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Abstract 
 

This explanatory study seeks to evaluate the experiences of and outcomes for children 

participating in the Prison Invisits Program (PIP) at the Dame Phyllis Frost Centre and 

Barwon Prison in Victoria from a service user perspective. Children with incarcerated family 

members experience varied physical and emotional problems and additionally face many 

challenges maintaining relationships during imprisonment. This study used primary data 

from three children and three carers and secondary data from 431 service users at the PIPs. 

Thematic analysis indicates the Prison Invisits Program provides positive outcomes for 

children and incarcerated family members. The study found the Prison Invisits Program 

promotes family connections in the prison through the use of child friendly activities. 

Participants reported the activities help create a child-focused environment in the prison for 

children to communicate and bond with their incarcerated family member. Children and 

carers highlight the use of art activities providing a variety of therapeutic outcomes for 

children and incarcerated family members maintaining relationships during imprisonment. 

The implications of these findings are explored in the study as well as directions for further 

research.  
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1. Introduction 

 

 

The challenges to children maintaining relationships with their incarcerated family members 

are well described in the literature. The growing prison population in Victoria (Victorian 

Auditor-General’s Office 2012) raises serious questions about the effects on children of 

incarcerated family members. In 2000 the Victorian Association for the Care and 

Resettlement of Offenders (VACRO) estimated that on any given day 3,000 children were 

affected by parental imprisonment in Victoria (VACRO 2006).  Yet this number is certain to 

have risen due to Victoria’s prison population increasing to over 5000 in 2013 (ABC 2013). 

This has created considerable debate in the media recently about the overcrowding of 

prisons and the need for new beds (Milman 2013), however little attention has been paid to 

the growing number of associated dependent children. According to Brink (2003) children of 

prisoners are often described as an invisible population in society. This description is 

appropriate due to the lack of research, policy and coordinated response to these children. 

Children of incarcerated parents are consistently reported in research to experience varied 

emotional and practical problems including social isolation, social stigma, mental health 

problems, unstable accommodation, family conflict, grief and depression, sleep 

disturbances, regression in their development and attachment problems (Burgess & Flynn 

2013; Dallaire 2007; Poehlmann, Shlafer, Maes & Hannemann 2008; Puddefoot & Foster 

2007; Purvis 2010; Seymour 1998). Despite these growing numbers and their significant 

problems, this population has had little sustained research attention generally, or in Victoria 

specifically. The latter has relied heavily on research undertaken by Non-Government 

Organisations (NGOS) (Anderson 2003; Flynn 2013; Hannon 2006; Tudball 2000).   

 

A number of studies have highlighted the need for facilitated visiting programs to address 

some of the emotional and practical challenges experienced by children of incarcerated 

family members (Kingi 2000; Sanders & Dunifon 2011). Studies indicate ongoing contact 

with incarcerated family members can assist children to cope with the challenges 

surrounding imprisonment (McCulloch & Morrison 1998). Yet research also highlights a 

range of practical and structural problems for children maintaining such contact (Farrell 
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1998; Flynn 2013; Goulding 2004; Healy, Foley & Walsh 2000).  One way to address the 

identified challenges is through facilitated visiting programs. According to Dunn and 

Arbuckle (2002) facilitated visiting programs aim to reduce the negative impact of 

incarceration on children by allowing children and incarcerated parents to interact in a child 

orientated environment within the prison setting.   

 

A facilitated visiting program is offered in Victoria; the Prison Invisits Program (PIP) is 

provided by the organisation SHINE for Kids. Similar to visiting programs in other 

jurisdictions, the PIP aims to create a positive prison visiting experience for children and 

incarcerated parents through providing fun and engaging activities that help maintain a 

strong child-parent bond (Dunn & Arbuckle 2002; SHINE for Kids 2013). The PIP is run by 

volunteers who supervise and facilitate activities and communicate with children and their 

families. In 1982 SHINE for Kids began working in New South Wales, extending to Victoria in 

2008, providing support for children with a parent in prison (SHINE for Kids 2013). SHINE for 

Kids provides the PIP on weekends at Barwon Prison (male maximum security prison), the 

Dame Phyllis Frost Centre (DPFC) (maximum and minimum female security prison) and the 

Metropolitan Remand Centre (Corrections Victoria 2013).  Despite the program focusing on 

children, no research to date has examined the impact of the PIP on children of incarcerated 

family members.  

 

1.1 What this research contributes 

 

Children of incarcerated family members experience a range of social issues as previously 

noted, however only four organisations in Victoria specifically focus on addressing their 

health and wellbeing: Prison Fellowship (2012); Prison Network Ministries (2012); SHINE for 

Kids (2013); and VACRO (2006). SHINE for Kids is the only organisation that solely focuses on 

children of prisoners in Victoria.  

 

The SHINE for Kids PIP aims to meet the following outcomes:  

 

 Provide child friendly and enjoyable prison visits 
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 Maintain the child-parent bond through child friendly visits 

 Reduce isolation through peer support activities during visits 

 Build knowledge about issues and emotions that children face 

 Increase the child’s confidence in dealing with a parent in prison  

 Reduce the child’s stress when visiting a parent in prison (Daff 2012:3). 

