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I welcome the opportunity to provide a written submission to the Inquiry into Children affected by
Parental Incarceration. I make this submission as an individual academic researcher, based on my
experience of conducting research on this topic over the past 20 years. During this time, I have been
involved in six separate studies on this specific issue and have produced 38 published outputs, from
peer reviewed articles, special issues of journals, and book chapters, to web-based resources (see
Appendix 1).
I completed my doctoral study examining the impact of maternal incarceration on adolescents in
2009.This led to an ARC Linkage grant, which investigated the care planning needs and experiences of
children when their primary carer is incarcerated in Victoria and NSW. I have been and continue to be a
key member of a range of collaborative research teams conducting research on child and family issues
related to imprisonment. Recent/current research includes: investigating children's contact with their
imprisoned parent/s during COVID-19; reviewing a parenting program in a men’s prison; and examining
Children’s Court responses to early offending children.
Prior to entering academia, I worked as a social worker for more than a decade, with young people in
conflict with the law, and in family reunification.

Dr Catherine Flynn
April 29, 2022
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Summary of recommendations
1. The Children’s Services Coordination Board to immediately agenda for priority discussion and
action, children affected by parental imprisonment.
Data collection
2. Minister for Corrections to gather rigorous and accessible data on parents in prison, to guide
policy and service delivery
3. Minister for Child Protection and Family services to gather rigorous and accessible data on
children in out-of-home-care/under supervision whose parent/s are in prison
Arrest:
4. Victoria Police to develop training for police officers to ensure child sensitive arrest procedures
5. Victoria Police, in collaboration with child protection services, to develop specific guidelines,
which both enquire about children and then respond to children, particularly when parental
arrest is likely to result in immediate removal of the parent, to ensure child safety and
placement
Sentencing:
6. Alternative sentencing options, for parent carers of dependent children, such as those
implemented in Washington State, US should be explored and piloted.
7. Magistrates to enquire about dependent children during the sentencing and custody
management process, to ensure child safety.
8. A protocol to be developed between courts and child protection, to ensure children in need of
protection are identified and provided with timely support.
9. The provision of court-based family support services, to take referrals, provide crisis
intervention, brokerage support, community-based outreach, and referral for families of
defendants at the point of the court appearance
Imprisonment
10. An outreach initiative, similar to Operation Paramount or Family Links, to be trialled in Victorian
prisons to offer families with children timely referral to established and knowledgeable services,
such as SHINE for Kids and VACRO.
11. Corrections Victoria to build on its work supporting parents and parenting in prison by
committing to a core value of family-focused practice: with adequate funding for child and
family support services, facilitated visiting, pre-release preparation, and post-release support,
to address the longer term consequences of parental imprisonment on children.
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1. Children affected by parental imprisonment
Children of imprisoned parents have been consistently described as ‘invisible’ or ‘unintended’ victims of
crime, as ‘orphans of justice’ or simply as the ‘collateral damage’ of the everyday workings of the adult
criminal justice sector. Despite this recognition, little has been achieved to prevent or ameliorate these
impacts.
Over the past 60 years, knowledge has been established, with the experiences and needs of children
and families when a parent is imprisoned clearly described. A concerning feature of these descriptions is
that two key findings presented initially in the US in 1964 (Zalba,1964) remain true today, specifically that
(1) families experience social isolation and have poor linkages with formal support services, and (2)
limited attention is given to the care of dependent children. That research concluded that greater
interagency communication and collaboration was needed between the prison system, child welfare, and
community corrections, so that pre and post release family-focused planning and intervention could be
achieved.
In the intervening period, research findings have remained consistent (e.g. see Australian research:
Beggs, 2002; Hounslow et al., 1982; Healy, Foley & Walsh, 2000; Tomaino et al., 2005; Tudball, 2000;
Trotter et al., 2015), with the impact on families of parental imprisonment demonstrated to be wide
ranging, from finances and housing (Arditti, Lambert-Shute, & Joest, 2003; Smith, Grimshaw, Romeo, &
Knapp, 2007) to social stigma and isolation (Brown, 2001; Saunders, 2018). The impact on children has
been specifically described, noting behavioural and emotional problems (e.g. Kampfner, 1995; Flynn,
2008; Flynn et al., 2021), difficulties with schooling (McCrickard & Flynn, 2016; Roberts & Loucks, 2015),
as well as longer term consequences on health and wellbeing (Bell et al., 2018; Turney, 2014) – notably,
learning disabilities, developmental vulnerabilities and delays, language and cognitive challenges,
ADD/ADHD. In sum, these children experience multiple, sustained, and compounding disadvantage.
In Australia, over the past 20 years, researchers, practitioners and advocates have presented
governments with the same conclusions and recommendations, to better meet the needs of children and
families. There have been three subsequent inquiries:
•

