
Coming home - A guide for family 
members of people on probation
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This guide is for families of people on probation after leaving 
prison. It explains the role of probation and how you can support 
your family member to work with their probation officer. 

The Probation Service manages sentences in custody, secure 
hospitals, and the community. It’s important to remember that 
probation officers want the best for your family member and 
want them to stop offending. 

Probation officers only work with people on probation. This 
means that they are not allowed to discuss anything with you 
without the written permission from your family member. This 
is to protect their privacy and it is against the law for a probation 
officer to share information without this consent. 
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What does being
on probation mean? 
Your family member could be put ‘on probation’ because:

•	 They are serving their sentence in the community
	 – rather than going to prison.

•	 They are serving their custodial sentence or have been 		
	 released from prison or a secure hospital and are serving 		
	 the remainder of their sentence in the community. This
	 is sometimes referred to as being ‘on licence’ because
	 they must stick to certain rules which are set out in a
	 ‘licence’ document.
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Who is involved?
Community Probation Practitioners (CPP)
This person who is also known as a probation officer. They
supervise someone’s behaviour when they are released into 
the community. Their job is to work with people on probation
to make sure they don’t reoffend. They are sometimes also 
called a ‘supervising officer’.

Prison Offender 
Manager (POM) 
This person is responsible 
for managing behaviour 
whilst someone is still in 
prison and is also known
as a probation officer. They 
work for the prison’s OMU 
(the Offender Management 
Unit). They will communicate 
with the COM about the
person leaving prison. 

Key Worker 
This is a prison officer
who is assigned to look
after a prisoner’s welfare
and concerns whilst they
are in prison. They are
not part of the probation
service but should work 
closely with them. 
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Before leaving prison
Before someone leaves prison, the probation officer should
contact the person in prison to explain what will happen when 
they leave prison and what rules they will have to follow. They 
will do this either directly or via the POM. If they have not heard 
from the probation officer and the release date is less than a 
month away, the person in prison can contact their POM or key 
worker to find out more information. They could also email or 
phone their probation officer in the community. 

Will probation be in touch with me? 
If the person in prison wants to live with you on release, the 
probation officer will also be in touch to check that your home 
is suitable for your family member to come back to. They won’t 
share any other information about the release plan with you 
unless the person in prison has given them written permission 
to do this. If the person in prison does not want to return to the 
family home, the probation team will not be in contact with you.
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Can I contact them?
You can contact probation 
and they will be happy to 
explain general rules about 
being on licence. But they 
are limited about what they 
can share about your family 
member’s situation. They 
will need written permission 
to share details about the 
licence. 

What if I don’t want 
my family member
to come home?
You can tell the probation 
officer that you don’t want 
your family member home 
and you don’t have to give a 
reason for this. The probation 
officer will say that the home 
is not suitable. They do not,
and won’t, tell the person in
prison that you don’t want 
them to live with you.
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Licence conditions
As someone leaves prison, they will be given a licence document 
to read which explains how long they will be on probation for 
and the rules they must follow. They are asked to sign this
document to show that they agree.

What if they have trouble reading? 
If the person in prison has difficulty reading, their licence 
conditions should be read out to them and explained clearly. 
Someone at the prison will sign the paper and say that it has 
been understood. If this is the case, their key worker or POM 
should also work with them before release to check that they 
are able to understand what is expected of them. The community 
probation officer will also go over the licence with your family 
member once they are released and translators will be provided 
if someone has difficulty speaking English.

Can I see a copy of the licence conditions? 
The person in prison can share their licence conditions with 
you so you could ask to see a copy. This will help you be clear 
about their boundaries, and the expected behaviour. A probation 
officer won’t share them with you unless the prisoner gives 
written consent.
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Examples of licence 
conditions 
There are two types of
licence conditions. The first 
type are ‘standard’ that 
everyone must follow. For
example: to meet regularly
with a probation officer and 
to be of good behaviour. 
There is a full list of standard 
licence conditions at the
end of this booklet. 

