
  

 
 

 

1 

families outside 
 
 

Playing Our Part 
 
Highlighting the needs of families affected by imprisonment  
and substance misuse 
 
 
 
“ ... It was more a relief when she went into prison because of the years of chaos – we 
saw it as a form of respite…. My mother said, ‘well I can go to sleep at night because I 
know where she is’ ...” 
 
“… There a lot of bridges to be built, I’m under a wee bit of pressure but at the end of the 
day she’s my daughter and I’ve got to be there for her …” 
 
“… what I felt at first was shame – I’d look at those two wee girls and cry and cry …”   
 
“…So for two or three days I was climbing the walls because I didn’t know where they 
were – I kept phoning the police station but they’re not allowed to tell you anything, but 
the sergeant said to me – ‘you don’t need to report them missing’, and then I knew…” 
 
“… they were in prison – well so was I …“ 
 
“… my heart just sank because I knew what would happen when she came out ...” 
 
“… in that situation you think – my daughters on drugs and in prison – who wants to 
know? I wouldn’t even go out of the house when it went in the papers and the two wee 
granddaughters … I got so bad I ended up in hospital for a day with chest pains …” 
 
“… She got out and didn’t come home for two days and my niece waited at the window 
for two days, waiting for her mother to come home …”  
 
“… and the doctor, he just wanted to put me on valium … what’s the use?  I wake up – 
they’re still in there.  I didn’t go on it … though I took panic attacks and high blood 
pressure … my boys are dependent on drugs and the doctor wants to  put me on drugs to 
deal with it!  No thank you! 
 
“… The girl on the phone is the daughter I lost five years ago, I’m hoping and praying that 
this has been a learning process and she’s turned her life around” 
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Playing Our Part   
Glasgow Conference, 28 November 2006 
  

 
Highlighting the needs of families affected by imprisonment   
and substance misuse 
 
 
 

 

Families Outside  
 

In Partnership with The Robertson Trust and the Scottish Association 
of Alcohol 

and Drug Action teams 
 

In Association with the Scottish Network of Families Affected by Drugs 
 

Supported by SPS and the Scottish Executive 
 
 
 
 
The overlap between imprisonment and substance misuse is well known, but   the 
experiences of families who have to cope with both issues when a substance 
misusing relative goes to prison have not been well considered in development of 
policy and services in all associated fields. 
 
Playing Our Part was the first national conference in Scotland to explore these 
issues.  
 
 
Key Conference Outcomes: 
 

• The event highlighted the important role that families play in the care, treatment 
and rehabilitation of people with substance misuse problems who are sentenced 
to custody, the difficulties they face and the support they need to undertake this 
role.  

 

• The event developed recommendations for the support and involvement of 
families in emerging priorities eg. the review of  Alcohol and Drug Action Teams, 
the implementation of the Management of Offenders Act, and development of 
Community Justice Authorities. 
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Key Points from the conference contributors: 
 

• Families who have a substance misusing member who goes to prison experience 
stress, ill health, stigma and financial hardship before, during and after the prison 
experience.  Kinship carers face additional anxieties and financial costs. 

 

• Families are often initially relieved that their substance misusing relative has been 
sent to prison and hope that they will get the support and help they need in prison 
which they have not received in the community – for families where there has been 
a long standing substance misuse problem it can be seen as a period of respite 
though with anxiety about what will happen on release. 

 

• Research confirms the vital role of families in providing support to their family 
member, making treatment more effective and also reducing the likelihood of 
reoffending – but they need support in their own right to be able to do this.  

 

• For people who have had a substance misuse problem and offended, seeing the 
damaging  impact of this on their family can be a powerful motivator for them to 
change. 

 

• Families find it difficult to get the information they need about prison – from how to 
get in through the door to what treatment their relative is receiving – and what help 
they will get when they are released. 

 

• There are existing isolated pockets of good practice in Scotland (eg. The 
Lighthouse Foundation, FSU Scotland, Hope, First Base, Aberlour Childcare Trust) 
and some encouraging developing practice (eg. SPS/ Phoenix House, Routes Out 
of Prison). 