1997 - NSW Standing Committee on Social Issues Inquiry into Children of Imprisoned Parents

•

2005 – South Australia – Attorney General’s Department – Steering Committee report on
Children of Prisoners Project

•

2019 (current) NSW Support for Children of Imprisoned Parents in New South Wales

Despite these inquiries and investigations, to date, little has changed systemically in the responses and
supports for these children in any jurisdiction.
In Victoria, there have been some associated developments. There has been a focus on women and the
implementation of gender responsive policy and practices in prison, beginning with Better Pathways in
2005 and more recently Strengthening Connections (2017), and a recognition that the majority of women
in prison have dependent children. Yet, women remain the fastest growing group in Victorian prisons,
with a dramatic rise in those being held unsentenced, on remand (Russell, 2021). Recent research
findings (Burgess & Flynn, 2021) indicate mothers in prison have complex needs which are not being
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well met in the community, suggesting the need to extend gender responsiveness beyond prisons, and
into arrest and sentencing practices. Recent years have also seen attention to ‘parenting’ in prison
programs, including the provision of parenting programs. These programs in the main, however, do not
centre children. Currently, in Victoria, we have a growing prison population, with more children being
affected, but no systemic or coordinated efforts to respond to these children.
A lack of ‘child awareness’ in and across systems
These children and families face complex and interconnected challenges; these are affected and
exacerbated by the lack of attention paid to children by the broader criminal justice system (including
policing, courts and prisons) as their parent/s move through this. On this trajectory, there are key crisis
points: arrest; bail; sentencing; imprisonment; release. At none of these points are children enquired
about formally, or offered services. In a range of other sectors, however, there has been movement in
recent years to become more ‘child aware’; we have subsequently seen developments in Family
Violence, Alcohol and Other Drugs and particularly Mental Health.
Alongside the absence of attention to children when their parents are arrested, sentenced, imprisoned,
and released, there is an absence of attention to the specific needs of these children by government
departments with whom these children may interact - including child welfare and education - and further,
a lack of coordination across these systems. It is evident that parental incarceration brings specific
challenges to cross-sectoral work, drawing children, carers and parents into “several systems that
historically have not shared target populations, had common interacting problems, or worked together”
(Abram & Linhorst, 2007, p. 41). This suggests the need to create formal linkages across government
departments, between statutory and non-government services, and between prison and communitybased services, to ensure that children are made visible at an early stage in their parent’s contact with
the correctional system.
In Victoria there have been some attempts to bring together key decision makers to better coordinate
cross-department policies and programs which impact on children and young people, notably via the
Children’s Services Coordination Board. Members of this board include the Victoria Police Chief
Commissioner and Secretaries of government departments: Families, Fairness and Housing, Justice and
Community Safety, Education and Training, as well as Premier and Cabinet and Treasury and Finance.
The stated aim of this board is to:
“sponsor and oversee coordination of effort across different Victorian Government
programs and policies where this is needed to improve outcomes for children and young
people, particularly those vulnerable to harm, disadvantage or social exclusion”
(Department of Education and Training, 2022)
To date this Board has not engaged with the issue of children of incarcerated parents in any
meaningful way.
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Recommendation
1. The Children’s Services Coordination Board to immediately agenda for priority discussion and action,
children affected by parental imprisonment.

