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Introduction  
 
The work of the Families Outside Family Support Worker in the Lothian and Borders 
Area has continued to be a success over the last year and is now well established 
within the Edinburgh Prison Visitors’ Centre.  Funding for the post in that time came 
from the Lothian and Borders Community Justice Authority and from the Henry 
Smith Charity.   
 
As well as direct support provision for families affected by imprisonment, the Family 
Support Worker has been involved in a number of development projects within the 
Visitors’ Centre and HMP Edinburgh, described in the report below.   
 
Significantly, the Families Outside Family Support Worker and staff from the 
Salvation Army at the Visitors’ Centre were recognised for their work with children 
and families affected by imprisonment through a Butler Trust Award in March 2010.   
 
 

Location  
 
The Family Support Worker is based at the Edinburgh Prison Visitors’ Centre, which 
is a privately owned building situated on the grounds of HMP Edinburgh.  This has 
continued to be an ideal location for the Family Support Worker to offer support and 
work in partnership with the Salvation Army, who currently run the Prison Visitors’ 
Centre, and the staff at HMP Edinburgh.   
 
 

Direct Family Support Service 
 
Referrals  
 
From October 2009 to September 2010, the Family Support Worker received 75 new 
referrals.  These referrals consisted of 93 adults and 49 children affected by 
imprisonment.  She also continued to work with 8 families from the previous year 
who were still in need of support and carries an ongoing caseload of about 10 
families (at any one time) who need more intensive support.  Of these 83 families, 45 
of them had a family member who was convicted, 36 had a family member who was 
in custody on remand and 2 families had issues once their family member had been 
released.  The longest period of intervention from the Family Support Worker has 
been 22 months; this particular case has been complex and still requires a multi-
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agency approach.  A further 4 families from the current caseload require a similar 
multi- agency approach.     
 
The families continue to be referred to the Family Support Worker from a number of 
sources, although the post’s base at the Visitors’ Centre still generates the most 
referrals, either through self-referral or through staff at the Centre.  The sources for 
referrals are detailed in Table 1 below: 
 
 
Table 1: Source of referrals for family support work (2009/10) 
 

Referral Source Number of Cases 

Families Outside Helpline 9 

Self/Approached (at Visitors’ Centre) 28 

Family Contact Officers 12 

Visitor Centre Staff 17 

Voluntary Organisations 2 

Statutory Organisations 3 

Other (e.g. family member)  2 

Family Induction (at Edinburgh Prison) 2 

 
 
Interestingly an important difference in source of referrals received in 2009/10 
(Table 1) is evident compared to 2008/09 (Table 2): 
 
 
Table 2: Source of referrals for family support work (2008/09) 
 

Referral Source Number of Cases 

Families Outside Helpline 8 

Self/Approached (at Visitors’ Centre) 57 

Family Induction (at Edinburgh Prison) 7 

Visitor Centre Staff 20 

Health Visitor 1 

Prisoner 1 

Family Contact Officer  1 

Other Community Agencies 5 

 
In 2009/10, Family Contact Officers referred an additional 11 families.  This is mainly 
due to having a dedicated Family Contact Officer team based at HMP Edinburgh who 
understand the role of the Family Support Worker and have been working in 
partnership.   
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Support Needs  
  
Figure 1 below shows the range of needs that the 75 new families presented with at 
the time of referral. 
 
 
Figure 1: Support needs of families 
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Figure 1 shows clearly that the impact of imprisonment for a family ranges across a 
number of issues.  The highest proportion of families sought assistance for issues 
relating to the prison.  Similarly, support for visits themselves and financial 
assistance for this ranked very highly as needs.  However, emotional support ranked 
second in the list of presenting needs.  Wider issues such as housing, children, 
finance, relationships and mental health followed closely behind, along with a range 
of other concerns. 
 
The issue regarding families and visiting the prison was not reported on last year 
because it did not appear to be a common issue amongst families at that time.  This 
year, 15 families went to the Family Support Worker for advice on this.  This is partly 
due to a change in rules at HMP Edinburgh in which they changed the identification 
needed to access the prison to bring it in line with the wider Prison Estate.  This had 
an impact on families for a number of reasons: there was a cost implication because 
families had to buy a government approved identification card; people with low 
literacy skills could not complete the form; and it meant that families could not visit 
family members until they had the appropriate identification, which caused concern 
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for a number of families.  The Family Support Worker was on hand to assist families 
with these difficulties.  
 
In the ‘Other’ category, issues that arose for families included problems with 
identification for entry to the prison because of a change in identification 
requirement (3 families); information on court procedures (1 family); and the need 
for a ‘break’: after speaking with them on a regular basis, the Family Support Worker 
organised a holiday for one family through the Salvation Army.  
 
One case in particular saw the Family Support Worker take on a slightly different 
role.  A referral from the Prison Based Social Worker highlighted the need for a 
prison escort for a 14-year old girl.  The girl wanted to visit her father in prison but, 
due to family history, no one was willing to escort the girl to the prison, and no one 
under age 16 can attend a prison visit without an adult.  To ensure that this visit took 
place, and for a bond to build between the father and daughter, the Family Support 
Worker provided this support.  A meeting took place with the Prison Based Social 
Worker, Family Support Worker and the father to outline the boundaries of the visit.  
The Family Support Worker liaised with the Family Contact Team and the Gate Visits 
Manager to ensure that the visit was as friendly as possible for the young girl.  The 
Family Support Worker spoke with the family, and they agreed to sign a consent 
form for the girl to visit her father.  These visits took place every fortnight, with 
comments gathered by the Family Support Worker and fed back to the Prison Based 
Social Worker.   
 
