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Our core values of connection and compassion 
have been needed in abundance this year. 
The pandemic has presented challenges
for the country as a whole, but the needs of
prisoners’ families have been particularly 
acute and largely forgotten.

Prisoners and their families have been badly impacted by 
the pandemic. The drive to keep covid out of prisons was 
overriding and, as a result, visits were banned for more 
than a year meaning enforced separation without the
regular online contact that much of the rest of the country 
benefitted from.

Even when visits were eventually reintroduced, they were 
shortened, social distancing was maintained, and masks 
had to be worn throughout visits. Play areas were closed 
and children were not allowed to hug their parents. As 
a result, many families chose not to visit and this lack of 
contact has taken an additional toll on their mental health.
On the outside families, who are more likely to face poverty 
and social isolation than the rest of the population have 
been struggling to cope without a key family member and 
have had the added worry about the mental health of their 
loved ones inside.

We have risen to meet that challenge with compassion, 
adapting our services and stepping in to support those who 
have been affected by the double blow of imprisonment 
and the pandemic. 
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Compassion

Connection

Connection and Compassion



Family Support

Despite the pandemic, we have still managed to provide our core
services in prison, court and the community, albeit in a different format.
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Court:
Our Court Family Support 
service works closely with 
court teams and engages 
families at all the criminal 
courts of Sussex, offering
emotional support and 
practical advice.

Prison:
We work with the two Sussex
prisons, HMP Lewes and 
HMP Ford, collaborating 
with Spurgeons to support 
the HMP Lewes Visitors 
Centre and family days at 
both prisons. We also have 
good links with other prisons 
in the south and regularly 
advocate for families with 
prisons across the country.

Community:
Our ‘First Stop’ advocacy and advice helpline provides
information and advice and long-term telephone support. 
Our outreach team meet families in the communities
offering one to one support and delivers the ‘Families
Together’ project, organising free fun activities that bring 
families together. We run arts activities through our
‘Hidden Voices’ project. The ‘Families Connected’ project
offers online support to families through a digital platform.

court

prison

co
mmun

ity



First Stop 
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With families under increasing 
stress and our face to face
visits cancelled, we increasingly
relied on the phone as a way of
supporting families. Our team 
received extra training to support 
families remotely.

Our First Stop helpline is a source of support 
for families who have a loved-one facing 
arrest, court or prison in Sussex.

In the period from August 2020 to July 2021 
this year, we had 98 calls to the helpline.

Calls to the helpline
98

‘I felt really overwhelmed with it all 
until you intervened... thank you for 
everything I cannot express how much 
it helps and how brilliant you are.’

‘I found the support from Sussex
Prisoners’ Families really helpful as it 
has made me feel that I am not alone!’.



Areas within Sussex that families called the helpline from

Percentage of calls to helpline from professionals and families

The majority of people called from either 
Brighton & Hove or West Sussex with a 
smaller but sizeable number calling from 
East Sussex.

A minority of families called from outside 
the county. In these cases, we referred
people to appropriate local services or
offered support in dealing with other
prisons across the country.

Just over half of the calls were from
family members and the rest were from 
professionals who were either looking to 
make a referral of wanted advice on how
to work with families.

‘I’ve found your service more than helpful ... I absolutely didn’t know 
where or what to do.... I’m very grateful ...’

‘The work you guys do is outstanding 
and I can tell you I would have been a 
total wreck if I hadn’t found you!’.
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The charts below  and on the next page show where the helpline calls 
came from and the reasons for the calls.

37% 37%

22%

4%

West Sussex
East Sussex
Brighton & Hove
Others

51% 49%
Professionals
Family
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•		 We had a total of 98 people 	
		 call our helpline from
		 August 2020 – July 2021.

•		 Most people raised more 	
		 than one issue in their call.

• 		18% the issues raise were 	
		 about children  – the biggest 	
		 single reason for calling.

• 		 30% of callers were concerned 	
		 about practicalities such as
		 contacting the prison, sending
		 in money and property.