The second type are additional 
licence conditions and those 
might involve:

•	 living at a certain address
•	 not being allowed in
	 certain areas
•	 having restrictions on 		
	 where they can travel
•	 not being allowed to
	 associate with certain 		
	 people
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Post sentence
supervision

Your family member will be on licence for the remainder of their 
sentence after they have been released. If this is less than 12 
months, this will be followed by a period on ‘post-sentence
supervision’. The post sentence supervision will finish 12 
months after they were released from custody.

For example, if someone is given a six month sentence, they 
will usually serve three months in custody, three months on
licence and then nine months on ‘post sentence supervision’. 
The conditions for this are not as strict as the licence conditions.

Integrated Offender Management (IOM)
If your family member has a history of persistent offending, 
extra measures will be put in place to support them to desist 
from crime. This will mean that other agencies could be
involved in managing their licence, such as the police, and
voluntary sector organisations. This is called Integrated
Offender Management.
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Leaving prison
People leaving prison will usually have an appointment with 
their probation officer on the same day. This can sometimes
be difficult if the prison is a long way from where the person
on probation will be living.

It’s important that your family member contacts the probation 
office to let them know if they are having trouble meeting the 
appointment.

You may want to travel with your family member and help them 
get to the appointment on time. But you will not be allowed into 
the probation meeting with them. This is because the probation 
officer wants to have an honest and open conversation with 
them in a private and safe space. It is important that they take 
full responsibility for their license conditions. 

At the first meeting, the probation officer will explain to your 
family member:
•	 the terms of the licence (the rules they will have to follow)
•	 the dates, times, and places of future meetings
•	 any other appointments (for example, housing or job centre 	
	 appointments) 
•	 what happens if they don’t follow the rules
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My probation officer won’t let my partner live 
with me because of ‘risk’ but I feel safe with 
them. I have explained to the probation
officer that my family member isn’t a risk
– why won’t they listen?

When probation officers talk about risk, they mean risk of
reoffending. To work out risk, they take lots of factors into 
account such as gender, type of crime (these are called static 
risk factors because they don’t change). They also consider
things like substance misuse and who people associate with 
(these are called dynamic risk factors because they can 
change). You may not be aware of all these factors, but your 
family member will be. 

Risk assessment is a complex process that probation officers 
are trained to do. Although it may seem frustrating, they are 
not allowed to simply change the licence conditions because 
you don’t agree with them. The terms of a licence are very 
rarely altered.  

However, risk is reviewed regularly and if someone complies 
with the terms of their licence, probation may need to see 
them less often. 
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My family member must live in Approved 
Premises – what does that mean?

Approved Premises (AP) are for people on probation who are
at high risk of causing serious harm, usually following violent 
or sexual offences. They can be seen as a ‘half-way house’ 
between prison and home.

People who are staying in APs must be home by a certain time 
each evening. They cannot decide to stay with you or a friend’s 
house for a night or two without a probation officers permission. 
They will have to pay a small charge to live at the AP.

People staying in APs will be given a key worker who will work 
alongside their probation officer and should be able help them 
to find a GP, set up their benefits claim and support with finding 
an address to move on to etc. 

You may be able to visit your family member at an AP, but
children will not be allowed to visit. 
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The probation officer is not helping to find my 
family member work. Isn’t that their job?

Employment is important in helping people reduce reoffending. 
Probation will be very keen to support your family member to 
find work and will point them in the direction of agencies that 
can help. But they cannot directly find someone a job.

The same is true of applying benefits, finding a GP, support 
with debt, finding a home, accessing children or anything else 
that isn’t directly related to the crime. Although probation can 
help them find the right support, the responsibility lies with the 
person on probation.

See the end of this booklet for further information on who 
can help.

What does being on tag mean?

Being ‘on tag’ or Home Detention Curfew means that someone 
can serve part of their sentence in the community but they
must be at home by a certain time each day.

They will have an electronic tag fitted to their ankle and a
monitoring device will be installed at their address. If they are 
not where they are supposed to be at a certain time, the police 
will be alerted, and they may have to go back to prison. 