 

According to Flynn (2010) knowledge about children of incarcerated family members is 

limited, specifically from their perspectives, with their views and experiences being poorly 

understood and incorporated in research. To date, there have been only two studies in 

Victoria which included the views of children and adolescents on maintaining relationships 

with their incarcerated parents (Flynn 2013; Robinson 2006). Viviers and Lombard (2013) 

emphasise it is a human right for children to participate in decision making, express their 

views and to be consulted in regards to matters affecting them. Therefore, children have a 

right to participate in evaluating the PIP. 

 

As a result this study seeks the views of children and carers to understand the effectiveness 

and impact of the PIP in Victoria. The research question posed for this study is: 

 

What are the experiences of and outcomes for children participating in the Prison Invisits 

Program at the Dame Phyllis Frost Centre and Barwon Prison in Victoria? 

 

The research question will seek to understand the impact of the PIP in both the DPFC and 

Barwon Prison in Victoria1, from the perspectives of children (5-12 years) and their carers. 

This specific age group is chosen as research shows children aged 5-12 years are the most 

common age group visiting prisons (King 2002) and yet research to date has mostly focused 

on adolescents (Brown 2001; Flynn 2013; McCulloch & Morrison 2001). Children at this life 

stage also have the ability to comprehend questions and a greater capacity to participate in 

research compared to younger children (Davey 2010). The study defines experiences as the 

                                                             
1
 The Metropolitan Remand Centre is excluded from the study due to the PIP recently commencing in this 

prison. This is compared to DPFC and Barwon Prison where the PIP has been running since 2009. 
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opinions of children and carers on the program and outcomes as the stated aims of the 

program from SHINE for Kids, outlined above.  
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2. Background 
 

This chapter discusses our current understandings of how children and incarcerated family 

members maintain relationships in the prison environment.  The discussion begins broadly 

by examining the importance of visitation for children and incarcerated family members to 

maintain relationships and continues to examine facilitated visiting programs specifically. 

The research gaps identified in the literature lead to a formulation of the research question 

for this study. 

 

2.1 Maintaining relationships through visiting 

 

Research consistently finds that for both children and families maintaining relationships is 

beneficial when a family member is imprisoned (Goulding 2004; Healy et al. 2000). Despite 

this, family connections are not a priority in the prison environment with there being little 

service provision and policy on restoring family relationships (Healy et al. 2000). Local 

research found there are a number of factors that affect the ability of children to maintain 

relationships with their incarcerated parents through visiting, including the lack of carer 

support, difficulties within family relationships, the distance to prisons and the security of 

prisons (Farrell 1998; Flynn 2013; Goulding 2004 & Healy et al. 2000).  Flynn (2013, p.12) has 

categorised these problems surrounding visitation as problems in “getting there” and “being 

there” for children maintaining relationships with incarcerated parents.  

 

McCulloch and Morrison (1998) define a good visit for children as including a relaxed 

environment without oppressive security, opportunities for physical contact with their 

parent, having a place to go and play, opportunities to interact with other children, having 

positive contact with friendly prison officers and arriving on time and having the expected 

time available to visit. Despite McCulloch and Morrison (1998) defining a good visit for 

children, research has mainly focused on the problems including the challenges of “being 

there” for children.  
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2.2 Being there: challenges to visitation  

 

A key challenge surrounding visitation and maintaining relationships during imprisonment is 

the impact of the prison environment. Brown’s study (2001) explores the main issues and 

needs for young people aged 12-18 years with a parent or sibling in prison in London, 

Durham and Manchester. The study recruited 53 young people through focus groups, 

interviews and questionnaires and interviewed 19 adults from voluntary and statutory 

services across the three settings. Young people’s main concerns were the lack of privacy, 

being strip searched, long waiting times and finding the visits boring and frightening (Brown 

2001).  To address issues of boredom for children, past research has focused on the benefits 

of providing art activities in the prison environment (Persons 2009). Art as a therapeutic tool 

has been used with inmates and has found to reduce stress and boredom, increase positive 

self-confidence, improve mental health and provide an opportunity to participate in fun and 

enjoyable activities in the prison (Gussak 2007; Persons 2009). Despite these positive 

outcomes, art therapy to date has not been formally incorporated in facilitated visiting 

programs.  

2.3 Facilitated visiting: impact on children  

 

According to Burgess and Flynn (2013) there is a need for a stronger evidence base to 

evaluate the impact of prison programs. Due to the limited research on facilitated visiting 

programs, grey literature is an important part of this literature review. Research has 

explored facilitated visiting programs from the perspectives of children. The Girls Scout 

Beyond Bars Program (GSBB) in the United States (Block & Potthast 1998) provides 

transportation, parenting programs, counselling and girls scout activities for daughters and 

their incarcerated mothers.  Lafrate and Benitez’s (2008) recent evaluation of that program 

describe the aims of the program, to: strengthen the mother–daughter relationship, reduce 

the stress of separation, foster the development of self-esteem, personal growth and 

leadership skills for daughters and reduce reunification problems.  

 

Lafrate and Benitez’s (2008) three year evaluation of GSBB was completed at 16 different 

sites in the United States through interviews with an unspecified number of program 

managers and nine incarcerated mothers, surveys with 93 daughters of incarcerated 
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mothers and an observation visit at Fluvanna Correctional Centre in Virginia. Data from 

daughter participants indicates that the program helped strengthen their relationships with 

their incarcerated mothers, increase their self esteem and leadership skills and improve 

areas of personal growth including improved social behaviour, decision making and  positive 

views on the future (Lafrate & Benitez 2008). These findings highlight that this program 

supports the child-parent bond during imprisonment.   

