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MY STUDY-2014/5 

 

The system of allocation of prisoners to prisons in Scotland results in the 

incarceration of many prisoners at significant distance from their homes, 

potentially creating an obstacle to the maintenance of family and friendship 

ties. Using unpublished statistical data and primary qualitative research data 

collected by interviews with 40 visitors of prisoners during 2014, the article 

examines travel and transportation rituals. More specifically it focuses upon 

perceptions of why, in the minds of visitors, these journeys are important for 

maintaining the wellbeing of their loved ones. Although official policy 

privileges the importance of family contact, which seems to play a key role in 

enabling normality within the prison complex, nevertheless visitation remains 

challenging, and by implication this militates against the maintenance of 

family ties.  



Sykes’ Society of Captives (1958)  

Pains of Imprisonment: Applying Sykes to Visiting 

Series of “deprivations and frustrations” they are a psychological assault on the self  

 

The pains arise from:  

 

Deprivations of liberty, goods & services 

Heterosexual relations 

Personal autonomy 

Security 

 

Inmate culture for Sykes  is a collective response to these pains  and prisoner norms reflect the effort to preserve an 
acceptable sense of self. 

 

What do visitors narratives tell us about these pains? A significant amount. 

 

Are visitors afflicted by any of these pains? Yes. 

 

In what way do visits help prisoners cope with the pains?  Significantly.  They become part of the “importation” model 
as they affect the organisation of the prisoner’s lives. The prison is not quite a “total institution” (Goffman, 1961). 
Prisoners have some contact with outside.  

 

Institutionalised offenders are shaped by a “deprivation” model (the inmate culture is a response to the pains) and the 
“importation” model. Are the lives of visitors also the result of each of these theories? If so how?  
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Liberty & Goods and Services & Heterosexual Relationships 

For Sykes isolation from family & friends counted 
most: 

“The mere fact that the individual’s movements are 
restricted, however, is far less serious than the fact 
that imprisonment means that the inmate is cut off 
from family, relatives, and friends, not in the self-
isolation of the hermit or the misanthrope, but the 
involuntary seclusion of the outlaw.” (p.65).  

 

“loss of relationships” 

“loneliness & boredom” 

 

Arise from confined mobility (p.65). 

 
Trust is no longer invested in the prisoner or his/her 
visitors due to criminality. Tight security around visits, 
goods & services, mail, illustrates its lack. 

 

It was women who tended to visit men, some 
partners/girlfriends. Apart from brief hug verbal 
exchanges/letters are compensating sources. 

• Economic deprivation is a 
painful loss and assault on 
sense of identity (p. 70) 

 
• Goods & services have a psychological utility 

as inmates make “secondary adjustments” –
below (Goffman, 1961: p.188).  

 

• Prison security around visitations 
interferes/frustrates: for Goffman (p. 189) 

• “…any habitual arrangements by which a 
member of an organisation employs 
unauthorised means, or obtains unauthorised 
ends, or both, thus getting around the 
organisation’s assumptions as to what he 
should do and get and hence what he should 
be.”   
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Methodology & Other Issues 

• Getting access to sample 
challenges 

 

• Approaching visitors in the 
prison wait room area 

 

• Getting contact 
details/explaining myself 

 

• 3 prisons visited over wide 
geography 

 

• Rapport & affect 

 

• Developing & using  the 
interview schedule 

• Barriers to meeting in person 

 

• Using telephone interviews – 
withholding researcher’s 
number 

 

 

• Technology recording challenge 

 

• Mistaken mobile phone 
numbers… 
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Research context 1 

• self-imposed isolation and damaged social capital of family members, 
stemming from the shame and stigma of crime (Condry, 2011) 

• The HM Chief Inspector of Prisons (2014) recognised the importance 
of visits from family and friends. 84% of Scottish prisoners comment 
positively on access this gives to family and friends, 57% reported 
visitors experienced problems visiting, distance and the costs 
involved are significant (Bromley Briefings Prison Factfile, 2014, 
p.10). 

• Prison Rules (Loucks, 2000, p. 75) state that convicted prisoners are 
entitled to visits twice every four week period  

• Scotland’s prison population originates from the most deprived post 
code areas (Houchin, 2005). Travel/transport will not be easy 

• Morris (1965, p. 9) comments “The experience of imprisonment does 
not occur in isolation for a man with a family, and the prison wall can 
never be a complete barrier to the emotional currents which flow 
between a man and his wife and children” 
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Research context 2 

• Codd (2007, p. 260) argues the state co-opts families “into the 
resettlement process” despite improved support for the families 
of prisoners (Broadhead, 2002) 

• Loper et al (2014, p. 225) show that when a parent is 
incarcerated the entire family system is challenged 

• Comfort (2002) describes the range of demanding work 
families undertake on behalf of their prisoner relatives. One 
task undertaken by visitors involves monitoring the prison 
system, making officials aware that their treatment of prisoners 
is externally monitored; they also give moral support whilst 
concealing their own feelings to avoid upsetting the prisoner 
(Christian, 2005, p. 42-44) 

• Dixey and Woodhall (2012, p. 35) found the experience of 
visiting “traumatic and unsettling” and, with poor public 
transport links to the prison, families spent much of their day 
travelling to and from the prison 
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The Research Study 

• visitors sampled travel widely from within Scotland. Few 

attended jails close to their homes, a situation which is not 

uncommon (Higgenbotham, 2007). Those few living in the 

immediate vicinity of a prison found visiting 

straightforward.   