 

• Families value services which are flexible and non judgemental. Independent, non 
statutory services are often perceived to be more accessible.  

 
 
A full programme, copies of the presentations and notes, are available under the 
“What’s Happening” section on www.familiesoutside.org,uk 
 
 

“They say there’s light at the end of the tunnel – well 2 years 
on there’s a wee flicker there somewhere – hopefully” 
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Outcomes needed for families (Action required by Policy makers and 
Service Planners): 
 
 

1. Policies relating to justice and substance misuse systems include families 
as a stakeholder group and have structured consultation mechanisms for 
incorporating families’ perspectives. 

 
“… I feel we were let down and so was she … when I visited her before she got out I 
could see she had taken something and I couldn’t believe I was sitting in a prison visits 
room and she was obviously on something … and my heart just sank because  I knew 
what would happen when she came out ...” 

 
2. Families have access to services which provide them with the information 

and support they need in their own right.  
 

“… for me to get the support so that I can be a strong person for my sons and that’s what 
they’re needing.” 

 
“… the lack of information that comes to me as a family member ... they say they’re 
adults ‘we don’t need to tell you’ - but it was making me ill.  If it happened to anyone else, 
if your son went out and didn’t come back for his tea and a week later you still didn’t know 
... that was the horriblest thing.” 
 
“… I had never been in a prison ... its quite daunting. We got no help from anywhere with 
visits … it seemed to be assumed that that everybody knew the procedure to get through 
the front door but I didn’t and my niece certainly didn’t.”  
 
“… So I had her clothes to take in, but I didn’t know what to do.  I didn’t know who to give 
them to.  I didn’t know if they would have to be searched.  I didn’t know what we could 
take into a visit …” 

 
3. Treatment and rehabilitation services in prison and community provide 

integrated approaches which enable the family to play their part. 
 
“It would’ve been so helpful to have some mediation for us with my sister coming out, 
after two days our family realised that we had been dropped in to the chaos again …”  
 
“She’s been off the methadone for nine days – on six or seven bags of heroin when she 
went in – so to hear she’s off the methadone – I don’t know if they give them something 
for that – I don’t know.” 
 
“If we had known what happens when someone is released it would have been so helpful 
with my niece ...” 
 
“I praise her – I say you stick in there, keep your chin up – but I don’t know who actually 
works with them in prison or what turned her about – I don’t know how it happened.” 
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4. All professionals in contact with children are trained in awareness of the 
impact of substance misuse and imprisonment on families1.  

 
“I know I’ve lied to them  but I believed its for the best … I’m delighted if she’s back with 
her children … but will she stay off the drugs … she could promise the earth ...” 
 
“So I took the children up with me, they think it’s a clinic not a prison ... all the way  back 
on the bus the oldest one cried, she broke her heart.  I have to keep reassuring her – 
mummy’s coming home, it won’t be long.” 
 
“ …The stigma and embarrassment for my elderly mother and my niece – it was on the 
front page and my niece had to go to school and face up to the consequences of her 
mothers actions …” 
 

5. Families are offered support and information about alcohol issues and how 
alcohol and drug misuse issues interact. 

 
6. Through new structures (eg. Community Justice Authorities) and new 

processes (eg. Integrated Case Management) consistent practice in 
information sharing between agencies assists families when they seek 
support for themselves or their family member. 

 
7. Good practice in family involvement and support is shared between justice 

and substance misuse services and practitioners in the statutory and 
voluntary sectors. 

 
8. Funding for family focused activity is prioritised and sustainability of 

services secured in the non statutory sector. 
 
“For two or three days I was like a zombie going in and out of prison, then I came out and 
this wee woman said, ‘are you alright’ and I said, ‘I don’t know’ – ‘I cannae tell anybody’ 
and she said, ‘how are you getting here can you afford it’ – well I couldn’t … and it was 
the Lighthouse Foundation – they’ve been there for me and my two sons, by helping 
them they’ve helped me.”    
  
