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Exploring experiences of parents whose children receive custodial sentences

Research rationale and aims 

This study aims to understand the experiences of parents when their child has been imprisoned. Parents of those in prison remain understudied (Hutton and Moran, 2019) despite the fact that they have been found to be deeply impacted by this imprisonment (Comfort, 2016; Gueta, 2017). This population has been referred to as the ‘hidden’ or ‘forgotten victims’ (Cunningham and Baker 2003). Furthermore, the limited literature around this topic primarily focuses on the significance of parental roles in resettlement for prisoners (McGillivray, 2016) or practical and financial impacts on these parents (Cohen, 2019; Nugent, 2022). As a result, there are gaps within the literature when considering the impact on parental mental health as a result of a child going to prison. By exploring this impact, this research hopes to inform therapists and professionals working with this population on how best to support them. 

Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) of data from interviews with this population will seek to address the following research aims:

1. To explore parental experiences when a child is sent to custody
2. To understand the impact, if any, on parental mental health as a result of their child being sent to custody 
3. To identify what support, if any, was offered to these parents and at what stage 
4. To understand how effective parents felt this support was, if offered and received, and if not, to explore what support would have been helpful

Literature review 

England and Wales have the highest rate of imprisonment in Western Europe, with 147 people per 100,000 of the population being imprisoned (Prison Reform Trust 2016; Allen and Dempsey, 2016). In December 2023, there were 88,987 adults incarcerated in England and Wales (Ministry of Justice, 2024) and 440 children (Youth Justice Board, 2024).  Concerningly, the prison population in England and Wales is projected to increase to between 94,600 and 114,800 by March 2028 (Ministry of Justice, 2024). As the prisoner population rises, so too does the number of people with a significant family member in prison. 

Historically, the effects on children and families of prisoners have been overlooked (Bouchet, 2008). However, in recent years, there has been an expansion of research about the vital role families can play in reducing reoffending, which has also attempted to understand these families’ diverse support needs (McGillivray, 2016; Codd, 2008; Light and Campbell, 2006). Research shows that there are practical, financial and emotional effects on family members when a relative is imprisoned (Holt, 2021). Howarth and Rock (2000) suggest that these families should be considered secondary victims, due to the extent of the harm caused to them through both the initial offending and subsequent criminal justice proceedings. 

Arditti (2012) highlighted that loss of a family member to imprisonment can be experienced as a bereavement and is distinct from other experiences; Machin (2009) describes the concept of ‘invisible loss’, defined as a loss which may not be recognised by others, where marginalised populations rarely receive adequate support following this. Vaswani (2014) argues that this invisible loss is evident within families of those imprisoned. Experiencing this ‘disenfranchised’ grief can result in negative impacts on mental health, such as isolation, anxiety and shame (Moberly, 2021). 

Despite parents being an integral element of a prisoner’s family network, most research in this area focuses on spouses and the children of those in prison (Hutton & Moran, 2019). Parental imprisonment has been found to have a significant impact on children’s emotional well-being, long-term health and social prospects (Beresford, 2020; Murray & Farrington, 2008). Additionally, studies have found that partners of those in prison can experience social exclusion, isolation and mental health difficulties (Western, 2004; McDonnell, 2023). Research in this area which considers other family members has a significant focus on prisoner rehabilitation and how family relationships can support this (Hutton & Moran, 2019). Establishing frequent and positive communication opportunities between families and prisoners has been highlighted as a political priority (Farmer, 2017). It could be argued that the lack of research into impact on parents and therefore therapeutic services available to them could be due to the perceived lack of political priority, in comparison to prisoner rehabilitation (Hutton & Moran, 2019). 

