Volunteering portfolio draft 

FFOPS (Friends and Family of the Prison Service Swansea) 

Introduction 

[bookmark: OLE_LINK2][bookmark: OLE_LINK1]Volunteering can play an important role in developing professional and interpersonal skills that are valuable for policing and wider criminal justice careers, especially because it provides exposure to real-world interactions with people of all types, including vulnerable individuals (University of Greater Manchester, 2021). According to the College of Policing (2020), reflective practice is an essential skill in policing, allowing officers to evaluate their actions and improve professional performance. It enhances self-awareness, supports effective decision-making, and allows learning from experience to be applied in future situations. Reflection also contributes to well-being and helps officers manage the demands of complex and high-pressure roles (Police Care, 2023). 

This reflective portfolio examines my experience volunteering with Friends and Family of the Prison Service (FFOPS) in Swansea, an organisation that supports prison visitors experiencing emotional distress due to a loved one’s incarceration (FFOPS, 2026). My role involved welcoming visitors, explaining the visiting process, directing them to storage facilities, and supporting families by creating activities for children in what can be a challenging environment. This reflection will also analyse key experiences from this role in relation to the policing values of respect and empathy, public service and courage (College of Policing, 2024), alongside the National Decision-Making Model (NDM). Using the Gibbs Reflective Cycle (The University of Edinburgh, 2024), it explores specific interactions to highlight the development of communication skills, emotional intelligence, and professional awareness, skills essential for policing, particularly when engaging with vulnerable individuals (Medium, 2025). 