•		 A small but growing number 	
		 of callers had concerns about 	
		 release with families 		
		 reporting that they felt
		 worried about how they would 	
		 cope with their loved ones 	
		 return to society.

Reasons for calling the helpline

‘I could never have gotten through this without you all. I cannot praise 
you enough you have been amazing. In the future when I am ready,
I would like to volunteer with you, it’s such an amazing service’.

Children

Contacting Prison

Property/Money

Request Outreach Worker

Health of Prisoner

Visiting Prison

Prisoner Safety

Others

Sentence

Courts

Release

Housing

Sex Offences

Social Media/Press

30

24

17

13

13

12

12

10

8

8

7

6

6
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HELPLINE ISSUES NUMBER OF TIMES RAISED



Outreach Support 

Some people who call us want one-off pieces 
of advice or information and do not want
further help. 

The majority want further support from one of our
outreach team. The team provide information, advice and 
emotional support. They can also advocate on behalf of the 
families if they are having difficulties in communicating 
with a prison. Over the past year, we have worked with
a total of 94 new families.
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New families
94

‘Megan is great, she has been my rock, and you lot at SPF are
absolutely cracking. The organisation is amazing and I wouldn’t of 
been able to cope without the support from Megan and Rachelle. 
SPF have made a huge difference to my son’s life in prison, and he 
said to me, ‘those people you speak to are absolutely fabulous’.

‘I don’t know what 
I’d do without you.’
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The main issues facing families who are working with our Outreach Team

•		 Isolation was the main issue raised by families. This is unsurprising,
		 as the covid pandemic meant that people were	shut off from 	
		 their traditional networks and were unable to visit their loved-	
		 ones in prison.
•		 Contacting the prisoner is the next biggest point of concern, and 	
		 this, combined with prison issues and visiting, were of concern 	
		 to 33% of our families reflecting the difficulties that families have had 	
		 in contacting prisons and getting accurate information from them.
• 		16% of families were worried about prisoner safety and health. 	
		 These were often very grave concerns with families extremely 	
		 worried about their loved-ones physical and mental health,
		 often exacerbated by apprehension around covid. We worked 	
		 closely with family services and safer custody teams in prison 	
		 to try and resolve these fears.

of families said
they felt isolated

47%

had difficulty
contacting the prison

32%

were worried about
prisioner safety

16%

Isolation

Contact

Children

Health and Covid

Housing/Finance

Release

Prisoner Safety

Visits

Prison Issues

Court

Sex Offences

Substance Use

Foreign National

e

MAIN ISSUES

47
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31
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16
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7

5

2

2

PERCENTAGE OF TIMES RAISED

‘I get more support
from you than
anyone else’.

Sentence



Events and Support Groups

Events have been a challenge this year with 
continued lockdown restrictions, but we
continued to offer online support, meeting
up in person when we could.

We ran 10 online support groups throughout the year,
some of these involved question and answer sessions with
organisations such as Making it Out and Ex-Seed which 
help ex-prisoners gain employment or self-employment 
after leaving prison, as well as Cranstoun, an agency that 
helps people suffering from domestic violence who may 
need help or support. 
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‘I feel like this terrible thing happened to me and
I met people who have enriched my life. I met
people who have shown me the greatest amount
of compassion and empathy. Who’ve not judged 
me, not questioned my ability as a parent. In some 
ways I am proud to be a family member. They
understand me and I understand them.’

‘To just be sat around a table with a bunch of other 
women who all have taken time out to offer each 
other support is quite empowering, being a family 
member in prison using your experience to help 
others. It is nice to be like ‘I’ve been there, here’s 
what to do and what not to do’. Really the best 
way for families to work out how things work is to 
phone up other people in the same situation.’



We ran various online activities for children including a
Christmas crafts making session and Valentine’s day cards.

We also managed to have three face to face cream teas 
this year with 14 family members attending in all, which 
were very much appreciated:

In June, we organised our first outdoor trip of the year to 
Brighton Beach where we played games and enjoyed a 
meal together. This was followed by an outing to Blackberry 
Farm where we fed the animals, had tractor rides and 
generally enjoyed being together in the fresh air.
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‘Just wanted to say thank 
you for today the kids 
loved it.’’



