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Life after prison - for all the family

When a loved one receives a prison sentence it can
have a devastating affect on the family. This is
particularly true for families who experience this for the
first time. Individuals work through this experience in
different ways: visiting the prisoner and trying to
maintain relationships from a distance and over the
counter of the visiting room. In most cases they feel they
must support the person in prison, through these visits
and supplying financial support for extras. And making
sure that the children of the prisoners keep contact with
their parent in prison.
The Irish Prison Chaplain’s Report 2006/07 states: “For
every individual incarcerated, there is a circle of
people directly affected by their imprisonment.
Children grow up with one person absent from their
lives. Mothers are often left to rear these children
with constant financial struggles.”
Children in particular suffer greatly when a parent goes
to prison. They may feel unable to talk about it with their
friends because of the stigma attached. They may feel
unable to talk to other members of their family about it
because they do not want to upset anyone.

In effect, prisoners’ families are also serving a
sentence.
Most of the research on imprisoned fathers indicates
that families are rehabilitative assets in the
prevention of re-offending. Fathers who assume
parenting roles after returning home from prison are
less likely to return to prison. However, positive
outcomes depend on managing relationships while
in prison, something which is fraught with difficulties
because of financial struggles, distance and visiting
arrangements in many prisons.
The role and policies of most closed prisons regimes
are naturally dominated by security issues.
However, these issues do not often facilitate positive
parent-child relationships, or adult relationships.
Many people who are imprisoned use their sentence
to work on issues that may help them live better
lives on release and they are supported by many
prison based agencies to do this. They attend
addiction or psychological counselling, take part in
education programmes or training workshops. All of
this prepares them well for re-integration into their
own family and community. However, family
members outside often resent the apparently “easy”
life being lived by the
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prisoner, where three meals a day are provided, there
are no bills to pay, no difficulties with the children, no
homework to be done, schools to be organised……..
While there is a great sense of relief when the
prisoner is released, there is often an underlying fear
of what the future may hold for their relationships and
the family unit in general.
How will they manage the changes that both partners
have experienced in the time they spent apart? How
will the growing children react when the once absent
parent starts to resume a role in parenting again?

Finding the right balance
My son was sent to prison for an offence related to him gambling.
I was distraught and devastated. But I visited him and supported him as

much as I could. While he was in prison he sought help with his
addiction and appealed his sentence and he got an early release. One
morning I answered the door and there he was on the doorstep.
I hugged and kissed him and welcomed him home. I was so relieved that
he was out of prison and believed he would now seek support for his
problem and settle down.
I went with him to buy new clothes and shoes because he had left
everything in the prison. Because of other family considerations he could

In the following pages, people who have experienced
the joys and difficulties of the homecoming share their
experiences. Their accounts are honest, painful,
happy and thought-provoking.
We hope this booklet raises awareness of the issues
that come to light when a loved one returns home,
whether it’s after one week, one year or ten years.

not live at home and he had accommodation in a hostel. I found it hard to
accept that my son would be living there but I had no choice but to accept
the situation.
While my son was in prison I had started to attend St Nicholas Trust
Support group and this helped me to see that I was helping him too much,
which was preventing him from taking responsibility for his own actions.
This was difficult for me to accept at first, because he is my only son and

Mairead Carmody, Chairperson, St Nicholas Trust , Cork. 2012

I wanted him to have a good life

We fit in nowhere……
My other children will not help him because he has caused them many
problems in the past. Our family unit has been ruined by my son’s

My husband was a changed man when he came home after
spending nearly a year in prison. While physically he had

behaviour. I have nobody to discuss it with in the family because they
are tired of it all.

gained weight, mentally he was destroyed. And his sleep

Because of the support I got from St Nicholas Trust and from listening

patterns and the nightmares he had as a result of his

to other peoples’ experiences in the group, I have become stronger and

experiences were harrowing.

better able to refuse my son when he asks me for money. I realise I
have over-indulged him in the past. It has been very hard for me to let

I wanted to forget the entire experience of my family
being torn apart by their father’s imprisonment, but I can’t

him go. He is now living in an apartment and appears to accept that he
will have to manage his own finances. He is trying to find work but in
these difficult times it is hard for anybody to find work and being and
ex-prisoner adds to the difficulty.

