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Coming Home

Release date is approaching - the day that you have been
focusing on since you first went to prison. But settling back
into family life can be hard! Things have changed, including you
- and the outside world can seem strange or even hostile.

We have interviewed prisoners and their families who have told
us what difficulties they faced on release and suggested some
ways of coping.

“When he went in, it was
like a piece of the jigsaw
was missing. And when
he came out, | thought
he would just slot back
in again. But it was like
someone had messed up
the jigsaw and we didn’t
fit back together in the
same way."

Prisoner’s mum.
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Prison and You

All experiences change you. So, it makes sense that going to
prison will alter you in some way. You have had to get used to
being told what to do, when to get up, what and when to eat.
You may feel like your voice doesn’t matter - that nobody
cares what you think.

You may have witnessed violence. You may have had to act
tough, talk tough. Maybe you have put up barriers and adapted
a different persona - even if you don’t realise it.

These changes will have happened over time and you may
not have noticed. But you will have changed.

At the same time, your family has changed too. Maybe your
partner has taken on extra work or caring responsibilities.
Maybe they have turned to others for support or had to make
decisions alone.

Children will have grown and changed, and they will relate to
you in a different way.

So, slotting back in isn’t always easy. And it’s not surprising
that families sometimes struggle when they come together
again. But there are ways you can prepare. This guide
contains ideas and experiences from former prisoners and
their families that you may find useful.



Many prisoners have mixed feelings about release. It's very
normal to feel nervous as well as excited.

Below we outline some of the troublesome feelings that
prisoners have told us about. If you experience these feelings,
it's important to do something about them. Don’t just ignore

them and hope they will go away.

Anxiety

It's very common to feel
anxious on release. Sometimes
this will be anxiety about
something specific - such as
breaking license conditions
or worrying about how you
will fit back in with your family.
Other times the feelings
might be about something
you can’t quite put your
finger on - you just have a
general feeling of unease.
This might even feel

physical - you might feel
slightly nauseous or
churned up inside.

“Now | am out | would
say | am very on edge.
| am very scared about
getting too close to the
rules. | am really worried
about accidentally doing
something wrong.”




Feeling overwhelmed

Many prisoners report feeling overwhelmed by the outside
world. This can mean being unable to cope with crowds,
noise, smells etc. This can be confusing and disappointing

as it means not being able to enjoy the things you were most
looking forward to. One former prisoner told us how he had
dreamed of going to the supermarket to buy his favourite food
but instead found himself running away when the crowds and
the noise became too much:

“I had to drop my basket in an aisle and leg it out
of the shop. The crowds and babies crying were too
much for me. | will admit that | burst into tears.”

Feeling out of place at home

Some prisoners have told us that they don’t feel like they
have a place in their families anymore. They feel that life has
changed on the outside and seems unwelcoming and even
hostile. They are unsure of how they fit into the family and
uncertain of how to behave and what to do. As a result, they
have withdrawn into themselves which in turn made their
families feel like they weren’t happy to be home.

“| feel redundant.”

“| feel a bit odd....like a don’t belong anymore.”
“It didn’t feel like home anymore.”

“He didn’'t know what to do with himself.”



Feeling out of place in society

Not having a routine can be difficult. Suddenly finding you can
do what you like with your time can take some getting used to
You may be unsure of your place in society.

“l am not missing prison
at all but I am missing
the regimentation. | find
| can do what | want. |
have all this freedom
But - what do | do with
my life?”
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CI felt | was being judged. People were looking at me.

and his family for the last four years. He needs to
integrate more into the community.”

“He needs to branch out. It's just been me, the prisonj




Before Release

Write it down

Start to journal your thoughts and worries. Writing them down
can help you understand them a little more and might clarify
issues you are concerned about. Sometimes people prefer to
draw their ideas. It might be helpful to carry on with this
journal after release.

Talk about it

Communicate these concerns with your family - let them know
you are worried. That way they will be in a better place to
support you. Ask them if they have any concerns and listen

to them carefully.

Manage Expectations
Discuss what you are you
both expecting on release.
How will your roles have
changed? Will you be

expected to do more
childcare if your partner
is working more? How will
the kids feel about this?




Managing Yourself
Start to think about
self-management and
self-care. How will you
manage difficult feelings and

emotions? Don’t pretend they

don’t exist. It's important to
acknowledge your feelings
and work out what helps you
deal with them. What works
for you? Running, meditation,
breathing techniques? There
are some tips below.

“For me, it's the gym. |
just really get out of all
the negative stuff with
a workout.”

Make sure you
understand your

license conditions
Make sure you are clear
about your license conditions.
Ask your offender manager
for specific details about
where you are and aren’t
allowed to go. Keep asking
until you are sure you
completely understand what
is expected of you. Make sure
that your family and friends
understand the terms of your
license conditions fully. That
way they won't invite you to
do things you aren’t allowed
to do.

“I would really recommend
asking questions until
you understand what's
expected of you.”

“You need a good
relationship with your
probation officer.



Exercise

Taking exercise improves
mental health and wellbeing.
Find what works for you and
start small. Committing to

a ten-minute walk a day is
likely to be more achievable
than immediately signing up
to run a marathon. There are
some low-cost activities
listed in the useful
information section below.

Eat well

This can be a challenge if

you are on a budget or not
used to cooking for yourself.
You may have got used to
prison food and eating
regimes and may find it takes
you a while to adjust. See
links below about healthy
eating on a budget.

Get creative

Getting lost in a creative
process (sometimes known
as the flow) helps reduce
anxiety and slows the heart
rate. You don't have to be
‘good at art’ or worry too
much about the end project.
Just immerse yourself

in something you enjoy -
whether that's drawing,
making or even colouring-in.

