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 General Introduction  
 

Waiting at the Gate consists of nine chapters.  Each chapter focuses on a different experience 

of families of the incarcerated and the correctional process in Canada.  The goal is to educate, 

sensitize and train correctional staff, service providers and volunteers for effective service delivery to 

families, using a restorative justice and dispute resolution approach.   

This approach identifies that: 

 

 the family is a hidden victim, harmed by the criminal activity of the family member, and in 

some cases, the victim of the offence 

 the family of the prisoner is in crisis and requires support 

 the children of incarcerated parents are at risk 

 the family of the incarcerated person is an asset during incarceration and reintegration.  Some 

correctional approaches and attitudes view the prisoner in isolation from his or her significant 

relationships and may view the family of the offender as a problem that must be 

accommodated 

 the family maintains ties in a correctional atmosphere that challenges the survival of the 

family 

 family support increases parole success and reduces recidivism 

 stronger family ties are an effective form of crime prevention and leads to safer communities 

 

 A restorative justice and dispute resolution approach encourages meaningful dialogue between 

the offender, the family, correctional staff, service providers, and the community.  A restorative 

justice approach encourages opportunities that empower families and that respond to their needs as 

they see them. 
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Guide to Facilitation 
 

Small group dialogue 

The curriculum delivery is based on dialogue (brainstorming and small group discussion) and 

experiential material (small group exercises, tasks, and role-plays).  It is important that the facilitator 

introduce the dialogue by breaking the larger group into smaller groups of 4 or 5 people. 

If the facility or the size and composition of the group are not conducive to a small group 

approach, the facilitator may be required to modify the directions in order to achieve the best learning 

experience for the participants. 

The exercises often require participants to share responses in a small group and to choose a 

recorder to report back to the larger group at the conclusion of the discussion. 

 

Materials 

It is important that there are sufficient handouts, flip chart paper, markers, paper, pencils and 

pens for each small group.  

 

Video Presentations 

It is important to preview the video before showing it to the participants.  It may be necessary 

to show a suggested video over two classes, or to interrupt the video at appropriate points for 

discussion.  

 

Exercises 

Each chapter contains suggestions to the facilitator for further in-class or take-home 

assignments.  No marking scheme is assigned to the suggested assignments. 

If the curriculum is presented in whole, it is suggested that, in consultation with the facilitator, 

participants prepare a 5,000-word essay on a topic of their choice in the area of families, corrections 

and restorative justice.  Essays may be presented in class. 

 

Selected Readings 

Wherever possible, the suggested readings are included, or are readily available to participants 

on the Internet, through the Solicitor General Library, Ottawa, or through a local library. 

 



                                                                                          

Waiting at the Gate - 7  

 

 

 

Families, Corrections and Restorative Justice 
 

 

 

 

The time is always right to do the right thing. 

Martin Luther King Jr. 

 

There is a difference between doing the right thing and doing things right. 

Gerardo Coto  

 

Real leaders concentrate on doing the right thing, not doing things right. 

Larry Lashway, ethics educator. 

 

A restorative justice approach to families coping with incarceration highlights the quotes that 

begin the chapter.  There may be a huge discrepancy between 'doing the right thing and doing things 

right' with respect to families and the correctional process.  The family of the offender is not co-

sentenced by the courts, but may be negatively affected by certain correctional philosophies, practices 

or attitudes.  

A restorative justice approach sees the family of the offender as an asset.  Restorative justice is 

based on dialogue, responsibility, and community healing. Many families cope in isolation and yet 

they require support.  Efforts that mitigate the detrimental effects of incarceration on family ties 

require encouragement in order to support the family.  A restorative justice approach identifies the 

family as an asset to the offender to be supported and encouraged both during incarceration and upon 

reintegration into the community.  In non-restorative approaches, the family of the offender may be 

seen as a problem that needs to be accommodated, or may view the offender in isolation from his or 

her significant relationships and that the family does not fit within a correctional model. 

 To whom is the family important, why and for what?  The chapter provides an overview of 

restorative justice and dispute resolution as it relates to the families of offenders and the justice and 

correctional system. A restorative justice approach to families of offenders recognizes that these 

families are hurt by the criminal activity of the family member.  The family is a hidden victim of 

crime. The chapter also raises the dilemma of using the family and family support as a tool for 

influencing institutional behavior and as a tool for reintegration.  

 

1 
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Restorative Justice 
 

Restorative justice approaches crime, not as a breaking of a law, but as a harming of one 

person by another.  Crime is a breaking of a relationship.  Restorative justice provides a framework 

for the justice and correctional system that recognizes that a harm has been done and that healing is 

needed.  

 

Restorative justice has been described as having the following characteristics or attributes: 

Á restorative justice views crime as a violation of one person by another, not simply as a 

breaking of the law 

Á restorative justice demands that the wrongdoer actively seek the restoration of the 

relationship 

Á restorative justice takes relationships and human connected-ness as the starting point 

Á restorative justice asks, "what is the harm that has been done," and "how can the harm be 

reduced?" 

Á restorative justice holds community healing as its cornerstone 

Á restorative justice encourages dialogue and responsibility for past behavior, while focusing 

on future problem-solving and offender accountability 

Á restorative justice is a process of 'making things right' to enable all parties to be returned 

to their pre-crime state  

 

Restorative justice also has a deeper philosophical base that identifies that restoration cannot 

be done without identifying the root causes of crime, such as the inequality in the distribution of 

resources and opportunity. 

Restorative justice can be confused with dispute resolution.  Dispute resolution may be a 

component of restorative justice.  Restorative justice recognizes that a harm has been done whereas 

with dispute resolution, mediation or arbitration is required because an understanding, agreement, or 

contract between the parties has been violated, whether or not any harm has been done.  

Restorative justice is a process that challenges traditional approaches to corrections.  A 

restorative justice approach requires a change in the way the correctional system and the community 

responds to families.  Restorative justice views the family as an asset.  Some correctional 

philosophies, practices or attitudes may view the family only as a problem that needs to be 

accommodated.  Empowerment and healing, not punishment, are implicit in the restorative ideal.  

Restorative justice requires a rethinking of traditional policies, practices and attitudes of the 

correctional system.       
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A Forgotten Part of the Correctional Equation 

 

 
 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 The themes in overhead 1.1 flow throughout Waiting at the Gate: Families, corrections and 

restorative justice.   The themes provide both a theoretical and practical framework for effective 

service provision to the families of the incarcerated: 

  

The family of the offender is in crisis and requires support. 
  

 The families of prisoners are a forgotten part of the correctional equation, yet they are 

important to the prisoner, to the correctional institution, and to the community.  Alternately, families 

are only understood in the context of the offender and the crime. 

 While the families of prisoners appear to be outside of the purview of "criminal justice," 

families are at the heart of a restorative justice approach to corrections.  The offender is sentenced by 

the courts, but the family may serve the 'second sentence' through community stigmatization and are 

impacted by policies, practices and attitudes that may harm family ties. 

 The family is harmed both by the criminal activity of the offending family member and by the 

incarceration of the family member.  The family will do the same amount of 'time' as the incarcerated 

person, and usually harder time. In many cases, families face financial difficulties, emotional trauma, 

community stigmatization or ostracism, the requirement to become of a single parent, and uncertainty 

and fear in dealing with an intimidating justice and correctional system.    

 Prisoners need to be made aware of the harm caused to their family, the victim, and the 

community by their criminal behavior and by the impact of their incarceration on their family.     

 

1.1 

 

Restorative justice and dispute resolution issues 

 

The family of the offender is in crisis and requires support. 

 

The children of an incarcerated parent are at-risk. 

 

The family maintains ties in a correctional atmosphere that challenges the survival of 

the family. 

 

The family of the incarcerated person is an asset during incarceration. 

 

Family ties increase parole success and reduce recidivism. 

 

Stronger family ties are an effective form of crime prevention and lead to safer 

communities. 
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 Rod Carter, the Regional Chaplain for the Ontario Region of the Correctional Service of 

Canada, has developed a set of rights for the families of the incarcerated family member as one means 

of reflecting the difficulties faced by families. The "Bill of Rights" will resonate with anyone who has 

worked with inmates and their families: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 It is difficult to maintain family relationships during incarceration.  Some relationships survive 

and others do not.  Some relationships improve within the controlled atmosphere of an institution.  

For some relationships, incarceration is an end to a cycle of abuse.   

 

1.2 

 

Families of Prisoners Bill of Rights 

 

You have the right to maintain strong links with your family and friends. 

 

You have the right to be listened to during visits, and your worries and concerns heard, 

not just sit and listen to your partner complain about the food or the guy he's celling 

with or his lousy P.O. . 

 

You have the right to seek out your own supports and to go out on social occasions, even 

with a person of the other gender. 

 

You have the right to be angry, feel betrayed and abandoned. 

 

You have the right not to become a part of your partner's world, the prison.  You live in 

society, not a prison visiting room. 

 

You have the right to respect from prison staff, other offenders, your partner, and 

members of free society. 

 

You have the right not to be labeled or ostracized by society. 

 

Like all rights, these are not necessarily adhered to, or agreed upon by all members of 

our communities, but I think they're worth struggling for!  

 

Rod Carter, February 2000 
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 Many of the families of incarcerated persons are made up of aboriginal or other minority 

groups and/or have low incomes.  Families that are under social and financial strain are the ones 

hardest hit by incarceration.   

 Family members live with the hope that criminal activity will cease, and also fear that criminal 

behavior will continue.   

 The family of the offender is in crisis both by its involvement in the justice and correctional 

process and how it is impacted by the criminal behavior of the offender.  Family members, while they 

are secondary victims, are like other victims of crime.  Family members need to be empowered in 

attempts at restoration, rather than punished, ostracized, stigmatized, or isolated.  

 Family members require support: it benefits not only the family but also the prisoner, the 

correctional system and the community.  Incarceration provides an opportunity for intervention with a 

family in crisis.   

 The restorative process can only be accomplished when the experience of family members is 

heard, acknowledged, and responded to. 

 

The children of an incarcerated parent are at risk. 
  

 According to some research, the child of an incarcerated parent are 5 to 6 times more likely to 

become involved in criminal behavior if there are no programs or activities aimed at intervening with 

them.  Effective programs can reduce intergenerational criminal behavior.  

 Children of prisoners may live in poverty, have a poor quality of care, come from a single 

parent home with a highly stressed family, have multiple caregivers, or endure trauma from 

witnessing the arrest of a parent, or witnessing family violence or other community violence. 

Incarceration may only be one in a series of a pattern of difficulties that the child has faced. 

 Family members are hesitant to disclose to teachers, doctors, or service agencies that a parent 

or family member is incarcerated.  They fear being labeled, misunderstood, stigmatized, or worse.  

They mistrust those in authority and feel alienated.  They fear that their children may be removed 

from their custody. 

 

The family maintains ties in a correctional atmosphere that challenges the survival of 

the family. 
  

 Because family support is an important factor for parole success and for reducing recidivism, 

the provision of opportunities to strengthen family ties and to institute policies and programs that 

mitigate the effect of incarceration on the family is essential.  Otherwise the policies, practices and 

attitudes of the correctional process may serve to sever these ties and to miss this important factor in 

crime prevention. 

 It is important to reduce the harm that is done to families that is a result of the correctional 

process on the offending family member, that may be in the name of rehabilitation or deterrence, or 

merely inadvertently in the stressing of the family relationship.  The harm needs to be mitigated or 

minimized.   
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 This being noted, it is important to recognize that the Correctional Service of Canada is one of 

the most progressive countries in the world when it comes to programming for family members, 

providing both open (contact) visiting programs, private family visits and support to non-

governmental organizations that provide programming for families. 

 

The family of the incarcerated person is an asset during incarceration. 
  

 The family of the incarcerated person is an asset to be nurtured rather than a problem that 

needs to be accommodated within a correctional setting.  The offender cannot be seen in isolation of 

his or her significant relationships.  A restorative justice approach does not isolate the offender from 

the family.  The approach encourages meaningful dialogue with the family, including dialogue 

between the family and correctional staff, service providers and the community.   

 The family is one of the forgotten parts of the corrections equation.  The incarcerated have 

families: mothers, fathers, partners, children, grandparents, brothers, sisters, grandchildren, aunts and 

uncles. There is someone 'out there' who cares and who is expecting their return back into the 

community.  Family provides a balance to institutional life. Family is a critical factor for the prisoner 

while in prison. 

 

Family ties increase parole success and reduce recidivism. 
  

 The family of the incarcerated person is an asset during incarceration, but also upon 

reintegration into the community.  Research shows that family support is a dynamic factor in parole 

success and in reducing recidivism among already convicted and incarcerated adult offenders.     

 

Stronger family ties are an effective form of crime prevention and lead to safer 

communities. 
  

 We experience the effects of crime in our communities.  We also experience the effects of 

incarceration in our community. Stronger family ties are an effective form of crime prevention and 

lead to safer communities.  Family ties and family support may be able to lower criminal activity, to 

increase parole success, to reduce recidivism, and to lower intergenerational criminal activity.   

 If we are committed to safer communities, then our approach to crime prevention must involve 

the provision of effective support to the families of the incarcerated.  Support to families who are at-

risk is crime prevention.  
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Difficulties in Dialogue 
 

 Harm reduction is an important restorative justice concept.  Restorative justice means that the 

harm that is done to families by the correctional process, either intentionally as a result of the 

correctional process by the incarceration of the family member or inadvertently by stressing of the 

family relationship, is mitigated or minimized.  Family members, while they are secondary victims, 

have experiences that are similar to other victims of crime.  Victims may be blamed for their 

victimization.  Victims may be stigmatized by the community, or isolated from the community.  

Family members, like other victims, need to be empowered in their attempts at restoration, rather than 

punished, ostracized or isolated.  This process can only be accomplished when the experience of 

family members is heard, acknowledged, and responded to.  

 

 

  

 It is important to avoid or reduce 

further harm to the family that may be done in 

the name of rehabilitation and deterrence. Is the correctional process, in its current form, harmful to 

the maintenance of family ties?  A dialogue with families is required in order to address this question. 

  

 This dialogue may be difficult to establish.  The following exercise helps to identify some of 

these reasons. 

 Have each small group select a recorder for the group and report back to the whole group after 

the discussion of each question.  Provide 5 minutes for the exercise.  Write the main responses of the 

recorders on a flip chart that is visible to all participants. Provide 5 minutes to debrief the exercise by 

allowing participants to discuss any thoughts or concerns. 

 Pose the following question to the small groups:  

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

The participants may raise the following points: 

Á correctional system is intimidating 

Á lack of trust in the 'System' 

Á lack of knowledge about corrections 

Á don't understand the process 

Á fear 

Á insecurity 

Á provided false information by prisoner 

Á power differential between the system and the individual 

Group Discussion/ Exercise: 

Difficulties in Dialogue 

1.3 

 

Why might family members have difficulty in a dialogue with correctional staff or service 

providers within a correctional setting? 
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Á fears that complaining/ actions may affect treatment of family member 

 

 Have each small group again select a recorder for the group and report back to the whole 

group after the discussion of the next question.  Provide 5 minutes for the exercise.  Write the main 

responses of the recorders on a flip chart that is visible to all participants. Provide 5 minutes to debrief 

the exercise by allowing participants to discuss any thoughts or concerns. 

 Pose the following question to the small groups: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 The participants may raise the following points: 

Á don't like family members 

Á too much work 

Á too busy already 

Á not what I was hired to do: let someone else do it 

Á it's 'messy and complicated' 

Á need a professional to do it, not me 

Á don't want to be seen as a 'bleeding heart' 

 

Restorative and Traditional Approaches to Families and Corrections 
 

 This section of Chapter 1 asks participants to compare and contrast restorative and traditional 

approaches to families and corrections as it relates to current programs.  It asks participants to be 

future thinking, and to brainstorm what a correctional system would look like with a restorative 

justice approach to families.  It also raises the difficulties of a restorative justice approach existing 

within the current correctional structure.  

 

 

 Have each small group select a 

recorder for the group and report back to the 

whole group after the discussion of each 

question.  Provide 20 minutes for the exercise.  Write the main responses of the recorders on a flip 

chart that is visible to all participants. Provide 5 minutes to debrief the exercise by allowing 

participants to discuss any thoughts or concerns. 

 Pose the following questions to the small groups: 

Group Discussion/ Exercise: 

Restorative Approaches 

1.4 

 

What are the difficulties in establishing a dialogue between correctional staff, service 

providers and family members? 
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In your small groups discuss the following questions: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Anticipated Responses 

 

The following points to Question 1 may be raised by participants: 

Á justice is done 

Á punishment 

Á deterrence 

Á behavioral change 

Á public safety 

Á restitution 

Á compensation 

Á victim satisfaction 

Á family is a problem 

Á family doesn't matter or is inconsequential 

Á family is a security risk 

 

The following points to Question 2 may be raised by the participants: 

Á community conferencing 

Á sentencing circles, healing circles and releasing circles 

Á family group conferencing 

Á prisoner family services 

Á private family visiting 

Á ETA/ UTA programs 

Á family counselling 

Á victimless conferencing 

Á circles of support 

 

1.5 

 

1. What is the current approach to the families of offenders within the justice 

and correctional system?  

 

2. What current programs or practices within corrections do you consider to 

be restorative?  Do any of these programs and practices have a focus on 

the family of the offender?   

 

3. In an ideal system, how would the justice and correctional system respond 

to families.  Discuss what would happen in the best system that you can 

imagine. 
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The following points to Question 3 may be raised by the participants: 

Á family as asset 

Á successful reintegration 

Á programming as a family 

Á children at risk 

Á no incarceration 

Á safer communities 

Á zero recidivism 

Á healing for all parties 

Á satisfaction for all 

Á reintegration of the offender 

Á ongoing liaison and follow up 

Á appropriate sanctions/ punishment 

 

 

 

 

Prisoner Families: Facing The Challenge is 

a 12-minute video, produced by the John 

Howard Society of the Fraser Valley (1790 McKenzie Road, Abbotsford BC  V2S 7B7.  Tel: (604) 

852-1226, Fax (604) 854-5867).  The video is available through the John Howard Society of the 

Fraser Valley or through the Canadian Families and Corrections Network. 

 The greatest difficulty with video presentation is the television or VCR.  It is important to 

have both pieces of equipment available and tested prior to the presentation. 

 Introduce the video by informing the participants that Prisoner Families is an interviews with a 

family affected by incarceration.  The video offers a perspective on the need for services to families. 

 Allow for 15 minutes to show the video.  

 Display overhead 1.6, Discussion questions, to the participants.   

 Ask the participants to make notes from the video on the following discussion questions for a 

large group discussion following the video.   

 During the large group discussion following the video, write the responses of the recorders on 

a flip chart that is visible to all participants.  

 Provide 5 minutes to debrief the exercise by allowing participants to discuss any thoughts or 

concerns. 

Video Presentation: 

Prisoner Families 
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Restorative Justice: Important to whom and for what 
 

 Restorative justice is a hope that the future will be different.  Family members as well as the 

community hope that criminal activity will cease upon the offender's reintegration, and they fear that 

it will not.  Family members and the community hope that the correctional process will allow or 

encourage change in the offender.  

 Lack of family contact or perceived interference with family contact can cause institutional 

difficulties.  Within the correctional setting, it is sometimes said that "if you want to start a riot, mess 

with food or family."  Institutional behavior can improve with supported family contact.  Program 

opportunities that ease offender/family stress can improve institutional adjustment.  A dialogue is 

required with visiting family members, as are reviews of institutional policies and practices and 

consistent applications.  The family of the offender is an asset to be encouraged, not a problem to be 

accommodated.    

 A restorative justice and dispute resolution approach is not intended to be utilitarian or 

unidirectional.  Restorative justice involves as many stakeholders as possible in the process of 

restoration.  The degree to which all stakeholders are involved may determine how restorative the 

process or practice will be.  Each party shares in the process and the demands of restoration, as well as 

contributes to what is required to achieve restoration. 

 A restorative justice approach is also not culturally determined.  Jennifer Llewellyn and Robert 

Howse offer important reflections on this in their paper, Restorative Justice- A Conceptual 

Framework.  The paper was presented to the Law Commission of Canada in 1999: 

 

(R)estorative justice processes are not contingent upon a shared cultural conception of 

restoration. In fact, restorative justice processes may serve as a mechanism to discuss 

different ideas of restoration and come to some compromise appropriate to the 

particular context in question. The resolution sought in a restorative justice process 

must be the product of negotiation between the parties with a stake in the matter. By 

definition then what is needed to restore the relationship cannot be dictated by one party 

for this would exclude the other party from the process. It is helpful at this stage to 

remind that the goal is not restoration of one party or the other but rather the 

1.6 

 

Discussion questions: 

 

1. What stood out most for you in the video? 

 

2. What are some of these assets to maintaining family ties? 

 

3. List the difficulties faced by family members in maintaining family ties during 

incarceration mentioned in the video. 

 

4.  
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restoration of the relationship between these parties. It is clear, given this objective, that 

any agreement cannot be achieved at the expense of either party. Rather it must be the 

product of negotiation between them, and there must be assurance that no further harm 

will result from the agreement. As we have indicated this negotiation is itself an 

important step towards restoration of the relationship. Thus, in the context of a cross 

cultural conflict, restorative justice requires that no single idea of restoration be 

imposed but rather that both be brought to the table and discussed in order to find the 

appropriate compromise for resolution of the particular situation at issue. 

 

 Restorative justice is a hope that the future will be different for all people.  A restorative 

justice response to crime can be cross-cultural. For example, a sensitivity to aboriginal people is 

implicit in a restorative justice approach to families and corrections.  Restorative justice goes beyond 

Aboriginal justice issues but is inclusive of these issues. 

 Ole Ingstup, then Commissioner of the Correctional Service of Canada, informed participants 

at the National Elder and Native Liaison Conference, British Columbia (24 March 1998) that 

restorative justice makes several contributions to corrections: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Restorative justice also holds women prisoners and their family issues and concerns as 

important in the healing process.  A restorative justice approach recognizes that, for women prisoners, 

practical support strategies that are contextual and woman-centred need to be created and encouraged 

within the correctional setting.  The same is required in the community in post-release and 

reintegration services and support. 

 On September 1999, there were 354 federally sentenced women in institutions across Canada, 

and 501 federally sentenced women in the community on day parole, full parole or statutory release.  

It has been realized that the experience of federally sentenced women (FSW) has not been recognized. 

1.7 

The Value of Restorative Justice 

 

Á Restorative justice supports the values of the principles that are the basis of the 

Aboriginal world view - respect, love, humility, and dignity 

Á Restorative justice recognizes its roots in the aboriginal community, it is a sign of 

respect, and good faith, that may encourage further cooperation between like- 

minded people, no matter the racial differences 

Á Restorative justice implementation may reduce the rising rates of incarceration 

Á Restorative justice involves aboriginal people on aboriginal terms 

Á Restorative justice focuses on the violation of people and relationships and creates 

obligations to make things right to the extent possible, and not so much on the 

violation of the law or to punish 

Á Restorative justice contributes directly to the primary correctional goal of safe 

reintegration 

Ole Ingstrup (1998) 
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 This is even more so the case with Aboriginal women.  The slowness of this realization may be 

related to their relatively small number and to the large population of federally sentenced men.  It may 

also be related to deeper systemic issues of gender, poverty, racism, prejudice and the context of the 

crimes committed by women. 

 It is beyond the scope of this curriculum to address these issues.  However, these issues are a 

dark backdrop to the family concerns and issues of women prisoners before, during and following 

incarceration.  Incarceration affects not only the woman prisoner, but also her children.  The 

incarcerated mother was likely to be a single parent and sole care giver and financial supporter.  Her 

children may have witnessed her arrest for this reason. As a sole caregiver, custody and access issues 

are more likely to arise for women.  The separation from their children may be the most significant 

impact of incarceration on the incarcerated mother.  It can be an emotionally devastating event.  

 The Correctional Service of Canada has striven to address many of the issues by working 

toward the vision captured in Creating Choices (Task Force on Federally Sentenced Women, 1990), 

and urged continually by the work and programming of the Canadian Association of Elizabeth Fry 

Societies (CAEFS). 

 To whom is restorative justice important?  The response may be all stakeholders in the 

correctional process.  Family ties make a difference to the prisoner, to the family, to corrections and to 

the community.  Family support is a dynamic factor in parole success and in the lowering of criminal 

activity.  Strengthening family ties and providing services to the children of incarcerated parents can 

be forms of crime prevention and leads to safer communities.   

 A restorative justice program may not be possible within corrections without the recognition 

and involvement of the family as a community of care.  Restorative justice may be harder 'work' but 

healing and safer communities are worth it. 

 

 

 

1. Read the Jennifer Llewellyn and Robert 

Howse (1999) article, Restorative Justice- 

A Conceptual Framework, that was prepared for the Law Commission of Canada.  It can be found 

on the Internet at  www.lcc.gc.ca/en/papers/howse.htm .  In a 500-word essay, compare and 

contrast restorative justice and dispute resolution. 

 

2. Do a web search on restorative justice.  Highlight five sites by commenting on the purpose of the 

site and how the site might include a section on restorative justice and the families of prisoners. 

 

3. Some critics have stated that restorative justice has lost its spiritual roots, while some have 

claimed that restorative justice is pan-religious and pan-cultural.  Discuss in a 250-word essay. 

 

4. What does the statement ñrestorative justice does not force situations to fit theoryò mean?  Prepare 

a 250-word response. 

Homework or  

Additional Exercises 
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5. Family group conferencing was developed in New Zealand, while circle sentencing is a 

developing practice in Canadian aboriginal communities.  Research and compare these two 

approaches. 
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Who is doing time?  A profile  

of the families of prisoners 
 

 

What you are stands over you the while, and thunders so that I cannot hear what you say to the 

contrary. 

Ralph Waldo Emerson 

 

 The family of the offender is not co-sentenced by the courts, but may be negatively affected by 

certain correctional philosophies, policies, practices or attitudes.  This includes viewing the family as 

a problem that needs to be accommodated, or approaching the family only in the context of the 

offender and their crime.   

 A restorative justice approach identifies that the family is an asset to the offender and to parole 

success.  The family is an asset to be supported and encouraged both during incarceration and upon 

reintegration into the community.  Efforts that mitigate the detrimental effects of incarceration on 

family ties are needed and many families cope in isolation.  

 Chapter 2 offers a profile of the family of the prisoner.  It places a human face on the family of 

the incarcerated person through group discussion and a panel presentation. 

 

Portraits of the Family 
 

 The following scenarios and statistical information is a means of initiating a discussion of the 

profile of family members of the incarcerated person: 

 

Á Phil and Marcy were high school sweethearts.  They married in their early twenties.  After 

three years of marriage, the two now struggle with maintaining a relationship while he 

serves a four-year sentence.  Marcy is questioning the future of their relationship. 

Á Jim is concerned about his wife.  Lucy is 23 years old and Jim is worried that other 

inmates may prey on her for favours. 

Á Louilla is having difficulty with her 5-year-old child every time they go to the Visiting 

Room to see Tony.  She is at her wit's end with her child's acting out. 

Á Jill feels her son slipping further away from her as his sentence continues.  He was in 

trouble with the law off and on when he was young, but now he's doing federal time.  She 

finds going to the prison and sitting in the visiting room a humiliating experience.  She 

wants him home, but doesn't know if she would be able to cope if he re-offends. 

 

 These fictional situations illustrate only a few of the issues facing families when a family 

member is incarcerated.  Provide the following statistics to the participants about 'who is doing time' 

and the prisoner's experience of family: 

 

 

2 
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Á on any given day in 1997/98, there were 32,970 adults in federal prison or provincial or territorial 

jails (Statistics Canada, Press Release 990406: Prison population and costs).   

 

Á on any given day in 1997/98, an average of 157,766 individuals were either behind bars or on 

community supervision (Statistics Canada, Press Release 990406: Prison population and costs). 

 

Á each of these individuals has a family of some description who awaited their return back to 

community.  When someone is arrested, the entire family experiences the criminal justice system. 

 When the mothers, fathers, partners, children, girlfriends, boyfriends and  significant others of the 

prisoner are included, the number of family members affected by criminal behavior and 

incarceration is staggering. 

  

Á available research and literature are limited, but it is widely recognized that the families of 

incarcerated persons are exposed to significant hardship  

 

 A profile of Canadian federally sentenced prisoners will be used in overhead 2.1.  The 

facilitator may wish to substitute a specific profile that is relevant to the participants.  The facilitator 

may wish to review any updated material at the Correctional Service of Canada's Internet site a 

www.csc-scc.gc.ca, or updated versions of Basic Facts About Federal Corrections (Ottawa: Public 

Works and Government Services Canada). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Display overhead 2.1 to the participants. Note that the distribution of the incarcerated 

populations tends to reflect the distribution of the general population in Canada.  Note also that the 

number of federally incarcerated men far exceeds that of federally incarcerated women.  The 

relationship between gender and crime bears reflection. 

2.1 

Profile of federal prisoners - 1 

 

Federally incarcerated men and women prisoners by region on March 31, 1999. 

 

    # of  % by    # of   % by  

Region  Men    Region Women Region  

Atlantic     1,163  (9.1)  26  (7.3) 

Quebec    3,335  (26.1)  78  (22.0) 

Ontario   3,373  (26.4)  100  (28.2) 

Prairies  3,151  (24.7)  117  (33.0) 

Pacific     1,754  (13.7)        34  (9.6)    

Total   12,776  (100)  355  (100) 
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 A Test of Justice is a 46-minute video 

produced by Documentary Productions Ltd.  

