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Summary  
 

 
 
Visits  
 
“Prisoners with family support cope better during imprisonment and are 

less likely to reoffend upon release than those who do not”1 
 
Support for prisoners can be difficult to sustain as there are many factors 
which affect families maintaining contact during a period of imprisonment, not 
least the issues many face in visiting a prison establishment.  There is no 
standard procedure in Scottish prisons for those visiting and each prison can 
operate differently which can leave a visitor uninformed and confused about 
procedures.  Obtaining necessary information, attempting to book a visit, cost, 
transport and travel, as well as the expectations of a visit, can be frustrating 
and tense for those hoping to stay in contact with their family member or 
friend.2 
 
Supporting families  

 
The need to provide facilities for visitors is growing.  Visiting prison can be a 
time of anxiety, stress and disappointment for all involved - parents concerned 
that the prison is not the right environment for children to come into, other 
visitors with concerns about atmosphere and culture of prisons. Many visitors 
have no experience of the criminal justice system and are overwhelmed by 
the necessary security measures in place.  It can be upsetting to be faced 
with visitor identification, searches, metal detecting equipment and, in some 
cases, sniffer dogs on the first visit to a prison.  It can help if visitors have 
some idea of what to expect when they visit.   

 
Creating a supportive environment for visitors to the prison  

 
Current developments within the Scottish Prison Service acknowledge the 
role that families play in reducing reoffending, but there remains concern that 
there has to be more cohesive resources in place in order to support and 
maintain their involvement.   
 
The recommendations suggested by this report are for action by the various 
partners involved in support to families affected by imprisonment and will not 
necessarily be the sole responsibility of one agency.  HMP Edinburgh is 
distinctive in having the only Visitor’s Centre in Scotland at the time of writing 
and as such is in a unique position to promote and provide support services to 
a section of the population which is currently deemed vulnerable and ‘difficult 
to reach’.                                             

                                                
1
 Loucks, Nancy  (2005) Prison Without Bars: The Experiences of Families Affected by Imprisonment,  

2 Scottish Prisoners’ Families Helpline statistics (2005-06) 
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Introduction 
_____________________________________________________ 
 
 

Families Outside works to raise awareness and influence policy and services 
for families affected by imprisonment.  We provide a free confidential national 
Helpline available to anyone who has a family member or friend in custody, 
offering information, support and a signposting service.  We work positively 
with the Scottish Prison Service and other statutory and voluntary bodies in 
order to achieve positive change and we undertake research and 
development independently and in partnership with a range of agencies which 
have a role to play in meeting the needs of families affected by imprisonment.  
 
Edinburgh Prison is the only prison within Scotland that currently has a 
Visitors Centre although early discussions are underway at Perth Prison about 
the reopening of a visitor centre and Families Outside is keen to encourage 
development of centres at more prisons in Scotland where possible. 
 

 
Aims of Survey 
 
In order to assist the work at Perth, and potentially Visitors Centres in other 
Scottish prison establishments, as well as the future work of Families Outside, 
it was felt it would be helpful to gather some views and perceptions of needs 
from visitors to Edinburgh Prison’s Visitors Centre.  It is also hoped that the 
information gathered will be of value in helping the Visitors Centre’s current 
providers, the Salvation Army, and its advisory committee to work up a future 
development plan. 
 
This report is focussed on the opinions of those using the Visitors Centre and 
will therefore not be commenting on any aspect of the running of the centre, 
funding, staffing or management. 
 
 

Process 
 
In general it was thought that a focus on visitors attending remand visits would 
be appropriate as they were more likely to be visiting for the first time and 
have little or no awareness of basic visit procedures, and might therefore be 
more in need of support.   It should be noted however that a Family Contact 
Development Officer attempts to visit the Centre on a regular basis when 
possible. 
 
