
policy4briefing
A briefing for policy makers, prison governors and staff, and the voluntary 

and community sector that provide play provision for children visiting prison. 
This briefing demonstrates how planning and providing for play within prisons 

is extremely beneficial for children, young people and their families. 

Play in prisons: doing it justice
Children sometimes need extra support to enjoy their right to play
Children and young people living away from home or visiting unfamiliar or controlled environments such as 
hospital, prison, immigration centres, and residential homes and schools, sometimes experience fear, anxiety 
and discomfort. For these children it is especially important to ensure they have good play opportunities 
facilitated by trained staff and volunteers.1                                       
                                                                                                                                                   Charter for Children’s Play (2007)

Introduction
Children and young people are affected by the 
imprisonment of family members and the experience 
of visiting prison in many ways. For some children the 
visit can be stressful, long and upsetting, and for 
others it can be fun and exciting, offering a much-
needed opportunity to see family. 

Play is important for all children and young people 
because it is essential to their quality of life. If 
children and young people are to stay healthy, 
be safe, enjoy their childhood and achieve their 
potential, they must have opportunities for free play 
throughout their childhood.  

Providing play facilities for children and young people 
visiting prisons can offer the opportunity to do 
something fun and interactive with their parent or 
relative. It can be stimulating and provide a much-
needed child-friendly space in what could otherwise 
be a stressful, boring or sterile environment. Play 
in prisons can be used as a vehicle that the child 
employs to deal with demanding circumstances and 
events. Good play opportunities give children and 
young people the chance to experience a range of 
emotions in a safe way, promoting resilience and 
fostering self-esteem.2   

Seven percent of children will see a parent imprisoned 
during their school years and about 160,000 children 
a year have a parent sent into custody.3 Research 
conducted by Prison Reform Trust in 1999 reported 
more than 60 percent of women prisoners are 
mothers and 45 percent had children living with then 
at the time of imprisonment.4 Twenty-five percent 
of men in young offenders institutions are, or are 
shortly to become, fathers5 and over a third of women 
in prison have children that are under five years old. 
In 2002, HM Prison (HMP) Hull, alone recorded 3500 

visits to the prison play area, with similar numbers 
visiting other prison play areas run by the Humber 
Pre-school Learning Alliance.6    

How parental imprisonment and visiting can 
affect children
Parental imprisonment disrupts contact between 
parents and children and is strongly associated with 
poor outcomes for the child.7 Children of prisoners are 
about three times more at risk of both mental health 
problems and anti-social or delinquent behaviour 
compared to their peers, and they experience 
higher levels of social disadvantage.8 They may have 
low self-confidence, truant from school and have 
stress-related conditions. Sixty percent of boys with 
convicted fathers go on to be convicted themselves.9

Children and young people may feel concerned about 
their future and what will happen to their imprisoned 
parent or relative. Children may also feel angry 
with their parents for leaving and have resentment 
towards prison staff and police for incarcerating
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their parent. For children with a parent in custody, 
the loss may be similar to that of bereavement. 
These children may also find it difficult to maintain 
or rebuild relationships with their parent. Based on 
the projected prison population growth, this group 
of children is set to rise to around 200,000 within the 
next five years.10 

It is not known how many children are taken into care 
as a result of a parent being imprisoned. However, one 
survey found that 11 percent of imprisoned mothers 
had one or more of their children taken into care, 
fostered or adopted.11 For children who are taken 
into care, there is an increased likelihood of them 
becoming offenders themselves. Over a quarter of 
those in prison have been in care at some point. 

It is also more difficult for these children to maintain 
family links, due to difficulties with visiting processes 
or because of a local authority’s inability to provide 
social workers to accompany them on visits. Visiting 
times may not take into account children’s schooling 
and journeys to and from the prison are often long. 
Because prisons have strict requirements on visiting 
times and transport can be difficult, families may need 
to arrive much earlier than the scheduled visit time. 