The video was designed as an introduction to 

the Canadian justice and correctional system.  It follows the arrest, trial, sentencing, incarceration and 

conditional release of a young male who was involved in an armed robbery.  In the video, the 

announcer suggests that the viewers decide the outcome of the various decisions that must be made by 

the courts and the correctional system.  Viewers are then provided with the actual decision in the case. 

 Those who have an extensive background in the correctional system may not find new 

information contained in the video.  It is, however, a good refresher. The video may be most 

meaningful for those participants whose involvement in the correctional system is limited.  

 The video is available through the Solicitor General Library, Ottawa. 

 The greatest difficulty with video presentations is the television or VCR.  It is important to 

have both pieces of equipment available and tested prior to the presentation.   

 Introduce the video, A Test of Justice, by informing participants that the video follows the 

arrest, trial, sentencing, incarceration and conditional release of a young male who was involved in an 

armed robbery.  In the video, the announcer suggests that the viewers decide the outcome of the 

various decisions that must be made by the courts and the correctional system.  Viewers are then 

provided with the actual decision in the case.  

 Provide 45 minutes to show the video.  Provide 15 minutes for a large group discussion that 

will follow the video. Provide 5 minutes to debrief the exercise by allowing participants to discuss 

any thoughts or concerns. 

 

 

Video Presentation: 

A Test of Justice 

2.2 

 

Large group discussion questions: 

 

1. What were your overall impressions related to the video?  What stood out for 

you the most? 

 

2. Was the justice and correctional process accurately described in the video? 

 

3. Describe Jeff's life situation and family background prior to incarceration. 

 

4. What appears to be the major factors in Jeff's conditional release success? 
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Waiting at the Gate 
 

It is a muggy Saturday.  A white van navigates the access road and stops near the ID Building. 

 Eight women, one baby and three small children crouch out the door and purposefully move inside 

the building.  They identify whom they are visiting, show identification and sign in with the guard 

behind the desk.  

Then they wait.  

Others arrive, filling the small building already crowded with an ion scanner, an X-ray 

machine, and a vertical metal detector. A surveillance camera in the corner of the room is linked to an 

array of television screens inside the institution.  Cameras will monitor every footstep from the 

parking lot to the visiting area and back to the parking lot.  

There is not a lot of discussion today.  Mothers talk in hushed tones to children. Some of the 

women catch each other's eyes in recognition.  They have all been here before.  

A radio cracks. Possessions and people get scanned for contraband before anyone or anything 

moves through the door of the ID Building.  Family members file out of the ID building and down a 

walkway that leads to electronically controlled gates.  The gates will create an opening between the 

double fences topped with concertina wire.   

They wait. The outer gate opens. They step inside. The gate closes, trapping them inside. 

There is a pause of a second, a lifetime.  

They wait. The inner gate opens and the visitors walk the cement path toward an electronic 

door that grants them permission to the institution. A turn to the left. Two more barriers. Finally, the 

group spreads throughout the visiting area. Some have 'their table', conceded to them by how long 

they have visited or because of who they visit. A new visitor cautiously watches where everyone sits. 

It takes a while to learn the formal and informal rules.  

Three of the visitors walk toward an end of the visiting room separated by a wall. They take a 

seat in front of individual glass-fronted compartments. The closest physical contact for those on 

closed visits will be hands pressed against glass, but the intimacy of this act may be unbelievably 

deep.  

They wait. A small child figure-8's around two tables.  

In a slow trickle, the ones that they love arrive through the door that separates the inmate 

search area from the visiting area. Kisses and hugs.  

Canadian public policy places a value on the maintenance of prisoners' family relationships 

and on parent-child contact. While Canada's visiting programs surpass most of the world's in 

supporting family members and visiting, maintaining family contact in a correctional facility can be 

intimidating. Those who visit the ones that they love in prison are a loyal and committed group. They 

have to be. A correctional institution is a different world with both formal and informal rules and 

regulations.  Family members fear that if they question rules or regulations or advocate for themselves 

or their imprisoned loved one, that the 'system' will exact retribution, including interfering with 

visiting.  They feel that rules are not as transparent as posted, if the rules are posted at all.  They 

experience rules as rubber rulers, stretching depending on the person doing time, who the visitor is, 

and who the 'guard inside the bubble' on shift is, sometimes even with the weather. They worry about 

fickleness or vindictiveness on the part of correctional staff.  In the visiting area, the actions and 
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behavior of the family member and the prisoner may be under careful scrutiny or surveillance.  They 

also know that they may travel hundreds of kilometers to be informed that visits are canceled because 

of an act of violence that has locked the prison down.  They fear for their loved one's life.  

 Who is waiting at the gate of the prison on visiting day? The size of this population is 

staggering if girlfriends, parents, brother, sister, husband, wife, partner, children, grandchildren, 

cousins and friends are totaled for approximately 14,000 federally sentenced offenders and 19,000 

provincially sentenced individuals who are currently incarcerated or on parole.  It is estimated that as 

of March 2000, approximately 2.8 million Canadians, or about 1 in 10, have criminal records.  Many 

visitors have waited at the gates of the jail or prison.  A 1995 CSC survey of 4,284 federal prisoners 

by Robinson and Mirabelli (Summary of Findings of the 1995 CSC Inmate Survey. B-14. Ottawa: 

Correctional Service of Canada, 1996) showed that 71% had at least one visitor since coming to the 

institution. Of these, 35% indicated that they had visitors on more than ten occasions. 28% reported 

having had no visitors. 

 Research has tended to be offender based and with a growing focus on victims of crime.  It is 

difficult to gain information about prisoner families without being intrusive.  Generalizations are 

difficult from research that has small and non-random sampling.  The following studies do, however, 

provide a snapshot of the profile of families of prisoners and provides background information where 

no other data are available.   

 

 

 

 Available information on the 

prisoner is often 'tombstone data' such as 

age and length of sentence with little or no information about the family of the prisoner.  The exercise 

will take 'tombstone information' and combine it with some recent studies about the families of 

prisoners to allow participants to see the prisoner in combination with family support. 

 Have each small group select a recorder for the group and report back to the whole group after 

task completion.  Provide 15 minutes for the small group exercise. Provide 5 minutes for the each 

recorder's response, 5 minutes for large group feedback, and 5 minutes to debrief the exercise. 

 Distribute Handout 1 and 1-A to each participant of one small group, distribute Handout 2 and 

2-A to each of the participants of the next small group, and distribute Handout 3 and 3-A to each of 

the participants of the next small group.  Distribute Handout 1 and 1-B, Handout 1 and 1-C and 

Handout 1 and 1-D as needed so that each small group has a different study to review in their small 

group discussion.  Provide a sheet of flip chart paper and a marker to each of the small groups. 

 Display overhead 2.3 and pose the task to the participants: 

 

 

 

 

Group Discussion/ Exercise: 

Who is Doing Time? 

2.3 

 

Gather information from your handouts and develop, on your flip chart, a point- form 

profile of the family members who might be maintaining family contact during 

incarceration. 
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Handout 1 

 

 Federally incarcerated men on March 31, 1999.* 

 

                                                         # of male           % of all   

Profile      prisoners  prisoners    

Age 20 - 34 years    6,331   (49.5)        

Single**     7,518   (58.7)   

Common law     3,931   (30.7) 

Married     1,324   (10.3) 

 

Race    

Caucasian    10,329   (73.3)   

Aboriginal    2,037   (14.5)   

Black    840    (6.0)   

Asiatic    334    (2.4)   

Other    352    (2.5)           

Not stated    199    (1.4)           

 

Length of sentence 

Serving first penitentiary term 9,737  (76.1)   

Serving a sentence of under three years 2,332  (18.2)   

Serving a sentence of three to six years 3,939  (30.8)   

Serving a sentence of six to ten years 2,108  (16.6)   

Serving a sentence of over ten years 1,874  (14.6)      

Serving a life/indeterminate sentence 2,546  (19.9)   

 

Offence 

First-degree murder 629   (4.9)  

Second-degree murder 1,563  (12.2)   

Non-schedule** 1,883  (14.7)   

Schedule 1 offence only*** 7,721  (60.3)  

Schedule 2 offence only*** 1,003  (7.8)  

 

* From Basic Facts About Federal Corrections (Ottawa: Public Works and Government Services 

Canada, 1999). 

** Includes prisoners who are single, separated, divorced, widowed, and unknown..   

*** Schedule 1offences refers to an annex to the Corrections and Conditional Release Act (CCRA).  

Schedule 1 offences are violent offences, excluding murder.  Schedule 2 offences are drug offences.  

Non-schedule offences are those offences that do not fall in Schedules 1 or 2, such as property 

offences.  
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Handout 1 - A 

 Grant and Johnson (1996) 

 

 Grant and Johnson, in Marriage while Incarcerated: Characteristics and Relationships of 

Partners (A Preliminary Analysis) (Ottawa: Correctional Service of Canada, 1996.) used data 

gathered using a questionnaire developed and administered by Appavoo (1995). The study involved 

the responses of 36 federally sentenced males who were either married while incarcerated (32) or 

were planning to be married (4).   

 Of the 32 married couples, 14 (44%) were dating or in a common-law relationship prior to 

incarceration, while18 (56%) met their spouse after incarceration.  Surprisingly, 58% of the couples in 

this study met at a Correctional Service of Canada institution while the female partner was a staff 

member (10), a volunteer (2), or a volunteer/ visitor (9).  The remaining 15 spouses (42%) had no 

prior association with the institution.  

 Both the prisoner and their spouse were similar in terms of the number and duration of previous 

relationships.  The study remarks that spouses were either in the same age category (42%) or were 

older (33%) than the inmates, thus not supporting the belief that women who marry inmates are young 

and inexperienced.   

 Of the couples in the study, 78% had children from previous relationships, and 42% of couples 

had at least one child under the age of 19. Contact between inmates and their children from previous 

relationships was infrequent.  

 The majority of the female partners self-reported as having completed secondary school.  

One-third of them were currently unemployed and one-third had an income below $12,000. The study 

determined that these findings reveal that the financial situation of these couples may also be an area 

in need of support.   Of the prisoners in this study, 56% were serving life sentences and may require 

support upon reintegration into the community. It was the stated belief by both the prisoners and 

female partners that formal sources of support for their marriage as well as institutional programs 

aimed at preparation for reintegration are needed.  
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Handout 1 - B 

 Milne (1989) 

 Heather Milne (The Inmate Family Support Needs Assessment Final Report. John Howard 

Society of Manitoba, 1989) interviewed a total of 14 prisoners and 11 spouses at Stony Mountain 

Institution in Winnipeg, Manitoba.  

 The prisoner sample was non-random, with the participants being selected with the assistance 

of the inmate committee.  In the sample, 42.8% were Caucasian and 57% were aboriginal (treaty and 

Metis).  The majority (78.6%) of the sample had less than high school education.  Two prisoners had 

completed high school and one was studying at the university level.  Respondents' ages were from 16 

to 44 years with the majority (64.3%) falling between the ages of 25 to 34 years old.  All were in 

partnered relationships. They had a combined total of 39 children, with an average of 2.8 children.  

The majority of children (50%) were between 0 and 5 years of age, 36.1% were between 6 and 11 

years of age and 13.9% were between 12 and 18 years of age.  Of the prisoner sample, 50% had the 

maximum of nine, two-hour visits per month, with the remainder receiving four visits or less per 

month from their partner.  42.9% of the prisoner sample received less than four visits per month or no 

visits at all from their children.  There was a 92.9% dissatisfaction level with the number of visits 

received from their children.  Childcare and transportation were identified as the reason for the lack of 

visits with their children.  Nine of the prisoners were eligible for private family visiting. Of these nine, 

most received three private family visits per year. 

 The spousal sample was also non-random.  Spouses were volunteered for the interview by 

prisoners or by the local John Howard Society office.  Of the 11 spouses interviewed by Milne, six 

interviewees were Caucasian, 4 were Aboriginal and one was Arabic.  63.6% of the participants had 

less than high school education and 36.4% holding a diploma or non-university certificate.  The 

majority (81.8%) were homemakers and received social assistance. Two participants were employed 

outside the home.  Over half of the respondents had experienced difficulty providing basic needs for 

their families in the six months prior to the interview, with 36.4% stating that the difficulties were 

serious. The income of ten of the eleven participants was less than $16,000 per year, with the majority 

(63.3) receiving a total income of less than $9,999.  The poverty level for 1988 for a three-person 

family was $20,418.  The eleven participants had a combined total of 23 children.  The majority of 

children (52.5%) were between 0 and 5 years of age, with 34.8% of children being between 6 and 11 

years old.  Two of the participants were pregnant.  All participants were the birth parents of the 

children, with one exception.  One spouse did not have custody of her children at the time of the 

interview.  More than half (54.5%) of the spouses interviewed stated that their children 'very often' or 

'often' accompanied their mother to the visit.  However, Milne found that this normally meant that 

older children stayed at home while the younger children accompanied the mother to the visit. Older 

children did not accompany the mother because of transportation problems and inadequate facilities.  

Older children visited their incarcerated parent during private family visits or during institutional 

group socials.  
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Handout 1 - C 

 Koenig (1985) 

 

 Charlene Koenig (Life on the Outside: A Report on the Experiences of the Families of 

Offenders from the Perspective of the Wives of Offenders: Correctional Service of Canada - Pacific 

Region, 1985) interviewed a non-random sample of 20 women in the Fraser Valley region of British 

Columbia.  Her study includes several recommendations for support and assistance to families during 

incarceration. 

 In terms of education level, seven of the participants had taken or completed some form of 

post-secondary school education; three had completed high school.  Six had completed at least Grade 

10 and four had less than Grade 10. 

 Most of the participants (70%) were on social assistance, with two women (10%) making 

between $16,000 and $20,000 per year, and the remaining 20% earning less than $15,000 through 

employment, pension or unemployment insurance.  They received no financial support from their 

incarcerated partner. 

 Two participants were between 16 - 24 years of age, 16 were between 25 - 34 years of age, one 

was between 35 - 44, and the remaining participant was over 65 years of age.  Eighteen of the twenty 

women were married or common-law, while two participants identified themselves as intimate friends 

of the prisoner.  The length of relationships ranged from 9 months in duration to more than 10 years, 

with most of the relationships (80%) being greater than three years in duration. 

 Fifty percent of the relationships existed prior to incarceration, while 50% of the relationships 

began during incarceration. 

 Sixteen of the women had children at home, for a total of 31 children.  Children ranged in age 

from 9 months to 22 years old.  Three of the participants were pregnant at the time of the interview.  

Of the children, 16 children were between 0 and 6 years old, 10 children were between 7 and 12 years 

old and five children were 12 years old or older.  
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Handout 1 - D 

 

 Foran ( 1995) 

 

 Tim Foran, in Descriptive comparison of demographic and family characteristics of the 

Canadian and offender populations (Forum 7(2) May (1995)), used the CSC's Family Violence 

Incidence Study for his data.  The Family Violence Incidence Study was a file reviews of 935 

offenders from a total of 2,806 offenders admitted to Canadian federal institutions between June and 

November of 1992.  He compared this data with data on the general Canadian population were taken 

from the 1991 Census of Population.  He notes that the comparison relies on two independent data 

sources, and that his findings may not necessarily represent differences or similarities between the two 

populations in his study, that is, between all offenders in federal institutions and members of the 

general Canadian population.  With this proviso, some interesting differences appear.  

 

Martial Status of the General Male Population (15 or older) and the Male Federal Institutional 

Population (18 or older)* 

 

Marital  General male Male prisoner 

Status  population population**  

 

Single  34.2% 42.4% 

 

Legally married 55.6% 44.6% 

   (Common law relationship) (12.4%) (32.6%) 

   (Married) (43.2%) (12.0%) 

 

Separated 2.6% 6.4% 

 

Widowed 2.3% 1.2% 

 

Divorced 5.3% 5.2% 

 

 Foran also found that of husband-wife families in the general population, 52% had children 

living at home, while 59.1% of the male prisoner population indicated that they had children or 

stepchildren.  Approximately two thirds of the male prisoner population, age 30 and over, indicated 

that they had children or stepchildren.   

 

*  Based on T. Foran, A Descriptive comparison of demographic and family characteristics of the 

Canadian and offender populations, Forum 7(2) May 1995. 

** The marital status of 0.2% of the federal male prisoner population was unknown. 
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Handout 2 

 

Federally incarcerated women on March 31, 1999.* 

 

      # of women  % of all women 

Profile      prisoners  prisoners         

Age 20 - 34 years     184  (51.8)  

Single**      201  (56.6) 

Common law      69  (19.4) 

Married      38  (10.7) 

 

Race    

Caucasian     205  (58.1) 

Aboriginal     71  (20.0) 

Black     20  (5.7) 

Asiatic     10  (2.8) 

Other     8   (2.2) 

Not stated     39  (11.0) 

 

Length of sentence 

Serving first penitentiary term 271  (76.8) 

Serving a sentence of under three years 114  (32.3) 

Serving a sentence of three to six years 121  (34.3) 

Serving a sentence of six to ten years 35  (9.8) 

Serving a sentence of over ten years 20  (5.7) 

Serving a life/indeterminate sentence 63  (17.8) 

 

Offence 

First-degree murder 15   (4.2) 

Second-degree murder 47   (13.3) 

Non-schedule** 57   (16.1) 

Schedule 1 offence only*** 171  (48.4) 

Schedule 2 offence only*** 63   (17.8) 

 

*From Basic Facts About Federal Corrections (Ottawa: Public Works and Government Services 

Canada, 1999). 

** Includes prisoners who are single, separated, divorced, widowed, and unknown. 

*** Schedule 1offences refers to an annex to the Corrections and Conditional Release Act (CCRA).  

Schedule 1 offences are violent offences, excluding murder.  Schedule 2 offences are drug offences.  

Non-schedule offences are those offences that do not fall in Schedules 1 or 2, such as property 

offences.  
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Handout 2 - A 

 Factsheet * 

 

Á 75-80% of incarcerated women are mothers (average of two children) 

 

Á may have entered prison while pregnant (8-10%).  Child may live with mother in prison in 

mother-child program for up to age 18 months of age 

 

Á the incarcerated mother is likely to be a single parent and sole care giver and sole financial 

supporter 

 

Á during incarceration, 60% of children reside with maternal grandparent, 20% reside with the 

father, 10% reside with other relatives and 5-10% are placed in out of home care or foster care 

 

Á the incarcerated mother may have no partner in the community to bring their child to institution 

 

Á there is reluctance on the part of some care givers to facilitate visiting with the child and both 

child and mother may experience limited or decreasing contact during incarceration 

 

Á custody and access issues are challenging, with some children experiencing multiple placements 

in care 

 

Á father in the community not as likely to visit as often 

 

Á geographic distance of the child from the institution may be great 

 

Á incarcerated mothers are concerned about their children's health and well-being and attempt to 

remain in contact with their children and caregiver through phone calls and letters 

 

Á 85% of incarcerated mothers wish to regain or resume custody upon release 

 

*  Based on Fact Sheet: Alternatives to Incarceration, Elizabeth Fry Society of Canada, nd. 
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Handout 3 

 

 Federally incarcerated aboriginal prisoners. * 

 

 #  of  % of all   

Profile       prisoners   prisoners    

Age 20 - 34 years     1,228   (58.4)  

Single**      1,182  (56.2) 

Common law      727   (34.6) 

Married      175   (8.3) 

 

Serving first penitentiary term  1,126  (53.5) 

Serving a sentence of less than six years  1,231  (58.5) 

Serving a sentence of three to six years  3,939  (30.8) 

Serving a sentence for murder  271  (12.9) 

Non-schedule offence***  254  (12.1) 

Schedule 1 offence***  1,549  (73.7) 

Schedule 2 offence**  29  (1.4) 

 

* Based on Basic Facts About Federal Corrections (Ottawa: Public Works and Government Services 

Canada, 1997), on a self-identified aboriginal population of 2,203 prisoners in 1997. 

** Includes prisoners who are single, separated, divorced, widowed, and unknown. 

*** Schedule 1offences refers to an annex to the Corrections and Conditional Release Act (CCRA).  

Schedule 1 offences are violent offences, excluding murder.  Schedule 2 offences are drug offences.  

Non-schedule offences are those offences that do not fall in Schedules 1 or 2, such as property 

offences.  
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Handout 3 - A 

 Johnston (1997) 

 

 Joseph Johnston (1997) interviewed a sample of 556 federal Aboriginal offenders on a variety 

of topics, included maintaining family relationships during incarceration.  Johnston found that 92.9% 

of aboriginal prisoners maintained contact with some member of their family.  Of those who kept 

contact with their family, 30% of them maintained contact with parents, including step and/or foster 

parents; 12.9% maintained contact with a partner or girlfriend; 17.9% maintained contact with 

siblings; and 15% with other relatives. 

 Of the Aboriginal prisoners who maintained family contact, 10.7% had contact daily or more 

than daily with a family member, while 47.9% had family contact weekly, 13.6% had family contact 

several times a month; 13.6% had contact monthly and 7.1% had contact several times a year.   

 The typical form of maintaining contact with family was by telephone (27.1%), by writing 

(2.1%), through institutional visiting (2.9%); through telephone calls and writing (26.4%); by 

telephone, writing and visits (13.6%) and through the private family visiting program (2.1%).  An 

additional 4.3% used other means of maintaining contact but the means are not described in 

Johnston's study.  In 24.3% of the cases, contact was limited by the distance of the family from the 

institution. 

 While the majority of Aboriginal prisoners (40.7%) looked to the elder or spiritual leader for 

counsel, they also identified family and friends as providing them with the best counsel in 15.0% of 

the cases.  The Native Liaison Officer was identified in 13.6% of the cases.  

 Another aspect that was examined in the study was the perception by Aboriginal prisoners of 

prejudice existing in the institution.  64.3% of respondents said that they had experienced anti-

aboriginal attitudes from Security staff, from CSC staff and from other prisoners. 

 Culture is critical in understanding the Aboriginal prisoner and the family.  87.1% participate 

in Native activities.  Programs, including family programs, need to be culturally relevant to be 

effective. 
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Perceptions of the family 
 

 Jo-Anne Taylor and Christine Alksnis (1995) conducted a study of 31 Aboriginal male 

prisoners and 150 non-Aboriginal male prisoners.  While the focus of the study was the issue of 

family violence, the study also investigated the prisoner's attitudes and perceptions about family life, 

including the role of the family, the impact of incarceration on families, attitudes about the 

appropriateness of family violence, and violence experienced in the family of origin and in the adult 

family. 

 Taylor and Alksnis pointed out that prosocial attitudes and rejection of violence as a means of 

dealing with conflict that was expressed by the subjects.  However, the incongruence was noted that 

during the interviews the subjects admitted to perpetrating violence against their partners and/or their 

children.  Taylor and Alksnis found, as have other researchers, that the pattern of abuse to a partner 

was intergenerational. 

 Display the overhead 2.4, "What is good about being in a family and having a partner," to the 

participants. Ask the participants if there are differences that stand out for them. 

 Both Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal prisoners identified the family as playing an important 

role in the provision of support.  The separation resulting from their incarceration was demanding for 

all parties. Emotional and moral support within the family and within a partnered relationship was 

seen as of positive importance for the majority of both Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal subjects.  Other 

areas included a sense of belonging, communication, intimacy and generic or unspecified support.  

 When asked what was problematic about family life or partnered relationships, 32% said there 

was nothing problematic, while 23.3% of Aboriginal subjects said that substance abuse by the partner 

was a difficulty.  For non-Aboriginal subjects, 37% said that nothing was problematic, while 26% said 

that loss of individual freedom was problematic.  Note that no Aboriginal prisoners identified loss of 

individual freedom within the family as a problem.  Also note that only 6.7% of Aboriginal subjects 

stated that loss of individual freedom was a difficulty in partnered relationships, while 22.7% of non-

Aboriginal prisoners in the study claimed that this was a difficulty.   

 Taylor and Alksnis also asked the participants to describe their experience of family.  Ask the 

participants if they have any observations in differences between the Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal 

responses. 
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2.4 

 

What is good about being in a family and having a partner* 

 

      Aboriginal (%)  Non-Aboriginal (%)   

Purpose of the Family 

  Emotional/ moral support  50  58 

Sense of belonging   40  26 

Communication   20  9.3 

Intimacy    20  12.7 

Support    16.7  24.7 

 

Purpose of Partner 

Emotional/moral support  60  54.7 

Sense of belonging   10  12.7 

Communication   3.3  27.3 

Intimacy    16.7  14.7 

Support    26.7  14.7 

 

What is bad about being in a family?  

Nothing    32  37 

Loss of freedom   n/a  26 

Disagreements/conflicts  10  18 

Lack of communication  13.3  4 

 

What is bad about having a partner 

Nothing    32  42 

Substance abuse by partner  23.3  5.3 

Jealousy    10  1.3 

Loss of freedom   6.7  22.7 

Disagreements/conflicts  6.7  22 

Expectations of partner  n/a  6.7 

 

 

* adapted from Taylor, J. and Alksnis, C. (1995) Models of Family among Aboriginal 

and Non-Aboriginal Offenders (Ottawa: Correctional Service of Canada). 
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 Display the overhead 2.5  "What is the experience of family during incarceration?" and ask the 

participants to identify any differences and similarities that stand out for them. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

  

 Taylor and Alksnis conclude with two issues in their study.  The first issue is the importance 

of preparing the offender for reintegration back into the family, particularly among offenders who 

have previously used violence to establish control over a family that has successfully coped and 

restructured.  The second issue is the differences between attitudes and actions of the prisoners in 

their study: the abusive men in their study responded in pro-social ways to questions related to women 

and family violence but were abusive in their relationship.   

 While there can be no generalizations from Taylor and Alksnis' study to all prisoners, these 

two issues are important to note as restorative justice issues: reintegration is a concern for all 

prisoners and their families and that the criminal behavior of the prisoner harms their family. 

 

A right to respect 
 

 It is estimated that approximately 50% of partnered relationships end at or during 

incarceration.  Relationships are further stressed by maintaining a relationship within the restrictions 

of a correctional facility.  Walking into a correctional facility as a family member can be intimidating. 

 It is a different world with both formal and informal rules and regulations.  It can also be frightening 

because it imprisons their loved one.  It appears to have unlimited power and control.  In the visiting 

area, actions and behavior of the family member and the prisoner may be under careful scrutiny or 

surveillance.  

 The family member has a right to be treated with respect by corrections staff, and treated 

without bias.  In Canada the actions of the Correctional Service of Canada (CSC) is governed by the 

2.5 

 What is the experience of family during incarceration?* 

 

                         Aboriginal      Non-Aboriginal  

  

                         (%)  (%)            

Leads to separation and divorce    23  33 

Family hurt by the offender's incarceration  23  39 

Family relationship changed for the worse   53  52 

Family relationship improved since incarceration  32  36 

Family relationship will remain the same at release 50  44 

Family relationship will improve on release  27  68 

Release will be harder on prisoner than family  55  60 

Family expects rehabilitation upon release   74  42 

 

* adapted from Taylor, J. and Alksnis, C. (1995) Models of Family among Aboriginal and 

Non-Aboriginal Offenders (Ottawa: Correctional Service of Canada). 
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Corrections and Conditional Release Act (CCRA). The Corrections and Conditional Release 

Regulations is based on the CCRA.  The Canadian correctional system has in place policies that 

provide for visiting practices and procedures that offer guidance to corrections decision-makers and 

staff.   

 The Canadian context exhibits a progressive policy and practice.  Public policy places a value 

on the maintenance of prisoners' family relationships and on parent-child contact, and facilitates the 

development of family-based programming by institutional programmers, not for profit organizations 

and private agencies.  There is growing research to show that the quality of relationships between an 

offender and family and the community is vital to successful reintegration.  Programming is needed 

that strengthens family ties and mitigates the effects of incarceration on family ties. Family ties can 

make a difference but require a supportive correctional process.   

 Perhaps it is more than just the prisoner who is required to examine the incongruity between 

attitude and action as it relates to the family.  

 

 

 

1. Research, compare and contrast the family 

experience of the incarcerated male and 

the incarcerated female. 

 

2. Prepare a 250- word essay on what you consider to be a "quality family relationship." 

 

3. Prepare a 250-word essay in which you define the term "family" in your current understanding.  

Elaborate and justify your definition. 

 

4. Almost 17% of federal prisoners are Aboriginal people, while only 3% of the general population 

of Canada is aboriginal.  Research and describe some of the social and historical factors that may 

explain this over representation.  

Homework or  

Additional Exercises 
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Families in Crisis 
 

 

 

Peace in society depends upon peace in the family. - Augustine 

 

 Many families cope in isolation and yet they require support.  The family of the offender is not 

co-sentenced by the courts, but may be negatively affected by certain correctional philosophies, 

practices or attitudes.  The chapter will assist participants to understand that the family of the prisoner 

is a family in crisis, and includes a discussion of grief and the emotional cycle of incarceration. 

 Family members are often hidden victims of crime.  Family members, while they are 

secondary victims, have experiences similar to other victims of crime.  Family members, like other 

victims, need to be empowered in attempts at restoration, rather than punished, ostracized, 

stigmatized, or isolated.  In some case, including murder, sex offences and family violence, the family 

is the victim. The surviving family members may consider if their relationship with the perpetrator 

will continue. 

