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Foreword 
In designing this manual I was conscious of the everyday emotional difficulties that families with a loved 
one who is incarcerated routinely experience. I was also conscious that despite extensive efforts, to date no 
parenting programme delivered inside the walls of a prison has been truly effective. Barriers exist which 
make the delivery of such provision problematic. Parenting programmes work by allowing the participants 
to actively engage with their children on a daily basis. Physical contact, everyday modelling opportunities, 
reward systems and the establishment of collective rules and routines underscore the success of parenting 
interventions. The daily routine of those incarcerated does not allow these everyday interactions to occur 
and consequently, despite the abiding love of those housed in prison for their children, these programmes 
do not work. Thornburg (2011) have, in a series of studies, found that if prisoners lose contact with their 
children in the first three years of their sentence, re-engagement strategies with their children oftentimes 
prove unproductive. Similarly (Wilson 2014) found that the absence of a strong family relationship upon 
release deprives the prisoner of a loving anchor which can effectively prevent recidivism. Early and 
sustained contact in the initial phase of incarceration is therefore vital. The opportunities for prisoners 
and their children to retain positive contact is life enhancing for the prisoner, and with proper engagement 
can enable those incarcerated to positively shape the behaviour of their children, disrupting the cycle of 
intergenerational criminality and incarceration. However, it is the mechanism and method applied which 
allows these positive changes to occur. 

Contact, engagement, communication and most importantly the ability to demonstrate love and care are 
fundamental requirements of effective family functioning. They are the processes which hold families 
together. With this in mind FusionCPL commissioned Archways to design a family communications 
programme for use within a prison environment, which would incorporate these strategies. FusionCPL’s 
objective and goals were clear. They required a programme which would allow prisoners to begin to parent 
from within the walls of the prison out to their children and families within the community. This inside out 
approach to parenting is unique and required the development of specifically designed modules on child 
development, enhanced communication and weekly parent based mentoring. Each component was designed 
to enhance the skill sets of the prisoners. Further, FusionCPL also requested a process which would utilise 
the active engagement of the prisoner’s families who they recognised could support, scaffold and embed the 
expected change in the engagement strategy between prisoner and child. 

Overtime, in discussions with FusionCPL staff, the programme mentors and most importantly the prisoners 
who so steadfastly committed themselves to the programme, a quote by Bowlby (56) seemed to take on 
a growing relevance. “It is easier to build strong children than to repair broken men”. The delivery 
of this programme and the engagement with those who participated in it demonstrated the veracity of 
Bowlby’s claim. This programme uniquely allowed prisoners to reach out, to change and be changed by 
their interaction with their children. This at times proved a salutary experience for all concerned. However, 
the programme also demonstrated that given the opportunity to engage productively with their children 
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those incarcerated will not be found wanting. The experience of prison can fragment a family. This fact is 
self-evident. In delivering this programme what became clear is that caution is needed to ensure we as a 
people, communities and culture do not expedite this process of family fragmentation. What is broken can be 
repaired, what is lost can be found, with simple content, good will and commitment on the part of those who 
engaged with this process, this truth was proven. To deny prisoners the right to achieve and work towards 
the goal of family involvement and participation, we risk further penalising their children and families and 
ultimately this speaks to the type of communities we wish to create and reside within. 

Dr. Sean Mc Donnell 
FBPSs 
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Introduction 
As with most modern democratic societies we regard retributive punishment with profound ambivalence. 
The notion of punishment and rehabilitation dominate our conscious and unconscious narrative. We continue 
to believe that there must be a cost paid by those who commit a crime and that the punishment must equate 
with the nature of that crime. Our ambivalence has only grown with the increasing sophistication of the 
social sciences and psychology who have provided an understanding of the pathologies both social and 
psychological which accompany and give rise to criminal behaviour. Accepting these pathologies calls us to 
question how freely the offenders may have chosen their dysfunctional behaviours and hence how much they 
may be held responsible for their actions. 

Nonetheless our prison systems remain driven by the radical Socratic thesis that virtue is knowledge and vice 
involuntary with a prudential acceptance of the political need for retributive punishment. This approach has 
a flaw, one that Socrates himself extolled, namely that in punishing the father we may damage the child. This 
view remains of relevance today. As a society whilst we have developed a system of punishing the father, 
we have neglected our obligation to ensure that this process does not offend the rights of the son. The family 
roles and responsibilities of incarcerated fathers, are seldom seen in institutional policies, scholarly research, 
or child welfare services. National surveys of prison inmates provide excellent information on many aspects 
of prison operations and prisoner characteristics. Statistical reports disseminated annually advise that prison 
numbers are escalating rapidly. Further, certain social characteristics of the prison population have remained 
relatively constant over the past several years. Intergenerational incarceration is accepted as normative and 
predictable. However, research in the last five years has indicated that parent-child relationships during 
imprisonment can be used as a vehicle of change not transmission. In short we must avoid the Socratic 
danger that the sins of the father are passed inevitably on to the son. 

Instead we must use the experience of those incarcerated to teach their children of the dangers of everyday 
living. Prisoners are uniquely placed to communicate this message and prisons can become positive 
placements to conduct this process. The prison system is beginning to adapt. However, they operate within 
the nexus of public opinion, and public ambivalence as to the rights of prisoners. Opinion is not fact, nor 
can public opinion be the sole factor in determining prison protocols and change with regard to family 
interaction. This evaluation though limited in scope has captured the positive changes an incarcerated parent 
can have on the lives of their children. It has also demonstrated the willingness of the prison service to 
incorporate new ideas and innovation. Obstacles remain. Visiting remains problematic. Prison visiting is both 
psychologically and physically demanding for children and adults as the visiting environment in most prisons 
is poor. Nonetheless change and willingness to change was apparent in this evaluation and for that we thank 
the participants, Governors and the prison staff who engaged with this process. 
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FusionCPL
– Organisation Overview 
FusionCPL is a front facing addiction service situated in the centre of Cherry Orchard. The organisation was 
initiated at the behest of the Ballyfermot Local drugs task force in 2003. FusionCPL’s remit was designed 
to address an unmet need within the community’s drug and alcohol service at that time. From its inception 
it sought to provide services to support those with a history of drug use to reclaim their lives. This was 
achieved through the development of supports and individual training plans designed to assist the individual 
access training education or employment opportunities. The organisation also worked with incarcerated 
individuals who had a history of addiction. This work provided a lifeline to prisoners. FusionCPL through its 
Community Prison Link service offered contact with the outside world, supports to enable the individual to 
make the best use of their sentence and preparatory services before release to prevent the individual reverting 
to a cycle of drug use, recidivism and often, through alienation from their families or partner, homelessness. 