Our outreach support worker, Anna describes 
her work with one family this year
I support a lady who is in her 60’s and has a son who is in 
his 30’s. The son is in prison for arson. Samantha (not real 
name) has been engaged with SPF for well over a year and 
through lockdown and finds the support invaluable. Not only 
does she feel fully supported, emotionally and practically, 
but she enjoys the freedom of being able to speak openly 
to our team as well as the other families who SPF support.

During my time supporting Samantha, I have spoken directly 
to her son in prison via the family service team and been 
able to relay back to Samantha that her son is doing well. 
This has always been a relief for Samantha especially during
lockdown when all visits were suspended for almost a year.

Samantha has asked for support regarding approved 
premises, healthcare, probation, education, college courses 
and general wellbeing. All of which I have been able to support 
her with to make her situation a little smoother. An important 
aspect of the support for Samantha was being able to meet 
face to face once lockdown rules had loosened up. Samantha 
described being able to meet me for a chat and a cup of coffee 
as ‘hugely cathartic and positive for her mental health’.

Not only have I supported Samantha, but I have had the 
opportunity to involve her grandchildren (aged 8 and 11) in 
activities such as our fun, online, Christmas craft session. 
It was important for Samantha s grandchildren to realize
that they were not the only children who had a parent in 
prison. Samantha tells me that her grandchildren still 
speak about the Christmas event and enjoyed being able to 
send their crafts to their father in prison.

Samantha has also attended our cream tea events along with 
our online support meetings and describes SPF as providing 
‘all round support, given by welcoming and caring professionals’.

Case Study

‘It was so lovely to 
see people again. 
You can just talk 
freely and be
yourself.’

‘Say that I’m out with 
good friends, we 
wouldn’t discuss it
because they don’t
understand. But 
when I’m with (SPF) 
it’s just normal, it’s 
just having a normal 
conversation about 
it. We can chat freely, 
we can talk about all 
of the things about 
prisoners. We all
understand how each 
other feel. And we 
don’t judge each other.’

11



Wellbeing
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Many people suffered with their mental health 
in the lock-down and we created a hub of 
wellbeing tips and activities. 

For children we ordered and sent packs for crafts making 
Valentines cards, clay modelling, scavenger hunt at home 
and Come Dancing session.

For the adults we suggested wellbeing tips such as, yoga 
at home, dancing, making your own bubble bath, drinking
specialist teas, beach walks and baking.



Christmas Cheer

Christmas was especially difficult time with 
visits still cancelled and people separated 
from their wider support community. 

As we were unable to take families to our annual pantomime 
visit, we sent out ‘Santa Sacks’ to 32 children which have 
made a real difference to children facing a bleak Christmas;
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‘Thank you so much 
for all your help this 
year. My boys are
so happy to have 
received their lovely 
gifts, as money is 
tight I have not been 
able to buy them 
much at all this year. 
Thank you again’‘I have received the 

parcel and Christmas 
Card…. Thank you 
so so so much.
Merry Christmas x’

‘We just got our parcel, 
a big thank you to 
Sam and the team, 
Merry Christmas’



Court

It has been a challenging year for 
the Court Service. Limited public 
space in courtrooms and legal
representation offered virtually
impinge on volunteers and families 
ability to gain meaningful access 
to proceedings and information. 
Whereas solicitors and barristers 
would be on hand to speak with 
families and Volunteers following 
a hearing they have been less 
available in person.

Despite this, we have re-designed our publicity and provided 1,000 new leaflets to
Magistrates and Crown Courts across Sussex. Our information has been displayed in 
waiting areas and List offices and has been regularly replenished signaling interest and 
need borne out by calls to our Helpline for support and advice as well as 34 requests for 
court results via our Outreach Team, our other services and external agencies.

Five new Volunteers have been recruited and provided direct information and assistance 
to 47 families and 23 professionals within courts.