 The restorative process can only be accomplished when the experience of family members is 

heard, acknowledged, and responded to. 

 

The Emotional Cycle of Incarceration 
 

 Research has shown that the family of an incarcerated person undergoes the same stresses and 

pressures as a military family during deployment or military taskings.  The significant difference is 

that military families experience a socially acceptable separation.  There is a pride in saying that the 

family member is serving his or her country.  This is not the case with the families of prisoners. 

 For the families of prisoners, prison is a series of losses.  The grief cycle begins at arrest and 

continues until release.  When the prisoner is reunited with his/her family, it is not 'just like it was 

before.'  The family system has adapted and grown in ways that the incarcerated member may not 

understand or accept.  If the family had not adapted, it would not have survived.  The family system 

will adapt once again to include the returning member in ways that are meaningful. 

 Research on the effects of separation has shown that, when the reason and length of the 

separation are known or accurately estimated, stress levels are decreased.  This is the case for 

separations that include deployment to a military theatre of operation, hospitalization, foster care and 

incarceration.  While the feelings and processes appear to be the same for anyone who is experiencing 

a significant loss, the loss due to a family member being incarceration is unique. 

 The emotional cycle of incarceration tends to follow some predictable ups and downs.  Each 

phase has its demands and stresses. It is important to remember that by the time family members have 

reached the prison gates, they may have already experienced significant disruptions in their family 

life.

 

3 
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 The major disruption points are:  

Á arrest 

Á remands 

Á bail 

Á trial 

Á sentencing 

Á incarceration 

Á parole 

Á reintegration 

 

 Display overhead 3.1, The Emotional Cycle of Incarceration, to the participants.  Remind the 

participants that the table should be considered a guideline or framework.  Even though each phase 

and stage appears as an identifiable benchmark, families will progress through each stage in an 

individual time frame. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

3.1 

 The Emotional Cycle of Incarceration 

         

Arrest, Trial and Sentencing 1.  Anticipatory grief and loss One week to one 

         year or more 

     2.  Detachment and withdrawal One week to one  

          year or more 

 

Incarceration    3.  Emotional disorganization First 6 weeks of 

          incarceration 

     4.  Recovery and stabilization Variable duration  

     5.  Anticipated homecoming Last 6 weeks  

          of incarceration 

 

Parole/ Reintegration  6.  Renegotiation of relationship First 6 weeks 

home 

     7.  Reintegration and stabilization 6 to 12 weeks 

home, up to one 

year  
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Arrest, Trial and Sentencing 
 

1.  Anticipatory grief and loss. 
 This stage lasts from one week to one year or more.  It stretches through arrest, remands, trial 

and sentencing until the family member is finally in the institution where they will commence their 

sentence.  This stage is filled with feelings of grief.  Family members need to build personal resources 

and to reach out for help.  

 Read the following selection to the participants: 

 

When we think about prisoners' families, we tend to forget that prison is some way 

down the line of experiences they have to go through.  The first stage is the arrest which 

often takes place at the family home.  It may be witnessed by children with devastating 

consequences for those who see a mother, father, sister or brother taken away.  Initial 

shock gives way to loss and grief at the separation.  There is no support for the family at 

the point of arrest. 

Farida Anderson (1996) 

"Speaking from Experience," Living in the Shadows, London, UK. 

 

 Participants may already be aware of the grief cycle.  Remind the participants that the stages of 

grief are not set in stone and that a stage may be revisited.  It is the framework that is important. 

 Write the stages of grief on a flip chart and read the stages to the participants.  The stages of 

grief are:  

 

Denial, shock or numbness 

Anger 

Bargaining 

Despair or depression 

Acceptance 

 

 

 

 Denial, shock and numbness are felt 

at the beginning of the grief cycle for 

self-protection.  The person in grief temporarily restricts what he/she experiences to gather the 

necessary resources that are needed to cope with the experience.  

 Have the participants respond to the following question: 

 

   What might family members say, do or experience during the stage of denial, shock or 

numbness? 

 

Group Discussion/ Exercise: 

Denial, shock and numbness 
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Anticipated Responses:   

 The participants may raise the following points: 

Á I don't feel anything 

Á This can't be happening to me 

Á I don't believe it 

Á She/he couldn't have done that 

Á It wasn't that bad 

Á The victim lied 

Á The police lied 

Á It was a set up 

Á It will be a light sentence, only a few months 

 

 

 

 Families may feel guilty for feeling 

anger and resentment toward the family 

member because of the effects of incarceration on the family.  There may also be feelings of loving, 

caring and wishing to support the incarcerated person in continuing the family relationship.  The 

family may have a hard time reconciling this mix of feelings and may have difficulty discussing their 

feelings of anger toward the incarcerated family member. 

 Have the participants respond to the following question: 

 

What might family members say, do or experience at the anger stage of grieving? 

 

Anticipated Responses:   

 The participants may raise the following points: 

Á angry at the prisoner, expressed actively or passively 

Á How could they do this to me? 

Á How could they do this to me again? 

Á anger at desertion or broken promises 

Á anger may be directed at the justice and correctional system, victims, Crown Attorney, etc. 

Á anger may be turned inward in the form of depression. 

 

 

 

 

 The bargaining stage of grief involves 

the use of strategies aimed at minimizing or 

eliminating grief.  Deal making or bargaining can be an internal process or directed toward external 

agents or persons.  Part of this bargaining may include the appropriate use of external avenues of 

bargaining such as the launching of an appeal of the conviction or sentence. 

Group Discussion/ Exercise: 

Anger 

Group Discussion/ Exercise: 

Bargaining 
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 Have the participants respond to the following question: 

   

What might family members say, do or experience at the bargaining stage of grieving? 

 

Anticipated Responses 

 The participants may raise the following points: 

Á Appeals of sentence or conviction or both. 

Á Deal making with God 

Á Numerous phone calls to family members, the courts, members of parliament, etc. driven 

by helplessness and despair 

Á Reviewing past conflicts 

Á Renewal of marriage vows or plans to marry 

Á Vows to attend church regularly 

 

 

 

 After all avenues of bargaining have 

been exhausted, and emotional resources are 

depleted, the individuals may experience 

depression.  Medical intervention may be necessary for some individuals at this point. 

 Have the participants respond to the following questions: 

 

What might family members say, do or experience at the despair or depression stage of 

grieving? 

 

Anticipated Responses 

 The participants may raise the following points: 

Á depression 

Á depleted emotional or physical energy 

Á increase in drug or alcohol use 

Á doesn't sleep enough 

Á sleeps too much 

Á medical and psychological intervention may be appropriate 

Á crying and weeping 

Á poor decision making 

 

 

 

 At the acceptance stage of grieving, 

the family begins a process of self-care.  

They may begin to experience joy and 

pleasure without feeling a sense of guilt that their family member is not present.  The family begins to 

restructure to cope with the day-to-day decisions of life.  The family may still be struggling with 

financial difficulties and attempts to provide 'long distance' support to the prisoner.  The prisoner may 

Group Discussion/ Exercise: 

Depression 

Group Discussion/ Exercise: 

Acceptance 
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not be able to accept that the family is getting on with life and he/she may feel lost as life goes on in 

their absence. 

  Pose the following question to the participants:   

 

What might family members say, do or experience at the acceptance stage of grieving? 

 

Anticipated Responses 

 The participants may raise the following points: 

Á time to get on with life 

Á successfully cope with absence of the incarcerated member 

Á development of new interests 

Á lifestyle and patterns of interaction change 

Á financial responsibilities and decision making are altered in the absence of the 

incarcerated family member 

 

 Incarceration may commence at the moment of arrest in the absence of bail.  After 

approximately 30 days of incarceration, the family begins to reorganize or restructure in order to adapt 

to life without the incarcerated family member.  The reorganization occurs out of necessity. Life 

continues for the family: decisions must be made, children must still be cared for and bills and 

expenses must be paid.   

 Decisions about what to tell the children need to be made.  The effects of separation on 

children may be significant if children are uncertain of the reason why the parent or sibling has left 

and when they will be seen again.  In addition to feelings of grief, other frequent emotional responses 

include feelings of abandonment and fear that the family member may never return. 

 Children experience psychological separation more deeply than physical separation.  As the 

separation and divorce literature shows, a non custodial parent who has limited contact with a child 

because of distance is able to maintain a meaningful relationship through phone calls, letters, 

photographs, and drawings, while a child living only a few blocks from a non-involved parent may 

feel emotionally disconnected from the absent parent.  The family will need to help children to cope 

with separation through open discussion and acceptance of feelings.  This is often very difficult for a 

family in crisis, particularly when the family may be attempting to conceal the incarceration of the 

family member from the child.   

 The family also begins communication patterns to address the physical absence and how to 

maintain the emotional connection.  The emotional distance with the incarcerated parent can be 

lessened through phone calls, letter writing and drawing pictures, as well as photographs of the 

incarcerated parent in the children's room. 

 Difficulties experienced by the child due to a parent's anxieties about their incarcerated partner 

may require family counselling.  A change in parental role from dual parent to single parent may 

require discussion with children about rules and decision making.  The change in roles may further 

stress diminished emotional resources. 
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2.  Detachment and withdrawal 
 During arrest, trial and sentencing and leading up to incarceration, family members may 

experience detachment and withdrawal from the prisoner.  They may find themselves not wanting to 

see or visit their loved one.  There may be arguments with the incarcerated family member for minor 

or even for no apparent reason.  There is doubting or questioning of the continuation of the 

relationship.  This is part of the coping with the emotional pain of losing a loved one.  It is important 

that family members not make quick decisions and to request support to discuss choices with a care 

professional who understands the dynamics of coping with incarceration.  

 According to some estimates, approximately 50% of all marital relationships terminate prior to 

or around incarceration. 

 

Incarceration 

 

3.  Emotional disorganization  

 To the family member, it feels like pieces are flying out all over the place.  They may 

experience all the emotions that were felt during the arrest, trial and sentencing all over again. 

Decision-making is confused and the family is indecisive. 

 The emotional disorganization sets the stage for maintaining family ties and the changes that 

family members will have to make.  It is important that family members learn to balance their needs 

with the needs of the prisoner.  The family must learn to take good care of itself first.  

 The prisoner may already experience 'time warp.'  Family members may protect the 

institutionalized member by limiting information sharing.  The incarcerated member may become 

passive, looking for assistance from a family that already has reduced or limited emotional and 

financial resources. 

 

4.  Recovery and stabilization 
 The bumps don't feel quite as drastic for the family.  The family begins to establish different 

interaction patterns with friends, terminates relationships with some individuals and experiences 

termination from others. Life goes on for the family without the involvement of the incarcerated 

member and daily events and life stages arrive and pass.  Relationship life begins to be filtered 

through institutional life and restricted communication.  A routine of maintaining contact develops by 

mail, by phone, by visiting and perhaps through 72 hour private family visits inside the institution's 

walls.   

 The family may grow to accept as 'normal' that which is not normal: Prisons are not normal 

places to maintain a relationship.  Some behaviors, values or attitudes related to prison life and inmate 

codes may become acceptable.   

 Discussions between the family and the prisoner may avoid current events, while a focus on 

the future (what life will be like when I get out) can begin to predominate conversations.  Upcoming 

events such as transfers to another institution, parole hearings, or potential release dates take on great 

significance. 

 The relationship life of a couple may feel very intense and romantic.  There may be a growing 

sentimentality.  Small gestures can be experienced as very intimate.  Some prisoners become more 

attentive to their relationships than they ever were in the community.  
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5.  Anticipated homecoming 
 Families talk about, plan for, and sometimes fear homecomings.  The family may experience 

'false homecomings' related to negative parole hearings, parole decisions, and the prisoner's program 

requirements and progress.  These events play havoc with emotions and with the hopes and dreams in 

future-focused discussions.  The family learns that eligibility dates do not mean a guarantee of release. 

 The family may experience fears around release on parole and recidivism. 

 If the family relationship began during incarceration, partners may discover information about 

their partner's crime that they were unaware of.  Information may be received during parole hearing. 

Family members may feel deceived or feel shocked by new information. 

 

Parole and Reintegration  

 

6.  Renegotiation of relationship 
 The emotional roller coaster ride begins again for the family. The family has restructured in 

order to cope with their loved one's absence.  Whether the relationship existed prior to incarceration 

or if the relationship began during incarceration, the family is required to restructure to accommodate 

the returning family member.   

 The family may have been coping successfully during the prisoner's incarceration, and now the 

restructuring can be stressful. Restructuring requires negotiation and compromise, and may stress the 

much awaited hopes and dreams for both the family and the incarcerated member.  After the first 

moments of joy, pent-up anxieties are triggered that make reunion difficult.  During incarceration, all 

family members have accommodated to the absence of the prisoner and have taken on new and 

different roles and interests.  These roles and interests are not familiar to the returning family member. 

 Family members may have difficulty understanding the reporting requirements of parole. 

 If the returning member demands that everything return to a pre-incarceration state, the family 

may not have the flexibility that this demands.  Difficulties arise without careful communication and 

understanding on everyone's part. All members may feel both diminished and enriched through the 

changes and stresses.  If a family or marital relationship developed during incarceration, the prisoner 

and the family may experience stepparenting as demanding, threatening and overwhelming.  The 

family relationship may not be able to survive the transition from prison to reunion and reintegration.  

There is additional stress if separation occurs frequently, such as during a parole revocation or if there 

is renewed criminal activity. 

 

7.   Reintegration and stabilization 
 If the family is able to restructure to accommodate the returning member, and the returning 

member is able to maintain a crime-free lifestyle, the family will develop increased stability.  This 

may involve a significant period of time.  Initial stability takes between 6 to 12 weeks, but family 

reintegration support may be need for much longer.  There is some preliminary evidence and practice 

wisdom that family support may be needed for up to one year to increase both family ties and relapse 

prevention.   

 The stress of repeated separations because of further conflict with the law may remain 
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unresolved for years.  Each reunion brings renewed hope, a period of satisfaction, followed by the 

stress of the end of a desired relationship.  Children may display the effects of repeated trauma 

following repeated separations.  The emotional cycle of incarceration repeats itself. 

 

Unique family situations 

 
 There are several unique family situations.  These include family members who are victims of 

the offence such as domestic violence, homicide or sexual offenses, the family of the aging and 

elderly offender, co-accused partners, and same-sex family relationships. 

 The family may be in crisis because it was a victim of the offence.  Some family members may 

continue in a supportive relationship with the offender.  There may also be conflict within the family 

over maintaining contact or providing support to the incarcerated person because another family 

member was the victim. 

 One comment needs to be made here that is unaddressed in other forums: the majority of 

family members who are providing support tend to be women.  This is the case for both male 

prisoners and women prisoners.  It appears that women still carry the burden of care.  Where are the 

men who support their family members and friends during incarceration? 

 

The family of the lifer 
 In 1998-99, there were 2229 men and 52 women serving time for first and second degree 

murder (Correctional Service of Canada (1999) Basic Facts About Federal Corrections).  The victims 

of most murders are known to the perpetrators.  In the majority of cases, the victim was the partner, a 

family member or an intimate friend.  For example, Hoffman, Lavigne and Dickie (1998) found that 

91 women were incarcerated for homicide (first degree murder, second degree murders, manslaughter 

and murder reduced to manslaughter).  In 84.6% of the cases, the victims knew the offender either on 

an intimate basis or as a casual acquaintance.  The remaining 15.4% of the victims were unknown to 

the women offender.  In total, 51.3% of the victims were intimate partners, ex-partners, other kinship 

relations and common-law family members. Of this 51.3%, in 26.0% of the cases, the victim was the 

offender's intimate partner (marital or common-law spouse or boyfriend/girlfriend) while 2.8% were 

ex-partners.  Both male and female spouses were considered ex-partners in this study.  In 19.3% of 

the cases, the victims were the kin of the women, including the woman's own child (7.1%), another 

child in the woman's care (5.5%), parents or relatives. In 5.0% of the cases the victim was a common- 

law family member, including relatives of the prisoner's partner or boyfriend. Victims also included 

the wives or girlfriends of the men with whom the offender was involved. 

 

The family of the sex offender 
 Statistics from The Correctional Service of Canada (Basic Facts About Federal Corrections, 

1999) indicate that in 1998-99 there were 2,223 male prisoners, or 18% of all federal male prisoners, 

who were incarcerated because of a sex offence.  Only 9 or 3% of federally sentenced women were 

incarcerated because of a sex offence.  Among male Aboriginal prisoners, 469 or 21% were 

incarcerated because of a sex offence.   

 Sex offences of a predatory nature occur, but many sex offences occur within a family, 

kinship, or trusting relationship.  Like the families of lifers, families for whom the family member 
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was a victim of the sexual offence face the decision of whether to maintain the relationship or to 

terminate the relationship. 

 

The family of the aging and elderly offender 
 Another recent phenomenon is the growing population of elderly offenders.  Both the family 

and the correctional institution will need to concern itself with the elderly offender with respect to 

health, geriatric and palliative care, as well as the prisoner's adjustment to the prison environment, 

vulnerability to violence within the institution, and the potential for parole given the age of the 

prisoner, as well as family relationships.   

 Uzoaba, J (1998) identifies three categories of elderly offenders.  The first category is the 

prisoner who was incarcerated while young and aged as a result of a long-term or life sentence.  The 

second category is the chronic offender serving repeated sentences.  The third category is the older 

offender who is serving their first prison term for a variety of offences, including a white-collar crime, 

violent sexual offence, vehicular homicide, trafficking, or for murder, with the majority of first time 

older offenders serving time for sex-related offences. 

 Display overhead 3.2, Distribution of Age Categories of Older Offender by Offence Category, 

to the participant.  Note for the participants that sexual offences predominate in all age groups. 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 With respect to marital and family factors, Uzoaba found that older offenders were 

significantly more likely to have witnessed spousal abuse as a child, to have had poor sibling relations 

during childhood, and to have been sexually dissatisfied in their marital relationship than were 

younger offenders. 

 Another difference between the older offender and younger offender is that for the older 

offender, the victim is more likely to be a child or a person with a disability, and they have more 

likely used their power or authority on their current victim.  

3.2 

 

Distribution of Age Categories of Older Offender by Offence Category (1996) 

 

Offence 50-54 55-59 60-64 65-69 70+ Total   

Homicide 185 106 54 15 15 375 

Robbery 123 49 21 7 1 201 

Sexual  216 159 109 60 43 587 

Drug  88 41 10 12 0 151 

Other  119 64 20 17 8 228     

National 731 419 214 111 67 1,542 

 

From Uzoaba, J. (1998). Managing Older Offenders:  

Where Do We Stand? (Ottawa: Correctional Service of Canada). 
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 The family of the elderly offender may never have had previous conflict with the law, and may 

have had significant social or religious status in the community.  The stigma felt by the family 

associated with a sexual offence can be significant.   

 Uzoaba notes that research has found that family contact, education and health have the most 

effect on positive institutional adjustment.  The older offenders who maintained contact with their 

family fared better than those who did not.  If there was no family contact, the elderly prisoner became 

dependent on institutional care and support while experiencing isolation and decreased life 

satisfaction.   

 Uzoaba identifies other institutional and familial factors that affect the elderly prisoner.  

Display the overhead, Other institutional and familial factors that affect the elderly prisoner, to the 

participants.  Read the information on the overhead to the participants. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

3.3 

 

 Other institutional and  familial factors that affect the elderly prisoner 

 

Á limited or no visits from family when the sexual offence was toward a family member  

 

Á incarceration minimizes interaction with family  

 

Á family support may decrease with time and length of sentence 

 

Á illiterate elderly offenders may be unable to write 

 

Á institutional limitations on contact and visits 

 

Á distance of the institution from the family 

 

Á elderly spouse or supportive family member is too old to travel  

 

Á positive role of private family visits 

 

Á positive role of family support during incarceration and in parole success 

 

From Uzoaba, J. (1998). Managing Older Offenders:  

Where Do We Stand? (Ottawa: Correctional Service of Canada). 
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Family Violence 
  

 Robinson and Taylor (1995) found that, in their file review, 1 in 3 male prisoners indicated 

that they had been violent toward their family members.  The file review also revealed that 1 in 3 

married male prisoners had been abusive toward their female partner and that 1 in 5 had been charged 

for the offence.  Almost half of the subjects in the sample had repeated the offence with more than 

one partner.  One in ten male prisoners with children had also assaulted their children.  Robinson and 

Taylor suspected that their results underestimated the actual violence and abusive behavior of male 

prisoners.  

 Dutton and Hart (1992) found that female partners of male prisoners were at a high risk for 

family violence in the Pacific Region of the Correctional Service of Canada.  They found during 

interviews with male prisoners and female partners that family violence occurred in 58% of the 

relationships. 

 Robinson and Taylor (1995) also found that the rates of family violence among Aboriginal 

prisoners was almost two-thirds higher than the rate of family violence among non-Aboriginal 

prisoners.  The rate of physical violence against family members among Aboriginals was almost 

double the rate among non-Aboriginals.  Their data also showed that Aboriginal prisoners suffered a 

higher rate of childhood victimization by family members than non-Aboriginal prisoners did.  

Robinson and Taylor proposed a monitoring of family life during community supervision and during 

private family visits, and treatment programs for male prisoners with a history of family violence.   

 Incarceration may bring an end to a cycle of violence.  Incarceration serves as an intervention 

to a family in crisis.  Many partners choose to continue the relationship with the perpetrator during 

incarceration.  Robinson and Taylor raise the concern that violence will be repeated in current or 

future relationships if there is not treatment for the perpetrator.  The Correctional Service of Canada 

has instituted the Family Violence Initiative, including programming for high risk offenders that 

addresses the causes of family violence.  

 Witnessing family violence has a detrimental effect on the child and may include enduring 

trauma.  Other situations that may be detrimental include witnessing the arrest of the abusive parent 

and witnessing injury to the other parent.  Almost 50% of the files reviewed by Robinson and Taylor 

showed that the perpetrator had been a victim of abuse (physical, sexual, psychological, or neglect) 

during childhood or adolescence or had witnessed family violence.  In approximately 75% of these 

cases, the perpetrator was the father.  In 2/3 of the cases where the prisoner witnessed abuse, the 

victim was their mother or an adult female.  Prisoners who had been victimized as children were more 

likely to be perpetrators of family violence as an adult.   

 This is additional cause for concern: it places the children of the incarcerated parent at-risk for 

continuing the cycle of violence in their future relationships. 
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An effective means of profiling family 

members is to arrange a panel presentation for 

the participants.  Invite four or five family members to present for five minutes each on what are the 

issues facing the families of prisoners from their perspective.  This will allow a human face to be 

placed on the concerns facing family members.  Allow time for a question and answer period.  The 

amount of moderation that is required will depend on the participants.  It is appropriate that a token of 

appreciation be presented to those who acted as presenters.  

 If possible, chose a variety of speakers: a partner, a mother or father of an incarcerated person, 

an aboriginal family member, a prisoner who is eligible to attend on an escorted or unescorted pass a 

former prisoner.  A representative of a service organization that provides support to family members 

(Canadian Families and Corrections Network, Chaplaincy Department, Life Line InReach, Salvation 

Army, or a local Hospitality House, etc) may be helpful in assisting with this arrangement. 

 

Recognizing the Family's Experience 
  

 The families of the incarcerated are families in crisis and require support. The most significant 

needs of families of prisoners are access to good information, active listening, support and referral to 

individuals and organizations who understand the unique family dynamics associated with a family 

member being incarcerated.  

 It is important for families to understand their own experience.  Isolation, stigmatization, fear 

in dealing with an intimidating correctional system, and distrust often make it difficult for families to 

feel that they have a voice with which to make their concerns known.  

 It is essential that correctional personnel, service providers and volunteers recognize that the 

family of the prisoner is a family in crisis.  This understanding and support provision addresses goals 

in the Mission of the Correctional Service of Canada, including assisting prisoners with reintegrating 

into society as law abiding citizens and with changing their criminal behavior; providing programs 

and opportunities to meet the unique needs of the various offenders; linking with community 

resources to ensure that offenders, upon release, are provided with support and assistance; and 

recognizing the value of healthy family and community relationships. 

  

 

 

1. Research six organizations and agencies 

(governmental or non-governmental) in 

your community that offer services to the families of prisoners.  Prepare a list of services that are 

offered. 

 

2. "Family members, like other victims, need to be empowered in attempts at restoration, rather than 

punished, ostracized, stigmatized, or isolated.  The restorative process can only be accomplished 

when the experience of family members is heard, acknowledged, and responded to."  Discuss the 

Group Discussion/ Exercise: 

A Human Face 

Homework or  

Additional Exercises 
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various components of this remark in a 500 word response. 

 

3. In many cultures, times of crisis such as death and dying are marked by ceremonies that mark the 

transition.  In a one page outline, develop a ceremony for families that would assist in the grieving 

process related to incarceration. 

 

4. Develop a 250-word response that describes why family members may be hesitant to discuss 

feelings of anger, betrayal and abandonment with the prisoner. 
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The Children of the Incarcerated Parent 
 

 

 

To prophesy is extremely difficult, especially with respect to the future. - Chinese proverb 

 

 Research has shown that the children of the incarcerated parent may be five to six times more 

likely to be incarcerated in later life.  This is particularly the case if there are not supportive services 

or programs: services to children that can interrupt a cycle of intergenerational criminal behavior is 

crime prevention.  The chapter discusses the effects of incarceration on the children of the 

incarcerated parent.  While incarceration of a parent has a significant impact on the child, direct 

research with children of the incarcerated parent has been limited.  

 There is difficulty is separating out the effects of parental incarceration from the effects of the 

parent's criminal lifestyle.  This chapter identifies that the incarceration of the parent may only be one 

of several traumas experienced by children in a pattern of family difficulties. 

  

Children At Risk 
 

 Some research suggests that the child of an incarcerated parent may at significant risk to 

become involved in criminal behavior if there are no programs or activities aimed at intervening with 

them (Gabel and Johnson, 1995).  Some suggest that the risk for the child of the incarcerated parent is 

as high as 5 to 6 times that of their peers (Bloom, 1993). 

 Effective programs are needed to reduce the possibility of intergenerational criminal behavior. 

 Many caregivers coping with incarceration, however, are hesitant to disclose any information to a 

care professional, including doctors, teachers, social service agencies, and particularly correctional 

personnel.  The hesitance is due to fears of being misunderstood, being stigmatized as a caregiver, 

fears that the child may be stigmatized, and fears that the care professional may remove the children 

from the caregiver's custody.  Disclosure allows for an appropriate response to presenting difficulties, 

and non-disclosure may slow interventions.  While a correctional setting cannot address some of the 

difficulties facing families such as poverty issues, lack of family support issues, or trauma in the 

family of origin, correctional personnel and service providers can be aware that the children of the 

incarcerated parent require support.  Caregivers, care professionals and correctional personnel and 

decision makers  may require education on the dynamics of incarceration on the child of the 

incarcerated parent.  This awareness can foster responses that mitigate the effects of incarceration on 

children and on the parent-child bond. 

 

 

4 
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Parental Incarceration 
 

Research on the effects of parental incarceration and its effects on children has been heavily  

descriptive and anecdotal or narrative reports. Many studies have had methodological limitations and 

difficulties. There are limited studies in Canada when compared to the United States.  It is not 

surprising that many of the findings related to the effects of incarceration are similar to that found in 

the separation and divorce literature and among the effects of deployment on military families. 

A review of the literature, including the work of Cynthia Seymour, Denise Johnson and 

Michael Carlin, Gabel and Johnson, John Hagan, Barbara Bloom, Ann Adalist-Estrin, and Charles 

Lanier, among others, reveals several common threads.  Pulling the threads together presents a weave 

that can be synthesized into a framework or model for understanding the effects off parental 

incarceration.  It is important to realize that there are gender differences. In paternal incarceration  

the children often stay with mom. With maternal incarceration the children often end up with 

grandmother or in foster care. Many incarcerated women were single parents at the time of arrest and 

incarceration. 

Maternal incarceration has a greater impact due to changes in caregiver or placement. 

It is also important to notice that there are differences in a family that pre-existed incarceration  

from a stepparent relationship that began during incarceration. In both instances however, the child  

may have no choice but to associate with the incarcerated parent if the outside parent chooses to 

continue the relationship. In a parental relationship that began during incarceration, the child will 

experience all of the effects of incarceration, all of the difficulties related to being a step-child, and all 

of the difficulties of integration of a stranger into the family unit both during incarceration and more 

critically upon reintegration. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

4.1 

A framework for understandin g the effects of parental incarceration 

 

S.S.S.-Spiral of Stigma and Shame 

 

SSS- Socialization, Support and Supervision 

 

PPP - Previous Positive Parenting 

 

PPP- Previous Pattern of Problems 
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Display overhead 4.1.  The framework has four starting points in assessing the effects of 

parental incarceration, summarized as a mnemonic in an attempt to join the limited research with 

anecdotal material: 

 

S.S.S.-Spiral of Stigma and Shame 
Imprisonment is a stigma to the family. The stigma arises from the community, friends and  

other family members, schoolyard, etc. Children are stigmatized through the criminalization of the  

family. The family is categorized by and understood only in the context of the incarcerated family  

member.  The family is perceived as co-sentenced with the offender. 

Stigma appears to be highest in well functioning families, families who have had little or  

no previous contact with the criminal justice system, and in the families of sex offenders, including 

sex offenders who previously had social status. 

