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In the Autumn of 2013, Pact started a project with generous 
funding from Big Lottery Wales.  We worked with young parents 
in custody and in the community in South Wales to help them to 
cope with separation from their family members.
 
As part of this project, we worked with children to find out how 
they felt the imprisonment of their loved one had impacted 
their own wellbeing, and what we could be doing to better 
support them. 
 
Children told us that they wished that their parents were 
honest with them and that they wanted to be told what was 
happening in their family in a sensitive and supportive way. 
They told us that it would be good if there were games and 
activities that their parents/carers, teachers or social workers 
could do with them, so that they could deal with the situation 
together and feel part of what was going on.
 
This book therefore aims to bring together information and 
assistance for adults who are in the difficult position of having 
to explain imprisonment to children, with some activities that 
can be shared with children.
 
Pact would like to thank all children and adults that we work 
with every day, for their willingness to share their stories, ideas 
and thoughts with us, and for letting us be part of their journey. 



3

A message to adults 					     4

To tell or not to tell 					     6

Finding the words						      8

Example conversation with an older child		  10

Example conversation with a young child		  12

Explaining specific offences				    14

Visiting prison						      16

Common feelings and behaviours for children	 18

Games with no equipment				    22

Questions children might ask				    24

Coming home						      26

Practical things that might help				   27

Missing you							      28

Worry bag							       29	

People who can help me 				    30

Make a memory box					     31

Invisible string						      32

What is prison like?					     33

Draw your parents’ bedroom				    34

Make a dream catcher					     35

Questions I want to ask					     36

Write a letter						      37

A journey							       38

Children’s rights						      40

My first aid kit						      41

Make some worry dolls					     42		
		
William the Bear						      43

Useful contacts						      45

About Pact							       46



4

Hello,

If you’re reading this book, then you may 
be a parent or carer of a child who has 
a relative or friend in prison, or maybe a 
professional working with a family who have 
been affected by imprisonment.  Either 
way, the chances are that the situation is 
difficult, complicated and probably not 
something you really want to deal with, or 
maybe ever thought you’d have to. 

You’ve more than likely had to find an 
inner strength you didn’t even know you 
had, a determination to navigate the 
complicated justice system and deal with 
all of the stresses and worries that having a 
family member or friend in prison involves – 
and there are so many.  
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One of the biggest worries that we find in our work 
with families affected by imprisonment is about 
children.  Do you tell them what has happened?  
How on earth do you go about it?  How do you 
make the decision about what to say, how much 
and when?  What sorts of behaviours can you 
expect to see, and is there anything practical that 
you can do to help them?

It seems daunting, but the good news is that you 
are not alone.  There are many families who have 
gone through these same thoughts and feelings, 
and there are people and resources out there to 
support you.  We have tried to include some in this 
book, which we hope that you will find useful.  We 
have also tried to put in some clear information 
about the justice system that you can use to 
explain to children in a clear and simple way 
about what is happening to their friend or relative.

The activities in this book are aimed at the under 
tens, but can be adapted however you need to 
for the children that you are helping.



‘Should I tell the children?’ 
is probably one of the 
questions that is most asked.  

The answer is that it depends entirely on you.  
You are the person who knows the children best.  
You know their age, their understanding and 
other factors such as how long the person will 
be absent for.  People make all sorts of different 
decisions for all sorts of reasons that they feel are 
the best course of action at the time.

Because children can’t start to process what is 
happening until they know about it, we have 
advocated telling them the truth in this book and 
have suggested some ways in which this can be 
done.  You might decide that this isn’t what you 
want to do and that’s fine too – you know your 
children best. 
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What seemed the easiest thing to say at the 
time – telling our 6 year old that Daddy is 

working away – got a bit awkward later on. 

We learned that at some point, children will 
find out that they have not been told the truth 
and the situation will get harder to deal with.  

The longer you leave it, the harder it becomes 
– then you have to deal with the questions 

about why you lied about it.
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I found out that Daddy was in 
jail because I heard my friend’s 
Mum talking about it. I can’t tell 
my Mum because I don’t know 
if she knows. Because I can’t 
talk to my Mum about it, I have 
to keep it a secret and I have 
no one to talk to.



8

Finding the words to tell a child can be difficult. You want 
to tell them about what has happened, but in a way that 
they understand.  

Different ages and levels of understanding will need 
different explanations – you know the children best, so 
start with something that they can understand.
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With all the technology around, 
information is at our fingertips and I 
will find out somehow – through the 
newspapers, from a friend, or from 

searching the internet.  