Support Provided  
 
The multiple and complex needs presented by families affected by imprisonment 
require a range of responses.  The Family Support Worker addressed these issues in 
a number of ways.  The Family Support Worker worked with families to address their 
issues as well as in partnership with other agencies where appropriate.  Figure 2 
below shows some of the ways in which the Worker assisted families of prisoners. 
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Figure 2: Support for families from the Family Support Worker 
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Figure 2 shows that the Family Support Worker provides more than one element of 
support for each family to ensure their needs are fully met.   The Figure highlights 
that the majority of families have required 1-1 support from the Family Support 
Worker.  This means that the Family Support Worker and the family member 
discussed in depth any concerns that the family had to enable the Family Support 
Worker and family to decide on the best way forward.  Following this initial 
discussion and assessment, the Family Support Worker would then go on to use 
other methods of support to help the family, such as providing information on prison 
procedures and giving appropriate reference sheets.   
 
Figure 2 also shows the importance and frequency of the Family Support Worker’s 
partnership with a number of agencies when addressing the needs of the families.  
The Worker attends multi-agency meetings to contribute her views and experience 
and also to support the family, who sometimes find it difficult to attend such 
meetings and case conferences alone.   
 
A number of families also have issues that can be addressed fairly quickly.  For 
example, the Family Support Worker assists with shorter term support such as 
completing forms for benefits, travelling expenses, grant applications and general 
letters to the prison and other agencies.        
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It has been key for the Family Support Worker to engage with first-time visitors to 
the Centre: this is when they are most vulnerable and have a number of concerns 
regarding themselves and their family member.  In such cases, the Family Support 
Worker would go through prison procedures with the family and explain what 
support was available to the prisoner and to themselves.  If no one provided this 
support to families, they took much longer to come to terms with what was 
happening and to develop an understanding of the criminal justice system.  This can 
be an emotional time for families, and the Family Support Worker is on hand to 
speak with anyone who becomes upset before, during or after a prison visit.  Her 
work means that they are likely to leave feeling supported instead of going home 
concerned.  Where their concerns are not met, families may then telephone the 
prison, where they may not receive the support required due to prison staff not 
having the time or remit to deal with all family concerns.   
 
 

Prison and Visitors’ Centre Partnership Working  
 
Of its own volition, HMP Edinburgh is committed to organising four family events 
during the year.  The Family Support Worker has worked in partnership with the 
Salvation Army Development Worker, the Family Contact Officers, Barnardo’s Play 
Work Team and other prison staff to organise and deliver these events.   
 
In partnership with the Salvation Army Development Worker and City Literacy and 
Numeracy (CLAN), the Family Support Worker helped organise and deliver a 
Homework Club within HMP Edinburgh for fathers and their children.  The purpose 
of this work was to provide integrated literacy support to promote positive time 
between children and their fathers.  Such work promotes adult literacy while 
supporting the children as well as the relationships between children and their 
parents.  At the same time, the mothers took part in a supported group session led 
by the Salvation Army Development Worker and the Family Support Worker.   These 
sessions were used to discuss any issues that the families felt were important to 
them, for example the Open Estate, Benefits and visits.  
 
The Family Support Worker, along with the Salvation Army Development Worker at 
the Visitors’ Centre, recognised a need to provide more information to families 
regarding prison processes such as the Integrated Case Management (ICM) process 
for longer-term prisoners.  They consequently met with the ICM Co-ordinator and 
the Prison Based Social Workers to organise a thematic information evening in the 
Visitors’ Centre.  The evening encouraged families to come and find out more about 
the ICM process and how they can be involved in a prisoner’s sentence by asking the 
Social Workers and the ICM Co-ordinators questions. The event also highlighted the 
Family Support Worker’s role of assisting the family members to prepare for the ICM 
meetings and (if desired) accompanying them at the meetings.  This evening was 
highly successful and will be run again in the future, ideally adding additional themes 
relevant to families such as Home Detention Curfew.  Other topics could also be 
advertised in this way, which is something the Family Support Worker and 
Development Worker will work on in the future.  
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Conclusions and future plans 
 
The Families Outside Family Support Worker clearly fills a gap that other services do 
not address.  Families of prisoners and ex-prisoners present a wide range of needs 
but do not often appear to have these needs addressed by another source.  The 
Family Support Worker was able to respond to the needs of 75 new families in the 
last year, reaching at least 142 people through these referrals.  Prison staff also value 
the support for families from the staff at the Prison Visitors’ Centre, including the 
work of the Family Support Worker, evidenced by their nomination for and 
subsequent recognition of this work through a Butler Trust Award.   
 
The focus for the current year is to capture more effectively the impact of this type 
of support for families.  This will draw upon new work in this area from New 
Philanthropy Capital as well as existing methods of recording impact such as the use 
of Outcome Stars. 
 
The Family Support Worker is still working to develop support for Lothian & Borders 
families who have family members in Polmont Young Offenders Institution and HMP 
& YOI Cornton Vale.  Polmont Young Offenders Institution now has a dedicated team 
of Family Contact Officers and a new waiting facility for families.  This would be the 
ideal opportunity for the Family Support Worker to promote her work and develop a 
partnership approach.  Corton Vale has a full-time dedicated Family Contact Officer 
Team, and the Family Support Worker has made links here for referrals alongside the 
Circle Family Support Worker.  Further, the Family Support Worker will soon be 
involved in the setting up of themed events with topics such as Integrated Case 
Management and Home Detention Curfew within the Fife and Forth Valley region, 
which will cover HMP Glenochil. 
 
The continued stream of referrals reinforces the need for this type of work, not least 
because families of prisoners tend not to identify themselves as needing support or 
to present for related support to outside agencies (see www.familiesoutside.org.uk).  
Families Outside is grateful for the continued funding of its Family Support Work and 
looks forward to developing this work in the best interest of families in future. 

http://www.familiesoutside.org.uk/