Stigma is closely related to shame for children and families. The spiral refers to  

difficulties that commence with experiences of being shamed and stigmatized. There is a difference  

between guilt and shame: guilt says, "I did a wrong" while shame says, "I am a wrong." Stigma and  

shame often 'look for a target' and children and adults who are stigmatized and shamed may act out  

their stigma and shame toward others. 

The effect of parental incarceration elicits a spiral of difficulties that is initiated by  

incarceration.  

 

SSS- Socialization, Support and Supervision 
This is what could be referred to as the "joint values" factor: joint values in terms of shared  

values and joint values meaning the values of the "joint". If an incarcerated parent call police  

or correctional officers 'pigs', then children will call correctional officers and police officers 'pigs',  

as well as the rest of the behaviours and attitudes of a prison. Children, through parental incarceration, 

may be socialized into particular responses to peers, to authority, to the justice and correctional 

system, and toward criminal behavior.  

Incarceration may, for some, become a rite of passage. 

Further to this factor, incarceration means that the remaining parent's role in socialization,  

support and supervision increases while combined with limited energy and personal and financial 

resources.  

Parental incarceration and an increases lack of supervision may further move the child toward 

a greater peer influence, an influence that may also lead toward conflict with the law. 

For the service provider to the incarcerated parent the leading question is, "What do you  

want your kids to learn?" Parental involvement by both the incarcerated and non-incarcerated parent  

may be able to shift or counter negative influences. It is important to be aware what values are being  

taught: " Don't be who I am, this is the result of criminal behavior, who would want to be here?" is  

at issue rather than "Don't be who I am, be smarter than I am and don't get caught." 
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PPP - Previous Positive Parenting 

If parent was previously a positive and contributing member of the family and as a parent,  

then the child and family experience greater economic and socio-emotional difficulties in 

incarceration. It does not matter if the incarcerated parent was resident or a non-custodial parent, as 

long as they were a positive and contributive to the child i.e. the nature and quality of the relationship 

was positive. 

The separation and divorce literature illustrates this as well in that an involved parent who 

lives in another city can positively contribute to the child and the child feels loved and supported, 

while a child can be devastated by an non-involved parent who lives across the street. 

The remaining parent has less time and money to invest in the child and there are changes  

in parental role for both parents with respect to the child. 

Incarceration may bring an end to a cycle of violence or abuse. For some children there  

is difficulty nonetheless with the incarceration of the parent, notwithstanding the significant 

improvement in home life. 

 

PPP- Previous Pattern of Problems 
For some children, incarceration may only be one of a series of family difficulties that  

the child has experienced. Family difficulties predate incarceration and it may be difficult to separate  

out the effects of parental incarceration from other issues including the previous effects of the 

criminal lifestyle of the parent or parents. 

Difficulties may be cumulative and this needs to be taken into account when meeting with  

child or parent or family when assessing the effects of incarceration on the child and the etiology  

of the difficulties facing the child. 

In discussions with couples related to their marital relationship, eventually the couple comes 

around to parenting and concern for children. Parents who are coping with incarceration  

and relationship difficulties are concerned for their children just like any other parent.  It is important 

to get a sense of the parent's previous and pre-incarceration involvement with the child in order to 

understand the effects of incarceration on the child. The incarcerated parent may currently be 

fantasizing their previous parenting role, spending time with his or her child in their head than they 

ever did in the community.  It is also important to sort out the effects of incarceration from pre-

existing family difficulties. 

Parental incarceration may be only one of many difficulties that the child has faced. There  

appears to be several common factors in the history or experience of the children of an incarcerated  

parent.   

Denise Johnston and Michael Carlin (1996) identify what they call 'distinguishing 

characteristics' in the lives of the children of criminal offenders and based on the work of the Centre 

for Children of Incarcerated Parents.  It is apparent, however, that the characteristics are in fact 

circumstances that the child has faced.  Further, not all children will present these 'characteristics', but 

for those children who are experiencing difficulty, these may be factors for consideration.  

It is important to remember as well that these circumstances are not predictors of 

intergenerational criminal activity.  
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 Display the overhead 4.2, Distinguishing Circumstances in the Lives of the Children of the 

Incarcerated Parent, and read the material on the overhead to the participants.  Remind the participants 

that not all children will present these characteristics, but that these may be factors for consideration 

for those children who are experiencing difficulty. 

 The children of incarcerated parents may not have been told that the family member or parent 

is incarcerated.  The family may deceive the child with a variety of explanations.  Family members are 

hesitant to disclose to teachers, doctors, or service agencies that a parent or family member is 

incarcerated.  They fear being labeled, misunderstood, stigmatized, or worse.  They mistrust those in 

authority and feel alienated.  Educators or service providers may not realize that the single parent 

family is actually a family that is also coping with incarceration.  Nonetheless, the effects may be seen 

in the classroom and may include aggressive behavior, attention/ concentration problems, other 

anxiety states or asocial behavior such as lying and stealing.  There may be specific behavioral 

problems in the classroom on Monday mornings following a day in the visiting room of an institution. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

4.2 

  

Distinguishing Circumstances in the Lives of the Children of the Incarcerated Parent 

  

Circumstance Some Contributing Factors 

Low quality of care Poverty and inadequate or depleted family resources 

 

Low family support  Highly stressed family 

Difficulties related to single parenting 

Parent-child separation 

Parent-caregiver or child-caregiver conflicts 

Elderly caregiver 

Impaired caregiver 

Multiple placements or caregivers 

 

Enduring trauma  Victim of child abuse 

 Experiencing family violence 

Other witnessed violence 

Parent-child separations 

Bereavements 

Multiple placements/caregivers 

 

Based on Johnston and Carlin (1996) Enduring trauma among children of criminal 

offenders, Progress: Family Systems Research and Therapy Vol 5. 9-36. 
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Behavioral, emotional and other effects 
  

 While the behavior and emotional effects of incarceration on children vary, several effects 

have been identified. 

 Display overhead 4.3 to the participants and read the material to the participants. 

 

 

4.3 

Effects of Incarceration on Children 

 

Behavioral 

Á Physical symptoms that may include headaches, upset stomach, other illnesses 

Á Nightmares and fears of the dark 

Á Clinging behavior 

Á Regressive behavior, including excessive dependency, bed-wetting and thumb sucking 

Á Displays of anger, aggression and hostility toward authority figures 

Á Aggressive behavior 

Á Difficulties with social situations, relationships and activities that were previously 

enjoyable 

Á Difficulties with schoolwork 

Á Lying, stealing, violence toward other children 

 

Emotional 

Á Separation anxiety from remaining parent 

Á Post traumatic stress disorder 

Á Withdrawal into fantasy or denial 

Á Depression 

Á Self blaming for parent's incarceration 

Á Fear and anxiety 

Á Fears of abandonment 

Á Fears of being forgotten by incarcerated parent 

Á Attachment difficulties 

 

Other effects 

Á Stigmatization in social relationships 

Á Values confusion related to criminal behavior and incarceration of parent 

Á Role confusion related to family structure following incarceration of parent 

 

See Lanier, C. (1995) Incarcerated Fathers: 

 A Research Agenda. Forum 7(2). 
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 Notwithstanding that an offence has been committed, the incarcerated person is still a parent.  

The parenting role needs to be reinforced as one means of interrupting intergenerational criminal 

behavior.  It is very easy to vilify prisoners as "bad parents."  This label is directed particularly toward 

incarcerated women as the primary caregivers.  In many cases, the children were living with the 

mother prior to incarceration in a single parent family.  Incarceration means that there will be an 

immediate change in the living arrangement of the child. Children of female offenders are more than 

twice as likely to be placed in foster care than are children of male offenders.  Fewer correctional 

institutions for women mean that mothers are often located far away from the homes of their children, 

and the caregiver in the community may not bring the child to the institution for a variety of reasons, 

including financial constraints related to economics and distance of travel, and concerns about 

children visiting the mother in a correctional facility.  

 On the other hand, the parenting role of the incarcerated male has received less attention than 

that of the incarcerated woman.  Incarcerated men, as a group, have been less involved with their 

children prior to incarceration.  They are also hold more power in the lives of their family and often 

insist that their children visit regardless of the difficulties that this presents to their partners in the 

community.  Fathers are more likely to be visited by their children while incarcerated than are 

incarcerated mothers to be visited by their children. 

 

Services to children and youth as crime prevention 
 

 Stronger family ties are an effective form of crime prevention and leads to safer communities. 

 Family support may be able to lower criminal activity, to increase parole success, to reduce 

recidivism and to lower intergenerational criminal activity.   

 Display overhead 4.4, Risk Factors, to the participants and read the quotation on the overhead 

to the participants.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

4.4 

 Risk Factors 

 

It is the combination of risk factors children experience, particularly if these are multiple, 

persistent, and not balanced by protective factors, that predispose them to negative 

outcomes. This understanding primes society to make the important and necessary shift 

towards prevention of crime and victimization. The aim of prevention is to reduce risk and 

increase protective factors related to the child, the parent-child environment, and the 

broader community. The earlier protective factors are increased in a child's life, the greater 

the chance for diminishing risk. 

 

National Crime Prevention Council. 

Preventing Crime by Investing in Families 
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 The child of incarcerated parent experience a combination of factors that place them at-risk for 

later difficulties in life, including criminal behavior.  These factors tend to be multiple, recurrent or 

persistent.  The factors are not balanced by protective factors within the highly stressed family or in 

communities with limited resources to offer programs to intervene with at-risk children and families. 

Without supportive systems, children at-risk and families will continue in a cycle of intergenerational 

criminal activity.  The disruptions in child development together with societal imbalances and mental 

health issues that create criminality will continue to occur.  

 Research has demonstrated the importance of frequent visiting between incarcerated parents 

and their children and to subsequent reunification and reintegration. Policies governing visiting are 

developing that recognize the importance of family ties and the parent-child relationship.  Visitors 

Resource Centres, parenting programs and children's activity centres are being established in 

correctional settings in Canada.  These developments assist not only with strengthening the parent-

child relationship during visiting but also may solve disciplinary problems in the visiting area by 

providing meaningful activities for children. 

 If we are committed to safer communities, crime prevention must involve the provision of 

effective support to the families of the incarcerated.   Preventing crime takes commitment from every 

part of society.  Community-based initiatives such as those developed under the National Crime 

Prevention Centre are aimed at high risk groups.  The National Crime Prevention Council has 

produced several excellent publications, including Preventing Crime by Investing in Families and 

Communities. 

 Breaking a potential cycle of intergenerational criminal behavior requires a multi-disciplinary 

team approach and a continuity of service for the prisoner and their family that starts with 

incarceration and stretches through to release and reintegration.  

 Support to children who have experienced the incarceration of a family member, particularly a 

parent, is crime prevention.  However, the experiences and needs of the children of incarcerated 

parents have, until recently, been overlooked in correctional and social services.  The loss of a parent 

to incarceration is traumatic for a child and can have effects of long duration.  Awareness of what 

happens to children physically and emotionally around the arrest, incarceration and reintegration of 

the parent is required or the child will continue to be at-risk.  

Recent research suggests that some children may develop post-traumatic stress disorder as a 

result of the enduring trauma of the impact of parental criminal behavior or lifestyle, witnessing 

family violence, witnessing the arrest of the parent, and the impact of incarceration and separation. 

The effects on children vary and researchers have found individual differences among children,  

even within the same family.  

 The individual child's response to parental incarceration and relevant protective factors will 

depend on many things.  Display overhead 4.5, Some protective and risk factors, to the participants.  

Ask the participants to suggest what would make each point a protective or risk factor: 

 

 

 



                                                                                          

Waiting at the Gate - 61  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Telling the children 
 

 It is a difficult decision to tell a child that a family member, particularly a parent, is 

incarcerated.  Many families chose to keep parental incarceration a secret from their child.   Parental 

shame or fears that the child may think less of the incarcerated family member can interfere with 

appropriate discussions about this.  While it is ultimately a parent's or care giver's decision to inform 

the children, there are several issues that must be considered. 

 If children are not given an answer or a plausible explanation, they may fantasize their own 

explanation of why the parent is absent.  Children may blame themselves because they may think that 

they have done something wrong for the incarcerated parent to be absent.  Children are also smart. 

While they can be convinced that the incarcerated parent is in the hospital, working for the 

government, on vacation, or in school, the child may become mistrustful or confused if they notice the 

discrepancy between what they are told and what they experience.  Additionally, it is better for a child 

to find out that a family member is in prison from a caregiver rather than in the schoolyard or in the 

media.   

 Telling children about the incarceration can be a protective factor for the child.  It can also be 

an important step in crime prevention and in interrupting intergenerational criminal behavior.  It is 

certainly a step in effective support to the child.  It may also an important step for the incarcerated 

parent to understand that the child is harmed by the consequences of criminal activity.  Not telling the 

children does not protect them from harm. 

 If the caregiver wishes that child not tell peers or teachers, the caregiver may  need to give the 

 

4.5 

 

Some protective and risk factors 

Á age 

Á developmental stage 

Á child's coping ability or resiliency 

Á prior relationship to the incarcerated parent 

Á if the child witnessed the arrest 

Á the type of offense or crime committed 

Á length of sentence 

Á whether the child was a victim of the offence 

Á if the child experiences changes in care (new home or school, moving in with a relative, 

foster care, economic changes) 

Á the degree to which the offence was publicized in the media 

Á the ability of the caregiver to be available and to provide emotional support to the 

child following arrest and incarceration 

Á community resources available to the child/ family 

Á if the child is deceived about incarceration or the offence 
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child strategies for explaining parental incarceration or absence to others, and why the child is to 

deceive others.  In fact, simple strategies include the same approaches used by families in their 

attempts to deceive the child: being a single parent family, the absent parent works in another city or 

town, is in school, is a truck driver and rarely home, etc. 

    

 

  

Provide 20 minutes for this exercise and 10 

minutes for each small group to present their 

role play.  Allow for 5 minutes after the small group presentations to debrief the exercise by allowing 

participants to discuss any thoughts or concerns.   

 Display overhead 4.6, Telling the children, to the participants.  Read the task to the 

participants and explain as needed:   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Should the Children Visit? 
 

 Incarceration stresses family ties, including the parent-child bond.  Policies, practices, 

programs as well as institutional visiting hours can further limit communication and interaction.  

School commitments, traveling difficulties, and other commitments and activities further jeopardize 

parent-child interaction.   

 If the incarcerated parent had a meaningful relationship with the children prior to 

incarceration, the children may want to visit.  The incarcerated parent may want them to visit and will 

want to be involved in decisions about the children.  Some families choose not to visit or do not visit 

Group Discussion/ Exercise: 

Telling the Children 

 

4.6 

 

Telling the children 

 

As a small group, prepare a role play that involves each member of your group.  In 

the role play, describe to a child that his/her family member is being incarcerated.  

Be prepared to share the role play with the group.   

 In your role play, consider including the following questions: 

 

Where is the incarcerated parent? 

Why is the incarcerated parent incarcerated? 

When is the incarcerated parent coming home? 

Is the incarcerated parent OK? 

What is the relationship between the incarcerated parent and the child? 

What should the child tell others? 

Are there any questions that the child has? 

 



                                                                                          

Waiting at the Gate - 63  

 

at the request of the incarcerated family member.  This seems to be more the case during short 

sentences or revocations or if the parent was not highly involved with the children prior to 

incarceration.  

 The caregiver and the incarcerated parent may worry that the children are entering a 

correctional facility.  Children may want to visit notwithstanding these worries.  

 Prisons are not 'normal' places for visiting and they may provide a particularly difficult 

experience for children.  It is difficult to normalize the experience of the child without normalizing 

the prison experience. 

 

 

 

 

 The following exercise allows 

participants to discuss issues related to 

children visiting in prison.  Provide 10 minutes for the group to prepare its defence. Provide 15 

minutes for the debate.  Provide 5 minutes to debrief the exercise by allowing participants to discuss 

any thoughts or concerns. 

 Divide the large group into two groups such that one-half of the participants will be Pro and 

one-half of the participants will be Con.    

 Display overhead 4.7 and pose the task to the participants.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Children's Activity Centres 
 

 One need that has been identified by families visiting in prisons is for a children's activity 

centre within the institution.  The children's activity centre is a designated area within the visiting area 

that has appropriate toys, games and craft materials for children.  Resources may also include a TV 

and VCR.  In some circumstances the designated area is a room adjacent to the visiting area.  Children 

remain under the supervision of the parent.  While it is preferable that the children's activity area 

could allow for both parents to socialize with the child, some institutions only allow the non-

incarcerated parent to do so.   

 The children's activity centre allows for informal or structured play and socialization activities. 

 In the Kingston area prisons, a non-profit organization, Children Visiting Prisons - Kingston, trains 

Group Discussion/ Exercise: 

Should the Children Visit? 

 

4.7 

 Your group has ten minutes to prepare your defence as a group to the 

following question: "Should children be allowed to visit in a correctional 

institution."  Group A will speak in favour of children visiting in a correctional 

institution and Group B will speak against children visiting in a correctional 

institution.  
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and supervises volunteers who maintain activity areas in several federal institutions. The volunteer's 

role is to provide activities for a child so that both parents are able to discuss a concern in relative 

privacy as well as to maintain the activity area.  Children Visiting Prisons- Kingston also provides 

parenting skills workshops within the institution. 

 The Canadian Families and Corrections Network operates a Visitors Resource Centre at 

Kingston Penitentiary that incorporates a children's activity centre as part of a multi-disciplinary 

approach to services to families.  Other services in the VRC include information and referral, 

education and interim crisis support services.  The entire family is able to access VRC staff in a 

private office within the Visiting and Correspondence Area. 

 

Mother - Child Programs 
 

 A mother's incarceration can be a major trauma for her children.  The role of the parent is to 

assist children cope with stressful events.  When the stressful event is the incarceration of the mother, 

children lose a major support and their ability to cope with the stressful event is diminished.  When a 

father is incarcerated, the mother typically continues in a supportive role.   There is a continuity of 

care for the children.  This is not the case for the children when a mother is incarcerated.  

 Family ties are important to the FSW.  It was for this reason that many FSW's chose to do their 

time in provincial institutions under exchange of service agreements.  If they were transferred to the 

Prison for Women, there was little or no family contact due to distance and the cost of visiting.  The 

construction of regional facilities has decreased some of the distance from family. 

 While the number of FSW's is small, the need for 'family-friendly' services and programs is 

high.  One of the recommendation of the Task Force on Federally Sentenced Women (1990) was that 

mothers could live with their children, full-time or part-time, within the institution.  After significant 

study, debate and controversy, the Mother-Child program was instituted. 

 The objective of the Mother-Child program, according to Rachel Labrecque (1995) is to 

"foster and promote stability and continuity for the child in its relationship with its mother.  The best 

interests of the child, including the physical, emotional and spiritual well-being of the child is the 

primary consideration in decisions relating to participation in the Mother-Child Program."  

 The first Mother-Child Program took place in Okimaw Ohci Healing Lodge in 1996 and was 

fully implemented in 1997.  The program is gradually expanding to other non-maximum security 

regional facilities for federally sentenced women. 

 Continuite-Famille aupres de Detenues (CFAD) is a non-profit organization in Quebec.  Their 

primary goal is "to allow incarcerated mothers to be in contact with their children in a stable and 

regular way in a site of their choice."  The program offers parenting skills, discussion groups and 

celebrations of family occasions.  CFAD's 'inside' program is at Tanguay Prison.  Continuity is 

provided with an 'outside' program for ex-prisoners in the community. 
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 The video, Prisons and Parents 

(Justice Institute of British Columbia, 12 

minutes) is available through the Solicitor General Library, Ottawa.  It describes the public daycare 

facility run by women prisoners at the Burnaby Correctional Centre for Women, and interviews one of 

the participants in the Mother-Child program.  

 Allow for 12 minutes to show the video if the entire video is used.  Provide 5 minutes to 

debrief the video by allowing participants to discuss any thoughts or concerns. 

 The greatest difficulty with video presentation is the television or VCR.  It is important to 

have both pieces of equipment available and tested prior to the presentation.  

 Introduce the video by informing the participants that Prisons and Parents describes the public 

daycare facility run by women prisoners at the Burnaby Correctional Centre for Women, and 

interviews one of the participants in the Mother-Child program. 

 

 

 

 

1. Design, on paper, a children's activity 

area for an institution in which you are 

involved.  If you have not visited an institution, do some preliminary research on a visiting area.   

Describe appropriate resources to ensure opportunities for socialization for the child. 

 

2. Research a local community crime-prevention project aimed at children or youth.  Provide a 250-

word description of the mission and goals of the project. 

 

3. In a 250-word response, research and describe in point form the differences in the effect on the 

child of maternal incarceration as opposed to paternal incarceration.  

 

4. Research and describe three print resources for parents to assist children in coping with the 

incarceration of a parent. 

 

Video Presentation: 

Prisons and Parents 

Homework or 

Additional Exercises 



 

   66  - Waiting at the Gate                                                                                                                                                         

      

 

 

 

 

'Family- friendly' Corrections 
 

 

 

The care of human life and happiness, and not their destruction, is the first and only legitimate object 

of good government. 

Thomas Jefferson 

 

 This chapter focuses on restorative justice and 'family-friendly' corrections.  While the 

offender is sentenced by the courts, the family is not.  Family members are harmed by the criminal 

activity of the offender.  Family members are also harmed through maintaining family contact within 

the rules, dynamics and approaches of a correctional facility.  The correctional system will be viewed 

for its potential roles in both supporting family contact while concurrently restricting family ties.  The 

chapter will explore the effects of sanctions and security procedures. 

 

Family as problem or as asset 
 

 In the correctional setting, the family of the offender is sometimes viewed as a problem to be 

accommodated.  Research has shown, however, that quality family ties are a significant asset both 

during incarceration and upon reintegration into the community.  Family relations are a significant 

dynamic factor in reducing recidivism.   

 The family maintains family ties in a correctional atmosphere that challenges the survival of 

the family relationship.  Because family support is an important factor for parole success and for 

reducing recidivism, the provision of opportunities to strengthen family ties and to institute policies 

and programs that mitigate the effect of incarceration on the family are essential.  The opposite is also 

true: policies, practices and attitudes can serve to sever this important factor in crime prevention.  

'Family-friendly' policies and practices are needed to guide correctional staff such that the effects of 

incarceration on the family relationship is minimized or mitigated.   

 A family-friendly approach to corrections does not disregard the good order and security of the 

institution.  It does, however, recognize that some policies, procedures, practices and attitudes may be 

harmful to the family. A family-friendly (and a restorative justice) approach attempts to reduce this 

harm. 

 Visiting in a correctional facility as a family member can be intimidating.  It is a different 

world with formal and informal rules and regulations.  It can also be frightening because it imprisons 

their loved one.  It appears to have unlimited power and control.  In the visiting area, the actions and 

behavior of the family member and the prisoner may be under careful scrutiny or surveillance. 

 A 'family-friendly' approach to the correctional process recognizes that we tend to project our 

fears about criminals and crime itself onto the family members of the prisoners.  Families know this 

and experience this through the policies, practices and attitudes that they face both in the community 

and in correctional institutions. 

 

5 
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 The Canadian federal correctional system has exhibited progressive policies and practices.  

Public policy places a value on the maintenance of prisoners' family relationships, on parent-child 

contact and on facilitation of the development of family-based programming either by institutional 

programmers, not for profit organizations, or by private agencies.  Family members have a right to be 

treated with respect and without bias: they were not sentenced by the courts. 

 

90. (1) Every inmate shall have a reasonable opportunity to meet with a visitor without a 

physical barrier to personal contact unless  

(a) the institutional head or a staff member designated by the institutional head believes on 

reasonable grounds that the barrier is necessary for the security of the penitentiary or the 

safety of any person; and  

(b) no less restrictive measure is available.  

Corrections and Conditional Release Act.  

 

 Family members need to be empowered in their attempts at restoration, rather than be 

punished, ostracized, stigmatized, or isolated.  The restorative process can only be accomplished 

when the experience of family members is heard, acknowledged, and responded to. 

 

 

 

 Display overhead 5.1, Visitors to the 

institution, to the participants. Have each 

small group select a recorder for the group 

who will report back to the larger group after task completion. 

 Provide 15 minutes for the small group exercise. Provide 10 minutes for the each recorder's 

response and 5 minutes for large group feedback.  Provide 5 minutes to debrief the exercise by 

allowing participants to discuss any thoughts or concerns. 

 Pose the questions on the overhead 5.1 to the small groups: 

 

 

Group Discussion/ Exercise: 

Perceptions about families of prisoners 

 

5.1 

 Visitors to the Institution  

 

1. How do you believe family members/ visitors perceive the institution? 

2. How do you think that the general public views the institution? 

3. How do you think that family members view correctional staff? 

4. What do you think about the families of inmates? 

5. What do you think in general about visitors who come to the institution? 
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 Family contact is an asset that needs to 

be encouraged by the correctional system 

despite the fact that maintaining family contact may entail difficulties for a correctional institution.  

Opportunities need to be incorporated into the correctional system such that the harmful effects of 

incarceration that may damage family ties are mitigated or reduced.  While security in the correctional 

setting is required, can it be applied in such a way that both the good order and security of the 

institution and meaningful family ties are maintained? 

 The following exercise uses the CAPRA model.  CAPRA is a summary for Clients/ 

Acquire/analyse information / Partnership/ Response/ Assessment of action taken, and was developed 

as the RCMP Community Policing Problem Solving Model.  The CAPRA model takes a problem 

solving approach to training, whereby issues are presented to small groups for solving.  The small 

group solution is presented to the larger group for critiquing, feedback and discussion.   

 In the case studies that follow, there are no right or wrong answers.  The answers will be 

dependent on the individual and upon work environment.  

 Preview the suggested scenarios on the handouts, Scenario, and add or discard scenarios based 

on their relevance to the participants in the small groups.  Distribute one of the suggested scenarios to 

each of the groups.  

 Have each small group select a recorder for the group and report back to the whole group after 

task completion.  Provide 15 minutes for the small group exercise. Provide 10 minutes for the each 

recorder's response and 5 minutes for large group feedback.  Provide 5 minutes to debrief the exercise 

by allowing participants to discuss any thoughts or concerns. 

 Pose the following task on overhead 5.2 to the participants: 

 

 

Group Discussion/ Exercise: 

Case Studies 

 

5.2 

 Prepare a response to the scenario, using the suggested guiding questions.  

Your response will be discussed by the large group following your recorder's 

presentation of your group's response.  You will have the opportunity to re-evaluate 

your response within your small group after the large group feedback. 
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Guiding Questions for Discussion 
 

Who are the clients? 

What is the problem? 

What are the issues? 

What are the clients' perspectives on the problem (needs, demands, expectations)? 

What additional information do you require? 

What/who are the sources for that information? 

What options are available? 

Who are your potential partners in defining the problem and acquiring the information? 

Which partners can you work with? 

How will you work in partnership and acquire and analyze the information, where possible and 

appropriate? 

Which options would you select? 

What criteria would you use to determine whether your response was successful? 

 

Guiding Questions for Feedback/ Re-evaluation 
 

Given the feedback, how well did you do? 

Of the initiatives taken, what worked and what didn't work, and how could the response be improved? 

What additional options might you consider? 

What might your next step be? 

How could you prevent a similar situation arising in the future? 

 

Case 1 The fearful wife 

 

It is her first visit to the institution.  It is clear that the woman is scared and nervous.  She is wearing 

considerable jewelry that keeps setting off the metal detector.  She displays much confusion in 

following orders at the gate, signs the Visitors Log in the wrong place and walks in the wrong 

direction. 

 

Case 2      Monthly access 

 

An offender on your caseload is divorced from their spouse, who resides within the vicinity of the 

institution.  Under the ruling of a recent court order, the offender has access to their child on a 

monthly basis.  The partner in the community refuses to attend the institution with the child.  The 

offender requests your assistance to have access to their child. 

 

Case 3      The picnic basket 

 

A mother and father arrives at the institution with a picnic basket filled with traditional foods to give 

to their incarcerated son. 
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Case 4      The cell 

 

On the previous night, the next of kin had been informed by officials that their son had committed 

suicide at the institution.  The following morning the parents arrive at the institution and demand to 

see the cell where their son hung himself. 

 

Case 5      Contraband 

 

When you answer the telephone, a distraught mother informs you that she has smuggled contraband to 

her son in an institution the previous day because her son told her that if she didn't, he would be 

killed.  The mother is feeling guilty and confused. 

 

Case 6      Day parole 

 

A family member contacts you because her partner's day parole eligibility date is today.  She asks 

when she can pick up her partner. 

 

Case 7      The toys 

 

A mother arrives at the institution with a game for her children to play with during the visit.  Her 

children are very active and quickly become bored during the visit.   Other visitors have complained 

that her children run around the visiting area and interrupt their visits.  It is explicitly posted at the 

Main Gate/ ID Building that children's games are not allowed to be brought in and that children are 

the responsibility of the parents during the visit. 

 

Case 8     Closed  

 

Visiting hours finish at 3:30 p.m. and the ID Building closes at 4:30 at a rural institution.  A spouse is 

observed sitting in a car in the parking lot at 6:00 p.m..  An officer approaches her and is informed 

that the car is out of gas, she has no money, and she doesn't know what to do.  The officer phones you 

and asks what to do with the family member. 

 

Case 9     Custody 

 

A woman on your caseload is being released on mandatory supervision.  Her children have been in 

foster care since her incarceration.  She is attempting to regain custody of her children and requests 

your assistance.   