[bookmark: OLE_LINK5]Respect and empathy 
Description
[bookmark: OLE_LINK8][bookmark: OLE_LINK6]During my volunteering role with FFOPS, I undertook a range of responsibilities that developed key interpersonal skills, including effective communication, emotional intelligence, and self-awareness, which are essential to policing practice (National Library of Medicine, 2021). The following experience was significant in developing my understanding of respect and empathy, with respect defined as treating individuals with dignity and consideration, and empathy as the ability to understand and share another person's feelings (Oxford English Dictionary, 2024).
During my volunteering role, I supported a visitor who was heavily pregnant and attending the prison for what would be her final visit before giving birth. She appeared visibly anxious and overwhelmed. I calmly explained the visiting procedures and reassured her, helping her feel more prepared for the visit. After the initial check-in ended, she returned in a highly distressed state and explained that her partner had been refused the visit due to being under the influence of substances. I invited her into the cabin to provide a private and safe space where she could express her emotions. I listened to her concerns and frustrations, allowing her to speak openly. After some time, I gently redirected the conversation towards more positive memories, which helped her feel calmer and more able to leave safely.
Feelings
I felt a strong sense of empathy towards the visitor due to her vulnerable circumstances, particularly considering her pregnancy and emotional distress. I was aware that this was likely a significant and potentially distressing moment for her, which increased my sense of responsibility to provide appropriate support. Initially, I felt unsure how best to respond when she became visibly upset, wanting to remain professional while also offering comfort.
As the interaction developed, I began to feel more confident in my ability to manage the situation. I recognised the importance of remaining calm and composed, which helped to reassure the visitor. I also became more aware of how my communication style, including tone of voice and active listening, could influence her emotional state. For example, allowing her to voice her thoughts and feelings gave me the opportunity to respond appropriately, helping ease her distress. 
Evaluation
Overall, the interaction was positive, as the visitor was given the opportunity to express her emotions in a safe and supportive environment and appeared calmer by the end. My use of active listening and reassurance was effective in de-escalating the situation and supporting her emotional needs. 
However, there were also areas for improvement. Initially, I lacked confidence in managing such a vulnerable and emotional situation and was not sure how to respond. I mostly listened, which in hindsight may have worked for this particular visitor, but I am aware that this approach may not work for everyone. In addition, I could have further developed my approach by considering how to signpost support or resources, if appropriate.
Analysis
I was able to calm her down by demonstrating active listening. This interaction demonstrates the importance of active listening in supporting individuals experiencing emotional distress. Active listening is widely recognised within counselling and communication research as a key skill for demonstrating empathy and building trust, which can have a positive impact on an individual’s emotional wellbeing (Rogers, 1957).
This experience highlights the importance of empathy when working with individuals affected by the criminal justice system. Research shows that families of prisoners often experience emotional distress, anxiety and uncertainty (Condry and Smith, 2022; Minson, 2018).
The interaction reflects the principles within the Code of Ethics, which emphasise treating individuals with dignity, respect and compassion (College of Policing, 2023). By actively listening and providing reassurance, I demonstrated these values. The situation also aligns with the National Decision Model, as I gathered information through listening, assessed the visitor’s emotional state, and responded appropriately by offering support (College of Policing, 2022). Emotional intelligence is particularly important in these situations, as recognising and responding to emotional cues can improve outcomes (Landry, 2019).
Conclusion
This experience demonstrated the importance of empathy, effective communication, and professionalism when supporting vulnerable individuals. It also highlighted the need for confidence and adaptability when responding to emotionally complex situations. Through this experience, I developed a greater awareness of how my behaviour and communication can positively influence outcomes for individuals in distress.
Action Plan
[bookmark: OLE_LINK9]In the future, I will continue to develop my confidence in managing emotionally challenging situations by gaining further practical experience and reflecting on similar interactions. I will also work to strengthen my ability to respond effectively to individuals under emotional stress, focusing on using appropriate, empathetic language. Additionally, I will seek to expand my knowledge of available support services to provide more comprehensive assistance where appropriate.
Public service
Description
This section focuses on the policing value of public service, defined as acting in the public's best interests and prioritising their needs with fairness, integrity, and professionalism (College of Policing, 2024). During my volunteering role, I supported families experiencing financial hardship. On one occasion, a visitor disclosed that they were struggling with the cost of heating and energy. At the time, the organisation had received donations, including heated blankets. I spoke with my supervisor and requested permission to reserve one for the visitor. When they returned, I provided the item in a discreet and respectful manner. Similarly, I supported a family who were struggling to afford Christmas presents. After discussing this with my supervisor, I organised donated toys and delivered them to the family in a way that avoided embarrassment. Both families expressed significant gratitude by thanking the organisation.
Feelings
I felt a strong sense of empathy for the individuals due to their financial hardship and the challenges they faced. This created a desire to provide meaningful support, as I recognised the potential impact that even small actions could have on their wellbeing. However, I also experienced some initial uncertainty, as I was unsure whether it was appropriate to intervene or how best to offer support while maintaining professional boundaries.
After consulting with my supervisor, I felt reassured that my actions were appropriate, which increased my confidence in responding to the situation. As the interaction progressed, I became more aware of the importance of acting with sensitivity and discretion, particularly when supporting individuals who may feel vulnerable, embarrassed. This experience helped me to recognise how my emotional awareness and communication could positively influence the outcome.
Evaluation
Overall, the actions taken had a valuable impact, as both families received practical support during a time of financial hardship and expressed clear gratitude. Providing support discreetly was particularly effective, as it helped maintain their dignity and avoid potential embarrassment, which is essential when working with vulnerable individuals. My decision to consult with a supervisor before acting also ensured that my actions were appropriate, ethical, and aligned with organisational expectations.