I’d rather hear it from someone who 
can give me the facts instead of 

hearing rumours.
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It’s important that people tell the truth and be 
honest about things.  Daddy was not honest – 
he told lies about things that he had done.
  
Eric used someone else’s credit card to 
pay for some things, which is 
like stealing someone 
else’s money.

Mummy went in to a shop and took things 
without paying for them. It’s called stealing, 
and it’s against the rules.

Uncle Graham broke into someone’s house 
and took their things. It’s called burglary. 
The law keeps us safe by making it a crime, 
so he has to go to jail to learn not to do it 
again.

Sometimes people take things that don’t 
belong to them and that’s not allowed. It’s 
called theft.

Sometimes people can drive their car too fast.  

There are rules that tell you how fast you can go on certain 

roads, which is called the speed limit. Going faster than that 

is called breaking the speed limit. This is dangerous because it 

means they might have an accident or hurt someone. 

 
Sometimes people might drive when they’re drunk. This is 

against the law because it’s very dangerous. Someone might 

get hurt because the person driving is not in control as much as 

they should be, and they can’t slow down fast enough if they 

need to.
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People are only allowed to have drugs that their 
doctor gives to them, or that they buy from a chemist.  

Simon had drugs which were not from his doctor, and 
they can be very dangerous. It is against the rules to 
have them because they are not safe and can do 
funny things to your mind and your body.  

Fighting can be dangerous as 
someone could get hurt. Hurting 
other people is not allowed and 
so sometimes, if someone is hurt 
very badly, the person who hurt 
them has to go to jail.

Things that can hurt people 
badly are known as weapons. 
They can be things like guns, or 
knives. Sometimes people take 
a weapon and go looking for 
someone to hurt.  It’s against the 
law to carry weapons or to hurt 
people with them.

Arson is a posh word for setting fire to things on purpose. People are not 
allowed to set things belonging to other people – like houses, cars or 
trees – on fire.  It’s very dangerous, as fire spreads quickly and someone 
could be badly hurt.

No-one is allowed to take another person somewhere if they don’t want 
to go. To take someone else is called ‘kidnapping’ and it’s against the 
law.

Sometimes, people decide that they don’t like someone based on how 
they look, or what they do. They might start to hate someone because 
their skin is a different colour, or because they have a different religion.  
They might hate them so much that they try to hurt them in some way, 
and hurting anyone is not allowed.  You might hear this called a hate 
crime.

To kill someone else on purpose is called murder. No-one is allowed to 
kill someone else in this country, so the person who killed someone has 
to go to jail.

Sometimes, you can kill someone without meaning to. You might have 
been very angry, or very silly, and something you did caused another 
person to die.  It’s against the law to kill another person, even if you 
didn’t mean to.

Adults who kiss and cuddle have to agree that they 
want to be kissed and cuddled.  If one adult tries to 
kiss or cuddle someone who doesn’t want to, they are 
breaking the law.  

Rhodri tried to make someone touch his private places 
on his body, and that other person didn’t want to.  It’s 
not allowed to make someone else touch or kiss you if 
they don’t want to, so Rhodri was breaking the law.
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Another difficult decision you might need to make is whether or not 
you take children to visit the person in prison. This is easier to do if they 
know that the person is in jail.

Some children will want to visit, and some will not. It’s always good to 
ask them what they think. If they do not, it’s ok to ask them why, as it 
might be because they are anxious about something that you can 
reassure them about.

If you are taking a child to visit a prison, it’s a good idea to talk to 
them about the journey first and explain the things that they will see 
and hear. Every prison is different, and you might want to go for a visit 
without children first, so that you can talk them through the process 
when you take them next time.

Most prisons have facilities for children in the visiting hall, with things to 
play with, and usually somewhere to get a drink or a snack. Officers 
are used to dealing with children who are visiting, and can reassure 
anxious little ones.  It is normal for everyone – including children – to be 
searched when they visit a prison.  Most staff are good at making this 
into a sort of game, and putting children at their ease.  

Children might be out of sorts when they are on their visit. 
It’s quite a strange thing to be sat around a table in a room full of other 
people. It can be loud and a bit intimidating, with officers standing 
and sitting around the room watching. Reassure children that they are 
there to keep everyone safe and make sure that everyone has a good 
visit.  When you talk to children about visiting, you can let them know 
that the person you are visiting might not be able to move from their 
chair. Some children find this confusing and can worry about it – it’s 
a normal part of visiting and they will usually still be able to hug them 
and sit on their lap.