 



                                                                                          

Waiting at the Gate - 71  

 

 

 

 A tension exists between balancing 

security concerns and program needs.  On one 

extreme of the continuum is a "lock the door 

to the institution and no-one from the community enters, particularly family members" response to 

security concerns.  The other extreme end of the continuum is a "throw the doors open" response with 

no security measures in place.   

 Display overhead 5.3.  Initiate a discussion among participants in terms of where they would 

balance security concerns and program needs along the axes of the chart.  Use an erasable marker to 

mark on the overhead.  Try to elicit the rationale for their decisions.  

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

  

  It may not come as a surprise that many family members understand the need for 

appropriate security.  The main concerns for family members are that the rationale for security 

procedures are clear, posted, and consistently and democratically applied.  Appropriate security 

measures relieve family members of being pressured by the prisoner or others to introduce contraband 

into the institution.  

  

 

 The introduction of contraband into a 

correctional institution is an ongoing concern. 

"Don't Risk It" is a video that is designed to 

be presented to correctional staff and family 

members.  The video provides information to families about being pressured into importing drugs into 

an institution.   

 The introduction of drugs and contraband into an institution is a safety concern for staff, 

prisoners and family members.  The Correctional Service of Canada has adopted enhanced detection 

Group Discussion/ Exercise: 

Balancing Security and Program Needs 

Video Presentation: 

Don't Risk It 

 

5.3 

 

 High | 

  |  

  |  

Security | 

  | 

 Low |  

  |____________________________ 

  Low    High 

   Programming 
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technology which includes the use of ion scanners and narcotics detectors in an attempt to slow or 

eliminate the introduction of illicit substances into correctional facilities.  Along with the introduction 

of this technology is the establishment of clear policies and procedures for evaluating positive results 

and the subsequent procedures such as post-alarm interviews or sanctions. 

 Don't Risk It was produced by the Correctional Service of Canada, and is available through the 

Solicitor General Library.  Preview the video prior to showing it to the participants.   

 Often the greatest difficulty with a video presentation is the television or VCR.  It is important 

to have both pieces of equipment available and tested prior to the presentation.   

 Introduce the video by informing the participants that Don't Risk It is a video that is designed 

to be presented to correctional staff and family members.  The video provides information to families 

about being pressured into importing drugs into an institution.   

 Allow for 15 minutes to show the video. Ask the participants to make notes from the video on 

the following discussion questions on overhead 5.4 for a large group discussion following the video. 

During the large group discussion following the video, write the main responses to the discussion 

questions on a flip chart that is visible to all participants.  Provide 5 minutes to debrief the exercise by 

allowing participants to discuss any thoughts or concerns. 

 

 
 

5.4 

 

Discussion questions: 

 

1. How are family members presented in this video? 

 

2. How can security concerns and sanctions be balanced against the positive influences of 

maintaining family ties during incarceration? 

 

3. Some institutions use this video during an orientation for family members.  Do you feel 

that this would be valuable and discourage the introduction of contrand? 

 

4. What other information may be important to present to family members? 

 

5. Whose responsibility is it to ensure that family members are properly informed?  
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Mitigating the effects of incarceration on family ties 
 

 A review of the literature reveals that the needs of family members who are visiting in prisons 

are universally unmet.  Meeting those needs is important in order to mitigate the effects of 

incarceration on family ties. 

 Display overhead 5.5, Mitigating the effects of incarceration on family ties, to the participants.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Family members have suggested that the felt and spoken issues could be addressed through 

some of the following services or programs: 

 

1. Information and referral services: 

Á Clear and updated information and brochures 

Á Prompt notice to visitors of substantive changes in visiting rules, hours and conditions 

Á Toll-free information hotline to improve the visitor's understanding and facilitate visiting 

 

 

5.5 

 

Mitigating the effects of incarceration on family ties 

 

1. Information and referral services 

 

2. Orientation and orientation handbook for first -time visitors, preferably provided by a 

trained staff person or volunteer 

 

3. Improvement in processing and clearance procedures  

 

4. Transparent rules and regulations 

 

5. Child activity centres in the visiting area 

 

6. Transportation services from urban centres to institutions located in rural areas 

 

7. Visitor centres and/or low cost temporary housing at or near major institutions 
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2. Orientation and orientation handbook for first-time visitors, preferably provided by a trained staff 

person or volunteer 

Á Visitor information handbooks, updated appropriately, with information on visiting rules, 

hours and conditions, nearby lodging, transportation, visitor services organizations and other 

social service agencies 

Á Visitor orientation available for all visitors on the occasion of their first visit to the institution, 

including the screening of a video showing all areas of the institution, and where possible, a 

tour of the institution 

 

3. Improvement in processing and clearance procedures  

Á Assigning a single staff person the ongoing responsibility for the management of visiting 

Á Staff training and selection of personnel for specific posts who are understanding, patient and 

treat family members with respect 

Á Transparent rules and regulations 

 

4. Improvement in visiting and visiting area conditions 

Á A safe, secure and orderly visiting environment that fosters relaxed, meaningful interaction 

between prisoners and their families 

Á Visiting hours that are congruent with the needs of family members and public transportation 

schedules 

Á Provision should be made for visits during the evenings, weekends and statutory holidays, that 

is, times when family members are most available or most want to see their incarcerated loved 

ones 

Á Support for frequent visiting. A minimum of one visit a week should be given priority over 

the prisoners' institutional assignment 

Á Provisions for visitors to bring family -related packages for prisoners 

 

5. Child activity centres in the visiting area 

Á Organized and clean area for children to play with both parents or by themselves while being 

observed by their parents 

Á Activities to amuse children so that other visitors are not disturbed  

 

6. Transportation services from urban centres to institutions located in rural areas  

Á construction of facilities in locations more easily accessible to families 

Á construction of facilities on or near municipal bus routes 

 

7. Visitor centres and or low cost temporary housing at or near major institutions 

Á Low-cost temporary accommodation to assist in maintaining family ties 

Á Families tend to be financially disadvantaged and the cost of visiting is relatively high for 

them 

Á Visitors centres to assist in information provision, counsel and referral.
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Whose responsibility? 
 

 Family members often state that if they had known the rules before coming to the institution, it 

would have been much easier for them as well as for correctional staff.  Staff felt that it as the 

inmates' responsibility to inform their families and friends about the rules.  Prisoners tended to feel 

that they had enough to contend with during the daily madness of prison life without taking on that 

added responsibility.   

 Whose responsibility is it to ensure that conditions are conducive to family contact?  Is it 

administration and staff, offender, family members, community agencies and volunteers providing 

orientation and hospitality services?  Justice and correctional systems tend to think that existing social 

service supports will capture family members.  Some social service agencies tend be believe that 

families of offenders are the responsibility of the justice and corrections system.  Family members as a 

result sometimes fall between the systems and feel misunderstood and unsupported by both systems.  

 "Family-friendly" policies and practices are needed in order to guide correctional staff, in 

conjunction with staff training and the selection of 'family-friendly' staff for posts that have contact 

with family members.  Offenders need to be encouraged to take continued interest and responsibility 

for their families.  Family members need to voice their concerns.  Community agencies may require 

financial support to provide orientation, to operate visitors centres, and to train volunteers 

 

 

 

 How well are we addressing these 

challenges?   The following exercise will 

consider this question by evaluating activities at the institutional and community levels through a 

'Family Visiting and Support Checklist.'  It may be of note that in the American military, a 

commanding officer's performance evaluation contains an evaluation of how well he or she supports 

the families under their command.  Is it reasonable to suggest that a warden or superintendent of a 

correctional facility, or the director of a service organization would have, as part of their performance 

review, an evaluation of how well the families of prisoners are served at their institution or by their 

service organization?  

Distribute the handout, Family Visiting and Support Checklist, to each of the participants.  

 Have each small group select a recorder who will report back to the larger group after the 

completion of the exercise.  Provide 10 minutes for the participants to complete and score the 

Checklist.  Provide 5 minutes for the participants to compare results. Provide 5 minutes for each 

recorder's response. Write the responses of the recorders on a flip chart that is visible to all 

participants.  Provide 5 minutes to debrief the exercise by allowing participants to discuss any 

thoughts or concerns. 

 

Group Discussion/ Exercise: 

Addressing the Challenges 
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Pose the following task to the small groups: 

 

 Complete the Family Visiting and Support Checklist for an institution in which you 

are involved.  Score the Checklist.  Compare and contrast your Checklist with the Checklist of 

the other members of your small group.  Discuss other factors or issues that could be included 

in the checklist.  Have your recorder report back a summary of your comparisons of the 

Checklist and any additional questions that your group felt might be important to include on a 

checklist of this type. 
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 Family Visiting and Support Checklist 

 

 The Family Visiting and Support Checklist is not intended to be an institutional assessment.  

Some of the areas are not within the domain of the management of the institution.  The Checklist 

does, however, identify areas where collaboration with other correctional partners, and community 

and volunteer agencies may be necessary. 

 After each of the following statements, place a check mark in the box if the institution could 

answer in the affirmative as to the satisfactory provision of the service, program or activity.    

 

Visiting Hours and Visiting Information 

1. Visiting hours are congruent with the needs of family members  []  

2. Visiting hours are congruent with public transportation schedules  []  

3. Visiting hours include evenings, week-ends and statutory holidays  []  

4. Private family visiting hours during the week encourage participation []  

5. Private family visiting hours on the weekend encourage participation []  

6. Visiting rules and regulations are posted for families    []  

7. Visiting rules and regulations are developed through 

the combined effort of institutional personnel, 

families and prisoners      []  

8. Visitor information handbook is available     []  

9. Visitor information handbook contains information on  

visiting rules, hours, and conditions    []  

10. Visitor information handbook contains information on 

nearby lodging, transportation, visitor service 

organizations and other human services agencies   []  

11. Visitor information handbook is updated regularly    []  

12. Visitor orientation is available for all visitors during 

their first visit to the institution     []  

13. Visitor orientation includes the screening of a video  

showing all areas of the institution    []  

14. Visitor orientation includes an institutional tour 

for family members      []  

15. Prompt notice is given to visitors of substantive changes  

in visiting rules, hours and conditions    []  

16. A minimum of one visit a week allowed as a priority  

over the prisoners' institutional assignment   []  

17. Provisions for visitors to bring family-related packages for prisoners []  
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Facilities 

18. Parking area for visitors is near the entrance to the 

institution        []  

19. Waiting area accommodates families during inclement weather  []  

20. Provision of a safe, secure and orderly visiting environment   []  

21. Design of visiting area promotes meaningful interaction between  

prisoners and their families     []  

22. Seating is comfortable        []  

23. Child change area is provided       []  

24. Foods suitable for children are available     []  

25. Child activity area exists in the visiting and correspondence area  []  

26. Child activity area is cleaned regularly     []  

27. Child activity area has appropriate toys, and TV and VCR   []  

28. Parents are able to play with children in the child activity area  []  

29. Private family visiting facilities exist      []  

 

Staffing 

30. Single staff person is assigned ongoing responsibility  

for the management of visiting     []  

31. Screening of staff who have interaction with family members  []  

32. Special training of staff who have interaction with family members  []  

33. Institution has a "Family- friendly" Practices Committee or 

equivalent        []  

34. Family support worker or equivalent is available to meet with families  []   

 

Programming 

35. Parenting skills training program is available for incarcerated parents []  

36. Parenting skills training program involves both parents   []  

37. Programming is available to strengthen parent-child relationships  []  

38. Institutional programming includes a couples' program    []  

39. Other institutional programming includes family members   []  

Specify: 

 

Support and crisis intervention 

40. On site interim support or referral services for families   []  

Specify: 

41. On site crisis intervention for families      []  

Specify: 
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Incarcerated Mothers 

42. Adequate care for pregnant prisoners      []  

43. Pregnant prisoners can be placed in community-based  

alternatives to incarceration when possible   []  

44. Prisoners have access to community health care providers   []  

45. Programming addresses infant needs with mother-infant  

bonding programs       []  

46. Institution has a mother-child program/ live-in nursery  

programs for infants inside of jails and prisons   []  

 

Other 

47. Institution supports culturally specific family programming 

or activities (Aboriginal, Inuit, etc.)    []  

48. Financial support is available for families traveling long distances  []  

49. Reintegration programming involves family members   []  

50. Special programming is available for the family of the elderly offender []  

51. Special programming is available for the family of the  

lifer/long term offender      []  

52. Child access program is available for separated/ divorced prisoners  []  

53. Other unique or innovative family programming    []  

Specify: 

54. Visitor information centre exists in the institution    []  

55. Short term accommodations/Hospitality house is near the institution []   

56. Transportation services available from local urban centre to the 

institution        []  

57. Transportation services are available from other urban centres  

to the institution       []   

 

Scoring  

 

For male institutions, the maximum score is 52.  To determine a percentile, perform the following 

calculation: 

 

Number of boxes that have been checked        X 100 = _____% 

52 

 

For women's institutions, the maximum score is 57.  To determine a percentile, perform the 

following calculation: 

 

Number of boxes that have been checked        X 100 =  _____%  

57       
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Reducing the harm 
 

 Restorative justice asks the question: Who has been harmed, and how can the harm be 

reduced.  A restorative justice approach to families and corrections recognizes that families have 

been harmed by the criminal behaviour of their incarcerated member.  A restorative justice 

approach also acknowledges that families are harmed either directly or inadvertently as a result of 

the correctional process.  Both of these harms need to be reduced or minimized. 

 Family members will end up doing the same amount of 'time' as their loved one inside.  

They are not, however, co-sentenced by the courts.  They are members of the public, to be treated 

with respect and without bias. 

 

 

 

 

1. Prepare a 250-word essay on the topic, 

"How can correctional policy enhance or 

restrict the maintenance of family ties?"  

 

2. Develop a table of contents for a handbook that would be provided to family members visiting 

in a correctional setting.  What information would be important? 

 

3. Read the selected reading from the Corrections and Conditional Release Act on visiting and 

on searches. How does this policy enhance/restrict the maintenance of family ties? 

 

4. A parent with two children parks their vehicle in the institutional parking lot to visit the 

incarcerated parent.  Describe, in a 250-word essay, institution procedures that could both 

maintain the good order and security of the institution and family ties.  Include what the 

institution might look like and what programs would be in place. 

 

Homework or 

Additional Exercises 
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Corrections and Conditional Release Act, 

Sections 59 and 60 (Searches). 

 

 

Searches of Visitors 

 59.     A staff member may conduct routine non-intrusive searches or routine frisk 

searches of visitors, without individualized suspicion, in the prescribed circumstances, which 

circumstances must be limited to what is reasonably required for security purposes.  

 60.  (1) A staff member may conduct a frisk search of a visitor where the staff member 

suspects on reasonable grounds that the visitor is carrying contraband or carrying other evidence 

relating to an offence under section 45.  

  (2) Where a staff member: 

  (a) suspects, on reasonable grounds, that a visitor is carrying contraband or 

carrying other evidence relating to an offence under section 45, and believes that a strip search is 

necessary to find the contraband or evidence, and  

  (b) satisfies the institutional head that there are reasonable grounds  

  (i) to suspect that the visitor is carrying contraband or carrying other evidence 

relating to an offence under section 45, and  

  (ii) to believe that a strip search is necessary to find the contraband or evidence, a 

staff member of the same sex as the visitor may, after giving the visitor the option of voluntarily 

leaving the penitentiary forthwith, conduct a strip search of the visitor.  

  (3)    Where a staff member believes on reasonable grounds that a visitor is 

carrying contraband or carrying other evidence relating to an offence under section 45 and that a 

strip search is necessary to find the contraband or evidence,  

  (a) the staff member may detain the visitor in order to:  

  (i) obtain the authorization of the institutional head to conduct a strip search, or  

  (ii) obtain the services of the police; and  

  (b) where the staff member satisfies the institutional head that there are reasonable 

grounds to believe: 

  (i) that the visitor is carrying contraband or carrying other evidence relating to an 

offence under section 45, and  

  (ii) that a strip search is necessary to find the contraband or evidence, the 

institutional head may authorize a staff member of the same sex as the visitor to conduct a strip 

search of the visitor.  

  (4)    A visitor who is detained pursuant to subsection (3) shall:  

  (a) be informed promptly of the reasons for the detention; and  

  (b) before being searched, be given a reasonable opportunity to retain and instruct 

counsel without delay and be informed of that right. 

 

Selected Reading: 

Searches 
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Corrections and Conditional Release Act, Sections 90 and 92 (Visiting). 

  90.  (1) Every inmate shall have a reasonable opportunity to meet with a visitor without 

a physical barrier to personal contact unless  

  (a) the institutional head or a staff member designated by the institutional head 

believes on reasonable grounds that the barrier is necessary for the security of the penitentiary or 

the safety of any person; and  

  (b) no less restrictive measure is available.  

  (2) The institutional head or a staff member designated by the institutional head 

may, for the purpose of protecting the security of the penitentiary or the safety of any person, 

authorize the visual supervision of a visiting area by a staff member or a mechanical device, and 

the supervision shall be carried out in the least obtrusive manner necessary in the circumstances.  

  (3) The Service shall ensure that every inmate can meet with the inmate's legal 

counsel in private interview facilities.  

 91.  (1) Subject to section 93, the institutional head or a staff member designated by the 

institutional head may authorize the refusal or suspension of a visit to an inmate where the 

institutional head or staff member believes on reasonable grounds  

  (a) that, during the course of the visit, the inmate or visitor would  

  (i) jeopardize the security of the penitentiary or the safety of any person, or  

  (ii) plan or commit a criminal offence; and  

  (b) that restrictions on the manner in which the visit takes place would not be 

adequate to control the risk.  

  (2) Where a refusal or suspension is authorized under subsection (1),  

  (a) the refusal or suspension may continue for as long as the risk referred to in that 

subsection continues; and  

  (b) the institutional head or staff member shall promptly inform the inmate and the 

visitor of the reasons for the refusal or suspension and shall give the inmate and the visitor an 

opportunity to make representations with respect thereto.  

 92.  (1) Subject to section 93, the institutional head or a staff member designated by the 

institutional head may authorize a complete suspension of the visiting rights of all inmates in a 

penitentiary where the security of the penitentiary is significantly jeopardized and no less 

restrictive measure is available.  

  (2) Every complete suspension of visiting rights under subsection (1), shall be 

reviewed by  

  (a) the head of the region on or before the fifth day of the suspension; and  

  (b) by the Commissioner on or before the fourteenth day of the suspension.  
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Maintaining Relationships During Incarceration 
 

 

There is no try.  There is only do. 

Yoda (Return of the Jedi) 

 

 This chapter discusses the difficulties of maintaining family relationships during 

incarceration.  Strategies for maintaining relationships will be discussed to compensate for 

infrequent visits due to the geographical location of the institution, due to financial difficulties or 

restraints, due to visiting hours that are not conducive to family visiting and the lack of the 

physical presence of the incarcerated person in the day to day events of family life.  Parenting 

relationships, partnered relationships, grandparent as caregiver and private family visiting 

programs will also be discussed. 

 

Time Together 
 

 The chapter will look at the process by which family members and the prisoner maintain 

their relationship during incarceration.  While much of the material in this chapter will focus on 

parenting and partnered relationships, it is important to remind participants that other 

relationships exist: mother, father, intimates, friends, brothers or sisters, and so on.   

 It may be important for the facilitator to review for Chapter 4: The Children of the 

Incarcerated Parent in order to present this chapter.   

 It is often difficult to maintain a relationship.  It is even more difficult to maintain a 

relationship with the added pressures and stresses of the justice and correctional systems. 

Relationships are stressed throughout the justice and corrections process.  It does not matter 

whether the relationship predated arrest, trial and sentencing or whether the intimate relationship 

was formed during incarceration. It is estimated that up to 50% of partnered relationships end at 

or during after sentencing and incarceration.  

 During incarceration, relationships may not be focusing on the present, but be future 

oriented ('when I get out').  Information sharing within the relationship may be guarded.  "If my 

family member knew some of the things that went on in here, then they would be upset and 

worried," is as common  as, "If my offending partner knew some of the things that went on out 

here, then she/he would be upset and worried."  

 Prison is not a normal place to carry on a relationship.  Prison is not home and the visiting 

area of the prison is not a living room.  The closest thing to home is the private family visiting 

program.  For many relationships, private family visits are an oasis in the middle of a storm.  But 

it can be an expensive 72-hour oasis every three months for the family members.  It can also be a 

logistical nightmare to arrange the travel, time off work, find a time that suits the children's 

schedules, etc.  

 Relationships are also stressed upon reintegration when the family restructures itself in 

order to welcome a returning partner, parent or child or to incorporate a new partner or parent who 

 

6 
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may never have previously resided with the family in 'free society' beyond the prison walls.  

 The family and the prisoner do their 'time' together.  The family may do the 'harder time.' 

 

 

 

 Distribute the flip chart paper and 

markers/ crayons to each of the small groups. 

 Have each small group select a recorder that 

will report back to the larger group after the completion of the exercise.  Provide 20 minutes for 

the small groups to complete the task.  Provide 5 minutes for each of the recorders to present the 

small group project.   

 Note for the participants any differences between the small groups in the definitions of 

who constitutes a family (i.e. a family is more than 'husband, wife, two kids') and issues such as 

values, cultural differences, or gender differences.  Provide 5 minutes to debrief the exercise by 

allowing participants to discuss any thoughts or concerns. 

 Pose the task on overhead 6.1 to the small groups: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Maternal and Paternal Incarceration 
 

 The following material is a summary of a selected review of the literature on parents and 

incarceration.  It discusses the effects of incarceration on the role of the prisoner as parent and the 

limiting, challenging or eliminating of the parent-child relationship by incarceration.   

 The incarcerated parent may require encouragement to recognize and carry out parental 

responsibilities and obligations.  The correctional setting may need encouragement to establish 

'family-friendly' policies, practices and procedures that support the incarcerated person as a parent. 

 

Group Discussion/ Exercise: 

Maintaining Relationships 

 

6.1 

 

In your small group, use the flip chart and markers/ crayons to create a poster 

that describes the joys and struggles that the family of the prisoner experiences 

in attempting to maintain a relationship during incarceration. 
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Incarcerated Mothers 
 

 It is important to consider paternal incarceration and maternal incarceration separately.  

The perceptions, attitudes, visitation patterns and experiences of the incarcerated father as parent 

is different from the perceptions, attitudes and visitation patterns and experiences of the 

incarcerated mother as parent.  The experiences of the child will also be different.   

 Custody and access issues are more likely to arise for women prisoners.  The larger role in 

parenting that women play mean that custody and access issues are more likely to arise for women 

prisoners.  For this reason there has been substantial research on maternal incarceration. 

  

The single largest impact of imprisonment women express is separation from their children 

and the accompanying worries and tensions.  

Linda McLaren (1993) 

 

 Display overhead 6.2, Incarcerated mothers, to the participants.  Read the material to the 

participants. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

6.2 

 Incarcerated mothers 

 

Á 75-80% of incarcerated women are mothers (average of two children) 

Á may have entered prison while pregnant (8-10%).  Child may live with mother in 

prison in mother-child program for up to age 18 months of age 

Á the incarcerated mother is likely to be a single parent and sole care giver and sole 

financial supporter 

Á during incarceration, 60% of children reside with maternal grandparent, 20% 

reside with the father, 10% reside with other relatives and 5-10% are placed in out 

of home care or foster care 

Á the incarcerated mother may have no partner in the community to bring the child to 

institution  

Á there is reluctance on the part of some care givers to facilitate visiting by the child 

and both child and mother may experience limited or decreasing contact during 

incarceration 

Á custody and access issues are challenging, with some children experiencing multiple 

placements in care 

Á geographic distance of the child from the institution may be great 

Á incarcerated mothers are concerned about their children's health and well-being 

and attempt to remain in contact with their children and caregiver through phone 

calls and letters 

Á 85% of incarcerated mothers wish to regain or resume custody upon release 
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 Koban (1983) found that the experience of incarcerated mothers was substantially different 

from that of incarcerated fathers.  In a comparison of seventy incarcerated mothers and sixty-two 

incarcerated fathers, she found that:  

 

Á Incarcerated mothers had closer relationships with their children prior to incarceration than 

did the incarcerated fathers. 

Á The women's relationships with their children were more affected by incarceration than those 

of the men in the study. 

Á Women experienced a "significant disadvantage" compared to incarcerated fathers in attempts 

to maintain consistent contact with their children and the children's' caregivers. 

Á Difficulties that women experienced in maintaining contact during incarceration resulted in 

problems during reunification with their children. 

Á While more incarcerated mothers than incarcerated fathers received at least one visit from 

their children during incarceration, the frequency of parent-child visits decreased after one 

year of incarceration for the mothers but remained stable for the incarcerated fathers 

 

The Incarcerated Father 
 

 The experience of incarcerated fathers has not received the same amount of attention as 

that of incarcerated mothers.  The incarcerated father can still play an important role in the life of 

his children, despite obstacles to his involvement with them.   

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

6.3 

 Incarcerated fathers 

 

Á an estimated 55% of incarcerated men are fathers 

 

Á most incarcerated men are neither married nor have an ongoing relationship with 

the mother of their children  

 

Á 90% of children with incarcerated fathers continue to live with biological mother, 

up to 10% of children reside with a grandparent and 1-2% reside in foster care 

 

Á most incarcerated fathers were not living with their children at the time of their 

arrest.  Paternal incarceration is not as significant an impact on placement since 

children tend to live with the mother prior to and following incarceration 

 

Á less likely to plan on reuniting with their children on release 
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 Display overhead 6.3, Incarcerated Fathers, to the participants and read the material to the 

participants.   

 During incarceration, many fathers feel disconnected from issues related to their children.  

In fact, the incarcerated father feels little control in determining the frequency of contact with his 

children.  He fears loss of contact with his children and worries about their safety.  Contact with 

children is further complicated by custody issues, and by self-reports of the unwillingness of the 

caregiver to bring the children into an institution for the visit.  Some fathers also request that his 

children not visit during the incarceration.  The incarcerated father is less likely to plan on 

reuniting with his children on release than is the incarcerated mother. 

 Charles Lanier (1995) identifies major concerns in five areas in his discussion of the 

incarcerated father.  The following summarizes the legal, economic, environmental, emotional 

and relational issues faced by the incarcerated father.   

 The five areas, together with feelings of lack of power and control, may be factors in over 

controlling parental behavior that is seen among incarcerated fathers.  Another contributing factor 

in overcontrolling parenting is learned behavior that may be addressed in cognitive skills training 

and parenting courses. 

 Display overhead 6.4, Areas of Concern for Incarcerated Fathers, in turn and read the 

material to the participants.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Legal issues include maintaining legal parenting rights while incarcerated, defending legal 

custody or access during incarceration, finding competent legal counsel, attitudes that a father as 

parent is a limited role, attitudes that incarcerated father as parent may be damaging to the child 

and that contact within a correctional setting may be detrimental to the child, inability to prevent 

relocation of spouse or former spouse with children, and being non-custodial at time of arrest and 

incarceration. 

 Economic issues include the inability to provide financially for family, dependence on 

family for financial assistance, and the prohibitive cost of travel or telephone contact. 

 

6.4 

 Areas of Concern for Incarcerated Fathers 

 

Legal issues 

 

Economic issues 

 

Relationship issues 

 

Emotional issues 

 

Environmental issues 

 

* Based on Lanier (1995). 
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 Relationship issues include fears of being forgotten by their children, fears of being 

replaced by another significant male, fears that their child will stop visiting, fears of alienation 

from child upon release, fear of losing child's respect, fears about reintegrating into family 

structure that has developed in their absence, fear of losing relationship with parenting partner and 

losing contact with children 

 Emotional issues include issues such as incarcerated fathers may feel anxious, depressed 

and powerless at their separation from their children, concerns about well being of their child and 

inability to protect their child from potential physical or emotional abuse, feelings of guilt around 

disruption of child's life, feelings of guilt related to quality of life with child before incarceration, 

feelings of responsibility for difficulties child may have at home or school, role confusion 

between being a parent and being an offender, and longing to regain parental responsibilities. 

 Environmental issues include embarrassment at explaining incarceration to child, visiting 

conditions that may be counterproductive to meaningful parent child relationships, children are 

prevented from visiting by caregiver, and that the children lack knowledge of father's 

incarceration. 

 The incarcerated father is not considered as significant in the child's life as the incarcerated 

mother.  Many fathers were not living with their children at the time of arrest.  It is still often the 

case in the general population of Canada that the mother is the primary caregiver.  Several 

programs are developing in Canada, such as Health Canada's Involving Fathers.../ S'Engager 

Auprès des Pères that encourages the enhancement of opportunities for involved fatherhood.  

Fathers, in prison or not, need to be active participants in the lives of their children.  

 Incarcerated fathers benefit from programs that educate and empower them as fathers.  

Johnston and Gabel (1995) identify what they entitle 'special service needs. 

 Display overhead 6.5, Special Service Needs of the Incarcerated Father, to the participants. 

   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

6.5 

 Special Service Needs of the Incarcerated Father 

 

Á Parental Empowerment 

 

Á Father-Child Separation 

 

Á Family Conflict  

Johnston and Gabel (1995) 
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 Parental empowerment refers to services that train, support and empower the incarcerated 

father as a parent.  Father-child separation implies that the incarcerated father requires services 

that address criminogenic factors that led to incarceration and parent-child separation, services 

that support the parent-child relationship during incarceration and prerelease and reintegration 

services that support parent-child reunification. Johnston and Gabel state, with respect to family 

conflict and violence, that the child of the incarcerated parent is at no greater risk for parental 

abuse.  They also identify the work of Dutton and Hart (1992) who found that female partners of 

male prisoners are at a high risk for family violence.  