.While I feel I have found new strength and new coping

methods, the nightmare of the loneliness and the despair
will haunt us forever.

I continue to see my friends and family and
take part in the social activities I have

enjoyed for several years.

As he is an older person, he will never be able to work

I pray for him every day and accept that

again and this is killing him. He has always worked. Being

I am not his keeper. I will meet with him

on social welfare for the rest of his life is hurting him as

when he contacts me and support him in

much as being in prison.

any way I can but I have learned to let go and
trust he will learn from his mistakes.

Now we fit in nowhere.

Finding forgiveness
When my son, who was 17 at the time, was in prison, my
wife and I had peace at home for a short spell. While we
worried about him in prison we knew where he was,
especially at night. We thought that prison would teach
him a lesson and that he had mended his ways, but now
that he is home, our lives are full of stress. He is back
with his old gang, out late at night, using drugs and being
totally disrespectful to the family.
We are both beside ourselves with worry and we believe
that in the near future he will go back to prison for an
even more serious charge.
This cycle of mental, physical and spiritual upset seems
to be never ending. We are totally worn out by the
entirety of this on-going problem within our family and at
times we can’t cope.
We must encourage him back to normality……
Our son who accidentally knocked down another man,
did 12 months in prison. When he came home this caring,
Quite young man was completely changed..
We are a very caring family and have supported him during
this ordeal, which we all had to endure. But at the moment,
he sees no future for himself here and has talked about
emigrating. His life is hard and while we encourage him to
see a counsellor, we know that as a family we must do
everything we can to encourage him back to normality.

I knew that my husband was coming home about
two and a half months before it actually happened.
So we, as a family, had time to prepare for his
homecoming. When the day approached, and
because his case was high profile my constant
worry was that the media would invade our privacy
again. Having lived with a thin veil of privacy during
his incarceration, my stress levels were very high.
During his absence, the loneliness and emptiness
was like a “living death”. Keeping my family together
during this time was a struggle and an experience of
personal growth, strength and faith. Our love for
each other never waned because I knew and loved
the person and not what he was convicted of.
Forgiveness is a grace that is “God given”,
because if you cannot forgive you cannot
move forward and rebuild your life.
Now that he is home it’s just so
wonderful to see him in the kitchen,
in the garden and in every aspect of our daily life.
Every moment is precious, every hug is a treasure
and every smile is a glimmer of hope for all the
families who will have to go through this awful ordeal
of having a loved one imprisoned.

Concerns on Release……

The essence of my daughter was gone…..

I suppose my main concern, following my son’s release, was his
ability to reconnect with his partner. Would their relationship be as
strong as it was before he went away? She stood by him throughout
his sentence, visiting him regularly while keeping communication
with both families. He was very lucky to have that support.
My grandson was just 1 year old when the sentence began and
halfway through his time in prison, our granddaughter was born.
How would he cope with being a full time dad to two children
under the age of 2 when he got out? It wasn’t going to be easy.
However, since he got out he seems to have risen to the challenge
and continues to be a loving father.
During his time inside, he and his partner were fortunate, with our
help, to be able to keep up the mortgage payments on their house.
Now that he has begun his integration back into society I am
concerned and hope that he will not re-offend. He is currently
attending AA meetings and has been sober for the last 8 weeks.

My daughter spent four years in prison. When she came home it
was like sharing my life with a complete stranger. While she had
turned her life around while in prison, she was drug free and had
gone to school there. But the essence of may daughter was gone.
She was so institutionalised that even the rattle of the car keys
would send her into her “own space”, as she calls it. She found that
she was unemployable and no one wanted her because of her
criminal record, but she is now working part-time in a small
company run by a family friend. She has applied to do a Degree in
Counselling this year.