2. Understanding the social, emotional and health impacts on affected children:
An absence of local data
While research evidence is clear that there are significant impacts on children when a parent, particularly
a primary carer, is imprisoned, the ability to act on this broader knowledge and evidence is hampered by
poor data collection and the subsequent lack of accurate data in the Victorian jurisdiction (this is a problem
across all Australian states and territories, and in most international jurisdictions).
In Victoria, a basic understanding or count of imprisoned ‘parents’, their ‘children’ or ‘carers’ is absent,
with limited official data gathered on either the parenting status of individuals when arrested, sentenced
or entering prison, or the status or whereabouts of any of their children. For example, at reception into
prison, adults are asked if they have children, do they have legal custody and if they are a primary carer.
However, there are no guidelines for staff on what these specific terms mean, or how to ask these
questions, leaving them open to personal interpretation by both the person asking and the person
responding. As a consequence, these data are unreliable, and largely unusable.
Currently, estimates of the number of children affected by parental imprisonment are used, based on the
following calculation:
•

number of adults in prison on any given day

•

US research which suggests that approximately 50% of people in prison are parents (Mumola,
2000; Maruschak, Bronson & Alper, 2021)1

•

research which indicates that of those who have children, the average number of children is
approximately two (Johnston, 1995, 2005; Trotter et al., 2015)

This suggests that the number of children affected on any given day, is approximately equivalent to the
number of adults in prison. In Victoria on any given day around 7,000 children have a parent in prison.
However, there are evident limitations with this approach: these are approximates, based mainly on US
data, with no annual data gathered; this figure is also likely to be an underestimate. Accurate data are
needed.

This percentage also varies by gender, with recent Victorian data reporting just under two-thirds of women having children;
and further that of those “who reported the age of their children, had at least one dependent child under 18 years old”
(Corrections Victoria, 2016)
1
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Recommendations
2. Minister for Corrections to gather rigorous and accessible data on parents in prison, to guide
policy and service delivery
•

See Appendix 2 for suggested framing of questions to be asked of those being imprisoned
(From Trotter et al., 2015)

3. Minister for Child Protection and Family services to gather rigorous and accessible data on
children in out-of-home-care/under supervision whose parent/s are in prison, to guide policy
and service delivery
a.

See Appendix 2 for suggested framing of questions (From Trotter et al., 2015)

As noted above, there are critical points which occur throughout a parent’s journey through the adult
criminal justice system. For the purposes of this submission, I focus on: arrest, sentencing and the point
of imprisonment, to highlight current practices in Victoria, good practices in other jurisdictions, and
recommendations.