Gathering of data over an 8 week period was undertaken through informal 
interviews and use of questionnaires, covering seven remand sessions and 
one convicted visit session during the months of May and June. Colouring 
books and pencils were made available for young children to use whilst adults 
were talking to the researcher.  Although questionnaires were available at 
reception for visitors to complete at any time, very few were returned this way 
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and a better outcome was achieved by approaching visitors directly.  140 
forms were distributed, some spoiled, and a total of 94 returned, although not 
all questions were answered, a return of 67%.   
 
An information sheet was displayed at the booking desk informing visitors that 
a survey would be carried out through the use of questionnaires and informal 
discussion with a representative from Families Outside.  Information was also 
placed on tables alerting visitors to the presence of the researcher and the 
objective of the survey.   

 

Visitors were approached, introductions made and explanations given about 
the independent nature of the survey (not connected to either the prison or the 
Visitors Centre), the gathering of information in an informal (and anonymised) 
manner, and with a view to developing a report around the themes of needs 
and possible support groups. No recordings were made and the researcher 
asked each visitor for permission to take notes if necessary. It was also hoped 
that the researcher would be able to visit some of the more well established 
Visitor Centres in England as well as linking into the contact made with 
visitors by the Family Contact Development Officers (FCDOs) within the 
Visitors Centre.  However, the former was not possible within the research 
timescale.  
 
Information was received from a wide selection of visitors to the centre 
including: 
 

• Parents 

• Partners 

• Siblings 

• Friends 

• Other relatives 
 
The research was predominantly focused on individuals specifically visiting 
someone in the prison but informal discussion was also undertaken with 
Visitors Centre staff, FCDO’s, Toybox, Phoenix House and One Stop 
Childcare. 
 
Very little documentary evidence was used – there is no Comments Book 
available for visitors to express their views for example, no statistical 
information or any previous evaluation reports.  Minutes of past Consultative 
Committee meetings were read for background information. 

 
Current Services provided  
 
At present HMP Edinburgh has the only Visitors Centre in Scotland. The 
purpose built facility located in the grounds of the prison opened in May 2000 
to provide a safe and friendly environment for visitors to the prison to book-in.  
The Centre is open 7 days a week from 9. 30am – 9pm weekdays, and 12.30-
4pm at weekends, and allows visitors to the prison the following services: 
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• signing in system     

• refreshments   

• locker facilities     

• waiting area  

• pay phone     

• play area for under 5’s    

• toilets and baby changing facilities 

• buggy park   

• disabled access   

• warm and bright shelter  
 
There is also a meeting room available to Visitors Centre staff, prison 
personnel and other agencies if required.   
 
Although there is no statistical information available about number of visitors, 
it is estimated by the Visitors Centre that approximately 1200 people use the 
centre in any one week.   
 

Links to FCDO’s 
 
Staff at the Visitors Centre work closely with the Family Contact Development 
Officers (FCDO) who are based within the Visits Room at the prison, alerting 
the FCDO to any possible problems or concerns family members may have 
on an ad hoc basis. They would be keen to see this relationship strengthened 
and formalized in some way.  Families Outside also work closely with the 
FCDO’s on a regular basis, through liaison on family concerns and 
intervention on their behalf if necessary and, more recently, involvement with 
the Family Induction sessions which currently take place on Friday mornings 
at the prison. Information relating to the prison, help relating to travel 
expenses, general information about programmes and support for the 
prisoner, and the contact person for the visitor to approach are given to the 
family members who attend the Induction session, which is followed by a visit 
with their family member.  Visitors to the Centre who were aware of the role of 
the FCDO team were extremely positive about the support these officers 
provided. 
 

Findings 
  
A copy of the questionnaire distributed to visitors is attached (Appendix A) 
with this report and along with the questionnaire, some further and informal 
interviews took place with individuals.  The main findings are presented here 
and organized under the headings as shown below.  Quotations used are in 
the main, written quotations, although anecdotal evidence collected by the 
researcher is also used where appropriate. 
 
The questionnaire focused on: 
 

• visitors journey 

• use of the Visitors Centre 
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• children 

• young people 

• internet access 

• support agencies  

• access to information and services  

• views of the Visitors Centre. 
 