FusionCPL, through its counselling, key working and Rehabilitative Community Employment opportunities 
offered these clients, and indeed all who sought its services, access to a different more stable and productive 
life. 2003 was a very different time, whilst drug use within the area remains problematic, when FusionCPL 
first opened its doors, drug use was a corrosive influence within the Cherry Orchard community. In 2003 
drug use created new norms, a subset within the community emerged, their behaviour influenced largely by 
Opiate use was chaotic and led to family fragmentation, illness and often death. FusionCPL, with its open 
door policy offered a viable alternative, a safe space for change. FusionCPL developed a person centred 
ethos and operationalised its mission statement to develop and support an innovative rehabilitation response 
for people wishing to change their drug using lifestyle, and provide a link between community and prison 
based services through the development of treatment and rehabilitation. FusionCPL mission statements were 
more than a simple declaration of intent, they were a roadmap for their clients, a pathway to a better life. 
FusionCPL were and remain a small team of dedicated professionals and this professionalism allowed the 
organisation to operationalise their mission statements into realisable actions and goals to the benefit of many 
hundreds of clients. 
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FusionCPL in its current iteration remains a forward thinking client centred organisation. Its longevity speaks 
to its success in dealing with the hardest to reach clients and to positively address its client’s needs. The 
organisation through its board and manager have adapted its strategies and interventions through the use of 
evidence informed practices. New and emerging practices have been incorporated into its service offering 
including the following: 

	 • Counselling and key working strategies have been adapted to address the change of drugs / alcohol 
and patterns of drug use within the community. 

	 • Group work and holistic therapies have been added to the menu of supports offered. 

	 • Education and training options have been expanded allowing the organisation to deliver tailored 
individual progression plans for its clients. These plans stretch clients, whilst still supportive, they 
seek to create within the individual a realisation of and desire to fulfil their full potential. 

	 • Rehabilitative Community Employment placements are carefully managed and provide safe 
space to reintegrate clients into the clients into the community and provide a stable base for future 
development. 

Though subject to limited funding from the HSE, Probation and DSP, it has taken on innovative ground 
breaking interventions like the Reach Out Programme and both management and board have consistently 
monitored its outcomes and implemented new strategies for clients such as alcohol services as and when 
required. Given funding restraints FusionCPL has achieved much in its seventeen years of service. With 
additional funding new resources could be developed and new initiatives developed by staff could be 
implemented. The current (Covid-19) lockdown should serve to remind funders of this fact. Nonetheless 
for a small organisation, it has consistently punched above its weight. Its greatest assets remain its manager 
and staff and a committed board. Its greatest testimonial is the number of clients who access its service and 
flourish as a consequence. FusionCPL has a legacy of effecting positive change for its clients and advocating 
for their needs. Its capacity to adapt and change has been, like its achievements remarkable. Change is 
inevitable, managing change enviable. FusionCPL has achieved this task comfortably. 
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Literature Review – Parenting 
within Prison Systems 
The behaviour and development of children with an incarcerated parent may be influenced by stressors that 
occur before, during, and after the sentencing of the parent. Pediatric providers have a unique opportunity 
to identify and support children and families affected by a parent’s incarceration. This report sought to 
examine the impact of a newly designed parenting provision for prisoners serving their sentences in Irish 
prisons. The programme model sought to avoid the process of in-house parent training programmes, which 
while well intentioned, have for the most part proved unsuccessful in promoting the relationship between 
prisoners and their families. These programmes should not be dismissed. They often provide invaluable 
information to prisoners regarding aspects of parent and child interaction. Nonetheless in the absence of a 
capacity to directly engage with the child for sustained periods, parent programmes do not allow prisoners 
the opportunity to practice or implement the strategies they are taught. Basic parenting programmes within 
prisons remain curricula based, require the participant to seek opportunities to engage in child led play, 
directional praise, behavioral modelling and inculcation of disciplinary practices. The time required for 
these processes to gain purchase is however functionally denied to prisoners due to the restricted visitation 
protocols which operate within the Irish penal system. 

Maguire (2016) argues these programmes have been designed for universal application. The programmes 
provide information, data, tips and insight, valuable conceptualisations of the growing child and influences 
on the child’s development. However, they have limited application in a prison environment and there is 
a growing body of evidence (Broadhurst, 2012) that they can create a feeling of guilt, loss and futility in 
participating prisoners. At their core these programmes provide the classic outside - in parenting platform. 
Skilled practitioners enter the prison and seek collaboratively to foster the relationship between parent and 
child. The practitioner seeks to collaboratively build a space within which parents learn from each other. 
Using a non-expert role, the facilitator shapes this process. 

This process neglects the impinging effects of the prison environment itself. Kelly (2016) argues the theory 
of practice is simply unfit for use within a prison context wherein prisoners are subject to institutional 
pressures which invariably lead to a form of learned helplessness. Ely (2017) found that the process of 
outside-in parenting invariably produced superficial gains for the prisoner in terms of family interaction. 
However, he noted such gains were short lived. These findings underpinned his social learning model of 
parenting for prisoners. 
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The development of a new model of parent training for prisoners was controversial. Ely and his colleagues 
were aware that a systemic approach to parenting within prisons would require changes in both the prison 
system and in the practices inculcated within the prisoner. These theorists recognised contextual change 
within penal institutions was often dismissed, with staff and resources commonly cited as obstacles to 
change by those charged with institutional management. They therefore focused on instilling change 
within the prisoners themselves. They posited a model wherein the prisoner and family worked together 
to fundamentally change their self-concept, where prisoners repositioned themselves as active agents 
in the everyday lives of their children. In short they proposed a model which would see those prisoners 
parenting from the inside out. They conceptualised a series of strategies which would enable prisoners to 
reach beyond the walls of the prison. These strategies included collective and shared memory construction, 
comparison processing (wherein the prisoner shared with his child his own experiences of life at that age of 
development), shared reading wherein prisoner and child share a book and discuss its narrative, emotional 
content and meaning, and active responsibility for decision making regarding the child nuanced by a 
comprehensive understanding of the child’s maturation and development. Turney (2018) further argued that 
parental provision within a prison context requires a particular focus on language development. Turney’s 
work provides an interesting insight into the lived experience of both prisoners and their children. He found 
in a series of meth analytic studies that prisoners experienced a form of miasma regarding the development 
of their children. This process he suggests serves to create a form of protective cloak for the incarcerated 
individual and also reflects the numbing effect with regard to time that prisoners experience. 

However, he argued that the process invariably creates for prisoners a maladaptive perception of the 
child’s maturation throughout their sentence. Turney indicates that this process is manifest in the manner 
of language used and in a gradual decrease in visitation between fathers and children the longer the 
sentence imposed. Dannerbeck (2005) cites supporting evidence for this view. He notes that prisoners use 
of receptive, declarative and in particular expressive language declines over time and their children show 
a remarkable similarity in terms of deficits in these areas. He also notes that prisoner to child interaction 
becomes anchored, fixed on the notion of question asking. Dannerbeck argues this process is inevitable. 
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Given brief visits and phone calls, he suggests the prisoner feels compelled to access as much information 
as possible in the short time available. However, he notes the enquiries are often discordant with the current 
lived experience of the child. Further he points to evidence which indicates that enquiries and the type of 
rapid questioning which accompanies visitation can pressure a child and eventually lead to child/parent 
withdrawal. 