Some people aren’t allowed to go into certain areas when they 
leave prison, and this can also be monitored by a special
monitoring system that uses GPS. If alcohol is a major reason 
why someone offends, they can also be fitted with a specialist 
tag that detects if they have been drinking or not. 
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What happens if my family member breaks 
the rules?

If your family member breaks the rules of their licence, the 
probation officer will either give them a warning or make a 
request for them to go back to prison, also known as
‘recall’. This decision is ultimately made by the Ministry of 
Justice. This can happen very quickly and your family member 
could go back to prison on the same day. 

So what can I do?

Families play a vital role in helping people to stop offending. 
Probation officers want to work with families to help them do this. 
It’s important to know that disagreeing with them about licence 
conditions will not help and nothing will change. You will waste 
energy and feel exhausted. Instead, you could:
•	 Ask the person on probation to see a copy of their licence 		
	 conditions so you are clear on their boundaries.
•	 Discuss these with the person on probation.
•	 Help them get to appointments on time.
•	 Support them to find work.
•	 Listen to their concerns and worries.
•	 Be patient as they fit back into family life.
•	 Help them fit back into a normal routine and to plan their days.
•	 Help build their self-esteem and hope for the future.
•	 Encourage them to ask for help if they are struggling.
•	 Encourage them to keep in regular contact with their
	 probation officer and let them know if they are having problems.

You can find more information on supporting people with
resettlement in our Coming home – Life after prison booklet.
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I am not happy with my family member’s
probation officer what can I do?

In the first instance you, or the person on probation could try 
to explain to the probation officer why they are not happy with 
them and try to work out a way forward. If this doesn’t work, 
you could write to the probation officer’s line manager, the 
senior probation officer. 

If you are still not satisfied you can write to the director of the 
Probation Service: HMPPSPublicEnquiries@justice.gov.uk
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Further Information
Each council website has a hub of information on where to get 
support with housing, employment, health, benefits etc.

www.westsussex.gov.uk

www.eastsussex.gov.uk 

www.brighton-hove.gov.uk

www.surreycc.gov.uk 

www.kent.gov.uk 

Unlock
This organisation can support and advocate for people with
criminal records to move on with their lives. 
www.unlock.org.uk

Sussex Pathways
Support for people leaving prison to lead positive lives. 
www.sussexpathways.org.uk

Nacro
Nacro hhas a Resettlement Helpline which offers information 
and advice to ex-offenders, serving prisoners, their families 
and friends and to organisations working with them. 
www.nacro.org.uk
0300 123 1999

Making It Out
A Brighton and Hove charity that helps people moving on from 
prison to get their lives back on track through meaningful.
creative work projects. 
www.makingitout.co.uk
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Appendix

Standard Licence Conditions 
Licence Conditions Policy Framework MOJ and HM Prison and 
Probation Service (September 2022)
•	 be of good behaviour and not behave in a way which
	 undermines the purpose of the licence period;
•	 not commit any offence;
•	 keep in touch with the supervising officer in accordance with 	
	 instructions given by the supervising officer;
•	 receive visits from the supervising officer in accordance with 	
	 instructions given by the supervising officer;
•	 reside permanently at an address approved by the supervising 		
	 officer and obtain the prior permission of the supervising
	 officer for any stay of one or more nights at a different
	 address;
•	 not undertake work, or a particular type of work, unless it 		
	 is approved by the supervising officer and notify the
	 supervising officer in advance of any proposal to undertake 	
	 work or a particular type of work;
•	 not travel outside the United Kingdom, the Channel Islands, 	
	 or the Isle of Man except with the prior permission of your
	 supervising officer or for the purposes of immigration
	 deportation or removal.
•	 tell your supervising officer if you use a name which is
	 different to the name or names which appear on your licence.
•	 tell your supervising officer if you change or add any contact 	
	 details, including phone number or email.  
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www.sussexprisonersfamilies.org.uk
info@sussexprisonersfamilies.org.uk
01273 499843 

Sussex Prisoners’ Families 
is a community based
independent charity for 
family members, including 
children, who have someone 
facing arrest, court or a
prison sentence.
Registered charity number: 1203605
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