3. Immediate impacts on children: Arrest
Arrest practices in Victoria
While not all arrests result in a parent being imprisoned (our current estimate, as reported in Flynn et al.
2016, is that in around 13% of arrests the person is remanded into custody), the process of witnessing
the arrest of a parent in and of itself can be highly traumatising for children.
The extent to which children witness parental arrest is unknown, with the estimated percentage of arrests
involving children varying widely, from 80% (Kampfner, 1995) to 26% (Dallaire and Wilson, 2010);
research does however, describe longer term trauma for children. This research indicates that witnessing
parental arrest has an immediate negative impact on a child’s emotional well-being (Siegel, 2011) and is
associated with elevated post-traumatic stress symptoms (Kampfner, 1995; Phillips & Zhao, 2010). There
is no substantial Australian research or data on this matter.
Further, very few studies have examined police practices with regard to children when arresting parents,
beyond two early studies in the US (Nieto 2002; and Neville 2010); neither are peer reviewed or
published. Both however, highlight the lack of guidance for arresting officers, and the subsequently
individualised and ad hoc responses provided.
He and Flynn (2019) drawing on data from an ARC funded study of care planning for children when a
primary carer is imprisoned, focused on the experiences of 36 primary carer mothers arrested and
subsequently imprisoned in Victoria. Data show children often being present at arrest, more so if arrested
at home in the hours before/after school. Mothers described children as distressed by the experience,
particularly when the arrest involved force. Police responses to children’s care were not predictable: while
almost all women indicated that arresting officers knew they had children, less than half (40%) had no
discussion about who would then care for the children. Subsequent to arrest, 60% of children were
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displaced from home, into alternative accommodation; often after being taken to the police station for
temporary care and/or questioning. When looking at primary carer fathers from this same study (Bartlett
et al., 2018), similar patterns were evident, with children being more likely to be present when arrests
were carried out at home. Further complexities were evident, however, when it was men who were
arrested. Of the 34 fathers interviewed, most indicate that police were aware, or were made aware of
their children, yet in the majority of cases (n=26) state they were not asked at all about suitable care,
even when their children were physically present.
This lack of attention to children, is also supported by data from police officers themselves (Flynn et al.,
2016) who typically indicated that they were not aware of any specific guidelines to respond to dependent
children, and suggested that any response was more of a personal judgement or an unwritten duty of
care. It was also evident that seeking further information about any dependent children was seen to be
outside of the process of arrest, with one police respondent noting ‘We naturally assume that if they don’t
have custody of the children at the time [at arrest] then it’s, then there’s no issue’.
These findings suggest that when arresting a parent, the focus is more typically on the arrest, despite
knowledge or presence of children who will be affected.
Victoria police strategy in recent years has developed a specific focus on responding to family violence,
sexual offences and child abuse (Victoria Police, 2017). This strategy names child safety as a core
priority, acknowledges that “children are often ‘invisible’ in the criminal justice system” (p. 20) and cites
the need to develop a “trauma-informed framework to underpin Victoria Police education and training” (p.
22). Despite this, the focus remains narrow, and on the nature of the incidents in which police are
intervening, rather than on police practices themselves. The most recent guidance able to be sourced is
the 2012 Protecting Children Protocol between Department of Human Services - Child Protection and
Victoria police. This document provides general information about responding to children in need of
protection, including the requirement to
“consider making a report to Child Protection … where the child’s parents are
incapacitated … This may include situations where a primary carer of dependent children
is in custody and incapable of caring for their child during this period and there is no
other suitable person willing or able to care for the child”.
No specific guidance is given about arrest; and current advice leaves considerable room for interpretation
and intervention when considering the parenting status of those arrested/in custody.
It is evident that arresting officers are confronted with many challenges and responsibilities when children
are involved in the arrest process. They need to balance arresting the person, ensuring their own safety
and that of the community, protecting the interests of the child, as well as following required practices in
sometimes difficult or even chaotic situations (IACP, 2014). In the absence of formal procedures, police
likely perform their duty of care for children to a limited extent or provide no response to children at all.
This has the potential to leave children in particularly vulnerable situations.
Good practices in other jurisdictions
A range of innovative approaches to responding to children when arresting a parent are evident in other
jurisdictions. A selection are outlined below:
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United States: California
Two Californian jurisdictions have implemented formal protocols for responding at all arrests where
children are present (Puddefoot & Foster, 2007); these protocols include the requirement that arresting
officers ask about children, and document this, when arresting an adult. These developments are part of
broader work in these areas, including the co-location of Social Workers in police stations for consultation
and assistance with children.
United States: Connecticut
The New Haven Child Development-Community Policing Program is a partnership between New Haven
City, Police and Yale Child Study Center. This project provides education about children and child centred
practice to police and a 24 hour consultation service. It requires police to document on the arrest sheet
that they enquired about children; and progress and information sharing is maintained via a weekly multidisciplinary program meeting (Berkowitz & Marans, 2000)
Key to both of these initiatives is (1) requiring arresting officers to ask about dependent children; (2)
requiring the documentation of information about children.
Further work is ongoing in the US and beyond. In 2014 the International Association of Chiefs of Police
(IACP) (a not-for-profit professional association, largely US-based) published Safeguarding Children of
Arrested Parents (2014). This is a model policy for responding to children. It is based on key principles:
parental incarceration is an adverse childhood experience; parental arrest can have a lasting impact on
children; and that coordinating and responding to children’s needs at the point of parent arrest has
benefits for the wellbeing of the child, both in the short and longer term and can support the parent-child
relationship. They are clear that the wellbeing of children can be maintained whilst preserving the integrity
of the arrest and officer safety. Coordination is vital: “safeguarding a child’s well-being is the shared
responsibility of a number of partner organizations within the community, not only law enforcement”
(IACP, 2014: 8). Key actions are seen to include: building interagency partnerships; planning, where
possible, for arrests; asking about children at arrest; ensuring the appropriate placement of the child;
asking about children again when parents are being processed into the prison/remand facility; follow up
with the child/carer; and documenting information about children. These resources are freely available to
the public. The IACP have also subsequently produced training materials for police.
Sweden
Mulready-Jones (2011:6) reports : ‘[At arrest] all offenders undergo an interview at the police station. This
interview includes questions about the existence of and care arrangements for children, in most cases,
particularly with male offenders any children are cared for by the other parent, but in the event that this
is not the case or that there are no long term arrangements in place for the children, there is a duty upon
the police to inform Children’s Services in the offenders Kommun (local authority) about the children and
their situation. This simple questionnaire and referral at the police station provides children of offenders
with a basic minimum standard of care at the moment they need it most. It also provides the Ministry of
Justice and other government agencies with accurate and up to date figures of the numbers of children
of offenders there are at any one time’.
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Recommendations
4. Victoria Police to develop training for police offers to ensure child sensitive arrest procedures
5. Victoria Police, in collaboration with child protection services, to develop specific guidelines, which
require arresting officers to both enquire about children and then respond to children, particularly
when arrest is likely to result in immediate removal of the parent.