Many visitors whilst not keen to complete the questionnaire (and this will be 
discussed later in the report), were more willing to talk in some detail about 
their experience with the prison, as well as concerns and issues about coping 
with the emotional aspect of imprisonment, and the difficulties associated with 
the prison regime.   
 

 
Visitors Journey 
 
How far did you travel? 
 

How far have you travelled to get to the prison today?
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Visitors were asked how far they had travelled to reach the prison that day 
and the table above shows the distance travelled by visitors.  The majority of 
visitors were  relatively local, travelling from throughout Edinburgh and 
Midlothian (nearly 62%).  However, there were also visitors who had travelled 
from further afield - Coventry, Aberdeen, Glasgow and the Borders in one 
afternoon session.  

 

How did you get here? 
 
Many commented on the fact that although Edinburgh Prison is fairly central 
and on a direct bus route, there were still difficulties in reaching the 
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establishment from different areas of the city with various modes of transport 
required for some visitors (7%), more than one bus to actually reach the 
prison (28%) or having to rely on lifts from friends or other family members.  
However, 31 visitors (nearly 33%) had their own transport and one visitor was 
particularly impressed with the parking facilities at the prison (see below): 
 

How did you travel to get to the prison today?
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How long did it take? 
 
42% of visitors had an average journey of between half an hour and an hour 
with just over 7% taking over 2 hours to reach the prison.  One person 
commented:  
 

“I think visiting should be longer as I spend over 4 
hours travelling for a 30 minute visit” 

 

 - this woman visited her partner at least twice a week.   
 
Have you visited the prison before? 
 
89% of visitors had visited Edinburgh Prison before, with exactly half of those 
making a visit within the previous 7 days.  Only 14% of visitors stated that it 
had been more than a month since their last visit, one woman explaining that 
the last time had been years ago and “never thought he would ever 

be back inside after that experience”. 

 
Some of the visitors were unaware of the financial assistance available to 
them for travelling costs to the prison from the Assisted Prison Visits Scheme 
(APV) and were given the information booklets containing the application 
forms, which are on display and available at the Visitors Centre.  However, 
comment was passed on the fact that if payment was made for only 2 visits 
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per month, “it was probably not worthwhile claiming as I’m 
here nearly every day”.   

 

Visitors to prisoners on remand are entitled, in most cases, up to six visits per 
week.  Most visitors were happy with being able to visit their family member 
on a regular basis, although unable to claim financial assistance for all visits.  
There were however further comments made about the specific visiting times: 
 

“..visiting times for remand ok but there should be a 
night time visit.  Also you have to be here 40 minutes 

early (for every visit) and that’s not ok for children to 
wait or if you have been travelling for long” 

 

as well as some criticism about on-going difficulties in actually being able to 
get a visit for some visitors with not enough information given initially.  The 
lack of information at an early stage in the visiting process was remarked on 
by many of the visitors.  For example, one person commented that they were 
unaware of the need for identification and had simply turned up at the prison, 
only to be turned away at the gate.  The matter was resolved by staff at the 
Visitors Centre and the FCDO and a visit was achieved at a later session.  
 
Concern was also expressed about the actual visit itself: 
 
“no procedures were explained to myself by any members of 
staff.  I have been on closed visits for 8 months but was 
only told last week that I had to apply in writing to get 

back on to normal visits.  I feel this should have been 
informed to myself by letter at the time I was put on 

closed visits”. 

 

This woman felt particularly aggrieved because she visited on a regular basis 
and this information had not been made available to her at any time. 
 

Use of the Visitors Centre 
 
The table below shows the range of services provided by the Visitors Centre: 
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What facilities do you use at present within the Visitors Centre?
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Overall visitors to the centre were happy with the basic facilities (table shows 
actual numbers who use the facilities) “better facilities than at 

other jails” with over 87% using the café and 59% using the waiting 

area “it is relaxed and not at all intimidating as you 

would expect”.  However, many also said that they only used the Visitors 

Centre to book in because they didn’t like being seen or associated with the 
prison through the centre. They would then go and sit in the car and return 
when it was time for the visit.  (These visitors therefore did not want to 
complete a questionnaire as they felt they had very little to contribute).   
 