Glaze (2005) suggests that incarcerated individuals can avoid this process through the use of both discursive 
and descriptive commenting. However, he points out these techniques are not innate; they are acquired 
through direct teaching and support. In the absence of such intervention, a critical and questioning form of 
interaction between prisoner and family can occur. Overtime it is suggested this type of interaction can be 
viewed as critical commentary and create a context within which quality contact between parent and children 
is lost as the years pass by (Meyers 2015). Carson (2011) indicates that this disruption of parental/child 
interaction often occurs within the first three years of incarceration. Further he indicates that this process is 
often manifestly visible. He makes the case that incarceration and negative habitation are terms commonly 
used when discussing incarceration but that the protective factor most likely to prevent recidivism namely 
family contact is, if not actively blocked, consistently hindered by the fundamental rigidity of the prison 
system itself. He points out that a critical component of offender rehabilitation in adult correctional facilities 
is family contact. He also is at pains to point out that family-prisoner contact also reduces and produces a 
more productive and positive environment for prisoners and, most tellingly for those charged with managing 
their incarceration. 

Despite a dramatic increase in their numbers, prisoner’s families largely remain forgotten victims and their 
capacity to positively shape the behaviour of the incarcerated consistently underestimated. In essence our 
research indicates that a valuable rehabilitative influence has been overlooked. Sixty-two per cent of people 
leaving Irish prisons re-offended within three years, with eighty per cent of that number committing a 
crime within the first year of their release. It is essential that prisoners’ families are included in the current 
debate on prison reform if we are to disrupt recidivism, family cycles of release/return and intergenerational 
incarceration. Research on incarceration, re-entry, and the family has produced evidence that relatives play 
a critical role in prisoners’ successful return to the community. This report makes the case that incarceration 
and re-entry are a family and community affair, and family-oriented programming is a critical component 
of offender rehabilitation in adult correctional facilities. The authors used an epistemological lens of couple 
and family psychology to review the empirical literature and to articulate the systemic principles for the 
development and delivery of family based prison programmes. 
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FusionCPL 
Design, Remit and Support 
The remit given to the research team was to design a programme with the potential to promote family 
involvement and by default to assist in prisoner rehabilitation during the incarceration period. Our initial 
investigations begun with discussions with the manager of the FusionCPL project and their Community 
Prison Link Worker. This process was designed to ascertain the parameters of their ambitions regarding the 
development of the programme and to draw upon their guidance and understanding of what life was like for 
family members or partners of those incarcerated. This process was invaluable. The project also provided 
contact details of individuals who might better inform us as to the regime and functional protocols of prisons 
visitation and supports systems for incarnated prisoners and their families. Further understanding of these 
processes was confirmed by a number of prison visits facilitated by the manager of FusionCPL. 
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Programme Content 
and the Incarceration effect 
Practitioners undertaking interventions with people in prison must consider the methods they use, given the 
ethical and practical complexities of prison-based work. In particular, there are explicit and implicit coercion 
risks, barriers to access and the gaining of prisoner trust. Privacy, and confidentiality is of fundamental 
importance. Informed consent was a critical safeguard both in terms of programme delivery and the 
qualitative research we undertook post programme. Indeed, one of the lessons learned during this process 
was the need to absolutely ensure that consent really was informed in delivering the programme within the 
prison setting. In terms of programme delivery care was taken to ensure literacy, communication skills, 
and cultural or linguistic barriers that could limit understanding for participants was carefully managed. 
To develop programme content a comprehensive literature review which focused on the availability and 
effectiveness of family programmes with adult correctional populations was also undertaken. 

The review process served the dual purpose of informing our research design and nuancing the final 
programme content. It also provided a greater understanding of the potential effects of a parent’s 
imprisonment on the family and some understanding of how internal family dynamics shift and change 
as a consequence of the incarceration process itself. In discussion with both prisoners and FusionCPL 
management and project workers, it was apparent that the process of imprisonment for prisoners and their 
families is best viewed as a linear continuum of crises from initial arrest through to Imprisonment, and 
eventual family reintegration and re-entry. Our programme sought to build on this knowledge and dictated 
the specific areas and developmental stages that were addressed in the production of the final programme 
manual. 

Following the Adalist model (2005) we found that each time point in the incarceration process can have a 
uniquely stressing affect for children and families. Therefore, any effective parenting provision must have 
a sufficiently fluid and diverse offering to deal with the emotional turmoil which accompanies the cycle 
of the incarceration process. Adalist argued that during the arrest and sentencing process, children will 
experience attachment and trust issues. He also suggested the process of seeing a parent arrested (and one in 
five children do witness these occurrences with the majority being under seven years old) can create a sense 
of trauma for the child, guilt for the prisoner due to accentuated family uncertainty and financial stress for 
the family due to loss of income contribution from the incarcerated parent. Our programme targeted both 
parental guilt and provided participants with simple trauma and attachment strategies which under careful 
supervision they could use to alleviate the worst effects of these presentations in their families. 
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Once sentenced, the parent serves his or her term. Most institutions allow some form of visitation, though 
our analysis found programmes vary widely, from brief no-contact visits to rarer child-friendly programmes 
that aim to support the parent-child relationship. During this process, attachment issues remain in play, 
compounded by the disconnect between the experience of the child and family and the incarcerated 
individual. The mother often assisted by extended family become the primary source of decision making for 
the child. 

Prisoner’s families are often unwilling or unable to include the incarcerated family member in decision 
making processes regarding the child. Often this process is driven by a desire to protect the prisoner, 
however Leckey (2014) suggests that whilst benign, this process simply distances the father from active 
involvement in the child’s life and gradually prisoners feel unwilling or unable to voice their opinions 
regarding the child’s development and growth. Leckey also indicates that two other factors play a part in 
the alienation process, namely a lack of context knowledge in the changing environment of the child and 
prisoner acclimatisation which invariably occur whilst a prisoner is incarcerated. Our programme sought to 
compensate for this process by incorporating memory construction techniques, dual reading and the use of 
Socratic questioning techniques. Greater understanding of the day to day experiences of the children through 
the use of experiential surveys also enabled those participating to play a more active part in decision making 
with regard to their children. 

Adalist’s research indicates that some 40% of relationships between couples conclude during the sentence 
period, resulting in less prisoner child interaction. Further prisoners often practice a form of delusionary 
behaviour during visits with the child, creating scenarios to explain their confinement which the growing 
child quickly sees through and which create a barrier to true engagement with the child. This ‘white lie 
process’ though well intentioned can play a part in the inter-generational effect which so often occurs within 
families and which interfere with reintegration processes once the prisoner is released having fulfilled his 
sentence. Our programme sought to address this process through an analysis of the child development 
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process and the skills and cognitive ability which emerge during the child’s maturation process. In particular, 
we sought to address with participants the child’s ability to process contextual information. 

This process however had to be undertaken with care, in drawing information from participants we 
demonstrated how children read and process different environmental cues and signals which inform their 
reaction to different contexts. Roberts (2001) produced a series of studies which indicated that by six years 
old children can identify the features of a prison environment. We hoped that prisoner’s awareness of the 
cognitive ability of their children to identify the prison environment would have transmission effects to the 
participants. This change did take place. However, we did not offer parenting supports to those caring for the 
children outside the prison. Therefore, we could not address the “conspiracy of silence” wherein out of worry 
about stigma children were needlessly protected from knowing their parent is incarcerated. This oversight 
will need to be addressed when a full roll out of the programme is sanctioned. 