Recently, there has been more research around parental experiences of child imprisonment. Condry (2007) found that mothers may assume that their inadequate parenting is to blame for their child’s criminal activity, creating guilt and shame. Comfort (2008) further found a blame culture in society which sees parents as the root cause of their imprisoned child’s problems. In researching practical and financial impacts on parents, Hutton & Moran (2019) state that the mothers of an incarcerated person may also become the primary caretaker for the children of this person, adding a complex and demanding dimension to their lives. Research shows a significant financial impact on parents supporting their children through prison, including costs for prison visits and financial assistance throughout their sentence (Nugent, 2022). Gueta (2017) conducted a meta synthesis on the limited available research around prisoner’s parents’ experiences, which highlighted four key themes: the impact of parenting from a distance, the burden of care, troubled parental identity and social reactions. Gueta (2017) emphasised the need for further research to explore the challenges and therapeutic needs of these parents. 
Despite an emergence of more literature based on parental experiences, most focuses on practical and financial impact rather than the emotional toll. Due to a lack of research and understanding, there are very few, if any, specific support services available to these parents (Holt, 2021). Most therapeutic or charitable organisations focus on supporting children and partners of imprisoned people or supporting the family as a whole, as opposed to considering specific needs of parents (Gueta, 2017). This study aims to shed light on the experiences of this understudied population, in particular the emotional impact on them, providing insight to professionals working with them and identifying potential recommendations for therapeutic services to support these parents. 


Methodology and methods 

Methodology 

The research will be qualitative and will follow a phenomenological framework, aimed at understanding the lived experience of participants to provide new insight into the area being researched (Quinney et al, 2016). Phenomenological research aims to describe the meaning of participants’ experiences, both in terms of what was experienced and how it was experienced (Teherani et al, 2015). A key strength of this methodology is that it provides in depth information about the area being studied and additionally, it offers flexibility in data collection methods (Ritunanno et al, 2023). However, it can be criticised for being influenced by researcher subjectivity and bias, making replications of findings challenging (Mwita, 2022). Qualitative research in general can be criticised for lacking generalisability due to the fact that it mostly studies a specific issue in a certain population (Leung, 2015). However, Palinkas et al (2015) argue that qualitative research is designed for depth and not breadth of understanding. The purpose of this study is to understand in depth the participant’s experiences, so it seems the most suitable methodology.   

Method 

	Semi-structured interviews will be conducted to gather data and audio recordings and transcripts will be produced from the content of these interviews for analysis. Audio recording allows the researcher to focus on the interview and build rapport rather than being distracted with note taking (Edwards et al, 2013) although it is important that participants are informed of this and given the right to refuse to be recorded should they prefer (DeJonckheere et al, 2019).

Qualitative surveys were initially considered for this research, however it was felt that literacy levels of participants could be a potential barrier to accessing the questions and may hinder depth of responses. Recent data published by the Ministry of Justice (2021) found that 57% of adult prisoners had literacy levels below those expected of an 11-year-old; many prisoners report their parents’ low literacy levels as having impacted upon their own (Nutbrown et al, 2017). Due to this, it was felt that semi-structured interviews would be more suitable as questions will be delivered verbally, with additional prompts available to enhance depth of responses (DeJonckheere et al, 2019). 

Semi-structured interviews allow flexibility to discuss multiple aspects of this research area and will allow the researcher to respond to verbal and non-verbal responses, such as laughter and silence, to reveal hidden information that may be useful in the analysis of the data (Ritchie and Lewis, 2003). A disadvantage of interviewing is that some participants may be hard to engage in conversation or may be reluctant to share information about a sensitive topic (Hatch, 2002). To help overcome this, I will ensure participants are fully informed about the details of the study prior to deciding whether to participate, so that they are aware of the content they will be discussing. I will also use therapeutic techniques throughout the interviews such as empathy and active listening to build rapport with participants; levels of rapport directly correlate to levels of disclosure and overall quality of an interview (Berger & Malikinson, 2000). 



Professional role and sampling 


My role within the project will be as researcher, as part of a master’s degree. Due to my employment within a criminal justice setting, convenience sampling would have been an option for this project, as I have worked with families whose children have been sentenced to custody. However, due to pre-existing professional relationships that may have occurred with participants selected in this way, researcher and response bias may have been more likely (Lines et al, 2022). To avoid this, purposive sampling (Robinson, 2014) will be used, to recruit parents from the UK who have had a child who has been given a custodial sentence. 