 

2.4 Facilitated visiting: impact on incarcerated parents  

 

The only research on facilitated visiting programs in Victoria was completed by Daff (2012).  

During her Social Work placement at SHINE for Kids, Daff (2012) sought volunteer 

observations of the PIP’s outcomes. Daff (2012) sent 25 questionnaires to past and current 

volunteers with 12 completed and returned, all by females, highlighting a gap in knowledge 

of the perspectives of male volunteers (Daff 2012). The data indicates incarcerated mothers 

demonstrate a very loving connection with their children and are very involved in activities 

with their children during the PIP (Daff 2012). Volunteers also observed that incarcerated 

mothers give children a great deal of praise whilst participating in activities with them (Daff 

2012).  These trends were noted to be different in the men’s prison, where volunteers 

revealed at the PIP they rarely saw incarcerated fathers interact with their children.  This 

was interpreted to be at least partly due to the different structure of the room, with the 

distance of the art table in relation to the visiting tables seen to make it difficult for 

incarcerated fathers to move easily between the two areas (Daff 2012).  This indicates the 

need to examine the perspectives of children and carers on the structures of rooms and the 

impact this has on their visiting experiences.   

 

Examining the research on visitation and facilitated visiting programs highlights current gaps 

in knowledge. An examination of the literature indicates that many studies were conducted 

10 or more years ago, with there being little sustained research on the issue of children 

maintaining relationships with incarcerated family members. There also seems to be limited 

local research examining the effects of PIPs, specifically the perspectives of children. 

Therefore the research question posed is 
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What are the experiences of and outcomes for children participating in the Prison Invisits 

Program at the Dame Phyllis Frost Centre and Barwon Prison in Victoria? 
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3. Methodology 

 

3.1 Methods of data collection 
 

This study used a variety of different methods to collect data. Firstly, semi-structured 

interviews are the main method of data collection in the study. Roger (2009) explains 

interviews provide access to detailed data on people’s meanings, attitudes, experiences and 

reflections on the research topic. The researcher also has the opportunity to provide picture 

prompts, invitations to draw, role-plays and technical aids to assist children to express 

themselves effectively (Cousins & Milner 2007). Secondly, this study uses self-completion 

questionnaires and telephone interviews as supplementary strategies to gather data in the 

study for convenience purposes. Another method to understand the impact of the PIP is the 

analysis of secondary data. According to Alston and Bowles (2003) secondary data is useful 

in explanatory studies to gain a descriptive profile of the client group. The study used de-

identified demographic information from the SHINE for Kids enrolment forms to provide 

background material on the program and highlight a general description of the experiences 

of children at the PIP (Alston & Bowles 2003). 

3.2 Sampling 
 

Three children and three carers were recruited for the study through convenience sampling. 

Patton (2002) highlights the use of convenience sampling in selecting participants who are 

easily accessible and inexpensive to the study. The researcher used letters providing 

information through SHINE for Kids to encourage program participants to contact the 

researcher. Yet after the initial mail-out there were no expressions of interest. SHINE for 

Kids provided further information to families about the research and interest to participate 

was shown by three carers and three children.   
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3.3 Methods of data analysis 
 

For the purpose of this study, results are divided into two sections, Experiences and 

Outcomes as stated by the aims of the PIP. Figure 3.1 categorises the PIP aims into 

experiences and outcomes of the program for children and carers. 

 

Experiences 

 

Outcomes 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3.1: SHINE for Kids PIP aims 

  

Provide child friendly and enjoyable 

prison visits 

Maintain the child-parent bond through 

child friendly visits 

Reduce isolation with peer support 

activities during visits 

Increase the child’s confidence in 

dealing with a parent in prison 

Reduce the child’s stress when visiting a 

parent in prison 
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4. Results 

 

 They were just being a family when they hadn’t been a family (Participant 1) 

 

The results are presented in three sections. Firstly, the PIP context is described by 

presenting the demographic data of children accessing the program. Secondly, general 

feedback from families is presented to provide a basic description of service users’ 

experiences of the PIP.  Thirdly, qualitative data from a small sample of children and carers 

program participants is examined, providing further detail on the experiences and outcomes 

of this program in Victoria.   

 

4.1 PIP secondary data: Characteristics of children accessing PIPs 
 

Data from the PIP enrolment forms provide a general context to the experiences of children 

accessing the program from an adult perspective. All enrolment forms (N=431), completed 

by families from May 2009-June 2013, from both prisons were examined, in de-identified 

form. The PIP commenced at Barwon Prison on the 17th of May 2009 and at the DPFC on the 

31st of October 2009. There are a number of limitations to the data contained in the 

enrolment forms. One limitation is the issue of families not completing enrolment forms or 

leaving forms incomplete. This results in gaps in the number of children accessing the PIP 

and on their ages, demographics and ethnicity. From the researcher’s observation as a 

student on placement at the PIP, two factors seem to have an effect on the completion and 

accuracy of the enrolment forms. Firstly, families have limited time available for visits and 

often fill out forms quickly or not at all. Secondly, it seems volunteers can be hesitant to 

approach families and prisoners to complete forms.  Although it is not known with any 

accuracy who did not complete forms, the data does provide a general description on 

participants.  
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The gender of children accessing the PIP at Barwon prison and DPFC is shown below in 