Helping children and families affected by 
imprisonment

Prisoners returning to a stable family environment 
resettle better. Research has highlighted that 
supporting prisoners to develop close relationships 
with their children and maintain family ties can 
reduce their risk of re-offending by six times.12  
Research also demonstrates that enabling parents 
to sustain and develop positive relationships with 
their children helps them feel empowered and reduce 
feelings of guilt. These benefits help to improve the 
mental and emotional well-being of the prisoner.13  

The positive and frequent contact that children have 
with their parents also helps lessen the sadness, loss 
and rejection felt by children of imprisoned parents, 
and reduces the risk that they will experience 
depression, lowered academic performance and later 
enter custody themselves.14 

All families need the space, places and facilities to 
spend time together with their children and other 
family members. When parents watch their children 
play or join with them in child-driven play, they are 
given a unique opportunity to see the world through 
their children’s eyes. The interactions that occur 
through play reassures children that their parents 
are fully paying attention to them and helps build 
enduring relationships. Through play, parents learn 
to communicate more effectively with their children 
and are given another setting to offer gentle and 
nurturing guidance. Quite simply, play offers parents 
a wonderful opportunity to engage fully with their 
children.15   

Research by Save the Children noted that prison 
visitor centres can provide children with the high 
quality and intensive contact that is needed to sustain 
a relationship. Save the Children reported many 

benefits to both parents and children when allowed to 
play together on all day visits. Children enjoyed making 
friends with other children who shared the same 
experience of having mothers in prison.18    

Play facilities within prisons

Social visits

Most prisons now offer some form of play facility 
within the social visiting area. The facilities, which 
afford prisoners potential contact with their 
children, vary between establishments. Facilities 
often range from an un-staffed corner within the 
social visiting area with a few toys, through to well-
equipped play areas staffed by qualified playworkers. 
The purpose of supervised play during prison 
visits is to provide a safe, welcoming, supportive 
and stimulating environment for children. This will 
normally allow the children to come and go freely 
within the main social visits room where the prisoner 
whom they have come to visit is seated.  

Kids VIP, a charity that promotes good practice in 
prison play areas, notes that the play areas should 
not detract from the purpose of the visit, which is to 
maintain and develop the relationship between child 
and parent. Playworkers have an important role in 
encouraging children to move back and forth between 
the play area and the visits table during the visit.19 

A study, Sentenced Families: signs of change for 
children with a parent in prison (2004)20 found that 
what families and children most valued on ordinary 
domestic visits were:

• prisons that were easy to get to

• prisons with visitors centres that include play  
 areas and crèches

• well-resourced play areas in the visits room,   
 preferably staffed and open on all visits. 

Ormiston Children and Family Trust (2006)21  
recommends that during domestic visits, prison 
service establishments should provide good quality 
play facilities for children and young people. Wherever 
possible, visitors should be notified in advance about 
which visits have play facilities available. 

Government action 
The five-year strategy Protecting the Public 
and Reducing Re-offending (2006)16 introduced 
the Children and Families Pathway. This aims 
to maintain prisoners’ family relationships, and 
expand existing parenting and relationship skills 
programmes for offenders.

The Children of Offenders Review (2007)17  
undertaken by the Department for Children 
Schools and Families (DCSF) and Ministry for 
Justice, identifies how children affected by the 
imprisonment of a parent can be better supported. 
One of the outcomes of the review was the need 
to refocus systems and services so adults and 
children’s services collaborate through a ‘whole 
family’ approach. 



Child-centred extended visits

Over the last 10 years, some prisons have developed 
family or child-friendly extended visits. These visits 
normally operate for a longer time and in a more 
child-friendly environment. This allows children 
longer contact time with their parent or relative. 
The purpose of child centred extended visits is to 
enable the parent to maintain a special relationship 
with the child in more relaxed surroundings. 

Kids VIP note that the reasons for and purpose of 
child-centred visits are:

• to promote the bond between parent and child

• to enable mothers and fathers to spend quality  
 time with their children with the children being  
 the main focus of attention

• to enable the imprisoned parents to keep   
 in touch with their children and be involved in   
 creating positive memories

• to allow men and women to show responsibility  
 and care for their children.