You might want to come prepared with some things to talk about – it’s 
important to talk about good things and achievements and to take 
the opportunity to tell the child how well they are doing. Plan some 
games for the journey and for the visit so that you’re not stuck.  
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Children can be very emotional when they leave a visit, as they will 
be missing the person that they are leaving behind.  This is normal for 
children who are attached to someone, and is a common reaction. 
You might be tempted not to take them to visit again as they were too 
upset, but children often tell us that even though they are sad when 
they leave, they would rather that than not see the person at all.

Children who have specific needs can sometimes find the large, noisy, 
crowded visit particularly difficult.  If you feel that your child is unable to 
visit because of this, speak to the prison’s family support or chaplaincy 
team to see if they can accommodate a special visit for you.



Repetition
Children may keep asking the same thing over and over again.  
This might be because they are confused and don’t understand 
what they are being told.  It might be that they have had a lot 
to take in, and have just forgotten.  Be patient with them and 
answer their questions as honestly as you can.

Confusion
Children may be confused about how they are supposed to feel 
about the person now.  Reassure them it’s ok to love a person – 
it doesn’t mean you love what they have done.

Aggression
Children can become aggressive when they can’t 
communicate what is going on for them. They may have 
difficulty dealing with anger or frustration and can’t quite put it 
into words, or express it safely. They are understandably angry 
about what has happened to them, and may direct this anger 
at the person who has committed the crime.  They may then find 
other people to be angry at – the person who drove them to 
the house that they burgled, the shop attendant that sold them 
the knife they attacked someone with, or even with you for not 
stopping their loved one committing the crime.

It’s usually worth seeking professional support to help to 
manage aggressive behaviour. As a general rule, it is important 
to be clear about expectations, set clear limits, and be firm 
and consistent in your response.  Encourage the child to be 
responsible (it’s no-one else’s fault) and accountable (there are 
consequences) for their actions. 

Every child will react differently to the specific set of 
circumstances that they find themselves in.  Some 
children may carry on as if nothing has happened.  You 
may see a change in behaviour – children who were 
previously outgoing may become withdrawn, and 
those who were quiet and gentle may become angry 
and get into trouble at school.  Just as we separated 
the behaviour from the adult, so it is important to 
separate children’s behaviour from the child.  Some 
common responses to difficult life events such as crime 
and imprisonment are noted here, but this does not 
mean that your child will display any of them!

18
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Regression
Children who were fully toilet trained may start wetting the bed.  
Children who could previously talk perfectly well might go back 
to using baby talk, or slip into habits that they had when they 
were younger, such as needing a certain toy or bottle, or to start 
sucking their thumb. You may notice that they seem to have lost 
certain skills – children who were very independent might start to 
panic if they don’t see you, and perfect sleepers might now not 
settle if their light isn’t on.

This is a really normal part of childhood and it’s not something 
that the child can control. It can be brought on by any number 
of life events which involve stress or frustration, such as starting 

a new school, having a new sibling or being separated from a 
loved one. It’s a sign to adults that something is causing them 
stress.  They will get back to normal eventually, and you can 
help by talking to them about things that are worrying them, 
praising them when they display positive behaviour and making 
them feel safe and appreciated by giving them extra love and 
attention. Getting angry or shaming the child is likely to keep the 
behaviours going for longer as it adds to the child’s stress.  They 
can’t help it – it’s biology. If you are worried about how your 
child is coping, seek professional support.

Magical thinking



Anxiety about the person
Many children will only get information about what it’s like in prison from the media around them. Some children may believe that 
the person in prison is locked in a dungeon, chained to a wall, or is only fed bread and water. A good way of finding out what 
children believe is to ask them what they think - it’s important to talk openly about what it is like so that you can help to ease their 
concerns about their loved one. Where there is no information, children rely on their imagination to fill in the gaps, and this is almost 
always worse than reality!

Keeping in touch through letters and phone calls is a good way of providing reassurance that all is ok. You might want to help the 
child to write down their questions and ask them at visits, or on the phone. Children can draw what they think the person’s room 
looks like, then ask the person to draw it for them so that they can compare. What was the same? What was different?