Only 16% of visitors used the centre to source further information about the 
prison.   
 
Although locker facilities were available, it was felt that they were not 
necessarily secure enough and many visitors voiced concern about the need 
for ‘proper supervision of visitors possessions in the 

lockers or a supervised place to put things in’ as well as 
the fact that the ’lockers could be bigger’. 
 

Concern was also raised about the security of lockers, anxiety about the 
continual problems with the buggy park and buggies having to be left behind 
the desk, the indoor play area still not being accessible to young children 
(after several months) and, in many cases, the time it took to actually get into 
the prison visit room.  Comments ranged from: 
 

“waiting time in Visitor Centre too long” 

to 
“irritating being shouted over from Visitors Centre and 

left waiting in cold, wet weather with children – 

absolutely no need for this” . 
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Although just over 70% of visitors used the toilet facilities. some expressed 
particular concern about accessing the facilities, especially with children,  
because of the possibility of the use of drugs within the centre.   
 

 
 
Children 
 
Nearly 45% of visitors brought children to the Visitors Centre, up to four 
children from any one family, although not all the children went into the prison 
visit room with their parent or carer.  Some visitors brought friends or relatives 
to look after the child in the Visitors Centre.  Age range in the table below 
shows that the majority of children were those of school-age brought along to 
the afternoon visits, one visitor commenting: 
 
“the visiting times for remand are ok but there should be 
a night time visit because I have to bring my children as 

theres no-one to pick them up from school” 

 
Other visitors were happy for the children to be there because it gave dads 
the chance to see their children and also allowed them to talk normally, as 
well as being a distraction if conversation dried up.  However, one visitor 
suggested: 

 
“In visits prison officers should wear sweatshirts as 

many children don’t know dad in prison” 
 

and it was felt that this would make visits more relaxed for all.  This 
suggestion was made by more than one parent. 

Ages of children visiting prison
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Just over 20% expressed some dissatisfaction with the facilities provided for 
children by the Visitors Centre.  Concerns ranged from:  
 

• Not enough toys for children under 3 years of age 

• Need something for older children  

• Be happier if there were more volunteer staff at play area in visitor 
centre and not just visiting room  

• The indoor play area being closed for months. 
 
Many referred to the need for a tv or games console or simply something for 
older children to do.  This echos research undertaken previously by this 
organisation3 
 
A crèche was however not a popular option with 35% of visitors stating that 
they would perhaps make use of one, others citing different reasons why they 
would not: 
 

• Children too old 

• Need to spend time with their father 

• Would only use if double/family visit available too  

• Poor hygiene within the centre (ie highchairs and babywalkers). 
 
The question around whether it would be helpful to have child(ren) brought 
over to prison halfway through visit, allowing time with partner first, or vice 
versa, (which would require close consideration of practical implications) was 
not thought by the majority of visitors who answered this question, to be 
particularly helpful, although one visitor commented: 
 
“I bring my partner’s daughter to visit but I think it’s 
a bit boring for her waiting with nothing to do.  She’s 
12 and it would be great if you had a service that meant 
I got to spend 10-15 minutes with my partner on my own, 
‘cos I have to leave her at home if we want to speak to 

each other without her there, so she tends to miss out on 
a lot of visits with her dad”. 

 
 

Young People 
 
From the age of 16 a young person in Scotland can visit someone in prison 
without an adult present.  However, young people from ages 12-15 accessing 
the Visitor Centre continue to be an excluded group.  During remand visits 
there are many young people who access the Visitor’s Centre, some simply 
supporting a friend and not actually visiting anyone, others who come 
“because it makes a change from hanging about the house 