I will aim to recruit between 4 and 6 participants. Although a relatively small sample, the concept of information power (Malterud et al, 2016) suggests that the more information that a sample holds relative to the study, the fewer number of participants needed. The study will be advertised on social media outlets such as Facebook community groups, in addition to being advertised to other Youth Justice services via a recruitment email. Participants will be given the option of either attending an interview in person or via Teams; online interviewing ensures that potential participants are not excluded due to geographical location (Janghorban et al, 2014) and the choice of in person ensures that participants without technological access or competence are not excluded (Keen, 2022).


Data analysis 

	Interpretative Phenomonological Analysis (IPA) will be used to analyse data, aligning with the phenomenological methodology and research aims of understanding participants’ lived experience (Smith & Osborn, 2015). IPA has three key theoretical underpinnings: phenomonelogy, hermeneutics and idiography. Phenomenology is a philosophical approach outlined by Husserl, aiming to produce an account of lived experience (Smith et al, 2009). In IPA, the researcher is trying to understand the participant trying to recognise what is happening to them and is therefore an interpretative process (Smith & Osborn, 2015). Additionally, IPA is idiographic in its sense of detail of analysis and in understanding how particular events are understood by particular people in particular contexts (Smith et al, 2009). 

	IPA consists of six steps: reading and re-reading of the original data, initial noting, developing emergent themes, searching for connections across emergent themes, repeating this process for subsequent participants and then finally looking for patterns across all participants, considering convergence and divergence (Smith et al, 2009). 
 

Reliability and validity of data 

	Phenomenological qualitative research enhances trustworthiness of data by producing a multi-layered description of participant’s experiences, through the researcher having a dialogue with both the participants and the data (Alhazmi & Kaufmann, 2022). Bias has the potential to distort research findings due to the personal relationship that develops between the researcher and participant (Florczak, 2021) so it will be important to be mindful of researcher influence. To limit this, I will reflect in action (Schon, 1983) throughout the interviews, ensuring that questions are not leading and limiting influence of facial expressions or body language. Records of raw data, field notes, transcripts and a reflexive journal will also be kept; all steps that Halpren (1983) suggests creates a clear audit trail. 

Ethics 
This study will adhere to principles of the BACP ethical frameworks for research and practice (BACP, 2018; 2019). In advance of the study, participants will be provided with an information sheet outlining the purpose of the research and any potential risks, allowing them to be fully informed prior to deciding whether to participate. They will also be made aware that the consent process is on-going throughout the study and they are able to withdraw at any time (BACP, 2019), ensuring their autonomy (BACP, 2018). Any complaints regarding the process can be raised with the research supervisor, whose contact details will be provided to participants.  
One-to-one interviews that will be used in this research may reveal painful memories, feelings of shame and trauma (Ritchie et al, 2013) and this will be an important ethical consideration. Although therapeutic skills will be employed throughout the interview process, it is important to acknowledge that qualitative research is not therapy (Rizq, 2008). The purpose of the interviews will be made clear to participants before they consent and to ensure beneficence of participants, they will be signposted to services after the interview process, should they require further support. 
All data will be stored securely on a password-protected computer and will be destroyed after the research is submitted (GDPR, 2018). Data will be anonymised to protect participant’s identity and confidentiality; any limits to this confidentiality, such as disclosure of illegal activity or harm to self or others, will be made clear to participants prior to consent (BACP, 2019). 
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Appendix- Interview Schedule


1.  Could you share what your experience was like of your child going to prison? 

2.  How, if at all, do you feel the process impacted you mentally and emotionally? What aspect do you feel had the biggest impact on you? 

3.  If any, what support was made available to you throughout this time? At what point was this offered?

4.  If at all, how was this support helpful? 

5.  What further support might you have found helpful throughout this process?

6.  Is there anything you would like to add? 