• In his foreword to the 2007 Families Outside (FO) report, 

the Chief Inspector of Prisons for Scotland acknowledged 

that most people who visit prisoners are poor.  

• The addition of travelling cost, time and risks connected 

with accessing remote destinations, often whilst 

experiencing health issues or disability, will inevitably 

intensify adversity 

9 



Findings 

Thematic narratives 

 

• Theme 1: Maintaining morale 

•   

• Theme 2: Travel and transport logistics 

 

• Theme 3: Not being in control 
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Theme 1: Maintaining Morale  

• STACY 

“…he says visits are the highlight, and most of the boys do. 
When you are in the halls it’s all an act, you’ve got to be 
somebody you are not. He says when I come into the visit 
room “I’m back to my own person. That’s my outside 
contact. I’ve got you and can talk about things in general.” 
Once you go back to the halls it’s all bravado. You’ve got to 
look out for yourself. When he comes through the door its 
back to normal life…the food can be quite bad so when he 
comes up he looks forward to the canteen. He can get 
things he doesn’t in the halls, salad rolls, bacon rolls…” 
(Stacy) 

. 
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Maintaining Morale 

• SUSAN 

• Susan’s reflections resonate strongly with insights from the academic 
literature relating to isolation, losing touch, dwelling in the past and 
institutionalisation. She and her husband are visiting an elderly friend:  

• “…Visiting prisoners is essential as they are living in an isolated world 
and they don’t know what’s happening in the outside world. And when 
you’ve been living in an environment like that for any length of time that 
becomes your world and the norm. They just keep him in touch with 
reality…I also talk about, when I write, what is happening outside, the 
weather, the daffodils are now in flower, the river is flooded. Just to open 
up a different aspect on life and keep him in touch with the outside world. 
I think it’s important because I’ve noticed since he’s been inside for 3 
years now he’s definitely become institutionalized…He frequently says 
he really appreciates our visits and the fact they are very regular. The 
visits he gets from other people aren’t very frequent as they have to use 
public transport. Just to talk about something different is important. I’ve 
noticed his conversation is now more reminiscing on things that 
happened in the past rather than current affairs. That’s one of the 
reasons we buy papers for him to keep him aware…We’ve been making 
visits for 3 years now….”  
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Maintaining Morale 

• Beth:  

•  visiting her 25 year old boyfriend:  

• “…Visits are good. Just to remind him I’m here for him when he 
comes out and I’ve not forgotten him while he’s there. I’d like to 
take him away with me! I just want to support him. Yes. I love 
him. His mum doesn’t visit or anything and the first time he was 
in jail for 3 months for stuff she doesn’t want anyone to know. 
Visits normally cheer him up. We had one which was a heavy 
going conversation. Yes they do cheer him up definitely. I don’t 
think I could handle it if it was over a long period of time…The 
visit experience is really about how we are together….I’d like to 
feel if there were any problems you could speak to staff about it 
without feeling it might have some impact on the person you 
are visiting. I do have worries about him being in there, but you 
can’t say anything…”   
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Theme 2: Travel & Transport 

• Clarke et al (2005, p. 235) report that concerns about 

travel distance, financial cost combined with the 

limitations of public transport, featured as common 

complaints made by prison visitors.  Lack of transport has 

undermines contact between prisoners and their children 

(Nurse, 2001) 
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Theme 2: Travel & Transport 

• ANNA 

•  visiting her 24 year old son who lived prior to conviction at 
home. A one hour visit can demand the equivalent of 4-8 hours 
round trip. Her ‘good job’ is a source of resilience enabling long 
journeys demanding and child care provisions: 

• …Its 4 hours at least for a one hour visit. I got up once a week. 
You’ve got to be there 30 minutes before the visit. I’ve a wee 
one and there’s no way it is humanly possible for me to get up 
there for a 2.15pm visit unless I take the day off work. She has 
to get picked up from nursery at 12. I’m on my own with three 
kids. If you go on an evening visit you don’t get home until 10 
and it’s too late for the wee one - she’s four. Without my car it 
would be a nightmare, impossible. I put my google map on my 
phone and pull over now and again to make sure I’m going the 
right way…”  
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Theme 2: Travel & Transport 

NANCY 

 is a pensioner visiting her husband:  