Figure 1. The graph reveals there is a higher number of female program participants 

compared to males program participants accessing PIPs with the variation slightly more at 

DPFC. Overall there are 230 female program participants compared to 176 male program 

participants with 25 enrolment forms where the gender of the child is unknown. The gender 

of children has not been an issue noted in previous research.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1: Gender of children participating in PIPs 

Ages of children 

 

Figure 2 presents the ages of children accessing the PIP, revealing the majority of children 

are aged between two and 15 years. The median age of program participants is eight years 

with the majority of children in the primary school age category. From 16 years of age and 

onwards it appears there is a reduction of both males and females accessing the program in 

both prisons.  Currently there is no publicly available data on the ages of children visiting 

Victorian prisons.   
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Figure 2: Ages of children participating in PIPs 

 

Ethnicity of children 

 

There are a wide range of cultural groups accessing the PIP in both prisons (see Appendix 1 

for full details). Figure 3 reveals the five most frequently noted ethnic groups of children 

accessing the program. The ethnicity of children was frequently not answered, with 108 

enrolment forms not revealing the ethnicity of the child, limiting the accuracy of the data.  

This may be due to culturally diverse families having limited English to read and complete 

the enrolment forms.  
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Figure 3: Ethnicity of children participating in the PIP 

The most common groups of children participating in the DPFC PIP are Australian (42), 

Vietnamese (23), Aboriginal (14), Italian/Maltese (8) and Chinese (5). There appears to be 

some coherence between the ethnicity of these children and the most common countries of 

birth of female prisoners, with 70.9% of female prisoners born in Australia and 15.6% in 

Vietnam (Corrections Victoria 2011).  Figure 3 also shows Australian (35), Aboriginal (8), 

Tongan (5), Italian (4) and Greek (3) as the most common groups of children accessing the 

PIP at Barwon Prison. Corrections Victoria data (2011) show 75.1% of male prisoners were 

born in Australia, 5.4% were born in Vietnam and 3.2% were born in other Asian countries.  

Data from enrolment forms, however, show no Vietnamese or other Asian children 

accessing the program at Barwon Prison. Overall the enrolment forms indicate that while 

the PIP in both prisons respond to a range of dominant cultural groups, there is a notable 

lack of participation of South East Asian children at Barwon Prison.  
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Family’s geographical location 

 

Figure 4 and 5 displays the geographical location of families participating in the PIP at both 

prisons. Both figures indicate that children are travelling from mostly urban areas, typically 

the North Western region, but also from regional and rural regions of Victoria, with a 

greater spread evident at Barwon prison than at DPFC.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4:  
 
 

Figure 4: Regions of children accessing the PIPs at DPFC. 
(Please note percentage numbers add to 102 due to rounding of figures) 

 
 

22% location unknown 

1% interstate 
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At the DPFC (Figure 4) the majority of children accessing the program are from the North 

Western metropolitan region with fewer children travelling from the Eastern metropolitan 

region, Southern metropolitan region and Barwon South West area.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 5: Regions of children accessing the PIPs at Barwon Prison 

21% location 

unknown 

5% interstate 
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The overall dominance of participants from the urban North Western metropolitan region 

may simply suggest that it is easier for children living closer to the prison to visit compared 

to children living further away.   

PIP Secondary Data: Feedback from families 

 

The PIP enrolment forms include a short section labelled ‘comments and feedback’ to 

receive general feedback from families. This data is limited for a number of reasons. Firstly, 

of the 431 families who completed an enrolment form, only 66 (15.3%) completed the 

feedback section. This limited amount of feedback could be due to enrolment forms being 

filled out quickly or being left incomplete by families due to the limited time available for 

visits, as noted earlier.  Secondly, it may also suggest that at the point families are asked to 

complete forms, typically at their first visit, they might not have strong views and 

experiences of the program. Thirdly, all 66 comments were positive, which could indicate 

that families may not feel comfortable providing negative feedback on an enrolment form 

which also contains identifying information.   

Figure 6 categorises the feedback received from families participating in PIPs.  The most 

commonly noted feedback described how the PIP provides a positive service for children 

and incarcerated parents in the prison environment. This was noted by 23 families.  

 I think it’s really good that there is a service for the Mums and children...and all the 

staff involved are really nice and supportive. 

Another 16 families described the positive impact of child friendly activities for children and 

incarcerated parents in the prison environment. 

 My son done his first painting with me today. It felt really good to have got to spend 

time with my kids. Thank you so much. 

 

One unanticipated outcome of the PIPs is the opportunity for respite for carers. This was 

noted by three families specifically:  

It was great (PIP), it made the kids feel comfortable and happy and gave parents a 

break. 
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Figure 6: Feedback from families participating in PIPs 

 

4.2 PIP Primary data 
 

Participants   

 

As stated in Chapter three, three carers and three children were recruited for the study (see 

appendix 2).  The carers recruited for the study were all female and aged between 25 to 55 

years of age. The children recruited for the study were aged from five to 12 years of age. 

Out of the three children recruited two were males and one was female. Participants talked 

not only about the PIP in relation to children and incarcerated parents but more broadly 

about children and incarcerated family members.  