 The Correctional Service of Canada has two programs that address these needs.  Parenting 

Skills provides basic knowledge about parenting and was designed for male prisoners.  Ineffective 

parenting can lead to learned ineffective behavior in the children of the incarcerated father.  

Parenting skills for the incarcerated father may lead to healthier children.   

 The topics in the Parenting Skills program include:  

 

Á the changing role and structure of the family 

Á parenting styles 

Á child development 

Á children's needs 

Á interpersonal parenting skills 

Á caring for the family 

Á family violence and abuse 

Á managing emotions 

Á discipline 

Á values 

 

 Living Without Violence is a twenty hour program that is designed to address family 

violence.  The program uses a cognitive-based approach.  The program does not require the 

prisoner to admit abusive offenses: the program is preventive and educational in its approach.  

The Correctional Service of Canada also has a high-risk treatment program that attempts to 

maintain violence-free relationships.  

 Aboriginal parenting skills programs and aboriginal family violence programming 

developed by the Correctional Service of Canada in conjunction with Ma Mawi Chi Itata in 

Winnipeg were developed in recognition of the cultural needs of aboriginal prisoners and their 

families. 

 

 

  

 

 The following exercise will focus on 

maintaining a long distance relationship 

between an incarcerated family member and their child. There is often limited contact between an 

incarcerated parent and their child.  Reasons may include the distance of the child from the 

institution, the cost of visiting, the unavailability or unwillingness of a caregiver to assist in 

visiting, or because a co- parental decision was made that the child would not visit during the 

Group Discussion/ Exercise: 

Parenting from a distance 
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incarceration or would not be informed that the parent was incarcerated.   

 Note for the participants that some of the strategies that the incarcerated parent may use 

are the same as those used by a parent in separation and divorce who is non-custodial or who 

resides in another part of the country may use.  For the children of the incarcerated parent, as for 

the non-custodial parent, emotional distance may be felt more sharply than physical absence. 

 While the subjects of this exercise are a parent and a child, many of the solutions 

generated by the small groups will be relevant to any relationship, including partnered 

relationships, the relationship between the prisoner and a mother, father or friend. 

 Have each small group select a recorder for the group who will report back to the larger 

group after task completion.  Provide 15 minutes for the small group exercise. Provide 10 minutes 

for the each recorder's response and 5 minutes for large group feedback.  Provide 5 minutes to 

debrief the exercise by allowing participants to discuss any thoughts or concerns. 

 Pose the task on overhead 6.6 to the participants: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Anticipated Responses 

 

Á letter writing 

Á picture drawing 

Á photographs of the parent in the bedroom 

Á celebrations of birthdays, special events through handmade gifts/cards, etc 

Á telephone calls 

Á sharing TV programs at the same time then discussing them 

Á reading bedtime stories over the phone 

Á Big Brothers or Big Sisters for the child 

Á family snap shots 

Á share stories that you have read or write stories for the child 

Á have children draw pictures of what they have done and what they have been involved 

with 

Á share something new that has happened in the community or their family life 

Á plan conversations 

Á discuss positive things that are going on 

Á take care of yourself 

 

6.6 

You have just been sentenced to a five year sentence.  For the first six months of 

your sentence, your child will not be visiting you.  As a small group, prepare a 

creative six month plan describing how you will maintain meaningful contact 

with your child such that an emotional bond will continue despite the physical 

separation. 
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Á tell child that you love them 

Á tell child that it is not their fault that incarceration took place 

Á tell child in age-appropriate ways, that prisoner is addressing difficulties 

 

Grandparent as caregiver 
 

 For up to 60% of the children of incarcerated women and up to 10% of the children of 

incarcerated men, the grandparent is the caregiver of the children of the incarcerated parent.  

There are numerous problems in helping the children maintain contact with their parents. The 

grandparent as caregiver has numerous difficulties both in helping to maintain contact between 

the incarcerated parent and child and in their own life stage issues.  This being said, the 

grandparent as caregiver to the grandchildren is considered to be an honour among aboriginal 

families. 

 The grandparent as caregiver experiences many of the same joys and struggles of other 

relationships during incarceration.   These include the distance and cost of transportation, child 

behavioral difficulties before, during and after visiting, concerns about whether maintaining a 

relationship within a correctional setting is appropriate for the child, concerns about the parent 

remaining crime- and drug- free, and concerns about the children focusing their frustration with 

the incarcerated parent on the grandparent caregiver.  Grandparents may feel alienated from the 

incarcerated parent, experience the shame and stigma of having their own child in prison, and fear 

dealing with social services workers, the educational system and correctional staff.  Custody 

options and guardianship issues may be confusing. 

 The grandparent may be at a low or poverty level of income.  There may be a low level of 

social assistance and child welfare benefits available to grandparents.  It is possible to get higher 

financial benefits in an out-of-home placement for a child than with placement with a relative, 

unless the grandparent adopts the child. 

 There is little or no study of grandparents who accept custody of their grandchildren 

during incarceration.  There is also little that is known about reintegration stresses within the 

family.  Given the incidence of the grandparent as caregiver, this area of the grandparent 

maintaining the family relationship in the midst of legal, financial and support issues has been 

overlooked. 

 

Maintaining a Partnered Relationship 
 

 All of the techniques used in the previous small group exercise on maintaining contact 

with a child during incarceration can be used in maintaining a partnered relationship.  Prisoners 

and their partners can also benefit from relationship enrichment workshops.  Several institutions 

have successfully offered workshops, often sponsored by the Chaplaincy Department.  While 

there are significant logistics involved in offering couples' workshops within an institution, the 

logistics are not insurmountable.  Participants are screened and security concerns are addressed, 

including screening for concerns related to family violence. 
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 Have each small group select a 

recorder for the group who will report back to 

the larger group after task completion.  Provide 15 minutes for the small group exercise. Provide 

10 minutes for the each recorder's response and 5 minutes for large group feedback.  Provide 5 

minutes to debrief the exercise by allowing participants to discuss any thoughts or concerns. 

 Pose the following task to the participants: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Visiting in an Institution 
  

 There are several categories of family visiting within an institution.  Display overhead 6.8, 

Categories of Visits, to the participants. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Group Discussion/ Exercise: 

Relationship programs 

 

6.7 

What are the benefits and concerns related to having a relationship enrichment 

workshop within an institution?  How could the concerns be addressed while still 

providing an learning environment for participants?  What issues do you think 

would be important for participants at such a workshop to discuss? 

 

 

 

6.8 

 Categories of Visits 

 

 

Open visits 

 

Closed visits (non-contact ) 

 

Special visits and socials 

 

Private Family Visiting  
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 Open visits are also called a regular or contact visit.  The family member and the prisoner 

do not have a physical barrier between them.  They are able to touch each other.  No sexual 

contact is allowed. 

 Closed (Non-contact) visits have a barrier (often glass or wire mesh) separating family 

members from the incarcerated person.  It is for this reason that closed visits are also called non-

contact visits.  The family may be on closed visits because of provincial or federal policy, 

disciplinary restrictions on the family member or on the prisoner, because proper clearance for an 

open visit has not been completed, because the prisoner is still under assessment by the institution, 

or the prisoner is separated for the protection of the prisoner from other prisoners. 

 Special visits and socials are granted for unique family reasons, and are granted upon 

application.  Family members may sometimes attend institutional group socials on a special visit 

 Private Family Visiting ('PFV's') exist at all Canadian federal institutions.  Couples or 

families can visit for two or three days in specially designed houses within the reserve of the 

institution.  A private family visit is scheduled for the couple or family upon application and 

authorization.  The trailers and houses are set up to resemble, as much as possible, a normal home 

environment.  The trailers are included on security checks and patrols. Restrictions apply to who 

is eligible for a private family visit.  The purpose of the PFC is to recreate a family setting for the 

couple or family as a means to maintain family ties.  

  

 

 

 

 Provide 10 minutes for the small 

group exercise. Provide 10 minutes to 

debrief the exercise by allowing participants to discuss any thoughts or concerns. 

 Be aware that this exercise may raise strong feelings, probably the same feelings that 

family members experience. 

 During a break, arrange to have a mock clearance procedure into the room for the 

participants.  Using tables or chairs, make a cubicle large enough for 10- 15 persons to stand.  

Arrange for some kind of 'gate', a yardstick that stretches between two tables for example, that 

participants cannot go beyond.  Have the participants sign in a 'Visitors Log.'  All participants 

must wait until everyone is 'cleared to enter'.  Only at that point can participants take their seats 

again.  Debrief the experience for the participants, particularly the experience of lack of 

knowledge about the staging of the exercise. 

 

 

 

 

 Provide 5 minutes for a large group 

discussion.  Write the main points on a flip 

chart that is visible to all the participants. Provide 5 minutes to debrief the exercise by allowing 

participants to discuss any thoughts or concerns. 

 Pose the following question to the participants: 

 

Group Discussion/ Exercise: 

Visiting in an institution - II 

Group Discussion/ Exercise: 

Visiting in an institution - I 
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Anticipated Responses 

 The participants may raise the following points: 

Á in which institution is the family member 

Á where is the institution 

Á completion of visitor security clearance form 

Á time of visit 

Á children's schedules 

Á family member's work schedule 

Á reserving/booking a space in the Visits and Correspondence area (if required) 

Á travel plans (visit for the day/ overnight accommodations required) and financial cost 

Á security procedures at the institution, including searches and ion scan/narcotics 

detection 

 

 

 

 

 Jailhouse Romance tells the story of 

three women who started relationships with 

prisoners during their partner's incarceration.  It captures the variety of relationships that are 

formed during incarceration.    

 The greatest difficulty with video presentation is the television or VCR.  It is important to 

have both pieces of equipment available and tested prior to the presentation.  

 Following the video, have an open discussion on the video.  Focus the discussion on the 

questions on overhead 6.10.   

 One concern identified on the overhead relates to boundary issues between prisoners and 

both staff and volunteers.  Tact and diplomacy may be necessary to address this issue.  It is, 

however, a critical issue.  Relationships between prisoners and staff and volunteers do occur.  The 

staff member or volunteer is often shocked by the change in response by their peers when they are 

identified as having 'stepped over the line' in forming the relationship.  

 Furthermore, orientation related to boundary issues between prisoners and staff and 

volunteers may need to be mandatory during training.  

Video Presentation: 

Jailhouse Romance 

 

6.9 

Describe the process that a family member follows in order to visit the prisoner 

in an institution.  
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The family of the Inuit prisoner 
 

 The family of the Inuit prisoner may have great difficulty in maintaining contact with their 

incarcerated loved one.  The Inuit prisoner is often incarcerated in a facility that is a great distance 

from their family.  For example, in order to visit, family members may have to fly from Nunavut 

to Yellowknife to Edmonton and to Toronto before taking another form of transportation to 

Fenbrook Institution.  Innovative support options are required to assist in maintaining contact.  

While some options would be expensive or resource intensive such as travel support, others are 

not.  These may include videotaping messages between the prisoner and the family and 

teleconferencing.  Options that were used successfully at the Prison for Women, prior to the 

construction of the regional facilities for federally sentenced women, can be reconsidered for this 

unique group of prisoners.   

 Programming that works for other prisoners and their families, including other aboriginal 

groups, may not necessarily work with the Inuit prisoner and their family.  Further research needs 

to take place in this area, particularly as it relates to family ties and potential differences in how 

family and its importance is viewed. 

 

A valued asset? 
 

 Farida Anderson, a prisoner's wife, has the following vision of support to families: 

 

If someone were to ask me what I wanted, it would be an end to having to campaign 

to make our voices heard.  I would want each prison to recognize the valuable role 

we play in supporting individuals in prison.  Prisoners' families are the most 

valuable asset a prison can have.  They provide a very cheap support system, 

 

6.10 

 

1. What was your overall impression of  Jailhouse Romance?  What stands out for 

you? 

 

2. Reflect on the video from the perspective of maintaining a relationship during 

incarceration.  What observations would you make?  How do the three couples 

maintain their relationship? 

 

3. "Love knows no bounds."   How were the three relationships formed, and what are 

the boundary issues involved.  What is the line between the personal and 

professional, and should discussions on boundary issues be included in staff and 

volunteer training?         
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enabling prisoners to have the strength to sustain themselves during their 

imprisonment.  But they are not valued by prisons. 

Farida Anderson (1996) 

 Speaking from Experience, Living in the Shadows:  

Tackling the Difficulties faced by Families of Prisoners in the Community.   

London, UK. 

 

 Maintaining family ties during incarceration is a difficult and demanding experience for 

families.  Family support is an asset that needs to be fostered and encouraged.  It makes a 

difference now and in the future.  Family support can make a difference for the prisoner, the 

institution, and the community. 

 Families are at the heart of a restorative justice approach to corrections.  It is critical that 

the offender realize that their family is an affected community: their criminal behavior has harmed 

their family.  It is also important that the correctional process does not further harm the family. 

Potential harm, either directly or inadvertently as a result of the correctional process, is reduced.  

Family ties are a valuable asset that needs to be supported. 

 

  

 

 

1. Define 'parenting from a distance' in your 

current understanding.  

 

2. Shared parenting is often used to discuss the role of both parents during separation and 

divorce.  In a 250-word essay, use this term to describe the role of parents when one parent is 

incarcerated.   

 

3. Caregivers may not wish to take children to an institution, but court orders may stipulate that 

children will have access to the incarcerated parent.  Investigate any agencies or organizations 

in your community who provide supervised access, including supervised access during 

incarceration.  Prepare a brief summary of any services offered by local agencies. 

 

4. Contact the social services department or welfare office in your community.  Investigate what 

financial support is offered to grandparents who have informal or legal custody of their 

grandchildren.  Prepare a one- page synopsis of any support that is offered. 

 

5. Relationships form during incarceration.  In a 500-word reflection paper, discuss the 

differences between relationships that form during incarceration from those relationships that 

predate incarceration. 

 

 

Homework  or  

Additional Exercises 
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Reintegration and the Family 

 

 

 

Fall seven times, stand up eight. - Japanese Proverb 

 

 Chapter 7 identifies that reintegration is one of the most important features of restorative 

justice and the importance of the family in reintegration success.  In fact, good corrections and 

restorative justice share a common goal: safe reintegration. 

 There is a commitment to the reintegration of the offender back into the community, while 

concurrently not alienating the victim in or from the process of release and reintegration.  

Restorative justice and reintegration are both focused on healing and harm reduction.  All 

stakeholders are involved to 'make things right'.   

 The family of the prisoner is a part of the restorative ideal and the reintegration process.  

The family of the prisoner may have supported the prisoner throughout the incarceration and into 

the community.  The family of the prisoner may be a supportive relationship formed during 

incarceration.  In order for restoration and reintegration to occur, the role of family support must 

be recognized.  

  

The most important feature of restorative justice 
 

 Reintegration is one of the most important features of restorative justice.  There is a 

commitment to the reintegration or restoration of the offender back into the community, while 

concurrently not excluding victims from the process of release and reintegration.  Restorative 

justice and reintegration are both focused on healing: all stakeholders are involved to 'make things 

right'.  The principles of restorative justice: respect, inclusion, reparation, accountability, 

community involvement, love, dignity and humility are put to work at the process leading to 

reintegration. 

 In the restoration and reintegration process, the family has been an overlooked component. 

The family of the prisoner is a part of the restorative ideal, a part of the reintegration process and a 

stakeholder in the process.  The family of the prisoner may have supported the prisoner 

throughout the incarceration and with reintegration into the community.  On the other hand, this 

relationship may be a new supportive relationship that was formed during incarceration. 

 Does family make a difference? Recent research has illustrated the importance of the 

family to successful reintegration and to reducing recidivism.  Previous research tended to be 

offender based, with a growing focus on victims of crime.  Only recently has the role of family 

support in reintegration and parole success been seen as a subject of importance for research.  

 

 

7 
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 In answer to the question, "Does family make a difference?" the answer is yes and no.  K. 

N. Wright and K. E. Wright, in their 1992 article in Federal Probation, "Does Getting Married 

Reduce the Likelihood of Criminality? A Review of the Literature," suggests that being married in 

and of itself is not an indicator of a lack of engagement in criminal activity.  Their review of the 

literature determined that marital status did not predict an increase or decrease of engaging in 

criminal activity.  The research does show that the quality of the marital relationship made a 

difference.  The attachment or bond to a partner or spouse was found to be associated with a 

decrease in the likelihood of adult criminality.  

 Wright and Wright also found that if the prisoner maintained an active family interest 

while incarcerated and was able to establish a mutually satisfying relationship upon release, then 

there was an increase in parole success and a decrease in recidivism. 

 There is uncertainty as to whether marriage and family life assist prisoners with moving 

toward a crime free lifestyle or whether prisoners simply make the shift to a conventional lifestyle 

as they age.  With age, there may be a greater appreciation for family life.  Also, age has been 

shown to be one factor that is associated with criminal behavior: the younger the individual, the 

greater the likelihood of activities that can lead to crime and incarceration.  

 Research suggests that the relationship between a quality relationship and the reduction of 

criminal activity may be reciprocal.  The quality of the marital relationship may help the prisoner 

to avoid factors that may lead to criminal activity.  Wright and Wright note that an "individual's 

drift back into a deviant lifestyle tends to create friction within their marriage and reduces any 

support for a non-criminal lifestyle that may have been available."  Wright and Wright conclude 

that strengthening families, that is, increasing the quality of the marital relationship, is justified 

despite the fact that further study is required to prove that there is a causal relationship between 

family life and a decrease in criminality. 

 It appears that it is the quality of the relationship that is the significant factor.  

 

 

 

 

 Have each small group select a 

recorder for the group and report back to the 

whole group after task completion.  Provide 10 minutes for the small group exercise. Provide 5 

minutes for the each recorder's response and 5 minutes for large group feedback.  Provide 5 

minutes to debrief the exercise by allowing participants to discuss any thoughts or concerns. 

 Pose the following task to the participants: 

 

 

Group Discussion/ Exercise: 

Quality Relationships 

 

7.1 

What do you consider to be the attributes of a "quality marital/family 

relationship."  
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Family ties as a target domain 

 
 Within the Correctional Service of Canada, the Offender Intake Assessment (OIA) is a 

standardized method for classifying adult prisoners.  The OIA collects and analyses data on 

criminal history, mental health history, social situation, educational background and other 

potential areas of need.   

 The Case Needs Identification and Analysis (CNIA) is a core component of the Offender 

Intake Assessment and consists of seven target domains. 

 Display overhead 7.2, Target domains of the CNIA, to the participants.  Read the names of 

the seven target domains. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Have each small group select a 

recorder for the group who will report back to 

the larger group after task completion.  Provide 10 minutes for the small group exercise. Provide 5 

minutes for the each recorder's response.  Write the ranking of each small group on a flip chart 

that is visible to all participants.  Using a rotating order, request the justification for one or all of 

the order of ranking. Provide 5 minutes to debrief the exercise by allowing participants to discuss 

any thoughts or concerns. 

Group Discussion/ Exercise: 

Target Domains 

 

7.2 

 Target domains of the CNIA 

 

Employment 

 

Marital/family  

 

Associates 

 

Substance Abuse 

 

Community functioning 

 

Personal/emotional 

 

Attitude  
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 Pose the task on overhead 7.3 to the participants: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Motiuk (1998) used a statistical analysis to determine which of the seven domain ratings 

were the strongest predictors of post-release outcome among 3,380 male offenders.  His analysis 

produced the following order.  While further research is required, initial studies have revealed that 

there is an interrelationship between the domains, but that the strongest predictors are 

employment, substance abuse, associates, marital/family and personal/emotional.  Examples of 

the interrelationship of the domains include a family/marital relationship that would limit or 

restrict the time available for associating with negative companions, or the family/marital 

relationship may limit a substance abuse problem that leads to sporadic or chronic unemployment, 

which in turn diminishes family support.   

 It needs to be remembered both that prisoners often 'burn out' their family/marital support 

and the relationship ends, and that the correctional process may directly or inadvertently harm the 

family and lower family support through stressing the relationship beyond its capacity to be 

resilient.    

 Participants may question the facilitator on the definitions of the domains.  While not a 

definitive explanation, the guidelines include:  

Á Employment - employment has been stable and has played an important role for the offender 

Á Marital/family - evidence of positive relationships and considerable support of parents, 

relatives or spouse (no evidence of uncaring, hostility, arguments, fighting or indifference in 

the marital/family relationships that result in instability) 

Á Associates - evidence of positive personal associations and considerable support 

Á Substance abuse - the extent, nature and pattern of alcohol and/or drug consumption and its 

effects on reintegration adjustment 

Á Community functioning - the offender effectively manages his/her situation, including 

accommodation, deportment, health, finance, communication, leisure and support 

Á Personal/emotional - No characteristics or patterns such as self-concept, cognition, behavioral, 

sexual behavior, mental ability and/or mental health has been interfering with daily 

functioning in the community 

Á Attitude - Positive attitudes and considerable involvement in pro-social activities at work, 

school, within the family, during treatment and during supervision 

 

 Display overhead 7.4, Domains, ranked by strength as a predictor of post-release outcome, 

to the participants.  Read the material on the overhead to the participants and allow them to 

compare their small group rating to the overhead.  

 

 

7.3 

Rank the top five target domains in order, beginning with what you think to be 

the strongest predictor of parole success.  Justify your ranking. 
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 Present and discuss overhead 7.5, Predictive validity of the domain ratings assessed by the 

OIA-CNIA.  Ask the participants to draw conclusions from what they view on the overhead, 

particularly with respect to the marital/family domain. 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

7.4 

 

Domains, listed by strength as a predictor of post-release outcome. 

 

Employment  

 

Substance abuse 

 

Associates 

 

Marital/family  

 

Personal/ Emotional 

 

 

 

7.5 

Predictive validity of the domain ratings Assessed by OIA-CNIA  

 

 

Domain   Percentage with Percentage returned   Return to  

identified need  to prison   prison (r)  
Employment   66.4    11.9    .17 

Associates   65.3    12.3    .17 

Substance Abuse  62.0    12.1    .15 

Community functioning 51.2    13.0    .14 

Marital/family   48.5    12.6    .12 

Personal/emotional  83.9    10.6    .11 

Attitude    50.3    11.7    .09 

 

* from Motiuk (1998) Using dynamic factors to better predict post-release outcome 

Forum 10(3), 13.  Based on a sample of 3,380 federal prisoners. 
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 If needs in the domains are predictive of post-release outcome, it is reasonable to assume 

that these domains should be targeted for intervention.  The research, then, may help to identify 

the types of correctional programming that are required to address the targeted domains, in 

particular the marital/family domain.  Research is needed to show what works and why for this 

domain.  The importance of the marital/ family domain clearly requires an increase in attention, 

including an examination of correctional policies, practices or attitudes that may negatively 

impact on the survival of family support.   

 The marital/family domain is too great an asset to be lost.   

 

Reintegration and the Incarcerated Mother 
 

 For mothers who have been separated from their children through incarceration, there is a 

set of new difficulties upon release.  Women leaving prison are often homeless, poor and 

struggling to stay substance-free.  They require significant pre- and post release planning and may 

not have access to support services previously provided by peer support services and professional 

services within an institutional setting.   

 Display overhead 7.6, Special Service Needs of the Incarcerated Mother, to the 

participants.  Read the material on the overhead to the participants.  

 A review of the literature, including Phillips and Harm (nd) and Gabel and Johnson (1995) 

suggests several family based services that may mitigate the negative consequences that maternal 

incarceration has on children and that may assist with reintegration.  These service areas may 

assist with supporting or intervening in the target domain of marital/family.  

 Note for the participants that a multilevel and multidisciplinary approach is required.  Note 

also that there is a continuity of services required during incarceration and stretching into 

reintegration.  The mother, child, and caregiver may have difficulty reestablishing and redefining 

relationships.  Caregivers may not want to give up children and have limited trust that the mother 

will successfully maintain herself in the community upon release.  The children may experience a 

conflict of allegiance between their caregiver and their mother, may worry about their continued 

relationship with the caregiver, or may place unrealistic expectations on their mother upon 

release.  If children have been placed in out-of-home care, it can be difficult for the parent to 

regain legal custody upon release. 
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Reintegration and the Incarcerated Father 
 

 Male offenders could certainly benefit from the interventions suggested for incarcerated 

mothers.  The needs of the male prisoner as father have not received as much attention as those of 

the woman prisoner as mother.  One reason may be that many incarcerated fathers were not living 

with their children at the point of arrest and have not been as involved in the lives of their 

children.  

 It is still often the case in the general population of Canada that the woman is the primary 

caregiver in the family.  Fathers, in prison or not, need to be active participants in the lives of their 

children. 

 

 

7.6 

 

Special Service Needs of the Incarcerated Mother * 

 

Á Services during incarceration that assist mothers in understanding their rights and 

responsibilities as a parent 

Á Services that address substance abuse, relationship problems, domestic violence, and 

child abuse/neglect 

Á Parent support programs can help mothers understand and respond positively to 

the needs of their children in light of their incarceration 

Á Classes that teach parenting skills to help mothers understand their children's 

developmental needs and teach positive ways of interacting with children, both 

during visitation and upon reintegration 

Á Services to reduce post-release conflict and to help with family stabilization 

Á Employment assistance 

Á Housing assistance 

Á Financial assistance 

Á Family counselling 

Á Collaboration between parole officers and social workers for substance abuse 

relapse prevention and to limit recidivism  

Á While many women may find it difficult to delay living with their children upon 

release, some women would benefit from a program of progressive or transitional 

reunion with their children and the caregiver to increase reunification success and 

decrease reunification stress 

 

* Based on Gabel and Johnson (1995) 



 

   104  - Waiting at the Gate                                                                                                                                                       

        

 

 

 Display overhead 7.7, Special Service Needs of the Incarcerated Father, to the participants. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

  

 

  

 

 Incarcerated fathers benefit from programs that educate and empower them as fathers.  

While these service needs were also identified in a previous chapter, they may be applicable to 

address some of the reintegration needs of the male prisoner. Johnston and Gabel (1995) identify 

what they entitle 'special service needs': 

 

Parental Empowerment - Services that train, support and empower the incarcerated father 

as a parent, that encourage the incarcerated father to be actively involved with his children 

and that support his responsibility of being a parent, including his relationship with his 

child during visiting and support to his family.  

 

Father-Child Separation - The incarcerated father requires services that address factors 

that led to his separation from his children and services that support the parent-child 

relationship during incarceration and reintegration and parent-child reunification. 

 

Family Conflict- Johnston and Gabel state that the child of the incarcerated parent is at no 

greater risk for parental abuse.  However they also identify the work of Dutton and Hart 

(1992) who found that female partners of male prisoners are at a high risk for family 

violence. 

 

 The Correctional Service of Canada has two programs that address these needs.  Parenting 

Skills provides basic knowledge about parenting and was designed for male prisoners.  Ineffective 

parenting can lead to learned behavior in the children of the incarcerated father.  Parenting skills 

for the incarcerated father may lead to healthier children.  The topics in the Parenting Skills 

program include:  

 

7.7 

 

Special Service Needs of the Incarcerated Father * 

 

Á Parental Empowerment 

 

Á Father-Child Separation 

 

Á Family Conflict  

 

* From Gabel and Johnson (1995). 
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Á the changing role and structure of the family 

Á parenting styles 

Á child development 

Á children's needs 

Á interpersonal parenting skills 

Á caring for the family 

Á family violence and abuse 

Á managing emotions 

Á discipline 

Á values 

 Living Without Violence is a twenty hour program that is designed to address family 

violence.  The program uses a cognitive-behavioral approach.  The program does not require the 

prisoner to admit abusive offenses: the program is preventive and educational in its approach.  

The Correctional Service of Canada also has a high-risk treatment program aimed at maintaining 

violence-free relationships.  

 The development of Aboriginal parenting skills programs and aboriginal family violence 

programs by the Correctional Service of Canada in conjunction with Ma Mawi Chi Itata in 

Winnipeg was done in recognition of the cultural needs of aboriginal prisoners and their families. 

 Parenting and family-based program services aimed at reintegration planning can occur 

throughout the sentence as a means of support to the family of the prisoner.  Successful program 

completion is one means of encouraging hope in the family of the prisoner.  This approach also 

allows the opportunity for the prisoner and the family to practice or engage in an improvement of 

the family relationship. 

 As research continues, additional programs that serve to strengthen or maintain quality 

family relationships may also develop. 

 

Reintegration and Children 
 

 Reunion and reintegration may be a stressful experience for children.  It matters little 

whether the parental relationship existed prior to incarceration or began during incarceration.  

When a family restructures to incorporate a new or returning member, there may be a testing of 

limits or a playing one family member off against the other. A variety of situations may cause 

jealousy to arise among the family members.  Feelings of jealousy may be felt toward the 

remaining parent and siblings for the returning parent's time.  The family member who was 

incarcerated may also feel jealousy, or that not enough time is being focused on them.  A child 

may be jealous of the returning parent who is now spending time with the remaining parent.  A 

family in the visiting room is not the same as a family in the community.  If the newly formed 

family is to be a blended family, then the difficulties experienced by all members are likely to 

increase. 