Although not always recognised as such, release and re-entry is also a stressful transition for children and 
families. Ineffective parenting styles and maladaptive family dynamics can resurface when the released 
parent begins to resume his family life. Parents incarcerated for a significant period of time may not 
recognise their child has grown or changed, or that relationships may have been reconstituted in ways that 
do not actively involve the inmate. Once again we sought to circumvent this process by providing insight 
into the development of the child through the years but also by engendering coping and emotional problem 
solving skills in the participants. 

Finally, because a majority of inmates are repeat offenders (Kemper 1993) there is the ever present spectre 
of subsequent incarceration, which may further disrupt parent-child/family relationships, though it should 
be stated that in the cohort engaged the majority were in prison for the first time, though by their own 
admission, were not first time offenders. 
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Research Intervention 
This study was designed to assess the effectiveness of a new parenting provision. This intervention was 
designed to promote greater levels of prisoner interaction with their families and children. A series of skills 
and strategies which would enable prisoners to better shape their child’s behaviour and actively engage 
with their lives from within the prison itself was made available in a manualised protocol. This manualised 
protocol consisted of 5 interlinked components:

I.   Child/Prisoner Interest Surveys – To garner information from both parent and child about their 
everyday activities, likes dislikes, hopes, dreams and expectations. This process was to create a 
shared repository of knowledge to enable both prisoners and their children to contextualise and 
inform the topics of their communication. 

II.  Child Development Module – This module examined the three core developmental stages 
that children progress through from the ages of three to twelve years. The modules included 
information on the behaviours that accompany these developmental stages and the thought 
processes and activities children routinely engage in throughout these stages. 

III.  Enhanced Communications Module – This module covered: problem solving, creative thinking, 
social skills, management of emotions, negotiation skills, values enhancement, and critical 
reasoning. 

IV.  Mentoring – Archways staff and designated staff within the prison were trained in an evidence 
based mentoring programme with a dual purpose. The programme trained mentors in mediation 
and goal orientated planning strategies, crisis management, family problem solving and 
perspective based communication practices. Newly trained mentors were being provided with 
monthly supervision by trained MAP mentors. 

V.  Participant manual – Participants were provided with a manual to accompany the taught 
modules. The manual addressed problems in communications and relationships that prisoners 
routinely face. The manual also incorporated ideas from the prisoners themselves. This process 
was designed to create a sense of shared ownership and motivated prisoners to actively problem 
solve and practice the key skills required to deal with the emergence of unexpected family 
situation or issues of personal crisis in relation to family communication. 
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Research Design 
Methodology 
A qualitative methodology was chosen, involving short interviews with open-response questions. The study 
was cross sectional as interviews were conducted with both prisoners and those who acted as the primary 
Carers for their child. Qualitative methods are the preferred approach for obtaining in-depth information 
regarding the structure of subjective experience, which by its nature is difficult to measure using quantitative 
Variables with predefined categories. Analysis of brief interviews with standardised open-response questions 
were a reasonable approach, given that there have been prior ethnographic studies of prison life using this 
approach. Although these prior studies, with the exception of Rhodes (2004), did not specifically address 
the mental health impact of imprisonment on prisoner’s children and family, their findings provided 
sufficient background information to allow succinct questions regarding the prisoner’s view and opinions on 
engagement with their children to be formulated. 

Research Sample 
A selection process was conducted to identify participants for the programme. Pre programme Information 
regarding the programme, its content, format, duration and proposed schedule were made available within 
the prison via FusionCPL’s Community Prison Link Worker. Twenty prisoners expressed an interest in 
participating in the programme. A structured interview based on the suitability to treat questionnaire was 
utilised. Ten prisoners were selected to participate on the programme based upon questionnaire responses and 
four additional inclusionary criteria:

	 • Participants were required to have regular contact either through visitation or weekly phone calls 
with the child and the primary carer of the child 

	 • Participants children were required to be aged between 2-12 years of age 

	 • Participants partners or, their Children’s guardian must be willing to participate in the programme 

	 • Prisoners would commit to the completion of the programme 
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Exclusionary criteria: As this was a pilot programme the following exclusionary criteria applied:

	 • Prisoners who had been sentenced for sexual offences 

	 • Prisoners who no longer had access or visitation with their children 

	 • Prisoners deemed to be threat to their former partners or wife due to coercion or prior episodes of 
violence 

(Note whilst this was a pilot programme care was taken to ensure that exclusion based on these criteria 
was evidenced. Future distribution and implementation of the programme will be re-examine the merit or 
prejudicial nature of these criteria).

Data Collection 
Written informed consent was obtained prior to the Commencement of the programme from both the 
participating prisoner, the guardian and the partner of his child. Basic socio-demographic information 
(marital status, education, employment prior to arrest) was obtained. A brief qualitative interview regarding 
the subjective experience of the prisoner and his relationship with his child during incarceration was 
conducted at the beginning of the programme. A Likert scale indicating the degree of insight and knowledge 
of their children was also undertaken. These processes were repeated post programme. 



19

T H E  R E A C H  O U T  P R O G R A M M E

Mentor recruitment 
and training 
Mentors for the programme were selected by FusionCPL personnel. In total five mentors were selected 
to participate in the delivery of the programme. The mentors include two ISM Prison officers, a prison 
Chaplain, a Community Prison Link Worker and an Archways mentor. All mentors were provided with 
training in all of the components of the programme and supervision was organised to support their delivery 
process. Mentors were allocated to prisoners through a randomisation process conducted by Archways. 
Interviews with mentors were conducted post programme to assess their experience of the programme. 
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Results Section 
Interviews were held with 5 male participants and their partners or their child’s primary carer. All names 
were changed to protect participant confidentiality. In analysing the interview data, 6 themes emerged, Skills 
reduction over time, personal awareness, child awareness, active learning, future expectations and challenges 
of the visitation process. Of note these themes arose when communicating with the prisoners themselves and 
also the partners. To ensure there was no contamination effect interviews with both prisoners and partners 
took place on the same day and prisoner interviews were followed immediately by their partner’s interview 
which precluded pre interview discussion. 