 

4.3 Prison Invisits Program aims 
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Carers typically describe the PIP as a child-focused program, providing a variety of child 

friendly activities, making visits enjoyable for children and incarcerated family members. 

Carers and children identify a range of activities provided by the PIP and how this creates a 

child friendly environment in the prison. Children describe art and craft activities, making 

musical instruments and robots, drawing pictures and dress ups as their favourite activities 

on the program.  

Whilst child participants focused on the concrete activities provided, carers highlighted 

other, less direct, benefits arising from the provision of art-based activities.  

Art as a product:  

The benefits of prisoners being able to keep the art work produced by their children and 

how this provides a tangible memory of their visit were noted:  

My son got to keep it and to request to have that art...and that is something special 

for him...it is a memory that he nowhere near couldn’t imagine to have until that visit  

(Participant 1)  

Art as communication:  

The opportunity for children to communicate with incarcerated family members through 

their art was noted by one carer. The carer stated art activities at the PIP help address the 

communication barriers between children and incarcerated family members during visits.  

The artwork was just a break up of all the communication barriers and gave him 

something else to talk about, and it wasn’t about sitting in a gaol (Participant 1) 

Art as a distraction from the prison environment:  

Other benefits of art include children having the opportunity to do something in prison 

which was found to distract them from the prison environment and give them something to 

do during visits.  

The artwork after all that was just exciting for her and took away everything that we 

had just gone through (prison security process) (Participant 1) 
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Maintain the child-parent bond through child friendly visits 

 

Mirroring the secondary data, participants reported that the PIP supported children to 

maintain a relationship with their incarcerated family member. All carers describe the 

children as having a positive relationship with the incarcerated family member before the 

incarceration, highlighting that the program assists with the maintenance of that 

relationship.  

He has a really good relationship with his Mum...he has always had a good 

relationship with his Mum (Participant 2) 

Participants describe a variety of features of the PIP which they saw as supporting children 

to maintain a bond with their incarcerated family member and promote family connections 

in the prison. Carers stated the activities at the PIPs give children the time and space to 

relate to their incarcerated family members. The nature of the activities is also seen to 

normalise family interactions, allowing children to connect with their incarcerated family 

members in a child friendly environment in the prison.  

It takes the stress out of it...it makes it more comfortable for the kids...it makes it 

more relaxing...it’s a more normal feeing and more normal environment (Participant 

2) 

It appears the PIP can encourage incarcerated parents to reconnect with their parenting role 

through the use of activities in the prison. The PIP provided a space for incarcerated parents 

to fulfil their roles as parents through participating in a variety of activities with their 

children. This is important as many incarcerated parents may have lost this role due to 

factors of drugs, alcohol and offending. It seems the PIP can focus and support incarcerated 

parents to fulfil their roles as parents to their children in the prison environment.  

Yep...just the activities...I get to do more with Mum in gaol. Before she went to gaol 

she was doing drugs and I didn’t get to do much with her because she would always 

fall asleep and stuff…and she always wouldn’t have time (Participant 4) 
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One carer specifically talked about the transport provision provided by SHINE for Kids, 

revealing it is not just the activities provided at the PIP but the program more holistically 

that helps children maintain relationships with incarcerated family members.  

 I think it is a bit of everything...it is the activities, the privacy...it is the transport...it is 

staff being so understanding with everything...if it wasn’t for SHINE for Kids...I don’t 

know where I would be with the kids and transport (Participant 3) 

Reduce isolation with peer support activities 

 

The program aim of reducing isolation for children with peer support activities was 

contested by participants. One carer stated they do not want their children to make friends 

with other children whose parents are in gaol. This indicates carers may be concerned about 

problems of stigma and exclusion if their children socialise with other children in the prison. 

Nothing against the children or anything...I prefer them not to be friends with people 

whose parents are in gaol...there are so many other nice kids out there...to be friends 

with...they don’t need to be friends with people who are in gaol  (Participant 3) 

This may suggest reducing isolation for children with peer support activities in the prison 

environment is not a primary goal for carers, but instead a concern. For child participants, 

some other children who access the PIP were seen as bullies, which limited children wanting 

to make friends in this environment: 

Some kids are naughty and hit or say ‘f’ words (Participant 6) 

Conversely, another carer stated she sees the children wanting to play together, but due to 

personality differences, emotional issues and the prison environment, families kept to 

themselves.   

I see them all want to play...they are just hanging around...the parents keep them to 

themselves...but in the gaol they all have personality troubles and issues (Participant 

1) 

Two children reported they had friends at the PIP but there was no mention of the program 

actively reducing isolation for children.  
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Yeah I play ball tiggy with them too...I sometimes wrestle with my friends 

(Participant 4) 

 

Reducing children’s stress versus increasing children’s confidence  

 

Carers and children found it difficult to describe the impact of the PIP in reducing children’s 

stress and increasing their confidence in visiting and dealing with a parent in prison.  While 

carers often reported children as being anxious or quiet before a visit, and more calm, 

relieved and excited after, this could simply be due to the visiting process being over or for 

the opportunity to see their incarcerated family member, which may not be linked directly 

to the PIP.  

Children also found it difficult to answer whether or not the PIP helps them feel confident in 

dealing with their family member in prison.  Few participants discussed the PIP help calm 

the children when visiting an incarcerated family member. The PIP was found to help 

children be less scared of being one-on-one with their incarcerated family member.  