4. Court appearances and sentencing
Surprisingly little attention has been paid to children’s experiences of parental court appearances or
sentencing.
Sentencing in Victoria
“Magistrates courts have a role at two important points of time. They can make decisions about whether
a parent is granted bail and allowed to return home or is remanded in custody. Subsequently, if the person
is found guilty of the crime alleged, they then make decisions about sentencing, including whether to
incarcerate the parent. Bail will usually be granted for all but the most serious offences unless the court
believes there is a risk that the person will not come to court when the trial is set or will offend or interfere
with witnesses (Bail Act 1977 (Vic)). The sentencing legislation gives criteria for sentencing, including
mitigating and aggravating circumstances (Sentencing Act 1991 (Vic)). The impact of the sentence on
children or other family is not mentioned in the legislation, and the courts have been reluctant to specify
hardship to children (or other third parties) as a result of imprisonment to be a mitigating circumstance.
The courts recognise that imprisonment will almost inevitably cause hardship for family members; in fact
they point out that it would be unjust for a person with dependants to receive a lighter sentence than a
person committing the same offence who does not have dependants. As the Victorian Court of Appeal
stated recently, ‘It has long been the position at common law that, unless the circumstances are shown
to be exceptional, family hardship is to be disregarded as a sentencing consideration. The
Commonwealth Crimes Act 1914 does require a court to take account of ‘the probable effect that any
sentence or order under consideration would have on any of the person’s family or dependants’, but this
is still said to be subject to the need to find ‘exceptional circumstances’. Whether such caring
responsibilities amount to ‘exceptional circumstances’ appears to be a very subjective decision”. (From
Flynn et al. 2016, pp. 355).
Good sentencing practices in other jurisdictions
US: Washington
In 2010 in Washington state, US, Parenting Sentence Alternatives were introduced, to respond to parents
with dependent children, with the express goal of “maintaining public safety and reducing the myriad
immediate- and long-term costs of incarceration while maintaining and strengthening parent–child bonds
(Aguiar & Leavell, 2017, p. 79). These options include:
• Family and Offender Sentencing Alternative (FOSA); this targets parents of dependent children, who
are found guilty of non-violent offences (Department of Corrections Washington State, 2022), but
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•

who would be subject to a term of imprisonment of not more than one year. This option allows these
parents, who must meet other criteria, to serve a 12 month period of community custody – with
conditions and regular monitoring by the court - as a direct alternative to imprisonment.
Community Parenting Alternative (CPA) is a home detention program, which allows eligible parents
completing sentences of more than one year to serve up to the final 12 months of their sentence in
the community, subject to electronic monitoring.