1 Skills reduction over time 
This theme encapsulates the participants struggle to deal with the constraints of the prison visitation process, 
the prison environment and limitations of contact. All of the participants expressed a combination of feelings 
encompassing disappointment, offence, vulnerability and frustration. As one commented, ‘I knew I had the 
skills you talked about but it was lying dormant that’s what I would say, that’s what this place does to you.’ 
Similarly, another commented ‘you haven’t got much practice you’re after being in here so long so you sort 
of lose touch of [parenting] it so it’s keeping it fresh in your mind again isn’t, that what this programme was 
about?’ This process was compounded by a reluctance to give advice for fear of offending their partner. As 
one participant said ‘she is out there doing everything, it’s hard to comment, 
it could be seen like criticism.’ Interestingly this feeling was not shared by the 
Partners. One commented ‘during visits he never use[d] to step in even when 
x was being bold, now he will say ‘Stop and be good for mammy’ ,he does it 
nice though, but I appreciate it.’ Another added ‘They are inseparable and 
x is always so good with him, it[‘s] making my life easier. During the phone 
call’, she continued, ‘he will remind him of the rules, it’s great.’ When asked 
if they wanted a greater role in their child’s lives all the prisoners stated that 
they would value this input but as one commented, ‘they’ve grown up since 
I’ve been here, at first I thought just being here would be a problem, who is he 
to give advice, now I realise I’ve got something to add.’ 
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2 Personal awareness 
This theme spoke to the effect of emotional distance and aspects of personal growth and loss the individuals 
experienced within the prison confines. One commented, ‘I didn’t put a value on my freedom but I have now. 
If I had known the devastation that it would have caused to family, all the money in the world wouldn’t have 
made me do what I did.’ Another added, ‘I shouldn’t be here. I had role models. My mam is the strongest 
woman that you will ever come across in your life. Since the age of 7 she is my mother and father and my 
best friend all rolled into one. She used to work in my uncle’s cab place, a chipper, and the bookmakers. She 
would just be working, working so that’s what she showed us and that’s what I want to show the kids, see 

that with hard work you can be what you want to be.’ The participants were 
not unaware of the effect imprisonment had on their children as one stated, 
‘A child his thoughts and feelings and memories it’s just a big bubble. At the 
moment I worry that every time he comes in here he bursts that bubble.’ Of 
note this feeling was not shared by partners who, whilst fully acknowledging 
the constraints prison placed, felt that in the last months the depth of 
understanding and feeling developed between parents and children had 
deepened. ‘I think he knows more about them now than he ever did.’ Another 
commented, ‘they are inseparable, completely besotted with each other.’ One 
partner summed it up perfectly, ‘before he was always busy, rushing, it was 
about telling them what to do. Now it’s about what do you think? How do you 
feel? It[‘s] obvious in the books and personal things they talk about.’ 

3 Child Awareness 
This theme spoke to the sense of disconnect experienced by the 
participants and their children. The context of this theme was of note, 
because it allowed the participants to acknowledge the many skills 
they and their partners had inculcated in their children but also spoke 
to aspects of the programme and the realisation of the pride they had in 
their children’s abilities and achievements. One participant pointed this 
out with the comment, ‘I love them, I suppose when I was looking at my 
kids and the way like what we were doing the groups, I noticed just how 
kind my children are, you know? And how they approach things, and just 
realising during the course I haven’t missed as much as I thought ,they’re 
still very young and I still have plenty of time to get there to be a part of 
their lives, whether I’m in here or not.’ Another said, ‘I’m proud of the 
way they are, it costs nothing to have good manners and they have. 
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I think the public on the outside assume that when their father’s locked up no 
doubt the kids are going to be bold and you know he’s obviously passing it on, 
that’s not the case’ .This discourse did not preclude nor seek to excuse their 
current circumstance as one participant said, ‘He’s noticing his environment 
and he is noticing what’s going on around him like people around him and 
how different their relationships are with their parents other than him, but we 
now talk about this’. Open communication was a feature of the interaction 
between participants and their children, of which many spoke of being the 
primary benefit of the programme. One stated, ‘It’s not just talk is it? It’s 

the quality of what being said. We talk about 
everything now. We were always talking about being brave and I say, look 
once you tell me anything that’s going on with you that’s the bravest thing in 
the world do you know what I mean? You don’t have to worry about anything 
else other than that and you can always tell your ma and da everything.’ 

In a similar context one partner stated the course changed her partner, ‘Where 
before the visits sometimes used to be very hard and sad. I sometimes thought 
I’d never get out the door, to get me car, to drive home, go to bed. Were you’re 
not getting that feeling, we look forward to coming up because it’s positive, he 
is so much more positive. He has learned things’. 

4 Active Learning 
This theme encompassed both learning content and learning style. The participants spoke to the material 
covered and the mentoring supports they received. One spoke of the use 
of open questions, ‘I prompt him when he is quiet and the [child interest] 
surveys always gave me something to talk about.’ This was confirmed by 
a partner who stated, ‘it’s a total change it used to be like, ‘Hey son just 
quick call. I’m going to say good night because you know it’s late’, now 
it’s ‘How did you do with your reading today?’ and ‘Did you read that 
book?’ and like he never read books or anything. He even asked what 
his favourite book was and said I might get the one and read that one.’ 
Another partner said ‘They are being more open, honest and the kids feel 
this they do be dying to get up and tell him things, you know? So yeah’. 
A participant said with clarity ‘I listen more, listen to him and his ma 
more and try not jump first, either listen to what they are saying, try [to] 
understand his emotions and go back and go over the feelings I had when 
I was his age.’ This was confirmed by one partner who explained, 
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‘It’s small changes really. Well I think there’s an awful lot more 
communication going on. An awful lot, an awful lot more questions, 
but not questioning the children if you know what I mean? An awful lot 
more about their day to day life and experiences and mine’. Another 
partner noted the level of calmness, ’Now he is always calm but even 
with me a lot more understanding, it’s strange at times, but I feel I, we, 
know him better, his past, his stories’. A participant stated simply, ‘The 
tips like reading the book and learning what stages he is at in his own 
development, before the course I was forcing things, like having to force 
him to talk, this course slowed me down kinda, it’s all easier now.’ This 
theme was encapsulated by a partner who said’ ‘One of the children said, 

‘I’m glad [sibling] is sick today because it gives me more time with me da.’ And I said that’s terrible but I 
suppose it’s true, I thought we’ll get a bit of piece of him to ourselves, the two of us.’ 

When questioned what had brought about the changes experienced one partner said ‘The course in the last 
few months. I would say they are better visits, yea they are easier, peaceful you know that sort of way? 
Better atmosphere should I say.’ Participants appreciated the simplicity of the weekly mentoring they 
received and the weekly phone calls to partners were greatly regarded. As one participant stated, ‘He kind 
of covered everything because like if I needed or had a problem or issue like that he’d cover that as well, 
everything seemed grand.’ All the participants allocated a score of five out of five to their mentors, however 
the confidential nature and personalised support was appreciated as a participant stated, ‘I came up with a 
problem while I was on this course so he was here to help me out with anything I needed. [He] came out on 
the visit with my mother and had a chat with my mother and stuff like that, so you know he was totally there 
behind me and I felt that I never had that support before. Mentoring dosage 
was also deemed to be adequate to paraphrase one participant, ‘In prison we 
all are conscious of roles and you don’t want to be too dependent, you want to 
be independent but you know that there is structure behind you, so know there 
is someone behind you, but its prison so you don’t want them totally on your 
shoulder. Independence and expectations were a constant theme throughout 
the interviews. 
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5 Expectations 
A strong sense of realism was a feature of the participants’ response 
to the programme. All of the participants appreciated the programme 
and deemed it to be of use. Intertwining their ideas into the material 
was a feature of the weekly sessions and the level of interest in child 
development and active communication strategies was greatly nuanced 
by their engagement. (These were viewed as the most interesting sessions 
by all of the participants). Several participants commented that they 
actively worked at changing the manner of their language use. One 
stated, ‘Yeah definitely thoughts, I thought twice about the way I approached things with the kids on the 
visits and the phone stuff like that. I was talking at them not to them.’ Another commented, ‘It’s hard to 
switch conversational styles here.’ The force of the walls impacted the participants in subtle ways. As one 
participant stated, ‘It’s like an unnatural environment, we talk to each other, but we talk differently to the 
prison officers, I realised I was talking to my family differently too, not false but not real, the course notes 
helped, but that’s the walls.’ All of the participants clearly saw a life beyond the confines of the prison. One 
stated, ‘Prison adds nothing. It’s all about the taking away. It’s no preparation for life outside, but you can 
make it work for you. They got me a college course so I have plans now.’ Others stated their expectations 
were for their children, ‘I want them to be qualified, work hard and be happy.’ Another added, ‘I want to talk 
to them, tell them there is no easy road, but there is a better one than the one I took, I don’t want them here.’ 
One participant captured a shared narrative when he vocalised his claim for a normal life and the influence 
of the past on his thinking, ‘I always wanted to beat me oul fella as well when I was a young fella, be better 
than him at everything. What would be better than getting a degree in front of me son? Will he want to beat 
me? That’s my hope, the way it should be’. 