A Different Person ………..
My son returned home a different person to the one I used to
know. He was always a quiet boy but prison seems to have
diminished him. His sentence, for a car accident, caused him
immense pain. He has never been in trouble with the Gardai
otherwise. Now, because he feels that people are judging him, he
has started to try to meet new people to help him feel more
normal. I worry constantly because I see him getting involved
with a girl who has many difficulties in her own life and has
been in trouble in the community. It is very difficult to see him
changing and to accept that he now feels less worthy.
He has tried to find work but is easily discouraged. I worry about
what the future holds for him.

We both found it difficult to readjust…..
My partner was in prison for over three years and has missed all
of our child’s early years. Years that can never be gotten back.
When he came home, at first it was good. He tried very hard to
get a job and eventually he did. But at home I felt he was always
under my feet…I had grown accustomed to being on my own,
making decisions regarding our child’s wellbeing, the family
finances and my own career. We both found it very difficult to
readjust and it’s a process we’re still working on.

If it were me…
My husband has been in and out of prison for years and the last
time he was in I swore that it would be the last time I’d support
him. He thought I’d have him back when he came home But I
just couldn’t have him around the house or the children any
more….I sometimes wonder if it were me that brought so much
stress, worry and difficulty to our lives would he have stood by
me?

Children
Many children are not told when a parent is sent to
prison. There are many reasons for this: fears that they
may be traumatised or that it gives them permission to
get into trouble, like their parent in jail.
It is a parent’s right to make that decision, but most of
the available research shows that it is better, in the
long term, to tell them, giving consideration to their age
and maturity.
Children are often told that the parent is “working away”.
However, children can often sense that something is
wrong in the family and may reach conclusions which
are not true . For example, the child often thinks that the
parent has left the family for good, has abandoned them
or doesn’t love them.
Professionals who work with children of an imprisoned
parent point out that the loss of closeness and contact
can be compared to other family crises such as illness
or death. For the children of prisoners, the difference is
that they are alone in their loss if the imprisonment is
kept as a family secret. The child has nobody to talk to
and they may act out. Sometimes these difficulties can
cause health issues for the child. They may become
aggressive and introverted, or show a lack of
concentration at school. Managing this behaviour can
be very difficult for the parent at home and also for the
parent in prison, who cannot manage parenting from a
distance.

The homecoming can raise tensions for all the family,
including the children. They must all learn to rebuild their
relationships.
One father discussed the difficulties he experienced after
the first few days of his release:
“I’m not used to being around noisy children. I have been
used to my own space and now I prefer to be alone. That
doesn’t mean I don’t love my children but part of me
feels uncomfortable around them”.

Another father reported that he found it difficult to
resume parenting his children:
“The children are not doing what I tell them because I
have been away for four years. They have grown into
teenagers and don’t think I have any right to tell them
what to do”

SOME RESEARCH AND
RECOMMENDATIONS ON LIFE
AFTER PRISON

This is especially true when the prisoner in question has served a
long sentence. Family contact is important because it can help to
stabilise the prisoner on release. Families do this by offering
practical support and reinforcement, but perhaps more

Research into the successful reintegration and the role
of family and friends in this process was done by the

importantly because they reinforce the prisoner’s motivation to
stay out of prison and help them to achieve their goals.

Quaker Council for European Affairs in May 2011. They

Prisons must therefore facilitate contact between prisoners and

highlight the importance of family support while the

their families, so that the socially isolating effects of prison are

prisoner is getting back on his/her feet. Some of their
findings are outlined below.

reduced. Unnecessary practical restrictions on family contact
should be removed.
Most European countries surveyed do not monitor or track the
average distance of prisoners from their families, though some

Prisoners’ family relationships are among the most important

countries have the explicit aim of keeping prisoners close to their

factors in their rehabilitation.

homes where possible. This is important because it allows for

A stable home environment can be a base of strength while a

visits and these visits keep the family relationships alive. Most

prisoner faces the challenges of finding a new job and adapting

countries allow prisoners to receive visitors once a week or more.

to a new lifestyle ‘on the outside’.

