  
 
Lord Farmer described families as the ‘Golden Thread’, right now that thread is broken, and 
we have work to do to repair the damage that has been inflicted on children. 
 
Not only can we do better. We must do better. 