Research has shown that there is diversity in the 
length, frequency, content and eligibility criteria for 
child-centred extended visits. It is suggested that 
this reflects that extended visits operate at the 
discretion of individual prison governors and need to 
fit in with the other systems and constraints of the 
particular prison.22 

Setting up a play project
No one person has overall responsibility for 
establishing play provision within prisons. However, 
the head of prison activities, probation staff, visits 
senior officers or chaplains may be willing. 

To determine the level of service needed, it maybe 
helpful to conduct a needs assessment that takes 
into account the numbers of children in the visits 
room on a daily basis. It is important that visitors 
are notified in advance which sessions have play 
provision. Many projects have produced information 
guides for parents and carers, which explain how and 
when the play area operates.

The play space within the social visiting areas needs 
to be attractive and welcoming to children of all ages 
and from different cultural and social backgrounds. 
Play areas often focus on the needs of younger 
children, and toys and activities tend to reflect 
this, but it is equally important to ensure that older 
children and teenagers are made to feel welcome. 

Much of the success of child-friendly extended visits 
depends on the planning and preparation of the day. 
There are so many different types of visits possible 
and prisons may need to consider what they want 
to offer. The Ormiston Children and Family Trust 
only offer visits where the carer stays in the visit all 
the time. Others, particularly women’s prisons, offer 
visits where the home carer leaves the children with 
the parent during the session. 

It may be useful to contact a prison support 
charity who may be able to directly provide play 

opportunities with the prison, or offer advice and 
support. This briefing contains contact information 
for a number of charities that support play provision 
in prison on page four. In addition, Kids VIP have also 
produced a good practice guide Children Visiting 
Prisons: Sharing good practice23 that includes 
practical information on establishing play facilities 
during social visits and extended child-centred visits. 

The role of the playworker
Play settings with social visits and extended child-
centred visits should employ qualified playworkers. 
The role of the playworker is also very important; 
they support children in creating and determining 
their own goals and outcomes through play. 

The playworker has to be a good listener, be very 
sensitive to the needs of visiting children and only 
respond to what the child wants to talk about, and 
should not ask leading questions.24 Often, little or 
no information is provided about the numbers and 
age of the children prior to visiting. This means that 
playworkers need to be flexible and able to meet the 
needs of toddlers as well as teenagers. 

There are National Occupational Standards and an 
established framework of principles, qualifications 
and training for playworkers developed by the play 
sector. For more information contact SkillsActive, 
the Sector Skills Council for playwork. 

Case study: HMP Holloway

HMP Holloway women’s prison offers all day child-
friendly extended visits once a month. The visits 
start at 11.00am and finish at 3pm. The programme 
is organised by a core group of people, which 
includes prisoners, prison staff, playworkers and 
visitor centre staff. The staff support children’s 
play by providing various types of play activities 
and environments, including arts and crafts, board 
games, toys, imaginary play areas and quiet areas. 

Prison staff working on children’s visits do not 
wear a uniform aiming to create a relaxed and non-
threatening environment. 

Case study: HMP Wakefield
The prison has a play facility within the main visits 
room, which is open at every domestic visit session 
to provide play opportunities for all children under 
17 years. 

The facility is operated by Wakefield Prison Visits 
Children’s Play Facility, which is a registered 
charity, and works in close collaboration with the 
prison management. The play setting is funded by 
charitable grants and donations and employs its 
own staff of salaried professional playworkers 
and voluntary workers in premises provided by the 
prison. 

The facility operates during all visiting sessions 
throughout the year. 



Further information
Action for Prisoners’ Families (APF)
Charity representing the needs of families affected 
by imprisonment.  
www.prisonersfamilies.org.uk

CLINKS
A national membership body that supports the 
involvement of voluntary and community organisations 
in the criminal justice system.  
www.clinks.org

Kids VIP
Promotes good practice in prison play areas, and 
provides support and awareness training to prison 
personnel, playworkers and volunteers working in visits.