and it’s a laugh, others “just wanted to see what was going 

on with my pal’s brother”.  They were underwhelmed by the Visitors 

                                                
3
 McCulloch, Cathy and Morrison, Colin (1999)  Teenagers with a family member in Prison - A Study 

on behalf of the Scottish Forum on Prisons and Families  
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Centre and felt that it could be more interesting, suggestions ranging from ‘a 
football area’ to ‘more tv and games’.  However, other visitors who 
commented suggested that information about young people’s services (23%), 
up-to-date magazines and books (48%), internet access (42%) and the 
provision of games and puzzles (37%) – simply to keep their mind off waiting 
for long periods of time, would be helpful.  Visitors must arrive at the Centre at 
least 40 minutes before the visit to book-in for their visit, but many arrive 
earlier because of bus or train schedules. One woman who visits once a 
week, regularly arrives more than 2 hours before her visit, although her 
teenage children do not visit on a regular basis “they hate coming to 
visit because the whole thing takes such a long time and 
there’s nothing for them to do”. 

 
 

Internet Access 
 
Families Outside has recently launched its new website and with information 
being more accessible through the availability of internet provision, it was felt 
that this might help in allowing families to access not just the Families Outside 
website but also information specific to prisons and other support services.  
Figures were conservative with only 6% having visited the Families Outside 
website and a further 34% expressing an interest in gaining information this 
way.    However, nearly 60% of visitors stated that they would be interested in 
having access to a computer in the Visitors Centre - albeit not necessarily for 
information services. 
 
Very few visitors had heard about Families Outside although recognized 
publicity material when shown.  However, approximately 20% of people who 
completed questionnaires asked for further contact to be made (and which 
was followed up within 5 days by Helpline staff); 4 visitors phoned the Helpline 
to ask if there would be someone from Families Outside available to speak to 
at the Visitors Centre at an appointed time; and monitoring of the Helpline 
during this period showed more calls were made to the Helpline, referring 
directly to having spoken to someone at the Visitors Centre. One family met 
with both the FCDO and Families Outside, having asked for an appointment, 
following an initial enquiry. Since the end of the survey, further reference has 
been made by callers, to the weekly sessions, “when someone was 

available to speak to at the Visitors Centre”  and the 

possibility of someone being there again. 
 
 

Support Agencies  
 
Visitors were asked to comment about the possibility of a programme of other 
support services being available in the Centre on a regular basis.   Over 77% 
replied that they would use such a service (one visitor stating that although it 
was a good idea, they would not use personally). Visitors were given an idea 
of support services which could be considered and the table below highlights 
what they felt would be the most useful:   
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What sort of information would you want the Visitors Centre to provide information on?
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Most visitors identified support around prison based issues (69%) as being 
the most relevant, with many explaining that they felt unprepared for the initial 
visit or had been unable to access information about the prison  ‘poor 

communication re visits and times’.   There was concern that 

there was not enough information being given about the actual visit process or 
what usually happens when a visit takes place.  More than one person 
remarked that someone available to speak to and talk them through the 
process would have been very helpful at the time of the initial visit.  The 
Family Induction meeting within the prison is only available to family members 
of convicted prisoners. 
 
Many visitors expressed disappointment on how they are treated within the 
prison by some staff:  ‘sometimes I feel like I’m the criminal 
and not just a visitor as most wives/girlfiriends are not 

the ones that got into trouble, but we’ve still got to 
try and lead a normal life, as well as coming to the jail 

and being treated with disrespect’.   However, some visitors did 

comment positively on the help they had been given by the FCDO staff both in 
the Centre and in the Visits room, one family commenting that they had 
“only managed because of the support of the FCDO at a 
horrible time when no-one else could give us any 
answers”. 

 
Support around addictions did not appear to be a priority but, informally, 
visitors, and it appeared to be mostly parents, expressed concern about not 
being given enough information about their son’s care while in prison.  Whilst 
drug agencies would be happy to speak to families, they are unable to discuss 
specific cases and this causes problems for families especially as one woman 
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said, “no-one will give me any information on his treatment 
and I’m the one who has to cope when he’s released”. 

 
Benefits, counselling and health also featured highly as areas where visitors 
would benefit from further information and support for themselves.  
 