We receive ongoing interest in the Court Volunteer role. As Courts remove restrictions,
we look forward to re-establishing our service and significantly increasing capacity.
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‘I just didn’t know what to do. I didn’t know who to call. 
Literally he was taken away from the court and that was 
it. Luckily, one of the guys [SPF volunteers] in the court 
saw me hysterically crying and gave me a SPF card. I 
phoned them and they started pointing me in the right 
direction. I don’t know what I would have done if somebody 
hadn’t given me that card.’



As we could no longer meet our families face to face at court or prison, 
it was vital that we had free, up to date information for families whenever
they needed it. For this reason, with support from the National Lottery
Covid Emergency Fund and Sussex Community Foundation Crisis 
Fund we developed a brand-new app and developed our website.
App
Lack of information is a key issue amongst 
the families we work with. It is also a key 
source of information and advice for our 
volunteers in court and in prison.

For this reason, we developed an app to give 
families up to date information about prison, 
courts and arrest. The app is available on 
the usual app stores and can also be
downloaded via a QR code below and from 
posters at court and prison.

We currently have over 100 users and
hope to extend this reach as our outreach 
team continue to market it.

https://apps.apple.com/app/id1551025796

Communications
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Website
A website overhaul this year 
means that we now have a 
clear, comprehensive source 
of information for families 
that is updated regularly. 
It has useful resources for 
professionals and a clear, 
secure referral route.

The website also features 
several videos in which staff 
members explain key issues
around prison as well as 
videos in which young 
people share their stories 
around imprisonment.
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Social Media
We staged two successful Instagram
takeovers in the Autumn with family
members and young people sharing their 
experiences of having loved-ones in prison.

Instagram
followers

89% increase on
previous year

207

Facebook
followers

16% increase on
previous year

330
Twitter

followers
13% increase on
previous year

580

new users
3,510

page views
9,995

20%
Increase in users
and new users*

www.sussexprisonersfamilies.org.uk

From September 2020-July 2021 we had...



Children and Young People

This year we reached out to children and young people to ask them 
how SPF should design our services to better respond to their needs. 
We held a series of focus groups to ask them what they would like.
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The chart below shows the kinds of activities young people wanted to do

•	 Support in schools including a
	 poster letting the schools know 		
	 about our services
•	 Counselling services
•	 Activities for the whole family
•	 Support even after their loved-one 		
	 had  come out of prison

We also delivered six Hidden Sentence 
training workshops with professionals
who support young people.

We are now setting up a Youth Voice 
group of young people with lived
experience who will be reaching out 
to other young people and who have 
begun building relationships with 
schools, colleges and universities. 
The group are applying for funds to 
develop this important work.

Sport

Arts & Crafts

Cooking

Gaming

Lego

Music

Drama

Graffiti

Quizzes

Challenges

Messages

Bowling

Climbing

Go Karting

Laser Tag

Trampolining

Escape Room

Cinema

Archery

Walks

Film

ACTIVITIES PRE SCHOOL

1

1

1

1

1

-

1

1

-

1

1

1

1

1

1

1

1

1

1

-

1

PRIMARY SECONDARY

3

1

1

1

--

1

--

1

1

2

--

--

2

2

2

2

1

1

-

-

1

-

-

-

-

-

1

-

1

-

1

-

-

1

1

-

1

-

1

-

-

1

NO. OF CHILDREN PER TYPE OF SCHOOL



Schools Leaflet
As discussed before, young people felt that school was a 
good place to offer support and believed that the more the 
school knows about the situation, the better placed they 
will be to help. For this reason, we developed a booklet for 
schools to support children in key stages 1-3 to help support 
school staff to understand the issues that children face.

Research
In December, researcher Mick Schroeder published
Empowering Families of Prisoners which examined the 
powerful role that Sussex Prisoners’ Families has in
developing the resilience of the families we support.