Definitely they are relaxed....they are comfortable...they are not so scared of being 

one-on-one with their Dad...they are entertained...they feel like a child (Participant 1) 

Children had varied responses with regards to their emotions during visits. Although the 

children describe having adjusted to visiting the incarcerated family member one child 

voiced still feeling uncomfortable being around prison officers and other offenders.  

Kind of uncomfortable and kind of happy...because I am surrounded by people who 

have done crimes...and I am used to my Mum who has done crimes...I don’t know the 

people who are around me (Participant 5) 

On the basis of the data presented, it cannot be ascertain whether the PIP reduces 

children’s stress when visiting an incarcerated family member. It also cannot be accurately 

assessed whether the PIP increases children’s confidence in dealing with an incarcerated 

family member.  
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4.4 Gaps and unanticipated outcomes of the program 
 

Participants describe the gaps of the PIP from their own experiences. All three carers 

highlight the needs of older children when visiting imprisoned family members. The issues 

of older children feeling abandoned by their incarcerated parent and needing time and 

privacy to talk through issues on visits were concerns raised by carers. This is seen to be 

particularly difficult when there are younger siblings demanding the incarcerated parent’s 

time during visits. Other participants discussed the need for excursions, camps and musical 

concerts for adolescents and incarcerated parents to participate in together.   

She’s got a lot of stuff emotionally that she needs to deal with Mum...the difficulty is 

that you’ve got a fifteen year old and a five year old both wanting her attention in a 

different way...so I think it is hard for the teenage kids (Participant 2) 

The provision of transport was seen as an issue noted by carers, with previous research 

describing one of the challenges to visiting being “getting there”. The need to address 

“getting there” was another unexpected outcome in the findings. Whilst one carer 

expressed gratitude for the transport services provided to them by SHINE for Kids, another 

carer highlighted the need for the PIP to provide more transport services for children who 

have no carers to support visitation.  

There needs to be a minivan or something where all kids get picked up on a Sunday 

and take them to be with their loved ones...not made to feel guilty because they 

want to be with their loved ones (Participant 1) 

Another unanticipated outcome of the program was the use of the PIP serving as respite. It 

appears some incarcerated mothers socialise with other family members while the children 

attend the program. One carer stated the PIP gives her an opportunity for respite on the 

weekends.  

It gives me a break for four to five hours as well...not really a break...just to be able to 

do the dishes and clean the house and get a load of washing on (Participant 3) 

One final, but important, unexpected outcome of the program was the ability of the PIP to 

promote family connections. The opportunity to participate in activities together provided 
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children and incarcerated family members an opportunity to be a family. This reveals the PIP 

impacts all family members in the prison and is not limited to the relationship between 

children and incarcerated parents, but to the wider family.  

Being able to sit down and draw and play and laugh and paint each other’s hands 

and things like that was really special to all three of them. They were just being a 

family when they hadn’t been a family (Participant 1) 

 

4.5 Conclusion 
 

Examining primary and secondary data on the PIP provides a description of the experiences 

and outcomes for children participating in PIPs with the ability to draw a conclusion about 

the effectiveness of the program. The data reveal a generally positive view of the program in 

both settings. The PIP attracts children from a wide age range predominantly primary school 

aged providing them with appropriate child-focused activities.  Carers and children describe 

the many benefits of PIPs including the use of such activities, a relaxed environment and 

opportunities for bonding. Whilst gaps in the program were identified as the needs of older 

children and more transport services, unanticipated positive outcomes of the PIP include 

the opportunities for respite for families and the promotion of family connections in the 

prison.  Chapter five discusses the results of the study in the context of existing knowledge 

and research and provides some recommendations to the PIP.   
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5. Discussion 

  

This chapter discusses the findings presented in the previous chapter, also giving attention 

to the methodology and limitations of the study.  It concludes by indicating areas for 

improvement for the PIP and directions for further research.   

5.1 Child-friendly environment  
 

Research consistently describes the impact of a hostile prison environment on children’s 

visiting experiences. Studies have described the issue of boredom for children on visits due 

to the limited access to play equipment and an outdoor area, lack of privacy with 

restrictions on the movements of prisoners (Brown 2001; McCulloch & Morrison 2001; 

Tudball 2000). This study found that the PIP has the capacity to address these challenges 

when children visit incarcerated family members.  Although the sample is small, both child 

and carer participants share the view that the PIP is effective in providing a child friendly 

area within the coercive environment of the prison. This was seen through the use of child-

focused activities at the PIP, providing children a sense of dedicated time to bond with their 

incarcerated family members in the prison. The PIP normalises family interactions in the 

prison, allowing incarcerated parents to reconnect with their parenting role through 

participating in child friendly activities with their children. Previous research noted similar 

findings with incarcerated parents highlighting the use of activities allowing them to fulfil 

their developmental tasks and promote bonding in the prison environment (Buist 1997; 

Gordon 2012; Synder et al. 2008). These findings indicate that the PIP is effectively fulfilling 

the first and second aims of the program:  to provide child friendly and enjoyable prison 

visits and maintain the child-parent bond through child friendly activities. Findings suggest 

the activities at the PIP may relax children during visits, yet further research is needed to 

examine the impact of the PIP in specifically reducing children’s stress and increasing their 

confidence in visiting and dealing with a parent in prison.  
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5.2 Art: the therapeutic possibilities 
 