“ …but the Lighthouse Foundation they taught me not to feel like that – they didn’t turn 
me away and they didn’t judge me and that’s what I loved.” 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
1
 Cross ref : A Matter of Substance ?Alcohol  or Drugs: Does it Make a Difference to the Child? Patricia Russell 

Aberlour 2006 
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Taking the Recommendations Forward -  
Initial Actions by the conference partners: 

 
1) SADAAT (on behalf of the partners) will send this report out to all Alcohol and Drug 

Action Teams with an audit questionnaire on their current policy and practice. 
Audit feedback will be incorporated into the Report and will feature on the agenda 
of a SADAAT meeting where further action will be agreed. 

 
2) SADAAT (on behalf of the partners) will formally submit the Report and Audit 

results to the Chair of the Scottish Ministerial Committee on Alcohol Problems with 
a request for an attendance slot at the committee to discuss the issues raised.  

 
3) SADAAT (on behalf of the partners) will formally submit the Report and Audit 

results to the Scottish Advisory Committee on Drug Misuse with a request for an 
attendance slot at the committee to discuss the issues raised.  

 
4) Families Outside (on behalf of the partners) will formally submit the Report to the 

Scottish Prison Service with an audit questionnaire on their current policy and 
practice.  Audit feedback will be incorporated into the Report. Further discussion 
will be sought with SPS on the issues raised.  

 
5) Families Outside (on behalf of the partners) will formally submit the Report and 

Audit results to the Minister for Justice and the Community Justice Authorities with 
a request for further discussion of the issues identified in the context of the 
National Strategy for the Management of Offenders. 

 
6) Families Outside (on behalf of the partners) will formally submit the Report and 

Audit results to the Minister for Education and Young People and the Getting it 
Right for every Child team with a request for further discussion on the issues 
raised.  

 
7) Families Outside (on behalf of the partners) will send the Report and Audit results 

to the Scottish Drugs Forum, Alcohol Focus Scotland, Criminal Justice Voluntary 
Sector Forum and ask them to circulate it to their members. 

 
8) Families Outside will circulate a copy of the Report and Audit results to conference 

participants and post the report on its website. 
 
9) Families Outside will update on progress at an event to be held in November 2007. 

 
10) Families Outside will highlight the recommendations of the Report and Audit to the 

Scotland’s Futures Forum Alcohol and Drug Initiative as it develops and work with 
partners to take the recommendations forward. 
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Playing Our Part   
 
 
Partners in the Conference: 
______________________ 
 
Families Outside  
Is the only national organisation in Scotland voicing the needs of families affected by 
imprisonment.  Our aim is to ensure that families are afforded the recognition,  
compassion, information and support they need to mitigate the impact of losing a family 
member to prison.  
admin@familiesoutside.org.uk    
 
Families Outside, 19A Albany Street, Edinburgh, EH1 3QN.   
Tel. 0131 557 9800   Fax 0131 557 9800 

 
The Scottish Association of Alcohol and Drug Action Teams  
The Scottish Association of Alcohol & Drug Action Teams is a voluntary association 
representing all Alcohol & Drug Action Teams.  The main aim is to represent local Action 
Teams as a body and provide a channel through which central government (including the 
Scottish Parliament and Scottish Executive), local authorities, COSLA and other bodies 
may obtain the views of the Association’s membership on major policy areas or issues of 
collective concern. 
kathleen.donnelly@saadat.org.uk  
 
The Robertson Trust    
The Robertson Trust, based in Glasgow was established in 1961 by the three Robertson 
sisters who donated the shares in the Scotch Whisky business founded by their 
grandfather to the Trust for charitable purposes.  The Trustees are free to donate to a 
wide range of charitable causes in Scotland and have identified work with families 
affected by imprisonment and substance misuse as a priority area for support.  In 
2005/2006 the Trust gave £7 million to charities in Scotland. 
www.therobertsontrust.org.uk  
 
In Association with: 
______________ 
 
Scottish Network for Families Affected by Drugs  
SNFAD is a charity managed by key representatives from family support groups and 
family members across Scotland.  SNFAD  provides a wide range of services for groups 
that support families and carers whose lives have been affected by a family member, 
friend or partner who has a drug or alcohol problem including a National Helpline and 
access to up-to-date information and training. 
pauline-snfad@btconnect.com  
 

                  

 