She found that families gained emotional support from us 
and each other and that they welcomed the non-judgemental 
and welcoming attitudes in our monthly support group.
They welcomed the chance to share experiences, information
and advice, finding that this gave them a new sense of purpose 
and empowerment.
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Information for Schools

Supporting a 
Child with a 
Parent in Prison

SPF Schools A5 booklet NOV2021_AW.indd   1SPF Schools A5 booklet NOV2021_AW.indd   1 03/11/2021   13:2603/11/2021   13:26

https://www.sussexprisonersfamilies.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2021/02/Empowering-
Families-of-Prisoners-Mick-Schroeder.pdf

‘SPF provides an
essential link between 
the families and their 
wider social environment, 
giving them back a 
sense of control in this.’

‘(Support from SPF has 
been) lifechanging and 
empowering’



Learning
Through lockdown we continued to share our learning and 
raise awareness of the impact of family imprisonment 
through ‘Hidden Sentence’ training, workshops and
presentations to colleagues across Sussex.

We ran three Hidden Sentence workshops attended by
35 professionals including youth workers, teachers,
social workers, Early Help teams, Police and support 
workers from a variety of community and voluntary
sector organisations in Sussex and nationally.

We also provided three workshops to over 50 students
at the University of Brighton Centre for Arts and
Wellbeing, Centre of Resilience for Social Justice, the 
Criminology Department and the School of Applied
Social Science along with the University of Sussex
Department of Social Work and Social Care.

We were invited to team meetings and delivered eleven 
presentations to organisations such as Carers Support 
West Sussex and Together Co social prescribing team.

We attended over fifty networking meetings across Sussex 
and several national events to share information about 
Sussex Prisoners’ Families to hundreds of colleagues.
We see from our website analytics that many professionals 
and academics use our website for resources and information 
to share with families and for their research. One of our 
team took part in a regional group with the National
Academy for Social Prescribing.
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Given the pressure our new team was under 
as we were contacted by family members 
experiencing trauma, extreme isolation and 
anxiety in lockdown, we brought in additional 
training and support.

This included MIND Wellbeing training for families,
including how to provide telephone support to people with 
anxiety or anger, and wellbeing approaches for the team. 

We also delivered training on Trauma Informed Approaches 
to strengthen our approaches to supporting families.

Our sponsors, The Tudor Trust, gave us a very generous 
donation to support staff wellbeing.

Staff Support
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Volunteers

Sadly, due to lockdown our volunteer services in 
courts and prisons were impacted severely, however 
we took the opportunity to undertake an evaluation 
and impact study of our volunteering services.

Our student interns from the University of Sussex did a piece of
research that illustrated how our volunteer services had grown 
since 2013 contacting current and old volunteers to get their
feedback on their experience with SPF.

https://www.sussexprisonersfamilies.org.uk/wp-content/up-
loads/2022/01/SPF-Volunteer-Impact-Report-2021.pdf

The report found that our volunteers found that they had gained 
confidence and compassion’ and found the experience ‘fulfilling 
and empowering’. It also found that:
• 	 All of the volunteers felt prepared to enter the courts or prisons 	
	 after training, despite some feeling nervous beforehand.
• 	 After training, both prison and court volunteers were able to 	
	 professionally interact and develop good relationships with 	
	 prison staff and court teams
• 	 100% of volunteers said that helping the families felt rewarding, 	
	 noticing that families with a loved one in prison often feel
	 invisible and appreciated being treated with kindness through 	
	 SPF’s services
• 	 Volunteering improved their interpersonal skills and career 	
	 prospects. Many said that volunteering added to their
	 professional or personal development
• 	 While acknowledging SPF’s work with the BAME community, 	
	 efforts to maintain and increase diversity, inclusion and under	
	 standing representation within the organisation during
	 recruitment should be noted.
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https://www.sussexprisonersfamilies.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2022/01/SPF-Volunteer-
Impact-Report-2021.pdf
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Finances

The majority of our income this year has been generously received 
from Trusts and Foundations and one per cent from donations. Given 
lockdown and the restrictions on our court and prison services, we 
focused almost entirely on our community and digital support services.