 Younger children and infants may feel insecure and want reassurance that the returning 

parent will not leave again immediately.  The child may cling to either parent or become anxious 

when the parent who was incarcerated leaves the room.  Feelings of fear and anxiety may cause 
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the opposite behavioral response and the child may withdraw from or avoid the returning parent.  

The child may treat the returning parent as a stranger in the house.  Anger that the parent was 

incarcerated may lead to aggressive behavior that may be aimed at either parent.   

 Older children may feel anxious at the changing roles in the family upon reunion. There 

may be feelings of competitiveness between the oldest male child and a returning father, or 

between children. Older children may suddenly display behavioral or educational difficulties.  

 While family counseling may be indicated as a means of stabilizing the family, prerelease 

parenting courses could educate both parents to observe the child's behavior and respond in 

appropriate ways.  Talking with the child may be the best solution for speeding the adjustment to 

the reunion.  Active listening is a good best parenting skill to learn and practice. 

 Sometimes children's reintegration fears and feelings present themselves in an occasional 

bad dream that is resolved with a hug and a glass of water.  If bad dreams are persistent or intense, 

a first step as a parent is to talk with the child using active listening skills.  Prerelease parenting 

exercises for reunion can include the use of storybooks as discussion starters with children.  Two 

helpful stories are Bartholomew's Dream by Patti Farmer and How to Get Rid of Bad Dreams, by 

Nancy Hazby and Roy Condy.   

 Certain bedtime snacks may be associated with bad dreams in your child.  A light snack 

that is low in sugar may be better than a heavy snack.  Bedtimes are also times to avoid scary 

stories or exciting activities.  A bedtime routine and schedule are helpful.  A visit to the family 

doctor is an important step when dealing with chronic bad dreams. 

 Dreamcatchers are a native Canadian craft, traditionally made from a small branch, sinew, 

beads and feathers.   This simple craft can be made as a focus activity to talk about bad dreams.  It 

is hung in the window of a child's bedroom and bad dreams get 'caught' in the web of the 

dreamcatcher.  The bad dreams evaporate when the sun comes up.  Good dreams can find their 

way through the web and ensure a peaceful night.  Another useful tool is 'monster spray', a simple 

plant mister filled with water that is left with the child for the night just in case they need the 

reassurance that they can 'spray' the monsters away. 

 

Aboriginal Prisoners: Sentencing Circles, Healing Circles and Releasing Circles 
 

 Ole Instrup, in a presentation to the National Elder and Native Liaison Conference (1998), 

offered the following vision that the process of restorative justice and reintegration for aboriginal 

prisoners would involve the sentencing circle, the healing circle and the releasing circle. 

 Display overhead 7.8, Aboriginal restorative justice and reintegration, to the participants 

and read the material on the overhead to the participants. 

 Examples of reintegration, restorative justice and Aboriginal people working together 

already exist.  The Correctional Service of Canada has ensured that Elder Services and Native 

Liaison Services are available to Aboriginal prisoners.  Aboriginal programming, including 

addictions treatment programs, sex-offender treatment programs, Aboriginal Halfway Houses and 

lower security Healing Lodges reflect the Correctional Service's commitment to empowering 

Aboriginal prisoners through special programs that incorporate Aboriginal ethics, values and 
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principles.  These efforts are done in full partnership with Aboriginal communities.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

   

 Display overhead 7.9, Reintegration and restorative justice, to the participants.  Read the 

examples to the participants. 

 

7.8  

 

Aboriginal restorative justice and reintegration 

 

Sentencing Circle 

Á the victim of the offence initiates mediation while the prisoner is incarcerated 

Á a sentencing circle is facilitated by a trained mediator and supported by an 

Aboriginal ceremony 

Á the sentencing circle reaches an agreement that helps bring closure and 

reduces fear for the victim 

Á the path is cleared for restoration and eventual release 

Á the prisoner takes responsibility for their actions and acknowledges the harm 

that has been done 

 

Healing Circle 

Á during incarceration, the prisoner participates in appropriate programs 

aimed at healing   

Á programming would include dispute resolution training 

Á spiritual ceremonies, teachings and aboriginal-specific programs 

Á the prisoner would work with and progress toward release under the 

guidance of parole officers and the Elders 

 

Releasing Circle 

Á a releasing circle that would involve the Aboriginal community, victims, 

family members, community leaders and Elders is formed 

Á the prisoner returns to the community under the support, guidance and 

accountability of a releasing circle as well as community supervision 

Á the releasing circle integrates healing for the community, victim and prisoner 

in the restoration and reintegration process 
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Reintegration and the families of long term prisoners 
 

 For lifers and long-term prisoners, the actual date of release may be far into the future.  

Holt and Miller (1972) noted that reintegration may be a major concern for the family.  The family 

has learned to cope successfully in the absence of the lifer or long term offender.  The family does 

not 'need' the absent family member.   

 Family members may not understand the difficulties in reintegration and the entire family 

may require assistance in reunification planning.  They may also require services to reduce post-

release stress, post-release conflicts and assistance in stabilization.  A reintegration program for 

the family may include family counseling.  There may be no significant difference in the process 

of reintegration if the family relationship was present prior to incarceration or was formed during 

incarceration. 

7.9 

 

Reintegration and restorative justice 

 

Okimaw Ohci - The women's healing lodge in Saskatchewan integrates Aboriginal 

practices and corrections 

 

Pê Sâkâstêw - This institutio n for male prisoners in Alberta focuses on Aboriginal-

specific programs.  Its objective is successful reintegration 

 

Saskatchewan Penitentiary - This institution has instituted an Aboriginal segregation 

project with an aim to lower the number of aboriginal prisoners in segregation 

 

Prince Albert Grand Council Healing Lodge - This healing lodge is a joint venture 

between the province of Saskatchewan and the Council at Prince Albert 

 

The National Parole Board and the Correctional Service of Canada is developing a 

framework for releasing circles in conjunction with the Beardy's and Okemasis First 

Nations in Saskatchewan 

 

A releasing circle was held at Riverbend Institution with circles planned at Six Nations 

and Rama  
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 The Lifer and the Lady is produced 

by the CBC and is 90 minutes in duration.  It 

is available through the Solicitor General Library, Ottawa.  For the purposes of the curriculum, 

only the last 30 minutes are presented. 

 The greatest difficulty with video presentation is the television or VCR.  It is important to 

have both pieces of equipment available and tested prior to the presentation.  

 Introduce the video by informing the participants that in the video, The Lifer and the Lady, 

the relationship began during incarceration.  The video offers a perspective on the reintegration of 

the prisoner back into community and into a family.  Inform the participants that only the last 30 

minutes of the 90 minute video will be shown. 

 Allow for 30 minutes to show the video. Ask the participants to make notes from the video 

on questions on overhead 7.10 for a large group discussion following the video. The questions 

appear in the student handbook. Provide 5 minutes to debrief the exercise by allowing participants 

to discuss any thoughts or concerns. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Video Presentation: 

The Lifer and the Lady 

 

7.10 

 

Discussion questions: 

 

1. List the difficulties faced by the prisoner and by the family during reintegration. 

 

2. What community resources assist the family through reintegration, and what 

additional resources would be helpful? 

 

3. Do you think that this relationship will survive?  What factors lead you to make 

your assessment of relationship success/failure? 

 

4. Do you think that the Ron will continue in conditional release success?  Why or 

why not?  
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A Goal of Safe Reintegration 
 

 The final words on reintegration rest with Ole Instrup.  He closed a conference on 

reintegration (Risk Management: Balancing Assessment and Intervention, 1997) with the 

following challenge. 

 Display overhead 7.11 to the participants and read the text on the overhead. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 This challenge echoes the goal of both good corrections and restorative justice: safe 

reintegration.  Safe reintegration means that the prisoner returns to the community using the least 

restrictive measures of control consistent with the protection of society, that the safety of society 

is protected, and that the well-being of all stakeholders, including the prisoner and victim are 

maintained. 

 An unspoken component of reintegration is the 'second round of punishment' experienced 

by the released offender and the family.  When does the 'sentence' imposed by community fear 

end, for example?  When does parole or release continue as a form of exile of the offender from 

community.  There is no simple answer.  Once the trust and confidence of the community has 

been broken, the process to rebuild trust and confidence may be a lengthy one.  It is clear, 

however, that simply having the offender 'do the time' does not address community concern.   

Restorative justice, by involving as many stakeholders in the process of restoration holds 

out a different hope for all stakeholders: victims, the offender, families of both the victim and the 

offender and the wider community.   

The family of the offender has a significant role to play in this process.  In fact, the amount 

that the correctional process can involve the family may be indicative of how restorative the 

correctional process is.   

 

7.11 

 

Let us, once and for all, make sure in our minds that we are not a prison service; 

we are a correctional service that focuses on safe reintegration, and thus requires 

a continuum of efforts from the beginning to the end . . . 

Ole Instrup (1997) 
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1. Prepare a 250-word position paper on 

the need for Aboriginal-specific 

policies, programs and services. 

 

2. Critique sentencing circles, healing circles and releasing circles in their applicability to non-

Aboriginal prisoners. 

 

3. Sections 81 and 84 of the Corrections and Conditional Release Act provide Aboriginal 

communities with an opportunity to be involved in the custody and release of Aboriginal 

offenders.  Research these two Sections and summarize these services. 

 

4. "The goal of good corrections and of restorative justice is safe reintegration of prisoners into 

the community."  In a 250- word response, describe each of the stakeholders and factors that 

ensure 'safe reintegration'. 

Homework or  

Additional Exercises 
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Not alone: Resources for the families  

of prisoners 
 

 

As a general rule the most successful [person] in life is the [person] who has the best information. 

Benjamin Disraeli 

 

 It is not a surprise that the number one need expressed by families is for good and reliable 

information from someone that they can trust.  Trust is a difficulty for family members who are 

coping with incarceration.  Some families, as they access resources or deal with correctional 

personnel and service agencies, feel that there is a lack of compassion or understanding of the 

unique dynamics facing the family, or think that there is a perceived conflict of interest if those 

offering services concurrently incarcerate and attempt to support the family 

 The chapter also presents the components of an effective response to families, discusses 

spirituality and church communities as a resource and exposes participants to the Directory of 

Canadian Organizations Providing Services to the Families of Adult Offenders. 

 

Challenges 
 

 Limited supportive systems currently exist in Canada aimed specifically at the families of 

prisoners, and these tend to be non-profit organizations or other caring communities.  The role of 

spirituality and the faith community is also a resource for families. 

 Once such non-profit organization is the Canadian Families and Corrections Network 

(CFCN), the producers of this curriculum.  Supported through the Chaplaincy Branch and through 

contributions from its members, the CFCN is a non-profit organization governed by a volunteer 

board of directors.  The CFCN defines family broadly to include "a group of individuals who are 

related by affection, kinship, dependency or trust."  The CFCN is a coalition of individuals and 

local, regional and national organizations who affirm the importance of families in the Canadian 

criminal justice process and encourage leadership, the sharing of resources and the development 

of policies, practices and programs that enable prisoners and their families to build holistic family 

and community relationships. 

 Other national organizations that are financially supported by the Correctional Service of 

Canada include the Circles of Support, Community Chaplaincies, Elizabeth Fry Society, the John 

Howard Society, the Salvation Army, the St. Leonard's Society and Life Line InReach, and a host 

of other local initiatives and caring communities. 

 

 

8 
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 Ann Adalist- Estrin (1993), at the Fourth North American Conference on the Family and 

Corrections, stated that "without supportive systems, children, families and communities will 

fail and the disruptions in development that create criminality will continue to occur."  She 

challenges individuals, communities, service organizations and correctional departments to view 

corrections and justice systems with a family-based focus.   

 Display overhead 8.1, Challenges, to the participants and read the material on the overhead 

to the participants.  Comment on or elicit participant responses to each point. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

8.1 

 

Challenges 

 

Á to change the public consciousness that believes the notion that criminal justice 

system is a depository for the failures of other systems 

 

Á to develop family programming that creates or maintains attachments for prisoners 

as a necessary component of parole success and as prevention of intergenerational 

criminality  

 

Á to develop programs that facilitate access to family members, that promote 

awareness of child development, that help parents to anticipate their children's 

needs and feelings, that provide inmates with an arena for sharing and coping with 

feelings and conflicts that emerge from developing relationships, and that have 

structured time for practicing parenting skills 

 

Á to foster healthy attachments within correctional settings through policies and 

procedures that facilitate continuity  

 

Á the promotion of appropriate relationships between prisoners and staff 

 

Á interdisciplinary team approaches and strategies for continuity of service from 

inside to the community 

 

Á to minimize "program failure" by designing family focused programs that are 

relevant to the cultural and ethnic background of the prisoner 

 

Adapted from Adalist- Estrin (1993). 
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Family Members and Advocacy 
 

 Family members are members of the public, notwithstanding that their family member is 

incarcerated.  For a variety of reasons, family members request information for themselves and for 

their family member.  They may request change in the treatment of the prisoner or challenge the 

treatment that their incarcerated family member has received.  

 It is very easy, when a family member begins to advocate for the prisoner, to avoid the 

issue and label the family member or advocate as the problem.  Many family members choose not 

to question or advocate for fear that their actions will interfere with family contact, visits, support 

for transfer to another institution or support for parole.  They also hesitate to complain for fear 

that there will be retaliation toward the prisoner. 

 Family members may require assistance to 'creatively complain' in order to resolve 

disputes, conflicts, difficulties, or to access information.  Creative complaining means to open a 

non-aggressive line of communication to constructively raise an issue and bring the concern to a 

resolution.  It means to express a concern in such a way that the issue is the problem and that the 

family member is not seen as a problem simply because the concern or issue was raised.   

 This may be more easily said than done.  Family members may lack trust in correctional 

personnel and service providers.  Correctional personnel or service providers risk being labeled 

positively or negatively by either their peers or by family members, based on their response to the 

families of prisoners.  In a correctional environment, it may be a greater risk to be labeled by their 

peers.  While it is not necessary to 'champion the cause of the families of offenders,' it may be 

sufficient to provide families with an information resource on how to proceed. 

 

 

 

 Distribute the handout, Creative 

Complaining, to the participants.  Have each 

small group select a recorder for the group who will report back to the larger group after the 

discussion of the question.  Provide 10 minutes for group exercise.  Provide 5 minutes for each 

recorder's response.  Provide 5 minutes to debrief the exercise by allowing participants to discuss 

any thoughts or concerns. 

 Pose the task on overhead 8.2 to the small groups: 

 

 

Group Discussion/ Exercise: 

Creative Complaining 

 

8.2 

Read the handout, Creative Complaining.  As a small group decide if this is a 

resource that you would provide to a family member by discussing the pros and 

cons of the approach suggested in the handout.  Following this, determine a 

concern that a family member may face and sketch out an action plan to resolve 

the concern. 
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Handout 

 Creative Complaining 

 

 Your first task, in most cases, is to ask yourself a lot of questions before you ask someone 

else a question.  You will have to categorize your concerns to decide how you will proceed.   Is 

this: 

   

 -  a concern that affect you? 

-  a concern that affects your relationship with your incarcerated family member? 

-  a concern related to your family member, their incarceration, and parole? 

 

 Some comments are necessary here about concerns that your family member asks you to 

look into on their behalf.  Some people doing time become dependent on others for things that 

they can do for themselves.  Be careful that you are not doing your incarcerated family member's 

work for them.  Has your incarcerated family member done their own asking yet, or asked but 

didn't like the answer. Is your family member providing you with the correct or complete 

information (i.e. Is the file really sitting inactive on the parole officer's desk)?  Are you being 

asked to chase down information that your family member can get, or to resolve a matter that your 

family member could resolve? Has your family member provided you with all the information 

that you need?  Have you seen the court transcript, the list of parole eligibility dates, or the report? 

 Is your family member using you as a lever to attempt to influence a decision maker (by the way, 

this may be OK, except for the 'using' part.  You need to be an active and willing participant.  

Family support is important.  You are an important part of your family member's life and have an 

important role to play.   

 You also need to realize that information cannot be shared with you if it has not been 

authorized in writing by your family member.  For example, has your family member authorized 

the sharing of information with you that was used by the Parole Officer in making a decision?  

 If you have gathered enough information to make an informed complaint, then let's take a 

look at six steps that you can do next:   

 

Step #1.  To whom do you need to talk   

 To whom do you need to talk: Visits and Correspondence, Parole Officer, Warden, 

Chaplain?  You may want to phone ahead to find out who is the best person with whom to address 

your concern.  Is that person available if you want to meet with them or can you resolve it on the 

telephone?  Make an appointment.  This approach will save you telling your story to persons who 

may not be able to assist you.  Most of what you are 'creatively complaining' about can get 

resolved quickly by knowing who the right person is to talk to, ask, or write to. 

 

Step#2.  Be clear 

 Be clear about what your concern is and what you are asking for.  Don't wait until you 

have a shopping list of complaints or concerns.  Write down what you want to say.  Ask for one or 

two things, maximum, because everyone, including yourself, can become confused if you ask for 

more.  There will be other days.  Rehearse what and how you are going to state your 
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concern. 

 Practice with someone else prior to speaking with the person to whom you will address 

your concern. 

 

Step #3.  Wait until you are ready 

 Wait until you are ready.  Creatively complain when you are motivated and have some 

extra energy to spare.  Don't proceed when you are fatigued or overly stressed.  On the other hand, 

don't wait until the concern becomes a crisis.  

 

Step#4. Be calm 

 Be calm.  Don't confuse assertiveness with aggressiveness.  Stick to the facts and avoid 

name calling, finger pointing, abusive language, swearing, innuendo, or ultimatums.  What your 

listener will remember is your aggressiveness rather than your concern 

 

Step #5.  Have a solution in mind 

 Have a solution in mind.  If you have a solution, then suggest it.  You may have thought a 

long time about the concern and how to resolve it.  Check out your solution with someone who 

will disagree with you if they think that your solution is not reasonable. 

 

Step #6.  Listen to the response 

 Listen to the response.  Give the person you are talking to the same opportunity that you 

want:  to hear what they have to say.  Be prepared to compromise. 

 

Step #7.  Follow up your discussion 

 Follow your discussion up with a letter that summarizes EXACTLY what was agreed to 

by all parties and send a copy to someone else if you feel that you need to do so. 

 

Step #8. Next step 

 If you are unable to bring your need to resolution or if you are not pleased with the final 

outcome, then the next step is to decide if it is a 'stand-or-fall issue'.  If it's not worth it then let it 

go.  There will be other days.  If you want to continue to complain creatively, then find out who is 

the next person up the ladder, whether it is at the institutional, bureaucratic or political level.  

Contact a community resource. Contact the Correctional Investigator.  Contact legal counsel.  

Creatively complain to them. 

 

Step #8.  Personal support 

 Join a support group organized by a local community agency.  It may not address your 

particular concern, but you will meet with individuals who understand and are supportive.  If you 

learn to support yourself first, then you will support your family member better. 
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Visitors' Centres 
 

 Britain has taken an innovative step in providing support to families through the Visitor's 

Centre program.  The first Visitor's Centre opened in Brixton in 1972.  As other visitors' centres 

developed, HM Prison Service developed the Family Ties Section to support families and provide 

direction to to services and programs for families.  The Visitors' Centres are centres established in 

or close to institutions.  The purpose of the Centre is to provide practical and emotional support to 

families.  The statement of purpose of the Visitors' Centre is: 

 Visitors' Centres exist to meet the needs of adults and children visiting relatives or friends 

in prison.  They aim to offer a safe, pleasant, environment where all visitors are met with dignity 

and respect, provided with the facilities they need and offered information, support and the 

opportunity to discuss the difficulties they may face in confidence.  The Centre offers services to 

the family outside of the visiting area.  The offender has limited to no contact with Visitor Centre 

staff. 

 The management and administration of the Visitors' Centre is formed as a nonprofit 

organizaton, governed by a board of directors comprised of institutional staff, the service 

organization and family members, and funded by HM Prison Service. The experience of the 

British prison system has shown that the approach has lowered correctional staff workloads, 

helped to maintain the good order and security of the institution, and addressed the spoken and 

felt needs of the families of prisoners during crisis and for information and referral. 

 There is currently one Visitors Resource Centre (VRC) within a federal institution in 

Canada, operated by the Canadian Families and Corrections Network.  The VRC at Kingston 

Penitentiary is based on the British model, but provides information and referral, education, 

interim support/crisis intervention to the entire family.  This includes maintenance of the 

children's activity centre.  The multidisciplinary approach provides effective service to families. 

Approximately 25% of the users are the parents of offenders. 

 

Hospitality Houses 
 

 Distances that must be travelled by family members in Canada to visit can often limit 

contact and add considerable expense to families that are already coping with financial challenges. 

 To address some of these concerns, organizations have developed hospitality houses that provide 

low cost, short- term accommodation for family members who travel to visit in prisons.  The 

houses often provide emotional support and some programming for families while at the 

residence.  There are currently five hospitality houses operating in Canada: Family House in 

Abbotsford, B.C., Bridge House I and Bridge House II in Kingston, ON, Spring House in 

Springhill NS, and Résidence Bon Pasteur in Port Cartier, PQ.  Countless families have used 

these facilities, facilities created because of the long distance and costs incurred by families of 

prisoners attempting to maintain contact with their loved ones.  Similar hospitality houses are 

under consideration in other locations.  Descriptions of the houses and their services are found in 

the selected readings as the end of this chapter. 
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 Bridge House was the first hospitality 

house in Canada.  Instituted in Kingston 

Ontario in 1980, it provides short term, low cost accommodations to women and their children 

visiting in Kingston area institutions.  The video is available through Bridge House, 333 

Kingscourt Avenue, Kingston ON 613-549-6303. 

 The greatest difficulty with video presentation is the television or VCR.  It is important to 

have both pieces of equipment available and tested prior to the presentation.  

 Introduce the video, Bridge House, by informing the participants that Bridge House was 

the first hospitality house in Canada.  The video was filmed by CTV and highlights the low-cost, 

temporary accommodations provided to the families of prisoners as they visit their family 

members in Kingston area institutions. 

 Provide 12 minutes to show the video.  Provide 10 minutes for a large group discussion 

following the presentation of the video. 

  Focus the discussion on the following questions on overhead 8.3: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Spirituality and Communities of Care 
 

 Life- meaning questions and religious and spiritual beliefs are important resources to 

families.  Caring communities of faith come in different expressions.  Many spiritual or faith-

based groups and voluntary groups or agencies can provide effective service to families.  While 

there are concerns about parochialism or evangelism of one faith group by another, it is important 

to acknowledge that spirituality has its place in the lives of many individuals and families.

Video Presentation: 

Bridge House 

 

8.3 

 

1. What was your overall impression of video? 

 

2. What are the services offered at Bridge House, and for what reasons? 

 

3. Do you feel that this is a needed service? 

 

4. How do you think that you could work in partnership with Bridge House? 
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 In Canadian federal correctional facilities, the two departments in which the families of 

prisoners are specifically mentioned in operational standards are the Visits and Correspondence 

and the Chaplaincy Department.   

 Chaplaincy can have a unique role because of its relationship both to the institution and to 

the prisoner.  Furthermore, Chaplaincy services may be able to address the dynamic factor in 

conditional release success as identified in the CNIA: associates.  Chaplaincy can provide an 

alternate community within the institution and link the prisoner and family with the spiritual 

leader of a faith community such that an alternate community continues upon release and 

reintegration.  Faith communities can also be on the front lines of services to families as they cope 

with incarceration.   

 How can the faith community be ófamily-friendlyô to families of the incarcerated who may 

not feel that they would be welcome?  This exercise may be helpful to mobilize individuals or 

groups that are faith-based.  Others who do not share this background or do not have a religious 

belief system may find the exercise difficult in which to participate. 

 Pose the questions on overhead 8.4 to the small groups for discussion.  Ensure that the 

small groups select a recorder to record group responses and to report the responses back to the 

larger group: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Restorative Justice Week, a program begun through Chaplaincy Branch and the Restorative 

Justice and Dispute Resolution Unit of the Correctional Service of Canada have excellent resources 

for this annual event.  Restorative Justice Week is one means to engage the faith communities in 

education and awareness.   

 Restorative justice is founded on restoring relationships, also an important component of 

 

8.4 

 

1. In your spiritual traditions, what stories or teachings would support the importance 

of families, or even more pointedly, the families of the offender or prisoner? 

 

2. Why might families feel hesitant to attend spiritual celebrations in your faith 

community? 

 

3. What actions could individuals or faith communities take to ensure that the families 

of the incarcerated feel welcome or supported? 

 

4. What resources are you aware that could assist your faith community if they chose 

to be ófamily-friendlyô to families coping with incarceration? 

 

5. Volunteers play an important role with chaplaincies and with many service agencies. 

What are some service areas for volunteers within the correctional system, and 

would you consider volunteering? 
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church communities of care as they reach out to families, including the families of prisoners, in 

their midst.  The family of the prisoner fears being judged and facing rejection and stigmatization. 

 Trust is a major factor for families.  For many communities of care, including the Christian 

churches, reaching out to the prisoner, the widow, the orphan and the outcast means that they are 

also reaching out to their God.  The Christian mandate is to make as neighbour the very person 

who would be rejected as neighbour.   

The families of prisoners require support and care during incarceration and support and care as 

they hope and plan for their loved one's return to the community.  Faith communities may be one the 

most widely accessible and low cost resource to the families of prisoners.  The challenge to the faith 

communities is to ensure an open door and a welcoming presence. 

Faith communities are an underutilized resource and restorative justice may provide the 

avenue for linking faith communities in a coordinated and consistent ministry to the families of 

offenders.   

 Robinson and Mirabelli (1996) found in the 1995 National Inmate Survey, that 32% of 

prisoners attended religious services in their institution four or more times per month, while 19% 

responded that they sometimes attended services and 49% responded 'never'.   Approximately half 

of the prisoners said that their religious beliefs assisted them with surviving institutional life.  

Approximately 40% had approached the institutional chaplain for assistance.  

 Aboriginal Elders and Native Liaison Workers provide counsel, support and care to 

Aboriginal prisoners and to their families.  Johnson (1997), in his study on Aboriginal prisoners, 

identified  the overwhelming importance of spirituality to Aboriginal prisoner.  To the question of 

who the prisoner feels makes the best counsellor, 40.7% said the visiting elder or spiritual leader, 

while 15.0% said family and friends and 13.6% said the Native Liaison Officer.  Respondents said 

that the most helpful post release program was spiritual/ Cultural programs/teachings (12.2%), 

Aboriginal substance abuse programs (11.4%) and Native Community Centres (10%).  87.1% 

participated in Native activities and said that programs needed to be culturally relevant to be 

effective.  

 In a recent study of Aboriginal women by Sky Blue Morin (1999), 100% of the Aboriginal 

women surveyed stated that Aboriginal ceremonies need to be recognized as a part of their 

Correctional Plan.  For the women, the ceremonies were seen as an integral part of the healing 

process.  The women also stated that programming should have spirituality as a necessary 

component.  Spirituality is connected related to identity and cannot be overlooked. 

 Culture and connectedness is critical in understanding the Aboriginal prisoner and the 

family.  The Aboriginal family cannot be seen in isolation from racism and cultural destruction.  

The systemic barriers and difficulties faced by Aboriginal prisoners and their families is a 

reflection of wider systemic difficulties. This curriculum can, in no way, address the 

overwhelming needs of Aboriginal families.  Aboriginal families must be provided resources and 

space in order to address their own healing and in ways that are meaningful to them.  The 

curriculum can only expresses concern for aboriginal families and calls for the need to listen.  

 This is also the case with the needs of Inuit prisoners and their families.  The incarceration 

of Inuit prisoners at a tremendous distance from their families is a great concern.  Innovative 

programming that maintains family contact and cultural sensitivity may require significant 

resources.  This could include videotaped messages for special events, travel assistance, 
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teleconferencing, reintegration assistance and sentencing alternatives. 

 

Components of a Response to Families 
 

 Resources for families are often limited, and resources that are available may not be 

sensitive to the experience of families coping with incarceration.  The emotional cycle of 

incarceration model indicates that, while the intensity of the crisis may vary, the crisis for families 

is a continuing one.   

 One means of defining supportive resources for families is utilize a crisis response model. 

 Support during a crisis has four components: assess, stabilize, refer and follow-up. 

 Display and discuss overhead 8.5, Components of a Response, to the participants. 

 

 
 

8.5 

Components of a Response 

 

Assess   Assess the family situation and determine the issues facing  

  the family    

 

Stabilize Reduce the immediate stress through active listening and by 

providing or referring the family to programs and services that 

address the assessed needs (outreach, crisis intervention services, 

case management, individual and family counseling, chaplaincy.) 

 

Refer  Empowerment - empower family to maintain stability by 

providing support for continuing care and opportunities for 

meaningful interaction (ie. childcare programs, support groups, 

financial counseling, transportation services) 

 

Refer  Enrichment - assist families to increase stability and enrich 

personal and family life through meaningful change by referral to 

programs that address any family growth issues and new skills 

training (parenting skills programs, anger management, 

reintegration programs) 

 

Follow-up Follow up with family to ensure good referral matches, and to 

bring involvement with the family to closure when and as 

appropriate   
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 The purpose of the next two exercises 

is to expose the participants to some resources 

in the field of services to families of prisoners. 