“He started building
things, being creative,
took his mind away - he
found his own therapy.”

“Him and the kids did
Hobbycraft stuff together.
It was nice to see them
get lost in a project.”



Plan your day

Many prisoners find it difficult to cope with the unstructured
time they are faced with outside of prison. After being locked
up and told what to do for so long - having free time can feel
like an unexpected burden. Making a simple plan and sticking
to it can really help. This can be really simple: go for a run,
apply for a job, cook a healthy lunch, take the kids to the park.
Again, it's important not to over-face yourself with an
unrealistic number of tasks.

“We make a list of things we can do every day to get
some routine in his life. It might just be going for a
walk or whatever but it's important we do something.”

Connect to your

community

Many former prisoners
tell us they feel isolated
and alone.

You may not want to connect
back with former friends if
you associate them with a life
of crime. Volunteering can be
a great way of reconnecting
and giving something back
to society. This will of course
depend on the terms of your
license but your local
volunteering organisation
and your probation officer
will be able to advise you

on this.




Connect to your family

Family members often complain that prisoners seem withdrawn
and out of reach. Although it's understandable that you need
time to yourself, this can feel hurtful. Try to let them know that
you are having a hard time and that you are quiet because you
are trying to work things out.

Equally, don’t expect your partner to snap back into the
relationship just as it was. They have changed too, and you may
need to take things slowly. Find out more in the ‘How to Listen’
section of this booklet.

“We went with every day as it came. We try to make
time for each other. Even if it's just a coffee.”

“l automatically wanted
and craved intimacy with
my wife but she told me
she needed to be ‘wooed’
again. | realise | need to
let her know (and show
her) how grateful | am
that she’s stuck by me.”
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Pay Attention

It may sound strange, but really paying attention to what is
going on around you makes you happier. Sometimes called
mindfulness, this simply involves noticing more. You may
observe sensations that you are feeling and the thoughts
and emotions you may be experiencing.

So, for example, you might take the time to notice how it feels
to hold a warm cup of tea in your hands. You might notice that
your heart is racing. You might notice that you are starting to
feel irritated.

Mindfulness improves wellbeing because it helps us to enjoy
simple moments in our life rather than just letting them slip
by. It means we appreciate what is around us more. It can
also help because we start to be aware of unhelpful emotions
early on.




Understanding stress

Stress is your body’s defence mechanism. It is like an emergency
service that comes to the rescue when you are feeling under
threat - switching on your fight or flight mechanism so you
feel like running away or hiding. Unfortunately, past traumas
(such as going to prison) can mean that your stress system
gets a little confused. It can see something perfectly innocent
as a threat or attack. So you might get really angry or upset if
someone asks a harmless question.

Stress also makes it difficult for you to make the choices you
want to make. For example, you might have decided to eat
more healthily, but if you are feeling stressed, you are more
likely to reach for a doughnut than an apple.

But the good news is that you can learn to control your stress
responses. Activities like mindfulness, meditation and yoga
can help you recognise when you are becoming stressed early
on. Exercise, chatting with friends, laughing, helping others,
drawing, thinking of things you are grateful for have all been
shown to reduce stress.
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Grounding Method

If you are feeling really anxious, you could try the 5,4,3,2,1
method to bring you back into the present. Working backward
from 5, use your senses to list things you notice around you.
For example, you might start by listing:

5 things you hear @
4 things you see <0>

3 things you can touch from where you’'re sitting (ﬂD)

2 things you can smell (L\)

1 thing you can taste @

Make an effort to notice the little things you might not always
pay attention to, such as the humming of the fridge.




A breathing Technique to Calm Anxiety

e Place one hand on your stomach and another on your chest.

e Breathe in through the nose for a slow count of three. Feel
your stomach rise as if you are filling it with air. Your chest
should stay relatively still

* Breathe out for a slow count of four. Feel your stomach relax.
* You could gradually increase the amount of time you

breathe in for but always make sure you exhale is longer
than your inhale.




Listen Up

When was the last time someone really listened to you? How did
it feel? Being listened to can feel like a gift. Someone has really
taken the time to think about you and values what you have to say.
Listening well helps relationships as it means people feel heard
and understood - even if you can’t sort their problems out for them.

Here are some tips for listening well:
Don’t try to think of what to say before they have

finished speaking

Look at the person speaking, nod occasionally to show
that you're listening.

Put down your phone, stop watching TV, stop what you
are doing - give them your full attention

Wait for the speaker to finish speaking before asking
questions and don’t interrupt with a response.

Sum up your understanding “So you are saying you
have too much to do?”

Reflect the feelings of the speaker:
“You seem really upset.”

Don’t feel you have to come up with a solution. Sometimes
there isn’t one. It can be enough just to be heard.

If it feels right, help them find their own way forward:
“What are your options do you think?”
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Contacts and
Further Information

Eating Well
Eat well, spend less - Information on healthy eating on
a budget www.uhsussex.nhs.uk

Low-cost and free community shopping - How to shop cheaply
for healthy food, Brighton and Hove Food Partnership
www.bhfood.org.uk

Exercise

Information about exercise options in Brighton and Hove,
Healthy Lifestyles Team Brighton
www.brighton-hove.gov.uk/health-and-wellbeing/
support-be-active

Mindfulness and Meditation
Information about where to find low-cost, accessible yoga,
Brighton Yoga Foundation www.brightonyogafoundation.org

Brighton Buddhist Centre - Free Brighton-based meditation
classes www.brightonbuddhistcentre.co.uk

Volunteering

Volunteer opportunities in Brighton, Hove, Adur and Worthing,
Community Works

www.volunteer.communityworks.org.uk
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