Aguiar and Leavell (2017) report promising outcomes based on an impact evaluation of the first two years
of the CPA, with findings showing that two years after release, program participants were significantly
less likely to be convicted of a new offence.
Court responses to children and families in Victoria
Currently in Victoria, not only is hardship to children not considered in sentencing of their parent, but
there is no obligation for magistrates to enquire about the whereabouts or wellbeing of any dependent
children. One magistrate in a previous study (Trotter et al., 2015) commented on the lack of guidelines
to assist magistrates to respond to the practical issue of dependent children, either in the courtroom or
at home:
No, I don’t think there’s any systems … I’ve got no idea. I wouldn’t have a clue. Here’s
the thing – I think the fact that we don’t know is interesting in and of itself (p. 44).
The observations of carers involved in the same study were congruent, but also went further, to describe
the impact of these lack of guidelines: no one having oversight of who is caring for children or the quality
of that care :
“Don’t know what would happen if the kids had nobody. Maybe there is a fail-safe that
identifies kids at risk … I couldn’t see it. Not one question was asked whether we were
fit to look after a kid … But again, that’s circumstance – nobody questioned it. The court
– sentencing judge – nobody asked any question about who would be suitable to care
for the child”
As far as court system goes – when we left the court we were gone. There’s been no
follow up with how my son’s kids are going. There could be something in place – a social
worker – to find out how they’re doing. At court we said we’d have [the child], but other
people in these situations it may be needed that they check up on what does happen
with the kids… the kids have been lost in the system because there’s been no follow ups
to find out where they are (p.42).
As a result of this lack of guidance, responses and outcomes for children and families are
inconsistent and unpredictable, despite calls for standardisation over the past decade, including
recommendations for the inclusion of family impact statements in sentencing.
Although general court support is provided by services such as Court Network, and some specific support
is offered in two Magistrates Courts to children whose mothers are seeking Family Violence Intervention
Orders (via Court Support 4 Kids), there are currently no specific court-based family or children’s support
services in Victoria.
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For three years (2013 – 2015) the Family Links project was trialled at Geelong Magistrates Court. This
pilot project provided a family worker at the court, whose role was to provide crisis intervention, brokerage
support, community-based outreach, and referral to families of defendants. This approach brought a
specific child and family orientation, by focusing on those who had dependent children under the age of
18 years, and specifically those who were facing matters that could result in imprisonment. This pilot was
independently evaluated (Hastrich, 2015), with the conclusion that the intervention had demonstrated the
capacity to use the Magistrates’ Court as a hub to identify vulnerable families; to assess and refer; to
provide information, practical and emotional supports, to support families during a period of crisis. It was
recommended that the project be continued and that the state government be urged to promote this
model in other courts, as a way to strengthen connections between the criminal justice and family support
systems. Unfortunately, this pilot was not continued.

Recommendations
6. Alternative sentencing options, for parent carers of dependent children, such as those implemented in
Washington State, US to be explored and piloted.
7. Magistrates to enquire about dependent children during the sentencing and custody management
process, to ensure child safety.
8. A protocol to be developed between courts and child protection, to ensure children in need of protection
are identified and provided with timely support.
9. The provision of court-based family support services, to take referrals, provide crisis intervention,
brokerage support, community-based outreach, and referral for families of defendants at the point of
the court appearance

5. Imprisonment
Responding at the point of parental imprisonment in Victoria
There is clear research evidence that parental imprisonment results in a range of negative consequences
for children, ranging from disrupted care, changes in accommodation and schooling (Trotter et al., 2015)
to disrupted relationships with their imprisoned parent, as well as others in the community. They are
offered no specialised supports, and more typically experience stigma and disenfranchised grief, and
cope by internalising/externalising behaviours (Flynn, 2008).
Although there are excellent support services offered to children and families by organisations in Victoria
such as SHINE for Kids and VACRO, it is well known that they reach a very small proportion of affected
families. In Victoria, there are currently no services offered automatically to families when a parent/carer
is imprisoned; this is something which is done in a number of other jurisdictions.
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Good practices in other jurisdictions: outreach at imprisonment
UK: Oxfordshire
Operation Paramount – a joint project from the Thames Valley Violence Reduction Unit and charity
Children Heard & Seen. In this pilot project (in operation since November 2021), the Prisons Service
database is being used to identify families in need of support, by generating a notification to the local
police team where an imprisoned person has children and a home address in Oxfordshire. An initial visit
is made by a police Community Support Officer to offer information about Children Heard & Seen. A
referral can be made directly by the officer, or families can self-refer at a later date.
UK: Northern Ireland
Family Links: Family Links is run by NIACRO (Northern Ireland Association for the Care and
Resettlement of Offenders). Family Links have staff based within prisons, who can be directly contacted
by the imprisoned person. The organisation then contacts families within 24 hours of receiving the
referral, to offer practical and emotional support. Family Links will offer information and ongoing support
to families and children who require a service through home visits, the provision of information and
support about benefits, schooling, transport, and accessing other services (NIACRO, 2016).
UK: Scotland
There are family contact officers in all prisons in Scotland; their role is to encourage and maintain links
with families by offering support and advice to families, as well as referrals other support services
(mygov.scot, 2022)

