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Summary

COPING was a child-centred research project funded under FP7 which aimed to investigate the charac-
teristics of children with imprisoned parents, their resilience, and their vulnerability to mental health 
problems. This group of children is exposed to triple jeopardy through break-up of the family, financial 
hardship, and extremes of stigma and secrecy, often leading to adverse social, educational and psycho-
logical repercussions. The first study of its kind, the project also mapped available mental health ser-
vices for this population across the study countries and identified examples of good practice.

COPING’s mixed methods research involving approximately 1,500 children, caregivers and stakehold-
ers showed that children of parents who are in prison are a vulnerable group for increased mental 
health problems - 25% were at high risk of mental health problems, rising to near 50% children in Ro-
mania. The support of care giving parent and extended family were found to be central to good mental 
health and resilience while schools were identified as also playing a key role as they function as a major 
source of stability at a time of upheaval and disruption. Parental imprisonment affected children in 
myriad ways depending upon: the nature of the offence, the extent of support for the child, the age 
and gender of the child, the gender of the imprisoned parent, the relationship the child had with the 
imprisoned parent, open communication about what happened, opportunities for contact and visiting, 
the attitude of the non-imprisoned parent, the extent of stigma and, the ways in which the criminal 
justice system operates. For instance, many children were initially traumatised at the point of parental 
arrest as this often involved invasion of the home and generated a high level of stress and anxiety. With 
few exceptions, children did better overall if they were able to maintain good quality contact with the 
imprisoned parent. Appropriately equipped child-centred visiting and regular, easily accessed contact 
which facilitated continuance of child-parent relationship was essential for children’s well-being. Most 
agency support was provided via NGOs and some excellent models of practice were found. However, 
access to specialist services was ad hoc and within Romania was non-existent. Mainstream child and 
adolescent mental health services had little understanding of the needs of children of prisoners and 
they were largely invisible.

Recommendations centred on five areas:
1.	 Child-friendly Criminal Justice Systems
2.	 Maintaining relationship with parent in prison 
3.	 Improved access to services and support for children of prisoners and families
4.	 The role of the school
5.	 Public awareness and policy recognition

Key among the recommendations was the requirement for mental health and social welfare profession-
als to be made aware of the needs and vulnerabilities of children of prisoners and to provide appropri-
ate support to them and their caregivers at several points: parental arrest, remand, conviction, impris-
onment and release – all of these are majors points of stress for children. Another area for improvement 
concerns the criminal justice system with the requirement that security should not inhibit a child’s 
ability to interact with an imprisoned parent, visits should be a child’s right not an earned privilege for 
prisoners and that prisons should provide age-appropriate activities for children to encourage positive 
parent/child interaction.

http://coping-project.hud.ac.uk/

COPING: Children of Prisoners, Interventions and 
Mitigations to Strengthen Mental Health
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childrenofprisoners.eu/partners-of-pris-
oners-pops-child-friendly-recommenda-
tions-children-of-prisoners-technology/
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FREQUENTLY ASKED QUESTIONS

Does the COPING research mean that imprisoning parents causes mental health prob-
lems for children?

We have to be careful about separating out causality from correlation. We are not saying that impris-
onment is a cause of mental health problems for children. However, anxiety, stigma and social exclu-
sion and enforced separation from parents are all factors that can contribute to mental ill health, and 
children with an imprisoned parent can experience all of these things. Added to this is the fact that 
offenders themselves are more likely than the general population to have mental health challenges and 
to be impacted by alcohol and drug misuse which means that their children may have been exposed to 
conditions that also increase the risk of them developing mental health problems. Regardless of the 
cause, children with an imprisoned parent are especially vulnerable.

Do the COPING recommendations mean that governments have to invest in new mental 
health services for children with imprisoned parents (CIPs)?