Although issues around mental health only accounted for 28% of visitors 
interested in seeking further support, many expressed concern individually to 
the researcher about mental health problems experienced by those on  
remand, ranging from depression to medication for psychotic behaviour.  One 
visitor stated that her partner had been transferred from the State Hospital 
and still not seen a doctor after 3 weeks on remand.  Issues around mental 
health in relation to Asperger’s and ADHD were raised by concerned parents 
wondering how their son would cope with any change to their routine, 
especially if they were transferred to another prison.  There was further 
anxiety about any help their family member could expect (as a remand 
prisoner) to receive from the prison and how much information they would be 
able to understand.  At all times it was stressed that if family members had 
any concerns about the mental health of the person in the prison, they should 
contact an FCDO or other prison personnel immediately.  On more than one 
occasion the information relating to the core screening each person receives 
on admission to a prison, as well as the ACT2Care process, was explained to 
the visitor.  It was also reiterated at this point that a member of staff from the 
the Helpline could intervene on behalf of the family if necessary but someone 
at the prison should be informed at the earliest opportunity if at all worried.     
 
 
There were additional comments about problems with literacy and concern 
around the person in prison having difficulties in understanding even basic 
information such as booking a visit, reading instructions or even completing 
menus.  
 
Some of the visitors themselves were very open about their own health, 
explaining that they were suffering from depression or anxiety because of the 
situation they found themselves in.  There were also instances when literacy 
needs were apparent with visitors and on more than one occasion the 
researcher was asked if she could help with completing not only the 
questionnaire but also APV forms.   
 
Other areas  of information and support were highlighted as: 
 

• maintaining relationships with partners whilst they were serving their 
sentence.   

• the difficulties faced for families in moving on from what had 
happened.   

• concerns around own parenting skills.  
 
The latter came from parents with very young children, who admitted they 
were struggling to cope whilst their partner was in prison, but also from older 
parents who expressed regret at their parenting skills, with one elderly woman 
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explaining  “there wasn’t the same help you can get now in 

those days and its probably my fault he’s here” . One young 

person explained that he was currently involved in a Family Mediation process 
following release from prison and hoped to become a better parent through 
this support, and another visitor, whose young son had asked her “what can 

I do to get into the jail to be with my dad” was keen to get 

as much information as possible about parenting courses or childcare in the 
immediate area (and relevant information was passed to her).  The younger 
parents were reluctant about involving statutory agencies but were more open 
to speaking to the non-statutory agencies in local areas. 
 
However, concern was expressed that although some visitors were aware 
they needed information and support, they didn’t know where to start because 
they were still completely bewildered due to finding themselves in such a 
situation.  It was hard for them to understand what support they required and 
the ability to ask for it at this time.  The stigma of having a family member in 
prison was difficult for many “A more sympathetic understanding by 
those involved in the criminal justice process would have 
made things easier.  The almost universal condemnation of 
offenders and their families is very difficult to take” 

and was a major factor in people actively seeking support.   For example, 
and as previously mentioned, many visitors were unaware of the financial 
assistance offered by the Assisted Prisons Visits Unit (APV) or the role of the 
FCDO within the prison. 

 

Support groups for families in similar positions, perhaps facilitated by 
someone who had been through the experience, was suggested by more than 
one visitor.  Overall, 72% of visitors said they would be happy speaking to 
someone in confidence about some of the issues they faced at the Visitors 
Centre. 
 

 

Views of Visitors Centre 
 

Most visitors to the Centre were grateful for the facility (some remembering 
what it had been like before the purpose built building existed) and there were 
few complaints.  However, some visitors were not keen to complete 
questionnaires, expressing concern about who would access the finished 
material.  Most of these visitors were people who had previous knowledge of 
the criminal justice system and were willing, and keen, to discuss specific 
issues verbally.  The majority of these visitors expressed rather negative 
opinions of both the Centre and the prison regime in general and were on the 
whole dissatisfied about how they and/or their family member in prison had 
been treated.  The remaining visitors who did not want to complete the 
questionnaire were fairly open and explained they were unable to complete 
because their “writing wasn’t too good”  or  “I’m not very good 