70%

19.5%

10%

0.5%

Staff salaries and
travel/subsistence

Core cost (Rent, IT, Insurance, 
phones, marketing etc...)

IT costs (website, app,
subscriptions, hardware)

Family activities

What we use our income for:

70%

10%

2%

2%

16%

Community Service

Digital service

Court service

Prison service

Other running costs

What we did with our income:

For a detailed summary of our accounts please refer to Companies House

www.gov.uk/government/organisations/companies-house
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We are currently reshaping our services in 
order to better support the families we serve. 
We are planning some exciting arts projects 
with our cultural partners including a play 
about family’s experiences at the Old Market 
Theatre in Brighton & Hove, and an art
exhibition of families’ work. 

We are seeking to engage and support families from
ethnically diverse backgrounds with a family member who 
has entered the Criminal Justice System and have been in 
discussion with friends from Black, Asian and Ethnically 
Diverse infrastructure groups across Sussex.

Over the next year we are looking to reach into the
communities and undertake a consultation on how SPF 
can adapt and be more culturally sensitive in how we 
provide support to ethnically diverse families, explore how 
Criminal Justice Agencies engage ethnically diverse
families with a friend or family member in the criminal 
justice system and promote anti-racist and culturally 
aware practices.

As SPF grows and reaches more families, we believe a 
transition to charitable status will better support our
long-term planning and sustainability, so in 2022 we will 
be applying to the Charity Commission to become a
Charitable Incorporated Organisation (CIO).

Watch this space.

The Future



Joe Cowdry-ByrneOlivia BruceSharna Hooper-Jones

Denis Byrne
Development and

Community Director

Sam Hart
Learning and

Communications Director

Karen Anthony

Lisa Harding
Community Outreach 

Brighton & Hove

Clementine Manning
Community Outreach

East Sussex

Anna Stephenson-Knight
Family Outreach

West Sussex

Rachelle Gold
Courts and Advocacy 

Director

Our Team

Directors 

Megan Darnell
Community Outreach

Arts Worker

Community Outreach Team 

Project & Events Support Officer 

University Of Sussex Interns

Elise Maddocks

Joel Baynes

Sabrina Asfour

Rachel Collier

Jeremy Leadsom

And a big thank
you to our Board: 

Alison Neate
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We are incredibly grateful to our very generous supporters who
enable us to support those serving the hidden sentence.  

Community Partners & friends
We are grateful to our community friends and allies who 
were generous in their support.
Julia Roberts and Dinos Aristidou
Lynn Weddle of Articulate Arts who provided Arts Packs 
for us to distribute to families during lockdown.
Patrcia Gaete who sponsored families and staff to attend 
Mindfulness courses.
Dr Tim Fooks who promoted our work through his press 
column and wonderful book ‘West Sussex in the Covid-19 
Pandemic – A year Like No other’.
Carers Support West Sussex
University of Brighton and the University of Sussex

Thanks also to our friends and partners who have helped 
us reflect on how we reach and support families, raise 
funds and generously given their time and donations;
Stephanie Mooney, Anusree Biswas, Nora Mzaoui and
Mebrak Ghebreweldi.
Ed Halliwell
Quizmasters Colin and Sue
Cara Chollerton, Karen Duffin and Jeremy Leadsom.
Kate Parkin (Sussex Armed Forces Network)
Ruth Simmons (TAC Access)

Thank you!
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QUOTE FROM A FAMILY MEMBER

Thanks to Pink Citrus Design
for the design and artwork

‘Thank you for helping
me get through today’.
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Our Supporters



Please refer to Companies House for information on our accounts
Sussex Prisoners’ Families CIC,
Brighton Eco Centre
39-41 Surrey Street,
Brighton and Hove,
BN1 3PB,
Company Number 8631063

www.sussexprisonersfamilies.org.uk

01273 499843
info@sussexprisonersfamilies.org.uk

sussexprisonersfamilies

@sussexprisonfamil

Volunteering
To find out more about volunteering with us go to the
‘Get Involved’ section of our website.