6 Challenges in the visitation Process 
All of the participants felt that the visitation process was problematic. Whilst this was expected it should be 
noted this did not demonstrate prejudicial thinking on the part of participants. Throughout the programme all 
of those who participated recognised that existing limitations, cuts to budgets and reduction in current levels 
of staffing presented functional and operational problems. This speaks to the dualism of mind involved in 
the prison experience. This understanding was tempered by dissatisfaction that the process as it operated did 
‘not reflect the participants enhanced status’ or that improvements could be made in the visitation process 
which involved minimal costs. As one mentee stated, ‘It costs nothing to be nice and some of them are, but 
some of them [the gate Prison Officers] aren’t. The whole search thing can ruin a visit, delay it.’ Another 
stated, ‘It’s like a whim thing, sometimes the gates open on time and it’s all great, other times they line them 
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up and then there is the dogs, for their kids that’s not family friendly. The 
search procedures in particular were an area of contention, one partner 
said, ‘It’s as though they go out of their way to make you feel guilty. 
Another participant stated, ‘She got stopped and searched last week, 
she was so upset, I was getting [f*****g] angry when she tells me, but I 
thought about the mentor said and calmed down, it was ok , but I thought, 
that’s not right’ . Another prisoner commented that the visitation in the 
main prison and Dochas was better than they experienced. This lead to 
frustrations, the partner of one participant stated, ‘I don’t bring him up, I 
wouldn’t put him through that, he is afraid of dogs.’ 

Another explained that his partner had been stopped and searched multiple times and when nothing was 
found was physically transported to another location for a more intrusive search and when nothing was 
found, she was dismissed without apology ‘It’s like I had to make excuses for a problem they created’, he 
stated. All of the participants felt that there was a failure on the part of those charged with their care, to 
recognise that visitation was a vulnerable time for families and that the visitation environment as its stands 
was not suitable, in terms of confidentiality, intimacy or comfort. Indeed, the environment was seen as an 
active barrier to dealing with sensitive family communication. Participants argued that the amount of family 
communication and the activities they were allowed to engage in should be extended. One commented that 
they would like regular family days and several hour-long visits with their children with room for activities. 
One commented, ‘I’d like to do normal Da things like when its sunny, kick a ball about, do barbecues, we 
could do that here, and we would be willing to do all the work.’ Another added that they should have new 
equipment and toys for the children to play with he said, ‘the games and toys are filthy and old; I wouldn’t let 
my kid play with them it would be more stimulating for the kids if new things were available.’ Interestingly 
several of the participants stated that they would forego their own visits or give up the bigger meeting rooms 
to accommodate another prisoner if they were experiencing difficulties. ’We all have experienced this, we 
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could be a help’. Similarly all prisoners felt that adaption of new technologies such as Skype calls would 
concretise their relationships with their families and several pointed out this process was available in other 
prisons (in other jurisdictions). The current 6 minute calls, whilst appreciated, forced them to condense 
conversations and curtailed the sharing of appropriate information, ‘Sometimes we will be talking an issue 
will come up, then the times up and I have to wait until the next call, you talk about communication,well 
there is a barrier’. All participants valued the phone calls. They spoke to the comfort and emotional 
security they provided but none saw the calls as opportunities to engage or shape their children’s behaviour, 
particularly as the children grew older. Overall the general feeling within participants was that improvements 
in visitation would invariably improve the part they played in their family’s life. Research indicates that 
families are often the main source of hope for people during their incarceration, the main source of support 
upon release, and the primary barrier to recidivism. If this is the case correctional facilities should as our 
participants suggested, gather and seriously consider family input when making decisions about visitation 
and communication policies within the prison. Three quantitative measures were used, a programme 
satisfaction scale which was conducted post programme and a mentor rating scale. The quantitative measures 
indicated the prisoners scored the programme content as highly appropriate to their situation and needs and 
also gave the mentors 5 on the Likert scale indicating they rated the mentors input as being of particular 
importance. Finally, at the start of the programme the prisoners were asked to rate their relationship with 
their child and all rated the relationship as being highly satisfactory, embedded questions during the post 
programme interview indicated that this situation changed post programme with participants rating their 
relationship as satisfactory. 
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Mentor Interviews 
A brief structured interview was conducted with the programme mentors. Four themes emerged (1) Initial 
training, (2) Mentee selection, (3) Programme supports by prison service (4) Support & supervision.

 1 Initial Training 
Regarding initial training all the mentors felt that expansion of the training days would be beneficial, in 
particular child development and communication modules were noted. One noted, ‘the first and second 
days were overloaded with information.’ Another wondered as to how this material would be delivered to 
participants. One mentor commented, ‘that specialist skills and knowledge would be needed to deliver the 
content.’ As to the content and relevance of the material delivered during these two days mentors saw how 
the content could be used as a mechanism of change indeed one commented ‘I saw things differently after the 
training ,how fragile we are ,how prone to error.’ Another mentor worried as to whether the content covered 
could ‘Give rise to emotional problems within the participants.’ Despite these concerns mentors appeared to 
take on the training content and these influence could be seen when programme participants reflected on the 
mentoring process. As one participant said ‘He [the mentor] always has an explanation for what’s happening 
and will discuss any problem I’m having with the kids’. 