• “I’ve got to be there for 1.15pm. I travel from south of Aberdeen. I’ve 
to go through Dundee that can be a hold up. I leave at 9.30am in the 
morning and I’m usually at Bridge of Allen for 12 and stop and use the 
facilities. If it’s cold I have hot soup. And I take a packed lunch as 
these things cost money. I’m usually at the prison for 12.45pm and 
leave again at 4pm and get home about 6.30pm, depending on traffic. 
I allow myself an hour extra in the morning as you can have hold ups 
and crashes on the road. I’ve been held up once and only got 45 
minutes for my visit. I had to sit for two hours at the Bridge of Allen. I 
make 3 visits a fortnight. I can take a bus, it would be free. But I’m not 
on a bus route….If I went by bus it would be a 12 hour journey. But 
because of the time of night returning I might miss connections as 
everyone is finishing work and the bus stops a lot. I’d have to hire a 
taxi to get home. Coming out of the prison at 4pm means waiting for 
the bus at 5pm to take you into X…so I’d need to hire a taxi at the end 
of the visit…”   
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Theme 2: Travel & Transport 

VICKY 

• has visited her husband for 11 years despite her mental health issue: 

•  “I get the bus into town - that takes 30 minutes - and then get 
the bus up to Edinburgh - that takes two hours. Then I get the train to 
the prison that takes another 40 minutes. I leave home at 8am and 
get back at 8pm. I do a two hour visit. The last bus back is at 5.30pm 
if I miss that I have to get a taxi which costs 15 pounds. The Assisted 
Prison Visit scheme pays for the travel for two visits a month only and 
you have to wait two weeks to get the money back. They said I don’t 
travel enough to get an overnight stay. I make 3 visits a month, 4 of 
it’s a 5 week month and I’m out of pocket for £30-60. I need to 
prioritize if I feed the electric or see my husband. Usually I can’t afford 
food at the prison. I have to leave the visit early to catch the train at 
4.10pm. If I miss it I have to wait another 2 hours. My brother has to 
accompany me up there. I suffer from anxiety. The journey makes me 
worse. Visiting cheers him up and myself. It shows him I’m standing 
by him. I need to be very ill not to visit…”  
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Theme 3: Not being in control 

• Prison rules and resources impact on communication 
opportunities. If a visit is late in taking place the transport and 
child care arrangements that visitors may have made with third 
parties can be threatened 

• Those on the outside, already stressed, can find it difficult to 
interpret the pace and bureaucracy of the prison that govern 
available options 

• SANDRA 

• “…prisoners are the ones who must organize the visit. I 
couldn’t ever request a visit. That was very frustrating at the 
beginning particularly when he was on remand. It was very 
disorientating for him. He was remanded for a year. He was 
eventually allowed access to a phone. He has to request visits 
through a sheet…For me coming into this cold it was very very 
difficult to get information I felt. I tried to get hold of the Family 
Liaison Officers, but very often they are so over-stretched so 
you’d leave messages…” 
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Theme 3: Not being in control 

• Provisions for travelling to visits can be severely disrupted 
when visiting periods are altered: 

BARBARA  

• “The issue I brought up with them is they used to have a 
Sunday afternoon visit and they’ve scrapped that and 
made it a family & children one. And from the point of view 
of travelling through Glasgow on a Sunday it was easier 
than doing it mid-week when you hit heavy traffic at 
Glasgow at 5pm on the return. My gripe is changing the 
visit times from Sunday afternoon to Sunday morning. You 
have to be there at 9.45am which means leaving home at 
8am which means getting up at 5am because we have to 
walk the dog. If I had to use public transport it would be 
virtually impossible…”  
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Theme 3: Not being in control 

• For Annette certain visits left her feeling angry and 
disrespected:  

• “…It’s very emotional. I need to see him. But I don’t like it 
when its time up. I just think an hour is not enough. That 
extra hour would make it more worth it. The last time I 
made a visit I had my grandma with me and we got 
searched and I just think that he got searched leaving the 
visit room and I was going to ring the prison up to say 
what do you think I would have? You walk through that bit 
and you take your shoes off and get searched. It just 
actually annoyed me… It’s happened the last two visits 
I’m really annoyed about that, I don’t take drugs and I 
would dream of doing anything like that. My son’s the 
same….” 
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Conclusions 

Sykes ‘pains’ 

Deprivations of liberty, goods & services 

Family routines built around visits 

Income effects due to visiting 

Restrictions on social life 

 

Heterosexual relations 

Visits are limited to very brief & monitored hugs 

Control over who is seen on the outside 
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Conclusions 

Personal autonomy 

Severe impact on visitors reflecting visit stipulations 

Logistics of travelling & transport 

Reductions in family income 

Intensification of care workloads 

 

Security 

Neighbours may have issues with family 

Visitors encounter others on the visits 

Women can be exposed when partner is in jail 

Children can be at risk of bullying 

END – of PPs 
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