Recommendations
10. An outreach initiative, similar to Operation Paramount or Family Links, to be trialled in Victorian
prisons to offer families with children timely referral to established and knowledgeable services, such
as SHINE for Kids and VACRO.
11. Corrections Victoria to build on its work supporting parents and parenting in prison by committing to a
core value of family-focused practice: with adequate funding for child and family support services,
facilitated visiting, pre-release preparation, and post-release support, to address the longer term
consequences of parental imprisonment on children.
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6. Children’s perspectives on the impact of parental incarceration
These six short animations are based on interviews conducted by the author with children who had
experienced the imprisonment of their mother. They capture the words and experiences of the children
directly2.
Harry3 (10 years4) “I’m always gonna remember what
happened – that feeling of being on my own”.

Sean (15 years) “Everything changed when mum
went to jail. It was like I’d lost my best mate”.

Dan (10 years) “It’s made me realise that you can’t
judge people in five minutes”.

Keira (13 years) “Even though mum’s been in jail,
she’s still the same person to me. What she’s done
is in the past. It’s now”.

The voices of actors are used in these animations to protect privacy
All names are pseudonyms
4 Age when their parent was imprisoned
2
3
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Corey (15 years) “I just let it bottle up inside, and then
I’d take it out on other people. I would drink and fight,
and not be able to stop”.

Chloe (15 years) “I learned a lot because I went
through it too”.

Although all children’s experiences are unique, the core messages are evident; children need to be seen,
heard and included. They need to be proactively offered services and supports.

7. Conclusion
Children whose parents are facing imprisonment or are imprisoned, are currently not seen as core
business in any of the adult ‘justice’ systems with which they come into contact; as a result, there is no
coordinated acknowledgement of or response to their needs. Any helpful responses are ad hoc,
unpredictable and fragmented. Subsequently many children fall through the cracks, with significant and
sustained consequences for their overall health and wellbeing.
There are many ‘crisis’ points throughout a parent’s journey from arrest to imprisonment, which are
currently missed opportunities for action and intervention. At any of these transition points, attention
could and should be drawn to children and trigger a formal response – offering support (emotional and
practical) and referral. This approach of assertive and timely outreach would ensure that children are
seen and heard, rather than overlooked, and that appropriate linkages can be made. To achieve this,
greater collaboration and coordination will be needed across key government departments and
organisations, with formal protocols to guide and shape practices. There are excellent examples of some
of this work being done in other jurisdictions, and an excellent opportunity for Victoria to lead the way.
We have a Board which claims to be the Children’s Services Coordination Board; they seem well placed
to lead this initiative, with guidance from key advocates, researchers, practitioners, children and families.
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Appendices
APPENDIX 1
Research conducted
Research studies

Participants

Women’s Access to Welfare after Prison (Australian Research
Council) (2003 – 2005)

139 women exiting prison in Victoria

Waiting for Mum: The Impact of Maternal Incarceration on
Adolescent Children (PhD 2005 – 2008)

20 adolescents who had experienced maternal
imprisonment

Women Exiting Prison (Department of Justice) (2011- 2013)

90 women exiting prison in Victoria

The Impact of Incarceration on Children’s Care: A Strategic
Framework for Good Care Planning (ARC: LP110100084) (2011 –
2015)

151 imprisoned primary carers (77 in Victoria); 27
carers; 5 children; 124 professional stakeholders.