Not necessarily. The main problem is that CIPs are invisible – they are not usually accounted for when 
a parent is imprisoned, therefore their needs are not assessed and their views about how they should be 
supported are not taken into account either. Furthermore, stigma, shame (and sometimes self-blame) 
can be so great that children often mask their feelings. These factors mean that child and adolescent 
mental health services don’t know about them and CIPs are only likely to get help when their problems 
have become unmanageable. So CIPs need to be placed higher up on policy agendas and their specific 
needs better known to prevent stress and offer them protection from the onset of the parent’s sentence. 
Even when a child is taken into care because their parent is imprisoned, this does not mean that their 
mental welfare is being taken care of. Social Workers and Mental Health professionals need training 
about the needs of this group of children, and services for them should be built into mainstream provi-
sion.

It seems that much of what can be done to support children with an imprisoned parent 
isn’t in the mental health services at all, but in prisons, why is this and how can we make 
this happen?

This is true. COPING found that one of the best ways of strengthening children’s resilience is by build-
ing on the relationships the child has with his/her parents, especially the imprisoned parent because 
this is the relationship that is most likely to suffer. Parents in prison often need help in dealing with 
the effect their crime and imprisonment has had on their child, in being accountable for what they 
have done and learning how to parent from within a prison – there are some excellent examples of how 
this can be done. Most children also need to be able to visit their imprisoned parent and to remain in 
contact. Prisons can be helped to adjust their regulations to meet the needs of children and to set up 
child-sensitive facilities for visits and contact. This not only makes a huge difference to children, stud-
ies have shown that it can also make a positive difference to the behaviour of prisoners and improve 
the prison environment. In order to make this happen, COPING II uses a multi-sectoral approach that 
brings key agencies together around the welfare of the child so that thinking, planning and program-
ming is joined-up.
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 Surely there are some circumstances in which it is damaging to children’s mental health 
and wellbeing to have contact with their imprisoned parent?

Yes, this will be the case in some instances. Parents in prison, like parents on the outside, may be re-
sponsible for child abuse and neglect, and contact may actually be detrimental to the child. This is es-
pecially so when a parent is imprisoned for an offence against the child, their other parent or a sibling. 
For some children, having their parent imprisoned might actually be the respite they need from living 
with violence or other adverse social conditions and in sexual offence cases, contact is unlikely to be 
supported because of the risk of ongoing psychological manipulation. However, COPING found that 
contact was beneficial to the majority of children with an imprisoned parent and since most prisoners 
will be released back to their families, maintaining the relationship makes reintegration easier (this 
is another stress point for children). What is important is to always make the welfare of the child the 
paramount consideration, to seek the views of the child. 

Why does COPING emphasise the role of schools in promoting the mental health of chil-
dren with imprisoned parents?

When a parent is arrested or imprisoned, the family is often in a state of upheaval and disruption. 
There may be uncertainty about the care arrangements for children, and the adults around may be in a 
state of crisis. For many children, school can provide a source of stability in a world which has become 
unpredictable – this can be crucial in helping them to manage their own anxieties. For other children 
though, schools can add to their distress and social exclusion. This happens when children are bullied 
and ridiculed because of parental imprisonment or when they get penalised because having a parent in 
prison has affected their school attendance, performance or behaviour. COPING found evidence of the 
positive role of schools but also came across stories of stigma and exclusion. Training teachers about 
the needs of children of imprisoned parents can make a huge difference in turning a negative school 
environment to one that is positive and there are tools and practices to help achieve this. 

As the study was set in four countries, can the recommendations be implemented in 
countries that didn’t take part in the research?

Yes, absolutely. Because we researched four very diverse countries and used robust methods, we are 
confident that the findings are widely applicable. COPE, which will lead COPING II, operates a network 
of organisations working with children with a parent in prison in countries right across Europe and has 
collated evidence which shows that the issues highlighted in the research are universal. Having said 
this, our aim is to work with interested Member States to identify groups of children that may be at 
particular risk in their countries and these groups may differ from country to country. This process will 
help governments to target resources to areas of greatest need. So for example, in preliminary discus-
sions with stakeholders in Croatia, Roma children are identified as being a priority group for interven-
tion as they are disproportionately affected by parental imprisonment.
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