Again, children will need reassurance. Swap stories of achievements and talk about normal everyday things with the person in 
prison, like what they had for tea, or what work or classes they have done. This helps to reassure children that life on the inside is 
‘normal’ and their loved one is safe and looked after.

20
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Separation anxiety
Children might think that you will leave them suddenly 
too. This is particularly the case if the person who is in 
prison disappeared suddenly or unexpectedly. If a little 
one starts to get clingy if you’re about to leave, or starts 
to get more anxious than usual about being separated, 
they might need extra reassurance.  
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Challenge players to find something beginning with A, 
then B, then C… You can do it for things you can see, 
or you could choose a topic such as animals, colours 
or names.

One person starts with a letter, then others 
take it in turns to add a letter to make 
a word. Try not to be the person who 
finishes a word, or you lose!

One person chooses a topic (it 
could be people, places, animals, 
things you find in the kitchen…) and 
thinks of something that fits that 
topic. Other players have to ask 
questions to find out what the object 
they are thinking of is. Answers 
should only be ‘yes’ or ‘no’!

Look at something 
(or in a particular 
direction) for 30 
seconds then turn 
around and name as 
many things as you 
can remember that 
you could see.

One person chooses an 
object that they can see, 
and tells the others what 
it begins with. The other 
players look around and try 
and guess what it is.
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Each person says three things 
about themselves, two of which 
are true and one which is not. The 
other players have 
to decide which 
‘fact’ is false.

Name an object that you can’t 
currently see, but you are likely to 
(a yellow car, a lady wearing a red 
top, a poodle, white trainers…). 
The first person to spot it says 
‘beaker!’ and they choose the 
next object to find.

One player decides what sort of party 
they are having, but keeps it secret. This 
is the ‘secret rule’. Other players ask to 
bring things to the party so that they 
can decide what the secret rule is.  For 
example, the secret rule might be that 
only animals can come to the party. The 
next player asks if they can bring a cake, 
to which the answer is no. The next player 
asks if they can bring a zebra, to which 
the answer is yes.  This will carry on until 
someone works out the secret rule! Try 
only being allowed to bring things that 
begin with certain
 letters, or are furry, 
or are a certain 
colour…

Each person takes turns to say ‘I’m going 
on a picnic and I’m bringing….’ – but 
everyone has to include the item of the 
people before them too.
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Why did he do it?
  
Reasons for why we do things are enormously complex. It may 
be that you are still asking this question for yourself. Try to read 
between the lines of what the child is saying. They may be seeking 
reassurance that it wasn’t their fault.  

If Daddy loved us, he wouldn’t 
have gone away.

It’s easy to see how children’s logic can work this way. They 
will need to be reassured that the person who has gone to jail 
is still part of their lives, and that they still love them.  You could 
talk to them about the reasons behind the persons actions if it is 
appropriate, or about how as humans, we all make mistakes.  Try 
not to make excuses for the person though – the child still needs to 
understand that there are consequences to everyone’s actions.



If it happened a long time ago, 
why do they have to go to prison now?

With many ‘historic’ offenses now coming to court and resulting in a prison 
sentence, children may be confused about why something that happened 
a long time ago is having consequences so long after.  You may need to 
explain that the rules are that it doesn’t matter when you broke the law, it 
was still broken. Sometimes we don’t find out that the law was broken until 
later on, because no-one knew or said anything at the time. The person still 
has to face the consequences, even though it was a long time ago.

When are they coming home?

It is helpful to be realistic with children.  You and the person in prison may 
think that they will be released on license earlier than their release date.  
Whilst this is a possibility, it’s best to be honest with children that it might be 
a long time.  If you know the date, you might want to count down on a 
calendar or make a diary so that you can prepare together.

How can I speak to them?

Explain to children that they will be able to write letters and speak to the 
person on the phone, if this is what you have arranged to do. It might be 
helpful for them to know that the person in prison does not have a mobile 
phone like they might have before, and that they have to share phones 
with others. This means that they can only call at certain times of the day, 
and that you can’t ring or text them. Do explore Prison Voicemail and 
E-mail-A-Prisoner options, details of which are available at the end 
of the book.

25



26

Lots of families tell us that one of the most difficult 
parts of someone going into prison is the time that 
they come home. This may seem like a happy 
time, being reunited, but it can come with all 
sorts of worries and concerns for you, the person 
coming home and the children. 
 