Good practice in resettlement planning suggests that quality
family contact can have a great impact even on serial

Good practise in resettlement planning
suggests that quality family contact can
have a great impact on serial reoffending.

reoffending.

RECOMMENDATIONS

European states should ensure that prisons recognise the
strain placed on prisoners and their families by
imprisonment and release, and provide support as
appropriate. In particular, prisons should:
•
aim to be aware of a prisoner’s family and social
networks, and their rehabilitative potential, from the
beginning of the prisoner’s sentence
•
when receiving a new prisoner (either at the start of a
sentence or after a transfer), immediately and directly inform
the prisoner’s family about how they can stay in contact, what
the regulations are regarding visits, and who to contact with
questions or worries
•
facilitate communication between prisoners and their families
about the problems that have been caused by their imprisonment and
the worries that arise from the prospect of their release
•
involve prisoners and their families in the prisoner’s release
planning well before the release date
•
link needs identified by the prisoner and their family to
courses, counselling or other interventions that will assist their
reintegration
•
recognise the potential that families have to reinforce and
build on the prison’s own work
•
allow prisoners home on conditional release before the end of
their sentence so as to acclimatise them to life outside prison gradually.

Member states should facilitate continued contact between
prisoners and their families during the period of a prisoner’s
incarceration. In particular, they should:
• collect and compile information on how far prisoners are kept
from their families, aiming to reduce this distance wherever
possible
• remove restrictions on prisoners’ communication with their
families, including those that arise from the cost of such
communication being beyond prisoners’ means
• recognise that the rights of prisoners’ children to parental
contact are independent from judgements about whether the
prisoner has a right to see their children
allow prisoners home on conditional release before the end of
their sentence so as to acclimatise them to life outside prison
gradually.
• make it easier for prisoners to use appropriately controlled and
restricted internet access to communicate with members of
their family and keep abreast of developments in the outside
world
• collect feedback from families and prisoners about the quality
of prison visits and, as far as possible, act on this feedback to
mitigate the stresses of visits
• expand the availability of longer visits, conjugal visits and
conditional release for family contact.
• reduce the isolation of foreign prisoners whose families are
unable to visit them in person by making available additional
opportunities for contact by other means (for example
by allowing them to make more phone calls).

Gamblers Anonymous
087-2859552
Alcoholics Anonymous
021-4500481
Al anon/Al ateen
021 4311899
St Vincent de Paul
021 4270444

St Nicholas Trust
0861768266 / 0861768267
Barnardos Cork
021 4310591
The Cork Marriage Counselling
Centre (CMCC) 021 4275678

Community Welfare Area Headquarters:
Abbeycourt House, Georges Quay, Cork 021 4965511
18, Denny St, Tralee, Co. Kerry
066 7121566
Cork Road, Waterford
051 842800

Addiction Services;
A.C.C.E.P.T Addiction Treatment
Arbour House, St Finbarrs Hosp, Cork
Kerry Community Counselling,
38, Ashe St, Tralee, Co. Kerry
Brook House, Cork Road, Waterford

Counselling:
GROW – Community Mental
Health
11, Liberty St, Cork
Harbour Counselling Service, Penrose
Wharf, Penrose Quay, Cork
Popes Quay Counselling Service
Youth Counselling Service,
GROW Waterford contact no:
Kerry Counselling Service