The study’s findings indicate the PIP art activities provide positive outcomes for children and 

incarcerated family members. Carers and children describe art as more than just an activity, 

but rather as a therapeutic activity. The benefits of art for children include having something 

to do in prison, being distracted from the prison environment, being able to connect with 

their incarcerated family member during visits, having the opportunity to communicate 

through art and having a tangible memory from visits. Children identified that in the PIP 

they were able to connect more with their parent, compared to the period prior, indicating 

the value of these activities in enhancing the relationship between children and 

incarcerated family members. Research to date has not examined the impact of art activities 

in facilitated visiting programs, with most studies focusing on the benefits of art therapy for 

inmates (Person 2009). Participants state that the PIP reduced children’s fears of being one 

on one with the incarcerated family member, yet further research needs to explore the 

impact of art in reducing children’s stress and increasing children’s confidence in visiting and 

dealing with a parent in prison. This reveals the need for further research and attention to 

the provision of art activities in the prison environment.  

5.3 Supporting family connections 
 

The impact of the PIP supporting broader family connections in the prison is an important 

unanticipated finding in the study.  This indicates the PIP is not limited to supporting the 

child-parent relationship in the prison environment, but can apply to the wider family 

context including children with other family members in prison. The PIP promotes family 

bonding by normalising family interactions through shared child friendly activities in the 

prison environment. Previous research has focused specifically on the child-parent 

relationship in the prison environment, with there being limited research on maintaining 

wider family connections during imprisonment (Goulding 2004; Healy et al. 2000). Other 

studies have focused specifically on the needs of adolescents with an incarcerated family 

member finding many of them did not visit due to other commitments, the location of 

prisons, the prisoner having too many other visitors and the prison not allowing adolescents 

under 18 years to visit by themselves making it difficult if their carer did not support visiting 
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(Brown 2001; Flynn 2013; McCulloch & Morrison 2001). Findings from past research 

encourage programs in prison to focus on maintaining family ties to assist offenders in their 

rehabilitation, yet there is limited research on the evaluation of prison family programs 

(Klein, Bartholomew & Hibbert 2002).  This highlights the need for further research to 

examine the impact of programs in maintaining wider family relationships in the prison. This 

study found the PIP is effective in promoting family connections for children and 

incarcerated family members through the use of activities and a child-focused environment 

in the prison.  

5.4 Research with Children 
 

There are many challenges involved with researching children of incarcerated family 

members. Firstly, the researcher, similar to many previous researchers in this area, found 

children of incarcerated parents to be a hard to reach group in the community and were 

difficult to recruit for the study. Challenges to recruitment identified in past research include 

the impact of research causing distress to young people and adults wanting to protect 

young people and not allowing them to participate (Brown 2001). It is unclear if this was the 

case for this study, due to the researcher having restrictions in recruiting participants.  

Secondly, the researcher decided to interview children in public places to create a safe place 

for children to participate in the research. Yet the researcher found this to be an obstacle, as 

children were often distracted by their surroundings and did not have the focus or 

motivation to participate in the interview. This made it difficult for gain data as children may 

not want to discuss personal topics while being surrounded by unknown people.  It seems 

interviewing children in a quiet community centre alongside their carer might be a better 

option for the study and an important consideration for future research.   

 

5.5 The significance of the study 
 

This study is significant as it adds important findings to the existing literature on children of 

incarcerated family members.  
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Firstly, the study provides an Australian context to the evaluation of facilitated visiting 

programs. The study indicates the PIP can help children and incarcerated family members 

maintain their relationship; addressing some of the challenges surrounding visitation, 

including the hostile prison environment (Tudball 2000), is a vital component. Secondly, and 

importantly, the study includes the views of children of incarcerated family members in this 

examination of a visiting program. This is significant due to the paucity of research which 

incorporates the views and experiences of children with incarcerated family members (Flynn 

2013; Robinson 2006).  Yet further research needs to explore the needs and experiences of 

adolescents in maintaining relationships with incarcerated family members through 

facilitated visiting programs. Thirdly, the study highlights the many benefits of the PIP for 

children and families including the use of art activities, opportunities for bonding and 

promoting family connections in a child-focused environment which can inform future 

practice in the prison.  

5.6 Limitations of the study 
 

There are two main limitations found within the study. Firstly, sampling was a key limitation. 

As noted earlier participants who were recruited may have a more positive relationship with 

the organisation and might be functioning better in the community compared to others 

participating in the PIP.  Results therefore may be skewed and not reveal a true depiction of 

people’s experiences or the impact of the program.  Yet it is important to note the results 

from children and carers were consistent with the general feedback obtained from the 

secondary data. 