It is worth taking time to prepare yourself for the 
person coming home as far in advance as you 
can. Children may have become used to sleeping 
in a different bed with the other parent, or they 
may be returning home after being in the care of 
a grandparent or foster family.  They may have 
had extra responsibility which they will no longer 
need to have, or have chores that they are no 
longer required to do. Different children will cope 
differently and will need different support. 
 
As with the changes when someone went in 
to prison, so children may change when they 
come out, and display some of the same sorts 
of behaviours. Be patient with them as everyone 
adapts to the new situation. One family helpfully 
described this as being like toothpaste – when you 
squeeze out a tube of toothpaste, you can never 
put it back in the tube. It can help to realise that 
things will never go back to exactly how they 
were before.
 

 I was excited to have my Daddy come home 
but it was weird and he smelt different. My sister 
was a baby when he went to jail and she cried 
because she didn’t remember who he was.’



On the next few pages are some things that might help you 
in supporting children who have a loved one in prison. 

You can photocopy these if you wish to, or just cut out ones 
you think are helpful. You can do the activities with children, 
or if you think they are able to, perhaps you feel that they 
would like to do them by themselves.  

It’s a good idea to make sure that children know they are 
able to show them to you and talk about them if they want 
to, but be prepared for children to want to keep things 
private too.
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Association roomKitchen

Football Pitch

Doctor Visits Hall

Cells

Gym

Classroom
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www.prisonadvice.org.uk
www.prisonadvice.org.uk/children-and-young-people

William’s Visit
www.prisonadvice.org.uk/my-family-member-is-in-prison

Free Helpline for Prisoners’ Family and Friends
0808 808 3444

‘Someone in My Family has Sexually Abused Children’
Available from i-hop website:
www.i-hop.org.uk

Locate a prisoner:
www.gov.uk/find-prisoner

Email a prisoner:
www.emailaprisoner.com

Prison voicemail:
www.prisonvoicemail.com

Assisted Prison Visits:
www.gov.uk/help-with-prison-visits

Inside Time:
www.insidetime.org

Add your own contact numbers for local services
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58
Work in 58 prisons and 10 

Community Rehabilitation
 Companies.

36,952
Provide information, advice & 

guidance to 36,952 family members 
in prison visitors’ centres.

116,113
Support 116,113 family members

to maintain contact with 
loved ones in prison.

Provide relationship and parenting 
education programmes to 661

 prisoners and their family members.

661

20,326
Support 20,326 children to visit family 

members in prison.

In an average year we...

Support over 6,000 people 
through the Pact Helpline.

6000

Support 2644 families in court 
thanks to our court volunteers. 

2644

Who are we

Pact is a national charity that provides support to prisoners, people with convictions, 
and their families through a range of services, including:

•	 Prison-based family engagement workers.
•	 Prison visitors’ centres.
•	 In- prison visitor support, supervised play, catering and enhanced family activities.
•	 Prison and community based relationship and parenting education programmes.
•	 Court and community family support.
•	 ‘Through the Gate’ and community based mentoring and befriending programmes.
•	 National helpline and digital information service

Our vision

Our vision is of a society in which justice is understood as a process of restoration and 
healing, in which prisons are used sparingly and as places of learning and rehabilitation, 
and in which the innate dignity and worth of every human being is valued.

Our mission

Our mission is to support prisoners and their families to make a 
fresh start, and to minimise the harm that can be caused by imprisonment 
on people who have committed offences, on families and on communities.
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Our values

•	 Believe: To respect the innate dignity and worth of 
every human being, and believe in the possibility of 
their rehabilitation and redemption, no matter what 
they have done.

•	 Listen: To consult and involve users of our services to 
ensure that we remain responsive and sensitive to 
their needs.

•	 Respect: To respect and value diversity and 
promote equality of opportunity.

•	 Co-operate: To be a collaborative organisation, 
working co-operatively and in a spirit of partnership 
with the Prison Service and organisations with 
whom we share objectives and where this may 
result in improved outcomes.

•	 Learn: To be a learning organisation, committed to 
developing our people, and to learning from others 
and from each other.

•	 Excel: To provide quality services, and to monitor 
and evaluate our work.

•	 Involve: To encourage and facilitate the 
involvement of volunteers and community and 
faith-based organisations to harness the goodwill, 
skills and energies of individuals who share our goals 
and values.

•	 Connect: To break down barriers between the 
prison system and communities.

•	 Create: To be innovative and develop models 
of working and best practice which may be 
mainstreamed by Her Majesty's Prison Service and 
others.