However, the situation also presented challenges. A key difficulty was ensuring fairness when resources were limited, as not all individuals in need could receive the same level of support. This created some uncertainty in decision-making, as I had to balance allocating resources responsibly with acting in the best interests of those involved. Additionally, while I responded appropriately in the moment, I could have further developed my approach by considering longer-term support options or signposting additional services.
Analysis
This experience reflects the policing value of public service by demonstrating the importance of acting in the public's best interests, particularly when supporting vulnerable individuals (College of Policing, 2024). Providing support in a discreet and respectful manner helped to maintain dignity, which is essential in professional practice.
The situation also highlights the complexity of decision-making within public service roles. While the outcome was positive, limited resources required consideration of fairness and prioritisation, reflecting wider challenges within policing. Consulting with a supervisor ensured that my actions were appropriate and that I was accountable.
This interaction aligns with the National Decision Model, as I gathered information, assessed need, and made a justified decision based on available resources (College of Policing, 2022). However, it also demonstrates that decision-making can involve ethical tensions, particularly when balancing fairness and individual need. Research supports this context, as financial hardship has increased due to the cost-of-living crisis (Joseph Rowntree Foundation, 2023), and families affected by imprisonment often face additional challenges (Condry and Smith, 2022). Therefore, providing support not only addressed immediate needs but also helped reduce stigma and promote a positive experience.
Conclusion
This experience highlighted the importance of public service, particularly in supporting vulnerable individuals with compassion, fairness, and professionalism. It also demonstrated the need for effective decision-making when balancing individual needs with limited resources. Through this experience, I developed greater confidence, emotional awareness, and a deeper understanding of ethical responsibility within a public service role.
Action Plan
In future, I will continue to develop my decision-making skills by gaining further experience and reflecting on similar situations. I will aim to improve my ability to balance fairness and individual need, particularly when resources are limited. I will also develop my awareness of support services to provide more effective assistance, while continuing to build my confidence and communication skills when working with vulnerable individuals.
Courage
Description
Courage is defined as the ability to overcome fear in difficult situations (Cambridge Dictionary, 2020). This section will discuss how I demonstrated this. As part of my volunteering role at FFOPS Swansea, I engaged with children attending prison visits with their families. Many of these children appeared anxious or withdrawn due to the environment and the circumstances surrounding their visit. To support them, I took the initiative to organise and participate in activities such as colouring, drawing and simple games within the visitor’s cabin. These activities aimed to create a more relaxed and positive environment, helping to distract children from the stress of the situation and make the experience feel less intimidating.
Additionally, I attended a family day at Cardiff Prison, where I engaged directly with children and their families within the prison environment. This required me to step outside of my comfort zone, as I was initially unfamiliar with being inside a prison setting and interacting near prisoners. However, I continued to support and engage the children through activities, maintaining a positive, supportive environment.
Feelings
Initially, I felt uncertain about how best to interact with the children, as I was aware that they may be experiencing emotional difficulties due to having a parent in prison. I also felt some apprehension about attending the family day within the prison, as it was a new and unfamiliar environment.
However, as I became more involved in both the visitor centre and the prison setting, I felt more confident in my ability to support the children. I also developed a strong sense of responsibility to ensure that their experience was as positive as possible. Over time, my initial uncertainty reduced, and I became more comfortable engaging within the environment while maintaining professionalism.
Evaluation
The activities, such as colouring, glitter tattoos and games, were effective in helping children feel more comfortable and engaged during visits. Many children became more relaxed and willing to interact, which also appeared to reduce stress for accompanying family members. For example, some children who were initially withdrawn became more engaged through drawing and games, demonstrating a noticeable improvement in mood.	Comment by Afifa Zaman: Add example - did they start opening up to you?
However, a challenge was ensuring that I engaged appropriately with all children, as each child had different needs, confidence levels, and ways of responding. This required adaptability and careful observation to ensure that support was appropriate for each individual. Additionally, being in the prison environment initially added pressure, as I needed to remain aware of my surroundings while still focusing on supporting the children effectively.
Analysis
This experience reflects the value of courage in professional practice, particularly in taking initiative and stepping beyond my comfort zone to support vulnerable individuals (College of Policing, 2024). Attending the family day within the prison environment required confidence and resilience, as I was entering an unfamiliar and potentially intimidating setting. Despite this, I prioritised the children's needs and continued to engage positively, demonstrating professional courage.
The initiative shown in organising and engaging in activities also highlights proactive behaviour, as I recognised a need to support children emotionally and acted to address it. This aligns with safeguarding principles, particularly in relation to children experiencing Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs), as children with an incarcerated parent are at increased risk of emotional and behavioural difficulties (Early Intervention Foundation, 2026).
This experience can also be linked to the National Decision Model, as I gathered information by observing behaviour, assessed the children's needs, and took proportionate action to improve their experience (College of Policing, 2022). Furthermore, courage in this context involves acting in the best interests of others, even in uncertain situations (The Children’s Act 1989, 1989), requiring both confidence and professional judgement.
Conclusion
This experience demonstrated that courage within professional roles involves both taking initiative and stepping outside of my comfort zone to support vulnerable individuals. It highlighted the importance of confidence, adaptability, and maintaining professionalism in unfamiliar and potentially challenging environments.
Action Plan
In future, I will continue to build my confidence when working with children and in unfamiliar environments, such as custodial settings. I will aim to further develop my understanding of safeguarding practices and the impact of adverse experiences on children. Additionally, I will continue to reflect on my practice to ensure I respond confidently and effectively in situations that require professional courage.
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