University students/graduates who have experienced parental
incarceration: A qualitative exploratory study of protective processes
(2018)

5 young adults who had experienced parental
imprisonment

Maintaining family contact during COVID-19: Describing the
experiences and needs of children with a family member in prison
(2020) (SHINE for Kids)

84 carers of children who had a family member in
prison nationally (13 in Victoria)

Publications relating to children affected by parental imprisonment5
Peer-reviewed journal articles
Burgess, A. & Flynn, C. (2021). Maternal mental illness: Mediating women’s trajectory through the Victorian
Criminal Justice System. Women and Criminal Justice. DOI: 10.1080/08974454.2021.1942399.
Flynn, C., Bartels, L., Dennison, S., Taylor, H. & Harrigan, S. (2021). Contact experiences and needs of children
of prisoners before and during COVID-19: Findings from an Australian survey. Child and Family Social Work.
DOI: 10.1111/cfs.12873

5

Publications are presented by type, from most recent
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Minson, S. & Flynn, C. (2021). Symbiotic harms of imprisonment and the effect on children’s right to family life:
Comparing the impact of covid-19 prison visiting restrictions in the UK and Australia. The International Journal of
Children’s Rights, 29 (2): 305-325.
He, M. & Flynn, C. (2019). Safeguarding Children during the Arrest of their Primary Carer Mothers: The Role of
the Police. Probation Journal, DOI: 10.1177/0264550519881501.
Zhang, J. & Flynn, C. (2019). University students/graduates who have experienced parental incarceration: an
exploratory study of protective factors. Qualitative Social Work, DOI: 10.1177/1473325019888007.
Bartlett, T., Flynn, C.A. & Trotter, C. (2018). They didn’t even let me say goodbye”: a study of imprisoned
primary carer fathers’ care planning for children at the point of arrest in Victoria, Australia. Child Care in Practice.
24, 2, pp. 115-130.
Flynn, C.A. & Butler, M. (2018). Imprisoned fathers - responding to children. Child Care in Practice. 24, 2, pp.
111 - 114.
Flynn, C.A., Van Dyke, N. & Gelb, K. (2017). Intergenerational offending: the case for exploring
resistance. Probation Journal, 61 (2): 176-191.
Rose, C. & Flynn, C. (2017). Animating social work research findings: a case study of research dissemination to
benefit marginalised young people. Visual Communication, 17 (1): 25 -46.
Trotter, C.J., Flynn, C.A. & Baidawi, S. (2017). The impact of parental incarceration on children’s care:
identifying good practice principles from the perspective of imprisoned primary carer parents, Child and Family
Social Work, 22 (2): 952-962.
McCrickard, R. & Flynn, C. (2016). Responding to children of prisoners: school views and experiences. Children
Australia, 41 (1): 39-48.
Flynn, C., Naylor, B. & Fernandez Arias, P. (2016). Responding to the needs of children of parents arrested in
Victoria, Australia. The role of the adult criminal justice system. Australian and New Zealand Journal of
Criminology, 49(3), 351–369.
Flynn, C., Bartlett, T., Fernandez Arias, P., Evans, P. & Burgess, A. (2015). Responding to children when their
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Children of Prisoners - Law in Context (pp. 4-27). Sydney: Federation Press.
Flynn, C.A. (2014). Getting there and being there: Visits to prisons in Victoria - the experiences of women
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Burgess, A., Flynn, C.A. (2013). Supporting imprisoned mothers and their children: A call for evidence.
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Flynn, C.A. (2013). Mothers facing imprisonment: arranging care for their adolescent children. Women and
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APPENDIX 2
Data collection
Corrections Victoria: at reception
•
•
•

•

Are you the parent of at least one child aged under 18 years? (Y/N)
What are the ages of your dependent children? (Tick box of age groups [ABS categories]: can choose
more than one to capture data for each child)
Were you the direct carer of at least one child prior to imprisonment? (Consideration could be given to
using the definition developed in this study of primary carers6, based on the care outcomes for children:
new carer in/out of the home or no carer) (Y/N)
What are the care and accommodation arrangements for your dependent children (Tick box:
Consideration could be given to using the care arrangement typology developed for this study, which, in
addition to DCS categories includes care by/with friends and self care/independent living; the typology
also captures if the care arrangement requires a change in accommodation; can tick more than one)

Child protection
•

Child protective services to include a field in their reporting systems for all children: at apprehension,
investigation/assessment, or being placed in OOHC, which asks for parental whereabouts – specifically
if parents are in prison.

Trotter, C., Flynn, C., Naylor, B., Collier, P. Baker, D., McAuley, K., & Eriksson, A. (2015) The Impact of Incarceration on
Children’s Care: A Strategic Framework for Good Care Planning. Monash University Criminal Justice Research Consortium.
ISBN 978-0-646-95270-3.
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