T: 01962 889370 E: kidsvip@boltblue.com

Ormiston Children and Families Trust 
Works to promote the well-being of children and 

young people, especially those disadvantaged 
by their life experiences or circumstances.                          
www.ormiston.org

Prison Advice & Care Trust (PACT) 
Supports people affected by imprisonment and 
provides play opportunities for children and young 
people visiting prison.  
www.prisonadvice.org.uk

SkillsActive
The Sector Skills Council for playwork. 
www.skillsactive.com/playwork

HMP Wakefield Prison Visits Children’s Play Facility
Provides a professionally staffed play facility within 
the main visit room of HMP Wakefield. 
T: 07729 602657 E: wpvcpf.sg@virgin.net

Play England 
8 Wakley Street
London
EC1V 7QE

Tel 020 7843 6300
email playengland@ncb.org.uk
www.playengland.org.uk

Play England works to strategic aims and objectives agreed by its council 
of member organisations.

Play England is part of the National Children’s Bureau and is supported by 
the Big Lottery Fund.

Registered charity number 258825 
Published for Play England by the National Children’s Bureau, March 2008

References
1Play England (2007) Charter for Children’s Play. London: 
Play England.
2Cole-Hamilton, I. and Gill, T. (2002) Making the Case for 
Play: Building policies and strategies for school aged 
children. London: National Children’s Bureau.
3APF and PACT (2007) Parliamentary Briefing, The 
children & families of prisoners: recommendations for 
government. London: Action for Prisoners’ Families and 
Prison Advice & Care Trust. 
4Wolfe, T. (1999) Counting the cost: The Social and 
Financial Implications of Women’s Imprisonment. 
London: Prison Reform Trust.
5Fathers Direct (2004) Inside Fatherhood: A Guide to 
Giving Inmates, Children and Partners a Fresh Start. 
London: Fathers Direct.
6Stuart, T. (2002) ‘Another type of Father’s Day. ‘Is Daddy 
in here because he has a gun?’, Under Five Contact, June 
2002 pp8-9.
7Cabinet Office (2007) Reaching Out: Think Family, 
Analysis and Theme for the Families at Risk Review. 
London: Cabinet Office: Social Exclusion Task Force.
8Murray, J. and Farrington, D. P. (2005) ‘Effects of 
Parental Imprisonment on Children’, In Tonry, M. (ed.), 
Crime and Justice: A Review of Research. Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press.
9Farrington, D. and Coid, J. (2003) Early Prevention of 
Adult Anti-Social Behavior. Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press.
10See end note 3.
11HM Inspectorate of Prisons (1997) Women Prisoners: a 
thematic review. London: Home Office.
12Social Exclusion Unit (2002) Reducing re-offending by 
ex-prisoners. London: Social Exclusion Unit. 

13Woolf, H. and Tumin, S. (1990) Reflections on the 
Stanford Prison Experiment. London: HMSO.
14Murray, J. and Farrington, D. P. (2005) ‘Effects of 
Parental Imprisonment on Children’, In Tonry, M. (ed.), 
Crime and Justice: A Review of Research. Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press.
15Ginsburg, K. (2006) ‘The Importance of Play in 
Promoting Healthy Child Development and Maintaining 
Strong Parent-Child Bonds’, PEDIATRICS Vol 119, No 1, 
January 2007 pp 181-191. 
16Home Office (2006) Five year Strategy for Protecting 
the Public and Reducing Re-offending. London: The 
Stationery Office.
17DCSF, Ministry of Justice (2007) Children of Offenders 
Review. London: Department for Children, Schools and 
Families, Ministry of Justice.
18Save the Children (1993) Setting up a prison visitors 
centre. London: Save the Children Fund.
19Philbrick, K. (2005) Children Visiting Prisons: Sharing 
good practice. London. Kids VIP.
20Pugh, G. (2004) Sentenced Families: signs of change 
for children with a parent in prison. Ipswich: Ormiston 
Children and Family Trust. 
21Ormiston Children and Family Trust (2006) Time for 
Families: positive outcomes for children and families of 
offenders using Ormiston services in prisons and the 
community. Ipswich: Ormiston Children and Family Trust.
22Boswell, G. and Wedge, P. (2002) Imprisoned Fathers and 
their Children. London: Jessica Kingsley Publishers Ltd.
23See end note 19.
24Andrews, C. (2005) ‘Children visiting prison: can it be 
made easier?’, The Friend. Vol 163 No 20 pp14-15.  

Lisa Davis
Policy Officer
March 2008