Secondly, due to the researcher working as a volunteer at the PIP, this creates potential 

problems of bias in the study. Current literature examines the position of the researcher and 

the impact this has on social work research. The ability of the researcher to effectively 

critique the program may be influenced by their own bias and observations of the PIP (Rubin 

& Babbie 2013). According to Rubin and Babbie (2013) using scientific methods in research 

is important as this is a more conscious activity which can guard against inaccurate 

observations and bias (Rubin & Babbie 2013).  To address problems of bias this study has 

used both qualitative and quantitative methods to obtain data and has not relied on the 

researcher’s observational data.   
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5.7 Areas for program improvement 
 

Program aims and target audience 
 

This study highlights key areas for improvement of the PIP in Victoria. It seems the 

program’s primary focus is on the child-parent relationship as stated by the SHINE for Kids 

program aims. Yet children who have an incarcerated family member are also participating 

in the program. This suggests SHINE for Kids may benefit from broadening their aims to 

focus on family connectedness rather than specifically on the child-parent relationship. It 

may also be useful for the organisation to provide a section on the enrolment form for 

families to state the relationship between the child and prisoner to examine more 

accurately who is accessing the program.  

Feedback 
 

SHINE for Kids would benefit from exploring new methods of obtaining feedback from 

participants. The enrolment forms contain a feedback section however families may not 

want to give negative feedback if the forms reveal identifying information. Also families 

from non English speaking backgrounds may not be able to comprehend the question on the 

enrolment forms which may limit their ability to give feedback to the organisation. 

Therefore, providing enrolment forms in different languages may assist the organisation in 

obtaining feedback. Also providing a feedback box in the PIP room or sending out de-

identified feedback forms for families to complete and return may be other useful methods 

of obtaining feedback.  

 

Responding to older children 
 

The needs of adolescents visiting incarcerated family members were highlighted. Data 

indicates that the program has few adolescent participants, highlighting the need for further 

research to understand what changes can be made to attract older children. McCulloch and 

Morrison (2001) describe young people as having the same rights as younger children to 

maintain relationships with incarcerated family members but having more complicated 
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relationships.   Past research is minimal, but indicates different needs and challenges with 

this group of children, with heightened concerns about privacy, surveillance, and being able 

to talk freely, (Flynn, 2013).  This suggests the need for further research into the needs of 

adolescents visiting incarcerated family members through facilitating visiting programs in 

Victoria.  

5.8 Directions for further research 
 

Due to this research being conducted as an Honours project there are many restraints on 

the study. Firstly, incarcerated parents and prison officers were not able to be involved in 

the research2 highlighting a gap in knowledge on their perspectives of the program.  This 

indicates the need for further research to identify any similarities or differences on their 

views of PIPs. Secondly, due to the time constraints of an Honours project only six 

participants were recruited. Out of the six participants only one carer was from Barwon 

Prison revealing the need for further research to understand the PIPs at Barwon Prison. 

Thirdly, due to time limitations it was not possible to obtain a longer term view, to better 

understand the impact of the PIP. Therefore the results of this study have led to number of 

research questions for future examination, including: 

1. What are the experiences and outcomes for incarcerated mothers and fathers 

participating in the PIP at the Dame Phyllis Frost Centre and Barwon Prison? 

2. What are the long term effects for children and incarcerated family members 

participating in the PIP? 

3. What are the views and experiences of prison staff on the PIP in the prison 

environment? 

 

5.9 Conclusion 
 

This study brings significant findings to the literature on facilitated visiting programs for 

children and incarcerated family members.  Firstly, this study adds Australian data on 

facilitated visiting programs to the existing body of research which has been inconsistent, 

                                                             
2 Verbal advice from the Department of Justice indicated that they do not support Honours projects in the  

prisons 
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limited and based internationally. Secondly, this study includes the views and experiences of 

children of incarcerated family members on facilitated visiting programs when previously 

children have rarely been included in research. Thirdly, this study highlights the benefits of 

facilitated visiting programs by providing art activities, promoting family connections and 

creating a child-focused environment in the prison for children. These benefits can address 

some of the challenges surrounding children visiting and maintaining relationships with 

incarcerated family members. The findings indicate the PIP is a key tool to support children 

and incarcerated family members to maintain relationships in the prison environment. 
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Appendix 1 

 

Ethnicity of program participants 
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Appendix 2 

Participants 

 

4.1: Carer participants 

Participant  Age 

range 

Number of 

children in 

their care 

Gender Prison Relationship 

with 

prisoner 

Data 

collection 

method 

1 45-50 

years 

9 children Female Barwon 

Prison 

Mother Interview 

2 50-55 

years 

2 children Female DPFC Mother Interview 

3 25-30 

years 

5 children Female DPFC Daughter Telephone 

interview 

 

4.2: Child participants 

Participant Age Gender Prison Relationship 

with prisoner 

Method 

4 12 years 

old 

Male DPFC Son Interview 

5 11 years 

old 

Female DPFC Daughter Interview 

6 5 years old Male DPFC Son Self 

completion 

questionnaire 

assisted  

by carer. 

 

Tables 4.1 and 4.2 reveal the small sample size recruited for the study. A positive of the 

study sample is the inclusion of two Indigenous children and one Indigenous carer, providing 
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the study with different cultural perspectives on the PIP. Yet there are also limitations 

within the study sample. Firstly, of the six participants, only one is connected to Barwon 

Prison. This limits both the amount of data gathered on the PIP at Barwon Prison, and the 

capacity of the study to comment on any differences in how the program operates in the 

male and female settings.  Secondly, there are no male carers participating in the study, 

revealing the need for further research to identify any similarities or differences in their 

views and experiences. Thirdly, the researcher experienced many difficulties recruiting 

participants for the study. It is likely those recruited for the study may be functioning better 

in the community and therefore feel more motivated to participate in the research 

compared to other program participants.  

 