at understanding questionnaires”.   These visitors were happy to 

talk to the researcher and for her to complete the questionnaires on their 
behalf. 
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A view expressed by many visitors was that it would be helpful to get more 
information at the Visitors Centre but it was always busy when they were 
booking in - it therefore did not feel appropriate to ask questions at that time. 
They were also unsure about approaching staff within the prison for specific 
information. Some visitors expressed difficulties in understanding what was 
going on in relation to their partner/son’s drug regime within the prison and 
were concerned that they were not being kept informed because of 
confidentiality issues (which they were quoted every time an enquiry was 
made).  They felt more support from the agencies concerned would be 
helpful.  Concern was further raised about children and childcare, and the 
impression that both the Visitors Centre and the prison created on young 
people.  
 
The complaints highlighted on the questionnaire related more to the overall 
system rather than specifically to the Visitors Centre, although one woman 
commented:  

 
‘Visitors Centre is bare and clinical – its not a nice 
place to sit and wait especially if you’re on your own 
– there’s absolutely no flexibility if we’re late – 
needs changed’  

 

and another,  

 
“you wait too long to book and if you are five minutes 
late you should still get to have your visit”. 

 

Reference was also made to the relatively high cost of refreshments at the 
café but on the whole the comments were more positive: 
 

“Happy with centre, safe and comfortable” 
 

“… it is relaxed and not at all intimidating like you 
would expect …” 

 
“I have always found the staff in the Visitors Centre 
both friendly and helpful, wish the same could be said 

about some of the prison staff!” 

 

Unfortunately, this is only one comment of many reserved for the experience 
of visitors once they access the prison, others included: 
 
“I feel you are being prejudged just because of the place 

you are visiting.  They treat you like you’re the one 
with a criminal record” 

 
and 
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“the officers need to remember that the families haven’t 
done anything wrong and not all families frequent prison 

on a regular basis”. 
 

One woman made the simple observation: “I just hate coming here 
and get embarrassed when my daughter asks if we are at 
the jail yet”. 

 
 

Conclusions  
 
For many, visiting the prison remains a difficult process.  The fact that there 
are facilities available for visitors helps make the process more bearable.  The 
general impression however was: 
  

• that many families, although certainly not all, feel stressed and anxious 
about visits  

• many visitors were grateful for the facilities but see the Visitors Centre 
mainly as a waiting area 

• visitors main concern was about care those on remand are receiving, 
particularly around mental health issues 

• there is a need for additional support services, specifically around 
mental health, addictions, benefits and relationships, in order to cope 
when family member is released 

• overall complaints were minimal but a general discontent around the 
play areas, lack of resources for young people, broken lockers and 
booking in times being too long before actual visit. 
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Recommendations 
 

• Having a member of staff available specifically to answer queries and 
signpost and/or support visitors (especially first time visitors) 

 

• Opening up the use of the Visitors Centre – use of meeting room 
underused, could be further utilised by support agencies, prison 
personnel, community groups, service providers 

 

• Possibility of using the building as a community resource; building on 
local capacity, developing partnerships and raising awareness of the 
issues surrounding prison life ie Smile Childcare 

 

• Accessible information, particularly for those with literacy needs, but 
also being aware of need for information in other relevant languages 

 

• Use of a Visitors Book for comments or complaints (which can be 
addressed by staff at monthly meetings) 

 

• Involvement of support agencies at specific times enabling improved 
access to health information (including mental health and addiction 
services support) 

 

• Representation from service providers ie CABx, Housing, Benefits, 
other targeted voluntary agencies at specific ‘awareness’ sessions 

 

• Recognition of the Visitors Centre’s potential for reaching vulnerable 
and traditionally ‘hard to reach’ families 

 

• Opportunities to facilitate further positive contact between officers and 
family members (especially for visitors who have a family member on 
remand and therefore no access to induction session) 

 

• Potential development of the Centre’s contribution to the wider Families 
Policy agenda, and the effective implementation of the Integrated Case 
Management system.  
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