021 4968933
066 7123612
051 842789

021 4277520
021 4861360
021 4502267
021 4270187
056 776 1624
066 7122931

GOING HOME
I’m not going back to prison again…..
Having just been released unexpectedly, I walked quickly down
the hill from the prison, carrying my few possessions – a few
Bob Marley CDs, my tobacco box, gear bag and €14.50. I hadn’t
seen my kids for almost 12 months. Not since I fell out with my
girlfriend – the result of her family sticking their noses into our
lives. “You’re too good for that b…..d” We’d heard it all before
but I never thought she would listen to them, with three kids to
explain things to.
Walking in the door to the kitchen, my partner and the two eldest
were sitting at the table doing homework.
“Daddy, daddy, daddy”. Hugs and kisses.
“What’s it like working in England, Daddy? Are you back for
good? Are you staying? Please stay this time. Daddy.”
Catching her eye and seeing that little smile, I plucked up the
courage to say “Well, what’s the story?”. She smiled and said “I
mean it this time, this is your last chance, our last chance. Do
you understand?”
I was home. The house looked the same but different. Our
youngest son was out playing. He would soon be home for his
tea. Then we would all talk. Later when they’re in bed, my
partner and I will talk. Tomorrow morning, sign on with a
doctor, sign on the dole. I’ve got to try harder to get a job this
time. I’m not going back to prison again. I’ve got too much to
lose.

I had been waiting for this day……
When I woke up to my first full day of freedom, initial feelings
of excitement and joy were quickly replaced by nerves and
anxiety. I had been waiting for this day for so long and now that
it was finally here I didn’t know what to expect or what to do
with my new-found freedom. Although it had been just over a
year since I went to prison, so much had changed. The kids
seemed that little bit more grown up and they had new or
different friends. I slowly realised as the day went on that
everybody and everything had moved on and changed. While I
was looking for everything to be the same and as familiar as
when I went in. My partner had learned how to be fully
independent also, so it was awkward for a while when making
decisions around the house. Decisions and responsibilities came
all too fast on the outside, because when I was inside prison most
of these were taken away from me. In a lot of ways it can seem
to be a simpler life. I felt pressure when thinking about what my
next step should be as my family looked at me as, in some way,
their saviour and I feel that I have put them through so much and
now I must make it better. The reality is I have no real prospects
of a good job, another half-assed attempt of a C.V, mostly full of
lies. This is tough but I’m going to give it 100% and never
looking back.

When I left the prison…….
While I was in prison all I could think about was going
home. I suppose the thought of home kept me going
when I was feeling low. But as the time came near to
my release, I started to feel very nervous too. In my
mind I thought everything would be the same. It was
like time had stood still while I was in jail. But a part of
me knew that this wasn’t really true either.
I got released very suddenly, without warning and when
I left the prison, I didn’t really know what to do. I wanted
to run straight home but I was kind of afraid also.
When I got home, I gave my girlfriend a real shock, and
the kids were delighted to see me.
At the start, everything seemed to be fine and it was like
a honeymoon. But soon I started to notice how much
the kids had grown up. And my partner had her own
way of doing things now. She was paying all the bills
and making all the decisions. I felt really useless. I was
lucky that I got a job. So I was able to get out of the
house during the day.
Things are ok. We’re managing but nothing’s the same
now. And the dreams I had in prison don’t exist. They’re
just dreams, I suppose.

Two of my older brother went to jail and I always swore I’d
never end up like them. I was very close to my older sister
and she tried her best to keep me away from trouble. She
was always like a mother to me. She says I can go and live
with her when I get out. I miss her a lot.

I didn’t blame her……..
When I went to prison, my wife said she didn’t want anything
more to do with me. I didn’t blame her, really, because she
was sick and tired of me going in and out of jail. But it was
hard doing time with no visits. She wouldn’t bring the kids up
to see me. When I got out I had to go and stay in a hostel.
Before long I was getting into trouble again. Now I’m back in
jail. It’s nobody’s fault but my own. But I still miss her and the
kids.

I’m still young and I can still turn my life
around………
The first time I went to jail, I was very young. I was sent
to a juvenile prison. It was mad there and I just tried to
keep my head down. It was a good bit away from home
but my parents visited me as much as they could. But we
didn’t have much to say to each other at the visits. I
know they were ashamed of me. I was the black sheep
in the family. After I got out I went back home but we
couldn’t get on. They were always watching me and
asking me where I was going and who I was meeting. I
suppose I should have listened to them because I got
into trouble again and this time they just wrote me letters
but didn’t come to visit. I hope I can get my own place
when I get out. I’m still young and I can turn my life
around. Maybe I will be able to get on with my mam and
dad then. But maybe they don’t want me around either.
If they won’t give me a home I’ll have to try to make one
for myself.