 Distribute the handout, Response Plans, to the participants.  Ensure that each participant 

has a copy of the Directory of Canadian Organizations Providing Services to the Families of Adult 

Offenders.  If a Directory is not available, gather brochures, pamphlets, guides or resources from 

your geographical area that include social service agencies, volunteer organizations, transportation 

services, low cost accommodations and correctional facilities.  

 Have each small group select a recorder for the group who will report back to the larger 

group after the discussion of each question.  Provide 15 minutes for the group exercise.  Provide 5 

minutes for each recorder's response.  Provide 5 minutes to debrief the exercise by allowing 

participants to discuss any thoughts or concerns. 

 Pose the task on overhead 8.6 to the small groups: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Organize a panel discussion with 

several community organizations, 

correctional staff and program personnel from within the justice and correctional system that 

provide support to the families of prisoners.  

 Introduce the panel members to the participants.  Provide each panel member five minutes 

to offer a summary of their area of service.  Provide twenty minutes for a question and answer 

period and interaction between the panel and participants. 

 It is important to thank the participants and a small token of appreciation to the panel 

members is appropriate. 

Group Discussion/ Exercise: 

Response Plans 

Group Discussion/ Exercise: 

Community Panel 

 

8.6 

 

A woman with two children parks her vehicle in the institutional parking lot to 

visit her incarcerated partner.  The prisoner has just arrived at the institution.  

She requests to speak to you and asks for your help.  She is in tears after her 

visit that day.  The specific areas of the request are short term accommodations 

while visiting on the weekend, the financial difficulty of traveling the 300 

kilometres to the institution, and difficulties with the childrens' behavior during 

and after visits.  In your small group, develop a plan to respond to this family 

using the four components of a response,  resources that may be available in the 

institution and resources found in The Directory of Canadian Organizations 

Providing Services to Families of Adult Offenders. 
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1. Choose a community resource of your 

choice that offers services to families.  

Prepare an information package on the community resource.  In a 250-word response, critique 

the organization's ability to respond to the families of prisoners as a unique clientele. 

 

2. Prepare a 300-word response that describes your faith or belief system and how that faith and 

belief system includes a faith response to the families of prisoners. 

 

3. Contact the chaplaincy department of a local correctional institution.  Discuss with the 

chaplaincy department their response to families of prisoners.  Prepare a 250-word summary 

and evaluation. 

 

4. Read the selected reading that follows.  In a 250-word response, compare and contrast the five 

hospitality houses in Canada. 

 

 

Family House: A Warm Welcome. 

By Sylvia Griffith. 

 

          The Family House opened in April 1984 as a response to growing need for short term 

accommodation for families visiting loved ones in one of the eight prisons in the Abbotsford area. 

 There was less than one percent vacancy rate in Abbotsford.  The situation was bleak enough that 

John Howard Society staff often assisted by taking families into their own homes. 

          During its first year of operation, Family House received $6,000.00 from the Correctional 

Service of Canada.  With this funding, the Society rented a rundown house in the downtown area 

of Abbotsford.  Family House is centrally located to five federal institutions that are 10 20 

minutes drive and within a 45 minute drive to three additional federal institutions.  The Society 

began the process of fixing the house by placing advertisements in local newspapers for furniture 

and assistance.  Ex-offenders, family members and volunteers cleaned and painted the house and 

did extensive yard work to provide a safe environment for the children.  In order to maximize 

resources and save costs, the Society moved the John Howard Society office to Family House.  

This ensured staffing from Monday to Friday during regular business hours.  On weekends, 

Family House runs on an honour system. 

          Family House is open to all family members, including partners, children, parents, 

grandparents, aunts, uncles, and so on.  The John Howard Society of the Fraser Valley staff at 

Family House establish long-term relationships with families.  The staff know the person inside, 

his parents, his wife, and his children because they have each stayed at Family House.   

          From humble beginnings, Family House has grown from its original location to its current 

location at 1790 McKenzie Road in Abbotsford.  Support has continued from prisoners, their 

families and the community, including furniture made by inmates at Mission Institution and 

support from inmate donations and fundraisers.  Since its inception, inmates on escorted 

Selected 

Readings 

Homework or 

Additional Exercises 
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temporary  absences (ETA) have taken responsibility for maintaining the house and grounds.  

Children of inmates and ex-offenders attend a free summer recreation and support program, 

Monday through Friday in July and August.  Special events are offered throughout the year, 

including a childrens' Christmas Party complete with Santa Claus, gifts and entertainment.   

          The three full-time staff at the John Howard Society of the Fraser Valley do regular 

visitation and programming in prison.  The Society has deepened their focus for families because 

families and family ties are one of the most significant assets for someone both while they are 

incarcerated and upon reintegration back to family and community.  There is someone out there 

who cares.  The JHSFV and Family House is proud to say that we care as well.  Whether it is 

relocation assistance, general information, or someone to talk to, Family House provides a warm 

welcome to families coping in demanding times. 

 

Note.  Sylvia Griffith is the Executive Director of the John Howard Society of the Fraser Valley 

and operates Family House.  Family House is located at 1790 McKenzie Road, Abbotsford BC  

V2S 7B7.  Sylvia is also the Facilitator of the Steering Committee of the Canadian Families and 

Corrections Network.  Sylvia can be reached at jhoward@rapidnet.net 

 

Bridge House I and II: The Need Continues. 

By Moira Duffy. 

 

          The "visiting difficulties" of inmates are familiar to all involved with the prisons.  By 1982, 

although individual organizations such as the John Howard Society, Springboard, and the 

Elizabeth Fry Society helped ease tension and cost, much more had to be done to provide suitable 

family support.  Changes in visiting areas, visiting times, and duration of visits had helped, but 

support systems were still woefully inadequate.  It was in this climate of concern that two inmates' 

wives and a minister's wife founded Bridge House in 1980.  It took two years, until August 1982, 

for the project to reach fruition. 

          Resource people from the John Howard Society, Elizabeth Fry, local churches, and other 

community organizations met to find ways of giving better and more direct support to inmates' 

families.  Inmates and their families were also interviewed.  The data was collected, and the 

common difficulties identified.  Difficulties included exorbitant costs of travel and 

accommodation, care of the children during the visit, the stress of the visit, lack of control by the 

inmate over the visit, lack of understanding by the inmate of possibilities for the future, and 

heightened loneliness surrounding the visit.  Secondary complications were also noted, such as the 

number of families on Family Benefits, the lack of accrued family assets, the distance from the 

home community to the institution, and the number of children involved. 

          The creation of Bridge House was meant to alleviate many of these problems, but before 

Bridge House could open there were many difficulties of its own to overcome.  First, local 

community support, monetary and otherwise, had to be solicited.  Direct support was received 

from inmates from local prisons in the furnishing, maintaining and advertising for the House.  

Support from the United Church, the Sisters of Providence, and the private sector was also 

forthcoming.  Local media was quick to promote the idea broadly and positively.  Municipal
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officials assisted with the initial organizing and the search for a location.  The Ontario Regional 

Headquarters of the Correctional Service of Canada assisted with the initial data gathering and the 

distribution of a "possible use" questionnaire.  Staff from the eight federal institutions also 

assisted in contacting the inmate committees.  From the research, it was clear that the project had 

much potential, and telephone calls and letters indicated both the willingness to assist and a 

demand for more information.  

            The first guest arrived from Sudbury on 2 August 1984, and Bridge House was underway. 

 The cost of a responsibly managed long-term project was beyond local resources.  When the 

House finally opened in August 1982, after two months of intensive cleaning and final-stage 

planning, the operating budget was a meager five thousand dollars.  Other funding sources, 

including governmental, had to be considered.  On the positive side, the Bridge House philosophy 

was highly compatible with that of Corrections Canada and the opportunities for inmate 

involvement were extensive, safe, and stable.   

          Located at 26 Rideau St. Kingston, Bridge House was easily accessible to public dining, 

transportation, entertainment and other services.  Bridge House, from its inception, had been a 

charitable, incorporated, non-profit organization with a Board of solidly affiliated local people.  

During its first year of operation, a part time Director was the only one salaried staff.  It is only 

with her consistent eighteen hour days that the doors stayed open. 

          Nearing the end of that first year of operation, closure was looming.  Much still needed to 

be done in the area of fund raising.  The media was contacted and the House's plight was 

publicized.  Our concerted efforts met with considerable success.  Corrections Canada, for 

example donated $3,500.00.  Support from the Municipalities of Ernestown and Pittsburg and 

from Community and Social Services was also forthcoming.  For the time being, the House was 

secure.  Clearly, the idea of low-cost, short-term accommodation and ongoing emotional support 

for families of loved ones in correctional institutions was simple, powerful and persuasive. 

          In 1984, due to lack of accessible information for visitors, three students were hired with a 

grant from the Employment and Development Branch to gather information from three important 

groups: prison officials, family visitors and inmates.  When the data was collected, brochures 

were published about each institution, listing information on accommodation, transportation, 

prison regulations, and the unique characteristics of the individual prisons.  Informing visitors 

reduces their stress and anxiety in a strange environment.  As a further extension of our 

philosophy of support, an information package for people moving to Kingston was undertaken.  A 

women's support group met weekly for in-house guests and families that had already relocated to 

Kingston, and in 1985, a life-skills group evolved. 

          The community response, in the form of moral and financial support, continued to grow.  

Support was received from three local townships, the City of Kingston, Queen's University, the 

Federal Government, including Employment and Immigration, and numerous corporate or private 

donations.  The staff grew to include a full time secretary, a week-end staff, a part-time cleaner, 

and a child care worker.  The child care worker position meant that another of our major goals 

was accomplished in that our role of family support and unity was augmented. 

          On October 1, 1987, we moved to 333 Kingscourt Avenue.  Our new residence is a larger 

and more modern home where we can accommodate up to ten women and their children.  

Additions over the old house included seven bedrooms as opposed to four, and four bathrooms 

instead of one, a microwave, dishwasher, VCR and stereo.  The staff grew with the number of 
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clients served to include three full time counselors, local volunteers, and Community Service 

Orders for the Department of Justice.  We also began a transportation system to and from morning 

and afternoon visits at local institutions for a small user fee. 

          Between 1982 and 1999, 37,903 women and 17,308 children have been sheltered at Bridge 

House.  The need continues to rise and we have begun operation of a second house, Bridge House 

II, on the grounds outside the wall of Collins Bay Institution.  Our place in the community is 

secure and the trials, tribulations, crisis, and successes never end.  As long as families are visiting 

the ones they love in Kingston area prisons, the doors of Bridge House will be open to welcome 

them. 

  

Note.  Moira Duffy is the Executive Director of Bridge House, 333 Kingscourt Avenue, Kingston, 

Ontario K7K 4R4.  Moira is also the Secretary- Treasurer of the Steering Committee of the 

Canadian Families and Corrections Network. 

 

Ce qui fut réalisé. . . :Résidence Bon Pasteur. 

Par S. Mariette Villeneuve, r.b.p. 

 

          Le 21 mars 1989, les Religieuses Notre-Dame de Charité du Bon Pasteur faisaient part de 

l'inauguration d'une nouvelle Maison d'oeuvre dans le diocèse de Baie-Comeau, soit Port Cartier.  

     

"Pour les visiteurs et les familles des détenus du nouvel Etablissement Port-Cartier, afin 

que les personnes qui y sont incarcéré puissent bénéficier d'un programme de visites qui 

leur permettra de rester en contact avec leur famille, ce qui contribuera à leur 

réhabilitation. La Résidence pourra recevoir une dizaine de visiteurs et le service sera 

assuré par trois religieuses de notre Congrégation."  

"Ce qui fut réalisé le 19 avril 1989."   

 

          Extrait de la lettre du 21 mars 1989, citant l'acceptation formelle  

de cet engagement par la Congrégation. 

 

          Ce sont les Résidents de l'Etablissement Port-Cartier, qui ont nommé la maison d'Accueil 

"Résidence Bon Pasteur", reconnaissant qu'elle pouvait atténuer l'inconvénient de la grande 

distance des grands centres d'où la plupart provenaient. 

          La mission des trois responsables religieuses de Port-Cartier, envers ceux que la société a 

mis à part pour un temps -- qui peut leur sembler une éternité - est: 

          a)  D'Accueillir les familles et amis(es) des Résidents dans un climat familial et amical, 

imbu de respect, via l'attention, l'écoute et l'encouragement. 

          b)  De croire au potentiel humain et spirituel des visiteurs, ainsi qu'à celui des Résidents 

visités, en vivant profondément l'attitude de "faire naître le bonheur à force d'y croire". 

          c)  Dans la mesure du possible considérer "chaque personne comme une promesse" selon 

l'expression d'une intervenante de passage, à l'Etablissement Port-Cartier (S. Lorraine Caza) 

          Nous voulons souligner l'accueil et la collaboration significative des membres du personnel 
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de l'Etablissement carcéral, des pasteurs et paroissiens Port-Cartois, des communautés religieuses 

de l'endroit.  Des Résidents aussi, lorsque nous sommes reçues pour certaines activités sociales et 

religieuses.  Combien encourageants sont les propos de leur journal, soulignant la bonne 

nourriture préparée par la cuisinière, les attentions à leur visiteurs et leurs enfants, etc.. Nous 

remercions le Seigneur de son appel Port-Cartois, mission Bon Pasteur appréciée et aimée. 

          Depuis environ huit ans les visiteurs viennent à la maison d'hébergement à partir du jeudi 

soir jusqu'au lundi matin.  Il y a possibilité d'un seul voyage par semaine maintenant avec une 

journée de plus.  Ceci favorise énormément les visiteurs pour le déplacement vu la grande 

distance.  Cetter journée ajoutée est grandement appréciée par les visiteurs. 

          Vous pouvez contacter S. Mariette Villeneuve à 42 Place McCormick, Port-Cartier, PQ 

G5B 2C6 (418)766-4009. 

          Note:  Port Cartier est une petite ville de 7 à 8,000 habitants, située à 980 km de Montréal, à 

une heure de voyage de Sept-Iles et à deux heures de Baie-Comeau.  La maison d'accueil est 

située en bordure du Golfe et tient un maximum de 7 à 12 visiteur(res) des détenues. Il y a deux 

possibilités de présence de deux jours de présence par semaine.  Vous pouvez contacter S. 

Villeneuve à mariettev@bbsi.net .     

    

Spring House: A Home Away from Home 

By Sr. Christina Doyle, Sisters of St. Martha. 

 

          On the outskirts of the town of Springhill, N.S., not far from the Springhill Institution is a 

house called "Spring House."  It provides hospitality for families of prisoners (whether mother, 

father, wife, husband, sibling, child or significant other) while they are visiting their incarcerated 

relative.  Because many families must travel long distances to maintain contact, Spring House is 

often described by guests as "a home away from home."  Its location is helpful to the families 

visiting loved ones at correctional institutions at Springhill, Dorchester, and Westmorland. 

          Spring House is wholly-owned by the Christian Council for Reconciliation, an 

Atlantic-wide, non-profit, volunteer organization dedicated to the ministry of prisoners (and their 

families) during their incarceration and after their release.  The idea of a house to assist families of 

prisoners began as a dream of Judy Allard (the wife of former Atlantic Regional Chaplain and the 

current Assistant Commissioner, Correctional Operations and Programs, Correctional Service of 

Canada, Pierre Allard) who saw the need to provide accommodations and nourishment at a 

minimum cost and "nourishment for the Spirit as well."  The Rev. Dr. Charles Taylor, who has 

been associated with the project since its inception, believes that people come to the house with 

their "stomachs full of undigested emotion and find someone there who will listen to them, and 

offer them friendship, courage and faith."  With the opening of Spring House in 1985, the first of 

its kind in Canada, the dream became a reality. 

          Three short years after it was established, the need to expand the facility was apparent.  In 

1988 a more modern complex, accommodating up to twelve overnight guests, was built nearby.  

The fully air-conditioned house now consists of four bedrooms for guests, a meeting room (which 

can serve as a bedroom), an apartment for staff, a kitchen, a dining-room, a sitting room, and a 

utility room.  It is located on a ten-acre lot where hardwood and softwood trees create a cozy 

setting for walking, reflecting, chatting, or just enjoying nature's beauty. 
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          Support for Spring House within the community and the institution has grown.  In the early 

years, donations of every kind - bedding, appliances, dishes, toys, etc. - were provided by friends 

and neighbours.  Over the years prisoners from the Springhill Institution have participated in the 

Spring House project by offering their skills in carpentry, electronics, plumbing, etc., thereby 

reducing costs and forwarding the dream in a very practical way.  Highlighting the partnering 

spirit is an annual fundraiser, a well-attended breakfast in downtown Springhill.  Townspeople, 

prisoners, and prison staff work together to make this event a window on the good that can come 

from broken parts of our society.  Springhill people know all about difficulties for this town has 

suffered through numerous disasters and losses of life over many years from accidents in their 

coal mines. 

          Spring House is staffed by the Sisters of St. Martha of Prince Edward Island.  Sisters Edna 

Walker and Trudy Cox in the beginning, and later Sr. Mary DeCoursey, won the hearts of house 

guests when luxuries were at a premium and living quarters cramped.  The many words of 

gratitude expressed at that time are a testament to the generosity  and service of these women.  

One guest wrote:  "There is a feeling of shame associated with having a loved one in prison.  Just 

being with others going through this same experience and with the Sisters who welcome and 

listen, removes that terrible feeling of shame."  Another guest, an aging mother, has spoken of 

how the warm and welcoming atmosphere provided by the Sisters at Spring House, eases her 

anxiety when coming to visit her incarcerated son. 

          Spring House provides "spiritual nourishment" along with hospitality.  Further information 

on Spring House is available at the website of the Christian Council for Reconciliation at 

http://home.istar.ca/~christcr/ccr.htm, by writing the Christian Council for Reconciliation, P.O. 

Box 1096, Amherst, NS B4H 4E2.  Sr. Christina Doyle is the Director of Spring House and can 

be contacted at springhouse@ns.sympatico.ca  
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Future Directions 
 

 
 Don Andrews and James Bonta, in The Psychology of Criminal Conduct (2nd edition, 

Cincinnati, OH: Anderson Publishing, p. 351.1998), write: 

 

Offering human treatment services to offenders and their families seems to threaten 

proponents of punishment and incapacitation.  They ought to feel threatened, not as 

people, but as representatives of positions devoid of research support.  At this time, we 

think restorative justice holds the most promise for maintaining accountability while 

encouraging the delivery of services to higher-risk cases.  Restorative Justice approaches 

may serve the victim and the broader community while contributing to reduced 

victimization through the support of effective services for offenders.  

 

Overhead 9.1 summarizes the framework used throughout the preceding chapters to focus on 

the experience of the family and the correctional process. Display the overhead to the participants and 

read the text on the overhead. 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

9.1 

 

Restorative justice and dispute resolution issues 

 

The family of the offender is in crisis and requires support. 

 

The children of an incarcerated parent are at-risk. 

 

The family maintains ties in a correctional atmosphere that challenges the survival of 

the family. 

 

The family of the incarcerated person is an asset during incarceration. 

 

Family ties increase parole success and reduce recidivism. 

 

Stronger family ties are an effective form of crime prevention and lead to safer 

communities. 

 

9 
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Restorative justice and effective services to the families of the incarcerated may offer a threat 

to a retributive approach to corrections: a restorative justice approach brings into question security 

and programming that does not take the family and its potential importance into consideration. The 

family of the offender is at the heart of a restorative justice approach to corrections.    

A restorative justice approach challenges the offending family member to acknowledge the 

harm that has been done and to work toward healing and restoration.  Restorative justice demands 

more of the offender than just "doing the time."  Incarceration in and of itself does not effect change.  

Healing and restoration takes place in community, not in exile.  

Restorative justice challenges approaches that fail to address the root causes of criminal 

behavior, including systemic issues within society.   

 There are fears that a restorative justice approach to corrections and the family may have 

unexpected consequences.  What at first appears as a functional decision may have implications that 

stretch far beyond what could have been imagined, or become dysfunctional in its application.   

Grossman's Misquote states: Complex problems have simple, easy to understand wrong 

answers.  Restorative justice does not offer simple or easy answers, but asks the hard questions out of 

which answers and healing can arise.  The 'fluidity' of restorative justice to address a situation opens it 

to criticisms of lack of concreteness or consistency.  Restorative justice principles are not a rulebook 

to follow and parties are accountable to a process and to each other rather than to a prescribed 

formula.      

There are fears that restorative justice may become watered down within a correctional setting 

and that restorative justice will lose its rooting in that which is restorative or that which is just.  There 

are also concerns that the term "restorative justice" is used to refer to any non-traditional approach to 

justice and corrections, whether it is restorative or not. 

The late Ron Wiebe was the warden of Ferndale and Elbow Lake Institutions and was 

committed to the vision and values of restorative justice.  Reflections of a Canadian Prison 

Warden: The Visonary Legacy of Ron Wiebe: an Unfinished Conversation  is a chapbook that 

compiles some of his reflections on his years in the justice and corrections process and is published at 

the Correctional Service of Canada's web site (www.csc-scc.gc.ca/text/pblct/ronweibe/9_e.shtml). In 

it, he states: 

 

I keep telling my staff this: We'll do the right thing, not just do what is right. If you 

simply do things right, you can get misled by detail and trivia that doesn't have any 

value or impact. We need to focus on asking "What is the right thing?" in the course of 

our decision-making. And that is the principle that has guided me, the principle by 

which I have always tried to operate, and it has served us well. I am still convinced that 

the corrections system, if it maintains the same course, will continue to be successful. 

 

What is clear, at least at this point, is that restorative justice is harder work, but the harder 

work may be worth it.  Restorative justice and 'good corrections' have the same goals: safe 

reintegration. 

Restorative justice may be doing things right by doing the right things. 
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Additional Video Resources 
 

A Matter of Trust: a profile of the Vancouver Police and Native Liaison Society (Aboriginal Justice 

Learning Network: Ottawa, )1998. 

 

A Test of Justice (Correctional Service of Canada, 1998). A recreation of a crime, followed by viewer 

participation to choose steps during the sentencing, incarceration and parole.  Provides an explanation 

of what happens when an individual is charged and convicted of a crime.  

 

A Time for Healing (Native Counselling Services of Alberta: 1998). Describes aboriginal culture and 

its relationship to the criminal justice system, designed to educate and sensitize non-Aboriginals about 

the role of Aboriginal culture and the justice system. 

 

Cancelled Lives (Milestone Media, Inc: Santa Barbara, Calif: 1991). A portrayal of the criminal 

justice system as seen through the eyes of the incarcerated.  Explores many of the factors that can lead 

to crime, including growing up in an abusive family environment, drug use and gang activity 

 

Circles (1997). A look at sentencing circles in the Yukon, the first jurisdiction to use sentencing 

circles as a component of the formal justice system.   (Available through the National  

Film Board of Canada, P.O. Box 6100, Station Centre-Vill e, Montreal QC   H3C 3H5). 

 

Dinner for Two. Two chameleons get 'stuck' in a conflict with catastrophic results.  This animated and 

without-words video was winner of the best short film at the 20
th
 World Film Festival in Montreal.  

With a user guide.  (Available through the National Film Board of Canada, P.O. Box 6100, Station 

Centre-Ville, Montreal QC   H3C 3H5). 

 

Jailhouse Romance.  (Ruby Line Productions, (2001).  Follows the relationships of three women and 

their incarcerated partners.  

 

Justice Denied (National Film Board, undated).  Based on the true story of Donald Marshall Jr. 

 

La mort des masques (Letourner Virage, Montreal (514-276-9556) 1999) (French) is available 

through the Solicitor General Library, Ottawa.  English version, The Shedding of the Mask. 

 

Peacemakers (1998). Mediation and negotiating are historical methods of peacemaking used by 

aboriginal people. (Available through Native Counselling Services of Alberta, #800 Highfield Place, 

10010-106 Street, Edmonton, Alberta   T5J 3L8).  

 

The David Milgaard Story (CTV, 1998. 91 minutes).  An award winning made for television movie 

that follows the David Milgaard story.  The video has some flaws in how actual material is presented. 

 Caution: the video contains physical and sexual brutality, including rape.  The brutality is often 

presented with insensitivity.  Available through CTV-TV, Ottawa. 
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The Prisoner's Family: a community concern (Family and Corrections Network, Waynesboro, VA, 

1989).  Interviews with ex-prisoners, justice and corrections staff and family members of the 

incarcerated to offer a perspective on the needs of services to families. 

 

Restorative Justice: Making Things Right (1994)A discussion guide is included. (Available through 

MCC 1775 Boul. Edouard Laurin, Ville St. Laurent, QC   H4L 2B9) 

 

Restoring Justice (1996). Restoring Justice illustrates victim-offender mediation and family group 

conferencing. (Available through the National Council of Churches).  

 

The Spirit Within (National Film Board, undated).  Follows the growing movement to offer 

meaningful programs to Aboriginal offenders. 

 

They're Doing My Time ( Tapestry International, New York: NY, 1987. 56 minutes) Interviews with 

female prisoners, their experience of family, and the effects of incarceration on their family members. 

 

Urban Elder (National Film Board, undated)   Follows the work of Native Elder Vern Harper, 

working both in the community and counseling inmates at a federal prison. 

 

Within The Healing Circle: The balance of justice (King Motion Pictures Corp: 1998). Designed for 

television, describes the experience of aboriginal people and the Canadian justice system. 

 

When the Dust Settles (undated).  Two gophers sling dirt at each other, eventually destroying both of 

their homes.  With a user guide. (Available through the National Film Board of Canada, P.O. Box 

6100, Station Centre-Ville, Montreal QC   H3C 3H5). 
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Overheads and Handouts 

for Waiting at the Gate 
 



 

 

 

 

1.1 

 

Restorative justice and dispute resolution issues 

 

The family of the offender is in crisis and requires support. 

 

The children of an incarcerated parent are at-risk. 

 

The family maintains ties in a correctional atmosphere that 

challenges the survival of the family. 

 

The family of the incarcerated person is an asset during 

incarceration. 

 

Family ties increase parole success and reduce recidivism. 

 

Stronger family ties are an effective form of crime prevention and 

lead to safer communities. 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 



                                                                                                                  

 

 

1.2 

 

Families of Prisoners Bill of Rights 

 

You have the right to maintain strong links with your family and 

friends. 

 

You have the right to be listened to during visits, and your worries 

and concerns heard, not just sit and listen to your partner complain 

about the food or the guy he's celling with or his lousy P.O. . 

 

You have the right to seek out your own supports and to go out on 

social occasions, even with a person of the other gender. 

 

You have the right to be angry, feel betrayed and abandoned. 

 

You have the right not to become a part of your partner's world, the 

prison.  You live in society, not a prison visiting room. 

 

You have the right to respect from prison staff, other offenders, your 

partner, and members of free society. 

 

You have the right not to be labeled or ostracized by society. 

 

Like all rights, these are not necessarily adhered to, or agreed upon 

by all members of our communities, but I think they're worth 

struggling for!  

 

Rod Carter, February 2000 

 

 



 

 

 

 

1.3 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Why might family members have difficulty in a dialogue with 

correctional staff or service providers within a correctional setting? 

Group Discussion/ Exercise: 

Difficulties in Dialogue 



                                                                                                                  

 

 

1.4 

 

 

 

 

 

 

What are the difficulties in establishing a dialogue between correctional 

staff, service providers and family members? 

 

  

 

Group Discussion/ Exercise: 

Difficulties in Dialogue 



 

 

 

 

1.5 

 

 

 

 

  

What is the current approach to the families of offenders within 

the justice and correctional system? 

 

What current programs or practices within corrections do you 

consider to be restorative?  Do any of these programs and 

practices have a focus on the family of the offender? 

 

In an ideal system, how would the justice and correctional system 

respond to families.  Discuss what would happen in the best 

system that you can imagine. 

 

Group Discussion/ Exercise: 

Restorative Approaches 



                                                                                                                  

 

 

1.6 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

1. What stood out most for you in the video? 

 

2. What are some of these assets to maintaining family ties? 

 

3. List the diff iculties faced by family members in maintaining family 

ties during incarceration mentioned in the video. 

 

 

Video Presentation: 

Prisoner Families:  

Facing the Challenge 

 



 

 

 

 

1.7 

 

 

The Value of Restorative Justice 

 

Á Restorative justice supports the values of the principles that are 

the basis of the Aboriginal world view - respect, love, humility, 

and dignity 

 

Á Restorative justice recognizes its roots in the aboriginal 

community, it is a sign of respect, and good faith, that may 

encourage further cooperation between like- minded people, no 

matter the racial differences 

 

Á Restorative justice implementation may reduce the rising rates of 

incarceration 

 

Á Restorative justice involves aboriginal people on aboriginal terms 

 

Á Restorative justice focuses on the violation of people and 

relationships and creates obligations to make things right to the 

extent possible, and not so much on the violation of the law or to 

punish 

 

Á Restorative justice contributes directly to the primary correctional 

goal of safe reintegration 

 

Ole Ingstrup (1998) 



                                                                                                                  

 

 

2.1 

 

Profile of federal prisoners  

 

Federally incarcerated men and women prisoners by region on 

March 31, 1999. 

 

 # of  % by   # of   % by  

Region  Men    Region Women Region  

Atlantic   1,163 (9.1)  26  (7.3) 

Quebec  3,335 (26.1) 78  (22.0) 

Ontario   3,373 (26.4) 100  (28.2) 

Prairies  3,151 (24.7) 117  (33.0) 

Pacific  1,754 (13.7)       34  (9.6) 

Total  12,776 (100)  355  (100) 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 