2 Mentee Selection 
The process of allocating mentees to mentors was a potential bottleneck for the programme. The context 
of mentoring requires openness and trust on the part of both parties. The context within which the 
programme operated did not appear to lend itself to this process. The initial selection of the prison by the 
FusionCPL manager and her awareness that the prison had previously been the site of prison officer to 
prisoner mentoring indicated that the environment was suitable for the pilot. This proved to be the case, 
indeed two ISM officers volunteered to pilot the process and with the prison chaplain proved an invaluable 
implementation resource. Whilst some concerns were raised by mentees as to the involvement of prison staff 
as one stated ‘I think it is easier to talk to someone who is not of hierarchy, or who could tell me where to go 
or what to do to a certain extent.’ These concerns did not prevent the participants engaging with the mentors. 
Some mentors initially felt reluctant engaging with the partners of their mentees but again these fears proved 
groundless. Indeed several prisoners spoke to the humanising effect the involvement of staff engagement had 
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on the process as one said, ‘It was just out of this world to be honest with 
you. It was the first time I had experienced in prison staff and families 
working together so it was brilliant.’ All of the mentors were viewed as 
an excellent resource and using a five point Likert scale all were judged 
by their mentees to be a 5 or as one put ‘open and accessible, look 
forward to’, or as another put it, ‘They don’t judge you she’s kind of doing 
half counselling and half mentoring with me to be honest, and she has 
been there for me. I would have been totally lost without her here.’ This 
view was entirely shared by the mentors who viewed the work as both 
satisfying and rewarding. ‘It gives you a different insight into things’ one 
said whilst another suggested, ‘my expectations were entirely incorrect, 

when I think of my mentee I see a parent willing to go that extra mile for his child, a man full of love for his 
family.’ Another commented, ‘I learnt every day of the process.’ Whilst a mentor succulently summed up the 
relationships developed with the comment regarding the mentor, ‘He was a gentleman and funny he treated 
me like one too.’ 

3 Programme Supports by Prison 
     Service 
Overall the prison system was fully supportive on the programme and indeed they implemented changes 
which were beneficial in embedding the programme, such as allowing staff participation, creating the 
logistical supports needed to implement the programme and assimilating the outside mentors into the system 
seamlessly. This is not to suggest the implementation process was without problems. Room allocation for the 
course where at times double booked and access or entry into the prison for external mentors experienced 
teething problems. However whilst these concerns were evident at the start of the process, with time and 
familiarity the issues dissipated and the supports and assistance of staff and management was genuinely 
given and much appreciated. The work of the FusionCPL Community Prison Links Worker in facilitating 
this process was invaluable, but insight was gleamed through discussion from staff members generally. 
External mentors and facilitators learnt much about the operational needs and requirements of programme 
delivery within a prison context from these inputs. It should also be noted that the process was supported 
by a Governor willing to take on a new programme and who assisted the process by making available extra 
family days, new books and toys. He also recognised a change in the participating prisoners and was willing 
to discuss recommendations and possible changes with an open mind and always with the view that positive 
change for prisoners would invariably lead to positive changes for prison officers. It is interesting to note the 
same message was given from the participants who felt that greater access to their families made prison life 
more manageable and took each additional opportunity to engage with their families with consideration and a 
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level of preparation and planning which spoke to the import of their families in their everyday lives. Of note, 
the mentees invited the mentors to attend these family days and this speaks to the level of trust which had 
developed between them. 

4 Supervision & Supports 
All of the mentors spoke of a need for increased levels of ongoing supervision and support. The nature of 
the programme and the mentor’s unfamiliarity with the programme materials added greatly to this need. 
However, scheduling of mentor sessions proved problematic. The differing roles and commitment of those 
selected as mentors exacerbated scheduling difficulties. Indeed, despite the best efforts of FusionCPL 
Community Prison Link Worker there was only one occasion (and multiple cancelled meetings) when all 
the mentors were available to meet throughout the duration of the programme. The role and the format of 
the supervision process was also questioned. Effective group supervision using a social learning perspective 
see the supervisor act as a guide or model for best practice. However, the learning is drawn from the 
experience of the mentors themselves. This non expert protocol of supervision makes the best use of 
mentor’s prior skills and experiences and consequently takes time and multiple meeting to effect change. 
Post programme discussion with the mentors highlighted some changes which could be incorporated into 
this programme going forward. First several mentors suggested that sometime during supervision should be 
used to address content specific issues –a kind of ongoing learning process and a case study model be used 
for the remainder of the session. Another mentor suggested that the role of mentor and supervisor should be 
formally delineated (supervisors should not be mentors) whilst another suggested that individual mentoring 
might be used initially to allow skills to be mastered and embedded before group supervision is undertaken. 
These ideas will be assessed as a part of the ongoing development of the programme. Each has merit and 
it is possible that a selective clinical model of supervision made available on an individual basis combined 
with programme supervision wherein group learning is generated would prove beneficial. However, despite 
concerns regarding the model of supervision used, the mentors all agreed that the programme’s effectiveness 
was manifest, tangible and greatly enriched their everyday practice. They also expressed a desire to continue 
to deliver the programme and to advocate for its use into the future. 
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Discussion 
It was interesting to note that whilst the purpose of this intervention was to enhance parental skills, a number 
of secondary and unexpected outcomes quickly came to the fore. All of the participants described how their 
crime and incarceration challenged them to change in profound ways. Feelings of loss, guilt and at times 
despair accompanied their experience of being incarcerated. The participants coped with these feelings 
primarily with social and emotional support, forecasting and in some cases a search for new meaning in life. 
Each realised that coping with prison life was a matter of choice and involved taking responsibility for their 
own futures. Over the course of the programme greater insight into each participant’s personal situation was 
gleamed. The age of those taking part in the programme and the different sentencing tariffs clearly impacted 
on the participants. However, all of the participants demonstrated a range of self-constructs and adaptive 
behaviours which enabled them to cope with the heavily routinised prison environment. Throughout the 
programme levels of self-worth, new found strengths, a more nuanced way of thinking and new relational 
skills for interaction with their children emerged quickly. This is not to suggest that the participants felt that 
prison was a beneficial experience, indeed they experienced a deep dread of their own children following 
their footsteps. Nor is it the case that participants were unaware of the effect their incarceration had on 
the everyday lives of their family children and other loved ones. Indeed, the high regard and respect the 
participants expressed for those caring for their children outside was at times heart rending. However, whilst 
parenting within prion was fraught with obstacles, given the opportunity the participants did what they 
had always done, namely they adapted and through self supports and the mentoring process realigned their 
approach to the parenting process itself. 

At the beginning of the programme we posited the idea that they as parents could begin to play a more 
effective role in their children’s lives, we suggested that they could begin to parent from the inside out. This 
idea was approached with care, as our initial discussions had identified that those exposed to a prison regime 
placed great faith and regard in those caring for their children. 

We feared that the prisoners would not want to rock the boat. Indeed, this was a very real feeling as the 
nature of relationships between prisoners and their partners is prone to unique stressors and constraints which 
invariably make prisoners experience a degree of relational vulnerability (Dallaire 2007). We significantly 
overestimated this effect and the deep desire the participants had to be more active and present in their 
children’s lives. We also underestimated the speed with which the collaborative approach to parenting 
between participants and those charged with their children’s care 
developed. The notion of family support simply took precedence over 
other needs and desires. This was summed up by one partner who said, ‘I 
get to talk to him less, the kids want him so much more now, but it’s ok, it 
only makes me love him more.’ The participants instinctively knew that 
this process was different and to our surprise the majority had discussed 
the changes the programme required in terms of visits and phone contacts 
with their partners as another partner stated, ‘He told me it was about the 
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kids, getting to know them better, I thought this is what family is all about, 
sharing responsibility, I didn’t need convincing, I wanted the same thing’. 
Indeed, it is highly unlikely that the programme would have been such a 
success had it not been for the collaborative engagement and the support 
for the programme of partners and Carers outside the prison. 