Recommendations for preparing for
Release

And when they get out of prison, even if they are not returning
home, they should get in touch with the family. Friends will
come and go but family will always be there.

From the Post-Release Co-Ordinator, Cork Prison

If they are going to their own flat or bedsit, they should enjoy
having their own front door, cook some nice meals that they
may have learned in the cookery class in the Education Unit in
prison, but they should remember too that it is their
responsibility to look after their flat. It is important to keep the
rules laid down by the landlord, or they may get evicted, lose
the deposit and find themselves back in a circle of
homelessness.

It is important for the prisoner to prepare as much as possible
for the upcoming release date. This can be done by availing of
the support services within the prison. These support services
include the Pre/Post Release Office, the Addiction Services, the
Psychology Service, the Probation Service, the Prison Chaplain,
the Education Service.
When the prisoner is released, he/she should contact their
support services as soon as possible and keep any appointments
made while they were in prison. – Probation Office, Arbour
House (addiction service), Social Welfare Service, Housing
Associations and Focus Ireland.
All the support services in the community should be used –
they are only too willing to help. He must talk to the support
workers, who cannot offer help or support if they don’t know
the difficulties the ex-prisoner is facing.
It can be very exciting and daunting on the day of release and it
will be tempting to meet up with old friends and have a few
drinks. But those few drinks can get out of control and people
can end up back in trouble again.
The family is the best support for the newly released person.

Frances Russell, Post Release Service Co-Ordinator, Cork
Prison. Tel: 021 4518814

Some facts and figures about Irish Prisons
•
There are 14 prisons in Ireland.
•
In 2011, according to the Irish Prison Service
Annual Report, 13,592 people were sentenced to
Prisons in Ireland.
•
The annual budget for the Irish Prison Service
for 2011 was €347.583 million.
•
The overall daily average number of prisoners in
custody in 2011 was 4,390 compared to 4,290 in
2010.
More detailed statistics can be seen on the Irish
Prison website – www.irishprisons.ie

What is Saint Nicholas Trust ?
St Nicholas Trust began in 2008 to fill the gap in any support
services for the families of prisoners. Initially it concentrated
on those who were affected by imprisonment for the first time.
But SNT is open to anybody affected by having a loved one in
prison.
The majority of the members were women, and some men who
found themselves at a loss in terms of getting information about
the courts or the prison. They were supported by some
professionals who worked in the prison system and the
probation service.
A support group was set up and this has remained at the heart
of SNT, though we have now extended our services.
St Nicholas Trust is a voluntary group.
What we have to offer?

A support group which meets every two weeks to provide a
safe, confidential space for anybody affected by imprisonment.

Information booklets
SNT has written and published two booklets, called "Visiting
Cork Prison"'a practical guide for anyone who is experiencing
this for the first time. And, "Going Home/Coming Home", a
look at the issues that arise when someone one is released from
prison.

Hospitality service for visitors in the Waiting Room at
Cork Prison, including refreshments, colouring activities for
children and a listening ear for anybody who wants to talk.

Outreach Service
Members of SNT visit other organisations and schools to
increase awareness of the issues faced by families of
prisoners.

Some of our activities
Since we were established we have organised a conference
called "Doing Time Outside", which highlighted the problems
faced by prisoner's families. A report from this conference is
available on our website www.stnicholastrust.ie
The Trust has also participated in a European project called
F.L.I.P - Family Learning In Prisons. This project looks at best
practice in terms of focusing on the role of families in
rehabilitation.
In conjunction with The Social and Health Project, Cork, we
provide training/workshops for our members.
All our contact details are listed in this brochure and we
welcome contact from any interested partners.

St Nicholas Trust is funded by: Solidarity Trust, HSE, Irish
Prison Service and Leargas.