A function of prison life is routine, predictability and order. Fitting 
a parental programme and one which involves participants actively 
changing their approach and 

Inculcating new skills and cognitive processes was initially daunting. The 
taught modules, in particular, child development and pragmatic enhanced 
communication were content heavy and concerns about the language used 
were raised. These concerns were unwarranted, the participants rated 

these modules as the most enjoyable and beneficial in terms of bring about improvements in the relationship 
with their child.as one participant stated, ‘I don’t ask too many questions now, I just wait, one day it came to 
me I don’t like it here because it’s all about telling you what to do, questions, I thought I’m doing the same 
thing to the kids so I stopped and its easier.’ This change and the manner in which participants approached 
the content was fascinating and again spoke to the adaptability of the participants. 

When issues or topics were being discussed, they would stop immediately and enquire as to the meaning 
of a particular word or phrase. Once an explanation was given they would collaboratively discuss between 
themselves concrete examples using their own experiences with their children as illustrations. This process 
of making the ‘content meaningful’ is a powerful example of active learning and the process also leads 
to embedded learning. It also speaks to the cohesion and care demonstrated between the group. A goal of 
facilitation is to ensure that no participant is left behind, in this case the momentum which prevented this 
occurrence was entirely group created. When queried one participant explained it perfectly, ‘We talk to each 
other differently, we talk to the officers differently, we talk to our families differently. It’s the same with you, 
you say something like a word, and we put it into our way.’ 

Before each session a review with participants was held. This check in process served a dual purpose; first 
in line with Mamola (2002). The process was designed to establish 
if the techniques and strategies being used were fit for purpose, and 
second; if these techniques were generating emotional content which 
might prove distressing for participants. Family distress during and 
post parenting intervention is a known phenomenon (Webster Stratton 
2009). Of note was that this process did not surface during the delivery 
of this programme. Observation during visitation did take place and the 
strategies discussed were indeed in use, however participant response did 
not include feeling of dysregulation or distress. The primary emotional 
response was one of happiness, curiosity and heightened awareness. 
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In designing the programme manual the nature of activities was the 
subject of much discussion. At the heart of this discussion was the extent 
to which specific therapeutic techniques such as memory construction 
and child led play would be used by the participants or seen as foolish or 
irrelevant techniques. This proved not to be the case, whilst techniques 
were questioned, participants demonstrated a willingness to try each 
strategy and would, depending on its success, continue or discuss 
revision or changes which might make the strategies more relevant to the 
environment within which they interacted with their children. This process of participant input was always 
of benefit. In fact, this desire to input and tailor the process on the part of participants is something predicted 
by Adalist (2009). He argues that parenting in prison is a unique process. That periods of interaction and 
engagement between prisoners and their families are so precious that they prove fertile ground for the 
testing the utility of parent techniques. In short, he argues if techniques work within a prison setting they 
will invariably work externally. He indicates that prisoners will only use what proves worthwhile, redundant 
techniques will be dismissed simply because they eat into precious time. This proved to be the case in this 
study. 

Adalist’s theory is of note, since it speaks to the transferability of the programme to other prisons and to 
other prisoners. Clearly the techniques and strategies of the programme worked. However, it should be 
noted that participants on this programme were not simply provided with parenting techniques but also had 
ongoing mentor and partner support to shape and nuanced the process. Partner influence was a commanding 
presence as one participant said ‘[partner’s name] told me she noticed a change in me, even with my ex-
partner, I’m calmer more patient she said.’ Similarly the mentor’s capacity to assist in the development 
of solutions was seen as a powerful resource ‘if the mentor wasn’t here, like I wouldn’t have continued, it 
was hard at first, without the mentor I wouldn’t have delved or involved myself anymore.’ With remarkable 
honesty one participant stated, ‘doing things right now means I was doing them wrong before, it’s hard to 
accept that.’ When cautioned that he had done his best he replied, ‘Yeah but it was still wrong and they’re 
simple things.’ Another stated, ‘The books should be given out as a mandatory thing like the old days. 
Remember when you used to get the prison pack all the rules and all? I think one of them development books 
should be in the prison pack for fathers or even any mothers in the Dochas just to show them how, like each 
year and each milestone what is happening in the child’s head.’ The value of the programme and the inputs 
of the facilitators were valued but as is often the case the work put in to develop the programme and to 
implement it successfully by the prisoners was understated despite constant reminders, for example When 
one participant stated, ‘I’m sharing the book with my sisters,’ In response to the facilitator comment that he 
was really parenting from the inside out he replied, ‘nah it’s your book.’ 

    Doing things right 

now means I was doing 

them wrong before, it’s 

hard to accept that.
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Whilst the results of this process demonstrated a high level of change, one variable which must be taken 
into account is the quality of the participants themselves. As they often stated in jest, ’they were the cream 
of the crop’. In many ways this might be the case. Levels of engagement was exceptionally high and despite 
two participants leaving (one due to a transfer to an open prison and one to a treatment centre), participants 
did not miss a single class or mentor session and all completed the programme. The intelligence of those 
participating and the collaborative learning style they developed was exceptional. Most impressively was 
their ability to tailor techniques and strategies to suit the specific needs of their children, to acknowledge 
error and after time to celebrate their success. The group and their commitment is a variable which is hard to 
factor in when consideration of programme roll out is considered. Certainly there is a case to be made that 
ongoing contact with the group should be maintained, that they should, if willing, be engaged as advocates 
for the programme and, that a roll in further recruitment and possible delivery of some aspect of the 
programme be given some consideration. Hagen (2001) argues that this level of involvement is not simply 
enabling for the participants but that those given such authority and respect garner greater participation 
from prisoners and ultimately transition from prison more successfully. Similarly the programme roll out 
was greatly enhanced by highly committed and skilled practitioners, who without incentive chose to take 
on and persist with a new project. Given that this was pilot programme, such commitment was required 
and their recommendations as to changes will be incorporated as the programme progresses towards full 
implementation.
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Overall this programme was greatly assisted by the prison itself. However, it should be noted that family 
visitation, visiting areas and search protocols do need to be examined carefully. If we as a  community wish 
to tackle issues of recidivism and intergenerational criminal activity the process of family friendly visitation 
needs to be taken seriously. If we accept that families can act as an anchor to ensure prisoners successfully 
transition from prison, then the need to take account of their ideas and needs is paramount. It is also the 
case that prisoner insight also needs to be considered. Of the many recommendations for change verbalised 
and outlined in this document by the participants on the programme, none could be considered excessive or 
unachievable. Further, the participants made these suggestions conscious of the demand placed on the system 
and officers themselves and so considered the cost implications involved carefully. 

Conversations regarding these changes were an exercise in both patience and pragmatism. Initially the 
participants began with a wish list and then over time, pared their ideas down into a series of small but 
achievable goals. This process demonstrated their willingness to take the wider view and an acceptance that 
change is incremental. That said, prison is their home and as such should manifest their input with regard 
to their engagement with their families. If we fail to do this, we ignore the warnings of Socrates ‘that in 
punishing the father we continue to visit harm and insult on the son, therein the child becomes the father 
even as time itself continues’. 
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